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John Chrysostom – A Biography
 
John Chrysostom, a bishop, doctor, and saint of the eastern
church, born in Antioch, according to the best authorities,
Jan. 14, 347, died Sept. 14, 407. His name was only John,
the appellation Chrysostom (Greek for "the golden-
mouthed"), by which he is usually known, not having been
given to him until the 7th century. His father, Secundus,
who was magister militum Orientis, died while John was
still in his infancy. Arethusa, his mother, left a widow in her
20th year, resolved to remain single in order to devote her
whole life to her boy. Intending him to follow the legal
profession, she sought for him the best school of eloquence,
and placed him with the renowned Libanins, then teaching
at Antioch. Libanius, who had formerly had among: his
pupils the great Basil of Csesarea, his brother Gregory of
Nyssa, and his bosom friend Gregory Nazianzen, had also
been the master of the emperor Julian, and his most ardent
auxiliary in his endeavor to put down Christianity and
restore the worship of the old gods. He welcomed John,
soon discovered his genius, labored to develop it, and
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predicted the preeminence which his favorite pupil
afterward attained. At the age of 18 he was practising at
the bar, where even then more than one great success laid
the foundation of his fame.
 
This, as well as his social position and the virtues of his
mother, drew on him the eyes of Meletius, bishop of
Antioch, who wished to secure as a member of his clergy
one so full of promise. He instructed and baptized him,
gave him his first lessons in ecclesiastical science, ordained
him lector or reader, and assigned him a residence beneath
his own roof. This was not what his mother had designed
for him; she had set her heart on seeing him foremost in
the race for worldly honors, and resisted with all her might
his entrance on a career so different. She represented to
him that for love of him she had in youth renounced all
earthly joys, and that he must not think of forsaking her
now when old age and its infirmities were fast approaching.
It was all in vain. The same wave of ascetic fervor which
was carrying away into solitude and the austerities of
monastic life the very elite of Christian youth, bore John
into the mountains which surrounded his native city. For six
years, two of which were spent in a hermitage, he gave
himself up to a life divided between the study of the
Scriptures and prayer, mortifying his body meanwhile with
such rigor that his limbs were nearly paralyzed.
 
The urgent solicitations of his friends at length drew him
back to Antioch, where the pallor of his countenance and
his extreme emaciation touched all beholders with pity or
veneration. Several years passed before he was ordained
deacon. In 381 Meletius died. A rival Christian faction, with
Paulinus as its bishop, had divided the church at Antioch.
John, while yet a deacon, strove in vain to heal the schism.
Flavian, successor to Meletius, appreciated his learning,
eloquence, and disinterestedness. So great, indeed, was the



esteem in which he was held throughout Asia Minor, that
even before his elevation to the priesthood the neighboring
bishops sought to raise him to the episcopal office. He
shrank from the honor and responsibility, but induced his
friend Basil to accept the proffered rank. In 386 John
became a priest, and commenced his course as a preacher.
He was justly considered even then as the shining light of
the eastern church. In 397 the see of Constantinople
became vacant by the death of Nectarius. For three months
rival candidates and contending factions sought to no
purpose to fill the coveted see.
 
The eunuch Eutropius, then all-powerful at court, and who
had heard John's preaching, submitted his name to the
emperor Arcadius. The latter approved of the choice; and
forthwith a messenger was sent to Asterius, prefect of the
East, who resided at Antioch, bidding him to secure by
some stratagem the person of the presbyter John, and send
him to Constantinople. John was invited by Asterius to
accompany him on a visit to a new church just erected
outside of Antioch, and his chariot was driven amid an
armed escort toward the Bosporus. After the first emotion
of surprise and anger, John thought he saw in all this the
hand of an overruling Providence, and submitted passively.
The episcopal chair of Constantinople, in which John now
found himself, had a few years before been adorned by
Gregory Nazianzen. Nectarius, whom Theodosius chose as
his successor, had not even been baptized when, to his
dismay, he, in the midst of the second general council, saw
himself raised to such an exalted rank. But he discharged
his episcopal functions with a careful piety, charming
Theodosius and his court by his majestic presence and
graceful manners, and dispensing in the patriarchal
residence a princely hospitality to the many churchmen
whom business drew to the capital.
 



Chrysostom brought a new spirit to these halls. He resolved
to make his household a model for every household of
churchman and layman within his jurisdiction, and his own
life a mirror in which every bishop and priest should see
what they must be themselves in order to be true
shepherds in Christ's flock. He made a monastic frugality
preside over his table and all his domestic expenses. The
rich furniture of his predecessors and their abundant
wardrobe of silks and cloth of gold were sold at auction,
and the proceeds given to the poor. Nectarius had
purposed erecting a magnificent basilica, and collected a
large quantity of precious marbles and other rare building
material. John did not hesitate to sell them for the benefit
of the needy classes. The very sacred vessels which he
judged too costly for the altar were similarly disposed of.
This displeased the clergy, while the people were taught to
attribute these reforms to parsimony or avarice. But when
the poorly clad archbishop appeared in the pulpit of St.
Sophia, his hearers forgot everything but that they
possessed a man of God in their midst. It is impossible to
study his works without being impressed with his deep
devotion to the people.
 
Hence, in Constantinople as at Antioch, whenever he
preached the largest edifices could not contain the crowds
who flocked to hear him. They surrounded him in the
streets, pouring blessings on his head as he passed along;
and when his liberty or his life was threatened at a later
period, they watched night and day around his dwelling. "I
love you," he one day exclaimed to the worshipping throng
"I love you as you love me. What should I be without you?
You are to me father, mother, brothers, and children; you
are all the world to me. I know no joy, no sorrow, which is
not yours." This popularity constituted one great source of
his power, and he used it in his vain attempt at reform both
in court and church. Eutropius, who had been mainly



instrumental in his elevation, did not find favor with the
archbishop, who denounced his tyranny and the corruption
which he encouraged in every branch of the administration,
He retaliated by having a law passed which repealed or
abridged ecclesiastical immunities, and in particular
limited the right of asylum granted to churches. John
inveighed against the extravagance and licentiousness of
the court.
 
Arcadius dreaded the remonstrances which tended to rouse
him from his unmanly love of ease, and the empress
Eudoxia hated the man who dared to reprove openly her
illicit amours. The courtiers and ministers of state shared
their master's enmity, and only waited for an opportunity to
make the archbishop feel the weight of their resentment.
Eutropius fell into disgrace and fled for his life to the
church of St. Sophia, where Chrysostom gave him a shelter,
and protected him against the united rage of the courtiers,
the military, and the populace. But it was only for a time.
Eutropius was induced to leave his asylum, and perished by
the hands of Eudoxia's satellites. She now ruled with
absolute sway both the emperor and the empire. Her
avarice was equal to her ambition, and she went so far as
to take open possession of a vineyard which the owner
would neither sell nor give up to her. Chrysostom
denounced her from the pulpit as a second Jezebel. This
brought matters to a crisis. Theophilus, bishop of
Alexandria, who had himself aspired to the succession of
Nectarius, found new matter of complaint as well as of
hatred against Chrysostom in the toleration which the
latter extended to some monks expelled from Egypt and
excommunicated on account of their attachment to Origen
and his doctrines.
 
This caused the accusation of heresy to be made against
the archbishop, although at that time no council had



condemned the opinions attributed to Origen. Chrysostom
summoned before himself every member of his clergy in
order to examine into the scandalous reports about their
relations with deaconesses and other women. He reformed
or rebuked wherever he found just cause; and thus there
was wide-spread discontent among the clergy. It had been
reported to him that the episcopal office was bought and
sold in the provinces dependent on his patriarchate. In the
midst of winter he set out, visiting every diocese, and
before; he returned to Constantinople deposed 13 bishops
convicted of simony and immorality. He even extended his
visitation into provinces which owed him no obedience, and
there exercised the same rigor against the guilty. This
raised a great outcry against him, and gave the advantage
to his enemies. Eudoxia and Theophilus joined hands; and
in 403 a council of 36 bishops assembled at Chalcedon, a
suburb of Constantinople. There Chrysostom was accused,
among other crimes, of pride, oppression of the clergy,
inhospitality, avarice, gluttony, undue familiarity with
women, and high treason.
 
He refused to appear before his self-constituted judges
until their president, Theophilus, and three other bishops,
his declared enemies, had been excluded. Meanwhile he
continued to give his usual homilies in the cathedral, and
the people watched unceasingly his coming and going lest
any evil should befall him. He was found guilty and deposed
from his see, and a new bishop was appointed by the
council and approved by the emperor. At length his house
was surrounded in the night by soldiers, and himself borne
off into exile at Nicaea. The people on hearing this rose and
besieged the imperial palace, demanding his instant recall.
An earthquake happened at this very moment, and seemed
even to Eudoxia a manifest sign of the divine displeasure.
She rushed into the presence of Arcadius and besought him
to lose not one moment in bringing back the exiled



archbishop. But his return did not cause the court to mend
its morals, nor the city to lay aside its love of the most
costly pleasures. The connection of the empress with the
count John was now a subject of comment in every
household, while the courtiers tried to cloak over the
scandal by showing new honor to Eudoxia, and she
endeavored to divert the attention of the populace by
inventing for them new games in the circus.
 
The erection of a silver statue to her in the square
adjoining the church of St. Sophia was made the occasion
of the most extravagant festivities, at a time when the
people were suffering from want. The archbishop publicly
reproved the people for their love of dissipation, and as
openly blamed those whose vanity had caused this display.
The empress took mortal offence, and threatened a second
exile. The courtiers, too, replied to the archbishop's
denunciation by inaugurating a new feast, in which the
honors paid to the statue verged on idolatry. Chrysostom
was not to be intimidated. On appearing in the pulpit, he
alluded in his commentary on the gospel to Herodias
dancing, and demanding as a reward the head of John. The
allusion was too transparent. This time the court resolved
to take no half-way measures. A second assembly of
bishops was summoned, more numerous than the first; and,
although 42 among the number were faithful to
Chrysostom, he was condemned. In 404, six years after he
had been forcibly borne off from his native Antioch to
assume the spiritual government of the capital, when every
appeal to the Roman pontiff had only increased the rage of
his enemies, and the efforts made to assemble a full council
had proved abortive, ho was compelled to set out for a
second exile.
 
Feeble in body, but unbroken in spirit, the high-souled old
man traversed Asia Minor, and took up his abode in



Cucusus, a town of the Armenian Taurus. Again the
indignant populace arose to demand his recall; but,
although in their fury they burned to the ground the senate
house and the metropolitan church, the emperor firmly
withstood all their clamor. The devoted adherents of the
exiled archbishop would not acknowledge while he lived
the jurisdiction of any other, and, under the name of
"Johannites," they worshipped apart until his remains were
brought to Constantinople in 438. For about 18 months
Chrysostom resided in Cucusus, when an attack of the
Isaurians compelled him to take refuge in the distant
stronghold of Arabissus. In the latter place, as in the
former, he continued to be the light and life of the Asiatic
church. At length a new decree banished him to the remote
desert of Pityus. On foot, bareheaded, beneath a burning
sun, he was driven pitilessly along by his military escort,
until he broke down on reaching Comana in Cappadocia.
He felt that the end was at hand; and putting on a white
robe, he dragged himself feebly a few miles further to the
tomb of St. Basiliscus, where he laid himself down to rest
for ever.
 
The surrounding country flocked to his obsequies, and
honored his remains as those of a man of God. Thirty years
later the entire population of Constantinople, headed by
Theodosius II., welcomed the relics back with solemn pomp
and rejoicing. Chrysostom was a voluminous writer. The
best edition of his works is that of the Benedictines, in
Greek, with a Latin translation (13 vols, folio, Paris, 1718-
'38; reprinted in Venice, 1734-'41; in Paris, 1834-'39; and in
Migne's Patrologia, 1859-'60). A translation into English of
his homilies is contained in the "Library of the Fathers "
(Oxford, 1842-'53). Most of his works are homilies and
commentaries on the Bible. A minute analysis of his
writings is contained in Butler's " Lives of the Saints." His
biography has been written, among others, by Neander (2



vols., Berlin, 1821-'2; 3d ed., 1848), Perthes (English
translation, Boston, 1854), Rochet (Paris, 1866), and
Stephens (" St. Chrysostom, his Life and Times," London,
1872).
 
 
 
Homilies on the Gospel According to St. John.
 
Homily I
 
Preface.
 
[1.] THEY that are spectators of the heathen games, when
they have learned that a distinguished athlete and winner
of crowns is come from any quarter, run all together to
view his wrestling, and all his skill and strength; and you
may see the whole theater of many ten thousands, all there
straining their eyes both of body and mind, that nothing of
what is done may escape them. So again these same
persons, if any admirable musician come amongst them,
leave all that they had in hand, which often is necessary
and pressing business, and mount the steps, and sit
listening very attentively to the words and the
accompaniments, and criticising the agreement of the two.
This is what the many do.
 
Again; those who are skilled in rhetoric do just the same
with respect to the sophists, for they too have their
theaters, and their audience, and clappings of hands, and
noise, and closest criticism of what is said.
 
And if in the case of rhetoricians, musicians, and athletes,
people sit in the one case to look on, in the other to see at
once and to listen with such earnest attention; what zeal,



what earnestness ought ye in reason to display, when it is
no musician or debater who now comes forward to a trial of
skill, but when a man is speaking from heaven, and utters a
voice plainer than thunder? for he has pervaded the whole
earth with the sound; and occupied and filled it, not by the
loudness of the cry, but by moving his tongue with the
grace of God.
 
And what is wonderful, this sound, great as it is, is neither
a harsh nor an unpleasant one, but sweeter and more
delightful than all harmony of music, and with more skill to
soothe; and besides all this, most holy, and most awful, and
full of mysteries so great, and bringing with it goods so
great, that if men were exactly and with ready mind to
receive and keep them, they could no longer be mere men
nor remain upon the earth, but would take their stand
above all the things of this life, and having adapted
themselves to the condition of angels, would dwell on earth
just as if it were heaven.
 
[2.] For the son of thunder, the beloved of Christ, the pillar
of the Churches throughout the world, who holds the keys
of heaven, who drank the cup of Christ, and was baptized
with His baptism, who lay upon his Master’s bosom with
much confidence, this man comes forward to us now; not as
an actor of a play, not hiding his head with a mask, (for he
hath another sort of words to speak,) nor mounting a
platform, nor striking the stage with his foot, nor dressed
out with apparel of gold, but he enters wearing a robe of
inconceivable beauty. For he will appear before us having
“put on Christ” (Rom. xiii. 14; Gal. iii. 27), having his
beautiful “feet shod with the preparation of the Gospel of
peace” (Eph. vi. 15); wearing a girdle not about his waist,
but about his loins, not made of scarlet leather nor daubed
outside with gold, but woven and composed of truth itself.
Now will he appear before us, not acting a part, (for with



him there is nothing counterfeit, nor fiction, nor fable,) but
with unmasked head he proclaims to us the truth
unmasked; not making the audience believe him other than
he is by carriage, by look, by voice, needing for the delivery
of his message no instruments of music, as harp, lyre, or
any other the like, for he effects all with his tongue,
uttering a voice which is sweeter and more profitable than
that of any harper or any music. All heaven is his stage his
theater, the habitable world; his audience, all angels; and of
men as many as are angels already, or desire to become so,
for none but these can hear that harmony aright, and show
it forth by their works; all the rest, like little children who
hear, but what they hear understand not, from their anxiety
about sweetmeats and childish playthings; so they too,
being in mirth and luxury, and living only for wealth and
power and sensuality, hear sometimes what is said, it is
true, but show forth nothing great or noble in their actions
through fastening themselves for good to the clay of the
brickmaking. By this Apostle stand the powers from above,
marveling at the beauty of his soul, and his understanding,
and the bloom of that virtue by which he drew unto him
Christ Himself, and obtained the grace of the Spirit. For he
hath made ready his soul, as some well-fashioned and
jeweled lyre with strings of gold, and yielded it for the
utterance of something great and sublime to the Spirit.
 
[3.] Seeing then it is no longer the fisherman the son of
Zebedee, but He who knoweth “the deep things of God” (1
Cor. ii. 10), the Holy Spirit I mean, that striketh this lyre,
let us hearken accordingly. For he will say nothing to us as
a man, but what he saith, he will say from the depths of the
Spirit, from those secret things which before they came to
pass the very Angels knew not; since they too have learned
by the voice of John with us, and by us, the things which we
know. And this hath another Apostle declared, saying, “To
the intent that unto the principalities and powers might be



known by the Church the manifold wisdom of God.” (Eph.
iii. 10.) If then principalities, and powers, and Cherubim,
and Seraphim, learned these things by the Church, it is
very clear that they were exceedingly earnest in listening
to this teaching; and even in this we have been not a little
honored, that the Angels learned things which before they
knew not with us; I do not at present speak of their
learning by us also. Let us then show much silence and
orderly behavior; not to-day only, nor during the day on
which we are hearers, but during all our life, since it is at
all times good to hear Him. For if we long to know what is
going on in the palace, what, for instance, the king has
said, what he has done, what counsel he is taking
concerning his subjects, though in truth these things are
for the most part nothing to us; much more is it desirable
to hear what God hath said, especially when all concerns
us. And all this will this man tell us exactly, as being a
friend of the King Himself, or rather, as having Him
speaking within himself, and from Him hearing all things
which He heareth from the Father. “I have called you
friends,” He saith, “for all things that I have heard of My
Father, I have made known unto you.” (John xv. 15.)
 
[4.] As then we should all run together if we saw one from
above bend down “on a sudden ” from the height of heaven,
promising to describe exactly all things there, even so let
us be disposed now. It is from thence that this Man
speaketh to us; He is not of this world, as Christ Himself
declareth, “Ye are not of the world” (John xv. 19), and He
hath speaking within him the Comforter, the Omnipresent,
who knoweth the things of God as exactly as the soul of
man knoweth what belongs to herself, the Spirit of
holiness, the righteous Spirit, the guiding Spirit, which
leads men by the hand to heaven, which gives them other
eyes, fitting them to see things to come as though present,
and giving them even in the flesh to look into things



heavenly. To Him then let us yield ourselves during all our
life in much tranquillity. Let none dull, none sleepy, none
sordid, enter here and tarry; but let us remove ourselves to
heaven, for there He speaketh these things to those who
are citizens there. And if we tarry on earth, we shall gain
nothing great from thence. For the words of John are
nothing to those who do not desire to be freed from this
swinish life, just as the things of this world to him are
nothing. The thunder amazes our souls, having sound
without significance; but this man’s voice troubles none of
the faithful, yea, rather releases them from trouble and
confusion; it amazes the devils only, and those who are
their slaves. Therefore that we may know how it amazes
them, let us preserve deep silence, both external and
mental, but especially the latter; for what advantage is it
that the mouth be hushed, if the soul is disturbed and full
of tossing? I look for that calm which is of the mind, of the
soul, since it is the hearing of the soul which I require. Let
then no desire of riches trouble us, no lust of glory, no
tyranny of anger, nor the crowd of other passions besides
these; for it is not possible for the ear, except it be
cleansed, to perceive as it ought the sublimity of the things
spoken; nor rightly to understand the awful and
unutterable nature of these mysteries, and all other virtue
which is in these divine oracles. If a man cannot learn well
a melody on pipe or harp, unless he in every way strain his
attention; how shall one, who sits as a listener to sounds
mystical, be able to hear with a careless soul?
 
[5.] Wherefore Christ Himself exhorted, saying, “Give not
that which is holy unto the dogs, neither cast ye your pearls
before swine.” (Matt. vii. 6.) He called these words
“pearls,” though in truth they be much more precious than
they, because we have no substance more precious than
that. For this reason too He is wont often to compare their
sweetness to honey, not that so much only is the measure of



their sweetness, but because amongst us there is nothing
sweeter. Now, to show that they very exceedingly surpass
the nature of precious stones, and the sweetness of any
honey, hear the prophet speaking concerning them, and
declaring this superiority; “More to be desired are they,” he
saith “than gold and much precious stone; sweeter are they
also than honey and the honeycomb.” (Ps. xix. 10.) But to
those (only) who are in health; wherefore he has added,
“For thy servant keepeth them.” And again in another place
calling them sweet he has added, “to my throat.” For he
saith, “How sweet are thy words unto my throat.” (Ps. cxix.
103.) And again he insisteth on the superiority, saying,
“Above honey and the honeycomb to my mouth.” For he
was in very sound health. And let not us either come nigh
to these while we are sick, but when we have healed our
soul, so receive the food that is offered us.
 
It is for this reason that, after so long a preface, I have not
yet attempted to fathom these expressions (of St. John), in
order that every one having laid aside all manner of
infirmity, as though he were entering into heaven itself, so
may enter here pure, and freed from wrath and carefulness
and anxiety of this life, of all other passions. For it is not
otherwise possible for a man to gain from hence anything
great, except he have first so cleansed anew his soul. And
let no one say that the time to the coming communion is
short, for it is possible, not only in five days, but in one
moment, to change the whole course of life. Tell me what is
worse than a robber and a murderer, is not this the
extremest kind of wickedness? Yet such an one arrived
straight at the summit of excellence, and passed into
Paradise itself, not needing days, nor half a day, but one
little moment. So that a man may change suddenly, and
become gold instead of clay. For since what belongs to
virtue and to vice is not by nature, the change is easy, as
being independent of any necessity. “If ye be willing and



obedient,” He saith, “ye shall eat the good of the land.”
(Isa. i. 19.) Seest thou that there needs the will only? will—
not the common wishing of the multitude—but earnest will.
For I know that all are wishing to fly up to heaven even
now; but it is necessary to show forth the wish by works.
The merchant too wishes to get rich; but he doth not allow
his wish to stop with the thought of it; no, he fits out a ship,
and gets together sailors, and engages a pilot, and
furnishes the vessel with all other stores, and borrows
money, and crosses the sea, and goes away into a strange
land, and endures many dangers, and all the rest which
they know who sail the sea. So too must we show our will;
for we also sail a voyage, not from land to land, but from
earth to heaven. Let us then so order our reason, that it be
serviceable to steer our upward course, and our sailors that
they be obedient to it, and let our vessel be stout, that it be
not swamped amidst the reverses and despondencies of
this life, nor be lifted up by the blasts of vainglory, but be a
fast and easy vessel. If So we order our ship, and so our
pilot and our crew, we shall sail with a fair wind, and we
shall draw down to ourselves the Son of God, the true Pilot,
who will not leave our bark to be engulfed, but, though ten
thousand winds may blow, will rebuke the winds and the
sea, and instead of raging waves, make a great calm.
 
[6.] Having therefore ordered yourselves, so come to our
next assembly, if at least it be at all an object of desire to
you to hear somewhat to your advantage, and lay up what
is said in your souls. But let not one of you be the
“wayside,” none the “stony ground,” none the “full of
thorns.” (Matt. xiii. 4, Matt. xiii. 5, Matt. xiii. 7.) Let us
make ourselves fallow lands. For so shall we (the
preachers) put in the seed with gladness, when we see the
land clean, but if stony or rough, pardon us if we like not to
labor in vain. For if we shall leave off sowing and begin to



cut up thorns, surely to cast seed into ground unwrought
were extreme folly.
 
It is not meet that he who has the advantage of such
hearing be partaker of the table of devils. “For what
fellowship hath righteousness with unrighteousness?” (2
Cor. vi. 14.) Thou standest listening to John, and learning
the things of the Spirit by him; and dost thou after this
depart to listen to harlots speaking vile things, and acting
viler, and to effeminates cuffing one another? How wilt thou
be able to be fairly cleansed, if thou wallowest in such
mire? Why need I reckon in detail all the indecency that is
there? All there is laughter, all is shame, all disgrace,
revilings and mockings, all abandonment, all destruction,
See, I forewarn and charge you all. Let none of those who
enjoy the blessings of this table destroy his own soul by
those pernicious spectacles. All that is said and done there
is a pageant of Satan. But ye who have been initiated know
what manner of covenants ye made with us, or rather ye
made with Christ when He guided you into His mysteries,
what ye spoke to Him, what speech ye had with Him
concerning Satan’s pageant; how with Satan and his angels
ye renounced this also, and promised that you would not so
much as cast a glance that way. There is then no slight
ground for fear, lest, by becoming careless of such
promises, one should render himself unworthy of these
mysteries.
 
[7.] Seest thou not how in king’s palaces it is not those who
have offended, but those who have been honorably
distinguished, that are called to share especial favor, and
are numbered among the king’s friends. A messenger has
come to us from heaven, sent by God Himself, to speak with
us on certain necessary matters, and you leave hearing His
will, and the message He sends to you, and sit listening to
stage-players. What thunderings, what bolts from heaven,



does not this conduct deserve! For as it is not meet to
partake of the table of devils, so neither is it of the listening
to devils; nor to be present with filthy raiment at that
glorious Table, loaded with so many good things, which
God Himself hath provided. Such is its power, that it can
raise us at once to heaven, if only we approach it with a
sober mind. For it is not possible that he who is continually
under the influence of the words of God, can remain in this
present low condition, but he needs must presently take
wing, and fly away to the land which is above, and light on
the infinite treasures of good things; which may it be that
we all attain to, through the grace and lovingkindness of
our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom and with whom be
glory to the Father and the All-holy Spirit, now and ever,
and world without end. Amen.
 
Homily II.
 
John i. 1.—“In the beginning was the Word.”
 
WERE John about to converse with us, and to say to us
words of his own, we needs must describe his family, his
country, and his education. But since it is not he, but God
by him, that speaks to mankind, it seems to me superfluous
and distracting to enquire into these matters. And yet even
thus it is not superfluous, but even very necessary. For
when you have learned who he was, and from whence, who
his parents, and what his character, and then hear his voice
and all his heavenly wisdom, then you shall know right well
that these (doctrines) belong not to him, but to the Divine
power stirring his soul.
 
From what country then was he? From no country; but
from a poor village, and from a land little esteemed, and
producing no good thing. For the Scribes speak evil of



Galilee, saying, “Search and look, for out of Galilee ariseth
no prophet.” (John vii. 52.) And “the Israelite indeed”
speaks ill of it, saying, “Can any good thing come out of
Nazareth?” And being of this land, he was not even of any
remarkable place in it, but of one not even distinguished by
name. Of this he was, and his father a poor fisherman, so
poor that he took his sons to the same employment. Now
you all know that no workman will choose to bring up his
son to succeed him in his trade, unless poverty press him
very hard, especially where the trade is a mean one. But
nothing can be poorer, meaner, no, nor more ignorant, than
fishermen. Yet even among them there are some greater,
some less; and even there our Apostle occupied the lower
rank, for he did not take his prey from the sea, but passed
his time on a certain little lake. And as he was engaged by
it with his father and his brother James, and they mending
their broken nets, a thing which of itself marked extreme
poverty, so Christ called him.
 
As for worldly instruction, we may learn from these facts
that he had none at all of it. Besides, Luke testifies this
when he writes not only that he was ignorant, but that he
was absolutely unlettered. (Acts iv. 13.) As was likely. For
one who was so poor, never coming into the public
assemblies, nor falling in with men of respectability, but as
it were nailed to his fishing, or even if he ever did meet any
one, conversing with fishmongers and cooks, how, I say,
was he likely to be in a state better than that of the
irrational animals? how could he help imitating the very
dumbness of his fishes?
 
[2.] This fisherman then, whose business was about lakes,
and nets, and fish; this native of Bethsaida of Galilee; this
son of a poor fisherman, yes, and poor to the last degree;
this man ignorant, and to the last degree of ignorance too,
who never learned letters either before or after he



accompanied Christ; let us see what he utters, and on what
matters he converses with us. Is it of things in the field? Is
it of things in rivers? On the trade in fish? For these things,
perhaps, one expects to hear from a fisherman. But fear ye
not; we shall hear nought of these; but we shall hear of
things in heaven, and what no one ever learned before this
man. For, as might be expected of one who speaks from the
very treasures of the Spirit, he is come bringing to us
sublime doctrines, and the best way of life and wisdom, [as
though just arrived from the very heavens; yea, rather such
as it was not likely that all even there should know, as I said
before. ] Do these things belong to a fisherman? Tell me. Do
they belong to a rhetorician at all? To a sophist or
philosopher? To every one trained in the wisdom of the
Gentiles? By no means. The human soul is simply unable
thus to philosophize on that pure and blessed nature; on
the powers that come next to it; on immortality and endless
life; on the nature of mortal bodies which shall hereafter be
immortal; on punishment and the judgment to come; on the
enquiries that shall be as to deeds and words, as to
thoughts and imaginations. It cannot tell what is man, what
the world; what is man indeed, and what he who seems to
be man, but is not; what is the nature of virtue, what of
vice.
 
[3.] Some of these things indeed the disciples of Plato and
Pythagoras enquired into. Of the other philosophers we
need make no mention at all; they have all on this point
been so excessively ridiculous; and those who have been
among them in greater esteem than the rest, and who have
been considered the leading men in this science, are so
more than the others; and they have composed and written
somewhat on the subject of polity and doctrines, and in all
have been more shamefully ridiculous than children. For
they have spent their whole life in making women common
to all, in overthrowing the very order of life, in doing away



the honor of marriage, and in making other the like
ridiculous laws. As for doctrines on the soul, there is
nothing excessively shameful that they have left unsaid;
asserting that the souls of men become flies, and gnats, and
bushes, and that God Himself is a soul; with some other the
like indecencies.
 
And not this alone in them is worthy of blame, but so is also
their ever-shifting current of words; for since they assert
everything on uncertain and fallacious arguments, they are
like men carried hither and thither in Euripus, and never
remain in the same place.
 
Not so this fisherman; for all he saith is infallible; and
standing as it were upon a rock, he never shifts his ground.
For since he has been thought worthy to be in the most
secret places, and has the Lord of all speaking within him,
he is subject to nothing that is human. But they, like
persons who are not held worthy even in a dream to set
foot in the king’s palace, but who pass their time in the
forum with other men, guessing from their own imagination
at what they cannot see, have erred a great error, and, like
blind or drunken men in their wandering, have dashed
against each other; and not only against each other, but
against themselves, by continually changing their opinion,
and that ever on the same matters.
 
[4.] But this unlettered man, the ignorant, the native of
Bethsaida, the son of Zebedee, (though the Greeks mock
ten thousand times at the rusticity of the names, I shall not
the less speak them with the greater boldness.) For the
more barbarous his nation seems to them, and the more he
seems removed from Grecian discipline, so much the
brighter does what we have with us appear. For when a
barbarian and an untaught person utters things which no
man on earth ever knew, and does not only utter, (though if



this were the only thing it were a great marvel,) but
besides this, affords another and a stronger proof that what
he says is divinely inspired, namely, the convincing all his
hearers through all time; who will not wonder at the power
that dwells in him? Since this is, as I said, the strongest
proof that he lays down no laws of his own. This barbarian
then, with his writing of the Gospel, has occupied all the
habitable world. With his body he has taken possession of
the center of Asia, where of old philosophized all of the
Grecian party, shining forth in the midst of his foes,
dispersing their darkness, and breaking down the
stronghold of devils: but in soul he has retired to that place
which is fit for one who has done such things.
 
[5.] And as for the writings of the Greeks, they are all put
out and vanished, but this man’s shine brighter day by day.
For from the time that he (was) and the other fishermen,
since then the (doctrines) of Pythagoras and of Plato, which
seemed before to prevail, have ceased to be spoken of, and
most men do not know them even by name. Yet Plato was,
they say, the invited companion of kings, had many friends,
and sailed to Sicily. And Pythagoras occupied Magna
Graecia, and practiced there ten thousand kinds of sorcery.
For to converse with oxen, (which they say he did,) was
nothing else but a piece of sorcery. As is most clear from
this. He that so conversed with brutes did not in anything
benefit the race of men, but even did them the greatest
wrong. Yet surely, the nature of men was better adapted for
the reasoning of philosophy; still he did, as they say,
converse with eagles and oxen, using sorceries. For he did
not make their irrational nature rational, (this was
impossible to man,) but by his magic tricks he deceived the
foolish. And neglecting to teach men anything useful, he
taught that they might as well eat the heads of those who
begot them, as beans. And he persuaded those who
associated with him, that the soul of their teacher had



actually been at one time a bush, at another a girl, at
another a fish.
 
Are not these things with good cause extinct, and vanished
utterly? With good cause, and reasonably. But not so the
words of him who was ignorant and unlettered; for Syrians,
and Egyptians, and Indians, and Persians, and Ethiopians,
and ten thousand other nations, translating into their own
tongues the doctrines introduced by him, barbarians
though they be, have learned to philosophize. I did not
therefore idly say that all the world has become his theater.
For he did not leave those of his own kind, and waste his
labor on the irrational creatures, (an act of excessive
vainglory and extreme folly,) but being clear of this as well
as of other passions, he was earnest on one point only, that
all the world might learn somewhat of the things which
might profit it, and be able to translate it from earth to
heaven.
 
For this reason too, he did not hide his teaching in mist and
darkness, as they did who threw obscurity of speech, like a
kind of veil, around the mischiefs laid up within. But this
man’s doctrines are clearer than the sunbeams, wherefore
they have been unfolded to all men throughout the world.
For he did not teach as Pythagoras did, commanding those
who came to him to be silent for five years, or to sit like
senseless stones; neither did he invent fables defining the
universe to consist of numbers; but casting away all this
devilish trash and mischief, he diffused such simplicity
through his words, that all he said was plain, not only to
wise men, but also to women and youths. For he was
persuaded that the words were true and profitable to all
that should hearken to them. And all time after him is his
witness; since he has drawn to him all the world, and has
freed our life when we have listened to these words from
all monstrous display of wisdom; wherefore we who hear



them would prefer rather to give up our lives, than the
doctrines by him delivered to us.
 
[6.] From this then, and from every other circumstance, it
is plain, that nothing of this man’s is human, but divine and
heavenly are the lessons which come to us by this divine
soul. For we shall observe not sounding sentences, nor
magnificent diction, nor excessive and useless order and
arrangement of words and sentences, (these things are far
from all true wisdom,) but strength invincible and divine,
and irresistible force of right doctrines, and a rich supply of
unnumbered good things. For their over-care about
expression was so excessive, so worthy of mere sophists, or
rather not even of sophists, but of silly striplings, that even
their own chief philosopher introduces his own master as
greatly ashamed of this art, and as saying to the judges,
that what they hear from him shall be spoken plainly and
without premeditation, not tricked out rhetorically nor
ornamented with (fine) sentences and words; since, says
he, it cannot surely be becoming, O men, that one at my
age should come before you like a lad inventing speeches.
And observe the extreme absurdity of the thing; what he
has described his master avoiding as disgraceful, unworthy
of philosophy and work for lads, this above all he himself
has cultivated. So entirely were they given up to mere love
of distinction.
 
And as, if you uncover those sepulchers which are whitened
without you will find them full of corruption, and stench,
and rotten bones; so too the doctrines of the philosopher, if
you strip them of their flowery diction, you will see to be
full of much abomination, especially when he philosophizes
on the soul, which he both honors and speaks ill of without
measure. And this is the snare of the devil, never to keep
due proportion, but by excess on either hand to lead aside
those who are entangled by it into evil speaking. At one



time he says, that the soul is of the substance of God; at
another, after having exalted it thus immoderately and
impiously, he exceeds again in a different way, and treats it
with insult, making it pass into swine and asses, and other
animals of yet less esteem than these.
 
But enough of this; or rather even this is out of measure.
For if it were possible to learn anything profitable from
these things, we must have been longer occupied with
them; but if it be only to observe their indecency and
absurdity, more than requisite has been said by us already.
We will therefore leave their fables, and attach ourselves to
our own doctrines, which have been brought to us from
above by the tongue of this fisherman, and which have
nothing human in them.
 
[7.] Let us then bring forward the words, having reminded
you now, as I exhorted you at the first, earnestly to attend
to what is said. What then does this Evangelist say
immediately on his outset?
 
“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with
God.” (Ver. 1.) Seest thou the great boldness and power of
the words, how he speaks nothing doubting nor
conjecturing, but declaring all things plainly? For this is the
teacher’s part, not to waver in anything he says, since if he
who is to be a guide to the rest require another person who
shall be able to establish him with certainty, he would be
rightly ranked not among teachers, but among disciples.
 
But if any one say, “What can be the reason that he has
neglected the first cause, and spoken to us at once
concerning the second?” we shall decline to speak of “first”
and “second,” for the Divinity is above number, and the
succession of times. Wherefore we decline these
expressions; but we confess that the Father is from none,



and that the Son is begotten of the Father. Yes, it may be
said, but why then does he leave the Father, and speak
concerning the Son? Why? because the former was
manifest to all, if not as Father, at least as God; but the
Only-Begotten was not known; and therefore with reason
did he immediately from the very beginning hasten to
implant the knowledge of Him in those who knew Him not.
 
Besides, he has not been silent as to the Father in his
writings on these points. And observe, I beg of you, his
spiritual wisdom. He knows that men most honor the eldest
of beings which was before all, and account this to be God.
Wherefore from this point first he makes his beginning, and
as he advances, declares that God is, and does not like
Plato assert, sometimes that He is intellect, sometimes that
He is soul; for these things are far removed from that
divine and unmixed Nature which has nothing common
with us, but is separated from any fellowship with created
things, I mean as to substance, though not as to relation.
 
And for this reason he calls Him “The Word.” For since he
is about to teach that this “Word” is the only-begotten Son
of God, in order that no one may imagine that His
generation is passible, by giving Him the appellation of
“The Word,” he anticipates and removes beforehand the
evil suspicion, showing that the Son is from the Father, and
that without His suffering (change)
 
[8.] Seest thou then that as I said, he has not been silent as
to the Father in his words concerning the Son? And if these
instances are not sufficient fully to explain the whole
matter, marvel not, for our argument is God, whom it is
impossible to describe, or to imagine worthily; hence this
man nowhere assigns the name of His essence, (for it is not
possible to say what God is, as to essence,) but everywhere
he declares Him to us by His workings. For this “Word” one



may see shortly after called “Light,” and the “Light” in turn
named “Life.”
 
Although not for this reason only did he so name Him; this
was the first reason, and the second was because He was
about to declare to us the things of the Father. For “all
things,” He saith, “that I have heard from my Father, I have
made known unto you.” (John xv. 15.) He calls Him both
“Light” and “Life,” for He hath freely given to us the light
which proceeds from knowledge, and the life which follows
it. In short, one name is not sufficient, nor two, nor three,
nor more, to teach us what belongs to God. But we must be
content to be able even by means of many to apprehend,
though but obscurely, His attributes.
 
And he has not called Him simply “Word,” but with the
addition of the article, distinguishing Him from the rest in
this way also. Seest thou then that I said not without cause
that this Evangelist speaks to us from heaven? Only see
from the very beginning whither he has drawn up the soul,
having given it wings, and has carried up with him the
mind of his hearers. For having set it higher than all the
things of sense, than earth, than sea, than heaven, he leads
it by the hand above the very angels, above cherubim and
seraphim, above thrones and principalities and powers; in a
word, persuades it to journey beyond all created things.
 
[9.] What then? when he has brought us to such a height as
this, is he in sooth able to stop us there? By no means; but
just as one by transporting into the midst of the sea a
person who was standing on the beach, and looking on
cities, and beaches, and havens, removes him indeed from
the former objects, yet does not stay his sight anywhere,
but brings him to a view without bound; so this Evangelist,
having brought us above all creation, and escorted us
towards the eternal periods which lie beyond it, leaves the


