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THE CONCRETIZATION OF SPIRITUAL IDEALS 
 
 

It is no great observation to say that the Protestant experiment with ancient tradition is 

still in process. Given the ecclesial diversity within evangelicalism, it is hardly surprising that a 

predictable hallmark of those communions drawing on the ancient church is its unpredictability.  

Reading from the common lectionary, incorporation of certain liturgical elements and the 

attraction to patristic interpretation of Scripture, using quotes from patristic theologians--these 

figure most prominently across a broad spectrum of churches, many of which are looking for a 

centering of Christian faith and practice. 

One result of evangelical openness to a broader and deeper historical awareness has been 

an acknowledgment that the construction of the Christian life must go beyond the re-

experiencing or renewal of conversion. Another is that there are ancient “tools” or approaches 

available in realizing the journey to holiness.  While there is much to gain from patristic 

spirituality, it will nonetheless have points unfamiliar to us. For instance, at the time in which 

Christian spiritual practices were becoming generally established in the fourth century, the 

premier role model for Christian men was not the good husband and father, but the faithful 

celibate living at home or in the desert as frugally as possible.  Asceticism, not the family, was 

the best ground for growing in Christ.  Jesus himself set the higher standard in literal form: 

“Whoever loves father or mother (or a son or a daughter) more than me is not worthy of me.”1 

For the early church pertinent material for spiritual formation was found in Matthew’s 

Sermon on the Mount.  In this, Augustine says, “one will discover in it a perfect pattern of the 

                                                            
1 Cf. 10:35-36: “For I have come to set a man against his father, and a daughter against her mother, and a daughter-in-law 
against her mother-in-law; and a man's foes will be those of his own household.” 
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Christian life designed after the highest standards of conduct.”2 Among the dozens of 

commentaries and series of homilies on this gospel, the Beatitudes took priority as the treasury to 

which one should search for the language and precepts of walking gracefully.3  We are supposed 

to “burn with an inward desire of hungering and thirsting after righteousness;” that is, actively 

“seeking for righteousness, as opposed to some mere longing or fleeting desire of wanting it.” 4 

So too, only the pure of heart may see God,” which Gregory of Nyssa couches as “the divine 

image formed in us through the purity of our lives.”5  As a kind of epitome of all the Beatitudes, 

Matt 5 concludes, “Be perfect (τέλειοι) as your heavenly Father is perfect (Matt 5:48).  Since the 

term “perfect” in Greek derives from the word for goal (ends, means), human actions are 

understood in relation to ends; an understanding inherited from Greek thought.6  It is what the 

early church and ancient moral philosophy called the final or highest good (summum bonum).  

To strive after the “perfect,” was meant, not only as an ideal, but also as an obtainable goal, as 

Paul clarified it: “let us cleanse ourselves from every defilement of body and spirit, and make 

holiness perfect in the fear of God” (II Cor 7:1). 

 It is instructive to see how Christianity, despite its many theological differences with 

classical Paganism, shared a certain amount of philosophical infrastructure within Hellenistic 

rationality.  The rise of intellectuals within Christianity in the second century inform us through 

their texts that there was already in place a well-developed system of moral formation in the 

Graeco-Roman world.  Christian apologetic texts often played on a shared expectation of justice 

and wisdom.  Athenagoras made his argument that victimizing Christians with false accusations 

                                                            
2 Sermon on the Mount 1.1.1. 
3 Besides Augustine, the Beatitudes are treated by Origen, Chromatius of Aquileia, John Chrysostom, Gregory of 
Nyssa, Hilary of Poitiers; Jerome, Leo of Rome,   
4 Chromatius of Aquileia, Seventeen Tractates 3.5.1-4, 
5 The Beatitudes 6, GNO 7/2:137-48. 
6 Robert L. Wilken, “Christian Formation in the Early Church,” in Educating People of Faith, ed., J. Van Engen 
(Eerdmans, 2004), 48. 
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does not comport with justice.7  Likewise Justin stated directly, “Justice mandates that you 

inquire into the life both of him who confesses and of him who denies, that by his deeds it may 

be apparent what kind of man each is.”8 

Both Christian and non-Christian conceived of philosophia in a two-fold way of thinking 

and living (logos and ethos).  In Aristotle’s Eudemian Ethics, the activity of pursuing goodness is 

the spirit's greatest good, and we are told that the greatest good is happiness (or translated, 

“human flourishing”).  The happy life is the highest good because it is sought for its own sake.  

Another part of Aristotle’s argument is that in achieving happiness the good man actively 

exercises his soul's faculties in conformity with excellence or virtue.  At one point, Aristotle 

makes reference to the platonists, whom he calls “some thinkers for whom there exists another 

Good, that is good in itself, and stands to all those goods as the cause of their being good.9  This 

sounds right on the mark.  And we do find in Plato’s Meno, “good men of our own and of former 

times know how to transmit to another man the virtue in respect of which they were good.10  

Socrates has trouble coming to any firm conclusions of what virtue consists, even if all persons 

in the dialogue were in agreement that “it is not by nature that the good become good”; since 

virtue is knowledge, it must be taught.” Moral formation therefore must be a matter of learned 

direction, a point to which I will return. 

Strangely, nowhere in Plato's writings are substantive principles of ethical philosophy or 

rules of practice deduced from the idea of good. It is said that we are not born virtuous by nature 

and that it is a matter of arduous training.  Still, Greek moralists conclude that the happy life 

must give a prominent place to the exercise of virtue, for virtuous traits of character—prudence, 

                                                            
7 A Plea for the Christians 2. 
8 I Apol. 4 
9 Nic. Eth. 1.4. 
10 Meno 99e 
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courage, self-purity, etc.--are stable and enduring and are not products of fortune, rather, of deep 

learning or cultivation.  

Christians, of course, did not identify themselves as “Hellenes”—a term that functioned 

in Greek as a synonym for “pagan”—and yet there were those (Clement of Alexandria, 

Lactantius, Eusebius of Caesarea, Basil of Caesarea) who shared in what has been called a 

professed “communality of paideia,” that is, a shared system of reference and expectation in the 

later Roman Empire.  Both Christian and non-Christian, conceived of philosophia as ways of 

thinking and living. Philosophy was not purely the attempt to offer rational explanations of the 

world and the self.  Whether Platonism, Epicureanism, skepticism or Stoicism, the pursuit of 

philosophy was a way of life (ἔθος), as a result of rational reflection (λόγος).  By no means was 

philosophy a purely theoretical endeavor; it was the practice of an intellectual craft that was 

supposed to lead to an inner transformation of the self.11  Christian intellectuals followed suit.  

However, they did not simply appropriate Platonism or Stoicism, but did so with a view to 

creating something new: namely, Christian philosophy.12   

It was understood that in the Christian appropriation and conversion of ethos (ἔθος) and 

logos (λόγος) the two must not be divided. Teaching for the attainment of Christian living and 

teaching as a body of doctrine are two sides of the same catechetical coin. For example, it is easy 

within Christian culture for mercy to trump over righteousness, that is, the indulgence of a 

behavior takes precedence over making a judgement about that behavior.  This is an imbalance 

of ethos over logos, which is most common kind of our day. In Christian hands, the goal of ethos 

                                                            
11 From Pierre Hadot’s justly famous book What is Ancient Philosophy? ( [Qu'est-ce que la philosophie antique? 
(Études Gallimard, 1995)]. 
12 I. Ramelli, “Patristic Philosophy: A Critical Study,” The International Journal of the Platonic Tradition 10 
(2016), 96.  A good case has been made that the philosophy of early Christianity is part of ancient philosophy as a 
distinct school of thought. 
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was placed in quest of the goals summarized in the Beatitudes. The process at work was that life 

generated by logos, and in this case, the very life of the Word of God, should become a matter of 

habit (or ethos).13  As the divine virtues become habitual, they become so ingrained that they 

replace our former deformed self.   

That this goal could and should be realized is one of the patristic legacies to all later 

readers.  Early Christians regarded the realization of the good was accomplished at great cost.  

For one to practice the Beatitudes, the selfish inclinations which prevent us from doing so must 

be called out.  Virtue will at first be painful to the soul, especially when the believer is 

confronted with specific matters of evil or wickedness or falsity.  And yet, contemporary 

preaching and teaching is loath to do this, perhaps because the presumed justice of individual 

fulfillment supercedes correction. But a prudent logos—the account or discourse (of what is 

true)—will know that vice must be clearly identified for virtue to form.  Gregory of Nyssa puts it 

bluntly:  “Once we have discovered in what ways vice and virtue are formed, seeing that we 

possess freedom of choice in both directions, let us run from the image of the devil and assume 

the likeness of God.” 

-------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
 One of the places where philosophy and Christianity met most intimately was in the 

concept of philosophy as spiritual exercise. Philosophy was a training of the self, whose purpose 

was the transformation of one's vision of the world and the highest realities.  For this reason 

Gregory of Nazianzus and John Chrysostom would refer to Christianity as the "complete 

philosophy" or "the philosophy according to Christ."   

                                                            
13 In City of God, Augustine argues strenuously for the way the virtues must become a matter of habit. 
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In large part this implies that the new construction of the self is not merely a matter of 

imparting data of the great creeds or Christian doctrines.  The impartation of ethos and logos was 

not accomplished solely though instruction, but by imitating models of virtue.  We see this 

principle of representing virtue or the good in human models such as Origen, Antony of Egypt, 

Martin of Tours as exemplars, teachers, and transmitters of the Christian philosophical life.  The 

essential technique of formation was teaching of a disciple by his master.  In the third century, 

the Christian author Gregory Thaumaturgus says he spent eight years in the company “of those 

admirable men who have embraced the noble study of philosophy.”14  Specifically, Gregory was 

attracted to the Christian philosopher and Biblical scholar Origen.  In the course of his panegyric 

for Origen, he tells about his life in Origen’s “school” which was not an institution with 

programs in the conventional sense, but a circle of disciples around a teacher with whom they 

lived for part of the time.  Gregory states that under Origen’s tutelage, they excelled in the whole 

family of the philosophical labors and of all the other studies (e.g., physics, geometry, 

astronomy).  But of greater importance, Origen is said to have plumbed  

the truths concerning the virtues with us; but he incited us much more to the practice of 
virtue, and stimulated us by the deeds he did more than by the doctrines he taught . . . But 
this admirable man, this friend and advocate of the virtues, has long ago done for us 
perhaps all that lay in his power to do for us, in making us lovers of virtue, who should 
love it with the most ardent affection. And by his own virtue he created in us a love at 
once for the beauty of righteousness the golden face of which in truth was shown to us by 
him.15 

 
Through what Gregory calls “our fellowship with that man” was the means of the “truth 

concerning the Word, and the profit of our soul for its salvation.”16  

                                                            
14 Pan. 6. 
15 Pan. 12. 
16 Pan. 5. 
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Quite evidently, Origen’s philosophizing included more than discussing moral questions.  

He expected his students to adopt a new way of life that meant learning to live virtuously 

according to Christian principles.  Gregory recalls how Origen imparted to us a disciplined, 

steadfast and faithful spirit, so that we might be truly blessed in all things.  This he effected by 

pertinent discourses, of wise and tender mannerism, and very often also by the most absorbing 

addresses touching our moral dispositions, and our modes of life.17  

We know that Origen directed his students and his own attention to the models of faith 

and holiness in Scripture. As he put it, “Genuine transformation of life comes from reading the 

ancient Scriptures, learning who the just were and imitating them . . .”18  A scan of hundreds of 

patristic homilies throughout the fourth and fifth centuries reveals the importance placed on 

identifying Biblical virtues as demonstrated in the lives of Abraham, Moses, Job, David, the 

apostles and of course the Lord. 

In time, Christians came to emphasize the lives of martyrs, monastics, holy men and 

women as those who achieved the highest goals of the philosophical life and were hence worthy 

of imitation.  The most famous of all was Antony of Egypt.  After Antony’s death in 357, the 

Vita Antonii or Life of Antony was circulating in Greek, Syriac and Latin by the 370s—it was the 

classical version of a “New York Times best-seller.”  After detailing the lengthy struggles 

Antony sustained against his own desires, against demons and forces of nature, we are told 

Antony lived in a deserted fort for twenty years.  At the behest of friends, he agreed to come out 

and see them, and it was upon his emergence, after all this time, that had everyone shocked: 

 
he had the same condition of body as before, and was neither fat, like a man without 
exercise, nor lean from fasting and striving with the demons, but he was just the same as 
they had known him before his retirement. And again his soul was free from blemish, for 

                                                            
17 Pan. 9. 
18 Homilies on Jeremiah 4.6. 
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it was neither contracted as if by grief, nor relaxed by pleasure, nor possessed by laughter 
or dejection . . . But he was altogether guided by reason, and abiding in a natural state.19 

 
Physically and mentally and morally, Antony had achieved a state of utter equilibrium; that is, 

through practicing the ascetic life of self-denial, prayer, contemplation and complete fellowship 

with God, he had become perfected.  Without attachment to any philosophical school, Antony 

had surpassed the kind of philosophical life that all secular philosophers sought.  Indeed, the Life 

tells us that two Greek philosophers visited Antony in order to learn of his success.  It was a 

poignant moment in revealing how the new philosophical life was fulfilled. Antony’s response 

was short and to the point:  we should imitate what is good; since you have come to me, then 

become as I am, a Christian.20  We see the same redefinition in the Life of Macrina, whose story 

is worth telling, we are told, “as the record of a woman who raised herself by ‘philosophy’ to the 

greatest height of human virtue.”21 

 Obviously the Life of Antony is indicative of the new fashion of the ascetic life which 

had begun to serve as the preferred model for Christian living; a phenomenon of the fourth 

century that has been well documented.  Still, the principle of imitation as the most valuable trait 

in acquiring the Christian virtues continued in various forms.  Holy men and women from 

different walks of life were also written about.  Sulpicius Severus penned the Life of Martin to 

show this bishop “had fully obeyed the precepts of the Gospel and who was a man worthy of 

imitation.”22  Martyrs’ “birthdays” functioned as occasions for teaching by deeds that exhibited 

the character of the martyr.  One can find in the dozens and dozens of martyrial homilies an 

intentional design for prompting moral formation. These homilies seek not only to enhance the 

                                                            
19 VA, 14. 
20 VA, 72.  Cf. Theodoret of Cyrrhus could describe monastic practice as “a life that teaches philosophy” and the 
monks of Syria as “philosophers.” 
21 Life of Macrina, prol. (PG 46. 960A). 
22 VM, 1. 
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memory of the sacrifice made, but provide examples for Christian demonstrating virtues worthy 

of imitation.  

 In another case of St. Gordius, martyred c. 314, both Basil of Caesarea and Gregory of 

Nyssa delivered sermons because, as Gregory prefaces, the story of Gordius is “a rich source of 

moral lessons, both for nourishing the minds of the young and for bringing adults to maturity.”23  

The martyr himself becomes a spiritual director and teaches us: “Perfect beatitude is to fulfill in 

deeds what you teach in words.”24   

----------------------------------------------------------------- 

 To sum up thus far:  Christians learned from philosophy that goodness and holiness is the 

result of arduous training of oneself.25  There was a shared concept that development in the 

virtues occurred very slowly, the only way by which they can become so ingrained in one’s 

character that our customary acts or choices propel us toward the goal of being restored to the 

image of God. However, the “Christian quest for the virtuous life or the summum bonum was 

not, as Aristotle taught, for its own sake.26  The end toward which Christians aspired was 

cleaving to God.  For this reason Gregory declared in his study on the Beatitudes, “It has been 

said before and I will now say again that the aim of the virtuous life is to become like God.”27  

Of course formation was not simply a matter of the will or the intellect; it was also an affair of 

the heart, as is made plain by Jesus’ words "You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, 

                                                            
23 In Gordium 3.  
24 Commentary on St. Matthew I.5.19. 
25 Aristotle, “there are many human attributes that are not bestowed by nature nor acquired by study but gained by 
habituation—bad attributes by those trained in bad habits and good attributes by those trained in good ones.” Eud. 
Eth. 1.1214a. 
26 There is a well-known paradox about Aristotles’s Nicomachean Ethics (2.1) that virtues are not implanted in us at 
birth nor do they naturally develop, and yet they require our active involvement for them to come into being. The 
question is how learners can exercise their perceptual and deliberative capacities in their practices towards virtue 
Marta Jimenez, “Aristotle on Becoming Virtuous by Doing Virtuous Actions,” Phronesis 61 (2016) 3-32. 
27 The Beatitudes 1, GNO 7/2:82-4. 
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and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  

Four centuries later Augustine will interpret these words to mean that virtue is nothing other than 

the perfect life.” By making the love of God central to the moral life, “Christian thinkers gave a 

much larger place to the affections than had classical thinkers.”28  Indeed, a case has been made by 

Robert Wilken that formation in early Christianity, both ethos and logos, was foremost a matter of 

training the affections.  There is something in this for all ages. 

--------------------------------------------------------- 

 Speaking of the quest for holiness and for right affections of the heart, I’d like lastly to 

look at this from the lens of two different patristic theologies.29  Let me first observe that a 

significant part of the patristic standpoint regarded the Beatitudes and Jesus’ call to perfection as 

much more than spiritual idealism. Jesus’ words about being perfect as your Father in heaven is 

perfect,” which is based on Lev. 19:2: ”You shall be holy; for I the Lord your God am holy,” was 

taken quite literally for retrieving the encrusted image of God.  The question from a post-

Augustinian perspective, however, is to what degree the human agent is capable of responding to 

God’s command for holiness.  Ancient writers are generally agreed that our will and desires are 

freed by the grace of Christ, and that we always struggle against the effects of sin.  But how far 

are we freed to follow in the steps of Christ?  Augustine himself declared that our desire to be 

made perfect by the Highest Good can “only be a situation where the desires of the flesh do not 

oppose the spirit.”30  On this score, Augustine spoke for a smaller percentage of ancient 

Christianity. Thinkers such as Basil of Caesarea and Gregory of Nyssa inherited from Origen the 

notion that human free will is not at odds with divine grace31 so that the exhortations to walk 

                                                            
28 Wilken, 61. 
29 One cannot treat the patristic inheritance as if it were a monolithic entity. 
30 City XIX.4. 
31 Ramelli, 100-101. 
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firmly in the faith are embraced as realities that Christians are expected to attain and hold like 

Antony.  In his work On Perfection, Gregory insists that humanity does not only have an 

inclination toward evil.  If this were so, it would be impossible for us to grow in goodness.  In 

contrast, post-Augustinian sanctification has permeated most of western Christianity with its 

emphasis on the inability and mutability of the human heart such that the state of holiness or 

practicing the virtues are seen as distant guideposts. For Gregory, “the finest aspect of our 

mutability is the possibility of our growth in the good; this capacity for improvement transforms 

the soul more and more into the divine.” 32 

It is true that Augustine claimed that “a person is upright in heart when he reaches 

forward to those things which are before, forgetting those things which are behind (Phil. 3:13) so 

that he may arrive with right faith and purpose at the perfection where he may dwell clean and 

pure in heart.”33  But in the historic light of his refutation of Pelagius and the theological fallout 

that ensued, a conviction was fostered that the human heart is always weighed down by sin or, at 

best, the soul’s reformation in the image of God would always be hampered by unavoidable 

restrictions.  The church itself remains a mass of still sinful Christians whose final allegiance to 

saving grace is unknown until the eschaton.34  

It is well-known that 15th/16th reformers gravitated to Augustine’s later theology and later 

presented subsequent generations with a lop-sided version of Augustine that has been rightly 

characterized as Augustinianism.35 Let me suggest that a product of this tension is that we find 

ourselves--in liturgies, sermons and spirituality—laying heavy stress on what may be called 

                                                            
32 PG 46. 285B-C, 
33 On Man’s Perfection of Righteousness XV.36   
34 This is how Augustine resolves the tension in his City of God. 
35 Se Gerald Schlabach, “The Correction of the Augustinians,” in The Free Church and the Early Church:  Essays in 
Bridging the Historical and Theological Divide, ed., D. H. Williams (Eerdmans Publishing, 2002). 
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God’s cure for the human condition through his forgiveness of our sins----- and only then do we 

define the health of a Christian according to the circumspection of the cure.  My point here is 

that if the actualizing of the spiritual “health” of purity or poverty of spirit or of showing mercy 

is too handicapped by our sinfulness, we are compelled to rely on the experiences of our initial 

salvific “cure”.  It would be as if I was being treated for lung cancer:  the methods used by the 

doctors are first all about curing the disease. My eventual cure takes much time and re-analysis 

for its thoroughness. But once this has happened my physicians and I now discuss how I might 

remain in health through diet, exercise, etc.  They do not continue to apply radiation and 

chemotherapy or suggest other ways that I might still cure myself with other superfluous 

techniques of dealing with this cancer.   

Is it possible that the post-Augustinian concept of spiritual formation, having so saturated 

Protestant piety, has laid stress on our continued sinful condition at the expense of minimizing a 

deep assessment of what Christian “health” should look like and how it is lived?  In the Greek 

patristic writers I’ve mentioned, the formation of the divine in the believer was not only about 

how one obtained the cure through God’s grace, but also how one lived in health having 

continuously sought after holiness and wholeness. If we look at Gregory of Nyssa’s work on the 

Beatitudes or on perfection, we are confronted by the power of Jesus’ words, the kingdom of God 

is within you (Luke 17:21).  Gregory thought of this as a piece of iron that once has had its rust 

scrapped off, shines forth in reflecting the sun and itself produces luminescence.  

Your inner man, which the Lord calls the heart, is like that.  Once it has scraped off the 
rust like incrustations that grow on the soul like a sort of evil mold, it will recover its 
likeness to [the divine] archetype and will be good. For good is in all respects like the 
Good. 
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Particular to Gregory is his view about the soul’s perpetual progress in sanctity.  He refers to this 

process as the movement toward perfection.  Quite different from the Platonist eschewal of 

change as defect, Gregory transforms our changing self into a motion of infinite growth toward 

God.  It is a perpetual movement toward good, which is also a restoration of our image of God.  

Thus, the perfection to which we are called in the Beatitudes is itself a progress; “the perfect man 

is the one who continually makes progress.”36  Instead of bemoaning how far short we fall from 

the Christian virtues, an alternative approach is to acknowledge how we continually progress 

towards them; that God as our highest Good faithfully and perpetually calls us to his image and 

this journey becomes one of joy.   

--------------------------------------- 

 In Gregory’s address to catechists,37 it is important to notice that after imparting the 

doctrine on the Trinity, he turns to God’s creation where he deals solely with the first formation 

of man.  Here we are told with wonderful words that for man to come into being in order “to 

participate in the divine goodness, he had to be fashioned in such a way as to fit him to share in 

this goodness.”38  We are made to share in God’s goodness and do that goodness on earth and we 

desire to do what we were made for.  God’s own transcendence produced in us that longing for 

his immortality.  

 As Gregory turns to consider the “fall”, he does not hurry into the exegesis of Gen 3 and 

discuss its implications.  Rather, he shapes this next part in the guise of a third-person speaker; 

someone who might possibly suggest God’s creation was less than perfectly good which would 

                                                            
36 From Glory to Glory:  Texts from Gregory of Nyssa’s Mystical Writings, ed., Jean Daniélou, trans. H. Mursurillo 
(NY: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1961), 52.  Gregory calls the infinite growth or expansion of the soul “epektasis.”   
37 Logos katechēkos, often rendered in English as Catechetical Oration, or translated in Christology of the Later 
Fathers as “An Address on Religious Instruction.” 
38 Address, 5 (Hardy, Christology of the Later Fathers, 276). 
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implicate our freedom of the will in such a way that we were bound to turn from God.  In no 

sense can one made in the image of God be subject to necessity or servitude that could vitiate 

this image.  Even in the loss of our perfection, the residual strength of God’s goodness or virtue 

is not obliterated.  The reason is given by Gregory may sound very similar to Augustine’s, but it 

is his own with its own implications.  Our loss is the deprivation of a greater goodness, which 

means, there exists still the substance of our original virtue.  For the fall to entirely erase the 

divine image would mean we could cease to exist.  Although evil is the absence of virtue, it is 

not as an equal opposite; there is always enough virtue for the sinner to be affected by its power. 

As hampered as we are in our present state, Gregory writes, each person “may reflect upon 

God’s exceeding goodness even in this melancholy prospect.  For it may induce him all the more 

to marvel at God’s gracious care for man” and therefore turn to Him.39  Nothing need prevent us 

from acknowledging our miserable state, yet, at the same time, long and reach for (epekstasis) 

our original goodness which we were created to desire. In this non-Augustinian portrait of the 

imago dei, the power of evil has perhaps firmer limitations.  The person has simply been made 

too much like God for the adversaries of virtue and the good to wreak complete havoc.  

--------------------------------------------- 

 Granted, no matter how far we resemble the goodness of God and succeed in overcoming 

sin, “we have always reason to pray, ‘Forgive us our debts.’”40  But this should not create in us a 

sense of futility or a misguided humility that we will always just barely arise in this life above 

that state of forgiveness.  Again, Gregory proposes that as we look toward God, we conceive a 

desire for his eternal beauty41 and so constantly be energized by our yearning for “that which lies 

                                                            
39 Ibid., 8 (Hardy, 282). 
40 Augustine, City XX.23. 
41 Comm in Cant. PG 44.1033D-1036A. 
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ahead” (Phil 3:13), stretching ourselves to embody the goods that are placed before us to imitate 

and emulate.  Gregory did not imagine he was teaching something original.  After all, the 

Hellenized apostle invites Christians to dwell on what is true, noble, just, pure, admirable and 

lovely.  Whatever virtues you “have seen in me—put into practice” (Phil 4: 8-9). 

 Perhaps we have here an alternative approach to the culture wars which any thinking 

Christian can understand and confront, especially in the process of spiritual formation.  As a 

confirmed pessimist and a child of Augustinianism, I am committed to enforcing the rules how 

the young ought not to be of the world, I can never erect enough barbed wire and machine guns 

against the palpable enemies. Something akin to trench warfare, I want to arm myself and 

younger Christians first by laying down defensive tactics. When our Lord says overcome evil 

with good, I’m ready to create a protective phalanx that will keep them in a posture of “against 

the world.”  I really don’t think I’m in a minority of those who are convinced that it’s long 

overdue to respond as radically to our radical culture by acts of self-denial and avoidance of 

things that once were of little account or even innocent.  After all, Chrysostom never stopped 

scolding his Constantinopolitan congregation for going to the chariot races, or the games, or for 

dressing in way that mirrored upscale Hellenist society.   

To overcome evil with good may also have to imply that our reception of God’s goodness 

and virtue becomes itself a construction through which the soul is imbued and utterly animated.  

I can think of no better summary of the above than a catechetical discourse written three 

centuries after Gregory and in the same spirit.  Living just outside of Mosul in the early seventh 

century, Isaac the Syrian wrote, 

May nothing prevent you any longer from uniting yourself to Christ… Pray without 
ceasing, implore with your whole heart, beg fervently until you receive. Don’t give yourself any 
break. These things will be given you if, first of all, you strive with all your faith to entrust your 
cares to God and exchange your own foresight with God’s providence. When he sees your good 
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will, when he sees that in all purity of heart you have entrusted yourself to him rather than to 
yourself and are striving to hope in him rather than in your own soul, then this strength will 
come, unknown to you, to make its dwelling within you. Then you will feel in every sense the 
strength of the one who is unquestionably with you. Thanks to this strength many enter the fire 
and fear not, walk on the waters and waver not.42 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                            
42 Ascetical discourses, 1st series, n. 19. 


