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ABSTRACT 

 
 Sources from the late antique and Byzantine eras attest that some Christian 

spouses adopted marital celibacy, or married persons’ abstention from sexual intimacy, as 

an ascetic practice. The prevalent scholarship on marital celibacy has all too often read 

later practices of marital celibacy into earlier texts, due to scholars’ tendency to 

universalize ascetic practice. This study endeavors to dismantle such universalizing by 

demonstrating the differences among four church fathers’ approaches and attitudes 

toward marital celibacy, assuming neither the popularity of the practice nor the 

immediate affirmation of its necessity for marital ascetic piety. The dissertation explores 

the theme of marital celibacy in the works of four of the most influential men of the late 

fourth and early fifth centuries—Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nyssa, Basil of 

Caesarea, and Augustine of Hippo—through a careful analysis of various sources, from 

funeral orations to hagiographies, to sermons to dogmatic treatises, to letters and to 

monastic rules. It questions whether the practice was widely embraced in both the eastern 

and western regions of the empire and distinguishes between theoretical and pragmatic 

acceptance of marital celibacy. 

 Not only does the study place the men’s beliefs regarding marital celibacy within 

their larger teachings on marriage and virginity, but it also emphasizes the way in which 

each man’s social context and pastoral role contributed to his rhetoric on the topic. It 

considers the ways in which the rhetoric surrounding marital celibacy intersected with the 

men’s agendas and perspectives concerning other matters, such as their promotion of 

their saintly family (Gregory of Nazianzus and Gregory of Nyssa), their monastic 

program (Basil), and their apologetics (Augustine). The project highlights the nuances 
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among each father as well as the divergences between the east (represented by the 

Cappadocians) and west (represented by Augustine). Although each man discusses the 

topic of marital celibacy in some way and endorses its practice, at least ideally, they also 

indicate that not everyone was embracing marital celibacy, nor was every ecclesial leader 

promoting its practice as necessary for marital piety. Their writings reveal that at least a 

few people had adopted marital celibacy, and that many people—bishops and laity 

alike—were attempting to understand its theoretic and pragmatic place and role in the 

Christian life, particularly in light of Paul’s instructions in 1 Corinthians 7. Despite 

efforts to offer a conclusive analysis of marital celibacy in the works of these four church 

fathers, the limitations caused by the divergences in the fathers’ rhetoric, due to the 

distinctive contexts and genres of their writings, hinders a straightforward conclusion. 

Thus this dissertation serves as a glimpse into the diversity of early Christian marital 

practices through the lens of marital celibacy, underscoring the complexity of both belief 

and behavior in the late antique Christian world. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 Although scholars have paid attention to the marital celibacy of famous couples 

such as Ammoun and his unnamed wife, Melania the Younger and Pinian, and Paulinus 

of Nola and Therasia, little attention has been given to the topic in the writings of the 

Cappadocians, Gregory of Nazianzus (c.329-394), Gregory of Nyssa (c.334-395), and 

Basil of Caesarea (c.331-379).1 As these renowned fathers helped shape the formal 

expressions of faith and doctrine for the church, they also contributed to the more 

informal expressions of piety, including marital practices, among the laity.2 For instance, 

scholars often argue that Nonna and Gorgonia embraced marital celibacy with their 

husbands, according to Gregory of Nazianzus’ orations; others will recognize Gregory of 

Nyssa’s support for marital celibacy in his treatise De virginitate. Yet no thorough 

examination of this theme in the Gregorys’ works, as well as Basil’s corpus, exists. 

Therefore, this study explores the theme of marital celibacy in the Cappadocians to 

uncover their views and attitudes toward the practice. I challenge scholarly assumptions 

that read marital celibacy into Gregory of Nazianzus’ texts, and I consider the various 

contexts and genres through which the men present their beliefs. Though the study will 

highlight many of their shared beliefs, I analyze each Cappdocian father in a separate 

chapter. Thus, this analysis not only fills a void in current scholarship, but it also provides 

an avenue for recognizing the individual perspectives of these three men. 

                                                
 1 “The dates of their births are approximate” (Vasiliki M. Limberis, Architects of Piety: The 
Cappadocian Fathers and the Cult of the Martyrs [New York: Oxford University Press, 2011], 112, fn. 59; 
111-25).  
 
 2 I use “church” and “Christian” fairly loosely, since the time period of these fathers involved 
ongoing debate concerning Christian and ecclesial identity. 
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 Just as scholarship on the ascetic and monastic movements has begun to delineate 

the ascetic practices or monastic forms according to region and/or charismatic leader, so 

too does this dissertation seek to differentiate each man’s ideals for marital piety. By 

discussing each father’s attitude toward marital celibacy separately, my study 

underscores the subtle differences and significant nuances in their beliefs. Accordingly, 

my project challenges a tendency that exists among scholars to universalize ascetic 

practice. In particular, scholars will often anachronistically read marital celibacy—as 

attested to in later (primarily western) sources—back into the Cappadocians. This study 

endeavors to approach the Cappadocian sources without presupposing that the men 

mandate marital celibacy as necessary for marital piety, even as I acknowledge that 

complete objectivity remains an illusion. This study thus joins the movement advocating 

careful scholarly attentiveness to the complexity of our sources and critiques any efforts 

to universalize marital piety, particularly its sexual and ascetic aspects. 

At the same time, because various sources attest that people were adopting marital 

celibacy, particularly in the western parts of the empire in the early fifth century, this 

study includes a chapter on Augustine (354-430), whose letters to celibate spouses testify 

to his familiarity with the phenomenon and whose fame and influence in the Latin-

speaking church rivals that of the Cappadocians.3 Yet Augustine not only links the 

Cappadocians to some of the more famous celibate spouses, but he also provides another 

perspective on marital celibacy from a different part of the empire. Thus, this dissertation 

contributes to the ongoing scholarly endeavors both to acknowledge the differences 

between the various regions of the Roman empire and to bring them into conversation 

                                                
 3 See Robert A. Markus, “Life, Culture, and Controversies of Augustine,” ATTA (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1999), 498-504. 
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with one another. The complexity of the topic comes to light through the investigation of 

some of the similarities and differences between Augustine and each Cappadocian father. 

The inclusion of a Latin-speaking father who shares pastoral and apologetic roles with his 

Greek-speaking counterparts also allows this study to highlight the multiple 

manifestations of piety, especially marital piety, within Christianity in the fourth century. 

Since I survey a variety of genres (e.g., the fathers’ letters, sermons, and treatises) for 

information on the fathers’ views on marital celibacy, and because I pay attention to the 

fathers’ roles within their own families, my work should underline the developing trend 

of viewing the fathers not only as theologians and philosophers but, equally and perhaps 

even more important, as men whose lives and influence (and writings) extended beyond 

church councils, creeds, and dogma.  

 Moreover, because the fathers construct these images during a particular milieu in 

church history and rely on some basic socio-cultural and Christian ideas about issues 

related to marital celibacy, my chapters include a brief overview of some of the 

fundamental societal or theological beliefs pertaining to marital celibacy. For instance, 

Gregory of Nazianzus’ chapter discusses the traditional virtue, σωφροσύνη, for married 

women, while Gregory of Nyssa’s chapter presents some of the legal parameters 

surrounding marriage. Basil’s chapter delves into the ancient medical-anthropological 

understandings of the relationships between body and soul, vice and virtue, while the 

Augustine chapter acknowledges late antiquity’s alternatives to marriage. Similarly, in 

each chapter I consider the men’s beliefs toward topics pertaining to marital celibacy, 

such as marriage, virginity, eschatology, and soteriology. 
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 By offering a comparative study on not just Augustine and the Cappadocians but 

also each Cappadocian individually, this dissertation underscores three key concepts: 1) 

that each author had his own perspective on marital celibacy, especially in light of his 

social context and the literary genres of his works; 2) that treatment of this theme 

necessitates consideration of related issues, such as anthropology and eschatology; and 3) 

that universalizing marital ascetic piety hinders us from appreciating the nuances, 

contradictions, and complexities within various patristic authors. As this study also 

highlights some of the similarities among the four as well as some of the differences 

between the Greek and Latin fathers (the Cappadocians and Augustine, respectively), it 

underscores the depth and richness of ancient Christian reflection on marital celibacy, 

even if much of that reflection lies beneath the surface of the texts. As I evaluate a variety 

of genres, from treatise to funeral oration, to poem to vita, this project likewise calls 

attention to the multiplicity of literary sources on this topic, as well as the multi-faceted 

identity of the bishops as leading theologians, pastors, members of families, and 

aristocratic men. 

 

Methodological issues 

 No study of the ancient world lacks methodological problems, however, and the 

most pressing merit recognition. This project faces the especial challenges of the 

constructed-ness of the texts and the accessibility of women, particularly in the Gregory 

chapters, where I focus much attention on the famous women in their families: Nonna 

and Gorgonia, Emmelia and Macrina. In any studies addressing women in the ancient 

world, feminist scholars have made axiomatic the caveat that we only access the women 
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through the men. The rhetorical nature of texts and the lack of female voices as well as 

the dearth of any other evidence (material, iconographic, or otherwise) for these 

particular women, raises questions of accessibility. Rather than claim that my analysis 

makes these women “real” or “accessible,” my work highlights how these accounts form 

an image of a pious woman in relation to her practice of marital celibacy (or lack 

thereof). 

 Because I focus particularly on these women as married women, the concept of 

constructed-ness applies to their husbands as well. The husbands, as one-half of a married 

couple, also appear only through the rhetorical prowess of the author-speaker, and their 

depictions likewise contribute to the accounts’ larger romanticized vision for pious 

married persons. The men, like the women, serve a literary function that goes beyond the 

scope of portraying “real” people. Similarly, Basil’s portrait of the monastic community 

idealizes the community and its practices as imitating the angelic life, even though his 

rules simultaneously reveal the many issues and problems plaguing the community. 

Augustine perhaps best concedes the romanticized nature of his teachings—he admits 

that he presents the superior path for couples to follow (marital celibacy) but 

acknowledges that most will not be able to adopt the practice. Still, these writings portray 

an idealized vision of marital celibacy that shares some basis of historical reality, for 

without some relation to the actual lives and cultural expectations for these husbands and 

wives, the accounts would lose credibility and lack the power to transform.4  

                                                
 4 I do believe these women and men existed, for three main reasons: 1) I remain unconvinced of 
their potential social agency apart from some relation to real people; 2) we have as much evidence for their 
existence as we do for other ancient persons whom very few scholars discount as historical people, such as 
Socrates; and 3) their continued—and often immediate—importance in church history makes me suspicious 
of claims they themselves are fictions, since such claims demean the ancients as naïve, obtuse, and dim-
witted simpletons, willing to honor and revere even fictional heroes of the faith. 
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 More important for this project than the historical background of the texts is their 

rhetorical import on people’s beliefs regarding marital celibacy. After all, texts, like 

iconography, are of necessity constructions, and though they may engage to some extent 

with the actual lives of people, they do not serve as simple reflections.5 Rather, the texts 

function as social agents, constructing idealized portraits of marriage, portraits that may 

also carry significant messages concerning marital celibacy and related issues. For 

“religious symbols both shape and express the world, being both active and passive,”6 

and the religious symbol of the pious celibate married persons found in the fathers’ 

writings not only expresses the fathers’ beliefs about the model marriage, but it acts as a 

social agent in the construction of these beliefs, shaping the quintessential image of 

marriage even as it also represents it.7 For example, in the Gregory chapters, the texts 

represent pious women and men, but the representations are themselves constructs that 

possessed significant power. The Gregorys’ idealizations of the women in the family 

created a portrait of these “pious” women, one that both served to keep the women’s 

memory present to their audiences and provided a conceptual model for that 

audience (and later audiences) to emulate and imitate.8 These paradigmatic depictions of 

the women possessed social agency for creating and shaping an archetype for all 

Christian wives, an archetype that may have involved marital celibacy.  

                                                
 
 5 Thanks to Dr. Bolman for these insights. 
 
 6 Cecily Hennessy, “Children as Iconic Images in S. Demetrios, Thessaloniki,” in Icon and Word: 
The Power of Images in Byzantium, eds. A. Eastmond and L. James (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2003), 162. 
 7 Alfred Gell, Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory (Oxford: Clarendon, 1998), 7. 
 
 8 After all, texts “‘were forces in the practice of power’ whose authors ‘sought to impact directly 
the present.’” Philippe Buc, The Dangers of Ritual: Between Early Medieval Texts and Social Scientific 
Theory (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 259, quoted in Cecily Hilsdale, “Constructing a 
Byzantine Augusta: A Greek Book for a French Bride,” Art Bulletin 87.3 (2005), 458. 
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 These ideas apply to Basil and Augustine’s works as well, even though these men 

do not focus on any particular persons or married couples. Through Basil’s portrayal of 

the monastic community as the ideal family, and through Augustine’s vision for 

marriages as relationships embodying the three goods, these men likewise offer idealized 

constructions that function as social agents exemplifying, enforcing, and embodying their 

ideals for marriage. Hence, considering the potential social agency of these constructions 

recognizes not only the rhetorical function of such depictions but also the tensions 

inherent in attempts to construct an ideal Christian marriage during an era fraught with 

questions of identity, from the household to the palace.9 The fathers lived and wrote 

during a time of great change in the Christian church, when the legal recognition of 

Christianity signified an end to widespread martyrdom and heralded a new relationship 

with the imperial leaders. Challenges from outside and inside Christianity also 

characterized this era, as Christians attempted to determine and establish orthodox belief 

regarding topics such as the identity of Jesus and the doctrine of the Trinity, as well as 

orthodox Christian practice and piety. Significantly, as the ascetic movement grew in 

popularity, clerical leaders and laity found themselves pressed to develop responses to the 

ascetic critique of traditional Greco-Roman life, including traditional marriage. Marital 

celibacy arises, therefore, in a milieu wherein ecclesial leaders were formulating their 

visions for Christian doctrine and practice in response to the many changes and 

challenges facing the church. Accordingly, each chapter situates the father’s attitude 
                                                
 
 9 “Beyond the problem of reliability of our male authors at the descriptive level lies an interpretive 
dilemma. Roman writers tended to impute sexual concerns and motives to many of women’s actions” (Ross 
Shepard Kraemer, Her Share of the Blessings: Women's Religions among Pagans, Jews, and Christians in 
the Greco-Roman World [New York: Oxford University Press, 1994], 52). Though Kraemer helpfully 
raises some of the gender issues in these texts, they go beyond the scope of my project; still, the gendered 
nature of the fathers’ use of the women (e.g., in the Gregorys’ accounts of their mothers and sisters, in 
Augustine’s letters) enriches and confounds analyses of their comments. 
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toward marital celibacy within his particular context and considers the implications that 

setting may have had on each man’s work.  

 Another methodological issue that hinders easy assessment of marital celibacy 

merits recognition: class and its relationship to the institution of marriage. Marital 

celibacy arose in a culture that mandated who and who could not marry.10 The laws 

considered marriage as a means of passing on property to legitimate heirs, and thus 

marriage remained inextricably tied to issues of inheritance, property, and class.11 

“Marriage” between people of unequal social statuses (especially slaves and freeborn) did 

not exist legally; instead, concubinage remained a valid and widely practiced alternative, 

even though various laws and emperors attempted to discourage it in favor of promoting 

marriage and the legitimate heirs it produced.12 Slaves had neither power to marry nor 

power to reject the sexual overtures of their masters, further removing them from this 

discussion on a practice “chosen” by married spouses.13 This study of marital celibacy 

                                                
 
 10 Marriage fell under the authority of the state, not the church, though the ecclesial leaders 
nonethless tried to proscribe marriage and marital practices. The canons of Elvira, Basil’s canons, and other 
works by patristic authors demonstrates that the church did concern itself with marital issues. Three points 
may be helpful to acknowledge in setting the stage for the later discussions: 1) the Church discouraged and 
even penalized remarriage; 2) virginity grew in popularity and was considered superior to marriage; and 3) 
the eschatological outlook of early Christians caused them to question issues such as the goods of marriage 
and the need to procreate. 
 
 11 We must remember, moreover, that practice and legal regulations do not always match. Still, the 
well-educated families in this study likely were familiar with the law and the legalities of marriage and 
inheritance, even if they did not code their discussions of the women in legal language. See Antti Arjava, 
Women and Law in Late Antiquity (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 16, 25. As Rawson 
remarks, “There appears to have been (at least in the upper classes) some conflict between marriage ideals 
and practice, and some tension between male and female expectations.” Beryl Rawson, “The Roman 
Family,” in The Family in Ancient Rome: New Perspectives, ed. Beryl Rawson (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1986), 8. 
 
 
 12 Cf. Gillian Clark, Women in Late Antiquity: Pagan and Christian Lifestyles (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1994), 31-33, and Judith Evans-Grubbs, “Constantine and Imperial Legislation on the Family,” eds. J. 
Harries and I. Wood (Ithaca, NY: Duckworth and Cornell University Press, 1993), 130-133. 
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deals with people married to others of their status, poor or elite: the very concept of 

“marital” celibacy technically applies only to married persons, which by definition 

exclude or anyone in a relationship with a person of a different social status.14 Because 

the four men themselves were members of the elite class, and because many of their 

descriptions of celibate women or celibate marriages involve those from the upper class, 

this project also in many ways pertains primarily to upper class models of marital 

celibacy. 

 Nonetheless, assuming that constructions of idealized elite married persons apply 

only to elite couples overlooks the potential social agency of such constructions. Just as 

many underprivileged or disadvantaged people today admire the social elites and even, it 

seems, often aspire to imitate them, so too might the constructions of these ideal, married 

couples serve as potent archetypes even outside the elite circles. I particularly do not wish 

to ignore the harsh reality that many slaves were forced into sexual relationships; 

however, I contend that the fathers’ teachings provide a vision to which marital—and 

even sexual—relationships might aspire, even if the grasp of such a goal remained 

elusive or impossible. That is, people may have accepted the ideal theoretically, even if 

the ideal was impossible to achieve practically. Models for imitation continue to have 

pedagogical import regardless of people’s abilities to imitate them. If the audiences for 

many of the fathers’ sermons included significant numbers of persons barred from 

                                                                                                                                            
 13 See Jennifer Glancy, Corporeal Knowledge: Early Christian Bodies (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2010), as well as John Meyendorff, “Christian Marriage in Byzantium: The Canonical 
and Liturgical Tradition,” DOP 44 (1990), 101. 
 
 14 A poor married couple’s lack of property may have rendered some of the laws and regulations 
concerning marriage almost irrelevant for their lives. For instance—morality aside—adultery may have 
been a matter of greater socio-political concern for married persons from a propertied class, for both the 
family and the state feared passing their property to illegitimate children: those of lesser means had little to 
share with their progeny, making issues of legitimacy and illegitimacy less pressing a concern for the state. 
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marriage or participating in concubinage, then it seems plausible to conclude that the 

fathers recognized and utilized the rhetorical significance of their teachings for all classes 

and people in their audiences, even if they acknowledged the pragmatic impossibility for 

people to fulfill the ideal.15 After all, regardless of status, for any woman in the Greco-

Roman world, “marriage or its absence was still the central fact of her life”—and the 

same could apply to men, as well.16 Thus, discussions of marriage and marital celibacy 

may not have been as irrelevant as we might think, even for those barred from legal 

marriage. 

 Furthermore, the fathers’ use of symbolic familial imagery to describe people’s 

relationships to Christ and each other opens doors for people of all societal positions to 

think about marriage. All Christians marry their true bridegroom, Christ, and all can give 

birth to spiritual children. Similarly, those who join the monastic community become 

brothers and sisters, without sharing a womb, and even those slaves who cannot legally 

marry can symbolically wed Christ. Such language has potential to disrupt, enrich, and 

problematize understandings of marital celibacy, since the marital imagery the fathers 

employ defines everyone as (potentially) married to Christ regardless of status and 

suggests all may produce children, without sexual intercourse. Although the project does 

not focus extensive attention to the spiritual symbolism, the rhetoric is important, since 

the symbolism itself may also contribute to the fathers’ teachings on marital celibacy: a 

                                                
 
 15 Material evidence permits some access to the non-elite couples. In a future project, attention to 
the material culture of married persons could provide both a richer understanding of the larger, diverse 
social setting in which these women and men lived and a potentially more meaningful interpretation of 
some of the father’s comments. 
 
 16 Clark, Women, 13; see also Susan Treggiari, “Ideals and Practicalities in Matchmaking in 
Ancient Rome,” in The Family in Italy: from Antiquity to the Present, ed. David J. Kertzer and Richard P. 
Saller (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991), 91-108. 
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celibate physical marriage can less problematically represent the spiritual marriage 

between Christ and his followers. 

 One last issue that makes difficult any analysis of ancient sources concerns the 

dating of the source material. Although I have found myself persuaded occasionally 

about the importance of determining specific dates, this project does not involve itself 

with scholarly attempts to pinpoint specific date of an event or of a sermon, speech, or 

other work. I hesitate to state unequivocally that we can be certain of specific dating, 

because such surety requires we ignore the long history of the texts as well as the 

differences in historiographical practices between then and now. Thus, only if the dating 

of the work affects my interpretation or larger message, will I mention such issues and 

state my opinion, while remaining suspicious of any claims to certainty. 

 

Terminology 

My study focuses on people married—legally, physically, theoretically, and/or 

analogically—to someone else. I use the term “marital celibacy” to define those in a 

married relationship who abstain from sexual intercourse; in other words, the word 

applies to those couples whose sexual relationship is marked by abstinence. Because the 

fathers address marital celibacy in relation to married people, moreover, in many 

respects, this study focuses on marital celibacy as a practice embraced by spouses in a 

legal marriage. 

I use the term “marital celibacy” for a variety of reasons. First, since 

contemporary Catholic church teachings use “continence” to describe this phenomenon, 

as do many scholars working on Augustine, I refrain from using such a term to distance 
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my discussion from the western, Catholic understanding of the practice.17 Second, I 

prefer marital celibacy over “marital chastity,” a term used in various scholarly and 

ecclesial writings, because “chastity” in marriage does not necessarily share the same 

definition as celibacy: “chastity” in late antique sources often describes adherence to a 

monogamous marital sexual relationship and refusal of culturally accepted male 

extramarital sexual practices such as concubinage and sex with unmarried women. Third, 

another term, “spiritual marriage,” crops up in discussions of this topic, primarily in 

discussions of ascetics or virgins who dedicate themselves to rejecting any sexual 

relationship, despite their legal marital status. However, the term also can apply to virgins 

who consider themselves married to Christ, to any Christian who claims participation in 

marriage to Christ (see Ephesians 5), or, in some polemical treatises of the early church, 

to ascetics living together as if they were husband and wife, though without a marriage 

contract or sexual relationship. Thus, spiritual marriage’s more analogical and broader 

definitions, as well as its potential for misunderstanding in its application to married 

couples, leads me to reject this term in favor of “marital celibacy.” 

I choose to employ “celibacy” because it often denotes complete abstention from 

sex, yet it simultaneously can refer to a broader lifestyle that includes, but is not limited 

to, abstention from sex, or at least abstention from certain sexual relationships or sexual 

intimacy at particular times. The term, I hope, possesses enough ambiguity to provide for 

a larger discussion of the term’s complexity in its fourth century setting. At the same 

time, because celibacy involves or alludes to abstention from sex, at least in popular 

definitions, the term “marital celibacy” should allow readers to understand readily that 

                                                
 
 17 I also dislike the term’s ambiguity and its distractingly phonetic relation to incontinence. 
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this study probes issues related to the sexual relationship—more specifically, its lack—in 

marriage.  

 Furthermore, because the members of the Cappadocian families shared many of 

the same names (particularly Gregory), I refer to Gregory of Nazianzus as “Gregory of 

Nazianzus” and Gregory of Nyssa as “Gregory of Nyssa” when there may be confusion 

in distinguishing between the two. In the individual chapters about each Gregory, I call 

him “Gregory,” for the sake of felicity and brevity. I also name Basil of Caesarea and 

Augustine of Hippo “Basil” and “Augustine,” respectively, because this study does not 

include any other fathers with those names.18 For Gregory of Nazianzus’s father, also 

Gregory, I use “Gregory the Elder,” and I refer to Gregory of Nyssa’s and Basil’s 

grandmother as “Macrina the Elder” and their sister as simply “Macrina.”  

 Finally, when discussing the men in my study, I refer to them as “fathers” for 

various reasons. First, with the exception of Augustine, whose only son died at a young 

age, none of the men were fathers biologically, yet their role in church history places 

them within the “fathers of the church.” This irony reminds us that their legacies do not 

exist through their familial ties but, rather, through their participation in their larger 

family, the church. Second, even though the men interacted with the women in their 

family as sons and brothers, their spiritual authority and power placed them in the 

position of also being their mother-sister’s “father.” Referring to them as “fathers” 

reminds us of this complicated dynamic, a dynamic that echoes in the monastic literature 

of Basil, who served as spiritual “father’ to his new community as he distanced himself 

from his biological kin and rejected traditional fatherhood. Augustine, too, pushes the 

                                                
 
 18 Though there are no other famous, contemporaneous Augustines, Basil of Caesarea and Basil of 
Ancyra are sometimes confused with one another; the latter does not appear in this project. 
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definition of the word, for he served as spiritual father to many but also fathered an 

illegitimate son through his concubinage relationship. Therefore, my use of the term 

“fathers” places the men within the larger picture of church history as leaders assisting in 

its creation and definition during the formative late fourth and early fifth centuries; the 

term also reiterates the complicated, sometimes convoluted, familial relationship in which 

the men did or did not participate. 

 

Chapter outlines 

 Chapter One focuses on Gregory of Nazianzus, who speaks the least explicitly 

about marital celibacy. According to many scholars, Gregory of Nazianzus’s funeral 

orations on his family indicate that his mother and sister adopted marital celibacy. This 

chapter scrutinizes the funeral orations to probe whether the texts support this hypothesis: 

I contend that the texts’ rhetorical equivocations hinder definitive conclusions. I then turn 

to the rest of Gregory’s corpus, seeking evidence for Gregory’s views on marital 

celibacy, paying particular attention to the term σωφροσύνη. My investigation relies on 

close readings of Gregory’s texts, without presupposing marital celibacy’s presence. Due 

to Gregory of Nazianzus’ vague and indeterminate declarations concerning marital 

celibacy in the lives of his family members, in many ways this chapter problematizes the 

interpretation of Gregory of Nazianzus’ works. As I investigate the writings in light of 

Greogry of Nazianzus’ rhetorical skills as well as his pastoral and familial roles, I offer 

possible explanations for Gregory’s equivocations. 

 Chapter Two provides an overview of Gregory of Nyssa’s treatise, De virginitate, 

paying especial attention to his teachings on marital celibacy and the related topics of 
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marriage and virginity. I first discuss the debate over Gregory’s personal marital status to 

propose some possibilities for his own vested interest in the arguments he offers in the 

treatise. In addition, in order to evaluate more carefully his attitudes toward marital 

celibacy, I consider one of the underlying theological presuppositions that buttress 

Gregory’s beliefs: his anthropology. I also highlight two scholarly trajectories concerning 

the interpretation of Gregory’s work and, particularly, his comments on marriage and 

celibacy. The chapter thus places Gregory’s teachings on marital celibacy within his 

wider vision of the ideal Christian life. As he argues against marriage, pointing out its 

negative aspects, he asserts the superiority of virginity and proclaims its merits. 

 Chapter Three builds on Chapter Two, and approaches Gregory of Nyssa’s Vita 

Macrinae as a hagiographical exposition of Gregory of Nyssa’s teachings on marriage in 

De virg. That is, I contend that in the hagiography, Gregory of Nyssa presents both 

Macrina and Emmelia as married, celibate women exemplifying and embodying his 

teachings in De virg. This chapter turns to legal and historical texts to support my 

position, focusing particular attention on Macrina’s betrothal in the vita. I then explore 

the literary relationship between daughter and mother, considering the ways in which 

Emmelia both complements and serves as foil for her daughter, particularly through their 

shared marital status as well as through their divergent sexual relationships within their 

marriages. I also examine the rhetorical implications of Gregory of Nyssa’s descriptions 

of his mother and sister as embodiments of his teachings on marriage, virginity, and 

marital celibacy. 

 Chapter Four turns to Basil of Caesarea, whose roles as bishop and as founder of 

monastic communities mark him as the most public figure of the Cappadocians. The 
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chapter first addresses some of the rhetorical issues underlying Basil’s works, including 

his relationship with his family and his association with Eustathius, since these issues 

may contribute to Basil’s position on marital celibacy. By analyzing Basil’s views on the 

passions and their relation to sexual practices, and in light of Basil’s thoughts on 

marriage and his rules for monasticism, I propose that Basil’s writings underscore his 

unique contribution to the project: he ties marital celibacy to the monastic community 

instead of the household. As he creates a new monastic family, Basil replaces the 

traditional family and its procreative duties with a family characterized by its 

commitment to virginity and, subsequently, to marital celibacy. 

 Chapter Five provides a western perspective on marital celibacy as I peruse 

Augustine of Hippo’s treatise on marriage, De bono coniugali, for his own teachings on 

marital celibacy. As someone familiar with married couples who were practicing 

celibacy, Augustine links the Cappadocians with some of the later, renowned celibate 

marriages. Yet Augustine’s defense of marriage against various opponents, his exposition 

of its goods, and his explicit treatment of marital celibacy distinguish him from the 

Cappdocians. His attention to virtue and concubinage, as well as his pastoral approach to 

marital celibacy and its practice in the lives of his congregants, offers a glimpse into the 

role of marital celibacy in the western, North African world. The chapter also provides an 

opportunity to evaluate the Cappadocians and their teachings on marital celibacy in 

relation to another important church father. The blend of voices demonstrates the 

complexity of marital celibacy in the late fourth and early fifth centuries of the church 

even as the inclusion of the four men’s works underscores some of the mores shared 



 xxvii 

among late antique Christians leaders, despite regional, linguistic, and personal 

differences. 

  

Key scriptural passages 

 Although I have thus framed this project as an investigation of the topic of marital 

celibacy in the Cappadocians and Augustine, this dissertation also functions as an 

exploration of fourth-century interpretations of 1 Corinthians 7. In this passage, Paul 

responds to questions facing the Corinthian community regarding marriage and celibacy, 

virginity and divorce. The ascetic movements in the fourth century often referred to 

Paul’s guidance in this chapter, particularly verses 7-8, 25-35, 40, to explain and bolster 

their rejection of marriage in favor of the virginal life. At the same time, those who 

claimed biblical support for traditional marriage or who desired instructions on Christian 

marriage could appeal to this chapter, especially verses 2-6, 10-16, 36-37. Perhaps 

because this passage blends teachings on marriage with exhortations to virginity, 

therefore, the Cappadocians and Augustine invoke and allude to this passage throughout 

their discussions on marital celibacy.  

 The Cappadocians and Augustine lent significant authority to Scripture, and the 

ideas they found in the biblical corpus shaped and affected their views on marital 

celibacy.19 In addition to 1 Corinthians 7, other biblical passages also underlie the 

fathers’ teachings, such as Jesus’ instructions on marriage and divorce and virginity (e.g., 

Matthew 5:27-32, 19:3-12; Mark 10:2-12; Luke 16:18) and the Pauline expositions of 

                                                
 
 19 I mention here only the canonical books, but as the discussion of Acta Pauli et Theclae in the 
Gregory of Nyssa chapters will reveal, the “Scriptures” to which the fathers appealed went beyond the 
present-day, ecclesial-sanctioned canon. 
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appropriate, honorable behaviors for husbands and wives and widows (e.g., Colossians 

3:18-19; Ephesians 5:21-33; 1Timothy 5:3-16; Titus 2:1-8). The passage exhorting 

holiness in the marital bed (Hebrews 13:4), as well as Paul’s explanation of the 

relationship between sexual immorality and the holiness of God’s temple (1 Corinthians 

6:9-20), further guided their understandings of Christian marital sexual practices. Jesus’ 

comments on angelic marriages (Matthew 22:30; Mark 12:25; Luke 20:34-36), also 

contributed to their views of marriage in relation to Christian eschatology. The biblical 

tradition that portrayed marriage as analogous to God’s relationship with his people—a 

concept found throughout both the Old and New Testaments—likewise provided 

background to the fathers’ teachings; moreover, the fathers often refer to biblical 

characters, both married and unmarried, as confirmation of their claims about marriage, 

virginity, and marital celibacy. Accordingly, the import of the scriptures for the 

Cappadocians and Augustine cannot be overestimated: as ecclesial leaders and devoted 

Christians, they expounded Scripture in their sermons, quoted and alluded to scriptural 

passages in their writings, and interpreted scriptural passages in defense of (their 

conception of) Christian orthodoxy, including orthodoxy and orthopraxy regarding 

Christian marriage. 

 Finally, though the four men rely on the entire corpus of Scripture, the passage in 

1 Corinthians 7 served as the most significant for the fathers as they worked out their 

beliefs of marital celibacy. All four fathers, despite their different emphases and 

approaches to marital celibacy, allude to and reference this chapter in their discussions. 

Accordingly, in order to situate this project with regard to its most central scriptural 
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foundation, I provide an English translation of the chapter before turning to my analysis 

of the Cappadocians and Augustine and their understanding of marital celibacy. 

 

1 Corinthians 7:1-40 (NRSV) 
 

 7 Now concerning the matters about which you wrote: “It is well for a man not 
to touch a woman.” 2 But because of cases of sexual immorality, each man should have 
his own wife and each woman her own husband. 3 The husband should give to his wife 
her conjugal rights, and likewise the wife to her husband. 4 For the wife does not have 
authority over her own body, but the husband does; likewise the husband does not have 
authority over his own body, but the wife does. 5 Do not deprive one another except 
perhaps by agreement for a set time, to devote yourselves to prayer, and then come 
together again, so that Satan may not tempt you because of your lack of self-control. 
6 This I say by way of concession, not of command. 7 I wish that all were as I myself am. 
But each has a particular gift from God, one having one kind and another a different kind. 
 8 To the unmarried and the widows I say that it is well for them to remain 
unmarried as I am. 9 But if they are not practicing self-control, they should marry. For it 
is better to marry than to be aflame with passion. 
 10 To the married I give this command—not I but the Lord—that the wife should 
not separate from her husband 11 (but if she does separate, let her remain unmarried or 
else be reconciled to her husband), and that the husband should not divorce his wife. 
 12 To the rest I say—I and not the Lord—that if any believer has a wife who is an 
unbeliever, and she consents to live with him, he should not divorce her. 13 And if any 
woman has a husband who is an unbeliever, and he consents to live with her, she should 
not divorce him. 14 For the unbelieving husband is made holy through his wife, and the 
unbelieving wife is made holy through her husband. Otherwise, your children would be 
unclean, but as it is, they are holy. 15 But if the unbelieving partner separates, let it be so; 
in such a case the brother or sister is not bound. It is to peace that God has called you. 
16 Wife, for all you know, you might save your husband. Husband, for all you know, you 
might save your wife. 
 17 However that may be, let each of you lead the life that the Lord has assigned, 
to which God called you. This is my rule in all the churches. 18 Was anyone at the time of 
his call already circumcised? Let him not seek to remove the marks of circumcision. Was 
anyone at the time of his call uncircumcised? Let him not seek circumcision. 
19 Circumcision is nothing, and uncircumcision is nothing; but obeying the 
commandments of God is everything. 20 Let each of you remain in the condition in which 
you were called. 
 21 Were you a slave when called? Do not be concerned about it. Even if you can 
gain your freedom, make use of your present condition now more than ever. 22 For 
whoever was called in the Lord as a slave is a freed person belonging to the Lord, just as 
whoever was free when called is a slave of Christ. 23 You were bought with a price; do 
not become slaves of human masters. 24 In whatever condition you were called, brothers 
and sisters, there remain with God. 
 25 Now concerning virgins, I have no command of the Lord, but I give my 
opinion as one who by the Lord’s mercy is trustworthy. 26 I think that, in view of the 
impending crisis, it is well for you to remain as you are. 27 Are you bound to a wife? Do 
not seek to be free. Are you free from a wife? Do not seek a wife. 28 But if you marry, you 
do not sin, and if a virgin marries, she does not sin. Yet those who marry will experience 
distress in this life, and I would spare you that. 29 I mean, brothers and sisters, the 
appointed time has grown short; from now on, let even those who have wives be as 
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though they had none, 30 and those who mourn as though they were not mourning, and 
those who rejoice as though they were not rejoicing, and those who buy as though they 
had no possessions, 31 and those who deal with the world as though they had no dealings 
with it. For the present form of this world is passing away. 
 32 I want you to be free from anxieties. The unmarried man is anxious about the 
affairs of the Lord, how to please the Lord; 33 but the married man is anxious about the 
affairs of the world, how to please his wife, 34 and his interests are divided. And the 
unmarried woman and the virgin are anxious about the affairs of the Lord, so that they 
may be holy in body and spirit; but the married woman is anxious about the affairs of the 
world, how to please her husband. 35 I say this for your own benefit, not to put any 
restraint upon you, but to promote good order and unhindered devotion to the Lord. 
 36 If anyone thinks that he is not behaving properly toward his fiancée, if his 
passions are strong, and so it has to be, let him marry as he wishes; it is no sin. Let them 
marry. 37 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 
fiancée, he will do well. 38 So then, he who marries his fiancée does well; and he who 
refrains from marriage will do better. 
 39 A wife is bound as long as her husband lives. But if the husband dies, she is 
free to marry anyone she wishes, only in the Lord. 40 But in my judgment she is more 
blessed if she remains as she is. And I think that I too have the Spirit of God. 
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CHAPTER 1  

GREGORY OF NAZIANZUS 

In the majority of research on the women in Gregory of Nazianzus’ family, especially 

with regard to his sister Gorgonia, scholars assume marital celibacy.1 Though such claims stem 

from a reading of Gregory’s works, underlying presuppositions concerning the uniformity of 

ascetic marital piety undermine scholarly attentiveness to the ambiguities present within 

Gregory’s texts. As an alternative, I propose that the question of marital celibacy within Gregory 

of Nazianzus’s family remains highly indeterminate: he does not clearly allude to his sister’s or 

mother’s celibacy—or lack thereof.  Rather, Gregory employs ambiguous and weighted 

terminology to depict his family members’ ascetic marital piety. 

After a short introduction to his family, I explore Gregory’s teachings on marital celibacy 

through 1) a textual analysis of important yet problematic passages in the funeral orations for his 

family; 2) a limited investigation of the key term σωφροσύνη in Gregory’s work; 3) a cursory 

discussion of other relevant texts within Gregory’s corpus; and 4) a brief discussion of potential 

reasons for Gregory’s equivocations in light of his role as rhetor, bishop, and family man.2 

Instead of claiming a particular position on marital celibacy in Gregory’s family or a well-

developed, consistent teaching on the topic within Gregory’s work, my chapter demonstrates the 

                                                
 1 Cf., e.g., Virginia Burrus, “Life After Death: The Martyrdom of Gorgonia and the Birth of Female 
Hagiography,” in Gregory of Nazianzus: Images and Reflections, ed. Jostein Bortnes and Tomas Hägg 
(Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2006), 3; Tomas Hägg, “‘Playing with Expectations’: Gregory's Funeral 
Orations on His Brother, Sister, and Father,” in Gregory of Nazianzus: Images and Reflections, ed. Jostein Bortnes 
and Tomas Hägg (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2006), 5; Brian E. Daley, S.J., Gregory of Nazianzus 
(New York: Routledge, 2006; 214, fn. 65; Patricia Cox Miller, ed., Women in Early Christianity: Translations from 
Greek Texts (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2005), 278; Federico Fatti, “‘Fu Casta Senza 
Superbia:’ Acesi e dinastia in Cappadocia nella Tardo Antichita” RSCr 8.2 (2001): 181-82; Mary Sheather, “The 
Eulogies on Macrina and Gorgonia: or, What Difference did Christianity Make?” Pac. 8.1 (1995): 28; Anna M. 
Silvas, Macrina the Younger, Philosopher of God (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepolis, 2008), 47, fn. 130. 
 
 2 I do not provide extensive details on Gregory’s views on virginity and marriage, nor debates concerning 
his family relationships, except as relevant to marital celibacy. 
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complexities of such an investigation as I problematize more popular readings of Gregory’s 

works. While this investigation serves as an impetus for further research, it seeks to provide here 

a preliminary yet fairly extensive overview of Gregory’s views on marital celibacy, an overview 

that argues against facile readings of his works and in favor of interpretations that acknowledge 

the difficulties inherent in such a task. 

   

Gregory’s family: A few comments 

Gregory of Nazianzus’ immediate family consisted of his mother Nonna, his father 

Gregory the Elder, and his two siblings, Gorgonia his older sister and Caesarius his younger 

brother. As members of the curial class, Gregory’s family participated in local politics, including 

ecclesial matters, and like other wealthy Cappadocian families, they functioned as “provincial 

nobility.”3 However, due to the choices of the children, the prominent societal role of Gregory’s 

family ended with his generation: neither of the boys married, and Gorgonia, through marriage, 

became part of her husband’s family line.4 Still, Gregory’s family members continue to be 

important to Christian history, not only due to their roles as martyrs, but also due to their 

influence on Gregory himself.5   Gregory was, after all, “a family man” whose identity was 

inextricably tied to his family.6 From his mother’s consecrating him to the priesthood to his 

                                                
 3 Cf. T.A. Kopeck, “The Social Class of the Cappadocian Fathers,” CH 42 (1973), 455. See also Peter 
Brown, The Body and Society: Men, Women, and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1988), 285. 
 
 4 Moreover, Gorgonia’s daughters became part of their own husbands’ families, not Gregory’s, despite 
Gregory’s role in Alypiana’s life. Cf. Rosemary Radford Ruether, Gregory of Nazianzus: Rhetor and Philosopher 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969), 124; and Brown, Body and Society, 184. 
 
 5 Cf. Vasiliki M. Limberis, Architects of Piety: The Cappadocian Fathers and the Cult of the Martyrs (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2011). 
 
 6 Susanna Elm, “Gregory’s Women: Creating a Philosopher’s Family,” in Gregory of Nazianzus: Images 
and Reflections, ed. Jostein Bortnes and Tomas Hägg (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2006), 191. 
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father’s forcing him into leadership, from Gorgonia’s choice of marriage to Caesarius’ 

controversial role in the imperial court, Gregory’s family members prodded him to action in the 

church and forced him to ponder and express his views on politics, theological doctrine, and 

even social issues, like marriage. 

For instance, although Gregory of Nazianzus wrote no specific treatises on marriage (or 

virginity), he expresses his views on marriage and related issues through his funeral orations for 

his father, sister, and brother, as well as in his epigrams, poems, sermons, and other writings. 

Feminist scholars and rhetorical critics rightly raise issues of the mediated nature of the women 

in these texts.7 As the last part of this chapter will demonstrate, Gregory’s depictions of these 

women serve as a means by which he himself gains honor, cares for his audience as a pastor, and 

displays his rhetorical prowess.8 Gregory’s construction of these ideal matrons also function as a 

way for Gregory to convey his beliefs on various topics, like gender, salvation, and ascetic 

marital piety.9 Accordingly, in order to uncover Gregory’s thoughts on marital celibacy, I 

investigate his idealized portrayals of his mother and sister, both married women whose ascetic 

marital piety Gregory praises—and whose marital celibacy scholars often assume. Even as I 

recognize the mediated nature of these texts, I remain convinced that these accounts, despite their 

construction, nevertheless offer us insight into the lives of these women, or, perhaps more 

generally speaking, into the family dynamics of these men and women. More broadly, these 

                                                
 7 Cf., e.g., Averil Cameron, “Virginity as Metaphor: Women and the Rhetoric of Early Christianity,” in 
History as Text: The Writing of Ancient History, ed. Averil Cameron (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 1990), 200, who discusses other issues that shaped men’s portrayals of women. Yet despite such influences, 
as Burrus points out, the lives of women do tell us about the men who spoke about them (Burrus, “Life after Death,” 
153-70).  
 
 8 Cf. Kate Cooper, The Virgin and the Bride: Idealized Womanhood in Late Antiquity (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1999), 19; Gillian Clark, Women in Late Antiquity (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994). 
 
 9 Cf. Ross Kraemer, “When is a Text about a Woman a Text about a Woman?” in A Feminist Companion 
to Patristic Literature, ed. Amy-Jill Levine and Maria Mayo Robbins (New York: T&T Clark, 2008), 156-57. 
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accounts portray an idealized portrait that shares some basis of historical reality, for without 

some relation to the actual lives and cultural expectations for these matron-mothers, the accounts 

would lose credibility and lack the power to transform.10 Therefore, I provide a few notes on 

Gregory’s relationships with his mother and sister before examining the texts whereby he 

expresses his views on marital celibacy through his depiction of these women. 

 First, Gregory dedicated fifty epigrams to his mother (epig. 24-74), and he praised her in 

each of their other family member’s funeral orations.11 Numerous scholars remark on Gregory’s 

closeness to his mother, and he himself comments that she loved him the most.12 Throughout his 

career, Gregory chose to attend to his aging parents at their home.13 His effusive praise for his 

mother, contrasted with his bitterness toward his father for his role in Gregory’s ordination, 

suggests that Gregory enjoyed a close relationship with his mother.14  He was, to put it 

colloquially, a true “mama’s boy.” His distress at her death, as well as his ongoing praise for her 

role in his life, verifies that Gregory cared deeply for his mother, a woman who embraced not the 

virginal life but, rather, the life of an aristocratic matron-mother. 

                                                
 10 See Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 8.1. 
 
 11 Gregory of Nazianzus, epig. 24-74 (LCL 8:410-31); Or. 8, 17, 18. “In his memories Gregory seems to 
have thought more about his mother than about all the rest of his family. He himself admitted that the number of 
epigrams was an indication of their mutual love” (Raymond Van Dam, Families and Friends in Late Roman 
Cappadocia [Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003], 98). 
 
 12 Gregory of Nazianzus, epig. 30; Or. 18.30. 
 
 13 Cf., e.g., Epistulae 1 and 59; Or. 43.25, Or. 2.103, where Gregory argues his familial responsibilities to 
his parents prevented him from assisting Basil. Perhaps similarly, in his praise of Hero the Philosopher, Gregory 
lauds Hero’s staunch resolves even during his persecution and exile and inquires, “Did the though of your mother, 
old and alone, make you waver? Or did you in fact draw great strength from the knowledge that piety was the 
greatest and most secure provision that you left with them?” (Or. 25.14 in Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations 
[trans. Martha Vinson, FC 107; Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2003], 169). Because 
Gregory wavered over his commitment to the ascetic life with Basil due of his responsibilities to his elderly parents, 
Gregory may be praising Hero for achieving that which he himself could not do. 
 
 14 Cf. Or. 12.4, Or. 2.77. 
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 Likewise, Gregory’s only sister, Gorgonia, married and had three (known) female 

children.15 Gregory devotes three epigrams to his sister, delivers an oration on the celebration of 

her death, and speaks despairingly of her death in a poem.16 Nevertheless, scholars debate 

Gregory’s relationship with his sister. For instance, Van Dam insists that Gregory had little to no 

contact with Gorgonia once she was married, and he also proposes that Gregory “seems to have 

barely known Gorgonia,” because his funeral oration omits childhood stories and lacks specific, 

intimate knowledge of her adult life.17 Van Dam contends, therefore, that Gorgonia’s funeral 

oration provides “an oblique meditation on his mother,” while Gorgonia becomes a “timeless 

figure” modeled on Nonna.18 In contrast, Hägg argues, against Van Dam, “Those who insist that 

Gregory hardly knew his sister, or even disliked her, can hardly have read the speech to the end, 

or lack the instruments to translate his rhetorical pathos into terms more congenial to us.”19 

Gregory’s paucity of information about his sister’s married life fits with the physical distance her 

marriage would have introduced to their relationship, and her position as married woman 

explains Gregory’s lack of “free access” to the events of her married life.20 Moreover, Hägg 

                                                
 15 Brown claims Gorgonia had two sons, yet he provides no support for his claim (Brown, Body and 
Society, 286). 
 
 16 See, for example, epig. 101-103, Or. 8. As Elizabeth Barrett Browning so eloquently translated, “Where 
is my father, mother, And where my blessed sister, my sweet brother?/Gone to the grave!” (emph. mine). Elizabeth 
Barrett Browning, The Greek Christian Poets and the English Poets (New York: James Miller, 1863), 39-40;  
https://archive.org/details/cu31924103991927 
 
 17 Cf. Van Dam, Families and Friends, 87-95. McGuckin, who approaches the material through 
psychological analyses, proposes that Gregory revered his sister, but due to her severity (and lack of humor) did not 
have a close relationship with her (John A. McGuckin, St. Gregory of Nazianzus: An Intellectual Biography 
[Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2001], 26-29). While McGuckin raises some valid points, I do not 
find the psychological analysis particularly helpful, since such an analysis overlooks issues such as genre and gender 
boundaries. 
 
 18 Van Dam, Families and Friends, 95-97.  
 
 19 Hägg, “Playing with Expectations,” 144.  
 
 20 Ibid. 
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contends, Gregory’s oration about Gorgonia is about Gorgonia, not Nonna: because both share 

virtues and serve as examples for others, and because Gorgonia modeled herself after her mother, 

similarities between the two should not be surprising.21 In addition, the genre of a panegyric—

and Gregory’s transformations, transgressions, and omissions of that genre—forced Gregory to 

paint “an ideal picture” using “hyperbolic language” in his oration.22 While Van Dam’s 

criticisms have merit, since Gregory does not include information about his childhood with his 

sister, nor does he appear to know much about her married life, I find Hägg’s arguments more 

compelling. Lack of intimate knowledge about a married sister who lives far away—or lack of 

willingness to share intimate knowledge about a matron-mother in a public setting—does not 

necessitate the conclusion that no affection between siblings existed, nor does an idealized 

portrait of a grown woman mean Gregory shared no fond memories of his sister as a child.23 

Therefore, as I explore the funeral orations to uncover Gregory’s views on marital celibacy, I do 

so assuming that Gregory idealizes two women for whom he cared very much, and whose 

influence on his own life and thought should not be ignored. 

  
                                                
 21 Ibid., 138-45. Similarly, if a woman married sine manu, which is likely the case for Gorgonia, then her 
honor remained tied to her birth family. Thus, Gregory’s proposition that both she and her mother are similarly 
virtuous enhances Gorgonia’s status—not to mention Gregory’s—in multiple ways (cf. Gillian Cloke, This Female 
Man of God: Women and Spiritual Power in the Patristic Age AD 350-450 [New York: Routledge, 1995], 109ff). 
Praising Gorgonia as Gorgonia would therefore be a wise rhetorical move. 
 
 22 Hägg, “Playing with Expectations,” 144.  
 
 23 If love for siblings requires a close knowledge of their daily life and their marriage, then there may be 
few siblings even today who know one another well, particularly in cases of brother-sister relationships! Also, in 
Caesarius’ oration, Gregory shares no early childhood memories of his brother, yet scholars don’t insist the two 
brothers lacked affection for one another. In addition, what he recounts of Caesarius’ younger life—his education—
would not have been witnessed by Gregory but, rather, told to him by others, yet Gregory is not accused of not 
knowing his brother because of his reliance on other sources for information about his sibling (Or. 7.6-7). 
Furthermore, in Roman sources, brothers often portray sisters “as self-assertive in their interactions with their 
brothers,” and as outsiders who held respected—and perhaps intimidating—“adult role[s]”  (Judith P. Hallett, 
Fathers and Daughters in Roman Society: Women and the Elite Family [Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1984], 146). Gregory’s depiction of Gorgonia, therefore, seems to fit rather well with rhetorical conventions and 
societal expectations. 
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Textual evidence: Problematic passages in the funeral orations 

The two passages most commonly read to support marital celibacy include passage 7 in 

Gregory’s Funebris oratio in patrem (Oration 18) and passage 8 from his In laudem sororis 

Gorgoniae (Oration 8). In the oration on his father, Gregory provides an account of Gregory the 

Elder and Nonna’s marriage; in the oration for Gorgonia, Gregory describes Gorgonia’s 

marriage. Many scholars align the two women, arguing that because Gregory portrays them 

similarly (or almost identically), what he says about each applies to the other.24 That is, since 

Gregory presents his sister as a woman who imitated their mother, Gregory’s portrayal of his 

mother’s marriage sheds light on Gorgonia’s marriage, just as Gregory’s portrayal of Gorgonia’s 

offers insight into his mother’s. Although this view has merit due to the similarities between their 

tropic portrayals as ideal matrons, I choose to explore Gregory’s comments on Nonna and 

Gorgonia separately rather than make such generalizations, in hopes of underscoring the nuanced 

distinctions Gregory makes between these two women and their experiences of married life—

and, perhaps, of marital celibacy.  

 

Oration 18 (Funebris oratio in patrem): In favor of marital celibacy 

Scholars often highlight or remark on Gorgonia’s marital celibacy but rarely mention or 

make explicit comments concerning Nonna’s marital celibacy. Therefore, I examine the passages 

about Nonna that relate to marital celibacy and analyze English translations of these passages 

before turning to Gorgonia. 25 According to the most popular English translation, Nonna and 

Gregory’s marriage included marital celibacy (post-children, of course). Nonna desired a 

                                                
 24 Cf., e.g., discussions in Van Dam, Families and Friends, and Hägg, “Playing.” 
 
 25 I realize the funeral oration on his father is on his father, but as other scholars, like McGuckin, Gregory, 
point out, the funeral oration also became a vehicle for Gregory to expound upon his mother’s virtues.  
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spiritual (celibate) marriage, if the phrase, ἀλλὰ µὴ προστεθῆναι τῇ σωµατικῇ συναφείᾳ τὴν 

συµφυΐαν τοῦ πνεύµατος,26 implies that Nonna desired a spiritual connection more than a 

physical one. Browne and Swallow translate this passage, “the failure to add to the bodily union, 

a close connexion in the spirit.”27 Yet, because Nonna later achieves her goal, and Gregory the 

Elder converts, the translation leaves open the possibility she may also have gained a spiritual—

that is, celibate—marriage. However, such a reading of this phrase only makes sense if one reads 

marital celibacy into the text or sees allusions marital celibacy in other passages. 

 One key passage that supports marital celibacy implies Nonna and Gregory the Elder 

rejected physical union in favor of celibacy. Browne and Swallow translate the Greek phrase 

Οὕτω γὰρ ἀνδρῶν καὶ γυναικῶν εἰς ἓν συνῆλθε τὰ κράτιστα, ὥστε οὐχ ἧττον ἀρετῆς ἢ σωµάτων 

γενέσθαι συζυγίαν τὸν γάµον·28 as “For the most excellent of men and of women were so united 

that their marriage was a union of virtue rather than a union of bodies.”29  The choice of “rather 

than” for ἢ highlights the contrast between Nonna and Gregory the Elder’s union of bodies and 

their union of virtue, with the latter supplanting the former. 30 In other words, this translation 

contends Gregory is making reference to his parents’ choice to be celibate: the virtuous over 

bodily indicates their choice to practice celibacy instead of sexual intimacy.  

                                                
 26 Funebris oratio in patrem, 2022.031, 999.33-35, in TLG. 
 
 27 Or. 18.11 (NPNF2 7:258). 
 
 28 Gregory of Nazianzus, Funebris oratio in patrem, 2022.031, 993.9-11, in TLG. 
 
 29 Or. 18.7 (NPNF2 7:256). 
 
 30 Such an interpretation finds parallels in Gregory’s oration in honor of Cyprian. Here, Gregory instructs 
matrons to present their good conduct of virtue rather than body— αἱ γυναῖκες τὴν εὐκοσµίαν ἀρετῆς µᾶλλον ἢ 
σώµατος (In laudem Cypriani 2022.037, 1192, 18-20, in TLG). In this passage, Gregory tells matrons (like Nonna) 
to cherish and offer the beauty of their souls—that is, the practice of virtue and the emptying or stripping of the 
vices—rather than the beauty of their bodies (Cf. the parallelism in lines Or. 24.18.15-18, where body and vices 
contrast with soul and virtues, respectively). 
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 One more relevant passage from Or. 18 lends support to Nonna’s longing for a celibate 

marriage and reinforces the earlier passages: the phrase Τίς µὲν παρθενίαν ἠγάσθη πλέον, καίπερ 

ἀνασχοµένη δέσεως;31 This cryptic passage concerning Nonna’s love for virginity highlights 

Nonna’s desire for virginity and hints that she may have practiced marital celibacy, at least 

according to the English translation. Browne and Swallow translate this phrase, “Who had a 

greater love for virginity, though patient with the marriage bond herself?”32 This passage could 

be read as indicating Nonna’s practice of celibacy within her marriage, since celibacy within 

marriage could be construed as a type of virginity.33 Read together, the three passages in this 

oration may imply that Nonna’s love of virginity, combined with her desire to have a union of 

spirits and virtue, means Nonna desired a spiritual, celibate marriage. Gregory’s emphasis on 

Nonna’s success at converting her husband, moreover, may lead to an affirmation that she also 

achieved her goal of connection in spirit, not body: “The drop of water constantly striking the 

rock was destined to hollow it, and at length attain its longing, as the sequel shows.”34 

 

Oration 18: An alternative reading 

 Nevertheless, an alternative reading of these passages confounds such ready conclusions. 

This position does not contrast directly with proponents of marital celibacy; rather, this 

alternative position argues instead that ambiguity exists in Gregory’s texts, an ambiguity that 

                                                
 31 Funebris oratio in patrem 2022.031, 996.17-19, in TLG. 
 
 32 Or. 18.9 (NPNF2 7:257). 
 
 33 Many ancient authors, including Gregory, affirmed that virginity did not refer only—or exclusively—to 
sexual purity, and marital celibacy post-childbearing may have been defined as virginity or a form of it. Not all 
scholars agree, however, about the definitions of virginity and celibacy; cf., e.g., Allen R. Guenther, “One Woman 
or Two? 1 Corinthians 7:34,” BBR 12.1 (2002): 33-45. 
 
 34 Or. 18.11 (NPNF2 7:258). 
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leaves open the possibility that marital celibacy does not play a role in Gregory’s depiction of his 

mother as virtuous matron. As I problematize the issue (and as I do so with other passages 

throughout the chapter), my argument may appear convoluted or confusing, since I will offer 

multiple interpretations of each passage. This intentional lack of clarity hopefully expresses the 

manifold ambiguities and equivocations within the Greek texts that English translations often 

obscure. For as Burrus notes, “It is always worth remembering that Gregory’s carefully wrought 

texts, even more than those of many other ancient authors, inevitably lose much in translation.”35 

In Gregory’s oration on his father, for instance, he praises his mother and father for their 

unity. English translations, however, often belie the complexity of meaning possibly in the 

oration. For instance, rather than assume Gregory chooses to present his parents as sharing a 

sexless union of virtue, his remark could be translated as “For thus the most excellent of 

husbands and wives joined together into one so that the marriage became (produced) just as 

much a union of virtue as a union of bodies.”36 In this reading, the passage refers to the changes 

Gregory the Elder’s conversion effected in their marriage: no longer simply a physical union, the 

two now shared in a union of virtue, that is, the pursuit of the virtuous life. Here, ἢ translates not 

as a contrasting comparison (“than”) but as a simple comparison (“as”).37 Moreover, if γιγνοµαι 

is translated as “produced” instead of “became,” the passage could indicate their marriage 

became one that bore both spiritual fruit (virtues) and physical fruit (children).38 In other words, 

rather than point to his parents’ decision to choose virtue over and against physical union, 

                                                
 35 Burrus, “Life after Death,” 157, fn.9. 
 
 36 Οὕτω γὰρ ἀνδρῶν καὶ γυναικῶν εἰς ἓν συνῆλθε τὰ κράτιστα, ὥστε οὐχ ἧττον ἀρετῆς ἢ σωµάτων 
γενέσθαι συζυγίαν τὸν γάµον· (Funebris oratio in patrem 2022.031, 993.9-11, in TLG). In particular, see LSJ, 
“‘ησσων,” 779. 
 
 37 Cf. LSJ, “ἣ,” 761-62: ἣ can mean “than, as” to imply comparison. 
 
 38 LSJ, γίγνοµαι, 349. 
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Gregory indicates that they added a spiritual aspect to their marriage. Such a reading fits with the 

larger context wherein Gregory describes his father’s conversion, a conversion that likely 

occurred before they had all their children. 

Another similar translation of this passage could read, “For to such a degree did the most 

excellent of men and women join together into one that the yoking together did not become 

inferior in virtue than [their] corporeal marriage.”39  Here, the use of ἣττον not only functions to 

emphasize that their union no longer lacks in virtue, but it also makes clear that there are two 

aspects to their marriage: the corporeal aspect and the spiritual (virtuous).40 This translation 

acknowledges their somatic union and emphasizes that with Gregory the Elder’s conversion, 

their corporeal union no longer surpassed their union in virtue. That is, now they were united in 

both virtue and body, rather than simply body. Again, such a translation challenges facilely 

reading marital celibacy into this passage, since it affirms their somatic union. 

Furthermore, the passage read within the larger context suggests that Gregory here is 

emphasizing virtue and body. Even though his parents began their marriage with only a bodily 

connection, Gregory the Elder’s conversion changed their marriage. They experienced shared 

virtues, creating a deeper connection between them than simply that of the sexual tie between 

husband and wife. Gregory’s later reiteration of Nonna’s role in Gregory the Elder’s conversion 

supports such a reading: she wants to add to their bodily union a spiritual union.41  This would 

indicate her desire to enhance her marriage spiritually in order to link the two even more closely 

                                                
 39 My thanks to Dr. Vasiliki Limberis for pointing out this possibility. 
 
 40 LSJ, “ἣσσων,” 779. Its use with the genitive suggests “inferior.” Also, this comparative strengthens the 
comparative meaning of ἣ. 
 
 41 ἀλλὰ µὴ προστεθῆναι τῇ σωµατικῇ συναφείᾳ τὴν συµφυΐαν τοῦ πνεύµατος: roughly translated, “but not 
augmented to the bodily union the growing together of the spirit,” or “but the growing together of the spirit was not 
added to the bodily union” (Funebris oratio in patrem 2022.031, 997, 33-35, in TLG). 
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to one another and to God. The emphasis in this passage lies not on the physical nature of their 

relationship but the spiritual. After Gregory the Elder’s conversion they achieved equal rank in 

virtue. Because they are one flesh, that is, yoked together (συζυγία), Gregory the Elder’s lack of 

faith had affected Nonna: thus, she wanted to be wholly united to God through her yoke-fellow’s 

conversion.42 

Moreover, since Gregory began this discussion extolling his mother’s excellence and 

praising her for her role in her husband’s conversion, it seems plausible that Gregory’s reference 

to a union of virtue (pair of virtuous people, perhaps) makes reference to Nonna and Gregory the 

Elder after they had joined together in the mutual goal of living a virtuous life. Perhaps most 

significant, since they most likely had at least one child after Gregory the Elder’s conversion, it 

seems improbable this passage would indicate they ceased sexual intimacy.43 After all, while 

Gregory emphasizes his mother’s role in her marriage—as spiritual leader drawing her husband 

to faith—he never explicitly remarks that she convinces her husband to practice celibacy. 

Instead, she achieved a balance between the divine and domestic lives.44 As he lists Nonna’s 

ascetic virtues, Gregory never explicitly mentions that she practiced celibacy. Indeed, if Nonna 

had been celibate, Gregory’s failure to include such a praiseworthy ascetic virtue in his list of her 

                                                
 42 Cf. Or. 18.11. 
 
 43 As Veyne notes, too, we must consider the cultural context. According to Veyne, during this time, 
“[a]ncient restrictions still hedged in the act of intercourse, but they were largely concerned with when or how it 
should be performed. The time-honored imposition of withdrawal from the woman in times of menstruation and 
during pregnancy had been compounded by the obligation to abstain during church fasts and festivals. When 
permitted, however, the intercourse between married partners was taken for granted” (Paul Veyne, ed., A History of 
Private Life: From Pagan Rome to Byzantium [trans. Arthur Goldhammer; vol. 1 of A History of Private Life, ed. 
Philippe Ariés and Georges Duby; Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 1987], 304, emphasis mine). 
 
 44 Or. 18.8. 
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ascetic practices appears a significant omission.45 Gregory instead emphasizes his mother’s 

marital status and sexual role: she experienced the marriage bond, and she and Gregory the Elder 

engaged in sexual intimacy as she waited for his salvation and thereafter.46 

Furthermore, a closer look at the later phrase Τίς µὲν παρθενίαν ἠγάσθη πλέον, καίπερ 

ἀνασχοµένη δέσεως;47 contributes to the ambiguity of Nonna’s celibate or non-celibate status. 

Several possible interpretations of this cryptic passage concerning Nonna’ love for virginity 

problematize the issue of Nonna’s marital celibacy. Browne and Swallow translate this phrase, 

“Who had a greater love for virginity, though patient with the marriage bond herself?”48 As 

discussed in the first position, scholars often read this as indicating Nonna’s practice of celibacy 

(a form of virginity) within her marriage. One possible alternative reading would support this: 

ἠγάσθη could also indicate jealousy or envy—“Who more fully was envious of virginity…?” 

Such a translation would imply that Nonna desired marital celibacy. In this case Browne and 

Swallow’s “patient with the marriage bond” may point to Nonna’s discontent with the marriage 

bond: she is patient with her situation, but not necessarily content or pleased (since envy and 

jealousy most often breed discontent). 

Nevertheless, I suggest three possible ways of understanding this passage that do not lead 

to the assumption that Gregory here refers to his mother’s sexual practices. In the first possible 

translation, the emphasis falls on the latter phrase, stressing her contentment with marriage. That 

                                                
 45 Likewise, as Gregory sings the praises of his father (cf. Or. 18.14-41), he does not praise him for setting 
an example of celibacy: if his father had practiced celibacy, and Gregory wanted to tout such actions, why would he 
not mention that here?  
 
 46 Or. 18.11. Again, Gregory never remarks that they refrain from the bodily union once they achieve 
spiritual union. Though I will explore reasons for Gregory’s rhetoric later, it is worth introducing even now the 
possibility that Gregory did not consider marital celibacy a marker of marital ascetic piety. 
 
 47 Funebris oratio in patrem, 2022.031, 996.17-19, in TLG. 
 
 48 Or. 18.9 (NPNF2 7:257). 
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is, the question could be translated, “Who more fully admired virginity, although she was content 

with the binding together (that is, marriage)?” In other words, she may have admired virginity, 

but such admiration did not lead to discontent with marriage and its sexual activities. In light of 

the rest of the oration, in which Gregory highlights his mother’s matronal virtues and nowhere 

indicates she felt any dissatisfaction with the institution of marriage, the interpretation that 

stresses her contentment with marriage appears a more appropriate translation than Browne and 

Swallow’s translation of “patient with.” 

A second possible translation may interpret the first phrase as referring to Nonna’s 

response to examples of virginity without necessitating the conclusion that she despised marriage 

or the marital act. Rather, ἠγάσθη could imply wonder—“Who more fully wondered at 

virginity…?”—leaving open the possibility that Nonna marveled at an abstinence she herself 

could not perform (due to her role as dutiful wife and/or her own sexual desires).49 This latter 

translation would highlight Nonna’s awe of virginity without making clear whether she found 

herself “patient with” or “content with” marriage herself. Such a translation allows Gregory to 

uphold the superiority of virginity and to maintain his mother’s honor as a respectable matron 

who embraced her role as virtuous wife. Both the first and second alternative translations also do 

not require any judgment about Nonna’s sexual practices, for the passages emphasize her 

contentment with marriage and her attitude toward virginity without making claims about her 

sexual practices. 

Still, a third translation offers a different twist on the passage’s meaning. In this position, 

the definition of παρθενία in this oration merits further attention, because Gregory’s use of this 

word and related cognates may have multiple meanings. For instance, Nonna’s love for παρθενία 

                                                
 49 In other words, Gregory here could allude to Nonna’s desire to practice celibacy but inability to do so. 
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parallels her care for ὀρφανός καὶ χήρα in the next line, suggesting that “virginity” here might 

refer to Nonna’s care for virgins: that is, she loved those who practice virginity, just as she acted 

as a helper to orphans and widows.50 Nonna lived contentedly as a married woman—maybe even 

being content with the sexual aspect—even as she cared for virgins. This emphasizes her care for 

the marginalized more than her own sexual practices and fits within the list of ascetic actions she 

performs. Still, because Gregory elsewhere uses παρθένος, not παρθενία, to describe a group of 

virgins, the better translation of this phrase indeed may be “virginity” or, perhaps, those who 

practice it or have the mindset. 

To summarize, the passages in the funeral oration on his father may be interpreted to 

support marital celibacy, but the many alternative translations muddle the matter and warn 

against uncomplicated readings of the text. For instance, instead of serving as proof texts for 

Nonna’s marital celibacy (or desire for it), the passages just discussed could be emphasizing her 

satisfaction with marriage, her virtuous (and somatic) union with her husband, and her 

appreciation of virginity and care for virgins. Though Gregory’s portrayal of his mother’s sexual 

practices may be obscured by the multiplicity of translations, the myriad possibilities present in 

the text show that Gregory omits explicit unambiguous claims concerning his mother’s sexual 

practices within her marriage. The texts offer no conclusive evidence about Nonna’s celibate 

status (at least before her husband died), even though they affirm that she participated in a 

virtuous marriage and admired virginity and those who practiced it. 

                                                
 50Or. 18.9. Cf. McGuckin, Gregory, 225. Also, in In dictum evangelii: Cum consummasset Jesus hos 
sermones, Gregory exhorts matrons and virgins to support and uphold one another, which indicates Gregory 
considered care for virgins part of the task of the Christian matron (Or. 37.10). On the other hand, in his oration for 
Cyprian, he contrasts virgins (young women) and matrons (older women) with respect to age, not necessarily marital 
and sexual practices: Gregory uses the term παρθένος, not παρθενία, to describe the virgins (Or. 24.18). If we read 
the funeral oration in light of Or. 24.18, then, the passage in the funeral oration may indicate virginity, not virgins, 
as object of Nonna’s love. 
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Gorgonia is not Nonna, and Nonna is not Gorgonia 

Though most scholars fail to comment in great detail on these passages concerning 

Nonna and Gregory the Elder, their later references to Gorgonia’s supposed celibacy hint at an 

intertextual reading that advocates for Nonna’s marital celibacy. That is, if Gorgonia practices 

marital celibacy after her husband’s conversion, Nonna must have as well, since daughter 

imitates mother in virtuous practices. Such an intertextual reading fails to acknowledge three 

issues. First, if Gregory portrays both sister and mother as idealized Christian matrons, he cannot 

avoid using tropes and similar language to describe each; second, similarity in rhetorical 

portrayal does not mandate identical practices in reality. Third, just as the issue of Nonna’s 

celibacy remains unclear, so too does Gregory’s portrayal of his sister lead to more questions 

than answers. 

 

Oration 8 (In laudem sororis Gorgoniae): In favor of marital celibacy 

Turning to Gorgonia’s funeral oration, we encounter the passage that becomes central to 

debates concerning Gorgonia’s sexual practices: Or. 8.8. According to most scholars, Gregory 

insinuates marital celibacy through his declaration that Gorgonia commits her whole self to God 

and persuades Alypius to do the same.51 English translations of the Greek demonstrate scholars’ 

preference for this reading. For instance, in Or. 8.8, Gregory remarks,  

ἀλλ’ ὀλίγα λειτουργήσασα κόσµῳ καὶ φύσει, καὶ ὅσον ὁ τῆς σαρκὸς ἐβούλετο νόµος, µᾶλλον δὲ ὁ 
τῇ σαρκὶ ταῦτα νοµοθετήσας, Θεῷ τὸ πᾶν ἑαυτὴν καθιέρωσεν. Ὃ δὲ κάλλιστον καὶ σεµνότατον, 
ὅτι καὶ τὸν ἄνδρα πρὸς ἑαυτῆς ἐποιήσατο, καὶ οὐ δεσπότην ἄτοπον, ἀλλ’ ὁµόδουλον ἀγαθὸν 
προσεκτήσατο.”52 
 

                                                
 51 See footnote 1. 
 
 52 In laudem sororis Gorgoniae 2022.021, 797.21-26, in TLG. 
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Browne and Swallow translate this passage,  

…but, performing those few ministrations due to the world and nature, according to the 
will of the law of the flesh, or rather of Him who gave to the flesh these laws, she 
consecrated herself entirely to God.  But what is most excellent and honourable, she also 
won over her husband to her side, and made of him a good fellow-servant, instead of an 
unreasonable master.53 
 

Browne and Swallow’s translation leaves room for ambiguity as to what winning Alypius “to her 

side” might mean, but later interpreters read this passage less equivocally.54 For instance, 

according to Patricia Cox Miller,  

When she had served the world and nature a little, to the extent that the law of the flesh 
willed it, or, rather, He who imposed this law on the flesh, she consecrated herself wholly 
to God. 
 But the most beautiful and noble of her actions was to convince her husband of 
her views [about living a chaste life], gaining not an unreasonable master but a good 
fellow servant.55 
 

Miller’s translation, with her added brackets, demonstrates her interpretation of the passage: 

Gorgonia persuades Alypius to practice marital celibacy. 

 Similarly, while Brian Daley does not make explicit in his translation whether Gorgonia 

convinced Alypius to live celibately—“…she then consecrated herself entirely to God. … she 

also brought her husband to act in agreement with her,”—he agrees with Miller that this passage 

indicates marital celibacy.56 In a footnote, Daley remarks, “[Gregory] had already told us (Chap. 

8) how Gorgonia had convinced Alypius, her husband, to join her in her ascetical practices after 

                                                
 53 Or. 8.8 (NPNF2 7:240). 
 
 54 This may be due to 19th century preferences for marriage over virginity. See Elizabeth A. Clark, 
Founding the Fathers: Early Church History and Protestant Professors in Nineteenth-Century America 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011). 
 
 55 Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 8.8, in Miller, Women, 278. 
 
 56 Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 8.8, in Daley, Gregory, 67. 
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their children were grown.”57 In addition, throughout his translation, Daley uses “self-control” 

for σωφροσύνη, and he proposes that this virtue should be understand as including “dedicated 

chastity,” even as he recognizes the word’s fuller meaning.58 His translation of the above passage 

(Or. 8.8), therefore, follows the earlier translators in reading this passage as an indication that 

once Gorgonia had children, she embraced marital chastity and convinced Alypius to do the 

same.59 

 The strength of these readings lies in their understanding of “the law of the flesh” or “the 

one who made law for the flesh”: the scholars interpret this part of the passage as referencing the 

command to be fruitful and multiply. In light of both biblical teachings (e.g., Genesis 1) and 

cultural expectations (e.g., laws advocating aristocratic families produce new citizens), such an 

interpretation appears appropriate.60 When Gregory proclaims that Gorgonia dedicated herself to 

God “after performing the few services for the world and for the order of nature,” he certainly 

could be referring to Gorgonia’s choice to practice celibacy after children.61 After all, since she 

was an aristocratic woman, the state expected Gorgonia to produce children, as would have 

Alypius’ family.62 Therefore, this position contends that she had children before dedicating 

herself to God: her commitment includes embracing marital celibacy, since Gregory makes clear 

                                                
 57 Brian Daley, Gregory, 214, fn.65. In conversation (NAPS 2013), Daley clarified that he does believe 
Gorgonia practiced celibacy. He offered as further evidence the fact that others, like Melania and Paulinus, did the 
same. For my critique of such universalizations, see in particular my Introduction and Conclusion. 
 
 58 Daley, Gregory, 211fn20. 
 
 59 Interestingly, the scholars use words other scholars read as allusions to sexual abstinence—“chaste life,” 
“ascetical practices”—but one question this paper raises is whether Gregory himself would have considered marital 
celibacy included in “the chaste life” and in the ascetic practices of a married woman. 
 
 60 λειτουργεω can refer to religious and public services.  
 
 61 Or. 8.8. 
 
 62 Cf., e.g., Fatti, “Fu Casta,” 180-82. 
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Gorgonia had already fulfilled her procreative obligations. In that case, “winning over her 

husband” refers to mutual agreement about celibacy. In addition, Gregory’s Platonic notions 

about the superiority of the spirit over the flesh make plausible a reading that claims marital 

celibacy’s superiority over procreation, thus clarifying Gregory’s comments that Gorgonia 

followed the “best and most holy” course. In other words, if following the law of the flesh, or 

sexual intimacy for procreation, is the lesser course, then the “best” thing to which Gorgonia 

converts Alypius could be a celibate marriage. 

Furthermore, in this oration on his sister, Gregory praises Gorgonia for balancing both 

the married and celibate life. Such praise allows Gregory to emphasize his sister’s godliness, 

since she achieves excellence in both marital and ascetic piety and virtue. According to Gregory, 

Gorgonia “escaped the unpleasant aspects of both” marriage and celibacy. She instead “chose the 

best out of each” and combined them, “mixing the good aspects of the unmarried life (ἀγαµία) 

with the married life (γάµος),” and demonstrated “that not one of the two of these binds [people] 

altogether to God or to the world.”63 Gorgonia can achieve the philosophical life, even as a 

married woman, because marriage does not preclude godliness, and because she embraces the 

best of the celibate life as well. The assumption that Gregory refers here to Gorgonia’s abstention 

from sexual intimacy seems plausible in light of Gregory’s beliefs about sexuality and the body. 

Although many scholars have sought to analyze Gregory’s beliefs about creation, sin, and 

anthropology,64 here I use Gregory’s own writings to indicate briefly some of his thoughts about 

marriage and virginity and their relationships to the heavenly life. In a poem on virginity, In 
                                                
 63 Or. 8.8. 
 
 64 E.g. Christopher A. Beeley, Gregory of Nazianzus on the Trinity and the Knowledge of God: In Your 
Light We Shall See Light (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008); Harrison, Verna E. F. "Male and Female in 
Cappadocian Theology." JTS 41, no. 2 (1990): 441-71, and "Gender, Generation, and Virginity in Cappadocian 
Theology." JTS 47, no. 1 (1996): 38-68; Anthony Meredith, The Cappadocians (Crestwood, NY: St. Valdimir's 
Seminary Press, 1995); Ruether, Gregory. 
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laudem virginitatis, Gregory compares virginity and marriage—both personified as women—and 

argues for the superiority of virginity.65 Marriage and, more important, marital intimacy, resulted 

from the fall to offer humans permanency;66 after Christ, however, virginity grants people access 

to the heavenly life, the life like Christ’s.67 Gregory proposes that marriage’s supposed benefits, 

like children, companionship, and imitation of biblical heroes, all involve detriments, such as 

wicked or deformed children, death or infidelity, and lack of imitation of Christ, respectively. 

Gregory also contends that virginity leads to the heavenly life, while marriage keeps one 

ensnared to the earthly life, besought by cares about spouse, children, and possessions, making it 

difficult to focus only on Christ.68 In other words, Gregory emphasizes throughout the poem that 

the marriage-bed and its production of children hinder people from the heavenly life, thus 

making it difficult to believe Gregory would not advocate marital celibacy, especially once a 

couple has produced heirs. Perhaps celibate marriages are those, then, to which Gregory refers 

when he states that some marriages may achieve heavenly honor.69 If that is the case, Gorgonia’s 

marriage, to which Gregory gives praise, could merit attention as an example of an honorable—

celibate—marriage, a marriage that embraces the best aspect of celibacy without rejecting the 

security and goods of marriage. 

 

                                                
 65 Gregory of Nazianzus, In laudem virginitatis, in God and Man: The Theological Poetry of Gregory of 
Nazianzus (trans. Peter Gilbert; Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2001), 88-118. 
 
 66 Ibid. 100-127 (Gilbert, 92-93). 
 
 67 E.g., In laudem virginitatis 185-208 (Gilbert, 95-96). 
 
 68 E.g., In laudem virginitatis 543-563 (Gilbert, 110-11). 
 
 69 In laudem virginitatis 707-711 (Gilbert, 117). 
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Oration 8: Problematizing the issue 

 Although the preceding position in favor of marital celibacy is plausible, I propose that 

English translations of Gregory’s panegyric on his sister often obscure the Greek passages, 

ignoring the textual complexities and equivocations due to a scholarly imposition of the 

assumption of marital celibacy. A re-examination of the text brings to light issues that hinder a 

ready assumption of marital celibacy. Gregory’s statements about his sister do not make explicit 

her practice of marital celibacy, and their implicit meaning appears difficult to ascertain. 

 For instance, though Gregory claims Gorgonia “escaped the unpleasant aspects of both” 

marriage (γάµος) and celibacy (ἀγαµία), taking the best of each and mixing them together,70 

Gregory’s vocabulary does not articulate clearly what he means by celibacy (ἀγαµία). Gregory’s 

use of ἀγαµία for celibacy does not stay consistent (in this oration and other works).71 Elsewhere 

in the oration, he contrasts γάµος with παρθενία (e.g., the mind rules them both).72 This raises the 

question of whether ἀγαµία and παρθενία are equivalent, or are intentionally distinguished from 

one another. If the latter, the difference between the two may be significant. Moreover, in 

another oration where Gregory clearly refers to marital celibacy (to be discussed later), Gregory 

uses ἁγνεία, not ἀγαµία, to refer to cessation of sexual intercourse. Therefore, choosing an 

appropriate translation—or interpretation—of Gregory’s explanation that Gorgonia embraced the 

best of ἀγαµία becomes challenging. It is unclear whether his comment indicates she embraced 

marital celibacy specifically or practiced the undistracted life more generally (perhaps, but 

perhaps not, including marital celibacy). That is, his understanding of ἀγαµία appears 

                                                
 70 Ibid. 
 
 71 See later discussion on “Marital Celibacy in Light of Gregory’s Larger Corpus.” 
 
 72 Or. 8.8; see also 8.23. 
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indeterminate, which obfuscates the question of whether he implies through these comments that 

Gorgonia ceased sexual activity. 

Similarly, Gregory does not necessarily clarify what aspects of marriage (and celibacy) 

Gorgonia rejected, leaving that question open-ended. He does suggest that the positive aspect of 

marriage is its “assurance from danger” (ἀσφάλειαν), while the positive aspect of celibacy is its 

exalted position (ὕψος). In so doing, he neither affirms nor denies that the negative aspect of 

marriage is the sexual relationship. Indeed, later details in the oration hint that Gregory 

understood the negative aspect of marriage as married people’s potential to ignore Christ in favor 

of their spouse. Gregory praises Gorgonia for acknowledging her husband as her head without 

ignoring her first head (Christ), devoting “all of herself to God.”73 This implies not so much 

Gregory’s anxieties about sexual practices within marriage, but rather Gregory’s fears that  

marriage to a spouse might distract someone from Christ, echoing Paul’s comments in 1 

Corinthians 7:32-34. 

In addition, even as Gregory praises Gorgonia for embracing the best of the celibate life, 

Gregory affirms that Gorgonia did engage in sexual intimacy with her husband: “she joined 

together in the flesh, but did not divide the spirit.”74 Gorgonia had sexual intercourse with 

Alypius, resulting in their family of three daughters: Gregory praises her for not allowing that 

bodily union to divide her spirit or distract her from godliness. Gregory’s remark concerning 

Gorgonia’s embrace of the best of celibacy or the single state, therefore, may imply not that she 

practiced sexual celibacy but rather that she devoted herself to God and did not allow marriage to 

distract her. His comments also laud Gorgonia’s ability to remain undivided, a virtue other 

                                                
 73 Or. 8.8. 
 
 74 Or. 8.8. 
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ancient authors applauded.75 If she could engage in sexual intimacy with her husband without 

being divided or distracted, then perhaps her sexual relationship with Alypius failed to elicit 

criticism from her brother. After all, Gregory praises her lack of dividedness while concurrently 

drawing attention to her sexual relationship with her husband. 

Furthermore, the context of this discussion supports the idea that Gregory emphasizes 

Gorgonia’s ability to control the passions—to stay focused on the spiritual life despite her 

position as a married woman—rather than her decision to practice marital celibacy. When he 

speaks of her practicing celibacy’s excellent qualities and balancing this with the most exalted 

aspects of marriage, Gregory inserts a comment about the mind. He remarks, “the mind is the 

thing that is in charge with respect to marriage and virginity (παρθενία), even as some material is 

ordered and worked to excellence by one skilled in reason.”76 His comment suggests the Stoic 

idea of apatheia, or detachment and control of the passions, as well as the Platonic goal of 

controlling and rightly channeling the passions.77 Gorgonia’s mind (νοῦς) exerts control over 

marriage and virginity so that either state—or the best of each state together—can cultivate the 

virtue that leads to the philosophical life. His comment about Gorgonia’s mind may support 

marital celibacy, since some other ancient authors queried whether sexual union might hinder 

“freedom of the mind.”78 Yet, conversely, these comments may insist the opposite. That is, 

                                                
 75 Cf. L.A. Kosman, “Charmides’ First Definition: Sophrosyne as Quietness,” in Essays in Ancient Greek 
Philosophy, ed. John P. Anton, George L. Kustas, and Anthony Preus (vol. 2; SUNY Press: Albany, 1971). 
 
 76 Or. 8.8. 
 
 77 See Teresa M. Shaw, “The Virgin Charioteer and the Bride of Christ: Gender and the Passions in Late 
Ancient Ethics and Early Christian Writings on Virginity” in A Feminist Companion to Patristic Literature, ed. 
Amy-Jill Levine and Maria Mayo Robbins (London: T&T Clark, 2008), 193-210. 
 
 78 For example, Clement appears suspicious that sexual union might interfere with a person’s ability to 
maintain self-control, or σωφροσύνη. Cf. Noonan, John T., Jr. “Celibacy in the Fathers of the Church,” in Celibacy: 
The Necessary Option, ed. George H. Frein (New York: Herder & Herder, 1968), 149-150; and Aline Rousselle, 
Porneia: On Desire and the Body in Antiquity (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1993), 3. 
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Gregory’s remarks about the mind may imply that Gorgonia’s sexual union did not hinder her 

ability to embrace philosophy, since her mind ruled over marriage (and possibly also the marital 

act). Therefore, in this passage, whether Gregory is arguing that Gorgonia practiced sexual 

celibacy within marriage appears ambiguous. What he is highlighting is Gorgonia’s mastery of 

the passions and her subsequent balance of both the married and ascetic life. By claiming neither 

pursuit distracted her from devotion to God, Gregory depicts Gorgonia as a Christian matron 

who exemplified both the ideal Greco-Roman matron and the Christian ascetic.79 

Throughout the oration, Gregory continues to leave uncertain the question of Gorgonia’s 

celibacy as he speaks of her devotion to God while highlighting her role as wife and mother. He 

makes no mention of any choice to separate from her husband or reject her matriarchal position; 

instead, it is only within the context of her role as matron-mother that Gregory praises 

Gorgonia’s godliness. He praises her for her role as spouse, claiming she “produced a laudable 

marriage through [her] satisfaction with marriage, and from that (thence) she produced good 

fruit.”80 This phrase highlights Gorgonia’s sexual intimacy with her husband as it references the 

children who resulted from their union. In other words, Gregory lauds Gorgonia’s satisfaction 

with the procreative aspect of marriage, which would seem odd if he simultaneously affirmed her 

rejection of it.81 

                                                
 79 See Limberis, Architects, 58. Cloke contends, furthermore, that this depiction of Gorgonia reveals that 
“Virginity for Gregory had thus become a much more theoretical quality, an inner property rather than a mere 
external, physical state” (Cloke, Female, 135). Accordingly, Gorgonia can practice virginity as Gregory defines it 
even within her marriage. 
 
 80 καὶ ποιήσασα γάµον ἐπαινετὸν διὰ τῆς ἐν γάµῳ εὐαρεστήσεως, καὶ τῆς καλῆς ἐντεῦθεν καρποφορίας (In 
laudem sororis Gorgoniae 2022.021, 797.30-32, in TLG). 
 
 81 He then emphasizes her familial responsibilities as mother: she raised her children and grandchildren to 
be “not only fruit of her body…but also fruit of the spirit” (Or. 8.8). 
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Within the larger context of the oration, moreover, Gorgonia’s supposed celibacy seems 

difficult to maintain. For instance, Gregory lists the various ascetic practices Gorgonia 

undertook.82 If Gorgonia had practiced celibacy within marriage, why did Gregory fail to 

mention that detail in his list of her virtuous, ascetic acts? Similarly, as Gorgonia lies on her 

deathbed, she gives instructions to her family, and Gregory notes that she is filed with “conjugal” 

love (φίλανδροs).83 Thus, even at the end of his oration, Gregory emphasizes Gorgonia’s marital 

status. If she had practiced celibacy within her marriage, then Gregory’s choice to record 

repeatedly her position as married woman—but not explicitly remind them of her celibacy within 

that relationship—makes little sense, particularly in light of his desire to raise her esteem with 

his audience.  

Furthermore, even while Gregory calls Christ Gorgonia’s lover, he does not suggest that 

Gorgonia therefore rejected the physical intimacy of her marriage to Alypius.84  She managed, 

rather, to love both her head (Alypius) and her Head (Christ), according to Gregory.85 

Concerning her husband, we know only that Gorgonia made Alypius her fellow-slave and 

convinced him to be baptized sometime before she died. It remains unclear when his baptism 

occurred, which also makes perplexing the question of when Gorgonia might have embraced 

marital celibacy—or, from another perspective, when Alypius may have agreed to do so.86 

                                                
 82 Or. 8.8-13, esp. 13. Here, again, the idea that Gorgonia controls the passions appears more prevalent than 
the idea that she refrained from sexual intimacy. 
 
 83 Or. 8.21. 
 
 84 Or. 8.19. 
 
 85 Or. 8.8. 
 
 86 What we know about Alypius remains unclear, and scholars debate Gregory’s knowledge of and relation 
with Alypius. McGuckin, for instance, claims Gregory and Alypius knew each other well, reading Gregory’s 
comment in Or. 8.8.20-21 as referring to Gregory the Elder (McGuckin, Gregory, 166); in contrast, Cloke, for 
example, claims Gregory had no noteworthy relationship with Alypius based on the same sentence (Female, 116). 
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Uncertainty about Alypius’ conversion makes it difficult to ascertain the implications of 

Gregory’s comment that Gorgonia dedicated herself to God “after performing the few services 

for the world and for the order of nature.” He certainly could be referring to Gorgonia’s choice to 

practice celibacy after children, as discussed above. In that case, winning over her husband could 

refer to mutual agreement about celibacy. 87 Nevertheless, since Gregory later in the oration 

insinuates that Alypius’ conversion occurred long after children,88 such an interpretation of Or. 

8.8 becomes difficult to uphold.  

In other words, we must be careful to consider both partners when discussing any sort of 

“choice” to practice marital celibacy. Even if Gorgonia had desired to do so, this does not mean 

her husband agreed. Without Alypius’ consent, Gorgonia’s desire may have gone unfulfilled. If 

the motivation toward celibacy stemmed from Christian belief, not Greco-Roman ideals, then 

Alypius’ late conversion and baptism suggests that the couple did not practice marital celibacy 

for most of their married life. Even if they did eventually embrace it, that decision may have 

been based on the fact that Gorgonia lay dying rather than on Alypius’ desire to practice 

celibacy. Furthermore, though we know they had three children, these offspring were all 

daughters, and it seems plausible that Alypius may have wished for a male heir as well, thus 

providing incentive to continue a sexual relationship with his wife, the only woman who could 

produce a legitimate heir for him. In short, our discussion of Gorgonia’s marital celibacy must 

acknowledge that any marital sexual decisions affected the life of her husband, too, a man whose 

                                                
 87 Or. 8.8. Gregory leaves open the possibility that now that her children have been born and reared, 
Gorgonia focuses on her religious responsibilities (since λειτουργεω can mean performing religious, not just public, 
services), which could include practicing marital celibacy for the sake of less distraction from religious obligations. 
 
 88 Or. 8.20. 
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potentially late baptism may indicate that he himself did not choose marital celibacy, even if his 

wife may have hoped they could do so together.  

Gregory’s comments concerning Alypius’ perfection also impedes an easy reading of this 

oration. Gregory tells us Gorgonia desired Alypius’ perfection, so that she could offer the whole 

body to God. The passage does not elucidate to what this perfection refers. Most likely Gregory 

implies baptism, since Gregory prefaces these comments with reference to Gorgonia’s baptism, 

her own perfection. Gregory also uses the word προστιθηµι here, a word he employed when 

discussing his mother’s desire to add to her bodily union a spiritual one.89 Like Nonna, Gorgonia 

wanted a complete marriage and union to God; therefore, baptism appears a plausible context for 

Gregory’s comments.90 Like the baptism of Gregory the Elder, Alypius’ baptism would mark his 

dedication to God and to full union—in spirit and virtue, not just body—with his wife. Gregory 

also claims Gorgonia knew her death was approaching, and he places her desire for Alypius’ 

perfection in this context.91 Put simply, Gorgonia hopes her husband will be baptized before she 

dies. Baptism, not marital celibacy, makes sense of these comments concerning Alypius’ 

perfection. After all, if Gorgonia is deathly ill, marital celibacy seems unlikely to be an issue. If I 

am right about baptism, moreover, then claims that Alypius and Gorgonia practiced marital 

celibacy have to explain how Gorgonia persuaded her husband to do so before he had converted 

or been baptized: though certainly possible, not reading marital celibacy into this oration appears 

the simpler solution, at least in this passage.92   

                                                
 89 See previous section, where I demonstrate that this passage also can be difficult to interpret. 
 
 90 Cf. Or. 18.11. 
 
 91 Or. 8.19-21. 
 
 92 Similarly, McGuckin, who is convinced letter 86 is written to his brother-in-law Alypius, argues that 
Gregory uses the term “sister” to refer to Gorgonia and to indicate the celibate state of their marriage: “If, as 
Gregory knows, Alypios and Gorgonia are by now living together as celibates, then the designation ‘sister’ is doubly 
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To further problematize the text, I must note that despite the preceding argument, one 

could argue instead that this passage connotes that Gorgonia desired marital celibacy, since 

Gregory informs us that Gorgonia wished to offer God her whole body. The passage leaves 

uncertain whose body Gorgonia wants to offer to God: hers, his, or theirs. Because a married 

couple was “one flesh,” as Scripture taught,93 it is plausible Gregory’s comment about offering 

the body could refer to Gorgonia’s hope that she and the one to whom she was yoked would 

together be holy (through baptism) so that they could offer a perfected body—one flesh—to 

God. Or the passage could mean simply that she wanted to offer her husband’s body to God 

through her role in his conversion. Alternatively, and perhaps plausibly, this passage could 

signify that Gorgonia wanted Alypius to convert so that she could persuade him of the need to 

practice marital celibacy, therefore allowing her to free her body from the sexual demands of 

marriage so that she could offer it to God instead. Due to the deathbed setting, I find the first and 

second possibilities more feasible; outside the deathbed setting, however, and read in context 

with Gregory’s other comments in the oration, we cannot rule out the option that Gregory even 

here insinuates marital celibacy. 

 

Concluding remarks on funeral orations 

As the alternative reading of Gorgonia’s funeral oration makes evident, no single 

interpretation—marital celibacy or no marital celibacy—accounts for all the possibilities 

presented by the Greek text. Rather, Gregory’s text opens up many potential readings, and the 
                                                                                                                                                       
apposite as a designation of both his and Alypios’ relation to her. In Christian usage of the fourth century ‘sister’ 
often refers to a spouse” (McGuckin, Gregory, 27). Accepting McGuckin’s argument that Gregory’s reference to 
Jephthah’s daughter refers to Gorgonia (see Ibid., 27-28) should not lead to assumption that Gorgonia practiced 
celibacy as a way to return to “an early aspiration she shared with Gregory from childhood, to adopt the monastic 
lifestyle.” While possible, such conclusions are not necessary, since Gorgonia was Gregory’s sister; hence, his use 
of “sister” seems not so strange. 
 
 93 Cf. Genesis 2:24; Matthew 19:5-6 and parallels; 1 Corinthians 6:16; Ephesians 5:31. 
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hermeneutical gap between contemporary readers and Gregory further complicates our analysis. 

Still, we can affirm that in these orations, Gregory does not rule out the possibility that a married 

person, like Gorgonia and Nonna, can pursue the philosophical life, nor does he suggest clearly 

that such pursuit requires marital celibacy. He exhorts detachment from those things that separate 

the spirit from God. Yet as he indicates that marriage possesses the danger of hindering spiritual 

union with God, he fails to elucidate whether he considers sexual intimacy such a dangerous 

distraction that its total rejection becomes mandatory for godliness. That is, while the text allows 

for such an intimation, its several potential interpretations make inappropriate assumptions that 

Gregory argues for—or against—marital celibacy as necessary for marital piety in this oration on 

his sister. 

 

Σωφροσύνη 

Just as scholars find Gregory’s depiction of his mother and sister complex, so too does 

difficulty surround the interpretation and translation of σωφροσύνη, the virtue Gregory praises in 

his sister. Throughout the funeral orations, as well as in other works, Gregory uses the word 

σωφροσύνη to describe virtuous women like his mother and sister. Though the presence of this 

term fits the expected genre of the funeral oration,94 σωφροσύνη’s relation to marital celibacy 

becomes a key question, because scholars often read σωφροσύνη as indicating marital celibacy. 

Still, the extensive use of σωφροσύνη within the Greco-Roman world confounds any cursory 

attempts to tease out Gregory’s understanding and subsequent use of σωφροσύνη. While a more 

detailed analysis on the virtue of σωφροσύνη (and related virtues) within Gregory’s corpus 

would be valuable, such a study goes beyond the bounds of this project. I offer, instead, a 

                                                
 94 Cf., e.g., Elm, “Gregory’s Women,” 187. 
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preliminary discussion on this virtue, because an understanding of the complexity of this term 

within the larger socio-cultural context and within Gregory’s own works demonstrates the 

difficulties in analyzing Gregory’s ideas about marital celibacy, a topic to which σωφροσύνη 

relates. 

One of the major difficulties in discussing this virtue involves its cultural weight: 

countless ancient philosophical and theological treatises make remarks about σωφροσύνη or treat 

it in great detail. As Helen North’s work so aptly demonstrates, ancient authors understood and 

employed σωφρoσύνη in various ways in their works. North herself defines σωφροσύνη as “the 

harmonious product of intense passion under perfect control.”95 Thus, the charioteer, the classic 

example, embodies σωφροσύνη as he controls his horses, leading them and channeling their 

power to his own advantage and goals. 96 Yet ancient philosophers nuanced differently the details 

of this virtue, its passivity, its role in the virtuous life, and its relation to other virtues, as Shaw 

demonstrates.97 Contemporary scholars’ interpretations of these ancient authors, moreover, 

further underscore the difficulty of understanding Gregory’s use of the term due to its 

philosophic-linguistic heritage and the reception history of its advocates’ writings.98 Also, while 

                                                
 95 Helen North, Sophrosyne: Self-Knowledge and Self-Restraint in Greek Literature (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1966), ix-x. 
 
 96 North, Sophrosyne, x. 
 
 97 Shaw, “The Virgin Charioteer,” 193-210. 
 
 98 For example, Kosman points out the complexity of σωφροσύνη within Plato’s works, including the 
complicated relationship between ἐγκράτεια and σωφροσύνη as well as Plato’s diverse use of the term within his 
corpus. Kosman argues that Plato understood σωφροσύνη both as a general virtue and as a higher virtue, the former 
as “self-mastery in the sense of a bonded self-restraint and self-control,” the latter as a “person harmonious, at one 
with herself.” In other words, argues Kosman, even within Plato—e.g, from Charmides to The Republic to 
Phaedo—the definition of σωφροσύνη appears complex and multi-faceted, involving not only other virtues (such as 
ἐγκρατεια) but also different forms of expression, from the σωφροσύνη of the novice to that “self-mastery in which 
wisdom, self, and mastery vanish, and what remains is the quiet, orderly, effortless grace of skilled living” 
(“Charmides’ First Definition,” 213-14, 216). For a larger discussion on σωφροσύνη in Plato—and in other ancient 
authors—see North, Sophrosyne. 
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some contemporary scholars consider σωφροσύνη indicative of sexual abstinence, others refute 

such claims and point to its relation to fertility.99 Therefore, I do not attempt to offer a detailed 

analysis of σωφροσύνη and its presence in Gregory’s writings. Instead, I look briefly at some of 

the uses of σωφροσύνη and cognates within Gregory’s own works to highlight some potential 

avenues for further research and, more important, to emphasize the complexity of the linguistic 

and textual data relating to marital celibacy within Gregory’s corpus. 

 The constraints of this project make impossible exploring all the texts in which Gregory 

uses σωφρὀσυνη or related terms.100 Gregory uses the term σωφροσύνη over 35 times in his 

works, and he utilizes variations of the term even more.101 I highlight some relevant passages 

from the funeral orations and only some of the many potentially pertinent passages from 

Gregory’s larger corpus, to provide an introductory exploration of Gregory’s understanding of 

σωφροσύνη in relation to marital celibacy. 

 

Σωφροσύνη: Gorgonia 

In his funeral oration on his sister, Gregory most explicitly refers to Gorgonia’s 

σωφροσύνη as he declares that that Gorgonia’s σωφροσύνη surpassed others, both past and 

present, who embraced this virtue.102 Gregory claims his sister also became σώφρων without 

pride (σὠφρων ἆτυφος) as she avoided the pitfalls of both marriage and virginity, bringing honor 

                                                
 99 E.g., Daley, Gregory, and Cooper, Virgin, respectively. Cooper comments, “The virtue appropriate to the 
married state, sophrosyne, implied well-measured enjoyment and not stark abstinence” (Virgin, 37). 
 
 100 For instance, Gregory refers to his brother Caesarius, among others, as famed for his σωφροσύνη 
(Funebris in laudem Caesarii fratris oratio 2022.005, 6.4.11, 10.2.6, in TLG). He also uses the term to refer to Basil 
and numerous other renowned persons in his letters and orations. 
 
 101 According to searches in TLG, Gregory uses variations of σώφρων over 170 times. 
 
 102 In laudem sororis Gorgoniae 2022.021, 35.797.1-5 in TLG. He praised her virtue as part of the expected 
funerary genre, even as he modified the funerary oration for his own purposes (cf. Hägg, “Playing”).   
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to both.103 He then employs language often found in discussions of σωφροσύνη: Gorgonia binds 

herself to God, and her mind rules over her marriage and all that it involves.104 In addition, she 

embodies the virtues of both Proverbs 31 and the Greco-Roman ideals for a wife because she 

performs her household responsibilities with σώφρων and industriousness (φιλεργός).105 She also 

controls her mouth and other senses, unswayed by the passions.106 Likewise, Gorgonia reveals 

σώφρον as she rejects wordly adornments and make-up in favor of modesty/shame (αἰδοῖος) and 

temperance (ἐγκράτεια).107 Yet Gorgonia does not merit special praise because of her embrace of 

this virtue; rather, such actions validate her σώφρων, a virtue other women also practice.108 

Gregory emphasizes, though, that her embodiment of the virtue eclipses those other women. In 

short, because σωφροσύνη functions as one of the highest virtues, Gregory’s description of 

Gorgonia portrays her as the virtuous woman par excellence.  

According to Gregory, Gorgonia’s σωφροσύνη extends into all aspects of her life, from 

dress to speech—and including her marriage and the marriage bed (which Gregory seems to 

imply with his allusions to her fleshly union with Alypius). Yet Gregory does not elucidate how 

that σωφροσύνη affected her sexual practices, for he seems to assume his audience understands 

his meaning (even if that meaning since has been obscured). Therefore, the answers to my 

questions remain elusive: do such claims of σωφροσύνη demand the conclusion that Gorgonia 

                                                
 103 In laudem sororis Gorgoniae 2022.021, 35.797.11, in TLG. 
 
 104 Or. 8.8. See Shaw, “Virgin Charioteer,” and North, Sophrosyne. 
 
 105 In laudem sororis Gorgoniae 2022.021, 35.797.50, in TLG. I use Proverbs 31 as a possible text outlining 
virtues for Christian women: other texts underlying Gregory’s beliefs about the roles for Christian women may 
include Titus 2, 1 Peter 3, Ephesians 5. 
 
 106 Or.8.8-10. Gorgonia moderates her eyes, in particular: Τίς µὲν οὓτως ὀφθαλµὸν ἐσωφρόνισεν; (In 
laudem sororis Gorgoniae 2022.021, 35.800.13-14, in TLG). 
 
 107 In laudem sororis Gorgoniae 2022.021, 35.801.44, 45, in TLG. 
 
 108 Ibid. 2022.021, 35.800.22-24, in TLG. 
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abstained from all sexual relations? Could they perhaps instead signify that she kept her passions 

in check (allowing her mind to rule them) even in the marriage bed and its activities?  

In light of other ancient understandings of σωφροσύνη that link σωφροσύνη with union 

with God,109 we may surmise that Gregory’s portrait of Gorgonia as σώφρον accentuates 

Gorgonia’s status not only as the model matron-philosopher but also as beloved of Christ, with 

whom she is united through σωφροσύνη. Yet though σωφροσύνη may point to her assimilation 

to Christ, Gregory employs other weighted terms— ἀγνεία and ἐγκράτεια—to portray 

Gorgonia’s marriage to Christ: she weds Christ after being washed with ἀγνεία, and she defeats 

Eve’s sin and its consequences through ἐγκράτεια.110 Again, whether this indicates she 

abandoned sexual intimacy with her physical husband, Alypius, remains unclear. A detailed 

study of the meaning of these words (ἀγνεία and ἐγκράτεια) in Gregory’s corpus would broaden 

this project beyond its scope, so I mention only two key concepts.111 First, Gregory utilizes 

multiple weighted terms, such as ἀγνεία, σωφροσύνη, and ἐγκράτεια, at times perhaps using 
                                                
 109 E.g., Plato and Clement; cf. North, Sophrosyne. 
 
 110 In laudem sororis Gorgoniae 2022.021, 35.805.30-34, in TLG. On the relationship between σωφροσύνη 
and ἐγκράτεια, Cooper remarks, ““For these texts precisely do not celebrate sophrosyne—chastity—the virtue 
proper to a devoted, and fertile, wife, celebrated by the ancients as the female counterpart to male self-mastery. 
Instead they celebrate heroines who substitute for sophrosyne the potentially antithetical virtue of enkrateia, 
continence” (Cooper, Virgin, 56). Although Cooper here discusses the acts of the apostles that portray ascetic heroes 
and heroines, her comments underscore not just the relation to σωφροσύνη with fertility but also the ongoing 
development of Christian concepts of σωφροσύνη and ἐγκράτεια in relation to one another. 
 
 111 Scholars sometimes note these related terms but do not necessarily delve into the relationships among 
them. For instance, Fatti does not view σωφροσύνη as equivalent to marital celibacy but, rather, as part of the 
celibate movement: to σωφροσύνη he adds virginity, ἐγκράτεια, and continence, all of which lead to the cessation of 
sexual intercourse within marriage (Fatti, “‘Fu Casta,’” 282; Fatti also explores the relationship between these 
concepts and the Eustathian movement; though I do not address that in this chapter, see the Basil chapter for more 
on the Eustathian controversy in Asia Minor).  Furthermore, as the work of M. Benedetta Zorzi has shown, a full 
exploration of Gregory’s use of these words would require not only a thorough search of Gregory’s entire corpus but 
also an extensive analysis of the words in various other sources, such as Plato, Methodius, Clement, Origen, etc. 
Such an analysis goes beyond the scope of this project, but Zorzi’s work provides insight into how one might begin 
to approach these questions of vocabulary. It also demonstrates the complexity of such a task, since her article 
underscores both the difficulty of determining sources (cf., e.g., 166-167, fn. 64) and the need for careful 
consideration of how the terms might relate to one another (e.g., as synecdoche, foil, etc.). Selene M. Zorzi, “The 
Use of the Terms Agneia, Parthenia, Sophrosyne and Enkrateia in the Symposium of Methodius of Olympus,” VC 
63.2 (2009): 138-68. 
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them interchangeably, to convey that his sister and mother embody all the virtues, even if he 

does not clearly elucidate what each virtue entails. Second, if Gorgonia does practice marital 

celibacy, it is either a by-product of her σωφροσύνη or as part of another virtue (e.g., ἐγκράτεια) 

subsumed under σωφροσύνη. In other words, though Gregory makes σωφροσύνη a key feature 

in his depiction of Gorgonia, he does not insist that σωφροσύνη equates with marital celibacy: its 

meaning may encompass such (lack of) action, but it extends far beyond such sexual 

connotation.   

 We must remember, moreover, that σωφροσύνη could refer to marital fidelity, not 

necessarily marital celibacy. For instance, Livy, the Roman historian, points out that marital 

chastity involves fidelity to one spouse,112 and one of Gregory’s other orations indicates he may 

have agreed. Gregory himself alludes to sexual undertones of σωφροσύνη in his sermon on the 

gospels (Or. 37: In dictum evangelii: Cum consummasset Jesus hos sermones). Gregory argues 

that σωφροσύνη, which is honored, is also a virtue to which many people are poorly disposed.113 

He links σωφροσύνη to marital fidelity: he uses adultery as an example of a practice he 

disapproves, due to its unequal treatment of men and women. In Or. 37, though σωφροσύνη 

clearly has sexual undertones, Gregory does not identify it as marital celibacy, but, rather, with 

marital fidelity, including remarriage.114 If Gregory understood σωφροσύνη in terms of fidelity 

to one spouse, his comments concerning Gorgonia persuading her husband to join her in the 

                                                
 112 Patrick Riley, Civilizing Sex: On Chastity and the Common Good (New York: T&T Clark, 2002), 158, 
fn.15. So chastity in marriage involved single marriage, or for a woman, being univira. Patristic discussions of 
remarriage that associate second marriages with adultery also make clear that concepts of marital chastity in late 
antiquity differed from contemporary definitions of “chastity.” Still, some other ancient authors like Origen and 
Methodius propose that true σωφροσύνη may relate to physical chastity, like virginity—or continence in marriage. 
Cf. North, Sophrosyne, 336-339; and Teresa M. Shaw, The Burden of the Flesh: Fasting and Sexuality in Early 
Christianity (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1998), 35. 
 
 113 Or. 37.6.  
 
 114 Or. 37.6-8. 
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philosophic life might indicate not that Alypius embraces complete sexual abstinence but, rather, 

that Alypius rejects any other sexual partners besides his wife.115 

 Similarly, in light of Paul’s teaching in 1 Corinthians 7:5, any references to σωφροσύνη 

could indicate a marital relationship wherein the spouses refrained from intercourse for periods 

of time, such as fast days. After all, the term also carries with it philosophic undertones of 

devotion to wisdom and the union with the divine.116 Such union required abstinence at times, 

but no consensus existed in the early church whether permanent marital celibacy was necessary 

for all who followed the Christian God.117  

 Still, the possibility certainly exists that Gregory’s use of σωφροσύνη in his funeral 

oration on his sister denotes Gorgonia’s marital celibacy, whether permanently or temporarily, or 

at least marital fidelity. In light of the cultural context, Gregory’s comments about Gorgonia’s 

silence may undergird further σωφροσύνη as tied to marital celibacy. Greek traditions, as 

exemplified in the Hippocratic collections and in many philosophers, including Plato, equated or 

closely related the mouth with the opening to the uterus: how a woman used her mouth related to 

a woman’s sexual activity.118 Chastity required keeping both orifices closed except to eat, speak, 

have intercourse with her husband, and to bear children.119 Therefore, Gregory may insinuate 

                                                
 115 Gregory echoes this idea in his Or. 37,6, where he indicates that marital fidelity, which is linked to 
σωφροσύνη, includes avoiding adultery, not all sexual practices. 
 
 116 Cf., e.g., Elizabeth Abbott, A History of Celibacy: From Athena to Elizabeth I, Leonardo da Vinci, 
Florence Nightingale, Gandhi, and Cher (New York: Scribner, 2000), 19; McGuckin, Gregory, 66, fn.155; North, 
Sophrosyne. Gregory’s choice of such terms, moreover, in his portrayal of Gorgonia as σώφρων embodying 
σωφροσύνη could also be a rhetorical means to emphasize her readiness for death as well as her role as martyr (See 
North, Sophrosyne, 335-6). In other words, Gregory may not be thinking in sexual terms but in martyrial. 
 
 117 See Schillebeeckx, Edward, Celibacy (trans. C.A.L. Jarrott; New York: Sheed & Ward, 1968), 53. 
 
 118 Cf. Guilia Sissa, Greek Virginity (trans. Arthur Goldhammer; Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1990), 53ff. See also Shaw, “The Virgin Charioteer,” 206. 
 
 119 Sissa, Greek Virginity, 55. 
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that Gorgonia refrained from sexual intimacy through his insistence on her silence, as well as his 

remarks about her other senses, which she closes to the world and opens to God.120 Alternatively, 

he may imply only that she employed her senses wisely, as befits a σώφρων, since he admits she 

opens her ears to God and speaks wisely when appropriate;121 in this case, if these hint at her 

sexual practice, he may allude to her fidelity to her spouse less than her marital celibacy.122 

 In a similar vein, “eating practices were cited as signs of sexual behavior” in ancient 

Greek writings, 123 so Gorgonia’s abstention from food may signify abstention from sexual 

activity as well. Such potential hidden meanings in Gregory’s words underscore not only the 

hermeneutical distance contemporary interpreters encounter in these texts but also the 

possibilities for multiple meanings within those passages. In other words, although Gregory 

explicitly does not convey that his sister or parents practiced marital celibacy, his funeral oration 

on Gorgonia provides some allusions that may undergird such arguments. 

Accordingly, though scholars may be right to read Gregory’s comments about Gorgonia’s 

σωφροσύνη as indication that she practiced marital celibacy, since σωφροσύνη can include 

sexual chastity, such conclusions should allow room for ambiguity due to the existence of other 

possibilities. Gorgonia’s σωφροσύνη may indicate her distance from the sexual act—her mind 

rules her passions, even during intimacy—and/or her impermanent sexual abstinence during 

certain times in the liturgical year. It may also denote fidelity, not celibacy. Clearly, any attempt 

to claim definitively that Gorgonia practiced—or did not practice—marital celibacy must include 

                                                
 120 Or. 8.9-11. 
 
 121 Ibid. 
 
 122 Yet because women, unlike men, were expected to have intercourse only with their spouse, marital 
celibacy may be the more appropriate reading here. 
 
 123 Sissa, Greek Virginity, 58. 
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a detailed study of multiple terms in Gregory’s work, from σωφροσύνη to ἀγνεία, as well as the 

socio-cultural meanings of those terms and the rhetorical nuances of Gregory’s oration.124 

 

Σωφροσύνη: Nonna? 

 Gregory’s use of the term σωφροσύνη in his funeral oration on his father also brings to 

light the multiple, complex meanings of this word and related terms. In this oration, Gregory 

employs σωφροσύνη in ways both related and unrelated to sexual abstinence as Gregory 

confirms his father’s σωφροσύνη.125 Gregory contrasts his father during his preparations for 

baptism with those who received the tablets from Moses: these people practiced σωφροσύνη τις 

σχέδιος.126 Exodus 19:15 says the recipents prepared themselves for the tablets by refraining 

from sexual relations (avoiding women). If Gregory the Elder surpasses these men, then perhaps 

he practices marital celibacy—except, whether his baptism precedes his children’s births remains 

a matter of debate and thereby challenges claims of marital celibacy. According to Gregory, his 

father converted around the time of the Council of Nicea (325), and he was baptized “after a little 

interval of time.”127 Next, according to Gregory, “after an interval of a short time,” Gregory the 

Elder became a priest.128 Therefore, Gregory the Elder was converted, baptized, and ordained 

                                                
 124 Though this would be a fascinating study to pursue at a later date, the constraints of chapter size as well 
as the broader scope of this project (going beyond just Nazianzus) make it impossible for me to attempt such an in-
depth study at this time. 
 
 125 Funebris oratio in patrem 2022.031, 35.992.32, in TLG. 
 
 126 Ibid. 2022.031, 35.1001.9-10, in TLG. 
 
 127 Μικρὸν τὸ ἐν µέσῳ. (Ibid. 2022.031, 1001.42, in TLG). 
 
 128 Gregory claims that after his father’s cleansing, Gregory the Elder added to his cleansing the ability to 
cleanse (baptize) others as priest (Or. 18.15; cf. Funebris oratio in patrem 2022.031, 1004.20-24, in TLG). 
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within a brief time period. Most scholars place these events between 325-329.129 Gregory 

himself was born between 326-330, with many scholars favoring the later date,130 and Caesarius 

was probably born around 331/332 or later.131 Therefore, Gregory’s birth coincided with Gregory 

the Elder’s conversion, baptism, and ordination, while Caesarius’ birth most likely occurred after 

these events.132 Gregory’s comments concerning his father’s sexual abstention before baptism 

may indicate only temporal celibacy, accordingly, since the possibility exists that his one or two 

of his sons, at least, may have been born after his baptism.133 In other words, even while the 

allusion to Exodus 19 suggests σβφροσύνη can imply sexual chastity—as in abstention from 

sexual relations, including those in marriage—the timeline of Gregory the Elder’s life indicates 

the impermanency of such abstention. Even if Gregory uses σωφροσύνη to denote marital 

celibacy, it appears that this celibacy may be temporary abstinence, related to sacred events like 

baptism or (as we shall see later) times of prayer, in light of the uncertainty of the timeline 

regarding Gregory the Elder’s baptism and birth of his children. 

                                                
 129 See Daley, Gregory, 3; McGuckin, Gregory, vii; Johannes Quasten, Initiation Aux Peres de L’Eglise 
(trans. Jean LaPorte; vol. 3 of L’âge d’or de la littérature patristique grecque, du concile de Nicé au concile de 
Chalcédoine; Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1987), 340. Although most scholars presume Gregory the Elder converted 
around 325, Elm places both Gregory the Elder’s conversion and ordination around 328-330, during the time of 
Leontius and after Licinius’ defeat: she also places Gregory’s birth in this same period (Susanna Elm, Sons of 
Hellenism, Fathers of the Church: Emperor Julian, Gregory of Nazianzus, and the Vision of Rome [Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2012], chapter 1). 
 
 130  See Daley, Gregory, 3; McGuckin, Gregory, vii; Quasten, Initiation, 340; Beeley, Gregory, 5, 
especially fn. 4.  
 
 131 Concerning Caesarius, I follow McGuckin, Gregory, vii. 
 
 132 Not all scholars agree, however. Limberis, for instance, places Gregory’s birth around 328-331 but 
argues Gregory the Elder was baptized five years after Gregory’s birth, based on the bishopric of Leontius 
(Architects, 123). 
 
 133 McGuckin places Gorgonia’s birth after Gregory the Elder’s conversion but before his ordination 
(Gregory, vii): whether she was born before his baptism remains unclear, but possible if the time between 
conversion and baptism was brief. 
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  To complicate the matter, Gregory refers twice more to his father’s σωφροσύνη in this 

oration, and both instances neglect any mention of sexual chastity. First, Gregory comments on 

his father’s σωφροσύνη, noting his father’s fairness and integrity in not accepting bribes or 

abusing his power demonstrated Gregory the Elder’s σωφροσύνη. Second, Gregory chooses 

σωφρονίζω to describe his father: a man who stayed calm and steady, not allowing the passions 

to rule him but, rather, ruling over his anger and words.134 No reference to sexual issues appears 

in these contexts, demonstrating the broad complexity of this term as well as the positive value 

Gregory assigns it, since he uses it to undergird his laudatory remarks about his father.  

Perhaps most noteworthy for this project, in the funeral oration on his father, Gregory 

uses this terminology to describe his father, not his mother, a marked contrast to his remarks on 

his sister, who typically imitates her mother in virtue.135 Although the meaning of σωφροσύνη 

clearly encompasses a wider range of meaning than simply sexual self-control, if Gregory 

wanted to allude to his parents’ embrace of marital celibacy as evidence of their piety and virtue, 

he could have done so through applying the term to both parents in this oration.136 Hence, 

Gregory’s various uses of σωφροσύνη in the funeral oration on his father compound the 

difficulty of ascertaining the meaning of σωφροσύνη and explicating its relation to marital 

celibacy. 

 

                                                
 134 Funebris oratio in patrem 2022.031, 35.1017.46, in TLG. 
 
 135 His failure to use this term to describe Nonna seems puzzling in light of his effusive praise for this virtue 
in his sister. Perhaps Gregory’s use of σωφροσύνη in his comments on his brother, sister, and father also relate to 
their status as martyrs already gone, while his mother’s presence constrains such usage. His reference to his sister’s 
and father’s σωφροσύνη, furthermore, demonstrates Gregory’s application of the virtue to women and men, though I 
restrain at this time from a further discussion on the term’s gendered implications. 
 
 136 Since Nonna now practices marital celibacy due to her status as widow, moreover, such allusions may 
have made clearer (or more confusing, of course, knowing Gregory) σωφροσύνη’s potential relationship to sexual 
intimacy in marriage.  
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Σωφροσύνη: Some other texts 

 Some other texts discuss σωφροσύνη and highlight the difficulty of interpreting 

Gregory’s use of the term. For instance, in his Carmina Moralia, Gregory dedicates a section to 

Σωφροσύνη.137 In this section, Gregory extols the virginal state over the marital, echoing Paul’s 

exhortations that the unmarried free themselves from much care and distraction. He proposes that 

marriage can lead to dangers, like illegitimate children and impurity, while virginity conquers 

pleasure, is full of zeal and order, and possesses the only faithful spouse and reflects the angelic 

and divine life. Even though he exalts virginity, Gregory begins this passage with the comment, 

“It is good to be bound by marriage, only moderately (σωφρονος)....”138 Therefore, Gregory does 

not deny marriage’s goodness, despite his exaltation of virginity: “...greater is the one who 

desires God with her flesh.”139 Therefore, Gregory ties σωφροσύνη to virginity and to marriage, 

without making explicit how they are related. Gregory also does not contrast marriage with 

ἀγαµία or παρθενία, but with ἀγνεία, which complicates a reading of the funeral oration for his 

sister and her balance of both marriage and celibacy (ἀγαµία). 

 The next section of the Moralia, dedicated to ἀγνεία, suggests further that Gregory views 

ἀγνεία and σωφροσύνη as related to one another.140 Though “each virtue / advances the righteous 

one degree,” and while “it is possible another man’s marriage-bed / is equal to the angels,” 

σωφροσύνη should rule even marriage, so that even the married person imitates those who 

                                                
 137 Carmina moralia 2022.060, 643.8t-648.4, in TLG. 
 
 138 Ibid. 2022.060, 643.9, in TLG. 
 
 139 Ibid. 2022.060, 643.10, in TLG. 
 
 140 North claims Nazianzus views the two as identical (Sophrosyne, 340), but I disagree. Gregory views 
them as related, but not interchangeable. 
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embrace ἐγκράτεια.141 Here, Gregory appears to allude to marital celibacy: the angels have no 

physical bodies, therefore any marriage-bed that resembles angelic life would be a marriage-bed 

of celibate spouses. In this passage, then, Gregory seems to exalt marital celibacy and its relation 

to virtues such as ἐγκράτεια, σωφρων, and ἀγνεία. Nevertheless, Gregory does not proscribe it as 

required, but rather lauds it as a means to the “greater things.” Whether one can achieve the 

greater things without celibacy seems unclear, for only that marriage governed by σώφρων 

merits praise, and what such a marriage entails appears opaque. Once again, how σωφροσύνη 

relates to marital relations becomes the issue for debate. This section of the Moralia offers no 

clear answer, but highlights the other virtues related to σωφροσύνη and ties them all to the 

virtuous life for virgins and married persons. 

 In another poem, Carmina de se ipso, Gregory again ties together ἀγνεία and σωφροσύνη 

and less implicitly advocates marital celibacy. Gregory envisions Ἀγνεία and Σαοφροσύνην as 

two women who teach him how to achieve mastery over the passions, setting his mind on the 

heavenly things.142 Through their appearance, as well as through (real) holy people who 

eschewed marriage in favor of virginity, Gregory finds himself able to reject marriage and 

choose the virginal life and its heavenly rewards.143 Thus this passage indicates that sexual 

abstinence involves σωφροσύνη. Moreover, we find preceding these verses about Gregory’s own 

choice a passage that indicates his parents may have practiced marital celibacy. According to 

                                                
 141 Carmina moralia 2022.060, 648.6-9, in TLG. 
 
 142 Carmina de se ipso 2022.061, 1371.8, in TLG. McGuckin translates these terms as Virginity and 
Simplicity (Gregory, 69), while Gilbert uses Chastity and Temperance (On God and Man, 166). Both English 
translations fail to express the meaning of each word, but I think “Chastity and Temperance” may be a better 
translation, because these terms, in English, can be understood in a variety of ways (and not just sexually). For more 
on this passage’s allusions to philosophical initiations, religious festivals, and Greco-Roman myths, as well as its 
relation to Σωφροσύνη, see McGuckin, Gregory, 35-83. 
 
 143 It is unclear if these holy people, though, had been married and rejected their marriage for continence, or 
if they had embraced virginity instead of marriage. Cf. Carmina de se ipso 277-284 (Gilbert, 166-67). 
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Gregory, his saintly parents directed their attention to earthly matters for only a short time, “for 

the necessity of the flesh,” but then turned (or returned) their focus to the heavenly life.144 In 

light of the idea that a true σώφρον can guide the passions to rightful use,145 his comments also 

attempt to preserve his parents’ virtue, even as they attended to earthly matters. His remarks also 

could insinuate that his parents practiced marital celibacy post-children, as they turned to the 

heavenly life (which does not include sex). Gregory’s need to justify their decision, moreover, 

indicates Gregory’s discomfort with marriage, namely marital intimacy, due to its potential for 

ensnaring people in earthly realms, rather than—like virginity—freeing them for heaven. 

 Therefore, though both poems focus far more on Gregory’s decision to pursue virginity, 

as well as the merits of virginity over marriage, they enrich our discussion of marital celibacy. 

These poems highlight Gregory’s preference for virginity, his fears of the married life, and the 

possibility of some marriages—like that of his parents—to achieve the heavenly life, though 

perhaps only through marital celibacy post-childbearing. While Gregory does not announce that 

his parents practiced celibacy, the message of both poems as well as his comments about his 

parents in the latter affirm the plausibility of such a reading. If nothing else, these poems make 

evident that Gregory found marriage, marital intimacy, and procreation hindrances more than 

aids to the philosophical life. Gregory does not, however, indicate that people will find the life of 

chastity—whether virginal, or celibate in marriage or in widowhood—easy; rather, he affirms 

throughout this poem the difficulties of such pursuits. Because he incorporates and emphasizes 

                                                
 
 144 Βαιὸν µὲν πνείοντες ἐπὶ χθονὶ σαρκὸς ἀνάγκῃ, / Πλείονα δὲ ζωῆς µοῖραν ἔχοντες ἄνω (Carmina de se 
ipso 2022.061, 1369.7-8, in TLG); see also Gilbert, On God and Man, 165. Gregory uses ἀνακη, which expresses 
necessity, but painful necessity (anguish, torture). While this could refer to the physical, sexual pains of his parents, 
it could also indicate that their procreative measures sprung from other sources, like law or familial pressure. If the 
latter is true, then this passage underscores their saintliness, fitting with his next remark on their ascent to the 
heavenly life after this short (undesired) time on earth (and procreation). 
 
 145 See Shaw, “Virgin Charioteer.” 



 43 

σωφροσύνη in these discussions, Gregory opens possibilities for intertextually interpreting other 

works, like his funeral orations, that include this virtue. 

 

Concluding remarks on σωφροσύνη 

 In his works, Gregory affirms that marriage does not bar Christians from the path to the 

divine. Many ways of life, including marriage, can lead to the heavenly life, and his sister and 

mother accomplish this. Their tears, vigils, victory over passions, rejection of extravagance, and 

marriage to Christ make their ascent possible, despite their marital status.146 Their ability to 

achieve the heavenly life lends credence to Gregory’s teachings that even married life cannot 

prohibit someone from the virtuous, philosophical life. Their sanctifying of marriage through 

their piety and through σωφροσύνη (particularly in Gorgonia’s case) illuminates Gregory’s 

declaration that, though the unmarried state is more excellent, virginity joined to the world and 

tied to the earth is worse than a married couple who are σώφρονος.147 For this project, though, 

what becomes central is the question of whether a married couple, exemplifying σοφροσύνη, 

equates to a couple practicing marital celibacy. Gregory’s works do not provide a clear answer, 

as my examination of his use of the word σωφροσύνη (and derivatives) in the funeral orations on 

his father and sister, as well as various poems, demonstrates. Rather, σωφροσύνη’s enigmatic 

connections to other terms (like ἐγκράτεια), its linguistic weighted history, and Gregory’s 

manifold uses of the term, reveals that σωφροσύνη does not correspond to marital celibacy, even 

if it may include such practice or lead to it. This analysis of σωφροσύνη highlights the 

                                                
 
 146 Cf., e.g., Carmina moralia 2022.060, 786.2-6, in TLG. 
 
 147 Βέλτερον ἀζυγίη, ναὶ βέλτερον· ἀλλ’ ἐπίµικτος /  Κόσµῳ, καὶ χθονίη, χειροτέρη δυάδος / Σώφρονος 
(Carmen Moralia  2022.060, 784.11-13, in TLG). 
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possibilities for a more careful, nuanced study of the term in Gregory’s works, a study that could 

offer further insight into Gregory’s thoughts concerning marital celibacy. 

 

Marital celibacy in light of Gregory’s larger corpus 

 Gregory’s prolific rhetorical and literary career makes it difficult to analyze every 

passage or discourse that might pertain to marital celibacy and the issues related to it (such as 

σωφροσύνη, παρθενἰα, άγαµία, άγνεία, etc.). Nevertheless, I offer here an overview of several 

pertinent passages from Gregory’s orations in order to draw attention to avenues for further 

research. In addition, as it probes Gregory’s thoughts on related matters, this analysis 

demonstrates the value of reading and interpreting Gregory’s comments concerning his sister and 

mother—and their possible practice of marital celibacy—in light of his vast corpus. I selected the 

following orations due to their accessibility in English translations and because each contains a 

passage (or more) that relates to the issues raised throughout this chapter on marital celibacy.148  

 

Oration 38 

Or. 38, In theophania, evinces the difficulties in translating Gregory’s thoughts on 

virginity and celibacy for women. Here, Gregory employs ambiguous language to refer to 

matrons and virginity. Though Browne and Swallow translates γυναῖκες παρθενεύετε, ἵνα 

Χριστοῦ γένησθε µητέρες as “O ye Matrons live as Virgins, that ye may be Mothers of Christ,” 

                                                
 148 A more detailed study might include a larger analysis of the word throughout his Moralia, as well as to 
his other poems, such as his Carmina quae Spectant ad Alios; attention to the many persons to whom he applies the 
word in oration and letter would also illuminate more clearly Gregory’s understanding of this virtue. For instance, he 
uses variations of the word 165 times in his letters, which are not yet published in English. Such a project will 
benefit from recent research in the field, particularly Bradley K. Storin, Critical Introduction and Reference Guide 
to Letter Collections in Late Antiquity (ed. Cristiana Sogno, Bradley K. Storin, and Edward Watts; Berkeley: 
University of California Press, forthcoming in 2015). 
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the word choice γυναῖκες might not necessarily imply “matrons.”149  Instead, Nazianzen could be 

appealing to women in general, married or not. Furthermore, even if he is referring to matrons, it 

is unclear what he means by παρθενεύετε: leading a maiden life certainly can involve sexual 

virginity or marital celibacy for matrons, but “virginity” does not necessarily refer exclusively to 

sexual practices and may, instead, refer to a way of life. This begs the question whether Gregory 

expects matrons to include marital celibacy within their imitation of virgins. Unfortunately, 

Gregory provides no explicit answer. 

Rather, he enlarges the concept of virginity by discussing its procreative role, a role 

typically limited to matrons. Even those women who reject sexual intimacy—as virgins or as 

celibate matrons—participate in motherhood: virginity may not include sex, but it does include 

giving birth as mothers of Christ.150 Restraint from sex does not mean women cannot experience 

the effects of marital intimacy (children)—albeit on a spiritual (and, thus, for Gregory, higher) 

level. Women who seek to live as virgins do not become men; rather, their choice to reject sexual 

practices (if this is to what Gregory refers) bestows upon them a spiritual, highly gendered role: 

mothers of Christ. Gregory’s instructions for matrons to be virgins to become mothers of Christ 

in his Or. 38, therefore, complicates any straightforward interpretation of his comments on 

marital ascetic piety elsewhere. Instead, his instructions for married women to “παρθενεύετε” to 

become mothers reveal the difficulties in ascertaining the meaning of Gregory’s rhetoric. 

 

                                                
 149 In theophania 2022.046, 312.3-4, in TLG; Or. 38.1 (NPNF2 7:345). 
 
 150 Cf., e.g., Or. 37.10.  
 



 46 

Oration 37  

Or. 37, In dictum evangelii: Cum consummasset Jesus hos sermones, echoes and expands 

the virgin-mother language as Gregory promises that women who refrain from marriage and its 

fruits (that is, children) may still become mothers.151 Virgins come from mothrs and then 

themselves become brides and mothers of Christ.152 The distinctions between matrons and 

virgins, then, becomes even more blurred—both are married, both are mothers—even as the 

virgins’ higher calling (and better spouse and offspring) delineate them from the matrons. 

In Or. 37, Gregory also alludes to Paul’s teachings from 1 Corinthians 7. Marriage is 

good, Gregory affirms multiple times, but it leads to death, widowhood, orphanhood, mourning, 

and other ills; it also is inferior to virginity, a greater good.153 For one born of flesh not to bear 

flesh (that is, have children) seems incomprehensible, yet Gregory claims being “wounded with 

the chosen missile” (or missile of election) makes this possible.154 In other words, the ability to 

practice celibacy, for virgins and for husbands and wives, comes from God. Gregory declares 

marriage good (καλος)—particularly so when those who are married desire children, thus 

increasing the number of people who can serve God.155 At the same time, he insists “it is not 

                                                
 151 Or. 37.10.  
 
 152 Ibid. To stretch the argument, if this reasoning was applied to a celibate marriage, Gregory would 
reassure those women living in marital celibacy that they still could fulfill society’s—and perhaps their own—
expectations of motherhood, as mothers of Christ. 
 
 153 Or. 37.9-11. 
 
 154 Or. 37.11, see also 37.15. Such language is reminiscent of Origen’s “wound of love”: this is a wound 
that occurs when one “falls in love with His splendor.” If Gregory echoes such language, then he is announcing that 
those who perceive and love God are given a gift that allows them to make such a choice (of virginity). After all, 
Origen’s comment about the wound of love occurs in a passage where he compares those who seek worldly love and 
procreation to those who seek God and figurative children through love of God (Origen, “The Prologue to the 
Commentary on the Song of Songs,” in Origen: An Exhortation to Martyrdom, Prayer and Selected Works [trans. 
Rowan A. Greer; CWS; Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1979], 222-23. 
 
 155 Or. 37.9-10. 
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profitable to marry” if marriage leads one to vice and a focus on the material world.156 Therefore, 

Gregory makes a distinction in the purposes of marriage: as a means to produce godly children 

marriage is good, but as an introduction to matter and vice, marriage is not profitable.157 In 

addition, even as Gregory employs the marriage analogy for virgins, reminding them of their 

espousal to Christ, he cautions virgins, like married persons, to avoid descending to matter and 

fleshly desires. Virgins should keep eyes, minds, and bodies pure.158 To summarize, in Or. 37, 

Gregory expresses his fear that marriage possesses the power to separate someone from God and 

so argues for virginity as the higher calling.159 Like Paul, Gregory exalts the virginal life even as 

he affirms the goodness of marriage (particularly one that produces children). He also asserts the 

potential for married persons to serve God, and he claims that celibacy is a gift. 

 

Oration 14 

 In a similar manner, in Or. 14.3, De pauperum amore, Gregory announces that chastity 

and virginity are good (Καλὸν ἁγνεία, καὶ παρθενία) and that Paul’s teachings concerning 

marriage and celibacy (ἀγαµία) are just.160 Gregory’s allusion to Paul’s teachings refers to 1 

Corinthians 7, where, among other teachings, Paul exalts virginity over marriage and exhorts 

married couples to practice marital celibacy, at least on occasion.161 Therefore, Gregory’s 

                                                
 
 156 Ibid. 37.9. 
 
 157 Ibid. 
 
 158 Or. 37.10. 
 
 159 See 1 Corinthians 7:32-35. 
 
 160 De pauperum amore 2022.027 861.24-26, in TLG. 
 
 161 Gregory also declares the worthiness of ἐγκράτεια, though it is difficult to ascertain whether Gregory 
uses this word to allude to sexual restraint, since the following comments refer to David’s self-restraint in drinking, 
not in sexual matters (De pauperum amore 2022.027. 861.28, in TLG). 
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inclusion of these virtues— ἀγνεία, παρθενία—as well as his endorsement of Paul’s teachings 

concerning marriage and celibacy (γάµος and ἀγαµία) lend further support to arguments for 

Gregory as an advocate for marital celibacy. The oration does not elucidate whether Gregory—or 

Paul—believed marital celibacy was required permanently, but this oration makes evident that 

Gregory held marital sexual abstinence in esteem and preferred virginity over marriage. 

 

Oration 19 

In the next-to-the-last oration under examination, Ad Julianum tributorum exaequatorem, 

Gregory includes both virgins and married persons in his call as he urges people to offer to God 

all they can and to bear fruit for God at all times.162 Among the list of things people can offer are 

“on the one hand virginity that is chaste (holy; ἁγνὴν) and cut off from the world entirely, on the 

other hand marriage that is holy (revered; σεµνὸν) and not separated entirely from God.”163 

People in both situations must bear fruit for God, according to the grace (χάρισµα) that was 

given to them: such language echoes Paul in 1 Corinthians 7:5-7, when Paul professes that the 

practice of celibacy is a gift (χάρισµα). Gregory’s choice of χάρισµα as well as his µὲν…δὲ 

construction (as he compares the various life situations from which people can bear fruit, 

including virginity and marriage), tie this passage to Paul’s instructions in 1 Corinthians; 

accordingly, this oration infers that Gregory does not mandate marital celibacy in order for 

married persons to honor God, unless God has given them that gift. 

 

                                                
 
 162 Or. 19.7. 
 
 163 ὁ µὲν παρθενίαν ἁγνὴν καὶ κόσµου παντελῶς ἀποτέµνουσαν, ὁ δὲ γάµον σεµνὸν καὶ µὴ πάντη Θεοῦ 
χωρίζοντα· Ad Julianum tributorum exaequatorem 2022.032, 1053.608, in TLG. 
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Oration 40  

The last oration in this analysis contains Gregory’s most explicit exposition of marital 

celibacy. In Oration 40, In sanctum baptisma, Gregory employs familiar terminology and alludes 

to (temporary) marital celibacy both implicitly and explicitly. For example, Gregory instructs 

married couples to allow their baptism to guard their σωφροσύνη, without explicating his 

meaning.164 Gregory then addresses either engaged persons or those not yet married, “Are you 

not yet yoked together by the flesh? Do not fear the fulfillment. You are clean, even after 

marriage.”165 Here, he reassures his audience that even those who consummate their marriage do 

not negate cleansing baptism offers, perhaps because marriage remains a licit union supported by 

scripture. Through such claims, Gregory hints that sexual abstinence might be ideal, but it is not 

necessary for salvation, nor do marriage and marital intimacy negate the gift of baptism.  

Next, in an allusion to Hebrews 13:4, Gregory exhorts his listeners to keep their marriage 

beds pure (a statement that may indicate either sexual abstinence or marital fidelity). Echoing 

Paul in 1 Corinthians 7:5-6, Gregory explicitly proposes that some couples will—or, that is, 

should—refrain from sexual intimacy—ἁγνεία—during the times of prayer, by mutual 

consent.166 Yet, interestingly, as he encourages marital celibacy for prayer, Gregory does not 

praise any specific people (like members of his family) who made such practices part of their 

marriage, nor does he indicate that such restraint during designated periods equaled a 

                                                
 164 Καὶ τῇ σφραγῖδι συνδέθητι· ταύτην συνοίκισον σεαυτῷ τῆς σωφροσύνης φύλακα· (In sanctum baptisma 
2022.048, 36.281.19-21, in TLG). We know from other texts that this may be an exhortation to marital celibacy. 
   
 165 Οὔπω σαρκὶ συνεζεύχθης; µὴ φοβηθῇς τὴν τελείωσιν. Καθαρὸς εἶ, καὶ µετὰ τὸν γάµον· (In sanctum 
baptisma 2022.048, 36.281.22-24, in TLG). This passage also suggests that Gregory viewed sexual intimacy—being 
yoked together in the flesh—as a marker of marriage. 
 
 166 His use of ἁγνεία rather than σωφροσύνη complicates the question of whether σωφροσύνη indicates 
marital celibacy and whether Gregory alludes to sexual practices in his instructions to married persons earlier in this 
passage. 
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commitment to lifelong celibacy. Rather, Gregory’s allusion to Paul’s instructions suggests that 

the married couple will engage in sexual intimacy when necessary to avoid lust and affairs: 

Gregory himself urges that marriage should be free from filthy desires, not free from all sexual 

intercourse.167 Gregory’s hesitation to mandate marital celibacy necessary reminds us of 

Gregory’s tendency to tout the middle road and moderation even in virtue: “Virtue is impaired 

alike by too much as well as too little, just as any addition to or subtraction from a rule.”168 

Instead of instructing people to avoid sexual intimacy—again, ἁγνεία, not ἀγαµία or 

παρθενία or σωφροσύνη —at all times or after children, Gregory refers to it as a practice during 

the prescribed time of prayer. After all, according to the Pauline passages to which Gregory 

refers, if those in the married state do practice marital celibacy, it is because they can do so by 

the gift of God—and Gregory nowhere suggests that all married persons have received this gift. 

Those who have self-control may engage in ongoing marital celibacy, but Paul—and, perhaps, 

Gregory—does not seem to offer much hope that many have this “gift.”  Indeed, according to 

Or. 40, those who receive the gift of baptism can give the gift of ἀγνεία when appropriate: 

whether this celibacy is bestowed via the gift of baptism is unclear.169 Nevertheless, the idea of 

celibacy (here, ἀγνεία) as a gift echoes Paul’s teachings in 1 Corinthians 7:5-7. Thus, Or. 40 

provides a more explicit discussion of marital celibacy as Gregory acknowledges his agreement 

with Paul’s teachings on the topic.  

 

                                                
 167 Or. 40.18; also, 1 Corinthians 7:5-7.  
 
 168 Or. 32.6, FC 107, 195. 
 
 169 λάβε παρὰ τοῦ δώρου τὴν ἀσφάλειαν, καὶ δὸς τῷ δώρῳ τὴν ἁγνείαν κατὰ καιρὸν, ἕως εὐχῆς πρόκειται  
προθεσµία, καὶ ἀσχολίας τιµιωτέρα, καὶ ταύτην ἐκ κοινῆς ὁµολογίας καὶ συναινέσεως (In sanctum baptisma  
2022.048, 381.30-34, in TLG). 
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Concluding remarks on other texts 

 Though my examination of these texts does not necessarily clarify Gregory’s teachings 

on marital celibacy, it does demonstrate the enormity of the task: these texts represent only a 

small portion of Gregory’s writings. Though these orations supply some insights into Gregory’s 

beliefs about marital celibacy, they, like the funeral orations, simultaneously expose the 

complexities in interpreting Gregory’s terminology and discerning his meanings. As their 

greatest contribution to this project, they disclose that Gregory advocated marital celibacy, at 

least for prescribed times of prayer, and that he considered celibacy a gift. Such observations 

enrich the investigation of Gregory’s beliefs on marital celibacy as they augment, expand, and 

complicate the topic.  

 

Rhetorical reasons for equivocations 

 Attempts to ascertain authorial “intent” fail, since such speculation remains 

unverifiable,170 yet a discussion of potential motivations underlying Gregory’s ambiguities can 

supply a broader view of marital celibacy in Gregory’s thought.171 In other words, it is 

worthwhile to query why Gregory’s texts on his family member’s (potential) celibacy appear so 

equivocal, since plausible conjectures may shed light on how this ambiguity may have served 

larger purposes in Gregory’s rhetoric. Accordingly, I consider ways Gregory’s rhetoric in these 

passages functioned in light of his roles as Christian rhetor, bishop, and family man. 

 

                                                
 170 Moreover, as postmodern scholarship has demonstrated, the intent of the author may not matter, or at 
least may matter less than the received reading of the reader. 
 
 171 Whether Gregory himself would have been aware of these motivations, of course, remains unanswerable 
and inconsequential. 
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Rhetorical dilemma 

Gregory, an accomplished rhetor, employed rhetoric for his own purposes.172 Yet even he 

encountered rhetorical conundrums, and some of his equivocation about Gorgonia’s marital 

celibacy may have resulted from difficulties his own rhetoric created. For instance, Gregory 

generates a rhetorical bind for himself as he attempts to incorporate the image of Gorgonia as 

spouse of Christ into his oration.173 His incorporation of two concepts—analogical marriage in 

spirit with Christ and physical marriage in body with Alypius—complicate Gregory’s depiction 

of his sister. Because Gorgonia is a mother and because the timing of Alypius’ conversion 

remains unclear, Gregory cannot ignore her sexual relationship with Alypius. Yet he attempts to 

rhetorically glide over this sexual aspect by emphasizing Gorgonia’s relationship to Christ: she 

did not allow her sexual relationship with Alypius to distract her from her position as bride of 

Christ.174 Gorgonia possesses two husbands, and Gregory argues that Christ is her true head and 

lover—yet the very existence of her children indicates that Gorgonia knew a sexual lover, 

Alypius, as well. Perhaps Gregory’s vagueness about Gorgonia’s marital celibacy, then, 

corresponds to his rhetorical, literary dilemma. Perhaps he does not know how to reconcile the 

reality of Gorgonia as fertile wife of Alypius with the symbolic image of Gorgonia as beloved 

spouse of Christ, without sexualizing her relationship with Christ or ignoring her biological 

children (who are most likely listening to his oration).175 His reticence to declare decidedly that 

                                                
 172 See Celica Milanovic, “Sailing to Sophistopolis: Gregory of Nazianzus and Greek Declamation,” JECS 
13.2 (Summer 2005), 187-232. 
 
 173 Or. 8.19. 
 
 
 174 Or. 8.6, 8. 
 
 175 “Her husband seems, nonetheless, awkwardly intruded as a third party into the bridal chamber of 
Gorgonia’s baptismal rite,” where, for Burrus at least, Gorgonia became spouse of Christ (Burrus, “Life after 
Death,” 164).  
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Gorgonia observed marital celibacy in her relationship with Alypius may thus be a means to 

avoid other questions, since such adamant rhetorical declarations could problematize Gregory’s 

rhetorical composition of Gorgonia as both bride of Alypius and of Christ. Though explicit 

reference to her marital celibacy may have permitted Gregory to propose that her relationship 

with Christ also lacked a sexual aspect, such definitive comments could also have led to 

questions such as whether Gorgonia transferred her sexual allegiance from Alypius to Christ or 

whether union with Christ, like a wife’s union with her husband, involved sexual intimacy.176 By 

avoiding clarity on the issue of Gorgonia’s marital celibacy, Gregory evades the inquiries such 

rhetoric may have provoked; his opaqueness also allows him to elude the rhetorical dilemma he 

creates when he proclaims Gorgonia’s union with Christ while concurrently honoring her 

biological role as matron-mother. 

 

Pastoral concerns 

Gregory’s presentation of his sister and mother also underscores the tensions Gregory 

himself may have experienced, as he—the unmarried bishop—sought to encourage others to 

pursue the ascetic life. Although Gregory may not have considered celibacy an impossible 

calling (since he himself practiced it), he did recognize that not all would receive this gift, nor 

could all choose it. He also seemed to acknowledge that the vast majority of the women under 

Gregory’s pastoral care—in fact, most of the women of his day—would experience marriage (or 

at least concubinage or some sort of marital relationship) and motherhood. Within those 
                                                                                                                                                       
 
 176 If she refrained from sexual intimacy with Alypius, did she then engage with Christ? What would this 
mean, even if only symbolic? Does sexual intimacy in marriage parallel another form of intimacy in the relationship 
between Christ and person? Thanks to Dr. Virginia Burrus for raising the question of the rhetorical and literary 
aspect of Gregory’s ambiguity. (Gregory of Nazianzus here, in his portrayal of Gorgonia as Christ’s bride, contrasts 
with Gregory of Nyssa, who does not accept that married women can also be Christ’s brides [cf. Harrison, 
“Gender,” 38-68].) 
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marriages, the women may not have had the option to practice marital celibacy, due to pressure 

for descendants or their partner’s expectations. After all, aside from the physical desires for 

sexual intimacy, Gregory’s audience likely would have embraced the Greco-Roman ambition—

expressed not just socially but also politically—for progeny. Marital celibacy also assumes 

agreement from both members; even if Gregory convinced his audience to emulate Nonna and 

Gorgonia (in marital celibacy), there is no guarantee their spouses would have agreed, and the 

potential for subsequent abuse or damage to the marriage relationship may have been something 

Gregory wished to avoid instigating. In other words, by not mandating marital celibacy, Gregory 

allowed any women in his pastoral care to imitate his family members but not feel forced to 

attempt a practice very likely out of their control.177 

Thus, by eliding the issue of marital celibacy in his family members’ lives, Gregory’s 

expositions of Nonna and Gorgonia allowed him to present some of his marital ascetic ideals—

e.g., the pursuit of the philosophical life through practices such as prayer and fasting—without 

necessitating marital celibacy, a practice that may have been an unrealistic, unachievable 

aspiration for women under his pastoral care. Furthermore, had he portrayed Gorgonia and 

Nonna as unequivocally practicing marital celibacy, Gregory may have discouraged others from 

imitating any other aspect of Nonna and Gorgonia’s lives. By avoiding definitive statements 

concerning marital celibacy, Gregory presents to his audience two exemplars of virtue whom all 

married women could follow, regardless of their societal status, their husband’s faith (or lack 

thereof), and their expected reproductive role in the family. 

Moreover, although other church leaders may have advocated marital celibacy, perhaps 

Gregory did not consider marital celibacy compulsory for those hoping to achieve the 

philosophical life in light of his reading of Scripture. Gregory often alludes to Paul’s teachings in 
                                                
 177 After all, even Gregory admits, in Or. 40.18, that intermittent celibacy should be a mutual decision. 
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1 Corinthians 7, yet even Paul refrains from making (temporary!) marital celibacy a command.178 

Hence, perhaps Gregory the bishop abstains from making clear, binding statements concerning 

marital celibacy because no strong biblical evidence for such practice, particularly as a necessary 

element of marital piety, exists. After all, throughout his works, Gregory attempts to stay within 

biblical bounds when speaking to married couples: his instructions to them about marital 

intimacies echo 1 Corinthians and Hebrews 13, but bishop Gregory does not invent any new 

requirements for married persons under his care. 

 

Preserving family (and personal) honor  

Gregory presents his family as idealized martyrs, women and men worthy of emulation 

and honor.179 In particular, Gregory offers his mother and sister as models for virgins and 

matrons by portraying them as women who achieved the highest virtues in matronal and ascetic 

practice. Gregory ensconces his female relatives firmly within Greco-Roman values and 

expectations for matronae even as he subtly but powerfully enlarges this category so that 

Christian matronae might also display the values of the Christian virgin.180  Because the role of 

the matronae and the household itself continued to possess cultural capital, Gregory’s depiction 

of these women created a space in which these women functioned powerfully in the Greco-

Roman society, even as his portrayal of them as ascetics provided them cultural capital in the 

                                                
 178 1 Corinthians 7:6. 
 
 179 Cf. Limberis, Architects, Burrus, “Life after Death.” Elm, “Gregory’s Women,” portrays his family as a 
philosopher’s family, but I do not find her argument compelling. Despite Elm’s admirable attempts to address 
gender issues and the construction of masculinity in Gregory’s works, I remain unpersuaded. Although I agree that 
“To speak about relatives is always also to speak about oneself” (189), I remain unconvinced that Gregory 
successfully creates a philosopher’s family through these orations. 
 
 180 As Van Dam comments, “Even though these perspectives fundamentally conflicted, Gregory now 
wanted Gorgonia to represent both ideals, the appropriately deferential wife and mother, the suitably autonomous 
and forceful virgin” (Van Dam, Families and Friends, 96). 
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Christian world.181 Gregory therefore balanced—as he claimed his sister and mother did—the 

honor of his family in both spheres. They embraced, in their gendered roles, the traditional 

values of the matronae: they chose to “sustain traditional household religion, guard the family 

honor, and facilitate patronage of civic institutions when possible.”182 Yet, because the 

household religion they practiced (Christianity) valued ascetic virtues, virtues that seemed at 

times oppositional to the Greco-Roman household, Gregory’s rhetoric upholds the honor of these 

women in both arenas by claiming they incorporated ascetic values in—not apart from or 

despite—their traditional roles as matron-mothers. 

Gregory’s rhetoric could placate both proponents of traditional values and proponents of 

ascetic values: his failure to elucidate whether Gorgonia and Nonna practiced marital celibacy 

would have made it difficult for either audience to condemn his family members, since his 

orations concerning his family could be read and interpreted in various ways. Therefore, 

Gregory’s ambiguities may have been equivocations that functioned to bestow and preserve 

honor for his sister and mother while circumventing criticism from proponents of traditional and 

ascetic values. Gorgonia and Nonna’s esteem, moreover, increased Gregory’s own honor, for as 

his depiction of the women advanced their status among the audiences listening to the orations, it 

also enhanced the honor of the orator, the brother and son.183 In other words, Gregory’s 

                                                
 181 Remembering, of course, that Christianity was part of the Greco-Roman world. However, since 
Christianity valued the ascetic and virginal lives in a new way, I make this distinction loosely to signify the two 
arenas in which these women could earn honor and status.  
 
 182 Limberis, Architects, 174. 
 
 183 After all, “wherever a woman is mentioned a man’s character is being judged—and along with it what 
he stands for” (Cooper, Virgin, 19). 
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rhetorical constructions of his mother and sister had real implications, for “in a society premised 

on honor and shame, rhetoric was reality.”184 

 

Ignorance 

Finally, we must consider that Gregory himself, despite his family’s closeness, may have 

possessed little knowledge about his family members’ sexual practices; therefore, his omission 

of clear references to marital celibacy may correspond to his ignorance about his family 

member’s sexual activities. Neither Nonna and Gregory the Elder nor Gorgonia and Alypius 

separated publicly or made public declarations of their intent to live celibately, as other ascetic 

married couples did,185 and they lived at their homes living pious lives devoted to their church, 

spouse, and children. Without a public announcement (in action or word) that they planned to 

practice marital celibacy, Gregory might not have known—nor cared to know—whether or not 

his family members lived so.186  

 

Concluding remarks 

 Because Gregory did not compose any treatises on marital celibacy, or even virginity or 

marriage, this study has delved into a variety of Gregory’s works, particularly his orations and 

                                                
 184 Ibid., 4. 
 
 185 E.g., Melania the Younger and her husband, whose choice to pursue marital celibacy seemed well 
known. Though their choices are anachronistic when applied to the Nazianzen women, still, it seems, their narrative 
affects scholars’ readings of Gregory. 
 
 186 If uncertainty existed, moreover, this doubt may have served as rhetorical impetus: if Gregory was 
unsure about his sister and mother’s marital celibacy, being intentionally vague about the practice’s necessity 
created space for his family members to remain virtuous despite information that might come forth at a later time. In 
other words, because Gregory does not mandate marital celibacy as a hallmark of marital piety, he preserves Nonna 
and Gorgonia’s reputations: they can still function as paradigms of Christian virtue even if Gregory (and/or his 
audience) later discover the women failed to refrain from sexual intimacy, because Gregory did not make marital 
celibacy a necessary marker of marital piety. 
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poems, in order to extract Gregory’s beliefs concerning marital celibacy. However, as this 

chapter argues, Gregory’s teachings on marital celibacy cannot be easily determined; rather, his 

enigmatic rhetoric, his extensive corpus, and the history of interpretation of his works encumber 

attempts to articulate a coherent philosophy on marital celibacy in Gregory’s works and 

obfuscate any unequivocal answer as to whether Gregory’s family members practiced marital 

celibacy.  

 Hence, although I began this project hoping to find strong support for or against marital 

celibacy in Gregory’s works, I end this chapter with the recognition that I could not uncover 

clear answers. I attempted to argue against marital celibacy in order to counteract ready 

assumptions scholars read into Gregory’s texts, yet I have not persuaded myself that such 

arguments possess more validity than those that argue in favor of marital celibacy. Because I 

suspect rhetorical and personal (that is, familial and pastoral) motivations underlie Gregory’s 

ambiguity on this issue—even as I admit I can only surmise such reasons—and because I find his 

texts on his sister and mother complex, I remain uncertain whether Gregory claims his mother 

and sister practiced marital celibacy. I am convinced, however, that we scholars cannot claim 

that they did so unless we bolster such claims with clear, persuasive textual, linguistic, and socio-

cultural evidence. Moreover, though I believe Gregory overall appears equivocal about the issue 

in the lives of his family members, I contend that Gregory does not decree marital celibacy as a 

requisite for ascetic marital piety. Even though he may view lack of sexual practice (as virgin or 

celibate married person) a superior way of life, Gregory never claims that marriage, nor its 

intimacies, deny someone access to the philosophical life and its rewards, nor does he insist 

married couples must embrace marital celibacy to achieve the heavenly life. 
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CHAPTER 2 

GREGORY OF NYSSA:  

THOUGHTS ON MARRIAGE, VIRGINITY, AND MARITAL 

CELIBACY IN DE VIRGINITATE 

 Gregory of Nyssa, the youngest Cappadocian father, receives much attention from 

scholarship due to his mystical writings, his polemical and theological treatises, and his famous 

hagiography of his sister, Macrina. In this study, however, it is Gregory’s debated marital status, 

as well as his treatise on virginity, that mark Gregory as unique for the Cappadocians. Gregory’s 

attitudes toward marriage and virginity may seem straightforward, since he composed a treatise 

on the topic. Yet when a reader takes into account that he may have been married and realizes 

that Gregory’s rhetorical prowess throughout the treatise requires great attention, the complexity 

of discerning Gregory’s views becomes apparent. Attempting to uncover Gregory’s opinions on 

marital celibacy demands a close reading of De virginitate, since he only alludes to such 

practices. Thus, my analysis also considers related topics, such as his anthropology and his 

hierarchy of marriage and virginity. I begin this chapter with a discussion of Gregory’s marital 

status and a brief overview of his anthropology before I turn to an examination of his treatise, De 

virg., in order to determine Gregory’s ideas about marital celibacy in the context of his teachings 

on marriage and virginity.1 

 

                                                
 1 His famous In Canticum canticorum (Cant.) also contain information about marriage and virginity as well 
as marital celibacy. I mention some of the marital celibacy passages briefly in later discussions, but due to the 
constraints of this project, and in light of the extensive secondary literature concerning the extremely complex Cant. 
material, I chose to focus on De virg. as my primary lens through which I analyze Vita Macrinae in the next chapter.  
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Was Gregory married? 

 One of the pressing questions relevant to this study involves Gregory’s own marital 

status. The textual evidence appears inconclusive, though traditionally scholars have maintained 

that Gregory was married, typically to a woman named Theosebia.2 Other scholars argue that 

Gregory was married, but not to Theosebia; Theosebia, instead, was Gregory’s sibling.3 Others 

simply record Gregory’s marriage but fail to conjecture about the identity of his spouse.4  Still 

others reject any firm conclusion concerning Gregory’s marital status.5 According to Gregory in 

De virg., he lacks the ability to speak from personal experience regarding the celibate life since 

he has “chosen the common life previously.”6 He laments his dearth of intimate knowledge of 

the celibate life and enumerates the deceitful plagues of married life, arguing that the more one 

                                                
 2 See Paul Gallay, ed. and trans., Saint Grégoire de Nazianze, Lettres (2 vols; Paris: Sociéte d’edition “les 
belles lettres,” 1967), 164, fn. 3; Jean Danielou, “Le mariage de Gregoire de Nysse et la chronologie de sa vie,” 
REAug 2 (1956), 71-78; Anthony Meredith, S.J., Gregory of Nyssa (New York: Routledge, 1999), 2-4; Peter Brown, 
The Body and Society: Men, Women, and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1988), 292, 296; Valerie A. Karras, “A Re-evaluation of Marriage, Celibacy, and Irony in Gregory 
of Nyssa’s On Virginity,” JECS 13:1 (Spring 2005): 113-14; Abraham Malherbe and Everett Ferguson, Foreward to 
The Life of Moses, by Gregory of Nyssa (trans. Abraham Malherbe and Everett Ferguson; Paulist Press: Mahwah, 
NJ: 1978, xv); Johan Leemans, “Gregory of Nyssa,” in ‘Let us Die that we may Live:’ Greek Homilies on Christian 
Martyrs from Asia Minor, Palestine, and Syria (c. AD 350-AD 450), ed. Johan Leemans, et al. (New York: 
Routledge, 2003), 78. 
 
 3 See Anna M. Silvas, Gregory of Nyssa: The Letters (Leiden: Brill, 2007): 98-100; Richard A. Norris, Jr., 
Introduction to Homilies on the Song of Songs, by Gregory of Nyssa (trans. Richard A. Norris, Jr.; Atlanta: SBL 
Press, 2012), xv-xvi; and Andrew Louth, “The Cappadocians,” in The Cambridge History of Early Christian 
Literature (ed. Frances Young, Lewis Ayres, and Andrew Louth; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 
297-301. Louth remarks that Gregory’s status as married man sets him apart from Basil and Gregory of Nazianzus, 
and he questions whether Gregory of Nyssa lived celibately with his wife, without drawing any conclusion, 
“Cappadocians,” 297. 
 
 4 Sarah Coakley, Powers and Submissions: Spirituality, Philosophy, and Gender (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 
2002), 162; Brian E. Daley, S.J., Gregory of Nazianzus (New York: Routledge, 2006), 211, fn. 21; Elaine H. Pagels, 
Adam, Eve, and the Serpent: Sex and Politics in Early Christianity (New York: Random House, 1988), 83; Michel 
René Barnes, “‘The Burden of Marriage’ and Other Notes on Gregory of Nyssa’s On Virginity,” SP 37 (2001): 13. 
 
 5 See Vasiliki M. Limberis, Architects of Piety: The Cappadocian Fathers and the Cult of the Martyrs 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 116-17, as well as Virginia Burrus, Begotten, Not Made: Conceiving 
Manhood in Late Antiquity (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000), 97. 
 
 6 De virg. 3, FC 58, 12: τῷ κοινῷ προληφθέντες βίῳ (De virginitate 2017.043, 3.1, 11, in TLG). 
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learns of virginity the more one despises the other way of life.7 Though Limberis argues these 

passages need not refer to Gregory’s marriage but, instead, to Gregory’s participation in the 

secular world, I find more persuasive the simpler reading of this passage, that Gregory was—at 

some point—married.8 Gregory devotes much time and attention to the woes of marriage, 

including the emotional pains, which suggests his comments go beyond mere rhetoric and point 

to familiarity with the institution.9 

 In another vein, Gregory argues in De virg. that the wise person embarking on a spiritual 

journey will seek the instruction of someone who has trod the path already.10 If someone must 

choose between the married and ascetic paths, Gregory the married man contrasts with Basil the 

ascetic as spiritual guides, and Gregory’s advice to follow Basil in virginity has merit only if he 

himself can attest to the pitfalls of marriage through personal experience.11 Gregory’s teachings 

on marriage underscore his authority on such issues, authority he has accumulated through his 

own marriage; accordingly, Gregory’s role parallels Basil’s since both can provide guidance. In 

some sense, then, even though he argues for the higher path of celibacy, Gregory implicitly 

                                                
 
 7 De virg. 3. If the chapter headings stem from Gregory’s own hand, moreover, much more solid evidence 
exists that he was unmarried, yet I hesitate to weigh such controversial textual deviations as solid proof for his 
marriage. 
 
 8 In this interpretation, I follow many scholars who affirm Gregory’s status as married man. Yet Limberis 
does note Gregory’s complex rhetoric in this treatise and rightly remarks that virginity for Gregory encompasses 
more than marital status. Limberis, Architects, 116, fn. 75. 
 
 9 For the possible Stoic background to the treatise, see Barnes, “Burden”: Barnes proposes that Gregory’s 
diatribe against marriage based on its “emotional hardships” echoes themes found in Stoic arguments concerning 
celibacy (15). However, as Karras points out, “The argument that this bishop of Nyssa wrote from personal 
experience is also strengthened by his focus on the emotional pain of married life (unlike Epictetus and Ambrose), 
with comparatively less attention to its distractions”; she insists his empathy as well as his treatise De infantibus 
praemature abreptis also suggests personal experience with such tragedy. Karras, “Re-evaluation,” 114. See also 
Antigone Samellas, “Experience, Freedom, and Canon in the Work of Gregory of Nyssa,” JECS 21.4 (2013), 572, 
fn. 6. 
 
 10 De virg. 23. 
 
 11 Cf. Samellas, “Experience,” 570-71, for more on Basil as model. 
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conveys that he himself possesses moral power as a married man to discern the different paths 

and means by which one can achieve the philosophic life, particularly as he describes the merits 

and pitfalls of both marriage and celibacy.12 His teachings related to marriage and marital 

celibacy also imply that Gregory himself could serve as a model for those already married. 

 Nevertheless, it is striking that Gregory fails to mention his own personal experience 

directly when referring to the pitfalls of marriage, instead pointing people to the law courts for 

evidence of the institution’s ills. Yet this does not warrant a conclusion that Gregory never 

married, for just as he does not refer explicitly to his parents’ marriage, his mother’s widowhood, 

or his other siblings’ choices to remain celibate, Gregory provides no personal information on his 

own life in this treatise. 13 Rather, through the judicial reference he offers a stronger rhetorical 

argument: the evidence for his case rests on tangible legal evidence, not limited by his family’s 

rather unique ascetic (and aristocratic) dynamic. Gregory’s pathos in his broader examples, 

moreover, indicate his familiarity with the sorrows and struggles of marriage without limiting 

such comments to his own experience of the institution.14 Universalizing rather than 

personalizing his experience of marriage may reflect a rhetorical choice and does not necessarily 

signify a void of personal familiarity with the situations he describes. 

 Furthermore, the lack of record of Gregory’s wife need not lead to the conclusion she 

never existed, for three reasons. First, women seldom appear, at least by name, in the limited 

                                                
 
 12 Therefore, when he writes this treatise at Basil’s request (Virginia Woods Callahan, Introduction to St. 
Gregory: The Ascetical Works, by Gregory of Nyssa [trans. Virginia Woods Callahan, FC 58; Washington, D.C.: 
The Catholic University of America Press, 1990], xiii), he does so as someone who both admires the virginal ascetic 
life and intimately knows the alternative, that is, marriage. 
 
 13 He does refer to Basil, though not by name, in the introduction to the treatise, as one who can teach about 
virginity. He makes no mention of Macrina, either, though his comments in De virg. 23, FC 58 732-73, could apply 
to either sibling. 
 
 14 For potential personal reflections in the text, see Silvas, Gregory, 18-25.  
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narratives on Gregory’s life. Second, the possibility exists that his wife died during their 

betrothal, after marriage, or during childbirth. Her presence in his life, then, may have been 

fleeting.15 Third, no other author refers to Gregory’s wife, yet none indicate that Gregory of 

Nyssa rejected marriage, either, making it impossible to draw conclusions about his marital 

status based on outside sources.16  

 Still, the question of Theosebia remains central to this debate and, even more important, 

for this study on marital celibacy, because the identification of Theosebia as Gregory’s wife has 

potential to support an argument that Gregory practiced marital celibacy. In this matter, Gregory 

of Nazianzus’ ep. 197 and epig. 161 and 164 play a key role. In ep. 197, Gregory of Nazianzus 

consoles Gregory of Nyssa on the loss of his sister (ἀδελφή) Theosebia, who was a “yoke-fellow 

of a priest” (ἰερέως σύζυγος).17 Likewise, in epig. 164, Gregory of Nazianzus labels Theosebia 

“truly yoke-fellow of great Gregory” (Γρηγορίου µεγάλου σύζυγε ἀτρεκέως) and “child of noble 

Emmelia” (κλεινῆς τέκος Έµµελίοιο).18 In epig. 161 on Emmelia, Gregory of Nazianzus lauds 

Emmelia for her children, including “a daughter [who was] the yoke-fellow of a priest” (ἱερῆος 

σύζυγος).19 The similarities in terminology have led scholars to identify the child of Emmelia 

who married a priest in epig. 161 as the Theosebia who married a priest in ep. 197. Convergence 

in terminology has led scholars to identify Theosebia as wife to Gregory of Nyssa.20 That is, 

                                                
 
 15 Danielou attempts to construct a timeline for Gregory of Nyssa’s marriage and widowerhood, but I am 
not persuaded of the plausibility of such an endeavor (“Le mariage,” 71-78). 
 
 16 The important, possible exception to this third point is Gregory of Nazianzus, as the following discussion 
demonstrates. 
 
 17 See ep. 197, in Silvas, Gregory, 100-101. 
  
 18 Gregory of Nazianzus, epig. 164. 
 
 19 Gregory of Nazianzus, epig. 161. 
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because Theosebia is also married to great Gregory in epig. 164, as well as yoke-fellow to a 

priest in the other sources, scholars conflate the priest with the great Gregory of Nyssa.21 

Significantly, if Theosebia and Gregory of Nyssa are spouses, but Gregory of Nazianzus refers to 

her as Gregory’s sister (ἀδελφή) in ep. 197, then the possibility exists that Gregory of Nyssa 

lived in marital celibacy with his wife. 

 Closer examination of these sources, however, complicates such an interpretation. For 

example, identification of Theosebia as Emmelia’s child (τέκος) problematizes her relationship 

with Gregory of Nyssa. If Theosebia were Gregory of Nyssa’s spouse, she would be a daughter-

in-law, not child, of Emmelia, yet Gregory of Nazianzus clearly praises her as Emmelia’s child in 

epig. 164 and hints at the same relationship in epig. 161. The simplest and most logical 

interpretation of these epigrams concludes that the Theosebia named by Gregory of Nazianzus is 

Gregory of Nyssa’s sister, not wife—that is, Theosebia is truly Emmelia’s child and Gregory of 

Nyssa’s ἀδελφή.22 This position subsequently reads ep. 197 as a consolatory letter to a brother 

mourning his sister, a sister who also was married to a priest, rather than a letter to a husband 

mourning his celibate (sister-like) wife. Moreover, other evidence opposes the conflation of the 

priest with Gregory of Nyssa. Gregory of Nyssa was a bishop, not priest, at the time of Gregory 

of Nazianzus’s writings.23 Thus the priest married to Theosebia could not simultaneously be the 

                                                                                                                                                       
 20 Alternatively, Silvas interprets this σύζυγος terminology as evidence that Theosebia, whom she identifies 
as Gregory of Nyssa’s sister, lived with him as a partner in his work. She also notes that epig. 161 uses the term 
ὁµόζυγος for the married children but σύζυγος for the daughter (Gregory, 99). Her argument merits attention, for it 
points out some textual difficulties, but I do not find her thesis convincing, since Gregory of Nyssa is not a priest, 
but bishop. 
 
 21 If Theosebia is Gregory of Nyssa’s wife, as Gallay and others have suggested, then through these works 
we have not only evidence for his marriage but also an identity for his wife. 
 
 22 See Silvas, Gregory, 98-99; Limberis, Architects, 117. 
 
 23 Limberis, Architects, 117. See Danielou for more on the dating of Gregory’s episcopacy. Daneilou 
appears convinced of two Theosebias: one Gregory of Nyssa’s sister, one Gregory of Nyssa’s wife (“Le mariage,” 
73-75). 
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bishop of Nyssa. The prevalence of the name Gregory also upholds the possibility of two 

Gregorys in Theosebia’s life: her brother, Gregory the bishop of Nyssa, and her spouse, the great 

priest Gregory.24 In short, Theosebia—Emmelia’s child, Gregory of Nyssa’s sister—was married 

to a priest named Gregory, but Theosebia was not Gregory of Nyssa’s wife.25 

 Therefore, despite a long tradition of labeling Theosebia and Gregory of Nyssa as 

spouses, I side with those who contend that Gregory of Nyssa was not married to Theosebia. We 

know that at some point, they shared a dwelling—whether as children or as adults remains 

unclear26—and Gregory of Nazianzus expects his friend to mourn his beloved sister.27 

Concerning Gregory of Nyssa’s marital status, I can draw no solid conclusions about the identity 

or demise of Gregory of Nyssa’s wife, yet I do think it probable he married. After all, marriage 

was a socially expected and respected institution: Gregory of Nyssa’s ascetic siblings appeared 

as exceptional in their choices not to marry. It seems likely at least one of the sons of the family 

wed, and we know Naucratius, Basil, and Peter did not.28 Still, the lack of explicit mention—by 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
 24 If we count her uncle, we would have a third Gregory; Gregory of Nazianzus, who claims spiritual 
kinship, would make four. 
 
 25 As Louth remarks, “the simplest explanation of the evidence...is that the Theosebeia...was Gregory of 
Nyssa’s sister” (“Cappadocians,” 298). 
 
 26 το τοιαυτῃ µεν συζησαι (Gregory of Nazianzus, ep. 197.4, in Silvas, Gregory, 101). Perhaps, Silvas 
proposes, Theosebia served as female counterpart to Gregory’s ministry in Nyssa (Gregory, 100). 
 
 27 Gregory of Nazianzus expects Gregory of Nyssa to mourn Theosebia, yet, strikingly, we have no 
mention in Gregory of Nyssa’s own writings  of Theosebia, her death, and his dismay: perhaps Gregory of 
Nazianzus’ letter and epigrams involve more his own attempts to align himself with the other Cappadocian family 
(as one familiar to them and to their family dynamics) and less with Gregory of Nyssa’s own experience of his 
sister’s death. 
 
 28 As Danielou points out, Gregory of Nazianzus’ comment that Emmelia had many sons and daughters, 
married and unmarried could affirm the marriage of at least one son—and Gregory would be that son, since the 
other three were dedicated ascetics (“Le mariage,” 75; see Gregory of Nyssa, The Life of Saint Macrina [trans. 
Kevin Corrigan; Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2001], 25). As Danielou argues, moreover, marriage did not forbid 
someone from the episcopate, so Gregory’s elevation to leadership does not negate the possibility of his marriage 
(“Le mariage,” 72-3). 
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Gregory himself or others—of his marriage or his wife makes me hesitant to state definitively 

that he married.29 I do reserve room for doubt. For the purposes of this study, though I choose to 

follow those scholars who affirm Gregory’s married status when and if my analysis requires me 

to take a stance, my argument concerning the role of marital celibacy in De virg. does not depend 

upon Gregory’s marital status.30  

 

On the soul and the body: Gregory’s anthropology 

 Gregory’s beliefs about marriage did not arise from a vacuum: both his personal life and 

his theological presuppositions undergirded his claims concerning marriage, virginity, and 

marital celibacy. Although my abridged treatment of Nyssa’s anthropology lacks the complexity 

with which Gregory writes, and although it necessarily elides the vast secondary literature on the 

subject,31 a cursory view of some of Gregory’s comments pertaining to the soul and body shed 

                                                
 29 The rhetoric of kinship among Christians and patrons, moreover, makes it impossible to determine 
whether he had any children. Though Silvas, like Danielou, proposes that Cynegius could have been his son, I am 
far more hesitant to make such claims, due to lack of information from the sources and the prevalent use of “son” in 
Christian rhetoric. See Silvas, Gregory, 152-3; Danielou, “Le mariage,” 76; as counterpoint, see Raymond Van 
Dam, Families and Friends in Late Roman Cappadocia (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003), 218. 
 
 30 As discussed previously, if Gregory were married, he could function as an effective guide for those 
contemplating marriage and virginity and serve as a role model for married persons (see page 3). In the subsequent 
chapter, I contend that the rhetorical implications of Vita Macr. may be more significant if Gregory had married. 
Still, just as his marital status does not affect the key points of my analysis of De virg., it also has no significant 
bearing on my thesis in the next chapter concerning Emmelia and Macrina. 
 
 31 The limitations of my project do not allow me to present an overview of the immense body of literature 
concerning Gregory’s “kaleidoscopic anthropology,” nor is such treatment necessary, since others have provided 
this information (J. Warren Smith, “The Body of Paradise and the Body of the Resurrection: Gender and the Angelic 
Life in Gregory of Nyssa's De hominis opificio,” HTR 99.2 [2006], 228); see Samellas, “Experience,” 572, fn.6; 
Morwenna Ludlow, Gregory of Nyssa: Ancient and (Post)modern (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013); Jean 
LaPorte, The Role of Women in Early Christianity (New York: Edwin Mellon Press, 1982), 104; and John Behr, 
“The Rational Animal: A Rereading of Gregory of Nyssa's De hominis opificio,” JECS 7.2 (1999): 221, fn.5.  I offer 
here only a cursory glimpse of the much more convoluted and complex readings of Gregory’s anthropology to lay 
groundwork for my later arguments. J. Warren Smith’s book contributes much to this discussion (Passion and 
Paradise: Human and Divine Emotion in the Thought of Gregory of Nyssa [New York: Crossroad, 2004]). I 
especially appreciate Smith’s recognition of both the inconsistencies in Gregory’s works and the difficulty scholars 
face in ascertaining Gregory’s consistent teachings within his large, complex corpus, particularly in light of the vast 
secondary literature on Gregory. In addition, Gasparro’s analysis and her claim that Gregory’s anthropology evolves 
throughout his works serves as a warning against simplistic readings of Gregory’s views (Guilia Sfameni Gasparro 
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light on his arguments regarding marital celibacy. Many of the anthropological themes recur in 

his works, but the most important source for my study is his Dialogus de anima et resurrectione 

(De anima et res.), since Macrina here functions as the source of philosophical wisdom. 

Macrina’s role in this dialogue exemplifies Gregory’s use of his sister as the conduit through 

which he can instruct his readers, and her instructions offer a means for uncovering Gregory’s 

attitudes toward marital celibacy and the topics that buttress such beliefs.32 

 In the treatise, Macrina acts as philosopher guide to her brother, pedagogically 

expounding weighty theological and philosophical doctrines. Macrina also functions as 

Gregory’s mouthpiece, thereby enhancing her reputation as philosopher—and touting his own as 

student and brother of the renowned holy woman. In other words, Macrina serves as a “medium, 

a rhetorical strategy, a means for men to reflect on themselves and their own concerns.”33 The 

role of Macrina reinforces her position as the representation and embodiment of her brother’s 

views concerning marriage and virginity. She is the ultimate philosopher, articulating beliefs 

                                                                                                                                                       
“Image of God and Sexual Differentiation in the Tradition of Enkrateia,” in Philosophy, Religion and the Spiritual 
Life [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992], 148-153). 
 
 32 Gregory’s work makes no mention of a specific audience, so he may have intended it to be widely 
circulated, as were the earlier sources similar to this treatise (e.g., Plato’s Phaedo and Symposium, Boethius’ 
Consolation of Philosophy, and Methodius’ Symposium: Convivium decem virginum and De resurrectione; cf. 
Virginia Woods Callahan, Introduction to On the Soul and Resurrection in St. Gregory: Ascetical Works [FC, 195]; 
Meredith, Gregory, 5; and Derek Krueger, “Writing and the Liturgy of Memory in Gregory of Nyssa’s Life of 
Macrina,” JECS 8.4 [2000]: 488; Arnaldo Momigliano, On Pagans, Jews, and Christians [Middletown, CT: 
Wesleyan University Press, 1987]: 208, 220). I am not concerned here with tracing the literary precedents, of which 
there are clearly many. See the above sources, as well as others, like J. Warren Smith, “‘A Just and Reasonable 
Grief’: The Death and Function of a Holy ‘Woman’ in Gregory of Nyssa’s De Vitae Macrinae,” JECS 12.1 (Spring 
2004): 57-84; Ludlow, Gregory, 209ff, and Ellen Muehlberger, “Salvage: Macrina and the Christian Project of 
Cultural Reclamation,” CH 81.2 (June 2012): 273-97, for more detailed discussions. 
 
 33 Van Dam, Families and Friends, 6. See also Burrus, Begotten, on the gender slippage. Her argument 
pays attention to Macrina’s role in relation to literary precedents, though her overt and constant sexualization of the 
passage appears contrived: e.g., “A ‘dry’ female virgin embodies most eloquently, for the gushy son, the elusive 
goal of an absolutely transcendentalized erotic desire” (119). 
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paramount for understanding Gregory’s beliefs about marital celibacy.34 Nevertheless, since as 

the author, he controls the content of the work, our analysis explores Gregory’s own views.35 

 Although the dialogue delves into many topics, I focus only on those areas that pertain to 

my larger question of marital celibacy, seeking to uncover Gregory’s perspectives on the body 

and soul, the passions, and the philosophic life.36 In order to provide a fuller understanding, I 

integrate other works that further demonstrate some of the foundational anthropological beliefs 

upon which Macrina builds.37 For example, in De hominis opificio (De hom. op.), Gregory 

expresses some key concepts concerning the creation of humanity. Gregory suggests humans, in 

contrast to the rest of creation, have been created in the image of God, endowed with a rational 

and intellectual part. Yet they have also experienced sexual differentiation, like the irrational 

animals, due to the fall, and therefore they simultaneously partake in the irrational sensual life.38 

                                                
 34 As I will argue later, she plays a similar role in the hagiography as Gregory constructs the account of her 
life according to his teachings on virginity and marriage. 
 
 35 He cannot, however, control his interpreters. On Gregory’s role as author, see Smith, “Just and 
Reasonable,” 60-64. The genre of dialogue in De anima et res. permits Gregory to supply arguments for his beliefs, 
as well as the counter-arguments, and his construction of his sister as pedagogue allows him to create rhetorical 
distance between himself and Macrina’s potentially controversial teachings. See also John L. Drury, “Gregory of 
Nyssa’s Dialogue with Macrina: The Compatibility of Resurrection of the Body and the Immortality of the Soul,” 
ThTo 62 (2005): 211. 
 
 36 For more recent work on this text, see, for instance, Susan Wessel, “Memory and Individuality in 
Gregory of Nyssa’s Dialogus de anima et resurrectione”JECS 18.3 (Fall 2010): 369-92. As Wessel notes, this 
narrative allows Gregory to explore “his ambivalence” concerning issues related to death and resurrection through a 
“highly stylized dialogue” (370), using Platonic dialectic (372-380). Construing Gregory’s opinion through his own 
words becomes difficult in light of the genre, yet Macrina serves as “a kind of alternate self,” allowing Gregory 
multiple avenues through which to explore and express his views (375). See also Smith, “Body of Paradise,” 228, 
who labels De anima et res. “a work of θεωρία.” 
 
 37 Because Gregory constructs Macrina as a character in this text, Gregory speaks through her. As his 
mouthpiece, she herself does not speak these words. Nevertheless, I refer to “Macrina” for two reasons. First, the 
text of De anima et res. shifts between two speakers, Gregory and Macrina, so the use of her name highlights what 
“she” teaches. Second, because Gregory attributes these teachings to her, referring to her in my text reminds us of 
the larger depiction of Macrina through this text and in the Vita Macr. as pedagogue and instructor for her younger 
brother. 
 
 38 De hom. op. 16.1-9 (NPNF2 5:404-5). These passages, and similar comments throughout this treatise, 
cause scholars to debate Gregory’s Platonism, particularly concerning his anthropology. See J. Warren Smith, 
“Macrina, Tamer of Horses and Healer of Souls: Grief and Hope in Gregory of Nyssa's De Anima et Resurrectione,” 
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The fall rendered humans incapable of seeking the good; humans instead find themselves 

flooded by the passions, which relate to the sensual animal nature.39 Though animals have certain 

attributes that allow them to survive in the fallen world, these same attributes manifest in humans 

as passions. Aided by the mind, passions directed toward the love of pleasure lead to sin and 

vice. Conversely, if reason reigns over the passions, then reason transforms and channels the 

passions into virtue. 40 When the soul participates in these “divine qualities, the body facilitates 

and benefits from this participation,” and the soul finds its perfection in the “intellectual and 

rational.”41 

 Macrina echoes these ideas of the relationship among passion, reason, and sin in De 

anima et res. when she suggests that love of the sensual distances one from the intelligible.42 

Love itself is not the problem, for love also functions to connect people with God.43 Rather, it is 

                                                                                                                                                       
JTS 52.1 (April 2001): 37-60; and Philip Rousseau, “The Pious Household and the Virgin Chorus: Reflections on 
Gregory of Nyssa's Life of Macrina,” JECS 13.2 (2005): 170. An analysis of Gregory’s Platonism (and Stoicism) 
goes well beyond the scope of this project, as the topic is both much-debated and quite complex. As Boersma 
succinctly states, “Gregory is probably too eclectic a thinker to be slotted clearly in one of these traditions” (Hans 
Boersma, Embodiment and Virtue in Gregory of Nyssa: an Anagogical Approach [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2013], 129). Likewise, Gregory’s discussion of his anthropology in De hom. op. begets no straightforward analysis, 
though I have attempted to simplify it here. For more on interpretations of this work, see Ludlow, Gregory, 
especially chapter 11, who reminds us, “the author himself thinks that these are difficult questions” (172).  Also, 
exploring Gregory’s understanding of the image of God, and the gender implications of his views, particularly in the 
texts I analyze, goes beyond the scope of my project. 
 
 39 Cf., e.g., De hom. op. 17.4 (NPNF2 5:407). Harrison points out that “passions” can denote many passions 
outside sensual passion, but this study focuses on sexual passion. See Verna E.F. Harrison, “Gender, Generation, 
and Virginity in Cappadocian Theology,” JTS 47.1 (1996): 44. 
 
 40 De hom. op. 18.4-5 (NPNF2 5:408). 
 
 41 De hom. op.  15.2 (NPNF2 5:403). See Ludlow, Gregory, 173.  
 
 42 De anima et res. Macrina states earlier, “the sensual belong to the irrational” (FC 58, 221). 
 
 43 Ibid., 224. The goal is not to eradicate desire but to rightly direct it. For instance, Gregory argues 
elsewhere that the wise person learns to desire God: “the true vision of God consists rather in this, that the soul that 
looks up to God never ceases to desire Him” (De vita Mosis 2.231-3; in Andrew Louth, The Origins of the Christian 
Mystical Tradition: from Plato to Denys [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981], 88). Macrina obtains this goal on her 
deathbed, when she keeps her eye on God, not those around her, in her desire for her bridegroom (Vita Macr.; 
Corrigan, 40); see also Martin Laird, O.S.A., “Under Solomon's Tutelage: The Education of Desire in the Homilies 
on the Song of Songs,” Modern Theology 18.4 (2002): 510. For more on the role of desire in Gregory’s 
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the unwise use of love that becomes problematic. That is, the rational or irrational handling of 

the passions determines whether they are good or bad, respectively.44 Macrina applies the 

familiar charioteer image to discuss reason’s role in controlling the passions and to expound the 

benefits of such restraint.45 Reason reigns in the desiring faculty so that the soul chooses the 

good over what is evil, for the person bridling and directing the passions imitates the divine; in 

contrast, the person governed by the passions mimics the irrational animals.46 Although Macrina 

does not tie this teaching to sexuality per se nor to marital celibacy, the argument could apply: 

the person who controls his desire for sexual satisfaction and refrains from the passions 

associated with intercourse demonstrates a rationality pointed toward the good. Thus, forms of 

celibacy would be a means by which people could appear godlike instead of animal-like as well 

as a way to orient themselves toward the good.  

 Macrina provides incentives for prevailing over the passions as she explains the 

eschatological implications of such behavior. She argues that those who live life focused on 

                                                                                                                                                       
anthropology, see Laird, “Solomon’s Tutelage”; Mark D. Hart, “Reconciliation of Body and Soul: Gregory of 
Nyssa's Deeper Theology of Marriage,” TS 51 (1990): 450-78; Behr, “Rational”; Rowan Williams, “Macrina's 
Deathbed Revisited: Gregory of Nyssa on Mind and Passion,” in Christian Faith and Greek Philosophy in Late 
Antiqutiy: Essays in Tribute to George Christopher Stead Harrison (ed. Lionel R. Wickham, Caroline P. Bammel, 
and Erica C.D. Hunter; Supplements to Vigiliae Christianae; Leiden: Brill, 1993), 227-46; Verna E.F. Harrison, 
“Allegory and Asceticism in Gregory of Nyssa,” Semeia 57 (1992): 113-30.  
 
 44 De anima et res., FC 58, 224-5. Hart covers this issue well in his article, “Reconciliation.” 
 
 45 The language Macrina utilizes in De anima et res. echoes familiar cultural and philosophical teachings 
on σωφρσύνη that liken it to a charioteer controlling the horses. Smith, “Tamer,” discusses the imagery of the 
charioteer in more detail. The passions themselves are not the problem, but their orientation toward the sensual: the 
wise charioteer reigns them in and directs them to “’lofty goods’” (Smith, “Tamer,” 44). In De instituto Christiano, 
as Gregory references Ephesians 6, he argues that the darts thrown at Christians by the adversary are “unbridled 
passions.” He suggests the armor of God, particularly the shield of faith, can defeat the darts, and he points to the 
area of weakness that makes one prey for the darts: the lack of control over the passions (FC, 142). Similarly, in De 
vita Mosis, Gregory claims anyone lacking σωφρσύνη or exceeding it fails in the virtuous life (De vita Mosis 2.289; 
Malherbe and Ferguson, 128). Σωφρσύνη acts like a belt around a tunic: it prevents one from tripping over the 
pleasures life offers and falling off the path to godliness (De vita Mosis 2.108; Malherbe and Ferguson, 79). 
 
 46 De anima et res., FC 58, 223. Wessel points out that Macrina modifies Plato’s allergory here, rejecting 
his division of good and bad emotions in favor of a vision that suggested the emotion’s “moral quality was 
determined by how people used them” (Wessel, “Memory,” 380, fn.44).  
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pleasing the senses lack reason and lose their share of the good that stems from being created in 

God’s image. They also store up nothing for themselves for the afterlife. In contrast, those who 

cherish the good, who allow reason and wisdom to rule their lives, prepare themselves for future 

prosperity in the life to come, even if they might not please the senses in this life.47 These 

benefits testify to the importance of choosing the rational, philosophic values over the sensual: 

the person clinging to the sensual earthly life is weighed down, but the soul ruled by reason more 

easily ascends to God. Macrina illustrates her teaching through an exposition of the parable of 

the rich man and the beggar. The rich man clung to “fleshly inclinations” of life, concerned with 

them even in the afterlife.48 He therefore experiences a type of hell, because he is still burdened 

by the flesh. However, Macrina proposes that those who train themselves through virtue to be 

detached from the flesh will be free to ascend to the good after death.49 That is, choosing virtue 

and denying indulgences in fleshly pleasures prepares the soul for union with God.50 We may 

surmise, then, that those who choose marital celibacy and renounce sexual indulgences may 

possibly free themselves of the fleshly burdens that otherwise would encumber them. 

 In a similar manner, Macrina explains that the resurrection restores humanity to its 

original condition, a condition not characterized by the passions.51 In the resurrection, the 

irrational life that emanates from sin will be abolished, and that which is associated with “the 

skins of irrationality”—that is, “the aspects of the animal nature with which we clothe ourselves 

                                                
 47 De anima et res., FC 58, 233-34. See Burrus, Begotten, 112-122, for a brief discussion on the topic of the 
passions and the relation of these passages to earlier literary precendents. 
 
 48 De anima et res., FC 58, 235. 
 
 49 Ibid., 235-56; see also De vita Mosis 2.22; Malherbe and Ferguson, 59. 
 
 50 De anima et res., FC 58, 243. 
 
 51 Ibid., 265. 
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when we become accustomed to sin”52—will be gone. In other words, the resurrection reveals 

humanity’s prelapsarian condition, not just its resurrected glory.53 Notably, for Gregory, the 

prelapsarian condition of humanity did not involve sexual intimacy. Macrina divulges this when 

she identifies “sexual intercourse, conception, child-bearing, sordidness, the nursing and 

nurturing of children....” with the irrational skins.54 Similarly, Gregory queries whether sexual 

organs will exist once the body has been transformed in the resurrection, claiming, “If for the 

sake of marriage there are parts which pertain to marriage, when marriage no longer exists, we 

will have no need of those parts.”55 After all, the resurrected body will no longer be slave to 

sensual passions but will be oriented to God. Hence, the virgin’s rejection of the sexual act and 

its related ills signifies the prelapsarian condition of humanity and the promise of resurrection,56 

                                                
 52 Ibid., 266. 
 
 53 As Gregory remarks, “the resurrection promises us nothing else than the restoration of the fallen to their 
ancient state; for the grace we look for is a certain return to the first life, bringing back again to Paradise him who 
was cast out from it” (De hom. op. 17.2 [NPNF2 5:407]). Ludlow demonstrates the two main trajectories through 
which scholars view Gregory’s ideas about resurrection and its relation to sexuality by distinguishing between those 
who view virginity as a “return to an original state” and those who consider virginity “the fulfilment [sic] of God’s 
original plan” (Gregory, 182). As Coakley notes, “Nyysa is...notoriously inconsistent in his theorizing about the 
resurrection body and our own eschatological end; ...his fascinating suggestions in this area should not be considered 
in abstraction from his equally subtle understandings of gender, which are deeply entangled with them” (Powers and 
Submissions, 161). The gender issues, language, and imagery in Gregory’s work are fascinating and important, but 
my current project does not allow for an exploration of these issues; see, among many others, Harrison, “Gender,” 
and “Male and Female in Cappadocian Theology,” JTS 41 (1990): 441-71. 
 
 54 De anima et res., FC 58, 266. After all, Gregory argues elsewhere, “Our very birth is the fruit of passion” 
(Homily 6: On the Beatitudes, in Meredith, Gregory, 97). 
 
 55 De anima et res., FC 58, 264. see Smith, “Body,” 220-224. Gregory is not confident in his assertion, 
however, for he affirms the apophatic nature of the resurrection of the body. As Macrina states, “The true reasoning 
on these matters is stored in the hidden treasures of wisdom and will come into the open only when we have 
experienced the mystery of the resurrection” (De anima et res., FC 58, 265, quoted in Smith, “Body,” 228). 
 
 56 De anima et res., FC 58, 269. I include both the prelapsarian state and the eschatological perfection 
because I read Gregory’s works as claiming both: see Ludlow, Gregory, particularly 175-181, on different 
approaches to this issue. Garappos calls Gregory’s point—that virginity points to the “beatific ‘end’ which is 
intended as the restoration of the original condition of humanity characterized by virginity”—the “protological 
position” (“The Tradition of Enkrateia,” 136). 
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where the garments of skins of irrationality do not exist.57 Such an argument undergirds 

Gregory’s teachings about virginity: virginity’s practice of denying the flesh here on earth leads 

to participation in the heavenly life and union with God. Accordingly, virgins—and those who 

practice celibacy in marriage—point both backward and forward to the sinless bodies of the 

prelasparian life and the resurrection to come. They symbolize and embody humanity in its 

noblest form, free of sin, passion, and irrationality—and sexual intimacy and reproduction.   

 Gregory echoes these anthropological concepts in De hom. op., when he explains that the 

postlapsarian state of humanity, namely the division of humanity into man and woman, 

originates from God’s foreknowledge of the fall.58 Procreation and desire for intercourse 

occurred after the fall, as humans received the animal nature and its means of generation; without 

the fall, humans would have multiplied as the angels increase.59 Whether Gregory believed in a 

prelapsarian separation of genders appears inconclusive.60 More certainly, he considered the 

procreative, sexual aspect of gendered existence as correlative to the fall. Yet the gendering and 

                                                
 57 De anima et res., FC 58, 270. Gregory also argues that “elimination, the process of growing up, the 
prime of life, growing old, disease, and death” are aspects of the animal nature (Ibid., 266). Yet even these might be 
evaded or lessened through virginity: e.g., fasting affects the first, while miraculous healings (like Macrina’s scar) 
affect disease, and the choice not to procreate defeats death. 
 
 58 De hom. op. 16.14 (NPNF2 5:406). 
 
 59 Ibid., 17.1-5 (NPNF2 5:405-7). 
 
 60 See, among others, Smith, “Body,” Passion, and Harrison, “Allegory,” “Male and Female,” “Gender, 
Generation.” Smith argues that Nyssa believed “the structure of the human body could have and would have taken 
another form had human history been on track for a different destiny” (Smith, “Body,” 218). See Ton H.C. Van Eijk, 
“Marriage and Virginity, Death and Immortality,” in Epektasis: Mélanges patristiques offerts au Cardinal Jean 
Daniélou, ed. Jacques Fontaine and Charles Kannengiesser (Paris: Beauchesne, 1972), 209-35, for a treatment of 
Gregory’s thought as well as a discussion of various predecessors, such as Plato and Clement. For a more recent 
treatment of Gregory’s anthropology—and response to trends in contemporary scholarship on the topic—see Hans 
Boersma, Embodiment, particularly chapters 3 and 4. For more on the gendered aspect of Gregory’s anthropology in 
relation to his eschatology, see Harrison, “Allegory and Asceticism.” She argues that Gregory believed humans 
would transcend gender in the resurrected states, even though they would maintain some level of reproductive 
capability, only now in an allegorical sense as their bodies are transformed so that they can “become impregnated 
with life from God” (119). Boersma agrees, claiming the eschaton will include “genderless angel-like existence” that 
excludes “gendered existence” (Embodiment, 115-16). See also Ludlow, Gregory, 219, 226; Brown, Body, 293ff; 
Smith, “Body,” 209ff; Boersma, Embodiment, 100ff; and Behr, “Rational Animal,” 235ff. 
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procreative capabilities were not “a punishment for the fall” but, rather, “a secondary and 

necessary adjustment to the new conditions created by the fall.”61 As Ludlow remarks, in 

Gregory’s portrayal of this sexual division of genders, sexuality functions positively, as “a kind 

measure to counteract the effects of sin.”62 Through procreation, the human race could obey the 

commands to multiply and fill the earth and, to some degree, counteract death through 

generation.63 Still, the sexual lives of humans exemplify the postlapsarian state, and procreation 

validates death’s power: “for the bodily procreation of children....is more an embarking upon 

death than upon life.”64 

 Therefore, in these works, Gregory explicitly ties sexuality, procreation, and child-rearing 

with the animal nature and the postlapsarian state. Though Macrina asserts that marriage itself is 

not evil—since that would imply people are “born through evil”65—she nevertheless contends 

that participation in physical marriage involves risks. Those who seek to please the flesh, such as 

those who participate in sexual pleasures, often find themselves encumbered by the flesh, which 

makes it more difficult to turn to the divine.66 

                                                
 61 Brown, Body, 296. 
 
 62 Ludlow, Gregory, 175. Brown agrees, Body, 294-05, as does Danielou (Jean Danielou, From Glory to 
Glory: Texts from Gregory of Nyssa’s Mystical Writings [Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Press, 1997], 12-13). See 
Smith, Passion, for a longer discussion of this topic. 
 
 63 De virg. 13, FC 58 48. 
 
 64 Ibid., 14, FC 58 48. See Brown, Body, 295-99, and Smith, “Body,” 214-5. 
 
 65 De anima et res., FC 58, 251. See also De virg. 7, where Gregory argues “that those who reproach 
marriage necessarily reproach themselves as well, since every human being is in fact the fruit of marriage” (Hart, 
“Reconciling,” 469). After all, salvation takes place as part of life: “our journey in salvation takes us through our 
temporal, sexual existence: we are saved in that existence, not despite it” (Ludlow, Gregory, 181). Assertions 
otherwise tend toward gnosticism. 
 
 66 De anima et res., FC 58, 243; see also On Perfection, FC 58, 99. Such a teaching in De anima et res. 
alludes to Gregory’s insinuations in Vita Macr. that their mother’s troubles are linked to her marriage and 
participation in the sexual pleasures of marriage, to be discussed in the next chapter. 
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 Perhaps that is why Gregory depicts the purification process in terms of marital celibacy 

in De vita Mosis. As he describes the soul’s gradual ascent to God, Gregory emphasizes the 

renunciation of the sensual, sexual nature using the analogy of marital celibacy. Just as husband 

and wife are married, so too are the “sense perceptions” joined to “our nature.” Purification that 

leads to contemplation of God begins with ridding one’s life of “sensual and irrational emotion” 

in order to transcend knowledge based on sense perceptions. Gregory compares this process to a 

spouse withdrawing from intercourse with his or her partner: such renunciation makes possible 

the climb to union with God.67 Gregory’s use of this metaphor suggests Gregory’s support for 

actual marital celibacy. Not only would a married couple practicing marital celibacy themselves 

avoid indulging the sensual, but they would also signify through their actions a stage in the 

contemplative journey to God.  Thus, marital celibacy in this reading enacts, enforces, and 

emblematizes the soul’s progression through its renunciation of the sensual, sexual passions. 

 Gregory employs a similar analogy elsewhere in De vita Mosis as he refers to the 

Theophany in Exodus 19 and, in particular, to the preparation the people undertook to participate 

in the event. To ready themselves, the people washed their clothes and bodies, and, more 

important, abstained from sexual relations to purify themselves of the passions and to prepare for 

initiation into the divine presence.68 Through his recapitulation of this biblical story, Gregory 

emphasizes the importance of sexual abstinence in preparation for union with God. Although the 

Hebrews anticipating the appearance of the divine practiced such abstinence for three days, 

Gregory’s emphasis on the cleansing of the passions through such restraint implies that he would 

                                                
 67 De vita Mosis 2.157; Malherbe and Ferguson, 93. 
 
 68 Ibid., 1.42, Malherbe and Ferguson, 41-42. This period of sexual abstinence would have pertained 
particularly to married couples (sex with slaves notwithstanding), since theirs was the most legitimatized form of 
sexual practice. 
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recommend abstinence for those wishing to approach the divine. In other words, to stretch 

Gregory’s argument, if the temporary abstinence of those in Exodus allowed the Hebrews to see 

the cloud and darkness of God, how much more might permanent celibacy in the Christian 

cultivate the purity necessary for the contemplative life. Marital celibacy serves, then, as an 

analogy for a stage in the journey to God, even as it literally functions to prepare the soul for 

union with God.69   

  Notably for this study, in De perfectione Christiana, Gregory argues that a man who 

assents intellectually to the faith cannot concurrently exhibit animal-like desire for women.70 

Rather, his body and mind are in harmony, which occurs when one submits to Christ and the 

flesh is mortified.71 Yet more than those married couples who practice celibacy, persons 

embracing full virginity display the harmony and purity of body and soul as they literally 

replicate Christ’s marital status. 72 Therefore, the true virgin lives as an embodied imitation of 

Christ. Hence, throughout his corpus, Gregory consistently praises virginity as the higher calling, 

one that demonstrates Christ-like accord of body and soul. Still, because “virginity” comprises 

not just sexual restraint but also, more significant, the rule of reason over the passions, whether 

sexual renunciation within marriage—that is, marital celibacy—equates to virginity is worth 

further examination. With this in mind, I turn to Gregory’s explication of virginity in one of his 

earliest works, a treatise that likewise conveys his beliefs concerning marriage and, I argue, 
                                                
 69 Gregory’s use of the analogy also suggests that his audience would understand the concept of marital 
celibacy and, perhaps, that they would consider it a godly practice, since it symbolizes a purification from sin. 
 
 70 That is, excessive and uncontrolled desire. De perfectione Christiana, FC 58, 99. 
 
 71 Ibid., 103-105. 
 
 72 Ibid., 120-21. One who frees herself from passions follows Christ, while the person acting, thinking, or 
speaking through passion rejects Christ and embraces the adversary. Hence, in Vita Macr., as Emmelia focuses on 
the pursuit of the divine things, she mortifies the flesh, and both her mind and body share in the contemplation of 
God, but it is Macrina, the virgin who exhibits harmony in mind and body throughout the whole text, who is praised 
as the more laudatory woman. 
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marital celibacy. My analysis of De virg. lays the groundwork for my later exploration of the 

convergences of this treatise and Gregory’s hagiography, Vita Macrinae in the next chapter. 

 

Marital celibacy: Two scholarly trajectories 

 Before I investigate marital celibacy in De virg., it is helpful to sketch two important 

trajectories in scholarship vital to my thesis.  In his articles, Mark D. Hart provocatively argues 

that Gregory’s treatise, De virg., must be viewed in light of Gregory’s use of irony. Hart 

contends that Gregory composes his work with two intended audiences: those who will receive 

the plain meaning, and those who will comprehend the deeper meaning due to their grasp of 

Gregory’s irony.73 Through his excessive, ironic denunciation of marriage and praise of celibacy, 

Gregory subtly invites those who understand to consider the “deficiencies of celibacy and 

renunciation” and subsequently to recognize that celibacy is not required for detachment, nor is it 

the higher way.74 Rather, Hart proposes, Gregory portrays marriage and celibacy as metaphors 

for attachment and nonattachment, respectively.75 Through this metaphorical meaning, Gregory 

separates the conventional definition of marriage from its more profound meaning as “metaphor 

for passionate attachment in general, just as virginity, in addition to its conventional meaning of 

celibacy, refers also to a general attitude of nonattachment possible also in marriage.”76 

 Accordingly, Hart clarifies that some marriages may represent virginity, metaphorically: 

a married couple who recognize that marriage does not rest on satisfying erotic longing but, 

                                                
 
 73 E.g., Mark D. Hart, “Gregory of Nyssa's Ironic Praise of the Celibate Life,” HeyJ 33.1 (1992): 5. 
 
 74 Ibid., 9-10. 
 
 75 E.g., Hart, “Reconciliation,” 458, 461. 
 
 76 Ibid., 458. Marriage involves, both conventionally and metaphorically, attachment to that which is 
impermanent, instead of seeking fulfillment in “the grace and indwelling of God” (Ibid., 461). 
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rather, on “public service (leitourgia),” may manage themselves through moderation, thereby 

demonstrating a theological understanding of marriage in light of desire for God and the right 

desire to contribute to the political body.77 Hart defines Gregory’s call for moderation in 

marriage as a call to sexual union for procreation for the sake of “the political body, the 

community.”78 This procreative act, when free of passion, functions as “an act of generosity and 

beneficence in imitation of the divine,” detached from sexual passions and material concerns, 

including those related to children.79 As the couple participates in virginity metaphorically (by 

their detachment) even as they serves the community through their procreative acts, the couple 

surpass a celibate person in virtue and excellence, since the married couple possesses wisdom 

and courage, which “true moderation requires.”80 Therefore, Hart proposes that Gregory shows a 

preference for marriage, since this state  “may in fact be a higher realization of virtue than that 

generally found among celibates”—at least, those marriages defined by “action and...service,” 

not “need and attachment.”81 Hart maintains that Gregory superficially exalts true celibacy—like 

that of Basil—over marriage. Yet he contends that for those who are capable of comprehending 

his hidden, esoteric message through their understanding of his irony, Gregory—himself 

married—actually glorifies (moderate) marriage as the more excellent, virtuous path because of 

its capability for philanthropia to the community,.82 

                                                
 
 77 Ibid., 470ff. 
 
 78 Ibid., 471. 
 
 79 Ibid., 472. 
 
 80 Ibid., 475; also, “Ironic,” 3-4. 
 
 81 Hart, “Reconciliation,” 477. In other words, “Those who enter marriage free of these delusions may both 
attain contemplative wisdom and at the same time serve the community through childbearing in a way that celibates 
do not” (“Ironic,” 10). Marriages characterized by moderation lack the dangers Gregory associates with the celibate 
life, such as pride, vice, bodily abuse, and more (Ibid., 4-5). 
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 Hart’s positive assessment of marriage in Nyssa’s work does not probe the topic of 

marital celibacy explicitly. It seems, however, that Hart’s reading would approve sexual intimacy 

only for the sake of procreation—as leitourgia—and reject intimacy due to sexual passion, since 

he highlights the important role of detachment in moderate marriages. Nonetheless, Hart’s 

interpretation allows for the possibility that procreative marriages not only fail to hinder people 

from attaining the philosophic life but also, more important, exemplify a superior lifestyle to 

celibacy. Such a reading of Gregory offers a radically different trajectory for interpreting 

Gregory’s treatise and his views toward marriage, virginity, and marital celibacy. Not 

surprisingly, scholars addressing these issues have responded to Hart’s work because it offers a 

significant deviation from traditional accounts of Gregory’s teachings. 

 Although some scholars, most prominently Behr, have adopted Hart’s theory of irony in 

Gregory’s rhetoric, the majority of scholars have controverted his work. 83 For example, Karras 

responds to Hart’s thesis by arguing that Hart’s use of irony does not fit the treatise.84 Rather, 

                                                                                                                                                       
 82 See also Ibid., 2. 
 
 83 Building on Hart, Behr argues for a reading of De hom. op. that re-interprets Gregory’s speculation about 
humanity’s angel-like generation. Behr’s most relevant argument for my study on marital celibacy concerns his 
belief that humans may choose to procreate rationally—and in that way imitate the angels—thus making marital 
celibacy unnecessary for the philosophic life (“Rational Animal,” 244-45). In short, he renders certain forms of 
sexual intimacy an imitation of—not contrast to—the angelic life: “once the mind is free from passion and vice, [the 
possibility exists] for a restored use of human sexuality, an exercise of sexuality under the full autonomy of reason, 
in an angelic mode, in which the human being fulfills its purpose in creation of uplifting and integrating the life of 
the body and the senses with reason and the divine” (“Rational Animal,” 224). However, his work, like Hart’s, rests 
on a more positivistic reading of Gregory’s anthropology, a reading that I find problematic. See Smith, Passion, and 
Boersma, Embodiment, for critiques of Behr and Hart. The constraints of my project limit my pursuit of this 
discussion. I follow the majority of scholars, contra Hart and Behr, in my understanding of Gregory’s anthropology 
in De virg. (and elsewhere). 
 
 84 Burrus also responds to Hart in her book, Begotten. Burrus (2000) considers Hart’s work “strained at 
points,” though she agrees with his argument that Gregory’s excessive denunciation of marriage and exaggerated 
praise of celibacy function as “calculated parodies with a coherent—and finally very serious—message” (86). She 
views Gregory’s work not as ironic but as “more complicated and less cynical than Hart’s ironist” (90). In terms of 
marital celibacy, Burrus proposes Gregory’s passage concerning Isaac allows no simple explanation, for it 
simultaneously praises and mocks ones who, like Isaac, “compromise with the fleshly demands of marriage” even as 
they practice moderation (91-2). Although Burrus does not delve into the topic of marital celibacy, her analysis 
contributes to the discussion as she problematizes over-literalized as well as ironic interpretations of Gregory’s 
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due to his presupposition for reading marriage positively, “Hart has inconsistently interpreted the 

Cappadocian’s criticisms of marital life as ironic, while simultaneously taking at face value his 

criticisms of celibate life.”85 As an alternative—and less complicated—reading of the text, 

Karras presents a four-tiered pyramid to describe Gregory’s views on marriage and virginity: 

starting from the bottom, first is “traditional married life”; second, “the virginal life chosen 

because...he or she is unable to control these passions and thus must not be exposed to passionate 

situations at all.” The third tier she labels “balanced and virtuous” marriage; fourth, at the top, 

lies “the virginal life entered into...because of single-minded orientation toward an eschatological 

life in God.”86 Not only does this hierarchy explain Gregory’s comments in his treatise—both his 

attacks of traditional marriage in chapters 3 and 4 and his praise of marriage in chapters 8—but 

Karras also ties Gregory’s hierarchy to his beliefs about the passions. She argues, “Gregory 

considers the physical passions and the lower emotional passions the easiest to control and least 

important; therefore, traditional late antique marriage ranks lowest because its emphasis on 

physicality, companionship....will never lead toward God.”87 The physical virgin frees herself 

from the physical passions but not the spiritual; thus, “the married person who can exercise 

proper control (channeling the water, to use Gregory’s analogy) ranks significantly above the 

mere physical virgin. The highest level, however, is the true virgin who lives an eschatological 

                                                                                                                                                       
treatise and as she directs attention to the challenge in interpreting Gregory’s comments concerning Isaac. Overall, 
however, I do not find her analysis convincing: see Ludlow, Gregory, 196-201, for an insightful summary and 
critique of Burrus. For a more recent response—and rejection of—Hart, see Boersma, Embodiment. 
 
 85 Karras, “Re-evaluation,” 112. She rejects Gregory’s description of the ills of marriage as ironic due to the 
chapter’s length, its similarities to other treatises as well as its more emotional rendering of the painful experiences 
of maternal and child death (114.). Instead, she reads his chapter seriously, and argues that “G’s purpose in this 
chapter is thus to deconstruct two of the fundamental virtues of marriage—namely, companionship and children—in 
the eyes of late antique society (115).” 
 
 86 Ibid., 116. This fits with the traditional understanding of Nyssa’s anthropology, contra Hart and Behr; see 
Behr, “Rational Animal,” 221-2. 
 
 87 Karras, “Re-evaluation,” 120. 
 



 
 
81 

existence in anticipation by combining control of the negative passions with nurture of the 

positive virtues, exemplified in active love for others.”88 

 In many ways, my analysis follows Karras. Her model provides a comprehensive rubric 

through which to interpret Gregory’s convoluted and stylized rhetoric in this treatise. It also fits 

the progressive stages Emmelia and Macrina pass through in their philosophical journeys in Vita 

Macr. However, I depart from her work due to my focus on marital celibacy. Though she praises 

the third tier of virtuous, moderate marriage, Karras does not expound on whether such marriage 

denotes any form of sexual renunciation; rather, Karras obliquely suggests it describes “the 

married person who correctly balances her responsibilities with attention to God.”89 While she 

views sexual renunciation as an important choice for the true virgin, she contends the problem 

with marriage involves procreation’s relation to our postlapsarian life, not necessarily the sexual 

act itself.90 Marriage “can lead to distraction and vulnerability to such vices as greed and vanity” 

and makes difficult a “single-minded focus on God.”91 Accordingly, the “commitment to 

postlapsarian human existence” to which physical marriage points “excludes a truly 

eschatological lifestyle.”92 Therefore, as she articulates a model that elevates moderate marriages 

just below true virginity, Karras elides the question of marital celibacy, only alluding to 

Gregory’s concerns with the procreative aspects of marriage. My own work, however, analyzes 

                                                
 88 Ibid., 121. 
 
 89 Ibid., 116. 
 
 90 Ibid., 118. 
 
 91 Ibid., 116-17. 
 
 92 Ibid., 119. She states, too, that Gregory’s description of “the truly virginal life...includes abstention from 
marriage,” but never clarifies if virtuous marriage includes abstention from sex (118). 
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this third stage of marriage through the lens of marital celibacy as I survey De virg. for 

Gregory’s teachings on the topic.93 

 

De Virginitate 

 Because De virg. is one of Nyssa’s earliest works, most likely written around 370, while 

Vita Macr. was composed after her death (shortly after 380), these two works reveal Gregory’s 

views through two different genres over a period of time.94 In the next chapter, I will contend 

that the portrayal of his mother and sister in the hagiography expresses Gregory’s views on 

virginity and marriage, especially in relation to marital celibacy, as they embody the opinions 

articulated in his earlier treatise. Attention to this earlier treatise provides a lens through which to 

consider the rhetorical implications of the characterizations of his family in the hagiography, just 

as his family dynamics might supply some insights into De virg. After all, “so many of [the 

Cappadocians’] writings presupposed unspoken agendas and implicit objectives.”95 

 Though I do not deny a level of symbolic language within this text—after all, this is the 

same person who later composes De vita Mosis—my reading of De virg. here relies on the 

presupposition that Gregory means “marriage” (γάµος) and “virginity” (παρθενία) as they were 

                                                
 93 I also deviate from Karras in my definition of “true virginity” as marriage—spiritual marriage to Christ. 
Karras mentions this briefly only when she quotes Gregory’s comment about the two kinds of marriage (De virg. 
20). She focuses instead on virginity’s social role, as “active love for others as well as for God” (“Re-Evaluation,” 
120). 
 
 94 Though much disagreement over the dating of Nyssa’s works exists, I follow Limberis. Most scholars 
recognize that De virg. was written early in Gregory’s career. I have not treated the other works previously 
discussed—such as De vita Mosis and De perfectione Christiana—in terms of chronological progression, because I 
am more fascinated by their intersections with each other, as they articulate basic presuppositions and beliefs 
Gregory holds and expounds throughout many of his works (regardless of their dating). 
 
 95 Van Dam, Families and Friends, 5. 
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defined in relation to legal, sexual, and cultural understandings. 96 Though he certainly enlarges 

the meaning of virginity metaphorically to encompass a whole lifestyle devoted to the divine 

things, not just a virginal body, and while marriage also signifies relationships between God and 

humanity, I read Gregory’s treatise less symbolically than others.97 This reading rests on a few 

presuppositions: that Gregory writes at his brother Basil’s request to persuade people of the 

merits of virginity and the pitfalls of marriage; that a literal interpretation of marriage makes 

sense in light of the treatise’s objective, regardless of additional symbolic or spiritual meaning; 

and that Gregory would not have used the law courts for evidence had he not been speaking of 

the institution of marriage.98 

 Throughout the treatise, Gregory’s attitude toward the institution of marriage appears 

quite negative, since he links marriage to the passions and earthly concerns: as Karras remarks, 

“traditional late antique marriage thus becomes shorthand for expressing an entire worldly 

oriented and death-avoiding lifestyle.”99 Although many scholars debate Gregory’s rhetoric as 

well as the appropriate translations of his remarks concerning marriage, some key tenets bear 

directly on my analysis of marital celibacy.100 For instance, Gregory typically associates 

                                                
 96 See the discussion in Ludlow, Gregory, chapters 12-14. Brown’s comment is apt: “Gregory’s On 
Virginity was a virtuoso composition that aimed to drench the reader in a fine golden ray of words” (Body, 291). The 
meaning of those words, of course, offers an intricate puzzle for interpreters. 
 
 97 See, e.g., Karras, Ludlow, Gregory, Harrison, Burrus, Begotten. I do not wish to dismiss their readings; 
however, the rhetorical and symbolic complexity of his works necessitates a larger discussion than I can offer here. 
 
 98 His use of the law courts does not necessarily imply that Gregory himself was unmarried; after all, his 
role as rhetor would have made him familiar with the courts, so his use of the courts may be linked to his role as 
rhetor and have no bearing on his personal marital status. 
 
 99 Karras, “Re-evaluation,” 115. 
 
 100 Scarborough insists “that Gregory is far from consistent in his presentation of marriage, betraying on the 
whole a certain ambivalence” [Jason M. Scarborough, “Asceticism as Ideology: Gregory of Nyssa’s De Virginitate,” 
USQR 57 (2003): 145]. I attempt to focus only on those teachings that relate to marital celibacy. 
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marriage with the marital act and the passions.101  Although scholars question his attitude toward 

sexual activity, often concluding he “is not disgusted by [it] in itself,” his close association of 

marriage with sexual activity and his renunciation of marriage’s earthly passions challenges such 

conclusions.102 For Gregory, marriage corresponds to marital intimacies.103 

 In addition, Gregory contends that marriage distracts people from the contemplative life. 

Employing both Platonic and Scriptural language, Gregory suggests that those focused on the 

“stomach and the organs nearby” and obsessed with bodily pleasure lack the ability to see clearly 

the divine things.104 Because marriage involves the flesh and the passions, marriage deceives 

                                                
 101 De virg. 3. As he describes marriage, many of his references to the ills of marriage relate to childbearing 
and child-rearing. See also De virg. 19, FC 58, 63. Elsewhere in his corpus, Gregory appears to understand marriage 
as synonymous with the marital act (Cf. De vita Mosis 2.216; Malherbe and Ferguson, 110-11). Practically speaking, 
in spite of ancient knowledge and use of birth control, most marriages during Gregory’s time involved pregnancy 
and possibly childbirth and childrearing [cf. Évelyne Patlagean, “Birth Control in the Early Byzantine Empire,” in 
Biology of Man in History, ed. R. Foster and O. Ranum (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1975), 1-22]. 
Marriage, after all, was traditionally for the purposes of procreation. 
 
 102 See Ludlow, Gregory, 183. 
 
 103 A brief intertextual examination of his teachings on Exodus 19 elucidates this point. In De virg., 
Gregory reminds his audience of Moses’ instructions to the people to abstain from marriage: ἀπό γάµου (De virg. 
2017.043, 23.7.36-39, in TLG). My translation of the passage, “And if you are waiting for God to appear to you, 
why do you not listen to Moses, who exhorted the people to be pure from marriage, so that they might make room 
for the appearance of God?” differs from Woods Callahan as she emphasizes that Gregory means “abstain from (the 
privileges of) marriage” (FC, 74). In his later work, De vita Mosis, Gregory summarizes the Exodus account with a 
instructions that the people should cleanse themselves of all taints, both body and soul, as well as purify themselves 
from marriage for the stated number of days: the allusion to bodily cleansing and cleansing from marriage echo the 
Exodus text that exhorts sexual abstinence as part of the people’s preparation, even if Gregory does not explicitly 
equate marriage with intercourse here (De vita Mosis 1.42; Malherbe and Ferguson, 41-42. Malherbe and Ferguson 
demonstrate this intent as they translate the passage, “they were to keep themselves pure from intercourse.”) Finally, 
in Hom. 1 in Cant., while chastising those who interpret the story of Moses without attention to the more divine 
allegorical meaning, Gregory indicates that the passage in Exodus, referred to in the other two writings, should be 
understood in light of sexual activity; he remarks, in the Exodus account, the people were to be purified from 
marriages (ἀπὸ τῶν γάµων) before they encountered God. Indeed, in Norris’ translation, he specifies that γάµος here 
refers to “marital relations (cf. Exodus 19:15)” (Gregory of Nyssa, Homilies on the Song of Songs [CWS], 27). The 
main issue here, for interpreters, is whether Gregory’s Septuagint indicated that Moses’ instructions in Exodus 19:15 
included “marriage” (γάµος) or “intercourse” (συνουσία). However, Gregory’s comments, in light of Exodus, make 
little sense if γάµος is interpreted as the institution of marriage itself (though see Harrison, “Allegory,” 123). Many 
of those being initiated by Moses already were married, and it is not possible to purify oneself from marriage for 
only a certain time: it is possible, however, to avoid sexual intercourse and to cleanse yourself from the bodily 
pollutions associated with it. Hence, as the English translations make clear, γάµος in these passages refers to sexual 
intercourse in marriage, because for Gregory, the act of marriage and marriage itself are inextricably intertwined, as 
we shall see. 
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people into ignoring the pursuit of the divine in favor of pursuing pleasures of the flesh. These 

carnal pleasures conceive evils, such as “unbridled passions and lack of moderation in pleasure,” 

and bind people in spiritual darkness.105 Furthermore, marriage involves attachment to a 

changeable person. As solution for escaping the darkness of sin and the dangers of attachment, 

Gregory exhorts detachment from “the life of passion and the flesh” and from changeable 

things;106 rather, people should imitate the angelic life, “among whom there is neither marriage 

nor giving in marriage.”107 While marriage distracts people and weighs them down with earthly 

burdens, virginity serves as “an ally and an aid” for those wishing to pursue the contemplation 

and imitation of the divine.108 That is, as it frees people from the improper, downward focus of 

the passions, virginity acts as a first step toward the eschatological return to the prelapsarian state 

and, therefore, the experience of union with God.109 Accordingly, Gregory juxtaposes marriage 

and virginity in light of their contribution to the philosophic life.110 Virginity assists the soul in 

collecting itself: self-control (ἐγκράτεια) forbids the mind from scattering, aiding it in 

concentrating solely on the divine.111 In short, virginity trains one for the beatific vision.112  

                                                                                                                                                       
 104 De virg. 4, FC 58, 24. 
 
 105 Ibid., 4, FC 58, 25. 
 
 106 Ibid., 4, FC 58, 27. 
 
 107 While marriage distracts, virginity acts as a very effective tool for detachment, argues Gregory, since it 
teaches one freedom from subjection to the flesh as well as the imitation of angels. The angels serve as models for 
those seeking the divine, incorporeal life (Ibid., 4, FC 58, 27, alluding to or citing Matthew 22:30 and Mark 12:25). 
Ruether, 151-55, attempts to explore this concept in light of Origen and in contrast to Augustine; see Ludlow, 
Gregory, 220-27, for a critique of Ruether’s reading. 
 
 108 De virg. 4, FC 58, 27. Extreme asceticism carries with it dangers, too (De virg.,18). 
 
 109 De virg. 13, FC 58, 46. Through virginity, the soul becomes capable of looking toward and loving the 
beautiful, because virginity “make[s] the soul forget and become unmindful of the passionate movements of its 
nature,” freeing it from its bondage to earthly pleasures (Ibid., 5, FC 58, 28). 
 
 110 Gregory’s “ ‘philosophic’ bias” in this treatise has been well-discussed by others. See Rousseau, “Pious 
Household,” 168. 
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 Nevertheless, although he claims marriage hinders the soul because it involves the 

deceptive, fleeting pleasures of the flesh, Gregory implies that a marriage lacking passion 

possesses potential for seeing God.113 For Gregory, “marriage” typically implies the pleasures 

and passions of the marital act, but he insinuates that a marriage embracing marital celibacy—or 

sexual intercourse only for procreative purposes—may not detract from one’s pursuit of the 

spiritual life.114 Gregory points to Isaac, who provides an example of the latter type of marriage: 

Isaac married later in life, past his sexual prime, only to fulfill the promise God had given 

Abraham. After the birth of his sons, Isaac refrained from sexual intimacy with his wife, having 

fulfilled his procreative duty, and focused again on the contemplation of the divine things.115 

Thus, Gregory suggests, Isaac’s example demonstrates that the sexual and procreative duty of 

marriage, governed temperately (σωφρόνως), does not necessarily exclude one from the pursuit 

of the divine.116  

                                                                                                                                                       
 111 De virg. 2017.043, 6.2.24, in TLG.  
 
 112 De virg., 11. Scripture supports such a view, claims Gregory, particularly when Moses exhorted those 
who wanted to see God to abstain from marital intimacy. Therefore marital celibacy, like virginity, leads to the 
beatific vision (Ibid., 23). 
 
 113 Ibid., 7. In this section, Gregory protests that he is not degrading marriage, yet he seems only to 
advocate moderate, passionless marriage, like that of Isaac and Rebekah, classifying other marriages as more 
evident of extremes in pursuit of sensual pleasures. 
 
 114 Here, I follow Karras, who argues that Gregory introduces two types of marriage—the traditional, 
procreative one of late antiquity versus the marriage governed by self-control. See Karras, “Re-evaluation.” I deviate 
from her argument, however, because I do not assess his attitude toward the higher marriage as positively as she 
does, because I am not as convinced that Gregory is persuaded of the possibility the higher marriage can exist 
without detracting from the philosophic life. 
 
 115 De virg. 7.  
 
 116 De virg. 2017.043, 7.3.6, in TLG; see also 7.2.15. 
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 Indeed, Gregory accepts the possibility that a person may engage in sexual intercourse for 

the purpose of procreation without her soul becoming fixated on the passions and thus distracted 

from God:117  

“if someone uses reproduction similarly, while spiritual considerations hold priority, 
exercising his desire for such things sparingly and fearfully in accordance with the 
requirement of the situation, that person will be a wise farmer, cultivating himself in wisdom 
according to the injunction of the apostle. He will never disparage rendering those customary 
debts [that is, he wil not forever deal meanly with the restitution of those spiritless debts], but 
he will properly keep separate his purity of soul by devotion to prayer, fearing lest, through 
preoccupation with passion, he become wholly flesh and blood, in which the spirit of God 
does not reside.”118 
 

 In other words, a married person may engage in marital intimacy for procreation without losing 

purity of soul. Like a wise farmer, the celibate married person will pay his debts—a possible 

reference to 1 Corinthians 7:3119—but he will do so in a limited fashion so that his soul does not 

cling “to its body and passions.”120 Gregory’s pejorative phrasing of the first part of the phrase, 

“not forever deal meanly with the restitution of those spiritless debts,”121 combined with his 

warning that attention to sexual obligations may render one unavailable to God’s Spirit, aligns 

with Gregory’s misgivings about marriage. Moreover, his allusion to the Pauline teaching in 1 

Corinthians 7 to practice marital celibacy during periods of prayer serves as an interpretation of 

                                                
 117 De virg. 8. Burrus points out that this image allows no simple explanation (Begotten, 90-92). Despite its 
complexity, particularly in relation to his earlier example, I disagree with Burrus, for I do think we can ascertain 
Gregory’s meaning here, at least in relation to marital celibacy. 
 
 118 De virg. 8, FC 58, 33. See also 2017.043, 8.1.16-26, in TLG. 
 
 119 Or, perhaps, to the Augustan laws that penalized those who did not have children. Although Constantine 
had ended such penalties, Gregory’s comment may at least allude to the idea that people expected married people to 
procreate for the sake of the body politic. The allusions to Pauline teachings, however, seem more plausible in light 
of the references to the practice of prayer from 1 Corinthians 7:5-7 as well as the reference to 1 Corinthians 3:9.  
 
 120 De virg. 2017.043, 8.1.15-26, in TLG. Woods Callahan translates προσπάθεια as “preoccupation with 
passion” (FC 58, 34). However, προσπάθεια also connotes, “in Later Philos., clinging of the soul to the body and its 
passions” (LSJ, “προσπάθ-εια,” 1522). The image of “clinging” instead of “preoccupation” underscores Gregory’s 
belief that those who attach themselves to their spouse bodily may find their souls likewise clinging to earthly, 
instead of heavenly, things. 
 
 121 οὐκ ἀεὶ περὶ τὰς ἀποδόσεις τῶν ψυχρῶν ἐκείνων ὀφληµάτων µικρολογούµενος (De virg. 2017.043, 
8.1.21-22, in TLG. 
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Paul’s teachings. While Paul instructs married couples to pay each other the duties of marriage, 

except during times of prayer and by mutual agreement, Gregory emphasizes the spiritual risks 

associated with those obligations, creating a hierarchy that exalts the times of prayer over the 

times of fulfilling the debts. The times of prayer and abstinence, Gregory proposes, cultivate 

absolute purity, in contrast to the sexual obligations that propagate attachment and fleshliness. 

Hence, even though this passage concedes that marital intimacy does not preclude the spiritual 

life, it commends marital celibacy as the more prudent choice.  

 Still, an even closer examination of Gregory’s reference of Isaac and Rebekah reveals 

that he suspects even sex for procreative purposes may hinder people from pursuing the divine. 

Isaac and Rebekah function as marital role models for Gregory, due to their passionless and 

temporary joining. He makes clear that they sought to fulfill God’s promise to Abraham by 

giving birth to those who would carry on Abraham’s line. In contrast, those who marry today 

give birth only to death. For Christians anticipating Christ’s victory over death, procreation 

appears unnecessary, since “...the power of death will not function if marriage does not furnish it 

with fuel and provide it with victims who are like condemned prisoners.”122 Therefore, it seems 

highly unlikely Gregory would advocate nothing less than total celibacy for married couples.123  

 Further evidence supports my conclusion. For instance, Gregory suspects very few 

people have the ability to indulge in the marital act without being led toward the pleasures of the 

                                                
 122 De virg. 14, FC 58, 49. The bearing of children, moreover, hinders mothers from single attention to 
God, since children divide the soul (De virg. 3). 
 
 123 His comment may apply to virgins or to those living celibately even in marriage (Section 14, page 48-
49). Ruether disagrees, arguing that detachment from marital duties as well as a focus on the ascetic life over the 
household concerns can mark the true virgin, even a married woman (Rosemary Radford Ruether, “Misogynism and 
Virginal Feminism in the Fathers of the Church,” in Religion and Sexism: Images of Woman in the Jewish and 
Christian Traditions, ed. Rosemary Radford Ruether [New York: Simon & Schuster, 1974], 177). Ludlow points out 
the weaknesses in this argument (Gregory, 188-90). 
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flesh and thus away from the love of God.124 Celibacy in marriage creates some distance from 

the passions that draw one’s attention from the divine; therefore, at the end of his treatise, 

Gregory enforces the idea of marital celibacy as the means by which married people may view 

God: “And if you are waiting for God to appear to you, why do you not listen to Moses, who 

exhorted the people to be pure from marriage, so that they might make room for the appearance 

of God?”125 In other words, those who want to experience the beatific vision must imitate the 

angelic life, which does not involve sexual intercourse. For married persons, fulfilling this 

requirement necessitates marital celibacy.  

 Gregory also associates many of the ills of marriage to its procreative aspects: the risks 

associated with childbirth, the distraction of the soul by children, and the fear of orphanhood or 

the death of the child.126 Alternatively, Gregory reads scriptural injunctions to procreate 

intertextually and allegorically, contending that appropriate procreation involves spiritual 

childbearing, not physical.127 In other words, the treatise subtly promotes marital celibacy for 

those already married by tacitly denigrating procreation. Spiritual childbearing, which the 

treatise extols, requires spiritual marriage to Christ: this spiritual marriage equates with virginity. 

Moreover, once someone experiences the pleasures of sexual intercourse, they begin to desire the 

material, opening themselves up to more passions.128 For Gregory, then, virginity stands as the 

                                                
 
 124 He argues that only a strong person can withstand the temptations of bodily passions.  The wisest choice 
remains avoiding marriage altogether (De virg. 8).  
 
 125 De virg. 2017.043, 23.7.36-39, in TLG. 
 
 126 See De virg. 3 and 14.  
 
 127 See Ibid., 19. With allusions to Pauline language, Gregory differentiates those who followed God’s 
instructions (i.e., his command to be fruitful and multiply) “according to the flesh” and those who understand it 
“according to the spirit.” 
 
 128 Ibid. 9. Similarly, Gregory instructs his audience, “never allow the soul to come near any temptation to 
pleasure” (De virg. 21, FC 58, 65). 
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wiser choice, since sexual intimacy in marriage—or memory of such intimacies, even when the 

couples refrain from intercourse after or except for procreation—hovers tantalizingly in the 

background, potentially and presumably distracting the couple from pursuing the philosophic 

life. Thus, despite his praise for Isaac’s marriage, Gregory prefers to encourage his audience to 

eschew marriage and choose virginity instead, lest they risk damage to their soul.129  

  After all, argues Gregory, even a marriage that observes marital celibacy pales in 

comparison to virginity, for marriage involves other evils and sorrows, such as widowhood, not 

tied to the procreative act.130 In other words, celibate marriages may avoid some of the evils 

associated with childbearing, but they still possess power to draw the soul away from 

contemplation of the divine. Marriage comprises fears of death or separation from the beloved, 

attachment to the changeable rather than the unchangeable, and various jealousies and 

abominations.131All of these disturbances contaminate the soul and scatter it.132 In contrast, true 

virginity is characterized by purity of body and soul.133 In this purity, the virgin imitates Mary, 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
 129 Gregory therefore does not declare marriage evil, but dangerous. Such a nuanced distinction allows 
Gregory to fall in accord with the Council of Gangra and its condemnation of those who despise marriage: he does 
not repudiate the institution, but, rather, cautions his audience regarding its perils for the spiritual life. 
 
 130 Cf., e.g., De virg. 14. 
 
 131 See Ibid. 3. 
 
 132 Ibid. 6. Cf. Soskice’s discussion in Janet Martin Soskice, “Love and Attention,” in The Image of God: 
Gender Models in Judaeo-Christian Tradition (ed. Kari Elisabeth Børresen; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), 59-
72: “the demands of others, even of one’s own babies and children, are not merely indifferent to the task of gazing 
on God, but in competition with it” (64). Gregory’s understanding of the scattered mind should be viewed not just 
through his Platonism but also in conjunction with his scriptural knowledge: “A dispersed mind renders it 
impossible for a person to fulfil [sic] the first and greatest commandment of the Lord: ‘Love God with your whole 
heart and strength’ (cf. Deut. 6:5 and Matt. 22:37)” (Martin Laird, O.S.A., Gregory of Nyssa and the Grasp of Faith: 
Union, Knowledge, and Divine Presence [New York: Oxford University Press, 2004], 39). For more on the mind, 
see Laird, Gregory, 39ff. 
 
 133 De virg. 15, 18. Meredith argues that whether married or not, virginity is available to all, yet I think 
Gregory is more ambivalent on this point (Gregory, 88). Against Karras and Hart, I think that Gregory really does 
mean “marriage” in the legal, physical sense here. While he does use marriage symbolically—since virgins 
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giving birth to Christ (spiritually), who entered the world through virginity, not marriage and the 

marital act.134 The virgin seeks wisdom—that is, Christ—and thereby rejects physical marriage 

in order to be available for the spiritual marriage with Christ: “he will worthily prepare himself 

for this longing, keeping festival in a pure garment, rejoicing with those in this marriage, in order 

not to be rejected because of being clothed as a married person.”135 The virgin, pure in body and 

soul, and free to gaze upon God, contrasts with the married person, who faces the temptations of 

sexual pleasures and attachment to someone (or something) other than God.136 All physical 

marriage, in Gregory’s view, involves bodily pleasure and attachment. Such emotion and passion 

prohibits participation in spiritual marriage.137 Ultimately, one must choose between the two: 

“although two kinds of marriages are possible, the one accomplished through the flesh and the 

other through the spirit, a desire for the one necessitates the exclusion of the other. ...a person 

cannot participate, at the same time, in both.”138  

 Hence, Gregory’s contrast of marriage and virginity relies not on the bodily aspects of 

each institution alone, but on the spiritual consequences as well, since union with God requires 

purity of body and soul.139 Accordingly, though the treatise may implicitly encourage marital 

                                                                                                                                                       
participate in spiritual marriage—he seems to suggest that physical marriage has inherent to it real dangers a 
spiritual marriage lacks. (Cf. Karras, “Re-evaluation,” 115). 
 
 134 De virg. 2; Boersma, Embodiment, 123.  
 
 135 De virg. 20, FC 58, 64. See Boersma, Embodiment, 113-14 for the gender issues in this imagery. 
 
 136 A celibate marriage free of the sexual passions of the flesh may nonetheless harm the soul, since 
marriage itself encompasses attachment to someone other than God. 
 
 137 As Karras succintly summarizes, “Physical marriage...inevitably entails a commitment to postlapsarian 
human existence and consequently excludes a truly eschatological lifestyle” (“Re-evaluation,” 119). 
 
 138 De virg. 20, FC 58, 62-63. In particular, the phrase ἡ περὶ τὸν ἕνα σπουδὴ τὸν τοῦ ἑτέρου χωρισµὸν 
ἀναγκαῖον ποιεῖ emphasizes that the embracing one makes necessary a separation from the other type of marriage: 
the zeal, trouble, or attention (σπουδὴ) required by each makes difficult one’s ability to navigate both successfully 
(De virg. 2017.043, 20.2.7-8, in TLG). 
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celibacy through the example of Isaac, Gregory denounces celibate marriage as inferior to true 

virginity, which is the best “foundation for the life of virtue.”140 In other words, while celibate 

marriage surpasses virginity of the body only, authentic virginity (of body and soul) is the most 

effective mode of life of practicing the philosophic life and achieving union with God. Such 

statements insinuate that Gregory prefers virginity to marriage due not only to its symbolic 

import but also its literal ability to prepare its practitioners for spiritual marriage with Christ. 

  

Concluding remarks 

 To summarize Gregory’s thoughts on marital celibacy in De virg., I offer the following 

synopsis. With rare exception, Gregory presents marriage as inextricably tied to the marital act. 

Gregory believes pleasures of the flesh hinder and prohibit contemplation of the God; therefore, 

participation in marriage risks deceiving someone into pursuit of pleasure, not the divine. 

Though a marriage governed by σωφροσύνη—that is, a marriage that indulges in sexual intimacy 

only temporarily for procreative purposes and without passion—may be possible (as with Isaac), 

Gregory proposes that few possess the strength to resist turning away from the divine and toward 

pleasures of the flesh after indulging in the marital act. Similarly, marriage leads to attachment to 

persons or things other than God, thus hindering people from turning toward God. Gregory 

contends the risks of marriage outweigh the benefits of even a moderate, celibate marriage, since 

                                                                                                                                                       
 139 After all, the wise or unwise use of the senses has an impact on the soul. His teachings also relate to his 
Christology. For instance, when Gregory discusses the Incarnation, he conveys two important concepts related to 
marital celibacy: 1) the absence of passion in the Son’s conception; and 2) the presence of virginity in Mary that 
allowed “the fullness of the divinity” to shine forth (De virg. 2, FC 58, 10-11). These two concepts—the absence of 
passions and the relationship between virginity and the presence of the divine—repeat throughout Gregory’s treatise. 
Virginity merits praise because it turns people away from the passions of the flesh that separate humanity from God, 
while marriage merits suspicion because it leads to attention to fleshly pleasures and inattention to higher, spiritual 
pleasures.  
 
 140 De virg. 18, FC 58, 56. 
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all marriage involves the scattering of the soul through fear, worry, and attention to earthly 

matters. 

 Though Gregory insists he does not denigrate marriage, he asserts that people may only 

fully participate in the spiritual marriage that leads to the beatific vision by choosing virginity 

instead of physical marriage, since engaging in physical marriage excludes devoting oneself to 

spiritual marriage. In his treatise, Gregory articulates this point explicitly through his comments 

concerning the dangers of marriage and its negative spiritual affect on people and, particularly, 

through his discussion of Isaac and his articulation of the distractions of married life in contrast 

to the life of virginity. In other words, regarding marriage, Gregory’s treatise progresses as he 

first enumerates the ills of marriage, then offers the possibility of “moderate” marriage, only to 

dismiss its feasibility; he finally proclaims the superiority of the virginal life (i.e., spiritual 

marriage) and sets it in opposition to physical marriage.141 Therefore, Gregory both introduces 

the merits of marital celibacy and problematizes its compatibility with the pursuit of the 

philosophic life. Perhaps not surprisingly, when he composes his hagiography on his sister, 

Gregory echoes these ideas concerning marital celibacy as expressed in De virg.; however, he 

does so not through direct statements but, rather, through his depiction of his sister and mother as 

celibate matrons. It is to such a portrayal our attention turns in the next chapter. 

                                                
 141 In these comments, I hope that I have shown the beginnings of my answer to Danielou’s question 
concerning the role of Gregory in the Cappadocian monastic movement if he indeed were married (“Le mariage,” 
71): Gregory advocated virginity, regardless of his own marital status, and offered a perspective on marriage that 
exalted the ascetic movement over traditional Roman marriage. 
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CHAPTER 3 

GREGORY OF NYSSA’S VITA MACRINAE:  

EMMELIA AND MACRINA AS CELIBATE MATRONS? 

 Building on the theoretical presuppositions of my analysis of De virg. in the last chapter, 

I offer in this chapter a new reading of Gregory’s Vita Macrinae (Vita Macr.). I begin with some 

basic information on marriage, betrothal, and remarriage in late antiquity in order to provide a 

backdrop against which to read Gregory’s hagiography. After setting this groundwork, I then 

turn to the crux of my argument in this chapter: that Gregory fashions the characters of his 

mother and sister in Vita Macr. as embodiments of his teachings on marital celibacy—and 

virginity and marriage—as expressed in De virg. by portraying Emmelia and Macrina as 

married, celibate women.  

 As I explore their roles as matrons, I argue that Macrina particularly exemplifies 

Gregory’s beliefs about the ideal physical marriage, characterized by marital celibacy, based on 

his depiction of her betrothal scene and her claims that her spouse is still alive, as well as through 

her association with Thecla. Yet even more important, as the narrative proceeds, Macrina 

represents the truest form of marriage: a spiritual (celibate) marriage with Christ—that is, 

virginity.1 In short, Gregory portrays Macrina as the ideal celibate Christian matron. 

 Next, I propose that Emmelia’s role in the hagiography functions to convey Gregory’s 

belief that the sexual dimension of marriage, and particularly the parenthood that may follow, 
                                                
 1 Gregory articulates his understanding of virginity in terms of marriage: it is spiritual marriage to Christ. 
Though I will focus on this imagery in my later discussion on Vita Macrinae, this concept that virginity is a spiritual 
marriage—and more significant, that union with God can be understood as marriage—echoes throughout Gregory’s 
works. For instance, as Laird points out regarding the In Canticum canticorum (Cant.), “While the text of the Song 
of Songs overflows with marital imagery, Gregory is clear that we are to understand this marriage as union with 
God” [Martin Laird, O.S.A., “Under Solomon’s Tutelage: The Education of Desire in the Homilies on the Song of 
Songs,” Modern Theology 18.4 (Oct 2002): 513]. 
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distracts people from pursuing the philosophic life. That is, Emmelia represents both the ills of 

physical marriage and the benefits of celibate marriage. Through her roles as wife, mother, and 

celibate widow, Emmelia serves as a literary foil and complement to her daughter. Accordingly, 

using marital celibacy as my focus, I provide another lens through which to read Vita Macr.—as 

a prose version of Gregory’s teachings on topics related to marriage and virginity.2 I also 

contribute another perspective on Macrina—as a married, celibate woman.3 I conclude the 

chapter with a discussion of the rhetorical implications of my work. 

 

Marriage, betrothal, and remarriage in late antiquity 

 By the fourth century, the church had little to no real authority over marriage. Despite 

providing instructions for marital life and advice for the marriage ceremonies in light of 

Christian ideals, church leaders accepted the governmental rules and regulations of marriage. For 

“neither before nor after Christianity became a state religion did Christians challenge the existing 

legal norms, fixed by Roman law, concerning the conclusion of the marriage bond.”4 In short, 

Roman law and custom, not the church, governed marriages.5 Those laws and customs, therefore, 

require some outlining, especially in order to make sense of Gregory’s comments concerning 

                                                
 2 In short, I perform a literary reading on Vita Macr., using De virg. as a lens through which to uncover the 
idea of marital celibacy in Vita Macr.. See Morwenna Ludlow, Gregory of Nyssa: Ancient and (Post)modern (New 
York: Oxford, 2007), 224. 
 
 3 Although Gregory also speaks of his sister in his ep. 19, Gregory elaborates upon the letter’s information 
in his hagiography of Macrina. The letter also offers no insight concerning marital celibacy; thus, I do not include 
the letter in this study. For more, see Anna M. Silvas, Macrina the Younger, Philosopher of God (Turnhout, 
Belgium: Brepolis, 2008), 85-92. 
 
 4 John Meyendorff , “Christian Marriage in Byzantium: The Canonical and Liturgical Tradition,”DOP 44 
(1990): 101. 
 
 5 Cf. Vasiliki Limberis, Architects of Piety: The Cappadocian Fathers and the Cult of the Martyrs (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 103ff. Still, the church did attempt to incorporate marriage with church 
practices, adding Christian aspects to the ceremony and advocating for the Christianization of some elements of the 
celebration; cf., e.g., David G. Hunter, ed., Marriage in the Early Church (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2001). 
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Macrina’s marital status and the events surrounding her betrothal.6 Legal regulations do not 

always match practice, nor did legal stipulations encompass all marital situations.7 Yet “law 

reflects social attitudes; it also, surely, seeks to shape them.”8 Hence, judicial material 

concerning marriage has import for our examination of Macrina’s marital status. For instance, 

one of the difficulties encountered in assessing the legal framework of Macrina’s betrothal and 

“marriage” involves her position as a Roman woman in a Greek-speaking region of the empire. 

Though technically the laws of the empire applied outside Rome, Greek and Latin practices 

concerning marriage differed, as various scholars have proven.9 Nevertheless, some basic legal 

parameters applied even to Macrina, since the well-educated families in this study likely were 

familiar with the law and the legalities of marriage and inheritance: hence, these judicial 

concepts underlie the marital landscape of Gregory’s family.10  

                                                
 6 The legal information on marriage, child-rearing, family, etc., is numerous, particularly concerning the 
pre-Constantinian era. I provide only a brief overview to situate my discussion on Macrina’s marriage. For more in-
depth analyses, see Susan Treggiari, “Ideals and Practicalities in Matchmaking in Ancient Rome,” in The Family in 
Italy: from Antiquity to the Present, ed. David J. Kertzer and Richard P. Saller (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1991), 91-108; Hunter, Marriage; Beryl Rawson, ed., The Family in Ancient Rome: New Perspectives (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1987); Antti Arjava, Women and Law in Late Antiquity (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1996); and Suzanne Dixon, The Roman Family (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992). 
 
 7 “There appears to have been (at least in the upper classes) some conflict between marriage ideals and 
practice, and some tension between male and female expectations” (Beryl Rawson, “The Roman Family,” in The 
Family in Ancient Rome, ed. Beryl Rawson [Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1987], 8). As Dixon notes, “in 
any society there is likely to be some discrepancy between the law and general practice” (Roman Family, 36). 
 
 8 Angeliki Laiou, “Sex, Consent, and Coercion in Byzantium,” in Consent and Coercion to Sex and 
Marraige in Ancient and Medieval Societies, ed. Angeliki Laiou (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks, 1993), 113. 
 
 9 Cf., e.g., Aline Rousselle, Porneia: On desire and the body in antiquity (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 
1993); Ross Shepard Kraemer, Her Share of the Blessings: Religions among Pagans, Jews, and Christians in the 
Greco-Roman World (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994); and others mentioned in this section. 
 
 10 Cf. Arjava, Women and Law, 16, 25. 
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 According to Roman law, marriage was defined as “a contract between two free, 

consenting partners, concluded before witnesses.”11 No formal contract or ceremony was 

required, and intention mattered.12 Marriage remained tied to issues of inheritance, wealth, the 

health of the state, and the continuation of the family line; for instance, “’to take a wife in order 

to have children’ was one of the definitions of legal marriage in Rome.”13 Marriage relationships 

relied on political and familial alliances more so than love or affection, and Augustus’ laws 

attempted to display the societal repercussions of failing to marry and bear heirs.14 Constantine’s 

repeal of the Augustan laws penalizing the unmarried and childless benefitted those Christians 

who wished to refrain from marriage, yet, these “aristocratic ascetics” were the minority, since 

all classes continued to embrace marriage and child-bearing as the norm.15 In other words, even 

among those women who might have theoretically preferred virginity, marriage and motherhood 

remained the conventional life for the majority.16 Therefore, the choice of Basil the Elder to 

marry off his eldest daughter corresponded to socio-cultural expectations for aristocratic families 

                                                
 11 Meyendorf, “Christian Marriage,” 101. Until the third century, when citizenship was extended, soldiers, 
the laboring classes, and slaves often lived as “noncitizens, who married according to their own laws but could not 
contract Roman marriages” (Treggiari, “Ideals,” 91). 
 
 12 Cf. Hunter, Marriage, 6. 
 
 13 Mireille Corbier, “Constructing Kinship in Rome,” in The Family in Italy: from Antiquity to the Present, 
ed. David J. Kertzer and Richard P. Saller (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991), 133. As Arjava remarks, “Sex 
leads to children, children are potential heirs, and inheritance was the single most important way to transfer private 
property in late antiquity” (Women and Law, 3). 
 
 14 See Arjava, Women and Law, 29. “Women were clearly at risk in this society, vulnerable to all kinds of 
slurs if they did not fulfil [sic] the prescribed roles of wife and mother” (Judith Herrin, “In Search of Byzantine 
Women: Three Avenues of Approach,” in Images of Women in Antiquity, ed. Averil Cameron and Amélie Kuhrt 
[New York: Routledge, 1993], 172). 
 
 15 Judith Evans-Grubbs, "Marriage and Family Relationships in the Late Roman West," in A Companion to 
Late Antiquity, ed. Philip Rousseau (Blackwell Publishing, 2009). Blackwell Reference Online. DOI: 
10.1111/b.9781405119801.2009.00019.x 
 
 16 See Treggiari, “Ideals,” 91-108. Evans-Grubbs points out that aristocratic men also experienced great 
social pressure to marry and produce offspring ("Marriage and Family,” n.p). 
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in Cappadocia. It is Macrina’s bold claim to be married and ineligible for another marriage that 

requires Gregory’s defense.  

 Basil the Elder’s decision to betroth his daughter, and his desire to arrange another 

marriage after the death of her fiancé, should have taken precedence over Macrina’s declaration 

that she would not remarry, since girls entered into marriage as “a passive object” whose father 

arranged the marriage.17 Though legally Macrina’s consent may have been necessary for a 

second betrothal, her father’s will should have overrode hers, according to custom and practice.18 

Marriage was “a family affair,”19 for “In theory, [the bride’s] consent was needed, at least in 

classical law. In late antiquity this requirement seems to have been thought superfluous or 

irrelevant: the possibility that the girl would have had any convincing reason to withhold her 

consent was hypothetical.”20 In all cases, the father had the final say, since until his death, the 

child (or adult) remained under the power of her father (patria potestas), and his decisions 

dictated her life. Moreover, because most marriages occurred sine manu, which meant the wife 

legally continued to belong to her natal family, Basil the Elder held authority over Macrina 

through his position as paterfamilias, and his decisions concerning his daughter affected the 

entire family.21 As Basil, Macrina’s brother, scathingly remarks, “‘marriage without the consent 

                                                
 17 Ibid., 33. “In the wording of legal as well as literary sources, the father chose his son-in-law and gave his 
daugher in marraige (in matrimonium or nuptui collocare): she was a passive object, in all social classes.” 
 
 18 Valentinian’s law of 371 suggests that the widowed woman and her father did not always agree 
concerning her second spouse. If under twenty-five, she needed her father’s consent to remarry. If both of them had 
in mind a potential suitor of equal “birth and morals,” then the woman’s choice won [Judith Evans-Grubbs, Women 
and the Law in The Roman Empire: A Sourcebook on Marriage, Divorce, and Widowhood (New York: Routledge, 
2002), 106]. Accordingly, if we were to consider Macrina a widow, in her case, her choice of second marriage 
partner would trump her father’s: no mortal can compare to her heavenly bridegroom, Christ. 
 
 19 Dixon, Roman Family, 62. 
 
 20 Arjava, Women and Law, 35. 
 
 21 Cf., e.g, Arjava, Women and Law, 123ff; Kate Cooper, “Approaching the Holy Household,” JECS 15 
(2007), 133. As Connor remarks, “her birth status was more important than her married one,” and thus her father 
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of the power-holders is fornication.’”22 Therefore, Gregory provides not only a defense for 

Macrina’s choice but also a portrait of a father and mother who support her decision, since her 

virginal lifestyle required her father’s authorization and assent. 

 At the same time, the concept of consent supports Macrina’s claim to be married to her 

betrothed. If marriage involves the consent of each partner, since she had consented to the 

betrothal, she could have declared the agreement equal to a marriage. She had consented, but 

more important, her father had arranged and endorsed the marriage. Thus, she could allege both 

that she gave her consent as required for marriage and that she acted in accord with the wishes of 

her father. Macrina did not distinguish between her consent to the betrothal and consent to 

marriage. The difference between betrothal and marriage, then, comes into question, and legal 

and textual sources indicate tension in differentiating between the two stages during Macrina’s 

lifetime. 

 Although classical law regarded betrothal as non-binding, late antiquity ushered in 

changes to the betrothal contract, making them binding.23 Constantine’s laws seem to make little 

distinction between betrothal and marriage. For instance, in the case of death of a fiancé, the 

survivor either returned the betrothal gift or returned half the gift if a kiss had been exchanged as 

                                                                                                                                                       
exerted control over most of her life, even when married” (Carolyn L. Connor, Women of Byzantium [New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2004], 16). 
 
 22 Basil, ep. 199.42, in Gillian Clark, Women in Late Antiquity (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 15. 
Similarly, Basil rebukes those who “elope” and attempt to marry without the consent of their parents, stating they 
must perform three years’ penance (Canon 38, in Angeliki E. Laiou, “Sex,” 130-35). Cf. also Evans-Grubbs, 
Women, 89-90. She quotes the third or fourth century Sent. Pauli II.xix.2, “The marriages of those who are in their 
father’s power are not lawfully contracted without his agreement, but once contracted, they are not dissolved.” The 
latter part of the statement hints that there may be some confusion concerning the betrothal contract and the 
marriage: the betrothal appears binding. 
 
 23 Evans-Grubbs, Women, 104. 
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part of the betrothal.24 The law penalized via financial repercussions those who broke off a 

betrothal, and a later law of 380 lends some credence to Macrina’s understanding of her betrothal 

as marriage: this law “made the commitment binding when the girl was 10, and penalties for 

breaking off the betrothal increased as she reached her eleventh birthday.”25 Still, some 

distinction between betrothal and marriage existed, since the penalties for breaking a betrothal, 

or the financial actions undertaken when a betrothed died, differed from expected financial 

actions when a married person left her or his spouse widowed. Nevertheless, “Constantine’s 

legislation indicates that he considered betrothal a serious undertaking not to be entered into 

lightly. It diverges significantly from classical Roman law in making betrothal a binding legal 

contract and enacting sanctions against those who break it.”26 Thus legal sources substantiate 

Macrina’s allegation that her betrothal equaled a marriage—an impossible argument in the 

classical world.27 

 The financial dimension of Macrina’s claims are oft-overlooked, yet this be may a 

significant factor in Gregory’s narratival defense of Macrina’s actions. By declaring the betrothal 

a marriage and, subsequently, herself a matron, Macrina benefits financially. Constantine’s law 

of 319 requires a bride to return the engagement gifts, or at least half of the pre-nuptial gifts, to 

                                                
 24 According to a law of 319, CTh 3.5.2, and a law of 336, CTh 3.5.6, respectively [Judith Evans-Grubbs, 
“Constantine and Imperial Legislation on the Family,” in The Theodosian Code (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 1993), 126]. 
 
 25 Clark, Women, 14. Texts, and laws, have power to indicate and shape practice. Interestingly, authors 
often use Macrina’s story as evidence for betrothals as binding as marriage, yet fail to consider the rhetorical agenda 
underlying Gregory’s claims in this passage. See Judith Evans-Grubbs, Law and Family in Late Antiquity: the 
Emperor Constantine’s Marriage Legislation (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 172-3 for more on the 
exceptional nature of Macrina’s case. 
 
 26 Evans-Grubbs, “Constantine,” 127. Momigliano remarks, “the identification of engagement with 
marriage is patent: and the mystical interpretation of the Roman quality of univira is equally precise” (Arnaldo 
Momigliano, On Pagans, Jews, and Christians [Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1987], 210). 
 
 27 “This was an extreme case, but understandable in terms of the importance of betrothal” (Clark, Women, 
14). 
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her fiancé’s family in the event of his death,28 but the death of a spouse allowed the widow to 

keep both the donation and the dowry.29 Similarly, the law of 335 dictates that any gifts given 

after the couple has exchanged a kiss should be divided evenly if one of the betrothed dies, while 

the entire gift should be returned if no kiss has occurred.30 Claiming she had married her fiancé 

acquits Macrina from either action. In addition, though there existed “legal restrictions on what 

she might keep if she remarried,” Macrina’s decision not to remarry permitted her to retain the 

gifts.31 Proclaiming herself still married and not a widow recused her from other potential 

financial penalties concerning the return of betrothal gifts.32 Though the value of the donation 

and dowry could have been more negligible than significant, and though law does not always 

reflect practice, the financial aspect of Macrina’s decision to designate her betrothal a marriage 

should receive due consideration. Gregory’s narrative justifies her decisions theologically: he 

presents her as acting piously, in accord with church teachings on death and remarriage, not 

pecuniarily. His decision to portray Macrina as married may reveal his rhetorical agenda, as he 

reworks what may appear to be—or what may have been—a greedy financial move into a devout 

resolution. Not only does Gregory shield Macrina from criticism for withholding the gifts, but he 

even more so defends her actions as a bold declaration of love for her fiancé and desire to abide 

                                                
 28 Arjava, Women and Law, 53; Grubbs, “Constantine,” 126. 
 
 29 Clark, Women, 17. The dowry often could be given to the daughter before the marriage, with the 
expectation the marriage will take place, and so Macrina’s parents may also have wanted her to return the money 
they had already marked for her dowry; others may have contributed to her dowry, too, and expected a refund. See 
Evans-Grubbs, Women, 92-5. 
 
 30 Evans-Grubbs, Women, 112. Macrina evades such consequences by labeling herself married. 
 
 31 Clark, Women, 17. 
 
 32 See Evans-Grubbs, Women, 112ff, particularly concerning arrhae, or sureties. 
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by church doctrine. Thus Gregory transforms Macrina’s legally questionable announcement of 

her betrothal as equal to marriage into a heroic act of a saint.33 

 Similarly, Gregory presents Macrina as virtuous because she both embraces the Roman 

ideal of the univira and adheres to Christian teaching concerning remarriage. In accord with 

Roman practices, the church rejected bigamy; at odds with the prevailing culture, however, the 

church repudiated digamy, at least in theory and especially in the East. In its renunciation of 

remarriage, the church attempted to actualize its theological conception of human marriage as 

analogous to Christ and the church and to establish a model for piety that embraced widowhood 

and virginity as goods superior to the good of marriage. As late antique laws changed, the legal 

incentives to remarriage lessened, though the influence of the church on these legal matters is 

difficult to prove.34 The church’s teachings, however, aligned with some of the evolution of 

marriage laws, perhaps making it more enticing to people to decline remarriage.35 

 Although Augustan legislation required widows of childbearing age to marry within two 

years or face inheritance penalties, these laws on remarriage “conflicted with the ancient Roman 

ideal of the univira (“one-man woman”), the woman who married only once,” and evidence 

                                                
 33 This cursory overview does not provide a thorough examination of the potential legalities involved, since 
I do not examine issues such as the role of the fiancé’s family in this situation. As secondary literature attests, the 
laws themselves require interpretation, and the question of the relation between the laws and practice necessitates 
careful application of those interpretations. (For more, see in particular Evans-Grubbs, Women, as well as the other 
sources discussed.) Nevertheless, I raise the question of the potential financial implications of Macrina’s actions 
because they may provide explanation for Gregory’s rhetorical decision to portray Macrina as a married woman: not 
only does he justify her decision theologically, but he also defends her from accusations of financial greed. Perhaps 
this explains, also, Gregory’s emphasis on Macrina’s devotion to her dead fiancé [see Van Dam, who notes, “it is 
striking that at the time Macrina did not justify her preference for virginity by linking it with biblical teachings, 
theological doctrines, or a longing to become the bride of Christ. Instead, she argued that she wanted to remain true 
to the memory of her fiancé” (Raymond Van Dam, Families and Friends in Late Roman Cappadocia [Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003], 104). 
 
 34 See Evans-Grubbs, “Constantine.” 
 
 35 As McNamara points out, “Christian and Roman women were living in the same world. As Christianity 
spread, they were increasingly the same people” (McNamara, “Wives and Widows in Early Christian Thought,” 
International Journal of Women’s Studies 2 [1979]: 582). 
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attests that even during the classical period some women embraced this ancient utopian value.36 

The univira remained faithful to her husband if widowed and disdained remarriage; despite 

material evidence praising such women, however, legal and literary evidence demonstrates that 

practice did not always correspond to the ideal. As Dixon points out, families “must always 

balance ideology against demographic and economic contingencies. Thus Roman republican 

society, in which widows and divorcées normally remarried, continued to idealize the woman 

who married only once.”37 Such trends continued into the later periods, and most women chose 

to remarry if widowed or divorced.38 In the late antique period, however, Constantine abolished 

inheritance penalties for remarriage, and legislation also insisted that widowed mothers who 

remarried must dispense the children’s inheritance from their father before entering into a second 

marriage.39 The removal of legal incentive to remarry, combined with the ideal of the univira  

and church injunctions against remarriage, culminated in many widows refraining from 

remarriage, at least where such a choice was financially and socially feasible.40  

                                                
 36 Evans-Grubbs, Women, 224. Arjava argues, however, that univira “was a woman who had been married 
only once in her lifetime and had predeceased her husband. It did not mean that if the wife was left a widow herself 
she would have been expected to abstain from remarriage” (167). Connor defines it as “the right to one marriage and 
refusal of a second” (Women of Byzantium, 23). Cohick discusses some of the evolution of the definition of this 
term, thus demonstrating that the actual application of such appellation could imply different meanings in various 
contexts (Lynn H. Cohick, Women in the World of the Earliest Christians [Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009], 
105). 
 
 37 Dixon, Roman Family, 32. 
 
 38 “Both Jews and Romans assumed that women would spend their lives as married persons who, if 
widowed or divorced, would marry again with as a little delay as possible. A woman who failed to enter a new union 
would remain under the authority and protection of her father, her in-laws, her sons or a guardian designated by one 
of them according to the customs of the area” (McNamara, “Wives and Widows,” 576). Still, widows past the age of 
childbearing in the classical period did not always choose to remarry, and those who did faced no repercussions 
(Evans-Grubbs, Women, 219). 
 
 39 Evans-Grubbs, Women, 220, 224. 
 
 40 Ibid., Women, 232. For many, particularly non-elite women, remarriage was a necessity for financial 
stability and economic support. See Arjava, Women and Law, 170-77. As he remarks later, “it was not good for a 
woman to remain unmarried in the Mediterranean world—unless she was a rich heiress, or joined an ascetic 
Christian community” (189). Though many of the marriage-related laws deal with issues that would have affected 
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 Christian teaching about remarriage varied based on region and leadership, yet a rather 

pervasive negative attitude toward remarriage discouraged Christians from remarrying.41 

Christian inscriptions as well as literary sources indicate the Church respected and promoted 

sacred widowhood.42 Despite Roman assumptions that the majority of women would remarry, 

the church spoke adamantly against remarriage, particularly in the Greek-speaking world.43 Not 

only did Paul’s teachings in 1 Corinthians 7 undergird such teachings, but the analogous relation 

between Christ and the church with husband and wife, respectively, spurred leaders to question 

the appropriateness of remarriage.44 In the East, the prevalence and importance of this 

theological understanding of the marital relationship induced theologians and other ecclesial 

leaders to dissuade people from remarriage. Gregory of Nazianzus exemplifies the theological 

concerns as he argues that second marriages should only be labeled “indulgence” and 

discouraged, since the analogy of Christ and the Church breaks down when more than one 

spouse enters the picture. He declares, “if there were two Christs, there may be two husbands or 

two wives.... The first [marriage] is law, the second is indulgence, the third is transgression, and 

                                                                                                                                                       
the upper levels of society, many of these topics “would have been equally important to nonelite women as well” 
(Kraemer, Her Share of the Blessings, 51). 
  
 41 The Romans, despite their practice of remarriage, continued to hold to the ideal of univira; also, they 
“had an ideal of marriage as a lifelong union, while in fact they practiced remarriage” (Dixon, Roman Family, 67). 
Again, the disjunction between ideal and pragmatism appears. 
 
 42 Arjava,Women and Law, 169. 
 
 43 Meyendorff, “Christian Marriage.” 
 
 44 1 Timothy 5 demonstrates that questions of remarriage plagued the second-century church as well and 
point to the pastoral issues involved in such questions. In addition, Jesus’ teachings in Matthew 5 and 19 rebuke 
those who marry divorcées, but the subject of divorce in the early church goes beyond the scope of this project. 
Elsewhere, in Matthew 22, Jesus answered questions about remarriage not by rebuking those who remarry but by 
attacking beliefs concerning marriage in heaven: in heaven, people do not marry (Matthew 22:23-32). For the 
possibilities of remarriage concerning the Samaritan woman, see Cohick, Women, 122-28; for more on 1 Timothy 5, 
see Charlotte Methuen, “The ‘Virgin Widow’: A Problematic Social Role for the Early Church?” HTR 90.3 (July 
1997), 290-91. 
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anything beyond this is swinish, such as has not even many examples of its wickedness.”45 

Theological understandings of the resurrection also underpin the teachings dissuading 

remarriage. As Meyendorff explains, “the idea that death itself does not end a marriage—which 

is an eternal bond of love to continue in the resurrection—is the vision which explains that 

remarriage after widowhood or divorce is only tolerated, never encouraged.”46 

 Accordingly, the absence of legal penalties for remarriage in the late antique period did 

not hinder the church from initiating, over time, ecclesial penalties, as the church grappled with 

its theological unease concerning remarriage. Rather than reject legal teachings, the Church 

instituted penitential discipline for those who remarried, even if they had acted in accordance to 

Roman law.47 Nevertheless, even in the church, ideals and practice did not always correlate, and 

laity did remarry: the degree to which the Church implemented penalties for marriage cannot be 

ascertained easily.48 Still, as Meyendorff argues, “The Christian ideal of marriage—unique and 

eternal—was the norm by which social realities were judged, even when they were very far from 

reflecting the ideal.”49 As Gregory of Nyssa constructs a portrait of his sister, therefore, he 

presents a woman who embraces the ideals concerning marriage and remarriage, for by such 

ideals would his audience judge Macrina’s saintliness. 

 

                                                
 45 Or. 37.8 (NPNF2 7:341). See Meyendorff, “Christian Marriage,” 101-102 for similar remarks by other 
Christian leaders. 
 
 46 Meyendorff, “Christian Marriage,” 100. 
 
 47 Ibid., 101-102. For instance, the Council of Neocaesarea in 315 CE discouraged second marriages; 
though remarriage was not outlawed, the council declared a presbyter should not attend the ceremony (The Council 
of Neocaesarea, Canon 7 [NPNF2 14:82]). The canons of Basil also demonstrate various ecclesial penalties for 
remarriage. 
 
 48 See Meyendorff, “Christian Marriage,” 102ff. 
 
 49 Ibid., 107. 
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Macrina as married woman 

 In Gregory’s account, Macrina embodies various roles available to women: wife, widow, 

and virgin. Tradition and scholarship often focus on Macrina and her embodiment of Gregory’s 

beliefs on virginity; nevertheless, recent scholarship pays attention to Gregory’s portrayal of 

Macrina as widow.50 I contend that Gregory’s narrative also introduces Macrina as ideal 

Christian matron. Macrina’s two primary roles—wife and virgin—overlap, as Gregory presents 

these progressively, subtly arguing for the superiority of virginity. His image of Macrina as 

virgin supplants and supersedes Macrina as faithful wife, yet his narrative culminates in 

marriage, as virgin Macrina is wed to her true spouse, Christ. The intersections of virginity, 

celibacy, and marriage illuminate the rhetorical power of the institution of marriage, even in 

relation to virginity; they also underscore the complex portrait Gregory paints of his sister as he 

constructs her as a woman embodying his own beliefs concerning virginity and marriage. Since 

marriage was the lens through which Roman women were categorized—as married or unmarried 

or, in Christian circles, married to a man or to Christ—Gregory describes Macrina in marital 

terms, arguing that she has married her fiancé yet lauding her role as bride of Christ. In 

particular, Gregory infuses his narrative with insinuations that marital celibacy functions as the 

superior way of life for a married woman; therefore, he presents Macrina as simultaneously 

matron and virgin. 

 Gregory depicts Macrina above all as an idealized virgin. Not only does he refer to 

Macrina as παρθένος throughout the treatise,51 but he also suggests her virginity encompasses 

                                                
 
50 E.g., Silvas, Macrina, 30; Van Dam, Families and Friends, 103-106; and Elm, Virgins, 91. 
 
 51 E.g., Vita Macr. 2017.041, 1.21, 2.1, 7.10, 10.14, and 11.5, in TLG. He also uses παρθενος in the plural 
to refer to the maidservants and rescued orphans who lived with Macrina and her mother (e.g., Vita Macr. 2017.041, 
7.6, 11.9, 27.5, in TLG). 
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her whole way of life, not just her body, as he himself advocated in De virg.. Macrina abstains 

from sex, yet she also practices ascetic spiritual disciplines, such as fasting, psalmody, prayer, 

and vigils. Macrina embodies Gregory’s teachings on virginity in his (so-named) treatise: she is 

not distracted by the pleasures of the flesh and the sorrows that come with marriage, widowhood, 

and childrearing. Instead, she achieves purity of soul and contemplates the divine, seeing clearly 

the incorporeal, beholding beauty, and “becoming beautiful [her]self.”52 She exhibits control 

over the passions and instructs her listeners on philosophy and the sublime. In short, Macrina, the 

παρθένος, epitomizes an ideal virgin. 

 Yet in a turn that only Christians could take, Macrina illustrates more than idealized 

virginity: she also exemplifies the ideal wife.53 I am not the first scholar to recognize this 

paradoxical identity Gregory assigns Macrina. In particular, Burrus, in Begotten, remarks, “the 

beautiful girl...was widowed before consummating her marriage and was thus (on her own 

interpretation) both wife and virgin...; in dying, she becomes the virginal bride of Christ 

himself.”54 However, my project probes the intersections of this paradoxical portrayal of Macrina 

through the lens of marital celibacy, arguing that Gregory characterizes Macrina as a celibate 

wife. As wife to her fiancé, she lives virginally; as virgin of Christ, she becomes a wife: in both 

situations, Macrina participates in a celibate marriage. 

                                                
 
 52 See De virg. 11, FC 58 38-42. 
 
 53 She thus represents both the third and fourth tiers of Karras’ pyramid [Valerie A. Karras, “A Re-
evaluation of Marriage, Celibacy, and Irony in Gregory of Nyssa's On Virginity” JECS 13.1 (2005), 111-21]. 
 
 54 Virginia Burrus, Begotten, Not Made: Conceiving Manhood in Late Antiquity (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2000), 119-120. Her insinuations here and in Sex Lives that Macrina weds her mother, however, 
seem to stretch the text. I read Emmelia’s description of Macrina as the child who never left her womb (Vita Macr.; 
Corrigan, 25) as indicative of the complex dynamic and role reversals between mother and daughter—both 
connected, one always a child even as she mothers her mother. Such remarks and the relationship they describe do 
not require a homoeroticizing reading to make sense. 
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 Gregory depicts Macrina as wife in three subtle ways: in her relation to Macrina the Elder 

and Thecla, through the account of Macrina’s betrothal, and through Macrina’s own claims of 

being married.55 Gregory alludes to Macrina as wife through her relation to her grandmother, 

Macrina the Elder, and to Thecla, the renowned virginal saint. Through nomenclature, Gregory 

introduces his sister and foreshadows the events of her life. Macrina imitates these women, 

though with slight yet significant divergences. For instance, like Macrina the Elder, Macrina will 

suffer for her faith as she battles sickness and frailty of body;56 like her grandmother, Macrina 

will marry and produce children, albeit, notably, spiritual rather than physical offspring.57 In 

addition, just as the family celebrated the Elder Macrina, Gregory and the maidens whom 

Macrina mothered laud Macrina’s life and legacy. 

 Even more striking, however, Gregory constructs Macrina as Thecla. As numerous 

authors have noted, Macrina’s tie to Thecla may have served to shape her story and to defend her 

choice to pursue virginity.58 Though extensive parallels between Thecla and Macrina exist, I 

limit my analysis to those pertaining to Macrina’s marital status. Although both women remain 

virgins, and both choose to dwell at least for a time with a mother-figure rather than husband, 

Gregory presents one particularly compelling disparity between the two women: their marital 

status. Thecla and Macrina will both live as elite Roman virgins, yet, significantly, unlike 

                                                
 55 Her role as wife of Christ will be discussed later. 
 
 56 Gregory compares his sister to Job (Vita Macr.; Corrigan, 35). She also claims that she has been crucified 
with Christ and has shared in the nailing of flesh (42). 
 
 57 Ibid., 44: the girls whom Macrina saved from famine and who called her mother lament her death. 
Spiritual motherhood and the paradoxical fecundity of virgins points to the paradoxical virginity of the Godhead. 
See Hans Boersma, Embodiment and Virtue in Gregory of Nyssa: an Anagogical Approach (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2013), 119-120. See also Verna E.F. Harrison, “Gender, Generation, and Virginity in Cappadocian 
Theology,” JTS 47.1 (1996): 36-68, for a more thorough discussion on spiritual motherhood in Gregory’s works. 
 
 58 Gregory compares Macrina to Thecla, claiming that this secreat name “forecast the life of the young 
child and...indicate[d]...that she would follow her namesake's mode of life” (Vita Macr.; Corrigan, 23). Many 
scholars have noted the multiple parallels in their accounts. 
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Thecla, Macrina’s avowal to be married to her dead fiancé marks her as radically different from 

Thecla through her proclaimed marital status.59 In The Acts of Paul and Thecla, Thecla, 

betrothed to Thamyris, violently and abruptly rejects marriage. Thecla chooses to follow Paul 

and the life of virginity, throwing off her betrothal to Thamyris.60 Even at trial, she refuses to 

marry Thamyris, despite the “laws of the Iconians.”61 Thecla despises marriage and claims no 

binding commitment to Thamyris, regardless of their betrothal. 

 In contrast, Macrina, betrothed to an unnamed man her father chose, insists that her 

betrothal equaled a marriage.62 Macrina’s father, Basil the Elder, chose a “kinsman of good 

repute” and “decided to betroth his daughter to him when she came of age.”63 Gregory remarks 

that after the young man died, “the young man’s death had broken off what had been decided for 

her,” a comment that acknowledges Macrina’s betrothal, since she now has turned 12, or come of 

age.64 Gregory articulates that Macrina herself “called her father’s decision a marriage, as if what 

                                                
 59 I am not the first scholar to make this observation. Cf., e.g., Silvas, Macrina, 19. 
 
 60 Acta Pauli et Theclae 5-22, in Patricia Cox Miller, ed., Women in Early Christianity: Translations from 

Greek Texts (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2005), 156-60. 
 
 61 Ibid. 20, in Miller, Women, 160. Again, when Alexander wanted her, Thecla spurns him in a public 
spectacle that leads to her trial and condemnation (26-38, in Miller, Women, 161-64). 
 
 62 As Van Dam points out, Macrina’s actions contrast, not parallel, Thecla’s: while Thecla pursues virginity 
and flees from her family, Macrina claims marital fidelity and remains with her family. Van Dam, Families and 
Friends, 105. Van Eijk suggests Gregory’s teachings on marriage may actually attempt to repudiate Acta Pauli et 
Theclae (Ton H.C. Van Eijk, “Marriage and Virginity, Death and Immortality,” in Epektasis: Mélanges patristiques 
offerts au Cardinal Jean Daniélou, ed. Jacques Fontaine and Charles Kannengiesser [Paris: Beauchesne, 1972], 
232).  
 
 63 Vita Macr.; Corrigan, 24. 
 
 64 As discussed in an earlier section, various legislation under Constantine support Macrina’s stance, insofar 
as betrothal became a “binding legal contract” (Grubbs, “Constantine and IL,” 127.). Clark argues “The earliest 
legal age for a betrothal was seven...when the parties were assumed to understand what was happening and could 
give formal consent. The earliest age for a legally valid marriage was 12, and most girls were married by 16” (Clark, 
Women, 14). If this is right—and work done on the age of children at marriage largely supports such conclusions—
then Gregory’s mention of Macrina’s age as 12 underscores her ability to have married her fiancé at that age, thus 
emphasizing the plausibility of her betrothal and the seriousness with which she would have understood it. Cf., e.g., 
Günter Prinzing, “Observations on the Legal Status of Children and the Stages of Childhood in Byzantium,” in 
Becoming Byzantine: Children and Childhood in Byzantium (ed. Arietta Papaconstantinou and Alice-Mary Talbot; 
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had been decided upon had in fact really happened” and declares she will not marry again.65 

“She was turning the authoritative force of her father’s κρίσις back upon him, and setting herself 

up as equivalent to an independent married woman.”66 She renounces other offers of marriage, 

alleging any other marriage equivalent to digamy, because her betrothed was “away from home 

and not dead.” Thus, “it was wrong not to keep faith” with him. The hope of the resurrection 

assured her he was “living in God” and therefore absent only as if on a journey “abroad.”67 In 

other words, Macrina defends her self-identification as a matron through reference to the 

Christian belief in the resurrection as well as Christian teachings against bigamy as well as 

digamy. Gregory marvels at her resolution and obstinacy, particularly for such a young woman. 

Macrina perseveres in her assertion of marriage and subsequent repudiation of remarriage. Her 

parents acquiesce; thus, she abides at home with her mother, assisting her with the running of the 

household and, eventually, turning their home into a domestic ascetic community.68 

                                                                                                                                                       
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009), 15-34; Cecily Hennessy, Images of Children in Byzantium 
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2008), esp. 11; Cornelia B. Horn and John W. Martens, “Let the Little Children Come to 
Me”: Childhood and Children in Early Christianity (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University Press, 2009), 35-
36; Arjava, Women and Law, 32-33; Grubbs, “Constantine and Imperial Legislation,” 126-127; Meyendorff, 
“Christian Marriage, 103. Therefore, though Silvas argues for three distinct “stages towards marriage”—from being 
promised to betrothed to marriage—and proposes Macrina’s formal betrothal had not yet occurred when her fiancé 
died, Silvas’ conclusions ignore the larger body of evidence that supports Macrina’s betrothed status at age 12 
(Macrina, 28-32). 
 
 65 As Gregory further comments, Macrina insists against another betrothal and marriage because she had 
already embraced, “a marriage which had been concluded for her once and for all by her father,” which emphasizes 
the role of the father in the betrothal process, which legal sources confirm (cf., e.g., Arjava, 30-35). The Greek 
stresses that her father chose marriage—not betrothal or virginity—for her: γάµον ὀνοµάσασα τὴν τοῦ πατρὸς 
κρίσιν. This again underscores her obedience to her father (Vita Macr. 2017.041, 5.3, in TLG). 
 
 66 Philip Rousseau, “The Pious Household and the Virgin Chorus: Reflections on Gregory of Nyssa's Life 
of Macrina,” JECS 13.2 (2005): 174. Macrina also imitates the famous Homeric heroine, Penelope [Georgia Frank, 
“Macrina’s Scar: Homeric Allusion and Heroic Identity in Gregory of Nyssa’s Life of Macrina,” JECS 8.4 (2000): 
522]. 
 
 67 Vita Macr. 2017.041, 5.12-16, in TLG. 
 
 68 Her choice to stay with her natal family also marks Macrina as different from Thecla, whose virginal 
choice results in a break from both her espoused and her mother. Macrina clings to her espoused—at least 
rhetorically—and refuses to separate from her mother. See Stephen J. Davis, The Cult of Saint Thecla: A Tradition 
of Women's Piety in Late Antiquity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 63. 
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 This marked difference in marital status between Macrina and Thecla warrants attention. 

Gregory’s reference to Thecla suggests a precedent upon which Gregory could have explained 

Macrina’s choice not to marry: the pursuit of the virgin life and its blessings. Yet Gregory relates 

a different story. This divergence may be attributed to Gregory’s attempt to portray Macrina’s 

life accurately: that is, perhaps the account indicates real events in Macrina’s life. Yet all writing 

is an act of interpretation, and no method exists to prove or disprove Gregory’s construction of 

Macrina’s decision. The plausible historical explanation for Macrina’s deviation from the 

Theclan narrative, however, pales in comparison to the rhetorical import of Macrina’s 

marriage.69 Whatever Macrina’s role in the decision to remain a virgin, Gregory’s account writes 

a history that remembers her for her dedication to her fiancé and pious fidelity to church 

teachings.70 As the narrative proclaims Macrina’s husband’s ongoing existence, it also marks 

Macrina as a celibate matron, since she lives a life of celibacy despite her role as matron. 

Therefore, even as her marital status differentiates her from Thecla, Macrina exemplifies Paul’s 

other teachings in The Acts of Paul and Thecla as she embraces marital celibacy: “blessed are 

those who have wives as not having them, for they shall experience God.”71  

                                                
 
 69 As Smith notes, “Establishing the relationship between Macrina the character in Nyssen’s writings and 
Macrina the historical figure is about as insoluble a problem as distinguishing the Jesus of the gospels from the Jesus 
of history” (J. Warren Smith, “‘A Just and Reasonable Grief’: The Death and Function of a Holy ‘Woman’ in 
Gregory of Nyssa’s De Vitae Macrinae,” JECS 12.1 [Spring 2004]: 60). My interest lies in Macrina’s role within the 
text and the rhetorical implications of Gregory’s depiction, not in the unanswerable questions concerning the 
historical Macrina and Gregory’s representation of her. 
 
 70 Eustathian repudiation of marriage may underlie some of Gregory’s rhetoric here. To counter any 
accusations leveled against his sister concerning her possible Eustathian leanings, Gregory portrays her as married. 
This would highlight her obedience to the Council of Gangra. I am more interested, however, in the way in which 
her marital status relates to Gregory’s teachings on marital celibacy. 
 
 71 Acta Pauli et Theclae 5-6, in Miller, Women, 156-7. Therefore, underlying Gregory’s depiction of 
Macrina as Thecla—even though Macrina married—rest presuppositions about the blessedness of chastity, 
abstinence, and marital celibacy. Macrina, a new Thecla, fleshes out the path Thecla herself may have chosen, had 
she considered her betrothal binding. 



 112 

 In other words, because her husband still lives, Macrina functions in the text as a celibate 

matron, not simply a virgin or widow. Though Gregory does not make the fact of her marriage 

significant again in his treatise, his inclusion of Macrina’s claims about the permanency of the 

betrothal and the spouses’ temporary separation opens up the possibility for considering Macrina 

as a married woman. Not only does her status as a married woman allow Gregory to guard his 

sister’s memory against criticism for neglecting any societal and familial responsibilities to 

marry, but her portrayal as celibate matron provides Gregory an opportunity to express some of 

his beliefs concerning marriage.72 I contend, therefore, that Macrina embodies Gregory’s ideals 

for marital life, particularly through her marital celibacy. She does not live in opposition to 

marriage but, rather, as an example of the highest forms of marriage: on earth, a celibate one, and 

in heaven (begun on earth), spiritual union with Christ.73 In addition, as her more prominent role 

as virgin gradually supersedes and surpasses her status as earthly wife, Macrina’s character 

exemplifies Gregory’s belief that the most excellent mode of life is virginity, not physical 

marriage, as she perfects the spiritual life. 

 As a matron, Macrina practices celibacy. Accordingly, the passions and pleasures of the 

flesh do not weigh her down, and she “raised herself through philosophy to the highest limit of 

human virtue.”74 Just as Gregory argued in De virg. that freedom from earthly pleasures liberates 

the soul to seek the divine,75 so too does he proclaim that Macrina (and Emmelia) “were not 

                                                
 
 72 For more on Macrina as matron, see Limberis, Architects, 173-182. 
 
 73 Therefore, a remark like that of Carolyn Connor misses the mark: “The Life is a vivid description of a 
woman in the century of Constantine who chose a religious calling to the exclusion of marriage” (Women of 
Byzantium, 20). Rather, Gregory frames her calling as a specific type of marriage. The issue is not whether she is 
married, but to whom. She again exemplifies both the 3rd and 4th tier of Karras’ pyramid (Karras, “Re-Evaluation”). 
 
 74 Vita Macr.; Corrigan, 21. 
 
 75 See, e.g., De virg. 5 and 6. 
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weighed down by the attractive pull of the body, but their lives were borne upwards....”76 In 

other words, emancipated through her husband’s journey (i.e., death) from those passions that 

accompany marital intimacy, Macrina realizes the angelic life.77 Furthermore, because she 

practices marital celibacy, Macrina participates in the victory over death through her lack of 

biological children.78 

 Of course, Macrina’s achievements just ascribed to her marital celibacy could as easily be 

attributed to her practice of virginity. Yet the problem persists that Gregory depicts Macrina not 

only as a virgin, but also as a true wife to a particular man. Thus, we must consider the rhetorical 

import of Gregory’s decision to highlight her marital status through the betrothal scene. Macrina, 

as celibate wife, functions as a role model for those already married and offers an ideal for 

marital piety. Because the majority of persons married in the fourth century, Gregory’s portrayal 

of Macrina allows Gregory—a bishop and thus pastor of many—subtly to dispense instruction 

for marital sexual practices, tacitly promising the angelic, heavenly life as the reward for 

celibacy.79 

 In addition, Gregory’s depiction of Macrina as wife expresses his own ambiguities 

concerning the goodness of marriage. By insisting Macrina marries, Gregory can affirm marriage 

in accord with ccclesial councils, while still undermining societal understandings of the goods of 

                                                
 
 76 Vita Macr.; Corrigan, 30. 
 
 77 Cf., e.g., Ibid., 30. Gregory proclaims, in fact, that as Macrina lies on her deathbed, “it was as if an angel 
had providentially assumed human form, an angel in whom there was no affinity for, nor attachment to, the life of 
the flesh, about whom it was not unreasonable that her thinking should remain impassible, since the flesh did not 
drag it down to its own passion” (Ibid., 40). 
 
 78 De virg. 14, FC 58, 48. 
 
 79 Whether Gregory’s audience would have included married persons is unclear. He addresses his 
hagiography to Olympius, but I find it highly unlikely Gregory thought only Olympius would view his work. 
Gregory praises his sister and insinuates that others have learned and will learn from her renowned life, so he 
appears aware that her fame is growing. Thanks to Dr. Robert Kraft for asking this question. 
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marriage:80 Macrina marries, but she neither bears children to inherit property nor contributes to 

her husband’s social status, since her marriage to her betrothed fades from the narrative as 

Gregory emphasizes her spiritual attributes and achievements. In other words, her marriage lacks 

any sexual intimacy, and rather than that intimacy with her husband, she chooses spiritual 

intimacy with her heavenly bridegroom. Thus, Gregory rhetorically aligns his sister and himself 

with ecclesial affirmations of marriage even as he crafts a new vision for Christian marriage, as 

one marked by celibacy with earthly spouse for the sake of spiritual intimacy with Christ. 

 The eventual eradication of any signs or marks of earthly marriage allow Gregory to 

illustrate his remarks in De virg.: “although two kinds of marriages are possible, the one 

accomplished through the flesh and the other through the spirit, a desire for the one necessitates 

the exclusion of the other. ...a person cannot participate, at the same time, in both.”81 After all, in 

the hagiography, Macrina does not embrace sexual intimacy with a husband. Therefore, though 

nonetheless married, she does not sexually participate in this marriage, which makes it possible 

for her to pursue a spiritual marriage, unencumbered by the sexual passions and the attachments 

related to procreation. That is, she does not participate in a fleshly marriage; consequently, she 

can embrace a spiritual one. Therefore, Gregory’s portrait of Macrina as wife functions in the 

narrative to accentuate Macrina’s honor as she embodies his teachings in De virg.: she 

epitomizes the ideal wife as she practices celibacy, and she does not allow marriage to hinder her 

from achieving the philosophic life. Gregory’s construction of Macrina as wife verbally 

delineates his claims in his treatise De virg. even as it lauds her for fulfilling both social and 

                                                
 
 80 The Council of Gangra, for instance, condemned those who denigrated marriage and those who rejected 
married persons who participated in procreation. See especially Council of Gangra, Canons 1, 9, 10, and 14 (NPNF2 
14:92-98). 
 
 81 De virg., 20, FC 58, 62-3. 
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ascetic expectations. She marries and affirms the goodness of the institution, yet she refrains 

from participating in sexual activities that could hinder her pursuit of the divine, instead 

achieving union with God. Through such a depiction, the literary character Macrina underscores, 

exemplifies, and shapes Christian responses to marriage as Gregory, bishop of Nyssa, struggled 

to reconcile the growing ascetic impulses of his family (echoed by others in the church) with the 

traditional Roman institution of marriage. Accordingly, his construction of Macrina as celibate 

matron reveals Gregory’s dubiousness and awkward relationship toward the institution—

marriage may be good, according to church teachings, but Gregory, student and inheritor of 

Macrina’s ascetic legacy, appears hard-pressed to articulate why. 

 Nevertheless, in Vita Macr., Gregory also portrays Macrina as embodying the fourth and 

highest tier of Karras’ pyramid from De virg.: virginity, which Gregory designates spiritual 

marriage. His final depiction of Macrina emphasizes the superiority of such spiritual marriages 

over celibate earthly ones. By the end of Vita Macr., Gregory narratively excludes her earthly 

marriage, since he makes no mention of reunion with her husband at her death. He instead refers 

to her anticipation of her heavenly bridegroom. Macrina prays while lying on her deathbed, and 

Gregory interprets her prayer as an exhibition of her desire for her heavenly bridegroom.82 He 

comments, “the more she neared her departure, the more she contemplated the beauty of the 

bridegroom and longed to rush impulsively to her beloved.”83 He attests, moreover, that Macrina 

                                                
 
 82 Ironically, though Gregory wrote the prayer, in it, Macrina does not speak of herself as a bride, but rather 
as a suffering martyr. See Limberis, Architects, 152-3; “Family Piety and the Cult of the Martyrs in the Cappadocian 
Fathers,” in Byzantine Christianity, ed. Derek Krueger (vol. 3 of A People’s History of Christianity; Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2006), 47-8. 
 
83 Vita Macr.; Corrigan, 40. His description of her as bride pining for her bridegroom relates to Gregory’s 
description of bride who has been wounded with God’s arrow of love and longs for her Beloved (Cant. 12:1037, in 
Louth, Origins, 89; see also 96-7). See also Martin Laird, O.S.A., Gregory of Nyssa and the Grasp of Faith: Union, 
Knowledge, and Divine Presence (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 91-98. Perhaps Macrina’s scar 
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ran toward her bridegroom unhindered by earthly pleasures and unimpeded by attachment to the 

flesh or passions.84 After her death, Gregory provides funerary garb of fine linen “as a bride.”85 

Her previous marriage unmentioned and forgotten, Gregory portrays Macrina as anticipating her 

true bridegroom, Christ, thus underscoring his claims in De virg. that one who participates in 

bodily marriage cannot simultaneously participate in a spiritual one.86 In short, Gregory 

paradoxically dresses Macrina verbally and physically as wife—a spiritual one—as he 

accentuates her role as bride of Christ. Macrina, who earlier identified herself as a married 

woman who practiced celibacy, now is identified by her brother as a virgin bride of Christ 

worthy of spiritual marriage due to her lack of sexual involvement in an earthly marriage. 

Macrina, the completely celibate woman, best exemplifies the bride of Christ as she leaves 

behind her celibate, unconsummated marriage with her fiancé for the superior spiritual marriage 

to Christ: she thus epitomizes Gregory’s ideal virgin described in De virg.. 

 

Macrina as wife, not widow 

 Before turning to my analysis of Emmelia in the hagiography, I submit a brief defense of 

my choice to read Macrina as wife, not widow. Scholars have argued that Gregory characterized 

                                                                                                                                                       
represents the wound of love; a future analysis may explore such intertextual allusions between Cant. and Vita 
Macr., but the constraints of this project limit such discussion. 
 
 84 Vita Macr.; Corrigan, 40. As Momigliano succinctly states, “On her deathbed the love for the young boy 
[fiancé] is transfigured into love for the celestial bridegroom—for Jesus himself” (217). 
 
 85 Vita Macr.; Corrigan, 48. Macrina did not request such adornment, but Gregory insists: he appears 
insistent that his sister be recognized as Christ’s bride. See Elm, Virgins, 98-99, for more on Macrina’s dress. 
 
 86 De virg. 20, FC 58 63. The disappearance of her earthly “husband” also frees Gregory from the rhetorical 
dilemma the marriage analogy raises: Macrina is neither bigamist nor digamist, for the only marriage in which she 
participates, at the end of her life, is union with Christ. As Van Dam points out, Gregory’s decision to interpret 
Macrina as a bride of Christ also allows him to reinvent her purpose in pursuing the ascetic life: she may not have 
cited a desire to be bride of Christ when her fiancé died, but by the end of the account, her ascetic life culminates in 
her death and espousal to Christ (Van Dam, Families and Friends, 111-2).  
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Macrina as a widow in Vita Macr.87 In particular, Silvas argues that the narrative presents 

Macrina as a widow, using the church’s teachings against digamy to her advantage. Macrina’s 

choice to label herself as a widow allowed her to object to her parents’ suggestions of other 

potential suitors and freed her to pursue the ascetic life as a dedicated widow, a social status that 

offered “female independence.”88 Elm also that Macrina claimed widowhood due to its viability 

as an already acceptable social status.89 Similarly, Van Dam claims that Gregory presents 

Macrina as a widow, and he emphasizes that her maternal responsibilities toward her siblings 

further accentuate her widow role.90 Bolstering this view, the high status of the univira lends 

credence to Macrina’s refusal to remarry, for her choice could indicate her desire to embrace 

Roman ideals for married women. However, such arguments for Macrina’s widowhood fail to 

take into account Macrina’s insistence that her betrothed is “living to God” and separated from 

her as if by a journey, not death.91 In other words, though this view has merit in light of the 

absence of her fiancé from much of the treatise as well as her claim that they married before he 

died, it does not account for Macrina’s insistence that her spouse was still alive—a small, but 

                                                
 87 Cf. Silvas, Macrina, and Van Dam, Families and Friends, as well as Elm, Virgins, 45, 94. Elm labels 
Macrina a “virgin widow,” 45. 
 
 88 “Thus by casting herself as ‘widow,’ she secured her commitment to virginity. It was a strange state of 
affairs: Macrina upheld the social norms while resolutely bending them to her spiritual purpose.” Silvas, Macrina, 
29-31. 
 
 89 Elm, Virgins, 45-47. 
 
 90 Van Dam, Families and Friends, 103-106. 
 
 91 Van Dam notes that Macrina insists on remaining faithful to her groom who was only traveling, but he 
considers her a widow waiting for his return. If he is right, this confuses the image: as widow, her husband would be 
unable to return. Van Dam, Families and Friends, 104. I think Van Dam’s definition of widow complicates his 
argument here. He considers both Macrina and Emmelia widows, which he defines as “unmarried women with 
children” (Families and Friends, 106). However, “unmarried” seems to me to indicate someone who never married, 
and both women—according to Gregory—are married to living-but-dead husbands. The distinction between the two 
women involves the consummation of their marriage: Emmelia’s husband and she produced children, while Macrina 
remained celibate. Also, while Emmelia appears to embody society’s basic definition of a widow as a woman whose 
husband has died, Macrina resists this status, claiming boldly that her husband is alive (while the text makes no such 
explicit assertion concerning Basil the Elder). My biggest contention against Van Dam here is that Macrina insists 
her fiancé is only separated from her, alive with God, and therefore she is less a widow and more a celibate wife. 
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very significant, detail. Moreover, nowhere does Gregory employ the term widow (χήρα) in 

relation to his sister, and the betrothal scene emphasizes Macrina’s role as wife, not widow.92 

Therefore, despite the fact that Macrina’s betrothed died, the image of her as widow does not 

correspond to the text’s insistence that her betrothed is a living husband whose presence in her 

life forbids another marriage.93  

 

Emmelia: Literary foil and complement 

 Gregory’s Vita Macrina serves also as a Vita Emmelia, since he weaves the story of his 

mother into the story of his sister. This intertwining flows with his narrative, logically—mother 

and daughter stayed together through the daughter’s life—and rhetorically, as Emmelia functions 

as both a complement and a foil to her esteemed daughter.94 In this section, I explore the ways in 

which Gregory’s construction of Emmelia both illustrates his teachings in De virg. and enhances 

his portrayal of Macrina. I also consider how marital celibacy (or lack thereof) functioned in 

Emmelia’s life, and I propose that Gregory’s depiction of his mother underscores his advocacy 

for marital celibacy, particularly as he differentiates the various stages in her life. 

 In contrast to Macrina, the woman around whom the account centers, Gregory chooses 

not to name his mother. He makes no mention of Emmelia’s name, referring to her as Macrina’s 

                                                
 
 92 Silvas’ arguments concerning the legal definition of “widow” explain Roman law in relation to 
widowhood but do not contribute effectively to her argument that Macrina embraced widowhood (Macrina, 28-32). 
 
 93 Charlotte Methuen’s article, “The Virgin Widow?” 285-98, effectively challenges such a narrow 
definition of widow, demonstrating the use of the term for women who abstain from sex or choose to live without 
their husband rather than simply a woman whose husband has died. In this way, Macrina lives as a widow since she 
neither remarries nor participates in a sexual relationship with her (dead but living) husband. I think it more fitting, 
however, to view her as celibate wife, particularly in relation to Gregory’s teachings in De virg.. Due to the 
constraints of this project, I leave such explorations for another time, noting simply that the complex meaning of the 
term widow merits further attention, namely for scholars who wish to label Macrina’s status accordingly. 
 
 94 I am not the first to note Emmelia’s role as foil in the narrative. For instance, Smith argues that Emmelia 
appears as foil to Macrina in the grieving scene concerning Naucratius’ death (“Just and Reasonable,” 70). 
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mother and, occasionally, as his, too. From the beginning of his account, then, Gregory makes 

clear that Macrina possessed the greater honor, and it is Macrina to whom he gives the most 

praise. Emmelia, who marries and bears children, serves as a lesser role model, for she fulfills 

neither the celebrated role of virgin or even of celibate matron—at least, not until her husband 

dies. As he depicts her in her various roles as virgin, wife, mother, widow, and lover of 

philosophy, Gregory portrays Emmelia as an embodiment of his teachings on marriage, children, 

and virginity as expressed in De virg. 95 

 Emmelia also serves as foil for her daughter. Unlike Macrina, Emmelia finds herself 

forced into a marriage, despite her desire to embrace virginity. Gregory defends his mother’s 

choice to marry, arguing the reality of orphanhood and the real threat of abduction made 

marriage to a godly man a justifiable—and wise—choice.96 By emphasizing her preference and 

desire for the virginal life, Gregory implies his mother’s sanctity, for she married only for safety 

concerns.97 Therefore, the possibility existed that Emmelia could have achieved a spiritual 

marriage through marital celibacy with Basil the Elder, since she did not seek a physical 

marriage except for assurance from danger. However, in the narrative, Emmelia accepts the 

sexual aspects of marriage, bearing and rearing children, and thus finds it difficult to pursue a 

                                                
 
 95 With regard to Karras’ pyramid, Emmelia begins her life on the second tier—unmarried physical 
virgin—then acquiesces to the first tier—traditional marriage with its sexual responsibilities. She ascends to the 
third tier at the death of her husband, but whether she achieves the top, fourth tier of spiritual marriage—true 
virginity—remains uncertain, as I will argue. 
 
 96 Vita Macr.; Corrigan, 22. Angeliki E. Laiou’s “Sex, Consent, and Coercion in Byzantium” demonstrates 
the reality of abduction as she examines laws and canons dealing with questions related to abduction situations. See 
also Raymond Van Dam, Becoming Christian: The Conversion of Roman Cappadocia (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2003), 66-67. 
 
 97 De virg. 20, FC 58, 62-63. For details on the number of children Emmelia had, see J. Emile Pfister, “A 
Biographical Note: The Brothers and Sisters of St. Gregory of Nyssa,” VC 18 (1964): 108-113. 
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spiritual marriage with Christ, at least before the death of Basil the Elder.98 Thus, while her 

mother only becomes capable of pursuing the holy life after experiencing various ills of 

marriage, in contrast, Macrina avoids physical union and therefore achieves the life of 

philosophy at an early age. 

 In De virg., Gregory argues that marriage distracts people from the pursuit of the divine. 

Accordingly, Gregory depicts his mother as one occupied by concerns related to her marriage: 

Emmelia spends most of her time toiling over care for children, monetary issues, and property 

holdings.99 Only when these matters are resolved can Emmelia practice the ascetic life. Because 

her distracting responsibilities stem from marriage and the marital act, Gregory’s depiction of 

Emmelia underscores his teachings that marriage’s ills scatter the soul and detract from 

concentration on the divine things.100 Emmelia cannot commit to the ascetic life until she has 

taken care of the material cares associated with marriage—and, particularly, with the results of 

the marital act, that is, children. Not until Emmelia has raised her family, managed her children’s 

education, and dispensed of her properties among the children could she pursue the philosophical 

life with Macrina.101 Earthly cares surround and weigh her down through all the stages of 

                                                
 98 After all, one who serves bodily pleasures cannot attain the goals of the spiritual life, according to 
Gregory, since spiritual union requires “self-control and mortification of the body and a disdain for everything 
connected with the flesh.” De virg. 20, FC 58, 63. 
 
 99 As Clark remarks, for many promoting asceticism, “their fear is that families tend to involve people in 
problems of the material world, property, inheritance,”—and Gregory certainly portrays Emmelia accordingly. See 
Elizabeth A. Clark, Ascetic Piety and Women’s Faith; Essays on Late Ancient Christianity (Studies of Women and 
Religion 20; Lewiston and Queenston, NY: Edwin Mellon Press, 1986), 178. 
 
 100 De virg. 3, FC 58, 16. 
 
 101 She most likely served as her children’s guardian as well when her husband died. See Vasilki M. 
Limberis’ discussion in “Holy Beatings: Emmelia, her son Gregory of Nyssa, and the Forty Martyrs of Sebasteia,” 
in Fear and Belonging in Late Antiquity: Social Control and the Spectre of Violence in Household, School, and 
Monastery, ed. Kate Cooper and Jamie Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, forthcoming). Despite her 
role as guardian and stronghold for the family, Gregory also paints his mother as a woman in need of constant care. 
She marries because she needs a protector, her oldest daughter assists her with her responsibilities and food, and her 
son Naucratius cares for his mother and pleases her by doing her will. 
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womanhood, from marriage to motherhood to widowhood: her marriage delays and impedes 

Emmelia’s spiritual progression. Her preoccupation with her responsibilities to her children and 

property contrast with Gregory’s portrayal of Macrina, who devotes her time primarily to 

religious duties and only secondarily to assisting with the household.  

 At the same time, Gregory implies that Emmelia as mother possesses some measure of 

sanctity, since her will—which Naucratius follows—leads Naucratius in the holy life.102 

Emmelia supports and encourages his devotion to a life of continence. Macrina, too, pleases her 

mother. Therefore, while she herself had to face marriage and children, Emmelia raises children 

who follow ascetic paths.103 Gregory’s depiction presents his mother as a woman who recognizes 

the greater path of philosophy, despite her own inability to pursue such a life. Unlike Macrina, 

Emmelia cannot focus her attention on the incorporeal because she is weighed down by the 

corporeal. As time progresses, therefore, Macrina surpasses her mother in virtue. For instance, 

though Emmelia and Macrina began their life together as mother-daughter, teacher-student, 

respectively, Gregory claims they soon became mother-daughter, student-teacher.104 Not only 

does this tension reflect the way Macrina’s ascetic pursuits transformed the dynamic of the 

household and challenged the patterns of authority, but this shift in roles between the two women 

                                                
 
 102 See also Rousseau, “Pious Household,” 176. 
 
 103 Rousselle argues, “it was the mothers who encouraged their daughters to take up a life of continence,” 
for they, unlike their unwed children, knew the detriments of married life personally (Porneia, 189). Gregory’s 
description of Emmelia as a woman who wanted to pursue virginity but could not, versus Macrina to whom Gregory 
gives some autonomy in the decision, fits with Rousselle’s conjecture. See also Davis, The Cult of Saint Thecla, 64. 
 
 104 Burrus argues that Gregory’s portrayal of Macrina as his mother—and her own mother’s mother—
“thickens his genealogelogical narrative, layering an extra set of progenitors in order to create a more naunced tale 
of generational progress” (Begotten, 82). He therefore increases his own honor, for he is son of two esteemed 
mothers, Emmelia and Macrina. 
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signifies the disparities between the married and virginal lives, exalting virginity over marriage 

and motherhood.105  

 Furthermore, just as Gregory warned in De virg. about the risks of attachment associated 

with childbearing, Emmelia’s love for her children causes her great distress, as her response to 

Naucratius’ death indicates. In this scene, Gregory uses his brother’s death to emphasize the 

dangers of marriage versus the triumph of virginity through his juxtaposition of his mother and 

sister, respectively. Gregory suggests, once again, that the result of Emmelia’s marital 

intimacy—her children—weaken her, for she allows nature to trump reason.106 In contrast, her 

daughter, the celibate matron-virgin, faces the circumstance with virtue and rationality, teaching 

her mother how to handle the situation. Macrina, who lost a beloved brother, could instruct and 

model for her mother how to handle such grief due to her own superior example.107 After her 

daughter’s guidance, Emmelia faces the rest of the grieving period in noble and manly ways. 

Similarly, perhaps, when a tumor plagues Macrina, Emmelia begs her daughter to seek medical 

attention. Macrina declines and reveals her spiritual superiority: “Macrina had decided that to 

bare a part of her body to the eyes of strangers was worse than being sick.”108 Macrina once 

                                                
 105 See Cooper, “Holy Household,” particularly page 140, for more on the shifts in authority in households 
that embraced asceticism. See also Gregory of Nyssa, De instituto Christiano, FC 58, 129. 
 
 106 Vita Macr.; Corrigan, 28. 
 
 107 Ibid., 28-29. For more on the roles of grief and the grieved in Gregory’s work, see J. Warren Smith, 
“Macrina, Tamer of Horses and Healer of Souls: Grief and Hope in Gregory of Nyssa's De Anima et Resurrectione,” 
JTS 52.1 (April 2001): 37-60; Susan Wessel, “Memory and Individuality in Gregory of Nyssa’s Dialogus de anima 
et resurrectione”JECS 18.3 (Fall 2010): 369-92; Virginia Burrus, The Sex Lives of Saints: an Erotics of Ancient 
Hagiography (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004); Derek Krueger, “Writing and the Liturgy of 
Memory in Gregory of Nyssa’s Life of Macrina,” JECS 8.4 (2000): 483-510; and Boersma, Embodiment. Gregory’s 
text allows for lament—as he and the virgins mourn Macrina’s death—even as the hagiography includes and serves 
as a philosophical consolation, particularly alongside De anima et res.. See Theodore S. De Bruyn, “Philosophical 
Counsel versus Customary Lament,” in Rhetoric and Reality in Early Christianities, ed. Willi Braun. (Waterloo, 
Canada: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2005), 161-86, but especially 172-78. 
 
 108 Vita Macr.; Corrigan, 48. 
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more educates her mother in the better way, for Macrina approaches God for healing, then 

instructs her mother to make the sign of the cross to effect the cure. In this episode, then, 

Gregory implies a distinction between the two women. Emmelia, troubled by the suffering of her 

child, seeks earthly assistance for her daughter, while Macrina looks heavenward for her help. 

Thus, Gregory calls attention not only to the ills of marriage (such as the loss of children and the 

distraction of motherhood), but also to marked differences between the mother and the virgin in 

their rationality, their attentiveness to the sublime, and their spiritual authority. 

 Yet Emmelia does not simply draw attention to the ills of married life, for she also 

functions in the text as celibate matron. Macrina’s earlier claims that those who die live in Christ 

cloud the depiction of Emmelia as widow: following Macrina’s earlier argument, Emmelia’s 

devout husband still lives. Yet no longer do the duties of the marital bed impede her from 

dedicating her body and life to asceticism; no longer does she find herself subject to “human 

weaknesses,” particularly the weakness of sexual desire and the need for procreation.  Rather, 

Emmelia joins Macrina in the holy life, pursuing philosophy night and day. Through such a 

portrait, Gregory exalts the celibate married life, without explicitly degrading marriage. His 

mother’s widowhood and her grown children make possible logistically her dedication to the 

philosophical life, as, equally, her spouse’s death and the cessation of sexual intimacy free her 

from bodily distractions and the ills of procreation. 

 Hence, whether viewed as widow or celibate matron, Emmelia’s character embodies 

Gregory’s teachings on marriage. As celibate matron and widow whose spiritual maturity 

deepens under the direction of her daughter, Emmelia demonstrates that removal of the sexual 

pleasures of marriage capacitates spiritual growth. For, as Gregory notes in De virg., when 

someone is freed from the “passionate movements of its nature,” she “no longer runs the risk of 
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turning away from and ignoring the divine and unmixed pleasure.”109 Similarly, because her 

pursuit of the philosophical life deepens only as she frees herself of the responsibilities laid upon 

her through marriage, Emmelia epitomizes Gregory’s teaching that participation in both earthly 

and spiritual marriage is not possible.  

 In both of these roles, Emmelia acts as a literary complement to Macrina. Both women 

exemplify Gregory’s teachings about marital celibacy and virginity, and both illustrate that “a 

person cannot participate, at the same time, in both [a bodily and a spiritual marriage] (‘for he 

who is unmarried is concerned about the things of the Lord, and he who is married about the 

things of the world’).”110 At the same time, however, Emmelia’s prevailing role as mother as 

well as her inferior spiritual authority allow her to serve as a foil for Macrina. While Gregory 

draws Macrina as one freed from the ills of marriage and recipient of the goods of celibate 

marriage, he depicts Emmelia’s life as representative of the many ills of physical marriage that 

hinder spiritual marriage. Her story manifests the deceptive nature of physical marriage: she is 

plagued by widowhood, her children left bereft of their father; she faces the risks of childbearing 

ten times, experiences the sorrows and responsibilities of parenting, and grieves the loss of 

children.111 Macrina, on the other hand, faces no such tragedies and looks forward to spiritual 

marriage with her true bridegroom, Christ.112 Gregory buries Macrina dressed as a bride and 

proclaims her ready to meet her true bridegroom. In contrast, significantly, Gregory omits any 
                                                
 109 De virg. 5, FC 58, 28. 
 
 110 Ibid., 20, FC 58, 63; see 1 Corinthians 7:32-33. 
 
 111 Gregory comments, “And if she becomes the mother of more than one, her soul is divided into as many 
parts as the number of her children, since she experiences in her own being whatever happens to them” (De virg. 3, 
FC 58, 16). 
 
 112 She leaves behind spiritual children who lament her passing but she seems to have no fears for their 
care, focused only on her Beloved, to whom she trusts her spiritual children. These spiritual children mourn her 
passing, just as Emmelia’s children do, yet Gregory’s narrative emphasizes Emmelia’s attention to her children in 
contrast to Macrina’s focus on her heavenly bridegroom. The mother of physical children remains concerned for 
them even at death, but the spiritual mother is not weighed down by such concerns. 
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reference to his mother as bride or spouse of Christ. Unlike Macrina, who dies anticipating her 

bridegroom Christ and surrounded by spiritual children, Emmelia dies lying in her children’s 

arms—children produced by her earthly marriage—caring for them to the end.113 In burial, 

Emmelia reposes next to her husband, Basil the Elder.114 

 Hence, the dichotomy between physical and spiritual marriage is accentuated by 

Gregory’s omission of bridal language in favor of reference to her earthly spouse: Emmelia, wife 

to Basil the Elder at the beginning and end of the narrative, may have participated in the spiritual 

life and practiced philosophy with her daughter, but her marriage and bodily union with Basil, as 

well as her consequent role as mother, mark her as inferior to her daughter, Macrina. It seems 

Gregory insinuates that his mother never fully realizes the spiritual marriage with Christ, since 

her participation in a traditional marriage has disqualified her from such reward. In this way, 

Gregory portrays Emmelia as a foil for Macrina. 

 Gregory’s double portrait of Emmelia as both literary complement and foil for Macrina, 

the focus of his narrative, complicates a simple reading of this work. His ambivalence toward 

marriage seeps through his portrait of his mother. Though he does not want to disregard the 

institution of marriage, he seems unable to acknowledge its benefits. Rather, he attempts to 

undermine the institution of marriage, particularly the sexual intimacies of marriage, by 

portraying his mother as one plagued by marriage’s ills, particularly as a result of her 

procreative, sexual role. Gregory continues to elevate Macrina, who surpasses her mother in the 

                                                
 
 113 I contend that Gregory does not depict Emmelia as bride of Christ because she clearly participated in a 
physical, sexual marriage: she may find union with God, but she does not share the same status as her daughter, 
whose earlier marriage Gregory appears to elide. 
 
 114 They lay together so that “their bodies should be reunited and that the partnership which they enjoyed 
while they lived should not be dissolved even in death” (Vita Macr.; Corrigan, 51). The Greek leaves ambiguous, 
however, whether Gregory here refers to his mother and father’s partnership or his sister and mother’s relationship. 
That is, he could be emphasizing either—or both. 
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life of philosophy, and he lauds his sister, not his mother, as the bride of Christ. At the same 

time, Gregory uses his mother’s widowhood—that is, her celibate matronhood—to underscore 

his teachings that the philosophical life can be sought only by those undistracted by the bodily 

pleasures of marriage. He praises her as he describes the period of time after Emmelia renounced 

her familial responsibilities: with Macrina as her guide, Emmelia embodies the goods of virginity 

as well as marital celibacy, lacking vice and growing in virtue.115 Emmelia functions positively 

and negatively in the narrative as she complements and contrasts her daughter and as she 

illustrates both positive and negative aspects of Gregory’s teachings in De virg. Throughout the 

text, even as Gregory extols his mother’s great piety, he presents his mother as an inferior role 

model to renowned virgin, Macrina, thus declaring prosaically his teachings on the superiority of 

virginity over marriage—including celibate marriage—in De virg. 

  

Rhetorical complications and considerations 

 Despite my attention to the more implicit negative role of Emmelia in Gregory’s account, 

Gregory does explicitly laud his mother and attempts to highlight her virtue even as she 

simultaneously embodies his views on the ills of marriage. For instance, Emmelia manages great 

financial, estate, and familial responsibilities with wisdom, and she devotes herself to raising 

children without the assistance of a spouse.116 She fulfills her duties as a matron, and she enters 

into the philosophical life enthusiastically. Therefore, the previously discussed characterization 

of Emmelia as embodiment of the ills of marriage coincides with Gregory’s explicit laudatory 

                                                
 115 See Ibid., 30. 
 
 116 As Limberis notes, “Emmelia executed the responsibilities of sole ‘ruler of the household’ quite 
admirably.” (Limberis, Architects, 114) 
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portrayal of his mother as praiseworthy and commendable.117 Such juxtaposition underscores the 

complicated task of interpreting Gregory’s hagiography and its messages about marital celibacy, 

marriage, and virginity. 

 Although Gregory presents Macrina as authoritative over her mother due to her spiritual 

prowess, Macrina’s role as leader may indicate less the dynamics of the household—of which we 

have no knowledge except through Gregory’s account—and more Gregory’s rhetorical agenda. 

In other words, Gregory’s construction of Macrina as guide for her mother and ruler of the 

household community functions rhetorically to highlight Gregory’s own attitudes toward 

marriage and virginity.118 After all, “What happens in a text, especially in a text as self-conscious 

as the Life, may not have happened on the ground. Gregory was well aware in general that a 

writer could alter impressions, especially in the portrayal of those he admired.... The Life 

presents not only a selective but also a heavily idealized portrait of its heroine.”119 Thus, 

Emmelia, the married mother, narratively recognizes Macrina’s spiritual superiority as virgin and 

spiritual mother and celibate wife, a rhetorical move that encourages Gregory’s audience to 

perceive Macrina, not Emmelia, as the model par excellence for Christian life. Their relationship 

underscores Gregory’s rhetorical strategies, particularly as other places in the narrative reveal the 

constructed-ness of their dynamic. 

 In other scenes throughout the work, Gregory emphasizes Emmelia’s power in the 

household and insinuates that even Macrina recognized Emmelia’s authority. For instance, when 

                                                
 117 For more on Gregory’s positive portrayal of his mother, and the dynamic between them—not mentioned 
in Vita Macr.—see Limberis, “Holy Beatings,” who discusses Emmelia’s role as materfamilias, her piety expressed 
in building a martyrium, and her violent employment of her parental authority, which Gregory transforms into an 
example of her great virtue. 
 
 118 I use “household community” and similar phrasing because their domestic community seems more like 
an ascetic household than a strict monastic community (cf., e.g., Rousseau, “Pious Household”). 
 
 119 Ibid., 168. 
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Macrina insists on remaining at home with her mother, Gregory indicates Emmelia’s support for 

her daughter, thus highlighting that Emmelia’s opinion carried weight. Similarly, Gregory 

portrays his mother as one who taught his sister and his brother Naucratius and supported them 

in their pursuit of the virginal life: her role as instructor of her children is not usurped by those 

children, even though Gregory suggests the children surpass her in the philosophical life.120 

Macrina may become her mother’s guide, but it is her mother who started her on the path.121 

Emmelia, Gregory hints, serves as their first instructor in the philosophical life, and Macrina 

imitates her mother as she raises Peter.122 Since she herself had once desired to pursue virginity, 

Emmelia educated her children, particularly Macrina, in ascetic practices like psalmody, vigils, 

and prayer. She also functioned as Macrina’s guardian, making it possible for Macrina to live at 

home and practice philosophy.123 When Macrina dies, moreover, they wrap her in her mother’s 

cloak, so that from birth to death, Macrina shares in her mother’s life and piety. Such an action 

signifies, once more, the important role Emmelia played in her daughter’s life. 

                                                
 120 Similarly, while she mourns Naucratius’ death, she does so as an athlete who needs further training, but 
not as one who lacks ability. As Smith has pointed out, Emmelia appears as an athlete who falters when she faces 
the loss of her son; yet, she nevertheless has been trained—and accomplished in—virtue. Macrina, however, stands 
fast and reveals her greater virtue and superiority in “self-mastery.” (Smith, “Just and Reasonable,” 70-1). I contend 
this hierarchical portrayal relates to marital celibacy: even amazing athletes can ‘lose’ or be weakened by marriage 
and its attachments (children who stem from the marital act), while those who have practiced detachment more fully 
(through celibacy) show superior strength. See also Frank, “Macrina’s Scar,” 525-30, on Macrina’s tears and lack of 
tears as allusions to her role as Homeric heroine. 
 
 121 They assist one another: “under the guidance of her mother, [Macrina] kept her own life spotless, being 
directed in everything by the approval of her mother’s eyes; and at the same time by the example of her own life she 
provided great guidance to her mother towards the same goal, namely that of philosophy, drawing her on little by 
little to the immaterial, more perfect life” (Vita Macr.; Corrigan, 26). 
 
 122 Ibid., 26ff. Emmelia serves as both mother and nurse in Macrina’s early life, as the two positions are 
conflated. See Georgia Frank, “Macrina’s Scar,” 518-19. Furthermore, Gregory emphasizes her role in the spiritual 
development of her children throughout The Life, but also elsewhere. In his second Homily on the 40 Martyrs, 
Gregory implicitly credits his mother for his own spiritual renewal. She cajoles him into attending the festival, and 
while there, the martyrs appear to him and beat him, causing him to repent. Gregory also notes that his mother built 
a shrine to the martyrs, a comment that underscores her (public) piety. Cf. Limberis, “The Cult of the Martyrs,” 41-
7. 
 
 123 For more on guardianship, see footnote 101.  
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 Furthermore, at her deathbed, Emmelia appears as a scriptural patriarch, blessing her 

children and, priestlike, offering them to God.124 Gregory notes her children thenceforth strove 

even harder to achieve the spiritual life, which accentuates the effectiveness of Emmelia’s 

blessing. Likewise, the story of Macrina’s scar underlines Emmelia’s power, even as Gregory 

attempts to exalt Macrina and stress Macrina’s greater faith and modesty. Emmelia despairs and 

suggests a doctor, but Macrina insists on preserving her modesty and applies mud mixed with 

tears to herself—yet not until Emmelia makes the sign of the cross over the tumor does God heal 

Macrina. Macrina still needs her mother, and her mother still possesses spiritual capital, even 

though Gregory attempts to place Macrina in the higher position. The relationship between the 

two women, therefore, is characterized by shifts and slips in authority: despite his attempts to 

extol his sister over his mother, Gregory’s narrative belies such a naive reading. Rather, the more 

complex dynamic alluded to through the various references to his mother and sister suggests that 

a rhetorical agenda underlies Gregory’s portrayal of Macrina as of higher spiritual rank than her 

mother. Macrina’s superiority correlates to her virginity and celibate marriage: she has only her 

true husband, Christ, to please, and only spiritual children for whom to care.125 Emmelia, by 

contrast, embodies the negatives of the married life, despite Gregory’s recognition of his 

mother’s piety, and therefore she pales in comparison to her virginal daughter Macrina.  

 

                                                
 124 Rousseau points out that the children she blesses, moreover, are those who are “her family’s fullest-
blooded ascetics” (“Pious Household,” 173). Not only does this highlight Emmelia’s piety, but it also exalts Macrina 
(and Peter) as the most worthy of their siblings, in terms of ascetic honor.  
 
 125 Macrina’s only children are the orphans whom she raised as virgins, a situation which underscores her 
embrace of the virtues of virginity: as Karras would argue, Macrina has “replaced the instinctive and preferential 
love of family rooted in biology with the virtuous, freely willed, nonpreferential love of the true virgin toward all 
humanity” (“Re-evaluation,” 120). 
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Gregory and his women: Some rhetorical implications 

 As he portrays his mother and sister, Gregory uses them as a “tool to think with”: they 

allow him to work out didactically his own thoughts about marital life and celibacy.126 Yet 

Gregory’s depiction of his family members not only serves as a vehicle to express his views on 

marriage and virginity, but it also enhances his own status and, perhaps, functions as an implicit 

defense of his own piety.127 After all, “wherever a woman is mentioned a man’s character is 

being judged—and along with it what he stands for.”128 Hence, regardless of his marital status, 

Gregory’s praise for his mother and sister, as well as his description of his spiritual training 

under their direction, especially Macrina, enhances his own esteem. By pointing to himself as 

son and brother raised and taught by both women, but especially Macrina, Gregory presents 

himself as an authoritative leader, part of a family of spiritual giants.  

 Furthermore, depending on what one believes concerning Gregory’s marital status, the 

text may be read as a literary justification of Gregory’s lifestyle. For instance, on the one hand, if 

Gregory did not marry, his exaltation of his celibate sister, Macrina, as well as his defense of her 

ascetic choices, could engender a rise in his renown as student and emulator of the great 

Macrina. On the other hand, if he did marry, the hagiography may possess even greater 

                                                
 126 Peter Brown, The Body and Society: Men, Women, and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1988), 153. See also Elizabeth A. Clark, “Holy Women, Holy Words: Early 
Christian Women, Social History, and the ‘Linguistic Turn,’” JECS 6.3 (1998): 428-9. Clark’s idea here is helpful, 
though her argument as a whole is not without its weaknesses. Though I agree that Gregory uses Macrina to portray 
his views on numerous topics, I do not think she functions only as a tool, nor am I persuaded that Macrina represents 
Gregory himself only; he also attempts to endow not just himself, but also Macrina and her memory, with honor. 
Limberis, Architects, demonstrates the important martyrological implications of this text; see also Boersma, 
Embodiment, 109ff, for a critique of Clark (and of Burrus, who builds on Clark’s work). 
 
 127 The complex, varied ways in which the work reveals and creates Gregory’s identity go beyond the scope 
of this project. It is worth remembering, however, that “In the inevitable way of family history, the story of Macrina 
is also the story of her brother Gregory, and thus, on another level, an autobiography” (Krueger, “Writing,” 499). 
 
 128 Kate Cooper, The Virgin and the Bride: Idealized Womanhood in Late Antiquity (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1999), 19. 
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significance for augmenting Gregory’s status as we consider the possible avenues in which this 

text functioned to conceive and actualize Gregory’s personal honor as both a member of his 

family and a married man. While we cannot ascertain the authorial intent, we can recognize the 

hagiography’s potential for enhancing the author’s status in the various circles—such as those 

aristocratic, ecclesial, and ascetic—to which he belonged. Hence, Gregory’s inclusion of his 

sister’s betrothal scene as well as his emphasis on his mother’s embrace of the ascetic life as 

celibate matron (widow) creates an implicit defense for his own life, if he had married. 

 For if Gregory had married, then Macrina’s claims concerning her betrothal and dead-

but-living fiancé, particularly her desire to remain faithful to him despite his absence, underscore 

and disclose Gregory’s own decision not to remarry. Similarly, just as Emmelia found herself 

willing and able to devote herself to the philosophical life once her marriage-related 

responsibilities ended, so too could Gregory imply that his post-marital dedication to the ascetic 

life merited similar praise and respect. Furthermore, his portrayal of the women as celibate in 

their marriages may function to insinuate that he, too, practiced celibacy even when married: this 

would not only free him from accusations of not providing an heir, but it would also allow him to 

claim fulfillment of both societal expectations for aristocratic sons (marriage) and ascetic 

expectations for leaders in the church (celibacy). Hence, though my argument concerning 

Macrina and Emmelia as celibate matrons does not depend upon a definitive conclusion 

concerning Gregory’s marital status, more complex and significant rhetorical implications arise 

when we consider the presentation of his mother and sister as celibate matrons from the 

perspective that upholds Gregory’s own marriage. 
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Concluding remarks 

 My proposal does not reject the dominant perspective of Macrina as virgin, but enlarges 

our reading of her vita: Macrina does not function only as ideal virgin, but also as ideal wife.129 

Whatever the original audience of Macrina’s vita, ascetic or otherwise, her story disseminated 

throughout the late antique and Byzantine worlds, permitting many married woman to hear or 

read it. In light of the fact that the majority of women in Gregory’s era (and since) have been 

married, Gregory’s depiction of Macrina as ideal holy matron allows his text to serve a wide 

audience, offering a role model not just for virgins, but also for matrons. Similarly, Gregory 

presents his mother Emmelia as a celibate matron, a woman defined by her physical marriage 

and widowhood.130 Though she functions as a lesser role model than Macrina the virgin, 

Emmelia nevertheless provides another model for married women and for widows. As Gregory 

preserves the memory of his sister and mother, he presents them as models for imitation by those 

who choose to remember and honor them. In a Christian world whose calendar and liturgical life 

revolved around Christ and remembrance of the martyrs, Nyssa’s Vita Macr. presented women 

worthy of remembrance, women whose own lives functioned liturgically.131 In other words, 

Gregory’s portrayal of his mother and sister functioned rhetorically as a vehicle for 

transformation and growth in virtue for those who honored Emmelia and Macrina.132  

 At the same time, the text attempts both to reinforce and to fashion perspectives on 

marriage that Gregory advocated earlier in his treatise De virg. As author of both the treatise and 

                                                
 129 “It seems beyond question that Gregory in his writings on Macrina is depicting an ideal” (Ludlow, 
Gregory, 207). 
 
 130 By virtue of being “widow,” Emmelia is defined in relation to her husband. She is married, but her 
husband is dead. Their separation makes physical, sexual union impossible, and thus Emmelia is celibate. 
  
 131 “Her mode of life was a living liturgy” (Krueger, “Writing,” 487). 
 
 132 Cf. Ibid. for more on the way in which Gregory’s record of Macrina’s life functioned liturgically—
incarnationally and eucharistically—for those listening and reading the hagiography. 
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hagiography, Gregory the bishop-preacher proffers his views toward marriage, celibacy, and 

virginity by constructing his mother and sister in the hagiography as embodiments of his 

teachings in the treatise. Through the two genres, then, Gregory communicates his positions on 

these topics both dogmatically and mythically as the two works complement and enrich one 

another, making his message accessible to a broad audience.  

 His depiction of Macrina and Emmelia also had implications for Gregory’s own life: his 

honor increased through his close alignment with them. Moreover, if Gregory were married, his 

laudatory portrayal of Macrina and Emmelia as celibate matrons implicitly and subtly defended 

Gregory’s marriage, implying that his own marriage did not negate his spiritual authority nor 

detract from his ability to guide others in the philosophic life. After all, his mother and sister 

cultivated in Gregory a knowledge of the various forms of marriage—procreative, celibate, and 

spiritual—and demonstrated to Gregory’s audience that even married persons may undertake 

pursuit of the divine, if only when one practices marital celibacy, like Emmelia the widow and 

Macrina the celibate matron. Better yet, like Macrina the virgin bride of Christ, the wise person 

will forego physical marriage, instead embracing the virginal life and the spiritual intimacies of 

marriage with Christ. 
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CHAPTER 4 

BASIL OF CAESAREA: 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN MARITAL CELIBACY AND 

THE MONASTIC LIFE 

 Basil of Caesarea, the other Cappadocian Father, earned great renown for his theological 

prowess as well as his contributions to monasticism. What is left of Basil’s work offers little 

explicit material concerning marriage and marital celibacy. Unlike the Gregorys, who include the 

theme of marital celibacy in their works on their sisters and mothers, Basil’s references appear in 

the rules, treatises, and homilies he composed to guide the ascetic, monastic community.1 This 

setting highlights Basil’s important contribution to this study on marital celibacy. He links 

marital celibacy to the monastic life, instead of placing it within the life of the domestic 

household. His lack of personal comment on marital celibacy is significant and consistent with 

Basil, a bishop whose career was extremely public and whose writings lack much of the personal 

detail found in the Gregorys’ works. While the Gregorys’ beliefs appeared primarily in more 

personal genres, such as funeral orations, hagiography, an exhortatory treatise on virginity, and 

poems, Basil’s comments on marital celibacy appear in works intended for a larger audience, but 

especially the monastic community. Therefore, this chapter treats the few passages concerning 

marital celibacy in light of Basil’s larger monastic program and his role as a leader on the public 

stage. 

                                                
 1 Rousseau points out that many of Basil’s ascetic homilies may have had a popular audience, too, which 
underscores Basil’s belief that the ascetic life was the ideal to which all Christians could aspire (Philip Rousseau, 
Basil of Caesarea [Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994], 198-201). 
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 Because Basil’s thoughts on marital celibacy occur in many different places and contexts 

in his works, I bring together the evidence from the various and often disparate sources in order 

to delineate a view on marital celibacy that is uniquely Basil’s. My conclusions concerning his 

beliefs are carefully drawn from various sources but are soundly based on his writings and 

monastic programs, since Basil’s teachings on the topic are part of his social and ecclesial 

agenda. In addition, as I briefly summarize Basil’s opinions about the passions, discuss his views 

on marriage, and analyze the passages related to marital celibacy, I conjecture how marital 

celibacy would fit within Basil’s teachings on virginity and its central role in the monastic 

community. As he seeks to fashion a community that imitates the angelic life, Basil imagines a 

family wherein spiritual ties, not biological ones, unite people: he enacts such an ideology 

through rules outlining the monastic life. His Basileia not only point to his preference for the life 

of virginity over marriage, but they also create a parallel universe wherein the monastic 

community supplants the family as the institution that lends stability to society. In particular, the 

monastic program replaces the traditional roles of physical marriage and childrearing with 

spiritual marriage to Christ and childrearing of symbolic, spiritual children as well as literal, 

corporeal orphans. Hence, my chapter places Basil’s few comments on marital celibacy within 

his more extensive vision of the ideal Christian community and its sexual ethos.  

 I preface my central analysis with a section on some of the rhetorical difficulties in 

ascertaining Basil’s attitudes toward marital celibacy. More particularly, I probe how his 

family’s relationship with Eustathius may have affected his teachings on marriage and may also 

explain the paucity of references to his own biological family. I surmise, with the evidence, that 

his history with Eustathius may contribute to Basil’s emphasis on the new family of the 

monastery; it may also underlie his attempts to condone the institution of marriage, despite his 



 136 

obvious preference for the virginal life. After addressing some of the complications in 

ascertaining Basil’s view toward marital celibacy, I present Basil’s general view of marriage, as 

well as some of the beliefs regarding the passions and sex that govern this perspective. I then 

scrutinize some passages that specifically address marital celibacy. Finally, through a brief 

discussion of Basil’s attitude toward virginity and its role in the monastic community, I 

demonstrate how marital celibacy fits with his larger vision of the new monastic family, a family 

that renders traditional marriage and procreation obsolete and unnecessary. 

 

Rhetorical complications: Basil’s family 

 Basil’s personal life interferes with any attempt to read his comments about marriage 

straightforwardly. Basil’s preference for virginity is utterly obvious throughout his works, and he 

is convinced that he could claim scriptural and ecclesial sanction for his views regarding 

virginity’s superiority. Yet Basil’s relationship with the controversial, heretical Eustathius forces 

his interpreters to read Basil’s works in light of the historical background and controversies 

surrounding the men’s relationship, for Basil’s desire to distance himself from the Eustasthians 

likely affected his rhetoric on marriage.2 Basil’s association with Eustathius was well-known, 

and Basil himself admits their relationship. Yet Eustathius’ heretical views on marriage, as well 

as on the Holy Spirit, caused Basil to distinguish himself from Eustathius. 

 An ascetic bishop dwelling in the same region, Eustathius served as a role model for 

Basil, who found himself drawn by the ascetic life even as he followed and held a very public 

                                                
 2 As Gribomont notes, “La doctrine du saint n’a pas été élaborée dans le silence de la cellule ou de la 
bibliothéque, elle se définit peu á peu dans le dialogue, en fonction des réactions du public en face duquel il se 
trouve.” Jean Gribomont, “Notes Biographiques sur s. Basile le Grand,” in Basil of Caesarea: Christian, Humanist, 
Ascetic: A Sixteen-Hundredth Anniversary Symposium, Part 1 (ed. Paul Jonathan Fedwick; 2 vols.; Toronto: 
Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1981), 47. The same can apply to Basil’s doctrine of marriage. 
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role in the church.3 Basil’s relationship with Eustathius may have had a long tenure. For instance, 

Fedwick suggests Basil may have been educated as a child at a local “Eustathian institution,” in 

which case Basil became one of the children influenced by Eustathius’ monastic education.4 

Basil admits in ep. 244 that he “‘had served’ Eustathius ‘from his boyhood.’”5 Indeed, in ep. 244, 

Basil recounts his long friendship with Eustathius and points out that he spent much time 

defending Eustathius.6 Similarly, in ep. 223, Basil reveals some of the pressures affecting his 

decision to pursue asceticism. Basil recounts his awakening to the gospel as encompassing his 

whole life: as he read Scripture, he became convinced that the ascetic life—particularly the 

renunciation of his wealth—would lead to perfection and imitation of Christ. He claimed as his 

teachers the monastics and ascetics throughout the empire, who at one time included Eustathius, 

his fellow countryman. Eustathius visited Basil and Gregory when they dwelt on the Iris and also 

spent time with Basil’s family at his mother’s home (that is, their domestic ascetic community).7 

Basil admits he found in Eustathius and his followers an ascetic desire that appeared aligned with 

the other orthodox movements and did not hear directly from them anything heretical, despite 

others’ accusations against them. Basil even travelled with Eustathius to Constantinople to 

                                                
 
 3 See Rousseau, Basil, 74ff. See also Paul Jonathan Fedwick, “A Chronology of the Life and Works of 
Basil of Caesarea,” in Basil of Caesarea: Christian, Humanist, Ascetic: A Sixteen-Hundredth Anniversary 
Symposium, Part 1 (ed. Paul Jonathan Fedwick; 2 vols.; Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1981), 6, 
who claims Basil followed Eustathius on his monastic tour. If ep.1 is written to the same Eustathius, then Basil 
demonstrates his desire to learn from and imitate Eustathius from the beginning of his ascetic pursuits. Concerning 
Basil’s blend of asceticism and public role as bishop, Hildebrand remarks, “Basil’s understanding of the ascetic life 
did not lead him to withdrawal from ecclesiastical affairs but rather obliged him to use his talents for the benefit of 
the Church as a whole” (Stephen M. Hildebrand, The Trinitarian Theology of Basil of Caesarea [Washington, D.C.: 
Catholic University Press, 2007], 22). 
 
 4 Paul Jonathan Fedwick, The Church and the Charisma of Leadership in Basil of Caesarea (Toronto: 
Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1979), 160. 
 
 5 δουλεύσας έκ παιδός (Ibid., 159).  
 
 6 Ep. 244. 
 
 7 Ep. 223. 
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discuss and bolster the Homoiousan party in 360, though Basil later soundly rejected such a 

position.8 Accordingly, Eustathius’ influence on Basil, especially concerning ascetic values, 

seems undeniable: “the influence of Eustathius’ teachings is virtually pervasive in all the written 

sources dealing with the early ascetic years of Basil and his family.”9 

 As time wore on, however, the men’s relationship soured. Though the main rift in the 

men’s relationship occurred after their disagreement over the Holy Spirit and Trinitarian 

theology, other political intrigues at the time also played a role in their strained relationship.10 

Basil considered Eusthathius “little more than an Arian,” and as his own ecclesial prestige grew, 

it became imperative for Basil to remove himself from association with Eustathius, lest Basil’s 

opponents challenge his orthodoxy.11 It can be difficult to ascertain the full political and ecclesial 

occasions that led to the breach between Eustathius and Basil, but the division was exacerbated 

by the theological quarrel over the doctrinal differences over the Spirit.12 Thus, Basil claims that 

despite their earlier associations, after he was elevated to the bishopric, he perceived the 

Eustathians’ teachings as unorthodox and accordingly began to separate himself from them.13 

When Eustathius and Basil began to disagree on the Holy Spirit, they attempted to reconcile 

                                                
 
 8 See Susanna Elm, Virgins of God: the Making of Asceticism in Late Antiquity (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1994), 132. 
 
 9 Ibid., 135. 
  
 10 See Rousseau, Basil, 239ff.  
  
 11 Andrew Louth, “The Cappadocians,” in The Cambridge History of Early Christian Literature (ed. 
Frances Young, Lewis Ayres, and Andrew Louth; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 292. 
 
 12 W.K. Lowther Clarke, St. Basil the Great: A Study in Monasticism (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1913), 160. For a fuller discussion on the politics of the theological and political aspects of their 
disagreement, see Lewis Ayres, Nicaea and its Legacy: An Approach to Fourth-Century Trinitarian Theology 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press), 2004, especially chapter 9, as well as Hildebrand, Trinitarian, especially 24ff. 
 
 13 Ep. 223.  



 139 

through two conferences together. These attempts failed, and Basil and Eustathius ultimately 

parted ways.14  

 In ep. 244, as he recounts the events surrounding their division, Basil argues that 

Eustathius did not return the support Basil had previously lent Eustathius; instead, Eustathius 

accused Basil of following the heresy of Apollinarius, believing lies about Basil and disparaging 

him.15 Moreover, Eustathius joined the heretics, claims Basil, siding with the Eunomians.16 

Likewise, ep. 223 recounts Basil’s attempt to dissociate himself from Eustathius. Here, he denies 

the charges of heterodoxy brought against him and defends himself by appealing to his earliest 

instruction: two married women, his grandmother, Macrina, and his mother, Emmelia (whose 

name he does not mention). These renowned women had taught and instilled in him the orthodox 

doctrine of God. This orthodox doctrine developed and reached perfection in him as he matured, 

to which, Basil says, many witnesses can attest.17 

 Yet not only did Basil publicly decry Eustathius’ theological heresies, but he also 

distanced himself from his former teacher and friend socially and ascetically.18 That is, as the 

friends became enemies, Basil sought to distance himself from the Eustathian teachings and 

                                                
 
 14 According to Gribomont, the two conferences with Eustathius are around the beginning of June and the 
end of August 373. Basil joined the anti-Macedonians after the split with Eustathius, around 375 (“Notes,” 27-36).  
 
 15 Ep. 244. See also ep. 79, which suggests that Basil considered Eustathius a firm supporter just after his 
elevation to episcopate; ep. 119 from Basil to Eustathius reveals Basil’s reluctance to sever ties completely despite 
the “spies” Eusthathius sent to Basil. By the time of ep. 223, however, Basil has changed his tone and condemns 
Eustathius for his false accusations against Basil. 
 
 16 Ep. 244. For a defense of Basil’s beliefs about the Holy Spirit—as well as an outline of his condemnation 
for those who, like Eustathius, deny such beliefs—see De Spiritu Sancto. Also, for more on Eustathius’ theological 
journey (which included various councils, signed documents, and even exile), see Frazee, “Anatolian Asceticism in 
the Fourth Century: Eustathios of Sebastea and Basil of Caesarea,” CHR 66.1 (Jan. 1980): 22-24. 
 
 17 Ep. 223. In this letter, Basil attempts to distance himself from claims of heresy by appealing to his 
familial legacies and by his account of his intentional distance from Eustathius. 
 
 18 Ibid. 
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legacy, but his long relationship with Eustathius made this difficult.19 Hence, Basil not only 

railed against the heresies Eustathius embraced, but he also more subtly separated himself from 

many of the hallmark Eustathian ascetic practices. For example, while Basil never explicitly 

condemns Eustathius’ ascetic rules, Basil’s desire to mark himself as distinct from Eustathius 

may have had an effect on his teachings concerning marriage, due to Eustathius’ past troubles 

concerning the issue.20 After all, Eustathius—or at least his radical followers—had been 

condemned by the Council of Gangra for his more extreme ascetic practices.21 

 Eustathius’ opponents had accused him of advocating an extreme asceticism that, among 

other things, condemned marriage. The Council of Gangra, in approximately 340 CE, convened 

in order to “[regulate] these perceived ascetic excessives and [bring] them into line with more 

moderate, profamily values.”22 Important for this study are Canons 9, 10, and 14, which, 

respectively, anathematize any people who abhor marriage, virgins who “treat arrogantly the 

                                                
 
 19 See Konstantinos G. Bonis, “Basilios von Caesarea und die Organisation der christlichen Kirche im 
Vierten Jahrhundert,” Basil of Caesarea: Christian, Humanist, Ascetic: A Sixteen-Hundredth Anniversary 
Symposium, Part 1 (ed. Paul Jonathan Fedwick; 2 vols.; Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1981), 
306. 
 
 20 His lack of condemnation lends credence to Fedwick’s stance that the divide between the two men 
should be attributed to theological differences, not ascetic practices (Fedwick, Church, 159). In many ways, Basil’s 
monastic practices resembled Eustathius; thus, for instance, Sozomen links the two men. Before he came under fire 
for his theologically problematic views—views from which Basil wished to distance himself—Eustathius and his 
followers were condemned for their “zealous discipline.” This ascetic discipline may have appealed to Basil, and it 
seems probable Basil’s ascetic practices at least at some point mimicked or resembled Eustathian teachings, for 
Sozomen claims that “some assert that [Eustathius] was the author of the ascetic treatises commonly attributed to 
Basil of Caesarea” Sozomen, Historia ecclesiastica 3.14 (NPNF2 2:293). 
 
 21 Because we have no writings by Eustathius preserved, and in light of the ideological underpinning of 
Eustathis’ legacy in Basilian and other orthodox sources, the exact events and Eustathius’ positions are difficult to 
ascertain. Sozomen demonstrates the tensions surrounding Eustathius’ legacy and his controversial theological and 
ascetic reputation. As Sozomen’s Ecclesiastical History portrays the situation, Eustathius came under fire for heresy 
(namely through his association with the Macedonians). Yet, Sozomen argues, Eustathius eventually professed 
orthodoxy and freed himself from heretical accusations (Hist. eccl. 6.10 [NPNF2 2:352-53]).  
 
 22 Andrew Crislip, Thorns in the Flesh: Illness and Sanctity in Late Ancient Christianity (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvia Press, 2013), 93-94, http://muse.jhu.edu.libproxy.temple.edu/books/9780812207200/. 
Though some debate concerning the date of the council (see Frazee, “Anatolian Asceticism,” 19, fn.11, as well as 
T.D. Barnes, “The Date of the Council of Gangra,” JTS 40.1 (1989): 121-24), I follow the majority of scholars in 
dating the Council to approximately 340 CE. 
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married,” and women who leave husbands because they disdain marriage.23 Basil seems careful 

to avoid endorsing such behavior. Furthermore, Canon 1 of Gangra is especially significant for 

this discussion, since Canon 1 anathematizes any who condemn those engaged in marital 

relations. In other words, Canon 1 declares that people cannot denounce married couples who 

engage in sexual intimacy. Thus in analyzing Basil’s works to ascertain his views toward marital 

celibacy, one must therefore remember that his political need to detach himself from Eustathius 

is all the more significant, because this may have affected Basil’s lack of explicit teaching 

concerning marital celibacy. If Basil openly disdained the sexual aspect of marriage, his 

opponents could charge him with transgressing Canon 1—and of following the radical, heretical 

Eustathians. Subsequently, even though my work suggests that Basil did not condone sex 

enthusiastically (to put it mildly), we can only circumspectly conjecture regarding Basil’s true 

feelings about the sexual dimension of marriage. His ideas are formed over and against his 

fight—a very public one—with Eustathius, and he remained aware of the potential social and 

personal implications of his teachings. In addition, his few comments concerning sexual 

practices in marriage occur within texts more concerned with the social formation of asceticism 

than with the sexual relations between spouses, texts that demonstrate Basil’s desire for people to 

embrace the monastic life more than any desire for people to continue to participate in traditional 

social roles. 

 Likewise, any analysis of Basil’s rhetoric toward the institution of marriage must also 

take the Eustathian background into account. By affirming marriage, Basil clearly aligns himself 

with orthodox teaching and implicitly identifies himself against Eustathius’ radical followers 

                                                
 
 23 The Council of Gangra, Canons (NPNF2 14:92-98). Though many scholars consider Gangra a reaction 
against Eustathius’ more radical followers, Eustathius’ legacy is associated with this council, and his later doctrinal 
heresies contribute to the application of heretic to his memory (see, e.g., Elm, Virgins, 130-31). 
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who rejected the goodness of marriage.24 In other words, though Basil’s preference for virginity 

exudes from his works, he hesitates from rejecting or denigrating the institution of marriage. He 

recognized his opponents could misconstrue his statements to accuse him of heresy and 

studiously avoids problematic comments. Although he places the institution of marriage in 

opposition to virginity, he does so carefully, never explicitly condemning marriage. His nuanced 

approach indicates his fidelity to Scripture—which upholds and affirms marriage—as well as his 

desire to avoid accusations often leveled at Eustathius. In short, because Eustathius was accused 

for both theological and ascetical heresies, Basil’s weighted history with Eustathius 

problematizes an analysis of Basil’s view toward marital celibacy and marriage. 

 In the same manner, Basil’s history with Eustathius may underlie Basil’s reticence to 

refer to his family, particularly his sister Macrina. Pointedly, in his appeal to familial legacy in 

his defense of his orthodoxy in ep. 223, Basil does not mention his virgin sister Macrina but 

refers only to married women as the shapers of his worldview and orthodoxy. These married 

women could scarcely be accused of denigrating marriage, as Eustathius’ followers had been 

charged. Therefore, naming these women as his earliest teachers both emphasizes Basil’s 

distance from Eustathius in issues relating to marriage and underscores his lifelong commitment 

to particular beliefs about God. In other words, Macrina the Elder and Emmelia passed onto 

Basil orthodox beliefs concerning both God and marriage, an orthodoxy he declares to uphold 

throughout his career.25 Even if the women had admired Eustathius—a possibility, but one which 

                                                
 24 Sozomen’s history reveals this tension concerning Eustathius and marriage as Sozomen attempts to 
absolve Eustathius from heresy. Sozomen provides an example of Eustathius convincing a woman to live celibately 
in marriage as a demonstration of Eustathius’ power, even as he counters it with a story concerning Eustathius’ 
failed attempt to persuade a fornicating couple to refrain from sexual practice. Both examples highlight Eustathius’ 
reputation for promoting celibacy and virginity (Sozomen, Hist. eccl. 3.14 [NPNF2 14:295]). 
 
 25 Basil, ep. 223. For more on the (lack of) relationship between Basil and Macrina, see Raymond Van 
Dam, Families and Friends in Late Roman Cappadocia (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003). 
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Basil ignores—Basil insists they instructed him wisely on the matters over which Eustathius and 

Basil disagreed, including marriage, an institution which these women knew intimately. 

 Correspondingly, Basil’s failure to mention his sister, Macrina, may in fact involve her 

affinity for Eustathian teachings and her virginal lifestyle. Although some scholars follow 

Gregory of Nyssa’s assertion that Macrina powerfully influenced Basil’s choice to pursue the 

philosophical life as well as his ascetic practices, other scholars note that Basil himself fails to 

mention his sister, nor does he attribute his ascetic conversion to his sister’s influence.26 That is, 

Gregory, the younger brother of both, attempts to draw together his elder siblings by portraying 

Macrina as Basil’s teacher, but Basil makes no such claims. Family dynamics may be an 

important factor in this omission, yet perhaps, more significantly, theological divergences may 

account for Basil’s exclusion of Macrina from his works. 27  These theological problems may 

have been related to Macrina’s association with Eustathius. 

 Eustathius was familiar with and visited the family in Annesi.28 Basil himself found 

Eustathius’ asceticism appealing, and perhaps Macrina modelled her community after these 

teachings. That is, “The household at Annesi may have been, in essence, a Eustathian 

monastery.”29 In light of the Council of Gangra’s condemnation of Eustathius, as well as the 

                                                
 26 Silvas particularly allows Gregory’s account to shape her ideas about Basil and Macrina’s relationship 
and ignores any rhetorical reasons underlying Gregory’s account. Silvas believes Basil’s silence on his sister stems 
from a lack of surviving sources and argues that implicit references to Macrina exist, particularly in Basil’s works on 
ascetic women. She suggests that ep. 46 may allude to his family; she also lists Basil’s Introductory Sketch of the 
Ascetic Life, Homily on Psalm 44, and ep. 3, 207, 210, and 315 as sources for Macrina’s life (Anna Silvas, Macrina 
the Younger: Philosopher of God [Turnhout, Belgium, 2008], 55-57). 
 
 27 Van Dam remarks, “For all their achievements and their reputations, the lives of these siblings never 
seemed to allow much interaction or mutual devotion. This was a family with seemingly little sense of being a 
family.” Van Dam, Families and Friends, 12. Yet Macrina and Peter worked together, as did Basil and Gregory, 
challenging Van Dam’s reading of the material. For more on their family dynamics, see Vasiliki M. Limberis, 
Architects of Piety: the Cappdocian Fathers and the Cult of the Martyrs (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2011), 111-22. 
 
 28 See Rousseau, Basil, 64, n15. 
 



 144 

accusations of theological heresy leveled at Eustathius and his followers, Basil’s written attempts 

to dissociate himself from Eustathius may have also necessitated a renunciation of his sister’s 

ascetic heritage.30 Macrina’s virginal ascetic life and rejection of marriage placed her within the 

ranks of more radical Eustathian followers.31 Her decision to call her betrothal a marriage and 

avoid remarriage could be interpreted as actions condemned by Gangra: she chose the ascetic 

life, despising marriage.32 Similarly, Macrina’s treatment of her slaves as equals, as well as her 

renunciation of property and adoption of simple clothing, correlate to Eustathian teachings.33 

Basil could not deny that his sister knew Eustathius and ascribed to many of his teachings; rather 

than draw attention to Macrina—and potentially, then, to her association with Eustathius—Basil 

erases his own relationship with Macrina from his writings.34 This literary effacement may signal 

an attempt on Basil’s part to free himself from charges of heterodoxy based on his familial ties to 

Macrina. Basil chooses, instead, to emphasize his pious (orthodox) inheritance from his married 

grandmother and to acknowledge the larger monastic community from which he found 

                                                                                                                                                       
 29 Stephen Mitchell, Anatolia: Land, Men, and Gods in Asia Minor (2 vols.; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1993), 113. Mitchell considers Basil’s Rules a modification of Eustathian teachings and points out that “Sozomen 
later observed that many people in his day believed that Eustathius was the true author of Basil’s Rules.” See also 
Louth, “The Cappadocians,” 292, and Frazee, “Anatolian Asceticism,” 20. 
 
 30 As Rousseau proposes, “Although orthodox in their views, [Basil’s family] may have inclined more to 
the ideals of an earlier phase in the Eustathian tradition” with which Basil wanted to disconnect after charges of 
heterodoxy (Basil, 76). Similarly, Gregory’s attempt to link his brother and sister may have been an endeavor to 
clear Basil’s name from charges of heresy (Limberis, Architects, 118-19).  
 
 31 Although I have earlier argued that Gregory portrays Macrina as married woman, it seems plausible that 
most outside observers would view Macrina as a women who rejected marriage. Gregory’s construction of her as 
married, moreover, may signify his own attempts to defend Macrina against charges of Eusthathianism. 
 
 32 See Elm, Virgins, 108. Moreover, she may have rejected marriage altogether—the idea of Macrina as 
‘married’ stems from Gregory, who may have constructed this image of her to defend her against charges of ascetic 
Eustathian heresy. 
 
 33 Ibid., 135. Basil was more moderate toward slavery (103). 
 
 34 Similarly, Gregory erases Eustathius from Macrina’s story, and Macrina, not Eustathius, converts Basil 
to the ascetic life. See the discussion in Ibid., chapter 3. 
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inspiration and guidance.35 Such a rhetorical move may have shifted suspicion away from Basil 

as he isolated himself from members of his family with Eustathian leanings.36 In like manner, 

Basil’s goal of distinguishing himself from Eustathius may underlie his teachings on marital 

celibacy, for his desire to avoid charges of heresy may govern Basil’s (albeit reluctant) 

affirmation of marriage, since the Council of Gangra, as well as Scripture, asserted the goodness 

of marriage and condemned Eustathius and his followers for suggesting otherwise. 

 

Further rhetorical considerations  

 More than Basil’s personal life complicates reading his works for insights concerning 

marital celibacy. The context of Basil’s writings also problematizes facile interpretations. 

Because the constraints of this project do not allow for a detailed analysis of the possible 

audience for each of his works, I offer here some overarching principles worthy of consideration 

as we seek to discover his thoughts on marital celibacy. For instance, the often ambiguous 

context of his works adds complexity to their interpretation. Basil does not seem to distinguish 

between laity and monastics very carefully, making it difficult to ascertain the audience of his 

works.37 Though he often addresses issues connected to the life of asceticism, his audience was 

not limited to ascetics. Rather, Basil functioned as “a working pastor”: he preached to people 

from all stations and paths of life both in person and through dissemination of his teachings. 38 

                                                
 
 35 He also certainly was influenced by his brother Naucratius’ death and ascetic heritage (e.g., Limberis, 
Architects,  114-15). Van Dam discusses Basil’s attempts to rewrite his own family and to look elsewhere for 
mentors (Families and Friends, 6-19; see also 193, fn. 11). For more ascetic precursors to Basil, see Frazee, 
“Anatolian Asceticism,” 16ff. 
 
 36 It may have been an attempt to protect his sister from charges of heresy as well. 
 
 37 See Louth, “The Cappadocians,” 293, and Frazee, “Anatolian Asceticism,” 27. 
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Basil’s role as monastic founder intersected with his pastoral role as bishop of Caesarea so that 

the context of his works could not be contained to only one setting and audience. His canons, for 

instance, demonstrate the ways these roles overlapped. Basil was not unfamiliar with the real 

problems people faced in both the monastery and the ‘real’ world. A harsh judge, Basil holds all 

his listeners to high standards, and he is quick to condemn those who stray off the path of 

virtue.39 Yet Basil provides solutions to the difficulties people under his care encountered. In 

other words, Basil advocated particular actions—such as marital celibacy—not only due to 

theological rationale, but also because the recommended behavior could function pragmatically 

as a solution for people dealing with certain ‘real’ situations. Basil’s teachings on marital 

celibacy should be considered, therefore, in light of his larger program for cultivating the virtues 

for both monastics and laity, because marital celibacy may have had positive tangible 

repercussions as well as spiritual benefits.40 

 Furthermore, the marriage symbolism Basil employs—such as the spiritual marriage in 

which monks participate—confound straightforward analysis of his remarks on the institution. 

Discerning whether he is speaking literally or figuratively—or both—about marriage impedes 

attempts to tease out his attitude toward marital celibacy. What is even more challenging, Basil 

written words do not always translate so easily the manner in which he intended the words to be 

heard, and some of the subtleties of his rhetoric, of course, lessen with translation. Therefore, the 

challenge of correctly interpreting and conveying the full force of his words complicates any 

                                                                                                                                                       
 38 Robert L. Wilken, “The Spirit of Holiness: Basil of Caesarea and Early Christian Spirituality.” Worship 
42.2 (1968): 80. Similarly, Frazee comments concerning the Asceticon magnum sive Quaestiones: regulae fusius 
tractatae [reg. fus.], “while they are immediately addressed to the brothers and sisters of the fraternities founded and 
organized by Basil, their audience is really the whole Christian community” (“Anatolian Asceticism,” 26). 
 
 39 See, e.g., his canons (ep. 188, 199), which discuss punishments for those who sexually or otherwise sin. 
 
 40 Vasiliki M. Limberis, e-mail message to author, May 8, 2014. 
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analysis of this impressive rhetor. With this difficulty in mind, I am nevertheless persuaded that 

an analysis of Basil’s works can draw some conclusions about marital celibacy: new meanings 

unfold as an imaginative reading allows us to conjecture concerning Basil’s thoughts regarding 

marital celibacy. Such speculation teases out possibilities for understanding Basil’s views 

concerning a topic toward which he gives scant explicit consideration. 

 

Basil on satiety, passions, and sex 

 Underlying his opinions regarding marriage, marital celibacy, and virginity are Basil’s 

convictions concerning the passions, satiety, and sex. Basil feared the loss of control that 

stemmed from acquiescence to the passions; he also warned against too much focus on the body, 

lest one forget about the subservience of the body to the soul. Thus, throughout his ascetical 

writings, Basil cautions against satiety, particularly for bodily needs. For example, Basil suggests 

that a person should fulfill bodily needs “only so far as is required to preserve [the body] and 

keep it vigorous.”41 One who indulges the sensual passions accords too much worth to the body, 

since the body served only as “an aid to wisdom”: the soul is as superior to the body as the 

heavenly life to the earthly life.42 While the body should be cared for because it is “necessary to 

the soul,” allowing it to have life on earth, Basil fears that satiety may cause the body to drag the 

soul down to the earth, rather than help raise the soul to heaven.43 Accordingly, I conjecture, 

                                                
 41 Quod rebus mundanis adhaerendum non sit (mund. adhaer. non), in Basil, Ascetical Works , trans. M. 
Monica Wagner (FC; Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1962), 495. 
 
 42 “...it is sheer madness to be a slave to the body, and serve it.” Address to Young Men on the Right Use of 
Greek Literature, 9 (trans. Frederick Morgan Padelford), n.p. Online: 
http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/basil_litterature01.htm. 
 
 43 Mund. adhaer. non, FC, 496. Elsewhere, Basil advocates moderation in fulfilling the needs of the body, 
since immoderation leads to bodies that are weighed down by shameful actions or enfeebled through pain: both 
excesses prevent the soul from looking heavenward (De ascetica disciplina, FC, 212). Perhaps, then—I 
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marital intimacy can bar souls from the heavenly life because it concedes to the passions and 

focuses on bodily pleasures over the soul. Marital celibacy, in contrast, denies the passions and 

does not capitulate to the sexual appetite. 

 Furthermore, as Basil argues in Mund. adhaer. non, the sexual act represents a 

“maddened and frenzied mind” and indicates our attempts to possess the pleasures of this life. 

Such hedonism leads to shame and drags people away from the heavenly goal.44 Basil suggests 

as a remedy to the roving mind solitude and inaction, as well as prayer, Scripture, hymns, and 

other ascetic practice. Distancing oneself from those things that link the soul to the body 

inappropriately “stills our passions” and controls lust; likewise, Scripture reading provides 

models for virtuous behavior (such as Joseph and his chastity), while prayer directs people 

toward God.45 These practices free the mind from earthly cares and sensual provocations and 

draw the person closer to virtue, away from self-indulgence in the vices. Through this, not only 

are the body and soul reoriented appropriately, but “we become God’s temple.”46 If Basil here is 

alluding to 1 Corinthians 6:19, then Basil’s instructions carry even more weight regarding the 

issue of marital celibacy. In the larger context of this reference, Paul warns that those who 

practice the vices will not inherit the kingdom of God and demands that people avoid being 

mastered by the passions (particularly gluttony and lust). Paul also exhorts his audience to flee 

sexual immorality and avoid improper sexual relations, choosing spiritual union with the Lord 

                                                                                                                                                       
conjecture—one might indulge in sexual intimacies if someone can remain “indifferent to the pleasure” and “avoid 
immoderation” (Ibid., FC, 211; see also ep. 2 on the example of the immovable Job).  
 
 44 Mund. adhaer. non, FC, 491-94. “Passion for another’s body disturbed, obsessed and obstructed reason 
and the freedom of the mind” (Aline Rousselle, Porneia: On Desire and the Body in Antiquity [Cambridge, MA: 
Blackwell, 1993], 3). 
 
 45 Ep 2.2-4 (NPNF2 8:110-11). 
 
 46 Ep. 2.4 (NPNF2 8:111). 
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instead.47 This passage underscores Basil’s discussion in ep. 2, for both Paul and Basil advocate 

virtuous practice that includes self-control and moderation in order to avoid vice and cultivate 

union with God.48 Because the verse from Corinthians prefaces Paul’s teachings concerning 

marital sexual relations, furthermore, Basil’s allusion to the passage further underscores his 

connection between gluttony and lust. Such allusion also makes plausible the relationship 

between Basil’s teachings about ascetic practice and his beliefs concerning marriage and marital 

celibacy. 

 The actions of the body affect the soul, and Basil reiterates this belief with explicit 

reference to sexual practice. For example, Basil argues sex itself weakens the body, making it 

difficult for the body to serve the soul and assist it in possessing the virtues.49 Because “bodily 

behaviors, regimen, and lifestyle can lead toward either virtue or vice and passion in the soul,” 

Basil’s mandates concerning virginity and celibacy are intricately interwoven with his attempts 

to guide people pragmatically in the life of virtue.50 In short, Basil believed that what people did 

with their body had an affect on their soul, and vice versa. Basil’s understandings of the soul, 

body, and passions are classic Middle Platonist ideas, revealing his early education, for these are 

ideas which Basil would have learned at school and heard through his “immediate Christian 

predecessors.”51  For instance, Basil’s program of moral progress echoes the Middle Platonic 

                                                
 
 47 1 Corinthians 6:9-20. 
 
 48 As Basil remarks, “one ought...in everything that concerns our pleasures to maintain moderation, quiet, 
and self-control” (ep. 2.6 [NPNF2 8:112]). 
 
 49 Mund. adhaer. non, FC, 493-94. 
 
 50 Teresa M. Shaw, The Burden of the Flesh: Fasting and Sexuality in Early Christianity (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 1998), 42. 
 
 51 John M. Rist, “Basil’s ‘Neoplatonism’: Its Background and Nature,” in Basil of Caesarea: Christian, 
Humanist, Ascetic: A Sixteen-Hundredth Anniversary Symposium, Part 1 (ed. Paul Jonathan Fedwick; 2 vols.; 
Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1981), 190. Hildebrand, Trinitarian, argues that Basil was 
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notion that “the supreme end of man [lies] in assimilation to God and to the Divine;” similarly, 

Middle Platonic divisions of goods undergird Basil’s hierarchy of sins.52 Likewise, following 

Platonic thought, Basil proposes the Christian should overcome vice by obtaining freedom from 

the material world and ascending to the divine: reason guides the way.53 Reason allows for the 

right use of the virtues, such as “bodily strength,” which allows one to acquire virtue.54 Reason 

restrains the passions and forbids their over-indulgence; as one refrains from bodily indulging 

the passions, his life indicates moral progress.55 When the soul is “purified of all the passions of 

the flesh,” it is receptive to God, because the mind is freed to focus on him.56 The education he 

would have received concerning the connection of behavior and virtue with honor underlies 

Basil’s teachings, for the philosophers argued that the way to grow in esteem (and godliness) was 

to cultivate virtue. The cultivation of virtue is tied intimately to behavior, for the practice of the 

virtue allows one to overcome temptation to sin.57 In his works, Basil explains the practical and 

                                                                                                                                                       
familiar with various philosophies, from Stoicism to Neoplatonism (115); likewise, “He brought certain 
metaphysical assumptions, philosophical distinctions, technical language, and ways of arguing. This Greek 
inheritance was not left unaffected or unchanged when Basil pressed it to help in articulating the Christian 
mysteries” (30). See also John F. Callahan, “Greek Philosophy and the Cappadocian Cosmology,” Dumbarton Oaks 
Papers 12 (1958): 29-57, for more on Basil’s philosophic influences. For an introduction to the complexities of 
Basil’s own views on Greek paideia, see Basil, Address to Young Men on the Right Use of Greek Literature, and 
Raymond Van Dam, Kingdom of Snow: Roman Rule and Greek Culture in Cappadocia (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2002), 181-88. Paul, too, appears familiar with Platonism, but I refrain from delving into an 
analysis of the relationship between Pauline literature and Platonism. 
 
 52 See Giovanni Reale, A History of Ancient Philosophy: IV. The Schools of the Imperial Age (trans. John 
R. Catan; Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990), 229, 232-34. See also Elm, Virgins, 66. 
 
 53 Vasiliki M. Limberis, “The Eyes Infected by Evil: Basil of Caesarea’s Homily, On Envy,” HTR 84.2 
(1991): 182-83. 
 
 54 Ibid., 180-81. See also Reale, History, 232. 
 
 55 Geert Roskam, On the Path to Virtue: The Stoic Doctrine of Moral Progress and Its Reception in 
(Middle-) Platonism (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2005), 319. His discussion on moral progress in both Stoic 
and Middle Platonic thought bolster the thesis that Basil drew on his Greek paideia as he formulated his thoughts on 
the virtuous life. 
 
 56 John F. Callahan, “Greek Philosophy,” 49. 
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spiritual benefits of such endeavors, both honor and union with God.58 The practice of virtue 

thereby “unifies body, soul, and mind.”59 In other words, the whole person is involved in and 

affected by askesis, a concept found in both Stoicism and Platonism.60 Yet, throughout his 

teachings, Basil ties acquisition of the virtues to the Christian life and the Christian God. Thus, 

Basil’s discussion on these topics of satiety, passions, and sex exemplify Basil’s  “Christianized 

version of the late antique quest for virtue,” a quest that “is in some respects congruent with that 

of the philosophers,” even as it “is unusual simply because it is based upon convictions about 

Christ.”61 

  In particular, Basil drew on a long philosophical and medical tradition that related the 

body and its sexuality with the health of the soul: “the soul’s passions or diseases, as well as the 

soul’s proper balance, are directly related to sexuality and procreation, just as sexual activity and 

generation are functions of the soul (at least part of the soul) in both Stoic and Platonic 

physiology.62 In Stoicism, one of the eight faculties of the soul included “the procreative 

faculty,” while Platonic philosophy believed the tripartite soul comprised the “concupiscible 

                                                                                                                                                       
 57 After all, “[b]y his time the pursuit of virtue was the time-honored goal of the contemplative life, long-
established, with varying emphases, by the different traditions of Platonism.” Limberis, “Eyes,” 181; see also 170-
71. For more on Basil’s synthesis of Greek paideia with Scripture, see Hildebrand, Trinitarian. 
 
 58 Limberis, “Eyes,” 184. In Basil’s homily on envy (Homilia de invidia), Basil promotes honor within the 
society; in his treatises on the ascetic life, Basil focuses more on the spiritual ramifications of virtue, that is, ascent 
to God. 
 
 59 Vasiliki M. Limberis, e-mail message to author, August 14, 2014. 
 
 60 Teresa M. Shaw, The Burden of the Flesh: Fasting and Sexuality in Early Christianity (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1998), 42-43. 
 
 61 Rowan A. Greer, The Fear of Freedom: A Study of Miracles in the Roman Imperial Church (University 
Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1989), 86-87. 
 
 62 Shaw, Burden, 52. Although Shaw does not treat Basil of Caesarea, her analysis of his predecessors and 
contemporaries places Basil’s thought within a larger context that shared particular beliefs about the relationship 
between the passions, sexual practice, and virtue. 
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soul” that controlled “desire...nutrition, and generation.”63 A healthy soul required the right 

ordering of one’s sexuality; in particular, the authoritative principle (Stoicism) or rational soul 

(Platonism) would govern and control the procreative faculty or concupiscible soul, 

respectively.64 A virtuous lifestyle contributed to the health of the soul, just as the rightly ordered 

soul appropriately cared wisely for the body, providing for its needs but refraining from the 

indulgences that would have a negative impact on the soul and body.65 Drawing on these 

traditions and blending them with his interpretation of Scripture, Basil expressed belief in a two-

part soul—the rational, intelligent and the emotional, non-rational—and insisted the latter submit 

to the former. Gluttony and sex subverted such hierarchy through the body’s yielding to the 

passions. Restraint from food and sex could reorient the relationship between the body and soul; 

thus, both fasting and marital celibacy cultivated virtue by submitting the body to the soul, rather 

than the soul to the body and its passions.   

 Concerning the passions, Basil posited that a person could choose to enslave the soul to 

the passions or choose to employ reason to guide the passions to the love of God. Basil advocates 

for the latter position, contending that the wise use of the passions assists in acquiring virtue, 

while subservience to the passions leads to vice and sin.66 After all, the body that entertains 

                                                
 
 63 Ibid., 31. 
 
 64 Ibid., 31. 
 
 65 See Ibid., 42ff. Because the soul and body are intertwined—“soul and body are in a dynamic, mutually 
dependent relationship”—the health of the body affected the soul, and vice versa (43). 
 
 66 Homilia adversus eos qui irascuntur, FC, 457. He remarks, “a man who abuses the concupiscible part of 
the soul by making it subservient to carnal enjoyment and impure pleasure becomes licentious and abominable, but 
one who directs this faculty toward the love of God and the desire for eternal goods is blessed and worthy of 
emulation.” According to Basil, continency, which “extends also to the avoidance of all that represents an 
impediment to us” gives rise to the devout life (reg. fus. 16, FC, 270). As an example of such self-control over the 
passions, Basil points to Joseph (ep. 2). 
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fleshly pleasures engenders “the mother of everlasting fire”67; in contrast, those who allow 

reason to rule over the passions precipitate knowledge of God.68 When a person overcomes her 

passions, she frees herself of slavery to the vices and “regain[s] the image of God” which had 

been marred by the passionate desires. 69 According to Basil, one of the means by which people 

could achieve these goals is virginity.70 Virginity frees one from distraction and permits one “to 

be constantly intent upon the divine countenance.”71 In other words, virginity leads to knowledge 

of God as it demonstrates the rule of reason over the passions. Marriage entails giving into the 

marriage yoke and, subsequently, the passions that “[mar] in some way the purity of the soul and 

[act as] an impediment in attaining to the divine life.”72 Thus, although he offers marriage as a 

valid choice, Basil implicitly condemns marriage by placing it in contradiction to the heavenly 

life of virginity: virginity contrasts with wedded life, since people must choose between the two 

paths of wedlock or virginity.73 The state of marriage often leads to concessions to or 

indulgences of the passions, while virginity provides an avenue for controlling passions and 

rightly ordering the body and soul to regain humanity’s prelapsarian image of God. 

                                                
 
 67 Homilia in illud: Attende tibi ipsi (Attende tibi ipsi), FC, 443. 
 
 68 Ibid., FC, 443. “Never, therefore, allow your mind to become the bound slave of the passions, nor permit 
the passions to rise up against reason and usurp power over the soul.”  
 
 69 De ascetica discip, FC, 207. 
 
 70 Ibid., FC, 207. 
 
 71 Ibid., FC, 209. 
 
 72 Ibid., FC, 209. Interestingly, in this context, Basil instructs those who wish to marry to do so: “lawfully 
and licitly follow the way of the world and freely submit to the yoke of wedlock.” He informs those who have 
dedicated themselves to the virginal life, however, that they must remain a virgin in body and spirit, not marrying. 
 
 73 Ibid., FC, 208. Basil defines virginity as a lifestyle, not just abstinence from sexual activity: “our whole 
life, conduct and moral character should be virginal.’” 
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 Furthermore, virginity also anticipates the eschatological life. A monk who trained his 

body prepared it for the angelic life; positively, even a monk who lapsed could retrain his body.74 

Such askesis prepared a person for the genderless angelic life, since this rigorous control of the 

body reigned in “unbridled” expressions of gender.75 As virginity aided people in attaining 

control of the passions and in “holding gender’s rule in check,”76 ascetics both anticipated and 

realized the genderless eschatological life.77 This contrasted with marriage, which reinforced 

gender, submitted to the passions, and tied people to the present earthly life. Because the goal for 

those following Christ is the heavenly life, however, Basil expects that those practices which 

engender salvation take priority over those that “have no bearing upon it.”78 Virginity therefore 

trumps marriage, since marriage has no bearing on the angelic life, which does not include the 

institution of marriage. After all, “this is the special character of the angelic nature: to be free 

from the marriage yoke, not to be distracted by any created beauty, but to be constantly intent 

upon the divine countenance.”79 Virginity also operates to instill virtue, and virtue functions as 

the means to salvation.80 Basil’s monastic communities, consequently, are characterized by 

virginity, since members of the monastic community could embody and enact a realized 

                                                
 
 74 See ep. 45; Limberis, Architects, 171. 
 
 75 Limberis, Architects, 170-71; see also 189.  
 
 76 Ibid., 171. 
 
 77 Basil argues that “in heaven the body has no gender.” See discussion in Stephen M. Hildebrand, Basil of 
Caesarea (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2014), 33ff. 
 
 78 Address to Young Men on the Right Use of Greek Literature, 2 (trans. Frederick Morgan Padelford), n.p. 
Online: http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/basil_litterature01.htm. 
 
 79 De ascetica discip., FC, 209. 
 
 80 E.g., Address to Young Men on the Right Use of Greek Literature. As Hildebrand comments, “Angels are 
the measure of men, and we can ascend quickly toward equality with them through good conduct (Hom. Attend. 6)” 
(Hildebrand, Basil, 18). 
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Christian eschatology through virginity. Still, most of the laity to whom Basil spoke participated 

in the institution of marriage in some way, and Basil pastorally addresses these people as he 

conveys his beliefs about marriage, especially as he praised and extolled the alternatives to 

traditional marriage—marital celibacy and, even better, virginity. 

 

Basil on marriage  

 Basil writes no major treatise concerning marriage, nor does he accord much attention to 

it in his works. Yet his thoughts about marriage emerge in various passages, and his beliefs 

concerning the institution echo many of the beliefs outlined in the Gregory chapters of this 

project. What is important to remember is that Basil never explicitly condemns marriage. Rather, 

he acknowledges that married persons may attain salvation, if they live appropriately. After all, 

“the Gospel applies to married persons also.”81 He reinforces the Christian position that God 

provided two ways of life—marriage and virginity—and both states require wise labor to attain 

salvation.82 Though Basil neither condemns nor prohibits earthly marriage, he exalts spiritual 

marriage over earthly marriage by pointing out negatives associated with earthly marriage.83 For 

instance, as he introduces the training needed for the ascetic life (Sermo 10: praevia institutio 

ascetica), Basil compares earthly marriage with spiritual marriage, exhorting his audience to 

eschew the former and embrace the latter. Alluding to Paul’s comments in 1 Corinthian 7:32-35, 

and using the analogy of a soldier, Basil explains that the better solider is one not enslaved, 

through marriage, by sex and procreation but one who instead is in a spiritual marriage to Christ. 

                                                
 81 Sermo 11: sermo asceticus et exhortatio de renuntiatione mundi (Ren. mundi), FC, 16-17. 
 
 82 Ibid., FC, 16-17. 
 
 83 For instance, he lauds two women who have maintained devout lives even as matrons, though he extols 
the virgin daughter as surpassing their piety [ep. 46 (NPNF2 8:149); Limberis, Architects, 172]. One wonders if this 
letter might be written to another of his sisters, thus referring to Macrina the Elder, Emmelia, and Macrina. 
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In this spiritual marriage, the soldier is free to fight the enemies of Christ, not weighed down by 

earthly cares, like a spouse or children.84 Yet spiritual marriage remains marriage, and soldiers in 

the spiritual union “exercise power over souls and beget sons in the spirit” as they “follow the 

Heavenly Bridegroom.”85 Hence, physical marriage hinders devotion to Christ by weighing 

people down with earthly concerns, while spiritual marriage allows people to be attentive to 

heavenly matters. The problem is not so much marriage as it is the type of marriage with which 

one is involved.  

 Basil refrains from outright condemnation of earthly marriage. Rather, as he provides 

guidance in his Regulae morales (Reg. mor.) concerning moral acts forbidden by Scripture, Basil 

quotes from 1 Timothy 4:1-13, denouncing those who censor physical marriage.86 Also, in his 

instructions concerning acts condoned by Scripture, Basil refers to Hebrews 13:1-5, which 

instructs people to keep the marriage “bed undefiled,” thus implicitly affirming the role of 

marriage for many Christians.87 These more positive remarks concerning marriage signal Basil’s 

attempt to uphold scriptural support for marriage even as he himself favors virginity: he tries to 

balance his high view of scripture with his preference for a life free of the constraints of the 

institution of marriage. 

 Basil also balances his more negative teachings concerning marriage with 

acknowledgment that the life of virginity does not guarantee salvation. Though solitude and 

                                                
 
 84 Praevia institutio ascetica. For more on this analogy, see Verna E.F. Harrison, “Male and Female in 
Cappadocian Theology,” JTS 41 (1990): 445. Basil draws on the soldier images from 2 Timothy 2 and other Pauline 
writings.  
 
 85 Praevia institutio ascetica, FC, 10. These contrast to those who exercise authority over another’s body—
see 1 Corinthians 7—and beget children of flesh. 
 
 86 Reg. mor. 69, FC, 156-58. 
 
 87 Ibid. 69, FC, 162. 
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separation from worldly matters (like those associated with marriage) may assist in the pursuit of 

the divine, a person cannot so easily distance himself from the passions and sin that plagues him: 

“I have not yet been able to get quit of myself. ...I carry my own troubles with me, and so 

everywhere I am in the midst of similar discomforts.”88 Neither path, marriage nor virginity, is 

immune from trials and temptations. An unmarried person faces “frenzied cravings, and 

rebellious impulses, and hopeless attachments,” while the married person is consumed by cares 

for children, spouse, home, neighbors, and more.89 Nevertheless, Basil’s proposed solution—the 

distancing of the soul from those worldly cares that ensnare it—more readily occurs in a life 

dedicated to asceticism rather than within the married life; hence, Basil’s comments again betray 

his predilection for the life of virginity over marriage. 

 Moreover, as Basil exalts the virgin life over the married state, he attempts to persuade 

people to choose virginity by highlighting a danger of marriage—distraction from God—thus 

echoing Paul’s teachings. For instance, in Reg. mor., he alludes to 1 Corinthians 7:32-35, arguing 

that married persons focus on their spouses, while virgins can attend to the pursuit of God 

“without distraction of mind or body.” Marriage functions as an “impediment” to serving God, 

because one’s mind and body attempt to please their earthly spouse instead of giving due 

attention to God: such distraction hinders people from seeking God and from fulfilling the 

commandments.90 The married man’s attempt to provide pleasure to his wife exemplifies 

pleasing men instead of God, a danger against which Scripture warns, as does Basil in his Reg. 

                                                
 
 88 Ep. 2.1 (NPNF2 8:110). 
 
 89 Ep. 2.2, (NPNF2 8:110). 
 
 90 Reg. mor. 77, FC, 195. His comment includes “body,” but he does not discuss any sexual obligations of 
marriage. However, it seems probable he found the marriage bed a distraction, since he so adamantly advocates 
virginity of body and mind. See also reg. fus. 5, FC, 241. 
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fus.91 Marriage attaches people to this life; therefore, Paul, “although allowing marriage and 

deeming it worthy of blessing, oppose[s] it to his own preoccupation with the concerns of 

God.”92 In other words, Basil sees marriage as incompatible with pleasing God fully, since 

following God requires detachment from “both fleshly ties and worldly society,” something 

marriage makes unlikely and, perhaps, nearly impossible.93 

 Notably, rather than censure marriage entirely, Basil proposes an alternative lifestyle that 

serves as the remedy for marriage’s ills: the life of virginity. Basil presents virginity as the 

lifestyle that accomplishes the detachment needed for union with God. Virgins imitate the 

angels, participate in the angelic life, and renounce earthly attachments, choosing to acquire 

instead heavenly goods; they also conquer evil and follow Christ.94 The marked contrast between 

those who marry and those who practice virginity highlights Basil’s preference for the virginal 

life as well as his pastoral concerns regarding the dangers of marriage and its ill effects on 

married people’s spiritual lives. His praise of virginity thus functions as a pastoral solution to a 

spiritual dilemma. 

 Basil’s negative perspective on marriage also appears in his oration, Renun. mundi, where 

Basil offers some rather scathing criticisms of marriage. For example, he implies that those who 

attach themselves to others through the bonds of marriage (and parenthood) are incapable of 

“hating” their spouse and children; therefore, they remove themselves from the category of 
                                                
 
 91 Reg. fus. 5; see Galatians 1:10 and Romans 8:5-8. 
 
 92 Reg. fus. 5, FC, 242. 
 
 93 Reg. fus. 5, FC, 242. According to Basil, “through the disturbances and occupations which life in society 
naturally engenders, the soul, being drawn away from the more worthy remembrance of God, pays the penalty of 
finding neither joy nor gladness in God...” (FC, 247). 
 
 94 Renun. mundi. Still, Basil admits virginity is not without its risks. Though marriage easily entangles one 
in the desire to please others, Basil does not limit such danger to marriage; rather, he warns those who practice 
virginity that they, too, need to avoid seeking to please others in their friendships and community (Reg. fus. 33, FC, 
296-97). See also Regulae morales 68, FC, 154-55. 
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“disciple” of Jesus.95  As he affirms that God ordained two ways of life for people, Basils labels 

those who marry as the weaker ones “unable to endure the contest of virginity.”96 Similarly, he 

refers to married persons in the gendered language of the feminine: they are ὑπογυναίος, those 

who submit to wifely/feminine things.97 In contrast, Basil uses masculine terminology to refer to 

the one who is “a lover of heavenly politics, and a laborer in the angelic way of life, and...a 

fellow-solider of the holy disciples of Christ”—that is, a virgin.98 He instructs the virgin to 

“brace” herself for trials, and “like a man enter into the community of monks, and in the 

beginning of your renunciation be manly.”99 Such heavily gendered language establishes a 

hierarchy of marital statuses and shames those (men) who seek marriage by feminizing them.100 

It also honors those men and women who pursue virginity by associating them with masculine 

virility. Though the hierarchy of marriage and virginity is not surprising, the derision toward 

those who are married, contrasted with the enthusiastic compliments to those seeking virginity, 

hints that Basil’s negative attitude toward marriage may be only thinly veiled behind his 

affirmations of the institution in other passages. 

 Significantly, Basil’s more pessimistic position on marriage also emerges in this homily 

as he speaks directly to those who have chosen marriage. Basil enjoins those who have preferred 

marriage to “not give up,” even as he mocks them for acting as if they have authority “to 

                                                
 
 95 Renun. mundi 2040.041, 31.628.48-629.2, in TLG. 
 
 96 Ibid. 2040.041, 31.628.27-33, in TLG. 
 
 97 Ibid. 2040.041, 31.629.3-4, in TLG. 
 
 98 Ibid. 2040.041, 31.631.44-47, in TLG. 
 
 99 Ibid. 2040.041, 31.631.47-632.3, in TLG. 
 
 100 The gendered language also connects those who practice virginity with disciples whom the New 
Testament praises: soldiers of Christ, who gird themselves in God’s armor to fight the evil spiritual powers and 
authorities (2 Timothy 2:3-7; Ephesians 6:10-17). 
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embrace the world.”101 In perhaps a better translation of the passage, Basil warns, “Therefore, do 

not fall back, O that one who preferred the fellowship of a wife, as one having the authority to be 

involved in the world.”102 In other words, Basil alerts those who chose marriage to the danger of 

declining in spiritual progress due to the ways marriage involves people in worldly affairs. 

Married persons may think they have power over the worldly temptations marriage entails and 

the earthly attachments it creates; Basil argues, however, that they have chosen “to dwell in the 

middle of snares and the mastery of the rebellious powers.” Marriage may blind someone to the 

rigors of salvation, since they may be sidetracked by the fulfillment of earthly desires 

(particularly through sexual practices of marriage) and lose sight of the heavenly pleasures.103 

Marriage stirs up sin through all they see and “impels all [their] senses to the same desires;” in 

short, marriage impedes salvation through its ability to lead people more quickly into sin.104 

Basil demands, instead, that rather than delude themselves that they can easily avoid such snares, 

married persons should recognize that hard labor and self-regulation are required of them if they 

truly want a “chance of salvation.”105 

 Basil’s admonitions here temper his earlier comments that appeared to affirm marriage. 

For earlier in the homily, Basil exhorted married couples to emulate through marriage and 

childrearing saints such as Abraham, David, Job, Samuel, Peter, and the apostles. He claims 

                                                
 
 101 Renun. mundi 2040.041, 31.621.16, in TLG. “Therefore do not give up, O that one who preferred the 
fellowship of a wife, as one having authority to throw round the world” (Μὴ τοίνυν ἀναπέσῃς, ὦ οὗτος, ὁ πρὸς 
κοινωνίαν γυναικὸς προῃρηµένος, ὡς ἐπ’ ἐξουσίας ἔχων τὸν κόσµον περιβαλέσθαι). 
 
 102 Here, the passive infinitive of περιβἀλλω indicates involvement in the world (LSJ, 1369). 
 
 103 Renun. mundi 2040.041, 31.629.21-24, in TLG. 
 
 104 Ibid. 2040.041, 31.631.23-24, in TLG. 
 
 105 Ibid. 2040.041, 31.631.18-21, in TLG. 
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people may imitate these saints through moderate and holy living.106 Basil’s allusion to such 

illustrious saints perhaps indicates he condones marriage, since most whom he mentions are 

married. A more nuanced reading, however, not only recognizes that Basil later warns against 

the probability of such emulation but also that Basil praises as most exemplary Abraham, whom 

he extols for his detachment from marriage’s goods. Basil lauds Abraham because he 

disconnected himself from his familial attachments even to the point of being willing to sacrifice 

his son. Basil insinuates that those who are married are to detach themselves from their family, 

as did Abraham.107 In like manner, Basil engages the story of Abraham to exhort people to 

virginity. Basil claims that when Abraham had to decide between his son and God, he chose 

God. Basil compares this decision to the choice between virginity and marriage and implies that 

those who are wavering between the two should follow Abraham’s example and prefer God, that 

is, choose virginity or at least detachment from family. Basil then ties Jesus’ teachings on hating 

spouse and family to Abraham’s story: the person who selects God (that is, who chooses 

virginity and/or detachment) imitates Abraham’s obedience to God’s commands in the Gospels, 

which apply to all.108 This typological reading of Abraham implicitly promises reward to those 

who emulate the patriarch. Just as God rewarded Abraham for his faithfulness, so too will God 

honor those who choose God over family.109 Such persons become participants in the greater 

narrative of salvation. Still, this soteriological narrative includes both those who are married and 

those who are virgins/celibates. As Basil praises Abraham’s example of faithfulness in Renun. 

                                                
 
 106 Ibid. 2040.041, 31.628.28-45, in TLG. 
 
 107 Perhaps this is a subtle hint to leave the family and join the monks. 
 
 108 The exhortation to imitate Abraham alludes to the New Testament identification of Christ’s followers as 
children of Abraham. See, e.g., Luke 19:9, John 8:39, Romans 4, Galatians 3. 
 
 109 E.g., Hebrews 11:8-19; John 8:9. 
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mundi, he does not denounce Abraham for being married. Rather, Basil stresses Abraham’s 

willingness to detach himself from his marriage and his children; thus, Basil subtly exalts the life 

of virginity over the married state and promotes the detachment marital celibacy could engender 

through his analysis of this famed patriarch. 

 Throughout his works, Basil—like the Scriptures—never forbids marriage. He does, 

however, paint a picture of marriage that highlights its negative aspects, such as its abilities to 

distract and its temptations toward sin; similarly, while his pessimistic warnings about the 

inability of married persons to avoid the snares of worldly pleasures reveal that Basil considered 

futile attempts by married persons to avoid being distracted by marriage and family.110 

Nevertheless, in Renun. mundi, his references to married saints and his application of the Gospel 

to all persons demonstrates Basil’s reluctance to unequivocally condemn marriage and the 

marital act. After all, Christ never enjoined marital celibacy, nor did he denounce marriage. 

Instead, Scripture affirms marriage and childbearing, and the councils upheld the institution in 

the face of ascetic challenges, like Eustathius. Consequently, despite his veiled pugnacity 

concerning marriage in this homily, as well as in his morals (Reg. mor.), Basil cannot condemn 

marital relations due to Christ’s omission of such a teaching and due, perhaps, to the Council of 

Gangra’s canons.111 Basil can, however, exalt virginity over marriage and delineate the 

difficulties married spouses will encounter and the spiritual risks they face as they prefer one 

another to God. In his exhortations to virginity, Basil sets forth Abraham as the model for those 

who wish to detach themselves from the world, he employs gendered language to shame those 

who marry and honor those who refrain, and he praises virginity, not marriage, as the lifestyle 

that imitates Christ and the angelic life.  

                                                
 110 E.g., Renun. mundi 2040.041, 31.632.3-4, in TLG. 
 
 111 See also his introduction to the ascetic life (Praevia institutio ascetica). 
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Basil on marital celibacy 

 Throughout his ascetical works Basil appears suspicious not only of the institution of 

marriage but also its sexual dimension due to their detrimental effect on people’s spiritual 

commitments. In these passages, the concept of marital celibacy emerges. For instance, in ep. 

292, Basil addresses Palladius, who has a wife, and instructs him concerning the Christian life. 

Using language from Pauline literature, Basil exhorts Palladius to embrace holiness with his 

body. Basil does not make clear whether he expects Palladius to embrace marital celibacy or 

adhere to a code of holiness with which Palladius would already be familiar. However, Basil’s 

instructions here suggest the potential for marital celibacy as an aspect of the holy life, since he 

employs “µέλη,” a term Paul uses in passages related to sexual conduct, such as 1 Corinthians 

6.112 Still, the holiness Basil proscribes may include marital fidelity over celibacy, and thus this 

letter offers no conclusive evidence about marital celibacy. Its mention of Palladius’ wife as well 

as its use of Pauline language, however, demonstrate Basil’s desire to guide others in the holy 

life through teachings on the use of their body, including sexual practices.113 

 Other passages, however, may pertain to marital celibacy more incontrovertibly. For 

example, in De baptismo libri duo (De bapt.), Basil addresses a monastic audience concerning 

baptism in light of the larger vision of Christian life, which includes those who have married.114 

Basil initiates a discussion that may refer to marital celibacy as he attempts to “show what the 

                                                
 112 Ep. 292 (LCL 4:196-99). See also Homiliae in hexaemeron 7.5, where the husband is “one of your 
members and the most precious of all,” (NPNF2 8:93). 
 
 113 Ep. 292. 
 
 114 See Hildebrand, Basil, 67-69; also, Gribomont, “Notes,” 44-45. 
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life of the committed believer should look like.”115 Perhaps most significant, he proposes that 

fidelity to a spouse draws one away from service to God. He argues that a person who wishes to 

“become the Lord’s disciple” must repudiate any obligation that hinders the “whole-hearted 

obedience we owe to God.”116 Basil refers to the man in Jesus’ parable who rejected an invitation 

to a banquet because he had a wife; likewise, Basil cites Luke 14:26, which states a person 

should hate his wife if he wishes to be Jesus’ disciple.117 Basil qualifies this hatred: “that sort of 

hatred is meant, of course, which inculcates the virtue of piety by withdrawing us from 

distractions, not the kind which leads us to contrive hurtful schemes against another.”118 Basil’s 

use of these Scriptures insinuates to his audience that marriage cannot beget the philosophic life 

and union with God. 

 Alluding to the same verse in Luke, Basil in Reg. mor. insists that a married couple 

should not separate from one another except in the case of adultery or—significantly—if the one 

has become “a hindrance to the other in the devout service of God.”119 Though he does not 

expound on his latter comment further, an intertextual reading suggests Basil would encourage 

someone wishing to join the monastic life to leave his or her spouse, even if that spouse does not 

support the move. Since following God requires total commitment and because marriage hinders 

such wholesale devotion, a person might “hate” his or her spouse through withdrawal from the 

                                                
 
 115 Harrison, “Male and Female,” 450. 
 
 116 De bapt., FC, 345; see also FC, 353. 
 
 117 Ibid. 
 
 118 De bapt., FC, 346. He does not exhort a married person to leave his or her spouse, yet he leaves open the 
possibility that such action could occur—but could this be done without hurting the other person? 
 
 119 Reg. mor. 73, FC, 189. See also Reg. fus. 32, where Basil proposes that ascetics whose relatives 
participate in the worldly life should “have no common cause with them” (FC, 295). In Renun. mundi, Basil quotes 
this verse as warning to those who marry to not allow marriage’s loves to separate them from Christ (2040.041, 
31.628.48-629.6, in TLG). 
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marriage relationship, both sexually and geographically, in order to serve God by joining the 

monastic community. 

 Such an intertextual interpretation gains plausibility in light of Basil’s Rule 12 of Reg. 

fus. Here, Basil acknowledges that some married persons may ask for reception into the 

community. Such reception would necessitate marital celibacy, as marital relations would not be 

acceptable in the community, based on Basil’s theoretical teachings about virginity as well as the 

practical separation of men and women. Hence, this rule indicates that some married persons 

did—or, at least, Basil thought they might—seek to practice marital celibacy and join the ascetic 

community. Rule 12 explains the need for those who come to the monastic life “from under the 

yoke of marriage to be examined closely...to see if they are doing this in unison according to the 

ordinance of the Apostle.”120 This allusion to 1 Corinthians 7:5 cautions couples to enter into 

marital celibacy only under mutual consent.121 Explicitly, Basil references 1 Corinthians 7:3-4, 

stating, “one does not exercise authority over one’s own body,” which further suggests, 

implicitly, that the married couple must recognize their sexual obligations to one another, not 

depriving the other unless by agreement.122 Therefore, if a married person wishes to join the 

community, Basil insists they may do so only in light of Paul’s teachings, “for nothing is more 

honored than obedience to God.”123  

                                                
 120 Reg. fus. 2040.048, 948.38-40, in TLG. Because Basil speaks in the plural (τοὺς προσδέχεσθαι and τοὺς 
προσερχοµένους), he may be referring to the possibility that a married couple may attempt to join the community, or 
he may expect that this rule will apply to more than one person, or both (2040.048, 948.36t-39, in TLG). Silvas 
contends that the “plural and generic” language pertains to both spouses and perhaps also includes their children 
(Anna M. Silvas, The Asketikon of St. Basil the Great [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005], 197, fn. 227). 
 
 121 Elm argues, “Basil consistently emphasized the value of marriage; prospective members who were 
married had to have their spouse’s prior consent” (Virgins, 103). While I am not persuaded that Basil’s positive 
attitude toward marriage and instructions on consent are so clear, Elm rightly demonstrates that Basil’s teachings fit 
with his role as bishop.  
 
 122 Reg. fus. 2040.048, 948.41, in TLG. 
 
 123 Ibid. 2040.048, 948.42-43, in TLG. 
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 Basil’s instructions for suppliants demonstrate more ambiguity, however, when he 

addresses the topic of married people who wish to join the community without the consent of 

their spouse.124 He sees the social and personal problems such a dilemma engenders. On the one 

hand, Basil cites the Apostle’s instructions to be at peace with one another; on the other, he 

quotes Jesus’ teachings about hating family members and praises the suppliant’s obedience to 

God.125 The former exhortation seems to suggest the person reconcile with the resistant partner, 

while the latter verses imply the person should remain steadfast in seeking the ascetic life. Basil 

concludes with a reminder that “through earnest and sustained prayer and fasting” one might 

prevail in a “life of purity, when the Lord brings under his power those disobeying with respect 

to nearly all things and leads them through bodily necessities to agreement with the right 

judgment.”126 In other words, Basil appears to teach that even if the partner does not agree, the 

spouse who wishes to pursue the monastic life may win over his or her spouse through prayer 

and fasting. The ambiguity of the text particularly lies in whether, while waiting for God to 

prevail over the spouse reluctant to commit to celibacy, the person desiring the monastic life 

submits to marriage and its sexual duties or enters into the community and practices celibacy.127 

If the person waits to join the monastery, marital discord may continue to occur, and the person 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
 124 Ibid. 2040.048.43-049.2, in TLG.  
 
 125 Ibid. 2040.048, in TLG. See 1 Corinthians 7:4-6 and Luke 14:26. Basil’s use of these verses does not 
necessarily answer the question; rather, as Lowther Clarke comments, “The ambiguity of the original [text] (1 Cor. 
vii. 15) is reproduced in the answer” (Basil, 84, fn.5). 
 
 126 Reg. fus. 2040.048, 9-14, in TLG. Perhaps this could imply that the spouse who wishes to join might 
eventually, through prayer and fasting, submit to the marriage yoke again (and thus stop disobeying Paul’s 
instructions to practice celibacy only by mutual consent). However, Basil’s preference for the virginal life as the 
superior path suggests otherwise. 
 
 127 “Garnier (PG 31.949 n. 85) interprets the last words of the response to mean that admittance of a 
married candidate whose spouse was unwilling was only conditional, dependent on the permission of the other 
spouse forthcoming before profession, the hope being that in the interval the unwilling spouse might relent and give 
consent, which Basil says he has seen happen” (Silvas, The Asketikon, 198, fn.232). 
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ready to embrace celibacy will be hindered in his pursuit of the ascetic life. On the other hand, if 

the desiring spouse enters the monastery, she risks accusations of heresy and may create a 

situation where her spouse loathes the monastery and/or turns to adultery to satisfy his sexual 

desires. Though he does not explicitly say that a married person should be permitted entrance if 

her partner disagrees, Basil implicitly grants such a desire as he points out that many resistant 

spouses have come to terms with and consented to their spouse’s wish to practice marital 

celibacy and enter a community.128 Yet Basil neither explicitly forbids nor condones either 

option. Because he does not make his teaching clear, Basil aligns his teachings in accord with the 

Council of Gangra, which condemned those who leave their marriages, even as he leaves room 

for someone to argue their case for entrance to the community despite their spouse’s 

protestations.129 Taking advantage of the ambiguities in the relevant scriptural passages, Basil 

wisely balances the need for his teachings to adhere to conciliar decisions with his pragmatic 

pastoral role that acknowledges the complexities as well as the personal and communal 

difficulties married persons may encounter in such situations. 

 Through Rule 12 of Reg. fus., then, Basil provides three rules for marital celibacy: first, 

and obviously, that married couples must practice celibacy in order to join the community. 

Sexual abstinence served as an identity marker and hallmark of Basil’s communities, and this 

rule makes explicit the importance of such practice, even for those who may have not embraced 

it until their entrance to the community.130 Second, this Rule indicates that the couple should be 

                                                
 128 Reg. fus. 12, FC, 262-63. 
 
 129 Against Lowther Clarke, Silvas argues that Basil’s teachings on marriage show agreement with the 
Council of Gangra (Silvas, The Asketitkon, 198, fn.232). I think he agrees by not refuting the teachings, but I also 
think he leaves room for someone to present a case for entrance without partner consent. Even if he does not reject 
Gangra, Basil does not necessarily agree with its teachings. 
 
 130 “In the case of adults who embrace monasticism, St. Basil does not speak in the ‘Rules’ of a specific 
profession of Chastity, possibly because he considers that there is no need to emphasize in their case that their 
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in agreement, in light of Paul’s teaching, concerning their practice of marital celibacy. The 

couple’s required concord freed the monastery from accusations of heresy and of following the 

Eustathians, demonstrating instead Basil’s acquiescence to conciliar teachings. It also, 

practically, may have functioned to preserve harmony within the monastery: married couples 

would live celibately, as everyone else, and would not be granted any concessions, having 

already committed to following the policy of sexual abstinence. Third, Rule 12 proposes that if 

someone has an unwilling spouse, he or she might hold out hope that the spouse will eventually 

concede to a life of marital celibacy. Although Basil’s instructions concerning the place and 

duration of the waiting for that concession were unclear, this rule nevertheless expresses some 

theological presuppositions that shaped the community: the superiority of the monastic life over 

the married state, the excellence of sexual abstinence, and the potential for the monastic practices 

to draw others—even reluctant spouses—to the higher path of virtue.  

 In another passage related to marital celibacy, Basil associates marital sex with spiritual 

danger and marital celibacy with spiritual gain. In his first homily on fasting, De jejunio: homilia 

1 (De jejunio 1), Basil advocates the physical and spiritual benefits of fasting. He proposes that 

“wantonness betrays salvation,” while “fasting moves [one] toward God” and “is a fortress of the 

soul, a secure housemate for the body.”131 According to Basil, a husband will trust a wife who 

fasts, and “a wife does not pine away with jealousies as she sees her husband submitting to the 

fast.”132 In short, fasting benefits people spiritually, and, significantly, it contributes to marital 

harmony. Though Basil is not entirely clear in this particular passage whether “the fast” involves 

                                                                                                                                                       
profession of monasticism includes it.” Margaret Gertrude Murphy, A.B. St. Basil and Monasticism (Vol. 24 of 
Catholic University of America Patristic Studies; New York: AMS Press, 1930), 31. 
 
 131 De jejunio 1 2040.020, 31.172.1; 31.171.51; 31.172.16-17, in TLG. 
 
 132 Ibid. 2040.020, 31.175.140-42, in TLG. 
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abstention from sex in addition to food, it appears that Basil intends both practices, for he later 

assumes married couples embrace marital celibacy during periods of fasting from food. 133 Basil 

does not elaborate on the ways fasting strengthens marital concord, but we may surmise, based 

on his beliefs about fasting in general, that fasting would connote a person’s self-control over the 

body. The wife need not be jealous, for her husband’s self-control in fasting may also connote 

his self-control in marital fidelity; likewise, the husband can trust a fasting wife as she makes 

manifest her bodily self-control. Fasting thereby eradicates envy between the two partners, 

freeing them from both the vice of envy and its associated evils.134 Fasting reveals attention to 

developing and cultivating virtue, which will positively “manifest itself concretely in one’s daily 

actions” and contribute to marital harmony.135  

 Basil’s claims about the relationship between fasting and marital concord fit within his 

larger view of the virtues and spiritual disciplines. Fasting from food induces celibacy and the 

ability to resist the vices, because fasting reclaims the prelapsarian and angelic lives. Not fasting 

was the first sin: “If Eve fasted from the tree, we would not need this fast now.”136  

Consequently, fasting reverses the effects of sin and serves as a remedy for curing the 

destructiveness of sin.137 Through fasting, one begins to turn away from worldly pleasures and 

obsessions with satiety (including sexual satiety), choosing instead detachment from these 

desires in favor of being attentive to God.138 

                                                
 133 See Ibid. 2040.020, 31.181.9-10, in TLG. 
 
 134 See Limberis, “Eyes,” 171. 
 
 135 Ibid., 181. 
 
 136 De jejunio 1, 2040.020, 31.168.6-7, in TLG. 
 
 137 Ibid., 2040.020, 31.165.1-2, in TLG. See also Shaw, Burden, 153-58, 176-81, and Hildebrand, Basil, 32. 
 
 138 Shaw, Burden, 178-79. 
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 Basil’s teachings concerning the efficacy of fasting and—especially for this study—its 

relation to virginity and celibacy make sense only within his larger worldview of the hierarchy of 

sins.139 The seven deadly sins, often listed as gluttony, lust, greed, envy, anger, acedia, and pride, 

were connected to one another. Gluttony, or over-indulgence of the gastronomic appetite, spilled 

over into lust, or over-indulgence in the sexual appetite. Gluttony and lust lead to envy, which 

leads to anger, and so on. What marks gluttony and lust as distinct, however, involves their 

corporeal aspect: the body requires food, and sexual desires find satisfaction only in a bodily 

action. Therefore, as Basil discusses the monastic life, he includes remedies for taming gluttony 

and lust: fasting and celibacy.140 Yet both ascetic practices can teach self-control over all the 

vices, because the taming of gluttony and lust will contribute to one’s growth in virtue and 

strengthen one’s ability to resist the other sins.  

 Accordingly, Basil links fasting and sexual restraint, particularly in De jejunio 1. Basil 

connected control of the gastronomic appetite with control of sexual desire: diet affected sexual 

practice.141 The medical philosophers, like Galen, who greatly influenced fourth-century medical 

thought and practice, echoed these ideas and certainly helped shaped Basil’s understanding of the 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
 139 Although it was the later monastic Evagrius Ponticus who most clearly articulated this hierarchy, Basil’s 
works indicate he subscribed to such beliefs. See Shaw, Burden, for more on Evagrius as well as Cassian, who both 
list 8 deadly sins. Later theologians refined the list to 7, a number with biblical significance. 
 
 140 “As physical passions with corporeal effects, gluttony and lust require corporeal asceticism for their 
repression.” Shaw, Burden, 146. Furthermore, particularly for women, fasting and virginity—or, here, marital 
celibacy—represent the closing of the stomata, the withholding of the interior of the body” (78). Thus fasting from 
both food and intercourse allows the woman (and, perhaps arguably, the man) to symbolically align herself with “in 
the sweep of cosmic and human history” (80). Fasting from the pleasures of food and sex imitate the angelic life, 
which requires neither earthly pleasure. Rousselle also discusses a study that demonstrated the real, corporeal affect 
severe fasting has on sexual desire (Porneia, 176). 
 
 141 “The discourse of dietary regulation therefore becomes the discourse of control of desire.” Gail P. 
Corrington, “The Defense of the Body and the Discourse of Appetite: Continence and Control in the Greco-Roman 
World,” Semeia 69 (1992): 65-74; likewise, “dietary privation remained the principal weapon in the fight against 
sexual desire” (Rousselle, Porneia, 170). 
 



 171 

relationship between diet and sexuality.142 Galen taught that attention to diet could help people 

regulate and control sexual desire, as well as other passions, because food could alter the body’s 

constitutions and even influence the production of seminal fluid.143 For instance, women and 

men could control their fertility—to become fertile or infertile—through dietary choices, since 

fertility and food were linked to each other through food’s effects on the heat of the body, which 

in turn affected the fluids of the body, including semen, menses, and milk.144 Galen’s teachings 

on the relationship among food, sexuality, disease, and the passions reveal the complexity of 

“fasting” in Basil’s works: “fasting” can never be distilled to abstention from (certain) foods.  

 Furthermore, because self-control of the body had implications for spiritual development, 

Basil considers his instructions on fasting and sexual celibacy integral to the spiritual progress of 

his listeners.145 Fasting can decrease sexual passion, assist one in staying healthy, and contribute 

to the control of the body.146 Fasting from food advances growth in the virtuous life. 147 Yet the 

virtuous life necessarily takes place in and spills out into the larger world. Therefore, the actions 

that cultivate virtue, like fasting, also have communal import: just as vice creates havoc both 

within a person and in the larger community, the actions that tame vice affect a person and her 

community. As Basil argues in his homily, fasting promotes good health, allows servants a rest 

from their labors, and averts danger.148 “Fasting is the prosperous increase of the household, the 

                                                
 142 See Shaw, Burden, 81. 
 
 143 See Ibid., particularly 53-64. 
 
 144 Cf. Teresa Shaw, Burden, for a more detailed account of the relationship between fertility and fasting. 
 
 145 Corrington, “Defense,” 69. 
 
 146 Shaw, Burden, 57-59, 62-64. 
 
 147 See, e.g., De jejunio 1. 
 
 148 Ibid. 
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mother of health, the tutor of youth, a world for the ambassadors, a good companion for the 

travellers, a secure fellow tent-dweller for companions.”149 

 Basil also argues that fasting also affects the marriage relationship (a community within 

the larger community). In another passage of De jejunio 1, Basil both condones the marital act 

and advocates moderation in it: “Fasting also recognizes the marital duties, even as it curtails the 

excess of those excusing themselves out of the law; it produces harmony with respect to [times 

of] rest, so that they might remain faithful in prayer.”150 Clearly alluding to 1 Corinthians 7, 

Basil acknowledges the sexual duties of marriage and does not repudiate such actions. He does, 

however, condemn those who attempt to excuse themselves from following the law: his meaning 

is not completely clear regarding “those excusing themselves out of the law.” 

 On the one hand, Basil may be rebuking those couples who refuse to practice marital 

celibacy, despite the scriptural injunctions to do during periods of prayer (1 Corinthians 7:5-6). 

Basil reminds the spouses that this time of prayer and abstinence would be spiritual beneficial: 

abstinence cultivates virtue in the married couple, as they regulate their bodies, grow in virtue, 

and resist the passions, together. In addition, mutual submission to the fast creates harmony 

between couples, as they may enter jointly into a time of rest from marital duties for the sake of 

prayer. Perhaps, then, Basil is reminding couples who have not been practicing marital 

celibacy—using the “law” that they must agree as an excuse to avoid such a commitment—of 

the importance of entering into a full fast, from both food and sex, for their mutual benefit. On 

the other hand, Basil may be addressing those who refuse to engage in sexual intercourse with 

their spouse; in this situation, the spouse would be ignoring Paul’s earlier “law” that reminded 

                                                
 149 De jejunio 1 2040.020, 31.175.36-39, in TLG. 
 
 150 De jejunio 1 2040.020, 31.191.13-16, in TLG. 
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married persons of the sexual rights of each partner (1 Corinthians 7:2-4). Therefore Basil’s 

rebuke would convey a reminder that periods of abstinence do not equal excessive abstinence at 

the risk of neglecting marital duties: those who fast from food and also refrain from sexual 

intimacy, excessively and/or without the agreement of their spouse, ignore Paul’s instructions to 

fulfill their marital obligations to one another.151 In other words, Basil may be reminding married 

couples that fasting does not nullify the sexual aspect of marriage and the sexual rights of 

spouses. Rather, fasting tames the disordered desires for food (gluttony) and sex (lust) that result 

in inappropriate excessive indulgence in the passions. The focus, then, of this passage may lie 

not in its command to refrain from all sexual practices but in its instructions to regulate marital 

relations through observing periods of fasting and prayer. 

 In light of his larger corpus, in which his advocacy for virginity makes evident that Basil 

did not view sexual intercourse as necessary and in which he spent no time discussing or 

promoting people’s sexual rights in marriage,152 the former interpretation of the passage appears 

more plausible than the latter. Regardless of the interpretation of this complicated sentence, 

however, Basil conveys two important concepts in this passage: first, he recognizes marital 

sexual duties; second, he expects that couples will be familiar with the practice of marital 

celibacy. Basil’s allusion to 1 Corinthians hints that Basil himself prefers people to practice 

marital celibacy, for he, like Paul, extols the spiritual benefits from those times of fasting from 

marital intimacies in order to devote more attention to God. 

 Moreover, I propose that Basil’s exhortations to marital celibacy and virginity must be 

solidly grounded in the recognition of Basil as bishop and pastor, since he is concerned with both 

                                                
 151 1 Corinthians 13:3-5. It may also remind them that excess in sexual immorality is wrong: people are 
only to have sexual relations with their spouse (see 1 Corinthians 7:1-3). 
 
 152 As far as I know, that is, and this passage notwithstanding. 
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the theological and pragmatic aspects of these topics. This acknowledgement takes into account 

the genre of the evidence as well. For example, Basil’s canons furnish insight into Basil’s 

pastoral perspective on marriage, sex, and related topics. The canons accentuate the chaos of life 

in the world, particularly in relation to interactions between men and women: Basil addresses 

digamy, polygamy, and trigamy, as well as abortion, uxoricide, seduction through magic, and 

domestic violence.153 He condemns the actions of fallen virgins, fallen monks, adulterers, and 

fornicators; he also deals with situations of kidnapping, rape, abandonment, desertion, adultery, 

abduction.154 All of these circumstances involve marriage and/or sexual intercourse. Though 

Basil’s inclusion of these cases in his canons do not necessarily verify their prevalence,155 they 

nevertheless indicate Basil’s belief that marital and/or sexual interactions between men and 

women can produce manifold, disastrous results. In addition, within these scenarios, Basil admits 

unjust gendered distinctions in ecclesial punishments, particularly in relation to adultery, where 

women receive far harsher sentences than men.156 Hence, these canons underscore the 

connections between marriage, sexual intercourse, and sin, as well the disorderedness of the 

postlapsarian life, at least in Basil’s view. I propose, therefore, that Basil may have advocated 

virginity and marital celibacy as tangible, pragmatic means by which people might avoid the 

passions and their consequences. For instance, although marital celibacy could not guarantee 

against all of these negative conditions, it could guard against some of the situations, such as 

fornication, adultery, digamy, and abortion. Even more so, commitment to virginity had the 

                                                
 153 Canons 2-9, ep. 188. 
 
 154 Canons 17-49, ep. 199. 
 
 155 “There is the danger that legal texts, like court reports, give a one-sided picture of the society. They 
define limits rather than establish norms. And while laws may be a guide to social behavior, they tend to reflect the 
concerns of the propertied classes” (Ann Moffat, “The Byzantine Child,” SR 53.4 [Winter 1986]: 723). 
 
 156 See Canons 9 (ep. 188) and 22 (ep. 199). 
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potential to prevent almost all of these circumstances. 157 Hence, Basil the bishop attends to the 

practical needs of his congregation through his canons that address the fallenness of humanity as 

expressed through marital and sexual relationships, even as his larger corpus advances remedies 

to such ills: marital celibacy and virginity. 

 In addition, although Basil’s passages involving marital celibacy are few and 

complicated, we may still speculate about his views on procreative sex in relation to marital 

celibacy. On the one hand, Basil does not denounce the patriarchs who beget children, nor does 

he disparage his mother and grandmother: in short, he does not condemn procreation or the 

marital act. On the other hand, however, his teachings against excessive indulgence in pleasures 

and the importance of restraining the passions suggest Basil may have rejected any concession to 

sex except for procreative purposes. Immoderation in sex could weigh down the soul; likewise, if 

vice is “the wrong use...of what has been given us by God for a good purpose,” then perhaps sex 

for reasons other than procreation may violate the instructions of God to fulfill the earth.158 

Therefore, I propose that Basil would have condoned only procreative sex. Yet, as we look at 

Basil’s communities, we see that Basil offers an alternative to even procreative sex: spiritual 

childbearing and a spiritual family will supplant the biological family and its adherence to 

physical generation. I contend that Basil would argue that those married couples who wish to 

participate in or imitate the superior way of life must embrace total marital celibacy, just as the 

members of his monastic community committed themselves to virginity of body and mind. 

                                                
 157 E.g., someone may commit to virginity but still be abducted or kidnapped. However, on the other hand, 
if the kidnapper had committed to virginity, the kidnapping would not have been necessary. We are dealing with 
ideals, not necessarily reality: still, Basil promotes ideals, even as he practically addresses the less-than-ideal 
situations. 
 
 158 Reg. fus. 2, FC, 234. If following the instructions to procreate would fall under the rubric of using the 
gifts God has given wisely, then Basil actually affirms procreative sex here. Yet, in all these passages, Basil’s 
preference for virginity overrides any positive opinions he has on marriage. 
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 To summarize, then, we might surmise that for Basil, like fasting from food, fasting from 

sexual relations (i.e., practicing marital celibacy) serves as a means of correction against satiety 

and self-indulgence: marital celibacy trains the soul and body to resist temptation, avoid vice, 

destroy sin, and obtain spiritual benefits.159 Furthermore, Basil’s teachings attest to his pastoral 

role as he explains the spiritual implications of marital celibacy as well as the communal import 

of such practices. Marital celibacy strengthens the relationship between spouses and cultivates 

virtue. In addition, Basil’s premise that marital celibacy preserves marital harmony implies that 

the practice might increase the honor of the couple, as the spouses manifest the Roman virtue of 

concordia.160 In short, Basil considers marital celibacy in light of both its spiritual and pragmatic 

effects. Still, though Basil may promote marital celibacy as a good, he regards it as inferior to 

virginity. Those who embrace virginity instead of marriage imitate Paul (and Basil, and Jesus), 

guard themselves against the risks inherent in bodily passions, and dedicate themselves to the 

pursuit of God and the cultivation of the virtues. Development in the virtuous life best occurs in a 

communal setting, Basil believed; therefore, he founded virginal monastic institutions wherein 

people sought to love God and neighbor. His Basileia undermined the institution of marriage by 

displaying an alternative familia—one characterized by virginity. 

 

Reworking of spiritual family 

 Verna Harrison has argued that “fourth century ascetics sought to create a new kind of 

society faithful to the Gospel teachings and anticipating as closely as possible the mode of 

                                                
 159 De jejunio 1. Even occasional marital celibacy could develop trust within the marriage relationship and 
prevent sexual perversions. 
 
 160 See Limberis, “Eyes,” for the relationships between honor, virtue, and vice in Basil’s teachings. 
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existence expected in the Lord’s coming kingdom.”161 Yet, I contend, even more so does Basil 

create a new kind of family.162 Basil believed “the essence of Christian asceticism is life 

together,” as he argues strongly in Reg. fus.163 Following Jesus’ teachings, Basil views the 

ascetic community as an extended family, in which members attempted to imitate the heavenly, 

angelic life. Virginity becomes an identity marker for the community, since it points to both the 

prelapsarian and eschatological states.164 Though sex itself points to our gendered nature, 

abstention from sexual practices—through virginity and, perhaps, also through marital 

celibacy—represented the genderlessness that characterizes the angelic life.  

 Still, Basil’s vision of genderlessness relies on a hierarchical understanding of gender. In 

the ancient gender hierarchy which Basil believes and promotes, women ranked as inferior to 

men.165 Even though both genders could ascend the ladder, ascending to the genderless state, 

women had a longer climb. Even as Basil reveals women can become equal in their ascetic 

prowess,166 he sets higher standards for the female monastics, arguing they must “exhibit a more 

                                                
 161 Harrison, “Male and Female,” 444. 
 
 162 By making this claim, I follow scholars such as Peter R. Brown, The Body and Society: Men, Women, 
and Sexual Renunciation (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988), 290; Kate Cooper, “Approaching the Holy 
Household,” JECS 15 (2007), 131-42; and Rebecca Krawiec, Shenoute and the Women of the White Monastery: 
Egyptian Monasticism in Late Antiquity (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002). 
 
 163 Louth, “The Cappadocians,” 293; cf. Reg. fus. 7, FC, 247-52. 
 
 164 See also Harrison, “Male and Female,” 445. 
 
 165 The topic of gender in Basil’s work goes beyond the scope of this project. I offer here some ideas that 
are explored in more detail elsewhere, notably Verna Harrison’s works on gender and the Cappadocians. Shaw, 
Burden, also provides general insight into the ancient gender hierarchy, though she does not address the topic in 
relation to Basil of Caesarea’s works. Leemans’ article helpfully investigates the intersection of virtue, gender, and 
martyrdom in Basil’s homily and through his pastoral role: Johan Leemans, “Preaching Christian Virtue: Basil of 
Caesarea’s Panegyrical Sermon on Julitta,” in Virtutis imago: Studies on the Conceptualisation and Transformation 
of an Ancient Ideal (ed. Gert Partoens, Geert Roskam, and Toon Van Houdt; Collection D’Etudes Classiques 19; 
Leuven: Peeters, 2004), 259-85. 
 
 166 See Harrison, “Male and Female.” Harrison emphasizes the more egalitarian aspects of Basil’s writings. 
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excellent zeal.”167 After all, they had to overcome the “weakness of female nature.”168 Thus, 

when they embraced the virginal life and participated fully in the alternative monastic family, the 

monastic women trumped the inherent weakness of their bodies, reclaiming the genderlessness 

that characterizes the angelic life. Their virginal lives serve as a realized eschatology: the 

genderlessness of these lives symbolized the heavenly life, for “there is no male or female in the 

resurrection, but there is one certain life and it is of one kind.”169 This equality between the sexes 

in the genderless state to which Basil points offers “an alternative theological anthropology” 

where both men and women become capable of virtue as they embrace their equal creation in the 

image of God.170  

 Significant for this study, Basil’s alternative anthropology underscores the importance of 

virginity in the new family that represents the angelic life. For “the things that Basil sees as 

important and definitive about the human condition, nature and moral character, are unaffected 

by the gender distinction, and the differences it involves are insignificant by comparison.”171 As 

people refrain from participation in sexual relationships, they abolish the outward expression of 

their gendered differences, thus drawing attention to their equality in “nature and moral 

                                                
 167 De ascetica discip., FC, 221. 
 
 168 Basil, Homilia in martyrem Julittam, cited in Leemans, “Preaching Christian Virtue,” 269-70. Both men 
and women had to seek to become “male,” and then, above that, genderless. 
 
 169 Basil, PG 29.492C, quoted in Harrison, “Male and Female,” 451. 
 
 170 See Harrison, “Male and Female,” 446-49. Harrison discusses this aspect of Basil’s teaching particularly 
in regard to his Homilia in martyrem Julittam, where Basil emphasizes women’s ability to become ‘male.’ He 
expresses similar remarks in various other works, as Harrison discusses. See also Leemans, “Preaching Christian 
Virtue,” 269-72. 
 
 171 Human equality in virtue and in being made in the image of God trump their gendered differences. 
Harrison, “Male and Female,” 450, 451. 
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character.”172 Hence, the virginal monastic community both participated in and signified the 

angelic and eschatological lie where gender was abolished.173  

 Moreover, in renouncing sexual practice, the monastic community both symbolized and 

literally rejected the social institutions associated with marriage and family life: they were no 

longer “wage earners, child bearers, and caregivers in time of need” for their biological families 

and their households.174 Instead, “monasteries became surrogate families.”175 Familial language 

permeated monastic rhetoric, just as it does Basil’s writings. In these works, spiritual, not 

biological ties, determines relationships. Hence, Basil calls his Uncle Gregory his father, as well 

as Palladia his second mother.176 He also claims the martyrs as kin in his sermon the forty 

martyrs of Sebaste (In quadraginta martyres Sebastense):  “their common father was God, 

and...they were all brothers, not born from one father and one mother, but...as a result of their 

adoption by the Spirit they were joined to each other in a one-mindedness through love.”177 

Similarly, Basil declares “he considered each one of the faithful of his jurisdiction as his 

                                                
 172 As Harrison comments, “in the new society modelled on God’s kingdom, ethics follows ontology and 
present social arrangements imitate those of the future age as much as possible” (Ibid., 453). 
 
 173 Of course, due to their presence still in this world, Basil set forth strict guidelines to guard against sexual 
misconduct, and these guidelines (e.g., the separation of the sexes) actually emphasized the gender differences 
within the monastic community. 
 
 174 Andrew Crislip, From Monastery to Hospital: Christian Monasticism and the Transformation of Health 
Care in Late Antiquity (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2005), 41. 
 
 175Ibid., 42.  Also, “the monastery was not a supplement to the traditional bonds of society but a wholesale 
replacement of them” (56). 
  
 176 Ep. 59 and 137, respectively. 
 
 177 Basil, “A Homily on the Forty Martyrs of Sebaste,” in Leemans, ‘Let us Die that we may Live:’ Greek 
Homilies on Christian Martyrs from Asia Minor, Palestine, and Syria (c. AD 350-AD 450), ed. Johan Leemans, et al. 
(New York: Routledge, 2003), 69. See also Rousseau, Basil, 167-69, and Limberis, Architects. Basil also refers to 
the communities as ἀδελφότας, a term he also applied to Eustathian communities (see S.R. Lloyd-Moffett, “The 
‘Anchorite Within’: Basil of Caesare’s Erotapokrisis 7 and the Asectic Challenge to Christian Idenity,” R&T 17 
(2010): 271. 
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adoptive children.”178 He restructures the ecclesia so that it resembles a household: he viewed 

priests and bishops as fathers to their congregational children, and faithful followers were 

children of God through the Holy Spirit as well as children of the church.179 In fact, in ep. 283, 

Basil suggests that the responsibilities of the episcopate and church exceed those of the typical 

householder, because a bishop oversees more than one household.180  

 When this familial language was applied to monastic communities, its analogical 

possibilities enlarged the concept of the community as family.181 Though this familial Christian 

rhetoric was not unique to monastic communities, “rhetoric was reality,” and “monasteries 

indeed replaced all the core functions of the ancient familia.”182 In other words, because marriage 

                                                
 
 178 Cornelia B. Horn, “Children in Fourth-Century Greek Epistemology: Cappadocian Perspectives from 
the Pens of Gregory Nazianzen and Basil of Caesarea,” in Children in Late Ancient Christianity (ed. Cornelia B. 
Horn and Robert R. Phenix, Jr.; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009), 126. 
 
 179 Ibid., 134-35. 
 
 180 Ep. 283. 
 
 181 I define “family” rather loosely, recognizing the complex meaning it possessed in antiquity (and, 
arguably, today). Canterella’s definition of family as those who shared “a common dependence on the 
paterfamilias” may be helpful (Eva Cantarella, “Roman Marriage: Social, Economic and Legal Aspects,” in Hoping 
for Continuity: Childhood, Education and Death in Antiquity and the Middle Ages [ed. Katariina Mustakallio, Jussi 
Hanska, Hanna-Leena Sainio, and Ville Vuolanto; Acta Instituti Romani Finlandiae 33; Rome: Institutum Romanum 
Finalndiae, 2005], 25). We might argue that in the monastic community, the superior functioned as a paterfamilias, 
for the sake of attempting to define “family” consistently: see Geoffrey Nathan, “Woe to Those Making Widows 
Their Prey and Robbing the Fatherless: Christian Ideals and the Obligations of Stepfathers in Late Antiquity,” in 
Growing Up Fatherless in Antiquity (ed. Sabine R. Hübner and David Ratzan; Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2009), 276-78. If we applied the ancient concept of usus to the situation, moreover, we could argue that those 
who lived in the monastery for a year or more became part of the family through their presence under the power of 
the superior (Cantarella, “Roman Marriage,” 25-32, 27). This may, however, be too anachronistic. After all, “ancient 
terms such as familia do not mean the same thing as the modern term family, that is, a nuclear family consisting of 
parents and child(ren).... Rather, family indicated the extensive network of relationships, all based in the household 
but not all biological....” (Krawiec, Shenoute, 134). Krawiec also notes that family language “was a metaphor that 
gave meaning and comprehension to the relatively new social institution of the monastery, especially one that had 
biologically unrelated men and women living as members of the same organization” (143). In considering the idea 
of the monastery as family, I am indebted to Rebecca Krawiec’s work on Shenoute and family for helping me think 
more critically about Basil’s construction of the monastic family and its implications for gender, etc., even though I 
cannot explore such ideas here. A future project may probe some of these family and gender issues with reference to 
Basil as well as Vita Macr. and Gregory’s role in the community. 
 
 182 Limberis, Architects, 159. Andrew Crislip, From Monastery to Hospital, 55-60. For more on the 
definition of family in antiquity, see Crislip, From Monastery to Hospital, 42-44. I use “family” with this broader 
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had not only a symbolic but also a social function in Greco-Roman society, Basil presented a 

parallel alternative community that executed the social duties of marriage without including the 

ills of the institution.183 The monastic community supplied a structure that met the physical needs 

of their members through imitation of the familia, the institution that typically provided for “the 

basic necessities of life: food, clothing, shelter, health care.”184 In so doing, the community 

offered an alternative to traditional means of care—and to traditional conceptions of generation 

and succession.185 In particular, rather than propagate the monastic family through biological 

procreation, the monastic family adopted members into its fold as suppliants severed ties to their 

biological family and joined the new community in which they could “be in all one heart, one 

will, one desire....one body consisting of divers [sic] members.”186 

 Furthermore, the community usurped the role of the family through its care of children. 

Monastic families included, supported, and reared literal children: for not only did Basil’s 

monastics call one another by family names, with the leaders the “parents” of symbolic spiritual 

                                                                                                                                                       
meaning of household, including, but not limited to, biological kin. In addition, it is worth noting that this concept of 
the Christian community as “family” would not be foreign to those familiar with the language of the New 
Testament, nor would it be unusual for those in the Roman Empire who considered themselves a family “led by an 
Emperor” (Ville Vuolanto, “Children and Asceticism: Strategies of Continuity in the Late Fourth and Early Fifth 
Centuries,” in Hoping for Continuity: Childhood, Education and Death in Antiquity and the Middle Ages [ed. 
Katariina Mustakallio, Jussi Hanska, Hanna-Leena Sainio, and Ville Vuolanto; Acta Instituti Romani Finlandiae 33; 
Rome: Institutum Romanum Finalndiae, 2005], 123). Basil himself employs the family vocabulary broadly: “The 
term ἀδελφότης is indiscriminately applied by Basil to both the ascetic community and the local church” (Fedwick, 
Church, 23. 
 
 183 In other words, Basil’s alternative family signified his “new and increasingly intentional drive...to 
reconstruct Greek culture and society along Christian lines, in a way that both absorbed its traditional shape and 
radically reoriented it” (Brian Daley, “1998 NAPS Presidential Address: Building a New City: The Cappadocian 
Fathers and the Rhetoric of Philanthropy,” JECS 7.3 [Fall 1999], 432). 
 
 184 Crislip, From Monastery to Hospital, 43.  
 
 185 For ways in which this community accordingly demonstrated the ancient virtue of philanthropia, see 
Daley, “Building.” 
 
 186 De ascetica discip., FC, 217. Rousseau notes, too, that “once [Basil] had decided to embrace a public 
role in the church in 365, he rarely returned to that family group—perhaps no more than once” (Basil, 64). Basil 
appeared to embrace the new monastic community and those under his pastoral care as his family. 
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children, but they also provided orphan care for corporeal children.187 For example, Basil created 

a place in his hospital for orphans and abandoned children, where celibate monastics served as 

“surrogate parents” and children received physical and spiritual provisions as well as education, 

professional and monastic training.188 Through such care, the monastic community replaced the 

family, as they “created a domus that offered emotional links to a ‘new family.’”189 The presence 

of Basil’s orphanage demonstrated that this parental role “had become formalized and 

institutionalized.”190 These monastic parents functioned as a “surrogate parent” for children, in a 

family not established through sexual relations but, rather, through the ecclesial care for orphans, 

which offered then an alternative to traditional childbearing and childrearing. 

                                                
 
 187 “Medieval and Byzantine monasteries and convents were teeming with children. From orphans 
deposited on their doorsteps to become monastics, to pupils studying in their schools before moving on to an 
uncloistered adult life, to sick children seeking care from church hospitals, monastics institutions for men and 
women, East and West sheltered scores of children during this era.” (Caroline Schroeder, “Children and Egyptian 
Monasticism,” in Children in Late Ancient Christianity [ed. Cornelia B. Horn and Robert R. Phenix, Jr.; Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2009], 317-38). For more on Basil and children, see Horn, “Children,” 103-141. Scholars debate the 
role of children in monasteries, and information about their presence is better documented in Egyptian sources. See, 
e.g., Andrew Crislip, From Monastery to Hospital; Caroline Schroeder, “Children and Egyptian Monasticism”; Ville 
Vuolanto, “Children and Asceticism”; and Richard Greenfield, “Children in Byzantine Monasteries: Innocent Hearts 
or Vessels in the Harbor of the Devil?” in Becoming Byzantine: Children and Childhood in Byzantium (ed. Arietta 
Papaconstantinou and Alice-Mary Talbot; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009), 253-82. 
 
 188 Basil himself argues that the monastics become parents of the orphans “in emulation of Job” (Reg. fus. 
15, FC, 264). Also, see Andrew Crislip, From Monastery to Hospital, 110-13. Basil was concerned for children in 
poverty, as well; also, since orphans were legally those who lost a father, Basil expressed concern for widows left to 
raise children. See Horn, “Children,” 130-33. The terminology of “orphan” complicates our understanding of source 
material. As Timothy Miller, The Orphans of Byzantium: Child Welfare in the Christian Empire (Washington, D.C.: 
The Catholic University of America Press, 2003), 16-17; Chrysi Kotsifou, “Papyrological Perspectives on Orphans 
in the World of Late Ancient Christianity,” in Children in Late Ancient Christianity (ed. Cornelia B. Horn and 
Robert R. Phenix, Jr.; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009), 364); and Nathan, “Woe,” 277, make clear, ὀρφανός 
typically refers to children whose father has died, even though their mother may still be alive. When I note the 
“orphans” for whom Basil’s monastery cared, I indicate those children who dwelled in the monastery, regardless of 
their mother’s status, and whose cared had been turned over to the monastery for whatever reason (e.g., death of 
both parents, death of father and inability of mother to provide for child, personal dedication of one or both parents 
and therefore also children to monastery). Additionally, Basil’s instructions deal with school-aged children, but that 
does not mean his institution did not provide care for infants and younger children. See Miller, Orphans, 116. For 
more on Basil’s influence on orphan care and the schools he created, see Miller, Orphans, esp. chapter 5.  
 
 189 Nathan, “Woe,” 290. 
 
 190 Ibid., 278. 
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 Moreover, because traditionally the responsibility for the education of children rested 

ultimately with the parents, the monastery’s education of its children further cemented the role of 

the monastery as a substitute family.191 The orphans’ education in the monastery—in the 

classroom and/or through apprenticeships in practical crafts—exceeded the education an orphan 

would normally have received.192 Basil’s monastery therefore not only served as a new family, 

but also often a superior one, through its educational program and opportunities.193 In addition, 

in Asceticon magnum sive Quaestiones: regulae brevius tractatae (reg. brev.), Basil allowed for 

the possibility that parents outside the community might request that their children participate in 

the educational program of the monastic community for pious reasons.194 This rule indicates that 

the resources available for children in the community also provided an outreach to the local 

community. The monastic family’s ability to educate children from other families placed the 

students’ two family groups in competition: through the pedagogical instruction they received, 

                                                
 191 See, e.g., Odd Magne Bakke, When Children Became People: The Birth of Childhood in Early 
Christianity (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress Press, 2005), 215-222. Education was not constrained to book 
learning; rather, “education” could be defined more broadly, as the instruction in practical skills or various crafts. 
See, e.g., Cornelia B. Horn and John W. Martens, “Let the Little Children Come to Me”: Childhood and Children in 
Early Christianity (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University Press, 2009), 165. Furthermore, if Cribiore is correct 
in assuming that many bishops (like Basil) were granted guardianship of children, then the paternal responsibility of 
educating the children would have fallen to the bishop, who often supervised the monasteries in his jurisdiction (see 
Rafaella Cribiore, “The Education of Orphans: A Reassessment from the Evidence of Libanius,” in Growing Up 
Fatherless in Antiquity (ed. Sabine R. Hübner and David Ratzan; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 
258; also, Kotsifou, “Papyrological,” 357). 
 
 192 Kotsifou, “Papyrological Perspectives,” 344, 349, 352. 
 
 193 Though some elite orphans may have continued their education after the death of their father, this seems 
unlikely unless they had “family support, ability to pay for costly studies, lack of urgent need to earn a living, and 
personal motivation and talent” (Cribiore, “Education,” 271). Though the church, from its beginnings, did have a 
special concern for orphans (Demetrios J. Constantelos, Byzantine Philanthropy and Social Welfare [The Rutgers 
Byzantine Series; Rutgers, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1991], 12ff), Basil’s institution appears to be the first to 
consider seriously—and in written form—the need for education of the orphans in its care. 
 
 194 Reg. brev. 292, in Silvas, The Asketikon, 435. Education may have taken various forms, but it certainly 
included Scripture memorization, reading, and literature (see Bakke, Children Became People, 202-203; and Miller, 
Orphans, 116). 
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children outside the community but within the school may have been compelled to embrace the 

monastic life as they grew older. 

 Furthermore, the children within the monastic community were reared until they reached 

a particular age at which they could choose freely to remain or depart from the community. 

Whether they stayed or left, the children’s education prepared them to serve others, for Basil 

expected that the life of virtue manifested itself in care and love of neighbor both within and 

outside the monastery. Just as Basil’s hospital offered services to more than just the monastic 

community, the monastic family life spilled over into the larger community as the children 

reared in it grew up, since not all continued in the life of asceticism.195 Still, as members of the 

community, the children learned about the life of virtue through school as well as through the 

lived experience of the community in its care for all those who frequented its hospice and other 

care centers. Similarly, those who apprenticed and learned practical crafts acquired skills they 

could apply in or outside the monastery; in all this education, the hope was that the children 

would grow up to commit themselves to asceticism. Thus, their training focused on acquainting 

them with the monastic life. These children were “children belonging to the entire community,” 

and they shared many aspects of monastic life, such as prayer, with the monks.196 

 After all, Basil believed people of all ages could participate in the ascetic life: “All 

Christians, independently of sex, race, social condition and even age, were, within their limits, to 

practise the ascetic life.”197 Life in the monastic community therefore included people of all ages, 

with the older ones serving as instructors in school and in virtue to the younger ones.198 Yet, 

                                                
 195 Cf. Andrew Crislip, From Monastery to Hospital, 138; Ville Vuolanto, “Choosing Asceticism,” 255-
291, 256. See Reg. fus. 18, FC, 264-68. 
 
 196 Reg. fus. 15, FC, 64-68.  
 
 197 Fedwick, Church, 15. Emphasis added. 
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because Basil was well aware of the sexual temptations that arose in close quarters, he included 

in his instructions commands for the monks to refrain from gazing at beautiful children, to avoid 

contact between them even in sleep, and to prohibit private meetings with children.199 The 

children’s area was separated from the monks’ quarters, and the younger and older males were 

separated, while the girls had their own building.200 Such care for the children not only echoed 

other Christian teaching that prohibited any adult-child sexual relationship, but it also signified 

again Basil’s emphasis on sexual purity within his communities.201 He required celibacy in all its 

forms. At the same time, Basil did not necessarily attribute sexual temptation as justification for 

his rules: he provided pedagogical reasons for the separation of younger and older students.202 

That is, he was aware of the potential for sexual problems, but they were not his only concern. 

Basil was also concerned about the moral training of his orphans and students; accordingly, he 

explains that the separation between the students fostered a richer environment for each group. 

For instance, he suggested that familiarity could breed contempt if children spent too much time 

with their elders, and he worried the children might learn the wrong moral lessons from the faults 

                                                                                                                                                       
 198 See Miller, Orphans, (118) 
. 
 199 See Bakke, Children Became People, 147-48. As Caroline Schroeder has particularly made evident, 
“Christian ascetic literature from the fourth through sixth centuries frequently construes children as obstacles to the 
spiritual progress of the adult monastic” (“Queer Eye for the Ascetic Guy? Homoeroticism, Children, and the 
Making of Monks in Late Antique Egypt,” JAAR 77 (2009), 334), and Basil’s work recognizes this dynamic. Basil’s 
brief mention of the sexual temptations associated with children, however, may leave him less susceptible to the 
accusations of voyeurism Schroeder levels at other ascetic texts, since Basil focuses little attention on the problem, 
compared to other monastic leaders like Shenoute. 
 
 200 Reg. fus. 15, FC, 64-68. They were not allowed to share a bedroom with the monks and had their own 
quarters. See Miller, Orphans, 116. 
 
 201 See, e.g., Bakke, Children Became People, 140-51, and, especially, John W. Martens, “‘Do Not 
Sexually Abuse Children’: The Language of Early Christian Sexual Ethics,” in Children in Late Ancient Christianity 
(ed. Cornelia B. Horn and Robert R. Phenix, Jr.; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009), 227-54. The adults were separated 
by gender, too, with a complex system created to monitor their interactions (see Elm, Virgins, 68-77). 
 
 202 Miller, Orphans, 118; Basil, Reg. fus. 15. 
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of the elders; he also feared the children could disturb the monks at prayer and work.203 Thus 

Basil set forth guidelines to govern their interactions and guard their education, since education 

functioned to train students in virtue, which could lead to “union with God.”204 Basil’s 

educational program, therefore, tied closely with his overall vision for his monastery as a place 

that “was both a worshiping community and a working society as well.”205 Through his orphan 

care and the establishment of a new family for the orphans—and the alternative family model 

offered to those students who attended the school206—Basil attempted to create a multi-

generational community devoted to God and love of neighbor. 

 Basil’s monastery’s devotion to social service, care for those at the margins of society, 

and provision for those children bereft of traditional forms of familial support tangibly embodied 

a realized Christian eschatology.207 The new family, marked by its sexual celibacy, functioned as 

a new social institution, usurping the roles traditionally associated with marriage, childrearing, 

and the household.208 The community provided material support, such as food, clothing, and 

                                                
 
 203 Reg. fus. 15, FC, 265. 
 
 204 Moffat, “Byzantine Child,” 710. 
 
 205 Constantelos, Byzantine Philanthropy, 90 
 
 206 One of the primary responsibilities of Christian parents involved training children in Christian morals 
See, e.g., Nikos Kalogeras, “The Role of Parents and Kin in the Education of Byzantine Children,” in Hoping for 
Continuity: Childhood, Education and Death in Antiquity and the Middle Ages (ed. Katariina Mustakallio, Jussi 
Hanska, Hanna-Leena Sainio, and Ville Vuolanto; Acta Instituti Romani Finlandiae 33; Rome: Institutum Romanum 
Finalndiae, 2005), 134-43. The spiritual superiority of the monastic community members over the biological kin—
perhaps most evident in their sexual practices (or lack thereof)—again exalted the monastic family as a more 
excellent alternative family for the children being raised and/or educated at the monastic school. 
 
 207 Constantelos ties Basil’s monasteries and their social programs to his teachings about the “practice of 
philanthropia” (Constantelos, Byzantine Philanthropy, 89; Demetrios J. Constantelos, “Basil the Great’s Social 
Thought and Involvement,” The Greek Orthodox Theological Review 26 [1981], 82-85; see also Murphy, Basil, 83). 
Miller discusses the way the “monastic charities” assisted the monks with practicing charity, fulfilled Basil’s 
“obligation as bishop to minister to the needy of his flock,” and recruited future monks (through its work with 
children) (Miller, Orphans, 127). 
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shelter, as well as education for children, yet did so celibately, avoiding sexual relationships and 

limiting interaction between the sexes.209 Moreover, this monastic community acted practically 

as a family without being distracted from its larger purposes: devotion to God, attention to 

prayer, and cultivation of virtue.210 Basil expected that through outward action, a person not only 

exhibited but also developed the virtues: “virtue will manifest itself concretely in one’s daily 

actions through justice, temperance, prudence, strength, and patience.”211 Thus the progression of 

the interior spiritual life was inextricably interwoven with exterior action. Basil assumed that 

“monastic life should be life in a community that expresses love for one’s neighbor,”212 and this 

love for neighbor manifested itself in ways that formerly fell under the domain of the family: 

material needs, healthcare, and education of children. Because the monastic community 

functioned as a family, it undermined the societal necessity of traditional marriage and 

procreation.213 The monastic family abolished the need for people to marry and procreate in 

order to create and contribute to a familial system that would serve its members: the monastery 

                                                                                                                                                       
 208 As Kate Cooper remarks, “ascetic Christianity was...an attack on the relationships of duty and obligation 
of the Roman household. ...The monastery was a new kind of household” (“Approaching,” 138-39). See also Brown, 
Body and Society, 291. 
 
 209 See Krawiec, Shenoute, 143-159. 
 
 210 See Andrew Crislip, From Monastery to Hospital, 141; Timothy Miller, Orphans of Byzantium, 114-15. 
See also Basil’s attempt to set forth guidelines regarding monastic interaction with the world, guidelines intended to 
limit temptation and distraction (e.g., Reg. fus. 39-40, FC, 312-14).  
 
 211 Limberis, “Eyes,” 181. After all, “...after reason one must begin acquiring virtue by practicing virtue” 
(183). 
 
 212 Constantelos, “Social Thought,” 85. 
 
 213 On some level, one could argue accordingly that it functioned as living propaganda for the “ideology of 
antifamilialism,” which is “the propagandistic attack on the family whose effect...is to bolster the power of the 
ecclesiastical leaders and their values” (see E. Clark, “Anti-Familial Tendencies in Ancient Christianity,” Journal of 
the History of Sexuality 5.3 [1995], 368). Yet the monastic use of the family model—in rhetoric and in action—
suggests monasticism functioned as an alternative family, not as an antifamily, at least in this Basilian context: 
“Anti-familial then means ‘anti-biological family,’ but not an abandonment of the social institution....” (Krawiec, 
Shenoute, 228). 
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symbolized a rival support system. As the monastic institutions weaved in and out of the worldly 

society through their ascetic practices and social care, they filled the vacuum that their rejection 

of marriage and childbearing would have created in the larger society, thus freeing people—

including married persons—to join the alternative community without fear of the potential 

societal repercussions. 

 In Basil’s view, it was the ascetic commitment to virginity and celibacy that enabled the 

monastic community to fulfill this familial role, because sexual abstinence contributed to 

focusing the mind on God and the cultivation of the virtues, which led to union with God. Basil 

explains, “we can observe neither the commandment of the love of God itself nor that referring 

to our neighbor, nor any other commandment, if our minds keep wandering hither and yon.”214 

Virginity focused the mind toward God, and the monastic community therefore could fulfill both 

commands to love God and neighbor through their dedication to full virginity in body, mind, and 

spirit.215 As the monastic community cared for others, they themselves grew in virtue, which 

assisted them in their ascent to God.216 The outward service to the world, then, had a twofold 

ascetic purpose: drawing the caregivers closer to God and cultivating virtue. By establishing 

these celibate communities, then, Basil made tangible his conviction to virginity as a means by 

which people could put in action their love for God and neighbor: undistracted by the cares of 

physical marriage and the sexual pleasures that could lead to vice and spiritual illness, the 

community members were free to love God through loving neighbor. 

                                                
 214 Reg. fus. 5, FC, 241. 
 
 215 Basil sings the praises of the virginal communal life in Reg. fus. 7. 
 
 216 See Limberis, “Eyes,” 183. Basil argues for the coenobite versus ermitic life in large part because 
communal life forces people to be concerned with the needs of others, not just their own, which in turn necessitated 
love of neighbor and obedience to God’s commands (Reg. fus. 7). For more on Basil’s views on the two forms of 
asceticism, see Lloyd-Moffett, “Anchorite,” 268-88. 
 



 189 

 I speculate, moreover, that this alternative family model made marital celibacy a more 

viable social option for married couples wishing to embrace the practice. Because married 

couples no longer served as the only legitimate means by which children were produced and 

reared, couples could practice marital celibacy with fewer social repercussions. Roman society 

no longer needed to depend on those married couples to establish support systems through 

procreation, because the monastic community administered financial, educational, physical, and 

spiritual care to its members as well as the larger society. It also nurtured and reared children— 

without the necessity of sexual intercourse—thus providing an alternative space to bring up the 

next generation.217 Rendering marital intimacy socially obsolete freed married couples to choose 

marital celibacy without neglecting their social duties, because the monastery had supplanted 

their responsibilities to the family and state. In other words, Basil’s alternative family relieved 

married couples from the duties of procreation. 

 In addition, I contend, Basil’s belief that all Christians should participate in the 

cultivation of the virtuous life would have encouraged married couples to practice marital 

celibacy. Many of the people Basil addressed would not have been able to “choose” whether to 

marry.218 Once married, however, and in light of the monastery’s attempts to make the traditional 

family obsolete, people may have then had the choice—if both agreed—to practice marital 

celibacy. After all, if the couple wished to practice the philosophic life to which Basil called all 

Christians, marital celibacy provided a means by which the couple could imitate the angelic life, 

even if they did not (or could not) join the monastic community. Self-restraint in the marital bed 

                                                
 217 “Monasticism, in short, becomes the new parenthood in which parents gain many spiritual children but 
without sexual intercourse.” Krawiec, Shenoute, 145. 
 
 218 For instance, in ep. 207, Basil notes that there are “few instances” of women choosing virginity over 
marriage, even though he praises those who do (NPNF2 8:247). 
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would permit them to embody the angelic life, despite their marital status, and to participate in 

the realized eschatology of asceticism. Hence, not only did Basil’s creation of a new spiritual 

family that superseded the traditional familia abolish the social necessity of marriage and 

procreation, but his teachings on the life of virtue also promoted marital celibacy among married 

couples. Marital celibacy thereby became a viable option for married Christians. 

 

Concluding remarks 

 Basil’s works demonstrate that by rhetorically and practically forming a monastic familia, 

Basil constructed a new kind of family that embraced his vision of the virginal life even as it 

served to dissociate him from his own biological family and its history with the heretical 

Eustathians. As this new family undermined the societal import of the biological familia and the 

function of the household, particularly through its orphan care, Basil offered a vision for 

Christian community that allowed for the possibility of marital celibacy. Virginity, the hallmark 

of Basil’s institution, signified the realized eschatological role of the monastic community: 

virginity is representative, enactment, and embodiment of the angelic, prelapsarian, and 

eschatological life. Basil’s ascetical teaching on virginity, particularly in contrast to marriage 

with its spiritual perils and association with the passions, provided incentive for married couples 

to embrace marital celibacy either as members of the monastic community or as imitators of the 

community. Those who practiced marital celibacy embodied the angelic life of celibacy and 

genderlessness and freed themselves for devotion to God. Nevertheless, in his writings, Basil 

also attempted to balance his belief regarding the superiority of virginity with his regard for 

biblical teachings supporting the acceptability of marriage and procreation, perhaps out of 

concern to demonstrate his orthodoxy in light of both scriptural and conciliar teachings. 
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 While we may not be able to overemphasize his affinity for virginity, we cannot so easily 

determine Basil’s attitudes toward marriage and marital celibacy. His sophisticated rhetoric, as 

well as the various interpretive difficulties associated with such an impressive orator and public 

figure, necessitates that any analysis recognize the complex context of his works. Both Basil’s 

controversy with Eustathius and his monastic leadership role affect his remarks. Moreover, Basil 

composes no treatise on marital celibacy, nor does he focus much attention to it elsewhere. My 

conclusions, therefore, derive from a collection of disparate sources; my analysis of that material 

thus builds on solid evidence that acknowledges the shared role these different sources held as 

part of Basil’s social-ecclesial agenda. Basil does not place marital celibacy within the domestic 

sphere, but, rather, the monastic and ascetic world to which all Christians belonged and should 

aspire, according to Basil. Because Basil indicates that if one has a choice between two paths that 

Scripture permits, one should choose the wiser one, I presume confidently that Basil would judge 

practicing marital celibacy a better, wiser choice than indulging in marital intimacies.219 Marital 

celibacy could assist in reigning in sin and cultivating virtue, and it pointed to the realized 

eschatology of the monastic community and the angelic life. Although, ideally, people would 

pursue the path of virginity over marriage, Basil, the bishop and pragmatist, puts forth marital 

celibacy as an alternative for married couples who wished to join the monastic family and/or 

imitate and embody the genderless, eschatological angelic life. By contrasting the spiritual and 

social ills of marriage with the spiritual and social benefits of marital celibacy and virginity, 

Basil placed marital celibacy within his broader vision for the virtuous Christian life and 

community.  

                                                
 219 See Reg. mor. 70, FC, 167-68. 



 192 

CHAPTER 5 

AUGUSTINE OF HIPPO ON MARITAL CELIBACY: 

A WESTERN PERSPECTIVE 

 The “Western” church provides many cases of married couples embracing marital 

celibacy, and some of these couples loom large in the historical imagination of the Church: 

Melania the Younger and Pinian and Paulinus of Nola and Therasia are among the most famous. 

Yet most of these examples are rather far removed from the Cappadocians, in locale and in time. 

Therefore, an abbreviated study of Augustine, who is contemporaneous to both the celibate 

couples as well as the Cappadocians, links this study of the Cappadocians to some of the most 

famous celibate marriages. Since Augustine’s influence on the Latin-speaking church rivals the 

influence of the Cappadocians on the Greek-speaking church, inclusion of Augustine’s 

perspective also provides an avenue to consider teachings on marital celibacy in different parts of 

the empire.1 

 By including this Augustinian perspective, I do not attempt to be exhaustive either in 

evaluating Augustine’s works or in speaking for the western, Latin-speaking tradition. Rather, I 

peruse Augustine’s one of Augustine’s treatises, De bono coniugali liber unus (b. coniug.) to 

point out only some of the many continuities and divergences among these four prominent 

patristic authors regarding marital celibacy.2 To this end, this chapter addresses Augustine’s 

teachings on marital celibacy according to this particular treatise, in light of and in relation to the 
                                                
 1 “No Christian writer has exerted greater influence on the development of the Western theology of 
marriage than Augustine.” David G. Hunter, “Augustine and the Making of Marriage in Roman North Africa,” 
JECS 11.1 (Spring 2003): 64. 
 
 2 Most scholars translate the Latin title “On the Good of Marriage,” though Kearney, whose translation was 
most helpful, titles the work “The Excellence of Marriage.” Augustine, Marriage and Virginity (trans. R. Kearney; 
WSA I/9; New York: New City Press, 1999), 29-61. 
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previous chapters on the Cappadocians. After discussing Augustine’s personal correspondence 

with celibate married couples, I place Augustine’s treatise in its social context. I then turn to an 

analysis of Augustine’s teachings in the treatise, with particular attention to his unique 

contribution regarding the three goods of marriage. I consider the ways in which Augustine’s 

attention to virtue, particularly in the patriarchal period, together with his recognition of 

concubinage, enriches and complicates his understanding of sexual practices and their moral 

order. After discussing Augustine’s pastoral perspective toward marital celibacy and its practical 

and spiritual effects, I end by highlighting a few of the key similarities and differences between 

the Cappadocians and Augustine in their teachings on marital celibacy.3  

 Although Augustine makes reference to marital celibacy throughout his corpus, a 

thorough examination of Augustine’s writings related to marriage exceeds the limits of this 

project.4 Because the focus of this project is the Cappadocians, not Augustine, my analysis 

cannot address the complexity of Augustine’s views on marriage and, as a corollary, marital 

celibacy.5 Rather, in this chapter, I concentrate on one of Augustine’s works, b. coniug., in order 

                                                
 3 While Augustine’s teachings remain the focus, this chapter also functions as a supplemental summary of 
some of each Cappadocian’s key points or special emphases regarding marital celibacy. 
 
 4 The secondary literature concerning Augustine and marriage, as well as related topics, is vast. 
 
 5 In particular, I do not analyze the evolution of his beliefs concerning the prelapsarian life and 
concupiscence. I also cannot offer a full discourse on the personal background that shaped his attitudes toward 
marriage and sexuality; I therefore do not explore the possible connections between this treatise and his Confessions.  
Furthermore, Augustine discusses marital celibacy elsewhere in his corpus, and scholars have rightly paid attention 
to those teachings as well. See, e.g., David G. Hunter, “Augustine, Sermon 354A*: Its Place in his Thought on 
Marriage and Sexuality,” AugStud 33:1 (2002): 39-60 and Patout Burns, “Marital Fidelity as a remedium 
concupiscentiae: An Augustinian Proposal,” AugStud 44.1 (2013): 1-35. For more on the development of his 
teachings on marriage and, see St. Augustine on Marriage and Sexuality (ed. Elizabeth A. Clark; Washington, D.C.: 
Catholic University of America Press, 1996); Joyce E. Salisbury, Church Fathers, Independent Virgins (London: 
Verso, 1991); and Erin Sawyer, “Celibate Pleasures: Masculinity, Desire, and Asceticism in Augustine,” JHS 6.1 
(July 1995): 1-29; Hunter, “Augustinian Pessimism? A New Look at Augustine’s Teaching on Sex, Marriage and 
Celibacy,” AugStud 25 (1994): 153-77. For more on women and Augustine, see Ann E. Matter, “Christ, God, and 
Woman in the Thought of St Augustine,” in Augustine and His Critics, ed. Robert Dodaro and George Lawless 
(Routledge: New York, 2002), 164-75. For more on sin, sexuality, and friendship, see Gerald W. Schlabach, 
“Friendship as Adultery: Social Reality and Sexual Metaphor in Augustine’s Doctrine of Original Sin,” AugStud 23 
(December 1992): 125-147. Online at http://www.geraldschlabach.net/friendship-as-adultery/ 
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to question whether the various Cappadocian perspectives on the issue of marital celibacy 

represent prevalent church norms during the late fourth and early fifth centuries.6 The text is 

important for four reasons. First, the primary topic of b. coniug. is marriage, and so the work 

places Augustine’s comments concerning marital celibacy within his broader conception of 

marriage. Second, this treatise evinces Augustine’s unique perspective on marriage, particularly 

in comparison to the Cappadocians, as he explains the goods of marriage. Third, while this 

treatise responds to ecclesial controversies, it represents a more developed philosophy of 

marriage than Augustine’s earlier anti-Manichean works yet lacks the harsh polemic of 

Augustine’s later anti-Pelagian writings. Fourth, as “the first systematic theological discussion of 

marriage,” the influence of this treatise, particularly in the western tradition, cannot be 

understated; for here, “Augustine lays the foundation for what will become the classic Catholic 

teaching on the three ‘goods’ of marriage.”7 Accordingly, despite the abridged and limited 

analysis I provide, this chapter offers more than just a glimpse into Augustine’s teachings on 

marital celibacy and highlights some significant points of intersection and departure among the 

Cappadocians and Augustine.  

 

Augustine’s correspondence with celibate married couples 

 Augustine’s treatise explores the complicated nature of marital celibacy in light the 

traditional understanding of the procreative duties of marriage and the burgeoning ascetic 

movement. As Christian leaders promoted the excellence of virginity and the way it imitated the 
                                                                                                                                                       
 
 6 I do not attempt to establish the extent to which Augustine would have been familiar with Cappdocian 
teaching, though I agree that it seems likely Augustine may have been exposed to many of their views, even if only 
through oral tradition; see A. Solignac, “La femme, la sexualite et le mariage dans le De Genesi,” La bibliothéque 
augustienne 49 (1972): 519. 
 
 7 David G. Hunter, ed., Marriage in the Early Church (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2001), 22. 
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angelic life, some wealthy married couples devoted themselves to celibacy within marriage, not 

virginity, since society and family expected them to marry and produce children to inherit the 

family’s property. By blending marriage and celibacy, these couples fulfilled their familial 

obligations to marry even as they undermined the purpose of the institution through their sexual 

restraint. This practice of marital celibacy was garnishing praise from ascetically-minded 

bishops, like Augustine, and many couples who had adopted it were achieving renown. The 

North African church also began to require marital celibacy from any person serving at the altar: 

this required marital celibacy offered a tangible example to Augustine’s congregation of “the 

ideal to which all spouses were urged to strive.”8 We may infer, then, that the laity under 

Augustine’s authority may have expressed interest in marital celibacy and possibly attempted to 

imitate these couples, with varying levels of success. Though the treatise does not refer explicitly 

to any particular couples, Augustine’s letters support such inferences. 

 Over the course of his time as bishop, Augustine met and/or corresponded with a few 

famous celibate married couples. Their presence in his corpus illustrates that Augustine’s 

teachings in the treatise had real implications, since at least a few people under his ecclesial 

authority were dedicating themselves to marital celibacy. Augustine’s treatise also deals with 

some of the potential problematic situations associated with marital celibacy: his later letters to 

the couples underscore that Augustine’s thoughts on marital celibacy are pragmatic, not just 

theoretical, because they pertain to real circumstances. Pertinent to this study on marital celibacy 

are Epistulae 31, 124, 126, 127, and 262, for in these letters, Augustine reveals his familiarity 

with couples who practiced marital celibacy. For example, a handful of letters, but especially ep. 

                                                
 8 Burns, “Marital Fidelity,” 32-35. However, as Hunter points out, in light of his understanding of sin and 
the grace necessary to choose the good of abstinence, “For Augustine celibacy is not something that can be 
demanded, or even expected, of most Christians” (“Augustinian Pessimism,” 157). 
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31, preserve an exchange between Augustine and Paulinus of Nola and his wife Therasia, whose 

marital celibacy was well-known.9 In ep. 31 Augustine only alludes to their celibacy, 

commenting that they model for other married couples “the way in which pride must be trodden 

under foot, and perfection hopefully pursued.”10 Even though the letters do not focus on the 

couple’s marital sexual practices, the correspondence between Augustine and Paulinus and 

Therasia testifies to Augustine’s personal knowledge of couples engaging in marital celibacy. 

 Augustine’s letters also attest to his tumultuous relationship with the renowned Melania 

the Younger and her husband Pinian. Augustine met the couple as well as Melania’s mother 

Albina when they settled in Thagaste.11 Controversy related to the dispersing of their estate, 

however, haunted Augustine’s relationship with them.12 Perhaps not surprisingly, his letters to 

the family do not address Melania and Pinian’s marital celibacy but instead focus on his own 

relationship with the family.13 For instance, Augustine writes directly to Albina in ep. 126, 

defending himself against the family’s accusations of pecuniary interest in them and explaining 

                                                
 9 Epistulae 25, 30, 31, 42, 45, and 94. For more on their correspondence, see Maureen Tilley, “No Friendly 
Letters: Augustine’s Correspondence with Women,” in The Cultural Turn in Late Ancient Studies: Gender, 
Asceticism, and Historiography (ed. Dale B. Martin and Patricia Cox Miller; Durham: Duke University Press, 
2005), 40-62. 
 
 10 Augustine, Letters of St. Augustin 31.6 (NPNF11:259). In ep. 24 and ep. 45, Augustine also addresses the 
couple, lamenting that he hasn’t received any correspondence from the couple and awaits their response (NPNF1 
1:275-76, 290). 
 
 11 Tilley points out that “Augustine was already acquainted with the family through correspondence with 
Albina’s husband, Publicola” (“No Friendly Letters,” 43). These correspondences took place in 410-411 (Robert B. 
Eno, “Epistulae,” ATTA, 298-310). Later in his career, Augustine “wrote De gratia Christi and De peccato originali 
to the mother, the daughter, and her husband,” but examinations of these treatises goes beyond the scope of this 
project (Tilley, “No Friendly Letters,” 45). 
 
 12 Elizabeth A. Clark, “Theory and Practice in Late Antique Asceticism: Jerome, Chrysostom, and 
Augustine,” JFSR 5.2 (Fall, 1989), 25-46, provides more detail on these matters. The family’s associations with 
“alleged heretics” like the Origenists and the Pelagians also complicated Augustine’s relationship with them. See 
Augustine’s ep. 125, addressed to his fellow bishop, Alypius, for more on the controversy (CSEL 44,3-7). 
 
 13 In ep. 124 to “Albina, Pinianus, and Melania,” Augustine apologizes for not visiting them (NPNF1 
1:452). 
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his view of the Pinian-ordination debacle, he does not mention Pinian or Melania’s dedication to 

marital celibacy.14 

 In contrast, in ep. 127, marital celibacy serves as the focal point. In this letter, Augustine 

writes to a couple who had dedicated themselves to marital celibacy. However, now the husband 

wished to be released from their vow. Although the letter addresses both Armentarius and 

Paulina, the letter “contains direct speech only to the husband,” underscoring Augustine’s 

concerns that the husband will not hold fast to his commitment.15 Augustine reminds them both 

of the serious nature of their vow and the spiritual dangers of breaking it. Since they both had 

agreed to the vow with full consent, he instructed them to “Give to God, therefore, what you 

have vowed.”16 Throughout this letter, Augustine praises the spiritual merits of marital celibacy 

and places it within the scriptural narrative, praising its ability to raise people to a higher level of 

a godly life.17 He also reiterates that a couple must be in harmony concerning marital celibacy. 

Accordingly, because both spouses had originally agreed to be celibate, Augustine refuses to free 

Armentarius from his vow.18  

 In another important letter, Augustine writes to a woman, Ecdicia, whose husband had 

already broken his vow to celibacy and committed adultery. Augustine lays the blame at 

                                                
 14 After the people of Hippo clamored for Pinian’s ordination in their town, Augustine had to defend 
himself against the family’s accusations against him. He notes that Melania was present with Pinian in Hippo and 
involved with Pinian and Augustine’s attempts to calm the people of Hippo (see ep.126.5; CSEL 44,7-18).  
 
 15 Tilley, “No Friendly Letters,” 51. Tilley identifies the Paulina of this letter with the Paulina of ep. 147, 
but ep. 147 has no bearing on our topic, and debates over the identity of Paulina would detract from the project on 
marital celibacy. 
 
 16 Ep. 127.6, in Augustine, Letters 100-155 (trans. Roland J. Teske, S.J.; WSA II/2; New York: New City 
Press, 2003), 169-74. Following Eno, this letter dates from late 410 (“Epistulae,” ATTA, 301). 
 
 17 See in particular ep. 127.8 in Augustine, Letters 100-155 (ed. Boniface Ramsey; WSA II/2; New York: 
New City Press, 2003), 173. 
 
 18 Ep.127.9; WSA II/2, 174. 
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Ecdicia’s feet, since it was she who had vowed to practice marital celibacy without consent of 

her husband. Her husband later reluctantly agreed, but he had not been able or willing to hold 

fast to his commitment. Interestingly, in this letter, Augustine does not encourage Ecdicia to 

break her vow of celibacy. Though he chastens her for making her vow before her husband 

consented and against Paul’s teachings about the conjugal debt she owed her husband, Augustine 

concedes that her husband’s eventual consent “absolved you from that sin by which you denied 

him the debt of your body.”19 The heart of the problem lies in Ecdicia’s other ascetic actions she 

undertook without her husband’s consent and without submission to his authority.20 That is, 

Augustine argues that her husband’s illicit sexual activity stems from her other acts of marital 

disobedience: “this great evil has occurred because you have not treated his heart with the 

prudence that you ought to have. For, even if by agreement with each other you were not having 

sexual intercourse, as a wife you still ought to have been mindful of your husband in other 

matters out of marital obedience.”21 Therefore, this letter reveals Augustine’s understanding of 

the gender roles in marriage, especially the submissiveness of the wife. Marital celibacy is not 

the focus of the letter, for the couples’ (failed) marital celibacy only signifies the larger problems 

in their marriage.22 Still, this letter highlights Augustine’s firm convictions that spouses are 

obligated to render to one another the conjugal debt and that mutual agreement marks is 

imperative for a couple to practice marital celibacy correctly. The letter likewise indicates 
                                                
 19 Ep. 262.2-3 in Augustine, Letters 211-270, 1*-29* (trans. Roland J. Teske, S.J.; WSA II/4; New York: 
New City Press, 2005), 203-208. 
 
 20 See, e.g., ep. 262.5-9; WSA II/4, 205-207. 
 
 21 Ep. 262.1; WSA II/4, 203. As Kraemer remarks, “From a male point of view, the primary problem with 
women’s ‘unchastity’ is the underlying loss of male control over women.” Ross Shepard Kraemer, Her Share of the 
Blessings: Religions among Pagans, Jews, and Christians in the Greco-Roman World (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1994), 61. 
 
 22 See Tilley, “No Friendly Letters,” 51-53, for more. She discusses the differences in Augustine’s 
instructions in ep. 127 and 262 in view of the different genders of the recipients.  
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Augustine’s belief that dedication to marital celibacy does not absolve a marriage; instead, the 

practice exalts the marriage to a higher level of holiness.23 

 Overall, Augustine’s letters to celibate married couples accentuate his pastoral role and 

indicate that he was familiar with couples who engaged in the practice, albeit with differing 

levels of success. Because these letters were composed after his treatise, they underscore the 

real-world ramifications of Augustine’s teachings. People under Augustine’s authority were 

interested in determining and adopting appropriate marital sexual practices, in light of Christian 

teachings and the rising popularity of the ascetic movement. They looked to their ecclesial leader 

for guidance: Augustine, bishop of Hippo, provided that assistance not only through his letters 

but also through his ongoing attempts to address issues related to marriage. Of the many works 

in which he addresses marriage and celibacy, b. coniug. stands out as Augustine’s most 

systematic endeavor. 

 

De bono coniugali liber unus: Its context 

 Scholars date the treatise b. coniug. to the years 401-404 CE, just after Augustine’s 

composition of Confessionum libri tredecum (conf.).24 At this time, Augustine was serving as 

bishop of Hippo and living in a monastic, clerical community he had founded. In his personal 

life, Augustine had finally dedicated himself to the celibate life: not only he had sent away his 

concubine—the mother of his son—but he had also rejected the marriage his late mother had 

                                                
 23 Ep. 262.4; WSA II/4, 205. Ecdicia was dressing in widow’s apparel, an act for which Augustine chastens 
her. In her discussion of this letter, Clark argues that “Nowhere else in Augustine’s correspondence are his views on 
the marriages of actual Christians revealed so nakedly” (“Theory and Practice,” 45). See Upson-Saia, Early 
Christian Dress: Gender, Virtue, and Authority (New York: Routledge, 2011), 75-79, for a discussion of the 
gendered implications of Augustine’s letter as well as its relation to the ascetic movement. 
 
 24 See, e.g., the bibliography in David G. Hunter, “Bono Conjugali, De,” ATTA, 111. I follow Hunter, who 
dates the treatise to 404 CE. See David G. Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, Heresy in Ancient Christianity: The 
Jovinianist Controversy (New York; Oxford University Press, 2007), 269fn.111; “Sermon 354A*,” 40-44. 
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arranged. Yet regardless of his rejection and lack of participation in the institution, Augustine’s 

public role necessitated that he address issues related to marriage. As bishop of Hippo, Augustine 

was involved in a multiplicity of ecclesial and political activities as he pastorally cared for his 

congregation.25 Throughout his career, marriage and celibacy would appear in his writings, 

particularly his polemical battles with the Manicheans and Pelagians and his participation in the 

Jovinian controversy. During the time of the composition of b. coniug., Augustine was entering 

into the debate between Jovinian and Jerome, writing treatises and giving numerous sermons on 

marriage.26 This particular treatise served as a place for Augustine to flesh out his theology of 

marriage in response to various ecclesial controversies, and he does so from the perspective of a 

bishop pastorally concerned about the real implications of people’s understandings of marriage 

and marital sexual practices. 

 According to Augustine, he composed b. coniug. “in response to the ‘heresy of 

Jovinian,’” who had scandalized the church by rejecting the superiority of virginity and 

promoting the equality of virginity and chaste marriage.27 Jovinian, Augustine claims, had 

convinced consecrated men and women to marry, particularly through appeal to scriptural 

models of faith who had married. Despite ecclesial attempts to counter Jovinian’s teachings, 

                                                
 25 Robert A. Markus, “Life, Culture, and Controversies of Augustine,” ATTA, 498-99. 
 
 26 “Augustine was preoccupied during late 403 and early 404 with the issue of marriage and celibacy to 
such a degree that the problem intruded into his preaching” (Hunter, “Sermon 354A*,” 52; see also Hunter, 
Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy. In addition to the many letters Augustine composed that addressed marriage-
related topics, such as those to Jerome and to various married persons and virgins, Augustine had discussed issues of 
marriage and celibacy through his anti-Manichean writings prior to 404 and would later broach the topic in his 
polemics against the Pelagians and Julian, with different emphases. For instance, in his anti-Pelagian works, 
Augustine focused more pointedly on the relations between original sin, procreation, desire, and sexual intercourse. 
For a starting point on these later polemics, see Gerald Bonner, “Anti-Pelagian Works,” ATTA, 41-47. 
 
 27 Elizabeth A. Clark, “‘Adam’s Only Companion:’ Augustine and the Early Christian Debate on 
Marriage,” RechAug (1986): 145, fn. 45. See David G. Hunter, “Jovinian,” ATTA, 475-76; “Sermon 354A*,” 50. 
Jovinian particularly appealed to the patriarchs of the Old Testament to uphold his affirmation of the goodness of 
marriage; Augustine’s treatise, we shall see, responds to this by offering a different interpretation of their reasons for 
marriage. 
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people continued to spread his message through “chatter and whisperings.”28 In response to 

Jovinian, therefore, Augustine’s treatise upholds the excellence of virginity over marriage; it also 

attempts to differentiate the moral goodness of the sexual practices of the biblical marriages 

before Christ from the sexual practices of those living in Augustine’s time.29  

 Augustine also uses b. coniug. to response to other opponents. As he defends the 

patriarchs and matriarchs, Augustine remarks that his argument has refuted the Manichees and 

those who similarly slander the patriarchs.30 Because Manicheism also condemned the Old 

Testament saints for their sexual immorality,31 Augustine’s defense of the patriarchs’ polygamy 

and fecundity in b. coniug. responds to Manichean teachings and highlight the differences 

between the Manichean and Augustinian views of marriage and procreation.32 Yet Augustine’s 

history with the Manichees appears to affect more than just his defense of biblical marriages. 

Although Augustine rejected their teachings and composed numerous anti-Manichean works, 

Manichean philosophies concerning sexual practice may nonetheless underlie some of 

Augustine’s comments in this treatise. Despite Augustine’s earlier attempts to refute the sect, 

Manicheism continued in popularity throughout the region, and its itinerant preachers continued 

to challenge Christian beliefs publically.33 The Manichees argued against materiality and in favor 

                                                
 28 Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy, 269. 
 
 29 Elizabeth A. Clark, “Theory and Practice,” points out that Augustine’s attention to the patriarchs may be 
a also response to those who accused Augustine of Manicheism; in his earlier anti-Manichean works, Augustine had 
figuratively interpreted Genesis, causing others to accuse him of “ ‘Manicheanism,’ that is, the disparagement of the 
human body that had been created by God.” Thus Augustine’s work on the patriarchs in b. coniug. takes a less 
spiritualized approach to the Genesis chapter (31-33). 
 
 30 b. coniug., 25, 33 (WSA I/9, 57). See Hunter, “Sermon 354A*,” 51. 
 
 31 J. Kevin Coyle, “Mani, Manicheism,” ATTA, 524. 
 
 32 Indeed, his comment about answering the Manicheans appears after his defense of the patriarchs. 
 
 33 Markus, “Life,” ATTA, 503. For more on Augustine’s anti-Manichean works, see J. Kevin Coyle, “Anti-
Manichean Works,” ATTA, 39-41; Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy, 270-73. 
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of a “rigorous asceticism”; they considered “human salvation as the liberation of the particles of 

light trapped within their material bodies.”34 Subsequently, their teachings on sexuality 

emphasized the necessity for cessation of sexual activities. For instance, most relevant to this 

study, “Hearers,” like Augustine during his Manichean years, could marry, but “procreation was 

discouraged even for them.”35 In Augustine’s apologia for marriage, therefore, he upholds the 

goodness of procreation, censuring those who use birth control, and insists that sex for 

procreative purposes carries no negative soteriological effects. Similarly, and in contrast to 

Manichean teachings, Augustine never declares sexual abstinence mandatory for salvation, even 

as he advocates for marital celibacy as the ideal marital sexual practice.  

 The arguments Augustine sets forth in this treatise also appear to serve as a rejoinder to 

and correction of Jerome’s Adversus Jovinianum , which denigrated marriage.36 In his 

Retractationum libri duo, Augustine alludes to the opponents of Jovinian, who “were boasting 

that Jovinian could not be answered by praising marriage, but only by censuring it.”37 Though 

Augustine does not use his name, it is clear that Augustine includes Jerome in this category: 

Augustine’s affirmation of marriage as a good in b. coniug. moderates Jerome’s attack on 

Jovinian.38 Against Jerome, a man with whom Augustine had a long history of contention, 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
 34 Markus, “Life,” ATTA, 503. 
 
 35 Coyle, “Mani, Manicheism,” ATTA, 523. 
 
 36 Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy, 269-70. 
 
 37 Ibid., 269. 
 
 38 See, e.g., E. Schmitt, Le mariage chrétien dans l’oeuvre de saint Augustin. Une théologie baptismale de 
la vie conjugale (Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 1983), 68. See also Hunter, “Augustinian Pessimism?,” 158; 
“Sermon 354A*,” 51; “Bono conjugali, De” ATTA, 110. For more on evidence that Augustine is reacting to all these 
people/groups, see Hunter, “Sermon 354A*,” 50-59. As E. Clark remarks, “Although, like Jerome and John 
Chrysostom, [Augustine] affirms that celibacy is ‘higher’ than marriage, he is far more careful than they to uphold 
God’s blessing on marriage” (“Theory and Practice,” 33). 
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Augustine argues for an affirmation of marriage in light of a literal reading of 1 Corinthians 7.39 

In other words, responding to Jerome’s teaching, Augustine contends that the verses in 1 

Corinthians 7 make “it sufficiently clear that marriage is no sin.”40 Throughout the treatise, 

Augustine proclaims marriage as a good, even as he simultaneously upholds virginity as a 

superior good and promotes marital celibacy as the ideal marital lifestyle.41 

 Accordingly, Augustine’s compulsion to emphasize the goodness of Christian marriage, 

as well as his attempts to discern marriage’s relation to virginity and to biblical marriages, flows 

from a social and ecclesial context that included challenges to the institution of marriage. In this 

treatise, through his exposition on the goodness of marriage, Augustine posits that neither of his 

opponents’ positions correctly encompassed scriptural and ecclesial teachings on marriage. 

Augustine treads a middle ground among the warring factions by sanctioning marriage (against 

Jerome and the Manicheans) as well as maintaining virginity’s superior status (against 

Jovinian).42 In contrast to his later polemical writings against Julian and the Pelagians, this early 

treatise not only provides a more positive, nuanced view of Augustine’s views on marriage, but it 

also points to the larger theological issues being debated in Augustine’s day.43  

 Within Augustine’s social climate marriage remained an important part of daily life for 

the majority of people.44 However, the rise and growing popularity of the monastic movement 

                                                
 39 See Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy, 273-77. 
 
 40 b. coniug. 18, 21; WSA I/9, 49. 
 
 41 See, e.g., Ibid. 8, 8; WSA I/9, 39: “marriage and abstinence are two good things, one better than the 
other.” 
 
 42 I follow Hunter in dating the treatise to 401-404 (see “Sermon 354A*” and “Bono conjugali, De”). 
 
 43 In focusing on this less polemically-driven work, I follow scholars such as Hunter, Brown, and Clark (see 
Hunter, “Augustinian Pessimism?” 153-54. As Clark notes, moreover, “it was in the midst of controversies that he 
formulated his marital ethic” (“’Adam’s Only Companion,’” 139). 
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offered an alternative way of life than marriage. Consequently, the treatise defends the honor of 

Christian marriage and problematizes ready condemnation or praise of either marriage or 

virginity. As Augustine attempts to order sexual practices both in and outside the institution of 

marriage, he outlines the three goods of marriage—“offspring, fidelity and the sacrament”—and 

provides a systematic approach to reflection on marriage and virginity in Christian life.45  

 When Augustine composes this treatise, therefore, he not only addresses the overarching 

topic of the goodness of marriage, but he also deals with a practical issue plaguing laity and 

clerics alike—the question of acceptable sexual practices within and without Christian 

marriage.46 In short, he addresses questions that may have been significant for his North African 

context. Hence, as a “means of social communication,” 47 b. coniug. builds on Greco-Roman 

understandings of marriage and its role and explores how the institution—and, in particular, its 

sexual practices—align with Christian beliefs about various topics, such as procreation, 

salvation, obedience, and sin. The treatise not only responds to those critical of marriage, but it 

also provides an avenue by which Christians could both understand and embody their Christian 

faith as married persons—even married persons who engaged in the sexual intimacies of 

marriage.  

 

                                                                                                                                                       
 44 At least those to whom marriage was allowed, legally. Augustine will address the primary alternative to 
marriage, concubinage, and its potential definition as a form of marriage. 
 
 45 “...and because of them marriage is good” (b. coniug. 24, 32; WSA I/9, 57). See the later discussion for 
more on the goods of marriage and the meaning of “sacrament.” 
 
 46 After all, “Often the exegetical comments in these writings were produced in order to interpret biblical 
statements in the light of the everyday experience of the common people of his parish” (Brent Shaw, “The Family in 
Late Antiquity: The Experience of Augustine,” Past and Present 115 (1987): 5-6). 
 
 47 Allan D. Fitzgerald, O.S.A., “When Augustine Was Priest,” AugStud  40.1 (2009): 46. Although 
Fitzgerald makes this remark in relation to Psalm against the Donatists, I believe it applies to b. coniug., even if the 
latter lacks the rhetorical refrains and interactive nature of the former.  
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Augustine’s views on the prelapsarian life 

 Before turning to a discussion on Augustine’s unique perspective regarding the goodness 

of marriage, his beliefs about the prelapsarian life merit attention. After all, Augustine situates 

his beliefs about virginity and marriage within his larger understanding of the fallen state of 

humanity and begins b. coniug. accordingly. In his brief comments, Augustine is quite 

speculative concerning the prelapsarian state. Augustine’s later works speak more definitively, 

demonstrating the evolution and solidifying of his views; however, in this treatise, Augustine 

avoids a debate over the way in which the first humans would have obeyed the command to fill 

the earth. 48 He argues instead that his defense of marriage and exploration of its excellences 

addresses the “condition of being born and dying with which we are acquainted, and in which we 

were created.”49 In other words, he focuses his attention on the known postlapsarian life rather 

than on the unknown prelapsarian state. He admits his inability to do more than hypothesize 

concerning the specifics of prelapsarian world, though he does argue that any prelapsarian union 

would have been free of lust and pain.50 He does not exclude the possibility of carnal union in 

Paradise, but he does not promote such a concept, either, raising it as only one of a few possible 

scenarios.51 These other scenarios include the production of children through some other means, 

                                                
 48 For more on the evolution of his views, see, e.g., Burns, “Marital Celibacy;” also, Brown, Augustine of 
Hippo (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967), 390, who argues Augustine’s attitudes toward intercourse 
become more negative over time. Hunter’ works discuss this issue at varying lengths. See also John Cavadini, 
“Spousal Vision: A Study of Text and History in the Theology of Saint Augustine,” AugStud 42.1/2 (2012): 127-48, 
for a treatment of Augustine’s views on the prelapsarian life, Adam and Eve, and sin in The City of God. For the 
way his thoughts on the prelapsarian life, particularly its relation to gender, developed and evolved over time, see 
Maria Doerfler, “‘Hair!’ Remnants of Ascetic Exegesis in Augustine of Hippo’s De Opere Monachorum,” JECS 
22.1 (Spring 2014): 103 fn 78, and A. Solignac, “La femme,” 519-223; also, see E. Clark, “‘Adam’s Only 
Companion.’” 
 
 49 b. coniug. 3, 3; WSA I/9, 34.  
 
 50 See A. Solignac, “La femme,” 522; also Burns, “Marital Fidelity,” 10; b. coniug. 3, 3; WSA I/9, 34-35.  
 
 51 b. coniug. 2, 2; WSA I/9, 33-34. Later Augustine will later defend this concept more adamantly and argue 
that “God had intended Adam and Eve to have a fully bodily life and that this life would have included sex and 



 206 

such as God did with Adam, Eve, Jesus, and the bees; he also ponders the possibility that sexual 

generation could have occurred “without entailing the necessity of dying and the weaknesses that 

implied.”52 Therefore, Augustine here appears willing to acknowledge his ignorance of the 

prelapsarian existence and to recognize the limitations of such conjectures. Augustine does not 

neglect such theological speculation—particularly in some of his other works—but he remains 

cryptic and inconclusive about the prelapsarian life as he introduces his beliefs about marriage in 

the postlapsarian world.53 

 

Augustine’s uniqueness: The three goods of marriage 

 Unlike the more rhetorically elusive Cappdocains, Augustine speaks clearly and boldly 

about marital celibacy and blatantly discusses its role in the lives of married couples. For 

instance, in b. coniug., Augustine not only mentions marital celibacy explicitly but also 

expounds on its biblical basis, its function for married couples, and its relation to other sexual 

choices (such as procreative sex, adultery, etc.). As pastor and apologist, Augustine refuses to 

rhetorically elide questions of marital celibacy or speak circumspectly about marital relations. 

Rather, Augustine attempts both to refute heretics attacking marriage and to respond to clerical 

                                                                                                                                                       
procreation, even before the fall” (Hunter, “Augustinian Pessimism?,” 166). Here marks his first conjectures about 
the possibility of carnal union in paradise (Schmitt, Le mariage, 89, 97). Although Burns, “Marital Fidelity,” 7, 
argues that Augustine’s eschatology is fundamental to his teachings on sexuality, strikingly, in this treatise, 
Augustine spends little time on the matter and remains ambivalent about the paradisal state.  
 
 52 Burns, “Marital Fidelity,” 7; b. coniug. 2, 2; WSA I/9, 33-34. See also Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, and 
Heresy, 282-83, as well as Elizabeth A. Clark, “Heresy, Asceticism, Adam, and Eve: Interpretations of Gen 1-3 in 
the Later Latin Fathers,” in Ascetic Piety and Women’s Faith; Essays on Late Ancient Christianity (Studies of 
Women and Religion 20; Lewiston and Queenston, NY: Edwin Mellon Press, 1986), 353-85; and Sawyer, “Celibate 
Pleasures,” 14-19. 
 
 53 In some ways, this analysis does not treat Augustine fairly, since he does speak in more depth concerning 
his anthropology in other works. Limiting my analysis of Augustine to b. coniug. does not give adequate attention to 
his beliefs about the prelapsarian life, original sin, and humanity, particularly compared to my more extensive 
discussions in the Cappadocian chapters, especially Gregory of Nyssa. For more on the development of Augustine’s 
doctrine, see Schmitt, Le mariage, especially 96-105. 
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and lay ascetic trends within his North African community by developing a theology of marriage 

that takes into consideration the many questions surrounding the institution and its sexual 

dimension. Augustine’s larger defense of marriage, therefore, frames his comments on marital 

celibacy and thus requires more exposition: Augustine’s views regarding the three goods of 

marriage not only contribute to his teachings on marital celibacy, but they also mark him as 

distinct from the Cappadocians. 

 While the difference in social setting bear import for many of their divergences, 

Augustine’s treatment of marriage in b. coniug. entails a more positive understanding of the 

institution than the Cappadocians showed in their works. Though Augustine, like the 

Cappadocians, continues to maintain the superiority of virginity, he outlines three major goods of 

marriage in this treatise and thereby distinguishes himself from a long tradition of patristic 

authors who ignored the benefits of conjugal love.54 Augustine’s explicit references to “goods” 

and his optimism toward marriage find no parallel in the Cappadocians. The Cappadocians 

uphold the goodness of marriage, but they offer little praise for the institution.55 In contrast, 

Augustine presents both marriage and virginity as goods in and of themselves; the latter good is 

superior to the former.56 

                                                
 54 A. Solignac, “La femme,” 518. “Augustine had a far more positive view of marriage than any other 
patristic writer” (Schlabach, “Friendship as Adultery,” http://www.geraldschlabach.net/friendship-as-adultery/, fn. 
27). 
 
 55 Of course, Augustine’s apologetic tone in this work differs from the context of the Cappadocians’ works. 
Had I analyzed a more polemical Augustinian treatise, my conclusions might convey a less positive reading of 
Augustine. 
 
 56 “Marriage and abstinence are two good things, one better than the other” (b. coniug. 8, 8; WSA I/9, 39); 
Schmitt, Le mariage, 70. 
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 Moreover, in response to those who had demeaned marriage, Augustine extols three 

goods of marriage, based on his interpretation of Scripture.57 First, marriage allows for the 

procreation of (legitimate) children and recognizes the social nature of humanity; second, it 

includes “the duty of fidelity,” redirecting lust into acceptable sexual practice; third, it serves as a 

sacrament, pointing to the relationship between Christ and the church.58 According to Augustine, 

the primary function of marriage is propagation of the human race, and the institute of marriage 

provides stability to the children whom the couple beget.59 Despite Augustine’s claims that 

procreation has been rendered unnecessary by the advent of Christ, he condones procreative 

sex.60 Marriage is not a sin, nor is bearing children.61 Rather, marriage allows couples to funnel 

their lust into the good of procreation.62 Underlying his affirmation of childbearing is the Roman 

perspective on marriage: the institution of marriage allowed families to pass on property through 

legitimate heirs, for marriage was tied inextricably to property transmission.63 Children are “part 

of marriage” because the children inherit the property of the parents. Still, paying little heed to 

the property aspect, Augustine proposes that if the couple has no children due to their willing 

mutual abstention, they merit praise for their example of love untainted by lust and the sexual 

                                                
 57 “He sees the good of offspring presented in 1 Timothy 5:14 and Genesis 1:28, the good of faithfulness 
presented in 1 Corinthians 7:4 and Genesis 2:24, and the good of the sacrament of marriage presented in 1 
Corinthians 7:10, Matthwe 19:6, and Ephesians 5:32.” Perry J. Cahall, “The Trinitarian Structure of St. Augustine’s 
Good of Marriage,” AugStud 34.2 (2003): 223. 
 
 58 Cf., e.g., b. coniug. 3, 3; WSA I/9, 34-35; see also A. Solignac, “La femme,” 524-26; Schmitt, Le 
Mariage, 259-95. 
 
 59 See b. coniug. 17, 19; WSA I/9, 48.  
 
 60 See Ibid. 24, 32; WSA I/9, 56; also 10, 11; WSA I/9, 42: “Sexual union that is necessary for the purpose of 
having children is blameless, and it alone is part of marriage.” 
 
 61 See, e.g., Ibid. 17, 19-18, 21; WSA I/9, 48-49. 
 
 62 Ibid. 3.3; WSA I/9, 35. 
 
 63 Burns, “Marital Fidelity,” 1-2. 
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act.64 Their marriage remains valid and still good, even without heirs, due to the social aspect of 

marriage. 

 In other words, Augustine affirms that a marriage without children nonetheless has merit, 

for it acknowledges “the natural sociability [societas] that exists between the different sexes.”65 

Marriage permits people to participate in a union of friendship, not only through children but 

also, regardless of children, through the companionship and charity between the two spouses. 

Such friendship evokes the image of the first couple, joined side by side through the creation of 

woman from man.66 Augustine points to the waning of the sexual intimacies that occurs as 

spouses age as evidence that the sociability of the spouses will become more pronounced than 

their sexual relationship as their marriage grows in maturity and holiness.67 In short, Augustine 

considers the nature of marriage in terms of sociability, not only or primarily in terms of property 

and children. Indeed, “the idea of societas—the mutual union, harmony, and companionship of 

the couple—animates Augustine’s discussion at every point.”68 This positive view of marriage as 

a place of societas softens his teachings about the presence of desire and lust within the 

marriage.69 For example, as he describes the good of procreation, Augustine refers to the 

capability of marriage to moderate sexual desires: “parental feeling” tempers “sensual desire” 

                                                
 64 b. coniug. 3, 3; WSA I/9, 35. He denies, therefore, the need for “sexual consummation” to legitimate a 
marriage, suggesting instead “[t]he essence of marriage was in the intention” [Kim Power, Veiled Desire: Augustine 
on Women (New York: Continuum, 1996), 105]. 
 
 65 b. coniug. 3, 3; WSA I/9, 34. 
 
 66 Ibid. 1, 1; WSA I/9, 33. 
 
 67 Ibid. 3, 3; WSA I/9, 35. 
 
 68 Hunter, “Augustinian Pessimism?” 160. 
 
 69 However, in later works, in response to Julian and the Pelagians, Augustine will develop and give much 
attention to the idea the relationships among concupiscence, original sin, lust, and marriage. See, e.g., Peter Burnell, 
“Concupiscence,” ATTA, 224-27. 
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since the spouses are aware of the possibility of parenthood that comes with their sexual 

activity.70 Still, despite his acknowledgement that lust that can be present in the marital act, 

Augustine’s focus in this treatise remains on the more positive aspects of marriage as a place of 

childbearing and friendship.71 

 Augustine also lauds the fidelity of the spouses as a second “good” of marriage.72 

“Christianizing” the Roman virtue of concordia, Augustine proposes that the marriage bond 

serves as a means of fidelity [fides]: spouses practice chastity and demonstrate loyalty to one 

another.73 “Fidelity involves both the abstention from sex with anyone other than one’s spouse 

and the mutual responsibility of each spouse to render sexual relations to the other.”74 Though 

they may exceed the boundaries of procreative sex with each other—engaging in sex for 

passion—they nonetheless practice fidelity rather than adultery, thereby wisely controlling 

weaknesses of the flesh and avoiding mortal sin.75 In light of 1 Corinthians 7, moreover, 

Augustine claims that when a spouse engages in sexual activity for the sake of paying the 

conjugal debt to their lustful partner, the former is “acting out of the good of fidelity.”76 In other 

words, the person desiring celibacy can practice faithfulness by engaging in intercourse in order 
                                                
 70 b. coniug. 3, 3; WSA I/9, 35. 
 
 71 Hunter argues, “in the treatise On the Good of Marriage Augustine pays little attention to the problem of 
concupiscence, except to point out that in marriage such desires are, in a certain way, transformed by being put to 
the good use of procreation” (“Augustinian Pessimism?” 161). 
 
 72 Burns, “Marital Fidelity,” 2-3. 
 
 73 Carol Harrison, Augustine: Christian Truth and Fractured Humanity (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2000). b. coniug. 4, 4; WSA I/9, 35. Burns discusses this role of fidelity in marriage in light of Roman 
expectations for marriage and sexual practice, drawing on various works in the Augustinian corpus: their fidelity 
“could transform the culturally-approved practices of domination and submission into rituals of mutual care, 
support, and even healing” (“Marital Fidelity,” 25). 
 
 74 Hunter, “Bono conjugali, De,” ATTA, 110. 
 
 75 Cf., e.g., b. coniug. 6, 6; WSA I/9, 37-38. 
 
 76 Hunter, “Sermon 354A*,” 47; b. coniug.6, 6; WSA I/9, 37-38.  
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to prevent the weaker spouse from falling into greater sin. The shared loyalty of the couple 

sanctifies their relationship.77 Therefore, Augustine exhorts chastity within marriage but does not 

equate chastity with complete sexual abstinence; rather, he defines chastity as “no fornicating, no 

adultery, no defiling oneself with unlawful intercourse.”78 Such chastity highlights the 

faithfulness of husband and wife to one another and the manner in which they lawfully put to use 

their sensual desires for the moral health of the other. This faithfulness pardons the sin of 

unrestrained lust, making it “a ‘forgiveable fault’ (venialis culpa) owing to the good of 

fidelity.”79 In short, the fidelity of the married couple can both prevent sexual sin and lessen its 

soteriological impact. 

 Furthermore, Augustine’s third good of marriage views marriage in light of its symbolic 

role. Christian marriage functions as a sacrament.80 The polyvalent meaning of sacrament is here 

important: Augustine does not necessarily signify marriage’s role as a “formal institution of the 

church.”81 Indeed, in the year 404, marriage had not been declared an official “sacrament” in the 

way it would be later understood.82 Marriage existed as a socio-cultural institution controlled by 

the state, not the church.83 Nonetheless, church leaders participated in a nuptial blessing at times, 

                                                
 77 b. coniug. 11, 13; Schmitt, Le Mariage, 271; see 1 Corinthians 7:14. 
 
 78 b. coniug. 23, 30; WSA I/9, 55. 
  
 79 Hunter, “Augustinian Pessimism?,” 162. 
 
 80 b. coniug. 24, 32; WSA I/9, 56-57. 
 
 81 Hunter, “Marriage,” ATTA, 536. 
 
 82 Martos claims that the Catholic church did not view marriage as a sacrament “in the same sense as 
baptism and the other official sacraments” until the twelfth century [Joseph Martos, Doors to the Sacred: A 
Historical Introduction to Sacraments in the Catholic Church, exp. ed. (Liguori, MO: Liguori/Triumph, 1991), 343].  
 
 83 Meyendorff likewise points out that “until at least the end of the ninth century, the Byzantines generally 
concluded marriages as civil contracts without the involvement of the Church in the legal aspect of the marriage 
contract,” even though the Church cared about the “pastoral, sacramental, and penitential” aspects of the institution 
[John Meyendorff , “Christian Marriage in Byzantium: The Canonical and Liturgical Tradition,”DOP 44 (1990): 
101]. 
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when invited, and patristic authors instructed people how to behave at weddings; still, no 

standard liturgy or ceremony existed during Augustine’s era.84 The church also concerned itself 

with proscribing various ecclesial sanctions against particular behaviors related to marriage. The 

synod of Elvira, for instance, dealt with issues of intermarriage, fornication, and remarriage, and 

penalized those who did not comply with their teachings.85 Augustine’s use of the word 

sacramentum does not refer, then, to the formal, liturgical ritual of marriage. 

 Rather, by choosing sacramentum, Augustine signifies the role of marriage as a “sacred 

sign” that is “revelatory and formative of the divine mystery.”86 These signs, upheld by both 

tradition and Scripture, correspond to “a deeper spiritual reality which is made manifest by the 

very sign itself.”87 As Paul expressed in Ephesians 5, marriage is a visible relationship that points 

to a greater divine mystery: Augustine therefore alludes to the “transcendent significance found 

in human relationships” when he discusses this third good of marriage.88 Augustine distinguishes 

however, between the symbolic significance of marriage in the patriarchal era and the 

sacramental meaning of marriage in the Christian era. In the time of the patriarchs, marriage 

pointed sacramentally to the divine promises: it functioned prophetically to proclaim the Christ 

who would come from the race of Abraham.89 Likewise, the polygamous marriages of that time 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
 84 Hunter, Marriage in the Early Church, 27. 
 
 85 Ibid., 26. 
 
 86 Emmanuel J. Cutrone, “Sacraments,”ATTA, 741-47. 
 
 87 Ibid., 743. 
 
 88 Hunter, “Marriage,” ATTA, 536. 
 
 89 b. coniug. 19; WSA I/9, 50. 
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exemplified the “future Churches arising from all nations though subject to the one man 

Christ.”90 

 Yet, Augustine contends, since Christ has come, marriage now must be monagamous, for 

monogamous marriage “symbolizes the union of all races in submission to the one man 

Christ.”91 In addition, monogamous marriage “is a symbol that in the future we shall all be united 

and subject to God in the one heavenly city.”92 That is, the indissoluble bond between spouses 

serves as a reminder of the eschatological unity among nations, in submission to Christ. Indeed, 

“the ‘sacramentality’ of marriage directs the temporal societas of the Christian couple to the 

eternal societas of the City of God.”93  

 Perhaps in an attempt to defend the church’s teachings against divorce and remarriage, 

which contrasted with Roman law, Augustine explains that marriage’s sacramental role provides 

guidelines for Christian marriages. While “the value of marriage, therefore, for all races and all 

people, lies in the objective of procreation and the faithful observance of chastity[, f]or the 

people of God, however, it also lies in the sanctity of the sacrament.”94 Thus, this temporal 

marital unity cannot be dissolved through divorce, just as the union of Christ and the Church 

                                                
 90 Ibid. 18, 21; WSA I/9, 49. 
  
 91 Ibid. 18, 21; WSA I/9, 49. Here, Augustine alludes to Ephesians 5:21-33. 
 
 92 See Burns, “Marital Fidelity,” 4-5; Peter Brown, Body and Society: Men, Women, and Sexual 
Renunciation in Early Christianity (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988), 403. See also David G. Hunter, 
“Reclaiming Biblical Morality: Sex and Salvation History in Augustine’s Treatment of the Hebrew Saints,” in In 
Dominico Eloquio: In Lordly Eloquence: Essays on Patristic Exegesis in Honor of Robert Louis Wilken, ed. Paul 
Blowers et. al (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 317-35: Hunter argues that Augustine’s beliefs concerning the 
patriarchs include the idea of the multiplicity as the “sacrament,” though “in the Christian dispensation, by contrast, 
the primary sacrament in marriage is an indissoluble unity” (327). Also, in Hunter notes that Augustine calls this 
bond “a pair of ‘shackles’ that are reinforced by ‘the hands of the bishop’” in Ennarrationes in psalmos 149.15 
(“Augustine and Marriage,” 75). He contends, “Christian marriage is thus a foreshadowing of an eschatological 
reality, an eschatological unity and community that builds upon and yet transcends the temporal and earthly goods of 
procreation and fidelity” (“Augustinian Pessimism?,” 163). 
 
 93 Hunter, “Augustinian Pessimism?,” 163. 
 
 94 b. coniug. 24, 32; WSA I/9, 56. 
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cannot be destroyed.95 For similar reasons, a divorced woman (or man) cannot remarry, since 

only death can break the bond—the sacramental union—of marriage.96 Augustine further 

proposes that people only marry once—as the church required of clerics—so that they do not 

tarnish or destroy the symbolism of the union.97 The marriage bond, therefore, points to a 

mystery beyond itself, a sacramentum, that serves as a visible sign for “something greater...in the 

city of our God.”98 

 

Augustine on marital sexual practices 

 As Augustine discusses marriage’s more pragmatic aspects, he addresses marital sexual 

practices in light of their soteriological consequences and spiritual implications. Augustine never 

proscribes marital celibacy as a requirement for salvation and marital piety; instead, he explicates 

an array of sexual practices within marriage and explains how different options relate to sin. In 

so doing, Augustine appears to implicitly provide an ordering of sexual practices. Although he 

does not explicitly demarcate the diverse practices into a hierarchy, he does speak of the assorted 

behaviors in relation to one another. I contend that within this ordering, Augustine presents two 

positive sexual options for married couples: complete abstention from sexual relations and 

abstention except for procreation. The superior marital sexual practice remains marital celibacy, 

                                                
 
 95 See Harrison, Augustine, 166-67. Here, Augustine uses the idea of sacramentum to understand Jesus’ 
teachings equating divorce and remarriage with adultery (see, e.g., Matthew 5:31-32), teachings that stood in 
contrast to Roman law that permitted divorce and remarriage. He likewise used the teachings to develop his concept 
of sacramentum: “the marriage bond [is] so inflexible...[because]...something from this weak mortal condition was 
being used as a symbol of something greater” (b. coniug. 7, 7; WSA I/9, 38-39). 
 
 96 b. coniug. 24, 32; WSA I/9, 56. 
 
 97 Ibid. 18, 21; 24, 32; WSA I/9, 49, 56-57. Though Roman law may have forced husbands to divorce 
adulterous wives, “the African church allowed such separation and its civil consequences, but not the remarriage of 
either spouse,” in light of scriptural injunctions like 1 Timothy 3:2 (Burns, “Marital Fidelity,” 4, 34). 
 
 98 b. coniug. 7, 7; WSA I/9, 39. 
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since this relationship imitates the angelic life.99 However, Augustine establishes that sex for 

procreative purposes “is not sinful.”100 Procreative sex within marriage appropriately uses 

marriage and bears no weight of sin: indeed, “sexual union that is necessary for the purpose of 

having children is blameless.”101 In short, sexual relations in marriage do not prevent people 

from pursuing holiness or obtaining salvation. 

 Nevertheless, Augustine’s personal experiences with sexual temptations as well as his 

understanding of the human condition intersect with his pastoral role as Augustine acknowledges 

that most people listening to his words will not or cannot embrace complete marital celibacy or 

sexual intimacy only for procreation.102 Instead, they will choose to pursue sexual union in order 

to satisfy desire.103 While he disproves of such behavior, Augustine both recognizes its 

prevalence and addresses the questions his audience may have concerning such behavior’s moral 

value and soteriological consequences. For instance, he proposes that such sensual intimacy 

lacks the severity of extramarital sexual sins, such as adultery or fornication. However, 

intercourse due to sexual desire still falls under the rubric of sinful behavior: “Whatever married 

people do between themselves that is impure or shameful or sordid, therefore, is a sin of the 

persons, not the fault of the marriage.”104 Because Paul teaches that marriage should not be 

                                                
 
 99 Ibid. 8, 8; WSA I/9, 39. Its practice signifies spiritual growth, for “the better persons [the husband and 
wife] are, the earlier they begin by mutual consent to abstain from sexual union” (Ibid. 3,3; WSA I/9, 35). See also b. 
coniug. 26, 53; WSA I/9, 58. 
 
 100 Ibid. 6-7; WSA I/9, 37-38. 
 
 101 Ibid. 10, 11; WSA I/9, 42. See Hunter, “Augustine and Marriage,” for the way in which Augustine 
appeals to the marriage contracts “to underscore the essential goodness of sexual intercourse for procreation” (77). 
 
 102 Brown, Hippo, wryly remarks that while Augustine hoped ideally that people would refrain except for 
the conception of children, Augustine “had few illusions as to the difficulties which married couples experienced in 
adhering to this rule” (390, fn.4). 
 
 103 b. coniug. 6, 6; WSA I/9, 37. 
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considered a sin, Augustine theorizes that marital sex due to “lack of self-control” also should 

receive forgiveness.105 He classifies such sexual activity as “excusable”—“venial,” rather than 

mortal, sin.106 His teachings on the goods of marriage underlie his beliefs here. In particular, the 

spouses demonstrate fidelity to one another by relieving each other’s weaknesses and by 

remaining faithful to their licit union.107 In light of the goodness of marriage, then, even this 

“impure” behavior cannot preclude salvation. In fact, in a later sermon, Augustine equates sexual 

intercourse due to desire with the sins pardoned by saying the Lord’s Prayer.108 Hence, though 

sexual intercourse due to desire is inferior to the sinless sexual relations—marital celibacy and 

sex for procreative purpsoes—it nonetheless falls within the boundaries of acceptable marital 

sexual behavior. 

 In contrast, Augustine does not condone nor absolve all other types of sexual behavior 

within marriage. For example, Augustine denounces any attempt “to prevent conception by any 

means other than abstinence...[as]...a serious sin against the marriage itself.”109 Augustine also 

                                                                                                                                                       
 104 Ibid. 6, 6; WSA I/9, 37. 
 
 105 Augustine’s Platonic beliefs may underlie some of this teaching, for he would have associated excessive 
sexual activity with unreason and therefore rebellion and sin against God (Power, Veiled Desire, 37-39). See also 
Sawyer, “Celibate Pleasures,” 12-13; Hunter, “Augustinian Pessimism?,” 154-67. 
 
 106 See, e.g., b. coniug. 10,11; WSA I/9, 42, and b. coniug. 6,6-7; WSA I/9, 38. Augustine based this 
teaching on Paul’s “concession” in 1 Corinthians 7:6. In Sermon 354A, moreover, Augustine not only considers it a 
venial sin but argues that such sin may be forgiven through actions such as the Lord’s Prayer. He also proposes in 
that sermon that people who would prefer to practice marital celibacy can perform an act of grace by having sex 
with their spouse if their spouse is unready or unable to achieve celibacy (see Hunter, “Sermon 354A*”). For more 
on Augustine’s creation of “venial sin” as a category for these activities, see Hunter, “Augustine and Marriage,” 
especially 79-80; concerning venial sin and marital sex, Hunter highlights b. coniug. as well as Sermons 9, 278, 
354A*. 
 
 107 b. coniug. 6, 6; WSA I/9, 37. See also Burns, “Marital Fidelity,” 21. He points out that Augustine’s 
complex argument categorizes “the lustful desire, the consent given to it, and the performance it inspired...each...as 
sinful.” See also pages 25-27. 
 
 108 “By invoking the Lord’s Prayer...Augustine set the ‘venial sin’ or venialis culpa of such acts within a 
framework that reduced it almost to triviality” (Hunter, “Sermon 354A*,” 46). 
 
 109 Burns, “Marital Fidelity,” 5; see b. coniug. 5, 5; WSA I/9, 36-37. 



 217 

condemns “unnatural sex” adamantly.110 In addition, regardless of the reason a couple might 

engage in sexual intimacy, Augustine instructs that they must refrain during “certain days in 

order to be free for prayer and to support their prayers with this abstinence.” 111 That is, he 

applies Paul’s guidelines from 1 Corinthians 7 that enjoin marital celibacy—at certain times—for 

all married couples, based on his reading of scriptural injunctions for married persons. Augustine 

warns that failure to adhere to the fast days or participating to unnatural sex may “turn away 

God’s mercy.”112 Therefore, despite his affirmation of sex for procreation and his concessions 

towards marital sex to satisfy desire, Augustine upholds particular boundaries for sexual 

practices within marriage through explicit condemnation and threat of negative soteriological 

repercussions. 

  

Complicating factors 

 As Augustine describes various practices that fall outside the rubric of marriage, he 

underscores the difficulty of determining the moral value of particular lifestyles and actions as 

well as the frustrations inherent to positioning these behaviors in relation to each other. On a 

fundamental level, Augustine’s exaltation of virginity, as well as his preference for marital 

                                                
 
 110 The context indicates Augustine here equates “unnatural sex” with “non-vaginal intercourse” [Virginia 
Burrus, “2010 NAPS Presidential Address: ‘Fleeing the Uxorious Kingdom’: Augustine’s Queer Theology of 
Marriage,” JECS 19.1 (Spring 2011): 8]. Although Burrus’ basic analysis of Augustine’s views—that he prefers 
celibate marriages to those that involve sexual union—agrees with my assessment, her description of celibate 
marriages as “queer” strains the argument. She proposes that celibate marriages are “characterized by...something as 
queer, and very nearly unimaginable, as the sex lives of ascetic saints” (9)—yet Augustine knew ascetic married 
couples, so it wasn’t “unimaginable” to him, nor does he think it a guaranteed “impossibility” (10). A longer 
response to her article goes beyond the scope of this project; nonetheless, I propose that while her article is not 
without its insights, Burrus’ insistence that “Augustine’s theology of marriage is a queer one” seems less supported 
by his actual text and more supported by her own theoretical and scholarly presuppositions, tendencies, and interests 
(9). That is, she reads “queerness” into the text. 
 
 111 b. coniug. 10, 11; WSA I/9, 42. This instruction comes from Paul’s letter in 1 Corinthians 7:1-7. 
 
 112 b. coniug. 10, 11; WSA I/9, 42. 
 



 218 

celibacy and condemnation of adultery and fornication, echoes basic Christian beliefs concerning 

marriage and virginity. His basic theoretical ordering of these practices—virginity as the superior 

way of life, then marital celibacy, then sex within marriage, then adultery and fornication—

resembles the teachings of the Cappadocians, particularly Gregory of Nyssa. However, in his 

treatise, Augustine presents a more grandiose and complicated picture of the Greco-Roman 

world that encompasses a larger spectrum of sexual practices.113 Even as he ascribes to the 

theoretical superiority of virginity over marriage, Augustine considers the complicated nature of 

human relationships, especially in light of the disordered fallen nature of humanity. Augustine 

nuances and problematizes the overarching theoretical system, particularly in two ways: by 

scrutinizing the virtue involved in sexual behaviors and by questioning the place of concubinage 

within his basic theoretical ordering of marriage and celibacy. Augustine hesitates to claim 

absolute authority in valuating sexual practices, for he admits that he is not always certain where 

they might fit in relation to the others. Still, he attempts to tease out the ordering of the sexual 

practices even as he acknowledges the difficulty of such a task. 

 

Complicating factor: Virtues 

 In b. coniug., Augustine offers a nuanced approach that valuates sexual practices in 

marriage in light of scriptural teachings regarding the virtues. For instance, Augustine takes 

seriously the virtue of humility and its relation to ascetic practices. He proposes that married 

persons—even those who indulge in marital relations—deserve higher honor than “irreligious” 

                                                
 113 He may feel the need to do this because he found that the Scriptures could be less than unambiguous 
when addressing sexual practices and related issues. Moreover, while he does not refer to “hierarchy” as he 
discusses various sexual activities, his constant attempts to ascertain which behavior is more or less acceptable than 
another reveals his hierarchical understanding of sexual practices. 
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virgins.114 Though virginity is better than marriage, “faith is preferred to being irreligious.”115 He 

emphasizes that a lack of humility makes any way of life, including virginity, suspect. Despite 

their physical state of virginity, virgin unbelievers are “unfaithful to the true God,” and therefore 

they must be classified as inferior to faithful married women who marry “for the purpose of 

having chaste sexual union with their husbands.”116 Though the latter may be less excellent than 

faithful virginity that attempts to imitate the angelic life, faithful married life rises above an 

unfaithful virginity that prides itself on its sacrilege.117 Furthermore, Augustine warns virgins to 

practice humility, lest they assume they surpass all married persons in their holiness.118 Indeed, 

even when they are humble, they do not surpass the excellence of the patriarchs and matriarchs; 

rather, if—and only if—they live in “great humility,” they will “surpass all other married 

persons.”119 He emphasizes the need for persons in all states of life to practice virtue and to 

acknowledge, with humility, that they must “be careful about how they live while still here on 

earth.”120 As Augustine positions people in relation to one another, then, he not only considers 

sexual practice but also the virtues or vices the people embody. This teaching thereby allows for 

the possibility that married persons may sometimes receive greater honor than virgins, because 

sexual practice alone does not determine people’s moral standing. 

                                                
 
 114 b. coniug. 8, 8; WSA I/9, 39. 
 
 115 Ibid. 8, 8; WSA I/9, 39. 
 
 116 Ibid. 8, 8; WSA I/9, 40. 
 
 117 Ibid. 8, 8: WSA I/9, 39-40. 
 
 118 Ibid. 26, 34; WSA I/9, 58. 
 
 119 Ibid. 24, 35; WSA I/9, 58.  
 
 120 Ibid. 24, 35; WSA I/9, 58. 
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 Augustine applies this concept in his defense of the patriarchs and matriarchs.121 That is, 

as he appraises the marriages of the patriarchs in relation to virginity and marriage in the 

Christian era, Augustine introduces the virtue of obedience as a factor in determining the moral 

status of their fecundity and polygamy. Augustine discusses the marriages of the patriarchs at 

some length, most likely in order to “refute Jovinian’s appeal to the married saints of the Old 

Testament as evidence of the equality of marriage and celibacy” and to counter the Manichees’ 

attacks on the righteousness of the patriarchs.122 Augustine demarcates between the sexual 

expectations placed on those who lived before Christ and the instructions given to those who live 

after Christ, drawing marital celibacy into this discussion through the concept of obedience. In 

particular, Augustine attempts to explain why the patriarchs, who obeyed God’s commands to be 

fruitful and multiply, deserve honor for their actions, while those in the Christian era no longer 

need to ascribe to those instructions and instead should pursue virginity.  

 As previously discussed, Augustine contends that those Christians who choose 

virginity—and practice humility—are superior to married persons, while those married persons 

who embrace marital celibacy deserve higher honor than those who engage in sexual activity. 

However, this ordering of Christian sexual practices does not apply to the patriarchs, because 

they acted in obedience to other commands. That is, Augustine makes a clear division between 

the sexual, procreative responsibilities of the patriarchs and Christians.123 Augustine claims that 

                                                
 
 121 Here and hereafter, I generally will use “patriarchs” to include both patriarchs and matriarchs. Not only 
does “patriarchs” follow Augustine’s use of the term, but the shorter phrase is less wieldy. 
 
 122 Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy, 278; Hunter, “Reclaiming,” 317, 325. In other works, 
Augustine points to Joseph and Mary—not, like Gregory of Nyssa, to Isaac and Rebekah—as exemplars for celibate 
marriage (see Clark, “‘Adam’s Only Companion,’” 150-57). 
 
 123 He suggests that  “the very meaning of human sexual activity can differ according to different historical 
times and circumstances” (Hunter, “Reclaiming,” 318). Hunter provides a much more thorough analysis of this 
theme throughout Augustine’s corpus, while I focus only on b. coniug. 
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the patriarchs were expected to procreate so that the “people of God” would groan until “the 

Prince and Savior of all peoples would be proclaimed and be born:” their obedience to these 

commands led to their fecundity and polygamy.124 According to Augustine, “the fathers of the 

Old Testament had intercourse because it was their duty, and their natural enjoyment of it was 

never let go to the point of becoming irrational and sinful passion.”125 Still, though they did not 

practice virginity, they did practice marital celibacy often, engaging in sexual relations only for 

procreative purposes.126 The patriarchs and matriarchs would have refrained from sexual 

intimacy entirely, had they not been obedient to the commands of God. Their carnal union, in 

fact, was actually “spiritual,” because piety required them to participate in procreative sex so that 

they could fulfill the prophecy about the messiah, who would belong to their nation: “it was, 

therefore, something of much greater value than the chaste marriages of the faithful of our 

times.”127 Their disposition mattered, because they practiced chastity in marriage (that is, they 

had intercourse only for procreation) and refrained in all other cases, using sexual intimacy 

wisely and only out of duty.128 Augustine even justifies their polygamy as acceptable because 

they participated in such relationships in order to further fulfill the command to proliferate the 

people of God.129 

                                                
 
 124 b. coniug. 9, 9; WSA I/9, 41. 
 
 125 Ibid. 16, 18; WSA I/9, 47. 
 
 126 This is typically referred to as chastity. 
 
 127 b. coniug. 19; WSA I/9, 50. Such a claim counter’s Jovinian’s argument by distinguishing between 
marriages before Christ and after: “marriage and procreation now play a fundamentally different role in the history 
of salvation than they did before the coming of Christ” (Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, Heresy, 279). 
 
 128 Cf., e.g., b. coniug. 21, 25-26; 22, 27; WSA I/9, 51-54. 
 
 129 Ibid. 1, 20; WSA I/9, 48. Their polygamy actually revealed their obedience rather than their lust: if they 
had married out of lust, then polyandry would have existed (Power, Veiled Desire, 34-35). 
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 In short, Augustine defends the Old Testament saints for their dutiful use of (only) 

procreative sex out of obedience to the prophetic commands. Indeed, because they had the 

strength to engage in sexual relations only for procreative purposes, Augustine classifies the 

patriarchs as surpassing those who practice celibacy after the advent of Christ.130 Still, upholding 

the theoretical superiority of celibacy, Augustine claims that had the patriarchs lived in the 

Christian milieu, they, too, would have practiced celibacy, out of obedience. Through 

introducing the virtue of obedience into his discussion of sexual practices, Augustine destabilizes 

the “practical validity” of the ordering of celibacy over marriage, even as he subscribes to the 

“theoretical superiority of celibacy over marriage” by admitting the patriarchs only engaged in 

sexual intercourse out of obedience.131 The discussion shifts its emphasis from sexual practices 

alone to virtue and its relation to the sexual lives of humans.132  

 In other words, the patriarchs revealed their virtue through their obedience, shown 

through their willingness to be fruitful and multiply in order to increase the people of God and 

bring about the Savior. Now that the Savior has come, however, and so that Christians might 

usher in the city of God more quickly, Augustine declares that those who live after Christ now 

have instructions to imitate Christ and the angels, and, if possible, to embrace virginity.133 He 

accentuates the eschatological implications of virginity: childbearing prolongs the “fulfillment” 

                                                
 130 Through this discussion, Augustine reveals that “there were virtues of greater value than sexual 
continence”; thus, celibacy does not necessarily trump the Old Testament marriages because those marriages were 
characterized by obedience (Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, Heresy, 280). 
 
 131 Ibid., 284. 
 
 132 See George Lawless, “Augustine’s Decentering of Asceticism,” in Augustine and His Critics, ed. Robert 
Dodaro and George Lawless (Routledge: New York, 2002), 134-45. 
 
 133 This “city of God” is the terminology Augustine employs in this treatise, but it should not be confused 
with the “city of God” which Augustine discusses in his work of the same nomenclature. 
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of “the city of God” and “the end of the world,” but virginity hastens these.134 No longer does the 

command to be fruitful and multiply take precedence over the ascetic desires for celibacy. 

Instead, because the Savior has already come, and because so many people will continue to bear 

children, there is no need for Christians to procreate in order to have “the spiritual kinship 

required for creating a true and holy society.”135 Thus, Christians who practice virginity usher in 

the city of God, even as they imitate the angelic life: “the freedom from sexual union is both an 

angelic practice now and will last for eternity.”136  

 Nonetheless, Augustine places those Christians who have dedicated themselves to 

virginity below the patriarchs, because he believes, quite adamantly, that those who pursue 

virginity now do so because they otherwise would be unable to imitate the patriarch’s wise and 

measured use of sex only for procreation. Though people ideally would embrace the life of 

virginity out of obedience in order to imitate angels and avoid the distractions of marriage, 

Augustine seems persuaded that “many people today find it easier to abstain completely from 

sexual union for their whole lives than to observe the restriction of not having intercourse except 

for the sake of having offspring, if they marry.”137 Accordingly, Christian virgins do not 

necessarily surpass the patriarchs, who restrained from sex except for procreation.138 They do, 

                                                
 
 134 Ibid. 10, 10; 11, 13; WSA I/9, 41-43. 
 
 135 Ibid. 9, 9; WSA I/9, 41. 
 
 136 Ibid. 8, 8; WSA I/9, 39. 
 
 137 Ibid. 13, 15; WSA I/9, 45. “It seemed to make more sense to Augustine that a person should make a 
radicl break with sexual desire, rather than make proper use of it within marriage” (Mathijs Lamberigts, “A Critical 
of Evaluation of Critiques of Augustine’s View of Sexuality,” in Augustine and His Critics, ed. Robert Dodaro and 
George Lawless [New York: Routledge], 186). Virginity offers an alternative for those who would lack self-control 
in marital relations to avoid the venial sins associated with the marital act, just as marriage tames those who would 
otherwise engage in fornication (see b. coniug. 10, 10-11; WSA I/9, 41-42). 
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however, outrank everyone else who marries, including “those who are celibate after having had 

the experience of marital relations.”139 For Augustine, then, the honor of Christian virgins and 

married patriarchs is tied intimately to their abilities to demonstrate virtues, such as humility and 

obedience. Augustine’s work therefore problematizes facile categorization of people’s moral 

virtue based on their sexual practices alone. In other words, his attention to obedience and 

humility enriches straightforward interpretations of Augustine’s teachings on marital celibacy, 

since Augustine considers people’s impetus for sexual practice as he discusses marital relations 

and virginity in both the patriarchal era and present times. 

 

Complicating factor: Concubinage 

 Augustine similarly challenges the ordering of marriage and virginity by introducing 

another socially sanctioned sexual relationship, concubinage. As Augustine addresses the Roman 

institution of concubinage, he evaluates the practice in light of the virtuous intentions of its 

participants and in light of the practice’s cultural, scriptural, and ecclesial support. This 

recognition of the practice of concubinage marks Augustine as distinct from the Cappadocians. 

Augustine appears more concerned with establishing the moral status of various sexual practices 

and more inclined to give attention to the less socially respectable relationships than did the 

Cappadocians, who made no extended mention of Greco-Roman concubinage, although the 

practice was popular throughout the empire.140 In b. coniug., Augustine expresses frustration at 

                                                                                                                                                       
 138b. coniug. 13, 15; 19; 22, 27; WSA I/9, 44-45, 50, 53-54. He claims “it is more difficult to make use of 
marriage while retaining the disposition of continence than it is to renounce the use of marriage altogether” (Hunter, 
Marriage, Celibacy, Heresy, 279, fn.143). 
 
 139 b. coniug. 26, 35; WSA I/9, 58. 
 
 140 See Antti Arjava, Women and Law in Late Antiquity (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 210: 
“concubinage continued as a licit and legally recognized practice both in the west and in the Byzantine empire.” At 
least to my knowledge, the Cappadocians do not address the institution in any great detail. The only references to the 
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the challenge of classifying concubinage in relation to marriage. One of the complicating issues 

for Augustine is that the Scriptures do not address concubinage as it was practiced and 

understood in the Greco-Roman world. Therefore, Augustine relied on other sources, such as 

legal and ecclesial sanctions of the practices as well as theological understandings of the 

purposes of marriage and the practice of virtue, to shape his teachings on the relationship 

between concubinage and marriage.  

 Because concubinage often imitated marriage’s “trappings and ideals,” Augustine’s 

difficulty in ascertaining concubinage’s moral standing may stem in part from concubinage’s 

uneasy resemblance to marriage.141 In the periods before late antiquity, “Roman marriage 

required no formal ceremony to be valid;” in late antiquity, the written documents and public 

celebrations that heralded marriage were unnecessary in order to claim marriage between people 

“of the same social standing.”142 Broadly speaking, social status distinguished marriage from 

concubinage: concubinage relationship existed between a man and a concubine (a woman) of 

different statuses, and typically the male had the higher status.143 

                                                                                                                                                       
practice seem to be in Basil’s ep. 199, where he discusses marital practices, including what appears to be 
concubinage (e.g., Canons 26, 42; NPNF2 8:236-40). The possibility exists that in Cappadocia, concubinage was not 
as widespread or supported a practice as it was in other parts of the empire. This question cannot be addressed fully 
in this chapter, since it goes beyond the scope of this project. Furthermore, Augustine’s attention to concubinage and 
its social acceptance in the Greco-Roman world also serves as a reminder of the hermeneutical distance between the 
social and cultural mores of his era and that of contemporary scholars. 
 
 141 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage and Other De Facto Marriages,” Transactions of the American 
Philological Association 104 (1974), 304. Even some scholars equate marriage with concubinage: concubines were 
“women of status inferior to their husbands, with whom, therefore, a legal marriage was impossible” [Carolyn Osiek 
and David L. Balch, Families in the New Testament World: Households and House Churches (Westminster John 
Knox Press: Louisville, 1997), 67]. 
 
 142 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 304; Arjava, Women and Law, 205. 
 
 143 Beryl Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 279; Suzanne Dixon, The Roman Family (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1992), 93.  
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 Thus, if a couple had different social statuses, people assumed “the woman was only a 

concubine.”144 Although there were exceptions, typically people in a concubinage relationship 

did not marry because “marriage between them was either legally impossible or socially 

unacceptable.” Still, their relationship often mimicked the roles of husband and wife and was 

socially accepted.145 Indeed, concubinage was a “perfectly respectable arrangement for a 

budding professor [like Augustine] in the Later Empire.”146 In his analysis of concubinage and 

marriage, Augustine may also have struggled with the blurred legal distinctions between the two 

relationships: for instance, both a married woman and a concubine could be accused of 

adultery.147 After all, concubines were not “casual mistress[es],” and the relationship typically 

lasted for some time.148 Similarly, concubines “could attain the status of matron” and, in fact, 

most were given the status of “mater familias.”149 These titles underscore the prominence and 

                                                
 
 144 Arjava, Women and Law, 205. 
 
 145 Dixon, The Roman Family, 93. As examples, Dixon points to the legally impossible relationship of a 
freeborn with a freed person and to senators with slaves as well as Roman soldiers under service. Concubinage had a 
long history, and even philosophers such as Plutarch accepted it as part of life. For instance, Plutarch proposes that a 
man who has both a concubine and wife rightly acts licentiously with and in front of his concubine, not his wife, out 
of respect for his wife (“Advice to the Bride and Groom,” 140B, quoted in Osiek and Balch, 112-13). For more on 
slavery and sexuality in Augustine, see Jennifer Glancy, Corporeal Knowledge: Early Christian Bodies (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2010), especially pages 72-74. 
 
 146 Brown, Hippo, 39; see 60-63 as well as 88-89 for more on his unnamed concubine; see also Body and 
Society, 389-90. Power’s discussion on Augustine and his concubine challenges many scholarly assumptions and 
omissions and problematizes facile readings of their relationship; she also introduces a psychological reading of the 
textual evidence (Veiled Desire, 94-107). 
 
 147 Angeliki Laiou, “Sex, Consent, and Coercion in Byzantium,” in Consent and Coercion to Sex and 
Marraige in Ancient and Medieval Societies, ed. Angeliki Laiou (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks, 1993), 113-
15. Clark notes that the “twentieth-century scholars have debated the ingredients of marriage implied, but clearly 
spelled out, by Roman jurists: to what extent was living together in a sexual and reproductive the defining factor, to 
what extent the intention of the parties? ...The confused debate on Roman marriage law, however, precludes this 
easy resolution of the problem” (“‘Adam’s Only Companion,’” 158-59). See also Aline Rousselle, Porneia: On 
desire and the body in antiquity (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1993), 80-82. 
 
 148 Arjava, Women and Law, 208. 
 
 149 Rousselle, Porneia, 82. 
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cultural approval for concubinage: it was, it seems, a fairly reputable social institution, 

recognized by law and generally sanctioned.150 

 In late antiquity, the church and the state encouraged men to marry rather than participate 

in concubinage, for the sake of producing legitimate heirs, yet neither the church nor the state 

condemned concubinage, at least not officially.151 Though church leadership exhorted people to 

embrace marriage or virginity rather than concubinage and attempted to discourage its 

popularity, “the bishops had to console themselves with the notion that monogamous 

concubinage was better than limitless debauchery.”152 Attempts to establish ecclesial penalties 

and guidelines for concubines and the men participating in the relationships indicate that the 

church tried to govern such relationships, but the ongoing practice of concubinage suggests 

limited success for these efforts.153  That is, the church, at least during Augustine’s time, 

appeared to concede to the presence of concubinage and its practice, even among members of its 

congregations. Augustine’s inclusion of concubinage in his discussion serves as a reminder that 

in Augustine’s world, not only did people outside Christianity choose other options than 

marriage for various reasons, but many people also were not permitted to consider their 

relationship a “marriage,” at least not legally. Concubinage not only made a relationship between 

people of different standing possible, but it also permitted a man to have the benefits of 

marriage—a sexual partner and companionship—without the legal responsibilities or lifelong 

                                                
 
 150 See, e.g., Ibid., 91. 
 
 151 Arjava, Women and Law, 209. 
 
 
 152 Ibid., 209.  
 
 153 See Rousselle, Porneia, 104-106, for a fuller discussion. She also addresses the gender inequalities of 
concubinage and (attempted) church regulations of the practice. 
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commitment.154 It also freed him to participate in a sexual relationship without danger to his 

property, since children from a concubinage relationship belonged to the mother, not the 

father.155 Debate exists as to whether a person could be married and simultaneously part of a 

concubinage relationship. Although Augustine’s comments seem to indicate both are plausible, 

many scholars argue that “it was never considered proper to have a wife and a concubine 

simultaneously.”156 Whether a man could have both wife and concubine may be indeterminable, 

but the evidence does suggest that a man could leave his concubine in favor of a more socially 

advantageous marriage, as did Augustine.157 Augustine’s treatise therefore places marriage and 

marital celibacy within a larger schema concerning the manifold sexual options available to 

people in late antiquity.158 

 The social context in which Augustine composes his treatise may have governed many of 

his comments concerning concubinage.159 Augustine’s personal participation in a concubinage 

relationship, as well as his awareness that Roman society viewed it as an acceptable institution, 

                                                
 
 154 Geoffrey S. Nathan, The Family in Late Antiquity: The Rise of Christianity and the Endurance of 
Tradition (Routledge: New York, 2000), 128-29. 
 
 155 See Power, Veiled Desire, 95. Not surprisingly, then, “concubinae are seen explicitly as an honorable 
alternative to marriage for widowed men of high status who have children” (Dixon, The Roman Family, 93). See 
also Arjava, Women and Law, 210-17; Rousselle, Porneia, 90-92.  
 
 156 Arjava, Women and Law, 208. Dixon agrees, claiming that “a man who married was expected to end 
concubinage; there is virtually no evidence that the two were maintained simultaneously” (The Roman Family, 94). 
Like Augustine, Plutarch’s comments about a man’s concubine and his wife appear to suggest otherwise, 
challenging Dixon’s claims (“Advice to the Bride and Groom,” 140B, quoted in Osiek and Balch, Families, 112-13). 
So, too, does Augustine’s own suggestion that a concubine might continue in her relationship with the man even 
when the man is married (b. coniug. 5,5; WSA I/9, 36-37). Shaw hints that someone might participate in both 
relationships simultaneously (“The Family in Late Antiquity,” 16, 29); so, too, claims Rousselle, Porneia, 97-99. 
 
 157 See Nathan, Family, 129. 
 
 158 At least, available to elite men who could choose and who legally and socially were permitted to marry 
and pursue other options as well. 
 
 159 See the above paragraphs. Also, like him, many in his audience may have been or were living in 
concubinage. 
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may also affect his teachings.160 For instance, according to Augustine, a couple in a concubinage 

relationship should be considered married, if they ascribe to certain standards: “It is not absurd 

perhaps to call this a marriage, provided they maintain the arrangement until the death of one or 

other of them, and provided they do not avoid having children either by being unwilling to have 

children or even by doing something wrong to prevent the birth of children.”161 This concept fit 

with Roman approval of the institution. While laws reveal that determining whether a 

relationship existed as a legal marriage or concubinage was often difficult, both the literature and 

material culture demonstrate that the participants in the relationship “could be excused for their 

relationship under certain circumstances—mostly if they acted for all intents and purposes as 

husband and wife.”162  

 Furthermore, one aspect of his discussion of concubinage relates particularly to the topic 

of marital celibacy and underscores Augustine’s obsession with cataloging the varied 

manifestations of sexual relationships. Augustine claims a concubine who seeks only procreative 

sex may be superior to a wife who demands that her unwilling husband make “unreasonable use 

of their rights because of passion.”163 In other words, Augustine argues that a concubine who 

                                                
 
 160 “In Roman law, there were certain sexual unions that were accepted and encouraged [marriage], and 
others that were tolerated [concubinage]” (Laiou, “Sex,” 113). As Brown points out, “Of all the writers of the Early 
Church, Augustine is the only one whose past sexual activity is known to us”—and his concubinage relationship is 
the main element of that past sexual activity (Brown, Body and Society, 388-89). His relationship lasted between 
thirteen to fifteen years (see Shaw, “The Family,” 45). 
 
 161 b. coniug. 5, 5; WSA I/9, 36. The possibility that Augustine and his concubine may have used birth 
control complicates this passage even more (see, e.g., Clark, “‘Adam’s Only Companion,’” 144-48; Brown, Body 
and Society, 390). 
 
 162 Nathan, Family, 130. Power, Veiled Desire, 95: If a couple claimed to be spouses, “they could consider 
themselves married without any official ceremony or regularisation. ...Because of the legal circumstances, the 
church, like Roman law, tended to assimilate concubinage to marriage, if a couple intended fidelity, procreation and 
lifelong commitment.” For material culture, see Rawson, “Roman Concubinage.” 
 
 163 b. coniug. 5, 5; WSA I/9, 37. Augustine’s condemnation of men—like himself—who dismiss a 
concubinage that is like a marriage in order to marry someone of a higher status, as well as his praise for concubines 
who demonstrate fidelity to these fickle men, complicates his hierarchy of sexual practice even more (see b. coniug. 



 230 

desires her partner—even if he has married another—is not an adulteress if she continues to 

participate in the concubinage only for the sake of having children. In fact, she may be exalted 

above a wife who insists on sexual relations with her husband merely to satisfy her sexual 

desires. Augustine thereby implicitly praises concubines who practice marital celibacy except for 

procreative sex as he demeans those who cannot practice celibacy due to their unrestrained 

desires: “if a concubine’s only purpose for her relationship with a man was to beget children, she 

might be of a higher moral caliber than those Roman matrons who only married to satisfy their 

lust!”164  

 Significant here is Augustine’s contention that marital intimacy for procreation trumps 

marital intimacy to satisfy sexual passions, even in relationships not legally recognized as 

marriage.165 Nevertheless, even though Augustine attempts to valorize some concubines above 

married women in his estimation of concubinage’s moral status, he wavers as to whether such an 

arrangement is appropriate. After all, marriage—but not concubinage—forgives certain sexual 

practices, such as intercourse due to sensuality. This blurs clear delineations between faithful, 

chaste concubines and sensual spouses. Perhaps not surprisingly, Augustine eventually concludes 

that the institution of marriage—which is supported by Scripture, endorsed by the Church, and 

legally recognized by the state—merits more praise than concubinage: after all, regarding 

marriage, “there is at least the good feature that they are married.”166 Later in his treatise, 

                                                                                                                                                       
5, 5; WSA I/9 36-37; see also Power, Veiled Desire, 100). Property matters contributed to situations like 
Augustine’s, since concubinage could not produce legitimate heirs, while marriage could (see, e.g., Rousselle, 
Porneia, 36; Patout Burns, “To Have and to Share: An Augustinian Approach to Christian Marriage” (paper 
presented at the annual The Thomas F. Martin Saint Augustine Fellow Public Lecture, Villanova, PA, December 4, 
2012. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lP9AAx6hTb8. 
 
 164 Nathan, Family, 129. 
 
 165 This concept fits with his explicit teachings on sexual practices in this treatise, since he exalts 
intercourse for procreative purposes over intercourse to fulfill sensual desires. 
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Augustine again ranks marriage, even one in which sexual practices go beyond the bounds of 

procreation, above concubinage: “that [concubinage] union is still not preferable to the marriage 

of those who behave in that way that is excusable.”167 His deliberations over the status of 

concubinage demonstrates both the complexity of Augustine’s thought and his recognition that 

other factors—such as a person’s intention or desire—may affect the moral status of sexual 

practices. In short, Augustine is concerned with the virtues and motivations of people involved in 

the various sexual activities, and he applies this conviction both in his defensive appraisal of the 

sexual behavior of the biblical patriarchs and in his examination of the sexual relationship called 

concubinage. 

 

Pastoral evaluation of marital celibacy 

 Throughout the treatise, Augustine consistently acknowledges that his discussion on 

marriage has real implications, and he draws on experiences of marriage and celibacy that would 

be familiar to his audience. Thus, like the Cappadocians’ works, Augustine’s treatise makes 

manifest his role as pastoral leader who cared for those under his authority. As bishop, Augustine 

evaluates marital celibacy in light of the personal and social implications such practice could 

have on couples. In other words, he views marital celibacy as a pastor, not simply a theologian. 

He considers the practical and spiritual effects of marital celibacy for his congregation and any 

other person who wished to practice it.168 Although he theoretically praises marital celibacy for 

                                                                                                                                                       
 166 b. coniug. 5, 5; WSA I/9, 37.  
 
 167 Yet even there, he condemns sexual lavisciousness among married couples. He compares the concubine 
relationship with marriage, however, through this analogy: “Choosing to use unjust power justly [concubinage for 
children] is one thing; using just power unjustly [marital relations to satisfy sensual passions] is another.” And for 
Augustine, the latter is superior (Ibid. 14, 16; WSA I/9, 46). 
 
 168 For more on his community, see Brown, Hippo, 244ff. 
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its imitation of the angelic life, Augustine examines its merits and detriments pragmatically. 

Significantly, rather than present marital celibacy as a remedy for the ills of marriage, as did 

Basil, Augustine discusses the role of marital sex in preventing people from giving into vice and 

sin. For instance, he contends that marital intercourse can assist people in moderating sensual 

desire: “even when moderation is exceeded with things that are allowed to be done, this is far 

more acceptable than even a single or isolated deviation into things that are not allowed,” such as 

unnatural sex, adultery, or fornication.169 

 Similarly, Augustine warns that cessation of sexual intercourse without the mutual 

consent of the spouses will have negative soteriological repercussions. That is, though he 

condones adoption of marital celibacy as ideal form of marriage, Augustine advises couples to 

adopt the practice only if both partners agree to do so. Otherwise, Augustine asserts, the person 

who did not agree to sexual abstinence will fall into sin. If both partners cannot agree to practice 

marital celibacy, Augustine encourages the couple to continue their sexual practices as “a mutual 

service to relieve each other’s weakness, and thereby avoid illicit unions.”170 His emphasis on the 

pitfalls of marital celibacy combined with his continual reference to people’s sensual desires for 

intercourse appears rather pessimistic. Augustine seems quite convinced of the tendency of the 

less ascetically-minded partner to fall into sin if his spouse denies him intercourse. 

 However, in light of his earlier promotion of the goods of marriage, especially the fidelity 

and social union of the couple, Augustine’s remarks may not be as pessimistic as they initially 

appear. Instead, Augustine is able to frame his discussion of the dangers of marital celibacy 

within a larger portrait of the goods of marriage. For instance, because their bodies belong to one 

                                                
 169 Ibid. 11, 12; WSA I/9, 43; also 11, 12; WSA I/9, 42. 
 
 170 b. coniug. 6, 6; WSA I/9, 37. See also Salisbury, Virgins, 1, and Hunter, “Sermon 354A*.” See also the 
earlier discussion on Augustine’s letters. 
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another, according to 1 Corinthians 7:2-6, Augustine declares that each partner has a 

responsibility to assist the other in avoiding adultery or fornication: these latter sins, after all, 

bear more serious, mortal consequences than the venial sin of sex for sensual satisfaction.171 

Underscoring the fidelity of such action, Augustine instructs people of their need to be willing to 

commit a venial sin to save their spouse from a mortal sin. Their concession to the other person’s 

sexual desires offers an opportunity for people to embody the fidelity of the marriage bond as 

they obey Paul’s instructions and as they seek to preserve their spouse from committing mortal 

sin. In his slightly later sermon, s. 354A (=s. Dolbeau 12), Augustine develops this idea to the 

degree that he claims that the person consenting to sexual intercourse in order to keep his spouse 

from adultery actually performs an act of grace.172 

 Therefore, when Augustine warns of the potential dangers of marital celibacy, he 

demonstrates his pastoral ability to assist others in pondering the spiritual and social implications 

of the practice.173 As his beliefs about marriage, sin, and sexual desire merge in the question of 

marital celibacy, Augustine considers the pragmatic aspects of his theoretical teachings. Though 

he promotes the positive aspects of marital celibacy, he also argues for the need for a couple’s 

mutual agreement in order to appropriately adopt the practice, convinced any one-sided attempts 

to do so will lead the unwilling partner into sin. Yet he warns of the risks of marital celibacy in 

relation to the goods of marriage and with recognition that many people will not be capable of 

                                                
 
 171 For more on the various interpretations of Paul’s teachings in 1 Corinthians 7, as well the passage’s role 
in debates over asceticism and marriage, see David G. Hunter, “The Reception and Interpretation of Paul in Late 
Antiquity: 1 Corinthians 7 and the Ascetic Debates,” in The Reception and Interpretation of the Bible in Late 
Antiquity: Proceedings of the Montréal Colloquium in Honour of Charles Kannengiesser (Boston: Brill, 2008), 163-
91. 
 
 172 Hunter, “Sermon 354A*,” 48-50. 
 
 173 For a more pointed treatment of such a case, see his letter to Eedicia, ep. 262. 
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practicing marital celibacy; thus, he tempers his negative portrayal of marital celibacy’s potential 

to lead people into sin. He simultaneously admits that non-mutual adoption of the practice will 

lead to sin, while praising the fidelity of those ascetically-minded spouses who refuse marital 

celibacy for the sake of their less-willing spouse.  

 Augustine makes sure to place marital celibacy within his larger theology of marriage. He 

promotes marital celibacy as a wise and spiritually beneficial behavior that embodies the most 

exalted form of marriage, yet he does not teach that other forms of marriage hinder salvation. 

Instead, his admission that sexual intercourse for procreative purposes is not sin and his 

categorization of sexual intercourse for satisfying desire as venial sin allays the concerns of those 

in his congregation unable to adopt marital celibacy: marital celibacy may be the most superior 

form of married life, but marriage remains good and salvation still possible even when the 

partners participate in marital intimacies. The goods of marriage, in particular, make evident the 

excellence of marriage, regardless or in spite of the sexual activities of the couple. In summary, 

in On the Excellence of Marriage, marital celibacy appears within a larger conversation of 

marriage and celibacy as Augustine as pastor addresses an audience concerned and familiar with 

the realities and complexities of marriage; likewise, Augustine as apologist simultaneously 

responds to those both in (Jerome) and outside (Manichees) the Church who were attacking the 

goodness of the institution and to those who were too highly exalting marriage (Jovinian). 

 

Augustine and the Cappadocians: An analysis 

 Augustine’s teachings regarding marital celibacy both intersect with and diverge from the 

Cappadocians. Like the Cappadocians, Augustine would prefer people not to marry, and he does 

not condemn marriage but affirms its goodness, particularly due to biblical confirmation of the 
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institution. Yet his high praise of marriage, as well as his careful defense of the institution, 

distinguish him from the Cappadocians. His exposition of the “goods” of marriage marks 

Augustine as the most optimistic of the four regarding the institution. Based on this treatise 

alone, as he responds to the critics who denounced marriage, Augustine conveys a more positive 

view than did the Cappadocians, whose reactions to the goodness of marriage range from 

equivocally affirmative (Gregory of Nazianzus), to suspiciously dubious (Gregory of Nyssa), to 

almost dismissive (Basil).174 

 Though not as optimistic about marriage as Augustine, Gregory of Nazianzus shows the 

most positive attitude toward marriage out of the Cappadocians. Like Augustine, Gregory of 

Nazianzus speaks to audiences familiar with the merits and disadvantages of both traditional 

Greco-Roman marriage and the burgeoning ascetic movement. Yet, unlike Augustine, Gregory 

of Nazianzus never speaks unambiguously about marital celibacy. Rather, he equivocates about 

the issue, for various reasons, and he does not blatantly discuss its role in marital piety. 

Augustine’s whole-hearted support for marital celibacy and his frank delineations between types 

of sexual behavior within marriage mark him as radically different from the rhetorically 

equivocal Gregory. Yet despite their unequal forthrightness, both Gregory of Nazianzus and 

Augustine affirm that married couples can embrace the philosophic life without marital celibacy. 

In other words, neither makes it a requirement for marital piety: marital celibacy may be ideal, 

but it is not essential for salvation. 

 Of the four men, Gregory of Nyssa and Augustine were perhaps most intimately familiar 

with the institution of marriage. Though scholarly uncertainty about his marital status remains, 

Gregory of Nyssa was likely married; Augustine not only participated in a long concubinage but 

                                                
 174 My positive assessment of Augustine may be moderated by some of Augustine’s other works, if I were 
to extend my project beyond its focus on b. coniug. 
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also was engaged to be married.175 Both men also reflected pastorally on marriage and virginity, 

composing treatises on the topics: Gregory’s De virginitate and Augustine’s b. coniug.176 Each 

man’s perspective on marriage was governed by his personal experience as well as his pastoral 

concerns. In their works, both men divulge that they ascribed to a Christian understanding of the 

moral order of the lifestyles, with virginity as the most superior state and marital celibacy the 

ideal form of marriage, a ranking based on Paul’s teachings in 1 Corinthians 7 and other New 

Testament texts. As they articulate these beliefs, Augustine nuances and problematizes this 

ordering by investigating more fully the variety of sexual practices available to people in late 

antiquity. He pays particular attention to concubinage, a practice Gregory of Nyssa never 

mentions.  

 Similarly, Greogry of Nyssa nowhere explicitly differentiates between the pre-Christian 

and Christian eras in terms of sexual mores, while Augustine distinguishes clearly between the 

sexual, procreative responsibilities of the patriarchs versus the Christians. Augustine also 

provides a much fuller discussion and defense of the patriarchs’ and matriarchs’ marital 

practices. Though both Augustine and Gregory of Nyssa argue that the patriarchal role models 

engaged in sexual activity dispassionately, Gregory of Nyssa does not sanction the patriarchs for 

their participation in sexual intimacy, even for procreative purposes. Instead, Gregory of Nyssa 

points to Isaac and Rebekah as role models: this couple only engaged in sex to fulfill God’s 

promises and did so dispassionately. They otherwise engaged in marital celibacy. In contrast, 

Augustine devotes much attention to the patriarchs’ sanctity, in relation to sexual behaviors, 

                                                
 
 175 Because some scholars propose Gregory had a son, both men may also have been fathers. However, I 
am not persuaded by arguments concerning Gregory’s “son”; in addition, Augustine does not refer to his own son in 
this treatise, and thus I refrain from a discussion on their (possible) role as literal fathers.  
 
 176 Augustine also composed a treatise specifically on virginity: De sancta uirginitate liber unus.  
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exalting these biblical married saints above even celibate married Christians. He explains their 

holiness in relation to their demonstration of virtue in their obedience, not in marital celibacy. 

Despite their differing views on the sanctity of the patriarchs’ sexual activities, both Gregory of 

Nyssa and Augustine agree that Christians no longer need to participate in procreation. Instead, 

they both promote virginity as the most exalted lifestyle, a lifestyle that imitates the angels. 

Gregory of Nyssa contends that marriage contributes to death’s activity and strength by 

providing more victims, whereas virginity limits death’s powers and victims. Augustine 

expresses similar sentiments as he proposes that childbearing prolongs the eschaton, but virginity 

hastens the city of God. Both men therefore consider the spiritual implications of virginity and 

marriage, as well as the practice of marital celibacy, in light of their understandings of the 

biblical narrative. 

 Like the Gregorys, Basil’s work offered points of intersection and divergence from 

Augustine’s teachings. Basil and Augustine’s writings make evident their commonality as public 

figures who took seriously their roles as pastors. That is, both men address marital celibacy in 

light of the social and personal implications such practice could have on couples. Augustine’s 

apologetic treatise on the goodness of marriage differs from Basil’s promotion of the monastic 

family as one that replaces the traditional functions of marriage, yet both men’s works regard 

marital celibacy from the pastoral viewpoint and address the spiritual and practical effects of the 

practice. In his writings, Basil emphasized the spiritual and social benefits couples could 

experience through marital celibacy, such as deeper trust between spouses and the cultivation of 

virtue. Basil also viewed marital celibacy as a means by which people could develop the virtuous 

life, since sexual restraint could reorient the body-soul relationship and tame the passions.177 

                                                
 177 Marital celibacy could also free people from slavery to the passions and assist people in imitating and 
embodying the genderless angelic life. 
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 Though it seems improbable that Augustine would disagree with Basil’s teachings, in his 

treatise Augustine approaches marital celibacy from a different angle. Instead of focusing on 

explicating the benefits of marital celibacy, he underscores the benefits of marital intercourse 

within the context of his teachings on the goods of marriage. If the spouses could not come to a 

mutual agreement concerning marital celibacy, Augustine urges the ascetically-minded spouse to 

fulfill her duty to her spouse and engage in intercourse to satisfy his sexual desires and to prevent 

him from falling into mortal sin, based on Paul’s teachings in 1 Corinthians 7. He explains that 

such obedience to scriptural teachings merits praise, and he explores how conceding to the 

sexual duties of marriage out of love for spouse expresses and deepens the good of fidelity in 

marriage. In comparison, in his monastic writings Basil upholds the married couple’s sexual 

obligations to one another based on 1 Corinthians 7 and agrees that ideally couples should 

mutually agree to adopt marital celibacy. Nevertheless, through some rather enigmatic passages, 

Basil implies that even if one partner does so unwillingly, a couple should adopt marital celibacy 

for the purpose of following God: Basil speaks positively of the efficacy of prayer to persuade 

the less willing spouse to agree to the practice. Such a position contrasts with Augustine, who 

feared that the less willing spouse would commit mortal sin if the other partner pursued marital 

celibacy without the mutual consent of both parties.178 

 Still, their apparent differing conclusions about the practice of marital celibacy when one 

spouse is unwilling, as well as their divergent perspectives from which they broach the topic, 

may signify less their disagreements on the spiritual and practical benefits of marital celibacy 

and more their different contexts. Basil places his comments on marital celibacy within his 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
 178 Basil does not frame his discussion in terms of “sin,” while Augustine applies the categories of venial 
and mortal sin to articulate his position. 
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monastic program, which supplanted the traditional means of childbearing and childrearing and 

thereby rendered marital procreative sex unnecessary. His comments concerning the appropriate 

actions to take if only one spouse desires marital celibacy also occurs in works directed at the 

monastic community. Basil required that couples wishing to enter into or imitate the monastic 

life—a virginal community that signified and embodied the angelic, eschatological genderless 

life—embrace marital celibacy, for only through abstention from sex could people participate in 

the monastic virginal identity. Thus, Basil’s teachings on marital celibacy are tied intimately to 

his role as a public, pastoral monastic leader. Augustine’s teachings, however, are found within a 

treatise seeking to defend the goodness of marriage, a treatise that appealed to a wide audience 

and responded to theological controversies concerning marriage and celibacy. Augustine deals 

closely with issues and questions facing not only the theologians of the church but also the 

married laity who were part of his congregation, people intimately involved in marriage. Though 

he exalts virginity as the superior mode of life, Augustine does not regard marital celibacy as 

realistic an option for his congregants as did Basil. Instead, Augustine recognized the inability of 

most laity to embrace such a practice and as a result considers the spiritual and pragmatic aspects 

of the practice for his audience, as a good pastor should. Conversely, Basil directed more of his 

works toward those in the monastic community, even though he did not distinguish clearly 

different rules for laity and monastics. The difference in audience merits acknowledgement, for 

both pastors focus their attention on addressing the needs and concerns of their work’s general 

audience. Basil the monastic leader considers marital celibacy in light of his larger monastic 

program and its social presence in the community, while Augustine the pastor addresses an 

audience more concerned and intimate with the realities and complexities of marriage than of 

monasticism. Augustine does this even as he simultaneously responds, through his treatise b. 
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coniug., to those both in (Jerome) and outside (Manichees) the Church who were attacking the 

goodness of the institution, as well as those who were too highly exalting marriage (Jovinian). 

  

Concluding remarks 

 In summary, the teachings of Augustine and the Cappadocians concerning marital 

celibacy overlap and depart from one another in numerous ways. By evaluating each 

Cappadocian father separately, this analysis appreciates the individual personalities and beliefs 

of each man. Nevertheless, in view of the greater goal of this chapter—to provide a glimpse into 

the dialogue on marital celibacy occurring in the western parts of the empire in comparison to the 

conversation occurring in the east—I conclude with some remarks that refer to “the 

Cappadocians” without distinguishing the nuances of each Cappadocian father’s teachings. 

 Though all four men share some similar beliefs, such as the superiority of virginity, 

Augustine’s forthright and pragmatic approach to marital sexual practices distinguish him from 

the more evasive, rhetorically complex Cappadocians. Specifically, Augustine’s teachings on 

marital celibacy mark him as different from the Cappadocians because Augustine most explicitly 

and straightforwardly discusses marital celibacy and its role in Christian life. This does not imply 

Augustine lacks rhetorical prowess, for Augustine’s intricate hierarchy of sexual practices, his 

defense of the patriarchs, and his attention to detail testify to his literary and rhetorical aptitude. 

Rather, in regard to marital celibacy, Augustine’s treatise on marriage, b. coniug., diverges from 

the works of the Cappadocians previously addressed in this dissertation through his candid 

discourse on the topic and his thorough consideration of the pragmatic and soteriological aspects 

of marital celibacy and other marital sexual practices. 
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 Perhaps the difference in treatment of the issue of marital celibacy lies with the social 

context of the Cappadocians versus that of Augustine. While the Cappadocians may have 

observed—or suspected—some members of their families practicing marital celibacy, they do 

not express through their works familiarity with any other specific couples choosing to do so.179 

The topic, for them, remains more theoretical than pragmatic. In contrast, Augustine approaches 

his discussion of marital sexual practice with practical application in mind: not only was he 

heavily involved in major ecclesial controversies wherein doctrines of marriage played a large 

role, but he also lived in a time and place where marital celibacy was growing in popularity, and 

he clearly knew various married people who were attempting to live celibately with their spouse. 

For Augustine, then, the question of marital celibacy became a practical and real one: as a pastor 

and apologist, he needed to address this issue both theoretically and practically. 

 Nevertheless, despite their many differences, certain shared beliefs cross linguistic and 

regional barriers. The Cappadocians and Augustine share a fundamental theoretical conviction 

that virginity is the wiser, superior lifestyle. They also all affirm that “virginity” entails more 

than sexual abstention, and they all exhort their audiences to embrace ascetic practices that will 

cultivate virtue and draw them closer to God. All four men recognize that virginity is an ideal to 

which not all can aspire, and therefore they all propose marital celibacy as a viable option for 

married couples.180 All consider marital celibacy good, though inferior to virginity. They also 

uphold the institution of marriage, insofar as it is affirmed by Scripture and church teachings, 

even if they vary in their levels of enthusiasm for the institution. Furthermore, and perhaps most 

                                                
 179 Though Basil, ep. 292 (Deferrari, LCL), may be an exception. 
 
 180 With the possible exception of Gregory of Nazianzus, whose equivocations make it difficult to say he 
“proposes” anything regarding marital celibacy! 
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worthy of mention, all four men discuss marital celibacy from their positions as bishops: they are 

pastors, not simply rhetoricians. 



 243 

CHAPTER 6 

MARITAL CELIBACY IN THE CAPPADOCIANS AND 

AUGUSTINE: SOME FINAL THOUGHTS 

 No church father composed a treatise on marital celibacy, nor did they employ such 

terminology. Nevertheless, after defining marital celibacy as married persons’ abstinence from 

sexual relations, this study probed and mined various sources from the Cappadocians, as well as 

a treatise on marriage by Augustine, searching for the presence of the theme in these famed 

men’s works. The four men had tremendous import on the development of Christian doctrine and 

praxis in both the east and the west: these fathers’ influence on the church cannot be overstated. 

As this investigation considered marital celibacy through a close reading of sermons, letters, 

treatises, hagiographies, and other writings, some shared beliefs about the practice became 

evident, as did the men’s unique perspectives. Still, the lack of straightforward discussion on 

marital celibacy complicated the attempt to ascertain each man’s attitude toward the theme, since 

even Augustine, who appraises the practice throughout his corpus, addresses marital celibacy 

only within a much larger conversation about marriage and virginity.  

  The prevalent scholarship on marital celibacy has all too often read later practices of 

marital celibacy into earlier texts, due to scholars’ tendency to universalize ascetic practice. This 

study endeavored to dismantle such universalizing by demonstrating the differences among the 

men’s approaches and attitudes toward marital celibacy, assuming neither the popularity of the 

practice nor the immediate affirmation of its necessity for marital ascetic piety. In addition, 

though the term “the Cappadocians” serves as a helpful category for analyzing these three men 

who shared many basic theological beliefs as well as familial and social ties, the term often 
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elides their dissimilarities; subsequently, this dissertation viewed each of the three separately, 

except for some generalizations in the final chapter for the purpose of comparing the Greek-

speaking fathers with their Latin counterpart, Augustine.  

 Throughout my analyses of each one’s ideas and texts, certain trends became apparent. 

For instance, in order to consider the question of marital celibacy, the topic must be placed 

within the wider theological framework of each man’s thought. Therefore, each chapter 

addressed, on various levels, the man’s anthropology and eschatology, and particularly his 

perspective on sin and the prelapsarian life, for all these beliefs intersected and interacted with 

the father’s stance on marital celibacy. In like manner, it is important to remember that marital 

celibacy hovers between both marriage and virginity, thereby necessitating attention to each 

man’s attitude toward both lifestyles. Throughout the evaluations of the men’s teachings on 

marriage and virginity, particular shared beliefs emerged. All four men exalt virginity as the 

most excellent lifestyle; all four theoretically uphold the goodness of marriage; all four rely on 

scripture, especially Paul’s teachings in 1 Corinthians 7, to bolster their arguments; and all four 

consider marriage a potential hindrance to the philosophic life due to its abilities to distract 

people and weigh them down toward the passions. At the same time, the four men differ in their 

presentations of and conclusions about marital celibacy. Gregory of Nazianzus hesitates to fully 

advocate marital celibacy as a marker for ascetic piety as he praises his (potentially celibate) 

mother and sister, while Basil deems the practice as imperative for the ascetic life as he enjoins 

people to imitate and/or enter the monastic community. Gregory of Nyssa indirectly and subtly 

lauds marital celibacy’s benefits in contrast to the dangers of marriage through his portrayal of 

his mother and sister as well as his praise for Isaac and Rebekah, while Augustine directly and 

boldly commends the practice in his defense of the goodness of marriage. 
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 As I have compared and contrasted the men whose works I searched for information 

pertaining to marital celibacy, the question of genre hovered in the background, reminding us 

that any investigations must take seriously the issue of genre and forbidding any facile 

conclusions. The disparate genres I have examined—funeral orations, poetry, sermons, treatises, 

hagiography, ascetical works, dogmatic treatises and apologia—underscore the many sources for 

the fathers’ views on marital celibacy and reveal that questions about the practice, at least its 

theoretical validity, may have been fairly widespread, since the topic appears in a multitude of 

literary sources addressed to diverse audiences.  In addition, since each genre fits a different 

context and social setting, attention to genre provides an avenue for uncovering the social 

context and therefore deeper meaning of passages related to marital celibacy. Gregory of 

Nazianzus’ funeral orations and poems, for instance, vary in purpose and form from Gregory of 

Nyssa’s treatise on virginity, while Basil’s instructions for the monastic life address a different 

audience and ecclesial setting than Augustine’s positive polemic against opponents of marriage.  

 After all, Gregory of Nazianzus sought to extol his mother and sister in his funeral 

orations, but he also had to address ascetic denunciations of the women’s married, sexual roles, 

as well as critiques concerning the women’s abilities to fulfill the Greco-Roman expectations 

placed on matrons. Gregory of Nazianzus thus defends his mother and sister’s honor by 

portraying them as simultaneously ideal Greco-Roman matrons and Christian ascetics, leaving 

unanswered the question of their marital celibacy. His ambiguity in the texts allow him to elide 

any ascetic or social criticisms concerning the women’s sexual marital activities; his 

equivocations also permit him to put forth these women as exemplars of the faith worthy of 

imitation. Gregory of Nazianzus never mandates marital celibacy as central to marital ascetic 

piety through his depictions of his family members; this pastorally created a way for people to 
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emulate his mother and sister, even if they could not adopt marital celibacy, by imitating their 

other virtuous, ascetic acts. The genre of the funeral orations thus allows Gregory of Nazianzus 

to articulate his beliefs regarding marital celibacy with reference to the personal lives of women 

he loved. 

 Similarly, through two different genres, Gregory of Nyssa conveys his beliefs on marital 

celibacy, marriage, and virginity to a wide audience: the listeners or readers of his De virginitate 

could discover his views through his dogmatic polemic exhorting the virginal life, while the 

audience of his Vita Macrinae could absorb the messages underlying the narrative as they 

listened to a story about his mother and sister. As he craftily blends the teachings on marriage, 

virginity, and marital celibacy found in his treatise with the lives of his mother and sister in the 

hagiography, Gregory of Nyssa implicitly proposes how his audience might enact his visions for 

the ideal marital life that he endorsed in De virg.  In the Vita, he explores the ways in which 

Emmelia and Macrina, living in a traditional Greco-Roman domestic setting, embody and 

challenge both traditional and ascetic roles for women through their adoption of marital celibacy 

as a married widow and virgin, respectively. By portraying Nonna as inferior to her virginal 

daughter, Gregory of Nyssa also underscores the superiority of virginity. At the same time, 

through his interpretation of Macrina’s betrothal as equal to marriage and his emphasis on the 

temporary separation of spouses through death, he depicts both women as married celibate 

matrons, thus arguing subtly for marital celibacy as the ideal form of marriage. Therefore, 

Gregory of Nyssa’s views on marital celibacy appear in two different genres—a treatise and a 

hagiography—but express the same basic ideas: virginity is the most excellent lifestyle, and 

celibate marriage is the preferable form of marital sexual behavior. The use of two different 

genres and the hagiography’s intersection with the treatise allows Gregory of Nyssa to appeal to 
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a wide audience of persons concerned with both Christian doctrine and orthodox praxis 

regarding marriage. 

 Moreover, Basil, founder of monastic communities, addressed both monastics and laity in 

his works, exhorting virginity as imitation of the angelic life and promoting the monastic 

community as embodying that life. Attention to Basil’s monastic setting, his role as monastic 

leader, and the growing popularity of the movement reveals the way Basil ties marital celibacy to 

his larger monastic program. Basil dismisses the need for traditional married life by supplanting 

it with the monastic family, even as the monastic family modeled itself after the family through 

familial language and through the fulfillment of the procreative and social roles traditionally 

ascribed to the institution of marriage. Basil’s works suggest to laity and monastics alike that 

marital celibacy allows people to join the monastic community, either through imitation of that 

life or as dedicated monastics participating in the community; likewise, Basil’s writings render 

traditional childbearing unnecessary—thus sanctioning marital celibacy—in lieu of the monastic 

spiritual family where spiritual parents raised spiritual and literal children as members of the 

Christian family. Basil’s setting thus underscores the importance of his monastic program for his 

understanding of marital celibacy. 

 Likewise, the recognition of Augustine’s context leads to deeper comprehension of his 

teachings regarding marital celibacy. His defense of marriage in De bono conjugali stems from a 

need for Augustine to respond to those denigrating or too highly exalting the institution: his 

positive assessment and articulation of the goods of marriage demonstrates Augustine’s 

endeavors to support his apologia with reference to biblical and cultural values and traditions. 

Augustine praises the goodness of marriage in terms readily understood by those familiar with 

the Greco-Roman institution—procreation and fidelity—yet he blends these values with 
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Christian beliefs regarding marriage and sexuality. He enlarges the definition of procreation to 

include spiritual children, but also proposes fidelity could be expressed through concession to 

sexual intercourse to assist a spouse from falling into sin. Both these concepts relate to marital 

celibacy, for the former gives credence to its adoption while the latter alludes to its potential 

pitfalls. Building on biblical texts, Augustine also offers a new perspective on marriage as a 

sacramentum, a sign of a deeper spiritual mystery—the submission of all people in unity under 

God. Through the goods of marriage, then, Augustine both endorses monogamous marriages and 

appeals to people to practice marital celibacy, the ideal form of marriage. Yet since Augustine 

remained attuned to the needs of his congregation, he recognized that most people would not be 

capable of embracing marital celibacy. He thus discusses various sexual practices and their 

soteriological impact, assuring married laity that a lack of marital celibacy did not ban them from 

salvation. Throughout his work, Augustine discusses marriage in terms his audience understood, 

defending his position on marriage against opponents through his blend of traditional Roman 

support for marriage and biblical teachings on virginity and marital celibacy. Attention to 

Augustine’s setting allows the reader to consider the purposes behind his defense of marriage 

and to understand better his pastoral approach to the topic. In summary, the different contexts in 

which the four men lived and the different situations that they addressed through their works 

fostered a complex conception of marital celibacy in the late fourth and early fifth centuries. 

 Still, all four men blend both Christian and traditional Greco-Roman values concerning 

marriage and the ascetic life as they responded to the unique challenges of their social context. 

As Greco-Roman men of high social standing, the Gregorys, Basil, and Augustine attempt to 

work out and articulate their view of Christian life in this world, in relation to marriage. 1 As they 

                                                
 1 The Cappadocians may have come from a higher social class, but Augustine’s family’s aspirations as well 
as his success as bishop-leader in his community attest to his high social standing, at least within his particular 
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do so, they make manifest their attitudes toward marital celibacy, though none addresses the 

topic by itself, nor do the Cappadocians discuss it in the explicit manner of Augustine. Still, they 

all evaluate the practice in light of their particular context and with regard to the theological and 

pragmatic concerns tied to its practice. 

 Hence, despite my efforts to offer a conclusive analysis of marital celibacy in the works 

of these four church fathers, the limitations caused by the divergences in their rhetoric, due to the 

distinctive contexts and genres of their works, hinders a straightforward conclusion. The unique 

personalities, motivations, theological presuppositions, and familial relationships that underlie 

their teachings serve as a reminder of the need to be wary of universalizing their beliefs on 

marital celibacy (and its related topics) without careful attention to the nuances and subtle 

differences each individual’s perspective offers. As a group, and even as individuals, the men 

present no clear teachings concerning marital celibacy, except their endorsement of such 

practice, at least ideally. The fathers’ works attest that not everyone was embracing marital 

celibacy, nor was every ecclesial leader promoting its practice as necessary for marital piety; 

nonetheless, their works do reveal that some people had adopted marital celibacy, and that many 

people—bishops and laity alike—were attempting to understand its place and role in the 

Christian life, both theoretically and pragmatically. 

 Despite their theoretical embrace of marital celibacy, they all appear to recognize the 

pragmatic difficulties and perhaps unrealistic idealism of the concept. Nazianzus equivocates 

about its presence in his family members’ lives so as not to require it for marital ascetic piety, 

while Nyssa promotes its practice through a hagiography that points out the exceptionalism of 

                                                                                                                                                       
context. See Maureen Tilley, “No Friendly Letters: Augustine’s Correspondence with Women,” in The Cultural 
Turn in Late Ancient Studies: Gender, Asceticism, and Historiography, eds. Dale B. Martin and Patricia Cox Miller 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2005), 40-62; and Brent Shaw, “The Family in Late Antiquity: The 
Experience of Augustine,” Past and Present 115 (1987): 3-51. 
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his married-virgin-sister Macrina even as it admits the procreative nature of his parents’ 

relationship. Basil requires marital celibacy for entrance into the community yet addresses the 

realistic scenario of unwilling partners; his repeated advertisements of the advantages of the 

monastic family over the traditional also implies that not all his listeners were readily persuaded 

by the arguments in favor of mandatory marital celibacy. Last, but not least, Augustine most 

explicitly confesses that the theoretical practice of marital celibacy does not correspond to the 

practical situations of married persons with sensual desires, and he therefore includes marital 

celibacy as one of many variations of sexual practices within the Greco-Roman world.  

 As their works concede the disconnect between the theological, theoretical ideal of 

marital celibacy and the reality of the sinful, postlapsarian world, the fathers demonstrate their 

pastoral roles. They encourage marital celibacy, but they neither mandate it for salvation nor 

condemn the scripturally supported institution of marriage. Rather, a close examination of their 

works reveals that all four men consider the topic—subtly or explicitly—from their shared 

positions as bishops, whose teachings extended beyond their literary corpus and into the lives of 

their families, their congregations, and their greater communities.  
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