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satisfying them for the sake of pleasure itself. They thus cease to be
finiteand take on the infinite character of our erotic desire. The longing
of one sex for another becomes the arena in which we seek our ultimate
fulfilment, and our recognition on some level of the impermanence of
these relationships only gives fud to our efforts to possess the other as
our own. This dedire " seems to have been conceded by a law of nature"
but isin fact an addition to nature. Our hearts seek by natureto be pure,
to participate in all things but to own none of them, and this state of
nonattachment is naturally pleasant. Nevertheless, the more obvious
pleasures of the body can easily obscure the subtle and sublime pleasure
of purity of heart. Amid the impermanence of the world, the pure of
heart rest in the permanence of God. Basing our judgment about what is
good and choiceworthy upon the tendencies of our sensual nature alone,
we may instead seek that permanence through attachment to another
human. In that movement we are inevitably caught in the anxious
position of preserving our link with the image of God through a body
separate from us and subject to death.

The advantage of virginity of the body, therefore, isto allow oneto let
go of those anxieties and experience the "pleasure’ of purity of heart.
The reduction of bodily and material needs which a celibate or monastic
life involves is not designed to make life easier for its own sake but to
make easer an experience which will in turn alter our relationship to
these very needs of animal and social life. In chapters 5 and 6 Gregory
presents an argument for virginity very similar to that which Basil gives
for monagticism in Epistle 2to Gregory of Nazianzus. According to both
Basil and Gregory, virginity of the body can provide the calm and focus
necessary for the soul to return to itself and through itself rise toward
the apprehension of God.

Gregory explainsvirginity of the body by an analogy with water flowing
from a spring. The common life is smilar to what happens when the
water from a spring spreads out into many small and dow-moving
streams and becomes diffused over abroad area. In this relaxed condition
it isof little use for farming. The practice of cdibacy, on the other hand,
is amilar to congructing a channd to collect all the disorderly streams
for better use. The mind which spreads out everywhere toward whatever
pleases it lacksthe ability to reach "thetruly good." " But if, being called
back from everywhere and gathered around itsdlf, it would move, brought
together and undiffused, toward the energy proper to itself and in
accordance with its nature, there will be no obstacle for it to be carried
towar ds the things above and touch the truth of beings" ® Gregory then
goeson to alter and intensify the analogy. A pipe can cause *ater to flow

Ibid. 6.2.15-19.
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straight upward against its natural tendency downward by allowing it no
other direction in which to flow.

So also the human mind, inasmuch as a narrow channel of self-control braces it
tightly from everywhere, will be taken up somehow by the nature of its motion
toward the desire of lofty things, not having anywhere else to flow. For its
character, received at the hand of the one who has made its nature, is to be ever-
moving, and it can never stand still. Being prevented from using empty things,
it is impossible for its motion not to travel entirely straight ahead toward the
truth, being barred on all sides from traveling toward absurd things.®

If the erotic power of the soul has become dispersed, seeking satisfaction
among bodily things, then to deny the soul access to these things will
force it eventually to turn its energies toward itself for its satisfaction.
Its artificial restriction will help toward the discovery of purity of heart,
the true and natural good of the soul.

With this reasoning Gregory explains and justifies the lives of Elias
and John the Baptist, two unmarried saints. They separated themselves
“from the sequence (akolouthias) of human life” in order to avoid the
deception about “the discernment of the truly good” which occurs through
the senses and in order not to become accustomed to “mixture” in the
go0od.%? Gregory admits that the austere lives of these men is something
unnatural. “For both had been alienated from their youth onward from
human life and ... established themselves outside of nature by their
neglect of customary and normal nourishment of food and drink and by
their way of life in the desert. ...”®

Being “outside of nature” and living “the way of life of the desert” go
together. One has no children, wives, or anything merely human with
which to be preoccupied. By this practice one achieves a life free of
outside disturbances to contemplation. Gregory mentions that Elias
received the power from God to control the rain and the dew, to close
the heavens to sinners and open them to the repentant. The art of
celibate life is for Gregory the ability to direct one’s energy and erotic
power, symbolized as water, in order to dry up and deny life to what is
sin and nourish the pure and unmixed pleasure of the soul. Gregory
speculates that these men would not have achieved the level of their
freedom from concern for food and clothing “if they had been made soft
to the pleasure passions of the body by marriage.”®

Gregory tells us that the Scriptures have written of these men “for our
instruction,” so we may head our lives straight toward theirs. We are to
learn from them that those who wish to join their thought to God should

¢ Ibid. 6.2.22-31. “ Ibid. 6.1.10-17.
% Ibid. 6.1.1-10. 6 Ibid. 6.1.21-38.
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“engage in none of the matters of living” and that “it is not possible for
one dissipated by thought for many things to go straight forward toward
the comprehension and desire of God.”®® It would appear, then, that
Gregory is insisting on the necessity of renunciation and ascetic with-
drawal for spiritual progress. In light of what he will say about marriage
in chapters 7-9, however, we cannot take this to be his final word in the
matter. Gregory here only establishes the value of renunciation, not its
absolute necessity. In chapter 9 he will return to the analogy of the water
channel, altering it in light of what he considers to be a more balanced
and natural view of the Christian life than what one might derive from
the examples of Elias and John.® Their manner of being “outside of
nature” is not the conformity with the divine nature Gregory has in
mind. He does not, however, dismiss the importance of their example.
Indeed, it highlights the value of celibacy and ascetic withdrawal for
providing both the focus or concentration of mind and the “drying out”
of the passions necessary for the experience of purity of heart.

THE IDEAL OF MARRIAGE AS PUBLIC SERVICE

Christian writers have often defended the value of marriage against
those who would consider it sinful as such.®” Gregory begins his treatment
of marriage in chapter 7 very much within that tradition, opposing those
heresies which would eliminate marriage entirely from the Christian life.
Gregory tells us that those who deny marriage “falsify the teachings of
the Church,” “desert the guidance of the Holy Spirit,” and “hate God’s
creatures as defilements, as things carrying evil and responsible for evils.”
These people Gregory says are “outside of the courtyard of the meaning
of the mysteries . . . in the stable of the wicked one. ...”%® We must not
allow this obvious consistency with patristic teaching as a whole to blind
us to what is unusual in these three chapters on marriage, for Gregory
takes an unusual position not only in his argument concerning why
marriage has a legitimate place in Christian life but also concerning what
that position ought to be.®

% Ibid. 6.1.38-46.

% Gregory associates the way of life of his brother Basil with the lives of Elias and John
the Baptist in the prologue and in the funeral oration on Basil (In laud. Bas. 10.13.15
[Stein, Patristic Studies 17 (1928) 16, 26-30, 32-34]). Thus, in the way chapters 7-9 modify
the theology of renunciation of chapters 5-6, we can perceive the way in which Gregory
modifies the position of his brother Basil on these matters.

" See the history of this defense given by Paulo Pisi, Genesis e phthora: Le motivazioni
protologiche della verginita in Gregorio di Nissa e nella tradizione dell’enkrateia (Rome:
Edizioni dell’Ateneo, 1981) 103-94.

% De virg. 7.1.10-22.

% Pisi, by focusing too narrowly on how Gregory justifies the life of virginity protologi-
cally, misses the unusual character of Gregory’s teaching on marriage and the provisional
character of his endorsement of celibate life.



GREGORY OF NYSSA’S THEOLOGY OF MARRIAGE 469

To explain why marriage is legitimate, Gregory turns to two arguments.
He claims, first, that the heretics depart from “church doctrine” because
they do not understand that virtue is a mean between two vices. Those
who despise marriage overshoot the virtue of moderation or chastity in
the opposite extreme from those who are indulgent and lack firmness of
soul against pleasure. Second, he argues that those who reproach marriage
necessarily reproach themselves as well, since every human being is in
fact the fruit of marriage. “These people, branded in conscience and
bruised by the absurdity of their teaching, are refuted by such self-
contradictions.”™

The heart of the problem seems to be the denial of either side of a
human being’s dual nature as a “rational animal.”” The indulgent live
as though they were only animals; the despisers of marriage live as
though they were not animals at all. By such denial they “sear their
consciences” and become living self-contradictions. In this chapter
Gregory again turns to the discussion of rhetoric and admits that his
rhetoric in favor of celibacy and against the pleasures of the body is
deliberately imbalanced. He justifies this practice, however, as a way to
restore a natural balance.

Let no one think that by saying these things we set aside the economy of
marriage. For we are not ignorant of the fact that this is also no stranger to the
blessing of God, but since the common nature of human beings is a sufficient
coworker toward marriage, automatically putting the inclination toward such
things into all who come forth into being from marriage, while virginity somehow
goes against nature, it would be superfluous to make the effort to write an
exhortation on behalf of marriage to promote the cause of its coworker which is
difficult to fight—I speak of pleasure.™

Pleasure is the coworker of marriage, while virginity is the coworker of
purity of heart. The attraction of pleasure is so obvious to all and the
natural inclinations in that direction are so persuasive that no verbal
exhortation is necessary. Purity of heart is, as we have seen, the natural
pleasure of the soul once it is purified from attachment to the body.
Given the human condition of sin, however, this pleasure is something
one must recover and something one must persuade people to seek. Only
when the natural pleasure of purity has been experienced can it argue
sufficiently on its own behalf. Chapters 5 and 6 reveal that virginity of
the body can be a suitable coworker toward this discovery. Gregory
admits that this helpful practice is in some sense against nature; however,

" De virg. 7.1.22-3.3. V. Moysis 2.289 also places moderation between indulgence and
having a “branded conscience.”

™ In 12.2.1 Gregory uses this definition of the human being from Aristotle.

" De virg. 7.1.1-10.
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he argues that it is necessary to combat something which is more
fundamentally unnatural and thus ultimately more harmful, i.e. the
inclination to judge the good only by the pleasure of the body. Only those
imbalanced in the opposite direction, i.e. those hating the body, require
a defense of marriage.

Gregory then states more clearly what the balance is toward which his
teachings on both marriage and celibacy tend. In support of this ideal he
cites the example of the patriarch Isaac:

We, however, recognize this as well about marriage, that while the concern and
desire for divine things must be put first, we must not overlook the public service
(leitourgias) of marriage if it can be used with moderation and measure. Of such
a kind was the patriarch Isaac, who did not accept the cohabitation of Rebecca
in the peak of his prime, lest his marriage be a work of passion, but did so when
his youth was already spent, because of the blessing of God upon his seed. After
serving the marriage up until the birth of a single child, he belonged again wholly
to the unseen, closing his bodily senses. For the story seems to me to indicate
this by telling of the weight of the eyes of the patriarch.”™

The mean that Gregory recommends is thus not celibacy but moderation
within marriage, and the cornerstone of moderation in marriage is an
understanding of the value of marriage which differs greatly from that
of most people. What Gregory speaks against in chapters 3 and 4 are
those marriages which are founded upon the satisfaction of the passions.
Those who seek in marriage the fulfilment of erotic longing lay for
themselves the foundation of a tragedy, as another mortal human cannot
totally satisfy this longing for the immortal. However, those who are free
of this delusion may indeed have a different basis for marriage—public
service (leitourgia).™

7 Ibid. 7.3.3-7. Aubineau (109) notes that Gregory’s account of the character of Isaac
seems to be based upon a passage in Quaest. Gen. 4.196 (LCL 380) in which Philo speaks
of the “eyes of the patriarch” as being “closed,” and a passage in Deter. 14.46 (LCL 227)
where he says that Isaac is “the only form which is without passion in its generation.”
Philo’s account in the latter passage seems to differ from Gregory’s account quoted above
inasmuch as Philo seems to be speaking of Isaac as begotten rather than Isaac’s character
as one who begets. Isaac is a “form” (eidos) inasmuch as Isaac is representative of virtue or
wisdom which is begotten without passion. Origen speaks similarly of Isaac as “that which
is begotten by the Gospel” (Hom. in Gen. 7.1.19 [SC 7, 194]), the image of Christ which
one can conceive in oneself “if you are pure enough in mind, holy enough in body, and
immaculate enough in your deeds” (Comm. in Rom. 46 [PG 14, 983C]). Gregory shifts the
focus from the figure of Isaac as an example of the virtue God engenders in us to the figure
of Isaac as an example of the way the virtuous go about the task of engendering other
human beings and involving themselves in human affairs.

" Clement of Alexandria also refers to marriage as leitourgia (Strom. 3.12.79 [PG 8,
1180A)): “Both celibacy and marriage have their own different forms of service (leitourgias)
and ministry (diakonias) to the Lord; I have in mind the caring for one’s wife and children.”
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The word leitourgia in ancient Greece referred to the public duty which
fell to the richer citizens of financing athletic training, choral perform-
ances, banquets, and the outfitting of ships for battle. By using this term
Gregory returns to and revises his previous statement in chapter 4 that
marriage is the chorégos, the financier of tragic performances. Marriage
in chapters 3 and 4 had been considered under the aspect of pleasure,
and from that perspective the burden of marriage and childbearing was
presented as something one should seek to escape. Chapters 7-9 consider
marriage under the aspect of moderation and duty, what one owes to the
political body, the community. Thus Christian life cannot pretend to
ignore ministry to the legitimate needs of the body,™ particularly to the
service of bringing children into the world.

We can thus appreciate the full significance of Gregory’s apphcatnon
of the term leitourgia, public service, to describe the benefits of married
life, and his application of the term ateleia, immunity or exemption from
taxes, to describe the advantage of the celibate life.”® His use of this
terminology points to the relationship of marriage and celibacy to civic
duty and the way in which the privilege of the latter depends upon the
labor of the former. In chapter 2 Gregory calls God chorégos, provider, in
God’s relationship to humanity,”” and calls the Incarnation an act of
philanthrépia, philanthropy or love of humanity.” In the Christian
economy of salvation God is not content to remain in the incorruptible
state proper to the divine nature but accepts freely the physical corrupt-
ibility and vulnerability to suffering proper to human nature.” By calling
marriage leitourgia and God chorégos, Gregory is suggesting that married
life bears a greater resemblance to divine life than celibacy in its role as
benefactor and provider for the community and its willingness to assume

" As an example of Gregory’s heightened awareness of the need to serve the body,
compare his interpretation of “Give us this day our daily bread” in De or. dom. 4 with that
of Origen in De orat. 27. Origen totally spiritualizes the passage by making it refer only to
“heavenly bread,” while Gregory insists that it commands us to give the body its due.
Moderation, i.e. staying within the legitimate needs of the body, makes us equal to angels,
who have no material needs at all.

" De virg. 4.1.18; 14.3.7. " Ibid. 2.1.15. " Ibid. 2.2.6.

™ Gregory’s fullest development of this notion is to be found in his exegesis of Phil 2:1-
11 in Contra Eunomium. The Lord unites in his love of humanity what “in speech” appear
to be two things, the “freedom from passion” of God and the human “economy of passion,”
thereby demonstrating that “the divine is not polluted through its condescension.” Gregory
distinguishes two meanings of the term “passion.” “Nothing is truly called ‘passion’ unless
it bears one toward sin, and one would not strictly call ‘passion’ the routine that nature
necessarily follows.” Thus the Lord undergoes the “passion” of birth, nourishment, growth,
and fear of death, but these things are for him “action” rather than “passion,” for he enters
the “economy of passion” not “by weakness of nature but by the power of his will” (Eun.
6.2-3 [PG 45, 716B-725A)).
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bodily burdens, even though celibacy may bear a greater resemblance to
divine life in its freedom from the burdens of bodily existence.

Lack of appreciation of the bodily and political realities which support
them is one basis for the sin of pride among celibates. As Gregory points
out, those who despise marriage forget that they were born from marriage,
forget the tree of which they are the fruit.®® Pride thus involves the
attempt to assert one’s own autonomy in the face of the community and
claim as one’s own achievement a virtue which is in fact contingent upon
the generosity of others whose bearing of children and business in the
world support this way of life. Gregory’s preference for a combination of
marriage and contemplation is perhaps in part in view of the danger of
pride among celibates and the tendency to view holiness as a separation
from that which is lower rather than its service in imitation of the divine
philanthropia.®

Ordinary marriages, undertaken as a means to attain one’s own security
and pleasure, do not reflect the divine beneficence. Only when marriage
becomes leitourgia rather than an act of passion does the generation of
children become an act of generosity and beneficence in imitation of the
divine. Those who separate the soul from the body have no delusion that
their children are “their own” and the bearers of their honor or immor-
tality. They are thereby immune from the temptation to use their family
as an excuse for seeking an ever-larger estate to support them and will
judge these material concerns in terms of the legitimate needs of the
body.?2 To illustrate this point, Gregory returns to the analogy of the
water and the spring, this time revising it so that it more accurately
reflects his opinion. The skilled farmer is able to open a spot in the
channel which wil! allow just enough water out for what the crop needs.
An “inexperienced” or “unstewardly” farmer, on the other hand, is liable
to open the hole too wide so that there is danger of the whole stream
leaving the channel and flooding the field.**

In the same way, since there is a necessity in life for the succession of one from
another, if, on the one hand, someone thus uses procreation so as to put the

3 De virg. 7.2.24-29.

81 Gregory of Nazianzus, in his funeral oration on the death of his sister Gorgonia (Or.
8.8 [PG 35, 797A-B])), stresses the way in which her marriage helped her to avoid the
danger of pride and thus to attain a more perfect degree of moderation.

82 Gregory emphasizes this in his sermons on the Lord’s Prayer. When prayer, i.e. the
memory of God, is established in the heart, sin finds no entrance into the soul. Remembering
that all one has comes from God, that nothing is one’s own, all will be done according to
justice. Prayer prevents the farmer from the desire for more. The same is true, he says, of
the traveler, the person on military campaign, or a marriage (De or. dom. 1 [PG 44, 1121D-
1124A])).

8 De virg. 8.7-15.
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spiritual first and to use the desire for such things with thrift and restraint
because of the shortness of time, that person would be the moderate farmer who
cultivates himself in wisdom according to the precept of the Apostle.®

By altering the analogy of the stream, Gregory allows us to see more
clearly the value of celibacy and renunciation of business in the world.
Celibacy and renunciation make up for deficiencies in experience and
wisdom, providing the concentration on spiritual matters which truly
moderate individuals could provide for themselves in the world. Wisdom
is the basis of true moderation, and ascetic withdrawal is a temporary
substitute for and a pedagogue of this.

Gregory’s explanation of the value of renunciation in fact functions to
remove the temptation to pride among those who choose this way of life.

One who is so weakly disposed as not to be able to stand up courageously to the
burden of nature would do better to keep himself far away from such things
rather than descend into a struggle which is greater than his ability. For there is
no small danger for such a person, being led astray in the experience of pleasure,
that he think that there is no other good than receiving it through flesh with a
certain attachment and that he become wholly flesh by turning his mind entirely
away from the desire of incorporeal goods, hunting in every way for the pleasant
in these things, so as to be more a friend of pleasure than a friend of God. Well,
then, since it is not possible for everyone, because of the weakness of his nature,
to hit the mark of due measure in such matters, and because, according to the
Psalmist, there is a danger for one who is carried away from measure of being
stuck “in a deep mire,” it would therefore be profitable, as our treatise suggests,
to pass through life without experience of such things, lest, under the excuse of
things which have been conceded, the passions gain an entrance into the soul.®®

In this argument Gregory reverses the usual understanding of the rela-
tionship between celibacy and marriage. One might expect him to say
that marriage is a concession to human weakness and a remedy for
concupiscence. Instead, Gregory tells us that celibacy is a concession to
human weakness® and a remedy for concupiscence. The practice of
celibacy can itself be viewed as a compromise with respect to the perfec-
tion of true virtue.?’

8 Ibid. 8.15-21. 8 Ibid. 8.26-42, quoting from Ps 69:2.

8 He makes a similar interpretation of Moses’ “monastic” sojourn in Midian (V. Moysis
2.16-18). Due to weakness Moses could not yet stand up to vice (Egypt). Before he could
return to Egypt to lead them out, he needed the illumination of the truth of beings which
is the “burning bush.” Monasticism is thus temporary and directed toward an experience
of truth which liberates one to return to the world and its pretensions.

87 Gregory reverses the position of Origen, who says that chastity in marriage is the
“milk” for infants to which Paul refers in 1 Cor 3:2, while virginity and perfect chastity are
the “solid food” of which the spiritually mature partake (Frag. in 1 Cor. 12 [JTS 9, 241,
1.30]).
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Gregory tells us that celibacy is for those who are too weak to stand
up to the burden or impetus of nature. We might expect him to say the
opposite, that celibates better than anyone else are able to oppose their
sexual impulses and refuse temptations to worldly wealth, power, and
honor as well.®® Celibates have removed themselves from the world, but
by this act alone they have not uprooted the passions which tie them to
the world. Their way of life allows them to have a certain “forgetfulness
and amnesia” about bodily needs and thus puts the passions to sleep, but
that itself does not mean that they have gained that wisdom about the
body which will allow them to both “remember” the needs of the body
and be free of passion. Were they to marry and give their bodily nature
its due, they might succumb in time to immoderation in wealth or concern
for honor. Without true wisdom no one is likely to be able both to pursue
the spiritual life and to fulfil one’s duty to the community in raising
children. For most people who wish to pursue a spiritual life, it is better
to remain celibate than let passion gain an entrance into their soul.

Gregory indicates that the weakness of celibates consists in their lack
of courage. One must be able to stand up to the burden of nature
“courageously” or “with manliness.” By “burden of nature” Gregory
seems to refer not merely to the troubles and concerns which are the
everyday fare of life with a family and children but also the insecurity
and inevitability and death and loss which accompany all worldly activ-
ity.®® We should recall here our analysis of the diatribe against marriage
in chapter 3. There Gregory emphasized how the presence of death casts
its shadow over every joy of married life. Though in chapter 3 it appeared
as though the solution to the sorrow of marriage is to escape it through
celibacy, Gregory now suggests in chapter 9 that the only real solution
to the problem of death is not the avoidance of human affection and
human responsibilities but the development of courage. Married life and
political life require courage, that virtue which allows one to live and act
reasonably in the face of death. As one accepts one’s mortality and the
inevitability of bodily separation from that which one loves, one has ever
more balance and equanimity in the face of misfortune and acts as the

8 Chrysostom, e.g., emphasizes this (De virg. 27 [SC 125, 176-82]). Origen also writes
that Paul allows marriage for the same reason that Moses allowed divorce among the
Hebrews: hardness of heart (Comm. in Mt. 14.23 [GCS 60, 339, 1.30], and Hom. in Lev. 16.2
[GCS 6, 496, 1.21]).

8 Clement of Alexandria also thought that “true manhood is not shown in the choice of
a celibate life; on the contrary, the prize in the contest of men is won by him who has
trained himself by the discharge of the duties of husband and father and by the supervision
of a household, regardless of pleasure and pain—by him, I say, who in the midst of his
solicitude for his family shows himself inseparable from the love of God and rises superior
to every temptation which assails him through children and wife and servants and posses-
sions. On the other hand, he who has no family is in most respects untried” (Strom. 7.12.70
[PG 9, 497C-500A], tr. Oulton and Chadwick).
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nature of a situation requires. True moderation thus requires true cour-
age, and both of them require wisdom concerning the proper value of the
things which come to be and pass away. His rhetoric in chapter 3, in its
appeal to the fear of death, is thus tailored for those who lack this virtue,
to attract them to the state of life of greatest benefit to them.

Gregory then discusses the difficulty of resisting human custom. Many
who are “lovers of moderation” at puberty give themselves over wholly
to the life of passion after participating in pleasures which are considered
lawful and permitted. These “weaker ones” require celibacy as a “secure
fortress” and should not descend from that fortress “toward the sequence
of life.”®

In this context Gregory mentions the Pauline notion that the married
must divide their attention between God and the world:

For it is not possible for one who has turned his thought to this world, taking up
its anxious concern and busying himself in pleasing humans, to fulfil the first
and great commandment of the Lord, which says “to love God from one’s whole
heart and strength.” For how will someone love God from the whole heart if ever
he divides his heart between God and the world and, stealing the love owed to
Him alone, exhausts it in human passions? “For one who is unmarried cares for
the things of the Lord, but one who is married cares for the things of the world.”®

Gregory thus gives his interpretation of the Pauline teaching that celibacy
is better than marriage. Such a preference is only true in the absence of
true virtue. Marriage only robs the love due to God when one is still held
under the delusion that marriage and the involvement in the affairs of
the community it requires can be a means to immortality and ultimate
fulfilment. Having separated the soul from the body and discovered “that

% De virg. 9.1.21-2.9. “The weaker ones” and those more susceptible to the illusions of
human customs are perhaps the young. See 23.2.27-3.6; 5.1-2; 6.13-29. Through the example
of the patriarch Isaac, Gregory is perhaps advocating that monastic practice and celibacy
be encouraged for the young but that in later life, having learned the value of purity of
heart and acquired discipline in the face of pleasure, one might return to life in the city
and accept marriage. In later chapters Gregory discusses the problems to which ascetic life
leads—living idly, trusting one’s fantasies more than the gospel, mistaking insociability for
virtue, living in suspicious arrangements of cohabitation with the opposite sex, and holding
marriage in contempt. See De virg. 7.1.10-18; 17.1.9-15; 23.3.15-4.11. In 22.2.5-16 he
explains that health consists in balancing the elements that compose the body so that there
is an “equal dominance” of each of the four elements, which form two pairs of contraries,
hot and cold, and moist and dry. We should not “add fire during the time of youth to its
abundance of heat, nor multiply the cooling and thinning for one who is chilled by suffering
or time.” The austerity of the lives of Elijah and John the Baptist “dry up” the passions,
but that task is most appropriate to youth who are “hot and wet” anyway; by prolonging
the ascetic ideal into adulthood and even old age, one risks lethargy and bitterness due to
the sterility of the life. A prudent involvement in the stream of life may be what a later
stage of life requires.

1 De virg. 9.2.9-19, quoting 1 Cor 7:32-33.
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which is truly to be desired,” the duality of human nature is no longer a
dualism. Gregory states this position quite clearly in his seventh sermon
on the Beatitudes. The true peacemaker is one who reconciles the conflict
between the spirit and the flesh. In this passage, as in De virginitate, he
finds himself faced with the task of interpreting a Pauline teaching:

We should not, however, think that Scripture [by speaking of the law of the body
warring against the law of the mind] counsels that the life of those who are
righteous be conceived in a duality. Rather, whenever the partition-wall of the
vices has been removed which fenced them off in us, the two become one and
coalesce in seeking what is better.*

SIGNIFICANCE OF GREGORY’S THEOLOGY OF MARRIAGE

When read carefully, chapters 3-9 provide a reasonable and balanced
theology of marriage. Gregory’s view of the passions and their genesis
reveals a profound understanding of human character and psychology.
His use of rhetoric in this section, far from being a servile obedience to
the rules of the genre as Aubineau believes, is the applied psychology of
a thinker who is sensitive to what the varying characters within the
Christian community require in their pursuit of holiness.

Within these chapters Gregory is also able to explain how the needs
of the body and the soul are ultimately compatible and thus provides a
nondualistic understanding of the goal of asceticism, grounding asceti-
cism in overcoming the illusions about the body rather than in the
spirited struggle against the body. In doing so, Gregory is able to overcome
a problem with respect to Christian virtue which even his brother Basil
had found difficult, the notion of how marriage and contemplation may
be effectively combined.” Gregory does so through a reconsideration of
the passions and their origins, pointing to a freedom from passion which
does not require the renunciation of marriage and worldly activity for its
foundation. Gregory thus provides the remedy for the problem which the
Eustathians had raised for Christian theology in Asia Minor: giving
marriage a secondary and doubtful status in the life of Christians.*

92 De beat. 7 (PG 44, 1289D). Walter Vélker (Gregor von Nyssa als Mystiker [Wiesbaden:
Franz Steiner, 1955] 58) states that Gregory’s whole anthropology is based upon humanity’s
task “to lift up the earthly to the divine” (Or. cat. 6 [PG 45.25B-28A]).

% See his Reg. fus. tract. 6 (PG 31, 925C), where Basil says that virtue amid the common
life “is difficult if not impossible.”

% The Eustathians were ascetic communities in Asia Minor noted for their rejection of
marriage. See Sozomen, Hist. eccl. 3.14.31, and Socrates, Hist. eccl. 2.43. They were
condemned by a synod at Gangra around 341. An English translation of the Synodal Letter
of Gangra by H. N. Oxenham may be found in C. Hefele, History of the Councils 2
(Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1896) 326-27. See also J. Gribomont, “Le monachisme au IVe
siécle en Asie Mineure: De Gangre au Messalianisme,” StLgdia patristica 2 (1957) 400-415.
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Chapters 3-9 constitute, in fact, a defense of the body and its pleasures,
placing the source of sin and vice in the delusions of the soul alone.

Moreover, Gregory seems to be saying, in the example he gives of the
patriarch Isaac, in the metaphor of the wise farmer who can skilfully let
a little water loose from the channel, and in the caution to the weak not
to enter a contest above their ability, that marriage may in fact be a
higher realization of virtue than that generally found among celibates.
This does not apply, however, to all marriages, but only to those under-
taken as an action and as a service rather than out of need and attach-
ment. He recapitulates in his own age, under the notion of the “true
virgin,” the ideal of the married gnostic of Clement of Alexandria. For
Clement, the true gnostic is someone who “shares the passions of the
body, whose nature is bound up with passion, but is not primarily
motivated by passion.”® Chapters 7-9 are thus the capstone of his
treatment of marriage, not a brief digression to ward off the appearance
that he rejects marriage altogether. His complaint in chapter 3 that his
own marriage separates him from the benefits of celibate life is thus to
be read as ironic.%

I do not think, however, that he wishes thereby to reverse the position
that celibacy is a “higher” state than marriage and argue now instead for
marriage as a higher state. Once again he would face the problem of two
levels of Christianity and the danger of pride attached to the “higher.”
Chapter 9 suggests that an enlightened marriage is superior to the virtue
generally found among celibates, just as it is also superior to the virtue
generally found among those who are married, but it is not clear that it
is superior to the celibate life such as one finds in Gregory’s brother
Basil, whose activity in the community makes his life also a sort of
leitourgia and whose virtue seems to be also based upon some sort of
insight into nature beyond habit and perseverance against desire. If
Gregory prefers marriage to celibacy, it is perhaps due to his concern for
wholeness of life and the idea of an excellence of character that can
participate in the whole range of human life that is necessary for human
society, including marriage, sexual activity, and the management of
property and a household.”” Gregory wishes to redeem these aspects of

% Strom. 7.11.62 (PG 9, 485D-488A).

% De virg. 3.1.1-29. This ironic interpretation is supported by the Scripture passage to
which Gregory alludes. He describes himself as “like a muzzled ox treading grain.” The
commandment of God in Deut 25:4 and its interpretation by Paul in 1 Cor 9:9 indicate that
the ox should not be muzzled. If through his marriage Gregory were truly excluded from
sharing the fruits of virginity, then the commandment of God would be violated.

®" The principal objection to this interpretation might rest its case upon the passages of
De hominis opificio (chaps. 16-17, 22) in which Gregory speculates that humans would have
propagated like angels had they remained in Paradise, a notion that De virginitate 14 may
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life amid the increasingly ascetic climate of opinion. His preference for
marriage is perhaps due also to his concern that the Christian life be
beneficent and, in imitation of the divine philanthropia, be voluntarily
joined to the life of the body for the benefit of the human community.

be seen to support in saying that the virgin enjoys the “equality with angels” promised in
the resurrection. The matter is quite complex and deserves greater attention than I can
devote to it here, yet it is crucial to point out that Gregory gives some indication in De
hominis opificio that we should not take him too literally: “Only the eyewitnesses of the
truth and servants of reason may see the reason for this device [of sexual intercourse for
procreation], but we, to the extent possible, by imagining the truth through conjectures
and images, will not expose what comes to mind with a straightforward statement but will
set it forth in the form of an exercise for those who consider prudently what they hear”
(16.15 [PG 44, 185A)).





