
ABSTRACT 

Translation and Interpretation of Gregory Nazianzus’ Oration 38  
“On the Theophany of Christ” 

 
Lance Forsythe 

Director: Timothy Heckenlively, Classics Ph.D. 

  
Gregory Nazianzus, one of the three Cappadocian Fathers, was an important pillar 

of the early Orthodox Church and continues to be a major contributor to Trinitarian 
theology.  The foundation of this thesis is a translation of Gregory’s Oration 38 and 
thoroughly explores the context, interpretations, and cultural significance of the oration; 
it also affords insight into Gregory’s canon as a whole.  The work argues the benefits to 
be gained from studying Gregory’s texts through the lens of festal anamnesis and 
mimesis – literary devices that enhance his call for reform in the present era.  Although 
Gregory intended for his congregation to serve as his primary audience, the methods 
presented in his works are still applicable to today’s church practices. 



TRANSLATION AND INTERPRETATION OF GREGORY NAZIANZUS’  

ORATION 38 “ON THE THEOPHANY OF CHRIST” 

 

 

 

 

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of  

Baylor University 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the 

Honors Program 

 

 

 

 

 

By 

Lance A. Forsythe 

 

 

Waco, Texas 

May 2012 



ii 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ...............................................................................................iv 

DEDICATION.....................................................................................................................v 

INTRODUCTION ..............................................................................................................1 

CHAPTER ONE .................................................................................................................2  

 Festal Anamnesis in Gregory Nazianzus’ Orations.................................................2 

  Biography of Gregory Nazianzus................................................................2 

  Festal Anamnesis with the Greater Canon: Orations...................................5 

  Festal Anamnesis in Oration 38...................................................................6 

   Primary Examples of Festal Anamnesis within the Text...............7 

  Significance of Such Findings...................................................................11 

CHAPTER TWO ..............................................................................................................14 

 Festal Mimesis in Gregory Nazianzus’ Orations...................................................14 

  Festal Mimesis with the Greater Canon: Orations.....................................15 

  Festal Mimesis in Oration 38.....................................................................16 

   Primary Examples of Festal Mimesis with the Text.....................17



ii 
 

 Significance of Such Findings...................................................................20 

CHAPTER THREE ..........................................................................................................22 

 Translation of Oration 38.......................................................................................22 

BIBLIOGRAPHY .............................................................................................................36 



iv 
 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

 
I am deeply grateful to the faculty of the honors department who have labored on 

my behalf to secure the completion of this thesis.  Thank you for all of your time and 

hard work.  I could not have completed this daunting task without your guidance and 

support.   

It has been a privilege to work with the members of my defense committee, 

namely Dr. Brent Froberg, Fr. Daniel, and especially Dr. Timothy Heckenlively.  Thank 

you for your diligent dedication to this project, unflinching critique, and academic 

support, all of which are necessary to finish such a project. 

I could never have completed this thesis without the constant support and funding 

of my father.  He was a guiding light in times of darkness.  And finally, I am deeply 

grateful to Kelsey Jarzombek, who somehow managed to inspire hope by saying the right 

thing at just the right time.   



 

v 
 

DEDICATION 

 
To my mother, who has been preparing me for this moment since the day I was born. 



1 

INTRODUCTION 

 
 A translation of Gregory’s Oration 38 is the foundation of this thesis, which 

thoroughly explores the context, interpretations, and cultural significance of the oration 

and fosters insight into Gregory’s canon as a whole. This work is intended to argue the 

benefits to be gained from studying Gregory’s texts through the lens of festal anamnesis 

and mimesis.  Although Gregory intended for his congregation to serve as his primary 

audience, the methods he presented in his works are still applicable to today’s church 

practices.  

 Gregory Nazianzus, one of the three Cappadocian Fathers, was an important pillar 

of the early orthodox Church, and his orations continue to contribute significantly to 

Trinitarian theology.  His orations heavily emphasize implementation of the literary 

devices of festal anamnesis and mimesis and through impassioned exhortations call for 

reform in the present era.  The aforementioned concepts allow believers to better their 

own lives through festal celebrations that involve contemplation of revered biblical 

events and characters and are thoroughly defined and elaborated in the following 

chapters. 

 The crux of Gregory’s argument is that his congregation should model their 

actions after heroic figures in the biblical narrative and reform their festal practices to 

those portrayed in the Hebrew Scriptures.  Gregory believed that through these actions 

his congregation could attain the correct form of Christian worship and lead an existence 

in alignment with the ideal form of Christian community.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

Festal Anamnesis in Gregory Nazianzus’ Orations 

 
Within the corpus of Gregory Nazianzus’ work (poems, orations, and extant 

sermons), the idea of a festal anamnesis is heavily prevalent. A leading scholar in 

patristics defines festal anamnesis as “a re-presentation of God’s saving works so that the 

worshipers can participate in these events as present realities and thereby receive the 

eschatological salvation, new life and sanctification divinely accomplished through them” 

(Harrison 24).1  Present feasts celebrated by believers are thus relevant because they 

afford the experience of Christ’s salvific history. Oration 38 in particular “facilitated a 

Christian’s ability to know and indeed become akin to God” (Kalleres 159). The first 

chapter of my thesis will deal primarily with this subject and will be divided into three 

sections: a biography of Gregory’s life, Gregory’s use of anamnesis in larger corpus, and 

his use of anamnesis in Oration 38 specifically. 

 
Biography of Gregory Nazianzus 

 Gregory of Nazianzus (AD 329-ca. 390) highly influenced the early church 

together with Basil the Great (ca. 329- ca.379) and Gregory of Nyssa (ca. 335- 395), and 

is now known as one of the Cappadocian Fathers.  Born in Nazianzus to a “wealthy 

aristocratic family,” he quickly distanced himself from his peers through his elevated 

intellect (Harrison 14).  His father, known as the elder Gregory, was involved in a 

                                                      
1 Nonna Verna Harrison, PhD, Graduate Theological Union, has a distinguished patristic background, as 
she has written Grace and Human Freedom according to St. Gregory of Nyssa and numerous articles and 
translations. She is currently an assistant professor of Church History at Saint Paul School of Theology. 
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religious cult that worshipped “the one God” for much of his young adult life, but he was 

later converted to Christianity by his wife Nonna.  Shortly thereafter, the elder Gregory 

was ordained bishop of the city Nazianzus in Cappadocia (Gilbert 23).  In 329 AD, 

Gregory the Theologian was born, likely in Arianzus, located near Nazianzus (23).  

Gregory the Theologian had two siblings, an older sister Gorgonia and a younger 

brother Caesarius.  Early in his childhood, Gregory left home for boarding school in 

Caesarea and subsequently met Basil, with whom he soon forged a strong and lasting 

friendship.  A few years after completing his primary education in Caesarea, Gregory 

began to travel with his brother to complete further education, visiting places such as 

Caesarea in Palestine, Alexandria, and Athens (23).  In ca. 349 AD, Gregory’s ship was 

almost destroyed during his voyage to Athens; as a result, Gregory decided to renew his 

commitment to God, a decision that subsequently reinforced his choice to pursue a life 

devoted to spirituality and religious contemplation.  From ca. 349-358 Gregory studied at 

Athens, where he met the future emperor Julian and refined his written and verbal 

communication skills (23).  Shortly thereafter he returned to Nazianzus. Where, baptized 

by his father, he staunchly decided to lead an ascetic lifestyle (24).   

Three years later, Gregory’s reluctant father ordained him as a priest in 

Nazianzus.  After a period of running and attempting to elude his appointed position, he 

finally returned after he had resigned himself to his unwanted fate. Gregory accepted his 

new post and began preaching Easter sermons (24).  In 368 AD, both Caesarius and 

Gorgonia died (McGuckin 26-27).  A few years later, Gregory was consecrated as bishop 

of Sasima by both Basil and the elder Gregory.  This newly created see was intended to 

strengthen his advance against Anthimus, bishop of Tyana (Gilbert 24).  Gregory again 
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reluctantly accepted a position−this time at his father’s insistence and to satisfy the 

political needs of Basil.  However, upon entering the small town of Sasima, Gregory was 

assaulted by Anthimus’ men and forced to retreat. This setback caused a rift between 

Gregory and Basil, though the former did later decide to serve as the bishop of Nazianzus 

(24).  In 374 AD both of Gregory’s parents died.  During this period, Gregory left for 

Seleucia, where he spent the next couple of years serving as the spiritual director for a 

women’s monastery (Gilbert 25).   

On January 1 of 379 AD, Basil died. Gregory then traveled to Constantinople to 

preach and gradually began to gain large popularity.  In 380 AD, Emperor Theodosius 

banned Arians from church and assigned Gregory as bishop of the cathedral in 

Constantinople, and his position as Archbishop of Constantinople was solidified at the 

Second Ecumenical Council (25). On January 1, 382, Gregory delivered a memorial 

oration for Basil on the third anniversary of his death.  During the summer of this year, 

Gregory assumed governance of the Church of Nazianzus until a successor for his father 

emerged (25).  From this point on, Gregory’s health worsened, and he frequently found 

comfort visiting hot baths in Xanxaris.  He moved back to Arianzus and quietly led a 

secluded monastic life throughout the years of 384-390 A.D. (26). He did, however, 

continue to write and edit his orations, and his work was generally well received. Gregory 

most likely died between 389 and 390, never able to reconcile the conflicting internal 

insecurities that arose from continuously trying to justify the purpose of his existence 

(26). 
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Festal Anamnesis within the Greater Canon: Orations 

 Festal anamnesis played an important role within most of Gregory’s works, and 

its use within his orations will here be explored.  In this paper, oration will encompass 

Gregory’s festal orations and five theological orations but will focus primarily on his 

festal orations, because the two inter-related devices are the emphasis of this thesis. 

Throughout the discussed works, they serve to “draw the worshipper into a dynamic 

movement through saving past events into the desired future of God’s eternal kingdom” 

(Harrison, Gregory Nazianzen’s Festal Sprituality, 46-47). 

One of Gregory’s most well-known and enduring pieces is Oration 1, “On Pascha 

and on His Reluctance,” a speech that sets a precedent for the format and tone of his 

corpus of orations.  Early in Oration 1, Gregory exhorts his audience to reform their 

moral actions: “Let us be made brilliant by the feast and embrace each other” (Nazianzus 

1.1).  The rationale behind this call for reformation is evidenced by Gregory’s statement 

in Oration 38: “Let us not make efforts to outdo each other in moral weakness.  For moral 

weakness is what I call all excess, all asumption that goes beyond need” (Gregory 119).  

This statement implies that there was need for moral improvement in Gregory’s 

congregation and supports the argument that one of Gregory’s primary reasons for 

writing his orations was to provide moral reform in his congregation.  The earlier request 

to be made brilliant resembles his anamnestic statements in Oration 38, with the 

exception that he here focuses more upon reform in his congregation than on any general 

change in cruciform perception.  This difference is made evident by Gregory’s emphasis 

on a bodily physical change, “let us be made brilliant,” a plea, with the sacrament of 

baptism in mind, which refers to the concept of metaphorical sacrificial death and rebirth.  
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He also directs his congregation to contemplate universal, complete brotherly love, made 

evident in the call for his parishioners to “embrace each other.”  Between these two calls 

for reform in one example of festal anamnesis, Gregory effectively lets his congregation 

know that the events of past festivals are both still important and ever present, and should 

extend into the present acts of festal worship; he is simultaneously guiding the church in 

their future dealings and preparing the congregation for the Parousia and Eschaton.   

 Another example comes shortly after this in the fourth section, where Gregory 

implores: “Let us make an offering to the one who died and rose again for us” (Nazianzus 

1.3).  In this example, Gregory calls the attention of his congregation primarily to the 

feast of the pascha, but also secondarily to the Old Testament burnt offerings, which 

would have been ever present in the minds of both Jewish and Gentile Christians.   

 These two examples illustrate the existence and degree of permeation festal 

anamnesis commands within Gregory’s orations as a whole.  This intertextual permeation 

does not stop at the boundary between oration and poetry, or even oration and 

biographical work, however.  Throughout the greater corpus of Gregory’s works, this 

idea abounds; though it should be noted that these other forms of literature extend beyond 

the scope of this thesis and will thus not be covered in detail here. 

 
Festal Anamnesis in Oration 38 

 Gregory Nazianzus wrote Oration 38, “On the Theophany of Christ,” as a polemic 

to instill fear in non-believers, but to a greater degree as a work of great hope, expressing 

his belief in the power of the eschaton and the saving grace present in the parousia: 

“Christ is in the flesh, exalt with trembling and joy; trembling on account of sin; joy on 

account of hope” (Nazianzus 38.1).  In this context the idea of festal anamnesis abounds 
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and is used as a means to explain the importance of the liturgical calendar, in particular 

the importance of feast days.  As emphasized earlier, festal anamnesis is defined as a “re-

presentation of God’s saving works so that the worshipers can participate in these events 

as present realities and thereby receive eschatological salvation” (Harrison 24). 

 Following this definition, Gregory abundantly uses the literary device to re-

imagine the importance of observing festal holidays: “Therefore, we celebrate the feast 

not like a pagan festival but in a godly manner, not in a worldly way but in a manner 

above the world” (Nazianzus 38.4).  He also gives specific examples of how his followers 

should regard both the feast and their place in the grand scheme of salvation history, 

referencing the Pauline writings: “As in Adam we have died so we may live in Christ, 

born with Christ and crucified with him, buried with him and rising with him” 

(Nazianzus 38.4).  All of Oration 38 deals with the practice of festal rememberance; 

therefore, each specific example of festal anamnesis articulates ideals for the reformation 

of his congregation. 

 
Primary Examples of Festal Anamnesis within the Text 
 
 Within Oration 38, five primary examples illustrate festal anamnesis and thus 

direct the reader to consider the evolving nature of festal worship acting upon Oration 38, 

and indeed within Gregory’s corpus as a whole.  The first illustrative example of this 

evolving nature comes from section one of the oration, “Christ is born, give glory; Christ 

is from the heavens, go to meet him; Christ is on earth, be lifted up” (Nazianzus 1).  This 

passage offers to the reader an invitation, reminding him of now-canonized biblical 

activities completed in the past, while it also encourages the listener to take part presently 

in this century-spanning narrative by observing the rituals of the appropriate festival and 
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thus engaging the reader directly in the biblical story.  Through this immersion in the 

festal activities, one is most reminded of Christ’s birth and incarnation; thus Gregory 

appropriately presents both the Nativity and the Pascha in terms of festal worship.   

 The chiastic pattern within the above passage must not be overlooked, as it 

displays Gregory’s philosophy of anamnesis strikingly well.  Just as one “give[s] glory” 

to Christ because “he is from the heavens,” so we are able to “go to meet him” because 

“he is on the earth” (incarnation).  This arrangement mirrors the idea of anamnesis with 

its intentional analysis of the past tempered by present involvement and an eager 

anticipatory vision forward towards the future eschaton. Thus, this passage acts to remind 

Gregory’s congregation and future readers of this oration that festal celebration is:  

…historical but it not primarily looking back to the past.  Festal celebration is not 
nostalgia, it is not a commemoration of what once took place but is now present 
only as a memory, a mere mental phenomenon that the worshipers work to 
reinforce in order to preserve it from oblivion.  Rather, anamnesis is an encounter 
in the present with the Lord who transfigures and transcends history, and thus it is 
also a proleptic of the age to come. (Harrison 25) 

 
 A second example of festal anamnesis within the text comes shortly after the 

preceding example, within section one.  The specific passage is, “Christ comes from a 

Virgin; women, practice virginity, that you may become mothers of Christ.”  The primary 

idea contained here is, in accordance with the previous example, an invitation to take 

virtuous action in order to enact moral reform.  However, this passage presents an image 

of a paradoxical concept, namely that of a “γυνή” (implying a married, and thus sexually 

experienced, woman) becoming a “παρθένος,” or virgin−a transformation that was, for 

obvious reasons, physically impossible.  Thus, Gregory must have had in mind a 
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figurative reading, perhaps something akin to a metaphysical conceit2, when he 

introduced this image to his congregation.  For Gregory to use such a radical and unlikely 

example in his sermon, he clearly wanted this to be read as something that could be 

achieved only through the divine power of God.  Gregory was calling for a reform in 

morality and a festal remembrance at the same time by exhorting his people to act in all 

ways (like the Virgin Mary), not just with regard to sexual encounters, and to 

contemplate her actions and sacrifices especially on the feast day of Nativity, often 

celebrated as the feast of Theophany.   

An example from later in the text justifies this rationale: 

He drives out demons, some by himself and others through his disciples.  With a 
few loaves he feeds tens of thousands, and he walks on the sea… he is offered as 
a lamb and offers as a priest, he is buried as a human being, raised as God, then 
also ascends, and he will return with his own glory.  How many celebrations there 
are for me corresponding to each of the mysteries of Christ!  (Nazianzus 16) 

 
 This list of wondrous miracles represents the many feasts which were coming into 

practice in Gregory’s time, culminating with the two most important, the feast of the 

Nativity and the Pascha.  This passage directly illustrates Gregory’s intention to connect 

the narratives of Christ’s life with present festal worship, along with his insistence that 

the orthodox practice of these festivals proves integral to the re-presentation of the 

salvation narrative as a whole.  Furthermore, he associates not only Christ’s past deeds as 

correlating to modern day festal practices, but also Christ’s “mysteries,” thus indicating 

that he may have observed additional festivals considered non-Orthodox by 

contemporary church authorities.   

                                                      
2 This term refers to works abounding in overarching metaphors, primarily religious in nature, that 
dominate the narrative. cf., the complete works of John Donne. 



10 

 An example that focuses upon the nomenclature of the feast celebrating the birth 

of Christ is as follows: “Now if the feast of the Theophany, and so also of the Nativity; 

for it is called both, since two names are ascribed to one reality” (Nazianzus 38.3).  

Gregory goes on to clarify that the two feasts are often mistaken for each other because 

God appearing to mankind through birth (Nativity) and God appearing to mankind in 

human form (Theophany) are intertwined and inseparable ideas, relying upon each other 

for importance, yet also distinct in critical ways to the discerning theologian.  The 

summation of this argument comes at the end of section three: “The name is Theophany, 

since he has appeared, and Nativity, since he has been born” (Nazianzus 38.3).  This idea 

of contemplating the naming of feasts falls into the anamnetic tradition by reminding the 

congregation of the true reason for these feasts − the distinction between Nativity and 

Theophany and general meditation upon the incarnation of Christ.   

 This information leads to the fourth example of festal anamnesis demonstated by 

the passage: “Once again darkness is put to flight, once again light comes into being, 

once again Egypt is punished by darkness, once again Israel is illumined by the pillar” 

(Nazianzus 38.2).  This statement suggests that by recreating these events at the present 

feast “‘the people who sit in the darkness’ of ignorance see ‘the great light’ of divine 

knowledge” (38.2).  By participating in these biblical events they too become enlightened 

and experience divine guidance and illumination. Festal anamnesis is clearly present as 

his congregation re-experienced the historical events that contributed to the festal 

tradition.   

 A final example lies in Gregory’s call for his congregation to “put off the old 

humanity and put on the new” through participation in the festal celebration.  In reliving 
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this tradition, he hopes that, “as we have died in Adam so we might live in Christ, being 

born with Christ and crucified with him and buried with him and raised with him” 

(Nazianzus 38.4).  By experiencing this well-attested historical ideal of biblical rebirth, 

taking place during the festal tradition, Gregory again calls for a spiritual reform in his 

congregation and implores his listeners to re-invision the events of festal worship.  

Although his congregation has indeed fallen like Adam, this exhortation illuminates that 

they, too, can experience the new life of Christ.   

 
Significance of Such Findings 

 These examples are worth considering because they reveal a trend within 

Gregory’s work to utilize the literary device of anamnesis, which can then inform a more 

historically accurate and culturally precise reading of his texts. The process of reading 

Gregory must begin with due consideration for the cultural significance of festal 

activities, and specifically, anamnesis within those feast days.  One of the leading 

patristics scholars, Nonna Verna Harrison, has made the majority of academic additions, 

many of which can be found in the introduction to her Festal Orations: Saint Gregory of 

Nazianzus and in her article, “Gregory Nazianzen's Festal Spirituality: Anamnesis and 

Mimesis.”  Despite these recent contributions to the issue of festal anamnesis and 

mimesis, many questions remain unanswered, such as how reading Gregory’s orations 

through this lens would afford further insight into understanding his texts, or why 

Gregory thought implementing such devices would effectively communicate his unique 

message to his congregation.  Although answering the second question seems impossible, 

multiple ways of reading his texts through an altered lens exist to better inform the 

reader. 
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 Gregory served his primary purposes as priest and preacher, aiding his 

congregation through his chosen calling.  Gregory perhaps wanted to display the 

importance of accurately keeping the traditions of festal worship, but his congregation’s 

limited understanding of current theological arguments and the larger picture of the 

biblical narrative would have constrained him.  To help his audience understand the 

immanence and permanence of festal practice, he used festal anamnesis to show how 

biblical events were ever present in the lives of his readers as they took an active role in 

the salvation narrative through their festal worship.  This idea of direct involvement 

through feasting served to impassion his audience and renew interest in the feasts of old.  

By reading Gregory’s texts with this understanding, we may rightly assume that 

Gregory’s insistence upon practice of feasts and his particularity for the accuracy of such 

practices arises from his concern for his congregation’s salvation, and, indeed, for all 

future readers.  Using these literary devices was not merely a display of his oratorical 

prowess, but an effort to instill reverence and respect for the feast practices and, to an 

even greater extent, for the continually changing church traditions.   

 The benefits of reading the orations through this lens are not singular, however.  

Gregory was, in his official capacity, an orator, but it is often more useful to think of him 

as a priest, the secondary vocation for which he was also officially trained.  Although 

Gregory’s orations would have been delivered publicly, his works are highly polished 

and suggest heavy reworking, indicating that they should be read as pieces of literature 

while remembering that they were originally intended to be heard and interpreted as 

homilies (Daley 62).  The purpose of his orations, particularly the festal orations, is 

summarized best by Brian Daley in Gregory of Nazianzus: 
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…the orations are clearly intended to persuade their hearers or readers of 
Gregory’s doctrinal or pastoral concerns […] they are, in a sense, “political” 
speeches in the contexts of a Christian Empire and its official Church. (62) 

 
When viewed in this light, his orations are not so much intended to re-familiarize his 

listeners with ancient festal traditions as they are written to orient his listeners towards 

the current state of the Church, while they attempt to unify both his congregation and the 

greater Christian population into one coherent “Christian Empire” through common 

understanding and communion in festal worship.   
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CHAPTER TWO  

Festal Mimesis in Gregory Nazianzus’ Orations 

 
 Like festal anamnesis, festal mimesis is heavily prevalent within the works of 

Gregory Nazianzus.  Although both devices allow believers to transcend the boundaries 

of present-day constraints, mimesis differs from the concepts explored in the previous 

chapter because it leads believers to identify with biblical figures for the purpose of 

providing character examples to emulate. The concept of festal mimesis is defined as, “a 

pattern of thought and behavior that permeated ancient Mediterranean culture, in which 

people sought to represent, imitate, and identify themselves with exemplary figures from 

the past” (Harrison 29).  This definition captures the nature of festal mimesis, but it 

should be noted that much scholarly debate exists surrounding the subject.  Renowned 

scholar Paul Ricoeur interpreted mimesis as a “creative imitation” involving both the 

reader and the writer (Chen 171).  Ricoeur uses mimesis in a three-fold fashion, 

following the form of pre-figurement, figurement, and re-figurement, levels elaborated 

into three mimetic forms.  Mimesis 1 is primarily concerned with the “prefigured world 

of action,” as the plot of an imagined story that is easily relatable to the everyday 

experiences of a wide audience (Chen 171).  Mimesis 2 is summarized as the “creative act 

of configuration,” which renders our actions as a dialogue by which readers creatively 

interpret the events (Chen 171).  Mimesis 3 refers to the “receptive act of refiguration,” 

acting on the level of implanting these learned experiences into one’s own life and 

context; this tertiary level also contains the process of “fusion of horizon,” involging the 

worlds in the text and the world of reality (Chen 171). 
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Gregory used mimesis in a way that did not as clearly distinguish between the 

three levels of meaning, but his works still encompassed the processes involved in each.  

The idea of why Gregory would choose to use it in such a way will be explored further in 

the examples of mimesis both in Gregory’s orations as a whole and specifically within 

Oration 38. 

 
Festal Mimesis within the Greater Canon: Orations 

 As in the previous chapter, the term oration is here confined to the same five 

theological orations and festal orations.  Oration 39, “On the Holy Lights,” has rich, 

textual examples that model ways for believers to refashion their lives according to 

character traits exemplified by cherished biblical figures. To begin, Gregory opens this 

oration by exploring the mystery of Jesus and providing an inspiring insight that makes 

the exalted son accessible and relatable to ordinary believers. He contends that the 

“baptism of my Christ” allows every human being to experience the redeeming, purifying 

effects of the sacred act that also serves to strengthen “the light we received from him 

from the beginning, which we darkened and blotted out through sin” (Nazianzus 39.1). 

Believers are thus inundated with the joyous knowledge that they can aspire to identify 

with Christ because of their relation to his holy baptism. While this example illuminates 

the significance of understanding holy mysteries such as Christ’s baptism, it can be 

universally applied to comprehending the importance of other biblical traditions, like 

festal days, on one’s journey toward co-laboring with Christ to reflect better his perfect 

image. 

 Furthermore, Gregory emboldens readers with the same divine voice that 

“resounds very strongly in [himself]” to enlighten them of their ability “to receive again 
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the first Adam” and encounter God with the same familiarity that Adam did (Nazianzus 

39.2). Because believers have been lifted up from the earth through the actions of “the 

visible Adam,” they are capable of identifying with the origin of God’s creation.  Gregory 

compels his audience to reform their characters in the image of Adam, who shrugged off 

the shamelessness that leapt upon him; although Adam fell, God’s grace allowed him to 

rise above the depravity festering in his soul and to bask in the forgiving love of the 

Almighty. 

 It is intriguing to consider that Gregory expands beyond offering models of 

biblical figures and delves into classical mythology to find examples of heroes with 

whom readers can relate through festal mimesis.  He mentions Zeus later in the oration 

along with a myriad of other well-known mythological figures to illustrate that they, too, 

have characteristics worth emulating.  Because Gregory was a classically-trained orator, 

inclusion of such mythological allusions is expected; he did not limit himself to utilizing 

solely biblical images when he exalted positive characteristics that he wanted his 

congregation to emulate. 

In summation, believers commonly displayed such imitative behaviors of biblical 

figures and classic heroes during festal activities. During such activities, they often 

undertake intense contemplation and consideration of the contexts in which the actions of 

these models took place, as well as the motivations driving the physical manifestations of 

their characters. 

 
Festal Mimesis in Oration 38 

 As introduced in the previous chapter, Oration 38 will be the focus of this section. 

This oration provides clear examples of Gregory’s use of festal mimesis and exemplifies 



17 

his masterful implementation of this device to elevate the lives of his congregation. 

Oration 38 narrows its focus to exalting solely biblical figures and thus presents men of 

the highest character as examples meant to inspire readers to reform their own morality 

accordingly.  

 
Primary Examples of Festal Mimesis within the Text 

 As with festal anamnesis described earlier, Gregory used five primary instances to 

employ festal mimesis in this oration. One of the most evident examples of mimesis in 

Oration 38 comes early in his homily, within the first section: “Christ is in the flesh, exult 

with trembling and joy; trembling because of sin, joy because of hope” (Nazianzus 38.1).  

This statement serves to remind his congregation of the incarnation of Christ and the 

Parousia, while it also serves to instill in his congregation the desire to lead a cruciform 

life.  This statement strongly reflects the mimetic tradition by mentioning a biblical 

character while simultaneously calling for his congregation more closely to imitate 

Christ’s actions.  By mentioning biblical characters, Gregory seeks for his congregation 

to identify themselves with “exemplary figures from the past” and to mirror their 

behavior toward patterns that permeated ancient Mediterranean culture (Harrison 29).   

 A second example rife with biblical allusion comes from the next section of the 

oration: “Let John proclaim, ‘Prepare the way of the Lord’” (Nazianzus 38.2).  This 

passage mirrors the prophecy spoken in Isaiah 40:3, referenced again in Matthew 3:3.  In 

his exhortation, Gregory reminds his audience that the Lord will return soon, and thus, as 

all believers should eagerly await the day of his return, they should also closely follow 

the festal traditions and keep the liturgical history of the church intact. This effort can 

best be accomplished by imitating John’s ferver in anxiously anticipating Christ’s 
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coming, as he methodically adheres to church tradition in preparation for this miraculous 

event. Gregory hoped that his congregation would be excited by his reminder of God’s 

permanence and the always-present reality of Christ’s second coming.   

 The third example occurs within the seventh section of Oration 38 and again 

refers to the Hebrew bible, reminding his congregation of the great virtuosity of biblical 

heroes and the degree of separation between his congregation and the level of 

commitment displayed by those very characters: 

God always was and is and will be, or rather always “is,” for “was” and “will be” 
belong to our divided time and transitory nature; but he is always “he who is,” and 
he gave himself this name when he consulted with Moses on the mountain.  
(Nazianzus 38.7) 

 
 This passage also attempts to tackle the difficult concept of the time frame within 

which God exists and acts − one that is necessarily outside of time itself, at least time as 

human beings understand it.  The Greek words in this section remind the reader that God 

is not only existent within the past, present, and future, but also that He is himself the 

past, present, and future, as Gregory uses the verb εἶναι,“to be,” to describe His 

paradoxical existence.  This statement suggests acceptance of the ὁμοούσιος argument, 

which essentially states that God is of the same substance as the Son and Holy Spirit, and 

that His “transitory nature” was always one with the Son.  Therefore, because Gregory 

describes God as being the “being one” and the “one who was,” God’s permanence and 

immutability is emphasized for the benefit of his congregation.   

 The fourth example, within the ninth section of Oration 38, contains a reference to 

Lucifer and so exemplifies festal mimesis in a negative manner by showing character 

qualities which the congregation should avoid and incites moral reform in a reductionist 

manner: “They are not immovable but only difficult to move on account of the one who 
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was called Lucifer because of his radiance” (Nazianzus 38.9).  Here, Gregory writes of 

why God formed creation, the nature of free will, and the Radiances, “angelic and 

heavenly powers,” that serve God and follow the “First Radiance,”  Lucifer was one of 

the primary Radiances who fell from God’s grace; therefore, Gregory says that he now 

believes “[the Radiances] are not immovable but only difficult to move” (Nazianzus 

38.9).  Gregory contends that Lucifer has earned his paradoxical name of “darkness 

because of his pride, and the rebellious powers under him” (Nazianzus 38.9).  The 

reference to Lucifer serves to validate the congregation’s belief in the evil sin of pride 

and pursuit of self-autonomy. 

 The fifth example comes from section thirteen and focuses on the Mother Mary as 

the archetype of divine generation and blessed activity: “He was conceived by the Virgin, 

who was purified beforehand in both soul and flesh by the Spirit, for it was necessary that 

procreation be honored and that virginity be honored more” (Nazianzus 38.13).  In this 

statement, Gregory extols the virtues of being a virgin, but he understands that the 

majority of women would not be able to lead a sexually ascetic life.  For this reason, he 

also praises the “path of procreation” and what it necessarily creates.  By focusing on a 

female-exclusive virtue, Gregory invites his entire audience, not just the influential men, 

to participate in his vision of a virtuous community of Christ.  The event of the birth of 

Christ, celebrated in the feast of the Nativity, is the clear reference in this passage, and, 

by inviting his audience to reform their actions to those that more closely resemble the 

actions of the Virgin Mary, Gregory clearly utilizes the device of festal mimesis.   
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Significance of Such Findings 

 As with the consideration of the significance of festal anamnesis, reading the 

orations through a lens informed by recent scholarship on festal mimesis can also greatly 

shift the interpretation of Gregory’s texts.  While anamnesis focuses upon reenacting 

historical events around which feasts have been developed, mimesis focuses directly on 

the characters of the historical narrative that shaped the events themselves.  Because of 

this, mimesis is more directly involved in moralizing, action-oriented reform and thus 

was used as a catalyst by Gregory to instigate change in the actions of both his 

congregation and also future readers.   

 Effective interpretation of mimesis involves considering the other purpose of 

oration writing in which Gregory was engaged, i.e. those of the epidiectic form.  These 

are defined by Daley as, “formal speeches meant to celebrate a person’s life or actions 

[…] as a way of urging the audience to follow an example of virtue” (Daley 62).  This 

purpose closely mirrors the device of mimesis itself, with the exception that epidiectic 

writing need not necessarily be constrained by festal activity, or indeed be concerned 

with religious matter at all.  Gregory, however, made ample use of biblical characters as 

paradigms in his orations and overtly connected these to involvement in festal 

celebrations.  By reading his texts as manuals by which biblical characters displayed their 

virtuous qualities, and thus created moral paradigms by which Gregory’s congregation 

form their actions, Gregory established an oratorical model that would be essential in the 

formation of his future writings, while it also would serve as an archetype for generations 

of future religious orators.   
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 A second interpretation relies upon his frequent use of biblical allusions, which 

should remind readers of how pagan orators might use Greek mythology or the works of 

Homer, Plato, or the tragedians to “establish his own credentials as bearer of a cultural 

tradition” (Daley 63). Gregory uses his orations to define the cultural precedent he 

expects his congregation to adopt, and by means of festal mimesis, displays the most 

virtuous characters from biblical history to illuminate the mysteries of festal practices and 

enlighten his readers by showing how to follow a correct, divinely-inspired life. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Translation of Oration 38 

 
1. Christ is born, give glory; Christ is from the heavens, meet him; Christ is upon the earth, 

be exalted.  Sing to the Lord, all the earth, and that I may say both ideas as one, let the 

heavens be glad, and let the earth rejoice on account of the one who is heavenly, then 

earthly.  Christ is in the flesh, exalt with trembling and joy; trembling on account of sin; 

joy on account of hope.  Christ is of a virgin; women, live as virgins, in order that you 

may become mothers of Christ.  Who does not worship the One from the beginning?  

Who does not glorify He who is the last?   

2. Again the darkness is destroyed; again the light is established, again Egypt is punished by 

means of darkness; again Israel is illumined by a pillar.  Let the people who sat in the 

darkness of ignorance behold the great light of knowledge.  “The ancient things have 

passed away; behold, all things have become new.”  The letter recedes, the spirit 

advances; the shadows pass away, the truth enters after.  Melchizedek is completed; the 

motherless one becomes fatherless; he is motherless first, fatherless second.  The laws of 

nature are dissolved.  It is necessary for the world above to be filled.  Christ commands, 

let us not resist.  All nations, clap your hands, because to us a child is born, and to us a 

son is given, whose government is upon his shoulder, it is lifted up by means of the cross 

and his name is called the Angel of the great counsel of the Father.  Let John cry out, 

“prepare the way of the Lord.”  And I will proclaim the power of the days.  The fleshless 

one takes on flesh, the Word becomes corporeal, the invisible one is seen, the impalpable 

one is touched, the timeless one has a beginning, the Son of God becomes Son of Man,
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Jesus Christ, “yesterday and today, the same even unto the ages.”  Let the Jews be 

scandalized, let the Greeks mock, let heretics blaspheme.  They will believe then, when 

they see him ascending into heaven, and if not then, when they see him coming from the 

heavens and sitting as judge. 

3. These things come later.  As regards the present things, now is the feast of the 

Theophany, or the Nativity; for it is called both, two appellations given to one deed.  For 

God appeared to human beings through birth.  On the one hand he is the existing one, and 

ever existing from the ever-existing one, beyond causation and word, “(for there was no 

word before the Word)”.  On the other hand, entering time for our sake, in order that the 

one who has given being, also grant well-being. Or rather, so that he might lead us, who 

had drifted through well-being on account of wickedness, back to that state through the 

incarnation.  The name for the appearance is “Theophany”, and for the birth, “Nativity”. 

4. This is our festival; we celebrate this today: God’s stay among men, in order that we may 

dwell with God; or rather return (for to speak thus is more appropriate); in order that, 

having laid aside the old man, we may put on the new, and just as in Adam we died, so 

we live in Christ, born, crucified, buried, and raised together with Christ.  For it is 

necessary for me to experience the beautiful conversion, and just as the painful things 

came after the more advantageous, so after the painful, more advantageous things return.  

“For where sin abounded, grace superabounded”, and if the taste condemned, how much 

more does Christ’s suffering justify?  Therefore let us celebrate, not after the pagan 

fashion, but in a godly manner, not in a worldly way, but in an otherworldly way; not our 

own things, but things of Him who is ours, or rather the things of our Master; things not 

of weakness, but of healing, not of the creation, but of the re-creation. 
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5. And how will this be?  Let us not crown our fore-courts, nor assemble the choruses, nor 

decorate the streets, nor let us feast the eye, nor charm the hearing, nor make effeminate 

our smelling, nor prostitute the taste, nor gratify the touch. These are ready paths to evil –

entrances of sin – let us not be softened by apparel, delicate and extravagant clothing, the 

highest beauty of which is inutility, nor by the translucency of stones, nor the brilliance 

of gold, nor the artifice of colors deceiving natural beauty, and invented in opposition to 

the image of God; nor let us be softened by revelries and drunkenness, to which I know 

fornication and liscentiousness are linked, since the teachings of wicked teachers are 

wicked, or rather the crops of wicked seeds are wicked.  Let us not build high beds 

making shelters for the deeds of debauchery in the stomach.  Let us not honor the 

bouquet of wines, the trickeries of cooks, the great cost of perfumes.  Let earth and sea 

not bring to us the honored dung as presents, for thus I know to value luxury.  Let one not 

be eager to conquer each other in self-indulgence.  For to me self-indulgence, is 

everything in excess and beyond need; and these things take place when others are 

hungering and lacking, who are from the same clay and the same mixture. 

6. But let us leave these things to the Greeks and to Greek boasting and festivals.  They, 

who even name as gods being who enjoy the odor of burning fat sacrifices, and 

constantly serve the divine with their stomach, wicked servants of wicked spirits, makers, 

guides, and initiates of demons.  But to us, for whom the Logos is our object of worship, 

if there is any need for revelry, let us revel in the Word, in divine law, in narratives, and 

especially those from this present feast, in order that our reveling be fitted, and not far 

from to the one who has called us.  Do you wish (for I am your host today) that I set 

before you, my beautiful guests, the account, as abundantly and lavishly as I am able, in 
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order that you may know how a stranger is able to feed the locals; a rustic, the city 

dwellers; one without luxury, the luxurious; and one poor and homeless, those brilliant in 

wealth.  I will begin from this point; and purify for me, mind, hearing, and understanding, 

as many of you as enjoy these sort of things, since the discourse is concerning God, and 

the divine Word; in order that you may depart having enjoyed the things that really are 

not empty.  This account will be at the same time most full and most concise, so as 

neither to make sad by its poverty nor be disagreeable on account of satiety.   

7. God always was and is and will be, but rather always “is”.  For “was” and “will be” are 

divisions of time and flowing nature appropriate to us; for the ever-existing One himself 

names himself even this, when giving commandments to Moses on the mountain.  For 

gathering everything together in himself, he has being, neither beginning nor ending, like 

some sea of being, boundless and limitless, surpassing every conception both of time and 

of nature; being outlined by the mind alone, and this in a very faint and moderate way, 

not from things pertaining to himself but from things around him, the impressions being 

collected from here and there into some image of the truth, one fleeing before it is 

attained and escaping before it is understood, an image illumining our rational capacity, if 

we are pure, in regard to as many things as fleeting lightening illumines in our sight.  It 

seems to me that he is capable of being apprehended, in order to draw us to himself by 

means of the comprehensible – for the utterly incomprehensible is beyond hope and 

attainment – and to produce wonder by means of the incomprehensible, and being an 

object of wonder, be more desired, purify us, and purifying, make us deiform, and 

converse forthwith with those who have become such as with those of his household – 

my account dares something headstrong –  God uniting with us and making himself 
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known to us as gods, perhaps to the extent that he already knows those known by Him.  

The divine, then is infinite and difficult to contemplate, and this alone is graspable in 

every way, His infiniteness, even if some suppose that by being simple of nature, either 

He is wholly ungraspable or perfectly graspable.  Let us, therefore, investigate further 

what being simple is.  Simplicity itself is not in nature, just as combination is not alone 

the nature of combined things.   

8. The infinity contemplated being twofold, according to beginning and to end (for what is 

beyond these points and not in them is infinite), whenever the mind looks away into the 

depth above, not having somewhere to stand and settling on the appearances concerning 

God, it is called that boundless and inescapable abyss without beginning, but whenever it 

looks at things below and subsequent, “undying and indestructible”; and whenever it 

gathers the whole together, eternal.  For eternity is neither time, nor some part of time –  

for neither is it measurable –  but what time is to us, being measured by the movement of 

the sun, this is, for everlasting beings, eternity, being co-extensive with their being, like 

some kind of movement and interval of time.  For me let these things concerning God 

suffice for now.  For it is not the appropriate time to go beyond these things, because 

theology is not the matter that lies before us but the divine economy.  Whenever I say 

“God”, I mean Father, and Son, and Holy Spirit; not of divinity diffused beyond these, in 

order that we may not introduce a crowd of gods, nor of divinity limited within these, in 

order that we not be condemned for stinginessy toward divinity, either Judaizing on 

account of the monarchy, or Hellenizing on account of the abundance.  For the evil is 

simliar in both cases, although it is found in opposites. Thus the Holy of Holies, which is 

veiled by the seraphim, and glorified with their thrice-holy hymns, comes together into 



27 

one lordship and divinity; which another before us explained in both the most beautiful 

and most exalted way. 

9. But since this was not sufficient for the divine goodness, to be in motion only in 

contemplation of itself, but it was necessary that the good be poured forth and travel, in 

order that the things being benefitted multiply (for this was of the highest goodness), first 

he conceived of the angelic and heavenly powers; and the thought was deed, 

accomplished by the Word, and perfected by the Spirit.  And thus the second radiances 

existed, servants of the first radiance; and we must understand them either as intelligent 

spirits, some kind of immaterial and bodiless fire, or as some other nature that is nearest 

the beings described.  I wish to say that they are unmoved toward evil, and have only the 

movement toward the beautiful, because they are around God, and illumined chiefly from 

God; for here, things are illumined second.  But the one called “Morning Star” on 

account of his radiance persuades me, to opine and to say that these powers are not 

immovable, but difficult to move, but became and is called “darkness” on account of his 

rebellion, and the powers who revolted under him, who became artisans of evil in their 

flight from the beautiful, and the causes of evil within us. 

10. Therefore, the intelligible world exists for him and on account of these things, at least, 

insofar as I investigate concerning these things, measuring great things by my small 

word.  And when the first things were faring well in his sight, he conceived a second 

world material and visible; and this is both the system and combination of heaven and 

earth, and the things between them, praiseworthy for the shapeliness of each, but more 

praiseworthy for the well-joined nature and harmony of the whole, with each part holding 

well in regard to any other and all in relations to all things, unto the completion of the 
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whole cosmos; so that he may show forth, not only the nature appropriate to himself, but 

also that he is able to bring into being something utterly other than himself.  For natures 

that are intelligible and comprehensible by mind alone are something suitable to divinity; 

but as many natures as are subject to sense perception are entirely foreign, and are further 

removed from these, the types which are entirely without soul and motionless.  But what 

concern are these matters to us, someone may say quickly who is excessively “burning” 

and “feast-loving”; spur on the pony toward the goal post.  Talk to us about thing 

pertaining to this feast, and why we sit here today.  And indeed I will do this, even if I 

began on a higher level, longing and the argument having so overpowering me. 

11. Mind and sense perception then, having been distinguished from one another in this way, 

stood within their own limits, and bore in themselves the magnificence of the creator 

Word, being silent they praise the great work and are brilliant heralds.  There was not yet 

was not yet a blending of the two natures, nor any mixing of opposites, a sign of a greater 

wisdom and generosity as regards the natures; nor was the entire richness of goodness 

known.  Then the Creator Word, having willed to show this forth, also crafts one life 

from both, I mean both invisible and visible natures, the man; and taking the body from 

the matter already created, and from himself he added the breath of life, “which thing 

Scripture knows as the noetic soul and the image of God”,  He set upon earth a sort of 

second cosmos, a great in a small, another angel, a composite worshiper, a beholder of 

the visible creation, an initiate into the intelligible, king of things on earth, subject to 

what is above, earthly and heavenly, transitory and immortal, visible and intelligible, a 

mean between greatness and lowliness, the same spirit and flesh; spirit on account of 

grace, flesh on account of pride, the one that he might remain steadfast and glorify his 
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Benefactor, the other that he might suffer and in suffering remember and, when striving 

for greatness, be corrected.  He is a living creature governing in this place and transferred 

elsewhere, and – limit of the mystery – he is deified by his inclination toward God.  For 

the modest light of truth here seems to me toward this end, to see and experience the 

radiance of God, which is worthy of the one who has bound us together and will loose us 

and bind us together again in more exalted fashion. 

12.  He put this man in paradise, whatever this paradise was, having honored him with free 

will, in order that the good belong to him though choice no less that is true for the one 

who provided the seeds, that he be a cultivator of immortal plants, equally of divine 

thoughts, both the simpler and the more complete, naked in simplicity and life without 

artifice, and without any covering or defence.  For it was fitting for the man to be this sort 

at the beginning.  And He gave a law, a material for the will.  And the law was a 

command, a command about those plants of which he was allowed to partake, of the one 

he was not to touch.  It was the tree of knowledge, which was neither planted from the 

beginning in evil, nor forbidden jealously (let the enemies of God not send their tongues 

in that direction, nor imitate the serpent); but would have been good, if received in due 

season (for the tree was contemplation, according to my interpretation, the approach to 

which is safe only for those more complete in condition), but it is not good for those who 

are still rather simple, gluttonous with respect to their appetite, just as mature food is not 

useful for those ones still simple and the ones still having need of milk.  But when, by the 

jealousy of the Devil and the assault on the woman, which she underwent because she 

was weaker, and which she passed on because she was more persuasive (alas of my 

weakness!  For that of the forbear is mine), he forgot the commandment given to him, 



30 

and yielded to the bitter taste; and at the same time he was banished from the tree of life, 

from paradise, and from God on account of his wickedness, and he dressed in tunics of 

skin, equal to the more coarse and mortal and rebellious flesh; and he knew this first: his 

own shame, and hid himself from God.  He gained a certain advantage even from this: 

death, and being cut off from sin, in order that evil might not be immortal; and the 

punishment become love for humankind.  For thus, I am persuaded, God punishes.   

13. In former ages, man was disciplined in many ways in return for his many sins, that the 

root of wickedness produced at various provocations and times; disciplined by word, law, 

prophets, kindnesses, threats, blows, floods, conflagrations, wars, victories, defeats; signs 

from heaven, signs from the air, from earth, from sea, unexpected changes of men, cities, 

and nations; by these things the aim sought was that wickedness be wiped out.  Finally a 

stronger remedy was necessary for more dreadful diseases: killing one another, 

adulteries, false oaths, homosexual lust, and the first and last of all evils, idolatry, the 

transfer of worship from the Creator to created things.  Since these things were requiring 

a greater help, they also obtain something greater.  And that help was the Word of God 

himself, the one who is before the ages, the invisible, the incomprehensible, the 

incorporeal, the Beginning from the Beginning, the light from the light, the fountain of 

life and of immortality, the mold of the archetypal beauty, the immovable seal, the 

unchanging image, the boundary and Word of the Father; he approaches his own image, 

and wears flesh for the sake of my flesh, and mixes himself with a rational soul for the 

sake of my soul, purifying like by like.  And with respect to all things he becomes a man, 

except sin; He was conceived from the Virgin, both who was purified with respect to both 

body and soul by the Spirit (for birthgiving should be honored, and virginity should be 
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honored more); as God coming forth with his incarnation, one from two opposites, from 

flesh and spirit; of these, the one deified and the other was deified.  O the new mixture!  

O the paradoxical blending!  The ‘Existing One’ comes into being, the uncreated is 

created, and the uncontainable is contained, through the rational soul which mediates 

between the divinity and the coarseness of flesh.  And the enriching one becomes poor; 

he is poor in my flesh, in order that I will become rich in his divinity.  The full one 

empties himself; for he empties himself of his own glory for a short time, in order that I 

might receive the fullness of that one.  What is the wealth of his goodness?  What is this 

mystery concerning me?  I partook of the image, and I did not keep it; he partakes of my 

flesh in order both to save the image and to make the flesh immortal.  He communes us a 

second communion, one much much more paradoxical than the first; by as great a degree 

as what is superior, now he shares in what is inferior.  This is more godlike than the first; 

this, to those who have the mind understanding, is more exalted. 

14. Concerning these things, what do the slanderers say to us, the bitter calculators of 

divinity, the accusers of laudable things, the blind ones concerning the light, the 

uneducated concerning wisdom, for whom Christ died freely, the unthankful creatures, 

things shaped by the Evil One?  Do you bring this as a charge against God, doing good?  

On account of this is he small, because he is humble on account of you?  Because the 

Good Shepherd came upon the straying one, the one who laid down his life for the sheep, 

and he found the wandering one, “upon the mountains and the hills, in which you were 

offering sacrifice”; and having found it, he took it upon his shoulder, on which also he 

carried the cross, and having taken it, brought it back to the life on high, and bringing it 

on high, counted it again among the remaining ones?  Because he lit a lamp, his own 
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flesh, and swept the house, cleansing the world of sin, and he searched for the coin, the 

royal image covered with a heap of passions, then calls together the powers dear to him at 

the finding of the drachma, and makes them participants of his joy, whom he had made 

initiates of the divine economy?  Because the super-radiant light follows the forerunning 

lamp, and the Word follows the voice, and the bridegroom follows the best man, the one 

preparing for the Lord a special people and purifying them through water for the Spirit?  

Do you blame God for these things?  Do you understand him to be inferior because he 

girds himself with a towel and washes the feet of his disciples, and shows the best path to 

exaltation, lowliness?  Because he humbles himself on account of the soul bent down to 

the ground, in order to lift up what inclines downward because of sin?  But how do you 

not accuse this issue, that he eats even with with tax collectors, and at the homes of tax 

collectors, and makes tax collectors his disciples, in order that he also may make some 

profit for himself?  What profit is this?  The salvation of sinners.  Unless someone should 

also blame the physician, because he bends over the illnesses, and endures the foul 

stenchs, in order to give health to those ailing; and the one leaning over the pit for the 

sake of compassion so that he may save, in accordance with the law, the animal having 

fallen into it. 

15. He was sent, but as a human, for he was twofold; since he grew weary, and hungered, and 

thirsted, and endured agony, and wept by the law of the body; but if he did these things 

also as God, what is this?  Reckon that the good will of the Father is a mission, to whom 

the Son offers his own things, both as honoring the timeless source, so that he not seem to 

be a rival god.  And the Scriptures say that “he was given over” and also “gave himself 

over”; that he “was raised by the Father” and “taken up” into heaven, but also 



33 

“resurrected” himself and “ascended” again.  The former expressions address his good 

will; the latter, his power.  You speak of the things belittling him, but you run past the 

things exalting him; and you recognize the fact that he suffered; but you neglect that fact 

that he did so willingly?  Even now the Word suffers similar things!  He is honored as 

God by some and conceived as coalescing; He is dishonored as flesh by others and 

separated.  At which of these groups is he more angry?  But rather, which will he pardon?  

Those conjoining in wicked manner, or those cutting?  For it was necessary that the 

former distinguish and the latter conjoin; the one, in number; the other, in divinity.  Do 

you take offense at the flesh?  The Jews do likewise.  Or stigmatize him as a Samaritan 

also?  I will be silent with regard to what follows.  Do you disbelieve in his divinity?  The 

demons do not even do this.  O you who are more unbelieving than demons, and more 

senseless than Jews!  Those reckoned that the salutation “Son” was an expression of 

equal honor; these knew that God was driving them out.  For they believed from those 

things which they suffered.  But you neither receive the equality nor confess the divinity.  

It was better for you to be circumcised and demon possessed – so that I may say 

something ridiculous – than in uncircumcision and soundness to be disposed to 

wickedness and atheism.  

16. Therefore a little later you will see even Jesus being purified in the Jordan for my 

purification; or rather, sanctifying the waters by means of cleansing (for he himself 

indeed did not need purification, the one taking away the sin of the world), and you will 

see the heavens split, and attested by the co-originate Spirit, being tempted, and 

conquering, and being served by angels, and healing every sickness and every infirmity, 

and giving life to the dead (as he must also do for you, who lie dead in false doctrine), 
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and driving out demons, some by himself, and others through his disciples, feededing 

multitudes with a few loaves, and walking upon the sea, and being betrayed, and being 

crucified, and crucifying with Him my sin; being offered as a lamb, and making the 

offering as a priest, being buried as a human, being raised as God, then also ascending, 

and and coming again with his own glory.  How many feast days there are for me for 

each of the mysteries of Christ!  Yet they all are of one principle aim, my completion and 

refashioning, and rising to the first Adam.   

17. But now receive for me the conception, and leap for joy; if not indeed like John in the 

womb, then like David when the ark stopped.  Be awed at the census, on account of 

which you have been written in heaven; and revere the birth, on account of which you 

have been released of the bonds of birth; and honor little Bethlehem, which brought you 

back to paradise, and venerate the manger, on account of which you, being devoid of 

reason, were nourished by the Word.  Know, as an ox, the one owning you –Isaiah 

exhorts you– and as a donkey, know the manger of the Lord himself; whether you are one 

of the pure beasts, and under the law, offering up the cud-chewing of the word, and 

suitable for sacrifice; or whether you are still among the unclean, unfit for both eating and 

sacrifice, a part of the gentile race.  Run with the star, and bring gifts with the magi, gold, 

and frankincense, and myrrh, as to a king, and as to a God, and as to one dead for your 

sake.  Give glory with the shepherds, sing with the angels, dance with the archangels.  Let 

there be a shared feast of the heavenly and earthly powers.  For I am convinced that those 

ones rejoice and celebrate today; if indeed  they love humankind and love God, just as 

those tht David describes, ascending with Christ after the Passion, and going to meet him, 

and exhorting each other to raise up the gates.   
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18. Hate one thing pertaining to the birth of Christ, Herod’s murder of children; or rather 

revere even this, the sacrifice of those Christ’s age, those offered in place of the new 

victim.  If he flees to Egypt, be banished with him willingly.  It is a fine thing to flee with 

the persecuted Christ.  If Christ delays in Egypt, call him forth from Egypt, where he is 

worshiped well.  Travel blamelessly through all the stages of Christ’s life and all his 

powers, as a disciple of Christ.  Be purified, be circumcised, remove the veil from birth.  

After this teach in the temple, drive out the traders in divine things, be stoned if it is 

necessary that you suffer this; you will escape the notice of those throwing the stones, I 

know well, you will even flee through the midst of them like God.  For the Word is not 

stoned.  If you are brought before Herod, do not answer for the most part.  He will revere 

your silence more than the long discourses of others.  If you are scourged, seek the other 

tortures.  Taste the gall because of His taste.  Drink the vinegar, seek the spittings, accept 

the blows, the beatings; be crowned with thorns, the harshness of a life in accord with 

God.  Put on the scarlet robe, accept the reed, be worshiped by those mocking the truth.  

Finally, be crucified with him, die with him, be buried with him eagerly, in order to 

resurrect with him and be glorified with him and reign with him, seeing God as far as is 

possible and being seen by him, the one who is worshiped is worshipped and glorified in 

Trinity, whom even now we ask to enlighten us as clearly as is attainable to prisoners of 

the flesh, in Christ Jesus our Lord, to whom be glory unto the ages of ages.  Amen. 

 

 

 

 



36 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

 
Bauer, Walter, and Frederick William Danker. A Greek-English Lexicon of the New 

Testament and Other Early Christian Literature. 3rd. Chicago: The University 

of Chicago Press, 2001. Print. 

Chen, Fanfan. "Paul Ricoeur's Panchronic and Ternary Approach to Tradition." Studia 

Phaenomenologica. 11. (2011): 155-178. Web.  

Daley, Brian E. Gregory of Nazianzus. London, New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis 

Group, 2006. Print. 

Fergueson, Everett. Backgrounds of Early Christianity. 3rd. Grand Rapids, Michigan: 

William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2003. Print. 

Gilbert, Peter. The Theological Poetry of St Gregory of Nazianzus. Crestwood, New York: St  

Seminary Press, 2001. Print. 

Harrison, Nonna Verna. Festal Orations: Saint Gregory of Nazianzus. Crestwood, New 

York: St Vladimir's Seminary Press, 2008. Print. 

Harrison, Nonna Verna. "Gregory Nazianzen's Festal Spirituality: Anamensis and 

Mimesis." Philosophy and Theology. 18.1 27-51. Print. 

Kalleres, Dayna S. "Demons and Divine Illumination: A Consideration of Eight Prayers 

by Gregory of Nazianzus." Vigiliae Christianae. 61.2 (2007): 157-188. Web.  

Lampe, G.W.H. A Patristic Greek Lexicon. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969. Print. 

Liddell, Henry George, and Robert Scott. A Greek-English Lexicon. 1st. Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1843. Print. 

McGuckin, John. Saint Gregory of Nazianzus: An Intellectual Biography. Crestwood, New 



37 

York: St Vladimir's Seminary Press, 2001. Print. 

Quasten, Johannes. Patrology. Utrecht, Antwerp: Spectrum Publishers , 1953. Print. 

Schmemann, Alexander. The Historical Road of Eastern Orthodoxy. 1st. New York, 

Chicago, San Francisco: Holt, Rhinehart, and Winston, 1963. Print. 

Talley, Thomas J. Worship Reforming Tradition. Washington D.C.: The Pastoral Press, 

1990. Print. 




