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For a variety of reasons, American Protestants are being forced to
reconsider historic teachings and practices of celibacy.' This article is but
a small part of the larger project of clarifying the place of celibacy and
singleness in Protestant systematic and pastoral theology.” Specifically,
this article attempts to determine to what extent celibacy should be
understood as a matter of discipleship and to what extent it is a matter

of vocation. The term “discipleship” is used here to mean the common
standard against which all Christians are judged while the term “vocation”
is used here to mean a specific calling only given to some disciples. Placing
celibacy in these categories will, hopefully, bring clarity to Protestant
discussions of the issue and avoid some of the confusion caused by
similar discussions surrounding wealth and poverty in recent years.’ In an
attempt to think through these distinctions, this article will first outline
the proposals of two theologians who had a high valuation of celibacy—
Gregory of Nyssa and Thomas Aquinas. The article will then conclude
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with a distinctly Protestant proposal which draws on helpful insights from
both Nyssen and Thomas while also critiquing their formulations.

GREGORY OF Nyssa
Of the early theologians who wrote on the issue of virginity perhaps none
have attracted more attention in recent years than Gregory of Nyssa.*
Nyssen’s praise of virginity began where his literary career began, with
his treatise De virginitate.® In the treatise, Nyssen praises virginity as the
state of life that best enables one to already begin realizing humanity’s
telos—"“to participate more deeply in the being of God” through divine
contemplation.® Since “the real Virginity, the real zeal for chastity,
ends in no other goal than this, viz. the power thereby of seeing God,”
Nyssen indiscriminately calls for everyone to pursue the life of virginity,
seemingly making virginity the path of true discipleship.” Nyssen’s
argument in De virginitate is reinforced by the traditional interpretation of
humanity’s protology—itself informed by humanity’s telos—as described
in Nyssen'’s De hominis opificio.* According to Nyssen, humanity’s
paradisal future is a return to its paradisal past, both states that were
defined by virginity. Therefore, the true life of discipleship here and now
will also be lived in virginity.

One of the central features of Nyssen’s argument in De virginitate is
his ambiguous usage of the term “virginity” In some passages, Nyssen
uses virginity just as a modern speaker understands the word—the
state of never having had sexual intercourse. In other passages, Nyssen
uses virginity in a much broader sense. He states, “The perfection of
this liberty [i.e., virginity] does not consist only in that one point of
abstaining from marriage. Let no one suppose that the prize of Virginity
is so insignificant and so easily won as that; as if one little observance
of the flesh could settle so vital a matter.”'® Virginity in the narrow sense
merely involves bodily control and keeps one from the distractions of a
spouse and children. Virginity in the broad sense, however, “is not a single
achievement, ending in the subjugation of the body, but ... it reaches
to and pervades everything that is, or is considered, a right condition of
the soul.”"! The right condition of the soul is a “disengagedness of heart”
which turns the mind’s eye up toward God in contemplation.'? The
embrace of bodily virginity, then, is not an end but the beginning of the
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pursuit of the disengaged, contemplative life."* Indeed, “if the whole life
does not harmonize with this perfect note [i.e., virginity],” it is nothing
but the “‘jewel of gold in the swine’s snout’ or ‘the pearl that is trodden
under the swine’s feet.”'* Therefore, it becomes clear that in De virginitate,
virginity often refers explicitly to sexual renunciation, but it almost always
carries the broader meaning of the “life according to excellence”—the
participatory, contemplative life.'®

Nyssen ushers forth a variety of arguments for creating such a
strong connection between physical virginity and the participatory,
contemplative life. The analogy between physical virginity and the nature
of God is the first piece of evidence Nyssen offers. He argues that physical
virginity reflects the purity of each member of the Trinity: the Father
begets the Son without passion, the Son is begotten apart from passion,
and the Holy Spirit has an “inherent and incorruptible purity.”'¢ Similarly,
from the facts of Jesus’ virginal conception, virgin birth, and virgin life,
Nyssen concludes that “purity is the only complete indication of the
presence of God and of His coming.”” Thus, physical virginity reflects the
ineffable purity of God, both in his imminent triune relations and in his
economic incarnation. Nyssen then devotes a substantial amount of the
treatise to the argument that physical virginity enables the mind to push
through and beyond physical realities to contemplate that “Intellectual
Beauty ... in which all other beauties get their existence and name.”*
Nyssen uses the metaphor of a stream being divided and losing its force
to explain the effect marriage has on the abilities of the mind.'* Though he
admits that some are able to create briefly a “small outlet” devoted to the
sexual passion and then to reconstitute the “main stream,” Nyssen warns
that, “there will be danger of the whole stream quitting its direct bed and
pouring itself sideways.”’

The contrast between the active life of marriage and childbearing
and the contemplative life is brought into starkest relief by the real-life
examples Nyssen uses to illustrate each. Perhaps the most memorable
argument of De virginitate is the detailed diatribe Nyssen mounts against
marriage. For three long chapters, he narrates the distractions and
difficulties of the active life. He is able to see the dark cloud of heartache,
anxiety, and loss inside every silver lining of marriage and family life.
Bookending the treatise, in both the introduction and the extended
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conclusion, Nyssen directs the reader toward living examples—most
likely his brother Basil's monastic communities—of physical virginity
that leads to the life according to excellence. Nyssen’s arguments for a
close connection between physical virginity and the life according to
excellence are so powerful that Nyssen anticipates the objection that he
denigrates marriage in direct opposition to Scripture.® While he does not
want to be charged with denigrating marriage per se, Nyssen’s argument
in De virginitate seems to portray the active life as almost unavoidably
distracting from the disengaged contemplation that constitutes the true
call of discipleship and marriage, in particular, as inviting passions into the
soul which is meant to participate in God’s own ineffable purity.

The arguments for virginity in De virginitate are reinforced by placing
them in the broader understanding of human protology and teleology
found in De hominis opificio. The traditional interpretation of De hominis
opificio has read there an argument for a two-stage creation of humanity.
That which is made “in the image of God” is described in the first two
phrases of Genesis 1:27, “God created man [adam] in his own image, in the
image of God he created them.” Nyssen points out that adam is not used
as a proper name here, as it will be later in the Genesis narrative, but is the
generic word for humanity. He joins that insight with the observation that

«

the subsequent pronoun in Genesis 1:27—"in the image of God he created
him”—is singular in order to argue that God is here creating all of humanity
as a collective individual ** The first step of creation is the creation of “the
universal ‘man’” or the “whole human item”*

After the first two phrases of Genesis 1:27, Nyssen believes, “There
is an end of the creation of that which was made ‘in the image.”** To
Nyssen, the phrase “male and female he created them” obviously
represents a new step in the creation of humanity because “every one [sic]
knows that this is a departure from the Prototype: for ‘in Christ Jesus, as
the apostle says, ‘there is neither male nor female. Yet the phrase [in Gen
1:27] declares that man is thus divided.”” The division of humanity into
two distinct sexes is, according to Nyssen, “alien from our conception
of God.”*® Therefore, the creation of sexed humans is outside the
realm of the divine image and represents a distinct step—logically, not
temporally—in the creation of humanity.’

The second step of creation was necessary in light of God’s
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foreknowledge of the Fall. The movement from non-being to being put
humanity in motion such that humanity is mutable, with the potential

to ascend toward God or decline away from him in sin.*® God foreknew
that humanity would forsake ascension for declension in sin. In doing

so, humanity forfeited their angelic life—and the asexual reproduction
proper to it—and were given over to death.*' Therefore, if humanity is to
fulfill the “whole human item” envisioned by God, sexual reproduction is
necessary.” Sexual reproduction, marriage, and possibly even the sexed
body itself, then, are sad effects of the Fall, not part of God’s original
intention for humanity.**

Nyssen reinforces his position by pointing out that the resurrected
state will also be free from marriage and procreation (Luke 20:35-36).3*
He is explicit that his understanding of humanity’s eschatological destiny
has shaped his understanding of humanity’s protological beginnings.
Since there will be no marriage nor giving in marriage in the resurrected
state and the resurrected state is a return to Paradise, there must have
been a sense in which humanity was created apart from marriage and
procreation. With a future devoid of marriage ahead and an origin devoid
of marriage behind, it is not surprising that Nyssen encouraged all
disciples to avoid marriage in this life.

In conclusion, Nyssen appears to leave open the possibility that
married people could attain to the disengaged, contemplative life—
most likely through marital continence in post-reproductive years—
but those would be rare and exceptional cases. Counterintuitive to
most contemporary Protestant readers, Nyssen argues that marriage
is a dangerous enterprise to be avoided because it potentially opens
the floodgates of passion and almost unavoidably distracts from the
disengaged contemplation of God that defines humanity’s end. Therefore,
one is left with the impression that in order to truly pursue God, one
must do so via physical virginity. Using contemporary categories and
terminology then, we may say that Nyssen admits that the vocation of
marriage is good while presenting celibacy as the true path of discipleship.

THOMAS AQUINAS
For a different perspective, we turn next to Thomas Aquinas. As is the case
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with many other topics, Thomas is most helpful not for his innovation but
for the precision with which he articulates his positions. Thomas provides
a clear, systematized presentation of the tradition that had developed
in the Western Church in the centuries after Nyssen. Theologians had
continued to consider marriage and virginity in light of humanity’s telos.
However, while many early theologians, such as Nyssen, taught and
practiced virginity “literally and absolutely” as the “advised means to
fulfill this common [Christian] vocation,” Thomas inherited a developing
distinction between the commands of Christ that apply to all Christians
and the evangelical counsels which are heeded only by some.*® This
section will outline Thomas’s view of marriage and virginity in contrast
with Nyssen’s and with the discipleship, vocation distinction in mind.*
To begin, Thomas defines virginity, following Augustine, as, “the
continence whereby integrity of flesh is vowed and consecrated to the
service of the Creator of body and soul.”* Having thus defined virginity,
Thomas provides a number of arguments for why one should pursue the
life of virginity. Perhaps his primary argument for virginity is that it is
the state of life which best allows one to approach the final happiness of
the saints here and now.® The Beatific Vision, as Thomas’s view of the
future happiness of the saints is often called, cannot be realized in this life.
However, “a certain participation in happiness can be had in this life*
That certain participation is most easily attained in the contemplative life
which “begins here so that it may be perfected in our heavenly home*
In support of his view that the contemplative life is a participation
in the beatitude that is to come, Thomas cites the well-known pericope
of Jesus with Mary and Martha from Luke 10. As Mary sat gazing upon
Jesus, so too does the contemplative life allow one to gaze upon God. In
contrast, as Martha was busy serving the visitors in the pericope, so too
does the active life force one into action directed toward other people.
Following Nyssen’s friend Gregory of Nazianzus, Thomas interprets
Jesus’ statement that, “Mary has chosen the best part, which shall not
be taken away from her,” to mean that by simply sitting and gazing upon
Jesus, Mary was taking part in the life of contemplation that would last for
eternity future.* Therefore, choosing the contemplative life in virginity
is a way of participating in the life to come here and now. In this respect,
Thomas sounds a lot like Nyyssen when he says, “Virginity is directed to
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the good of the soul in respect to the contemplative life, which consists in
thinking ‘on the things of God.”*

Therefore, Thomas concludes that, objectively speaking—i.e., when
considering marriage and virginity as institutions, not married people
and virgins as individuals—virginity is better than marriage. However,
Thomas entertains a number of objections to this conclusion. One
objection Thomas is compelled to consider is whether marriage should
rank above virginity because the Philosopher—Thomas’s nickname
for Aristotle—ranked common goods above private goods.** Thomas
acknowledges that marriage is a “human good” and a “good of the body,
namely the bodily increase of the human race”* Going even a step
further, Thomas considers whether the increase of the human race is a
“precept of the natural law” based in Genesis 1:28.* To answer, Thomas
draws a distinction between two types of duties. The command to eat in
Genesis 2:16, for example, falls on each and every individual, for without
food the individual would die. In contrast, the command to reproduce in
Genesis 1:28 falls on the population, not each and every individual, since
a population can continue without every single individual reproducing.
In Thomas’s words, “The human family is sufficiently provided for if some
undertake the responsibility of bodily generation, while others are free
in order to devote themselves to the study of divine things, for the health
and beauty of our race.”*® The production of children in marriage, then, is
a human and bodily good, but stands in contrast to the “Divine good” and
“good of the soul” which is virginity.*’” Therefore, considering marriage
and virginity objectively, as states of life, Thomas concludes, “Without
doubt therefore virginity is preferable to conjugal continence.”*

Moving from the objective consideration of marriage and virginity as
states of life to the subjective consideration of married people and virgins
as individuals, Thomas admits that “a married person may be better than
avirgin.”* The first reason he gives is that a married person may be “more
prepared in mind to observe virginity, if it should be expedient, than the
one who is actually a virgin.”** Thomas, following Augustine, presents
Abraham as an example of one who was unable to remain a virgin, yet
proved his virtue to an extent that Thomas and Augustine both assume
that he would have been an even better virgin than they were.>' The
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second reason Thomas gives for why a married person may be better than
a virgin is that “perhaps the person who is not a virgin has some more
excellent virtue.”> There are a host of virtues and married people may
excel in any of them. Furthermore, a married person may offer themselves
to God in chastity of the heart while a virgin may abstain from sex but
not offer their hearts and minds to God, thereby failing even in the virtue
of chastity.*® Therefore, while virginity may be objectively better than
marriage as an institution, there are individuals for whom marriage may
prove to be better.

By now, it is clear that Thomas is not merely expanding on Nyssen’s
position. Thomas shares a similar view of humanity’s telos and even agrees
concerning the value of virginity in aiding the Christian toward that telos
already in this life. However, the divergence between the two theologians
in regards to the goodness and value of marriage is obvious. Thomas
argues that marriage is woven into the order of creation as a “precept
of natural law” instead of, as Nyssen argued, being an unfortunate but
necessary response to the Fall. And Thomas admits that for some,
marriage will prove to be the context in which they are able to live a
virtuous life. Therefore, for Thomas, marriage and virginity are both states
of life within which one can live out the commandments of Christ in
Christian discipleship.

Thomas identifies the commandments that define Christian discipleship
as the two commandments given by Jesus in Matthew 22:34-40, “You
shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul
and with all your mind,” and “You shall love your neighbor as yourself”**
Since Jesus specifically listed these two imperatives as the commandments
on which the law and prophets depend, Thomas concludes that charity,
which is the essence of both commandments, is the perfection in which
the Christian life consists.>* Therefore, primarily and essentially, Christians
must observe charity. The rest of the commandments given in scripture
“are directed to the removal of things contrary to charity.* Since marriage
is not contrary to charity, it is not against the commandments and,
therefore, permissible. In other words, the requirements of Christian
discipleship can be met within the state of marriage.

However, “secondarily and instrumentally ... perfection consists in the
observance of the counsels™—i.e., poverty, continence, and obedience.”’
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The counsels are different than the commandments because while the
commandments remove things contrary to charity, the counsels remove
“things that hinder the act of charity, and yet are not contrary to charity,
such as marriage, the occupation of worldly business, and so forth.”**
Marriage, then, does not break the commandments, but neither does it
fulfill the commandments in the best way.** Thomas argued for four levels
of perfection in charity. The most perfect charity is only possible for God
himself, because in God alone is love perfect and perfectly directed at
the perfect object, God.®° Next, there is a perfection of love only possible
for those saints already in Paradise. Their affections are always directed
toward God, though they remain finite.%" In this life, there are two levels of
perfection possible. Within marriage, one could reach the “lowest degree
of Divine love,” which is, “loving nothing more than God, or contrary
to God, or equally with God.”®> However, there is “another perfection of
charity ... in this life” that a Christian can attain by refraining “even from
lawful things, in order more freely to give himself to the service of God.**
Therefore, while one may meet the minimum requirements of Christian
discipleship within marriage, virginity—along with the other two
counsels—aids the Christian in attaining a more perfect life of charity.

With this understanding of commands and counsels, marriage is not
disparaged to the extent it was in Nyssen’s writing, but virginity is still
held to be objectively better. The religious life, in which one would vow
to observe all the counsels, is a “greater good.” In fact, Thomas goes so far
as to say that anyone who doubts that entrance into the religious life is
better “disparage[s] Christ Who gave this counsel.”** Therefore, Thomas
does not believe anyone should hesitate in joining a religious order and
vowing themselves to celibacy, poverty, and obedience. If one is inclined
to join a religious order as a child, they should join.* There is no need to
bother with many counselors or deliberate for any length of time. If one
is inclined to join a religious order, they should join.® And if anyone can
convince someone else to join a religious order, they have “merit[ed] a
great reward.”” There is no consideration given to the subjective fitness of
the individual for the vocation of virginity.

Because virginity is objectively better than marriage, Thomas does
not hesitate to impress upon everyone the beauty of the religious life.
The objective value of virginity makes the subjective experience of a
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“calling”—to use a familiar contemporary term—almost unnecessary.
The only subjective consideration for Thomas is that virginity must be
entered into voluntarily—one cannot be forced into virginity by violence,
by bribery, or by lies.® There is no consideration given to the candidate’s
fitness for virginity because God will provide the grace necessary to keep
the individual chaste. Thomas cites Augustine’s vision of personified
Continence calling out to him as proof that God will grant continence to
anyone who desires it.% The perfection of charity within virginity is an act
of God, not of the virgin. Therefore, whether one is “called” to virginity is
only contingent on whether one will trust oneself to the Lord in virginity.
In conclusion, Thomas largely agreed with Nyssen’s view of humanity’s
telos and the valuation of virginity as the best way to experience beatitude
here and now. However, instead of the divine contemplation possible
within virginity setting the standard for Christian discipleship and the
distraction of marriage being some degree of falling short, Thomas
presents charity as the standard for Christian discipleship. In addition,
Thomas directly refuted Nyssen’s view of humanity’s protological
beginnings, calling it “unreasonable.””® Because of his different views
of the demands of discipleship and of creation, Thomas presents a
more positive evaluation of marriage than Nyssen. For Thomas, loving
nothing instead of or greater than God is the standard of discipleship,
and that level of perfection can be reached in marriage. Virginity, though,
allows the Christian to offer oneself more fully to God and, therefore,
reach a higher level of perfection in this life than is possible in marriage.
Therefore, marriage and virginity are both paths of discipleship while
virginity is a vocation that goes beyond the commands of Christ.

Protestant Appraisal

In conclusion, a few words of appraisal from the perspective of
contemporary Protestant evangelical theology are in order. First,

the emphasis in both Nyssen and Thomas on humanity’s telos and
eschatological destiny stands in contrast to much Protestant theology,
which rarely devotes much space to reflections on how the future, eternal
state influences the understanding of how Christians ought to live now.”!
Commenting on the sexual ethics of Martin Luther and John Calvin,
Christopher Roberts notes, “There appears to be little consideration of
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any eschatological dimension to sexual difference in the Reformers.””
The lack of consideration given to the eschatological dimension of human
sexuality removed from early Protestant theology what was perhaps

the primary theological argument for celibacy in Nyssen and Thomas.
Grounding sexual ethics almost exclusively in the creation account did
more than merely remove support for celibacy; it led the Reformers,
especially Luther, to actively oppose the practice.” The almost exclusive
use of the creation account in the Reformers’ reflections on sexuality
continues in contemporary evangelical Protestant theology. For instance,
Stanley Grenz, in the introduction of Sexual Ethics: An Evangelical
Perspective, plainly states,

At the foundation of the medieval practices of monasticism and celibacy, the
Reformers perceived a specific understanding of the Christian life, namely, that true
Christian piety entailed the attempt to live up to the standards of the next life. In the
place of this emphasis they taught the principle of obedience to one’s true calling

within the orders of creation.”

In keeping with this method, Grenz grounds his understanding
of sexuality primarily in the creation account. Even in his largely
favorable discussion of singleness and celibacy, there is no mention
of the eschatological destiny of humanity.” Jesus’ interaction with
the Sadduccees in Matthew 22, which was so central to Nyssen’s
anthropology, receives scant mention in Grenz’s work, and in each
instance, the discussion concerns the role of sexuality in our post-
resurrection existence, not how post-resurrection realities influence our
present lives.”® Just as the escahatological vision of believers from every
tribe, tongue, people, and nation before God'’s throne (Rev 7:9-10)
informs our ecclesiology here and now, so should the eschatological vision
of humanity have some influence on our anthropology here and now.
Admitting that Nyssen and Thomas helpfully challenge evangelicals to
reclaim an eschatological dimension to their sexual ethics does not mean
evangelicals should simply adopt either Nyssen’s view—celibacy as the
true path of discipleship—or Thomas’s view—celibacy as a vocation of
supererogation. Despite Nyssen’s protests to the contrary, by identifying
marriage as a consequence of the Fall and by insisting that throwing off
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marriage is the first step to reversing the effects of the Fall, Nyssen does
not appear to hold marriage in honor (Heb 13:4) and complicates how it
could function as a mysterion or sacramentum for the relationship of Christ
and the Church (Eph 5:32). Therefore, Nyssen’s argument for celibacy as
true Christian discipleship fails because it cannot sufficiently incorporate
the biblical praise of marriage.

On the other hand, Thomas holds marriage in honor, listing it as a
sacramentum, but erred in arguing that those who entered into marriage
were choosing a lower level of perfection. There are two errors that lead
to this conclusion. The first is the claim that the commands of Christian
discipleship are negative, only concerned with removing obstacles to the
love of God. In fact, “[ The] Christian life is not defined by the minimum
of the negative commandments, but by a calling to the maximum
proposed in the two precepts of charity.””” If Christian discipleship simply
is a calling to maximum charity, then the counsels cannot be add-ons
for the most extreme disciples, but somehow “belong irrevocably to the
common Christian vocation.””® Since Scripture assumes there will be
married disciples and since maximum charity is required of all disciples,
celibacy and marriage must both be understood as vocations with the
potential for the perfection of charity. In this light, Jesus’s challenge to the
rich young ruler of Matthew 19 was not a challenge to reach another level
of perfection in charity—as many read “if you would be perfect’—but a
call to Christian discipleship within a particular vocation—as evidenced
by the common call to discipleship with which Jesus concludes, “come
follow me” (Matt 19:21).7

Putting aside the question of the two states qua states, Thomas’s
second error is in giving too little attention to one’s subjective fitness for
celibacy. Though Thomas argues that celibacy would be better for any
who entrusted themselves to God, the Apostle Paul plainly states that
marriage will be better for some (1 Cor 7:9).% Since marriage will be
better for some, discerning which vocation the Lord is calling a disciple
to must include consideration of that disciple’s fitness for each. Following
Luther, many Protestants have virtually rejected celibacy because they
assume nearly everyone is “burning with passion”—the marker of those
for whom marriage will be better (1 Cor 7:9).5! What exactly Paul means
by the phrase is a subject for another time and paper, but it seems unlikely
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that Paul would expect a nearly universal lack of self-control in the area of
sexual desire, given that self-control is listed as a fruit of the Holy Spirit
(Gal 5:22-24). Therefore, in conclusion, somewhere between Thomas’s
nearly complete rejection of a subjective aspect to the call of celibacy and
Protestantism’s nearly complete rejection of the call to celibacy based

on the subjective aspect is a biblical position that speaks of celibacy as
consistent with Christian discipleship for any Christian and the God-
given vocation of some.

! The growth in the number of “singles” in the United States and the debates surrounding issues of same-sex
attraction and marriage are two noteworthy reasons. On the growth of singleness in American adults see,
D’Vera Cohn, Jeffrey S. Passel, Wendy Wang, and Gretchen Livingston, “Barely Half of U.S. Adults Are Mar-
ried — A Record Low,” Pew Research (2011). Cited 22 August 2017. Online: http://www.pewsocialtrends.
org/2011/12/14/barely-half-of-u-s-adults-are-married-a-record-low/. On the increase of same-sex attrac-
tion and sexual activity, see Rachel Feltman, “Study: Same-sex experiences are on the rise, and Americans
are increasingly chill about it,” in The Washington Post, electronic ed. (1 June 2006). Cited 22 August 2017.
Online:https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/speaking-of-science/wp/2016/06/01/study-same-sex-
experiences-are-on-the-rise-and-americans-are-increasingly-chill-about-it/.

? For the purposes of this article, “celibacy” will be defined as the intentional choice to remain unmarried
and, therefore, sexually inactive for religious purposes. This definition is a slight variation of O. G. Oliver’s
definition of celibacy as “the state of being unmarried for purposes of religious devotion and ethical puri-
ty” (O. G. Oliver, Jr., “Celibacy,” in Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, ed. Walter A. Elwell, 2nd ed. [Grand
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2001], 217-8). This definition avoids the discussion of celibacy within marriage
as it is outside the immediate purview of the article. “Singleness” will refer to the state of being unmarried,
regardless of intention, desire, or longevity.

® See the point, counterpoint of David Platt’s Radical: Taking Back Your Faith from the American Dream
(Colorado Springs, CO: WaterBrook & Multnomah, 2010), and Michael Horton’s Ordinary: Sustainable Faith in
a Radical, Restless World (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2014).

*“No one who works in systematic theology, let alone in patristic studies, can have failed to notice the recent up
surge of interest in the work and thought of Gregory of Nyssa.” Sarah Coakley, “Introduction—Gender, Trinitarian
Analogies, and the Pedagogy of The Song,” in Re-Thinking Gregory of Nyssa, ed. Sarah Coakley (Oxford: Blackwell,
2003), 1. “Virginity” is used here instead of “celibacy” to reflect Nyssen’s language. Celibacy, as defined in note two,
is virginity but, as will be discussed, virginity is not necessarily limited to celibacy.

$ William Moore, Preface to Gregory of Nyssa: Dogmatic Treatises, etc., NPNF2 S (Buffalo: Christian Literature,

1893; reprint, Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1999), viii, xii.

¢ Hans Boersma, Embodiment and Virtue in Gregory of Nyssa: An Anagogical Approach, Oxford Early Christian
Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 1.

7 Gregory of Nyssa, De virginitate, trans. William Moore, in Gregory of Nyssa: Dogmatic Treatises, etc., NPNF2 §
(Buffalo: Christian Literature, 1893; reprint, Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1999), 357.

The interpretation of De virginitate presented here is a traditional reading of the treatise in that, in the words of
Christopher Roberts, “such summaries represent the traditional and, until recently, virtually unanimous view of the
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