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THE LIFE OF ST. BASIL AND THE ADDRESS TO YOUNG MEN

The Address to Young Men on the Right Use of  Greek Literature is not the anxious admonition of  a bigoted 
ecclesiastic, apprehensive for the supremacy of  the Sacred Writings. Rather, it is the educational theory of  a 
cultured man, whose familiarity with classical learning and enthusiasm for it were second only to his knowledge of 
the Scriptures and zeal for righteousness. No student of  the classics in Christian times has been more significantly 
placed for estimating justly the peculiar excellencies and defects of  the Greek learning, and no other scholar has 
written with a truer perspective, and with more sanity, large-mindedness, and justice. These qualities in the address 
can be adequately appreciated only after the reader has become acquainted with the remarkable life of  the author.

Moreover, the appreciation of  the address demands not only that its pages be read in the light of  the author’s 
career, but also that the place of  the essay in the development of  ecclesiastical philosophy be understood.

Accordingly the following pages will attempt to give, first a survey of  the life of  Basil, and secondly, a review of 
the varieties of  attitude assumed toward classical learning by those ecclesiastics who wrote prior to the time of 
Basil.

St. Basil was born at Caesarea in the year 329, in a home of  culture and piety. His father, who came from a family 
which had stood high in military and civic affairs, followed the profession of  rhetoric, and was a man of  wealth 
and of  public spirit, noted for his benefactions. His grandmother Macrina, and mother St. Emmelia, were to him a 
Lois and a Eunice, and trained him in the Holy Scriptures from his infancy. Thus Basil grew up in an atmosphere 
of  gentleness, of  learning, and of  Christian fervor. It is a sufficient comment upon this home life that of  the ten 
children four became saints, St. Macrina, St. Gregory Nyssen, St. Peter, and St. Basil; that three became bishops; 
and that St. Basil is one of  thirteen upon whom the Catholic Church has conferred the title of  Doctor Ecclesiae.

When a lad, Basil was sent to Byzantium to study under Libanius, the celebrated rhetorician and sophist, then at 
the height of  his popularity. Under this teacher the youth was trained in the felicities of  Greek expression, and 
from him derived that love for Greek literature which led him, at the age of  twenty-one, to seek the refined 
atmosphere of  Athens, the centre of  learning, and the home of  arts and letters. To this city resorted the most 
promising young men of  Europe and Asia, and there they devoted themselves to the acquisition of  learning with 
an intensity which rivaled the most flourishing days of  the schools at Alexandria,

Basil was welcomed to Athens by a Cappadocian youth who had himself  but just arrived, Gregory Nazianzen, and 
the two young men soon became fast friends. They were well adapted to each other, for the judicial exactness of 
Basil, and his poise—one might almost say his melancholy—were happily complemented by Gregory’s intellectual 
brilliancy, and his liveliness of  disposition. Of  this friendship Gregory wrote as follows: ‘It was one soul which had 
two bodies. Eloquence, the most inspiring pursuit in the world, incited us to an equal ardor, yet without creating 
any jealousy whatever. We lived in each other. We knew but two walks: the first and dearest, that which led to the 
church and its teachers; the other, less exalted, which led to the school and its masters.’ [Orat. 43.]

A third young man who shared to some extent in this friendship was Julian, the cousin of  Constantius II, then a 
scholarly recluse and a Christian, but soon to become emperor and an apostate.

Within a very short time, their attainments in scholarship and their remarkable ability as public speakers gave Basil 
and Gregory an enviable reputation, not only in Athens itself, but in every other city where learning was fostered.
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After five years spent in Athens, and when he was giving every promise of  an exceptional career, Basil suddenly 
announced his purpose to leave the city; he had been coming to feel that, with all of  its learning, Athens laid 
emphasis upon the less essential things, that, as he expressed it, ‘life there was hollow blessedness.’ In this feeling 
Gregory to some extent shared, and accordingly decided to leave with his friend. When the day of  departure 
arrived, companions and even teachers crowded around and besought them to stay, even offering violence; but 
although they prevailed for the time upon the more yielding Gregory, Basil was resolute, and retired to Caesarea.

For a short period he practiced law in his native city, yet, despite his brilliant début, his heart was not in his work, 
and he decided to escape from business cares and renounce the world. Accordingly, that he might determine what 
kind of  retirement would prove most agreeable, ‘he traveled over much sea and land,’2  and visited the hermits in 
Egypt, Syria, and Asia Minor. On his return he sought out a wild and beautiful retreat in Pontus, where, 
surrounded by lofty crags, a mountain stream tossing and leaping near by, and a lovely plain spread out beneath, he 
erected a monastery, and established a brotherhood. This was in 358.

For four years he led here a serene and joyous life, devoted to prayer and psalmody, the study of  the inspired 
writers, and peaceful labor. In the course of  time he experienced the pleasure of  a visit from his beloved friend, 
and years later Gregory drew a charming picture of  those happy days, in which he recalled with equal pleasure the 
songs of  praise in the rustic chapel, and the little plane-tree which he had planted with his own hands.3

Occasionally Basil left his retreat to preach to the country people, or to perform deeds of  mercy, as when, for 
example, in the course of  a famine he sold his lands to provide bread for the starving inhabitants of  the province. 
It was characteristic of  the man that Jews, pagans, and Christians were treated with equal consideration.

But this attractive life was not allowed to be permanent, for Basil was summoned to Constantinople to aid the 
bishop of  Ancyrus in his struggle with Eunomius, the new and forceful exponent of  the Arian heresy. Henceforth 
he was never long absent from public life.

In 362 occurred an event which occasioned bitter enmity between Basil and Gregory and their college friend 
Julian, and threatened great injury to the cause of  the church. Julian, then emperor, had invited Basil to Rome, and 
he was preparing to embark, when word was received that upon the standards of  the army the cross of  Christ had 
been replaced by the images of  the gods. Basil correctly interpreted this as indicative of  apostasy, and refused to 
have any further intercourse with the Emperor. Julian was greatly angered, and in retaliation decreed that the study 
of  the classics should be denied to Christians. These were his haughty and ironical words: ‘For us are the eloquence 
and the arts of  the Greeks, and the worship of  the gods; for you, ignorance and rusticity, and nothing else, I fear; 
so, your wisdom.’4 This was indeed bitter revenge, for the Church had found her hold upon classical learning the 
most effective weapon against the pagans. The indignation of  Gregory gives some idea of  the consternation which 
this decree occasioned, and of  the value which he and his friend placed upon classical learning: ‘I forego all the 
rest, riches, birth, honor, authority, and all goods here below of  which the charm vanishes like a dream; but I cling 
to oratory, nor do I regret the toil, nor the journeys by land and sea, which I have undertaken to master it.’5

This announcement promised to be but the beginning of  a series of  persecutions, but death providentially cut 
short the career of  Julian in 363.

In the following year Basil was ordained priest by Eusebius, bishop of  Caesarea, but the fame which his sermons 
upon the death of  Julian secured for the young priest aroused the jealousy of  the bishop, and Basil retired to 
Pontus. However, by his modest conduct he succeeded in regaining the friendship of  Eusebius, and after three 

2 Epistle 204.
3 Epistle 6.
4 Villemain, L’Éloquence Chrétienne au Quatrieme Siècle 106.
5 Migne, Patr. Graec. xxxv. 636.
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years was recalled to help check the Arian heresy. His learning, his ability as an orator, and his fearless but gentle 
conduct, all fitted him for such a task.

In 370, despite much bitter opposition, not simply on the part of  strangers, but from his own uncle as well, Basil 
was raised to the episcopate of  Caesarea. The task which devolved upon him as bishop was to cultivate a spirit of 
harmony and of  whole-hearted service among his clergy, and, both in his own province and indirectly in the 
neighboring provinces, to cherish the orthodox faith as outlined in the Nicene creed.

In many respects this was the most trying period in the history of  the early Church. Christians were no longer 
called upon to be martyrs, as had been the case a century before, but the wealth and prestige to which the Church 
had attained was impairing that simplicity which had made the Church of  the first centuries so effective. As a 
result, many selfish and ambitious men were attracted to ecclesiastical service, and it was more difficult for even an 
unselfish man to lead a godly life. Moreover, the Church was divided into many warring factions, such as the 
Arians, the Semi-Arians, and the Sabellians, the Arians being especially determined and overbearing, because they 
had gained the support of  the emperor Valens. It is to the glory of  Basil that at such a time he stood for the 
Apostolic ideals.

Immediately upon the assumption of  his new office Basil set about gaining the good will and allegiance of  those 
of  the clergy who had opposed his election. This work was progressing with reasonable expedition, when suddenly 
he was confronted by the emperor himself  and commanded to renounce the orthodox faith. This Basil flatly 
refused to do, and the cowardly Valens was awed into admiration. Henceforth Basil had nothing to fear from 
imperial intervention, and yet, because most of  the other bishops of  the East had complied with the emperor’s 
demands, the task of  supporting the true faith was rendered correspondingly more difficult. The Arians opposed 
him at every turn, and, what was harder to bear, the Sabellians misinterpreted his motives in trying to win back the 
Semi-Arians to the true faith by mildness and sympathy, and accused him of  heresy. Even some of  those who 
professed the orthodox belief, and who should have supported him in his heroic efforts to preserve the integrity of 
the faith, misunderstood him, and, most distressing of  all, his lifelong friend Gregory accused him of  attempting 
to turn their friendship to selfish ends. Lastly, even the Pope and the bishops of  the West turned a deaf  ear to his 
appeals for help. Is it any wonder that a body already weakened by asceticism and wasted by disease gave way in 
this unequal struggle?

Basil did not live to behold the triumph of  the Catholic faith. He saw but the dark hour before the dawn. And yet 
he was victorious, victorious because he kept the rank and file of  the Church in Cappadocia true to the faith of 
the fathers. The simple folk who hungered and thirsted after righteousness loved and followed him, attracted by his 
austere living, the sweetness and integrity of  his character, his singleness of  purpose, and his high thoughts. Small 
wonder that this was so, for even when oppressed with the duties of  his high office and broken in body, he 
frequently stole away to be with these simple people, to comfort them in their afflictions, and to teach them, in 
sermons which delight us to-day equally by their Hebraic fervor and their classical form and idiom, to behold God 
in his handiwork. Listen as he points out to them the glory of  the heavens: ‘There is our ancient native seat, from 
which the murderous demon has cast us down. If  things created for time are so grand, what will be the things of 
eternity? If  things visible are so beautiful, what will be the invisible? If  the immensity of  the skies surpasses the 
measure of  human thought, what intelligence can fathom the depths of  eternity? If  this eye of  nature, which so 
adorns it, this sun, which, though perishable, is yet so beautiful, so rapid in movement, so well adapted in size to 
the world, offers us an inexhaustible theme for contemplation, what will be the beauty of  the sun of  divine 
righteousness?’6

6 Migne, Patr. Graec. 29. 118-119.
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Or again: ‘If  the ocean is beautiful and worthy of  praise to God, how much more beautiful is the conduct of  this 
Christian assembly, where the voices of  men, women, and children, blended and sonorous like the waves that break 
upon the beach, rise amidst our prayers to the very presence of  God!’7

Basil’s death occurred on January 1st, 279, when he was but fifty years of  age. Like many another valiant soldier of 
the Cross, he died with these words upon his lips: ‘Into thy hands I commend my spirit.’ The scene at his funeral 
was an impressive one. The entire province was given over to grief, and pagans and Jews united with Christians in 
their lamentations. As the funeral procession advanced, many perished in their desire to approach the coffin, but 
they were accounted happy to die on such a day, and the people called them the funeral victims.

So lived and died this scholar and man of  God.

Let us now turn from the life of  St. Basil to a brief  consideration of  the Address to Young Men in relation to the 
attitude assumed by earlier ecclesiastics toward Greek learning.

If  we condense the thought of  the essay into the fewest words, the result is something as follows: While classical 
philosophy, oratory, and poetry even at their best do not reveal the truth with absolute accuracy, they yet reflect it 
as in a mirror; the truth may be seen face to face only in the Scriptures, yet it is possible in the pagan writings to 
trace, as it were, its silhouette. Accordingly, for those who are not yet prepared for the strong meat of  the 
Scriptures, the study of  Greek literature is a valuable preparatory course.

This is virtually the attitude taken toward classical learning by several of  the early Church writers, and, therefore a 
survey of  so much of  the ecclesiastical philosophy as concerns Greek poetry and philosophy will help to establish 
the antecedents of  Basil’s essay.

It was inevitable that, when Christianity came in contact with the speculative genius of  the Greeks and the 
Oriental pantheistic naturalism, there should be an effort to advance from Christian faith to Christian knowledge, 
and to discover a philosophic basis for the teachings of  the Holy Scriptures. This first effort was made by the so-
called Gnostics, who exerted their greatest influence in the middle of  the second century. The Hellenic Gnostics 
attempted to employ the writings of  the Greek philosophers to explain the Scriptures, but the many perplexing 
questions which they strove to answer soon led them as far away from the doctrines of  Plato as from those of 
Paul. Beginning with the attempt to discover the allegorical significance of  the Scriptures, Gnosticism ended in 
mere chimerical speculation, in mysticism, mythology, and theosophy. It exerted little permanent influence, and by 
the time of  Basil was no longer a force in religious controversy.

Contemporaneously with the flourishing of  Gnosticism, however, wrote Justin Martyr, who influenced very much 
the ecclesiastical writers of  the East during the third and fourth centuries. As a young man Justin made a thorough 
study of  the Greek philosophy, being especially attracted to the writings of  Plato and of  the Stoics, but as he grew 
older his admiration for the fortitude of  the Christians, and for their sublime faith—an admiration which was 
intensified by his growing distrust in the sovereignty of  human reason—led him to embrace Christianity. 
Henceforth he was the champion of  the new religion. This, however, was not at the expense of  Greek philosophy, 
for his breadth of  view enabled him to recognize the worth both of  the profane and of  the Sacred Writings.

Justin bases his philosophy upon the Logos of  John’s Gospel. Wherever truth is found, it is an expression of  the 
divine Logos; Plato, Homer, Pythagoras, and Solon received partial revelations of  it, and indeed it reveals itself 
somewhat to every man, though the one perfect and complete revelation is Christ, who is the Logos incarnate.

For our present purpose we need observe in detail only that phase of  Justin’s philosophy which is concerned with 
classical literature. Greek philosophy and poetry are to be esteemed highly, because, to an unusual degree, they 
express the divine revelation. Not only did such men as Homer and Plato experience revelations of  the truth, but 
they were also familiar with the teachings of  Moses, and indeed with all of  the Old Testament. Such doctrines in 

7 Ibid. 29. 94.
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Plato as eternal punishment, the immortality of  the soul, and the freedom of  the will, were borrowed from the 
early Jewish books.8

Of the other four prominent apologists of  the second century, Tatian, Hernias, and Theophilus condemn and 
ridicule Greek philosophy, and Athenagoras assumes an attitude similar to that of  Justin. Tatian, who was an 
Assyrian, abused all things Greek with barbaric severity,9 Hermas wrote an Abuse of  the Pagan Philosophers, and 
Theophilus called the doctrines of  the Greek philosophers foolishness.10 Athenagoras, on the other hand, 
esteemed the Greek philosophers, and quoted them in support of  the unity of  God, a truth which he believed the 
Spirit had revealed to them despite the prevailing polytheism of  their country.11

The closing years of  the second century and the first half  of  the third were engrossed in the controversy which the 
Gnostics had aroused. Anti-Gnosticism found its most spirited champion in Tertullian, the foremost Latin 
ecclesiastical writer of  the early centuries. Tertullian believed that Christianity alone possessed the truth, that 
philosophy was the source of  all heresies, and that Plato and other Greek philosophers, though they had stolen 
certain isolated truths from Moses, which they arrogated to themselves, were exponents of  falsehood. So extreme 
was his antipathy to philosophy that he eventually declared: Credo quid absurdum est.12

On the other hand Clement of  Alexandria and his pupil, Origen, the founder of  the school to which Basil, 
Gregory Nyssen, and Gregory Nazianzen adhered, endeavored to separate the true from the false in Gnosticism. 
Both of  them laid much stress upon the value of  Greek philosophy.

Ueberweg gives the following comprehensive digest of  Clement’s views concerning the relation of  the pagan 
writings to the Scriptures: 

Clement adopts the view of  Justin, that to Christianity, as the whole truth, the conceptions of  ante-Christian times 
are opposed, not as mere errors, but as partial truths. The divine Logos, which is everywhere poured out, like the light 
of  the sun (Stromata v. 3), enlightened the souls of  men from the beginning. It instructed the Jews through Moses 
and the prophets (Paedagogus i. 7). Among the Greeks, on the contrary, it called forth wise men, and gave them, 
through the mediation of  the lower angels, whom the Logos had appointed to be shepherds of  the nations (Strom. 
vii. 2), philosophy as a guide to righteousness (Strom. i. 5; vi. 5). Like Justin, Clement maintains that the 
philosophers took much of  their doctrine secretly from the Orientals, and, in particular, from the religious books of 
the Jews, which doctrine they then, from desire of  renown, falsely proclaimed as the result of  their own independent 
investigations, besides falsifying and corrupting it (Strom. i. i. 17; Paed. ii. i). Yet some things pertaining to true 
doctrine were really discovered by the Greek philosophers, by the aid of  the seed of  the divine Logos implanted in 
them (Cohortatio vi. 59). Plato was the best of  the Greek philosophers (o( pa&nta a1ristoj Pla&twn, . . . . oi9on 
qeoforou&menoj, Paed. iii. 11; Strom. v. 8). The Christian must choose out that which is true in the writings of  the 
different philosophers, i. e., whatever agrees with Christianity (Strom. i. 7; vi. 17). We need the aid of  philosophy in 
order to advance from faith (pi/stij) to knowledge (gnw~sij). The Gnostic is to him who merely believes without 
knowing as the grown-up man to the child; having outgrown the fear of  the Old Testament, he has arrived at a higher 
stage of  the divine plan of  man’s education. Whoever will attain to Gnosis without philosophy, dialectic, and the 
study of  nature, is like him who expects to gather grapes without cultivating the grapevine (Strom. i. 9). But the 
criterion of  true science must always be the harmony of  the latter with faith (Strom. ii. 4).13

Of Origen, who was the last ecclesiastical philosopher of  influence in the Eastern church prior to the fourth 
century, it is enough to say that he assumed the same attitude toward the Greek writers as did his master.

8 See Apology i. 44; Cohortatio ad Graecos 14.
9 See Oratio ad Graecos 2.
10 See Ad Autolycus i. ii. iii.
11 See Supplicatio v.
12 Note to the online edition: this is in fact an error, although a common one.  Tertullian’s objection to philosophy was that it was used 
as a means to introduce alien ideas.  ‘Credo quia absurdum’ is a misquote of  De Carne Christi 5, 4: ‘Certum quia absurdum’, which is a 
rhetorical flourish at the end of  an argument, not against philosophy but against the heretic Marcion.  The form of  that argument has 
been seen as derived from Aristotle.  See R.D. Sider, Credo quia absurdum?,  Classical World, 73, 1980, pp. 417-9.
13 Hist. of  Philosophy i. 314.
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One who has read Basil’s essay will readily appreciate the similarity between the views of  Basil and those of  Justin, 
Athenagoras, Clement, and Origen. The chapters in the essay might almost be arranged as expositions of  the 
various elements in the above digest from Clement’s writings. There is the same belief  in the partial inspiration of 
the Greek poets and philosophers, the same advocacy of  the study of  Hellenic literature as an introduction to the 
study of  Christianity, the common credence in the indebtedness of  Plato and other philosophers to Moses and the 
Prophets, and the like insistence upon life as a growth, and upon knowledge as the complement of  faith.

To summarize this brief  review: For at least two centuries before Basil wrote his Address to Young Men on the 
Right Use of  Greek Literature efforts had been made to determine the true relation between Greek learning and 
Christianity. Some writers bitterly opposed Hellenic philosophy and poetry, others recognized that it contained a 
partial revelation of  the truth. To the latter view Justin and his followers inclined, and among these followers one 
of  the most pronounced is Basil.

ADDRESS TO YOUNG MEN ON THE RIGHT USE OF GREEK LITERATURE

OUTLINE

I. Introduction: Out of  the abundance of  his experience the author will advise young men as to the pagan 
literature, showing them what to accept, and what to reject.

II. To the Christian the life eternal is the supreme goal, and the guide to this life is the Holy Scriptures; but since 
young men cannot appreciate the deep thoughts contained therein, they are to study the profane writings, in which 
truth appears as in a mirror.

III. Profane learning should ornament the mind, as foliage graces the fruit-bearing tree.

IV. In studying pagan lore one must discriminate between the helpful and the injurious, accepting the one, but 
closing one’s ears to the siren song of  the other.

V. Since the life to come is to be attained through virtue, chief  attention must be paid to those passages in which 
virtue is praised; such may be found, for example, in Hesiod, Homer, Solon, Theognis, and Prodicus.

VI. Indeed, almost all eminent philosophers have extolled virtue. The words of  such men should meet with more 
than mere theoretical acceptance, for one must try to realize them in his life, remembering that to seem to be good 
when one is not so is the height of  injustice.

VII. But in the pagan literature virtue is lauded in deeds as well as in words, wherefore one should study those acts 
of  noble men which coincide with the teachings of  the Scriptures.

VIII. To return to the original thought, young men must distinguish between helpful and injurious knowledge, 
keeping clearly in mind the Christian’s purpose in life. So, like the athlete or the musician, they must bend every 
energy to one task, the winning of  the heavenly crown.

IX. This end is to be compassed by holding the body under, by scorning riches and fame, and by subordinating all 
else to virtue.

X. While this ideal will be matured later by the study of  the Scriptures, it is at present to be fostered by the study 
of  the pagan writers; from them should be stored up knowledge for the future.

Conclusion: The above are some of  the more important precepts; others the writer will continue to explain from 
time to time, trusting that no young man will make the fatal error of  disregarding them.
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ADDRESS TO YOUNG MEN ON THE RIGHT USE OF GREEK LITERATURE

I. Many considerations, young men, prompt me to recommend to you the principles which I deem most desirable, 
and which I believe will be of  use to you if  you will adopt them. For my time of  life, my many-sided training, yea, 
my adequate experience in those vicissitudes of  life which teach their lessons at every turn,14 have so familiarized 
me with human affairs, that I am able to map out the safest course for those just starting upon their careers. By 
nature’s common bond I stand in the same relationship to you as your parents, so that I am no whit behind them 
in my concern for you. Indeed, if  I do not misinterpret your feelings, you no longer crave your parents when you 
come to me. Now if  you should receive my words with gladness, you would be in the second class of  those who, 
according to Hesiod, merit praise; if  not, I should say nothing disparaging, but no doubt you yourselves would 
remember the passage in which that poet says: ‘He is best who, of  himself, recognizes what is his duty, and he also 
is good who follows the course marked out by others, but he who does neither of  these things is of  no use under 
the sun.’15

Do not be surprised if  to you, who go to school every day, and who, through their writings, associate with the 
learned men of  old,16 I say that out of  my own experience I have evolved something more useful. Now this is my 
counsel, that you should not unqualifiedly give over your minds to these men, as a ship is surrendered to the 
rudder, to follow whither they list, but that, while receiving whatever of  value they have to offer, you yet recognize 
what it is wise to ignore. Accordingly, from this point on I shall take up and discuss the pagan writings, and how 
we are to discriminate among them.

II. We Christians, young men, hold that this human life is not a supremely precious thing, nor do we recognize 
anything as unconditionally a blessing which benefits us in this life only.17 Neither pride of  ancestry, nor bodily 
strength, nor beauty, nor greatness, nor the esteem of  all men, nor kingly authority, nor, indeed, whatever of 
human affairs may be called great, do we consider worthy of  desire, or the possessors of  them as objects of  envy; 
but we place our hopes upon the things which are beyond, and in preparation for the life eternal do all things that 
we do. Accordingly, whatever helps us towards this we say that we must love and follow after with all our might, 
but those things which have no bearing upon it should be held as naught. But to explain what this life is, and in 
what way and manner we shall live it, requires more time than is at our command, and more mature hearers than 
you.

And yet, in saying thus much, perhaps I have made it sufficiently clear to you that if  one should estimate and 
gather together all earthly weal from the creation of  the world, he would not find it comparable to the smallest 
part of  the possessions of  heaven; rather, that all the precious things in this life fall further short of  the least good 
in the other than the shadow or the dream fails of  the reality. Or rather, to avail myself  of  a still more natural 
comparison, by as much as the soul is superior to the body in all things, by so much is one of  these lives superior 
to the other.18

Into the life eternal the Holy Scriptures lead us, which teach us through divine words. But so long as our 
immaturity forbids our understanding their deep thought, we exercise our spiritual perceptions upon profane 
writings, which are not altogether different, and in which we perceive the truth as it were in shadows and in 
mirrors. Thus we imitate those who perform the exercises of  military practice, for they acquire skill in gymnastics 
and in dancing, and then in battle reap the reward of  their training. We must needs believe that the greatest of  all 

14 See Newman, Historical Sketches, vol. ii. chaps, i. and ii, for an account of  the trials and labors of  St. Basil. Also see Fialon, 
Biographie de St. Basile, and Wace and Schaff, Select Library of  Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, vol. viii, Prolegomena.

15 W. and D. 285 ff.
16 See Introd. p. 28, on the education of  Greek youth [not contained in this excerpt—TGS]
17 See Col. iii. 2: ‘Set your affections on things above, not on things on the earth.’
18 See Rep. x. 614: ‘And yet, I said, all these things are as nothing, either in number or greatness, in comparison with those other 
recompenses which await both just and unjust after death, which are more and greater far.’
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battles lies before us, in preparation for which we must do and suffer all things to gain power. Consequently we 
must be conversant with poets, with historians, with orators, indeed with all men who may further our soul’s 
salvation. Just as dyers prepare the cloth before they apply the dye, be it purple or any other color, so indeed must 
we also, if  we would preserve indelible the idea of  the true virtue, become first initiated in the pagan lore, then at 
length give special heed to the sacred and divine teachings, even as we first accustom ourselves to the sun’s 
reflection in the water, and then become able to turn our eyes upon the very sun itself.19

III. If, then, there is any affinity between the two literatures, a knowledge of  them should be useful to us in our 
search for truth; if  not, the comparison, by emphasizing the contrast, will be of  no small service in strengthening 
our regard for the better one. With what now may we compare these two kinds of  education to obtain a simile? 
Just as it is the chief  mission of  the tree to bear its fruit in its season, though at the same time it puts forth for 
ornament the leaves which quiver on its boughs, even so the real fruit of  the soul is truth, yet it is not without 
advantage for it to embrace the pagan wisdom, as also leaves offer shelter to the fruit, and an appearance not 
untimely. That Moses, whose name is a synonym for wisdom, severely trained his mind in the learning of  the 
Egyptians,20 and thus became able to appreciate their deity.21 Similarly, in later days, the wise Daniel is said to have 
studied the lore of  the Chaldaeans while in Babylon,22 and after that to have taken up the sacred teachings.

IV. Perhaps it is sufficiently demonstrated that such heathen learning is not unprofitable for the soul; I shall then 
discuss next the extent to which one may pursue it. To begin with the poets, since their writings are of  all degrees 
of  excellence, you should not study all of  their poems without omitting a single word. When they recount the 
words and deeds of  good men, you should both love and imitate them, earnestly emulating such conduct. But 
when they portray base conduct, you must flee from them and stop up your ears, as Odysseus is said to have fled 
past the song of  the sirens,23 for familiarity with evil writings paves the way for evil deeds. Therefore the soul must 
be guarded with great care, lest through our love for letters it receive some contamination unawares, as men drink 
in poison with honey. We shall not praise the poets when they scoff  and rail, when they represent fornicators and 
winebibbers, when they define blissfulness by groaning tables and wanton songs. Least of  all shall we listen to 
them when they tell us of  their gods, and especially when they represent them as being many, and not at one 
among themselves.24 For, among these gods, at one time brother is at variance with brother, or the father with his 
children; at another, the children engage in truceless war against their parents. The adulteries of  the gods and their 
amours, and especially those of  the one whom they call Zeus, chief  of  all and most high, things of  which one 
cannot speak, even in connection with brutes, without blushing, we shall leave to the stage. I have the same words 
for the historians, and especially when they make up stories for the amusement of  their hearers. And certainly we 
shall not follow the example of  the rhetoricians in the art of  lying. For neither in the courts of  justice nor in other 
business affairs will falsehood be of  any help to us Christians, who, having chosen the straight and true path of 
life, are forbidden by the gospel to go to law. But on the other hand we shall receive gladly those passages in which 
they praise virtue or condemn vice. For just as bees know how to extract honey from flowers, which to men are 
agreeable only for their fragrance and color, even so here also those who look for something more than pleasure 
and enjoyment in such writers may derive profit for their souls. Now, then, altogether after the manner of  bees 
must we use these writings, for the bees do not visit all the flowers without discrimination, nor indeed do they seek 
to carry away entire those upon which they light, but rather, having taken so much as is adapted to their needs, 
they let the rest go. So we, if  wise, shall take from heathen books whatever befits us and is allied to the truth, and 
shall pass over the rest. And just as in culling roses we avoid the thorns, from such writings as these we will gather 

19 See p. 95.
20 Acts vii. 22.
21 ou3tw proselqei=n th|~ qewri/a| tou~  1Ontoj.
22 Daniel i. 3 ff.
23 See p. 51; Basil, Epist. i.
24 See p. 64, and notes.
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everything useful, and guard against the noxious.25 So, from the very beginning, we must examine each of  their 
teachings, to harmonize it with our ultimate purpose, according to the Doric proverb, ‘testing each stone by the 
measuring-line.’26

V. Since we must needs attain to the life to come through virtue, our attention is to be chiefly fastened upon those 
many passages from the poets, from the historians, and especially from the philosophers, in which virtue itself  is 
praised. For it is of  no small advantage that virtue become a habit with a youth,27 for the lessons of  youth make a 
deep impression, because the soul is then plastic, and therefore they are likely to be indelible. If  not to incite youth 
to virtue, pray what meaning may we suppose that Hesiod had in those universally admired lines,28 of  which the 
sentiment is as follows: ‘Rough is the start and hard, and the way steep, and full of  labor and pain, that leads 
toward virtue. Wherefore, on account of  the steepness, it is not granted to every man to set out, nor, to the one 
having set out, easily to reach the summit. But when he has reached the top, he sees that the way is smooth and fair, 
easy and light to the foot, and more pleasing than the other, which leads to wickedness,’—of  which the same poet 
said that one may find it all around him in great abundance.29 Now it seems to me that he had no other purpose in 
saying these things than so to exhort us to virtue, and so to incite us to bravery, that we may not weaken our 
efforts before we reach the goal. And certainly if  any other man praises virtue in a like strain, we will receive his 
words with pleasure, since our aim is a common one.

Now as I have heard from one skilful in interpreting the mind of  a poet,30 all the poetry of  Homer is a praise of 
virtue, and with him all that is not merely accessory tends to this end. There is a notable instance of  this where 
Homer first made the princess reverence the leader of  the Cephallenians, though he appeared naked, shipwrecked, 
and alone, and then made Odysseus as completely lack embarrassment, though seen naked and alone, since virtue 
served him as a garment. And next he made Odysseus so much esteemed by the other Phaeacians that, abandoning 
the luxury in which they lived, all admired and emulated him, and there was not one of  them who longed for 
anything else except to be Odysseus, even to the enduring of  shipwreck.31 The interpreter of  the poetic mind 
argued that, in this episode, Homer very plainly says: ‘Be virtue your concern, O men, which both swims to shore 
with the shipwrecked man, and makes him, when he comes naked to the strand, more honored than the prosperous 
Phaeacians.’ And, indeed, this is the truth, for other possessions belong to the owner no more than to another, and, 
as when men are dicing, fall now to this one, now to that. But virtue is the only possession that is sure, and that 
remains with us whether living or dead. Wherefore it seems to me that Solon32 had the rich in mind when he said: 
‘We will not exchange our virtue for their gold, for virtue is an everlasting possession, while riches are ever 
changing owners.’ Similarly Theognis33 said that the god, whatever he might mean by the god, inclines the balances 

25 The general attitude taken here toward selectiveness in reading is Platonic; see, for instance, frequent passages in the Laws ii, iii, and vii, 
and the Republic iii.
26 to_n pi/qon po_ti\ ta_n spa&rton a1gontaj. Maloney notes that St. Gregory Nazianzen cites this proverb in Letter xxxviii, and St. John 
Chrysostom in Homily xxv.
27 Plato frequently touches upon the value of  habit in the Laws vii, and the Republic ii.
28 W. and D. 285 ff. Plato refers to this same passage in the Republic ii. 364.
29 Ibid. 287.
30 Libanius, b. at Antioch in 314; studied at Athens, but acquired his education principally by private study of  the old Greek writers, 
whom he often imitated with success, and for whom he always showed great enthusiasm. During the first part of  his career as a teacher at 
Constantinople, he was very popular, and St. Basil was then among his students. ‘His idol was Greek style, and for his time he had rare 
success in mastering the secrets of  Greek expression. A pagan born and bred, he was an ardent admirer of  the Emperor Julian, but his 
devotion to the Apostate did not prevent him from associating on terms of  affectionate intimacy with St. Chrysostom and St. Basil; for 
he was above all a rhetorician, and his tolerant attitude toward Christianity, so far as it did not interfere with the study of  the Greek 
classics and the attainment of  excellence in Greek composition, may be explained by his shallow cleverness as well as by his easy temper.’ 
See p. 34.
31 See Odys. vi. and vii., and also p. 76, for Plutarch’s comment on this episode.
32 The great Athenian law-giver. In the tract, How One may Profit by One’s Enemies, Plutarch attributes these lines to Solon, but they 
occur among the Gnomes of  Theognis, 316-318. See also Plutarch, Life of  Solon.
33 See p. 54.
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for men, now this way, now that, giving to some riches, and to others poverty.34 Also Prodicus, the sophist of 
Ceos,35 whose opinion we must respect, for he is a man not to be slighted, somewhere in his writings expressed 
similar ideas about virtue and vice. I do not remember the exact words, but as far as I recollect the sentiment, in 
plain prose it ran somewhat as follows: While Hercules was yet a youth, being about your age, as he was debating 
which path he should choose, the one leading through toil to virtue, or its easier alternate, two women appeared 
before him, who proved to be Virtue and Vice. Though they said not a word, the difference between them was at 
once apparent from their mien. The one had arranged herself  to please the eye, while she exhaled charms, and a 
multitude of  delights swarmed in her train. With such a display, and promising still more, she sought to allure 
Hercules to her side. The other, wasted and squalid, looked fixedly at him, and bespoke quite another thing. For 
she promised nothing easy or engaging, but rather infinite toils and hardships, and perils in every land and on 
every sea. As a reward for these trials, he was to become a god, so our author has it. The latter, Hercules at length 
followed.36

VI. Almost all who have written upon the subject of  wisdom have more or less, in proportion to their several 
abilities, extolled virtue in their writings. Such men must one obey, and must try to realize their words in his life. 
For he, who by his works exemplifies the wisdom which with others is a matter of  theory alone, ‘breathes; all 
others flutter about like shadows.’37 I think it is as if  a painter should represent some marvel of  manly beauty, and 
the subject should actually be such a man as the artist pictures on the canvas. To praise virtue in public with 
brilliant words and with long drawn out speeches, while in private preferring pleasures to temperance, and self-
interest to justice, finds an analogy on the stage, for the players frequently appear as kings and rulers, though they 
are neither, nor perhaps even genuinely free men. A musician would hardly put up with a lyre which was out of 
tune, nor a choregus with a chorus not singing in perfect harmony. But every man is divided against himself  who 
does not make his life conform to his words, but who says with Euripides, ‘The mouth indeed hath sworn, but the 
heart knows no oath.’38 Such a man will seek the appearance of  virtue rather than the reality. But to seem to be 
good when one is not so, is, if  we are to respect the opinion of  Plato39 at all, the very height of  injustice.

VII. After this wise, then, are we to receive those words from the pagan authors which contain suggestions of  the 
virtues. But since also the renowned deeds of  the men of  old either are preserved for us by tradition, or are 
cherished in the pages of  poet or historian, we must not fail to profit by them. A fellow of  the street rabble once 
kept taunting Pericles, but he, meanwhile, gave no heed; and they held out all day, the fellow deluging him with 
reproaches, but he, for his part, not caring. Then when it was evening and dusk, and the fellow still clung to him, 
Pericles escorted him with a light, in order that he might not fail in the practice of  philosophy.40 Again, a man in a 
passion threatened and vowed death to Euclid of  Megara,41 but he in turn vowed that the man should surely be 
appeased, and cease from his hostility to him.

How invaluable it is to have such examples in mind when a man is seized with anger! On the other hand, one must 
altogether ignore the tragedy which says in so many words: ‘Anger arms the hand against the enemy;’42 for it is 

34 Gnomes 157-158.
35 ‘A celebrated sophist of  the fifth century, B.C. He was accustomed to travel through Greece, delivering lectures for money. He paid 
special attention to the correct use of  words. Although severely criticised by the other sophists, he is mentioned with respect by 
Xenophon and Plato, the former of  whom has preserved, in The Choice of  Hercules, the story here used by St. Basil.’
36 See Xenophon, Memorab. ii. I. 22; Cicero, De Off. i. 32; Chrysostom, Regnum; Lucian, Somnium.
37 Odys. x. 495.
38 Hippolytus 612; see Cicero, De Off. 3. 29. 108: ‘Juravi lingua, mentem injuratam gero.’
39 Rep. ii, 361; see Cicero, De Off. i. 13. 41: ‘Totius autem injustitiae nulla capitalior est quam eorum qui quum maxime fallunt, id 
agunt, ut viri boni esse videantur;’ Plutarch, Flatterer and Friend 4.
40 See Plutarch, Life of  Pericles v, from which the story is taken.
41 See Plutarch, Concerning the Cure of  Anger 14.
42 Sommer notes that St. Basil has not quoted Euripides correctly; St. Basil reads: 'Ep' e0xqrou_j qumo_j o(pli/zei xe/ra; but Euripides: 
'Aplou~j e0p e0xqroi=j o9pli/zein xe/ra.
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much better not to give way to anger at all. But if  such restraint is not easy, we shall at least curb our anger by 
reflection, so as not to give it too much rein.

But let us bring our discussion back again to the examples of  noble deeds. A certain man once kept striking 
Socrates, the son of  Sophroniscus, in the face, yet he did not resent it, but allowed full play to the ruffian’s anger, 
so that his face was swollen and bruised from the blows. Then when he stopped striking him, Socrates did nothing 
more than write on his forehead, as an artisan on a statue, who did it, and thus took out his revenge. Since these 
examples almost coincide with our teachings, I hold that such men are worthy of  emulation. For this conduct of 
Socrates is akin to the precept that to him who smites you upon the one cheek, you shall turn the other also43 — 
thus much may you be avenged; the conduct of  Pericles and of  Euclid also conforms to the precept: ‘Submit to 
those who persecute you, and endure their wrath with meekness;’44 and to the other: ‘Pray for your enemies and 
curse them not.’45 One who has been instructed in the pagan examples will no longer hold the Christian precepts 
impracticable. But I will not overlook the conduct of  Alexander, who, on taking captive the daughters of  Darius, 
who were reputed to be of  surpassing beauty, would not even look at them, for he deemed it unworthy of  one who 
was a conqueror of  men to be a slave to women.46 This is of  a piece with the statement that he who looks upon a 
woman to lust after her, even though he does not commit the act of  adultery, is not free from its guilt, since he has 
entertained impure thoughts.47 It is hard to believe that the action of  Cleinias,48 one of  the disciples of 
Pythagoras, was in accidental conformity to our teachings, and not designed imitation of  them. What, then, was 
this act of  his? By taking an oath he could have avoided a fine of  three talents, yet rather than do so he paid the 
fine, though he could have sworn truthfully. I am inclined to think that he had heard of  the precept which forbids 
us to swear.49

VIII. But let us return to the same thought with which we started, namely, that we should not accept everything 
without discrimination, but only what is useful. For it would be shameful should we reject injurious foods, yet 
should take no thought about the studies which nourish our souls, but as a torrent should sweep along all that 
came near our path and appropriate it. If  the helmsman does not blindly abandon his ship to the winds, but guides 
it toward the anchorage; if  the archer shoots at his mark; if  also the metal-worker or the carpenter seeks to 
produce the objects for which his craft exists, would there be rime or reason in our being outclassed by these men, 
mere artisans as they are, in quick appreciation of  our interests? For is there not some end in the artisan’s work, is 
there not a goal in human life, which the one who would not wholly resemble unreasoning animals must keep 
before him in all his words and deeds? If  there were no intelligence sitting at the tiller of  our souls, like boats 
without ballast we should be borne hither and thither through life, without plan or purpose,

An analogy may be found in the athletic contests, or, if  you will, in the musical contests; for the contestants 
prepare themselves by a preliminary training for those events in which wreaths of  victory are offered, and no one 
by training for wrestling or for the pancratium would get ready to play the lyre or the flute. At least Polydamas50 
would not, for before the Olympic games he was wont to bring the rushing chariot to a halt, and thus hardened 

43 Matt. v. 39.
44 Ibid. v. 44.
45 Ibid.
46 See Plutarch, Of  the Fortune or Virtue of  Alexander the Great ii. 6 and 12; Life of  Alexander; Arrian, Exped, of  Alex. ii. 12. The 
same story is told of  Cyrus in the Cyropaedia. See p. 84.
47 Matt. v. 28.
48 A contemporary and friend of  Plato.
49 Lev. xix. 12, or Deut. v. ii.
50 ‘Of  Scotussa, conquered in the Pancratium at the Olympic games in Ol. 93, B.C. 408. His size was immense, and the most marvelous 
stories are related of  his strength, how he killed without arms a huge and fierce lion on Mount Olympus, etc.’ See Pausanias vi. 5; Persius 
i. 4.  [Note to the online text: there is an error here.  I have looked and find that Persius i.4 refers to the Polydamas of  Homer ‘and his 
Trojan ladies’, not the Olympic victor.  Thanks to Ernest J. Moncada for noticing this and emailing it in.]
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himself. Then Milo51 could not be thrust from his smeared shield, but, shoved as he was, clung to it as firmly as 
statues soldered by lead. In a word, by their training they prepared themselves for the contests. If  they had 
meddled with the airs of  Marsyas or of  Olympus, the Phrygians,52 abandoning dust and exercise, would they have 
won ready laurels or crowns, or would they have escaped being laughed at for their bodily incapacity? On the other 
hand, certainly Timotheus the musician53 did not spend his time in the schools for wrestling, for then it would not 
have been his to excel all in music, he who was so skilled in his art that at his pleasure he could arouse the passions 
of  men by his harsh and vehement strains, and then by gentle ones, quiet and soothe them. By this art, when once 
he played Phrygian airs on the flute to Alexander, he is said to have incited the general to arms in the midst of 
feasting, and then, by milder music, to have restored him to his carousing friends.54 Such power to compass one’s 
end, either in music or in athletic contests, is developed by practice.

I have called to mind the wreaths and the fighters. These men endure hardships beyond number, they use every 
means to increase their strength, they sweat ceaselessly at their training, they accept many blows from the master, 
they adopt the mode of  life which he prescribes, though it is most unpleasant, and, in a word, they so rule all their 
conduct that their whole life before the contest is preparatory to it. Then they strip themselves for the arena, and 
endure all and risk all, to receive the crown of  olive, or of  parsley, or some other branch, and to be announced by 
the herald as victor.55

Will it then be possible for us, to whom are held out rewards so wondrous in number and in splendor that tongue 
can not recount them, while we are fast asleep and leading care-free lives, to make these our own by half-hearted 
efforts ? Surely, were an idle life a very commendable thing, Sardanapalus56 would take the first prize, or Margites57 
if  you will, whom Homer, if  indeed the poem is by Homer, put down as neither a farmer, nor a vine-dresser, nor 
anything else that is useful. Is there not rather truth in the maxim of  Pittacus58 which says, ‘It is hard to be good?’59 
For after we have actually endured many hardships, we shall scarcely gain those blessings to which, as said above, 
nothing in human experience is comparable. Therefore we must not be light-minded, nor exchange our immortal 
hopes for momentary idleness, lest reproaches come upon us, and judgment befall us, not forsooth here among 
men, although judgment here is no easy thing for the man of  sense to bear, but at the bar of  justice, be that under 
the earth, or wherever else it may happen to be. While he who unintentionally violates his obligations perchance 
receives some pardon from God, he who designedly chooses a life of  wickedness doubtless has a far greater 
punishment to endure. 

51 Of Crotona. He was six times victor in wrestling at the Olympic games, and as often at the Pythian. He is said to have carried a four-
year-old heifer on his shoulders through the stadium at Olympia, and then to have eaten the whole of  it in a single day. See Pausanias 
vi. 14.
52 Olympus was the pupil of  Marsyas, Schol. in Aristoph Eq. 9; see also Plutarch, Concerning Music II; Arist., Pol. viii. 5. 6.
53 A celebrated flute-player of  Thebes.
54 See Plutarch, Of  the Fortune or Virtue of  Alexander the Great ii. 2; Cicero, Legg. 2. 12; Dryden, Alexander’s Feast.
55 See 1 Cor. ix. 24-27. 
56 ‘According to an inaccurate classical tradition, the last king of  Assyria. He was noted for effeminacy and voluptuousness, and in order 
to escape falling into the hands of  the besiegers of  Nineveh, ended his worthless life by burning himself  in his palace. It seems certain 
that the original of  Sardanapalus is Asshurbanipal, King of  Assyria, 668-626 B.C.’
57 The Margites, a poem which is lost, and which ridiculed a man who was said to know many things, and who knew all badly, was 
frequently ascribed by the ancients to Homer, but is of  later date. According to St. Clement of  Alexandria, these are the verses of  which 
St. Basil speaks: 

To_n d' ou1t a1r skapth~ra qeoi\ qe/san, ou1t' a)roth~ra.  
Ou!t a!llwj ti sofo&n: pa&shj d' h(ma&rtane te/xnhj. 

‘Whom the gods made neither a delver, nor a ploughman, 
Nor any other useful thing, but deprived of  every craft.’ 

58 One of  the Seven Wise Men of  Greece; b. at Mytilene in Lesbos, 652 B.C. In 589 P. was chosen aesymnetes (ruler with absolute 
power), which office he filled for ten years. Of  his acts as a ruler nothing is known; of  his elegiac poems, a few lines are preserved. 
59 This maxim is preserved in the title of  an ode of  Simonides, see Bergk 747, and Plato indulges in a sophistical discussion of  the ode 
in Protagoras 338. See also Arist. Pol. iii. 14. 9; Diog. Laert i. 4.  
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IX. ‘What then are we to do?’ perchance some one may ask. What else than to care for the soul, never leaving an 
idle moment for other things? Accordingly, we ought not to serve the body any more than is absolutely necessary, 
but we ought to do our best for the soul, releasing it from the bondage of  fellowship with the bodily appetites; at 
the same time we ought to make the body superior to passion. We must provide it with the necessary food, to be 
sure, but not with delicacies, as those do who seek everywhere for waiters and cooks, and scour both earth and sea, 
like those bringing tribute to some stern tyrant. This is a despicable business, in which are endured things as 
unbearable as the torments of  hell, where wool is combed into the fire, or water is drawn in a sieve and poured 
into a perforated jar, and where work is never done.60 Then to spend more time than is necessary on one’s hair and 
clothes is, in the words of  Diogenes, the part of  the unfortunate or of  the sinful. For what difference does it make 
to a sensible man whether he is clad in a robe of  state or in an inexpensive garment, so long as he is protected from 
heat and cold? Likewise in other matters we must be governed by necessity, and only give so much care to the body 
as is beneficial to the soul. For to one who is really a man it is no less a disgrace to be a fop or a pamperer of  the 
body than to be the victim of  any other base passion. Indeed, to be very zealous in making the body appear very 
beautiful is not the mark of  a man who knows himself, or who feels the force of  the wise maxim: ‘Not that which 
is seen is the man,’61 for it requires a higher faculty for any one of  us, whoever he may be, to know himself. Now it 
is harder for the man who is not pure in heart to gain this knowledge than for a blear-eyed person to look upon 
the sun. 

To speak generally and so far as your needs demand, purity of  soul embraces these things: to scorn sensual 
pleasures, to refuse to feast the eyes on the senseless antics of  buffoons, or on bodies which goad one to passion, 
and to close one’s ears to songs which corrupt the mind. For passions which are the offspring of  servility and 
baseness are produced by this kind of  music.62 On the other hand, we must employ that class of  music which is 
better in itself  and which leads to better things, which David, the sacred psalmist, is said to have used to assuage 
the madness of  the king.63 Also tradition has it that when Pythagoras happened upon some drunken revelers, he 
commanded the flute-player, who led the merry-making, to change the tune and to play a Doric air, and that the 
chant so sobered them that they threw down their wreaths, and shamefacedly returned home.64 Others at the 
sound of  the flute65 rave like Corybantes and Bacchantes. Even so great a difference does it make whether one 
lends his ear to healthy or to vicious music. Therefore you ought to have still less to do with the music of  such 
influence than with other infamous things. Then I am ashamed to forbid you to load the air with all kinds of 
sweet-smelling perfumes, or to smear yourselves with ointment. Again, what further argument is needed against 
seeking the gratification of  one’s appetite than that it compels those who pursue it, like animals, to make of  their 
bellies a god?66 

In a word, he who would not bury himself  in the mire of  sensuality must deem the whole body of  little worth, or 
must, as Plato puts it, pay only so much heed to the body as is an aid to wisdom,67 or as Paul admonishes 
somewhere in a similar passage: ‘Let no one make provision for the flesh, to fulfill the lusts thereof.’68 Wherein is 
there any difference between those who take pains that the body shall be perfect, but ignore the soul, for the use of 
which it is designed, and those who are scrupulous about their tools, but neglectful of  their trade? On the 
contrary, one ought to discipline the flesh and hold it under, as a fierce animal is controlled, and to quiet, by the 
lash of  reason, the unrest which it engenders in the soul, and not, by giving full rein to pleasure, to disregard the 

60 See p. 55. 
61 Perhaps Ps.-Plato, Axiochtts 365; cf. the Bohn tr. of  Plato 6. 43; Cicero, Somn. Scip. 8; Lactantius, Div. Inst. ii. 3. 8. 
62 See Plato, Rep. iii, 398 ff., for a discussion of  the moral effects of  the different modes. 
63 I Sam. xvi. 14-23. 
64 Among the Pythagoreans great importance was attached to the influence of  music in controlling the passions; see Porphyry, Life of  
Pythagoras 30. 
65 In Rep. iii. 399, Plato puts flute-players out of  his ideal society. 
66 See Phil. iii. 19. 
67 See Rep. iii. 403-412. 
68 Rom. xiii. 14. 
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mind, as a charioteer is run away with by unmanageable and frenzied horses. So let us bear in mind the remark of 
Pythagoras, who, upon learning that one of  his followers was growing very fleshy from gymnastics and hearty 
eating, said to him, ‘Will you not stop making your imprisonment harder for yourself ?’69 Then it is said that since 
Plato foresaw the dangerous influence of  the body, he chose an unhealthy part of  Athens for his Academy, in order 
to remove excessive bodily comfort, as one prunes the rank shoots of  the vines. Indeed I have even heard physicians 
say that over-healthiness is dangerous. Since, then, this exaggerated care of  the body is harmful to the body itself, 
and a hindrance to the soul, it is sheer madness to be a slave to the body, and serve it. 

If  we were minded to disregard attention to the body, we should be in little danger of  prizing anything else unduly. 
For of  what use, now, are riches, if  one scorns the pleasures of  the flesh? I certainly see none, unless, as in the case 
of  the mythological dragons, there is some satisfaction in guarding hidden treasure. Of  a truth, one who had 
learned to be independent of  this sort of  thing would be loath to attempt anything mean or low, either in word or 
deed. For superfluity, be it Lydian gold-dust,70 or the work of  the gold-gathering ants,71 he would disdain in 
proportion to its needlessness, and of  course he would make the necessities of  life, not its pleasures, the measure 
of  need. Forsooth, those who exceed the bounds of  necessity, like men who are sliding down an inclined plane, can 
nowhere gain a footing to check their precipitous flight, for the more they can scrape together, so much or even 
more do they need for the gratification of  their desires. As Solon,72 the son of  Execestides, puts it, ‘No definite 
limit is set to a man’s wealth.’73 Also, one should hear Theognis,74 the teacher, on this point: ‘I do not long to be 
rich, nor do I pray for riches, but let it be given me to live with a little, suffering no ill.’75

I also admire the wholesale contempt of  all human possessions which Diogenes expressed, who showed himself 
richer than the great Persian king, since he needed less for living. But we are wont to be satisfied with nothing save 
with the talents of  the Mysian Pythius,76 with limitless acres of  land, and more herds of  cattle than may be 
counted. Yet I believe that if  riches fail us we should not mourn for them, and if  we have them, we should not 
think more of  possessing them than of  using them rightly. For Socrates expressed an admirable thought when he 
said that a rich, purse-proud man was never an object of  admiration with him until he learned that the man knew 
how to use his wealth. If  Phidias and Polycletus77 had been very proud of  the gold and ivory with which the one 
constructed the statue of  the Jupiter of  Elis, the other the Juno of  Argos, they would have been laughed at, 
because priding themselves in treasure produced by no merit of  theirs, and overlooking their art, from which the 
gold gained greater beauty and worth. Then shall we think that we are open to less reproach if  we hold that virtue 
is not, in and of  itself, a sufficient ornament? Again, shall we, while manifestly ignoring riches and scorning 
sensual pleasures, court adulation and fulsome praise, vying with the fox of  Archilochus78 in cunning and craft? Of 
a truth there is nothing which the wise man must more guard against than the temptation to live for praise, and to 
study what pleases the crowd. Rather truth should be made the guide of  one’s life, so that if  one must needs speak 
against all men, and be in ill-favor and in danger for virtue’s sake, he shall not swerve at all from that which he 

69 The plain living of  the Pythagoreans is discussed and illustrated in Porphyry, Life of  Pythagoras 32, 34, and Iamblichus, Life of  
Pythagoras 96, 98. 
70 The golden sands of  the Pactolus, a small river in Lydia, were proverbial, for this river was one of  the sources of  Lydia’s wealth. 
71 Cf. Herod, iii. 102; Jacobs on Aelian, Nat. Animal, iv. 27. 
72 See p. 107. 
73 Bergk 327. 
74 See p. 54.
75 Bergk ii. 218; compare Proverbs xxx. 8: ‘Give me neither poverty nor riches; feed me with food convenient for me.’ 
76 A Lydian of  great wealth, which he derived from his gold mines in the neighborhood of  Celaenae, in Phrygia. When Xerxes arrived at 
Celaenae, Pythius banqueted him and his whole army (Herod, vii. 27-29). 
77 A statuary of  the fifth century, and a pupil of  Phidias. His statue of  the Spear-bearer was studied by other artists as containing the 
canon with respect to the proportions of  the human body. 
78 Poet, ranked by ancients as second only to Homer, flourished 650 B.C. He was a master in odes, in elegies, and in fables, but his great 
and formidable gift lay in satire. See Rep. ii. 365: ‘Around and about me I will draw the simple garb of  virtue, but behind I will trail the 
subtle and crafty fox, as Archilochus, first of  sages, counsels.’ 
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considers right; else how shall we say that he differs from the Egyptian sophist, who at pleasure turned himself 
into a tree, an animal, fire, water, or anything else?79 Such a man now praises justice to those who esteem it, and 
now expresses opposite sentiments when he sees that wrong is in good repute; this is the fawner’s trick. Just as the 
polypus is said to take the color of  the ground upon which it lies, so he conforms his opinions to those of  his 
associates. 

X. To be sure, we shall become more intimately acquainted with these precepts in the sacred writings, but it is 
incumbent upon us, for the present, to trace, as it were, the silhouette of  virtue in the pagan authors. For those 
who carefully gather the useful from each book are wont, like mighty rivers, to gain accessions on every hand. For 
the precept of  the poet which bids us add little to little80 must be taken as applying not so much to the 
accumulation of  riches, as of  the various branches of  learning. In line with this Bias81 said to his son, who, as he 
was about to set out for Egypt, was inquiring what course he could pursue to give his father the greatest 
satisfaction: ‘Store up means for the journey of  old age.’82 By means he meant virtue, but he placed too great 
restrictions upon it, since he limited its usefulness to the earthly life. For if  any one mentions the old age of 
Tithonus,83 or of  Arganthonius,84 or of  that Methuselah85 who is said to have lacked but thirty years of  being a 
millenarian, or even if  he reckons the entire period since the creation, I will laugh as at the fancies of  a child, since 
I look forward to that long, undying age, of  the extent of  which there is no limit for the mind of  man to grasp, 
any more than there is of  the life immortal. For the journey of  this life eternal I would advise you to husband 
resources, leaving no stone unturned,86 as the proverb has it, whence you might derive any aid. From this task we 
shall not shrink because it is hard and laborious, but, remembering the precept that every man ought to choose the 
better life, and expecting that association will render it pleasant, we shall busy ourselves with those things that are 
best. For it is shameful to squander the present, and later to call back the past in anguish, when no more time is 
given. 

In the above treatise I have explained to you some of  the things which I deem the most to be desired; of  others I 
shall continue to counsel you so long as life is allowed me. Now as the sick are of  three classes, according to the 
degrees of  their sickness, may you not seem to belong to the third, or incurable, class, nor show a spiritual malady 
like that of  their bodies! For those who are slightly indisposed visit physicians in person, and those who are seized 
by violent sickness call physicians, but those who are suffering from a hopelessly incurable melancholy do not even 
admit the physicians if  they come. May this now not be your plight, as would seem to be the case were you to 
shun these right counsels!

79 Proteus; see Odys. iv. 455, and Vergil, Georg. iv. 386. 
80 Hesiod, W. and D. 359: ‘ If  you are ever adding little to little, soon your store will be great.’ 
81 See p. 93. 
82 See Diogenes Laertius i. 82-88, for this and other of  the sayings and doings of  Bias. 
83 Tithonus obtained immortality from the gods, but not eternal youth, and so became a shrunken old man. 
84 King of  Tartessus in Spain. According to Herodotus (vii. 21) he ascended the throne at the age of  forty, and reigned eighty years. 
85 Gen. v. 27. 
86 Cf. Eur. Heracl. 1002, and Bartlett, Fam. Quot. (9th ed.), p. 809. 

15

http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/basil_litterature01.htm#68
http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/basil_litterature01.htm#66
http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/basil_litterature01.htm#65

	THE LIFE OF ST. BASIL AND THE ADDRESS TO YOUNG MEN
	ADDRESS TO YOUNG MEN ON THE RIGHT USE OF GREEK LITERATURE

