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Summary

It has long been recognised that chastity is a problem in Book 111 of The Faerie Queene.
The problem arises in part because the poem does not clearly define chastity but instead
ambiguously praises it both as virginity and marital love. Behind the poem, too, lies the
problem of Elizabeth with her Protestant virginity sometimes represented in Britomart,
sometimes in Belphoebe, but also dangerously Catholic in its iconography. Indeed,
wherever we turn in The Faerie Queene there are tangles of meaning. The contention of
this thesis is that these problems are not merely surface writings, but stem from the
Protestant breach with the Church Fathers and the long history of virginity. That history, |
suggest in the main body of the thesis, has been broadly ignored by the critics who, by
failing to grasp its theological complexity and development, have failed to produce an

adequate platform from which to read the Protestant reformers and The Faerie Queene.

The thesis is divided into two main parts. The Introduction examines recent critical
discussions of virginity in Spenser, the Middle Ages and patristics, thus working
backwards historically to the patristic writings themselves where 1 offer, in Part I, a
detailed examination of the growth of the theological significance of virginity. Part 11
then looks at the reformers’ attacks on virginity, Luther and Erasmus especially, before
turning to a discussion of the troubled meanings of virginity and chastity in Spenser’s

epic poem.
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Preface

The present thesis explores the complex development of virginity in the patristic writings of
the Church Fathers, the challenge of the Protestant reformers Luther and Erasmus to this ideal
and the troubled representation of chastity in Book Il of Spenser’s Protestant epic poem, The
Faerie Queene.

The Introduction examines recent criticism of Spenser’s poem, medieval virginity and
patristic writings to suggest that the current concern with gender and the body has obscured
the theological complexity and history of virginity inherited by the Middle Ages and the
Reformation. Part | of the thesis then sets out to show how the concept of virginity developed
from the early Church in the writings of the Church Fathers and how this history has been
misunderstood. Because this part relies heavily on unfamiliar primary material, the thesis
provides a full account partly via detailed footnotes. Biographical information of each Father
is given in order to provide a context for the production of their works. This account,
beginning with Tertullian in the early third century, and concluding with Augustine in the late
fourth century, then serves as a background for a discussion of the reformers Luther and
Erasmus and their engagement with and critique of patristic writings on virginity in Part I1.
The final chapter returns to the problem of chastity in The Faerie Queene, in particular Book
I11 and its narrative continuations in Books IV and V.

It is not, however, the contention of this thesis that the patristic writings addressed in
Part | were direct source texts for Spenser. Rather, it argues that an appreciation of patristic
writings which contributed to the development of the doctrine of virginity is important for
understanding the flourishing of the cult of virginity and the complex theological ideas that
are enshrined within it. In addition, it is necessary to understand the patristic tradition in order
to appreciate the theological wrangling in the Reformation on issues concerning virginity,

such as monasticism and mandatory clerical celibacy. The Reformation debates about these



issues were not simply a rejection of corrupt practices but involved the reassessment and
ultimately the rejection of an intricate and rich theological tradition.

Part 11 seeks to offer an explanation of the issues involved in the Reformation’s
interrogation and rejection of consecrated virginity. It does this by looking briefly at the
writings of Martin Luther and Desiderius Erasmus, the two great continental reformers and
voices of Protestant Reformation and Renaissance Humanism respectively. The Reformation
debates in which these two authors partook represented a resurrection of much older, patristic
debates. Luther’s fracturing of “virginity” as a conceptual idea into Church practices —
monasticism and mandatory sacerdotal celibacy — led, however to an undermining of its
orthodox meanings, and the final chapter of the thesis seeks to demonstrate how these
controversies inform Spenser’s treatment of chastity in Book 111 of The Faerie Queene.

Spenser engages with a variety of issues connected with the doctrine of virginity and
its relationship to chaste marriage. Spenser, however, not only has to negotiate the rich
patristic tradition and the political aspects of Reformation theology, but his treatment of
virginity also has to deal with the political figure of England’s Protestant Virgin Queen and
her troubling iconography. Not surprisingly, perhaps, the depiction of chastity in The Faerie
Queene proves as ambiguous as the poem’s dark allegory. To be aware of the struggles of the
Church Fathers to define and defend virginity in all its theological complexity is to begin to
understand why Renaissance writers like Spenser found both a rich topic in virginity but also

a political, moral and religious aporia.



Introduction: The Virgins and the Critics

I. Renaissance Literary Studies
Where any consideration of virginity in the Renaissance exists, it is Queen Elizabeth I’s
personal cult of virginity that dominates discussions.! Not surprisingly, perhaps, critical
studies of The Faerie Queene which focus on the virginal chastity of the queen tend to
assert its political dimension rather than its theological importance or spiritual
complexity. In an essay surveying gendered readings of Spenser, Elizabeth Bellamy notes
that ‘gender-based studies of Spenser, dating from the early 1980s, often focussed on the
sexual politics of Elizabeth’s cult of chastity’.? This trend has continued ever since. Louis
Montrose, for example, interrogates the queen’s cult in the light of John Knox’s The First
Blast of the Trumpet Against the Monstrous Regiment of Women (1588) and episodes in
Books 11 and V of The Faerie Queene.® He argues that Spenser’s works are saturated by
‘the vexed relationship of gender and power’, which are indicative of ‘a pervasively
masculinist early modern culture” and a ‘late Elizabethan articulation of the interplay
between dominant gender paradigms and emergent political paradigms’.* Maureen
Quilligan, in a discussion on the importance of gendered readership, says that the third
book of The Faerie Queene, entitled The Legend of Chastity, ‘directly addressed the

problem of the queen’s politically powerful virginity and the dynamics of its erotic

! Discussions on Elizabeth’s cult of virginity owe much to Francis Yates’ work on Tudor portraiture. Cf.
Francis A. Yates, Selected Works: Astraea, Vol. V (London and New York: Routledge, 1975).

2 Elizabeth Jane Bellamy, ‘Gender’, in 4 Critical Companion to Spenser Studies, ed. Bart van Es
(Hampshire and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), pp. 76-97, (p. 93).

® He argues that Knox’s tract ‘encapsulates certain persistent thematic, imagistic, and rhetorical elements
that are writ large across Spenser’s Faerie Queene.” Louis Montrose, ‘Spenser and the Elizabethan Political
Imaginary’, EHL, Vol. 69, No. 4 (Winter, 2002), 907-946, (p. 909).

* Montrose, ‘Spenser and the Elizabethan Political Imaginary’, p. 907.



allure’.> Other studies suggest that Book 111 represents male anxiety about female rulers.
Thus, Mary Villeponteaux argues that “[t]he virgin knight Britomart is the figure in the
poem who best exemplifies Spenser’s ambivalent depiction of women’s authority’.® The
understanding of The Faerie Queene as a comment on female authority is shared also by
Judith H. Anderson in her essay ““In liuing colours bright hew”: The Queen of Spenser’s
Central Books’.” More comprehensively, Philippa Berry’s Of Chastity and Power:
Elizabethan Literature and the Unmarried Queen examines Elizabeth’s cult of virginity
from the perspective of its appropriation of Petrarchan love imagery and argues that

The idea of feminine chastity which was emphasised by Petrarch and the

Renaissance Neoplatonists acquired a new and unexpected significance when

associated with a woman who was possessed of both political and spiritual

authority.®
While this may be so, Berry’s argument overlooks the obvious tension between the
spiritual and political aspects of virginity. The “political’ had, after all, emerged from
denying the ‘spiritual’ aspects of virginity in the Reformation.

Whereas Berry discusses the literary influences adopted by Elizabeth in her cult,

the complexities of the Elizabethan cult of the virgin seem to have been overlooked, or

oversimplified, by other critics. In her book, Transforming Desire: Erotic Knowledge in

% Maureen Quilligan, ‘The Gender of the Reader and the Problem of Sexuality [in Books 11 and IV]’, in
Critical Essays on Edmund Spenser, ed. Mihoko Suzuki (New York: G. K. Hall & Co., 1996), pp. 133-151,
(p. 133).

® Mary Villeponteaux, ‘Displacing Feminine Authority in The Faerie Queene’, Studies in English
Literature, 1500-1900, Vol. 35, No. 1, The English Renaissance (Winter, 1995), 53-67, (p. 53).

" Cf. Anderson: ‘Even in the 1590 Faerie Queene, Spenser’s reverence for Queen Elizabeth is accompanied
by a cautionary awareness of the temptations and dangers of queenly power and by a complementary
awareness of the cost — the denial or exclusion of human possibilities — an ennobling idea exacts of its
bearer.” Judith H. Anderson, ““In liuing colours bright hew”: The Queen of Spenser’s Central Books’, in
Critical Essays on Edmund Spenser, ed. Mihoko Suzuki (New York: G. K. Hall & Co., 1996), pp. 168-182,
(p. 168).

® Philippa Berry, Of Chastity and Power: Elizabethan Literature and the Unmarried Queen (London and
New York: Routledge, 1989), p. 1.



Books 11l and 1V of ‘The Faerie Queene’, which argues that Spenser’s Faerie Queene
offers a critique of contemporary sexual ideology,® Lauren Silberman comments that:
Social historians observe that the Elizabethan preoccupation with female chastity
reflected the need to ensure the legitimacy of heirs in a system of primogeniture.
Insofar as that preoccupation became a cult of virginity, it served its social
purposes badly, especially in light of the widely held Elizabethan belief that the
initial act of intercourse would not produce offspring.*°
Silberman’s acceptance of the assessment of social historians on the causes of the
development of the Elizabethan cult of virginity ignores not only the cultural importance
of the patristic and medieval ideal, but also the extent to which ideas such as chastity in
marriage replaced virginity as the premier form of chastity in the post-Reformation state.
No less contentious, Elizabeth D. Harvey, following Leah S. Marcus,** understands
Elizabeth’s virginal state as based solely on the disastrous ‘reproductive histories’ of her

family.*? Although social and personal factors may have been important in Elizabeth’s

decision not to marry, there were more complicated theological issues at stake in the

° Cf. Silberman: ‘My reading of The Faerie Queene considers that poem as much more critical of
conventional Elizabethan sexual ideology than do most feminist analyses of Spenser. One of the best and
fullest versions of the feminist reading of Spenser and implicated in the sexual politics of his age may be
found in Sheila Cavanagh’s lucid and learned book, Wanton Eyes and Chaste Desires: Female Sexuality in
“The Faerie Queene”.” Lauren Silberman, Transforming Desire: Erotic Knowledge in Books Il and IV of
‘The Faerie Queene’ (Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University of California Press, 1995), p. 143n.1.
10 Silberman, Transforming Desire, p. 104. In a similar vein, Linda Gregerson expands on the importance
of chastity for practical, social reasons: ‘Female chastity was the bearer of formidable ideological and
practical significance; it was the indispensable guarantor of social coherence, legitimate title and the
orderly maintenance and transfer of material wealth, including land tenure.” Linda Gregerson, ‘Sexual
Politics’, in The Cambridge Companion to Spenser, ed. Andrew Hadfield (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2001), pp. 180-199, (p. 180).

1 Cf. Leah S. Marcus, ‘Erasing the Stigma of Daughterhood: Mary I, Elizabeth I, and Henry VIII’, in
Daughters and Fathers, eds. Lynda E. Boose and Betty S. Flowers (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1989), pp. 400-417.

12 Cf. Harvey: ‘Her parents’ reproductive histories shaped hers: Henry VI11’s desire for a male heir
permanently altered England’s religious destiny, and Anne Boleyn’s inability to produce a son ultimately
led to her execution. Elizabeth’s half-sister, Mary |, had widely publicised false pregnancies that brought
public embarrassment and linked her in her subject’s eyes and her own to Henry’s VIII’s procreative
vulnerabilities.” Elizabeth D. Harvey, ‘Spenser, Virginity, and Sexuality’, in Early Modern English Poetry:
A Critical Companion, eds. Patrick Cheney, Andrew Hadfield and Garrett A Sullivan, Jr. (New York and
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 102-112, (p. 102).



adoption of virginity that Spenser’s poem is all too aware of, not least the changed
significance of post-Reformation virginity and chastity.
Feminist readings often dominate discussions of chastity in The Faerie Queene.
Sheila T. Cavanagh’s Wanton Eyes and Chaste Desires: Female Sexuality in ‘The Faerie
Queene’, for instance, identifies misogynistic threads throughout Spenser’s text. She
speaks of Britomart’s masculine guise which she claims is characteristic of the
central subversion of women which infiltrates the epic. In Spenser’s epic, women,
however virtuous, generally evoke suspicion. Female sexuality remains
intertwined with images of danger actual or potential. Women and wickedness
often seem synonymous, resembling Tasso’s misogynistic pronouncement in
1599 which equates women with “a foule fault, a wicked vice or a hatefull
monster’ (Sig.C3v) and Alexander Niccholes’s warning in 1615 that ‘good wives
are many times so like unto bad, that they are hardly descerned betwixt’
(Sig.B4v)."
Much of Cavanagh’s reading of The Faerie Queene is predicated on the assumption that
virtue, because of its etymological association with manliness, is always gendered as
male and so women, by their very nature, cannot be virtuous.* Ingenious though this

theory may be, it fails to take into consideration the fact that, although the meaning of

virtus, the Latin word from which virtue is derived, does indeed have a nuance of

13 Sheila T. Cavanagh, Wanton Eyes and Chaste Desires: Female Sexuality in ‘The Faerie Queene’
(Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1994), pp. 1-2. This quotation demonstrates
Cavanagh’s tendency to make cultural assertions based on the evidence of texts published after The Faerie
Queene.

14 Cf. Cavanagh: ‘The dilemma about the gendered role of women in Spenser’s Faerie Queene is most
broadly illustrated by Spenser’s approach to the concept of “virtue”, which is the allegorical subject of his
poem. For, of course, the word “virtue” derives from the Latin term for “manliness” or “valour” (OED).
[...] “Virtue’s” root in “manliness” is apparent throughout the Faerie Queene. With few exceptions in the
poem or in the life many writers in this period portray, since women cannot achieve “manliness”, they
aspire instead to “their” virtue — chastity — thereby opening up a new realm of contradictions and problems.
[...] as the etymology for “virtue” suggests, women in the poem are excluded from being “virtuous” and
the term’s root in “manliness” closely characterises the tenor of virtue promoted and valued in the text.’
Cavanagh, Wanton Eyes and Chaste Desires, pp. 8-10. Cf. Lockerd: ‘As John Hankins, among others, has
asserted, Spenser is conscious of the derivation of “virtue” from Latin “virtus”, originally meaning martial
courage. The conjunction of moral and martial senses in the word makes all the more plausible a
presentation of moral virtues as warring knights.” Benjamin G. Lockerd, The Sacred Marriage: Psychic
Integration in ‘The Faerie Queene (London and Toronto: Associated University Press, 1987), p. 83.



manliness and appears to be derived from the Latin word for man, vir, grammatically it is
a female noun. In fact, the Latin cognates of the all the virtues that Spenser focuses on in
The Faerie Queene are feminine nouns.” A note, sequestered at the back of her book,
indicates that Cavanagh is aware of the female gendering of virtus, but she does not
discuss it in the main body of the book since it so obviously contradicts her theory.*®
More significantly, Cavanagh seems to suggest that the moral perfection implied in the
term is absent from the Latin term, and a later development.'” However, the Latin
Dictionary gives evidence that the use of virrus to designate moral virtue as early as 450
B.C., and also refers to Cicero’s use of the term in precisely this way.'® Virtue is a more
sophisticated term and more nuanced than Cavanagh allows.

Susan Frye’s feminist article *‘Of Chastity and Violence: Elizabeth | and Edmund
Spenser in the House of Busyrane’, in which she discusses rape in The Faerie Queene,*®
makes a distinction between Elizabeth’s own idea of virginity and that represented by
Spenser:

Book 3 of The Faerie Queene makes visible the dialectic between Queen

Elizabeth’s conceptualisation of chastity as virginal — which in the sixteenth

century meant self-possessed, powerful, and magical — and Spenser’s assertion of

the more predominant views of women as vulnerable, threatened, and thus
logically protected and possessed by men.?

> Temperatio (Temperance); Castitas (Chastity); Iustitia (Justice); Comitas (Courtesy).

18 Cf. Cavanagh: ‘Warner Berthoff is certainly correct when he points out that “Virtue” is “feminine in
gender in Latin and the Romance languages” and that individual virtues are often given female allegorical
forms (53); nevertheless, The Faerie Queene and many other works still separate the concept of virtue from
the possibility of female realisation.” Cavanagh, Wanton Eyes and Chaste Desires, p. 175n.27.

17 Cf. Cavanagh: ‘Common usage of the word has expanded its meaning to include concepts such as good
behaviour, purity of thought, and spiritual transcendence.” Cavanagh, Wanton Eyes and Chaste Desires, .
8.

18 Cf. A Latin-English Dictionary, based upon the works of Forcellini and Freund, ed. William Smith
(London: John Murray, 1855), p. 1199.

19 For another essay on rape, see Katherine Eggert, ‘Spenser’s Ravishment: Rape and Rapture in The Faerie
Queene’, Representations, No. 70 (Spring, 2000), 1-26.

%0 susan Frye, ‘Of Chastity and Violence: Elizabeth | and Edmund Spenser in the House of Busyrane’,
Signs, Vol. 20, No. 1 (Autumn, 1994), 49-78, (p. 50).



Frye’s assertion that virginity was considered to be “self-possessed, powerful, and
magical’ in the sixteenth century is supported only by her whole-hearted approval of
Louis Montrose’s interpretation of Tudor portraiture, which is at times a little tenuous
and not universally accepted.?! Elizabeth’s virginity was certainly an important part of
her personal propaganda, but Frye does not provide any qualifications for the meanings
she proffers for ‘Elizabeth’s conceptualisation of chastity’, nor does she consider whether
there were any other sixteenth-century notions of chastity. In a similar way, Lesley W.
Brill also seems to take liberties with the sixteenth-century idea of the meaning of
chastity. He argues that
In Book 11 of The Faerie Queene, Spenser presents chastity as a particular
realisation of the potentialities of human sexuality. [...] Spenser’s was a more
energetic conception than the one we indicate today by the word “chastity’, which
usually means either abstinence from sexual intercourse or unswerving marital
fidelity.?
Brill’s assertion implies that the sixteenth-century understanding of chastity was
substantially different from modern definitions, but fails to articulate what this earlier
concept of chastity might be, or whether what he terms Spenser’s ‘more energetic’

chastity differs from the understanding of that of his contemporaries. Brill also makes the

peculiar assertion that Florimell cannot make a claim to chastity because she has merely

21 Cf. King: “Louis Montrose, 315, proposes that the presence of a virgin-knot in the Armada Portrait (ca.
1588) “suggests a causal relationship between her sanctified chastity and the providential destruction of the
Spanish Catholic invaders” without exploring the alternative possibility that this jeweled bow is no more
than a straightforward symbol of the kind that appears throughout Elizabeth’s pre- and post-Armada
portraiture. His daring view is based upon an analogy to his interpretation of Henry VIII’s codpiece in the
Holbein cartoon of Henry VIII with Henry VII, which argues for the presence of political symbolism in “the
king’s phallic self-assertion” (312-14). Here again, Montrose neglects the alternative possibility that this
appendage is no more than an item of conventional attire. Codpieces appear with some frequency in
portraits of Renaissance royalty, nobility, and commoners.” John N. King, ‘Queene Elizabeth I:
Representations of the Virgin Queen’, Renaissance Quarterly, Vol. 43, No. 1 (Spring, 1990), 30-74, (p.
59n. 66). Cf. Louis Montrose ‘The Elizabethan Subject and the Spenserian Text’, Literary
Theory/Renaissance Texts, eds. Patricia Parker and David Quint (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1986), pp. 303-40.

22 Lesley W. Brill, “Chastity as Ideal Sexuality in the Third Book of The Faerie Queene’, Studies in English
Literature, 1500-1900, Vol. 11, No. 1, The English Renaissance (Winter, 1971), 15-26, (p. 15).



avoided seduction. Spenser, he argues, ‘discredits the idea that chastity is a negative
virtue; that it involves no more than a steadfast refusal to be seduced’.? Brill does not
seem to recognise that Spenser interrogates various types of chastity in Book I11 of The
Faerie Queene. It cannot be concluded, then, as Brill does, that Florimell is unchaste “[i]n
Spenser’s terms’, not least because Spenser’s ‘terms’ are not easy to define.?*

Notably, none of the above studies considers the importance of the religious
significance of virginity. Such an absence is a serious deficiency. However, a neglect of
theological ideas in the study of English literature seems to have been a long-standing
problem, as Virgil K. Whitaker noted in 1952:

Theology is a subject which the student of English literature is likely to view from

afar, with indifference if not actual hostility. Yet no subject was better known, at

least in its fundamentals, to Elizabethan writers.?
The theological back-drop of Book | of The Faerie Queene, with its more obvious
concern with religious allegory and apocalyptic influences, has, of course, been widely

studied.”® Some recent studies have looked at moments of iconoclasm, such as Guyon’s

destruction of the Bower of Bliss in Book I, or other episodes in The Faerie Queene in

2 Brill, “Chastity as Ideal Sexuality’, p. 25.

24 Cf. Brill: “In Spenser’s terms Florimell is unchaste. She is as untouched by the sacred sexual fires of
Britomart as she is by Busyrane’s demonism. If she preserves her maidenhead for Marinell [...] it is largely
because of the ludicrous incompetence of her assailants.” Brill, ‘Chastity as Ideal Sexuality’, p. 25.

% Virgil K. Whitaker, ‘The Theological Structure of the Faerie Queene’, ELH, Vol. 19, No. 3 (Sep., 1952),
151-164, (pp. 151). He continues: ‘In petty school they learned to read from a primer that consisted merely
of selections from the Book of Common Prayer, and they memorized the Catechism from the prayer book
as well as sentences from the Scriptures. In grammar school they studied the same catechism in Latin and
Greek versions and also, before 1570, the elaborate Latin catechisms of Calvin or Erasmus. After 1570 they
mastered the catechism of Alexander Nowell, which had appended to it an elaborate glossary that indicates
and demands an advanced knowledge of theological concepts. They seem also to have been questioned on
the Thirty-Nine Articles. For all but the incorrigibly irreligious, therefore, moral problems inevitably
involved theological problems.” Whitaker, ‘“The Theological Structure of the Faerie Queene’, pp. 151-2.

% Cf. Lewis: ‘Innumerable details come from the Bible, and specifically from those books of the Bible
which have meant much to Protestantism — the Pauline epistles and the Revelation.” Lewis, The Allegory of
Love, p. 311.



which art is destroyed.?” Yet few critics seem to associate Book 111 with any engagement
with theological ideas, despite its title.?® Chastity, it might appear, is no longer recognised
to have any religious or spiritual significance in the Renaissance. An exception is Harold
Weatherby’s Mirrors of Celestial Grace: Patristic Theology in Spenser’s Allegory which
primarily argues for a patristic influence on Spenser in Books I and Il. John N. King’s
assessment of Weatherby’s study, however, is less than complimentary.? Although
Weatherby’s argument for the direct influence of more obscure patristic writings and the
Greek liturgy on The Faerie Queene is not generally convincing, he does provide some
interesting observations and, in his conclusion, he recognises some of the religious

complexities which trouble the third book of The Faerie Queene. It is those

27 Cf. Greenblatt: ‘If the totality of the destruction, the calculated absence of “remorse or drawing back”,
links this episode to the colonial policy of Lord Grey which Spenser undertook to defend, the language of
the stanza recalls yet another government policy, our third “restoration” of the narrative: the destruction of
Catholic Church furnishings. [...] There is about the Bower of Bliss the taint of a graven image designed to
appeal to the sensual as opposed to the spiritual nature, to turn the wonder and admiration of men away
from the mystery of divine love. [...] It is not surprising, then, to find a close parallel between the evils of
the Bower and the evils attributed to the misuse of religious images. [...] Statues of the Virgin were
dismembered by unruly crowds, frescoes were whitewashed over and carvings in “Lady Chapels” were
smashed in order to free men from thraldom to what an Elizabethan lawyer calls, in describing the pope,
“the witch of the world”.” Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-Fashioning From More to Shakespeare
(Chicago and London: Chicago University Press, 1984 [1980]), pp. 188-9.

%8 Cf. Davis: “Christian theology contributes nothing to the allegory apart from the legend of holiness.” B.
E. C. Davis, Edmund Spenser: A Critical Study (New York: Russell and Russell, inc., 1962), p. 66.

2 Cf. King: ‘Although Harold Weatherby’s Mirrors of Celestial Grace: Patristic Thought in Spenser’s
Allegory (1994) bears some affinity to Roman Catholic readings of Spenserian texts, he has constructed an
arcane interpretative model without precedent in existing scholarship. He argues that The Faerie Queene is
indebted not to the theology of St Augustine, but to other Greek and Latin patristic authorities and to the
Greek Orthodox liturgy. His highly debatable argument throws new light on old theological cruxes
concerning Spenser’s unorthodox choice of the legend of St George as a model for Book | and the Red
Cross Knight’s late baptism during the climactic battle with the Dragon (1.xi).” John N. King, ‘Religion’, in
A Critical Companion to Spenser Studies, ed. Bart van Es (Hampshire and New York: Palgrave Macmillan,
2006), pp. 58-75, (pp. 72-3).

%0 Cf. Weatherby: “The issue at stake is eros and Spenser’s attitude towards it. His ostensible thesis is clear:
That, since chastity is nubile, eros, when properly directed, is an ennobling emotion, a “most sacred fire”
(ILiii.i), a “kindly flame”, and the root of “honor and all vertue” (I'V.Proem.2). Most critics take Spenser at
his word, concentrate on his celebration of married chastity, and perhaps underestimate the complexity of
the poem. [...] Though sexual love properly directed (which is to say, to marriage), may be all the good
things which Spenser (and the critics) say it is, there are in fact very few instance of proper direction and
many of improper. Indeed for the author of the House of Busirane and the Cave of Lust to call eros a
“kindly flame” (in either sense of the adjective) approaches irony. [...] We find many more instances of



complexities rooted in the patristic tradition that Renaissance scholars and critics have
neglected and which this thesis aims to explore.
ii. Virginity and Medieval Literary Studies

In the absence of an examination of religious virginity in Renaissance studies of post-
Reformation texts, it would seem logical to look to studies of pre-Reformation texts that
deal with virginity, and particularly to the flowering of the virginity cult in the Middle
Ages for such a discussion. However, the neglect of a theological understanding of
virginity is also evident in medieval scholarship. In 1933, J. M. Campbell drew attention
to the failure of medieval literary scholarship in the late-Victorian and early twentieth
century to engage with patristic material.* In his essay on the influence of the Church
Fathers on the medieval period, he sought to demonstrate the enormous debt that the
medieval world owed to patristic theologians, not only in terms of religious doctrine, but
in the very fabric of their culture. Campbell thought that the failure of critics to engage
with patristic texts was partly due to a tendency to focus on the Germanic influences on
English literature, rather than on the classical influences,* but perhaps even more
because of the

all but universal assumption, stretching from Renaissance days until near our

own, that the Fathers were of no concern of secular scholarship; that they were

apart from those currents and movements whereby civilization could be

interpreted, that undoubtedly they had their title to the attention of learned men,
but only of those savants whose interests were apologetic and theological.*

destructive passions than of happy marriages.” Harold L. Weatherby, Mirrors of Celestial Grace: Patristic
Theology in Spenser’s Allegory (Toronto and London: University of Toronto Press, 1994), pp. 193-4.

31 Cf. Campbell: “That the Fathers of the Church, at least the Latin Fathers, deserve systematic attention
from students of the literature of the mediaeval England — Old English, Middle English, Anglo-Latin,
Anglo-Norman — has not become, | believe, a generally fruitful conviction of scholarship.” J. M. Campbell,
“Patristic Studies and the Literature of Mediaeval England’, Speculum, VVol. 8, No. 4 (Oct., 1933), 465-478,
(p. 465).

%2 Cf. Campbell, “Patristic Studies’, p. 469.

%3 Campbell, “Patristic Studies’, p. 469.
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In the case of virginity studies in literary criticism, this failure to consult patristic material
when considering influences on medieval literature does not appear to have changed,
even though virginity is a fundamentally religious ideal. The medieval tradition of
virginity is built on scriptural and patristic foundations, and therefore all discussions of
virginity should include an awareness of the corpus of religious writings which underpin
the whole tradition. There is an acknowledgement among critics of virginity studies that
virginity owes much of its development to patristic writers,>* but, despite the concession
that virginity is underpinned by a religious discourse, there is still a critical reluctance to
explore its theological significance.

No literary study to date, in fact, seems to be conversant with the body of patristic
literature on virginity. In part, this appears to stem from a belief that previous scholarship
has dealt effectively with the foundational writings of the Church Fathers. Kathleen
Coyne Kelly, for instance, declares:

In these introductory remarks, it is hardly possible to survey the entire history of

virginity that underpins and runs through late medieval texts. Nor is it necessary

to do so, given the many excellent studies that examine virginity in its specific
historical contexts, particularly with respect to the cult of Mary, the virgin par

excellence in the writings of the Church Fathers and in later medieval
commentaries.®

% In Medieval Virginities Anke Bernau, Ruth Evans and Sarah Salih hail virginity as ‘one of the great
inventions of medieval Christian culture’. Anke Bernau, Ruth Evans and Sarah Salih, ‘Introduction’ to
Medieval Virginities, ed. Anke Bernau, Ruth Evans and Sarah Salih (Cardiff: University of Wales Press,
2003), pp. 1-13, (p. 3). Coyne Kelly acknowledges the religious origins of the ideal of virginity: “The Bible
provides the spiritual and theological underpinnings for defining chastity, and the writings of the Church
Fathers provide the detailed exposition. The earliest patristic writers follow Paul in his insistence on the
necessity of both bodily and spiritual integrity’. However, she then says, “Yet the writings of Ambrose,
Jerome, Augustine, and others do not furnish us with an ideologically uniform, internally consistent body
of thought on the subject of virginity.” Kathleen Coyne Kelly, Performing Virginity and Testing Chastity in
the Middle Ages (London: Routledge, 2002), p. 3. Although the ideal of virginity is developmental, like all
doctrine, all the orthodox Church Fathers who write on it agree on its biblical authorisation. It is
ideologically consistent; the differences in the treatises of Jerome and Augustine tend to be on the subject
of marriage, rather than the ideological positioning of virginity.

% Kelly, Performing Virginity and Testing Chastity in the Middle Ages, p. 2.
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Kelly’s assertion that it is not possible to discuss the full history of virginity, and, second,
that there is no need to do so, is not untypical. Her statement reflects the general
unwillingness of critics to engage with the religious importance of virginity, and their

1.3 A case in point is the second chapter of

fragmentary engagement with patristic materia
Anke Bernau’s Virgins: A Cultural History, which ostensibly ‘traces the most profound
influence on ideas of virginity over the past eight hundred years: Christianity’.>” The
chapter, however, only sketchily discusses the patristic roots of virginity; she notes that
‘Medieval Catholicism, drawing on the writings of Church Fathers such as Jerome and
Ambrose, saw virginity as the most exalted of all states of being, especially for
women’.*® This short sentence constitutes the whole discussion of the patristic influence
on virginity, apart from a short paragraph on Tertullian which follows the interpretation
of Sarah Salih,* and a brief, but historically inaccurate, recognition of the patristic

f.40

origins of the sponsa Christi motif.™ Further discussion of Christianity is even more

generalised and problematic, such as the comment that
Catholic thinkers pointed out that the two main figures of worship in Christianity

— Christ and the Blessed Virgin Mary — were virgins, and they were extolled as
ideals which believers should aspire to.**

% Joyce Salisbury states that ‘Historians and theologians have written volumes on virginity in the early
centuries of Christianity’. Joyce E. Salisbury, Church Fathers, Independent Virgins, (London and New
York: Verso, 1992), p. 26. Salisbury’s citation of these ‘volumes written on virginity’, however, turns out
to be only Bugge’s essay, Virginitas, which she refers to as the ‘best work’ on the history and theology of
virginity. Kelly’s allusion to the ‘many excellent studies that examine virginity’ (Kelly, Performing
Virginity, p. 2.) which eradicates the need of further study proves to be just a reference to Bugge’s
Virginitas, Salisbury’s Independent Virgins, Church Fathers and Peter Brown’s The Body and Society.

%7 Anke Bernau, Virgins: A Cultural History (London: Granta, 2007), p. xiii. Bernau seems to be unaware
that Christianity has been a profound influence on virginity for much longer than ‘the past eight hundred
years’.

8 Bernau, Virgins: A Cultural History, p. 31.

% Cf. Bernau, Virgins: A Cultural History, p. 36; pp. 43-44. For Salih’s discussion, see pp. 24-6 below.

“0 Cf. Bernau: “The idea of the soul in general and of the female virgin in particular as a bride of Christ has
a long history in Western Christianity, beginning around the fourth century AD, and is invoked by writers
such as Augustine, Ambrose and Tertullian.” Bernau, Virgins: A Cultural History, p. 44.

4l Bernau, Virgins: A Cultural History, p. 39.
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Such a statement exposes a fundamental deficiency in the understanding of Christian
theology as it fails to distinguish between the worship (latria) which is due to God alone,
and the veneration which is shown to His mother (hyperdulia). At no point in orthodox
Christianity was Mary regarded as a ‘figure of worship’.

There are, as one might expect, a few exceptions to the tendency to ignore the
central role of the Church Fathers in articulating the virginity tradition. These, however,
tend not to give a balanced critique of patristic material. R. Howard Bloch, in his essay
‘Chaucer’s Maiden Head: “The Physician’s Tale” and the Poetics of Virginity’, for
instance, makes only a reductive survey of patristic texts — confined to a maximum of
five pages — and comes to some curious conclusions: that the link between seeing and
desire later found in courtly love literature was invented in the discourse of the Church
Fathers;* that the Fathers make no distinction between desire and being desired and
blame the woman on all accounts;* that ‘[a]lmost to a man they [...] are obsessed by

public baths’;** and that “a certain inescapable logic of virginity [...] leads syllogistically

%2 Cf. Bloch: “There is in the founding thinking of the problem of desire in the first four centuries of the
Christian era a profound link, which will surface occulted in the twelfth century to dominate the Western
love tradition, between the distortion implicit in the gaze and erotic desire.” R. Howard Bloch, ‘Chaucer’s
Maiden Head: “The Physician’s Tale” and the Poetics of Virginity’, Representations, No. 28, Special Issue:
Essays in Memory of Joel Fineman (Autumn, 1999), 113-134, (p. 117).

3 Cf. Bloch: ‘According to the Patristic totalising scheme of desire, there can be no difference between the
state of desiring and of being desired; a virgin is a woman who has never been desired by a man.” Bloch,
‘Chaucer’s Maiden Head’, p. 116.

* Bloch, ‘Chaucer’s Maiden Head’, p. 117. In his book, Bloch also claims that, ‘One need only look at the
titles of the essays of the early church fathers — Tertullian’s *On the Veiling of Virgins’, ‘On Exhortation to
Chastity’; Ambrose’s “‘Concerning Virgins’; Augustine’s On Holy Virginity; Gregory of Nyssa’s On
Virginity; Cyprian’s ‘The Dress of Virgins; Novation’s ‘In Praise of Purity’; Chrysostom’s On Virginity,
Against Remarriage; Methodius’ Treatise on Chastity — to realise what an obsession chastity was.” R.
Howard Bloch, Medieval Misogyny and the Invention of Western Romantic Love (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1991), pp. 93-4. In reality, however, the number of patristic writings written specifically on
virginity, which amounts to roughly thirty treatises, is miniscule in proportion compared to the vast body of
patristic literature. For example, the works collected in Patrologiae Cursus Completus, Series Latina
amounts to 227 volumes of material from the Latin Fathers of the Church, and The Patrologiae Cursus
Completus, Series Graeca amounts to 161 volumes of material by the Greek Fathers, a total of 388
volumes. A very rough estimate of the number of treatises contained in these volumes, based on a
conservative estimate of 30 treatises per volume, would provide a total of 11,640 — less than 0.3% of
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to the conclusion that the only good virgin — that is, the only true virgin — is a dead
virgin’.** Bloch’s references to patristic material take the form of short passages quoted
out of context and so, more often than not, distort the primary material. His essay
‘Medieval Misogyny’, and his book of the same title, reveals why. In the essay he argues
that
one of the assumptions governing our perception of the Middle Ages is the viral
presence of antifeminism. [...] it dominates ecclesiastical writings, letters,
sermons, theological tracts, discussions and compilations of canon law; scientific
works, as part and parcel of biological, gynecological, and medical knowledge;
and philosophy. The discourse of misogyny runs like a rich vein throughout the
breadth of medieval literature.*®
Bloch’s work simply serves to reinforce this impression of virulent misogyny in patristic
writings, rather than providing a balanced discussion. He demonstrates no awareness that
the various treatises on virginity, for example, were written at different time periods and
in different parts of the world and, thus, were shaped by diverse cultural milieux. In some
cases, tracts were written in reaction to a particular historical event. Nowhere does Bloch
acknowledge that the Church Fathers were influenced by different schools of thought or
by changes in the Church, especially the advancement of theology and the codification of
doctrine. All, he claims, is merely a discourse of misogyny.

One other oft-cited critic who attempts to provide a history of virginity is John

Bugge. As the title Virginitas: An Essay in the History of a Medieval Ideal suggests, the

patristic writings on virginity. Of course, this does not include incidental references to virginity. Elizabeth
Abbot, in a popularist feminist A History of Celibacy, misreads Christian attitudes towards the body,
mistakenly believing that the promotion of virginity stems from a disgust for the body, rather than from
theological and scriptural inferences. She, like Bloch, describes Christianity as ‘sex-negative, [and]
celibacy-obsessed.” Elizabeth Abbot, 4 History of Celibacy (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Da Capo Press,
2001), p. 17.

“ Bloch, ‘Chaucer’s Maiden Head’, p. 120.

“¢ R. Howard Bloch, ‘Medieval Misogyny’, Representations, No. 20, Special Issue: Misogyny, Misandry,
and Misanthropy (Autumn, 1987), 1-24, (p. 1).
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main focus of his essay is the medieval period, but he also looks to the Early Christian

origins of virginity. He begins his journey through the history of virginity with Genesis:
To understand virginity one must start at the Beginning. It is not just the logical
place to begin, it is the only place, for the belief in the perfective character of
virginity is intertwined with the mysteries of the creation, man’s primal life in a
garden of innocence, and an original transgression.*’

Genesis may seem to be the obvious place to begin a discussion of virginity as it depicts

the age of prelapsarian virginity. However, although an understanding of Genesis is

important for understanding the virginal tradition, it is not where the narrative of

Christian virginity begins and it is a common misapprehension that Genesis is the starting

point of the virginal tradition.*® Thus for example, like Bugge, Bloch makes a generalised

statement about the role of Eden with regard to virginity:
For the early church fathers virginity always carries a reference to Adam and Eve
before the fall, a time when, it was assumed, because of the absence of sexuality
the sexes were equal.*

This is misleading. Not all early Church Fathers speak of virginity in connection with

Adam and Eve. The patristic treatises which deal exclusively with virginity do not

consider the place of the Edenic narrative in the tradition until the fourth century, and it

*7 John Bugge, Virginitas: An Essay in the History of a Medieval Ideal (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff,
1975), p. 5.

“8 |f this were the case, then it would stand to reason that Judaism should also regard virginity as a religious
ideal, because Genesis also provides the narrative origin for them, too, in the Torah which is the same as
the Christian Pentateuch. This is not the case. In fact, Judaism has no tradition of virginity; on the contrary,
the Jews value motherhood and childbearing, not perpetual celibacy. The obvious exceptions to this rule are
the Essenes, who are believed to be the authors of the Dead Sea Scrolls, and the Osparevroi (Therapeutae),
a Jewish sect whom Philo discusses (See Philo, De Vita Contemplativa (On the Contemplative Life, or
Suppliants), in The Works of Philo, trans. C. D. Yonge (USA: Hendrickson, 2006), pp. 698-706, (p. 698). It
should also be remembered that in Genesis, God gives His first command to mankind, which is to ‘increase
and multiply’, an idea which does not tally with an assertion that Genesis is an obvious starting point for
virginity. Indeed, throughout the Old Testament barrenness was seen as a reproach and was only valuable
in the sense that the removal of sterility was evidence of divine intervention. Cf. Genesis 17: 16; Genesis
20: 17-18; Genesis 25: 21; Genesis 30: 1; Genesis 30: 22; IV Kings 4: 14-17. Childbirth is referred to as a
blessing. Cf. Ruth 4: 11; I Kings 1: 19-20. Barrenness as divine punishment for illicit sexual relations in
Leviticus: Leviticus 20: 21. The punishment for David’s illicit relations with Bathsheba is the death of their
son (I Kings 12: 18).

* Bloch, Medieval Misogyny and the Invention of Western Romantic Love, p. 97.
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cannot, therefore, be seen as the motivating principle for the endorsement of virginity.>
In the earliest patristic writings, the authorisation for virginity is firmly located in the
New Testament and in the person of Christ; He alone brings the virtue of virginity into
the world at His nativity and sanctifies it in His own being. Alongside the mistaken belief
that Eden is the starting point for the tradition of virginity is the belief that Mary is the
originator of the tradition. Bloch’s assertion is once more typical: ‘the notion of virginity
is all bound up in doctrinal reference to Mary, the virgin, who redeems Eve.”* The
relationship between Mariology and the growth of the ascetic tradition is complex. Mary
does indeed have an important place in the tradition but again she does not enter it until
the fourth century, which was the great Mariological age and also saw a massive increase
in consecrated virginity. Initially, however, the concept of virginity and, indeed, Mary’s
own virginity were more important for the bearing they had on Christology.*?

Not only does Bugge, like Bloch, misread the scriptural starting point for the

virginal tradition, but he also deliberately perpetuates misinformation about the

%0 The fourth-century interest in ascetic interpretations of the fall in virginity treatises may be due to an
increase in Genesis exegesis more generally. Clark notes that there is a notable shift in Ambrose’s exegesis
on Genesis in terms of ascetic readings: ‘Nor does Ambrose exploit the themes of Genesis 1-3 in his early
ascetic writings. In three works dating to 376-377 (De Viduis, De Virginibus, and De Virginitate), there is
little reference to Genesis. Only in De Institutione Virginis, composed at Eastertime 393, does Ambrose
comment in detail on such verse as “It is not good for a man to be alone” (Genesis 2: 18). In a surprising
move, he argues here that in their commission of sin, Eve is more easily excused than Adam, and that even
her penalty (pain in childbearing) has the recompense of salvation, as we learn from | Timothy 2:15.
Elizabeth A. Clark, ‘Heresy, Asceticism, Adam, and Eve: Interpretations of Genesis 1-3 in the Later Latin
Fathers’, Ascetic Piety and Women's Faith: Essays on Late Ancient Christianity (New York: Edwin Mellen
Press, 1986), pp. 353-385, (pp. 356-7).

*! Bloch, Medieval Misogyny and the Invention of Western Romantic Love, p. 97.

52 Cf. Cameron: ‘It was natural, too, that the developed articulation of Christian discourse on celibacy and
virginity should have reached its height (though the ideas had been present long before) together with the
fourth and fifth-century preoccupation with Christology. Its culmination, in a logical sense, came with the
Council of Ephesus in AD 431 which recognised the status of Jesus’ mother, Mary, as the mother of God,
that is, which settled the orthodox doctrine of the Incarnation, for which Mary’s virginal status and
miraculous delivery were prerequisites. It was also entirely predictable that it was exactly now — not earlier
— that the Virgin Mary began to acquire the beginnings of a cult in her own right.” Averil Cameron,
‘Virginity as Metaphor: Women and the Rhetoric of Early Christianity’ in History as Text: The Writing of
Ancient History ed. Averil Cameron (London: Gerald Duckworth & Co. Ltd: 1989) pp. 181-205, (pp. 182-
3).
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theological origin of virginity when he suggests that its beginnings are to be found in
heretical gnostic theology. This blurring of the boundaries between orthodoxy and
heterodoxy appears to be politically motivated. Bugge self-consciously tries to collapse
the difference between the two by using the confusing term “Christian gnosis’:*?
The choice of terms is purposive; it is meant to suggest conspicuous similarities
between “Christian gnosis’ and heterodox or pagan gnosticism, the most
fundamental of which is a radical metaphysical and anthropological dualism in
which the spiritual is practically equated with good and matter with evil.>*
Although Bugge disavows the intention of suggesting that there is no difference between
heterodoxy and orthodoxy, he cites heterodox sources alongside orthodox sources and
credits them both indiscriminately and unsystematically. There are, too, other worries
about Bugge’s narrative. In his essay, Bugge excuses his lack of thoroughness by
acknowledging the enormity of the task of investigating the theological aspects of
virginity:
An exhaustive investigation of the theological ideal would require massive
documentation; with no claim to such thoroughness this attempt may perhaps be
pardoned for trusting to a minimum of footnoting, and that of the exemplary,
rather than the statistically conclusive sort.>
By ‘exemplary’ Bugge appears to mean selective examples to suit his own argument.

Nevertheless, even though Bugge has been criticised for his unscholarly methods,*® and

he himself disavows a claim to thoroughness in his analysis, he still remains one of the

53 Cf. Wittig: “If the paucity of substantial documentation from primary sources is frequently an obstacle to
accepting the book’s argument, even when it appears — always in translation or paraphrase — it often fails to
substantiate the “gnostic” thesis clearly’. * Joseph S. Wittig, ‘Review of Virginitas: An Essay in the History
of a Medieval Ideal by John Bugge’, Speculum, Vol. 52, No. 4 (Oct., 1977), 938-941, (p. 939).

> Bugge, Virginitas, p. 7.

% Bugge, Virginitas, p. Vii.

% Wittig’s review is better informed and more convincing than the essay it is reviewing: ‘The general terms
in which [the argument] is often presented, the sweeping statements, the manner in which the author
manipulates and interprets such texts as he does quote, all urge the reader to approach its conclusions
sceptically. [...] Sweeping generalizations are frequent. For instance, in assessing the early church’s
attitude towards marriage (pp. 67-75) and in claiming that marriage gained “respectability” only in the
West (p. 77), the author seems undisturbed that his references are largely to heterodoxies.” Wittig, ‘Review
of Virginitas’, p. 939.
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only sources for a history of virginity and so continues to influence literary scholars by
default.”’

Apart from Bloch and Bugge, few other medieval critics who study virginity in
literature address the role of the Church Fathers in the tradition of virginity. If they do so,
they tend to demonstrate no more than a passing acquaintance with the Fathers, and this
is generally confined to the inflammatory comments of more controversial Fathers. In a
review of Sarah Salih’s Versions of Virginity in Late Medieval England, for example,
Thomas J. Heffernan notes the weakness of Salih’s treatment of patristic material:

Chapter 2 is the weakest since this chapter presents the foundations of medieval
theorising on virginity, particularly that of the Fathers, too briefly and with little
discussion of the important tradition of the Greek Church. There is no mention of
Irenaeus of Lyons or of Athanasius of Alexandria, both of whom restricted
virginity to biological chastity. There is but one mention of Ambrose, who wrote
at least six treatises on virginity and whose ‘On Virgins’ (c. 377) is his longest
ascetical treatise, and of Gregory of Nyssa and John Chrysostom. | found Salih’s
analysis of Tertullian’s “On the Veiling of Virgins’ (c. 206-213) summary and
reductive.”®
Salih’s *summary and reductive’ reading of Tertullian’s treatise forms the basis for her
thesis where her misreading leads her to propose that virginity is a third gender. Her
treatment of Tertullian’s tract is, unfortunately, typical of the approach adopted by critics
of virginity studies.
A fundamental cause of the disregarding of patristic sources in medieval and other
studies is the shift in methodological ideology. Increasingly, scholarship reflects the

secular concerns of a twenty-first century society to the detriment of texts steeped in a

religious discourse. In discussing methodological approaches in the introduction to a

57 Cf. Salisbury: “John Bugge, in his excellent analysis of the tradition of virginity, stressed the importance
of the Gnostic tradition, seeing in it the “soul of monasticism”, which equated “virginity with the
ontological state of prelapsarian human nature’. Salisbury, p. 3. Cf. Bugge, p. 30.

% Thomas J. Heffernan, ‘Review of Versions of Virginity in Later Medieval England by Sarah Salih’,
Speculum, Vol. 78, No. 4 (Oct., 2003), 1388-1390, (p. 1389).
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collection of essays, Gender and Holiness: Men, women and saints in late medieval
Europe, for example, Samantha J. E. Riches and Sarah Salih state that they ‘are aware of
the imperative not to accept orthodoxy on its own terms’.>® This critical perspective
reflects the same undermining of orthodoxy seen in Bugge’s essay and points to an
implicit and sometimes explicit hostility to an orthodox understanding of virginity. In
turn, this leads not only to anachronistic readings of medieval virginity, but also to a
misrepresentation of the whole tradition which is very much rooted in the development of
Catholic theology.®® This hostility is evident in the way that studies on virginity often
end, paradoxically, with a moral statement emphasising the cultural strangeness of

religious virginity and its seeming irrelevance to the modern world.**

% Samantha J. E. Riches and Sarah Salih, ‘Introduction’ to Gender and Holiness: Men, women and saints
in late medieval Europe, eds. Samantha J. E. Riches and Sarah Salih (London and New York: Routledge,
2002), pp. 1-8, (p. 5). Robert Mills accepts ‘Sarah Beckwith’s invitation [to] see religion as an “insistently
this-worldly activity, a set of structuring practices and processes in which human relationships, sexual,
social, symbolic, are invested”’. He says: ‘It is imperative that we recognise the ways in which Christ’s
body was a fundamentally ambivalent symbol, invested with both hegemonic and counter-hegemonic
significance. We need, as she puts it, “terms of reference beyond the theological”’. Robert Mills, ‘Ecce
homo’, in Gender and Holiness: Men, women and saints in late medieval Europe, eds. Samantha J. E.
Riches and Sarah Salih (London and New York: Routledge, 2002), pp. 152-173, (p.164). Mills quotes
Sarah Beckwith, Christ’s body: Identity, Culture and Society in Late Medieval Writings (London:
Routledge, 1993), p. 18; p. 2.

% The profane is prioritised over the sacred as Robert Mills reads the body of the naked Christ in queer
terms. He cites criticisms by reformers against iconography, which allege the danger of erotic responses to
Christ’s form on the cross. However, Mills fails to recognise that iconoclastic propaganda is not necessarily
a reliable indicator of the existence of such readings as their criticism was calculated to elicit a violent
response against iconography. The revolting nature of the claims was calculated to produce the desired
response against the continued use of icons in devotion. Cf. Mills, ‘Ecce Homo’, p. 163.

8 salih’s conclusion takes a strange moral tone to assess the relevance, or, as she is more inclined to say,
the irrelevance of virginity for modern society: ‘I doubt whether any of this has any direct relevance to the
modern world. Virginity is regaining credibility as a lifestyle, but this is a different virginity from the
medieval versions, one with personal, but not cosmic, benefits. Wonderful though the medieval ideal is, |
cannot regret its passing; it was the product of a gender system which whatever its theoretical fluidity
would be experienced by a modern person as intolerably constraining. Perhaps | have proved only what
history always proves; that things were different once, and therefore that they will be again.” Sarah Salih,
Versions of Virginity (Cambridge: D S Brewer, 2001), p. 244. Peter Brown likewise ends on a similar note:
“To modern persons, whatever their religious beliefs, the Early Christian themes of sexual renunciation, of
continence, celibacy, and the virgin life have come to carry with them icy overtones. The very fact that
modern Europe and America grew out of the Christian world that replaced the Roman Empire in the
Middle Ages has ensured that, even today, these notions still crowd in upon us, as pale, forbidding
presences. Historians must bring to them their due measure of warm, red blood. By studying their precise
social and religious context, the scholar can give back to these ideas a little of the human weight that they
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iii. Feminist Virginity Studies
As one might expect, virginity studies, originating as it does from a feminist tradition,
has a very strong feminist bias. Like Renaissance studies of virginity, virginity studies
tends to be concerned with issues of gender and misogyny. Joyce Salisbury notes also a
critical tendency towards “an insensitive and too easy rejection of the early Fathers as
misogynist, without a consideration of the opinions and fears that shaped their
proclamations’.®®* Much feminist criticism focuses on what it sees as the “opinions and
fears’ of the Church Fathers, which, it argues, are the root of their misogyny. Salisbury
herself, somewhat paradoxically, reads the attitudes of the fathers as prompted by
misogynistic concerns and refers to their discourse of virginity as ‘[t]he theory which
argued for control of holy women’.®* Her thesis claims that there are two opposing
discourses of virginity: that of the Church Fathers and that of the virgins themselves,
whom we meet in the virginal lives. She claims that this latter, alternative discourse of
virginity empowers and frees women and that it does so at the expense of the patristic
narrative. However, she notes briefly that most of the virgins whom she discusses are

fictional,®® but dismisses any concerns that their historical inauthenticity might invalidate

the more authentic female voice of virginity which she purports to recover:

once carried in their own time. When such an offering is made, the chill shades may speak to us again, and
perhaps more gently than we had thought they might, in the strange tongue of a long-lost Christianity.
Whether they will say anything of help or comfort for our own times the readers of this book must decide
for themselves.” Peter Brown, The Body and Society: Men, Women and Sexual Renunciation in Early
Christianity (London: Faber and Faber, 1990), pp. 446-7.

82 Cf. Salih, Bernau and Evans: “Virginity studies developed from women’s studies, and has often had a
strong feminist commitment.” Salih, Bernau and Evans, ‘Introduction’ to Medieval Virginities, p. 4.

% Joyce E. Salisbury, Church Fathers, Independent Virgins (London and New York: Verso, 1992), p. 26.
% Salisbury, Church Fathers, Independent Virgins, pp. 5-6.

8 Cf. Salisbury: “The stories presented here represent a range of historical accuracy. Some of the Lives,
like those of Egeria, Melania, and perhaps Pelagia, are probably fairly accurate, describing actions of real
women in their search for spirituality. The Life of Helia, on the other hand, is probably a purely fictional
account composed to make a point about virginity. Between these two extremes lie degrees of historical
precision. The Life of Constantina is a fictional life attributed to a historical person, while the Life of Mary
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What is more significant than the historical reality of these women, therefore, is
the fact that their legends existed, were read, were popular, and provided models
for the faithful to emulate.®®
Salisbury’s logic seems odd: if she rejects patristic writings as an inauthentic articulation
of virginity, fictional saints’ lives, which may well have been written by men, hardly
provide an authentic or different narrative. In addition, her understanding that saints’
lives offer an alternative discourse to that of the Church Fathers relies on reading the
Fathers as primarily misogynistic. The Fathers, she says,
had a profound fear of sexuality that might draw them from spirituality, and an
intense fear of women, in whom they thought sexuality resided. Therefore they
thought to save both men and women from temptation by controlling women who
might wish to be spiritual by having them live enclosed, silent and obedient
lives.®’
Salisbury’s reading, then, does not differ from those whom she had previously criticised
for offering ‘insensitive’ readings of the Church Fathers.

In contrast to Salisbury’s argument that saints’ lives provide a proto-feminist
account of virginity, medieval virgin-martyr legends are often seen to be particularly
oppressive for women. Karen A. Winstead sums up the common feminist critical
approaches to this form of hagiography:

Many feminists have argued that virgin martyr legends participate in a system of

myths that has sustained women’s subjugation through the ages. An extreme

expression of the argument goes something like this: virgin martyr legends insist

that the only good woman is a chaste woman; a woman’s chastity is guaranteed
only by her death; therefore, the only good woman is a dead woman."®

of Egypt, is a highly miraculous account which draws on several previous stories. [...] The last Life,
Castissima’s may come closest to the example of Mary of Egypt, a fictional life that was a prototype of the
lives of some real ascetic women.’ Salisbury, Church Fathers, Independent Virgins, p. 58.

% Salisbury, Church Fathers, Independent Virgins, p. 58.

67 Salisbury, Church Fathers, Independent Virgins, p. 37.

%8 Karen A. Winstead, ‘Introduction’ to Chaste Passions: Medieval English Virgin Martyr Legends, ed. and
trans. Karen A. Winstead (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2000), pp. 1-8, (pp. 2-3). Cf.
Bloch: ‘A certain inescapable logic of virginity, most evident in medieval hagiography, leads syllogistically
to the conclusion that the only real virgin — that is, the only true virgin — is a dead virgin.” Bloch, Medieval
Misogyny and the Invention of Western Romantic Love, p. 108.
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Maud Burnett Mclnerney, for example, notes that “[i]t has been argued too that the image
of the virgin martyr [...] functions as a projection of the most brutal kind of rape
fantasy’.%® Mclnerney herself identifies a conflicting discourse in the rhetoric of virginity,
which ‘claim[s] freedoms of various sorts for women in the name of virginity, and [...]
den[ies] women such freedoms in the name of virginity’.”® She sees this double narrative
as misogynistic in origin:

This discourse of virginity seems to arise out of male anxiety, perhaps even envy,

concerning the integrity of the female body, and manifests itself in strict

repression of women by men with access to legal, religious, and social power.™
The assertion that the patristic narrative of virginity is essentially misogynistic and
simply a weapon of female repression has thus become something of an accepted
platitude.” As a result, patristic texts are rarely examined from anything other than a
hostile, late twentieth-century perspective and seldom seen as anything other than a
thinly-veiled attempt to control female sexuality by fearful men. The religious and
theological significance of virginity is forcibly muted and interpretations of virginity
become increasingly divorced from knowledge of the texts that articulate its meaning.

iv. Performative Virginity

As well as a general hostility towards the Fathers and their writings, predominant critical

perspectives show a readiness to offer new, often secular, versions of the nature of

% Maud Burnett Mclnerney, ‘Rhetoric, Power, and Integrity in the Passion of the Virgin Martyr’, in
Menacing Virgins: Representing Virginity in the Middle Ages and Renaissance, eds. Kathleen Coyne Kelly
and Marina Leslie (Ontario and London: Associated University Press, 1999), pp. 50-70, (p. 70). Mclnerney
directs the reader to Jocelyn Wogan-Browne, ‘Saints’ Lives and the Female Reader,” FMLS 27 (1991), pp.
315-16.

" Maud Burnett Mclnerney, Eloguent Virgins from Thecla to Joan of Arc (Hampshire: Macmillan
Palgrave, 2003), p. 8

n Mclnerney, Eloquent Virgins, p. 10-11.

72 Cf. Salisbury: ‘the Latin Fathers did work out a theoretical position that would let them preserve the ideal
of virginity and yet keep celibate women subservient.” Salisbury, Church Fathers, Independent Virgins, p.
5.
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virginity. Several critics, including Sarah Salih, Kathleen Coyne Kelly,” Katherine J.
Lewis,” Samantha J. E. Riches,” and Anke Bernau, following Judith Butler’s
Performative Gender, insist on the performative nature of virginity. Bernau, for instance,
in a discussion of the Ancrene Wisse, argues for a linguistic construction of virginity
created through the speech act of confession,” an idea which seems to owe a debt to
Foucault.”” However, it is difficult to be convinced that confession articulates virginity.
Confession is a complex sacrament, which involves the articulation and, through this, the
forgiveness of sins. Therefore, rather than the articulation of the pure inner self,
confession is an acknowledgement of the pollution of the inner self. The sincere
repentance and confession of sins, the absolution, administered by the priest through his
office, and the act of penance together make up the sacrament; it is not simply a ‘speech

act’.”® Confession is a necessary sacrament for both religious and lay people, and is

 Kelly, Performing Virginity and Chastity Testing in the Middle Ages (New York: Routledge 2000).

" Cf. Lewis: “considering virginity as a set of signs that can be performed by a man who is not a virgin in
order to lend him certain kinds of specialness and authority.” Katherine J. Lewis, ‘Becoming a virgin king:
Richard Il and Edward the Confessor’, in Gender and Holiness: Men, women and saints in late medieval
Europe, eds. Samantha J. E. Riches and Sarah Salih (London and New York: Routledge, 2002), pp. 86-100,
(p- 89).

7> Cf. Riches: ‘l am using ideas taken from medieval literary studies, where virginity has been shown to be
a performative state.” Samantha J. E. Riches, ‘Saint George as a male virgin martyr’, in Gender and
Holiness: Men, women and saints in late medieval Europe, eds. Samantha J. E. Riches and Sarah Salih
(London and New York: Routledge, 2002), pp. 65-85, (p. 71).

78 Cf. Bernau: “Virginity is ultimately shown to be a primarily linguistic — even textual — identity, “known”
through repeated speech acts that demonstrate and “make visible” an “inner” core. “Doing” virginity is
shown in this text to open up spaces through “hyperbole, dissonance, internal confusion, and proliferation”,
which have the potential to displace “the very constructs by which they are mobilised”.” Anke Bernau,
‘Virginal effects: Text and identity in Ancrene Wisse’, in Gender and Holiness: Men, women and saints in
late medieval Europe, eds. Samantha J.E. Riches and Sarah Salih (London and New York: Routledge,
2002), pp. 36-48, (p. 44), quoting Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity
(New York: Routledge, 1990), p. 31.

T Cf. Foucault: “This scheme for transforming sex into discourse had been devised long before in an ascetic
and monastic setting. [...] An imperative was established: Not only will you confess to acts contravening
the law, but you will seek to transform your desire, your every desire, into discourse. [...] The Christian
pastoral prescribed as a fundamental duty the talk of passing everything having to do with sex through the
endless mill of speech.” Michel Foucault, The Will to Knowledge. The History of Sexuality, Vol. 1, trans.
Robert Hurley (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1998 [1976]), p. 20-1.

"8 In the absence of the fourth volume of Foucault’s History of Sex, which would have examined patristic
development, Elizabeth Clark makes some observations based on Foucault’s interviews and some of the
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necessary for the reception of the Eucharist and for the remission of sins committed post-
baptism. It cannot, however, restore lost virginity and is certainly not ‘done’ as Bernau
claims.

Salih argues for the construction of virginity through performative acts rather than
through speech acts. According to her reading, virginity occupies a proto-feminist
position by its rejection of the heterosexual economy of marriage. By stepping out of
normative gender, she claims, virginity can instead be regarded as a third gender.” Her
assertion that virginity can be categorised in this way is meant to challenge the patristic
understanding of virginity as the dissolution of sex. In order to justify her theoretical
position, Salih provides a specious definition of what constitutes a ‘woman’, which
neither accords with patristic nor with medieval notions:*

If a medieval woman is a person subject to the curse of Eve [...], are virgins who

avoid both heterosexuality and childbirth, necessarily included within the
category of ‘woman’??!

conclusions of his previous volumes. With regard to self-examination, she notes that some of the material
from late antiquity would have contradicted his theoretical position that sexual activity had become
transformed into sexual discourse. Cf. Elizabeth A. Clark, ‘Foucault, The Fathers, and Sex’, Journal of the
American Academy of Religion, Vol. 56, No. 4 (Winter, 1988), 619-641, (p. 629).

7 Cf. salih: “Theoretically, in a period which acknowledges gender to be a social category, virginity can
quite easily be described as a third gender, and occasionally is. This study explores both the potential of
virginity to imply that virgins might be differently gendered, and the ways in which this potentially
disruptive effect is contained, and virgins reclaimed for the category of women. Questions of subjectivity
and self-formation thus arise’; ‘I will be assuming throughout this study that virginity is not a denial or
rejection of sexuality, but itself a sexuality, by which I mean a culturally specific organisation of desires.’
Salih, Versions of Virginity, p. 2; and p. 244. Riches also follows Salih’s assertion: ‘We can, perhaps, think
of virginity as a third gender, one that is marked out as separate from maleness and femaleness by an
insistence of spiritual purity as well as physical chastity.” Riches, ‘St George as a male virgin martyr’, p.
71.

8 Jerome speaks of the loss of womanhood through virginity with the dissolution of sex, but this does not
presuppose that women cease to be thought of as biologically women, or than they attain a separate
category altogether. If anything, they are posited as being more masculine: ‘Observe what the happiness of
that state must be in which even the distinction of sex is lost. The virgin is no longer called a woman.” Saint
Jerome, Adversus Helvidium, XXii, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers. Jerome: Letters and Select Works,
Vol. 6, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995), pp. 334-345, (p. 344).
Although critics get much mileage out of the “‘manliness’ of virginity, it is not over-emphasised in virginity
treatises and even Jerome does not dwell that much on it in this genre.

8 Salih, Versions of Virginity, p. 1.
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Salih misunderstands what the ‘curse of Eve’ entails. At no point does the Bible or the
Church claim that ‘heterosexuality and childbirth’ are a consequence of Eve’s
punishment. Salih’s use of Genesis as the source of understanding what defines a woman
is not supported by the biblical narrative at all, for as soon as the female is created (at
which point she is also a virgin) she is called a “‘woman’: *haec vocabitur virago quoniam
de viro sumpta est’ (Genesis 2: 23).%2 Thus the biblical understanding of woman is not ‘a
person subject to the curse of Eve’, but that which was taken from man. The Latin of the
Vulgate, in the use of virago, expresses the etymological derivation from vir to echo the
woman’s derivation from man which Augustine notes is found in the Hebrew.®® In the
biblical narrative, then, Eve was understood to be a ‘woman’ before she was subject to
the curse of Eve. It is only after the fall that the woman is named: ‘et vocavit Adam
nomen uxoris suae Hava eo quod mater esset cunctorum viventium’ (Genesis 3: 20).2
Eve receives her personal name after the fall, and it is this that specifically refers to her
childbearing capacity, not the term ‘woman’. However, at no point does the Bible suggest
that giving birth is part of the “curse of Eve’.

Salih’s theoretical position seems to stem from her reading of Tertullian’s treatise

De virginibus velandis (On the Veiling of Virgins), from which she has appropriated the

82 ‘she shall be called woman, because she was taken out of man’. Biblia Sacra: Iuxta Vulgatam Versionem

(Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1994). All Latin biblical references are to this Vulgate edition.
English biblical quotations are from, The Holy Bible, translated from the Latin Vulgate (Douay-Rheims
translation), revised by Bishop Richard Challoner, A.D. 1749-1752 (London: Baronius Press, 2005).

8 Cf. Augustine: “This derivation and interpretation of the name is not apparent in the Latin language. For
we do not find any similarity between the word ‘woman’ (mulier), and the word *‘man’ (vir). But in the
Hebrew language the expression is said to sound just as if one said “she is called a virago because she was
taken from her vir”. For virago or rather virgo has some similarity with the word, vir, while mulier does
not, but this is caused by the difference of languages.” Saint Augustine, On Genesis: Two Books on Genesis
Against the Manichees and On the Literal Interpretation of Genesis: An Unfinished Book, 11.xiii, trans.
Roland J. Teske (Washington: Catholic University of America Press, 2001), p. 114.

8 «And Adam called the name of his wife Eve: because she was the mother of all the living.’
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objection cited by the virgins in North Africa (it was by no means a universal objection)
to veiling. Their protest was based on the Pauline injunction for women to be veiled:*
But I would have you know, that the head of every man is Christ; and the head of
the woman is the man; and the head of Christ is God. Every man praying or
prophesying with his head covered, disgraceth his head. But every woman
praying or prophesying with her head not covered, disgraceth her head: for it is all
one as if she were shaven. (I Corinthians 11. 3-5)
According to Tertullian’s treatise, because Saint Paul does not specifically mention the
need for virgins to be veiled as well, the virgins of the Church claimed that veiling was
only applicable to married women, not to virgins. Veiling was culturally associated with
marriage, but Tertullian argues that the virgins have misunderstood Paul’s injunction.
There are two nuances of woman (which remain in modern usage): that of the generic,
biological idea of woman, which includes married women and virgins, and the use of the
term to denote a sexually aware woman, associated with notions of maturity and
experience. Tertullian argues that Saint Paul is using the generic meaning of woman and
therefore virgins are not exempt from the requirement for all women to veil. In order to
illustrate this point, Tertullian, following Saint Paul’s comments in | Corinthians, notes
with some distaste that if this were not the case:
If “the man is the head of the woman,” of course (he is) of the virgin too, from
whom comes the woman who has married; unless the virgin is a third generic
class, some monstrosity with a head of its own.®
Salih utilises Tertullian’s comment, alongside her own definition of “‘woman’, to

conclude that virginity can be classed as a third gender. Salih also claims that Tertullian

uses the sponsa Christi metaphor to rein in the subversive possibilities that virginity

% For Salih’s rendering of Tertullian, see Salih, Versions of Virginity, pp. 24-5.
% Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, Vii, p. 31.
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poses in its “third gender’ guise.®” Like Salih, Bernau sees virginity as potentially
subversive for patristic writers. She also cites Tertullian’s treatise as evidence that
The nature of virginity and its position within the male-female binary framework
posed a problem for theologians from the time of the early patristic writers
throughout the Middle Ages. Tertullian argues in his treatise On the Veiling of
Virgins (c. 206) that, just as women are veiled, so too is it necessary for virgins to

be veiled, in order to be recognised as women, because, he emphasises, both are

women and to say that the virgin is not a women would be to make her a third

generic class, some monstrosity with a head of its own”.®

This is not what Tertullian’s treatise says at all. The virgins in Carthage who were not
veiled were not trying to claim that they were not gendered women, nor were they trying
to step outside the authority of the Church. Instead, the problem was the understanding of
the meaning of ‘woman’. At some points in biblical passages, ‘woman’ is used in
reference to a sexually experienced woman, as opposed to a virgin. This then led to a
misunderstanding of Paul’s command for women to veil as it appeared to suggest that just
sexually experienced women needed to veil. The idea of a “third generic class’ is
precisely not what the women are claiming to be; they did not claim that they are not
(generically) women, but that they were not (sexually experienced) women. Tertullian’s
point is that the very idea of a third gender is monstrous, not that the virgins are.

Maud Burnett Mclnerney sees nothing behind Tertullian’s use of analogy of the
Pauline hierarchy between men and women, which reflects the relationship between
mankind and God, except male domination:

Behind Tertullian’s verbal pyrotechnics lies what seems to be a very real fear that
claiming one special honour might lead to more. If virgins could reject the veil,

8 Cf. Salih: “Tertullian uses the topos to describe marriage to Christ as being essentially like marriage on
earth, and virgins like wives. It is thus used to return virgins to a heterosexual economy, muting virginity’s
potential to produce a reappraisal of gender distinction.” Salih, Versions of Virginity, p. 29.

% Bernau, ‘Virginal Effects’, pp. 36-7. She also argues that the Ancrene Wisse ‘expresses similar anxieties
to Tertullian’s, and makes similar attempts to circumscribe the virgin against — but simultaneously within —
the category of “woman”.” Bernau, ‘Virginal effects’, p. 43.
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arguing that they were not subject to one of the Pauline injunctions, there was

nothing to prevent them rejecting the rest and claiming, in the name of virginity, a

greater role in the Church.®
There is certainly a sense of hierarchy in Paul’s placing of men as the head of women,
and Tertullian appeals to this hierarchy in order to clarify the sense of Paul’s injunction.
However, it does not follow that there is an implicit rejection of Church authority by the
virgins who had refused to veil. The virgins were not challenging Paul. Indeed, they
argued that they were following him to the letter as he did not state that virgins should
veil. It is a question of interpretation, not rejection of authority. It is Tertullian, instead,
who informs the virgins that their behaviour rejects Paul’s authority, and also challenges
a higher authority, for ‘the head of every man is Christ; and the head of the woman is the
man; and the head of Christ is God’ (I Corinthians 11: 3). If the virgins were rejecting
Paul’s injunction for women to veil, they were also, by implication, ‘reject[ing] the rest’,
but this does not mean that they were then *claiming, in the name of virginity, a greater
role in the Church’. On the contrary, in denying the authority of Christ through Saint
Paul, they would place themselves outside the pale of the Church. Tertullian’s words do
not demonstrate a fear of female autonomy, but rather a fear that the virgins of the
Church are becoming heretical.

V. Monstrous Virginity

The reductive treatment of Tertullian’s treatise has become the accepted norm in virginity
studies. Indeed, critics get a lot of mileage out of Tertullian’s “monstrosity’ comment,
claiming that virginity has had a long tradition of being conceived of as monstrous. For

example, Salih ez al. argue that:

8 Mclnerney, Eloquent Virgins, p. 34.
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The virgin is constructed with reference to the monster: according to Tertullian,

the virgin woman who evades masculine control is ‘a third generic class, some

monstrosity with a head of its own’.*°

Virginity was certainly a novelty in the early centuries of Christianity and as perpetual
virginity was unique to Christianity there were some contemporary objections to it.”* To
claim that it was generally seen as monstrous, however, is a difficult, if not impossible,
assertion to maintain, especially with regard to the Middle Ages. In the collection of
essays Medieval Virginities, Juliette Dor, however, seeks to demonstrate the existence of
the “monstrous virgin’ by discussing the sheela-na-gig, which is a fantastic carving of a
woman displaying enlarged genitalia.*? Using Freud to argue that the grotesque ‘haunts
the idealised virgin body as an integral part of its cultural meaning, and not as a thing
apart’,%® she goes on to assert that:
In line with the anti-feminism of the twelfth-century Church, with its patristically
sanctioned misogyny and its emphasis upon biblical texts that fulminated against
women, they [i.e. the sheela-na-gigs] embody the temptations, dangers and deceits
of sensuality. They are versions, perhaps, of Freud’s fear-inducing virgins.**
Once more, we return to the ubiquitous critical assumption that patristic literature is

merely misogynistic, without attempting to look at it in any detail. Significantly, Dor’s

Freudian focus seems to be at odds with the very idea of virginity:

% galih, Bernau and Evans, ‘Introduction’ to Medieval Virginities, p. 6.

°1 Even in the fourth century, Saint Jerome had to defend virginity against Jovinan, who said that the
Church had invented ‘dogma against nature’: ‘I have given enough and more than enough illustrations from
the divine writings of Christian chastity and angelic virginity. But as | understand that our opponent in his
commentaries summons us to the tribunal of worldly wisdom, and we are told that views of this kind are
never accepted in the world and that our religion has invented a dogma against nature, | will quickly run
through Greek and Roman and Foreign History, and will show that virginity ever took the lead of chastity.’
Saint Jerome, Adversus Jovinianum, |.X|i, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers. Jerome: Letters and Select
Works, Vol. 6, eds. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995), pp. 346-416, (p.
379).

% Cf. Salih, Bernau and Evans: ‘Dor and Hughes examine further examples of monstrous virginity, the
sheela-na-gigg and the mercurial Melusine.” Salih, Bernau and Evans, ‘Introduction to Medieval
Virginities’, p. 6.

% Juliette Dor, ‘The Sheela-na-Gig: An incongruous Sign of Sexual Purity?, in Medieval Virginities, eds.
Anke Bernau, Ruth Evans and Sarah Salih (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2003), pp. 33-55, (p. 35).
% Dor, “The Sheela-na-Gig: An incongruous Sign of Sexual Purity?’, p. 35.
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By pulling open their vaginas they show the object of the mythic fear that women
might devour their partner’s penis during sex, the dreadful vagina dentata. This
may also be what Tertullian meant when he accused women of being the devil’s
gateway.”
In defence of Tertullian, he is much more likely to assign the epithet of ‘devil’s gateway’
to women because the devil gained access to Adam through Eve. He would not have been
thinking of the vagina dentata; indeed, he does not mention such a thing in his writings.
The highly sexual nature of the sheela-na-gig carvings means that it is incongruous, if not
perverse, to read them as representative of virginity in any way. Dor justifies this
anomaly partly by relying on Salih’s reading of the virgins in the Katherine group:
Salih argues that in the Katherine group the lack of mention of the virgins’ breasts
serves to distinguish them from other women. While the sheela were definitely
not asexual beings, they too lacked conspicuous breasts, and could simultaneously
reflect old age and virginity.*
This seems like chop logic. With or without breasts, the ostentatious display of enlarged
genitalia appears to suggest coition rather than virginity.”” Dor seems to be arguing that
sexualised figures can be read as types of virginity, but by eliding the fundamental

physical difference between the virgin and the sexual woman she renders virginity all but

meaningless.

% Dor, ‘The Sheela-na-Gig: An incongruous Sign of Sexual Purity?”, p. 47. McNamara says of this
guotation: ‘Tertullian, like a Christian Juvenal, condemned women in one of his heterodox tracts as “the
devil’s gateway”.” Jo Ann McNamara, A4 New Song: Celibate Women in the First Three Christian
Centuries (New York: Harrington Park Press, 1985), p. 101. Cf. Tertullian, De cultu feminarum (On the
Apparel of Women), 1. 1.

% Dor, ‘The Sheela-na-Gig: An incongruous Sign of Sexual Purity?”, p. 48.

% The medical treatise The Trotula, which Jonathan Hughes mentions in his essay discussed below, notes
that ‘The vagina of women sometimes swells in coitus’ and recommends a sitz bath as a remedy.
Medically, then, the sheela-na-gig would presumably suggest vigorous coitus resulting in swelling of the
genitals, rather than virginity. The Trotula: An English Translation of the Medieval Compendium of
Women’s Medicine, 196, ed. and trans. Monica H. Green (Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press,
2002), p. 104.



30

Jonathan Hughes’s essay, which is also categorised as exploring the “monstrous
virgin’ in the same collection of essays, discusses virginity in light of alchemical and
medical texts.” He argues that:

Alchemical and medical conceptions of sexuality were largely heteronormative,

assuming reproduction to be the inevitable goal of sexual activity. The female

principle was valued for its generative power, which could then be appropriated

by the male alchemist. [...] there is no room for the virgin in this paradigm, and

women perceived as post-sexual could be regarded with suspicion.”
Despite his recognition of the innate incompatibility of virgins with alchemical and
medical literature, Hughes makes the unlikely claim that these writings demonstrate that
“virginity may coexist with sexual pleasure’.*®® He goes on to discuss the content of two
medical tracts which, he argues, recommend masturbatory practices for women, even
virginal women, for health reasons.’® He also denies that there are any religious
prohibitions of female masturbation because the biblical texts do not specifically mention
it, and so he claims that this practice was acceptable in convents.’® In the same collection
of essays, however, Bernau observes that the author of the Ancrene Wisse ‘acknowledges

the existence of various types of sexual acts, including masturbation, by telling the

anchoress to confess them’.*® This suggests that, far from accepting female

% Cf. Salih, Bernau and Evans, ‘Introduction’ to Medieval Virginities, p. 6.

% Jonathan Hughes, ‘Alchemy and the Exploration of Late Medieval Sexuality’, in Medieval Virginities,
eds. Anke Bernau, Ruth Evans and Sarah Salih (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2003), pp. 140-166,
(pp. 140-1).

%% Hughes, ‘Alchemy and the Exploration of Late Medieval Sexuality’, p. 141.

101 cf. Hughes: ‘From an alchemical perspective chastity or virginity could be extolled if allowance was
made for the expression of sexual identity and the achievement of sexual relief in the interests of the health
of body and soul or the political equivalent.” Hughes, ‘Alchemy and the Exploration of Late Medieval
Sexuality’, p. 149.

102 cf. Hughes: “Biblical proscriptions against masturbation only applied to men: women, if they practised
masturbation by themselves or with the help of midwives (or other women within the context of a convent),
could choose a life of relative good health and sexual satisfaction outside the traditional role of wife and
child bearer.” Hughes, ‘Alchemy and the Exploration of Late Medieval Sexuality’, p. 150.

13 Bernau, “Virginal effects’, p. 41. It is also worth noting that patristic writers were exceedingly
suspicious of midwives attending virgins, not because they expected perverse sexual practices to result, but
because inspection can damage physical virginity and the presence of midwives usually implies pregnancy
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masturbation, it was considered to be a sin. Hughes also ignores any reference to the
unacceptability of the practice in religious texts.'® He cites The ‘Sekenesse of wymmen’
and The Trotula as medieval medical treatises which explicitly recommend female
masturbation, but does not provide any references to corroborate his claims. Indeed, his
vivid imaginings of institutionally authorised masturbatory practices for nuns diverge
wildly from the advice given in these two tracts. In The Trotula, there is only one passage
which refers specifically to consecrated women.'%® The administration of anointed cotton
wool for unsatisfied sexual desires, however, is a far cry from Hughes’s lurid claims that
“the midwife was required to rub the genitals’.*®® Hughes claims that pessaries were used
by nuns auto-erotically,*®’ but The Trotula explicitly states that pessaries should not be

used for consecrated women is case it damaged their physical virginity.*®®

—not a suitable companion for a consecrated virgin. In addition, the fate of Salome in The Protevangelium
of James who had refused to believe in the Virgin Birth and had sought to examine the Blessed Virgin
creates a certain divine precedent that midwives should not attend consecrated virgins.

104 Gillian Cloke, for example, notes that, Basil of Ancyra is noteworthy for being the only theologian to
talk realistically about the practical problems of celibacy, by virtue of being a doctor as well as a bishop.
He described the state with accuracy and in a way addressed to female needs, teaching women that all their
senses are potential media through which they may expect desire; how sight can be more seductive than
touch and last longer in the memory; and accurately describes female masturbation, the better to fight it.”
Gillian Cloke, This Female Man of God: Women and Spiritual Power in the Patristic Age, AD 350-400
(London and New York: Routledge, 1995), p. 61. Cloke, however, does not provide references to specific
passages in this treatise, but alludes to the whole treatise. One, therefore, wonders how she can claim that
Basil “accurately’ describes such things as the lack of detailed leads one to suspect a lack of familiarity
with the treatise; it is currently not translated into English, but is available in Latin and Greek in the
Patrologia Graeca.

195 Cf. Trotula: *There are some women to whom carnal intercourse is not permitted, sometimes because
they are bound by a vow, sometimes because they are bound by religion, sometimes because they are
widows, because to some women it is not permitted to take fruitful vows.” The Trotula, 141, p. 91.

1% Hughes, “Alchemy and the Exploration of Late Medieval Sexuality’, p. 149. Hughes relies on Jacqueline
Murray, ‘Twice marginalised and twice invisible: leshians in the Middle Ages’, in Vern L. Bullough and
James A. Brundage (eds), Handbook of Medieval Sexuality (New York: Garland, 1996), pp. 191-222, (p.
200-1).

197 Cf. Hughes: ‘pessaries were also medically prescribed and inserted into the vagina until release was
obtained. The erotically charged circumstances (some the length of a finger were made of silk, and soaked
in oil and honey) imply that they served as penis substitutes.” Hughes, ‘Alchemy and the Exploration of
Late Medieval Sexuality’, p. 149. There is something innately distasteful in Hughes’ confident assertion
that any gynaecological treatment for illness is automatically autoerotic.

198 Cf. Trotula: *“These women, when they have a desire to copulate and do not do so, incur grave illness.
For such women, therefore, let there be made this remedy. Take some cotton and musk or pennyroyal oil
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The other medical text that Hughes cites is The ‘Sekenesse of wymmen’. 1t is a
gynecological treatise that deals with the health of the matrix (womb), and generally is
concerned with the provocation of the menses or the expulsion of a dead child; thus most

109

of its remedies are emmenagogues. It recommends fumigation,'®® phlebotomy,*° good

cheer and meat and drink if the woman’s ailment derives from ‘sorowe or angre’,***
pessaries, and even plaisters of ‘snayles with honey and whete mele’,** but certainly not
masturbation. It does recommend coitus for some forms of sickness in women, but
qualifies this prescription: it specifies coitus with one’s husband and so this is irrelevant
for nuns.'*® The treatise does at one point deal with amenorrhoea caused by ‘much
fastynge or myche wakyng’, which may refer to religious fasting and vigils, but the
remedy for this is ‘gode metes and drinkys” which will “make hyre mery and glad, and
lefe heuynesse and heuy thouthes’.** There is no evidence in either treatise that ‘virginity
may coexist with sexual pleasure’. As with the other critics discussed above, a deliberate
ignoring of the religious understanding of virginity leads to misreading of religious texts

in general M

and anoint it and put it in the vagina. And if you do not have such an oil, take trifera magna and dissolve it
in a little warm wine, and with cotton or damp wool place it in the vagina. This both dissipates the desire
and dulls the pain. Note that a pessary ought not to be made lest the womb be damaged, for the mouth of
the womb is joined to the vagina, like the lips to the mouth, unless, of course, conception occurs, for then
the womb withdraws.” The Trotula, 141, , p. 91.

19 Cf. The ‘Sekenesse of Women’: A Middle English Treatise on Diseases in Women (Yale Medical
Library, Ms. 47 fols.60r-71v), ed. M. R. Halleart (Brussels: Omirel, 1982), I. 358, p. 47.

10 “Sekenesse of Women’, |. 248, p.41; Il. 296-299, p. 45; 1I. 304-5, p. 45; I. 462, p. 53; 1. 510, p. 57.

Y Sekenesse of Women’, |l. 195-6, p. 33.

Y2 Sekenesse of Women’, Il. 636-7, p. 65.

113 Cf. Sekenesse of wymmen: ‘if it be in pe fourpe maner yt is for pem to comyn / with man in lawful
maner as with per husbondes and elles nat.” The ‘Sekenesse of Women’, Il. 421-2, p. 51.

14 Sekenesse of Women’, Il. 197-99, p. 39.

115 Jacqueline Murray’s discussion of male embodiment is symptomatic of the perspective of gender studies
critics on religious issues: ‘Among the platitudes and conventional affirmations about the body as the
temple of the lord, that believers are the body of Christ, and the admonitions to keep the body chaste, there
is minimal discussion about a body that is specifically sexed male and explicitly differentiated from either
human or female bodies.” Jacqueline Murray, ‘“The law of sin that is in my members”: the problem of male
embodiment’, in Gender and Holiness: Men, women and saints in medieval Europe, €ds. Samantha J. E.
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Vi. Patristic Scholarship

The evident side-lining of a religious appreciation of virginity can also be discerned in

patristic scholarship. The academic discipline altered radically in its methodological

approaches in the twentieth century. Like medieval studies, patristic scholarship, too, has

been heavily influenced by feminist concerns. Elizabeth A. Clark observes that
there has been of late an interest in topics and approaches that some would claim
are stimulated by recent political and social concerns, especially as those have
been manifested in America. Women’s studies is a case in point. To be sure, there
have been in decades past studies pertaining to women in the early Christian era.
The difference between past and present lies in the desire to move the subject
from the periphery to a more central place in the scholarship on the early
Christian era.''®

Often patristic studies which focus on virginity do so from a perspective of the social,

‘lived history’ of female asceticism. Gillian Cloke, for instance, states that her ‘book

attempts to convey something of the lives and nature of certain women at a certain point

in history”.**” Many patristic studies on virginity focus mainly on the flowering of

asceticism in the fourth century as there is much more historical information on the

ascetic movement from this time period. In the search for an early Christian female voice,

Riches and Sarah Salih (London and New York: Routledge, 2002), pp. 9-22, (p. 11). Profound theological
ideas, which are bound up in images of the body, sacrifice and salvation, are consistently trivialised by
critics, so much so that Murray can assert with impunity that they are mere platitudes and conventions.

18 Elizabeth A. Clark, ‘Introduction’ to Ascetic Piety and Women’s Faith: Essays on Late Ancient
Christianity (New York: Edwin Mellen Press, 1986), pp. 3-19, (p. 10). Susanna Elm also details this
movement: ‘With the advent of twentieth-century feminism, an additional dimension was added to the
scholarly discourse. Women certainly had been discussed in earlier scholarly work, but while they had
remained a somewhat marginal concern, they were now beginning to become the focus of study. Virginity,
misogyny, aspects specific to female asceticism, the position of women in the Church, and the theological
and social underpinnings of these issues became central to the discourse which was, however, often
dominated by the notion that women were mere victims of patriarchal discourse.” Susanna EIm ‘Virgins of
God’. The Making of Asceticism in Late Antiquity (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), pp. 6-7.

" Cloke, This Female Man of God, p. ix. Cf. Clark: ‘Following a pattern we now recognise as typical in
feminist scholarship, they first raised up for inspection the misogyny so prevalent in the writings of the
church fathers. Although this project is by no means complete, given the enormous corpus of patristic
literature, a second task soon took precedence: to uncover the lives of actual women in early Christianity.’
Elizabeth A. Clark, ‘Devil’s Gateway and Bride of Christ: Women in the Early Christian World’, in
Ascetic Piety and Women’s Faith: Essays on Late Ancient Christianity (New York: Edwin Mellen Press,
1986), pp. 23-60, (p. 24).
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patristic texts are frequently gutted for incidental references to women.™® Similarly, as
with medieval literary criticism, the tradition of virginity is either condemned by patristic
scholars as misogynistic, or, conversely, seen as tantamount to a proto-feminist
movement.**® As Cameron notes:
We have therefore a seemingly strange situation — one in which a debate about the
‘position” of women is carried on the basis of texts that are in the main highly

misogynistic, and yet in which it has also been thought possible to argue for a
kind of early Christian feminism.*?

118 cf. Cameron: ‘Much work is done [by feminists], for instance, to collect references to the participation
of women in early Christianity, usually, it must be said, with a view to showing that there is both Scriptural
and historical precedent for a significant female role in the Church. At the same time, feminist writers are at
pains to expose the extent of actual hostility to women in the early Christian texts, whether in the New
Testament itself or in the works of the early Fathers.” Cameron, ‘Virginity as Metaphor’, p. 186. For
instance, Elizabeth Schussler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of
Christian Origins (London: SCM Press, 1999 [1983]). For a critique of Fiorenza’s works, see Esther Yue
L. Ng, Reconstructing Christian Origins? The Feminist Theology of Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza: An
Evaluation (Carlise, Cumbria and GA: Paternoster Press, 2002). Ruether argues in favour for such
reconstructions: ‘The patriarchal theology that has prevailed throughout most of Christian history in most
Christian traditions has rigidly barred women from ministry. The arguments for this exclusion are identical
with the arguments of patriarchal anthropology. [...] Recent feminist scholarship has pointed to the
existence of an alternative tradition in the Jesus movement and early Christianity. This alternative
Christianity could have suggested a very different construction of Christian theology.” Rosemary Radford
Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk: Towards a Feminist Theology (Boston: Beacon Press, 1993 [1983]), pp.
194-5.

119 McNamara, for instance, argues that the rhetoric that reads virtuous women as masculine provided a
level of sexual equality: ‘The manliness of the virgin woman was a transcendence of the sexual nature
itself. [...] But in essence the equality of which the Christian fathers wrote was a celestial condition, not a
temporal one. [...] They sought to bring women and men alike to that state of grace in which there would
be neither bond nor free, neither male nor female.” Jo Ann McNamara, ‘Sexual Equality and the Cult of
Virginity in Early Christian Thought’, Feminist Studies, Vol. 3, No. 3/4 (Spring — Summer, 1976), 145-158,
(pp. 154-5). Such an argument is a world away from Mclnerney’s assertion that ‘to imagine virginity as an
asexual ideal in a world in which sexuality itself is gendered feminine, as was the body itself, is to make the
asexual functionally masculine.” Mclnerney, Eloquent Virgins, p. 5.

120 cameron, “Virginity as Metaphor’, p. 184. Cf. Cameron: ‘Not only Celsus, but also modern histories of
the early church, commonly say, for instance, that the Christian faith spread first among outsiders to Roman
society — slaves, the lower classes and women,; this was a view which suited early Christian writers
themselves — they could claim that it was one of Christianity’s great advantages that it was made for
everyone, even the uneducated, and most women in the ancient world fell by definition into that category.
And now it is seductive again for different reasons: feminist theologians can use it to claim that whatever
the Christian texts themselves might imply, there was once a golden age of early Christianity in which
women played a role they were scarcely to enjoy again until the rise of the feminist movement.” Cameron,
‘Virginity as Metaphor’, p. 184,
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One such study is Jo Ann McNamara’s A New Song: Celibate Women in the First Three
Christian Centuries. Quite apart from the book’s contradictory title,"** McNamara
attempts to assert a female origin for the tradition of asceticism. Although asceticism may
well have been a lay movement, the claim that it was solely a female movement is purely
speculative as there is no evidence to support such an assertion; McNamara merely gives
her personal credo on the subject.'?? She also claims that the Bible does not contain any
endorsements for the celibate life:

Nothing in the Gospels suggests the desirability of a celibate life (if we discount

the prophetic words of Jesus in his last agony that the daughters of Jerusalem

would one day wish that they had been barren and that their breasts had never

given suck).*?
McNamara tacitly ignores the recommendation of the celibate life in Matthew 19: 12,
Apocalypse 14: 4, and, discounting, as she does, Luke 23: 39, presumably she would also
discount similar sentiments expressed in Matthew 24: 19 and Mark 13: 17 and Luke 21:
23. Her assertion is expressly contradicted by patristic sources which emphasise the
biblical authorisation of virginity.

McNamara also rejects any claim that Saint Paul was the originator of the virginal
tradition. Her thesis turns on the premise that Saint Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians
was written in reaction to the celibate practices of women; his letter, she says, does not

initiate but rather confirms the practice of virgins in Corinth:***

some members of the community were apparently experimenting with a variety of
new life-styles which lent unexpected latitude to Paul’s concept of Christian

121 The quotation ‘a new song’ is taken from the Apocalypse of John and refers specifically to male virgins,
who have not been defiled with women.

122 cf. McNamara: ‘I believe that the development of a cult of virginity and a structured celibate way of life
was the work of women who, for a variety of reasons, could not be content with the conditions of married
life in the early Roman Empire.” McNamara, 4 New Song, p. 44.

12 McNamara, 4 New Song, p. 38.

124 Cf. McNamara: ‘His advice to the unmarried, however, was radical and innovative and has the tone of
consent to an existing condition rather than a new commandment.” McNamara, 4 New Song, p. 38.
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liberty. Confronted with these innovations and the arguments that they
engendered, a woman named Chloe sent some of “her people” to Paul with a
report and questions which have been lost to us. Paul’s answer provides us with
the first indication that perpetual virginity was being promulgated as a possibility
among the believers in Corinth. [...] In this context | want to stress that Paul did
not invent the idea and attempt to impose it on his congregation. The idea came
from the Corinthian community.'?

It is impossible to know what the letter sent to Saint Paul from Corinth contained.
However, Saint Paul notes at the opening of his epistle some of the circumstances that
had resulted in his receipt of the missive. The letter was sent to him because there had
been some contentious debates in the Corinthian Church. He notes that each faction
claimed authority in accordance with the various teachers which they followed.'?® The
divergent practices that had sprung up in Corinth appear to have been reactions to the
preaching of holy men: Paul, Apollo, and Cephas. Also, as Paul states, and even
McNamara concedes, the community at Corinth was established by Paul himself:
I have planted, Apollo watered, but God gave the increase. Therefore, neither he
that planteth is any thing, nor he that watereth; but God that giveth the increase.
Now he that planteth, and he that watereth, are one. And every man shall receive
his own reward, according to his own labour. For we are God's coadjutors: you
are God's husbandry; you are God's building. According to the grace of God that
is given to me, as a wise architect, | have laid the foundation; and another buildeth
thereon. But let every man take heed how he buildeth thereupon. For other
foundation no man can lay, but that which is laid; which is Christ Jesus. (I
Corinthians 3: 6-11).
Paul tries to unify the community by drawing attention to the ultimate authority of Christ;

the various teachings of the preachers must, first and foremost, accord with Christ’s

message. McNamara’s thesis is thus a little illogical, because even if the question posed

125 McNamara, 4 New Song, p. 36; p. 39.

126 Cf. Paul: “For it hath been signified unto me, my brethren, of you, by them that are of the house of
Chloe, that there are contentions among you. Now this | say, that every one of you saith: | indeed am of
Paul; and | am of Apollo; and | am of Cephas; and | of Christ. Is Christ divided? Was Paul then crucified
for you? or were you baptized in the name of Paul? | give God thanks, that I baptized none of you but
Crispus and Caius; Lest any should say that you were baptized in my name’ (I Corinthians 1: 11-15).
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to Paul about female celibacy was in response to an existing practice that had developed
in Corinth, this itself would have originated from the preaching of male teachers, and
ultimately from Christ.*?’

Alongside the above studies there are some patristic studies which focus on the
idea of the virgin and its rhetorical importance. Mary F. Fossett in 4 Virgin Conceived.
Mary and Classical Representations of Virginity 100ks at *‘what virginity connotes [...]
and adds to the portrayal of Mary in two Christian narratives’.*?® Her study considers the
classical representation of virginity in second-century novels and in the Gospel
narratives. Kate Cooper’s The Virgin and the Bride. ldealized Womanhood in Late
Antiquity seeks to answer the question of ‘why [...] early Christians alight[ed] on the
ideal of virginity, and why [...] the Romans c[a]me to adopt it as they own’.*?* Although
Cooper does consider some of the writings of the Church Fathers, mostly she passes over
these and the figure of the Virgin Mary, in favour of less obvious sources. She says: ‘I
have tried resolutely to cleave to the unfamiliar as a starting point, and to the perspective
of the kind of ancient person who [...] was not given to religious enthusiasms.”**°

Foskett’s study is restricted to Mary in particular and virginity in early novels, whereas

Cooper, demonstrating the general tendency to avoid a religious approach, is inclined to

127 McNamara, however, seems unwilling to credit the masculine origin of the biblical narrative. In a
discussion on ‘the development of the Gospel message’, she states: ‘More broadly, | would like to suggest
that the literary representation of Jesus’ personality owes a great deal to the perceptions of his female
followers. The sympathy and compassion of the literary Jesus validated a set of virtues which could be
positively opposed to the traditional manliness so admired in the ancient world.” McNamara, 4 New Song,
p. 27. Elsewhere, however, McNamara does indicate that she is aware of the male authorship of the New
Testament, but does not miss the slightest chance to continue to claim the presence of a female hand in the
Bible: “With the possible exception of the Epistle to the Hebrews, the New Testament was wholly recorded
by men.” McNamara, A New Song, p. 51.

128 Mary F. Foskett, 4 Virgin Conceived. Mary and Classical Representations of Virginity (Bloomington
and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2002), p. Vii.

129 Kate Cooper, The Virgin and the Bride. Idealized Womanhood in Late Antiquity (Massachusetts and
London: Harvard University Press, 1999), p. ix.

130 Cooper, The Virgin and the Bride, p. X.
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opt for alternative sources. Neither, therefore, engages with the tradition espoused by the
Church Fathers in any depth. Indeed, in many studies of virginity the question of whether
to use patristic texts at all is one that is often brought up. Clark, for instance, describes the
patristic sources of her paper thus:
The materials out of which this paper is constructed might well promote despair
among many feminist scholars. In the first place, the sources are exclusively
literary — and to make matters worse, the literature is written by men about
women. The literature, moreover, is so propagandistic and rhetorical that the
attempt to extract historical information from it might seem futile.*!
Susanna Elm also warns about the male, orthodox, and rhetorical nature of patristic
treatises."*? In The Body and Society, Peter Brown, too, cautions the reader about the
male-dominated sources in his study:**
The necessary word of caution is briefly stated: from one end of the book to the
other, we shall be dealing with evidence of an overwhelmingly prescriptive and
theoretical nature, written exclusively by male authors. How, and indeed whether,
such evidence can be used is a matter of prolonged academic debate.™*

Whether virginity treatises offer sources for a social history of women is a moot point.

However, they are clearly important for understanding the doctrinal development of

1 Clark, ‘Devil’s Gateway and Bride of Christ: Women in the Early Christian World’, p. 23.

132 Cf. Elm: “First, most of our sources were preserved only because they fit the orthodox canon. Secondly,
all our texts were written by men and are for the most part addressed to men. Almost all these belong to the
same social class [...]. These notions underlie the Church Fathers’ understanding and thus their shaping of
Christianity, and influence much of what they considered the appropriate ascetic life. Thus, when these
Fathers describe and attempt to regulate the ascetic life of women or those they call heretics, their writings
reflect their own preoccupations and fears.” EIm, Virgins of God’, p. 10.

133 perhaps an obvious extension of this concern is the hostility of feminists to male critics on the subject.
For instance, Brown and Bugge have been criticised for being seduced by the misogynistic discourse of the
Church Fathers : “‘Both of these scholars have allowed themselves to be seduced by the anti-sex rhetoric
(often confused with but never identical to pro-feminist rhetoric) of the great patristic writers like Paul and
Augustine; explicit statements in the writings of the fathers in which sexual equality appears to be promised
in the next world if not in this one permits them to overlook if not to excuse the powerful misogyny that
informs much of early Christian writing. Thus they fail to recognise that to imagine virginity as an asexual
ideal in a world in which sexuality itself is gendered feminine, as was the body itself, is to make the asexual
functionally masculine.” Mclnerney, Eloquent Virgins, p. 5. Also, when Bloch published his book,
Medieval Misogyny, he was lambasted as ‘some feminist readers of his work suspected him of being
fundamentally a medieval misogynist himself, and argued that his critique of the essentialising misogyny of
patristic writers merely reinscribed the ideology it professed to deconstruct.” Mclnerney, Eloquent Virgins,
p. 6; Cf. Representations 20 (1987); Medieval Feminist Newsletter 7 (1989): 2-16., p. 6n. 12.

134 Brown, The Body and Society, p. XVi.
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virginity in the Catholic Church. It is precisely this appreciation of orthodoxy that
patristic scholars and medievalists appear to be trying to avoid.

Just like medieval and Renaissance literary critics, patristic scholars appear to be
more interested in ideas of gender and the body than in the theological conception of
virginity. EIm highlights the emergence and popularity of these areas which have been
spawned largely from a feminist approach:

in part as a direct result of feminist concerns, but mainly under the influence of

new theoretical approaches, in particular those of Paul Veyne and Michel

Foucault, much of early Christianity has been reconceptualised once more, now in

terms of the body and sexuality.'*®
One such study that has been very influential, not only in patristic studies but also in
providing a reference point for literary studies, is Peter Brown’s The Body and Society:
Men, Women and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity. Like much feminist
criticism, however, it too focuses on social history rather than theology. Brown views
Early Christian history through the lens of humanism, with the effect that his
methodology obscures the theological meaning of sexual renunciation.™*® Consequently,
the birth and growth of Christianity is explained by socio-economic factors, along with
psychological profiles of the personal peculiarities of religious figures. The rhetoric used
by Brown to describe the advocates of virginity in early Christianity is openly negative
and implies that they were abnormal characters: Saint Paul, he says, was the ‘most

» 137

startlingly idiosyncratic of all the followers of Jesus’,**" an ‘eccentric’**®

and a ‘radical

135 Elm, Virgins of God’, p. 1.

136 Cf. Brown: “My principal concern has been to make clear the notions of the human person and of
society implied in such renunciations, and to follow in detail the reflection and controversy which these
notions generated, among Christian writers, on such topics as the nature of sexuality, the relation of men
and women, and the structure and meaning of society.” Peter Brown, The Body and Society: Men, Women
and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity (London: Faber and Faber, 1990), p. xiii.

37 Brown, The Body and Society, p. 44.

138 Brown, The Body and Society, p. 50.
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Jew’;™ Justin Martyr was an ‘eccentric intellectual’;**° Tertullian was ‘a man of robust
idiosyncrasy’,** who held “extremist’ views'*? and was misogynistic;*** and the sermons
of John Chrysostom, he says, are “elegant misogyny’.*** Brown thus creates the
impression that the growth of sexual renunciation in early Christianity was nothing more
than a sociological phenomenon fostered mainly by bizarre individuals.

As well as its critical focus on the body, Brown’s methodological approach is also
symptomatic of another shift which has taken place in patristic studies over the last few
decades. Elizabeth A. Clark, in the “Introduction’ to her collection of essays Ascetic Piety
and Women'’s Faith: Essays on Late Ancient Christianity, discusses this shift, initiated by
Harnack,**® and which naturally followed the move from the seminary to the university:

What is the present state and probable future of historical theology in the field of

patristics? The question can be succinctly answered: less theology, more history.

The past two decades have witnessed a shift away from the inclusion of patristics

as a sub-field of theology, and all signs point to a continuation of this trend. [...]

Thus patristics is no longer a discipline devoted primarily to the investigation of

dogmatic developments in and for themselves; rather, it finds its new home

amidst studies of the late ancient world, commanding attention as one among
many cultural phenomena of late antiquity.**®

39 Brown, The Body and Society, p. 44.

Y0 Brown, The Body and Society, p. 64.

%1 Brown, The Body and Society, p. 76.

2 Brown, The Body and Society, p. 76.

143 Brown, The Body and Society, p. 81. Tertullian is always criticised for being a misogynist. McNamara
refers to Tertullian as a “mighty misogynist’. McNamara, 4 New Song, p. 72. Cameron refers to Tertullian
as ‘one of the foremost of Christian misogynist writers.” Cameron, ‘Virginity as Metaphor’, p. 190. For a
defence of Tertullian, attempting to save him from being consigned to the misogynist heap, and an
argument against the habit of quoting Tertullian out of context, see F. Forrester Church, ‘Sex and Salvation
in Tertullian’, The Harvard Theological Review, Vol. 68, No. 2 (Apr., 1975), 83-101.

144 Brown, The Body and Society, p. 324.

15 Cf. Clark: “Political, social, economic influences could not be discounted in the formation of Christian
dogma, Harnack insisted, over against others of his time.” Elizabeth A. Clark, ‘Introduction’ to Ascetic
Piety and Women'’s Faith, p. 6.

148 Clark, “Introduction’ to Ascetic Piety and Women’s Faith, pp. 3-4.
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In addition, this shift from theology to history has led to more studies which are based on
geographical location rather than following a chronological development.**” Although
Clark lauds the ideological shift in perspective, the change, in disassociating itself from
theology, now has a tendency to ignore it completely. Clark also observes the growing
hostility in scholarship to the orthodox Fathers, which is so evident in modern criticism,
both literary and patristic:

Also perhaps sparked by social events of our time is the changed approach to the

study of the Fathers: there is a noticeable tendency toward ‘debunking’. In recent

discussions of heresy, for example, we find a manifest sympathy with the

supposed heretics and a suspicion of the orthodox Fathers.**?
The emergent trend for the rehabilitation of heresiarchs, Clark notes, is also part of the
increasing secularisation of the discipline.**® This critical position, or ‘debunking’, if you
will, automatically presupposes that there is fundamentally no difference between
orthodoxy and heterodoxy; they are seen merely as competing versions of Christian
intellectualism. It is this collapsing of difference that is so evident, for example, in
Bugge’s essay.

Such a modern, atheistic attitude, however, does not convey the vital importance
— to the heretics as well as the orthodox — of the theological disputes throughout the
history of Christianity. The battle for orthodoxy was not merely a competition for

intellectual superiority by equally valid groups; it was a battle for Christian Truth. This is

why orthodox Christian tradition traces its descent through the Apostolic Churches which

Y Elm’s ‘Virgins of God’ looks at women’s asceticism in Asia Minor and Egypt in the fourth century. For
a detailed discussion of Saint Athanasius and his utilisation of asceticism as a political tool against
Arianism within fourth-century ascetic communities, see David Brakke, Athanasius and the Politics of
Asceticism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995).

148 Clark, “Introduction’ to Ascetic Piety and Women’s Faith, p. 11.

199 Cf. Clark: ‘Although we may feel sympathy for the heretics because they were the “underdogs,” the
shift in attitude is also attributable to the new secular environment in which patristic studies flourish.”
Clark, ‘Introduction’ to Ascetic Piety and Women’s Faith, pp. 11-2.
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were founded by Christ’s apostles. Although a modern, secularised, humanist history may
be a valid narrative, it has little to do with the theological ideas that need to be examined
in order to appreciate the complexities of the patristic tradition. This is nowhere more so
than in the case of virginity which lies at the very heart of Christian belief and

understanding. Such an examination is the concern of Part | of this thesis.
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l. Tertullian
One of the earliest theologians to write about virginity was the Carthaginian Quintus
Septimus Florens Tertullianus (c. A.D. 155- 220). Tertullian’s works are often used to
glean information about early Christian Carthage,* although some question the value of
his evidence alone.? The biographical information that we possess about Tertullian is
scant and largely derived from Jerome’s short biography in De viris illustribus, and
references in Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History. In addition, Tertullian’s own works
provide some clues to his life. According to Jerome, he was the son of a centurio
proconsularis; he was a priest but then lapsed into the Montanist heresy when he was
middle aged.® Eusebius asserts that Tertullian was knowledgeable about Roman law,* and

it has often been assumed that Tertullian and the pagan jurist Tertullianus are one and the

! There is very little information about early Christianity in North Africa. All histories of Christianity in
Africa begin with the martyrdom of twelve Christians: ‘We know nothing of the beginning of the Church in
Africa [...] She emerged on a sudden from the twilight in 180. On the 17" July, 180, twelve Christians of
the town of Scillium (possibly in the pro-consulate of Numidia, but the exact spot has not been located),
seven men and five women appeared before the pro-consul Vigellius Saturninus. They remained steadfast
in their wish to continue Christians; [...] and heard their sentence to perish by the sword.” Pierre De
Labriolle, History and Literature of Christianity from Tertullian to Boethius, trans. Herbert Wilson
(London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner and Co., 1924), p. 55. Also, see Timothy David Barnes, Tertullian:
A Historical and Literary Study (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), pp. 60-84; Geoffrey Dunn, Tertullian
(London and New York: Routledge, 2004), pp. 13-18. There are two main theories about the spread of
Christianity to Carthage: the first is that it came from Rome via Christians with a non-Jewish background;
the other claims that it came from the East with Christians with Jewish converts (Cf. Dunn, Tertullian, p.
13). There appears to be little concrete evidence either way, and it is likely that there is no single source for
the Christianisation of Africa. Dunn says: ‘I think the most insightful comment comes from Telfer who
suggested that “African Christianity knew no single paternity, having resulted from the joining up of
Christian groups with different origins” (Telfer 1961: 516). In a cosmopolitan trade centre like Carthage, it
would not be a surprise to discover (if that were still possible) that both Christian Jews and Christian
Gentiles arrived in Carthage from any number of other locations, sought converts from people from their
own homelands and established quite a number of small and independent Christian communities that were
language-based or based upon a city of origin.” Dunn, Tertullian, pp. 14-5.

2 Cf. Dunn, Tertullian, p. 14.

% Cf. Jerome, “LI11. Tertullian the presbyter’, in On Illustrious Men (De viris illustribus), trans. Thomas P.
Halton (Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1999), p. 74.

* Cf. Eusebius: ‘Tertullian [...] had an accurate knowledge of the laws of the Romans, [and was] of high
repute in other respects and one of the most brilliant men at Rome.” Eusebius Pamphili, Ecclesiastical
History, Books 1-5, Vol. I, trans. Roy J. Deferrari (New York: Fathers of the Church inc., 1953), 1. ii, p.
89.
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same.” Timothy Barnes’ watershed study, however, challenged the accepted biography
of Tertullian. He states that Jerome’s information in De viris illustribus was based solely
on ‘Eusebius and from his own reading of the authors’ and that *[t]hese sources he
supplements from personal recollections’.® Eusebius, he says, was ‘almost completely
ignorant of Tertullian’,” and therefore an unreliable historical source.® Barnes refutes the
biographical claims of both Jerome and Eusebius and then reconstructs his own
chronological framework of Tertullian’s life based mainly on Tertullian’s works and
extraneous historical information.® Since Barnes, there have been a series of revisionist
critiques on the life of Tertullian,' but there seems to be no scholarly consensus
regarding his biographical history.** What is not in doubt, however, is Tertullian’s
influence on the thinking of Latin (i.e., Western) Christianity; part of his contribution can

be seen in the development of the tradition of consecrated virginity.

5 Cf. Barnes, Tertullian, pp. 22-9. Barnes notes that ‘Four plausible and relevant arguments can be adduced
in support [of the connection between the jurist and the Christian writer]. First, homonymity might seem to
create a presumption of identity, since the name Tertullianus is far from common. Secondly, the Christian
displays a thorough and (it is claimed) profound knowledge of Roman law. Third, the two may have been
exact contemporaries. And, finally, Eusebius might be thought to make the identification when he calls
Tertullian a man skilled in Roman law and among the most illustrious at Rome.” Barnes, Tertullian, pp. 23-
4.

® Barnes, Tertullian, p. 5.

" Barnes, Tertullian, p. 2.

® Deferrari seems to corroborate this statement: ‘Eusebius’ knowledge of Latin was very limited. This is
confirmed by the fact that he shows little acquaintance with the works of Latin writers in general. He
actually does not show any personal acquaintance with any of the important Latin works produced before
his time, except such as existed in Greek translations. The only work of Tertullian which he quotes is the
Apology, and this from a very poor Greek translation.” Deferrari, in Eusebius Pamphili, Ecclesiastical
History Books 1-5, Vol. |, trans. Roy J. Deferrari (New York: Fathers of the Church inc., 1953), p. 90n. 7.
° Cf. Barnes: ‘Jerome’s sources are identifiable. Almost everything comes from Eusebius where he is
relevant, or from the works of the writers discussed. The only items which come from elsewhere derive
from memory or a hagiographical source. There is a strong presumption, therefore, that the whole of the
chapter on Tertullian, excepting only the story heard from Paul of Concordia, derives from Tertullian’s
writings.” Barnes, Tertullian, p. 10.

% Dunn notes that *‘Some scholars [...] have also questioned his legal background (Fredouille 1972; Bray
1977; Rankin 1997) and even whether his Montanism meant that he became a schismatic (Powell 1975;
Rankin 1986, 1995; Trevett 1996: 69; Tabbernee 1997: 54-4)’. Dunn, Tertullian, p. 4.

'L Cf. Dunn: ‘Others, though, have not been convinced by all these arguments. A number of other writers,
often not specialists on Tertullian, seem to have ignored this revision entirely.” Dunn, Tertullian, p. 4.
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Although the virginity of Mary does not become a focus for the tradition of
virginity until the fourth century, Tertullian’s writings do have some bearing on
Mariology. His De carne Christi (c. 207) indicates an early awareness of the Eve-Mary

parallel in the West,"

but some of his comments on Mary’s virginity in that tract are
highly unorthodox in light of later Marian doctrine.'® In De carne Christi, Tertullian was
concerned with emphasising the truth of the birth of Christ against four heresies, which
all claimed that Christ was not human but solely a deity.** In his zeal to emphasise the
reality of the birth of Christ, Tertullian dwells on the opening of Mary’s womb, an

understanding which prejudices her virginity in partu.’® In another tract, Adversus

Marcionem, Tertullian again refutes the claim of the Marcion sect that Christ was not

12 Gambero notes that Tertullian’s treatise De Carne Christi XVI11. v ‘confirms that the Eve-Mary parallel
was known in the West during the first Christian centuries’. Luigi Gambero, Mary and the Fathers of the
Church: The Blessed Virgin Mary in Patristic Thought, trans. Thomas Buffer (San Francisco: Ignatius
Press, 1999 [1991]), p. 66.

13 Especially the declaration of Mary as Aeiparthenos, Ever-Virgin, at the Council of Chalcedon in A.D.
451. The Tome of Saint Leo, read out and ratified by the Council spoke of Mary thus: ‘For, in fact, he was
“conceived of the Holy Ghost” within the womb of a Virgin Mother, who bore Him as she had conceived
him, without loss of virginity’; ‘the angel who was sent to the blessed and ever Virgin Mary said, “The
Holy Ghost shall come upon thee, and the power of the Highest shall overshadow thee, and therefore also
that holy thing which shall be born of thee shall be called the Son of God.” The Tome of Saint Leo, in
Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Vol. X1V, The Seven Ecumenical Councils of the Undivided Church:
Their Canons and dogmatic decrees (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995 [1900]), pp. 254; p. 255. Mary’s
perpetual virginity was then accepted at the Second Council of Constantinople. Evidence of early Christian
acceptance of Mary’s perpetual virginity can be seen in The Protevangelium of James (c. mid-second
century A.D.). Cf. Gambero: “The bitter water test confirms Mary’s virginity before giving birth. The
absence of labour pains and the sometimes crudely realistic examinations carried our by the midwife and a
woman named Salome, who was then punished for her unbelief, confirms Mary’s virginity in the act of
giving birth. At the same time, the realism with which the Lord’s birth is described leads one to think that
the apocryphal gospel means to oppose the error of gnostic Docetism, which considered Christ’s body to be
a mere appearance or phantasm. [...] The Protevangelium’s author, as a collector of different stories and
traditions, can be considered a very early and quite valid witness to the Christian people’s faith in the
complete holiness and virginity of the Mother of the Lord.” Gambero, Mary and the Fathers of the Church,
pp. 40-41.

¥ The four heresies that Tertullian was particularly refuting were those of Marcion, Apolles, Basilides and
Valentius.

15 Cf. Tertullian: “‘She who bare (really) bare [sic]; and although she was a virgin when she conceived, she
was a wife when she brought forth her son. Now, as a wife, she was under the very law of “opening the
womb,” wherein it was quite immaterial whether the birth of the male was by virtue of a hushand’s co-
operation or not; it was the same sex that opened the womb’. Tertullian, De Carne Christi (On the Flesh of
Christ), XXIIl, in Ante Nicene Fathers, Vol. 11, Latin Christianity: Its Founder, Tertullian. 1. Apologetic;
I1. Anti-Marcion; I11. Ethical, trans. Dr. Holmes, eds. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson
(Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995), pp. 521-544, (p. 541).
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born naturally.*® To support their belief, the Marcionists had cited the scriptural evidence
of Christ’s question found in the synoptic Gospels: “‘Who is my mother and who are my
brethren?’!” This, they claimed, evinced Christ’s own disavowal of a biological family.
Tertullian contests this conclusion by insisting that Christ’s question indicates that His
‘brethren’ are Mary’s natural children, but in doing so denies Mary’s virginity post
partum.’® Thus, in trying to fight one heretical position by defending the truth of Christ’s
natural birth, Tertullian unwittingly falls into another.

Over a century and a half later, Helvidius would cite Tertullian as an authority in
his attack on Mary’s perpetual virginity, which solicited Jerome’s strident reply in
Adversus Helvidium (c. before 385). Jerome contemptuously denies Tertullian’s authority

on such matters: ‘Of Tertullian | say no more than that he did not belong to the Church.”**

18 Cf. Tertullian: “They say that He testifies Himself to His not having been born, when He asks, “Who is
my mother and who are my brethren?”” Tertullian, Adversus Marcionem IV (Against Marcion, Book 1V),
19, in Ante Nicene Fathers, Vol. I, Latin Christianity: Its Founder, Tertullian. 1. Apologetic; I1. Anti-
Marcion; I11. Ethical, trans. Dr. Holmes, eds. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Massachusetts:
Hendrickson, 1995), pp. 345-428, (p. 377).

17 Cf. Matthew: ‘And one said unto him: Behold thy mother and thy brethren stand without, seeking thee.
But he answering him that told him said: Who is my mother, and who are my brethren? And stretching
forth his hand towards his disciples, he said: Behold my mother and my brethren. For whosoever shall do
the will of my Father, that is in heaven, he is my brother, and sister, and mother.” (Matthew 12: 47-50); Cf.
Mark: *And answering them, he said: Who is my mother and my brethren?’ (Mark 3: 33); Cf. Luke: ‘Who
answering, said to them: My mother and my brethren are they who hear the word of God, and do it’ (Luke
8: 21).

18 Cf. Tertullian: “We for our part, say in reply, first, that it could not possibly have been told Him that His
mother and brethren stood without, desiring to see Him, if He had had no mother and no brethren’.
Tertullian, Adversus Marcionem 1V, 19, p. 377.

19 Saint Jerome, Adversus Helvidium (Against Helvidius), in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers. Jerome:
Letters and Select Works, Vol. VI, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995
[1893]), pp. 334-345, (p. 343). Conversely, Barnes says that Jerome’s admiration for Tertullian affected his
biographical treatment of the man: ‘Jerome himself will have wished to believe that a writer whom he so
much admired was a priest’ (Barnes, Tertullian, p. 11). Brown comments that Jerome ‘savoured
[Tertullian] as a Latin stylist and frequently consulted him as a theological dictionary.” Peter Brown, The
Body and Society: Men, Women and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity (London: Faber and Faber,
1990 [1988]), p. 382. On Tertullian’s ambiguous authority in expressing an ascetic ideal McNamara
comments that his treatise Ad Uxorum 2.8 “is the first full-scale argument in favour of virginity and chaste
widowhood made by a patristic writer. But it was written by a man well on his way to excommunication,
one who was far from expressing an orthodox ideal to be imposed on female communicants.” Jo Ann
McNamara, A New Song: Celibate Women in the First Three Christian Centuries (New York: Harrington
Park Press, 1985), p. 100.
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Jerome’s scornful dismissal of Tertullian’s authority is owing to the latter’s lapse into
Montanism.?® In De viris illustribus, Jerome blames the Roman clergy for Tertullian’s
desertion of Catholicism,?* but it appears that Tertullian’s own ascetic zeal lured him
towards the more rigorous ascetic regimes offered by Montanism.? Many modern
scholars, in a revisionist spirit, debate whether Tertullian’s Montanism (or New
Prophecy, as Tertullian knew it) meant that he actually left the Church.?® Montanism, as
Deferrari makes clear, “is not a heresy in the usual sense of the term, since the movement
had reference to life and discipline rather than theology’.2* Jerome, however, writing to
Marcella in Epistle XLI, asserts that Montanists do differ from Catholics on some
theological points, although it must be noted that he was writing more than a century and
a half after Tertullian and mentions a heretic of the Montanist sect who preached

unorthodox Trinitarian doctrine in the early third century.? Tertullian, therefore, may not

20 Tertullian’s defection, however, proved to be an unhappy one: “The ideal Tertullian sought outside the
Church proved to be a mirage. He died a disillusioned and embittered man.” Roy. J Deferrari,
‘Introduction’ to Tertullian: Disciplinary, Moral and Ascetical Works, ed. Roy. J Deferrari (New York:
Fathers of the Church Inc., 1959), p. 10.

2! Jerome states: “This one [Tertullian] was a presbyter of the church until his middle years, but later,
because of the envy and reproaches of the clerics of the Roman church, he had lapsed into Montanism, and
he makes mention of the new prophecy in many books’. Jerome, “LII1. Tertullian the presbyter’, p. 74.

%2 The asceticism of Montanism that appealed to Tertullian ran thus: ‘Second marriages were forbidden,
and virginity strongly recommended; longer and stricter fasts were made obligatory, and only dry foods
permitted; flight from persecution disapproved, and the joyful acceptance of martyrdom advocated;
reconciliation was denied to all those who had committed capital sins.” Deferrari, ‘Introduction’, p. 10.
Pierre De Labriolle sees Tertullian’s defection as out of character: ‘The great event of his life as a Christian
was his going over to Montanism. How could such a man, with a mind so positive, so staunch a promoter
of organised regulations, in full possession of his intellectual maturity and his prestige amongst his
brethren, have allowed himself to become mixed up with an Oriental sect whose more of less frenzied
external aspects were so little calculated to attract him?’ Labriolle, History and Literature of Christianity
from Tertullian to Boethius, p. 62. Apropos of nothing, Brown flippantly asserts that ‘If the “New
Prophecy” had not existed, one suspects that Tertullian would have had to invent it.” Brown, The Body and
Society, p. 76.

23 Cf. Dunn: “The notion that Tertullian’s Montanism meant that he ever left the Church is one that does not
seem sustainable today. [...] By the end of his literary career, however, he certainly did not see himself as
having anything in common with Christians who did not hold to his Montanist convictions (On Modesty, 1.
10), even if no group actually had been declared schismatic.” Dunn, Tertullian, pp. 6-7.

24 Deferrari, Note to Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History, Vol. I, p. 311n. 1.

2 Cf. Jerome: ‘In the first place we differ from the Montanists regarding the rule of faith. We distinguish
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit as three persons, but unite them as one substance. They, on the
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necessarily be associated with these later doctrinal differences. The Montanist sect was
excommunicated in Asia Minor before the end of the second century and this action was
later approved and confirmed in Rome and North Africa.”® So, although modern scholars
debate the exact nature of the Tertullian’s rejection of Catholicism, it seems that Jerome,
Eusebius,?” Epiphanius,?® and the wider Catholic Church saw Montanism, or the New

Prophecy, as a schismatic group and this is how history has viewed it.

other hand, following the doctrine of Sabellius, force the Trinity into the narrow limits of a single
personality. We, while we do not encourage them, yet allow second marriages, since Paul bids the younger
widows to marry. They suppose a repetition of marriage a sin so awful that he who has committed it is to
be regarded as an adulterer. We, according to the apostolic tradition (in which the whole world is at one
with us), fast through one Lent yearly; whereas they keep three in the year as though three saviours had
suffered. | do not mean that it is unlawful to fast at other times through the year — always excepting
Pentecost — only that while in Lent it is a duty of obligation, at other seasons a matter of choice. With us,
again, the bishops occupy the place of the apostles, but with them a bishop ranks not first but third. For
while they put first the patriarchs of Pepusa in Phrygia, and place next to these the ministers called
stewards, the bishops are regulated to the third or almost the lowest rank. No doubt their object is to make
their religion more pretentious by putting that last which we put first. Again they close the doors of the
Church to almost every fault, whilst we read daily, “I desire the repentance of a sinner rather than his
death” [...]. Their strictness does not prevent them from themselves committing grave sins, far from it; but
there is this difference between us and them, that, whereas they in their self-righteousness blush to confess
their faults, we do penance for ours, and so more readily gain pardon for them.” Saint Jerome, Epistle XLI.
To Marcella, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Second Series, VVol. VI, St. Jerome: Letters and Select
Works, trans. W. H. Freemantle (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995 [1893]), pp. 55-6.

% Cf. Eusebius: ‘when the arrogant spirit taught to blaspheme the entire Catholic Church in the whole
world, because the spirit of false prophecy received neither honour from it nor entrance into it, and when
the faithful in Asia had gathered together for this purpose and had examined the recent utterances and
pronounced them profane and rejected the heresy, then at last they [the Montanists] were expelled from the
Church and were excommunicated.” Deferrari explains: ‘The entire sect was excommunicated in Asia
Minor before the end of the second century. Later, the condemnation was approved in Rome as well as in
North Africa. Gradually, Montanism degenerated, and finally, after two or three centuries, disappeared
entirely.” Deferarri, Note to Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History, Vol. I, p. 313n. 1.

27 Cf. Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History, v, pp. 311-27.

%8 Cf. Epiphanius: “These Phrygians [Montanists] too, as we call them, accept every scripture of the Old
and New Testaments and affirm the resurrection of the dead as well. But they boast of having Montanus for
a prophet and Priscilla and Maximilla for prophetesses, and have lost their wits by paying heed to them.
They agree with the holy Catholic Church about the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, but have separated
themselves by “giving heed to seducing spirits and doctrines of devils” and saying, “We must receive the
gifts of grace as well.” [...] Plainly, none who have estranged themselves from truth have retained any
soundness of reason. Like babes bitten by the perennial deceiver, the serpent, they have surrendered
themselves to destruction and to being caught outside the fold and dragged off to be the wolf’s meat <and>
thus perish. [...] Most of these sects forbid marriage and prescribe abstinence from foods, though they do
not enjoin these things for disciplines sake or for greater virtue with its rewards and crowns, but because
they regard these creatures of the Lord as abominations.” Epiphanius of Salamis, The Panarion of
Epiphanius of Salamis, Books Il and 111 (Sects 47-80, De Fide), trans. Frank Williams (Leiden, New York,
Kéln: E. J. Brill, 1994) XLVIIL.Li, pp. 6-7; XLVHLI1viii, p. 8; XLVIILVIILvi, p. 14.
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Regardless of the paucity of information, or perhaps misinformation, about
Tertullian’s life and lapse, he remains an important figure in Christian history. Luigi
Gambero argues that Tertullian’s importance lies in the fact that he was ‘the first
Christian author of the Latin language’.? Ronald E. Heine is more cautious about
Tertullian’s role as the Father of Latin Christianity, although he admits that there is little
doubt over his influence because of the volume of extant material.** Jerome mentions two
other Latin writers who preceded Tertullian in De viris illustribus, Victor and
Apollonius,* but Barnes points out that these two Latins wrote in Greek, not in Latin.*
Dunn stresses the significance of Tertullian as the first Christian Latin writer, for as such

He was responsible for much of the theological vocabulary of Western

Christianity. Even if we cannot be sure that he was the first to use terms like

sacramentum, trinitas, persona, substantia and satisfactio in their theological

sense, it is to him that later Latin-writing theologians turned.®
Despite his involvement with controversy and heresy, Tertullian’s works are of immense
importance for the development of Christianity in general, and were formative for

particular aspects of Christian doctrine.>* Additionally, his ascetic and moral writings

provide a key starting point for tracing the development of the Christian ideal of

2% Gambero, Mary and the Fathers of the Church, p. 59.

%0 Cf. Ronald E. Heine: “The precise date and exact provenance of the emergence of Latin Christian
literature are obscure. It seems to have appeared first in North Africa. Roman Christian literature is in
Greek up to the time of Hippolytus in the mid-third century. Tertullian dominates the discussion because of
the number of his extant treatises. He did not, however, like Athene, spring forth fully grown from the head
of Zeus, armed and shouting his battle cry. There was Latin Christian literature before him. Unfortunately,
we cannot say how extensive this literature was, because it remains so meagre.” Ronald E. Heine, ‘The
Beginnings of Latin Christian literature’ in The Cambridge History of Early Christian Literature, eds.
Frances Young, Lewis Ayres, and Andrew Louth (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp.
131-141, (p. 131).

81 Cf. Saint Jerome, “LI1I. Tertullian the presbyter’, p. 74.

%2 Cf. Barnes, Tertullian, pp. 6-7.

% Dunn, Tertullian, p. 10.

% Cf. Gambero: ‘His numerous writings exercised a determining influence in the formation and
development of Christian doctrine in the West, especially Trinitarian theology and Christology.” Gambero,
Mary and the Fathers of the Church, p. 60.
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virginity, and contain in them the seeds of many of the fundamental ideas which
permeate the tradition.®

I. Ascetic Writings: De virginibus velandis
Tertullian wrote several treatises which addressed issues concerning virginity, chastity
and marriage: De virginibus velandis (On the Veiling of Virgins, c. AD 204); De
exhortatione castitatis (On Exhortation to Chastity, c. AD 204); De cultu feminarum (On
the Apparel of Women c. 202 AD; book | of which is often referred to as De habitu
mulieri); Ad uxorem (To his Wife c. AD 207); De monogamia (On Monogamy c. AD

208): and De pudicitia (On Modesty c. AD 208).*® Of these ascetical works, De

% De exhortatione castitatis does not deal primarily with virginity but instead is concerned with advising
against a second marriage, a subject which he addresses again in Ad uxorem, De pudicitia, and De
monogamia. Nevertheless, the opening chapter provides a useful definition of the several species of
chastity. Tertullian creates a model for chastity: ‘The first species is, virginity from one’s birth: the second,
virginity from one’s second birth, that is, from the font; which (second virginity) either in the marriage state
keeps (its subject) pure by mutual compact, or else perseveres in widowhood from choice: a third grade
remains, monogamy, when, after the interception of a marriage once contracted, there is thereafter a
renunciation of sexual connection.” Tertullian, De exhortatione castitatis (On exhortation to chastity), I, in
Ante-Nicene Fathers: Fathers of the Third Century. Tertullian, Part Fourth; Minucius Felix; Commodian;
Origen, Parts First and Second, (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995 [1885]), pp. 50-58, (p. 50).
Tertullian’s distinction of the three species of chastity remains within the tradition, but by the fourth
century, these become defined as virginity, widowhood (chastity after marriage), and chaste marriage. Saint
Aldhelm’s seventh-century treatise, De virginitate, however, differs slightly as he promotes the
renunciation of marital relations rather than marital chastity. It is thought that this is due to the audience
that he was addressing. Michael Lapidge comments: ‘The new feature is ‘chastity,” the state attained by
someone who has once been married but who has rejected this marriage for the religious life. This newly
devised category allowed Aldhelm to praise by implication these Barking nuns such as Cuthburg who had
spurned their marriages; at the same time it allowed him to praise ‘pure’ virginity in traditional terms.’
Michael Lapidge, ‘Introduction to De virginitate’, in Aldhem: The Prose Works, trans. Michael Lapidge
and Michael Herren (Ipswich and Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1979), pp. 51-58, (p. 56).

% With regard to the difficulty of dating Tertullian’s works, A. Cleveland Coxe, in his ‘Introductory note’,
guotes Thelwell, a translator of Tertullian, who says: ‘To arrange chronologically the works (especially if
numerous) of an author whose own date is known with tolerable precision, is not always or necessarily
easy: witness the controversies as to the succession of St. Paul’s epistles. To do so in the case of an author
whose own date is itself a matter of controversy may therefore be reasonably expected to still less so; and
such is the predicament of him who attempts to perform this task for Tertullian’. Thewell, quoted by A.
Cleveland Coxe, ‘Introductory note’ to Ante Nicene Fathers, Vol. 111, Latin Christianity: Its Founder,
Tertullian. 1. Apologetic; 11. Anti-Marcion; Il1. Ethical, eds. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson
(Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995), pp. 1-16, (p. 8). Saint Jerome considers two of the treatises especially
heretical: “In particular, he composed against the church the works On Modesty; On Persecution; On
Fasting; On Monogamy; six books On Ecstasy and a seventh [added] which he composed Against
Apollonius.” Jerome, “LIII. Tertullian the presbyter’, p. 74.



51

virginibus velandis in particular is of interest for the subject of virginity.3” Although
many of Tertullian’s later ascetic works express Montanist attitudes,*® in De virginibus
velandis (which may date from his Montanist period)* he appears very concerned about
the adherence to religious orthodoxy.*° To that effect, he makes a statement concerning
the regula fidei:
The rule of faith, indeed is altogether one, alone immoveable and irreformable;
the rule, to wit, of believing in one only God omnipotent, the Creator of the
universe, and His Son Jesus Christ, born of the Virgin Mary, crucified under
Pontius Pilate, raised again the third day from the dead, received in the heavens,
sitting now at the right (hand) of the Father, destined to judge quick and dead
through the resurrection of the flesh as well (as of the spirit).**

This statement of faith reads like the Nicene Creed, but pre-empts it by more than a

century.*” Tertullian asserts that only the religious truths encapsulated in this credo, the

%" For an interpretation of De virginibus velandis from a rhetorical viewpoint, see: Geoffrey D. Dunn,
‘Rhetoric and Tertullian’s “De virginibus velandis™, Vigiliae Christianae, Vol. 59, No. 1 (Feb., 2005), pp.
1-30. He says: ‘“My argument is that de virginibus velandis should not be termed simply an ascetic treatise
but a rhetorical treatise about asceticism’ (Dunn, ‘Rhetoric and Tertullian’s “De virginibus velandis™’, p. 5)
and that “Tertullian did have a theology of ascetical living. It was shaped by his interpretation of the
Scriptures, Christian tradition, and natural law. These were the building blocks that provided material for
rhetorical presentation’ (Dunn, ‘Rhetoric and Tertullian’s “De virginibus velandis™’, p. 8).

% Tertullian’s Montanist writings are identified by certain characteristically Montanist references: ‘Those
features are: the naming of the three Montanist founders or their oracles, references to the New Prophecy,
promotion of ecstasy, reference to special spiritual gifts, reference to the Holy Spirit as Paraclete, first-
person references to Montanists, second-person references to Catholics and abuse of Catholics as
“psychici’. This draws in a catch of the following treatises: Against Marcion (particularly books four and
five), Against the Valentinians, On the Soul, On the Resurrection of the Dead, On the Military Crown, On
Exhortation to Chastity, On Flight in Time of Persecution, On the Veiling of Virgins, Against Praxeas, On
Fasting, On Monogamy, and On Modesty.” Dunn, Tertullian, pp. 7-8.

% There is some debate concerning the dating of Tertullian’s treatises and also which were written in his
Montanist phase. Whereas Dunn believes that De virginibus velandis exhibits Montanist characteristics (cf.
Dunn, Tertullian, pp. 7-8), F.L Cross claims that it was written “before his lapse to Montanism, i.e. before
207°. F. L. Cross, The Early Christian Writers, (London: Gerald Duckworth & Co., 1960), p. 145.

0 Cf. Benson: “Tertullian seems to have effected the restoration of the usual dress. Cyprian has no
complaint against departures form the rule. And if this be so we may remark here one of the instances in
which Tertullian’s Montanism was no bar to his Catholic influence.” Edward White Benson, Cyprian: His
Life. His Times. His Works (New York: Macmillan and Co. Ltd., 1897), pp. 53-4.

! Tertullian, De virginibus velandis (On the Veiling of Virgins), I. iv, in Ante Nicene Fathers, VVol. IV.
Tertullian, Part Fourth; Minucius Felix; Commodian; Origen, Parts First and Second, trans. S. Thewell,
ed. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995 [1885]), pp. 27-38, (p.
27).

“2 Tertullian’s works seem to be the earliest testament to the wording which appears in the Nicene and
Apostles’ Creed. Other works of his which provide similar wording to the Credo are Against Praxeas 2 and
De Praecept 13 and 26. For a discussion of the Apostles’ Creed and its development in relation to the
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fundamental aspects of the faith, cannot be questioned, but any other religious custom
can be queried and corrected, especially if it contradicts the one ‘immoveable and
irreformable’ rule of faith. The custom which he is looking to reform in the treatise is not
the practice of ritual celibacy itself; it is notable that at no point does Tertullian question
the validity of virginity, and so it appears that by the early third century Christian
virginity was already an accomplished fact even if it was not fully regulated.*® The
custom that Tertullian challenges in De virginibus velandis is the freedom, apparently
sanctioned by the bishop, allowed to virgins over the choice of whether to veil in church
or not.** Such freedom, Tertullian concedes, did once accord with truth, because it

allowed virgins the exercise of their free will, which is vital in choosing the state of

struggle between Adoptionist and Logos-Christology, see Kirsopp Lake, ‘The Apostles’ Creed’, The
Harvard Theological Review, Vol. 17, No. 2 (Apr., 1924), 173-183. Arnold Ehrhardt’s essay on
‘Christianity before the Apostle’s Creed’ discusses the origin of the Apostles’ Creed: how far it can be
traced back, the possibility of its developing as part of a baptismal catechesis and whether it was used as a
touchstone for orthodoxy, and whether, without the formulated creed, there was any consensus among
Christians as to the content of the faith. Cf. Arnold Ehrhardt, ‘Christianity before the Apostles’ Creed’, The
Harvard Theological Review, Vol. 55, No. 2 (Apr., 1962), 73-119.

3 In other treatises, Tertullian, like later writers, perceived the justification of virginity in scripture, most
notably Christ’s allusion to the three types of Eunuchs in Matthew 19: 12, and Saint Paul’s First Letter to
the Corinthians. The words of Christ and Saint Paul which commend virginity as the perfect way of life are
underlined by their own personal adherence to the lifestyle, and it is this dual authority that is recognised as
the basis for the pre-eminence of the virginal life: “The Lord Himself opens ‘the kingdoms of the heavens’
to ‘eunuchs’ as being Himself, withal, a virgin; to whom looking, the apostle also — himself too for this
reason abstinent — gives the preference to continence.” Tertullian, De monogamia (On Monogamy), 11, in
Ante Nicene Fathers, Vol. IV. Tertullian, Part Fourth; Minucius Felix; Commodian; Origen, Parts First
and Second, trans. S. Thewell, ed. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Massachusetts: Hendrickson,
1995 [1885]), pp. 59-73, (p. 60); Also see De pudicitia (On Modesty), VI, in Ante Nicene Fathers, Vol. IV.
Tertullian, Part Fourth; Minucius Felix; Commodian; Origen, Parts First and Second, trans. S. Thewell,
eds. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995 [1885]), pp. 74-101, (p.
79).

** Dunn describes the type of veil that Tertullian is referring to: ‘The Roman mantle worn by all post-
pubescent women outdoors perhaps was more of a shawl that was draped around the body, a little like a
male toga, which could be pulled up over the head when needed (when out of one’s home) thus leaving the
face exposed (Croom 2000: 87-8). It was the distinctive sign of the married woman and her modesty. Yet
we do not know what adult unmarried women wore when in public. It may be that the push for not wearing
the veil among unmarried females who had left childhood behind was not restricted only to the Christians,
although there is no evidence to suggest this.” Dunn, Tertullian, p. 141.
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virginity over marriage.*> Despite this concession, Tertullian asserts that the ‘adversary of
good things’ has destroyed the connection between truth and this particular custom. Not
only does the freedom of choice encourage a diversity of practice®® - and he implies, the
unity of the Church partly rests on a unity of practice*” - but also the custom has been
abused:
The virgins of men go about, in contrast to the virgins of God, with the[ir] front
completely exposed, roused into impudent boldness; and virgins are seen who are
able to seek something from men, not only a deed so that, doubtless, their rivals —
with so much more freedom as the handmaids of Christ alone — may be
surrendered to those women.*®
Tertullian is concerned with the difference between the “virgins of God’ (virgines dei),
who demonstrate their modesty through veiling, and the “virgins of men’ (virgines
hominum), who not only expose themselves in Church but also use this freedom to
fraternise with men. Tertullian had already written a short objection to the practice of
allowing virgins to remain unveiled in his treatise De Oratione (On Prayer),*® but De

virginibus velandis has a more urgent tone. The faction in the Church who supported the

unveiling of virgins appears, like Tertullian, to have been seeking a unity of practice

** Cf. Tertullian: “The matter has been left to choice, for each virgin to veil herself or expose herself, as she
might have chosen, just as (she had equal liberty) as to marrying, which itself withal is neither enforced nor
prohibited.” Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, I1L.i, p. 28.

* Tertullian does allude to some churches in which virgins veiled: ‘Throughout Greece, and certain of its
barbaric provinces, the majority of Churches keep their virgins covered. There are places, too, beneath this
(African) sky, where this practice obtains; lest any ascribe the custom to Greek or Barbarian Gentilehood.’
Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, Il.i, p. 28.

4T Cf. Tertullian: ‘They and we have one faith, one God, the same Christ, the same hope, the same
baptismal sacraments; let me say it once for all, we are one Church. Thus, whatever belongs to our brethren
is ours: only, the body divides us.” Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, IL.iii, p. 28.

“® (My translation). Ambiunt virgines hominum adversus virgines dei, nuda plane fronte temerarie in
audaciam excitatae, et virgines videntur, quae aliquid a viris petere possunt, nedum tale factum, ut scilicet
aemulae earum, tanto magis liberae quanto christi solius ancillae, dedantur illis.” Tertullian, De virginibus
velandis, I1L.iii, PL 2. 892.

9 Cf. Tertullian, De Oratione (On Prayer), XXI-XXI1, in Ante Nicene Fathers, \Vol. Il1, Latin Christianity:
Its Founder, Tertullian. 1. Apologetic; Il. Anti-Marcion; I11. Ethical, trans. Dr. Holmes, eds. Alexander
Roberts and James Donaldson (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995), pp. 681-692, (pp. 687-9).
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among virgins, but they demanded the universal unveiling of virgins.> In the treatise,
Tertullian interrogates which of these two customs is more in line with the truth and
discipline of God.™

Geoffrey Dunn questions who the virgins to whom the tract is addressed were.>?
The question is an important one since the answer has a bearing on the place of De
virginibus velandis in the tradition of virginity. Dunn notes that in late second-century
Carthage there were groups of consecrated virgins,> but his conclusion on the identity of
the virgins errs on the side of caution:

My conclusion, based on On the Veiling of Virgins 11.4>* is that Tertullian was

writing about Christian girls who had reached puberty and were not yet married as

well as with those who had taken a vow of virginity (continentiae uotum) who

could have been adolescent or adult (although such a distinction did not operate at
this time).>

% In De Oratione, Tertullian seems to accept the divergence of practice, as long as the modest virgins are
allowed to choose to veil: ‘Granted that virgins be not compelled to be veiled, at all events such as
voluntarily are so should not be prohibited; who, likewise, cannot deny themselves to be virgins, content,
in the security, of a good conscience before God, to damage their own fame.” Tertullian, De Oratione,
XXI1, p. 689. In De virginibus velandis, he notes that the unveiled virgins have been complaining about
those who veil: ““We are scandalized,” they say, “because others walk otherwise (than we do);” and they
prefer being “scandalized” to being provoked (to modesty). A “scandal,” if | mistake not, is an example of
a bad, tending to sinful edification. Good things scandalize none but an evil mind. If modesty, if
bashfulness, if contempt of glory, anxious to please God alone, are good things, let women who are
“scandalized” by such good learn to acknowledge their own evil.” Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, I11.iv-
Vv, pp. 28-9.

°L Cf. Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, 11, p. 28.

52 Cf. Dunn: “Just who were these virgins whom Tertullian was addressing? Were they merely rebellious
and unruly unmarried teenage girls or was it a group of consecrated virgins?” Dunn, Tertullian, p. 140.

%3 Cf. Dunn: “We know that in Carthage in Tertullian’s time there were women and men who were each
constituted as an ordo of virgins (On Exhortation to Chastity 13.4), just as there was an ordo of widows
(On the Veiling of Virgins 16.4).” Dunn, Tertullian, p. 140. Tertullian’s evidence in De exhortatione
castitatis is as follows: “How many men, therefore, and how many women, in Ecclesiastical Orders, owe
their position to continence, who have preferred to be wedded to God; who have restored the honour of
their flesh, and who have already dedicated themselves as sons of that (future) age, by slaying in
themselves the concupiscence of lust, and that whole (propensity) which could not be admitted within
Paradise!” Tertullian, De exhortatione castitatis, XIII, p. 58. See also Dunn, Tertullian, p. 140.

> The passage to which Dunn is referring runs thus: ‘But even if it is “on account of the angels” that she is
to be veiled, doubtless the age from which the law of the veil will come into operation will be that from
which “the daughters of men” were able to invite concupiscence of their persons, and to experience
marriage. For a virgin ceases to be a virgin from the time that it becomes possible for her not to be one.’
Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, XL.iv, p. 34.

% Dunn, Tertullian, pp. 140-1.
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Certainly, as Dunn points out, there are parts of the treatise which appear to be addressing
pre-marital virgins.*® Likewise, in De Oratione, Tertullian makes a clear appeal to virgins
who are anticipating marriage to veil.>” In other parts of De Oratione Tertullian evidently
addresses consecrated virgins and this is also true of De virginibus velandis.>® For
instance, the recognition of the freedom to choose virginity over marriage indicates a
choice of perpetual virginity, and at times he refers to virginity as a state dedicated to
God.*® Tertullian also uses the metaphor of the sponsa Christi, the Bride of Christ, in the
treatise, and although Dunn concedes that this implies consecration, he does so
cautiously.”

Tertullian states at the start of the treatise that his purpose is to ‘show in Latin also
that it behoves our virgins to be veiled from the time that they have passed the turning-
point of their age”.®* Tertullian’s treatise, then, purports to argue for a universal veiling of
virgins. However, throughout the treatise the real anxiety seems to concern the
consecrated virgins whose outward appearance belies their vocation. Tertullian
consistently questions the assertion that unveiling is a symbol of virginity, and

demonstrates instead that unveiling can never bear witness to a woman’s sexual purity. In

% Chapters XI-XII (Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, pp. 34-5) seem particularly to relate to unmarried
women who are nevertheless anticipating marriage.

> Cf. Tertullian: “Touching such, however, as are betrothed, | can with constancy “above my small
measure” pronounce and attest that they are to be veiled from that day forth on which they shuddered at the
first bodily touch of a man by kiss and hand. For in them everything has been forwedded: their age, through
maturity; their flesh, through age; their spirit, through consciousness; their modesty, through the experience
of the kiss; their hope, through expectation; their mind, through volition.” Tertullian, De Oratione, XXII, p.
689.

%8 Cf. Tertullian: ‘But some particular virgin has devoted herself to God. From that very moment she both
changes the fashion of her hair, and converts all her garb into that of a “woman.” Let her, then, maintain the
character wholly, and perform the whole function of a “virgin:” what she conceals for the sake of God, let
her cover quite over.” Tertullian, De Oratione, XXII, p. 688.

59 Cf. Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, 111, p. 29.

8 Cf. Dunn: ‘At the end of our treatise Tertullian refers to the virgins as being married to Christ (On the
Veiling of Virgins 16.4). Unless we are reading this with too modern an understanding, one may conclude
that there were virgins who dedicated themselves to remain as virgins for the rest of their lives (or perhaps
only for a period of years, although there is no evidence to suggest this).” Dunn, Tertullian, p. 140.

81 Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, 1.i, p. 27.
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fact, the insistence on exposure, he argues, suggests that these so-called virgins are not
sexually pure at all. Unveiling is a false signifier: it demonstrates that the virgins are
immodest and either guilty of concupiscence, in desiring to solicit male attention, or they
are guilty of pride and vainglory, in desiring to gain a mark of distinction in the Church,
The disturbing implication of Tertullian’s objection is that virgins dedicated to God, in
whom the Church rejoices, are not virgins at all and that the Church is encourages the
adoption of false virginity.

ii. Types of Virgin
It is unclear in the treatise whether the virgins who had decided to veil and those who
remained unveiled were consecrated virgins or not. One of the difficulties in
understanding the treatise is Tertullian’s use of the term virgo, which he utilises
indiscriminately throughout. This seems to be purposive, as it highlights the problem of
the term. There are several nuances of “virgin’: natural virginity, which is attendant on
the state of childish innocence; a purely physical virginity, which is secular and may
already anticipate the marriage state (betrothed virgins and unmarried women); and
consecrated virginity, a religious identity dedicated to Christ. Tertullian sometimes uses
virgo in an ironic manner to indicate women who claim to be ‘virgins’ by exposing their
head, but who he argues are already corrupt — in mind if not in spirit; such women may
remain unmarried and even physically intact but they have no claim to virginity. Often
Tertullian will use an adjective which appears to distinguish true virginity, such as
‘virginis sanctae’, or ‘virginis bonae’ (the former particularly seems to imply a state of

consecrated virginity).®* Another problem with the identification of the types of virgins

%2 *virginis bonae’ (cf. 111.vii) ‘virginis sanctae’ (cf. 11.v). Both Dunn’s translation (2004) and that of the
Rev. S. Thelwall (1885) minimise the allusions to a state of consecrated virginity. For instance, Dunn
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referred to in the treatise is perhaps owing to the nature of consecrated virginity in the
early third century. Women took private vows and practised virginity in the domestic
sphere;® they were not, therefore, the distinct group that characterises the communal
living of later centuries. Thus avowed virgins were not a publicly visible group, and in
Tertullian’s treatise it appears that at this time they do not as yet have their own
designated place to sit in the church.®* Hence there is a real tension, which Tertullian
draws out in the treatise, between what ought to be the private, concealed nature of the

virgin of God, a virgin ‘known to herself alone and to God,"®®

and the public display of
the virginal body through the practice of unveiling.®
In order to demonstrate the error of his opponents’ call for a universal unveiling,

Tertullian uses strong language to explain how destructive exposure is to the state of true

translates “virginis sanctae’ as ‘of a pure virgin’ (the Latin adjective for pure is purus, a, um, and is used by
Tertullian at other points in the treatise: cf. ‘pura virginitas’ XV.i) and Thelwall translates ‘virginis sanctae’
as ‘of a chaste virgin’ (the Latin adjective for chaste is castus, a, um). A more obvious translation, which
points towards a state of consecration is “holy virgins’, or even ‘sacred virgins’.

% Cf. EIm: “There was, in fact, only one place for a young and financially dependent woman to cultivate a
religious life apart: paradoxically, in her own family.” Susanna EIm, “Virgins of God’ The Making of
Asceticism in Late Antiquity (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), p. 35. EIm’s study is, however, restricted to
the fourth-century development of monasticism as we have very little information on early ascetic practices
in Christianity. Benson notes: ‘They entered on the life by private resolution. Not by public vow.” Benson,
Cyprian, p. 53. Tertullian does, however, appear to allude to a system of charitable support of virgins, as he
states in De virginibus velandis that ‘the brotherhood readily undertakes the maintenance of virgins’ (De
virginibus velandis, XIV, p. 36). This may allude to the charitable provision of financial support, enabling
women to pursue the religious life. It may, however, be a sarcastic comment and allude to a sexual
maintenance.

% Tertullian acknowledges that there is a designated place for the order of widows to sit in church, but there
does not appear to be the same privilege accorded to virgins. He says: ‘nothing in the way of public honour
is permitted to a virgin.” (Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, IX.vi, p. 33). Charlotte Methuen discusses the
order of widows in the Early Church and suggests that the term ‘widow’ is ambiguous and can refer to
women who have left their husbands. She also draws parallels between the order of widows and
consecrated virgins, and suggests that these terms can be used interchangeably in early writings. She says:
‘the terms virgin and widow thus carried a shared connotation: that of living a sexually chaste life.’
Charlotte Methuen, ‘The “virgin widow”: A problematic Social Role for the Early Church?’, The Harvard
Theological Review, Vol. 90, No. 3 (July, 1997), 285-298, (p. 287).

% Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, XV.iii, p. 36. ‘sibi soli et deo nota.”

% Benson states: ‘Self-dedication to the unmarried state was considered a Christian “Work’ in the same
sense in which Almsgiving was ‘Work.” [...] The right conception of the ‘work’ was, says Tertullian, (and
that it usually prevailed, he implies,) that it should be as secret as alms deeds and prayer.” Benson, Cyprian,
p. 52.
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virginity and to those virgins who have chosen to veil out of modesty but are under
pressure to expose themselves:
Every public exposure of an honourable virgin is (to her) a suffering of rape: and
yet the suffering of carnal violence is the less (evil), because it comes of natural
office. But when the very spirit itself is violated in a virgin by the abstraction of
her covering, she has learnt to lose what she used to keep. O sacrilegious hands,
which have had the hardihood to drag off a dress dedicated to God! [...] You have
denuded a maiden in regard of her head, and forthwith she wholly ceases to be a
virgin to herself; she has undergone a change!®’
Tertullian’s description of the spiritual rape (stupri) of the honourable virgin (virginis
bonae) suggests that the type of virginity which he is describing here is consecrated
virginity. He speaks of the veil as particularly associated with consecration: it is a
garment dedicated to God (dicatum deo habitum). His outraged address to those
‘sacrilegious hands’ (sacrilegae manus) which would drag off the holy garment of the
virgin implies that the act of unveiling is tantamount to the desecration of a religious
object.®® Tertullian’s assertion that this figurative rape, through the removal of the veil, is

even worse than physical rape indicates that he understands virginity to be more than

simply located in physical intactness: he privileges spiritual virginity over the physical.

iii. Cultural Significance of the Veil

%7 Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, I11.vii-viii, p. 29. Cf. Tertullian: ‘Omnis publicatio virginis bonae
stupri passio est. Et tamen vim carnis pati minus est, quia de officio naturae venit; sed cum spiritus ipse
violatur in virgine sublato velamine, didicit amittere, quod tuebatur. O sacrilegae manus, quae dicatum deo
habitum detrahere potuerunt! [...] Denudasti puellam a capite et nota iam sibi virgo non est, alia est facta.’
Patrologia Latina, 2, 0887-0914A.

% The implication that anyone who has despoiled a virgin has committed an act of sacrilege is more
pronounced in the later tradition. Cf. Pseudo-Ambrose: ‘What, however, shall | say about you, son of the
serpent, minister of the devil, violator of the Temple of God: you who in one sin perpetrated two crimes,
adultery certainly and sacrilege? Sacrilege simply, when with insane rashness you defiled the vessel offered
to Christ, dedicated to the Lord.” Pseudo-Ambrose, De lapsu consecratae virginis, IX.xxxix (My
translation).
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By reading it as a signifier of virginity itself, Tertullian offers a radical reinterpretation of
the veil. It is clear from the arguments posed by Tertullian’s opponents that the veil is
culturally associated with marriage. The unveiled virgins did not wish to adopt the veil as
it was a recognised signifier of marriage and thus its adoption appeared to them to be
tantamount to an admission of the guilt of sexual experience; it would be unthinkable,
they claimed, for a veiled virgin to look like a sexually experienced woman.® The
association of the veil with marriage and sexual experience appears to derive from
cultural marriage practices. In Judaic culture, when a girl reached puberty she would be
married, and thus the point at which she ceased to be a “virgin’ coincided with her
attainment of sexual maturity, the point at which she became a ‘woman’.” The Roman

age for women to be married was similar.” Prior to the advent of Christianity and its

8 Cf. Tertullian: “they use the name of woman in such a way as to think it inapplicable save to her alone
who has known a man.” Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, V.i, p. 30.

70 Cf. Phipps: ‘In the traditional Semitic culture marriage was covenanted near the age of puberty and
intimate male-female association was not sanctioned prior to marriage.” William E. Phipps, ‘The Plight of
the Song of Songs’, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, Vol. 42, No. 1 (Mar., 1974), 82-100, (p.
83). Cf. Derret: ‘Pious Jews in Paul’s day gave their daughters in marriage at puberty or a little before. The
Qumran sect, according to a great authority, required their male members not to marry until they were
twenty (instead of the usual seventeen) and to marry girls who could distinguish between good and evil,
which (as a reform) seems to insist on their actually having attained puberty.” J. Duncan M. Derrett, “The
Disposal of Virgins’, Man, New Series, VVol. 9, No. 1 (Mar., 1974), 23-30, (p. 26). Cf. McNamara: ‘In
theory, there should have been no unmarried women among the followers of Jesus. Jewish females were
expected to marry at puberty. Although ancient tradition reserved a young girl’s right to refuse a marriage
arranged by her parents before she matured, it did not give her the right to reject marriage itself, which was
prescribed for all Jews.” McNamara, A New Song, p. 8.

"t Walsh notes: “The [Roman] bride could legally be as young as twelve, and in senatorial families girls
were frequently married by their early or middle teens to men considerably older, in order to cement close-
knit relations between the families and dominant class.” P. G. Walsh, ‘Introduction’ to De bono coniugali
and De sancta virginitate (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. xii-xiii. Also, Tertullian makes
reference of heathenish marital practices: ‘Time even the heathens observe, that, in obedience to the law of
nature, they may render their own rights to the different ages. For their females they dispatch to their
businesses from (the age of) twelve years, but the male from two years later; decreeing puberty (to consist)
in years, not in espousals or nuptials.” Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, XI.x, p. 34. Cf. Alberici and
Harlow: ‘A period of female youth is often dismissed because of an apparently early age of marriage. This
view fails to take into account that the legal minimum age of marriage for girls, which was twelve, was
exactly that — an appropriate minimum age. Twelve might be considered a reasonable age for the end of
childhood, but certainly not all girls married at that age. [...] A lower age of marriage, previously
associated with girls from pagan families, was in fact a class distinction, indicating that the trend for an
earlier age of marriage was common among elite families but not among the population as a whole. The
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authorisation of perpetual virginity, the term “virgin” would have indicated a young,
unmarried girl. Culturally a child was not required to veil, and this seems to be used by
Tertullian’s opponents to assert a past precedent for the custom of keeping all virgins
unveiled.” Tertullian declares that this particular type of virginity, that is, natural
virginity, ceases at puberty with sexual awakening:
For a virgin ceases to be a virgin from the time that it becomes possible for her
not to be one. And accordingly, among Israel, it is unlawful to deliver one to a
husband except after the attestation by blood of her maturity; thus, before this
indication, the nature is unripe. Therefore if she is a virgin so long as she is
unripe, she ceases to be a virgin when she is perceived to be ripe; and, as not-
virgin, is now subject to the law, just as she is to marriage.”
Tertullian argued that the coincidence of marriage with puberty had obscured the real
cultural reason for the adoption of the veil; it should not be read as signifying marriage,
but rather sexual maturity. The sexual awakening attendant on puberty, Tertullian argued,
can be seen as a form of marriage:
Another secret mother, Nature, and another hidden father, Time, have wedded
their daughter to their own laws. Behold that virgin-daughter of yours already

wedded — her soul by expectancy, her flesh by transformation — for whom you are
preparing a second husband!™*

maintenance of wealth and property would have been much more of a concern for affluent families, who
would therefore want to secure marriage alliances as soon as possible.” Lisa A. Alberici and Mary Harlow,
‘Age and Innocence: Female Transitions to Adulthood in Late Antiquity’, Hesperis Supplements, Vol. 41,
Constructions of Childhood in Ancient Greece and Italy (2007), 193-203, (pp. 194-5).

"2 Although Tertullian reinforces the cultural norm of allowing children to remain unveiled in the treatise
(Cf. Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, XI, p. 34), he does not recognise this as justification for the
unveiling of all virgins. The childish virgin should be veiled only ‘“from the time when she begins to be
self-conscious, and to awake to the sense of her own nature, and to emerge from the virgin’s (sense), and to
experience that novel (sensation) which belongs to the succeeding age’ .Tertullian, De virginibus velandis,
XLii, p. 34. Tertullian likens the change in consciousness to that of Adam and Eve after the Fall: ‘For
withal the founders of the race, Adam and Eve, so long as they were without intelligence, went “naked;”
but after they tasted of “the tree of recognition,” they were first sensible of nothing more than the cause of
their shame. Thus they each marked their intelligence of their own sex by a covering’. Tertullian, De
virginibus velandis, XL.iii, p. 34. Cf. Benson: “as girls under the betrothal age of twelve years wore no veils,
a claim had been made by certain dedicated virgins to continue the symbolic freedom of the age of
innocence, and at least in church to lay aside the covering which elsewhere public opinion enforced.’
Benson, Cyprian, p. 53.

" Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, X1.iv-v, p. 34.

™ Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, X1.vii-viii, p. 34.
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Tertullian catches his opponents in a double-bind, using their understanding of the
significance of the veil as well as his own to gain his point: if the veil indicates sexuality
and marriage, as Tertullian’s opponents claim, then virgins who anticipate marriage must
veil because they have already lost the virginity of the mind. In support of this argument,
Tertullian cites the scriptural example of Rebecca (Genesis 24: 64, 65), who veiled her
head as soon as she learned that she was to be married.” Also, cultural practices support
this reading: brides are brought to the groom veiled, as if they are already married in their
heart.”® Such an expectation of marriage comes with sexual maturity, and, therefore, all
girls should veil when they reach puberty. If, on the other hand, the veil signifies modesty
as Tertullian asserts, then yet again all virgins should veil from the age of puberty, for it
is the time when women come of an age to invite concupiscence, as well as to anticipate
it in themselves. The veil, therefore, seems to have several different meanings and
Tertullian utilises them all to support his argument.

iv. Women and Virgins
In their argument, the unveiled virgins cited I Corinthians 7, in which Saint Paul makes a
distinction between virgins and (married) women in order to claim a biblical sanction for
the unveiling of virgins.”” In this passage, they claimed that Paul uses the term ‘woman’

to mean ‘married woman’.”® Such an interpretation of the meaning of “‘woman’, they

> Cf. Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, X1.vii, p. 34.

76 Cf. Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, XI, p. 34.

" Cf. Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, IV, p. 29. Cf. Paul: ‘But he that is with a wife, is solicitous for the
things of the world, how he may please his wife: and he is divided. And the unmarried woman and the
virgin thinketh on the things of the Lord, that she may be holy in both in body and in spirit. But she that is
married thinketh on the things of the world, how she may please her husband’ (I Corinthians 7: 33-4).

"8 Tertullian also discusses this argument in De Oratione: ‘For they who allow to virgins immunity from
head covering, appear to rest on this; that the apostle has not defined “virgins” by name, but “women,” as
“to be veiled;” nor the sex generally, so as to say “females,” but a class of the sex, by saying “women:” for
if he had named the sex by saying “females,” he would have made his limit absolute for every woman; but
while he names one class of the sex, he separates another class by being silent. For, they say, he might
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argue, exempts them from Saint Paul’s requirement for women to veil in | Corinthians
11. He makes no such stipulation for the veiling of ‘virgins’:"®
Every man praying or prophesying with his head covered, disgraceth his head.
But every woman praying or prophesying with her head not covered, disgraceth
her head: for it is all one as if she were shaven. For if a woman be not covered, let
her be shorn. But if it be a shame to a woman to be shorn or made bald, let her
cover her head. (I Corinthians 11: 4-6)%°
The argument against veiling, then, pivots on the assumption that the term ‘woman’
always refers to a sexually experienced female, and thus assumes that “virgin’ is a
diametrically opposed category to ‘woman’. Although Tertullian does accept that
sometimes in Scripture ‘woman’ does have this nuance,® at other times, he says, it
signifies the whole species of womankind. Saint Paul’s injunction for women to veil
expresses the latter nuance not least because he does not make a separate
recommendation for virgins.®? Tertullian explains that Saint Paul separates “virgins’ and
‘women’ in | Corinthians 7 only insofar as (married) women are concerned for the things

of their husbands, whereas the virgin is concerned with the things of the Lord. Saint

Paul’s passage in | Corinthians 11, he says, is not concerned with the distinction that he

” 3

either have named “virgins” specially; or generally, by a compendious term “females”.” Tertullian, De
Oratione, XXI, p. 687.

7 Cf. Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, 1V, pp. 29-30.

8 The full section runs as follows: ‘But | would have you know, that the head of every man is Christ; and
the head of the woman is the man; and the head of Christ is God. Every man praying or prophesying with
his head covered, disgraceth his head. But every woman praying or prophesying with her head not covered,
disgraceth her head: for it is all one as if she were shaven. For if a woman be not covered, let her be shorn.
But if it be a shame to a woman to be shorn or made bald, let her cover her head. The man indeed ought not
to cover his head, because he is the image and glory of God; but the woman is the glory of the man. For the
man is not of the woman, but the woman of the man. For the man was not created for the woman, but the
woman for the man. Therefore ought the woman to have a power over her head, because of the angels’ (I
Corinthians 11: 3-10).

8 |In De Carne Christi, Tertullian reads a biblical reference to ‘woman’ as referring to a sexually
experienced woman; here ‘woman’ refers to ‘the condition of the “opened womb” which ensues in
marriage’. In the same treatise he says that the Apostle’s reference to Mary as ‘a woman’ refers to her
station as a wife rather than a virgin. Tertullian, De Carne Christi, XXIII, p. 541.

8 Cf. Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, IV, pp. 29-30. Tertullian also demonstrates that Paul’s other
recommendations for women’s behaviour, such as not being permitted to speak in Church, and not to hold
sacerdotal office, is likewise appropriate behaviour for virgins. Cf. Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, IX, p.
33.
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makes in chapter 7, but groups virgins and wives into the general term ‘women’ as the
command is applicable to both parties.?® Tertullian clarifies the terms:
The word (expressing the) natural (distinction) is female. Of the natural word, the
general word is woman. Of the general, again, the special is virgin, or wife, or
widow, or whatever other names, even of the successive stages of life, are added
hereto. Subject, therefore, the special is to the general (because the general is
prior); and the succedent to the antecedent, and the partial to the universal: (each)
is implied in the word itself to which it is subject; and is signified in it, because
contained in it.%*
Tertullian’s explanation of the terms seems to be as follows: the natural expresses the
distinction of the female from the male (this distinction applies to all creatures); the
general distinguishes the female human (woman) from female creatures and also from
the human male (man); and the special distinguishes between subcategories of ‘woman:
the virgin, wife, and widow. In support of his understanding that virgins are included in a
more generic category of women, Tertullian provides scriptural evidence that both Eve
(pre-fall) and the Blessed Virgin Mary are referred to in the Bible as “virgins’ and
‘women’ although they are sexually inexperienced.® Tertullian is also quick to point out
that the virgins in the Corinthian church, the descendants of the Christian community to
whom Saint Paul addressed his letter, veil their virgins and so their practice supports his
interpretation of the epistle’s meaning.®
V. Exposed Virgins

The exposed virgins, apart from being reluctant to veil because it identified them as

sexually experienced ‘women’, also rejected the veil because they wished to be visually

8 Tertullian says: “in these (passages), in which he [Saint Paul] does not name a virgin, he points out (by
not making the distinction) community of condition.” Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, IV.ii, p. 29.

8 Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, IV.vii-viii, pp. 29-30

8 Cf. Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, V-V1, pp. 30-1.

8 Tertullian states: “So, too, did the Corinthians themselves understand him. In fact, at this day the
Corinthians do veil their virgins. What the apostle taught, their disciples approve.” Tertullian, De virginibus
velandis, VIILviii, p. 33.
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distinguishable from married women. Such a desire for attention seems to indicate
vainglory and the fault of pride on the part of the virgins who have been consecrated.
Tertullian exposes the arrogance of such a move by noting that the *spadones voluntarii’,
apparently male virgins (an allusion to the voluntary eunuchs in Matthew’s Gospel which
authorises virginity in Christ’s own words),?’ are not afforded a special privilege in
church to increase their distinction, even though they deserve greater merit as it is harder
for them to remain continent due to men’s natural ardour for women.®® He takes the issue
ad absurdum by stating that if virgins can claim a mark of distinction in the church by
unveiling, then male virgins should claim a similar distinction by veiling: an utterly
ridiculous proposition.® Tertullian also relates an anecdote of a virgin who, apparently
for vainglory, had decided to sit in the space reserved for the community of widows in
the church. Benson notes that the bishop had allowed the virgin to sit amongst the
widows.® Tertullian exclaims at such a monstrosity as a virgin-widow, whose bare head

belied the testimony of her seat:

87 Cf. Matthew: ‘For there are eunuchs, who were born so from their mother’s womb: and there are
eunuchs, who were made so by men: and there are eunuchs, who have made themselves eunuchs for the
kingdom of heaven. He that can take it, let him take it (Matthew 19: 12).

8 Cf. Tertullian: “The more their sex is eager and warm towards females, so much the more toil does the
continence of (this) greater ardour involve; and therefore the worthier is it of all ostentation, if ostentation
of virginity is dignity.” Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, X.iii, p. 33.

8 Tertullian states that unveiling is not permitted ‘on the ground of any distinction whatever. Otherwise, it
were sufficiently discourteous, that while females, subjected as they are throughout to men, bear in their
front the honourable mark of their virginity, whereby they may be looked up to and gazed at on all sides
and magnified by the brethren, so many men-virgins, so many voluntary eunuchs, should carry their glory
in secret, carrying no token to make them, too, illustrious. For they, too, will be bound to claim some
distinction for themselves [...] let the opposite course be taken, and let them lurk in the churches with head
veiled.” Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, X.i-ii, p. 33. It appears from this discussion that neither male nor
female virgins had a distinct place in the church.

% Cf. Benson: “The order of sexagenarian “Widows,” (who must have married but once and brought up
children,) had a seat of honour in the Church, but in Tertullian’s time was first seen by permission of the
then bishop “the monstrous marvel” of a maiden seated among them, and unlike them sitting unveiled.’
Benson, Cyprian, p. 53.
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The more portentous indeed, that not even as a widow did she veil her head;
denying herself either way; both as a virgin, in that she is counted a widow, and as
widow, in that she is styled a virgin.**
Tertullian observes that widows have a seat of honour because they have travelled the
“whole course of probation whereby a female can be tested’.%? Such training, which the
virgins lacked, equips widows to offer comfort to others in the Christian community.
Tertullian’s angry reaction against virgins sitting in the seat of widows, however, does
not quite accord with his hierarchy of chastity which he provides in De exhortatione
castitatis.”® In this schema he places widows in the third order of chastity, below virgins.
It must, therefore, be the wanton display of virginity in the Church that Tertullian objects
to, and which belies their claim to any spiritual purity. Such a move, for Tertullian, is
simply another version of unveiling, an attempt to solicit attention and not a sign of piety.
Throughout the treatise Tertullian suggests that the real intention behind the
virgins’ desire to remain unveiled, and that of their male supporters, is a mutual desire to
see and be seen:
For that custom which belies virgins while it exhibits them, would never have
been approved by any except by some men who must have been similar in
character to the virgins themselves. Such eyes will wish that a virgin be seen as
has the virgin who shall wish to be seen. The same kind of eyes reciprocally crave
after each other. Seeing and being seen belong to the self-same lust. To blush if he
see ag\‘{irgin is as much a mark of a chaste man, as of a chaste virgin if seen by a
man.

The demand for the universal unveiling of virgins, says Tertullian, is merely a pretext for

lustful glances on the part of the male supporters, and for enticing lust on the part of the

*! Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, IX.v, p. 33.

% Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, IX.vi, p. 33.

% Cf. Tertullian: “The first species is, virginity from one’s birth: the second, virginity from one’s second
birth, that is, from the font; which (second virginity) either in the marriage state keeps (its subject) pure by
mutual compact, or else perseveres in widowhood from choice: a third grade remains, monogamy, when,
after the interception of a marriage once contracted, there is thereafter a renunciation of sexual connection.’
Tertullian, De exhortatione castitatis, I, p. 50.

% Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, I1.iv-v, p. 28.
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virgins. He does not absolve the virgins from the guilt of the masculine gaze because they
have contributed to the men’s spiritual demise by insisting on exhibiting their beauty and
actively soliciting their attention. Their unveiling indicates that they are sexual creatures
(or ‘women’, as Tertullian’s opponents would define it) and, once unveiled, these
licentious creatures give further evidence of their (sexual) “‘womanhood’ through
adornment:
As soon as they have understood themselves to be women, withdraw themselves
from virgins, laying aside (beginning with the head itself) their former selves: dye
their hair; and fasten their hair with more wanton pin; professing manifest
womanhood with their hair parted at the front. The next thing is, they consult the
looking-glass to aid their beauty, and thin down their over-exacting face with
washing, perhaps withal vamp it up with cosmetics, toss their mantle about them
with an air, fit tightly the multiform shoe, carry down more ample appliances to
the baths.*®
Tertullian utilises his opponents’ understanding of the veil as an indicator of sexual
experience. The masking of the face with cosmetics and adornments, Tertullian argues, is
another type of covering, a perverse form of the “veil’. This is that “veil” which is
indicative of sexual experience. In contrast, the garment that the unveiled virgins object
to which hides female beauty is not a declaration of sexual experience but is, instead, an
indicator of modesty. So, by adorning themselves, virgins express by means other than
the veil worn by married women that they are truly women of the world and only “play
the virgin®.%
Tertullian also takes the virgins to task for their objection to veiling on the

grounds that they will look like sexually experienced women since unveiling similarly

causes semiotic confusion. Bruce W. Winter observes that Augustan marriage law

% Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, XIL.iii-iv, p. 35.
% Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, XIl.v, p. 35.
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stipulated that a matron convicted of adultery “were no longer eligible to wear the
marriage veil’.*” He further quotes McGinn, who says that
“The lex lulia specified certain articles of clothing — such as the stola and vittae —
as peculiar to matronae and forbade these to be worn by prostitutes [...] Matrons
were not compelled by law to wear the stola and the other “matronal” items of
clothing’. The veil however was worn to signify the woman was married.*®
Therefore, the unveiled woman is disassociated from the matron, but as a consequence
may be mistaken visually for an adulteress or prostitute. Tertullian’s language echoes this
sumptuary distinction by explicitly connecting public exposure of virgins with
prostitution:
Tamen tolerabilius apud nos ad usque proxime utrique consuetudini
communicabatur; arbitrio commissa res erat, ut quaeque voluisset, aut tegi aut
prostitui, sicut et nubere, quod et ipsum neque cogitur neque prohibetur.*
Still, until very recently, among us, either custom was, with comparative
indifference, admitted to communion. The matter had been left to choice, for each
virgin to veil herself or expose herself, as she might have chosen, just as (she had
equal liberty) as to marrying, which itself withal is neither enforced nor
prohibited.*®
Tertullian deliberately uses the verb “prostitui’, which means ‘to prostitute’ or
‘dishonour’, to indicate the sexual nature of such exposure; the virgins declare
themselves to be sexually available by exposure; it is not a declaration of virginity.
Tertullian further notes the discrepancy within the practice of the unveiled virgins, who
insist on unveiling while in church, but veiled when they went about in public. Their

concern to veil among the pagans implies a tacit acknowledgement that unveiling

signifies sexual availability, or at the very least invites male attention:

% Bruce W. Winter, Roman Wives, Roman Widows: The Appearance of New Women and the Pauline
Communities (Michigan and Cambridge: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2003), p. 42.

% Winter, Roman Wives, Roman Widows, p. 43, quoting T. A. J. McGinn, Prostitution, Sexuality and the
Law (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 162.

% Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, 111.i.

100 Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, 111.i, p. 28.
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as they veil their head in presence of heathens, let them at all events in the church
conceal their virginity, which they do veil outside the church. They fear strangers:
let them stand in awe of the brethren too; or else let them have the consistent
hardihood to appear as virgins in the streets as well, as they have the hardihood to
do in the churches.'®
The discrepancy between the virgins’ veiling themselves before pagans and exposing
themselves before the brethren indicates an inconsistency in their understanding of the
veil. Either the unveiled virgins, when they veil in public are stating to the pagans that
they are sexually experienced, but then declaring to the brethren that they are virginal by
unveiling, or they are signalling to the pagans that they are sexually unavailable, in which
case they are then indicating to the brethren that they are sexually available. Either way,
there is no consistency in the signification of the veil which oscillates between indicating
virginity and sexual experience. Tertullian continues to associate such virgins with
prostitution by using mercantile language:

laudabo vigorem, si aliquid et apud ethnicos virginitatis nundinarint.

I will praise their vigour, if they succeed in selling aught of virginity among the
heathens withal.'%?

Tertullian’s double entendre puns on the saleability of their particular type of virginity
with the use of the verb ‘nundinarint’, which means to sell in the marketplace. The
vigour, which he will praise, implies a certain amount of physical stamina in their
transactions. It also suggests an impossible missionary activity, as heathens have no
practice of ritual celibacy.

Not only does Tertullian expose the possibility of women masquerading as virgins

who are spiritually polluted, but also of those who are bodily polluted as well:

191 Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, XIIL.i, p. 35.
192 Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, XIIL.i, p. 35.



69

Deservedly, therefore, while they do not cover their head, in order that they may
be solicited for the sake of glory, they are forced to cover their bellies by the ruin
resulting from infirmity. For it is emulation, not religion, which impels them.
Sometimes it is that god — their belly — himself; because the brotherhood readily
undertakes the maintenance of virgins. But, moreover, it is not merely that they
are ruined, but they draw after them “a long rope of sins.” [Isaiah 5: 18]'%

Using the unveiled virgins’ understanding of the significance of exposure, Tertullian
suggests that the fact that they cover their bodies is tantamount to an admission of sexual
indiscretions. In the passage above, there also seems to be an implied financial motive for
women to adopt virginity, as Tertullian alludes to the support that the Church gives to
virgins. Tertullian suggests that such women who have a false vocation based on their
devotion to their ‘bellies’ are likely to fall into sinfulness. The belly is also used
punningly, as it suggests the burgeoning waistline through gluttony (which in his treatise
De jejuniis, On Fasting, he links with Adam’s sin'® and the inevitable progression
towards sexual sins),*® but also pregnancy:
What audacities, again, will (such an one) venture on with regard to her womb,
for fear of being detected in being a mother as well! God knows how many
infants He has helped to perfection and through gestation till they were born
sound and whole, after being long fought against by their mothers! Such virgins
ever conceive with the readiest facility, and have the happiest deliveries, and

children indeed most like to their fathers! These crimes does a forced and
unwilling virginity incur.®

104 cf. Tertullian: ‘Adam [...] yielded more readily to his belly than to God, heeded the meat rather than the
mandate, and sold salvation for his gullet!” Tertullian, De jejuniis (On Fasting), Ill, in Ante-Nicene
Fathers: Fathers of the Third Century. Tertullian, Part Fourth; Minucius Felix; Commodian; Origen,
Parts First and Second, trans. Rev. S. Thelwall (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995 [1885]), pp. 102-115,
(p. 103).

195 ¢f. Tertullian: ‘Lust without voracity would certainly be considered a monstrous phenomenon; since
these two are so united and concrete, that, had there been any possibility of disjoining them, the pudenda
would not have been affixed to the belly itself rather than elsewhere. Look at the body: the region (of these
members) is one and the same. In short, the order of the vices is proportionate to the arrangement of the
members. First, the belly; and then immediately the materials of all other species of lasciviousness are laid
subordinately to daintiness: through love of eating, love of impurity finds passage.” Tertullian, De jejuniis,
I, p. 102.

1% Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, XIV.vii-ix, p. 36.
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The crimes of these false virgins, who feign holiness to hide their sinfulness, keep
mounting up. Not only do they use the Church to indulge in gluttony and concupiscence,
but in order to conceal their crimes they try to destroy their babies, who belong to God
and only survive by His grace. After such a fall from grace those so-called virgins still
have the temerity to attend church with head uncovered; unveiling thus becomes a
disguise for their infidelity:

If an uncovered head is a recognised mark of virginity, (then) if any virgin falls

from the grace of virginity, she remains permanently with head uncovered, for

fear of discovery, and walks about in a garb which then indeed is another’s.

Conscious of a now undoubted womanhood, they have the audacity to draw near

to God with head bare.'”’

Not only is Tertullian highlighting an objectional duplicity in those who falsely make
claim to a state of holiness, but he also identifies a practical problem. Unveiling, because
it draws attention to the state of virginity, would force fallen virgins to remain unveiled to
avoid shame. They have no option because they are so visible; their sins therefore would
also be laid bare if they suddenly began to veil themselves.

Tertullian’s solution to the various intricate problems of virginal habit is,
following Saint Paul, to recommend a universal veiling: betrothed virgins are spiritually
married already, and, he argues, those who are unmarried but acting promiscuously are
married in the flesh. Thus he declares:

Recognise the woman, aye, recognise the wedded woman, by the testimonies both

of body and of spirit, which she experiences both in conscience and in flesh.

These are the earlier tablets of natural espousals and nuptials. Impose a veil

externally upon her who has (already) a covering internally. Let her whose lower
parts are not bare have her upper likewise covered.®®

97 Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, XIV.iv, p. 36.
198 Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, XIL.i, pp. 34-5.
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He points out, perhaps a little crudely, that the offending lower parts, the seat of their
concupiscence, are veiled — and hence, according to his opponents’ definition, admitting
fault — so likewise they should wear a veil on their head to fully acknowledge that they
are (sexually aware) women. If virgins are spiritually impure (i.e. the type of virgin who
would protest their right to unveil in church), then they ought to veil, too, because they
are really sexually polluted in mind, due to their desire to attract male attention. Finally,
if a woman is truly a virgin, then she ought to veil out of modesty. The veil, in other
words, is appropriate for all categories of ‘woman’.

Vi. Sponsa Christi
Tertullian’s masterstroke to defeat the recalcitrant virgins on their own territory is the

image of the sponsa Christi, the bride of Christ.*®

The unveiled virgins refuse to veil
because they do not want to seem to be brides, but, Tertullian declares, they are brides
and, therefore, by their own admission, should veil:
For wedded you are to Christ: to Him you have surrendered your flesh; to Him
you have espoused your maturity. Walk in accordance with the will of your
Espoused. Christ is He who bids the espoused and wives of course to veil
themselves; (and) of course, much more His own.**°
Tertullian is, thus, an early witness to, and possible originator of, the tradition of virgins

as the sponsa Christi.**! The idea of Christ as the Bridegroom is one which ultimately

199 Alberici and Harlow note that ‘[t]he pre-Christian Roman view of this part of the life course makes one
thing quite clear: marriage was the socially significant ritual that denoted the end of childhood and
transition to adulthood for women. [...] the association of the veiling of holy virgins with overtly bridal
implications also reveal certain assumptions about when and how a girl became part of the adult world.’
Alberici and Harlow, ‘Age and Innocence’, p. 193.

10 Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, XV1.vi, p. 37.

11 Cf. Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, 111, p. 28. Cf. Tertullian: “You do well in falsely assuming the
married character, if you veil your head; nay, you do not seem to assume it falsely, for you are wedded to
Christ: to Him have you surrendered your body; act as becomes your Husband’s discipline. If He bids the
brides of others to be veiled, His own, of course, much more.” Tertullian, De Oratione, XXII, p. 689.
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derives from the Bible.'*? However, the metaphor usually refers to the union of Christ
with his bride, the Church. Saint John, for instance, refers to the heavenly Jerusalem as
‘the bride, the wife of the Lamb’.*** Also, Saint Paul explicitly uses marriage as a
metaphor for Christ’s union with his people:
Because we are members of his body, of his flesh, and of his bones. For this
cause shall a man leave his father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife, and
they shall be two in one flesh. This is a great sacrament; but | speak in Christ and
in the church. (Ephesians 5: 32)**
The use of marriage as a metaphor for expressing the union of God and His people has a
long tradition in Judaic exegesis, especially in the interpretation of the Song of Songs.*®
Origen (c. 184/5-253/4), who was a younger contemporary of Tertullian, produced a
lengthy commentary on Canticles which not only explores the metaphor of marriage as

expressing the union of God and the Church (formerly the synagogue), but also the union

of God and the individual Christian soul.*® The fact that Tertullian exhorts virgins with

2 Cf. Psalms 18: 6; Isaiah 61: 10; 62: 5; Jeremiah 7: 34; 16: 9; 25:10; 33: 11; Baruch 2: 23; Joel 2: 16; |
Maccabees 1: 28; 9: 39; Matthew 9: 15; 25: 5-6; 25: 10; Mark 2: 19-20; Luke 5: 34-5; John 2: 9; 3: 29;
Apocalypse 18: 23.

113 cf. Apocalypse: ‘And there came on of the seven angels, who had the vials full of the seven last
plagues, and spoke with me, saying: Come, and | will shew thee the bride, the wife of the Lamb’
(Apocalypse 21: 9).

114 cf. Paul: ‘1 am jealous of you with a jealousy of God. For I have espoused you to one husband that |
may present you as a chaste virgin to Christ’ (11 Corinthians 11: 2).

115 Cf. Lawson: ‘Already the Synagogue had identified the bride of this Song with Yahweh’s chosen people
Israel; and so the thought quite readily suggested itself to the Fathers that the bride should be sought in
God’s new people, in the mystery of its nuptial union with Christ, as is set forth by the Apostle in his Letter
tot eh Ephesians (5: 32). As a matter of fact, all the Greek exegetes of the Canticle have been very partial to
the ecclesiological interpretation, or at least have tolerated it.” R. P. Lawson, ‘Introduction’ to Origen,
Commentary on the Song of Songs, .i, in Origen: The Song of Songs Commentary and Homilies trans. R.
P. Lawson (New York: Newman Press, [1956 — no date for reprint]) p. 7.

118 Cf. Origen: “the appellations of Bride and Bridegroom denote either the Church in her relation to Christ,
or the soul in her union with the Word of God.” Origen, Commentary on the Song of Songs, L.i, in Origen:
The Song of Songs Commentary and Homilies trans. R. P. Lawson (New York: Newman Press, [1956 — no
date for reprint]) p. 58.
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reference to their status as a sponsa Christi suggests that this epithet was applied quite
early on to consecrated virgins.**’
vii.  Regulation and Definition of Virginity
De virginibus velandis indicates that there was some confusion in the Early Church about
the definition of virginity, the expression of it and the nature of its role in the Church.
Tertullian’s comments demonstrate that the role of virgins was conceptualised as
different from widows, whose seem to have functioned in the Church in a charitable
capacity. It is difficult, however, to decipher what the position of consecrated virgins was
in the Church, as, unlike widows, they did not have a designated seat, yet the Church
supported them financially, presumably to enable them to carry out their vocation. The
allusion to a virgin sitting in the widows’ place at mass with the permission of the bishop
seems to suggest the beginnings of a formal space for virgins in the congregation, and
therefore an attainment of the visual distinction which, it seems, some so desired.
Although precise historical details about early virgins are scarce in the treatise, it
offers an insight into the development of the understanding of virginity. Not only does
Tertullian prove instrumental in the reinscription of the veil to suit Christian virgins, but
he delineates an understanding of virginity that is predicated on spiritual purity as well as
physical purity. For him, the veil is not just a symbol of virginity, although it is this too,

but a practical means by which virgins could protect their virginity:

7 With regard to the image of the sponsa Christi, Boniface Ramsey states: ‘By the beginning of the third
century, however, we see that concept being applied to virgins by Tertullian, when he admonishes them to
wear the veil that married women were accustomed to wear’. Boniface Ramsey, Beginning to Read the
Fathers (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1986), pp. 142-3. McNamara implies that Tertullian came
up with the epithet in order to suppress female agency: ‘Almost by accident, judging from the off-handed
tone of the passage, Tertullian had stumbled on what the clergy would come to regard as a perfect solution
to the dilemma. [...] The idea of the virgin as the bride of Christ suggested a way of defining her position
that freed the clergy to praise and admire her without fearing her competition.” McNamara, A New Song, p.
121.
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Nay but true and absolute and pure virginity [...] betakes itself for refuge to the
veil of the head as to a helmet, as to a shield, to protect its glory against the blows
of temptations, against the darts of scandals, against suspicions and whispers and
emulation; (against) envy also itself.'®
Tertullian combines the image of the sponsa Christi with that of the miles Christi from
Ephesians 6;'*° the veil provides the spiritual armour necessary for the virgin to defend
herself from temptation (both being tempted and being a temptation for others), from any
doubts as to the veracity of her virginity, from slander and from envy through fascination.
Tertullian’s use of the sponsa Christi to virgins, rather than the more usual application of
the image to the Christian Church or the Christian soul, is the beginning of one of the
most enduring motifs in the tradition of virginity.

The insistence on the compulsory veiling of consecrated virgins is the beginning
of the regulation of virginity and a series of outward signs which help to manifest the
spiritual purity of virginity. Importantly, it was not an attempt by male authors to
‘display’ virginity, but rather the reverse; it was a group of unveiled virgins, and their
supporters, who were in favour of the displaying of the virginal body, both in a figurative
and literal way, whereas Tertullian insisted on veiling the glory of virginity. Veiling, he
argues, at once exhibits piety and hides it. Tertullian is thus in no doubt about the need
120

for veiling which unambiguously signals modesty, even as it hides the virginal body.

Tertullian’s concern about false semblances of virginity is a recurring feature in the later

118 Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, XV.i, p. 36.

119 Cf. Paul: “Put on your armour of God, that you may be able to stand against the deceits of the devil. For
our wrestling is not against flesh and blood; but against principalities and powers, against rulers of the
world of this darkness, against the spirits of wickedness in the high places. Therefore take unto you the
armour of God, that you may be able to resist in the evil day, and to stand in all things perfect. Stand
therefore, having your loins girt about with truth, and having on the breastplate of justice, and your feet
shod with the preparation of the gospel of peace: In all things taking the shield of faith, wherewith you may
be able to extinguish all the fiery darts of the most wicked one. And take unto you the helmet of salvation,
and the sword of the Spirit (which is the word of God)’ (Ephesians 6: 11-17).

120 cf. Tertullian: “‘She who conceals her virginity, by that fact denies even her womanhood.” Tertullian, De
virginibus velandis, XV.iv, p. 36.
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tradition, and, indeed, the false virgin is a figure who appears to be born alongside the
ideal. Tertullian places the guilt for these false virgins who behave like harlots on a
“forced and unwilling virginity’.*? He insists that the value of virginity lies in its free
choice, and this also remains a constant feature throughout the tradition.'?* He lays the
blame for false vocations squarely on the Church, which encourages virginity
indiscriminately because of the glory accrued by it.**® The issue of veiling and the
problems of false virgins caused Tertullian to seek a clearer definition of virginity and its
role in the Church; the result is a reinforcement of the theological understanding of
virginity as a combined spiritual and bodily state, an understanding that Paul had given in

| Corinthians 7.

121 Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, XIV.ix, p. 36.

122 cf. Saint Paul: ‘I think, therefore, that this is good for the present necessity, because it is good for a man
so to be. [...] But more blessed shall she be, if she so remain, according to my counsel, and I think that I
also have the Spirit of God’ (I Corinthians 7: 26; 40).

123 Cf. Tertullian: *They report a saying uttered at one time by some one when first this question was
mooted, “And how shall we invite the other (virgins) to similar conduct?” Forsooth, it is their numbers that
make us happy, and not the grace of God and the merits of each individual! Is it virgins who (adorn or
commend) the Church in the sight of God, or the Church which adorns or commends virgins? (Our
objector) has therefore confessed that “glory” lies at the root of the matter. Well, where glory is, there is
solicitation; where solicitation, there compulsion; where compulsion, there necessity; where necessity,
there infirmity.” Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, XIV.i-ii, p. 35.
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Il. Cyprian
The life of Thacius Caecilius Cyprianus (c. A.D. 202-258), the Bishop of Carthage (the
most importance See in North Africa) and a martyr, comes to us via several sources.
These include the Life of Cyprian by the deacon Pontius,' the Consular Acts of
Carthage,” which includes an account of his martyrdom, some later information from
Saint Jerome and Saint Augustine, and, most importantly, writings from Cyprian’s own
hand. Cyprian wrote several treatises and 81 letters of his correspondence are extant.* It is
generally assumed that he was born in Carthage,” but Edward White Benson believed that
as Cyprian was voluble in his praise for Carthage he would not have then failed to claim

it for his native birthplace.® Cyprian was a pagan convert, but, as Allen Brent points out,

! Cf. Deferrari: ‘[The] short memoir of [Cyprian’s] life written by his deacon Pontius [...] is the first
Christian biography that attained popularity. It is by no means a finished literary product, and it is
important chiefly because of its originality in the field.” Roy J. Deferrari, ‘Introduction’ to Saint Cyprian:
Treatises, ed. Roy J. Deferrari (Washington: The Catholic University of America Press, 1981[1958]), pp. V-
Xii, (p. V).

2 Cf. Deferrari: ‘For the details leading to his martyrdom itself the proconsular acts of Saint Cyprian inform
us rather fully. These are based on official reports put together with connecting phrases by an editor, and
consist of three separate documents covering the following events: the first trial that sent Cyprian to
Curubis in exile, the arrest and second trial, and the execution.” Deferrari, ‘Introduction’ to Saint Cyprian:
Treatises, p. V.

% Saint Jerome’s biography is short. Of Cyprian’s earlier life, Jerome says: “at first he taught rhetoric with
distinction.” Saint Jerome, ‘LXVII. Cyprian the Bishop’, in On lllustrious Men (De viris illustribus), trans.
Thomas P. Halton (Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1999), p. 95. Halton
notes that Jerome’s source is Lactantius (p. 95n. 2). Cf. Lactantius: ‘“There was, however, one exceptional
and brilliant one, Cyprian, because he had acquired great glory for himself in the profession of the art of
oratory, and he write very many wonderful works in his own manner. For he had an ability in speaking,
easy, fluent, pleasant, and, what is of prime importance in speech, it was clear, so that you cannot
distinguish whether he was more successful in explanation , or more powerful in persuasion.” Lactantius,
The Divine Institutions, V.iv, trans. Sister Mary Francis McDonald, ed. Roy J. Deferrari (Washington D.C.:
The Catholic University of America Press, 1964), p. 337.

* Cf. Sister Rose Bernard Donna: ‘Of these letters, fifty-nine were written by Cyprian himself and six more,
emanating from Carthaginian Councils or Synods, were largely his work also. Sixteen letters were written
by others; apparently eleven are lost.” Sister Rose Bernard Donna, ‘Introduction’ to Saint Cyprian: Letters
(1-18), trans. Sister Rose Bernard Donna (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press,
1981 [1964]), pp. iX-xxv, (p. iX).

> Cf. Brent: ‘His ancestral country estate (horti) was in his birthplace, Carthage. Thus he owed both wealth
and education to his family and not to a patron.” Allen Brent, ‘Introduction’ to St Cyprian of Carthage: On
the Church. Select Letters, trans. Allen Brent (New York: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2006), pp. 11-46,
(p. 11).

® Cf. Benson: “Of his birthplace or family we know nothing. Both his names [Thascius Cyprianus] are
almost unique in the nomenclature of antiquity and when he speaks affectionately of Carthage as the
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we know very little of his early life because ‘Pontius ignores his pagan life prior to his
conversion, but focuses upon his actions as a bishop and the details of his martyrdom”.’
The life of Cyprian as we have it is thus a life from the time of his birth into the Christian
faith.® After his conversion, c¢. A.D. 246, he embraced celibacy, in order, so Pontius tells
us, that he could devote himself wholeheartedly to God:; ° at the same time, he disposed
all of his wealth charitably.™

Cyprian very quickly rose through the Church hierarchy and was made Bishop of
Carthage just two years after his conversion, around A.D. 248, which Pontius evinces as a
sign of his good works.** Even though Pontius relates how the “entire people by God’s

inspiration leapt forward in his love and honour’ to offer him the Episcopal See,*? there

happiest place on earth to him, — “where God had willed that he should believe and grow up (in the faith)”
— he would scarcely have omitted to claim a native interest in the beloved home, had he possessed it.”
Edward White Benson, Cyprian: His Life. His Times. His Work, (London: Macmillan and Co., 1897), pp.
1-2.

" Brent, *Introduction’ to St Cyprian of Carthage, p. 11.

8 Cf. Pontius the Deacon: ‘At what point, then, shall | begin, - from what direction shall | approach the
description of his goodness except from the beginning of his faith and from his heavenly birth? Inasmuch
as the doings of a man of God should not be reckoned from any point except from the time that he was born
of God. He may have had pursuits previously, and liberal arts may have imbued his mind while engaged
therein; but these things | pass over; for as yet they had nothing to do with anything but his secular
advantage.” Pontius the Deacon, The Life and Passion of Cyprian, Bishop and Martyr, ii, in Ante-Nicene
Fathers. \Vol. V: Hippolytus, Cyprian, Caius, Novation, Appendix, trans. Rev. Ernest Wallis, eds.
Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995 [1886]), p. 267.

% Cf. Pontius: “‘While his faith was in its first rudiments, he believed that before God nothing was worthy in
comparison of the observance of continency. For he thought that the heart might then become what it ought
to be, and the mind attain to the full capacity of truth, if he trod under foot the lust of the flesh with the
robust and healthy vigour of holiness.” Pontius, The Life and Passion of Cyprian, Bishop and Martyr, ii, p.
267.

10 Cf. Pontius: ‘By distributing his means for the relief of the indigence of the poor, by dispensing the
purchase-money of entire estates, he at once realized two benefits, - the contempt of this world’s ambition,
than which nothing is more pernicious, and the observance of that mercy which God has preferred even to
His sacrifices, and which even he did not maintain who said that he had kept all the commandments of the
law; whereby with premature swiftness of piety he almost began to be perfect before he had learnt the way
to be perfect.” Pontius, The Life and Passion of Cyprian, Bishop and Martyr, ii, p. 268.

11 Cf. Pontius: ‘For the proof of his good works I think that this one thing is enough, that by the judgement
of God and the favour of the people, he was chosen to the office of the priesthood and the degree of the
episcopate while still a neophyte, and, as it was considered, a novice.” Pontius, The Life and Passion of
Cyprian, Bishop and Martyr, v, p. 269.

12 Cf. Pontius: ‘[...] when the entire people by God’s inspiration leapt forward in his love and honour, he
humbly withdrew, giving place to men of older standing, and thinking himself unworthy of a claim to so



78

were objections to his swift elevation by ‘some of the elderly presbyters, including one
Novatus’, who was later to challenge Cyprian’s Episcopal See.*® Brent suggests that the
elderly presbyters may have resented Cyprian’s promotion because it resembled the
older, classical model of upper-class patronage, and thus could be seen to compromise
the purity of the Church:
To them Cyprian might have seemed too much like a secular, Roman patronus
whose links of charity with his subservient clients lead to influence and votes for
the magistracies that he chose to pursue.'*
Cyprian’s elevation to the episcopate is almost contemporaneous with the onset of the

Decian persecution (A.D. 249-50), from which stemmed the major Church controversies

in Cyprian’s episcopate and led to the Novatian schism.'® During the persecution,

great honour, so that he thus became more worthy. For he is made more worthy who disposes with what he
deserves.” Pontius, The Life and Passion of Cyprian, Bishop and Martyr, V, p. 269.

3 Deferrari, ‘Introduction’ to Saint Cyprian: Treatises, p. Vi.

1 Brent, “Introduction’ to Saint Cyprian of Carthage, p. 13.

1> The main problem for the Church during the Decian persecution was the issue of the readmission into
communion with the Church of those who had lapsed from the faith. There were two main schools of
thought, the rigorist, who did not countenance readmission except at death, and the laxists, who were
prepared to readmit almost anyone. Brent notes that there various kinds of apostates: ‘we have two
categories of apostates mentioned by Cyprian, namely the sacrificati (‘those who had sacrificed’) and
thurificati (‘those who had offered incense’). A third category consisted of those who never went up to the
Capitoline Temple on the summit of the Byrsa, but bribed the magistrate instead to issue a certificate
saying that they had. These were known as the /ibellatici. For Cyprian all three groups had apostatised.’
Brent, ‘Introduction’ to Saint Cyprian of Carthage, p. 20. Cyprian, initially a rigorist, only allowed
readmission into the Church at the point of death. His authority was complicated by confessors who,
although had remained steadfast in their faith throughout the persecution, had not been made martyrs.
These confessors claimed holy orders by virtue of their constancy under persecution and thus declared their
right to absolve the fallen and readmit them into the Church. (Cf. Brent, ‘Introduction’ to Saint Cyprian of
Carthage, pp. 21-22; For Cyprian’s response to this challenge to his authority, see: Cyprian, On the Fallen;
Epistles., 16; 27; See also Epistles, 17-20; 25-26). The Council of Carthage was held in A.D. 251 in order
to resolve the problem of the readmission of the lapsed. Due to the ever-present threat of Christian
persecution, both at a local level and at an international level (the eighth persecution — the Valerian
Persecution — broke out in 257 A.D., during which Cyprian was martyred), the Council of Carthage decided
to readmit the penitent fallen (Cf. Cyprian, Epistle 57 and 58 (c. A.D. 252), p. 158. See also Brent,
‘Introduction’ to St Cyprian of Carthage, pp. 22-3).The decision of the Carthaginian Council over the
admission of the fallen led to the Novatian schism. Novatian objected to what he saw as a laxist position
and he contested Cornelius’ election to the Roman See, and became the first anti-Pope. Novatus, who had
initially objected to Cyprian’s elevation, was set up as an anti-bishop in Carthage. Brent notes the doctrinal
discrepancy in the alliance between Novatus and Novatian: ‘Novatus, the laxist Carthaginian presbyter, was
now to join the newly consecrated, rigorist bishop Novatian in a marriage of convenience against Cyprian
at Carthage and Cornelius at Rome.” Brent, ‘Introduction’ to Saint Cyprian of Carthage, p. 23. Cornelius
likewise called a Church Council in Rome. Brent says that ‘in both fora [the Councils of Carthage and



79

Cyprian escaped martyrdom only by going into hiding and was roundly criticised for
doing s0.*® His reasoning for avoiding martyrdom was the Carthaginian Church’s
continued need for his leadership, which he felt was more important than his achieving
martyrdom at that time.'” He was, however, martyred nearly ten years later, and is
credited as the first priestly martyr of Carthage.'®

According to Saint Jerome, Cyprian was a great admirer of Tertullian.® An

anecdote in Jerome’s De viris illustribus serves to illustrate Cyprian’s high regard:

Rome] Novatian was condemned and excommunicated. The council decided that those who had bribed
magistrates and not sacrificed (the libellatici) could be received back after examination of individual cases
but not those who had actually sacrificed. Another dispute arose in the aftermath of the Novatian Schism,
concerning the validity of the baptism of those who had been baptised by schismatics. After Cornelius’
death (A.D. 253), Lucius was elected as pontiff. Lucius, however, died only eight months after being
elevated to the Roman See and so was succeeded in A.D. 254 by Pope Stephen. Cyprian and Stephen
disagreed about the issue of rebaptism of heretics and schismatics. Stephen maintained that if a certain
formula had been used (if the neophyte had been baptised in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy
Spirit), then their baptism was valid. Cyprian refused to acknowledge the authority of the schismatics, and
therefore it was not for him a case of rebaptism, but rather he did not accept that the first baptism was in
fact a baptism (Cf. Sister Rose Bernard Donna, “Introduction’, pp. xx-xi). Cyprian’s refusal to conform to
the Roman practices on the issue of the rebaptism of heretics is often interpreted by Protestants as a denial
of the supremacy of the Roman See. Cf. Rev. Ernest Wallis, ‘Introductory Note’ to ‘Cyprian’, in Ante-
Nicene Fathers. Vol. V: Hippolytus, Cyprian, Caius, Novation, Appendix, trans. Rev. Ernest Wallis, eds.
Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995 [1886]), pp. 263-266, (pp.
263-4). However, Catholics point to his strong sense of the unity of the Church and claim that his writings
in every other aspect indicate deference to Rome (Cf. Donna, ‘Introduction’, p. xiv).

18 Cf. Deferrari: ‘Cyprian withdrew to a safe place of hiding. For the rest of his life Cyprian had to defend
himself against the charge of running away in cowardice from his responsibilities. But if he had remained
in Carthage he would certainly have been put to death, and, just as at Rome, it would have been impossible
to elect a new bishop. This would have left the Church at Carthage without a government and have caused
great dangers to others.” Deferrari, ‘Introduction’ to Saint Cyprian: Treatises, p. Vi.

17 pontius notes: ‘Fortunately it occurred then, and truly by the Spirit’s direction, that the man who was
needed for so many and so excellent purposes was withheld from the consummation of martyrdom.’
Pontius, The Life and Passion of Cyprian, Bishop and Martyr, vii, p. 269. Cyprian’s prudence in the Decian
persecution is somewhat justified by the fact that in the Valerian persecution, during which he was
martyred, ‘the sees of Rome and Carthage were vacant for about eleven months.” Deferrari’s ‘Note’ to
Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History, Vol. 11, vi. x, trans. Roy J. Deferrari (New York: Fathers of the Church
Inc., 1953), p. 103 n.7.

18 Cf. Pontius: ‘His passion being thus accomplished, it resulted that Cyprian, who had been an example to
all good men, was also the first who in Africa imbued his priestly crown with blood of martyrdom, because
he was the first who began to be such after the apostles. For from the time at which the Episcopal order is
enumerated at Carthage, not one is ever recorded, even of good men and priests, to have come to suffering.’
Pontius, The Life and Passion of Cyprian, Bishop and Martyr, XiX, p. 274.

19 Wallis, however, states: ‘But while Cyprian is the spiritual son and pupil of Tertullian, we must seek his
characteristics and the key to his whole ministry in the far-off See and city where the disciples were first
called Christians. Cyprian is the Ignatius of the West.” Wallis, ‘Introductory Note’ to ‘Cyprian’, p. 263.



80

At Concordia, a town in Italy, I saw an old man named Paul, who said that, when
he was still a very young man, he had seen in Rome a very old man who had been
secretary of blessed Cyprian and had reported to him that Cyprian was
accustomed never to pass a day without reading Tertullian and would frequently
say to him, ‘Hand me the master,” meaning, of course, Tertullian.?
The influence of Tertullian on Cyprian can be seen particularly in the case of the latter’s
treatise De habitu virginum (On the Dress of Virgins, c. A.D. 248),”* which is indebted to
Tertullian’s tracts on the appropriate clothes for Christian women, De habitu mulierum
and De cultu feminarum. Critics tend to see Cyprian’s treatise as an out and out
plundering of Tertullian’s material, but reformed in a more palatable style as Benson
notes:
We have found already that the amplest plagiarism was permissible; and, this
assumed, there is much literary interest in observing how master of style like
Cyprian deals with the rocky genius of his own ‘Master’. [...] The gain and loss
of the Master in the disciple’s hands are evident; the chief gain was that he
became more readable.?
Although Cyprian’s treatise certainly owes a great deal to Tertullian’s De cultu
feminarum, Cyprian is writing specifically concerning virgins, rather than Christian
women in general. De habitu virginum does more than just replicate Tertullian in more

dulcet tones; it articulates a broader understanding of virginity and insists on a stricter

regulation of its observance. The treatise is also of interest because it appears to provide

20 Jerome, “LIII. Tertullian the presbyter’, in On lllustrious Men, p. 74.

21 Benson dates De habitu virginum to A.D. 248, which is soon after his elevation to the bishopric of
Carthage. Cf. Benson, Cyprian, p. xxii. Sister Angela Elizabeth Keenan states that De habitu virginum is
one of the earliest tracts for virgins along with Methodius’ Convivium decem virginum, and the Pseudo-
Clementine letters Ad virgines. She notes that ‘the exact dates of those treatises are unknown. The general
opinion seems to be that Cyprian wrote his work before 250 and that the remaining two belong to the latter
part of the third century.” Sister Angela Elizabeth Keenan, ‘Introduction to The Dress of Virgins’, in Saint
Cyprian: Treatises, trans. and ed. Roy J. Deferrari (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America
Press, 1981 [1958]), pp. 25-29, (p. 26).

22 Benson, Cyprian, pp. 57-8.



81

an early historical witness of the practice of consecrating virginity.> Although
Tertullian’s De virginibus velandis had hinted at the practice of consecrating virginity to
God, Cyprian’s treatise appears to indicate more definitively that there was a coherent
system of consecrating virginity to God:*

those who have consecrated their lives to Christ, and, renouncing the

co_n(_:ug_)iscence of the flesh, have dedicated themselves to God in body as well as

spirit.
De habitu virginum, dedicated as it is to the virgins of God, also demonstrates the
growing need for there to be a more coherent set of directions in order to guide virgins in
their pursuit of the perfection of virginity. Cyprian’s treatise thus is the first of many
which systematically justify the pre-eminence of virginity through scriptural references.
It also defines the place of virginity in the Christian tradition, and prescribes behavioural
norms for consecrated virgins. These norms are dictated by an understanding of virginity
that goes beyond the body, and attempts to protect it from corrupting influences, both
internal and external.

I. Epistle IV

‘Discipline,” writes Cyprian, is the only way ‘to attain to the heavenly promises and

divine rewards.”®® Immediately in the opening of De habitu virginum Cyprian provides

the subject and focus of his treatise: he is writing to rectify the neglect of discipline in the

2 Keenan argues that De habitu virginum is exceedingly important as in it ‘are crystallized all the facts
known through incidental references in earlier Church literature of the degree of development of the
ascetical life for women in the first three centuries.” Keenan, ‘Introduction to De habitu virginum’, p. 26.
The first chapter emphasises the importance of “discipline’ as a way of attaining salvation, and chapter two
emphasises the importance of ‘obedience and fear’ and chastity.

24 Cyprian’s final exhortation to the virgins to strengthen each other in resolve, points to a large range of
ages among the virgins: “You who are advanced in years, give instruction to the younger; you who are
younger, give an incentive to those of your own age. Stimulate one another by mutual words of
encouragement; summon to glory by rival proof of virtue.” Cyprian, De habitu virginum, Xxiv, in The
Fathers of the Church: Saint Cyprian Treatises, trans. Sister Angela Elizabeth Keenan, ed. Roy J. Deferrari
(Washington: The Catholic University of America Press, 1981), pp. 31-52, (p. 52).

% Cyprian, De habitu virginum, iv, p. 34.

% Cyprian, De habitu virginum, i, p. 31.
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behaviour of the virgins of God.?’ It is perhaps no coincidence that Cyprian’s fourth
epistle (c. A.D. 249), which addresses the problem of, and suggests suitable punishment
for, lapsed virgins, is written at a similar time to De habitu virginum.?® The exact dating
of the tract and Epistle IV is uncertain, but De habitu virginum seems to be of a piece
with this disciplinary Epistle. Both texts are concerned with the discipline necessary to
maintain the virginal state, but their focus differs. Whereas De habitu virginum is
concerned with regulating the public behaviour of virgins and considers the damage that
the lure of worldliness does to spiritual virginity, Epistle IV is punitive and deals with the
private sins of virgins and addresses the question of suitable punishments for the physical
loss of virginity.

The Epistle is in response to a letter from Pomponius®® who had requested the

advice of Cyprian and others, who appear to be members of a council *

over
what seems best to us about those virgins who, although they once determined to
keep their state continuously and firmly, have afterwards been found to have
remained together in the same bed with men, one of whom you say is a deacon,
the same women, who have confessed plainly that they have slept with men, insist
that they are chaste.*

27 Cyprian provides ample scriptural proof of the necessity of discipline for the pursuit of a life of holiness.
% Cf. Heine: ‘Cyprian’s first writings as bishop were composed between his election (May 248/9) and the
beginning of the Decian persecution (January 250). [...] The De Habitu Virginum was also composed in
this period. It is addressed primarily to a group of wealthy virgins who insisted on the right to dress
lavishly, attend immodest parties, and frequent the public baths. It shows the influence of Tertullian’s De
Cultu Feminarum. Letters 1-4 may also belong here, as they contain no reference to persecution. This, of
course, does not necessarily mean that they preceded it.” Ronald E. Heine, ‘Cyprian and Novatian’ in The
Cambridge History of Early Christian Literature, ed. Frances Young, Lewis Ayres, and Andrew Louth
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 152-160, (pp. 153-4). Benson dates De habitu
virginum t0 A.D. 249, whereas Keenan states that the exact date of the treatise is unknown but suggests a
scholarly consensus of a date pre-A.D. 250. The epistle is conjecturally dated at A.D. 249, and so it is not
improbable that the tract and the letter were written at a similar time, or that the receipt of the original letter
from Pomponius asking advice about the punishment of lapsed virgins prompted the short tract on the
acceptable behaviour of virgins.

2% Bishop of Dionysiana in the province of Byzacena.

%0 These include four African bishops: Cecil, Bishop of Biltha; Victor; Sedatus (Bishop of Tuburbo?); and
Tertullus; along with several unnamed priests. Cf. Cyprian, Epistle IV, in Saint Cyprian: Letters (1-81),
trans. Sister Rose Bernard Donna (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1981
[1964]), pp. 10-14, (p. 10n. 2-5).

3! Cyprian, Epistle IV.i, p. 10.
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It is clear from the epistle that these virgins are consecrated virgins. It is possible, but by
no means certain, that they are early examples of the practice of syneisaktism.* The term
appears to have been coined in Antioch,* and refers to the cohabitation of monks with
consecrated virgins in so-called spiritual marriages. The virgins involved in these
relationships are known by the pejorative term syneisaktesi, virgines subintroductae, or
virgines agapethae.>* That the virgins in Cyprian’s epistle are such virgins seems to be
suggested by the readiness of the virgins to confess that, although they had slept with
men in the same bed, this had not damaged their chastity; it is not, they claimed, a sexual
partnership. The letter is unclear on the matter, however, and does not refer to a general
practice of the cohabitation of male and female ascetics, nor does it state that the men
were dedicated to the ascetic life. It appears that only the deacon has any claim to holy
orders, and Pomponius mentions him particularly in order to solicit advice from Cyprian
and the council regarding appropriate punishment for the man because of his orders. The

reply from Cyprian is unambiguous:

%2 Clark notes that [o]ur earliest evidence is found in the Similitudes of Hermas. [...] Also from the second
century we have the testimony of Irenaeus, who informs us that the Valentinians occasioned scandal by
allowing “brothers” and “sisters” to live together — but it became evident that chastity had been violated
when some of the “sisters” became mothers [Cf. Irenaeus, Adversus haereses 1, 6, 3].” Clark, ‘John
Chrysostom and the “Subintroductae”, p. 172.

% Cf. Clark: “In Eusebius of Caesarea’s Church History, we learn that one of the accusations made against
Paul of Samosota was that he had scandalised the Church by living with young girls, a practice which
apparently contributed to his condemnation by the Synod of Antioch in 267-268. The oriental bishops who
had penned the condemning epistle concerning Paul reported that the Antiocheans had even coined a
special name for these female companions: gynaikes syneisaktoi.” Clark, ‘John Chrysostom and the
“Subintroductae™’, p. 173. [Cf. Eusebius, 7, 29-30.]

% Cf. EIm “The Ancyran women, who lived with men as if they were their sisters were called
synerchomenai, “those united with them”; in Nicaea they are described as in Nicaea they are described as
syneisaktes, women who are “brought in or introduced into a house”.” Susanna Elm, ‘Virgins of God’: The
Making of Asceticism in Late Antiquity (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), p. 49. In the fourth century,
Epiphanius notes in his Panarion that Origenists, who apparently practised syneisaktism, also accused
members of the Catholic Church of keeping “adoptive wives’: ‘But they accuse the members of the church,
if you please, who have beloved “adoptive wives,” as they call them, of doing this too — but secretly from
respect for public opinion, so as to engage in the wickedness <in fact>, but in pretence preen themselves on
the name [*“virgin”] from regard for the public.” Epiphanius of Salamis, The Panarion of Epiphanius of
Salamis, IV.43[63].2.ii, trans. Frank Williams (Leiden, New York, Kéln: E. J. Brill, 1994), p. 129.
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how can they be set over integrity and continence if from themselves begin to
come forth corruptions and the teaching of vices? [...] And, therefore, you have
acted wisely and vigorously, dearly beloved Brother, in excommunicating the
deacon who has often remained with a virgin and also the others who had been
accustomed to sleep with virgins.®
The men had been excommunicated straight away — and the deacon singled out for
special condemnation - but the question remained: what was to be done about the virgins?
The crime appears to be different for the men and the women, which may suggest that the
men are not vowed virgins. Later authors view the crime of seducing a virgin as

sacrilege, the profanation of a holy object,®

and even Tertullian in De virginibus velandis
indicates that touching a virgin is sacrilegious. The automatic excommunication of the
men may also suggest such an understanding of the virgin.

The implication that the women are virgines subintroductae is strengthened by
Cyprian’s insistence that the virgins are not only prohibited from sleeping with men, but
even from living with them:

We should not allow our brethren to go astray and to live according to their free

will and relish, but to consult faithfully for the life of each one, and not to allow

virgins to live with men. I do not say sleep together, but not even to live together,
since both their weak sex and still dangerous age ought to be restrained in all
things and ruled by us lest opportunity to injure be given to the devil.*’

If living in close proximity is a temptation to sin, then sleeping in the same bed is an even

greater provocation. The implication is that the act of sleeping together is not an isolated

% Cyprian, Epistle IV.iii-iv, p. 12.

% Cf. Pseudo-Ambrose: “What, however, shall I say about you, son of the serpent, minister of the devil,
violator of the Temple of God: you who in one sin perpetrated two crimes, adultery certainly and sacrilege?
Sacrilege simply, when with insane rashness you defiled the vessel offered to Christ, dedicated to the Lord.
Balthasar, that king of Persia, who, with his friends and concubines, used to drink in the vessels of the Lord
which had been removed from the temple of Jerusalem by his father; on that same night he was struck
down by the hand of the angel, he was punished with cruel death (Daniel 5: 30): what shall | say to the
arbitrators about you, you, equally the destroyed and the destroyer, you who impiously defiled the vessel
consecrated with reason to Christ, sanctified to the Holy Spirit, you defiled with sacrilege, and unmindful
of your purpose, and despiser of divine judgement?’ Pseudo-Ambrose, De lapsu virginis consecratae,
IX.xxxix, (My Translation).

%7 Cyprian, Epistle IV.ii, p. 11.
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incident but a regular occurrence, as Cyprian recommends that the only way to resolve
the problem is by the total segregation of the sexes:
We must intervene quickly for such as these that they may be separated while as
yet they can be separated guiltless since they cannot be parted afterwards by our
protest after, with a very guilty conscience, they have been united.®
As the virgins claimed that their sleeping with the men was innocent — and Cyprian does
acknowledge that the relationships may not be sexual — the situation only makes sense in
light of the practice of syneisaktism. The earliest Church canons against virgines
subintroductae were in the early fourth century, just over fifty years after Cyprian wrote
the Epistle.®® Although Cyprian makes clear that living and sleeping with men is an
unacceptable arrangement for a virgin to find herself in, the guilt of the virgins, and the
subsequent punishment, rested on whether they were found to be physically damaged or
not. Cyprian seems to suggest that there should be a winnowing-out of those who do not
have a true vocation and are unable to keep their vows:
if they have consecrated themselves in good faith to Christ, let them remain
virtuous and chaste without any rumour to the contrary; let them thus, courageous
and unwavering, await the reward of virginity. But if they are unwilling or unable
to persevere, let them marry rather than fall into hell for their transgressions.*

This paragraph may indicate that Cyprian and the Council advocate the renunciation of

the virginal vow and, therefore, following Paul’s advice that ‘it is better to marry than to

% Cyprian, Epistle IV.ii, p. 11.

% Susanna EIm notes that the earliest rulings against virgines subintroductae can be found in canons of the
Council of Elvira (c. A.D. 306) and the Ancyra (c. A.D. 314). She says: ‘The issue at stake, as to be
expected from regulations, is violation of the principal precondition: the loss of virginity and its
consequences. Those who renounced their profession, like the Ancyrans, or broke their contract, like the
Elvirans, were to be punished accordingly. However, these violations were not judged with the same
severity. The Fathers at Ancyra simply mentioned the offence and then pronounced their sentence, while
the Elvirans took the possibility of repentance into consideration and varied their punishment accordingly.’
Susanna Elm, Virgins of God’: The Making of Asceticism in Late Antiquity (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1994), pp. 25-6.

0 Cyprian, Epistle IV.ii, p. 11.
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burn’, allowed virgins to marry even after consecration.** This is certainly a possibility
as, during the early third century, the avowal of perpetual virginity was still in its infancy,
as was the Church and its doctrines in general. However, Cyprian’s comments later in the
epistle, in which he outlines the punishments for the virgins, do not at any point make
allowances for the marriage of fallen consecrated virgins. This passage, then, may relate
to the need for a more rigorous procedure in the acceptance of virgins into the Church, an
area that Tertullian also seems to be concerned about.*

Pomponius’ lapsed virgins appear to have offered to be examined by midwives in
order to prove their physical integrity. Cyprian warns against giving too much credence
to the results of physical examination:

Both the hands and the eyes of the midwives are often deceived so that, even

though she may have been found an incorrupt virgin in that part in which a

woman can be, she may have sinned in some other part of the body which cannot

be examined.®
A virgin may be physically intact, but still guilty of sin. Cyprian enumerates the other
types of sin which do not leave a physical testimony: kissing, embracing, conversing, and
sleeping together, all of which prejudice the chastity of the virgins. The analogy that he
uses to highlight the sins of the couple is important and telling:

If a husband, coming upon his wife, should see her lying with another man, is he

not indignant and does he not storm about and, through grief of jealousy, does he

not perhaps take a sword in his hands? What does Christ, our Lord and Judge, do
when He sees His virgin, dedicated to Him and destined for His holiness,

! Benson certainly reads the Epistle in this way: ‘They entered on the life by private resolution, not by
public vow; marriage might be looked on as a departure from holy purpose, but not as violating rule, and in
some cases it was right.” Benson, Cyprian, p. 53.

*2 Cf. Tertullian: “‘Forsooth, it is their numbers that will make us happy, and not the grace of God and the
merits of each individual! Is it virgins who (adorn or commend) the Church in the sight of God, or the
Church which adorns or commends the virgins?’; “These crimes does a forced and unwilling virginity
incur.” Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, Xiv, in Ante-Nicene Fathers: Fathers of the Third Century.
Tertullian, Part Fourth;, Minucius Felix; Commodian, Origen, Parts First and Second, (Massachusetts:
Hendrickson, 1995 [1885]), pp. 27-38, (p. 35 and 36).

3 Cyprian, Epistle IV.iii, p. 12.
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reclining with another man? How indignant and angry He is and what
punishments does He not threaten against such unchaste intimacies!**

The depiction of Christ as an angry, jealous husband seeing His bride in the arms of
another man demonstrates that, even if Tertullian uses the image for the first time at the
end of the second century, the sponsa Christi motif has been adopted and was used mid-
third century. The shocking image of the virgin as an adulteress against Christ
emphasises the severity of the crime. The use of the Bride of Christ image, however,
makes it difficult to reconcile with Cyprian’s earlier statement that it were better for
virgins to marry if they are ‘unwilling or unable to persevere’. In the New Testament,
Christ expressly forbade divorce* and if the consecrated virgin is imagined to have made
a vow to God that is of equal solemnity to the vow of marriage, then there is no way that
such a vow can be reneged.

Cyprian’s recommendations for the readmission of the penitents into communion
with the Church depend on the physical state of the virgin, her repentance and her desire
to continue in a life of chastity. Despite warning Pomponius not to give too much
credence to the physical reports of the midwives in guaranteeing the innocence of the
virgins, Cyprian’s punishments are dependent on whether the virgins are discovered to be
corrupted or not:

let the virgins [...] be diligently examined by midwives, and, if they have been

found to be virgins, let them, after having received Holy Communion, be admitted

to the Church, yet with the admonition that, if they should afterwards return to the
same men, or they should dwell together with the same men in one house and

* Cyprian, Epistle IV.iii, p. 12.

% Cf. Matthew: ‘And it hath been said, Whosoever shall put away his wife, let him give her a bill of
divorce. But | say to you, that whosoever shall put away his wife, excepting for the cause of fornication,
maketh her to commit adultery: and he that shall marry her that is put away, committeth adultery’ (Matthew
5: 31-2).
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under the same roof, they should be cast out with graver censure; and such should
not afterwards easily be received back into the Church. *°

Those virgins who were found to be corrupted had a much harder route back into the
Church because, although the uncorrupted virgins had compromised their spiritual
chastity, the corrupted virgins had lost both their physical and spiritual virginity. The
crime is a particular affront to Christ:
But if anyone of them should be found corrupted, let her do full penance because
she who has been guilty of this crime is an adulteress, not against a husband but
against Christ, and, therefore, after a time considered just, when she has made a
confession of sins, let her return to the Church.
In addition, the readmission into the Church of the lapsed virgins, regardless of whether
they had been corrupted or not, is wholly dependent on their willingness to give up
intimacy with men in whatever form. Failure to do so leads to complete
excommunication:
But if they persevere obstinately and do not separate from each other, let them
know that with this, their shameful obstinacy, they can never be admitted by us to
the Church lest, because of their sins, they should begin to give an example to
others for their destruction.*’
Cyprian comments that whereas in the past (i.e., in the Old Testament law) the
punishment for such transgressions was physical death, now it is excommunication,
which is far worse as it amounts to a ‘spiritual death’.*®
The combination of the corrective Epistle and the regulatory De habitu virginum

indicates that the Church, at least in Carthage, experienced difficulties in the regulation of

virginity and that some of the adherents did not quite understanding the dignity and

“® Cyprian, Epistle IV.iv, pp. 12-13.
" Cyprian, Epistle IV.iv, pp. 12-13.
8 Cyprian, Epistle IV.iv, p. 13.
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significance of the life that they had chosen. In the Epistle, Cyprian alludes to a more
general problem of the behaviour of virgins:

We see how grievous are the downfalls of many men from this course and we

perceive, with the greatest sorrow of our mind, that very many virgins are

corrupted by unlawful and dangerous intimacies of this kind.*
The treatise also implies a wider problem of the behaviour of virgins, which causes the
faithful to question the veracity of the virgins’ vocations and whether the consecrated
virgins are in fact still virgins. Cyprian laments:

The Church frequently bewails her virgins; hence, she groans over the notorious

and detestable gossip about them; hence the flower of virginity is destroyed, the

honour and modesty of continence are killed, all glory and dignity are profaned.™
The Epistle deals with the problem of the physical loss of virginity through sexual
profligacy, but also points to the dangers to spiritual virginity posed by close association
with men. In contrast, De habitu virginum l0oks at the threats of worldliness to spiritual
virginity; these may not necessarily lead to the destruction of a virgin’s physical
intactness, but they destroy the spirit of virginity and, as Saint Paul says, to be a virgin
she must be “holy both in body and in spirit’. As well as the difference in the threats
posed to these two groups of virgins, there may be a class difference between the virgins
of the letter and those of the treatise. If the virgins of the Epistle are virgines
subintroductae, then their lifestyle may partly be prompted by penury — it was generally

argued that the “spiritual marriages’ were entered into in order to provide mutual support;

the males gained a housekeeper and the women gained financial security.>* The virgins of

*° Cyprian, Epistle IV.ii, p. 11.

50 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, XX, p. 48.

51 Elm explains the ‘motive that induced a woman to become a cleric’s syneisakte: plain economic need. A
woman who wanted to lead a “virgin life”, but did not come from a family which could afford to support a
single girl, or a woman without any family at all, had in fact no means of supporting herself other than
living with a man in a “pseudo-marriage”. She became a “married virgin”. For the men involved the
advantages of the arrangement are equally obvious. Without forfeiting their bid for salvation, they could
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the treatise, by contrast, are wealthy virgins, and the threat to their virginity comes from
their conspicuous wealth. If such is the case, it is interesting that the threat to virginity on
both accounts is fiscal: on the one hand too little money can destroy virginity, and on the
other too much.

ii. De habitu virginum
It is clear from Cyprian’s treatise that, in making a vow of perpetual virginity, virgins
were not required to relinquish their patrimony as they were in later centuries. Sister
Angela Elizabeth Keenan notes, however, that Cyprian’s treatise goes some way towards
the widening of the virginal sacrifice into a more complete sacrifice and an apostolic way
of life: “The ground was prepared even for [the surrender of property], however, in the

exhortation to the wealthy to live simply, and to give generously to the poor.”>

Certainly
Cyprian’s own actions after his conversion — the disposal of his great wealth and the
adoption of celibacy — indicate that he conceived of a more holistic personal sacrifice to
God. Throughout the treatise, the continuation of worldly practices are conceived of as
impeding spiritual growth and Cyprian even goes so far as to suggest that they prevent

salvation. Wealthy virgins, who ostentatiously display their wealth, appear to argue that

“they ought to use the blessings that are theirs’.>® Cyprian, however, prioritises spiritual

nevertheless enjoy almost all earthly comforts.” EIm, 'Virgins of God', p. 51. Elizabeth Clark, however,
comments in her review of EIm’s book: ‘experts in various subspecialties will no doubt find points with
which to take the issue (e.g., that the phenomenon of the subintroductae was strongly spurred by women’s
economic need.” Elizabeth A. Clark, ‘Review of “Virgins of God”: The Making of Asceticism in Late
Antiquity by Susanna EIm’, Journal of Religion, Vol. 76, No. 3 (Jul., 1996), 466-68, (p. 467).

°2 Keenan, ‘Introduction to De habitu virginum, p. 27.

53 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, Vvii, p. 37.
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wealth over worldly wealth.>* Earthly goods are temporal and transient, and are an
impediment to a perfect spiritual life:
The things that are earthly, that have been acquired in the world and will remain
here with the world, should be despised just as the world itself is despised, whose
pomps and pleasures we already renounced at the time that we came to God by
passing to a better way.>
By choosing to become a Christian, Cyprian says, one has already chosen the heavenly
path over the worldly. The Christian, and even more so the Christian virgin, has chosen to
follow a life in emulation of Christ, an imitatio Christi:
We who desire to be Christians ought to imitate what Christ has said. It has been
written, it is read, and it is heard, and it is proclaimed for our instruction by the
mouth of the Church: ‘He that sayeth he abideth in Christ ought himself also to
walk even as He has walked.” [1 John 2. 6] We must keep step with Him; we must
strive to emulate His pace.
The life of virginity is not exempt from the apostolic life of poverty recommended by
Christ; the one sacrifice does not mean that the path of poverty can be ignored. Instead,
virginity, the rejection of the concupiscence of the flesh, is conceived of in a wider sense:
it ought to be a rejection of all concupiscence, not just that of the flesh.
In the second chapter of De habitu virginum, Cyprian utilises Paul’s image of the
Church as the body of Christ and of individual bodies as temples of God>’ to draw

attention to the pollution that bodily transgression brings, not only to the physical body,

but to the mystical body of Christ. Cyprian’s admonition to those who sin after they have

% Cf. Cyprian: ‘she is wealthy who is wealthy in Christ; that those things are blessing which are spiritual,
divine, heavenly, which lead us to God, which remain with us in everlasting possession with God.”
Cyprian, De habitu virginum, Vii, p. 37.

% Cyprian, De habitu virginum, Vii, p. 37.

56 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, Vvii, p. 38.

%7 Cf. Cyprian: ‘Let us glorify God and bear Him in a pure and spotless body and with more perfect
observance, and let us who have been redeemed by the blood of Christ submit to the rule of our redeemer
with the absolute obedience of servants, and let us take care not to bring anything unclean or defiled into
the temple of God, lest He be offended and leave the abode where He dwells.” Cyprian, De habitu
virginum, ii, pp. 32-33.
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received baptism and ‘know God’ echoes the harsher punishments that he recommends in
his Epistle to be meted out to those fallen virgins who return to sin. Cyprian warns
Christians in De habitu virginum that:
[God] threatens with greater severity the man who has delivered himself up to
those very ills of which he has been cured, because without doubt it is less
blameworthy to have transgressed before you have yet a knowledge of the
discipline of God, but there is no excuse for further sin after you have begun to
know God.®
Cyprian emphasises the tangible change that baptism brings: it is not an empty gesture; it
brings spiritual benefits and the commitment to Christianity involves turning away from
the sins that are so prevalent in the pagan culture, and which they have rejected in
choosing to become a Christian. Cyprian also provides a warning: if Christians refuse to
turn away from sinfulness even after conversion, they are unlikely to receive God’s
forgiveness. Cyprian’s recommendation of excommunication for those virgins who refuse
to give up intimacy with men echoes this sentiment: persistence in sinning leads to
spiritual death.
After the general enjoining of all Christians to discipline and the rejection of sin,
Cyprian turns to the subject of virgins:
for whom our solicitude is even the greater inasmuch as their glory is the more
exalted. They are the flower of the tree that is the Church, the beauty and
adornment of spiritual grace, the illustrious part of Christ’s flock.>®
Keenan gleans from this passage the elevated position of consecrated virgins in the third

century.®® Undoubtedly it gives an indication of the high respect due to consecrated

virginity, but, in light of the dire warning about the greater fall that is attendant on a

58 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, ii, p. 33.
% Cyprian, De habitu virginum, iii, p. 33
80 Cf. Keenan, ‘Introduction’ to De habitu virginum’, p. 26.
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higher spiritual position, the elevated status of the virgins involves a greater risk. Cyprian
advises them that they must give thought to the way to salvation in order that
Those who have consecrated their lives to Christ, and, renouncing the
concupiscence of the flesh, have dedicated themselves to God in body as well as
in spirit, may perfect their work, destined as it is for a great reward, and may not
be solicitous to adorn themselves nor to please anyone except their Lord, from
whom in truth they await the reward of virginity.**
Cyprian explains that virginity is a life which aims at perfection through the renunciation
of the concupiscence of the flesh. Although his treatise is thought to echo the concerns of
Tertullian in De cultu feminarum/ De habitu mulierum, it also echoes some of the
concerns that Tertullian expresses about the adornment of virgins in De virginibus
velandis. Tertullian and Cyprian suggest that the only possible reason that virgins can
have to adorn themselves is to attract men. Married women have some excuse because,
they claim, they have a duty to make themselves beautiful for their husbands. Saint Paul
and Saint Peter, however, denounced female adornments even for married women.®? If
married women, who have something of an excuse for adorning themselves in order to
please their husbands, are required to maintain a modest demeanour, then virgins, who
have no need to please men, are required to demonstrate greater levels of modesty.®* A

virgin who has supposedly renounced the flesh but who beautifies herself through

worldly adornments and cosmetics has belied herself:

61 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, iv, p. 34.

82 Cf. Cyprian, De habitu virginum, viii, p. 38. Cf. Paul: ‘In like manner women also in decent apparel:
adorning themselves with modesty and sobriety, not with plaited hair, or gold, or pearls, or costly attire, but
as it becometh women professing godliness, with good works’ (I Timothy 2: 9-10). Cf. Peter: ‘Whose
adorning [i.e. the adorning of wives] let it not be the outward plaiting of the hair, or the wearing of gold, or
the putting on of apparel: But the hidden man of the heart in the incorruptibility of a quiet and a meek
spirit, which is rich in the sight of God’ (I Peter 3: 3-4).

83 Cf. Cyprian, De habitu virginum, Viii, pp. 38-9.
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You are discovered, O virgin, you are exposed; you boast of being one thing and
you are striving to be another. You defile yourself with the stains of carnal
concupiscence, although you are a candidate for innocence and modesty.®
The only possible way that a virgin, or indeed any Christian, may glorify in the flesh is if
they suffer torture and martyrdom for the sake of Christ.®®
Cyprian emphasises the necessity for virgins to retain purity of the body as well as
the spirit, echoing Saint Paul in | Corinthians 7:
Continence and chastity consist not alone in the purity of the body, but also in the
dignity as well as in the modesty of dress and adornment, so that, as the Apostle
says. She who is unmarried may be holy both in body and in spirit.*®
Although adornment may not damage a woman’s physical integrity, it does damage the
purity of the spirit, which is a necessary part of virginity. Cyprian constantly returns to
Paul’s epistle, which is the seminal text for female virginity. In doing so, he demonstrates
that by adorning and wearing cosmetics to please men, virgins are undermining the very
purpose of virginity that was stipulated by Saint Paul: ‘the unmarried woman and the
virgin thinketh of the things of the Lord, so that she may be holy both in body and in
spirit.”®" If virginity does not accord with Saint Paul’s definition, then it is no longer
» 68

justifiable; virgins should not be attempting ‘to please anyone except their Lord’.

Virginity looks towards heaven and so should reject worldly things:*

% Cyprian, De habitu virginum, Vi, p. 36.

8 Cf. Cyprian: ‘Or if she must glory in the flesh, then truly let her glory when she suffers in the confession
of the Name, when a woman is found stronger than the men who are inflicting the torture, when she
endures fire, or the cross, or the sword, or beasts, that she may be crowned. These are the precious jewels of
the flesh; these are the better ornaments of the body.” Cyprian, De habitu virginum, vi, pp. 36-7.

% Cyprian, De habitu virginum, v, p. 35.

87 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, v, p. 35. Cf. | Corinthians 7: 32-4.

68 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, iv, p. 34.

89 Cf. Cyprian: ‘Let her rather fear to be attractive, if she is a virgin, and not desire her own ruin who is
keeping herself for higher and divine things.” Cyprian, De habitu virginum, v, p. 35.
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But if continence follows Christ, and virginity is destined for the kingdom of God,
what have such maidens to do with worldly dress and adornments, whereby in
striving to please men they offend God."
The third-century virgins that Cyprian admonishes in the letter and the tract seem to be
unable to grasp the wider implications of the sacrifice of virginity. Physical integrity,
though important, is not enough; virginity must first and foremost adorn the spirit. The
clothing and behaviour, that is, the outward appearance of the virgin, serve to manifest
her inward purity symbolically, even though clothing is an appendage of the body. Thus
the appearance of virginity is important as it indicates the whole state of virginity:
A virgin should not only be a virgin, but she ought to be known and considered as
such. No one on seeing a virgin should doubt whether she is one. Let her
innocence manifest itself equally in all things, and her dress not dishonour the
sanctity of her body."
Cyprian’s treatise takes a slightly different turn from that of Tertullian’s. Although they
both insist on certain regulations of dress which guarantee a virgin’s modesty,
Tertullian’s insistence on the display of modesty through veiling actually served to hide
the community of virgins within the anonymity of the universally veiled females.
Cyprian, however, implies that modesty in dress, though hiding the virginal body, still
serves to make virginity readable.
iii. Wealth and Adornment as a Threat to Virginity
Although virgins may be wealthy, they should not therefore use this wealth to beautify
themselves as this leads to the destruction of the souls of others. Cyprian argues that
virgins who seek to adorn their body destroy their virginity in several ways. Even if they

do not wish to indulge in concupiscence themselves, enticing others to lust is destructive

to virginity:

0 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, v, p. 35.
n Cyprian, De habitu virginum, Vv, p. 35.
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if you adorn yourself too elaborately and appear conspicuous in public, if you

attract to yourself the eyes of the youth, draw after you the signs of young men,

foster the desire of concupiscence, enkindle the fire of hope, so that, without

perhaps losing your own soul, you nevertheless ruin others and offer yourself a

sword and poison as it were, to those who behold you, you cannot be excused on

the ground that your mind is chaste and pure. Your shameless apparel and your
immodest attire belie you, and you can no longer be numbered among the
maidens and virgins of Christ, you who so live as to become the object of sensual
love.”
A virgin who goes out of her way to attract the attention of men, even though she may
not be guilty of the lust herself, desires to kindle lust in others and so becomes
responsible for that desire. She is also responsible for the destruction of the souls of the
men whom she attracts. It seems almost to be a worse crime than if she were guilty of the
lust herself because not only does she compromise her spiritual virginity by desiring to be
desired, but she is also guilty of the moral danger that she exposes others to. The desires
of others can be prejudicial to virginity only insofar as the virgin has herself solicited the
attention; some moral failure on her part must be the root cause of the lust for it to
damage her virginity.

Wealth is also spiritually damaging because it leads to pride.”® Although Cyprian
accepts that wealthy virgins can use their great wealth, which they argue is their right, he
qualifies this by asserting that they should use it for their spiritual edification:

Use them, but for your salvation and for good works; use them for what God has

ordained, for what the Lord has pointed out. Let the poor feel that you are rich; let

the needy feel that you are wealthy; through your patrimony make God your
debtor; feed Christ.”

Cyprian demonstrates that the sacrifice of virginity is worthless if it simply involves

renunciation of sex, and so recalls Saint Paul’s words on the invalidity of any virtue if it

"2 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, iX, p. 39.
3 Cf. Cyprian, De habitu virginum, X, pp. 39-40.
™ Cyprian, De habitu virginum, Xi, p. 40.
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is not accompanied by charity. Wealthy virgins who appear to luxuriate in the things of
the world but ignore the plight of their Christian brethren not only damage their spiritual
virginity but have little claim to Christianity itself. The holiness of the sacrifice of
virginity is hollow if the rest of Christ’s precepts are ignored:
For you are offending God even in this very point, if you believe that wealth has
been given to you by Him for the express purpose of enjoying it without thought
of salvation. [...] Nay truly a large patrimony is a temptation unless the income is
devoted to good purposes, so that through his fortune every wealthy man should
atone for his faults rather than increase them.”
Cyprian asserts that the blessings that God has given are to be used for charitable reasons.
The holiness of the sacrifice of virginity is not only made manifest in the modesty of the
garments that virgins wear, but also in the observance of their Christian duties. Although
virginity represents Christian perfection, this must be founded on an adherence to the
most fundamental Christian principle of charity.
The virgin who adorns herself resembles the wife and the woman looking for a
husband; in addition, adornments are the badge of the harlot:
Showy adornments and clothing and the allurements of beauty are not becoming
in any except prostitutes and shameless women, and of none, almost, is the dress
more costly than those whose modesty is cheap.”
It is unthinkable for a virgin to dress like a harlot if she is truly a virgin. Cyprian cites the
Whore of Babylon and the haughty daughters of Sion’” as examples from Scripture of the

association of adornment with prostitution and unholiness.” Virgins should in no way

resemble their opposite:

"> Cyprian, De habitu virginum, Xi, pp. 40-1.

78 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, Xii, p. 41.

"7 Cf. Cyprian: “Having put on silk and purple, they cannot put on Christ; adorned with gold and pearls and
necklaces, they have lost the adornments of heart and soul.” Cyprian, De habitu virginum, Xii, p. 41.

"8 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, Xii, pp. 41-2.
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Let chaste and modest virgins shun the attire of the unchaste, the clothing of the
immodest, the insignia of brothels, the adornment of harlots.”

With such examples of spiritual destruction and its association with adornments, Cyprian
cannot fathom why virgins would wish to adorn themselves and so desire their own
ruination.®® He explains the spiritually destructive nature of adornment and cosmetics by
its demonic origin: *All these things the sinful and apostate angels brought into being by
their own arts, when, having fallen into earthly contagion, they lost their heavenly
power.”®! Here, Cyprian follows Tertullian’s explanation,® which derives from The Book
of Enoch, of the diabolical origin of cosmetics to emphasise their wickedness; nothing
that originates with the adversary can ever be used for good.®* The use of cosmetics, then,
does not only indicate an unchaste mind and the desire to solicit the attention of men, but
it also destroys the godliness of man. Cyprian’s warning about the use of cosmetics,

however, is not just for virgins, but for all Christian women:

7 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, Xii, p. 42.

8 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, Xiii, p. 43.

81 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, Xiv, p. 43.

8 Cf. Tertullian: “For they, withal, who instituted them [female ornamentation] are assigned, under
condemnation, to the penalty of death, - those angels, to wit, who rushed from heaven on the daughters of
men; so that this ignominy also attaches to women.” Tertullian, De cultu feminarum (On the Apparel of
Women), Lii, in Ante-Nicene Fathers: Fathers of the Third Century. Tertullian, Part Fourth, Minucius
Felix; Commodian; Origen, Parts First and Second, (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995 [1885]), pp. 14-
26, (p. 14).

8 Cf. The Book of Enoch: ‘Asael taught men to make swords of iron and breast-plates of bronze and every
weapon; and he showed them the metals of he earth, how to work gold, to fashion [adornments] and about
silver, to make bracelets for women; and he instructed them about antimony, and eye-shadow, and all
manner of precious stones and about dyes and varieties of adornments; and the children of men fashioned
them for themselves and for their daughters and transgressed.” The Book of Enoch, or Enoch I, V111.i, trans.
Matthew Black (Leiden: Brill, 1985), pp. 28-9. Tertullian admits that he is aware that the book is
apocryphal, but argues in favour of some authenticity: ‘1 am aware that the Scripture of Enoch, which has
assigned this order (of action) to angels, is not received by some, because it is not admitted into the Jewish
canon. | suppose they did not think that, having been published before the deluge, it could not have safely
survived that world-wide calamity, the abolisher of all things. If that is the reason (for rejecting it), let them
recall to their memory that Noah, the survivor of the deluge, was the great-grandson of Enoch himself.’
Tertullian, De cultu feminarum, l.iii, p. 15.
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His creature and image should in no way be falsified by applying yellow
colouring or black powder or rouge, or, finally, any cosmetic at all that spoils the
natural features.>*
Because mankind is made in the image of God, the alteration of that image, through
diabolically created cosmetics and adornments, becomes an act of desecration and an act
against God Himself; cosmetics convert a holy image into a false and demonic one:
They are laying hands on God when they strive to remake what He has made, and
to transform it, not knowing that everything that comes into existence is the work
of God; that whatever is changed, is the work of the devil *°
Painting the body also challenges God’s workmanship and is an act of pride:
Although you may not be immodest towards men and unchaste through your
alluring cosmetics, in corrupting and dishonouring the things that are God’s, you
are counted a worse adulteress! As for your thinking that you are adorned, that
you are beautifully dressed, this is an assault upon the divine work, a violation of
the truth.®®
Cyprian likens God’s anger to that of an artist who, having painted a beautiful painting,
sees that a lesser artist, thinking to improve it, has painted over the original work of art.®’
The false colouring that cosmetics give to the body indicates a more general tendency
towards falsehood in the character of the painted woman:
You have defiled your skin with lying cosmetics; you have changed your hair
with an adulterous colour; your face is overcome by falsehoods; your appearance
is corrupted; your countenance is that of another.®®
In addition, Cyprian warns them that when they go to meet God, He may not recognise

them as His own creatures. The adorned and painted virgin can no longer claim to be a

virgin:

8 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, Xv, p. 44.

8 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, Xv, p. 44.

8 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, xv, pp. 44-5.
8 Cf. Cyprian, De habitu virginum, xv, p. 44.
8 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, XVvii, p. 46.



100

Assuredly, virgins [...] who have adorned themselves by devices of this sort,
should not be numbered among virgins, in my opinion, but, like tainted sheep and
diseased cattle, they should be kept apart from the pure and holy flock of virgins,
lest while they are together they corrupt others by their contact, lest they who
have themselves perished ruin others.*
Cyprian’s earlier insistence that it is not enough for a virgin simply to be so, but also to
be known and identifiable as one® does not allow virgins the possibility of adorning and
beautifying themselves. If they do, they would resemble prostitutes as well as challenging
God’s creative powers and supporting the demonic powers of falsification. They also
luxuriate in their wealth, without a thought for the poverty of their fellow Christians; they
fail to “feed Christ’. Cyprian thus paints a bleak picture of the behaviour and life of
wealthy third-century virgins. He holds up a mirror to their excesses and abuses and
reminds them that a vow of perpetual virginity is not enough for salvation: it must be
bolstered by Christian charity and modesty behaviour. A virginity which pays no heed to
its spiritual sustenance is no virginity at all — it is hollow and worthless. Cyprian
admonishes the virgins to reject the ‘golden fetters’ of jewelry, not to inflict ‘wounds’ in
their ears, nor falsify their beauty:®*
Conquer your dress, you who are a virgin; conquer gold, you who conquer the
flesh and the world. It is not natural for one to be invincible before greater things
and to be found unequal to lesser.”
Cyprian’s exhortation is designed specifically to those who claim to be virgins, thus

implying that those who are not virgins will not pay heed to his advice; those others will

continue to be “found unequal to lesser’ things, and will continue to resemble prostitutes

89 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, Xvii, p. 46.

% Cf. Cyprian: ‘A virgin should not only be a virgin, but she ought to be known and considered as such. No
one on seeing a virgin should doubt whether she is one. Let her innocence manifest itself equally in all
things, and her dress not dishonour the sanctity of her body.” Cyprian, De habitu virginum, v, p. 35.

%L Cf. Cyprian, De habitu virginum, XX, pp. 48-9.

92 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, XXi, p. 49.
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in their elaborate dress, all of which will perhaps be led to the physical loss of their

virginity alongside their spiritual loss. The maintenance of virginity is partially dependent

on the rejection of extraneous earthly luxuries: true virginity is made manifest in the

complete rejection of the world.

iv. Towards Enclosure

Cyprian’s treatise, then, conceives of virginity in a wider sense. It is not merely a state of

sexual renunciation, but it is a more complete renunciation of the world and its trappings.

Cyprian exhorts virgins to avoid anything that may be prejudicial to their virginity.> It is

not only immodesty in dress which virgins must beware, but also they must avoid

weddings. Cyprian notes that
Some are not ashamed to attend weddings and, in the freedom of the wanton
discourse there, to take part in the unchaste conversation, to hear what is
unbecoming, to say what is not allowed, to look on and to be present in the midst
of disgraceful talk and drunken feasts, by which the flame of passion is enkindled,
and the bride is incited to tolerate and the bridegroom to become emboldened in
lust.*

Later Church Councils restrict the participation of ecclesiasts and even Christian laymen

in wedding festivities, and it appears that immoral plays and dancing formed part of the

celebrations, which were considered inappropriate for Christians.* In addition, virgins

% Cyprian, De habitu virginum, Xviii, p. 46.

% Cyprian, De habitu virginum, XViii, pp. 46-7.

% Cf. The Synod of Laodicea: ‘LI11. Christians, when they attend weddings must not join in wanton dances,
but modestly dine or breakfast, as is becoming to Christians’; ‘LIV. Members of the priesthood and of the
clergy must not witness the plays at weddings or banquets; but before the players enter; they must rise and
depart’. The Canons of the Synod held in the City of Laodicea, A.D. 343-381, in Nicene and Post-Nicene
Fathers, VVol. X1V, The Seven Ecumenical Councils of the Undivided Church: Their Canons and dogmatic
decrees (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995 [1900]), pp. 125-133, (p. 156; p. 157). Cf. The Council of
Trullo: *XXIV. No one who is on the priestly catalogue nor any monk is allowed to take part in horse-races
or to assist at theatrical representations. But if any clergyman be called to a marriage, as soon as the games
begin let him rise up and go out, for so it is ordered by the doctrine of our fathers. And if any one shall be
convicted of such an offence let him cease therefrom or be deposed.” The Canons of the Council of Trullo
often called the Quinsext Council, A.D. 692, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Vol. XIV, The Seven
Ecumenical Councils of the Undivided Church: Their Canons and dogmatic decrees (Massachusetts:
Hendrickson, 1995 [1900]), pp. 359-365, (p. 376). Cf. Van Espen’s Note to The Canons of the Council of
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would be subjected to the bawdiness that comes with the anticipation of the marriage act
at weddings. Drunkenness fuels the lewdness of conversation:
What place is there at weddings for one who has no thought of marriage, or what
can be pleasant and enjoyable in those occasions wherein desires and interests are
so different? What is seen? To what degree does a virgin abandon her own
purpose! How much more immodest does she go away who had gone there
modest? She may remain a virgin in body and mind, but by her eyes, ears and
tongue she has diminished the purity that she possessed.*®
Cyprian’s sense of the total incompatibility of the celebration of a marriage with
consecrated virginity implies that by the third century the vow is a permanent one; it
cannot be dissolved in favour of marriage. By attending a marriage, the virgin learns
about an area of life that she should not enquire into; she learns how to act immodestly
with men; she listens to immodest talk about the marriage act and witnesses intimacy
between men and women. Cyprian here suggests an interesting idea that the pollution of
virginity can occur through the senses: although he says her mind and body are still
virginal, her senses have experienced something that will slowly eat away at her
virginity. Those sense perceptions may begin to destroy the purity of her mind and make
a gateway for lewd thoughts that may even lead to the destruction of her physical
virginity. ‘Indecent weddings and wanton banquets,” Cyprian advises, must be
completely avoided by virgins.”’

In addition to weddings, Cyprian warns against visiting the public baths.® The

main problem with the baths is that they appear to be unisex:*°

Trullo: *Scarcely ever were these plays exhibited without the introduction of something contrary to honesty
and chastity. As Lupus here notes, the word *“obscene” has its derivation from these “scenic”
representations.” VVan Espen, Note to The Canons of the Council of Trullo, pp. 376-7 n.xXxiv.

% Cyprian, De habitu virginum, xviii, p. 47.

o7 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, XXi, p. 49.

% Later Church Canons placed restrictions and prohibitions on bathing. Thus, the Canons of Laodicea:
‘XXX. None of the priesthood, nor clerics [of lower rank], nor ascetics, nor any Christian or layman shall
wash in a bath with women; for this is the greatest reproach among the heathen.” The Canons of the Synod
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But what is to be said of those who go to the common baths and who prostitute to
eyes that are devoted to lust bodies consecrated to chastity and modesty? Do not
those who, in the presence of men, and naked, with no sense of shame behold men
and are seen by them, offer themselves an inducement to vice? Do they not excite
and arouse the desire of those present to their own dishonour and harm?*®
Cyprian does not suggest that virgins go to the baths in order to act immodestly with
men; the problem is that the virgin body is laid bare to the lustful eyes of men. Even if the
virgin just goes to bathe, she can unwittingly become the object of lust. Thus, the baths
do not serve their function to cleanse the body because they cause moral pollution: *Such
a bath sullies; it does not purify and does not cleanse the limbs, but stains them.”*** There
is certainly a suspicion surrounding virgins who, although consecrated to virginity, will
happily strip off in front of men at the public baths without any sense of shame. One
would assume, and Cyprian implies, that a true virgin would be too afraid to display her
naked body and also to see the naked bodies of men:
There, all reserve is cast off; the honour and modesty of the body are laid aside
together with the clothing; virginity is unveiled to be marked out and
contaminated. Now then, consider whether, when she is clothed, such a one is
modest among men who have grown in immodesty by the boldness of her
nakedness.'%?

Presumably, as with weddings, the sights that virgins are subjected to at the baths sully

her senses:

held in the City of Laodicea, p. 149. The note to the canon clarifies: ‘Zonaras explains that the bathers were
entirely nude and hence arose the objection which was also felt by the heathen.” p. 149 n.xxx. Cf. Council
of Trullo: ‘LXXVII. It is not right that those who are dedicated to religion, whether clerics or ascetics,
should wash in the bath with women, nor should any Christian man or layman do so. For this is severely
condemned by the heathens. But if any one is caught in this thing, if he is a cleric let him be deposed; if a
layman, let him be cut off.” The Canons of the Council of Trullo, p. 399.

% Cf. Ward: “The study of available sources suggests that mixed bathing began sometime in the first
century CE, became widespread and popular in Roman society by the end of the century, [...] and it
continued to be popular until at least the end of the fourth century. [...] the criticisms of Christians,
beginning with those of Clement of Alexandria, show that the mixed bathing they decried was practised in
various geographical areas and was popular among all classes.” Roy Bowen Ward, “Women in Roman
Baths’, The Harvard Theological Review, Vol. 85, No. 2 (Apr., 1992), 125-147, (pp. 146-7).

100 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, XiX, p. 47.

101 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, Xix, p. 48.

102 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, XiX, p. 48.



104

You do not corrupt your eyes with foul delight, but in delighting others you
yourself are corrupted. You transform the bath into a public show; the places
where you go are more shameful than the theatre.'®
The theatre was considered to be morally corrupting; both Cyprian and Tertullian wrote
treatises against the brutality and moral repugnance of the theatre.'® The implied
likening of the virgin to a ‘public show’ intimates that here she becomes a morally
polluting force and that there is an element of deliberate exposure and exhibitionism.
Cyprian questions whether such a woman who “‘has grown in immodesty by the boldness
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of her nakedness’** can ever be considered to be modest when she is dressed; the two

states are irreconcilable. Cyprian also gives advice to women regarding attendance at the
baths: ‘Let the baths be attended with women whose bathing among you is modest.”** It
is interesting that he does not forbid public bathing entirely, but, instead, seems to

promote single-sex bathing. Although Roy Bowen Ward attests to the popularity of

mixed bathing in late antiquity, for Cyprian to accept public bathing on the proviso that it

103 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, XiX, p. 48.

104 For Tertullian, the theatre is a mixture of idolatry and moral pollution. He states that the theatre is
dedicated to Venus and Bacchus: ‘That immodesty of gesture and attire which so specially and peculiarly
characterises the stage are consecrated to them [Venus and Bacchus] — the one deity wanton by her sex, the
other by his drapery.” Tertullian, De specutaculis (On the Shows), X, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 111,
Latin Christianity: Its Founder, Tertullian. 1. Apologetic; II. Anti-Marcon; III. Ethical trans. Rev. S.
Thelwall, eds. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995 [1885]), pp.
79-92, (p. 84). Cyprian sees the theatre as an arena in which wicked morals are learned: ‘there is pleasure in
the teaching of vile practices in these mimic productions. Either you recollect what has been done at home,
or you hear what conduct could be done there, in the exhilaration of what you see. You learn to commit
adultery while you are looking at it. Because the social influence of evil seduces people to commit vices,
the matron, who perhaps had gone to the play chaste, returns from the play unchaste.” Cyprian, 4d
Donatum (To Donatus), Viii, in Saint Cyprian of Carthage On the Church: Select Treatises, trans. Allen
Brent (New York: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2006), pp. 47-66, (p. 56). Cyprian’s Epistle 1I addresses
the problem of whether an ex-actor, who has embraced Christianity, is allowed to teach his art to others.
Cyprian replies with a definite negative: ‘Let no one excuse himself that he has withdrawn from the theatre
when he is still teaching this to others [...] instructing them contrary to the plan of God and teaching how a
man may be weakened into a woman, and sex may be changed by art, and the divine image may be
pleasing to the devil, who stains it through the sin of the corrupt and effeminate body.” Cyprian, Epistle II
in The Father of the Church: Saint Cyprian Letters (1-81), trans. Sister Rose Bernard Donna (Washington
D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1981 [1964]), pp. 5-6, (p. 5).

195 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, Xix, p. 48.

106 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, Xxi, p. 49.
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is with ‘modest’ women, there must have been some provision for single-sex bathing. If
this were not the case, then surely Cyprian would have advised the avoidance of public
baths altogether, just as he advised with weddings and banquets. If there were indeed
such provision for single-sex bathing, then it places those virgins who chose mixed
bathing over public bathing in a very poor light. Cyprian’s insistence that virgins must be
attended ‘with women whose bathing among you is modest’ indicates either that the
virgins were not being attended by women, or that they were being attended by immodest
women. As with weddings, there is the danger of the pollution of chastity from fallen
women who may have a corrupting influence on virgins; the danger is not simply from
the physical threat that men pose, but from the exposure to women whose life is
antithetical to that of the virgin. Thus, the virgins who “desir[e] to be adorned more
elegantly” and ‘to go about more freely, cease to be virgins, being corrupted by a hidden
shame, widows before they are brides, adulteresses not to a husband but to Christ’.*%” As
in his epistle, Cyprian addresses the implications of a worldly life for the Brides of
Christ. They do not simply sin, but they become adulteresses to Christ. The repercussions
of such a crime are enormous. Cyprian again reiterates the height of the fall that virgins,
those ‘flowers’ of the Church and ‘the more illustrious part of Christ’s flock,” must
experience because more was expected from them due to their lofty status.’® The
heavenly rewards that are promised to virgins must encourage them to persevere in their
high calling.

It is generally assumed that the association of virginity with martyrdom occurs

after the end of the Christian persecutions, at which point virginity takes over from

lo7 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, XX, p. 48.
198 Cf. Cyprian: “Just as they had been destined as virgins for wonderful rewards, so now will they suffer
great punishments for their lost virginity.” Cyprian, De habitu virginum, XX, p. 48.
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martyrdom as the highest expression of Christian sacrifice.’® Cyprian, however, writing

during the persecution, shows that this occurs prior to the end of the persecutions as he

likens the endurance of the sacrifice of virgins to that of the martyrs:
The first fruit, that of a hundred-fold, belongs to the martyrs; the second, sixty-
fold, is yours. Just as with the martyrs there is no thought of the flesh of the
world, and no slight and trivial and dainty struggle, so also in you, whose rewards
is second in the order of grace, let the power of endurance be next to theirs. [...]
Immortality is given to the one who perseveres; everlasting life is offered; the
Lord promises His Kingdom.*

Tertullian used the Parable of the Sowers in order to designate the three levels of chastity.

Here, Cyprian provides a more general hierarchy of virtue. In ensuing centuries it was

frequently debated which model more accurately expressed the Parable of the Sower.™!

For the advocates of virginity, the hundredfold was due to virginity, the sixtyfold to

widows, and the thirtyfold to wives.

V. Contribution
The closing chapters of Cyprian’s treatise are dedicated to the extolling of the virtue of

t.112

virginity and the heavenly rewards that it can expect.” Cyprian states that the first

command to increase and multiply has been superseded by the counselling of continence.
The first commandment is associated with Adam, continence with Christ. Virginity bears
the image of Christ:
Virginity bears this image, purity bears it, sanctity and truth bear it, those who are
mindful of the discipline of God bear it, who observe justice scrupulously, who
are steadfast in faith, humble in fear, brave in enduring all suffering, mild in

sustaining injuries, reading in showing mercy, of one mind and heart in fraternal
peace.!?

109 cf. Ramsey: ‘By the end of the third century [virginity] was being compared to martyrdom.” Boniface
Ramsey, Beginning to Read the Fathers (London: Paulist Press, 1985), p. 136.

10 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, xxi, p. 49.

111 Cf. Matthew: ‘And others [seed] fell upon good ground: and they brought forth fruit, some an
hundredfold, some sixtyfold, and some thirtyfold” (Matthew 13: 8).

12 cf. Cyprian, De habitu virginum, xxii, p. 50.

13 Cyprian, De habitu virginum, xxiii, pp. 51-2.
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Virginity must demonstrate all these Christian virtues.*** The praise of virginity in
Cyprian’s treatise both emphasises the value of the estate and also helps to define what it
means to be a virgin. The understanding of its grandeur and its aim of spiritual perfection
bolsters the recommended behavioural regulations that Cyprian advocates in his treatise,
which in many ways follow the lead of his ‘master’ Tertullian, and the punitive measures
that he sanctions in his epistle. Both Tertullian and Cyprian demonstrate a concern for the
problem of false virgins, those who are either spiritually or physically unchaste. The use
of the nuptial imagery and the understanding that these false virgins do not only destroy
their own integrity, but are also adulteresses against their heavenly bridegroom increases
the sense of the holiness of the virginal life and the sinfulness attendant on its rejection.
Although, at moments, this appears to imply that in Cyprian’s time the vow is considered
to be permanent, the two sources are a little ambiguous on this point. They do, however,
suggest a process of consecration, but whether this involved a ritual consecration in
public or private is unknown. Nevertheless, Cyprian’s concern for the virgins’ interaction
with the secular world, both through possible corrupting social contact or the disposal of
wealth, represents a continuing movement towards an all-encompassing programme for
the maintenance of virginity, which eventually culminates in the requirement to enclose

virginity.

14 ¢, Cyprian, De habitu virginum, XXiii, p. 52.
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1. Clement of Rome

The two Letters to Virgins attributed to Clement of Rome are extant in Syriac.* They are
generally considered to be spuriously attributed to him, although there is some debate
among scholars regarding their authenticity.” Much of the argument is perhaps political,
because the letters state that both good works and faith are necessary for salvation and,
therefore, there are vested interests for Catholics to assert that they are written by
Clement, and for Protestants to maintain the opposite position.> Rev. B. L Pratten argues
that there is a chance that they are authentic:

While the great mass of early Christian literature bearing the name of Clement of

Rome is undoubtedly spurious, the case is somewhat different with regard to the

two following epistles. Not only have Roman Catholic writers maintained their

genuineness with great ingenuity and learning, but Wetstein, who first edited

them, argued powerfully for their being received as the authentic productions of

Clement; and even Neander has admitted that they may possibly have been
written by that friend and fellow labourer of the apostles.*

1 Cf. J. B. Lightfoot, The Apostolic Fathers, Part I. Saint Clement of Rome, Vol. I. (London and New York:
Macmillan and Co., 1890), p. 407; Edward White Benson, Cyprian: His Life. His Times. His Work
(London: Macmillan and Co. Ltd., 1897), p. 56 n.3. Pratten notes: ‘It is generally admitted (and, of course,
asserted by those that maintain their truly Clementine origin) that Greek was the original language of these
epistles.” B. L. Pratten, ‘The Epistles of Clement Concerning Virginity: Introductory Notice’, in Ante-
Nicene Christian Library: Translations of the Writings of the Fathers Down to A.D. 325. Vol. XIV. The
Writings of Methodius, Alexander of Lycopolis, Peter of Alexandria and Several Fragments, eds. Alexander
Roberts and James Donaldson (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, MDCCCLXIX [1869]), pp. 365-366, (p. 366).

2 Gustav Kriiger asserts that the two epistles are falsely ascribed to Clement. Cf. Gustav Kriiger, Early
Christian Literature, trans. Charles R. Gillet (London and New York: Macmillan, 1897), p. 25.

® Lightfoot notes: “They were first published, as an appendix to his Greek Testament, by J. J. Wetstein
(Lugd. Bat. 1752), who maintained their genuineness. They have found champions also in their two latest
editors, Villecourt (Paris 1853) whose preface and translation are reprinted with the text in Migne’s
Patrologia I. p. 350 sq, and Beelen (Louvain 1856) whose edition is in all respects the most complete: and
other Roman Catholic divines have in like manner held them to be genuine.” Lightfoot, Saint Clement of
Rome, p. 407. Benson adds that: “‘Freppel (Péres Apostol., pp. 214 sqg.) holds these to be genuine, as do
other Roman divinities.” Benson, Cyprian, p. 57 n. 3. Pratten states: ‘Not only have Roman Catholic writers
maintained their genuineness with great ingenuity and learning, but Wetstein, who first edited them, argued
powerfully for their being received as the authentic productions of Clement; and even Neander admitted
that they may possibly have been written by that friend and fellow-labourer of the apostles. [...] These
epistles have been very carefully edited in recent times by the Roman Catholic scholars Villecourt (1853)
and Beelen (1856). Both have argued strenuously for the genuineness of the letters, but it may be doubted if
they have succeeded in repelling all the objections of Lardner and Venema. Beelen’s work is a highly
scholarly production, and his prolegomena are marked by great fullness and perspicuity.” Pratten, ‘The
Epistles of Clement Concerning Virginity: Introductory Notice’, pp. 365-6.

*B. L. Pratten, “The Epistles of Clement Concerning Virginity: Introductory Notice’, p. 365.
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If the letters were written by Clement of Rome, then they have apostolic authority, as
Clement is said to have been one of Saint Peter’s disciples, and the third or fourth Roman
Pope.’ Very little is known about Clement, although Jerome does provide a biography in
De viris illustribus:
Clement, of whom the Apostle Paul in his Epistle to the Philippians wrote, ‘with
Clement and my other fellow-workers whose names are written in the book of
life,”® was the fourth bishop of Rome after Peter, in that Linus was the second and
Anacletus, third,” although the greater part of the Latins think that Clement was
second after the apostle.®

Jerome makes reference to Clement’s First Epistle to the Corinthians, which is

considered his sole genuine work,” and also notes some works that were considered

® Cf. Gustav Kriiger: ‘Clement [...] appears in the tradition of the Roman Catholic church as the third or
fourth bishop of Rome.” Kriiger, Early Christian Literature, p. 23.

® Cross notes that ‘Both Origen and Eusebius, probably wrongly, equate him with the Clement mentioned
as St. Paul’s fellow-labourer in Phil. IV. iii. In more recent times he has sometimes been identified with the
consul, Titus Flavius Clemens, one of Domitian’s cousins, who was executed in 95 or 96. But this last
identification is also improbable. If such a prominent personality had been head of the Church of Rome, the
circumstance must have attracted much comment from pagans and Christians alike. Clement was a very
common name and the plain fact is that our surest guide to Clement’s person is the internal evidence of his
Epistle. His intimate familiarity with the Old Testament supports the view that he came from Jewish stock.
A fourth century legend asserts that he at last met his death by being tied to an anchor and cast into the
Black Sea; but there is no early evidence for his martyrdom.” F. L. Cross, The Early Christian Fathers
(London: Gerald Duckworth & Co. Ltd., 1960), pp. 11-12.

" Cf. Eusebius: ‘In the twelfth year of the same reign, Clement succeeded Anencletus, who had been
Bishop of the Church at Rome for twelve years.” Eusebius Pamphili, Ecclesiastical History, 111.xv, Vol. I,
trans. Roy J. Deferrari (York: Fathers of the Church inc., 1953), p. 163. Deferrari notes: ‘The order of the
first three Bishops of Rome is greatly disputed. The order given here by Eusebius [Il1. ii], namely, Linus,
Anencletus, and Clement, is that given by Irenaeus in Adv. Haer. 3.3.3, and is the oldest. Hippolytus gives
four names in this order — Linus, Clement, Cletus, and Anacletus — which is followed by the Church.” Roy
Deferrari, Note to Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History, I1L.ii, p. 139 n.1. Also, see Eusebius, Ecclesiastical
History, I11.xxi, pp. 168-9 and V.vi, p. 295.

8 Saint Jerome, “XV. Clement the Bishop’, On Illustrious Men (De viris illustribus), trans. Thomas P.
Halton (Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1999), p. 31.

° Cf. Lightfoot, Saint Clement of Rome, p. 406. Clement’s authentic letters provide important historical
information about the Early Church. For instance, Boniface Ramsey states that: ‘The mystery of the Church
is identical with the further mystery of the unity of Christ’s body, head and members. This Pauline notion
occurs in Patristic literature already before the end of the first century, in a letter of Clement of Rome to the
church at Corinth in which he complains of a schism that has arisen there.” He also notes that in Clement’s
work the hierarchy of the Church is already identifiable: “Towards the beginning of the second century,
however, a pattern similar to the one with which we are presently familiar begins to emerge. Both Clement
of Rome, writing about the year 96, and Ignatius of Antioch, fifteen years later, speak of bishops, priests (or
presbyters) and deacons, but make no mention of apostles, prophets and teachers. By the beginning of the
third century this latter group, for all intents, disappeared from the orthodox Church, although prophecy, as
a specific office, may have survived in a few isolated cases. The scheme of bishop, priest and deacon did
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spurious even in his own time: a second letter to the Church in Corinth,*® and a
Disputation of Peter and Apion.*! Jerome does not mention the Letters to Virgins, but he
alludes to them in Adversus Jovinianum and it is clear in that reference that he believes
them to be genuine. Lightfoot states:
Though the fact as been questioned, there can be no reasonable doubt that these
two epistles were known to Epiphanius and accepted by him as genuine.**[...] To
Jerome also these epistles were known.™ [...] Throughout [Adversus Jovinianum]
Jerome betrays a knowledge of these Clementine Epistles to Virgins, though he
only refers to them this once.™
It is interesting to note that in the fourth century the letters were considered to be genuine
by Jerome, who was evidently engaging in the debate of authenticity as he doubts the
veracity of other works attributed to Clement.

Even the scholars who agree that the attribution of the epistles to Clement is

spurious disagree over the dating of the Letters to Virgins. Benson asserts that they are ‘a

not suddenly spring up full-blown at the same time everywhere, yet by the year 200, if not earlier, we may
rather be certain that it was pretty firmly established throughout the whole Christian community.” Boniface
Ramsey, Beginning to Read the Fathers, (London: Paulist Press, 1985), p. 102; p. 109.

10 ightfoot says of this letter: “The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, a very early work, perhaps written
before the middle of the second century, but neither an Epistle nor written by Clement. [...] The two
generally went together and had the widest circulation in the Greek Church to very later times.” Lightfoot,
Saint Clement of Rome, p. 406.

1 Jerome says that this disputation is ‘written in a prolix style, which Eusebius rejects in the third book of
his Ecclesiastical History.” Jerome, De viris illustribus, p. 31. Cf. Eusebius: ‘But we must realise that there
is said to be a second epistle of Clement; however, we are not certain that this was known as well as the
former, since we learn that the ancients never made any use of it. Now, some have brought forward quite
recently other wordy and lengthy compositions also as supposedly his, including dialogues with Peter and
Apion, but no mention of these at all is made by the ancients, for they do not preserve the pure mark of
apostolic orthodoxy.” Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History, I11. xxxix, p. 202.

12 Cf. Epiphanius on the Ebionites: ‘But they use certain other books as well — supposedly the so-called
Travels of Peter written by Clement, though they corrupt their contents while leaving a few genuine
passages. Clement himself convicts them of this in every way in his general epistles which are read in the
holy churches, because his faith and speech are of a different character than their spurious productions in
his name in the Travels. He himself teaches celibacy, and they will not accept it. He extols Elijah, David,
Samson and all the prophets, whom they abhor.” Epiphanius, The Panarion, Book | (Sects 1-46), trans.
Frank Williams (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2009) XXX.xv.1-2, p. 143.

13 Cf. Jerome: “These [eunuchs] are they to whom Clement, who was the successor of the Apostle Peter,
and of whom the Apostle Paul makes mention, wrote letters, directing almost the whole of his discourse to
the subject of virgin purity.” Saint Jerome, Adversus Jovinianum. I. xii, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers,
Second Series, Vol. VI, St. Jerome: Letters and Select Works, trans. W. H. Freemantle (Massachusetts:
Hendrickson, 1995 [1893]), pp. 346-416, (p. 356).

 Lightfoot, Saint Clement of Rome, p. 409.



111

work of the second century, and probably the first half of it”’.* Lightfoot, however, states

that they are likely to be later:
The Epistles to Virgins can hardly have been written before the middle of the
second century. At the same time they bear the stamp of high antiquity, and in the
opinion of some competent writers (e.g. Westcott Canon p. 162, Hefele in Wetzer
u. Welte’s Kirchen-Lexicon Il. p. 586) cannot be placed much later than this date.
Neander (Church History 1. p. 408, Bohn’s translation) places them “in the last
times of the second or in the third century’. As they seem to have emanated from
Syria, and the Syrian Church changed less rapidly than the Greek or Western, it is
safer to relax the limits of the possible date to the third century.'®

The letters, then, may stem at the earliest from Tertullian’s time, from around the time of

Cyprian, or just after. Many modern critics accept the later, third-century dating.'’

Keenan, places them chronologically after Cyprian’s De habitu virginum.'® B. L. Pratten

notes that
Many have argued that they [the epistles] contain plain references to the
subintroductae spoken of in the literature of the third century, and that therefore
they were probably composed in the Oriental Church about that period.*®

Due to the uncertainty of authorship it is difficult to know where to place the Letters, not

only in terms of their chronology, but also in terms of their position in the tradition of

virginity. If the letters were not written by Clement, then they lack apostolic authority and

so are of less importance. Yet, regardless of their authenticity, they remain early

15 Benson, Cyprian, p. 57 n.3.

1 Lightfoot, Saint Clement of Rome, p. 407.

7. Cf. Brown: ‘The Letter on Virginity, ascribed to Clement of Rome, may have been written in the third
century’. In a note about the dating he states: ‘I would prefer a third-century date.” Brown, The Body and
Society: Men, Women and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity (London: Faber and Faber, 1990), p.
196; p. 196n. 32.

18 Cf. Keenan: ‘the exact dates of those treatises [Cyprian’s De habitu virginum, Methodius’ Convivium
decem virginum, and the Pseudo-Clementine letters Ad virgines] are unknown. The general opinion seems
to be that Cyprian wrote his work before 250 and that the remaining two belong to the latter part of the
third century.” Sister Angela Elizabeth Keenan, ‘Introduction to The Dress of Virgins’, in Saint Cyprian:
Treatises, trans. and ed. Roy J. Deferrari (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press,
1981 [1958]), pp. 25-29, (p. 26).

19°B. L. Pratten, ‘The Epistles of Clement Concerning Virginity: Introductory Notice’, p. 366.
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discussions of virginity and as Jerome believed them to be authentic, they can be seen to
have some influence on later writers, or at the very least on the great Jerome himself.
. First Epistle
Clement, like both Tertullian and Cyprian, understands virginity as something more than
the simple renunciation of sexual intercourse; the path of virginity is that of perfection.
This is clear in his First Epistle:
Of all virgins of either sex who have truly resolved to preserve virginity for the
sake of the kingdom of heaven — of each and every one of them is required that he
be worthy of the kingdom of heaven in every thing. [...] For it is required of the
man of God, that in all his words and works he be perfect, and that in his life he
be adorned with all exemplary and well-ordered behaviour, and do all his deeds in
righteousness, as a man of God.?°
Clement describes the virginal life as one which fully realises the Christian ideal, by
achieving perfect virtue, and he also recognises it to be available to “either sex’.*
Virgins, therefore, become an example for all Christians, ‘giving light to “those who sit
in darkness” [Isaiah 9: 2; Matthew 4: 16]’.2? Clement repeatedly emphasises the need for
virgins to be a paradigm of Christian perfection and in order to realise this they must
achieve a combination of faith®® and good works:
For virgins are a beautiful pattern for believers, and to those who shall believe.
The name alone, indeed, without works, does not introduce into the kingdom of
heaven; but if a man be truly a believer, such an one can be saved. [...] For,

merely because a person is called a virgin, if he be destitute of works excellent
and comely, and suitable to virginity, he cannot possibly be saved.**

% pseudo-Clement, Two Epistles Concerning Virginity: The First Epistle, 11, in Ante-Nicene Christian
Library, Vol. XIV. The Writings of Methodius etc. trans. B. L. Pratten eds. Alexander Roberts and James
Donaldson (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, MDCCCLXIX [1869]), pp. 367-382, (pp. 367-8).

21 Cf. Pseudo-Clement: “for it is required of the man of God, that in all his words and works he be perfect,
and that in his life he be adorned with all exemplary and well-ordered behaviour, and do all his deeds in
righteousness as a man of God.” Pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, 11, p. 368.

22 pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, 11, p. 368.

2 Cf. Pseudo-Clement: ‘the kingdom of God [...] is obtained by the power of faith, when a man exhibits
the works of faith.” Pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, 11, p. 368.

% pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, 111, p. 369.
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Virginity is not just a religious office, but a way of life, so one cannot be satisfied with
being given the title of virgin; it must be lived. Clement thus accords with Cyprian:
virginity is not just the renunciation of certain behaviours, but it also requires the active
pursuit of Christian works. Virginity without good works, which attest to the purity of the
state, is not worthy of salvation. Clement uses the Parable of the Ten Virgins (from
Matthew 25: 1-13) to elucidate on the difference between true virgins, who uphold the
perfection of Christianity, and ‘foolish virgins” who, although virgins in name, fail in the
essential aspects of faith which truly validates the state:
For our Lord called such virginity as that “foolish’ as He said in the Gospel; and
because it had neither oil nor light, it was left outside of the kingdom of heaven,
and was shut out from the joy of the bridegroom, and was reckoned with his
enemies. For such persons as these ‘have the appearance only of the fear of God,
but the power of it they deny.’ [Il Timothy 3: 5] For they ‘think with themselves
that they are something, whilst they are nothing, and are deceived. But let every
one constantly try his works,” [Galatians 6: 3, 4] and know himself; for empty
worship does he offer, whosoever he be that makes profession of virginity and
sanctity, ‘and denies its power.” For virginity of such a kind is impure, and
disowned by all good works.?
As in Tertullian and Cyprian’s works, the idea of the ‘false’ virgin is apparent, although
Clement’s discussion of such virgins is focused more on their self-deception rather than
on a hypocritical attempt to deceive other Christians that Tertullian outlines. ° The false

virgins that Clement identifies are those who live as virgins, but do not achieve the ideal

because they fail to realise the burden attendant on the sacrifice. Virginity entails the

% pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, 111, p. 369.

% Cf. Tertullian: ‘Recognise the woman, aye, recognise the wedded woman, by the testimonies both of
body and of spirit, which she experiences both in conscience and in flesh. These are the earlier tablets of
natural espousals and nuptials. Impose a veil externally upon her who has (already) a covering internally.
Let her whose lower parts are not bare have her upper likewise covered.” Tertullian, De virginibus velandis
(On the Veiling of Virgins), XILi, in Ante Nicene Fathers, Vol. IV. Tertullian, Part Fourth; Minucius Felix;
Commodian; Origen, Parts First and Second, trans. S. Thewell, ed. Alexander Roberts and James
Donaldson (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995 [1885]), pp. 27-38 (pp. 34-5).
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complete rejection of sexuality, sensuality and the temptations of the world;?’ the true
virgin must ‘crucify his body’.?
I. Vita Angelica and Imitatio Christi

Clement utilises the gospel association of virginity with the angelic life, and advises
virgins that ‘[w]hilst thou walkest upon the earth, be zealous that thy work and thy
business be in heaven’.”® By severing himself from the allure of the world, the virgin
‘excuses himself” from God’s first mandate in Genesis to procreate, which Clement
seems to view as a command that is only avoidable by the greater sacrifice of virginity
which conquers nature.*® Clement, however, does not have unrealistic notions about the
practical difficulties involved in maintaining virginity. He recognises that it is a
demanding path which is not suitable for all to undertake:

Knowest thou what hardship and irksomeness there is in true virginity — that

which stands constantly at all seasons before God, and does not withdraw [from

His service], and “is anxious how it may please its Lord with a holy body, and
with [its] spirit?” [Cf. | Corinthians 7: 34]*"

Clement describes the choice of virginity as a ‘contest’* involving the ‘conquest’ of

earthly things;* it is a competition or battle against transience and ultimately against

34
l.

evil.” Virginity is a hard path to follow, but for that reason the rewards in heaven for true

27 Cf. Pseudo-Clement: ‘[shun] all the display, and care, and sensuality, and fascination of this world, and
its revelries and its drunkenness, and all its luxury and ease, and withdraws from the entire life of this
world, and from its snares, and nets, and hindrances.” Pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, 111, p. 370.

%8 pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, 111, p. 369.

% pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, 111, p. 370.

%0 Cf. Pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, I11- 1V, p. 370.

%! pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, V, p. 371.

%2 pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, V, p. 371.

%8 pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, V, p. 371.

% Cf. Pseudo-Clement: ‘conquer the body; conquer the appetites of the flesh; conquer the world in the
Spirit of God; conquer these vain things of time, which pass away and grow old, and decay, and come to an
end; conquer the dragon; conquer the lion; conquer the serpent; conquer Satan; - through Jesus Christ, who
doth strengthen thee by the hearing of His words and the divine Eucharist.” Pseudo-Clement, The First
Epistle, V, p. 371.
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virginity are great: virgins will be given a similar place in the kingdom as the angels.®
Clement asks the virgins: ‘Dost thou understand and know how honourable a thing is
sanctity? Dost thou understand how great and exalted and excellent is the glory of
virginity?”%® He then explains why virginity is such a glorious state: Christ lived in a
virginal state and He derived his flesh from his virginal mother:

The womb of a holy virgin carried our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God; and the

body which our Lord wore, and in which He carried on the conflict in this world,

He put on from a holy virgin. From this, therefore, understand the greatness and

dignity of virginity. Dost thou wish to be a Christian? Imitate Christ in every

thing.*’
Clement here differs from the focus of Tertullian and Cyprian. Whereas the two latter
Fathers were concerned mostly with the regulation of virginal behaviour, Clement draws
out more explicitly the theological importance of virginity in its relation to the
Incarnation and the Redemption. He uses this aspect to validate the adoption of virginity
and express its grandeur. Christ not only took His flesh from a virgin, but he also dwelt in
a virginal body and in this pure state ‘carried on the conflict in this world’. By extension,
virgins continue Christ’s work more effectively through a complete imitation of what He
was and what He did.

Even though Clement recognises that Christ took His virginal flesh from the
virginal flesh of his mother, Mary is alluded to only very circumspectly as ‘a holy virgin’;
as yet her example is not held up as a pattern for Christian life. It is Christ’s virginal

example that is the main focus of Clement’s discussion and the main example for virgins

to imitate:

% Cf. Pseudo-Clement: ‘For God will give to virgins the kingdom of heaven, as to the holy angels, by
reason of this great and noble profession.” Pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, IV, p. 371.

% pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, V, p. 372.

%7 pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, V, p. 372. Pratten notes that these ‘last two sentences properly belong
to chap. vi.” p. 372n. 2.
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Those, therefore, who imitate Christ, imitate Him earnestly. For those who have
‘put on Christ” [Romans 13: 14] in truth, express His likeness in their thoughts,
and in their whole life, and in all their behaviour: in word, and in deeds, and in
patience, and in fortitude, and in knowledge, and in chastity, and in long-
suffering, and in pure heart, and in faith, and in hope, and in full and perfect love
towards God.*®
The true virgin is the ultimate imitatio Christi. Virginity is a quest for perfection and true
unity with God: ‘those who are virgins rejoice at all times in becoming like God and His
Christ, and are imitators of them.”* Virginity, imitating Christ as it does, achieves
something of the divine. Although Clement does not seem to regard Mary’s virginity as a
paradigm for virginity, he does encourage Christians to follow other examples of male
virgins in scripture. He recommends the imitation of such New Testament figures as John
the Baptist, ‘the ambassador of the Lord’;*® John the Evangelist, ‘whom He greatly
loved”;* Paul, Barnabas and Timothy, all of whose ‘names are written in the book of
life.”? In addition to these, Clement also recommends the Old Testament figures of
Elijah and Elisha, who ‘lived a holy and spotless life’.** Although Clement provides only
examples of male virgins, the salutation of the letter makes clear that it is addressed to
both sexes.**
The failure to recognise Mary’s virginity as worthy of imitation may be for
several reasons. Christology is more important than Mariology, and in the second and

third centuries Christological dogma had not yet been codified, as the Church was still

suffering persecution and was only unified after the Edict of Milan in A.D. 313. The male

% pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, VI, p. 373.

% pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, VIII, p. 373.

“0 pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, VI, p. 372.

! Pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, VI, p. 372.

“2 pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, VI, p. 372.

3 pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, VI, p. 372.

* Cf. Pseudo-Clement: “to the blessed [brother] virgins, who devote themselves to preserve virginity “for
the sake of the kingdom of heaven;” and to the holy [sister] virgins: the peace which is in God.” Pseudo-
Clement, The First Epistle, I, p. 370.
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virgins from the New Testament are examples of those who have imitated Christ’s
virginity, and so represent the establishment of the tradition of virginal imitation which

stretches back to Christ.*®

The Old Testament figures can be seen typologically to
foreshadow Christ’s virginity. Mary’s virginity is seen neither a type of Christ’s nor as an
imitation of Christ’s virginity and it needed another century before it could be recognised
on its own terms. In addition, male virginity is more prominent in the Gospels; Cyprian,
for example, had to make a point of explaining that the reference to male virgins in the
Apocalypse was also applicable to female virgins.*
ii. Vice and Spiritual Virginity

Whereas imitating Christ’s virginity achieves the highest holiness and a heavenly
bearing, vice can only lead to the possession of a ‘mind of flesh,” which is ‘enmity
towards God’.*’ Clement recounts a series of vices which are prejudicial to virginity. The
first few relate to the more obvious vices which cause the loss of bodily integrity through
“fornication, uncleanness, [and] wantonness’;*® however, the list includes some surprising
vices:

idolatry, sorcery; enmity, jealousy, rivalry, wrath, disputes, dissensions, ill-will;

drunkenness, revelry; buffoonery, foolish talking, boisterous laughter; backbiting,

insinuations; bitterness, rage; clamour, abuse, insolence of speech; malice,

inventing of evil, falsehood; talkativeness, babbling; threatenings, gnashing of

teeth, readiness to accuse, jarring, disdainings, blows; perversions [of the right],

laxness [in judgment]; haughtiness, arrogance, ostentation, pompousness,
[boasting] of family, of beauty, of position, of wealth, of an arm of flesh;

“ Cf. Pseudo-Clement: ‘For Scripture has said, “the elders who are among you, honour; and, seeing their
manner of life and conduct, imitate their faith.” And again it saith, “Imitate me, my brethren, as I [imitate]
Christ.”” Pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, VI, pp. 372-3.

“ Cf. Cyprian: And indeed not to men only does the Lord promise the grace of continence, disregarding
women; but since woman is a part of man and was taken and formed from him, almost universally in
Scriptures God addresses the first formed because they are two in one flesh, and in the man is signified
likewise the woman.” Cyprian, De habitu virginum, iv, in Saint Cyprian: Treatises, trans. and ed. Roy J.
Deferrari (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1981 [1958]), pp. 31-52, (p. 34).
*" pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, VIII, p. 373.

“8 pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, V111, pp. 373-4.
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guarrelsomeness, injustice, eagerness for victory; hatred, anger, envy, perfidy,
retaliation; debauchery, gluttony, “overreaching (which is idolatry)”, “the love of
money (which is the root of all evils);” love of display, vainglory, love of rule,
assumption, pride (which is called death and which “God fights against”).*

The list of vices follows Paul’s enumeration of ‘the works of the flesh’ in Galatians:
Now the works of the flesh are manifest, which are fornication, uncleanness,
immodesty, luxury, Idolatry, witchcrafts, enmities, contentions, emulations,
wraths, quarrels, dissensions, sects, Envies, murders, drunkenness, revellings, and
such like. Of the which I foretell you, as | have foretold to you, that they who do
such things shall not obtain the kingdom of God. (Galatians 5: 19-21)

Virginity, which is supposed to be a rejection of the flesh, has no virtue if it is

undermined by ‘works of the flesh’. A great many of the vices detailed by Clement relate

to carelessness in speech, which possibly reflects Christ’s saying that it is ‘[n]ot that
which goeth into the mouth defileth a man: but what cometh out of the mouth, this
defileth a man’ (Matthew 15: 11). Clement also enumerates vices related to pride, and
especially pride in earthly things, such as beauty, wealth and family. Those men and
women who indulge in such vices mark themselves as being of the flesh, rather than of

t°% and as such God will not dwell in them.%* Clement recommends that the

the spiri
virgin should ‘mortify the deeds of the body.’** By subjugating the body, the spirit can

take full control.>®

* pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, VIII, p. 374.

%0 Cf. Pseudo-Clement: ‘Every man with whom are these and such like things — every such man is of the
flesh.” Pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, VIII, pp. 374.

51 Cf. Pseudo-Clement: ‘For this justly does the Scripture say regarding such a generation as this: “My
Spirit shall not dwell in men for ever, because they are flesh.”” Pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, VIII, pp.
374-5.

52 pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, IX, p. 375.

53 Cf. Paul: ‘I say then, walk in the spirit, and you shall not fulfill the lusts of the flesh. For the flesh lusteth
against the spirit: and the spirit against the flesh; for these are contrary one to another: so that you do not
the things that you would. But if you are led by the spirit, you are not under the law’ (Galatians 5: 16-8).
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iii. Virgines Subintroductae
From the description and exaltation of true virginity, Clement moves to the discussion of
the scandal caused by virgins. The remainder of The First Epistle is taken up with the
problem of subintroductae virginity:
But we speak thus in consequence of the evil rumours and reports concerning
shameless men, who, under pretext of the fear of God, have their dwelling with
maidens, and [so] expose themselves to danger, and walk with them along the
road and in solitary places alone — a course which is full of dangers, and full of
stumbling blocks and snares and pitfalls; nor is it in any respect right for
Christians and those who fear God so to conduct themselves. **
Some of the so-called ‘holy men’ seem to live with virgins, others eat and behave loosely
with them, others fraternise with them socially,”® and others create pretexts to visit
virgins in their homes.>” Clement blames the idleness of the men for these gross abuses of
the state of virginity.”® Another danger to these male virgins seems to stem from
vainglory; they wish to be teachers but many of them do not have the gift and so

consequently end up perpetuating heterodox doctrine.>® He stresses the danger of

thoughtless speech and reminds the virgins that, ‘[i]f there is in thee understanding, give

* pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, X, p. 376.

% Cf. Pseudo-Clement: ‘Others, too, eat and drink with them at entertainments [allowing themselves] in
loose behaviour and much uncleanness — such as ought not to be among believers, and especially among
those who have chosen for themselves [a life of] holiness.” Pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, X, p. 376.

% Cf. Pseudo Clement: ‘Others, again, meet together for vain and trifling conversation and merriment, and
that they may speak evil of one another; and they hunt up tales against one another, and are idle: persons
with whom we do not allow you even to eat bread.” Pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, X, p. 376.

>’ Cf. Pseudo-Clement: “Then, others gad about among the houses of virgin brethren or sisters, on pretence
of visiting them, or reading the Scriptures [to them], or exorcising them.” Pseudo-Clement, The First
Epistle, X, p. 376.

%8 Cf. Pseudo-Clement: ‘Forasmuch as they are idle and do no work, they pry into those things which ought
not to be inquired into, and by means of plausible words make merchandize of the name of Christ.” Pseudo-
Clement, The First Epistle, X, p. 376.

%9 Cf. Pseudo-Clement: “‘And besides all this, barefaced men as they are, under pretence of teaching, they
set forth a variety of doctrines. And would that they taught the doctrines of truth! But it is this which is [so]
disquieting, that they understand not what they mean, and assert that which is not [true]: because they wish
to be teachers and to display themselves as skillful in speaking; because they traffic in iniquity in the name
of Christ — which it is not right for the servants of God [to do].” Pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, XI, p.
377.
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an answer to thy brother; but if not, put thy hand on thy mouth [Ecclesiasticus 5: 14]".%

These problems require regulatory solutions and so Clement lays out rules for visiting
orphans, widows, the poor and the sick, and for performing exorcism, so that such

occasions do not become a cause for scandal.®

He recommends fasting and prayer for the
achievement of exorcism rather than ostentatious display and prolixity, which frightens
those whom he is exorcising.®? Clement does not forbid reaching out to the faithful ** but
he insists that this should be for reasons of holiness and not becomes an occasion for
scandal.®*

iv. Second Epistle
Clement’s Second Epistle is directed specifically towards holy men. ® He continues the
theme that virgins should avoid scandals, and outlines his own ‘conduct in Christ’ as an
example for them to follow.®® He provides several scenarios and the correct behaviour to

follow for male virgins during visits to Christian communities.®” On all occasions they

must be totally segregated from females:

% pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, XI, p. 377.

61 Cf. Pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, XII, p. 379.

62 Cf. Pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, XII, p. 380.

83 Cf. Pseudo-Clement: For this is comely before God and before man, that we should remember the poor,
and be lovers of the brethren and of strangers, for the sake of God and for the sake of those who believe in
God, as we have learnt from the laws and from the prophets, and from our Lord Jesus Christ.” Pseudo-
Clement, The First Epistle, XII, p. 380.

% Cf. Pseudo-Clement: ‘Let us, therefore, contemplate and imitate the faithful who have conducted
themselves well in the Lord, as is becoming and suitable to our calling and profession. Thus let us do
service before God in justice and righteousness, and without blemish, “occupying ourselves with things
good and comely before God [and] also before men.” For this is comely, that God be glorified in us in all
things.” Pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, XIII, p. 382.

8 Cf. Brown: ‘These were called the “walking men.” They were committed to a life of holy vagrancy “for
the kingdom.” Unattached males endowed with more “love and leisure” than was good for them, they
formed a colourful crowd as they wandered from village to village.” Brown, The Body and Society, p. 196.
% pseudo-Clement, The Second Epistle, I, Two Epistles Concerning Virginity: The First Epistle, I, in Ante-
Nicene Christian Library, Vol. XIV. The Writings of Methodius etc. trans. B. L. Pratten eds. Alexander
Roberts and James Donaldson (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, MDCCCLXIX [1869]), pp. 382-395, (p. 382).

87 Cf. Benson: “The second epistle is not to Virgins, but prescribing caution and decorum to travelling
clerics (somewhat too minutely) exhibits the same dangers from another point of view.” Benson, Cyprian,
p. 57 n.3.
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But with us may no female, whether young maiden or married woman, be there at

that time; nor she that is aged, nor she that has taken the vow; not even a maid-

servant, whether Christian or heathen; but there shall only be men with men.%®
If the virgins must stay the night, they should stay with a consecrated brother.” If there is
no such person, then they should stay with married brethren, but only on the
understanding that they cannot have women sleeping anywhere near them.” If there are
no Christian men, but only women, then the brothers must ask ‘a woman who is aged and
the most exemplary’ to provide them with lodgings ‘where no women enters’.” The old
women must provide for all their needs but sleep elsewhere. If, however, there is only
one Christian woman in the community, then Clement’s advice is to ‘flee, as before the
face of a serpent, and as from the face of sin.””? He does qualify this advice; this course of
action is not because women are thought to be innately sinful:

Not that we disdain the believing woman — far be in from us to be so minded

towards out brethren in Christ! — but, because she is alone, we are afraid lest any

one should make insinuations against us in words of falsehood.”
It appears that the danger is not so much the sexual threat that the women pose, but more
the possibility of scandal, which brings the profession into disrepute and provides
stumbling-blocks to other Christians. Clement insists that all men, Christians and
heathens alike, should realise that the virgins belong to God by virtue of their perfect

conduct.” The sexual threat of women is acknowledged, however, as Clement cites

instructive and admonitory examples from the Old Testament of men who were brought

% pseudo-Clement, The Second Epistle, 11, pp. 383-4.

%9 Cf. Pseudo-Clement, The Second Epistle, 11, p. 383.

70 Cf. Pseudo-Clement, The Second Epistle, 111, p. 384.

™ pseudo-Clement, The Second Epistle, IV, p. 385.

72 pseudo-Clement, The Second Epistle, V, p. 386.

"3 pseudo-Clement, The Second Epistle, V, p. 386.

™ Cf. Pseudo-Clement: “Let “all those who see us acknowledge that we are a blessed seed,” “sons of the
living God,” in every thing — in all [our] words, in shamefastness, in purity, in humility, forasmuch as we
do not copy the heathen in any thing, nor are [as] believers like [other] men, but in every thing are
estranged from the wicked.” Pseudo-Clement, The Second Epistle, VI, p. 387.
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to ruin by lust for women or who were ruined by women’s lust for them, including
Joseph,” Samson,’® David,”” Amnon,’® Solomon,’ and the Elders who lusted after
Susanna.®® He also provides laudatory examples of continent men — Moses, Aaron,
Joshua, Elisha, Gehazi and Micah.®! Clement avers that the segregation of the sexes is
scriptural: Christ only called male apostles, and he sent them out in pairs to avoid
temptation.® Christ also would not let Mary Magdalene touch Him after the
resurrection;® likewise virgins should not allow themselves to be touched by women.®*
Of Christ’s attitude towards women, he says:
To Jesus Christ our Lord women ministered of their substance; but they did not
live with him; but chastely, and holily, and unblameably they behaved before the
Lord, and finished their course, and received the crown in our Lord God
Almighty.®
Clement does not denigrate women or their place in Christian society. He acknowledges
that women are part of Christ’s kingdom and ministered to Him while He was on earth,
but it is not acceptable for men who have taken a vow of virginity to fraternise with them.
Clement calls for a unity of behaviour for virgins and the universal acceptance of these

behavioural norms; those who desire to achieve true virginity will adhere to the precepts

outlined in the letter.®

75 Cf. Pseudo-Clement, The Second Epistle, V111, p. 389.

7® Cf. Pseudo-Clement, The Second Epistle, 1X, pp. 389-90.

"7 Cf. Pseudo-Clement, The Second Epistle, X, pp. 390-1.

78 Cf. Pseudo-Clement, The Second Epistle, XI, p. 391.

7 Cf. Pseudo-Clement, The Second Epistle, XII, p. 391.

8 Cf. Pseudo-Clement, The Second Epistle, X111, pp. 391-2.

81 Cf. Pseudo-Clement, The Second Epistle, X1V, pp. 392-3.

8 Cf. Pseudo-Clement, The Second Epistle, XV, p. 393.

8 Cf. John: “Jesus saith to her: Do not touch me, for | am not yet ascended to my Father. But go to my
brethren, and say to them: | ascend to my Father and to your Father, to my God and your God’ (John 20:
17).

8 Cf. Pseudo-Clement, The Second Epistle, XV, p. 394.

8 pseudo-Clement, The Second Epistle, XV, p. 394.

8 Cf. Pseudo-Clement: “Therefore, we beseech you, our brethren in our Lord, that these things be observed
with you, as with us, and that we may be of the same mind, that we may be one in you and ye may be one
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The apparent allusions to the practice of virgines subintroductae in Clement’s
letters echo the problems that Cyprian addresses in his fourth epistle. Although the letters
demonstrate a level of interest in regulatory issues, partly because of the problem of the
practice of syneisaktism, Clement also goes some way towards a more esoteric expression
of virginity. Like Tertullian and Cyprian, Clement expresses virginity as an intensely
spiritual state which looks towards the complete perfection of the individual. Clement’s
use of the Parable of the Ten Virgins in relation to Christian virgins is a use of the parable
which has a long currency in the tradition, as it serves as a scriptural warning for virgins
that physical intactness is not enough to achieve glory. To this effect, he emphasises the
necessity for the virgin to undertake Christian works and, thus, he envisions virginity as
an active virtue that is hard won and must be involved in Christian service. He draws
attention to its celestial associations; it is both the vita angelica and an imitatio Christi.
His emphasis on imitation is not restricted to the imitatio Christi motif, but envisions this
example to be evident in New Testament figures and for virgins to continue this imitative
tradition both by imitating Christ and by becoming figures for imitation.

Tertullian, Cyprian and Clement all bring about a greater awareness of a wider
understanding of virginity. Tertullian and Cyprian concentrate mainly on how immodest
behaviour prejudices virginity, whereas Clement suggests that every conceivable sin is
damaging to true virginity, because virginity is in essence an expression of the nature of
Christ and thus must be holy in every way. One of the differences between Clement and

Tertullian and Cyprian is the dissimilar focus on gender. Whereas Tertullian’s and

in us, and that in everything we may be [of] one soul and one heart in our Lord. Whosoever knoweth the
Lord heareth us; and everyone who is not of God heareth not us. He who desires truly to keep sanctity
heareth us; but she who does not truly desire to keep virginity doth not hear us.” Pseudo-Clement, The
Second Epistle, XVI, p. 395.
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Cyprian’s writings are directed towards female ascetics, Clement is more male-focused,
although he does address both male and female virgins in the First Epistle. Together,
however, the meditations of these early Fathers demonstrate a growing awareness that the
only way in which to achieve a truly virginal life is in the complete rejection of the
world; it is almost impossible for true virginity to exist whilst dwelling in the world,

surrounded as it is by all its vices.
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IV.  Methodius of Olympus

Very little is known about Methodius of Olympus,1 whom Epiphanius calls Eubulius (a

character from his work The Symposium of the Ten Virgins, and apparently Methodius’

literary alter ego).” Jerome’s biography of Methodius in De viris illustribus is very short

and mostly provides details of Methodius’ literary oeuvre:
Methodius, Bishop of Olympus in Lycia, and later of Tyre, in a limpid and
elegant style composed works Against Porphyry and The Symposium of the Ten
Virgins, an important work, On the Resurrection against Origen, and another
against the same author, On the Pythoness, a work, On Freewill, also a
Commentary on Genesis; one On the Song of Songs, and many other works which
are read eagerly by a wide public. Towards the end of the last persecution, or, as
others assert, under Decius and Valerian, he received the crown of martyrdom in
Chalcis in Greece.’

By Jerome’s account, Methodius was a popular author and widely read.* Some of the

works that Jerome mentions are no longer extant, namely On the Pythoness, Commentary

on Genesis and On the Song of Songs. Methodius’ martyrdom is thought to have taken

place around A.D. 312 (just before the end of the Christian persecution), although there is

some debate about whether it took place in Greece, as Jerome asserts, or whether it was

! Cf. Kriiger: ‘Nothing further is known regarding the life of Methodius than that he was a bishop of
Olympus in Lycia and became a martyr in 311 A.D., toward the close of the Diocletian persecution. We
have only Jerome’s testimony for the statement that he held the see of Tyre (Cyprus?) after his Olympian
episcopate. The mention of Patara by later writers (cf. Leontius, Byz., de sectis, 111, i.) is founded on a
misunderstanding; and the designation of Methodius as bishop of Philippi (Philipus), in the superscription
of the De Lepra, is due to the error of the scribe. Eusebius took no notice of this opponent of Origen.’
Gustav Kriiger, Early Christian Literature, trans. Charles R. Gillet (London and New York: Macmillan,
1897), p. 235.

* Cf. Epiphanius on Origen or Adamantius: “This is the <selection> of consecutive passages <which I have
made> <from> Methodius’, or Eubulius’, <comments> on Origen and the heresy which, with sophistical
imposture, Origen puts forward in his treatise on resurrection.” Epiphanius of Salamis, The Panarion of
Epiphanius of Salamis, Books 11 and III (Sects 47-80, De Fide), trans. Frank Williams (Leiden, New York,
Koln: E. J. Brill, 1994), LXIV Ixiii.i, p. 188.

3 Saint Jerome, ‘LXXXIIL Methodius the Bishop’, On Illustrious Men (De viris illustribus), trans. Thomas
P. Halton (Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1999), p. 116.

* Kriiger is less voluble in his praise than Jerome. He says of Methodius’ works: ‘Almost all of his writings
are in the form of dialogues, evidently in imitation of Plato, and they are written with more or less
diffuseness and prolixity, though not without art and imagination.” Kriiger, Early Christian Literature, p.
236.
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more likely to have occurred in Chalcis in Syria.” The Symposium, or The Banquet of the
Ten Virgins, which Jerome describes as an ‘important work’, is the only complete work
by Methodius that exists today and it is also the first sustained treatise devoted to the
praise of virginity.® William Clark notes that
Methodius is known chiefly as the antagonist of Origen; although, as has been
pointed out, he was himself influenced in no small degree by the method of
Origen, as may be seen by his tendency to allegorical interpretations of Scripture.
[...] His antagonism to Origen, however, comes out less in this [The Symposium]
than in his works On Resurrection, and On Things Created.’
Socrates in his Ecclesiastical History denounces Methodius’ opposition to Origen.® The
Symposium is written in the form of a dialogue between two characters, namely
Gregorion and Euboulious.” It recounts a banquet, attended by ten virgins, all of whom

are required to ‘pronounce a discourse in praise of virginity’.'’ It is modeled on Plato’s

Symposium, but self-consciously inverts the theme; whereas Plato’s Symposium discusses

° Cf. William R. Clark, ‘The Writings of Methodius: Introduction’, in Ante-Nicene Christian Library:
Translations of the Writings of the Fathers down to A.D. 325. Vol. XIV. The Writings of Methodius,
Alexander of Lycopolis, Peter of Alexandria and Several Fragments, trans. William R. Clark, eds.
Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, MDCCCLXIX [1869]), pp. ix-X, (p.
ix).

6 Cf. Clark, ‘Introduction’ to “The Writings of Methodius’, p. ix.

7 Clark, ‘Introduction’ to ‘The Writings of Methodius’, pp. ix-x.

¥ Cf. Socrates: ‘But since carping detractors have imposed upon many persons and have succeeded in
deterring them from reading Origen, as though he were a blasphemous writer, I deem it not unreasonable to
make a few observations respecting him. Worthless characters, and such as are destitute of ability to attain
eminence themselves, often seek to get into notice by decrying those who excel them. And first Methodius,
bishop of a city in Lycia named Olympus, laboured under this malady; next Eustathius, who for a short
time presided over the Church at Antioch; after him Apollinaris; and lastly Theophilus.” Socrates,
Ecclesiastical History, VI.xiii, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 11, Socrates, Sozomenus: Church
Histories, trans. E. Walford (revised by A. C. Zenos), eds. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (Massachusetts:
Hendrickson, 1995 [1890)), pp. 1-178, (p. 147).

? The name Gregorion is from the Greek ‘Tpnyop-ém’ meaning ‘awake’, or ‘watchful’. Euboulious is from
the Greek ‘EvBouvA-£0g’, meaning ‘he of good counsel’, ‘soundness of judgement’ or ‘prudence’. Cf. 4
Greek-English Lexicon, compiled by Henry George Liddel and Robert Scott, rev. Sir Henry Stuart James,
Robert McKenzie et al. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968 [1843]), p. 360; p. 707.

' Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, in Ante-Nicene Christian Library: Translations of the
Writings of the Fathers down to A.D. 325. Vol. XIV. The Writings of Methodius, Alexander of Lycopolis,
Peter of Alexandria and Several Fragments, trans. William R. Clark, eds. Alexander Roberts and James
Donaldson (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, MDCCCLXIX [1869]), pp. 1-119, (p. 4).
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love in its various forms,"' Methodius’ instead lauds its opposites, virginity and chastity.
Methodius, however, subtly alludes to Plato’s Symposium throughout his work, and also
follows Plato structurally. For instance, the events in Plato’s Symposium are related by
Apollodorus to an unnamed friend. Apollodorus had not been present at the symposium,
but had himself received the information from Aristodemus who was present. Likewise in
Methodius’ Symposium, Gregorion is ‘repeating the words of Theopatra’,'* one of the
virgins at the banquet (the speaker of discourse IV), to Euboulious. In both cases,
therefore, the information relayed in both works to the friend/Euboulious is second-hand.
The self-conscious homage to Plato is also important as it demonstrates the
beginning of the Platonic influence in the tradition of virginity, which is particularly
observable later in Gregory of Nyssa’s treatise On Virginity."> Despite retaining the
structure of Plato’s work, Methodius does make some alterations. For instance, he
provides more discourses than Plato: whereas Plato’s philosophers deliver six discourses
on Love, with an additional encomium to Socrates delivered by Alcibiades,'* Methodius’
ten virgins each provides a discourse, Aréte adds an eleventh, and the virgins close the

banquet with a nuptial hymn. Methodius’ virgins implicitly pit the wisdom of Christian

"' Cf. Cooper: ‘Love (Greek erds) covers sexual attraction and gratification between men and women and
between men and teenage boys, but the focus here is also and especially on the adult male’s role as ethical
and intellectual educator of the adolescent that was traditional among the Athenians in the latter sort of
relationship, whether accompanied by sex or not.” John M. Cooper, ‘Introductory Note’ to Plato’s
Symposium, in Plato, Complete Works, ed. J. M. Cooper (Indianapolis and Cambridge: Hackett Publishing
Company, 1997), pp. 457-8, (p. 457).

2 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, p. 2.

" Andrew Louth says that Gregory of Nyssa drew on Origen and Methodius and so ‘presents the life of
virginity as “a kind of door and entrance to a more august way of life”, and sees the life of the blessed
Virgin as its archetype.” Andrew Louth, ‘The Cappadocians’, in The Cambridge History of Early Christian
Literature, ed. Frances Young, Lewis Ayres, and Andrew Louth (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2004), 289-301, (p. 299).

'* Cf. Cooper: ‘In his youth, Alcibiades had been one of Socrates’ admiring followers and he now reports in
gripping detail the fascinating reversal Socrates worked upon him in the erotic roles of the older and
younger man usual among the Greeks in a relationship of “love”.” Cooper, ‘Introductory note’ to Plato’s
Symposium, p. 457.
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philosophy against Plato’s pagan philosophers. The number of virgins is probably an
allusion to the biblical Parable of the Ten Virgins (Matthew 25: 1-13)," and indeed this
parable is expounded by Agathe later in the Symposium (in Discourse VI). The virgins at
the banquet, however, are not divided into ‘foolish’ and ‘wise’. Indeed, Gregorion
implies that they are all particularly associated with wisdom: ‘it is said that they argued
with such ability and power that there was nothing lacking to the full consideration of the
subject.”'® In Greek and biblical tradition, Wisdom (Sophia) is always personified as
female, and it seems likely that the figure of the Christian virgin is here conflated with an
ancient feminine virtue, thus providing another link between Christian virginity and an

older, more venerable, tradition."”

' Cf. Matthew: ‘Then shall the kingdom of heaven be like to ten virgins, who taking their lamps went out
to meet the bridegroom and the bride. And five of them were foolish, and five wise. But the five foolish,
having taken their lamps, did not take oil with them: But the five wise took oil in their vessels with the
lamps. And the bridegroom tarrying, they all slumbered and slept. And at midnight there was a cry made:
Behold the bridegroom cometh, go ye forth to meet him. Then all those virgins arose and trimmed their
lamps. And the foolish said to the wise: Give us of your oil, for our lamps are gone out. The wise answered,
saying: Lest perchance there be not enough for us and for you, go ye rather to them that sell, and buy for
yourselves. Now whilst they went to buy, the bridegroom came: and they that were ready, went in with him
to the marriage, and the door was shut. But at last came also the other virgins, saying: Lord, Lord, open to
us. But he answering said: Amen I say to you, I know you not. Watch ye therefore, because you know not
the day nor the hour’ (Matthew 25: 1-13).

' Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, p. 1.

7 Wisdom is associated with virginity throughout the Symposium. Marcella states: ‘it is fitting, then, that a
virgin should always love things which are foremost for wisdom, and addicted to nothing slothful or
luxurious, but should excel, and set her mind upon things worthy of the state of virginity, always putting
away, by the word, the foulness of luxury, lest in any way some slight hidden corruption should breed the
worm of incontinence.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, 1. 1, p. 6. Thaleia commends the
wisdom of Theophila: “You seem to me, O Theophila, to excel all in action and in speech, and to be second
to none in wisdom.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, 11Li, p. 20. Agathe comments that: ‘I
should be unable to put forth in philosophizing anything that could compete with these things which have
already been so variously and brilliantly worked out. For I shall seem to bear away the reproach of silliness,
if I make an effort to match myself with my superiors in wisdom.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten
Virgins, VLi, p. 52. Aréte commends Thekla’s wisdom: ‘thou wilt yield to none in universal philosophy
and instructed by Paul in what is fitting to say of evangelical and divine doctrine.” Methodius, The Banquet
of the Ten Virgins, p. 66. Thekla says: ‘it is my turn after her to continue the contest; and I rejoice, since I
too have the favouring wisdom of words, perceiving that I am like a harp, inwardly attuned, and prepared to
speak with elegance and propriety.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, p. 66. Euboulious says of
Thekla: ‘how glorious she often appeared in meeting the chief conflicts of the martyrs, procuring for herself
a zeal equal to her courage, and a strength of body equal to the wisdom of her counsels.” Methodius, The
Banquet of the Ten Virgins, p. 91. Gregorion says to Euboulious of Thekla: ‘what, then, would you have
said, if you had listened to herself, speaking fluently, and with easy expression, with much grace and
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Aréte, ‘the daughter of Philosophia’'® and a personification of virtue,'® presides
over the proceedings of the symposium: it is she who judges and crowns the virgin who
provides the best discourse. She lives in a pastoral landscape, which allegorically
represents the heavenly home of virginity, reached by means of a difficult journey.
Gregorion repeats Theopatra’s description of how she reached the abode of Aréte:

‘We went by invitation to a garden of hers with an eastern aspect, to enjoy the

fruits of the season [...] We went, Gregorion, by a very rough, steep and arduous

path.’ [Aréte said:] ‘You have come by a way abounding with many frightful
reptiles; for, as I looked, I saw you often stepping aside, and I was fearing lest you
should turn back and slip over the precipice.’*
The ‘arduous path’, an allusion to the biblical passage of the narrow road to holiness,”'
represents the difficulty of virginity, and the reptiles and the precipice are the perils
which seek to destroy virginity and try to turn the virgin from her chosen path. The

sentiment echoes the recognition of the difficulties involved in pursuing virginity that are

expressed in the Pseudo-Clementine letters and reinforces the exclusiveness of the state.”

pleasure? So that she was admired by every one who attended, her language blossoming with words, as she
set forth intelligently, and in fact picturesquely, the subjects on which she spoke, her countenance suffused
with the blush of modesty; for she is altogether brilliant in body and soul.” Methodius, The Banquet of the
Ten Virgins, p. 91. Tusiane notes that ‘the tree of life is wisdom first begotten of all.” Methodius, The
Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IX.iii, p. 97. Domnina ‘invoked Wisdom to be her present helper.” Methodius,
The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, p. 101.

'8 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, p. 2.

' Aréte features in the dialogues of Plato’s Symposium; however, there she is referred to as the moral
character provided by Love. Cf. Plato: ‘After this we should speak of Love’s moral character [aréte].’
Plato, Symposium, trans. Alexander Nehamas and Paul Woodruff, in Plato, Complete Works ed. J. M.
Cooper (Indianapolis and Cambridge: Hackett Publishing Company, 1997), pp. 457-505, (p. 479).

2 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, p. 3.

I Cf. Matthew: ‘Enter ye in at the narrow gate: for wide is the gate, and broad is the way that leadeth to
destruction, and many there are who go in thereat. How narrow is the gate, and straight is the way that
leadeth to life: and few there are that find it!” (Matthew 7: 13-4).

2 Cf. Pseudo-Clement: ‘Knowest thou what hardship and irksomeness there is in true virginity — that which
stands constantly at all seasons before God, and does not withdraw [from His service], and “is anxious how
it may please its Lord with a holy body, and with [its] spirit?”’ [I Corinthians 7: 34]’. Pseudo-Clement, Two
Epistles Concerning Virginity: The First Epistle, V, in Ante-Nicene Christian Library, Vol. XIV. The
Writings of Methodius etc. trans. B. L. Pratten eds. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Edinburgh: T
& T Clark, MDCCCLXIX [1869]), pp. 367-382, (p. 371).
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The pastoral haven which they reach underlines the sense of the heavenly nature of
virginity:
The air was diffused in soft and regular currents, mingled with pure beams of
light, and a stream flowing as gently as oil through the very middle of the garden,
threw up a most delicious drink; and the water flowing from it, transparent and
pure, formed itself into fountains, and these, overflowing like rivers watered all
the garden with their abundant streams; and there were different kinds of trees
there, full of fresh fruits, and the fruits that hung joyfully from their branches
were of equal beauty; and there were ever-blooming meadows strewn with
variegated and sweet-scented flowers, from which came a gentle breeze laden
with sweetest odour. And the Agnos grew near, a lofty tree, under which we
reposed, from its being exceedingly wide spreading and shady.”
The depiction of Aréte’s idyllic setting echoes the fertility of the Garden of Eden in
Genesis.”* Indeed, Euboulious notes that the account of the garden seems like ‘a
revelation of a second paradise’,” the truth of which description Gregorion readily agrees
with. The garden also recalls the pastoral imagery of Canticles.”® Methodius alludes to
two biblical gardens in order to relate virginity typologically to the Old Testament
biblical tradition. He continues to draw out the foreshadowing of virginity in Old
Testament literature throughout the Symposium. The pastoral imagery also encapsulates
some of the characteristics of virginity: the fruitfulness of the garden expresses the

paradoxical fertility of virginity, a spiritual fecundity, which is fruitful and flowering with

virtue. The pastoral landscape of virginity also reflects some of the names of the virgins

» Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, pp. 3-4.

2 Cf. Genesis: ‘And the Lord God had planted a paradise of pleasure from the beginning: wherein he
placed man whom he had formed. And the Lord God brought forth of the ground all manner of trees, fair to
behold, and pleasant to eat of: the tree of life also in the midst of paradise: and the tree of knowledge of
good and evil. And a river went out of the place of pleasure to water paradise, which from thence is divided
into four heads’ (Genesis 2: 8-10).

2 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, pp. 3-4

% Cf. Canticles: ‘My sister, my spouse, is a garden enclosed, a garden enclosed, a fountain sealed up. Thy
plants are a paradise of pomegranates with the fruits of the orchard. Cypress with spikenard. Spikenard and
saffron, sweet cane and cinnamon, with all the trees of Libanus, myrrh and aloes with all the chief
perfumes. The fountain of gardens: the well of living waters which run with a strong stream from Libanus.
Arise, O north wind, and come, O south wind, blow through my garden, and let the aromatical spices
thereof flow’ (Canticle of Canticles 4: 12-16).
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who are at the banquet. For instance, Thaleia and Thallousa’s names are both derived
from a similar Greek word: Thaleia is from the Greek 8dAio, meaning ‘abundance’ or
‘good cheer’,*” and Thallousa is from the Greek 8oAAdg meaning ‘young shoot’, or
‘young branch’.*® Theopatra’s name, from the Greek 0e6¢ (God) nétpé (fatherland),
meaning ‘land of God’, seems to associate virginity with a heavenly abode.”’ A
paradisiacal landscape seems a fitting habitat for virginity since it recaptures the purity of
prelapsarian man, a reclamation made possible through the triumph of the Second Adam,
as explained in Discourse II.

That the banquet is attended only by female virgins perhaps implies that virginity,
despite the masculine bias in the Bible, has some strong associations with feminine
virtue.*® This appears to be a feature of the tradition in the earlier treatises, with the
possible exception of Pseudo-Clement, who addressed both male and female virgins in

his letters.”’ The exclusively female bias in Methodius’ text is particularly notable

*7 Greek-English Lexicon, p. 782.

2 Greek-English Lexicon, p. 782.

¥ “@goc’, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 791; ‘Tlatpd’, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 1348.

30 Contrast Bugge’s assertion that feminisation of virginity occurs in the twelfth century as a consequence
of Bernard of Clairvaux’s resurrection of the bridal imagery from the Song of Songs. Cf. Bugge: ‘During
the hundred years between 1150 and 1250, the ancient mystery of marriage to God underwent a profound
transformation, one that found expression in an unprecedented outpouring of devotional literature that was
overtly “feminist” in nature’; ‘it is only later in the Middle Ages that virginity becomes almost exclusively
something female’; ‘The most fundamental change which Bernadine mysticism wrought with respect to the
perfect ideal of virginity was to make it permanently a female concern.” John Bugge, Virginitas: An Essay
in the History of a Medieval Ideal (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1975), pp. 2-3; p. 4; and p. 110; See also
p. 135. Katherine J. Lewis follows Bugge in asserting that ‘By the later Middle Ages virginity was
perceived not so much as a spiritual state which could apply equally to men and women, as it had been by
early Church Fathers, but largely, although not exclusively, as a physical state which applied primarily to
women. This is a feminisation of virginity which has been noted by several scholars.” Katherine J. Lewis,
‘Becoming a virgin king: Richard II and Edward the Confessor’ in Gender and Holiness: Men, women and
saints in medieval Europe, eds. Samantha J.E. Riches and Sarah Salih (London and New York: Routledge,
2002), pp. 86-100, (p. 88).

31 Cf. Pseudo-Clement: ‘Of all virgins of either sex who have truly resolved to preserve virginity for the
sake of the kingdom of heaven — of each and every one of them is required that he be worthy of the
kingdom of heaven in every thing. [...] For it is required of the man of God, that in all his words and works
he be perfect, and that in his life he be adorned with all exemplary and well-ordered behaviour, and do all
his deeds in righteousness, as a man of God.” Pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, 11, pp. 367-8.
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because the Greek word for virgin, wapbévog (parthenos), was applicable to both sexes,
yet he still gives pre-eminence to female virginity.** Also in the Symposium, virtue itself
is associated with femininity, as Aréte is described as an unimaginably beautiful woman:
Her beauty was something altogether inconceivable and divine. Modesty blended
with majesty, bloomed on her countenance [...] it was wholly unadorned by art,
and had nothing counterfeit. She came up to us, and, like a mother who sees her
daughters after a long separation, she embraced and kissed each one of us with
great joy.>
Aréte’s unadorned beauty conforms to Tertullian and Cyprian’s requirements for female
modesty, and contrasts with those false painted virgins, shackled with jewels, whom their
tracts criticised. Aréte’s beauty is artless; she does not adorn herself with dress or
cosmetics, for virtue naturally adorns the body. Counterfeit beauty cannot compare with
such divine splendour. Aréte’s role as a spiritual mother of the virgins makes explicit the
connection between virtue and virginity: they share consanguinity. This association is
reinforced by her assertion that ‘chastity is to be preferred and embraced first of all my
pursuits.”>* Methodius thus appears to be the first to assert that virginity represents the
zenith of virtue. Aréte’s sex and her spiritual beauty contrasts with the emphasis on the
physical beauty of Plato’s male host in the Symposium, which the other men (especially

Socrates) lust after throughout.” Aréte’s beauty is more desirable than a purely physical

beauty.

32 Cf. Pratten: ‘In later Greek mopBévog was used of both sexes.” B. L. Pratten, Note to Pseudo-Clement’s
First Epistle, p. 367n. 1.

3 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, p. 3.

** Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, p. 109.

3 In Plato’s Symposium, Socrates comments: ‘I took great pains with my appearance: I’'m going to the
house of a good-looking man; I had to look my best.” Plato, Symposium, p. 459.
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. Marcella: Discourse I

Marcella is chosen by Aréte to begin the discourses. Her name is derived from the Latin,
and appears to be a false etymology from Mars, thus meaning ‘young warrior’. Such a
meaning implies the merging of the identity of the virgin with the miles Christi metaphor,
and evokes the military metaphors that Tertullian had previously associated with
virginity.*® She gives a lengthy dialogue asserting the excellence of virginity, >’ and
establishes a biblical history of virginity in order to demonstrate the reason why virginity
had not been available to mankind before the advent of Christ. Marcella’s discourse
emphasises the authorisation of virginity in the Scriptures. She states:

If, however, any one should venture to find fault with our arguments as destitute

of Scriptural proof, we will bring forward the writings of the prophets, and more

fully demonstrate the truth of the statements already made.*®
Marcella paves the way for the more obscure exegesis later in the Symposium, but she
herself cites the scriptural proofs which are most obviously associated with virginity. For
instance, the excellence of virginity, and the certainty of its acceptance into heaven, is

evinced by Christ’s authorisation in Matthew 19: 12.%° The passage in the Apocalypse of

Saint John in which Christ appears as the Lamb of God accompanied by a choir of

36 Cf. Tertullian: ‘Nay but true and absolute and pure virginity [...] betakes itself for refuge to the veil of
the head as to a helmet, as to a shield, to protect its glory against the blows of temptations, against the darts
of scandals, against suspicions and whispers and emulation; (against) envy also itself.” Tertullian, De
virginibus velandis (On the Veiling of Virgins), XV i, in Ante Nicene Fathers, Vol. IV. Tertullian, Part
Fourth; Minucius Felix; Commodian; Origen, Parts First and Second, trans. S. Thewell, ed. Alexander
Roberts and James Donaldson (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995 [1885]), pp. 27-38, (p. 36).

37 Cf. Methodius: “Virginity is something supernaturally great, wonderful, and glorious; and to speak
plainly and in accordance with the Holy Scriptures, this best and noblest manner of life alone is the root of
immortality, and also its flower and first fruits.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, Li, p. 4.

3% Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, Liii, p. 8.

3% Cf. Methodius: ‘the Lord promises that those shall enter into the kingdom of heaven who have made
themselves eunuchs, in that passage of the Gospels in which He lays down the various reasons for which
men have made themselves eunuchs.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, 1i, p. 5. Cf. Matthew:
‘For there are eunuchs, who were born so from their mother’s womb: and there are eunuchs, who were
made so by men: and there are eunuchs, who have made themselves eunuchs for the kingdom of heaven.
He that can take, let him take it” (Matthew 19: 12).
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144,000 virgins (those who have not been ‘defiled with women’) likewise demonstrates
the immortal rewards waiting for virgins.** These virgins are those who are closest to
Christ and are the “first-fruits” of man.*' Marcella declares that the account in the

Apocalypse shows ‘that the Lord is the leader of the choir of virgins. And remark, in

addition to this, how very great in the sight of God is the dignity of virginity’.**

Marcella’s exposition of the Scriptures differs from Origen’s exegetical account of Saint
John’s apocalyptic vision of the 144,000 virgins.* Origen notably does not appear to read
the “virgins’ mentioned in the Apocalypse 14: 1-5 as literal virgins. Instead, he associates

them with the earlier 144,000 mentioned in Apocalypse 7: 4, who ‘were signed of every

tribe of the children of Israel’.** Origen reasons that:

Now these taken from the tribes are, as we showed before, the same persons as
the virgins. But the number of believers is small who belong to Israel according to
the flesh; one might venture to assert that they would not nearly make up the
number of a hundred and forty-four thousand. It is clear, therefore, that the
hundred and forty-four thousand who have not defiled themselves with women
must be made up of those who have come to the divine word out of the Gentiles
world. In this way the truth of the statement may be upheld that the first fruits of
each tribe are its virgins. [...] The statement about the hundred and forty-four
thousand no doubt admits of mystical interpretation.*

* Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, L.v, p. 11.

*1 Cf. Apocalypse: ‘These are they who were not defiled with women: for they are virgins. These follow the
Lamb whithersoever he goeth. These were purchased from among men, the firstfruits to God and to the
Lamb’ (Apocalypse 14: 4).

*> Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, 1.v. p. 11.

# Cf. Apocalypse of John: ‘And I beheld, and lo a lamb stood upon mount Sion, and with him an hundred
forty-four thousand, having his name, and the name of his Father, written on their foreheads. And I heard a
voice from heaven, as the noise of many waters, and as the voice of great thunder; and the voice which I
heard, was as the voice of harpers, harping on their harps. And they sung as it were a new canticle, before
the throne, and before the four living creatures, and the ancients; and no man could say the canticle, but
those hundred and forty-four thousand, who were purchased from the earth. These are they who were not
defiled with women: for they are virgins. These follow the Lamb whithersoever he goeth. These were
purchased from among men, the firstfruits to God and to the Lamb: And in their mouth there was found no
lie; for they are without spot before the throne of God’ (Apocalypse 14: 1-5).

* Cf. Apocalypse: ‘And I heard the number of them that were signed, an hundred and forty-four thousand
were signed, of every tribe of the children of Israel’ (Apocalypse 7: 4).

* Origen, Commentary of the Gospel of John, Lii, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. IX: The Gospel of Peter,
The Diatessaron of Tatian, The Apocalypse of Peter, The Vision of Paul, The Apocalypses of the Virgin and
Sedrach, The Testament of Abraham, The Acts of Xanthippe and Polyxena, The Narrative of Zosimus, The
Apology of Aristides, The Epistles of Clement (complete text), Origen’s Commentary on John, Books 1-10,



135

Whereas Origen interprets the biblical description of the virgins, who are also ‘the first-
fruits to God’, as the first converts of the Gentiles, Methodius instead emphasises a more
literal reading of the Apocalypse; the virgins are actual virgins. The pre-eminence of
virginity is demonstrated by their restricted number, their closeness to Christ, and the fact
that Christ personally leads the virgins; the Lamb is the pre-eminent virgin.

The supernatural quality of virginity guarantees that its practice is rare among
men. This is also confirmed by the limited number related in the Apocalypse.*® The
exclusivity of virginity is also a warning to those who do not have a true vocation for it:

Some who have longed for it, [...] have come, by reason of coarseness of mind,

ineffectually with unwashed feet, and have gone aside out of the way, from

having conceived no worthy idea of the [virginal] manner of life.*’
These false virgins fail to understand the worth of virginity and so fall by the wayside.
This sentiment echoes Pseudo-Clement, who identified false virgins, or fallen virgins, as
those who did not understand the grandeur of virginity, rather than those who falsely
adopted virginity by design.*® Marcella’s failed virgins only comprehend virginity as a
state of the body; they do not understand that if they do not keep their mind pure, they

cannot reach the virginal ideal.*’ The Symposium, then, like the earlier treatises on

and Commentary on Matthew, Books 1, 2, and 10-14, ed. Alan Menzies (Massachusetts: Hendrickson,
1994 [1896]), pp. 297-408, p. 298.

% Cf. Methodius: ‘he clearly intends by this to teach us that the number of virgins was, from the beginning,
restricted to so many, namely, a hundred and forty four and four thousand, while the multitude of other
saints is innumerable.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, L.v, p. 11.

" Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, 1i, p. 5.

* Cf. Pseudo-Clement: ‘For such persons as these “have the appearance only of the fear of God, but the
power of it they deny”. [II Timothy 3: 5] For they “think with themselves that they are something, whilst
they are nothing, and are deceived. But let every one constantly try his works,” [Galatians 6: 3, 4] and
know himself; for empty worship does he offer, whosoever he be that makes profession of virginity and
sanctity, “and denies its power”. For virginity of such a kind is impure, and disowned by all good works.’
Pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, 111, p. 369.

# Cf. Methodius: ‘For it is not enough to keep the body only undefiled, just as we should not show that we
think more of the temple than of the image of God; but we should care for the souls of men as being the
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virginity, affirms the pre-eminence of the spiritual side of virginity: the purity of the soul
guarantees the purity of the body. Thus, a virgin must turn away from all aspects of the
earthly:
It is fitting, then, that a virgin should always love things which are honourable,
and be distinguished among the foremost for wisdom, and addicted to nothing
slothful or luxurious, but should excel, and set her mind upon things worthy of the
state of virginity, always putting away, by the word, the foulness of luxury, lest in
any way some slight hidden corruption should breed the worm of incontinence.™
This passage articulates the necessity for the virgin to reject the world in its entirety, and
in doing so encapsulates many of the ideas which informed the work of the other Fathers
in the tradition: Pseudo-Clement’s warning of the dangers of idleness; Cyprian’s warning
of the danger of luxuries; and Tertullian and Cyprian’s warning of the dangers of

adornment.’! Marcella recommends that those who best care for their souls are those

who, ‘striving untiringly to hear divine discourses, [...] do not desist until, wearing the

divinities of their bodies, and adorn them with righteousness.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins,
Li, p. 5.

> Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, Li, p. 6.

>! Cf. Cyprian: ‘But if continence follows Christ, and virginity is destined for the kingdom of God, what
have such maidens to do with worldly dress and adornments, whereby in striving to please men they offend
God’ (v, p. 35); ‘if you adorn yourself too elaborately and appear conspicuous in public, if you attract to
yourself the eyes of the youth, draw after you the signs of young men, foster the desire of concupiscence,
enkindle the fire of hope, so that, without perhaps losing your own soul, you nevertheless ruin others and
offer yourself a sword and poison as it were, to those who behold you, you cannot be excused on the
ground that your mind is chaste and pure. Your shameless apparel and your immodest attire belie you, and
you can no longer be numbered among the maidens and virgins of Christ, you who so live as to become the
object of sensual love.” (ix, p. 39); ‘Showy adornments and clothing and the allurements of beauty are not
becoming in any except prostitutes and shameless women, and of none, almost, is the dress more costly
than those whose modesty is cheap’ (xii, p. 41); ‘Assuredly, virgins [...] who have adorned themselves by
devices of this sort, should not be numbered among virgins, in my opinion, but, like tainted sheep and
diseased cattle, they should be kept apart from the pure and holy flock of virgins, lest while they are
together they corrupt others by their contact, lest they who have themselves perished ruin others.” Cyprian,
De habitu virginum, xvii, in The Fathers of the Church: Saint Cyprian Treatises, trans. Sister Angela
Elizabeth Keenan, ed. Roy J. Deferrari (Washington: The Catholic University of America Press, 1981), pp.
31-52, (p. 46). Cf. Tertullian: ‘As soon as they have understood themselves to be women, withdraw
themselves from virgins, laying aside (beginning with the head itself) their former selves: dye their hair;
and fasten their hair with more wanton pin; professing manifest womanhood with their hair parted at the
front. The next thing is, they consult the looking-glass to aid their beauty, and thin down their over-
exacting face with washing, perhaps withal vamp it up with cosmetics, toss their mantle about them with an
air, fit tightly the multiform shoe, carry down more ample appliances to the baths.” Tertullian, De
virginibus velandis, XI1.iii-iv, p. 35.
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doors of the wise, they attain to the knowledge of the truth’.>* Scripture not only
authorises virginity, but inspires it; the hearing of scripture fortifies the virgin, imparts
wisdom, and enables her to reject more fully the allurements of the world. Marcella
explains that the Scriptures act like salt which purifies the wounds of corruption.” The
saline imagery”* is also pertinent to an understanding of virginity as a sacrifice: all
sacrifices, including virginity, must be salted in order to be acceptable to God.> This
sacrificial quality of virginity, first mentioned by Cyprian, is drawn out throughout the
Symposium.

Virginity is a state which straddles the terrestrial and celestial worlds.”® It has a
divine origin; it did not spring from earth.”” Marcella explains the reason why virginity
was not ordained from the very creation of mankind, although notably she does mention
that Adam and Eve were virginal whilst in paradise, but lost their state of virginity
through the fall.>® Drawing on Saint Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians,” she states that

in its infancy mankind was treated like a child by God:

>2 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, 1. i, p. 5.

33 Cf. Methodius: ‘For as the putrid humours and matter of flesh, and all those things which corrupt it, are
driven out by salt, in the same manner all the irrational appetites of a virgin are banished from the body by
divine teaching. For it must needs be that the soul which is not sprinkled with the words of Christ, as with
salt, should stink and breed worms, [...] Now the whole spiritual meditation of the Scriptures is given to us
as salt which stings in order to benefit, and which disinfects, without which it is impossible for a soul, by
means of reason, to be brought to the Almighty’. Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, 1.i, p. 5-6.

>* Apart from the allegorical significance of the salt in this passage, I wonder if the allusion to salt is also a
comic reference to Plato’s Symposium, in which Eryximachus quotes Phaedrus as saying, ‘I’ve actually
read a book by an accomplished author who saw fit to extol the usefulness of salt!” Plato, Symposium, p.
462.

% Cf. Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, Li, p. 6.

*6 Cf. Methodius: ‘[virgins have] lightly bounded above the world, and taken their stand truly upon the
vault of heaven, they purely contemplate the immortality itself as it leaps out from the bosom of the
Almighty. [...] We must think of virginity as walking indeed upon the earth, but as also reaching up to
heaven.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, Li, p. 5.

7 Cf. Methodius: ‘the plant of virginity was sent down to men from heaven.” Methodius, The Banquet of
the Ten Virgins, Lii, p. 7.

*¥ Bugge asserts that the starting point of virginity is Genesis, and the gnostic view of Genesis: ‘To
understand virginity one must start at the Beginning. It is not just the logical place to begin, it is the only
place, for the belief in the perfective character of virginity is intertwined with the mysteries of the creation,
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For the world, while still unfilled with men, was like a child, and it was necessary
that it should first be filled with these, and so grow to manhood. But when
hereafter it was colonised from end to end, the race of man spreading to a
boundless extent, God no longer allowed man to remain in the same ways,
considering how they might now proceed from one point to another, and advance
nearer to heaven.®
The process of the perfection of mankind begins with the prohibition against incest,’
which was symbolised by the covenant of circumcision.? The next was the proscription
of polygamy,” which had taken place by the time of the prophets;** then the outlawing of
adultery;® these were then followed by the promotion of continence,”® which can be
verified in the Book of Wisdom;®” and lastly, mankind reached the perfection of virginity

with the advent of Christ:®®

It was reserved for the Lord alone to be the first to teach this doctrine, since He
alone, coming down to us, taught man to draw near to God; for it was fitting that

man’s primal life in a garden of innocence, and an original transgression’; ‘our attention must fix on the
originally oriental, gnosticizing tradition: its fascinating veil of speculation over the status of sexuality in
Eden is ultimately the source of the ideal of virginity in later western monasticism.” Bugge, Virginitas, p. 5;
p. 6.

% Cf. Paul: ‘And L, brethren, could not speak to you as unto spiritual, but as unto carnal. As unto little ones
in Christ. I gave you milk to drink, not meat; for you were not able as yet. But neither indeed are you now
able; for you are yet carnal’ (I Corinthians 3: 1-2).

5 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, Lii, p. 7.

6! Cf. Methodius: “at first they should abandon the intermarriage of brothers and sisters, and marry wives
from other families.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, Lii, p. 7

62 Cf. Methodius: ‘Now Abraham, when he first received the covenant of circumcision, seems to signify, by
receiving circumcision in a member of his own body, nothing else than this, that one should no longer
beget children with one born of the same parent; showing that everyone should abstain from intercourse
with his own sister, as his own flesh.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, Liii, p. 8.

63 Cf. Methodius: ‘then that they should no longer have many wives, like brute beasts as though born for
the mere propagation of the species.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, Lii, pp. 7-8.

64 Cf. Methodius: ‘from the time of the prophets the contracting of marriage with several wives has been
done away with.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, L. iii, p. 8. Cf. Smith: ‘Polygamy was
common among upper-class Jewish men until the period of the Rabbis (c. first century B.C.E).” Kathryn A.
Smith, ‘Inventing Marital Chastity: The Iconography of Susanna and the Elders in Early Christian Art’,
Oxford Art Journal, Vol. 16, No. 1 (1993), 3-24, (p. 4).

65 Cf. Methodius: ‘then that they should not be adulterers.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, Lii,
p. 8.
8 Cf. Methodius: ‘then again that they should go on to continence, and from continence to virginity.’
Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, 1ii, p. 8.

7 Wisdom 4: 1-2. Cf. Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, Liii, p. 9.

68 Cf. Methodius: ‘Let us again point out how chastity succeeded to marriage with one wife, taking away by
degrees the lusts of the flesh, until it removed entirely the inclination for sexual intercourse engendered by
habit.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, Liii, pp. 8-9.
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He who was first and chief of priests, of prophets, and of angels, should also be
saluted as first and chief of virgins.°

For the reason that Christ Himself brought virginity to mankind, virginity is placed on an
equal footing with the priesthood, prophets and angels. Marcella explains the importance
of virginity in reference to its role in the wonder of the Incarnation:
For being made in the /mage of God, he needed to receive that which was
according to His Likeness; which the Word being sent down into the world to
perfect, He took upon Him our form, disfigured as it was by many sins, in order
that we, for whose sake He bore it, might be able again to receive the divine
[form].”
Virginity recaptures the Likeness of God that was lost in the fall. Christ’s Incarnation
redeems the fallen flesh and thus enables mankind to pursue the purity of virginity, which
before he was unable to perfect because of sinfulness. Virginity represents that divine
purity which can only be found in God and so unites the Image of God, which mankind
continued to possess after the Fall, with the divine Likeness of God, which mankind had
lost, “disfigured as it was by many sins’.”' Thus, virginity allows man to grow closer to
God by resembling Him, and so man becomes more like the prelapsarian creature that
God first created in His Own Image and Likeness:
He, being God, was pleased to put on human flesh, so that we, beholding as on a
tablet the divine Pattern of our life, should also be able to imitate Him who
painted it. [...] He preserved the flesh which He had taken upon Him incorrupt in
virginity, so that we also, if we would come to the likeness of God and Christ,
should endeavour to honour virginity. "
Christ is God Incarnate, and His way of life shows to mankind the true pattern of life

which was originally ordained for him: virginity. Marcella recommends an imitatio

Christi through the imitation of the purity in which Christ lived His life on earth.

% Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, Liv, p. 9.

7 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, 1.iv, pp. 9-10.
" Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, Liv, p. 10.

2 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, Liv; Lv, p. 10.
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Therefore, as virginity is an earthly manifestation of God’s incorruptibility, virgins attain
the true Likeness of God.”

As the starting point for The Symposium, Marcella’s discourse anchors the
concept of virginity in a scriptural context: virginity is foreshadowed in the Old
Testament, authorised in the New, and the rewards due to its practice are revealed in the
Apocalypse. Marcella expresses some of the ideas enshrined in the tradition, such as the
angelic nature of virginity, and the rejection of the world and its trappings. She begins to
address some themes which other virgins pick up later in the Symposium, such as the
beginnings of an Edenic association of virginity, the awareness of an underlying
theological importance of virginity’s role in the Incarnation, and the virgin as the imitatio
Christi. Marcella also begins a series of exegetical exercises, which seek to demonstrate
that virginity is not only a feature of, and authorised by, the New Testament, but it is
foreshadowed in the Old Testament. In this way, although virginity was only brought to
mankind with the advent of Christ, it can be seen to underpin much scriptural discourse.

. Theophila, Thaleia, Theopatra: Discourse II, III and IV
Theophila, from the Greek 0e6¢g (God) @ilog (‘beloved’, or ‘dear’) meaning ‘beloved of
God,™ is called upon to provide the second discourse. Her speech, however, acts as a foil
to Marcella’s rapturous praise of virginity. Theophila argues that, although the highest
honour is due to virginity, it does not diminish the honour nor reduce the necessity of
marriage:

Now, the fact that man has advanced by degrees to virginity, God urging him on

from time to time, seems to me to have been admirably proved; but I cannot say
the same [as to the assertion] that from henceforth they should no longer beget

3 Cf. Methodius: ‘For the likeness of God is the avoiding of corruption.” Methodius, The Banquet of the
Ten Virgins, L.v, p. 10.
™ “@edc’, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 791. ‘®ikog’, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 1939.
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children. For I think I have perceived clearly from the Scriptures that, after He

had brought in virginity, the Word did not altogether abolish the generation of

children; for although the moon may be greater than the stars, the light of the

other stars is not destroyed by the moonlight.”
Theophila reminds the virgins that the begetting of children was God’s first
commandment in Genesis 1,”® and that this command has not been revoked by the advent
of virginity’s superior way of life. She asserts the antiquity and supremacy of the book of
Genesis, as it is the first book of the Bible, and reminds her companions that it continues
to be a relevant biblical text for mankind because ‘God [is] still fashioning man’.”” Also,
as all virgins have been created by human generation, they are unable to spurn it because,
although it is not as laudable as virginity, it does give birth to it. Theophila’s concern
with the issue of generation indicates a more general concern over the detrimental effect
that the praise of virginity could have on the understanding of the nature and holiness of
marriage and procreation. Indeed, the issue of the relative merits of virginity and
marriage becomes more prominent throughout the fourth century.

Theophila’s discussions of the generation in Genesis are interesting because,
unlike Marcella, she does not allude to Adam and Eve’s virginal state or their virginal
births in Eden. Instead, she prioritises a marital and procreative reading of Genesis and
likens the ‘trance’ into which man falls when ‘thirsting for children’ to the sleep which
God cast upon Adam in the creation of Eve.”® She therefore equates God’s first creation

of mankind from another human being (the virginal birth of Eve) with the current

generative process. Her recounting of the procreative process is quite explicit and she

7 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, ILi, pp. 11-2.

76 Cf. Genesis: ‘And God blessed them, saying: Increase and multiply, and fill the earth, and subdue it, and
rule over the fishes of the sea, and the fowls of the air, and all living creatures that move upon the earth’
(Genesis 1: 28).

" Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, ILi, p. 12.

™8 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, 1Li, p. 13.
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explains that she has gained this knowledge from those ‘who have experience of the
marriage state’.” It seems perhaps a little odd even for a literary consecrated virgin to
articulate details about the marriage act, especially in light of Cyprian’s advice in De
habitu virginum to avoid marriage celebrations and lewd discussions with married
persons.*® Cyprian, then, would surely protest against a virgin explaining how in coition
All the marrow-like and generative part of the blood, like a kind of liquid bone,
coming together from all the members, worked into foam and curdled, is
projected through the organs of generation into the living body of the female.*'
Theophila asserts that one should not be ashamed of the natural process which God was
not ashamed to have created.®® She also draws attention to the fact that virgins will wish
to have witnesses to the Faith after them and that this necessitates generation.®
Nevertheless, as virgins reject marriage and intercourse it is a little incongruous for a
virgin to be dwelling upon such things within a dialogue designed to praise virginity.
In the middle of the discourse, Theophila is challenged by Marcella, who requires
her to explain how God wills to perfection children born of adulterous relationships, as

such a claim implies that God approves of adultery. A flustered Theophila eventually

answers with an allegory. She represents God as a potter, who indiscriminately moulds

7 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, ILii, p. 13.

% Cf. Cyprian: ‘Some are not ashamed to attend weddings and, in the freedom of the wanton discourse
there, to take part in the unchaste conversation, to hear what is unbecoming, to say what is not allowed, to
look on and to be present in the midst of disgraceful talk and drunken feasts, by which the flame of passion
is enkindled, and the bride is incited to tolerate and the bridegroom to become emboldened in lust. [...]
What place is there at weddings for one who has no thought of marriage, or what can be pleasant and
enjoyable in those occasions wherein desires and interests are so different? What is seen? To what degree
does a virgin abandon her own purpose! How much more immodest does she go away who had gone there
modest? She may remain a virgin in body and mind, but by her eyes, ears and tongue she has diminished
the purity that she possessed.” Cyprian, De habitu virginum, xviii, pp. 46-7.

8 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, ILii, p. 13.

82 Cf. Methodius: ‘Wherefore, if God still forms man, shall we not be guilty of audacity if we think of the
generation of children as something offensive, which the Almighty Himself is not ashamed to make use of
in working with His undefiled hands.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, 1Lii, p. 13.

8 Cf. Methodius: “Would it not, then, be absurd to forbid marriage unions, seeing that we expect that after
us there will be martyrs, and those who shall oppose the evil one, for whose sake also the Word promised
that He would shorten the days?’” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, 1Lii, pp. 13-14.
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and brings to perfection every lump of clay that is thrown to him, regardless of its
origin.** With reference to Saint Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians, in which he does
not despise marriage but prefers virginity, Theophila demonstrates that although the latter
is better than the former, marriage is not, therefore, repudiated.85 God calls men to
different vocations:
For there are some to whom it is not given to attain virginity; and there are others
whom He no longer wills to be excited by procreations to lust, and to be defiled,
but henceforth to meditate and to keep the mind upon the transformation of the
body to the likeness of angels, when they ‘neither marry nor are given in
marriage’ [Matthew 22: 30], according to the infallible words of the Lord; since it
is not given to all to attain that undefiled state of being a eunuch for the sake of
the kingdom of heaven, but manifestly to those only who are able to preserve the
ever-blooming and unfading flower of virginity.™
Unfortunately, even in Theophila’s discourse in praise of marriage, the marital state is
still tinged with negativity. The gift of virginity and chastity are contrasted to the state of
those who remain ‘excited by procreations to lust’ and do no attain the likeness of angels.
So, although she maintains that the Church is ‘a flower-covered and variegated meadow,
adorned and crowned not only with the flowers of virginity, but also with those of child-

*87 there remains an awareness in her speech that procreation is

bearing and of continence,
always tainted by lust and involves defilement; the better way is to become like the
angels.

The third speaker in the contest is Thaleia. Her name derives from the Greek

0GAio. meaning ‘abundance’,* and fittingly her discourse follows Theophila’s description

$ Cf. Methodius: “for the clay should not be blamed, but he who did this in violation of what is right.’
Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, 1L.iv, p. 16.

% Cf. Saint Paul: ‘Art thou bound to a wife? seek not to be loosed. Art thou loosed from a wife? seek not a
wife. But if thou take a wife, thou hast not sinned. And if a virgin marry, she hath not sinned: nevertheless,
such shall have tribulation of the flesh. But I spare you’ (I Corinthians 7: 27-8).

% Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, ILvii, pp. 19-20.

¥ Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, ILvii, p. 20.

% It can also mean ‘good cheer’. Cf. Greek-English Lexicon, p. 782.



144

of the flowers of virtue in the variegated meadow of Christ, and reflects the pastoral
abundance of the location of the banquet. Thalia is the name of one of the daughters of
Nereus,” and also the name of the Muse of comedy and pastoral poetry; the latter,
perhaps, reiterates the pastoral associations of virginity articulated at the beginning of the
Symposium.*® The comic association of Thaleia may also be pertinent, as in Plato’s
Symposium, the comic writer Aristophanes is supposed to deliver the third oration;
however, he is prevented from doing so by a fit of hiccoughs.”' Thaleia also shares her
name with one of the Three Graces (or the three charities).”” She discusses the allegorical
importance of the institution of marriage in Genesis, rather than looking at Genesis as
simply the authorisation of sexual union. She takes care, however, not to disparage the

more literal interpretation of Scripture that had been given by Theophila:**

¥ Cf. Hesiod: ‘And Nereus and Doris, lovely-haired / Daughter of Oceanus, circling stream / Begot and
bore, in the unfruitful sea, / Their children, most beloved of goddesses: / Protho, Eukrante, Sao, Amphitrite,
/ Eudore, Thetis, Galene, Glauce, and / Cymothoe, Speio, and quick Thalia’ (1. 241-7). Hesiod, Theogony,
in Hesiod: Theogony. Works and Days; Theognis: Elegies, trans. Dorothea Wender (Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1987 [1973]), pp. 23-57, (p. 31).

% Cf. Hesiod: ‘So sang the Muses of Olympus, nine / Daughters begotten by almighty Zeus, / Cleio,
Euterpe, and Melpomene, / Thalia, Erato and Terpsichore, / Polymnia, Urania, and most/ Important one of
all, Calliope, / For she attends upon respected lords’ (1l. 73-78). Hesiod, Theogony, p. 25. Cf. Brewer’s
Dictionary of Phrase and Fable: ‘One of the Muses, who presided over comedy and pastoral poetry. She
also favoured rural pursuits and is represented holding a comic mask and a shepherd’s crook. By Apollo
she was the mother of the Corybantes.” Brewer’s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable, revised by Adrian Room
(London: Cassell, 1998 [1870]), p. 1064.

°! Cf. Plato: “‘when Pausanius finally came to a pause (I’ve learned this sort of fine figure from our clever
rhetoricians), it was Aristophanes’ turn, according to Aristodemus. But he had such a bad case of the
hiccups — he’d probably stuffed himself again, though, of course, it could have been anything — that making
a speech was totally out of the question.’ Plato, Symposium, p. 469.

%2 Cf. Hesiod: ‘The daughter of Ocean, fair Eurgnome, / Next bore to him three daughters, the fair-cheeked/
Graces, Agalaia and Euphrosyne, / and lovely Thalia. From their glancing eyes/ Flowed love that melts the
strength of a man’s limbs, / Their gaze, beneath their brows, is beautiful.” (11. 906-11) Hesiod, Theogony, p.
52.

% Cf. Methodius: ‘For you seem to me, O Theophila, to have discussed these words of the Scripture amply
and clearly, and to have set them forth as they are without mistake. For it is a dangerous thing wholly to
despise the literal meaning, as has been said, and especially of Genesis, where the unchangeable decrees of
God for the constitution of the universe are set forth, in agreement with which, even until now, the world is
perfectly ordered, most beautifully in accordance with a perfect rule, until the Lawgiver Himself, having re-
arranged it, wishing to order it anew, shall break up the first laws of nature by a fresh disposition.’
Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, 11Lii, p. 22. Compare Origen: ‘Let no one, however, entertain
the suspicion that we do not believe any history in Scripture to be real because we suspect certain events
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Let us bring forth the analogical sense, looking more deeply into the Scripture; for
Paul is not to be despised when he passes over the literal meaning, and shows that
the words extend to Christ and the Church.”*

Thaleia discusses Paul’s passage in Ephesians 5: 31-2 in which he compares marriage to
the mystical union between Christ and the Church.” In order to establish the veracity of
Paul’s interpretation of Genesis, she makes a comparison between the first man and
Christ and demonstrates how Christ can be seen as the Second Adam through the doctrine
of Recapitulation:”

For it was fitting that the first-born of God, the first shoot, the only-begotten, even
the wisdom of God, should be joined to the first-formed man, and first and first-
born of mankind, and should become incarnate. And this was Christ, a man filled
with the pure and perfect Godhead, and God received into man. [...] And thus,
when renovating those things which were from the beginning, and forming them
again of the Virgin by the Spirit, He frames the same [second Adam], just as at
the beginning. When the earth was still virgin and untilled, God, without taking
mould, formed the reasonable creature from without seed.”’

related in it not to have taken place; or that no precepts of the law are to be taken literally, because we
consider certain of them, in which either the nature or possibility of the case so requires, incapable of being
observed; or that we do not believe those predictions which were written of the Saviour to have been
fulfilled in a manner palpable to the senses; or that His commandments are not be literally obeyed.” Origen,
De Principiis, IV. xix, trans. Frederick Crombie, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 1V, Tertullian, Part Fourth,
Minucius Felix;, Commodian, Origen, Parts First and Second (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995 [1885]),
pp. 239-384, (p. 368).

* Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, 11Lii, p. 22.

% Cf. Saint Paul: ‘For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife, and
they shall be two in one flesh. This is a great sacrament; but I speak in Christ and in the church’ (Ephesians
5:31-2).

% Cf. Gambero: ‘According to St. Paul. The Redeemer brought together or “recapitulated” in Himself all
things and events that had happened since the first creation, reconciling everything with God. In this view
the salvation of man appears as a second creation, which is essentially a kind of repetition of the first
creation. Through this second creation, God rehabilitates His original plan of salvation, which had been
interrupted by Adam’s fall; he takes it up again and reorganises it in the person of His Son, Who becomes
for us the second Adam.” Luigi Gambero, Mary and the Fathers of the Church: The Blessed Virgin Mary in
Patristic Thought, trans. Thomas Buffer (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1999 [1991]), p. 52. Cf. Methodius:
‘And therefore God moistening him afresh and forming anew the same clay to His honour, having first
hardened and fixed it in the Virgin’s womb, and united and mixed it with the Word, brought it forth into
life no longer soft and broken; lest, being overflowed again by streams of corruption without, it should
become soft, and perish as the Lord in His teaching shows in the parable of the finding of the sheep.’
Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, I1Liv, p. 24.

7 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, 11Liv, pp. 23-4.
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Thaleia’s comparison of Genesis with Saint Paul’s letter reiterates how Christ’s creation
recapitulates the creation of the first man; she not only echoes Marcella’s earlier
discourse, but provides a corresponding commentary on Saint Paul. By establishing this
connection and demonstrating how mankind was remade and renovated by Christ in the
Incarnation, she is able to show how Genesis can be interpreted analogically: ‘It is
evident, then, that the statement respecting Eve and Adam is to be referred to the Church
and Christ. For this is truly a great mystery and a supernatural.”® Thaleia then discusses
Saint Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians, in which he allows marriage ‘by permission’,
that it, as an indulgence for those who are unable to remain continent.”” Virginity, though,
is preferable. The interpretation of some of Paul’s words, however, is problematic in the
same way as Cyprian’s Fourth Epistle to Pomponius.'® Thaleia states that:
‘But if any man think that he behaveth himself uncomely towards his virgin,” he
says, ‘if she pass the flower of her age, and need so require, let him do what he
will, he sinneth not: let him marry;’ properly here preferring marriage to
‘uncomeliness,’ in the case of those who had chosen the state of virginity, but
afterwards finding it intolerable and grievous, and in word boasting of their
perseverance before men, out of shame, but indeed no longer having the power to
persevere in the life of a eunuch.'”!

Thaleia, in maintaining that virginity is a gift from God and should not be undertaken for

the sake of vainglory, seems to then imply that those who have chosen a life of virginity

% Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, 1ILix, p. 30.

% Cf. Paul: ‘But I speak this by indulgence, not by commandment. For I would that all men were even as
myself: but every one hath his proper gift from God; one after this manner, and another after that. But I say
to the unmarried, and to the widows: It is good for them if they so continue, even as I. But if they do not
contain themselves, let them marry. For it is better to marry than to be burnt’ (I Corinthians 7: 6-9).

19 Cf. Cyprian: “if they have consecrated themselves in good faith to Christ, let them remain virtuous and
chaste without any rumour to the contrary; let them thus, courageous and unwavering, await the reward of
virginity. But if they are unwilling or unable to persevere, let them marry rather than fall into hell for their
transgressions.” Cyprian, Epistle IV.ii, in Saint Cyprian: Letters (1-81), trans. Sister Rose Bernard Donna
(Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1981 [1964]), pp. 10-14, (p. 11).

%" Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IILxiv, pp. 35-6.
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without the proper vocation can later abandon it for marriage.'® It is unclear whether the
virgins that Thaleia discusses are subject to a vow of virginity, or whether she is
discussing those who merely boast about taking up the profession, but do not have a true
vocation. Nevertheless, the main point of Thaleia’s interpretation of the Pauline epistle is
to affirm the voluntary nature of virginity; it is not commanded by Paul, but
recommended. There is also a clear sense that virginity is a gift from God: there are those
who have a predisposition towards it, but others who cannot aspire to such perfection.
This raises interesting problems concerning virginity and its relation to free will and

grace, but this is a question which Thaleia does not seek to resolve.

1921 ater Church Councils demonstrate that the virginal vow is considered as binding as the marital vow:
‘XIX. If any persons who profess virginity shall disregard their profession, let them fulfil the term of
digamists. And, moreover, we prohibit women who are virgins from living with men as sisters.” The
Canons of the Council of Ancryra, A.D. 314, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Vol. XIV, The Seven
Ecumenical Councils of the Undivided Church: Their Canons and dogmatic decrees (Massachusetts:
Hendrickson, 1995 [1900]), pp. 63-76, (p. 71); ‘XVI. It is not lawful for a virgin who has dedicated herself
to the Lord God, nor for monks, to marry; and if they are found to have done this, let them be
excommunicated. But we decree that in every place the bishop shall have the power of indulgence towards
them.” The XXX Canons of the Holy and Fourth Synods of Chalcedon, A.D. 451, in Nicene and Post-Nicene
Fathers, Vol. X1V, The Seven Ecumenical Councils of the Undivided Church: Their Canons and dogmatic
decrees (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995 [1900]), pp. 267-287, (p.280); ‘IV. If any bishop, presbyter,
deacon, sub-deacon, lector, cantor, or door-keeper has had intercourse with a woman dedicated to God, let
him be deposed, as one who has corrupted a spouse of Christ, but if a layman let him be cut off.”; ‘XLIV. A
monk convicted of fornication, or who takes a wife for the communion of matrimony and for society, is to
be subjected to the penalties of fornicators, according to the canons.” The Canons of the Council of Trullo
often called the Quinsext Council, A.D. 692, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Vol. XIV, The Seven
Ecumenical Councils of the Undivided Church: Their Canons and dogmatic decrees (Massachusetts:
Hendrickson, 1995 [1900]), pp. 359-365, (p. 364; p. 386). ‘X VIII. That the ancients received a professed
virgin that had married, as one guilty of digamy, viz., upon one year’s penance; but they ought to be dealt
with more severely than widows professing continence, and even as adulterers: But they ought not to be
admitted to profess virginity till they are above sixteen or seventeen years of age, after trial, and at their
own earnest request; whereas relations often offer them that are under age, for their own secular ends, but
such ought not easily to be admitted.” Basil of Caesarea, Second Canonical Epistle, c. post-370, in Nicene
and Post-Nicene Fathers, Vol. XIV, The Seven Ecumenical Councils of the Undivided Church: Their
Canons and dogmatic decrees (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995 [1900]) pp. 605-7, (p. 605). ‘LX.
Professed virgins and monks, if they fall from their profession, shall undergo the penalties of adulterers.’
Basil of Caesarea, Third Canonical Epistle, c. post-370, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Vol. XIV, The
Seven Ecumenical Councils of the Undivided Church: Their Canons and dogmatic decrees (Massachusetts:
Hendrickson, 1995 [1900]) pp. 605-7, (p. 608).
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Discourse four, Theopatra’s discourse, asserts that it is imperative for those who
have been given gifts by God ‘to adorn that which is honourable with words of praise’.'”?
She therefore proceeds to provide an encomium to virginity, singing the praises of ‘the
brightest and most glorious star of Christ, which is chastity’.'®* Theopatra uses chastity
synonymously with virginity. Chastity, she says, restores mankind to paradise:

Now I at least seem to perceive that nothing has been such a means of restoring

men to paradise, and of the change to incorruption, and of reconciliation to God,

and such a means of salvation to men, by guiding us to life, as chastity.'®
Theopatra’s assertion that there is a connection between virginity and paradise harkens
back to the doctrine of Recapitulation discussed by Thaleia, and is affirmed in her own
person: her pure state and her name, derived from the Greek 0g6¢ (God) matpd
(fatherland), meaning ‘land of God’,'% indicate the power of virginity to enable mankind
to become part of a recreation of the original state of man. Theopatra seeks to
demonstrate virginity’s ability to recapture paradise by developing a metaphor of man’s
existence post-Fall. She describes his falling into a stream of voluptuousness, which

. 1
overwhelms his soul.'”’

He is thus swept along in the stream of corruption without any
ability to extricate himself. Virginity, she asserts, was sent by God so that ‘we might tie
our bodies fast, like ships, and have a calm, coming to an anchorage without damage, as

also the Holy Spirit witnesses’.'”® Theopatra then uses the metaphor of the stream of

corruption to provide an exegesis on Psalm 136.'%

' Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IV i, p. 37.

1% Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IV i, p. 37.

195 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IV ii, p. 37.

1% <@g0¢’, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 191; ‘Tlatpd’, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 1348.

197 Cf. Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IV ii, p. 38.

1% Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IV.ii, p. 38.

19 Cf. Psalms: ‘Upon the rivers of Babylon, there we sat and wept: when we remembered Sion: On the
willows in the midst thereof we hung up our instruments. For there they that led us into captivity required
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Theopatra interprets the Rivers of Babylon as ‘streams of voluptuousness’.''’ The
harps signify the flesh that is hung on the Agnos, that is, the willow of chastity:'"'
If, then, the rivers of Babylon are the streams of voluptuousness, as wise men say,
which confuse and disturb the soul, then the willows must be chastity, to which
we may suspend and draw up the organs of lust which overbalance and weigh
down the mind, so that they may not be borne down by the torrents of
incontinence, and be drawn like worms to impurity and corruption.''?
Virginity allows man to extricate himself from the corruption caused by the fall.
Theopatra then discusses why in the Psalm the ‘souls declare that they were asked by
those who led them captive to sing the Lord’s song in a strange land’.""® The Gospel
teaches ‘a holy and secret song’,''* which those who profess Christianity but act sinfully
insult; so instead of accomplishing the will of God, they perform the will of ‘the Evil
One’.'" Such people
while they were transgressing the commandments, and acting impiously towards
God, they were pretentiously reading the law, as if, forsooth, they were piously
observing its precepts; but they did not receive it in their souls, holding it firmly
with faith, but rejected it, denying it by their works. And hence they sing the
Lord’s song in a strange land, explaining the law by distorting and degrading it,
expecting a sensual kingdom, and setting their hopes on this alien world.''®
Those, however, who have adopted virginity and quelled the passions of the body are not

guilty of such transgressions and can expect high rewards from God in accordance with

the honours of their fidelity and sacrifice. Theopatra here utilises the sponsa Christi motif

of us the words of songs. And they that carried us away, said: Sing ye to us a hymn of the songs of Sion.
How shall we sing the song of the Lord in a strange land?’ (Psalm 136: 1-4).

"% Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IV.iv, p. 40.

"1 Cf. Methodius: ‘For everywhere the divine writings take the willow as the type of chastity, because,
when its flower is steeped in water, if it be drunk, it extinguishes whatever kindles sensual desires and
passions within us, until it entirely renders barren, and makes every inclination to the begetting of children
without effect, as also Homer indicated, for this reason calling the willows destructive of fruit.” Methodius,
The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IV.iii, p. 39.

"2 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IV.iv, p. 40.

'3 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IV.iv, p. 40.

"4 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IV.iv, p. 40.

15 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IV.iv, p. 40.

1 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IV.iv, pp. 40-1.
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to express the honour of virginity and its connection with God.""” She comments that the
rewards of virginity are due to those

who are clothed in the most white robe of virginity in the pure dwelling of

unapproachable light; because they had it not in mind to put off their wedding

garment — that is, to relax their minds by wandering thoughts.'"®
Theopatra does not express the destruction of virginity as emanating from the loss of
bodily integrity, but rather from a mental detachment from the state: it is ‘wandering
thoughts’ that most imperil virginity. The loss of mental virginity signifies the removal of
the ‘wedding garment’, and thus a rejection of the Bridegroom. This rejection of the role
of the Bride of Christ is signified through the metaphor of the loosening of the bridal
attire in Jeremiah; the virgin who is spiritually corrupt has fundamentally damaged her
marriage to Christ.'"’

Theophila’s discourse is the first instance of a sustained defence of marriage in
the virginal tradition. Her discourse answers Marcella’s introduction to a virginal reading
of Genesis, and seeks to temper the possible extreme ascetical views that could be
prompted by praises of virginity. Thaleia’s discourse also engages with a virginal
interpretation of Genesis, but does so by providing an analogical reading in order to

verify Saint Paul’s interpretation of Christ as the second Adam. She returns to an

encomium of virginity, but still touches on the doctrine of Recapitulation, and so

"7 Cf. Methodius: ‘these very undefiled and incorrupt souls, which, having with self-denial drawn in the
pure draught of virginity with unpolluted lips, are ‘espoused to one husband,’ to be presented ‘as a chaste
virgin to Christ’ in heaven [I Corinthians 11: 2], ‘having gotten the victory, striving for undefiled rewards
[Wisdom 4: 2].” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IV.v, pp. 41-2.

"8 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IV.v, p. 42.

19 Cf. Methodius: ‘The expression in Jeremiah, “That a maid should not forget her ornaments, nor a bride
her attire [/it. breast band],” [Jeremias 2: 32] shows that she should not give up or loosen the band of
chastity through wiles and distractions. For by the heart are properly denoted out heart and mind. Now the
breast band, the girdle which gathers together and keeps firm the purpose of the soul to chastity, is love to
God, which our Captain and Shepherd, Jesus, who is also our Ruler and Bridegroom, O illustrious virgins,
commands both you and me to hold fast unbroken and unsealed up even to the very end.” Methodius, The
Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IV.vi, p. 42.
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represents virginity as a means by which mankind can escape the mire of corruption
brought about by the fall. The nuptial imagery introduces the sponsa Christi motif into
the Symposium and provides a starting point for later discourses.

1i. Thallousa, Agathe, and Procilla: Discourse V, VI, and VII
Discourses V, VI and VII move away from an interpretation of virginity in light of
Genesis, but they continue along strong exegetical lines. Thallousa'? argues in the fifth
discourse that, ‘the greatest and most glorious offering and gift, to which there is nothing
comparable, which men can offer to God, is the life of virginity’.'*! This perhaps seems
an extraordinary claim, considering that martyrdom remained a very real prospect in the
late third and early fourth centuries, and indeed Methodius himself became a martyr.
However, Thallousa draws out the sacrificial quality of virginity, which Marcella touched

. . 122
upon in the first discourse.

Thallousa likens virginity to sacrificial acts in the Old
Testament, such as Abraham’s sacrifice of the heifer, she-goat, ram, turtle-dove and
pigeon in Genesis.'>> She additionally compares the vow of chastity to other vows that
men make to God, which include the dedication of gold and silver vessels and tithes of
fruits, property, or flocks.'?* Virginity is the most perfect sacrifice that man can make to

God, as it is not simply a dedication of the part of one’s wealth or an animal sacrifice, but

it is the complete sacrifice of the self:

'20 Thallousa is from the Greek Oalidc meaning ‘young shoot’, or “young branch’ (Greek-English Lexicon,
p. 782).

12! Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, V. i, p. 43.

122 Cf. Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, Li, p. 6.

' Cf. Genesis: ‘And the Lord answered, and said: Take me a cow of three years old, and a she goat of
three years, and a ram of three years, a turtle also, and a pigeon. And he took all these, and divided them in
the midst, and laid the two pieces of each one against the other; but the birds he divided not’ (Genesis 15:
9-10).

124 Cf. Methodius: ‘One vows to offer gold and silver vessels for the sanctuary when he comes, another to
offer the tithes of his fruits, another of his property, another of the best of his flocks, another consecrates
his being; and no one is able to vow a great vow to the Lord, but he who has offered himself entirely to
God.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, V i, p. 43.
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We say that he offers himself perfectly to God who strives to keep the flesh
undefiled from childhood, practising virginity; for it speedily brings great and
much-desired gifts of hopes to those who strive for it, drying up the corrupting
lusts and passions of the soul.'*
Although virginity was not recognised as a permanent identity in Judaic culture,
Thallousa claims evidence for the vowing of chastity in Old Testament Scripture as she
compares it to the vow of the Nazarite:
The process of vowing chastity is legitimated in Numbers 6: 1, 2, and ‘no one is
able to vow a great vow to the Lord, but he who has offered himself entirely to
God.’ [...] Now, he who watches over and restrains himself in part, and in part is
distracted and wandering, is not wholly given up to the God. Hence it is necessary
that the perfect man offer up all, both the things of the soul and those of the flesh,
so that he may be complete and not lacking.'*
Virginity is a holistic offering, incorporating a sacrifice of the flesh and the soul. The
sacrifice of virginity is not complete without the maintenance of mental integrity, echoing
Theopatra’s warning about the destruction of virginity through ‘wandering thoughts’.'?’
Thallousa thus acknowledges that virginity is not restricted to the integrity of the bodily
part, but, following Saint Paul, shows that the virgin needs to be ‘holy both in body and
in spirit’ (I Corinthians 7: 34):
I am plainly consecrated altogether to the Lord, when I not only strive to keep the
flesh untouched by intercourse, but also unspotted by other kinds of
unseemliness.'*®
The spot of any sin disfigures virginity, and so a virgin must avoid everything that

resembles sinfulness. The perfect consecration of the virgin involves keeping each part of

the body free from sin: the tongue, the eyes, the ears, the hands, the feet and most of all

123 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, V. iii, p. 46.

126 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, V i, p. 43; V.ii, p. 44.
127.Cf. Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IV.v, p. 42.

28 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, V.iv, p. 46.
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the heart.'”” The sensual dangers recall Cyprian’s assertion of a virginity of the senses.'*’

Virginity rejects the pleasures and sinfulness of the senses:
What, then, remains to me, if [ also keep the heart pure, offering up all its
thoughts to God; if I think no evil, if anger and wrath gain no rule over me, if |
meditate on the law of the Lord day and night? And this is to preserve a great
chastity, and to vow a great vow."'

Thallousa uses the Old Testament prohibition of wine for anyone making the vow of a

Nazarite to illustrate that the vow of chastity ought to avoid anything intoxicating, lest it

lead to sinfulness. Not only does wine make the mind vulnerable to sin, but it also acts as

an analogy for those sinful things of the world which are intoxicating:
In order, therefore, that the virgin may not, when guarding against those sins
which are in their own nature evil, be defiled by those which are like them and
akin to them, conquering the one and being conquered by the other, that is,
decorating herself with textures of different cloths, or with stones and gold, and
other decorations of the body, things which intoxicate the soul; on this account it
is ordered that she do not give herself up to womanish weakness and laughter,
exciting herself to wiles and foolish talking, which whirl the mind around and
confuse it."*

Thallousa’s recommendation to guard against the defilement of those things which

resemble evil, although they may seem harmless to the state of virginity, such as luxury

and bodily decoration, again hearkens back to the earlier treatises on virginity which

claim that adornment is prejudicial to virginity, and the sign of a harlot rather than of a

.. 133 . . . . . .
virgin. ~~ The warning against loose discourse also echoes Cyprian’s warning against the

129 Cf. Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, V.iv, pp. 46-7.

139 Cf. Cyprian: ‘She may remain a virgin in body and mind, but by her eyes, ears and tongue she has
diminished the purity that she possessed.” Cyprian, De habitu virginum, xviii, p. 47.

B! Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, V.iv, p. 47.

132 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, V.iv, p. 49.

133 Cf. Cyprian: ‘Showy adornments and clothing and the allurements of beauty are not becoming in any
except prostitutes and shameless women, and of none, almost, is the dress more costly than those whose
modesty is cheap.” Cyprian, De habitu virginum, xii, p. 41; ‘Let chaste and modest virgins shun the attire of
the unchaste, the clothing of the immodest, the insignia of brothels, the adornment of harlots.” Cyprian, De
habitu virginum, xii, p. 42.
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disgraceful speech that is attendant on wedding feasts."** In an image of a double-altar,
Thallousa links the chastity of the virgin with that of the widow, but gives virginity the
pre-eminent position of the golden altar. She states that a virgin should be like gold,
which is ‘suitably a symbol for virginity, [as it] does not admit any stain or spot, but ever
shines forth with the light of the world.”'** Although a virgin cannot wear golden trinkets,
she should exhibit in her own self the untarnished virtue of the metal.

Agathe provides the sixth discourse. Her name derives from Greek dyaf6c,
meaning ‘well-born’ or ‘gentle’, and so suggests a ‘good woman’."*® Additionally, her
name recalls that of the handsome host, Agathon (meaning good man), in Plato’s
Symposium.">” Her discourse emphasises the excellence of virginity due to the fact that it
reflects something of the divine image:

We have all come into this world, O virgins, endowed with singular beauty, which

has a relationship and affinity to [divine] wisdom. For the souls of men do then

most accurately resemble Him who begat and formed them, when, reflecting the
unsullied representation of His likeness, and the features of that countenance, to
which God looking formed them to have an immortal and indestructible shape,
they remain such.'”®
Divinity is incorruptible and, as virginity resembles this state of incorruption, it achieves
the divine likeness. In many ways Agathe’s discourse resembles the sentiments of
Theopatra, who had asserted that virginity regained paradise. Agathe suggests that

virginity can recapture the divine image in which man was first created, but which had

been lost through the fall and the disfigurement caused by sinfulness. Mankind, due to his

1% Cf. Cyprian: ‘Some are not ashamed to attend weddings and, in the freedom of the wanton discourse
there, to take part in the unchaste conversation, to hear what is unbecoming, to say what is not allowed, to
look on and to be present in the midst of disgraceful talk and drunken feasts, by which the flame of passion
is enkindled, and the bride is incited to tolerate and the bridegroom to become emboldened in lust.’
Cyprian, De habitu virginum, xviii, pp. 46-7.

133 Methodius, The Banguet of the Ten Virgins, V.viii, p. 52.

3¢ Greek-English Lexicon, p. 4.

7.Cf. Plato, Symposium, p. 460

138 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VLi, pp. 52-3.
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Likeness to God, is attacked by spirits who ever wish to defile those things that pertain to
God."® Agathe describes the cleaving of mankind to evil spirits as a form of adultery,
thus again recalling the nuptial imagery of the fidelity of the Bride of Christ, and also
utilises the metaphor of adultery which is used in the Old Testament in relation to Israel’s
infidelity to God."*

Agathe also provides an interpretation of the Parable of the Ten Virgins found in
Matthew 25."*! The parable acknowledges that the ten women are all ‘virgins’, but
differentiates between their virtue: five were wise and five were foolish. The foolish
virgins were ‘shut out from the divine courts’,'** despite possessing the purity of
virginity. The parable provides another marital metaphor connected with virginity, and so
reinforces the sponsa Christi idea. However, it also provides a negative image of
virginity, through the failure of the foolish virgins to achieve access to the bridegroom.
Agathe states that the five foolish virgins failed to fill their lamps with oil and, therefore,
represent

those who strive to come to the boundaries of virginity, and who strain every

nerve to fulfill this love, acting virtuously and temperately, and who profess and

boast that this is their aim; but who, making light of it, and being subdued by the

changes of the world, come rather to be sketches of the shadowy image of virtue,
than workers who represent the living truth itself.'*’

139 Cf. Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, V1i, pp. 53.

140 Cf. Jeremias: ‘How can I be merciful to thee? Thy children have forsaken me, and swear by them that
are not gods: I fed them to the full, and they committed adultery, and rioted in the harlot's house’ (Jeremias
5:7); Cf. Ezechiel: ‘Because they have committed adultery, and blood is in their hands, and they have
committed fornication with their idols: moreover also their children, whom they bore to me, they have
offered to them to be devoured’ (Ezechiel 23:37).

! Cf. Matthew 25: 1-13.

142 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VLiii, p. 55.

'3 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VLii, p. 54.
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Foolish virgins are those who have professed virginity, but have not achieved it because
of vainglory.'** So although the foolish virgins maintain the physical requirements of
virginity, they lack spiritual virginity, which is necessary for the validation of the state.
Their pride destroys their purity and they become, instead, a ‘shadowy image of
virtue’.'*> Agathe draws a distinction between the ‘shadowy image’ of virginity and those
who represent the ‘living truth’. Those virgins who do not embrace the spiritual as well as
the physical undermine their bodily sacrifice and become false semblants of virginity.
Agathe also builds on Thallousa’s discussion of how the senses imperil virginity.
She reads the five wise virgins in the Parable of the Ten Virgins as the spotless use of the
five senses of the body, and the five foolish virgins as the incorrect use of the five senses
which is then prejudicial to true virginity:
There is chastity of the eyes, and of the ears, and of the tongue, and so on of the
other senses; so here she who keeps inviolate the faith of the five pathways of
virtue — sight, taste, smell, touch, and hearing — is called by the name of the five
virgins, because she has kept five forms of the sense pure to Christ, as a lamp,
causing the light of holiness to shine forth from each of them. For the flesh is
truly, as it were, our five-lighted lamp, which the soul will bear like a torch, when
it stands before Christ the Bridegroom, on the day of the resurrection, showing
her faith springing out clear and bright through all the senses. '*°
The virginity of the senses also echoes Cyprian’s tract."*” In this metaphorical reading of
the Parable, the two groups of five virgins, by representing the senses of the body, seems
to suggest the images of two persons: one who keeps the virginity of their senses pure,

and the other who does not:

For the flesh is truly, as it were, our five-lighted lamp, which the soul will bear
like a torch, when it stands before Christ the Bridegroom, on the day of the

144 Cf. Methodius: ‘they chose the same profession; but they did not, for all that, go forth in the same way
to meet the bridegroom.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VLiii, p. 54.

145 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VLii, p. 54.

16 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VLiii, p. 55.

M ¢, Cyprian, De habitu virginum, xviii, p. 47.
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resurrection, showing her faith springing out clear and bright through all the
148
senses.

The oil of good works provides wisdom and righteousness nourishes faith, and gives birth
to the light of virtue.'** Agathe additionally reads the light of the lamps in an apocalyptic
manner. The lamps reflect the greater light of Christ, which need to be kept burning until
He comes again to illuminate the world."*® The apocalyptic reading merges with the pre-
eminence of virginity and its rewards cited by Saint John in his Apocalypse:
I am betrothed to the Word, and receive as a reward the eternal crown of
immortality and riches from the Father; and I triumph in eternity, crowned with
the bright and unfading flowers of wisdom. I am one of the choir with Christ
dispensing His rewards in heaven, around the unbeginning and never-ending
King. I have become the torchbearer of the unapproachable lights, and I join with
their company in the new song of the archangels, showing forth the new grace of
the Church; for the Word says that the company of virgins always follow the
Lord, and have fellowship with Him wherever He is. And this is what John
signifies in the commemoration of the hundred and forty-four thousand."*'
The elevated rewards promised to virginity - the union with the Word, admission to His
inner sanctum and companionship with the angelic hosts - are signified in the Parable by
the admission of the wise virgins to the wedding feast. Agathe closes her discourse with

an exhortation to virgins to keep their oil lamps trimmed in anticipation of the Second

152
Coming.

18 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VLiii, p. 55.

149 Cf. Methodius: ‘Let us supply now the oil of good works abundantly, and of prudence, being purged
from all corruption which would weigh us down; lest, while the Bridegroom tarries, our lamps may also in
like manner be extinguished.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, V1.iv, p. 56.

139 Cf. Methodius: ‘“Now the slumbering and sleeping of the virgins signifies the departure from life; and
the midnight is the kingdom of antichrist, during which the destroying angel passes over the houses. But the
cry which was made when it was said “Behold the bridegroom cometh, go ye out to meet him,” is the voice
which shall be heard from the heaven, and the trumpet, when the saints, all their bodies being raised, shall
be caught up, and shall go on the clouds to meet the Lord.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins,
VLiv, p. 56.

51" Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VLv, p. 57.

132 Cf. Methodius: ‘Go then, ye virgin bands of the new ages. Go, fill your vessels with righteousness, for
the hour is coming when ye must rise and meet the bridegroom. Go, lightly leaving on one side the
fascinations and the pleasures of life, which confuse and bewitch the soul; and thus shall ye attain the
promises.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, V1.v, pp. 57-8.
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Procilla provides the seventh discourse. The name Procillus/a is from Latin,
perhaps deriving from the word ‘procella’ meaning ‘a violent wind, storm, hurricane [or]
tempest’.'> It can also mean ‘a charge [...], a sudden attack of cavalry’ and so be another
miles Christi reference.'”* It may be likely that the name alludes to the mother of Gnaeus
Julius Agricola, Julia Procilla, who is described by Tacitus in his Agricola as ‘a woman
of exceptionally pure character’.'> Procilla’s discourse begins with a demonstration of
the praises due to virginity for the reason that Christ bears witness to its greatness:

And so I will not bring forward the praises of virginity from mere human report,

but from Him who cares for us, and who has taken up the whole matter, showing

that He is the husbandman of this grace, and a lover of its beauty, and a fitting

witness.'*
In order to prove the pre-eminence of virginity, Procilla provides an exegesis of
Canticles. In doing so, she follows in the Origenist interpretation, as Alfred C. Rush
notes: ‘Origen [...] is the father and creator of bridal mysticism, especially by applying
the spouse of the Canticle to the individual soul beloved by Christ.”'*’ Ramsey, however,
emphasises that there is a difference between Origen and Methodius’ interpretations of
Canticles. He states that:

While the first commentators on the Song of Songs, Hippolytus and Origen, had

understood this book of the Old Testament to be referring mystically to the

marriage of Christ and the Church or to that of Christ and the soul of the

Christian, by the end of the third century, with Methodius of Olympus, it is taken

to have special reference to the virgin’s relationship with Christ. So we find it in
the later Fathers.'”®

'3 A Latin-English Dictionary, based upon the works of Forcellini and Freund, ed. William Smith
(London: John Murray, 1855), p. 880.

34 Latin-English Dictionary, p. 880.

133 Tacitus, Agricola and Germany, 4.2, trans. Anthony R. Birley (Oxford and New York: Oxford
University Press, 1999), p. 5.

1% Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VILi, p. 59.

57 Alfred C. Rush, ‘Death as Spiritual Marriage: Individual and Ecclesial Eschatology’, Vigiliae
Christianae, Vol. 26, No. 2 (Jun., 1972), 81-101, (p. 82).

'8 Boniface Ramsey, Beginning to Read the Fathers (London: Paulist Press, 1985), p. 143.
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Procilla’s interpretation of Canticles expresses the wonder of virginity. Origen had
already produced an interpretation of this mystical biblical text, which is a highly erotic
epithalamion. Because of the nature of the text, Origen provides a warning that there may
be some spiritual danger in the reading of the text by those who are not able to
comprehend the mystical meaning:
If those we have called ‘little ones’ come to these places in Scripture, it can
happen that they receive no profit at all from this book or even that they are badly
injured either by reading what has been written or by examining what has been
said to interpret it.">’
Origen advises that only those who are totally pure can be exposed to Canticles - those
who can listen to it ‘with chaste ears’ and not read a sexual meaning into the text.'®® The
Canticle of Canticles thus poses a spiritual threat to the man who has not turned away
from the flesh to the spirit. He notes that the Jews, likewise, exercised censorship over
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this text.”” One may only approach the text when

he has been purged in morals and has learned the knowledge and distinction of
corruptible and incorruptible things. By this preparation he is enabled to receive
no harm from these figures by which the love of the bride for her heavenly
bridegroom, that is, of the perfect soul for the Word of God, is described and
fashioned.'®

The bridegroom of the poem is read as Christ, for Christ is referred to as the bridegroom

in many parts of the New Testament.'® The coming of the Bridegroom is also prefigured

in the Old Testament.'® Origen suggests two possible readings for the character of the

15 Origen, The Prologue to the Commentary on The Song of Songs, trans. Rowan A. Greer, in Origen (New
Jersey: Paulist Press, 1979), p. 218.

1" Origen, The Prologue to the Commentary on The Song of Songs, p. 218.

'°I Cf. Origen: ‘Indeed, they say the Hebrews observe the rule that unless some one has attained a perfect
and mature age, he is not even permitted to hold this book in his hands.” Origen, The Prologue to the
Commentary on The Song of Songs, p. 218.

12 Origen, The Prologue to the Commentary on The Song of Songs, p. 234.

163 Cf. Matthew 9: 15; Matthew 25; Mark 2: 19-20; Luke 5: 34-5; John 2: 9; John 3: 29; Apocalypse 18: 23.
164 Cf. Psalms 18: 6; Isaias 61: 10; Isaias 62: 5; Jeremias 7: 34; Jeremias 16: 9; Jeremias 25: 10; Jeremias
33: 11; Baruch 2: 23; Joel 2: 16; I Machabees 1: 28; I Machabees 9: 39.
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bride, the psychic interpretation and the pneumatic, which is respectively ‘whether she is
the soul made after His image or the Church’.'® Procilla reads the spouse in Canticles in
a traditional way: it signifies the Church, which is likewise considered to be a virgin.'®
The acceptance of the Church as the virginal Bride of Christ derives from Judaic
tradition, which reads the Canticle as an expression of the union between God and His
people (the synagogue).'®” In addition, Procilla expands on Origen’s psychic reading of
the text; instead of reading the Bride as every Christian soul, she interprets it to mean the
soul of the virgin. It is a logical merging of Origen’s interpretation of the Bride as the
perfect soul, and the tradition of the virgin as the Bride of Christ, which is prevalent from
Tertullian onwards. Nevertheless, in both readings the spouse (the Church and the virgin)
represents some form of virginity. Procilla demonstrates that the floral metaphors used in
the Canticle particularly indicate virginity:

And this is quite clear, in the Song of Songs, to anyone who is willing to see it,

where Christ himself, praising those who are firmly established in virginity, says,

‘A lily among thorns, so is my love among the daughters;’ [Song of Songs 2: 2]

comparing the grace of chastity to the lily, on account of its purity and fragrance,
and sweetness and joyousness.'®*

' Origen, The Prologue to the Commentary on The Song of Songs, p. 217.

196 Cf. Methodius: ‘The Church, then, is the spouse. The queens are the royal souls before the deluge, who
became well-pleasing to God, that is, those about Abel and Seth and Enoch. The concubines those after the
flood, namely, those of the prophets, in whom, before the Church was betrothed to the Lord, being united to
them after the manner of concubines, He sowed true words in an incorrupt and pure philosophy, so that.,
conceiving faith, they might bring forth to Him the spirit of salvation.’; ‘But of all these, neither the queens,
nor the concubines, nor the virgins [n.b. vedvidec, not wapBévot], are compared to the Church. For she is
reckoned the perfect and chosen one beyond all these, consisting and composed of all the apostles, the
Bride who surpasses all in the beauty of youth and virginity. Therefore, also, she is blessed and praised by
all, because she saw and heard freely what those desired to see, even for a little time, and saw not, and to
hear, but heard not.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VILiv, p. 62; VILvii, pp. 64-5.

17 Cf. Rush: ‘Beginning with Osee, Yahweh’s relationship with Israel is described in terms of marriage.
The basic, underlying theme is the love of the husband that overcomes the infidelities of his spouse, his
covenanted people. This marriage theme of love later finds many nuanced expressions in the Old
Testament.” Rush, ‘Death as Spiritual Marriage’, p. 81.

'8 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VILi, p. 59.
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Procilla declares virginity to be a type of martyrdom, and indeed even greater than
martyrdom as the sacrifice must be endured for the whole of life:
He announces that the order and holy choir of the virgins shall first enter in
company with Him into the rest of the new dispensation, as into a bridal chamber.
For they were martyrs, not as bearing the pains of the body for a little moment of
time, but as enduring them through all their life, not shrinking from truly
wrestling in an Olympian contest for the prize of chastity; but resisting the fierce
torments of pleasures and fears and grief, and the other evils of the iniquity of
men, they first of all carry off the prize, taking their place in the higher rank of
those who receive the promise.'®
The tradition of virginity utilises the language of sacrifice, but it is often thought that the
Edict of Milan promotes an uptake in Christian virginity as it becomes a substitute for
martyrdom, a replacement option for the greatest sacrifice that a Christian was required to
make.'”® Methodius’ text, however, demonstrates that these two ideas are already
beginning to emerge even before the end of the Christian persecution.'”!
Thallousa, Agathe and Procilla all provide biblical exegesis. Agathe’s is from the
New Testament, whereas Thallousa and Procilla’s are both from the Old Testament.

Agathe’s exegesis of the Parable of the Ten Virgins is used to demonstrate the supremacy

of spiritual virginity and how this higher form of virginity can be lost even if physical

1 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VILiii, p. 61.

1% Cf. Gambero: ‘After the Edict of Milan (313), the official tolerance accorded by the emperor
Constantine to the Christian religion effectively put an end to persecution. Consequently, martyrdom was
no longer an eventuality for which the Christian had to prepare himself [...] there was a steady increase in
the number of Christians who saw a life consecrated to God in perpetual virginity as a way to render the
kind of witness previously manifested in the acceptance of martyrdom.” Gambero, Mary and the Fathers of
the Church, p. 97-8.

! The use of Canticles to depict the virgin soul is important in later Christian tradition, as Mary, the virgin
soul par excellence, becomes associated with the bride: ‘Peter Chrysologus [(ca. 380-ca. 450)] appears to
have been the first Latin Father to call Blessed Virgin ‘God’s spouse’. [... He] Refers to Mary in the words
of the Song of Songs 4:12: ‘My bride is an enclosed garden, a sealed fountain’, which the Bridegroom built
when he descended into her to realize the plan of the Incarnation.” Gambero, Mary and the Fathers of the
Church, pp. 296-7. Mary is also equated with the Church; it is Ephrem the Syrian (ca. 306-373) who first
perceives Mary as analogous to the Church (Cf. Gambero, Mary and the Fathers of the Church, p. 115.),
and additionally ‘is the first Christian author to call Mary the spouse of Christ’ (Gambero, Mary and the
Fathers of the Church, p. 117). The trope of the hortus conclusus is an enduring pastoral representation of
Mary, which remains strong throughout both the Marian tradition and the tradition of virginity.
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virginity remains intact. Thallousa uses the Old Testament vows to demonstrate the
sacrificial quality of virginity and to assert its pre-eminence over martyrdom. Procilla’s
Old Testament exegesis, however, is probably the most important as it expands Origen’s
reading of Canticles to include the virgin; this association is an important and enduring
motif throughout the tradition.

1v. Thekla and Tusiane: Discourses VIII and IX
Thekla'”? is the virgin who is given the prize for the best discourse on virginity. Her
name is not just an allusion to Saint Thecla; she is a literary representation of the famous
virginal saint, who is famed in Christian legend for being a companion of Saint Paul.
Aréte acknowledges Thekla’s supremacy because of her connection with Paul and her
reputation for wisdom. Aréte says to her: ‘thou wilt yield to none in universal philosophy
and instruction, instructed by Paul in what is fitting to say of evangelical and divine
doctrine.”'” Thecla’s story is told in the Apocryphal narrative The Acts of Paul and
Thecla,'™ in which she is so moved by Paul’s preaching that she spurns her betrothed and

joins Paul in the apostolic and virginal life.'”” Thecla’s mother calls on the authorities to

172 Perhaps derived from the Greek 0g6¢ (God) and kadg (beautiful or moral beauty) meaning the ‘beauty
of God’ (Greek-English Lexicon, p. 791; p. 870). For an essay on the development of Thecla from a
heretical figure to her appropriation into orthodoxy by the Church, see Léonie Hayne, ‘Thecla and the
Church Fathers’, Virgiliae Christianae, Vol. 48, No. 3 (Sep., 1994), 209-218.

'3 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, p. 66.

' Saint Jerome says of the work Paul and Thecla: ‘the Acts of Paul and Thecla and the whole fable about
the lion having been baptized by him we reckon among the apocryphal writings, for how is it possible that
the inseparable companion of the Apostle [Luke the Evangelist] in his other affairs should have been
ignorant of this thing alone.” Saint Jerome, ‘VIL. Luke the Evangelist’, On [llustrious Men (De viris
illustribus), trans. Thomas P. Halton (Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1999),
p. 16.

'S Cf. The Acts of Paul and Thecla: ‘And while Paul was speaking in the midst of the church in the house
of Onesiphorus a certain virgin named Thecla, the daughter of Theoclia, betrothed to a man named
Thamyris, was sitting at the window close by and listened day and night to the discourse of virginity.” The
Acts of Paul and Thecla, vii, in The Apocryphal New Testament: A Collection of Apocryphal Christian
literature in an English Translation, ed. J. K. Elliott (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), p. 365.
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burn her disobedient child,'’® but miraculously the flames do not harm her.'”” She follows
Paul to Antioch,'” and spurns the advances of an influential citizen there.'” The
unsuccessful seducer then arranges for her to be thrown to wild beasts. This happens
twice: the first time a lioness licks her feet;'*” the second a lioness fights for her,'®! but
then more beasts are released. The women in the audience, however, throw perfumes into

the arena which hypnotize the beasts.'®

Angry bulls are also released to gore her, but she
is afforded divine protection from them.'® She is eventually released, seeks Paul in
Myra,'®* and then returns to her home town of Iconium where she converts her mother.'®
In some manuscripts she is said to be buried near Paul in Rome.'*®
In the Symposium, Thekla begins her discourse with an explanation of the
etymology of the word mapBevia, the Greek word for virginity:
For virginity (mapbevia) is divine (mopOeia) by the change of one letter, as she
alone makes him who has her, and is initiated by her incorruptible rites like unto
God, than which it is impossible to find a greater good, removed as it is from
pleasure and grief; and the wing of the soul sprinkled by it becomes stronger and
lighter, accustomed daily to fly from human desires.'’
Thekla’s linguistic association of virginity and divinity recalls the previous discourses of
Marcella and Agathe, who both claimed that virginity was a reflection of the divine

image. Thekla furthers virginity’s claim to the celestial world by acknowledging its

kinship with the angels. The language used to describe the state of virginity is that of

Y76 Cf. The Acts of Paul and Thecla, xx, p. 368.

""" Cf. The Acts of Paul and Thecla, xxi, p. 368.

'8 Cf. The Acts of Paul and Thecla, xxv, p. 369.

1% Cf. The Acts of Paul and Thecla, xxvi, p. 369.

180 Cf. The Acts of Paul and Thecla, xxviii, p. 369.
81 Cf. The Acts of Paul and Thecla, xxxiii, p. 370.
82 Cf. The Acts of Paul and Thecla, xxxv, pp. 370-1.
183 Cf. The Acts of Paul and Thecla, xxxv, p. 371.

184 Cf. The Acts of Paul and Thecla, x1, p. 371.

185 Cf. The Acts of Paul and Thecla, xlii-xliii, p. 372.
186 Cf. The Acts of Paul and Thecla, p. 372.

'87 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VIILi, p. 67.
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ascendance, in contrast to the gravity of the sins which drag down the souls of those who
‘rave in the wild pleasures of unlawful lust’.'®® The virgins, whose purity enables them to
soar heavenward, already partake in the vita angelica on earth. They are so wholly
detached from the mundane world that they think nothing of relinquishing the flesh, even
if this occurs through the violence of martyrdom:
if any of them should choose to give up their bodies to wild beasts or to fire, and
be punished, they are ready to have no care for pains, for the desire of them or the
fear of them; so that they seem, while in the world, not to be in the world, but to
have already reached, in thought and in the tendency of their desires, the assembly
of those who are in heaven.'*’
Thekla’s commentary recalls her own trials, and the unsuccessful attempts to martyr her.
Although Thekla was not martyred in The Acts of Paul and Thecla, she demonstrated her
willingness for martyrdom three times and her readiness to ‘give up [her] bod[y] to wild
beasts or to fire’. Procilla’s earlier discourse claimed that virginity was a type of
martyrdom, a sacrifice that stretched across the whole of the virgin’s life, and was not
limited to the specific moment of martyrdom. Thekla’s story reflects this reading of
virginity, not just because she is a virgin and, therefore, has sacrificed herself, but
because her narrative involved repeated attempts at martyrdom. Thekla reiterates the
connection between virginity and martyrdom by noting the heavenly nature of virginity;

death is a coming home for virgins, and they are greeted by angels on their ascent to

paradise.”””

'88 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VIILii, p. 68.

'8 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VIILii, p. 68.

1% Cf. Methodius: ‘as soon as their souls have left the world, it is said that the angels meet them with much
rejoicing, and conduct them to the very pastures already spoken of, to which they were longing to come,
contemplating them in imagination from afar, when while they were yet dwelling in their bodies, they
appeared to them divine.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VIILii. pp. 68-9.
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On reaching their heavenly home, virgins are able to witness the wonderful
garden of virtues. Thekla’s somewhat Platonic description of the garden in which grow
the true forms of virtues, which we only experience as a shadowy image on earth, echoes
the pastoral setting of the banquet and Theopatra’s discussion of the power of virginity to
regain the lost paradise of Adam. Indeed, the garden of virtue is likened to Adam’s
garden.'”! However, it is now virginity that has the stewardship of the garden:

The virgins, having entered into the treasures of these things, gather the

reasonable fruits of the virtues [...] And they sing harmoniously, giving glory to

God."”

Thekla’s vision of a new paradise seems to merge the imagery of the Genesis text and the
virgins’ new song in Saint John’s Apocalypse, the beginning and the end of salvic
history. The majority of her discourse, however, is concerned with expounding the
mysteries of Saint John’s Apocalypse. She reads the vision of the woman crowned with
the sun (Apocalypse 12: 1-6) as a figure of the Church.'®® In later Church Tradition, this

image is associated with the Blessed Virgin Mary, too,"”* but in Methodius the woman

represents the Church who labours and brings forth baptised Christians.'* Indeed, Thekla

1 Cf. Methodius: ‘For there is a tree of temperance itself, and of love, and of understanding, as there are
plants of the fruits which grow here — as of grapes, the pomegranate, and of apples; and so, too, the fruits of
those trees are gathered and eaten, and do not perish and wither, but those who gather them grow to
immortality and a likeness to God. Just as he from whom all are descended, before the fall and the blinding
of his eyes, being in paradise, enjoyed its fruits, God appointed man to dress and to keep the plants of
wisdom. For it was entrusted to the first Adam to cultivate those fruits.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten
Virgins, VIILiii, p. 69.

192 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VIILiii, p. 70.

'3 Cf. Methodius: ‘It is the Church whose children shall come to her with all speed after the resurrection,
running to her from all quarters. She rejoices receiving the light which never goes down, and clothed with
the brightness of the Word as with a robe. For with what other more precious or honourable ornament was
it becoming that the queen should be adorned, to be led as a Bride to the Lord, when she had received a
garment of light, and therefore was called by the Father?” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins,
VILv. p. 72.

19 The possible association of the woman crowned with the sun with Mary is first suggested by Epiphanius
of Salamis (d. 403). Cf. Gambero, Mary and the Fathers of the Church, p. 126. Cf. Epiphanius, Panarion,
VII. 58 [78], 11, p. 609.

1% The apocalyptic image of the woman crowned with the sun becomes an obvious association with Mary
as soon as the Church is seen as analogous to Mary.
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condemns the interpretation of the child as Christ, which would then suggest that the
woman is Mary.'*® The reason given is that John’s apocalyptic vision is a prophecy and
so it foretells the future; it does not retell past events.

Thekla continues to tackle the mysteries of the Apocalypse. The male child
represents ‘that the spiritual Zion might bear a masculine people, who should come back
from the passions and weakness of women to the unity of the Lord, and grow strong in
manly virtue’."”” The image of the male child, she says, is particularly appropriate for
God’s people, because they bear the image of Christ,'” a reiteration of the imitatio
Christi, but this time centred on a masculine image.'” This contradicts the usual feminine
representation of the Church, such as that portrayed in Canticles and by Saint Paul. The
dragon represents Satan, who attempts to destroy those who are baptised, whereas

the stars, which the dragon touched with the end of his tail, and drew down to

earth, are the bodies of heresies; for we must say that the stars, which are dark,

obscure, and falling, are the assemblies of the heterodox [...] As when they say,
like Sabellios, that the Almighty Person of the Father Himself suffered; or as
when they say, like Artemas, that the Person of the Son was born and manifested
only in appearance; or when they contend, like the Ebionites, that the prophets
spoke of the Person of the Spirit, of their own motion. For of Marcion and

Valentinus, and those about Elkesaios and others, it is better not even to make

mention.””

Virginity is here associated with orthodox theology. Not only does the dragon pose a
danger to virginity through heterodoxy, but the beast from the Apocalypse represents

vices which threaten chastity. Thekla states that virginity destroys the various heads of

the beast: by destroying the head of incontinence and luxury, the virgins win the crown of

19 Cf. Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VIILvii, p.74.

7 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VIILvii, p. 74.

198 Cf. Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VIILviii, pp. 74-5.

%9 Cf. Methodius: ‘No man would be master of himself and good, unless selecting the human example of
Christ, and bringing himself to the likeness of Him, he should imitate Him in his manner of life.’
Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VIILxiii, p. 82.

29 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VIILX, p. 77.
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temperance; by destroying the head of cowardice and weakness, the virgin wins the
crown of martyrdom; and by destroying the head of unbelief and folly, the virgin uproots
the power of the dragon. The horns and stings of the beast are the ‘ten opposites to the
Decalogue’ and thus represent the dangers of transgressing God’s law. Thekla also draws
on the military imagery of the miles Christi:

Therefore, taking to you a masculine and sober mind, oppose your armour to the
swelling beast, and do not at all give way, nor be troubled because of his fury.*"’

The adherence to virginity is expressed as a constant battle against sin and evil. Thekla
finishes her exegesis with the assertion that this battle is waged through the free will of
the virgin. Virtue is only laudatory when accepted by the free choice of the individual.
Thekla ends her discourse with a long encore (XIV-XVII), which rationally attempts to
contradict those who cleave to the idea of destiny to the detriment of free will, such as
Mathematicians and Astrologers.”*

Tusiane provides the ninth discourse. Tusiane’s name may have both a Latin and
a Greek etymology. It may derive from the Greek Qvci-a, meaning ‘sacrifice’, or ‘burnt
offering’.”” Alternatively, it may derive from the Latin ‘thus’, meaning ‘incense’ or
‘frankincense’,204 which is described in association with Jewish sacrifice in Leviticus.”

Both etymological possibilities imply the sacrificial quality of virginity, and so resonate

with the earlier discourses of Marcella and Thallousa, which equated the sacrifice of

2 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VIILxiii, p. 81

202 Cf. Methodius: ‘I must come to the end of my discourse; for I fear, and am ashamed, after these
discourses on chastity, that I should be obliged to introduce the opinions of men who study the heavens, or
rather who study nonsense, who waste their life with mere conceits, passing it in nothing but fabulous
figments.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, VIILxvii, p. 90.

203 4 Greek-English Lexicon, p. 812.

2% 4 Latin-English Dictionary, p. 1151.

205 Cf. Leviticus: ‘The priest shall take a handful of the flour that is tempered with oil, and all the
frankincense that is put upon the flour: and he shall burn it on the altar for a memorial of most sweet odour
to the Lord’ (Leviticus 6: 15).
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virginity with that of martyrdom. Tusiane’s discourse, however, does not focus on
sacrifice but rather expounds a passage from Leviticus relating to the Jewish Feast of
Tabernacles.”® She traces the difference between the Jewish interpretation of this passage
and the Christian interpretation. She disparages the more literal Jewish interpretation,
which assumes that the passage is a simple command to observe the Feast of Tabernacles.
The Jewish interpretation is held up as a demonstration of their spiritual blindness and
lack of wisdom:*"’

Wherefore let it shame the Jews that they do not perceive the deep things of the

Scriptures, thinking that nothing else than outward things are contained in the law

and the prophets; for they, intent upon things earthly, have in greater esteem the

riches of the world than the wealth which is of the soul.**®
It is notable that Tusiane makes a connection between the interpretive failure of the Jews
and the fact that her discourse, and indeed the argument running thorough the whole of
the Symposium, is centred around the practice of virginity, a state which is not recognised
as having spiritual worth by Judaism. In contrast to the literalism of the Jewish
interpretation, Tusiane provides a Christian allegorical reading of the passage, and
demonstrates that the passage in Leviticus is, in fact, a reference to Doomsday:

Then shall we celebrate truly to the Lord a glad festal-day, when we shall receive

eternal tabernacles, no more to perish or be dissolved into the dust of the tomb.

[...] Whence sin being dead and destroyed, again shall I rise immortal; and I
praise God who by means of death frees His sons from death and I celebrate

206 Cf. Leviticus: ‘So from the fifteenth day of the seventh month, when you shall have gathered in all the
fruits of your land, you shall celebrate the feast of the Lord seven days: on the first day and the eighth shall
be a sabbath, that is a day of rest. And you shall take to you on the first day the fruits of the fairest tree, and
branches of palm trees, and boughs of thick trees, and willows of the brook, and you shall rejoice before the
Lord your God. And you shall keep the solemnity thereof seven days in the year. It shall be an everlasting
ordinance in your generations. In the seventh month shall you celebrate this feast. And you shall dwell in
bowers seven days: every one that is of the race of Israel shall dwell in tabernacles: That your posterity may
know that I made the children of Israel to dwell in tabernacles, when I brought them out of the land of
Egypt. I am the Lord your God’ (Leviticus 23: 39-43).

27 Compare Origen: ‘The Jews, in fine, owing to the hardness of their heart, and from a desire to appear
wise in their own eyes, have not believed in our Lord and Saviour, judging that these statements which
were uttered respecting Him ought to be understood literally.” Origen, De Principiis, IV. viii, p. 356.

2% Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IX.i, p. 94.



169

lawfully to His honour a festal-day, adorning my tabernacles, that is my flesh,
with good works, as there did the five virgins with the five-lighted lamps.*”

The allegorical reading implies that in preparation for the final judgement, it is necessary
to adorn one’s tabernacle, that is one’s flesh, with virtue.

The passage in Leviticus recommends various vegetative adornments for the
tabernacles. These are likewise interpreted allegorically by Tusiane. The first is the
necessity of the fruits of faith, which are acquired from the Church.*'® Of course, the
necessity of true faith, that is, Christian faith, again exposes a wide gulf between Judaism
and Christianity:

He that hath not believed in Christ, nor hath understood that He is the first

principle and the tree of life, since he cannot show to God his tabernacle adorned

with the most goodly of fruits, how shall he celebrate the feast?*"!
Faith in Christ, born from the ‘tree of life’, which Tusiane says is ‘wisdom’ is necessary
for the celebration of the feast. Thus, Tusiane draws parallels with the lack of interpretive
wisdom displayed by the literalism of the Jews, and their failure to acknowledge the
divine truth of the coming of the Messiah. In addition to the fruits of faith, boughs of
divine discipline are required. These ensure that the soul is cleansed, and the passions
subdued:*"

Whoso, therefore, desires to come to the feast of the Tabernacles, to be numbered

with the saints, let him first procure the goodly fruit of faith, then palm branches,

that is, attentive meditation upon and study of the Scriptures, afterwards the far-
spreading and thickly-leaved branches of charity, which He commands us to take

after the palm branches. [...] Charity [...] is a tree the thickest and most fruitful of
all, full and abounding, copiously abounding in graces.*"

299 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IX.ii, p. 95.

219 Cf. Methodius: ‘The unwary [...] have not understood that the tree of life which Paradise once bore,
now again the Church has produced for all, even the ripe and comely fruit of faith.” Methodius, The
Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IX.iii, p. 96.

2! Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IX.iii, p. 97.

212 Cf. Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IX.iv, p. 97.

13 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IX.iv, p. 98.
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Tusiane’s high estimation of charity for the adornment of the tabernacles derives from
Saint Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians, in which he notes that all virtue is rendered
null and void unless the individual also has charity.”'* The final adornment of the
tabernacle, its crowning glory, is the branches of the Agnos tree, the adornment of
chastity:
It is commanded that the boughs of the Agnos tree be brought to decorate the
Tabernacle, because it is by its very name the tree of chastity, by which those
already named are adorned.”"”
It is notable that Tusiane emphasises chastity, rather than virginity. She does note that
virginity is the highest virtue of chastity, but she does not disparage the state of
matrimony either. In order to achieve the boughs of the Agnos, one must either pursue
the lofty path of virginity, or the lower rungs of chastity which can be achieved in the
marriage state:
They also possess it who live chastely with their wives, and do, as it were about
the trunk, yield its lowly branches bearing chastity, not being able like us to reach
its lofty and mighty boughs, or even to touch them; yet they, too, offer no less
truly, although in a less degree, the branches of chastity.*'®

Tusiane allows some degree of chastity to be afforded to those who live in marital

fidelity, but they are only able to put forth ‘lowly branches’ around the base of the trunk

14 Cf. Paul: ‘If I speak with the tongues of men, and of angels, and have not charity, I am become as
sounding brass, or a tinkling cymbal. And if I should have prophecy and should know all mysteries, and all
knowledge, and if I should have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, and have not charity, [ am
nothing. And if I should distribute all my goods to feed the poor, and if I should deliver my body to be
burned, and have not charity, it profiteth me nothing. Charity is patient, is kind: charity envieth not, dealeth
not perversely; is not puffed up; Is not ambitious, seeketh not her own, is not provoked to anger, thinketh
no evil; Rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth with the truth; Beareth all things, believeth all things, hopeth
all things, endureth all things. Charity never falleth away: whether prophecies shall be made void, or
tongues shall cease, or knowledge shall be destroyed. For we know in part, and we prophesy in part. But
when that which is perfect is come, that which is in part shall be done away. When I was a child, I spoke as
a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child. But, when I became a man, I put away the things of a
child. We see now through a glass in a dark manner; but then face to face. Now I know in part; but then I
shall know even as I am known. And now there remain faith, hope, and charity, these three: but the greatest
of these is charity’ (I Corinthians 13: 1-13).

215 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IX.iv, p. 98.

216 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IX.iv, p. 99.
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of the tree of chastity, as opposed to the lofty boughs produced by virginity. Even though
a form of chastity can exist in marriage, she notes that there can be a problem of
concupiscence within the marriage state:
But those who are goaded by their lusts, although they do not commit fornication,
yet who, even in the things which are permitted with a lawful wife, through the
heat of unsubdued concupiscence are excessive in embraces, how shall they
celebrate the feast? How shall they rejoice, who have not adorned their tabernacle,
that is their flesh, with the boughs of the Agnos, nor have listened to that which
has been said, that ‘they that have wives be as though they had none?’ [I
Corinthians 7: 291*"7
Although the sexual act is licit within marriage, and indeed, the second discourse in the
Symposium detailed the dignity of the procreative function, intercourse within marriage
can still be troubled by lust. If that lustfulness is excessive, married couples could be
acting unchastely within their marriage. Tusiane explains that the danger of lustfulness in
marriage is that it will mar the adornment of the tabernacle:
For in the new and indissoluble creation, whoever shall not be found decorated
with the boughs of chastity shall neither obtain rest, because he has not fulfilled
the commandment of God according to the law, nor shall he enter into the land of
promise, because he has not previously celebrated the Feast of Tabernacles.”®
Presumably, then, virginity is the only way one can be certain of achieving a state of
perfect chastity and the rewards of possessing a fully adorned tabernacle. Although both
Thekla and Tusiane emphasise the eschatological associations of virginity, Thekla’s
discourse focused on an exegesis on John’s apocalyptic vision, whereas Tusiane’s reads

the Old Testament in terms of the foreshadowing of the Apocalypse, and the need for

mankind to prepare his soul for Doomsday.

21" Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IX.iv, p. 99.
1% Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, IX.v, p. 99.



172

V. Domnina and Aréte: Discourse X and the Nuptial Hymn
The final discourse is that of Domnina. Like Tusiane, her discourse is concerned with
demonstrating the typological associations between the Old and New Testaments.
However, she asserts that the Old Law was insufficient to save mankind from corruption,
and that this was only achieved through virginity, the New Law brought by Christ.*'’ In
order to demonstrate that the ‘future reign of chastity was already clearly foretold’ in the
0Old Testament,” Domnina expounds the meaning of prophetic verses in Judges 9: 8-
15.%2! This passage relates the allegory of the trees, who demand a king.*** The olive, fig
and vine all refused to rule and so finally the bramble agrees to reign over the trees.
Domnina asserts that the trees which refused the crown are the previous laws given to the

Jewish people, which have all been transgressed: the fig tree is the law given to Adam;

1% Cf. Methodius: ‘the law was not sufficient to free the human race from corruption, until virginity,
succeeding the law, governed men by the precepts of Christ.’; ‘from the time when Christ was incarnate,
and armed and adorned His flesh with virginity, the savage tyrant who was master of incontinence was
taken away, and peace and faith have dominion, men no longer turning so much as before to idolatry.’
Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, X.i, p. 101; X.i, p. 102.

220 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, X.ii, p. 102.

2! Cf. Judges: ‘The trees went to anoint a king over them: and they said to the olive tree: Reign thou over
us. And it answered: Can I leave my fatness, which both gods and men make use of, to come to be
promoted among the trees? And the trees said to the fig tree: Come thou and reign over us. And it answered
them: Can I leave my sweetness, and my delicious fruits, and go to be promoted among the other trees?
And the trees said to the vine: Come thou and reign over us. And it answered them: Can I forsake my wine,
that cheereth God and men, and be promoted among the other trees? And all the trees said to the bramble:
Come thou and reign over us. And it answered them: If indeed you mean to make me king, come ye and
rest under my shadow: but if you mean it not, let fire come out from the bramble, and devour the cedars of
Libanus’ (Judges 9: 8-15).

22 This story is also related in Aesop’s Fables: ‘Once the logs were consulting among themselves to elect a
king. They asked the olive: “Reign over us.” The olive tree replied: “What? Give up my oily liquor which
is so highly prized by god and man to go and reign over the logs?”” And so the logs asked the fig: “Come
and reign over us.” But the fig replied similarly: “What? Relinquish the sweetness of my delicious fruit to
go and reign over the logs?” So the logs urged the thornbush: “Come and reign over us.” And the thorn
replied: “If you were really to anoint me king over you, you would have to take shelter beneath me.
Otherwise the flames from my brushwood [a usual timber] would escape and devour the cedars of
Lebanon.”” Aesop, ‘252. The Logs and the Olive’, in The Complete Fables, trans. Olivia and Robert
Temple (London: Penguin, 1998), p. 187.
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the vine is the law given to Noah; and the olive is the law given to Moses. The bramble,
which is finally chosen to be king, represents the triumph of the new law of chastity:*>’
Now the bramble commends chastity, for the bramble and the agnos is the same
tree: by some it is called bramble, by others agnos. Perhaps it is because the plant
is akin to virginity that it is called bramble and agnos; bramble, because of its
strength and firmness against pleasures; agnos, because it always continues
chaste.”*
The former laws, Domnina explains, have all been counterfeited by the devil and thus
have led men into evil ways.”* These counterfeits are also expressed allegorically. For
instance, the fig leaves, which hid Adam’s nakedness in Eden, ‘by their friction [the
devil] excited him to sexual pleasure’.**® Likewise the vine was perverted in its use and
became a drink through which mankind was intoxicated ‘and again he [the devil] mocked
them, having stripped them of virtue’.?*” Lastly, the holy oil of prophetic grace ceased
when the Israelites broke the Law of Moses by turning to idolatry.”*® Chastity, however,
is the one law that cannot be counterfeited by the devil:
Lastly, the bramble not inaptly refers to the law which was given to the apostles

for the salvation of the world; because by their instruction we have been taught
virginity, of which alone the devil has not been able to make a deceptive image

233 Cf. Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, X. i, p. 103. The association of the bramble with
chastity is furthered by the protection it provided to Elijah, when fleeing from Jezebel, who is here read as
female lust even though in the biblical account she wishes to kill Elias: ‘Hence the Scripture relates that
Elijah, fleeing from the face of the woman Jezebel, at first came under a bramble, and there, having been
heard, received strength and took food; signifying that to him who flies from the incitements of lust, and
from a woman — that is, from pleasure — the tree of chastity is a refuge and a shade, ruling men from the
coming of Christ, the chief of virgins.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, X.iii, p. 104. Cf. III
Kings: ‘And he went forward, one day’s journey into the desert. And when he was there, and sat under a
juniper tree, he requested that he might die, and said: It is enough for me, Lord, take away my soul: for I
am no better than my fathers. And he cast himself down, and slept in the shadow of the juniper tree: and
behold an angel of the Lord touched him, and said to him: Arise and eat. He looked, and behold there was
at his head a hearth cake, and a vessel of water: and he ate and drank, and he fell asleep again’ (III Kings
19: 4-6).

24 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, X.iii, p. 104.

233 Cf. Methodius: ‘The enemy, by his power, always imitates the forms of virtue and righteousness, not for
the purpose of truly promoting its exercise, but for deception and hypocrisy.” Methodius, The Banquet of
the Ten Virgins, X.v, p. 106.

26 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, X.v, p. 106.

27 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, X.v, p. 106.

28 Cf. Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, X.iv, p.105.



174

[...] her alone was the devil unable to forge an imitation to lead men astray, as it
the case with the other precepts.*’

Presumably, Domnina states that the devil cannot assume virginity because it is a state of
such absolute purity that it is impossible to counterfeit; the imitation of virginity is
always an imitatio Christi and therefore a course of action that is unavailable for the
devil. However, throughout the Symposium, and also in the earlier tradition, there is an
awareness of the dangers of false virginity; counterfeit virginity haunts the tradition at
least as early as Tertullian.

Aréte, whose discourse follows that of all ten virgins, takes up this theme,
enumerating various types of false virginity and chastity. She reiterates that is impossible
for one to achieve chastity by bodily purity alone; true virginity resides in the purity of
mind:

it is not one who has studied to restrain his flesh from the pleasures of carnal

delight that cultivates chastity, if he do not keep in check the rest of the desires;

but rather he dishonours it, and that in no small degree, by base lusts, exchanging
pleasures for pleasures.”"
Along with the failure to ‘keep in check the rest of the desires’ comes the sin of vainglory
due to taking inordinate pride in the pre-eminence of virginity. In addition, the
acquisition of wealth and worldly luxury corrupts virginity. A fourth instance of false
chastity that Aréte raises is the virgin who, though physically inviolate, ‘pollutes the soul
by evil deeds and lust’ and indulges in vices.”' Aréte’s definition of chastity and

virginity echoes past treatises which insist that virginity is not reliant on the bodily purity

of the sexual members alone:

22 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, X.ii, p. 103; X.iv, p. 106.
29 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, XLi, p. 109.
3! Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, XLi, p. 110.
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But all the members are to be preserved intact and free from corruption; not only
those which are sexual, but those members also which minister to the services of
lust. For it would be ridiculous to preserve the organs of generation pure, but not
the tongue; or to preserve the tongue, but neither the eyesight, the ears, nor the

hands; or lastly, to preserve these pure, but not the mind, defiling it with pride and

anger.”>”

Aréte envisages a holistic virginity that permeates the whole body, not one merely
located in the genitals, and which also exists in the purity of the mind. A simplistic
understanding of virginity, focusing merely on physical integrity, inevitably leads to
failure:
For many who thought that to repress vehement lascivious desires constituted
chastity, neglecting other duties connected with it, failed also in this, and have
brought blame upon those endeavouring after it by the right way, as you have
proved who are a model in everything, leading a virgin life in deed and word.***
As virgins are models for each other as well as imitators of Christ, the failure to lead a
‘virgin life in deed and word’ can lead others down the wrong path.
Vi. The Most Laudable Virginity?
Unlike the earlier treatises, Methodius’ Symposium does not appear to be concerned with

s

the subject of the regulation of virginity, but instead is solely an epideictic work
important because it is the first sustained treatise which praises virginity, and because it
contributes much in its extension of biblical exegesis beyond the usual passages adduced
to demonstrate the scriptural authority for virginity; especially important are the

explorations of the application of Canticles and Genesis narratives to ideas and imagery

associated with virginity. Methodius also connects virginity with many theological ideas,

32 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, XLi, p. 110.

23 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, XLi, pp. 110-1.

234 Cf. Rush: “The aim of the Symposium is to eulogize virginity, to show that virginity is of the perfection
of Christ’s brideship, and to insist that the consecrated virgin is the bride of Christ. It is only these souls
that the Word calls His true and chosen bride. There are many daughters of the Church; one alone is most
precious and honoured about all others in her eyes, namely the order of virgins.” Rush, ‘Death as Spiritual
Marriage’, p. 92.
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such as the doctrine of Recapitulation and draws out some of the links with the
Incarnation. It is worth noting, however, that in the eleven discourses praising virginity,
during which many obscure Old Testament passages are expounded, Mary is mentioned
only briefly in Thaleia’s discourse, referred to simply as ‘the Virgin’,>*” and then again
only in the closing hymn. In the latter reference, she is cited at the end of a list of biblical
characters who are notable for their chastity:**°
The parent of Thy life, that unspotted Grace and undefiled Virgin, bearing in her
womb without the ministry of man, by an immaculate conception, and who thus
became suspected of having betrayed the marriage-bed.”’
Oddly, the hymn focuses on her virginal pregnancy and the troubling image that her

d.”*® There is no elaboration in the hymn on the

pregnancy out-of-wedlock portraye
wonder of the Virgin Birth; the reader is left with a problematic image of a woman whom
the reader knows is virginal, but who also looks like an adulteress.

The Symposium closes with a discussion between Euboulious and Gregorion
about which type of chastity is better, ‘those who without lust govern concupiscence, or

those who under the assaults of concupiscence continue pure?’**’ Gregorion asserts that

the former is more laudable because they are completely pure, for their minds are totally

25 Cf. Methodius: ‘And therefore God moistening him afresh and forming anew the same clay to His
honour, having first hardened and fixed it in the Virgin’s womb, and united and mixed it with the Word,
brought it forth into life no longer soft and broken; lest, being overflowed again by streams of corruption
without, it should become soft, and perish as the Lord in His teaching shows in the parable of the finding of
the sheep.” Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, 11Liv, p. 24.

236 The others which are given precedence are Abel, Joseph, Jephthah’s daughter, Judith, Susanna, and John
the Baptist. It is unusual that Elijah and Elisha are not mentioned, as these are often cited as evidence for
the existence of virginity in Judaism.

27 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, XLii, p. 112.

2% Cf. Matthew: ‘When as his mother Mary was espoused to Joseph, before they came together, she was
found with child, of the Holy Ghost. Whereupon Joseph her husband, being a just man, and not willing
publicly to expose her, was minded to put her away privately. But while he thought on these things, behold
the angel of the Lord appeared to him in his sleep, saying: Joseph, son of David, fear not to take unto thee
Mary thy wife, for that which is conceived in her, is of the Holy Ghost” (Matthew 1: 18-20).

39 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, p. 116.
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without any taint of sin. Euboulious, however, convinces her of the reverse. He asks her
which the better pilot is:
he that saves his vessel in great and perplexing storms, or is it he who does so in a
breathless calm? [...] Therefore it is clear that he whose soul contends against the
impulses of lust, and is not borne down by it, but draws back and sets himself in
array against it, appears stronger that he who does not lust.**°
The discussion between the two highlights another problem with the ideal of virginity. If
virginity can be tainted by mere thoughts, how does a virgin remain in a state of purity if
she is subjected to lustful impulses? Also, how can chastity which struggles against
concupiscence be more laudable than pure and unspotted virginity?**' Thus the
Symposium ends on a several discordant notes: Euboulious and Gregorian question the
very nature of virtue itself, and the final images of virginity that the reader is left with are

ambiguous — a heightened awareness of the false semblants of virginity, and anxieties

surrounding the Virgin Birth.

0 Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, pp. 117; p. 119.

2! Kate Cooper’s treatment of Methodius’ work exposes her lack of familiarity with it, as in a mistaken
reading of it she states that this final problem, discussed between Gregorion and Euboulious, forms the
basis of the theme of the virgins’ discussions at the banquet: ‘Methodius stages a dialogue among
unmarried women, who debate whether a virgin’s claim to self-control is superior if she experiences no
sexual desire whatsoever, or if she does experience sexual desire and perseveres in abstaining from its
consummation.” Kate Cooper, The Virgin and the Bride. Idealized Womanhood in Late Antiquity
(Massachusetts and London: Harvard University Press, 1999), p. 27.
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V. Athanasius

It is difficult to overestimate the importance of Saint Athanasius, Bishop of Alexandria,
in the fourth-century battle for Catholic Christianity.' William A. Clebsch observes that
Athanasius is known as ‘“the Father of Orthodoxy” to the Greek ecclesiastical tradition,
and [is] unquestionably one of the great and formidable” actors on the stage of early
Christian history’.> This assessment of Athanasius’ importance was also recognised in his
own time: Gregory Nazianzen, in his panegyric oration on Athanasius, describes him as
‘the pillar of the Church’.* He says:

In praising Athanasius, I shall be praising virtue. To speak of him and to praise

virtue are identical, because he had, or, to speak more truly, has embraced virtue

in its entirety.’
Not only does Gregory of Nazianzus praise Athanasius’ personal virtue, but also his

Christian upbringing and faithfulness, and his classical and Christian education.’

' Cf. Robert W. Thomson: ‘[Athanasius] came to enjoy an almost mythical reputation as the champion of
Nicaea and the sole obstacle to an Arian empire.” Robert W. Thomson ‘Introduction’ to Athanasius, Contra
Gentes and De Incarnatione, ed. and trans. Robert W. Thomson (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), pp. xi-
xXxXxVvi, (p. Xi).

? Athanasius’ formidability is often emphasised by his detractors. Thomson describes Athanasius’ character
as ‘violent and fiery, uncompromising on the faith, and quick to brand his opponents as enemies of God,
yet willing to overlook differences of language where the essential was agreed. He was unphilosophic and
repetitive in argument, but had a profound grasp of scriptural exegesis. And, as a solid foundation to all, he
showed a deep concern for the spiritual development of his flock, with a strong sympathy for the ascetic
tendencies of the age.” Thomson, ‘Introduction’ to Contra Gentes and De Incarnatione, p. xvi. Gregory
Nazianzen paints a positive picture of the man: ‘he was sublime in action; lowly in mind; inaccessible in
virtue; most accessible in intercourse; gentle, free from anger, sympathetic, sweet in words, sweeter in
disposition; angelic in appearance, more angelic in mind; calm in rebuke, persuasive in praise, without
spoiling the good effect of either by excess, but rebuking with the tenderness of a father, praising with the
dignity of a ruler, his tenderness was not dissipated, nor his severity sour; for the one was reasonable, the
other prudent, and both truly wise; his disposition sufficed for the training of his spiritual children, with
very little need of words; his words with very little need of the rod, and his moderate use of the rod with
still less for the knife.” Gregory Nazianzen, Oration XXI: On the Great Athanasius, Bishop of Alexandria,
ix, trans. Charles Gordon Browne and James Edward Swallow, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Vol.
VII, Cyril of Jerusalem, Gregory Nazianzen, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (Massachusetts:
Hendrickson, 1995 [1894]), pp. 269-283, (pp. 271-2).

3 William A. Clebsch, ‘Forward’ to Athanasius: The Life of Antony and The Letter to Marcellinus, trans.
and Introduction by Robert C. Gregg, Preface by William A. Clebsch (New Jersey: Paulist Press, 1980), pp.
xi-xii, (p. xii).

* Gregory Nazianzen, Oration XXI, xxvi, p. 276.

> Gregory Nazianzen, Oration XXI, i, p. 269.
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Athanasius was born into a Christian family, c. A.D. 295, was well-educated and became
the private secretary of Alexander, the then Bishop of Alexandria. Athanasius came to the
fore at the Council of Nicaea as a staunch defender of orthodoxy against the Arian
heresy:
In the year 325 we find him, as Archdeacon of Alexandria, accompanying his
Bishop to the great Council of Nicaea. In the deliberations of this Council S[t]
Athanasius took a prominent part, and thereby incurred the fierce displeasure of
the Arian faction. The Council, composed of three hundred and eighteen Bishops,
besides priests and deacons, and presided over by Hosius, Bishop of Cordova,
was assembled to combat the Arian heresy, which denied the Eternal Divinity of
the Second Person of the Holy Trinity.”
There were several heresies in the early Church that contested the understanding of the
nature of the Son. For instance, the sects of Marcion, Apolles, Basilides and Valentius,
whom Tertullian took to task in De Carne Christi, denied Christ’s humanity and claimed
that he was solely Divine. In contrast, the Arian heresy,® which threatened to overwhelm
the whole of the Christian world,” taught a doctrine which compromised the divine nature

of the Son:'°

Arius, a senior priest of Alexandria, had begun preaching that Christ, the Son of
God, was not co-eternal with the uncreated Father. As Son he was created an

8 Cf. Gregory: ‘He was brought up, from the first, in religious habits and practices, after a brief study of
literature and philosophy, so that he might not be utterly unskilled in such subjects, or ignorant in matters
which he had determined to despise.” Gregory Nazianzen, Oration XXI, vi, p. 270.

"W. C. L, ‘Preface’ to Orations of S. Athanasius. Against the Arians (London: Griffith, Farran, Okeden &
Welsh, 1889?), p. 5.

¥ William P. Haugaard discusses the Christology of Arius and notes that although he is often thought to
have developed the heretical doctrine ‘that the Logos took the place of a human soul in the Incarnate
Christ.” William P. Haugaard, ‘Twice a Heretic? Arius and the Human Soul of Jesus Christ’, Church
History, Vol. 29, No. 3 (Sep., 1960), 251-263, (p. 251). He concludes, however, that, ‘The anomoeans
indeed held such a doctrine, but this is no more proves that Arius held it, than the fact of Apollinaris’
teachings and his affinity to Athanasius proves that Athanasius explicitly taught that the Word replaced the
human soul. Arius’ heresy on the deity of Christ is well proven and well attested. Need we prove him a
heretic twice over?’ Haugaard, ‘Twice a Heretic?’, p. 261.

 Cf. W. C. L: ‘At one time he was well-nigh alone in his championship of the orthodox Faith, and at all
times his efforts were unceasing in its defence.” W. C. L ‘Preface’ to Orations of S. Athanasius, p. 8.

' Gregory Nazianzen describes the spread of Arian heresy, and its flawed theology: ‘Then others, catching
the infection, organized an art of impiety, and, confining Deity to the Unbegotten, expelled from Deity not
only the Begotten, but also the Proceeding one, and honoured the Trinity with communion in name alone,
or even refused to retain this for it.” Gregory Nazianzen, Oration XXI, xiii, p. 273.
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inferior deity, who had a beginning, because he was begotten. Only God the
Father was unbegotten. Therefore, Christ had a middle role between God and the
world."!
At the Council of Nicaea, Athanasius and Bishop Alexander were instrumental in
refuting Arianism'” which had sprung up in the district of the Alexandrian Episcopal See.
The Council condemned Arius and his teachings,'® and clarified the nature of the Son by
developing the Nicene Creed,'* which stated that the Son was consubstantial
(homoousios)'® with the Father.'® The difference between Arianism and Catholicism is
not merely theological hair-splitting, but has significant repercussions for the
understanding of the Incarnation, the nature of Christ’s sacrifice, and the efficacy of the
Redemption:
The emphasis in Athanasius’ teaching is [...] on the doctrine of redemption, to
which a right understanding of the divinity and humanity of Christ is essential.
Arian notions struck at the very root of the true significance of redemption — if
Christ is not truly God in the same sense as the Father (of the same substance,
0vcia), then he cannot save redeemed men from sin and death."”

Not long after the Council of Nicaea, Alexander died and Athanasius was elected to the

bishopric on 8" June 328, in accordance with Alexander’s dying wish and the general

! Thomson, ‘Introduction’ to Contra Gentes and De Incarnatione, p. xii.

'2 Gregory says of Athanasius’ role in the Council: “Though not yet ranked among the Bishops, he held the
first rank among the members of the Council, for preference was given to virtue just as much as to office.’
Gregory Nazianzen, Oration XXI, xiv, p. 273.

13 Cf. Thomson: ‘At Nicaea Arius was condemned, and expression of faith expressly anathematizing his
teaching approved.” Thomson, ‘Introduction’ to Contra Gentes and De Incarnatione, p. xiii.

4 Cf. W. C. L: ‘The immediate result of the session of this, the first General Council of the Church, was the
putting forth of the Nicene Symbol, which is substantially the same as our present “Nicene Creed,”
although the articles after the clause “I believe in the Holy Ghost” were subsequently added. The Creed
proper was followed by an anathema against the Arian heresy.” W. C. L ‘Preface’ to Orations of S.
Athanasius, p. 5.

'> The word ‘homoousios’ has a complicated pre-Christian history. For a detailed account of the problems
concerned with its use by gnostic and heretical sects, and its insertion into the Creed, see Pier Franco
Beatrice, ‘The Word “Homoousios” from Hellenism to Christianity’, in Church History, Vol. 71, No. 2
(Jun., 2002), 243-272.

' Cf. Thomson: ‘In this creed was included the term ‘consubstantial, homoousios’, to define the
relationship between the Father and the Son; it was later to be a stumbling-block for many.” Thomson,
‘Introduction’ to Contra Gentes and De Incarnatione, p. xiii.

' Thomson, ‘Introduction’ to Contra Gentes and De Incarnatione, p. xix.
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consensus of the Catholic populace.'® Despite the anathematizing of Arius and Arianism,
the Council of Nicaea did not completely crush the Arian heresy. The Arians opposed
Athanasius’ election, as did the Melitians, a schismatic group operative from A.D. 305
until the mid-fourth century, who objected to the Catholic policy on the readmission of
those who lapsed during the Christian persecution. The Melitian objection to
Catholicism, then, was based on ecclesiastical regulation, whereas the Arian heresy was a
theological opposition. The Arians were very powerful at the court of the Empire,'® and
thus Athanasius’ fortunes fluctuated depending on the religious leaning of the current
Emperor. During the course of his episcopate, he was exiled five times and suffered

persecution.”’ His final period of exile ended with the death of Julian ‘the apostate’, and

'8 Cf. W. C. L, ‘Preface’ to Orations of S. Athanasius, pp. 5-6.

' Cf. David Hugh Farmer: ‘Some emperors were unfavourable to him and his cause as the Arians were
well entrenched at court; but the papacy and the Western Church firmly supported him.” David Hugh
Farmer, The Oxford Dictionary of Saints (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979 [1978]), p. 24.

2 Cf. Farmer: ‘to Trier (356-7), to Rome (359-46), to the country districts near Alexandria (356-61, 362-3,
365-6). Other sufferings included long lawsuits, misunderstandings, and persecution, throughout which he
showed inflexible courage.” Farmer, The Oxford Dictionary of Saints, p. 24. Cf. W. C. L: ‘In the year 336
he was falsely accused before the Emperor Constantine of treason, and was banished to Treves. It was in
this year that Arius suddenly died, on the eve of an attempt to compel the Patriarch of Constantinople to
admit him into communion with the Church. Upon the death of Constantine in 337 S. Athanasius was
recalled from exile, after an absence of about two years and a half, but a new attack upon him was
commenced before long. In 342 a Council was held in Antioch, from which all the orthodox Bishops had
withdrawn, and the Arian party proceeded to deprive S. Athanasius of his see, and to elect in his room
Gregory, a native of Cappadocia. A second time an exile, Athanasius took refuge at Rome, where he was
solemnly declared innocent, in a synod of fifty Bishops, of the charges laid against him. Strange to say, the
Emperor Constantius, who favoured Arianism, after a time became eager for reconciliation with
Athanasius, and invited him to resume his see. He did so, returning after an absence of nearly five years to
Alexandria, where the people welcomed him most thankfully. [...] But there was not peace for long. After
Councils held at Arles and Milan, in which the Arian party was dominant, S. Athanasius was obliged to flee
for his life. This was in A.D. 356. Three years later four hundred and fifty Bishops assembled at Rimini,
and an Arian profession of faith was put forth. In S. Jerome’s words, “The world was thunderstruck with
astonishment at suddenly finding itself Arian.” The position now was “Athanasius contra mundus.” After
an exile of six years, the tidings reached Athanasius of the death of Constantius, and setting out for
Alexandria, he was received there with the greatest enthusiasm. However, the new Emperor, Julian (“the
Apostate”), who knew and feared his character, ordered him once more into banishment. He remained in
concealment until the death of Julian in 363. Henceforward the great ecclesiastic was allowed to pass his
days in comparative tranquillity, and he remained peacefully at Alexandria till his death, at upwards of
seventy-six years of age in A.D. 373.” W. C. L, ‘Preface’ to Orations of S. Athanasius, pp. 6-7.

? David Brakke, ‘Introduction’ to Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium: Pseudo-Athanasius on
Virginity, ed. David Brakke (Lovain: Peeters, 2002), pp. vii-xvii, (p. vii).
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21 .
>> Athanasius

‘for the last seven years of his life Athanasius lived in peace in Alexandria.
died on 2™ May 373, around seventy-six years of age. Apart from his ceaseless defence
of orthodoxy, Athanasius’ other major contribution to theology is thought to be his
diverting it away from speculative theology.** Athanasius insisted on the importance of
the revelation received through the Scriptures.

Surprisingly, considering that Athanasius was a great defender of Catholic
orthodoxy and an important figure in the Council of Nicaea, Jerome provides very little
historical information about him:

Athanasius, Bishop of the city of Alexandria, having endured many sufferings as

a result of the intrigues of the Arians, sought refuge with Constans, the governor

of Gaul, from where he returned with a letter of commendation, and again, after

the death of Constans, he was put to flight and stayed in hiding until the reign of

Jovian, who restored him to his church; he died under Valens. Two books of his,

Against the Pagans, are known; and one, Against Valens and Ursacius; a work,

On Virginity; and many On the Persecutions of the Arians; On the Titles of the

Psalms; a history containing The Life of Anthony the Monk; also "Eoptactikai,

Festal Letters; and many other works which it would take too long to

enumerate.”

Amongst Athanasius’ literary output, Jerome mentions a treatise On Virginity. There
appear, in fact, to be two extant treatises entitled On Virginity attributed to Athanasius,**

although there remains some controversy over their authenticity. David Brakke edited a

Syriac version of the treatise in 2002, extant in three ninth-century manuscripts,*

! Thomson, ‘Introduction’ to Contra Gentes and De Incarnatione, p. xvii.

2 Cf. Thomson: ‘In the field of theology, Athanasius brought controversy away from philosophic
speculation to the problem of elucidating a faith already imparted to the Church, where principles rather
than specific words were all-important.” Thomson, ‘Introduction’ to Contra Gentes and De Incarnatione, p.
xi; ‘The importance of Athanasius’ dogmatic theology does not lie in his originality, but in his
subordination of reason to faith. He was concerned with the exposition of a given tradition, not with
speculative metaphysics.” Thomson, ‘Introduction’ to Contra Gentes and De Incarnatione, p. xix.

# Saint Jerome, ‘LXXXVII. Athanasius the Bishop’, On Illustrious Men (De viris illustribus), trans.
Thomas P. Halton (Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1999), pp. 120-21.

** Thomson notes that ‘He wrote several treatises on virginity, which had a wide circulation in Coptic,
Syriac, and Armenian versions.” Thomson, ‘Introduction’ to Contra Gentes and De Incarnatione, p. xviii.
 The three ninth-century manuscripts are: (A) B.L.Add.14,649/ no. 950 in Wright’s catalogue; (B)
B.L.Add.14,650/ no. 949 in Wright’s catalogue; (C) B.L.Add14,601/ no. 795 in Wright’s catalogue. Cf.
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although this was not accompanied by an English translation. Although Brakke thinks
that it is likely that these manuscripts were translation from a Greek original,”® he does
not accept that the treatise is an authentic work of Athanasius.”’ Brakke argues that it
does not contain any of the features of more authentic Athanasian works,”® and that it
appears to be the product of a later century,” which attempts to harness the authority
associated with the important Bishop of Alexandria. The more authentic works to which
Brakke alludes, and with which he compares the spurious treatise, are two Letters to
Virgins (the First Letter is preserved in Coptic, whereas the Second Letter is preserved in
Syriac) and another treatise entitled On Virginity, which is preserved in Syriac and

Armenian. He translated all three of these ascetical works into English in 1994.*° There

David Brakke, ‘Introduction’ to Pseudo-Athanasius on Virginity, pp. vii-viii. For the relationship between
the manuscripts see, Brakke, ‘Introduction’ to Pseudo-Athanasius on Virginity, pp. viii-ix.

2 Cf. Brakke: ‘The contents of the treatise find their parallels in Greek treatises on virginity from Late
Antiquity and in general do not exhibit the characteristic themes and motifs of Syriac-speaking Christianity.
Thus, it is highly probable that our Syriac text is a translation from an original Greek.” David Brakke,
‘Introduction’ to Pseudo-Athanasius on Virginity, p. xi.

*7 Cf. Brakke: ‘The text is preserved in Syriac in three ninth-century manuscripts now in the British Library
in London. [...] it is impossible to accept the manuscripts’ attribution of the work to Athanasius. Rather,
the treatise is a remarkable example of an exhortation aimed at female virgins, which appears to draw on
other originally independent works addressed to different and more diverse audiences.” David Brakke,
‘Introduction’ to Pseudo-Athanasius on Virginity, p. vii.

28 Cf. Brakke: ‘It is almost certain that the Greek-speaking author of the treatise is not Athanasius of
Alexandria. The lifestyle of the virgins addressed does not match that found in the authentic writings of
Athanasius addressed to virgins. Unlike Athanasius, the author does not know home-based virgins: he
invokes desert-based ascetics as models for his addressees (44) and uses Matt. 19: 29 par. to encourage
them to “leave father and mother” (48). The argument in 429 presupposes a ceremony of consecrating the
virgin that is more advanced than any found in sources from Athanasius’ time. Thus, the work originates in
a period later than that of Athanasius, when the home-based model had been finally abandoned and more
formal procedures for enrolment of virgins had been developed. In addition, the treatise does not exhibit
any of the themes that are distinctive of Athanasius’ writings on virginity, which include the following: the
role of the incarnate Word in making virginity (hitherto rare) prevalent; the freedom of choice embedded in
virginity, in comparison to the obligation represented by marriage, which is yet not to be disparaged;
condemnation of celibate partnerships between men and women (virgines subintroductae); warnings
against specific heretical teachers and teachings (Hiercas, Arianism). It appears, then, that the attribution to
Athanasius is false and was added either to lend the work authority greater than that which the actual author
possessed or as an educated guess.” David Brakke, ‘Introduction’ to Pseudo-Athanasius on Virginity, p. xi.
¥ Cf. Brakke: ‘Any date between the fifth century and the copying of the manuscripts in the ninth seems
possible.” David Brakke, ‘Introduction’ to Pseudo-Athanasius on Virginity, p. xii.

%0 Cf. Brakke: ‘Baumstark evidently wrongly identified this treatise with yet another Athanasian On
Virginity preserved in B.L.Add.14,607. This latter work was published by Lebon five years later, and in
1935 Casey published an Armenian version of it found in two manuscripts. This Syriac-Armenian On
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is, however, still some doubt over the authenticity of these other works as well, but
Brakke makes a spirited defence of their authenticity. The First Letter to Virgins is more
interesting than either the Second Letter to Virgins or the treatise On Virginity. The First
Letter provides a more theological perspective on virginity, and demonstrates the rise in
interest in Mariology, and the effect that this has on the virginal tradition. In contrast, the
Second Letter is more concerned with the regulation of virginity, although it does this in
reference to the issues discussed in the First Letter. The treatise On Virginity largely
reiterates many of the themes found in the First and Second Letters.”!

i The First Letter to Virgins
The First Letter to Virgins (c. 337-9) is not extant in its entirety — both the beginning and
the end of the treatise are lost, and there are pages missing at four points in the text.
Nevertheless, the remainder of the letter demonstrates Athanasius’ utilisation and

development of themes already existing within the tradition of virginity, but it also

Virginity of Athanasius has, then, been known to scholars for over seventy years and, for the most part, has
been accepted as authentic, although often with reservations [Aubineau 1955; Roldanus 1968, 396-401;
Brakke 1994, 27-30]. An English translation of the Syriac text was published in 1995 [Brakke].” David
Brakke, ‘Introduction’ to Pseudo-Athanasius on Virginity, pp. ix-x.

3! The authority of Christ as the bridegroom of the virgins is emphasised, and indeed they owe a greater
level of obedience to their divine husband than wives do to their earthly husbands (I). He warns them that
their Bridegroom examines their thoughts and insists on the necessity for orthodoxy in thought, as well as
purity (II). Athanasius warns them of the necessity to remain vigilant of their virginity, because they will be
given no credit for their earlier struggles if they relinquish their virginity at any point (IV). The Parable of
the Ten Virgins provides a picture of those virgins whose virginity has not profited them, as they were not
vigilant (XIII). Thieves try to steal their virginity, which is a precious pearl (VII). There are men who will
try to use religion to seduce them, for the devil mixes honey with gall in order to deceive, proceeding
incognito (V). Athanasius provides a pathetic picture of a ruined virgin, all of whose good is transformed
into misery (VI). He emphasises the necessity to avoid sins other than sexual sins, such as anger and the
desire for revenge (IX); ascetic acts alone are not enough to ensure the maintenance of virginity (VIII). A
virgin must never condemn marriage (X), and must be single-minded in acts of prayer, ignoring thoughts
concerning the world which may try and intrude (XI). They must keep the beatitudes and the purity of their
bodies in order to receive great rewards (XIV). They must cultivate wisdom, strength, holiness, love, and
also cover their bodies (XV). All these virtues contribute to the variegated clothes prefigured in Psalm 44
(45) (XVI). Athanasius expresses these rewards in the language of the Canticle of Canticles (XVII), and,
utilising the athletic imagery to describe the virgin, acknowledges the impossibility of language to describe
the sublime. Cf. Athanasius, Saint. On Virginity, trans. David Brakke, in David Brakke, Athanasius and the
Politics of Asceticism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), pp. 303-309.
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indicates new departures. The Letter, as we have it, opens with the validation of the
nuptial imagery of the virgin, and a comparative look at the difference between earthly
marriages and the celestial marriage of the virgin and Christ:
if human marriage has this law, which is the written word, ‘What God has joined
together let no person separate’ (Matt. 19: 6), how much more if the Word joins
with the virgins, it is necessary for the union of this sort to be indivisible and
immortal!*
Whereas Cyprian’s Epistle 1V and Thaleia’s discourse in Methodius” Symposium seem to
allude to the possibility of the dissolution of the virginal vow in order to marry,
Athanasius forcefully declares that this is not an option. If the earthly marriage vow was
declared to be eternally binding by Christ, then the celestial vow of the spiritual marriage
must be even more permanent. Athanasius draws attention to the differences between
marriage and virginity in light of the commandment to procreate in Genesis and Saint
Paul’s recommendation of virginity, in order to demonstrate their relative virtues:
people who neglect the law have in their accusation and condemnation that they
have neglected it. But virginity has ascended higher and has no law; rather it has
transcended it (the law). It has its testimony in and of itself. Its honour as well
comes from the Word.”

Athanasius illustrates this point later in the treatise as he utilises the Parable of the

Sowers to articulate the different levels of virtue achieved by virginity and marriage.**

32 Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, i, trans. David Brakke, in David Brakke, Athanasius and the Politics
of Asceticism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), pp. 274-291, (p. 275).

33 Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, ii, p. 274.

** Cf. Athanasius: ‘But someone will say this: ‘“Why did the same seed produce a hundredfold and sixty and
thirty? Is it not the Word who is the sower?’ (Matt. 13: 3-8) The reason for the hundredfold, the sixty, and
the thirty, why they differ from one another, is that human beings have chosen for themselves. We will bear
fruit to the Lord who sowed’; ‘If nature has a single kind, why does that earth bear fruit a hundredfold and
sixty and thirty? Because it was appropriate for it to produce a hundredfold or to produce sixty or to
produce thirty so that the ignorant might have a reason. Now, it produces fruit that differ from one another
so as to make manifest the zeal of free will and progress. Wherever there is free will, there is inferiority.
And this is nothing other than a revelation that humanity is free and under its own power, having the
capacity to choose for itself what it wants. Moreover, the virgin reveals that she exists not by nature, but by
free will, when she heeds the opinion of Paul and becomes a bride of Christ, and justly they will receive the
crown of purity in heaven.” Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xx, p. 280; xxiii, p. 281.
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Brakke appears to misread Athanasius’ assertion that virginity ‘has no law’. He notes that
Athanasius refers frequently to the perpetuity of the virginal vow throughout his First
Letter, but says
Such a vow probably did not have much legal or canonical definition since
Athanasius emphasized that virginity ‘has no law’ and lacks the precise
regulations of ordinary marriage.”
The ‘law’ to which Athanasius refers, however, is the divine law articulated by God in
Genesis with regards to marriage and procreation: ‘Increase and multiply, and fill the
earth and subdue it” (Genesis 1: 28). This imperative to procreate contrasts with Saint
Paul’s recommendation which is described as a counsel, rather than a command:
Now concerning virgins, [ have no commandment of the Lord; but I give counsel,
as having obtained mercy of the Lord, to be faithful. I think therefore that this is
good for the present necessity, that it is good for a man to be so.
(I Corinthians 7: 25-6)
Virginity, because it is recommended by Saint Paul and not commanded, ‘has no law’.
Therefore, it is demonstrative of a higher level of virtue; it is undertaken through one’s
own free will rather than by necessity: ‘the virgin reveals that she exists not by nature,
but by free will, when she heeds the opinion of Paul and becomes a bride of Christ, and
justly they will receive the crown of purity in heaven.”*® The emphasis of the connection
between virginity and free will reverberates throughout the whole virginal tradition.”’

Athanasius pre-empts the detractors of virginity by describing it as having

‘transcended’ the law, rather than rejecting God’s first and most fundamental

3% Brakke, Athanasius and the Politics of Asceticism, p. 25.

36 Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xxiii, p. 281

37 Cf. Tertullian: ‘The matter has been left to choice, for each virgin to veil herself or expose herself, as she
might have chosen, just as (she had equal liberty) as to marrying, which itself withal is neither enforced nor
prohibited.” Tertullian, De virginibus velandis (On the Veiling of Virgins), IIL. i, in Ante Nicene

Fathers, Vol. IV. Tertullian, Part Fourth; Minucius Felix; Commodian; Origen, Parts First and Second,
trans. S. Thewell, ed. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995
[1885]), pp. 27-38, (p. 28).
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commandment.”® The sponsa Christi motif enables Athanasius to justify virginity through
nuptial terms.”” So although virginity might appear to transgress God’s commandment, in
actuality it fulfils the commandment, but in a spiritual sense. Whereas earthly marriage
seeks the union of the bodies,*’
virginity, having surpassed human nature and imitating the angels, hastens to the
Lord, so that, as the Apostle said, they might ‘become one spirit with him’ (2 Cor.
6: 17). [...] Likewise, from this kind of blessed union, true and immortal thoughts
come forth, bearing salvation.*!
The virgin-bride does not only form a spiritual union with God, but her spiritual marriage
is fecund and produces spiritual offspring. Athanasius uses the shared nuptial imagery to
reiterate the continued holiness of the marriage state, but at the same time demonstrates
the greater excellence of virginity. Virginity represents a transcendent sacrifice, whereas
marriage follows the law.*
il. Non-Christian virginity
Athanasius scrutinises the pagan and Jewish observance of virginity in order to
demonstrate the uniqueness of Christianity’s perpetual virginity. Of pagan pretensions to

the attainment of the state of virginity, Athanasius declares that

nothing has ever been heard among the Greeks or the non-Greeks about virginity,
nor has it ever been possible for such virtue to exist among them. Indeed, they are

3% Cf. Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, ii, p. 274.

%% Brakke suggests that Athanasius produces a Marian model in order to bring virgins under Church control:
‘Essentially, Athanasius wanted every Christian woman to take on the social role of wife: either as an
ordinary wife dominated by her earthly husband or as a supernatural wife dominated by her divine
bridegroom, the Word of God, through his agents, Athanasius and his fellow clergy.” Brakke, Athanasius
and the Politics of Asceticism, p. 78.

% Cf. Genesis: ‘Wherefore a man shall leave father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife: and they shall
be two in one flesh’ (Genesis 2: 24).

* Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, ii, p. 275.

2 Cf. Athanasius: ‘So if the virgin is exceptional and first among them, yet marriage follows after her and
has its own boast. And the virgin makes manifest the vow of her intention to be a whole and burnt-offering,
but marriage makes manifest its practice in the law and the leisure it takes for prayer many times, as Paul
said to married people (I Corinthians 7: 5). Therefore, marriage is not rejected, and moreover virginity is
greater with God.” Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xix, p. 280.
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completely ignorant of God, who has given grace to those who believe in him
righteously.*’

Athanasius’ claim that virginity was unknown to the ancient world seems to be
extraordinary considering that there are several classical examples of the sacred religious
virginity.** Athanasius, of course, is aware of paganism’s claim to ritualised virginity, but
he argues that the virginity which they practise is utterly fallacious. The first proof that
Athanasius brings to corroborate his claim is their ignorance of God, which prohibits
them from achieving the spiritual side of virginity that is attendant on the true state: it is
due to their spiritual blindness that it has not ‘ever been possible for such virtue to exist
among them’. The second proof is that these so-called virgins are unable to remain
continent; they break whatever vows they profess to make, so that even the claim of
virginity on purely physical terms is not upheld by pagan virgins:
Among those called Pythagoreans, many women have been prophesying
priestesses, exercising self-control so as not to speak, but none of them has truly
practised virginity. Rather, those among them who say that they are in virginity
have been discovered to be pregnant by the tyrant of that time. Thus, one of them
was able to cut off her own tongue so that we could not force her to reveal her
mysteries, but she was later found to be pregnant, because she was unable to be a
virgin. Therefore, those women are admired because they control themselves so
as not to speak, but they are put to shame because they were not able to maintain
their virginity.*
Athanasius draws attention to the contradictory behaviour of the Pythagorean priestess
who, although able to exercise self-control with regards to speech, was unable to control
her libido. She took the trouble to master the lesser virtue, but ignored that which was

more important. The actions of the priestess, who could only master her tongue through

self-mutilation, demonstrates that she did not have the capacity to remain silent due to her

* Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, iv, p. 275.

* For a discussion of Vestal Virgins, see Mary Beard, ‘The Sexual Status of Vestal Virgins’, The Journal
of Roman Studies, Vol. 70 (1980), 12-27.

> Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, iv, p. 275.
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own self-control, but rather the silence was enforced. Her pregnant body, however,
articulated her shame, and thus belied her claim to the possession of true physical
integrity. The example of the Pythagorean priestess demonstrates that not only is pagan
virginity unable to make claim to physical integrity, but that any self-control that they do
possess is predicated on enforcement. Athanasius asks:

What kind of virginity exists hypocritically for a time and later gets married? Or

what kind of virtue is there in virginity when it exists for some without their free

will, but rather they have others to watch over them, who teach them by force to

choose for themselves against their will? In this way they are compelled forcibly

by others.*
Pagan virgins, notably, are not given agency in their choice of virginity. Such necessity
removes the freedom of will which validates true virginity and virtue. Also, pagan
virginity tends to be limited to a certain period of time; it is a term of office and not a
perpetual state.*’ Thus, the virginity of the pagan is always anticipating its end. True
virginity is adopted for its own sake, of the virgin’s own free will, and adopted in
perpetuity.

Athanasius continues to demonstrate the failure of the religious priestesses in
classical antiquity to achieve virginity. Of Egyptian priestesses he says that ‘it has not
been written about a single one that she was a virgin’.*® The Egyptian religion therefore
does not appear to recognise the religious value of virginity as all, as it does not desire its

priestesses to be furnished with virginity. Plutarch does mention chaste male priests of

Isis, but the insistence on chastity appears to be during a time of consecration and it is

% Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, vi, p. 276.

7 Cf. Walsh: ‘Recent studies confirm the claim [...] that the six Vestal virgins at Rome were not
necessarily virgins.” Walsh, P. G. ‘Introduction’ to De bono coniugali and De sancta virginitate (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. ix-xxxii, (p. Xii).

8 Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, v, p. 275.
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unclear whether it refers to perpetual virginity or not.* The Greek and Roman

observance of virginity, Athanasius states, is prompted by the machinations of the devil:
If the devil, taking forms and being deceitful, has compelled some of the Greeks
to feign virginity — just as the only ones called virgins among the Romans are
those who belong to her who is called Pallas, a virgin by their reckoning - then

their virginity is not genuine. For how can virginity exist among the Greeks,
whom the mysteries of Aphrodite, whose origin came from prostitution, defile

950
The Romans and Greek are credited with recognising the religious value of virginity, in
contrast to the Egyptians, but it is false and has a demonic origin. The idea of a diabolical
attempt to feign virginity bring to mind Methodius’ discussions in Discourse X in which
Domnina states that the devil attempts to imitate and falsify good things, but that he
cannot imitate virginity.”' Athanasius questions the Roman claims of Pallas Athene’s
virginity, contemptuously referring to her as ‘a virgin, by their reckoning’. Such a
dubious role model invalidates any virginity inspired by and dedicated to her, and indeed
Athanasius goes on to expose their ‘hypocrisy’ and ‘wantonness’.” It is not only the
physical indiscretions which destroy the claim of pagans to a virginal state. Athanasius

accuses them of failing to achieve a state of mental purity:

How indeed can they at all be virgins when they have not prepared and
strengthened their heart for it inasmuch as thoughts come forth from the heart as

# Cf. Plutarch: ‘the process of consecration in the meantime, by means of a continuous and temperate
regimen and abstinence from many foods and the pleasures of love.” Plutarch, De Iside et Osiride, trans.
John Gwyn Griffiths (Cambridge: University of Wales Press, 1970), p. 121.

%0 Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, v, p. 275.

3! Cf. Methodius, The Banquet of the Ten Virgins, X.ii and X.iv, in Ante-Nicene Christian Library:
Translations of the Writings of the Fathers down to A.D. 325. Vol. XIV. The Writings of Methodius,
Alexander of Lycopolis, Peter of Alexandria and Several Fragments, trans. William R. Clark, eds.
Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, MDCCCLXIX [1869]), pp. 1-119, (p.
103 and p. 106).

32 Cf. Athanasius: ‘Further, the other who are called virgins who belong to Athena are not really virgins,
but (virgins only) with respect to acquiring possessions and managing what is theirs. Hence, their hypocrisy
remains, because after some time they go to drunken dinner parties and give themselves to great
wantonness with men. For this is to them a great honour for their priesthood, just as the things that they do
in secret are shameful even to say. After a time, they are permitted to sit with men openly, and, moreover,
in place of those (priestesses) other women are taken in to perform this type of “service”.” Athanasius, First
Letter to Virgins, v, pp. 275-6.
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from a spring and reveal the intention behind the deeds? For these women pretend

on the outside that they consider themselves virgins, but in their heart they

fantasize and take shape in evil, fantasizing in it that they do not remain in

virginity.”
True virginity, Athanasius reiterates, requires a series of prerequisites to be
acknowledged as a virtuous state. The free will of the individual in choosing to adopt the
life of virginity, which, according to Athanasius, is denied in pagan religions, in
paramount. The virgin, if she has freely chosen the estate, would then take the trouble to
gird herself for the bombardment of temptations that may attack her. If a women does not
choose virginity, however, it is unlikely that she would take the trouble to protect either
her mind or her body. If virgins are ‘fantasizing in [their heart] that they do not remain in
virginity’, then it will not be long before they commit in action the deed that has already
been committed in their hearts.

Athanasius asserts that the wider moral turpitude which characterises Greek
religious observance also precludes any possibility of attaining the virtue of virginity.
The Greeks are morally defiled through practising the unholy ‘mysteries of Aphrodite’,

which are akin to prostitution.’® The ‘mysteries of Hecate’ are performed by ‘effeminate

men’, whose religious observance is characterised by adultery and ‘impurity of another

>3 Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, vi, p. 276.

> In Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Venus is indirectly credited with the invention of prostitution: ‘But the lewd
Propoetides went as far as asserting that Venus / wasn’t a goddess at all. Because of the deity’s anger, / it’s
said that they were the first to offer their bodies and beauty / for sale.” Ovid, Metamorphoses, 10. 238-41, p.
393. Ovid’s text, however, suggests that prostitution was a punishment for the sins committed by the
Propoetides, the lewd women of Amathus. In later tradition, however, Boccaccio, in Concerning Famous
Women, suggests that Venus invented it to hide her lewdness: ‘Finally, they say that to remove some shame
from her own immodest face and give herself more ample license in her lasciviousness, she thought of an
abominable foulness. That is, she was the first to establish public prostitution by instituting brothels and
forcing women to enter them.” Giovanni Boccaccio, Concerning Famous Women, trans. Guido A. Guarino
(London: George Allen and Unwin, 1964), p. 17.
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kind’, which perhaps is an oblique allusion to sodomy.> In addition, Athanasius also
exposes the failure of pagan marriages to achieve a state of chastity, because of sexual
permissiveness:

Indeed, there is no marriage among them without the woman being given to the

groom having first committed adultery. And the groom does not discover his

bride to be a virgin when he receives her; rather, he receives her from adultery,
and he does not know whether the child that is born is his seed.”®
Apparently, virginity is respected neither as a prerequisite in contracting marriage nor in
ritualised virginity. As the Greeks appear to be unable to achieve an undefiled marriage-
bed, or an undefiled religious observance, Athanasius marks them out as demonstrably
unchaste and thus unable to achieve virtue. He observes that their virginity is as false as
the idols that they worship.”’

Alongside the discussions of the pagan failure to achieve virginity, Athanasius
examines evidence of the Jewish observance of virginity. While admitting the lack of
regard that the Jews felt for virginity, he attempts to trace the ‘shadow’ of virginity in Old
Testament Scripture:

But we have heard about virginity existing among the people who lived under the

law and the prophets, because they were prophesying since that time about the

Lord and because the shadow of his coming was at work. But likewise the virtue

of virginity was not great at that time; rather, good like this was scarcely testified

to because it existed in so few people.™
Athanasius points to Elijah’s celibacy as evidence of the recognition of virginity’s

praiseworthiness before the coming of Christ. Likewise John the Baptist, although a New

Testament figure, is generally cited as a pre-Christian figurehead of virginity. In Judaic

> Cf. Athanasius: ‘Indeed, as for her who is called the great Hecate, whom they worship, her mysteries are
performed by effeminate men, and their adulteries and their impurity of another kind make clear that there
is no sign of virginity among them.” Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, v, p. 275.

%6 Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, v, p. 275.

7 Cf. Athanasius: ‘But just like their idols, which they falsely call gods, so too the virginity they say exists
among them is false.” Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, vi, p. 276.

%% Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, vii, p. 276.
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culture it was motherhood that revealed God’s blessing on woman, and barren women
were only laudable if they subsequently became the site of one of God’s miracles.”
Athanasius recognises, however, that although virginity can be seen to be foreshadowed
by a few exceptional figures in the Old Testament, it did not blossom on the earth until
the advent of the Messiah:
But when the Lord came into the world, having taken flesh from a virgin and
become human, at that time what used to be difficult became easy for people, and
what was impossible became possible.*’
Athanasius’ explanation of the gradual integration of virginity in the world echoes the
gradual perfection of mankind that Methodius describes in Discourse I of the Symposium.
Athanasius emphasises Christ’s ‘having taken flesh from a virgin’ and so continues to
draw out the importance of virginity in Incarnational theology: Christ was born of a
virgin, took flesh from a virgin, and manifested the life of virginity in His own being.”"
1. The Rise of Mariology
Athanasius’ major contribution to the virginal tradition is the insertion of Mary. Whereas
previously it was Christ who is held up as the sole figure who sanctions virginity and
ought to be imitated, Athanasius provides women with a female figure, whose role in the

Incarnation is crucially important in understanding the nature of Christ. Athanasius avers

that ‘His body alone came from Mary: so that when He alone came forth from the virgin,

%9 Cf. Smith: ‘Judaism considered matrimony to be the natural condition of man and woman; marriage and
procreation in order to produce legitimate offspring were the religious obligation of every adult Jewish
male.” Kathryn A. Smith, ‘Inventing Marital Chastity: The Iconography of Susanna and the Elders in Early
Christian Art’, Oxford Art Journal, Vol. 16, No. 1 (1993), 3-24, (p. 4). Cf. Taylor: ‘In much of the ancient
world [...] a woman’s status in a given community was connected with her being a mother. This was the
case also in the Jewish community in antiquity, in which the status of a mother in family and community
appears to have been quite high.” Joan E. Taylor, ‘Virgin Mothers: Philo on Women Therapeutae’, in
Journal for the Study of the Pseudepigrapha, Vol. 12.1.2001, 37-63. (p. 51).

5 Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, viii, p. 276.

6! Unfortunately, there are missing pages at this point.
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it might be believed that it was the body of God’.®* Athanasius appeals to the evidence of
the Virgin Birth, related in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke, to underline Christ’s
divinity and, by implication, Nicene orthodoxy. By so doing, virginity begins to acquire a
new dimension as its theological importance to orthodoxy is realised. Not only does
Athanasius allude to the importance of the Virgin Birth, but he also acknowledges Mary’s
perpetual virginity:
The Saviour is instructing us about this plainly when he teaches that his mother
Mary remained in virginity forever. For when he ascended the cross, he gave his
mother to John (John 19: 26-7). For he said to her, ‘Behold, your son’, and he said
to the disciple, ‘Behold, your mother.” From that day the disciple took her into his
house. By saying this he is instructing us that Mary did not bear another child
except the Saviour alone. If she had other children, the Saviour would not have
abandoned them and given her to other people, nor would she have been mother
to other people: she would not have [abandoned her own children] and chosen for
herself strangers to live with, knowing that it is not fitting for her to abandon her
husband and her children. Rather, inasmuch as she was a virgin and had served
him as a mother, he gives her to his disciple as mother [...] on account of the
great purity of her intelligence and the undefiled character of her virginity.*
The compelling exchange between Christ, His mother, and His beloved disciple at the
foot of the cross is later used by Jerome in his defence of Mary’s perpetual virginity.
Athanasius utilises the Christological truths of Nicene theology in order to further the
understanding of His mother. Athanasius refers to Mary as ‘the bearer of God’® in his
First Letter to Virgins, and also asserts her perpetual virginity. These are the two first and

most fundamental Marian doctrines accepted by the Church. Her title of Theotokos,

‘God-bearer’, declared at the Council of Ephesus in 43 1,% acknowledges that she carried

62 Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, ix, p. 277.

5 Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, x, p. 277.

6 Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xxxv, p. 286.

65 Cf. Cyril: ‘they ventured to call the holy Virgin the Mother of God, not as if the nature of the Word or
His divinity had its beginnings from the holy Virgin, but because of her was born that holy body with a
rational soul, to which the Word being personally united is said to be born according to the flesh.” Epistle of
Cyril to Nestorius, The Council of Ephesus, A.D. 431, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Vol. XIV, The
Seven Ecumenical Councils of the Undivided Church: Their Canons and dogmatic decrees (Massachusetts:
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God within her womb and she is given this title because of the acceptance of the
hypostatic union.®® Mary’s perpetual virginity, and her title of Aeiparthenos, ‘Ever-
virgin’, was stated in The Tome of Leo, read out and ratified by the Council of Chalcedon
in 451,°7 and later endorsed at the Second Council of Constantinopole in A.D. 553.°® This
title acknowledges the implications of the scriptural exchange at the foot of the cross, and
bears witness to the continued purity that Mary — a woman whose exceptional purity

called down such a great favour from God that He condescended to dwell within her —

Hendrickson, 1995 [1900]), pp. (p. 198). Cf. The Council of Ephesus: ‘I. If anyone will not confess that the
Emmanuel is very God, and that therefore the Holy Virgin is the Mother of God (®€o0t6K0G), inasmuch as
in the flesh she bore the Word of God made flesh [as it is written, “The Word was made flesh”]: let him be
anathema.” from ‘The XII. Anathematisms of St. Cyril against Nestorius’, The Council of Ephesus, A.D.
431, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Vol. XIV, The Seven Ecumenical Councils of the Undivided
Church: Their Canons and dogmatic decrees (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995 [1900]), pp. 191-242. (p.
206).

6 Cf. The Council of Ephesus: “II. If anyone shall not confess that the Word of God the father is united
hypostatically to flesh, and that with that flesh of his own, he is one only Christ both God and man at the
same time: let him be anathema.” from ‘The XII. Anathematisms of St. Cyril against Nestorius’, The
Council of Ephesus, A.D. 431, p. 210.

57 Cf. The Council of Chalcedon: “For, in fact, he was “conceived of the Holy Ghost” within the womb of a
Virgin Mother, who bore Him as she had conceived him, without loss of virginity’; ‘the angel who was sent
to the blessed and ever Virgin Mary said, “The Holy Ghost shall come upon thee, and the power of the
Highest shall overshadow thee, and therefore also that holy thing which shall be born of thee shall be called
the Son of God.” The Tome of Saint Leo, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Vol. XIV, The Seven
Ecumenical Councils of the Undivided Church: Their Canons and dogmatic decrees (Massachusetts:
Hendrickson, 1995 [1900]), pp. 254-258, (p. 254; p. 255).

68 Cf. The Second Council of Constantinople: ‘II. If anyone shall not confess that the Word of God has two
nativities, the one from all eternity of the Father, without time and without body; the other in these last
days, coming down from heaven and being made flesh of the holy and glorious Mary, Mother of God and
always a virgin, and born of her: let him be anathema’; ‘VI. If anyone shall not call in a true acceptation,
but only in a false acceptation, the holy, glorious, and ever-virgin Mary, the Mother of God, or shall call
her so only in a relative sense, believing that she bare only a simple man and that God the word was not
incarnate of her, but that the incarnation of God the Word resulted only from the fact that he united himself
to that man who was born [of her]; if he shall calumniate the Holy Synod of Chalcedon as though it had
asserted the Virgin to be Mother of God according to the impious sense of Theodore; or if anyone shall call
her the mother of a man (&vdpwnotdkov) or the Mother of Christ (Xpiototdkov), as if Christ were not God,
and shall not confess that she is exactly and truly the Mother of God, because that God the Word who
before all ages was begotten of the Father was in these last days made flesh and born of her, and if anyone
shall not confess that in this sense the holy Synod of Chalcedon acknowledged her to be the Mother of
God: let him be anathema’; ‘XIV. If anyone shall defend that letter which Ibas is said to have written to
Maris the Persian, in which he denies that the Word of God incarnate of Mary, the Holy Mother of God and
ever-virgin, was made man, but says that a mere man was born of her, whom he styles a Temple, as though
the Word of God was one Person and the man another person; [...]: let him be anathema.” The Second
Council of Constantinople in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Vol. XIV, The Seven Ecumenical Councils
of the Undivided Church: Their Canons and dogmatic decrees (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995 [1900]),
pp- 162-190, (p. 312; p. 313; pp. 315-16).
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could only desire to remain free from taint as she had experienced the wonder of the
Incarnation.

Athanasius is not the first to suggest that Mary observed perpetual virginity.
Origen also accepts Mary’s untainted virginity:

For if Mary, as those declare who with sound mind extol her, had no other son but

Jesus, and yet Jesus says to His mother, “Woman, behold thy son,” and not

‘Behold you have this son also,’ then he virtually said to her, ‘Lo, this is Jesus,

whom thou didst bear.”®
Perhaps one of the earliest assertions of the belief can be found in The Protoevangelium
of James, which was written in the mid-second century. In this text Mary is born
miraculously from barren parents, thus foreshadowing her own miraculous pregnancy
and providing a typological link between the Virgin Birth and the miraculous births
littered throughout the Old Testament. Mary is consecrated to the Temple at the age of
three years: ‘Mary was in the temple of the Lord nurtured like a dove and received food
from the hand of an angel.””® However, when she reaches puberty the priests require her
to leave lest she pollute the Temple. Joseph, an old widower, is chosen to take Mary as a

o - . 1 . . .
wife in order to be her guardian.”' Her pregnancy causes consternation in the Jewish

community, as it was understood that she was to remain a consecrated virgin even though

% Origen, Commentary on the Gospel of John, Lvi, trans. Alan Menzies, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. IX,
The Gospel of Peter, The Diatessaron of Tatian, The Apocalypse of Peter, The Vision of Paul, The
Apocalypse of the Virgin and Sedrach, The Testament of Abraham, The Acts of Xanthippe and Polyxena,
The Narrative of Zosimus, The Apology of Aristides, The Epistles of Clement (complete text), Origen’s
Commentary on John, Books 1-10, and Commentary on Matthew, Book 1, 2, and 10-14, ed. Allan Menzies
(Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995 [1896]), pp. 279-408, (p. 300).

" The Protevangelium of James, 8.1, in The Apocryphal New Testament, ed. and trans. J. K. Elliott
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), pp. 48-67, (p. 60).

"' Cf. The Protevangelium of James: ‘And the priest said to Joseph, “You have been chosen by lot to
receive the virgin of the Lord as your ward.” But Joseph answered him, ‘I have sons and am old; she is but
a girl. T object lest I should become a laughing-stock to the sons of Israel.” The Protevangelium of James,
9.1-2, p. 61.
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she was married to Joseph.”? Mary and Joseph are forced to undergo the bitter water test,
outlined in the Old Testament, and, when they both prove their chastity by this means,
they are allowed to go unpunished.”

The Protevangelium of James not only bears witness to Mary’s virginity pre
partum, and her perpetual virginity post partum, but it also recognises her virginity in
partu. Two midwives corroborate her intact physical virginity. The second midwife,
Salome, however, initially refuses to believe. In a presage of the ‘doubting Thomas’
episode from the Gospel of John,”* Salome subjects the Blessed Virgin to a manual

examination. The hand, with which she had the temerity to approach the Blessed Virgin,

72 Cf. The Protevangelium of James: ‘And Annas turned and saw that Mary was pregnant. And he went
running to the priest and said to him, “Joseph, for whom you are a witness, has grievously transgressed.
[...] The virgin, whom he received from the temple of the Lord, he has defiled, and has secretly
consummated his marriage with her, and has not disclosed it to the children of Israel.”” The Protevangelium
of James, 15.1-2, pp. 62-3.

3 Cf. Numbers: ‘The man whose wife shall have gone astray, and contemning her husband, Shall have
slept with another man, and her husband cannot discover it, but the adultery is secret, and cannot be proved
by witnesses, because she was not found in the adultery: If the spirit of jealousy stir up the husband against
his wife, who either is defiled, or is charged with false suspicion, He shall bring her to the priest, and shall
offer an oblation for her, the tenth part of a measure of barley meal: he shall not pour oil thereon, nor put
frankincense upon it: because it is a sacrifice of jealousy, and an oblation searching out adultery. The priest
therefore shall offer it, and set it before the Lord. And he shall take holy water in an earthen vessel, and he
shall cast a little earth of the pavement of the tabernacle into it. And when the woman shall stand before the
Lord, he shall uncover her head, and shall put on her hands the sacrifice of remembrance, and the oblation
of jealousy: and he himself shall hold the most bitter waters, whereon he hath heaped curses with
execration. And he shall adjure her, and shall say: If another man hath not slept with thee, and if thou be
not defiled by forsaking thy husband's bed, these most bitter waters, on which I have heaped curses, shall
not hurt thee. But if thou hast gone aside from thy husband, and art defiled, and hast lain with another man:
These curses shall light upon thee: The Lord make thee a curse, and an example for all among his people:
may he make thy thigh to rot, and may thy belly swell and burst asunder. Let the cursed waters enter into
thy belly, and may thy womb swell and thy thigh rot. And the woman shall answer, Amen, amen. [...] And
when she hath drunk them, if she be defiled, and having despised her husband be guilty of adultery, the
malediction shall go through her, and her belly swelling, her thigh shall rot: and the woman shall be a
curse, and an example to all the people. But if she be not defiled, she shall not be hurt, and shall bear
children’ (Numbers 5: 12-28).

™ Cf. John: ‘Now Thomas, one of the twelve, who is called Didymus, was not with them when Jesus came.
The other disciples therefore said to him: We have seen the Lord. But he said to them: Except I shall see in
his hands the print of the nails, and put my finger into the place of the nails, and put my hand into his side, I
will not believe. And after eight days again his disciples were within, and Thomas with them. Jesus cometh,
the doors being shut, and stood in the midst, and said: Peace be to you. Then he saith to Thomas: Put in thy
finger hither, and see my hands; and bring hither thy hand, and put it into my side; and be not faithless, but
believing. Thomas answered, and said to him: My Lord, and my God. Jesus saith to him: Because thou hast
seen me, Thomas, thou hast believed: blessed are they that have not seen, and have believed’ (John 20: 24-
29).
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withers as if burnt by fire in punishment for her unbelief.”” Her hand is miraculously
restored by the Christ-child, however, once she testifies to the truth of Mary’s virginity.

Origen also demonstrates that he knows of The Protevangelium, for he applauds
the apocryphal narrative’s explanation of the identity of the brothers of Christ:

But some say, basing it on a tradition in the Gospel according to Peter, as it is
entitled, or ‘The Book of James,’ that the brethren of Jesus were sons of Joseph
by a former wife, whom he married before Mary. Now those who say so wish to
preserve the honour of Mary in virginity to the end, so that that body of hers
which was appointed to minister to the Word which said ‘The Holy Ghost shall
come upon thee, and the power of the Most High shall overshadow thee,” might
not know intercourse with a man after that the Holy Ghost came into her and the
power from on high overshadowed her. And I think it in harmony with reason that
Jesus was the first-fruits among men of the purity which consists in chastity, and
Mary among women; for it were not pious to ascribe to any other than to her the
first-fruit of virginity.”®

Mary’s virginity came under attack by Jewish detractors. In Contra Celsum, Origen takes

Celsus to task for his assault on Mary’s virginity, amongst other things.”’ Likewise, in his

> Cf. The Protevangelium of James: ‘And the midwife went in and said to Mary, “Make yourself ready for
there is small contention concerning you.” And Salome inserted her finger to test her condition. And she
cried out saying, “Woe is my wickedness and unbelief; for I have tempted the living God; and behold my
hand falls away from me, consumed by fire!”” The Protevangelium of James, 20.1, p. 65.

7% Origen, Commentary on the Gospel of Matthew, X.xvii, trans. John Patrick, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol.
IX, The Gospel of Peter, The Diatessaron of Tatian, The Apocalypse of Peter, The Vision of Paul, The
Apocalypse of the Virgin and Sedrach, The Testament of Abraham, The Acts of Xanthippe and Polyxena,
The Narrative of Zosimus, The Apology of Aristides, The Epistles of Clement (complete text), Origen’s
Commentary on John, Books 1-10, and Commentary on Matthew, Book 1, 2, and 10-14, ed. Allan Menzies
(Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995 [1896]), pp. 411-512, (p. 424).

7 Cf. Origen: ‘After this he [Celsus] represents the Jew as having a conversation with Jesus himself and
refuting him on many charges, as he thinks: first, because he fabricated the story of his birth from a virgin.
[...] He says that she was driven out by her husband, who was a carpenter by trade, as she was convicted
of adultery. Then he says that after she had been driven out by her husband and while she was wandering
about in a disgraceful way she secretly gave birth to Jesus.” Origen, Contra Celsum, I. xxviii, trans. and ed.
Henry Chadwick (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1953), p. 28; ‘Let us return, however, to the
words put into the mouth of the Jew, where the mother of Jesus is described as having been turned out by
the carpenter who was betrothed to her, as she had been conceived of adultery and had a child by a certain
soldier named Panthera.” Origen, Contra Celsum, 1. xxxii, p. 31. Chadwick notes that ‘L. Patterson, in
J.T.S. xix (1917), pp. 79-80, thinks that some Jewish controversialist seized on the name perhaps because
of its similarity to parthenos.” Henry Chadwick, Note to Contra Celsum, p. 31n. 3. Cf. Voorst: ‘These
charges of illegitimacy are the earliest datable statement of the Jewish charge that Jesus was conceived as
the result of adultery, and that his true father was a Roman soldier named Panthera. Panthera was a
common name among Roman soldiers of that period, but most interpreters hold that this name was used by
some Jews because of its similarity to parthenos, “virgin”. If this is the case, it would mean that this is a
Jewish reaction to the Christian doctrine of the Virgin Birth, which does not become a leading Christian



199

First Letter to Virgins, Athanasius condemns the impiety of those who suggest that Mary

was anything other than a perpetual virgin:
[There are people who] say lawless [words] against the bearer of God, saying that
she got married, in order to create an excuse for themselves, just like the
Pharasees, to increase the pleasures of marriage, lest virginity become manifest
and put to shame their profitable choice. But Mary, the bearer of God, remains a
virgin [so that she might be a pattern for] everyone coming after her. If a woman
desires to remain a virgin and bride of Christ, she can look to her (Mary’s) life
and imitate it, and the edification of her (Mary’s) destiny will suffice for
establishing her own virginity.”

Athanasius is the first to use Mary as a role model for virgins. Earlier treatises had

suggested that older virgins should provide a model for the younger to imitate, and the

ubiquitous imitatio Christi was always available to inspire virgins. It perhaps seems

strange that Mary’s virginity was passed over until Athanasius, but from hereon she

becomes the most perfect model of virginity. Athanasius says:
Therefore, let the life of Mary, the bearer of God, be for all of you, as it is written
an [image and likeness of] her virginity. For it is best for you to recognise
yourselves in her as in a mirror and so govern yourselves. Complete the good
deeds you have forgotten, and increase the things you have done well, so that your
life too might serve for a time as an image for others; continually look to the
instruction of others.”

Mary becomes the mirror of virginity. She provides the template for virginity, which her

heirs then perpetuate in a cycle of imitation and instruction. Athanasius recommends that

younger virgins imitate those who are more experienced, and who already exhibit Mary’s

way of life in their manner of living.*’

theme until the end of the first century.” Robert E. Van Voorst, Jesus Outside the New Testament: An
Introduction to the Ancient Evidence (Cambridge: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2000), p.
67.

8 Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xi, p. 277.

7 Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xii, p. 277.

%0 Cf. Athanasius: ‘Moreover, you have a great share in this because you have the signs of her way of life
and her image near to you: that is, the women among you who have grown old in virginity inspire with
their beauty. For it is possible for you [...] to look to the perfection of the discipline of these women,
imitate their way of life and establish virginity.” Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xxxv, p. 286.
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iv. The Life of Mary
The account of Mary’s life that Athanasius provides accords with the perfect virginal
model that the preceding Fathers sketched. She is modest and humble, respectful to her
parents, silent and prayerful, does not shout or talk idly and does not display her body in
any way;"' she ate and fasted moderately,** diligently attended the temple,* and was
respectful towards her parents.** Athanasius cites Mary’s fear at the greeting of Gabriel
as evidence of her holiness, as she ‘was not familiar with the male voice’.% The Second
Letter to Virgins appears to provide regulatory advice for virgins, based on the Marian

model outlined in the First Letter.* The virgins are encouraged not only to imitate those

8! Cf. Athanasius: ‘For she desired good works, doing what is proper, having true thoughts in faith and
purity. And she did not desire to be seen by people; rather she prayed that God would be her judge. Nor did
she have eagerness to leave her house, nor was she at all acquainted with the streets; rather, she spent the
excess of her manual labour on the poor. And she did not acquire eagerness to look out of the window,
rather to look at the Scriptures. And she would pray to God privately, taking care about these two things:
that she not let evil thoughts dwell in her heart, and also that she not acquire curiosity or learn hardness of
heart. And she did not permit anyone near her body unless it was covered, and she controlled her anger and
extinguished the wrath in her inmost thoughts. Her words were calm; her voice, moderate; she did not cry
out. And, being glad in her heart, she did not slander anyone, nor did she willingly listen to slander. She did
not grow weary in her heart or become envious in her soul. She was not a braggart, but completely humble.
There was no evil in her heart not contentiousness with those related to her, except concerning the civic life
[...] She forgot her good works and her merciful deeds: she did them secretly. But she remembered the
Lord, struggling to add to what she had done before, and the works of this age she removed from her heart.’
Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xiii, pp. 277-8.

82 Cf. Athanasius: ‘The desire for the belly did not overcome her, only up to the measure of the body’s
necessity. For she ate and drank, not luxuriously, but so that she might not neglect her body and it die
contrary to its time. [...] Fasting was gladsome for her as feasting is for other people.” Athanasius, First
Letter to Virgins, xiv, p. 278.

83 Cf. Athanasius: ‘For she did not neglect it (the temple); rather, she went with her parents, walking in a
good manner, reverent in her dress and in the gaze of her eyes as well, so that those who saw her thought
that she had someone watching over her, making her remember and edifying her in everything she would
do.” Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xv, p. 278.

% Cf. Athanasius: ‘And her parents, when they saw these things, gave thanks to God, not only because he
had given them a daughter, but because he had given them a blessing like this for them to have. And she,
for her part, knew what was fitting: first she would pray to God, and afterwards she would submit to her
parents. But as for fighting with her father or mother, she considered it an abomination to God.’
Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xvi, p. 278.

8 Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xvii, p. 279.

8 Virgins are required to be obedient, to regulate their speech, and to honour their elders. Cf. Saint
Athanasius, Second Letter to Virgins, viii, trans. David Brakke, in David Brakke, Athanasius and the
Politics of Asceticism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), pp. 292-302 (pp. 294-5). They are to remain
respectful and solemn in God’s house (Athanasius, Second Letter to Virgins, x, p. 295), and to moderate
their laughter (Athanasius, Second Letter to Virgins, xi, p. 295). They should ‘[b]e neither a whisperer nor a
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who are worthy to be imitated, but to strive also to be worthy of being imitated by
others.®” Athanasius’ delineation of a true virginal lifestyle is merely a crystallisation of
previous ideas on the subject; for instance, Cyprian’s treatise indicates the need for
virgins to withdraw from certain corrupt and worldly practices. In addition, the pattern of
Mary’s life rejects all those vices which Clement lists as prejudicial to virginity, which
include seemingly innocuous activities such as laughing and garrulousness.*® Athanasius
even asserts that Paul’s recommendation of virginity in I Corinthians 7 was perhaps
learned “from the life of Mary’.* Such a suggestion draws the origin of the tradition
towards Mary and the Incarnational theology of virginity, rather than tracing its roots
from Paul’s scriptural recommendation or using Christ as the first example. Mary, thus,
becomes a starting point for a Christian understanding of virginity; just as she bore Christ
in her body, so she gives birth to the practice of virginity, too.

V. Nicene Orthodoxy and Heretical Virgins
As may be expected, Athanasius’ works reflect his concern with the perpetuation and
consolidation of Nicene theology, and his works on virginity are no exception. His
insistence on the theological importance of virginity brings him on to the problem of
heretical teachings on virginity and Christianity. Athanasius explains to virgins that they

should shun the false teachings of Hieracas, an ascetic teacher who lived in a community

slanderer.” Athanasius, Second Letter to Virgins, xiii, p. 296. The virgin ought to observe decorum in every
aspect of her being and to restrict her society to that of her parents (Cf. Athanasius, Second Letter to
Virgins, xiv, p. 297).

%7 Cf. Athanasius: ‘Toward those of our own age and our equals, it is good to show honour, as the Scripture
says: “Outdo one another in showing honour” (Rom. 12: 10). And from the excellent take a pattern of
virtue; but to the imperfect give a pattern of your own excellent way of life — “Be a pattern for the
believers” (I Tim. 4: 11) — so there might be benefit on every side, as we first receive blessing and then in
return give virtue.” Athanasius, Second Letter to Virgins, ix, p. 295.

8 Cf. Pseudo-Clement, The First Epistle, viii, in Ante-Nicene Christian Library, Vol. XIV. The Writings of
Methodius etc. trans. B. L. Pratten eds. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Edinburgh: T & T Clark,
MDCCCLXIX [1869]), pp. 367-382, (p. 374).

% Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xviii, p. 279.
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of celibate men and women in Leontopolis. Although Hieracas purported to value the
ascetic life, he did so by denigrating marriage. Athanasius tells virgins to
take courage and condemn Hieracas, who says that marriage is evil inasmuch as
virginity is good. In this manner it should be said that the sun is evil because the
angel is more excellent and that the human being is evil because the sun is more
excellent.”
Hieracas’ denial of the continued value of marriage thus makes the observance of
virginity a necessity and so removes the agency of the individual’s free will, which
validates the sacrifice of virginity. Athanasius’ argument feeds back into his earlier
denigration of pagan virginity on similar grounds. Heterodox teachings and pagan
teachings both destroy the virtue that comes with a freely chosen vocation. In addition,
Hieracas® denigration of marriage is also a denigration of virginity,”' because, as the
Parable of the Sower demonstrates, ‘both are from the same seed: one is great; the other
is greater’.”? Athanasius, whom Gregory describes as the ‘patron of the wedded and

. . 93
virgin state alike,’

always ensures that the dignity of marriage is defended. Indeed, the
use of the nuptial imagery in the virginal tradition, and the Parable of Sowers, not only
allows for a comparison in favour of the virtue of virginity, but it also safeguards the
value of marriage.

Hieracas’ argument against marriage is that ‘this institution was given to

humanity at first, but now it has been taken away and forbidden’.”* Athanasius points out

% Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xxiv, p. 282.

°! Cf. Athanasius: ‘He does not know into what impiety he has fallen in his hypocrisy. If he condemns
marriage, it is necessary for him to condemn the hundredfold fruit, that is, your way of life, and then fall
into the sin of godlessness. For just as the fruit of that which produced hundredfold, sixty, and thirty
belongs to the same seed, so the Lord is one who has legislated concerning marriage and speaks
symbolically about virginity, so that the one who condemns one of them does nothing other than commit
impiety against the Lord of this twofold grace.” Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, p. 283.

92 Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xxiv, p. 282.

% Gregory Nazianzen, Oration XXI, xxxvi, p. 280.

% Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xxvi, p. 282.
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that this assertion of Hieracas’ has no scriptural basis. On the contrary, Scripture
demonstrates that Christ approved of marriage, as He attended the marriage at Cana,”
and also because He forbade divorce.”® In addition, Athanasius says that Christ’s own
teaching concerning virginity is somewhat circumspect:
When he spoke about virginity, he taught about it off to the side, because no one
could bear it, and said, ‘There are eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs
fort the sake of the kingdom of heaven’ (Matt. 19: 10-12). And here the Lord was
not commanding that people become virgins by force of law, but rather giving it
to the free will of those who desire it.”’
Even though the authorisation of virginity comes from Christ Himself, it is not
commanded by Him. Athanasius contrasts Hieracas’ heretical teachings to those of his
mentor, Alexander. The latter had recommended a regimen of unceasing prayer, which is
the cultivation of conversation with the Bridegroom. This both protects against devilish
temptations, and reaffirms and strengthens the vow of virginity.”® Virgins are particularly
susceptible to the machinations of the devil because Satan delights in trying to corrupt
those who are closest to God.” Alexander also advised that virgins should constantly
hear the Scriptures in order to acquaint themselves with their Bridegroom.'® He schooled

102

them on the divine (manifested in the Virgin Birth'®' and His miracles)'®* and the human

natures of Christ,'”® and on the necessity of the presence of these two natures in the

% Cf. Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xxvi, p. 282. Cf. John 2: 1-11.

% Cf. Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xxvi, p. 282. Cf. Matt. 19: 3-9.

%7 Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xxvi, p. 282.

% Cf. Athanasius: ‘through your prayers, and through him the hope of your vow will be confirmed.’
Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xxxii, p. 284.

% Cf. Athanasius: ‘he performs many tricks against the people who are entering heaven, because he is
shameless.” Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xxxii, p. 285.

19 Cf. Athanasius: ‘it is necessary for you to become acquainted with him not through simply anyone, but
through people who speak about God just as the Scriptures do.” Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xxxvii,
p- 286.

191 Cf. Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, x1, p. 287.

192 Cf. Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xliii, p. 288.

13 Cf. Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xxxviii, p. 286.
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Incarnation.'® The emphasis on orthodox theology not only validates the sacrifice of
virginity, as it recognises that it is a freely chosen sacrifice and not a necessity, but also
enables them to develop a closer relationship with their heavenly Spouse.

Athanasius, in the guise of Alexander’s teaching, hammers home the fundamental
relationship between virginity and Nicene orthodoxy by likening virginity to the
Incarnation:

If the Word had not become flesh, how would you now be joined with him and

cling to him? But when the Lord bore the body of humanity, the body became

acceptable to the Word. Therefore, you have now become virgins and brides of

Christ.'”

This is an extraordinary assertion. The marriage between Christ and His bride, between
the Word and virgin, echoes the uniting of the Word with virginal flesh which occurred in
the Incarnation. Consecrated virginity, therefore, constitutes a remarkable mystical union,
and is a reflection and verification of orthodox theology. Brakke notes that

Virgins, then, were powerful, multivalent religious symbols for Athanasius: their

union with Christ, understood as a kind of marriage, manifested in a heightened

manner the union with the Word of God required of every Christian and imitated
the Word’s incarnation; moreover, their exceptional control of the passions
demonstrated Christianity’s superiority to other religions.'*
Athanasius’ likening of virginity to the Incarnation while simultaneously linking it to the
union of the sexes in marriage results in a profound reading of marriage as well. Both
Clement and Methodius discussed how virginity could be lost due to the failure of the
virgin to understand the lofty nature of virginity; if they did not appreciate its worth and

its nature, how could they achieve it? In a similar way, Athanasius demonstrates that not

only a right understanding of virginity is necessary to its maintenance, but this

194 Cf. Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xxxix, p. 287.
195 Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xliii, p. 288.
1% Brakke, Athanasius and the Politics of Asceticism, p. 18.
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understanding needs firm foundations: virginity is predicated on a true understanding of
religion and, therefore, orthodoxy is necessary for the achievement of true virginity. The
denigration of pagan virginity serves as an example of the failure of virginity due to
spiritual blindness; such a fate also awaits those who pursue virginity in a heretical spirit.
Vi. Virgines Subintroductae
Athanasius describes the ascetic life as a way to extinguish the flames of passion.
Virgines subintroductae, however,
because of regular conversation with men and toilsome custom, the flame burns
greatly within them, just as when someone, by giving a lot of fuel to a small fire,
will change a flame into a great roaring blaze.'”’
Athanasius disregards the arguments in favour of syneisaktism, by demonstrating that, far
from offering a support for an ascetic life, it actually puts it in danger. He emphasises that
a monk would not have the temerity to approach his neighbour’s wife, and so he should
not presume to approach the bride of Christ:
So, if he who goes in to his neighbour’s wife is not pardoned, what will he who
goes in to and touches the bride of Christ endure from the heavenly King? Hence,
‘it is good for a man not to touch a woman’ (I Cor. 7: 1) — even more the bride of
Christ! Or are you ignorant of how jealous a bridegroom he is, both avenging sins
swiftly and establishing tortures for a great variety of crimes?'*®
Athanasius uses the image, also used by Cyprian, of Christ as a jealous bridegroom. The
motif of the jealous husband is perhaps an obvious one considering the use of the sponsa

Christi image and in the event of the despoiling of brides of Christ.'” Athanasius exhorts

virgins to keep themselves wholly for God, reiterating the necessity for a complete

197 Athanasius, Second Letter to Virgins, xx, p. 298.

198 Athanasius, Second Letter to Virgins, xxi, p. 299.

1% The imagery of the jealous husband perhaps originates from Saint Paul: ‘For I am jealous of you with
the jealousy of God. For I have espoused you to one husband that I may present you as a chaste virgin to
Christ” (II Corinthians 11: 2).
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offering of their virginity to God, not merely a small portion of it. He reminds them that

their sacrifice was given of their own free will, and therefore
This kind of sin is unforgivable; this offence, without excuse; this lifestyle,
unacceptable. ‘It is better not to make a vow than to make a vow and not
accomplish it” (Eccles. 5: 4). For it is better not to promise virginity than, when
you have promised, not to accomplish it perfectly. For just as it is impossible for
two men in the world to have one wife, so too one soul cannot perfectly be with
God and humanity.""

Athanasius reminds the virgines subintroductae that although they may claim physical

purity, they forget that the sins of the mind are as destructive to virginity. Additionally,

even if he believes that they are free from such sin and sinful thoughts, what about the

monks with whom they live?''" He admonishes the monks in similar terms, and warns

12 11 .
His recommendation to those

them against trying to corrupt the brides of Christ.
virgins who refuse to give up syneisaktism is an ironic reversal of the careful instructions
that he has hitherto given to virgins:
Therefore, put on adornment, and strip off virginity, for the adorned class claims
you. Therefore, occupy yourself with baths and myrrh, and take care of yourself
with cleansings, so that you might please him who is with you. For she who is like
this is anxious how to please men, and she is divided. But she who is dedicated to
God alone thinks night and day about how to please the Lord.'"
Athanasius’ scornful tones echoes those of Tertullian in his exposé of the false
Carthaginian virgins who dress and behave like prostitutes, and yet falsely make claim to
the state of virginity. In contrast to the virgines subintroducate, who are stripped of their

virginity, Athanasius’ description of perfect virginal behaviour is imagined as a

shrouding:

"% Athanasius, Second Letter to Virgins, xxiv, p. 299.

"' Cf. Athanasius, Second Letter to Virgins, xxvi, p. 300.

"2 Cf. Athanasius, Second Letter to Virgins, xxvii-xxviii, pp. 300-1.
'3 Athanasius, Second Letter to Virgins, xxix, p. 301.
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it behoves virgins to be enshrouded, separated, set apart, and withdrawn in every

way, with a steadfast will, and to be sealed up, just as you were sealed by the Lord

at the beginning as a servant.''*
This demonstrates a movement towards the monastic model, and the merging of the
conceptual virginal tradition, represented in the treatises, and the monastic way of life
which was growing in Egypt. Indeed, Gregory Nazianzen attributes to Athanasius the
setting forth ‘in the form of a narrative, the laws of the monastic life> ' Thus,
Athanasius’ concerns with the regulation of the virginal life can be seen in terms of a
wider programme of monastic regulation. He describes the enclosed virginal state in the
rhetorical terms of Canticles: ‘virginity is like an enclosed garden that is not trodden upon
by anyone, except its gardener alone.’''® The imagery demonstrates that Methodius’
association of the bride of Canticles with the sponsa Christi has by the mid-fourth
century been fully integrated into the tradition.

vii.  Contribution

Like Tertullian, Cyprian and Clement, Athanasius demonstrates a concern with the
regulation of virginity.''” Brakke asserts that Athanasius’ recommendation of a stricter
regulation of the virginal life was a political move to prevent virgins from allying with
unorthodox religious groups.''® While this may be true, it is also indicative of a
movement towards a greater articulation and definition of virginity and highlights debates
about its preservation. Athanasius’ great contribution to the tradition of virginity,

however, must be his introduction of the importance of Mary’s virginity, both in the

14 Athanasius, Second Letter to Virgins, xxx, p. 301.

"5 Gregory Nazianzen, Oration XXI, v, p. 270.

16 Athanasius, Second Letter to Virgins, xxx, p. 301.

""" Many of Athanasius’ assertions follow those of the Clement, in his recommendation of guarding against
idleness (Cf. Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xxxiv, p. 285), and Tertullian and Cyprian, in his
recommendation to reject adornment and wealth (Cf. Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins, xxxiii, p. 285).

18 Cf. Brakke, Athanasius and the Politics of Asceticism, p. 11.
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implications it has for the Incarnation, and his assertion that she is the originator of
virginity. Athanasius represents the beginning of a shift away from the focus on Christ’s
virginity and more towards Mary’s virginity. The latter also provides a specifically
female role model, based on her life and behaviour. Perhaps more so than earlier writers,
Athanasius’ use of the nuptial imagery leads him to conclude that the virginal vow is
permanent; again, this is reiterated by the understanding that Mary was a perpetual virgin.
Athanasius’ emphasis on the uniqueness of Christian, perpetual virginity, and his linking
of true virginity to orthodox belief suggests that, for him, virginity becomes an emblem

not only of Christian virtue and perfection, but also of Nicene orthodoxy.
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VI.  Gregory of Nyssa
Gregory of Nyssa (c. A.D. 335/6 — post-394)' was one of the three ‘Cappadocian
Fathers’,” along with his brother, Basil of Caesarea (Basil the Great), and his friend and
namesake, Gregory of Nazianzus. The Cappadocian Fathers were strong defenders of
Nicene orthodoxy in the East, and are renowned for their work on Trinitarian theology.’
William Moore and Austin Wilson claim high honours for Gregory of Nyssa:
In the roll of the Nicene Fathers there is no more honoured name than that of
Gregory of Nyssa. Besides the praises of his great brother Basil and of his equally
great friend Gregory Nazianzen, the sanctity of his life, his theological learning,
and his strenuous advocacy of the faith embodied in the Nicene clauses, have
received the praises of Jerome, Socrates, Theodoret, and many other Christian

writers. Indeed, such was the estimation in which he was held that some did not
hesitate to call him ‘the Father of Fathers’ as well as ‘the Star of Nyssa.”*

' Cf. Moore and Wilson: ‘Scarcely anything is known of the latter years of Gregory of Nyssa’s life. The last
record we have of him is that he was present at a Synod of Constantinople, summoned in A.D. 394, by
Rufinus, the powerful praefect of the East, under the presidency of Nectorius.” William Moore and Henry
Austin Wilson, ‘Prolegomena’, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Vol. V, Select Writings and Letters of
Gregory of Nyssa: Dogmatic treatises etc., trans. William Moore and Henry Austin Wilson, ed. Philip
Schaff and Henry Wace (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995 [1893]), pp. 1-32, (p. 7).

2 Cf. Srawley: ‘It is in their attempt to realize this dream of a “league between faith and science” that the
importance of the Cappadocian Fathers largely consists.” James Herbert Srawley, The Catechetical
Orations of Gregory of Nyssa, ed. James Herbert Srawley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1903),
p. X. Cf. The Catholic Encyclopeedia: ‘He belongs to a group known as the “Cappadocian Fathers”, a title
which reveals at once his birthplace in Asia Minor and his intellectual characteristics.” The Catholic
Encyclopeedia: An International Work of Reference on the Constitution, Doctrine, Discipline, and History
of the Catholic Church, Vol. VII, ed. Charles G. Herbermann, Edward A. Pace, Condé B. Pallen, Thomas J.
Shahan, and John J. Wynne (London: Caxton Publishing Company, 1910), p. 16.

? Young discusses the difference between Basil and Gregory Nazianzen’s thoughts and the implications of
the Council of Constantinople: ‘Discussion about the Holy Spirit raised serious questions about the
relationship between tradition and innovation. Could doctrine develop? After all, scripture did not provide
clear teaching on the divine nature of the Spirit. Gregory Nazianzen admitted that the Spirit’s divinity was
only becoming clear in the life of the church, and that therefore doctrine was not a static entity revealed
once and for all. Revelation was progressive, and still continuing. The Old Testament revealed the Father,
the New Testament revealed the Son. There were stages of illumination depending upon the capacity of the
recipients. [...] Basil had not been so daring; he maintained the over-riding importance of scripture and
tradition, and therefore had to find a way of arguing that the divinity of the Holy Spirit was an apostolic
doctrine.” Frances M. Young, From Nicaea to Chalcedon: A Guide to the Literature and its Background
(London: SCM Press Ltd., 1983), p. 109.

* Moore and Wilson, ‘Prolegomena’, p. 1.
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Maurice Wiles also calls him the ‘ablest of the Cappadocian Fathers as philosopher and
theologian’.” In spite of such praise, however, Gregory of Nyssa tends to be eclipsed by
Gregory of Nazianzus. In part, this is because of the latter’s greater orthodoxy. Anthony
Meredith observes that
[Gregory of Nyssa’s] writings were never regarded with quite the same degree of
reverence as were those of his namesake, Gregory of Nazianzus, who, because of
his universal orthodoxy, was surnamed ‘The Theologian’. Gregory of Nyssa’s
own views on universal salvation, both in his Cathechetical Oration (sections 26
and 32) and the On the Life of Moses, caused considerable embarrassment to the
later editors, who [...] did their best to edit the offending passages out of his
writings, above all in the On the Life of Moses 2. 82.°
In addition to being unfavourably compared to Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nyssa
also has to contend with the sanctity of his own family.” Gregory was one of ten children
from a large Christian family.® His father died fairly young, and so the family was raised
by his mother, Emmelia, and grandmother, Macrina. Many of the children pursued the
religious life: two of Gregory’s brothers, Peter and Basil, became bishops; another

brother, Naucratius, was a magnificent rhetor, but, at the peak of his success, he gave up

the secular life in favour of the life of a hermit;9 his sister, Macrina,10 about whom

> Maurice Wiles, The Christian Fathers (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1966), p.183.

8 Meredith, Gregory of Nyssa (London and New York: Routledge, 1999), pp. 138-9.

7 Cf. Moore and Wilson: ‘The family of Gregory of Nyssa was one of considerable wealth and distinction
and one also conspicuously Christian.” Moore and Wilson, ‘Prolegomena’, p. 1.

8 Cf. Pfister: ‘some authors, in writing the life of the Bishop of Nyssa, count nine and, at times, ten as the
total number of children born to Gregory’s parents, the elder Basil and Emmelia. [...] Gregory has clearly
stated that his mother, Emmelia, had ten children. Yet, in [another] passage from the De vita Macrinae |...]
it was stated that the inheritance, after the death of the father, was divided among nine children, “four sons
and five daughters”. This certainly suggests that, of the ten children to whom Emmelia had given birth,
only nine were surviving at the time of their father’s death. One of the children, a son, it would seem, must
have died at an early age.” J. Emeile Pfister, ‘A Biographical Note: The Brothers and Sisters of St. Gregory
of Nyssa’, Vigiliae Christianae, Vol. 18, No. 2 (Jun., 1964), 108-113, (p. 108; p. 112).

? Cf. Susanna Elm, ‘Virgins of God’: The Making of Asceticism in Late Antiquity (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1994), p. 80. Cf. Peter Brown, The Body and Society: Men, Women and Sexual Renunciation in Early
Christianity (London and Boston: Faber and Faber, 1990 [1988]), p. 287.

' Cf. Elm: ‘At the age of 12, she considered herself to be a widow without ever having been married’; ‘By
declaring herself a widow and by renouncing marriage Macrina was the first to adopt an ascetic lifestyle.
Naucratius followed suit by turning his back upon the world in 352. In 356 or 357 Emmelia renounced her
personal luxuries and freed all her slaves; in 357 or early 358 Basil renounced his worldly possessions,
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Gregory wrote a spiritual biography, was a model of Christian piety and is recognised as
a saint.'" In contrast, Gregory was the only brother who married;' his wife was a woman
named Theosebia."> He took a job as a rhetorician, but later relinquished the secular life
in favour of the priesthood. He was ordained a priest in around A.D. 362, and eventually
became a monk.'* Gregory was made Bishop of Nyssa in A.D. 370/71 by his brother
Basil. However, Gregory’s faithful adherence to Nicene orthodoxy led to his suffering
persecution while in office and to his exile from his See at the hands of Arian
Emperors.15

Gregory appears to have received much of his education at the hand of his older
brother Basil,'® and, indeed, Basil seems to have been a strong influence on Gregory

throughout his life. Basil the Great is regarded as a Doctor of the Church and ranks

taking his cue from Naucratius’ example.” Elm, Virgins of God, p. 87; p. 91. Cf. Peter Brown, The Body
and Society, pp. 277-9.

1 Cf. Moore and Wilson: ‘The daughter, called Macrina, from her grandmother, was the angel in the house
of this illustrious family.” Moore and Wilson, ‘Prolegomena’, p. 1.

'2 Cf. Brown, The Body and Society, p. 292.

'3 Cf. Meredith: ‘The name of his wife is a matter of uncertain conjecture from a letter of Gregory
Nazianzus. She may have been called Theosebeia.” Anthony Meredith, The Cappadocians (London:
Geoffrey Chapman, 1995), p. 52. Cf. Catholic Encyclopeedia: ‘There exists a letter addressed to him by
Gregory of Nazianzus condoling with him on the loss of one Theosebia, who must have been his wife, and
with whom he continued to live, as with a sister, even after he became a bishop.” The Catholic
Encyclopeedia, Vol. V11, p. 17.

'4 Cf. Farmer: ‘After some disillusionment with his post of professor of rhetoric, he was ordained priest
(c.362). It is not certain when he became a monk, whether his wife died or became a nun.” David Hugh
Farmer, The Oxford Dictionary of Saints (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979 [1978]), p. 182.

!5 Cf. Moore and Wilson: ‘The enthusiasm of his faith on the subject of the Trinity and the Incarnation
brought upon him the full weight of Arian and Sabellian hostility, aggravated as it was by the patronage of
the Emperor. In fact his whole life at Nyssa was a series of persecutions.” Moore and Wilson, ‘The
Prolegomena’, p. 5; Cf. Daniélou: ‘Gregory was accused of squandering funds. The validity of his
Episcopal election was called into question, and he was banished from his See.” Jean Daniélou,
‘Introduction’ to From Glory to Glory. Texts from Gregory of Nyssa’s Mystical Writings, selected and with
an Introduction by Jean Daniélou, trans. and ed. Herbert Musurillo (London: John Murray, 1962), pp. 3-71,
(p- 4); Meredith notes that he was ‘exiled in 375 by the Arians, he was allowed to return in 378 in virtue of
an imperial decree of that year.” Meredith, The Cappadocians, p. 53.

'® Cf. Moore and Wilson: ‘Gregory’s father, Basil [...] died at a comparatively early age, leaving a family
of ten children, five of whom were boys and five girls, under the care of their grandmother Macrina and
mother Emmelia. Both of these illustrious ladies were distinguished for the earnestness and strictness of
their Christian principles, to which the latter added the charm of great personal beauty. [...] Gregory of
Nyssa was the third son, and one of the youngest of the family.” Moore and Wilson, ‘Prolegomena’, pp. 1-
2.
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second after Athanasius as a defender of the Church against heresy. Basil is also
considered to be ‘the Father of Oriental Monasticism, [and] the forerunner of Saint
Benedict’.'” Gregory’s works are often evaluated in conjunction with those of his older
brother Basil; Meredith writes that, ‘[mJuch of what he wrote was composed in direct
response to the suggestion and memory of Basil’.'® Similarly, Moore and Wilson
emphasise the influence of Basil, observing that Gregory’s theological contribution to
Trinitarian doctrine is inseparable from his brother’s.'” Some commentators, however,
are anxious to establish Gregory’s importance as an individual; they claim that, although
he was heavily influenced by Basil, as well as Origen and Plato, he still demonstrates in
his writings that he was a free thinker.”* When Basil died (A.D. 379), Gregory took over

from him as the defender of the doctrines of Nicaea.”' This is perhaps most notable in his

role in the Council of Constantinople.

" The Catholic Encyclopeedia: An International Work of Reference on the Constitution, Doctrine,
Discipline, and History of the Catholic Church, Vol. 11, ed. Charles G. Herbermann, Edward A. Pace,
Condé B. Pallen, Thomas J. Shahan, and John J. Wynne (London: Caxton Publishing Company, 1907), p.
331. Cf. Elm: ‘It is the same Basil of Caesarea, who — in the eyes of his contemporaries and followers —
became the founder of monasticism in Asia Minor; who brought order into chaos of experimentation by
creating “communities of ascetics and written precepts” that were to set the standards for generations to
come.” Elm, Virgins of God, p. 61.

'8 Meredith, The Cappadocians, p. 53.

' Cf. Moore and Wilson: “To estimate the exact value of the work done by S. Gregory in the establishment
of the doctrine of the Trinity and in the determination, so far as Eastern Christendom is concerned, of the
terminology employed for the expression of that doctrine, is a task which can hardly be satisfactorily
carried out. His teaching on the subject is so closely bound up with that of his brother, S. Basil of Caesarea,
- his ‘master’, to use his own phrase — that the two can hardly be separated with any certainty.” Moore and
Wilson, ‘Prolegomena’, p. 23.

2 Cf. Meredith: ‘Gregory will on occasion use the arguments of Origen and Basil. Even so, he is not
merely a slavish copier of their views; he modifies and will either silently distance himself from them or
openly dissent from them. He is a traditionalist in his respect for the great Christian figures of the past, but
he has also a mind of his own. In this respect, if in no other, his relationship to Origen is not unlike
Plotinus’ relationship to Plato. A respectful admirer, but with a mind of his own.” Meredith, Gregory of
Nyssa, p. 133. Cf. Young: ‘That Gregory was no mere eclectic compiler of ideas but a Christian Neo-
Platonist who expressed his mystical experience through scriptural symbols allegorically interpreted, has
become the standard judgement. Yet some recent studies have called this consensus in question — for after
all, the validity of this estimate does depend upon the definition of philosopher or mystic which is
operative.” Young, From Nicaea to Chalcedon, p. 116.

L Cf. Srawley: ‘It was the death of Basil in 379 which brought him prominently forward, and placed him in
the position of the champion of Catholicism in Cappadocia. The time was rich in opportunities. The year
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Jerome’s sparse biography of Gregory initially appears to say very little, but it
does mention an important work of Gregory’s:
Gregory, Bishop of Nyssa, brother of Basil of Caesarea,”” a few years ago read to
me and to Gregory of Nazianzus> his book, Against Eunonius, and he is said to
have written and to continue writing many other works.**
The work Against Eunonius, to which Jerome so casually refers, was written in defence
of Saint Basil’s Trinitarian theology and read out at the Council of Constantinople in
refutation of the Eunonian heresy.” Gregory of Nyssa and Gregory of Nazianzus were

both present at the Council of Constantinople in A.D. 381. Gregory of Nazianzus,

however, was thoroughly disappointed with the outcome of the Council, which he felt did

which preceded the death of Basil had witnessed the fall of Arianism and the triumph of the Nicene cause,
for which Gregory had borne his witness not only in teaching, but by submitting to banishment at the hands
of an Arian governor.” Srawley, The Catechetical Orations of Gregory of Nyssa, p. iX.

22 Of Basil the Great, Jerome says: ‘Basil, Bishop of Caesarea in Cappadocia, which was formerly called
Mazaca, composed excellent works: Against Eunomius, a work, On the Holy Spirit, nine Homilies on the
Hexameron, an Ackntikov; and other various short works. He died in the reign of the emperor Gratian.’
Saint Jerome, ‘CXVI. Basil, Another Bishop’, On lllustrious Men (De viris illustribus), trans. Thomas P.
Halton (Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1999), p. 150.

2 Of Gregory of Nazianzus, Jerome says: ‘Gregory of Nazianzus, a bishop, a man of outstanding
eloquence, was my teacher, and I learned the Scriptures at his school. He composed all his works in about
thirty thousand verses and they include the following: On the death of his brother, Caesarius, Ilepi
Dduvomtoyiog, On the Love of Poverty, In Praise of the Maccabees; In Praise of Cyprian; The Praises of
Athanasius; The Praises of Maximus the Philosopher upon his return from exile, to whom some gave the
pseudonym Hero, because there is another satirical book by the same Maximus, as if it were not
permissible to praise and criticize the same person, depending on the circumstances; and a book in
hexametre verse, On Virginity and Marriage, in which the pair debate each other; two books, Against
Eunomius; one book, On the Holy Spirit; one book, Against Julian the Emperor. He followed the oratorical
style of Polemon and ordained another bishop in his own place while he was still alive. He embarked on the
monastic life and died almost three years ago, in the reign of the emperor Theodosius.” Saint Jerome,
‘CXVII. Gregory, Another Bishop’, On lllustrious Men (De viris illustribus), trans. Thomas P. Halton
(Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1999), p. 151.

** Saint Jerome, ‘CXXVIIL Gregory, Another Bishop’, On Illustrious Men (De viris illustribus), trans.
Thomas P. Halton (Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1999), p. 161.

 Cf. Moore and Wilson: ‘He is one of the hundred and fifty Bishops summoned by Theodosius to the
second (Ecumenical Council, that of Constantinople, A.D. 381. To the assembled fathers he brings an
instalment of his treatise, Against the Eunomian Heresy, which he had written in defence of his brother
Basil’s positions, on the subject of the Trinity and the Incarnation. This he first read to his friend Gregory
Nazianzen, Jerome, and others. Such was the influence he exercised in the Council that it is said, though
this is very doubtful, that the explanatory clauses added to the Nicene Creed are due to him.” Moore and
Wilson, ‘The Prolegomena’, p. 7.
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not go far enough in defining the Holy Spirit’s divinity.*® Although Gregory of Nyssa
was heavily involved in the battle for Trinitarian orthodoxy, Meredith claims that his
main importance is as a writer who exhibits the external influences of his time.*’
Certainly, his writings on virginity bear out claims to his importance in this way.

1. De virginitate (On Virginity)
De virginitate (On Virginity) is one of Gregory’s earliest works, having been written c.
A.D. 370/1, around the time of his elevation to the Episcopal See of Nyssa.”® The work is
noted for its reliance on Plato’s Symposium,29 and Moore and Austin claim that ‘[h]ere is
done what students of Plato had doubtless long been asking for, i.e. that his ‘love of the
Beautiful’ should be spiritualized’. This implies that Methodius’ earlier work had not

succeeded in its goal of producing a Christianised version of Plato’s Symposium.

%6 Cf. McGuckin: ‘It is the theological vagueness about the divine Spirit that is still present in the words of
the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed, which probably represents, substantively, the doctrinal settlement
agreed on in the synod of 381. It is, in Gregory [Nazianzen]’s eyes, fatally compromised for being silent on
two issues he had prioritized as necessary for complete orthodox confession: the ascription of the title of
God to the Holy Spirit; and the admission that he is consubstantial with the Father and Son.” John
McGuckin, Saint Gregory Nazianzus: An Intellectual Biography (New York: St. Vladimir’s Seminary
Press, 2001), p. 355.

" Cf. Meredith: ‘Gregory’s importance for posterity [...] is not to be sought in his ecclesiastico-political
addresses and activities. It is as a writer, and above all as one whose views change importantly under
certain external influences, that he claims our attention.” Meredith, The Cappadocians, p. 53.

*% Cf. Barnes: ‘Gregory’s earliest writings are typically described as being ‘ascetic’ in genre, but it would
be more accurate (and more helpful) to say that Gregory wrote moral psychology — or even, just
‘psychology’. To speak of these writings as ones of ‘psychology’ cues us instantly to the continuity
between Gregory’s psychology and other psychologies of the day. Gregory’s earliest writing, On Virginity
(371?), is certainly an ‘ascetic’ work, but the true subject of the piece is the repair of the soul which
Gregory draws significantly from the moral psychologies of his time, especially the Stoic.” Michel René
Barnes, ‘Divine Unity and the Divided Self: Gregory of Nyssa’s Trinitarian Theology and its Psychological
Context’, in Re-thinking Gregory of Nyssa, ed. Sarah Coakley (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004 [2003]), 45-66, (p.
46).

¥ Cf. Meredith: ‘His greater speculative boldness and his greater indebtedness to Platonic tradition have
made him a subject of great fascination to many. His undoubted formal indebtedness to Plato in his On the
Making of Man and in On the Soul and Resurrection, to the Timaeus and Phaedo of Plato respectively, and
his material dependence on Plato’s Symposium in his On Virginity and Commentary on the Song, far
outweigh anything of the sort in the writings of either Basil or Nazianzen, of Athanasius or Chrysostom.’
Meredith, Gregory of Nyssa, p. 129.

3% William Moore and Henry Austin Wilson, ‘Preface’ to Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Vol. V, Select
Writings and Letters of Gregory of Nyssa: Dogmatic treatises etc., trans. William Moore and Henry Austin
Wilson, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995 [1893]), pp. vii-ix, (p. viii).
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Anthony Meredith discusses the similarities between the sentiments of Plato and
Gregory:

Underlying and enabling the upward movement of the soul in Plato’s Symposium

is the unsatisfied desire to behold ultimate beauty. [...] Part of the purpose of the

treatise On Virginity is to displace physical love by spiritual love.”'
This is perhaps how Gregory’s work differs from Methodius’s treatment of Plato’s
Symposium. Methodius tends to emphasise virginity’s opposition to physical love,
whereas Gregory conceives of virginity as a means by which man can achieve ‘the true
object of desire’.’* Whereas Methodius’ Symposium follows Plato more closely in
structure, Gregory’s seems to achieve a greater faithfulness to its sentiment by providing
a Christian answer to Socrates’ celebrated dialogue. It is wrong to assume that Gregory’s
work does not owe a debt to Methodius’ Symposium, however. The influence of
Methodius’ work can be seen throughout his treatise. Gregory was also heavily
influenced by Origen, though their attitudes towards the body and philosophy differed:*
for Origen, philosophy was almost synonymous with theology, but Gregory sees it as a

tool for remedying the ailments of the soul.** Gregory articulates his attitude towards

philosophy thus: ‘It is also with that medicine of the soul, philosophy, from which we

3! Meredith, The Cappadocians, p. 55.

32 Gregory of Nyssa, On Virginity, trans. William Moore and Henry Austin Wilson, in Nicene and Post-
Nicene Fathers, Vol. V, Gregory of Nyssa: Dogmatic Treatises, etc., ed. Philip Schaff (Massachusetts:
Hendrickson, 1995), pp. 343-371, (p. 343).

33 Cf. Brown, The Body and Society, p. 299.

** Moore and Wilson note that Gregory’s works mark “a transition from Ante-Nicene times. Then, at all
events in the hands of Origen, philosophy was identical with theology. Now that there is a “complex of
orthodox doctrines” to defend, philosophy becomes the handmaid of theology. Gregory, in this respect, has
done the most important service of any of the writers of the Church in the fourth century. He treats each
single philosophical view only as a help to grasp the formulae of faith; and the truth of that view consists
with him only in its adaptability to that end. Notwithstanding strong speculative leanings he does not
defend orthodoxy either in the fashion of the Alexandrian school, or in the fashion of some in modern
times, who put forth a system of philosophy to which the dogmas of the faith are to be accommodated.’
Moore and Wilson, ‘Prolegomena’, p. 8.
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learn the remedy for every weakness that can touch the soul.”* It is no surprise that
Gregory’s work, though influenced by Origen, also departs from him as the Origenistic
speculative approach to theology had been checked by the triumph of Nicene theology.
Athanasius’ work and the Council of Nicaea represent a watershed in Christian theology,
as it signalled the triumph of scriptural authority over speculative theology. Robert
Thompson notes:

In the field of theology, Athanasius brought controversy away from philosophic

speculation to the problem of elucidating a faith already imparted to the Church,

where principles rather than specific words were all-important’; ‘The importance
of Athanasius’ dogmatic theology does not lie in his originality, but in his
subordination of reason to faith. He was concerned with the exposition of a given
tradition, not with speculative metaphysics.*
Part of the interest of Gregory of Nyssa’s work, then, is his attempt to mediate between
the philosophy of the classical world and the doctrinal and scriptural import of Christian
theology.’’

In addition to the Origenistic and Platonic tone of the work, the historical milieu
of the treatise is important. Meredith suggests that in On Virginity, ‘Gregory undertook
the important task of giving a theoretical justification to the monastic life, for which his
brother had composed his two sets of Rules’.”® Likewise, Jean Daniélou claims that On

Virginity was a means by which Gregory aided Basil in the establishment of oriental

monasticism.”” This historical context implies that Gregory’s treatise approaches the ideal

35 Gregory of Nyssa, On Virginity, xxiii, p. 368.

36 Robert W. Thomson ‘Introduction’ to Athanasius, Contra Gentes and De Incarnatione, ed. and trans.
Robert W. Thomson (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), p. xi; p. xix.

37 Cf. Meredith: ‘The value of ancient wisdom, above all the philosophies of Plato and Aristotle, was
something that called for discussion. How much of it could be incorporated into the Christian scheme of
things without endangering the centre of the faith?” Meredith, Gregory of Nyssa, p. 130.

¥ Meredith, Gregory of Nyssa, p. 5; Cf. Meredith, The Cappadocians, p. 53.

3% Cf. Daniélou: ‘He began to help Basil in the work of establishing monasticism in Cappadocia, and it was
to this end that he composed his first work, The Treatise on Virginity.” Daniélou, ‘Introduction’ to From
Glory to Glory, p. 4.
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of virginity from a purely monastic perspective. Gregory does acknowledge that there are
rules involved in maintaining virginity, which probably refer to Basil’s own Rules, but he
makes it clear that he has no intention of reproducing them in his treatise, and that such
an omission is justified by his desire ‘to avoid prolixity’.** He says that
the details of the life of him who has chosen to live in such a philosophy as this,
the things to be avoided, the exercises to be engaged in, the rules of temperance,
the whole method of the training, and all the daily regiment which contributes
towards this great end, has been dealt with in certain written manuals of
instruction for the benefit of those who love details.*'
Although On Virginity is accepted as a companion piece to Basil’s Rules, the tone
Gregory uses in reference to written rules for virginity is almost dismissive; the rules are
typified by ‘prolixity’ and suitable for those ‘who love detail’. Gregory establishes that
his treatise is not characterised by such features, and so in this way he can be seen to
distance himself from Basil’s Rules. Gregory says that ‘there is a plainer guide to be
found than verbal instruction; and that is found in practice’.** In preference to written

rules, he advocates the instruction of virginity via three means: by actively living the

virginal life,*® by following scriptural exempla,** and by imitating living examples of

% Cf. Gregory of Nyssa: ‘All the particular rules obeyed by the followers of this high calling will, to avoid
prolixity, be omitted here.” Gregory of Nyssa, On Virginity, p. 343.

* Gregory of Nyssa, On Virginity, xxiii, p. 368.

2 Gregory of Nyssa, On Virginity, xxiii, p. 368.

# Cf. Gregory: ‘whether men are silent or whether they speak, there is a large opportunity for being
instructed in this heavenly citizenship through the actual practice of it.” Gregory of Nyssa, On Virginity,
xxiii, p. 368.

* Cf. Gregory: ‘Well, the Divine books are full of such instruction for our guidance; and besides that many
of the Saints cast the refulgence of their own lives, like lamps, upon the path for those who are “walking
with God”.” Gregory of Nyssa, On Virginity, xi, p. 357. Gregory also emphasises the need for younger
adherents to have an older guide to keep them on the straight and narrow: ‘Therefore, since most embrace
virginity while still young and unformed in understanding, this before anything else should be their
employment, to search out a fitting guide and master of this way, lest, in their present ignorance, they
should wander from the direct route, and strike out new paths of their own in trackless wilds.” Gregory of
Nyssa, On Virginity, xxiii, p. 369.
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virginity.*” In his exhortation to follow contemporary examples, Gregory obliquely
alludes to his brother, whom he proffers as the best living example of virginity.*°
Even though it is agreed that Gregory’s work addresses virginity from a monastic
standpoint, there is some debate about the nature of the virginity that Gregory advocates.
Critics question whether Gregory’s virginity refers to a physical state or to a transcendent
purity of the soul that is not necessarily predicated on physical virginity. Meredith argues
that
Part of the strength and complexity of this fascinating work results from the fact
that it is never quite clear for whom precisely it was meant. Nor is it clear whether
by virginity Gregory means the physical condition of being a virgin, or the state
of interior disposition of purity of heart and self mastery as Gregory, on
occasions, suggests, for example in chapters 7 and 15. In the former case it is
restricted to the religious, in the latter it is potentially open to everyone.’
Considering the monastic context of the work, it seems likely that Gregory is concerned
to an extent with physical virginity. However, part of the confusion
is due to the problem of the meaning of wapfevia (parthenia), the Greek word for
virginity. Moore and Wilson suggest that there had been a shift in the meaning of this
term:
Rupp asserts that more and more towards the end of the century this word
[rapBevia] acquired a technical meaning derived from the purely ideal side, i.e.,
virginity of soul and that Gregory is alluding to the same thing that his friend had
not long before blamed him for, the keeping of a school for rhetoric, where his

object had been merely worldly reputation, and the truly ascetic career had been
marred (at the time he wrote).*

* Cf. Gregory: ‘examples of holy lives are not wanting in the living generation.” Gregory of Nyssa, On
Virginity, xxiv, p. 369.

 Cf. Gregory: ‘the examples we have in 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 working
for good; and so we have alluded to that most godly bishop, our father in God, who himself alone could be
the master in such instruction.” Gregory of Nyssa, On Virginity, p. 343.

" Meredith, Gregory of Nyssa, pp. 5-6.

* Moore and Wilson, ‘Prolegomena’, p. 3.
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Moore and Wilson assert a past precedent for the term’s meaning; they maintain that
Basil had already used the term to describe a spiritual state of the soul, and that he
regarded celibacy as a type of parthenia (zrapbfevia tov ouarog) which led to a higher
mapBevio.”® Such a dual meaning of virginity does not necessarily indicate a departure
from earlier patristic conceptualisations of virginity, however. Indeed, all of the earlier
patristic writers conceived of a spiritual and physical virginity, which share a symbiotic
relationship, even though the two terms have a different emphasis. Gregory’s definition,
then, can be seen to echo a pre-existent patristic tradition, which portrays virginity as a
state that avoids the whole gamut of sins: ‘True virginity,” as Gregory says, ‘is free from
any stain of sin’.”® Thus, Gregory’s parthenia still recalls that necessary purity of the
body and spirit that is articulated in the Scriptures by Saint Paul: ‘the unmarried woman
and the virgin thinketh on the things of the Lord, that she may be holy both in body and
in spirit’ (I Corinthians 7: 34). The difference between Gregory’s parthenia and the
understanding of virginity in earlier traditions perhaps lies in a more subtle distinction:
whereas earlier Fathers perceived true virginity as a union of bodily and spiritual
virginity, Gregory envisages bodily virginity as a vehicle for, or a stepping stone towards,
the achievement of the true virginity of the soul.

il. Marriage
Gregory explains in his introductory remarks that his treatise does not aim simply to

praise virginity, but instead, ‘[t]he object of th[e] treatise is to create in its readers a

* Cf. Moore and Wilson, ‘Prolegomena’, p. 3.
%0 Gregory of Nyssa, On Virginity, p. 343.
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passion for the life according to [its] excellence’.”' In order to achieve this end, Gregory

outlines the progression of his treatise, which will
begin with the praises of Virginity; the exhortation will come at the end;
moreover, as the beauty of anything gains lustre by the contrast with its opposite,
it is requisite that some mention should be made of the vexations of everyday life.
Then it will be quite in the plan of this work to introduce a sketch of the
contemplative life, and to prove the impossibility of any one attaining it who feels
the world’s anxieties.”

The ‘opposite’ of virginity, ‘the vexations of everyday life’, is what Gregory terms as the

‘secular life’. This type of life, he asserts, distracts the soul from a full contemplation of

God. In order to back up this contention, Gregory cites the words of the ‘Divine Apostle’

(Saint Paul) as evidence of this truth.”® The passage to which he probably alludes is from

I Corinthians 7:
He that is without a wife is solicitous for the things that belong to the Lord, how
he may please God. But he that is with a wife, is solicitous for the things of the
world, how he may please his wife: and he is divided. And the unmarried woman
and the virgin thinketh on the things of the Lord, that she may be holy both in
body and in spirit. But she that is married thinketh on the things of the world, how
she may please her husband (I Corinthians 7: 32-4).>*

In this particular passage, Paul specifically associates marriage with the concerns of the

world. By extension, Gregory’s understanding of the ‘secular life’ is also synonymous

with marriage, and this association is confirmed throughout the treatise.

>! Gregory of Nyssa, On Virginity, p. 343. Brown says of the work: ‘Gregory’s On Virginity was a virtuoso
composition that aimed to drench the reader in a fine golden rain of words.” Brown, The Body and Society,
p. 291.

>2 Gregory of Nyssa, On Virginity, p. 343.

33 Cf. Gregory: ‘There are many distractions, to use the word of the Divine Apostle, incident to the secular
life [...] it is not easy in the entanglements of this secular life to find quiet for that of Divine
contemplation.” Gregory of Nyssa, On Virginity, p. 343.

> Cf. Paul: ‘But if thou take a wife, thou hast not sinned. And if a virgin marry, she hath not sinned:
nevertheless, such shall have tribulations of the flesh. But I spare you. This therefore I say, brethren; the
time is short; it remaineth, that they also who have wives, be as if they had none; And they that weep, as
though they wept not; and they that rejoice, as if they rejoiced not; and they that buy, as though they
possessed not; And they that use this world, as if they used it not: for the fashion of this world passeth
away. But I would have you without solicitude’ (I Corinthians 7: 28-32).
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Gregory’s treatment of marriage begins with a lament for his own unhappy foray
into the estate, and articulates an ardent desire for the purity of virginity, from which he is
forever debarred:

Happy they who have not debarred themselves from it by engagements of the

secular life, as we have, whom a gulf now divides from glorious virginity: no one

can climb up to that who has once planted his foot upon the secular life. [...]

What a blessing if it had been otherwise, if we had not to learn the good by after-

regrets! [...] The more exactly we understand the riches of virginity, the more we

must bewail the other life; for we realise by this contrast with the better things,

how poor it [the secular life] is.”
The ‘gulf’ which divides Gregory from ‘glorious virginity’ must refer to his marriage.*
The state of virginity, both physical and spiritual, seems to be unattainable to the person
who has once ‘planted his foot upon the secular life’. Gregory’s words articulate the
impossibility of retrieving an earlier state of innocence, and so imply that he understands
physical virginity to be a necessary prerequisite of ‘true virginity’. Moore and Wilson,
while acknowledging the remorseful tone of the opening, note that the attitude of the
treatise alters as it progresses:

Beginning with a bitter accusation of marriage, Gregory leaves the reader

doubtful in the end whether celibacy is necessary or not for the contemplative life,

so absorbed he becomes in the task of showing the blessedness of those who look
to the source of all visible beauty.”’

This seeming ambiguity of the treatise is taken up by other critics. In a re-reading of On

Virginity, Mark D. Hart argues that Gregory’s treatise does not articulate a simplistic

> Gregory of Nyssa, On Virginity, iii, p. 345.

%6 Gregory’s wife did not die until A.D. 385. However, as a bishop he would have been expected to refrain
from conjugal relations with her.

5" Moore and Wilson, ‘Preface’ Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Vol. V, p. Vviii.
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dichotomy of celibacy versus marriage, but instead provides a subtle and ironic approach

towards the question of marriage and celibacy.” He says:
To interpret this treatise adequately, one must reconcile [Gregory’s] negative
comments on marriage with the ideal he also sets forth of combining marriage
with a life of contemplation.>

Hart argues that Gregory’s negative portrayal of the pains of marriage is not anti-

marriage per se, but shows the problem of placing one’s hopes in impermanent things; in

such a situation, the soul’s happiness and desire is misdirected towards the earthly realm

rather than towards God:®
The pleasure in marriage which Gregory sees instead to be of greatest danger for
the health of the soul is that bittersweet pleasure of companionship (symbiosis).
Symbiosis is seen in the mother who feels her children’s injuries as her own. The
desire for it leads some people to find life intolerable and to commit suicide on
the death of a spouse [...] The extreme to which the desire for symbiosis can lead
reveals in turn the element of delusion in this desire which Gregory says is ‘innate
to the unthinking’. The delusion lies in believing that one can ‘live’ in the minds
and bodies of others and find therein a certain permanence, security and even
immortality.’

Hart declares that Gregory does not envision detachment from such earthly concerns in

terms of a complete withdrawal from society, such as is afforded in a monastic setting,

but rather he promotes a state of emotional detachment. This definition thus allows for

marriage to be seen to achieve a type of wapbevia (parthenia, virginity) in certain

% Cf. Hart: ‘Interpreters of this treatise have failed to recognise, however, the irony with which Gregory
writes about marriage and celibacy in this treatise, not always stating directly his full opinion.” Mark D.
Hart, ‘Reconciliation of the Body and Soul: Gregory of Nyssa’s Deeper Theology of Marriage’,
Theological Studies, 51 (1990), 450-478, (p. 451).

%% Hart, ‘Reconciliation of the Body and Soul’, p. 451. See also: Martin Laird, ‘Under Solomon’s Tutelage:
The Education of Desire in the Homilies on the Song of Songs’, in Re-thinking Gregory of Nyssa, ed. Sarah
Coakley (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004 [2003]), pp. 77-95, (pp. 77-8).

50 Cf. Hart: ‘The true object of his rhetorical venom is not marriage per se but the desire for pleasure and
misguided expectations of happiness which are the basis of most marriages.” Hart, ‘Reconciliation of the
Body and Soul’, p. 455.

8! Hart, ‘Reconciliation of the Body and Soul’, p. 455.
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contexts.®” It is in this sense, Hart argues, that Gregory ‘considers marriage under the
aspect of leitourgia, public service, rather than the search for gratifying
companionship’.”® Hart thus avers that Gregory believes that a marriage contracted and
used simply for the purpose of public service can achieve the higher state of zap6fevioa.
Hart not only argues that such an emotionless marriage is proffered by Gregory as
a version of parthenia, but that
In addition to its conventional meaning, marriage comes to be a metaphor for
passionate attachment in general, just as virginity, in addition to its conventional
meaning of celibacy, refers also to a general attitude of non-attachment possible
also in marriage.
Hart seems to suggest that Gregory only disparages marriage in its metaphorical guise.®’
He also dismisses the initial regret that Gregory articulates early on in the treatise as an
ironic comment.®® Hart’s argument, however, is difficult to maintain fully. First of all, it
disregards the monastic context in which Gregory is writing, and also implies that
Gregory had a radically different outlook from his older brother Basil.*” Some of
Gregory’s comments concerning the necessity of monastic rule perhaps can be read as
slightly subversive, but if Gregory was suggesting that virginity and marriage were

equally valid, and could reach the transcendental parthenia, then he would be

contradicting everything that Saint Paul says in his First Letter to the Corinthians, and

62 Cf. Hart, ‘Reconciliation of the Body and Soul’, p. 456. Cf. Hart: ‘the soul’s desire for union with God
may in fact be reconciled with the needs of family and community life that arise from the body, once the
truer nature of spiritual development is understood.” Hart, ‘Reconciliation of the Body and Soul’, p. 451.
63 Hart, ‘Reconciliation of the Body and Soul’, p. 456.

64 Hart, ‘Reconciliation of the Body and Soul’, p. 458.

65 Cf. Hart: ‘Gregory thus calls marriage “the common starting point of error” concerning what is truly
valuable. “Marriage” now has become a metaphor for the wrong way of joining oneself to what is.” Hart,
‘Reconciliation of the Body and Soul’, p. 461 (Hart’s emphasis).

6 Cf. Hart: ‘His complaint in chapter 3 that his own marriage separates him from the benefits of celibate
life is thus to be read as ironic.” Hart, ‘Reconciliation of the Body and Soul’, p 477.

67 Cf. Hart: ‘This separation does not mean literal withdrawal from marriage and the world, as it seems to
have meant for Gregory’s brother Basil, but is an intra-psychic separation. For those who are able to attend
to their experience and learn from it, the lessons of separation and detachment from the world are in fact
present in marriage as well.” Hart, ‘Reconciliation of the Body and Soul’, p. 465.
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would have earned himself a place alongside the fourth-century heresiarch Jovinian.
Although Gregory certainly identifies a distinction between spiritual and physical
virginity, and also states that a physical virgin does not guarantee possession of the
higher parthenia, physical virginity seems to be an essential step on the path to the
achievement of spiritual virginity.

This is not to say, however, that Gregory regards marriage as an absolute barrier
to the achievement of some form of contemplative life; indeed, at once point in the text,
Gregory seems to concede that it may be possible to combine the married and
contemplative life:

What, then, were we saying? 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 the dispensation of nature and misrepresenting as abominable that which is
honourable.®®
This passage does not state, however, that marriage can achieve the transcendental
perfection of parthenia. Indeed, it does not even make a clear statement that it is possible
to ‘at once be true to the diviner love, and to embrace wedlock’. Instead, Gregory
suggests that an ideal marriage would pay little heed to the desires of the body and treat
them as if they were like any other bland physical need:

About the details of paying these trifling debts of nature he will not be over-

calculating, but the long hours of his prayers will secure the purity which the key-

note of his life.””
Gregory uses the metaphor of a stream to illustrate his vision of the type of temperate

marriage which can combine the love of God with the emotional requirements of an

earthly union: if a husbandman needed to leak out a little bit of water into a small outlet

58 Gregory of Nyssa, On Virginity, viii, p. 353.
% Gregory of Nyssa, On Virginity, viii, p. 353.
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from a stream to irrigate some land, he would only take as much as he needed and then
seal the leak.”’ In an ideal marriage, a man must use marital intercourse in the same way:
In the same way, if [...] a man so treats this need as to 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 realise the character of
the prudent husbandman. [ ...] He will always fear lest by this kind of indulgence
he may become nothing but flesh and blood; for in them God’s Spirit does not
dwell.”
Although Gregory can envision a situation in which a man can combine the physical side
of marriage and remain close to God, he still recognises that there may be danger in the
use of sexu