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Preliminary Considerations: Homosexuality Debates  
and a Way through Contested Anthropologies

The topic of sexual orientation—that is, the sex of a person to whom some­
one is sexually attracted—has become such an emotive subject in con­
temporary theological discussion. Current homosexuality debates foster 
two extreme positions that oversimplify a much more complicated set of 
theological alternatives. On the one hand, there is the theological conser­
vatism that is associated by its opponents with political conservatism, ec­
clesiastical authoritarianism, and repression, and, on the other, there is the 
theological liberalism that is associated with political liberalism, justice, 
and “promiscuous” libertinism. Both positions have been largely deter­
mined in relation to the way they respond to the recognition of LGBTQI 
rights in the political sphere.

Yet, despite their immense differences, both positions confine the mystery 
of the human persons created in the image and likeness of God to histori­
cally constructed categories—namely, “homosexuality,” “heterosexuality,” “bi­
sexuality,” “asexuality,” etc.1 An insidious view that identifies a human 
being as something—i.e., homosexual or heterosexual—has crept into theo­
logical discourse. Regardless of their different motives and ethical aspirations, 
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both positions ascribe an identity to human persons and objectify them. The 
main purpose of objectification is to know somebody by defining what 
they are in terms of certain properties and qualities (age, color, nationality, 
weight, psychological state, sexual orientation, etc.). By identifying some­
one, the knower controls them. One can identify something in such a way 
that it can serve one’s own needs or comply with one’s own ideologies.2 For 
example, one could identify women as tender and therefore more suitable 
for staying at home, bringing up one’s children. One could identify people 
who are attracted to people of the same sex as promiscuous and thus as ir­
redeemably sinful. When one objectifies someone, not only does one see 
them as commodities but one also imprisons them in one’s own represen­
tation, annihilating the alterity of the other.

Besides admitting historically constructed categories and objectifying 
human beings, both positions assume a very narrow understanding of sex­
uality that limits it to sexual attraction and sexual intercourse.

If one were to liberate oneself from the constrains of historical and cul­
turally constructed categories that have caused divisions and discrimina­
tions, and wished to resist objectifying others, one has first to assume an 
ontology of personhood that gives priority to “who” one is and not to “what” 
one is, and that defines the human person as a unique free being that sur­
passes their nature, rather than being determined by any biological neces­
sity.3 Second, one needs to adopt an eschatological perspective according 
to which we are no longer identified by our past but by our future.4 Fi­
nally, one has to remain faithful to an ecclesial (that is, Christ-like) mode 
of being that is fully expressed, as I will demonstrate in what follows, in 
the ascetic life of the faithful.

Current homosexuality debates and theological discussions about sexu­
ality need to be separated from culturally constructed understandings of 
the issue and categories that violate the freedom of human persons and in­
sult the “image of God” in every human being—that is, that offend per­
sons’ uniqueness. The crucial question to be answered is whether there is a 
natural essence of homosexuality and/or heterosexuality. Critical theorists 
and other historians have traced the genealogies of these terms, showing 
that these categories are social constructions.5 Similarly, can we argue for 
a natural essence of femininity and a natural essence of masculinity? Are 
human beings first understood as men and women who have then to ful­
fill socially imposed gender requirements?
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Judith Butler’s critical theory serves as the starting point of any con­
temporary discussion on the above questions of gender and sexuality. Her 
contribution to gender theory involves a radical critique of identity cate­
gories in which not only gender, but also sex, sexuality, and the body are 
conceived of as cultural products.6 She reveals the ways in which sex and 
gender are produced within a binary framework that is conditioned by het­
erosexuality, rather than the other way round. Thus, it is not that sex and 
gender produce heterosexuality, but that heterosexuality produces sex and 
gender in a binary form.7 For Butler, gender identifications are not some­
thing that are given in biology, or that form some sort of essential self. An 
important aspect of her critique of identity is that the categories through 
which embodied subjects come into being are never fully determining.8 
This allows for the possibility of resistance to gender identifications.9 Sum­
marizing Butler’s arguments, the theologian Mary McClintock Fulkeston 
points out:

As a dominant ordering of reality, compulsory heterosexuality regu­
lates pleasure and bodies; it cuts up reality into two human identi­
ties and defines how they may legitimately experience. . . . ​[D]esire 
is channeled and defined by the sexes it connects; and those sexes are 
two—male and female. Any thinking about desire and human rela­
tions is locked into this grid; any subject which does not conform is 
disciplined.10

Within Orthodoxy, theological anthropology begins from the first three 
chapters of Genesis. Genesis 1:27 says, “So God created man [anthropos] 
in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female 
he created them.” The Orthodox patristic scholar Verna Harrison points 
out that despite the androcentrism of the late antique Mediterranean world 
in which they lived, nearly all the Fathers conclude that men and women 
alike bear the divine image. Moreover, there is consensus among Ortho­
dox theologians that being according to the divine image is intrinsic to our 
nature. It gives men and women the capacity to become like God or not. 
Intellect, freedom, and the capacity for virtue and communion with God 
are central properties of human nature that manifest the divine image and 
are shared by all human beings. Their nature thus makes all people, de­
spite their peripheral properties, capable of likeness to God, communion 
with him, and eternal life in the age to come—that is, salvation.11
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Yet, the ontological status of sex and gender along with its implications 
are a subject of lively debate. In other words, although there is agreement 
regarding the central properties of human nature, there is disagreement as 
far as the centrality and thus essentiality of sex and gender. Orthodox theo­
logians like Paul Evdokimov and Fr. Thomas Hopko,12 influenced by Rus­
sian religious philosophy, German romanticism, and even evangelical 
Protestantism, are more inclined to see masculinity and femininity as on­
tological components of the human being and male and female genders as 
created by God with separate, complementary charisms and roles.13 But 
other Orthodox theologians draw upon the writings of the Church Fathers 
and review patristic teachings on gender, especially the teachings of Greg­
ory of Nyssa (ca. 335–94) and Maximus the Confessor (ca. 580–662), and 
are skeptical of the claim that sexual differentiation in humans is part of 
God’s original intention and will persist in the resurrection.14

Within Orthodoxy, current interest in the ontological status of sex and 
gender has been prompted by the challenging perspectives of feminist the­
ology, the prospect of women’s ordination, and very recently by homo­
sexuals’ plea for inclusion in the life of the Church. In the past thirty years 
there is a proliferation of conferences and academic writings on issues of 
gender and sexuality that all constitute direct or indirect responses to the 
rightful critiques that gender studies and liberation theologies have laid at 
the Orthodox Churches’ door.15 Admittedly, gender awareness has been in­
troduced within Orthodoxy and the “lenses of the gender” have been ren­
dered more visible than ever.

Current debates about anthropological issues revived theologians’ inter­
est in patristic thought and breathed new life into Eastern Orthodox tra­
dition. Butler’s thematization of gender fluidity and of subversive personal 
agency seem to echo older theistically oriented traditions.16 The denatu­
ralization of sex and gender is a theme shared with an older tradition of 
ascetical transformation.17 Interestingly, Anglican and Roman Catholic 
feminist theologians like Sarah Coakley and Tina Beattie, as well as Ortho­
dox theologians,18 argue for the relevance of the Eastern Orthodox tradi­
tion to contemporary issues of gender and sexuality. It seems that many 
feminist theologians revisit the Eastern Orthodox tradition, particularly 
the works of Gregory of Nyssa and Maximus the Confessor, in order to 
find liberating resources. What these theologians try to do is to explore 
the different ways in which tradition might be interpreted in response to 
contemporary questions about sexuality.19 Yet academic honesty requires 
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subscribing to Harrison’s observation that “while Gregory’s ideas are often 
highly suggestive and of relevance to contemporary discussions, it is es­
sential to understand him in his own historical and theological context and 
not to make a simple equation between his anthropology and philosophi­
cal or theological positions current in our time.”20

Thus, in what follows I draw upon the writings of Gregory of Nyssa in 
order to present three aspects of his theological reflections on gender and 
sexuality that could be employed in current discussions about homo­
sexuality and homosexuals’ plea for inclusion in the life of the Church. 
Far from equating Gregory’s teachings with current philosophical and 
queer theory positions and aspirations, I argue that Gregory’s anthropol­
ogy and his theory of gender, his understanding of desire along with his 
account of the soul’s ascent to God, can be employed to achieve the fol­
lowing: first to challenge the assumption that sexuality is somehow ex­
hausted in sexual intercourse, and second to overcome objectification and 
divisions and get past discrimination against LGBTQI people by stressing 
that everyone is in the image of God, and by reflecting on every human 
being’s sexual orientation by the same theological standards—that is, of 
progressive nonattachment to worldly realities and of ascetical transforma­
tion of sexuality.

Gregory of Nyssa’s Eschatologically Oriented Theory of Gender

Gregory’s eschatologically oriented theory of gender, which is not captive 
to a culturally and historically defined sexual ideology, needs to be under­
stood in the context of his profound apophatic sensibility about the divine 
essence and his doctrine of double creation that can be interpreted (and 
has been interpreted by the early generation of scholarship and Christian 
Orthodox patristic scholars21) as depriving sexual difference of any onto­
logical significance.22 In the seventh homily on the Song of Songs, Gregory 
understands the bridegroom’s mother in the Canticle allegorically as God 
the Father and writes:

Now no one who has given thought to the way we talk about God is 
going to be overprecise about the sense of the name—that “mother” 
is mentioned instead of “father,” for he will gather the same mean­
ing from either term. For the Divine is neither male nor female. (How, 
after all, could any such thing be conceived in the case of Deity, when 
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this condition is not permanent even for us human beings, but when 
we all become one in Christ, we put off the signs of this difference 
along with the whole of the old humanity?) For this reason, every 
name we turn up is of the same adequacy for purposes of pointing to 
the unutterable Nature, since neither “male” nor “female” defiles the 
meaning of the inviolate Nature. Hence in the Gospel a father is said 
to give a marriage feast for a son, while the prophet addresses God, 
saying, “You have put a crown of precious stone on his head” and 
then asserts that the crown was put on the Bridegroom’s head by his 
mother. So, there is one wedding feast and the Bride is one, and the 
crown is placed on the head of the Bridegroom by one agent. Hence 
it makes no difference whether God calls the Only Begotten “Son of 
God” or “Son of his love” (Col 1:13), as Paul has it, since whichever 
name is used it is one Power who escorts the Bridegroom to our 
marriage.23

In this passage, Gregory’s apophatic sensibility about the divine essence 
along with his understanding of analogy and linguistic symbolism become 
apparent. Being neither male nor female, God can equally be called “father” 
and/or “mother.” The genderless God is normative for humanity and not 
the other way round. So Orthodox Christianity does not understand the 
male (created) human being as the normative human.24 Rather, in Christ, 
we put off the signs of sexual difference along with the whole of the old 
humanity. Gregory is not captive to sexual ideology, which allows him more 
linguistic freedom in terms of gendered analogies. In his Homilies on the 
Song of Songs, he seems interested in this “one wedding feast,” in the only 
“marriage” that matters—that is, the human beings’ spiritual union with 
God. That is why he represents the relationship between the soul and God, 
and between Christ and the Church, through nuptial imagery. But Greg­
ory’s “bride” is not a woman, for in Chapter 20 of his treatise On Virgin-
ity, when speaking of spiritual marriage, he clearly states that

the argument applies equally to men and women, to move them 
towards such a marriage. “There is neither male nor female,” the 
Apostle says; “Christ is all, and in all”; and so it is equally reasonable 
that he who is enamoured of wisdom should hold the Object of his 
passionate desire, Who is the True Wisdom; and that the soul which 
cleaves to the undying Bridegroom should have the fruition of her 
love for the true Wisdom, which is God. We have now sufficiently 
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revealed the nature of the spiritual union, and the Object of the pure 
and heavenly Love.25

Gregory’s use of nuptial symbolism in his Homilies on the Song of Songs 
needs to be interpreted as a form of language that transcends the body’s 
sexual particularity, for sexual difference is not permanent and has thus 
no ontological significance. When writing these homilies (391–94),26 he 
had already written his treatise On the Making of the Human Being (378–
79) where Gregory interpreted the creation stories in Gen. 1 and Gen. 2 
in terms of a double creation. In Chapter 16 of this treatise, he makes a 
distinction between the first creation of spiritual beings in the image of 
God, and the creation of human beings, embodied and marked by sexual 
differentiation.27 As Gregory explains:

For as indeed a particular human being is enclosed by the size of his 
body, and the magnitude corresponding to the outward surface of 
the body is the measure of his subsistence, so, it seems to me, the 
whole plenitude of humanity was encompassed by the God of all 
through the power of foreknowledge, as if indeed in one body, and 
the text teaches this which says, “And God created the human be­
ing, according to the image of God he created him” [Gen 1:27a]. For 
the image is not in part of the nature, nor is the grace in a certain 
entity observed in it, but such power extends equally to all the 
[human] race. A sign of this is that mind is established in all alike; 
all have the power of rational thought and deliberation, and all the 
other things through which the divine nature is imaged in that which 
has been created according to it. The human being manifested at the 
first creation of the world and the one that will come into being at 
the consummation of all are alike, equally bearing in themselves the 
divine image. Because of this, the whole [of humankind] was named 
as one human being, since to the power of God nothing is either past 
or future, but what is expected is encompassed equally with what is 
present by the energy that rules all. So the whole nature, extending 
from the first to the last, is, as it were, one image of the Existing One; 
the distinction between male and female was fashioned last [Gen 
1:27b], added to what was formed.28

Thus, according to the above excerpt, the first account of the human made 
in the image of God refers to a creation in which the human is a form of 
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presexual, angelic being. As Gregory further explains in Chapter 17 of the 
same treatise, sexual embodiment is a feature of a secondary, material cre­
ation in which God’s foreknowledge of the Fall makes sexuality contingent 
upon the coming of death into creation and does not refer to the image of 
God in the human. Therefore, at the resurrection we shall be restored to our 
original, presexual condition in the image of God. As Gregory puts it:

but while looking upon the nature of man in its entirety and full­
ness by the exercise of His foreknowledge, and bestowing upon it a 
lot exalted and equal to the angels, since He saw beforehand by His 
all-seeing power the failure of their will to keep a direct course to 
what is good, and its consequent declension from the angelic life, in 
order that the multitude of human souls might not be cut short by 
its fall from that mode by which the angels were increased and 
multiplied,—for this reason, I say, He formed for our nature that 
contrivance for increase which befits those who had fallen into sin, 
implanting in mankind, instead of the angelic majesty of nature, 
that animal and irrational mode by which they now succeed one 
another.29

Valerie Karras draws upon the teachings of Gregory of Nyssa and vari­
ous other Church Fathers and argues that God’s creation of humanity fol­
lows a pattern of stages. (1) God decides to create humanity in His image, 
and after His likeness; (2) God creates humanity in His image, but adds 
gender, which is not part of God’s image, due to His foreknowledge of hu­
manity’s Fall (and for procreative purposes); (3) humanity falls from grace, 
with the concomitant results of active human sexuality and the domination 
of man over woman; (4) Christ redeems humanity; and (5) in the resur­
rection God’s design for humanity is completed and fulfilled: Humanity 
exists as God originally intended, without the distinction of sexual differ­
entiation.30 Eventually, human beings are affected by their biological 
(postlapsarian) nature and instincts, but are not restricted by their sexed 
body, for they are called to transcend biological necessity.

Thus, although Gregory envisioned the abolition of sexual division as a 
component of physical human nature in the eschaton, noetic gender—that 
is, gender understood as a concept of the mind—remains for him an impor­
tant human characteristic but as a soteriological characteristic (that re­
mains a concept in the symbolic order). Thus, he liberated gender(s) from 
the strictures of physical sexed body—that is, the garments of the skin—
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calling us all to overcome gender stereotypes (pointing to their function­
ing as postlapsarian symbols), calling women to be “male” in terms of 
spiritual strength in this life and men to be “female” in terms of spiritual 
fecundity in the next. Thus, the best human traits (which are culturally 
attributed to both genders) are to be cultivated by all human beings irre­
spective of sex.31 “In fact, the virtues of gender must be divorced from phys­
ical sex since otherwise they would become instincts, which—with the 
exception of the ‘instinct’ of erotic love for God—for Gregory cannot be 
virtuous since they do not emanate from acts of free will.”32

The Education of Desire: Fleshly Passion  
and Passionate Desire for God

The previous section closed by highlighting the fact that, according to 
Gregory’s eschatologically oriented theory of gender, regardless of their 
sexed bodies and/or gender, all human beings are free to cultivate the same 
traits and virtues and achieve spiritual fecundity. In this section, I focus 
on the importance of human sexuality and desire,33 desire’s malleable qual­
ity and its capacity to focus on blind impulses and things unnecessary 
and/or on good things, the true beauty—that is, God.

Thus, sexuality seems to refer to two things, one very specific and the 
other more general. Specifically, sexuality means sexual orientation: that 
is, the sex of a person to whom someone’s sexually attracted.34 In this sense, 
sexuality is bound to an individualized and physicalized desire, assuming 
that sexual enactment somehow exhausts it.35 More broadly, sexuality is 
everything about someone’s personhood and energy: the way they interact 
with others and the world. In this second understanding, sexuality is about 
everything that stimulates our excitement, creativity, and engagement with 
the world around us. In this sense, sexuality is linked to a broader under­
standing of desire(s). In this sense, desire is a very inclusive term (referring 
to a mode of being—that is, to longing itself). Thus, desire includes the de­
sire to dominate, to subjugate, to consume, to own as well as to love, em­
pathize, work for the common good, and so on.

In terms of the patristic tradition, desire is no less than that which con­
tinuously animates us to God, as Gregory of Nyssa also taught: It gives us 
the energy of the participation in the divine life. The faculty of desire 
(η επιθυμητική δύναμις) is placed in the soul to create a longing for God. 
Desire is given by God. In the fourth homily on the Song of Songs, Gregory 
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says: “You see why you have a faculty of desire, in order, namely, that you 
may conceive an appetite for the apple, the delight of which takes many 
forms for those who have drawn near to it.”36 For Gregory, desire can be 
trained and is thus closely linked to free will and reason that play an impor­
tant role in moderating desire in order to reach its proper goal, that is, 
passionate pursuit of the Beautiful and contemplation of the divine.37 As 
Gregory puts it:

When it has been trained and purified of all of them, appetite will 
be turned in its activity to what alone is to be longed for, desired, 
and loved, not by having completely quenched the impulses naturally 
innate in us for such things, but by transforming them for the im­
material participation in good things.38

It seems that desire is very much valued in the Eastern Orthodox tradition. 
Drawing upon the writings of Dionysius Areopagite and Maximus the 
Confessor, John Zizioulas argues that “God, the Other par excellence, as eros 
both moves outside himself and attracts to himself as the ultimate destina-
tion of their desire those whose desire he provokes.” In terms of Zizioulas’s 
understanding of desire, “desire cannot move beyond the Other, the desired 
one; the Other is the ‘term’ of desire. At the same time, the Other, who is 
the term of Desire, is also the cause of desire, as he moves himself towards 
us, even to the point of uniting with us (Incarnation).”39 Therefore, desire is 
an ontological category belonging primarily to God, and only secondarily 
to humans as a token of their createdness “in the image.”

Sarah Coakley points out that in God, desire signifies no lack—as it 
manifestly does in humans, reminding them of their created source.40 Ex­
plaining the nature, role, and purpose of human desire, Gregory’s sister, 
Macrina, says: “Again, if we were to define what desire is in itself, we shall 
call it a seeking for what one lacks, or a yearning for the enjoyment of some 
pleasure.” 41 If desire belongs primarily to God and is thus ontologically ba­
sic, both sex and gender (which nowadays tends to connote the way em­
bodied relations are carved up and culturally adjudicated) are to be set in 
right subjection to that desire.42 Following in Sarah Coakley’s footsteps, I 
think that the obsession with sex and gender and with the sex of a person 
to whom someone is sexually attracted resides in the lack of God as a 
final point of reference. According to a Christian understanding of desire, 
orientation, or attraction, the most important orientation is the orienta­
tion to God, toward divine desire. So, I suggest we should shift our atten­
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tion from debating about the problem of homosexuality (or any other 
sexuality) to dealing with the more crucial questions of putting desire for 
God above all other desires, and of judging human desires only in that 
light.43 But how can we identify the difference in these many desires that 
we have (most of which are toxic) in order to move from the corrupt to the 
sublime within them? How can we put desire for God above all other de­
sires? By processes of education, self-knowledge, humility, prayer, and 
reliance on divine grace.44 In short, we arrive at the realm of the ascetic 
life that involves the transformation of sexuality as the soul progresses in 
perfection.

Anagogic: Lifestyle and the Transformation of Sexuality

In his writings, Gregory of Nyssa elaborates at length on the stages of the 
soul’s ascent to God—that is, on the soul’s progress in perfection.45 Ac­
cording to Gregory’s threefold account of the stages of the soul’s ascent to 
God, first we have the soul’s initial withdrawal from wrong and erroneous 
ideas of God and then the soul becomes aware of the vanity of cosmic 
things and is guided through sense phenomena to the world of the invisi­
ble. Finally, after having been illuminated and purified and after having 
been transformed into something divine and sinless, the soul can enter 
within the secret chamber of the divine knowledge.46

By discussing the stages of the soul’s ascent to God, Gregory actually 
presents his case for an anagogic lifestyle, a mode of living, an education 
of desires that will constantly draw a person toward God. In his treatise 
On Virginity, Gregory presents his vision of desire that does not require a 
disjunctive approach to marriage and celibacy.47 It seems that the treatise 
“entertains the thought that the godly ordering of desire is what conjoins 
the ascetic aims of marriage and celibacy, at their best, and equally what 
judges both of them, at their worst.” 48

At the heart of Gregory’s understanding of the anagogic lifestyle and 
the soul’s progress in perfection lies his metaphor of the stream of desire 
and of its right direction, use, and even intensification in relation to God. 
In Chapter 7 of On Virginity, he writes:

Imagine a stream flowing from a spring and dividing itself off into a 
number of accidental channels. As long as it proceeds so, it will be 
useless for any purpose of agriculture, the dissipation of its waters 
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making each particular current small and feeble, and therefore slow. 
But if one were to mass these wandering and widely dispersed rivu­
lets again into one single channel, he would have a full and collected 
stream for the supplies which life demands. Just so the human mind 
(so it seems to me), as long as its current spreads itself in all direc­
tions over the pleasures of the sense, has no power that is worth the 
naming of making its way towards the Real Good; but once call it 
back and collect it upon itself, so that it may begin to move without 
scattering and wandering towards the activity which is congenital and 
natural to it, it will find no obstacle in mounting to higher things, 
and in grasping realities. We often see water contained in a pipe burst­
ing upwards through this constraining force, which will not let it 
leak; and this, in spite of its natural gravitation: in the same way, the 
mind of man, enclosed in the compact channel of an habitual conti­
nence, and not having any side issues, will be raised by virtue of its 
natural powers of motion to an exalted love. In fact, its Maker or­
dained that it should always move, and to stop is impossible to it; 
when therefore it is prevented employing this power upon trifles, it 
cannot be but that it will speed toward the truth, all improper exits 
being closed.49

In Chapter 8 of the same treatise, the same illustration of the water and 
the spring is employed by Gregory in order to present his view of mar­
riage: “While the pursuit of heavenly things should be a man’s first care, 
yet if he can use the advantages of marriage with sobriety and modera­
tion, he need not despise this way of serving the state.”50 So, marriage is 
not a sacrament outside ecclesial and ascetical life, for the goodness of 
marriage derives from that to which it refers—that is, the eschaton. Fol­
lowing Gregory’s understanding of marriage, John Panteleimon Manous­
sakis stresses its relative value and says: “Given, though, that ‘in the 
resurrection people will neither marry nor be given in marriage’ [Mt. 22:30], 
marriage derives its goodness from its own dissolution and, strangely, it 
succeeds only to the extent that it fails.”51 In Chapter 13 of On Virginity, 
“without wishing to offend,” Gregory speaks oddly of the spiritual genera­
tion and says:

Truly a joyful mother is the virgin mother who by the operation of 
the Spirit conceives the deathless children, and who is called by the 
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Prophet barren because of her modesty only. This life, then, which is 
stronger than the power of death, is, to those who think, the prefer­
able one. The physical bringing of children into the world—I speak 
without wishing to offend—is as much a starting-point of death as 
of life; because from the moment of birth the process of dying 
commences.52

The fact that Gregory praises virginity, spiritual marriage, and spiritual 
generation does not mean that sexual pleasure holds any intrinsic fear for 
him. Rather, his argument seems to be that we have to make a choice about 
what the final telos of our desire and sexual pleasure is.53 Do we want to 
be “pleasure lover” or “God-lover?”54 For Gregory, it is neither the body 
nor the sex that is the problem, but worldly interests and the freely chosen 
perverted passions.55

Karras examines On Virginity closely and shows that Gregory argues for 
a set of hierarchically ordered possibilities for erotic states of affairs—that 
is, for a hierarchy of lifestyles. More analytically, there is bad marriage, in 
which the external rules of fidelity may be kept but no spiritual unifica­
tion of desire toward God occurs—no right channeling of eros/desire and 
no desire to bear the fruits of leitourgia (of service to others); bad celibacy, 
in which physical virginity may (or may not) be obeyed, but in which phys­
ical virginity is not leading to any transformation of the soul (there is no 
desire to bear the fruits of leitourgia and the virgin is still subject to false 
attachments); and then spiritually fruitful marriage and spiritually fruit­
ful celibacy.56 For Gregory, “since control of the higher spiritual passions 
and cultivation of virtue through active love are the most important ele­
ments in the spiritual life, the married person who can exercise proper con­
trol (channeling the water, to use Gregory’s analogy) ranks significantly 
above the mere physical virgin. The highest level, however, is the true vir­
gin who lives an eschatological existence in anticipation by combining 
control of the negative passions with nurture of the positive virtues, exem­
plified in active love for others.”57

So, for Gregory, lifestyles are not hierarchically ordered on the basis of 
the type of people’s sexual attraction or of their abstaining from any sex­
ual intercourse. Rather, controlling toxic passions, like dominating others, 
transforming carnal passions into passionate desire for God, and actively 
loving others are the standards according to which we are all judged.
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Concluding Remarks

The previous sections underlined three points in Gregory’s teachings that 
can contribute to current discussions about human sexuality: First, by dis­
cussing the stages of the soul ascent to God, Gregory actually presents his 
case for an anagogic lifestyle according to which the ultimate goal of all 
the energy involved in sexuality is to intensify the desire for God. Accord­
ing to his threefold account of the stages of the soul’s ascent to God, after 
having been illuminated and purified and after having been transformed 
into something divine and sinless, the soul (which is embodied and sexed) 
enters within the secret chamber of the divine knowledge, and here she “is 
entirely seized about by the divine darkness.”58 This final stage—which 
is the stage of unification with God through love—requires the soul’s ul­
timate desire for God and is associated with the sacrament of Eucharist.

Second, Gregory reflects on marriage and celibacy alongside one an­
other, using the same standards—that is, the goal of one’s decision/praxis, 
the goal of enkrateia / physical celibacy, the goal of marriage, etc. So sex­
ual desire and physical attraction, be it for the opposite or the same sex 
(but in any case, for another soul) has to be reflected by the same exacting 
standards of progressive nonattachment and ascetical transformation. It 
seems that Gregory’s appreciation of desire lies in the possibility of its trans­
formation. Instead of craving after evil or desiring worldly things, the soul 
yearns for “that mystical kiss,” for all the purified soul wants is to “bring 
her mouth to the fount of light”59 that is God. In other words, fleshly de­
sire of all kinds can be treated as a divine gift and can thus be transformed 
into passionate desire for God. Gregory hopes that the soul will love God 
“as much as the body has a bent for what is akin to it.” 60 For Gregory, if 
one has not experienced the motions of the flesh, one can find it difficult 
to transform desire and turn it toward God.

The third point that can contribute to the current theological discus­
sions about human sexuality is Gregory’s eschatologically oriented theory 
of gender that is understood in the context of his apophatic sensibility about 
the divine essence. This “apophatic turn” has the capacity not only to under­
mine gender stereotypes, but to lead to a form of ever-changing modeling 
of desire for God. In terms of an eschatologically oriented gender theory, the 
denaturalization of sexual difference is invested with ontological validity. 
In other words, it is only within a Christocentric (ecclesial and sacramental) 
epistemological framework that the ontological claim “there is no sexual 
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difference” is valid. The Christocentric and eschatologically oriented gen­
der theory of Gregory subverts both gender essentialism and the culturally 
repressive web of sexual stereotypes.61 Devoid of a meaningful horizon that 
is invested with ontological validity, human beings fail to achieve personal 
authenticity; everything is reduced to a physicalism that leads to despair 
and eventually brings death. So, in terms of Gregory’s eschatological anthro­
pology and his account of the soul’s progress in perfection, the contemplative 
encounter with divine mystery will include the possibility of upsetting 
the “normal” vision of the sexes and gender altogether; but, as Coakley points 
out, it will also include an often-painful submission to other demanding tests 
of ascetic transformation—through fidelity to divine desire, and thence 
through fidelity to those whom we love in this world.62

Finally, arguing for both an eschatological anthropology and an ontology 
of personhood and against the objectification of the (O)ther, respecting 
the alterity of others and especially the Otherness of the divine, realizing 
that “God is Love” not only in the sense of God’s self-disclosure as love in 
the person of Christ but also in the sense of God’s loving before being, 
“doing the truth” instead of objectifying the others in order to know the 
truth, are crucial for our making of theology—that is to say, for our refer­
ring our speaking about God to communion with God. If we take the above 
into consideration, then certain practices would change: We would refuse 
labeling and objectifying others; the Church would struggle for inclusivity 
informed by love; and we would change our perspective when judging 
human relationships by focusing not on the sex of those who are in a rela­
tionship but on how they relate to each other, to the rest of the creation, 
and to God.
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