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O
ver the past number of 
years, I have become 
increasingly enam
oured with premodern 
attempts to express the 
Christian faith with 
the help of Platonic categories. The pre
modern approach to reality was basically 

sacramental in character: this-worldly, 
earthly objects, according to the Christian 
Platonist tradition, not only point to but 
also participate in otherworldly, heavenly 
realities. That is to say, our created realities 
derive their meaning and significance from 
the fact that they don’t stand on their own, 
but share, sacramentally, in the eternal 
Word, or Logos, of God. It’s encouraging 
to me that, over the past number of years, 
various philosophers and authors have 
jumped on the Christian Platonist band
wagon. We are in the felicitous situation 
that several recent books render Christian 
Platonism accessible and understandable to 
a broader public.1

In this article I want to introduce an 
early Christian Platonist, the fourth-cen
tury theologian and mystic Saint Gregory of 
Nyssa. In the process, I will exposit particu
larly his views on human sexuality, which 
is one of the key topics in a recent book I 
wrote on Gregory.2 My reason for this study 
of Gregory—and in particular his approach 
to embodiment—is that I wanted to test a 
hunch. The hunch went like this. Many 
theologians of the modern era are fearful of 
the Platonic side of the Great Tradition of 
the church. They worry that the so-called 
“Hellenization of the church” negatively

affected Christian theology from its begin
ning until well into the Middle Ages and 
perhaps even beyond. The problem with 
using Platonic categories in Christian theol
ogy is, according to this line of thought, that 
Christianity became far too otherworldly. 
Christianity inherited from Platonism a 
negative attitude to the material, created 
order, including its rejection of the goodness 
of the body.

In an earlier book, Heavenly 
Participation, I have tried to show how 
that argument fails, and there I make clear 
that Christian Platonism doesn’t mean the 
rejection of materiality and embodiment, 
but should actually entail its opposite: the 
embrace of time-bound embodiment as 
sacrament of even greater, eternal, spiri
tual realities.3 With this general thought in 
mind, I wanted to read Gregory—one of the 
most Platonic of the church fathers—to test 
my intuition. My hunch was that no mat
ter how Platonic Saint Gregory might be, 
along with other church fathers he would 
always be keen to uphold the goodness of 
created realities, and so also the goodness of 
the body. And I would be able to conclude 
from my study that premodern Christian 
Platonism does not require us to abandon 
the goodness of matter, but that, instead, an 
affirmation of this-worldly realities is depen
dent on the participatory, or sacramental, 
ontology of premodern Christianity.

Well, honesty requires an admission 
of only partial success: my hunch has not 
been entirely validated. My investigation 
made clear that Gregory is first and fore
most a theologian of ascent—or, to use
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Gregorys term, anagogy (literally mean
ing, leading up). Hence the subtitle of my 
Gregory book: An Anagogical Approach. 
Gregory’s theology, I found out, is first and 
foremost anagogical; that is to say, he was 
concerned with going up. Gregory was a 
vertical thinker, much more than a horizon
tal thinker. He longed to go up to God by 
means of virtue. And as a result, Nyssen was 
often quite reserved with regard to created, 
bodily realities. Saint Gregory wasn’t nearly 

as affirmative of the world 
of time and space as most of 
us in modern and late mod
ern society tend to be. In 
fact, when it comes to issues 
such as gender, marriage, 
sexuality, and virginity, I 
expressly distance myself 
in my book on Gregory 
from those scholars who 
highlight his affirmation 
of materiality and sexual
ity. My study made clear to 
me that Gregory was really 
quite reserved in his affirma
tion that the entire created 
order—including embod
ied existence—participates 
sacramentally in eternal 
realities. This is not to say he 
denied it; some of his com
ments explicitly affirm it, 
and so one could make an 
argument (and a cogent one) 
that Gregory’s Christian 
Platonism values the sacra
mentality of embodiment. 
Still, for the most part, 

Nyssen was looking for an anagogical, or 
upward, transposition that leaves behind 
the objects of earthly, embodied existence. 
This implies that his approach to reality (his 
ontology) is less robustly sacramental than 
perhaps I would like it to be.

Still, it is possible to make two posi
tive comments in connection with my basic 
hunch, even if it got only partially validated. 
First, regardless of Gregory’s own particular 
version of it, I remain convinced that a par
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ticipatory ontology is essential to a genuine 
appreciation of the goodness of the created 
order, including the embodied, measurable 
world of time and space. Without partici
pation in eternal realities, the created order 
lapses into a void. Unhinged from the life of 
God, created realities no longer have their 
meaning divinely “stamped” upon them, 
as it were, and as a result (late) modernity 
forces us to assign this meaning ourselves, a 
process that inevitably takes on the arbitrary 
whim of the human will to power. Without 
a participatory framework, we assign rather 
than recognize created goodness. So, I think 
that Gregory—and before him Plato—was 
quite correct in the basic assumption that 
participation in the life of God grants to 
created realities their being (and goodness 
and beauty). We need Saint Gregory’s basic 
theological framework to do justice to the 
goodness of created existence.

Second, my study has made me appreci
ate anew that an affirmation of the goodness 
of creation must recognize the provisional, 
secondary—or penultimate—character of 
the realities of time and space. Christian 
theology ought not to take this-worldly, 
embodied realities as independent or as 
ultimate in character. Through my reading 
of Gregory, I have come to see more clearly 
than before that his emphasis on anagogy 
(and along with it the requirement of bodily 
renunciation) serves to uphold some basic 
Christian truths, namely, that this-worldly 
embodied realities are merely secondary in 
character and that they require a readjust
ment of eschatological proportion in order 
to participate forever in the life of God. 
That readjustment is something that Nyssen 
always kept in view, whereas contemporary 
theology seems largely to have lost sight of it.

Putting on Christ: Gregory and the 
“Tunics of Hide”
In what follows, then, I will introduce some 
of the central elements of Gregory’s under
standing of the human body, of sexuality, 
and of gender—all topics that I discuss 
at length in the larger book project.4 In 
Embodiment and Virtue in Gregory ofNyssa,
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I deal with all kinds of “bodies,” which I 
discuss chapter by chapter: measured body, 
textual body, gendered body, dead body, 
oppressed body, and ecclesial body. Of these 
“bodies,” the gendered body is a topic that 
garners particular attention within contem
porary scholarly discussion, and it is this 
topic to which I will devote the remainder 
of this essay. Let me begin by turning to the 
moving account of Gregory’s arrival at his 
sister Macrina’s deathbed in July 379. “The 
subject of the tale,” relates Gregory in The 
Life of Macrina, “was a woman—if indeed 
she was a woman,’ for I know not whether it 
is fitting to designate her of that nature who 
so surpassed nature . . . ”’5 Gregory makes 
clear that he hardly considers his sister a 
woman. In his account of her passing away, 
it is Gregory who is constantly weeping— 
not an overly “manly” thing to do—while 
the dying Macrina is characterized by 
“manliness.”6 Here and elsewhere, Gregory 
appears intent on destabilizing gender. And 
we should probably ask, Why? What is 
going on here?

As Macrina gives Gregory some final 
theological instruction—regarding the role 
of the passions, the body, the resurrection, 
and several other related topics (instruction 
that Gregory reports in his book On the 
Soul and the Resurrection)—his sister seems 
to him to transition from a human to an 
angelic state. Macrina’s philosophizing right 
up to her last breath fills Gregory with awe:

All this seemed to me to be no 
longer of the human order. It 
was as if by some dispensation 
an angel had assumed a human 
form, with whom, not having any 
kinship or affinity with the life of 
the flesh, it was not at all unrea
sonable that the mind should 
remain in an unperturbed state, 
since the flesh did not drag it 
down to its own passions.7

Macrina, so it seems to Gregory, is 
leaving behind her human nature, not 
because she takes on male characteristics, 
but because she becomes like the angels.

Indeed, throughout his writings, Gregory 
describes eschatological existence—as well 
as paradisal life before the fall—in angelic 
terms. Angels are not gendered, and they 
do not procreate in a physical, sexual way. 
Accordingly, the true saint—and Macrina 
is clearly the model saint for Gregory—loses 
her gendered particularity. She becomes, 
already prior to death, like the angels.

Gregory grounds this non-gendered, 
angelic existence of Macrina christologi- 
cally. One of his key verses here is Galatians 
3:28: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, 
there is neither bond nor free, there is nei
ther male nor female: for ye are all one in 
Christ Jesus.”8 Gregory concludes from this 
text that true humanity in Christ knows no 
gender and that gender merely serves the 
purposes of sexual procreation in our fallen 
state here on earth. Nyssen’s logic appears to 
be as follows: Christ is the true humanity, 
and the more we grow in virtue and become 
like him, the less significant our gender dif
ferences become.

Another significant biblical passage for 
Gregory is Luke 20:35-36: “But they which 
shall be accounted worthy to obtain that 
world, and the resurrection from the dead, 
neither marry, nor are given in marriage: 
Neither can they die any more: for they are 
equal unto the angels; and are the children 
of God, being the children of the resurrec
tion.” Saint Gregory reads these words as an 
encouragement to pursue the life of a virgin 
already today and thus to concern oneself 
with the life of the soul rather than that of 
the body. Sitting at Macrina’s deathbed, it 
seems to Gregory that this virgin par excel
lence has already left behind her material 
form of existence.

Not surprisingly, perhaps, Gregory’s 
destabilizing of gender, if we may call it 
that, has implications for the way in which 
he treats both the human body in gen
eral and sexuality in particular. I’d like to 
make a few observations about both top
ics. First, with regard to the human body in 
general, Gregory often describes our bod
ies as “tunics of hide.” With this phrase he 
alludes to Genesis 3:21, which says that the

29



CRUX: Summer 2018/Vol. 54, No. 2

Lord God made “coats of skins” or “tunics 
of hide” to clothe Adam and Eve after the 
fall. Gregory doesn’t read this literally— 
as if God physically put animal skins on 
Adam and Eve. Instead, he sees the “tunics 
of hide” as post-fall, gendered bodies, the 
kinds of bodies that we have today and 
that are subject to animal passions, includ
ing sexual passions. As one can imagine, 
this understanding of Gregory leads to 
serious exegetical difficulties, seeing that 
Genesis 1 describes humanity as being male 
and female (Gen. 1:27). How can human 
beings be gendered already before the fall 
(Gen. 1:27) if God gives Adam and Eve the 
“tunics of hide” only after the fall (Gen. 
3:21)? Gregory struggles with this issue in 
a book called On the Making of Man, and, 
to my mind at least, he doesn’t really solve 
the difficulty in a satisfactory way. The basic 
point to take away from these observations 
is that Nyssen saw the “tunics of hide” as 
a result of the fall. Before the fall, so he 
thought, our bodies were angelic, and in 
the future, in the eschaton, our bodies will 
again be angelic in character.

The upshot is that Gregory often 
speaks quite negatively about the body. 
Usually, when he does this, he has in mind 
the “tunics of hide,” our bodies in their 
current, fallen state. And he links these 
rather negatively construed “tunics of 
hide” with the Pauline “old man,” which 
the apostle encourages the believers to 
“take off” as one would take off, say, one’s 
tunic, so as to put on the “new man” (Eph. 
4:22; Col. 3:9)—a radical dress reversal, 
in other words. To illustrate what Gregory 
does here, I want to make a brief excur
sus to his homilies on the Song of Songs, 
which he beautifully and allegorically 
interprets as speaking of the relationship 
between Christ and the believer. Gregory 
uses Christology to argue that the human 
body itself is destined for ontological 
change (a change in basic material struc
ture) as part of the journey to the heavenly 
realm—much the way in which Macrina 
appeared to transcend her human, gen
dered nature on her deathbed. In Gregory’s

sermons on the Song of Songs, we repeat
edly encounter the imagery of a change in 
clothing to describe this anagogical trans
position from this life to the next. This 
transposition, Gregory claims, is a change 
from “tunics of hide” to the “holy garb” of 
the Lord Jesus Christ. In other words, in 
the hereafter, our body will no longer be 
the fallen “tunics of hide.” Instead, it will 
be patterned on Christ—we will wear the 
“holy garb” of Christ.

The very opening words of the first 
homily illustrate the contrast between these 
two sets of clothing:

You who in accordance with 
the counsel of Paul have “taken 
off” the old humanity with its 
deeds and lusts like a filthy gar
ment (Col 3:9) and have clothed 
yourselves by purity of life in the 
lightsome raiment of the Lord, 
raiment such as he revealed in his 
transfiguration on the mountain 
(cf. Mark 9:2-3 and par.), or, 
rather, you who have “put on” our 
Lord Jesus Christ himself (Gal 
3:27) together with his holy garb 
and with him have been transfig
ured for impassibility and the life 
divine: hear the mysteries of the 
Song of Songs.9

The believer’s identification with Christ in 
the “putting on” of the “new man” is evi
dent not only in this passage, but also in 
Gregory’s reflections in Homily 11 on the 
bride’s words, “I have removed my tunic. 
How shall I put it on?” (Song 5:3). Not 
surprisingly, perhaps, Gregory immedi
ately spots here a reference to paradise and 
a reversal of the effects of the fall: the bride 
“put off that ‘tunic of hide’ that she had put 
on after the sin (cf. Gen 3:21).”10 This “nega
tive” stripping off of the tunic of hide has 
for its “positive” counterpart our identifica
tion with Christ. Says Gregory:

So whoever has taken off the old 
humanity and rent the veil of the 
heart has opened an entrance for 
the Word. And when the Word
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has entered her, the soul makes 
him her garment in accordance 
with the instruction of the apos
tle; for he commands the person 
who has taken off the rags of the 
old humanity “to put on the new” 
tunic that “has been created after 
the likeness of God in holiness 
and righteousness” (Eph 4:24); 
and he says that this garment is 
Jesus (cf. Rom 13:14).11

So, for Gregory, Jesus is the new tunic, 
which the believer puts on when removing 
the old tunic of hide. Put differently, Nyssen 
describes the anagogical transposition in 
such a way that our very bodily existence 
changes when in and through Christ we 
regain the immortality lost in the fall.12

It seems clear that Saint Gregory ques
tions the stability of the body’s identity. 
He does not, however, allude to the kind 
of gender fluidity commonly advocated in 
contemporary philosophical and theologi
cal discourse. Instead, Gregory refers to an 
increasing participation—body and soul— 
in Christ by means of virtue. Now, it is true 
that for Nyssen, gender was merely penul
timate: gender is overcome, or left behind, 
in Christ. But that is by no means the same 
as saying that Gregory was an early advo
cate of transgender theories. After all, the 
reason Nyssen insisted on the penultimacy 
of gender is that anagogical transposition 
implies a change in our actual bodily make
up, as our “tunics of hide” are increasingly 
being removed in order to make way for the 
“garment of Christ.” Gregory, one could 
say, turns transgenderism on its head: 
whereas transgender theorists’ advocacy of 
gender fluidity is closely tied in with a nar
row focus on this-worldly identity politics, 
Gregory’s “instability” of bodily gender has 
everything to do with a broadening of our 
horizons to an otherworldly reshaping of 
the body so as to fit it for eternity. Whereas 
contemporary sexual politics advocates 
more indiscriminate forms of sexual expres
sion, for Gregory the body’s new identity in 
Christ meant the (eschatological) abolition

of gender and hence also a celebration of 
the virtue of virginity. For Gregory, bodily 
“instability” is the result of growth in vir
tue; virtue leads to our ultimate destiny 
of a spiritual or heavenly body. Moral and 
bodily change go hand in hand.

Virginity as Participation in God
Now, let’s move from questions of body 
and gender in general to a more detailed 
discussion of sexuality. We have already 
seen that for Gregory, the angelic, christo-
logical life is neither male nor ---------------
female. So, there’s no mar
riage and no sexual activity 
either in the paradise of Eden 
or in the hereafter. The result 
is that Gregory highly praises 
virginity, something he does 
particularly in his early 
work, On Virginity. At the 
outset, Gregory deals with a 
paradox: he is about to praise 
something that is actually 
beyond praise. Virginity’s 
greatness is such that it “has 
no need of verbal support.”13 
It is precisely virginity’s

. . . for Gregory 
the body’s new 

identity in 
Christ meant the 

(eschatological) 
abolition of

it is precisely virginity s / j i
astonishing praiseworthiness gender and hence
,h,, eliminates the need fo, £ celebration 
praise. As Gregory puts it,

of the virtue of 
virginity.

“The only sufficient praise of 
virginity is to make clear that 
it is a virtue beyond praise 
and that purity in life is more 
wonderful than the spo
ken word.”14 The reason he 
nonetheless proceeds to say 
“a few words” is that “it may 
appear altogether strange that we be silent 
and insensible in this matter.”15 Gregory, 
we could say, embarks on a discussion of 
something that actually is beyond words.

The paradox of praising something 
that is beyond praise goes back to the fact 
that Nyssen identifies virginity with God 
himself. Gregory is well known for his view 
that human words are unable to capture the 
divine essence. The reason for his inability 
to present an adequate encomium on virgin
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ity is precisely the identification between 
virginity and divinity. Comments Nyssen:

If the achieving of this revered 
virginity means becoming blame
less and holy (but these are words 
used properly and primarily in 
praise of the incorruptible God), 
what greater praise of virginity is 
there than its being proved that in 
some way those who have a share 
in the pure mysteries of virginity 
become themselves partakers of 
the glory of God, who is alone 
holy and blameless, since they 
participate in His purity and 
incorruptibility.16

Gregory here identifies virginity with 
the divine characteristics of blame
lessness, holiness, purity, and—above 
all—incorruptibility.17 While each of these 
may characterize human beings in some 
fashion, they are first and foremost divine 
characteristics. Human beings merely 
participate in them. God’s very nature is 
virginity (which is thus beyond praise), 
while human beings merely participate, to 
a greater or lesser degree, in this divine vir
ginity. The paradoxical character of praising 
virginity thus hinges on Gregory’s identifi
cation of virginity with God himself. Both 
are beyond praise—though this should not 
stop us from giving it a try.

At this point, we understand why 
Nyssen had such a high view of bodily vir
ginity: he viewed it as the clearest indication 
that someone participates in the incorrupt
ible beauty of God himself and thus in the 
eschatological reality of paradise. We have 
already noted that Gregory links virginity 
with incorruptibility, with purity, and with 
impassibility. For Gregory, it is the combi
nation of these four characteristics that is 
redemptive, in that this combination means 
the defeat of death. In line with this, he 
alludes in several places to the virgin birth 
and its saving effect:

It is for this reason, I think, 
that our Lord Jesus Christ, the 
source of incorruptibility, did

not come into the world through 
marriage. He wanted to dem
onstrate through the manner 
of his becoming man this great 
mystery, that purity alone is suf
ficient for receiving the presence 
and entrance of God, a purity 
that cannot be otherwise achieved 
fully, unless one alienates himself 
entirely from the passions of the 
flesh. For what happened corpore
ally in the case of the immaculate 
Mary, when the fullness of the 
divinity shone forth in Christ 
through her virginity, takes place 
also in every soul spiritually 
giving birth to Christ, although 
the Lord no longer effects a 
bodily presence.18

The virgin birth demonstrates, according 
to Gregory, that only purity and alienation 
from the passions yield the presence of God. 
Only by way of a birth characterized by 
absence of the passions could Christ become 
the source of our incorruptibility. Put differ
ently, only through a virgin birth can we in 
turn become virgins.

This virginal overcoming of corruption 
and death is, at the same time, a participa
tion in true beauty. Gregory encourages his 
readers in chapter 11 of On Virginity to dir
ect their minds to “the unseen.”19 In order 
to do this, Gregory explains, one needs to 
distinguish between body and soul: the 
body does not give us a full grasp of the 
human person. If the eye of the soul prop
erly analyzes and evaluates bodily beauty, 
Nyssen continues, she will recognize the 
body’s limitations:

Accordingly, in the seeking of 
the beautiful, the person who is 
superficial in his thought, when 
he sees something in which 
fantasy is mixed with some 
beauty, will think that the thing 
itself is beautiful because of its 
own nature, his attention being 
attracted to it because of pleasure, 
and he will be concerned with
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nothing beyond this. But the 
man who has purified the eye of 
his soul is able to look at such 
things and forget the matter in 
which the beauty is encased, and 
he uses what he sees as a kind 
of basis for his contemplation of 
intelligible beauty. By a partici
pation in this beauty, the other 
beautiful things come into being 
and are identified.20

The beauty of a created object, Gregory 
insists, does not lie in “its own nature.” It 
is only inasmuch as material objects partici
pate in intelligible reality that they have any 
beauty at all. Gregory feels, therefore, that 
we should use created beauty as a support or 
framework that allows us to contemplate the 
intelligible beauty itself.

Here we see that Gregory did believe 
that created, material things such as the 
body really do participate in the beauty of 
God. But Gregory does not draw from this 
the conclusion that we should celebrate 
this-worldly, created beauty for its own 
sake. He does not want us to linger with 
the beauty of material objects. His under
standing of participation, both in chapter 
11 of On Virginity and elsewhere, is such 
that we are to transcend physical beauty— 
as well as the beauty that we perceive in 
honour, glory, and power.21 The reason we 
should not linger with them is not just that 
it would be erroneous to locate our perma
nence, security, or immortality in them;22 
the more basic reason is that these realities 
themselves are of a lower kind. Once we 
have identified the path to beauty, insists 
Saint Gregory, we should have “disdain” 
for and should “disregard” ephemeral, 
visible things.23 It is “through” [did) the 
beauty that we see in the world around us 
that “the soul, rising and leaving behind 
all notice of unimportant things, arrives 
at a knowledge of the grandeur beyond the 
heavens.”24 Because this-worldly objects 
merely participate in eternal beauty, they 
cannot, for Gregory, be the focus of our 
attention and our desire.

Insisting that with “heavenly wings” 
we ascend “above all low and earthbound 
things,”25 therefore, Gregory captures the 
intended end of our flight with the typically 
Platonic expression of beauty “of itself and 
in itself.”26 It is the immaterial beauty of 
divine virginity itself that forms the aim of 
the anagogical pilgrimage. This divine vir
ginity can only be reached, Nyssen believed, 
by leaving behind the material beauty that 
points to and participates in divine beauty. 
This conviction logically informs the cli
max of his eulogy on beauty, as he explicitly 
links ineffable beauty to virginity, incor
ruptibility, and God himself: “The goal of 
true virginity and zeal for incorruptibility is 
the ability to see God, for the chief and first 
and only beautiful and good and pure is the 
God of all, and no one is so blind in mind 
as not to perceive that even by himself.”27 
For Nyssen, we reach virginity through 
participation in beauty. And while this 
participation does not negate the (participa
tory) beauty of bodily realities, the aim of 
virginity requires that they be left behind 
for the sake of the eschatological vision of 
God.28 Whatever Gregorys shortcomings, 
it seems to me that his key insight remains 
of abiding value: it is through the life of 
virginal purity that we begin to participate 
in the incorruptible and impassible life of 
divine Virginity. The goal, therefore, of true 
virginity, of genuine purity, is the beatific 
vision of God himself. X
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ambush, the stripping off of the incorruptible garment 
(aphthartou endumatos), the wounds of sin, death’s 
occupation of the half of human nature (the soul 
remains immortal)” (Cant 14.427.13-17 [Norris 453]).

11 Cant 11.328.5-11 (Norris 347).
12 Cf. J. Warren Smith’s helpful comment: 

“Nyssen grounds his understanding of the transforma
tion of our earthly bodies into spiritual or angelic bod
ies upon his ontology of quality. Rather than basing 
his anthropology on a hylemorphic theory of substance 
(i.e., prime matter given identity by the imposition of 
form), Nyssen sees human beings as a collection of 
intelligible properties or qualities (7TOl6iqTS(;)” (“The 
Body of Paradise and the Body of the Resurrection: 
Gender and the Angelic Life in Gregory of Nyssa’s 
De hominis opificio,” Harvard Theological Review 92 
[2006]: 207-28, at 221).

13 Gregory of Nyssa, De virginitate, ed. J. P. 
Cavarnos, in Gregorii Nysseni Opera, vol. VIII/1 
(Leiden: Brill, 1963), 1.252.18. Translation in Gregory 
of Nyssa, On Virginity, in Saint Gregory of Nyssa:

Ascetical Works, trans. Virginia Woods Callahan, 
Fathers of the Church 58 (1967; repr., Washington, 
DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1999), 9. 
In what follows, I refer to the Greek critical edition 
as “Virg” and to the English translation as “Woods 
Callahan.”

14 Virg 1.252.24-27 (Woods Callahan 10); trans
lation adjusted.

15 Virg 2.255.14-18 (Woods Callahan 12).
16 Virg 1.252.3-11 (Woods Callahan 9).
17 Gregory explicitly argues that virginity {he 

parthenia) and the incorruptible (to aphthoron) are 
“synonymous” (sunonomazomenes) (Virg 1.251.18-19 
[Woods Callahan 9]).

18 Virg 2.254.17-28 (Woods Callahan 11).
19 Virg 11.291.16 (Woods Callahan 38).
20 Virg 11.292.5-15 (Woods Callahan 38-39).
21 Virg 11.292.26-293.2 (Woods Callahan 39).
22 Pace Mark Dorsey Hart, “Reconciliation of 

Body and Soul: Gregory of Nyssa’s Deeper Theology 
of Marriage,” Theological Studies 51 (1990): 450-67, 
at 455.

23 Virg 11.293.10 (Woods Callahan 39); 293.15- 
16 (Woods Callahan 39).

24 V%11.293.22 (Woods Callahan 40); 294.3-6 
(Woods Callahan 40).

25 Virg 11.294.9 (Woods Callahan 40); 294.20 
(Woods Callahan 40).

26 Virg 11.296.16-17 (Woods Callahan 41).
27 Virg 11.297.3-8 (Woods Callahan 42). Cf. 

Gregory’s earlier comment: “The only way for the soul 
to be attached to the incorruptible {aphtharto) God 
is for it to make itself as pure (katharan) as it can, by 
means of incorruptibility (aphtharsias). In this way, 
reflecting as the mirror (katoptrori) does, when it sub
mits itself to the purity (katharoteti) of God, it will 
be formed according to its participation (metochen) 
in and reflection of the prototypical beauty” (Virg 
11.296.3-9 [Woods Callahan 41]).

28 This also makes sense of chapter 20, where 
Gregory argues that one cannot serve bodily pleasures 
and at the same time participate in spiritual marriage. 
As Valerie A. Karras puts it: “Physical marriage for 
the Cappadocian father inevitably excludes a truly 
eschatological lifestyle. Conversely, the true virgin— 
who lives eschatologically—cannot be drawn down 
by worldly cares and concerns without regressing to a 
post-lapsarian mode of existence” (“A Re-evaluation of 
Marriage, Celibacy, and Irony in Gregory of Nyssa’s 
On Virginity,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 13 
[2005]: 111-21, at 119).
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