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The Theology of Gender - 10. St Basil’s
contribution to the canonical tradition (Sofia
Matzarioti-Kostara)

Zévec YAwaooec / In English

b be read here: The Theology of Gender

In order to evaluate Saint Basil’s contribution to the

canonical tradition and spiritual conscience of the Orthodox Church, we have to
consider the following presuppositions: First, the canonical writings of Saint Basil
are pastoral works that deal primarily with transgressions and aim at restoring the
fallen Christian into communion with the body of the Church. The ultimate goal of
the legislator is the salvation of the persons committing the transgression and their
discipline in such a way as to lead them to repentance while preventing others
from entering similar situations. The penances were warning lessons for the whole
Christian community and for society in general. The way that we ought to view
these rules should be in the spirit of the soteriological work of the Church and not
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as mere criminal laws.

Second, most of the moral transgressions concerning marriage were also offences
in the eyes of civil law, and as such they were treated respectively. The Church
distanced herself from the severe regulations of the civil law but in a way that was
not contrary to the social ethos, respecting the given cultural establishment.
Christianity appeared not as a revolutionary movement that came to overthrow the
social order, but as a new way of life with higher moral standards. The respect of
Saint Basil for the social establishment is evident in many of his canons, as for
example in his eighteenth canon[l] which deals with transgression of a virgin: “
it is a great sin for even a slave woman who has given herself up to a clandestine
marriage to imbue the house with corruption and roundly insult the owner by her
wicked mode of life.”[2]

Finally, the canonical regulations of the Church also served the purpose of
preserving the integrity of the Christian communities from the squall of many
heresies and deviations from the pure faith. The sixth canon of Saint Basil states:
“For this is also advantageous to the Church for safety, and affords heretics no
occasion to complain against us on the ground that we are attracting to ourselves
on account of our permitting them to sin.” [3]

Having all these in mind we must appreciate the truly orthodox attitude of St.
Basil, who balanced faithfulness to the religious and social traditions with grace,
forgiveness, and openness of mind. The common theme in his canonical
regulations is the persistence on the outcome of the penance, which is the true
repentance of the sinner and the restoration of his relationship with God, and not
just keeping the letter of the law. For example, he repeats the need for:
“adjusting the cure to the manner of repentance”[4], by explaining that
“we do not judge these matters in every case with reference to time, but are
inclined to pay more attention to the manner of repentance.”[5]

Despite the oppression of women by the social establishment and the respect the
Fathers showed towards its practices, St. Basil expresses a genuine respect
towards women and their rights as human beings. Thus, in canon 42 he
acknowledges the social premise that a woman must be under the authority of her
father (or other male guardian from the family), and states: “Marriages entered
into without the consent of those in authority are fornications.” [6] Nevertheless, in
canon 18 he refuses to accept young women into the order of virgins without
taking in consideration their own will, disregarding the will of their father or
brothers, who sometimes committed them out of self-interest: “for parents and
brothers tender many maidens, and even before they have attained the proper
age, not because they have spontaneously striven after a life of celibacy, but
because their parents or brothers have been governed by considerations of



convenience to themselves, which maidens must not be readily accepted, until we
investigate their own mind openly.”[7]

In other instances St. Basil is deeply sensitive and kind towards sinful women:
“As for women who have committed adultery and have confessed it out of
reverence or because they have been more or less conscience-stricken, our Fathers
have forbidden us to publish the fact...but they ordered that such women are to
stand without communion until they have completed the term of their penitence.”
[8] The adulteress who confesses her sin is to be treated with respect, and the
penance is different than the case of an unrepentant adulteress. Though not
allowed to receive Holy Communion, she should stand with the faithful in the
Liturgy, and not with the other sinners outside, so as not to give rise to suspicions
about the nature of her sin.
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[1] Canon 18 of St. Basil «Méya pEv audptnua Kal 5o0ANv AaBpaiolg yduolg eavtrv
¢mudodoav, POopac dvanAfoatl TV oikov kol kaBuBpicat 6t& Tod movnpod Blov Tév
KekTNUEVov». All canonical texts in Greek are taken from St. Nikodemos the
Hagiorite, [MnéaAwov, AkpBAC avatinwolc TAC Yy~  €ékddoewg Tob 1864,
(@gooaAovikn, 2003), (hereafter, lTn6daAtiov).

[2] All canonical texts in English are taken from The Rudder, Ed. and Trans. By
Ralph J. Masterjohn (West Brookfield, MA: Ralph J. Masterjohn and the Orthodox
Christian Society, 2005) CD-ROM, (hereafter, The Rudder).

[3]Canon 6 of St. Basil «...tol¢ aipeTikoic 00 dwaoel kKab AEWY Aafrv, wg dld TAV
TO0 AUOPTAVELY AOELOV ETOMWHEVWY TTPOG £AVTOUC .

[4] Canon 2 of St. Basil «...0p(Cewv 6¢ pr xpovw, AAA& Tpomnw TAC peTavolag THv
Bepanelav».

[5] Canon 84 of St. Basil «O0 yé&p mdvtwe TQ Xpovw Kplvouev T& TtoladTa, AAAA TR
TPONMW TAC HETAVO(AC TTPOTEYXOUEY .

[6]Canon 42 of St. Basil «Ol avev TV KpaToOVTWVY YAuoL, mopvelal eloww».

[7] Canon 18 of St. Basil «[MoAA&G ydp yovelc mpoodyovat kal adeAgol, kKal TtThv
MPOONKOVTWY TWEC MPo TAC AAKIAG, OLK olkoBev dpundeicac mPdc dyauiav, AAAG
TL BLWTIKOVY £0LTOLC BLlolkoDuEVOL, AC 0L Padiwe MpocdExeabatl del, Ewg v PaveEPRC
TAV 18lov a0TWOVY EPELVACWHEY YVWHNV>».

[8] Canon 34 of St. Basil «td¢ powevBeloag yuvaikog kol €Eayopevovoag dU
€EOAGBelav, 1§ Onmwoodv  EéAeyyouévag, Onuoolelely pEV  EKWALOQvV ol



MNoatépec...tlotaoBal 8¢ adTAC GveLv Kowwviag».

The whole series can be read here: The Theology of Gender
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