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Introduction. The woven garment
Now then, since the manner of life in accord with virtue is something neither uniform nor marked
by a single style, but, as in the making of fabric, the art of weaving creates the garment by using
many threads, some of which are stretched vertically and others are carried horizontally, so, too,
in the case of the virtuous life many things must twine together, so that a noble life is shown
forth. In the same way the divine apostle enumerates threads of this sort, by means of which pure
works are woven together; he is talking about love and joy and peace, patience and kindness
(Gal 5:22) and all the sorts of things that adorn the person who is putting on the garment of
heavenly incorruptibility in place of a corruptible and earthly life (2 Cor 5:1-4).
Gregory of Nyssa, Commentary on the Song of Songs, Homily 9, 24.271.16-272.4.

For Gregory of Nyssa (ca. 335-395 CE), the virtuous life may be likened to a fabric made
up of “many threads” (moAAa vijpata) held in tension, interlocking to form a coherent whole,
united by “the art of weaving” (1 vVpavtikn té€xvn). Even the “pure works” (xaBapa Epya) that
adorn a virtuous person are themselves to be thought of as woven out of numerous strands, the
fruits of the Spirit that Paul enumerates in Galatians. The “noble life” (0 doteiog Biog) displayed
through the weaver’s craft is equated with “incorruptibility” (dpBapcia), and it is a departure
from the “earthly life” (ynivog Piog). With this image of a woven garment and the skill needed
for its construction, Gregory captures the complexity involved both in living virtuously and in
depicting the “virtuous way of life” (1 xat’ apetnv molteio). Gregory himself takes on the

complicated task of weaving literary portraits in three laudatory biographical narratives, or

encomiastic bioi.

1 ¢me1dn totvov o0 povoedng Tig £oTiv 0082 povoTpomog 1) kat’ dpetnv molttela, GAL Gomep &mi tfig TéV
VOUCUATOV KATAOKEVT|G 010 TOAADY vipdtov, Tdv pev €n’ evbelog avatetapévov 1dv 8¢ Katd 0 TAAYIoV
Suppévov, 1 deovTicT v TV £607iTa TotEl, oBTe Kai & THC dvapétov {wiic ToALL YpT) CUVIPapETV, UV GV O
dotsiog EEvpaivetan Plog, kabmg dmapdusitol o Towadta vijpata 6 8siog andctolog, S’ GV 1 TdV KoBapdv Epywv
ioTovpyio cvvictatal, dydnny AEyov kal yapav Kol eipnvny, pakpobouioy 1€ Kol ypnotdmto Kol tdvta, Td to1adTo,
oi¢ karakoopeitar O &k 1o eBupTod Te Kal ynivov Piov THv ovpdviov dpbapsciav petevdvopevoc (GNO Online
24.271.16-272.4).

All translations of works of Gregory of Nyssa are my own, as are those of other Greek and Latin texts quoted in this
dissertation, unless otherwise noted.
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On the surface, the three bioi appear to deal with very different types of individuals with
distinct life paths, from the biblical figure Moses (The Life of Moses, VM), to a third-century
wonderworking bishop (The Life of Gregory Thaumaturgus, VGT), to Gregory’s older sister,
Macrina, who directs a household of ascetic women on the family estate (The Life of Macrina,
VSM). Yet these three narratives, despite their different subjects and varied sources, are united
by a common emphasis on their intended educational impact for some audience. In all three,
Gregory explicitly comments on the teaching function of the bios:

VSM 1: So since you approved that the record of her good deeds should bear

some benefit (képdog), lest such a life should go unnoticed in subsequent times

and lest she, having raised herself to the most lofty peak of human virtue through

philosophy, should silently pass by in unprofitable (dvoeelic) obscurity...2

VGT 2: For it is clear that when his life of virtue, like a fiery beacon (rvpcdc),

shines out to our souls through recollection, it becomes a path (636c) toward the

good both for the one who describes it and for those listening.®

VM 1.2, 15: Since the letter which you recently sent requested us to furnish you

with some counsel concerning the perfect life (6 téAelog Piog), | thought it fitting

to provide [it]... So then let Moses be set before us in the composition, as an

example (Onoderypo) for life.*

In each case, an audience or individual is addressed directly, and the text is depicted as a tool for
communicating beneficial truths and desirable lessons about virtue to its recipient(s). What

“benefit” (képdog) can the record of a life bear, for whom, and how? What does it mean for a life

to be “unprofitable” (dvoeelng) or to become a “fiery beacon” (mvpcdc) or “path” (056¢)? What

2’Ensi obv &dokipacogc gépsty Tt kEpSog THY TV dyaddv icTopiay, O &v pr Adbot ToV pstd todta xpdvov O
10100706 Biog UnNde AvaeeAng Topadpdpot d1d clmmnfig cLYKOAVPBEIGH 1) TPOG TOV AKpITOTOV THG AVOpOTIvIG
apetig Opov £0VTIV d10 PIAOCOPING ETAPUCUL.
3 Afjhov yap, &TL Tupcod Siknv Sd g pvipNg ExAGUY G TOAC Yueic Hudy 6 kot dpetnv avtod Blog, 630¢ TPOg TO
ayoBov @ te d1e€lovTL Kol T0ig AKOLOLGL YivETOL.
4 THc yop émioTofig fiv mpdmy Siemépyom tadty drayyellodong Ty aitnotv 10 yevéchat coi tva map’ UMY
VoM KNV €ig TOV Téhetov Piov, mpémetv ONMONV mapacyelv: ... Mmbaciig toivov UiV elg Ymddetypa Plov mpotebntm T
AOY®.
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does “the perfect life” (0 téAelog Biog) have to do with the example (bndderypa) of any
individual’s life?

Although the importance of exemplarity in Greco-Roman biographical narrative is widely
recognized in contemporary scholarship,® Gregory’s transparent focus and explicit statements on
the topic makes these three bioi fascinating artifacts of the dynamic fourth-century world of
Christian education.® The bioi provide a rich and detailed collection of woven garments,
composed across several decades during a significant period in the ongoing development of a
Christian intellectual identity and its literary expression.

While past scholars have studied each of the texts at the center of my project, none has
undertaken an in-depth study of the three together, nor explained how Gregory the biographer
adopts and adapts existing rhetorical and literary techniques to imagine, construct, and train an
ideal reading audience. Building upon insights from scholars who work on encomia (laudatory
speeches), biography, philosophical and theological anthropology, and the history of Greco-

Roman education, | argue that Gregory’s attention to audience is not only thoroughgoing in all

S Herwig Gorgemanns, “Biography,” in Brill’s New Pauly: Encyclopaedia of the Ancient World: Antiquity Volume 2,
Ark-Cas (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 651. Both Frederick E. Brenk and Tim Duff have described the importance of
exemplarity and individual exempla in the Lives of Plutarch (Frederick E. Brenk, “Setting a Good Exemplum: Case
Studies in the Moralia, the Lives as Case Studies,” in The Unity of Plutarch’s Work: ‘Moralia’ Themes in the
‘Lives,” Features of the ‘Lives’ in the ‘Moralia,” edited by Anastasios G. Nikolaides, Millenium Studies [Berlin: De
Gruyter, 2008]: 237-253; Tim Duff, Plutarch’s Lives: Exploring Virtue and Vice [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1999]).
Christopher Gill, discussed further in Chapter 2, studies the role of character-development in texts about exemplary
lives (Christopher Gill, “The Question of Character-Development: Plutarch and Tacitus,” The Classical Quarterly,
New Series, volume 33, number 2 [1983]: 469-487).

& As the public profile and the political and socio-economic status of Christian communities grew in a tolerant and
even supportive post-Constantinian environment, the literary and material records of the lives of ascetic figures and
martyrs also grew exponentially. This trend has been documented and analyzed most famously by Peter Brown (see
especially Peter Brown, Power and Persuasion in Late Antiquity: Towards a Christian Empire [Madison, WI:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1992]). Other works taking a socio-literary perspective posit a correlation between
historical circumstances and an increase in hagiographic devotional literature: Averil Cameron, Christianity and the
Rhetoric of Empire: The Development of Christian Discourse (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991) and
Frances M. Young, Biblical Exegesis and the Formation of Christian Culture (Peabody, Mass: Hendrickson
Publishers, 1997).
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three bioi, but is also critical to understanding the texts’ shared formal features and their
function: Gregory’s encomiastic bioi are educational tools that serve a propaedeutic function for
Christian readers who, like one of his addressees, wish to “translate” (uetapépev, VM 1.3) the
virtues described in the texts into their own lives.
I. A biographical snapshot of Gregory

Gregory is perhaps best known for his role in defending and cogently re-articulating the
orthodox Trinitarian position established in the Nicene Creed (325 CE), but he contributed to a
whole complex of debates that gripped fourth-century Christian theologians and bishops.’” Born
in Cappadocia, Gregory was the third son in a wealthy, landed Christian family of nine children.®
He received an elite education in literature, rhetoric, philosophy, and theology, as well as training
for public leadership and service.® Gregory’s own father, Basil the Elder, was a teacher of
rhetoric in Cappadocia, and Gregory’s older brother Basil received extensive education in

rhetoric and philosophy at a series of urban schools (Caesarea, Constantinople), culminating in

" His key contribution to Trinitarian theology was the robust defense of a single divine ousia and three hypostases in
debates with the Neo-Arian Eunomius, in his Contra Eunomium, books 1-3. His treatise Ad Ablabium refutes the
idea that the persons of the holy trinity are three gods. He comments on theological anthropology in De hominis
opificio, and addresses the connection between Christian resurrection from the dead and human grief in his dialogue
De anima et resurrectione. Homilies and commentaries treat a variety of biblical books, from the Song of Songs (In
Canticum canticorum) to the Psalms (In inscriptiones Psalmorum) to the Acts of the Apostles (In Sanctum
Stephanum I and I1). Among his more distinctly pastoral works, we might count a discussion of infant mortality (De
infantibus preamature abreptis) and a treatise on virginity (De virginitate). He also composed funerary and
commemorative orations for illustrious public figures, like the daughter of the Emperor Theodosius | (In
Pulcheriam) and for his older brother Basil (In Basilium fratrem).

8 Specifically on the family’s social standing, see Thomas A. Kopecek, “The Social Class of the Cappadocian
Fathers,” Church History, Volume 42, Number 4 (1973):453-466. He places them in the Roman curial class.

% Gregory seems to have received his education locally within Cappadocia and his native Pontus, unlike his brother
Basil who was trained at Athens (cf. Gregory’s Epistle 13 to Libanius, GNO Online 33.44.14ff.). That Gregory was
intimately familiar with classical Greek literature is beyond doubt. For the impact this knowledge had on his
portrayal of Macrina in the VSM, see Georgia Frank, “Macrina’s Scar: Homeric Allusion and Heroic Identity in
Gregory of Nyssa’s Life of Macrina,” JECS, volume 8 number 4 (Winter 2000): 511-530; and Ellen Muehlberger,
“Salvage: Macrina and the Christian Project of Cultural Reclamation” Church History (2012): 273-297.
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some time spent at no less an intellectual center than Athens.'? It was during Basil’s stay at
Athens that he met and befriended Gregory Nazianzus; the latter notes how much their friendship
was affected by their shared intellectual pursuits.'* Gregory had the opportunity to apply his
skills to diplomatic ecclesiastical governance in 372 when he was appointed to the episcopal See
of Nyssa by his elder brother, Basil, who was already the bishop of Caesarea (329/330-379 CE).
By the end of his life, Gregory had participated in the Council of Constantinople (381 CE),
where his leadership in doctrinal matters so distinguished him he was later remembered as “a
father of fathers.”'? He also spent some time in 385 CE at the Constantinopolitan court, where he
pronounced funeral orations for the Empress Flacilla (wife of Theodosius I) and her daughter

Pulcheria.™? It is probably during this period that he met Olympias, a prominent Christian woman

10 Raymond Van Dam, Families and Friends in Late Roman Cappadocia (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 2003), Chapter 1, esp. pp 18-22; Gregory Nazianzus’ account of the time he spent with Basil is in his Oration
43.13-14 (the funerary oration for Basil).

11 See for example Gregory Nazianzus, Oration 43.15 on their friendship.

12 The note honoring Gregory from the Second Council of Nicaea, 787 CE, reads as follows: “Gregory Bishop of
Nyssa, whom all call a father of fathers” (Gregorius Nyssensium episcopus, quem omnes patrum patrem vocant,
Acta VI.5). The Latin text is from Joannes Dominicus Mansi, Sacrorum Conciliorum Nova et Amplissima Collectio,
Volume 13 (Graz: Akademische Druck — u. Verlagsanstalt, 1902, repr. 1960), 692. A new Greek edition of the Acts
of the Second Nicene Council is currently being published in the Acta Conciliorum Oecumenicorum, Series Secunda
from De Gruyter, but at the time of writing only volumes containing Acts I-I11 (vol. 3, part 1) and IV-V (vol. 3, part
2) were available. See English translation in John Mendham, transl., The seventh general council, the second of
Nicaea, held A.D. 787, in which the worship of images was established with copious notes from the "Caroline
books", compiled by order of Charlemagne for its confutation, (London: W.E. Painter, 1850), 382.

13 Gregory of Nyssa, Oratio funebris in Flacillam imperatricem (GNO Online 48); Oratio consolatoria in
Pulcheriam (GNO Online 47). Anna Caimi Danelli outlines the rhetorical structure of each oration and argues that
Gregory uses the typical form of a eulogy described by Menander but incorporates his own Christian teaching about
death and mourning, modulating his emphasis on theological and doctrinal topics based on the make-up of his
audience (Anna Caimi Danelli, “Sul Genere Letterario delle Orazioni Funebri di Gregorio di Nissa,” Aevum 53,
Fasc. 1 [1979]: 140-161, esp. pp 146-152). In 1999, Ulrike Gantz published an edition of the oration for Pulcheria
with commentary (Ulrike Gantz, Gregor von Nyssa: Oratio consolatoria in Pulcheriam, XPHXIX: Die Methode der
Kirchenvater im Umgang mit der Antiken Kultur, Volume 6 [Basel: Schwabe and Company, 1999]). Similarities
between the two texts imperial funerary orations and Basil’s consolatory texts are described in Robert C. Gregg,
Consolation philosophy: Greek and Christian paideia in Basil and the two Gregories, Patristic monograph series,
no. 3 (Cambridge, MA: Philadelphia Patristic Foundation, 1975), esp. Chapter 4.
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who was also in correspondence with John Chrysostom.*

Not only did Gregory and his Cappadocian compatriots participate in the world of
classical paideia and Christian leadership, but the family had wide-ranging connections within a
subset of similarly educated and similarly influential Christians. Their most well-known
historical connection was to Origen (ca. 184 - ca. 253 CE), for whom Christian engagement with
classical education was a fraught matter.'® The Cappadocian link to Origen, as we learn in the
VGT and from the Cappadocians’ own letters, comes partly from Neocaesarean family

connections: Macrina the Elder and her husband were trained in their faith by Thaumaturgus,

14 This timeline for their meeting is proposed by Daniélou in his “Introduction,” La Vie de Moise, ou Traité de la
Perfecion en Matiére de Vertu, ed. and transl. by Jean Daniélou, S.J., 3" ed., Sources Chrétiennes 1 (Paris: Les
Editions du Cerf, 1968): 6-42, 13. The timeline allows him to explain how Gregory dedicated the In canticum
canticorum to Olympias ca. 389 CE (Gregory of Nyssa, In Canticum canticorum title, GNO Online 24.3.Tit).

15 See Karl Olav Sandnes, The Challenge of Homer: School, Pagan Poets and Early Christianity, Library of New
Testament Studies 400 (London: T&T Clark, 2009), esp. Chapter 11 on Origen and his attitude toward classical
paideia. Carl Vernon Harris claims that in the De principiis, “Origen’s purpose, it seems, was less to augment the
number of religious truths than to clarify the teachings of the Church by an exposition that would be at once
coherent, true to Scripture, and scholarly enough to win the attention of the philosophers” (Carl Vernon Harris,
Origen of Alexandria’s Interpretation of the Teacher’s Function in the Early Christian Hierarchy and Community
[New York: The American Press, 1966], 54). Robert M. Grant argues that Origen “was not enthusiastic about a
literary education,” but does note that in his Contra Celsum (when he is “writing for an audience outside the church,
at least ostensibly”) Origen displays a familiarity with literature in the canon of secular paideia (Robert M. Grant,
“Theological Education at Alexandria,” in The Roots of Egyptian Christianity, ed. Birger A. Pearson and James E.
Goehring, Studies in Antiquity and Christianity [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986]: 178-189, 185-186). In
particular, Origen’s work of Scriptural interpretation is informed by philosophical interpretation of Homeric texts
(see Sandnes, The Challenge of Homer, 151-2 on Contra Celsum 1.42), and he sees the study of philosophy as
propaideutic “for an adequate reading of biblical texts” (145). Peter Martens highlights the importance of training in
philology for Origen, especially the role of philology in text criticism and exegesis (Peter W. Martens, Origen and
Scripture: The Contours of the Exegetical Life, Oxford Early Christian Studies [Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2012].). Origen’s Hexapla, a massive undertaking, may be taken as evidence of his commitment to detailed
exegetical work and his conception of its importance for Christian scholars (John Wright, “Origen in the Scholar’s
Den: A Rationale for the Hexapla,” in Origen of Alexandria: His World and His Legacy, ed. Charles Kannengiesser
and William L. Petersen [Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1988]: 48-62). Patricia Cox Miller
gathers illustrative examples of Origen’s comments on the necessity of interpreting Scripture allegorically, and she
proposes that ... in the hands of such an interpreter as Origen, allegory is the name of interpretation as such,
provided that one brings to interpretation the kind of poetic and abysmal recognitions that Origen expressed so well.
Consciousness of the perceptual structures that one brings to words entails the recognition that all writing is
allegory, a fall into a poetic abyss” (Patricia Cox Miller, “Poetic Words, Abysmal Words: Reflections on Origen’s
Hermeneutics.” in Kannengeisser and Petersen, Origen of Alexandria: 165-178, 178).
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who was trained by Origen.® Origen himself was, according to Eusebius, a student of Clement
of Alexandria (ca. 160 - ca. 215).17 Clement’s text Paedagogus lays out a program of education
and training for Christians.'® Even this brief overview demonstrates that a concern for a
particularly Christian, highly philosophical and rhetorical form of education was part of
Gregory’s intellectual and theological heritage.

Scholars have pieced together various accounts of Gregory’s upbringing, education,
ministry, and personal life, drawing on his own letters and treatises to demonstrate that he served
as Church lector before his appointment as bishop, to show that he participated (if at first
reluctantly) in the veneration of local saints and martyrs, and to argue that he may have married

and had a son.® Raymond Van Dam’s three volumes published in 2002-2003 richly recreate the

16 VGT 22. See Gregory of Nazianzus Or. 43.5-6 on Macrina the Elder. Vasiliki Limberis, Architects of Piety: the
Cappadocian Fathers and the cult of the martyrs (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011) claims that the
personal connection to Thaumaturgus through Macrina the Elder imbues the family with a heredity sanctity that they
draw upon to enhance their local ecclesial authority (135). The major source for Thaumaturgus’ education under
Origen is Thaumaturgus’ own text, In Origenem oratio panegyrica. The authenticity of its attribution to
Thaumaturgus has been questioned, but Crouzel defends it in Henri Crouzel, “Faut-il voir trois personnages en
Grégoire le Thaumaturge? A propos du ‘Remerciement a Origene’ et de la ‘Lettre a Grégoire’,” Gregorianum,
Volume 60, Number 2 (1979): 287-320, esp. 289-300. Thaumaturgus’ text describes features of Origen’s
philosophical and theological teaching, and praises his ability to lead his students toward virtue. On the relationship
between the In Origenem and the VGT, Maraval writes, “En fait, I’'Eloge de Thaumaturge et le Remerciement &
Origéne présentent le méme personnage, mais sous des aspects différents: le premier est un moine devenue évéque
qui convertit les paiens grace a ses pouvoirs de thaumaturge, 1’autre un membre actif d’une école philosophique qui
fait devant celle-ci la preuve des compétences acquises auprés de son maitre — un aspect qui présentait peu d’intérét
pour I’auditoire de Grégoire” (Maraval, “Introduction,” in Eloge de Grégoire le Thaumaturge, Eloge de Basile,
transl. Pierre Maraval, Sources Chrétiennes 573 [Paris: Les Editions du Cerf, 2014]: 7-64, 29). On Origen as
Thaumaturgus’ teacher in Caesarea, largely on the basis of accounts in Eusebius and Thaumaturgus’ own writings,
see Anders-Christian Jacobsen, “Conversion to Christian Philosophy — the case of Origen’s School in Caesarea,”
Zeitschrift fur Antikes Christentum, Volume 16, Number 1 (2012): 145-157.

17 Eusebius, Historia Ecclesiastica 6.2.2-6.

18 See also discussion in Teresa M. Shaw, The Burden of the Flesh: Fasting and Sexuality in Early Christianity
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1998), 48-52.

19 Gregory’s vivid personal anecdote about a dream encounter with the martyrs associated with the cult of the 40
Martyrs at Sebaste is found in Gregory’s In XL Martyres; see also Limberis’ recent work on the Cappadocians and
their engagement with martyr cult: Vasiliki Limberis, Architects of Piety, 21, 63-65.

Daniélou holds that Gregory was married, though he points out there is not much evidence to determine whether he
kept his wife after being appointed bishop (Jean Daniélou, “Introduction,” 9; Jean Daniélou, “Le mariage de
Grégoire de Nysse et la chronologie de sa vie,” Revue des Etudes Augustiniennes, Volume 2, Number 1-2 [1956]:
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social, economic, and political milieux of the Cappadocian Fathers and their congregations.
More general studies, like Andrea Sterk’s 2004 book Renouncing the World Yet Leading the
Church: The Monk-Bishop in Late Antiquity, examine the social and ecclesiastical conditions
that shaped the episcopal experience of bishops like the Cappadocians.?* Some recent works like
Susan R. Holman’s 2001 The Hungry are Dying: Beggars and Bishops in Roman Cappadocia
and Vasiliki Limberis’ 2011 Architects of Piety: The Cappadocian Fathers and the Cult of the
Martyrs explicitly draw on parts of Gregory’s oeuvre (homilies and orations, respectively) as
case studies for different aspects of fourth-century Christian life.?? These reconstructions evince
an abiding scholarly interest in the connections or overlap between Gregory’s personal
experiences and his literary output.

This is an interest Gregory himself shares. He displays an active and earnestly pastoral
and pedagogical approach to his social world through his letters and addresses to a broad range
of interlocutors — young priests, fellow bishops, lay congregations, women, non-Christian

rhetors, members of the imperial family, and devotees of famous saints and martyrs.2® Whether

71-78). For a summary of the debate over Theosebeia and Cynegius, see Anna M. Silvas, Gregory of Nyssa: The
Letters. Introduction, Translation, and Commentary. Supplements to Vigiliae Christianae 83 (Leiden: Brill, 2007),
pp 15-18. Suffice it to say here that Gregory’s Epistles 13, 14, and 197 and the treatise De virginitate have been
pored over by numerous scholars who come to quite different conclusions.

20 Raymond Van Dam, Becoming Christian: the Conversion of Roman Cappadocia (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2003); Raymond Van Dam, Families and Friends; Raymond Van Dam, Kingdom of Snow:
Roman Rule and Greek Culture in Cappadocia (Philadephia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2002).

2L Andrea Sterk, Renouncing the World Yet Leading the Church: The Monk-Bishop in Late Antiquity (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2004).

22 Susan R. Holman, The Hungry are Dying: Beggars and Bishops in Roman Cappadocia (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2001); Limberis, Architects of Piety.

23 See collected letters in Silvas, Gregory of Nyssa: The Letters. The pedagogical approach is summarized well in
Morwenna Ludlow, “Texts, Teachers and Pupils in the Writings of Gregory of Nyssa” in Literature and Society in
the Fourth Century AD: Performing Paideia, Constructing the Present, Presenting the Self, edited by Lieve Van
Hoof and Peter VVan Nuffelen, Mnemosyne Supplements, Monographs on Greek and Latin Language and Literature,
volume 373 (Leiden: Brill, 2014): 83-102.
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forging letters to Basil in the name of an uncle to mend a familial rift (see Basil, Epistles 58, 59,
60)?* or recommending the student Cynegius to the Athenian rhetor Libanius (Gregory, Epistles
13 and 14), Gregory frequently shows his concern for using the word, spoken and written, to
foster and preserve human connection.

His diverse corpus reflects the highly creative intellect of this pastor, theologian, and
teacher. However, some have identified his less than systematic expressions of doctrine and,
more troubling still, his apparent acceptance of Origen’s teachings about apokatastasis (universal
salvation) as problematic aspects of his literary production.?® As Anthony Meredith points out,
however, we should keep in view the occasional nature of most of Gregory’s texts, since they

were “written in response to particular challenges he and the Church felt themselves called on to

24 Basil rebukes Gregory in Basil, Epistle 58. Basil, Epistle 59 is an appeal to the uncle, another Gregory, for
reconciliation, and Epistle 60 to the uncle comments on Gregory of Nyssa’s previously demonstrated unreliability in
communicating the uncle’s words to Basil.

%5 Gregory’s thought is characterized as unsystematic in, for example, Rowan Williams, “Macrina’s Deathbed
Revisited: Gregory of Nyssa on Mind and Passion,” in Christian Faith and Greek Philosophy in Late Antiquity:
Essays in tribute to George Christopher Stead, Ely Professor of Divinity, University of Cambridge (1971-1980), in
celebration of his eightieth birthday, 9™ April 1993, edited by Lionel R. Wickham and Caroline P. Bammell, assisted
by Erica C.D. Hunter, Supplements to Vigiliae Christianae 19 (Leiden: Brill, 1993): 227-246, 228.

For Gregory’s reception of Origenic thought, see recent discussion in Ilaria Ramelli, “Christian Soteriology and
Christian Platonism: Origen, Gregory of Nyssa, and the Biblical and Philosophical Basis of the Doctrine of
Apokatastasis,” Vigiliae Christianae 61 (2007): 313-356; Ilaria Ramelli, “Harmony between Arkhé and Telos in
Patristic Platonism and the Imagery of Astronomical Harmony Applied to Apokatastasis,” The International Journal
of the Platonic Tradition 7 (2013): 1-49. Several scholars have pointed out that we must, of course, be cautious in
claiming a through-line from Origen to Gregory. In his 2002 article on how Origen and Gregory treat the Lord’s
Prayer, Meredith writes, “The conclusion of this investigation is that neither in thought nor in vocabulary or use of
Scripture is there very much in common between the two writers. Even if Gregory knew Origen’s treatment of The
Lord’s Prayer, he made very little use of it; and the probability is that he was ignorant of it. If this is true, it is
another indication of the doubtfulness of the facile suggestion that Gregory is to be thought of as a disciple of
Origen (albeit at several removes, through his grandmother Macrina and Gregory the Wonder-worker). The
evidence of these five sermons hardly supports such a claim” (Anthony Meredith, “Origen and Gregory of Nyssa on
the Lord’s Prayer,” Heythrop Journal, Volume 43 (2002): 344-356, 355). A further complication arises when we
consider that even the connection through Gregory Thaumaturgus is tenuous at best: on the basis of the VGT, it is
unclear and even doubtful that Nyssen knew Thaumaturgus’ theological writings. See Raymond Van Dam,
“Hagiography and History: The Life of Gregory Thaumaturgus,” Classical Antiquity Volume 1 (1982): 272-308,
and Jean Bernardi, La Predication des peres cappadociens, le predicateur et son auditoire. Publications de la
Faculté des lettres et sciences humaines de 1'Université de Montpellier, 30, (Paris: Presses universitaires de France,
1968), especially page 301.

9



face. This means in practice that we sometimes find him using quite inconsistent models in his
desire to dispose of objections to his own particular understanding of the gospel.”?® Since the
three bioi are, in Gregory’s own formulation, written for a contextually grounded didactic
purpose, the occasions for their composition require discussion.
Il. Three biographical narratives

The extant form of The Life of Gregory Thaumaturgus (VGT) is a narrative expansion of
a commemorative oration Gregory delivered in 379 or 380 CE in Neocaesarea, the seat of the
text’s eponymous “Wonderworker” bishop (ca. 210/215-ca. 270/275 CE).?” The oration was
originally delivered to a live audience of Neocaesarean citizens, most likely Christians gathered
for Thaumaturgus’ feast day. Accordingly, it begins with an address that reflects its initial live
delivery. Scholars believe the extant form of the text includes some additions to the original
address; as Slusser puts it, “we may assume that Gregory of Nyssa added such improvements as
he wished before letting the oration circulate more widely.”?® This wider audience was probably
a group of Christians interested in learning about a luminary of the Church. As Stephen Mitchell

has shown, the majority of the information Gregory offered was “no more than pious fiction.”?

% Anthony Meredith, Gregory of Nyssa (New York: Routledge, 1999), 15.

27 A recent summary of the scholarly debate surrounding the dating of the original delivery and the location may be
found in Pierre Maraval, “Introduction,” 14-23. Its delivery relative to the death of Basil in 379 CE and the Council
of Constantinople in 381 CE is somewhat unclear, though Maraval suggests, on the basis of Gregory’s Epistle 19,
that Gregory could indeed have delivered the speech in Neocaesarea in the autumn of 379 CE. Stephen Mitchell
proposes the precise date of November 17, 379. November 17 would have been the anniversary of Thaumaturgus’
death, and the date is preserved independently in the Latin Life (Stephen Mitchell, “The Life and Lives of Gregory
Thaumaturgus,” in Portraits of Spiritual Authority: Religious Power in Early Christianity, Byzantium and the
Christian Orient, ed. Jan Willem Drijvers and John W. Watt, Religions in the Graeco-Roman World, Volume 137
[Leiden: Brill, 1999]: 99-138, 115).

28 Michael Slusser, “Introduction,” in St. Gregory Thaumaturgus: Life and Works. The Fathers of the Church, a new
translation, Volume 98 (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1998): 1-37, 16. Basing his
division on that proposed by Koetschau, Slusser takes Gregory’s remarks about “resuming” (éroavalofdv) the story
of Thaumaturgus’ early priesthood as an indication that he is adding a new section (VGT 96.8).

29 Stephen Mitchell, “The Life and Lives,” 99.
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Thaumaturgus becomes, in Gregory’s hands, an exemplar of Christian wisdom and a model for
successful evangelization of the Pontic region, but the historical details of Thaumaturgus’ life are
inaccurate when considered against the evidence from the earlier bishop’s own autobiographical
writings.*°

Gregory describes his older sister’s life, death, and burial in The Life of Saint Macrina
(VSM), a text he writes in approximately 382 CE from the position of an eyewitness and
admirer; this narrative presents Macrina (ca. 327-379 CE) as a model of virtues, with a special
emphasis on her philosophical self-control. Vasiliki Limberis has argued that this bios, with its
emphasis on asceticism, allows Gregory to claim a privileged connection to the “celestial family”
of martyrs.3! The extended account of events that technically occurred immediately before and
after Macrina’s death is much longer than the summary of her life, and that dilation makes this a
somewhat atypical bios. Gregory addresses an epistolary opening to a family friend who asked
for an account of the virtuous woman’s life and death. Internal comments about the effect
Macrina’s death had on a large community (VSM 33), and Gregory’s prooimion suggest the text
was intended for a more general readership.®?

Finally, the Life of Moses (VM) that Gregory wrote in approximately 390 CE recounts,
with extensive exegetical reflections, the life and work of the biblical Moses, taking its raw
material from the Scriptural record in Exodus through Deuteronomy, but purporting to offer a

universally applicable account of “the life of perfect virtue.”*3 This text, unlike the other two, is

30 Mitchell points out that Eusebius’ information about Thaumaturgus’ early life, including his name change from
Theodore to Gregory, probably came from the In Origenem (Mitchell, “The Life and Lives,” 105).

3L Limberis, Architects of Piety, 109ff.

32 The prooimion will be discussed in Chapter 1.

33 On the dating of the Life of Moses, a contentious subject, Ann Conway-Jones offers a clear summary of the stakes
(Ann Conway-Jones, Gregory of Nyssa’s Tabernacle Imagery in its Jewish and Christian Contexts (Oxford: Oxford
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divided into two distinct sections. First a historia recounts the events of Moses’ life, closely
following the Scriptural narrative and giving a generally faithful summary. Then Gregory returns
to the beginning and tells the full story again in what he calls a theoria. As he puts it near the
beginning of his text, “then we will seek out the sense (didvoia) that corresponds to the history
(iocTopia), for counsel (bmoBjxn) about virtue.”** In this second, longer section of the text he
provides more detailed interpretive comments linking Moses’ experiences and activities to
contemporary Christian life and practice. The two accounts nevertheless both proceed
sequentially, relating Moses’ life from birth to death. The text’s addressee is one Caesarius,
named in VM 11.319. The K manuscript of the text adds “monk” or “solitary” (pnovoydc) with the
name, contributing to a traditional argument that the addressee was a young priest. Other
scholars contend this Caesarius may be (a) Gregory’s son, (b) Caesarius the brother of Gregory
Nazianzen, or (c) a totally separate individual.®® Because Gregory speaks of more readers than
just this addressee in the body of the VM, it seems a fair assumption that he imagined some

form of communal reading or wider dissemination for the text.

University Press, 2014).). While Daniélou puts the work near the end of Gregory’s life because he considers it a
reflection of Gregory’s mature theology, Heine insists on an earlier date to situate the composition within the
context of debates with Eunomius (Ronald E. Heine, Gregory of Nyssa’s Treatise on the Inscriptions of the Psalms:
Introduction, Translation, and Notes, Oxford Early Christian Studies [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995], 63).
Conway-Jones astutely notes that “The real disagreement is not about dating, but about the nature of the treatise. Is it
mysticism or polemical theology? Agreeing with Daniélou’s dating does not preclude seeing the treatise differently”
(Conway-Jones, Gregory of Nyssa’s Tabernacle Imagery, 26). | follow her lead in accepting the later date but
positing ongoing polemical concerns about the nature of human knowledge and conceptions of the divine nature that
had become central to Gregory’s thought.

34 .ot v Tpdopopov T icTopin Sidvoray &i¢ apetiic VmodKnV dvalntioouey (VM 1.15).

% In the absence of further evidence, | am inclined to believe one of the latter two options. Evidence for Gregory’s
possible marriage and family is cogently discussed in Silvas, Gregory of Nyssa: The Letters, 15-25. The brother of
Gregory Nazianzus is known from Gregory Nazianzen’s funeral oration for Caesarius, Oration 7, his Epistles 7 and
20, and Basil’s letter to him, Epistle 26.

36 Examples will be discussed in Chapters 3 and 4.
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I11. Genre: encomiastic bios

In 1987, Arnoldo Momigliano wrote that

Generally speaking, one can say that Gregory of Nyssa in the variety of his

biographical experiments is at the center of the transformation of biography in the

fourth century. No other gives us a sequence comparable with that provided by

Gregory of Nyssa in the lives of Moses, of Gregory Thaumaturgus, of his brother

Basilius, and of his sister Macrina, not to speak of minor but by no means

insignificant pieces such as the sermon on Bishop Meletius of Antioch.*’
Notwithstanding this compelling assessment, the bioi of Moses, Thaumaturgus, and Macrina
remain understudied as a collection. A 1984 volume of essays, originating from the Fifth
International Colloquium on Gregory of Nyssa held in Mainz in 1982, did classify the VM,
VGT, and VSM as texts sharing a common genre.®® The essays included cover subjects from
martyrological motifs®® to “the holy death-bed””* to a comparison between the VSM, Porphyry’s
Life of Plotinus, and Iamblichus’ On the Pythagorean Life.** However, now more than thirty
years later, works that treat the three texts together remain unusual in a scholarly field that, with

surprising consistency, still deals with these works separately, as representatives of discrete

theological projects and even different genres. The VM is studied among Gregory’s exegetical

37 Arnoldo Momigliano, On Pagans, Jews, and Christians (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1987),
176. He goes on to point out, in particular, the neglect of the VM as a biographical work: “Paradoxically, the life of
Moses by Gregory of Nyssa has suffered perhaps from too much attention, for it has been studied in isolation from
the rest of Gregory of Nyssa’s biographical work” (Momigliano, On Pagans, 216).

38 Andreas Spira, ed. The Biographical Works of Gregory of Nyssa. Patristic Monograph Series 12 (Philadelphia:
The Philadelphia Patristic Foundation, Ltd., 1984).

3% Monique Alexandre, “Les nouveaux martyrs. Motifs martyrologiques dans la vie des saints et thémes
hagiographiques dans 1’éloge des martyrs chez Grégoire de Nysse,” in Spira, The Biographical Works, 33-70.

40 John T. Cummings, “The Holy Death-Bed, Saint and Penitent, Variation of a Theme,” in Spira, The Biographical
Works, 241-263.

41 Anthony Meredith, “A Comparison between the Vita S. Macrinae of Gregroy of Nyssa, the Vita Plotini of
Porphyry and the De Vita Pythagorica of lamblichus,” in Spira, The Biographical Works, 181-195.
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works*? and as a treatise on Christian mysticism.*® The VSM is identified as a hagiographical
account especially useful for the insight it provides into the family of two Cappadocian Fathers;*

fourth-century liturgical and devotional practices, including female monasticism;* and

42 See Frances M. Young on the VM as a model of paraenetic exegesis in a figural mode in Young, Biblical
Exegesis, 259-263. J. Warren Smith identifies the work as a “biographical allegory” in J. Warren Smith, “Macrina,
Tamer of Horses and Healer of Souls: Grief and the Therapy of Hope in Gregory of Nyssa’s De Anima et
Resurrectione,” Journal of Theological Studies, VVolume 52, part 1 (October 2000): 37-60, 54. Ilaria Ramelli’s
detailed explications of both Origen and Gregory study the classical philosophical roots of their allegorical exegesis.
See Ilaria Ramelli, “Philosophical Allegoresis of Scripture in Philo and its Legacy in Gregory of Nyssa,” The Studia
Philonica Annual: Studies in Hellenistic Judaism 20, edited by David T. Runia and Gregory E. Sterling (Atlanta:
Society of Biblical Literature, 2008): 55-99.

43 The identification of Gregory as a mystical theologian extends back to Jean Daniélou, Platonisme et théologie
mystique: essai sur la doctrine spirituelle de Saint Grégoire de Nysse (Paris: Editions Montaigne, 1953). His
position (and dissenting positions) are addressed in Chapter 3.

Another thread in recent scholarship, which is not strictly relevant for this dissertation, but which is compelling for
its interest in audience, deals with Gregory’s potential impact on contemporary theological discussions. See for
example the collected essays in Sarah Coakley, ed., Re-Thinking Gregory of Nyssa (Malden, MA; Blackwell
Publishing, 2003).

44 For example, the text is used alongside other references in Basil and Gregory Nazianzus to reconstruct a
composite portrait of Macrina in Anna M. Silvas, Macrina the Younger, philosopher of God (Turnhout: Brepols,
2008). Kate Cooper suggests the text can be read as “the story of a Christian dynasty, and of how an ideal of
Christian commitment was handed down through the women of a family across three generations” (Kate Cooper,
“‘The Life of Angels’,” Band of Angels: The Forgotten World of Early Christian Women [New York: The Overlook
Press, 2013]: 163-90, 164). There has been a shift away from mining the VSM for traces of the historical Macrina
among some scholars, including Elisabeth A. Clark, who argues that accounts of holy women like Macrina are
“‘literature,” and not simply ‘documents’ (in case you wish to make that distinction) and hence are readily subject to
literary analysis and critique” (Elisabeth A Clark, “Holy Women, Holy Words: Early Christian Women, Social
History, and the ‘Linguistic Turn’,” JECS, volume 6 [1998]: 413-430, 418.). See also J. Warren Smith, “A Just and
Reasonable Grief: The Death and Function of a Holy Woman in Gregory of Nyssa’s Life of Macrina” JECS, volume
12, number 1 (Spring 2004): 57-84. Smith uses the VSM as a starting point to examine the function of the fourth-
century “holy woman,” partially following Clark. Since he takes the position that “drawing an exact line between
history and Nyssen’s literary license is impossible,” he concentrates on “how Nyssen uses the figure of his sister to
represent the ideal of ascetic piety” and argues that she has a “function as a mediator of hope” (Smith, “A Just and
Reasonable Grief,” 63-64; 59).

4 Gillian Cloke, This Female Man of God: Women and Spiritual Power in the Patristic Age, AD 350-450 (London:
Routledge, 1995); Cloke points out that in the VSM, Macrina exemplifies not only a very Roman emphasis on the
univira (woman married only once, pp. 31-32), but also the virgin life (pp.61-63) and spiritual motherhood (p. 144).
Peter Brown incorporates Gregory’s portrait of Macrina into his account of women’s ascetic practices and new
social roles in his The Body and Society: Men, Women, and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1988). See also Peter Brown, Power and Persuasion. On the VSM as a window into
Gregory’s conception of eucharistic presence, see Derek Krueger, “Writing and the Liturgy of Memory in Gregory
of Nyssa’s Life of Macrina,” JECS Volume 8, Number 4 (Winter 2000): 483-510. Stavroula Constantinou classifies
the VSM under one of six categories of female roles in her study of women’s performance of sanctity in Byzantine
Passions and Lives. The roles are as follows: the martyr, the penitent, the cross-dresser, the nun, the abbess (her
classification of Macrina, p. 130), and the pious wife (Stavroula Constantinou, Female Corporeal Performances:
Reading the Body in Byzantine Passions and Lives of Holy Women, Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis, Studia Byzantina
Upsaliensia 9 [Uppsala: Uppsala University, 2005], 17).
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Gregory’s views on asceticism.*® The VGT is taken as a festal oration that may provide either
reliable or legendary information about the historical Thaumaturgus and Cappadocian reception
of his writings (or lack thereof).*” Yet it remains the case that all these three texts are examples
of encomiastic bios, even if their similarities and differences have not been extensively studied
according to the rules for the genre.

A. Encomiastic compositions

Gregory makes clear in each text that he will praise the excellence of its subject. In the
VGT, he twice refers to the oration he is about to deliver as a “speech in praise” (6 &movoc),*®

the technical term for a speech of praise or panegyric used by rhetorical theorists including

46 The scholarly focus on ascetic teaching in the VSM is reflected in how the text is grouped with other works by
Gregory. For example, the Fathers of the Church series includes it in a volume of “Ascetical Works,” and the
Escriptors Cristians edition groups it with two other “Obres Ascétiques.” Individual studies reflect similar
approaches. See Julia Burman, “Death and gender in late Antiquity: A case study of the death of Saint Macrina” in
Gender, Cult, and Culture in the Ancient World from Mycenae to Byzantium: Proceedings of the Second Nordic
Symposium on Gender and Women'’s History in Antiquity (Helsinki 20-22 October 2000), ed. Lena Larsson Lovén
and Agneta Stromberg (Savedalen: Paul Astréms Forlag, 2003): 140-150; Fotis Vasileiou, “At a Still Point of a
Turning World: Privacy and Asceticism in Gregory of Nyssa’s Life of St. Macrina” Byzantion, volume 82 (2012):
451-463.

47 See especially Slusser’s introductory essay in the Fathers of the Church series volume on Thaumaturgus; William
Telfer, “The Cultus of St. Gregory Thaumaturgus,” Harvard Theological Review vol. 29 no. 4 (1936): pp 225-344;
Raymond Van Dam, “Hagiography and History.” A particularly balanced view of the historical reliability of the
VGT may be found in Blossom Stefaniw, “Gregory Taught, Gregory Written: The effacement and definition of
individualization in the Address to Origen and the Life of Gregory the Wonderworker” in Reflections on Religious
Individuality: Greco-Roman and Judaeo-Christian Texts and Practices, ed. Jorg Rupke and Wolfgang Spickerman,
Religionsgeschichtliche Versuche und Vorarbeiten 62 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2012): 119-143. Stefaniw also uses the
text to study the history of ideas. She examines the VGT alongside Thaumaturgus’ own Address to Origen, in order
“to trace shifts in the scope for and form of individualisation from the early third to the late fourth century, in terms
of the religious representation of one person” (Stefaniw, “Gregory Taught,” 119). Arnoldo Momigliano seems to
waver between genres, referring to the VGT as “this life or rather panegyric” in his “The Life of St. Macrina by
Gregory of Nyssa,” 213. Michel van Esbroeck also provides the somewhat inappropriate generic classification as
“panegyric” in his discussion in “The Syriac Versions of the Panegyric of Gregory of Nyssa on Gregory the
Wonderworker and of the Life of the Same” Journal of Eastern Christian Studies, Volume 56 (2004): 1-13. He
seems to be basing this classification on the Syriac title. Also revealing is the publication of the “Eloge de Grégoire
le Thaumaturge” with “Eloge de Basile” in a single 2014 volume (Pierre Maraval, transl. and ed., Grégoire de
Nysse, Eloge de Grégoire le Thaumaturge, Eloge de Basile, Sources Chrétiennes 573 [Paris: Les Editions du Cerf,
2014)).

8 VGT 1and VGT 3.
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Avristotle.*® Gregory also describes what he is about to say as “laudatory speech” (edenpio, VGT
2)°0 and refers to its subject as “the one being praised in an encomium” (¢ykopolopevoc).>t

In the VSM, he does not use this technical terminology, but calls his account a “lengthy
narrative” (poapnyopia), a probable play on his sister’s name.>> However, the intent to praise her
is still clear. His first reference to Macrina in the text is as an “esteemed” (€030K1OC)
individual;®® this word was typically used to describe someone or something as honored or
glorious, and in Gregory’s own COrpus it appears more often as a quality of persons or as a
substantive adjective than as a quality of inanimate objects, suggesting its use here also has to do
with the excellent quality of Macrina’s soul.>* Throughout, he speaks positively of her qualities:
her striking beauty is “worth marveling at” (Bovpalewv d&ov, VSM 4), and he notes that “the
virtue of the great Macrina showed through” at certain points in her life (diepdvn tiig peyding
Maxkpivng 1 apet, VSM 10).

As in the VSM, in the VM Gregory does not employ technical terminology for praise but
indicates in other ways that praise is a major part of his work. Gregory also refers to Moses as

“esteemed” (g0d0K0G), even using the term within a statement reminding readers of the

program of the whole work: “We said straightaway in the prooimion that the lives of honored

49 Aristotle writes in Rhetorica 1367h.27, “Panegyric is a speech exhibiting greatness of virtue“ (¥otiv & &movog
Loyog énpaviCmv péyebog apetilg). Menander, on the other hand, makes no distinction between éykopiov and
gmavog (see Menander 1.331.15).
%0 This designation is repeated at VGT 11. Gregory also uses sdgnpio apparently interchangeably with éykdpiov and
grmawvog in other parts of his corpus (LGO, s.v. “svenuia.”). See, for example, his classification of De virginitate as
both gdenuio and éyxduiov for virginity in just a few lines (Gregory, De virginitate GNO Online 31.251.24-252.3).
5 Further discussion of how Gregory will go about praising Thaumaturgus may be found in Chapter 1, under the
heading prooimion.
52 Derek Krueger, “Writing and the Liturgy of Memory,” 484.
BVSM 1.
*LGO, s.v. “ebd0K1n0G.”
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men have been set forth as a pattern of virtue for those to follow” (e06vg év mpoorpiorg
EMEIMOVTEC TAV VOOKIH®V AvOp®V TOoVG Blovg €ig dpeTiic Vmodetypa Toig £pe&iic TpokeicOat, VM
11.48).%° The “example” (Vnoderypa) must be shown to be praiseworthy if it is to be imitated.
The work of such praise belongs most properly to epideictic rhetoric, that branch of
rhetoric concerned with “praise or blame.”® In the late fourth-century when Gregory was
writing, a composition describing and lauding a person could take the form of an encomium
(&ykdpov), a eulogy, or a panegyric.®” Handbooks of rhetorical exercises for students offer brief
sample encomia for Thucydides and for wisdom, among other topics.*® However, praise for an
individual could be incorporated into other types of compositions. Aristotle notes that “praise
(8mouvog) and counsels (cvufoviai) have a common aspect... whenever you desire to praise
(émawveiv), look to what you would suggest; whenever you desire to suggest (bmo8écfat), look to
what you would praise.”® An orator delivering a deliberative speech might spend some time
praising the course of action he is trying to persuade an audience to take. Given Gregory’s stated
aim of offering readers a “benefit” (k€pdog) and exhorting them to “translate” (uetapépw) the

exemplar’s virtue into their own lives, he seems to be combining the praise of an epideictic

%5 In the body of the text, Gregory refers to two of Moses’ deeds as “esteemed” or “glorious:” his education (tpon,
VM 11.308) and his birth (toxog, VM 11.1).
% Definition from Aristotle, Rhetorica 1.3 (1358b): émdeiktucod 8¢ 10 pév Emavog o 88 yoyoc.
STLSJ, s.v. “gykmwov.” In addition to praising illustrious figures from history and literature, rhetors composed
eulogies for the dead and panegyrics for living figures. There was also a collection of encomia for obvious and even
unlikely subjects, from human beings to abstract concepts. Perhaps the most famous example of the “paradoxical
encomia” (mrapado&a £ykdua) is a speech in praise of baldness (Calvitii encomium) by Synesius of Cyrene (ca. 370-
413 CE); this seems to have been composed as a comical response to a speech in praise of hair (Encomium comae)
by the famous Greek orator Dio Chrysostom (see additional references and examples in Theodore C. Burgess,
Epideictic Literature, The University of Chicago Studies in Classical Philology [Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1902], 160-166.).
%8 Aphthonius, Progymnasmata 8, Rabe 22-27.
59 "Eyet 82 xowov €160g 6 Emavog kai ai cupBoviai... dtav Enawveiv Bovdn, 8pa ti dv drdboto, kai dtav vrTodicOa,
Opa ti Gv Emouvécelag (Aristotle, Rhetorica 1.9.36 [1368a].).
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composition with the persuasion to action of deliberative rhetoric.

In these three texts, Gregory also treats the major subjects that were typically praised in
encomia. The authors of rhetorical téyvar (handbooks) organize those topics that should be
treated in an encomium under a fairly standard outline of “rhetorical heads,” or kephalaia. Such
an outline is preserved by Aphthonius, a student of the great rhetor Libanius at Constantinople
and a fourth-century CE contemporary of Gregory.®® Aphthonius was a teacher of rhetoric who
composed a handbook of rhetorical exercises (progymnasmata) which offers a description of
encomium similar to what Gregory himself would have been taught in the fourth century:

This then is the division of the encomium. You should make it with the following

headings (kephalaia). You will construct a prooimion appropriate to the

hypothesis; then you will put the origin (genos), which you will divide into nation,

homeland, ancestors, and parents; then upbringing (anatrophe), which you will

divide into habits and trade and principles; then you will make the greatest

heading of encomia, the deeds (praxeis), which you will divide into those of soul

and body and chance; soul, as courage or prudence; body, as beauty or swiftness

or strength; and chance, as power and wealth and friends; after these a comparison

(synkrisis) by juxtaposition, attributing greatness to the thing being treated in the

encomium; then an epilogue (epilogos) especially belonging to a prayer.5!

This series of topics assumes a chronological model for narrating the subject’s life circumstances

and emphasizing her admirable attributes and deeds, and it is a model that Gregory more or less

follows in the bioi. Other authors, including Aelius Theon, propose arranging the text to cover

% This may also be the same Libanius who trained Basil. See Anna M. Silvas, Gregory of Nyssa: The Letters, and
Meredith, Gregory of Nyssa, 1-5.

61°H pgv ovv 61(11p801g abt 100 Eykopiov: Epydoaio 8’ avtod T016dE TOig KEPaAiOLg: npoomlacn UEV TPOG TNV
oboay HroBectv- et OMoelc TO YEVoC, O SlapNoELS mg £0voc, matpida, TPOoYOVOLE Kai TATEPOG: ELTA AVATPOPTY, HV
Sroupnoeig gig mtndedpato Kai TévNV Kai VOHoUG: £lta O HéYIGTOoV TV KooV Kepdlatov £noicelc Tig Tpaselc,
G Ol oELS €IC WYuynV Kol o®dpo Kol TOynv, Woxnyv HEV g avdpeiav §j @povnoty, odpo 8& g KAAAOG Tj Téyoc f
papnv, toynv 8¢ dg duvaoteiov Kol TAodToV kod eilovg: €l TOVTOLG TIV GUYKPIOLY €K TAPAOEcEDMS CLVAYWOV TQ
gykoualopéve 1o ueilov- eita éniloyov evyf) nddiov mpoonkovta (Aphthonius, Progymnasmata 8, Rabe 22).
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actions that pertain to virtues thematically, rather than chronologically.®? In choosing particular
deeds and qualities to praise, Gregory is certainly influenced by his Christian theology, but the
sequence of kephalaia remains constant.5® Where Gregory departs from or comments on his use
of encomiastic kephalaia that would have been familiar to his readers, he tends to explain these
divergences as a matter of deliberate authorial choice.

The texts should be considered examples of encomiastic biography rather than encomia
proper, because Gregory identifies them as accounts of his subjects’ lives. The majority of
encomia and panegyrics are also much more brief than any of the three texts; even Isocrates’
Evagoras, a rather lengthy speech of praise, is only some 4600 words.%* Theodore Burgess, in his
1902 University of Chicago dissertation Epideictic Literature provides a clear definition of what

he calls encomiastic “method”:

62 Aelius Theon draws a sharp distinction between encomium and narrative as literary forms: “After this we will
take up actions and successes, not one after another as though we were giving a narrative...” Here Kennedy follows
the Budé edition of Patillon and Bolognesi, which adds “for narrative is characteristic of historians” from the
Armenian. Aelius Theon goes on describing the proper approach, “but while writing we arrange each according to
one of the virtues, then describing the deeds, such as writing that he was temperate and then adding immediately
what temperate deed was done by him, and similarly with the other virtues.” peta 8¢ Tadta Tag TPALels Kai Td
kotopBdpata TapoAnydueda ovk £peéiig 81nyouu€v01 [addition here] Aéyovtec yap GAla mpootibepey katd piov
EKGOTNV ApeThV, Enerto T Epyo S1eE10VTEG, 010V HTL iV GOPPOV, TPOrEYEwY Kai Empépety £000C, Ti adTd
SOEPOVNTIKOV Epyov TémpakTol, Opoing €l tov GAlwv dpetdv (Aelius Theon, Progymnasmata 8, Spengel 112;
George A. Kennedy, transl., Progymnasmata: Greek Textbooks of Prose Composition and Rhetoric, Writings from
the Greco-Roman World 10 [Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003], 52). Contemporary scholars have shown
that in fact this distinction between chronological and topical arrangements is rarely strictly observed in texts from
Gregory’s period or earlier. For a good brief discussion of the overlap and distinctions between historiography and
biography (especially Christian biography/hagiography), see Simon Swain, “Biography and Biographic in the
Literature of the Roman Empire,” in Portraits: Biographical Representation in the Greek and Latin Literature of the
Roman Empire, ed. M.J. Edwards and Simon Swain (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997): 1-37, esp. pp 23-21. Patricia
Cox specifically states that “chronology does not provide the structural referent for the narration of the holy man’s
life” (Patricia Cox, Biography in Late Antiquity: A Quest for the Holy Man [Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1983], 57).

83 As Robert C. Gregg writes of the use of encomiastic topics in Cappadocian consolatory texts: “It is undeniable...
that the things singled out for praise in Basil’s epistles as well as in the orations of the Gregories often bear the
stamp of their religion, and make the basis for commendation those attributes which cannot be understood apart
from the values and practices of the Christian community in fourth-century Cappadocia” (Gregg, Consolation
philosophy, 142).

84 Similarly, Isocrates’ Helenae encomium is approximately 3700 words in length.
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The word “encomium” is used sometimes in a loose way, with merely the general

idea of laudatory style. It stands here for a point of view and a method of

treatment. It is also used for a distinct division of literature, a laudatory

composition on some assigned theme and following conventional rules. It is a

presentation, with more or less extravagant praise, of the good qualities of a

person or thing.%®
We might take the encomiastic method described by Burgess as the naming of a literary
“mode,” using the term as defined by Alastair Fowler. In his Kinds of Literature: An
Introduction to the Theory of Genres and Modes, Fowler explains that “when a modal term is
linked with the name of a kind, it refers to a combined genre, in which the overall form is
determined by the kind alone.”®® That is, the encomiastic project of each bios and the familiar
structural features of encomium that Gregory employs do not make the texts encomia. Their
basic kind is biography or bios.
B. Bios

In arguing that these texts are bioi, | am aware that the term has a complex history and
range of possible definitions. Modern scholars vary in their assessments of the mechanics and
aims of biographical writing from the fifth century BCE through the fourth century CE and
beyond. The broad outlines of the genre as it would have been known in Gregory’s time are
generally agreed upon, and the concise but insightful lectures of Arnoldo Momigliano provide

what is still a helpful basic definition based on content: a biography relates an “account of the

life of a man from birth to death.”®” Yet the specific contours of bios continue to be debated.

8 Burgess, Epideictic Literature, 113.

% Alastair Fowler, Kinds of Literature: An Introduction to the Theory of Genres and Modes (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1982), 107. For a more full definition of mode, see pages 106-11 of the book.

57 Arnoldo Momigliano, The Development of Greek Biography (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1971),
11.
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Many maintain that biography was either an offshoot or subcategory of historiographical
writing,% perhaps stemming from “the development of the concept of individualism” even
before the Hellenistic period.®® Others, including Burgess (1902) and more recently Tomas Hagg
and Philip Rousseau (2000) have noted the connection between biography and panegyric,

speeches honoring a living individual, usually a member of the imperial family.”® Duane Reed

8 See Christina Shuttleworth Kraus, “Historiography and Biography” in A Companion to Latin Literature, ed.
Stephen Harrison (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2005): 241-256. The contention that biography is history is
not without basis. For example, the Progymnasmata of Aelius Theon classifies biography within historical writing,
though as its own type: “There are several genres of historical writing...Biographical writing also belongs to this
genre; for example, accounts of noble lives by Aristoxenus the musician and others by Satyrus” (Aelius Theon,
Progymnasmata, transl. Kennedy, Progymnasmata, 68, from the French Patillon and Bolognesi edition, which he
calls “an English translation of a French translation of a reconstruction of a Greek text from an Armenian translation
of'it,” Kennedy Progymnasmata, 64). See also the fine point made by Bruno Gentili and Giovanni Cerri, that
classifying biography as or separate from history was a problem ancient historiographers also grappled with: “we
must...recognize that the two notions are initmately connected to two different conceptions of history: on the one
hand history understood as a series of political events alone, on the other history seen as an anthropology that
embraces all aspects of human life: selective history or global history. This diversity of approach to history, as
Momigliano points out... underlies the contemporary debate; but, we must add, it was also operative in the
historiographic thought of the Greeks” (Bruno Gentili and Giovanni Cerri, History and Biography in Ancient
Thought, London Studies in Classical Philology 20 [Amsterdam: J.C. Gieben, 1988], 62).

I follow Burgess, who maintains a distinction between encomium and history “both in aim and method. History has
for its purpose the narration of events, the presentation of facts, usually in chronological order, and an impartial
interpretation of their relation to one another. It is not concerned with praise or blame, and is far from having a
theory to maintain for which facts must be chosen, some emphasized and some ignored, or even the truth sacrificed.
It lacks all personal bias.” Yet he notes, “The connection between the encomium and biography is still more
intimate. Biography is an essential part of history, but when made a separate composition it partakes of the nature of
both history and the encomium. A portrayal of character is the main aim in each, so events may be treated in
summary fashion; but the encomium gives more room for choice, idealization, omission.” Burgess, Epideictic
Literature, 116-117.

8 Gorgemanns, “Biography,” 647.

0 Burgess, Epideictic Literature, 102-109. In their introductory essay for a volume specifically devoted to
biography, panegyric, and “the transgression of the boundaries between them,” Tomas Hégg and Philip Rousseau
argue against a strict and simple division between the two types of texts in late antiquity, but nevertheless
acknowledge that “the beginnings of the two genres in the fourth century B.C. were distinct” (Tomas Hagg and
Philip Rousseau, “Introduction: Biography and Panegyric” in Greek Biography and Panegyric in Late Antiquity
[Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000] 1-2). Biographic elements, they point out, are to be found in both
types of text, and both may “offer a vividness of portraiture analogous to the almost tangible and vibrant images on
the mummy cases of Roman Egypt;” but they point out that “it is usual to regard panegyric as less reliable, because
of its professed aim to praise, and to think of biography as (ideally) more historically based,” since it could analyze a
subject no longer present (Hagg and Rousseau, “Introduction,” 13, 4). Ancient rhetorical theorists were similarly
interested in the place of praise in life-writing. In the first century Progymnasmata of Aelius Theon, there is a
warning in the section on encomium about the appropriate time to praise someone for good deeds: “Fine actions are
those praised after death (for people tend to flatter the living) or inversely, actions praised while we are still living
and overcoming the envy of many; for, according to Thucydides, envy is in rivalry with the living” (xaAai 6¢ giot
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Stuart (1928) suggested an expansion of "biography" to include a variety of texts interested in
the "transmission of personality."’* Perhaps most broadly, Mark Edwards and Simon Swain
(1997) have helpfully proposed a general category, “the biographic,” which can appear within a
variety of genres.” In contrast to this broad definition of bios, some would introduce further
distinctions within the category biography itself. As early as Friedrich Leo, writing in 1901, two
types of biography were distinguished: peripatetic (enjoyable) and Alexandrian (informative).”
Hé&gg points out that this division has largely been rejected in subsequent studies, but it has
remained informative for some scholars.” For example, philosophical/literary and political
biographies may sometimes still be treated as separate kinds of texts, named for their subjects’
occupations. In 1985, Joseph Geiger presented the works of Cornelius Nepos as examples of
political biography, a move largely unchallenged in the 2012 work of Rex Stem on Nepos.”

There is also debate over whether or not hagiography is a separate genre or should be
considered a sub-category of bios. Virginia Burrus, for example, proposes an expansive
description of hagiography that draws attention to the highly creative and transformative
potential of these texts:

Hagiography is a historical product, a queer, late version of the ancient novel,
emerging at the intersections of romance with biography, historiography,

TPA&eLs kal ol petd Bdvatov Enawvovpevarl Tovg yop {dvtag eidbact kodakevew, Kol avamoiw ai {dviav ETL udv
gykopalopeval Kol Tov TdV ToAOY eBovov dmepPaiidpevar eBGvog yap toig {dot katd Bovkvdidnv Tpdg T
avtirolov, Aelius Theon, Progymnasmata 9, Spengel 110). Although there is no sharp distinction here between
praise for the living and for the dead, our rhetor seems to share Plutarch’s concern for the dangers of xohakeia, and
to bear out Hagg and Rousseau’s contention that there was some historical separation of the two genres.

"L Duane Reed Stuart, Epochs of Greek and Roman Biography (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1928), 10.
2 M.J. Edwards and Simon Swain, editors, Portraits: Biographical Representation in the Greek and Latin
Literature of the Roman Empire (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997).

73 Friedrich Leo, Die griechisch-rémische Biographie nach ihrer literarischen Form (Leipzig: B.G. Teubner, 1901),
esp. 133-135.

4 Hagg, The Art of Biography, 67-68.

5 Joseph Geiger, Cornelius Nepos and Ancient Political Biography (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1985); Rex
Stem, The Political Biographies of Cornelius Nepos (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2012).
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panegyric, martyrology — a statement that does not so much define its genre as

announce its persistent subversions of genre, its promiscuous borrowings, its

polyphonous multiplication of contesting (and thus always compromised) voices,

its subtle and ever-shifting resistances within power, its layered remappings of

place and replottings of time, its repeated traversals of the boundaries of history

and fiction, truth and lies, the realms of the sacred and the profane.’
Burrus is certainly correct that the authors of early Christian biographical narratives combine
features of various genres, resulting in texts rich with literary allusion and echo. Nevertheless, |
find the classification of hagiographical texts under the umbrella of bios a more tenable
position;’” as Higg puts it, “*...biography as a creative literary force in the ancient world
continues seamlessly into the fourth century, invigorated by Christian writers and fertilized by
Christian concerns.”’® For the late fourth-century in which Gregory writes, it is not necessary to

speak of the hagiographical as a fully separate category, but rather to treat it as a literary mode

whose execution would have relied on a common set of rhetorical topoi, in line with Edwards

6 Virginia Burrus, The Sex Lives of Saints: An Erotics of Ancient Hagiography, Divinations: Rereading Late
Ancient Religion (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 18.

" pace Michael Stuart Williams, who considers Christian biography its own category, distinct from martyrology
(which narrates only one short piece of a life) and from hagiography (because it has more “secular” content); he
recognizes a “fraternal” relationship between Christian and non-Christian biography of the late antique period
(Michael Stuart Williams, Authorised Lives in Early Christian Biography: Between Eusebius and Augustine
[Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008], esp. the Introduction). Claudia Rapp writes, “more than mere
descriptive biographies, hagiographical texts are intended as narratives of role models” (Claudia Rapp, “City and
Citizenship as Christian Concepts of Community in Late Antiquity,” The City in the Classical and Post-Classical
World: Changing Contexts of Power and Identity, ed. Claudia Rapp and H.A. Drake [Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2014]: 153-166, 163).

Of course there are some exceptions to the drawing of a sharp distinction between biography and hagiography as
categories. See for example Turner, who uses the category “spiritual narratives” more broadly to include
hagiography, philosophical biography, and spiritual autobiography: “written works, or parts of written works which
purport to relate to real events but whose principal focus are religious or philosophical truths” (Peter Turner,
Truthfulness, Realism, Historicity: A Study in Late Antique Spiritual Literature [Surrey: Ashgate, 2012], 4). For an
overview of one branch of critique, see Felice Lifshitz, “Beyond Positivism and Genre: ‘Hagiographical’ Texts as
Historical Narrative” In Viator 25 (1994): 95-113. Lifshitz problematizes the category’s use and proposes seeing
“hagiography” as an ideological term for “fictional” or “legendary” texts defined in opposition to “historiography,”
although “there can be no simple definition of ‘hagiography’ or of historiography that does not conscientiously take
into account changing political contexts” (Lifshitz, “Beyond Positivism and Genre,” 97).

8 Hagg, The Art of Biography, 380.
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and Swain.”® That is, bioi can have more or less overt agendas vis-a-vis the presentation of
theological principles, but such an agenda is an aspect of the text that is not necessarily
determinative for its genre.®

Each of Gregory’s texts focuses on an individual and offers a narrative account of his or
her life and thus belongs to the generic category bios.®! In each text, he begins with the
exemplar’s birth and proceeds through the events of her life to narrate the circumstances of her
death and its impact on the community she led. This is true within each part of the VM; both
historia and theoria accounts proceed from birth to death chronologically. Across the three texts,
certain events are dilated upon at greater length (e.g., Gregory’s visit to Macrina’s deathbed, in
VSM 16-25), but forward movement through each narrative is determined primarily by the
sequence of events in the exemplar’s life.

This identification of the texts’ genre has methodological implications for this study.

First, | attend to both the ways Gregory confirms to and the ways he departs from conventions of

79 Other genres may be folded in with such modes. For example, the funerary oration has both biographical and
encomiastic components. Jan Willem Van Henten and Friedrich Avemarie point to the relatively early conflation of
genres: “In the Hellenistic and Roman periods, the epitaphios logos [originally for soldiers who died in battle]
became more or less identical to the enkomion (‘eulogy’). It was usually composed for individuals who had died a
natural death, or it functioned simply as an exercise in declamation” (Jan Willem van Henten and Friedrich
Avemarie, “Pagan Traditions of Noble Death,” Martyrdom and Noble Death: Selected texts from Graeco-Roman,
Jewish and Christian Antiquity [London: Routledge, 2002]: 9-41, 18). Similarly, Gentili and Cerri assert, “We
should avoid any excessive schematism which stiffens the differential ‘generic’ features, and keep our eye on their
functional flexibility and the generative and dialectic processes which represent the historicity of the literary act”
(Gentili and Cerri, History and Biography, 84).

80 Hagg and Rousseau make this helpful point in the introduction to their volume Greek Biography and Panegyric,
1-2.

81 Here | differ specifically from Maraval, who identifies the VGT as eulogy, rather than bios (Maraval,
“Introduction,” 9-14). Similarly, I do not follow Leemans’ denotation of the VSM and VGT, without the VM, as
“hagiobiographical” texts, in his list of which he also includes the eulogy for Basil and the funeral orations for
Pulcheria and Flacilla (Johan Leemans, “Style and Meaning in Gregory of Nyssa’s Panegyrics on Martyrs,”
Ephemerides Theologicae Lovanienses, Volume 81, Number 1 [2005]: 109-129, 110). He recognizes that these texts
belong to distinct genres (he lists encomium and funeral oration), but appears to be using “hagiobiographical” as a
designation of literary mode (Leemans, “Style and Meaning,” 110).
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encomiastic bios as constitutive of the meaning of these texts. As Fowler points out, “literary
meaning necessarily involves modulations or departures from generic codes, and therefore,
eventually, alterations of them.”? Second, in order to historically contextualize Gregory’s
narrative choices, | concentrate on rhetorical and literary theory that could have been known and
employed by Gregory and educated readers in his fourth-century Greco-Roman and Christian
context. This is not to reject the many useful insights modern literary criticism offers for a
reading of any of the three bioi, and I do adopt the idea of a text’s implied reader to talk about
the “ideal readers” Gregory imagines in and for his texts. However, one of my key assumption
should be named right away. In my discussion of interpretation and interpretive strategies, |
assume, like Gregory would, that authorial intent matters for textual meaning.® The author does
have control over the arrangement and stylistic features of his text, such that certain readings
would, from his perspective, be misreadings, and (more significantly) he tries to recommend
certain interpretations in the text itself.8
IVV. Weaving Lives and lives: Gregory’s stated purpose and the reader

Why does Gregory choose the genre of encomiastic bios as a medium for teaching about

virtue? What advantages and challenges are associated with his choice? How does the author

8 Fowler, Kinds of Literature, 23.

8 Morwenna Ludlow has argued that Gregory frequently depicts “the relationship between teacher and pupil as
being mediated in one way or another by texts” (Ludlow, “Teachers, Texts and Pupils,” 86). She writes, “Gregory’s
concept of pedagogy, therefore, is bound up with this particular social function of texts: they have a vital role in the
complex interplay between teacher and pupils, a role which he sees as both fruitful and problematic. What makes
Gregory’s thought on this question so interesting is that this social role of literature is both described in, and
exemplified by, Gregory’s own writings” (102). If Ludlow is correct, then for Gregory the didactic encomiastic bioi
he writes could mediate some real and educational relationship between himself and his readers, and any analysis
must take seriously his authorial intentions.

8 This is opposed to approaches that assume a text’s indeterminacy and the governing role of readers in creating or
determining the meaning of a text. Such an assumption is articulated clearly and briefly in Wolfgang Iser,
“Indeterminacy and the Reader’s Response in Prose Fiction,” Prospecting: From Reader Response to Literary
Anthropology (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989): 3-30.
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construct a script or identity and attendant expectations for his ideal readers, and what is the
intended impact of an encomiastic bios on a member of the reading audience?

A. Virtue and text

In the course of praising Thaumaturgus’ leadership and judgment, Gregory uses a
striking image to describe the relationship between a few particulars of the exemplar’s life and
the virtue he possesses and displays on myriad occasions:

... his grace brought about lawfulness and communal peace, for all and for

individuals alike, and great increase of good, privately and publicly, since no evils

afflicted their concord. But it would also not be inopportune to recall one of his

judgments so that, as the proverb goes, we should see the whole woven garment

from the border.®
The proverbial image® seems to combine the idea of careful selection with the assumption that

Thaumaturgus’ virtue is a unity, a thing which may be grasped and “seen.”®” The image itself is

8 .. edvopia Te kai ipvn koW Te Kai Tict kol Toic kb’ Ekactov S1d THG £xetvov yapitog fv, Koi TOAAY TdV

ayaBdv 1 €nidootg, bl Te Kol Kowif), UNdepdg Kokiog TV Tpog dAANAovg Opovolay émkontovons. OvK dkapov 8’
av fowg €in, pdcg adtod kpicemg pyquny romoachotr: Mg av, Kotd TV Tapotioy, SAOV NIV YEVITOL KATAPAVESG €K
10D kpoonédov 10 Veaopa. (VGT 49).

8 The proverb about the border of a garment is also attested in Sancti Pachomii vita quarta 14, 418.13-14,
appearing there together with a proverb about tasting wine from just one sip. | am grateful to Margaret M. Mitchell
for the suggestion that Gregory may also have in mind the “fringe” or “border” (xpbomnedov) of Jesus’ garment and
the miraculous healings effected for those who touch it (Mt 9:20; 14:36).

87 The virtues Gregory lauds in the three bioi are best thought of as complementary to one another. As he writes in
De instituto Christiano, “Concerning the parts of virtue,what sort one needs to consider as being greater, which one
we must pursue before the others, which second, and what the order of the rest is, it is not possible to say. For they
have equal honor and, by means of each other, lead those exercising them to the heights. Simplicity gives way to
obedience, obedience to faith, faith to hope, hope to justice, and that to service, and that to humility. From this
comes gentleness which leads to grace, grace to love, and love to prayer. And so, attached and dependent on each
other, they lead to the peak of what is desired...” (mepi 8¢ T®V Ti|g ApeTiic Lepdv, moiov Ol KpeltTov 1yelchat Kol
PO TAV JALOV EMTNOEVELY, TOTOV 08 TOVTOL deVTEPOV Kol T dALa £peETic kaB™ EkacTov, oK 0TIV elmelv. AAANA@V
YOp OLOTIH®OG ExovTal Kol St GAANA®VY £ TNV KOPLETV TOVG YPOUEVOVG AVAYOVGLY. 1] LEV Yap GTAGTNG Ti] VTaKOoT)
napadidwoty, 1 8¢ Lrakomn tf] wiotel, adTn 08 i) EARISL, Kol 1 Amic Tf] dtkatocvvT, Kakeivn T dtakovig, KaKeivn Tf
TOTMEWVOTNTL TOPQ 08 TAOTNG 1| TPAOTNG TapaAiapuPdvovca i xopd tpocdyst, 1) 08 xapd Tf dydan kai 1) dydmn T
euyt]’ Kol oVt AMA®V EEnpTnpévarl kal EEaptioacal TOV ExOuevoy €n’ avThV aviyovst 10D mobovpévon Ty
kopverv, GNO Online 28.77.15-78.6.) On the precise interaction and mutual enrichment or reinforcement of the
virtues, see Andrew Radde-Gallwitz, “Gregory of Nyssa on the Reciprocity of the Virtues,” Journal of Theological
Studies, n.s. Volume 58, Part 2 (October 2007): 537-552. Radde-Gallwitz effectively complicates a simplistic
“reciprocity theory” of human virtue by demonstrating that Gregory uses identical language to talk about both divine
and human virtues; at the same time, human expression of these virtues entails different preparation (control of the
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an example of the figure of speech synecdoche (cuvekdoyr, Latin intellectio), in which a part
signifies the whole or the whole stands for some part.® As such, it brings us to the heart of a
challenge all biographers faced: how does the biographer combine and arrange the features of a
necessarily limited portrait in such a way as to give readers access to the essence, nature, or
character of his subject?®® Or, how do virtuous qualities become embodied, and how can an
interpreter reason from things observed to things unseen or even invisible?

For Gregory, the life of virtue is a way of participating in the true and perfect Good that

is God.*® Because human beings are created and changeable, they are not capable of achieving

passions) or expression (justice requires courage) than are necessary for a perfect God. For a discussion of “vice”
(xaxio) in Aristotle, where it may be taken as an opposite of virtue, see the very helpful essay by J.J. Mulhern,
“KAKIA in Aristotle,” in KAKOS: Badness and Anti-Value in Classical Antiquity, ed. Ineke Sluiter and Ralph M.
Rosen, Mnemosyne Supplements: Monographs on Greek and Roman Language and Literature, Volume 307
(Leiden: Brill, 2008): 233-254.

8 Rhetorica ad Herennium 4.33.44 has one definition with examples: “It is intellectio when the whole thing is
known from the part or the part from the whole. The whole is known from the part in this example: ‘Didn’t those
nuptial flutes remind you of his wedding?’ For in this, the whole sanctity of the marriage is discerned from one sign
of flutes. The part from the whole, as if someone should say to one who displays sumptuous garb or ornament: ‘You
are showing me riches and throwing about abundant opulence’” (Intellectio est cum res tota parva de parte
cognoscitur aut de toto pars. De parte totum sic intellegitur: “Non illae te nuptiales tibiae eius matrimonii
commonebant?” Nam hic omnis sanctimonia nuptiarum uno signo tibiarum intellegitur. De toto pars, ut si quis ei
qui vestitum aut ornatum sumptuosum ostentet dicat: “Ostentas mihi divitias et locupletes copias iactas”).
Quintilian expresses a general caution against the use of synecdoche in prose texts, judging it a more appropriate
figure for poetry (Quintilian, Institutio oratoria 8.6.19-22).

8 Plutarch famously comments on particular types of content that may reveal qualities of soul: *...often a minor
action like a phrase or a jest makes a greater revelation of character than battles with thousands of casualties or the
greatest armaments or sieges of cities” (mpaypo Bpoyd ToAAAKLG Kol PTjpa Kol wadid Tig Eppacty jfovg énoinoce
puaAiov 1| piyon popiovekpot kot mapotaéelg ai péyiotat kol molopkion toiewv [Plutarch, Alexander 1.2]).
However, narrative arrangement and narrator commentary are just as crucial to characterization as the specifics of
content. See further discussion in Chapter 1 and Chapter 3.

9 Gregory’s Christian Neoplatonism has been the subject of much study. The older work of Cherniss offers a useful
overview (Harold F. Cherniss, The Platonism of Gregory of Nyssa, University of California Publications in Classical
Philology [New York: Burt Franklin, 1930, repr. 1971]). Kevin Corrigan examines the role of Platonic thought in
Gregory’s anthropology (Kevin Corrigan, Evagrius and Gregory: Mind, Soul, and Body in the 4" Century
[Farnham, England: Ashgate, 2009]; Kevin Corrigan, “Ovcia and vrdotacic in the Trinitarian Theology of the
Cappadocian Fathers: Basil and Gregory of Nyssa,” Zeitschrift fur antikes Christentums Volume 12 [2008]: 114-
134, DOI:10.1515/ZAC.2008.009); on this question, see also Gerard B. Ladner, “The Philosophical Anthropology
of Saint Gregory of Nyssa,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers, volume 12 (1958): 59-94. The particular combination of
Scriptural and Platonic sources in Gregory’s work is addressed briefly in Catharine P. Roth, “Platonic and Pauline
Elements in the Ascent of the Soul in Gregory of Nyssa’s Dialogue on the Soul and Resurrection,” Vigiliae
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perfection; yet Christ commanded his followers to “be perfect” (§cec0e téhetor, Mt 5:48).
Gregory’s solution to this paradox is to exhort Christians to imitate Paul, who continually
“stretches out” (émekteive) toward what lies ahead.”* As he understands it, human perfection lies
in perpetual progress toward the Good,; this is the theological principle Daniélou famously
termed epektasis, after the verb énexteive in Phil 3:13.%2 It seems plausible that a chronological
biographical narrative could capture a sort of “moving picture” of its subject’s progress. |
suggest Gregory writes encomiastic bioi to portray exemplary epektasis. But how does he expect
readers to move from such a portrait to their own manifestations of virtue?

Hans Boersma’s 2013 monograph, Embodiment and Virtue in Gregory of Nyssa: An

Anagogical Approach, proposes that reading and interpretation are related to Gregory’s

Christianae, Volume 46 (1992): 20-30. Specifically on the soul, see Enrico Peroli, “Gregory of Nyssa and the
Neoplatonic Doctrine of the Soul,” Vigiliae Christianae, Volume 51, Number 2 (May 1997): 117-139.

Gregory’s reception of Christian Neoplatonism from earlier thinkers is treated in a number of topical studies as
follows: Ramelli, “Christian Soteriology”; Ramelli, “Harmony between Arkhe and Telos; llaria Ramelli, “The
Divine as Inaccessible Object of Knowledge in Ancient Platonism: A Common Philosophical Pattern across
Religious Traditions,” Journal of the History of Ideas, volume 75, number 2 (April 2014): 167-188. John M. Rist
identifies problems with drawing facile parallels between Cappadocian theology and Neoplatonic thought in his
“Basil’s ‘Neoplatonism’: Its Background and Nature,” in Basil of Caesarea: Christian, Humanist, Ascetic: A
Sixteen-Hundredth Anniversary Symposium. Part 1, edited by Paul Jonathan Fedwick (Toronto: Pontifical Institute
of Medieval Studies, 1981): 137-220.

%1 See further discussion of how this is explained in the prooimion of the VM in Chapter 1.

9 At the end of his treatise De perfectione, he proffers a definition of perfection in human life: “Changing
continually for the better, and being transformed from ‘glory for glory’ (2 Cor 3:18), let him so change, always
improving through daily growth and ever becoming perfect, and never arriving at the limit of perfection. For this is
true perfection: never to stop growing towards what is better nor to proscribe some limit for perfection” (zpog to
KPETTOV 010 TOVTOG AAAOLOVIEVOG Kol Gmd dOENG €lg 00Eav peTapop@ovpevog oUTm Tpeméctm, d1d Thig kab fuépav
AVENCEMC TAVTOTE KPEITTOV YIVOUEVOG KOl AEl TEAELOVUEVOG Kol INdEmOTE TPOG TO TEPUS POAV®V TG TEAELOTNTOC.
adn Yap €oTv 1) g AANBDS TEAEIOTNG TO UNOENOTE GTHVOL TPOG TO KPETTTOV adEAVOLEVOV UNdE TvVL TEPATL
neplopioon v teretdma, Gregory of Nyssa, De perfectione GNO Online 30.213.26 -214.6). Gregory himself
employs the term epektasis (énéktacic) only in In Canticum canticorum, GNO Online 24.174.15.

For Daniélou’s presentation of the concept, see Jean Daniélou, Platonisme, 291-307. Everett Ferguson gives
particular attention to the imagery Gregory uses to talk about perpetual progress (especially the race, ascent, and
flight) in Everett Ferguson, “God’s Infinity and Man’s Mutability: Perpetual Progress According to Gregory of
Nyssa,” The Greek Orthodox Theological Review, Volume 18, Numbers 1-2 (Spring-Fall 1973): 59-78. For an
incisive introduction to epektasis in Gregory, see Lucas Francisco Mateo-Seco, “Epektasis” in The Brill Dictionary
of Gregory of Nyssa, ed. Lucas Francisco Mateo-Seco and Guilio Maspero, transl. Seth Cherney (Leiden: Brill,
2010).
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conception of the virtuous life. Boersma convincingly argues that Gregory sees both Scriptural
interpretation and the pursuit of virtue as tasks that lead a person upward to God. As he puts it,
“the ‘turn’ involved in interpretation and the ‘ascent’ into Paradise are one and the same thing,
looked at from two different angles, the one exegetical and the other moral. Anagogy lies at the
heart both of interpretation and of virtue.”®® Based on a study of texts from across Gregory’s
oeuvre, Boersma states his insight even more clearly, arguing that for Gregory reading and
virtuous living share the same goal of closeness and likeness to divine perfection.®* In one
formulation, he explains that “by depicting this harmonious future as the purpose both of the
Psalter and of the course of history, Nyssen makes clear that he believes the aim of interpretation
and of human life to be one and the same.”®® I agree with Boersma’s assessment of how Gregory
envisions reading, and | seek to build on his insight by examining how Gregory describes and
models interpretive tasks in the three bioi, which are, | argue, vital places in his oeuvre where
this dynamic is worked out.

Boersma himself turns to the VM at the end of his book, where he seeks to demonstrate
that the biography of Moses presents its subject as “a model of virtue that one is called to
imitate.”®® He points out that Gregory interprets Moses’ deeds as stages in a life of perpetual

rogress.®” He ultimately claims that “The anagogical structure of De Vita Moysis is quite
prog

9 Boersma, Embodiment and Virtue in Gregory of Nyssa: An Anagogical Approach (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2013), 70.

% Boersma deals primarily with treatises (Contra Eunomium, De hominis opificio, De virginitate, De professione
Christiana, De perfectione) and homilies (In inscriptiones Psalmorum, In Canticum canticorum, In ascensionem
Christi oratio).

9 Boersma, Embodiment and Virtue, 71.

% Boersma, Embodiment and Virtue, 231. The full treatment is found on pages 231-245.

" For example, “Moses’ increasing ability to see God is at one and the same time growth in virtue” (Boersma,
Embodiment and Virtue, 237).
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evident.”®® What remains unanswered is how Gregory envisions readers actually accomplishing
the work of “translating” that anagogical structure into their own lives, and what particular
interpretive strategies he describes in his texts that he thinks can facilitate such translation.

The influence of the author’s interpretive work on the shape of a bios is outlined by
Patricia Cox in her 1983 volume Biography in Late Antiquity: A Quest for the Holy Man.®® Her
study considers Christian and non-Christian portraits of late antique holy men together, and she
proposes a “two poles” model of looking at the exemplary figure in a bios. In her presentation,
ethos and praxeis exist in tension as authorial lenses useful for gazing upon each other. She
argues that biographers use anecdotal narrative to portray religious and philosophical ideals in
the pattern of a historical life; the subject becomes a means for the author to alternately ground
an ideal character in history and to use history as a means of accessing truths about character. %
While this is a valuable and important insight, I would add that the way Gregory uses metaphors
to talk about exemplary actions and about understanding or interpreting those actions vis-a-vis
character traits actually suggests that a triangulation is going on: the reader is the necessary third
pole in any consideration of the exemplar’s life.

Keeping the “third pole” of the Gregory’s ideal reading audience in view, we may pursue
an additional line of inquiry about the interaction of literary form and authorial aims. How does
Gregory create a script for interpretation for his ideal readers, to move them from hermeneutical

tasks involved in reading to ethical tasks involved in living virtuously? How does balance the

% Boersma, Embodiment and Virtue, 242.

9 Patricia Cox, Biography in Late Antiquity.

100 Her larger argument is about the mode of thinking that biographers adopted rather than about their methods of
composition, so her project is not strictly literary (Cox, Biography in Late Antiquity, xii).
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saintly character of his subjects with his insistence on their imitability? When does he seek to
recommend and/or model particular strategies for reading and interpretation? How is the ideal
reader’s work of weaving together a garment of virtues in her own life related to the work of a
biographer weaving a portrait of an exemplar on the page?
B. The reader

The role of the reader is too often unexplored, even in studies of Gregory’s bioi. In his
2008 volume, Authorised Lives in Early Christian Biography: Between Eusebius and Augustine,
Michael Stuart Williams includes a chapter focused on the VM and the commemorative eulogy
In Basilium fratrem.%* The goal of his study is to examine the way biographers construct
themselves as authoritative, mediating figures in and through the process of writing. Williams
shows that for Gregory, as for other Christian biographers, gaps between the Scriptural past and
the contemporary period can be “elided,” allowing the biographer to depict the present world as a
re-enactment of Scripture.®? In a complementary move, Williams argues, Gregory reconstructs
the biblical story of Moses in terms of fourth-century Christian history and practices.'% While
the observations here about the use of Scripture in the VM and eulogy for Basil are rich, more

work must be done to determine if they hold true for Gregory’s other bioi. Is the re-enactment of

101 | would demur from both Williams and Momigliano (in his 1987 remark quoted above) and their classification of
the eulogy for Basil as a biographical narrative. This text does contain biographical elements; Danelli demonstrates
in her analysis that the major encomiastic kephalaia do appear in the composition, embedded in lengthy synkriseis
between Basil and biblical figures like Paul (In Basilium fratrem 11-12, GNO Online 53.116.18-119.15), John the
Baptist (13-14, GNO Online 53.119.16-122.2), Elijah (15-18, GNO Online 53.122.3-125.6), Samuel (19, GNO
Online 53.125.7-22), and Moses (20-23, GNO Online 53.125.23-130.10) (Danelli, “Sul Genere Letterari,” 154-155).
However, the fact that Gregory treats topics like praxeis multiple times and before he treats genos dissuades me
from calling this a narrative intended to offer an account of Basil’s life from birth to death. The synkriseis, rather,
provide the structure for the discussion of Basil’s attributes and deeds, making this a panegyric rather than a bios
(and Gregory himself refers to the composition as a moviyvpig in 2, GNO Online 53.110.20).

102 Williams, Authorised Lives, 16-18, 64.

103 Williams, Authorised Lives, 19.

31



Scripture the only or even primary function of Scriptural synkriseis in the other biographical
narratives? If Gregory is constructing a mediating and authoritative role for himself, what does
he say or assume about the audience for whom he mediates?

Additionally, though Williams has demonstrated convincingly that Gregory’s exegetical
skill fundamentally shaped the way he portrayed Basil, the issue of how Gregory thought a
reader or readers might “translate” Moses’ virtues into their own fourth-century lives remains an
open question. The fact that an elite, highly educated figure like Basil can imitate biblical figures
— or, more accurately, the fact that Gregory, his elite, highly educated brother, can identify
opportunities for complex Scriptural synkriseis — does not mean any given member of Gregory’s
audiences could also imitate the figures. If we take seriously Gregory’s stated goal of offering his
readers some “benefit” and assistance in their quest to “translate” the virtues described in the text
into their own lives, we must keep Gregory’s conception of that reader in view. In the absence of
an elite, highly educated exegete like Gregory, could textual interpretation take place? Just how
imitable are the interpretive strategies the biographer models, and by whom could they actually
be performed? When and how does he address his audience, and what advice does he offer
them?

Thinking simultaneously about Gregory the biographer, his subjects, his texts, and his
ideal reading audiences requires thinking about tensions that arise among these various

relationships. If Gregory expresses uncertainty about the subject’s virtue,°* how does this affect

104 In a few isolated episodes, Gregory seems aware his readers might have questions about whether or not his
subject’s actions were truly virtuous. For example, at VGT 75, Thaumaturgus actually strikes dead a con artist who
was attempting to fleece him, and Gregory allows that this use of power might appear “severe” (cxvOpomog, VGT
75). Similarly, when he describes Moses’ order for the Israelites to despoil the Egyptians, he admits that a lawgiver
commanding people to steal is nonsensical (VM I1.113); his solution is to recommend a turn from the “obvious
sense” (1] TpOYELPOG diavola) to the “loftier meaning” (0 VymAdTEpOg Adyog, VM 11.115).
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his authoritative stance vis-a-vis the readers? If Gregory relays the content of a subject’s private,
divinely revealed vision in vivid detail,'® should his very narrative artistry bring his reliability
into question? Peter Turner’s 2012 monograph, Truthfulness, Realism, Historicity: A Study in
Late Antique Spiritual Literature, raises additional questions in this vein.% Turner questions the
dichotomy “truthful/realistic” or “intellectual/spiritual,” a pairing which, he argues,
contemporary scholars use to analyze ancient spiritual portraits. He claims that the dichotomy
obscures a more complicated view of historicity held by the authors of such texts, and draws
evidence especially from Augustine’s autobiographical Confessions to argue that narrative
realism is a literary feature that authors could use to bring out “the spiritual significance of even
quite mundane categories of human experience.”%” For example, Turner cogently discusses how
a saint’s ways of occupying and traveling through physical space can hold “metaphorical
potential,” and he illustrates the point that historical accounts and descriptions can be imbued
with spiritual meanings.%® Such metaphorical or spiritual modes are incorporated into what
might still be called an essentially historical view.

When Turner himself discusses hagiography, he explains that he attempts “to shift
attention away from the relationship between the hagiographer and the information he relates,
and onto the complex and mutual set of attitudes that connect him to his audience.”**® In my
assessment, Turner is correct that identifying the attitudes and expectations an author shares with

his audience is crucial for understanding both the literary structure and potential impact of a

105 Revelations received by figures in the texts appear in Chapters 1 (Emmelia, VSM 2) and 2 (Thaumaturgus, VGT
29-33; Moses, VM 1.20 and VM 11.19-26).

106 Turner, Truthfulness.

107 Turner, Truthfulness, 47.

198 Turner, Truthfulness, 48-55.

199 Turner, Truthfulness, 26.
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biographical text. For example, knowing that readers and author alike would have been familiar
with the list of topics typically treated as a part of genos (birth) in an encomiastic composition
helps us understand that most readers would have shared Gregory’s positive assessment of the
omens surrounding his sister’s birth and helps us identify VSM 2 as a moment in which Gregory
talks about Christian revelation in a familiar narrative form. However, | would challenge the idea
that attending to such “complex and mutual” attitudes somehow comes at the expense of
attending to the author’s own relationship to his material. In fact, these two relationships would
most fruitfully be considered together. It is precisely when a biographer reflects on his own
relationship to his biographical subject and that subject’s exemplary qualities that he reveals
some of his assumptions about how other readers could or should relate to these same objects. In
a close reading of the three bioi, what can we discover about the Gregory’s expectations for his
readers? When and how does he communicate his assumptions, and what interpretive tasks does
he try to set for the ideal readers who share (or adopt) them? What do we stand to gain by
reading these three texts together?

C. Reading and the woven garment

Conceptualizing the writing of a bios as a craft (téyvn) invites us to consider Gregory’s
textual products as artistic works whose beauty reflects authorial expertise and the exercise of
trained skill.'® Within his imagined narrative and artistic workshop, Gregory the biographer
composes on a standing loom with a vertical warp and horizontal weft. Each of our three bioi is a

single woven garment, planned and executed by Gregory. Like the divine apostle who

110 plutarch uses a similar analogy for biographical portraiture, which also draws from the world of artisanal
production and takes as its model painting (Plutarch, Alexander 1.3).
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“enumerates threads” that make up “pure works,” Gregory the biographer selects materials from
history, Scripture, theology, and the classical literary tradition when he describes the exemplar’s
deeds and character. He weaves together engaging vignettes with figurative language and
narrative commentary to craft each exemplary portrait. As part of this pastiche he includes
Scriptural and philosophical allusions, from Plato’s chariot of the soul (Phaedrus 25, 246A-B
and 34-35, 253D-254E; VM 11.95) to the crucified Christ that John’s gospel sees prefigured in
Numbers 13 (Jn 3; VM 11.268).

His various historical and literary sources, and his diverse rhetorical techniques — the
threads he uses to compose each text — can generally be distinguished, and our analytical task
lies partly in teasing apart the interlocking elements of each narrative, inspecting the overlapping
conjunctions of warp and weft, and untwisting the plies Gregory has twined together. At the
same time, Gregory himself encourages us to take a holistic view of each literary Life. He claims
that a reading of one of his bioi has the potential to offer guidance to the reader who wishes to
live virtuously. By performing a synoptic reading of the VGT, VSM, and VM we may identify
patterns in how Gregory uses discrete rhetorical and literary techniques to shape both exemplary
portraits and scripts for interpretation, developing a more full understanding of his approach to
biographical writing.

V. Plan of the dissertation

In the chapters that follow, I perform close readings of the three bioi (VGT, VSM, VM)

in tandem with one another, with attention to their rhetorical composition, including the skopos

and structure of each text, topoi and figures of thought or speech Gregory employs, and narrative
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features like the construction of internal audiences and the use of narrator commentary.*!
Throughout, | give particular attention to his development of rich conceptual metaphors and the
relation of metaphors to the texts’ didactic function. How does Gregory seek to construct
imitable exemplars, teach interpretive strategies, and encourage or facilitate mimesis?

The three bioi are analyzed in detail through close readings of numerous illustrative
passages, selected on the basis of distinctive thematic and/or structural features. | draw
supplementary material from Gregory’s broader corpus when these other works help us better
understand statements in the bioi about anthropology, fourth-century Christian paideia,
Scriptural interpretation, and ways of encountering the divine, but my main focus is on these
three works. Finally, I occasionally offer comparanda from other biographical narratives by
authors Christian, Jewish, and pagan, when these can illuminate aspects of Gregory’s
technique.*2

Despite their three different subjects, the Life of Moses, Life of Gregory Thaumaturgus,
and Life of Macrina, as encomiastic bioi, are built around the encomiastic kephalaia as set out in
Aphthonius' definition and taught to generations of school boys. Comparing the three bioi in
terms of how each treats the headings of prooimion, genos, anatrophe, praxeis, and euthanasia
allows us to identify and assess moments in which Gregory uses both typical and unexpected

narrative structures and rhetorical topoi to depict each exemplar. This synoptic view also throws

117 find helpful Johan Leemans’ statement regarding his approach to studying stylistic features in Gregory’s
panegyrics on martyrs: “...we will move beyond a purely diagnostic approach which limits itself to pointing out that
these stylistic features occur. Our aim is to demonstrate how these stylistic features are used and what they
contribute to the meaning of these sermons. For the application of these stylistic features does not only add to the
beauty of the homiletical performance, but they also support the message the homilist wants to convey to his
audience” (Leemans, “Style and Meaning,” 112).

112 The texts most frequently mentioned include Athanasius’ Life of Antony, Philostratus’ Life of Apollonius of
Tyana, Plutarch’s Parallel Lives, and Philo’s Life of Moses.
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into relief patterns in the ways Gregory seeks to link individual episodes or images to his stated
didactic aims; it also renders divergences among the three texts more striking so that they may be
analyzed and their possible effects discussed. The encomiastic kephalaia were the loom on
which Gregory wove his compositions; in turn, | use them as the organizing principle for the
synoptic comparisons that follow. Encomiastic bios is a genre that is both mimetic and that tries
to invite readers’ mimesis, and so the structure of each chapter is also necessarily two-fold. |
examine the literary portraits of virtuous exemplars that Gregory constructs. At the same time, |
study the kinds of impressions, actions, and reactions these portraits of the biographical subjects
seem designed to evoke from ideal readers of the bioi.

Chapter 1 focuses on prooimion and genos in the three biographical narratives. | examine
the ways Gregory adopts and adapts regular features of these introductory kephalaia to define a
complex hermeneutical relationship between his ideal readers, the biographical texts, and the
portraits of the exemplars within those texts. Gregory describes his own compositional choices as
determined by a desire to offer readers some benefit. In his depiction of the genos of each
subject, Gregory does not just craft portraits of the exemplars, but invites the audience of ideal
readers to step into the role of interpreters, a role that will allow them to extract some significant
educational benefit from the reading of a bios.

The next two chapters study the major events of each exemplary life, their narrative
depictions, and the potential impact of these depictions on the ideal reader. In Chapter 2, a
discussion of anatrophe (upbringing), I argue that Gregory portrays each exemplar’s anatrophe
as the beginning of a lifelong engagement with education; this education takes the form of a
reproducible paideia. By depicting training within the texts in the form of “Three Rs” that reflect
actual fourth-century educational practices — learning through reading, revelation, and
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relationships — Gregory seeks to render the exemplars imitable for fourth-century Christian
readers. This chapter considers how Gregory’s bioi participate in the construction of a
pedagogical community and how we might situate the texts within a developing Christian
paideia. Chapter 3 examines Gregory’s approach to depicting and interpreting his subjects’
praxeis. | show that he uses the complicated conceptual metaphor of vision, sight, and seeing to
problematize the relationship between physical sense perception and intellectual understanding.
He employs vivid description, which draws upon readers’ sense perceptions, as a narrative tool,
and opens a participatory window onto the events of the texts, casting ideal readers as
eyewitnesses of the subjects’ praxeis. By modeling, evaluating, and recommending interpretive
strategies, Gregory seeks to render textual interpretation desirable and imitable, identifying the
ideal reader’s interpretive activity as itself a virtuous praxis.

Approaching the depiction of praxeis from a slightly different angle, Chapter 4 brings
textuality and narration center stage. Starting from a study of how Gregory portrays each
exemplar’s noble death and its aftermath in the bioi, I argue that he uses embedded narrators,
allusion, and episodic storytelling in additional, retrospective episodes after the thanatos (death)
to demonstrate that the virtue each exemplar displays while dying corresponds to the virtues he
or she displayed in life. He uses the specific paradox of bodily corruption and the soul’s
incorruptibility to highlight the presence of physical signs that point to the exemplar’s
incorruptible virtue and the human capacity for reflecting the divine image.

The Conclusion considers the closing elements of the three bioi (synkrisis and epilogos)
and returns to some basic questions: how can we characterize Gregory as a biographer, and why
are these compositions he has woven effective, but also limited, teaching tools? What are his
preferred threads and woven textures: structures, models, topoi, metaphors, themes, methods,
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and foci? How can our view of his literary and rhetorical skill enrich our understanding of these
encomiastic and biographical narratives? By analyzing the narrative and rhetorical artistry of
these three bioi, we can see how Gregory sought to develop a Christian educational program,

with bioi at its heart.
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Chapter 1. Beginnings: the genos of an interpreter

No one who has been trained in divine wisdom should seek to praise someone who is spiritually
renowned using the encomiastic techniques that are customary in the outside world.
The Life of Gregory Thaumaturgus 4.
Our story did not get its reliability from hearsay knowledge of other accounts, but experience
was the teacher of these things, and our reason went through the details accurately, not
depending on anyone else’s hearsay testimony. Nor was the maiden being remembered a
stranger to our family, so that we had to learn the wondrous facts about her from others.
The Life of Saint Macrina 1.2
We must take up the task that lies before us, making God the guide of our reason. You requested,
dear friend, that we trace in outline for you what the perfect life is. Your intention clearly was, if
you should find in my treatise what you were seeking, to translate the grace disclosed by the
composition into your own life.
The Life of Moses 1.3.2

As he begins each of his three bioi, Gregory comments on apparently practical issues like
literary form, the sources he used for composition, and the wishes of his readers. His remarks
reveal that he is entirely aware of what readers would expect to find in an encomiastic
biographical narrative, the crucial components of the genre: praise for some renowned figure, the
testimony of various historical sources, and some lesson applicable to the reader’s own life. Yet
as Gregory states in the selection from the VGT above, his encomiastic biographical project is
not at all straightforward. The customary literary form, he maintains, is an unworthy tool for

describing exemplary spiritual figures. Similarly, he suggests in the VSM, not all sources are

created equal, with eyewitness testimony preferred over “hearsay” (axon). And the connection

L MnSeic 8¢ téyv Tij Oia copig memmudevpévmv katd Ty Tdv EEm cuviBeioy Toic TeyviKaic TdV ykopiny 8pddolc
gnawveioBon {nteite TOV Tvevpotikdg énovoduevov (VGT 4).

2 To 8¢ Smynua Huiv 0Ok &€ aKkofi¢ £Tépav SupyMuaToy T MotV £lxev, GAL> GV 1| Tsipa Siddokorog v, Tadta &’
axpiBeiog Eme€net 0 Adyog, €ig 0VOEV KoV GALOTPiOY EXLLAPTUPOUEVOC: 0VOE Yap EEv TOD YEvOLg U@V 1)
vnpovevdsica mopbévoc, Mg avaykny sivon S’ ETépmv yivdoksy Td kat’ éksiviy Bavpata... (VSM 1).

3 gyyelpnTéov 8¢ 1dn 1 mpokséve, Odv KadnyeUovVa moucapévolg Tod Adyov. Erelimoag, & ¢ikn kepali,
TOmE® Vroypapiival oot Tap’ UMV Tic 6 TéAe10G £oTt Blog, dnAadT| TpoOg TovTo PAET®V MG, £lmep ebpedein T AOy® TO
omovdallopevov, LeteveyKelv gig TOV dtov Blov v v1o t0d Adyov punvubeioav xapw (VM 1.3).
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between the wishes of a particular audience and the circumstances of an historical individual’s
life might not be immediately apparent; what does “perfection” have to do with the stories
preserved about Moses in the Pentateuch, and what does Moses have to do with a fourth-century
reader?

In each bios, Gregory grapples with the biographer’s complicated task of working within
the conventions of a highly formulaic genre that would have been familiar to the majority of his
readers, while accurately portraying his three subjects (guided by his source material), and
nevertheless introducing innovations appropriate for his own particular, Christian didactic goals.
Taking a start from the beginnings of the bioi themselves, the prooimia and discussions of each
exemplar’s genos, | examine how Gregory introduces his subjects, his texts, and his own
authorial aims.

I. Prooimia and Gregory’s craft

To use our weaving metaphor of composition, the biographer must select the warp and
weft threads he wishes to use in crafting a literary portrait. Warping the loom and laying out
threads for the weft is equivalent to the rhetor’s task of heuresis (ebpeoig or inventio), a term that
means “discovery” or “invention.” In Gregory’s contemporary context, the rhetorical project of
heuresis consists in “the devising of matter, true or plausible, that would make the case
convincing.”® Gregory constructs the vertical warp of his three bioi partly before his readers’

eyes, commenting in the preface of each bios on the substance and form of the text that follows.

418, s.v. “ebpeoig.”

> Inventio est excogitatio rerum verarum aut veri similium quae causam probabilem reddant. Anonymous, Rhetorica
ad Herennium 1.3 (text later attributed to Cicero). Cf. Aristotle’s definition of rhetoric as “the faculty of discovering
the possible means of persuasion in reference to any subject whatever” "Ectw 61 1 pntopikr dvvapig tepi EKactov
100 Oeopiioat 1O Evdeyduevov mbavov (Aristotle, Rhetorica. 1.2.1, transl. by John Henry Freese, LCL edition).

41



In each text, he also reveals some aspects of the design that has shaped the interplay of warp and
weft for the bios as a whole, that is, the way particular elements of an exemplar’s life (weft) can
help to highlight and/or obscure the expected literary features of the text (parts of the warp).
A. Beginnings

Each of the three texts opens with material that lays out the topic and import of the text to
follow. This material comprises the prooimion (zpooiuov): the opening, introduction, preface, or
preamble.® The progymnasmata provide minimal guidance for how the prooimion of an
encomiastic composition should relate to the text that follows. Aphthonius simply advises
authors to “construct a prooimion appropriate to the subject” (zrpooyutéion pév Tpdg Ty odoav
vmoBeowv).” His laconic instruction makes sense in the context of rhetorical education more
broadly, since nearly every composition was thought to need a prooimion of some sort. It is one
of the four parts of a speech that Aristotle outlines in his Rhetoric.® Hermogenes devotes the
entire first book of his De inventione to discussing various types of prooimia, including those
designed on the basis of vroAyeic (judgments) about the subject at hand, which is likely similar
to what Aphthonius recommends for the encomium.® From the fifth century BCE onward, some
rhetoricians even compiled collections of stock prooimia that could be used in various

circumstances; the prevalence of rhetorical tomor (commonplaces) in such introductory material

6 1SJ, s.v. “mpooipov.” I consistently use the transliterated term in italics.

7 Aphthonius, Progymnasmata 8, Rabe 22.

8 The four parts are prooimion (mpooipov), statement (mpd0eoic), proof (miotic), and epilogue (8nidoyoc) (Aristotle,
Rhetorica 3.13.4, Bekker 1414b). Aristotle notes that only two of these — the Tp66eoic and mictic — are strictly
necessary for every composition, with a prooimion only required in certain deliberative speeches, “when there is a
conflict of opinion” (étav évtiloyio i, 3.13.3, Bekker 1414b).

% The term may also encompass “suppositions” or “prejudices” (LSJ, s.v. “Omoinyic”). Hermogenes also describes
prooimia from vrodwaipeoic (subdivisions of a subject), from weplovaia (superfluous or additional subjects), and
from katpdg (the occasion of the speech) (Hermogenes, De inventione 1.1-4).
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made such collections feasible.'°

The major goals for any prooimion are to gain the attention and goodwill of the intended
audience, while naming the subject of the composition that follows. Quintilian tells us, “Among
authors, the majority agree that there are three main ways of doing this: if we make him [the
hearer] well disposed (benevolus), attentive (attentus), and ready to learn (docilis).”*! Goodwill
can be garnered for the subject of the composition, or the speaker can try to make the audience
inclined to favor the speaker himself, most likely by downplaying his skill and eloquence, for
Quintilian points out that “there is a natural preference for those who struggle.”*? Aristotle’s
advice for gaining the attention of the hearer also takes natural inclinations into account:
“[People] are attentive to things that are important (toig peyéroig), that concern their interests

(toig idi01g), that are wondrous (t0ig Oavpactoic), that are pleasurable (toig 16éo1v), wherefore it

10 For a very summary introduction to the concept of such collections and some primary sources, see The Oxford
Classical Dictionary, 3" rev. ed., s.v. “Prooimion,” by Christopher Carey. One of the interesting sources he points to
is Cicero’s letter to Atticus explaining how he used a commonplace (Latin locus) to exhort the men of the senate not
to be discouraged (Cicero, Epistulae ad Atticum 16.9.1-4); such a locus or tomoc would not be out of place in the
prooimion of an encomium.

11 1d fieri tribus maxime rebus inter auctores plurimos constat, si benivolum attentum docilem fecerimus (Quintilian,
Institutio oratoria 4.1.5).

12 Est enim naturalis favor pro laborantibus (Quintilian, Institutio oratoria 4.1.9). Quintilian highlights the
importance of this inclination for forensic orators who need to garner the sympathy of a judge, though it could apply
just as well for one composing an epideictic exordium. The orator and philosopher Dio Chyrsostom (ca.40 — ca.120
CE), for example, inserts a self-deprecating “mere wanderers and self-taught philosophers that we are” (&vdpeg
GAfTon ki avtovpyol tiig copiag) in the opening of his De regno (Or. 1) even as he describes the oration to follow
as superior to a virtuoso musical performance (Dio Chrysostom Or. 1.9 (transl. J.W. Cohoon, LCL edition). The late
third or early fourth century CE text attributed to Menander Rhetor discusses the “being at a loss” in 11.369, 13-17
(on Menander and the attribution of the texts, see briefly D.A. Russell and N.G. Wilson, “Introduction: Epideictic
Practice and Theory,” Menander Rhetor [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981]: xi-xlvi, esp. xi and xxxiv-xl). Ulrike
Gantz, writing on the use of diomopnotg in Gregory’s funerary oration for Pulcheria, notes astutely that Christian
authors can take advantage of their “being at a loss” to direct attention to the role of the audience as partners in the
project of the oration, creating a “dialogue”: “Die traditionellen Prodmientopoi erhalten durch die christliche
Nutzung eine neue, weiterreichende Funktion: Die Diaporesis sowie der wiederholte Bezug auf den Horer
erméglichen dem Redner, gewissermal3en in einen «Dialog» mit den versammelten Menschen zu treten, die so in
ganz anderer Weise zum Zuhdren aufgefordert werden als bei einter herkdmmlichen epideiktischen Rede” (Gantz,
Gregor von Nyssa, 68-69).
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is necessary to imply that the speech is about such things.”*® Even if the prooimion makes no
overt appeals to its hearers, it must nevertheless “state the subject in a summary fashion” (10
TpAyHOL EITETY KePaAaOSRHC). 1

Gregory composes prooimia for all three bioi, with attention not only to his subject and
audience, but also to his particular didactic aims. As | analyze the taxis, or rhetorical
arrangement, of the three works, these portions of the texts are found at VGT 1-3, VM 1.1-15,
and VSM 1. His explicit reflections on purpose and method not only introduce the texts, but they
provide a starting point for answering key questions about his biographical technique. What does
Gregory say about the relationship between literary form and content? How does he describe his
own role, with respect to each exemplar and with respect to his reading audiences? How does he
seek to make the reader attentive and receptive, and what obstacles does he face in each case?
What does he say about the relationship between the reading audience and each exemplar at the

outset of each bios?

B. Introductions

1. Thaumaturgus, VGT 1-31°

In his prooimion for the VGT, Gregory addresses what his audience might gain from

13 mpooextikoi 8¢ Toig peydhrotg, Toic idioic, Toic Bovpactoic, Toig Ndéoty: d10 deil dumoteiv g mepi TolovTMY O
Moyog- (Aristotle, Rhetorica 3.14.7, Bekker 1415b).

14 Aristotle, Rhetorica 3.14.9, Bekker 1415b. Aristotle is mostly concerned with a forensic context when he advises
the orator to seek the goodwill of a hearer. However, he notes that a prooimion for epideictic compositions also
involve appeals to the hearer, in addition to first comments about praise (énaivog) and blame (yoyog) (Aristotle,
Rhetorica 3.14.4, Bekker 1415a).

15 Slusser's translation of the text has outlined the introductory material differently. He includes all of sections 1-10
under a prefatory heading. However, Gregory's material in 4-10 is clearly his version of a genos, even though he
spends 4-6 critiquing the typical way of discussing a genos and offering his own alternative before getting to the real
meat of Thaumaturgus’ story in 7. As I read the text, 4-10 are part of the body of the bios rather than its
introduction. See further discussion below.
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attending to the biographical account. Right away, he offers a brief statement about the goal of
his composition: “The object (ckomdc) for our speech is one and the same as that for our present
gathering, for the great Gregory furnishes to you an occasion (v60eo1c) for an assembly, and me
with an occasion for a discourse (SidAeéic).” e These opening lines name the exemplar to be
studied, but they also serve as a captatio benevolentiae. By recognizing the worthy purpose of
their gathering, Gregory creates a sense of commonality with his Neocaesarean audience, to
highlight that he and his listeners share the goal of honoring Thaumaturgus. Presumably later
readers who encountered only the written version of this text could likewise consider their
reading an occasion to study the great Gregory.

Gregory next invokes the grace of the Holy Spirit to an “alliance” (cvppoyic) for the
composition, a Christian addition to the project of constructing his authorial ethos. First, the
Spirit serves as a sort of historical source who had direct experience of the exemplar, whose
“brilliant and widely admired life was achieved by the power of the Spirit” (6 Aapumpog €keivog
Kol Tepiprentoc Piog T duvapuetl katwpOdOn tod Ivevpotog, VGT 1). With such assistance,
Gregory suggests, he is likely to present an accurate account. He also insists it is the Spirit who
provides him with the requisite power (dOvopig) to describe Thaumaturgus’ virtuous
achievements: the Spirit’s grace “strengthens both for life and for discourse those who, with its
help, endeavor at each of them” (kai Tpog TOV Biov Kai TPOG TOV AOYOV TOVG TEPL EKATEPOV
TOVTOV £6TOVLdAKOTC 61" E0nTig Evioybovoa, VGT 1). Gregory models humility by attributing

his success largely to spiritual aid rather than his own human abilities. Yet, as Quintilian

160 pgv okomdg £ig €01t 10D 1€ NUETEPOL AdYOV, Kai ToD TapdVTog U@V GuALGYoV. Ipnydplog yap 6 Méyag, Duiv
T€ THG oLVOSOV, KAol TG dudéEeme Vmobeoig mpokettal (VGT 1).
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suggests, this expression of humility is in fact intended to make audiences all the more aware of
the author’s aptitude. Gregory downplays his role precisely by saying that he will be inspired by
the same Spirit who helped Thaumaturgus reach great heights of virtue, equating himself, to
some extent, with the exemplar; both subject and author, he claims, are inspired.

Gregory next explains the task before him. He aims to compose a speech in praise (here
he uses the general term &mavoc!’) that “might display (émdeydfjvan), by means of recollection,
so noble a man to those who are here, as he himself was seen to be by those who were there at
that time, on account of his deeds.”*® That is, he seeks to bring a vivid portrait of the exemplar to
life, using recollection as a tool. The promise of a vibrant portrait is something Gregory shares in
common with other biographical prooimia. Plutarch’s Life of Alexander famously begins with a
similar emphasis on memorable details: “...often a minor action like a phrase or a jest makes a
greater revelation of character than battles with thousands of casualties or the greatest armaments
or sieges of cities.”*® Gregory’s goal of “displaying” (from émdeicvout) Thaumaturgus suggests
the kind of immediate encounter he would like to facilitate between his audience and the
exemplar. Plutarch represents this kind of immediacy by using a simile that equates the

biographer’s task with that of a painter.?’ He explains,

17 The term is sometimes translated “panegyric” (LSJ, s.v. “Eroivog.”). Aristotle distinguishes between “praise”
(moavog) broadly speaking and encomium in particular: while praise deals with “greatness of virtue” (uéyefog
apetig), encomium is specifically concerned with “achievements” (¢pya) that function as “signs” (onpeia) of the
moral habits that mark such greatness (Aristotle, Rhetorica 1.9.33, Bekker 1367b).

18 . .to10dt0v Emdeydijvan toic mapodot S1d Tfg pviuUNg TOV Evdpa, 010G TV TOig Kat’ EKEIVOV TOV YpOVoV adTog
gkeivog nl v Epywv opopevog (VGT 1).

B mpdiypo Bpord moAddicig kai plipa ol moandid i Epgacty §0ovg émoince pdAlov | péyar HupLOVEKPOL Kol
nopotdtelg ai péytoton kai roMopkion moiewv (Plutarch, Alexander 1.2).

20 Gregory includes a similar image in his De perfectione (GNO Online 30.195.14-196.15), where he in fact equates
living virtuously on the model of Christ with copying a portrait using paints that are virtues. Daniele lozzia proposes
that Basil and Gregory bring out more than their predecessors the immediacy of communication that painting is able
to accomplish (Daniele lozzia, Aesthetic Themes in Pagan and Christian Neoplatonism: From Plotinus to Gregory
of Nyssa [London: Bloomsbury, 2015], 47-52). On the use of “portraiture” as a metaphor for literary representation
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So then, just as painters get the likeness in their portraits from the face and the
expression of the eyes, through which the character is shown, but make very little
account of the remaining parts of the body, so also it must be allowed that |

devote myself more to the signs of the soul and, by means of these, to portray the

life of each man [Alexander and Caesar], leaving aside for others the matter of

their great contests.?

Both authors begin their bioi by explaining that what the narrative can offer is a portrait of
character or nobility in the soul.

Without real nobility of soul to display, however, the project could not proceed. To make
this point, Gregory attributes the excellence of the VGT to its subject, whose “glory would shine
forth” even if the discourse was faulty, “for it is the highest tribute to a man to demonstrate that
he exceeds our power to praise him adequately.”?? The life and works of Gregory Thaumaturgus
ought to be preserved because he lived virtuously. Embodying virtue is, in Gregory’s estimation
and for any encomiastic biographer, a necessary condition for becoming the subject of a bios.?®

Finally, Gregory expands on why he has undertaken his encomiastic task, explaining his
motivation as a concern for his audience:

Now if it were not beneficial (dkepong) to remember those who were outstanding

in virtue, and no incentive toward excellence to those who listen, then likewise it

would be superfluous, unprofitable, and no use to anyone for someone to furnish a

laudatory discourse (evenuiav tov Adyov), since he would deliver it in vain and
fatigue the ears to no purpose. But there is such grace (xdpi) attaching to the

among early Christian authors, especially John Chrysostom, see Margaret M. Mitchell, The Heavenly Trumpet: John
Chrysostom and the Art of Pauline Interpretation (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000), Chapter 2.
2 Gomep obY o1 {oypaeot TAG OLOOTHTAS Gmd TOD TPOGHTOV Kol TMV TEPL THV SY1v £id@V 0l¢ dupaiveTal o §O0G
avolappavovoty, EAdylota TV Aomdv pepdv epovtilovieg, obtmg HUiv dotéov €ig Ta Thg WuyTic onpeio poAiov
€vdveaba, kal 610 ToVT®V €id0mOIElY TOV EKATOL Pilov, EdoavTog £Tépoig Ta peyédn kai tovg aydvag (Plutarch,
Alexander 1.3).
2 Apiot yap avdpog edenuia, o Emdeydijvor tig Suvapemc TV edvpnuodvimy dueivova. (VGT 3).
* The primary exception in our literary record are the so-called “paradoxical encomia” (napado&a &ykdpa), which
Menander Rhetor defines as compositions of an epideictic character that treat paradoxical themes (see Menander
1.346.9-23; his examples are encomia of death, poverty, and countries with poor in natural resources) but which he
does not treat at any great length since these compositions were thought of as “a mere display of ingenuity” or an
attempt “to startle, to win admiration and applause by a mere exhibition of smartness” (Theodore C. Burgess,
Epideictic Literature, 157-8).
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discourse, if it be done right, that the benefit (10 képdog) to the hearers will be

much like that which the fiery beacon furnishes to those who are sailing on the

sea, directing toward itself those wandering aimlessly on the deep in the

darkness.?*
His promise that the discourse will not be unprofitable appeals, as Aristotle recommended, to the
audience’s desire for something that is to their benefit. Gregory associates members of the
audience with those who “wander aimlessly” (mhaviw) and “in the darkness” (év 1@ {oew), and
promises that this bios could provide them with the assistance they need to reach the shore. The
rich figurative language of a fiery beacon (6 mopcdc)? in the darkness also captures Gregory’s
own catechetical aspirations. Each bios has the potential to be far more than a well-executed
discourse praising some subject’s virtuous life. If properly shaped, that discourse can orient,
direct, and galvanize those who engage with the text seeking a guide for their own lives. The
focus on the possible “benefit” (képdog) associated with hearing about Thaumaturgus reveals
both Gregory’s concern for the audience and the central pedagogical purpose of the bios. For
him, this instructive aim only makes sense if the bios praises a worthy subject, with the help of

the Spirit. Only when the author, subject, and sources are appropriately matched could the

beneficial “grace” (yapig) attend a reader’s encounter with the text.

24 Ei pudv ovv dkepdig fv 1 pviun tév kat’ ApeTiv Tpoexdvimy, Kol pndepio mpog 10 KaAdV YEVETO GUVEIGQOPHY
10ig AKODOVGLY, TEPITTOV TomC Bv v Kod AvovnTov &ml undevi ypnoinw Tpocdysty gic edenuioy TOV Adyov, odToV T8
delovto pany, Kai Ty aKonv apydg dmokvaiovto: Engldn 6 1 ToadTn T0D AdYoV XAPLS, £l TPOONKOVIMG YEVOLTO,
KooV £6TaL TMV AKOLOVTOV TO KEPSOC, KaBATEP O TLPGOG TO1G €K BaAACONG TPOCTAEOVGY £ £0VTOV EVHHVOV
TOUG &V T 00w TAavauévoug katd 10 télayog (VGT 2).

%5 Gregory uses the word in a variety of ways throughout his oeuvre (LGO, s.v. “mvpcéc.”). The fiery beacon may be
atorch used in a procession (into a church in Epistle 6 To Ablabius, bishop, GNO Online 33.36.6; for a wedding in
In Canticum canticorum GNO Online 24.388.11) or, as in the VGT and VM, a sign for seafarers (interestingly,
Gregory applies the image to the life of another exemplary figure, his brother Basil in In Basilium fratrem GNO
Online 53.115.23) or other travelers (in De virginitate GNO Online 31.340.21).
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2. Moses, VM 1.1-15

Despite offering a doubled account of Moses’ life in two books in the VM, Gregory
includes just one prooimion that serves for both the historia and theoria portions of the text.?
Gregory begins with striking figurative language, capturing the urban scene of a horse race. The
shouting (émPodw) of the spectators, the eagerness (mpoBupia) of the horses, and the keen effort
(6&vc opun) of the charioteer are all invoked. By comparing the young priest to a competitor in a
horse race and himself to an enthusiastic spectator, Gregory sets up a literary dynamic in which
the reader bears much of the responsibility for ethical achievement, with some assistance from
the text. Gregory “participates” (copnepidyovteg) in the horse race as a spectator (one among
“those fond of watching the horse races,” ot 1@V inmik®dV dydvov erhobeduoveg), expressing his
“goodwill” (eBvoia) while the charioteer actually competes in the contest.?’

While laying out this division of labor at the beginning of the prooimion, Gregory praises
his addressee’s industry and status with a complimentary captatio benevolentiae. He calls him
“dear one” (& @iln keparny),?® “my most honored friend and brother” (pilov pot koi GSeAP@HV
Tyuotote), and even compares him to a “beloved child” (og dyonmntd tékve) in VM 1.1-2.

Simultaneously, he reveals the imagined role of the biographer as compared to that of the reader:

% His concluding remarks at the end of the historia, VM 1.77, are phrased as a reminder of what is set out in the
prooimion proper: “It would be a good time for us to harmonize the remembered life with the proposed object of our
composition, so that we might have some contribution to the life of virtue from the things already mentioned. So let
us begin the narrative of his life” (Koatpog 8’ v &in mpdg 10V mpokeipevov NUiv t1od Adyov okomdv EPaprocat Tov
pvnuovevBévta Plov, mg Gv Tig yévotto MUV €K TOV TPOEPNUEVOVY TPOG TOV KT’ GpeTnV flov GUVEIGPOPA.
AvaraBopey Toivov v dpyry tod mepi adtod dmyfuatog, VM 1.77). I do not take this as a second prooimion, but
rather as a note restating the program of the work.

27VM 1.1. Virginia Burrus points out another possible valence of the ekphrastic description: as Gregory “gently
mocks those who rivet their gaze on the charioteers and mime their gestures... the joke is perhaps on his own
initially misplaced Platonic identification with the charioteer of the soul rather than the horse of passion” (Virginia
Burrus, “Queer Father: Gregory of Nyssa and the Subversion of Identity,” in Queer Theology: Rethinking the
Western Body, ed. Gerard Loughlin [Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2007]: 147-162, 153).

28 On this usage of kepaln (lit. “head”) to refer to the person, especially in salutations, see LSJ, s.v. “kepaki]”.
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with his text, he can “exhort, urge, and encourage” (VTOP®WV® T€ KOl EMOTEVI® KA ...
dwakehevopoar) the reader, who is “competing well in the divine race along the course of virtue”
(1o Tiig dpetiic oTAd10V KOADS Evaymviiopévon T@ Bsim Spouw).2® Gregory somewhat messily
mixes his metaphors here, shifting away from the horse race to talk about a “divine race” (8€iog
dpopoc), an image from the New Testament epistles.®® Nevertheless, the message is clear: the
task of working out what it means to live virtuously is shared by author and reader, but the
biographer and his composition are in the service of the reader’s actual work of living.

Gregory’s addressee for the VM is a young man, most likely a priest, who has requested a
guide to “the perfect life” (tov tékelov Piov). While Gregory commends the young man’s interest
in the topic, he claims it is beyond him as an author either “to encompass perfection” in the text
or “show in [his] life the insights of the treatise.”3! Instead, he proposes, the text will make a
study of Moses. By shifting focus away from himself and onto the Scriptural exemplar, Gregory
paradoxically enhances his own ethos, imbuing his narrative persona with an admirable humility.
Gregory adds another bid for authority, citing his “old age” (1] moMd tavt, literally “gray
hair”) and associated life experience as beneficial attributes.>> And in the end, he does not totally
eschew identification as a model of virtue; Gregory claims that “although there may be nothing

useful for you in my words, perhaps this example of ready obedience will not be wholly

BVM I.1.
30 The closest parallel is 1 Cor 9:24, which includes both the word for the race-course (otédiov) and the verb for
running (tpéyw), but the image of an athlete competing in a race appears also in Phil 2:6; Gal 2:2 and 5:7; 2 Tim 2:5
and 4:7; and Heb 12:1. For more on the idea of the Christian as athlete, see Chapter 2.
31 16 1e yap mepthaPeiv T Aoy TV TEAEIOTNTO Koi TO £mi ToD Piov deiton dmep dv 6 AdYog KaTavonot VIEP THY
guny Suvapy Ekdrepov Tovtov sivai enut (VM 1.2, 3).
*2V/M 1.2. See Meredith, Gregory of Nyssa, 99 n.12 on the unreliability of this identification as a means of dating
the VM late in Gregory’s life.
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unprofitable to you.”*® Going even further, Gregory compares himself favorably to “many of
those who are great and even those who have the advantage in virtue” (moAAoi Koi T@V peydimv
1€ Kol kot apetnv mpogydvtmv), who would also have trouble encompassing perfection. If he
cannot be perfect, he is in good company, and proposes they “make God our guide for the
composition” (@eov kadnyeudvo momoapévolg tod Adyov, VM 1.3). Divine assistance can make
up for human deficiency.

After invoking this divine aid, Gregory launches immediately into a definition of
perfection, which extends from VM 1.4-10. The focus throughout is on the idea that virtue has no
limit, making it impossible for anyone to attain perfection in it. Gregory supports this proposition
using Scriptural proofs and conceptions of the divine nature. It is Paul who taught that virtue’s
“one limit of perfection is the fact that it has no limit” (GK, VM 1.5) when he announced in Phil
3:13 that he never stopped “stretching out toward those things that lie ahead” (toic 6¢ &unpocbev
gmektevopevoc). God’s infinite nature confirms virtue’s limitlessness:

But certainly the one striving after true virtue participates in nothing other than

God, because He is absolute virtue. Therefore since the desire for participation in

that which is good by nature (1o tfj pvoet kadov) belongs to those who know it,

and since this good has no limit (6pog), of necessity the desire of the one

participating does not come to a standstill (otdo1g), being stretched out along with

the limitless (1® dopiotem).®*

Nevertheless, Gregory points out, Jesus in Mt 5:48 commands his followers to be perfect. The

benefit associated with the pursuit of virtue, as he presents it, lies in the fact that “not missing

33 g0 pgv ool TL xpHGLHoY Iom¢ 8K TMV AeyopEvay 0DdEV, adTd 8 ToDTo TAVTOG OVK SxpnoTov 10 yevécOal ol Tiic
evmedeioc vndderypa (VM 1.2).

34 GAAG UiV O TNV GANOT HETIOV GPETHV 0VSEY ETepov T Osod peTéyet, S10TL adTOC £6TV 1 TOVTEATG APeTH: £MEl oDV
70 Tf] PVOEL KAAOV glg petovsiav EmBuuntov mévimg £0Tl TolG YIVOOKOLGL, ToDTO 88 dpov 0K Exel, Avaykaims Kol 1
100 petéyovrog émbupia 1@ dopiote cvumapateivovoa otdoy ovk Exel (VM 1.7).
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even a part would be a great benefit” (16 kai pun tod pépovg anotvyeiv képdog dv ein péya, VM
1.9). In fact, he proposes that “the perfection of human nature is always to be willing to increase
in goodness” (...del €0€AeV &V T@ KOAD TO TALOV Exety, N THS AvOpwmivng pOcE®S TEAEOTNG
éoti, VM 1.10). This prooimion is just one of many places Gregory expresses his view that
epektasis, continual striving for progress, is a form of human perfection.

At this point, Gregory himself turns to a question | posed at the start of this chapter: what
does a biblical figure like Moses have to do with epektasis or with the fourth-century reader?
Strikingly, Gregory employs the same metaphor of a fiery beacon he used in the VGT to explain
the importance of Scriptural exemplars:

It seems good to me to make use of Scripture as a counselor (cvppoviog) in such
things. For the divine voice says somewhere in the prophecy of Isaiah, “Look to
Abraham your father, and Sarah who gave you birth” (Isaiah 51:2). With these
words The Word admonishes those who wander outside virtue so that, just as at
sea those who are carried away from the direction of the harbor bring themselves
back on course by a clear sign (onueiov), upon seeing either a fiery beacon
(mvpode) raised up high or some mountain peak coming into view, in the same
way Scripture by the examples of Sarah and Abraham may guide those drifting on
the sea of life (katd v tod fiov Odhacoay TAavouévovc) with an unpiloted
mind again to the harbor of the divine will...So perhaps the memory of anyone
distinguished in life would suffice to fill our need for a fiery beacon and to show
us how we can bring our soul to the sheltered harbor of virtue, where it no longer
has to pass the winter amid the storms of life or be shipwrecked in the deep water
of evil by the tripled waves of the passions. It may be for this very reason that the
daily life of those sublime individuals is recorded in detail, that by means of the
imitation (uipnoig) of those earlier examples of right action, those who follow
them may conduct their lives to the good (mpoc o dyafov).*

35 Aokel 8¢ pot kohde Exew i Ipogii mept T00T0v cLEPOIA YpHoacbaL: noi yap mov dut tic Hodiov Tpopnteiag
1N Beio povn- EuPréyate eig APpodp TOV motépa VUGV Kol gig Zappav Thv ddivovcav dudg. Tadta yap mivieg O
AOY0G T01G EEm TiiC GpeTiic TAavmuEVoLg dlokeledeTal, tva, kabdmep ol &v meAdyet tig g0Beiog 10T Apévog
napeveyBEVTeC Katd TO PaveV onUEIOV THG TAAVNG E0DTOVG ETAVAYOLGLY 1| TVPGOV 10OVTEG GO VYOLS aipoOuEvoV f
KOPLOTV TIVOG AKPOPEING avapaveioay, TOV oaDTOV TPOTOV TOVG dkvPepvite Tij dlavoig Katd v Tob Biov
Bdlacoav TAavOEEVOLG TG KaTo TNV Zappay kol ABpadp drodsiypoatt Ty Katevfovn Tpog tov Mpéva 10D Beiov
Beuatoc... Towg & v toivuy é€apkéoele kal UV £vOG Tvog TdV Katd TOv Biov evdokipnwmy 1 uvAun v 100
TUpcod ypeiav TANPOoAL Kol VTOdEIENL TG E6TL SUVATOV TG AKAVOT® THG APETg AEVL TNV Yoynv kaboppicat,
pundapod taig tod Biov {dAaig éyxeyracheicay unde katd Tag ELOAMAOVS TOV TaddV Tpivpiog @ Pudd Tiig Kakiog
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In the VGT, Gregory suggested the biographical account itself could serve as a beacon. In the
VM, the fiery beacon is also a detailed narrative portrait, preserved in Scripture as a sign
(onpeiov) and as a model for imitation (pipnoic).

The entire passage VM 1.11-15 uses a combination of light and nautical imagery to show
that biographical narrative in Scripture, because it is a genre of text that records the deeds of
exemplary individuals, could be an important guiding force in an ideal reader’s contemporary
life. Gregory explains that Scripture provides the tools that can enable reader-sailors to navigate
their vessels safely past treacherous shores. With the ocean navigation metaphor, Gregory
introduces at least two key ideas that might help us understand his views of Scripture’s place in
the fourth-century Christian’s pursuit of perfect virtue. First, the sailor who sees a far-off beacon
is already envisioned as equipped to sail and navigate, using a particular set of skills acquired
through training. The light itself does no more than point the way toward that which the reader
may gain. That is, Scripture serves as an additional form of assistance, a helpful “counselor” and
“advisor” (cOpPfovrog) that enables humans to utilize their interpretive skills to the best
advantage. At the same time, the counter-image of a sailor adrift in a hostile sea also suggests the
essential stabilizing, orienting role of Scripture and its exemplars within the sailor’s skill set.
This rich image is deliberately complex, and Gregory sets Scripture as a fiery beacon that a) can
only be useful to those who have the requisite skills to sail otherwise and b) is necessary for
guiding and protecting the proper use of those other skills. Perhaps most interesting of all is the

fact that the fiery beacon is itself simply a light in the darkness, a symbol subject to interpretation

évvavayncacav. Tayo yap kai To0Tov Yaptv 1 TOV DYNAGY Ekeivov molteia o1” dkpifeiog iotopnTor, OG dv did Tiig
TOV TPOKUTOPBOKOTOV UNGEMG O £ediig Biog Tpog 10 dyaBov dmevbovorro (VM 111, 13).
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or misinterpretation by sailors, who must have some idea of what it means and how it operates
before they can follow its guidance. Gregory appears to advocate for cooperation between the
reader’s human intellect and divinely revealed Scripture. This complements the cooperation he
described between the biographer who enthuasiastically cheers on the reader and the reader who
runs the race of virtue. Both may succeed by relying on the aid of the Holy Spirit.

Gregory closes the prooimion in VM 1.14-15 by explaining more precisely how he and
his readers must use a combination of the Scriptural account and their own discerning vision to
extract “instruction” in virtue from the biblical story of Moses’ life. In order to facilitate
“translation” from the exemplar’s life into the reader’s life context, Gregory needs to mitigate the
problem of the exemplar’s historical specificity. He directly addresses his reader’s hypothetical
concern about being unable to imitate a figure from a different setting or historical period in any
precise way. The reader might face problems because a myriad of circumstances - the details of
his birth, gender, nationality, or upbringing, for example - do not directly map onto the
corresponding circumstances in the life of his chosen exemplar:

What then? Someone will say, ‘How shall | imitate them, since | am not a

Chaldean as | remember Abraham was, nor was | nourished by the daughter of the

Egyptian as Scripture teaches about Moses, and in general | do not have in these

matters anything in my life corresponding to any of the ancients? How shall |

place myself in the same rank with one of them, when | do not know how to

imitate anyone so far removed from me by the circumstances of his life?%

Using personification in a dialogical mode of hypothetical question and answer,%” Gregory poses

36 T{ obv, £psi 11, €l piyte XoAdaiog £yd, domep 6 APpadi pviuovedeton, pite Tiic Buyatpdc Tod Alyvrriov
TPOPIHOG, B¢ TTEPL T0D Mmicémg 0 Adyog Katéxel, und’ OA®E €V TOIC TOL0VTOLG TPOG TIVA. TAV APYOI®Y EX® TL KOTA
TOV Biov KatdAANAOV, TAG €1 TNV OOTIV TAEW VI TOVTOV ELOVTOV KOTUOTNO®, LT £x0V OTmMG TOV TOGODTOV APEST®
T S10. TV Emtndevpdtov unoopat; (VM 1.14).

37 The Rhetorica ad Herennium defines this figure of thought as follows: “Personification consists in representing an
absent person as present or in making a mute thing or one lacking form articulate, and attributing to it a definite
form and a language or a certain behaviour appropriate to its character” (Rhetorica ad Herennium 4.53, transl. Harry
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a major question about the exemplary figure in a bios and imitation (pipnoig): how closely must
someone copy the particulars of an exemplar’s experience to imitate his virtue? The solution
Gregory employs involves leaving behind common conceptions of what defines a person’s
identity and seeking out “the useful sense in the history (1 tpé6G@opog 1] ioTopig diGvola) in
order to obtain instruction in virtue (gig apetfig vmodYKnv).”*® He explains,
To him we reply that we do not consider being a Chaldean a virtue or a vice, nor
is anyone exiled from the life of virtue by living in Egypt or spending his life in
Babylon, nor again has God been known to the esteemed individuals in Judea
only, nor is Zion, as people commonly think, the divine habitation. We need some
subtlety of understanding and keenness of vision (tivog Aemtotépag Nuiv ypeio Tig
davoiog kol 0&utépag thg dyewc) to discern from the history how, by removing
ourselves from such Chaldeans and Egyptians and by escaping from such a
Babylonian captivity, we shall embark on the blessed life.®
The solution relies on interpretation. Imitation depends, in part, upon consideration of sources
and the correct identification of content that pertains to virtue, a task for the biographer
composing the bios from the sources about his exemplar’s complete life. It depends, too, on the
author’s and readers’ shared “vision” (8y1g) or way of looking at the exemplar in order to gain an
understanding of the text’s “useful sense” (1] Tpdo@opog didvoia). For Gregory, cooperation

between readers and the biographer could enable the sort of interpretation that would eventually

allow for translation.

Caplan, LCL edition). The “someone” (t1c) who would pose the questions Gregory outlines functions here as an
absent or hypothetical interlocutor.

BVM I.15.

9 TIpog dv Epoduev, 811 oBte 10 Xaddaiov sivan kakiav i dpetnv kpivopey, odte i &v Alydmte (ofj odte Tij &v
Bopuidvt StotpiBf Tod Biov Tic 10D kot dpetiv EEowkileTat, 0vd’ avb wdAv v Tij Tovdaig pdvov YveooTdc 6 Ode
101¢ G&lotg yivetat, 000 Zidv katd TV TpoYEpoV Evvolay TO B0V 0TIV OIKNTAPLOV, AAAG TIVOG AETTOTEPOG LAV
xpela Thg Stovoiog kai d&uTépag Tiig Oyemg, Mg Stidelv €K Tiig ioTopiag moimv XaAdainv f| Alyvrtiov TOpp®
yevouevol kai molog Bapuioviov aiyporoociog dmolvbdévieg Tod pakapiov Biov EmPnoouedo (VM 1.14).
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3. Macrina, VSM 1

In the prooimion for the VSM, Gregory outlines the subject and significance of the bios
in a somewhat roundabout way. He does not indicate right away that the subject is his sister but
instead begins by recounting an encounter he had with an acquaintance, one Olympius,
describing how the “flow of conversation turned to the memory of the life of some esteemed
person” (gic pvumyv Piov Tvog evdokipov tpofiibe péwv 6 Adyoc, VSM 1). He explains that he
had special knowledge about this person “for the remembered maiden was not a stranger to [his]
family” (00d¢ yap EEvn Tod yévoug fudv N pvnuovevbeica tapbévog, VSM 1). It is only at this
point that he finally discloses she was “born from our same parents” (ék T@®V aOT®V MUV YOVEWV,
VSM 1). This understated introduction of Macrina is one way for Gregory to navigate the
hazardous straits of praising a family member.

He undertakes a twofold apologetic project. First he must defend his choice of subject as
interesting and beneficial for a broad audience, and then he must refute the potential charge of
familial bias or self-promotion in his presentation of Macrina’s exemplary qualities. Striking the
balance between authority and humility is a tricky task in this situation. David Konstan points
out specific risks biographers and eulogists face when praising an acquaintance:

For, on the one hand, by a profession of friendship the orator or writer runs the

risk of invading the privileged space dedicated to the subject of praise, blurring

the lines between the speaker and the world that is constructed by his text.

Biography threatens to dissolve into autobiography - always a suspect genre - and

eulogy into boasting. And, on the other hand, the self-proclaimed friend

immodestly asserts his own virtue in the mere suggestion that so worthy a fellow
as the hero of his text entirely reciprocates his affection.*°

40 David Konstan, "How to Praise a Friend: St. Gregory of Nazianzus's Funeral Oration for St. Basil the Great" in
Tomas Héagg and Philip Rousseau, eds. Greek Biography and Panegyric in Late Antiquity (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2000), 161-2.
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Gregory here must walk a fine line between praising his sister sufficiently and elevating himself
too much. The issue of authorial self-praise tends to be more problematic in ancient
autobiography.*! Plutarch devotes an entire treatise to the technique and occasions for praising
oneself without provoking envy (Plutarch Moralia 539a-547f).2 Paul’s careful maneuvering in 2
Cor 11-12, where he takes great care to justify his boasting, provides an example of the lengths
to which authors might go to avoid the charge of self-praise.*®

In the third and fourth centuries CE, there is also a special concern for offering praise
while avoiding flattery (kolaxeia) in panegyric, orations directed toward living individuals,
usually prominent political figures.** Such flattery would be inappropriate for an encomiastic
composition in general, but especially for one in which the subject is a relation of the author. A

philosophical critique of flattery appears as early as the Platonic dialogues.*® Paul defends

41 Glenn Most asserts that self-praise is acceptable when used from a stance of self-defense (Glenn W. Most, ‘The
Stranger’s Stratagem: Self-Disclosure and Self-Sufficiency in Greek Culture,” The Journal of Hellenic Studies,
Volume 109 [1989]: 114 -133). Vivien J. Gray writes "The successful autobiographer disarms the audience's natural
aversion to the self-praise that was a feature of self-presentation by casting himself as a victim of misfortune and
misunderstanding" (Vivien J. Gray, “Classical Greece,” in Gabriele Marasco, ed. Political Autobiographies and
Memoirs in Antiquity, A Brill Companion [Boston: Brill, 2011]: 1-36, 34).

42 plutarch also excoriates Cicero for his tendency to self-praise: “Cicero’s immoderate self-boasting
(reprowtoroyia) in his speeches proves that he had an intemperate desire for fame” () 8¢ Kiképwvog &v toig Adyoig
duetpio thig TEpravToA0yiog dxpaciov Tve katnydpel Tpog 80&av, Plutarch, Comparatio Demosthenis et Ciceronis
2). Classical thinkers’ disdain for self-praise can be seen already in Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War
1.86, where the ephor Sthenalaidas points out to his fellow Lacedaemonians that the Athenians indulge in distasteful
praise of themselves.

43 Margaret M. Mitchell demonstrates that John Chrysostom uses the standards for acceptable self-praise in
Plutarch’s treatise to defend Paul’s self-presentation in these chapters of 2 Cor in his own de laudibus sancti Pauli 5:
Margaret M. Mitchell, “A Patristic Perspective on Pauline tepiavtoroyia,” New Testament Studies, Volume 47,
Issue 3 (July 2001): 354-371.

4 See Hagg and Rousseau, Greek Biography and Panegyric, especially 4-5.

% In Plato, Respublica 1X, 590b, Socrates engages Glaucon in conversation about how shameful things enslave the
best element in the self to the most wicked. Flattery is one of his exempla: “And aren’t flattery (xoAakeio) and
illiberality (dvelevBepia) condemned because they subject this same spirited element (1o Bupogidéc) to the moblike
beast, allow it to be showered with abuse for the sake of money and the latter’s insatiability, and habituate it (§0i®)
from youth to be an ape instead of a lion?” (translation from C.D.C. Reeve, ed. A Plato Reader: Eight Essential
Dialogues [Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Company, 2012], 543.)
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himself against accusations that he used “words of flattery” (Adyog xolaxeiag, 1 Thess 2:5).
Gregory himself includes flattery in a catalog of passions (md6n), alongside such vices as hatred
(Micog), strife (Ep1c), and envy (pO6vog).*o

Gregory’s strategy for avoiding all these pitfalls in the VSM is to adopt what is most
likely an epistolary conceit to open the work.*” The “letter,” addressed to Olympius, reminds the
addressee of his own earlier request for information about the life and good deeds of Macrina. In
just a few lines, Gregory effectively transfers the motivation for writing the bios away from
himself or his own desire to praise his family and onto the friend, whose personal stake in the
composition is perhaps less suspect than Gregory’s own. Having established the existence of at
least one interested reader from outside the family, Gregory can more confidently assert that the
ensuing text (much longer than any conventional letter, as he himself notes!“®) may be of interest
to a wider audience. The same move that admirably distances Gregory from his subject thus also
manages to reflect well on the exemplar. Gregory’s apparently self-effacing opening salvo
suggests that Macrina is worthy of study in her own right, not just because of her close
association with her better-known biographer.

As he seeks to make his readers (both the original addressee and any who later read the

text) attentive, Gregory implies that his text offers privileged access to what Aristotle might call

“things that are wondrous.”*® Macrina herself is a wonder. Gregory explains that typical

46 Gregory of Nyssa, De Beatitudinibus GNO Online 27.106.14 (LGO, s.v. “kolaxeio”).

71 am inclined to read the epistolary opening as a clever rhetorical fabrication that allows Gregory to “get away
with” writing about an unusual subject.

48 He excuses the excessive length of the documents by reminding his addressee that he asked Gregory to write on
“a subject that goes beyond the scope of a letter” (1] ¥n60ec1 mAeimv ovoa fj kot moTtofig cvppetpioyv, VSM 1).
¥ Aristotle, Rhetorica 3.14.7, Bekker 1415b. Macrina’s renown is an open question. The text itself includes stories
about high attendance at the exemplar's funeral and her reputation for miracles (VSM 31, 36-39). On Macrina, see
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designations are insufficient for describing his text’s subject: “A woman was the starting-point of
the narrative, if indeed she is a woman. For | do not know if it is appropriate (tpénov) to name
her using a term from nature (éx g pVoEmS oTNV dvopdlety), since she went beyond nature.”>°
He does not explain until later in the body of the text what he means by this, but it is almost
certainly intended to make readers interested in finding out more (docilis, as Quintilian put it).>
Gregory portrays himself as uniquely qualified to provide an account of this wondrous woman’s
life. His account will be built on a uniquely authoritative set of sources.®? As discussed above, he

does not need to rely on “hearsay” (dkomn), but instead observed Macrina himself; she was “as it

were, an offering of first fruits, the blooming of her mother’s womb” (domep T1¢ dmopyn KoprdV

especially Anna M. Silvas, Macrina the Younger and chapter 6 (on Emmelia and Macrina) of Van Dam, Families
and Friends.

50 Tyvry 8¢ v 1} Tod SmynApatog dpopur, imep yoviy: odk 0ida Yép €l mpémov €TtV £k T pHoEmS ADTHY dvoudley
v dve yevopévny tijg pvoews (VSM 1). In line with Verna E. F. Harrison, Michael Nausner argues that “by
confusing gender differentiations in relation to his sister Macrina, he not only prepares his readers for paradise, but
actually lets aspects of divinely restored humanity become enacted” (Michael Nausner, “Toward Community
Beyond Gender Binaries: Gregory of Nyssa’s Transgendering as Part of his Transformative Eschatology,” Theology
and Sexuality, Volume 16 [2002]: 55-65, 59. Harrison’s work, which tracks how all three Cappadocian fathers argue
that gender becomes irrelevant in the eschaton because it is not an original part of the created “image of God,” may
be found in Verna E. F. Harrison, “Male and Female in Cappadocian Theology,” The Journal of Theological
Studies, New Series, Volume 41, Number 2 [October 1990]: 441-471). In contrast to Gillian Cloke, who classes
Thecla among those early Christian women who go beyond femininity and are described more as men (Gillian
Cloke, This Female Man of God, 220), Nausner suggests that her going beyond nature refers to her role
foreshadowing the eschatological human condition, in which, for Gregory, gender is no longer an issue (Nausner,
“Toward Community,” 61); I agree with this assessment, since Gregory focuses specifically on Macrina’s
approximation of or participation in the “angelic life” in VSM 11. This has less to do with surpassing gender than
surpassing the limits of human life, more broadly speaking.

More broadly on gender in Gregory’s portrayal of both himself and Macrina in the VSM, see Virgina Burrus,
“Begotten, Not Made:” Conceiving Manhood in Late Antiquity (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2000),
esp. Chapter 2 and pp. 119-122. On the role of self-generation or self-determination among both men and women,
see Verna E. F. Harrison, “Gender, Generation, and Virginity in Cappadocian Theology,” The Journal of
Theological Studies, New Series, Volume 47, Part 1 (April 1996): 38-68, esp. 62-68.

51 Quintilian, Institutio oratoria 4.1.5.

52 Gregory hints at the fact-collecting role of a biographer in his prooimion, where he remarks that he did not have to
consult other sources to find out about her life (VSM 1). Compare here Eusebius, who seeks to position his
biography of Constantine as history and does so partly by deflected attention from his compositional choices: "It
certainly seems to have been unusually important for Eusebius to establish his bona fides - and to minimise his own
role in constructing his story" (Williams, Authorised Lives, 56).
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PO THS unTpdag vndvog avaproctoaca, VSM 1). The language of first fruits suggests right
away that Macrina’s life is an offering dedicated to God.>

The prooimion promises a record of Macrina’s virtuous achievements, though Gregory
continues to attribute the original idea to Olympius. The addressee, he reports, thought that an
account ought to be made “lest such a life should go unnoticed in subsequent times and lest she
should silently pass by in unprofitable (dvmeeAnc) obscurity” (av pn AdOot Tov peta tadta
¥POVOV O T0100T0¢ Blog unde Avoeeing mapadpdpot dud olwnig cvykaivedeioa, VSM 1). It
would be a loss, from Gregory’s perspective, if Macrina’s life were made “unprofitable”
(vopernc). Gregory and Olympius share a belief that an account of the exemplary life could
carry some “benefit” (képdoc), like the lives of Thaumaturgus and Moses.

C. Authorial invention

In the opening of the VGT, Gregory asserts that an encomiastic biographical account can
provide incentive to excellence. The VM, he says, will offer requested “counsel concerning the
perfect life” by “seeking out the spiritual understanding that corresponds to the history in order
to obtain suggestions of virtue” and “come to know the perfect life for men.”>* He begins the
VSM with a promise to preserve an account of Macrina’s excellence so that it will not be

“passed over” (AavOavw) by those who could learn from it. These aims, all focused on offering

%3 Regulations for offering the first fruits of any birth or harvest to God are found in Exod 23:16-19; Lev 23:9-10;
Deut 26:1-11. In the New Testament, the term amapyn is used primarily in a figurative way to refer to people,
including Christ (1 Cor 15:20), but especially converts, e.g. at Rom 16:5; 1 Cor 16:15; 2 Thess 2:13; Jas 1:18. More
broadly, it refers to God’s chosen in Rev 14:4 (BDAG, s.v. “anapyn.”). Gregory does not employ the term in any
other distinctive fashion (LGO, s.v. “amapyn.”).

54 drodnKnv €i¢ TOV Téleiov Biov (VM 1.2); v mpdcpopov Ti| icTopia didvoray i¢ apetiic Vmodfkny dvalntoopey,
31 ¢ OV TéAsI0V G £V AvBpdmoic Blov Emryvmoopeho (VM 1.15). Gregory points back to his compositional goals in
VM 11.48-50: If someone finds a problem in harmonizing the history and the interpretation, “Let him always
remember the aim of our composition” (del pepviiodm T0d cKOToD TV NUETEP®V AOYOV).
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something of value to those who read, are both to be expected in prooimia, but nevertheless these
conventional elements are fundamental to Gregory’s personal understanding of his didactic task.

These prooimia also offer a glimpse of Gregory’s thoughts on ideal reading practices: to
understand the significance of a life, one must engage in interpretation. If Gregory’s portraits are
not just mimetic records but are intended to enable mimesis among readers, then while his bioi
preserve a realistic account of the subject, they must also take into account that a biographical
narrative may partially depict or refer to reality, but cannot capture it thoroughly or with
complete accuracy. Bios, which seeks to engineer a mediated encounter between readers and the
very virtues that a subject displays, is a genre that may make visible — to those with the right kind
of vision, understanding, and guidance — otherwise hidden or invisible realities. Gregory’s
attentiveness to this referential function of a biographical narrative is evident in his prominent
application of the figurative language of light in two prooimia, particularly the metaphor of a
guiding beacon for seafaring.> The figurative language of light and navigation provides an
image for the readers’ hermeneutical work while simultaneously capturing the essentially
referential nature of the encomiastic bios. The text is not itself a blueprint or straightforward path
to virtue; rather, like a beacon, it simply marks out the path. Extracting the orienting benefit from
a beacon requires some work of the sailor who would navigate by it; the same is true for the ideal
reading audience of a bios, who need to perform interpretive work to derive the promised benefit
from a text that refers.

Gregory depicts this work as a shared task, using all three prooimia to outline the ideal

55 Gregory also applies this metaphor in his De virginitate GNO Online 31.297.15-17: “And many of the saints shine
forth their lives, like some sort of light, for those following toward God (moAioi 8¢ TdV Gyiwv kabdnep Tva Aoyvov
TOV £VTdV Biov 101G Kot B0V TOPEVOUEVOLS TPOPOAIVOVOLY).
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roles of author, subject, and audience. As Patricia Cox has argued, authorial intent shapes
biographical portraiture, and the author — complete with his social, political, religio-
philosophical, and personal convictions — becomes a sort of prism, such that “the biographers’
idea of the holy man can be seen as ways of understanding and organizing the cultural situations
in which they were embroiled.”®® Her compelling model situates the biographer and his subject
as two mutually-reflecting points that generate a “mythic world” entered through considerations
of deeds (praxeis) or character (ethos). However, Gregory’s prooimia insist on additional
partners for the interpretation of a life. Cox’s model of two poles does not yet capture the active
role of readers, or the literary and hermeneutical mechanisms by which bios readers may enter
into and return from the mythic world of the text.>” Cox addresses what we might call
compositional mimesis, the production of rich, realistic portraits in text, and portraits that
personify “certain revered philosophical and theological precepts.”® But what about readers’
mimesis, the consumption, digestion, and reproduction of lessons in a bios?

Seen as a tool for training readers to engage in interpretive activity, the text becomes a
referential object that serves as a point of access to meaningful truths about virtue, both virtue
already realized by the subject and virtue that might be practiced in the future by readers. The
subject originally displayed virtue in a series of actions that can be preserved in text through
authorial art, and from text into the ideal readers’ lives through subsequent interpretation and

imitation. The biographical narrator, because of his privileged, near-omniscient view of the

% Cox, Biography, 134-136.
57 Cox, Biography, xv.
%8 Cox, Biography, 70.
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subject’s life,*® invites readers into the ongoing process of interpretation that he initiates.®®
Author and readers are both responsible for interpretation, though to different degrees; he is
ultimately in charge of guiding and modeling interpretive strategies. What is more, in Gregory’s
view, they do not perform interpretation alone. His explicit appeals for the help of God, the
Spirit, and his friend Olympius highlight the importance of Christian community for the
composition and reading of bioi.
Il. Genos and innovation

Following immediately on the prooimion of each text is Gregory’s discussion of the
exemplar’s genos, her birth or origin (yévoc).5t All three of the prooimia testify to Gregory’s
conception of his bioi as texts that teach and provide some benefit to the reader. This didactic
function introduces a tension that Gregory must continue to grapple with when it comes time to

describe each exemplar’s birth: each figure comes from a particular setting and background, but

%9 The biographer typically presents himself as writing with an omniscient, external narrative point of view; his
knowledge of the subject is the result of his own eyewitness experience or of study. See Plutarch, who self-
consciously relies on sources (e.g. Nic 1.5). For additional examples and discussion of Plutarch’s historical
accuracy, see C.B.R. Pelling, “How far would they go? Plutarch on Nicias and Alicibiades” in Literary Texts and the
Greek Historian (London: Routledge, 2000): 44-60. Biographers who reject this conventional narrative point of
view tend to do so in similarly self-conscious and even playful ways. Philostratus' Life of Apollonius of Tyana (see,
e.g. 1.3) claims to rely on, among other sources, memoirs taken down by one Damis, a traveling companion and
disciple of Apollonius. For a helpful introduction to some major issues of narratology in this text, see T. J.G.
Whitmarsh, “Philostratus,” Narrators, Narratees, and Narratives in Ancient Greek Literature, Studies in Ancient
Greek Narrative, volume 1, ed. Irene J.F. DeJong, René Ninlist, and Angus Bowie (Leiden: Brill, 2004): 423-439.
Gregory’s own manipulation of the narrator’s point of view, especially in the VSM, will be discussed in Chapter 3;
for now, suffice it to say that his departure from the typical omniscient, external point of view introduces new
interpretive possibilities or strategies for readers.

80 Claudia Rapp provides what | see as a helpful corrective to Cox, and a reminder about how ancient authors
conceived of audience, in Claudia Rapp, “Storytelling as Spiritual Communication in Early Greek Hagiography: The
Use of Diegesis,” JECS, Volume 6, Number 3 (Fall 1998): 431-448, DOI: 10.1353/earl.1998.0048. Rapp argues that
authors of hagiography demonstrates a concern for the audience and an expectation that the audience can and should
imitate the exemplary figures described, especially in the opening sections of their narratives. Rapp’s additional
point, that “The roles of narrator of a diegesis, eyewitness, and disciple of the holy man thus intersect in a profound
way that calls for further elucidation,” is also relevant here (Rapp, “Storytelling as Spiritual Communication,” 439).
B11SJ, s.v. “yévog.”
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she is nevertheless meant to be a model for readers who may not share her homeland and social
status, let alone her family and ancestors. Furthermore, because the circumstances of the
exemplar’s birth are matters determined by chance, the role of choice or will in cultivating
virtues is, at best, unclear. How much either an exemplar or a reader imitating that exemplar can
really “choose” virtue is an open question. In examining how Gregory depicts his exemplars’
births, we may see how chance, choice, the particular, and the universal are woven together, and
what Gregory has to say about the link between interpretation and imitation.

A. The origin of an exemplar

As detailed in ancient texts on encomium and epideictic literature, the praise of a
person’s genos is intended to situate the subject in his familial, political, military, and socio-
economic context, in order to highlight the excellent qualities of his soul that can be linked to his
origins. Aphthonius identifies a series of topics that should be covered under the heading of
genos: “...then you will state the person’s origin (10 yévoc), which you will divide into nation
(80voc), homeland (rotpic), ancestors (mpdyovor), and parents (motépec).2 Aelius Theon
introduces “good birth” (gdyévela dyadn) under the larger heading of “external goods™ (T
gEmBev ayaba), that should be attributed to fortune; he elaborates, saying that ebyévelo comes
“either from the greatness of a city and nation and constitution, or from ancestors and other
relatives” (1] pév moéAemg kai E0voug kai moAteiog dyadic, 1 6& yovémv kal TV GAA®V

oikeiov).® All of these are attributes of the subject’s life that cannot be attributed to her own

62°H pgv odv Slmpscng o 100 éykopiov: épydoato 8’ adto T016OE TOIC KEPAAIOLS: TPOOULACT) LEV TPOG TNV
ovoav vmoBectv- glta AMaosic 1O yévoc, & Sonpioelc sic EBvoc, Tatpida, Tpoydvoug kol matépag (Aphthonius,
Progymnasmata 8, Rabe 22).

8 Aelius Theon, Progymnasmata 9, Spengel 110.
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choice, but they are nevertheless thought to be determinative for the qualities of her soul.

The issue of nature and nurture, or chance and choice, is built into the encomiastic form.
The rhetorical theorists and teachers recognize its importance, advising their students to
emphasize one pole or the other, as the rhetorical situation demands. In Quintilian, we find one
explanation for why parents and ancestors reflect on a person’s virtue; when he discusses how
arguments can be derived from the attributes of a person, he says “origin” (genus) is relevant
because “persons are generally believed to be similar to their parents and ancestors, and
sometimes the reasons for their living honorably or disgracefully proceed from this.”®* Likewise,
the place of origin was thought to instill certain qualities in the soul of a person. Menander
instructs rhetors to “inquire about his nation as a whole, whether it is considered courageous and
brave, if it is devoted to literature or the possession of virtues, like the Greek nation, or is
observant of law, like the Italian nation, or is courageous, like the nation of the Gauls or of the
Paeonians,”® explaining that “it is inevitable that a man from a nation of such a sort should be of
that sort.”%

Gregory is demonstrably aware of a similar list of standard topics. In the VGT, he
ennumerates the topics he knows most encomiasts address: “wealth (rAodtoc), origin (yévog),
glory (60&a), worldly powers (koouikai duvacteiot), the founding stories of their homelands

(udBor Tag matpidag oikiCovteg), and narratives (dunynuata) intelligent people would shun:

64 . .nam similes parentibus ac maioribus suis plerumque creduntur, et nonnumquam ad honeste turpiterque

vivendum inde causae fluunt (Quintilian, Institutio oratoria 5.10.25-27).

8 tmoeig 10 E0vog dmay, &l avdpegiov dreilnmron kai dlicipov, &l mepl Adyoug Exel fj ktfio dpetdv, O TO
EMNMviKov, gite vopyiov, dg 10 Trokicdv, §j avdpeiov, g 10 v Farotdv kai [odvev (Menander 11.369.28-31).
% 811 dvorykodov TOV £k Tod To100TOL EBvoug Totodtov eivar (Menander 11.370.2-3).
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victories (tpomaa), battlefields (uéyon), and the horrors of war (té éx moAépov kaxd).”®’ Yet as
seen in the chapter epigraph from this same text, Gregory wants to distinguish his composition
from those others, to prove it is has been composed by someone trained “in divine wisdom” (tf
Oeiq copiq, VGT 4). In the three bioi, how does Gregory adhere to and depart from generic
conventions for depicting genos? Does a comparison of the three texts reveal any patterns in his
modification of these conventions that might be connected to his stated didactic aims?

B. Universalizing genos

1. Thaumaturgus, VGT 4-10, Migne 896A-900A

It is in describing the genos of Thaumaturgus that Gregory most directly engages with
how generic commonplaces and reader expectations pose potential obstacles to his Christian
didactic goal. As Gregory puts it, “No one who has been trained in divine wisdom should seek to
praise someone who is spiritually renowned by using the encomiastic techniques that are
customary in the outside world.”®® A work praising a spiritual exemplar, as Gregory puts it,
ought to reflect the spiritual quality of its human subject. The author must be prepared to craft a
portrait appropriate for the exemplar, even if that means changing the form of the text. Shifting
reader focus onto questions of form (the “encomiastic techniques that are customary in the

outside world®®), he encourages them to pay attention to the artful construction of the text rather

7 VGT 4. We might compare this list of qualities the world considers excellent to the list Basil provides (and
rejects) in his Ad Adulescentes 2.2. See a comparable claim about John Chrysostom’s familiarity with and
purposeful adaptation of encomiastic topoi in Mitchell, The Heavenly Trumpet, 95-100.

88 Mndeic 8¢ tdv i) Oeig copia memadevpévay Kot Y TV EEm cuvidsiay Taic Texvikoic THV dykopiny podolg
énouveicOot {nteitm OV mvevpatikds Enavodpevov (VGT 4).

B VGT 4.

66



than simply to the artful author who constructs.”® He pulls apart the strands of his tapestry,
revealing some of the interlocking crosses of warp and weft, the underlying structure of
Thaumaturgus’ portrait.

Gregory says he wishes to reject not only typical, earthly sources of fame as deceptive
but also to modify the very literary components that readers might expect to encounter in a text
that lauds these sources of fame. Yet in order to make such distinctions between his work and
other bioi, Gregory must rely on his audience’s knowledge of the conventions of biography.
Only by assuming that they are familiar with basic literary elements of the bios form can he
highlight the purported divergences that make his text different. He insists, “By means of these
elements of the spiritual praise of those being treated in encomia, the divine praise of encomia
responds to the futile trumperies of the world below, judging it shameful that those being made
known for such things are exalted for earthly honors.”’* It is not simply that the form of the text
must change to accurately describe its subject. Even more than that, there is a form of “divine
praise” to which a biographer ought to attend, Gregory maintains. In a neat sleight of hand move,

Gregory seems to be eliding his own authorial role: his hand has been forced, and he must

0 This is not to deny the lingering presence of Gregory before readers' eyes and the way attention to literary choices
reflects on the ethos of the author. Michael Stuart Williams' monograph works through one possible portrait of
Gregory that takes shape over the course of his Praise of Basil and the VM (Williams, Authorised Lives, 58-100),
and Chapters 2 and 3 explore techniques Gregory uses when portraying himself as a character in the VSM.
1 A todta TG TVELULATIKTG EVPNLOG TOV £YKOUOLOPEVOV GATOKPIVEL TOVG KAT® ANpovg 6 Beilog TdV ykopiny
Emouvog, oioypov elvan Kpivav Todg Gmd TV T0100TOVY EYVOCHEVOVE S10l THV KaTd THY YV TIinv cepvivesol.
(VGT 6). We might compare this to a similar dynamic in the treatise De virginitate, in which Gregory critiques a
typical understanding of marriage before introducing his own teachings on the topic; this compelling reading comes
from Mark D. Hunt, “Reconciliation of Body and Soul: Gregory of Nyssa’s Deeper Theology of Marriage,”
Theological Studies, Volume 51 (1990): 450-478. Hunt asserts that “in chapter 4 he [Gregory] tells us that the
standards according to which he constructs the ‘ideal’ marriage are not the true standard for determining what is
good or bad in human experience” and “reveals rather subtly that 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” (454-455).
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compose an atypical text, because his subject is atypical.”

Gregory is by no means the first to express rhetorically his hesitation about the
conventional values of the encomiastic form. That itself is a longstanding topos, and critiques
that comment on the limits of the standard encomiastic form are fairly common within encomia.
Isocrates, for example, bemoans the difficulty involved in being truly original while praising
anything good or noble:

Of those who have chosen to praise bumblebees or salt and the like, no one has

ever been at a loss for words (ovdeig tdnote Adymv NIoépnoev), but those who try

their hand at talking about those things that are confessed to be good (éya6d¢) or

beautiful (xalog) or distinguished for virtue (dwapépovtog €n” apetiy) have all said

things quite lacking (katadeéotepov) about their topics...and while about those

topics having glory it is rare to discover something that no one has said before,

about those things that are cheap (padAog) and low (tamevdg), whatever someone

speaking should chance upon is entirely original (émav i516v éottv).”

John Chrysostom, in a homily on Rom 16:3, praises Paul for recommending the humble
tentmakers Prisca and Aquila to the Roman Christians, for “not accepting the customary worldly
evaluations and estimations on which praise was conferred in late antiquity.”’* Nevertheless,
because Gregory insists he is composing a unique text, it is worth examining just how unique it

really is. The genos Gregory constructs for Thaumaturgus does provide specific information

about the subject, but simultaneously proposes a universal human origin and inheritance:

2 Note the similarity to his claim that terms from nature might not be appropriate for describing Macrina, who went
beyond nature (VSM 1).

3 16y pgv yap tovg BopPuriodg kai todg dhag kol toradta BovAindévimy Enaiveiv oddeic Tdnote AdymV AOPNOEY,
ol 6¢ 1epl TV OLOAOYOLUEV®Y Ayad®V 1) KOADV T TOV S10pepOVI®V €T Apett] Ayev EmtyelpoaVTEG TTOAD
KatadeéoTepov TV VIAPYOVTOV dravtes elpNKooty... Kol Tepl HEV TV d0&av ExOVIMV GTAVIOV EVPETY O UNdEic
npdtepoV gipnKey, TEPL 8¢ TV PavioVv kal Tomevdv & T &v Tig Toyn eOeyEduevoc, drav 1816v éotv (Isocrates,
Helenae encomium 12-13).

4 Margaret M. Mitchell, “The Continuing Problem of Particularity and Universality within the corpus Paulinum,”
Studia Theologica, Volume 64 (2010): 121-137, 128. Pages 126-129 of the article illustrate several approaches
Chrysostom takes to critique the uncritical acceptance of categories of worldly praise (especially those things
attributed to fortune, e.g. wealth, ancestors, family nobility).

68



In our judgment, on the other hand, just one native land deserves honor, paradise,
the first home of the human race; just one city, the heavenly one, fashioned of
living stones (1 Pet 2:5), with God for its creator and builder (Heb 3:4; 11:10);
just one excellence of lineage, kinship to God - which no one gets automatically
(like a good pedigree [evyévewa] in the world’s view, which often flows even to
the wicked through this automatic succession) but which one acquires in no other
way than by free choice (npoaipeoic). “For as many as received him,” says the
voice of God, “to them he gave the power to become children of God (Jn 1:12).

275
Even as he criticizes them, Gregory cites the major components of a typical genos, enumerating
narrowing concentric circles of homeland, city, and lineage.

Though only one land may deserve honor, Gregory nevertheless talks about Neocaesarea
and its excellent geographical features. He says, “Let no one think that I have nothing honorable
to say about the native land or ancestors of the man” (Kai pe unodeig oiécbm t@ unocv &yev
oeUVOV TePL TG TaTpidog, fj TdV Tpoydvav Tod avdpog dmynoacOat, VGT 8). The land is rich,
in that it “is all-producing of everything necessary for life” (w¢ ndviwv 1@v mpog v {onv
avaykaiov Taueopog ival); it is regarded by foreigners with “friendliness” (piioppocivn).’®
But if mentioning such natural felicities would suggest that such things make the exemplar
“nobler” (cepvotepog, VGT 9), they are better ignored. As for family, Gregory writes, “Neither
shall 1 recall in the composition his ancestors, those who set the stage for his birth according to

the flesh, nor talk about their wealth or ambition or worldly renown.”’” He employs here the

rhetorical figure of thought paraleipsis (Latin praeteritio: providing details about a person or

™ 16 88 k00’ Hudic AOyo pio TeTipmTar ToTpig, 6 TaPEdEIsod, 7 TPOTH T0D Yévoug TV dvOpdrev éotio: pia TOAG, T
EmoVpavIog, 1 1t TV {OvTov AMBwv cuveriouévn, i TeXVITng Kol Snpovpyds 6 @sdc: pio Yévoug oepvotng, 1
PO TOV OV AyyloTeio: 0L KOT TO OOTOLOTOV TIVL YIVOUEVT], KOTO TV €V TQ) KOGU® gVYEVELAY, T Kol £l TOVG
POOAOVG TTOALAKIC S0 THG ADTORATOV TOOTNG AKoAovBiog pEovoa @épeTal, OAL’ fjv 00K oty GAAMG, 1] €k
npoapéoemg ktoachat. ‘Ocot yap Elafov adtov, pnoiv 1 Beia povr, Edwkev avtoic EEovoiay tékva Bgod
vevésBar (VGT 4).

5 VGT 8.

TAML 0088 TV TpoyOVEV adTod, THY TPoKaONYMoaUEVeV TG KATh GAPKa YEVEGE®MS, PVAUNV £l TOD AGYOL
TOMGOopaL, TAODTOV Kol GULOTING KOt TOG KOGUIKAS TEpipaveiog avtdv dinyoovpevog (VGT 10).
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situation in phrasing that suggests you are passing over the topic because it is not worth speaking
about).” It is in fact because he can assume that his Neocaesarean audience — who have, after all,
gathered to commemorate Thaumaturgus — already knows about Thaumaturgus’ family and
homeland that Gregory is able to pass over them so quickly.

Throughout this treatment of the genos of Thaumaturgus, however, Gregory takes care to
refer back to the role of God, the creator and source of all human life. This addition, which he
introduces using Scriptural passages like Heb 3:4 and Jn 1:12, could play an important role for
the readers who learn about Thaumaturgus. If they share a common, divine lineage with such an
exemplar, there is no excuse based on accidents of family background or access to natural
resources that can prevent their own striving for or attaining virtue. Gregory seeks to encourage
imitation with remarks on the universality of Thaumaturgus’ origins and lineage, hinting that
readers should think of themselves as able to share with the exemplar in “the kinship to God” (7
pOg TOV Oeov ayyoteia, VGT 4) or “the kinship from on high” (1] dve cvyyévewn, VGT 10). He
adapts the traditional topics of family, nation, and race to propose more expansive definitions of
kinship, ways to become “children of God.” There is precedent in the rhetorical tradition for this

sort of reformulation. For example, Isocrates’” Ad Demonicum praises Demonicus’ father for

8 Hermogenes demonstrates how paraleipsis can be used in an accusatory fashion, to impugn the character of a
defendant: “And if the problem is about an individual, disparaging him by paraleipsis, let’s say, ‘I pass over telling
how impious and polluted and abominable in all ways the rest of his life has been, so that | may not seem to trouble
you in vain if you hear about such things, about which you are not now making judgment...”” (&v 8¢ iS10TIKOV ] O
TPOPAN LA, KOTO TOPAAENY Y SLOUCVPOVTES PICOUEY ‘EYM TOV UEV GAlovV Plov Tapolumdve Ay d¢ Goepnc Kai
gvoryn¢ Kol KaTdt ThvTol AmoTpomooc, (¢ tv un Sokoinv voydetv DUEC ATV, Tepl MV VOV 0 SikdleTe, TEPl TOVTOV
dxovovtac, Hermogenes, De inventione 2.5.5-10). The Rhetorica ad Herennium 4.27, 37 adds that “this figure is
useful if employed in a matter which it is not pertinent to call specifically to the attention of others... or because the
direct reference would be tedious or undignified, or cannot be made clear, or can be easily refuted” (Haec utilis est
exornatio si aut ad rem quam non pertineat aliis ostendere... aut longum est aut ignobile, aut planum non potest
fieri, aut facile potest reprehendi).
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choosing a kinship based on character: “for he considered that in the matter of companionship
nature (@votig) is a much better guide than convention (vopog), character (tpomog) than birth
(Yévoc), and freedom of choice (mpoaipeoic) than necessity (avéyxn).”’® Gregory adapts his
presentation of Thaumaturgus’ origins quite self-consciously away from the typical form of a
text praising a subject’s genos in order to craft instead a universalizing account of origins that
allows readers to think of themselves as sharing the exemplar’s genos. In this way, Gregory
highlights one specific facet of the text’s didactic project: that he intends to mark Thaumaturgus
as relevant for audiences beyond his native Pontus. Gregory positions this text in such a way as
to set Thaumaturgus as a model for audiences far afield from Neocaesarea in 380 CE, both in
time and space.®

Not all the points Gregory tries to make in this section of the VGT are so straightforward.
Praising the universalizing genos he has just crafted for Thaumaturgus, Gregory proclaims,
“What could be more excellent than such a pedigree? All that the others have for their lineage
are myths and fabrications (ubvfot kai TAdopata), and deceits of demons mixed up with mythical

tales, but our lineage has no need of stories (t&v dtmyovuévov).”8t All three Greek terms —

9 fiyeito yap etvan mpdg EToupeiay TOAAD KPEITTO PUGIV VOOV Kol TpOTOV YEVOUC Kod TPOaipesty dvarykng
(Isocrates, Ad Demonicum 10).
% He relates Thaumaturgus to his own family and their success in Pontus and Cappadocia; see Van Dam, Becoming
Christian, 72-81 on Gregory and Basil’s reconstruction of a Christian landscape for Cappadocia, largely informed
by their knowledge of Gregory Thaumaturgus and other figures, including those of legend (e.g. Longinus, centurion
from the crucifixion, being of Cappadocian extraction). See also Basil's Letter 28 and Letter 204. In a text that may
or may not have been known to Nyssen, Eusebius names Thaumaturgus as a student of Origen (Historia
Ecclesiastica 6.30). In an episode | treat in the next chapter, Gregory describes Thaumaturgus' apparently key role in
introducing the church practice of intercessory prayer by bishops on behalf of their congregants (VGT 93).
8L Thic 8¢ towvTne evyeveiac Ti dv cepvdtepov yévorro; Iatpia 8¢ Toic pév dAloig émoot, uddot kai TAGoUoTO, Kol
SopOVOV GITATol CUVAVOLEULYUEVOL TOTG HVBKolg dyRuracty: ta 8& NuEtepa TATPLO, TAV SNYOLUEV®Y 0VK
gmdéetan (VGT 4-5). Gregory seems to use the substantive adjective dawdviog, a, ov and the noun daipwv, ovog, 6
interchangeably, with perhaps a slight preference for the former in VGT (though this passage demonstrates his
flexibility); see LGO, s.v. “doupéviog” and “daipwv.”
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uvbog, miaopa, and dmynuo — are potentially neutral when used to distinguish types of
narrative.82 However, they can easily bear negative connotations of fabrication or falsehood, as it
appears Gregory intends here.® In his Progymnasmata, Aphthonius insists on a distinction
between various types of narrative (dmynua), not all of which must be truthful, only plausible:
“Some narrative is dramatic (Spapaticov), some historical (ictopwkdv), some political
(moMticov). Imagined narrative is dramatic; that giving an account of ancient events is historical;
what orators make use of for their contests is political.”® But given that Scripture and biblical
narrative are so crucial for the “kinship with God” that Gregory recommends to readers, it seems
hazardous for him to reject stories altogether. Christians have inherited a legacy that is
comprised almost entirely of stories; Gregory himself hopes to contribute stories to the collection
by writing his bioi of exemplary figures. Is his thinking here unsystematic or inconsistent?

Perhaps. On a generous reading, though, it is not story as such he disdains, but rather

82 For example, in the Progymnasmata attributed to Hermogenes, pudoc and Smjynua each receive a short
discussion, including information about when an orator might choose to use one or the other to some advantage
(Hermogenes, Progymnasmata 1-2, Rabe 1-6). Consider, as a possible parallel, the positive use of the Latin fabula
by Cicero in a letter to Lucceius (Cicero, Ad Familiares 5.12.6). Bruno Gentili and Giovanni Cerri explain “he
introduces the term fabula to indicate a historical narrative which would involve the reader, awakening admiration, a
sense of expectation, joy, sorrow, hope and fear, in other words a narrative of the monographic type, centred on the
achievements and the changing fortunes of a highly significant historical personage rich in emotional tension... In
this case, the word characterizes a type of narrative which is very different from that of the ‘annals’ because of the
larger amount of emotionality inherent in its unitary and monographic dimension” (Gentili and Cerri, History and
Biography, 57). For a more thorough picture of how this letter “is carefully designed in many places to celebrate”
the “intellectual kinship and camaraderie” of its author and addressee, and the role of literary compliments in that
design, see Jon Hall, “Cicero to Lucceius (Fam. 5.12) in Its Social Context: Valde Bella?” Classical Philology,
volume 93, number 4 (October 1998): 308-321, esp. 315-316.
8 For a striking example of the negative connotations of ud0oc, see its use by Origen and Eustathius on 1 Kingdoms
28, in Margaret M. Mitchell, “Patristic Rhetoric on Allegory: Origen and Eustathius Put 1 Kingdoms 28 on Trial,”
The “Belly-Myther” of Endor: Interpretations of 1 Kingdoms 28 in the Early Church, Rowan A. Greer and Margaret
M. Mitchell, Writings from the Greco-Roman World, Number 16 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2007):
IXXXv-CxXiii, CXiV-CXVii.
84 Tod §& dMyNuoTog TO PV 0TI SPAUOTIKOV, TO 88 ioTopKdVY, TO 88 TOMTIKOV: Kal SPAHUTIKOV PEV TO
TEMAOGUEVOVY, IGTOPIKOV 88 TO ToAondy £xov AeNyNoty, TOMTIOV 88 @ Topd TOVG Ay@Vag ol PYTOPES KEYPNVTAL
(Aphthonius, Progymnasmata 2, Rabe 2).
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story that is invented with the intent to deceive. We might compare this with Plato’s objection to
mimesis in books 111 and X of The Republic.2> Among the Cappadocians, Basil advises young
readers to exercise extreme caution when they encounter writers who “fabricate tales for the
gratification of their hearers” (yuyaymyiac &veka TV dkovdvimy Aoyomoidot).8 Mimetic art that
aims to deceive is to be considered potentially harmful, because it distracts from the more
worthwhile pursuit of truth or true understanding. It is the human activity of creating stories and
the potentially misguided human intention behind that creation that seem to be the issue. Gregory
rejects “story” inasmuch as it is a human fabrication and introduces one alternative source of
knowledge that relies on divine activity and intention: the natural world.

The process of interpretation may be performed using the natural world as raw material,
as a text that can be read and translated. Immediately Gregory shifts focus from the problematic
fabrication of deceptive stories to the positive attributes of divinely-influenced stories. It is here
that we catch a glimpse of Gregory’s expansive view of “text.” These divine tales may refer
interpreters back to a deeper reality:

For whoever looks up to heaven and takes in its beauties and all creation with the

eye of the soul, all the wonders it can comprehend of such things, will find there

the stories (ta dmynuoata) of where we come from; or rather not of that native
land itself but of the colony which we had colonized from the life above (cf. Phil

8 The question of whether or not Plato truly rejects artistic and poetic mimesis is complex. Stephen Halliwell argues
“that many passages in Plato do in fact ascribe to visual art a scope which goes beyond the simulation of
appearances and has a claim on the attention of more than ‘children and stupid adults’... Outside Republic x we
have encountered three major ideas which can give substance to a view of paintings as something other than mere
pseudo-objects, insubstantial simulacra. Those ideas, in summary, are ethical expression, idealisation, and beauty”
(Stephen Halliwell, “Plato and Painting,” in Word and Image in Ancient Greece, edited by N. K. Rutter and Brian A.
Sparkes, Edinburgh Leventis Studies [Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2000]: 99-116. 113). On the
compatibility of the definitions of mimesis in books III and X, see Gabriel Richardson Lear, “Mimesis and
Psychological Change in Republic 111,” in Herrmann, Fritz-Gregor, and Pierre Destrée, eds. Plato and the Poets
(Leiden: Brill, 2011): 195-216.

8 Basil, Ad adulescentes 4.6. His pointed use of the term yuyaywyia here hints at the possible damage to readers’
souls involved in “entertainment” or “gratification” (LSJ, s.v. “yuyayoyia”).
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3:20) before we were given this present world.?’
The heavenly origin story plays a unifying role for those who know how to interpret the world
around them.

Speaking of the created world and its status as an outpost, a mere copy of a heavenly
paradise, he applies another metaphor, this one tailored to city dwellers like the Neocaesareans:

But if such is the colony (dmrowcia), think what the metropolis (untpdémoiic) on

which it depends must be, what beauty that has, what its palaces are like, what

happiness belongs to those who dwell there. For if created phenomena are such as

to be beyond praise, what must we think of that which is above them, which the

eye cannot see nor the ear perceive nor the mind guess at? (1 Cor 2:9)%
He uses the image of a city and its colony to lay out a concept of simultaneous human separation
from and connection to the divine source.®® That separation, in the wider context of his theology,
is an inevitable result of the process of creation and humanity’s fall.** However, it is the lesser

reality (the colony) that enables created human beings to gain some sense, however imperfect, of

what the higher metropolis must be like.

7 Eig yap tOV 00pavov Tig iddmv, kai Té &v adTd KEAAN, kai tdoav TV Ktic 16 Tic Wwuyfic 0¢0aANd Katavonoag,
Soamnep Gv v TovTolg Bavpata kataiaPelv EEloydon, TadTa Thg NUeTéPag TaTpidoc DpNoeL Ta duynquata: LaAlov
8¢ oK aTti|g TG maTpidog, A?AAA TG dmokiag, fiv mod THg VymAotépag LoTic dmokioBévteg TOV TapovTa
kateeopev koopov (VGT 5).

% Ei 8¢ 1) amoucio Totovtn, AoyloaoBat xpi Tig 1 Tiig dmotkiog pnTpdmotie, Ti o év £keivn kGAAOC, ola &v adTij Té
Baoiieta, Tig 1 poxoplotng TdV Ekeivny gilnydtov v oiknow. Ei yap td pawvopeva katd Ty KTicw To10dTa, g
omgp Emavov eivon: Tl xpr) 1O VIEp TodTo Aoyicacon,d uite 0pOaiud Aafelv Suvatdv ol unte ywpiicar Ti dicof,
pnte dwavoig otoydoacar; (VGT 5).

8 Claudia Rapp argues that many elite Christians in the post-Constantinian period used the model of “the polis in all
its facets” as a “frame of reference... in order to explain such concepts as ‘belonging’ or ‘community’” (Rapp, “City
and Citizenship,” 154). On pp 156-159 of the same essay, she notes earlier uses of the city metaphor in Paul’s letters
and other NT texts (e.g., Rev), to the Epistle to Diognetus and Shepherd of Hermas. On Paul’s use of politeuma
(mo)itevpa, “citizenship”) in Phil 3:20 as a way to set Christian conduct apart from other forms of conduct displayed
by civic groups in Philippi, see Wendy Cotter, CSJ, “Our Politeuma is in Heaven: The Meaning of Philippians 3.17-
20,” in Origins and Method: Towards a New Understanding of Judaism and Christianity: Essays in Honour of John
C. Hurd, Journal for the Study of the New Testament Supplement Series, VVolume 86 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic
Press, 1993): 92-104.

% Gregory outlines this theological anthropology elsewhere in his corpus. For a helpful overview of major points in
De hominis opificio, see Ladner, “The Philosophical Anthropology.”
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In Gregory’s Christian Neoplatonic ontological and epistemological conception, those
realia observed in the world can provide mediated access to the heavenly realm of the unseen.
By adding the citation of 1 Cor 2:9, Gregory suggests that it should not be surprising within a
Christian anthropology that in their current state, human beings cannot directly perceive that
which is divine.®! People must engage with and interpret their natural world through the faculties
of the physical senses — with eyes, ears, and mind — to gain some access to unseen truth, always
relying on divine help. Human sense perception is implicated in the problematic phenomenon of
experiencing distance between the observable and the imperceptible (i.e. aistheta and noeta).%?
By bringing before the reader’s eyes the whole life of an exemplar who is no longer present and
by explaining that the exemplar’s activities reveal her deeper motivations, Gregory the
biographer renders his narrative composition another piece of the realia that refer. Learning to
read a bios is a task akin to “reading” the natural world and discerning divine truths. Gregory’s
portrait of Thaumaturgus is closely connected to the accounts of other, biblical exemplars and to
the real experiences of readers themselves. Gregory frames this biographical narrative as a
potentially familiar story, while nevertheless offering a challenge to the typical way of thinking
about story.

2. Macrina, VSM 2

Gregory opens the genos portion of the VSM with a discussion that weaves together

% The fuller context of the quotation within 1 Cor 2, however, suggests that with the help of the Holy Spirit people
are able to perceive what is otherwise unseen and incomprehensible.

%2 The physical senses are extremely complex themselves, sometimes giving access to what is truly present but at
other times not, as evidenced in episodes like Gregory Thaumaturgus shielding himself from the sight of pursuing
enemies (VGT 85-86) or Macrina's deathbed prayer, during which she looks beyond what is before her eyes to what
Gregory presumes is some heavenly scene (VSM 22-25). The role of the senses in both correctly and incorrectly
perceiving earthly and heavenly realities is discussed in Chapter 3.
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stories about three generations of women: Macrina the Elder, Emmelia, and Macrina herself. The
explanation for the exemplar’s name is provided first: “There was a certain esteemed Macrina
earlier in the family, who was our father’s mother, who had borne up bravely for the confession
of Christ in the time of the persecutions, for whom the girl was named by her parents.”®® Gregory
immediately establishes a lineage of devoted Christian belief, extending back through the
paternal family line. But he also emphasizes the maternal, describing Emmelia’s faith, in part to
bolster the legitimacy of what comes next: the report of a divine revelation she received. He
assures readers that Macrina’s “mother was so great in virtue that in all things she was guided by
the will of God, especially embracing the pure and spotless way of life.”®* It seems likely
Gregory presented this information so that it does not come as a surprise that before Emmelia
gave birth to Macrina, she experienced a divine dream vision. The vision equates the infant
Macrina with yet another virtuous woman: “She [Emmelia] fell asleep and seemed to be holding
in her hands the child still in her womb, and a person of greater than human shape and form
appeared to be addressing the infant by the name of Thecla (There was a Thecla of much fame
among virgins.).”%

Miraculous portents were considered a regular feature of biographical narration and

encomia. Both Hermogenes and Menander advise writers to include information about any signs

93 g03OKIOG 8¢ TIC AL KoTdl TO Yévog v 7| Makpiva, pimp Tod matpdg U@V yeysvnuévn, taic dmép Xpiotod
opoloyioug T® Kop@ TV Stwyudv evadincaca, § Erovopdcdn moupd TV yovéoy 1 taic (VSM 2).
% ToohTn Ko’ GPETV Kol 1) pTnp O TavTood T@ Oeim PovAnuatt xepaywyeichat, Stapepoviang & v kadapdv
1€ Kai dxknAidmtov Tod Plov draywynv doracauévn (VSM 2).
% gic Bnvov katanecodoo QEPEY EGOKEL S10 YEIPOC TO ETL VIO TMV GIALYXVOV TEPLEYOUEVOV Kail Tval &v g10et Kol
CYNUOTL LEYOAOTPENESTEP® T kKatd vOpomov Empavévta tpocemely Ty Pactalopévny €k tod dvopatog OEKAng,
gxeivng @&KAng, fic moAdG &v toig mapbivolg 6 Adyog (VSM 2).
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that accompanied the subject’s birth, under the topic yéveoic.®® Menander includes a few famous
examples in his treatise:

If any divine sign occurred at the time of his birth, either on land or in the heavens

or on the sea, compare the circumstances with those or Romulus, Cyrus, and

similar stories, since in these cases also there were miracuous happenings

connected with their birth — the dream of Cyrus’ mother, the suckling of Romulus

by the she-wolf.” (371.5-14)

The most important literary precedent for Gregory must nevertheless be Christ, whose birth was
not only marked by an astronomical phenomenon (Mt 2:2, 9) and a dream vision for his foster
father Joseph (Mt 1:20-25), but was proclaimed ahead of time to his mother (Lk 1:26-38).

The reference to Thecla’s fame trades on readers’ probable familiarity with this figure,
but does not necessarily rely on a set of texts instead of some oral or liturgical tradition.®” Having
identified Thecla as a figure prominent within a specific Christian community, Gregory sets
Macrina in a continuous line of familiar, imitable exemplars: Christian virgins. Because the
similarity cited is at the level of a “way of life” (Biog), Gregory implies that the subsequent

narrative will catalogue similarities, but he allows some space for individualization and the

resulting differences. Macrina’s story is being preserved for readers who can learn from her, and

% Hermogenes writes, “And you will also talk about any worthy wonders that happened at the time of the birth, such
as from dreams or signs or such things” (£peic 64 Tvo kai & Tepl THY Yéveowy cuvéneoey d&a Oavpatoc, olov &5
ovelpdrov 1 cupPorev 1 Tvov tolovtev, Hermogenes, Progymnasmata 7.23-26). Menander 11.371.3-14 similarly
advises that the encomiast include “if any divine sign occurred at the time of his birth” (&1 Tt cOpuforov yéyove mepi
oV T0K0V, 5). He even suggests that “if it is possible to invent, and to do this convincingly, do not hesitate; for the
subject permits this, because the hearers need to accept the encomium without examination” (d&v 8& oi6v 1€ 7| xoi
TAGoaL Kol otelv TovTo ThAv®G, U Katokver didmaot yap 1 vdOeoig d1d TO TOVG AKOVOVTOS AVAYKTV EXELV
apacavictmg déxecbat T0 fykdo, 11-14).

97 See Stephen J. Davis on the cult of Thecla in Asia Minor and especially record of a shrine to “Hagia Thekla” in
Seleucia that became a popular pilgrimage site, including for Gregory Nazianzus (Stephen J. Davis, The Cult of
Saint Thecla: a tradition of women’s piety in late antiquity [New York: Oxford University Press, 2001)], esp. 36ff).
Though she offers mistaken information about Gregory’s reference to Thecla here in the VSM (on page 213 of her
article she states that Thecla appeared to Emmelia and that Gregory mentions Thecla’s martyrdom and not her
virginity), Léonie Hayne traces references to Thecla in authors like Tertullian, Jerome, Gregory, and Evagrius
(Léonie Hayne, “Thecla and the Church Fathers,” Vigiliae Christianae, Volume 48 [1994]: 209-218).
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intriguingly, Gregory sets the stage for her deeds by placing her in a pre-existent line of women
whose excellence she imitates; the exemplar is herself already a model of mimesis.*®

What of the reader who would imitate Macrina? While in the VGT Gregory highlighted
the role of Thaumaturgus’ choice as determinative of his way of life, in the VSM he emphasizes
more a complex set of influences that seem to direct Macrina, even before her birth. The family
is one influence, direct divine intervention is another, and a regional religious heroine takes third
place. Macrina’s Christian identity is not left up to fortune or chance; she was born into a
religiously distinguished family, yes, but the divine revelation at her birth connects her to a wider
Christian tradition that other readers could potentially imitate. Macrina’s connection to Thecla
may have been divinely sanctioned by a vision, but the “way of life” (Biog) that they share

remains a part of her ethical lineage that readers, too, could grasp.

3. Moses, VM 1.16 and 11.1-5

The details Gregory provides about Moses’ genos are spare, a fact that can probably be
attributed mostly to the brevity of the biblical account on which he draws.*® That is, to a certain
extent, the structure and content of Gregory’s Scriptural source material is determinative for his
authorial heuresis. In the historia, Gregory devotes just a few lines to noting the occasion of the
birth and the reaction of Moses’ parents to their child. | quote the entire passage here:

It is said that Moses was born when the law of the tyrant prevented male infants

from being kept alive, but that by grace (tfj x&ptti) he anticipated (mpoloppévm)

the whole contribution he would make in time. And because right away he
appeared accomplished (doteiog), from the time he was in swaddling clothes, he

% Gregory Nazianzus, in his In laudem sororis Gorgoniae 9, compares his sister to a biblical figure, the good
woman of Proverbs 31.

9 Only Exod 2:1-3 describes Moses’ birth, though Exod 1:8-22 details, with some drama, the historical
circumstances and Pharaoh’s law.
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inspired in his parents a hesitation (8xvoc) to destroy such a child.%

This presentation makes much of the contrast between Moses and the world into which he is
born. His very appearance is striking, and he is attended by grace, so much so that he “inspires”
(éumoiém) his parents to defy Pharaoh’s orders. As an infant, he anticipates or shows ahead of
time (zpoAapfavm) that he is destined to make a great contribution to his people, leading them
also to defy Pharaoh’s tyranny. What Gregory describes here is a body that reflects not just
characteristics of the soul, but capacities or potential within the soul.**!

Gregory offers somewhat more detail in the theoria account of Moses’ birth, but
primarily about how Moses’ genos matters for the reader. The opening lines in VM Il.1 are a
near echo of the historia text: “When the tyrannical law had ordered that the males be destroyed,
then Moses was born” ("‘Ote xotapdeipecBot 10 dppev 6 TVPAVVIKOG SIEKEAEVETO VOLOG, TOTE
yevvatar 6 Mobotic, VM 11.1). By talking about the tyrannical law rather than the tyrant,

Gregory can generalize about customs over time instead of being tied to the specific location of

100 Agyetan totvov O Mabofic teydfivan pév, te {woyovelobar 1o Eppev év Toig TikTopéVolS 6 ToD TVPEVVOL VOLOG
StekmdAVE, TPOAAPELV &€ T YoptTL TAGOV TV VIO TOD YPOVOL YIVOUEVIV GUVEIGPOPAV- Kol eDOVE Ao omapydvmv
aotelog 0beic Sxvov éumotijoar Toig yevvnoauévolg Bovate tov toottov é€apavical (VM 1.16).

101 Rhetorical texts are not fully clear on how the body reveals and/or conceals aspects of the soul, how the body can
affect the qualities of the soul it holds, and whether or how the attributes of a body are constitutive of virtue. The
Rhetorica ad Herennium 3.6.10 lists “agility, strength, beauty, health, and their contraries” (velocitas, vires,
dignitas, valetudo, et quae contraria sunt) as “merits or defects bestowed upon the body by nature” (natrua corpori
adtribuit commoda aut incommoda); in an epideictic composition, these attributes can be deployed for praise or
blame, since a person being blamed can be censured for misusing natural advantages just as easily as a person being
praised can be complimented for conquering physical shortcomings (Rhetorica ad Herennium 3.6.14). That is,
physical qualities are themselves neutral but can be portrayed as indicating aspects of character, depending on the
orator’s needs.

In a similar fashion, Aristotle ennumerates physical attributes that contribute to “bodily excellence” (cmdpotog
apetn): health (Vyieln); beauty (kdAhog), which consists in different qualities for men of different ages and
occupations (e.g., young men are beautiful if they are adapted for bodily exertion and speed [rpdg Biov Koi Tpog
Tayog Guo mepdkactv] while adult men are beautiful if they are adapted for the toils of war [akpalovtog 8¢ Tpog pev
dvoug ToLG ToAeptkong]); strength (ioyvg); and excellence of stature (uey£Boug dpetny) (Aristotle, Rhetorica 1.5.10-
13, Bekker 1361b). The assessment of beauty and bodily excellence is hear clearly connected to one’s suitability for
necessary tasks, which seems similar to what Gregory talks about in the case of Moses, whose appearance
anticipates the good deeds he will perform.
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Moses’ birth. Indeed, from that point on, Gregory shifts to figurative interpretation, requesting,
“Let it [the narrative] be apprehended according to its intention” (NogicBw 6¢ kab’ vrodeoty,
VM 11.2). Just what this intention entails becomes clear gradually over the course of VM 11.1-5.
He claims that “if someone, taking a starting-point from the history (iotopia), should completely
lay bare the riddling text (aiviypa), Scripture teaches (61ddoket 6 Aoyog) that this birth, which
saddens the enemy, is the beginning of the life of doing virtue.”%2

Linking Moses’ birth in Egypt to “the beginning of the life of doing virtue” (&pyrv tod
Kat’ apetnv moteioBa Biov) is no easy feat. He is aware of the difficulties involved and explicitly
asks “How shall we, as a matter of choice (éx mtpoapécemc), imitate (uunooueda) the fortuitous
(cuvtuykoc) birth of the man?”1% Gregory attempts to make the connection by explaining the
roles of change and choice in human life. First, Gregory associates change with birth, for “it is
necessary that what is subject to change is somehow always being born” (A&l obv 10
aALotovpevov Tavtwg mov det yevvacOatl, VM I1.3). On this reading, any transformation is a
remaking, a rebirth of sorts. But that remaking does not need to be the result of chance (to
ovupav) like bodily (coupatik@dc) birth. Rather, Gregory asserts, “such a birth occurs by choice”
(éx Tpoaupéoemg 6 TolodTog yiverat tokoc, VM 11.3). If this is true, then it does indeed
paradoxically follow, he says, that “we are in some manner our OWn parents (€ovt@®v ToTépeg),
giving birth to ourselves by our own free choice (a0 tii¢ idiog Tpoapésemc) in accordance with

whatever we wish to be, whether male or female, molding ourselves (diorAacoouevor) to the

102 (g v Tig & ThC ioToping TiC dpopuic AaPav &mi T YopvoTepov StokardmTol 1O aiviypo, Todto S18dokel 6 Adyoc
apynv tod Kot apetnv noteichat Biov 10 €mi AT 10U ExBpod yevvnOijvar (VM IL.S).
103 TIGg ovv TV cuVTLYIKTY TOD AVvEpOg YEvvNotY &k Tpoatpéoemg NUELS wipmoopeda; (VM IL1).
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word of virtue or vice.”'%* Setting up a dichotomy between choice and chance, Gregory strongly
emphasizes the role of choice and the will in the pursuit of virtue. As important as the exemplar’s
striking bodily appearance was in the historia, in the theoria things bodily (copatikdg) recede to
make way for a more focused discussion about qualities of the soul, the attributes of Moses that
could be imitated if the readers will it.

Gregory’s assimilation of Moses’ birth to the average person repeatedly choosing a
virtuous or vicious way of life is a reflection on genos that seeks to render Moses universally
imitable. It also helps to justify a non-literal reading of the primary Scriptural text; once again
Gregory’s didactic aim affects mulitple aspects of his authorial technique. In contrast to the
VGT, it is not just the form of the text that is affected, though he does devote a whole portion of
the VM text — the theoria — to this kind of reading. Rather, Gregory reflects here on the very
reading strategies and the hermeneutical principles that shaped his approach to the initial
arrangement of the text.

I11. Conclusion

In describing the exemplars’ births, Gregory must deal with two tensions. The first is
between the particular and the universal characteristics of each exemplar’s life, and the second is
between the roles of chance and choice in the beginning of a life of virtue. Gregory proceeds by
mapping these two tensions onto one another. It is by singling out the “way of life” that is a

matter of choice that one discerns what is universal underneath, behind, or within the

104 Kai Eopev Eavtédv TpOTOV TIVEL TOTEPEC, E0VTOVG 0Tovg GV £0EAmpLey TikToVTEG KOl Qo Tfig 1dlog Tpoatpécemc gic
bmep Gv €0EhopEY £100¢, Tj dppev 7| BTiAv, 1@ TG dpetiic 1 kaxiag Adyw Stomhaccopevol (VM I1.3). Verna E. F.
Harrison comments on this passage that Gregory has to use a rather unusual meaning of “birth” here for the logic to
work: “Unlike a mother’s ordinary childbearing, this is not an event that occurs at one moment but rather an ongoing
condition of the soul” (Harrison, “Gender, Generation, and Virginity,” 63.).
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particularities of an exemplar’s life, which have been determined by chance.

Gregory frames the project of discovering that which is universally imitable in terms of
introducing innovations into the familiar. In the VGT, he juxtaposes familiar generic features
with his own claims to narrative creativity; he appeals to a different, godly rule for writing to
explain his move away from a more typical discussion of genos. In the VM, Gregory comments
on the work of textual interpretation, a task that is shared by the author who interprets and the
readers who are invited to join him in his task, at least by reading along. Familiar texts, in the
hands of an informed interpreter, reveal their true meaning to new readers. In the VSM, Gregory
does not express any discontent with the regular form of a genos, and he makes Macrina’s
religious devotion familiar by attaching it to familial and regional precedents. Yet the divine
erupts into Macrina’s young life and pronounces her secret name.

Gregory artfully varies between following, challenging, and even defying generic
conventions to craft portraits that he hopes can offer the readers some “benefit.” He builds into
the opening of each bios reflections about how the sort of innovation and interpretation he
models pays off: it can lead to the identification of aspects of the exemplar’s way of life (Bioc),
especially virtues, that a reader could “translate” into her own life, through choosing to perform
virtuous deeds. Making the virtues of the exemplar recognizable for readers is work that takes
place at the tightly woven junction between readers’ expectations about standard generic features
of a bios, the particular events and circumstances in the exemplar’s life, and the biographer’s
own aims.

In his prooimia, Gregory describes his own compositional work in terms that prioritize
cooperation between the author and his addressees. Particularly through the use of striking
figurative language, Gregory asserts that each bios mediates an encounter with some singular
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subject; the text is a beacon that points to an exemplary figure, who is herself pointing toward a
more broadly imitable “way of life.” The reader is competing in a race for virtue, sailing towards
the harbor of virtue, or simply looking to preserve a record of a truly excellent person. Second,
Gregory has shaped the genos portion of each bios to facilitate that reader imitation which he
calls “translation” of the subject’s example into the reader’s life (VM 1.3), by presenting ethical
imitation as dependent upon textual interpretation, on a process of discerning the universal in the
particular. Gregory shapes the openings of his bioi in ways that suggest he wishes his readers to
identify themselves as interpreters. The ideal reader will engage with the virtuous subject
Gregory has depicted. The subjects’ very origins point beyond particular life circumstances
toward broader forms of kinship — with Scriptural exemplars and with members of contemporary
Christian communities — in which ideal readers may participate.

With the help of the God who is true, perfect goodness (VM) and the Spirit who
empowers humans to live virtuously (VGT), with proof of divine intervention (VSM), Gregory
composes bioi that could point toward divine perfection. Gregory seeks to guide and direct
readers’ interpretation of these exemplary lives, beginning by stating his didactic goals in the
prooimion of each bios and by adapting the encomiastic kephalaion of genos to cast the readers
as interpreters who may learn to become “translators.” Gregory directs the reader toward proper
(or at least beneficial) modes of interpreting the textual record. One way the biographer can use
his texts to inspire exemplary behavior is through seeking to direct his readers to practice

exemplary reading.
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Chapter 2. Raising an exemplar: anatrophe and exemplary paideia

Her mother was eager to educate the child, but not in that outside and secular paideia, which
meant, for the most part, teaching the youngsters through poetry... Instead of this, whatever of
divinely inspired Scripture was adaptable to the early years, this was the child’s subject matter,
especially the Wisdom of Solomon and, beyond this, whatever leads to a moral life.

The Life of Saint Macrina 3.

... just as Scripture says about Moses, “He was schooled in all the wisdom of the Egyptians,” so
also the Great One, coming through all the schooling of the Greeks and knowing by experience
the weakness and incoherence of their doctrines, came to be a student of the gospel.
The Life of Gregory Thaumaturgus 14.
This teaches, it seems to me, that if we should be involved with profane teachings during our
education, we should not separate ourselves from the nourishment of the Church’s milk. This is
the Church’s laws and customs, by which the soul is nourished and matured, thus being given the
means of ascending the height.
The Life of Moses 11.12.3

Gregory depicts his exemplars-in-training as students who participate in a process of
education that entails reading, especially the divinely revealed Scriptures, and life in a
community centered around gospel values. Macrina reads the divinely inspired (6g6énvevotog)
Scriptural texts that lead to virtue, under the guidance of a mother intent on cultivating wisdom
and virtue. Thaumaturgus leaves behind the “incoherence” (dcvototog) of Greek learning in

favor of gospel teaching. Moses, too, once subjected to Gregory’s allegorical eye, models the

importance of supplementing secular education with training in the gospels, within the Church.

1 Hv 8 tfj untpi omovdn mardedoou uev v moida, uf pévior v Embev Tadmy Kkod ykvkhov moidevoty, fiv O Ta
TOAAQ O10L TAV TOMUATOV ol TPATOL TOV Todgvopévav nAkiot Siddokovtat.... AAL’ doa tiig BeomvedoTov Ypapi|g
sOANMTOTEPO TOAC TPOTAIG NAtKiong Soksl, Tobto fv TH moudi o podfpata kol pdoto 1) Tod ZoAopdvtog Zopio Kai
Ta0TNG TAL0V Soa TPOC TOV M0KoV Epepe Pilov.

2 cafBag mepi 10D Moboéng enotv 1) Tpaer, 6Tt Emaidevdn mdon copig Tdv Alyvrtiov: obtog kol 6 Méyac odtoc,
S0 mhong EMO@V Tiig TV EAAR VOV madevoemd, Kol yvoug Ti) meipg tév map’ avtoig doyudtov 10 dcbeveg Kol
acvortatov, pabntmgc tod Edayyeliov kobictotor

3 Tibnvodpevog, dmep pot Sokel Siddokety, &l 10ig EEwbev Adyolg kKabophoinpey &v @ Kapd THg TUdeVGENC, 1
xopilecbar Tod vmotpéPovtog NG Tig ExkAnciog yaiaktog. Todto 8’ dv €in ta voppd te kol To €0n tiig
"ExkAnoiog, oig tpépetan 1 woyn koi adpdvetar, éviedbev Tiig ig Dyog dvadpoufic Tig apopuag TOlovUEVT.
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Examining the portrayal of each exemplar’s training, | address several questions about our three
texts. How and when does Gregory depict education in the bioi? How does he seek to connect
training to the virtuous traints of each exemplar’s soul? What images does he use to describe
training, and why might these images be consistent or vary within and across the three texts?
Next, can we reconstruct the contours of an idealized, exemplary paideia by attending to
depictions of educational practices in the three bioi? Finally, how is the literary portrayal of each
biographical subject’s educational program related to actual fourth-century educational practices,
and how do similarities and differences affect the potential imitability of the program described,
for members of Gregory’s real and ideal audiences?

I. Anatrophe: transformation and constancy

A. Raising an exemplar

Gregory first describes the education of each exemplar alongside the other events of her
upbringing, events typically classified under the kephalaion of anatrophe (évotpogn).* This term
bears a range of meanings, from basic alimental “nurture” to the more general “rearing” and even
quite precisely “education.” Authors of the progymnasmata outline major categories of qualities
and events related to upbringing that should be treated in an encomium.® Aphthonius’ taxonomy
delineates three subjects that should be treated under the heading anatrophe: “habits”
(¢mndevpata), “trade” (téyvn), and “principles” (vouot, probably best taken to refer to the

subject’s self-regulation rather than external laws).” Hermogenes calls for the discussion of

4 Throughout, I transliterate in italics or translate this term as “upbringing.”

5LSJ, s.v. “avatpoen,” “avatpépm.”

& Among Latin authors, see especially Cicero in de Inventione 1.25, where he ennumerates, among other items, who
the examplar has as friends (In victu considerare oportet... quibus amicis utatur).

" Aphthonius, Progymnasmata 8, Rabe 22.
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“nurture” (1 Tpoen) and “upbringing” (1 aymyn), the latter of which he further divides into “how
[the subject] was guided, or how educated” (mé¢ #{xOn 1 mdg EmardeH0n).8 Menander Rhetor
gives a more full guide, explaining what sorts of information might fall under a given category.
For example, under “education” Menander advises, “You must speak of his love of learning, his
cleverness, his zeal for study, his easy grasp of what is taught him. If [he excels] in literature,
philosophy, and knowledge of letters, you must praise this...”® The events traditionally
associated with anatrophe are treated by Gregory in the three bioi, and they can be found in
VSM 3-4,°VM 1.17-19 and 11.6-18,'* and VGT 11-22.

Particularly through its description of the young exemplar’s childhood and upbringing, an
encomiastic biography participates in a wider ancient conversation about what it means to be

educated, specifically to be trained in virtue.'? As Margaret M. Mitchell points out in her study

8 Hermogenes, Progymnasmata 7, Rabe 16.

9 peic v erlopddeiay, Thy 0EVTNTA, THY TEPL TO padfuate oToLdNY, THY Padiav KatdAnyy TdV SI8acKoUEVOY.
KAV P&V v Adyoig ) kol eriocogiq kol Adymv yvdoel, Todto émovécels... (Menander 11.371.27-30).

10 As will be seen below, the events that shape Macrina’s soul continue through her adolesence and adulthood, up
through VSM 14, where Gregory shifts to his encounter with her at the end of her life. The description of her
youthful pursuits ends in VSM 4, but in the broadest sense of anatrophe as training, an argument could be made for
viewing all of VSM 3-14 together.

11 The division of material between descriptions of genos and anatrophe in VM 1 is particularly thorny. The account
of events from Exodus 2 is in such epitomized form that it is possible to read the description of both as extending
over just two paragraphs: VM 1.16-17. VM 1.18 also begins with what looks like a transition away from the
discussion of upbringing: “After he had already left the age of childhood and had been educated in outside paideia
during his royal upbringing...” (Exfag 8¢ 71on v nAiav TV naidmv, &v facthiki) T Tpoef] Kol Todevdelg v
g€wbev maidevowv...). However, here a comparison of the two accounts in the text is helpful. VM 11.6 is more clearly
marked as the transition from a discussion of birth to nourishment; in the first sentence, Gregory in fact uses the
noun tpoon} to explain what parents are obligated to provide for their child. Therefore | have taken the material
about Moses’ dual parentage in VM 1.17 as the beginning of his upbringing. The end of the section is also more
easily distinguishable in the theoria. Gregory still subsumes Moses’ move to live with “the foreigner” (4&ALO@LAOG,
that is, his father-in-law) under the umbrella of education and instruction, exegeting the foreigner as £ cooia (VM
I1.17). He starts 11.18 with “in the same way” (obtm¢), suggesting it is a summarizing paragraph. All discussion in
1.18-19, of events up through Moses” move to live in Midian, then, I am reading as pertinent to anatrophe.

12 These are points made cogently by Averil Cameron and Paul Magdalino (he writes about a 10" century context).
See Averil Cameron, “On defining the holy man,” in The Cult of Saints in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages:
Essays on the Contribution of Peter Brown, ed. James Howard-Johnston and Paul Anthony Hayward (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1999): 27-43 and Paul Magdalino, ““What we heard in the Lives of the saints we have seen
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of John Chrysostom’s portraits of Paul, a key assumption in this conversation is “the ancient
ethical and pedagogical theory which held that learning takes place by imitations of exemplary
figures.”™® Yet Gregory’s description of imitation as “translating” (uetagépewv) in VM 1.3
suggests just how complicated this imitation must be, practically speaking. What is it about the
exemplars’ upbringing and training that could be imitated, and what needs to be translated first?
One complication for creating an imitable portrait arises from the limitations of a
narrative for depicting the process of education. In the portrayal of an exemplar’s anatrophe,
there is an essential tension between what we might today call nature and nurture.* On the one
hand, the text can offer evidence that the exemplar being described possesses virtues throughout

his life and can display them to others in any circumstance.'® On the other hand, the text can also

with our own eyes’: the holy man as literary text in tenth-century Constantinople,” in Howard-Johnston and
Hayward, eds., The Cult of Saints in Late Antiquity, 83-112.

13 Mitchell, The Heavenly Trumpet, 49. See further pages 49-55 on this topic.

14 This is similar to the pairing “chance vs. choice” discussed in Chapter 1. | use these terms to refer to what the text
depicts, not to the way most ancients thought of actual anthropological development, for most philosophy held that
virtuous qualities had to be instilled and cultivated. Aristotle, in Ethica Nicomachea 2.1-3, for example, states quite
clearly that the capacity for virtue belongs to humans by nature, but that the virtues themselves must be added to a
person, through education (for the intellectual virtues) or through habit (for the moral virtues): “Since there are two
kinds of virtue, the intellectual and the moral, the intellectual has its origin and increase largely from teaching (for
which reason it requires experience and time). But the moral is the result of habit” (Auwttiig 81 tfg dpetiig obong, Tig
peV dravonTikiic tig 6& NOwki|g, N pev davontikn o TAETov €k didackoiiog Exel kol TNV Yévesty Kol Thv adénotv,
d1omep gunerpiog deiton kad xpdvov, ) 6 0w £E EBovg mepryiveton, Aristotle, Ethica Nicomachea 1103a.14-17).
See also Francoise Frazier, Histoire et Morale dans les Vies Paralléles de Plutarque, Collection d’Etudes
Anciennes, Série grecque 124 (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1996), 78-80 on physis and paideia in Plutarch: “Rubrique
obligée, la paideia forme aussi avec la physis un couple de notions complémentaires susceptible de rendre compte
du caractére. La nature et I’éducation contribuent a faire du héros ce qui’il est: cela n’est guére original, mais il est
plus intéressant de noter combien Plutarque néglige le faire au profit de I’étre” (Frazier, Histoire et Morale, 78,
emphasis hers).

15 We might think especially of the early childhood leadership of Cyrus in Xenophon's biography (e.g., his early
knowledge and application of justice in Xenophon, Cyropaedia 1.3.16-17), Plutarch's portrayal of a precocious
Alexander entertaining envoys to his father’s court (Plutarch, Alexander 5.1-3), and Luke's presentation of Jesus
teaching Jewish elders in the Temple (Lk 2:46-50). Additional examples of children displaying hints of their mature
qualities early on may be found in Greek art, especially in depictions of mythological heroes like Herakles, who is
shown throttling snakes in his cradle (to demonstrate his strength of body) or murdering his tutor Linos (to illustrate
his hot temper). For these and other illustrations, see John H. Oakley, “Child Heroes in Greek Art,” Heroes: Mortals
and Myths in Ancient Greece, ed. Sabine Albersmeier (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009): 66-87.
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describe the specific contours of an education that might not be reproducible but which changed
the exemplar’s qualities of soul, mind, and body in significant ways.*®

One approach to dealing with this tension is to create stereotypical portraits that privilege
specific virtuous qualities that could be possessed by subjects and readers alike. A long-standing
assumption in the study of ancient biography, that bioi depict a static or innate human character,
is articulated by David Aune in an essay on Greco-Roman biography. He writes that

individual personalities were assumed to be as fixed and unchanging as the

kinship groups and the social and political units within which they were

enmeshed. Greco-Roman biographies, therefore, are more idealistic than realistic.

Consequently, the subjects of most ancient biographies are depicted as static

personalities presented as paradigms of either traditional virtues or vices, rarely as

a mixture of both.’
Ancient ethical theory, from Aristotle through our period, indeed focuses around a remarkably
standard catalog of virtues, the four cardinal ones being wisdom (@pdvnocig), temperance
(coepooitivn), justice (dikaroovvn), and courage (avdpeia). Gregory himself develops an ideal
portrait of a Christian in his treatise De perfectione; the true Christian is one whose life is able

“to display all the interpreted terms of the designations for Christ, some through imitation, others

through worship” (mévta ta épunvevtika thc T00 Xpiotod onpociog OVOROTo ETAGUTELY. .. TO

16 This tripartite breakdown among praxeis is featured in Avristotle, Aelius Theon, Hermogenes, and Aphthonius, and
will be addressed in greater detail in Chapters 3 and 4, which deal specifically with praxeis.

" David E. Aune, “Greco-Roman Biography,” Greco-Roman Literature and the New Testament: selected forms and
genres, ed. David E. Aune, SBL Sources for Biblical Study 21 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988): 107-126, 110. See
also D.A. Russell on biographies of the poets: “It is in general true that the Greeks and Romans thought of a man’s
bios more statically and less dynamically than we do, and inclined always to view his actions and his words as
revelations of an underlying, comparatively unchanging nature” (D.A. Russell, Criticism in Antiquity [London:
Bristol Classical Press, 1995], 163).
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pgv S pupmceme, T 8¢ S tposkvvicenc).l® However, biographical writing and portraiture, in
contrast to ethical treatises, is demonstrably concerned with the fine-grained, the particulars of a
figure’s life. As Plutarch famously writes in his introduction to the Life of Alexander, “a slight
thing like a phrase or jest often makes a greater revelation of character than battles where
thousands fall.”*® It is the particularities that reveal the subject’s soul. Even if the geography in
which Moses lived is extraneous and need not be imitated by a reader of the VM in order for that
reader to mimic Moses’ virtue, nevertheless the details of his upbringing with the daughter of
Pharaoh must be described.?

Christopher Pelling’s description of an “integrated” depiction of the human person in
Greco-Roman biography helpfully explains the tension between generality and specificity as one
that leads not so much to “stereotype” as to “type:”

The differing elements of a character are regularly brought into some sort of

relationship with one another, reconciled: not exactly unified, for a character

cannot be described with a single word or category, and is not a stereotype; but

(r)]gitezllement at least goes closely with another, and each element predicts the

Using examples mainly from Plutarch’s Lives, Pelling contrasts this integrated view of the

person with a modern interest in individuation and complexity of character. He notes that the

18 Gregory of Nyssa, De perfectione GNO 30.178.15-17. These designations include kingship, peace, true light, and
redemption, terms which Gregory defines with reference to Scripture, especially the Pauline corpus. On the
Christology of this treatise, see Elizabeth Agnew Cochran, “The Imago Dei and Human Perfection: the Significance
of Christology for Gregory of Nyssa’s Understanding of the Human Person,” The Heythrop Journal, Volume 50
(2009): 402-415. A more general discussion of the idea that, for Gregory, the Christian life follows a consistent path
modeled on the life of Christ, may be found in Rowan A. Greer, assisted by J. Warren Smith, One Path for All:
Gregory of Nyssa on the Christian Life and Human Destiny (Eugene, Oregon: Cascade Books, 2015).

19 Plutarch, Alexander 1.1-2.

20 See the discussion of VM 1.14 in Chapter 1.

2L Christopher Pelling, “Childhood and Personality in Biography” in Characterization and Individuality in Greek
Literature, ed. Christopher Pelling (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990): 213-244, 235.
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ancient biographical concern for exemplarity is one factor that helps explains the emphasis on
character and character types.?? As a caveat, Pelling articulates the crucial point that “the
integrating assumptions clearly went very deep, and it would be facile to derive them from a
straightforward interest in the exemplary.”? That is, the biographer’s choices and the resulting
portraits do not undermine an understanding of virtues as true constants that could be grasped.

On the specific topic of anatrophe, Pelling (among others) notes that the integrated view
of personality led ancient biographers to portray the childhood education of eminent cultural
figures®* as explanatory; upbringing explains the presence or absence of virtuous traits in an
adult person.?® While encomiastic bios as chronological narrative is demonstrably structured in a
way that makes it natural to present any development of the virtues as a “flowering” of existing
natural qualities and does not often explicitly describe the moment they are learned or implanted,
this is a literary framing rather than an attempt to accurately present the anthropological

phenomenon of human development.?® Given Gregory’s didactic aims, the sub-category of

22 pelling, “Childhood and Personality,” 237.

23 Pelling, “Childhood and Personality,” 240. He also notes instances when Plutarch seems invested in a sort of
individuation of his subjects, which may correspond more closely to Gill’s definition of “personality” than character.
Nevertheless, Pelling remarks that Plutarch’s “analysis does not go very deep” for our modern sensibilities, because
the biographical subjects do conform to and represent character types (228-230).

24 Pelling maintains Leo’s distinction between political and cultural/literary biography types, though he recognizes
the overlapping or blurring of these categories in some particular biographical instances. See also Joseph Geiger,
Cornelius Nepos, 1-15 for some of the problems with Leo’s taxonomy; he lays out his objections to the “Peripatetic-
Alexandrian” divide and suggests his own division along “political-intellectual” and “chronological-thematic” lines
instead. See pp 217-221 of “Childhood and Personality in Biography” for Pelling’s discussion.

% pelling, “Childhood and Personality,” 240.

2 An example of how natural aptitudes for excellence can in fact flower in unexpected and inimical directions
appears in Lucian’s Alexander the False Prophet. Lucian writes about Alexander’s positive qualities that in fact lead
to evil and vicious actions: “In understanding, quick-wittedness, and penetration, he was far beyond everyone else;
and activity of mind, readiness to learn, retentiveness, natural aptitude for studies (mpog td pabfquata gvpuic) — all
these qualities were his, in every case to the full. But he made the worst possible use of them (£ypfito 8¢ avtoic &ig
10 yeipiotov), and with these noble instruments (dpyava Tadto yevvoia) at his service soon became the most perfect
rascal of all those who have been notorious far and wide for villainy (€ri xaxiq)” (Lucian, Alexander the False
Prophet 4, transl. A.M. Harmon, LCL edition). Even in the case of Alexander, however, education had some role to
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paideia within the depiction of an exemplar’s upbringing and subsequent life offers compelling
material for studying how Gregory envisions the influence early training might have on the
development of virtuous character and how it undergirds each exemplar’s display of virtues. Our
study must also consider the practical realia of elite fourth-century Christian education and
catechesis, and their probable influence on Gregory’s portrayal of each exemplar-in-training.
Finally, it must be noted that the unavoidable narrative tension, for Gregory, is even less
straightforward than the much-discussed tension between nature and nurture, because both of
these are subsumed under the larger category of a Christian and Neoplatonic anthropology of
human beings who are divinely created, fleshly, ensouled, sinful, and saved. Not only must he
navigate the question of innate and implanted virtues, but he must do so in light of a theology
that features epektasis, ongoing (indeed, never-ending) progress toward perfection. In the bioi,
how does Gregory grapple with the tension between nature and nurture, between the soul that is
evidently virtuous and the soul that must always be striving toward new and greater virtue?

B. Macrina: gold and the athlete

Macrina is portrayed as a student whose learning arises from and responds to her life
circumstances, especially the experience of loss. Gregory describes his sister’s reaction to Basil’s
death in 379 CE?" with a combination of similes that emphasize the significance of this and other

traumatic life experiences for her training and for her ability to demonstrate her status as an

play, for Lucian makes sure to point out that he was a student of a follower of Apollonius of Tyana, adding the
editorial comment, “You see what sort of school the man that I am describing comes from!” (5).

27 Maraval proposes a date of 377 for the death of Basil (followed by Peter Brown, Power and Persuasion), Anna
Silvas proposes September 378 (Anna M. Silvas, Gregory of Nyssa: The Letters, 39), but most scholars retain the
traditional date of early 379, just prior to the ecumenical council at Constantinople in 381, at which Gregory seems
to have distinguished himself (e.g., Daniélou, “Introduction,” 11). For Basil's dates see Meredith, The
Cappadocians, especially chapter 3.
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exemplar of virtue:

When Macrina, from afar, heard the news [of his death] in a report, her soul was
greatly disturbed by so great a loss (How could this suffering fail to touch her?
Even the enemies of truth were affected by it.).28 But, just as they say that the
examination of gold happens in different furnaces, that if something gets through
the first firing and is separated in the second and, in the last is finally cleansed of
all impurity - this is the most accurate proof of true gold if, after all this firing, no
impurity remains - something similar also happened for her. When her exalted
intelligence had been put to the test by the different attacks of grief, the
unadulterated and undebased quality of her soul was revealed in every way; first
in the departure of her other brother, after this in the separation from her mother,
and, in the third instance, when Basil, the shared honor of the family, departed
from human life. She remained like an unconquerable athlete, in no way
overcome by the onslaught of events.?°

Like gold, Macrina is purified and refined over the course of her life, until the simplicity of her
soul’s goodness becomes apparent. The image of stripping away excess to reach a pure inner
core highlights the cumulative effects of her training. It is only after a series of trials that her
virtue can be confirmed by outside observers. Through the metalworking image, Gregory shows
that life experiences refine the raw matter (1) dAic) of an exemplar’s character. There is some

pure gold, some essential goodness present all along in Macrina’s character, and it can be fired,

28 probably a reference to Eunomius, Basil’s target in the Contra Eunomium. Gregory himself picked up Basil's task
of refuting Eunomius after Basil’s death, completing two volumes in the mid-380s. This situation is confirmed in
what appears to be a letter to his brother Peter: “When the holy Basil fell asleep and I inherited the controversy of
Eunomius...” (éne1dn kot avtiv tod dyiov Bacileiov v koipnow tov tod Edvopiov Adyov vmede&apny, Epistle
29.4, GNO Online 33.87.22-24.).
29 'H 82 moppwdev éx priung dxovcuca T cupgopiy Emade L&V THY Yoy &mi tij Tocanty {nuig (Tdg yop ovk
Aueldev éntecOon kaxeivng 10 maoc, od kai oi £xBpoi tiic dAndeiag émcBovto;). Kabdmep 8¢ v 10d ypvucod oot
dokaciov &v dtapdpoig yivesbor ymvevtnpiolg, d¢ €l Tt TV TpdTV dlaplyol yoveiov, v tf] dsutépa dtakploijvar,
Kol AW €V Tfj TeElevTaie ThvTo TOV upeptypuévoy pomov Tij AN dmokaBaipecOar, TV 8¢ dkpiPesTaTny sivan
Baoavov 10D dokipov ¥pvcod, &l did wdong dteEeAbmv yodvng undéva pomov drnonotioele: To10dTOV TL Kol €’
gkeivng ouvéP, Taig S10popolg TAV Avanpdv tpocBolais tiig VynAfg dlavoiag Bacavicdeiong mavtayoev
avaderyOfvar 10 Thg Yuyfic axiPBONAELTOV TE Kol ATameivmtoV, TpoTEPOV LEV €V Ti] TOD AdeAPOD ToD GAAOL
UETAOTAGEL, PETA TADTA O &V TM YOPIOU®D TG UNTPOG, €K TPiTOL d& OTE TO KOOV THg Yeveds kaAdv, Bacilelog, Tiig
avBponivng ofic éxwpileto. "Epetve toivuv kabdnep Tic 4OANTNG dkatoydvictog, ovdapod tf) TpocsPoAf] Tdv
ovupopdv énokAdcaca (VSM 14).
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cleansed, and subjected to tests that uncover its purity.*

As a result of the passage’s major focus on the purified essence, it may appear that
Gregory thinks of his sister’s qualities as innate, situating himself firmly on the “nature” side of a
nature-nurture dichotomy, perhaps disregarding the importance of education and practice. The
virtue Macrina displays has been part of her soul all along. However, the combination of the
refinement simile with subsequent reference to an athlete proves that matters are more
complicated in Gregory’s conception of how virtues inhere in the soul.

While outside circumstances reveal Macrina’s inner state and serve as proof of her virtue,
this metaphor works by creating an external perspective — a view from outside — that readers may
adopt; Gregory casts himself in the role of a near-omniscient narrator who explains narrative
events to a group of observers. From such a vantage point, the circumstances of Macrina’s life
can be seen as revealing constant, underlying, or innate qualities; events do not change her but
only strip away anything that was obscuring a clear view of her qualities. The image of repeated

firings to reveal a pure core, therefore, privileges a synchronic view of Macrina’s life. Over time,

30 As early as the fifth century BCE, the Greek rhetorician Isocrates drew on the language of purity to talk about
virtues in the soul. In his Ad Demonicum, Isocrates claims “But the posession of virtue, when it grows up with us in
our understanding without alloy (axiBdnqiwc, typically used of gold), is the one thing that grows old together with
us; it is better than riches and more useful than high birth” (‘H 8& t#ig dpetfic krfioig oig av dxiBdning taig Stavoiog
owvavéno1], povn pev cuyynpdoket, TAOHTOL 88 KPEITT®V, XPNOUOTEPR &’ EVYEVEING EOTIV).

Gregory’s contemporary, the preacher John Chrysostom (347-407 CE), employs a similar image of refined gold to
talk about Christian perfection and purification: “For as fire purges away impurity from gold, thus affliction purges
souls, making them pure, fashioning them as shining and bright” (‘Onep yap @ xpvoio 1o wdp, Todt0, 1 OATYIG Taig
yoyaic, TOV POV drocunyovoa, kabapodg Epyalopévn, Aaumpodg kataokevdlovsa kai aidpove, John
Chrysostom, Homilies on 2 Corinthians 26 [PG 580]). In this homily on 2 Corinthians, Chrysostom bemoans the
loss of days when Christian faith was honed by persecution, as opposed to the present age of peace that has allowed
believers to become complacent; he laments that contemporary believers’ lives are not characterized by the furnace-
like affliction that could refine a soul. He goes on to claim that Christians who undergo suffering from illness
without turning to "demonic" aids like amulets and Jewish cures are somehow participating in a martyr-like
endurance, allowing the affliction to refine their souls. Gregory, too, suggests that really quite ordinary forms of
suffering - in this case, loss of loved ones - could perform the necessary refining function for Christian souls.
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her virtuous soul has been revealed “in every way” (mavtayo0ev). Nevertheless, the image hints
at an alternative, diachronic perspective of Macrina as a person whose soul undergoes actual
development, who must endure each test.

Gregory’s simile comparing Macrina to an unconquerable athlete draws attention to how
Gregory thinks Macrina experiences the process of testing and purification. Transformative
exercise (doxnoig) facilitates the constancy external observers see. Asceticism as “a way of life
that requires daily discipline and intentionality in bodily behaviors” for Christians of late
antiquity indeed takes its roots from the more broadly athletic application of doxnoig, meaning
athletic training, exercise, practice, or discipline, mainly for the purpose of self-improvement.®
The athletic simile, while it still situates Macrina as an object of scrutiny, reframes that scrutiny
using a narrative vantage point more internal to the exemplar’s experience; the passage indicates
that she attained a virtuous state through intentional discipline and that she must have done work
over time to be ready for this contest with the foe, grief.

Athletic similes and metaphors appear frequently in both classical and biblical texts,
where they are most often used to describe persistent self-discipline. The link between athletic
discipline and moral excellence was deeply embedded in classical and Hellenistic Greek culture.

One representative example from Lucian of Samosata’s (c. 125-180 CE) Anacharsis articulates

81The definition quoted here is from Shaw, The Burden of the Flesh, 6. Associated terminology for Christian
abstinence and temperance, such as éyxpdreia and coepocsvvn, do not as strongly indicate an athletic background,
although they certainly do appear in texts on doxnoig as virtues proper for someone in training (LSJ, s.v.
“gykpateia,” “coepocivn”). youvaciov (along with the feminine yvpvacia) is used to describe the bodily exercises
that are part of athletic training, as well as the school itself where these exercises take place (PGL, s.v. “youvacia,”
“youvaoiov”). Gregory uses yvuvéciov figuratively as a means of preparing for virtuous life (De professione
Christiana GNO Online 29.129.16) and for death (De mortuis GNO Online 34.53.4) (LGO, "youvdciov”). It is
significant here that Gregory emphasizes not an attitude or orientation (however dynamic) but the persona of an
athlete acquired through active and complex training, since he is focusing on creating the portrait of his biographical
subject.
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this link. The text features the legendary Greek lawgiver Solon defending Greek devotion to
gymnastic athletic training against the ridicule of the foreign sage Anacharsis.®? Anacharsis,
portrayed here as a stereotypical barbarian obsessed with war, cannot understand how athletic
contests prepare the Greeks for military victory. Solon replies with a long account of the
exercises and concludes, “And when I told you of a common good and of the high happiness of
the polis, it is that at any time, both in peace and in war, the youth might appear exceptionally
fitted out, eager for our highest goods.”®® Solon asserts the importance of athletic discipline for
virtuous achievement in military and other arenas.®*

Athletic doxnoig and victory in the athletic contest (dycv) is a frequent metaphor for
philosophical self-mastery. Facing one’s own death and dealing with grief are considered ideal
scenarios for practicing the philosophical discipline of self-control (éykpdreiwn). Beginning with
the pre-Socratic tradition® and extending into subsequent strains of Platonic,* Cynic, and Stoic
teaching, there is a basic concept of preparing oneself to face suffering and death without being

overcome (the ars moriendi).®” Indeed Cynic moral philosophy insists that “purely physical

32Anacharsis, a Scythian royal and philosophical visitor to Greece in the 6th century BCE, is encountered elsewhere
in Herodotus Histories 4.76 and as one of the seven sages in Diogenes Laertius Bioi 1.101ff. On this text and
athleticism, see Jason Konig, “Lucian and Anacharsis: gymnasion education in the Greek city,” Athletics and
Literature in the Roman Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 45-96.

Brai Emep EPMv 10 KOOV dyadov kol THY Sxpoy mOAew edSupoviay, TodT EoTi, 6dTE Eig TE ElpyvNy KO &g
TOLEUOV TA BPLOTO TAPECKELVAGUEVT Paivotto 1| vedtng Tepl 10 kdAMoTo Uiy orovddlovteg (Lucian, Anacharsis
30).

34 Gregory’s brother Basil is clearly aware of this connection. In Ad Adulescentes 2.6, he likens the introductory
stages of training a young man to interpret Scripture to “imitating those who perform their drills in military tactics,
who, after they have gained experience by means of gymnastic exercises for the arms and dance-steps for the feet,
enjoy, when it comes to combat, the profit derived from what was done in sport” (transl. Roy J. Deferrari, LCL
edition).

3 See Victor C. Pfitzner, Paul and the Agon Motif: Traditional Athletic Imagery in the Pauline Literature,
Supplements to Novum Testamentum 16 (Leiden: Brill, 1967), 25.

3%For accounts of Socrates on self-discipline, see especially the Phaedo; the image of the charioteer and team from
Phaedrus (echoed by Gregory in De Anima) reflects equestrian contests.

37 See Uta Poplutz, Athlet des Evangeliums: Eine motivsgeschichtliche Studie zur Wettkampfmetaphorik bei Paulus,
Herders Biblische Studien 43 (Freiburg: Herder, 2004), 167-171, for a comparison between the portrayal of the
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exercise must first be transferred to the spiritual plane, or mental plane, before it has any moral
value.”%® The Stoic ideal of impassibility (dnd0eia) is described as the result of self-discipline
and practice; Marcus Aurelius calls the sage an “athlete in the greatest athletic contest” (40Antrg
&0hov Tod peyictov) in his second-century CE Meditations.3®

The philosophical valence of self-discipline also appears in Christian texts about
martyrdom. Martyrologies like those of the North Africans Perpetua and Felicitas (early third
century CE) or the Roman Agnes (late third to early fourth century CE) reinforce the Christian
conviction that resurrection awaits believers who follow Christ into sacrificial death.*® Gillian
Clark rightly points out that

The martyr may be shown declaring that what is done to his or her body does not

affect the soul, but the suffering of the body is of central importance: it is not a

temporary and finally irrelevant anguish, left behind as the triumphant soul

ascends to God, but a glorious demonstration of God’s power manifested in what

seems most vulnerable, human flesh and blood.*!

Christian theologians delivering eulogies or writing consolatory letters advise believers to

athlete and the Cynic philosopher Diogenes in the writings of Dio Chrysostom; the two share essential forms of self-
discipline, but the philosopher excels by extending his doknoig throughout his lifetime (ein ganzes Leben lang),
while the athlete trains only for the duration of the games (die Zeit der Spiele; Poplutz, Athlet des Evangeliums,
167.).

38pfitnzer, Paul and Agon Motif, 28. Diogenes Laertius references two types of doxnoig, the yoyikn and the
ocouatikn, in his Vitae Philosophorum 6.70. Dio Chrysostom’s two orations on the boxer Melancomas praise both
his physical beauty and the beauty of his soul, characterized by self-control (co@pocivn) and “courage” (dvdpeia,
Dio Chrysostom, Oration 28.12 and Oration 29.8-9). Cf. also the passage from Lucian's Anacharsis discussed
above. On Dio Chrysostom and the relationship between athletics and virtue, see Konig, Athletics and Literature,
especially Chapter 3, “Models for virtue: Dio’s ‘Melankomas’ orations and the athletic body,” pp 97-157.

39 Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 3.4.3. For more on Marcus Aurelius and Roman Stoicism, see Pierre Hadot, The
Inner Citadel: The Meditations of Marcus Aurelius (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998). On
Epictetus, apetn, and athletics, see A. A. Long, Epictetus: A Stoic and Socratic Guide to Life (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2002).

40 For Perpetua and Felicitas, see text and translation in Herbert Musurillo, The Acts of the Christian Martyrs
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972). For Agnes, see Ambrose, Concerning Virginity 2-5 (composed 377 CE) and
Prudentius, Liber Peristephanon 14 (composed late fourth-century CE).

4 Gillian Clark, “Bodies and Blood: Late Antique debate on martyrdom, virginity and resurrection” in Body and
Gender, Soul and Reason in Late Antiquity, Variorum Collected Studies Series 978 (Farnham: Ashgate Variorum,
2011), 106. See also Lucy Grig, Making Martyrs in Late Antiquity (London: Duckworth, 2004).
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respond to loss and grief with a self-control empowered by firm belief in the resurrection.*

The passage also echoes biblical instantiations of the athletic metaphor, which similarly
link training and achievement. Gregory seems to draw upon Paul’s analogy between athletic self-
control and moral continence in 1 Cor 9:24-27 and his self-portrait as a runner in Gal 2:2.** The
Pastoral Epistles’ image of an athlete adhering to rules and receiving a crown (2 Tim 2:5)
captures the need for discipline and emphasizes the goal of such discipline.** Of particular
importance for Gregory is the striving for perfection described in Phil 3:12-14, verses he
connects to the human desire to see God and to epektasis, the creature’s eternal progress toward
perfection.* These examples from the New Testament epistles represent a range of ways athletic
discipline was applied to signify spiritual development and liturgical conduct.*® This dual
application likewise appears in Philo of Alexandria’s works, where he frequently portrays the

biblical patriarchs (including Moses) as victorious athletes of virtue.*’ Like an athlete who

“42See, for example, two letters of Basil to a couple who had lost their son: Epistle 5 To Nectarius 2 (including
allusion to 1 Thess) and Epistle 6 To the Wife of Nectarius 2 (including reference to Mt 10:29 and an exhortation to
the mother to bear up like a martyr, on the model of the Maccabean mother). Gregg, Consolation philosophy is a
study of Cappadocian thought about mastering and overcoming grief that addresses the overlap of classical and
Christian strains directly: Greek and Christian paideia both functioned “as complementary resources, both
indispensible for a full articulation of their [Cappadocian] ¢iiocopia” (219).

43 Cf. also the runner in Gal 5:7, Rom 9:16, and Phil 2:16. For a thorough study of Paul’s usage of the athletic
metaphor and its background in Greco-Roman and Hellenistic Jewish texts, see Poplutz, Athlet des Evangeliums.
44 See the Christ-believing community as crown in Phil 4:1 and 1 Thess 2:19. Interestingly, Gregory employs the
image of discipline (paideia) generating a reward of peaceful fruit from Hebrews 12:11 at VM 11.193, commenting
on the significance of the pomegranates that adorn the priestly garments. When he explains why the priests do not
wear sandals, he insists it is so they are not “weighed down for the race” (g Gv ur Bapotto mpdg tOv dpdpov)
toward virtue (VM 11.201). This complex of interlocked scriptural examples reflects the prominence of the link
between paideia and askesis in Gregory’s thought.

4 See further Chapter 3.

46 On athletic metaphors and the é&ydov motif in Pauline epistles, see Pfitzner, Paul and the Agon Motif; Robert L.
Seesengood, Competing Identities: The Athlete and the Gladiator in Early Christianity (New York: T&T Clark,
2006). For the athletic and gladiatorial motif in the Corinthian correspondence specifically, see Cavan W.
Concannon, ““Not for an Olive Wreath, but Our Lives’: Gladiators, Athletes, and Early Christian Bodies,” Journal
of Biblical Literature 133, number 1 (2014): 193-214.

47 For Philo's uses and a comparison with Stoic uses, see Pfitzner, Paul and the Agon Motif. Moses is an athlete in
VM 1.48.
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disciplines the physical body, Macrina practices taming grief with reason, exercising her rational
faculties so that she can face challenges of increasing difficulty without being overcome.*® This
athletic simile of VSM 14, in its historical and literary context, thus certainly evokes an ongoing
educational process that involves effort and facilitates internal development. Gregory attempts to
stage an encounter for the audience with Macrina as “personality” transformed.

As Gregory depicts it, life experience is responsible for shaping Macrina’s virtuous soul,
and the traumatic losses described in the VSM can be understood as specific external
circumstances that reveal a quality she possessed because of training. This portrayal of Macrina
shows us that, although history is described such that an external event reveals a subject’s
inherent quality, events are so described as the result of compositional choices, and not
necessarily in a way that reflects deep-seated conceptions of human character as static. When a
bios is arranged thematically (as in Philo’s Vita Mosis), the systematic literary framework
overrides a holistic portrayal of the subject’s slow development or learning process.*® An
encomiastic biography with a chronological narrative structure, like the VSM, is demonstrably
arranged in a way that presents development of the virtues as a flowering of recognizable

qualities; though such a work might not often explicitly describe the exact moment virtues are

48 The particular attribute Gregory applies to Macrina’s athleticism, "unconquerable" (dxotoydvictog), should be
viewed alongside an intriguing parallel in Eusebius’ report about the martyrs of Lyons and Vienne. The martyr
Blandina, though she is “small and weak and contemptible,” is described as having put on “Christ the great and
unconquerable athlete” (1] pkpa Kol doBevr|g Kol DKATAPPOVNTOG LEYAY Kol AKOTOyDVIGTOV ATV XploTov
évdedupévn) in the midst of her trials; by imitating Christ’s death, she shares in his victory over death (Eusebius,
Historia ecclesiastica 5.1.42). Blandina’s Christlike endurance and repeated victories over the Adversary are praised
as a potential source of inspiration for the other believers, just as Macrina’s excellence is meant to inspire. On the
athletic metaphor in Blandina’s story, see Robert Paul Seesengood, “Apelythésan: Perpetua, Blandina, and the
literary description of martyrdom as athletic triumph in early Christian proto-hagiography” in Seesengood,
Competing Identities, 85-109.

49 This may help to account for the differences Pelling sees between “political” lives and “literary” or “cultural”
lives in terms of the emphasis biographers place on early childhood exploits and education (more common in
“literary” than “political” bioi).
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learned or implanted, this can be understood, in part, as a result of narrative choices aimed at
capturing complexity.

This practice of marking both constancy and transformation in the exemplar’s portrait can
also be related to Gregory’s concern for offering readers an imitable exemplar. Christopher Gill,
in his work on portraits in Greek epic and tragedy, proposes making a distinction between
depictions of “character” and of “personality” in these literary texts, in an attempt to account for
the experience of texts’ imagined audiences.* Gill associates “character” with “the process of
making moral judgments,” which involves “ (i) placing people in a determinate ethical
framework and (ii) treating them as psychological and moral ‘agents’, that is, as the originators
of intentional actions for which they are normally held responsible and which are treated as
indexes of goodness or badness of character.”®* The complement in our bioi is Gregory holding
his exemplars up as models, whose virtuous decisions and activities he identifies as intentional
and indicates are admirable. “Personality,” on Gill’s definition, is “connected... with a response
to people that is empathetic rather than moral”; the subject described is treated as a unique
individual who may be appraised from a subjective point of view and who may be seen (though

not necessarily) “as someone whose nature and behaviour are determined by forces which fall

50 «Principally I have in view the related topics of the audience’s assumptions (deployed in the reading of ‘character-
markers”), and the audience’s responses to the figures thus characterized. To be more exact, | am concerned with
trying to define the kinds of assumptions and responses which the works themselves seem to expect, rather than with
the assumptions and responses which we, as contemporary readers, tend to provide, or with the history of such
responses in classical scholarship” (Christopher Gill, “The Character-Personality Distinction” in Characterization
and Individuality in Greek Literature, ed. Christopher Pelling [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990]: 1-31, 8). For an
earlier formulation of the argument, see Christopher Gill, “The Question of Character-Development: Plutarch and
Tacitus.” The Classical Quarterly, New Series, volume 33, number 2 (1983): 469-487. A more recent expanded
version (with more specific textual evidence) is found in Christopher Gill, Personality in Greek Epic, Tragedy, and
Philosophy: The Self in Dialogue (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996).

°1 Gill, “The Character-Personality Distinction,” 2.
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outside her control as an agent and perhaps outside her consciousness as well.”®?> When Gregory
portrays the exemplars as students, he presents them subjectively and at the same time extolls
them as models: external forces have the power to change their traits. Gill argues that portrayals
which invite readers to consider both character and personality are present in other Greek
literature and may both appear in a single text (he refers especially to Greek tragedy®3). If this is
the case, the type of exemplar Gregory depicts — one who models universally imitable virtue
while simultaneously embodying individual and contextualized forms of that virtue — is at home
in this wider milieu of Greco-Roman literature.

This point is important first because it helps us situate the bioi and their subjects quite
comfortably within a longer literary tradition, including the tragic tradition, which (theorists like
Avristotle held) has the potential to inspire audience reflection and transformation.>* Second, if we
acknowledge that an ancient author may present subjects in varying ways to achieve different
effects for his imagined audience, we can better explain the way Gregory combines apparently
contradictory metaphors when he portrays our three exemplars as students whose souls are
transformed by training. The simultaneous emphasis on constancy and transformation in the

description of Macrina’s anatrophe is best viewed as a deliberate choice by Gregory, likely

52 Gill, “The Character-Personality Distinction,” 2.
%3 See especially Gill, “The Character-Personality Distinction,” 17-29.
5 Aristotle provides his basic definition of tragedy, with attention to its cathartic effects, at Poetics 1449b. On a
related, interesting note, in the same work Aristotle identifies the entire impetus for poetry (including drama) as the
mimetic impulse natural to human beings, who, he says, learn by imitating (Aristotle, Poetics 1448b). Bruno Gentili
and Giovanni Cerri comment particularly on the emotional component of mimesis: “But this relation of
emotionalism, which established itself in the performance of a poetic text, would not be understandable without the
idea of mimesis, which was at the base of Greek conception of poetic creation: mimesis as bringing back to life
through words, music, gesture and dancing, or a mythical or human action or a natural phenomenon. A mimetic
process which transmits itself to the listener under the form of emotional participation” (Gentili and Cerri, History
and Biography, 19).
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designed to render her experience familiar to Gregory’s ideal readers and make her a sympathetic
figure who continually works to make progress. By incorporating metaphors that emphasize both
“character” and “personality” into his portrayal of this encomiastic kephalaion, Gregory attempts
to manage the tension between nature and nurture as influences on virtue while showing an
exemplar whose continual progress (epektasis) is also to be imitated.

C. Moses: fighting for virtue

In VM 1.17-19, Moses is described in ways that focus on constancy: he is raised and
educated by Egyptians, but his true identity is as a Hebrew. Gregory suggests that even the infant
Moses behaves in ways that reflect his nature: he “naturally refused the foreign nipple”
(dmootpageic 6¢ puokdg TV aALOPLAOY OnArv, VM 1.17) and had to be nursed by his
biological mother instead. This variation on the events of Exod 2:7-9, which do not say anything
about Moses rejecting Pharaoh’s daughter, reveals that Gregory manipulates the biblical text,
choosing to narrate particular details in order to make statements about Moses’ innate qualities.

Similarly, when Moses fights the shepherds who threaten Jethro’s daughters at the well in
Midian (Exod 2:17), Gregory privileges the synchronic view of Moses’ virtue. Gregory’s
narrative commentary on Moses’ encounter with his future father-in-law, the priest of Midian
who serves as an external witness, seems to assume that one may discern the exemplar’s
developed traits in a single moment from an external vantage point. After leaving Egypt, Moses

became the son-in-law of one of the foreigners, a man with insight into what is

noble and perceptive in judging the habits and lives of men. This man from one

act - I mean, of course, his wrath against the shepherds — gained insight into the
virtue of the young man, how he fought on behalf of the right without looking for
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personal gain.*
Moses’ father-in-law is able to identify Moses’ motivations and traits on the basis of a single
incident. Drawing attention again to training that affected Moses’ virtue, Gregory maintains that
Moses acted as he did because he “considered the right valuable by its own nature.” >® The action
is the product of previous training and the capstone of Moses’ upbringing. In the arc of the
narrative, it also sets the stage for further deeds Moses will undertake on behalf of the people.

When he discusses Moses’ upbringing in the theoria portion of the VM, Gregory
incorporates language and images that tend to emphasize transformation and Moses as
personality. Moses rejects the nourishment Pharaoh’s daughter can offer him because he is
setting an example for Christians among Gregory’s contemporaries: it is by the teachings of the
Church that “the soul is nourished and matured, making from this the starting point of the
upward ascent” (tpépetot 1 yoyn Kol adpvvetal, Eviedbev TG €ic VYOG AvadpoUiiG TOG APOPLAS
notovuévn, VM 11.12). Without such training, the soul is undernourished, perhaps even
malnourished, and immature; the way Gregory formulates this passage assumes that
development can and must take place.

In the theoria, the tension between constancy and transformation, which audiences might
experience as a toggling between Moses’ character and personality (respectively, using Gill’s
terminology), comes to a head in a series of three battles. Moses is both a warrior and the one

who is fought over, which means he must train for battle and that the outcome with respect to his

55 kndevcog Tvi TV GARo@OAmY, vSpi Stopatikd Tod PeAtiovog kail kpively 10 te kai Plov avOpdmv
EMECKEUUEV®, OG 010 LA TPAEEMG, AEY® O THC KATA TAV TOWEVAOVY OPUTG, EVIODV TOD VEOL TNV APETNY, OTTMG 0
1pog oikelov PAETmV képSog 10D Sukaiov vmepepdymoey (VM 1.19).

%6 gh1o 10 Sikotov tipov Tf idig evoer kpivav (VM 1.19).
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soul’s virtue is not decided ahead of time.

The first battle, described in VM 11.13-15 is between ancestral religion, which Gregory
also calls the “doctrines of the fathers” (ta natpro d6ypata) and those “outside doctrines” (ta
gEwbev d0ypata) that belong to “the one who is a foreigner when it comes to worship” (6 kota
v Opnokeioy dAAOPLA0G).>" As Moses kills the Egyptian who threatens to harm a Hebrew
slave, his nature battles with his nurture, and nature wins out when he defends the Hebrew.
Gregory also connects Moses’ deeds directly to a display of virtue. On Gregory’s reading, this
first battle is also one between virtue and “the one attacking virtue from the other side” (tov éx
100 Evavtiov Ti) apet) EmepPaivovra), and it is a fight over who or what gains control of the
human soul (VM 11.15).

The second battle is one that takes place internally, within the soul of each person. Moses
intervenes between two Hebrews to prevent their fighting (Exod 2:13). In the historia, Gregory
explained that Moses encouraged them to exercise reason rather than passion, illustrating that
Moses already possessed superior reasoning faculties (VM 1.18). Yet in the theoria, at VM 11.16,
Gregory admits the possibility that “deluded calculations” (remhovnuévor Aoyiopoti) and the
vauntings of “the inferior” adversary (0 yeipwv) might threaten to overwhelm even someone who
wants “to give the victory to what is righteous” (dodvar T® dikaim O Kpdtog). The one who is
not strong enough to withstand the battle on his own is advised, like Moses, to flee “to the
greater and higher teaching of the mysteries” (wpo¢ peilovd te kol HymAotépay TOV pvoTnpiov
dwackariav). By admitting human weakness into the discussion, Gregory appears to be

remarking on the role of ongoing training, aided by divine support, in the life of someone who

VM I11.13.
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pursues virtue. He presents Moses’ struggle in terms that allow for epektasis.

The final battle is one in which Moses the warrior distinguishes between alternative
applications of learning and wisdom. In this reading of the events at the well, Gregory no longer
talks about how an observer recognized Moses’ virtue. Instead, he offers an exhortation to guide
“our” conduct in an encounter with “outside wisdom” (8£® cooia). Like Moses, “in this way let
us convict the wicked shepherds for their unjust use of the wells and scatter them — which means
reproving the teachers of evil for their wicked use of education.”®® Gregory has depicted an
exemplar who has progressed from the early days of his upbringing. At first he made a right
choice for himself alone, preferring the nourishment of his mother (a figure of the Church) to
that of a foreign woman. In his early battles, the exemplar had to flee from inimical forces and
seek the support of divine teachings. Now, Moses has matured to the point where he can fight
against those wicked teachers who would mislead others. Like an athlete, he has been shaped by
the discipline of successive contests.

D. Thaumaturgus: plants and husbandry

Describing Thaumaturgus’ upbringing, Gregory weaves together images from the natural
world and two arenas of human endeavor to depict the exemplar’s virtuous traits. Gregory writes
that

... he showed from the very first what he would be like at full maturity. And just
as the best seedlings, when they rise quickly from first growth to straight young
saplings, already give their growers promise of their later beauty, so too he, at an
age when for others the soul is in great danger on account of ignorance, since
youth more often than not slides easily down toward frivolous and stupid things -
at that point, by the first choice of his own life, he made visible in his own person
that David speaks truly: ‘The just will flourish like the palm tree.” For this tree

%8 xai T0bT0 EMDPEDE TOVG TOVNPOVG ToEVaG THG Gdikov TBV PPedTOV YPcENS drockeddoavteg, drep 40Tl TOVG
TV KAK®OV S1dackdlovg €mi tf movnpd xproet tiig madevoems dehéyEavteg (VM 11.17).
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alone grows up from the earth with its crown full-sized, and as it grows in height

receives no increment to its breadth with the passage of time. So he too flourished

from his first appearance, emerging perfect and mature immediately in the choice

of his life. For, forsaking all that youth goes wild over - riding, hunting to hounds,

jewelry, clothes, gambling, luxurious living - he was from the first complete in the

possession of the virtues, consistently choosing what was best for his age.>®
In a certain sense, in this passage the whole of the exemplar’s life is laid out before readers; the
promise of virtue we see in this textual introduction comes, Gregory says, to fulfillment over the
course of the subsequent narrative. “The just will flourish like the palm tree,” a citation of Psalm
92:12, identifies one of the generally recognized human virtues (justice, icatoctvn)® and
explains one way witnesses may recognize that a subject possesses this virtue: the just will
flourish. The image of plant growth suggests that Thaumaturgus’ virtue increases in its
recognizability and scope of influence but remains unchanged in its fundamental qualities. It is
always the same virtue, even in its earliest lived incarnation. The figure suggests that the
exemplar possesses some inborn virtue, and Thaumaturgus is a consistently virtuous figure

whose praiseworthy qualities can be easily identified.

But the figurative language, which emphasizes character over personality, comes at a cost

59 Ede1fev £0OVC MO THV TPAOTNV, 010¢ &v T® TeAei THG NAkiog yevioetat. Kai kabdmep o edyevi] TdV
Bractudtev, dtav ék TpdTng avENoemg ig eDBVYEVEILG Avadpain Tovg dpanKag, TPOdeikvLGt Toig YNTOVOIS S Thg
TapovoT g MPag TO €lg DoTePOV KAALOG: TOV aDTOV TPOTOV KAKEIVOG, §TE TOlG AALOLG VT dyvolag TEPICPAANG E0TLV 1|
Yoy, TPOG TA LATOLA T€ KOl AvOvITa KATOAMGOOVOUoNG TPOYEIP®S MG TG TOAAX TG VEOTNTOG: TOTE 1L TG TPMTNG
0D Plov aipéoemg, £det&ev €0’ £0vTod TOV AaPid dAnBedovta, 6Tt Alkatog g poivig €Eavbnoel. Movov yap o
T00TO TV 6£VOP®V TEAEIWD TG TTAYEL THS KOPLETG GO THS YiG AvopveTal Kol THG KAt TO UijKog £mdidodong
avENCEMC, oVdepiay £l TO TAATOG TPOSHNKNV And ToD YpovoL déxetat. OVt KAKEIVOG Ao Tiig TPMTNG TvONnoe
Braong, 00V¢ 1] aipéoet Tob Piov Téhelog dvaoydv kal vyikopog. [Taviev yap dnoctig, mepl d 10 vEoV Tiig
NAkiog Entontal, ki, Kuvnyesiov, KoAoTopdtov, Evdvpdtonv, kKupeiag, Tpuefic: e0Bvg 6Xog Tig TV apeTtdv
KTACEWG TV, TO TPOGPOpoV Gel Tfic Tapovong avtd Hhkiac kode&fic mpoatpodusvoc (VGT 11).

80 Gregory is not particularly creative in his catalog of human virtues; the standard list from any number of
Aristotelian and Platonic philosophical texts would have been well-known to his reading audience. This fact will
help us draw another line of continuity between Gregory and other biographers: he is not the only author of bioi who
takes advantage of his readers' existing conceptions of virtue to craft portraits of subjects that model interpretation.
That Gregory's catalog of virtues is also rooted in (or at least finds confirmation in) Scripture marks him as an author
concerned to show that biblical texts should be part of the reader's interpretive apparatus.
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when we remember Gregory’s thoughts on epektasis. Thaumaturgus’ virtue becomes visible
through his choices, but those choices are themselves presented as having been dictated by pre-
existing virtues. When he avoided all the pitfalls of youthful indulgence, Gregory asserts that
Thaumaturgus was “consistently choosing” the best options for himself because he was “from
the first complete in the possession of the virtues.” In this case the exemplar is shown to be
recognizably excellent, if only stereotypically described: even as a young man, he is the very
model of complete, mature virtue. Therefore it is difficult to see how Thaumaturgus could be an
imitable figure. Does he not advance or progress? Gregory’s text may point out a virtue for
readers, but how should readers acquire mature virtue for themselves?

Reinforcing the impression that Thaumaturgus does not experience transformation,
Gregory only very briefly describes Thaumaturgus engaging with teachers. Attaching himself to
Origen, “in this way he showed not only his love of learning and love of hard work but also the
serenity and moderation in his character; for while he was full of such great wisdom he did not
disdain to use another teacher for the divine topics of learning.”®! That Thaumaturgus submitted
to any formal education at all, the passage suggests, just demonstrates he already possessed
virtuous traits, which prove he does not truly need further education in virtue. And yet the
horticultural image of a palm tree that emerges from the ground and continues to grow suggests
that if readers were to adopt a vantage point that attends to Thaumaturgus’ subjective experience
(i.e. to consider him from the perspective of Gill’s “personality”), the gradual growth of the palm

tree or the real-time course of paideia might reflect discipline and transformation.

81 Seucvdg Kol 818 ToVTOV, 0V PdVOV TO PIAOHOOES Kol PIAdTOVOV, GAAY Kol TO KoTEGTAALEVOV &V T Hi0eL Kai
UETPLOV" TOGOVTNG VAP GOPilag AVATAEOS BV ETEPM yprcachut dSdackdAm Tpoc Ta Belo TV pabnudtmv, ok
ammé&imoev (VGT 22).
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Thaumaturgus’ portrait becomes still more complicated when we consider that just before
this comment about teachers, Gregory lauds Thaumaturgus for his self-control: “Did he not
wrestle down his nature by reason, and harness youth to thought like some domesticated animal,
and become superior to all the natural passions which are awakened, and set in motion against
himself the envy which grows up against all good people?”’®? The reference to harnessing recalls
the tasks of animal husbandry. Pairing pastoral imagery with the more urban athletic simile of a
wrestler, Gregory crafts a portrait of personality, complementary to the natural growth of the
palm tree. The repeated juxtaposition of nature (noun: @VG1g) or the natural (adjective: pvo1KdCc)
with Thaumaturgus’ conditioning highlights effort and discipline. In fact, virtue is so much a
product of self-discipline that the vice of envy can be depicted as something that “grows up”
(émobdm) in response as a matter of course! It is not only the end result of virtuous behavior that
matters; the ongoing process which enables such a result is just as praiseworthy.

E. Conclusion

In all three bioi, Gregory uses the apparent opposites of constancy and transformation
together to present education and training as fundamental aspects of the exemplar’s young life.
Thinking of the bios as a woven garment, we might think of constancy and transformation as
raised or recessed stitches woven with a single strand. Depending on the position of the viewer’s
gaze, different stitches are more prominent in different narrative moments, and a given episode
may be seen as an opportunity to highlight recognizable virtue or, alternatively, as a space for

recreating subjective experience. Presenting a sequence of episodes, like Moses’ battles, or

82 °0¢ 1® AOY® KaTamoaicag TV GGV kol Kaddmep T TV Droyxepiny {dov Vrolevéag ¢ Aoyioud Ty vedTnTa,
Kol TAVTOV TdV QUOIKAY ENEYEIPOUEVOV TOONUATOV KPEITT@V YEVOLEVOC, KOl TOV TAGL TOlG KAAOTG EMpUOUEVOV
@B6vov kb’ favtod kvioag... (VGT 19).



images, like Thaumaturgus as wrestler and palm tree, may be a way for Gregory to depict a
subject’s diachronic transformation, even if individual passages do not all reflect the subject
changing. The weaving model of composition allows us the freedom to see beyond simple
opposition to complementarity and multivocality within the bios, to better appreciate Gregory’s
creative handling of biographical tensions.

In these three texts, training — whether formal training or a reasoned response to some
combination of revealed truths and life circumstances — does have a transformative effect on the
character and virtues of the student-subject. The images of refined gold and growing plants invite
readers to focus on demonstrated virtuous qualities, while at the same time Gregory incorporates
the athletic simile and husbandry metaphor in an effort to reveal that these virtues have been
honed through the subjects’ efforts, with the result that the virtues are equal to examination and
scrutiny (the dokipacio of VSM 14). Gregory appears to take for granted that readers might wish
to perform this sort of scrutiny. Accordingly, in the description of each exemplar’s upbringing he
shifts between narrative vantage points so the exemplar could be viewed as both personality and
character, as a figure who participates in the epektasis that is part of the Christian’s pursuit of
virtue.

I1. Developmental stages and modes of learning: an analytic

Gregory's seriousness about the theme of paideia is shown in the fact that he does not
merely relegate it to the conventionally expected section on anatrophe early in the respective
works. In a whole range of episodes in Gregory’s descriptions of their praxeis, the exemplars
learn and teach. What does education look like in these texts? The “when” and “how” of
education within and across the bioi can be studied by attending to narrative structure and by
considering broad categories of educational techniques.
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A. Three developmental stages

In each of his bioi, Gregory shows the subjects progressing through an educational cursus
plotted in relation to three stages of education, corresponding roughly to major divisions within
the relatively standard Greco-Roman hebdomadal system of seven life stages (childhood,
maturity, and old age are the primary three).%® In his youth (stage 1), the subject displays an early
aptitude for virtuous action. This stage, for our bioi, is synonymous with the period of anatrophe
or upbringing. As noted above, stage 1 for Macrina is described in VSM 3-4, for Moses in VM
1.17-19 and VM 11.6-18, and for Thaumaturgus in VGT 11-22. Next the subject takes a period of
retreat (stage 2); upon reaching adulthood, each of the subjects withdraws from the wider world
to better focus on divine realities. Gregory describes this second stage in VSM 5-11, VM 1.20-22
and VM 11.19-53, and VGT 23-27. After this retreat, the older and now mature subject emerges

to engage with his community in a new role as a teacher, educating others (stage 3).%* Stage 3 for

83The seven stages, in their Greek terminology, are moudiov, maic, peipdxiov, veavickog, avip, Tpesfie, yépov.
For a helpful overview of the hebdomadal system including the major Greek sources and their echoes in New
Testament literature, see R. Larry Overstreet, “The Greek Concept of ‘Seven Stages of Life’ and Its New Testament
Significance,” Bulletin for Biblical Research 19.4 (2009) 537-563. For a more detailed treatment, see Robert
Garland, The Greek Way of Life: From Conception to Old Age (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1990).
According to Diogenes Laertius, Pythagoras held an atypical four-part division: “He divides man’s life into four
quarters thus: ‘Twenty years a boy, twenty years a youth, twenty years a young man, twenty years an old man; and
these four periods correspond to the four seasons, the boy to spring, the youth to summer, the young man to autumn,
and the old man to winter,” meaning by youth one not yet grown up and by a young man a man of mature age”
(Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers VI111.10, transl. R.D. Hicks, LCL edition). The tripartite division
of youth, adulthood, and old age seems to correspond well to the organization of society using a “two-generational
principle” especially for military service and public office-holding; "Age," in The Oxford Dictionary of the Classical
World, ed. John Roberts (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), accessed January 11, 2016,
DOI:10.1093/acref/9780192801463.001.0001. Scholars have also recognized that Gregory uses the three stage
model in his eulogy for Basil, as well as the VGT. See Andrea Sterk, “On Basil, Moses, and the Model Bishop: The
Cappadocian Legacy of Leadership,” Church History, Volume 67, Number 2 (June 1998): 227-253, esp. 233-234.
64 Returning briefly to VSM 14 and VGT 19, | would note that the Macrina whose soul is recognizably refined gold
has reached the third stage and adopted her role as teacher and model for members of her community and of the
text’s audience. Gregory’s descriptive remark that “the genuine and undebased quality of her soul was revealed in
every way” (mavtoy60ev avadeydijvor to Thc youyfig dxiBonAevtdv € kol droneivwtov) indicates that because of
what she has experienced, her virtue is now available for public consumption in a way it might not have been
previously. Thaumaturgus, on the other hand, is depicted in stage 1 of his educational process, showing already in
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our exemplars is found after VSM 12, VM 1.23 and VM 11.54, and VGT 28.

Samuel Rubenson, in his essay “Philosophy and Simplicity: The Problem of Classical
Education in Early Christian Biography,” identifies a variant on the three stage model in eight
Christian texts: Gregory’s three bioi,% the Life of Antony, Jerome’s biographies, and the Life of
Pachomius. Rubenson tracks the stages of the exemplar’s training — education, retreat, leadership
— and presents these as a particularly Christian pattern that reflects “the emergence of a
specifically Christian culture with a Christian educational system of its own.”%® While this
observation is compelling, Rubenson does not ever effectively complicate his early assertion that

the lack of any concept of progress in traditional biography naturally led to the

idea that the superior gifts of perception and understanding of the wise

philosopher were present from the beginning. The role of education seems, in the

words of Patricia Cox, to have been primarily that of “a kind of discipline, the

fine tuning of an already overpowering intelligence.” Education in the myths and

in philosophical tradition, in Homer and Plato, as well as rhetorical skill, did not

actually add anything, it simply confirmed inherent and divine wisdom and

established the language of the holy man.®’

Having shown above that Gregory does depict his three exemplars as figures who experience
transformation, I find Rubenson’s claim problematic. The essay demonstrates briefly that

Gregory, in our three biographical works, depicts training and ongoing development in divine

knowledge and wisdom as essential for Christian exemplars, but there is no discussion of how

rough form the promise of his future refinement, but ready to subject himself to further stages of training. Having
begun his ascent to study “the philosophy of the Christians” (tfig t@v Xpiotiav@dv ¢riocoeiog) under Origen at the
end of his engagement with earthly education, readers even glimpse him in a moment of transition between the first
and second stage (VGT 21).

% Though he claims the VM “is not really a biography at all” (Samuel Rubenson, “Philosophy and Simplicity: The
Problem of Classical Education in Christian Biography,” in Greek Biography and Panegyric in Late Antiquity,
Tomas Héagg and Philip Rousseau, eds. [Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000]: 110-139, 124).

8 Rubenson, “Philosophy and Simplicity,” 135.

67 Rubenson, “Philosophy and Simplicity,” 114.
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Gregory’s portraits of education might problematize an insistence on inherent virtue.®® The bioi
do outline relatively consistent stages of education, and | take these to be a feature of the literary
structure of each text. But Gregory’s descriptions of educational practices allow for complex
varieties of experience within each stage, and these deserve greater study for what they might
reveal about Gregory’s ideas about paideia.

B. Modes of learning: the Three Rs

As the chapter epigraphs exhibit, the ideal Christian education that may lead to a life of
virtue depends upon the student engaging with texts and revealed wisdom in the context of
communal life. I argue that in the bioi Gregory features three modes of learning, individually and
in combination. These interwoven modes — the Three Rs of reading, revelation, and relationship
— outline educational practices that are the practical components of teaching and learning in
virtue. Reading, revelation, and relationships lend particularity and imitability to the general
paideutic development Gregory describes.®® The act of reading (and rereading) takes pride of
place. Gregory emphasizes engagement with texts that serve as a basic curriculum. Divine
revelation, mediated through text or by direct perception,’ directs the student’s pedagogical
endeavors, for it is divine revelation that discloses the proper aims and methods for the student
who would develop and practice virtues. Most broadly, the exemplar is trained by participating
in a series of relationships. Relationships take the form of encounters with figures who model

appropriate behavior or of interpersonal crises that call for the exercise of virtue. On our weaving

% Rubenson, “Philosophy and Simplicity,” 124-129.

% He does not use a consistent set of terms to identify these three modes; the “Three Rs” is my own analytic.

0 The particular types of perception that are appropriate or inappropriate for divine revelation are discussed and
problematized in Chapter 3.
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model of composition, the three modes of learning might be thought of as three different colored
plies twisted into a single thread. As the thread is woven through a series of vignettes, different
plies catch the viewer’s eye. The overall effect is that the narrative depiction of paideia manifests
in multiple places but with a constant overall color scheme. The Three Rs appear in various
permutations and combinations as Gregory depicts students in the bioi.

In what follows, | trace the learning modes through each of the developmental stages, to
answer two questions: What are the consistent features of an idealized paideia as it is portrayed
in the three texts? What differences among the three texts emerge from a study of education?

I11. Exemplary paideia

A. Early aptitude and the turn from worldly concerns

In all three bioi, some event causes the subject to turn away from worldly wisdom and
worldly concerns. The accounts allow for a variety of influences that might prepare the young
subject to engage seriously with divine teaching. On the level of the narrative, early education
orients the exemplar to cement her devotion to a Christian “philosophy” (ptiocoeia) and to
virtuous living.” Gregory combines figurative language and narrative commentary to bring out
the contrasts or continuities between upbringing and philosophical study.

1. Macrina, VSM 3-4

In the case of Macrina, it is a reading program that primes her to advance to the higher

"L In the VSM, Macrina is several times described as pursuing @ilocoia herself and directing others (Basil, Peter,
Emmelia) to do the same; she first turns to the pursuit VSM 6, where she is already an example for Emmelia. In the
VGT, Gregory sets up an opposition between “outside philosophy” (£ prhocopia) and “the philosophy of the
Christians” (1] t@v Xpiotiavdv erhocopia, VGT 22). Thaumaturgus also seeks to protect “the true philosophy” (1
aAnon eocoeia, VGT 24) he has studied from the dangers of the marketplace. In VM 1.19, Gregory calls Moses’
goal the “greater philosophy” (1] peiCov ethocoeia, VM 11.19) when he presents it as an alternative to Egyptian
learning.
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philosophy. She reads in the context of household relationships, and her reading affects other
relationships she chooses (or does not choose) to pursue. Reading and relationships are
complementary learning modes in her anatrophe. Gregory depicts his sister’s early childhood
education as an intimate engagement with a collection of selected biblical works, a program
overseen by Emmelia:

Her mother was eager to have the child given instruction, but not in the outside
and secular paideia (tnv E€m0ev Tav Ty Kai £ykdxkiov maidgvov), which meant,
for the most part, teaching the youngsters through poetry. For she thought that it
was shameful and altogether unfitting to teach the soft and pliable nature either
the passionate themes of tragedy (which are based on the stories of women and
give the poets their ideas and plots), or the unseemly antics of comedy, or the
shameful activities of the immoral characters in the lliad, defiling the child’s
nature with the undignified tales about women. Instead of this, whatever of
divinely inspired Scripture was adaptable to the early years, this was the child’s
subject matter, especially the Wisdom of Solomon and, beyond this, whatever
leads to a moral life. She was especially well versed in the Psalms, going through
each part of the Psalter at the proper time; when she got up or did her daily tasks
or rested, when she sat down to eat or rose from the table, when she went to bed
or rose from it for prayer, she had the Psalter with her at all times, like some good
traveling companion.’

The passage gives more attention to the texts than to the human beings involved. Emmelia takes
a back seat to the literature itself, even though she is the engineer of this curriculum and a
nurturing figure whose eagerness signifies her concern for Macrina’s moral formation. Macrina

is described in terms of her daily routine, itself the product of reading the Psalms; the systematic

2 Hy 8¢ tij pntpi omovdy) moudedoon pév Ty modda, ui pévrot ™y EEwdev tav Ty Kai £ykdKAov moidsvoty, fv Og To
TOAAQ O10 TAV TOMUATOV ol TPATOL TAV TOOELVOUEVAOV Kot diddokovTal. Aicypov Yap GETO Kol TOVIATAGY
QIPEMES 1) TOL TPOYIKA TAOT, SO0 €K YOVOUK®Y TAG Apyo¢ Kol T0g Vobioelc Toig mottaig EdmKeV, | TOC KOUIKAG
AoyNUOcLVOG f| TAV KoTd 10 "TAOV KaK®V Tag aitiag amoiny Kol ebnlactov oty d184oKeoal, KUTAUOAVVOUEVTV
TPOTOV TIVO, TOIC ACEUVOTEPOLC TEPL TV YOVAUKADY dynpacty. AA oo tijg Beomvehotov Ypapiig e0ANTTOTEPO TOTg
nphTaIg NAtkciong Soksl, Tobto {v TH mondi o podfpata kol péAicto 1) Tod ZoAopudvroc Togio kai TavTng TAEov doa
POg TOV NOKOV Epepe Blov. AANG kal Thg wolu®dovuévng ypoeiig 0vd’ 0ttodbv MyvoetL Kapoig 16iolg Ekactov uépog
ThC woluwdiog de&lodoa Tiig e Koitng StavicTapuévn Kol 1@V omovdainy GnTopévn T Kol Avomavouévn Kol
TPOGLEUEVT TPOPTV Kol dvaympodoa Tpamélng Kai émi kKoitnv iodoa Kal gig Tpocevydg SloVIGTAUEVT, TOVTOYOD THV
yolpodiav glyev olov Tva 6Hvodov dyadny pndevog dmoAumovouévny xpovov (VSM 3).
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nature of her reading practices serves as a filter through which readers first see the subject of the
bios. That is, she is defined right away as a reader and a student of the Scriptures. The text itself,
the Psalter, becomes a third character accompanying Macrina on her educational path. The other
texts are also active agents in the girl’s life. VVarious types of literature usually associated with
paideia are named here, an indication that Gregory probably expects his ideal audience to be
aware of the more typical educational curriculum: Homeric epic, Attic drama, lyric poetry.”
These more traditional texts are then dismissed because of their potential to “defile,” especially
women and children. Even when dealing with the texts from “outside,” (§w0ev) Gregory
attributes to reading the power to influence character.’

Yet the passage also defines a number of relationships between characters. One metaphor

3 This literary canon was fixed by convention and tradition; see Martin Lowther Clarke, Higher Education in the
Ancient World (London: Routledge and K. Paul, 1971), especially Chapter 2; on the key role of Homeric texts, see
Ronald F. Hock, “Homer in Greco-Roman Education” in Mimesis and Intertextuality in Antiquity and Christianity,
ed. Dennis R. MacDonald (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 2001): 56-77. Indeed, it was on the basis of a
shared literary canon that elite men in Greco-Roman society came to participate in, challenge, and reproduce their
society’s values and ideals, such that this canon became a source of cultural capital. See four case studies in Graham
Anderson, The Second Sophistic: A Cultural Phenomenon in the Roman Empire (London: Routledge, 1993), chapter
11. Men in prominent civic and imperial positions could dependably relate to one another using a common fund of
texts and ideas they first encountered in elementary and secondary education. For example, we know that shared
social and individual qualities were lauded and reinforced through the use of literary exempla in symposiastic
settings: “Lines and metaphors from Homer were often used to adorn their speeches and to express their self-
presentation” (Hock, “Homer in Greco-Roman Education,” 77). On the continued relevance of paideia for social
maneuvering in the fourth century, see Lieve Van Hoof, “Performing Paideia: Greek Culture as an Instrument for
Social Promotion in the Fourth Century A.D.” The Classical Quarterly, Volume 63, Issue 1 (May 2013): 387-406.
Masculinity was constructed in public through oratorical performance, for rhetorical self-presentation, education,
and composition were elite activities intimately tied to gender and ideas about masculinity, power, and self-
actualization. On the construction of elite masculinity and education, see Maud W. Gleason, Making Men: Sophists
& Self-Presentation in Ancient Rome (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995); Thomas Habinek, Ancient
Rhetoric and Oratory, Blackwell Introductions to the Classical World (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2005); Lin Foxhall
and John Salmon, eds., Thinking Men: Masculinity and its Self-Representation in the Classical Tradition (London:
Routledge, 1998). Numerous other aspects of male elite existence - everything from the execution of public duties,
to the enjoyment of leisure time, to the writing of personal letters - were shot through with references to the literary
works that formed the canon of the éyxvxhoc noudeio. On the role of letters in forging Cappadocian social networks,
see Nathan D. Howard, “Gifts Bearing Greekness: Epistles as Cultural Capital in Fourth-Century Cappadocia,”
Journal of Late Antiquity, Volume 6, Number 1 (Spring 2013): 37-59.

"4The idea that texts could corrupt or lead to malformed character is present already in Plato’s advice to keep poetry
out of the educational program in the ideal republic (Plato, Republic X).
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draws on such relationships to present an ideal attitude toward texts and reading: the Psalms are
for Macrina a “faithful companion” (cOvodog). By emphasizing the formative relationship
between Macrina and her educational materials, Gregory positions the exemplar as a model
interpreter. Having taken the Wisdom of Solomon and other biblical books as guides to the moral
life, she adopts the text as a blueprint for her behavior.” The scene describes an ordered,
disciplined daily routine, brought to fulfillment later in the bios when Macrina and the
community of women she leads may be praised for their near-angelic way of life, in which “there
was constant prayer and an unceasing hymnody distributed at all times equally throughout the
whole day and night, so that these were for them both their work and their rest from work.”’® The
early structure of Macrina’s reading program prefigures this later monastic devotion and
confirms she is a suitable leader for the community of women.

Macrina’s Scriptural reading bears fruit already in her twelfth year, when she applies
reason to overcome an adolescent grief and commit herself to “the higher philosophy.” When

t,77

Macrina’s beauty had become apparent,’’ the girl’s father selected a worthy young man for her to

marry; unfortunately the betrothed died before the wedding could take place. Undaunted,

S David Martinez points out that the Psalms were among the most frequently used texts in Egyptian Christian
circles, based on the number of papyrus copies extant; he argues it probably had a similar status among Christians as
Homer among pagans on the basis of its “antiquity, poetic power, and didactic value” (David Martinez, “The Papyri
and Early Christianity, ” in The Oxford Handbook of Papyrology, ed. Roger S. Bagnall [Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2011], 3).

76 10 1fic mpocevyfic AdIGAEITTOV Kol 1) ETavGTog VUVOSi, KOTd TO I60V TAVTL GUUTAPATEVOUEVT TA YPOVD S1é
VOKTOC Kol fjuépag mhonc, dote avtaic kai Epyov sivon TobTo Kai Epyov avamavoty (VSM 11).

" The flowering of youthful beauty seems to be a common way of talking about women arriving at a marriageable
age. See also Gregory's description of Emmelia in this same text at VSM 2, and the characterization of Pulcheria as
a flower in his Oratio consolatoria in Pulcheriam GNO Online 47.462.15-19: gite nepiotepay xpm AEYEWY TAOTNY,
gite veoBorég avBog, O odmm pev AoV TdV KoAvK®V EEENapyeY, GAAL TO pev Ehaumey 110m, 10 8¢ Adpyew NAzileto
Kol OULoG v T@ HKPD Te Kol ATEAET VTEPEAQUTEY -
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Macrina chose for herself a future life of virginity that she describes as widowhood,’® “and her
judgment was more firm than her age warranted” (kai 1v tfic fHlxiac 1 kpici maywtépa).”
Macrina is precocious enough to render her commitment to this way of life secure by attaching
herself to her mother and remaining in the family household.®° She chooses a complementary set
of relationships - daughter to her mother, bride to an absent bridegroom, and virgin devoted to
God - over the possibility of finding another fianceé from among the many suitors seeking her
hand.

Gregory identifies Macrina as a dedicated virgin participating in a way of life treated at
length in both literary and social histories of the fourth century, but we also see a clear
undercurrent of references to the sort of intellectual and practical training that motivate and
sustain her vocation.®* Though young, Macrina shows her aptitude for applying doctrinal

principles to daily pursuits — a result of reading and relational modes of learning — advancing two

8 The commitment to virginity is equated with the lifestyle of a widow in numerous ancient texts; for examples, see
especially Gillian Cloke, This Female Man of God and Susanna EIm, “Virgins of God’: The Making of Asceticism in
Late Antiquity (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994). Arnoldo Momigliano describes Macrina’s conviction in relation to
contemporaneous Roman practices: “Here the identification of engagement with marriage is patent: and the mystical
interpretation of the Roman quality of univira is equally precise” (Momigliano, On Pagans, 209).

®VSM 5.

8 There are numerous examples of young people, even children, dedicating themselves to the ascetic life in early
Christian texts. Ville Vuolanto’s article catalogs examples and discusses models in which children must oppose their
parents’ wishes and those in which parents are supportive, sometimes even joining their children in ascetic pursuits:
Ville Vuolanto, “Choosing Asceticism: Children and Parents, Vows and Conflicts,” in Children in Late Ancient
Christianity, ed. Cornelia B. Horn and Robert R. Phenix, Studien und Texte zu Antike und Christentum 58
(TUbingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009): 255-291.

81 On virgins in the fourth century, see Brown, Body and Society; Averil Cameron, The Mediterranean World in
Late Antiquity, AD 395-600 (London: Routledge, 1993), esp. 139-144; Elisabeth A. Clark, Reading Renunciation:
Asceticism and Scripture in Early Christianity (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999); Cloke, This Female
Man; Elm, ‘Virgins of God’; Shaw, The Burden of the Flesh. J. Warren Smith summarizes Gregory’s position on
virginity as a path to virtue, drawing on passages from the De virginitate and VSM. He writes, “Thus the life of the
virgin is a figurative form of putting on eschatological incorruptibility in this life in two ways. First, through
withdrawal from normative social intercourse and ascetic mastery over the body the soul is purged of the social and
carnal habits, thus achieving the purity necessary for contemplative participation in the Divine. Second, the purified
soul of the virgin gains greater purity through its contemplative, prayerful union with God who illuminates the soul
filling it with the pure light of the divine nature” (J. Warren Smith, “A Just and Reasonable Grief,” 67).
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arguments in favor of her chosen way of life. First, “she used to say that it was out of place and
unlawful not to accept once and for all a marriage determined for her by her father and to be
forced to look to another, since marriage is by nature unique, as are birth and death.”? The
admirable quality of obedience is supplemented by mental acuity and biblical precedent.®
Second, she drew upon Christian teaching about the afterlife to insist that “the young man joined
to her by her parent’s decision was not dead, but living in God because of the hope of the
resurrection.”® This early decision to prioritize heavenly over earthly commitments prepares the
way for Macrina’s later activities.
2. Thaumaturgus, VGT 11-22

In the VGT, Gregory demonstrates that, despite Emmelia’s principled objections, the
reading of classical texts is not necessarily harmful for the young Christian. He depicts
Thaumaturgus’ move from classical to Christian philosophy as a rational progression. In terms of
the preparatory stages he undertakes on his way to that higher philosophy, Thaumaturgus is both
a more and less typical student than Macrina, a difference that may be attributed to his gender
and his public life. Inasmuch as the bios indicates that he did not need much training to act with

temperance, Thaumaturgus is distinguished from the average young student.®®> On the other hand,

82 gromov Eheye kol TopavopoV glvar Py 6Tépyely TOV dmal £k ToD TaTpdg avTH KVPWOLVTO YaIOV, GAAY KO TPOC

grepov avaykalesOou PAémely, Evog dvog &V Ti PUGEL ToD Yapov K¢ pio yéveoig kai Odvartog gic (VSM 5).

8 See the Pastoral Epistles, e.g. 1 Tim 5:3-16 (on ideal conduct for widows) and Titus 2:3-5 (on conduct appropriate
for both older and younger women). On Macrina’s obedience, see Fotis Vasileiou, “At a Still Point of a Turning
World,” 455: since Macrina’s obedience to her father’s wishes led to suffering because of social norms instead of
suffering because of defying social norms (as did Thecla), she presents an appropriate model for the fourth-century
urban setting.

84 1oV 8¢ cuvoppochEvTa KT THY TV YovémV Kpioty un tedvavon Sucyvpileto, GAAL TOV «t@ Oed (dVToy Sid TV
EAmtida tiig dvaotdoemg (VSM 5).

8 | think that in this instance, Rubenson’s assessment of education as refining but not inculcating virtue is somewhat
justified. However, a passage like VGT 19 (in which Thaumaturgus “harnesses” his impulses) still complicates the
picture, as discussed above.

117



his program of study itself contains no Christian elements; he could be any elite youth of the
third or fourth centuries CE who pursued studies in an urban center. Like these other young men,
he probably attached himself to an individual instructor whose expertise would have included
rhetoric.®® The bios passes over most of the specifics of Thaumaturgus’ education, on the
assumption that the text’s audience would have been familiar with the typical course of elite
male &yxdxkhog mardeio. Instead, the biographer concentrates on bringing the contrast between
Christian teaching and alternative philosophies into high relief. Gregory portrays Thaumaturgus’
dawning realization that Christian philosophy is superior as a by-product of relationships with
and among students. Education takes place in the context of relationship.

The contrast between the truly valuable “traits of spiritual renown” (TvevpaTIKTG
evepnuiag) and the “trifles of the world below” (tovg kdtm AMpovg) introduced in the prooimion
of the VGT reemerge at this stage of the narrative, as Gregory works to show what is unique
about Christian doctrine by focusing on its fruits.8” The practice of judging a teaching or a person

based on its fruits is recommended by both Jesus and Paul in the Scriptures, even though

8 Texts and their interpretation formed the core of elementary and secondary education in the classical world.
Typically beginning at the age of 7, students learned their letters and reading from a grammatistes and/or
grammatikos before advancing to literary and linguistic studies under rhetores around age 14. This period, between
ages 14 and 19, usually involved the study of standard subjects (grammar, rhetoric, dialectic, arithmetic, music,
geometry, astronomy), before older students peeled off to work with philosophers, orators, or in one of the
professional fields (medicine, architecture, law, teaching). For the standard course of education in the classical,
Hellenistic, and imperial worlds, see Clarke, Higher Education; Raffaela Cribiore, Writing, teachers, and students in
Graeco-Roman Egypt, American Studies in Papryology, no. 36 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1996) and Gymnastics of
the Mind: Greek education in Hellenistic and Roman Egypt (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001); Robert A.
Kaster, Guardians of Language: the Grammarian and Society in Late Antiquity (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1988); Henri-lrénée Marrou, L Eglise de I’ Antiquité tardive (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1985); Teresa Morgan,
Literate Education in the Hellenistic and Roman Worlds (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Kevin
Robb, Literacy and Paideia in Ancient Greece (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994).

87 VGT 6.
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Gregory does not directly point out this correlation.®® Just as Macrina’s educational bibliography
pointed to positive moral formation as the criterion for adjudicating between appropriate and
inappropriate texts, so here the moral dimension becomes Gregory’s lens for talking about the
philosophies one might choose to pursue. Macrina selected a text to be her companion, but
Thaumaturgus selects his texts on the basis of what he sees among his companions. The pursuit
of worldly philosophy does not cultivate peace, a desirable quality for Christian life (e.g., 1 Tim
2:2). On the contrary, Thaumaturgus “saw Greek and barbarian philosophy alike divided into
different conceptions in their opinions on the divine, and the leading exponents of the positions
not converging toward one another but competing to consolidate each position separately by
subtlety of speech.”® Therefore he “left them to refute each other as if in a civil war.”® Gregory
highlights the negative social outcomes associated with Greek and barbarian philosophies and
thereby indicates how relationships might inform learning: the animosity between philosophers
of various schools reflects some deeper problem with those schools.

Given this emphasis on relationship as a source of helpful information, Thaumaturgus’
turn to Christianity is depicted as a reasoned response to the interpersonal incoherence
engendered by Greek education and philosophy. As Harold F. Cherniss puts it, “In his life of
Gregory the Thaumaturge” Gregory shows “that even the worst of pagan learning may be good

training, may lead a man up to the true faith.”®! Gregory also takes a jab at intellectual

8 Cf. Mt 7:16 (with divine judgment in 3:10); 12:33 and interpretation in 12:35, with parallels in Lk 6:43, 45. See
Gal 5:22-23 for “fruits of the Spirit,” along with 6:8-9 on reaping a good harvest from good planting (cf. Rom 8:23,
where believers have the first fruits of the Spirit).
89 " Ene1dm) yap eidev mpodg S10popovg dmolyelg &v Taic tepi Tod Osiov 86Emg oylopévny Ty EAMvicv kai v
BapBapov opoing erhocopiav, kol Tovg TV doyudtoy tpoeotnkdtag, oite mpog GAANAovg cuppaivovtag, Kai 10
kb’ £anTOV EKOGTOV KPUTOVEWY Ti] TEPVOiQ TV Aoywv grovewkodvtog (VGT 13).
Orovtoug uiv domep &v Eueuiin moAéum, Vi’ dAM AoV dvatperopévoug katéhmey (VGT 13).
% Cherniss, The Platonism of Gregory of Nyssa, 10.
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incoherence when he remarks on the “emptiness” of public oratorical performance, claiming
Thaumaturgus recognized its shaky foundation on “fancy logical footwork™ and “artificial
reasonings.”% Similarities to classical Greek dismissals of sophistry are not accidental. The long
tradition of philosophers bemoaning rhetoric's deceptive nature had, by the time Gregory writes,
become a standard part of Mediterranean intellectual consciousness.®® Reading may be an
especially complicated task when texts, words, and arguments may conceal a rhetorician’s true
intent. But Gregory explains that Thaumaturgus navigates the difficult straits by combining
reading with another mode of learning, his awareness of relationships. The two modes are twined

together.

3. Moses, VM 1.17-19 and VM 11.6-18

In Gregory’s hands, Moses’ turn from worldly pursuits to a single-minded pursuit of the
truth is explained in terms of his relationships with his biological and adoptive mothers. In both
the historia and theoria segments of the bios, Gregory explains the rejection of Pharaoh’s
daughter as an advance toward true wisdom. The women are equated with antagonistic forms of
philosophy, embodying their respective cultures.®* As for Thaumaturgus, so for Moses: the move
to higher philosophy is partly inspired by a recognition that the alternative leads to bad ends, in
this case a striving against the teachings of the fathers. Gregory insists “Scripture concedes that

his relationship with her who was falsely called his mother should not be rejected until he had

92 katoAopBaver 88 TOV EotdTa AdYOV THG MioTEMC, TOV 0VSEULE AOYIKT] TVL TEPIEPYIQ KOl TEXVIKOic TAOKAIG
kpatvvouevov (VGT 13).

93 Cf. works as early as Plato’s Meno and Aristophanes' Clouds. Gregory expresses a similarly negative view of 7
dwhextikr and the philosophical (and rhetorical) incoherence that undermines access to truth in De anima GNO
Online 15.34.11ff. See a brief discussion of this passage in Susan Wessel, “Memory and Individuality in Gregory of
Nyssa’s Dialogus de anima et resurrectione,” JECS, Volume 18, Number 3 (Fall 2010): 369-392, esp. 376-378.

% This conceptual metaphor has a rich cultural context: the female figure cogia (Wisdom, Proverbs); the allegory of
Sarah and Hagar in Gal 4; Roman imperial visual culture (coins, sculpture) depicting cities and countries as women.
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seen his own maturity was imperfect. But he who has already run up to the heights, as we have
learned about Moses, will be ashamed to be called the son of one who is barren by nature.”*® By
emphasizing the role of maturity in Moses’ decision-making process, Gregory depicts education
and developmental progress in tandem. To linger in a relationship with a philosophy that is
unable to bear fruit would be a mistake for the mature student who has been made aware of the
alternative way.

But rather than totally denying the usefulness of worldly education, as he did for
Macrina, Gregory suggests it must be subjected to examination in light of the heavenly wisdom
and the subject’s intellectual and moral needs. A moment of crisis becomes the catalyst for this
examination. Like Macrina and Thaumaturgus, Moses faces a decision that functions in the bios
as a test of his virtue, and he reveals an early aptitude for enacting justice. By killing the
Egyptian who was oppressing the Hebrew slave, Moses aligns himself with his native people and
with the side of the divine. Moses is, according to Scripture, out of place, unlike Macrina or
Thaumaturgus. Gregory depicts his turn as a form of return, emphasizing the constancy of
Moses’ identity:

Indeed, he was not separated from her [his natural mother] while he was being

brought up by the princess, but was nursed by his mother’s milk, as the history

states. This teaches, it seems to me, that if we should be involved with outside

teachings (toic £éEmBev Adyorc) during our education, we should not separate

ourselves from the nourishment of the Church’s milk, which would be her laws

and customs. By these the soul is nourished and matured, making from this the
starting point of the upward ascent.®

% . Ewg 10TE CUYYXWPET O AOYOG Ny AmmOgicOat TV THG Yeudmvipov pnTpdg olkeldTnTo, E0C &V TIC TO ATEAEC THC
Nikiog &v €avt®d PAER. ‘O 6& Tpog Hyog 7N avadpapmy, ¢ tept 100 Mobcémg ndbopey, aioydvny nynoetal tig
Katd eUoY dydvov maig ovopdlectar (VM 11.10).
9 fc 003 mapd T PactAidt TpeEONEVOC dmecyicN, TH INTPDO® YoAaKTL, KaOAOC 1 ioTopio enoi, TIOvovNEVOC, dTep
pot dokel d1ddokew, &l Toig EEmBev Aoyolg kKabopuhoinuey év 1@ Kop®d Thig Tadevoewg, pun xwpilecdot tod
vmotpépovtog Mudg tfg ExkAnoiog yéhaktoc. Todto & dv €in ta voupd te kai to £0m tiic ExkAnoiag, olg tpépetar
N yoyn ki adpoverat, EviedBev Tig €l Vyog avadpopiig Tag deoppdag moovpévn (VM 11.12).
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Once he has made the decision to ascend to the height of divine philosophy, he immediately falls
into open antagonism with an Egyptian and departs to the wilderness of Midian.®’

B. Advancing by way of retreat

Moving from the first to the second of the three developmental stages, we find in each
bios a further distillation of the subject’s sense of purpose. Yet the modes of learning continue to
operate simultaneously. Each exemplar’s training involves a retreat from the world and its cares
that facilitates more complete devotion to the divine. Although the peaceful period is inevitably
interrupted and the exemplar is called back to public life, the retreat is portrayed as a crucial

element of the subject’s virtuous formation.

1. Moses, VM 1.20-22 and VM 11.19-53

In the VM, Gregory describes retreat from everyday life as an opportunity for the
retreatant to prepare himself for public engagement. Philo, in his Life of Moses, also highlights
the importance of this period; although both Philo and Gregory rely on Scripture for the outline
of events in Moses’ retreat, their interpretations differ in revealing ways. While Philo frames

events as preparation for Moses’ kingly leadership and his role as lawgiver, Gregory describes

John David Penniman’s recent article discusing how Gregory uses the image of mother’s milk in the VM, the eulogy
for Basil, and the commentary on the Song of Songs highlights the Roman conception of a mother’s milk as
nourishment that can transmit “cultural or familial identity” to the child, an additional aspect of the portrait of Moses
receiving nourishment from two mothers (John David Penniman, “Fed to Perfection: Mother’s Milk, Roman Family
Values, and the Transformation of the Soul in Gregory of Nyssa,” Church History, Volume 84, Issue 3 [September
2015): 495-530, 497).
9 Gregory, however, depicts the murder positively by unpacking what he considers its higher (or alternatively
deeper) meaning: it is admirable to slay the one who rises up in opposition to true religion (VM 11.13).
% Clement of Alexandria discusses Moses’ role in terms more akin to Philo. In his Stromateis 1.23-28, he offers a
short commentary on the life of Moses that highlight’s Moses’ excellent leadership and philosophy. The beginning
at 1.24.158(1) sums up his Mosaic portrait: “So Moses is for us a prophet, legislator, organizer, general, statesman,
philosopher” ("Ecttv obv 6 Movcfic fiuiv mpo@ntikdc, VOROBETIKOG. TOKTIKOC, GTPATYIKOC, TOMTIKOC, PIAOGOPOC).
He goes on to explain that all of Moses” attributes are those which properly belong to a king. On the upbringing of
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the discipline that makes Moses ready to encounter God, an activity he says is the goal of the
human pursuit of virtue. In VM 11.19, explaining Moses’ transition to a period of retreat, is a
general comment that “the truth will shine, illuminating the eyes of our soul with its own rays”
(Emhauyer tote 1 dAnBeta, Taig idiong pappoapvydic tag T wouyig dyelg meptavydlovoa) on one
who takes the “peaceful and tranquil course of life” (1] gipnvikn kai dmwodAepog dtaymyn). Philo
says Moses learns how to be a shepherd in Midian, “being instructed for leadership, for the task
of a shepherd is also a preparation for the task of a king, to have charge of that most gentle flock
of human beings.”® In a variation on the theme, Gregory explains that in solitude “all the
movements of the soul in us, in the manner of sheep, are shepherded by the will of the presiding
reason” (TAVTOV TOV &V UV TG YU Kvnuatov, Tpofdtov dikny, @ PovAnuatt Tod
EMoTatodvTog Adyov mowpatvopévev, VM I1.18). Both interpreters highlight Moses’
development, but Gregory attends more closely to the experience of Moses as a “personality,” a
figure whose training is explicitly taking place within the soul.1® This internal preparation also
appears in Gregory’s historia account: the exemplar pauses after God commands him to free the
Israelites, and Gregory says this was to initiate a period of testing, “especially so that he might
learn the strength sprung up in him from God” (¢ Gv péloto padot Ty £yyvouévny avtd

0e60ev ioyov,VM 1.21).101

Moses in Philo (mainly his education in Egypt), see Louis H. Feldman, “Philo’s View of Moses’ Birth and
Upbringing,” The Catholic Biblical Quarterly, Volume 64, Number 2 (April 2002): 258-281.

% Philo, De Vita Mosis I.60: tpodi3acKkopevog eic yepoviay: molueviky Yap peAétn kol Tpoyvpvacio Paciieiog w6
UEALOVTL TG NUEPOTATNG TV AVOPDOTOV EMGTATELY AYEANC.

100 This is not to say that Philo is unconcerned with the attributes of Moses’ soul; the ability to lead with justice is
certainly a reflection on qualities of soul. Nevertheless, Gregory’s account places more overt emphasis on this aspect
of the exemplar’s training.

101 gyyiyvopar can mean both to be “born in” or “bred in” and “spring up, appear in.” This latter meaning is more
common when the verb is used of qualities (LSJ, s.v. “éyyiyvopor”). I have here chosen to translate as though the
strength has newly sprung up in Moses, since that helps make sense of his need for a period to learn about it.
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The second stage of Moses’ educational program takes place in the wilderness, which
Gregory characterizes as a space apart from a community, yet one that enriches Moses’ ability to
engage in meaningful relationships.®? Eschewing human contact, Moses receives divine
revelation and forms a closer relationship with God. While in the wilderness, Moses receives his
revelation at the burning bush. VM 1.20 describes it as an “awe-inspiring theophany” (pofepa.
Beopdvela) that is revealed to Moses’ eyes and ears. In the theoria, Gregory explains that the
divine flame in an “earthly” (ynivnc) bush foreshadows the mystery of Christ’s Incarnation.®®
Being apart from the distractions of everyday life is a crucial part of Moses’ encounter with this
awesome mystery. Gregory writes that in the presence of the divine light and the divine voice,
Moses learns that none of those things which are grasped by the senses or which are understood
with thought truly exists, but “only the transcendent essence and cause of everything, on which
everything depends” (mAfv tic Vmepaveotdong ovoiag kai aitiag Tod mavtdg de’ fg dEfimton 1o
nav, VM 11.24). What is the point of better understanding this God? Gregory comments on the
possible benefit of the retreat period, again in broad terms that encompass his own day: the
person who encounters the divine light “becomes able to assist others to salvation, to destroy the

tyranny which holds power wickedly, and to lead out to freedom everyone held in punishing

However, it is entirely possible Gregory means instead to suggest that Moses has possessed this strength for some
time and is just now going to explore it more fully.

102 This is in contrast to the portrayal by Philo, who needs to show Moses leading flocks and a family in Midian to
demonstrate his preparedness for leadership. In the VGT, as we will see below, Gregory recognizes that Moses was
not alone during his time in Midian, but he still emphasizes solitude when it suits his argument about Moses’
development.

103 On this theophany and the role of the light-darkness dichotomy in Gregory’s language about God’s self-
revelation to human beings, especially in the VM, see Philip Kariatlis, “‘Dazzling Darkness’: The Mystical or
Theophanic Theology of St. Gregory of Nyssa,” Phronema, VVolume 27, Number 2 (2012): 99-123.
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slavery.”104

In a number of other ways, too, the departure from everyday concerns and Egyptian
power facilitates a transformation in Moses. On the basis of the leprous hand and staff-to-snake
miracles (Exod 4:1-9), Gregory describes a contrastive relationship between Moses and
Pharaoh.% Pharaoh’s obsession with earthly appearances makes him subject to trickery through
magic and its illusions, while Moses has been “strengthened by the illumination of the light,” and
this quality accompanies him from the wilderness back into Egypt.1% “Just as an athlete who has
sufficiently trained his athletic strength with his physical trainer, he would now boldly and
confidently strip for the contest with his opponents.”%” The miracles he witnessed and performed
in the wilderness sustain him upon his return. Gregory depicts Moses’ retreat in the desert of
Midian as what Alison Goddard Elliott calls “a third pole” between the seeming opposites of
nature and culture, superior to both because it is a space where the holy person may experience
or recreate a paradisiacal state.%®

We might, in fact, argue that Moses never leaves the state he enters in the wilderness,
even when he goes on to lead the Israelites. In the VM, any strict delineation of developmental
stages, convenient for constructing an exemplary portrait, seems to dissolve in the face of

Gregory’s interpretation of the biblical narrative. In a recursive pattern of behavior, Moses

104 161 TO10DTOC YivETOL 010G KOl £TEpOIG Ei¢ cwTNPioY dprécal Kol KAOEAETY Pev TV émkpatodoay Kok
Topovvida, EEeléchat 6 mpog EAevbepiav mav 10 Tf] TOVNPE dovAEiq katakpatovpuevov (VM 11.26).

195 His primary focus in the passage is on how these transformations prefigure the incarnation of Christ (VM 11.27-
33); however, he does subsequently describe the effects on Moses in terms of his training.

106 $181 Thic TOD PoTOC ExAdpyEnG Suvapndein (VM 11.36).

107 kabdmep Tic AOANTIG icavdg &v maudotpifov Ty dOAnTucv dvdpeiav dkcpeletioac, Oopody idN kol temodmg,
POG TOV Ay@dva 1@V EXOp@V dmodvetar (VM 11.36).

108 Alison Goddard Elliott, Roads to Paradise: Reading the Lives of Early Saints (Hanover: University Press of New
England for Brown University Press, 1987), esp. 132.
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undertakes multiple periods of retreat in order to engage with God and then to mediate between
God and the people. The presentation of relationships and pedagogical communities takes
precedence over a strictly linear progression in the exemplar’s literary portrait.1% From his
solitary trip to the top of Mount Sinai to retrieve the commandments to his vision of the heavenly
tabernacle, much of Moses’ time in the wilderness with the Israelites involves vacillating
between retreat and return, contemplation and activity. Each moment of retreat leads him back
again to engagement with the people.

Adding to the impression that Moses’ training is cumulative and is effective for a wider
community, Gregory explains the fact that Moses brings his wife and son along with him to
Egypt in terms of education. Not only was the retreat a period that allowed him to build a family
unit, but it is a sort of capstone for his earlier training. Moses’ wife accompanies him because he
needs to hold onto certain beneficial elements from his worldly education. The interpretation
insists that discernment leads to fruitfulness:

The foreign wife will follow him, for there are some things derived from outside

education which should not be rejected as comrades in our giving birth to virtue.

For both moral and natural philosophy may some time become for the higher way

of life a comrade, friend, and companion of life (c0lvyog te kai @iln kol

Kowwvog tig (wiic), as long as the offspring of this union introduce no sort of
foreign defilement.1°

109 Rowan A. Greer, in discussing the ways Gregory depicts progression through and reciprocity of moral, natural,
and contemplative stages in the Christian life as in fact two collapsed categories of vision and virtue interacting,
expresses quite clearly that for Gregory “moral virtue is from one perspective the prerequisite for vision, but it is
equally true that vision is what enables moral progress” (Greer, One Path for All, 159). That is, rather than adhering
strictly to a more Platonic or Origenic conception that perfect virtue must precede access to divine truths, Gregory
seems to say that virtue and visionare mutually reinforcing. On this issue of whether purification/virtue precedes or
follows revealed visions of the divine see also Philip Kariatlis, “‘Dazzling Darkness’: The Mystical or Theophanic
Theology of St. Gregory of Nyssa,” Phronema, Volume 27, Number 2 (2012): 99-123, esp. 107-108.
110 AkohovBricet 8& avtd koi 1) &€ dAopOAmY dpuolvyog 6Tt yap Tt Kol ThG EEm Tandevoeme mpog cvlvyioy HUdV
€lg tekvoyoviav apetiic 0Ok amdPAntov. Kai yap 1 101k te Kai puoikr erhocoia yévotto Gv mote T®
vynrotépmPion culuydc te kKai eiln Kol kovovog Tig (ofg, HOVoV €1 TO €K TADTNG KUUOTO UNOEV EXAYOLTO TOD
arhoevrov pdopatog (VM 11.37).
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To unpack the limitations and explicate how one should remove foreign defilement, Gregory
interprets the troubling episode when the Lord attacks Moses on the road and the circumcision of
Moses’ son (Exod 4:24-26) as the removal of extraneous philosophical training on the way to
fully developed virtue.!** The learning modes of revelation and relationship twine together for
Moses; it is his relationships with the divine and with his companions that ratify the virtue he
displays.
2. Thaumaturgus, VGT 23-27

Gregory depicts Thaumaturgus’ wilderness retreat as a retreat from the moral depravity
of public life, with its attendant temptations to vanity, arrogance, and wickedness. Because he
wrote for a Neocaesarean audience, the public role of their bishop cannot be denied, but Gregory
seems to propose an alternative to worldly models of leadership. Thaumaturgus leaves the site of
his education and takes himself off to his native land. Yet, because his people seek to turn his
learning to public use, which might have meant he would “acquire a good repute among them as
a sort of fruit of his great labors,” he retreats further in order to avoid arrogance and pride.*? It is
in this way that Thaumaturgus “became in our times another Moses, rivaling him absolutely in
his wondrous deeds.”*3

Gregory collapses the distinction between Scriptural virtue and contemporary virtue,

making Moses an imitable model by showing Thaumaturgus, whom readers should imitate, as

H11VM 11.38. For patristic exegesis of this passage, see A.S. Jacobs, “Blood Will Out: Jesus’ Circumcision and Early
Christian Readings of Exodus 4:24-26,” Henoch Voulme 30, Number 2 (2008): 311-332.

12 (g &v Tvo kapmodv oxoin TOV pakpdy movey Ty £’ avtoic evdokipmow (VGT 24).

113 gAhog T1g 0UTOg &V 101G Kb’ NS XPovols Mobofg dteyvis mpdg td ketvov Badpato thv duiav Exov (VGT
24).
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one link in a mimetic chain stretching from the distant past to the readers’ present.!** The
Scriptural synkrisis, as one might expect, comes out in Thaumaturgus’ favor, for he was alone,
unlike Moses who had a wife.!*® Thus “it is possible for someone who knows well how to
perceive virtue to judge which of them was marked more by the passionless life.”'® Gregory
leaves the outcome unstated, but seems to be trying to script a judicial role for his audience.
For Thaumaturgus the remote place serves as an antidote to culture, a space for being
close only to God.!'” Gregory makes the exemplar’s encounter with God, an example of
relational and revelatory learning modes, the central focus of the retreat period. First,
Thaumaturgus engages with the truth by drowning out the call of personal ambition and focusing
instead on the self as a conduit to relationship with the divine: “Separating himself from the
commotions of the marketplace and from town life altogether, he lived in a remote place alone
and with himself, and through himself with God.”*'® This idea of recognizing the divine image
within oneself pervades Gregory’s corpus, appearing most prominently in the soul’s need to
cleanse itself of “rust” (i6¢), “mud” (mnAdg), or “mire” (BOpPopog) to uncover and restore its
created beauty in De Virginitate.!® The concept also depends on his interpretation of Genesis

1:27; he holds that human beings were created in God’s image and likeness but lose sight of that

114 See especially Williams, Authorised Lives, Chapter 2. Williams traces a similar dynamic in Gregory’s eulogy of
Basil. That Gregory uses Moses and Moses’ story similarly in the eulogy and in the VGT shows a consistency of
thought about one role of Scripture in shaping Christian conceptions of self and community. This will be explored
further in Chapter 3.

115 Although remember that in the VM, Gregory remarked more about Moses’ solitude than on his wife as a
companion. The “historical facts” become malleable in service of interpretive goals.

116 piverv 0Tt T® TPOC GPETTV KAAGC PAETEY EmoTOPEVD, OTOTEP® TOVT®V PAAAOV 6 Piog 81’ dmadeiag yéyove
(VGT 25).

117 In this instance, Gregory does focus on desert as “not-culture” rather than on the desert as a mediating space
between nature and culture (Elliott, Roads to Paradise). See earlier note.

118 ki kaBOAoV TG &v BoTel Saymyfic EavTdv Ywpicac, v EoaTill TIVL E0VTH HOVE GLVijY, kol 81 Eavtod T O
(VGT 24).

119 Gregory of Nyssa, De virginitate GNO Online 31.299.21, 26.
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likeness due to the accumulated dirt of sin.1? Solitude provides both a chance to purify the self
and an associated opportunity to encounter the divine.

Second, revelation offers a form of training that validates and empowers the exemplar.
Through a powerful vision and audition, the evangelist John and Mary the mother of Christ
convey to Thaumaturgus a creed encapsulating the “truth of pious faith.”*?! The full text of the
creed may not be original to Gregory Thaumaturgus, though some kernel may have been
inscribed on a wall at Neocaesarea.'??> More likely, it was composed by Gregory for the original
oral presentation of the encomiastic biography or later for the written bios. In either case, its

importance for the fourth-century audience cannot be overstated.'?® Gregory intervenes with a

120 See further in De virginitate GNO Online 31.297.24-298.21. For an in-depth study of Gregory’s anthropology,
see Zachhuber, Human Nature in Gregory of Nyssa. Zachhuber traces in Gregory’s oeuvre the creation of man, as a
species, in the image of God, sharing a common human nature (pHo1c) (154-160); on the basis of this he argues,
convincingly, that De Virginitate shows “the item created in the image of God [nature] has not been substantially
altered, but damaged and its beauty obscured by the existence of evil” (178). Specifically on the image of God
within the human person, see J.T. Muckle, “The Doctrine of St. Gregory of Nyssa on Man as the Image of God,”
Mediaeval Studies 7 (1945): 55-84.

121 1fic evcePoic miotemg 1) dAnOeia (VGT 29). In his translation, Michael Slusser translates evoefodg with
“orthodox,” but I see no reason to make this interpretive leap. Maraval translates with “pieuse,” and I have followed
him here (Maraval, Eloge de Gregoire le Thaumaturge, 133).

122 Slusser, St. Gregory Thaumaturgus, 8. Mitchell, with Abramowski, rejects the authenticity, adding that the text
was not known to Basil when he wrote his De Spiritu Sancto circa 375 CE (Mitchell, “The Life and Lives,” 109).
Telfer, however, holds the Creed to be one of Thaumaturgus’ authentic compositions (William Telfer, “The Cultus
of St. Gregory Thaumaturgus,” Harvard Theological Review, Volume 29, Number 4 [1936]: 225-344). If the Creed
does have an historical kernel that was inscribed on the church in Neocaesarea, it was most likely a basic tripartite
statement about the divine persons that Nyssen has significantly expanded. | am inclined to agree with Slusser, who
suggests the simple form “One God, One Lord, One Holy Spirit, Perfect Trinity” (Slusser, St. Gregory
Thaumaturgus, 55 n. 28); Lane Fox also argues for the historicity of such a formula (Robin Lane Fox, Pagans and
Christians [London: Penguin Books, 1986], 521).

123 The inclusion of the Creed material also helps scholars date the text to sometime post-381 CE, after Gregory had
attended the Council of Constantinople, where the Nicene Creed and trinitarian theology were confirmed.

In Thaumaturgus’ own writings, Jesus and the Holy Spirit are not often mentioned and the Incarnation is generally
treated instrumentally. Possible explanations for the texts’ apparent lack of theological sophistication are proposed
by Slusser, including that the theological works are 1) exoteric and intended for uncatechized Christians, 2)
composed early in Thaumaturgus’ life and therefore unsophisticated, or 3) simply reflective of Gregory’s own
“rudimentary” grasp of Christian dogma (Slusser, St. Gregory Thaumaturgus, 8-10). Lane Fox provides a brief but
useful discussion of Gregory’s apparent relation to Origen’s works and known teaching methods in Pagans and
Christians, 519-525. Luise Abramowski (“Das Bekenntnis des Gregor Thaumaturgus bei Gregor von Nyssa und das
Problem seiner Echtheit,” Zeitschrift fiir Kirchengeschichte vol. 87 no. 2 [1976]: 145-166.) and Slusser both point
out that the sophisticated Creed is more likely to have been composed by Nyssen.

129



moment of narrative commentary to explicate the relevance of this creed for faith in his own day.
Thaumaturgus “left that God-given teaching to his successors as a kind of inheritance, by which
the people there [Neocaesarea] are initiated to this day, thus remaining unaffected by every
heretical wickedness.”*?* Gregory’s comment proclaims that divine words mediated by a holy
and virtuous teacher have an enduring power. His revelation is not just his, but it is an
inheritance for the Christian community to come. Similarly, Gregory’s text, which records these
formative moments from the exemplar’s life, can continue to transmit that inheritance.

In this portion of the bios, revelation works as a type of training that draws upon the
student’s physical senses and his rational faculties, and it galvanizes Thaumaturgus’
development as a virtuous actor who may use reason and action in service of the divine, even
within the world.'?® Once again employing the metaphor of a trained athlete, Gregory describes
the effect of the revelation on Thaumaturgus’ resolve:

He was filled with a certain boldness and confidence through that vision, like an

athlete who, since he has enough experience from competition and strength from

training, strips confidently for the race and prepares for the contest against his

competitors; now he likewise, suitably anointed in soul by his care for himself and

by the allied help of the grace which was revealed to him, thus undertook his

contests. 12

The emphasis on accumulated experience highlights the transformative nature of Thaumaturgus’

training. Training is certainly not instantaneous, but in the Christian context it may be catalyzed

124 10 ToiC eliic, Bomep TvaL KATpov THv Bedcdotov éxetviy Sidaokalioy kataAmeiv: 81” HS puoTaymysital uéypt
10D ViV 0 €keivng Aadg, Taong aipetikiic kakiog dapeivag dneipotog (VGT 31).
125 He is prepared to fight against the power of “the Adversary” (tod dvtikeipévon, VGT 34).
126 "Ere1dm) Toivuv mappnoiog tvog kai Odpooug it tiig dyemc dkeivig mApng éyéveto, kabdmep Tig AOANTIC
apkodoay mpog ToV¢ GOLovg Eumelpiav T€ kal Svvauy &k matdotpifov KTnoduevog, Bapcdy arodveTaL TPOC TO
GTAS0V, KOl TTPOG TOVG AVTUTAAOVG Ay@VILETOL, TOV aDTOV TPOTOV KAKEIVOG, T T€ Ko’ £avTOV pelétn kal i
ocvppoyia Thg Empaveiong avT® XApLtog, IKavAS TNV Yuyxnv GAeyaevos, obtog aviihappaverat tdv dyovev (VGT
34).
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by isolated moments of revelatory experience. That is, self-discipline and external gift twine
together for the shaping of the exemplar and then again in the literary presentation of this
process.

The relational learning mode also plays a role in Thaumaturgus’ story, when a Christian
teacher helps Thaumaturgus advance to the second stage of his educational program. Despite his
wisdom, he “did not disdain to use another teacher for divine things” when Origen took him on
as a pupil.'?” Gregory notes that “this is the Origen mentioned in books.” 28 The reference to
Thaumaturgus’ humility makes this moment of ecclesiastical name-dropping, an opportunity to
praise the exemplar’s academic pedigree without suggesting that it made him puffed up. After he
completes his education, Thaumaturgus tries to retire to an obscure place.

Gregory continues to address the fact that the very occasion for which he composed this
bios is a public celebration commemorating Thaumaturgus’ Neocaesarean leadership. Given the
ongoing tension between worldliness and spiritual development, Gregory depicts Thaumaturgus’
re-integration into public life as a spiritually fruitful event; indeed, the vision serves as incentive
for Thaumaturgus to begin his fruitful preaching. But Gregory emphasizes the exemplar’s
reluctance. Thaumaturgus’ attempts to flee the world entirely are foiled by the machinations of a
well-meaning Phaidimos, the second person with whom Thaumaturgus has a formative
relationship. This bishop of Amasea contrives to ordain the exemplar remotely. This ordination

at a distance depends on the efficacy of the spoken word: the most important element of the

27 g1ép ypricocOar S180okaAm mpdc T Oeia TV padnudrov, ook dmnéincey (VGT 22).

128 °Qpryévnc 8¢ odtoc v, 0b ToAG £mi T0ic cvyypaupact Adyog (VGT 22). Raymond Van Dam illustrates
convincingly that there is no real evidence Gregory of Nyssa knew the writings of Gregory Thaumaturgus
(Raymond Van Dam, “Hagiography and History,” 280-281). Among the compositions attributed to Thaumaturgus is
an Address of Thanksgiving to Origen, which describes Origen’s teaching methods, but Gregory of Nyssa does not
mention anything about the details of Thaumaturgus’ time under the theologian in the VGT, merely that it happened.
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investiture is the word of ordination, and the laying on of hands can apparently take place at a
later time.*?® Although Thaumaturgus could not escape the call to service, his eventual return to
public life and a leadership role is presented as a positive development, especially for the
inhabitants of Neocaesarea who make up Gregory’s audience.
3. Macrina, VSM 5-11

Macrina enters domestic retreat when she rejects marriage and devotes herself to her
mother. It is only later in the text, however, that Gregory describes her choice as a retreat.
Macrina and Emmelia gather a larger community of Christian women in their household at
Annesi, and these women, from a range of socio-economic backgrounds,**° model a form of
contemplative retreat without needing to be in the wilderness. These women become not
disciplined athletes, but angelic figures: “Just as by death souls are freed from the body and
released from the cares of this life, so their life was separated from these things, divorced from
all mortal vanity and attuned to an imitation of the existence of the angels.”*3! Their monasticism
is partly responsible for this formation, but the two learning modes of revelation and relationship
are cited. Gregory makes two points about Macrina’s role: she is first a guide for her mother, and

then together the two of them shape the community of women who all live in common. It is her

129 In contrast, by the early second century, New Testament books show that both baptism and laying on of hands to
impart the Holy Spirit seem to be necessary for full incorporation into the Church (Acts 19:1-7; more specifically for
ordination/investiture at 2 Timothy 1:6). | agree with Slusser’s assessment of the relationship between this
ordination and typical ordination practices in the period. He remarks that “I doubt if Gregory of Nyssa was so
concerned to save canonical precision” (Slusser, St. Gregory Thaumaturgus, 52 n. 21).
130 In VSM 11, Gregory remarks that some of the women originally incorporated were household slaves; VSM 28
mentions one community member “outstanding for her wealth and birth and the youthful bloom of her body” (Ev
TOOTOLS TV YOV TIC TV EDGYNUOVOV TAOVTE® Kai Yével Kad Tfj ToD ohparog dpg). This Vetiana is the daughter of a
senator and had been married to a prominent man. In VSM 29, he names Lampadium, identified as having a
leadership role for the group of virgins.
181 Kabdmep yop oi Sié Oovatov tv copdtonv EkAbgicar yoyai kol Tdv kot tov Biov todtov pepiuvdv
GLVEKADOVTAL, OVTOG KEXDPIGTO a0TAV 1) {01 Kol ATMOKIGTO TAoNG PLOTIKTG LOTUOTNTOG KOl TPOG LipMGV Thg TV
ayyélav draymytic EppuBpileto (VSM 11).
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relationship with these many women that helps transform the domestic space into an educational
space.

These relationships also make Macrina’s own retreat from married life and from an urban
setting a period that brings her Scriptural learning to fruition; her earlier reading shapes her
devotional practices, which in turn give her life an angelic component. Throughout VSM 5-11,
Gregory emphasizes gradual transformation. It is revelation, however, that ultimately guides the
entire structure and progress of the women’s way of life. Gregory attributes the ongoing
development of these women and their virtue to their philosophy, which “gave them additional
aids for discovering goods leading them to greater purity.”*3? Through a combination of self-
discipline and attentiveness to revealed goods, they receive encouragement in their way of life, a
way apart from that which is worldly.

The VSM describes not just Macrina’s retreat, but also their brother Naucratius’
retirement to private life in the local woods. His decision to “despise all the opportunities at
hand” in favor of “a life of monasticism and poverty” enables him to engage in virtuous
behaviors.'*3 He cares for a group of poor and infirm elderly people and puts his talent for
hunting to work procuring their food while simultaneously using those labors as a means of
“subduing his youthfulness” and transforming his soul.!3* The family’s youngest brother, Peter,
apparently did not leave home for his education or to pursue an illustrious public role; this latter
he achieves anyway, for

scorning the hindrances of external matters, and having nature as an adequate
teacher of all good learning, and always looking to his sister and making her the

132 4iel o 10 KaBupDTEPOV TOAC TRV EPEVPLoKOPEVOV dyaddy Tpocdikalg T prlocopiog Emdidovone (VSM 11).
138 1&v v yepoiv ambvtov drepdav ... TOV povipn koi dxtipova Biov (VSM 8).
13% v veodtTa 101G To100T01g Bpa koteddpale tovolg (VSM 8).
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mark of every good, he devoted himself to such virtue that he did not seem to be
inferior to great Basil in virtuous qualities.®®

Gregory links a Christian form of training to the cultivation of virtue, and even asserts that such
training can take place in the home that has become a monastic setting. Like Macrina’s reading

program, her brothers’ paths present alternatives or supplements to the typical elite, male course
of paideia.

C. Reproducing exemplary learning

The retreat from worldly things prepares the exemplar for teaching and leadership roles.
The majority of each bios focuses on the exemplar’s mature praxeis, which include ongoing
moments of training and education, this time with the exemplar as a leader. Yet the educational
process begun during the exemplar’s upbringing never disappears from view. A brief discussion
of representative examples will demonstrate the continued relevance of the Three Rs for other
figures beyond the three exemplars. Gregory depicts pedagogical communities as dynamic and

evolving entities.

1. Moses, VM 1.29 and VM 11.112-116

Moses returns from his period of retreat to take up the mantle of teacher and guide.
According to Gregory’s theoria account, the Exodus is not just liberation from slavery, but a
means of guiding the Israelites along the same path Moses himself trod when he rejected “the
outside doctrines” (ta EEmBev doypata, VM 11.13). Just as Moses grappled with an adversary in a

series of battles, so those who choose to follow him are “threatened by the adversary with

135 Odtog Totvuv Tiic Tepl TOVC EEmBEY TdV AdYoV doyoMag VTeptdmy, tkaviy 8¢ S18dcKalov movTdg dyafod
pabfpoTog Ty eVoty Exov del te TPOG TV AdeAPTV PAET®V Kol okomov ayadod TovTog EKeiviy o100 IEVOC €l
TOCODTOV EMESMKEV GPETHC, MG UNdev ELattov Tod peydiov Bactieiov dokelv Exstv €v Tolg kat’ apetnv
npotepripacty (VSM 12).
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onslaughts of temptations” (taig T®V mePASU®V TPOSPOANIG VIO TOD AVTIKEUEVOL
émmpealovtat, VM 11.56).

Though they proceed toward freedom, neither Moses nor the Israelites fully leave
Egyptian culture and its trappings behind. Gregory’s commentary permeates the sections of the
VM where he relates the events of Exod 12:36, for the excellence of Moses’ command to despoil
the Egyptians is not readily apparent. He claims “the loftier meaning is more fitting than the
obvious one” (6 VYNAOTEPOG AOYOG THiC TpoyEipov davoiag apuodiwtepog, VM 11.115). Gregory
steps in to direct his reader’s attention to moral principles that are hidden behind apparently
contradictory actions. In this difficult interpretive case, readers are told that precise imitation of
the exemplar would be ill-advised. By despoiling the Egyptians, Moses and the Israelites instead
transform their dark past into a form of devotion.®*® Gregory explains the way out from Egypt as
a passage from earthly learning for its own sake to learning in the service of divine truth.
Gregory here confirms that earthly learning can be beneficial for people of faith when it is
applied to “adorn” (kaAlonilo) the Church.®’

Gregory describes the attributes of a leader in terms of relationships, bringing the
relational mode of learning forward when he describes Moses as teacher. The people need a
leader who can “counsel them against fear and will strengthen their downcast minds with the
hope of divine help.”*® This function, however, is dependent upon the exemplar’s own

relationship with God:

136 He writes that Basil, who also used his learning to beautify the Church, did so by “dedicating” (&vadeic, from
dvotifnu) that learning to God (VM 11.116). Dedication to God is a frequent translation for this verb, especially
among Christian authors (PGL, s.v. “avationut”).
137VM 11.115.
138 gvtiotioet T® @OP@ TV cupPovriy, i Tig Oiag cvppayiag EAnid T Katemtydg Thg Savoiog Tapadapcivay
(VM 11.117).
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This help would not come unless the heart of the leader spoke with God. Many of

those placed in such a position are concerned only with outward appearance; of

those hidden things which are observed only by God they have little thought. But

for Moses it was not so. On the contrary, when he commanded the Israelites to be

of good courage, he did cry out to God, although making no apparent sound, as

God himself bears witness.1%
Gregory claims the communication in secret is proof of Moses’ spiritual excellence. His lack of
concern for “outward appearance” (10 @aivouevov), read in light of Matthew 6, illustrates his
proper humility with respect to both God and human beings. The interlocking relationships
between God, exemplar, and people pictured here mark Moses’ actions as reflections of and

ways to reproduce his training. In his virtue, the exemplar points referentially beyond himself

and toward an ideal relationship with God.

2. Thaumaturgus, VGT 28ff.

Thaumaturgus, too, teaches members of his local community, mainly through the
performance of wonders and symbolic actions, the thaumata that constitute his epithet.14°
Relationships, rather than being formative for the exemplar himself, allow him to shape the
experiences and character of others. Thaumaturgus may initiate or cultivate a relationship as a
means of passing on learning he himself has perfected. Not surprisingly, most of these

benefactor-beneficiary relationships are focused on drawing the other party closer to God, either

139 "Omep ovk Gv yévorto, pn i kopdiag Tod mpossTNKdTOC TH Oed Aodovonc. Toig ydp TOALOIG TV &v mpocTasiQ
TOODTY TPOTETUYUEVOY TO GUIVOLEVOV LOVOY BTG Gv €D Srotedein omovdaletor TV 8& KekpUEVY, 6 HoVE T6)
Asd kabopditol, OAiyo yivetor Adyoc. 'Emi 8¢ 1od Mobcéme ovy obtmg fv: 6AL’ év @ Baposiv toic TopomAitalg
Srakelevetal, undepioy Kot TO QaIVOUEVOY QOVT|V TPOG TOV Ogdv momoduevoc, Bodv map’ avtod 100 Ocod
uaptopeitar (VM 11.118).

140 On the model of prophets in the Hebrew Bible and Jesus in the gospels, Thaumaturgus engages in activites that
bear symbolic import to teach his observers and compatriots (versus actions that just reveal virtues). Gregory tends
to unpack these events with interjected commentary or even dialogue on the level of the narrative. One such action
is described in this section, but others appear at VGT 75 (killing the “sham” dead man, cf. Acts 3:8 and 5:1-15) and
VGT 77 (heals a man with his breath on a cloth).
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by converting him to Christianity or by revealing some divine truth. Thaumaturgus appears to
teach primarily through the mode of revelation, but always in the context of some relationship.

One pagan temple custodian is converted and even becomes a deacon when he learns
about the power Thaumaturgus wields.**! Gregory records a pattern in Thaumaturgus’ teaching:
he uses the content of revelation in relationships, much like prophets in the Hebrew Bible.
Commanding demons and relocating a massive boulder are tangible signs of Thaumaturgus’ link
to the divine.*2 The meanings of his wonders are widely available in a visual or experiential
form. Some of his miracles even left marks on the natural world that were still available for
people in Gregory’s day to visit and admire, as he notes.}*® With the story of the custodian’s
conversion fresh in readers’ minds, Gregory refers to a series of other conversions, though
without enumerating their individual circumstances. Instead, he focuses on the methods and the
outcome. Thaumaturgus converts the people in Neocaesarea by a number of activities, most
importantly, Gregory says, “by proclamation” (t® knpdypatt).2#* Thus he imitates the model of
the first disciples and their inspired preaching in Acts, effecting mass conversions.*

By combining preaching and works of power, Thaumaturgus directs the Neocaesareans
toward proper belief and worship. As a result of their education in the faith, the city’s inhabitants
band together to carry out a liturgical project:

By distributing to women what was beneficial, to children what was appropriate,
to fathers what was properly dignified, and by being all things to all,**¢ by the

141 VGT 39-40 and VGT 85.

142 The passage in VGT 34-41 relies heavily on the language of “sight” and “seeing” to explain how the custodian
experiences Thaumaturgus’ power. See further in Chapter 3.

143 Cf. VGT 48, 53, 55, 60. For brief discussion of the nature miracles, see Van Dam, Becoming Christian, 91ff.
144 VGT 47.

145 A clear parallel may be found in Acts 2, where Peter’s speech at Pentecost results in a high number of
conversions.

146 Cf. 1 Cor 9:22.
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collaboration of the Spirit he at once constituted for himself so great a people that

they wanted to build a temple, everyone assisting to this goal with their goods and

their bodies. This is the temple which is pointed out to this day, which that Great

One, halting as soon as he arrived, laid as a kind of foundation and groundwork

for his priesthood, completing the work by some sort of divine impulse and higher

aid.}4’
It cannot be mere coincidence that this passage echoes the activities of Moses and the Israelites
using their Egyptian wealth to adorn the tabernacle, or the accompanying VM example of Basil
using his pagan education to benefit the Church. In both bioi, training is best evinced when it
becomes embodied, especially when it is embodied within or for the Church. This episode that
describes the move from edification to edifice gives tangible form to Thaumaturgus’ progress
and transformation. The temple turns worldly items to spiritual purposes, reinforcing the idea
that Thaumaturgus embodies a type of leadership that is in, but not of, the world (Jn 15:19;
17:15-16).
3. Macrina, VSM 12ff.

Macrina also trains a number of individuals in the narrative of the VSM. Gregory
attributes the thorough conversion of their illustrious brother Basil to Macrina, and then he

elaborates on the training she provided for another of their siblings, the youngest son of the

family, Peter.!*® Gregory employs a whole catalog of terms to describe Macrina’s role with

147 Puvenél 1o mpdoopa, TAIGL TO GOUIETPO, TOTPAGL T TPETOVTO, VEL®VY, Kod TavTo, TEG1 YEVOLEVOC, TOGOVTOV
Eautd Aaov a0pomg Ti) cuvepyig Tod IIvedpatog mapectnoato, GOTE TPOG VOOD KUTUCKELT)V OpUTicaL, TAVT®V
YPALOGT T KOl GOUNGL TPOG THY GTOVdTY VIovpyoivTmv. ODTHS 6TV 6 VOOC, 0D TAG Apyic EKEIVOC THC KATAGKEVTC
katePfdAeto EnekaAldmice 8¢ Tig TAV pet’ Ekeivov, Ekeivov a&img O uéypt Tod Tapdvtog detkvipevog, Ov O uéyog
gKksivog e0OVC EMoTAC, 016V TIva Bepéliov kai kpnmida Ti¢ idiag iEpwadvie Td TepLpovesTdTm THG TOAEMC
gvamébeto, Oelg Tivi duvaper tekeidoog 10 Epyov (VGT 47-48).

148 The powerful passage on Basil from VSM 6 deserves quotation, for it emphasizes the gentleness and simplicity
Gregory attributes to his sister as a teacher: “After the mother had skilfully arranged what seemed best for each of
Macrina’s sisters, her brother, the distinguished Basil, came home from school where he had had practice in rhetoric
for a long time. He was excessively puffed up by his rhetorical abilities and disdainful of all great reputations, and
considered himself better than the leading men in the district, but Macrina took him over and lured him so quickly to
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respect to Peter’s anatrophe. She is not only pedagogue - the expected title for one who oversees
early childhood and adolescent education - she is in fact called “father, teacher, pedagogue,
mother, the counselor of every good.”**® Gregory describes Macrina’s care for Peter as an
educational process that parallels her own. As she shapes herself, she also brings Peter along on
the same path: “he was above all a co-worker with his sister and mother in every phase of their
angelic existence.”*® Given that the angelic life, as we have seen, is predicated on structuring the
day with the singing of Psalms (VSM 11), it appears that Macrina directs her students using the
mode of reading to supplement formative relationships.

Macrina takes on this role of nurturing educator for her entire semi-monastic domestic
community, but instead of parallel development, we see Macrina preceding and showing the
way. Figurative language dominates in the community’s response to her death, a narrative
moment when Gregory describes the exemplar’s effects on her companions. Privileged within
the household are the women “she had nursed and reared after finding them prostrate along the

highway at the moment of starvation and she had led them to the pure and uncorrupted life.”*>!

the goal of philosophy that he withdrew from the worldly show and began to look down upon acclaim through
oratory and went over to this life full of labors for one’s own hand to perform, providing for himself, through his
complete poverty, a mode of living that would, without impediment, lead to virtue” (éndveiowv €v To0TE® TAOV
madevTnpimv TOAAD Ypove mpoackmndeic Toig Adyolg 6 ToAvg Baciielog 6 adehpdg Thig mposipnuévne. Aafodca
Totvov aOTOV DILEPPLADS EMNPUEVOV TM TTEPT TOVG AGYOVG PPOVILOTL KO TAVTO TEPIPPOVODVTO T AEIDOTO Kol DTTEP
TOVG &V Tf] SLVACTELY AAUTPOVS EXNPUEVOV TR GYK®, TOGOVT® TAYXEL KAKEIVOV TPOG TOV THG PLAOCOPING GKOTOV
EMEcTMACOTO, HOTE AMOCTAVTA THG KOGUIKTIG TEPLPAVELNS Kol DTEPIOOVTA TOD i TOV Adymv Bovpdlecbar Tpog Tov
€pyaticov todtov Kol antodyepo Piov adtopoAiioat, dud Thg TeAeiog AKTNHOCHVNG AVEUTOSIGTOV QLT TOV €ig
apetiv Biov mapackevalovta). Note especially that on Gregory’s recounting, Basil only leaves behind the worldly
education and turns his prodigious gifts toward divine purposes under the direction of Macrina! Her advancement
enables Basil’s own transition into the part of the educational process that focuses on engagement with Christian
ethical and theological teaching.

149 ratp, S1ddokaroc, mondaymyoc, uitnp, dyadod movtoc copPovioc (VSM 12).

150 1418 8¢ GvTi TavTOVY v Tii A8eAPT| Kai T HnTel cLVEPY®V avTAiC TPOC THY Gyyshkny ékeivy {oiv (VSM 12).
151 "Hoav 8¢ avtal, 6¢ &v 1@ Tiig ortodeiog kopd kotd Tog 6800g Epprupévag dveropévn Endnvicard te kai
avebpéyaro kol Tpog tov Kabapov e Kol debopov Biov xepaymynoev (VSM 26).
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Gregory is certainly playing on both literal and metaphorical forms of nursing and rearing, given
his focus on Macrina as teacher. After Macrina’s death, the community of virgins lament that
“the light that directed the path of our souls has been taken away.”>? That the women of her
community recognize her as such is one way Gregory tries to mark the effectiveness of her
example. The Scripturally resonant images of “light” and “path” bring out the possibility that
Macrina simply moves sooner or more quickly along the way of epektasis, while her friends and
family follow. That is, her training is more advanced, but it is not necessarily inaccessable; she
may be imitated.

Gregory also describes the teacher-student relationship between Macrina and himself.1>3
Throughout the narrative, he depicts himself deferring to Macrina, the superior teaching partner
in the relationship. For example, in VSM 19, Gregory explains that he let himself be guided by
her wishes “because it was pleasing and desirable to her, in order to seem obedient to her as
teacher in all things” (énei 82 TodT0 KeyaPIGUEVOV NV KOl GIAOV aDTH, OC AV 18 TAVTOV
neibeoBan 1) Stdookaim dokoinv). Macrina admonishes Gregory and directs him to right
thinking about himself and the sources of his authority.*> Her physical endurance through illness
affects him so profoundly he crafts a synkrisis between Macrina and Job.1>> Most importantly,
their philosophical dialogue on her deathbed consoles him in his grief. It is this rich and multi-
faceted relationship between Gregory and Macrina that, he says, gave him special insight to

compose the bios itself. Further compounding the importance of reading, Gregory notes that the

152 "E6B4c0n, Aéyovoat, TV dQOoALGY udY 6 Ayvog amipn o edc Tiig Tdv yuydv 6dnyiac (VSM 26).
153 Chapters 3 and 4 develop further what is, here, only a preliminary discussion of their relationship.

154 vSMm 21.

155 vSMm 18.
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text is intended to extend the exemplar’s pedagogical influence far beyond the bounds of her
original domestic setting.® The bios becomes a form of testimony, preserving Macrina’s most
important deeds and attitudes for wider study. It suggests that Gregory views his imagined
readers as students of Macrina, virtually members of a pedagogical community that includes the
exemplar.
IV. The fourth-century audience and paideia

Gregory shows the exemplary paideia portrayed here being reproduced and perpetuated
by the exemplars for a range of individuals and groups. The three texts themselves are a means
of preserving lessons that willing readers might themselves wish to reproduce. But are the Three
Rs depicted actually reproducible in the fourth-century world of Gregory’s reading audiences?
A. Reading

As notes throughout this chapter indicate, the reading programs undertaken by Macrina
or Thaumaturgus represent existing and widely available literary canons. It is not difficult to
imagine that, depending on gender and access to a teacher, an elite Christian man or woman of
the fourth century could imitate one or both exemplars. Additional resources were available as
well. One rich literary resource likely available to Gregory’s contemporaries was Athanasius’
biographical portrait of Antony the desert ascetic.'®” The Life of Antony was composed ca. 356-
362 CE, during Gregory’s lifetime. The account records Antony’s miraculous deeds and his
encounters with contemporaries, both believers and opponents; right away in the text, Athanasius

claims that Antony was unlettered, a fact that not only does not undermine his spiritual authority

156 See the discussion of the prooimion in Chapter 1.

157 Gregory Nazianzus, for example, calls it “a rule for the monastic life in the form of a narration” in his Oration
21.5.
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but is even meant to bolster it.1>® However, in one striking scene that has been the subject of
much discussion, Antony engages in sophisticated debate with a series of philosophers.’® Many
students of the text seem to have reached a consensus that the historical Antony was probably
well-educated, a judgment that reinforces the impression that Athanasius’ claims about Antony’s
lack of education were part of an attempt to propose alternative, Christian sources of cultural
capital apart from classical paideia and oratorical training.1°

B. Relationships

In addition to the literary models of ascetic living available for Christian consumption,
real-life encounters with ascetics and their more extreme counterparts, the martyrs, also seem to
have played a formative role for Gregory and his siblings. 16! Relationships with such living
models could provide individuals among Gregory’s audiences, perhaps especially those like
Caesarius who were involved in the Church hierarchy, with additional guidance.

References in Basil’s correspondence indicate that during their younger years Gregory

and Basil knew and had regular contact with Eustathius of Sebaste, whose extreme ascetic

158 Athanasius, Vita Antonii 1.2; mentioned again at 72.1 and 73. Cf. Acts 4:13.

159 Athanasius, Vita Antonii 72-80.

160 Rubenson, “Philosophy and Simplicity,” 110-111 (and 111 n. 3). On Chrysostom’s purposeful downplaying of
Paul’s “rhetorical competence,” and the irony involved in praising the unlettered using advanced rhetorical training
in the fourth century, see Mitchell, The Heavenly Trumpet, 241-245. For the continuing impact of classical paideia
for Christian elites through late antiquity, see Cameron, The Mediterranean World, 130-134. During this period
ascetic communities of various kinds were also becoming more common. On the rise of asceticism, see Clark,
Christianity and Roman Society; Judith Perkins, The Suffering Self: Pain and narrative representation in the early
Christian Era (London: Routledge, 1994). On the body as focal point for religious identity and display, see Patricia
Cox Miller, The Corporeal Imagination: Signifying the Holy in Late Ancient Christianity (Philadelphia: University
of Pennsylvania Press, 2009).

161 Among numerous studies on the relationship between martyrdom and asceticism in the first five centuries of the
Common Era, see especially Elizabeth A. Castelli, Martyrdom and Memory: Early Christian Culture Making (New
York: Columbia University Press, 2004); Grig, Making Martyrs, and the introductory essay, Jakob Engberg and
Anders Klostergaard Petersen, “Finding Relevant Contexts for Early Christian Martyrdom,” Contextualising Early
Christian Martyrdom, edited by Jakob Engberg, Uffe Holmsgaard Eriksen, and Anders Klostergaard Petersen. Early
Christianity in the Context of Antiquity, volume 8 (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2011): 1-14. On the common
identity of martyrs and ascetics as suffering figures, see Perkins, The Suffering Self.
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teachings were condemned at the Synod of Gangra in the mid-fourth century.%? While
martyrdom itself was less common during the later decades of the fourth century, the veneration
of martyrs and their relics was on the rise. Gregory’s narrative account of his dream encounter
with the forty martyrs of Sebasteia and their personal (if disciplinary) attention to his liturgical
practices reveals yet another layer of Cappadocian participation in the lives of holy people.®3

Relationships could also take the form of individual mentorship. In the VGT,
Thaumaturgus chooses successors who can carry on his work and imitate him. Like Paul with
Timothy or Moses with Joshua, Thaumaturgus and his deacon instantiate a model of succession
for the Christian community. Similarly, Gregory adopts a personal and supportive advisory role
toward Caesarius, the addressee of the VM. 1%4
C. Revelation

Given the singular nature of theophanies like the burning bush, revelation is the most
potentially problematic learning mode for fourth-century audiences of the bioi to imitate.
However, as shown above Gregory emphasized a sort of dispositional preparation that made the

exemplars ready to encounter the divine, and it is this preparation that could reasonably be

162 See Basil’s Epistle 223 to Eustathius and positive mention of Eustathius in Basil’s Epistle 237 to Eusebius of
Samosata in Silvas, Gregory of Nyssa: The Letters. See also Meredith, The Cappadocians, especially chapter 3 on
Basil; Van Dam, Becoming Christian, 19-21; Van Dam, Families and Friends, 25, and the note on “Basil’s
obsession for privileging his notions of doctrinal purity or ecclesiastical harmony at the expense of a personal
relationship” partly to explain his later refutation of Eustathius' positions in the 375 CE composition On the Holy
Spirit (Van Dam, Families and Friends, 31). Extremes of ascetic practice were a controversial subject in fourth-
century Christian circles - See for example Shaw, The Burden of the Flesh, 230-235. As Shaw points out, debates
over appropriate or “heretical” ascetic practices frequently “centered on questions of fasting and the behavior of
women, with wider issues of individual authority and ecclesiastical control” (231).

163 |imberis, Architects of Piety argues that the disciplinary action suggests a more personal or exclusive
relationship that Gregory enjoys with these figures over and against the laity as a group (137-139). It is also worth
noting that it was Emmelia who was responsible for funding the building of the martyr shrine just one mile from the
family's estate at Annesi, another mark of personal devotion to the martyr cult.

164 \/M 11.319. See the Introduction for a discussion of Caesarius’ identity.
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imitated by his contemporaries.

The exemplar’s preparatory retreat from society was not merely a Scriptural touchstone
for Gregory, nor was it a life choice available only to men. Macrina’s bios provides numerous
examples of retreat that could be practiced by fourth-century Christians of different social classes
and genders. Several members of Gregory’s family and community left the world and its
concerns behind to devote their lives to contemplation, service, and virtue. Confirming the
impact retreat could have on religious formation and virtuous development in a fourth-century
Christian context, the other Cappadocian fathers reflect on domestic retreat and other retreat
forms undertaken in their social circles. Gregory Nazianzus described his experience in Basil’s
monastic community as a welcome period of relaxation apart from the world.2 Like
Thaumaturgus, Gregory Nazianzus is drawn back into public life and a Church leadership role at
the insistence of another bishop; Basil himself plays the role of Phaidimos for his friend. Basil
himself started and sustained a monastic community.

Through Basil’s letters, sermons and other works, we may trace the development of his
ideas about ascetic communities, their tasks, and their usefulness.'®® The Small Asketikon,
penned by Basil and preserved in a Latin translation of Rufinus known as the Regula Basilii and

in a Syriac translation known as Quaestiones Fratrum, describes the importance of living in

185 Gregory’s correspondence with Basil (Gregory Nazianzus, Ep. 4-5) and the apologetic speeches he made to his
congregation in Nazianzus upon his return from unauthorized time away in Pontus (Gregory Nazianzus, Or. 1-3)
seem to capture mixed feelings about his own pursuit of monastic life. See John A. McGuckin’s nuanced discussion
of Gregory of Nazianzus’ attitudes toward askesis, monasticism, and Basil’s monastic community in John A.
McGuckin, St. Gregory of Nazianzus: An Intellectual Biography (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press,
2001), esp. 88-100.

166 Several authors address the development of Basil’s views on asceticism, especially as they are related to
preaching and governance within his bishopric. See EIm, ‘Virgins of God’, especially chapters 2-3; Augustine
Holmes, OSB, A Life Pleasing to God: The Spirituality of the Rules of St. Basil, Cistercian Series 189 (Kalamazoo,
Michigan: Cistercian Publications, 2000); Sterk, Renouncing the World.
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community and reinforcing one another’s ability to serve: “That we may not therefore admit
inducements to sin through the eyes or the ears and so, little by little, through long habit, become
settled in a most wretched way of life, and again that we might be able to give time to prayer, we
ought first of all seek a retired dwelling.”*®” The later expanded rule, the Great Asketikon,
develops a collection of practical examples to supplement the rules of the Small Asketikon. It
should come as no surprise that the VSM, embedded in this family background and social
environment, is concerned with the practicalities of retreat and its execution in communal space.

Against the backdrop of Gregory’s lived experience, we see that the specific features of
retreat that appear in the three texts — location (urban, domestic, or in the wilderness), duration
(brief and singular, repeated, or ongoing), social configuration (in company or solitude) — are of
secondary importance to its formative function. Whether they undertake one among the whole
range of monastic options available to fourth-century Christians or adapt their own households
and communities to contemplative purposes, the readers who would imitate the exemplars have
available many practical tools for developing themselves apart from the cares of the world.
V. Conclusion

The portraits of the exemplars in the bioi depict both constancy and transformation,

offering audiences views of both “character” and “personality”” for Macrina, Moses, and

167 Basil of Caesarea, Regula Basilii 97. The Latin runs as follows: Igitur ut neque per oculos neque per aures
recipiamus illecebras ad peccandum, et paulatim longo usu inhaereamus consuetudini pessimae, et rursum ut
possimus oration vacare, oportet primo secretius habitare. Anna Silvas comments, “The divine summons of the
human person to communion was reflected in the very constitution of humanity, made in God’s image as a social
being. This call to communion was realized and refracted in the church at large and in each local community, and in
a very concrete fashion in the Christian ascetic community. Thus Basil’s ascetic and moral teaching was based on a
well-thought-through anthropology and pedagogy, an understanding of what human beings were created to be and
how they might be best helped to achieve their ultimate calling” (Anna M. Silvas, The Rule of St. Basil in Latin and
English, a Revised Critical Edition [Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2013], 7.).

145



Thaumaturgus, and a chance to see each virtuous soul. Gregory seeks to guide readers to
particular vantage points using metaphor and narrative commentary. Training and education are
woven into every part of each exemplar’s life, from the subject’s own anatrophe to her
participation in the formation of others. Reading, revelation, and relationships work in
combination and individually as modes of learning in the texts. Where revelation is involved,
whether the exemplar is a Scriptural figure or receives divine wisdom, the revealed content is
more highly valued than other knowledge; even Moses’ apparently immoral actions deserve a
closer look to discern the loftier sense (VM 11.115), and a divinely formulated credal statement
can shape a community for generations (VGT 33). A frequently used book or passage of
Scripture may become so embedded in the student’s consciousness that it can dictate a daily
schedule (VSM 3), and quotations and allusions pepper educated discourse in any number of
social contexts.'®® We have seen that these contexts, too, are variable but influential elements of
the educational program Gregory describes in his bioi. The narrative account of each exemplar’s
life captures a whole series of relationships between the exemplar and other individuals or
groups, encountered live or through texts, in a variety of settings. These are communities united
by the pursuit of education in the virtues, and the familiar nature of the educational practices
described may be a way Gregory tries to make the pedagogical communities in the bioi
accessible to a fourth-century audience; many specifics could reasonably be reproduced in a

range of settings and by readers with a variety of intellectual abilities.

168 See, for example, Macrina’s deathbed prayer in VSM 24 and its numerous echoes and quotations of Scripture
passages. For enumeration of Scriptural references, see Kevin Corrigan, transl. The Life of Saint Macrina by
Gregory Bishop of Nyssa (Toronto: Peregrina Publishing, 1997), 67-68. Further comments on the pastiche may be
found in Maraval’s Sources Chrétiennes edition, 74-75.
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Readers who would become students of the bioi are offered not just portraits of
exemplary students and teachers, but the contours of an imitable educational program. The
subjects of the bioi grapple with some issues similar to those facing fourth-century reading
audiences. Complementary and adversarial relationships between classical and Christian
philosophies come to the fore, and Gregory takes a position advocating for the usefulness of
secular education if it can be put in the service of the Christian community, and if it does not lead
to vices like pride and arrogance, which threaten to break down that community. The consistent
attention to imitable learning modes and specific educational practices, outlined in this chapter,
is one of Gregory’s contributions to the development of a paideia appropriate for late ancient
Christians. Specifically Christian educational practices, from singing Psalms in a private home
(VSM 3, 11) to participating in the erection of a sanctuary (VGT 47), are shown to be
supplements or even replacements for the tasks of a typical classical paideia. The exemplary
paideia Gregory describes, even if it is realized only in the bioi, can inform readers of the
behaviors and attitudes that together constitute a virtuous way of life, especially the crucial role

of training for the soul’s progress toward perfect virtue.
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Chapter 3. Seeing praxeis, practicing virtue

Thus the zealous lover of goodness, while always receiving the thing appearing to the senses as
an image of that which is desired, longs to be filled with the very imprint of the archetype.
The Life of Moses, 11.231.1

In the midst of enumerating Moses’ virtuous praxeis, Gregory pauses to reflect on
Moses’ desire to encounter the divine. He comments on the events of Exod 33:18ff:

And although he [Moses] was lifted up through these exalted experiences, still he
has an unsatiated and unmet desire for more, and he still thirsts for that with
which he is continually filling himself as much as possible, and he asks to receive
it as if he has never yet had a share, beseeching God to appear to him not as he is
able to receive, but as God exists. It seems to me that experiencing such a thing is
fitting for the soul well-disposed towards that which is good in its nature (to i
evoel kolov), which soul hope always draws onward from the good that has been
seen (tod 6pOévTog kadod) to what lies above (16 vrepkeipevov) because that
which is consistently comprehended with the mind always kindles the desire
(émbopioa) for that which is hidden (16 kexkpoppévov). Thus the zealous lover of
goodness, while always receiving the thing appearing to the senses as an image
(eikmv) of that which is desired, longs to be filled with the very imprint of the
archetype (oytod Tod yapoxtiipog Tod dpyeTdmOL).?

Gregory narrates Moses’ theophany in terms that highlight the complicated interplay between
physical sight and knowing, between seeing, desire, and growth in virtue. Moses’ desire to see
God, for Gregory, mirrors the soul’s desire to see not just an image, but the imprint of the
archetype, the very thing that, in his Christian Neoplatonic conception, precedes the image. But

the embodied human person has a limited capacity to receive (uetéyew) the divine; the senses

1 80ev 6 690dpoOg £puoThc ToD KEAAOVE, TO Gel patvouevoV Gg eikdva Tod moBovpévon dexduevoc, avtod Tod
YOPOKTTPOC TOD apyeThmov Eugopndijvor Emtmobel.
2 Kai 816 Tocovtmv Enapbeic Yyopdtmv, £t oepryd i émbupic kai dkopéotwg Exel ToD Thsiovog Kai ob S10 TavTog
kat’ EEovoiav Evepopeito Tt Syl Kol MG PNTI® LETEGYNKMG TOYETY déeTal, EL@avijval adTd TOV OoVv IKeTEDMV, 0VY
¢ petéyey dvvaral, GAN Mg EKeIVOg €oTt. AOKET 0& pot T0 To10DTo mafelv EpTiK] Tvi dtabécel TPOC TO T PvoEL
KaAOV Thg Yuyfig dlatedeiong, fiv el 1 EAmig dmod T0D 09BEVTOG KaAoD TPOG TO VIEPKEIEVOV EnEcTTAGATO, S10. TOD
TavToTE KOToAoUBovoUEVOL TPOG TO KEKPLUUEVOVY el TV EmBupiay ékkaiovoa, 60gv 6 GPOSPOC EPAcTNg TOD
KAALOLG, TO del povolevov @G eikova ToD ToBOVUEVOL dEYOHEVOG, DTOD TOD YOPOKTIPOG TOD APYETLTTOV
gneopn0ijvar émmobel (VM 11.230-231).
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cannot grasp God “as God exists” (¢ €xeivog €ott). This passage, with its emphasis on the fact
that the senses allow only a limited grasp of the divine, points to an intriguing puzzle that
Gregory grapples with in all three bioi: just what does it mean to look at something hidden? For
biographical writing, this question crystallizes around the narration of deeds or praxeis (mpa&eig).
How do narrated praxeis make the exemplar’s invisible soul visible? What are the roles of the
biographer and the readers in the project of “seeing” exemplary virtue through an examination of
praxeis?

In the passage, Gregory appeals to a referential relationship® between what is seen and
what is hidden, here identified as “the good that has been seen” and “what lies above.” He calls
that which is apprehended by sense perception (to oawvopevov) an “image” (gikmv) pointing
beyond itself. Drawing on Neoplatonic ontology, according to which earthly beauty refers to the
superior forms, the Cappadocian confirms Scriptural assertions that created things point toward

the Creator God (cf. especially Romans 1:20 and Psalm 19:1).* But Gregory incorporates the

3 As we saw in Chapter 1, referentiality is a fundamentally important concept for Gregory’s contextualization of the
exemplars in the prooimion and genos portions of the bioi; with praxeis, too, Gregory’s aim of pointing beyond the
exemplar’s specific actions to virtue that “lies above” and which readers may imitate in their own particular
circumstances shapes the literary presentation of events.

4 For a helpfully brief differentiation of “image” in Gregory from a more classically Platonic conception, see Giulio
Maspero, “Image” in The Brill Dictionary of Gregory of Nyssa. Because of Gregory’s commitment to a Nicene
definition of the Trinity and the reality of Christ’s Incarnation, “image” (as applied to humans in the image of God)
implies participation and divine immanence and does not bear the full Platonic sense of inferiority. Gregory
addresses the immanence of the divine in creation elsewhere in his oeuvre. See for example De professione
Christiana: “It does not seem to me that the Gospel is speaking of the firmament of heaven as some remote
habitation of God when it advises us to be perfect as our heavenly Father is perfect, because the divine is equally
present in all things, and, in like manner, it pervades all creation and it does not exist separated from being, but the
divine nature touches each element of being with equal honor, encompassing all things within itself” (Ov yép pot
Soxel 10 oTorysiov Tod 0Vpavol KaBATE TL KeYOPIGUEVOY Evatoitniio BsoD Aéyetv TO edayYEMOV, £V OIC TPOGTACGEL
telelodeOat NUAG Katd TOV Emovpdviov matépa, 610TL 10 Bglov Katd 10 ioov &v maciv £0Tt kal d1d TACN S ®CUVTMOG
duiket Tfic KTicemc Kol 008V GV YmP1eBEV ToD dvTog &V T slvon pévor, GAL” dpoTipeg EkdoTtov TdV viav 1j Osia
QVO1C EQanteTal, TAVTO Tf| TEPIEKTIKT] dLVAEL £vTOg savtiic Tepieipyovoa, Gregory of Nyssa, De perfectione GNO
Online 29.138.24-139.4). He continues with a proof-text from Psalm 138:8-11.

| take seriously the cautions offered by John M. Rist in his 1981 essay on the detection (and spurious detection) of
Neoplatonism in fourth-century Christianity (John M. Rist, “Basil’s ‘Neoplatonism’: Its Background and Nature,” in
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Christian Platonic echo into his bios for a purpose beyond abstract theological reflection, for the
Moses of the Life is a practical model for readers who also struggle to learn from images, the
literary portraits of subjects in the bioi.

The passage describes a Moses who is always drawn toward the divine, no matter how
much he has accomplished. The language of desire and satiety reflects a history of Cappadocian
debates with their forebear Origen about anthropology and the nature of the human soul’s
eschatological encounter with God.® But what is the function within Gregory’s project of
encomiastic bios? Gregory identifies Moses’ very seeking and desire as the prime marker of his
perfect virtue. Positing a connection between “seeing” the divine and continually progressing
toward perfection, Gregory adapts the Scriptural narrative of Exod 33:18ff (Moses seeing God’s
backside) to comment on virtue.® It also renders perfect virtue imitable for a wider range of
readers, since to seek continually is an activity that may be undertaken in a variety of contexts
and ways of life; it may be translated into new settings outside the text. If we consider the
biographical context of this identification between seeking and virtue, the readers who approach
the bioi to find models to imitate also engage in a form of “seeking” guided by the narrator’s
descriptions of subjects and praxeis that are “good in [their] nature.” The idea of vision, when it

is connected to seeking, links interpretation and the pursuit of virtue.

Basil of Caesarea: Christian, Humanist, Ascetic: A Sixteen-Hundredth Anniversary Symposium. Part 1, edited by
Paul Jonathan Fedwick [Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1981]: 137-220). His call for “no less than
a rewriting of the intellectual history of the fourth century” has been taken up by some of the authors I cite here,
perhaps especially by llaria Ramelli, whose work on Origen and Gregory of Nyssa has been extremely helpful for
my own understanding (Rist, “Basil’s ‘Neoplatonism’,” 138).

° On Origen’s ideas about human origins and afterlife and similar topics in Gregory, see recently Ilaria Ramelli,
“Harmony between Arkhé and Telos.”

® For an example of some early Christian exegesis of Hebrew Bible theophanies, see Bogdan G. Bucur, “Clement of
Alexandria’s Exegesis of Old Testament Theophanies,” Phronema, Volume 29, Number 1 (January 2014): 61-79.
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Elaborating on the Exodus account, Gregory acknowledges a disconnect between what
the human senses can “receive” and the richer reality of God’s essence. A second metaphor, the
“imprint of the archetype,” adapts the language of clay- and metalworking to reinforce readers’
sense of the distance between what appears (10 @aivopevov) and what is hidden beyond it (0
kexpoppévov).” Although he evokes this distance in the current passage, earlier in the bios
Gregory did describe Moses’ experience on the mountain, allowing readers to experience at
second-hand the exemplar’s divine revelation (VM 11.162-169). Yet if the senses are limited
receptors, how can such a theophany or the exemplar’s experience of it be preserved
meaningfully in literary form? Gregory uses the language and concept of vision to grapple with
the inevitable gaps between the narrative evocation of sense experience and real or live
experiences of the ineffable.® The vision language in the bioi works both with and against real
sense perception to draw readers on toward that which is “beyond the senses.”

This brings us to the subject of an ideal reader’s participation in interpreting the primary
“text” of narrated Mosaic praxeis. Although Gregory works from the actual Scriptural text of
Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy, he synthesizes these sources into a new account
of praxeis, and each deed recounted becomes itself a newly interpretable text. In the passage
above, Gregory interjects his own commentary in the form of a gnomic saying to explain the
broader significance of Moses’ behavior, making it applicable for the reading audience. In his
assessment, hope draws souls well-disposed toward the beautiful closer to the divine. In fact, it is

by reading about Moses’ praxeis that readers gain their understanding of principles like this one.

" Though it cannot be explored at great length here, the metaphor of the “imprint” (yapaxtp) echoes Scriptural and
philosophical material. See, e.g., Hebrews 1:3; Plato, Timaeus 50d-51e.
8 However incomplete these live experiences may themselves be.
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Throughout the bioi, reading is figuratively tethered to seeing; Gregory applies the concept
‘vision’ to reading and interpretive practices. He invites ideal readers to see the exemplars’
praxeis as eyewitnesses, students, and participants.

In this chapter, | examine how Gregory portrays the praxeis of each mature exemplar, in
order to understand how he constructs each encomiastic account to support his didactic aims.
Gregory strategically deploys a specific conceptual metaphor — vision — to describe and explain
both the exemplars’ actions and readers’ access to those actions. | argue that Gregory describes
the exemplars’ praxeis utilizing a chronological narrative structure while attending to standard
divisions like those Apthonius outlines in his Progymnasmata. Within this rhetorical framework,
Gregory treats the narration of praxeis as a dynamic field to explore the roles of sense
perception, interpreting communities, and hermeneutical principles, to model within each
narrative an interpretive process ideal readers might themselves carry out and which will aid in
their pursuit of the virtuous life.

My argument proceeds in four stages, each centered around the analysis of some specific
application of vision terminology.® To lay the groundwork, I briefly show that across all three
bioi Gregory explicitly reflects on the nature of perception, including the knowledge and
comprehension of realities beyond mere sense perception, in both rhetorical and philosophical

terms.2° In order to deal with the difficulties involved in portraying a soul by describing actions,

% Each use discussed is prominent across all three bioi, suggesting a consistent authorial preoccupation with the
metaphor; its ubiquity further suggests that studying it is a way to assess a major component of Gregory’s
biographical voice and technique, contributing to our developing portrait of Gregory as biographer.

10 Gregory does, of course, use the language of vision to refer to straightforward physical seeing. For example,
Macrina sees Gregory enter her room in VSM 17; the possessed prostitute of VGT 17 presents an “awful and fearful
sight” (0éapo epiktodv te kal eoPepov) to those present; and the Israelites saw Pharaoh’s armies approaching in VM
1.29. In Part 11 of the chapter, we shall see how sometimes straightforwardly physical vision is combined with the
conceptual metaphor with interesting results.
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Gregory focuses on the role of vision and the work of seeing he asks his readers to do.

After establishing that Gregory uses this language in ways grounded in his Christian
Neoplatonic and literary milieux, | argue that three complementary applications of vision
terminology facilitate the Cappadocian’s particular goal of training Christian interpreters. First,
Gregory uses the conceptual metaphor of vision to problematize, challenge, and rehabilitate (in a
limited way) the role of physical sense perception for the tasks of engaging with and
communicating about the divine. He explicitly comments on the interdependence of physical
sight and intellectual or rational comprehension, justifying the biographical project by theorizing
about how and why it is useful to record an exemplar’s ineffable experiences in narrative form.
The second application is comparative; he refers to sight and blindness to mark out a spectrum
along which he situates better and worse interpretive strategies. Finally, Gregory applies the
language of vision in interjected commentary to open a participatory window onto the
biographical narrative, creating an expectation that readers can and should, through the act of
reading, imagine themselves as eyewitnesses of the exemplars’ virtuous deeds.

| contend that Gregory identifies the act of interpreting a biographical narrative as itself a
virtuous praxis; readers who engage in “better” forms of seeing and interpreting are advancing
along the path of virtue trod by the texts’ subjects and internal audiences. That is, Gregory
portrays learning to discern what is hidden behind, beyond, or within that which is seen as
necessary on two counts. First, this discernment can enable readers to “see” into the exemplars’
souls, recognize the virtues that motivate the exemplar’s praxeis, and imitate those virtues.
Second, ideal readers who undertake the work of discernment can experience biographical
reading itself as a practice with desirable “benefits” for cultivating virtue in their own souls
(VGT 2).
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I. Virtuous praxeis: soul made visible

Though the author and readers of an encomiastic bios share the basic assumption that the
exemplar’s behavior is virtuous, some of the subject’s actions may appear questionable at first
blush. Moses kills the Egyptian (Exod 2:11-12, VM 1.18 and 11.15), and yet Gregory insists this
action is consistent with Moses’ perfect virtue; Thaumaturgus gives money to a deceitful
prostitute, an act Gregory attributes to his deep wisdom (VGT 15-17); Macrina admonishes her
mother not to mourn for a deceased child, and Gregory praises her self-control (VSM 10-11). If a
given action appears to redound to blame rather than praise, how and when can the author
intervene to ensure readers do not misunderstand? How is it possible to tell which actions reflect
which virtues?

A. Narrating praxeis

The tension between what is observed and what is inferred from observation is already
inherent in the biographical presentation of the major encomiastic kephalaion of exemplary
praxeis. Consider the advice of Aelius Theon, whose instructions for choosing material to praise
in an encomium run, in part, as follows: “The ethical virtues are goods of the soul and the
actions which follow from these; for example, that a person is prudent (ppovipoc), temperate
(codepwv), courageous (avopeiog), just (dikatog), pious (6o10c), generous (Elevbéprog),
magnanimous (peyaldepmv), and such things.”*! That is, actions are thought to result from
internal aspects of character which are themselves in the soul and are invisible except through

behavior.

1 yoyikd 8& dryadd to omovdaia 10ucd kol ai TovTolg dicorovBodoar TpdEeic, olov 8Tt PpoVINOC, ETL GOPPOV, Tt
avdpeiog, &1t dikarog, 6t1 Ho10¢, 11 EAevbépiog, kol 6t peyarkdppmv, kai dca totadto (Aelius Theon,
Progymnasmata 8, Spengel 110, emphasis added).
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In the progymnasmata, most authors divide the deeds themselves into a number of sub-
categories that are related to the qualities and virtues they display. For example, Aphthonius
advises the treatment of “deeds, which you will divide into soul (yvyn) and body (cdua) and
fortune (toym): soul, such as courage or prudence; body, such as beauty or swiftness or strength;
and fortune, such as power and wealth and friends.”*? Hermogenes suggests a slightly different
division, calling for a treatment of the “nature of the soul and body” (pvo1g yoyiic kKai cduATOS)
and then a discussion of “pursuits” (émtndedpata), “deeds” (mpdaéeic), and “external things”
(éxtoc); he also gives an example of how to bring out the relation between deeds and pursuits:
“having chosen a general’s life, [tell] what he accomplished in it.”** In Aelius Theon, we find
further information about which sorts of deeds are most worthy of mention, a description that
places a heavy emphasis on context. He asserts that

deeds (mpd&eic) are praised on the basis of the occasion and whether someone did
them alone, or was the first, or when no one else did them, or did more than

12 18 mpéiEerg, dig SronpnoeLC gl Wuymv Kai odpa kol TomV, Yoxmv LEV Mg avSpeiav §f ppodvnoty, ol 88 Mg KIANOG
1} Téyog 1 poduNV, TOHYMV 8¢ dg duvaoteiav kol TAodtov kai eilovg (Aphthonius, Progymnasmata 8, Rabe 22).
Cicero also lists the three categories of soul (animus), of body (corpus), and of external circumstances (externae) in
his De inventione 2.59 177, describing the latter two more fully: “The virtues of the body are health, beauty,
strength, speed; of external circumstance are public office, money, connections, birth, friends, fatherland, power,
and other things which are considered to be similar in kind” (corporis valetudo, dignitas, vires, velocitas; extraneae
honos, pecunia, affinitas, genus, amici, patria, potentia, cetera quae simili esse in genere intellegentur). He had
listed the virtues of soul somewhat earlier, at De inventione 2.52 159: “Virtue is a habit of soul in accord with the
order of nature and with reason... It has four parts: prudence, justice, courage, temperance” (Nam virtus est animi
habitus naturae modo atque rationi consentaneus... Habet igitur partes quattuor: prudentiam, iustitiam,
fortitudinem, temperantiam).

13 The full passage runs as follows: “And of course the nature of the soul and body will be examined, each of these
according to its divisions; for you will say about the body that it is beautiful, that it is large, that it is fast, that it is
strong, and about the soul that it is just, that it is temperate, that it is wise, that it is courageous. After these speak
about pursuits, what sort of life he pursued — a philosopher, a rhetor, a general. The deeds are the most important, for
the deeds are among pursuits, for example, having chosen a general’s life, what he accomplished in it. And the
external things, such as relatives, friends, possessions, servants, luck and such things (koi pfv koi evoig yoyfg kai
oopotog EEetactnoeTal Kol TOVTOV EKATEPOV KOTO dlaipesty: EPEIG Yap mepl HEV oduaTOC, OTL KaAdS, Ot péyag, Ot
TG, 8Tt loyupog, mepl 6€ Yoyt 6t dikatog, 6Tl cOPP®V, 6Tt 60PHC, OTL Avdpeiog. £l TOVTOIG EK TV
gmmdsvpdtav, olov molov EnsTidsvos Plov, PGIMOGOPOV | PNTOPIKOV T} GTPUTIOTIKOV. TO 3E KUPLOTUTOV 0l TPAEEIC-
&v yaip 10i¢ EmTndedpacty ai mpdéelc: olov oTpaTioTcdV Blov EAOUEVOC Ti v ToVTo KoTémpate. Té 88 kTG, olov
oVYYEVELS, pihoy, KTApaTa, oikéTal, TN Kol T¢ Towdta, Hermogenes, Progymnasmata 7, Rabe 16).
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others, or did them with few others, or beyond what was characteristic of his age,

or surpassing what was hoped for, or with difficulties, or because they were done

very easily or quickly.!*
But the uniqueness of an action is not the only feature that ought to be noted. Aristotle proclaims,
“Since praise comes from deeds, and action in accordance with free will (o xatd npoaipecwv) is
characteristic of the morally good person (cmovdaiog), one should try to show him acting in
accordance with free will, and it is useful that he is shown to have acted so many times.”*®

Each of our three texts presents a narrative that is arranged chronologically and that
privileges the sequential narration of deeds, with an eye toward providing multiple examples of
each exemplar’s major virtues. The deeds of the exemplars are treated in VSM 5-38, VGT 23-99,
and VM 1.20-76 and 11.19-318; they make up the central and longest portions of the three works.
Another viable option for encomiastic composition organizes deeds according to the virtues they
display, removing the need for a certain kind of interpretive work.'® However, Gregory takes

advantage of the chronological arrangement of a bios to exercise his readers’ hermeneutical

faculties. Gregory also uses the philosophically grounded conceptual metaphor of vision for

14 grnawvetal 8¢ eiowy ol mpaEelc kai oi S16 TOV Kapdv, koi &i povoc Enpaéé Tig §j Tpddtoc, 1 Bte 0vdeic, i pOALOV TdV
A v, 1 pet’ OAlymv, §j OEp v NAkiav, fj Tapa v EATtida, 1| petd TOvoV, 1 doa pdota i Tdyiota Enpdybnoay
(Aelius Theon, Progymnasmata 8, Spengel 110).
15 ¢nei 8 8k 1@V mphleav 6 Emovog, idtov 8¢ Tod omovdaiov TO KT TPOAIPEGLY, TEPATEOV SEKVOVAL TPUTTOVTO
KOTO Tpoaipeaty, ypnotpov 8¢ to moAldkig eaivesBar tempaydta (Aristotle, Rhetorica 1.9.32, Bekker 1367D).
16 Quintilian mentions both arrangements in his Institutio oratoria 3.7.15: “In some cases, it has been better to
follow the stages of a man’s age and the order of his actions; so that natural qualities would be praised in the early
years, then his education, after that the succession of his works (that is of deeds and sayings); in other cases, it has
been better to divide praise by the kinds of virtues — of courage, justice, self-control, and the rest — and assign to
each whichever of his deeds were performed in accordance with them” (Namque alias aetatis gradus gestarumque
rerum ordinem sequi speciosius fuit, ut in primis annis laudaretur indoles, tum disciplinae, post hoc operum (id est
factorum dictorumque) contextus, alias in species virtutum dividere laudem, fortitudinis iustitiae continentiae
ceterarumque, ac singulis adsignare quae secundum quamque earum gesta erunt). Menander, on the other hand,
expresses a preference for the thematic arrangement: “For you will everywhere divide the deeds which you are about
to praise with an encomium by the virtues (there are four virtues, courage, justice, temperance, wisdom), and see if
the deeds are related to certain virtues” (Swaipst yép amovTayod Ta¢ TPAEeic OV fv LEANG EyKomblev sic Tag
apetag [apetal 68 Téocapig eioty, Avopeia, dikalociv, coPPocHVY, Ppovnoig] Kol Opa tiveov dpetdv giov ol
npa&els, Menander 11.373.5-9).
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specifically biographical purposes: (1) to convey that praxeis reflect or embody an exemplar’s
virtuous character, because they arise from it, and (2) to portray interpreters as capable of
discerning the virtuous character that motivates observable actions.}” He relies on his Christian
Neoplatonic anthropology and epistemology in order to apply the metaphor, incorporating his
own significant philosophical paideia into the literary-rhetorical form of bioi and their portrayals
of exemplary deeds.*®

B. Christian Platonic anthropology in the bioi

In the dialogue De anima et resurrectione, hailed as the “Christian Phaedo,”*® Macrina

takes on an obviously Socratic role. Her philosophical expertise is also reflected in VSM 18,

17 For example, these functions are paired in the discussion Gregory has with Lampadia about dressing Macrina’s
corpse for burial. Lampadia, in her role as interpreter, reasons backward from Macrina’s simple wardrobe to the
exemplar’s virtuous rationale for living with few possessions: “What stores?” she said. “You have in your hand
everything she stored up. See the cloak, see the veil for her head, the worn sandals for her feet. This is her wealth,
this her surplus. There is nothing beyond what appears put up in some hidden chest or secured in a treasury. She
knew one storage place for her own wealth: the treasury of heaven; having stored everything there, she left nothing
behind on the earth” (“Tloioig, einev, dmokeévolg; &v yepoiv &xelg v 1o dmdOetov: iSod 10 ipdriov, 160V Thg
KEQOAFiG 1) KOADTTPQ, T TETPYLPEVE TV TOS®Y DIodHHOTO: 0DTOG 6 TAODTOG, BTN 1) TEPlovsia. OVSEV Tapd 1O
PUVOLLEVOV €V ATOKPVEO1G andkettat KIBoTolg Tiow 1 Baddpolg opaiicpévov. Miav dmodniny 1idet tod idiov
TAOVTOL, TOV BNoavpoV TOV 0Vpaviov- kel mhvta dmobepévn 0bdLY &t Ti|g yiig bmeAeineto,” VSM 29).
83ignificant work has been done on philosophical echoes and innovation in Gregory’s corpus more broadly
speaking. On Platonism in the bioi specifically see focused studies like Gerhart B. Ladner, “The Philosophical
Anthropology”; and Pierre Maraval’s brief piece “La Vie de sainte Macrine de Grégoire de Nysse: continuité et
nouveauté d’un genre littéraire,” Du Héros Paien au Saint Chrétien: actes du colloque, Strasbourg, ler-2 décembre
1995 / organisé par le Centre d'Analyse des Rhétoriques religieuses de 1'Antiquité (C.A.R.R.A.) (Paris : Institut
d'Etudes augustiniennes, 1997): 133-138.

Some specific points on the connection between philosophy and education are worth noting in light of Chapter 2.
Ellen Muehlberger argues convincingly that Macrina’s Socratic portrait allows Gregory to rehabilitate and reclaim
some elements of the classical tradition as useful for Christians (Ellen Muehlberger, “Salvage.”). Samuel Rubenson
argues that the VSM and other hagiographies reveal tensions and propose solutions as early Christians grappled with
developing a Christian paideia (Samuel Rubenson, “Philosophy and Simplicity.”).

19 A reasonable terminus post quem for this text is 379 CE, since the dialogue is depicted as taking place after the
death of Basil in that year (Giorgio Maturi, “An et Res,” The Brill Dictionary of Gregory of Nyssa.

For discussion of the similarities between the De anima, Phaedo, Phaedrus, and Symposium, see particularly the
following: Charalambos Apostolopoulos, Phaedo Christianus: Studien zur Verbindung und Abwégung des
Verh:altnisses zwischen dem platonischen “Phaidon” und dem Dialog Gregors von Nyssa “Uber die Seele und die
Auferstehung, Europdische Hochschulschriften 188 (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1986); Catharine P. Roth,
“Platonic and Pauline Elements”; Susan Wessel, “Memory and Individuality in Gregory of Nyssa’s Dialogus de
anima et resurrectione,” JECS, Volume 18, Number 3 (Fall 2010): 369-392 (especially pages 373-380 on genre);
Rowan Williams, “Macrina’s Deathbed Revisited.”
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during a conversation with Gregory in which she relies on the rational faculty of her soul to
prepare for death. Macrina is a teacher who challenges incorrect perceptions of the good; she
directs Basil (VSM 6), Emmelia (VSM 11), Peter (VSM 12), and Gregory himself (VSM 18, 21)
toward the proper goal of Christian virtue. In VSM 18, Gregory explicity compares his sister not
to Socrates but to the biblical hero Job, whose ability to discuss theology cogently even while
afflicted by painful sores represents an ideal. He specifically juxtaposes Macrina’s physical
suffering and her unbowed intellect, stating that her ability to reflect and teach is “not impeded
by the sickness” that is attacking her body.?° The subject matter of their conversation, however,
connects Macrina to Socrates. Her discussion topics range from “discourse on the soul” to “the
reason for life in the flesh” to “what release there is from death back again into life,” a collection
of subjects quite like those under consideration in Plato’s Phaedo.?! The sophisticated
“contemplation of higher things” (tfj mepi t@v VyNA®Y Bewpiq) she provides depends on her
mental clarity, her posession of a mind (vo¥c) that is able to train and control the body (c@®ua)
and its suffering. Her discussion topics reflect a concern for living well and virtuously,
connecting rationality — part of the soul’s very nature — to willed acts of virtue. Gregory insists
that body and soul cooperate in carrying out both virtuous and vicious actions in various places

throughout his corpus.??

20 ovdev Ym0 i TocavTg dppwsctiog Tapaprontopevoy (VSM 18).

A3mme &nfpdn Td AOyo mepi te THC Yuyfic NHiv prlocogodoa kai tiig St capidg (wfic Thv aitiov Sieéodoa, Kai
1oV xapwv 6 GvBpwmog kai dmmg BvnTog Kai H0gv 0 Bhvatog Kai Tic 1 awd TovToL TPOC TV {ONY TAAY AvAALOIG
(VSM 18).

22 In his In sanctum Pascha, Gregory writes of the body and soul that “in every deed, both assist one another and
accomplish together the deeds done” (éni ndong TpdEewg GAAAOLS AUEOTEPH GCUVEPATTETOL KO GUVOTOTELET TAL
ywdpeve, GNO Online 40.267.5-7). In De instituto Christiano, he emphasizes the cooperation of body and soul in
preparation to encounter God: “So it is necessary for the one about to bring body and soul, according to the law of
piety, to God and offer him a bloodless and pure sacrifice...” (A&l Toivov TOvV pEAROVTO YOIV KOl GO0 KOTO TOV
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In the VM, Gregory Christianizes and Scripturalizes the Platonic tripartite division of the
soul while recognizing its counterpart in non-Christian teaching:

It is safety and security to mark the upper doorpost and the side posts of the

entrance with the blood of the lamb. These things about the physiology of the soul

(Tadto mepi yoyig puolorloyodvtoc) the Word shows us through figures (6

aiviypdrwov), and outside learning (n £wbev maidevoig) also shows them, dividing

the soul into the rational (to Aoyiotikov), the desiring (émbvunticov), and the

passionate (Bupocidég). Of these parts we are told that the passion and the desire

are placed below, supporting on each side the intellectual part of the soul, while

the rational aspect (6 Loyiopdg) is joined to both so as to keep them together and

to be held up by them, being trained for courage by the spirit and elevated to the

participation in the Good by desire.??
Although he acknowledges that the division is known in “outside learning,” Gregory comments
on the spatial aspect of Scripture’s image for teaching anthropological principles. The spirit and
desire are below the intellectual and rational part of the soul. In this specific quotation, it appears
that the image, if understood properly, not only shows the division of the soul, but the proper
hierarchy among its parts. Scripture teaches through enigmas, inviting and requiring

interpretation, and Gregory serves as a guide for interpretation.

Neoplatonism provides Gregory with a conception of the soul’s capacity to desire that

i evoePeiag vopov Tpocdye Be®d kol v avaipoktov odTd Koi kabapav drodidovar Aatpeiav..., GNO Online
28.43.8-10). Later in the same sermon, he includes an extended section on the necessity of keeping body and soul
united, and both aimed at virtuous ends (GNO Online 28.54.20 — 55.18). In the VM itself, Gregory explains that
Moses purifies his garments before going up on the holy mountain: “This is because it is necessary for the one who
is about to embark on the contemplation of Being to be thoroughly pure, so that he might be pure in both body and
soul and spotless, the dirt on each part rightly washed off” (Todto 6¢ €01t 10 d10 mévtv kabapedoo deiv TOV
uéAhovta mposPaivewy Ti| TV Svimv Bsmpig, OC Kol yoyf kol cOpatt kKafopdv eivor kai dknAidwtov ToV &v
EKatéP® POTOV KATAAAAA®G dnokAvcauevov, VM 11.154).

2 Dohaxn 88 dott kol dopdieta TO T oipoTt Tod dpvod TV TE PAY Kai Tode oTadpolg THC £icddov
kataonuiveodat. Tadto mepl yoytic MUV LoOAoYoDVTOC 61 aiviypdtoy tod Adyov, Kai 1) £EEnbev maidevolg
€pavtdobn, dtaupodoo TV yoynv €ic e 10 AoyloTikov kai Emtbupntikov Kol Bupogdés. 'Ex to0tmv 8€ oV Bupov pev
kai v émbopiay vVmofefnkévarl eaciy, EKatépmOey 10 S1OVONTIKOV TTiG WLYTG VTEPEIdOVTAS, TOV 08 AOYIGHOV
ApEOTEPOLG EMeCEVYIEVOV GUVEXELV TE ODTOVG Kol UTT EKeivav dveyesBat, Tpog pev avopeiay 1@ Bupd ctopovpevoy,
TPpOG 8¢ TV 0D dyabod petovsiav o1’ Embupiog dyoduevov (VM 11.95-96).
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becomes key for the Christian pursuit of a virtuous life.?* The desiring faculty is, in Gregory’s
formulation, an accretion, but one which was providentially ordained for fallen humans.?® This
appetitive faculty takes center stage in several places where he discusses desire.2® Gregory
asserts that desire for finite, material things is insatiable, “for if he who fulfills his desire for one
of the things which he pursues should then incline his desire to something else, he is found
empty again of that thing. And even if he should become full of this, he is found once more an
empty and roomy container for something else.”?’” Compare this to the positive portrayal of
desire in a virtuous figure like the Moses of our opening passage (VM 11.230-231), who is drawn

on by finite, material things, which appeal to his desires, to a new and insatiable desire for the

24 Following here John Behr on De hominis opificio, as opposed to Christopher Stead; John Behr, “The Rational
Animal: A Rereading of Gregory of Nyssa’s De hominis opificio,” JECS, volume 7, number 2 (Summer 1999): 219-
247; Christopher Stead, "The Concept of the Mind and the Concept of God in the Christian Fathers,” The
Philosophical Frontiers of Christian Theology, ed. B. Hebblethwaite and S. Sunderland (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1982): 39-54.

% See De anima: “For the desiring element, although it is not by nature directed toward the good (for the sake of
which it is sown in us), grows up and increases...” (T yap mOLUNTIKOV 0D TPOG TO PVGEL KUAOY 0D YépV
KoTeomapT NIV 00n t€ Kol avédpapev. .., GNO Online 15.45.4-6). For a clear explication of Gregory’s position
and its relation to Plotinus, see especially Kevin Corrigan, Evagrius and Gregory, 133-156. Rowan Williams,
“Macrina’s Deathbed Revisited,” points out that Gregory’s anthropology is difficult to pin down, but provides this
helpful summary: “Whatever Gregory believed, it was not that the human subject consisted of a rational core with
some embarrassing additions™ (236).

%Desire is also the focus, but of negative attention, in Gregory’s characterization of the Egyptian armies in his
exegesis of the Israelites crossing the Red Sea (VM 11.122-123): “For who does not know that the Egyptian army are
the various passions of the soul by which the person is enslaved? ... For who would be able to name some
distinction between those intellectual urges and the impulses to pleasure and sorrow and covetousness from the
aforementioned army? ... In the chariot there are three drivers whom the history calls ‘viziers.” You will understand
these three, completely carried along by the chariot, (since you were previously instructed in the mystery of the side
posts and upper doorpost [VM 11.95]) as the tripartite division of the soul, counting that which is perceived as the
rational, the appetitive, and the spirited” (Tic y&p odk 0idev 8Tt 6TpaTOC AlydRTId¢ 0TL T8 TOWKIAA THC YoyFig TAoM,
oi¢ karadoviodtor 6 dvBpwmog;... Tiyap &v Tic Sragépety eimot ToVS BLPOSEIC TV AOYIGUAY §{ TS TPOC TSOVIV T8
Kol MoV Kol mAeoveiav Oppic T Lvnpovevdeiong oTpaTidc. .. &v @ ol Tpeic émPatal, od¢ TPIGTATAC OGVORALEt 1)
totopio: VONoelg 6& 100G TPEig TOVTOVG TAVIMG TOVG PEPOUEVOVG VIO T0D Appatoc, TpodidoyDeis &v @) KoTd TOVG
oTaBOVG Kol TNV @AY pootnpio v Tpipept] T Woyig daipeoty, gic 10 Aoy1oTIKOV Kol EmBuuntikoy Kol
Bupogidec avoméunmv o vonua). Allowing rationality to be overwhelmed by the passions and impulses, then, leads
to destruction.

210 yap minpdoag Eavtod v Embopiay &v Tvi @V éomovdacev, £l Tpog ETepdv L T} Embupig Péyele, Kevog Tpog
€kelvo il evpioketar Kav yéviton 100T@ TApNG, T® ETEp® mAAv Kevog T€ Kol e0puywpog yivetal (VM 11.61).
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ultimate good. As in the chariot image from Phaedrus or its counterpart in Exod 12, so here the
appetitive part of the soul, under the guidance of the rational faculty that has been properly
trained, directs the exemplar ever closer to God.? That is, the embodied human soul has the
capacity to choose and execute virtuous action.?®

C. Vision and epistemology in reading bioi

Even though he has a relatively high degree of control over which praxeis to depict,® a
biographer praising his subject must address the hermeneutical gap between how a given action
appears and what positive thing(s) it signifies about the actor, thus providing readers with the
interpretive tools for navigating that gap. For Gregory the Christian Platonist, this gap implicates
human epistemic limits:

“You have suffered nothing new,” the teacher said to them [the Christians of

Comana], “misled by your eyes and entrusting the judgment of the beautiful to

sense alone. For sense perception is a faulty criterion of the truth of real essences,

itself blocking the way into the depth of understanding.”3!

As Thaumaturgus articulates it to the Christians at Comana, sense perception without

28 In Gregory’s Christian system, the naturally compelling nature of God eventually removes the need for the soul’s
desiring faculty. Moses is used as the prime example of the being who, as he becomes more perfect, eventually
abandons desire but nevertheless continues to advance toward God.

2 Gregory affirms the possibility of choice throughout the VM. See Andrew P. Klager, “Free Will and Vicinal
Culpability in St. Gregory of Nyssa’s De vita Moysis.”Greek Orthodox Theological Review, volume 55, numbers 1-
4 (2010): 149-179; Hans Boersma, Embodiment and Virtue, 231-240. See De professione Christiana: “Therefore,
the One who orders us to imitate our Father orders us to cleanse ourselves from earthly passions, and this is a
separation which does not come about through a change of place, but it is achieved only through choice” (ovxodv 6
TOV 00PAVIOV HILEICOAL KEAEDMV TOTEPD, TRV YNIVEV TaO@HV KaOapeDEY KELEDEL, BV 1| ATOCTAGIC 0D d16 TOMKHG
uetofacemc, AL d10 Tpoarpécems Evepyeitar povng, GNO Online 29.140.2-5).

30 Certain factors may limit Gregory’s freedom, such as the audience’s knowledge about the exemplar’s life and
activities (as in the case of Moses, a well-known Scriptural figure).

SLOHSeY kouvov TendvOaTe, ol TPOg avtove 6 S1ddckarog, OpOuluOic dmatndévies, kol TH aicOnoeL Povn TV
Kpiow 10D KAAAOLG EMTPEYOVTES. ZOAAEPOV Yap KPLTNpLov TH TdV dviwv dAnbeiog 1| aicOnoig, v npoc 10 Pabog
i dravoliog elcodov S’ Eavriig dmoxieiovoa (VGT 69).
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supplementary knowledge does not allow and can even hinder access to truth.3? At times,
Gregory appears to allow the events to speak for themselves, while at others he intervenes with
overt didactic commentary. In this case, Thaumaturgus the subject provides interpretive
guidance, not only for the community to whom he speaks, but, potentially, for readers as well.

Gregory draws on Neoplatonic principles to craft portraits of the three exemplars who
choose virtuous action; he also draws on these principles to explain the task of ideal readers. In
each text he recommends and models interpretive strategies on the assumption that the
intellectual faculty, the vodg, can access realities the body itself cannot directly perceive. He
applies the vocabulary of “conceptions” to the things one may know about the infinite, and
ultimately incomprehensible, divine nature.® Becoming like Moses and “seeing God” is not the
only benefit associated with moving beyond physical sight to right conceptions of the divine,
though this is a key aspect of Gregory’s theology.>*

Gregory marks biographical narrative as a genre that records not only the praxeis
observed but, by extension, aspects of an exemplar’s soul that are the “real” things driving the
praxeis. Reading bioi, then, can offer practical experience in moving from physical perceptions —

a starting point — to intellectual understanding — the ending point that becomes a new starting

32 The role of sense perception in knowledge of God is a hotly contested topic among Gregory’s Christian
predecessors. Origen’s insistence in Contra Celsum that Christians can partly rely on sense perception (which itself
relies on the Stoic concept of cataleptic impressions and intellectual assent) is an important element of Gregory’s
own training. For more on both external and internal challenges to Christian epistemological claims about the
apostles’ knowledge and sense perception, see the helpful article by Robert J. Hauck, “‘They Saw What They Said
They Saw’: Sense Knowledge in Early Christian Polemic,” Harvard Theological Review, Volume 81, Number 3,
(1988): 239-49.

33 See Andrew Radde-Gallwitz, Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of Nyssa, and the Transformation of Divine Simplicity
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).

34For an excellent introduction to the contrast between knowledge and conceptions, see again Radde-Gallwitz, Basil
of Caesarea, Chapter 6, esp. 153-55. Heine addresses in detail the agonistic context in which Gregory frames his
understanding of “right conception” (Heine, Perfection in the Virtuous Life, 127-158).
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point. Gregory applies the metaphor of vision to this process of discerning. In the VSM, Peter
sees Macrina’s virtuous example and adopts it, “always looking (BAérwv) to his sister and
making her the mark (cxondc) of every good.”*® In a complementary fashion, the VGT praises
Thaumaturgus’ decision to avoid public speaking, writing that he “made silence his example,
displaying (dewvuq) the internal (éykeipevov) treasure not by words but in deed,” that is, making
his virtue visible.*

In summary, both rhetorical conventions and Christian Platonic anthropology provide
concepts for describing the link between the human soul and actions that reveal virtues in the
soul. Gregory draws on both to narrate the exemplars’ praxeis in his bioi. Because of humans’
physical and psychic make-up, humans may purposefully perform virtuous actions, and due to
the nature of observation and knowledge, outside observers can gain some conception of the
virtues that motivate praxeis. The language of vision draws attention to and mediates the tension
between the limited perceptions that accompany embodiment and the rational capacity for
interpretation and insight. Gregory uses sight as an epistemological metaphor to grapple with a
major assumption of the biographical genre: that actions reveal or expose the soul (especially its
apetn) to external observers.

The link between vision, rationality, and interpretation had also appeared in Philo of
Alexandria’s (c. 25 BCE - 50 CE) exegetical treatments of the life of Moses.®” Scholars of both

Gregory and Philo have noted similarities between Gregory’s treatment of Moses in the VM and

35 1pog TV adedenv PAETOV Kol orkomdV dyafod mavidg keiviyy motovpevog (VSM 12).

36 ¢niderEy motelton THY crOmY, Epym deucvdg TOV dykeipevov Onoavpodv, oyl pruoct (VGT 24).

37 For an excellent overview of Philo’s portrait of the lawgiver, which gives attention to allegorical interpretation
and the various roles and virtues of Moses that allow Philo to depict him in terms that would have been familiar for
Greeks, see Louis H. Feldman, Philo’s Portrayal of Moses in the Context of Ancient Judaism (Notre Dame, IN:
University of Notre Dame Press, 2007).
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Philonic exegesis of the Mosaic material.®® Apart from the numerous comparanda in Philo’s own
Life of Moses, one application of vision language elsewhere in his oeuvre seems particularly
relevant for our study of Gregory’s VM: the assessment of idolatry as a failure of vision. In On
the Decalogue 66-69, Philo summarizes the errors involved in fashioning idols, using a variety of
metaphors including sight. Paragraphs 67 and 68 should be quoted in full:

For they [idolaters] cut away the most excellent support of the soul, the rightful
conception of the ever-living God, and like skiffs without ballast they are tossed
here and there, always borne about, never able to come into a harbor nor to be
placed securely in truth, blinded as to the thing worthy of vision, that alone for
which it is necessary to be keen-sighted. They seem to me to live a more wretched
life than those who have lost the sight of the body, for the latter have been
disabled unwillingly, either enduring some grievous disease of the eyes or being
set upon by their enemies, but the former, by a decision, not only dimmed the eye
of the soul but have even consented to cast it away entirely.®

The hierarchical ranking of physical sight below the Platonic “eye of the soul”* reinforces the

BAlbert C. Geljon, Philonic Exegesis in Gregory of Nyssa’s De vita Moysis, Brown Judaic Studies, number 333
(Providence: Brown Judaic Studies, 2002); Geljon points especially to four ways Gregory’s VM relates to Philo’s
text: through selection, adaptation, transposition, and Christianization, Gregory “mainly makes use of Philo as an
exegete of Scripture” on whose work Gregory could expand in creative ways (Geljon, Philonic Exegesis, 167-174).
See in addition Claudia Rapp, “Comparison, Paradigm and the Case of Moses in Panegyric and Hagiography,” in
The Propaganda of Power: The Role of Panegyric in Late Antiquity, edited by Mary Whitby (Boston: Brill, 1998):
277-298; and David T. Runia, Exegesis and Philosophy: Studies on Philo of Alexandria (Brookfield, VT: Gower
Publishing Company, 1990).

39 10 yap kdAMoTov Epelopa g Woytic éEékoyay, Thv epi Tod {dvtog del oD TpoonKovsay VTOANYLY, HoTEP TE
BVEPHATIOTO OKAPT GALEDOVGY BdE KaKEIoE Srapepdpevol TOV aidva, undémot’ eic Muéva katdpot und’
évoppicacOat BePaing aAnbeia duvauevot, TvEAdTTOVTEG TEPL TO B€0g GOV, TPOC O HOVOoV OELSOPKETY dvayKoiov
V. koi pot Sokodot TdV TG ToD COUNTOC DYELS TEMNPOUEVOY dOMMTEPOV (V- &Keivol pgv yéap drkovsing
EPAaPnoav 1 vocov 09BaAUdDY yademv DTOOTAVTES T TPOG £xOpdV EmPovAievBévtec, ol &’Ekovaim yvapn To Tig
Yoyiig Sppa 00K U p®Say Lovov GALG kol Tavteh®dg dmoPoieiv nElocav.

40 Hans Boersma argues that for Gregory seeing God with the eye of the soul is an activity that people can engage in
even while they are alive, before they participate in the eschatological beatific vision: “...for Gregory everyday
spirituality — seeing what God is like by looking at the world around us [for God’s activity] and observing with the
‘eye of the soul’ ‘the luminous outpoured rays of the divine nature’ in our hearts — is intrinsically linked to the
beatific vision” (Hans Boersma, “Becoming Human in the Eyes of God: Gregory of Nyssa’s Unending Search for
the Beatific Vision,” International Journal of Systematic Theology, Volume 17, Number 2 (April 2015): 131-151,
138, citing De beatitudinibus 6.144.8-9; 6.144.12). On the eye of the soul more generally as a means of perception
in Gregory’s writings, see Boersma, Embodied Virtue, 93-100. Sarah Coakley rejects Daniélou’s idea of a “doctrine”
of spiritual senses in Gregory’s work, and she shows instead a development of thought about the spiritual senses,
beginning from De anima and culminating in In canticum canticorum (Sarah Coakley, “Gregory of Nyssa,” in The
Spiritual Senses: Perceiving God in Western Christianity, ed. Paul L. Gavrilyuk and Sarah Coakley [Cambridge:
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superiority of contemplation over mere perception; only the former can result in a “rightful
conception” of God.** Philo further highlights the imbalance between physicality and the soul
when he frames a strong dichotomy within the vision metaphor. Without “keen-sighted vision”
aimed at the divine, the idolaters are not just suffering from low vision, they are completely
blind. In the wider context of discussing Egyptian religion, Philo links this failure of sight and
the resulting sin with a lack of “right education” (maudeia 6p07).*? The Jewish philosopher, like
Gregory his later reader, marks out training as a key component undergirding virtuous behavior
and a possible corrective for poor vision. By implicating training, both biographers call attention
to their texts’ implied audiences, who ought to strive to situate themselves among the seeing,
leaving behind forms of blindness.
I1. Beyond the senses: vision and communication

Gregory shows how the exemplars respond to divine revelations — theophanies, visions,

auditions — as an integral part of their virtuous activity. The revelations themselves are explained

Cambridge University Press, 2013]: 36-55. As my argument shows, Gregory is quite flexible in his references to
vision (physical and noetic) in these three texts.

4l We know from a broad consideration of Philo’s corpus that the “right conception” of God demands apophaticism.
For a discussion of Philo and Gregory on this topic, and of the Platonic roots of their thought, see Ilaria Ramelli,
“The Divine as Inaccessible Object of Knowledge in Ancient Platonism: A Common Philosophical Pattern across
Religious Traditions” Journal of the History of Ideas, vol. 75, number 2 (April 2014): 167-188. Gregory’s
conception is likely also rooted in the thought of Clement of Alexandria, his forebear. In his Stromateis 2.2.6 (1),
Clement interprets Exod 33 (Moses entering the darkness) as follows: “As a result, Moses, convinced that God will
never be known to human wisdom, says, ‘Reveal yourself to me,” and was forced to enter into the darkness, where
the voice of God was present; that is, into the innermost, invisible intellectual conceptions of being” (66sv 6 Mmotig
obmote dvOpanivy) coig Yvocdicecbol TV Bedv TETEIGUEVOC, ELPAVIGHV [LOL GEAVTOV PNGL Kol Ei¢ TOV YVOPOV, 0D
MV 1] v 10D Beod, eloehBsiv Praletal, TOLVTESTIV €i¢ TAC AdVTOVE Koi AE1SEIC mepl ToD HvTog Evvoiag.)

42 He specifically refers to the probable reactions of well-trained observers who see Egyptian idolatrous practices:
“Indeed strangers on their first arrival in Egypt, before the local delusion enters into their minds, die laughing, while
whoever has tasted right education, bewails the plastering of a pious veneer on impious things and considers those
doing it, with good reason, more wretched than the things being honored...” (xoi 61 t@v Eévev oi Tpdtov &ig
Alyvmtov a@kopevot, Tpiv Tov Eyydpilov THeov gicokicaoot taig dtavoialg, EkBvickovot yAevalovieg 6cot 08
nawdeiog OpOTig £yevcavTo, TNV €T AGEUVOLG TTPAYLLACL CEUVOTOUOY KOTUTANYEVTESG 0IKTIOVTOL TOVG YPOUEVOVE,
a0MmTEPOVG, BTEp £idg, DTolapPavoveg eivar TV Tnmpévey, De Decalogo 80).
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as gifts from God, but the subsequent activities of the exemplars reflect on their qualities of soul.
Overwhelmingly in these three texts, he constructs a sort of complementarity between the
understanding that comes to the eye of the soul in a revelatory experience, the physical effects of
that revelation, and concrete communication about its content. Revelation as narrated in the three
bioi begins in and returns to the senses, even if it departs from them for a time. | argue that
Gregory emphasizes vision to insist that physical sense perception is indispensable for
communicative, especially literary and catechetical, purposes: it makes exemplary praxeis visible
and could allows ideal readers to participate in the work of interpretation.

In the VM and VGT, Gregory includes a number of episodes in which faulty sense
perception suggests the senses can be deceived by demonic and magical powers. In VM 1.24, the
eyes of those watching in the Egyptian court are deceived by “the magic trick of the sorcerers” (1)
TV yortov poyyaveio, Exod 7:11-12). VGT 77 tells the story of a young boy whose demonic
possession causes him to see a second figure standing beside Thaumaturgus while the bishop
gives a speech.®® It is perhaps because such misperceptions are, for Gregory, tied up with the
nature of the senses that he narrates divine revelations with special attention to the role of the
senses. In the bioi, the revelations become challenging interpretive puzzles that engage the actual
physical senses of both exemplars and readers.

Gregory attempts to make the reader a real-life spectator of the events he describes

through the use of vivid description, a literary technique which taps into readers’ faculties of

43 Thaumaturgus breathes on linen cloth and throws it over the possessed boy. At that point, “the boy began to be
shaken and to cry out, and to fall down and be flung about, and to suffer all the passions that come from demons”
(tapdocectan fipEato kai dvaBodv TO pelpdxiov, kol Kataminte Kol Stoppurteichor, Kol mévto Taoyew To €K
dapovav madn, VGT 77).
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sense perception, to narrate the ineffable. Aphthonius defines vivid description, or ekphrasis, as
follows:

Ekphrasis is descriptive language, bringing manifestly before the eyes the thing

shown. One ought to describe both persons and things, both times and places,

irrational animals and, in addition to these, plants... In composing an ekphrasis, it

is necessary to employ a relaxed style and adorn it with diverse figures and, on the

whole, to create an imitation of the things being described with the ekphrasis.**
The figurative language of vision operates in tandem with the evocation of readers’ senses to
show that physical sense perception, though limited in its ability to perceive the divine, is crucial
for interpreting and responding to experiences of divine revelation in a virtuous fashion, and

especially for communicating the content of a revelation to the wider community.

A. Readings of revelation

Many scholars who study Gregory’s ocuvre address divine revelations portrayed in the

bioi primarily in relation to Gregory’s mystical theology rather than their genre or poetics.*®> A

4 "Bkepacic 40Tt Adyog mepupymuatikd OV Syiv dyov &vapydg to dniovuevov. ‘Exepoctéov 8¢ mpdcomd te Kai
TPAyLaTa, Kopohs Te Kol Tomovg, dhoya {da Kai Tpdg TovTolg eutd: ... 'Exepdlovtag 6& Sl TOV 1€ YopaKTipa
Avelévov EKQEpeV Kol d10pOpotg TOKIAAEY TOIg oyNpact Kol OAmg dmoptpeicot o kppalopevo Tpdypota
(Aphthonius, Progymnasmata 12, Rabe 36-38). The various uses of ekphrasis among classical and early Christian
authors have been the subject of extensive study in recent decades. See, for example, Shadi Bartsch, Decoding the
Ancient Novel: The Reader and the Role of Description in Heliodorus and Achilles Tatius (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1989); Jas Elsner, Art and the Roman Viewer: The Transformation of Art from the Pagan World to
Christianity, Cambridge Studies in New Art History and Criticism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995);
Robert S. Nelson, “To say and to see: Ekphrasis and vision in Byzantium,” Visuality Before and Beyond the
Renaissance: Seeing as Others Saw, ed. Robert S. Nelson, Cambridge Studies in New Art History and Criticism
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000): 143-168; Michael Paschalis, “Reading Space: A Re-examination
of Apuleian ekphrasis,” Space in the Ancient Novel, ed. Michael Paschalis and Stavros Frangoulidis Ancient
Narrative, supplementum 1 (Gréningen: Barkhuis Publishing, 2002): 132-142; Ruth Webb, “Accomplishing the
picture: ekphrasis, mimesis and martyrdom in Asterios of Amaseia,” Art and Text in Byzantine Culture, ed. Liz
James (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007): 13-32; and Ruth Webb, Ekphrasis, Imagination and
Persuasion in Ancient Rhetorical Theory and Practice (Farnham: Routledge, 2009).

45 For example, Hans Urs von Balthasar collects quotations from the VM alongside passages from Contra
Eunomium as evidence for Gregory’s thought about the limits of human knowledge of God’s nature: Hans Urs von
Balthasar, Presence and Thought: An Essay on the Religious Philosophy of Gregory of Nyssa, transl. Mark Sebanc,
A Communio Book (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1995), 89-95. Michael Stuart Williams (discussed further below)
represents a partial exception, recognizing that “the foundation of the work in the life of Moses is not merely a
sustaining metaphor; it is not merely a device to help collect together Gregory’s conclusions concerning abstract
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specific passage from the VM frequently appears at the heart of this debate, VM 11.162-169. The
episode retells the events of Exod 24:18, when Moses encounters God in the cloud on Sinai.
From Daniélou forward, one strand of scholarship emphasizes Gregory’s claims about the
inadequacy of the senses and the body as a means of encountering the divine, insisting that they
must be abandoned. Daniélou takes his lead from In canticum canticorum 11, where Gregory
outlines God’s theophanic appearances to Moses as in light, in a cloud, and then in darkness.
Daniélou claims that Moses also proceeds through three stages in the VM, increasingly moving
beyond sense experience, ascending to union with God.*® He identifies Gregory’s term epektasis
(based on Phil 3:12-14) as a “synthesis of Gregory’s spirituality in its central theme” of perpetual
progress.*’ But Daniélou does not attend to how Gregory’s readers are meant to imitate that
epektasis in their own lives, or how the text of the VM might help them do so.

Ronald E. Heine’s 1975 monograph, Perfection in the Virtuous Life, proposed an
alternative reading of the critical passage and the sequence of theophanic episodes in the VM.
Rather than isolating three distinct stages of mystical progression, Heine notes that the summary
of Moses’ accomplishments at the end of VM lists a whole series of events that characterize

Moses’ advancement toward perfection.*® On Heine’s assessment, Gregory focuses on continual

virtue. His theoria is grounded in history, and the historia set out in the first book is to be understood as ‘absolutely
reliable and trustworthy’” (Williams, Authorised Lives, 88). His citation is from G.S. Bebis, “Gregory of Nyssa’s De
Vita Moysis: a philosophical and theological analysis” from Greek Orthodox Theological Review 12 (1967): 369-93.
However, on the very next page he turns to a discussion of how similar Moses’ history is to a late antique form of
spirituality, suggesting his interests are more broadly historical than strictly literary.

%6 Jean Daniélou, Platonisme, 21.

47 For epektasis in Gregory, see the primary example of In Canticum Canticorum 8 and Daniélou Platonisme, 291.
“8 See especially pages 99-114 in Heine, Perfection. Ann Conway-Jones, in her recent volume on the tabernacle in
VM 11.170-201, offers a critique of Daniélou and agreement with Heine’s emphasis similar to my own: Ann
Conway-Jones, Gregory of Nyssa’s Tabernacle Imagery in its Jewish and Christian Contexts (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2014), 9-11. Consider also Colin W. Macleod’s statement about mysticism in Gregory’s writing:
“In short, Gregory’s prime concern is with Christian perfection; and mystical language expresses not some
immediate apprehension of God ... but that there is no perfection without God” (Colin W. Macleod, “Allegory and
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advancement, in large part as a response to his and Basil’s debates with Eunomius over the
ability of language to describe God’s nature accurately. An appeal to continual progress is a
means of modifying Origen’s contentions about human satiety (k6pog) in the divine presence,
not necessarily a focused reflection on the nature of all human encounters with the divine. This
interpretation in the context of a theological agon allows that the VM does indeed focus on
progress or advancement, without insisting that Gregory’s presentation of that progress is overly
systematized or too similar to the medieval development of mystical union. Brian E. Daley
expresses this point clearly: ... the &xotaoig to which Gregory occasionally refers is less the
love-wounded swoon of Bernini’s St. Teresa than the recognition of the limits of language by a
great rhetorician who is also a man of deeply perceptive faith.”*°

Neither Daniélou’s nor Heine’s approach aims to provide an analysis, as this chapter
does, of the literary techniques Gregory uses to articulate his apophatic theological convictions in
biographical narrative. When we treat the three texts together as examples of encomiastic bios,
however, we can appreciate how Gregory attempts to accomplish his goal of training readers to
be interpreters. In fact, by studying the methods he uses to communicate non-sensible
experiences to a reading audience, we find that Gregory consistently focuses on how the
exemplars generated records of their revelatory experiences for groups or audiences within the
bioi (what I refer to as internal audiences).

Martin Laird’s 2002 article “Under Solomon’s Tutelage: the Education of Desire in the

Mysticism in Origen and Gregory of Nyssa” The Journal of Theological Studies, New Series, Volume 22, Number 2
[October 1971]: 362-379, 367-368).

49 Brian E. Daley, S.J., ““Bright Darkness’ and Christian Transformation: Gregory of Nyssa on the Dynamics of
Mystical Union,” Finding God in all things: essays in honor of Michael J. Buckley, S.J., edited by Michael J. Himes
and Stephen J. Pope (New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 1996): 215-230, 225.
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Homilies on the Song of Songs ” introduces the useful concept of logophasis as one aspect of
Gregory’s response to the challenge of teaching about the content of divine revelation without
compromising his fundamentally apophatic theology.>® By Laird’s definition,
“Logophasis...pertains to the transformed and transforming deeds and discourse that result from
apophatic union.”®! In this essay and his 2004 monograph (Gregory of Nyssa and the Grasp of
Faith: Union, Knowledge, and Divine Presence) Laird considers the aftermath of an ineffable
revelatory experience that does not engage the senses, and he rightly points out that in Gregory’s
depiction the revelation has discursive effects: “Although the mind does not grasp in
comprehension what it seeks in darkness (i.e. God), God yet acts upon the mind, or as Gregory
says, moistens or bedews the mind with insight. This moisture is distilled by the mind, and this
distillation can be reflected upon, understood, and expressed.”*? Ultimately, he argues, “as a fruit
of apophatic union with the Word (logos), the Word expresses (phasis) itself through the deeds
and discourse of the one whom the Word indwells.”>

Gregory enlists the conceptual metaphor of vision to mitigate the problem of limited and
unreliable physical senses, especially in the context of divine revelation, by maintaining a
simultaneous emphasis on physical sight (which has access to the xocpog aicbntoc) and

intellectual comprehension (which gives access to the xoopog vontdg). Even as physical sense

perception is depicted within the narrative as a problematic means of obtaining information, at

50 Martin Laird, “Under Solomon’s Tutelage: The Education of Desire in the Homilies on the Song of Songs.”
Modern Theology, Volume 18, Number 4 (October 2002): 507-526. He first introduced the term in Martin Laird,
“Apophasis and logophasis in Gregory of Nyssa’s Commentarium in canticum canticorum,” Studia Patristica 37.
(Louvain: Peeters, 2001): 126-132.

51 Laird “Under Solomon’s Tutelage,” 525 n.102.

52 Martin S. Laird, Gregory of Nyssa and the grasp of faith: union, knowledge, and divine presence (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2004), 154.

%3 Laird, Gregory of Nyssa, 155.
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the level of communication or logophasis it becomes a crucial tool for multiple layers of literary
mediation, first to explain to readers how the exemplars move from revelatory experience to
virtuous action, and second to preserve accounts of ineffable experiences for readers to consume
and comprehend.

B. Problematizing physical sense perception in revelation

Revelation pushes at and exposes the boundaries of the human body as a reliable source
of information. In the bioi, Gregory explicitly names the challenge of divine revelation as a
problem with sense experience. As he writes in the VM, when Moses encounters God in the
cloud,

Leaving behind everything that is observed, not only whatever sense perception

comprehends but also whatever the mind seems to see, it [the intellect (6 vodg)]

always goes on to the inner part until by the mind’s craftiness it slips through to

the invisible and the incomprehensible, and there it sees God. For in this is the

true knowledge of what is sought, and in this is the seeing by not seeing, since

that which is sought surpasses all knowledge, being marked off on all sides by

incomprehensibility as by a kind of darkness.>*
Reflecting on the use of metaphor in Scripture, Gregory explains that it is this exact failure of the
senses and of knowledge that makes “darkness” an apt description for the place of the intellect’s
encounter with the divine.>® Nevertheless the best language Gregory can use to describe the
perceptive activity of the intellect is a non-physical sight.

In the narrative frame of Thaumaturgus’ desert vision (VGT 28), Gregory emphasizes the

exemplar’s recognition that sensible realities are an insufficient source of information about

S K oMoy yop Tdv TO Qavopevoy, ob povov doa kotarapPaver 1 aicOnoig, GALL kol dco 1) Stévoto dokel
BAémerv, del mpog 10 EvadTEpOV TeTat, Emg Gv d1ad Tf] ToAVTPayHOoGVVY TTiG dtavoiag Tpo¢ TO abEaToV TE Kol
axoTdAnmTov Kakel Tov Oeov 161. 'Ev to0t@ yap 1 aAnbng éotv €idnoig tod {nrovuévou Kol &v To0T® To 10€iv &v Td
R 18iv, 611 dméprettar Taong eNGEO TO (NTOVIEVOVY, 01OV TIVL YVOQm Tij dkaToAnyia TavioydBey Sistinupévov
(VM 11.163).

%5 We see here his recourse to apophatic theological formulations.
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divine truth. The exemplar seeks divine guidance because he does not want “to rely on flesh and
blood” (capxi kai aipatt Tpocsovéyey deto Sgiv):>® he wants a “manifestation of what is hidden”
(M @V kpveiov Pavépmaoic) so that “the truth” (1 dAnbeia) could be revealed to him “through
some appearance” (51& Twvog épgaveiog).”” Revelation is depicted in stark contrast to physicality
and what the exemplar could expect to perceive in the normal sensible world around him.
Revelation alone can provide satisfactory access to that which is hidden, even if it can only do so
through appearances.

Gregory depicts the exemplars struggling with the limits of their senses while desiring
access to truths that lie beyond the power of the senses. Yet for readers, the senses are
indispensable as a means of engaging with Gregory’s narratives and gaining knowledge about
the exemplars. For the purposes of biographical writing, Gregory partially rehabilitates the
physical senses in their capacity as a means of mediating between readers and narrated praxeis,
and he enlists the figurative language of vision as one paradoxical means of doing so.

C. Rehabilitating sense perception for narrative

In all three narratives, revelations leave tangible effects that can be perceived with the

senses, even if the content of the revelatory experience cannot.®® Gregory explains the

% This is probably an allusion to Gal 1:16.

STVGT 28.

%8 This is similar to the work of phantasia, according to Quintilian. As D.A. Russell describes, “Quintilian
promulgates the conventional opinion that we must ourselves feel the emotions we wish to promote in others. How
are we to do this, given that emotions are not in our control? By forming in our minds clear phantasiai — ‘visions’ —
of absent things; this means putting to practical use the faculty of day-dreaming and fantasy which we often employ
in an idle moment. From vividness of vision will come vividness of expression, both in poetry... and in oratory”
(D.A. Russell, Criticism in Antiquity, 109). Gregory’s task as biographical narrator is doubly difficult: the original
content and emotional impact of a revelation have already been filtered through expression by the subject, and he
uses the resulting data to “recreate” (approximately) the original experience in a way that can communicate to his
own readers.

172



significance of these sensible effects through direct commentary, asserting that physical senses
can contribute to intellectual comprehension, and, conversely, that the understanding that comes

from noetic “seeing” may help in discerning the meaning of other physical perceptions.

1. Vision in the desert, VGT 28-34

Gregory portrays Thaumaturgus’ wilderness vision as an isolated event that has ongoing
repercussions for the exemplar, for his contemporary community, and for Gregory’s audience.
Thaumaturgus’ visionary encounter with the evangelist John and the Virgin Mary initially
empowers him to take up his work as a newly ordained bishop.*® The experience also inspired
him to create a visual record of their conversation in the form of a creed, publicly placarded in
Neocaesarea.®® Gregory’s own text preserves another vivid record of the event for later
audiences. He crafts a synkrisis linking Thaumaturgus to Moses and the divine vision of Exod
24:12-15 to highlight the importance of relaying the vision’s content to a wider audience:

For just as the Word says that Moses, having gone outside the world of

appearances and calmed his soul within the invisible shrines (for this is what ‘the

darkness’ figuratively means), learned the divine mysteries, and himself

instructed the whole people in the knowledge of God, the same dispensation can

be seen in the case of this Great One. On the one hand, he did not have a sensible

or earthly mountain, but the pinnacle of desire for the true teachings. On the other

hand, for darkness, he had the vision which others could not comprehend; for a

writing-tablet, the soul; for the letters engraved on the stone tablets, the voice of

the one he saw; through all of these things, both he and those initiated by him
enjoyed a manifestation of the mysteries.5!

% Not surprisingly, the divine vision increases the exemplar’s confidence and makes him an “athlete” prepared for
struggle against the Adversary (see Chapter 2 on the athletic metaphor).

0 VGT 31.

51°Q¢ yap tov Mobcéa pnoiv 6 Adyoc, EEm 10D Pavopivov YeVOLEVOV, Kai £VTOC TdV dopltmv adVTov Tii Wwoyf
Kataotdvta (todTo yap O yvoeog aivittetar), pobelv te 0 Oela pvotpto, kot 51’ Eovtod mg Osovacnag TavTOG TOD
Loob kadnyioachor TV adTHv 0Tt Ko émi ToD peydhov TovTou KoTISElV oikovopiayv: @ 8pog Hev v, ovk aicOnTév
TL 1| YedAo@ov, GALG TO Vyog TG TOV AANOvdY doypdtmv Embopiag: yvoeog 08 To Toig GALOIG dympnTov Béapo-
§€htog 88 M wuyn: Ta 8¢ &v Todg mAaEL ypdppata, 1) ToD 0QOEVTOG pmv U BV GmAvTOV adTd TE Ko Toig Tap’
gketvov puotaymyovpévolg &yéveto 1 tdv pootnpiov eavépmotis (VGT 33).
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The revelation to Thaumaturgus, a revelation which Gregory describes as more personal and
physical than that which came to Moses in the darkness,® is rendered effective when it is
conveyed to the wider audience of those he initiates into the Christian mysteries. The
manifestation of the mysteries, which must function referentially and noetically, nevertheless has
real effects on the sense perceptions of the Christian community, who can view the posted creed
even in Gregory’s day.

A similar effect can accompany the actions of the miracle-working exemplar, whose
miracles function as a secondary theophany, revealing divine power. When Thaumaturgus
performs healing miracles, the reactions of the internal audience are described in terms that
position physical sense perception and intellectual comprehension as complementary faculties.
Thaumaturgus “most of all won the multitude over by proclamation, because vision coincided
with hearing and the tokens of divine power illumined it through both. For his word astounded
the hearing as the wonders on behalf of the sick astounded the eyes.”®® Actual physical effects on
ears and eyes are depicted as conduits for edification, an intellectual capacity. What witnesses
see allows them to comprehend divine power in their minds. By presenting these two types of
perception in tandem, Gregory cautiously rehabilitates the potential of physical sense perception,
under particular conditions, to provide meaningful access to a real understanding of the

miraculous.

52 The synkrisis with Moses addresses a number of points, from the location of the revelation (for Moses, a
mountain, but for Thaumaturgus, the “pinnacle of desire) to the medium for preserving the revelation (for Moses,
letters on stone tablets, but for Thaumturgus, the divine voice in his soul). Thaumaturgus’ revelation is
simultaneously bodily and disembodied; he bears the marks of the revelation in himself, not on stone tablets.

8 Tovte yap &1 HéAoTo TPOGTYETO TOVS TOALOVG T¢) KNpYYRaTL, 8Tt GLVEBIVEV 1) dYIG TH GiKofy, Kol 17 dpoTépmv
i Oelog duvapewg Enérauney avtd Tt yvopicpata. Tiv pev yap dkonv 0 Adyoc, Tag 6¢ dyelg ta mepi

Tovg dcBevodvrag E&€nintte Bavpata (VGT 47).
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2. The tabernacle, VM 11.169

In the VM, Gregory portrays Moses translating private revelation for public edification;
as Gregory depicts it, this translation is a process wherein the knowledge revealed becomes
increasingly tangible and thereby visible. The tabernacle is revealed to Moses in its heavenly and
earthly iterations, and Gregory explains this multiplicity of forms as the result of translating
God’s teaching, in stages, for those who did not have the divine vision themselves. Although the
vision’s content is described by Gregory as a revelation of Christ, it is nevertheless important
that when Moses considers the content of his vision “he sees that tabernacle not made with
hands, which he shows to those below by means of a material likeness.”®* Divine condescension
means that this Moses, who encounters the Incarnate Christ in highly Platonic terms,®® has been
given a vision of the heavenly tabernacle that may be handed on to his community in physical
form.

The blast of the heavenly trumpet in Exodus also affects both physical and intellectual
perception:

When he who has been purified and is sharp of hearing in his heart hears this

sound (I am speaking of the knowledge of the divine power which comes from the

contemplation of reality), he is led by it to the place where his mind lets him slip
in where God is. This is called “darkness” by Scripture, which signifies, as | said,

84 v derpomointov Eketvnv oxmviv PAémet, fiv S1dx Thig VAT punoeng 1oig kdtw deivuot (VM 11.169); cf. 2 Cor
5:1. For a thorough treatment of the “tabernacle not made with hands” in this portion of the VM, see Conway-Jones
Gregory of Nyssa's Tabernacle Imagery. Of particular interest is her survey of allegorical interpretations of the
tabernacle by Gregory’s Alexandrian predecessors: Philo, Clement, and Origen on pages 36-46.

8 See the argument of Nathan Eubank, “Ineffably Effable: The Pinnacle of Mystical Ascent in Gregory of Nyssa’s
De vita Moysis,” International Journal of Systematic Theology, Volume 16, Number 1 (January 2014): 25-41.
Eubank argues that “in the De vita Moysis, Gregory of Nyssa makes the culminating moment, not the apophatic
experience of the darkness, but the encounter with the celestial tabernacle, Christ, thereby suggesting that the
mystical ascent to God does not end in the darkness of God’s ineffability, but in the encounter of God as both
unknowable and known, utterly transcendent but also incarnate” (27). I find this interpretation compelling for its
emphasis on Moses returning to his community with something “known” to share.
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the unknown and unseen.®
The internal perception and reception of divine revelation is described as analogous to physical
sense perception, specifically the sense of hearing. In Gregory’s woven composition, physical
hearing is pushed to the back of the fabric, devalued so that a non-physical, noetic hearing may
be emphasized. At the same time, some kinship between the physical sense and the noetic one
may be assumed. The one who is “sharp of hearing in his heart” thereby becomes a relatable
figure for readers who are familiar with the way physical hearing works. While a given reader
may not have the experience of hearing “in his heart,” he might nevertheless imagine such an
experience.

Close links between physical sense perception and the conceptual metaphor of vision
serve two functions simultaneously. On the one hand, Gregory subordinates physical sense
perception to intellectual comprehension, acknowledging that physical senses are insufficient for
grasping divine truth. On the other hand, for readers, words or images communicated in a
revelatory experience provide some limited access to the content of the revelation. After he has
explained that “darkness” is an eminently suitable metaphor for Moses’ experience of contact
with the divine, Gregory adds that “When Moses arrived there, he was taught by word what he
had formerly learned from darkness, so that, I think, the doctrine on this matter might be made

firmer for us as a result of being testified to by the divine voice.”®” Ann Conway-Jones offers an

860 §& kekabappévog Te kol OEVC TV dkonv Tiig Kapdiag, T Nymv Tavtny Sefdpevoc, Adym 81 TV éx Thc Dewpiag
TOV GvIOV Yvouévny mpog Vv ti|g Belog duvapemg yvdotv, 0dnyeitol o1’ adTiic Tpog TO Ekel dtaddvart Tf dravoiq
émov £otiv 6 Ogdc. Todto 8¢ yvopog vmd Tiic I'pagfic dvopdlstal, ® Siepunvedetor, kabag sipntal, 1o dyveoTtdv Te
Kol dBedpntov (VM 11.169).

670 8¢ ékel ysyovdg, & mposmardenon S1d Tod YvOpov, ThAv S18 ToD Adyov SiddokeTon, O &v, oI, TOYIOTEPOV
MUV 10 el TovToL YéviTan doyua, Tf Oia eovij paptupoduevov (VM 11.165).

In this regard, | find the 1989 article by Sara J. Denning-Bolle particularly problematic: Sara J. Denning-Bolle,
“Gregory of Nyssa: The Soul in Mystical Flight,” Greek Orthodox Theological Review, VVolume 34, Number 2
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excellent insight about this passage and the fact that Gregory says “tabernacle” is a name of
Christ. She takes Gregory’s Christological interpretation of the vision and the list of additional
Christological titles in the following passage (VM 11.176-177) to be his unique contribution to
early Christian exegesis of the passage: “the revelation vouchsafed to him [Moses] was a new
name for God, a name overlooked by previous biblical commentators... Gregory puts it on a par
with the well-known Johannine Christological titles.”%®
3. Dream vision, VSM 2

The VSM stands somewhat apart from the other two bioi with respect to revelations. In it
Gregory introduces a separate set of concerns about the role of the senses, because divine
revelation in this text is consistently mediated through dreams. Gregory does not describe
Macrina herself receiving any revelations; his account seems to be circumscribed by the
historical facts of his sister’s life, or at least by what she reported to him. However, both
Emmelia and Gregory receive prophetic dreams that reveal some truth about Macrina’s way of
life and her soul.%® Emmelia’s dream in VSM 2 conforms somewhat to the pattern discussed for
visions in the VGT and VM. The result of the dream is Macrina’s “secret name” (to dvopa t0

Kekpoppévov), a word that serves “to foretell the child’s way of life” (tov Biov npoguneiv tijg

(1989): 97-116. In discussing the parallels between Gregory’s concept of mystical ascent (in the De Anima and VM)
and Platonic portrayals of the soul’s ascent, she equates Moses’ abandonment of “sensual and irrational emotion”
(VM 11.157) with the Platonic insistence in Phaedo that purification requires “separating, so far as possible, the soul
from the body” and being “freed from the body as from fetters” (Phaedo 67c-d; Denning-Bolle, “Gregory of Nyssa,”
107). While for Gregory the emotions are indeed connected with physical sense perception in the body, he does not
actually insist at this point in the VM that the soul must separate from the body, but rather claims the rational part of
the soul must discipline its irrational elements. | think this difference is in fact significant given that Gregory
subsequently has his exemplars take advantage of the body to communicate the intellectual content of their
revelations to audiences.

8 Conway-Jones, Gregory of Nyssa’s Tabernacle Imagery, 117.

89 Gregory’s dream about Macrina’s glowing bones (VSM 15) will be discussed in Chapter 4, in the context of the
scenes that, Gregory says, fulfill its prophetic message.
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véag, VSM 2). That is, the vision’s content leaves both a word and a life that can be seen by
others.

But the angelic figure of the dream does not actually prophesy so clearly. Gregory offers
his interpretation in a narrative comment: “It seems to me that the one appearing was directing
her toward such a name, not so that the child being born should be called this, but to foretell the
child’s way of life and to indicate the likeness of their choices through the likeness of name.”™
The dream is another form of divine communication that requires interpretation, problematic
even with its Scriptural pedigree (e.g., Joseph in Gen 37-50, and many others) and even in light
of Emmelia’s own devotion and status as a reliable witness.’*

The dream’s physical effects are discussed only briefly. Patricia Cox Miller, in a study of
literature about dreams in late antiquity, shows that during this period dreams could be
considered an “image produced by interconnecting physiological and psychic processes.”’2 That
seems to be the case here. Gregory reports that the dream eased Emmelia’s labor pains, since
immediately upon waking she delivered the child; her labor is a tangible physical reality that
might have brought on the dream about birth. Within the dream itself, the means of Emmelia’s
perception is less clear. The divine figure is eventually removed from Emmelia’s sight

(netaotivar TV Oyewv), suggesting she was watching something. But Gregory states only that

0 AoKeT 8¢ pot ) T1060DToV TIPS THY OVOUOTIKTV KAfjow 68Ny&V TV yewvauévny 6 mpaveig todto
poceBEyEachat, ALY TOV Plov Tpoewmelv THig VEUS Kol TNV TiG TPOULPEGEMS OLOLOTNTA Sl THG OU®VOLING
gvoeifacOar (VSM 2).

"l Ladner correctly points out that elsewhere in his corpus “Gregory admits that the senses affect the mind through
the brain, that the mind can become deranged through physical illness and dulled by somatic conditions, that dreams
are often caused by physical circumstances” (Ladner “The Philosophical Anthropology,” 76). Gregory himself
addresses the complicated nature of dreams in De hominis opificio 13 (Patricia Cox Miller, Dreams in Late
Antiquity: Studies in the Imagination of a Culture [Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994], 47-51). On the role
of dreams in adding color to Roman histories, see Gentili and Cerri, History and Biography, 48.

2 Miller, Dreams, 43. She bases this on Aristotle’s psychobiological explanation for dreams.
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the figure “appeared” (émpavévra), suggesting that Emmelia did not fully apprehend his true
form. In Gregory’s retelling, the dream retains its mysterious nature, even as the biographer
interprets it as a reflection on Macrina’s soul.

By showing exemplars engaged in the process of translation from ineffable to visible,
Gregory uses the literary portraits to validate his own practice of narrating the revelations with
vivid description and language laden with appeals to sense perception. Ideal readers, then, are
challenged to apply their own powers of perception, both physical and intellectual, to studying
these narrated scenes that reveal hidden truths; Gregory provides them with model interpreters
(both good and bad) in the form of internal audiences.

I11. Training the eyes: vision as a metric of success

In his narrative art one of the means by which Gregory seeks to mediate the logophasis of
the ineffable experiences and subsequent praxeis of his exemplars is through his
characterizations of internal audiences and their own praxeis. Gregory uses the language of
vision in a comparative capacity, to assess the relative interpretive prowess of internal audiences
in the bioi. An internal audience is comprised of subjects in the text who are depicted as
observers or witnesses of the exemplar’s or another subject’s actions.” These groups are

variously constituted — Christians and non-Christians; friends, admirers, or enemies of the

78 Stavroula Constantinou explains the term as follows: “In their literary representations, saints re-enact specific
religious roles which they perform before God, the devil and/or a human audience. The human audience is situated
both internally and externally in relation to the texts. The internal human audience consists of the saints’ disciples
and the laypeople who encounter them. The exernal audience is the intended one consisting of Christians of Late
Antiquity and the Byzantine era; it experiences the saints’ performances through a reading of or listening to the
texts” (Stavroula Constantinou, Female Corporeal Performances, 13).
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exemplar; longtime companions or new acquaintances.’# Internal audience members may have a
range of reactions to narrative events.” When other figures in the biographical narrative observe
the subject’s praxeis and respond, Gregory not only records but comments on their reactions.
Gregory ranks those reactions along a spectrum that identifies seeing well with superior or
correct interpretation, and seeing poorly with inferior or incorrect interpretation. By arranging
internal audiences along a spectrum with this metric, Gregory simultaneously accomplishes two
things: first, he models, rejects, and recommends various interpretive strategies; second, he
renders superior interpretation desirable while advocating for its attainability. He invites readers
to see these internal audiences seeing and hence to place themselves on the spectrum as
interpreters. In this regard Gregory has much in common with the authors of other ancient bioi,
including others with a Platonic epistemology.

A. Internal audiences and readers’ mimesis

Contemporary scholarship on biography has considered the complex role of internal
audiences in bioi from a variety of angles, and one particularly fruitful area of study has been the
relation between internal audiences and readers’ mimesis. As scholars of Greco-Roman

biography, especially of Plutarch’s Parallel Lives, have pointed out, internal audiences can

"In the VSM, Gregory himself constitutes one internal audience for the events of Macrina’s life and her death. Later
in the chapter we will examine several narrative effects of his complicated position as a narrator who combines
recollection and later reflection within his account.

S That is, | take some issue with the position Blossom Stefaniw expresses in her essay on Gregory Thaumaturgus:
“Also, there is only one interpretation of his (Thaumaturgus’) actions and his person which Gregory of Nyssa
accepts, and it is always the same: Gregory’s miracles manifest divine power and are therefore a compelling reason
to follow Gregory’s God. This way of parsing the Thaumaturg’s religious power has a sort of mechanic causality
which neutralizes any individual scope for religious practice on the part of those who witness Gregory’s miracles”
(Stefaniw, “Gregory Taught,” 132-133). She is correct that Gregory of Nyssa recommends or validates only one
“best” interpretation of his subject’s praxeis, but the depiction of audiences with a range of reactions in fact
reinforces the idea that witnesses (and readers cum witnesses) may freely choose to exercise, or not, their
interpretative faculties.
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function as intermediate models for readers who would imitate exemplary virtue. Alexei V.
Zadorojnyi’s 2012 essay “Mimesis and the (plu)past in Plutarch’s Lives” is a brief but incisive
study of mimesis as a fundamental component of Plutarch’s biographical project.”® In addition to
pointing out close connections between mimesis and Plutarch’s paideutic goals,’” Zadorojnyi
highlights that “wearing his Platonist hat, Plutarch asserts that mimetic relationships lie at the
heart of all ontology: ‘For creation is an image (eix@v) of reality in matter, and the Coming-to-
Be is a likeness (uipnpo) of Being’ (De Is. et Os. 372F).”"® Building on this base, he identifies
Plutarch’s readers as interpreters who must actively interrogate the historical examples provided
to make them relevant for what Zadorojnyi calls the “dateless ‘now’ of ethical reckoning.”’® This
process certainly seems akin to the “translation” Gregory endorses in the VM. Plutarch models
this type of interpretation and imitation through narration about figures within the texts who
imitate earlier exemplars: “Mimesis is thus both an ingredient of the exemplary past and the
purpose of studying it under Plutarch’s tutelage.”® Through their presentation in narrative form,
interpretation and imitation provide another set of examples for readers’ consideration, and these
examples may assist readers in moving from reading to translating.

Zadorojnyi’s insight offers a valuable lens for analyzing the paedeutic and mimetic
potential in the internal audiences portrayed in Gregory’s three bioi. One fundamental

assumption at work in the existing discussion is that readers will and do identify with members

76 Alexei V. Zadorojnyi, “Mimesis and the (plu)past in Plutarch’s Lives” in Time and Narrative in Ancient
Historiograpy: The ‘Plupast’ from Herodotus to Appian, ed. Jonas Grethlein and Christopher B. Krebs (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2012).
"“It is, I believe, safe to accept that Plutarch endorses mimesis which is not merely functionally but paideutically
rational - that is, legitimate vis-a-vis the framework of normative values” (Zadorojnyi, “Mimesis,” 180).
8 Zadorojnyi, “Mimesis,” 178.
79 Zadorojnyi, “Mimesis,” 191.
80 Zadorojnyi, “Mimesis,” 176.
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of the internal audience. But what literary techniques does Gregory employ to facilitate that
identification? As demonstrated in Chapters 1 and 2, the application of a single conceptual
metaphor to any two groups - to the author (Ch 1) or exemplar (Ch 2) and to the reader(s) - may
create a script for ideal readers who are modeled on the biographer performing hermeneutical
tasks or the exemplar transforming his character through training, respectively. When the
metaphor of “seeing,” an eminently relatable activity, is applied to internal audiences and to
readers, what are the potential effects for readers?

B. Internal audiences on a spectrum

Gregory uses internal audiences to mark out the spectrum along which interpreters may
fall: from blindness to sight, from incorrect to correct interpretation. On the one hand, he
assesses perceptions and understanding of praxeis among figures in the narrative. At the same
time, he specifically addresses the interpretation of that which is perceptible. He thus
recommends reproducible interpretive strategies by associating them with superior vision and by
having subjects in the text, including the exemplars, demonstrate that the strategies are effective.
1. Thaumaturgus at Comana, VGT 62-72

In one episode from the VGT, Thaumaturgus appoints the charcoal-burner Alexander as
bishop of Comana in a move that shocks and “leads to amazement” the growing Christian
community of that city (Bavpactikdc... Stakeévov).8t Gregory combines reflection on the
fraught relationship between perception and reality with praise of Thaumaturgus’ wisdom,
building a contrast between Thaumaturgus and the people of Comana on the basis of the

exemplar’s ability to see beyond surface appearances to what lies within; he finds fault with the

8L VGT 69.
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untrained Comanans who see poorly. The exemplar uses his senses well but “waits for some
guidance from God” and so has “true” (&yevotoc) judgment.®2 The episode establishes a basic
interpretive principle that is similarly double in form: do not rely only on appearances, but be
directed by Scriptural precedent and revelation.

At stake in Comana is not just the identification of a worthy leader, but also the accurate
discernment of personal character based on actions and appearance. Gregory frames the problem
of judging internal traits from praxeis as one of interpretation, in part by building dramatic irony
into the setting for the election. Thaumaturgus’ truly exemplary qualities are overshadowed in
the eyes of the Comanans by his apparently praiseworthy qualities. Although the members of the
internal audience seem to recognize Thaumaturgus’ excellence and send an embassy to request
his presence at their council, they err when they begin to nominate candidates for the bishopric,
revealing that they are in fact unable to see what matters:

the recommendations of all those in office then were concentrated on those who

seemed to stand out in eloquence and family and other superficialities. For they

supposed, since those things also were qualities of the Great Gregory, they should

also not be lacking in the one who entered upon this grace.®
While the people of Comana recognize Thaumaturgus’ attributes as positive, without additional
guidance they cannot distinguish superficialities from the truly valuable.®* Gregory presents the

causal explanation for their decision in terms that connote unreliability and hint at incorrect

standards; they “supposed” (ofopat) candidates were worthy based on how they “seemed”

8 VGT 70.

83 1o1e TOV pEv &V TéAeL TAvVTOV ai yvidpon Todg Tpoyely Sokodvtag AOYm TE Kol YEVEL, Kai Tfj Aot mepLpavein
nepielpyalovto. "Qovro yap, Ensidn kol Tadta mepi ToV péyav Ipnydptov fv, imde todtmv Seiv dpotpov sivar, Tov mi
™V xapv tavtny Epyouevov (VGT 63).

8 At the same time, Gregory reminds readers of Thaumaturgus’ more typical (non-spiritual) praiseworthy qualities —
his noble birth, his family connections — precisely by listing them to reject them.
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(doxéwm). The internal audience that gives attention to appearances is ranked at the inferior end of
the spectrum, over and against Thaumaturgus. This presentation echoes the explicit discussion of
value which appeared in the prooimion and genos of the VGT (see Chapter 1). We should note
that if the people of Comana had read the introduction to this very bios (VGT 4-6), they would
have been aware that sources of worldly renown and sources of spiritual honor seldom align!
The narrative echo connects this instance of deficient seeing to a problem Gregory faces
as an encomiastic biographer: correct interpretation requires an accurate definition of virtue. In
the words of the prooimion, “By means of these elements of spiritual praise for those being
treated in encomia, the divine praise of encomia responds to the futile trumperies of the world
below.”® In the setup of the passage, then, Gregory indicates that Thaumaturgus will model for
the internal audience and for readers a way of looking that corresponds to genuine virtue.8®
Gregory confirms this low ranking of the internal audience by naming the problems
judges in Comana face, outlining two interpretive pitfalls. First, in a brief speech treated as direct
quotation, Thaumaturgus indicates that over-reliance on the senses is a major obstacle: “For
sense perception is a faulty criterion of the truth of real things, itself blocking the way into the
depth of understanding.”®” Although sense perception is a conduit for information, it lingers on

the surface instead of advancing into the depths. This metaphor of surface and depth resonates

8 A tadta Tiig Tvevpatikiic edenuiog TV Syxmualopévov drokpivel Todg kdtm Ajpovg 6 Belog tdv dykopiny
gnawoc (VGT 6); see Chapter 1.
8 The summary of virtue provided in the VGT is as follows: “But we call ‘proper’ that which lasts so long that it
cannot be taken away. Therefore prescinding from everything such as wealth, fame, glory, honor, luxury, pleasure,
relatives, and friends, we remain concerned only with the disposition toward vice or virtue: we consider only the
virtuous to be blessed” ("IS1ov 8¢ payiev, & Srapével Tavtag €ig T Suqveke dvopaipstov. Emsi ovv méviov
xopiduevol, mhobtov, meprpaveiog, d6ENG, TWRS, TPLVPTS, ATOAADoEMS, GVYYEVAY, GIA®YV, LOVNG TG KaTa Kakiay T
apetiv S10086em¢ dydp1oTol LEVOUEY: LOVOV KPIVOUEV poKoploTov TOV évapetov, VGT 7).
8pakepov yap kpurfplov tiig TdV Svimv dindeiag 1 aicOnoig, Ty mpog 10 Pabog thg Sravoiag slcodov 31’ savtiig
anoxieiovoa (VGT 69).
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with principles of good Scriptural interpretation articulated elsewhere in Gregory’s corpus.® The
overarching conceptual metaphor for interpretation at work, however, is vision; Gregory
metonymically identifies all the viewers, including Thaumaturgus, as “eyes.” The exemplar’s
eye is penetrating or clear-sighted (Stopatikdc), while theirs is untrained (naidevtoc).®® This
identification links the problem of interpretation to the physical senses.

But it is not just literal sight that creates a barrier to insight. The episode also marks as a
second pitfall the Comanans’ default criteria for assigning value. Casting the exemplar over
against other leadership figures and calling it amazing that Thaumaturgus “was not swept along
with the testimonies of leadership,” Gregory cues the instability of “the opinion of the worthies”
that would typically guide decision-making.?® And the passage claims more than instability;
Thaumaturgus’ own words go so far as to align ignorance of Alexander’s value with “the demon

who is the enemy of true religion.”®? Thaumaturgus’ insight, addressed authoritatively to the

8 Of course, the images Gregory uses to talk about layers or levels of textual meaning are more complex than just
surface and depth. However, a vertical axis for interpretation does appear often in his texts; Gregory frequently talks
about anagogical interpretation, which requires an elevated view of the text (i.e., getting to the spiritual meaning of
the text by considering it from a more lofty perspective). Manlio Simonetti summarizes the position Gregory takes
in In canticum canticorum as follows: “A little earlier Gregory had spoken of theoria obtained by means of
anagogé. By theoria, he understands the contemplation of the profound, spiritual sense of Sacred Scripture, while
anagogé (action of elevating) means the exegetical procedure which elevates the letter fo the text from the first level
of literalness to the higher one of the spiritual signification” (Manlio Simonetti, “Exegesis,” In The Brill Dictionary
of Gregory of Nyssa). Hans Boersma expresses particularly well the way in which Gregory’s approach to Scripture
and exegesis pertains to ascent: “...the ‘turn’ involved in interpretation and the ‘ascent’ into Paradise are one and the
same thing, looked at from two different angles, the one exegetical and the other moral. Anagogy lies at the heart
both of interpretation and of virtue” (Boersma, Embodiment and Virtue, 70). Basil also utilizes the idea of depth
when he talks about the mysteries through which Scripture teaches. He tells his young students, “Yes so long as, by
reason of your age, it is impossible for you to understand the depth of the meaning of these, in the meantime, by
means of other analogies which are not entirely different, we give, as it were in shadows and reflections, a
preliminary training to the eye of the soul...” (Basil of Caesarea, Ad Adulescentes 2.6, transl. Roy J. Deferrari, LCL
edition).
8 VGT 665.
0 Ti tovt@Vv &v TI¢ PO T0D £Tépov Davpdoste; TO u Sucomndfjval TV Gvdpa TdV GElmpdTov THY Yijpov, Kol
ocvvapracOijvar Tpog tag paptupiag tdv Tpogydvimv (VGT 71).
%1 16 i edoePeiog &xOpd Saipov (VGT 69).
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internal audience, highlights a divide between an inappropriate, misguided value system and one
informed by religious sensibilities. Those who interpret in an inferior manner are ranked with the
demonic, an example of hyperbole,®? while the exemplar and his superior vision gain the
narrator’s endorsement.

Yet the comparative application of vision terminology allows that there is room for
improvement, and a Comanan who sees poorly is not a lost cause. The key to discernment and
better interpretation is to use an evaluative framework that is not worldly to see behind or
beyond appearances; the bios gives readers access to this key in the prooimion, and the internal
audience in Comana also eventually learns it. Taking advantage of narrative sequencing,
Gregory shows the internal audience changing, learning how to “see” better. This internal
audience appears to engage in progress that might be an example of epektasis. Further
instruction and divine revelation convince the people of Comana that Alexander is an
appropriate leader for their community.

Gregory commends himself to the reading audience as an authoritative interpreter while
the internal audience, in parallel, relies on the exemplar. While Alexander is being cleaned up,
Thaumaturgus describes the doctrines of the priesthood, “thereby sketching out the life
according to virtue.”®® The exemplar intervenes to detail meaningful pursuits, values, and
personal qualities. Though the bios does not provide a transcript of Thaumaturgus’ speech,

Gregory narrates that as a result Thaumaturgus “prevented the error they were committing out of

9 Hyperbole is presented as either a figure of thought or a rhetorical trope. Aristotle claims hyperboles are
metaphors (uetagopai), adding that “hyperboles are characteristic of youth; for they show vehemence... the Attic
rhetors especially make use of hyperbole” (gicl 6¢ VmepBoAai pepakiddEls PodpdTnTa Yap dNAODOLY. .. xpdVTOL O
péoto TovTe oi Attikol prtopeg, Aristotle, Rhetorica 3.11.15-16, Bekker 1413a).

93 310 0TV TOV KAt ApeThv VToyphewv Piov (VGT 68).

186



ignorance and revealed through himself the good that had been hidden from them (to
KeKpLPPEVOY Top” anToig dyadov).”%* The narrative commentary not only praises
Thaumaturgus’ wisdom, which gives him the ability to recognize true value behind false
appearances, but it neatly equates Thaumaturgus’ insight with Alexander’s humility, for both are
attributes that enable their possessors to properly direct believers. While internal audiences learn
how to interpret, readers are offered helpful definitions of virtue that will aid their own future
interpretation.

Divine revelation reinforces Gregory’s narrative point about the disconnect between
valuable qualities and an appearance that is not aesthetically pleasing. An individual member of
the internal audience, one Attic youth, was unimpressed by Alexander’s lack of oratorical skill.
This young man was chastened by a vision in which doves of great beauty were identified as
belonging to Alexander: the speech’s form may be uninspiring, but the content is not to be
dismissed.® By framing the episode’s essential opposition in terms familiar to contemporary
students of rhetoric and philosophy (not least those educated Christians familiar with a defense

of the New Testament’s simple style®®), Gregory provides yet another touchstone for readers

% 16 1€ KOt Gyvoloy Top’ oDTAY TANUUELODIEVOV EMGTPEYAVTOG, KOL TO KEKPLUUEVOY Top’ adToic Gryafov St

gowtod pavepmoavtog (VGT 72).

% VGT 70. Andrea Sterk astutely notes that “whatever the Nyssan’s reservations about pagan learning, he seemed
unable to dismiss the value of education for leaders in the church, even if best abandoned in pursuit of a higher goal”
(Andrea Sterk, “On Basil, Moses, and the Model Bishop: The Cappadocian Legacy of Leadership,” Church History,
Volume 67, Number 2 [June 1998]: 227-253, 238).

% See, for example, Origen, Peri Archon, 4.1.7: “The divine aspect of Scripture, extending through all of it, is not
abolished because our weakness is unable, for every saying to bring to mind the brilliance of the teaching hidden in
it, concealed in simple and humble speech. For we have a treasure in earthen vessels, so that the exceeding greatness
of the power of God might shine forth (2 Cor 4:7), and it might not be thought of as being from us humans”
(xpeoxomeitat...o0dE 1 Thg Ypoefig Oe10tng drateivovsa gig Tacov avtiy, 81l TO un kad’ skdotny AéEy dvvacOot
MV dobévelav udv mapictacat i KEKPLUUEVT] AaUTPOTNTL TOY SOYUAT®V €V EVTEAET KOl 0KATAPPOVITG AEEEL
ATOKEEVT]. EYOHEV VAP ONGOLPOV €v doTpakivolg oKeVESLY, Tva Adpyn 1) vepPoin Tiig duvauems Tod Beod, kai

un voue O etvor &€ udv tdv avOpodrov).
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who would situate this narrative vignette in the wider context of their experience.

Gregory’s own summary comments at the end of the episode reinforce the contrast
between untrained and trained viewers, for the readers are now aware that the “distinctions of
this world” are not included as part of what “the divine Word has enumerated in the lists of good
things.”®” The body which is seen may mislead one’s assessment of the soul inside, and the
categories of physical beauty and ugliness are rejected; these do not reliably denote qualities of
character. Gregory hints at the solution when he distinguishes between the “clear-sighted eye” (6
0¢ dlopatikdg ekeivog 0pOaipndc) of Thaumaturgus, attuned to what is astonishing (Ekmin&w),
and the “uneducated eyes” (o1 anaidcvtor 0pHaApoi) of those who see only something
“laughable” (émyéhactov) when they look at a virtuous man.*® Thaumaturgus “saw as nothing
all those things which, according to this life, are judged worthy of pursuit or contempt.”®® He
correctly identifies Alexander’s virtuous character because “to him, all the appearances of the
world (mévta T koTd 1oV Kéopov pavopeva) were looked down upon alike.””*% Superior vision
belongs to those who have been properly trained. Samuel, the subject of a synkrisis here, 1%
received the necessary education from God, Thaumaturgus from his own practice of virtue and

attentiveness to divine revelation, and now the narrative outlines how the Comanans and the

9 Full translation: “For when he was seeking to find the one most pleasing to God and seeking someone worthy, he
did not think that he should take wealth and rank to be trustworthy as testimony, nor the distinctions of this world,
none of which the divine word enumerates in the lists of good things” (Znt®v yop Tov 1@ Oe@d Keyapiopévov Kol
G&lov gvpeiv, ovk a&omioToV €ig paptupiay eNON Thobtov maporofelv kol a&impo, Kol Tog Kot TOV KOGHOV ToDTOV
neppaveioc, MV 0VSEV &v ToiC T@V dyaddv Kotaldyolc 6 Bsioc Aoyog amnpdpncato, VGT 71).

B VGT 665.

9 v’ 008evOg Edpa To TavTo, doa katd TOV Blov fi omovdiic Tivoe, || dtipiag dEwa kpivetar (VGT 71).

100 & v TOL KATé TOV KOGHOV Govopsve. &v 1@ opoim kodswpdto (VGT 71).

101 Early on, Gregory fashions a correspondence between the exemplar’s actions and the story of Samuel electing
David (1 Sam 16:7). Thaumaturgus seeks someone with a priestly soul who has demonstrated his excellence
“through concern for his way of life and for virtue” (dt” émpeleiog Biov kai apetilg, VGT 63).
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readers may begin their own education. This passage thus creates a vision/interpretation
spectrum and outlines the hermeneutical principles that allow individuals inside and outside the
narrative to move toward the superior end of that spectrum.

C. Internal audience as model

In one intriguing case, Gregory records, interprets, and assesses the praxeis of an internal
audience of which he himself was a member. In VSM 26-27, he uses the language of vision in an
attempt to create a way for readers and the internal audience to share an experience of seeing but
to respond differently. Gregory applies the vision metaphor to internal audiences and readers to

facilitate readers’ mimesis of virtuous exemplars.

1. Responding to Macrina’s death, VSM 26-27

Although the circumstances surrounding Macrina’s funeral are recorded from a later
vantage point, the description of her death and her community’s reaction is presented as though
capturing Gregory’s immediate experience of the events. One approach to analyzing such an
instance of narrative self-presentation is to dissect and examine individually the intervening
layers of recollection, interpretation, and reinterpretation in order to understand the historical and
emotional dimensions of Gregory’s relationship with Macrina. This approach is one Raymond
Van Dam and Anthony Meredith both take to good effect, providing rich accounts of
Cappadocian family history reconstructed from the theologians’ writings.%> However, shifting
our attention from the way Gregory’s account is mimetic to the way it enables the ideal reader’s
mimesis prods us to consider the role Gregory plays as a member of one internal audience.

Analyzing his narrative portrayal allows us to note how Gregory the biographer adjudicates

102 See especially Meredith, Gregory of Nyssa and Van Dam, Families and Friends.
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interpretive strategies and objects of vision.

When Gregory sees Macrina’s body in the peaceful repose of death, he is troubled, even
undone. He and the community of women in Macrina’s semi-monastic household grieve
together. The primary narrator depicts his remembered grief in a form readers can analyze,
situating them at a critical distance that the immediate experience itself precluded for him as a
participant. Gregory’s own deeds are described and explained, with the advantage that the
narrator is fully aware of the internal motivations that led to behaviors observed. All of
Gregory’s reactions are described as an interplay between invisible emotions and their physical
or sensible externalization:

My soul became weak for two reasons, both because of the things | saw and

because of the sound of the virgins’ weeping. For until that point, they had

controlled themselves in silence, shutting up the grief in their souls, and they had

choked down the impulse to cry out because of awe for her, as if they were afraid

of the reproach of her visage already silenced; lest, contrary to her order, some

sound should break forth from them and should cause their teacher grief. And like

some fire burning their souls from within, when their emotion could no longer be

controlled in silence, some bitter, ungovernable wail broke forth, and it was no

longer possible for my reason to remain orderly, but, like some mountain stream

overflowing below the surface, | was swept away by my emotion and, heedless

the things at hand, I was entirely in grief.1%

Grief manifests in a series of observable praxeis. But even while Gregory’s suffering is still

hidden from view, he describes its effects in physical terms. This self-portrait, with its personal

narrative voice, thus depicts the praxeis of one member of an internal audience in distress.

103 B0 8¢ Styd0sv &yiveto mapeToc 1) Yoy Koi ol 1O @atvopevov EBAsmov kol oic TV Gkony S1d Tii¢ yoepdic Tdv
napBévav olpwyiic mepmyovuny. Téwg uev yap &v novyia dlekaptépovy EKeivarl, T Yoyl Ty 000vny
gykartakieiovoat, Kol TV ¢ OH®YTG OpunV 1@ TPOG oOTHV EOP® Katénviyov, Gomep 6£501KLINL KAl GLOTHVTOG
1101 10D TPOGMTOV TNV EMTIUN OV, LT TOV TAPE. TO SIATETAYUEVOV AVTOIG POVTG TIVOG Tap” 0TV EKPayEioNg
AmnBein Tpog o yvouevov 1 diddokaroc. Kai olovel mupog tvog Evoobev adt@dv T0G Yoy dg dlacdyovTog, Ensl
OVKETL KoTakpatsichot 81 ovyiag T Tahoc NOVVaTO, AOPOME TIKPOC TIC KO BOYETOC AvappryvuTaL N0, GOTE ot
UNKETL PEVELY €V TQ KaBEGTNKOTL TOV AOYIGUOV, GALL KoBAmEp YEYLAPPOL TVOG EMKADGAVTOG VTTOBPVY IOV
napevexdijvar 1@ Tadet kai TdV &v xepoiv dpeAncavto Shov v Opnvov givat (VSM 26).
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Although the text appears to contain an immediate account of Gregory’s experience, a
closer look reveals he manipulates the narrative point of view. The relative temporal locations of
Gregory as he appears in the timeline of the text (subject-Gregory), of Gregory the retrospective
storyteller (narrator-Gregory), and of readers affect the legibility of the text’s emotional
landscape. Temporal distance enables what might otherwise be impossible: narrator-Gregory
understands and explains the meaning of his actions, even though his original experience was of
being out of control. By virtue of its narrative presentation, subject-Gregory’s confusion is
eclipsed by narrator-Gregory’s present correct understanding. Confusion recedes into the past to
be replaced by order, and he reconstructs for readers the hermeneutical processes that led to both
early inferior and later superior reactions to Macrina’s death, allowing readers the chance to
respond virtuously to the sight of Macrina’s corpse even though he himself did not in the
historical moment.

As in the VGT, contextualization aids in the superior interpretation that can lead to
virtuous action. In this passage, paradoxical constructions provide a set of limits within which
the reader may contextualize subject-Gregory’s response. For example, concentrating on a task
is opposed to “being swept away” (mopeveydfvor) by distracting grief: Gregory names two
reactions and by a bookending synecdoche represents the full range of possible responses.%
With the help of temporal distance, subject-Gregory’s immediate reaction may now be situated
on the vision/interpretation spectrum, and narrator-Gregory describes his reaction as an inferior

interpretation that led to less than ideal behavior. The bios reinforces this negative judgment of

104 On the practice of referring to a whole by its two opposing poles, with examples in Greek literature, see G.E. R.
Lloyd, Polarity and Analogy: Two Types of Argumentation in Early Greek Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1966).
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uncontrolled grieving and provides interpretive guidance by identifying self-control as ideally
virtuous. Earlier, the text praised Macrina’s ability to focus her thoughts on the higher
philosophy even as her body was suffering (VSM 18), and Macrina herself is here portrayed as a
figure at peace, her very peacefulness imposing a check on the virgins’ grief.

The wider framing of the bios also establishes that the internal audience’s praxeis either
display or renounce the virtue of self-control. The whole of Gregory’s dialogue De anima et
resurrectione deals with the proper Christian reaction to death. That De anima is presented as a
dialogue with Macrina, presumed to record the conversation referred to in VSM 17, reinforces
the impression that Gregory holds his sister up as a model of the virtue of self-control. As Robert
Gregg demonstrates in his monograph on consolation philosophy in the Cappadocian Fathers,
Gregory and his cohorts adopt and adapt the Greek philosophical tradition from the classical
period through late antiquity, which maintains that the cultivation of self-control is an ideal
response to death and grief.1®® Throughout the VSM, deaths of family members and other
intimates - from Macrina’s fiancé to Naucratius, from Basil to Emmelia - have been portrayed as
key moments in Macrina’s ongoing paideia. The narrative transforms each loss into an occasion
for her development as a spiritual exemplar who controls her initial emotional and passionate
reactions by taking recourse to philosophical rationality, using revealed spiritual knowledge

about resurrection to turn her sorrow to gratitude.® In this text, the battle between Scripturally-

105 Robert C. Gregg, Consolation philosophy.

106 The importance of gratitude as a counterbalance for grief and distress is well described (with numerous
convincing examples from the VSM) in Derek Krueger, “Writing and the Liturgy of Memory.” While | disagree
with some conclusions of this article (see Chapter 4 for my argument that the text crafts mediated (textualized)
rather than direct encounters with the exemplar’s physical presence), Krueger outlines well the movement from
overwhelming grief, through rational self-control, to another attitude or orientation that the exemplar may choose for
herself. Specifically on the ways Gregory depicts Macrina using reason and argumentation to “train” Emmelia to
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informed reason and natural, bodily passion acts as a structuring opposition for the Christian’s
encounter with grief.2%

When the opposition reappears in VSM 26-27, Gregory and the virgins fail in their
attempts to imitate Macrina. In light of their reaction to grief, her previously described self-
control and its Christian rationalization appear even more praiseworthy. Partly by means of this
marked contrast, Gregory lauds his sister’s praxeis as indicative of virtuous self-control. This
depiction of overwhelming grief and its causes reflects on the quality of interpretation the figures
in the narrative model. Readers ought to imitate the biography’s exemplar but can also learn
from the internal audience’s struggle and failure.

Gregory uses paradoxical images to echo and develop these textual themes. Earlier in the
text, paradox illustrated the exemplar’s self-control, for Macrina’s words flowed like an
unobstructed stream, even though she was burning with fever.1%® Here, the image of a powerful
mountain stream bowling over Gregory’s rational faculties finds its complement (also
paradoxical) in the blazing fire that afflicts the virgins, drawing a sharper contrast between
Macrina’s control and the internal audience’s passion, between her exemplary praxis and their
almost complete failure to imitate it. Metaphor gives sense-perceptible form to emotional and

religious experience. For the reader the divided grieving selves in the narrative are readily

overcome her grief in the face of Naucratius’ death, see the excellent discussion of VSM 10 in Smith, “A Just and
Reasonable Grief,” 68-72.

107 On reason and emotions as possible reactions to grief, see the death of the fiancé in VSM 5; the juxtaposition
between Macrina and Emmelia responding to Naucratius’ death in VSM 9-10 and Macrina’s positive influence in
VSM 11; the aftermath of Basil’s death in VSM 14 (treated in chapter 2 of this dissertation); and Macrina’s
expounding on the hope of the resurrection as a counterbalance to misfortune in VSM 17.

108 Georgia Frank points out the notable contrast between Macrina’s dry eyes throughout the text and the copious
weeping indulged in by other characters, including Gregory both before and after his sister’s death (Frank,
“Macrina’s Scar,” 526).
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comprehensible, because they are presented in terms of self-control or its absence and by
familiar paradoxes related to self-control. The double reference to that virtue helps readers
identify the lesson of the biographical vignette. That is, because this narrative instance alludes to
a concept present throughout the bios, Gregory directs attention through this singular experience
of grief toward consideration of the potentially imitable virtue of self-control.X%®

Finally, Gregory uses Macrina’s corpse as a focal point in the episode to which viewers,
both the internal audience and ideal readers, respond. The passage juxtaposes vivid images that
stimulate readers’ senses with descriptions of the virgins’ actions, a narrative move that grants
readers access to the women’s emotional experience.'? The rapid toggling between (reader)
perception and (internal audiences’) action is a complicated compositional move that creates an
implied narrative relationship between what the virgins perceived and how they acted; action is
framed as reaction, and furthermore as relatable reaction. This interposed narrative of imagined
causality facilitates the ideal reader’s identification with members of the internal audience,
because they view an interpretable object together. At the same time, the text presents the
internal audience as another interpretable object.

From the outset, Gregory blames his and the virgins’ discomfiture on sensations.

109 T say “potentially imitable” because even Gregory allows that one may initially be overcome by grief, and that
such grief may seem reasonable if the person who has died was an exemplar and guide. Yet his own progress toward
an eventual rational response (and the ability of narrator-Gregory to correctly assess subject-Gregory’s error)
strongly suggests that the development of self-control is possible.

110 The idea that Macrina is a light in the darkness also appears here. J. Warren Smith points to this metaphor in his
2004 article on Macrina and grief: the virgins’ lament that they have lost the lamp of their eyes “may be an allusion
to Psalm 118.105 (LXX): “Your word is a lamp for my feet and a light for my path.” Here, however, the virgins have
modified the words of the psalm. The lamp and the light are not equated with the word of the Lord but with
Macrina. Indeed, Macrina has functioned for this community as the lamp and light which enables them to see not
only an example of how a Christian should face death but also the joy of one who lives in proleptic anticipation of
heavenly communion with Christ” (Smith, “A Just and Reasonable Grief,” 81-82). The point | take from this is that
Macrina functionally embodies Scripture as the lamp, confirming the referential role of an exemplar.
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Weeping assaults his ears just as the sight of Macrina’s body, closely described in the previous
paragraph (VSM 25), struck his eyes. In response to these sensations, Gregory’s emotions careen
out of control. The sequence of events recreated in the passage, which moves from an analysis of
the virgins’ reactions to a description of Gregory’s own confusion, enhances the impression that
the text straightforwardly recounts a simple cause and effect sequence: the visible and then
audible distress of Macrina’s community builds until it strongly affects Gregory, who is initially
a witness and then a participant.!t

The arrangement of the episode reinforces the impression that the internal audience’s
experience hinges on Macrina’s bodily presence. Silence and cries alternate, the silence first,
associated with Macrina’s “sleeplike” repose,'? the cries later, bursting forth and described as
unwanted because they contradict the exemplar’s orders and her manifest peacefulness. By
constantly bringing the focus back to Macrina’s body, a visible object, Gregory narrates on a
timeline what he saw the virgins do as though it is a reaction to their sense perception; however
internal their struggle with grief, it was set off by some physical perception. At the same time,
the constant reference to Macrina’s corpse as the object of perception indirectly invites readers’
participation in the scenario. Gregory’s description outlines two possible outcomes for a reader’s
participation: she may respond as subject-Gregory and the virgins do, or she may, with the
benefit of narrator-Gregory’s hindsight, likewise try to apply self-control when responding to

Macrina’s corpse.

11As Virginia Burrus puts it, “in this remarkable line of prose, Gregory makes the virgins’ voice his own.” Virginia
Burrus, The Sex Lives of Saints: An Erotics of Ancient Hagiography. Divinations: Rereading Late Ancient Religion.
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 73.

12 i d@Oatpol Tpocedéovto, kabdmep £ni Tod kotd phow yivetar Hrvov (VSM 25).
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Subject-Gregory and the virgins all respond to Macrina’s presence in an improved
fashion by the end of the episode, and narrator-Gregory again describes the positive end of the
spectrum of interpretation in terms of vision:

Then somehow | recalled my soul as though from some deep, and looking intently

(drevicag) at that holy head, as if | were reprimanded for the disorder of those

making noise with their wailing, “Look at her! (ITpog tavtnyv BAéyate)” | said in a

loud voice to the crying virgins, “And remember her advice, by which you were

taught by her about order and decent behavior in everything.”13
He instructs the virgins to see Macrina’s body as an incentive to self-control rather than disorder.
It is the sight of Macrina’s body and attention to what it signifies about her teaching that can lead
to improved interpretation and virtuous action.

In this passage that describes mainly the negative end of the spectrum of vision and
interpretation, Gregory nevertheless maintains that superior interpretation is possible. In keeping
with Stoic ethical principles and Scriptural teaching, Gregory depicts succumbing to grief as a

choice.!* In the moment when subject-Gregory is “overwhelmed,” the text deploys an image of

“being swept away” in the throes of grief. Yet according to the passage, this surrender of rational

13 Enei 8¢ nog kodmep éx PoOod Tvog THY Epantod Yyoymyv avereEduny mpog TV dyiav Ekeivny kKe@aAny dtevicoc,
Gomep mrunOsic £mi tfj draie Tdv mbopuPodvrov Sid Tod Opivon- IIpdg tavtny PAéyate, elmov neydAn Ti eovi
TPOC TG TopOEVOLC Borioac, Kai TV TapayyEUATOY 0TS dvapviodnTe, St GV TO £V TAVTL TETOYUEVOV Kol
gboymuov map’ avtiic Emadevdnte (VSM 27).

Y4Cf. his comment in VM I1.74 on hardening Pharaoh’s heart: “But even if what has been said before is so stated by
the divine Word, and God does in this way entirely hand over to dishonorable passions the one who gives himself up
to them (Rom 1:28), neither is Pharaoh hardened by the divine will nor is the froglike life fashioned by virtue. For if
this were to be willed by the divine nature, then certainly that human choice would fall into line in every case, such
that no distinction between virtue and vice in life could be observed. Different people conduct their lives differently
- some ordering themselves with virtue, others falling down into vice. One would not easily attribute these
differences in their lives to some necessities in accordance with the divine will which lies outside themselves. It lies
within each person’s power to make this choice” (AM.’ i xoi obtw Aéyetan mopd tiic Ociag Ipaeiig ta ipnuéva
obtm te 1® TabEL ThG Atipiag 6 Ogog EkdoToV didwat TOV TPog ToUTo Pepdievov, obte 0 Dapad Oeig BovAnoet
oxhnpovetal, obte 6 Botpoyddng Blog Vrd Tiic apetiic mAdoostar. Eiyap Povintdv v Todto Tij Osiq puoet, mhvimg
av €mi TavTev Katd 0 ioov 1 To1o0Tn Tpoaipestc ioyvoey, ¢ undeptdg apetic Kol Kakiog mapd tov Plov dapopav
Bewpeichat, GAA@V 8¢ GAAmG peteyxdvtov Tod Biov kai TV pev 01 apetiig katopbovpévav, T@V O8 €ig Kakiov
amoppedvtov. OVK Gv TIC EDAIYWOS VIEPKEEVAILG TIOLY AVAYKOLG TOIG KaTd TO BElov BOOANLO GUVIGTAUEVOLS TAG
Srpopag @V Pimv Aoyicarto, v 1 Tpoaipesic &9’ EkaoTov TO KpaTog ExEr).
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control is the result of poor assessment of sense perceptions. In retrospect he remarks, “It
somehow seemed to me that the impulse of the virgins’ grief was just and reasonable.”*'® From
narrator-Gregory’s later perspective, and from the perspective of an ideal reader, the surrender to
lamentation was (and still is) a poor — even if sympathetic — choice. Considering Macrina’s
corpse in the context of her teachings and consistently virtuous way of life should inspire
“order” and “decent behavior.” The hope of the resurrection should have assuaged grief.
Subject-Gregory’s struggle and failure to trust in the real things instead of in his perceptions is
manifested in his body and in the composition of the bios. But even such a failure, properly
narrated, can educate readers who will encounter similar struggles.

D. Seeing with a community

In the bioi, Gregory most frequently recommends and models a single strategy for
discerning virtue behind and within exemplars’ narrated praxeis: turning to a shared tradition,
overwhelmingly to the Scriptures, for guidance.!*® Gregory often advises readers to “look to”

Scripture and incorporates direct synkriseis. Gregory compares the exemplars of VGT and VSM

WSK i pot Sikada marg £36keL Kad £BA0Y0G 1 Tod Tahovg dpopn Taic mapdévorg sivor (VSM 26, italics mine).

116 One of the most intriguing examples of this phenomenon is when Gregory describes Moses, his priestly
assistants, and the Law, personified, working in concert to interpret the teachings of the Law properly. Gregory
describes the significance of the events in the Israelites’ battle with Amalek (Exod 17:8-16) as follows: “That Moses
has his hands elevated signifies the contemplation of the Law with lofty perception, and that he lets them hang to
earth signifies the mean and low literal exegesis (kata 10 ypappo tod vopov é€nynoiv) of the law and its
observance” (Enpaivet 8¢ 0 pév &v Yyet tag yeipog Exev Tov Mobcéa v d1d Tdv YymAotépev vonudtov fempiov
ToD VOOV, TO 08 €ig TNV YTV EMKAIVEWY TNV TamEWNV TE Kol yopailnAov KoTd TO Ypappa Tod vopov EEnynoiv e kol
nmapotpnotv, VM I1.149). He elaborates on this interpretation by explaining how the priesthood “supports the
falling Law at its base with a stone so that the Law, with a figure of outstretched hands, shows forth its purpose
(oxomoc) to those who behold it” (H yap dAnong iepmovvn ... wintovio tov vopov gic dagog vrepeidel 1@ Abw,
AoTE AOTOV AVESTMTA TG GYNUATL THG TAV XEPDV EKTAGENDS TOV £0VTOD OKOTTOV VTTOdEIKVOELY TOlG PAémovoy, VM
11.150). The complex image here depicts the cooperative functions of Scripture and its interpreters. The priesthood,
perhaps like Gregory’s ideal readers, are shown engaging in key interpretive tasks that help their interlocutor —
Scripture — express the okomdg that is apparently its own (tov £éavtod okonov). Between the exemplar and the
community, correct apprehension of Scripture’s meaning is possible, with some acknowledged limitations.
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to Patriarchs,!*” Moses, '8 prophets,'*® kings,'?° Job,'?! Peter,'?2 Paul,'?® and even Christ.'?*
Perhaps unsurprisingly, Gregory sometimes takes a different approach with the already
Scriptural figure of Moses. In the VM, he appeals to Scriptural comparanda,'? but also to
tradition of another sort: the writers and thinkers of the early Church.1%

Gregory draws on the context of a community of Christian thinkers and interpreters to
discern instructions for virtue in the episode from Exod 4:27ff of Moses meeting Aaron and
acquiring his brother’s cooperation before the two face off against Pharaoh. The key he provides
for understanding this event is a teaching not strictly biblical. Nevertheless he insists on its
authoritative status for his readers. He writes,

There is a saying (which derives its trustworthiness [to motdv] from the tradition

of the fathers [ék matpikiig mapaddocewc]) which says that when our nature had

fallen into sin God did not overlook our fall as not providentially ordered. But he

appointed an angel with an incorporeal nature to join forces with each person’s

life, and, on the other hand, he also appointed the corruptor to contrive against
nature in a similar way, through a punishing and evil-working demon afflicting

117 Abraham: VGT 12; Joseph: VGT 20.

18 \/GT 25, 33.

119 Samuel: VGT 64.

120 /GT 50.

121yvsM 18.

122 \yGT 75-76.

123VsM 19.

124 \/SM 37.

125 E g. at VM 11.26, when the transformation of Moses’ hand (Exod 4:6-7) is compared to the incarnation, with
textual support from the Psalms (Psalm 77:10). VM 11.134 compares the oasis refreshing the Israelites to the gospel,
its springs to the Apostles. The grapes Joshua and the spies bring back to the Israelite camp (VM 11.268) are equated
with Christ on the cross.

126 Similar appeals to Patristic tradition appear in a sixth-century author (who appeals to the Cappadocians); see
Averil Cameron, “Models of the Past in the late Sixth Century: The Life of Patriarch Eutychius” in Graeme Clarke,
ed., with Brian Croke, Alanna Emmett Nobbs, and Raoul Mortley, Reading the Past in Late Antiquity (Oxford:
Pergamon Press, 1990): 205-223. Her study deals with “the formation of the idea of the authority of the past as
resting in a canon of the correct Fathers, whose thinking, if correctly rehearsed again, will guarantee credibility in a
world in which not much else is certain” (206). Such an appeal to Patristic tradition appears in the VSM and VGT as
well, in addition to Scriptural synkriseis. Comparing Macrina to Thecla in VSM 2, Gregory points to non-canonical
tradition. The VGT records Thaumaturgus’ performance and sanction of martyr festivals and credits him with the
founding of priestly intercessory prayer in VGT 94.
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the life of the person.t?’

Gregory cites the tradition of the fathers as a source of legitimacy for teachings about guardian
angels. He most likely points back to Origen’s De Principiis 11.10.7, in which Origen claims,
based on Matt 18:10, that an angel has been assigned to each believer.'?® This teaching is
sufficient for interpreting Scripture as well as for establishing general principles of Christian life.
Once the authority of the doctrine is thus established, Gregory links right interpretation and
subsequent right praxis with seeing.

Gregory invokes ongoing, lived Christian experience as a secondary context for
understanding Moses’ praxeis. The imagined audience of the VM, readers and interpreters of
Scripture, aims to advance toward virtue and receive divine assistance:

So if someone should estrange himself from those enticing him to evil, turning to

the better using reason, and should put evil, as it were, behind him, placing his

own soul, like a mirror, face-to-face with the hope of good things, so that the

images and appearances of virtue shown to him by God are imprinted on the

purity of his soul, then the brotherly alliance meets and unites with him. For the

angel, who is in some way a brother to the rational and intellectual part of the

human soul, appears, just as it is said, and also assists whenever we approach the
Pharaoh.?°

127 Adyog tic oTv, £k TaTpuKciic MOPASHGEMG TO TIGTOV EYmV, BS PNGL, TEGOVONC UMV &g dpaptiov THC PVGEMC, T
TEPUOETV TOV OOV TNV TTOGIY NUAOV ATPOVOTTOV, GAA’ GyYELOV TIVOL TGV TV ACOUOTOV EIANYXOTOV UGV
mapaxodioTdy gic coppayiav Tf) €kdotov o], £k 8¢ 10D évavtiov TOv eBopia tiig Phoemg avtiunyavichot to icov,
S0 Tovnpod Tvog kai kKokomolod daipovog i} Tod avOpdmov (i) Avpovouevov (VM 11.45).

128 On the reception of Matt 18:10 in early Christian texts (including writings from Irenaeus, the Pseudo-Clementine
Homilies, and Clement of Alexandria), see Bogdan G. Bucur, “Matt. 18:10 in Early Christology and Pneumatology:
A Contribution to the Study of Matthean Wirkungsgeschichte,” Novum Testamentum 49 (2007): 209-231. Gregory
himself refers to the gospel passage and angels in Ad Eustathium, de sancta trinitate 13. The tradition of guardian
angels can also be traced back to the Shepherd of Hermas, Vision V.1-4, another possible source used by Origen and
Gregory after him.

129 Eiep obv dALOTpLofein TIC T@V £mi Kak@ SeAealovinv, Tpdg O KpsiTTov ToiC AoYIoHOIC EmTpéyac, Kai oiovel
KATA VOTOL THV KOKIaY TOMGEIEY, AVTITPOCMIOV THV £0VTOD YUYV, 010V TL KATOTTPOV, TPOC TV EAMISA TV
ayob®dv otnoag, g Thg Tpodetkvopévng adtd 0edbev apeTiic TOg eikdOVag TE Kol Tag EUEAoels T@ kabap@ Tiig idiag
Yoy évivtocacat, Tote avTd 1) oD adeApoD cuppayio cvvavtd Koi cuvictatol. ASEAPOG Yop TPOTOV VO KOTO,
TO AOYWKOV T€ Kol vogPOV TG Yuyiic Tod avBpmdnov 6 dyyeAog, 0 TOTE, KABMS elpnToL, oVONEVOS TE Kol
noplotapevoc, dtav 1@ Papad npoceyyiopev (VM 11.47).

199



Images of virtue are revealed by God, and “seeing” them is clearly a function of the soul’s
rational and noetic faculties (10 Aoykov te kai voegpdv). This sort of seeing leads to a more
virtuous way of life, with divine assistance. Moving along the spectrum toward superior vision
and interpretation is made even more attainable, since it is a divinely assisted activity.

When the vision metaphor is applied to internal audiences as a metric of interpretive
success, readers watch as interpretive strategies are put to the test, to succeed or fail. Gregory’s
bioi present seeing well as a teachable, reproducible process that takes place in the context of a
Scripturally-focused and divinely guided Christian community that is imagined as a community
with shared traditions and shared teachers (including angelic ones!). Gregory presents the most
successful strategy for interpreting praxeis as a process of contextualization that draws on the
authority of shared tradition and the divine assistance that is available. Superior interpretation
does not happen in a vacuum, but instead must be an informed and holistic way of “seeing” the
world.

In the episodes discussed above, Gregory recommends a trained vision that engages the
eye of the soul over against mere physical sight. Even for skilled interpreters, there is an
intellectual understanding that supersedes what can be gained through the senses. But the
“images and appearances of virtue” that God reveals indicate that the trained seer, too, has only
indirect or imperfect access to divine realities. This idea is intimately related to Gregory’s
insistence on epektasis; beyond the senses, there is intellectual understanding, and each instance
of noetic perception will lead to a desire for further such instances. Readers with varying levels
of perceptiveness, therefore, could all find a starting point on the road of perpetual progress.
IV. The invitation to see: vision and imaginative participation

The comparative and communicative purposes for which Gregory has enlisted the
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concept of vision represent an effort to render his narrative presentation of each exemplar’s
praxeis both affecting and effective. Gregory also combines explicit appeals to the readers’
(selectively reliable) real physical senses with the figurative language of vision to open a
participatory window onto the events depicted in the text. Using direct commentary and
invitations for the reader to look or “see,” Gregory insists on the relevance of the events he
narrates for the lives of contemporary readers and invites the ideal reader to step decisively into
her role as an eyewitness and interpreter of the exemplar’s praxeis.

A. Eyewitnesses across time

Gregory uses numerous strategies in his attempts to create a bridge between the events of
the narrative and the world of his reading audience. In his chapter-length study of the VM and
Gregory’s eulogy for Basil, Michael Stuart Williams argues that Gregory effectively collapses
historical distinctions between Scriptural time and the contemporary period by depicting Basil’s
daily life in relation to Moses and other Scriptural models, and further, that “into that everyday
life, however, he imported the whole world of the Bible. Scripture was accordingly ‘de-
mystified’. In effect, it was brought up to date.”*3® Williams focuses on the idea that Gregory
writes within and thereby creates a context of ongoing Scriptural history, arguing that Gregory
appeals to a Scriptural past that becomes a Scriptural present.

To support his claim Williams points to examples of synkrisis, a staple of encomium and

encomiastic bios, but not as such.!3! He addresses rather Gregory’s theoretical methodology, the

130 Williams, Authorised Lives, 81.

131 The same is largely true for the collected essays of Clarke, et al, Reading the Past. Averil Cameron’s contribution
(Cameron, “Models of the Past™) deals with the specific technique of patristic citation, but the remaining essays
address general approaches to the past and the construction of history/histories.
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typological mode of reading Scripture and contemporary history that lies behind and motivates
such specific synkriseis as the comparison of Moses to Basil and vice-versa.'®? In his
introduction, Williams specifically identifies typology (here in contrast to allegory) as an
interpretive mode concerned with “repetition in history of previous historical events.”**3 This
approach is suggestive for the analysis of vision as a conceptual metaphor in Gregory’s bioi. He
draws attention to a pattern in Gregory’s references to Scripture and convincingly argues that
intertextuality creates a common context shared by exemplars and readers. Most importantly for
our purposes, he identifies this “sense of congruity”!3 and “alignment™!3 of Scriptural and
contemporary periods as a key point of study for those who seek to understand the didactic
aspects of Gregory’s biographical project: “Gregory’s Life of Moses originated precisely in the
desire to relate the exemplary figures of Scripture to the practical matter of living in the
contemporary world.”%

One fruitful way to move forward with Williams’ approach is to consider history as just
one among several possible frameworks for understanding that readers may have in common

with exemplars. We have already seen above that a Christian Platonic philosophical

132 For example, Williams reads the application of an identical narrative figure (the darkness in which revelation is
received) to both Moses and Basil as a function of historical alignment, but does not comment on the choice of
figure or its narrative effects: “Basil’s ‘dark cloud” was a metaphorical one, a poor imitation perhaps of Moses’
theophany. But it might be best in this case to understand the relationship in reverse. Moses, for Gregory, was a
thinker who had penetrated to the darkness at the heart of Christianity and had reached the same conclusions as the
Cappadocians. It is in this company that this ‘theologised’ and theologising Moses belongs: he was perhaps to be
considered less as a model for Basil, and more as a projection of Basil and his concerns into the distant biblical past”
(Williams, Authorised Lives, 94).

133 williams, Authorised Lives, 12. He here contradicts the position articulated by Henri de Lubac that, for most of
the Christian interpretive tradition up through Thomas Aquinas, “allegory” and “typology” could be used almost
interchangeably, and “En fait, ils pouvaient passer pour synonymes” (Henri de Lubac, “Typologie et allégorisme,”
Recherches de de science religieuse, volume 34 [1947]: 180-226, 203).

134 Williams, Authorised Lives, 80.

135 Williams, Authorised Lives, 20.

136 Williams, Authorised Lives, 60.
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anthropology is another such framework that may connect exemplars and readers as human
beings who, Gregory assumes, share a common human experience. We have also seen how the
narrative evocation of sense experience can facilitate reader identification with internal
audiences. Below | offer a more detailed picture of how narrative commentary, direct address,
and the conceptual metaphor of vision operate with respect to readers’ experience of engaging
with texts to open a participatory window into Gregory’s authorial interpretive project.

B. The author’s voice

The language of vision plays a crucial role in turning the imagined reader’s gaze toward
relevant aspects of the exemplar’s praxeis. In cases where synkrisis of persons or deeds is not
operating but the realities of the narrative nevertheless bleed into the present time of the reader,
Gregory uses direct address to form a link between text and reader. In the example of
Thaumaturgus converting the people of Neocaesarea (VGT 42-48); Gregory twice interrupts the
short description with comments addressed to the contemporary audience. He anticipates their
reception of the bios they are reading by remarking on its narrative style:

If the history of the stories about him is something narrative and artless, and our

discourse voluntarily leaves aside the profitable things that could be discovered in

the events with some thoughtfulness, let it be (for those judging events rightly) no

small testimony to the fact that the wonders of the one being remembered have

not been augmented through any design, but that the memory of his deeds suffices

for the most perfect speech of praise.*®’

This comment seems to invite readers to indulge in the sort of subtle thinking that would reveal

hidden gems in the narrative. Yet in the very act of pointing readers toward such gems, Gregory

137 Ei 8¢ Supynpotikn tic £6T1 Kai drotdokevog tév mepi antod Adyov 1) iotopia, Tig £k TEpvoiag TIVOG
EPEVPIOKOUEVOG TOIG TPAYUACTY EMAVENCELG EKOVGIMG TOD NUETEPOV TAPOUATOVTOG AOYOL™ Yévolto Gv kal adTr| Tolg
0pBdG Ta TpdrypaTo Kpivousty ov ikpa poptopic, Tod pundev o’ Envoiag Enavcechot T@ UvnUoveLOUEVD TA
Bavpata, GAL’ APKEIV TV LVHUNY TOV KT’ adToV Tpaypdtov tpog teetdtatov Enawov: (VGT 46).
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shows his hand; the biographer comments on his own narrative craft and the texture of the
account he is weaving, his artful supposed artlessness. He also points to tangible objects his
imagined audience might be able to see, like the local temple Thaumaturgus established that still
stands: “This is the temple that is pointed out to this day, which that Great One, halting as soon
as he arrived, laid as a kind of foundation and groundwork for his priesthood.”*3 What the
readers themselves can observe about the text and their world effectively invites them to engage
the account of Thaumaturgus’ praxeis as eyewitnesses who analyze and interpret with Gregory.

Similar first and second person commentary by the narrator frames interpretive moments
in the other bioi. In the VM, Gregory exegetes the events of Exod 31:19, in which Moses
destroys the first tablets recording God’s commandments, grinds down the golden calf, and
makes the people consume the evidence of their idol worship. His commentary identifies the
connection between Scripture and the present day as an object of vision; it is something readers
may see:

The history prophetically proclaimed especially these things also about the events

which have come to pass now in our own time. For the whole deceptive act of

idolatry vanished entirely from life, being swallowed down by pious mouths

effecting the annihilation of impious matter in themselves through the good

confession. And the ancient mysteries instituted by the idolaters simply became

water, fleeting and immaterial, water swallowed down by those previously idol-

crazed. When you see those who formerly submitted to such emptiness now

abolishing and destroying those things in which they had trusted, doesn’t the

narrative seem to cry out to you clearly that every idol will then be swallowed up
by the mouths of those who have drawn back from falsehood to piety?**

138 0916 0TV 6 VOOC, 00 TAC BPYEIC EKEVOC THC KOTUCKEVTC KATEPUAETO ... 010V Ttva Bepélov Kol kpnmida Tfic
idtog tepwotvng (VGT 48).

139 Tadto pdioto koi mepi TV viv &v Td kad’ Nudg xpOvm YEYEVNHEVOY TOTE 1) i6TOpio TPOPNTIKAS AVEPHOVNCE.
Iaca yap 1 wepi ta eidmAa TAdvN Téleov EEnpavicdn 10D Piov Katanobeica Tapd TV eV0EPAV GTOUATOV TOV S
TG KaATg Opoloyiag TOV apavicpuov Tiig acePfodg HANG &v Eavtoig momoapuévav. Kol Ddwp yéyovev atexvidg
TaPOodIKOV T€ Kal AvuTdoTOTOV TO TAANL TEXNYOTO TAPA TOTG EIMAOAGTPALS LuoTHPL, DOOP VT’ aDTOV TOV TOTE
ed®AOUOVOUVT®V GTOMATOV KoTomvopevoy. ‘Otav yap 1d1¢ To0G TpdTEPOV Ti] TOLOTT VTOKVTTOVTOS LOTOOTITL
VOV Gvarpodvtog ékeivo kai davifovtag, &v oig antdv fv 1 memoidnoig, dp’ oyl Bodv cot dokel pavepds 1 icTopia
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The participatory language here takes the form of a call to adhere to a particular understanding of
Scripture as a text that is speaking to the present day even as it is describing past events. What
Williams calls the process of Scriptural updating is at work, because seeing the events is an
ongoing, present tense activity. At the same time, Gregory’s text focuses on the sensory,*° and it
is sense experience that creates real-world resonance for the interpreter. He invokes sight and
hearing, transforming the Scriptural account into an active agent calling for attention.

C. Shared sense

Gregory makes it clear that readers, exemplars, and internal audiences all share similar
sense experiences. Sense experience, then, can function to unite readers and the exemplar in text,
their object of study. By appealing to the senses, Gregory can combine explicit addresses to
readers with more subtle or implicit appeals that nevertheless invite readers to be participants and

eyewitnesses.

1. “To live with the senses,” VSM 11

In the VSM, Gregory draws attention to Macrina’s community and their mode of
conduct, presenting praxeis that, he contends, facilitate continual advancement in virtue. He
follows this bird’s-eye view of a way of life with an interpretive comment. Gregory represents
what an observer might see alongside narrator speculations about the sense experiences of the

practitioners themselves. By combining these two levels when considering the role of the body in

611 xotamodnoetoi mote mav EI0A0V TOIg 6TOUAGL TV TPOC TNV £VGEPEIY Amd Thg dndtng petatedéviav; (VM
11.203).

140 The image of idolaters swallowing down the water may also be an invocation of the sense of taste, though
Gregory seem to keep the focus on observation and does not comment explicitly on how the Israelites experienced
their ordeal.
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performing and seeing virtue, Gregory creates space for readers as embodied beings to imitate
the virtue that subjects in the bios practice, even though their virtue makes them appear to be
living beyond the body.

Describing Macrina’s way of life and its imitation among members of her domestic
community, Gregory expresses admiration for their departure from worldly concerns. He begins
with a litany of their positive qualities, then suddenly interjects a comment about his narrative
task, opening an invitation for readers to observe the way of life and conceptualize its
significance:

Yet what human word could bring this sort of way of life before the eyes, the life,

as it were, bordering on both the human and the incorporeal nature? For nature to

have been freed from human passions is better than that which exists in a human

fashion, whereas to appear in the body and to be encompassed by a form and to

live with the sense organs is to have a nature less than angelic and incorporeal.

Perhaps someone might bravely say the difference was negligible because,

although living with the flesh because of their affinity to the bodiless powers, they

were not weighed down by the attractions of the body, but, borne upwards in

midair, they took a share in the heavenly faculties. Not a little time was spent in

this way of life and, in time, their successes increased and always their philosophy

gave them additional aids for discovering goods leading them to that which is

more pure.4!

Gregory remarks on the inadequacy of language and then of narrative, drawing attention to the

fact that he is writing for an audience who are not, technically, eyewitnesses. Nevertheless he

seeks a way to “bring before [readers’] eyes” some portrait of the exemplary lifestyle.

141 Trv Totvov Totad Ty Staymyiy Tic v O’ dyv dydyot Adyog avBpmmivog, mop’ oic uefopiog fv 1 (o Tiig Te
avOponivng kai tiig dowudtov pvoems; To pev yoap EevBepwbijvar tdv avBponivav todnudtov v eOcy Kpeittov
] xoTd dvOpwmov v, TO 8¢ &v copaTt paivesut kol oyt TEPEfPot kai Toic aichnTikoic dpydvorc culiiv év
T00T® THC AyYEMKRC Te Kol AomUdTon PVoEmG TO EAattov elyov. Taya §° &v Tic ToApoag simot pndg mpoc o
KATASEECTEPOV TV TAPOALOYV E1val, 8Tl capki cviBoar Kad® OLOOTHTA TOV ACMUATOV SUVApE®Y 0VK EBapodvTo
16 EPoAKi® TOD CAOUATOC, GAL AvmQePNC T Kol HETEMPOC NV adTdV 1 {m1) ToIC 0VPAVIOIC GLUIETEMPOTOPODGH.
duvépeot. Xpovog fv Tiig Totadg Staywyfig odk OAyog Kai cuvnHEETO T YpOVE T0 KatopdduaTa, Gel Tpog TO
KoBapmtepoV Taig TOV EPEVpLoKopéVEOVY Gyaddv mpocsfkals Tig erhocoeiag Emdwovong (VSM 11).
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Following Williams’ lead, we may first note the collapse of the exemplar’s time and the
ideal readers’ historical setting. Narrator-Gregory presents his past observations as though they
apply to an ongoing situation.*? A nature freed from human cares is described in general terms,
though the specific models are the women in Macrina’s household. The way of life Macrina and
her companions pursue is presented as a viable option for readers outside that household in
Gregory’s contemporary period.}*® But the discussion of history and time periods alone only
takes us so far, since it cannot fully account for how the text grapples with portraying the way of
life: Gregory expresses frustration with “human speech” (Adyog avOpdmivoc) and the difficult
task of communication. The literary choices he makes as he goes about describing the way of life
that “bordered on both the human and the incorporeal nature” appeal to an experience that also
transcends historical periods: human physical sense perception.#4

Other valences of “vision’ are still operative. Gregory’s description focuses on the role of
bodies, passions, and desire, and we note again echoes of the Platonic anthropology that

undergirds the portrayal of praxeis. Privileging the rational and not being “weighed down by the

142 And it is likely that the community of women established in Macrina and Emmelia’s family home continued
there even after the exemplar’s passing. The end of the VSM describes Gregory’s departure from the estate and his
encounter with a pilgrim also leaving, who goes out to report his experiences to others.
143 Nathan D. Howard explains the connections between Gregory’s portrayal of Macrina and his wider pastoral goals
in the following way: “But Gregory also understood multiple functions that this text could accomplish. These
included bolstering the status of his family as an example of Basil’s Nicene orthodoxy, underscoring his own
episcopal authority and that of his brother Peter, and posing an effective model of participatory Christianity for the
lay audience. In this portrayal, it was critical for Basil, Gregory, and their brother Peter to have access to Macrina’s
holiness as a way of infusing their office with the aura of the sacrosanct. Thus Gregory extended their individual
identities to a numinous kinship, embodied by Macrina’s npd&eic [sic.] — her acts of spiritual discipline” (Nathan D.
Howard “Familial Askésis in the Vita Macrinae,” Studia Patristica, Volume 47 (Leuven: Peeters, 2010): 33-38, 34).
He is certainly correct that Macrina’s ascetic devotions “augmented” the family’s spiritual authority (Howard,
“Familial Askésis,” 34), but for the present study, his final observation about Macrina’s role as a model for lay
Christians seems most important. Howard asserts that “Macrina was the ascetic Christian that Gregory and Basil
envisioned for all saints who did not face the stumbling block of municipal challenges™ that bishops had to manage
(38).
144 11g06p1og v 1 Lo TG Te AvOpomivg Kal Tf¢ dompdtov pvceng, (VSM 11).
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allurements of the body” (o00k £Bapodvto T® £poikim Tod cmdpotog), the women on the level of
the narrative advance toward “that which is more pure” (10 kaBapmdtepov). On the level of
narration, and thus for readers, physical sense perception is both the object of scrutiny and the
means of scrutinizing what lies beyond the sensible. Gregory draws explicit attention to the
communicative role of vivid description discussed in part 111 of this chapter.

Because it evokes physical senses and refers to that which lies beyond sense experience,
this passage valorizes the philosophy that these women used to undergird their advancement
toward a pure way of life. Even as readers consider the bodies of the women in community, their
observation is pushed away from the sort that could be said to “be weighed down” by the bodily
and toward recognition of a past ideal. Gregory directs attention to the incorporeal aspects of the
women’s way of life. Readers who observe and contemplate this shift are already participating in
it through the guided interpretation; with the narrator’s help, their participation as eyewitnesses
takes the form of “seeing” with the intellect what lies beyond the surface level of sense
perceptible realities.

2. Imagining frogs, VM 11.68-72

In the VM, Gregory also poses direct questions to readers as a way of engaging their
immediate attention,'*® but he uses more subtle methods to open participatory space as well.
Gregory casts readers as eyewitnesses when he uses vivid description to directly engage their
interpretive faculties through their imaginative participation. While interpreting the Egyptian
plagues, Gregory spends a surprising amount of time discussing the presence and significance of

the frogs. In examining this passage, we find that Gregory’s imaginative invocation of quotidian

195 E.g. commentary on the war with Amalek: ‘Op{g 51 ofag npdgiow drxorovdiog 6 Adyog; (VM 11.148).
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objects creates a vivid account that is intended to resonate with his readers’ experience.

A clear summary of Gregory’s allegorical interpretation grounds the discussion: “The
species of frogs are truly the destructive offspring of the evil generated from the unpurged heart
of men as though propagated from some mire.”**® The amphibians are an appropriate plague for
the Egyptians, who engage in evil actions against their Hebrew slaves. It is when Gregory
elaborates on this general point, however, that readers are called upon to validate his
interpretation using corroborating evidence from their own experience. The frog-like person,#’
who succumbs to the passions, leaves signs of his beast-like state everywhere in his home, and it
is this general home that Gregory conjures before readers’ eyes:

For such a man shows his wastefulness in everything, so that everyone easily
recognizes the life of the undisciplined man and of the pure man based on the
things valued in the household. In the former’s house there are seen, through
some images made by artists’ skill on the plaster on the wall, the flammable
matter of sensual passion. Through such images the nature of the disease is
brought to mind: the passions pour in upon the soul through the eyes, from the
dishonorable aspect of the things seen. But in the house of the self-controlled man
there is every precaution and forethought to preserve the eye, pure from sensual
spectacles. The table of the self-controlled man is likewise found to be pure, but
that of the one wallowing in filth in the miry way of life is froglike and fleshy.
And if you search the storerooms, that is, the secret and unmentionable parts of

146 Adn0dc yop Potpdyamv Eviikpog yévn éott Té Bopomold THC kakiog yevvipoTa &k Tiig pumapdc kapdiag Tdv
avOpdTOVY olov £k Tvog BopPopov Lwoyovodueva (VM 11.69).
147 1n his Physiognomonica, Aristotle indicates that those who practiced the science of physiognomics sometimes
proceeded from a comparison of human and animal physical features to presumptions about human character,
especially virtues and vices. He in fact excoriates those who construct a physiognomic system that is based on the
physical characteristics of animals. He points out that not only is it difficult to say that a man resembles an animal in
any real particulars, but also that animals have more features in common with each other than they have
distinguishing features, and that with animals it is nearly impossible to tell what physical features correspond to any
aspects of moral character (Aristotle, Physiognomonica 1, 805b-806a). For a brief overview of physiognomic
practice among Greeks, see A. MacC. Armstrong, “The Methods of the Greek Physiognomists,” Greece & Rome,
Volume 5, Number 1 (March 1958): 52-56 (esp. on the idea that “a resemblance in body implies a resemblance in
character, and whereas human beings study to shroud their defects, animals unconcernedly expose their whole
character in its nakendness,” see p. 54). On the comparison between humans and animals as indicative of base
physicality and low moral character in early Christian literature on asceticism, see Janet Spittler, Animals in the
Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles: The Wild Kingdom of Early Christian Literature, WUNT 2, Volume 247
(Tlbingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 43-49.
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his life, you will discover among the licentiousnesses much more than frogs in
their stockpile.'*8

Gregory combines appeals to physical sight and intellectual perception here, both identified as
forms of ‘vision.” Intellectual recognition, which operates through signification (émonuaivetor),
is subsequent to actual observation of the home environment. Secret and unspoken aspects of the
profligate person’s lifestyle are imaginatively uncovered, and things seen with and in the body
are described as affecting the soul.

As Williams” model of Scriptural re-enactment might suggest, the description does
effectively imbue everyday items from the readers’ contemporary time (the murals, bed, and
storeroom) with Scriptural significance, but the mechanism by which it does so makes an appeal
to the readers to imagine looking into the house of a profligate or prudent man. Gregory traces
out the physiological experience of viewing a suggestive fresco, not only calling to mind typical
domestic decorative arts, but comparing the viewing to the experience of disease. Ironically, he
must invoke such an image in the minds of his readers in order to condemn it. The passions that
rise from viewing such artwork are a destructive force afflicting the soul through the eyes.
Gregory uses the table as a metonymy for eating habits, again marking the close connection
between bodily practice and the presence or absence of a virtue like self-control. The virtual

walk-through of the dichotomous households creates a spatial frame within which readers can

148 Emonuaivetot yap S1d mévtov 6 To100To¢ THY dontiay, Gote mavtac pading émryvival S TV KaTd TOV 0lkov
onovdalopévmv tov Biov Tod 1€ dkordotov Kai 10D kabapedovtog, Gtav v TOVTE pev Erl TV TOD Toiyov
KOVIapaToVY Seikvotar mapd THG Térvg S18 eI3MAMV TV@Y Ta TiiC Eunabolc Hidoviig drekkavpoTo, S’ OV
VIOULUVIOKETOL TH|G VOGOL 1] UGIE, d1d THg Oyems €K Thi¢ dtipiog TV Beapdtov &t TV YuynV ETEIGYEOUEVOL TOD
naOovg, £mi 8¢ ToD cEPOVOTVTOG PLAAKTV TAGOV Kol TpounOgiay Tod Kol TOv 0QOuAUOV Kabapedew @V Eumaddv
Oeapdrov. Kai 1 tpanelo 8¢ doadtmg kabapd uev 100 cm@povodvtog evpioketal, fatpayddng 08 Kai ToADGaPKOG
10D TPOg TOV PopPopddn Biov itvorwpévov. Kav ta tapeio diepevviong, TouTéoTt Td Kpumtd Tod Plov avtod Kol
andppnta, TOAD pHdAlov €v Ekeivolg copeiav Batpiywv €v Toig dxoldotols katavonses (VM 11.71-72).
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situate themselves to become observers of the fruits that come from virtuous or vicious character.

In summary, Gregory appeals to his readers’ interpretive capacity not only by evoking
physical sense perception with vivid description but also by including gnomic sayings and
narrative commentary (often in the first and second person) to invite readers to become
eyewitnesses of the exemplars’ praxeis. By encouraging readers to participate actively and even
imaginatively in the reading process as though they, like the narrator, are watching the subjects
performing virtuous actions, Gregory marks certain narrative episodes as appropriate sites at
which readers themselves may, usually with his guidance, apply the general strategic approach to
literary interpretation modeled throughout the bioi.

This strategic approach, as | have been piecing it together over the course of this chapter,
works as follows. In order to “see” a given praxis well, readers can consider the reactions of
internal audiences to adjudicate between better or worse interpretations, note their own reactions
to vivid description, and attend to those aspects of the narration the author exhorts them to “see.”
Though they rely on the narrator’s modeling and guidance while reading the bioi, readers
employing this strategy use their physical senses in conjunction with the “eye of the soul” to
bridge the hermeneutical gap from perceptible, visible praxeis to an understanding of hidden (but
no longer truly invisible) motivations and character traits.

D. Thaumaturqus as a test case, VGT 79-88

In VGT 79-88, Gregory depicts events in a form that seems designed to provide readers
with an opportunity to test the major interpretive principles outlined in the bios by applying
approved strategies to a study of Thaumaturgus himself. He employs the figurative language of
vision in the context of a strategic narrative arrangement: this episode comes at the end of an
interconnected sequence of praxeis. Gregory inserts frequent appeals to Christian community,
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drawing on this interpretive context to attempt to shape the ideal reader’s conclusions about
Thaumaturgus. Throughout, he identifies readers’ interpretive activity as virtuous.

Gregory established in VGT 62-77%4° that senses, subject to various forms of deception
and manipulation, can deliver false information to the rational faculty, and that the perceptions of
sensible body are a necessary but insufficient source of information for readers trying to discern
aspects of character from praxeis. In this longer episode, Thaumaturgus performs two surprising
actions that the bios classifies as virtuous. When persecution of Christians begins, he retreats
from the city (VGT 84). When danger is imminent, he engages in deception (VGT 85-86).
Gregory challenges ideal readers to question their initial estimation of these narrated praxeis.
The narrative indicates there is a positive outcome for those who have learned how to re-evaluate
their initial perceptions in a context informed by Scripture and community: a chance to imitate
the exemplar’s way of seeing.

Gregory describes members of two internal audiences in this episode. These groups
become the misinterpreters and beneficiaries, respectively, of Thaumaturgus’ actions. While
standing and praying on a hillside, Thaumaturgus and his companion are overlooked by pursuers
who would capture and persecute them; these villainous members of a discrete internal audience
see only two trees, even though an informant “kept indicating with signs” where Thaumaturgus
was.>® Gregory attributes the pursuers’ misperception to divine protective power, putting this

attribution in the mouth of Thaumaturgus encouraging his deacon to pray confidently®! and

149 The narrator’s interjection in VGT 78, though not analyzed here, is an important marker for questions about the
text’s unity and the structure of the original oration: it appears to signal the intended final section of the work. For

our purposes, as stated in the introduction, the bios is being treated as a literary unity.

150 oi tyTai pmdéva émpaxévar. .. onueiol vméypagey (VGT 86).

181 Literally, Thaumaturgus told his deacon “to stand with firm and unwavering confidence in God” (ctepp t€ Kai
ad1oTaKT® 1) TEMoNcEt oTiivon Tpog Tov @edv, VGT 85).
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returning to it in the resolution of the failed search. As in the Comana vignette (VGT 62-72) and
the analysis of the froglike life (VM 11.68-72), correct interpretation requires adopting a
historical perspective that gives attention to fruits or outcomes. Though Gregory describes
Thaumaturgus relying on the faulty nature of perception to protect himself, the deception
inspires select onlookers - members of a second internal audience - to convert: the informant,
“recognizing the divine protection by which they were thought to be trees by their pursuers, fell
down before him and believed in the word.”*®? Manipulation of the physical senses thus
becomes a means of foiling evildoers and enabling proper discernment of where divine power
rests. Thaumaturgus’ deceit was not negative, but corrective and advantageous for the Christian
community.>® That is, what the internal audiences cannot see with their physical eyes helps
them learn to “see” (figuratively) the truth.

Once again, Scripture serves as one contextual framework for recognizing virtue. A
comparison with Moses helps justify Thaumaturgus’ actions and explain their import. The
exemplar is like Moses, in that he sees “with the eye of his soul” (t® 0pOalud T yuyiic) and
thereby embodies Scripturally-approved modes of leadership, guidance, and assistance for his
community.*>* Scripture becomes a hermeneutical guide for the present day as well — readers
who are not facing a situation of persecution may nevertheless always call upon divine

assistance when their own newly trained “eyes of the soul” deem it necessary.

152 101 yvoig T Biav ppovpdv, U’ Mg £keivol 8évdpa Toi¢ Sibkovoty évopicOnoay, TPOoTinTel T aOT®, Kai
motedel Td Aoyw (VGT 86).

153 This positive potential of deceit is also a theme in Cappadocian theology of the Passion. See especially Gregory
Nazianzus’ Or. 39, on the deception of the Devil operative in Christ’s Passion, and Gregory of Nyssa’s Cat Or 21.
For a brief overview, see Donald F. Winslow, The Dynamics of Salvation: A Study in Gregory of Nazianzus
(Cambridge, Mass: Philadelphia Patristic Foundation, 1979), 107-108.

154 VGT 88.
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The context of the Christian community, with its traditions and needs, informs
interpretation as well. In this episode, Gregory attributes Thaumaturgus’ exemplary behavior to
his ability to look beyond the surface and see what his congregants need, but his discernment
also relies on his awareness of customary Christian behavior. When the threat of persecution
reaches the community, people succumb to fear, abandoning the sentiments and duties that
Gregory classifies as natural:

There was total confusion among the people and much helplessness, as they all

looked on each other with suspicion, since the loyalty of children to their parents

did not endure in the terrors, nor did nature guarantee to children the faithfulness

of parental care. Families split over religion were divided against each other, and

a child with Greek ideas became the betrayer of his believing parents, and the

father still in unbelief turned accuser against his believing child, and a brother, for

the same cause, would war against nature, judging it holy that his own kinsman

should be punished if he should cling to the true piety.**

Violent division is linked to misperception: the Christians “look on one another with suspicion”
(dvdmowiag). This type of looking is described as unnatural, destructive, and contrary to the
usual order of things. What is worse, in the context of Christ’s New Testament apocalyptic
sayings, it is a sign of the end times (e.g., Mk 13:12; Mt 24:10; Lk 21:16).%® Gregory identifies a
key danger: vicious behavior may result from untrained or improper ways of seeing and
interpreting circumstances. In a series of episodes so focused on Thaumaturgus’ insight and ways

of seeing well, the horror of unnatural seeing and its fallout might serve as an extra incentive for

viewers to imitate the exemplar’s way of seeing.

155 Toyyvotc 8& v mhco katd TO £0voc Kol Guyovio ToAM), TEvIeV GAARAOLE ST DTOViaG Svimy, 00 mUTpAct THG
Tapa TOV TEKVOV EDVOING €V TOIG POPePOis TOPAUEVOVGTG, OV TAUGT TO TIGTOV TTG TOTPIKTC KNOEUOVIAG EyyvmUEVNS
TS pVoews. 'Epepileto 8¢ kat’ aAANA@V T0 yévn mpog T0g Bpnokeiag oyllopeva. Kai moig EAMvilov miotdv
YOVE®V TPodHTNG £YiveTo: Kail KaTé ToNdOC TEMOTEVKOTOC £V AMIoTIO LéVEV O ToThp Katiyopoc fv. Kai adshpoc &k
g avTiig aitiog émoAépet Tff Pvoel, Gotov Kpivev TOv Opoyevi] Twwpnoacdar, &l tiig evcefeiog dvtéyorro (VGT 82).
156 See also Jn 9:18-23; Mic 7:5-6.
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But Thaumaturgus “saw” (¢1dov) and reacted to the “weakness of human nature” (tfig
avOporivng eboemg v acbévelav). His apparently cowardly choice to flee the city is, in this
setting of social upheaval, a strategic move. The faith leader the rulers sought to capture “like a
general” so “they might shatter the whole battle line of the faith” provides an example for those
whose devotion to Christianity cannot withstand the threat of imminent death. Gregory extends
the military metaphor, common to many contemporary martyrologies,'®’ as he explains that
Thaumaturgus

... advised the church to pull back a little from the fearful attack, thinking it better

that they should save their lives by flight than that, by standing in the battle line of

the contest, they should become deserters from the faith. And so that people might

be as strongly persuaded as possible that saving their faith through flight

conferred no danger on their soul, by his own example he became a symbol of the

advice to withdraw, since he himself withdrew from the approach of danger

before the others.!°®
While those around him abandon their natural responsibilities, betraying their social obligations,
Thaumaturgus adopts an even greater responsibility for his fellow Christians as their strategos.

By modeling a course of action for the whole community, he displays not cowardice, but

strategic wisdom, enacted as merciful condescension.**

157 Grig, Making Martyrs.

188 HuBoviog yiverar Tf ExxkAncig wicpdv vroympiicat Tf poPepd mpocsPolii, kpeittov elvar fyovuevog Sidt guyfic
TG YUYOG aNT®V meplom®oacbal, fj E5TdTOG £l THig TOV AYDVOV TopaTdEems, AMmotdkTovg yevéchat Tiig TioTemce
Kol ®g dv palota mesbeiev ol dvBpmnot, undéva kivduvov eépetv T Yoy, TO TV TGV 010 PUYTg TEpLoDSachar,
T® Kob’ £00TOV VIodelypoTt, GUUPOLAOG TG AVoX®PNHCEMS YiveTate adTOG TPO TV GAL®V dvaywpnoag T T0D
kwvdvvov gopd (VGT 84).

159 This, too, like the judicious use of deceit for good purposes, aligns Thaumaturgus with the figures of Christ and
God. We might contrast Thaumaturgus’ choice to flee with the behavior of Gregory of Nazianzus, who faced
violence and the threat of violence from Arian clergy in 380 CE, during a controversy over baptismal practices but
who chose to remain with his congregation, defying his opponents. A summary of events with references to Gregory
of Nazianzus’ several accounts in De vita sua and selected letters can be found in John A. McGuckin, St. Gregory of
Nazianzus: An Intellectual Biography (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2001), 256-261.

From Thaumaturgus’ own educational pedigree, we might consider also the example of Clement of Alexandria, who
apparently left the city during the persecution of Christians in 202/203 CE; Arthur Droge makes the interesting and
plausible connection between Clement’s personal experience and his distinction between necessary and unnecessary
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Coming as it does at the end of an extended narrative sequence, this episode is uniquely
situated to invite the ideal reader to apply lessons about interpretation and virtue encoded in
previous episodes. The shift from evaluations by the internal audience to an evaluation in the
narrator’s own voice opens the episode for interpretation by the reader. Then Gregory uses vivid
description to capture the terrifying historical circumstances that have disordered nature,
references a well-known component of military hierarchy, and echoes Scriptural prophecy about
family divisions, invoking contextual frameworks that facilitate the readers’ participation.

Gregory’s bios, surrounding the subject’s deeds with synkriseis and orienting
information, serves as a guide inducting readers into proper interpretive practices. Good
interpretation within the narratives is consistently described using the language of vision, a
choice that preserves the rich potential of sense perception even as Gregory incontrovertibly
shows that the senses alone are unreliable. Our reading revealed that the narrative arc of the
episodic bios is meant to instantiate the gradual development of a highly trained interpretive
facility in readers; not only does the bios describe how internal audiences come to recognize the
truth or meaning of a situation, but through the act of sequential reading, readers are challenged
to apply the interpretive principles introduced in earlier passages to later vignettes.

V. Conclusion
| have demonstrated that the conceptual metaphor of vision is ubiquitous in the bioi,

where Gregory applies it to grapple with the exemplars’ praxeis precisely as visible (perceptible)

Christian martyrdoms in Stromateis 4 (Droge and Tabor, A Noble Death, 141-144). Clement’s example stands in
contrast to that of Origen, Thaumaturgus’ immediate teacher, who (Eusebius reports) had to be restrained from
rushing to a martyr’s death even as a child, when the Severan persecution reached him and his family in 202/203 CE
(Eusebius, Historia ecclesiastica 6.2.2-6). For more on Eusebius’ developing thought on persecution and
martyrdom, see Robert M. Grant, “The Fifth Theme: Persecution and Martyrdom,” Eusebius as Church Historian
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980): 114-125.
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expressions — that is, embodied manifestations — of virtue and to demonstrate how they can
reveal the character and virtues of their soul. The figurative language is embedded in a
sophisticated Christian Platonic anthropology that Gregory as a biographer seeks to dramatize in
accessible narrative form; like other roughly contemporary biographers, he adapts such teaching
to account for and take advantage of generic conventions of reporting praxeis. The
epistemological valence of vision helps the biographer give readers the interpretive tools to deal
with a world where that which is seen refers to that which is hidden. By studying three specific
applications of vision in Gregory’s bioi — communicative, comparative, and participatory - |
have shown that he employs vision as a flexible, multivocal term, to model, assess, and
recommend an interpretive approach while also opening space within the narrative where readers
might themselves participate, through the practice of interpretation.

The findings of this chapter help to flesh out our developing portrait of Gregory the
biographer. The writer who draws on tenets of Christian Platonic anthropology and epistemology
demonstrates the extent of his classical education. He is manifestly invested in exploring the
pragmatic and didactic functions of the bios genre for a Christian reading community, and he
does not shy away from subjects which are difficult to portray in text, using narrative
commentary to draw attention to interpretive and narrative challenges. The transparent modeling
of interpretive strategies supports the hypothesis proposed in the Introduction, that Gregory
adapts the encomiastic convention of enumerating and organizing his subject’s praxeis to portray
ongoing development, a pattern we also observed in his descriptions of anatrophe and paideia
and which appears to reflect to his theological conception of perpetual progress (epektasis).

Gregory encodes directions for literary interpretation in the bioi. From the
characterization of internal audiences to direct commentary, to calculated appeals to readers’
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physical senses, the tactics of biographical narration seem to show us a mediated engagement
with the world and the necessity of accessible contexts for understanding experience, whether
physical or divinely revealed. Yet Gregory’s stated goal in VM 1.3, to enable a reader to translate
the exemplar’s virtues into his own life, requires further independent hermeneutical work on the
part of that reader. Resonances of meaning-making frameworks, like shared history of common
human experience, which allow links between the reader’s time and Gregory’s interpretation of
the exemplar’s time, are not fully sufficient, since events and praxeis in the reader’s own time
that may resonate are themselves subject to interpretation. In the final chapter, | demonstrate that
Gregory seeks to facilitate such real life interpretation by depicting various figures and events in
the bioi as “texts” that are subject to the interpretive gaze. Gregory layers narratives and
storytellers in a process of textualization, rendering human bodies sites subject to and in need of

interpretation.
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Chapter 4. Thanatos: narrating a death, reading a life

There was a need of intimacy with a holy man. The biographer mediated the intimacy between
saint and reader by asserting the intimacy between saint and biographer.
Arnoldo Momigliano, “Ancient Biography and the Study of Religion,” 1987.1

She said, “But I have kept a gray garment of your mother’s which I think we should put over
her, so that this holy beauty should not be made splendid with extraneous adornment because of
the dress.” Her opinion won out, and the garment was placed on Macrina. But even in the gray,
she shone, the divine power, | think, adding such grace to her body that, as in the vision of my
dream, rays seemed to be shining forth from her loveliness.
Life of Saint Macrina, 32.2
Near these were multicolored veils made out of skillfully woven material, the different colors
intertwined with each other to make the elegance of the woven web, by which veils were
separated that part of the tabernacle which was visible and accessible to some of those
performing sacred rites from that which was secret and inaccessible.
Life of Moses, 11.172.3

Arnoldo Momigliano’s insight that the biographer creates a sense of intimacy between
saints and ordinary readers by “asserting intimacy between saint and biographer” is borne out in
Gregory’s three texts, in a deceptively straightforward fashion. To train for “the life in
accordance with virtue” (6 xat’ apetyv ... Biog, VGT 2), interpreters from the ideal audience
must encounter the exemplary subjects whose histories they read; Gregory mediates a variety of

encounters, through his thoughtful ebpnoig and artful narrative arrangement (t&1g). As the

preceding chapters have shown, Gregory can be quite transparent about how and why he makes

1 Arnoldo Momigliano, “Ancient Biography and the Study of Religion,” in On Pagans, Jews, and Christians
(Middletown, Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 1987): 159-177, 177.

2 “AMV ot pot, enoi, Thg pnTpdg Tiig VUETEPAC TV AV TEPLAAYIEVOV ipdTiov, O dvmbey EmPANORVaL KaADS
Exew onui, MG av un @ EnelodrTo St Thg 6070 KOGU® TO 1EpOV T0UT0 KAALOG Aapmpvvorto.” 'Expdret ta
dedoypéva kai 1o ipdrtiov EnePAnN: 1 8& Eraune kai &v 1@ eoud, Tig Osiog, oluat, SuVaNEnS Kol Tad TV
npocbeiong v xopwv 1@ cdpatt, GoTE KOTO TNV TOD EVOITviov Syiv dkpipdc avydg Tvag €k Tod KGAAOVG EKAGumeLy
OOKETV.

3 TowciAa T PO ToVTOIG £€ VPavTIKiic PrhoTeyving KoTomeTdopato, Slapdpov avimy ETaAlAoIg TpdC THV TOD
VEAGUATOC HPaV CUUTAEKOUEVOV, Oi¢ S1EKpiveTO THC oKMViig B0V OpaTdV Te Kai PAGIHOV TIGL TdY iepovpyovviay
v koi doov EduTov TE Kai dveniBatov.
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certain literary and narrative choices. Reading about the exemplar’s virtuous deeds is a mode of
learning that may become a virtuous practice when properly performed within a reading
community, applying both the physical senses and the “eye of the soul” to an examination of the
exemplars’ praxeis, which Gregory brings vividly before readers’ eyes. Intimacy with text,
biographical subject, author, and other readers seems fundamental for the audience Gregory
imagines.

Yet as Momigliano also points out, the apparently intimate encounters between
biographical subjects and the readers of a bios are carefully and craftily mediated by the
biographer. The author asserts his intimacy with the exemplar using a range of rhetorical
techniques and narrative structures. It is nowhere more clear that the biographer is a mediator
than when he describes each exemplar’s death. He seeks to bring the dead to life, to make the
absent present, to transform an experience of reading a text into an interpersonal encounter. Like
the woven veils that separate the holy of holies from the tabernacle or the gray garment that
covers but cannot conceal Macrina’s glowing body, the narratives themselves obscure access to
the noetic, invisible, and hidden world that lies behind, beyond, and within the lives of the
exemplars. It is perhaps a testament to Gregory’s narrative craft and his commitment to training
his readers to “see” that the very literary mechanisms of obscuring and mediating intimate access
to the exemplars and their virtues can themselves be difficult to detect.

In this chapter, | examine how Gregory depicts each exemplar’s noble death or

euthanasia (s00avacia) as a final virtuous praxis.* With attention to last words, the moment of

4 Throughout, | use the transliterated term euthanasia or the English “noble death.”
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death, and the events that follow in all three bioi, I analyze Gregory’s engagement with this
component of the kephalaion related to deeds. What makes a death noble, and how does the
narration of a death scene relate to what has come before? What can a dead or dying body reveal
about virtue? How does Gregory adopt and adapt typical features used in depicting some
subject’s noble death, incorporating them into his own didactic accounts? What kind of role does
he script for the readers of these death scenes?

| argue that Gregory constructs his accounts of exemplary noble death in a way that seeks
to emphasize continuity between the exemplar’s earthly life and the divine image all Christians
aim to reflect. This specific focus on continuity is a key way Gregory deals with the tension
between the desired immediacy of an encounter with the exemplar and the undeniable — even
apparently insurmountable — distance between the deceased exemplar and the ideal reading
audience.
I. Narrating the final praxis: thanatos and euthanasia

What turns a death (thanatos) into a noble death (euthanasia), and what makes a
narrative description of death into an account of virtue? Gregory himself never uses the term
euthanasia, referring to each exemplar’s death with a variety of euphemistic phrases focused on

departing from human life.> Yet in the episodes that describe each exemplar’s final moments,

® There is no entry for “gvfovacia” in the LGO. In the VSM, Lampadia uses 0évorog to describe Macrina’s death
(VSM 29). Euphemistic expressions abound in the three texts. Gregory refers to Macrina’s death as her “departure
from life” (6 yopiopog g Lwiig, VSM 22) and as her “being set free from the chains of the body” (t&v decpudv
gklvbeica tod odparog, VSM 22). Gregory once refers to Moses’ death as an “end of living” (televtiv {doav) at
VM 11.314. This seems to be a usage that depends on the LXX text of Deuteronomy 34:5 and 7 (5: étehevtnoev
Mowotiic; 7: Movoiic 8& v éxotdv kai eikoot ETdv év 1@ tedevtdv otév). He also describes Moses’ death as the
point when he “changed over from the human life” (ueBiotatotl tod avBpwnivov Biov, VM I1.75). In the VGT, death
is referred to as “departure from life” (1] éx 10D Biov perdotacig, VGT 95) and as when Thaumaturgus “migrated
from the human life to God” (tod avBponivov Biov mpog tov Oeodv petavictatar, VGT 95).
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Gregory presents their sayings and their actions as evidence of virtue in their souls, interpreting
this final deed as an entirely positive capstone on a life of admirable deeds, as a death that is
indeed noble.

A. Encomiastic bios and thanatos as praxis

The bioi record each exemplar’s death and the events that follow, in VGT 95-99, VM
1.75-76 and 11.305-318, and VSM 19-38.° This portion of each encomiastic bios is included not
only out of historical necessity — though, of course, Gregory’s sources say and his audiences
know each exemplar is dead” — but because of the genre in which Gregory writes. A complete
bios offers an account of the subject’s life from birth to death.® Furthermore, in order to assess
the quality of the exemplar’s life one must know about the circumstances of her death. This is a
point articulated perhaps most clearly in earlier Greek tradition by the sage Solon in Herodotus’
Histories. In response to Croesus’ request to know who is the happiest man, Solon responds with

this bit of wisdom: possessions and good fortune are all well and good, but these are not

For a brief discussion of the history of our English “euthanasia” and its relation to the Greek term, see John M.
Cooper, “Greek Philosophers on Euthanasia and Suicide,” Reason and Emotion: Essays on Ancient Moral
Psychology and Ethical Theory (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999): 515-541, esp. 515-516.

% In each of these accounts, some part of the passage | am classifying as euthanasia actually narrates events after the
death or in some other way tangential to the death scene itself. For example, VGT 96-99 are, more precisely, a
retrospective narrative recounting a miracle from an earlier period in the exemplar’s life, and Maraval and others
identify this as a later addition to the published version of the text of Gregory’s speech. However, since Gregory has
chosen to insert it at this point in the biographical account, and because its thematic content does relate to the virtues
described in the death scene, I treat it as an extension of the account of Thaumaturgus’ euthanasia. Further
discussion and explanation are found below.

7 The biblical account of Moses’ life describes his death in Deuteronomy 34:1-8. Gregory’s audience in
Neocaesarea, gathered together (as he says in VGT 1) to commemorate Thaumaturgus, know the bishop has been
dead for many years. Gregory begins his account of Macrina’s life referring to her in the past tense, and the fact that
the epistolary interlocutor has apparently requested an account of her life so that it will not be forgotten (“in the time
to come, such a life should not be passed over” av un Adfot tov peta tadta ypoévov, VSM 1) suggests he knows that
life is over.

8 The standard reference is still Arnoldo Momigliano, The Development of Greek Biography (Cambridge, Mass:
Harvard University Press, 1993).
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permanent, and so are not sufficient for happiness. He concludes that if a man has these “and if,
still in possession of these things, he should end his life well (televtioet Tov Biov €D), he is the
one you seek, who is worthy to be called happy. But before he dies, be careful not to call him
happy, but fortunate (sbtoyga).”® A complete view of the life and its ending are required for
accurate assessment.°

It seems appropriate, then, that within the encomiastic kephalaion of praxeis rhetors are
generally encouraged to cover and extol the circumstances of the subject’s death. The death is
included among praxeis because it, too, can reveal aspects of the subject’s soul that should be
used in assessing the happiness of the subject and the quality of his or her life. The Rhetorica ad
Herennium lists the manner of death under external circumstances (extraneae res) that could
redound to praise or blame, depending on how the person conducted himself: “If he is dead, [tell]
what sort of death he had, and what sort of things followed after his death.”'! Aphthonius does
not mention this topic as a part of encomium, but the Progymnasmata attributed to Hermogenes
offer examples of the type of material an encomiast might include when describing the subject’s
death:

And then from the manner of his death (76 o0 tpomov ti|g Terevtiig), how he

died fighting for his country; and if there was anything incredible about it, as in

the case of Callimachus, because his corpse remained standing. And you will

praise him on account of who killed him; such as for the fact that Achilles died at
the hand of the god Apollo. You will also examine the events after the death: if

% &1 8¢ mpog TovTOoIL ET1 TELELTHGEL TOV Piov €D, 0DTOC éKelvog TOV o (ntéelg, 6 SAPIog kekAijoOon 8E0C éoTt Tpiv

8’ v tedevnon, Emoyely unde kodéew ko 6ABov, GAL evtuyéa (Herodotus, Hist. 1.32).

10 Aristotle’s discussion of what it means to be truly happy not only references Solon’s pronouncement, but modifies
the definition of happiness somewhat to account for the fact that a virtuous man can be happy even in adverse
circumstances. To pronounce someone happy requires that the person “realizes complete goodness in action, and is
adequately furnished with external goods” and that “he must also be destined to go on living not* for any casual period
but throughout a complete lifetime in the same manner, and to die accordingly” (Aristotle, Ethica Nicomachea 1.10,
transl. H. Rackham, LCL edition).

11 Sj interierit, cuiusmodi mors eius fuerit, cuiusmodi res mortem eius sit consecuta (Rhetorica ad Herennium 3.7.3).
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they held games for him, as for Patroclus (lliad 23); if there was some oracle
about his bones, as with Orestes; if his children are famous, as for Neoptolemus.*2

The rhetor advises encomiasts to emphasize primarily the circumstances of the death itself,
including manner and cause, if these can be used to praise the subject.!® Hermogenes also
recommends that the encomiast narrate events that are chronologically posterior to the death, e.g.
the lives of the subject’s children or the reactions of his community. These are further items that
are typically classified under “deeds of fortune” or “external things” in the literature on
encomium.* But when and how is virtue shown through the components of a typical narrative
about euthanasia? On the basis of a comparative study of narrative scenes depicting noble
deaths, I argue that three typical features — last words, the reactions of witnesses, and events after

death — are frequently used to portray virtuous qualities of the dying subject’s soul.*®

12w omv i s, ~ s . . - , . .
11 8¢ kal Ao Tod TPOTOV TG TEAELTI|G, OTWG mébavev Ve Thg maTpidog payduevos: Kal €l Tt mapado&ov

gvtadBa, o¢ émi Tod Kadlipdyov, 8Tt kol vekpdg eloTikel Kol Gmd Tod AmoKTeivovTog anTdv ETaVEGELC, 0lov 8Tt
Ay\evg 010 00D anébave Tod AToOlhmvoc. EEeTdoelc 6 Kol Ta PETA TNV TELELTNY, €l Ay®dveg Etébnoav €n” avTd,
a¢ €mi [atpoxhm, &l ypnopndc Tig mepl TV 0otéwv, Mg £ml ‘Opéatov, &l ol maideg Evoo&ot, ¢ 0 NeomtOAENO0G
(Hermogenes, Progymnasmata 7, Rabe 16).

13 One example of praiseworthy circumstances is the ideal of a Spartan death, in which the man falls while fighting
bravely on the front lines, illustrating his courage and his dedication to civic duty. For a brief history of the
development of this theme and its appearance in Plutarch, see Andrew G. Scott, “The Spartan Heroic Death in
Plutarch’s Laconian Apophthegms,” Hermes, Volume 143, Number 1 (January 2015): 72-82.

14 See Aphthonius, Progymnasmata 8, Rabe 22; Cicero, De inventione 2.59 177; Hermogenes, Progymnasmata 7,
Rabe 16; Chapter 3.

15 Christopher Pelling analyzes in a similar way the material that follows the narration of deaths in Plutarch’s Lives,
in his “Is Death the End? Closure in Plutarch’s Lives,” Plutarch and History: Eighteen Studies (Swansea: The
Classical Press of Wales, 2002): 365-386. Pelling argues that Plutarch uses a number of techniques to provide
closure at the end of each Life, and argues that the synkritic conclusions of each pair re-open ethical and thematic
questions that the conclusions of the Lives themselves attempt to close. His list of techniques includes authorial
intrusion, summarizing or modifying vignette, and tracing down family fortunes, all of which operate using a
“pattern of thematic recall” (375). The components I consider here are both drawn from Hermogenes’
recommendations and built up from a survey of Greek, Jewish, and early Christian texts that describe some subject’s
death. Not all of these texts are strictly biographical, since death scenes appear in a number of genres.
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1. Last words

Biographers frequently preserve their subjects’ last words. This appears to arise from a
natural interest; as early as Plato’s Phaedo,® Phaedo’s interlocutor Echecrates requests specific
information about both the words and conduct of the dying Socrates: “What are the things the
man said before his death? And how did he die?” (Ti o0v 81 éottv étta €lnev O dviyp Tpd TOd
Bavérov; kai méde Etehevta; Phaedo 57a) He repeats an almost identical request at 58¢.>” A
vignette relating last words tends to take the form of a chreia (ypeia), a brief anecdote about a
character.'® Like a maxim or gnomic saying (yvéun), the chreia may include a pithy saying, but
it is expanded to include the identity of the particular character who speaks and sometimes the
circumstances in which the saying is delivered, such as to whom the words are spoken.*®
Aphthonius makes the following distinction between the two literary forms: “The chreia differs
from a maxim inasmuch as a chreia is sometimes concerned with action, but a maxim is always a

saying, and inasmuch as it is necessary for the chreia to indicate a person, whereas a maxim is

16 This text was composed shortly after Socrates’ death in 399 BCE.

17 T{ 8¢ &1 18 mepl ovTOV TOV Bdvatov, ® Paidwv; Ti fv o Aeydévra kol mpoydévra (Plato, Phaedo 58¢). The
wording here is slightly different, of course, but Echecrates questions Phaedo on the same topics as before: “What
Were the circumstances around his death, Phaedo? What were his words and his deeds?”

18 On the widely recognized prevalence of chreiai in Mark’s gospel, see the brief overview and introduction in Ben
Witherington, 111, New Testament Rhetoric: An Introductory Guide to the Art of Persuasion in and of the New
Testament (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2009), 24-31.

19 On the varied uses of the chreia in school exercises at primary, secondary, and tertiary levels, see the 2002
volume of collected examples, edited and translated by Hock and O’Neil. They note that at the primary and
secondary levels, chreiai were primarily used to teach reading and grammar, but at the tertiary level students were
required to expand a given chreia into a longer narrative. For example, in the exercises Hermogenes outlines,
students were practicing praising the tpdcwnov of the speaker before relating the saying; expanding on, defending,
or refuting the content of the saying; and then exhorting some audience to act based on (or contrary to) the saying.
This Hermogenic exercise seems particularly relevant to the use of chreiai in biographical thanatos scenes (Ronald
Hock and Edward N. O’Neil, editors, The Chreia and Ancient Rhetoric: Classroom Exercises. Writings from the
Greco-Roman World Series [Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2002], esp. ix, 83-84, and 88ff. on
Hermogenes).
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brought forth impersonally.”?® The “last words” component of most bioi takes the form of a
chreia, and this form allows the biographer to perform the work of characterization that connects
words to virtues in the soul.

An author might use the last words to point to the subject’s consistency in his chosen way
of life. Socrates’ final public pronouncements are recorded in Xenophon’s Apology in a way that
demonstrates the philosopher continues to use probing questions to provoke self-examination.
Xenophon reports that Socrates admonished those weeping for him by questioning their actions
(“What is this?” he said, “And why are you crying?”’ Ti todto; &ineiv a0tov, 1j ptt dakpiete;
Apology 1.27).2! The final speech of the ascetic monk Antony (251-356 CE) in Athanasius’
Christian bios, consists largely of exhortation to his followers to persevere in their ascetic
practices, the very practices that Antony has been modeling throughout his ascetic life in the

desert (Vita Antonii, 91.6).22

20 Aievivoye 82 1) ypeia Tig yvdung @ v udv ypeiov eivol mote TpakTikny, THY 88 YvOunY del Aoyikny, Koi Td Ty
uev ypeiav deiobor Tpocdmov, TV 8¢ Yvoduny drpocodnng ékeipecbor (Aphthonius, Progymnasmata 4, Rabe 8).

2L The last words of Socrates that Diogenes Laertius records in his Lives of Eminent Philosophers 11.42 are a paean
to Apollo and Artemis and a “fable of Aesop” that Diogenes says he composed “not very skillfully” (o0 wévv
gmretevyuévac) (Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, transl. R.D. Hicks, LCL edition). The Phaedo,
60b-61c, also records that Socrates was composing poetic versions of Aesop’s fables before his death. On Socrates’
choice of Aesop, see Mark L. McPherran, “Socrates and Aesop in Plato’s Phaedo,” Apeiron, Volume 45, Issue 1
(February 2012): 50-60. McPherran argues that Socrates chose Aesop because of similiarites in their fates (51).

22 Paul van Geest argues that Athanasius uses the account of Antony’s developing asceticism to model a movement
from instruction to praxis to self-discipline inspired by love, a movement that was intended to be instructive for
readers of the Life (Paul van Geest, “...seeing that for monks the life of Antony is a sufficient pattern of discipline’:
Athanasius as mystagogue in his Vita Antonii,” Church History and Religious Culture, Volume 90, Number 2-3
[2010]: 199-221). Antony’s engagement with and instruction of a Christian community are treated as a paradoxical
component of his retreat; Sophie Cartwright argues that in the Vita Antonii Athanasius constructs a political
theology designed to encourage the establishment of a heavenly kingdom on earth (Sophie Cartwright, “Athanasius’
‘Vita Antonii’ as Political Theology: The Call of Heavenly Citizenship.” The Journal of Ecclesiastical History,
Volume 67, Number 2 [April 2016]: 241-264, 259). For more on the political implications of Antony’s asceticism,
see David Brakke, Athanasius and the Politics of Asceticism, Oxford Early Christian Studies (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1995), esp. Chapter 3.
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Sometimes authors depict their dying subjects using their last words in an attempt to
color others’ perceptions of their character. Flavius Philostratus’ Life of Apollonius of Tyana, an
early third-century CE account of the life and deeds of a wonderworking Neopythagorean
philosopher, records the last words of Apollonius to Damis, the “eyewitness” source for many of
the narrative’s events. Apollonius directs, “Even when you philosophize on your own, Damis,
look to me” (® Adp, kav éni seavtod prhocogiic, &ue épa, 8.28), proclaiming himself to be a
model of intellectual and philosophical virtue.” In Diogenes Laertius’ Lives of Eminent
Philosophers, there are two accounts of the death of Pythagoras. In one, the fleeing philosopher
was stopped short when he came upon a field of beans, “where he stopped, saying he would be
captured rather than cross it, and be killed rather than prate about his doctrines; and so his
pursuers cut his throat.”?* To whom he spoke, and who recorded the words is unclear, but this
chreia demonstrates Pythagoras’ own apparent interest in reminding posterity that he was
consistent in his commitment to his principles.

Plutarch preserves his subjects’ last words with some frequency. Even when he uses the
death scene to draw the subject’s virtue into question, the final words play a key role. In his Life
of Cato the Younger, the statesman, orator, and Stoic philosopher, he records that before he took
his own life Cato was reading Plato’s Phaedo (Cato Minor 68.2), and that he had conversations

with several family members and close friends who were determined to keep his sword away

23 See Christopher Jones, “Apollonius of Tyana, Hero and Holy Man,” in Ellen Bradshaw Aitken and Jennifer K.
Berenson Maclean, eds., Philostratus’ Heroikos: Religion and Cultural Identity in the Third Century C.E., SBL
WGRW, Number 6 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2004): 75-84, on the historical and literary repuations of
Apollonius. With respect to Apollonius’ pronouncement to Damis (above), Jones points out that “Philostratus
consistently represents Apollonius as ‘divine’ (0gioc), though he does so with caution, usually making characters in
the work use the adjective rather than expressing his own opinion” (Jones, “Apollonius of Tyana,” 78); it seems,
therefore, less surprising that Apollonius recommends himself at the end of his life.

24 Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers V111.39, transl. R.D. Hicks, LCL edition.
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from him; in these exchanges he insisted on his sanity and the fact that his plans for suicide were
governed by philosophical principles.?® Indeed, the final utterance Plutarch records was “Now I
am my own!” (vOv £udc iy, Cato Minor 70.1), a proclamation redolent of Stoic dedication to
self-control.?® In this presentation, the subject proclaims his own commitment to virtue and
philosophical excellence, a position consistent with his earlier actions. Plutarch’s narrative
undermines the idea that Cato has really achieved Stoic apatheia in other ways: he punches a
servant (Cato Minor 68.3), “groans with pity” for those caught in a storm at sea (70.3), and, after
a botched suicide attempt, pushes away the physician trying to save him, whose name is
Cleanthes, like one of the founders of Stoicism (70.6). Alexei V. Zadorojnyi identifies Plutarch’s

project here as a Platonic critique of Stoic philosophical principles and practices.?” This

% The principles in view are generally associated with Stoicism, though they can be traced back to Socrates in the
Phaedo. There the philosopher leaves a loophole, as it were, allowing suicide in the case of some necessity. In Stoic
tradition, that necessity (avaykn) takes the form of a signal from the god or the impossibility of continuing to live in
accordance with nature, and it is only the sage who can correctly identify these conditions. Among crucial primary
textual records for the philosophical justification for voluntary death, see Seneca’s Epistle 24, which collects
examples of admirable men and their noble deaths from the historical tradition. As David Seeley points out, Seneca
highlights the imitability and exemplary quality of these deaths in Ep. 24 and other texts; see David Seeley, The
Noble Death: Graeco-Roman Martyrology and Paul’s Concept of Salvation. Journal for the Study of the New
Testament Supplement Series (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1990), 113-124. On the public nature of Cato’s
suicide as part of its admirable nature, see Catharine Edwards, “Modelling Roman Suicide? The afterlife of Cato,”
Economy and Society, Volume 34, Number 2 (2005): 200-222.

%6 On the Stoic conception of self-possession and autonomy, see A.A. Long, “Stoic Philosophers on Persons,
Property-Ownership, and Community,” in From Epicurus to Epictetus: Studies in Hellenistic and Roman
Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006): 335-359. For the role of the “self” as aristocratic persona, see
the argument of Timothy Hill, Ambitiosa Mors: Suicide and Self in Roman Thought and Literature, Studies in
Classics, Volume 10 (New York: Routledge, 2004). Hill writes that “the Roman equation of the self with the
capacity to act as a moral witness within the community...underlies the basic dichotomy visible in Roman discourse
between honorable and dishonorable deaths. Good deaths are those which display an exemplary awareness of those
social norms that ideally regulate the conduct of an aristocrat, and thus successfully demonstrate to a social audience
the individual’s right to act as a moral witness within it. Bad deaths, on the other hand, indicate that the individual’s
awareness of these norms is deficient or misguided, due to, e.g., the influence of the appetites” (19). It seems to be
this problem of “misguided” action that Zadorojnyi comments on (see below). On the features of an admirable
Roman suicide more broadly speaking, see Miriam Griffin, “Philosophy, Cato, and Roman Suicide: 1.” Greece &
Rome, Volume 33, Number 1 (April 1986): 64-77, esp. 67-68; and Miriam Griffin, ‘“Philosophy, Cato, and Roman
Suicide: II,” Greece & Rome, Volume 33, Number 2 (October 1986): 192-202.

27 Alexei V. Zadorojnyi, “Cato’s Suicide in Plutarch,” The Classical Quarterly, New Series, Volume 57, Number 1
(May 2007): 216-230, 222-223.
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complicated account, which preserves philosophically sound last words in the context of
incongruous actions, reveals Plutarch’s characterization of Cato as a figure whose qualities of
soul are perhaps not as admirable as they should be. The last words and the manner of death are

working in conjunction to offer evidence that may be used to assess Cato’s virtues.

2. Reactions of witnesses

Those who witness or hear about a noble death are frequently depicted as offering some
interpretive comment, either immediately or upon further reflection. Such reactions can be a way
for the author to record public judgments about the virtue of the deceased. The biographer, too,
can serve as a “witness” to the events of the death, the details of which he finds in his sources;
that is, authorial comments about how to interpret the events in the death scene may also
function as signposts meant to direct readers toward or away from particular assessments of the
subject’s virtue. The accounts of Socrates’ death by Plato and Xenophon include reactions from
both kinds of witnesses.

In the Phaedo, Plato emphasizes the complementarity of Socrates” words and manner; the
eyewitness who observed his death maintains that Socrates “appeared [to me] happy, Echecrates,
in both manner and words, as he died fearlessly and nobly” (eddaipmv yap pot aviyp paiveto, &
"Exéxporeg, kai 100 Tpomov kai Tdv Adywv, O adedg kai yevvaing étedevta, Phaedo 58e). The

witness points directly to virtues that, in his assessment, Socrates displayed.?® Phaedo reports that

28 The biographical narrative pattern in scenes describing noble death appears here, and is tied to the fact that
Socrates’ death was voluntary (I prefer the terminology of Droge and Tabor, who use “voluntary death” instead of
“suicide” to avoid the almost wholly negative connotations of self-inflicted death in the modern world). Much of
Socrates’ deathbed discussion is concerned with the various factors that make voluntary death acceptable or even
desirable, such that his action may be construed as a noble and virtuous one. For an overview of the influence of the
Phaedo in subsequent Greco-Roman philosophical discussions of voluntary death, see Arthur J. Droge and James D.
Tabor, A Noble Death: Suicide and Martyrdom among Christians and Jews in Antiquity (San Francisco:
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Crito closed the eyes of the deceased, and he offers a final note: “Such was the end, Echecrates,
of our companion, a man, we could say, who was the best of all those in our experience, and also
the most sensible and the most righteous” ("Hd¢ 1 tehevty}, & ‘Exéxpatec, 1o £taipov fuiv
8yéveto, Avdpac, O NUEIC Poipey v, TdV TOTE OV Enelpddnuey dpicTov Koi GAA®G
QpoVILOTATOL Kai dtkonotdtov, Phaedo 118a). This superlative praise assumes a synkrisis
between Socrates and other figures known to both the witness and his interlocutor. Though the
readers are unlikely to have known Socrates, this presentation of the witness’s judgment as one
that is considered and informed seems designed to create a reliable, trustworthy testimony.
Xenophon, in his Apology, concludes with a double pronouncement in his own narrative
voice. First, Xenophon declares that through his conduct in facing death Socrates “exhibited
strength of soul” (énedei&oto 8¢ tig Yyoydg v podunv, Apology 1.33) and “wisdom and nobility”
(tAv e copiav kol TNV yevvarotnto, Apology 1.34); he transparently interprets the events that
took place. Second, he tries to direct any later interpretation, claiming that Socrates should be

remembered as an exemplary guide to virtue; indeed, “if anyone should meet a person among

those who aim at virtue who is more helpful than Socrates, | think that man is most worthy of

HarperSanFrancisco, 1992), especially Chapter 2 (“The Death of Socrates and Its Legacy”). In summary they write,
“With the exception of the Pythagoreans (and their intellectual heirs, the Neoplatonists), no philosophical school in
antiquity condemned the practice of voluntary death. What concerned the philosophers more than the act itself were
the reasons for which an individual might justifiably choose death” (Droge and Tabor, A Noble Death, 43). They
specifically attribute the authoritative condemnation of suicide as a sin to Augustine, just after our period (Droge
and Tabor, A Noble Death, 3-4). On Socrates’ arguments about suicide, see James Warren, “Socratic Suicide,” The
Journal of Hellenic Studies, Volume 121 (2001): 91-106. For treatments of suicide in the Roman literary tradition,
see Timothy Hill, Ambitiosa Mors; for a detailed taxonomy of modes and causes for self-killing, see Anton J.L. Van
Hooff, From Autothanasia to Suicide: Self-killing in Classical Antiquity (London: Routledge, 1990), esp. Chapters
2-3, pages 40-132.
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being deemed fortunate” (&i 8¢ TIC TAV APETNHC EPIEUEVOV DPEAUDTEPD TIVI ZOKPATOVE
GUVEYEVETO, EKETVOV £Y0 TOV dvdpa dElopakapiotdtatov vopilo, Apology 1.34).2°

A narrator’s commentary about the death might express an authoritative opinion or invite
readers to develop their own assessment of events.>® Philostratus, in his Lives of the Sophists,
describes the end of Critias the Sophist and tyrant by juxtaposing his own reaction with that of
others; while some “think that he played an honourable part at the last” (okel 8° £vioig avrp
ayobog yevéoOar mapa v tekevtrv), Philostratus says he himself believes “that no human being
can be said to have died nobly (xoAd¢ dmobaveiv) for a cause that he took up in defiance of the
right (mép dv ovk opBdc eiketo).”®t He combines the record of historical opinion with an
authorial interjection, presenting interpretive options for readers. The narrator of the Christian

Martyrdom of Polycarp interjects his own narrative commentary as a way of interpreting the

martyr’s death. He authoritatively states that Polycarp “gained the crown of incorruptibility” (tov

29 Xenophon’s version of the same events in the Memorabilia similarly upholds Socrates’ death as the most noble
imaginable. Apparently conflating the philosopher’s apology with his last words, Xenophon proclaims he “gained
glory, showing forth the strength of his soul and its justice, speaking most truthfully and frankly and justly, and
receiving the sentence of death most meekly and manfully. For it is confessed that there is no record in human
memory of death more nobly borne” (... tfig yoyfic v pounv émdel&duevog bkAelay TPocEKTNOATO, THY TE dIKNV
navtov avlpormv aAnbéotata kai Elevbepidtora Kol dikatdtata inmdv Kol TV katdyvooty Tod Bavdatov tpadtota
Kol AvOp®OEoTOTO EVEYKAG. OLOAOYETTOL YOP 0VOEVA TTM TAV LVIUOVEVOUEVAY AVOpOT®MV KGAAOV Bdvatov EveyKely,
Xenophon, Memorabilia 1V.8.1-2). Furthermore, his cheerful and serene manner between conviction and the actual
time of death lead Xenophon to a series of rhetorical questions about Socrates’ superlative conduct: “And how could
someone die more nobly than this? Or what sort of death could be more noble than that in which someone dies most
nobly? What sort of death could be more blessed than the noblest? Or what more dear to the gods than the most
blessed?” (koil wd¢ &v Tig KGAAOV T} 0VTOG dmoBdvot; 1 molog dv gin Bavortog KoAM®V §j OV KIAMGTA TIS dmobdvot;
010G & Av yévorto Bavotog evdaptovéstepog 10D KOAAGTOL; §| Toil0g BE0PIAETTEPOG TOD EVSALOVESTATOV;
Xenophon, Memorabilia 1V.8.3.) The synkrisis readers are invited to perform elevates Socrates above all other
exemplars in perpetuity.

30 A particularly striking example of authorial reaction to the events of a death is found in Lucian, Alexander the
False Prophet, 59. In his account of what is decidedly an ignoble life and death, Lucian opines that the
circumstances of Alexander’s “most wretched end” (oixtiotog T€éA0g) were fitting for “a son of Podaleirius; for his
leg (mwovg, m0ddc) became mortified quite to the groin and was infested with maggots.” With this proclamation, even
in a text aimed at blame rather than praise, Lucian shows how the circumstances of a death are linked to the
deceased’s virtue and vice.

31 Philostratus, Lives of the Sophists 16, 502, transl. Wilmer Cave Wright (London: William Heinemann, 1922).
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¢ dpbapoiog otépavov dmorafmv, Mart. Polycarp 19), a result that affirms the noble nature of
Polycarp’s sacrifice. After the death and burial scenes in the Life of Antony, Athanasius proceeds
to directly address his readers, inviting them to “consider for yourselves what kind of person was
this Antony, the man of God” (Aoyilec0g rai Dugic, Omoioc v O Tod Oeod EvOpwmoc AVIOVIOG,
Vita Antonii 93.1). In order to assist readers in their assessment, he follows this invitation with
remarks that praise Antony’s ascetic discipline and an assertion that his fame corroborates his
great virtue, ending with an exhortation to readers and a closing doxology (94); the narrator

depicts himself as a figure who performs interpretive work that readers may also perform.3?

3. Events after death

Among events after death, Hermogenes includes items such as whether or not people
“held games” (dy®dveg €1é0ncav) in honor of the deceased, whether there was an “oracle”
(xpnopoc) about him, and “if his children are famous” (&i oi moideg £vdo&or).® In part, the
rationale for including this information must be to indicate how the subject’s community judged
him and whether they considered his memory worthy of honor.

At the same time, like other “external circumstances” or “deeds of Fortune,” the events

after a person’s death might have been thought of as affecting him directly. In his Ethica

32 Averil Cameron, in an essay on the Lives of Antony and Constantine, points out that the exemplarity of Antony’s
death is already mentioned at the start of this narrative section: “...the deaths of Constantine and of Antony are
recounted with solemnity and emphasis on their exemplary and edifying nature; of Antony it is said that ‘even his
death has become something imitable’ (VA 89)” (Averil Cameron, “Form and Meaning: the Vita Constantinii and
the Vita Antonii,” in Greek Biography and Panegyric in Late Antiquity, ed. Tomas Hagg and Philip Rousseau
[Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000]: 72-88, 82).

This appears to be a paraphrase rather than a direct quote, though she is correct that Athanasius calls particular
attention to the recollection or recounting of Antony’s death. At Vita Antonii 89, he writes, “And how the end of his
life happened is a worthy thing for me to commemorate and for you to desire to hear” (Olov 8¢ kai T© Téloc ot
100 Biov yéyovev, dEov kape pvnuovedoat, kai b dkodoa mobodvrag). Athanasius seems to be creating a
miniature narrative frame to focus his readers’ attention on aspects of Antony’s comportment at his thanatos.

33 Hermogenes, Progymnasmata 7, Rabe 16.
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Nicomachea, Aristotle speculates about whether things that happen to a deceased person’s
children and later descendants could affect his happiness:

Now it would be a strange thing if the dead man were also to change

(ovppetaparror) with the fortunes of his family, and were to become a happy

man at one time and then miserable at another; yet on the other hand it would also

be strange in ancestors were not affected (cvvikveicOau) at all, even over a limited

period, by the fortunes of their descendants.3*
Aristotle eventually concludes that the dead are affected to a certain extent, but not so much as to
make the happy unhappy (or vice versa).® The information about descendants is generally
presented as a bald statement of facts. In his biography of Cato the Elder, Plutarch moves
immediately from the last words to a list of the subject’s prominent descendants, which takes up
just a few lines (Cato Major 27.5). The life of Cato the Younger concludes with brief accounts
about the fates of his son and daughter (Cato Minor 73). That a man’s offspring are themselves
virtuous reflects positively upon those same family, homeland, and ancestors that were already
praised in an account of the man’s genos. The author is able to show that the early promise of a
virtuous life is fulfilled and passed on, even after death.

Similarly, the author can offer a reflection on the earlier praxeis and their potential
impact for later generations. The late gamma-text of the Alexander Romance adds a
comprehensive list of all those nations and peoples Alexander conquered (111.35). This list seems
intended to serve as a reminder of Alexander’s military prowess and his impressive legacy. The

text ends with some iambic lines praising the Macedonian king, a final narrative comment on his

excellence. Part of this poetic addition remarks directly on virtue: “Virtue alone remains,

34 Aristotle, Ethica Nicomachea 1.10.4-5, transl. H. Rackham, LCL edition.
35 Aristotle, Ethica Nicomachea 1.11.6, transl. H. Rackham, LCL edition.
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imperishable/ In fame, and even Time that conquers all/ Cannot destroy a noble reputation.”
Not all events that take place after a death are positive, but they may nevertheless be
presented in such a way as to provide the narrator with occasions to comment on the qualities of
the deceased. Plutarch’s Life of Caesar 67-69 narrates the aftermath of Caesar’s assassination.
The murder throws the senate into disarray, which “filled the people with confusion and helpless
fear” (koatéminoe tapoyic Kai 6€ovg andpov Tov dfjuov, 67.1). The people’s confusion continues
into the next day, when Plutarch explains that the people “showed by their deep silence that
although they pitied Caesar they respected Brutus” (énednlov 1] moAr]) cwwnf] Kaioapa pev
oikteipwv, aidoduevovg 6 Bpodtov, 67.4). These narrative comments aim to reveal the mixed
public attitude toward Caesar’s rule. Plutarch also describes how the people respond after they
find that Caesar, with the same public generosity he showed during his life,%” has left them all
gifts in his will (68.1). They become enraged at the sight of his “mutilated” (dtodeAmPnpévov)
body and form a vengeful mob to attack his murderers (68.1). The impassioned public response
is a form of outrage over the ignominious circumstances of the generous man’s end, an end that

does not seem appropriate for someone with Caesar’s qualities.

3 Alexander Romance, 111.35, transl. Richard Stoneman, Penguin edition.

37 For example, after the civil wars, he celebrated three triumphs, gave gifts to his soldiers, scheduled gladiatorial
and naval combats for the public, and even furnished public banquets in the city (Plutarch, Life of Caesar, 55).
Whether this beneficence is itself virtuous, or appropriate for an imperial ruler, may be questioned. See, for
example, Christopher Pelling, “Plutarch’s Caesar: A Caesar for the Caesars?” in Plutarch and History, 253-265;
Pelling argues that Plutarch intends to address timeless themes and qualities, not just those that would be appropriate
for his own day. Among these themes is the success or failure of law and democracy, and the role of propaganda
(258). Nevertheless, the events after Caesar’s death do indicate his consistency of action, which relies on qualities in
his soul.
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Accounts that provide information about the subject’s burial also reflect public
assessment of the deceased. Philostratus describes the great displays of devotion around
Achilles’ tomb in his Heroikos (written ca. 218 CE*®):

His burial was the most notable (ékdnAdtata) among men for all the offerings

with which the Greeks presented him: they decided it would never be right again

to wear long hair after his death, and their gold, or whatever they had either

brought with them to Troy or received from the booty there, they heaped up onto

the pyre... Then he received glorious honors (Aapmp@dv) again both from his son

and, in an effort to repay thanks to him (avtyapiCesbor avtd nepopévov), from

the Greeks who also, as they prepared to sail away from Troy, fell on his tomb

and imagined they were embracing Achilles (tov AyiAéa dovto mepipaiiey).>®
The Heroikos, a dialogue that refers to various types of evidence that could support the practices
of hero cult, also describes later veneration at Achilles’ tomb (52.3, 16), proof of ongoing honors
for the warrior.*® The protracted death scene in the Martyrdom of Polycarp concludes with
Christian followers gathering the bones of the martyr; the narrator points out this will enable

them to celebrate the “day of his martyrdom” in appropriate fashion going forward (trv tod

38 For dating and other circumstances of composition, see Jeffrey Rusten and Jason Konig, ed. and transl.,
“Introduction,” Philostratus: Heroicus; Gymnasticus; Discourses 1 and 2, Loeb Classical Library 521 (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2014): 5-69, 5-11.

3 Philostratus, Heroikos 51.13, transl. Jeffrey Rusten and Jason Ko6nig, LCL edition.

40 Maclean and Aitken, in the introduction to their 2001 WGRW translation of the Heroikos, lay out differing
scholarly opinions about the aim of the text vis-a-vis hero cult. Their conclusion is as follows: “We are... inclined to
take the Heroikos with some seriousness as seeking to persuade its audience of the value of hero cults...The
categories of conversion, belief, and disbelief are, however not the most precise for understanding the Heroikos.
Rather, we find in the Heroikos a contrast in sources of authority” (Jennifer K. Berenson Maclean and Ellen
Bradshaw Aitken, transl. “Introduction,” Flavius Philostratus: Heroikos, SBL WGRW, Volume 1 [Atlanta: Society
of Biblical Literature, 2001]: xxxvii-xcii, Ixxxi). See also Hans Dieter Betz, “Hero Worship and Christian Beliefs:
Observations from the History of Religion on Philostratus’ Heroikos,” in Aitken and Maclean, Philostratus’
Heroikos, 25-47, on the implications of hero cult described in Heroikos for understanding Christology in the
gospels.

Cf. also the satirical account of the self-immolation of Peregrinus. Lucian describes the fabrication of false omens in
the aftermath of Peregrinus’ death (he himself admits he is responsible for a story about a speaking vulture rising
from Peregrinus’ pyre, Lucian, The Passing of Peregrinus, 39-41, transl. A.M. Harmon, LCL edition). On art
representing heroic death and its role in hero cult, see the brief essay by Corinne Ondine Pache, “The Hero beyond
Himself: Heroic Death in Ancient Greek Poetry and Art,” Heroes: Mortals and Myths in Ancient Greece, ed. Sabine
Albersmeier (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009): 88-107.
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poptupiov avtod fuépav, Mart. Polycarp 18).4! By connecting the martyr’s resurrection life to
devotional practices and commemoration among living Christians, the text actually points to
future events; this devotion is dependent upon the recollection of Polycarp’s exemplary praxeis,
including his death.*? In his Life of Antony, the account of burial provides the author with a way
of connecting Antony to the past, specifically to biblical tradition. Athanasius writes that no one
except the two people responsible for interring the body knows Antony’s burial place, thus
assimilating the exemplar to Moses (92.2; Deut 34:5-6). Another allusion to the death of Moses
follows in 93.2, where Athanasius reports that despite Antony’s advanced age, the monk’s eyes
were undimmed at the time of death and he had kept all his teeth (Deut 34:7).

In some texts, the author may use an account of events that follow the subject’s noble
death to affirm the wisdom of the subject. The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, a collection
of texts that were probably initially composed by Hellenistic Jews, possibly as early as the
second century BCE, purport to preserve the final words of biblical patriarchs, the twelve sons of

Jacob.*® This testamentary literature draws its framework from Hebrew Bible scenes like Gen 49,

4l As Virginia Burrus points out when comparing Polycarp’s death scene with Ignatius of Antioch’s epistolary
anticipation of death, “Unlike Ignatius, Polycarp has not, however, been rendered entirely invisible through his
witnessing death. Instead, his frail body, like his shame, has been converted through the testing of fire into an
enduring treasure: what remains are his bones, ‘more valuable than precious stones and finder than refined gold’
(18.2)” (Virginia Burrus, Saving Shame: Martyrs, Saints, and Other Abject Subjects [Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2008], 23).

“2 It is the contention of Droge and Tabor that the devaluation of earthly life (in the face of a promised, better
afterlife) we see in Christian martyrologies is fully continuous with a similar reversal of values in Hellenistic
Judaism, which saw martyrdom as a noble choice. They write that in authors like Philo and Josephus, and in
rabbinic texts, “it is simply assumed throughout that obtaining ‘eternal life’ beyond this world is the human goal.
Such an orientation will of necessity involve a devaluation of this present life and a revaluation of death as the way
to Paradise. Given this perspective, the issues of when one can properly choose to depart become unavoidable”
(Droge and Tabor, A Noble Death, 105).

43 These texts probably did not reach their completed form, at Christian hands, until the second century CE. For an
overview of scholarship on the dating and composition of the Testaments, see Robert A. Kugler, The Testaments of
the Twelve Patriarchs, Guides to Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha (Sheffield: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2001).
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where a dying patriarch delivers instructions, blessings, and curses for his descendants. These
extended “last words” accounts conclude with brief descriptions of burial or lamentation,
consisting of only a few lines in each case. One of the longer accounts, the death of Dan, records
the following:

After saying these things he kissed them and slept an eternal sleep. And his sons

buried him and later they brought up his bones near Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.

However, Dan prophesied to them that they would forget the law of their God,

that they would be estranged from their apportioned land and from the people of

Israel, and from their lineage and their seed; and so it happened.**

Here the author records the fulfillment of prophecy to show that the patriarch’s wisdom was
reliable, perhaps a means of suggesting that the exhortations recorded earlier in the text should
be followed.

The narration of miraculous or supernatural events that occurred in the aftermath of a
subject’s death can also work to confirm the excellent qualities of the subject. In Xenophon’s
account, Socrates delivered a “prophecy” about the son of Anytus, the truth of which Xenophon
confirms (1.29-31) as proof of Socrates’ wisdom and insight. At Alexander’s deathbed in the
Alexander Romance, even Bucephalus the faithful horse wept piteously and expired at his

master’s bedside (II1.33 in the gamma-text), an indication that the king was so great he even

impressed irrational animals.*® Several biographical narratives include among events after death

4 Kai tadto ginov kotepiinoey avtoie, kol drvwoey Drvov aidviov. kai E0ayoy adtov oi viol adTod. Koi peTd
TadTo aviveykav T 06Td avTod ovveyyvg APpadu kol Toadk kol Tokdp. TIANV dg énpoprtevcey avtoig Adv, 6Tt
Emlabwvtot vopov 0ot avtdv, kai dAlotpimbnicovtal yiig KApov adtdv kal yévoug Topand Kol Totpldg avTtdv
kol oéppoatog avtdv, obtmg kai yéyovev (Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs, The Testament of Dan 7.1-3).

4 The Alexander Romance is a highly literary source about the Macedonian king, probably initially composed in the
third century BCE, but preserved in three quite different recensions, at least one of which includes supplements from
as recently as the seventh or eighth century CE (the gamma-text). The earliest transmitted version of the Alexander
Romance is the alpha-recension (the Greek manuscript of which is identified as ‘A’). As Corinne Jouanno points out
in her argument that the Romance is essentially biographical, though fictional, in this earliest recension “the
biographical element is put to the fore in the very title, which in the Greek manuscript (A) reads as Biog
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the return of the deceased. In The Life of Apollonius of Tyana 8.31, Philostratus tells readers
about a youth who did not believe Apollonius’ teachings about the immortality of the soul until
the man himself appeared in a dream vision and convinced him. The account seems to be a way
for Philostratus to confirm that the deceased exemplar does not significantly change his
teachings or teaching methods just because he has died: his virtuous soul remains unaltered.

Jesus’ resurrection appearances in the four canonical gospels may be taken as further
examples of this insistence on continuity between virtues displayed in life and virtues that belong
to the soul even after death. On the road to Emmaus (Lk 24:13-35), Jesus reiterates Scriptural
teaching about the necessity of the Messiah’s death (Lk 24:25-27), a topic covered throughout
the preceding narrative. Francois Bovon, in his Hermeneia series commentary, describes verses
25-27 of the episode this way:

What follows is a condensation of Lukan theology: the articulation of a prophetic

statement and a kerygmatic summary. What the prophets have proclaimed and

predicted (AaAéwm in the sense of pronouncing solemn words, here the oracles) is

what they have just witnessed, the necessary (£d¢1) passion (mwabeiv) of the

Messiah, as well as what they must still realize — Christ’s entry into his glory.*°

The words Jesus utters after his death are consistent with what he taught while still living, and he

AAeEavdpov 10D Makedovogs” (Corinne Jouanno, “Novelistic Lives and Historical Biographies: The Life of Aesop
and the Alexander Romance as Fringe Novels,” Fiction on the Fringe: Novelistic Writing in the Post-classical Age,
edited by Grammatiki A. Karla, Monographs on Greek and Roman Language and Literature [Leiden: Brill, 2009]:
33-48, 36). Jouanno goes on to highlight the nevertheless literary and fictional nature of the Romance as follows:
“What differentiates our novelistic biographies from historical ones (for instance, Plutarch’s Lives) is of course the
place given to the fictional element (the plasma), which turns them into dmyfuata Thacpotikd or “pseudo-history”.
But there is another important feature that makes a difference, namely the intention to entertain in Aesop’s and
Alexander’s novelistic lives: historical biographies, relying on the moralizing effect of exemplum, aim primarily at
the reader’s edification” (Jouanno, “Novelistic Lives,” 36). On additional versions of Alexander’s death by
poisoning in Eastern reception of the Romance, see Faustina Doufikar-Aerts, “‘The Last Days of Alexander’ in an
Arabic Popular Romance of Al-Iskandar,” in The Ancient Novel and Beyond, ed. Stelios Panayotakis, Maaike
Zimmerman, Wytse Keulen, Mnemosyne Bibliotheca Classica Batava Supplementum, Volume 241 (Leiden: Birill,
2003): 23-35.

46 Frangois Bovon, Luke 3:A Commentary on the Gospel of Luke 19:28-24:53, transl. James Crouch (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 2012), 374.
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also serves as a witness reacting to his own death, analyzing its significance for an audience.
Similarly, the Jesus who appears to his disciples on the beach in John’s gospel (Jn 21:1-23)
behaves much as he did in life. He miraculously multiplies food (the huge catch of Jn 21:6 // Jn
6:1-13), shares a meal with his followers around a charcoal fire where he deals with Peter’s triple
denial (the threefold proclamation of love in Jn 21:15-17 balances the prediction of Jn 13:38 and
the charcoal fire heightens the parallel between the settings of Peter’s denial in Jn 18 and of this
new reversal),*” and predicts his followers’ suffering (Jn 21:18-19 // Jn 15:18-21). Both
evangelists craft literary parallels to earlier gospel episodes in order to demonstrate that the Jesus
who is raised carries the essential traits and concerns he bore in his earthly life.*

A final consideration is how the events that happen after death might be narrated in a way
that invites readers to question and assess the virtue and excellence of an individual. Paul
Murgatroyd, for example, argues that Plutarch’s decision to portray Cleopatra’s noble death in
the final books of the Life of Antony serves to highlight the way that deficiencies of Antony’s
character, especially his lack of conviction and courage, are revealed in his ignoble and clumsy
suicide.*® Such a presentation confirms that the manner of death and its aftermath can indeed

shed new light on the qualities of a subject’s soul.

47 Haenchen points out this significance of the charcoal fire (avOpaxia) and writes of the exchange between Peter
and Jesus that “it is not merely a private scene, but a public, ritual scene, the threefold character of which is
conceived as a counterpart to the threefold denial of Peter” (Ernst Haenchen, John 2: A Commentary on the Gospel
of John Chapters 7-21, transl. Robert W. Funk, Hermeneia — A Critical and Historical Commentary on the Bible
[Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984], 223-224, 226).

8 The primary point, of course, is that the resurrected Jesus the disciples encounter is truly the Jesus they knew
before (see esp. Lk 24:36-43).

49 Paul Murgatroyd, “Plutarch’s Death of Antony,” Symbolae Osloenses, Volume 86, Issue 1 (2012): 178-181, esp.
180.
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B. Summary

This wealth of examples, many of which were well-known and which were likely to have
been familiar to Gregory himself, demonstrates that authors describing a death often adopt the
chreia form to prove that a person’s thanatos is actually euthanasia, that the death is a final
praxis that can reveal qualities of the person’s soul.>® The reactions of various witnesses,
including the biographer himself, add to the portrayal of virtue or vice in each death scene.
Finally, events that take place after the death, from omens and apparitions to public
commemoration to later events in the history of the deceased’s descendants — offer great
authorial latitude for commenting on the subject’s soul and its qualities. In Gregory’s
encomiastic bioi, we should expect to find typical features of the euthanasia, tailored to account
for the historical sources the biographer used and to extol each figure’s virtues.

I1. Euthanasia: the exemplar’s life in death

Each of Gregory’s three bioi draws upon this collection of narrative techniques to portray
and assess the virtues the exemplar displays as he or she dies. As we shall see below, however,
Gregory also consistently provides a review of his exemplars’ living deeds, either narrating one
or two individual episodes or offering an epitomizing summary; this is, | will demonstrate, a
revealing choice that seems inextricably tied to his own didactic project. | argue that Gregory

uses each exemplar’s euthanasia as a lens through which to re-view the life, and his retrospective

50 As Maarit Kivilo points out in a 2010 study of the Lives of early Greek poets, the circumstances of a biographical
subject’s death can evince great individual variation while nevertheless conforming to a rather formulaic pattern; for
example, she demonstrates that “according to biographical traditions, to die a terrible or unusual death is almost
inevitable for famous people whether they are poets, law-givers, soothsayers or heroes” (Maarit Kivilo, Early Greek
Poets’ Lives: The Shaping of the Tradition, Mnemosyne Supplements, Monographs on Greek and Roman Language
and Literature, Volume 322 [Leiden: Brill, 2010], 217-218). See also her chart of recurring formulaic themes in lives
of seers, wise men, tyrants, and heroes on page 221 of the same volume.
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retelling of the exemplar’s history emphasizes not just the continuity between the virtues
displayed in earlier kephalaia, but also continuity between each noble death and the life of
Christian epektasis that can allow a person to reflect the divine image more perfectly. Gregory
crafts accounts of exemplary euthanasia that could facilitate readers’ interpretive activities, in
particular through the strategic use of narrative sequencing, embedded narrators, and literary
allusions.

A. Thaumaturgus: the exemplar’s sojourn

Gregory includes two “last words” chreiai in the account of Thaumaturgus’ death, as is
typical of an account of euthanasia. First, Thaumaturgus himself shows his commitment to the
church he founded, the ancestors of the addressees of Gregory’s original oration (VGT 1, 8). The
exemplar foresaw his end and concentrated primarily on what he was leaving behind for the
Christian community he had fostered:

Having directed the church in this way, and being zealous to see that everyone

migrated from idols to the saving faith before his departure from this life (zpo t|g

¢k tod Pilov petootdosnc), since he foreknew his own departure, he zealously

searched the whole place and the surrounding area, wishing to learn if there were

any people left behind outside the faith. So since he knew that the number of

those who persevered in the former deception was no more than seventeen, “This

is very sad,” he said, looking off toward God, “that there should be something

lacking from the full number of the saved.”*

The framing of this first saying confirms Thaumaturgus’ continued concern for the faithful and

his dedication to the mission to convert pagans, admirable qualities that Gregory emphasized in

51 Todtov 8¢ TOV TpdmoV dumoAttevdpevoc tij ‘Exkdnciq, kai omovdny &xmv mpd Tiic &k 10D Piov HETACTACEMG
TavTag OV mPOG TNV 6MTAPIOV TOTLY Ao TV eIdMAMY peTafévtag: EMEIdN TPOEYV® £0LTOD TV UETAGTAGLY,
omovdfj Ticay TE THV TEPlotkida Sinpsvvicarto, padsiv O£ oV &l Tve iy ol mephepPivTeg EEm Tiic TicTeme. Enel
oLV &YV TOVC MOPULEUEVIKOTOG TR apyaig TAdvn i mAeiovg etvol Thv Entaxaidexa, ZkvOpOTOV Pév Kol ToD10,
NGl TpoOg 1OV Ogov amofAéyac, TO Mmelv Tt @ 1@V cwlopévev nTinpopatt (VGT 95).
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depictions of the bishop’s earlier praxeis.>? Thaumaturgus’ own expression of discontent may
also point to the exemplar’s humility. Gregory supplements the exemplar’s statements with
allusive narrative commentary that connects this final saying to earlier portions of the bios,
taking on the role of an interpreting witness. He puts Thaumaturgus’ disappointment with the
number of those who persevere in “deception” (mAavn) and “idols” (eidwAa) in context by
objecting, in his own narrative voice, “But on the contrary it is worthy of great thanksgiving
(neyaing edyaprotiog GEov), that he leaves behind the same number of idolaters for the one who
will take over the church after him as the number of Christians he found.”>® The bishop’s final
reflection about a supposed failure thus becomes a chance for Gregory to point out his success in
converting the region’s pagans to Christianity.

By looking back to the events of Thaumaturgus’ early episcopate in Neocaesarea (VGT
27) to bookend the death scene, Gregory makes the bishopric the central feature of
Thaumaturgus’ life and the context for interpreting his final words. Earlier events like his
training with Origen and even the demonstrations of miraculous power against demons recede in
the face of allusions to pastoral activity and the all-important conversions that have led to the
existing community, Gregory’s real audience. Perhaps functioning as a final captatio
benevolentiae to match VGT 8, this praise for Neocaesarea’s Christian population might have

sharpened that audience’s attention to the episode. Whether or not it flatters the audience, the

52 See his rightful rejection of familial pagan traditions (VGT 10); his first convert, the custodian of a pagan temple
(VGT 35-41); and the reason for the persecution of Christians during Thaumaturgus’ lifetime — “to lead them by fear
and the coercion of tortures back again to their ancestral worship of demons” (mpocaydyotev Ay avTovg POB® TE
Koi Tf] TV aiKicu®v avaykn tf Torpda tdv doupdvev Aatpeiq, VGT 79).

53 TIAfv 60 peyéing evyopiotiag 8Eov, 6Tt T0600TOVG KoTaleinel ToVG Eld®AOMATPAG T HET’ aDTOV EKSEXOUEVD
v ExkAnoiav, covg antog Xprotiavovg vredééato (VGT 95).
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mention reminds Neocaesarean Christians of the benefit attached to remembering Thaumaturgus’
life. By referring to Thaumaturgus’ contemporary legacy, Gregory begins to evoke the
exemplar’s ongoing influence, which clearly was not halted by death.

The exemplar’s final wish then places him firmly in a Scriptural context. Not only does
Thaumaturgus provide instructions for burial like the Hebrew Bible patriarchs, but Gregory
marks an important parallel between Thaumaturgus and Christ:

After praying both for the growth toward perfection for those who already

believed and for the conversion of the unbelieving, so he migrated from human

life to God (t0d avOpwmivov Biov Tpog Tov Oeodv petaviotatar), having

commanded his companions not to use the place assigned to him for burial. For if

while living the Lord did not have any place to lie down, but spent his life

sojourning among strangers (GAAG Tapoik@®v &v aALoTpiolg Tov Biov dinyayev),

neither would he [Thaumaturgus] be ashamed by a sojourn after death.>*

Lack of a burial space allows Gregory to link Thaumaturgus to Moses, whose burial place was
unknown (Deut 34:6) as well as to both the life and death of Christ, with allusions to Matt 8:20
(and the parallel in Lk 9:58) and gospel accounts of Christ’s burial.>® While according to this
account Thaumaturgus’ attention is focused on Christ and the imitatio Christi, the statement is
also mindful of some imagined audience. Thaumaturgus is attentive to his reputation and status

in the eyes of others; he claims he “will not be ashamed” (0¥ énauoyvvOnocetar) by the

circumstances of his burial. In this presentation of the exemplar, Gregory gives Thaumaturgus

% “EmevEduevog 82 10l T mEmoTeEvKOGY §ON THV £i¢ 10 TéAe10V adEncty, Kol TV EmoTpoenV Toi¢ drictotg, obtm
10D avBpomivov Biov mpog TOv Oedv petavioToTol, EMMOKNYOG To1g Emttndeiolg, ) kTNoacOot TOToV avTd TPOG
oy i01dlovra. Eiyap (v, kKOplog kANBfval T0mov Tivog ovK £566E0To, AAAL TOPOIK®Y v AALOTPiolg TOV Biov
duqyoyev, 00d¢ petd Oavatov Tf Tapoikia Taving snatcyvvincetar (VGT 95).

%5 Luke 23:53-55 records that Joseph of Arimathea placed Jesus in “a rock-hewn tomb where no one had ever been
laid”’; Matthew identifies this tomb as Joseph’s own (Mt 27:59-60); Mark’s spare account simply calls the tomb
“rock-hewn” (Mk 15:46). The Johannine account elaborates on the tomb’s location (writing that it was in a garden
near the place of crucifixion), but similarly claims it was a new tomb (Jn 19:41).

Given Gregory’s comparisons between Thaumaturgus and Moses throughout the text, it is highly likely he intends to
echo the circumstances of Moses’ burial in an unknown location (Deut 34:6).
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some authority to dictate his own reception history. Thaumaturgus is one mediator of his bios to
an audience, and he is shown by Gregory to be complying with a Scriptural pattern.

Gregory’s artful ebpeoic is apparent in the way the portrait of the dying Thaumaturgus
coheres to the portrait of Thaumaturgus as possessing a divine lineage and genos, which Gregory
constructed in the text’s prooimion (VGT 5). The final chreia preserved in this scene emphasizes
two of Thaumaturgus’ potentially imitable qualities, selected from among a catalog of virtues.
His selflessness and otherworldliness are the focus:

“But afterwards let it be said of my life,” he said, “that neither was Gregory

named for someplace while he lived, and after death was a sojourner in strangers’

graves, guarding himself from every possession on earth, nor did he even allow

himself to be buried in his own place. For he judged his only possession to be that

honor which does not have within itself any vestige of selfishness.”*

The lack of a home and resting place confirms Thaumaturgus’ similarity to Moses. Gregory
shifts from the exemplar’s last words to his own narrative comment about bodily askesis,
reacting as a witness of the events in his sources and drawing readers’ attention to how

Thaumaturgus displayed the virtues in his soul.>” As we saw in Chapter 3, providing a richly

detailed and Scripturally informed context to aid in the interpretation of isolated events is one

%6 AMN Eotw, onoi, 6 petd tadto Pio dSMynpa, étt Fpnydpioc obte (v Enmvoudodn tome Tvi, kai petd Odvatov
GALOTPI®V TAQ®V £YEVETO TAPOIKOG, TACNS TG £V TH] Y] KTNOEMG EAVTOV ANOGTNONS, MG UNdE EvTapfvar idim
KatadéEacon Tome: pdvny yap adTd Krijow Tyiav sivar Expvey xetvny, §| meovetiag £9” avthg Tyvog od Séyetan
(VGT 95).

57 There is also an echo here of earlier events in the narrative. When Thaumaturgus entered Neocaesarea, Gregory
relates that he was free: “But since he had freed himself all at once of everything, as if of some kind of burden, when
he took up philosophy, and he no longer had any of life’s necessities, neither field, nor land, nor house, but was
himself everything to himself (or rather virtue and faith were fatherland and hearth and wealth to him) so therefore
he was in the midst of the city but had no house or anywhere to rest, neither belonging to the church nor of his
own...” (Enel 8¢ mhvtmv opod €00ve, bte Tig prhocopiag fimteto, kabdmep Tvog Gybovg £avtov NAevbépuce,
Kaimep [V a0t TV TPOG THY LoV dvaykoiny 008V, 00K dypds, 00 TOTOC, 0VK oikia, GAAY TEVTO [V ADTOC £0TEH
[uaAAov 8& 1) Gpeth kol 1 TioTIC, TOTPIC OOT NV, Kol EoTia, Kai ThoDToC]: MG 0vV THG HEV TOAEMS EVIOC 1V, OlkoC 88
avT@ mPOg avdamavoty ovdapod, ov Tig ExkAnoiog, odk idioc... VGT 44). Thaumaturgus justifies this lack of
possessions with a short speech, which Gregory records in full, and which should reverberate in the readers’ mind
during a reading of the death scene.
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interpretive strategy Gregory models when describing praxeis. His approach to interpreting the
euthanasia appears to be consistent with his interpretations of other praxeis, but with the benefit
of being able to allude to the entire narrated life; the death serves as a capstone.®® By insisting he
will not be tied to a particular place, Thaumaturgus is again portrayed as his own interpreter and
renders himself a universal exemplar. Readers who would imitate Thaumaturgus’ possession of
honor without any trace of selfishness, the kind of honor he identifies as a worthy possession,
can do so in a wide range of historical circumstances. The exemplar has ongoing significance for
Gregory’s contemporary readers and the bios itself can serve as a point of access for
encountering him. In his role as biographer, it appears that Gregory fulfills Thaumaturgus’ dying
wish by reporting the exact content of what he wants to have said about him. The biographer is
also the one who preserves the account of Thaumaturgus’ honor and can offer proofs that it is his
most important possession; as early as the prooimion of the VGT, Gregory had tried to direct
readers to pay attention to such spiritual qualities rather than earthly possessions.

Finally, this chreia throws into relief the fact that without a grave or commemorative site,
access to Thaumaturgus is, in some ways, obscured and limited. Yet the bios facilitates and
mediates a different sort of access through retrospective narrative. While the exemplar’s last

words and the reactions of narrator-Gregory, the witness to Thaumaturgus’ death, contribute to a

%8 | would mark here a similarity between Gregory’s literary technique and a technique used in the Alexander
Romance. The author of the Romance describes a host of premonitions, prophecies, and other interruptions that point
forward and foreshadow or predict the subsequent events of the text. Jouanno points out that these interjections are a
means of connecting what otherwise might read as isolated episodes strung together (Jouanno, “Novelistic Lives,”
37; for a complete list, see Claire Muckensturm-Poulle, “Les signes du pouvoir dans la recensio vetusta du Roman
d’Alexandre,” in Pouvoir des hommes, signes des dieux dans le monde antique, ed.Michel Fartzoff, Elisabeth
Smadja, and Evelyne Geny (Paris: Presses Universitaires Franc-Comtoises, 2002): 157-171, especially the chart on
pages 169-171. | am indebted to Jouanno for this source). | will make a similar case about the connecting function of
allusion in Gregory’s bioi.
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portrait of the bishop as a virtuous figure, additional work of interpreting the euthanasia and its
significance takes place after the narration of the death scene proper. Given the advice of the
Hermogenic progymnasmata and the examples from other bioi cited above, we might expect
Gregory to describe the subsequent activities of the community Thaumaturgus left behind.
Unexpectedly, however, Gregory narrates an episode from early in the exemplar’s life and
attempts to direct attention to a new theme: incorruptibility.

Gregory describes how Thaumaturgus converted such large numbers to Christianity
during a plague (VGT 96-99). He explains the role disease and health played in conversion,
drawing reader attention to Thaumaturgus’ role as a figure who mediates divine power and
protects believers. Physical disease reflects an otherwise invisible spiritual ailment, for Gregory
sums up that “those who were healthy were too weak in their reasoning for the reception of the
mystery, but by bodily illness they were made healthy enough for faith” (Oi yap &v 1§} Oyeiq
TPOG TNV 10D puotnpiov mapadoynV Toig AoYIopoic achevodvteg Tf) COUATIKT] VOO TPOG TV
mioTwv éppdodncav, VGT 99). In this formulation, Thaumaturgus combats bodily corruption and
death through the teaching of the Christian faith. When the signs of plague first appeared in a
household,

...then they came as suppliants to the Great One, begging that the burden of the

evil might stop because of the God he preached and made known. They confessed

He is the only true God and has power over everything...There was one means of

salvation for those in danger: that the great Gregory should come into that house
and, by prayer, push back the suffering which was pressing on it.>°

59 ficéran yivovror Tod peydiov, otijpot Sedpevol Tod kokod Ty gopdy S1d Tod map’ oTod YIveHckopivou TE Kol
KNPLGOUEVODL Ogod OV LEVOV GHOAGYOLV GANB®E stval Bsdv Kol KATH TAVTOV TO KPATOC EXELV. .. £i¢ &YiveTo ToiC
KIVOLVEDOVGL COTIHPLG TPOTOG TO €vTOg EKeivov yevésBat Tob oikov Tov péyav I'pnydplov Kai o1’ 0yilg TO
gvokiyov 1@ oiko mdbog dndcacHol (VGT 99).
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Thaumaturgus is a mediator who, empowered by a confession of faith, can effect some sort of
protection. We should detect here an allusion not only to Scripture (e.g., Mk 5:34 and 10:52), but
to Thaumaturgus’ own lived praxeis. In VGT 91-93, Thaumaturgus protected his deacon from
demonic assault through intercessory prayer. At VGT 93, Gregory insisted that intercessory
prayer is a practice Thaumaturgus bequeathed to the current Neocaesarean community, a still-
effective sign of his legacy that the ideal reader could see or even practice.

But Gregory does not strictly need an additional episode to illustrate Thaumaturgus’
ability to convert pagans; his prowess has already been illustrated in numerous vignettes and the
bishop referred to his praxeis in his last words. So what is the purpose of this story? What does
the account about disease and healing contribute to readers’ understanding of Thaumaturgus’
legacy? And why does this episode appear after the narration of the exemplar’s death, even
though it took place earlier in his life?

Gregory’s stated purpose in including this retrospective account is to cause readers to
“marvel” (Bovpdlw) about the “transformation” (petdotaocic) of the converted (VGT 96) and to
guard against failure to believe (he writes, “let no one be unbelieving...” undeig 6¢ dmoteito,
VGT 96). As a whole, the episode could be seen as a rough parallel to the Acts 19 account of
Paul in Ephesus: the whole city crowds into an arena (Acts 19:28, VGT 97) where great
confusion and uproar ensues (Acts 19:32, VGT 97); the people together cry aloud to a pagan
deity (Artemis in Acts 19, Zeus in VGT 97). The focus in the VGT account is on Thaumaturgus
combating idolatry, which he has done throughout his career, but the echoes of Paul’s ministry
reinforce the exemplar’s connection to a Scriptural past. In sum, the retrospective narration of
Thaumaturgus’ plague healings creates a sense of continuity with his earlier mediating and

protecting praxeis and, at the same time, with his ongoing legacy for Gregory’s real

247



Neocaesarean audience.

1. A narrative pattern

Even in this brief vignette, several narrative features reveal Gregory’s consistent
attention to the hermeneutic responsibilities of his ideal audience: (1) the exemplar’s physical
presence is dismissed or elided, leaving readers to focus on other types of presence or legacy,
especially the narrative of the bios itself; (2) Gregory describes the last words as subject to, even
requiring, interpretation in light of the exemplar’s earlier praxeis; and (3) after the exemplar’s
euthanasia, additional retrospective narrative (d1ynotig) is used to create continuity between the
now-dead exemplar and his earlier life, and to make the life as a whole “speak” for readers in the
present day. In addition to identifying coherence and continuity in the life of the exemplar,
Gregory intimates that the praxeis of the living exemplar point toward the Christian telos of
overcoming or transcending death and corruption through a life of faith. Even within the
changeability of the created world that removes the physical presence of a biographical subject,
there is room for the exemplar’s story to reflect the divine image, especially the image of the
Incarnate Christ. The retrospective study of Thaumaturgus’ healing miracle, viewed in light of
his death, illustrates not only the exemplar’s stretching out toward incorruptibility and his ability
to extend protection from corruption to others, but also the importance of interpretation and
contextualization for enabling readers to encounter the divine image through the exemplar and
understand it was already present (though perhaps obscured) within the exemplar’s virtuous
earthly life.

B. Moses and the next life

The story of Moses’ euthanasia is told twice in the VM, once in the historia section of

the work and again in the theoria section. In both accounts, which stick closely to the Scriptural
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details of Deuteronomy 34, Gregory nevertheless represents the biblical events using the typical
features for narrating a noble death outlined above. By elaborating on minor details of the
biblical text, especially notes about Moses’ physical appearance at the time of his death, Gregory
depicts Moses’ euthanasia as a distinct praxis, emphasizing the way his dead and dying body

reflects his possession of virtues and his consistent commitment to following God’s will.

1. Euthanasia in the historia, VM 1.75-76

In the historia, Gregory provides a tantalizingly brief comment on Moses’ death, drawing
readers’ attention to observable signs and appearances rather than to Moses’ preparedness or
mental state. Although we might expect last words as part of this account, there is no final
Mosaic pronouncement in the biblical account, so Gregory leaves chreiai out of his narrative.®
Instead, he records Moses’ manner of death and adds an assessment in his own narrative voice,

...he departed from this human life, leaving behind neither any sign on the earth

nor any memorial of his departure in the tomb; nor had time marred his beauty,

had not dimmed his brightness of eye (Deut 34:7) nor diminished the grace

shining from his face. But he was always in the same way keeping, and in the

very same way preserving, in the changeableness of nature, something

unchanging in his beauty.®

The events that took place after Moses’ death leave no mark, no phyical memorial to which

readers can look. Similarly, Gregory reports that death left no mark on Moses’ body. Moses is

80 Alternative sources of information about Moses’ perimortem activities and words were available in Gregory’s
time. Jude 1:9 and the Assumption of Moses assert that Michael the archangel fought with the devil over the burial of
Moses. Gregory does not refer to these sources in the VM, though it is likely he knew of the Epistle of Jude. For
information on Gregory’s quotations of the New Testament (which does not, however, include Jude), see James A.
Brooks, The New Testament Text of Gregory of Nyssa, The New Testament in the Greek Fathers, Number 2
(Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1991).

& nebiotatar Tod avOpomivov Piov, o0dEv &v i) ii onueiov 008E pynudcLVOV THig £0ToD HETOOTAGENS 8V TAPOIG
VTOAEIMOEVOC, OV TG KAAAEL XpOVOC 0K EAVINAVATO, OVTE TGV OPBAAIGY THY Aapmndova HUadpOGEY, 0DTE THV
AmOAGUTOVGaY TOD TPOGAOTOV YGpty mnuPAvcev. AML fiv del doadtmg Ex®V Kai KAt TaDTOV &V 16 TPEnTd Tiig
POOEMG B100DGAG TO &V TM KOA® dpetdntotov (VM 1.75-76).
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described as transcending the defining characteristic of created life — tpentog or changeability.
For Gregory and his Alexandrian forebears, Clement and Origen, such mutability or being liable
to change applies to creatures, but not to God the father or to the Logos.®? That changeability can
in fact be harnessed for the perpetual progress and growth in the virtues that Gregory calls
epektasis. What does it mean for an assessment of the exemplar’s virtue that Moses has
overcome changeability?

Gregory specifies that “time” (ypdvog) is the force Moses overcomes, as evidenced by his
undimmed eye; this is consistent with his Platonic sensibilities, given the Platonic conception of
time as a feature of the created world that does not touch the transcendent creator.®® However,
there is almost certainly a moral component to Moses’ unchanging beauty, as well; indeed, the
Kolog here might be Moses’ virtue or excellence. In his wider oeuvre, Gregory repeatedly refers
to moral mutability using the same term, tpent6c.54 The signs in Moses’ physical body that
indicate his resistance to changeability almost certainly also represent his consistent moral virtue.
The continuity that could be observed in his bodily form is indicative of the continuity of
virtuous qualities in his soul, and so his manner of death confirms that which was revealed in his

earlier praxeis.

82 PGL, s.v. “tpentoc” — Gregory uses it as a mark of creatures that distinguishes them from God in Oratio
catechetica, GNO Online 16.55.4ff. Rejecting divine changeability was central to Christian debates of the post-
Nicene period; Athanasius used the term tpentdg in a key argument against the Arians at Oratio | contra Arianos 28
and Oratio quarta contra Arianos 12, where he refutes the idea of Christ’s changeability.

83 See especially Plato, Timaeus 37c-38e. In the Alexandrian biblical exegesis that lies in the background of
Gregory’s education, Philo’s On the Creation 26 also takes existence within time to be a quality of created things
and not of the creator.

5 In the Antirrheticus adversus Apolinarium, Gregory attributes changeability to the human mind (tperntog 6 vodc 6
avOpadmvog, GNO Online 10.194.29), and insists this distinguishes human from divine (tpertov pév 10 dvdpdmvov,
drpentov 8¢ 10 Yeiov, GNO Online 10.223.2). Fortunately, changeability can be put to good use, if humans rightly
orient themselves to “growth towards that which is better” (tf|g del Tp0Og 1O KpelTTOV Yvopévng adENCEMG); see
Homily 8 from In canticum cantichorum (GNO Online 24.252.9-13).
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That Moses does not leave behind any material sign or memorial “on the earth” (év tf] v},
VM 1.75) stands in contrast to the preservation of his earthly body. Using vivid description to
point to bodily signs — “the brightness of his eyes” (t®v 0@Oaludv 1| Aaprnddv, VM 1.76), “the
grace shining from his face” (1| droldumovoa tod Tpocdmov Yapig), VM 1.76) — Gregory
privileges that body as a significant interpretive site. The image of Moses’ body becomes a sort
of memorial when it is preserved in textual form. The textualized earthly body that may be
apprehended with the senses might offer those reading the bios a glimpse of the intangible and
eternal, of that divine nature that does not change. The theoria account makes even clearer how
Gregory’s attention to the exemplar’s dead body provides a glimpse of the divine image.

2. Incorruptibility in the theoria, VM 11.305-318%

The structure of the narrative about Moses’ noble death in the theoria is somewhat
unusual. Gregory constructs a short preface to the euthanasia in VM 11.305-307. He asserts that
“there is no need to prolong the account, I think” (008&v, oiuot, ypf pnKvvel OV Adyov, VM
11.305), and pauses to remind readers of the definition of perfection laid out in the prooimion. He
proposes, “we would do well, by bringing the account up to the end of Moses’ life (npo¢ 1o

népog Tob Biov Moboémc), to show that the definition of perfection which we have proposed is

8 It is worth noting up front that retrospective retelling may be at work on the macro-level in this particular bios.
Although I am unconvinced that Gregory strictly separates a purely literal account from figurative interpretation in
the two books of his work, it is nevertheless clear that he preserved the detailed contemplation of Moses’ life, where
he consistently draws out lessons for living virtuously, until after readers encountered the interpretive hinge of
Moses’ death, for the first time, in Book I. That is, unpacking and interpreting the signs in Moses’ life and deeds —
as he puts it, “now is the time for us to harmonize the life which we have called to mind to the proposed aim
(oxomdg) of our account” (Kaipog 6” v €in mpog tov mpokeipevov Nuiv 1od Adyov okomdv EPapuocal Tov
uvnuovevdévto Biov, VM 1.77) — is an exercise that is best performed after readers know something about the
circumstances of his death. Even without insisting on this macro-level narrative structuring, we can see that the
account in VM 11.305-318 has a more sustained reflection on incorruptibility.

251



secure.”®® That is, the euthanasia about to be described will serve as proof that perfection is “the
advancement of life always toward what is better” (1) Tpo¢ 10 kpeittov dei yvouévn 100 Piov
anovénoic, VM 11.306).67

What follows is constructed in such a way that the description of Moses’ death in VM
11.314 is positioned between two distinct summaries of the exemplar’s virtuous praxeis. The first,
in VM 11.308-313, lists events from Moses’ birth up through the “wrath that Phineas showed
against the passions” (1] 10D dwegc yevouévn kotd tod tabovg opyn, VM 11.313). These are all
the events related in both the historia and theoria portions of the text.% The purpose of such a
summary seems to be quite simply to “bring” (dyw) the account up to the time of Moses’ death,
as proposed in VM 11.306. The review of earlier praxeis may also be a way Gregory prepares
readers to interpret the euthanasia as a capstone praxis. An additional metaphor at the end of
VM I1.313 confirms that Gregory intends the death to be taken in this way. He writes, “but
having come to the very top of the mountain, like some skillful sculptor (Gvopravromoldg

émotumv) who has fashioned precisely the whole statue of his own life (0 avdpuig tod Biov),

86 wakdg G Exot, mpog T mpac Tod Piov Mabcémg dyaydviag tOV Adyov, Aoeuf] Seitat Tov drodeodévio Nuiv
Spov g teredotntog (VM 11.306).

57 In VM 11.307, Gregory uses the metaphor of an eagle above the ether to explain what the life of someone who
constantly ascends toward perfection looks like.

% And here again | would assert, contra Daniélou, that there is not a discernible scheme of three distinct stages in
Moses’ ascent toward closer and closer contact with God. Instead, Gregory shows that Moses made steady progress
throughout his life, beginning from the circumstances of his birth. In effect, Moses used each experience of
encounter with the divine and with human communities to become more virtuous and a better servant to God. This
summary of Moses’ deeds makes it obvious that human communities did play an important role in Moses’
development of virtue: among the seminal life events recounted are that he “made haste to share with his kinsmen
the good things that came to him from God” (cmovdnv ToteiTal Kowwvijoot Toig OLOEOAOLS TV Be0Bev 0OTHD
yveyevnuévov kah®dv, VM I1.310) and that he led the Israelites through the Red Sea, “ordered the priesthood” (tnv
iepwovvny ékdounoe), and “tempered intemperance through the priesthood” (trv dxoAaciov d1a Tfig iepwobvig
ékolaoe) in the story of Phinehas. Gregory portrays each of these events as part of Moses’ progression, not limiting
his list to contemplative activity.
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did not simply bring his creation to an end, but he placed the crown (kopven) on his work.”%°
The peaceful death that Gregory describes as a “crown” or “crest” is meant to serve as further
evidence that Moses lived well.”™

In VM 11.314, the account of the death proper, Gregory offers a two-part claim about
what Moses gains by pursuing the life of perfect virtue: the exemplar is worthy of the title
“servant of God” (oikétnc @eod),’* and he is not subject to death, as death is conventionally
understood. That is, Gregory proclaims that Moses’ end (téAoc) is what “the history calls death, a
living death (tehevtn {doav), which is not succeeded by a funeral, over which a tomb is not
erected, and which does not bring dimness to the eyes or corruption (Stapbopd) to the face.”’?
This account of the noble death is presented as thought it is not an account of a typical
euthanasia at all, but of something different.

By characterizing Moses as 0 oikétng ®cod, Gregory seems to be re-evaluating Moses’
history in the light of this paradoxical death that is not death. On the one hand, an oikétng is a
humble member of the household; on the other hand, to be a servant in the household of God is
an incredible honor. Therefore Gregory is able to say, “when one has accomplished such right

actions, then he becomes worthy of this lofty name (a&wodtat tod dyniod todtov dvOpATOC), to

89 AN éivod yevopevog kot adTiv 1o Spoug THY AKpOPELaY, BOTEP TIC AVEPLAVIONOOG EMOTAHU®Y, Shov EavToD TOV
avopiavta tod Plov EEepyacipevog akpiBds, £mi T® GKPO THG KOTOOKELTG OVYL TEAEVLTHV, GALN KOPLOTV T® EPY®
énébnie (VM 11.313).

0 See Daniele lozzia on the connection between this image of sculpting and Plotinus’ Enneads 1.6 (lozzia, Aesthetic
Themes, 39-44).

" In the VSM, Macrina identifies Gregory as an oikétng ®od and herself as a handmaid (roudiokm, cf. Sovin in Lk
1:38), when he first arrives home in VSM 17! The text records, “She said, “You have fulfilled this grace for me, O
God, and you have not deprived me of my desire, since you moved your servant into the sight of your handmaid”
(Kai tadmyv éninpmwaodg pot, enot, Ty xapwv 6 0g6g, kai 00K £6TépNodg pe amod Tig Embupiag pov, 6t Ekivicag tov
o0V oikétny gig éniokeyty Tiig Toudiokng cov, VSM 17).

2 5 &1 tehevThv 1] ioTopia Aéyel, TedevTv {Boav, iv od Stadéystan Téog, T vk Entydvvutot TOPoC, 1 Toic
0pOaApoic dpovpdTTa Kol T@ Tpoc®dng dopbopav ovk éndyovoa (VM 11.314).
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be called servant of God, which is the same as saying that he is better than all others. For one
would not serve God unless he became better than everyone in the world.”” In Chapter 14 of
John’s gospel, which Gregory almost certainly has in mind, the house of God (“my Father’s
house” [ oikia tod matpdg pov, Jn 14:2]) is the heavenly kingdom, where Jesus promises to
bring his disciples. The use of this honorific suggests that Moses, too, participates in the
heavenly life that Jesus promises to his followers.

Gregory expands on the events after Moses’ death more than he did in the historia,
conforming the account of the euthanasia somewhat more closely to the typical form described
above. He discusses in more detail the events that happened after Moses’ death and includes a
rather enigmatic interpretation of the biblical note that Moses lacks a known burial place: “Along
with this [title “servant of God”] is contemplated not being covered by a tomb; this is the life that
is bare (youvéc) and simple (&méprrroc) without evil appendages (époikiov).”’* As a witness to
the events described in Deuteronomy, Gregory the biographer reacts, explaining that Moses lacks
a tomb because his burial reflects his simplicity of soul and his rejection of evil.

What we find in VM 11.315-317 is a newly significant history of Moses’ whole life,
presented in language directed toward readers, describing what will happen when they imitate
Moses’ deeds and virtues. Gregory invites the reader into the act of exegesis with a well-ordered
series of simple interpretive questions:

What does the history say about this? (Ti yap enot nepi avtod 1 ictopia; VM
11.314)

3 818 tocovTmV Katoplmudtmv Yevopevoc tote aftodtar Tod Yyniod TovTov dvopaTog, HoTe oikéTng KANOTvar
Oeo?, dmep €otiv ooV ginelv 11 TavTog Kpeittwv &yéveto. OV yap Gv Tig Oed doviedoeie U TV €v 1@ KOGU®
navtov kpeittov yevouevog (VM 11.314).
™ ... @ ouvlempeitar 1O pn Yroywedijvar 1@ TOUP, ToDTO 8¢ E0TL TO YOUVAY TE KOd AMEPITTOV THV TOVNPGV
gpoikiov v {onv yevésBal. VM 11.317.
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What then are we taught through what has been said? (Ti o0v moudevopeda Sii
0OV gipnuévov; VM 11.315)

The Scriptural account is presented as a story that teaches as it speaks, even though that teaching
requires explication. By using direct address and including himself in the “we,” the community
taught by Scripture’s account, Gregory depicts the interpretive maneuvering that follows as a
shared task. What is more, interpretation is shown to be the handmaid of mimesis; readers are
addressed as those who will “through both purity and purification, make your own upward
journey to the mountain” (kai 61 tg KaBapdHTNTOG TE KAl dryveiog 0d0TOMOTG GEAVTD TNV €M TO
6pog dvodov, VM 11.315). Like Moses, they will make an ascent toward a greater understanding
of divine mysteries. Gregory extends the artistic sculpting metaphor he applied in VM 11.313 to
explain how Moses perfected himself into VM 11.316 to make the point that a reader, like Moses,
can mold his own character.”

Gregory speaks directly to the interaction of corruption and incorruptibility within
Moses’ exemplary body. At the close of his theoria section, Gregory returns to the idea of the
undimmed eye and unchanged appearance (Deut 34:7) that are concrete physical signs reflecting
the virtuous nature of Moses’ soul. This time, he offers more extended commentary on Moses’
body as a site that signifies his closeness to God and that can reveal the progress his soul has
made toward more perfectly reflecting the divine nature. He writes,

Scripture tells of another mark (yvopiopa) of such service: the eye is not dimmed

nor the face corrupted (610p0cipw). For how can an eye which is always in the

light be dimmed by the darkness from which it is always separated? And the
person who achieves incorruption (dpOapaoia) in his whole life admits no

5 He writes, “...when you become a sculptor (Aao£60¢) of your own hearts, so as to carve in them the divine oracles
from God...” (6tav yévn 1@V c®dV Kapddv Aao&dog, BoTe v Tavtog Topd tod Ogod ta Bela Aoy Eyxapaiot, VM
11.316). More on this below.
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corruption (ovdepia @Bopd) at all in himself. For he who has truly come to be in

the image of God and who has in no way turned aside from the divine character

(yopoxtnp) bears in himself its distinguishing marks (yvopiopa) and shows in all

things his conformity to the archetype (npog o apyétvomov); he beautifies his own

soul with what is incorruptible (&¢0aptog), unchangeable, and what shares in no

evil at all.”™
Even in death the exemplar’s external appearance signifies his internal state, offering tangible
signs that may be recorded in vivid description and interpreted by later generations. Signs on the
body mark Moses’ continued importance for Gregory’s contemporary Christian community. A
review of the biblical history is a way of showing that exemplary euthanasia is continuous with
virtuous earthly life and that the deceased exemplar clearly reflects the image of God. The
example of Moses proves that a virtuous person becomes what is incorruptible, overcoming the
negative potentialities of changeability.”’

The incorruptibility Gregory describes is, paradoxically, both a transformation of the
human body (which is naturally subject to corruption) and the simultaneous preservation of the
divine image all human beings bear within the soul. That same complex interplay of constancy

and transformation that characterizes Gregory’s treatment of anatrophe and paideia is at work

even at the end of the exemplar’s life. The epektasis to which readers are exhorted in accounts of

76 Tig 8¢ Sovheiag Todmg Kai ETepov YvOPIGUE oY 6 Adyog TO pfTe 0QOOALOV dpovpmdfval, piTe TpOcOTOV
SrapBapfivar. O yap v eoti 18 movtdg AV 0eBaludg Tig dpovpwdficetar S8 ckdTovg 00 NAoTpimTar, Kai 6 thv
apBapciav v maon 1 Lofi katopbmhcag ovdepiay Tavimng ehopav £p° £avtod mapadéyetat. O yap dAnddg kot
gikovo Oeo yeyovmg kol Pndapod Topatpanelg Tod Oeiov xopaktiipog €9’ EavTod Ta YVOPIoHOTO PEPEL KOl
ovpfaivet 610 TAVTOV TT] OLODGEL TPOG TO APYETLTIOV, TM APOAPTO TE Kol AVAALOIOTE KOl oG ApLYEl KOKiog TV
idiav yoymv kaAronilov (VM 11.318).

7 Gregory echoes this teaching in his De virginitate, where he explains that humans can encounter divine beauty in
their own souls: ““...and it has been shown that it is not possible for the soul to be attached to the incorruptible God
unless it makes itself as pure as it is able through incorruptibility, so that by means of likeness it may lay hold of
likeness, like a mirror, having pledged itself to the purity of God, so that it has shaped what is in itself in accordance
with participation in and manifestation of the prototypal beauty” (koi £5eiy0n pr Suvatdv ETépmg etvol cuvaedijvar
THY Yoy @ 4eBaptm Bed, U Kol odTiv M¢ 016V T Kaapdy yevouévy dié Tiic dpBapasiog, d¢ tv d1d 1ol dpoiov
kataAdfot 1o dpotov, olovel kKdTomTpov i) KabBopotnTt 10D Be0d £antiy VTobElcH, HOTE KATA PETOYNV Kol
Enoavelav 10D TPOTOTHTOV KAAOVG Kai TO &v avTf) LopewBfjvar, De virginitate, GNO Online 31.296).

256



an exemplar’s education is shown here to be a process of pursuing a téAoc that is at last fulfilled
in the euthanasia: Moses’ excellence transforms his body into a living sign of a human ability to
be conformed to the divine image, a transformation other “friends of God” may happily
anticipate.
3. Imitating incorruptibility

I propose that Gregory uses the final summary of Moses’ deeds as a modification of the
“events after death” component found in accounts of euthanasia. With direct address to the
readers, Gregory lays out the plan of a life that would reproduce the virtues in Moses’ praxeis.
For example, he claims that

...when you come through all these things, and you bring forth the staff of the

priesthood in yourself, which draws no moisture at all from the earth to the

blossom but has within its fruit its own power for producing fruit (the first taste of

which is bitter and tough but then is sweet and edible); when you hand over to

destruction everything which opposes your worth, like Dathan going under the

earth and like Kore consumed by fire, then you will draw near to the goal

(téhog).™
That goal is a target the readers of the bios and Moses share. Gregory lays out here an outline for
his reader’s life, such that the reader could become a sort of descendant of Moses, the imitator
who shares in his genos, as the theoria account of genos proclaims.’® The anticipated actions of

the ideal reader, who pursues future perfection by imitating the exemplar’s past, are “events

after death” written as a plan for the descendants. The account seems specifically concerned with

8 tav 10 TAvTVY YEv TovTmV Koi BAacTtion év ool tiic iepocivng 1) paBdog, 1 pndepiay Tver yiig ikndda Tpdg TV
BAGoTNY Eperkopév, GAL’ ofkoBev ToD Kapmod TV Stvauty Exovca Kol kapmod Kapuivov, od 1 pev TpdTn EVisvElg
TIKPA T€ KO KATEGTUUEVT), TO 08 EYKeipevov 10V kal £dmdyov, dtav Tav 10 ETaVIGTAREVOV Katd T00 6od
GELDOTOG E1G AQOVIGHOV YMPNOT), KaTd TOV Aabday dmdyelov yevouevoy fi EkdomavnBey 1@ moupi kKot Tov Kopé,
t01€ mpooeyyicelg 1@ téhel. (VM 11.316).

9 See Chapter 1.

257



readers who are part of the priesthood, mentioning the staff of Aaron (in this passage), “the
mysteries of the tabernacle” (ta tfig oknviic pootnpia), and “the office of the priesthood” (t0 Tfig
iepmoivne a&iopa).

Recognizing that Gregory uses retrospective narration after the thanatos scene to create
continuity between the exemplar’s praxeis and the perfection, through epektasis, that is the goal
of all Christian life helps us address a question about the VM and mimesis: can the average
reader actually be expected to imitate Moses? Perhaps the exemplar is a paragon whose
excellence cannot be repeated. It is true that Gregory said Moses would not have received the
title 6 oikétng Osod “unless he became better than everyone in the world.”® With Ann Conway-
Jones, | would emphasize the possibility of corporate or communal, rather than individualistic,
imitation. When she describes Moses’ tabernacle vision, she writes: “The benefits of the vision
that Moses received — an understanding of the heavenly and earthly Christ — are available to all
through the earthly body of Christ, the church.” Gregory’s Moses is the subject of this didactic
text precisely because he is potentially imitable, in a particular context, with the appropriate
guidance from teachers. It is possible that priests are most suited, among Christians, to imitate
Moses. The prooimion grapples with the apparent disconnect between Moses’ historical
circumstances and those of the reader. The retrospective historical account of the exemplar’s
life, offered after the euthanasia, not only universalizes Moses’ major accomplishments through
allegorical interpretation. Far from making Moses inimitable, this expanded timeline or playing

field for imitation aligns imitation of the exemplar with a shared Christian telos. That is, the

80 um téyv v 16 KOG TAVTOV KpeiTTeY Yevopevoe (VM 11.314).
81 Ann Conway-Jones, Gregory of Nyssa’s Tabernacle Imagery in its Jewish and Christian Contexts (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2014), 166.
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thanatos makes epektasis itself, that embodiment of virtue that is always incomplete, the target
for human striving.

The artistic metaphor of VM 11.313 and 316, which compares fashioning a life to
sculpting a statue, seems intended to remind readers that this ongoing task of virtuous living is a
reproducible, if variable, one. With this encomiastic topos,®? Gregory applies a single conceptual
metaphor to the exemplar and to readers, reinforcing the hypothesis that the text is aiming to
facilitate mimesis. Again, his didactic aim deeply influences the metaphors he chooses to use
when constructing a biographical portrait. Additionally, through the text itself Gregory has
shown that searching Scripture for a telos is a task the Christian reader can realistically complete.
While it is possible that those who may most successfully imitate Moses are the priests, the
combined effects of the prooimion and final address indicate Gregory intended for his narrative
of Moses’ life to work as a rough roadmap toward a common Christian life of virtue and a shared
pursuit of perfection.

C. Macrina’s holy body®

When depicting his sister’s death and funeral, Gregory appears to treat the typical

features of euthanasia outlined above. He proceeds using forward chronological narration,

82 The topos appears also in Origen, Contra Celsum 8.8.17-18. Origen uses the image of a statue to talk about
imitating Christ: “In everyone who builds up for himself, in accordance with the divine Word, self-control
(coppocvvn) and righteousness (dtkatoovvn) and courage (avopeia) and wisdom (cooia) and piety (vcéfeia) and
the furnishings of the rest of the virtues, are votary statues (&yaApata); we are convinced that is it fitting that the
prototype of all statues (10 Tp®TOTLTTOV TAVTOV (xyaku(xr(ov) — ‘the image of the unseen God’ (Col 1:15), ‘the only-
begotten God’ (Jn 1:18) — is honored by these” (Ev ndiotv obv &oT1, T0i¢ Katd OV Oelov AdYoV GoepocHVIY £00TOIG
KOTOOKEVAGAOT Kol Smouocvvnv Kai avdpeiay koi copiav kai 06EPEIOV Kol TV AO®V APETOV Td
KOTOGKEVAGHOT, Gydhuato: olg Tpénov etvar teneiopedo TIHEcOaL TO TPOTOTLTOV TAVTIOV AyaAIATOVY, «THV EiKOVa
100 050D TOD dopdTovy, «TtOv povoyevii Bedv», Origen, Contra Celsum 8.8.17).

8 The account of Macrina’s death and the events that follow make up a surprising proportion of the bios, all of
sections 19-38. Because there is such a wealth of material here, my analysis of this text may appear
disproportionately long in comparison to my analyses of the VGT and VM, above.
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moving sequentially through a funeral scene and finally describing his own departure from the
family estate. Gregory does not use his own narrative voice to relate an earlier episode in the
post-thanatos section of the text. Rather, he describes how he interacted with a series of
embedded narrators, and it is these figures who narrate several events from ecarlier in Macrina’s
life. On her deathbed and after her burial, Macrina’s body becomes a new “text” that holds signs
to be interpreted, and these signs can only be explained in the context of retrospective narratives
that draw on facts about her earlier praxeis. With the use of embedded narrators and frequent
allusions to earlier episodes, Gregory recreates before readers’ eyes the process of
contextualization by which an exemplar’s life is transformed into a coherent, retrospective
narrative. That is, he takes on the role of an internal audience member who listens to the
contextualizing stories. In so doing, he makes transparent for readers the importance of narrative

and models the formation of an ideal and authoritative interpreting community.

1. Last words: the deathbed prayer, VSM 22-25

In the account of Macrina’s deathbed prayer, Gregory uses both final words and
comportment to blur the dividing line between the exemplar’s earthly and resurrection lives. In
this episode, Gregory comments on the invisible presence of Christ and the tangible presence of
those in the room. Because Macrina acts as a mediator between the two types of presence, the
reading audience is able to watch an internal audience (primarily subject-Gregory) encounter the
divine through the medium of Macrina’s created body.

Gregory offers a lengthy description of Macrina’s manner of death, which includes a
series of reactions in his own narrative voice. Even before death, Macrina participates in the
heavenly or angelic life. Like Socrates, Macrina “philosophized...with high intelligence”

although her body began to fail (OynAf tfj owvoiq...épetiocopelv, VSM 22). Narrator-Gregory,
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an eyewitness and an author who has reflected on this historical events before writing, compares
her comportment to that of some angel “who has no kinship with the life of the flesh” (®
undepdc obong mpog tov &v capki Piov cuyyeveiag). We should detect an allusion to the
“angelic” preoccupations of the whole community, described in VSM 11;84 here, though,
physicality is the focus.

In what seems like a paradox, while Macrina still inhabits her body, she uses signals and
gestures to express in a visible way that she is already starting to stretch out beyond the body
toward her invisible heavenly bridegroom. Gregory appears to be adapting the typical feature of
last words in an account of noble death to include non-verbal modes of communication. Gregory
describes the communicative function of Macrina’s gestures as follows:

Because of this, it seemed to me at that point that she made obvious (8kénAov

To1Elv) to those present that divine and pure love for the unseen bridegroom which

she possessed concealed, having grown it in the depths of her soul (yvyn), and

that she publicized (dnuoociedewv) the disposition in her heart (év kopdiq) to go to

the one she was longing for, as if she would be with him swiftly if she were

loosed from the chains of the body (yévotto t@v decudv Ekhvbeica 10D oOUATOC).

For it was as though her race was towards the beloved, and nothing else among

the pleasures of life turned her eye (6¢8aluéc) to itself.”8

Gregory’s narration draws attention to his own role in the story alongside Macrina; as

Momigliano puts it, he is creating a sense of intimacy for himself and, by extension, for readers.

8 On the “angelic life” as a topos for describing ascetic practices among early Christians, see Karl Suso Frank,
AITEAIKOX BIOX: Begriffsanalytische und Begriffsgeschichtliche Untersuchung zum “engelgleichen Leben” im
friihen Monchtum, Beitrdge zur Geschichte des alten Mdnchtums und des Benediktinerordens, Heft 26 (Miinster
Westf.: Aschendorff, 1964), esp. Chapter 1 “Der negative Weg zur vita angelica,” 18-39. Frank groups Macrina with
others who practice chastity (Keuschheit, 34), but he also marks fasting (Fasten), night vigils (Wachen), and
clothing (Kleiden) among physical ascetic practices (23-34).
85 Aud ToDTO pot £86Kel TOV Bgiov Eksivov kai kaBapdv EpmTa ToD GoPETOL VOOV, BV EYKEKPVIIEVOV ElYEY &V
TOTG THiG WYVYAG GmoppnToLg TPEPOUEVOV, EKSNAOV TTOIELV TOTE TOIC TaPODGL Kol SNIOGIEVEY TV &V Kopdig didbectv
@ €neiyesbot mpog TOV moHovpEVOV, MG GV 610 TAYXOVS GVV 0DTH YEVOLTO TAV decudV EkAvbeicn 10D cdpatoc. Td
OvTLyap Mg Tpog Epactiv O dpdpog £yiveto, ovdevog GAAOL TV Katd TOV Biov NOEMV TPOG E0VTO TOV OQOOALOV
émotpépovrog (VM 22).
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His perception of her intentions - “she seemed to me” (not £d6ket) - complements her activity of
“publicizing” (dnpocievev) and “making obvious” (8kdnAov moieiv) those intentions. He is an
ideally attentive internal audience. At the same time, Gregory’s account illustrates how he and
others (those present, toig mapodot) become authorized to interpret what the exemplar’s history
means. These witnesses pass on what the exemplar showed them, gaining their authority directly
from the virtuous woman.

Scriptural quotation and allusion abound in the actual last words Gregory reports in VSM
24, providing a specific literary context for understanding Macrina’s death. Having totally turned
her attention toward the invisible bridegroom who stands at the finish line of her life’s race,%®
Macrina prays aloud, and these last words summarize her lived experience. Her prayer brings
together Scriptural quotations from the gospels, epistles, psalms, and the Song of Songs, creating
a pastiche of the very texts that, according to Gregory, formed the basis of Macrina’s
education.®” She describes the whole trajectory and history of her life as a forward path aimed at
heavenly union with Christ. As we saw with Thaumaturgus’ last words, the exemplar offers an
interpretation of her own life that harmonizes it to Scriptural history. Macrina, too, expresses a
lack of concern for earthly realities; pleasures that might tempt another are completely irrelevant
to her when she can focus on her beloved (cf. Philippians 3:7-11). As with the VGT, Gregory

alludes to specific elements of the exemplar’s praxeis, creating an interpretive context that

8 Gregory most likely adopts the image of a race toward some eschatological goal from 2 Tim 4:7. See the
discussion of athletic imagery in Chapter 2.

87 Most VSM translators catalog the Scriptural references. See, for example, citations in footnotes in Virginia Woods
Callahan, transl., Saint Gregory of Nyssa: Ascetical Works, The Fathers of the Church: A New Translation, Volume
58 (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1967), 180-181; see also Pierre Maraval, transl.
and ed., Vie de Sainte Macrine, Sources Chrétiennes, Volume 178 (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1971), 218-225.
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allows him to say that early on the exemplar was already beyond the life of the body,
participating in something greater that would not be fulfilled until the time of her death. For
VGT it was the mention of the 17 pagans/Christians, for Macrina it is the reference to Christ as
bridegroom, an allusion to Macrina’s early decision to remain a virgin devoted to Christ, first
described in VSM 5.8

In VSM 25, Gregory describes in detail Macrina’s gradual departure, and the vivid
description in his account heightens the potential for reading audiences to engage imaginatively
with the unfolding events. Her voice “dries up” (katappdym) in VSM 25, but she indicates with
the movements of her body that she is still praying. Gregory recounts,

And as she said these things, she placed the seal [the sign of the cross] upon her
eyes and mouth and heart. Little by little, as her tongue was dried up by the fever,
she was no longer able to articulate her speech (Adyoc) and her voice (pwvr}) gave
out, and only from the trembling of her lips and the motion of her hands did we
know that she was in prayer. And in the midst of these things, when evening came
on and the lamp was brought in, Macrina distinguished the beam with the corner
of her eye and, looking toward the light, made it clear that she was eager to say
the nocturnal thanksgiving; although her voice failed, with her heart (S tfig
kopdiag) and the movement of her hands, she fulfilled her desire and moved her
lips in keeping with the indwelling impulse (mpog tnv &vdobev opunv). When she
had completed the thanksgiving and signaled the end of the prayer by putting the
sign of the cross on her forehead, she breathed a deep breath and brought her life
to an end along with the prayer (tfj tpocsvyf v {onv cuykotéAnéev).®

8 The image of Christ as bridegroom is biblical (e.g., 2 Cor 11:2; Mk 2:18-20 // Mt 9:14-15 // Lk 5:33-35; Eph 5:21-
33; Rev 21:9 and 22:17 use the image of a “bride of the Lamb”, and Christ is earlier signified by the lamb of Rev 5),
and so certainly not unique to Gregory.

When Macrina announced to her family that she intended to remain a virgin, she said it was because “it is
inappropriate not to keep faith with an absent bridegroom” (&tomov 8¢ etvon T® éxdnuodvtl voueio pn euAGocey
v miotwv, VSM 5. She refers to her deceased fiancé here, though this is certainly a double entendre pointing to her
union with Christ.), it seems reasonable to take Gregory’s words at VSM 25 as an echo of the VSM itself, not just of
the New Testament. Momigliano makes this connection to the earlier portion of the text, though he sees it as part of
an overarching parallel between Macrina and Socrates: “The transformation of the love for the earthly fiancé into
love for the celestial bridegroom is inseparable from Macrina’s Socratic role in leading Gregory toward the
contemplation of the world of immortality and resurrection” (Momigliano, On Pagans, 217).

8 Koi todta dpa Aéyovoo énetifel Ty oppayida toic 0@Ouluoig kol Td otoportt kai tff kapdiq. Kai kot’ dAiyov 1
Te YADGGO T® TUPETH KATAPPLYEIGH OVKETL O1pBpov TOV AdYOV Kol 1] pmVT) TEVESIdOL, Kol €V LOVT| TT] TOV
YEME®V SL0GTOAR KO Tf) TV XEPBY KIVGEL TO &V TPoGEvy] ivar otV &ytvdokopey. Kod év to0tolg T £omépag
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The “publicizing” Macrina did earlier must now be mediated. As a member of the internal
audience, subject-Gregory now offers authoritative explanations, taking over the work of
interpretation as Macrina’s earthly life ends and she can no longer speak for herself. In his
description, Macrina still made “clear” (§kdnAoc) what she was trying to do, and Gregory claims
that she “signaled the end of the prayer” (10 népag tiig 0yf|g dieonuave), but it is his
interpretation that mediates readers’ access to the scene and to the exemplar’s motivations. The
gestures, as he interprets them, reflect a liturgical context, the daily schedule of Psalms and
prayers that structure life in Macrina’s community (VSM 11) and would likely have been
familiar to the Christian readers of the bios. Gregory’s choice to describe her “desire” ( and its
fulfillment bring her into line with his idea of epektasis. In her final living praxis, as Gregory
explains it, Macrina becomes an embodiment of the prayer itself as she stretches out toward the
divine with (and then beyond) her whole physical being.

1la. Memory and Liturgy

Derek Krueger has made the most significant recent strides in explaining how the
liturgical contextualization of Macrina’s body — in life, in death, and in text — might matter for
our understanding of Gregory’s biographical technique. In 2000, Krueger published a seminal
article in JECS, “Writing and the Liturgy of Memory in Gregory of Nyssa’s Life of Macrina.”

This study of Macrina’s deathbed and funeral in the VSM argues for the central role of memory

gmafodong kol wtog eickoptodévtog aBpdov oV @V Opudtov dacteilaca KOKAOV Kol Tpog TV avynV
amdodoa ExdnAog pév fv kol pOEyEAcHAL TV EmbyVioV EDYopIoTIaY TPOBVHOVIEVT: THG 88 PVHC émheimodong
S TG Kopdiog Kol did THG TV XEP®dV KIVoemG EXANPOV TV Tpodbectv Kol Ta yeiln mpog v Evdobev opurnv
GUVEKIVETTO: OG O¢ EMANPOGE TNV gvyoploTiay Koi 1) xelp Enaybeioa did TG GPPAYId0s TA TPOCHT® TO TEPUG THG
evyig dteonpave, péyo i kot Pubov avanvedcaca tf Tpocevyf v {ony cvykatéinéev (VSM 25).
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in making Macrina’s life present and meaningful for audiences, emphasizing the parallels
between “pious” acts of recollection in hagiographical writing®® and the Christian liturgy, which
incorporates both word and sacrament — especially the Eucharist — as memorials that make the
divine present.®® This liturgical context of fourth-century Christian piety, central to Krueger’s
analysis, means that Macrina can inspire readers to mimetic action: “Her story represents a
model for aristocratic renunciation of wealth in the quest for Christian ideals.”% Memory and
recollection, enacted by the bios, offer members of the Christian elite a way to follow Macrina’s
lead in ascetic living, even after her death.®® Adding his own metaphor, Krueger points to the
idea that bios also preserves a mimetic portrait of the exemplar; he states that the text is like a
“monument placed at the saint’s tomb, marking a point of access to the saint’s power,” such that
“hagiography sought to make present in narrative a holy essence that might otherwise be
irretrievably absent.”%*

In Krueger’s presentation, both Gregory and Macrina are authors who recount Macrina’s

life in the form of a paxpnyopia, a term for a “lengthy narrative” that (as pointed out earlier) also

% Krueger, “Writing and the Liturgy of Memory,” 497.

91 Alongside the liturgical import of a textual reproduction of a departed exemplar (and the associated eucharistia in
the remembering community) are two more related devotional practices: pilgrimage and relic cult. Vasiliki
Limberis’ work especially marks important parallels between Gregory’s dream vision and developing relic cult. See
Vasiliki Limberis, Architects of Piety, 150-155. | see a similarity between this interpretation and Krueger’s liturgical
reading of the VSM because both point to some form of participation, an encounter between the deceased exemplar
and a living community. Both studies of memorializing practices, however, can be built upon by considering
questions of precisely how different narrative structures and rhetorical techniques are used to guide reading
audiences and how the narratives themselves model acts of interpretation.

92 Krueger, “Writing and the Liturgy of Memory,” 487.

% We might note a contrast here between the role of liturgy as commemorative act in the VSM and liturgy as a key
element for the biographical composition as a whole and the portrayal of its subject; Lucy Parker argues that liturgy
and liturgical piety provide a key to understanding the Life of Martha in Lucy Parker, “Paradigmatic Piety: Liturgy
in the Life of of Martha, Mother of Symeon Stylites the Younger,” JECS, Volume 24, Number 1 (Spring 2016): 99-
125.

% Krueger, “Writing and the Liturgy of Memory,” 484.
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works as a play on Macrina’s name; the narrative is truly her story.*® Krueger insists that “paying
attention to narration as an activity represented within this narratologically complex text offers
clues to Gregory’s self-conception as narrator, or more precisely as rememberer, since each of
the narrators within the narrative are engaged foremost in the act of remembrance.”% According
to Krueger, Gregory’s act of literary remembrance finds its liturgical counterpart in the
sacrament of the Eucharist.

Gregory writes in a genre typically used for ethical instruction, and explicitly presents
himself as engaged primarily in an act of pedagogy oriented toward readers (Chapter 1). Even
Gregory’s recollection of how he mourns Macrina’s passing (VSM 26-27), which Krueger
classifies as an intimate, remembered report that authorizes Gregory’s authorship,® is better
framed as a dialogic account depicting the evolution of a subject-Gregory without self-control to
a more self-controlled narrator-Gregory who has (eventually) modeled himself after the virtuous
example of his sister. Macrina is not the only figure in the text who can be imitated; multiple
internal audiences are shown learning, especially learning about interpretive strategies ideal
readers could reproduce.

Krueger claims that “Christian biography, then, has as its object detecting, declaring, and
giving thanks for the work of God in a Christian life.”% Yet the mechanics of “detecting” the

work of God in a life are unexplored in his study. He asserts that “recollection itself, a process

% Krueger, “Writing and the Liturgy of Memory,” 484.

% Krueger, “Writing and the Liturgy of Memory,” 491. He expands on this conception of hagiographical writing as
a tool for self-formation and “for the cultivation of virtue” (the author’s virtue) in his 2004 monograph: Derek
Krueger, Writing and Holiness: The Practice of Authorship in the Early Christian East (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 1.

9 Krueger, “Writing and the Liturgy of Memory,” 504.

% Krueger, “Writing and the Liturgy of Memory,” 498.
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that will prove ultimately and inevitably narrative, leads seamlessly to prayer.”® Yet Gregory
himself indicates the movement from text to action is not seamless, but involves a series of
interpretive acts, for the biographer and for readers. He must interpret the motions of Macrina’s
body, supplying an explanatory narrative to show that she is at prayer. Pressing Krueger’s
reading further, we can ask how bioi teach readers in a Christian community to be skilled
interpreters of what they see, a prerequisite for engaged participation in the liturgy or for ethical
activity. In this capacity, allusion plays a key role in the VSM.
2. Macrina’s corpse

After Macrina’s death, the work of interpretation continues, this time with a series of
embedded narrators recounting events from Macrina’s past. Gregory weaves together a
complicated mesh of allusions in his account of the events after death to contextualize signs in
the body and explain how these signs should be read. The VSM and its detailed descriptions of
Macrina’s corpse have been the subject of several studies that highlight symbolic and allusive
elements of the episode. Many scholars have remarked on the connection between the glowing
corpse of VSM 32 and Gregory’s dream-vision in VSM 15; Gregory himself highlights the link
(“as in the vision of my dream...” katd Vv 100 £vumviov dyiv, VSM 32).

Multiple valences of the glowing body are significant for understanding how Macrina’s
corpse becomes a symbolizing object that requires interpretation. The dream of the glowing
bones, in the narrative arc of the VSM, happens during Gregory’s pilgrimage to see his holy

sister, and so it portends Macrina’s significance as a potential focus of relic cult and pilgrimage

% Krueger, “Writing and the Liturgy of Memory,” 489.
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by future generations who would seek miraculous intervention. Patricia Cox Miller discusses the
way Macrina’s corpse is an object that embodies the same truth revealed to Gregory in his
prophetic dream, turning our attention to the fact that the divine may communicate in both
physical and noetic ways:

As a shimmering object that mediated the gap between the paradigmatic worlds of

Adam and the resurrection, Macrina’s body provided a glimpse of the

transformation that all might hope for. Her body was thus a formal analogue to

Gregory’s dream, itself a mediatorial vehicle that initiated Gregory, briefly, into a

form of consciousness in which fleshly eyesight is “blinded” by beatific vision.

Indeed, Macrina’s body and Gregory’s dream can hardly be separated, because it

was the dream that had given him “eyes to see” the truth of his sister’s body.%
Morwenna Ludlow, like Krueger, remarks on how the exemplar’s body and Gregory’s text
together preserve Macrina’s memory: “In the Life of Macrina, the text itself seems to become a
relic of his sister, a holy and almost sacramental object which brings the believer into contact
with the saint.”2! So far, these observations recognize the importance of Gregory the eyewitness
biographer, apparently supporting Momigliano’s assessment of how biographers create intimacy
through commemoration.

Although Gregory’s dream is important, Macrina’s own actions and choices, to which
the account alludes, are equally revealing (though less often noted). The way Macrina’s corpse is
concealed by the gray garment actually contains a secondary allusion that reinforces the
connections between Macrina’s corpse and her lived praxeis:

When our work was finished and the body was adorned with what we had, the

deaconess spoke again and said that it was not fitting that Macrina should be seen

by the maidens dressed as a bride (vopewdg). She said, “But I have kept a gray

garment of your mother’s which I think we should put over her, so that this holy
beauty should not be made splendid with extraneous adornment because of the

100 Miller, Dreams in Late Antiquity, 238.
101 Ludlow, “Texts, Teachers and Pupils,” 98.
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dress.” Her opinion won out, and the garment was placed on Macrina. But even in

the gray, she shone, the divine power, I think, adding such grace to her body that,

as in the vision of my dream, rays seemed to be shining forth from her

loveliness.1%?
While it clearly refers to Gregory’s dream-vision, the passage gives narrator-Gregory a way to
point out the high value Macrina’s domestic community places on humility.1%® At the same time,
the fact that the garment belonged to Emmelia also alludes to an earlier comment Gregory made
about the closeness between Macrina and her mother. Emmelia’s cloak covering Macrina’s body
echoes the enfolding in view when “her mother often used to say to her that the rest of her
children she had carried in her womb for a fixed time, but this daughter she always bore,
embracing (mepiéyovoa) her in her womb at all times and under all circumstances.”%* This
allusion invites the audience to reflect back on Macrina’s selection of a way of life. Her
dedication to virginity and her semi-monastic asceticism, which led her to adhere to her mother,
began as part of her decision to keep faith with her absent (deceased) “bridegroom” (vopeiog,
VVSM 5); it perhaps began even earlier, with the pronouncement of her secret name, Thecla

(VSM 2). It is not just God who revealed the “truth” about Macrina to Gregory, for Macrina

herself consistently made choices that, in retrospect, foreshadowed the appearance of her corpse.

102 Brei 8¢ mépog elyev HUiv 1| 6movdi| kod &k 16V Evovimv mepiekosudn 1o oo, TEAY eNoiv 1| Sidkovog pn

TPEMEWY VOUPIKDG EGTOALEVV a0V &V 09BaAp0lc TV TapBévav opdcbal. AAN’ €oTt Lo, eNoi, TiG UNTPog Tig
VUETEPOG TOV QaLdV TeEPLAAYIEVOV indTiov, O dvmbev EmPANOTival kKaAdc Exev enui, ¢ av U T@ ENEGAKTO

o ti|g €007 T0g KOGL® TO 1EpOV TOVTO KAAAOG Aapmpuvotto. 'Ekpdret T dedoypéva Kol to ipdtiov EmefAndn- 1 68
Elopme kol &v Td eaid, tiic Oelac, olpar, Suvapeng kol TavTny Tpocheiong TV xapy T6 cOuUATL, GOTE KoT TV TOD
gvomviov dyv dxppdg odydc Tivag 8k Tod kdAlovg éxhaumety dokelv (VSM 32).

103 As Julia Burman points out, the double funeral dress is “a statement for the humbleness of the state and against
earthly, pompous funeral practices” (Julia Burman, “Death and Gender in Late Antiquity: A Case Study of the Death
of Saint Macrina,” Gender, Cult, and Culture in the Ancient World from Mycenae to Byzantium: Proceedings of the
Second Nordic Symposium on Gender and Women'’s History in Antiquity (Helsinki 20-22 October 2000), ed. Lena
Larsson Lovén and Agneta Strémberg [Savedalen: Paul Astréms Férlag, 2003]: 140-150, 146).

104 . g moGxig THY pntépa mpdg adTny gimeiv, 6Tt Th Aoumd TdV TEKVOV TETOYHEVE TV XpOVE §Kvopdpnoey,
gketvny 8¢ d10 TavTOg €V £0VTI PEPELV TAVTOTE TPOTOV TIVA TOIG GTAAYYVOLS £aVTig TeptEyovaa (VSM 5).
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Gregory’s description of events after Macrina’s death reframes the events of her life in
light of her death. Caroline Walker Bynum articulates most clearly how the allusion to the
dream, re-viewed through the lens of Gregory’s encounter with the corpse, creates a narrative
continuity between Macrina’s earthly life and the resurrection: “The resurrected body is both the
ascetic who becomes a relic while still alive and the relic that continues after death the
changelessness acquired through asceticism.”*% But how can we be sure that Gregory is
reflecting on changelessness or continuity? Vetiana, one of the women from Macrina’s domestic
community, takes on the task of narration and testifies to the fact that the exemplar overcame
bodily corruption even during her lifetime. That is, retrospective narration, performed by an
embedded narrator, provides a context for correctly interpreting signs in Macrina’s body.

2a. Signs and Fragments

Vetiana directs Gregory’s attention to Macrina’s scar: “She said, ‘Do you see this small
and nearly invisible sign (onueiov) on the skin?’ It was like a mark (otiyua) produced by a fine
needle.”2%® This small mark commemorates the absence of disease, marking the location of a
healing act that took place in the past. Georgia Frank has convincingly identified the tale of
9.107

Macrina’s scar as a literary echo of the nurse describing Odysseus’ scar in Odyssey 1

Virginia Burrus approaches the sign from a different angle in her 2003 article, “Macrina’s

105 Caroline Walker Bynum, The Resurrection of the Body in Western Christianity, 200-1336 (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1995), 86.

16 ‘Opiig, &, 10 AemTdV ToDTO KOl dpaveg VIO TV dépptv onuEiov; oTiypoTt Tpocéotke did AemTic papidog
gyyevouéve (VSM 31).

107 Georgia Frank, “Macrina’s Scar: Homeric Allusion and Heroic Identity in Gregory of Nyssa’s Life of Macrina,”
JECS volume 8, number 4 (Winter 2000): 511-530. Virginia Burrus, however, notes that the ovAr} of Odysseus is not
quite the same as the onueiov or otiypo on Macrina’s body, and argues that this “slippage” of terminology on
Gregory’s part is likely intentional (Virginia Burrus, “Macrina’s Tattoo,” Journal of Medieval and Early Modern
Studies, Volume 33, Number 3 [Fall 2003]: 402-417, 404).
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Tattoo.” Interpreting the otiyua on Macrina’s breast as a divinely-inscribed tattoo
commemorating a miraculous healing, Burrus focuses precisely on its status as a sign to be
interpreted. She pushes against Elizabeth Clark’s work on the impossibility of finding real
female subjectivity in early Christian literature by suggesting that “the Life of Macrina inscribes
feminine subjectivity as a stigma (marks the subject with and as difference) and, further, that
‘women’s history’ may be understood as a practice of reading and writing that continually marks
(and therein makes) a difference.”*%® In part responding to Krueger’s interpretation of the text,
she simultaneously offers an alternative to the liturgy of memory: Gregory records information
about the “part of a part” of a woman’s body that becomes symbol and text, such that writing a
biographical account “does not merely designate but continuously creates Macrina’s sanctity.”%®
Burrus’ article highlights the idea that Gregory’s text instantiates Macrina’s body as a
symbol, focusing on the text’s creation of Macrina as an interpretable subject, not on the
formation of the author’s identity. The body reflects the generative potential of a symbol rather
than its potential to create stable connections to existing structures (like, for Krueger, the
Eucharist). Burrus comments on the importance of reading, the appropriate activity for one who
encounters such an interpretable sign. As she puts it, the mark may be unfolded: “the miracle that
the brother, Gregory, is instructed to read in this revealed sign lies as much in the presence of the
mark itself as in the divine healing that it commemorates.”*!° On her reading, Gregory seems to
be the ideal interpreter, an exemplary internal audience of one, whose “reading” is also preserved

for the audience of the VSM. Like the tattoo on Macrina’s body, the “literary vita” can “lay

108 Byrrus, “Macrina’s Tattoo,” 413.
109 Burrus, “Macrina’s Tattoo,” 410.
10 Burrus, “Macrina’s Tattoo,” 403.

271



claim to an irreducible materiality that is also the trace of divinity — more than that, of divine
desire — in a woman’s body.”*!

But Burrus also points out that the “reading” of that material trace of the divine is
necessarily unstable. Where Krueger claims that Gregory’s text purposefully incorporates
Macrina into a recognizable context of askesis and piety, Burrus argues that a “memorializing
fragmentation” takes place as Gregory narrates Macrina’s body and its parts.'*? Even Gregory’s
potentially transgressive act of examining his sister’s naked breast must be “underwritten — pre-
scribed — by a divine author/ity,” the miracle his gaze allows him to learn about.**® Burrus
situates Gregory the author as one reader of the text that is Macrina’s body; though he produces
another text recording Macrina’s life, the written Vita is not and cannot be the same as his
sister’s lived vita. Readings and re-readings, Burrus seems to suggest, are themselves
fragmentary, because a “true witness” has, like Gregory, a view that is “partial, fragmentary, and
indirect.”%4

Burrus’ reading emphasizes the fragment and its ambiguous potential. The multivocality
of such textual symbols as the sign on Macrina’s body is undeniable. To insist on an associated
multiplicity (even unlimited variety) of possible interpretations for signs in Gregory’s bioi is
tempting, but | suggest such an insistence would miss the point Gregory himself tries to make:

that the biographical account of Macrina’s life is a beacon that points to the pinnacle of human

virtue (VSM 1). The didactic goal of the encomiastic bios as a whole must be kept in view here:

1
1
1
1

=

L Burrus, “Macrina’s Tattoo,” 409.
2 Burrus, “Macrina’s Tattoo,” 411.
3 Burrus, “Macrina’s Tattoo,” 408.
4 Burrus, “Macrina’s Tattoo,” 411.

[
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as Macrina’s life should not be “passed over” (mapotpéym, VSM 1) and rendered ineffective, so
Gregory is exhorted not to “pass over” (mopoztpéym, VSM 31) the scar that signifies her greatest
miracle.

It is also important to note that while Gregory narrates the text, it is the embedded
narrator who tells the story and teaches Gregory how to interpret the mark. Burrus points to the
“divine author/ity” that authorizes Gregory’s interpretations, but it is in fact a member of the
Christian community who does this authorizing work. Vetiana, who is helping Gregory prepare
the body, first draws his attention to Macrina’s necklace. They divide the ring and cross it bears
between them, and she announces that “the ring is hollow inside and in it is concealed
(karaxékpomrar) a piece of the wood of life. And thus the seal of the cross on the surface
(8vwBev) reveals (umvoet) by its form what is inside.”*!> Her pronouncement, which reveals
knowledge about the fact that the external can simultaneously conceal and reveal the internal,
seems designed to work not only as a comment on the ring and its content, but also on Macrina’s
physical form and her soul. The astute eyewitness then directs Gregory to look at the scar on
Macrina’s body, offering subject-Gregory what is essentially an opportunity to test her statement
about how a surface testifies to what is inside. While Gregory’s view may very well be “partial,”
the embedded perspective of a woman who witnessed Macrina’s daily life up close can provide a
reliable context for interpreting the scar; the story of this isolated fragment is in fact fully
consistent with Macrina’s life of virtuous deeds, and neither the story nor the life should be

passed over.

115 K othog yap kot Ty 6pevdovny £otiv 6 daxtdiog kai &v adtd &v tod EAov tfig Lofig kataxékpuntor kai
obteg dvmbev 1 cepayig T@ 1dim TOT® pnvoet o vrokeipevov (VSM 30).
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3. Healing blindness, VSM 36-39

What follows is an interlude in VSM 35 that pointedly describes Gregory’s discomfort
with bodily corruption, the very type of corruption that Macrina resisted, as her scar signifies. At
the gravesite, Gregory is afraid of violating “the divine command which forbids uncovering the
shame (doynuocvvnv) of father and mother” (pdPog pé tic g Ociag Evioiiic eioépyeton Thg
KOAVOVONG TATPOG T} UNTPOC AVaKaADTTEY doynuociviny, VSM 35) by opening their tomb to
deposit Macrina’s corpse. Taking the ethical sense of “shame” that is sexual in nature, he
describes his distaste as a pious desire to avoid the sin of Ham (Gen 9:20-27).116 But the
doynuocvvn may be more complex. In a material rather than ethical sense, it can mean
“formlessness” (akin to dpopeia), and it may carry a sense of bodily dissolution.!!” For Gregory
the Christian Neoplatonist, it is not unreasonable to suggest that it is partly the corruption of his
parents’ corpses that Gregory fears. Such a usage would bring into high relief the fact that
Macrina performed multiple miracles to stave off or reverse bodily corruption. This
interpretation becomes more plausible when we read the rest of Gregory’s explanation for his
fear: “How will I be free of such condemnation if I see the common shame of human nature
(PAEm@v TV KoV TG AvBpoTivng pvcems acynuocsvvny) in the bodies of our parents, how
they have surely fallen apart (Sramentokotwv) and dissolved (Aelvpévav) and been changed

(uetafAndévtmv) into a disgusting and disagreeable formlessness (apopeio)?”*118

116 There is also an injunction against looking on the shame of father and mother in Lev 18:7. The term doympocovn
also appears in VSM 3, where it is one of the features of immoral characters in the Iliad, one of the texts Emmelia
eliminates from Macrina’s reading program.
U787, s.v. “aoynuocivny”
18 Koi médc. ..o 10D TO100TOV YEVHGOLOL KATAKPILATOS, &V TOIC TAV YovEmY chIact PAETOVY THY KONV Tiig
avOpomivng pOoemg AoYNULOcHVNY, SIITENTOKOT®V MG KOG Kol AeAVUEVMV Kal &ig ideyOT] Kai dvadvinTov
apopopiov petofindéviov; (VSM 35).
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On the heels of this reflection about the horrors of shame and decay, the closing episode
of the VSM draws together sign, interpretation, and textuality into a complex narrative about
healing; the narrative is both a portrait of Macrina’s living access to incorruptibility and a model
of interpretive activity for ideal readers. When Gregory leaves the family estate, he encounters a
soldier on the road. This soldier offers an embedded, retrospective narrative about how Macrina
healed his daughter, who had “an eye ailment resulting from an infectious sickness” (ti¢ €k
AOUDIOVG GppmOTIAG ... mepl TOV 0BaAuov cupeopd, VSM 37). Macrina offered the family a
“medicine” (pbpuaxov, VSM 37), which turned out to be prayer (VSM 38). Her life of faith and
unchanging devotion to prayer have borne fruit in the form of a miracle that combats bodily
decay.

Through the soldier’s closing comments, Gregory summarizes the dynamic that exists
between Macrina’s intervention and the Scriptures. The exemplar and her praxeis, recalled after
her death, become a key that unlock the teachings of Scripture. The soldier’s wife announced to
him that Macrina’s prayer effected a cure for their daughter’s eye disease. Then, the soldier
relates,

As she recounted these things, she also embraced our child and put her in my

arms. And then, grasping with my understanding the incredible miracles in the

gospel, I said: “Why is it so great that the eyes are restored to the blind by the

hand of God, when now His handmaiden, having worked such cures through faith

in Him, does deeds that do not fall short of those wonders?”*°

The circumstances of Macrina’s fourth-century life reanimate the Scriptures, bringing the

19 Kai épo todta Sieélodoo avt te 0 modiov dviykeAileto kai toic dpoic évetifet yepoi. Kayo tote Ta
QmoTovpEVe KoTd TO sVoyYéMOV Bodpota T dtavoig AdPmv “Ti péya, simov, 18 xe1pdg B0l TVGAOTIC TAC SyelC
anokabictacOor, OmdTe VOV 1) 600AN adTod Tag idoelg Ekelvag KatopBodaoa ti] €l adTOV TioTEL TPAYL KOTEIPYQGTOL
00 TOAD TdV Bavpdtov ékeivav droiewmdpevoy;” (VSM 38).
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biblical world before the soldier who is standing in for Gregory’s ideal audience.'?° But we
should also recognize that the reanimation happens by way of an embedded synkrisis. When he
compares Macrina’s miracle and gospel accounts of healings, the soldier-as-narrator is doing the
interpretive work usually performed by a biographer. Not only this, but the second part of the
soldier’s proclamation alludes to the gospel dynamic of miracles effected through faith.
Gregory’s careful attention to ta&ig and the narrative frame he constructs around the
soldier’s embedded narrative adds to the impact of the story as a lesson in hermeneutics and as
an appeal to the pathos of the ideal reader. The soldier introduces his narrative in order to
illustrate, as he says, “what a great kind of good has been removed from human life” with
Macrina’s death.*?! Yet the account is included in the bios, which will be circulated and widely
read, and so the good that is Macrina has not been fully removed from human life. In fact, the
soldier’s very act of storytelling preserves her praxeis, which are (as we have shown) fully
consistent with her resurrection life and the relics of her body. Even on the level of the narrative
itself, the soldier and his family are pilgrims who will continue to travel.?? The audience for
Macrina’s sanctity and virtue now includes people far beyond the monastic community, opening
the way for Gregory’s readers to participate in the events that take place after her death.
Gregory validates the soldier’s interpretation of the healing miracle by framing the story

with explicit commentary about the bios and its anticipated effects. At the start, he proclaims,

120 See discussion of Williams, Authorised Lives in Chapter 3, on this dynamic of eliding the Scriptural past and the
readers’ present.

121 olov xai 60V dyadov tiic avOponivne petéot Lofic (VSM 36).

122 Momigliano suggests it is also significant that the soldier and the other embedded narrator who helps prepare
Macrina’s corpse for burial (Vetiana or the deacon Lampadium) are elites; that is, these figures are likely have
access to networks they can use to share Macrina’s story. See Momigliano, On Pagans, 219.
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“writing only this [the soldier’s account] into my history, I shall put an end to my composition”
(6 oM xai pdvov Eyyphyog T iotopia, Katamadow TV cvyypagnv, VSM 36), and after the
soldier’s story ends he resumes with “I do not think it safe to add to my story” (ovk do@aieg
oipon Tpooheivon @ dupyfpatt VSM 39) any additional details.'?® The tale that proves Macrina
could counteract physical corruption in others as well as herself is a sufficient ending for the
bios. Narrator-Gregory also describes the emotional character of this account. Subject-Gregory’s
grief and weeping incited the soldier to tell the story, and the soldier himself concludes by
crying. Gregory reports, “In the midst of saying these things, he checked his voice with hiccups,
his tears flowing along with the narrative” (Tadta Aéymv peta&d Ayud Ty QoVV EVEKOTTETO,
TV daxpOOV Emppvéviav @ dmynuatt, VSM 38). The story is a response to and an occasion
for grief, a descriptive account that evokes reader emotions, drawing them into the community of
those who grieve for Macrina. At the close of the VSM, we have a member of the internal
audience once again taking up the double mantle of embedded narrator and interpreter. | suggest
it is significant that the embedded narrator only does this at the end of the bios, after Macrina’s
death. Viewed as a whole, in light of all her praxeis, including euthanasia, Macrina’s life reveals
her closeness to the divine; like Christ, she not only resists but heals corruption.
I11. Conclusion

In all three texts, Gregory describes the exemplar’s thanatos as a euthanasia, a noble
death that serves as a capstone on the earlier praxeis and which can offer further proof that the

exemplar’s soul is virtuous. He incorporates the typical features used to narrate a euthanasia,

123 Gregory’s explanation for this reticence is discussed in detail in the Conclusion.
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modifying them to suit his sources and his aims. In the VGT and VSM, Gregory preserves his
subjects’ last words, formulating chreiai that provide an interpretive context within which to
discern each subject’s virtues. Thaumaturgus, who has converted the region of Pontus, expresses
his humble desire to do better. Macrina, who has structured her daily life with the prayers of the
Psalms, prays aloud using a pastiche of biblical references and “publicizes” her desire to pray
with her physical actions, confirming her single-minded devotion. Moses spoke no last words (or
at least no words marked as such) in Deuteronomy, and so Gregory omits this feature from the
two accounts in the VM.

Gregory also records the reactions of witnesses to each noble death; in his bioi, this
feature of an account of noble death takes the shape of offering assessments of events in his own
narrative voice, casting himself as an eyewitness (VSM) or a witness of the events as recorded in
literary or otherwise historical sources (VM, VGT). By preserving his own reactions in the bioi,
Gregory appears to be seeking to guide readers’ interpretations of events; as the biographer, he
has crafted each portrait and he also tries to direct the reading of the portraits.

When it comes to the events after death, each encomiastic bios has its own distinct
emphasis. In the context of our weaving metaphor for composition, we might visualize the
weaver using a distinctive color scheme for each garment, but weaving with the same design. In
the VGT, Gregory focuses on the legacy Thaumaturgus has left for his now-Christian
community. The VM explicitly describes the readers’ own potential imitation of Moses, possibly
depicting the reader who seeks to live virtuously as a descendant of the exemplar; this “kinship”
has been explained as a spiritual kinship in the genos of VM 11.1-5. In the VSM, Gregory
focused primarily on Macrina’s body, and his depictions of the corpse provided an opportunity to

show internal audiences (including himself) practicing or modeling the interpretation of signs in
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the human body. The woven design that each composition shares, however, is connected to
Gregory’s stated didactic aim. While each exemplar’s physical presence is no longer accessible
(Moses and Thaumaturgus’ burial places are unknown, and Macrina is in a known location but
nevertheless in a tomb), the bioi can serve as portable, reproducible literary memorials, making
the image of each exemplar present for a far-flung, expansive reading audience.

Gregory’s literary artistry adds to the instructive quality of each bios. In each instance of
retrospective narration that follows the depiction of the death itself, Gregory uses literary
allusion; with this device, he turns the text into an echo-chamber, providing a rich context for
understanding isolated physical signs in the exemplar’s body: Thaumaturgus’ “sojourn,” Moses’
undimmed eyes, and Macrina’s scar. In the VSM especially, Gregory portrays a number of
figures practicing the interpretation of signs. Building readers’ conscious awareness of and
comfort with this allusive, contextualizing function of narrative is perhaps a way of preparing
them to read and understand other signifying texts.

The euthanasia in each bios is a final praxis that confirms and even heightens the
continuity between the exemplar’s earlier virtuous deeds and his or her role as a model of
epektasis. All three bioi, to different degrees, move from a narrative about the exemplar’s death
to some reflection on the larger issue of physical corruptibility and the incorruptibility of the
soul, an issue central to the concept of the Christian afterlife that follows a life of virtue and of

perfection.'?* For Gregory, incorruptibility is a key attribute of God and belongs properly to the

divine nature, as he confirms in his Antirrheticus adversus Apolinarium: “God is wholly

124 A helpful overview of Gregory’s thought on incorruptibility (4pOapcia), with additional references to his wider
corpus, may be found in Juan Ignacio Ruiz Aldaz, “Incorruptibility,” in The Brill Dictionary of Gregory of Nyssa.
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incorruptibility” (0g0¢ 6¢ Tavimg éotiv 1| apbapoia, GNO Online 225.4). But debapoia is also a
quality in which human beings like the exemplars may participate, as a result of divine grace.
Incorruptibility was, in fact, an attribute human beings had at the beginning of creation, but it
was lost on account of sin.'?® However, humans who live virtuously, in light of Christ’s
Incarnation and sacrificial death, may participate in divine incorruptibility and reflect the image
of God.'? The euthanasia, in Gregory’s hands, becomes a place to show how the virtuous soul
may shine through and even transform the corruptible body of one who engages in epektasis.
This is most obvious in the VSM, where Macrina’s scarred, glowing body and her healing
miracles are discussed by a number of characters, who all remark on how she reflects divine
power. In the VM, Moses is described as a general model for the way of life that draws one
closer to God, toward the goal (téhoc) of being a perfect oikétng @cod. In the VGT, the earliest
of the three works, it is only the exemplar himself who remarks on his perpetual journey and
desire to be more perfect.

For Gregory the author of encomiastic bioi, it appears that readers can only understand
and appreciate the (in)significance of death in the light of a virtuous Christian way of life; the
newly visible evidence of the virtuous exemplar’s conformity to the divine image and its
incorruptibility is shown to be fully continuous with and even foreshadowed in the virtuous

praxeis of her earthly life. In the very form of the text, which returns to re-examine lived

125 See, for example, Gregory of Nyssa, De beatitudinibus, GNO Online 27.105.16ff for a@@apoia among a list of
attributes belonging to humans as they were first created in the image of God.
126 The Holy Spirit assists in this virtuous way of life: “For who does not know that the work of bodily union is the
creation of mortal bodies, but that for those uniting with the spirit in fellowship, life and incorruptibility are born
instead of children?” (tic yap ok 0idev, &Tt Tfic HEV CmPATIKRG CUVAPELNC TO EPYOV COUATOY BVITAY £6TL
KOTAOKELT], Ti|G 8¢ TPOg TO Tvedpa Kowvoviag (o kal dpdapcio Toig cuvapdeiow avti tékvav tpooyivetar; GNO
Online 31.305.11-15).

280



episodes even after the exemplar’s death, Gregory indicates that the Christian practice of reading

a bios ought to be a recursive process, and it is one that can both demonstrate and model skilled

interpretation.t?’

127 \We might compare this recursive process to one of the ways Richard B. Hays talks about participation in Christ.
Discussing Paul’s letters and presentation of history, he writes, “one more model for understanding real participation
in Christ is the model of narrative participation. By that I mean that Paul’s imaginative retelling of the story of
Israel and of Jesus summons his hearers (and readers) into a symbolic world in which cross, resurrection, and
Parousia are the events that define the shape and meaning of history...They are drawn into participation in a new
narrative world, and their former ways of life are subjected to critical scrutiny in light of the gospel” (Richard B.
Hays, “What is ‘Real Participation in Christ’? A Dialogue with E.P. Sanders on Pauline Soteriology,” in Redefining
First-Century Jewish and Christian Identities, Essays in Honor of Ed Parish Sanders, edited by Fabian E. Udoh,
with Susannah Heschel, Mark Chancey, and Gregory Tatum [Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press,
2008]: 336-351, 345-346). Similarly for Gregory, an ideal reader might recognize that realizations gained while
reading could affect both a re-reading and that reader’s interpretation of events in her contemporary world.
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Conclusion. The garment of virtue and the weaver’s craft

There are also many other things that Jesus did; if every one of them were written down, | do not
think that the world itself could contain the books that would be written.
John 21:25.

There are other wonders of the great Gregory preserved in memory from this time which we
have not set down in writing to spare unbelieving ears, so as not to mislead those who think the
truth in the loftiness of the accounts is a lie.

VGT 100.

So, in order not to do harm to those unbelievers who do not believe in the gifts of God, on behalf
of those ones | have refrained from narrating the greater miracles, judging it sufficient to end the
narrative about her with what I have already said.

VSM 39.2

But there is no need to prolong the account, I think, by presenting to those who come upon it the
whole life of Moses as an example of virtue. For anyone stretching himself up to the higher life,
the things that have been said would be no small provision for the true philosophy. But for the
one showing cowardice in the face of exertions on behalf of virtue, even if many more things than
those that have been said should be written, there would be no benefit from the wealth of them.
VM 11.305.4

As he comes to the end of each bios, Gregory announces that what he has recounted of
the exemplar’s life is sufficient. He returns to the explicit consideration of a concern that he first
introduced in the prooimia of his texts: the readers’ benefit. In the final paragraph of the VGT,

he explains that he does not wish to further strain the credulity of those who are put off by the

“loftiness” (uéyebog) of the stories about Thaumaturgus, lest he push them to think his account of

1"Eotv 8¢ kai dAka moArd 6 noinoev 6 Incodc, drva dav yphonrar kad’ &v, 008> adTdv olpat TOV KOGUOV
xopiioot T ypapopevo Piiio.

27Eott 82 kai dAAa T pviAun péypt tod Sedpo docmldpeva tod peydiov Ipnyopiov Bavpora, brep peidouevor Tiig
amotovong akofig, dg av un Prafeiev ol 10 AAN0Ec v @ peyédel 1@V Aeyouévmv ywebdog oidEVoL, TOig
YEYPOLUUEVOLS O TPOCEDNKAUEY.

Q¢ v obv ) PraPeisv ol amiotdTEPOL TOAS TOD B0l dwpedic dmoTodvie, ToVTOL Evekev KoBeLHC IoTopsiv mepl
TOV DYNAOTEP®V BOvpIATOV TOPTTNOAUNY, GPKETY 11Y0DLEVOG TOTG ElpNUéVolg TTEpLypayaL TV TTEPL aVTiiG ioTopiav.
4 AMA’ 008£V, oo, (pT) UNKOVEWY TOV AdYoV, mavTa Tod Moicéng Tov Blov sic apstiic Vmodstypa mpoTidévTa Toic
gvruyydvovot. T yap mpog v dynAotépav (o E0vTov dvateivavtt, o0 pikpd yévolt® Gv mpog v aAnof
puocopiav podia ta eipnuéva. T 8¢ paroxillopéve Tpog ToLG VIEP ThG APETHG IOPATOG, KAV TOALATAAGIL YPOPT
AV gipnuévev, 00dEV Gv £k Tod TA00VG Yévorto KEPSOG.
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the wonderworker’s life has been fabricated. In the last lines of the VSM, he explains his
decision to end the account of Macrina’s life and deeds similarly; to go on might “harm”
(Bramtw) some of his readers. But does he really assume that anyone listening to or reading these
bioi is unbelieving and could be so harmed? It is more likely this sort of closing formula is
intended to congratulate those readers who have been convinced of the truth within the account.
When he distinguishes between two groups of readers in VM 11.305,° Gregory explains that the
account has already put forward enough material to serve as a “provision” (£¢¢ddiov) for the
reader making an upward journey toward virtue, even if it is not provision enough for the one
who is too weak or cowardly (t@® polaxilopéve) to face the “exertions” (literally “sweat,”
10pmc) the journey would require. It is abundantly clear which course of action Gregory hopes
his reader will take. In the conclusions of all three texts, Gregory points back toward the
“benefit” (képdog, VM 11.305) his readers may or may not find in each bios, depending on the
belief or effort they expend.

In examining the three bioi side by side and working systematically through the
kephalaia of encomium that Gregory has used as the building blocks for his encomiastic bioi, I
have examined a broad range of literary and rhetorical techniques and their potential narrative
effects. Throughout, | have been concerned to show, across the three texts, patterns and
divergences in Gregory’s approach to the standard structures and thematic elements of
encomiastic biographical narrative and to explore how his adoption and adaptations of rhetorical

features are linked to his didactic aims. Keeping sight of the fact that he and his texts are firmly

> This passage comes at the start of the euthanasia, as Gregory transitions from his description of earlier praxeis to
the description of Moses’ death. The epilogue of the text is in VM 11.319-21, discussed below.
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embedded in a fourth-century Christian literary and cultural context, | have argued that it is in
considering the particulars of his literary and stylistic presentation of each exemplar’s life that
we see most clearly how he methodically attempts to construct and instruct his ideal reading
audience as a community of interpreters.

In Chapter 1, | demonstrated that Gregory crafts a prooimion for each text that introduces
his didactic project, which is to preserve accounts of exemplary figures and offer some benefit to
readers. He also crafts an argument on each exemplar’s genos and offers, with some degree of
variation, reflections on a spiritual kinship that may supplement or replace the subject’s historical
family, nation, or homeland. | argued that in these opening portions of his bioi, Gregory seeks to
invite readers to become interpreters, sharing the biographer’s hermeneutic tasks: the ideal
readers may learn from Gregory how to reason from the particulars of the exemplar’s life and
circumstances (matters of chance) to general principles about imitable virtues they might
cultivate in their own souls (matters of choice).

In Chapter 2, | examined how Gregory portrays each exemplar’s upbringing or anatrophe
as a field in which constancy and transformation are interwoven such that one or both may be
emphasized in a given episode. | demonstrated that across all three bioi he describes training as
an ongoing paideia that is begun during the anatrophe but extends beyond it into the exemplars’
mature lives and their communities. | argued that he consistently highlights three learning modes
—the Three Rs of reading, revelation, and relationship — that correspond to educational practices
that could be reproduced in the late fourth-century world of his readers; in so doing, | suggested,
he sought to describe a learning community that could encompass both the exemplars and his
ideal readers.

In Chapter 3, | showed how Gregory depicts the highly varied exemplary praxeis of
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Moses, Thaumaturgus, and Macrina. | demonstrated that in each bios he grapples with the
tension between observable actions and the hidden qualities of the virtuous soul that lie behind
and motivate those actions. | argued that Gregory uses the figurative language of vision, sight,
and seeing to model the “reading” of praxeis, in an attempt to situate his readers as eyewitnesses
of the biographical subjects’ actions and to recommend interpretation as a virtuous praxis those
readers may perform in their own lives.

In Chapter 4, I studied the portrayal of each exemplar’s thanatos as a noble death or
euthanasia, demonstrating that Gregory uses typical features like last words, the reactions of
witnesses, and the events after death to depict each euthanasia as a final virtuous praxis, a
capstone on a whole life of virtuous deeds. Through a close reading of the euthanasia in the bioi,
| argued that Gregory may also be seen, through each narrative about death, reflecting on the
tension between bodily corruption and the incorruptibility of the human, immortal soul. He
shows that the soul engaged in epektasis reflects the divine image, which may be glimpsed by
readers who interpret signs in the exemplars’ dead or dying bodies.

In this Conclusion, | briefly examine the closing formulae of Gregory’s three texts and
then return to the broader implications of his decision to write encomiastic bioi for such diverse
figures. Why did he select this genre to describe and praise Moses, a well-known figure from
biblical history; Thaumaturgus, an ecclesiastically recognized saint from a previous generation;
and Macrina, a woman who is both Gregory’s contemporary and his sister? How did he adapt the
form to depict each exemplar and to carry out his own didactic aims? Who is Gregory of Nyssa
as biographer?

I. Concluding a bios

According to the progymnasmata, the final kephalaia of an encomiastic composition are
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a synkrisis and the epilogue, the latter of which Aphthonius states should be “rather fitting a
prayer” (e0yii péAlov Tpoorkovta).b How does Gregory end his three bioi?

A. Final synkrisis and epilogue

Gregory actually seems to neglect the formal final synkrisis called for in Aphthonius’
outline of encomium. In the formulation in his collection of rhetorical exercises, Aphthonius
writes:

Synkrisis is a comparative account, bringing together, through juxtaposition, that
which is greater with what is compared to it. When comparing it is necessary
either to set fine things beside useful things or poor things beside poor things or
good beside bad or small beside larger. As a whole, synkrisis is a double
encomium or a double invective, composed from encomium and invective. Every
topic of synkrisis is quite forceful, set down once for all, but especially that
comparing small things to greater ones. Such things are appropriate for a
synkrisis: whatever we blame and praise, both persons and things, both occasions
and places, dumb animals, and, in addition, plants. It is not necessary when
comparing to contrast a whole with a whole, for that is tedious and not
argumentative, but to contrast a heading to a heading (kepdioioc); this is certainly
argumentative. Then elaborate in the manner of encomium, except for
comparison. There is no comparison in it, since the whole exercise is a
comparison.’

None of Gregory’s three texts ends with a formal comparison between the exemplar and another
figure, such as is found in Aphthonius’ sample encomium of Thucydides: “Then does anyone
compare Herodotus to him? No, for he tells a story for pleasure, while Thucydides utters

everything for its truth. Inasmuch as pleasure is something less than truth, so Herodotus falls

8 Aphthonius, Progymnasmata 8, Rabe 22.
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devog kabamaé kabéotnke, pdAiota 8¢ O T0 pukpa topoaBarlioy toic peifoot. Tocadta 8¢ cLYKpIVEY TPOCTKEL,
Soamep kal yéyew kal Eykopaley, Tpdomnd te Kol mpdypata, Kowpods e Koi tomovg, dAoya (@a kol Tpdg To0Tolg
@uTa. OV 6€l 8¢ ovykpivovtog SAov AW mapafdrdey, DITIOV YOP Kol 00K Gy®VIGTIKOV, GAAL KEPAAAI® KEQOLOIOV*
Ay@VIGTIKOV YOap ToDTO Ye* €mel 10 Srapeiv EyKmpiov TpOTog, 00 GUYKPIGEWDG. ZVYKPIOLG O€ &v avTd 0VK ECTLY,
éneinep Hhov €0l 10 mpoyduvacua cOykpiolg (Aphthonius, Progymnasmata 10, Rabe 31-32).
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short of the beauties of Thucydides.”® The omission of such formal statements in Gregory’s
writing is perhaps best explained by the presence of incidental synkriseis strategically located
throughout the bioi. Macrina endures pain like Job, a comparison that highlights her ability to
overcome suffering with rational self-control (VSM 18). Thaumaturgus ends a land dispute
between to brothers with a water miracle better than Moses’ parting of the Red Sea: the biblical
figure parted the Sea for a short time, but Thaumaturgus permanently dried up the whole lake
(VGT 51-53). In the VM, Moses as an individual is not the subject of any synkriseis with other
Scriptural figures,® but Gregory does compare events in his life with events from the New
Testament, arguing that Moses’ actions signify those of Christ; for example, the transformation
of Moses’ right hand in his bosom (Exod 4:6-7) is compared to the transformation of Christ in
the Father’s bosom (VM 11.26).

The choice to incorporate multiple comparative passages is well acknowledged in
rhetorical theory. The preliminary exercises of Nicolaus the Sophist, for example, recommend
that comparison be used to enliven the narrative:

Here [in the treatment of praxeis], or rather in all parts, so the language may not

become tedious, even if flatness seems somehow to fit (appolewv) panegyric;

nevertheless, so that it not be entirely unserviceable, while we are making only a

bare and unelaborated list, we shall try to refer the action to virtues and to

introduce synkriseis by turns. For in this way the flatness is broken up and the

discourse is made to seem energetic (évaydvioc) ... As I said, it is necessary to

insert synkriseis everywhere, escaping excessive flatness and going for an
examination of the virtues, in order that the discourse may be lively.'

8 Eltd Tic adtd mopafodel Tov ‘Hpddotov; AL’ éksivog ey Smysitar mpdg Hdovny, & 8& mpdg dAndsiov Smavto
@B&yyetar do@ o1 TO TPOS YGpv ToD TPOg GANBelay Elattov, Tocobtov ‘Hpddotog tdv ®ovkudidov Koldv
amoleimeton (Aphthonius, Progymnasmata 8, Rabe 24).

® See more on this in Chapter 3.
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In its discussion of encomium, the Progymnasmata attributed to Hermogenes suggest: “The best
starting-point in encomia is that from comparisons, which you will use as the occasion guides
you.”'! In Chapter 4, | have shown that the accounts of euthanasia in a number of texts make a
call for comparison; for example, Xenophon’s Memorabilia ends by suggesting readers could
perform a synkrisis between Socrates and other admirable men: “So he seems to be all that a
truly good and happy man ought to be. But if there is any doubter, let him set the character of
others beside these things [in the account], and so let him judge.”? The reader is encouraged to
propose other individuals for comparison, while the author maintains Socrates exceeds all others.
Gregory uses synkriseis throughout the bioi to draw direct comparisons between each
exemplar and biblical figures, rather than reserving synkrisis for the conclusion; in part, this is
because the treatment of a life calls out for chronological arrangement. But at the end of the
VSM and VGT, Gregory inserts another type of subtle comparison that functions as a comment
on literary form and authorship, and which may also be intended to invite readers to perform
their own work. The short passages quoted at the start of this chapter make it obvious that
Gregory closes these two bioi with a self-conscious echo of Scripture, particularly of the

epilogue of the fourth gospel.® In part, the reference to additional material not covered in the

TO PETPOV DITIOTNTO S10PEVYOVTAS, KOl £l TG TAV ApeT@V £EgTAoELS iEval, Tva Epyuyog 0 Adyog yévntan (Nicolaus,
Progymnasmata 8, Felten 52-53).
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Progymnasmata 7, Rabe 16).
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13 Perhaps more accurately the “double epilogue” of the gospel, if we consider also Jn 20:30-31, which reads, “Jesus
performed many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. But these are
written that you may believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in
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narrative is a topos recommended in the progymnasmata on encomium. Compare two closing
statements from sample encomia in Aphthonius’ Progymnasmata. Of Thucydides, he writes,
“Many other things could be said about Thucydides, if the great number of his praises would not
fall short of telling everything.”'* Similarly, he says of wisdom, “Many other things could be
said about wisdom, but it is impracticable to go through them all.”*® In both of these
formulations, the encomiast emphasizes limits of time and rhetorical skill; in the epilogue for
Thucydides, especially, we find an echo of the sort of authorial modesty Gregory, too, exhibits in
elsewhere in the bioi (e.g., in VM 1.2-3).

Like Aphthonius, Gregory the biographer asserts that his narratives about Thaumaturgus
and Macrina must be partial, ending before he can relate all the illustrious deeds his exemplars
performed. However, he gives an additional reason for concluding where he does: he is
concerned about certain readers’ abilities to believe and draw a benefit from the bioi. This focus
echoes more closely the justification of the fourth evangelist than the simple concern for
practicality recorded in the progymnasmata. Gregory here combines one of the primary virtues

of narrative - plausibility (m@avotng)*® — with Christian Scriptural concerns for faith and

tva motevovteg Loy Emre év T@ dvouatt avtod). As Francis J. Moloney puts it in his commentary on 20:30-31,
“The author has shared his belief in Jesus, the Christ, the Son of God, by means of the story from which the reader
now rises. The journey of Jesus and the journey of the reader have been completed, but the storytelling is successful
only if the one rising from the story has become part of it, led more deeply into belief in Jesus and all he has made
known about God, and comes to life as a result of the reading experience (Francis J, Moloney, S.D.B., The Gospel of
John, Sacra Pagina 4 [Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1998], 544).

14 TToAha v Etepa mepi Oovkvdidov Sieleldeiv, el ur| 1O mavta Epelv 10 @V Enaivav mopeileto mATi00g
(Aphthonius, Progymnasmata 8, Rabe 24).

B TIoAAG v 8AAo Tepi THC copiag SieEehBsiv, GAN’ €i¢ Gmav &peitv Toic SieElodoty auiyoavov (Aphthonius,
Progymnasmata 8, Rabe 27).

16 Aphthonius identifies four virtues of narrative: “clarity, brevity, plausibility, and the Hellenism of the
expressions” (capnvela, cuvropia, mOuvoTC Kol O TV Ovopdtev EMAnvicuos, Aphthonius, Progymnasmata 2,
Rabe 3). The Exercises of Aelius Theon leave out Hellenism (“The virtues of narrative are three in number: clarity,
brevity, plausibility,” Apetal 8¢ diyfoewg Tpeic, capnvela, cuvtopia, mboavotng, Aelius Theon, Progymnasmata,
79). But the rhetor does expand on the definitions of each narrative virtue: “For it is necessary always to keep to
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unbelief.!” Gregory links his choice to end the account without telling all the miracles to a
concern for readers’ belief. In so doing, he enhances the apparent virtuosity of the exemplars
while he simultaneously hints at his own literary virtuosity and the success of his heuresis. This
narrator purports to have created an account that follows through on the promises of the
prooimion.

The ending of the theoria in the VM is distinct in a number of ways. At VM 11.305, we
find a comparable passage to the conclusions of the VGT and VSM, in that here, too, Gregory
declares his narrative sufficient. But he does not suggest prolonging the account would harm any
reader, merely saying that for some readers, no amount of information would be enough to
induce them to enter the struggle for virtue. Because his account of Moses’ life is based on
Scripture, perhaps Gregory was reluctant to suggest that the recorded events might strain
credulity. Or perhaps he wished to avoid implying that he was working from an incomplete
source, that the Scriptural account itself might have left out important episodes from Moses’

life.!® He admits, in fact, that he is not providing the “whole life of Moses” (névta t0d Moboéng

what is plausible in the narrative, for this is its most especial feature. And if plausibility is not present in it, the more
clear and concise it is, all the more unbelievable it seems to the hearers” (8 yap €xecOot del Tod mhavod v i
dmynoet: To0to yap awthg palota id1ov Hrapyel Kol TOVTOV pr} TPocdVTOg aTH], So@ av LaALOV caPng Kol
GUVTONOC T TOGOVTE AmIGTOTéPN TOIG dkovovat katapaivetal, Aelius Theon, Progymnasmata 5, Spengel 79). Even
if the other two virtues are present, without credibility the narrative will be a failure.

17 See amotém and cognates in VSM and VGT conclusions quoted at the start of this Conclusion.

18 In her article on commentators in antiquity, Ineke Sluiter points out a tension much like what Gregory navigates
here, the tension between authority and unclarity of the source. Sluiter argues, “The legitimation of writing
commentaries is based on two presuppositions, which are in partial conflict. The first presupposition is that the
source-text is valuable and should be made widely available and accessible. The second is that whatever is contained
in the source-text is not optimally effective unless it is supplemented by the explanations of the commentator”
(Ineke Sluiter, “The Dialectics of Genre: Some Aspects of Secondary Literature and Genre in Antiquity,” in
Matrices of Genre: Authors, Canons, and Society, ed. Mary Depew and Dirk Obbink [Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2000]: 183-203, 188). Though Gregory’s allegorical interpretation of Moses’ life appears in the
context of an encomiastic bios and not a commentary, Sluiter’s point is a useful one for understanding why Gregory
takes care in this passage not to undermine Scripture’s authority even as he highlights the clarity associated with his
own interpretive work.
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tov Biov) that is preserved in his biblical source. In any event, in the passage he appears to be
concerned more with readers’ motivations and actions — will they undertake the upward ascent?
— than with their beliefs.

In VM 11.319-321, the final paragraphs of the bios and the epilogue proper, we see an
explicit reprise of the theme of “translation” (uetagépw) that Gregory introduced in the
prooimion of the text. That “translation” is now presented as a process that involves making an
ascent like Moses’.!® Gregory begins with an additional statement declaring the sufficiency of
the account of Moses’ life that appears in the bios, this time looking back to the original program
of the work: “This our brief composition sets down for you, O man of God, these things about
the perfection (teheidtc) of the life in accordance with virtue, Caesarius, writing down for you
the life of the great Moses as a sort of prototype (mpotdtvmoc) in the form of beauty.”?° The
original addressee of the text, the young Caesarius, is once again addressed directly But in the
very next line, Gregory offers a hint that the account is not intended for this reader only. He
claims that the “form of beauty” he has traced is available “so that each one of us, through the
imitation (uipnoig) of the ways of living (émtndedpata), might transcribe (petaypdoo) in
himself the type (yopaktiip) of beauty which has been shown to us.”?! Moses’ life, according to
Gregory, can function like a stamp that can leave an imprint on the willing imitator, transforming

that imitator into its own shape.

19 At the end of VM 11.319, Gregory uses God’s address to Moses in Exod 33:17 and Moses’ identification as friend
of God in Exod 33:11 to confirm that “the life of Moses ascended the highest mountain of perfection” (mpog TOv
dxpotatov tiig TeretoTTog Spov dvaPepnrivar Tod Moicéwc tov fiov, VM 11.319).
2 Tadtd oot, & &vOpore Tod Ocod, Tepi i Tod Plov Tod KaT’ dpeTiv TELe1dTTOC, Koodpte, 6 Ppoydc udy odtog
VIOTIOETAL AOYOC, 01OV TL TPWTHTLTIOV £V HOPPT KAAAOLS TOV TOD peydhov Mmboing dmoypdyac cot Biov (VM
11.319).
2 g0’ & tovg Kad’ EkacTtov UGV d1d Tfig TV dmTndevpdtov puncemg &v £avToig petayplee Tod npoderydévtog
MUV KdArovg tov yoapoxtiipa (VM 11.319).
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Having shown that he achieved his authorial goal, Gregory lays out a plan for his
interlocutor:

Since the goal (10 téAetov) of the virtuous way of life is the very thing sought by

us, and the goal has been found in what we have said, it is time for you, noble

friend, to look to that example (rpo¢ 16 vndderypa) and, by translating into your

own life (éxi Tov id10v petapépovta Biov) the observations (made through higher

allegorical interpretation [d1 Dyniotépag dvaywyiic]) about what has been said

narratively, to be known by God and to become his friend (¢iroc).??
The original addressee is invited to embody the lessons of the bios in his own life, re-writing the
literary account with his own virtuous praxeis. Gregory refers to a process of “higher allegorical
interpretation” (61" bymiotépag avaywyng) that this reader — or any ideal reader — should apply to
the account of Moses’ life in order to discern the goal toward which he should aim; the bios, with
its paired historia and theoria, has modeled just such allegorical interpretation of the biblical
text. Gregory here points to his own role as interpretive guide.

In the concluding sentence of the VM, Gregory also reprises his role as a spectator,
cheering on the young man who is competing in a race toward the divine. He writes as though
assured of his reader’s victory: “Whatever should be found by you, as your understanding is
lifted up to what is most magnificent and divine (and I know well that many things will be
found) will be entirely for the common benefit (képdoc) in Christ Jesus. Amen.”?® In this

epilogue that is truly a prayer, as recommended by Aphthonius, Gregory expresses confidence

that his reader’s further contemplation will result in greater understanding, which will lead, in

22°Enei ovv 10070 Top’ U@V 10 (Tovpevov Jv Ti 10 TEAEI0V TG EvapéTov TolMTeiag £6Tiv, 0pétn 8¢ d1d @V
sipnuévav 1 éhsiov, dpa 6ot, @ yevVais, Tpoc TO VIOSerypo PAETEY Kol T §1” VyMAOTEPAS AvaymyTic Bsmpndéva
nePL TOV 1I6TOPIKAG EIPNUEVOV- €L TOV 1010V peTapépovta Biov yvaodivai 1€ K110 T0d Ogod kai iAoV yevéchat
avtod (VM 11.320).

BT v mopd 6od TpOG TO peyohonpenicoTePoV T Kai Oe10tepov napbeiong cot Tiig Stovoiog e0pedfi (moAld 8%,
£V 01da, evpednoeTar), KooV TavIng Eotot 10 képdog &v Xpiotd Tnood, aunv (VM 11.321).
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turn, to him being able to offer an additional benefit to the Christian community. Through the
consideration of Moses’ life, using the techniques modeled in the bios, the reader may imitate the
exemplar’s ability to bring some benefit to others; this is no small incentive to engage in the
reading practices that Gregory has modeled in his composition.

In his three epilogues, Gregory continues to assert that encountering the lives of his three
exemplars brings a multiplying and expanding good to the reader and his companions. He has
designed each text’s account of praxeis to reinforce this point. The narrative portrait of Macrina
ends, as discussed in Chapter 4, with two embedded narrators who describe Macrina’s miracle
working and whose resulting deeper faith seems to serve as a model for the ideal readers. The
internal audience, including subject-Gregory, is brought toward deeper belief, and through
repeated acts of story-telling, Macrina’s achievement in the higher philosophy was not “passed
over in silence and her life rendered ineffective” (Biog unde avweeing mapadpdpot S10 GLOTHG
ovykaAvebeica, VSM 1). The fact that Macrina is a rough contemporary of those earliest readers
of Gregory’s bios makes her story a kind of proof that exemplary virtue is achievable in the late
fourth-century world.

When Gregory described Thaumaturgus appointing Alexander bishop at Comana, he
depicted and assessed internal audiences as a way to recommend interpretive strategies, keeping
the potential benefit for readers in mind. Again in the epilogue of the VGT, he highlights the
importance of a benefit for the text’s audience. Though the wonderworking bishop lived in a
previous generation, Gregory emphasizes the signs and remnants of his praxeis that remain in the
fourth century, the marks that have the potential to allow readers to approach the holiness they
wish to imitate.

Although Moses’ story took place in the distant past, repeated references to the way the
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lessons of his life apply to the contemporary world are designed to elide the distance between
Scriptural history and Gregory’s fourth-century context. As shown in Chapter 3, the plague of
frogs can serve as a reminder for readers to be careful about what kind of household art they
view, lest it rouse their passions and lead to sinful action. Gregory’s epilogue reveals his
thoroughgoing effort to depict the exemplar’s way of life as a prototype or “type” (yopoktnp)
that is intended for mimesis.

Gregory writes a conclusion for each bios that is an ending but not a final one. Following
on the instances of retrospective narration in each account of euthanasia, which seem designed
to encourage readers to reconsider each exemplar’s life as a whole, these three claims of
sufficiency may also be understood as invitations to re-read the bioi, to seek out all their points
of guidance for virtuous living. By claiming that what has been said is sufficient, Gregory
attempts to encourage his readers to look back from the closing of each bios to earlier portions of
the texts. The bioi are highly textured weavings, layered and rich, subject to repeated readings
and new interpretations. In all three bioi, in the scenes of each exemplar’s birth (genos),
upbringing (anatrophe), education (paideia), deeds (praxeis), and noble death (euthanasia),
Gregory has sought to praise his exemplars for their demonstrable progress on the path of virtue
but simultaneously to render them imitable figures. Here in the epilogues of his three texts,
Gregory calls his ideal readers not just to acts of imitation but to acts of virtuous reading and
interpretation.

I1. Weaving Lives for virtuous readers

The weaving metaphor for composition and the concepts of interlocked warp and weft

have allowed us to trace the effects of Gregory’s literary and rhetorical choices, to identify and

explain patterns that appear across the three bioi, and to analyze in detail the different ways he
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deals with essential tensions or problems in biographical writing. These tensions include nature
and nurture, chance and choice, constancy and transformation, sensible and ineffable realities,
particular and universal qualities, and exemplarity and imitability. Now that we have examined
the construction of each woven garment up close, we should take a step back to consider how
Gregory means for such a garment to be worn, that is, how he imagines encomiastic bioi might
be used in the context of late fourth-century Christian life and paideia.

A telling depiction of the garment that is virtue appears in the theoria of the VM. In
Gregory’s allegorical interpretation of the priestly vestments in VM 11.195-196, he describes the
ephod and explains its significance:

Then on top of the foot-length tunic were worn two pieces of cloth, hanging down
from the shoulders to the chest, and coming down the back they were joined to
one another by two clasps, one on each shoulder. The clasps are stones, each with
the names of six patriarchs engraved on them. The weaving of the cloths is
multicolored. Hyacinth is twined together with purple, and bright red is mixed
with flax. Gold thread is interspersed throughout all this, so that a single blended
image (piov ovykekpappévny dpav) is constituted from the weaving, with the
various dyes.

From these facts we learn the following: that the upper part of the outer garment,
which is in a particular way an adornment for the heart, is a mixture of many and
varied virtues. So the hyacinth is interwoven with purple, for cleanness of life is
joined to kingliness. Bright red is mixed with linen, because the brightness and
purity of life has in some way grown together with the redness of modesty. The
gold, which illuminates these colors, alludes to the treasure reserved for such a
way of life (1@ Tolobtw Piw). The patriarchs engraved on the shoulders contribute
in no small way to our adornment, for people’s lives are adorned by the preceding
examples of good men.?*

24 Elto. 800 mémlot dvedey EmBaAlovon 6 TodNpet, £k TdV dUmV uéypt 0D oTHBoVE Kol THY PETOPPEVHV
KadfovTee, 500 Topmong Ko’ EkGTEPOV OOV GAMRLOIC Evovpevol. Al 8¢ moprar Aot eiol Td TV TaTPIOPYGV
ovouata £€ kaf’ Exdtepov £v TOiC yapdypnoaot eépovoat. [Towikn 8¢ TV némAwv 1| iotovpyia. YakivOoc pev
TopPHPQ cuuTAéKeTaL, TO 6& ToD KOKKOVL £pVOnua tf] fOoow piyvotat. Idot 6& TovTo1g TO €K YPLGIOL Vil
OVLYKOTAOTEIPETOL, DOTE TG TOAVEW0DE T TG Pagfig Hiav Tve cuYKEKPOUUEVIV Bpav €K TOD DOAGLOTOG
amovydlecBat. A 8¢ 510 TovTOV poavBdvouey tadtd otiy, 6tL Ta Gve Thg TEPPoATic, doa Tig kapdiag idimg yiveTat
KOGHOC, £K TOAAGY Kol S10popwv apeTdv Koatakipvaral. 'H odv vakivlog i mopedpa copmiéketat. TH yop
kaBapotntt tiig Coig 1 Bactieio cvvélevktar. Kokkog 8¢ Ti) ficcm cuvavapiyvutat, 6Tt TEQLKE Tmg TO THG 0idovg
gpuOnpatt 1o Aapmpdv e Kol kabapov tod Biov cupgpveshat. ‘O & xpucog Toig Gvhest TOVTOG GUUTEPIMAUTOV TOV
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He explains that it is the combination of virtues in an exemplary life that creates beauty. The
colors used in the weaving represent both virtues in the soul and the rewards of virtue, the
heavenly treasure that awaits the virtuous individual. Through the mingling and juxtaposition of
varied threads that are virtuous acts, the ideal way of life not only becomes visible, but presents a
“single blended image” (pio cvykekpappévn dpa). As shown, each of Gregory’s encomiastic
bioi mimics the skillfully woven priestly garment, which combines instances of particular
virtuous activity to present a “single blended image” of its subject, adorned “by the preceding
examples of good men” (toi¢ Tporafodot v dyaddv dmodeiypact).

The ephod is not just an object to be admired, but an item to be worn in the fulfillment of
leitourgia for God and the worshipping community. Gregory’s encomiastic bioi are also
utilitarian, part of the accoutrement of a Christian life of service. What purpose does Gregory
intend them to serve? Gregory’s three texts all begin with a statement of his didactic aims and
end with his assertion that the account gives readers what they need to learn about virtue. In all
three bioi, he portrays the exemplary figures engaged in an ongoing and imitable process of
epektasis. He emphasizes, in particular, the transformative potential of education, the impact of
reading, revelation, and relationships on exemplars and members of their communities. We have
also seen that throughout all three texts, Gregory models reproducible interpretive practices.
Given all these shared, prominent textual features, it is apparent Gregory envisions a role for his

encomiastic bioi in the Christian paideia of his late fourth-century world, as resources for

amokeipevov 1@ to100TE Pim Onoavpov trowicoetat. ITotpiapyat 8 Toig En®pUIcY EyyeyPOUUEVOL OV UIKPA TPOG
TOV TOOVTOV KAAAOTIGUOV NPTV cuvels@épovot. Tolg yop mporafodot Tdv dyaddv DTodely oot KOTOKOGHETTOL
pddkov 1 tdv avBpdnwv (on (VM 11.195-196).
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describing and teaching ways to be virtuous readers who may become virtuous actors.

However, the texts are limited pedagogical tools. Virtuous Christian praxis and closeness
to the divine, the objects of the ethical mimesis Gregory recommends in his bioi, are, as he
presents them, dependent upon the readers’ paideia. Imitation relies upon proper interpretation,
which in turn relies upon training in proper practices of “seeing” and reading. Although the texts
may be designed to equip the ideal readers with tools to approach earlier exemplary figures,
whose deeds are preserved in Scripture and other texts, the limitations of readers, teachers, and
their medium of communication cannot be ignored. Throughout Gregory’s texts, the depictions
of author, internal audiences, and exemplars interpreting texts and praxeis record examples of
both success and failure. Members of internal audiences fall variously along the spectrum of
blindness to correct vision. In the VSM, subject-Gregory was shown struggling to put into
practice the virtue of self-control, even when he knew he should. Even the exemplars have their
limits. Thaumaturgus was not prepared to begin the duties of his bishopric until he had received
a divine revelation. Most significantly, as the example of Moses at Sinai shows, created human
beings cannot overcome their epistemic limits, even if God reveals God’s self to them “beyond
the senses,” in allegorical texts, or through the liturgy.

The corrective Gregory suggests in the bioi is the religious community. From young
shepherds encountering their brothers in the wilderness, to elite young men attaching themselves
to prominent Christian teachers, to mothers designing a reading curriculum, to older sisters
educating younger brothers, to biographers drawing on the tradition passed down by the Fathers
(VM 11.45) or cheering on young people in their race to virtue, the presence of a community to
guide interpretation seems fundamental to his conception of how both Scripture and exemplary

lives should be read. Gregory’s direct narrative commentary in all three texts may be intended as
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a means to make himself available to his readers as a teacher, but, as he frequently notes,
language is limited. It is only with the help of the Holy Spirit that the composition might let the
light of the exemplar’s virtue shine through, after all (VGT 1). But within the context of a
Christian reading and worshipping community, the bioi are woven to function as propaedeutic
texts, to prepare readers to practice and understand Christian Scriptural exegesis, which is itself a
fundamental component of liturgy and leitourgia more broadly defined, including the ongoing
education of other members of the community.

Gregory’s three encomiastic bioi, though they describe diverse figures and praxeis, are all
propaedeutic texts that construct a holistic profile of an ideal Christian reader, who is taught to
be an active interpreter of texts and “texts,” especially of the narrative depictions of human
action. This training takes place in the very process of reading each biographical account,
because Gregory has adapted the rhetorical topoi typically employed in encomiastic
compositions to portray his exemplars’ ongoing development. This focus on the inductive
development of an ideal reader corresponds to Gregory’s conception of perpetual progress
toward the divine, the epektasis that can be pursued by each Christian.

So who is Gregory of Nyssa as biographer? He is an artist skilled in “the art of weaving”
(M veavtcn téxvn, In canticum canticorum GNO Online 24.271.20). Just as the virtuous person
carefully constructs a unique woven garment from diverse strands — the virtuous qualities — of
her life, so Gregory the biographer draws on a variety of sources and technigues to create each
literary life and present the interlocking attributes of the virtuous exemplar for readers to
consider. He is an athlete trained through discipline (doxnoig). In the VSM, subject-Gregory is
trained by his close encounter with Macrina’s holiness, a reflection of the divine image, in the

work of interpreting signs; he depicts and models this work in his three texts. He is a skillful
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sailor who knows how to navigate by the “fiery beacons” (mopoot, VGT 2; VM 1.11, 13) that are
the lives of earlier exemplary figures. Gregory himself is a reader who engages in interpretive
heuristic tasks involving a range of sources — bodies seen or depicted, praxeis observed or
described, and Scripture — looking beyond what is visible to what is hidden. He is an
enthuasiastic spectator, expressing “goodwill” (ebvoiwa, VM 1.1) as he urges his ideal readers to
brave the “exertions” (idpdc, VM 11.305) required to ascend the mountain of virtue. Gregory the
biographer writes to invite his reading audiences to embark on the path of epektasis, following
after exemplars like Moses, Thaumaturgus, and Macrina who lead the way toward the goal of
perfection, which is “to be known by God and become his friend” (yvwcbijvai te 00 T0D Og0d

Kai eilov yevésbat avtod, VM 11.320).
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