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magazine that you are

readingwasmotivated

by the assumption
that laymen can effect positive changes in the
Church by assisting young men and women
through a college scholarship program.

At the heart of this laymen s initiative is a

trust from which scholarships will be awarded
annually to Orthodox Christian men and
women in the North and Central Americas.
The trust will be grown from the bequests, gifts
and pledges of believers from all jurisdictions of
Orthodoxy in America. Scholarships from the
trust will expand the pool of educated believers
from whom future clergy, bishop and lay leaders
will emerge.

Members of the St. Gregory of Nyssa parish
in Columbus, Ohio, Diocese of the Midwest,
Orthodox Church in America, wrote, edited,
and produced this first issue of the magazine.
For future issues, we welcome manuscripts from
contributors and letters from readers.

For the first edition we focus on St. Gregory of
Nyssa, known as the Father of Fathers, younger
brother of St. Basil the Great. You also will read
about some programs at work in our parish. We
believe that by shining a light on our little community
you will think of your own parish.

CONTINUED NEXT PAGE



ssentially, Nyssais away to keep you in touch with the scholarship program.
We hope to publish twice a year. Our next edition will appear in the fall.
In future issues, we hope to deliver stories about the music of the Church,
iconography, the Eucharist and stewardship, among others, written by
authors who know their subjects. The magazine is free to you.

The St. Gregory of Nyssa community in Columbus hardly qualifies for cathedral
status. We comprise about 120 to 130 adult souls, about 35 school children and a
very vocal contingent of infants and toddlers. We are rooted in service to the parish
and to the Church beyond. Our senior pastor, the Very Rev. Daniel Rentel, likes to
say that, nobody ever quits the Church because he or she had to work too hard.

If you come to Columbus looking for us, you won t find any cupolas. Our church
is located at Summit and Oakland streets in a storefront albeit a beautiful,
highly stylized storefront, a former Cadillac showroom. We are in the heart of the
University district, reflecting the founders desire to maintain a campus ministry
near students attending The Ohio State University. We are on the outer edge
of the campus, but close enough that we consult the OSU Buckeyes foothall
schedule to decide our likelihood of becoming gridlocked before or after Great
Vespers on Saturdays due to football traffic.

Ohio State isnt our only source of college students. Colleges in the city
Capital University, Columbus State, for openers and in the area, such as Ohio
Wesleyan to our north also supply us. Parish members willingly provide
transportation to the young people who want to attend services.

Another thing you should know about St. Gregorys is that we have four
priests. Talk about blessings. In addition to Father Rentel are Fathers Mark
Lowery, Kevin Greenwood and James Sizemore. Father Lowery is the first
son of the parish to be ordained. Father Mark, as the other two, is a convert.
Father Kevin was received into the faith about two years ago, as were Father
Jim and his wife, Barbara. Father Daniel is a retired public school teacher, but
his brother priests, Fathers Mark and Kevin, have jobs in the secular world.

Father Sizemore was ordained last year, and we speak of him with prayers
stuck in our throats. He currently serves as an Army National Guard
chaplain who has begun his second tour in Kuwait.

So now you know about our community and what this magazine is

about. We hope you find enjoyment as you read. If we stir thoughts about
assisting our scholarship trust, we will have fulfilled our mission.

If you have questions, comments and suggestions about what we have
set about doing, contact me, Nadine Vallela at nvallela@AOL.com.

Finally, we are grateful to the underwriters of this first edition, Lew
and Billy Rentel of Cary NC. Their willingness to finance this endeavor

was a blessing.

--Nadine Vallela, managing editor
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St. Gregory of Nyssa,
The Relgcta%/t SaintySS

by Victor M. Rentel

Gregory of Nyssa was one of an
illustrious and historically prominent
handful of early Church leaders and
theologians who influenced early
Christianity with lasting effects

through the present day. Born in South Central Asia in

Cappadocia, a province in modern Turkey that is located

on an arid high plateau between

vast mountain ranges

that bracket eastern and

western Turkey. Gregory

was a younger brother of

St. Basil the Great, the

significant fourth century

theologian and liturgical

thinker who established an

Eastern Orthodox liturgy

still celebrated today.

St. Gregory of Nyssa,

along with Basil and

their friend Gregory of

Nazianzus (also called St.

Gregory the Theologian)

became known as

the Cappadocian

Fathers, acknowledged

by historians and

philosophers as having

defined fourth century

theology in the Eastern

Roman Empire as

St. Augustine (354-

430) is said to have

done in the Western Roman Empire.

St. Gregory of Nyssawas born about 335 AD. He spent
most of his life in Cappadocia, although some historians
believe he was educated in Athens by followers of Plato.
Others think that he was educated by St. Basil the Great,
who, it is known, was formally educated in the Greek
classics. Other historians contend that Gregory of Nyssa
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was In part self-taught from his father s excellent library of
Greek classics. A major theme in much of Gregorys work,
the search and striving for moral and spiritual perfection,
reflects partly these Platonic influences and those of an earlier
theologian, Origen. A letter to Gregory from his friend Gregory
Nazianzus indicates that the young Gregory was educated in
rhetoric and philosophy, possibly outside of Cappadocia. If
Basilwas, as many historians believe, the younger brother searly
teacher, he succeeded fantastically because Gregory became
one of the most influential theologians of the early Eastern
Church. Not only did Gregory of Nyssas commentaries,
sermons, and catechism sway his contemporaries, but also his
theological work and Old Testament commentaries earned the
admiration of clerical thinkers and secular philosophers to the

present day.

St. Basil the Great was a skilled and powerful ecclesias-
tical leader who championed an orthodox interpretation
of the early Christian religion and vigorously contested a
mushrooming heresy named after its instigator Arius (c. 256 -
336). Arianism was the burning theological issue of this period.
Arius held that Christ was neither divine nor human, but rather
a demigod or semi-divine being with God-like attributes. In
Basil and Gregory s time, the principal defender of Arianism was
Eunomius of Cyzicus (c. 325 - ¢. 394), who argued that Arianism
was essentially a logical offshoot of the concept of God. When
Basil died, Gregory of Nyssa assumed leadership for defending
Orthodoxy against this heresy. In doing so, he became a brilliant
leader of Christian thinkers and began the most productive
period of his life. How St. Gregory came to occupy this position
in the history of the Church could not easily have been predicted

from his earlier outlook and actions.

Gregory was captivated by the humanism of his own historical
period. While still young, Gregory appears to have studied
and became a teacher of rhetoric. His family, however, tried to
persuade Gregory to use his talents and skills in the service of the
Church. When Gregory chose a secular career, Basil objected and
disputed Gregory s choice with long and impatient letters to the
younger sibling. When Basil failed to convince the young Gregory
of his error, Basil turned to Gregorys friends to influence him to
abandon his chosen vocation. Gregory was not persuaded. Evidence
suggests that he married a woman named Theosebeia with whom
he lived even after he become a priest and was elevated to bishop of
Nyssa. A letter from Gregory of Nazianzus offers condolences to
Gregory of Nyssa on the loss of his wife. Ultimately, it seems that
St. Basil prevailed and persuaded the reluctant Gregory to enter

the priesthood. He became an unenthusiastic cleric and, initially, a

halfhearted bishop.

CONTINUED NEXT PAGE

Gregory had
three brothers.
Basil, the
oldest, was the
bishop of Cesarea
and Peter, the
youngest, was
the bishop of
Sebaste, a small
town about 300
miles to the
south of Cesarea.
Another brother,
Naucratius, was
a lawyer who
died very young.
Gregory also had
five sisters. The
eldest, Macrina,
was beloved

and honored

as a saint,
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Gregorys large family, devoutly
Christian, was led by a renowned
lawyer father and a saintly mother,
Emmelia.  Gregory had three
brothers. Basil, the oldest, was the
bishop of Cesarea and Peter, the
youngest, was the bishop of Sebaste,
a small town about 300 miles to the
south of Cesarea. Another brother,
Naucratius, was a lawyer who
died very young. Gregory also had
five sisters. The eldest, Macrina,
was beloved and honored as a
saint, widely recognized for her
devout and holy life in her time.

Striving toward
a never fully
achievable virtue
Is a mystical
journey through
life and beyond
introduced by St
Gregory of Nyssa
into Orthodoxy
and remains a
core belief that

She was Gregorys confidant and
sometimes intellectual partner
wielding  important  spiritual
influence on Gregory. In contrast
to Macrinas spiritual influence on
Gregory, their brother Basil was a dominating
intellectual and social force in Gregorys life
and probably in Peters life as well. In a letter
to Peter, Gregory expressed his deep gratitude
to their older brother whom Gregory
described as our father and our master. The
letter conveyed great affection for Basil and
for Peter as well. In all likelihood, Basil did
play a principal role in the education and
upbringing of his two younger brothers, but,
as a letter from Gregory Nazianzus suggests,
Gregory of Nyssa probably spent time in his
early youth in pagan schools whose influence
appears to have been substantial.

The impact of Greek philosophy can
be observed and appreciated in Gregory
of Nyssas entire body of theology and
commentary. He appears to have been
deeply influenced by Plato, particularly
the Republic, and by other Greek thinkers
in his understanding and use of logic and
in his appreciation of Hellenistic science.
Basils theology seems equally to have
affected Gregory s thinking as well as the
work of earlier Christian writers such
as Origen and Macarius. All appear to
have shaped both Gregorys philosophy
and his theology. The mature Gregory,

however, created an extensive body of

continues to
this day.

from various works Origen s
against Celsus disparaging
style and lack of elegance in
with the stylish and gracef
who had addressed similar
simplicity and poverty of
made these texts accessible
a formal education.

Origen contended that d
Christian Scripture was of
multitudes noting that, Eve
that many passages have a de
on the surface, significance
the Word. ' Origen contends
the Word in this manner,
mation in the Scripture fro
in the literal sense of text t
mountain, is the work of
sense containing the oracle
God foreordained before th
righteous ones. Gregory al
these lengthy texts and wo
This vision captures the ess
is the theological thread t
young Gregory and influenc
In fact, this transcendent
Gregory s own belief syste

CONTINUED NEXT PAGE

VOL. ONE &7
7

ISSUE ONE

R




SAITNT G REGORY, N YSSA

In theology, Gregory is responsible for the notion of the transcendent
perfection of God toward which humans may strive but can never achieve.
Accordingly, virtue is a limitless progression, a view unlike the conventional
one of Gregorys time, but one that had survived from Platos work into
Gregory s time. In Platos system of belief, perfection was a static state. To
achieve or recover perfection required a great struggle. Gregorys concept

of perfection, however, asserted that perfection was never achievable in any
sense of completion. Ones progress toward it was never ending or transcen-
dent. This was Gregory s concept of epektasis. God s transcendent perfection
cannot be achieved by mortals. Striving toward a never fully achievable virtue is
a mystical journey through life and beyond introduced by St Gregory of Nyssa
into Orthodoxy and remains a core belief that continues to this day.

GREGORY, BISHOP OF NYSSA

Basil s leading role in opposing Arianism suggests why he was intent on ma
Gregory a bishop. Basil needed loyal bishops to support his drive to sup
Arianism. It is not clear why Gregory changed his mind and decided to ent
religious life. Most probably, Basil and Gregory Nazianzus, the treasured f
successfully persuaded him to abandon his studies of rhetoric and to conti

religious traditions and convictions of Gregory s family. One explanatio
Gregory visited his brother s monastic community at the family estate at P,
the beautiful wooded hills of Ibora. At the monastery with St. Basil was
treasured friend, Gregory Nazianzus. At Pontus, Gregory of Nyssa is
have studied Scriptures and the theological literature of Origen. Althou
admired this monastic ideal, there is no evidence that he entertained it
Some speculate that this time at Pontus may have been a retreat before
tion as bishop, but no proof of this retreat exists. His extant letters d
such a withdrawal from the world. In fact, they suggest his opposi
monastic vocation and an ecclesiastical see for himself.

Basil, indeed, wrote that it was necessary to overcome his brothers
idea of holy office. The episcopal office in those times was beset wi
Moreover, in the fourth century, to express dislike of an episcopal

to shrink from this prospect was not uncommon. A candidates r
usually was overcome, and the consecration took place following t
Whether it was so in Gregory s case, or whether he really did feel
not known. Gregory was elected to the See of Nyssa, a village on t
River. According to Gregory of Nazianzus, Basil performed the
of his brother before Gregory of Nazianzus had taken possessio
This event would place the beginning of Gregory of Nyssas
The abrupt change in Gregorys vocation seems more the re
loyal bishop rather than a sudden conversion. Whatever the
election, Basil apparently regretted at times the removal of his
He complained in his letters about Gregory s hapless and in
brother s affairs. The synod called by Gregory at Ancyra in
the devastation of his own tireless efforts. In Basil s letters f
Basil distinctly incapable of leading a church. Similarly, Basi
of pastoral zeal.

CONTINUED NEXT PAGE
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younger brother, Basils beliefs were
Having been appointed by actively supported and advanced
by Gregory, even Basils doctrines

St. Basil to the inconsequen-

tial See of Nyssa, Gregorys

presumed lack of administra-

tive talent may have been the basis for
his being deposed in 376 by Emperor
Valens. Valens, an Arian believer,
indeed may have had other interests
in unseating Gregory, who was not
merely removed from office but was
exiled until 378, when Valens died
and Theodosius | became emperor.
Theodosius favored bishops who
upheld the Nicene Creed, and
Gregory became heir to his brother s
legacy. Basil died in 379. Despite
his domineering attitude toward his

MT. ERCIYES FROM

ORTA HISAR RIDGE, Nyssa,

and teachings about monastic life.

In retrospect, Gregory probably
was a better administrator than Basil believed, as shown by
Gregory s great administrative skill in the critical roles he played
in restructuring ecclesiastical affairs at the Council of Antioch. A
few years later, at the Councils of Constantinople in 381 and 382,
Gregory performed major restructuring roles in these assemblies

as well.

Nyssa, the rural town to whose bishopric Gregory was assigned,
is located near Mt. Mesogis and, for the most part, is built upon
its slopes. Nyssa was divided by a powerful stream that formed
a gorge, traversed by a bridge joining the two parts of the town.
In another part of Nyssa, an amphitheatre stood with a hidden
underground passage for the rapidly flowing stream. Near the
stream were two hills, below one of which was a gymnasium for
the towns young people. At
the foot of the other hill was a
gymnasium for older persons
and a market place. To the
south of Nyssa stretches a
plain extending roughly 100
miles to the costal range and
Tarsus. At first Gregory was
resentful of his appointment
to the diocese in Nyssa and
was disappointed at having
to deal with people and their
problems. However he
apparently grew fond of this
rustic village and its people,
for upon returning to Nyssa
from exile he wrote the
following in a letter to St.

Basil:"
There was a chill wind
blowing through the clouds, bringing

the rural town : e R
a drizzle which hit us with its

CAPPADOCIA, TURKEY - -
to whose b'ShOP“C dampness. The sky threatened such

Gregory was assigned  rain as no one had ever known,

is located near Mt. and to our left lay the thunder—

Mesogis and for the unending thunder—and quick

’ . . flashes of lightning, thunder and

most part is built lightning in hurried succession, and

upon its slopes. all the mountains in front of us and

on every side were shrouded with
clouds...And later the rain fell but

CONTINUED NEXT PAGE
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only a little. It was not unpleasant, just enough to moisten the air. We were close to home when the
cloud bellying above is emptied, and because of the storm, our entrance [sic. to Nyssa] was very quiet,

no one being aware of our coming"

And then as we reached the covered porch [sic., of the bishop’s residence] the sound of the carriage
wheels along the hard dry earth heard, and the people poured out to meet us, as though they had been
mechanically expelled from nowhere. I know not how or why it came about, but they were all there

flocking about so closely it was not easy

to descend from the carriage, for there

was not a foot of clear space anywhere.

So we persuaded them, though with some

difficulty, to allow us to alight and let the

mules pass, but the crowd surrounded us

and would have crushed us with kindness,

and | was near fainting. When we were
well within the covered porch, we saw a
river of fire pouring into the church, and
this came from the choirs of virgins carrying
wax candles in their hands as they marched
in file through the open doors of the church
kindling a blaze of splendor. Then | went
into the church and rejoiced and wept with
my people—for | wept and rejoiced as they
did—and after I said prayers, | hastened to
write this letter to Your Holiness...

[Ep. 3]

St. Gregory painted this tumultuous
and joyous scene with a flair for detail and
tension. He was a gifted writer and speaker
who obviously delighted in language and its
power to persuade and enlighten the senses
and the intellect, a wholly unprecedented
feature among writers of his era. In this

quality he was unique among the early INTERIOR PAINTINGS
Church Fathers. IN GREEK CHURCH
CAPPADOCIA, TURKEY

In another letter, this gift is even more brilliantly displayed. Most unusual .
for the times was St. Gregory s expression of love for nature. He has left us a FROM THE
delightful description of the natural beauties of the surrounding countryside of B,

his place of exile. St. Gregory stayed at the country estate of his friend, Adelphia, LIBRARY OF CONGRESS,

- H PRINTS & PHOTOGRAPHS

a lawyer whom Gregory knew and trusted. In this letter to his brother, Gregory SIS Ion,
LC DIG MATPC 12164

wrote with a keen sense of detail and with an idyllic appreciation of nature and
of Asia Minor s longest and most storied river:™
river Halys gleams like a ribbon of gold through a deep purple robe,
and scarlet sand is washed down from the bank to touch the river
with redness. High up lie the oak-crowned ridges, all green and
worthy of some Homer to sing their praises; and as the oaks wander
down the slopes, they meet the saplings planted by men. All over
the foothills are vines, some green, others ripe with grape clusters. Here at VVanota, the fruit is ripe but it is
otherwise in the nearby villages...Homer never saw the apple tress with such gleaming fruit as we have here,

CONTINUED NEXT PAGE
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™ the apples themselves almost the color of apple
blossom, so white and shining. Have you ever seen
ears as white as newly polished ivory? And what
shall we say of the immense heaps of peaches?
And what of the pathways beneath the climbing
vines, and the sweet shade under the clusters of
grapes, and the new wall where the roses climb
and the vines trail and twist and form a kind of
protecting fortress against invaders? [Ep. 15]

his passage is a word painting as
vivid as any written during the
Romantic period 1500 years later
with its abundance of writers
who captured nature in its full
grandeur. It prefigures William Wordsworth s
renowned poetic observations in 1793 from a
spot near the legendary English ruins of Tintern

Abbey:"
|
F Ive five summers.
With the length

Of five long winters! And again | hear
These waters, rolling from their mountain-springs
With a soft inland murmur, once again

Do | behold these steep and lofty cliffs,
That on a wild secluded scene impress
Thoughts of more deep seclusion; and connect
The landscape with the quiet of the sky.
The day is come when | again repose

Here, under the dark sycamore, and view
These plots of cottage-ground, these orchard tufts,
Which at this season, with their unripe fruits,
Are clad in one green hue, and lose themselves
Mid groves and copses. Once again | see
These hedgerows, hardly hedgerows, little lines

Of sportive wood run wild: these pastoral farms,
Green to the very door; and wreaths of smoke
Sent up, in silence, from among the trees...

(Lines Composed a Few Miles
above Tintern Abbey, 121)

years have past;

| y =
| 17N A
[ Py
% ) L i~
N S

Gregory s rich chromatic texture, like Wordsworths,
gazing down toward the ruins of Tintern Abbey, appeals
especially to the eye but not entirely. Competing warmth
and coolness, distance and nearness, stillness and
movement reach into the imagination and arouse touch,
texture, taste, and movement in quick brush strokes.
Gregory s prose reveals a person capable of brilliant play
with words and who was wonderfully comfortable with
language structures yet innocent and alive with feeling
and curiosity about the natural world and the world of
the imagination created by men. This is St. Gregory of
Nyssa at his most joyful and pleasurable temper. As
we shall see in the next section, his scorn was equally
powerful.

ST. GREGORY OF NYSSA S
CONTRIBUTIONS TO ORTHODOXY

After Basils death, St. Gregory continued his
brother s crusade against Arianism by refuting the Arian
theologian, Eunomius, who claimed that a person could
attain direct knowledge of the divinity. St. Gregory
tirelessly subjected almost every claim that Eunomios
had made to derision and mockery in a lengthy essay
filled with malice unlike anything Gregory had ever
written or would write again. Relentlessly, he challenged
Eunomius as follows:"

But how could he have suffered so, if his
‘apology’ cleared him of these charges? If he
successfully adopted an apology to escape
from these, that pathetic complaint of his is a
hypocritical pretence; if on the other hand he
really suffered as he says, then, plainly, he suffered
because he did not clear himself by an apology;
for every apology, to be such, has to secure this
end, namely, to prevent the voting power from
being misled by any false statements. Surely he
will not now attempt to say that at the time of
the trial he produced his apology, but not being

CONTINUED NEXT PAGE
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able to win over the jury lost the case to the prosecution. For he said nothing at the time of the trial ‘about
producing his apology;’ nor was it likely that he would, considering that he distinctly states in his book that
he refused to have anything to do with those ill-affected and hostile dictates. “VWe own,” he says, “that we
were condemned by default: there was a packed panel of evil-disposed persons where a jury ought to have
sat.” He is very labored here, and has his attention diverted by his argument, I think, or he would have
noticed that he has tacked on a fine solecism to his sentence.

This excerpt is characteristic of this most uncharacteristic diatribe from Gregory. Although occasion-
ally droll, for the most part, it is a cascade of heavy mockery. Fortunately, it stands alone in this respect.
With this exception, Gregory s works were graceful, elegant, kind, and spiritually dazzling. He produced a
substantial body of important theology, letters, commentaries, and what today would be considered science.
He also captured the natural beauty of landscapes with a skill worthy of the finest Romantic poets. Only
three of his many distinctive works will be noted briefly here: his
instructions known as, The Great Catechism, his extraordinary
vision of God set forth in, The Life of Moses, and his brilliantly

mystical, Commentary on the Song of Songs. They are a sweet drink
from a marvelously rich and holy cup.

The Great Catechism Y is a set of instructions given to a group
of catechists gathered around him. Gregory asks and answers
questions in a simple format that encompasses an extraordinary
inquiry into the nature of God, human beings, and the relation-
ship between them. The Catechism began with an examination
of faith bounded by Hellenistic thought and Judaic belief, with
Christianity s Trinity looming as a great mystery that the human
mind and soul must traverse. Gregory proceeded through a series
of questions about God s intentions in creating man, the nature
of evil, the reasons for God choosing to take human form, and
finally to the nature of the Resurrection and to the sacraments.
The clarity and power of Gregorys explanations of human

beings created in God s image is illustrative of his extraordinary
intellect;"

Thus, then, it was needful for man, born for the enjoyment
of Divine good, to have something in his nature akin to that in
which he is to participate. For this end he has been furnished
with life, with thought, with skill, and with all the excellences
that we attribute to God, in order that by each of them he might
have his desire set upon that which is not strange to him.

[The Great Catechism, Chapter 5]

This slice of text from the Catechism is typical of Gregory s
incisive simplicity and clarity. Intwo undemanding and graceful
sentences, Gregory reveals the extraordinary significance of
our humanity and its elemental relationship to God. His texts
were constantly so.

Gregory then argues the case for eternal life:

Since, then, one of the excellences connected with the Divine nature is also eternal existence,
it was altogether needful that the equipment of our nature should not be without the further
gift of this attribute, but should have in itself the immortal, that by its inherent faculty it might

hoth recognize what is above it, and be possessed with a desire for the divine and eternal life.
[The Great Catechism, Chapter 5]

CONTINUED NEXT PAGE
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ere, Gregory, in one masterful sentence
nects God s infinite existence with the gift of
nal life for mankind and the necessity of our
ing for it. In The Great Catechism, Gregory
forth the basic tenets on Christianity,
ained the Church s foundational theology,
confirmed the singularity and power of the
aments.

The Life of Moses," St. Gregory wrestles
the nature and majesty of God through
ystical exploration not only of God but of
rocess of knowing itself. Gregory describes
es as trying to achieve perfect intimacy with
and as having an unquenchable desire for
pletely knowing God. Gregory examines
passion through Moses three encounters
God. Moses first encounter with God is the
ing bush that Gregory interprets tradition-
as light, the symbol of knowledge. When
es asks God to allow him to see His face, God
Moses that no man may see God s face and
Gregory interprets this encounter to mean
God is beyond human understanding, but
s undiminished desire reflects a continuing
h for intimacy with God.

Mt. Sinai, Moses again encounters God, but
ountain is shrouded in dark clouds and God
istinguishable from the cloud. St. Gregory
ved that the shroud-like cloud implies that
s desire for a full understanding of God is
ievable. St. Gregory uses this encounter
ach that God is completely mysterious and
prehensible to human beings. In a metaphor-
ense, even Moses successful ascent to the
it of Mt. Sinai and his patient 40-day search
insufficient to achieve a vision of God. The
ry remains.

Moses third encounter with God, he asks God
eal His glory. God responds by sending Moses
eftinarock where He tells Moses that He will
Himself there. God then places a Hand over
ft as He walks by, permitting Moses only to
im after He has passed. Moses is able only to
ds back. From this third encounter, Gregory
that Moses discovers that intimacy with God
ossible. God is infinite. Becoming intimate

with God is therefore an infinite process. According
to Gregory, What Moses yearned for is satisfied by
the very things which leave his desire unsatisfied.
(Life of Moses 11]) His notion of moving ever closer
to God, was an unfolding and mysterious process that
Gregory believed continued after physical death until
the soul ascends to God and to the Resurrection.

The Life of Moses enabled Gregory to use allegory as
ameans for distinguishing between literal biblical text
and the spiritual interpretation of it. He defended the
allegorical interpretation of Scripture because Christ
used allegory to teach and because of its necessity
in certain instances where otherwise Biblical text
would be immoral or unintelligible. Gregory argued
also that because St. Paul endorsed the allegorical
method of interpreting Scripture, it was appropriate
and legitimate. By integrating Scripture with worldly
knowledge, Gregory was able to make claims that
were logically and internally consistent.

In The Life of Moses, Gregory s commitment to
rational forms of argument is arresting. Scripture
for him is the starting point of an intellectual
search; and, given that allegory was his most reliable
tool of explanation, even Scripture was a rational
pursuit within Gregorys worldview. For Gregory,
the pursuit was not about reason; because God is
completely mysterious and infinitely distant; the
pursuit was indeed a mystical movement toward but
never reaching its end. The former teacher of rhetoric
never forgot his lessons.

No summary or description can render Gregory s
mastery and audacity in putting into Gods mouth
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this allegory of the human soul. That the discovery of God is a flight
approaching rapture, encompassing both motion and stillness, advancing
without movement toward God, introduced mysticism into Eastern
Church thought with such power and beauty that it remains an essential
and present attribute of Orthodox belief. In The Life of Moses, Gregory
sustains this mystical stance while describing Moses ascent in the most
realistic terms, painting on the senses a tapestry of color, sight, sound,
texture, sensation, and driving movement that invites the reader into a
vast panorama of thought and spiritual energy, which ultimately denotes

Christ. This first soaring mystical text is one of the most brilliant creations
in all of Christian literature.

The third text to be illustrated here was written by Gregory at the
request of Deaconess Olympias, who persuaded him to write comments
about the Song of Songs.* Thus, Gregory wrote, The Commentary on the
Song of Songs, which explains the Song of Songs as a mystical treatment of
the process of seeking union with God. For Gregory, the Song of Songs was
Solomon s purification before entering God's sanctuary. At another level,
Gregory interpreted the Song of Songs as our soul s craving for God s love.
He appropriated the sexual images in the Song of Songs as a powerful analogy
for the mystical love of God and a union of heavenly perfection analogous
to earthly marriage. Gregory wrote, Those who aspire to perfection must
be without fear, disdain recompense and love with complete abandonment.
Such is the salvation by love taught in the Song of Songs. For Gregory, the
Shulamite woman s love was symbolically and allegorically depicted through

sexual imagery as the human love of Christ in all its depth, passion, and
yearning.

GREGORY OF NYSSA, FATHER OF FATHERS

In The Holy Fire, Robert Payne summarized Gregory s stature and contribu-
tions to Orthodox Christian thought in the following graceful passage:

Of the three Cappadocian Fathers, Gregory of Nyssa is the one
closest to us, the least proud, the most subtle, the one most committed to the
magnificence of man. This strange, simple, happy, unhappy, intelligent and
God-tormented man was possessed by angels. A bishop, he hated power, but
hated indignity still more. He never saw himself as the little leader, vaulted
high in the air, exerting a brief and illusory authority; it was enough to be a
man, to wander, to praise God, to delve into the mystery. He employed all of
the resources of Greek philosophy to help him in his task, but he also employed

those resources that are given only to the shivering contemplatives overwhelmed
with the majesty of God

This saint, who early in his life wanted only to teach rhetoric, came to wield a
majesticinfluence over the Eastern Church. Heisstill revered as agifted theologian
of immense intellectual and spiritual significance as relevant in our own time as in
his own, a great philosopher, and a humanist worthy of any historical period. His
humanity and humility still touch us with grace and inspire us to strive for the
perfection of the Risen Christ. Gregorys life exemplified service and ultimately
obedience to a calling that initially he resisted but came to fill beyond measure. His
loving parishioners and ecclesiastical subjects were the first to recognize and revere
his special gifts. His peers then recognized his great oratorical and diplomatic skills
and came to rely upon him for valorizing and honoring leading church figures

A PUBLICATION OF ST. GREGORY OF NYSSA ORTHODOX CHURCH IN COLUMBUS, OHIO

14



SAITNT GREGORY, NYSSA

including an oration at the canonization of his dear friend, Gregory Nazianzus, at the
Council of Antioch. Gregory s acknowledged tact and diplomatic skill made him an ideal
emissary for the Second Ecumenical Council of Constantinople to send on a mission to
resolve problems in the Arabian Church, which he accomplished without incident. At
the Seventh General Council in 787, roughly four centuries after Gregory s death, the
collected prelates of the Church accorded the singular honor to St. Gregory of Nyssa
of being named, Father of Fathers. St. Gregory of Nyssa, whose mystical celebration
of the Trinity and consuming love for his fellow human beings, remains still, Father
Gregory, the sublime catechist.
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