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This thesis highlights the theme of desire in the work of the fourth-century bishop and 

theologian Gregory of Nyssa. In light of four of Gregory's most important works (On 

Virginity, Homilies on the Song of Songs, The Life of Moses, and On the Soul and the 

Resurrection), this thesis notes the numerous ways in which desire is both a critical 

theological analogy and a spiritual practice. Using a wide range of analogies and images, 

Gregory describes desire as an integral dimension of the spiritual life. Furthermore, the 

ultimate human desire is for the Triune God. Gregory's treatise on celibacy, On 

Virginity, is a detailed description of the spiritual meaning of this way of life. Gregory's 

knowledge of celibacy came in part from his brother Basil's establishment of a monastic 

community in Asia Minor. However, this treatise does not dismiss marriage (and hence 

erotic desire) as a spiritual practice. Perhaps writing with his own marriage in mind, 

Gregory describes the tragedies and joys of married life. Both celibacy and marriage find 

their meaning, Gregory argues, in relation to God. Homilies on the Song of songs is a 

rich, fast-paced commentary upon the biblical Song of Songs. The Homilies are highly 

kataphatic, providing numerous examples of the prominence of analogy for Gregory. 

Erotic desire is analogous to spiritual desire. Gregory of Nyssa also reminds his audience 

that erotic desire mirrors spiritual desire only in part; spiritual desire - and ultimately the 

divine nature - cannot be limited to erotic desire. Thus, Gregory of Nyssa highlights 

both God's imminence and God's transcendence. The Life of Moses is the locus classicus 



for Gregory's description of divine transcendence. Here Gregory develops the Pauline 

concept epektasis. Humanity's desire for God continually expands throughout life and 

into eternity. This dramatic expansion of desire is made possible by the fact that the 

transcendent God is the ultimate human desire. Therefore, human desire for God never 

reaches a limit or an end. The expansion of human desire, however, is not synonymous 

with the expansion of human knowledge. The soul's journey into God's presence is a 

journey into darkness, not light. The darkness is Gregory's 'image' for both the 

limitations of the human mind and the transcendence of the divine nature. The Life of 

Moses is, then, an important source for the apophatic within spiritual theology. In his On 

the Soul and the Resurrection, Gregory develops this theme of the soul's eternal 

progression into God's presence, and yet even here he emphasizes the apophatic 

dimension of human knowledge. Because God's nature and hence eternal life are 

transcendent realities, speculation about the exact nature of the resurrection needs to be 

restrained. Gregory warns against the assumption that eternal life is a simple 

continuation of bodily life, specifically questioning in a subtle way the permanence of 

gender and certain aspects of material life. Gregory's use of analogy here (and in the 

other three books) also informs his method of scriptural interpretation by which he 

highlights the connection and the distinction between the literal and the spiritual. 

Gregory's theological vision is, paradoxically, a vision of a human nature rooted within 

the material world and within time. This is one reason why Gregory of Nyssa becomes 

an important resource for an Anglican spiritual theology in dialogue with a world 

questioning the meaning of desire, beauty, bodies, and gender. 
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Introduction 

Theology and Practice, Literal and Spiritual, God and Humanity 

Gregory of Nyssa (c. 335-c. 394) was the youngest of three "Cappadocian Fathers," a 

group that included his older brother Basil and their friend Gregory of Nazianzus. 

Richard Norris writes in Gregory of Nyssa: Homilies on the Song of Songs that these 

three theologians and bishops, although "temperamentally very different from each other, 

to say the least - are remembered as the principal architects of the victory of Nicene 

orthodoxy over the various forms aid decrees of Arianism at the 'ecumenical' Council of 

Constantiiiople (381)."' As such, these Cappadocians are important figures in the 

Patristic era, when the Church made critical decisions regarding the nature of God as well 

as the structure of the Church and her sacramental practices. It is during this time that the 

Church's rule of faith becomes summarized and focused in the catholic creeds. In this 

sense, Gregory of Nyssa and the Cappadocians are synonymous with the creedal 

foundations of theology.2 

However, Norris continues, "At the same time, they were in their different manners 

leaders of the ascetic or 'monastic' movement in Asia Minor, organizing its communities, 

popularizing its ideals, and evolving the 'theory' that guided its practice."3 Norris' 

summary highlights a crucial connection that emerged in Patristic theology and Gregory 

of Nyssa: theology and spiritual practice belong together. A thorough, precise reflection 

Richard Norris, Gregory of Nyssa: Homilies on the Song of Songs (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 

Norris in his Gregory also notes helpfully that these three should be remembered in relation to a larger 
group: "To be sure, they did not stand alone in these enterprises. If one is to speak of 'the Cappadocians,' 
one must think not only of these three men but also, at the very least, of the larger familial circle to which 
they belonged: Basil and Gregory's sister Macrina the Younger, who presided over a 'double' monastery 
on their ancestral estate; their younger brother Peter, bishop of Sebaste; and Gregory Naziansen's cousin 
Amphilochius, the bishop of Iconium" (ix). 

Norris, Gregory, ix. 



upon the nature of God was inseparable from the actual life of prayer and community. 

Gregory's treatise On Virginity is one of his richest, most detailed descriptions of this 

connection. Here Gregory writes not only on celibacy but on marriage (as well as 

spiritual 'vision' in general), all of which are fulfilled in relation to union with the Triune 

God. For Gregory, 'seeing' God in doctrine relates to 'seeing' in and through spiritual 

practices. 

Gregory of Nyssa is above all a theologian who makes connections: between theology 

and practice and between the spiritual and the physical. God interacts with the whole 

person (and indeed with the entire cosmos). For example, in his On the Soul and the 

Resurrection, Gregory describes the universal human experience of fear and confusion 

when a loved one dies. Indeed, the setting of On the Soul and the Resurrection is in part 

the death of Gregory's and Macrina's brother, Basil. Yet the climax for God's interaction 

with humanity may be seen in Gregory's Homilies on the Song of Songs, where he 

describes the way in which the physical and the spiritual are connected via basic human 

desire. Gregory acknowledges that in spite of the inconsistencies associated with human 

desire, physical desire is analogous to spiritual desire. God both creates and fulfills eros. 

Therefore, physical desire provides for Gregory a significant analogy for spiritual desire. 

Gregory's use of desire as an analogy for the spiritual life also relates to his distinction 

between the literal and the spiritual dimensions of the scriptures. Gregory's approach to 

the scriptures throughout his works is to highlight the 'spiritual meaning' as the most 

important dimension of the literal details. For example, because Gregory acknowledges 

the decisive role of history, he notes in The Life ofMoses that it is impossible to repeat 



the literal events of Moses' life.4 What may be repeated in very different contexts is the 

"spiritual interpretation" of these  event^.^ In this way, Gregory of Nyssa's method of 

scriptural interpretation is derived fiom an earlier Patristic theologian, Origen, who 

emphasizes in his On Principles that the purpose of the scriptures is to enlighten the 

Church regarding the nature of God and the mysteries of the spiritual life.6 This method 

is also consistent with Gregory's appreciation of the role of history: time and context do 

change, thereby affecting the spiritual life. 

What emerges, then, within Gregory's spiritual theology is a vision of God who 

interacts with actual humanity in time. In what is a summary of Gregory's understanding 

of God's interaction with the whole person within history, Rowan Williams writes in The 

Wound of Knowledge, "The movement of history and of biography is made possible and 

meaningful by its reference to God who meets us in history, yet extends beyond it - is 

always, so to speak, ahead of it."7 Williams' summary highlights one of the great 

paradoxes of Patristic theology in general and Gregory in particular. The doctrinal (or 

creedal) vision of God does not annihilate or diminish humanity. Instead, the 'vision' of 

the divine nature leads, paradoxically, to a renewed vision of human nature and creation. 

Rather than diminishing the soul and creation, God restores their meaning, dignity, and 

purpose. Robert Hughes writes in Beloved Dust: Tides of the Spirit in the Christian Life 

that in the Eastern Church this restoration is historically termed "the restoration of the 

- "  

the Cross (Cambridge: Cowley Publications, 1991), 66. 
A 



royal image."8 Gregory describes this restoration with a wide range of analogies and 

images, and in this way his spiritual theology is highly kataphatic. 

Nevertheless, Gregory's 'image' of darkness in The Life of Moses offers a profound 

warning that the kataphatic is only one dimension of the spiritual life. God is 

transcendent, according to Gregory, and this transcendence means that there is no image 

that can capture God's nature. Recalling Moses' journey upon Mt. Sinai, Gregory 

describes the ultimate setting for the soul's encounter with God as darkness. As is often 

the case with Gregory, he deliberately emphasizes tlie paradoxical nature of his subject: 

the cloud is a "luminous darkne~s."~ 

In this sense, the darkness is a particular form of knowledge and an indicator of 

spiritual growth.10 Mark McIntosh in Mystical Theology: The Integrity of Spirituality 

and Theology highlights the way that apophatic knowledge is a life-giving dimension of 

human knowledge and being, writing, "What is crucial to note here is that in this 

apophatic tradition there is absolutely no sense in which a full divine presence diminishes 

or subverts the fully authentic humanity of the individual. Quite the reverse."l Indeed, 

as humanity discovers the hidden, eternal depths of God, humanity simultaneously 

discovers itself and its future. In a passage that is consistent with the entirety of his Life, 

Gregory writes, "This truly is the vision of God: never to be satisfied in the desire to see 

him. But one must always, by looking at what he can see, rekindle his desire to see more. 

Robert Hughes, Beloved Dust: Tides of the Spirit in the Christian Life (New York: The Continuum 
International Publishing Group Inc, 2008), 100. 

Gregory of Nyssa, Life, 11, 163. 
However, it would a mistake to assume that darkness in the apophatic tradition is a sign of the soul's 

spiritual progress or even "experience" of God. See Denys Turner, The Darkness of God: Negativity in 
Christian Mysticism (Cambridge: Cambrdige University Press, 1995), 3-5. 

Mark McIntosh, Mystical Theology: The Integrity of Spirituality and Theology (Malden: Blackwell 
Publishing, 1998), 205. 



Thus, no limit would interrupt growth in the ascent to God . . . ."I2 Again, Gregory's 

spiritual 'vision' of God (including his analogy of darkness) does not annihilate or 

diminish human nature. 

In summary, Gregory of Nyssa is a theologian with profound balance. Theology and 

practice are, for him, inseparable. The literal and the spiritual of the physical world and 

of the scriptures belong together as well, mutually illuminating and informing one 

another. His spiritual theology is at once highly kataphatic and profoundly apophatic. 

This balance makes possible a rich, detailed vision of reality in God. What emerges in 

Gregory's literature is a vision of God that includes a vision of restored human nature 

whose desire is fulfilled by God's transcendent presence. 

In the chapters that follow, Gregory's vision of God and humanity will be highlighted 

by a close reading of these four books. On Virginity introduces the virtue of discernment 

within spiritual practice. Discernment of the connection and distinction between literal 

and spiritual is a critical aspect of Gregory's theological method and his method of 

scriptural interpretation. The literal and the spiritual are connected via analogy. 

Although Homilies on the Song of Songs is highly kataphatic, Gregory in the Homilies 

also clarifies his use of analogy and emphasizes the way in which analogies are limited in 

their ability to describe God's nature. The Life ofMoses is one of Gregory's most 

significant descriptions of divine transcendence. Here Gregory develops the Pauline 

concept epektasis. Humanity's desire for God continually expands throughout life and 

into eternity. Gregory notes, however, that the growth of desire is not the same things as 

growth in knowledge. 

l2 Gregory of Nyssa, Life, 11,239. 



In his On the Soul and the Resurrection, Gregory also develops this theme of the 

soul's eternal progression into God's presence, emphasizing the apophatic dimension of 

human knowledge. Because God's nature and hence eternal life are transcendent 

realities, speculation about the exact nature of the resurrection is limited. Gregory warns 

against the assumption that eternal life is a simple continuation of bodily life. In this 

way, Gregory emphasizes that apophatic 'knowledge' is a dimension of the central 

mysteries of the Christian faith. This emphasis upon the apophatic is a major reason why 

Gregory's theology is characterized by humility and wonder. Gregory is deeply aware 

that the Christian mysteries cannot be grasped completely by the human mind and 

language. This awareness also lends a critical edge to Gregory's theology in general and 

his On the Soul and the Resurrection in particular. Eternal life is a mystery, and so, too, 

is earthly life. Thus, Gregory shows a remarkable willingness to question the 

permanency of certain aspects of human life and knowledge. Gregory specifically 

questions the continuity of certain aspects of bodily life (including gender) with eternal 

life. In this way, there is a profound circularity between Gregory's 'vision' of God and 

his vision of humanity. Each vision informs the other. It is for this reason (among 

others) that Gregory of Nyssa becomes an important resource for an Anglican spiritual 

theology in dialogue with a world questioning the meaning of desire, beauty, bodies, and 



LF Rowan Williams writes in The Wound of Knowledge, "Basil of Ceasarea (c.330-379) 

and his brother Gregory of Nyssa (c.330-395), the authors of the major replies to 

Eunomius, were both deeply involved with the monastic movement, and in their work we 

may see again the close connection between theological positions and forms of Christian 

life."13 Gregory's book On Virginity is an example of this close connection between 

theology, especially a theology of human desire for God, and one particular form of 

spiritual life, namely, celibacy or virginity. 

However, Gregory's title is misleading. The book is much more than a theological 

reflection upon virginity. In addition to being a theological examination of the place of 

all human desires, the book contains detailed reflections upon marriage. 

As becomes clear at the beginning of On Virninity, Gregory has his own life or 

biography in mind when he considers the subject of virginity. Unlike his brother Basil, 

Gregory was married. Literal virginity for him, then, is an impossibility, which he 

acknowledges. Nonetheless, it is perhaps the fact of his marriage that makes possible his 

detailed description of both the joys and the sorrows of marriage. The sorrows of 

; marriage are caused primarily not by sins, but by the awareness of death: the eventual 

is his emphasis that true virginity comes from the contemplation of God as the spouse (or 

l3  Williams, Wound, 62. 



Bridegroom) of the soul. True virginity, then, is the contemplation of God. Physical 

virginity, Gregory writes, means very little without this spiritual virginity. Spiritual 

virginity, then, is possible for those who are married. Just as the monastic life of 

virginity is a form of life made possible by the contemplation of God, so, too, the married 

life can be characterized by spiritual virginity and hence rooted in the contemplation of 

Furthermore, the contemplation of God is actually the culmination of all human 

desires. That God is both the source and the telos of all human desire is one of Gregory's 

most significant contributions to spiritual theology. On Virginity is in part about the right 

ordering of all human desire. All desire comes from God the creator, with the result that 

human desire is fulfilled only by God. Gregory writes that "a character will feel as a 

passionate lover only towards that Beauty which has no source but Itself. . . ." (356). 

Here human love - even the erotic - is analogous to love for the divine beauty, which is 

the source of all beauty. Ironically, such a statement and theology are developed within 

his treatise on virginity. Again, this is evidence that the treatise does not advocate a 

simple dichotomy between those who live a celibate life and those who are married and 

hence active in a sexual relationship. 

Contemplation is understood as the desire for God, which in turn leads Gregory to 

reevaluate the idea of beauty in general and human beauty in particular. Specifically, 

Gregory counsels that outward and visible beauty of a human person is not discovered in 

appearance alone; not only does the soul matter because it is united to God, but the 

spiritual qualities of a person are potentially beautiful, too. This emphasis upon the 

relationship between physical and spiritual is also an example of Gregory's subtlety: the 

16 



soul and the senses are related just as true beauty is related to spiritual reality. The reality 

of God leads Gregory to reevaluate what is thought of as reality in general. 

At the beginning of On Virginity, Gregory acknowledges the importance of "saints 

who have already gained their glory in celibacy" (343). However, Gregory notes that 

biographies "cannot stimulate to the attainment of excellence so much as a living voice 

and an example which is still working for good; and so we have alluded to that most 

godly bishop, our father in God, who himself could be the master in such instructions" 

(343). Gregory emphasizes that a person truly known potentially has a greater effect than 

someone simply known through words. 

The translators write in a footnote to this sentence that the bishop in question is Basil 

"rather than Gregory Thaumaturgus, as some have conjectured" (343). If Gregory is 

writing about Basil, Gregory is commemorating Basil not only as a good example of the 

idea of celibacy, but as a living voice who was known personally by Gregory and perhaps 

some of Gregory's readers. This passage is a good example of how important the 

connection was for Gregory between theology and the lived, spiritual life. Theology and 

reflection upon actual lives of both the married and the celibate who have sought purity 

of heart. 

Jean Danielou writes in From Glory to Glory about Basil, "After journeying through 

Palestine and Egypt to visit the settlements of monks and hermits, Basil had settled down 

in 358 to live at the family estate in Annesis, Pontus, with the idea of leading a monastic 



life. He was joined there by Gregory of ~azianzus."'~ Rowan Williams notes that Basil 

of Ceasarea, following Pachomius who established an order in Egypt between 320 and 

346, "performed the same service for monasticism in Asia Minor, with two collections of 

rules rather misleadingly called the 'Longer Rules' and 'Shorter Rules' (they are not 

'rules' in the later sense of a systematic program for monastic life)."15 

Thus, through his brother Basil and his monastic community on their family estate, 

Gregory knows about monasticism. Did Gregory consider, then, joining his brother's 

community? Jean Danielou writes in From Glory to Glo ry, "Basil tried to draw him to 

Annesis, as we know fi-om one of his letters, but there is no proof that he ever succeeded. 

Gregory was married and it would mean leaving his wife."16 

Gregory apparently acknowledges his married life (or at least his former sexual 

activity) when he writes, "Happy they who have still the power of choosing the better 

way, and have not debarred themselves fi-om it by engagements of the secular life, as we 

,717 have, whom a gulf now divides fi-om glorious virginity. . . . Danielou comments 

about Gregory's statement here, "Years afterward, in extolling the ideal of celibacy, he 

was to confess he never attained to it himself. There is thus no evidence that he ever 

lived a monastic life."'* 

Although he did not join the monastic community, presumably he knew it well. 

Indeed, Annesis is located on the grounds of his family's estate. It is perhaps this 

personal knowledge that makes possible such detailed, possibly humorous observations 

l4 Jean Danielou, and Herbert Musurillo, From Glory to Glory: Textsfrom Gregory ofNyssa's Mystical 
Writing (Crestwood: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 2001), 3. 
l5 Williams, Wound, 109. 
16 Danielou and Musurillo, From Glory, 3. 
l7 Gregory of Nyssa, On Virginity, 345. 
l8 Danielou and Musurillo, From Glory, 3. 



of the celibate in On Virginity, such as his statement that it "is monstrous to seem like 

creatures without expression and without feeling; and we must choose (if we are silent) 

one of two things; either to appear never to have felt the special beauty of virginity, or to 

exhibit ourselves as obstinately blind to all beauty . . . ."I9 

In places, Gregory appears to rate the celibate life as a life holier or closer to God's 

presence than the married life. For example, he writes about the prophet Elias and John 

the Baptist, "It is my belief that they would not have reached to this loftiness of spirit, if 

marriage had softened In another example, Gregory contrasts marriage with the 

"better" state of virginity.21 

Related to this diminution of marriage in comparison with celibacy, Rowan Williams 

recalls that the Synod of Gangra (in 340 A.D.) dealt with this subject. Williams writes 

that the Synod reveals that monastic superiority had become a problem, concluding, 

"Gangra particularly condemns those who claim that the monastic state is superior to the 

married, and those who hold aloof from the Eucharist, preferring private piety to the 

activity of the whole Body of ~ h r i s t . " ~ ~  Gregory's On Virginity could perhaps be read 

against the backdrop of this Synod and such debates about the relationship between these 

two styles of spiritual life. On Virginity is in part Gregory's attempt to reconcile these 

two styles of life. 

Even though the particular gifts of celibacy are extolled in On Virginity, Gregory's 

description of marriage is characterized by a flowering of language and a use of visual, 

moving imagery. For the sake of argument, Gregory writes of a "happy" marriage in 

Gregory of Nyssa, On Virginity, 345. 
Gregory of Nyssa, On Virginity, 351. 
Gregory of Nyssa, On Virginity, 345. 

22 Williams, Wound, 110. 



order to compare it to the state of celibacy or virginity (345). Although he is in one sense 

comparing the lesser to the greater, Gregory's description of marriage bears the marks of 

one who knows it well and appreciates its potential. He imagines "a marriage in every 

way most happy; illustrious birth, competent means, suitable ages, the very flower of 

prime of life, deep affection, the very best that each can think of the other, that sweet 

rivalry of each wishing to surpass the other in loving . . . ." (345). Gregory extols not 

only the gifts of the relationship that make a marriage happy; he also extols some of the 

glories of the human body: "the bright eyes beneath the lids, the arching eyebrows, the 

cheek with its sweet and dimpling smile, the natural red that blooms upon the lips, the 

gold-bound hair shining in many twisted masses on the head, and all that transient grace . 

. . ." (346). Thus, Gregory notes as happy both the physical and the relational aspects of 

Yet it is precisely the love of the physical that reveals the sorrow and pain of the 

married life. The beauty of the beloved will come to an end. Gregory writes that the 

married person who reflects upon the body's beauty "must have this thought also in his 

inmost soul, that some day all this beauty will melt away and become as nothing, turned 

after all this show into noisome and unsightly bones, which wear no trace, n'o memorial, 

no remnant of that living bloom" (346). Gregory's imagery here remains fixed upon the 

physical; he moves, for example, from the image of "bright eyes beneath the lids" to the 

image of now visible bones of the deceased (346). The physical imagery is highlighted, 

too, in Gregory's description of a bride whose groom dies before the wedding; Gregory 

writes, "Death comes in an instant and changes that bright creature in her white and rich 



attire into a black-robed mourner. He takes off the bridal ornaments and clothes her with 

the colours of bereavement" (347). 

The pain is intensified for married persons who have children. Gregory asks 

rhetorically if parents' grief is lessened at the birth of a child? He answers, "Rather they 

are increased; for the parents retain all their former fears, and feel in addition those on 

behalf of the child, lest anything should happen to it in its bringing up; for instance a bad 

accident, or by some misfortune a sickness, a fever, any dangerous disease" (347). 

Gregory also emphasizes that each parent shares equally in such fears (347). 

Furthermore, there is the misery caused, not by death's presence, but by its absence. 

Gregory writes, "Those whose lot is contrary to that which passes as prosperous receive 

their sorrows as well fiom causes contrary to that. Prosperous lives are marred by the 

expectancy, or the presence of death; but the misery of these is that death delays his 

coming" (348). One of the themes, then, of Gregory's rhetorical description of a happy 

marriage is that marriage actually intensifies fear and grief because love (for spouse and 

potentially children) is so affected by the reality of pain and death. Therefore, Gregory's 

comparison of marriage and virginity is not a simplistic comparison of the greater and the 

lesser. Instead, Gregory has offered a profoundly detailed description of the many 

emotions - even conflicting emotions - experienced within a marriage. Gregory has 

written with such great, subtle detail perhaps because of his own biography as a married 

Sarah Coakley in "Pleasure Principles: Toward a Contemporary Theology of Desire" 

notes the tension found in the fact that Gregory of Nyssa, almost certainly married, wrote 

a treatise on virginity. She notes that this tension poses a difficult question for 



interpreters, writing, "Is his high praise of virginity - a lifestyle embraced by his admired 

elder brother, Basil - merely rhetorical, even ironic?"23 The tension is heightened by the 

range of detailed imagery with which Gregory describes both marriage and celibacy. 

Although there are a few exceptions, on the whole Gregory's On Virginity does not place 

marriage and celibacy in opposition to one another. Gregory has a deep knowledge and 

appreciation of both styles of the spiritual life. 

Coakley notes other potentially puzzling questions: "Does his insight about the 

particular values of married life, too, succumb to an inflated rhetoric? Does marriage 

simply pale, finally, alongside what he perceives as the infinitely higher vocation of 

celibacy? Or is the message something more s~bt le?"~ Coakley's interpretation rests 

upon subtlety, not irony or mere rhetoric. She writes, in what is a succinct summary of 

her interpretation, "Rather, his vision entertains the thought that the godly ordering of 

desire is what conjoins the ascetic aims of marriage and celibacy at their best, and equally 

what judges both of them at their worst."25 

The subtlety, then, of Gregory's On Virninitv is found in his theology of desire which 

makes possible the potential similarity between marriage and celibacy in relation to their 

ordering of desire toward God, not mere flesh or appearances. Gregory wriies, "This 

simile, then, of the torrent holds; none of the objects sought for in it last till the seekers 

ase satisfied . . . ." (350). God alone completely fulfills human desire, and the divine 

hlfillment is available for both styles of spiritual life. 

5 
23 Sarah Coakley, "Pleasure Principles: Toward a Contemporary Theology of Desire," Harvard Divinity 



9 
:. 

In terms of the place of sexuality within Patristic theolom aid practice. Coaklev 

compares Gregory of Nyssa with Augustine, writing, 

It is not that sexual pleasure holds any intrinsic fear for him (unlike his near- 
contemporary in the West, Augustine of Hippo, whose epic and tortured struggle 
for sexual continence we know in detail fi-om the Confessions), that it is all a matter 
of due balance or 'proportion' (de virginitate, chapter V I I I ) . ~ ~  

In light of Coakley's observation, it is possible that Gregory's own biography was a 

subtlety and rich detail. The creative tension between marriage and celibacy was 

something he knew personally within his own family in general and within his 

relationship with Basil in particular. 

A Description of Celibacy 

For all his appreciation of the spiritual and the non-literal, Gregory emphasizes that 

virginity is in part a lifestyle that literally avoids the flesh ill terms of sexuality. For 

example, Gregory writes, "One way of escape is open: it is, to be attached to none of 

these things, and to get as far away as possible from the society of this emotional and 

sensual world; or rather, for a man to go outside the feelings which his own body give 

rise to" (350-351). It is significant to note that Gregory retains the similar kind of 

physical imagery in describing celibacy that he used in describing marriage: the celibate 

is aware of a way around physical feelings and the emotions that are attached to such 

important question of the body for the celibate lifestyle. 



Virginity brings with it its own peculiar pleasures. Significantly, celibacy allows the 

body to avoid the kind of physical grief and pain that characterizes a person who is 

married and potentially a parent and thus who knows the coming separation caused by 

death. Gregory writes of the celibate, "He has raised his own life above the world, 

prizing virtue as his only possession he will pass his days in painless peace and quiet" 

(348). Whether or not the language is idealistic is not so important here as the fact that 

Gregory is using physical imagery to describe the pleasure of celibacy: the celibate is 

painless and quiet. Thus, as with marriage and sexuality, there is a physical goal for the 

celibate to reach. 

Nonetheless, for Gregory, the physical and the spiritual are inseparable; virginity has 

as its goal the soul's union with God. Gregory writes, "In other sciences men have 

devised certain practical methods for cultivating the particular subject; and so, I take it, 

virginity is the practical method in the science of the Divine life, furnishing men with the 

power of assimilating themselves with spiritual natures" (35 1). The practice of virginity 

is in part a spiritual practice. Indeed, Gregory notes that virginity is so much more than a 

mere physical prohibition against sexuality: "Let no one suppose that the prize of 

virginity is so insignificant and easily won as that; as if one little observance of the flesh 

could settle so vital a matter" (364). Urban Holmes in A History of Christian Spirituality 

comments about this (and other such passages) in On Virginity, "Physical virginity is 

only the shell for an inner virginity, which purifies the soul, makes it like the Spirit, and 

therefore open for a bond (syndesnzos) with ~ o d . " ~ ~  

Thus, the physical posture of the celibate allows for a particular spiritual posture or 

openness to God. Gregory emphasizes this with recourse to more physical imagery; the 

27 Urban Holmes, A History of Christian Spirituality (New York: The Seabury Press, 1980), 31. 



celibate is described as discovering "the way by which a man could be again caught up 

into Paradise out of this world which lieth in the Evil, into that Paradise where Paul was 

when he saw the unspeakable sights which it is not lawful for a man to talk of' (359). 

Celibacy, then, does not make sense if it is viewed only as an absence of sexual activity; 

no, celibacy involves an intense, unspeakable (or apophatic) relationship between the 

soul (and the senses) and God. In other words, the outward sign of celibacy is the 

absence of sexuality, but the inner reality of celibacy is a particular union of the soul with 

God. In light of Gregory's citation of Paul's vision of Paradise, this union of the soul 

with God is indescribable (at least in part). 

Furthermore, the soul's union with God raises questions about the gender of the soul 

and the body. In light of Gregory's theological language, the gender of a person is not 

simply identified as a static category. Gender categories are in a sense transcended in On 

Virginity by nature of the soul's marriage with the God. In an important passage with 

regard to gender, Gregory writes, 

'There is neither male nor female,' the Apostle says; 'Christ is all, and in all'; and 
so it is equally reasonable that he who is enamoured of wisdom should hold the 
Object of his passionate desire, Who is the true Wisdom; and that the soul which 
cleaves to the undying Bridegroom should have the fruition of her love for the true 
Wisdom, which is God. We have now sufficiently revealed the nature of the 
spiritual union, and the Object of the pure and heavenly Love (366). 

In summary, the celibate or virgin does have a spouse: the divine Bridegroom. This 

bridegroom who comes is capable of spiritual marriage with both genders, thus reversing 

or transforming what is the traditional pairing of male and female in a physical union. 

What Rowan Williams has written about gender in Gregory's On the Soul and the 

Resurrection is also applicable to his On Virginity; Williams writes, "Beyond the 

otherness of gender, or even of embodiedness itself, is the wholly inexhaustible otherness 
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of God, never to be fully assimilated or resolved into identity."28 The relationship with 

God, then, calls into question the identity and permanence of all human relationships, as 

well as rigid distinctions between physical and spiritual. 

Marriage: A Reasonable Option 

Gregory acknowledges the possibility that an interpreter of his treatise may suppose 

he is denigrating marriage, writing, "Let no one think however that herein we depreciate 

marriage as an institution. We are well aware that it is not a stranger to God's blessing" 

(352). Indeed, Gregory reserves strict criticism for those who teach that marriage is 

"abominable," writing that such persons are "like branded criminals already; their 

conscience is covered with the stripes of this unnatural teaching" (353). 

Contrasting such a view of marriage with his own, Gregory writes, "But our view of 

marriage is this; that, while the pursuit of heavenly things should be a man's first care, 

yet if he can use the advantages of marriage with sobriety and moderation, he need not 

despise this way of serving the state" (353). With regard to marriage, the mediation is a 

balance between the huinan and the divine, that is, a balance of attention to the desires of 

the body and the desires of the soul for God. Perhaps this balance here could be termed 

theological moderation. What is the moderation that Gregory intends for marriage? He 

writes, "That in the cases where it is possible at once to be true to the diviner love, and to 

embrace wedlock, there is no reason for setting aside this dispensation of nature and 

misrepresenting as abominable that which is honorable" (353). The extremes, then, that 

28 Rowan Williams, "Macrina's Deathbed Revisited: Gregory of Nyssa on Mind and Passion," in Christian 
Faith and Greek Philosophy in Late Antiquity, ed. Lionel Wickham and Caroline Bammel (Leiden: E.J. 
Brill, 1993), 244. 
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marriage avoids are on the one hand overindulgence in the flesh and (perhaps) on the 

other hand overindulgence in matters of the spirit.29 

Gregory's emphasis upon moderation also reflects the value he places in the same 

chapter upon reason: "Reason, in all of them, has established virtue to be a middle state 

between two extremes" (352). In this latter sense, moderation is not a balance of 

attention between the human and the divine; it is a simple balance of different bodily 

needs. 

The potential for moderation becomes clearer when Gregory recalls the place of 

sexuality in the marriage, writing that if the married person should "give spiritual things 

the first thought, and because of the shortness of the time indulges but sparingly the 

sexual passion and keeps it under restraint, that man would realize the character of the 

prudent husband man to which the Apostle exhorts us" (353). Gregory counsels 

moderate sexual activity, then, after time for the spiritual. It is significant that the two - 

the spiritual and the sexual - are not opposed to one another but in some sense are 

mutually illuminating and related within a marriage. 30 

29 The virtue of moderation is an important theme in On Virginity. Gregory also advises the use of 
moderation in light of the knowledge he has gained fiom an acquaintance who is a physician and who 
explains to Gregory that the body is made up of four elements: hot and cold; wet and dry. Thus, Gregory 
counsels a diet that includes all four elements in moderation, b~tt  not excess (367). Gregory concludes, 
"That is temperance's highest aim; it looks not to the afflicting of the body, but to the peacefiil action of the 

L a Holmes writes in A Histow o f  Christian Suiritualitv. "But a caution is in order a b o ~ ~ t  too s im~le  an 

contrary understanding arises. Furthermore, marriage and mating were not considered the same thing. '. Marriage was a social institution that existed to rear citizens of the state. There was little, if any, romantic 



The danger remains, however, that at some point within the marriage physical 

pleasure alone will be chosen without regard for the spiritual. To return to Sarah 

Coakley's interpretation of On Virginity, the divine ordering of desire is what both 

marriage and celibacy hold in common, and "equally what judges both of them at their 

worst."31 Gregory specifically acknowledges this danger, writing, 

There is no small danger for him lest, cajoled in the valuation of pleasure, he 
should think that there exists no other good but that which is enjoyed along with 
some sensual emotion, and, turning altogether from the love of immaterial delights, 
should become entirely of the flesh, seeking always his pleasure only there, so that 
his character will be a Pleasure-lover, not a God-lover" (353). 

What Gregory has written about celibacy is also true for marriage: the Bridegroom of the 

soul is God, and not merely a literal spouse in the case of marriage. 

Chapter eleven of On Virginity is Gregory's most detailed description of the role of 

human desires in the spiritual life: God is the ultimate human desire. However, desire for 

God is also the foundation of human vision in general. Gregory begins the chapter by 

criticizing those who merely view the physical body of a person and therefore assume 

that they know everything from the physical alone. Gregory then counsels another way 

of seeing; he writes, "But the penetrating and scientific mind will not tmst to the eyes 

alone the task of taking the measure of reality; it will not stop at appearances, not count 

that which is not seen amongst unrealities" (355). Appearances alone do not reveal being 

and meaning. In light of the whole treatise, Gregory apparently has in mind that both 

human beings and material reality need to be seen with this kind of spiritual vision. In 

other words, the mystery of creation is not confined to the anthropological. 

31 Coakley, "Pleasure," 1. 



Gregory does acknowledge, however, that the majority of people do not exhibit this 

kind of vision (355). He then goes on to list some of the reasons why people's desires 

and imagination are so limited. Some people limit "their desires to dead metallic coin" 

(355). "Others limit their imagination of the beautiful to worldly honours, fame, and 

power" (355). The problem for such people is that their vision is limited to the sensual 

(355). Furthermore, this kind of limited vision not only obscures the view of reality; it 

also obscures the view of the greater beauty, which is "true Beauty" (355). This invisible 

beauty Gregory describes as "simple, immaterial, formless . . . ." (355). 

It is in chapter eleven of On Virginity that Gregory writes briefly about the Holy 

Spirit. Gregory notes that the allegory for the Holy Spirit in scripture is the dove (356). 

The Holy Spirit makes it possible for a person to arise to the divine beauty, "that which is 

alone worth loving, and to become himself as beautiful as the Beauty which he has 

touched and entered, and to be made bright and luminous himself in the cormnunion of 

the real Light" (356). It is very important to locate Gregory's description of and 

emphasis upon the Holy Spirit within the context the Patristic theological, creedal 

development of belief that the Holy Spirit is the third person of the Trinity. Indeed, it is 

in large part the Cappadocians - Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of Nyssa, and Gregory 

Nazianzen - who help develop the orthodox doctrine of the Triility in response to 

Arianism. 

Several significant implications emerge from this brief description of the Holy Spirit, 

especially in light of the overall treatise. First, the Holy Spirit both raises a person to the 

divine beauty and makes possible the transformation of the person into an image of this 

light. Second, there is the sense, then, that the Holy Spirit transforms - rather than 





Chapter Two 

Gregory of Nyssa's Homilies on the Song of Songs: Is the Erotic Left Behind? 

Gregory of Nyssa's spiritual theology exhibits a complex interaction between the 

divine nature and creation. Specifically, the divine nature both creates and interacts with 

creation. Paradoxically, Gregory of Nyssa's 'vision' of the divine nature does not lead to 

the diminishment or annihilation of creation; rather, Gregory's spiritual vision actually 

crystallizes his unique vision of creation and human nature. In light of God's presence, 

the reality and purpose (or telos) of creation in general and human nature in particular are 

revealed. Therefore, the role of history and the reality of the physical are significant 

themes for Gregory of Nyssa. 

Gregory's spiritual theology is analogous to a map. Gregory locates human nature on 

this map in relationship both to time and matter as well as to God. God is in a 

relationship with the whole person within time. This emphasis upon God's interacting 

with the whole person means that Gregory takes seriously the physical nature of 

humanity. Gregory recognizes humanity in its fullness as an important step in describing 

the divine transformation of humanity. What emerges, then, within history is a new eikon 

of Christ: the whole person transformed by the Trinity via light and darkness. 

Gregory is especially aware that humanity is driven by desire (even conflicting 

desires). This awareness leads him to emphasize both the connection and the distinction 

etween erotic desire and spiritual desire in his Homilies on the Song of Songs. Erotic 

desire and union are analogous to spiritual desire and union. In what is a succinct 

summary of this relationship between erotic desire and spiritual desire in Gregory of 

Nyssa's spiritual theology, Holmes concludes in A History of Christian Spirituality, "The 



eros of humanity is, in this concept, redirected by the agape of God and drawn into union 

with him. It is not a concept which argues that humanity reaches God by its own power, 

but that humankind has a natural longing for God that is fulfilled by God's presence."32 

Spiritual grace transforms or perfects nature. Erotic desire, then, is analogous to spiritual 

desire. Furthermore, erotic desire remains a necessary symbol within human nature 

because it signifies the spiritual desire for union with God. Although Gregory 

acknowledges in no uncertain terms that the nature of erotic desire is limited in terms of 

signifying spiritual desire, the significance of eros remains crucial for Gregory's spiritual 

theology in general and his Homilies on the Song of Songs in particular. 

Gregory's presentation of the connection and distinction between erotic and spiritual 

desire also relates to his distinction between the literal and the spiritual within the 

scriptures. Gregory follows within the tradition of scriptural interpretation as developed 

by Origen in book four of his ~ e ~ r i n c i p i i s . ~ ~  In particular, Gregory views the purpose of 

the Song of Songs as directing the soul toward the spiritual marriage with ~ o d . ~ ~  

Therefore, as the created nature is located on Gregory's 'map' in relationship with divine 

nature, so, too, the literal words of the scriptures are interpreted only in relationship with 

their spiritual meaning and purpose. 

Gregory's Homilies on the Song of Songs includes fifteen homilies. The range of 

imagery in the Homilies is rich, and the pace is staggering. Gregory moves quickly from 

one image to another and then returns to former images throughout the book. Martin 

Laird in "The Fountain of His Lips: Desire and Divine Union in Gregory of Nyssa's 

Homilies on the Song of Songs" observes that one characteristic of scriptural 

32 Holmes, History, 33. 
33 Norris, Gregory, xl. 
34 Norris, Gregory, xxxii. 































































Gregory's Map of the Soul's Journey: Vision and Apophatic 'Knowledge' 

By the end of The Life of Moses, Gregory of Nyssa has presented a rich description of 

the soul's ongoing journey into God's presence, a journey that takes the soul into a 

mysterious darkness that is a paradoxical sign of the presence of God. Significantly, the 

soul's journey reaches a high point in darkness: the higher Moses (and hence the human 

soul) ascends, the darker it gets. The ability of reason is limited in the darkness; vision, 

too, is limited, if not impossible. 

However limited, the soul is able to continue the journey into the dark presence of 

God. Gregory even suggests in a section entitled "Eternal Progress" (11,219-255) that 

this journey of the soul, as an image of the desire for God, is unlimited because of God's 

nature. Gregory writes, "Thus, no limit would interrupt growth in the ascent to God, 

since no limit to the Good can be found nor is the increasing of desire for the Good 

brought to an end because it is satisfied" (11,239). The soul's unceasing desire for God, 

then, is analogous to eternity, which is presumably the reason Gregory entitles this 

section what he does. 

Nevertheless, death is real. Gregory writes of the end of Moses' life,  his for him is 

the end of the virtuous life, an end wrought by the word of God. History speaks of 

'death,' a living death, which is not followed by the grave, or fills the tomb, or brings I 

dimness to the eyes and aging to the person" (II,3 14). Furthermore, death is not the end 

of the soul's journey. Specifically, Gregory writes that the soul reaches a point in which 

it is "drawing no moishlre at all from the earth . . . ; when you destroy everything which 

opposes your worth, as Dathan was swallowed in the earth and Core was consumed by 
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the fire - then you will draw near the goal" (II,3 16). Gregory's anthropology here (and 

elsewhere) is complex and difficult; it is too simplistic to categorize Gregory's 

anthropology as dualistic, but clearly for him the soul and the body are neither 

coterminous nor identical. Nevertheless, death is a real and even necessary point in the 

soul's journey into eternal life. Perhaps death should be thought of as one more example 

of the darkness in which the soul finds itself in God's presence. Again, as so often the 

case with Gregory, the language is nuanced and at times paradoxical; the nature of the 

spiritual life in general is that it can only be expressed in such language. 

The "Index to Texts" cites one example of the term "resurrection" in The Life of 

~ o s e s . ~ ~  This term occurs only in Gregory's discussion of the wood placed in the water 

to make it drinkable for the thirsty Israelites; Gregory writes, "But if the wood be thrown 

into the water, that is, if one receives the mystery of the resurrection which had its 

beginning with the wood (you of course understand the "cross" when you hear "wood"), 

then the virtuous life . . . becomes sweeter and more pleasant . . . ." (11, 132). In part, 

resurrection is basically a non-existent category in the book because the subject is Moses. 

The notion of eternal progress, however, is a crucial theme. The relationship between the 

resurrection and eternal progress is not described by Gregory in The Life of Moses. 

A fuller, developed understanding of resurrection and its relationship with the eternal 

progress of the soul is found in Gregory's On the Soul and the Resurrection. The format 

of the book is that of a dialogue between Gregory and his sister Macrina. Gregory first 

approaches Macrina at the beginning of the book in order to share with her the news of 

Basil's (their brother's) death, only to find that Macrina herself is at the point of "mortal 



illness."96 Gregory writes, "My heart was still overflowing with grief' (27). The context 

of the book, then, is in part Gregory's grief as related to the death of his brother and the 

mortal illness of his sister. 

The pastoral reality of grief, however, is only in the background. The conversation 

becomes a theological and philosophical discussion on the nature of the soul in light of 

death. In a sentence that summarizes the subjects of much of the book, Macrina states, "I 

say that the powers of contemplation, judgment, and vision of reality are proper and 

natural to our soul, and that the soul keeps in itself through these powers the image of the 

divine Grace" (54). The vision of reality here is in part both the awareness of the grief of 

death and the understanding of death's meaning (especially as it relates to evil). The 

reality of death also raises the question of the metaphysical reality of Hades, which 

becomes an important topic for dialogue between Gregory and Macrina. Nonetheless, 

there is more to the soul's life than this vision of reality. There is contemplation. 

Contemplation relates to Gregory's theme of the soul's erotic desire for God's beauty. 

By the end of the book, contemplation is understood to include the apophatic 

"knowledge" of eternal reality. The soul's knowledge of eternal reality is an apophatic 

knowledge; that is, eternal reality is contemplated but not fully possessed or known 

i 
4 before death. Eternal reality is sharply distinguished by Gregory from earthly, 

animalistic reality, just as it is distinguished from death and Hades. 

: The Reality of Death 

Gregory's grief fi-om the death of Basil and the mortal illness of Macrina is the setting 

of On the Soul and the Resurrection (27-29). Grenorv reminds his readers of this context 

96 Gregory of Nyssa, On the Soul and the Resurrection, trans. Catherine Roth (Crestwood: St. Vladimir's 



at the beginning of the final chapter, writing that he is afraid that Macrina might soon die 

("as indeed it happened") and that she would be unable to respond to some person's 

objections to the resurrection (103). For Gregory, then, this grief reveals the importance 

for him of the familial bond; although both Basil and Macrina are members of the 

household of God, they remain his siblings, too. The death of a sibling is particularly 

painful. Gregory also emphasizes that both grief and fear appear to be universal within 

human nature (27-28). 

Gregory points out that so much of human activity is directed toward both remaining 

alive and protecting the body (28). This observation leads Macrina to ask Gregory what 

aspect of death is "most grievous" (28). Gregory responds that "the principle of life" 

becomes invisible upon death: "It does not go to another place, but altogether disappears. 

So when we see such changes how could we endure them without grief, since we have 

nothing visible to rely on?" (28). Even the divine command that the soul is not lost 

eternally is difficult for Gregory in his grief (29). 

Furthermore, as much as Gregory is influenced by grief and fear, he is also influenced 

by philosophical questions (29). These questions reach a climax when Gregory 

apparently summarizes pagan philosophy and common assumptions about the 

interconnectedness of material reality and the soul. Gregory writes, "But no one would 

deny that the elements come together with each other and separate from each other, and 

that this is the creation and dissolution of the body" (46). This observation leads to one 

of his major questions for Macrina regarding the status of the soul after death, "But if 

these elements are separated from each other and depart each to that place where its 

nature leads it, what will happen to the soul, when its vehicle is scattered in many 



directions?" (47). Thus, Gregory's challenge to Macrina is in large part the challenge of 

philosophical and ordinary assumptions about the material creation and the soul's 

inseparability fi-om matter. 

On the one hand, the soul is "recognized" only in and through the material; and yet 

there is more to the soul than the material, which is, of course. a theological statement. - 
Gregory's theology of resurrection is most fully developed in the final chapter, "The 

Doctrine of the Resurrection." Two aspects of his theology need to be noted. The soul is 

first of all more than material alone because it is "the image of God" (121). Furthermore, 

on an even deeper level, the soul is more than the material alone because the material is 

not fully comprehended at the moment. It will take time - even eternity - for the shape 

of the soul within matter to be comprehended or grasped.97 Macrina states that after 

death the soul "no longer has its life ordered by its natural properties, but goes over into 

spiritual and immutable state (for it is characteristic of the physical body to be 

continuously altered from what it is and to be always changing into something different)" 

(1 18). Therefore, the physical body of the soul cannot be comprehended in the present 

condition alone. This becomes an important theme in On the Soul and the Resurrection: 

knowledge is limited, earth-bound, and in need of eternal life in order for it t'o reach 

completion. 

This importance of the relationship between the soul and the material world is 

highlighted by Rowan Williams' summary of Gregory's distinction between ousia and 

97 Gregory also notes in On the Soul and the Resurrection that the length of "time" it takes to perfect a 
person's soul varies according to the soul's participation in evil: "...when the whole fullness of our nature 
has been perfected in each man, some straightway even in this life purified from evil, others healed 
hereafterthrough f i e  for the appropriate l e s h  i f  time, and others-ignorant of the experience equally of 
good and of evil in the life here, God intends to set before everyone the participation of the good things in 
Him, which the Scripture says eye has not seen nor ear heard, nor thought attained" (1 15-1 16). 



phusis in On the Soul and the Resurrection. Williams writes, "It would be rash to ascribe 

to Gregory a wholly precise and consistent terminology, but it is noteworthy that he will 

generally use ousia for the soul as distinctively active and intelligent, andphusis for the 

more complex lived reality of soul as animating a body."98 However, Williams notes that 

"Gregory's vocabulary overall does not support a simple identity of reference between 

ousia andphusis . . . . ,799 

Williams' summary of Gregory's use of the term ousia in one sense relates to 

Gregory's theological assertions that the soul's material is comprehended only in eternity 

as the image of God. Death can be filed under the category ofphusis; res~~rrection should 

be filed under the category of ousia. In other words, phusis - though fundamental - does 

not by itself determine the soul's ousia. The soul's actual being is not completely known 

without the divine perspective and without the perspective of 'time' that is everlasting 

life. 

Martin Laird's description of the term nous or dianoia in his Gregory of Nyssa and the 

Grasp of Faith complements Williams' interpretation of On the Soul and the 

~esuruec t ion .~~~ Laird summarizes, "Whether Gregory speaks of the mind as nous or 

dianoia, we see it (1) involved in passionate struggle; (2) performing tasks of 

ratiocination and contemplation of the intelligibles; (3) ascending on high; (4) in the 

sanctuary or in the darkness of divine presence."101 Laird, then, highlights how the mind 

is both involved in material struggle and yet simultaneously can transcend the material. 



Interestingly, even though Macrina is dismissive of "the futile talk of unbelievers" 

(29), her defense and description of the resurrection does incorporate the pagan insight of 

the interconnectedness of soul and matter. Possibly referencing the Greek analogy 

between the person as the microcosm and the universe as the macrocosm, Macrina 

affirms that the whole universe is observed by the senses, noting that when a person 

observes "the cosmos in omselves, we have found a good place to start conjecturing 

about what is hidden from what appears. By 'hidden' I mean that which escapes the 

observation of the senses because in itself it can be known only by the intellect and not 

by sight" (35). The theme nullling throughout Macrina's defense of the resurrection is 

that the material world in general and death in particular are real, but they are not the only 

factors that determine the soul's shape and future. 

In addition to I s  intellectual questions (and his intense grief), Gregory notes that 

death is a divinely instituted boundary. Specifically, death is a punishment for 

transgressions (70-71). The context of this understanding of death as divine punishment 

is Macrina's interpretation of the parable of the rich man and Lazarus in Luke's Gospel 

(16:19-3 1). Macrina speaks of the origin of human life which existed according to 

"God's first law, which gave to mankind unstinting participation in every onk of the good 

things of paradise, excluding only that which had as its nature a mixture of opposites, evil 

combined with good. Death was set as a penalty for the violator of this law" (70-71). 

Furthermore, this transgression and the reality of death affect human nature, according to 

Gregory. Macrina states, "When those who had transgressed the law inevitably received 

the death which had been decreed for the transgression, that death divided human life into 

two parts, this part in the body and the p a t  hereafter outside the body" (71). Macrina's 



ement reflects her belief that it is death that causes a kind of dualism of body and soul. 

This belief also reflects a particular distinction between time and eternity: "The two parts 

do not have an equal measure of duration: the one is circumscribed by a very short limit 

f time, while the other extends into eternity" (71). 

As is the case throuaout On the Soul and the Resurrection, it is difficult to categorize 

dualism, as evidenced by the fact that time and eternity (and thus body and soul) are 

linked and affected by each other. This connection between time and eternity is 

especially evident in Macrina's description of the complex interplay of senses and the 

soul while on earth and the consequences of this interplay for eternity. Specifically, the 

senses can mislead the soul in a way that has consequences for the soul's eternal 

condition: "Those who have not trained their reasoning and have not examined what is 

better spend gluttonously in the fleshly life the share of good which is owed to their 

nature, saving up nothing for the life hereafter" (71). On the other hand, for those who 

manage their senses with "critical reasoning and self-control, although in this short life 

they are distressed by those misfortunes which trouble the senses, yet store up good for 

the subsequent age, so that the better portion is extended for them throughout their eternal 

life" (71). The relationship of senses and soul is complex, then. If the soul is 

overwhelmed by the gluttonous senses, so, too, eternity will become hollow or 

misunderstood. Indeed, Macrina interprets the gulf that separates the rich man and 

Lazarus to be the result of decision making rather than a divinely created physical 

location. Macrina summarizes this point, "So this is the gulf, in my opinion, which does 

not come ii-om the opening of the earth but is made by the decisions of human lives 



divided towards opposite choices" (71). lo2 If the soul can restrain the senses via virtue in 

general and the Pauline virtue of self-control in particular, then eternity takes shape in the 

soul for good. 

Nonetheless, death remains a real boundary on the map of the soul's journey into God. 

It is a boundary that limits the senses (or the body) more than the soul ("which extends 

into eternity"), but a boundary that is nevertheless real and critical (71). The reality of 

death is in part related to another important boundary that the soul faces: Hades. 

Gregory describes, however, how Hades actually begins on earth well before the soul and 

the senses perish. 

One of Gregory's most important themes in On the Soul and the Resurrection is that 

Hades is a description of the quality of the soul rather than a post-mortem location. This 

theme has major implications for both Gregory's anthropology and his emphasis upon the 

limitless beauty of God. Hades, though interpreted as spiritual, remains an important 

concept for Gregory. Just as both time and eternity influence one another, so, too, Hades 

influences (and is influenced by) the soul's earthly life. 

One of the most important passages in On the Soul and the Resurrection is the 

interpretation of the parable of Lazarus and the rich man from Luke's Gospel because in 

general it includes most of the major themes of the book and in particular it reveals 

Gregory's method of scriptural interpretation. In this dialogue with Macrina, the 

character Gregory emphasizes the difficult question of the nature of the fire or Hades in 

the parable, asking, "'Then what would the fire be,' I asked, 'or the gulf, or the rest of the 

lo2 Please see below for the section entitled "Hades as State of the Soul" for a description of Gregory's 
description of Hades as a spiritual reality rather than a physical location. 



things which have been mentioned, if they are not what their names imply?"' (70). 

Macrina's initial answer is grounded in the importance of and the effects of Hades upon 

the soul: "'The Gospel seems to me,' she said, 'to signify by each of these things certain 

doctrines relevant to ow inquiry about the soul"' (70). Specifically, the gulf that 

separates Lazarus and the rich man is not literal but is rather the result of, again, "the 

decisions of human lives divided towards opposite choices" (71). Furthermore, all the 

literal details included in the parable's description of the afterlife are spiritual; that is, 

they relate to the state of the soul. For example, Macrina states that "the Scripture is 

referring to these in saying that the finger is with the soul, as well as the eye and the 

tongue and all the other parts, after the dissolution of the structure, we shall not depart 

from what is probable" (73). 

The logic here is consistent and leads to Macrina's conclusion "'that this Hades also 

which has just been mentioned is not intended to signify a place with that name. The 

Scripture must be teaching us that it is some invisible and incorporeal condition of life, in 

which the soul lives."' The parable, then, is in part about the continuity between 

Lazarus's soul on earth and his soul in the afterlife. Macrina says of this coninuity, "'The 

soul of Lazarus . . . is occupied with its present circumstances and does not 6.m toward 

anythmg which it has left behind. The rich man still sticks to the fleshly life as if with 

bird-lime which he has not thoroughly cleaned off even when he has ceased from life"' 

(75).lo3 Hades, then, is a quality of the soul that begins on earth and continues after death 

as a characteristic of the soul's condition in eternitv. 

lo3 Catharine Roth, the translator, notes that this section of On the Soul and the Resurrection "is modeled on 





In the dialogue with Macrina, Gregory seems to acknowledge that some people might 

take issue with Macrina's words about the soul because of their citation of Hades in the 

Gospel (69). Therefore, Gregory knew that the interpretation of Hades in On the Soul 

and the Resurrection was debatable. Nonetheless, Gregory emphasizes at times that the 

doctrine of resurrection and hence the status of the soul should be based upon scripture, 

not philosophical reasoning alone (50; 58). Indeed, scripture is described (in the words of 

Macrina) as "the canon and rule of all ow doctrine" (50). However, Gregory's 

interpretation of Hades is based upon a method that focuses upon the spiritual meaning of 

scripture, and it is possible that this spiritual meaning both complements and (arguably) 

contradicts the literal details of a given passage. Although enclosed as the canon, the 

scriptures still provide much room for the kind of spiritual interpretations that are found 

throughout Gregory of Nyssa's writings in general and On the Soul and the Resurrection 

in particular. 

As is the case in Gregory's Life ofMoses, the theme of desire figures prominently in 

On the Soul and the Resurrection. When directed by the virtue of self-control and 

focused by the light of reason, desire leads the soul and the senses to the divine presence. 

Gregory writes that when reason leads impulses do not lead to evil, "but fear would 

produce obedience in us, anger courage, cowardice caution, and the desiring impulse 

would mediate to us the divine and immortal pleasure" (57).lo4 Gregory specifically 

relates desire with pleasure and notes that when pleasures are directed by reason they 



pleasures are. The pleasures are simply in part the divine presence itself: "we are led to 

God by desire" (77). 

But why is God desirable? Gregory emphasizes that it is God's beauty that draws the 

soul and the senses, writing that God is a kind of "Nature" that "needs none of these 

things which are thought of as good, being Itself the fullness of good things, and because 

It is not beauty by participation of some beauty, but is Itself the nature of the beautiful 

(whatever the mind may assume the beautiful to be) . . . ." (78-79). Gregory emphasizes 

the beauty of God again in the conclusion of this chapter, "The Purification of the Soul," 

writing that "the divine life which is beautiful by nature and from its nature is lovingly 

disposed towards the beautiful" (8 1). 

In highly paradoxical language, Gregory comes to describe the fulfillment of desire 

with the image of the end of hope and memory, writing, "Since, then, the soul becomes 

godlike . . . when it has passed beyond desire it has entered into that towards which it was 

previously being raised by desire, it no longer gives any place in itself either to hope or to 

memory" (79). This is the image of desiring finally reaching its end in the fulfillment 

rather than absence or more longing; longing or desire is in part characterized by hope, 

which is no longer necessary when desire is hlfilled.lo5 The soul finally reaches its 

"goal" (SO), which is God. 

lo5 It is interesting to question whether this image of the fulfillment of desire contradicts or complements 

because it is satisfied" (11, 239). 
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limit of the beautiful" (81). Rowan Williams summarizes Gregory's logic, writing, "The 

action of love has no boundary because the beautiful or good itself has no boundary: it is 

its nature to be loved and so it cannot ever be loved enoud. Thus the purged soul moves 

Godwards, without impediment, eternally."106 

To summarize, Gregory's language about desire's fulfillment and the boundlessness of 

God's beauty is not inconsistent, but it is paradoxical. The soul, fi-om one point of view, 

has only one ultimate desire: for God. Therefore, the soul can finally rest there with 

God, without recourse to memory or hope. Nevertheless, there is a distinction between 

God's nature and human nature; God's nature is endless beauty and boundless love. To 

whatever degree the soul and the senses participate in eternity, they are enabled to do so 

because the soul and the senses are hlfilled by God's nature; the soul and the senses, 

then, are not absorbed into ~ 0 d . l ' ~  

When the soul is hlfilled bv God's nature. the soul itself is beautified. Grerrorv 

emphasizes that certain impulses such as anger and fear become attached to the soul fi-om 

the outside "because no such mark appears on the archetypal beauty" (55). ~ a t e r  he 

writes that human nature "at the resurrection will spring up again in the archetypal 

beauty" (1 19). Furthermore, even the body in the resurrection is restored and specifically 

transformed into a more beautiful state; Gregory writes that the resurrection body will be 

"woven again fi-om the same elements, not indeed with its present coarse and heavy 

leaves no room for any 'absorption mysticism"' (63). 



texture, but with the thread respun into something subtler and lighter, so that the beloved 

body may be with you and be restored to you again in better and even more lovable 

beauty" (88). If the body is resurrected as "something subtler and lighter," this raises the 

question of how much consistency there is between the earthly body and the eternal or 

resurrected body. This question of consistency between the "two" bodies relates to what 

perhaps should be termed Gregory's distinction between kataphatic and apophatic 

knowledge.108 

Two contemporary, Anglican theologians have raised the question of gender in 

relation to the soul and the body in On the Soul and the Resurrection. Rowan Williams 

writes, "Gregory clearly sees the soul as essentially without gender, acquiring sexual 

differentiation only because of God's pre-vision of the ~a11." '~~ Sardi Coakley 

emphasizes that in On the Soul and the Resurrection Gregory takes the part of the 

passions and Macrina takes the part of rational asceticism.' lo Coakley concludes, "the 

'submission' to which Gregorv gives his bodv is a submission of 'desire' in which gender 

binaries are curiously upended, and the self at its deepest level transformed and 

empowered by the divine.""' All of this emphasizes that the interpreter needs to be very 

careful in making specific assumptions about what Gregory literally means 6y the terms 

'desire' and 'beauty.' These terms, as is the case with so many terms within the entire 

book, should not be literalized so as to reflect only earthly (or cultural) depictions. 

Creation and life are capable of only limited analogies with eternity and the soul's 



journey into God; thus, knowledge is limited and includes both apophatic and kataphatic 

dimensions. 

Apophatic 'Knowledge' of the Resurrection: "something subtler and lighter" 

In a significant passage on the resurrection, Gregory writes that the resurrected body 

will be unlike the present body because it will be "respun into something subtler and 

lighter, so that the beloved body may be with you and be restored to you again in better 

and even more lovable beauty" (88). Gregory's distinction between the earthly body and 

the resurrected body highlights the distinction between kataphatic and apophatic 

knowledge.ll2 Clearly, elements of Gregory's theology in general and in On the Soul and 

the Resurrection are kataphatic, using a broad, rich range of images to describe the soul's 

relationship with God; here the image of "the beloved body" is an example. 

Nevertheless, Gregory emphasizes that there is only so much that can be said or thought 

about the deepest mysteries of the faith; the most he can write is that the resurrection 

body will be analogous to "something subtler and lighter." 

Gregory's use of analogy adds a critical dimension to Gregory's theology of the 

resurrection. Many - if not all - of the images of the Christian faith and the spiritual life 

should not be 'literalized,' and neither should earthly life be accepted as the way 'life' 

will always be. Gregory cites the example of important bodily and material necessities, 

writing, "there are many things in which we participate, such as time, air, place, food and 

drink, clothing, sun, lamplight, and many other necessities of life, of which none is God. 

The blessedness which we await, however, does not need any of these . . . ." (86). This 

- - 

112 For a succinct summarv of the distinction between the katavhatic and avovhatic in the historv of 

E apophatic prayer and theology. 



passage exemplifies apophatic knowledge of the resurrection; it is essentially counsel 

from Gregory that it is necessary to abandon certain images of what is necessary on earth 

when the resurrection and eternity are being described or imagined. 

Gregory's emphasis upon the difference between the earthly body and the resurrected 

body reaches a crescendo in the final chapter, "The Soul and the Resurrection." Here 

Gregory adds to the category of earthly necessities that will be unnecessary in the 

resurrection, earthly necessities that are "irrational" (1 14). He lists in this category 

"sexual intercourse, conception, childbearing, dirt, lactation, nourishment, evacuation, 

gradual growth to maturity, the prime of life, old age, disease, and death" (1 14). Gregory 

goes on to write, "For if bodies with their changeable nature become shriveled or robust, 

wasted or plump, or any other shape, what does this have to do with that life, which is 

separated from the changing and transitory course of this life?'(( 15). Gregory's 
f 
F understanding of the soul and the resurrection leads to a critique of the 'necessary' and to 

questioning of the permanence of certain aspects of the senses in relation to the soul. 

Thus, the most that Gregory can do is describe what the resurrection body will not be or 

; 5 
i what it will not necessarily include. 

UJ It must be kept in mind, however, that Gregory's critique of earthly necessities stands 

alongside his insistence that these necessities are truly necessary within earthly life; 

again, the soul is united to the senses, unable to transcend them. Indeed, Rowan 

Williams has written that this is one of Gregory's unique contributions to theology: "The 

soul's growth in tandem with the body's thus recapitulates the history of the material- 

animal creation as a whole - life-giving energy madually coming to free 



consci~usness."~~~ Thus, to summarize, Gregory holds in tension the soul's real 

dependence upon material and bodily necessities (creation) with the soul's apophatic 

knowledge of what is actually necessary for the resurrected body. 

Furthermore, Gregory's critique of necessary life is rooted in his belief in the reality of 

evil. Evil affects creative life, and thus part of the purpose of resurrection is to rid evil 

from the body and creation. Gregory attempts to define evil, writing, "But nothing is 

outside It, except evil only, which (paradoxical though this may be), has its being in non- 

being; for there is no other origin of evil but the deprivation of being" (79). Thus, evil is 

known only in relationship with what is good. 

In what is perhaps a part of his commentary on 1 Corinthians 15:28, Gregory writes, 

"He who becomes all will also be in all. In this the apostle seems to me to teach the 

complete annihilation of evil" (87). This passage is typical of many others that describe 

od overcoming evil within the body and creation. The problem at times with bodily and 

material necessities is that they are affected by evil. 

The reality of evil is related to another dimension of Gregory's interpretation of the 

fire of Hades; it purifies all human persons, including the believer. Gregory writes in the 

nal sentence of the book, 

So when such things are cleansed and purified away by the treatment through fire, 
enter in their place: incorruptibility, life, honor, 

ver else of this kind we recognize in God Himself 
human nature (1 2 1). 

egory is able to go only a little beyond his earlier description of what the resurrection 

the soul is not; nonetheless, his theology of the soul and the resurrection depends upon 

0th kataphatic and apophatic knowledge. 

l3 Williams, "Macrina's Deathbed," 240. 



because it is the restoration of human nature. In the resurrection, then, there is a tension 

between continuitv and discontinuitv: s~ecificallv. the resurrection body is the 

sense that it does not include all that was necessary for the soul's existence on earth. 

Returning to Gregory's image, the resurrected body is "something subtler and lighter" 



Chapter Five 

Turned into the Dark Image of God 

Through a profusion of metaphors and rich imagery, Gregory of Nyssa's works of 

spiritual theology describe a God who both creates and completes human desire. God's 

fulfillment of human desire reaches a high point when human beings are transformed into 

the divine image, that is, when they become what they see of God in Christ. For 

Gregory, the theme of beauty is intrinsic to this transformation. God, who is both the 

source of beauty and true beauty in and of itself, elicits human desire for the beautill. 

To be human is to desire the beauty of God. As human beings reach the vision of God as 

true beauty, human beings are transformed progressively into the image or likeness of the 

For Gregory, the image of God is a paradoxical image because it includes both light 

and darkness, the known and the unknown. Urban Holmes writes in A History of 

Christian Spirituality about the vision of God in Gregory, "For the first time the image of 

darkness takes on real meaning. God is utterly ineffable and so is present in the darkness 

of humanity's mind."ll4 Life of Moses is the classic example of the importance of 

darkness for Gregory. 

Image, then, is a complex idea for Gregory and should not be reduced to what is 

literally seen or known about God. Furthermore, Rowan Williams in The Wound of 

Knowledge notes the significant place that Gregory creates for history and biography as 

the context of the spiritual life: the eikon of Christ takes shape within human history and 

time. For Williams, Patristic theology in general and Gregory in particular represent a 

'I4 Holmes, History, 32. 





and Other Early Christian Literature cites three different definitions of the term and cites 

passages from Paul to illustrate two of the definitions. The second definition cites I 

Corinthians 1 1 :7,2 Corinthians 4:4, Colossians 1 : 15, and I Corinthians 15:49 as 

illustrations of one meaning of the term eikon, "that which has the same form as 

something else."ll7 Furthermore, the third definition cites Romans 1:23, Romans 8:29,2 

Corinthians 3: 18, Hebrews 10: 1, and Colossians 3 : 10 as illustrations of another layer of 

meaning in the term eikon, "that which represents something else in terms of basic form 

and feat~res.""~ Thus, eikon is an important Greek term for Paul, and it is in part fi-om 

Paul that Gregory of Nyssa comes to emphasize the importance of the vision of the image 

of God in the spiritual life. 

In defining metamorphao, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other 

Early Christian Literature cites 2 Corinthians 3: 18 as one of two biblical citations 

(Romans 12:2 being the other) in which this Greek verb can be defined as "to change 

inwardly in fundamental character or condition, be changed, be transformed."' l9 In light 

of 2 Corinthians 3: 18, "Christians progressively take on the perfection of Jesus Christ 

1 
I through the Spirit's operation."120 In 2 Corinthians 3: 18, then, the Church is transformed 

t 
!? progressively via the Spirit into the eikon of Jesus Christ, and thus the church becomes 
1 

the eikon, too. 
> 

In what is a possible allusion to 2 Corinthians 3 : 18, Gregory writes in On Virginity 

f c that the Holy Spirit raises a person's soul to the heavens, thus making it possible for "the 
[ 
t man to find that which is alone worth loving, and to become as beautiful as the Beauty 

117 Danker, Lexicon, 282. 
'I8 Danker, Lexicon, 282. 
'I9 Danker, Lexicon, 639-640. 
120 Danker, Lexicon, 640. 



which he has touched and entered, and to be made as bright and luminous himself in the 

communion of real ~ i ~ h t . " ' ~ '  Although 2 Corinthians is not cited in this passage, 

Gregory's understanding of transformation here is consistent with and possibly based 

upon Paul's words for a very similar transformation in the eikon of Christ. Gregory 

describes the eikon in this passage from On Virginity as "real Light." Thus, eikon here is 

not literally described as Christ, but as light. Furthermore, this passage from On Virginity 

is not unique; indeed, the passage is consistent with many other passages from the treatise 

that describe the divine image as light.122 The spiritual man, then, becomes "bright and 

luminous" like the divine image. 

Nevertheless, the eikon of Chist should not be reduced to a literal image or to visual 

representation alone. The apophatic dimension of the eikon for Gregory of Nyssa needs 

to be explored as well, especially since this apophatic dimension affects the spiritual 

life.123 Again, Gregory emphasizes that darkness - in addition to light - is a significant 

aspect of the divine image. 

In a similar vein, Gregory's Commentary on the Song of Songs also demonstrates the 

importance of the transformation of the human into the divine. Martin Laird in his essay 

"The Fountain of His Lips: Desire and Divine Union in Gregory of Nyssa's Homilies on 

the Song of Songs" observes that Gregory establishes a pattern by which the bride is 

united with the bridegroom and transformed into his likeness. Laird writes, "When the 

bridegroom kisses the bride with the fountain of his lips, she herself becomes a fountain. 

When the arrow of divine love wounds her, she herself becomes an arrow, shot forth even 

12' Gregory of Nyssa, Virginity, 356. 
Furthermore, light and beauty are closely connected in On firginity. 

123 See below: "The Apophatic Dimension of the Eikon of Christ." 



while at rest in the arms of the beloved."124 Martin's observation reveals the dynamism 

involved in Gregory's theme of union: the bride is not only united with the groom, but is 

transformed into the image of the groom as well. Thus, the bride is transformed into the 

image she desires. 

Commenting upon this very theme of transformation, Richard Norris in Gregory of 

Nyssa: Homilies on the Song of Songs summarizes, "The human project, then, is 

restoration of the divine image, the return of humanity, intelligible and perceptible, to its 

original identity."125 Transformation of the human into the divine image is actually 

restoration, of course, because humanity was created in the divine image according to the 

Bible in general and the book of Genesis in particular. Thus, Gregory of Nyssa links the 

Incarnation of Jesus Christ with creation in general. 

Related to the theme of transformation into the divine image, Richard Norris in 

Gregory of Nyssa: Homilies on the Song of Songs also notes that the significance of the 

image of a mirror in Gregory's Commentary on the Song of Songs. Norris writes that 

Gregory's Commentary on the Song of Songs certainly takes into account 2 Corinthians 

This metaphor of the mirror is frequent, needless to say, in the Homilies, and when 
examined closely it conveys one or two essential elements in Gregory's 
understanding of the image idea. For one thing, of course, it indicates that the 
image, while a reproduction of its original, does not normally count as another 
instance of its original. An image reproduces its original in another medium, 
such as in the form of a reflection on the surface of glass or in that of a portrait 
painted on wood or canvas. In the case of ccv0po.rroo that God summoned into 
existence (Gen 1 :26-27), the image takes form in a created and mutable nature and 
not that of uncreated Deity. Further, and just as important, the human mirror 
conveys an image of its original only and when it is 'looking to' its 0rigina1.l~~ 



Norris' words here are significant not only in terms of highlighting the theme of 

restoration of the divine image in relation to the metat~hor of image. but even more so in 

image of the divine, but this transformation is not literal; that is, there remains a 

separation between divine nature and human nature. Nature (and thus human history and 

context) is not obliterated in the process.128 

Gregory's On the Soul and the Resurrection also illustrates the theme of 

transformation with dynamism and richness. Gregory writes that human nature "at the 

resurrection will spring up again in the archetypal beauty."129 The connection between 

beauty and light is seen in a similar passage in which Gregory attempts to describe the 

resurrection body, writing that it will be recreated "from the same elements, not indeed 

with its present coarse and heavy texture, but with the thread respun into something 

subtler and lighter, so that the beloved body may be with you and be restored to you 

again in better and even more lovable beauty."130 Both of these passages are 

representative of the whole of On Soul and the Resurrection. The unique contribution of 

On the Soul and the Resurrection in light of all of Gregory's writings is that it is his 

attempt to describe resurrection - not only the spirih~al life of humanity - as apost 

mortem continuation of human transformation into the divine image of light and beauty. 

Resurrection as transformation into the divine image is, in one sense, continuous with the 

spiritual life in general. 

128 The importance of nature and history for Gregory is also highlighted and discussed in detail by Rowan 
Williams in The Wound ofKnowledge. See below: "The Importance of History and Biography: Rowan 
Williams' Observation." 
12' Gregory of Nyssa, On the Soul, 119. 
13' Gregory of Nyssa, On the Soul, 88. 
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Gregory's Life ofMoses is also consistent with this pattern: humanity is progressively 

transformed into the divine image through virtue and ascent into spiritual darkness. 

Although darkness becomes the dominant 'image' for the soul's journey into God's 

presence, the journey remains a gradual transformation into the divine image. Gregory 

writes in a passage that is typical of many others in Life of Moses, "This truly is the 

vision of God: never to be satisfied in the desire to see him. But one must always, by 

looking at what he can see, rekindle his desire to see more."13' As with his other works, 

Gregory does not literally refer to 2 Corinthians 3: 18, but Gregory's logic and imagery 

are consistent with Paul's verse.132 The eikon (God, not Christ) is infinitely desirable. 

As humanity desires the image of God, humanity is simultaneously transformed into 

the divine image; thus, Life of Moses is consistent with the whole of 2 Corinthians 3: 18. 

For example, Gregory writes in an important passage near the end of the book, 

For he who has truly come to be in the image of God and who has in no way kuned 
aside from the divine character bears in himself the distinguishing marks and 
shows in all things his conformity to the archetype; he beautifies his own soul with 
what is incorruptible, unchangeable, and shares in no evil at 

Beauty here is linked with desire and visibility; the divine eikon, then, affects the one 

who sees it. The effect is so profound that certain human beings become iconic (like 

God). Gregory describes Moses as a "pattern of beauty" that is to be copied and imitated 

by the one who seeks virtue. 134 



Nevertlieless, the divine eikon is described as a kind of darkness. Light and beauty are 

not the only characteristics of God. As the soul progresses, darkness - perhaps even 

more so than light - becomes a sign that God's presence is near. The mind's lack of 

clarity also becomes another dimension or part of the transformation of a person into the 

divine image. 

Gregory's Life ofMoses is the classic text and example of his apophatic spiritual 

theology. Literally, the soul, in imitation of Moses, proceeds up the mountain only to 

find that darkness - rather than light - is the time of encounter with the divine. For all of 

his emphasis upon rich imagery and light, Gregory concludes in Life of Moses, "The 

contemplation of God is not effected by sight and hearing, nor is it comprehended by any 

of the customary perceptions of the mind."135 This passage, found in a section titled "The 

Mountain of Divine Knowledge," is typical of the book. Darkness is a greater kind of 

knowledge than light when the soul ascends into God's presence. 

In the section entitled "Darkness," Gregory describes the reason darkness is a climax: 

"This is the true knowledge of what is sought; this is the seeing that consists in not 

seeing, because that which is sought transcends all knowledge, being separated on all 

sides by incomprehensibility as by a kind of darkness."136 The darkness, then, is a 

theological darkness and not necessarily a literal darkness. Darkness is in part Gregory's 

way of emphasizing that knowledge of God is on one level completely unlike ordinary 

knowledge. Thus, the darkness emphasizes God's transcendence, as when Gregory 

writes, "Wherefore John the sublime, who penetrated into the luminous darkness, says, 



No one has ever seen God, thus asserting that knowledge of the divine essence is 

unattainable not only by men but also by every intelligent creature."137 As is so often the 

case with Gregory, he uses paradoxical language to describe the darkness as "luminous." 

The "luminous darkness" on the one hand emphasizes God's transcendence of sense 

perception; on the other hand, this term communicates that the darkness remains 

nonetheless a unique form of vision. 

Gregory's Commenta ry on the Song of Songs is not only characterized by rich 

language and sexual imagery, but it also contains a similar emphasis upon the importance 

of apophatic knowledge of God. Regarding this point, Mark McIntosh writes in Mystical 

Theology about Gregory's Commentary on the Song of Songs, 

Danielou has catalogued the various ways in which Gregory of Nyssa depicts this 
experience of God's infinitv: darkening of the intelligence. images of inebriation, 

The union of lover and beloved, as a symbol of the divine and human union in Christ, 

reaches such an ineffable climax that Gregory can only describe this union through a 

range of metaphors emphasizing human confusion and delight in the presence of a 

mystery. McIntosh concludes succinctly regarding apophatic knowledge in the 

Commentary on the Song of Songs, "So in Gregory's view, a sense of unknowing and 

unclarity are the vital hallmarks of authentic knowledge of ~ o d . " l ~ ~  

One of the most important passages in On the Soul and the Resurrection is a 

description of apophatic knowledge of the resurrection body. Gregory writes, 

In the same manner the human nature also, when it abandons to death all the 
properties which it acquired through the state of subiection to passion (I mean 

W 
139 McIntosh, Mystical, 20 1. 



dishonor, corruption, weakness, differences of age), does not abandon itself. 
Instead, as if ripening into an ear, it changes into incorruptibility, glory, honor, 
power, and every kind of perfection.'40 

This passage is typical of the entire work in that Gregory often emphasizes that the nature 

of the resurrection body is largely unknown; that is, the resurrection body of eternity will 

in some significant ways differ from the natural body of earth. Therefore, apophatic 

knowledge in On the Soul and the Resurrection serves a practical purpose, because it 

helps Gregory to warn believers against both too literal depictions of the resurrection 

body and too simplistic assumptions that the resurrection body will be simply a kind of 

eternal continuation of the earthly body. 

With regard to the resurrection, then, apophatic knowledge instills humility and 

restraint as necessary spiritual gifts that support faith in the doctrine of the resurrection. 

In this sense, apophatic knowledge relates to God's nature; it also relates to the limitation 

of human knowledge in general and knowledge of the details of eternal life in particular. 

On Virginity also emphasizes apophatic knowledge. As is the case with On the Soul 

and the Resurrection, apophatic knowledge is necessary for two reasons: the nature of 

God's presence and the limitations of human knowledge in general. Gregory describes 

the nature of God with several different images, but he stresses two images:' God is "true 

Beauty" and "real ~ i ~ h t . " ' ~ '  However, Gregory emphasizes that these two images for 

God - as well as all images for God - need to be balanced by apophatic knowledge. 

Among the many examples of apophatic knowledge found in On Virginity, Gregory 

writes that God's beautv is "invisible" and God's nature is "simple, immaterial, 



formless."142 Gregory, then, is careful to balance his own rich imagery for God with an 

equal insistence upon God's transcendence. God's beauty and light are not synonymous 

with human beauty and natural light, according to Gregory. 

Yet apophatic language is necessary for a second reason. The human mind struggles 

to comprehend divine reality; it also struggles to comprehend reality in general. Gregory 

writes, "But the penetrating and scientific mind will not trust to the eyes alone the task of 

taking the measure of reality; it will not stop at appearances, nor count that which is not 

seen amongst ~nrealities."'~~ Physical appearance - especially the physical appearance 

of a person, Gregory emphasizes144 - communicates only a fraction of what can be 

known spiritually. Thus, apophatic knowledge in On Virginity also serves a practical 

purpose, allowing Gregory to advise his readers to use restraint when viewing objects and 

people and allowing him to encourage a greater awareness that a clear vision of reality 

needs to be informed by both physical and spiritual perspectives. 

In summary, apophatic knowledge is highly significant for Gregory. Paul's language 

of the eikon in 2 Corinthians 3: 18, then, is developed by Gregory. For Gregory, the eikon 

of Christ includes light and darkness; thus, human knowledge needs to include these two 

different but complementary sources of information: the kataphatic and the apophatic. 

Furthermore, apophatic knowledge stems both from knowledge of God (who is 

transcendent) and from the limitations of human knowing in general. Thus, apophatic 

knowledge is a form of human knowledge in general. Gregory understands that human 

knowledge of any kind needs to be balanced by the awareness of its limitations in terms 

of vision and conceptions. There is more to reality than meets the eye, and there is more 

Gregory of Nyssa, Virginity, 355. 
'43 Gregory of Nyssa, Virginity, 355. 
'44 Gregory of Nyssa, Virginity, 355. 
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Gregory is reworking philosophical assumptions about human development in light of 

theology and the spiritual life. 

Specifically, Rowan Williams in Wound of Knowledge views Gregory's spiritual 

theology as a profound revision of aspects of Greek anthropology. Williams writes, "To 

see, as Gregory does, the nature of humanity as characterized by longing is itself an 

important statement about humanity."147 In particular, On Virginity, Commentary on the 

Song of Songs, Life of Moses, and On the Soul and the Resurrection emphasize desire as a 

significant characteristic of human life. The range and confusion of human desire also 

reveal the potential conflict between desire for God and desire for worldly acquisitions. 

Gregory emphasizes the potential conflict between desire for God and desire for sensual 

pleasure alone in On Virginity. 

Although writing about Gregory's work in general, Williams' point about Gregory's 

image of human nature is related to the potential conflict between human desires. 

variegated, because of its orientation towards a reality outside itself."148 Williams' rich 

language describes the complex interaction between human nature and divine nature. 

Williams notes that Gregory's theme of desire is related to his use of the term image 

or eikon (in the original Greek), writing, 

Put this side by side with the familiar Greek Christian distinction between 'image' 
and 'likeness' of God in humanity, the possibility and the actuality of communion 
with God, and it is very clear that a consistent and powerful understanding of 
humanity emerges from the thought of the Greek   at hers. 149 

147 Williams, Wound, 66. 
14' Williams, Wound, 66. 
149 Williams, Wound, 66. 



Williams here is writing about the Patristic authors in general and Gregory of Nyssa in 

particular. Gregory is a major contributor to the theme within Patristic spiritual theology 

that human desire is realized and fulfilled in communion with God, and that this union 

transforms the human into the likeness of the divine. 

History, therefore, is recognized as the context of the spiritual life. Williams writes, 

"The movement of history and of biography is made possible and meaningful by its 

reference to God who meets us in history, yet extends beyond it - is always, so to speak, 

ahead of it."lS0 In other words, the spiritual life is not an abstraction; it is discerned 

alongside the 'natural' dimensions of humanity.lS1 To summarize, the spiritual and 

natural diinensions of human life are distinguishable but inseparable. Thus, discernment 

is a vitally important virtue.lS2 

The importance,of history for Gregory is the background for his implicit use of Paul's 

language in 2 Corinthians 3: 18. For Gregory the transformation of humanity into the 

dark image of God takes place within human history. A Christ-like eikon emerges, but 

h s  eikon is not an abstraction or an idealized image because it is shaped within the 

material world and time. In Rowan Williams' language, the eikon is witnessed in the 

context of biography. 

lSO Williams, Wound, 66. 
15' Williams' emphasis here upon the role of history and time in the spiritual life is consistent with his 
emphasis in On Christian Theology upon both the role of history within the scriptures and the role of the 
interpreter's own history (see especially pages 52-53). Furthermore, Williams also notes in On Christian 
Theology that both the sacraments and apophatic prayer should be viewed in light of history, writing, "We 
do not encounter God in the displacement of the world we live in, the suspension of our bodily and 
hstorical nature. There is indeed a sense in which we meet God in emptiness and silence, in the void of 
Good Friday and Holy Saturday, in the darkening of sense and spirit in prayer; but we should not allow the 
weighty and important language of 'God at work in our nothingness' to deceive us into thinking that Good 
Friday is not history or that the soul in the night of contemplation ceases to be bound up in its material 
creaturehood. God acts in emptiness by bringing resurrection and transforming union, not by lifting us to 
'another world' (207). See Rowan Williams, On Christian Theology (Malden: Blackwell Publishers, 

lS2 See Mark McIntosh, Discernment and Truth: The Spirituality and Theology ofKnowledge (New York: 
The Crossroad Publishing Company, 2004), 177. 
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Conclusion 
I 

Trinitarian Language and the Use of Analogy 

A1 though Gregory's On Virginity, Life of Moses, Homilies on the Song of Songs, and 

On the Soul and the Resurrection are not purely dogmatic works, all four books 

demonstrate Gregory's important place within Patristic theology. Each of these works 

displays Gregory's use of a vast array of images and descriptions for the spiritual life. 

Taken as a whole, they reveal Gregory's emphasis upon the range and potential of 

analogy as a form of theological language. Human language must make use of a dizzying 

array of analogies drawn from creation because the spiritual life is such that it can and 

must be described in countless different ways. This is one of the great paradoxes of 

Patristic theology in general and Gregory of Nyssa in particular: doctrine both limits the 

Church's language and sets it free to explore via analogy the hidden depths of God's 

All four books also demonstrate Gregory's appreciation of spiritual practice. The 

spiritual life is much more than the development of language for God; language actually 

grows and flowers in tandem with sustained spiritual practices. On the one hand, 

Gregory of Nyssa as a bishop and a theologian made significant contributions to the 

victory of Nicene orthodoxy over the forms of ~ r i a n i s m . ' ~ ~  On the other hand, as 

Williams notes in The Wound ofKnowledge, Gregory and his brother Basil of Caesarea, 

"the authors of the major replies to Eunomius, were both deeply involved with the 

monastic movement, and in their work we may see again the close connection between 

Danielou notes Gregory's presence at the Council of Constantinople in 38 1 in his "Introduction" to 
From Glory to Glory, writing, "The Council, in which Gregory played such an important role, was to result 
in a complete victory for the ideas for which Basil and Gregory had fought both on the theological and the 
ecclesiastical level" (6). 
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theological positions and forms of Christian life."155 One significant example of this 

close connection between theology and practice is Gregory's On Virginity, a rich, 

detailed description of both the differences and the similarities of celibacy and marriage. 

Another important example of this connection is Gregory's Life of Moses, which is 

apparently written in response to Ceasarius's request for guidance in the life of virtue.156 

Theology for Gregory, then, is not only a discourse upon the nature of God; theology is 

also reflection upon actual practices that communicate something about God's will and 

purpose. Theology is to be practiced and prayed in a variety of ways. 
f 

In order to emphasize that humanity cannot comprehend completely the spiritual life 

and the divine nature, Gregory uses the analogy of darkness to describe the context for 

the soul's journey into the presence of God. In the darkness of God's presence, the soul 

ceases to imagine or represent God as an object. Thus, the darkness serves to emphasize 

both God's transcendence and the limitations of human imagination and language. 

Gregory's analogy of darkness is also consistent with his insistence that no one analogy is 

capable of completely revealing the nature of God. Because the darkness reveals that 

knowledge of God is incomplete, language for God and analogies are never perfect. 

Thus, in addition to a time for silence and the abandonment of images (the apophatic), 
r 

there is also the potential for discovery of more analogies for the spiritual life. In this 

sense, Gregory's emphasis upon darkness complements - rather than contradicts - his 

equal emphasis upon a range of analogies and images drawn from creation for the 

spiritual life, not the least of which is his understanding that erotic desire is a reflection of 

' 5 5  Williams, Wound, 62. 
156 Gregory of Nyssa, Life, 11, 3 19. 
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Gregory of Nyssa's spiritual theology sets the stage for important developments in the 

history of theology. Perhaps most importantly, Augustine's writings in the fifth-century 

need to be read in light of a conversation that Gregory began. Furthermore, in the East, 

Gregory Palamas, the fourteenth-century monk and archbishop of Thessalonika, recovers 

some of the important themes fi-om Gregory, including the image of darkness. In the 

eighteenth-century, John Wesley retrieves Gregory of Nyssa as an important source for 

his understanding of perfection and san~tification.'~~ Finally, in the late twentieth- 

century and early twenty-first century, Anglican spiritual theology recovers Gregory of 

Nyssa as a significant resource, especially with regard to the vexing question of desire in 

the contemporary world. 

Trinitarian Language and the Use of Analogy: A Paradox 

In what is a succinct summary of the Trinitarian language of the Cappadocims in 

general and Gregory of Nyssa in particular, Mark McIntosh writes in Divine Teaching: 

An Introduction to Christian Theology, 

All we are permitted to say, in their view, is that God is one, unitary, and that this 
divine life exists as the never-ending communion of the Father, the Son, and the 
Holy Spirit. We may squabble over the best terminology to employ for oneness 
(ousia, essence, substance, etc.) and for the relationality of that divine life (Persons 
in relation, hypostases, subsistences, prosopia, etc.), but we have to recall that we 
are really just constructing a grammar for talking about the ineffable: for trylng to 
say something about what God alone can say of Godself in Christ and the Spirit. 
And that means that if we are not simply and tediously to repeat various formulae 
(one essence, three Persons), we have to allow God to draw us contemplatively into 
the interplay of divine life.15* 

There is, then, within Gregory's spiritual theology a creative balance between precision 

lS7 Albert C. Outler, John Wesley (a Representative Collection ofHis Writings), (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1964), 9-10. 
15' Mark McIntosh, Divine Teaching: An Introduction to Christian Theology (Malden: Blackwell 
Publishing, 2008), 128. 




























