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Introduction

The purpose of this book is to explain the place of women in Early Christianity as it emerges from the writings of the Fathers of the Church. It does not deal with the materials of the New Testament on women except in so far as the Fathers rely or comment on them, or when they provide models of institutions or types of life.

The literature of Early Christianity, which includes the texts written between the second and the sixth century, is immense, and materials about woman are rich. For this reason I do not pretend to be complete, but have tried simply to give a good representation of the main aspects of the role of women, and to present the texts which are the most significant.

I faced a dilemma in examining these texts, however. It seemed to me that the more developed aspects in this literature must be granted more importance in the book. Certainly it was necessary to deal at length and carefully with the problems of contemplative life and the profession of virginity, which comprise the major part of these writings. On the other hand, I considered it very important to gather as much material as possible about married life, which was the ordinary way of life of most women but—is not widely represented in this literature. The reason for the scarcity of documents in this area is that usually one does not write about the ordinary, and thus the writers of the Early Church, bishops or lay .authors deeply influenced by the ideal of asceticism and contemplative life, wrote more readily for those who shared the same ideals.

I selected five topics corresponding to the chapters of the book: women and martyrdom, women and marriage, women and contemplative life, women and ministry, and women as .symbol

I considered that showing the courage of women in ‘:martyrdom would counter-balance the impression left by many perjorative judgments on woman current in pagan and Christian Antiquity. Furthermore, an insight into the soul of a woman martyr, her motivation, her behaviour, her inspiration and feelings, deserves first place.

The chapter on women and marriage is not properly speaking a study on marriage in Antiquity Rather, through a few early documents from Clement of Alexandria and Tertullian, it describes the life of a Christian wife in the conditions of Christian society at the beginning of the third century.

A close discussion of the case of Augustine and of his mother Monica clarifies the much debated problem of Augustine’s pessimism on sex and marriage, and makes possible an evaluation of Augustine as a pastor and a counselor of married people. My evaluation of Augustine in this regard is very positive. I find him realistic in his Judgment, and irenic in his advice. He was particularly aware of the role of the woman in marriage and of the danger of her being victimized in a perverse society.

Chrysostom can be seen as the Eastern counterpart of Augustine in his roles as a pastor, a preacher, a commentator on Scripture, and a moralist. His monastic training did not prevent him from being attentive to the life of the ordinary Christian. His pages on the duties and vices of married people show keen observation and deep thoughtfulness. While maintaining the principle of the Apostle, that the man is the head of the woman, he clearly affirmed the necessity for the woman to assume the direction of the household in case of deficiency in the husband. He also acknowledged the right and duty of women to teach if they were more qualified than men, provided it be not from the pulpit.

I divided the chapter on women and contemplative life into three sections, which deal with the three categories of contemplative women which appeared in chronological succession: prophetesses, widows, virgins. We observe the existence of prophetesses in the first and second centuries. It is difficult to say how widespread the prophetic phenomenon was in the beginnings of Christianity. It deserves particular attention because of the involvement of women in the style of life and the charisms connected with the terns ‘prophet.’ It was an inheritance of Apostolic times, and was in evidence until Montanus and the famous Montanist prophetesses. Then philological evidence of prophets disappears. One of the reasons for this disappearance may be the anti-Montanist reaction within Christianity. I prefer to see the whole affair of Montanism more as part of the prophetic movement in the Church, than as the reformation of a corrupted Church, which was following the direction of a human hierarchy rather than divine inspiration. I incline to ascribe more importance than is usually granted by scholars to the Encratist character of Montanism, i.e., to its excessive severity in discipline, which was often a cause of division within and between local Churches. In themselves, the famous Montanist Oracles don’t strike me as properly heterodox.

The second section deals with widowhood in the Church. It is an old institution described in the Pastoral Epistles to Timothy and Titus, and is properly a Christian institution, which I do not see paralleled in Judaism or in Hellenism. Its first purpose was assistance to destitute elderly widows. These women had exercised the virtues of Christian life, and now, in the leisure of their isolation, they were invited to adopt the mode of life which should be the goal and reward of elderly people upon earth: contemplative life. It could also be considered as a kind of promotion in the community to a life of dedication to God through prayer, fasting and continence. They were more assiduous than others in attending meetings of worship, and they manifested certain traces of charismatic life. Later on, in the Christian Empire, it is less easy but still possible to recognize their existence in the crowd of poor widows who were just the victims of the pauperism in the great metropolis of Antiquity.

The third section deals with the virgins, who did not appear as a particular group in the Church before the middle of the third century. They first lived independently in the Christian community, and many continued to do so until the end of Patristic times. Others entered monastic life properly speaking, and lived in convents, either in towns or in the desert. Many bishops, and often the founders of—monasteries for men, founded monasteries for women. Wealthy ladies who converted to the ideals of monasticism sometimes turned their house into a convent of women. Just like those of men, these convents multiplied and the Church, to a large extent, became monastic in spirit.

It is thus easy to understand why the literature of the Church was deeply influenced by monasticism, and why so many bishops wrote treatises on virginity. This literature on virginity has to be understood by our times as an important manifestation of the Christian spirit. For this reason, it is necessary to explain it succinctly but clearly and without prejudice. By this I me An that it should be explained from inside, from its own principles and purposes. It even relies on its own world view and anthropology. Gregory of Nyssa, for instance, built his theological system: creation, redemption spirituality, and eschatology, upon the notion of virginity.

The chapter on women and ministry is not a discussion of whether women should be ordained as priests. Since in Christian history women have never been ordained as priests, except for rare cases in marginal groups, the discussion of such a possibility for our time is irrelevant in a book dealing with Antiquity. I simply explain why there were no women ordained to the priesthood in Antiquity. In order to resolve the modern problem of women’s ordination to the priesthood I can only, as a Patrologist, invite theologians and Church authorities to pay particular attention to the notion of the priesthood appearing in the pastoral Epistles and the whole Patristic period: the Christian priesthood is a college of presbyters, presided over by the bishop, and itself presiding over the Christian community and its worship. All other aspects of the Christian priesthood are included in this definition, but none is as basic as this collegiality of the Presbyterate. More reflection on this collegiality may suggest an answer to the question of whether or not the principle of the Presbyterate would remain the same with the presence of women.

Therefore, the object of the chapter on woman and ministry is the diaconate of women and the curious ministry of a few widows in certain Syrian Churches who belonged to clergy and exercised authority over women—even over deaconesses. The institution of deaconesses seems to have been confined to the Greek Churches, and was unknown in Egypt, Africa, and the Western Churches. But the Greek Churches contained a large number of the faithful, and the deaconesses were established in order to help and to nurse destitute and sick widows left helpless in the multitude. They were, in some regards, the social workers of the Church. In spite of their liturgical functions “around the altar,” the deacons performed basically the same function. Reflection on the role of ancient deacons and deaconesses, even on the reasons for the disappearance of the latter and the inactivity for centuries of the former in their chief capacity as social workers, shows the relativity of this order and also can justify its restoration.

Finally, the chapter on woman as symbol introduces women as an expression which belongs to the nature of language. It is a sign referring to a reality different from the sign itself. For instance, pejoratively, woman could be the symbol of the irrational part of the soul or even of physical and moral weakness.There is no pejorative judgment on women made by the author, who is only making use of a language. The society of the time is responsible for the connection between woman and a negative aspect signified by woman.

Fortunately, there are positive aspects also. I mention the speculations on the feminine figure of Wisdom in Proverbs as a divine agent of creation which became part of our Christology. But the most important aspect of the Christian symbolism of woman continued the feminine figure of Israel as the Fiancée of God. Ephesians compared the covenant between Christ and the Church to a marriage. This marriage, or mystery, in which woman was the image of the Church, also became the form of mystical life for virgins who dedicated themselves to Christ in religious life. To this same symbolism of woman and marriage we owe a notion of the love of God which was not emptied of the concrete power of its sexual connotation. This symbolism should be preserved, even if we acknowledge the necessity of a linguistic evolution serving the equality of women in our society.

I add a last word about my method of quoting. I wanted to’ offer the reader a rich contact with sources, but the prolixity of the Fathers would have made it impractical. Therefore, I adopted the following system: a combination of full texts, of abbreviated texts, and resumes of texts. The resumes themselves contain direct quotations in italics.

In order to facilitate the consultation of sources, references in the footnotes include both the text and English translations.

==============================

Chapter 1. Women in Martyrdom

Already in the first persecution against the Church of Jerusalem, reported in Acts 8:1-3, women shared with men in suffering. Paul, not yet converted, “laid waste the Church, and entering house after house, dragged off the men and women and committed them to prison.”

In July 64, after the great fire of Rome, Nero turned against the Christians the thirst for revenge of the crowd who suspected him and inaugurated the action of imperial power in persecutions. The cruelty against the Christians roused feelings of compassion in people who were hostile to them, and of indignation in Tacitus, the historian who describes the scene:

Covered with the skins of beasts, the Christians were torn by dogs and perished, or were nailed to crosses, or were doomed to the flames. These served to illuminate the night when daylight failed. Nero had thrown open his gardens for the spectacle. (2)

Clement of Rome, at the end of the first century, comments on the same event:

Associated with these men of holy life (Peter and Paul) is a great multitude of the elect, who because of jealousy have suffered many indignities and tortures and have set a very noble example in our midst. Because of jealousy women were persecuted, who as Danaids and Dircae suffered terrible and impious indignities and thereby safely completed the race of faith and, though weak in body, received a noble reward of honour.(3)

From then on, the story is always the same: Christian women suffer their share in the persecutions. Sometimes they fail to confess or they yield to torture, but so do the men. (4) Sometimes the women show courage and such a sense of the divine that they become examples and leaders among other confessors. (5) Usually they endure the trials as well as men, thus proving that men and women are equal before God and receive the same gifts of the Holy Spirit. However, they do not follow exactly the same patterns. The visions of the women martyrs include feminine aspects: attention to clothing, descriptions of gardens and flowers, distress when their sense of modesty is offended, and concern for people. (6)

It would be interesting to have extensive lists of the names of martyrs, as complete as possible, and statistics. We are left with the table of E. Grapin (7), which lists 120 names of men and 15 of women who died as martyrs according to the records of Eusebius. To these we must add anonymous groups or individuals Eusebius refers to. G. Bardy repeats this figure in his introduction to his French translation of the Ecclesiastical History of Eusebius. (8)

Is it possible to obtain more general figures which do not rely on this source alone? At the end of the second volume of La persecution de Diocletien (Paris 1908), Paul Allard gives a table containing all the names of the martyrs which he mentioned not only in this last work, but also in the three volumes of his Histoire des persecutions (1887-1898). Unfortunately, like many scholars of his age, he is not critical enough and therefore not very reliable. However, in the absence of a more critical list, it seems possible to make some observations. Out of about 950 names of martyrs or confessors, we find 177 women, 170 clergymen, 70 soldiers, and 540 men who were ‘ordinary Christians’, that is, not members of the clergy or the army. These figures, at least, give proportions which may be correct and enable us to affirm the importance of the blood tribute paid by women to the cause of faith.

Before giving a few samples of women’s martyrdoms, a few remarks of general order are necessary to prepare the reader for a correct understanding of the attitude of the Christian martyrs.

If we consider the martyrs of the great period of the persecutions which ended with the Edict of Milan in 313, we can hardly argue that, at least in their motivation, the Christians supported a political or nationalistic cause.” But can we say that they stood for a human philosophy, for instance, a kind of Stoicism? (10) It is more difficult to answer this question. By this time Stoicism had permeated the thought and life of the Greek and Roman world and was part of common or popular philosophy. We can say that the Christians and their martyrs do not betray the ideals of Stoicism. And we must add that, because of this common philosophy and ethics, the gulf between Christianity and the Greek Roman world was bridged, communication was made possible, and Christianity could be given its fair evaluation. (11) Stoicism prized virtue and held as indifferent bodily and external goods. By their courage and their renunciation of the world the Christian martyrs, in spite of the hostility of the populace, won a moral victory over the world and converts to Christianity multiplied, (12) The Stoic respect for heroism in virtue explains why the great ascetics of the fourth century and on, became famous. Examples of courage in the martyrdoms of women are obvious, and do not need to be singled out.

However, regarding the courage of women martyrs, a kind of paradigm is found among the examples from Scripture proposed by Origen in his Exhortation to Martyrdom that of the mother of the seven Maccabean martyrs. We quote the intervention of the mother exhorting her son to suffer for God, and the comment of Origen:

But she, acting as though she would try to win over her son to his (the king’s wishes), mocked the tyrant and gave her son an earnest exhortation to perseverance—so much so that he did not wait for the torture to be inflicted upon him: he anticipated it and challenged the executioners, saying: “Why do you hesitate and delay? We obey the law given by God. We may not obey a commandment that is contrary to the words of God,..” (II Mac. 7:30) Then one could see the mother of so many sons bearing courageously the sufferings and death of her sons, for the hopes she had in God. For the dew of piety and breath of holiness did not allow the fire of a mother’s feelings, which inflames many mothers in the presence of most grevious ills, to be kindled within her heart. I think that in view of our present purpose it was most useful to give here this story from the Scriptures. Thus we can see what piety and the love of God, which is stronger than all other loves, can achieve against the most cruel sufferings and the severest tortures. This love of God does not tolerate the co-existence of human weakness, but drives it away as an enemy alien from the whole soul. And this weakness has become powerless in the case of one who can say, The Lord is my strength and my praise (Ps. 117:14), and I can do all things in Him who strengthens me, Christ Jesus Our Lord (Phil. 4:13 and I Tim. 1 :12). (13)

According to Origen, the mother who does not allow the feelings of a mother to be kindled within her heart in the presence of her suffering child has reached the Stoic ideal of apatheia, i.e., the eradication of the passions and the emotional revolt of the heart. But it is even more interesting to observe that her story is given as an example to the candidates to martyrdom, and precisely as a teaching and a pattern from Scripture. Other texts of Scripture are added by Origen. Concerning martyrdom, as in all other duties, a Christian finds his/her motivation in Scripture. The exhortation of the mother in the Book of Maccabees is echoed in Blandina herself who, in spite of her tender age and of her humble condition assumes the role of mother among the martyrs of Lyons.

The martyrs behave according to Scripture. We are far from pure Stoicism. But we are even farther away, at least if we consider the internal aspect of their courage, when we observe them more closely in their trial and listen to their secret. It has been said that a sad saint is not a saint at all, but that is even more true of a martyr. The confessors in the stadium sing psalms and hymns, are happy with their confession, enjoy visions in jail, and encourage each other. They are assured in their faith that, since they are obeying the will of God, God will be with them when their hour has come. Thus they anticipate the delight of living in Paradise with Christ and the saints. If they believed martyrdom to be a human achievement, and not a display of divine power in their own weakness, they could not accept the challenge. The confessors are charismatics by their very confession, and it seems that they endure physical suffering in a state of partial ecstasy. In ecstasy Perpetua did not even remember the cow which had projected her body into the air. Felicitas cried in birthpangs. Answering the jailor who was surprised to see a martyr cry out in pain, she said, “Now it is I who suffer; but then there will be Another by my side who will suffer for me, because it is for Him that I shall be suffering.”

The Martyrdom of Blandina

The holy martyrs endured punishments beyond all description, Satan being ambitious that some of the slanders might be admitted by them also. The whole wrath of the populace and of the governor and of the soldiers was directed in excessive measure against Sanctus, a deacon from Vienna, and against Maturus, a very recent convert but a noble warrior, and against Attalus, a Pergamene by race, who had ever been a pillar and a foundation of our Church, and against Blandina, through whom Christ showed how what appears to men worthless and uncomely and despicable is deemed worthy of great glory by God, because of that love toward Him which is manifested in power and not boasted of in mere show. For while we were all afraid for her, and her earthly mistress, who was herself one of the confessing combatants, dreaded lest she should be unable through bodily weakness to make confession, Blandina was filled with such power that she was set free from and contrasted with those who tortured her with every kind of torture in turn from morning to evening, and who confessed that they were conquered, since they had nothing left which they could any longer do to her, and they marvelled at breath remaining in her when her whole body was lacerated and laid open, testifying that one of the tortures by itself was sufficient to end life, let alone so many and such great ones. But the blessed woman, like a noble athlete, gained her strength by her confession, finding refreshment and freedom from pain in saying “I am a Christian,” and, “We do nothing vile.”

Maturus and Sanctus and Blandina and Attalus were led to the beasts in the public place, since for the popular exhibition of heathen cruelty, a day for beast-fighting had been granted directly on our account. Maturus and Sanctus endured the scourgings in procession which are customary on such occasions, and the halings by the beasts, and all else that the maddened populace yelled for and demanded. Finally they were placed on the iron chair on which their bodies were fried. . .

Now Blandina, hanging upon a stake, was exposed as food for the wild beasts that were driven in. And because she seemed to be hanging on a cross, and because of her intense prayers, she inspired great courage in the combatants, who saw in this contest, and with their outward eyes in the form of their sister, Him who was crucified for them, that He might persuade those who believe on Him that all those who suffer for the glory of Christ have an abiding fellowship with the living God. And when none of the beasts would touch her, she was taken down from the stake and sent back again to the prison, being reserved for another contest, in order that, being victorious in many trials, she might make the condemnation of the crooked serpent irrevocable, and encourage the brethren; for she, small and weak and despised as she was, put on Christ, the great and resistless Athlete, and having worsted the adversary in many contests, won through conflicts the wreath of incorruption...

Finally, on the last day of the gladiatorial games, Blandina was again brought forward with a lad of about fifteen, named Ponticus. These two had been brought in each day to witness the punishments of the others, and had been pressed to swear by the idols. And because they remained constant and set them at naught, the populace grew furious, so that they respected neither the youth of the boy nor the sex of the woman; but they made them pass through every form of terrible suffering, and through the whole round of punishments, urging them to swear after each one, but they were unable to effect this. For Ponticus, excited to zeal by his sister, so that even the heathen saw that it was she who encouraged and strengthened him, yielded up his spirit after nobly enduring every punishment. And the blessed Blandina, last of all, like a noble mother who had excited her children to zeal, and sent them forward as conquerors to the King, recapitulated in herself all the conflicts of her children and hastened to them, rejoicing and exulting in her death, like one invited to a bridal feast rather than thrown to the beasts. For after the scourging, after the beasts, after the frying, she was exposed to a bull; and having been many times tossed by the beast, and being no longer sensible of her sufferings on account of her hope and firm hold on the things entrusted to her and her converse with Christ, she also was sacrificed, even the heathen themselves confessing that never yet amongst them had a woman suffered such manifold and great tortures. (15) (Abbreviated text.)

The Passion of Perpetua

In that brief space of time we were baptized; and the Spirit intimated to me that I was not to expect anything else from my baptism but sufferings of the flesh. A few days later we were received into the prison, and I shuddered because I had never experienced such gloom. O awful day I fearful heat arising from the crowd and from the jostling of the soldiers! Finally I was racked with anxiety for my infant there. Then Tertius and Pomponius, blessed deacons who were ministering to us, arranged by bribery for us to go forth for a few hours and gain refreshment in a better part of the prison. And so going forth we all were free to attend to ourselves. I suckled ray child , who was already weak from want of nourishment. In my anxiety for him I spoke to my mother and comforted my brother, and entrusted my child to them. And I pined excessively because I saw them pining away because of me. For many days I suffered these anxieties; and I then gained the point that my child should remain with me in the prison. And immediately I gained strength, being relieved from anxiety about the child; and my prison suddenly became to me a palace, so that I preferred to be there rather than anywhere else. . . . I prayed, and this vision was shown to me: I see a brazen ladder of wondrous size reaching up to heaven; narrow, moreover, so that only one could go up it at once, and on its sides every kind of iron instrument fixed —swords, lances, hooks, daggers — so that if one went up carelessly, or not fixing one’s attention upwards one would be torn, and the pieces of one’s flesh would be left on the iron implements. There was also lying under the ladder a dragon of wondrous size, which laid snares for those climbing it, and frightened them from the ascent. Now Saturus went up first. When he got to the top of the ladder he turned and said to me,” Perpetua, I am waiting for you; but take care that that dragon does not bite you.” And I said, “In the name of Jesus Christ he shall not hurt me.” And the dragon, as if afraid of me, slowly thrust his head underneath the ladder itself; and I trod upon his head as if I were treading on the first step. And I went up and saw a large space of garden, and in the midst a man with white hair sitting, in the garb of a shepherd, tall, milking sheep; and a white-robed host standing round him. And he lifted his head and saw me, and said, “welcome, child;” and he called me and gave me a piece of the cheese which he was making, as it were a small mouthful, which I received with joined hands and ate; and all those around said “amen.” And at the sound of the word I awoke, still tasting something sweet. After a few days a rumor ran round that our case was to be heard. Moreover my father came up from the city, worn out with disgust; and he came to break down my faith, saying, “Daughter, pity my grey hairs; pity your father, if I am worthy to be called father by you, if I have brought you up with my own hands to your present comely age, if I have preferred you to all your brothers: do not make me disgraced before men. Behold your brothers; behold your mother and your aunt; look at your son, who cannot live without you. Alter your determination: do not cut us off entirely; for no one of us will ever hold up his head again if anything happens to you.” This my father said out of his affection for me, kissing my hands, and throwing himself at my feet, and with tears calling me not ‘daughter’ but ‘lady.’ And I was distressed at my father’s state, for he alone of my kindred would not rejoice at my martyrdom. So I comforted him, saying, “This will be done on that stage which God has willed: for know that we have not been placed in our own power but in God’s.” And he left me very sorrowfully On another day, when we were breakfasting, we were suddenly carried off to our trial, and we were taken to the forum. The rumour of it immediately got about the neighbourhood and an immense crowd gathered. We go up into the dock. The others when questioned confessed. Then my turn came. And my father appeared on the spot with my boy, and drew me down from the step, praying to me, “Pity thy child.” Then Hilarian the procurator, who at that time was administering the government in place of the proconsul Minucius Timimianus, deceased, said, “Spare thy father’s grey hairs; spare thy infant boy. Sacrifice for the safety of the Emperor.” And I replied, “I do not sacrifice.” “Art thou a Christian?’ asked Hilarian; and I said, “I am.” And when my father persisted in endeavouring to make me recant, he was ordered down by Hilarian and beaten with a rod. And I felt it as keenly as though I had been struck myself; and I was sorry for his miserable old age.

Then he pronounced sentence against us all, and condemned us to ‘the beasts; and we joyfully went down to the prison. Then, because my child had been accustomed to be suckled by me and to remain with me in the prison, I sent Pomponius the deacon immediately to my father for the child, but he refused to give it up. And somehow God willed it that neither the child any longer desired the breasts, nor did they cause me pain; and thus I was spared anxiety about the child and personal discomfort.

On the day before we were to fight, I saw in a vision Pomponius the deacon clothed in a loose white robe, and wearing embroidered shoes. And he said to me, “Perpetua, we are waiting for you; come.” And he took my hand, and we began to traverse rough and winding passages. At last with difficulty we arrived panting at the amphitheatre, and he led me into the middle of the arena, and said to me, “Fear not: I will be here with thee and will assist thee.” And a certain Egyptian of terrible aspect came forth against me along with his assistants, ready to fight with me. There came also to me comely young men as my assistants and helpers. And I was smoothed down and changed my sex. And they began to rub me down with oil, as is customary for a contest. And I saw that Egyptian opposite rolling in the dust. And a certain man came forth, of wondrous size, whose height was greater than the amphitheatre, wearing a loose purple robe with two broad stripes over the middle of his breast, and embroidered shoes wrought of gold and silver. He carried a rod like a fencing-master, and a green branch on which were golden apples. Calling for silence he said, “This Egyptian, if he conquer her, shall kill her with the sword, but if she conquer him, she shall receive this branch,” And he went away. And we approached each other, and begin to exchange blows. He was trying to catch me by the feet, but 1 was striking his face with my heels. And I was borne aloft in the air, and began to strike him as though I were not treading upon the ground. But when I saw we were wasting time I joined my hands and interlocked my fingers. Then I caught him by the head, and he fell on his face and I trampled on his head. And the people began to shout, and my assistants to sing psalms. And I went up to the fencing-master and received the branch. And he gave me a kiss, and said to me, “Daughter, peace be with thee.” And I began to walk with glory to the gate Sanavivaria. And I awoke; and I understood that I was destined not to fight with the beasts, but against the devil; but I knew that victory would be mine.

Moreover, the blessed Saturus published this vision of his which he himself wrote out.

“We had suffered,” said he, “and had departed from the flesh, and we began to be carried by four angels to the east, not a hand of whom was touching us. And when first freed from the world we saw a great light; and I said to Perpetua, who was by my side,

‘This is what the Lord promised to us; we see His promise.” And while we were being borne along by the four angels, there was made for us a splendid open space like as it were a pleasure-garden, with rose-trees and all kinds of flowers. The height of the trees was after the manner of cypresses, whose leaves were singing without ceasing. And we traversed on our feet a walk studded with violets, where we found Jocundus and Saturninus and Artaxius, who were burnt alive in the same persecution, and Quintus, who had as a martyr died in prison; and we were asking them where they were, when the other angels said to us, ‘Come first and enter, and salute the Lord.’

“And we approached a place, the walls of which were as though they were built of light, and before the door four angels were stationed, who robed those entering with white garments. And we entered in and heard a chorus of voices saying incessantly, ‘Holy, holy, holy!’ And we saw in that place as it were an old man sitting, with snowy hair but a youthful countenance, whose feet we saw not. And on his right hand and on his left four elders; and behind them many more elders were standing. And entering in with wonder we stood before the throne. And the four angels raised us up, and we kissed him, and with his own hand he passed across our face. And the rest of the elders said to us, ‘Let us stand.” And we stood and gave the sign of peace. And they said to us, ‘Go and play.’ And I said to Perpetua, ‘You have your desire;’ and she said to me, ‘Thanks be to God, that, however, happy I was in the flesh, I am happier here now.’

“And we went forth, and we saw before the gates Optatus the bishop on the right hand, and Aspasius the presbyter and doctor on the left, separated and sad. And they threw themselves at our feet and said, ‘Reconcile our differences. . .”

Felicitas gave birth in the prison to an eight month child — one of the prison torturers said to her, “What will you, who cry out so much now, do when thrown to the beasts?” ... And she replied, “Now it is I who suffer; but then there will be Another by my side Who will suffer for me, because it is for Him that I shall be suffering.” ...

The day of their victory dawned, and they went forth from the prison into the amphitheatre as if to heaven —joyful, and with radiant countenances, trembling, if at all, with joy, not with fear. Perpetua followed with bright step as a bride of Christ, as the darling of God, with the flash of her eyes quelling the gaze of the populace. Felicitas, likewise, rejoicing that she had been safely delivered, so that she could fight with the beasts, passed from one effusion of blood to another, from the midwife to the gladiator, about to be washed after child-birth with a second baptism. And when they were brought to the gate, and were being compelled to put on costumes, the men that of the priests of Saturn, and the women that of devotees of Ceres, her magnificent firmness up to the last fought against this disgrace; for she said, “We have so far come to this willingly, lest our liberty should be taken away; we have pledged our life that we will do no such thing; this is the very bargain we have made with you.” Injustice recognized justice: the tribune allowed them to be led in simply in whatever attire they were. Perpetua sang a psalm, already trampling on the head of the Egyptian.

Now for the young women the devil prepared a mad cow, infuriated for that very purpose contrary to custom, wishing to rival their sex with that of the beast. And so they were brought forth, stripped and enclosed in nets. The crowd shuddered, seeing one, a delicate girl, and the other fresh from child-bed with dripping breasts. In such plight they were called back and clothed with loose garments. Perpetua was tossed first and fell on her loins, and sitting up she drew back the tunic, which had been torn from her side, to cover her thigh, mindful of her modesty rather than of her sufferings. This done she tied up her loosened hair; for it was not becoming for a martyr to suffer with dishevelled hair, lest she should seem to be mourning in her glory. So she arose, and when she saw Felicitas tossed, she approached her and gave her her hand and lifted her up. Both stood equally firm, and, the cruelty of the crowd being conquered, they were called back to the gate Sanavivaria. There Perpetua was received by a certain catechumen named Rusticus, who had attached himself to her, and, as if awakening out of sleep (so completely was she in the Spirit and in an ecstasy), she began to look round and, to the utter astonishment of every one, said, “I wonder when we are going to be led forth to that cow.” And when she had heard that it had already happened she did not at first believe it, until she saw some marks of the tossing on her body and her dress. Then, having sent for her brother, she addressed him and the catechumen, saying, “Stand fast in the faith and let all love each other; and let not our sufferings be a stumbling-block to you,”. . 

And when the people demanded that they should be brought into the midst in order that they might feast their eyes on the sight of the sword piercing their bodies, they voluntarily rose up and transferred themselves whither the crowd wished. They had already before this mutually exchanged the kiss, in order to complete the martyrdom by the solemn rite of the peace. The rest were unable to move and received the sword in silence. Saturus, as was natural, since he had first climbed the ladder, was the first to yield his spirit; for he was waiting for Perpetua. And she, in order to taste somewhat of sorrow, was moaning amongst the pierced bones and guided the uncertain hand of the clumsy gladiator to her own throat. Perchance so noble a woman, who was feared by the unclean spirit, could not have otherwise been put to death except she herself wished it.

O most brave and blessed martyrs / O truly called and elect for the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ!’” (Abbreviated text.)
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Chapter 2. Women In Conjugal Life 
It seems that in this chapter we are assuming an impossible task of rehabilitation of the Fathers of the Church who criticized women and supported the ideals of virginity. It has been shown that Tertullian, Clement of Alexandria, Augustine, and others had a pejorative view of women, and sometimes taught that marriage was just a remedy to a worse evil. (18) In order to be fair and objective in our judgment, we must represent the two sides of the question and try to discover the reasoning behind their misogenism. Once more we shall see that their positions are strongly influenced by statements found in the Bible, especially in Paul. 

However, the Fathers inherited another view of woman from the Bible, which was positive. This seems to have been the common position, i.e., that of married people, who were the majority in the Church, but who remain unknown in early Christian literature because they did not write. We read in Proverbs 5:18:

Have joy of the wife of your youth, your lovely hind, your graceful doe. Her love will invigorate you always, through her love you will flourish continually, When you lie down she will watch over you, and when you wake, she will share your concerns; Wherever you turn, she will guide you Why then, my son, should you go astray for another’s wife and accept the embraces of the adulteress? (19) 

Similarly, Malachi 2:14-16 argues against divorce because of the unity in flesh and spirit between a man and the wife of his youth. 

The most remarkable text belongs to the Pauline corpus, and is Ephesians 5:22-33. Although it is well known, we present it because every word of it is important:

Wives should be submissive to their husbands as if to the Lord because the husband is head of his wife just as Christ is head of his body the church, as well as its savior. As the church submits to Christ, so wives should submit to their husbands in everything. 

Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church. He gave himself up for her to make her holy, purifying her in the bath of water by the power of the word, to present to himself a glorious church, holy and immaculate, without stain or wrinkle or anything of that sort. Husbands should love their wives as they do their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. Observe that no one ever hates his own flesh; no, he nourishes it and takes care of it as Christ cares for the church— for we are members of his body. “For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother, and shall cling to his wife, and the two shall be made into one.” (Gen. 2:23) 

This is a great mystery; I mean that it refers to Christ and the Church. In any case, each one should love his wife as he loves himself, the wife for her part showing respect for her husband. (Text, ibid.) 
The reference to the marriage of the forefathers which was blessed by God is made obvious in this text by the quote from Genesis. The submissiveness imposed on the woman is compensated by her husband’s love: could we expect better from that culture? In Early Christianity, the blessing of marriage was not given in church, or even by a priest, until late in Patristic times. But the importance ascribed to the blessing conferred by God on marriage can be derived from the text of the blessing over the bride in the Roman ritual, a blessing, it is said, which neither the original sin, nor the Deluge, nor any other calamity could abolish.(20) Marriage, or better, first marriage, preserves something of the simplicity and holiness of paradise. Because it is blessed by God it cannot be divided by men. It cannot be condemned by men for the same reason. Paul did not condemn it, and neither did Tertullian who once said, though, that marriage is of the essence of fornication. (21) The Encratists who, like Tertullian, condemned second marriage and even tried to combine a vow of continence with baptism, never thought of condemning first marriage.(22) Such a condemnation, or the affirmation that marriage is evil, can be seen only in heterodox groups.(23) 

We find new evidence for the ideals of the married woman in the requirements for the widows of the Church in I Timothy 5:1-16 and Titus 2:3-5. They are echoed by Clement of Rome in his first Epistle to the Corinthians (1,3), the Epistle of Polycarp 4-5, and the commentators on Scripture, for instance Chrysostom (24). According to I Tim. 5:1-16, to be on the Church roll a widow must be no less than 60 years of age, married only once, a good woman as attested by her good deeds, one who brought up her children, was hospitable to strangers, and helpful to those in distress. In Titus 2:35, we see how older women must themselves behave and teach younger women: they must be no slanderous gossips or slaves to drink. By their good example they must teach the younger women to love their husbands and children, to be sensible, chaste, busy at home, kindly, submissive to their husbands. 

The Apologists vindicate the dignity and the virtues of Christian women against the mockery of the pagans. They indirectly praise them when they praise the high moral standards of conjugal life. (25) For instance, Christian people don’t expose children, a pagan practice which condemned these children to death or to a life of prostitution, but they marry for the purpose of bringing up children. (26) In spite of their lack of education, — among them there are many artisans and old women —, and although they are unable in words to prove the benefit of the Christian doctrine, the Christian exhibit good works, and love their neighbours as themselves.(27) Christian maidens and old women are treated with respect by their brethren, and learn the Christian philosophy;(28) many of them reach the ideals of contemplative life in continence.(29) 

Very much in the same spirit as the Pastoral Epistles Didascalia Apostolorum, a Syrian Church Order of the third century, reminds men as well as women of their duties in marriage (Ch. 2 and 3). A husband should please his wife alone. He should not adorn himself and become a cause of stumbling to women. He should not bathe with women or frequent harlots, or read the books of the pagans. Let him rather read Scripture, but remember that the Gospel made us free from the ordinances of the Law of Moses. Chapter 26 further explains this last point: because of Moses’ laws on purity, heretics keep themselves from prayer, receiving the Eucharist, or reading the Scriptures, thinking that because of natural issues or sexual intercourse they are void of the Holy Spirit. Through baptism Christians receive the Holy Spirit, who is ever with those who work righteousness, and does not depart from them by reason of natural issues and the intercourse of marriage, but is ever with those who possess Him, and keeps them. Those who are baptized do not need these rites of purification, and are purified once and for all.

Concerning the duties of married women, we read in Didascalia ch. 3 that a woman should be subjected to her husband. After God and Christ the Lord, she should fear her husband, reverence him, please him alone, be ready to minister to him, and perform all the duties of a good mother and housekeeper (cf. Prov. 31:10-31). She should not adorn herself to please other men. In the street she should keep her head covered in order to hide her beauty. She should not bathe together with men, or give any pretext of scandal to a pagan husband. She should not be quarrelsome (cf. Prov. 21 :9). 

Tertullian 

Let us now come back to Tertullian, who lived at the end of the second century and beginning of the third and was deeply marked by the influence of the Montanists. He considered that Moses, Jesus, and Paul had been unable to enforce the ideals of continence when they taught, because the hearts were not ready. But he thought things were different in his time. After two centuries of active influence, the Holy Spirit was in the process of re-establishing, (as a restitutor) the ideal order of religious life broken by sin. For this reason Tertullian condemned second marriage, which Paul tolerated. 

Against women, Tertullian made use of certain texts of the Pauline corpus which limited the activity of women in assemblies, or even imposed silence on them. But, going beyond interdictions in ministry, he attacked women with such a bitterness that it became anthropological aberration. In De velandis virginibus, he maintains that there are no good reasons for a virgin to keep her head uncovered.(30) In De exhortatione castitatis, the reasons for a second marriage are all rejected as unworthy.(31) In De monogamia, he uses the hope for a reunion after death to argue against a second marriage which he interprets as an adultery.(32) In De baptismo, he forbids women to baptize: what impudent boldness of women, which can be seen only in heterodox sects!(33) In De cultu feminarum, make-up is interpreted as a fault against nature, therefore against the Creator, and as a disgrace.(34) In Ad uxorem Book I, first marriage itself is no longer a good but only a relative good, i.e., a lesser evil.(35) But his most radical criticism of woman is found in De cultu feminarum I, 1:

You are the devil’s gateway: you are the unsealer of that (forbidden tree); you are the first deserter of the divine law; you are she who persuaded him whom the devil was not valiant enough to attack. You destroyed God’s image, man. On account of your desert — that is, death, even the son of God had to die. Why adorn yourself? All the luxury of feminine dress is the bagage of woman in her condemned and dead estate. 

We are bewildered by such statements. Of course, it is a comment on I Timothy 2:8-15. But we wonder whether the amazing rhetorical strength of Tertullian in that case should be counted as a charge against him or as an excuse. 

The same Tertullian wrote what I consider to be the most beautiful page among ancient texts about marriage. From the text we cannot discern the presence of children or a reference to conjugal intercourse. But the description of the spiritual union of the couple is a marvel:

Whence are we to find words enough fully to tell the happiness of that marriage which the Church cements, and the oblation confirms and the benediction signs and seals; which angels carry back the news of (to heaven), which the Father holds for ratified? For even on the earth children do not rightly and lawfully wed without their fathers’ consent. What kind of yoke is that of two believers, partakers of one hope, one desire, one discipline, one and the same service? Both are brethren, both fellow servants, no difference of spirit or flesh; nay they are truly two in one flesh. Where the flesh is one, one is the spirit too. Together they pray, together prostrate themselves, together perform their fasts; mutually teaching, mutually exhorting mutually sustaining. Equally are they both found in the Church of God; equally at the banquet of God; equally in straits, in persecutions, in refreshments. Neither hides ought from the other; neither shuns the other; neither is troublesome to the other. The sick is visited, the indigent relieved, with freedom. Alms are given without danger of ensuing torment; sacrifices attended without scruple; daily diligence (discharged) without impediment: there is no stealthy sighing, no trembling greeting, no mute benediction. Between the two echo psalms and hymns; and they mutually challenge each other which shall better chant to their Lord. Such things when Christ sees and hears, He joys. To these He sends His own peace. Where two are, there withal is He Himself. Where He is, there the Evil One is not, (36) 

If now we try to think about the presence, and even the co-existence of such extreme positions in Tertullian, we must go beyond our amazement and even beyond the accusations of inconsequence and misogenism. What were the reasons of Tertulian, or better, what is the philosophy underlying both the diverse aspects of his statements? It is not Stoicism or Cynicism which, like all Antiquity, believed in the weakness of women and could exploit this theme as a rhetorical topic.(37) It is not the Bible, at least the Old Testament, which supports the idea of woman’s submissiveness but is generally respectful of woman, even laudative. And the Old Testament is fully supportive of the duty and worth of marriage. 

Where, then, can we find the explanation for such severity in Tertullian regarding women, marriage, and discipline? Tertullian was a Montanist. The following chapter examines this sect of spirituals founded in Phrygia by Montanus and his prophetesses in the second half of the second century. For now it is enough to know that the Montanists belonged to a broader spiritual movement in the Church, Encratism, which means the domination of the flesh by the spirit and a corresponding abstinence from the pleasures of the flesh. The idea of Encratism is inseparable from the message of the New Testament. It had its positive aspects but it seems that very early Encratism exceeded its limit, the freedom of complete dedication to God, and began to inconvenience the majority of the faithful who lived in marriage and preferred moderation to heroism in asceticism. Significantly, already in the Pastoral Epistles the faithful are warned against those “who forbid marriage and require abstinence from foods which God created to be received with thanksgiving by believers who know the truth. (38) The same zeal for the perfection of others led many Encratists of the second and third century, bishops among them, to condemn second marriage, to refuse the reconciliation of repentant sinners, to increase fasting and vigils, to forbid wine and meat, to speak against intercourse in marriage, and even to present baptism as a vow of continence.(39) Encratism attempted to improve the law of the Gospel and of the Apostle, and thus divided communities, Finally, it failed in its main contentions, but not without leaving its marks on the Church, as we see in the later inclination to see conjugal intercourse as unclean.(40) Since Encratism was a party supporting perfection, it had more authority and appeal than the position of moderation and compromise. For this reason, it is endemic in the history of the church and has often upset the balance. 

As a Montanist and by personal inclination, Tertullian was an Encratist. For this reason he condemned second marriage, and came to deny bishops the right to forbid the so-called irremissible sins.(41) God only could forgive them, or perhaps also the spirituals, since they could pass judgment on spiritual things but they would not dare to do it lest sin might increase. For this reason, Tertullian supported the vigils, fasting, and discipline of the Montanists. He wanted to impose the wearing of a veil on all women and the practice of holy widowhood on widowers and widows. For this reason he considered intercourse, even in a legitimate marriage, as of the same essence as fornication because it was indulgence in the flesh. Finally, though, he did not condemn first marriage and pronounce it evil, for, like the Montanists and all other Encratists, he believed that God had conferred upon marriage a blessing which had never been withdrawn.(42) 

Clement Of Alexandria 

Tertullian’s contemporary Clement of Alexandria is a great figure among the theologians who considered women and marriage in Early Christianity. But unlike Tertullian who supported extreme positions, Clement was a moderate and approached the question through philosophy. Certain scholars are confused by the diversity of his teaching on woman and marriage, and either they lay the emphasis on the bourgeois ethics or his relative laxism,(43) or drop this aspect and focus on his excessive severity and puritanism.(44) We must immediately prevent this misunderstanding of Clement with the following observation. Clement indeed supported two standards of ethics, without contradicting himself because these two standards did not suit only one kind of people. Obviously there was for Clement an ideal of perfection, that of the “True Gnostic” or Christian doctor living in meditation, asceticism, continence and teaching. And there was a more common standard which we can qualify as that of the Bourgeois, which although not laxist and strongly influenced by Stoicism, permitted marriage, banquets, social life, and even the possession of wealth. Of course there could not be a clear-cut boundary between the two standards, which proceeded more from a difference of spirit than from a difference of code. This double standard of ethics understood in this sense is congenial to Christianity, and is rooted in the Gospel which both manifests a training of the disciples in perfection, and approves those who simply observe the commandments.(45) 

The True Gnostic of Clement lives in a contemplative life of continence. However, he is a married man with a wife and children. His wife seems to share his ideals and to reach perfection as well as he:

He will therefore prefer neither children, nor marriage, nor parents, to love for God, and righteousness in life. To such an one, his wife, after conception, is as a sister, and is judged as if of the same father; then only recollecting her husband, when she looks on the children; as being destined to become a sister in reality after putting off the flesh, which separates and limits the knowledge of those who are spiritual by the peculiar characteristics of the sexes. For souls, themselves by themselves, are equal. Souls are neither male nor female, when they no longer marry nor are given in marriage. And is not woman translated into man, when she is become equally unfeminine, and manly, and perfect?(46) 

The text continues, comparing the wife to Sarah and to Anna the mother of Samuel, figures or models of wisdom and of contemplative life. 

Let us now examine the common standard, which sometimes also requires heroism. First, we find the general duties of a married woman according to the Platonic philosophy and to Scripture. Since Clement is addressing men, the rights and duties of a wife appear only indirectly. We quote a chapter on marriage, which concludes Stromaton II. 

Since pleasure and lust seem to fall under marriage, it must also be treated of. Marriage is the first conjunction of man and woman for the procreation of legitimate children. Accordingly Menander the comic poet says: for the begetting of legitimate children, I give thee my daughter.
We ask if we ought to marry; which is one of the points, which are said to be relative. For some must marry, and a man must be in some condition, and he must marry someone in some condition. For every one is not to marry nor always. But there is a time in which it is suitable, and an age up to which it is suitable. Neither ought every one to take a wife, nor is it every woman one is to take, nor always, nor in every way, nor inconsiderately. But only he who is in certain circumstances, and such a one and at such time as is requisite, and for the sake of children, and one who is in every respect similar, and who does not by force or compulsion love the husband who loves her. Hence Abraham, regarding his wife as a sister, says, she is my sister by my father, but not by my mother; and she became my wife, (Gen. 20-12) teaching us that children of the same mothers ought not to enter into matrimony. Let us briefly follow the history. Plato ranks marriage among outward good things, providing for the perpetuity of our race, and handing down as a torch a certain perpetuity to children’s children. Democritus repudiates marriage and the procreation of children, on account of the many annoyances thence arising, and abstractions from more necessary things. Epicurus agrees, and those who place good in pleasure, and in the absence of trouble and pain. According to the opinion of the Stoics, marriage and the rearing of children are a thing indifferent; and according to the Peripatetics , a good. In a word, these, following out their dogmas in words, became enslaved to pleasures; some using concubines, some mistresses, and the most youths. And that wise quaternion in the garden with a mistress, honoured pleasure by their acts. Those, then, will not escape the curse of yoking an ass with an ox, who, judging certain things not to suit them, command others to do them, or the reverse. This Scripture has briefly showed, when it says, What thou hatest, thou shalt not do to another. (Tob. 4:15). 

But they who approve of marriage say, Nature has adapted us for marriage, as is evident from the structure of our bodies, which are male and female. And they constantly proclaim that command: Increase and replenish, (Gen. 1:28) And though this is the case, yet it seems to them shameful that man, created by God, should be more licentious than the irrational creatures, which do not mix with many licentiously, but with one of the same species, such as pigeons and ringdoves, and creatures like them. Furthermore, they say, “The childless man fails in the perfection which is according to nature, not having substituted his proper sucessor in his place. For he is perfect that has produced from himself his like, or rather when he sees that he has produced the same; that is, when that which is begotten attains to the same nature with him who begat. Therefore we must by all means marry, both for our country’s sake, for the succession of children, and as far as we are concerned, the perfection of the world; since the poets also pity a marriage half-perfect and childless, but pronounce the fruitful one happy. But it is the diseases of the body that principally show marriage to be necessary. For a wife’s care and the assiduity of her constancy appear to exceed the endurance of all other relations and friends, as much as to excel them in sympathy; and most of all, she takes kindly to patient watching. And in truth, according to scripture she is a needful help. The comic poet then, Menander, while running down marriage, and yet alleging on the other side its advantages, replies to one who had said:

I am averse to the thing, For you take it awkwardly. Then he adds:

You see the hardships and the things which annoy you in it But you do not look on the advantages.

And so forth. Now marriage is a help in the case of those advanced in years, by furnishing a spouse to take care of one, and by rearing children of her to nourish one’s old age. 

For to a man after death his children bring renown, Just as corks bear the net, Saving the fishing line from the deep
according to the tragic poet Sophocles, 

Legislators, moreover, do not allow those who are unmarried to discharge the highest magisterial offices. For instance, the legislator of the Spartans imposed a fine not on bachelorhood only, but on monogamy, and late marriage, and single life. And the renowned Plato orders the man who has not married to pay a wife’s maintenance into the public treasury, and to give to the magistrates a suitable sum of money as expenses. For if they shall not beget children, not having married, they produce, as far as in them lies, a scarcity of men, and dissolve states and the world that is composed of them, impiously doing away with divine generation. It is also unmanly and weak to shun living with a wife and children. For of that of which the loss is an evil, the posession is by all means a good; and this is the case with the rest of things. But the loss of children is, they say, among the chiefest evils: the possession of children is consequently a good thing; and if it be so, so also is marriage. It is said:

Without a father there never could be a child, And without a mother conception of a child could not be. Marriage makes a father, as a husband a mother. 

Accordingly Homer makes a thing to be earnestly prayed for:

A husband and a house; 
yet not simply, but along with good agreement. For the marriage of other people is an agreement for indulgence; but that of philosophers leads to that agreement which is in accordance with reason, bidding wives adorn themselves not in outward appearance, but in character; and enjoining husbands not to treat their wedded wives as mistresses, making corporeal wantonness their aim; but to take advantage of marriage for help in the whole of life, and for the best self-restraint.

Far more excellent, in my opinion, than the seeds of wheat and barley that are sown at appropriate seasons, is man that is sown , for whom all things grow; and those seeds temperate husbandmen ever sow. Every foul and polluting practice must therefore be purged away from marriage; that the intercourse of the irrational animals may not be cast in our teeth, as more accordant with nature than human conjunction in procreation. Some of these, it must be granted, desist at the time in which they are directed, leaving creation to the working of Providence. 

By the tragedians, Polyxena, though being murdered, is described nevertheless as having, when dying, taken great care to fall decently, 

Concerning what ought to be hid from the eyes of men.
Marriage to her was a calamity. To be subjected, then, to the passions, and to yield to them, is the extremest slavery; as to keep them in subjection is the only liberty. The divine Scripture accordingly says, that those who have transgressed the commandments are sold to strangers, that is, to sins alien to nature, till they return and repent. Marriage, then, as a sacred image, must be kept pure from those things which defile it. We are to rise from our slumbers with the Lord, and retire to sleep with thanksgiving and prayer, 

Both when you sleep and, when the holy light comes, 
confessing the Lord in our whole life; possessing piety in the soul, and extending self-control to the body. For it is pleasing to God to lead decorum from the tongue to our actions. Filthy speech is the way to effrontery; and the end of both is filthy conduct.(47)

Clement, then, recommends that an adulterous wife who repents, be received back because “she has come again to life”. 

The whole of stromaton III (48) is a criticism of the opinions of the heretics (heterodox Gnostics) on marriage, which range from pure condemnation to a clear laxism. Clement states his own positions on marriage, the purity of conjugal intercourse (no need to wash as prescribed in Lev. 15:18),(49)and suggests that children be less the fruit of desire than of the will.(50) 

To the description of the common standard of ethics must be added a series of texts where women seem to be treated severely or are invited to observe a very stern way of life. Actually, these sections are paralleled in the other Ethicists of the time upon whom Clement depends. They are essentially Stoic. Let us simply mention those relating to women in Instructor Book II. Women are warned against disgraceful drinking. (51) Young men are warned not to sit in banquets drinking with married women.(52) A long section on perfumes, flowers and crowns reminds us of Tertullian and Epictetus.(53) Finally, we find another long section on makeup and ornaments 104, women’s clothing 111, the length of their dress 114, shoes 116, and jewelry 121. (54) 

More important than the parallels between these precepts and those of the Stoics is the reasoning of Clement which, as that of Tertullian on the same topics, is essentially Stoic. (55) Clement indeed quotes Scripture, but he quotes the Greek poets as authorities as well. But finally he refers to the order of nature, which is the same as the will of the Creator. However, most of the grounds proposed by Clement are considerations of health probably coming from physicians—for instance the sections on drinking and on perfume, or from Naturalists, who say that precious pearls are the excrement of the sea, and gold no more precious in itself than iron, since barbarians who lacked iron bound their prisoners with golden chains.(56) Of course such reasoning, although relying on nature, could be very superficial and lead to a wrong conclusion as when, for instance, Tertullian said that the use of make up is sinful because it contradicts the law of God who did not create sheep with pink or sky-blue fleece, The history of ethics is full of such reasoning.

Clement’s support of the equality of man and woman not only in the eyes of God but also before the responsibilities of life is clear in spite of the clumsy reservations forced by his fidelity to Scripture. The first quote shows the basic equality of men and women before virtue:

So the Church is full of those, as well chaste women as men, who all their life have contemplated the death which rouses up to Christ. For the individual whose life is framed as ours is, may philosophize without Learning, whether barbarian, whether Greek, whether slave— whether an old man, or a boy, or a woman. For self-control is common to all human beings who have made choice of it. And we admit that the same nature exists in every race, and the same virtue. As far as respects human nature, the woman does not possess one nature, and the man exhibit another, but the same: so also with virtue. If, consequently, a self-restraint and righteousness, and whatever qualities are regarded as following them, is the virtue of the male, it belongs to the male alone to be virtuous, and to the woman to be licentious and unjust. But it is offensive even to say this. Accordingly woman is to practice self-restraint and righteousness, and every other virtue, as well as man, both bond and free; since it is a fit consequence that the same nature possesses one and the same virtue. We do not say that woman’s nature is the same as man’s, as she is woman. For undoubtedly it stands to reason that some difference should exist between each of them, in virtue of which one is male and the other female. Pregnancy and parturition, accordingly, we say, belong to woman, as she is woman, and not as she is a human being. But if there were no difference between man and woman, both would do and suffer the same things. As then there is sameness, as far as respects the soul, she will attain to the same virtue; but as there is difference as respects the peculiar construction of the body, she is destined for child-bearing and housekeeping. For I would have you know, says the Apostle, that the head of every man is Christ; and the head of the woman is the man: for the man is not of the woman, but the woman of the man. For neither is the woman without the man, nor the man without the woman, in the Lord.” (I Cor. 11:3.8.11). For as we say that the man ought to be continent and practised in fighting against pleasures. 

We do not train our women like Amazons to manliness in war, since we wish the men even to be peaceable. 1 hear that the Sarmatian women practise war no less than the men; and the women of the Sacae besides, who shoot backwards, feigning flight, as well as the men. I am aware, too, that the women near Iberia practise manly work and toil, not refraining from their tasks even though near their delivery; but even in the very struggle of her pains, the woman, on being delivered, taking up the infant, carries it home. Further, the females no less than the males manage the house, and hunt, and keep the flocks: Cressa the hound ran keenly in the stag’s track. Women are therefore to philosophize equally with men, though the males are preferable at everything, unless they become effeminate. To the whole human race, then, discipline and virtue are a necessity, if they would pursue after happiness. 

The free, though threatened with death at a tyrant’s hands, and brought before the tribunals, and all his substances imperilled, will by no means abandon piety; nor will the wife who dwells with a wicked husband, or the son if he has a bad father, or the domestic. 

if he has a bad master, ever fail in holding nobly to virtue. But as it is noble for a man to die for virtue, and for liberty, and for himself, so also is it for a woman. For this is not peculiar to the nature of males, but to the nature of the good.(57) 

The second quote, after extolling such Biblical women as Judith, Suzanna, Esther, the sister of Moses, and some courageous pagan women as well, explains how a wife shares in the responsibilities of the couple and must even take more than her share if her husband is not able to fulfill his duties. She does so while keeping the sense that she is an associate and not the head of man. 

The wise woman, then, will first choose to persuade her husband to be her associate in what is conducive to happiness. And should that be found impracticable , let her by herself earnestly aim at virtue, gaining her husband’s consent in everything, so as never to do anything against his will, with exception of what is reckoned as contributing to virtue and salvation. But if one keeps from such a mode of life either wife or maid servant, whose heart is set on it; what such a person in that case plainly does is nothing else than determine to drive her away from righteousness and sobriety, and to choose to make his own house wicked and licentious. . . 

For with perfect propriety Scripture has said that woman is given by God as a help to man. It is evident, then, in my opinion, that she will charge herself with remedying, by good sense and persuasion, each of the annoyances that originate with her husband in domestic economy. And if he does not yield, then she will endeavour, as far as possible for human nature, to lead a sinless life; whether it be necessary to die, in accordance with reason, or to live; considering that God is her helper and associate in such a course of conduct, her true defender and Saviour both for the present and for the future; making Him the leader and guide of all her actions, reckoning sobriety and righteousness her work and making the favour of God her end.(58) 

Augustine 

In a study of woman in marriage in Early Christianity, Augustine deserves a special section because of his importance in the development of Western thought. But it is impossible to study his thought apart from his life, and difficult to explain his life without considering the place occupied in his Confessions by his mother Monica. 

It is easy to over-emphasize the importance of sex in the personality or theology of Augustine. Certain psychologists even considered him as a serious case of the mother-complex.(59) The study of Augustine, in my opinion, is more interesting if we forget contemporary questions and listen to Augustine himself. It is particularly important to do so regarding his personal relations with women, and his ideas about woman in marriage. 

Monica and her son Augustine

(60)

First, what kind of person was his mother Monica? Was she alone responsible for the dismissal of the concubine of her son? What was the influence of his mother in his conversion, and the importance of the sexual obstacle he had to overcome in order to reach his end? 

Monica probably baptized as an infant, married a pagan husband named, Patricius. Many Christian women married pagan husbands. Monica was expected to convert her husband, who was actually baptized before his death. In this way a man did not have to break with his friends. Patricius was a good but impulsive man, and Monica knew how to handle him. She never contradicted him in his anger, but later on produced her reasons and persuaded him of her position. For a while Monica was addicted to wine, but later stopped drinking. 

When Augustine was born he was not baptized, unlike most babies of African Christian families, but only made a catechumen with the sign of the cross and salt. The reason was not that his father was a pagan, but probably that his parents were planning a career for him requiring a long education and the postponement of settling down to a later period in life. While still a child, Augustine fell sick and fearing death begged the grace of baptism, but his mother preferred to wait. At the public pool, the lad manifested his virility. Upon hearing about it his father rejoiced, saying that he would soon be himself a grandfather. Monica, alarmed for the future of her son, warned him sternly: he should not have affairs with girls, especially with married women. Augustine wished he could get married early like his fellows, because he was burning with passion. But precisely an early marriage and establishment in life, as in the case of the majority who were absorbed by the care of their family, would have prevented his social promotion.

However as a student in Carthage, where he studied Rhetoric and Philosophy, Augustine took a concubine—a girl of low or average birth to whom he was faithful from 372 to 385 when she was dismissed. She gave him a son, Adeodatus, an intelligent boy who died about 390 A.D. The couple seems to have been happy and united. By that time Augustine was a Manichee, which he remained for 9 years. This fact can explain why he was faithful to her — in addition to the genuine love he had for her and to the satisfaction of his sexual needs. The same fact can also explain why he did not have other children: the Manichees were Encratists who despised procreation.(6l) 

Because he was a Manichee, i.e., a heretic of the worst kind, and a propagandist of the sect, Monica refused to let Augustine live under her roof when he came back to Thagaste and taught there for one year. A bishop whom she consulted refused to discuss with Augustine, alleging that it would only confirm him in his sophisms, and that he would discover by himself the error of Manicheism. The bishop added, seeing the poor weeping mother, that the son of so many tears would certainly be saved. Monica became the type of mothers weeping over sons who live a sinful life, praying for their salvation. 

Back in Carthage, as a rhetor, Augustine seems to have had Monica living with him and his family in good harmony. Free union could not turn a man who was not baptized into a public sinner. But, disgusted by the bad behavior of the ‘eversores” (students who disturbed classes and made teaching impossible), Augustine decided to leave for Rome where students were more serious and quiet. He did not know at that time that Roman students cut the last classes in order not to pay their fees. 

Augustine, not wanting to take his mother with him in his new adventure, planned to leave without telling her and saw her weeping and lamenting on the beach near the shrine of the martyrs where he was supposed to meet her. How could Augustine keep his eye dry at such a pitiful sight? In Rome he taught, fell sick, and was nursed by a Manichee in whose house he was living. But one year later, through Symmachus, the great Roman rhetor and the champion of paganism against Ambrose (his cousin), Augustine won a contest and was appointed as an Imperial Rhetor in Milan, the residence of the Emperor. 

Augustine was now able to support his family and let Monica join him again. A group of African friends, including Romanianus, an old benefactor of Thagaste, gathered around him. Augustine liked company and needed friendship. However after a while he was disgusted with the job of praising political men whom he despised and decided to resign, alleging his poor throat. Actually he was taking a new orientation, and preparing to enter the Imperial administration. He was well prepared for it by his literary education, and he knew how powerful even the lowest officer in the Administration could be. Dignified tax-payers like his patron, Romanianus were obliged to beg their mercy and pity with tears. 

But one more step was necessary before Augustine could reach his goal. The world of the Roman Administration belonged to a higher class of society, wealthy and cultured, which was not open to common people. But these families were not unwilling to integrate through marriage a highly cultured and promising man. This way was open to Augustine. 

Monica dismissed the concubine, who left for Africa swearing that she would never know a man again. She managed a marriage with an heiress for her son. But since the girl was too young, Augustine, who could not wait for two years, took a mistress. In fact he was never to marry the heiress, but converted to the life of a servant of God. 

Many condemn Monica as having been hard on the concubine and imperative in the affairs of her son.(62) In their opinion, Monica saw in the dismissal of the concubine the possibility to reach all her ends: the marriage of her son allowed his baptism and the satisfaction of her old desire to get rid of the woman he loved. As evidence for Augustine’s weakness toward his mother and sadness to lose his concubine, there are his tears at her dismissal.

Of course this reconstitution omits an important item. Augustine knew that he had to renounce his concubine when he decided to get married. Therefore, in spite of his tears, he was willing to accept the dismissal of the poor woman. It had always been his intention to dismiss her in the event he would find the right party. The concubine knew it, although she hoped it would never happen. 

There is no better analysis of the situation than what we find in De bono conjugali concerning free union: a man and a woman who are not married live together not for the purpose of begetting children, but because they cannot practise continence. If they promise to be faithful to each other says Augustine, it is not absurd, to consider this union as a marriage. Augustine insists that their union should be accepted as lasting forever and that they should not use criminal means to prevent generation or to destroy progeny. If this union is intended to last only for awhile, until one of them finds the suitable partner with rank and wealth, it is adulterous. However, if the woman is faithful and willing to beget children she is not adulterous, but she is only the victim of hard treatment as a concubine because she is not a married woman. She may in fact be better than many married women who use marriage only for the purpose of satisfying their lust lawfully. 

If our hypothesis is right, Monica acted as a good middle-class woman who was ambitious for her son, I see no evidence of hatred for the concubine, and to say more in either direction is pure invention. Further, to see in Monica a domineering woman is hazardous as long as the weakness of Augustine has not been proved. We know that Augustine resisted her in many ways as long as he was a Manichee. In addition, Augustine’s weakness was not one which was related to his mother. After he had been seduced by the higher ideals of Christianity as exemplified in the Life of Anthony or as expressed by Paul, he felt very weak indeed. He felt unequal to the struggle because his conversion was not ordinary but was a conversion to the higher standards of Christian life, to the life of a servant of God living in meditation and continence. The grace of God enabled him to take this step. Between the hypothesis of the mother-complex and the reality of the conversion of Augustine, the distance is that between one made a eunuch by the hand of men and one made a eunuch for the sake of the kingdom of heaven. (Mat. 19:12).

Augustine was pleased indeed to tell the good news of his conversion to Monica, and to give her the joy of his baptism. Finally, at Ostia a few days before her death, they shared in a kind of ecstasy which they considered as a foretaste of eternal life. She was a happy mother, and she did not ask for more. She did not resent leaving her body in Italy. 

Augustine and Women 

In later life, Augustine related to women as a servant of God and as a bishop. As bishop, he extended pastoral care to men and women with equal zeal and charity. His sister founded a convent for women at Hippo, which was a source of joy and consolation for him in his constant struggles for the Church. When a crisis of authority threatened the peace of the convent after her death, he wrote to the community and his epistle can be considered as the earliest extant rule for nuns. He wrote on virginity and on widowhood, and many(63) of his epistles are addressed to particular women in need of spiritual advice, especially to widows. One of them is addressed to the mother of Demetriades, a young Patrician virgin who renounced the world to embrace religious life. Her gesture won praise from all over the world, even from the holy man Pelagius, but Augustine exhorted her to humility.(64) The most moving epistle of all Is probably the one in which he accepts and promises to wear a dress which a woman made for her brother, a cleric who had experienced an early death.(65) 

However, because he was a “servant of God” on the episcopal seat, he behaved like a monk — even as a bishop. This is particularly important for his relations with women. He made a rule for himself never to visit a convent of women unless for cogent reasons, never to accept an invitation to dinner in the town, never to attend a wedding, never to talk to a woman unless in the presence of witnesses, and never to tolerate that a woman, even a relative or a holy reputable woman live under his roof, as the canons of the Church permitted.(66) He turned the bishopric into a monastery where he lived with his priests according to the ideals of community life.(67) This innovation was destined to become an Important institution in the Western Church, All human considerations such as the fear of sex or the frustration of the mother-complex fall short in measuring Augustine’s case. The proper answer is that like many others in the Early Christianity, including Pelagius, he became a “servant of God” dedicated to a life of continence and contemplation. 

Augustine on Marriage 

To deal with Augustine’s teachings on marriage itself, grace and sin would take us too far. What is relevant here is Augustine’s appreciation of marriage and his manner of dealing with married people as a pastor. 

Laying aside the extraordinary situations of divorced people, or of couples in deep disagreement because of differences on continence or faith, it is still possible according to the Augustinian perspective to ask whether conjugal intercourse is perfectly pure or whether it is usually the occasion of at least a small sin. Augustine insists on the persistence after baptism of concupiscence, a disorder of the flesh inherited from Adam together with original sin. Concupiscence heavily affects the exercise of sexual life. On the other hand it seems that no human act, even virtuous deeds, can escape some measure of imperfection or of sin since our acts should be motivated by a pure love of God and of His Will. In spite of these positions, which seem to prove the radical pessimism of Augustine and even a persistence of Manicheism in him, the practical conclusions which we expect are not drawn by him. 

In De bono conjugali he says that in a lawful marriage intercourse with the intention of begetting children is perfect and not sinful at all.(68) Let us presume that he means what he says, and that this also belongs to his system. Certainly Augustine knows that many couples while still young actually desire offspring. It was even more true in Antiquity with the large proportion of early deaths. The question relative to the pleasure attached to intercourse is different: according to the philosophy of his time Augustine holds that pleasure as a companion and an incentive of the good, can be desired together with the good, but should not itself become the purpose of our acts.(69) 

What now about the question of excess in pleasure attached to sex, if the purpose of the couple is pleasure and not offspring? In this case, reasoning as a Stoic, Augustine sees a disorder in relation to the natural law.(70) But the same natural law suggests the answer: there is a small sin, indeed, but not a grevious one. The act occurs within the limits of lawful marriage, which sexual activity protects against dissolution.(71) Thereby conjugal fidelity is maintained, and the procreation of children encouraged. The couple assumes their responsibility as parents, a very noble task. Age, and the difficulties of life will teach them more gravity and temperance. God’s providence thus takes advantage of human weakness for its own purposes.(72)

A last question: what if criminal devices are used to prevent the formation or continuance of the fetus? Augustine clearly condemns such a marriage as a prostitution, although he recognizes that the wife may not bear the same guilt as the husband. And he condemns the evil character of the device, which seems to have been brutal and often lethal for the mother as well as the fetus.(73) 

In retrospect, it appears that Augustine’s judgment on marriage was not so pessimistic after all and that his approach was very pastoral. He was able to understand couples who had problems, and exhort them in a way which did not condemn their sexual activity even when it was excessive or not consciously aligned with the will of God. He was aware of the importance of maintaining the unity of marriage. His doctrine of the indissolubility of marriage supported this concern, and was adamant only against criminal action. We can conclude that couples were better off going to Augustine for advice than to Pelagius, who was less understanding of human weakness. 

Chrysostom 

Chrysostom is comparable to Augustine in pastoral zeal, and with him we close our inquiry concerning women in conjugal life in Early Christianity. Among other interesting texts of Chrysostom, we select his Homily 20 on Ephesians 5:22-24. (74) 

The origin of Eve from Adam is a figure of the bond of love between husband and wife. This love is rooted in nature, and is stronger than the link binding us to father, mother, brother and sister, since a man leaves his parents in order to join his wife and be one flesh with her (Gen. 2:24). Chysostom interprets according to the pattern of the union between Christ and the Church two complementary statements: the subjection of the wife to her husband, and the love of the husband for his wife. The subjection of the wife is her way to obey the Lord. It is also the condition of obedience and order in the house since children and servants will follow her example, and the harmony of the house will raise respect and admiration among neighbours and friends. In return, a husband must love his wife as Christ loves the Church. Love, diligent care, and devotion unto death to his wife can win her obedience but fear cannot, because fear belongs to a servant: The partner of one’s life, Chrysostom says, the mother of one’s children, the foundation of one’s every joy, one ought never to chain down by fear and menaces, but with love and good temper. For what sort of union is that, where the wife trembles at her husband? And what sort of pleasure will the husband himself enjoy if he dwells with hie wife as with a slave, and not as with a free woman? Yea, though you should suffer anything on her account, do not upbraid her; for neither did Christ do this. 
A husband should be ready to suffer from his wife because of her defects without manifesting aversion or hatred. Didn’t Christ love the Church when we were sinners and far from Him? A husband should not blame or praise his wife for her ugliness or her beauty: they are not her own work, but that of God. He should appreciate the beauty of her soul, which can improve with age and endure forever, rather than physical beauty which passes away with the bloom or loses its power of seduction because of habit. And one should not marry a wife for her wealth, or the prestige of her family, but for that true nobility which belongs to the soul.

When we say “the flesh”, Chrysostom adds, we actually include a third person, the child, who requires love and care, and for whose sake parents are ready to spend lavishly: Behold again a third ground of obligation; for he shows that a man leaving them that begat him, and from whom he was born, is knit to his wife; and that then the one flesh is, father, and mother, and the child, from the substance of the two commingled. For indeed by the commingling of their seeds is the child produced, so that the three are one flesh. 

The delicate harmony between reverence and love supposes the existence of a ruling power, which belongs to the husband, since a family is a small kingdom and not a democracy: Not for the husband’s sake alone is it thus said, but for the wife’s too, that “he cherish her as his own flesh,” as Christ also the Church, and, “that the wife fear her husband.” He is no longer setting down the duties of love only, but what? “That she fear her husband.” The wife is a second authority; let not her then demand equality, for she is under the head; nor let him despise her as being in subjection, for she is the body; and if the head despise the body, it will, itself also perish. But let him bring in love on his part as a count erpoise to obedience on her part. For example, let the hands and the feet, and all the rest of the members be given up for service to the head, but let the head provide for the body, seeing it contains every sense in itself. Nothing can be better than this union. And yet how can there ever be love, one may say, where there is fear? It will exist there I say, preeminently. For she that fears and reverences, loves. also; and she that loves, fears and reverences him as being the head, and loves him as being a member, since the head is a member of the body at large. Hence the Apostle places the one in subjection, and the other in authority, that there be peace; for where there is equal authority there can never be peace; neither where a house is a democracy, nor where all are rulers; but the ruling referring to the body, inasmuch as when men are spirituaI, there will be peace... 
And why so? Because the Apostle would rather that this principle prevail, this namely of love; for where this exists, everything else follows, of course, but though she be not a very obedient one, still will bear with everything. So difficult and impracticable is unanimity, where persons are not bound together by that love which is founded in supreme authority; at all events, fear will not necessarily effect this. Accordingly, the Apostle dwells the more upon lovet which is the strong tie. And the wife though seeming to be the loser in that she was charged to fear, is the gainer, because the principal duty, love, is charged upon the husband. “But what, “ one may say, “if a wife reverence me not?” Never mind, you are to love, fulfil your own duty. For though that which is due from others may not follow, we ought of course to do our duty. This is an example of what I mean. The Apostle says, “submitting yourselves one to another in the fear of Christ.” And what then if another submit not himself? Still obey you the law of God. Just so, I say, it is also here. Let the wife at least, though she be not loved, still reverence notwithstanding, that nothing may lie at her door; and let the husband, though his wife reverence him not, still be not want ing in any point. For each has received his own... However, when you hear of “fear”, demand that fear which becomes a free woman, not as though you were exacting it of a slave. For she is your own body; and if you do this, you reproach yourself in dishonoring your own body. And of what nature is this “fear”? It is the not contradicting, the not rebelling, the not being fond of preeminence, It is enough that fear be kept within these bounds. But if you love, as you are commanded, you will make it net greater. Or rather it will not any longer be by fear that you will be doing this, but love itself will have its effect. The [female] sex is somehow weaker, and needs much support, much condescension. “ A large authority, actually, belongs to the wife: the authority over children, servants, the whole house. This authority is made easier when wife and husband live in harmony. Husband and wife should trust each other, and discard jealousy and suspicion. But the husband should spend his time with his wife rather than with his friends: No, nor on any account let the husband ever render himself worthy of any suspicion whatever. For what, tell me, what if you shall devote yourself all the day to your friends, and give the evening to your wife, but not even thus be able to content her, and place her out of reach of suspicion? Though your wife complain, yet be not annoyed — it is her love, not her folly—they are the complaints of fervent attachment, and burning affection, and fear. Yes, she is afraid lest any one have injured her in that which is the summit of her blessings, lest any one have taken away from her him who is her head, lest any one have broken through her marriage chamber. There is also another ground of petty jealousy. Let neither claim too much service of the servants, neither the husband from the maid-servant, nor the wife from the man-servant.
The wife, in return, should not humiliate her husband in the way she speaks to him, especially when they are poor. She should not, if they are poor, be too interested in jewelry. 

Chrysostom thinks that in wedding parties decency and moderation are a better beginning for a couple than licentiousness and extravagance, which incite a young and inexperienced wife to indulge herself in disorderly thoughts and desires. She should be happy enough with a husband who loves and admires her, and is able to express these feelings: Show her that you set a high value on her company, and that you are more desirous to be at home for her sake, than in the market-place. And esteem her before all your friends, and above the children that are born. If she does any good act, praise and admire it; if any foolish one, and such as girls may chance to do , advise her and remind her.
Prayer in common, and going to church together, including afterwards talking about what was read or said, are good ways of sharing; and the consideration of the example of holy men and women of Scripture can help in times of poverty and difficulty. The husband should teach his wife not to say “mine”, but “ours”, holding to the consideration that he himself belongs to her, and all his possessions. He should never talk to her roughly, but with respect, kindness and love. If he honours her, she will not need honour from others. Such is the wisdom suitable to husband and wife, and their way to please 
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Chapter 3. Women in Contemplative Life

The larger part of the literature of Early Christianity on women deals with contemplative life under three main successive forms: the life of prophecy; the life of holy widowhood; and the life of consecrated virginity. 
Women In Prophecy

It has long been a common practice to ascribe the monopoly of prophecy in Early Christianity to Montanism. Tertullian, as a member of the sect, supported its prophetic claims and severe discipline, and spoke highly of its prophets and prophetesses. On the other hand, he blamed for its laxity the Church of the “psychics” (the friends of the flesh) which condoned sin and ignored the exigence of the Spirit.(77) He even despised and rejected the Shepherd of Hermas, which is full of prophetic visions, because it accepted second marriage and a second remission of sins after that of baptism. (78) remember that the Montanists supported these severe Encratist positions. Montanism met with the hostility of the Churches. (79) Montanus and his prophetesses became a laughing-stock, and the following generations welcomed slanderous accusations against them. As a consequence, modern scholarship is often inclined to see in them the last witnesses of the Spirit in a clerical Church which had forgotten its origins in the freedom of the gifts of God. 
If we restore to the Early Church most of the literature of prophetism systematically ascribed to Montanism we obtain a quite different view of the question, and it even becomes possible to vindicate the orthodoxy of the Montanist Oracles. (80) The Montanist prophetesses themselves no longer appear dangerous in their surprising isolation, but are added to the succession of the Christian prophetesses and prophets of the first ages of Christianity. Thus we are brought back to the beginnings of Christian prophecy. 
Anna, daughter of Phanuel, is presented by Luke as a prophetess. Luke states, “she had seen many days, having lived seven years with her husband after her marriage and then as a widow until she was eighty-four. She was constantly in the temple, worshipping day and night in fasting and prayer. Coming on the scene at this moment [the presentation of Jesus in the Temple], she gave thanks to God and talked about the child to all those who looked forward to the deliverance of Jerusalem.” (81) Anna is the Scriptural paradigm of the holy widows of the Church. It is interesting to note the combination of prophecy and contemplative life in prayer, fasting and continence. 
Mary the mother of Jesus, and Elizabeth her cousin, prophesied. Zachariah, Elizabeth’s husband, enjoyed a vision in the temple and prophesied. John the Baptist was a prophet, “and more than a prophet” (Mat. 11:9). And what of Jesus? Geza Vermes studies him in his recent book, Jesus the Jew, and shows that the connection between prophecy and continence existed in Judaism apart from Christianity. (82) The Apostles prophesied when the Holy Spirit descended upon them on the day of Pentecost, and many disciples also received the gifts of the Holy Spirit. Peter referred to prophet Joel who foretold this multiplication of prophets among men and women. (83) 
Was Paul also a prophet? He claimed inspiration by the divine Spirit, and he gave advice about how best use spiritual gifts. (84) He accepted the validity of woman’s prophecy, although denying women the right of public speech. (85) However, I am more interested in what he says in I Cor. 7. He is speaking about conditions of life. Those who are married should stay married, and the others stay unmarried, unless they burn in the flesh. Paul specifies this in the following:

I should like to see you to be free of all worries. The unmarried man is busy with the Lord’s affairs, concerned with pleasing the Lord; but the married man is busy with this world’s demands and occupied with pleasing his wife. This means he is divided. The virgin—indeed, any unmarried woman—is concerned with things of the Lord, in pursuit of holiness in body and spirit. The married woman, on the other hand, has the cares of this world to absorb her and is concerned with pleasing her husband. I am going into this with you for your good. I have no desire to place restrictions on you, but I do want to promote what is good, what will help you to devote yourselves entirely to the Lord. (86) 
The eschatological pressure does not seem to be determinant in the reasoning of Paul. Rather he is trying to persuade Christians to enter into a contemplative way of life, if they can endure it, because this would better please the Lord. What they give to a husband or wife, i.e. to the world and the flesh, prevents a full spiritual life. For this reason Paul makes the following amazing statement in the beginning of chapter 7: “It is not good for a man to touch a woman.” Paul speaks from the experience and point of view of his own way of life, which is a surrender to the Lord and to the Spirit. It is a prophetic life, indeed, with visions and inspiration, with zeal for the word of God, but also with this renunciation on which often, although not always, accompanies prophecy.(87)
It seems to me much easier now to interpret the cases of prophecy of the second century mentioned by Eusebius in his Ecclesiastical History:
The Daughters of Philip 

In his epistle to Victor of Rome, Polycrates of Ephesus mentions him [John] together with the Apostle Philip and his daughters in the following words: “For in Asia also great lights have fallen asleep, which shall rise again on the last day, at the coming of the Lord, when he shall come with glory from heaven and shall seek out all the saints. Among these are Philip, one of the twelve apostles, who sleeps in Hierapolis, and his two aged virgin daughters, and another daughter who lived in the Holy Spirit and now rests at Ephesus; and moreover John, who was both a witness and a teacher, who reclined upon the bosom of the Lord, and being a priest wore the sacerdotal plate. He also sleeps at Ephesus.” So much concerning their death. And in the Dialogue of Caius which we mentioned a little above, Proclus, against whom he directed his disputation, speaks thus concerning the death of Philip and his daughters: “After him there were four prophetesses, the daughters of Philip, at Hierapolis in Asia. Their tomb is there and the tomb of their father”. Such is his statement. But Luke, in the Acts of the Apostles, mentions the daughters of Philip who were at that time at Caesarea in Judaea with their father, and where honored with the gift of prophecy. (Act 21:89) (88) 
Melíto of Sardis 

In the same epistle Polycrates also mentions Melito of Sardis:

...Polycarp in Smyrna, who was a bishop and martyr; and Thraseas, bishop and martyr from Eumenia, who fell asleep in Smyrna. Why need I mention the bishop and martyr Sagaris who fell asleep in Laodicaea, or the blessed Papirius, or Melito , the Eunuch who lived altogether in the Holy Spirit, and who lies in Sardis, awaiting the episcopate from heaven, when he shall rise from the dead? All these observed the 14th day of the passover according to the Gospel, deviating in no respect, but following the rule of faith. (89) 
Here again we find prophetic inspiration and speaking, holiness of life,., and continence as the components or complements of prophetic life. The gift of prophecy is given to women as well as to men. 
In Didache, (90) the earliest Church Order, which comes to us from the beginning of the second century, prophets are mentioned and their freedom to speak in the Spirit is respected, but we do not know whether there were women among them. Prophets and prophetesses may have been many in the first generations of Christians. Then, probably partly because of Montanism, they disappeared. By that time, the Church had evolved toward more structure and less improvisation in organization, prayer and preaching. The “servant of God” replaced the prophet and the eunuch for the Kingdom, and the “widow of the Church” and the “holy virgin” inherited some portion of the gift of prophetic life. Later on, Monasticism developed as a prophetic movement. 
We do not lose the Montanist prophets in denying Montanism a monopoly on prophecy. Indeed we should be able to understand them better. Among the nineteen Montanist Oracles gathered by P. de Labriolle (9l), seven belong to the prophetesses, and the rest are ascribed to Montanus or simply the Paraclete. It is worth quoting and interpreting them briefly:

Oracle 11: Maximilla said, “After me, there will be no prophetess any more, but the end will come.” (92) 
Oracle 12: Maximilla said, “I am chased like a wolf from the sheep, but I am not a wolf: I am Word, Spirit, and Power.” (93)
Oracle 13: Maximilla said, “Do not listen to me, but listen to Christ.” (94) 
Oracle 14: Maximilla said, “The, Lord sent me as a sectarian, and a revealer, an interpreter of this labour and announcement and covenant. I am compelled, willingly or unwillingly, to learn the gnosis of God.” (95) 
Oracle 15: Prophetess Prisca said that a holy minister knows how to administer sanctity “for purity is harmonious, and they see visions, and turning their face downward, they even hear manifest voices, as salutary as they are withal secret.” (96) 
Oracle 16: Prisca said (about those who deny the resurrection of he flesh): “They are carnal, and, yet they hate the flesh.” (97) 
Oracle 17: The Cataphrygians (Montanists) say that in Pepuza, Quintilla or Priscilla was sleeping, and Christ came. and slept with her: “Under the appearance of a woman, in a gorgeous dress, Christ came to me. He made me wise, and declared that this place was sacred, and that there the heavenly Jerusalem will come down from heaven.” (98) 
We may add the description given by Tertullian of a vision of the soul described by a woman of his community who used to enjoy this kind of spiritual experience. (99) 
The Montanist Oracles must be judged according to the standards of prophetic utterance. If we accept the principle that God speaks through the prophets, we should not be surprised to see the prophets speaking in the name of God. This observation answers the gross accusation that the Montanist prophets introduced themselves as God. The rest of the oracles relate to the conflicts of these sectarians with the church, or to their experience of inspiration. The boldest one where Christ appears as a woman is simply a feminine counterpart of an apocalyptic vision announcing the end of the world. But we know from the visions of Perpetua, of Julian of Norwich and even of Hermas, who was man, that we should not deny orthodoxy to female symbols. 
The Widows Of The Church

(100)

The Scriptural paradigms for the widows of the Church are Luke 2:36-38 on Ann, daughter of Phanuel; I Tim. 5:1-16 on the standards of Christian life required of those who were registered to receive charities; and Titus 2:3-5 on the duties of older women in general toward younger ones. These three texts have been quoted above. It is clear from them that the widows of the Church were promoted to a high rank and dignity. They devoted themselves to a contemplative life of prayer, fasting and continence. All the Elderly, according to the natural law of aging, were invited to renounce activity and to spend more time on meditation and prayer. (101) Often it is difficult to know if the widows attending church meetings on week days were only the destitute widows who were registered on the roll of the charities of the Church. I think that other widows, who lived with their relatives and busied themselves with grand sons and daughters and took care of the house, came to church as much as they could. It remains true that the poor widows supported by the Church represented an important group The few virgins who adopted the contemplative life joined these widows. (102)
The dignity of the widows of the Church appears in many documents of the second and third century. For instance, Apostolic Tradition so heavily insists that a widow is not to be ordained that one would almost believe they ranked with clergy:

When a widow is appointed she is not ordained but she shall be chosen by name. But if she lost her husband a long time previously, let her be appointed. But if she lately lost her husband, let her not be trusted. And even if she is aged let her be tested for a time for often the passions grow old with him who gives place for them in himself. Let the widow be instituted by word only and let her be reckoned among the (enrolled) widows. But she shall not be ordained, because she does not offer the oblation nor has she a liturgical ministry. But ordination is for the clergy, on account of their ministry. But the widow is appointed for prayer, and this is a function of all Christians.” (103) 
These widows were appointed for prayer, which was the duty of all. But precisely because of their destitute situation, they could devote their life to prayer and attend the daily meetings of the praying community. Both Tertullian and Clement of Alexandria attested their participation with the clergy in the healing of sinners and the comforting of those in distress. (104) The Apologists of the second century praised the old women of the Church who were the target of the mocker! of the pagans. For instance Tatian wrote, “You say that we talk nonsense among women and boys, among maiden and old women ... You may not treat the women with scorn who among us pursue philosophy. Sappho is a lewd, lovesick woman, and sings in her own wantonness; but all our women are chaste, and the maidens at their distaff sing divine things, more noble than damsels of yours.” (105) 
The widows are called by Polycarp the “altar of God”. What he means by this image clearly appears from the following text:
And the widows should be discreet ,in their faith pledged to the Lord, praying unceasingly on behalf of all, refraining from all slander, gossip, false witness, love of money—in fact, from evil of any kind knowing that they are God’s altar, that everything is examined for blemishes, and nothing escapes Him whether of thoughts or sentiments, any of the secrets of the heart. (106)
The comparison of widows to the altar of God reflects their dedication to God, their mission of prayer for all, and the necessity for them to avoid the defilement of external or internal sin. 
Didascalia Apostolorum 

The most instructive text concerning the widows of the Church is found in Didascalia Apostolorum, which reflects the life of a Church of mid-third century Syria. As in the Pastoral Epistles and Apostolic Tradition, the widows of the Church dealt with in Polycarp’s Epistle are supported by the church and fulfill a mission of prayer in the community. Didascalia Apostotorum describes their life with more detail, in away which seems to be the fruit of living experience:

The Appointment of widows

(ch. 14) 

Appoint as a widow one that is not under fifty years of age. If you appoint one who is young to the widows’ order, and she endures not widowhood because of her youth, and marry, she will bring a reproach upon the glory of widowhood; and she shall render an account to God, first, because she has married a second husband; and again, because she promised to be a widow unto God, and was receiving (alms) as a widow, but did not continue in widowhood. But let not young widows be appointed to the widows order: yet let them be taken care of and helped, lest by reason of their being in want they be minded to marry a second time, and some harmful matter ensue. For this you know, that she who marries one husband may lawfully marry also a second; but she who goes beyond this is a harlot. Wherefore, assist those who are young, that they may persevere in chastity unto God. And do thou accordingly, O bishop, bestow care upon these. And be mindful also of the poor, and assist and support them, even though there be among them those who are not widowers or widows, yet are in need of help through want or sickness or the rearing of children, and are in distress.
It behoves thee to be careful of all and heedful of all. And hence it is that they who give gifts do not themselves with their own hands give them to the widows, but bring them to thee, that thou who art well acquainted of those who are in distress mayest, like a good steward, make distribution to them of those things which are given to thee: for God knows who it is that gives, even though he does not chance to be present. And when thou makest distribution, tell them the name of him who gave, that they may pray for him by name. 
The Behaviour of Widows

(ch. 15)

Every widow therefore should be meek and quiet and gentle. And let her also be without anger; and let her not be talkative or clamorous, or forward in tongue, or quarrelsome. And when she sees anything unseemly done, or hears it, let her be as though she saw and heard it not. For a widow should have no other care save to be praying for those who give, and for the whole Church. And when she is asked a question by any one, let her not straightway, give an answer, except only concerning righteousness and faith in God; but let her send them that desire to be instructed to the rulers. And to those who question them, let them (the widows) make answer only in refutation of idols and concerning the unity of God. But concerning punishment and reward, and the kingdom of the name of Christ, and His dispensation, neither a widow nor a layman ought to speak; for when they speak without the knowledge of doctrine, they will bring blasphemy upon the word. For when the Gentiles who are being instructed hear the word of God not fittingly spoken, as it ought to be, unto edification of eternal life—and all the more in that it is spoken to them by a woman—how that our Lord clothed Himself in a body, and concerning the passion of Christ: they will mock and scoff, instead of applauding the word of doctrine; and she shall incur a heavy judgment of sin. 
It is neither right nor necessary therefore that women should be teachers, and especially concerning the name of Christ and the redemption of His passion. For you have not been appointed to this, O women, and especially widows, that you should teach, but that you should pray and entreat the Lord God. For if it were required that women should teach, our Master Himself would have commanded these (the holy women of the Gospel) to teach with us. But let a widow know that she is the altar of God; and let her sit ever at home, and not stray and run about among the houses of the faithful to receive. For the altar of God never strays about anywhere, but is fixed in one place. 
For those who are gadabouts and without shame cannot be still even in their houses; for they are no widows, but wallets, and they care for nothing else but to be making ready to receive. And because they are gossips and chatterers and murmurers, they stir up quarrels; and they are bold and shameless. There are widows who esteem the matter as one of traffic, and receive greedily; and instead of doing good (works) and giving to the bishop for the entertainment of strangers and the refreshment of those in distress, they lend out on bitter usury. Now the prayer of such a one is not heard in regard to any thing. But she soon interrupts her prayer by reason of the distraction of her mind; for she does not offer prayer to God with all her heart, but goes off with the thought suggested by the Enemy, and talks with her friends about some unprofitable matter. For she knows not how she has believed, or of what order she has been accounted worthy. 
But a widow who wishes to please God sits at home and meditates upon the Lord day and night, and without ceasing at all times offers intercession and prays with purity before the Lord. And she receives whatever she asks, because her whole mind is set upon this. Her prayer suffers no hindrance from any thing; and thus her quietness and tranquillity and modesty are acceptable before God, and whatever she asks of God, she presently receives her request. For such a widow, not loving money or filthy lucre, and not avaricious or greedy, but constant in prayer, and meek and unperturbed, and modest and reverent, sits at home and works at (her) wool, that she may make a return to others, so that she receive nothing from them. 
Widows ought to be modest, and obedient to the bishop and the deacons, and to reverence and respect and fear the bishop as God. And let them not act after their own will, nor desire to do any thing apart from that which is commanded them, or without counsel speak with any one by way of making answer, or to go to any one to eat or drink, or to fast with any one, or to receive aught of any one, or to lay hand on and pray over any one without the command of the bishop or the deacon. For whence knowest thou, O woman, from whom thou receivest, or from what ministry thou art nourished, or for whom thou fastest, or upon whom thou layest hand?
But thou, O widow who art without discipline, seest thy fellow widows or thy brethren in sickness, and hast no care to fast and pray over thy members, and to lay hand upon them and to visit them, but feignest thyself to be not in health, or not at leisure; but to others, who are in sins or are gone forth from the Church, because they give much, thou art ready and glad to go and visit them. ..(107) (Abbreviated Text.) 
It clearly appears that the widows of the Church, who were poor, had to resist the temptation of avarice which is frequent among the elderly—they were excited by the hope of receiving alms. As “the altar God,” it was more becoming for them to pray at home, and do handwork for others (e. g. spinning) than to run from house to house. Again, as being the “altar of God,” the bishop had to see that they be not defiled by alms coming from unjust people looking for a cheap form of reconciliation.” (108)
As women, and more particularly because of their lack of instruction, they are forbidden to teach and warned against the temptation to answer all kinds of questions from pagans. There is nothing surprising here since we find similar reservations in Pastoral Epistles. 
But we observe that the widows enjoyed a privilege: they were recognized as having a special power of intercession in prayer, and their laying of hands on the sick was considered to be effective. People gave aims in exchange for this spiritual service, and the widows were expected to pray for those who gave alms and whose names were revealed to them by the bishop. We can call this privilege a charism of healing, or more simply a special power of intercession. Why then would God rather listen to the prayers of these poor widows than to others? The answer comes from Scripture. Sirach says (35:13-14), “He hears the cry of the oppressed. He is not deaf to the wail of the orphan, nor to the widow when she pours out her complaint.” We know from Shepherd of Hermas (Similitude 2), ‘The Vine and the Elm Tree”, that the rich are poor in spiritual goods, whereas the prayers of the poor are powerful before God. Therefore in order to understand the importance of the widows we must add to the privilege of conversation with God inherent to the contemplative life, the special preference of God for the poor and the destitute. 
Treatises and homilies on widowhood multiplied from the fourth century on. Epistles containing spiritual advice sometimes amounting to the equivalent of small treatises, were written by most of the fathers. (109) The lives of the great Roman ladies, mostly widows, contained in the Epistles of Jerome can also be considered as living teachings on widowhood. Their ideals were identical to those of the virgins of the same period, since they founded communities of virgins in their own houses and shared their lives with them 
Jerome, Epistle 123 to Ageruchia 

Jerome exhorts Ageruchia, a young widow, to embrace the ideals of Christian widowhood. Her grandmother Metronia, her mother Benigna, and her aunt Ageruchia were holy widows. She had offspring. Ageruchia sought the protection of the Church against her many suitors, and considered a vow of widowhood. Jerome answers objections taken from Paul: younger widows are likely to break their premature vow of consecrated widowhood and thereby to outrage Christ their Spouse by committing fornication against Him. Paul suggests a second marriage for such weak persons (I Tim. 5:11-12). Jerome even fears that they might be induced by the fear of consequences to kill the babies they have conceived in adultery, or that they become prostitutes. The words of Paul, it is worse to burn than to marry, does not mean that second marriage is good in itself, but simply relatively good, as preventing the evils described above. Paul prefers us to remain free of marriage in order to care for the things of God, not for those of a husband or of a wife. Widowhood restores this freedom (I Cor. 7:39-40). When Paul says that a second marriage should be made “in the Lord” (I Cor. 7:39), i.e., with a Christian partner, he does not withdraw his former advice of remaining in widowhood if possible. In addition, the requirement of sixty years of age for the registration of a widow does not presuppose that Paul is herewith urging unmarried women and young widows to marry, since he says, The time is short: it remaineth that they that have wives be as though they had none (I Cor. 7:29). And he invites relatives to support widows whenever possible ín order to alleviate the burden of the Church (I Tim. 5:3-16).
Jerome observes that a distinctive mark of the priesthood is monogamy (no second marriage). But this precept applies also to laymen, since priests were recruited among laymen. We also know the law of Paul that no widow is to be appointed unless she has been the wife of only one husband. For all these reasons, it is clear that all the Christians should reject second marriage. 
Like Tertullian (De exhortations castitatis 7), Jerome distinguishes between what Paul permits in order to avoid a worse evil—second marriage instead of fornication, and what he positively wants for us — and a life of .continence. Therefore when we do what He permits, we simply follow our own will. Jerome gives examples of the rejection of second marriage in Judaism (Lev. 22:12-13) and in paganism. The parable of the seeds provides an interesting comparison (Mat. 13:8): the hundredfold betokens the crown of virginity; the sixtyfold refers to the work of the widows; the thirtyfold denotes the marriage-tie; second marriage is not counted in this interpretation. Therefore, a woman who marries again may believe that she is worthy of praise, but she is just less worse off than the prostitutes. In spite of such statements, Jerome is still persuaded that he does not condemn second marriage: Do I condemn second marriage? not at all; but I commend first ones. Do I expel twice married persons from the Church? Far from it; but I urge those who have been once married to Lives of continence. Jerome mentions a man who buried twenty wives, and who married a widow who buried twenty-two husbands. Jerome does not consider such a union as marriage. 
Like Tertullian, Jerome interprets the death of a wife or a husband as an invitation of God not to seek after a second marriage, and he argues in support of the unity of marriage from the marriage between Adam and Eve and between Christ and the Church, which are characterized by unity. He answers the objection derived from the polygamy of the Patriarchs by referring to the necessity to multiply imposed on them by Genesis 1:28. But things changed, Jeromes observes. Even before the coming of Christ God forbade Jeremiah to remarry (Jer. 16:2). Now the Law of Moses is abrogated by Christ, and the Judgment is near. 
The pleasures of wedlock are not a good reason for remarriage since second marriage is a remedy to scandal, not to passion. The allegation that the affairs of women who live single lives are not prosperous is also not a good reason. The grandmother, mother and aunt of Ageruchia were highly regarded in the whole province and by the authorities of the Church of Rome. Soldiers and travellers do without wives. Why can’t you have grave and elderly servants or freedmen, such as those who have nursed you in your childhood, to preside over your house, to answer public calls, to pay taxes; men who will look up to you as a patroness, who will revere you as a saint? In his conclusion, Jerome invites Ageruchia to only think of the Kingdom of God, and, like the lily, to count on God’s providence. (111) (Resumé with direct quotations.) 
Jerome Epistle 54 to Furia on Widowhood 

Jerome exhorts Furia to persevere in her vow of widowhood. He states that her relatives Paula and Eustochium live in continence, and that a widow of her family never has entered a second marriage. Jerome knows that many will hate him for giving her such advice, but what can be better than a soul deserving to be called the daughter of God and the Bride of Christ, who is at once her Bridegroom and her Lord? Jerome adds, Who shall you make your heir? The same who is already your Lord. Your father will be sorry but Christ wilt be glad; your family will grieve but the angels wilt rejoice with you. Let your father do what he likes with what is his own. You are not his to whom you have been born, but His to whom you have been born again, and who has purchased you at a great price with His own blood. 
Furia should be wary of nurses and waiting maids who can give only bad advice to her, but she should imitate her holy mother. Jerome remembers her as one whose zeal for Christ comes into my mind, and not her zeal only but the paleness induced by her fasting, the alms given by her to the poor, the courtesy shewn by her to the servants of God, the lowliness of her garb and heart, and the constant moderation of her language. Jerome respects her father not because he is a Patrician and consular, but because he is a Christian: he should therefore understand her resolution. God manifested His will to her in the death of her husband: she should take this opportunity to turn to a better life, like Paul who began badly but ended well, and not like Judas whose beginning won praise, but his end, condemnation. Luxurious life, and make-up are unbecoming to a woman who is consecrated to Christ and has to atone for her former sins. She can master her passions with prayer and fasting, and live a true spiritual life. Jerome advises her to do without meat and wine, which are incentives to lust according to physicians and Paul. Too many vegetables also can overload her stomach and have the same effect. It is better to eat little than to fast for several days and then eat with excess. 
She should daily read Scripture and the writings of pious men. With her riches she can make friends who will welcome her in the heavens: the poor and the needy. But young men and musicians should not enter her house. Her servants should be worthy of her—not her of them—and she should live simply, not luxuriously. 
Have about you Troops of virgins whom you may lead into the King’s chamber. Support widows that you may mingle them as a kind of violet with the virgin’s lilies and the martyrs’ roses. Such are the garlands you must weave for Christ in place of that crown of thorns in which he bore the sine of the world. 
Young widows give the following as an excuse for a second marriage my little patrimony is daily decreasing, the property which I have inherited is being squandered, a servant has spoken insultingly to me, a maid has neglected my orders. Who will appear for me before the authorities? Who will be responsible for the rents of my estates? Jerome warns of the bad consequences of a second marriage for the sons of the first bed, and the danger to a widow’s life if her second husband marries her for her money.
Jerome offers her the example of holy widows of Scripture: Ann the daughter of Phanuel, the widow of Sarpeta who fed Elijah, Judith, Debora, the poor widow of Mark 12:43 who gave two mites, and Marcella, who embraced a life of continence among the great Roman ladies. (112) (Resumé with direct quotations.)
The Virgins

(113)

Virgins dedicated to God are mentioned in Polycarp’s Epistle, where they are simply numbered with the widows; in Apostolic Tradition, (114) which specifies that “a virgin does not receive the laying on of hands; it is her choice alone that makes her a virgin”; in Tertullian, (115) who mentions “many virgins married to Christ.” However, they did not constitute an order or a rank in the Church before the second half of the third century. When he exhorted virgins to wear a veil, Tertullian did not distinguish the consecrated virgins from the others. Didascalia Apostotorum did not mention a rank of virgins in the middle of the third century; Apostolic Constitutions did one century later.

The virgins have their place in Origen, who wrote for them a Commentary on Song of Songs. At the end of the third century Methodius Olympus, in his Symposium of the Virgins, develops in ten speeches the major themes of the spiritual life of virgins dedicated to God. From this time on consecrated virgins multiplied everywhere. Together with monasteries of men, monasteries of women appeared.

The present section begins with a form of virginal life life less known but more important in the Early Church than convent monasticism: the life of thousands and thousands of virgins in all Churches in the East and the West who, from the time of Cyprian and of Methodius in the middle of the third century to the time of Chrysostom and Gregory the Great in the 5th and 6th century and later, lived in their own homes without being subjected to a superior and a rule, under the general supervision of the bishop. Then the beginnings of convent life for virgins is explained through an examination of the Rule of Pachomius, the Epistle of Augustine to his convent of women in Hippo, the Life of Macrina by Gregory of Nyssa, the rule of Paula (one of the great Roman ladies following Jerome) for her monastery, and a few legal documents. Finally, their mystical, liturgical, and active life will be presented. In order to deal in depth with their spiritual life, the religious anthropological foundations of the life of virginity which have been developed by certain Fathers of the Church must be dealt with, particularly those developed by Gregory of Nyssa.

Independent Life of the Virgins

In the third century, Tertullian, Cyprian, Clement of Alexandria, Methodius Olympus, the author of the Epistula Clementis ad virgines etc., wrote about virginity. The spiritual meaning of virginal life was clearly defined: the search for perfection in asceticism and prayer, and a mystical marriage to Christ. This spiritual meaning is explained in a later section. The status of the virgins in the church corresponded to this spiritual dignity. From the middle of the third century, there was a special rank or dignity for virgins. It paralleled, and progressively substituted for, the rank of the widows in the exercise of contemplative life. In the large cities of Antioch and Constantinople during the time of Chrysostom, where the Church had to support crowds of poor widows, many of them were so “dehumanized” by poverty that contemplative life could not have had much appeal for them. But virgins filled the ranks and performed the obligations of the contemplatives in the community. They lived in private houses and not in convents, as is indicated from the remarks of Chrysostom about the difficulties of their guardianship. Even in the time of Gregory the Great, and later, we find evidence for a wide spread practice of religious life by virgins outside of convents. This evidence is found in the epistles or treatises on virginity of Cyprian, Basil, Gregory Nazianzen, Augustine, Leo, Gregory the Great, etc., which address the needs of these virgins living in the world. (116) A second source of evidence is found in juridical documents of the Church and also Roman Law, during the time of the Christian Empire.

In order to illustrate the life of the virgins in the world, we may consider two texts: 1) Cyprian’s De habitu virginum (117) for third century Africa; 2) Chrysostom’s on the Priesthood III 17 on the guardianship of virgins, written at the end of the fourth century in Antioch.

Cyprian’s De habitu virginum offers a well developed mystical and ascetic doctrine of virginity which includes the ideas of the marriage to Christ, angelic life, victory over the flesh, modesty, and renunciation. But an uninformed reader may wonder at the type of advice which is given. It is perfectly credible, however, if we consider that these virgins lived in the world, among pagans and Christians who too often adopted the same worldly practices.

In this treatise we find that a virgin was to please the Lord only, and yet too often she remained exceedingly attached to her earthly possessions and the care of her body. Paul and Peter prescribed moderation in dress and ornament to rich women. These women, Cyprian notes, may give as an excuse the necessity to please their husbands. But a virgin who has no excuse for adorning herself and cannot blame the fault on her husband should keep that observance. Like other women, when virgins dress their hair sumptuously and walk so as to draw attention in public, and attract the eyes of the youth, they cannot be excused on the pretence that they are chaste and modest in mind. They cause others to perish, and as it were offer a sword or poison to the spectator.

Ornaments and garments and the allurements of beauty are not fitting for any but prostitutes and immodest women. Therefore let chaste and modest virgins avoid the dress of the unchaste, the manners of the immodest, the ensigns of brothels, and the ornaments of harlots. Cyprian refers to Scripture. (l18) According to Cyprian the “sons of God” of Gen. 6:1-13 are the Devil and his angels, and they taught women about magic and make-up. Actually, Cyprian is repeating an argument of Tertullian in De cuttu feminarum. Using Tertullian’s argument against make-up and hair dye, Cyprian repeats that God has not created sheep with scarlet or purple fleece. What we find here is Stoic reasoning: the work of nature, which is the work of God, ought in no manner to be adulterated. To do so is a fault against nature, and a sin against God.

However, it seems that Cyprian is going beyond Stoicism. In the resurrection, he says, God may not recognize these virgins. They ought not to be counted among virgins, but like infected sheep and diseased cattle, should be driven away from the holy and pure flock of virginity lest by living together they should pollute the rest with their contagion and ruin others even as they have perished themselves.

Cyprian’s severity seems to be justified by what follows. Some virgins were not ashamed to be present at marriage parties, where lasciviousness was a reality. others frequented promiscuous baths where they were seen naked and could see men naked. According to Cyprian—he was not exaggerating—the danger was serious because of the mores of pagan society. Cyprian added:For this reason, the Church frequently mourns over her virgins (ibid).
Cyprian does not enlarge on the particular duties of virgins in the community, because nothing but more freedom to serve the Lord distinguished them from the other faithful. Just like others, they were invited, if wealthy, to help the poor: “You say that you are wealthy and rich, and you think that you should use those things which God has willed you to possess. Use them, certainly, but for the things of salvation; use them, but for good purposes; use them, but for those things which God has commanded, and which the Lord has set forth. Let the poor feel that you are wealthy; let the needy feel that you are rich. Lend your estate to God; give food to Christ. Move Him by the prayers of many to grant you to carry out the glory of virginity and to succeed in coming to the Lord’s rewards.” (119)

In the same text, we see virgins obtaining through their alms the powerful intercession of the poor in the form of prayers for their perserverance in virginity. Like all other Christians, virgins needed the intercession of the poor.

Chrysostom’s treatiseOn the Priesthoodshows that, at the end of the fourth century in Antioch, many virgins were still living in their own houses. Thus they were exposed to all the dangers for their life of holy continence which a gigantic city could present because of the low moral standards of many pagans and also Christians. Generally, in spite of the existence of convents of women in the city itself, these virgins did not live in convents but under the more or less efficient supervision of a priest appointed to this office by the bishop. After a long section concerning the widows, Chrysostom explains how difficult and delicate the supervision of the virgins was:

But in the care of virgins, the fear is greater in proportion as the possession is more precious, and this flock is of a nobler character than the others. Already, indeed, even into the band of these holy ones, an infinite number of women have rushed full of innumerable bad qualities; and in this case our grief is greater than in the other: for there is just the same difference between a virgin and a widow, as between a free-born damsel and her handmaid. With widows, indeed, it has become a common practice to trifle, and to rail at one another, to flatter or to be impudent, to appear everywhere in public, and to perambulate the marketplace. But the virgin has striven for nobler aims, and eagerly sought the highest kind of philosophy, and professes to exhibit upon earth the life which angels lead, and while yet in the flesh proposes to do deeds which belong to the incorporeal powers. 
Moreover, she ought not to make numerous or unnecessary journeys, neither is it permissible for her to utter idle and random words; and as for abuse and flattery, she should not even know them by name. 
On this account she needs the most careful guardianship, and the greater assistance. For the enemy of holiness is always surprising and lying in wait for these persons, ready to devour any one of them if she should slip and fall; many men also there are who lay snares for them; and besides all these things there is the passionateness of their own human nature, so that-speaking generally, the virgin has to equip herself for a twofold war, one which attacks her from without, and the other which presses upon her from within. 
For these reasons he who has the superintendence of virgins suffers great alarm, and the danger and distress is yet greater, should any of the things which are contrary to his wishes occur, which God forbid. For if a daughter kept in seclusion is a cause of sleeplessness to her father, his anxiety about her depriving him of sleep, where the fear is great lest she should be childless, or pass the flower of her age (unmarried), or be hated (by her husband), what will he suffer whose anxiety is not concerned with any of these things, but others far greater? For in this case it is not a man who is rejected, but Christ Himself, nor is this barrenness the subject merely of reproach, the evil ends in the destruction of the soul; for every tree, it is said, which does not bring forth good fruit, is hewn down and cast into the fire. (Mat. 3:10). And for one who has been repudiated by the divine Bridegroom, it is not sufficient to receive a certificate of divorce and so to depart, but she has to pay the penalty of everlasting punishment. 
Moreover, a father according to the flesh has many things which make the custody of his daughter easy; for the mother, and nurse, and a multitude of handmaids share in helping the parent to keep the maiden safe. For neither is she permitted to be perpetually hurrying into the market-place, nor when she does go there is she compelled to show herself to any of the passers-by, the evening darkness concealing one who does not wish to be seen no less than the walls of the house. And apart from these things, she is relieved from every cause which might otherwise compel her for a twofold war, one which attacks her from without, and the other which presses upon her from within. 
For these reasons he who has the superintendence of virgins suffers great alarm, and the danger and distress is yet greater, should any of the things which are contrary to his wishes occur, which God forbid. For if a daughter kept in seclusion is a cause of sleeplessness to her father, his anxiety about her depriving him of sleep, where the fear is great lest she should be childless, or pass the flower of her age (unmarried), or be hated (by her husband), what will he suffer whose anxiety is not concerned with any of these things, but others far greater? For in this case it is not a man who is rejected, but Christ Himself, nor is this barrenness the subject merely of reproach, the evil ends in the destruction of the soul; for every tree, it is said, which does not bring forth good fruit, is hewn down and cast into the fire. (Mat. 3:10). And for one who has been repudiated by the divine Bridegroom, it is not sufficient to receive a certificate of divorce and so to depart, but she has to pay the penalty of everlasting punishment. 

Moreover, a father according to the flesh has many things which make the custody of his daughter easy; for the mother, and nurse, and a multitude of handmaids share in helping the parent to keep the maiden safe. For neither is she permitted to be perpetually hurrying into the market-place, nor when she does go there is she compelled to show herself to any of the passersby, the evening darkness concealing one who does not wish to be seen no less than the walls of the house. And apart from these things, she is relieved from every cause ‘which might otherwise compel her 

to meet the gaze of men; for no anxiety about the necessaries of life, no menaces of oppressors, nor anything of that kind reduces her to this unfortunate necessity, her father acting in her stead in all these matters; while she herself has only one anxiety, which is to avoid doing or saying anything unworthy of the modest conduct which becomes her. 

But in the other case there are many things which make the custody of the virgin difficult, or rather impossible for the father; for he could not have her in his house with himself, as dwelling together in that way would be neither seemly nor safe. For even if they themselves should suffer no loss, but continue to preserve their innocence unsullied, they would have to give an account for the souls which they have offended, just as much as if they happened to sin with one another. And it being impossible for them to live together, it is not easy to understand the movements of the character, and to suppress the impulses which are ill regulated, or train and improve those which are better ordered and tuned. Nor is it an easy thing to interfere in her habits of walking out; for her poverty and want of a guardian does not permit him to become an exact investigator of the propriety of her conduct. For as she is compelled to manage all her affairs she has many pretexts for going out, if at least she is not inclined to be self-controlled. Now he who commands her to stay always at home ought to cut off these pretexts, providing for her independence in the necessaries of life, and giving her some woman who will see to the management of these things. He must also keep her away from funeral obsequies, and nocturnal festivals; for that artful serpent knows only too well how to scatter his poison through the medium even of good deeds. And the maiden must be fenced on every side, and rarely go out of the house during the whole year, except when she is constrained by inexorable necessity. Now if any one should say that none of these things is the proper work of a bishop to take in hand, let him be assured that the anxieties and the reasons concerning what takes place in every case have to be referred to him.... 

However, I could not enumerate all the anxieties concerned with the care of the virgins; for when they have to be entered on the list, they occasion no small trouble to him who is entrusted with this business. (120) 

Cyprian and Chrysostom also agreed in their condemnation of the widespread custom of male and female ascetics living under the same roof. (121) Many other writers joined them in this condemnation. They feared the danger of sin, and of scandal or at least suspicion on the part of the rest of the Christian community. Surprisingly, it does not seem that these situations were frequent. In the case mentioned by Cyprian virgins dwell with deacons, but there is no evidence of sin. (122) Chrysostom does not even seem to have had a particular case in mind, otherwise he would have mentioned it to confirm the danger of such a custom. Jerome’s accusation is slanderous.(123) The Council of Ancyra (314) prohibited such cohabitation in a canon condemning fallen virgins as bigamists.(124) It was also prohibited by the laws of the Emperor.(125) The custom of the subintroductae virgines is mentioned from Cyprian to Chrysostom, and in both the West and the East. It was a form of mutual help and protection, and probably it offered some spiritual advantage as well. However, we would not disagree with Cyprian and Chrysostom regarding its potential danger. When ascetics want the advantage of mutual support, the best system is of course that of a community of men or of women, i.e., convent life, which allows a true communal life with its material and spiritual advantages. 

Development of Convent Life for Virgins 

The fourth century was the “golden age” of the Church in many respects. The conversion of the Emperor and the end of persecutions, a large increase in the number of Christians, the development of liturgy and the judiciary in the local Church, a clear definition and exercise of Metropolitan structures, and finally, the resolution of Trinitarian and Christological controversies in the great councils of that period—all these things are ample evidence of a surge of life in the Church. It would be unfair to say with Jerome and many modern scholars that the Church lost her spiritual strength in the Constantinian era because of the slothful and half-converted crowd which invaded her ranks.(126) The same heroism of Christian life which made martyrs during the persecutions originated the monks of the Christian Empire. It is right to say that they withdrew to the desert in order to find perfection outside a community which did not live up to the level of their ideals. It is true also that these same monks were the product of the Christian community from which they withdrew. 

Not only did many virgins live among the Christian community, but often monasteries of women appeared next to the monasteries of men in cities and the desert. The present section deals with this development of convent life for women in the Constantinian era. 

Pachomius, the founder of cenobitic life in Egypt, established a monastery for women under the direction of his sister which was patterned after the monastery for men on the other side of the river. In the Lausiac History, Palladius, who describes the rule of Pachomius, provides some information about the monastery of women and an event which occurred there:

In addition to these was also a monastery of some four hundred women. They had the same sort of management and the same way of life, except for the cloak. The women lived on one side of the river opposite the men. When a virgin died, the others laid her out for burial, and they carried her body and placed it on the bank of the river. The brethren would cross on a ferry-boat and carrying palm leaves and olive branches bring the body over and bury it in the common cemetery. 

No one goes over to the women’s monastery except the priest and deacon, and they go only on Sunday. This incident took place in that monastery; a tailor of the world crossed over through ignorance, looking for work. A young virgin came out—the place was deserted—and heard his story. She answered him: “We have our own tailors.” 

Another virgin saw this happen, and a while later, when an argument ensued, she was stirred up by a diabolical motive and her mind was so deranged that she made a false accusation against the other to the rest of the sisterhood. A few joined her in this wicked act. The other was so grieved at undergoing this persecution, since she had not had the slightest idea of committing such a sin, that she could remain there no longer and she secretly threw herself into the river and died. 

The talebearer, realizing the guilt on her own part in her false accusation, aware that she was the one who had brought about the crime, could stand it no longer and hanged herself. The other sisters told the whole story to the priest when he came. He ordered that the sacrifice was not to be offered for either of them. As for those who did not effect a reconciliation when they knew the charge was completely false and still were willing to believe their story, he separated them from the others and forbade them to receive Communion for a period of seven years.(127) 

According to the Rule of Pachomius,(128) the women divided their work between prayer (private and common) and handwork. They made the clothes of the monks and their own. They were trained in obedience to a superior and exercised in the specific virtues of community life. They learned the Holy Scriptures by heart, especially the Psalms, for the purpose of worship and of meditation. According to the Pachomian Rule, training in community life was a necessary step before becoming hermit. Compared to the number of cenobites, hermits were few. However, cases of women living as hermits are known.

Pachomius entrusted his sister with the direction of the monastery of women. (129) According to Athanasius (130) the sister of Anthony was head of a monastery of virgins in Egypt. According to Gregory Nazianzen, Basil founded monasteries of virgins, (131) and his sister Macrina organized a monastery of women in the family house. (132) Ambrose’s sister was the head of a monastery of women in Rome. (133) Constantine’s daughter founded the community of virgins of St. Agnes in Rome. (134) The great Roman ladies who surrounded Jerome founded communities of women in their own houses. Marcella opened her house on the Aventine to widows and virgins interested in contemplative life.(135) Principia, Asella, Fabiola, Paula and her daughters belonged to the first group of Roman ladies, whose teacher and spiritual adviser was Jerome.136 Later on, Paula and her daughter Eustochium joined Jerome in Palestine and founded a monastery of women in Bethlehem. (137) Augustine’s sister was the head of the monastery of women at Hippo.(138) Scholastica, the sister of Benedict of Nursia, headed a monastery of women. Gregory the Great mentioned the existence of convents of women in Rome and the country-side, and founded such a convent near the Agrippa Baths.(139) The same Gregory attested that during the invasion of the Lombards he had to support three thousand religious women living in monasteries, part of whom may have been refugees. (140) In the first half of the fifth century, Etheria, who was probably the superior of a monastery of women in Spain, travelled all over Asia Minor and visited many convents of virgins. (141) According to Sulpicius Severus (142) there were monasteries of women in France as early as the fourth century, and Possidius, Augustine’s biographer, (143) attests that because of Augustine’s influence monasteries of women in Africa were prosperous. Melania the Younger from Rome (l44) and Empress Eudoxia from Constantinople founded convents of women in Jerusalem.(145) All these examples are just a few among many others. They are better known because they are the foundations of famous women or of famous men through family members. Like monasteries of men, convents of women were founded in every Church and often the bishop made arrangements in order to secure the possessions and privileges of these communities against possible contrary interests of successors. The maximum density of convents in a local Church seems to have been reached by the Theban town of Oxyrhynchos which, according to the Historia Monachorum in Aegypto, counted 5000 monks in the city and the same number outside.(146)
The following passages will serve to illustrate this movement 

The Life of Macrina, (Gregory of Nyssa) 
Macrina was a woman who raised herself by ‘philosophy’ to the greatest heights of human virtue (Intr.). In other terms, Macrina aimed at perfection according to the ideals of ‘philosophy’ or wisdom. She was also capable of theological speculation. 

Her parents gave her the name of her grandmother who confessed Christ during the persecution. But according to a vision of her mother Emmelia, she was destined to be a new Thecla, the pattern of holy virginity. 

The education of the child was her mother’s task. She taught her not those tragic passions of womanhood which afforded poets their suggestions and plots, or the indecencies of comedy, to be so to speak, defiled with unseemly tales of “the harem”. But such parts of inspired Scripture as you think were incomprehensible to young children were the subject of the girl’s studies; in particular the Wisdom of Solomon, and those parts of it especially which have an ethical bearing. Nor was she ignorant of any part of the Psalter, but at stated times she recited every part of it. When she rose from bed, or engaged in household duties, or rested, or partook of food, or retired from table, when she went to bed or rose in the night for prayer, the Psalter was her constant companion, like a good fellow-traveller that never deserted her (p. 23). 

When she reached her 12th year— she was a beautiful girl— , a great swarm of suitors seeking her in marriage crowded round, her parents. But her father—a shrewd man with a reputation for forming right decisions —picked out from the rest a young man related to the family, who was just leaving school, of good birth and remarkable steadiness, and decided to betroth his daughter to him, as soon as she was old enough. Meantime he aroused great hopes, and he offered to his future father-in-laws his fame in public speaking, as it were one of the bridegroom gifts; for he displayed the power of his eloquence in forensic contests on behalf of the wronged. 
But Envy cut off these bright hopes by snatching away the poor lad from life. Now Macrina was not ignorant of her father’s schemes. But when the plan formed for her was shattered by the young man’s death, she said her father’s intention was equivalent to a marriage, and resolved to “remain single henceforward, just as if the intention had become accomplished fact. And indeed her determination was more steadfast than could have been expected from her age, For when her parents brought proposals of marriage to her, as often happened owing to the number of suitors that came attracted by the fame of her beauty, she would say that it was absurd and unlawful not to be faithful to the marriage that had been arranged for her by her father, but to be compelled to consider another; since in the nature of things there was but one marriage, as one birth and one death. She persisted that the man who had been linked to her by her parents’ arrangement was not dead, but that she considered him who lived to God, thanks to the hope of the resurrection, to be absent only, not dead; it was wrong not to keep faith with the bridegroom who was away (p. 24-25). 
She cared for her mother and helped her to bear her burden of responsibilities, for she had four sons and five daughters, and paid taxes to three different governors, since her property was scattered in as many districts. In consequence her mother was distracted with various anxieties, for her father had by this time departed this life. In all these matters she shared her mother’s toils, dividing her cares with her, and lightening her heavy load, of sorrows. At one and the same time, thanks to her mother’s guardianship, she was keeping her own life blameless, so that her mother’s eye both directed and witnessed all she did; and also by her own life she instructed her mother greatly, leading her to the same mark, that of philosophy I mean, and gradually drawing her on to the immaterial and more perfect life (p. 27). 
When her brother Basil, returned from the University (Antioch and Athens), she converted him to her ideals: When the mother had arranged excellent marriages for the other sisters, such as was best in each case, Macrina’s brother, the great Basil, returned after his long period of education, already a practised rhetorician. He was puffed up beyond measure with the pride of oratory and looked down on the local dignitaries, excelling in his own estimation all the men of leading and position. Nevertheless Macrina took him in hand, and with such speed did she draw him also toward the mark of philosophy that he forsook the glories of this world and despised fame by speaking, and deserted it for this busy life where one toils with one’s hands. His renunciation of property was complete, lest anything should impede the life of virtue. 
Then, Macrina and her mother organized their life at home: Macrina persuaded her mother to give up “her ordinary life and all showy style of living, and the services of domestics to which she had been accustomed before, and bring her point of view down to that of the masses, and to share the life of the maids, treating all her slave girls and menials as if they were sisters and, belonged to the same rank as herself,.. The life of the virgin (Macrina) became her mother’s guide and led her to this philosophic and spiritual manner of life. And weaning her from all accustomed, luxuries, Macrina drew her on to adopt her own standard of humility. She induced her to live on a footing of equality with the staff of maids, so as to share with them in the same food, the same kind of bed, and in all the necessaries of life without any regard to differences of rank. No anger or .jealousy, no hatred, or pride, was observed in their midst, nor anything else of this nature, since they had cast away all vain desires for honour and glory, all vanity, arrogance, and the like. Continence was their luxury, and obscurity their glory. Poverty and the casting away of all material superfluities like dust from their bodies, was their wealth . . .Nothing was left but the care of divine things and the unceasing round of prayer and endless hymnody, coextensive with time itself, practised night and day.. .what human words could make you realise such a life as this, a life on the borderline between human and spiritual nature? (p. 34-35). 

Naucratius, the second of the four brothers, was a brilliant boy who was very successful as an orator and lawyer. When he was 21 years old, drawn by an irresistible impulse, he went off to a life of solitude and poverty, caring for old people whom he fed with the fruit of his fishing expeditions, but he died accidentally. His death afflicted the women very deeply, and Macrina had to teach her mother how to be brave in soul

Macrina also trained her younger brother Peter; She took him soon after birth from the nurse’s breast and reared him herself and educated him on a lofty system of training, practising him from infancy in holy studies, so as not to give his soul leisure to turn to vain things. Thus having become all things to the lad — father, teacher, tutor, mother, giver of all good advice — . . .he aspired to the high mark of philosophy. ..He was all in all to his sister and mother, cooperating with them in the pursuit of the angelic life. Once, when a severe famine had occurred and crowds from all quarters were frequenting the retreat where they lived, drawn by the fame of their benevolence, Peter’s kindness supplied such an abundance of food that the desert seemed a city by reason of the number of visitors (p. 37-38). 
Basil became priest and then bishop of Caesarea of Cappadocia. He ordained Peter to the priesthood. Gregory, the future bishop of Nyssa, the author of the Life of Macrina, was also trained by his sister Macrina. We know through Gregory’s sermon on the 40 martyrs of an event of his youth which manifests his reluctance to comply with the training offered by Macrina. Gregory, who was then a student, refused to participate with his mother and sister in a pilgrimage to the shrine of the martyrs of Sebastes. Severely warned in a vision, he repented and wept on the relics, begging for pardon. Later on, however, although he was a reader in church and a man promised to a life of continence, he married and became a rhetor in Caesarea. He came back to the ideals of monasticism “without the glory of virginity”, and was made a bishop of Nyssa against his will by his brother Basil. He loved theological speculation more than the busy life of a pastor. But in spite of his poor administrative ability, he proved to be a good bishop. 

Macrina founded a monastery for women on their estate at Annesi, where Basil had already founded a monastery for men. At that time Peter was the successor of Basil as the head of this community. Macrina was not the head of the community of the women, but she was a living example and a spiritual mother for all. Gregory of Nyssa describes his last visit to her and her death, and gives us details about her asceticism and her contemplative life. For instance, she did not sleep on a bed or couch, but on the floor. Gregory and Macrina had a long theological conversation: she discussed various subjects, inquiring into human affairs and revealing in her conversation the divine purpose concealed in disasters. Besides this, she discussed the future life, as if inspired by the Holy Spirit, so that it almost seemed, as if my soul were lifted up by the help of her words away from mortal nature and placed within the heavenly sanctuary... She was uplifted as she discoursed to us on the nature of the soul and explained the reason of life in the flesh, and why man was made, and how he was mortal, and the origin of death and the nature of the journey from death to life again, (p. 46)...She did not even in her last breath find anything strange in the hope of the Resurrection, nor even shrink at the departure from this life, but with lofty mind continued to discuss up to her last the convictions she had formed from the beginning about this life — all this seemed to me more than human (p. 53). 
She also discussed the idea of spiritual marriage, basis of the consecration of holy virginity: “Therefore I think she revealed to the bystanders that divine and pure love of the invisible bridegroom, which she kept hidden and nourished in the secret places of the soul toward Him whom she desired, that she might speedily be with. Him, loosed from the chains of the body. For in very truth her course was directed towards virtue, and, nothing else could divert her attention. 
Her last prayer, framed after the liturgical prayer at burials, reflects her view of the Cross of Christ as a pattern of self-offering in continence and renunciation of the world and the flesh. She died while she was reciting the thanksgiving prayer at the lighting of the lamp for Vespers. After her death, some secrets of her ascetic life were discovered. Vestiana, a widow, the daughter of a Senator, who joined Macrina, and Lampadia, a deaconess, who was the head of the community, prepared her body. Macrina had no personal clothes, but Gregory had brought a beautiful bridal dress for the purpose of her burial. They discovered a chain and an iron cross with a relic of the cross of Christ on her neck. A scar on her breast was a reminder of a tumor she had in her youth, for which she refused to consult a physician: When her mother felt despondent and. again urged her bo allow the doctor to come, she said it would suffice for the cure of her disease if her mother would make the holy seal on the place with her hand. But when the mother put her hand within her bosom, to make the sign of the cross on the part, the sign worked and the tumour disappeared. 

A funeral vigil took place around the corpse of Macrina, during which the virgins sang psalms and hymns as in the case of martyrs’ festivals. There were no lamentations as was usual among the pagans and even the Christians. A ceremony took place in the church and was conducted by the local bishop. And Macrina was buried in the family grave. (Resumé with direct quotations.) 
The Rule of Paula’s Monastery 

(1) The Story of Paula 
Jerome relates the story of Paula in detail —her high birth, marriage, social relations in Rome, conversion and subsequent life as a Christian ascetic. She visited the monasteries of Nitria in Egypt and the most sacred places of the Holy Land. Finally she settled in Bethlehem, where she founded and headed a monastery of women. After her death, her daughter Eustochium became the head of the community. 

What poor man, as he lay dying, was not wrapped in blankets given by Paula? 

What bedridden person was not supported with money from her purse? She would seek out such with the greatest diligence throughout the city, and would think it a misfortune were any hungry and sick person to be supported by another’s food. So lavish was her charity that she robbed her children; and, when her relatives remonstrated with her for doing so, she declared that she was leaving to them a better inheritance in the mercy of Christ (5). 

My carping critics must not insinuate that I am drawing on my imagination or decking Paula, like Aesop’s crow, with the fine feathers of other birds. Humility is the first of Christian graces, and hers was so pronounced that one who had never seen her, and who on account of her celebrity had desired to see her, would have believed that he saw not her but the lowest of her maids. When she was surrounded by companies of virgins she was always the least remarkable in dress, in speech, in gesture, and in gait. From the time that her husband died until she fell asleep herself she never sat at meat with a man, even though she might know him to stand on the pinnacle of the episcopate. She never entered a bath except when dangerously ill. Even in the severest fever she rested not on an ordinary bed but on the hard ground covered only with a mat of goat’s hair; if that can be called rest which made day and night alike a time of almost unbroken prayer. Well did she fulfil the words of the psalter: All the night make I my bed to swim; I water my couch with my tears (Ps. 6:6). Her tears welled forth as it were from fountains, and she lamented her slightest faults as if they were sins of the deepest dye. Constantly did I warn her to spare her eyes and to keep them for the reading of the Gospel; but she only said: “I must disfigure that face which contrary to God’s commandments I have painted with rouge, white lead, and antimony. I must mortify this body which has been given up to many pleasures. I must make up for my long laughter by weeping. I must exchange my soft linen and costly silks for rough goat’s hair. I who have pleased my husband and the world in the past, desire now to please Christ” (15). 

I wished her to be more careful in managing her own concerns, but she with a faith more glowing than mine clave to the Saviour with her whole heart and poor in spirit followed the Lord in His poverty, giving back to Him what she had received and becoming poor for His sake. She obtained her wish at last and died leaving her daughter overwhelmed with a mass of debts. This Eustochium still owes and indeed cannot hope to pay off by her own exertions; only the mercy of Christ can free her from it (15).

(2) The Rule 

Jerome explains the rules of Paula’s monastery, and how she cared for everyone (20):

I shall now describe the order of her monastery and the method by which she turned the continence of saintly souls to her own profit. She sowed carnal things that she might reap spiritual things; she gave earthly things that she might receive heavenly things; she forewent things temporal that she might in their stead obtain things eternal. Besides establishing a monastery for men, the charge of which she left to men, she divided into three companies and monasteries the numerous virgins whom she had gathered out of different provinces, some of whom were of noble birth while others belonged to the middle or lower classes. But, although they worked and had their meals separately from each other, these three companies met together for psalm-singing and prayer. After the chanting of the Alleluia—the signal by which they were summoned to the Collect—no one was permitted to remain behind. But either first or among the first Paula used to await the arrival of the rest, urging them to diligence rather by her own modest example than by motives of fear. At dawn, at the third, sixth, and ninth hours, at evening, and at midnight they, recited the psalter each in turn. No sister was allowed to be ignorant of the psalms, and all had every day to learn a certain portion of the holy scriptures. On the Lord’s day only they proceeded to the church beside which they lived, each company following its own mother-superior. Returning home in the same order, they then devoted themselves to their allotted tasks, and made garments either for themselves or else for others. If a virgin was of noble birth, she was not allowed to have an attendant belonging to her own household lest her maid having her mind full of the doings of old days and of the license of childhood might by constant converse open old wounds and renew former errors. All the sisters were clothed alike. Linen was not used except for drying the hands. So strictly did Paula separate them from men that she would not allow even eunuchs to approach them. When a sister was backward in coming to the recitation of the psalms or showed herself remiss in her work, Paula used to approach her in different ways. Was she quick-tempered? Paula coaxed her. Was she phlegmatic? Paula chid her, copying the example of the apostle who said: What will ye? Shall I come to you with a rod or in love and in the spirit of meekness? (I Cor. 4:21) Apart from food and raiment she allowed no one to have anything she could call her own, for Paul had said, Having food and raiment let us be therewith content. (I Tim 6:8) She was afraid lest the custom of having more should breed covetousness in them; an appetite which no wealth can satisfy, for the more it has the more it requires, and neither opulence nor indigence is able to diminish it. When the sisters quarrelled one with another she reconciled them with soothing words. If the younger ones were troubled with fleshly desires, she broke their force by imposing redoubled fasts; for she wished her virgins to be ill in body rather than to suffer in soul. If she chanced to notice any sister too attentive to her dress, she reproved her for her error with knitted brows and severe looks, saying: “a clean body and a clean dress mean an unclean soul. A virgin’s lips should never utter an improper or an impure word, for such indicate a lascivious mind and by the outward man the faults of the inward are made manifest.” When she saw a sister verbose and talkative or forward and taking pleasure in quarrels, and when she found after frequent admonitions that the offender showed no signs of improvement; she placed her among the lowest of the sisters and outside their society, ordering her to pray at the door of the refectory instead of with the rest, and commanding her to take her food by herself, in the hope that where rebuke had failed shame might bring about a reformation. The sin of theft she loathed as if it were sacrilege; and that which among men of the world is counted little or nothing she declared to be in a monastery a crime of the deepest dye. How shall I describe her kindness and attention towards the sick or the wonderful care and devotion with which she nursed them? Yet, although when others were sick she freely gave them every indulgence, and even allowed them to eat meat; when she fell ill herself, she made no concessions to her own weakness, and seemed unfairly to change in her own case to harshness the kindness which she was always ready to show to others. (148) (Abbreviated Text.) 
The Rule of Augustine for Women 

Augustine’s sister was the head of a convent of women at Hippo. After she died, a disagreement arose between her successor and the new priest appointed to serve the convent. In order to remedy the disorder in the convent, Augustine wrote to the community. His Epistle 211 (A.D. 413) deals with principles and details of community life and is considered as the Rule of Augustine. His Rule for men is simply a transposition of this Epistle to the masculine gender without adequate reworking.

Augustine, Epistle 211 

The rules which we lay down to be observed by you as persons settled in a monastery are these:—First of all, in order to fulfil the end for which you have been gathered into one community, dwell in the house with unity of spirit, and let your hearts and minds be one in God. Also call nothing the property of anyone, but let all things be common property, and let distribution of food and raiment to be made to each of you by the prioress not equally to all, because you are not all equally strong, but to every one according to her need. For you read in the Acts of the Apostles: They had all things in common: and distribution was made to every man according as he had need (Acts 4:35). Let those who had any worldly goods when they entered the monastery cheerfully desire that these become common property. Let those who had no worldly goods not ask within the monastery for luxuries which they could not have while they were outside of its walls. . . 

Let them, moreover, not hold their heads high because they are associated on terms of equality with persons whom they durst not have approached in the outer world; but let them rather lift their hearts on high, and not seek after earthly possessions, lest, if the rich be made lowly but the poor be puffed up with vanity in our monasteries, these institutions become useful only to the rich, and hurtful to the poor. On the other hand, however, let not those who seemed to hold some position in the world regard with contempt their sisters, who in coming into this sacred fellowship, have left a condition of poverty; let them be careful to glory rather in the fellowship of their poor sisters, than in the rank of their wealthy parents... 

Be regular in prayers at the appointed hours and times. In the oratory let no one do anything else than the duty for which the place was made, and from which it has received its name; so that if any of you, having leisure, wish to pray at other hours than those appointed, they may not be hindered by others using the place for any other purpose. In the psalms and hymns used in your prayers to God, let that be pondered in the heart which is uttered by the voice; chant nothing but what you find prescribed to be chanted; whatever is not so prescribed is not to be chanted. 

Keep the flesh under by fastings and by abstinence from meat and drink, so far as health allows. When any one is not able to fast, let her not, unless she be ill, take any nourishment except at the customary hour of repast. From the time of your coming to table until you rise from it, listen without noise and wrangling to whatever may be in course read to you; let not your mouth alone be exercised in receiving food, let your ears be also occupied in receiving the word of God. 

If those who are weak in consequence of their early training are treated somewhat differently in regard to food, this ought not to be vexatious or seem unjust to others whom a different training has made more robust. And let them not esteem these weaker ones more favoured than themselves, because they receive a fare somewhat less frugal than their own, but rather congratulate themselves on enjoying a vigour of constitution which the others do not possess. (They should not be disturbed) if to those who have entered the monastery after a more delicate upbringing at home, there be given any food, clothing, couch, or covering... It is a detestable perversion of monastic discipline, when the poor are trained to luxury in a monastery in which the wealthy are, so far as they can bear it, trained to hardships...

Let your apparel be in no wise conspicuous; and aspire to please others by your behaviour rather than by your attire. Let your head-dresses not be so thin as to let the nets below them be seen. Let your hair be worn wholly covered, and let it neither be carelessly dishevelled nor too scrupulously arranged when you go beyond the monastery. When you go anywhere, walk together; when you come to the place to which you were going, stand together. In walking, in standing, in deportment, and in all your movements let nothing be done which might attract the improper desires of any one, but rather let all be in keeping with your sacred character. Though a passing glance be directed toward any man, let your eyes look fixedly at none; for when you are walking you are not forbidden to see men, but you must neither let your desires go out to them, nor wish to be the objects of desire on their part. For it is not only by touch that a woman awakens in any man or cherishes towards him such desire, this may be done by inward feelings and by looks. And say not that you have chaste minds though you may have wanton eyes, for a wanton eye is the index of a wanton heart... 

When, therefore, you are together in the church, or in any other place where men also are present, guard your chastity by watching over one another, and God, who dwelleth in you, will thus guard you by means of yourselves. And if you perceive in any one of your number this forwardness of eye, warn her at once, so that the evil which has begun may not go on, but be checked immediately. But if, after this admonition, you see her repeat the offence, or do the same thing on any other subsequent day, whoever may have had the opportunity of seeing this must now report her as one who has been wounded and requires to be healed, but not without pointing her out to another, and perhaps a third sister, so that she may be convicted by the testimony of two or three witnesses, and may be reprimanded with necessary severity... But before she is pointed out to others as witnesses by whom she may be convicted if she deny the charge, the offender ought to be brought before the prioress, if after admonition she has refused to be corrected, so that by her being in this way more privately rebuked, the fault which she has committed may not become known to all the others. If, however, she then deny the charge, then others must be employed to observe her conduct after the denial, so that now before the whole sisterhood she may not be accused by one witness, but convicted by two or three. When convicted of the fault, it is her duty to submit to the corrective discipline which may be appointed by the prioress or the prior. If she refuse to submit to this, and does not go away from you of her own accord, let her be expelled from your society.... 

But if any one among you has gone on into so great sin as to receive secretly from any man letters or gifts of any description, let her be pardoned and prayed for if she confess this of her own accord. If, however, she is found out and is convicted of such conduct, let her be more severely punished, according to the sentence of the prioress, or of the prior, or even of the bishop. 

Keep your clothes in one place, under the care of one or two, or as many as may be required to shake them so as to keep them from being injured by moths; and as your food is supplied from the storeroom, let your clothes be provided from one wardrobe.... When persons of either sex bring to their own daughters in the monastery, or to inmates belonging to them by any other relationship, presents of clothing or of other articles which are to be regarded as necessary, such gifts are not to be received privately, but must be under the control of the prioress, that, being added to the common stock, they may be placed at the service of any inmate to whom they may be necessary. If any one conceal any gift bestowed on her, let sentence be passed on her as guilty of theft. 

Let your clothes be washed, whether by yourselves or by washerwomen, at such intervals as are approved by the prioress, lest the indulgence of undue solicitude about spotless raiment produce inward stains upon your souls. Let the washing of the body and the use of baths be not constant, but at the usual interval assigned to it, i.e., once in a month. In the case, however, of illness rendering necessary the washing of the person, let it not be unduly delayed; let it be done on the physician’s recommendation without complaint; and even though the patient be reluctant, she must do at the order of the prioress what health demands.... Finally, if a handmaid of God suffers from any hidden pain of body, let her statement as to her suffering be believed without hesitation; but if there is any uncertainty whether that which she finds agreeable be really of use in curing her pain, let the physician be consulted. To the baths, or to any place whither it may be necessary to go, let no fewer than three go at any time. Moreover, the sister requiring to go anywhere is not to go with those whom she may choose herself, but with those the prioress may order...

Let those who have charge, whether in the storeroom, or in the wardrobe, or in the library, render service to their sisters without murmuring. Let manuscripts be applied for at a fixed hour every day, and let none who ask them at other hours receive them. But at whatever time clothes and shoes may be required by one in need of these, let not those in charge of this department delay supplying the want. 

Quarrels should be unknown among you, or at least, if they arise, they should, as quickly as possible be ended, lest anger grow into hatred, and convert a mote into a beam. ... Wherefore, abstain from hard words; but if they have escaped your lips, be not slow to bring words of healing from the same lips by which the wounds were inflicted. When, however, the necessity of discipline compels you to use hard words in res training the younger inmates, even though you feel that in these you have gone too far, it is not imperative on you to ask their forgiveness, lest while undue humility is observed by you towards those who ought to be subject to you, the authority necessary for governing them be impaired; but pardon must nevertheless be sought from the Lord of all, who knows with what good will you love even those whom you reprove it may be with undue severity. 

The love which you bear to each other must not be carnal, but spiritual: for those things which are practised by immodest women in shameful frolic and sporting with one another ought not even to be done by those of your sex who are married, or are intending to marry, and much more ought not to be done by widows or chaste virgins dedicated to be the handmaids of Christ by a holy vow. 

Obey the prioress as a mother, giving her all due honour, that God may not be offended by your forgetting what you owe to her: still more is it incumbent on you to obey the presbyter who has charge of you all. To the prioress most specially belongs the responsibility of seeing that all these rules be observed, and that if any rule has been neglected, the offence be not passed over, but carefully corrected and punished; it being, of course, open to her to refer to the presbyter any matter that goes beyond her province or power. But let her count herself happy not in exercising the power which rules, but in practising the love which serves. In honour in the sight of men let her he raised above you, but in fear in the sight of God let her be as it were beneath your feet. Let her show herself before all a pattern of good works. Let her warn the unruly, comfort the feebleminded, support the weak, be patient toward all (I Thess. 5:14). Let her cheerfully observe and cautiously impose rules. And , though both are necessary, let her be more anxious to be loved than to be feared by you; always reflecting that for you she must give account to God... 

That you may examine yourselves by this treatise as by a mirror, and may not through forgetfulness neglect anything let it be read over by you once a week. (149) 

Basil’s Canon on Fallen Virgins

Through Basil’s Canon on Fallen Virgins, we deeply see what was the essence of religious life for a virgin, and what behaviour was actually expected from her. 

Basil’s Canon on Fallen Virgins
Concerning fallen virgins who, after professing to the Lord the life in holiness, then, by succumbing to the lusts of the flesh, have made their vows void, our fathers, in simple terms and gently showing indulgence to the weakness of the fallen, decreed that they should be received after a year, ranking them on the principle of a likeness to bigamists. But it seems to me, since by God’s grace the Church as it advances is becoming stronger, and the order of virgins is now increasing, that we should give strict attention both to the act as it appears to us on reflection, and to the meaning of Scripture as it is possible to discover it through inference. For widowhood is inferior to virginity: consequently the sin also of widows is much less than that of virgins. Let us see accordingly what is written to Timothy by Paul; But the younger widows avoid. For when they have grown wanton in Christ, they will marry: having damnation, because they have made void their first faith. (I Tim. 5:11-12). If, then, a widow lies under a very heavy charge, on the ground that she has made void her faith in Christ, what must we think of the virgin who is a spouse of Christ and a sacred vessel dedicated to the Lord! A great sin indeed it is that even a handmaid giving herself to a secret marriage should fill the house with corruption, and through her evil life do an affront to her master; but it is far worse, of course, that the bride should become an adulteress and, dishonouring her union with the bridegroom, give herself over to licentious pleasures. Therefore, while the widow, as a corrupted handmaid, is condemned, the virgin lies under the charge of adultery. Just as, therefore, we call him an adulterer who associates with the wife of another, not receiving him into communion until he cease from the sin, so clearly shall we also decree in the case of him who keeps the virgin. But we must now agree beforehand on this — that she is named a virgin who willingly has consecrated herself to the Lord, and has renounced marriage, and has preferred the life of holiness. And we sanction their professions from that time at which their age possesses the fullness of reason. For it is not proper to consider children’s words entirely final in such matters, but she who is above sixteen or seventeen years, and is mistress of her faculties, who has been examined carefully and has remained constant and has persisted in her petitions for admittance, should then be enrolled among the virgins, and we should ratify the profession of said virgin, and inexorably punish her violation of it. For parents, and brothers, and other relatives bring forward many girls before the proper age, not because these girls have an inner urge toward celibacy, but in order that their relatives may provide some worldly advantage for themselves. Such should not be received readily, until we shall have clearly examined into their own personal inclination. (150) 

Concerning the canonical status of a fallen virgin, Basil adds: “The fornication of canonical persons must not be accounted as marriage, but their union must by all means be dissolved.”(151) He also states the following: and “She who has professed virginity and has failed in her promise shall fulfil the time for the sin of her adultery in the rule of a life by herself. The same also applies to those who have professed the monastic life and have fallen”.(152) Augustine, however, who teaches the same doctrine of consecrated virginity as a spiritual marriage to Christ, refuses to derive the conclusion that a subsequent marriage would be invalid and should be dissolved:

Great evil results from the in inconsiderate opinion of persons who hold that the marriage of a woman who has been unfaithful to her holy vows is invalid; often, such women are forced to separate themselves from their husbands, as though they were adulteresses and not lawful wives, and, when those who hold this opinion wish these separated women to return to continence, they cause their husbands to become real adulterers when they marry other women while their wives are still living. On this account, it is impossible for me to admit that women who marry after abandoning a more perfect state do not contract a valid marriage but commit adultery. 
A fallen virgin was considered and treated as an adulterous woman. The best evidence is the plea of Augustine against this interpretation. Civil law supported this view of the fallen virgin as an adulteress, did not acknowledge her marriage, and sometimes even punished her (153)

Mystical, Liturgical And Active Life Of The Virgins 

Mystical and Active Life 

We turn now to a consideration of the spiritual life of virgins. Although they exercised some activity in charities or otherwise, nothing distinguished them in this regard from other women. Here or there they may have been teachers and nurses, since all religious were trained to read and there were hospitals attached to churches and monasteries, (155) but they cannot be compared to our teaching or nursing nuns of today who belong to active orders or are destined to an active life. Just like the widows studied above the virgins were contemplatives of the Early Church, living in prayer and asceticism. We also noticed above that contemplative life was considered to be the height and end of Christian life for both married and unmarried people. However, it was generally accepted that this perfection of life could be reached more easily by those whom widowhood or an early consecration had made free for service to God. Widows seem to have comprised a majority of the contemplative in the three first centuries, but in the fourth century virgins increased in number and were the true representatives of contemplative life. 

Can we say that the virgins practised a much more severe asceticism than other Christians? All the Fathers of the Church, beginning with Tertullian and Hermas, speak of “stations”, i.e., days of fasting and vigils in the Church. As a Montanist Tertullian inclined to increase the number and severity of these stations, but did not add any particular obligations for virgins in this regard. Hermas simply urged the faithful, without discrimination, to give as alms what they could save through fasting. Cyprian repeated the same teaching, seeing in this combination between fasting and almsgiving a twofold title to obtain the remission of our sins. But, when he recommends almsgiving to virgins, he seems to be addressing well-to-do persons who can easily give to the poor from their superfluous wealth. 

The asceticism taught in the treatises on virginity of that period of time is related to the usual questions: make-up, clothes, ornaments, modesty and continence, the sins of the tongue, and above all the temptation of pride. Virgins inclined, indeed, to extol themselves above other women because of the generally recognized principle of the superiority of virginity over marriage. 

The principle of asceticism for virgins embodied the repeated affirmation that they should profess to live according to the standards of angelic life. (156) The life of virginity appears as a perfection of or an addition to baptism, in so far as the virgin does not live according to the flesh but according to the Spirit. Although still abiding in a body upon earth, the virgin enjoys (to a large extent) the condition of the Sons of the Resurrection, “who do not marry and are not given in marriage, but are similar to the angels of God.” Like the angels, the virgin contemplates and sings praises to God. 

At this point of our development, it might be pertinent to say something concerning an anthropology developed in the fourth century by Gregory of Nyssa, the brother of Basil and Macrina. It may be found at least implicitly in many others. This amazing anthropology explains the theological importance of virginity, and relies on virginity as its principle

Gregory of Nyssa explains (157) that God created man according to His image and likeness, but instead of giving him the body suited to the divine image he gave him the body of the brute, creating him “male and female”, with the order to “grow and multiply” like animals. In His mercy, God wanted to prevent man from the irremissible fall of angels. For that purpose He provided our race with a mode of life and thought which was indeed inferior to that of the angels, but this makes a return possible. Actually human spiritual life has its ups and downs. Opportunities for sin multiply, but also opportunities for good deeds. The Redemption through Christ is made possible by the delay imposed on our final salvific decision by the weakness of our human nature. After our death we shall be given, not this corruptible body, but the body of the Resurrection, i.e., our genuine body, suited to our creation according to the image and likeness of God. The body of the resurrection has nothing to do with the characteristics designated by male and female. Gregory of Nyssa, therefore, can call it the “body of our virginity.” As a corollary, he can affirm that those upon earth who live in holy virginity actually live according to the genuine patterns of creation, and anticipate our future heavenly condition when we shall put on the plenitude of our human nature. For this reason it Is absolutely right to elect a life of holy virginity. Those who choose marriage obey an inferior, although divine, dispensation. 

The development given above on angelic life and the anthropology of holy virginity in Gregory of Nyssa should not induce us to believe that we have reached the heart of the question. The essential aspect of the spiritual life of virgins is properly mystical, i.e., a mystery in the sense of Ephesians 5:21-33—a marriage of the virgin to Christ. We find this idea present in the texts from the beginning to the end of the Patristic Church, and it remained the “mystery” of religious life throughout the centuries up to our times. The idea is old indeed, since it derives from the Biblical notion of a marriage between the people of Israel and their God. Evidence for it is found in the Covenants between God and Israel; in Hosea whose unfaithful wife is compared to Israel, in Song of Songs, the hymn of the Bride (Israel) waiting for her Spouse; perhaps even in Genesis 2-4, since the Bible begins with a marriage. 

All the treatises on virginity and many epistles written to virgins, witness to the same mysticism: the virgin is the Bride of Christ.(158) She has inherited this dignity from the Church, the heir of the promises made to Israel. The marriage of the virgin to Christ was taken so seriously that a failure to remain faithful to it was considered as an adultery and punished as such. Of course, a marriage to Christ presented certain earthly advantages also. It meant status in Church and society, and also came to involve tax-exemptions. (159) This union was free from the usual worries of marriage: subjection to a husband, child-bearing and raising, the burdens of housewives, and some of the dangers and inconveniences caused by accidents, disease and death. Gregory enlarges on this aspect with rhetorical emphasis in his De virginitate.(160) 

Marriage to Christ was the spiritual form of the virgins’ life of dedication to and love of Christ. It became the ritual of their religious profession itself, as soon as such a ritual appeared. We know the history of this ritual in the Western Church very well through the thorough inquiry of Rene Metz. (161) In order to illustrate this ritual and its spirit without entering the detail of Metz’s discussion , I shall simply quote the moving case which he describes (162) of a young Roman virgin of wealthy parents. Her parents were compelling her to marry. The virgin, who was near the altar, took the hand of the priest and put it on her head; then, she put her head under the altar as under a veil. Metz explains that the putting on of the veil, which was the essential part in the rite for the profession of virginity, was also an essential part of the rite of marriage. Hence, the ritual of marriage became the basis for the profession of virginity, which was interpreted as a spiritual marriage to Christ. 

Progressively the rite for the profession of virginity borrowed more and more from the ritual of marriage, which was itself developing, particularly when the influence of Gallican and German customs completed the old and sober Roman liturgy. (163) 

Liturgical Life of Virgins 

There is no special participation of the virgins in the liturgy during the first three centuries. In fact, we hardly hear mention of virgins before the end of the second century. Women generally shared in the communal singing of psalms and hymns, however. According to J. Quasten, (164) on whom we depend in this particular section, the chant in church was very plain and simple, a kind of recitative singing which the whole congregation could sing from memory and “as with one mouth.” (165) 

A special participation of women in the singing of the community is attested by the choirs of virgins which Ephraem founded to sing his hymns in the liturgy, 

When the holy Ephraem saw how all were being torn away by the singing (of the heretics), and since he wanted to keep his own people away from dishonorable and worldly plays and concerts, he himself founded choirs of consecrated virgins, taught them hymns and responses whose wonderful contents celebrated the birth of Christ, his baptism, fasting, suffering, resurrection and ascension, as well as the martyrs and the dead. He had these virgins come to the church on the feasts of the Lord and on those of the martyrs, as they did on Sundays. He himself was in their midst as their father and the citharist of the Holy Spirit, and he taught them music and the laws of song. (166) 

The singing of Psalms was diligently practised in the convents of women. Beginning in the fourth century, religious women took an active part in the singing of Psalms in city churches. Maruta of Maipherkat (second half of the fourth century) says the following: “It is the will of the general synod that municipal churches should not be without this class of sisters. They shall have a diligent teacher and shall be instructed in reading and especially in psalmody. This is decreed by the synod without anathema”. (167) 

In the Testament of the Lord, (fifth century), the virgins together with choir boys reply in psalmody to the one who sings psalms in church. Interesting instructions are added: “...they shall sing psalms and four canticles—one from Moses, one from Solomon, and the others from the Prophets—with the children, two virgins, three deacons and three presbyters doing the singing.”(168) According to Quasten one and the same person very often performed the offices of both cantor and lector, as was quite natural in smaller churches. It is thus entirely plausible, he adds, that lectresses were also cantors, particularly since ecclesiastical singing approximated a recitative reading from earliest times. Virgins also sang at burials. (169) 

In later centuries, women’s singing disappeared from the liturgy, and the same is true of the participation of the congregation in singing. But choirs of singing boys still maintained a privileged role in church. (170) Among the reasons for their disappearance, Quasten mentions the development of a less simple and more theatrical style of singing which could please worldly minded people, but could not stand the attacks of a kind of Puritanism of Monastic origin which, in some regards, was closer to the spirit of Christian origins.(171) 
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Chapter 4. Women in Ministry

Before describing the ministry of women in the Early Church, we must briefly cons consider the antecedents of this ministry in the New Testament. (173) Together with limitations which prevented women from preaching and assuming authority over men in assemblies, we find good evidence for an exercise of women’s ministry in the New Testament, particularly in Paul. 
Jesus was accompanied, assisted, and witnessed by holy women who were honoured in the Apostolic circle. However, he appointed none of them to be among the Twelve Apostles, or even to be included in the number of the seventy disciples. No women was appointed among the Seven to the tables in order to take care of the widows of the Greeks, in Acts of the Apostles 6:5. Paul allowed women to prophesy — how could he forbid it? He did bid them, however to wear a veil in order to prevent temptation (174) and generally to keep silent in assemblies (I Cor. 14:34-35). The epistles of the Pauline tradition addressed to Timothy forbid women to teach and govern men. Women must silently listen to teaching given in church, and ask their husbands for desirable explanation at home. As a reason for imposing silence on women, the epistle states that’ Eve was formed after Adam, and was responsible for the Fall (I Tim. 2:1-14). 
It is clear that for Paul and the Pauline tradition, women were not admitted to public offices in the community such as teaching or presiding in an assembly. They also could not be presbyters or bishops. 
However, Acts of the Apostles mentions Tabitha, a woman of Joppa, rich in good deeds and alms giving who made and distributed tunics and coates to the poor (175); also Mary Mark’s mother, opened her house to meetings of the Christian community in Jerusalem, (176) and Lydia, a dealer in cloth obliged Paul and his companions to dwell in her house at Philippi. (177) In Romans 16, Paul himself thanks many women who had been of great help to him, for instance, Phoebe: “I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a deaconess of the church at Cenchrae, that you may receive her ín the Lord as befits the saints, and. help her ín whatever she may require from you, for she has been a helper of many and of myself as well. (178) 
But the most interesting case is probably that of Priscilla (also called Prisca) mentioned in Acts 18 and Romans 16. In Romans we read, the following: “Greet Prisca and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus, who risked their necks for my life, to whom not only I but also all the churches of the Gentiles give thanks.” (179) In Acts, Paul explains how he dwelt with Aquila and Priscilla in Corinth and how, after he left for Ephesus, she assumed the task of completing the Christian instruction of Apollo, a brilliant preacher. Obviously, Priscilla was particularly active in missionary work. 
It appears from this evidence that certain Christian women “worked hard” in the service of the word of God, and this included their provision of help by opening their homes to the Apostles and the community. Paul acknowledges the importance of their contribution to the founding and life of the Churches very openly and thankfully. 
Why, then, does he deny them the right to preach and to preside? Paul himself acknowledged a basic equality between male and female in Galatians 3:28: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus”. We are puzzled by this apparent contradiction and injustice. It ís only “apparent”, however, because here as elsewhere in similar cases, the problem is our own in that the burden of understanding and interpretation is on us. We cannot pass judgment on the past only on the basis of to the ideas and the situations of the present. Conversely we cannot impose the ways of the past upon the present indiscriminately. 
Therefore our chief and only purpose in this chapter is to describe the ministry of women in the Early Church, and to explain its orientations, developments, and limitations. The ministry of women which is clearly attested in the Early Church is that of deaconesses and of certain types of widows. This was developed and expanded in the Eastern Church. The cases attesting a ministry of priesthood carried out by women are few and limited to heterodox groups, and thus don’t prove anything. However, the absence of women presbyters in the Early Church must be explained. The explanation lies in the origins and meaning of the Christian Presbyterate. Here also lies, for those willing to further analyze and discuss the materials, the answer to delicate questions concerning the priesthood of women.
Deaconesses 

In The Ministry of Women in the Early Church, (180) Roger Gryson considers Didascalia Apostolorum, a Syrian Church order from the middle of the third century, to be the earliest reliable witness to the existence of an office of deaconess. For good reasons, he concludes that the title diakonos given to Phoebe in Romans 16:1-2 does not designate a specific function, and that as a consequence her case does not prove that the diaconate of women is of Apostolic institution. (181) A second example found in the Epistle of Pliny the Younger to Trajan is unconvincing because of a lack of development. In order to know the truth about the Christians it was necessary, Pliny declared, to torture two servants (ancillae) who were called ministers (ministrae). (182) Other cases do not refer to deaconesses, but to widows, prophetesses, virgins who may have devoted themselves to their brethren and the Church. (183) In addition, we know that the institution of deaconess was not found in Egypt and Palestine, and remained generally unknown in the West.(184) 
The Deaconnesses, therefore, are found in the Syrian and the Greek Churches exclusively. Their status has been clearly distinguished distinguished from that of widows of the Church by recent scholars. (185) There is no need to repeat discussions which leave no doubt. 
We may now turn to the great texts on deaconesses found in Didascalia Apostolorum and in Apostolic Constitutions We may also refer to canonical documents, and pay homage to Olympias, the dedicated deaconness who remained faithful to Chrysostom during his exile. We shall then turn to an interesting class of widows found in Testamentum Domini church order of the fifth century, and a few other documents. They are described as the ‘widows who sit in front”, and seem to be higher in honour than deacons and deaconnesses. 
Didascalia Apostolorum 

The Appointment of Deacons and Deaconesses

Wherefore, O bishop, appoint thee workers of righteousness as helpers who may co-operate with thee unto salvation. Those that please thee out of all the people thou shalt choose and appoint as deacons: a man for the performance of the most things that are required, but a woman for the ministry of women. For there are houses whither thou canst not send a deacon to the women, on account of the heathen, but mayst send a deaconess. Also, because in many other matters the office of a woman deacon is required. In the first place, when women go down into the water, those who go down into the water ought to be anointed by a deaconess with the oil of anointing; and where there is no woman at hand, and especially no deaconess, he who baptizes must of necessity anoint her who is being baptized. But where there is a woman, and especially a deaconess, it is not fitting that women should be seen by men: but with the imposition of hand do thou anoint the head only. As of old priests and kings were anointed in Israel, do thou in like manner, with the imposition of hand, anoint the head of those who receive baptism, whether of men or of women;and afterwards — whether thou thyself baptize, or thou command the deacons or presbyters to baptize — let a woman deacon, as we have already said, anoint the women. But let a man pronounce over them the invocation of the divine Names in the water. 
And when she who is being baptized has come up from the water, let the deaconess receive her; and teach and instruct her how the seal of baptism ought to be (kept) unbroken in purity and holiness. For this cause we say that the ministry of a woman deacon is especially needful and important. For our Lord and Saviour also was ministered unto by women ministers, Mary Magdalene and Mary the daughter of James and mother of Jose, and the mother of the sons of Zebedee, with other women beside. And thou also hast need of the ministry of a deaconess for many things; for a deaconess is required to go into the houses of the heathen where there are believing women, and to visit those who are sick, and to minister to them in that of which they have need, and to bathe those who have begun to recover from sickness. 
And let the deacons imitate the bishops in their conversation: nay, let them even be labouring more than he. And let them not Love filthy lucre; but let them be diligent in the ministry. And in proportion to the number of the congregation of the people of the Church, so let the deacons be, that they may be able to take knowledge (of each) severally and refresh all; so that for the aged women who are infirm, and for brethren and sisters who are in sickness — for everyone they may provide the ministry which is proper for him. 
But let a woman rather be devoted to the ministry of women, and a male deacon to the ministry of men. And let him be ready to obey and to submit himself to the command of the bishop. And let him labour and toil in every place whither he is sent to minister or to speak of some matter to any one. For it behoves each one to know his office and to be diligent in executing it. And be you (bishop and deacon) of one counsel and of one purpose, and one soul dwelling in two bodies. And know what the ministry is, according as our Lord and Saviour said in the Gospel: whoso among you desireth to be chief, let him be your servant: even as the Son of Man came not to be ministered unto, but to minister, and to give his life a ransom for many. So ought you the deacons also to do, if it fall to you to lay down your life for your brethren in the ministry which is due to them. For neither did our Lord and Saviour Himself disdain (to be) ministering to us, as it is written in Isaiah: To justify the righteous, who hath performed well a service for many. If then the Lord of heaven and earth performed a service for us, and bore and endured everything for us, how much more ought we to do the like for our brethren, that we may imitate Him. For we are imitators of Him, and hold the place of Christ. And again in the Gospel you find it written how our Lord girded a linen cloth about his loins and cast water into a wash-basin, while we reclined (at supper), and drew nigh and washed the feet of us all, and wiped them with the cloth. Now this he did that He might show us (an example of) charity and brotherly love, that we also should do in like manner one to another. If then our Lord did thus, will you, O deacons, hesitate to do the like for them that are sick and infirm, you who are workmen of the truth, and bear the likeness of Christ? Do you therefore minister with love, and neither murmur nor hesitate; otherwise you will have ministered as it were for men’s sake and not for the sake of God, and you will receive your reward according to your ministry in the day of judgment. It is required of you deacons therefore that you visit all who are in need, and inform the bishop of those who are in distress: and you shall be his soul and his mind; and in all things you shall b taking trouble and be obedient to him. (186) 
The author of Didascalia Apostolorum ís obviously trying to justify the appointment of deaconesses alongside the deacons, which probably was an innovation in his time or place. He shows that, because of simple decency or the danger of slander from pagans, the anointing of women at baptism and the visiting of sick women in pagan houses ought to be performed .by a woman. The question is whether the service of deaconesses was limited to these two things. In his desire to be objective and respect textual evidence, Gryson supports this limitation. (187) However, it seems to me that even if the deaconesses were not close helpers of the bishop in the sense that the deacons were and even if they did not baptize and impose the hand at baptism, or stand around the altar or supervise the congregation in church, they nonetheless assumed the essential duties of deacons. In addition to ministering at baptisms as explained above, a deaconess, like a deacon, was a kind of social worker of the Church directly subject to the bishop. We know that she visited sick women in need in pagan houses. But this duty is given less as a limitation of her activity than as a indispensable service which makes her appointment necessary. For.this reason we may understand that she took care of all sick women in need, in Christian as well as pagan houses. one century later Apostolic Constitutions enlarges on Didascalia, and we learn that deaconesses distributed charities to widows. (188) 
Certainly the author of Didascatia intended to elevate the dignity of deaconesses to a quasi-equality with that of the deacons. (189) Completing a famous statement of Ignatius of Antioch (Magnesians 6, 1), he wrote the following: “the bishop sits for you in the place of God Almighty. But the deacons stands in the place of Christ; and do you love him. And the deaconess shall be honoured by you in the place of the Holy Spirit; and the presbyters shall be to you in the likeness of the Apostles; and the orphans and widows shall be reckoned by you in the likeness of the altar.” (190)
Apostolic Constitutional (191) 
Since the six first books of the Apostolic Constitutions are a reworking and complement of Didascalia Apostolorum, we can expect to find the same teaching on deaconesses in both documents. We shall only mention the differences. Book VII is a development of the Apostolic Tradition of Hippolytus. Not only does it contain prayers and rituals for ordination, baptism, the Eucharist, and blessings, but also a ritual and prayer of ordination for deaconesses. 
According to Apostolic Constitutions, a deaconess was not chosen simply because she was good Christian woman ,as in Didascaliá, but also because she was either “a pure virgin or, at least, a widow who h s been but once married, faithful, and well esteemed.” (192) As in Didascalia, she was in charge of sick women in need of home care. But like the deacon, the deaconess might also serve as a messenger of the bishop, “This duty is pointed out in the instruction to let both of them be ready to car messages, to travel about, and to serve in many things”. (193) Deacons were not the only ones in charge of maintaining the good order of the church community. Thus it is required that, “the porters stand at the entries of the men, and observe them. The deaconesses also stand at those of the women like shipmen.” They are compared to the women at the entrance of the tabernacle of the testimony and of the temple of God according to Exodus 38:8. (194) The deacon finds a place for a brother coming to church, especially if the brother is a poor man, or one of a humble family, or a stranger. The deaconess does the same for women, whether poor or rich. (195) Deaconesses distribute charities of the widows, (196) and widows obey the deaconesses. (197) The parallel between deacons and deaconesses seems much more perfect in Apostolic Constitutions than in Didascalia, since there we not only find them compared to Christ and the Holy Spirit as in Didascalia, but we also find that the deaconess has become a necessary intermediary for women who wish to talk to a deacon or bishop:

Let also the deaconess be honoured by you in the place of the Holy Spirit, and do not do or say anything without the deacon; as neither does the Comforter say or do anything of Himself, but gives glory to Christ by waiting for His pleasure. And as we cannot believe on Christ without the teaching of the Spirit, so let not any woman address herself to the deacon or bishop without the deaconess (198), 
Apostolic Constitutions offer an element of great importance — a ritual and prayer for the ordination of deaconesses which closely parallels the ritual and prayer involved in the ordination of deacons. Because of its early composition, Apostolic Tradition, which is the basis to Book VIII of Apostolic Constitutions, does not mention deaconesses and their ordination. The ritual and prayer for the ordination of deaconesses is as follows:

XIX. Concerning a deaconess, I Bartholomew make this constitution: O bishop, thou shalt lay thy hands upon her in the presence of the presbytery, and of the deacons and deaconesses, and shalt say:
XX. O Eternal God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Creator of man and of woman, who didst replenish with the Spirit Miriam, and Deborah, and Anna, and Huldah: who didst not disdain that Thy only begotten Son should be born of a woman who also in the tabernacle of the testimony, and in the temple, didst ordain women to be keepers of Thy holy gates, do Thou now also look down upon this Thy servant, who is to be ordained to the office of a deaconess, and grant her Thy Holy Spirit, and cleanse her filthiness of flesh and spirit, that she may worthily discharge the work which is committed to her to Thy glory, and the praise of Thy Christ, with whom glory and adoration be to Thee and the Holy Spirit for ever. Amen. (199) 
Because of its close parallel with the ordinatio óf the deacons, Gryson does not doubt the reality of the ordination of the deaconesses. (200) In a discussion with M. Martimort, given in the appendix. to the English translation of his book on The Ministry of Women in the Early Church, he argues that according to Apostolic Constitutions and the churches which ordained deaconesses s, the ordination of deaconesses was truly sacramental. (201) In addition, deaconesses occupied a rank with clergy which was between deacons and sub-deacons, (202 and shared in the eulogies with the bishop, the presbyters, deacons,—subdeacons, readers and singers. (203) 
However ín spite of their elevation in honour and importance, the deaconesses were not allowed to teach in church (204) or baptize. (205) The limitations placed on their liturgical powers are clearly summarized in a Canon of Book VIII which also describes the powers of the other offices:

A deaconess does not bless, nor perform anything belonging to the office of presbyters or deacons, but only is to keep the doors, and to minister to the presbyters in the baptizing of women, on account of decency. A deacon separates a sub-deacon, a reader, a singer, and a deaconess, if there be any occasion, in the absence of a presbyter. It is not lawful for a sub-deacon to separate either one of the clergy or laity; nor for a reader, nor for a singer, nor for a deaconess, for they are ministers to the deacons. (206) 
Other Sources Related to Deaconesses (apart from Chrysostom) 
The 19th Canon of the Council of Nicaea, A.D. 325, settled the case of the deaconesses of Paul of Samosata: if after examination they are not found to be unfit, they should be rebaptized and enrolled among the deaconesses. The canon specifies this as follows: “we mean by deaconesses such as have assumed the habit, but who, since they have no imp imposition of hands, are to be numbered only among the laity.” (207) Gryson supposes that they have received no imposition of hands from Paul of Samosata, and, for this reason have not been ordained. (208) 
From the Canons of Basil, (209) we derive the idea that women’s deaconate is a consecrated life which implies chastity: “The deaconess who committed fornication with the Greeks (a pagan) is to be admitted to repentance, and shall be admitted to the oblation in the seventh year, if she lives ín chastity ...The body of the deaconess, on the ground that it has been consecrated, we no longer permit to remain in carnal usage.” (210) 
Canon 15 of the Council of Chalcedon A.D. 451, prescribes the following: “A woman shall not receive the laying on of hands as a deaconess under 40 years of age, and then only after searching examination. And if, after she has had hands laid on her and has continued for a long time as a minister, she shall despise the grace of God and give herself in marriage, she shall be anathematized and the man united to her.” (211) 
The Imperial legislation sometimes restricted, and sometimes confirmed the propriety of women to become deaconesses before they attained the age of 60 if they had children, and of deaconesses to make legacies to churches or clerics. Justinian lowered the minimum age for the ordination of deaconesses to 50 and then 60 years of age. A law of A.D. 390 in the Theodosian Code had previously fixed the age at 60 years. (212) Transgressors were punished by civil law. (213)
According to Gryson, the West totally ignored the institution of deaconess, although Pelagius who lived for a while in the East, was acquainted with it. (214) The title of “deaconess” sometimes mentioned in the West was just an honorific title probably conferred on a widow who professed a life of perfection. (215) However it seems that in Spain, at the end of the fourth century, the Priscillianists offered women a possibility of exegetical training and training in the ministry of the word which proved to be very attractive a d would enable women to receive the title of deaconess. (216) 
Chrysostom 

Homilies on the Holy Women of Romans 16 (217)
The time of Chyrsostom was the golden age of deaconesses, and may be represented by the most famous among them, Olympias, the dedicated and faithful deaconess of Chrysostom. Chysostom did not write a treatise on the diaconate as he did on the priesthood, however, but found it more convenient to enlarge on the tasks and merits of deaconesses and on the general ministry of women when he was dealing in his Biblical commentaries with the women praised by the Apostle Paul:

Phoebe
Rom. 16:1, I commend unto you Phoebe our sister, which is a deaconess of the Church which is at Cenchrea. 
See how many ways he takes to give her dignity. For he has both mentioned her before all the rest, and called her sister. And it is no slight thing to be called the sister of Paul. Moreover he has added her rank, by mentioning her being “deaconess.” That ye receive her £n the Lord, as becometh saints, and that’ ye assist her in whatsoever business she hath need for she hath been ,. a succorer of many and of myself also. ....See his judgment. First come the encomiums, then he makes an exhortation intervene, and then again gives encomiums, so placing on each side of the needs of this blessed woman her praises. For how can the woman be else than blessed who has the blessing of so favorable a testimony from Paul, who had also the power to render assistance to him who had righted the whole world? For this was the summit of her good deeds, and so he placed it the last, as he says, and of myself also. But what does the phrase of myself also convey? Of the herald of the world, of him who hath suffered so much, of him who is equal to assisting tens of thousands. Let us then imitate, both men and women, this holy woman and her that followeth, with her husband also, Priscilla and Aquila. 
Priscilla 

Rom. 16:2, Greet Priscilla and Aquila, my helpers in Christ Jesus, mho for my life have laid down their own necks; unto whom not only I give thanks, but also all the Churches of the Gentiles. Likewise greet the Church that is in their house. 
To the excellence of Priscilla and Aquila St. Luke also bears witness. Partly when he says that Paul abode with them, for by their occupation they were least-makers (Acts 18:3), and partly when he points out the woman as receiving Apollos, and instructing him in the way of the Lord (ib. 26). Now these are great things, but what Paul mentions are greater. And what does he mention? In the first place he calls them helpers, to point out that they had been sharers of his very great labors and dangers. 
(Elsewhere, (218) in Homily X on II Tim. 3:1-4, Chrysostom interprets the precedence of Priscilla over her husband as a precedence ,in zeal and ín science: He names the woman first, as being, I suppose more zealous, and more faithful, for she had then received Apollos; or it might be done indifferently.) 
Unto whom not only I give thanks, but also all the Churches of the Gentiles”. 
Here (Paul) hints at their hospitality, and pecuniary assistance, holding them in admiration because they had both poured forth their blood, and had made their whole property open to a11. You see these were noble women, hindered in no way by their sex in the course of virtue. And this is as might be expected. For in Christ Jesus there is neither male nor female. (Gal. 3:28). And what he had said of the former, that he said also of this. For of her also he had said, she hath been a succorer of many, and of myself also. 
Likewise greet the Church that is in their house. 
For she had been so estimable as even to make their house a Church, both by making all in it believers, and because they opened it to all strangers. For he was not in the habit of calling any houses Churches, save where there was much piety, and much fear of God deeply rooted in them. . . 
They mere married people and tent 
(And when writing about Onesimus), Paul to Philemon, and to the beloved Apphia, and to the Church that is in their house. [Philem. 1:2] For it is possible for a man even in the married state to be worthy of being looked up to, and noble. See then how these were in that state and became very honorable, and yet their occupation was far from being honorable; for they were tentmakers. Still their virtue covered all this, and made them more conspicuous than the sun. And neither their trade nor their marriage was any hurt to them, but the love which Christ required of them, that they exhibited. For greater love hath no man than this, he says, that a man lay down his life for his friends. And that which is a proof of being a disciple, they achieve, since they took up the Cross and followed Him. For they who did this for Paul, would much rather have displayed their fortitude in Christ’s behalf. 
Let rich and poor hear all this. For if they who lived from their labor, and were managers of a workshop, exhibited such profuseness as to be of service to many Churches; what pardon can they expect, who are rich, and yet neglect the poor? For they were not sparing even of their own blood for the sake of God’s will, but thou art sparing even of scanty sums, and many times sparest not thine own soul. 
Mary 
Hom. 3.1, on Rom. 16:6, Greet Mary, who bestowed much labor on us. (219) 
Flow is this? a woman again is honored and proclaimed victorious) Again are we men put to shame. Or rather, we are not put to shame only, but have even an honor conferred upon us. For an honor we have, in that there are such women amongst us, but we are put to shame, in that we men are left so far behind by them. But if we come to know whence it comes, that they are so adorned, we too shall speedily overtake them. Whence then is their adorning? Let both men and women listen. It is not from bracelets, or from necklaces, nor from their eunuchs either, and their maid-servants, and gold-broidered dresses, but from their toils in behalf of the truth. For he says, who bestowed much labor on us , that is, not herself only, nor upon her own advancement, but others also, so carrying on the race Apostles and Evangelists ran. 
In what sense does he say, I suffer not a woman to teach? [I Tim. 2:121 He means to hinder her from publicly coming forward, and from the seat to the bema (pulpit), not from the word of teaching. Since if this were the case, how would he have said to the woman that had an unbelieving husband, how knowest thou, O woman, if thou shalt save thy husband? [I Cor. 7:16]. Or how came he to suffer her to admonish children, when he says, but she shall be saved by childbearing if they continue in faith, and charity, and holiness, with sobriety? [I Tim. 2:15]. How came Priscilla to instruct even Apollos? It was not then to cut in sunder private conversing for advantage that he said this, but that before all, and which it was the teacher’s duty to give in the public assembly; or again, in case the husband be believing and thoroughly furnished, able also to instruct her. When she is the wiser, then he does not forbid her teaching and improving him. 
And he does not say, who taught much, but who bestowed much labor, because along with teaching she performs other ministries besides, those ín the way of money, in the. way of travels. For the women of those days were more spirited than lions, sharing with the Apostles their labors for the Gospel’s sake. In this way they went travelling with them, and also performed all other ministries. And even in Christ’s day there followed Him women, which ministered unto Him of their substance [Luke 8:3], and waited upon the Teacher. 
Salute Andronicus and Junia my kinsmen and my fellow-prisoners, mho are of note among the Apostles, and who were also in Christ before me. 
“Oh how great is the wisdom of this woman (Junia), that she should be even counted worthy of the appellation of apostlel But even here he does not stop, but adds another encomium besides, and says, Who were also in Christ before me.
Salute Tryphena and Tryphosa, who labor in the Lord .... 
Salute my beloved Persia .... 
Salute Rufus, chosen in the Lord, and his mother and mine. 
Here again the good things are without any drawback, since the son and the mother are each of such a character, and the house is full of blessing, and the root agrees with the fruit; for he would not have simply said, his mother and mine, unless he had been bearing testimony to the woman for great virtue. 
The Apostle addressed each of them, setting forth their praise to the best advantage he might. For one he calls beloved, another kinsman, another both, another fellow-prisoner, another fellowworker, another approved, another elect. And of the women, one he addresses by her title, for he does not call her servant of the church in an undefined way, but this one as having the office of deaconess, and another as helper and assistant, another as mother, another from the labors she underwent, and some he addresses from the house they belonged to, some by the name of Brethren, some by the appellation of Saints. And some he honors by the mere fact of addressing them by name, and same by calling them first-fruits and some by their precedence in time, but more than all, Priscilla and Aquila. (Abbreviated text) 
Deaconess Olympias 

Chrysostom wrote a series of letters from exile to deaconess Olympias which reflect a very spiritual and deep friendship,(220) and provide information about the trials Olympics and other friends of Chrysostom suffered after the Church of Constantinople fell into the hands of his enemies. He addressed her as “My Lady, the mist reverend and divinely favored deaconess Olympics.’ 
Olympias belonged to a Pagan family of high rank, and was born about 368. Her father Seleucus, who was a count of the Empire, died when she was a young girl, and she was brought up under the guardianship of an uncle Procopius, who was a devout Christian and a friend of Gregory Nazianzen. Gregory took great interest in her, speaking of her in his letters as ‘his own Olympias’ and delighting to be addressed by her as ‘father’. Her governess Theodosia, sister of St. Amphilochius of Iconium, was a woman whom Gregory exhorted her to imitate as the very pattern of Christian goodness. 
The orphan girl had great personal beauty, and was the heiress of a large fortune. 
Naturally therefore she had many suitors, and in 384, at the age of sixteen she was wedded to Nebridius, a young man of high rank and irreproachable character. The marriage however does not seem to have been a happy one, and perhaps in this fact as well as in the death of her husband about two years after their union, Olympias saw a divine intimation that she should not entangle herself again in the worldly cares and anxieties incident to married life. The Emperor Theodosius wished to unite her to a young Spaniard, Elpidius, a kinsman of his own, and irritated by her refusal, ordered her property to be confiscated until she should have attained her thirtieth year, unless she consented to the proposed union. Olympias however remained inflexible and in a letter of dignified sarcasm thanked the Emperor for relieving her frdm a heavy burden. “He could not have conferred a greater blessing upon her unless he had ordered her wealth to be bestowed upon the Churches and the poor.” Theodosius perceiving the uselessness, íf not regretting the injustice of his harsh decree, cancelled it, and left her in the undisturbed enjoyment of her property. 
Henceforward her time and wealth were devoted to the service of religion. She ministered to the necessities of the sick and poor, and supported the work of the Church i6 Greece, Asia Minor and Syria with such lavish donations, not only of her money but of her land, that even Chrysostom, who might be called the great preacher of almsgiving, warned her against indiscriminate liberality, reminding her that as her wealth was a trust committed to her by God she ought to be discreet in the management of it. This salutary advice gained him the illwill of many avaricious bishops and clergy who had profited, or hoped to profit, by her gifts.
She in her turn requited the Archbishop for his spiritual care by many little feminine attentions to his bodily wants, especially by seeing that he was supplied with wholesome food, and did not over strain his feeble constitution by a too rigid abstinence. She herself however practised the most austere asceticism, renouncing the luxury of the bath, wearing none but old coarse clothing, and subjecting herself to severe restrictions in respect of food and sleep. 
After the expulsion of Chrysostom from Constantinople in 404 through the intrigues of his enemies, Olympias suffered much from the persecution to which all his followers were subjected. She was accused of having been concerned in causing the fire which broke out immediately after his departure, and destroyed the Cathedral and the Senate House. Her intrepid demeanour before the prefect who tried in vain to frighten her into a confession of guilt, or induce her to acknowledge Arsacius who had been intruded into the See by an arbitrary exercise of imperial power, excited general admiration; and the tidings of her fortitude were a great consolation to the exiled archbishop ín the midst of much bodily suffering, and mental distress. We haven definite information concerning the remainder of her life. (221) 
Widows In Office 

In Egypt, where there were no deaconesses, and even in Syria, we find another kind of women’s ministry—that of the “widows who sit in front”, or widows in office. They are different from the widows .of Didascalia and earlier documents, whose life was only contemplative and whose “ministry” was merely charismatic. They are assisted by the Church but as part of the clergy engaged in ministry, and not simply because of poverty as in the case of assisted widows. Although it is impossible to determine their number their existence is attested by canonical documents, and their life is described in Testamentum Domini, a Syrian Church-order written in the second half of the fifth century. 
We find three offices for widows mentioned in The Apostolic Church Order (222) 
Cephas said: Three widows shall be appointed: two, who persevere in prayer, because of all those who are in 
In the following chapters (24-28), the Apostles explain their negative position regarding the development of the ministry of women in the Liturgy. temptations and for revelations and instructions concerning what is required; but one, who, abiding with those who are tried by sickness, is of good service, watchful, informing the priests of what is necessary; not lover of filthy lucre, avoiding much wine in order to be able to watch in the night service of those who are sick, and in whatever other good works one desires to do; for those things too a the first good treasures of the Lord. (223)
The Canons of Hippotytus (224) were written in Egypt, between A.D. 336 and 349. Canon 9 prescribes that according to the Apostolic precept “established widows” should not be ordained, since ordination is for men. Their function is prayer, fasting, and the care of the sick. The Council of Laodicaea, canon XI, opposed the appointment or establishment of such widows: “Presbytides, as they are called or female presidents, are not to be appointed in the Church.” (225)
Testamentum Domini (226) is ‘by far the most important source dealing with widows in office. Widows specially chosen and few in number definitely belonged to the clergy, and even sat among the clergy during the Liturgy, behind the veil and set apart from the laity. We read the following in chapter 23:

Because that the ancient people erred, when he offereth let the veil in front of the door be closed ,p and within it let him (the bishop) offer with the presbyters and deacons and the canonical widows, and subdeacons and deaconesses and readers (and) those who have gifts. But let the bishop stand first in the middle, and the presbyters immediately behind him on either side, and the widows immediately behind the presbyterson the left side, and the deacons also behind the presbyters on the right hand side; the readers behind them, and the subdeacons behind the readers, and the deaconesses behind the subdeacons. 
Thus these widows were called “those who sit in front”. They lived in a house next to that of the bishop, and different from that of the deaconesses. Testamentum Domini describes their appointment, presents their ritual and prayer of ordination (ch. 40-41), and provides many details about their life, duties, and prayers (ch. 40, 42, 43). 
The Function of Widows Who Sit in Front 

The requirements for the appointment of these widows reflect those of the widows of I Timothy 5:3-16: the virtues of a good Christian wife and mother, with an emphasis on charity, prayer, renunciation of riches, and purification from all evil: “. if she be fit to bear and endure the burden, being one who prayeth without ceasing, being perfect in all things, being fervent in spirit, having the eyes of her heart opened in everything, being always kind, loving innocence, not possessing anything in this world, but always taking and bearing about the Cross, crucifying evil, by night and by day abiding by the altar, working cheerfully and secretly.” (ch. 40). 
Her task is described as follows:

Let her do the things which are made known to her with fear and earnestness. Let her instruct those women who do not obey; let her teach those (women) who have not learnt; let her convert those who are foolish; let her instruct them to be grave; let her prove the deaconesses; let her make those who enter to know of what sort and who they are; also let her instruct them that they abide. To those who hear let her patiently counsel those things which are proper. To those who are disobedient after three instructions let her not speak. Let her love those who desire to be in virginity or in purity; those who oppose themselves let her correct modestly and quietly. With every one let her be peaceful. Let her privately shut the mouth of those who talk much and idly; but if they do not hear, let her take with her an aged woman, or let her take [it] up to the hearing of the bishop. But in the church let her be silent. In prayer let her be persistent. Let her visit those (women) who are sick; on each first day of the week let her take with her one deacon or two and help them. If she have any possession let her give it to the poor and the faithful. But if she have nothing, let her be helped by the Church. Let her do no secular work, as it were for a trial. But let her have these works of the Spirit; let her continue in prayers and fasts; let her ask for nothing deep; let her receive those things which the Lord giveth; let her not be anxious for [her] children let her deliver them to the Church so that they living in the house of God may be fit for the service of the priesthood. Her requests to God will be acceptable; they are the sacrifice and altar of God. For those who have ministered well shall be praised by the archangels. (227) 
Chapter 42 insists on the necessity of solitude if the widow is to live a life of holiness and piety, but also invites her to invite pious friends and virgins to join in her prayers. We learn also that she may still be a young woman, since, “if she be menstruous,” she should “abide in the temple and not approach the altar, not that she is as it were polluted, but that the altar may have honour.” 
The Ritual and Prayer of Appointment
Let the appointment: be thus. As she prayeth at the entrance of the altar, and looketh down, let the bishop say quietly, so that the priests may hear, thus:

O God, the Holy One, the Most High, who seest the [things] that are humble, who hast chosen the weak and the mighty; the Honoured One who hast created also those [things] which are despised; give, O Lord, the spirit of power to this Thine handmaid, and strengthen her with Thy truth, so that doing Thy commandments and serving in the house of Thy sanctuary, she may be an honoured vessel unto Thee, and may glorify [Thee] in the day when Thou wilt glorify Thy poor, O Lord. And grant to her power cheerfully to accomplish Thy teachings which Thou hast determined for a rule for Thine handmaid. Grant to her, O Lord, the spirit of meekness and of power and of patience and of kindness, so that, hearing with ineffable joy Thy burden, she may endure labours. Yea, O Lord God, who knowest our weakness, perfect thine handmaid for the praise of Thine house; strengthen her for edification and a good example, sanctify [her], make [her] wise; comfort (her] O God; for blessed and glorious is Thy Kingdom, O God the Father. And to Thee [be] praise, and to Thine Only-begotten Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, and to the Holy Spirit [who is] good and adorable and the Maker of life, and of equal essence with Thee, now and before all the worlds and for the ages and for ever and ever. Amen. 
Conclusion 

The conclusion of this chapter on the ministry of women in the Early Church is very positive regarding a diaconate in which women function as nurses or social workers rather than as leaders in liturgical functions. In spite of its liturgical character and other advantages resulting from the limitation imposed on woman by Paul, the function of male deacons was also basically the care of the sick and the poor. 
In the golden age of Greek Patristics, ordination was extended to deaconesses. Gryson makes the point that this ordination was significant and was a practice widely accepted in the Church of that time. Because of this antecedent, he thinks that the same practice may be resumed in our time through a decision of the Church. 
It was a sacramental ordination. Since it is not a marginal fact or a fantasy rejected by legitimate authority, but, on the contrary, an institution peacefully accepted by a large part of Christianity for several centuries, one can deduce from it, it seems to me, that when the Church judges it relevant, women can receive the sacrament of orders for a ministry of the diaconal type, hose limits the Church can establish. (228) 
Concerning the priesthood of women, we are left with a complete blank except for a few particular c cases in marginal groups which only confirm the general rule: (229) the priesthood was not conferred upon women. The absence, and the negation of the priesthood of women is supported so uniformly that one might wonder how the question can be raised without offence. We are interested only in knowing the reasons for this absence and this negation. It is not simply the words of the Apostle, limited as they are to the interdiction against women preaching and leading men, which can explain this fact. In the very beginnings of Christianity, it also could not be explained by the Old Testament ban on women forbidding them to serve at the altar in the capacity of priests and levites, since the Christians proudly affirmed that they had no altar, but a t table, and that all were the priests of their own offerings. (230) The symbolism of the Temple and its priesthood’ passed to the Church, especially after the destruction of the Temple and the abolition of sacrifices, and it added the weight of its own authority to the exclusion of women from the priesthood. (231) But the reason for the exclusion of women from the priesthood is probably that women had never belonged to the college of Presbyters in the Christian communities. These were the New Testament paradigm of the Christian priesthood, since our term “priest” can be traced back to the term “presbyter”, and not to cohen, the term for the priest of the Temple. 
The ultimate reason for the absence of women from the Christian priesthood is found in their absence from the Elders of the Synagogue. The Christian churches inherited their structure from that of the synogogue. Jesus, Paul, and Peter accepted this structure, preaching in synagogues. Had the Jewish nation converted to Christ, they would not have founded the Church as substitute for the synagogue. 
Since the explanation has been reduced to this elementary simplicity, is it conceivable that a college of presbyters might, or should, include women today? The question can be raised. It must be done, however, with a deep understanding of other aspects of the Christian priesthood which have been developed by Church tradition e.g., the reference to the priesthood of the Old Testament, and the representation of Christ. 
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Chapter 5. Women in Symbol

The purpose of this chapter is to explain and to illustrate the symbolism concerned with woman in the Early Church. After a few words concerning the roots of this symbolism in Scripture and its use in Philo of Alexandria, we shall present its different forms: symbolism of virtue, of virginity, of the Church or the soul as the Bride of Christ, of the Church as mother, and of pre-existing Wisdom, gnostic and orthodox. Finally, we shall explain the parallel between Eve and Mary. 

Philo Of Alexandria 

Philo of Alexandria, a Jewish exegete and philosopher who lived in the time of Jesus and Paul, is very important as a source of the history of symbolism in Christianity.(232) Although Philo’s symbolism concerning women is paralleled in and certainly influenced by Hellenistic symbolism attached to the Egyptian Isis, the Greek Athena, the Syrian Great Mother, etc.(233) it is true and important to observe that it is rooted in the Biblical Wisdom literature. Through Wisdom of Solomon, the Letter of Aristeas, and Philo, certain themes developed with some continuity out of the Old Testament and entered the Christian heritage in an evolved and syncretistic form. This is particularly true of the symbolism relating to women. (234) 

Philo was interested in the symbolism of Eve, the wives and concubines of the Patriarchs and Moses, Anna the mother of Samuel, and the pre-existing Wisdom symbolism associated with God in the creation of the world (Prov. 8:22). He was also interested in the parallel between the woman figuring practical wisdom and the woman figuring folly which is found in Proverbs.

Eve (235) figures the irrational part of the soul, or sense perception, which, once excited by pleasure (the serpent) , passed “her” perception of the external world on to the mind (Adam). Succumbing to the seduction of sense-perception, the mind turned away from “his” higher way of knowledge and became the slave of the passions. This symbolism is meant to describe the acquisition of knowledge and its moral implications. As such, it is purely anthropological. Except for Origen’s Homily I on Genesis (236) and probably because of the loss of his Commentary on Genesis, which was greatly indebted to Philo, this symbolism seems to be almost unknown to the Fathers. Probably its absence is also due to the emphasis laid on, Eve or Woman as an image of the Church or of the soul seen as the Bride of Christ

In Philo, the wives and concubines of the Patriarchs and a few other women are symbols of wisdom in several aspects. For instance, Sarah and Hagar figure philosophy and profane culture respectively. (237) This is a symbolism which reappeared in Clement of Alexandria and others along with the Pauline symbolism of the two Covenants. (238) without including more detail, we must take into consideration the Platonic aspect of the symbolism of Sarah. When Abraham ceased to call her Sarai my sovereign, i.e. my virtue, but instead called her Sarah, sovereign, i.e.. Virtue in the absolute sense of the terra, the meaning of the shift is explained in the discovery by Abraham of the existence of Virtue or Wisdom, per se as a Platonic Form in which we participate through grace. (239) This participation itself is explained by Philonic sexual terms in a way which reveals the male and female aspects of Wisdom as a Giver of life

Another feminine aspect of divine Wisdom is developed by Philo in his speculation on the pre-existing Wisdom associated with God in the creation of the world and introduced as a female figure in Proverbs 8:22. Philo sees her as the Mother and Nurse of the Universe (24O) and parallels her with the Logos or Word of God. The Logos represents another aspect of divine intervention in the world and in man. The Logos is the divine expression of God in the world. In the man the Logos is right reason. Beginning with the New Testament, Christian theology affirmed its belief in the intervention of God in the world through Christ as the incarnation of the pre-existing Wisdom and Word of God. 

Finally, Philo developed the theme of the two ways, that of good and that of evil, under the symbolism of women figuring Wisdom and Folly respectively (Proverbs 9). This theme was given further development in Wisdom of Solomon. (241) It was illustrated in Hellenism by the famous example of Heracles at the crossing of the roads, being solicited by two women figuring pleasure and virtue respectively. (242) Philo refers to Heracles at the crossing of the roads, but also puts the Biblical Jacob in the place of Heracles as the champion of ponos (effort) against pleasure. (243) Of course, the example of Heracles between the two women reappeared in the Fathers as a classical image which did not even need to be purified of its mythological features. 

Women As A Symbol Of Virtue Or Vice In Early Christianity 

In Justin, Clement of Alexandria, Basil, and probably many others, we find the classical example of Heracles at the crossing of the road, (244) being solicited by two women, Virtue and Folly. For instance, Clement of Alexandria wrote the following:

Wherefore I admire the Ceian sophist (Heracles) who delineated like and suitable images of Virtue and Vice, representing the former of these, viz., Virtue, standing simply, white-robed and pure, adorned with modesty alone. But the other, viz., Vice, on the contrary, he introduces dressed in superfluous attire, brightened up with colour not her own; and her gait and mien are depicted as studiously framed to give pleasure. forming a sketch of wanton women. (245) 

In Shepherd of Hermas, a kind of note-book of a second-century revival preacher of the Church of Rome, we find woman as symbol of the Church, and also women as symbols of virtue or vice. This second symbolism is developed in Similitude IX, which introduces women as cooperating in the construction of a tower:

In the middle of the plain, he (the Shepherd) showed me a great white rock, which had risen out of the plain, and the rock was higher than the hills, four-square, so that it could hold the whole world. And that rock was old, and had a door hewn out of it. But it seemed to me that the cutting of the door was recent. And the door glistened so in the sun, that I marvelled at the brightness of the door. And round the door there stood twelve virgins; the four who stood at the corner seemed to me to be the more glorious, but the others also were glorious, and they stood at the four parts of the door, each with two other virgins on each side. And they were clothed in linen mantles, and were beautifully girded, and had their right shoulders outside, as if they were going to carry a load. Thus they were very joyful and eager. .... 

I saw six men who came, tall and glorious and alike in appearance, and they summoned a multitude of men, and they who came were tall men and beautiful and strong, and the six men commanded them to build a certain tower above the rock. . . And the six men called the virgins and commanded them to take all the stones which were to come for the building of the tower, and to go through the gate, and give them to the men who were going to build the tower. (246)

Of course, the tower is the Church. The virgins are holy spirits: only those who “are clothed with the raiments of these virgins” are allowed to enter the kingdom of God. For through these clothes they are made one spirit with the son of God who himself bears the names of these virgins. (247) Their names are those of all the virtues: (248) 

Listen to the names of the stronger virgins who stand at the corners. The first is Faith, the second is Temperance, the third is Power, the fourth is Long-suffering, and the others who stand between them have these names: Simplicity, Guilelessness, Holiness, Joyfulness, Truth, Understanding, Concord, Love. He who bears these names and the name of the Son of God shall be able to enter into the Kingdom of God! 

Hermas himself is bidden by the Shepherd to play and sleep with these virgins. (249) These virgins are, as we read above, holy spirits—i.e. , virtues endowed with a divine energy which they communicate to their lovers. The only requirement is that the house, i.e., the soul, be pure, because they won’t endure the presence of corruption, and will depart from such a place. (250) The virgins are one of the several figures describing the virtues in Hermas, who elsewhere speaks of two ways, two spirits, and two desires.

But the holy virgins find their counterpart in the women clothed in black who appear in the same Similitude:

And there were called twelve women, very beautiful to look at, clothed in black, girded, and their shoulders bare, and their hair loose. And these women looked to me to be cruel. And the Shepherd commanded them to take the stones which were rejected from the building, and take them back to the mountains, from which they had been brought. And they were glad and took them up and took away all the stones, and put them whence they had been taken (251)

Of course these women are symbols of moral vices, and are named after them:

Hear also the names of the women who ‘ have black raiment. Of these also four are more powerful. The first is Unbelief, the second Impurity, the third Disobedience, and the fourth Deceit; and those who follow them are called Grief, Wickedness, Licentiousness, Bitterness, Lying, Foolishness, Evil-speaking, Hate. The servant of God who bears these names shall see the Kingdom of God, but shall not enter into it. (252) 

A very strange representation indeed, of the women figured in Proverbs as Wisdom and Folly. 

Women as Symbols of the Church, and Derived Meanings 
The essence of the Christian faith, or the “mystery of faith”, was not only to believe in Jesus as the Son of God incarnate, but also in the Church as the Bride or body of Christ, the Son of God. Thus the old marriage between God and His people Israel was given a new meaning in relation to the Church of the Gentiles. And Christians reinterpreted the old image of Israel as a woman so that it served as a figure of the Church. This symbolism appears clearly in the development of Ephesians 5:21-33 on marriage, and in the Woman clothed in the sun who crushes the Dragon underfoot in Apocalypse 12-14. There is also, of course, a symbolism of Woman as Babylon in the same context. Moreover, the story of Suzanna in Daniel 13 has been interpreted in relation to the Church by Hippolytus in his commentary on Daniel. (253)

The Shepherd of Hermas 
We must begin with Hermas, who comes to us from the first half of the second century. His symbolism of Woman as a figure of the Church is certainly, together with the Tower, one of the most remarkable representations of the Church. He” handles this symbolism easily in his preaching as a familiar tool. The story of the Lady runs through Visions I, II and III. She reveals her identity as the Church in Vision II. 8. Her three successive appearances include a symbol of revival for the Church of Rome and a strong exhortation to repentance addressed to every member of this community. One could say that the section appears as though it were the enforcement of the teaching of Ephesians 5:21-33 about the loving preservation of the youth of the Bride:

Why did she appear to you in the first vision as old and seated on a chair? Because your spirit is old and already fading away, and has no power through your weakness and double-mindedness. For just as old people, who have no longer any hope of becoming young again, look for nothing except their last sleep, so also you, who have been weakened by the occupations of this life, have given yourself up to worry, and have not cast your cares upon the lord. But your mind was broken, and you grew old in your sorrows. — Why, then, I should like to know, did she sit in a chair, sir? — Because every sick person sits in a chair because of his sickness, that the weakness of the body may find support. 

But in the second vision you saw her standing, and with a more youthful and more cheerful countenance than the former time, but with the body and hair of old age. Listen, also to this parable. When anyone is old, he already despairs of himself by reason of his weakness and poverty, and expects nothing except the last day of his life. Then an inheritance was suddenly left him, and he heard it, and rose up and was very glad and put on his strength; and he no longer lies down but stands up, and his spirit which was already destroyed by his former deeds is renewed, and he no longer sits still, but takes courage. So also did you, when you heard the revelation, which the Lord revealed to you, that he had mercy upon you, and renewed your spirit; and you put aside your weakness, and strength came to you, and you were made mighty in faith and the Lord saw that you had been made strong and he rejoiced. . . . 

But in the third vision you saw her young and beautiful and joyful and her appearance was beautiful. For just as if some good news come to one who is in grief, he straightway forgets his former sorrow, and thinks of nothing but the news which he had heard, and for the future is strengthened to do good, and his spirit is renewed because of the joy which he has received; so you also have received the renewal of your spirits by seeing these good things. (254) (Abbreviated text.) 

Tertullian 
Tertullian, living in the end of the second and beginning of the third century, was the author of the most striking image of the birth of the Church according to the symbolism of Eve. He gives the following explanation as a point of his discussion of a question regarding sleep in De anima 43:

For as Adam was a figure of Christ, Adam’s sleep shadowed out the death of Christ, who was to sleep a mortal slumber, that from the wound inflicted on His side might, in like manner (as Eve was formed), be typified the Church, the true mother of the living, this is why sleep is so salutary, so rational, and is actually formed into the model of that death which is general and common to the race of man. (255)

The sleep of Adam becomes a prophetic symbol of the sleep of Christ on the Cross. The origin of Eve from the side of Adam foreshadows the birth of the Church, the second Eve, the true mother of the living, occurring because of the death of Christ. In De anima 11, Tertullian identifies the sleep of Adam with the mystery of Christ and the Church found in Ephesians 5:21-33. 

Origen 
In the third century, Origen and Methodius made an interesting use of the symbolism of Woman. On the one hand, and basically, the Bride remains a symbol of the Church. In a more particular sense, since the bride is a virgin and the writings referred to are seemingly addressed to virgins, she represents the life and order of virgins in the Church, or the soul in union with the Word of God. The following text from Origen’s Commentary on Song of Songs , explains the classical symbolism of the Bride as the figure of the Church and the meaning derived from it—the mystical life of the individual soul, or the spiritual marriage of the virgins to Christ:

Let Him kiss me with kisses of His mouth 
The appellations of Bride and Bridegroom denote either the Church in her relation to Christ, or the soul in her union with God the Word. 

Reading it as a simple story, then, we see a bride appearing on the stage, having for her betrothal and by way of dowry most fitting gifts from a most noble bridegroom; but, because the bridegroom delays his coming for so long, she, grieved with longing for his love, is pining at home and doing all she can to bring herself at last to see her spouse, and to enjoy his kisses . . . Vexed by the inward wound of love, she is pouring out her prayer to God, and saying concerning her Spouse: Let Him kiss me with the kiss of His mouth. 

This is the content of the actual story, presented in dramatic form. But let us see if the inner meaning also can be fittingly supplied along these lines. Let it be the Church who longs for union with Christ; but the Church, you must observe, is the whole assembly of the saints. So it must be the Church as a corporate personality who speaks and says:—I am sated with the gifts which I received as betrothal presents or as dowry before my marriage. For of old, while I was prepared for ray wedding with the King’s Son and the Firstborn of all creation, His holy angels put themselves at my service and ministered to me, bringing me the Law as a betrothal gift; for the law, it is said, was ordained by angels in the hand of a mediator (Gal.3:19). The prophets also ministered to me. For they uttered all the things that were to tell me and to show me about the Son of God, to betroth me, when all these so-called betrothal gifts and dowry presents should have been taken away. Moreover, in order to enkindle me with love and longing for Him, they with prophetic voice proclaimed to me about His coming; filled with the Holy Spirit, they foretold His countless acts of power and His mighty works. His beauty also they described, His charm and gentleness, that I might be inflamed beyond all bearing with the love of Him by all these things. But, since the age is almost ended and His own presence is not granted me, and I see only His ministers ascending and descending upon me, because of this I pour out my petition to Thee, the Father of my Spouse, beseeching Thee to have compassion at last upon my love, and to send Him, that He may now no longer speak to me only by His servants the angels and the prophets, but may come Himself, directly, and kiss me with the kisses of His mouth—that is to say, may pour the words of His mouth into mine, that I may hear Him speak Himself, and see Him teaching. The kisses are Christ’s, which He bestowed upon His Church when at His coming, being present in the flesh, He in His own person spoke to her the words of faith and love and peace, according to the promise of Isaias who, when sent beforehand to the Bride, had said: Not a messenger, nor an angel, but the Lord Himself shall save us. 

As the third point in our exposition, let us bring in the soul whose only desire is to be united to the Word of God and to be in fellowship with Him and to enter into the mysteries of His wisdom and knowledge as into the chambers of her Bridegroom; which soul has already received His gifts — that is to say, her dowry. For, just as the Church’s dowry was the volumes of the Law and the Prophets, so let us regard natural law and reason and free will as the soul’s betrothal gifts. And let the teaching, which comes down to her from her masters and teachers, following on these gifts of her natural endowment, be to her for her earliest instruction. But, since she does not find in these the full and perfect satisfaction of her desire and love, let her pray that her pure and virginal mind may be enlightened by the illumination and the visitation of the Word of God Himself. For, when her mind is filled with divine perception and understanding without the agency of human or angelic ministration, then she may believe she has received the kisses of the Word of God Himself. (256) [cf. Similar treatment in Gregory of Nyssa, Homilies on Song of Songs] 

Methodius Olympus 
In his Symposium, Methodius Olympus develops several symbolisms relating to women but relates them all to the ideals of virginity which a group of ten virgins praise in each of their ten respective discourses. In Discourse Seven Procilla follows the theme of the Bride which she finds in Song of Songs:

In praise of chastity I shall not refer to the opinion of men, but to Him who has made it wholly His own and in whose keeping we are, showing that He is a creditable witness as the husbandman of chastity and the lover of its beauty. And this is something that anyone who so wishes can see clearly in the Canticle of Canticles, where Christ Himself, in praising those who are firmly established in the state of virginity, says, As the lily among thorns, so is my neighbor among the daughters comparing the gifts of chastity to a lily because of its purity, its fragrance, its sweetness and its charm. For chastity is a spring flower, ever putting forth in delicate white petals the blossom of incorruptibility. Hence, he is not ashamed to admit that He is indeed in love with its ripe beauty: Thou haste wounded my heart, my sister, my spouse ... 

Such are the praises that Christ sings of those who have achieved the perfection of virginity, comprising them all under the title of His spouse. For the spouse must be betrothed to the bridegroom and call herself by his name, and till then she must remain pure and undefiled, like a sealed garden in which all the spices of heaven’s fragrance grow, that Christ alone may come and pluck them as they blossom and grow with incorporeal seed. For the Word is in love with none of the things of the flesh — such as, for example, hands or face or feet — for He cannot by nature admit anything corruptible. But He takes delight in regarding only spiritual and immaterial beauty, without touching the beauty of the body. (257) 

Already in Discourse 6, a commentary on the parable of the ten virgins which interprets the parable as the quest for chastity, the symbolism of the Bride and Bridegroom is present: only through chastity can one follow the Bridegroom into the Kingdom of Heaven. 

In Discourse 8, Thecla chooses to speak on the theme of the Woman of Apocalypse 12. The Church is praised as the mother of virgins, i.e., of spirituals endowed with higher virtues. This turns her exile in the desert far from the reach of the crowd into a paradise of delight: (258) 

The Woman who appeared in heaven clothed with the sun and crowned with twelve stars and with the moon as her footstool, travailing in birth and in pain to be delivered, this, ray dear virgins, is properly and in the exact sense of the term our Mother, a power in herself distinct from her children, whom the prophets have, according to the aspect of their message, sometimes called Jerusalem, sometimes the Bride, sometimes Mount Sion, and sometimes the Temple of God’s Tabernacle. She is the force mentioned by the prophet, whom the Spirit urges to be enlightened, crying out to her: Be enlightened, O Jerusalem, for thy light is come, and the glory of the Lord is risen upon thee. Behold, darkness and storm clouds shall cover the people; but the Lord shall appear upon thee, and the Lord’s glory shall be seen upon thee. And kings shall walk in thy light, and nations in thy brightness. Lift up thy eyes round about, and see thy children gathered together. All thy eons have come from afar, and thy daughters shall rise up at thy side (Is. 60:1-4). It is the Church whose children by baptism will swiftly come running to her from all sides after the resurrection. She it is who rejoices to receive the light which knows no evening, clothed as she is in the brightness of the Word as with a robe. Surely, having light for her garment, what was there more precious or more honorable for her to be clothed in as befitted a queen, to be led as a bride to the Lord, and thus to be called on by the Spirit? 

Continuing therefore, I beg you to consider this great Woman as representing virgins prepared for (spiritual) marriage, as she gleams in pure and wholly unsullied and abiding beauty, emulating the brilliance of the lights. For her robe, she is clothed in pure light: instead of jewels, her head is adorned with shining stars. For this light is for her what clothing is for us. And she uses the stars as we do gold and brilliant gems; but her stars are not like those visible to us on earth, but finer and brighter ones, such that our own are merely their copies and representations. 

And her standing on the moon, I think, refers by way of allegory to the faith of those who have been purified from corruption by baptism; for moonlight is rather like lukewarm water, and all moist substance depends upon the moon. Thus the Church stands upon our faith and our adoption — signified here by the moon— until the fullness of the Gentiles shall come in (Rom. 11:25), laboring and bringing forth natural men as spiritual men, and under this aspect is she indeed their mother. For just as a woman receives the unformed seed of her husband and after a period of time brings forth a perfect human being, so too the Church, one might say, constantly conceiving those who take refuge in the Word, and shaping them according to the likeness and form of Christ, after a certain time makes them citizens of that blessed age. Hence it is necessary that she should stand upon the laver as the mother of those who are washed. So, too, the function she exercises over the laver is called the moon because those who are thus reborn and renewed shine with a new glow, that is, with a new light; and hence too they are designated by the expression ‘the newly enlightened’, and she continues to reveal to them the spiritual full moon in her periodic representation of His Passion, until the full glow and light of the great day shall appear.

The Church, then, comes .to this spot which is a wilderness and, as we have said before, is barren of evil, and she receives nourishment; borne on the heaven-traversing wings of virginity, which the Word has called the opinions of a mighty eagle, she has crushed the Serpent and driven away the storm clouds from the full light of the moon which is hers. It was for this that all of our discourses up till now have been held, in order to teach you, my fair virgins, to imitate your Mother as best you can, and not to be disturbed by the pains, afflictions, and reverses of life, that thus you may enter , joyously with her into the bridal chamber, holding your lamps lighted.... With sober and virile heart, then, take up your arms against the swollen Breast; do not on any account yield your ground, and do not be terrified by his fury... One of the Dragon’s heads is luxury and incontinence; whoever crushes it wins the diadem of temperance. Another head is weakness and cowardice; whoever tramples on this wins the diadem of martyrdom. Another is folly and disbelief, and so through all the other fruits of wickedness. Whoever overcomes and destroys these will carry off the respective rewards, and in this way the Dragon’s power is uprooted in various ways. And further, the ten horns and the goads which he is said to have on his heads represent the ten opposites of the Ten Commandments, by which he has been wont to gore and throw the souls of the many. (259) (Abbreviated text.)
The Church As Mother: Cyprian, Augustine,

From the theme of the Church as the Bride, it :is easy to pass to that of the Church as Mother. As a Bride, the Church consists of all of us and defines our relation to Christ and God as a marriage. As a Mother, the Church stands as an entity by herself — the source of regeneration, life, forgiveness and care, and unity.

Already Cyprian, in third century Africa, in reaction to schismatics who were tearing down and afflicting the Church, depicted her as the Mother of all the Christians: (260)

Our Lord’s Church is radiant with light and pours her rays over the whole world; but it is the one and the same light which is spread everywhere, and the unity of her body suffers no division. She spreads her branches in generous growth over all the earth, she extends her abundant streams even further; yet one is the headspring, one the source, one the mother who is prolific in her offspring, generation; after generation, of her womb are we born, of her milk are we fed, of her Spirit our souls draw their life breath.

The spouse of Christ cannot be defiled, she is inviolate and chaste; she knows one home alone, in all modesty she keeps faithfully to one only couch. It is she who rescues us for God, she who seals for the kingdom the sons whom she has borne; Whoever breaks with the Church and enters on an adulterous union (schism), cuts himself, off from the promises made to the Church; and he who has turned his back on the Church of Christ shall not come to the rewards of Christ: he is an alien, a worldling, an enemy, You cannot have God for your Father if you have not the Church for your mother. (261)

Augustine insists on the idea of the Church as the Body and the Spouse of Christ. This may be seen, for instance, in De doctrina christiana 1.15:

For the Church is His body, as the apostle’s teaching shows us; and it is even called His spouse. His body, then, which has many members, and all performing different functions, He holds together in the bond of unity and love, which is its true health. Moreover He exercises it in the present time, and purges it with many wholesome afflictions, that when He has transplanted it from this world to the eternal world, he may take it to Himself as His bride, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing. (262)

In Sermon 90 on the wedding of the son of the king (Matthew. 22), Augustine finds the opportunity to speak about the Church as Bride and Mother.

The wedding dress which is required to enter the room of the banquet is not baptism, or the Eucharist, or fasting, or the gift of miracles, but charity. The Bridegroom is Christ and the Bride is the Church. He who honours both of them deserves to be their child. Through charity we honour them. If we love the Lord, we learn how to love ourselves and our neighbour rightly, and every human being is our neighbour. We have one [fore] father, not one [fore] father and one [fore] mother, since our first mother was created by, God out of the first man. We all became wild olive trees because this our common stock turned into bitterness. But a second man came, who brought about unity and life for those who were scattered and dead in Adam. Those who. believe in Christ are given life, but they must wear the wedding dress in order to be admitted to the banquet. The wedding dress is faith working through charity. Charity must be extended to all, even to our enemies, and should not stop with our spouse and children. Charity must be gratuitous and disinterested, taking as a model small birds which feed their little ones without considering whether these will feed them when they are old. Stretch your charity beyond the love for children and conjugal love. Believe in God. Love God first. Lift yourself up to God, and take up together with you all those you can; a stranger and an enemy as well as a son, a wife or a servant. (263) (Resume of Text.)
Women As Speculative Wisdom 

Philo of Alexandria was interested in speculating on the divine pre-existing Wisdom, and we remember that his basis was the female figure associated with the creation of the world in Proverbs 8:22 and .developed in connection with the wives of the Patriarchs. As we suggested above, orthodox Christianity interpreted the divine aspect of Christ through all possible titles: Son of God, ,Word of God, Wisdom, etc. (264) The consequence was both the multiplication of titles for Christ, and, very soon, the confusion of their meaning. In the third century, Origen is a good example of this and is perhaps the: last one who develops a theology of Divine Wisdom along the lines of the tradition of Proverbs 8:22 and Philo:

Christ is demiurge (creator) as a beginning (arche}, inasmuch as, He is wisdom. It is in virtue of His being wisdom that He is called archeFor Wisdom says in Solomon: God created me the beginning of His ways, for His works, (Prov. 8:22), so that the Word might be an archenamely, in wisdom. Considered in relation to the structure of contemplation and thoughts about the whole of things, it is regarded as wisdom; but in relation to that side of the objects of thought, in which reasonable beings apprehend them, it is considered as the Word. (265)

More freedom of speculation idevelopments. Many gnostic systems ascribe an important role to Sophia (Wisdom), and she is present in one way or another in all gnostic writings. R. M. Grant follows the development of the myth of Helen, the companion of Simon Magus and a figure of Wisdom, from Acts of Apostles 8 to Irenaeus (Adv. Haer, I, 23) and the Clementine Homilies (II, 22-25). The prostitute ends as “the Queen, the all-maternal Being and Wisdom.” (266)

The Valentinian gnostic system presents a Pleroma consisting of a series of thirty coupled aeons. This consists of a progression of 15 males. and 15 female entities which emanate Sophia (Wisdom); a female principle, at the limit between the Pleroma and the world. The word itself is not the work of the Father, or of his Logos, but of a Creator who is also the God of the Jews. While the physical world remains evil, the moral world is subjected to this God-author of the Law and exactor of righteousness,. However, because of the intermediary position of Sophia, seeds of divine substance are found upon earth and, through the unknowing instrumentality of the Creator, enter certain individuals. These individuals are the Spirituals or the Gnostics. The Saviour was sent to the world .in order to gather them and return every particle of divine substance to the Pleroma. While the Psychics (those who only understand moral teachings and obey the Creator) will enjoy their reward outside the Pleroma, the Gnostics (those who know themselves as other and divine) will enter the wedding room and join their male consort in the Pleroma, which will thereby be completed. (267)

Origen’s excerpts from Heracleon’s Exegesis of John, found in his own Homilies on John, illustrate this teaching. For instance, in Heracleon’s interpretation of John 4 the’ Samaritan woman is a Gnostic, a soul divinely endowed with Sophia. The Saviour reveals this to her. In the world she is a prostitute, since her true husband is above, in the Pleroma, where now after her encounter with the Saviour, she longs to join him. Neither Jerusalem, where the Jews worship the Creator, nor the Mountain, where the Gentiles worship the world, may be said to be the right place of worship. The Spirituals will worship neither the creation nor the Creator, but the Father of Truth, who is worshipped in a spiritual ‘and, not a fleshly fashion, “since^ those who are of the same nature as the Father are spirit.” (268)

In order to end this section with a poetic and prayerfull expression of orthodox inspiration, we turn to Odes of Salomon 33 Again grace ran and forsook corruption, and came down in Him to bring it to nought; And He destroyed perdition from before Him, and devastated all its order; And He stood on a lofty summit and uttered His voice from one end of the earth to the other; And drew to Him all those who obeyed Him; and there did not appear as it were an evil person. But there stood a perfect virgin who was proclaiming and calling and saying, O ye sons of men, return ye, and ye daughters of men, come ye: And foresake the ways of that corruption into you, and will bring you forth from perdition, And make you wish in the ways of truth: that you be not destroyed nor perish: Hear me and be redeemed. For the grace of God I am telling among you: and by my means you shall be redeemed and become blessed. I am your judge; and they who have put me on shall not be injured: but they shall possess the new world that is incorrupt: My chosen ones walk in me, and my ways I will make known to them that seek me, and I will make them trust in my name. Hallelujah. (269) 

Symbolism Of The Blessed Virgin Mary 

The early Christianity knew the Blessed Virgin as the mother of the Saviour, and proclaimed her the Mother of God.(270) In the liturgy of St. John Chrysostom, she is exalted as “higher in honour than the Cherubim, and more glorious than the Seraphim”. (271) Thus her privileged place in the Christian system of salvation, and her pre-eminence in the heavenly hierarchy were acknowledged. But we do not see the existence of a devotion to Mary as an object of worship or a center of interest apart from the faith reflected in the whole Creed.

The great theologian of Mary is Irenaeus. He sees her as part of the salvific plan of God. Irenaeus develops the Pauline (272) parallel of the two Adams. The human race needed to be recapitulated, i.e., to be given a new head since its first head, Adam, yielded to sin and brought to us the consequence of sin, death. Christ thus appears as the source of life, even for the generations before the Incarnation. 

Irenaeus completes the parallel between the two Adams with a parallel between Eve and Mary. The obedience of Mary is paralleled with the disobedience of Eve. The two women appear at the origin of two divine dispensations, and stand as the symbol of two opposite attitudes towards God: obedience and disobedience. 

In addition, against the Gnostics who condemned the flesh and rejected the Incarnation, Irenaeus sees in the reality of the flesh of Jesus and of its formation in the womb of Mary the guarantee of our salvation. Without it, there would be no reality of the remission of our sins in His blood, and our hope for the resurrection would be vain. Mary thus is seen as the sign of the faith in the Incarnation. Even her virginity finds its relevance in the parallel of the two women:

For as by one man’s disobedience sin entered, and death obtained a place through sin; so also by the obedience of one man, righteousness having been introduced, shall cause life to fructify in those persons who in times past were dead (Rom. 5:19). And as the protoplast himself, Adam, had his substance from untilled and as yet virgin soil, and was formed by the hand of God, that is, by the Word of God..., and the Lord took dust from the earth and formed man; so did He who is the Word, recapitulating Adam in Himself, rightly receive a birth, enabling him to gather up Adam (into Himself), from Mary, who was as yet a virgin. . . 

Those therefore who allege that He took, nothing from the virgin do greatly err, since, in order that they may cast away the inheritance of the flesh, they also reject the analogy (between Him and Adam). For if the one who sprang from the earth had indeed formation and substance from both the hand and workmanship of God, then He who was made after the image and likeness of the former did not, in that case, preserve the analogy of man, and He must seem an inconsistent piece of work, not having wherewith He may show His wisdom. But this is to say, that He also appeared putatively as man when he was not man, and that He was made man while taking nothing from man. For if He did not receive the substance of flesh from a human being, He neither was made man nor the Son of man; and if He was not made what we were, He did no great thing in what He suffered and endured. But every one will allow that we are composed of a body taken from the earth, and a soul receiving spirit from God. This, therefore, the Word of God was made, recapitulating in Himself His own handiwork; and on this account does He confess Himself the Son of man.... 

Superfluous, too, in that case is His descent into Mary; for why did He come down into her if He were to take nothing of her? Still further, if He had taken nothing of Mary, He would never have availed Himself of those kinds of food which are derived from the earth, by which that body which has been taken from the earth is nourished; nor would He have hungered, fasting those forty days, like Moses and Elias, unless His body was craving after its own nourishment; nor, again, would John His disciple have said, when writing of Him, But Jesus, being wearied with the journey, was sitting (to rest); (John 4:6) nor would David have proclaimed of Him before hand, They have added to the grief of my wounds; (Ps. 119:27) nor would He have wept over Lazarus, nor have sweated drops of blood; nor have declared. My soul is exceeding sorrowful; (Mat. 26:38) nor, when His side was pierced, would there have come forth blood and water. For all these tokens of the flesh had been derived from the earth, which He had recapitulated in Himself, bearing salvation to His own handiwork. 

Wherefore Luke points out that the pedigree which traces the generation of our Lord back to Adam contains seventy-two generations, connecting the end with the beginning, and implying that it is He who has summed up in Himself all nations dispersed from Adam downwards, and all languages and generations of men, together with Adam himself. Hence also was Adam himself termed by Paul the figure of Sim that was to come, (Rom. 5:14) because the Word, the Maker of all things, had formed beforehand for Himself the future dispensation of the human race, connected with the Son of God; God having predestined that the first man should be of an animal nature, with this view, that he might be saved by the spiritual One. For inasmuch as He had a pre-existence as a saving Being, it was necessary that what might be saved should also be called into existence, in order that the Being who saves should not exist in vain. 

In accordance with this design, Mary the Virgin is found obedient, saying, Behold the handmaid of the Lord; be it unto me according to thy word. (Luke 1:38). But Eve was disobedient; for she did not obey when as yet she was a virgin. And even as she, having indeed a husband, Adam, but being nevertheless as yet a virgin, for in Paradise they were both naked, and were not ashamed, (Gen. 2:25) inasmuch as they, having been created a short time previously, had no understanding of the procreation of children: for it was necessary that they should first come to adult age, and then multiply from that time onward, having become disobedient, was made the cause of death, both to herself and to the whole human race; so also did Mary, having a man betrothed to her, although she was as yet a virgin, by yielding obedience, become the cause of salvation, both to herself and the whole human race. 

And on this account does the law term a woman betrothed to a man, the wife of him who had betrothed her, although she was as yet a virgin; thus indicating the back-reference from Mary to Eve, because what was joined together could not otherwise be put asunder than by inversion of the process by which these bonds of union had arisen; so that the former ties be cancelled by the latter, that the latter may set the former again at liberty.. And it has, in fact, happened that the first compact looses from the second tie, but that the second tie takes the position of the first which has been cancelled. For this reason did the Lord declare that the first should in truth be last, and the last first. And the prophet, too, indicates the same, saying, Instead of fathers, children have been born unto thee. (Ps. 45:17) For the Lord, having been born the First-begotten of the dead, (Apoc. 1:5) and receiving into His bosom the ancient fathers, has regenerated them into the life of God, He having been made Himself the beginning of those who die. 

Wherefore also Luke, commencing the genealogy with the Lord, carried it back to Adam, indicating that it was He who regenerated them into the Gospel of life, and not they Him. And thus also it was that the knot of Eve’s disobedience was loosed by the obedience of Mary. For what the virgin Eve had bound Mary set free through faith. (273) (Abbreviated text.) 

Conclusion 

The condition of women in Jewish and Hellenistic society is responsible for ideas and formulas which rightly offend our modern sensitivity because we live in a period of struggle regarding the condition of women. In one sense, the ongoing promotion of women adds to the power of the challenge, which in return, brings about a real improvement of their condition. In another sense modern society, because of its insensitivity, constantly creates new categories of weaker members who are not granted their fair share. For this reason we should not superficially adopt a position of superiority over the past, but should try to understand its meaning. Thus, many positive things regarding women can be found in the ancient texts. For example, instead of interpreting Ephesians 5:21-33 as a relation of domination versus subjection in marriage — a biased interpretation — we should rather point out the relation between the self-dedication of the husband and the spontaneous love of the wife, which is in the mind of the author of the epistle. 

Concerning the symbolism of women, I would like to add a remark about the present change in language toward unisex expressions, especially in religion. I do not criticize the move, which is certainly useful, and with broad usage may become the rule. But I want to point out the danger of losing a certain priceless symbolism. So much of the symbolism attached to ways of life has already disappeared during the 20th century! Who today can explain to students, who have never seen a smithshop, the symbolism of the fire and iron used by Origen to represent the Incarnation of the Word and the communication of divine energy? 

We owe the idea of marriage, between God and His people Israel to the “He” of God. We also owe the idea of marriage between Christ and the Church to the “He” of Christ, the divine Word. This is the heart of Ecclesiology. This symbol of the church is what Paul had in mind when he said, “this mystery is great”. The same idea of a spiritual marriage between Christ and the soul — a “he” and a “she” respectively is found at the heart of mystical life and has been for centuries the form of the profession of religious life for women. Men, who could not be identified as “she”. had to find another image — that of a servant of God, or a disciple of Christ. For the ancients, love itself is not an abstract term or a philosophical concept, but an image borrowed from sex and marriage. This term is still carrying some of the power received from its sexual origin in its spiritual extension. We can only hope that mystical and religious life will not be too radically severed from its sexual expression. While accepting the modern linguistic movement, we may wish to preserve the Biblical symbolism of Woman attached to reflection on God, Christ, and spiritual life. It is derived from a rich tradition in the early Church and belongs to the heart of Christian life.
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