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Saint Basil the Great 
(Born 330 A.D. - Departed 379 A.D.) 
Objective: 
· To learn about the life and works of St. Basil as one of the main fathers of our Church
· To take the example of St. Basil in his works
References: 

· “Defender of the Spirit,” by Rev. James E. Furman, Coptic Church Review – Summer 1986, Volume 7 # 2
· “Lives of Eminent Saints,” by Rev. Alban Butler, 1880, pages 752-771

· “The Catholic Encyclopedia,” www.newadvent.org 

Memory Verse: 

“To make all people see what is the fellowship of the mystery” (Ephesians 3:9). 
Introduction: 
Prayer of Saint Basil the Great
“O God and Lord of the powers, and maker of all creation, who, because of Your clemency and incomparable mercy, did send Your Only-Begotten Son and our Lord Jesus Christ for the salvation of mankind, and with His venerable cross did tear asunder the record of our sins, and thereby did conquer the rulers and powers of darkness; receive from us sinful people, O merciful Master, these prayers of gratitude and supplication, and deliver us from every destructive and gloomy transgression, and from all visible and invisible enemies who seek to injure us. Nail down our flesh with Your fear, and let not our hearts be inclined to words or thoughts of evil, but pierce our souls with Your love, that ever contemplating You, being enlightened by You, and discerning You, the unapproachable and everlasting Light, we may unceasingly render confession and gratitude to You: The eternal Father, with Your Only-Begotten Son, and with Your All-Holy, Gracious, and Life-Giving Spirit, now and ever, and unto ages of ages. Amen.” 

Lesson Outline: 

I. His Life 


The term “Christian soldiers” well describes the family of St. Basil the Great, for their lives represent a history of disciplined spiritual combat. His father’s parents were Christian refugees forced to subsist in heavily forested hills north of their homeland for seven years. His mother was the daughter of a martyr. One brother became a semi-solitary recluse and a sister was a famous nun. He himself led the life of a general, bringing campaigns to successful conclusion, all as a spiritual leader, defending and expounding the doctrines of the Church. 


He ranks after St. Athanasius as a defender of the Oriental Church against the heresies of the fourth century. With his friend St. Gregory of Nazianzus and his brother St. Gregory of Nyssa, he makes up the trio known as “The Three Cappadocians.” 


St. Basil was baptized and ordained as a reader in 357A.D. Soon afterwards, he made an extensive tour of monastic centers in Palestine, Mesopotamia, Syria, and Egypt. He was impressed by what he saw; “I admired their persistence in living, and their endurance in toil. I was amazed by their persistence in prayer, and at their triumph over sleep; ever keeping the souls high and free…they never yielded to the body;…always, as though living in a flesh that is not theirs, they showed in every deed what it is to sojourn for a while in this life, and what to have one’s citizenship and home in heaven” (Letter CCXXIII). 


He was a practical lover of Christian poverty, and even in his exalted position, he preserved simplicity in food and clothing. He never had more than one tunic and one coat; he lay on the ground and sometimes watched whole nights. About the year 359 A.D., he sold the remainder of his estate for the benefit of the poor during a great famine. St. Gregory of Nazianzus assures us that he lived in the greatest poverty possible, and that his resolution was as firm as a rock amidst the waters. Even when he was bishop, he was content to receive his subsistence from the charity of his friends. In every monastic exercise and virtue, he strove to copy and even outdo the most perfect examples he had seen in the deserts of Syria and Egypt. 


St. Basil was skillful in all the liberal arts and sciences. An insight into every different branch of them contributes exceedingly to improve and enlarge the faculties of the mind; he was a brilliant student and had a special interest in medicine, an unusual topic for the time. In his book, The Six Days of Creation (Hexameron), it appears that his skill in the history of nature was more just and more extensive than that of Aristotle. 


In a Commentary on Psalm 1, St. Basil said the following about life’s Journey: We read in the book of Psalms “Blessed is the one who walks not in the counsel of the wicked, nor follows in the way of sinners” (Psalm 1:1). Life has been called a “way” because everything that has been created is on the way to its end. When people are on a sea voyage, they can sleep while they are being transported, without any effort of their own, to their port of call. The ship brings them closer to their goal without their even knowing it. So we can be transported nearer to the end of our life without our noticing it, as time flows by unceasingly. Time passes while you are asleep. While you are awake time passes, although you may not notice. All of us have a race to run towards our appointed end. So we are all “on the way.” You are a traveler in this life. Everything goes past you and is left behind. You notice a flower on the way, or some grass, or a stream, or something worth looking at. You enjoy it for a moment, and then pass on. Maybe you come on stones or rocks or crags or cliffs or fences, or perhaps you meet wild beasts or reptiles or thorn bushes or some other obstacles. You suffer briefly then escape. This is what life is like. Pleasures do not last but pain is not permanent either. The “way” does not belong to you nor is the present under your control. But as step succeeds step, enjoy each moment as it comes and then continue on your “way.”

St. Basil was ordained priest in 364 A.D. He served Bishop Eusebius of Caesarea, traveling throughout Cappadocia, preaching and organizing response to famine and a drastic increase in the number of orphans. He accepted charitable tasks as part of his own priestly work. In 370 A.D., Bishop Eusebius died and St. Basil was ordained Bishop of Caesarea. 


In a letter by St. Basil the Great to a monk who had sinned, he comforted him saying, “The Lord does not want the sinner to die but to return and live. There is still time for endurance, time for patience, time for healing and time for change. Have you slipped? Rise up. Have you sinned? Cease. Do not stand among sinners but leap aside. For when you turn back and weep, then you will be saved.” 

II. Liturgy of St. Basil 


While in Egypt, St. Basil was exposed to new Eucharistic rites. He seems to have taken some of these back to Cappadocia in written form, later revising them for use in his church in Caesarea. This revision includes enrichments emphasizing the Holy Spirit in language and style found throughout his writings. St. Gregory of Nazianzus seems to allude to this editorial work in his Panegyric, mentioning “arrangements of prayers, adornments of the sanctuary.” It seems agreeable that St. Basil shaped and enlarged the substance of the Liturgy that bears his name. 

III. Writings of St. Basil 

· After less than a decade in office, St. Basil died in 379 A.D. A large part of the Saint’s monument is his correspondence, a collection that fills four volumes. In one of his letters describing the true Christian behavior, he says, “The Christian ought not to grudge another’s reputation nor rejoice over any man’s faults; he ought in Christ’s love to grieve and be afflicted at his brother’s faults and rejoice over his brother’s good deeds. He ought not to be indifferent or silent before sinners. He who shows another to be wrong ought to do so with all tenderness, in the fear of God, and with the object of converting the sinner. He who is proved wrong or rebuked ought to take it willingly, recognizing his own gain in being set right.” 

· We have the truest image of St. Basil in his writings; the clearness of his understanding and the truth of his sentiments shine in whatever he writes. His two major books are On the Holy Spirit, written in 374 A.D. and The Six Days of Creation, which begins with the praise of “the good order which reigns in visible things.” 

· Affirmation of this very basic Biblical understanding was quite important in a time when many condemned the world as the product of a dark and limited spirit. “You will finally discover that the world was not conceived by chance and without reason but for a useful end and for the great advantage of all beings, since it is really the school where reasonable souls exercise themselves, the training ground where they learn to know God; by the sight of visible and sensible things the mind is led, as by a hand, to the contemplation of invisible things.” 

Conclusion: 

· St. Basil was justly admired, not so much for his extraordinary learning and eloquence as for his profound humility, eminent zeal and piety. This is the only true greatness. True Christian virtue is the only solid glory and real good. St. Basil was great only because he devoted himself and all his talents to the glory of God; with his extraordinary talents, he made a fortune in the Kingdom of God. 

· By common consent, St. Basil ranks among the greatest figures in Church history. By personal virtue, he attained distinction in an age of saints; his purity, his monastic fervor, his stern simplicity and his friendship for the poor became traditional in the history of Christian asceticism. 

Applications: 

· Search for some of the writings of St. Basil on the Internet. 

· Search for the history of other important figures in the history of the Orthodox Church. 





The Departure of St. Basil the Great, Bishop of Caesarea

(The Sixth Day of the Blessed Month of Tubah)

In the year 379 A.D., the great St. Basil, Bishop of Caesarea, departed. His father's name was "Isosorus" (Isidore), who was a priest and a holy man. He begot five children: St. Basil of Caesarea, St. Gregory of Nyssa, St. Kisarion (Cherion), St. Peter of Sebastia, and St. Machrina. They all lived in holiness all their lives.


He was instructed in the art of rhetoric at the hands of the philosopher Libianius of Antioch, and he worked as an advocate. In 358 A.D., he abandoned the world and all its vain glories. He traveled through the wilderness of Egypt, where he witnessed the ascetics and was influenced by them. Upon his return, he withdrew to a wild and beautiful spot in Pontus and devoted himself to prayer and study. When the news of his holiness spread around, many came to him and they took him as a guide to lead them in the way of perfection.


In 362 A.D., he was promoted to the priesthood. He continued to teach the believers, to defend the faith and to save those who had been lost.


In 370 A.D., he was ordained Bishop of Caesarea, Cappadocia. For his boldness in truth and for his rebuke of the emperors who conducted themselves against the doctrine and those who behaved immorally, Emperor Valens wanted to exile St. Basil but he declined because of the death of his son. Another time, when the Emperor wanted to sign an order for his exile, the pen broke in his hand; he took another pen and that also broke, and the same thing happened to a third pen. Valens tore the paper and left the Saint to shepherd his flock and manage his Church in peace.


St. Basil was filled with the Holy Spirit and wrote the Liturgy that is named after him. God wrought by his hands many signs and miracles. Among them, some heretics gained control over one of the churches and decided to close it unless someone opened it by his prayers. By the prayers of this Saint, the church was opened and the believers gained access to it once again. 


Another sign: Abba Ephraim saw a pillar of light between earth and heaven and heard a voice saying, "This is Basil." St. Ephraim came to the city of Caesarea and witnessed the virtues of St. Basil. St. Basil ordained him a deacon.


Among his miracles was that of a woman who wrote all her sins on paper and gave it to St. Basil. He prayed for her and her sins were forgiven, except one sin. He told her to go to Abba Ephraim to pray for her. When she went to Abba Ephraim, he sent her back to St. Basil saying, "Hurry, go back to meet him before his death." When she came back, she found that he had passed away. She wept and put the paper that she had written on his body, and the written sins were blotted out.


Also among his miracles was that of a Jewish physician who was known for his professional accuracy and who told the Saint that he would die after three days. The Saint prayed to God, Who prolonged his life, and he did not die on the day that the physician expected him to die. The physician believed and was baptized with his entire household.


Another example is that of a young man who wrote a covenant with the devil to deny his Christianity and his baptism. Through the prayer of the Saint, the young man was saved from the servitude of the devil.


This Saint had many virtues and performed many miracles besides the above mentioned ones. He wrote many articles, homilies and discourses. He put down canons which the believers follow till now. He also wrote commentaries on some of the Books of the Old and New Testaments.

His prayers be with us, and Glory be to our God forever and ever. Amen.


DEFENDER OF THE SPIRIT

The Rev. James E. Furman
Roots


The term "Christian soldiers" well describes the family of St. Basil the Great (330-379) for their lives represent a history of disciplined spiritual combat. His father's parents were Christian refugees forced to subsist in heavily-forested hills north of their homeland for seven years. His mother was the daughter of a martyr. One brother became a semi-solitary recluse and a sister was a famous nun. He himself led the life of a general whose biography is the record of his conflicts. Thus we see him taking command, issuing orders, developing strategies, fighting for territory, marshalling attacks, gathering reinforcements, drafting treaties, bringing campaigns to successful conclusion - all as a spiritual leader defending and expounding the doctrines of the Church.


Basil's family was part of the land-owning aristocracy of Cappadocia. Their home was Annesi, a village noted for its dramatically beautiful scenery. One of the distinctive buildings of Annesi was a chapel built by Basil's mother in honor of the Forty Martyrs of Sebaste. 
Early Years


The formative years at Annesi echo and re-echo in Basil's adult life. He was one of ten children and always preferred to live in groups paralleling a large family He observed the liturgies of the family chapel and later emphasized the value of disciplined patterns of worship. Even the physical aspects of Annesi were remembered for his writings include the earliest Romantic descriptions of actual landscape found in European literature.


Basil was recognized as exceptionally intellectual at an early age. Accordingly, he was educated in the Greek literary tradition at the provincial capital of Caesarea then at Alexandria in Egypt. Finally, when he was about twenty-one, he arrived at Athens to pursue advanced studies. In Athens, Basil was particularly close to another young Cappadocian, St. Gregory of Nazianzus. Indeed, much of what we know of Basil's career and his impact on contemporaries is based on Gregory's Panegyric on Basil.


Gregory makes it clear that Basil was a brilliant student and even credits him with a special interest in medicine, an unusual topic for the time. "The two great sources of power in the arts and sciences, ability and application, were in him equally combined. For, because of the pains he took, he had but little need for natural quickness, and his natural quickness made it necessary for him to take pains ..." (Oration XLIII:23).


Very aware of his considerable academic achievements, Basil returned to his pious family and established himself in a secular career. He was a sought-after teacher who could bring prestige to any community where he opened a school. In a stormy later period, Basil reminded men with shorter memories of this fact: “I ask every one of you to remember those old days when I was invited by your city to take charge of the education of the young, and a deputation of the first men among you came to see me. Afterwards, when you all crowded round me, what were you not ready to give? What not to promise?” (Letter CCX). 
New Life


Basil's beloved sister, Macrina, challenged his worldliness. Shaken by both her prayers and her character assessment, Basil was baptized and ordained as a reader in 357. Soon afterward, he made an extensive tour of monastic centers in Palestine, Mesopotamia, Syria, and Egypt.


He was impressed by what he saw. "I admired their continence in living, and their endurance in toil; I was amazed by their persistence in prayer, and at their triumphing over sleep; . . . ever keeping the souls high and free . . . they never yielded to the body; . . . always, as though living in a flesh that was not theirs, they showed in very deed what it is to sojourn for a while in this life, and what to have one's citizenship and home in heaven" (Letter CCXXIII).


Basil used spiritual insight when he established his own monastic community. Study and reflection were given new prominence and service to society was made a definite part of the monastic way. Basil's maxims for his own monks were gathered into a Rule that has been of continued importance in all later monasticism. 
Liturgy of St. Basil


While in Egypt, Basil was exposed to new Eucharistic rites. He seems to have taken some of these back to Cappadocia in written form, later revising them for use in his church at Caesarea. This revision includes enrichments emphasizing the Holy Spirit in language and style found throughout his writings. St. Gregory of Nazianzus seems to allude to this editorial work in his Panegyric, mentioning "arrangements of prayers, adornments of the sanctuary." In any case, it seems agreed that Basil shaped and enlarged the substance of the Liturgy that bears his name. This important matter is discussed at length in a significant article published by the University of Louvain (Museon, Vol. 47, 1960: "Un temoin archaique de la liturgie copte de S. Basile," J. Doresse, E. Lanne, B. Capelle; photographs of a Fourth Century Coptic version of the Liturgy of St. Basil are included). I thank the Rev. Hugh Wybrew of the Fellowship of SS. Alban and Sergius for his kindness in bringing this scholarship to my attention. 
Words of Charity


Basil was ordained priest in 364. He served Bishop Eusebius of Caesarea, traveling throughout Cappadocia preaching and organizing response to famine and a drastic increase in the number of orphans.


Just as he had made service to the world part of monastic discipline, Basil accepted charitable tasks as part of his own priestly work. Gregory of Nazianzus shows how this dedication involved use of Basil's personal resources.


". . . by his word and advice he opened the stores of those who possessed them, and so, according to the Scripture dealt food to the hungry and satisfied the poor with bread ... He gathered together the victims of the famine with some who were but slightly recovering from it, men and women, infants, old men, every age which was in distress, and obtaining contributions of all sorts of food which can relieve famine, set before them basins of soup and such meat as was found preserved among us, on which the poor can live. Then, imitating the ministry of Christ, who, girded with a towel, did not disdain to wash the disciple's feet, using for this purpose the aid of his own servants, and also of his fellow-servants, he attended to the bodies and souls of those who needed it, combining personal respect with the supply of their necessity, and so giving them a double relief."


Projects such as this were carried through in a rather tense situation for Basil's bishop was somewhat jealous of his gifted subordinate. Basil's capacity for tact and diplomacy is proved by his conduct in this environment. ". . . the power of the Church came into his hands almost, if not quite, to an equal degree with the occupant of the see. For in return for his good-will, he was requited with authority The one was the leader of the people, the other of their leader, like a lion-keeper, skillfully soothing the possessor of power" (Gregory of Nazianzus, Panegyric).


During his own episcopate, Basil created a large network of hospitals, orphanages, and refuges for the poor on the outskirts of Caesarea. In time, this zone of Christian activity became the center of the town. Indeed, having superseded the original pagan city, this "Basilian settlement" is the basis of the modern Turkish city of Kayseria. 
Bishop


Eusebius died in 370 and there was no immediate agreement as to who should be his successor. Gregory of Nazianzus and his aged father campaigned hard for Basil, persuading a majority of the provincial bishops to vote for his election. In the end, Basil was consecrated Bishop of Caesarea. Basil recalled his "electioneering" time with distaste: "Of the watchmen and the spies, who were given me under the pretence of assistance and loving communion, I say nothing lest I seem to injure my own cause by telling an incredible tale, or giving believers an occasion for hating their fellows if I am believed. This had almost been my case, had I not been prevented by the mercy of God. For almost everyone became an object of suspicion to me, and smitten at heart as I was by wounds treacherously inflicted, I seemed to find nothing in any man that I could trust" (Letter CCXXIIL3).


Basil's vigorous advocacy of the Nicene Creed put him at odds with both the emperor and a number of other bishops. There was a move to punish Basil by dividing his jurisdiction into two quite unequal "halves". It was intended to leave Basil with control of only that portion of Cappadocia which was overwhelmingly rural.


Many stories survive to indicate the confrontations of this period. Some show Basil to have a touch of quick humor; all portray him as completely unmoved by attempting intimidation. An episode preserved in The Ecclesiastical History of Theodoret (393-458) is typical.


"Now there was present a certain man of the name of Demosthenes, superintendent of the imperial kitchen, who in rudely chiding the one who instructed the world was guilty of a solecism of speech. Basil smiled and said, 'We see here an illiterate Demosthenes;' and on Demosthenes losing his temper and uttering threats, he continued, 'your business is to attend to the seasoning of soups; you cannot understand theology because your ears are stopped up" (IV: XVI).


It was in this wrangling period that Basil created many suffragan bishops to administer the country districts of Cappadocia. The point was to keep large tracts of the province and their revenue in friendly hands. Accordingly, his brother Gregory was appointed to Nyssa and his friend Gregory of Nazianzus was assigned to Sasima.


Much negative comment has been made about Basil's willingness to manipulate in the tradition of partisan politics. The pride and grasp of a great landowner has been detected along with the hauteur of a conservative aristocrat confronting newly-minted, newly-enriched "officers and gentlemen".


It is true that Basil's attitude was strongly political. His aggressive personality and sense of position are also evident. However, these realities must be related to other, larger, realities. In particular, it is clear that Basil saw both a doctrinal system and an established system of charities under attack. The rough edges are the result of need to defend the spiritual and social health of many. 
Writings


After less than a decade in office, Basil died on January 1, 379. A large part of the saint's monument is his correspondence, a collection that fills four volumes in the Loeb Greek-English edition. In this material Basil reveals himself to be a complex and wide-ranging personality with moods varying from the fierce to the elegiac.


The mellowness of old ivory colors many personal letters. His brief note to Olympius is particularly graceful. "As all of the fruits of the season come to us in their proper time with flowers in spring, corn in summer, and apples in autumn, so the fruit for winter is conversation with friends" (Letter XIII).


Two major books present Basil in command of both the range of Scripture and the apparatus of Late Classical culture. These works are On the Holy Spirit and The Six Days of Creation.


Written in 374, On the Holy Spirit is a very long friendly essay to Amphilochius, a cousin of Gregory of Nazianzus. Despite its complexities, the work has a main theme which can be stated very clearly.


"The Lord has delivered to us as a necessary and saving doctrine that the Holy Spirit is to be ranked with the Father. Our opponents think differently, and see fit to divide and rend asunder, and relegate Him to the nature of a ministering spirit. Is it not then indisputable that they make their own blasphemy more authoritative than the Law prescribed by the Lord?"


He noted that "through the Holy Spirit comes our restoration to paradise, our ascension into the kingdom of heaven, our return to the adoption of sons, our liberty to call God our Father, our being made partakers of the grace of Christ, our being called children of light, our sharing in eternal glory, and, in a word, our being brought into a state of all 'fullness of blessing' . . ."


"Is it Christ's advent? The Spirit is forerunner. Is there the incarnate presence? The Spirit is inseparable. Working of miracles and gifts of healing are through the Holy Spirit. Demons were driven out by the Spirit of God. The devil was brought to naught by the presence of the Spirit. Remission of sins was by the gift of the Spirit. . . There is close relationship with God through the Spirit for 'God hath sent forth the spirit of His Son into your hearts, crying Abba, Father'. The resurrection from the dead is effected by the operation of the Spirit. . ."


The result of Basil's writing was decisive. Orthodox Christians were convinced that full faith in God is a Trinitarian understanding in which Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are equally real and significant. Thus, Basil's work completed the "unfinished business" of the Council of Nicaea.


The Six Days of Creation (Hexameron) is a collection of nine extemporaneous homilies recorded by a stenographer. Details in the text itself indicate that it is a Lenten series delivered at morning and evening services attended by workers. Byzantine tradition regarded it as the best of Basil's writings.


A work such as The Six Days of Creation does not fare well in modern America. It does not get read because secular conditioning disposes against "pre-scientific" works. This is unfortunate because Basil has much to say that should be heard. In particular, he offers a valuable alternative to both fundamentalistic literalism and to detached historicism. His strength is that he writes in a period when it was impossible to give a truly unreligious interpretation to physical phenomena, impossible to ignore faith as a component of life. Indeed, Basil challenges modern theologians to know contemporary culture as well as he knew Aristotle and Pliny, to put such knowledge in service to the Church in a creative rather than a confrontational way.


Basil's understanding of Creation is spiritual and symbolic even while completely based on Scripture. ". . .if it is said, 'In the beginning God created,' it is to teach us that at the will of God the world arose in less than an instant, and it is to convey this message more clearly that other interpreters have said: 'God made summarily,' that is to say all at once and in a moment."


"It must be well understood that when we speak of the voice, of the word, of the command of God, this divine language does not mean to us a sound which escapes from the organs of speech, a collision of air struck by the tongue; it is a simple sign of the will of God, and, if we have given it the form of an order, it is only the better to impress the souls whom we instruct."


The Six Days of Creation begins with praise of "the good order which reigns in visible things." Affirmation of this very basic Biblical understanding was quite important in a time when many condemned the world as the product of a dark and limited spirit or feared life in a realm that seemed ruled only by chance. 

"You will finally discover that the world was not conceived by chance and without reason, but for a useful end and for the great advantage of all beings, since it is really the school where reasonable souls exercise themselves, the training ground where they learn to know God: since by the sight of visible and sensible things the mind is led, as by a hand, to the contemplation of invisible things."


Basil can write with warm-hearted appreciation of beauties seen in this world. ". . . the proper and natural adornment of the earth is its completion: corn waving in the valleys — meadows green with grass and rich with many-colored flowers — fertile glades and hill tops shaded by forests." However, he always stands in relation to things as a theologian: "I should like to see you, recognizing grandeur even in small objects, adding incessantly to your admiration of, and redoubling your love for, the Creator."


Basil's audience would have been exposed to interpretations of the phenomena of nature ranging from cool Greek philosophy to Gnosticism to "mad-minded Manichean" belief in the "soul power" of earth, stars, animals, and plants. Therefore, Basil's pattern of finding lessons in creation was "Christianization" of the physical world.


One example illustrates much of Basil's method. "I have heard it said by one living near the sea, that the sea urchin, a little contemptible creature, often foretells calm and tempest to sailors. When it foresees a disturbance of the winds, it gets under a great pebble, and clinging to it as an anchor, it tosses about in safety, restrained by the weight which prevents it from becoming the plaything of the waves ... No astrologer, no Chaldean, reading in the rising of the stars the disturbance of the air, has ever communicated his secret to the urchin: it is the Lord of sea and of the winds who has impressed on this little animal a manifest proof of his great wisdom ... If God has not left the sea urchin outside his providence, is he without care for you?"


Basil sees Christian content even in the Old Testament. Hence, the final homily of The Six Days of Creation presents Trinitarian instruction. “'And God said let us make man'. Tell me: is there then only one Person? It is not written 'Let man be made', but 'Let us make man.' The preaching of theology remains enveloped in shadow before the appearance of him who was to be instructed, but now the creation of man is expected, faith unveils herself and the dogma of truth appears . . . hear God speaking to his Co-operator, to Him by Whom also He made the worlds. Who upholds all things by the word of His power ... It is then to His living image, to Him Who has said, 'I and my Father are one,' . . . that God says 'Let us make man in our image' ..."


The tide of a famous English novel is Pride and Prejudice. In the case of St. Basil, this might well be revised to be Pride and Profundity for to the degree that he was "proud" of God, Basil was profound indeed. 
Note: 
Translations used in this article are taken from Volumes III, VII, and VIII in the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, second series.


The Cappadocian Fathers: 
Humanism and Asceticism(
Three pillars of orthodoxy


The three great Fathers of the Greek Church known as “the Cappadocians” flourished not more than a century after Cappadocia, the harsh interior region of Asia Minor, had been evangelized by Gregory Thaumaturgus, a disciple of Origen. Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of Nazianzus and Gregory of Nyssa form a harmonious trio of intellectuals and ecclesiastics who were profoundly imbued with Greek culture and ascetic aspirations and who in an exemplary fashion marked the whole history of Christian theology and spirituality in both East and West.


Basil and Gregory of Nazianzus were joined by deep bonds of friendship and education dating back to their youth, when they had attended the best schools of the Hellenized East. Later, they lived an intense monastic experience together which attracted them to the thought and spirituality of Origen. They became enthusiastic admirers of the great Alexandrian master and edited an anthology of his writings knows as the Philokalia, a text which for centuries would delight ascetics and mystics of the Eastern Church. 
Basil the Great: Bishop, monk and theologian


In spite of this, all three Cappadocians were quite different in character and temperament. Basil (330-379), the most famous, was a man of upright character, solid but authoritarian. He became bishop of Caesarea in Cappadocia in 370 and expended his multifarious activity in substantially three directions. Above all, he took to heart the lot of the poor who were numerous at that time because of usury, odious taxes and the endemic economic crisis which afflicted the East. His social activity is one of the salient characteristics of Basil's apostolate. In order to cope with the poverty of the mass of the workers oppressed by the arrogance of the great landowners, who did not hesitate to make an indecent display of their riches, Basil conceived the idea of constructing a type of city of refuge known by the name “Basilias”. It is easy to imagine that these initiatives did not earn the sympathy of the upper classes. In his work and his preaching, the bishop minced no words in attacking their unjust privileges. To the prefect Modestus, who attempted to intimidate him, Basil replied with the intrepid attitude of a martyr of the early days, “You certainly have never met a bishop yet!”

Of equal importance was his organization of monastic life. As the author of two severe and strict monastic Rules, Basil can be considered the real founder of Greek monasticism, which even today takes its name “Basilian” from him as though to underline the basic continuity of ideals and ascetic motives. Of course Basil, a man with an intense and profound interest in society and its organization, preferred and devoted his attention to the coenobitic mode of monasticism. He saw in this form a greater possibility for the exercise of the virtue of patience and for mutual love and service. He never would have been able to practice and foster an eremitic monasticism of the Egyptian type or the monasticism of the stylites!


Third, but not least, Basil did not lack the opportunity to manifest his profound speculative reasoning in theology and ecclesiastical politics. As a convinced adversary of Arianism, which in the second half of the fourth century had received a new and more radical formulation as a result of the work of two formidable dialecticians, Aetius and Eunomius, Basil joined the struggle with theoretical writings such as the Against Eunomius and the treatise On the Holy Spirit. He endeavored to place all his friends, faithful followers of Nicene orthodoxy, in the episcopal sees of the Near East. Basil's death in 379 before he was yet fifty years old did not allow him to participate in person at the triumph of his policy and his doctrine which was officially promulgated at the second ecumenical council at Constantinople in 381.


Rather, it was the other two Cappadocians present at the council who brought Basil's work to fruition. They are the ones responsible for the definitive formulation of the Trinitarian dogma which describes the nature of God in terms of the unity of substance, as had been stated at Nicaea, with the added specification of the distinction of the three divine persons. Now the Holy Spirit was also defined to be one of the divine persons and thus the uncertainties of earlier theology were laid to rest.

Basil, the man of the Church and man of culture
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The importance which Basil attributed to the distinction of the divine persons within the one substance and to the recognition of the divinity of the Holy Spirit is mirrored precisely in his image of the Church as a community of love and mutual service whose bond, as in God, is constituted by the action of the Spirit. The Church, and the little Church which is the monastery, reflect in themselves the Trinitarian dynamism of the personified love of the Spirit; that Spirit who descends on the believers at baptism to distribute His gifts to each one.


Such a vision of the Church could not but give rise to a bitter lack of understanding between Basil and the bishop of Rome, the haughty Damasus, whom Basil would try in vain to involve in the program of restoring the life of the Church.

[image: image2.jpg]



Basil was the author of numerous commentaries on the Bible which, endowed with the greatest authority, were destined to exert a great influence even in the West (Ambrose studied them carefully and willingly imitated them). Basil also left his mark on the history of secular culture with the little work Address to Youths on the Right Use of Classical Literature, which was small in size but of great importance. This exhortation is addressed to his nephews who were preparing to attend school where they would encounter the great authors of the past, the pagan poets and philosophers of the Greek world. It sets forth the criteria which must be kept in mind in order to make advantageous use of a literature which is far from and often contrary to the Sacred Scriptures. Basil, who shows himself to be much more open-minded than other bishops of his time, maintains that the study of carefully selected classical literature can offer a good foundation for moral and intellectual formation even for Christians. By such a judgment which, all things considered, was liberal and tolerant, Basil made a decisive contribution to the survival of at least a pan of the cultural heritage of pagan antiquity in the Byzantine Christian civilization.


No treatment of Basil would be complete without a mention of his activities in favor of liturgical reform. Tradition attributes to him the creation of many liturgical texts, the so-called “Liturgy of Saint Basil”, and thus numbers him among other important Fathers in his century such as Hilary of Poitiers and Ambrose of Milan in the West and John Chrysostom in the East; all of whom were involved in preserving, modifying and composing liturgical texts for various needs in the life of the Church.


NAME: ____________________________
first                                        last                                                       .
Saint Basil the Great 
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Verse to memorize: 

	To make all people see what is the fellowship of the mystery

Ephesians 3:9


1. The Cappadocian Fathers include (circle all that apply):
a) St. Gregory of Nazianzus
b) St. Athanasius

c) St. Gregory of Nyssa

d) St. John Chrysostom

e) St. Basil

2. St. Basil was first ordained as a 

a) Psalter (Cantor)

b) Reader (Anaghnostis)

c) Deacon

d) Priest

e) Bishop

3. St. Basil never had more that one ________________; he slept on the _______________ and sometimes prayed all ________________.

4. St. Basil learned to live as a monk by visiting monastic center in 

a) Egypt

b) Syria

c) Palestine

d) Mesopotamia

e) All the above


5. St. Basil was ordained Bishop of ___________________ (city).

6. Name one of the popular literary compositions of St. Basil: ___________________________

7. St. Basil departed this world in

a) 60 A.D.
b) 97 A.D.

c) 379 A.D.

d) 451 A.D.

e) 550 A.D.

Page of a Euchologion (book of prayers) with the Coptic-Arabic liturgy of Basil, Gregory and Cyril. Manuscript of 1288 (Bibl. Ap. Vat., Vat. copto 17, fol. 66).












































( Introduction to the Fathers of the Church, Pier Franco Beatrice, Edizioni Istituto San Gaetano, Vicenza, Italy, 1987
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