Lecture 13

The Cappadocian Fathers
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1. The Cappadocian Fathers

· The rise of monasticism reminds us that below the surface of the Nicene and Constaninopolitan debates about the relations of the persons of the Trinity, there were large and vibrant alternative movements that did not ultimately hinge on the spelling out of the Nicene creed in its detailed intricacies.  

· Monks sought to know God through lives of austerity and holiness, and throughout the Empire, not only in Egypt, men and women were working out their faith in fear and trembling.  

· One woman in particular had an immense influence on how the Creed of Nicaea would finally be accepted at Constantinople in 381, and her name was Macrina.

· Macrina was the grand-daughter of Macrina the elder, who had been a disciple of Gregory the Wonder-worker, a young aristocrat who had been converted by the great Origen.  

· Thus, Macrina the younger came from a venerable Christian tradition.  When she was 12, she was engaged to be married, by her fiancé died.  

· In response, she vowed her life to virginity, and in time helped her mother convert their aristocratic estate into a monastery, where she and other women lived until her death in 379.  

· Macrina was a well-educated woman, but also a mystic of profound spiritual depth, like Anthony the Great, in many ways.  

· While her brothers Basil and  Gregory were gaining an elite education and preparing for careers in law, she had a deep influence on guiding and discipling them back into the ministry. 

·  Through her spiritual leadership, by which she overcame the conventions of the day not through force, but by example, she was able to lead Basil and Gregory to become two of the most important leaders in the settlement at Constaninople in 381, where the Nicene creed was affirmed.  

· It was also her example that led Basil to develop a model for communal monasticism that has been the norm in the east ever since.  

· Her influence may not have been public, but she gave the Church two of its most celebrated minds.

· Basil was one of ten children born to Basil and Emmelia of Pontus. 

· Basil’s father, by the same name, was a famous orator but his mother provided the upper-class status and wealth.  

· Basil was given the best education available, in Caesarea (in Cappadocia), Constantinople, and Athens, where he know then prince Julian, who became emperor in 361.  

· Basil also met Gregory of Nazzianzus in Athens, and they became life-long friends and allies in the debate between the Nicaeans and the Arians.  

· When Basil finished, he went on a tour of the monasteries in Egypt and Syria with Eustathius and was deeply impressed by their piety.  

· When he returned to Caesarea, his sister Macrina rebuked him for his vanity, and convinced him to leave behind a legal career and instead pursue the ascetic life.  

· He joined the small community at Annesi with his sister Macrina and his friend Gregory of Nazianzus, where together, the two room-mates put together the Philokalia, which was a selection of Origen’s writings they found to be inspirational, and which is still widely read in the east.

· Basil, however, was destined for the pastoral life as much as the life of asceticism and contemplation, and so in 360 he was ordained a deacon in the church at Caesarea by a bishop named Eusebius who was not his intellectual equal.

· (not to be confused with those from Nicomedia or Caesarea in Palestine!)

· After some attempts by Basil to return to the monastery started by Macrina, he was ordained bishop in 370.  

· During these years he engaged himself in the theological battles of the day, fighting the Arians and writing important books on the nature of the Trinity.  

· He fought hard political battles against rival bishops, and even withstood Valens, the Arian emperor who was eventually defeated by the Goths at Adrianople in 379.  

· Basil’s chief contributions were in developing the monastic rule for the monks in the east, and for helping to articulate the idea of unity and distinction in the Trinity by describing three hypostases in one ousia, and defining these as one essence in three separate and distinct identities.  

· Basil died in 379, before the council at Constantinople, but his legacy was carried on their by his friend Gregory of Nazianzus.  

· Gregory of Nazianzus grew up on estates near Nazianzus, where his father was bishop.  

· He was a rich man, and had built a large portion of the Church after he converted from Judaism to Christianity, through the influence of his wife.  

· Gregory, too, had a great education, studying in Caesarea, Palestine, Alexandria and Athens.  

· It was in Palestine where he learned to love the writings of Origen, and in Alexandria where he studied with Didymus the Blind, a famed theologian in the Church of Athanasius.  

· In Athens, where he met Basil and Julian, he turned down the appeals of the students to teach rhetoric, and instead returned to Pontus with Basil to live a life of contemplation at the monastery founded by Macrina.  

· In 362, he left, answering his father’s appeal to minister in Nazianzus as a priest.  

· Basil had him ordained bishop of a small town called Sasima, but he never took up the post, remaining in Nazianzus with his father until his death in 374.  

· Gregory then went to a monastery in Seleucia until 379 when the only orthodox Church in Arian Constantinople called him to be their pastor.  

· He impressed the orthodox Emperor Theodosius so much that he was appointed bishop of Constantinople in 379-381, but retired before the council of Constantinople back to Pontus, where he continued to write until his death in 390.

· Gregory was revered by future generation for his theology and is remembered as ‘The Theologian’ by the orthodox today.  

· He was, along with Basil, influential in combating the Arian understanding of the relationship between the son and the father.  

· Gregory insisted that although God’s nature was incomprehensible, he had made known to humanity his character and existence, and these were revealed in the Scriptures as Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  

· He affirmed that the Spirit was fully God, and also anticipated the later Christological debates of the 5th century by affirming the Son’s full humanity, without denying his full divinity.  

· He also championed the idea of theosis in which incarnation and salvation were balanced, so that both could be understood in such as way that Christ became a man, in order the humans could become like Christ. 

· Gregory of Nyssa was the brother of Macrina and Basil.  Though he didn’t share the same educational privileges as his brother, he was remarkable well educated by himself, and by the Spiritual teachings of his sister, and the theological lessons of his brother.   

· Gregory was married and was not attracted to the celibate life like his brother and sister.  

· However, his wife pre-deceased him, and in 372 he became the bishop of Nyssa, a modest town in Cappadocia, by the appointment of his brother.  

· In 376 he was deposed by Arians, but was able to return a few years later and carry on the fight against Arianism in the place of Basil who died in 379.  

· In that year, he also spent time back in Annesi, where his sister Macrina was dying, and wrote a book on the incarnation that reflected her last teachings to him before she died.

· Gregory became an important theologian after 381 in the final settlement of Nicaean orthodoxy at Constantinople, and was listed by Emperor Theodosius as one of the bishops on the list with whom one needed to be in communion to be called orthodox.  

· He participated in several other synods and council until his death in 395, and was active in establishing orthodoxy through his writings.  

· Gregory was able to undo the influences of Neoplatonic philosophy on Christian theology, and affirm the differences between God and creation, and thereby rejected any subordination of the Son.  

· He affirmed the full divinity and humanity of Christ, and denied the role of re-incarnation, or the transmigration of the soul which existed in some of Origen’s writings.  

· Gregory believed that man’s vocation was to be a never-ending growth in sharing God’s life, maintaining the uniqueness of God as the source of all good, but affirming human responsibility to freely respond to God’s call by a continual process of conversion.  

· He helped develop the mystical idea of perfection, which saw perfection not as a legal justification or perfection in righteousness, but as a continual growth and expansion in love.

· Basil the Great, Gregory the Theologian, and Gregory of Nazianzus are known as the Cappadocian Fathers, due to their origin.  

· And yet, they might justifiably be called, the disciples of Macrina, as all of them were fundamentally influenced by her spiritual devotion and mysticism.  

· Between them, they helped give foundations to eastern monasticism, battle the Arian theologians, and help establish the Trinitarian doctrines of the relations between the persons, and the nature of Christ.  

· They carried on Athanasius’ battle to its conclusion at Constantinople in 381, and laid the ground work for the council of Chalcedon in 451, which established the nature of Christ’s humanity.  

· They probably are the best representatives of the profundity and sophistication of eastern orthodox theology, for which the west would have to wait another century, before they would have an equal in Augustine.
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