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Gregory, born about 335 CE, was the younger brother of the illustrious Basil; both were sons of 

an aristocratic family of Cappadocia in Asia Minor.  

Basil received the best possible education in rhetoric and philosophy, and Gregory appears to 

have been educated at home, probably under Basil’s influence. Though he never cites sources, 

in his wide acquaintance with ancient philosophy Gregory was second to none among the great 

teachers of orthodox Christianity of his time.  

According to Gregory, it was their sister Macrina who convinced Basil to abandon a secular life 

and be baptized in 356 CE. The forceful Basil adopted the monastic way of life and became a 

leader of what has been called “the ascetic takeover” of Christianity. Gregory admired the 

monastic life, but he himself was married — the only one of our twelve mystical writers to be so.  
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After Basil was ordained priest in 364 CE and then made bishop of Caesarea in 370 CE, he 

turned to public action, becoming the leader of the fight against those (Arians and Semi-

Arians) who refused to accept the Council of Nicaea’s declaration that the Son was 

consubstantial and therefore fully equal to the Father in divinity. Basil corralled his school-chum 

Gregory of Nazianzen and his younger brother, Gregory, into accepting episcopal sees to aid 

him in this struggle, though neither had much love or skill for politics.  

It was through their writings against the Arians that the two Gregorys came to be numbered 

with Basil as the “Cappadocian Fathers.” Although Gregory of Nyssa was present at the Council 

of Constantinople in 381 CE, which reaffirmed the teaching of Nicaea, and despite the fact he 

was a noted preacher, his career after Basil’s death, that is, from 379 CE down to his own 

demise in 394 CE, was largely devoted to his reading, writing, and preaching.  

During these years Gregory composed important doctrinal and exegetical works, as well as a 

deathbed dialogue with Macrina, On the Soul and Resurrection, a Christian adaptation of Plato’s 

account of the death of Socrates. Several of the bishop’s writings can be described as mystical in 

the sense that they center on how the devout Christian should pursue a life of asceticism, 

prayer, and virtuous practice that aims at a direct perception of God in this life. Among these 

writings are the treatises On Virginity and On the Beatitudes, and two masterworks, the Life of 

Moses, an allegorical exposition of the life of the patriarch as a model for the God-seeking soul, 

and the fifteen Homilies on the Song of Songs, which Gregory sent to the Christian widow 

Olympias perhaps around 390 CE.  

 

FUNDAMENTALS OF GREGORY’S THEOLOGY  

Like most patristic authors, Gregory never wrote a systematic exposition of his theology; his 

works are polemical, exegetical, and occasional. Nevertheless, the Cappadocian sought to 

discern the inner logic connecting the events recounted in scripture and their extrapolation in 

theological discourse. Given the originality of Gregory’s thought, a brief look at the power and 

profundity of his theological vision will help situate his contribution to mysticism.  

Like the Greek philosophers, especially Plato, Gregory taught that God must be identified with 

supreme being and goodness. In chapter 20 of his major dogmatic work, the Catechetical 

Oration, he says: “Everyone agrees that we must confess the divine to be not only powerful, but 

also just, good, and wise, and whatever leads the mind upwards to some noble idea.” In the Life 

of Moses God reveals himself in the burning bush as “True Being,” or the “Really Real” (Life 

2.23–25, 154, 235).  

Where Gregory and the other Cappadocians broke with traditional philosophical views of the 

divine nature was in their insistence on God’s infinity and consequent incomprehensibility. 

Because there can be no limit to the divine nature, God is essentially incomprehensible in 
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Godself — not just because of the weakness of the human mind. God is not just beyond the 

mind; God is “above the beyond” (Commentary on Ecclesiastes 7).  

Most ancient philosophers (Plotinus is a notable exception) equated infinity with imperfection. 

Whatever truly exists, even the highest existence, must have a form of some kind, and that 

implies a limit. Origen shared this view and used it to help explain the fall of the spirits from the 

first creation. According to the Alexandrian, the spirits reached “satiety” in their contemplation 

of God and hence, in the exercise of their freedom, were able to turn away.  

Eunomius, the foremost spokesman for the Arian cause at the time of Basil and Gregory, was a 

skilled logician who asserted that there could be clear knowledge of God as the unbegotten 

nature and that this necessarily excluded the Son from the sphere of divinity. The 

Cappadocians knew and used Origen’s writings, but they decisively broke with him, as well as 

with Eunomius and the Arians, in their doctrine of God.  

The second major area in which Gregory made notable contributions to doctrinal and 

speculative theology was in his teaching on the Trinity.  

Although the essence of God remains an unfathomable mystery, in the order, or economy, of 

creation and redemption, God is revealed as a Trinity of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The 

fundamental task of “theology” (that is, speech about God) is to work out the proper language 

about God as three and one that reflects the biblical teaching and the church’s confession of 

faith.  

Following Basil, Gregory took up the term hypostasis, or person, to signify the triplicity of 

Father, Son, and Spirit, and ousia and physis (substance and nature) to indicate the divine unity. 

The decisive shift to a relational understanding of hypostasis was a key moment in the 

development of the Christian understanding of the Trinity. Henceforth, the formula “one 

substance and three persons” was to be the touchstone of orthodox belief.  

Basil and Gregory rebutted Eunomius’s theology by showing that the attribute “unbegotten,” 

or “ingenerate,” was not something descriptive of the divine substance and therefore a 

“common attribute,” but was a distinctive property of the hypostasis of the Father. Gregory’s 

brief treatise To Ablabius: on Not Three Gods is one of the earliest attempts at creating a logic of 

trinitarian language.  

In order to protect the unknowability of the divine nature, Gregory and Basil also initiated a 

doctrine that was to become standard in Eastern Orthodox theology, the distinction between 

the hidden divine essence and the divine energies manifested in the world. As Gregory puts it in 

the sixth of the homilies On the Beatitudes: “For he is invisible by nature, but becomes visible in 

his energies, for he may be contemplated in the things that are referred to him.”  

Among the fundamental ways in which we can contemplate God, according to Gregory, is from 

“the free decision of his Goodness” by which he created the world and humanity. The 
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Cappadocian, like the other great fathers of the fourth and fifth centuries, broke with ancient 

philosophy by emphasizing God’s creative freedom. God does not need the world, nor is God 

to be conceived of as the supreme force within the universal order of things. God is immanent 

within the universe that depends on him, but he is no less utterly transcendent and above it.  

Gregory sought to bring out the theological meaning of the account of Creation found in 

Genesis in a number of important works, especially his Commentary on the Hexaemeron 

designed to complete (and in places to correct) what his brother [Basil] had begun, and in his 

treatise On the Making of Man (ca. 380 CE), one of the most profound patristic treatments of 

Creation. Gregory’s view of creation is fundamentally anthropomorphic: humanity is the center 

and goal of the creative process. Like Origen, he conceives of freedom as the essential 

characteristic of human nature, the image of God mentioned in Genesis 1:26. Chapter 5 of the 

Catechetical Oration speaks of “the most excellent and precious of blessings, . . . the gift of 

liberty and free will. . . . What in every respect is made similar to the divine must certainly 

possess free will and liberty by nature.”  

But Gregory corrected Origen’s view of creation in important ways. Gregory has a dual view of 

Creation, but it differs from that of Origen in denying the pre-existence of the soul and a prior 

fall. The Cappadocian interprets the firmament that divides the waters above from the waters 

below (Gen. 1:6–8) as signifying the first heaven that separates the intelligible world from the 

sensible world. Humanity is the only creature that exists in both worlds, being created as idea 

and perfect image and likeness of God in the intelligible world and also simultaneously created 

as Adam, or individual man, in the sensible world. This double creation is not a result of a prior 

sin, but is due to the Creator’s foresight of Adam’s fall through the misuse of freedom.  

Through the taking on of human nature by the Word, fallen humans can begin to exercise their 

freedom correctly, acquiring the virtues that will eventually lead back to the unification of all 

things with God (Gregory, like Origen, holds to a universal return; see Catechetical Oration 26). 

In the tradition of the Greek Fathers, Gregory sees the Incarnation primarily in terms of 

divinization. Speaking of the Word’s coming forth from the bosom of the Father, he says: “It 

was not the impassibility of his nature that he changed into something that suffers, but, on the 

contrary he transformed our changeable and passible nature into impassibility, by means of its 

fellowship with what cannot change” (Life of Moses 1.30).  

 

GREGORY’S MYSTICAL TEACHING  

On the basis of this impressive theology the Cappadocian constructed an understanding of 

mysticism centered on the endless pursuit of the infinite God. As he put it in the first book of his 

treatise Against Eunomius: “Since the First Good is infinite in its nature, communion with it on 

the part of the one whose thirst is quenched by it will have to be infinite as well, capable of 

being enlarged forever.”  
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Gregory found the motif of infinite pursuit throughout scripture, but a key and oft-cited passage 

comes from Paul speaking of himself in Philippians 3:13 as “forgetting what lies behind but 

straining forward to what lies ahead.” The negative, or apophatic, aspect of this epektasis, or 

“straining forward,” was to have profound influence on Dionysius.  

Gregory, however, personalized his epektetic mysticism in a distinctive way. He accomplished 

this first of all by his exegetical analysis of the path to God in treating the life of Moses, and the 

love story of the Divine Bridegroom and the soul portrayed in the Song of Songs. As in Origen, 

we are invited to mystical consciousness in and through the work of reading the Bible, 

inscribing the sacred text on the text of the soul. Second, Gregory’s teaching on the spiritual 

senses and the different forms of what he called the “feeling of presence” (aesthesis parousias) 

gives his presentation of epektasis a dynamic yearning quality rarely equaled.  

The Jewish philosopher-mystic Philo of Alexandria (d. ca. 50 C.E.) was the first to set forth 

Moses as the exemplar of mystical pursuit of God. His treatment had an impact on both 

Clement of Alexandria and Gregory. The Cappadocian’s Life of Moses, however, was a new 

kind of text, a structured allegory of the mystical path that freely rearranged the biblical account 

to present a clear picture of Moses as the model of perfection in the virtues. “In the case of 

virtue,” Gregory says, “we have learned from the Apostle [citing Phil. 3:13] that the one limit of 

perfection is the fact that it has no limit” (Life, Prologue 5).  

While the treatise is clearly a consideration of the progress in virtues necessary for the Christian 

life (whether written for monks, or more likely for priests), training in virtue is not merely 

moral in the modern sense, but has a necessarily mystical goal that involves an increasingly 

more intimate and satisfying perception of God that paradoxically is always the trigger for an 

increase in longing.  

In the Life of Moses 2.166 Gregory distinguishes between two parts of religious virtue — “that 

which pertains to the divine and that which pertains to right conduct, for purity of life is a part 

of religion.” Virtue is thus the outward manifestation of inward transformation, as Gregory 

notes in the Homilies on the Song of Songs when he compares the virtues to shining lilies Christ 

places within the soul pictured as a crystal vase (Hom. 15.441–42). 

 Gregory’s mysticism is characterized by a dialectic that strives to create a balance between 

knowledge and virtue, light and darkness, satisfaction and desire, seeing and not seeing. Due to 

its fundamentally exegetical expression, the Cappadocian does not set out these dialectical duos 

in explicit fashion, but rather allows the biblical text to guide whichever side of the dialectic he 

wishes to stress in a particular context. Thus, while negation and darkness are dominant motifs 

in the Life of Moses, the Homilies on the Song of Songs offer more possibilities to explore mystical 

ascent as an increasing illumination of the soul.  

Like his contemporary Augustine, Gregory does not speak of mystical union (hênosis), though 

he does use terms indicating mingling, sharing, fellowship, and the like. His fundamental mode 
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of language is the vocabulary of transformation and divinization. In the eighth Homily on the 

Song of Songs, for example, he says: “When the Word bids the soul that has advanced to 

approach him, it is immediately strengthened at his command and becomes what he wishes, 

that is, changed into something divine, and from the glory which the soul had, it is transformed 

into a loftier glory by a wonderful alteration” (Hom. 8.253–54). In commenting on Song of 

Songs 6:3, “I to my beloved and my beloved to me,” Gregory says that when the soul can say 

this, she “confesses that her own beauty, the primal blessedness of our nature, has been 

transformed into Christ, made lovely in the image and likeness of the first and only True 

Beauty” [Gen. 1:26 and Rom. 8:29] (Hom. 15.439).  

 

THE LIFE OF MOSES 

The Life of Moses is divided into two books: the first gives the biblical history (sections 16–77); 

the second (sections 78–318) presents the deeper contemplation of the meaning of the 

narrative.  

Gregory appears to be the first to read Exodus as a progressive series of three revelations about 

the divine nature.  

First Theophany 

The first theophany was the sight of the burning bush (Exod. 3:1–15), an experience of 

illumination in which Moses comes to understand that God is the True Being in whom all other 

things participate (Life 2.19–41). This knowledge enables the recipient to see the partial truth, 

but also the limitations, of worldly philosophy.  

Second Theophany 

The second revelation is that of the theophany described in Exodus 20:18–21, where Moses 

approached God in the cloud atop Sinai (Life of Moses 2.152–69). This manifestation, which 

Gregory seems to restrict to leaders of the community as Moses was (2.158–60), involves 

darkness and unknowing. Gregory recognizes that this theophany seems to contradict the 

former, but he says that scripture teaches that the religious illumination of faith comes first, but 

“as the mind progresses and through an ever greater and more perfect diligence comes to 

apprehend reality, as it approaches more nearly to contemplation, it sees more clearly what of 

the divine nature is uncontemplated” (2.162). Sounding a note that will later be emphasized by 

Dionysius the Areopagite, Gregory continues: “This is the seeing that consists in not seeing, 

because that which is sought transcends all knowledge, being separated on all sides by 

incomprehensibility, as it were by some cloud” (2.163). Gregory goes on to note that it was 

upon the mountain that Moses was shown the tabernacle not made with hands that is the 

celestial model for the tabernacle to be constructed on earth as the site of God’s presence 

(Exod. 25:8–9). The Cappadocian’s reading of this is significant for the Christological and 
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Ecclesiological aspect of his mysticism, a characteristic he shares with Augustine and most of 

the other mystics of the patristic period. The tabernacle not made with hands, as Paul taught 

(Heb. 9:11–12), is Christ, “the power and wisdom of God” (1 Cor. 1:24), who is both not made 

with hands in his divine nature, yet also made, or created, in taking on material composition 

(Life 2.174). But Christ’s body, the lower tabernacle, is not only his human nature, but also his 

body that is the church, “since in many places the church is also called Christ by Paul” (Life 

2.184). “The soul must transform passion into passionless-ness so that when every corporeal 

affection has been quenched, our mind may seethe with passion for the spirit alone and be 

warmed by the fire the Lord came to cast on earth.” — Gregory of Nyssa, Homilies on the Songs 

of Songs.  

Third Theophany 

The final theophany made to Moses as the model of mystical ascent is found in Exodus 33:7–23, 

the account of the patriarch’s conversation with God in which he asks for a face-to-face vision 

of divine glory. God responds, “My face you cannot see, for no man sees me and lives” (33:19). 

Gregory, like many mystics, sought to resolve the contradiction between those scriptural texts 

that speak of seeing God and those prohibiting such vision. In his homily on the sixth Beatitude 

(Matt. 5:8: “Blessed are the pure of heart, for they shall see God”) he places the essence of the 

vision in the soul’s inner seeing of itself as the image of God: “If someone who is pure of heart 

sees himself, he sees in himself what he desires; and thus he becomes blessed, because when he 

looks at his own purity, he sees the archetype in the image.”  

This notion that the desire and search itself is the actual seeing helps us understand the third 

theophany given to Moses.  

Although God forbids face-to-face vision, he places Moses in a “hollow in the rock,” where God 

hides his glory by placing his hand over the opening, and then allows the patriarch a vision of 

his back. Gregory interprets this mysterious passage epektetically (Life 2.219–55) — we see God 

by following after him. The soul, Gregory says, of its own nature seeks to fly ever upward, “by 

its desire for heavenly things ‘straining ahead for what is still to come’ ” (Phil. 3:13).  

The great Moses is one of the few who never put any limit to this upward movement” (Life 

2.227). 

 Here the emphasis is not on cloud and negation, but on illumination and yearning desire for 

divine Beauty. Gregory says of Moses: He shone with glory.  

And although lifted up through such lofty experiences, he is still unsatisfied in his desire for 

more. He still thirsts for that with which he is filled to capacity, and he asks to attain as if he had 

never partaken, beseeching God to appear to him, not according to his capacity to partake, but 

according to God’s true being. Such an experience seems to me to belong to the soul that loves 

what is beautiful. (Life 2.230–31)  
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In this encounter Moses learns that God is absolutely unbounded (Life 2.236–38).  

He also begins to appreciate the mystical paradox that constant movement into God is the same 

as being firmly stationed in the rock, that is, in the divine Goodness which is manifested most 

fully in Christ (Life 2.243). “For, since Christ is understood by Paul as the rock (1 Cor. 10:4), all 

hope of good things is to be believed in Christ, in whom we have learned all the treasures of 

good things to be” (Life 2.248). The goodness of virtue does not look the supreme Good in the 

face, but ever follows after it in epektasis.  

 

THE HOMILIES ON THE SONG OF SONGS   

The same message of constant pursuit of God is set forth in Gregory’s homilies on the Song of 

love, though with different accents to fit the diversity of text. What is also significant about this 

other major mystical work of the bishop of Nyssa is how it sets forth his principles for the 

transforming reading of the Bible.  

Gregory certainly knew Origen’s exegesis and reflects it in many particulars, but his own 

interpretation is based on the primacy of epektasis. Gregory presents both a general defense of 

spiritual exegesis in the prologue to his commentary, as well as an analysis of the type of reading 

fitting the Song of Songs in the first half of Homily 1.  

In setting out the latter, he begins by emphasizing the necessity for transformation: “You who 

have put on Jesus Christ with his holy robe and been transformed with him into a state that is 

free from passion and more divine, listen to the mysteries of the Song of Songs” (Hom. 1.15). 

But how is one to attain this state of passionless-ness [apatheia] so that the pure words of the 

Bridegroom and Bride are not dragged down to earthly, irrational passions?  

Here, Gregory turns to the Christian program of education (paideia) that Origen laid out in his 

commentary. Solomon, a figure for Christ, teaches us through three books. In Proverbs he acts 

like a father giving his young son rudimentary instruction; in the book of Ecclesiastes he adds 

higher teaching for the one who has learned to desire the virtuous life. The highest form of 

philosophy, however, is given in the Song of love: Solomon elevates above everything grasped 

by sense the loving movement of our soul towards invisible beauty. Having thus cleansed the 

heart in external things, Solomon initiates the soul into the divine sanctuary by means of the 

Song of Songs. What is described there is a marriage; but what is understood is the mingling of 

the human soul with God. (Hom. 1.22)  

This process of education involves three transformations. (1) First comes the moral 

development that is the presupposition for a proper reading of the Song. Then (2) there is a 

double gender reversal as the son of Proverbs becomes the Bride of the Song, and the feminine 

divine Wisdom becomes the male Bridegroom, the Incarnate Logos. Such forms of gender 

malleability are found in many later mystics. Gregory was one of the first to sense that in the 
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encounter with God ordinary gender identities become fluid. (3) The third transformation is 

even more paradoxical: the change of passionate human eros, which for Gregory is a mark of 

the fall, into “passionless passion for bodiless realities.” Gregory describes it as follows: “The 

most acute physical pleasure (I mean erotic pleasure) is used mysteriously in the exposition of 

these teachings. It teaches us the need for the soul to reach out to the divine nature’s invisible 

beauty and to love it as much as the body is inclined to love what is akin to it and like itself. The 

soul must transform passion into passionless-ness so that when every corporeal affection has 

been quenched, our mind may seethe with passion for the spirit alone and be warmed by the 

fire the Lord came to cast on earth [Luke 12:49].” (Hom. 1.27)  

Thus, in the Song of Songs Christ instructs the soul about inner purity by using words that 

seem to indicate the opposite, the sensual language of human eroticism.  

Gregory roots this unusual pedagogy in his teaching on epektasis. All “perception of the divine” 

is a paradoxical state in which enjoyment or pleasure is always simultaneously characterized by 

unceasing desire for further experience of God. Both the Bride of the Song and Moses, the 

archetypal mystic, illustrate this law of the mystical life: “So it is with all others in whom the 

desire for God is deeply embedded: they never cease to desire, but every enjoyment of God 

they turn into the kindling of a still more intense desire” (Hom. 1.32).  

The deep correlation that Gregory made between his teaching on divine infinity and the hunger 

for God he felt in his heart seems to be his own dynamic insight into the spiritual life, and it 

enables us to see why the retiring brother of the dominating Basil is today seen as one of the 

major early Christian mystics.  

Gregory followed Origen in reading the Song of Songs through the lens of the spiritual senses; 

all the images of the Song can be translated into a rich teaching about how the soul’s inner 

organs of perception become more and more attuned to the presence of God.  

However, the Cappadocian put his own stamp on the doctrine of the spiritual senses once again 

by reading them in an epektetic mode. For example, in interpreting the wound of love of Song 

2:5 (“I am wounded with love”), Gregory initially follows Origen in joining the Song’s wound 

with the image of Christ as the chosen arrow of Isaiah 49:2. But he then proceeds to draw out 

the trinitarian and epektetic character of the message in a distinctive way. God the Father, who 

is Absolute Love, sends the arrow, his Only-Begotten Son, whose triple point (faith, hope, and 

charity) has been dipped in the Holy Spirit, into the heart of the believer. When the Divine 

Arrow enters her heart, the Bride breaks out in praise of the wonderful wound. The imagery by 

which the action of the right and left hands of the Father as Archer send love into the heart 

joins with the nuptial imagery of Song of Songs 2:6, “His left hand is under my head and his 

right hand shall embrace me.” God is both Archer and Bridegroom, and when love enters into 

the soul, she herself also becomes an arrow directed back to God by the divine love within her. 

Because God is both the source of our flight to him and the goal toward which we fly, the Bride 
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exclaims, “Simultaneously I am carried away by his act of shooting and I am at rest in the hands 

of the Archer” (Hom. 4.129).  

The essence of this unusual picture is epektasis: the loving soul is always both at rest in her 

enjoyment of God’s presence and yet flying forward toward the ineffable goal that continues to 

elude her.  

 

CONCLUSION  

We look in vain for evidence that being married influenced the teachings of Gregory of Nyssa in 

any way — neither to give him special insights nor to inhibit the profundity of his writing. His 

teaching on the paradoxical fusion of attainment and yearning gives his reading of the Song of 

Songs a flavor not found in Origen, both a greater erotic tension and a more systematic 

treatment of the mystery of how every perception of God is also felt as absence and stimulus to 

further search. The deep correlation that the Cappadocian made between his teaching on 

divine infinity and the hunger for God he felt in his heart seems to be his own dynamic insight 

into the spiritual life, and it enables us to see why the retiring brother of the dominating Basil is 

today seen as one of the principal early Christian mystics.  
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Gregory’s two major mystical works are available in English. See Gregory of Nyssa, The Life of 

Moses, translated by Abraham J. Malherbe and Everett Ferguson, Classics of Western 

Spirituality (New York: Paulist Press, 1978); and Gregory of Nyssa, Commentary on the Song of 

Songs, translated by Casimir McCambley (Brookline, Mass.: Hellenic College Press, 1987). 

Other works of Gregory are St. Gregory of Nyssa, The Lord’s Prayer; The Beatitudes, translated 

by Hilda C. Graef, Ancient Christian Writers 18 (New York: Paulist Press, 1954); and Saint 
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Church 58 (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University Press, 1967). A recent introduction to 
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York: Routledge, 1999). Also useful are From Glory to Glory: Texts from Gregory of Nyssa’s 

Mystical Writings, edited by Jean Daniélou and Herbert Musurillo, SJ (New York: Scribner’s, 

1961); Ronald E. Heine, Perfection in the Virtuous Life: A Study in the Relationship between 

Edification and Polemical Theology in Gregory of Nyssa’s “De Vita Moysis” (Cambridge, Mass.: 

Philadelphia Patristic Foundation, 1975); and Hans Urs von Balthasar, Presence and Thought: 

An Essay on the Religious Philosophy of Gregory of Nyssa (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1995). 

 


