
Florida State University Libraries

Electronic Theses, Treatises and Dissertations  The Graduate School

2017

On the Outskirts of Babylon:
Representations of Motherhood in Fourth
Century Latin Christian Literature
Harold L. Short

Follow this and additional works at the DigiNole: FSU's Digital Repository. For more information, please contact lib-ir@fsu.edu

http://diginole.lib.fsu.edu/
mailto:lib-ir@fsu.edu


FLORIDA STATE UNIVERSITY

COLLEGE OF ARTS AND SCIENCES

“ON THE OUTSKIRTS OF BABYLON”:

REPRESENTATIONS OF MOTHERHOOD IN FOURTH CENTURY

LATIN CHRISTIAN LITERATURE

By

HAROLD L. SHORT

A Dissertation submitted to the
Department of Religion

in partial fulfillment of the
requirements for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy

2017



Harold L. Short defended this dissertation on April 5, 2017.

The members of the supervisory committee were:

Nicole Kelley

Professor Directing Dissertation

Laurel Fulkerson

University Representative

Matthew Goff

Committee Member

David Levenson

Committee Member

The Graduate School has verified and approved the above-named committee members, and 

certifies that the dissertation has been approved in accordance with university requirements.

ii



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

My deepest gratitude to my major professor and the midwife for this dissertation, Dr. Nicole

Kelley. I can think of no greater praise than this: that she always knew the best books and offered

the best conversation. Dr. Kelley ever challenged me to think about my sources in new ways, and

perhaps more importantly, to think about them in meaningful ways. My thanks also to Dr. David 

Levenson, who guided my tottering steps from my first day as a graduate student and inducted 

me into the mysteries of reading ancient texts. I regret that I could not incorporate more source 

criticism into what follows. I am also grateful for the support of Dr. Matthew Goff, who was 

always ready to bolster my confidence with a “that's good, that's good.” Finally, my thanks to Dr.

Laurel Fulkerson for her invaluable perspective as a classicist and for feedback during my oral 

defense. Any misreadings of the Roman sources are entirely my fault.

I owe a debt of a different kind to my family and friends. In particular, I would like to thank 

my mother, whose hard work and dedication delivered me to this moment. It's been suggested 

that my obsession with mothers stems from not getting enough hugs as a child. This is not the 

case. Thanks also to my colleagues, and especially to Jennifer Collins-Elliot and Tara Baldrick-

Morrone. They were invaluable conversation partners and sources of support throughout this 

project. I am also deeply grateful to my dear friend Adam Cushing, who helped maintain my 

sanity by distracting me with great movies each Saturday. Of course, my deepest debt is owed to 

my partner, Susan Stockwell Bistrican. She helped me shoulder this burden in innumerable ways 

and was unwavering in her support. I would not have begun  – much less finished – this 

dissertation without her.

iii



TABLE OF CONTENTS

ABSTRACT.....................................................................................................................................v

INTRODUCTION...........................................................................................................................1

CHAPTER 1:  GOD-TALK AND THE MATERNAL METAPHOR...........................................21

CHAPTER 2:  CHRISTIAN MOTHERHOOD AND IMPERIAL IDEOLOGY..........................70

CHAPTER 3: MONICA AND THE MEDIOCRITY OF CHRISTIAN 
MOTHERHOOD.........................................................................................................................134

CHAPTER 4:  LOVING WITH ABANDONMENT: THE PARADOXICAL PIETAS OF 
ASCETIC MOTHERS.................................................................................................................181

CHAPTER 5:  A WOMB OF ONE'S OWN: WOMEN AND METAPHORICAL 
MOTHERHOOD.........................................................................................................................229

CONCLUSION............................................................................................................................276

REFERENCES............................................................................................................................280

BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH.......................................................................................................316

iv



ABSTRACT

Though previous scholarship has placed emphasis on the anti-familial rhetoric employed by 

ancient Christians, Christian discourse on motherhood was actually quite mixed. I demonstrate 

this point by examining specific representations of motherhood in fourth-century Latin sources. 

In the first and last chapters, I look at the use of motherhood in figurative language, especially as 

it was used to understand the nature of God and the character of women's asceticism. Though 

one might expect some Christians to have excluded motherhood from their frame of reference, 

even the most strident proponents of asceticism used motherhood to “think with,” suggesting the 

appropriation of motherhood as a Christian means for signification. Other chapters address 

representations of specific mothers, including Helena, the mother of the emperor Constantine; 

Monica, the mother of Augustine; and Melania the Elder and Paula, two aristocratic mothers 

devoted to asceticism. In each instance, Christians offered qualified praise – and, sometimes, 

qualified criticism – of motherhood as a vocation for Christian women. The result of this study is

a more nuanced understanding of Christian motherhood in the fourth century, one that shifts the 

focus from the repudiation of reproduction and the evils of parenthood to a greater emphasis on 

the ambiguity of the family. Finally, this provides important insights into the negotiation of the 

ascendance of asceticism and the melding of Roman and Christian values.
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INTRODUCTION

Mothers are an important touchstone for a variety of issues at stake in the study of late 

ancient Christianity. In the first place, they help assay the importance of sexual abstinence. 

Mothers, who have ostensibly had sex (with one notable exception) but are not necessarily 

sexually active, have the right combination of experience and distance to be used to gauge the 

perils of sexual activity. Thus, in sources where mothers are portrayed favorably, sex and 

reproduction are likely reconciled to the Christian confession; while in sources where they are 

not, sexual renunciation is likely in ascendance. In the second place, mothers are a useful litmus 

test for the extent to which a source is “Romanized.” The continuation of both individual 

households and the Roman patria as a whole was dependent on the productive wombs of Roman 

women, and the Roman mother was also responsible, through careful and strict instruction, for 

inculcating Romanitas in her offspring.1 One would therefore expect sources that respect Roman 

values and traditions to also respect mothers, whereas hostility to motherhood may well signal a 

rejection of Rome.2 In sum, what our sources have to say about mothers gives us insight into 

ancient Christian perspectives on many broader concerns.

Most Christian texts are less than subtle when staking their position. Even in the New 

Testament, mothers are scorned: Despite the great honor accorded to Mary by later tradition, 

Jesus renounces his mother in all three synoptic gospels,3 with Luke 11.27 even rebuffing praise 

1 See especially chapter three.
2 On the role of women generally in the Christianization of the Empire (or, conversely, the Romanization of 

Christianity), see Anne Yarbrough, “Christianization in the Fourth Century: The Example of Roman Women,” 
Church History 45 (1976), p. 149-165; Michele R. Salzman, “Aristocratic Women: Conductors of Christianity in
the Fourth Century,” Helios 16 (1989), p. 207-220. The social and ideological importance of mothers to Romans
is discussed in greater detail in chapters two, three, and four.

3 Mark 3.31-35 // Matthew 12.46-50 // Luke 8.19-21. cf. John 15.14.
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for “the womb that bore you and the breasts that you sucked.” This is balanced by the assertion 

in 1 Timothy 2.15 that a woman “will be saved through childbearing,” but such texts are in the 

minority.4 A representative sample of the critique of motherhood in late antiquity is found in the 

writings of Jerome of Stridon. Motherhood, he says in his manual on the ascetic life, should fill 

any person with disgust, “the womb for nine months growing larger, the sickness, the delivery, 

the blood, the diapers.”5 Similarly, in a letter to a widow who is considering remarrying, he 

likens her return to childbearing to the dog that returns to its vomit (Proverbs 26.11), turning 

with revulsion from her father's desire for a grandchild “to crawl upon his breast and drool on his

neck.”6 Addressing the death of the husband and sons of Melania the Elder, Jerome echoes the 

sentiments of many ancient Christians when he imagines her rejoicing at being freed from 

bondage.7

At the same time, however, many factors mitigated against this anti-maternal sentiment. 

For one, there was hardly a consensus on the merits of sexual renunciation. While many, like 

Jerome, advocated for strict sexual abstinence and a hierarchy that privileged virgins over 

married persons, these were in some ways novel ideas. As David G. Hunter argues, Jerome's 

brand of “radical encratism” was, prior to the fourth century, well outside the boundaries of 

orthodoxy; it was only through careful and deliberate negotiation that these views on sex, 

4 For an excellent overview of the gradual development of Christian “anti-familial” thinking, see Elizabeth A. 
Clark, “Antifamilial Tendencies in Ancient Christianity,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 5.3 (Jan., 1995), p. 
356-380. On the denigration of motherhood and the devaluation of maternal attachment specifically, see Carole 
Monica C. Burnett, “Mother-Child Bonding in the Greek and Latin Fathers of the Church,” in Children in Late 
Ancient Christianity, ed. Cornelia B. Horn & Robert R. Phenix, Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009, p. 75-102.

5 Jerome, De perpetua virginitate beatae Mariae adversus Helvidium 18: Novem mensibus uterum insolescentem,
fastidia, partum, sanguinem, pannos. Cf. Jerome, Epistle 117.4. For discussion, see Elizabeth A. Clark, 
“Dissuading from Marriage: Jerome and the Aceticisation of Satire,” in Satiric Advice on Women and Marriage:
From Plautus to Chaucer, ed. W.S. Smith, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2005, p. 154-181; 
Andrew Cain, “Jerome's Epistula 117 on the subintroductae: Satire, Apology, and Ascetic Propaganda in Gaul,” 
Augustinianum 49 (2009), p. 119-143.

6 Jerome, Epistle 54.4.
7 Jerome, Epistle 39.5. See discussion in chapter four.
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reproduction, and marriage entered into the Christian mainstream, culminating in the exile of 

Jovinian.8 There was, then, a countervailing force opposed to Jerome's rhetoric, and we should 

expect to find some traces of it in fourth-century Christians discourse on motherhood. Equally 

important, the fourth century also witnessed a melding of Christianitas and Romanitas. Though 

Christians had long been Roman, the authorization of the Christian faith by the emperor 

Constantine heralded an unprecedented integration of Christianity into Roman society and 

culture, ultimately leading to the conversion of much of the senatorial aristocracy.9 Anti-maternal

sentiment therefore would have been a difficult pill to swallow, not only because, as Romans, 

Christians would be expected to value motherhood, but also because in denigrating motherhood 

they threatened to drive away additional converts. In other words, Jerome's views on motherhood

are somewhat surprising given the theological, social, and cultural forces that were at play in the 

fourth century.

The aim of this dissertation is to further nuance our understanding of late ancient 

Christian discourse on motherhood by considering the tensions inherent in that discourse. While 

the writings of Jerome and other vocal critics of sex and reproduction make it seem like fourth-

century Christians (or at least, fourth-century advocates for asceticism) were invariably hostile 

toward motherhood, in fact the ancient Christian position on mothers and motherhood was far 

more mixed. As evident in both their figural language and representations of literal mothers, 

Christians – including some of the foremost champions of asceticism – sometimes found some 

8 David G. Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy in Ancient Christianity: The Jovinianist Controversy, Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2009, esp. p. 87-205.

9 On the conversion of those at the very top of the Roman social hierarchy, see Michele Renee Salzman, The 
Making of a Christian Aristocracy: Social and Religious Change in the Western Roman Empire, Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2002; on the re-modulation of Roman values, see eadem, “Competing Claims to 
Nobilitas in the Western Empire of the Fourth and Fifth Centuries,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 9.3 
(2001), p. 359-385.
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good in motherhood, especially in so far as they adopted and re-modulated the associations and 

expectations of what might broadly be called “Roman motherhood.” The byword of this 

dissertation is ambiguity: Though the Christian polemic against motherhood cannot be denied, 

it's also possible to find alternatives to that polemic, whether in the use of motherhood in 

metaphor, qualified praise for individual mothers, or pitched debate on motherhood's worth. As 

Augustine says of his mother Monica, the ancient Christian mother was “on the outskirts of 

Babylon,”10 ever caught between that sinful city and the heavenly Jerusalem. This, in turn, gives 

us important insights into the complex negotiation of the ascendance of asceticism and the rapid 

merger of Christian and Roman values.

My focus is on representations of motherhood in fourth century Latin sources. By 

“representations” I mean those metaphors, images, and ideals used by Christians to achieve a 

variety of rhetorical ends. That is to say, the emphasis of this dissertation is on discourse. 

Volumes have been written on the experience in antiquity of pregnancy and childbirth, childcare, 

and the relationship between mother and child, as well as on the social and legal status of 

mothers.11 Much of that, however, lies beyond my purview, except where it sheds light on how 

best to interpret our sources. Instead, I look at what fourth-century Christians had to say about 

motherhood: What, in their minds, made someone a good mother? What did they think about 

specific mothers? How did they use mothers to “think with”?  In short, this dissertation is a study

of how motherhood figured into certain late ancient Christian mentalités. Since Christian 

10 Augustine, Confessiones 2.3.8.
11 Some of this bibliography is cited in the following section. See also Nancy Demand, Birth, Death, and 

Motherhood in Classical Greece, Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1993; Judith Evans Grubbs, 
Women and the Law in the Roman Empire: A Sourcebook on Marriage, Divorce, and Widowhood, London: 
Routledge, 2002; Beryl Rawson, Children and Childhood in Roman Italy, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2003; Lauren Hackworth Petersen & Patricia Salzman-Mitchell, eds., Mothering and Motherhood in Ancient 
Greece and Rome, eds., Austin: University of Texas Press, 2012.
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discourse on motherhood, though, circumscribed the experience of being a mother and was 

deployed to concrete social and political ends, I shall also have occasion to note the impact of 

this rhetoric on the lives of fourth-century Christians. While my focus is on Latin Christian 

discourse on motherhood, then, it is not “just” on discourse but rather on what that discourse tells

us about the world of late ancient Christianity and how that world was perceived.12

History of scholarship

Numerous studies have addressed representations of motherhood – as opposed to 

motherhood as a lived experience – in antiquity. Nicole Loraux, for example, discusses how 

pregnancy and the pain of childbirth were used to convey different things about the soldiers, 

philosophers, and mythic heroes of ancient Greece, and especially how the image of the 

“mourning mother” was used to construct civic self-hood in ancient Athens.13 Of greater 

relevance to this dissertation, however, is Suzanne Dixon's The Roman Mother. Dixon argues that

contemporary ideas about motherhood – and especially expectations that a mother should be 

self-sacrificing, affectionate, and indulgent – would have been entirely alien to the ancient 

Romans. The Roman mother was instead represented as a “disciplinarian,” hardly distinguishable

from the Roman father: While she could show affection, she was also expected to keep her 

children in line, guiding with a strict hand their moral and intellectual development.14 More 

recently, others have examined different facets of the early imperial period through 

12 See discussion on “mere rhetoric” and bridging the divide between discourse and the realia of ancient Christian 
families in Andrew S. Jacobs and Rebecca Krawiec, “Father Knows Best? Christian Families in the Age of 
Asceticism,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 11.3 (Fall 2003), p. 261-262.

13 Nicole Loraux, Les expériences de Tirésias, le féminin et l'homme grec, Paris: Gallimard, 1989; Les mères en 
deuil, Paris: Seuil, 1990.

14 Suzanne Dixon, The Roman Mother, London: University of Oklahoma Press, 1988, esp. p. 111, 129-135; see 
also The Roman Family, Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1992, esp. p. 116-119.
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representations of motherhood, in particular Antony Augoustakis' study of mothers in Flavian 

epic and Mairéad McAuley's work on mothers in the writings of Virgil, Ovid, Seneca, and 

Statius.15 What follows builds on this scholarship in so far as it considers motherhood more as 

representation than as realia.

The representation of Christian motherhood specifically, though, and particularly in late 

antiquity, has only infrequently been a subject of scholarly inquiry. There are a few exceptions. 

The bibliography on the Virgin Mary, for instance, is quite extensive,16 though for reasons 

discussed presently it factors little into this dissertation. Likewise, a substantial body of 

scholarship has been produced on the representation of the Church as a mother, stretching back 

to Joseph C. Plumpe's Mater Ecclesia and continued in Robin M. Jensen's more recent work on 

baptismal imagery.17 Comprehensive studies of Christian motherhood more generally, however, 

are few and far between. In fact, only two stand out: Clarissa Atkinson's The Oldest Vocation and

Mary Harlow's Images of Motherhood in Late Antiquity.18

Atkinson, a specialist on women in medieval history, remains the most often cited scholar

on this subject. Influenced by Adrienne Rich's Of Woman Born,19 Atkinson premises her history 

15 Antony Augoustakis, Motherhood and the Other: Fashioning Female Power in Flavian Epic, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2010; Mairéad McAuley, Reproducing Rome: Motherhood in Virgil, Ovid, Seneca, and Statius,
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015.

16 On Mary in late antiquity, see the bibliographies offered in Marina Warner, Alone of All Her Sex: The Myth and 
Cult of the Virgin Mary, London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1976; Hilda Graef, Mary: A History of Doctrine and
Devotion, London: Sheed and Ward, 1985; Luigi Gambero, Mary and the Fathers of the Church: The Blessed 
Virgin Mary in Patristic Thought, San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 1991; Stephen Shoemaker, “The Cult of 
the Virgin in the Fourth Century: A Fresh Look at Some Old and New Sources,” in Origins of the Cult of the 
Virgin Mary, ed. Chris Maunder, London: Continuum, 2008, p. 71-87.

17 Joseph C. Plumpe, Mater Ecclesia: An Inquiry Into the Concept of the Church as Mother in Early Christianity, 
Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1943; Robin M. Jensen, “Mater Ecclesia and Fons 
Aeterna: The Church and her Womb in Ancient Christian Tradition,” in A Feminist Companion to Patristic 
Literature, ed. Amy-Jill Levine, London: T&T Clark, 2008, p. 137-155. See the next chapter for a more 
comprehensive bibliography.

18 Clarissa Atkinson, The Oldest Vocation: Christian Motherhood in the Middle Ages, Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1991; Mary Harlow, Images of Motherhood in Late Antiquity, PhD Dissertation, University of 
Leicester, 1998.

19 Adrienne Rich, Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution, London: Virago, 1977.
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of Christian motherhood on a distinction between the “institution” and the “experience” of 

motherhood, arguing that the former is not natural, biological, and changeless but socially 

constructed and contingent on historical circumstances.20 She sets out to illustrate this by 

examining the ways in which the institution of Christian motherhood underwent radical change 

between the ancient and modern periods. Citing Mt. 10.34-37 and 12.48-50, Atkinson argues that

the earliest Christians were called to a discipleship that made no room for biological families: 

Mothers were to be left behind, to be replaced by relationships with other followers of Christ.21 

This ultimately led to the development of what she calls “spiritual” and “theological” 

motherhood. The former replaced biological motherhood as the Christian ideal, for whereas a 

biological mother only reproduced herself and her husband in her children, a spiritual mother – 

that is, a virgin made fecund through her devotion to Christ – was capable of producing a 

multitude of superior spiritual offspring.22 Similarly, the theological motherhood of the Virgin 

Mary established that the best mothers were those who did not have sex.23 Together, Atkinson 

argues, spiritual and theological motherhood supported a denigration of biological maternity that 

was not overturned until Martin Luther.24

This assertion of an anti-maternal sentiment in late ancient Christian literature is largely 

uncontested in Mary Harlow's 1998 dissertation, Images of Motherhood in Late Antiquity. 

Harlow agrees that the Church Fathers denigrated motherhood, though she also looks for those 

places where we can see tension between the dominant Christian discourse and lived reality. 

Through an analysis of the exchange between Augustine and Julian of Eclanum, Harlow argues 

20 Atkinson, p. ix, 4-9.
21 Atkinson, p. 11-22.
22 Atkinson, p. 64-77, 99-100
23 Atkinson, p. 101-114, 143
24 Atkinson, p. 204-214.
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that Christians of the fourth century associated sex with a fallen, sinful world, making mothers 

into sinners.25 Likewise, the Virgin Mary – also a focus for Harlow – was used to appropriate 

motherhood rather than affirm it, transforming it into a theological rather than biological 

process.26 Yet despite this, Harlow argues, the social status and role of most mothers did not 

change, and if anything, their position in society actually improved. Through a careful 

examination of the lives of women like Melania the Elder, Paula, and Anicia Faltonia Proba,27 as 

well as through analysis of legal codes,28 Harlow contends that mothers in the fourth century 

weren't very different from mothers of earlier periods: They showed affection for their children 

and mourned their deaths; they saw that their offspring were provided for (despite repeatedly 

giving “all” of their wealth to the poor); and they continued to arrange marriages. Most 

importantly, strong bonds persisted between mother and child, and especially between mother 

and daughter, who now sometimes lived together in pursuit of the ascetic life.29 This leaves us 

with what Harlow calls a composite picture of the institution of motherhood in antiquity, 

composed of both ascetic discourse, which denigrated motherhood, and social reality, in which 

motherhood was still respected.30

A comprehensive study of motherhood in late antiquity has not been attempted since 

Harlow's dissertation, but the subject has arisen in recent work on the Roman family. Geoffrey 

Nathan's The Family in Late Antiquity considers, through an exhaustive analysis of surviving 

literary, epigraphical, and legal evidence, the different ways in which the “two traditions” – 

25 Harlow, p. 47-66.
26 Harlow, p. 67-107. Harlow adds to this discussion of Mary and analysis of the metaphorical motherhood of 

virgins and the Church, which I take up in chapter five.
27 Harlow, p. 119-153.
28 Harlow, p. 154-228.
29 cf. Susan Ashbrook Harvey, “Sacred Bonding: Mothers and Daughters in Early Syriac Hagiography,”Journal of 

Early Christian Studies 4 (1996), p. 27-56.
30 Harlow, p. 5.
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Christian and Roman – interacted in the fourth and fifth centuries.31 Despite an emphasis on 

continuity, he nevertheless identifies some significant changes, most important being the 

prioritization of the spiritual family (“the Church”) over biological relationships. More to the 

point, Nathan argues that Christianity introduced the concept of the mother being uniquely 

concerned with the well-being of her children: As children now had souls that could be lost, it 

was more important for a mother to oversee their early moral and religious development and to 

pray for their well-being.32 Similar conclusions are reached by Emma Southon in her 2012 

dissertation, Marriage, Sex, and Death: the Family in the Post-Imperial West, written under the 

direction of Mary Harlow, who contends that Christianity placed greater emphasis on the 

emotional and physical connection between mother and child.33 Neither Nathan nor Southon 

devote more than a chapter to mothers, but they do integrate motherhood into a broader narrative

of transformation in the late ancient family.

Finally, one subject within the history of motherhood in antiquity that has been of special 

interest is motherhood in figural language. In her essay “The Milk of Salvation: Redemption by 

the Mother in Late Antiquity and Early Christianity,” Gail Corrington Streete compares 

representations of the goddess Isis imparting salvation through her milk to use – or, more to the 

point, the virtual absence – of lactation imagery in early Christian literature and art.34 She argues 

that Christians used lactation as a metaphor for salvation less often because they had separated it 

31 Geoffrey Nathan, The Family in Late Antiquity: The Rise of Christianity and the Endurance of Tradition, New 
York: Routledge, 2000.

32 Nathan, p. 150-158. A similar point is raised by Thomas E.J. Wiedemann, Adults and Children in the Roman 
Empire, New York: Routledge, 1989, p. 186-204.

33 Emma Southon, Marriage, Sex, and Death: the Family in the Post-Imperial West, PhD Dissertation, University 
of Birmingham, 2012, p. 214-225. Tellingly, many of Southon's strongest sources date to the 5th century or later, 
suggesting that affective motherhood, if ever an ideal, emerged only late.

34 Gail Corrington Streete, “The Milk of Salvation: Redemption by the Mother in Late Antiquity and Early 
Christianity,” Harvard Theological Review 82.4 (Oct., 1989), p. 393-420.
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from its social and biological foundation in women's experience.35 Harlow, building on 

Corrington Streete, likewise argues that the ascetic denigration of biological maternity separated 

the maternal metaphor from motherhood, making it available to be used in relation to virgins, the

Church, and men.36 More recently, Rebecca Krawiec has shifted the focus to how Christians used

figural language that was “pro-familial,” even in the midst of anti-familial discourse.37 She argues

that monastic authors – Augustine, Gregory of Nyssa, and Shenoute – used the language of the 

family, including that of motherhood, to describe relationships within monastic communities and 

between the monastic and the wider Church.38 Given this expansive interest in the subject, and 

given that metaphor and symbol allow us unique insight into how authors used motherhood to 

“think with,” motherhood in figural language will be a special concern of what follows.

Contribution to scholarship

First, my aim in building on this foundation is to further qualify the anti-familial and anti-

maternal side of late ancient Christian representations of motherhood. As Atkinson and Harlow 

both note, the critique of motherhood was absolutely an important part of ascetic discourse, and 

I'll explore how certain authors (especially Jerome) accentuated the unpleasantness of 

reproduction and parenthood in order to encourage Christians to assume the ascetic lifestyle. But 

this was a very strategic move meant to single out Christians inclined toward a life of sexual 

35 Corrington Streete, “The Milk of Salvation,” p. 406-410.
36 Harlow, p. 107-116.
37 Rebecca Krawiec, “'From the Womb of the Church': Monastic Families,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 

11.3 (Fall 2003), p. 283-307. See also Andrew S. Jacobs, “'Let Him Guard Pietas': Early Christian Exegesis and 
the Ascetic Family,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 11.3 (Fall 2003), p. 265-281, which reaches similar 
conclusions, though Jacobs focuses more on New Testament texts and their interpreters.

38 cf. Rebecca Krawiec, Shenoute and the Women of the White Monastery: Egyptian Monasticism in Late 
Antiquity, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002, where she makes a similar point about the kinship language 
used by Shenoute, especially in the context of the “pro-familial” portions of his public sermons.
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abstinence; it was what Krawiec calls a “myth of ascetic perfection.”39 Outside discrete 

discursive moments, motherhood was treated as fertile ground for reflecting on Christian truths, 

taken for granted as a normative status for women, and even incorporated into the ascetic life. 

There was, I'll argue, a “pro-maternal” side to late ancient Christian discourse, which I address 

especially in chapters one, two and four.

Second, this dissertation places far more emphasis on the ambiguity and tension in our 

sources. Other studies tend to treat Christian representations of motherhood as either monolithic 

in their opposition or only at odds with the lived experiences of the “silent majority.” Atkinson's 

study, perhaps as a consequence of its sweeping scope, takes the first approach, making little 

room for dissenting voices in her treatment of what fourth-century Christians had to say about 

motherhood. Harlow instead notes a tension between different perspectives on motherhood, but 

she treats official Christian discourse as largely univocal; ambiguity is only found when the 

representation of motherhood in Christian sources is contrasted with hints of the social reality.40 

This dissertation, by contrast, finds tensions in the discourse on motherhood not only between 

authors but also within sources, with even some proponents of asceticism praising and 

condemning motherhood with the same breath. Christian authors of the fourth century were still 

working out what to make of traditional ideas about the family, and their sometimes confused 

and contradictory treatment of mothers and motherhood evidences this negotiation. This 

ambiguity is the focus of chapters three and five.

Third, my goal is also to further de-naturalize motherhood, bringing into greater 

definition the gulf between ancient and modern conceptions of mothers and mothering. This is 

39 Krawiec, “'From the Womb of the Church,'” p. 307. See also Andrew S. Jacobs and Rebecca Krawiec, “Father 
Knows Best?,” p. 257-263, on the challenges of studying the family in the “age of asceticism.”

40 A similar approach is taken by Blake Leyerle. “Appealing to Children,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 5.2 
(Summer, 1997), p. 243-270.
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not to say that ancient Christian motherhood was completely different: There are many parallels, 

perhaps more so in the late ancient period, when greater emphasis was placed on the affective 

bond between mother and child. Yet some recent scholarship has made motherhood in late 

antiquity a bit too familiar. Nathan, for example, speaks in terms that are almost 

indistinguishable from modern conceptions of motherhood, describing the late ancient mother as 

a vigilant but nurturing presence.41 The familiarity of this image does not make it incorrect, but 

the alien severity of the Roman mother was still very much a reality in the fourth century and I 

aim to bring it back into view. A narrower focus on a short expanse of time will also make 

Atkinson's arguments more convincing. Whereas her history of Christian motherhood focuses on 

the sixteenth century as the moment when motherhood was transformed, my emphasis on the 

struggle to define “Christian motherhood” over the span of a single century will make more 

obvious the historical contingency of conceptions and representations of motherhood. This de-

naturalization of motherhood receives special emphasis in chapters three, four, and five.

Lastly, I hope to offer new insights into the fourth century as an age of both asceticism 

and Christianization. It is almost paradoxical that Christians, many of them Romans themselves, 

appealed to Roman converts – and Roman patrons – at the same time as they denigrated sex, 

marriage, reproduction, and the family, as these were cornerstones of Roman society and culture.

By focusing on ambiguity in representations of motherhood, I aim to make more sense of this, 

underlining places where Christians accommodated and made exceptions for a traditional Roman

ideal. This was not a gentle or smooth reconciliation, prompting contradictions, disputes, and 

rapid re-alignment; but it was a crucial step in bringing together Jerusalem and Rome.

41 Nathan, p. 151-153.
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Geographical and chronological constraints

Given significant variations between regions and the vast temporal expanse of late 

antiquity, geographical and chronological limits are essential. My focus is therefore on the 

Western part of the empire (Italia, Italia Suburbicaria, Galliae, Septem Provinciae, Britanniae, 

Hispaniae, and Africa) from 337 CE to 400 CE. In other words, this is a study of representations 

of motherhood in Latin Christian sources of the fourth century.

Any attempt to generalize between East and West inevitably glosses over substantial 

differences. The provinces of the West were not monolithic, and I explore some of that diversity 

throughout this dissertation; but between East and West there were differences in language, 

administration, and social and economic life that make it difficult to place both halves of the 

empire in the same frame. Moreover, the East poses a special difficulty for any discussion of 

motherhood or issues related to the family given the great amount written on these subjects by 

Eastern Christians and its distinctive character. To give but one example: It became a trope in the

East to recount how mothers tried to prevent their children from embarking on the ascetic life 

(e.g., John Chrysostom, De sacerdotio 1.5). Not only could this material fill a substantial portion 

of a dissertation, but as a narrative device it is rarely found in Western Christian literature, and 

there (e.g., with Augustine's mother Monica) the “over-bearing mother” usually takes on a less 

ascetic resonance. This evidence offers invaluable contrast for much of what we find in the West,

but there isn't room to give it an equally thorough treatment.

The temporal limits I've chosen encompass a span of just over sixty years that saw the 

height of conflict and inter-change between Christian and non-Christian inhabitants of the West 

and the establishment of more radical forms of Christian asceticism.  I begin with the death of 
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Constantine because, as Salzman argues,42 this was the first time that Roman aristocrats were 

really drawn to Christianity. Though Christians had long been in the West, and though the 

Christian faith was made more attractive for elites during Constantine's reign, it was only after 

Constantine that a significant part of the aristocracy saw Christianity as a viable alternative to 

traditional religion.43 The pressure to make Christian conceptions of motherhood conform to elite

expectations therefore reached its height only after Constantine's death in 337. The cut-off at the 

end of the fourth century is arbitrarily chosen, given that at least two authors discussed in the 

following pages – Jerome and Augustine – lived well into the fifth century. However, it makes 

sense for two reasons. First, by the end of the fourth century most of the authors I will be 

discussing – including Eusebius of Caesarea, Athanasius of Alexandria, and Ambrose of Milan – 

were dead, while the rest were near the end of their careers. My main justification for stopping at

the end of the fourth century, though, is that it allows me to easily avoid the Council of Ephesus 

(431 CE).44 The Virgin Mary is the spectral mother of this dissertation in so far as she does not, as

42 Salzman, The Making of a Christian Aristocracy, p. 89.
43 This is not to say that they easily exchanged their Roman values and traditions for Christian ones. On the 

contrary, the conversion of the Roman aristocracy, especially in Italy, necessitated a complex re-modulation of 
Christianity that brought it more in line with Roman expectations. See Salzman, “Competing Claims of 
'Nobilitas;'” also The Making of a Christian Aristocracy. On women and the family in the negotiation of Roman 
and Christian values, see Kate Cooper, “Insinuations of Womanly Influence: An Aspect of the Christianization 
of the Roman Aristocracy,” Journal of Roman Studies 82 (1992), p. 150-164; Julia Hillner, “Domus, Family, and
Inheritance: The Senatorial Family House in Late Antique Rome,” The Journal of Roman Studies 93 (2003), p. 
129-145; Kate Cooper, The Fall of the Roman Household, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007; 
Kristina Sessa, “Domestic Conversions: Households and Bishops in the Late Antique 'Papal Legends,',” in 
Religion, Dynasty, and Patronage in Early Christian Rome, 300-900, eds. Kate Cooper & Julia Hillner, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010, p. 79-114. On aristocratic resistance to Christian values, 
especially ascetic ones, see David G. Hunter, “Resistance to the Virginal Ideal in Late-Fourth-Century Rome: 
The Case of Jovinian,” Theological Studies 48 (1987), p. 45-64; Kate Cooper, The Virgin and the Bride: 
Idealized Womanhood in Late Antiquity, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999, p. 92-115. These 
issues are discussed in further detail in chapter four.

44 On the Theotokos debate, see Vasiliki Limberis, Divine Heiress: The Virgin Mary and the Making of Christian 
Constantinople, London: Routledge, 1994; John A. McGuckin, St. Cyril of Alexandria & the Christological 
Controversy: Its History, Theology, and Texts, Leiden: Brill, 1994; Kate Cooper, “Contesting the Nativity: 
Wives, Virgins, and Pulcheria's imitatio Mariae,” Scottish Journal of Religious Studies 19.1 (Spring, 1998), p. 
31-43; Nicolas Constas, Proclus of Constantinople and the Cult of the Virgin in Late Antiquity, Leiden: Brill, 
2003.
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in earlier studies, assume the focus; it is therefore necessary to avoid Ephesus and the 

preoccupation with the Theotokos that followed.

There are a handful of places where I transgress these boundaries. In chapter two, where I

address motherhood in Christian imperial ideology, and especially representations of the empress

Helena, mother of Constantine, a great deal of my attention is taken up with Eusebius of 

Caesarea's Vita Constantini. This is mostly from necessity: No Latin sources discuss Helena in 

the context of Constantinian propaganda, few address her as a mother at any length, and those 

that do – including Ambrose of Milan's De obitu Theodosii, which is my other focus – seem to 

borrow much of what they know about her from Eusebius.45 Similarly, in chapter five, where I 

discuss childbirth as metaphor for the experience of Christian asceticism, I begin my analysis of 

fourth-century sources with Athanasius of Alexandria's First Letter to Virgins. Originally 

composed in Greek (though today only surviving in Coptic), Athanasius' Letter seems to be one 

of the points of origin for this distinctly fourth-century metaphor, making it necessary to address 

this text alongside our Latin sources. Finally, I will also have occasion to engage some early fifth

century texts, especially when discussing some of the later works of Jerome and Augustine. On 

the whole, however, my focus is on Latin sources of the fourth century.

Outline of chapters

The chapters of this dissertation each focus on a different theme. I begin and end with 

discussion of mothers in figural language, attempting to map out the “mental furniture” of 

motherhood in the fourth century by examining how mothers were used to say different things 

and think different thoughts. In between these two chapters, I instead discuss representations of 

45 On the question of Ambrose's source, which looks to be Rufinus' translation of Eusebius, see chapter two.
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particular Christian mothers: Helena, the mother of the emperor Constantine; Monica, the mother

of Augustine; and Melania the Elder and Paula, two aristocratic mothers devoted to asceticism. 

Such a close reading of individual mothers will, I hope, better contextualize representations of 

mothers and motherhood and illustrate how they were turned to different social, political, and 

theological ends. Finally, the following chapters are also organized according to the fourth-

century hierarchy of Christian spiritual attainment, beginning and ending with the two peaks of 

God and consecrated virgins, descending to a Christian empress on one side and two widows on 

the other, and meeting in the valley of Monica. This helps illustrate that while each of these 

mothers was held up as an ideal toward which others should strive, not all mothers were equal.

Chapter One examines motherhood in metaphorical language related to God. While this 

subject has been touched on briefly in the past, there is a sizable contingent of scholars who 

argue that fourth-century Christians didn't refer to God as a mother. By examining Christian 

scriptural exegesis – specifically on Deutero-Isaiah, Psalm 109(110).3, Luke 13.34//Matthew 

23.37, and John 1.18 – and some of the interchange between Arian and Nicene Christians, I 

instead argue that mothers and motherhood were a readily available part of the inventory of 

fourth-century Trinitarian and Christological discourse. Christians, while they did occasionally 

express their reticence at using such anthropomorphic and carnal metaphors, did not turn with 

disgust from mothers or the maternal body. Rather, they used motherhood to give expression to 

attributes of God and aspects of his nature and generation that were otherwise inexpressible. Like

the body, motherhood was often denigrated, but it nevertheless continued to take up space in the 

minds of fourth-century Christians.
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In Chapter Two, I look at two representations of the Empress Helena – in Eusebius of 

Caesarea's Vita Constantini 3.41.2-46 and in Ambrose of Milan's De obitu Theodosii 41-51 – and

the political dimension of motherhood in the fourth century. The role of the mother in imperial 

ideology has not been incorporated into previous studies of mothers in late antiquity, but it is 

important to consider when discussing those factors that delimited ascetic discourse and 

determined the Christian adoption of Roman motherhood. While it was usually safe to disparage 

the generic Christian mother, imperial mothers were necessarily an exception to the rule, given 

the extent to which their excellence was a guarantee of the legitimacy of the emperor and his 

heirs. These two texts, though, are an even better demonstration of the extent to which Christians

were willing to adopt and re-direct Roman expectations about mothers and motherhood. Whether

to safeguard a Christian empire or in order to curry favor with the court, Eusebius and Ambrose 

showered Helena (and, in Ambrose's case, her surrogates) with scarcely restrained praise, 

applauding her loving devotion to and careful guidance and protection of her son. This meant 

largely reproducing a traditional ideal of motherhood, but it also gave them an opportunity to 

nudge imperial authorities toward a closer relationship with the Church. By stipulating that the 

imperial mother must be a Christian and must instill in her offspring the importance of 

submitting to episcopal authority, Christians bishops offered a sort of quid pro quo that resulted 

in qualified acceptance – and reconfiguration – of imperial motherhood.

Chapter Three turns instead to the generic Christian mother, or as close to her as we can 

come, by considering Augustine's representation of his mother Monica. In many ways, the 

Monica of the Cassiciacum Dialogues and the Confessiones is traditional: She is a strict 

disciplinarian, characterized especially by her punctiliousness, and she actively plans her son's 
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future by arranging everything from his education to his marriage. Such, though, is precisely her 

problem. Though Monica as typical Roman mother is “good enough,” at least in so far as her son

(eventually) becomes a good Christian, her devotion to traditional expectations and values 

trammels the spiritual progress of herself and her children. This suggests that Christians like 

Augustine saw motherhood – at least outside heaven and the imperial house – as an ambivalent 

endeavor, capable of bearing good fruit but not without threatening great harm.

Chapter Four climbs back up the hierarchy of Christian perfection by considering two 

representations of Christian mothers who devoted themselves to asceticism: Paulinus of Nola's 

biography of Melania the Elder and Jerome's epitaph for his patroness Paula. Christians like 

Paulinus and Jerome defused any tension between being a good mother and being a good 

Christian by re-modulating traditional Roman values. Specifically, they erected a hierarchy of 

pietas, variously defined as “loyalty” or “devotion,” and stripped pietas of its affective element, 

shifting focus on to a prioritization of pietas as officium to God and family. A Christian mother 

could therefore be a pia mater by fleeing into the desert, as doing so secured the well-being of 

her children by winning for them divine grace. While critics claimed that Christian asceticism 

undermined the traditional Roman family, this move allowed proponents of asceticism to point 

out, especially to members of the aristocratic class, the appropriateness and advantage of ascetic 

motherhood.

Finally, Chapter Five returns to figural language by considering how fourth-century Latin

Christians used motherhood to describe a woman's experience of consecrated virginity. “Spiritual

motherhood” was not new, having a long and storied history in Greco-Roman literature generally

and early Christian literature in particular. Christians of our period, however, chose, almost for 
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the first time, to place women in the position of subject of the metaphor. As I argue, they did this 

in order to better comment on the relative merits of childbearing and asceticism but not 

necessarily with the intention of replacing biological motherhood with a spiritual equivalent. 

While the more strident proponents of asceticism did make that leap, others drew on 

metaphorical childbearing to defend motherhood as a normative Christian vocation. This last 

chapter, then, reveals the full extent of motherhood's ambiguity, underlining its continuing 

vitality in the fourth-century imagination while also pointing to contestation and debate.

On Mary

It may seem odd that Mary, the mother of Jesus, does not appear more prominently in 

what follows. This was a conscious decision. On the one hand, both major studies on 

representations of motherhood in late ancient Christianity, Atkinson's The Oldest Vocation and 

Harlow's Images of Motherhood in Late Antiquity, devote extensive space to the Virgin Mary and

how she figured into Christian thinking on motherhood. It would do little good to retrace these 

steps. On the other hand, it's important to guard against allowing Mary to over-determine our 

understanding of Christian motherhood in late antiquity. In many respects, as the following 

chapters bear out, Mary was the exception rather than the rule: While she was sometimes offered 

as an ideal toward which Christian mothers could strive, she was in many ways different from 

other mothers, able to combine in her person the merits of motherhood and virginity in a way 

that was beyond any other human being. Furthermore, as the incredibly divisive debates of the 

fifth century on the meaning and applicability of the title Theotokos bear out, Christians had yet 

to reach a consensus on in precisely what sense Mary was the mother of Christ.46 Indeed, while 

46 See above, n. 16, 44.

19



for many, especially in the East,47 the role of Mary as mother of Christ was more or less 

established by the time of Nestorius' exile, elsewhere debates on the character of her maternity 

extended well into the medieval period.48 In the fourth century the motherhood of Mary was a 

touch too exceptional and a touch too unclear to be used as a primary basis for reconstructing 

what Western Christians thought about motherhood.

At the same time, however, there are a handful of instances in what follows where the 

Virgin Mary does put in an appearance. Obviously, a great deal is said about her in chapter five: 

Most who employed the metaphor of childbirth for the vocation of virginity drew a parallel to 

Mary, who gave birth as a virgin both metaphorically and literally. Mary also appears as an 

exemplar of Christian motherhood in Ambrose of Milan's epistle to the church of Vercellae,49 

discussed in chapters three and four. Finally, wherever exceptional mothers – Helena, the mother 

of the emperor Constantine; Monica, the mother of Augustine; Melania the Elder and Paula – 

were praised, Christians, either implicitly or explicitly, drew parallels to Mary. She is therefore, 

as I said earlier, a spectral presence in this dissertation. Those looking for a more comprehensive 

examination of representations of Mary as mother, however, should look instead to the extensive 

bibliography on this subject.

47 Ioli Kalacrezou, “Images of the Mother: When the Virgin Mary Became 'Meter Theou,'” Dumbarton Oaks 
Papers 44 (1990), p. 165-172.

48 See Mary Clayton, The Cult of the Virgin Mary in Anglo-Saxon England, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2002, p. 210-266 on the debates of the 9th and 10th centuries.

49 Ambrose, Epistle 62.108.
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CHAPTER 1

 GOD-TALK AND THE MATERNAL METAPHOR

Mothers sometimes lie in ambush. In a sermon on Psalm 52(53) (“Fools say in their 

hearts, 'There is no God'”), Augustine, pointing to the psalm's subscription, springs on the reader 

the image of Christ giving birth:

“For Mahalath,” as we find in interpretations of Hebrew names, seems to say, “For one 
travailing” (pro parturiente), or “for one in pain.” … Christ here travails (parturit), Christ here is
in pain… for one not travailing (non parturiens) nor in pain would not say, “Saul, Saul, why do 
you persecute me?” (Acts 9.4).50

Such, he argues, is below as it is above, for the apostle Paul, born by Christ on the road to 

Damascus, was “pregnant with the same love” (eadem charitate praegnans) when he 

pronounced that “again I travail, until Christ be formed in you” (Gal. 4.19). Though pregnancy 

and childbirth metaphors aren't entirely foreign to the Christian tradition,51 as this biblical citation

indicates, Augustine's extension of these metaphors to God might well catch the modern reader 

off guard. Perhaps because he is so blasé about a rather carnal metaphor, or perhaps because 

“God the mother” is today so contested,52 the image of Christ giving birth comes as a shock.

50 Augustine, Enarrationes in Psalmos 52.1: Pro Maeleth, sicut in hebraeorum interpretationibus nominum 
invenimus, videtur dicere, Pro parturiente sive dolente. Quis autem in hoc saeculo parturiat et doleat agnoscunt
fideles, quia inde sunt. Christus hic parturit, Christus hic dolet; caput est sursum, membra deorsum. Neque 
enim non parturiens et dolens diceret: Saule, Saule, quid me persequeris?

51 See especially chapter five, where I discuss childbirth as a metaphor in the New Testament and other early 
Christian literature.

52 Some modern Christians have argued vehemently against the image of God as mother, generally on the grounds 
that it is an innovation (often attributed to feminism) which inaccurately describes God's ungendered nature or 
misrepresents his role in the Trinity and in creation. See especially Elizabeth Achtemeier, “Female Language for
God: Should the Church Adopt It?,” in The Hermeneutical Quest: Essays in Honor of James Luther Mays on his
Sixty-fifth Birthday, ed. James Mays, Park, Pa.: Pickwick, 1986, p. 97-114; “Exchanging God for ‘No Gods’: A 
Discussion of Female Language for God,” in Speaking the Christian God: the Holy Trinity and the Challenge of
Feminism, ed. Alvin F. Kimel, Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 1992, p. 1-16; “Why God is Not Mother,” 
Christianity Today 37.9 (1993), p. 17-23.
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This metaphor, however, was not all that exceptional. In fact, “God the mother” was a 

surprisingly common metaphor in the fourth century, by no means as common as representations 

of the Church as mother,53 but nevertheless used quite freely. As I argue in this chapter, late 

ancient Christians relied on the “maternal metaphor” –  meaning the group of metaphors that 

address God as pregnant, giving birth, nurturing his offspring, etc. – to think different thoughts, 

especially about the relationship between the Father and Son and the nature of Christ.54 

Motherhood was, in other words, a part of their mental furniture, used to understand and 

organize the world around them. What's more, this remained the case even in the face of 

substantial obstacles, including (but not limited to) the ascetic invective against sex and 

reproduction. Proponents of asceticism like Ambrose, Jerome, and Augustine used the image of 

the maternal body to describe God at the same time as they denigrated that body as a site of 

suffering and degradation, with motherhood too much a part of their koine to be abandoned in the

figural as well as in the literal. Just as the body pervaded the Christian imagination of the fourth 

century, despite – or perhaps because of – the rise of asceticism,55 so, too, did motherhood.

53 See Joseph C. Plumpe, Mater Ecclesia: An Inquiry Into the Concept of the Church as Mother in Early 
Christianity, Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1943; Karl Delahaye, Ecclesia Mater chez 
les Peres des trois premiers siecles, Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1964; Henri de Lubac, The Motherhood of the 
Church, San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1971; Robin M. Jensen, “Mater Ecclesia and Fons Aeterna: The Church 
and her Womb in Ancient Christian Tradition,” in A Feminist Companion to Patristic Literature, ed. Amy-Jill 
Levine, London: T&T Clark, 2008, p. 137-155. For a survey of fourth century sources specifically, and one 
sensitive to the use of Mater ecclesia in Christian polemic, see B.M. Peper, “The Development of Mater 
ecclesia in North African Ecclesiology,” unpublished PhD dissertation, Vanderbilt University, 2011.

54 For discussion of metaphors of pregnancy, childbirth, and nursing as they were used to understand the personal 
experiences of individuals, for e.g., as in Plato's description in the Symposium of the philosopher's vocation as 
like a kind of pregnancy, see chapter five.

55 See Patricia Cox Miller, The Corporeal Imagination: Signifying the Holy in Late Ancient Christianity, 
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009.
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Such a thesis, while not entirely original,56 cuts against the grain of recent scholarship. 

Part of my purpose is therefore to answer those who dismiss or downplay the use of these 

metaphors in fourth-century Christian literature, first by assessing explanations for this supposed 

absence, and then by offering a comprehensive survey of their appearance in the scriptural 

exegesis of Latin Church Fathers. These metaphors, though, weren't just used as some rhetorical 

flourish; they were meaningful metaphors, that is, they were used to think through complex 

ideas. In what follows, then, I carefully unpack the maternal metaphor by placing it in the 

context of different fourth-century debates on the nature of God and by assessing its strength 

using the criteria of Max Black. As we'll see, every Christian author of the period, including 

some of the staunchest proponents of sexual renunciation, used motherhood to “think with,” even

as they thought about God.

God's hysterectomy

A number of historians – and, following their lead, many feminist theologians – continue 

to contend that late ancient Christians did not use maternal metaphors in their “God-talk.”57 

56 Augustinian scholars to address this subject include Marsha L. Dutton, “'When I was a Child': Spiritual Infancy 
and God's Maternity in Augustine's Confessions,” in Collectanea Augustina, Augustine: Second Founder of the 
Faith, eds. Joseph C. Schnaubelt and Frederick Van Fleten, New York: Peter Lang, 1990, p. 113-140; Tarsicius 
Jan van Bavel, “Maternal Aspects in Salvation History According to Augustine,” Augustiniana 47.3-4 (1996), 
p.251-290; and Anne-Marie Bowery, “Monica: The Feminine Face of Christ,” in Feminist Interpretations of 
Augustine, ed. Judith Chelius Stark, University Park, PN: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2007, p. 69-96. 
Of the medievalists, most work on the maternal metaphor in antiquity, especially as it relates to Julian of 
Norwich, follows Ritamary Bradley, “Patristic Background of the Motherhood Similitude in Julian of Norwich,”
Christian Scholars Review 8 (1978), p. 101-113. Straddling the boundary between the two is Kari Elisabeth 
Børresen, “L'usage patristique de métaphores féminines dans le discours sur Dieu,” Revue théologique de 
Louvain 13 (1982), p. 205-220. My contribution to this work consists of (1) offering a survey of fourth century 
Latin sources that extends beyond Augustine, (2) organizing the exegetical evidence, (3) assessing the 
arguments against the appearance of this metaphor in late ancient sources, and (4) situating the metaphor in the 
context of fourth century theological disputes.

57 The following offers a survey of both. Others include Elizabeth A. Johnson, She Who Is: The Mystery of God in 
Feminist Theological Discourse, New York: Crossroad, 1992, p. 55-56, 172-173, who attributes the suppression 
of God the Mother to her association with forms of Christianity deemed heretical; J. Massyngbaerde Ford, 
Redeemer, Friend and Mother: Salvation in Antiquity and in the Gospel of John, Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
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While most acknowledge that the maternal metaphor is used in some earlier texts, especially in 

the Odes of Solomon and Clement's Paedagogus,58 and while work on the medieval use of the 

metaphor continues apace,59 the appearance of the same in fourth-century Latin sources is 

generally either denied or downplayed. Here I'd like to examine four explanations that have been 

offered for why this metaphor supposedly receded. Though these arguments are best answered by

the sources themselves, weighing the relative strength of each helps define how best to approach 

this subject. As I'll argue, it's the meaningfulness of the maternal metaphor, especially as weighed

by Black's criteria of emphasis and resonance, that best explains why fourth-century Christians 

made such free use of it.

The earliest explanation for Christian reticence toward using the maternal metaphor, and 

perhaps the most difficult to assess, attributes its absence to a hesitation inherent to monotheism. 

In 1861 Johann Jakob Bachofen published his Das Mutterrecht, in which he argues that a 

primeval mother cult emerged out of prehistoric pantheism and established itself as the first true 

1997, p. 47-49, who describes the below mentioned texts as exceptions to a general exclusion; and Janet 
Soskice, The Kindness of God: Metaphor, Gender, and Religious Language, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2008, esp. p. 7-34, who argues (p. 154) that the real mystery “is not that Julian [of Norwich] came to see Christ 
as 'mother,' but that Augustine did not.”

58 On Odes of Solomon 19, with its explicit maternal imagery, see Han J. Drijvers, “The 19th Ode of Solomon: Its 
Interpretation and Place in Syrian Christianity,” Journal of Theological Studies 31.2 (Oct., 1980), p. 337-355. 
On feminine imagery for God in Eastern Christianity generally, see Sebastian Brock, “The Holy Spirit as 
Feminine in Early Syriac Literature,” in After Eve, ed. Janet Martin Soskice, London: Collins Marshall 
Pickering, 1990, p. 73-88; Verna E. F. Harrison, “Male and Female in Cappadocian Theology,” Journal of 
Theological Studies 41.2 (Oct., 1990), p. 441-471; Susan Ashbrook Harvey, “Feminine Imagery for the Divine: 
The Holy Spirit, the Odes of Solomon, and Early Syriac Tradition,” St. Vladimir's Theological Quarterly 37 
(1993), p. 111-139; Emmanuel Kaniyamparampil, “Feminine-Maternal Images of the Spirit in Early Syriac 
Tradition,” Letter & Spirit 3 (2007), p. 169-188. On Clement of Alexandria's Paedagogus 1.5-6, see especially 
Denise Kimber Buell, Making Christians: Clement of Alexandria and the Rhetoric of Legitimacy, Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1999, p. 131-179.

59 See Caroline Walker Bynum, Jesus as Mother: Studies in the Spirituality of the High Middle Ages, Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1982, p. 110-169; Jennifer P. Heimmel, “God is Our Mother”: Julian of 
Norwich and the Medieval Image of Christian Feminine Divinity, Salzburg, Austria: Institut für Anglistik und 
Amerikanistik, Universität Salzburg, 1982; Brant Pelphrey, Christ Our Mother: Julian of Norwich, Wilmington, 
DE: M. Glazier, 1989; Catherine Innes-Parker, “Subversion and conformity in Julian of Norwich: Authority, 
Vision and the Motherhood of God,” Mystics Quarterly 23.2 (1997), p. 7-35.
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religion.60 Using a form critical analysis of various myths, he contends that this mother cult was 

ever at odds with the cult of the warrior god, culminating in the victory of patriarchy over 

matriarchy and the establishment of a monotheistic religion opposed to the mother goddess. 

Though Bachofen has largely been dismissed by modern scholars,61 his belief that monotheism is 

constitutionally hostile toward motherhood has been immensely influential and has reappeared 

under a variety of guises.62 Judith Ochshorn, for example, though she rejects many of Bachofen's 

premises,63 argues that ancient Jews suppressed representations of God as mother because they 

could not assign to their one God what they deemed to be an inferior gender.64 Although neither 

Bachofen nor Ochshorn address images of God as mother in late antiquity, both have been used 

to explain why Christians avoided such representations.65

Unfortunately, there isn't room here to address these arguments sufficiently. On the one 

hand, the diversity of monotheistic religions makes assessing any generalization incredibly 

difficult. In Christianity, for example, there is not one representation of the divine but three: The 

60 Johann Jakob Bachofen, Das Mutterrecht: Eine Untersuchung über die Gynaikokratie der alten Welt nach ihrer 
religiösen und rechtlichen Natur, Stuttgart: Verlag von Krais & Hoffman, 1861. A partial translation into English
is available in Myth, Religion, and Mother Right: Selected Writings of J.J. Bachofen, trans. Ralph Manheim, 
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1967.

61 For assessments of Bachofen's scholarship and his influence on subsequent thinkers, see Peter J. Davies, Myth 
Matriarchy and Modernity: Johann Jakob Bachofen in German Culture 1860-1945, New York: De Gruyter, 
2010; Cynthia Eller, Gentlemen and Amazons: The Myth of Matriarchal Prehistory, 1861-1900, Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2011. For his influence on feminist theology and the “Goddess Movement” 
specifically, see Helene P. Foley, “A Question of Origins: Goddess Cults Greek and Modern,” in Women, 
Gender and Religion: A Reader, ed. Elizabeth Castelli, New York: Palgrave, 2001, p. 216-236, esp. p. 230; 

62 For e.g., see Rosemary Radford Reuther, Sexism and God-Talk: Toward a Feminist Theology, Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1983, p. 53, who argues that monotheistic religion is hostile to the image of a mother goddess on account 
of prehistorical tensions between agrarian worshipers of the Mother and pastoral monotheists. A similar 
sentiment is expressed by Sally McFague, Models of God: Theology for an Ecological, Nuclear Age, 
Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987, p. 98.

63 Specifically, she doubts whether the goddess cult was an egalitarian “Golden Age”: Judith Ochshorn, The 
Female Experience and the Nature of the Divine, Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1981, p. 389.

64 Ochshorn, p. 136-140.
65 As for Bachofen, see n. 62. Ochshorn is cited approvingly, for e.g., by Gail Corrington Streete, Her Image of 

Salvation: Female Saviors and Formative Christianity, Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992, p. 
19; “The Milk of Salvation: Redemption by the Mother in Late Antiquity and Early Christianity,” Harvard 
Theological Review 82.4 (Oct., 1989), p. 395.
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Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Accordingly, while Judaism might encounter the sort of 

difficulties outlined by Ochshorn, the same isn't necessarily the case for Christians.66 On the other

hand, there is far more at stake here than metaphorical motherhood. While Bachofen focuses on 

reproduction as the power of the Goddess that was most feared, since Mary Daly's assertion that 

“if God is male, then the male is God,”67 it's the gender of God that has been most at stake. The 

gendering of God by late ancient Christians is certainly worthy of study, but this chapter focuses 

on a particular gendered representation and not on the gender of God in toto. As a result, the 

question of the relationship between monotheism and motherhood must remain open.

A second argument, first posed in Elaine Pagel's aptly titled article “What Became of God

the Mother?,” contends instead that early Christians avoided the maternal metaphor because it 

was associated with heresy. According to Pagels, “God the Mother” appears almost exclusively 

in Gnostic sources, which address God as mother in three different ways: As a mother-father 

dyad, as the nursing and birthing Holy Spirit, and as (pro)creative Wisdom.68 It is for this reason, 

she contends, that the maternal metaphor was tied to heresy. Since Gnostic sources favor the 

image of God as mother, and since, Pagels argues, this led to women assuming leadership roles 

in Gnostic churches,69 “God the Mother” came to represent everything wrong with Gnosticism. 

Consequently, by 200 CE every representation of God as mother was either erased or disavowed 

as heretical. There were exceptions, such as Clement of Alexandria using the maternal metaphor 

in an attempt at broaching the divide between Gnostics and orthodox Christians; but once “the 

66 See, however, S. Ashbrook Harvey, p. 114: Though “the triad of mother, father, and son was a common 
configuration of divinity,” Christians generally did not opt to differently gender the different persons of the 
Trinity, opting instead to draw the feminization of the divine across all three persons. This is likewise reflected 
in the sources examined below, where both Father and Son play the part of the mother, sometimes within the 
same text.

67 Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father, Boston: Beacon Press, 1973, p. 19.
68 Pagels, p. 295-297.
69 Pagels, p. 299-301.
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lines of orthodoxy and heresy were rigidly drawn (c.a. A.D. 160-80),”70 such metaphors were 

suppressed.

Pagels' narrative is consistent with some of the evidence but fails to convince. There is 

definitely something to her assertion that so-called “Gnostic Christians” were more willing to use

the image of God as Mother, as it appears in Gnostic literature, and especially in cosmologies, 

with great regularity.71 Less convincing, though, is her claim that the representation of God as a 

mother was the invention of Gnostics and was therefore painted with the brush of heresy. First, 

this ignores the numerous places in both the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament, discussed 

below, that describe God as like a mother, which orthodox Christians could – and did – cite as a 

precedent for using the maternal metaphor. Likewise, I question whether we should consider 

later uses of these representations, such as that of Clement, as in some way responding to 

Gnosticism.72 As Denise Buell demonstrates in her analysis of metaphors of kinship and 

procreation in Clement, his use of metaphorical motherhood is of a part with other metaphors of 

family and reproduction and so is likely independent of any Gnostic usage.73 Finally, however, 

and most importantly, Pagels' argument incorrectly assumes that Christians ceased to use the 

maternal metaphor. In fact, they not only continued to use these metaphors well into the fifth 

century but used them specifically in refuting heresy. While it's worth asking why Gnostics were 

70 Pagels, p. 303.
71 On the subject of God as mother in “Gnostic” texts, see Pheme Perkins, “Sophia and the Mother-Father: The 

Gnostic Goddess,”  in The Book of the Goddess Past and Present, ed. Carl Olsen, New York: Crossroad Press, 
1985, p. 97-109; also Karen L. King, “Sophia and Christ in the Apocryphon of John,” in Images of the Feminine
in Gnosticism, Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 1988, p. 158-176, who focuses especially on the role 
of the mother in ApocJohn's cosmology.

72 In this I echo Edward Engelbrecht, “God's Milk: An Orthodox Confession of the Eucharist,” Journal of Early 
Christian Studies 7.4 (Winter 1999), p. 524-525, who likewise points out that both “heretical” and “orthodox” 
authors use imagery of lactation when describing God.

73 Buell, p. 131-179.
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especially drawn to this image, neither they nor their fellow “heretics” had an exclusive claim to 

it.

Related to this is a third argument, though asserted with less force than the second, which 

ties reticence concerning the use of “God the Mother” instead to the “new orthodoxy” of radical 

Christian asceticism. This explanation, first posed by Sally McFague, contends that early 

Christians did not describe God in maternal terms because of a general hostility towards 

women's sexuality. As she argues:

It is by introducing female metaphors for God that the sexuality of both male and female 
metaphors becomes evident, though it appears, because we are familiar with the male metaphors,
that only the female ones are sexual… [But this] female sexuality would not, I suspect, be so 
feared or found so fascinating if sexuality, both male and female, had been accepted in a more 
open and healthy manner both as a human good and as an important way to model the activity of 
God in relation to the world.74

Gail Corrington Streete further builds on this idea by focusing on asceticism's erasure of the 

female body generally. Because asceticism entailed a triumph over the body, and because women

were considered especially bodily, it was necessary in ascetic strands of ancient Christianity for 

women to transcend womanly embodiment by “becoming male.”75 As a result, conceiving of God

as having a woman's body – with a womb and breasts – was grossly inappropriate.76 God could 

not be a mother, so the argument goes, because motherhood was at odds with asceticism.

While this is a natural assumption, especially given the aggressive promotion of sexual 

renunciation found in many of our sources, this argument is difficult to maintain in the face of 

the evidence. As this dissertation will argue time and again, Christian asceticism, at least for 

fourth-century Christians writing in Latin, did not impact representations of motherhood in the 

74 McFague, p. 98.
75 For an elaboration of this idea, especially in relation to Christian martyrdom, see Gail Corrington Streete, 

Redeemed Bodies: Women Martyrs in Early Christianity, Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2009.
76 Corrington Streete, Her Image of Salvation, p. 29.
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ways we might expect. Surprisingly, maternal metaphors for God were most extensively used by 

some of the foremost champions of women's asceticism in the Latin West, including Ambrose of 

Milan, Jerome, Augustine, and others. This is not to say that the image of God as a mother, and 

especially the image of God's womb, did not give them pause; it was, however, no more 

concerning than images of God's face or hands. Just as Christians reinterpreted representations of

sex and marriage in the Song of Songs with great adroitness,77 so they proved wholly capable of 

adapting representations of God as mother. Though Christians ascetics did reconfigure some 

metaphors, as we'll see in chapter five, the representation of God as mother remained largely 

unaffected by asceticism.

This brings us to the fourth and final argument for the absence of the maternal metaphor 

in late ancient Christian literature: That the metaphor was, as it was used by patristic authors, 

insufficiently meaningful for common use. This explanation, most convincingly pressed by Gail 

Corrington Streete,78 is premised on Clifford Geertz's description of religious symbols as “models

of” and “models for” reality.79 According to Geertz, religious symbols derive their force from 

verisimilitude: The more a religious symbol is a “model of” lived experience, the more that 

symbol “induc[es] a set of moods and motivations.”80 At the same time, however, religious 

symbols can be “models for” reality, in so far as they prescribe “distinctive “mental” 

77 For more on the interpretive and rhetorical strategies employed by Christian ascetics in reading potentially 
problematic passages of scripture, see Elizabeth Clark, Reading Renunciation: Asceticism and Scripture in 
Early Christianity, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999, esp. p. 104-151.

78 Corrington Streete, “The Milk of Salvation,” p. 407-411; Her Image of Salvation, p. 19.
79 Clifford Geertz, “Religion as a Cultural System,” in The Interpretation of Cultures, New York: Basic Books, 

1973, p. 87-125.
80 Geertz, p. 118. On the importance of verisimilitude or the “aura of factuality” to Geertz's understanding of 

symbolic systems, see Nancy K. Frankenberry and Hans H. Penner, “Geertz's Long-lasting Moods, Motivations,
and Metaphysical Conceptions,” Journal of Religion 79.4 (Oct., 1999), p. 639-640; Kevin Schilbrack, 
“Religion, Models of, and Reality: Are We Through with Geertz?”, Journal of the American Academy of 
Religion 73.2 (June, 2005), p. 446-7.
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dispositions.”81 Believers are drawn to a system of meaning by the accuracy with which it reflects

their own experiences, but upon adopting these symbols they assume a new conception of reality.

The power of a metaphor to shape perception – and, consequently, its meaningfulness – is 

therefore determined by the extent to which it mirrors an individual's own experience.

For Corrington Streete, this explains why some people in the ancient world, like the 

followers of Isis, made extensive use of maternal metaphors, while others, like the Christians, 

seldom if ever described God as mother. She argues, for example,82 that representations of Isis 

nursing, though often found buttressing royal ideology (the “model for” of the metaphor),83 were 

nevertheless “models of” the experience of breastfeeding: Just as mothers fostered life with the 

milk from their breasts, so salvific milk from the breasts of Isis signified the promise of eternal 

life. Corrington Streete finds proof for this in the archeological evidence of popular worship of 

the goddess by new mothers,84 which, she argues, proves that it resonated with their 

experiences.85 Jewish and Christian authors, by contrast, “detached” metaphorical breastfeeding 

from the experience of women.86 Citing Caroline Walker Bynum,87 Corrington Streete contends 

that men tend to “invert” social and biological experiences in their metaphors, in this instance by 

appropriating breastfeeding for a male God.88 Likewise, where Christians did use this metaphor, 

it was used to signify things like wisdom and instruction, typically considered the domains of 

81 Geertz, p. 123.
82 For a more complete analysis of the many female representations of the divine in antiquity and how they related 

to women's experiences, see Gail Corrington Streete, Her Image of Salvation: Female Saviors and Formative 
Christianity, Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992.

83 Corrington Streete, “The Milk of Salvation,” p. 399.
84 See V. Tran tam Tinh, Isis Lactans, Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1973, p. 7, 20.
85 Corrington Streete, “The Milk of Salvation,” p. 400-405.
86 Corrington Streete, “The Milk of Salvation,” p. 406.
87 Caroline Walker Bynum, “Introduction,” in Gender and Religion: On the Complexity of Symbols, ed. Caroline 

Walker Bynum, Boston: Beacon Press, 1986, p. 13.
88 Corrington Streete, “The Milk of Salvation,” p. 407.
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men and quite detached from women.89 The Christian maternal metaphor was thereby separated 

from the lived experience of motherhood – that is, the experience of women –  and thus proved 

an ineffective “model of,” explaining why it appears infrequently in late ancient Christian 

sources.

While there is something to the claim that “God the Mother” only appropriates 

motherhood,90 Corrington Streete's appeal to experience seems an uncertain basis for explaining 

why people in antiquity did or did not use these kinds of metaphors. This is because we have no 

real idea what mothers in antiquity experienced, only what our (overwhelmingly male) authors 

have to say about their experience.91 As Joan W. Scott argues:

The evidence of experience... reproduces rather than contests given ideological systems… [it] 
precludes critical examination of the workings of the ideology system itself, its categories of 
representation (homosexual / heterosexual, man / woman, black / white as fixed immutable 
identities), its premises about what these categories mean and how they operate, its notions of 
subjects, origin, and cause.92

In other words, texts cannot be trusted to reliably relay, unfiltered by the ideological 

commitments of their authors, the experiences of their subjects. To take but one example, the 

idea that the imparting of wisdom was a largely male experience, as Corrington Streete argues, is

undoubtedly the invention of our male authors. On the contrary, mothers may well have 

considered wisdom their domain as well,93 using breastfeeding, for instance, to impart wisdom by

89 Corrington Streete, “The Milk of Salvation,” p. 410: “...metaphors derived from childbirth and nursing, once 
applied to female deities, when they become increasingly detached from women's social and biological 
experiences, are appropriated for application to male models as descriptive of modes of communicating divine 
wisdom and protection.”

90 See discussion of Clement's appropriation of motherhood for a male God in Buell, p. 178-179.
91 Others have leveled this same criticism against Bynum: See Kathleen Biddick, “Gender, Bodies, Borders: 

Technologies of the Visible,” Speculum 68.2 (Apr., 1993), p. 391-392.
92 Joan W. Scott, “The Evidence of Experience,” Critical Inquiry 17.4 (Summer, 1991), p. 778.
93 For e.g., Marcus Aurelius' mother is said to have compelled her son to moderate his asceticism in the pursuit of 

Stoic perfection: Scriptores Historiae Augusti, Marcus Aurelius 1.2.6. Indeed, mothers of the upper class seem 
to have been expected to contribute to the moral formation and education of their children, either personally or 
through the selection of proper tutors. See Emily Ann Hemelrijk, Matrona Docta: Educated Women in the 
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training their children how to seek nourishment without overindulgence.94 Because such 

experiences are not recorded in the literary record, at least not unambiguously, it's impossible to 

use the evidence of experience to determine why the maternal metaphor may or may not have 

been appealing.

At the same time, however, Corrington Streete is correct in noting the importance of 

meaningfulness. At one time, of course, most metaphors were considered strictly decorative;95 

there are also so-called “dead metaphors,” which have lost much of their meaningfulness but still

remain in use. As I discuss below, though, the maternal metaphor was used by fourth-century 

Christians to “think with,” or rather, to make meaning, such that it must have been meaningful. 

Pace Corrington Streete, then, I argue that the maternal metaphor was more than just a rhetorical 

flourish or clumsy gender inversion. Images of God pregnant, giving birth, and nurturing his 

offspring appealed to ancient Christians because they allowed them to say things they couldn't 

otherwise say and to say them in many new and engaging ways.

To test this meaningfulness, I propose using the twin criteria of philosopher Max Black. 

According to Black, a metaphor is meaningful – or, as he puts it, “strong” – in so far as it is 

emphatic and resonant.96 By emphatic, Black means that the non-literal component, what he calls

the “focus,” cannot be substituted by another word. In the metaphor chess is war, for example, 

the focus war, which imparts something about the character of chess, cannot be replaced by some

other word and still achieve the same meaning. It is not, in other words, an ornamentation or 

Roman Elite from Cornelia to Julia Domna, London: Routledge, 1999, p. 59-95. I return to this subject in 
chapters three and four.           

94 There are even hints of this in texts written by male authors, such as advice on the importance of mothers 
breastfeeding their own children. See, for e.g., Aulus Gellius, Noctes Atticae 12.1.

95 Aristotle, Rhetorica 3.2.8: καὶ τὸ σαφὲς καὶ τὸ ἡδὺ καὶ τὸ ξενικὸν ἔχει μάλιστα ἡ μεταφορά; see also 3.2.9, 
3.2.12, 3.10.4; Poetica 22.17; Cicero, De oratore 3.(38-39).155-157.

96 Max Black, “More About Metaphor,” in Metaphor and Thought, ed. Andrew Ortony, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1993, p. 25-27.
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decoration: The constellation of associations brought by the word war is integral to what the 

metaphorical statement conveys.97 At the same time, though, a strong metaphor must also be 

resonant, that is, its meaning cannot be restricted to only one interpretive response. If a 

metaphorical statement is emphatic, Black argues, it draws on the multiple associations of the 

focus, thereby conveying many different things about the literal term: Chess is war conveys that 

chess entails a degree of tactical thinking, but might also convey that chess involves losing some 

pieces as casualties.98 The maternal metaphor used by fourth-century Christians, because of its 

explanatory power and expansiveness, meets these two criteria, such that we can say it was 

meaningful despite any degree of “detachment” from lived experience.

What follows is an assessment of these four arguments based on available evidence of the

use of maternal metaphors for describing God in fourth-century Latin Christian literature. I've 

divided this evidence into two parts. In the first, I look at exegesis of a number of texts from both

the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament which seem to refer to God as a mother. This 

demonstrates that the maternal metaphor had a place in both ancient Judaism and early 

Christianity while also showing its appeal to the Christian ascetics and champions of orthodoxy 

who commented on these texts. Indeed, in most instances the maternal metaphor was used in 

support of a life of sexual renunciation (a point I'll explore further in chapter five) or as a 

refutation of heresy. I also argue that the maternal metaphors used by these authors were 

meaningful in so far as they were emphatic, with few other metaphors available to convey quite 

the same thoughts about God. In the second part of what follows, I continue this assessment of 

the metaphor's meaningfulness by considering its resonance. The flexibility of the metaphor, 

97 Black, “More About Metaphor,” p. 26.          
98 Black, “More About Metaphor,” p. 27.
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evidenced by the multitude of ways in which it was interpreted in the Bible, also led to its 

appearance quite outside scriptural exegesis, especially in the dispute between Arian and Nicene 

Christians. Taken together, this demonstrates that motherhood remained an important means by 

which Christians understood and articulated the nature of God.

Isaiah 42.14, 46.3-4, 49.15, and 66.13

The most frequent use of the maternal metaphor in the Hebrew Bible, but the least 

commented upon by fourth-century Christians, is found in the second part of Isaiah, where it is 

used four times – in Isaiah 42.14, 46.3-4, 49.15, and 66.13 – to describe God. These metaphors 

are decidedly exceptional. As Mayer I. Gruber argues, descriptions of God in labor (42.14), 

pregnant (46.3-4), and caring for his children (49.15 & 66.13) are surprising in their originality 

and stand in marked contrast to descriptions of God found elsewhere in Isaiah.99 Similarly, Sarah 

J. Dille rightly underscores the mixing of these metaphors with more traditional representations 

of God, so that out of Deutero-Isaiah's complex interweaving of images comes a coherence of 

metaphors that defies any easy reduction of God to a human parallel.100 As we'll see, this complex

image proved irresistible to at least one fourth-century Christian, even despite his commitments 

to asceticism.

Sadly, little of what late ancient Christians writing in Latin had to say about Deutero-

Isaiah has survived. We know that Ambrose wrote an extensive commentary on Isaiah sometime 

99 Mayer I. Gruber, “The Motherhood of God in Second Isaiah,” Revue Biblique 90 (1983), p. 351-359. Gruber 
argues (cf. Ochshorn) that Deutero-Isaiah employs these original metaphors as a way of opposing idolatry: “The
lesson would seem to be that a religion which seeks to convey the Teaching of God who is above and beyond 
both sexes cannot succeed in conveying that Teaching if it seeks to do so in a manner which implies that a 
positive-divine value is attached to only the one of the two sexes” (p. 359).

100 Sarah J. Dille, Mixing Metaphors: God as Mother and Father in Deutero-Isaiah, New York: T & T Clark 
International, 2004, esp. p. 41-73 (on Isaiah 42.8-17), 128-151 (on Isaiah 49.13-23). See also John Schmitt, 
“The Motherhood of God and Zion as Mother,” Revue Biblique 92 (1985), p. 557-69.
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in the 380s, but only fragments remain, and these do not extend much past the first part of the 

text.101 Nor do we know what Augustine had to say about these passages, except that he found 

Isaiah less edifying than his master at Milan: In book 9 of his Confessiones, he writes that 

Ambrose had referred him to Isaiah shortly after his conversion to the faith but that he quickly 

set the book aside, finding it too opaque.102 Both make frequent reference to specific passages of 

Isaiah, and especially refer to Isaiah 53.8 (“Who shall declare his generations?”) in discussing 

the mystery of the begetting of the Son;103 but I have been unable to find any commentary on 

Deutero-Isaiah's use of the maternal metaphor in either author. This may point to a reticence 

toward addressing these metaphors, though in light of similar metaphors elsewhere in Ambrose 

and Augustine, it seems more likely that this silence is a result of gaps in our sources.

Fortunately, Jerome's long and exhaustive commentary on Isaiah has survived in its 

entirety. Far and away his most ambitious and largest project, accounting for more than 660 

columns in the Migne edition, the Commentariorum in Isaiam stands as testament to his 

concerns as critical scholar, exegete, and theologian.104 His lack of hesitation in affirming these 

metaphors is therefore remarkable. As the vanguard of the new asceticism,105 Jerome would seem 

an unlikely advocate for maternal metaphors of any kind, let alone those applied to God, and 

101 For these fragments, all gleaned from Augustine, see CCL 14.405-8. Ambrose himself references this 
commentary in Expositio Evangelii Secundum Lucam 2.56.

102 Augustine, Confessiones 9.5.
103 Ambrose, De fide 1.14.89; Augustine, Sermo 195.1, 196.1, 215.3, 369.2; Enarrationes in Psalmos 

109(110).16(10). Augustine also briefly references Isaiah 42.15.31 in Confessiones 4.15.31.
104 See Thomas P. Scheck, St. Jerome: Commentary on Isaiah, New York: The Newman Press, 2015, p. 1-25. 

Jerome uses his commentary to respond to those who were critical of his methods, in particular his reliance on 
Hebrew sources, as well as to address opponents of his Latin translation of the Hebrew Bible. At the same time, 
though, he also uses it to acknowledge his debt to Origen, but to also distance himself from him, in so far as his 
commentary is a response to Origen's homilies on Isaiah. Scheck does an excellent job of analyzing this 
dialogue, especially by considering Jerome's commentary against his translation of Origen's homilies.

105 On Jerome's ascetic program and how it relates to his scriptural exegesis, see Andrew Cain, The Letters of 
Jerome: Asceticism, Biblical Exegesis, and the Construction of Christian Authority in Late Antiquity, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2009. I discuss this subject in further detail in chapter four.
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certainly not in his magnum opus. Yet, surprisingly, he did not turn away from images of these 

biological processes in Deutero-Isaiah. In fact, Jerome relied on them even more.

For example, it would be understandable for Jerome to pause at the prophet's description 

of God in labor:

For a long time I have held my peace,
I have kept still and restrained myself;
now I will cry out like a woman in labor,
I will gasp and pant. (42.14)106

This metaphor functions by highlighting the violence of childbirth, when an ordinarily peaceful 

and self-controlled woman cries out; this is like God, who has controlled himself in the past but 

who is now unrestrained.107 Granted, this is not necessarily a positive association for childbirth, 

as in his labor throes God will “lay waste to mountains and hills” (42.15) and “turn the rivers 

into islands” (42.16). Nevertheless, it is a grossly material way of speaking about the divine and 

one that a critic of reproduction might well hesitate at embracing.

It is therefore remarkable that in his commentary, though Jerome shifts the focus, he does 

not turn away from the metaphor. Whereas Deutero-Isaiah draws a parallel between the cry of a 

woman in labor and the battle-cry of a warrior (“The Lord goes forth like a solider… he cries 

out, he shouts aloud, he shows himself mighty against his foes” [42.13]), thus mitigating this 

feminine image by appropriating it for a decidedly male warrior-God,108 Jerome instead focuses 

on parturition as a revelatory process:

106 ף ָיַֽחד׃  ְשַא֖ ם ְואש ֥שם ה אש ְפעשא ה אש ק ַכ֥יו֣לָדא ְתַאָפַ יש אש ֶר֖ ם ַאח  ֥עוָלא יֶתיו ֣מֽ ֣שמ חי  cf. Jerome's translation: tacui semper silui patiens הש
fui sicut pariens [Vulg.: parturiens] loquar dissipabo et absorbebo simul.

107 For a more extended analysis of the metaphor, see Dille, p. 41-73. In particular, Dille argues that these lines 
must be read together with the description of God as a warrior that proceeds them: “This language is not simply 
a derivation from a model of Mother God. Rather, the language arises from a distinctive rhetorical strategy, in 
which the language of war is expanded into the language of motherhood” (p. 73).

108 As Dille argues: “Interaction with the warrior image downplays this dimension of labor” (p. 71).
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And just as a woman in labor brings forth an infant into the light and brings into the open what 
was previously being held confined within, so I [i.e., God] will now bring forth my grief and 
dissimulation that I always had because of your evil deeds, and I will destroy your plans.109

In this reading, the crying, gasping, and panting that women in labor share with men at war is 

obscured, while birth – specifically, birth as bringing forth what was hidden – is highlighted. In a

sense, then, Jerome doubles-down on the image of God as a mother, for his God does not simply 

mix her cries with that of the warrior but actually gives birth.110

The ease with which Jerome adopts the maternal metaphors of Deutero-Isaiah is even 

more evident in his commentary on Isaiah 46.3-7. This is because the Septuagint, which Jerome 

places alongside his translation of the Hebrew text, seems to hesitate in precisely the way we 

would expect Jerome to do. Compare Jerome's translation of the Hebrew to his translation of the 

Septuagint (emphasis mine):

Hear me, O house of Jacob, and all the remnant of the house of Israel, who are carried by my 
uterus, who are borne up by my womb. Even to old age I am the same, and to gray hairs I will 
carry you; I have made, and I will bear, and I will carry and will save. (Hebrew)

Hear me, O house of Jacob, and all the remnant of Israel, who are carried from the uterus, and 

taught from infancy even to old age. I am he; and until you grow old, I am he. I sustain you, I 
have made, and I will let you go, I will take up and save you. (LXX)111

As is plain, the Septuagint amends the text in order to hide the image of God as a mother, 

removing the personal pronoun (so that “my uterus” becomes “the uterus”), translating “borne up

109 Jerome, Commentariorum in Isaiam 12.10: Et quomodo pariens in lucem profundit infantem, et apertum facit 
esse quod prius clausum in visceribus tenebatur: sic ego dolorem meum et dissimulationem quam semper habui 
super sceleribus vestris, nunc proferam, et dissipabo vestra consilia.

110 Of course, both revelation, which is the association Jerome is using, and retribution, which is what God births, 
are predominantly male-assigned, meaning that Jerome's God is not necessarily any less of a man. On this point 
I would agree with Dille (p. 72): It's too reductive to label this as “God the Mother.”

111 Jerome, Commentariorum in Isaiam 13.7: Audite me, domus Jacob, et omne residuum domus Israel, qui 
portamini a meo utero, qui gestamini a mea vulva. Usque ad senectam ego ipse, et usque ad canos ego portabo:
ego feci, et ego feram: ego portabo, et salvabo. Cf. his translation of the LXX: Audite me, domus Jacob, et 
omnes reliquiae Israel qui portamini de utero, et erudimini a parvulo usque ad senectutem. Ego sum, et donec 
senescatis ego sum: ego sustineo vos: ego feci, et ego portabo: ego suscipiam, et salvos vos faciam.
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by my womb” as “taught from infancy even to old age,” and preferring general terms of rearing 

to “carry” and “bear.” Evidently, some did balk at Deutero-Isaiah's maternal metaphors; more to 

the point, in so translating the text, the Septuagint provided a way to sidestep the image of God's 

womb.

Surprisingly, however, the Commentariorum passes up this opportunity by rejecting the 

Septuagint's translation. As he does throughout his commentary, Jerome contends that the 

Septuagint is significant – for example, “taught from infancy even to old age” signifies the 

stubbornness of the Jews, who teach the law “even to old age” – but not conclusive, as it must be

offset by a reading of the Hebrew.112 In this instance, he argues that the Septuagint fails to capture

the pronominal suffix “my”: The text does not read  which according to ,מני־רחם but מהרחם

Jerome is “a preposition which means 'from my uterus' or 'from my womb.'”113 This, he explains, 

should not give the reader pause, as if “the ineffable and incomprehensible majesty of God has 

either a uterus, or a womb, and feet, hands, and other members of the body;” it is rather an 

approximate way (“by means of our words”) for us to “learn of God's affection.” God carried 

Israel out of Egypt “like children and nursing babies, as if by the uterus of a mother and the 

womb of a pregnant woman,”114 with Jerome tying to pregnancy associations of salvation, 

protection, and love. Like a mother carries her child in the protective and loving environment of 

her womb, so God carried the nation of Israel.

112 Jerome, Commentarium in Isaiam 13.7: “For in that passage, where the Septuagint translated, “I have begotten 
you from the uterus before the morning star,” [cf. discussion of this passage in the following section] the 
Hebrew has it written, merehem, which means “from the womb.” In fact, in the present context, not only is it 
written from the uterus and from the womb, that is mebeten and merehem, but menni, a preposition which means 
“from my uterus” or “from my womb.””

113 ibid. Jerome assumes (incorrectly) that the pronominal suffix used with nouns is also used with prepositions.
114 ibid.: Ita a Deo, quasi matris utero, et vulva praegnantis, ex Aegypto esse portatos.
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This web of associations seems to predominate in Jerome's interpretation of the maternal 

metaphor, whether in Deutero-Isaiah or elsewhere. In his commentary on Isaiah 66.13 (“As if 

one whom the mother caresses, so will I comfort you, and you shall be comforted in Jerusalem”),

he offers an extended reflection on imitations of God's merciful love and protection in the natural

world. The greatest example of this is the eagle:

They locate their nests upon high and inaccessible places, to keep snakes from ravaging the 
offspring. They also say that the eagle-stone is found among its chicks to overcome all venoms. 
If this is true, God's affection for his creatures is rightly compared with eagles. He protects his 
children with all vigilance, lest the dragon and ancient serpent, the devil and Satan, sneak up 
upon the young offspring.115 

Once again, Jerome associates motherhood with affection – the apparent source of the eagle's 

concern – and protection. He then continues, however, to use these associations as the 

hermeneutical key for a wide array of scriptural texts: He applies it to the present text in 

Deutero-Isaiah, where God promises to comfort Israel as a mother; to Matthew 23.37, where 

Christ describes himself as a mother hen (a text we'll return to later); to Deuteronomy 32.11, 

where God is compared to a mother eagle that “hovers over its young;” to Galatians 4.26, where 

Jerusalem is proclaimed as the “mother of all;” and to 2 Corinthians 1.3-4, which according to 

Jerome concerns the Apostle who “was filled with the milk of comfort… and comforted others 

who needed his words.” This last is especially noteworthy. Though Paul frequently uses maternal

metaphors to describe his evangelical work,116 he does not do so in 2 Corinthians 1.3-4. Jerome, 

115 Jerome, Commentarium in Isaiam 18.26: In excelsis et inaccessis locis nidos collocant, ne coluber fetus violet. 
Amethisten quoque inter pullos ejus lapidem reperiri, quo omnia venena superentur. Si hoc verum est, recte 
affectus Dei in suas creaturas aquilis comparatus est, qui omni custodia protegit liberos suos, ne draco et 
coluber antiquus, diabolus et Satanas obrepat novellis fetibus.

116 For e.g., Romans 8.22; 1 Corinthians 3.2, 15.8; Galatians 4.19; 1 Thessalonians 2.7, 5.3. See Jennifer McNeel, 
Paul as Infant and Nursing Mother: Metaphor, Rhetoric, and Identity in 1 Thessalonians 2:5-8, Atlanta: Society 
of Biblical Literature Press, 2014. See also chapter five, where I discuss these metaphors in further detail.
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overcome by the association of solicitous care with maternal nurture, reads motherhood even 

where it is not obvious.

 If anything, then, Jerome extended the reach of the maternal metaphor. His commentary 

on Isaiah 42.14 could have acceded to the text's assimilation of a woman's labor cries to the cries 

of a warrior; instead, the warrior disappears and the text hones in on the significance of 

parturition as a revelatory process. Similarly, whereas the Septuagint removes God's womb from 

Isaiah 46.3-7, the Commentariorum in Isaiam uses the Hebrew text to re-insert it, the better to 

highlight God's protective and loving care for his people. This last example, however, is the most

telling, in so far as solicitous and affectionate maternal concern appears even where it is not 

readily apparent. All of this shows that the maternal metaphor was indispensable to Jerome's 

interpretation of the Bible, and especially to his understanding of God: It brought a web of 

associations – revelation, protection, compassion, affection – that might well have been lost were

the metaphor to be substituted by, say, the cries of a warrior or the womb of a surrogate. To use 

the categories of Black, Jerome's use of the metaphor was emphatic. Its utility as a metaphor, at 

least in biblical exegesis, quite overwhelmed any hesitations Jerome might have had as teacher 

of asceticism.

Psalm 109 (110).3

While Deutero-Isaiah, which offers the most extensive use of the maternal metaphor in 

the Hebrew Bible, is scarcely examined outside his commentary, another text that describes God 

as a mother – Psalm 109 (110).3 – appears, despite its brevity and ambiguity, in the writings of 
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virtually every author of our period. In the Septuagint translation preferred by all (including 

Jerome), the text reads:

ἐκ γαστρὸς πρὸ ἑωσφόρου
ἐγέννησά σε.

From the womb before the morning star
I brought you forth.117

These two lines – translated into Latin as Ex utero ante luciferum genui te – were constantly 

invoked by fourth-century Christians. Indeed, far from being marginalized to the heterodox 

fringe, the image of God the Father giving birth “before the morning star” was mobilized to 

buttress the claims of a new orthodoxy, specifically in asserting Christ's common substance with 

the Father and his birth in eternity.

We encounter the text briefly in Ambrose's De fide, in which the bishop ostensibly 

instructs the emperor Gratian on the finer points of Trinitarian theology.118 Against what he 

believes are the Arian views of his opponents, Ambrose offers proofs that the Son was begotten 

and not created. Among these, he provides a series of scriptural texts that point to the generation 

– and not the creation – of Christ, including Colossians 1.15 (“the first-born of all creation”), 

John 1.14 (“the glory as of a father's only son”), and Isaiah 53.8 (“who shall declare his 

generation?”). The first of these, however, is Psalm 109(110).3, and specifically the words ex 

117 cf. the MT:
ך       :ַעְמך ְנָד֥בת ,ְביום ֣חילש

יך ם ֶמְשָחר ;ְלך, ַטל ַיְלֶדתש חש ש, ֣מרש  .ְבַהְד֣רי-֥קדש

       Your people will offer themselves willingly
       on the day you lead your forces
       on the holy mountain.
       From the womb of the morning
       like dew, your youth will come to you. (NRSV)
118 Ambrose, De fide 1.14.89. For a good discussion of the context of De fide, see Neil B. McLynn, Ambrose of 

Milan: Church and Court in a Christian Capital, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994, p. 102-106.
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utero ante luciferum genui te, which Ambrose reads as referring to the eternal begetting of the 

Son.119 He does not unpack the text, though, but lets it stand on its own as a “great and mighty 

testimony.”120

Exegesis is found in De virginibus, another of the principal articulations of the bishop's 

theological program, this time melding his Nicene Christology with instructions to virgins on the

ascetic life.121 Amidst a call for young Christian women to take Christ as their bridegroom, 

Ambrose invokes Psalm 109(110).3 to affirm Christ's parity with God:

For if there be no doubt that the Son is God, and that God is good, there is certainly no doubt that
God the Son is good. Love Him I say. He it is Whom the Father begot before the morning star, as
being eternal; He brought Him forth from the womb as the Son; He uttered him from His heart, 
as the Word. He it is in Whom the Father is well pleased (Mt. 17.5); He is the Arm of the Father, 
for He is Creator of all, and the Wisdom of the Father (Col. 2.2-3), for He proceeded from the 
mouth of God.122

Just as Jerome's commentary, in assessing the appropriateness of describing God's womb in 

Isaiah 46.3-7, draws a parallel to metaphorical description of other parts of God's body (feet, 

hands, etc.), so Ambrose's advice to virgins follows God's womb with his heart, arm, and mouth. 

What's striking is that each of these metaphors treats the Son as somehow within the Father. Part 

of his point here is that the Father and Son share the same substance in so far as they are made up

of the same parts.123 He makes this point, though, by implying something akin to a perpetual 

119 Virginia Burrus also notes this brief appearance of God's womb: Virginia Burrus, “Begotten, Not Made”: 
Conceiving Manhood in Late Antiquity, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000, p. 158.

120 cf. his brief citations of the text in De interpellatione Job et David 2.6.25 and Apologia altera prophetae David 
4.25. 

121 For context, see McLynn, p. 60-63. On the extent to which the text is concerned with issues of Trinitarian 
theology, see Ariel Bybee Laughton, Virginity Discourse and Ascetic Politics in the Writings of Ambrose of 
Milan, PhD dissertation, Duke University, 2010, p. 23-37.

122 Ambrose, De virginibus 3.1.3: Si enim non dubitatur quia Deus Filius, Deus autem bonus est: utique non 
dubitatur, quia Deus bonus Filius. Hunc, inquam, dilige. Ipse est quem Pater genuit ante Luciferum, ut 
aeternum: ex utero generavit, ut Filium: ex corde eructavit, ut Verbum. Ipse est in quo complacuit Pater: ipse 
est Patris brachium, quia creator est omnium: Patris sapientia, quia ex Dei ore processit.

123 Burrus argues (“Begotten, Not Made,” p. 144-150) that Ambrose is in effect “borrowing” the womb of Mary, 
allowing him, an incorporeal and invisible being, space to “beget” a son.
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pregnancy: The Son is begotten and “brought forth,” but he is also the Word in the Father's heart,

the strength in his arm, the wisdom in his mouth, and, presumably, the child in his womb. 

Ambrose may not mean this literally, as the complete interpenetration of Father and Son would 

not allow for such partitioning.124 He does, however, seem to rely on the image of perpetual 

pregnancy – of the Son ever within the Father – to convey that the Son shares the Father's 

substance and has done so from eternity, a point we'll return to in his interpretation of John 1.18.

Even more extensive analysis of this text is found in the commentaries and sermons of 

Augustine.125 This is not always edifying: In his commentary on Job, he cites Psalm 109(110).3 as

an instance where a specifically named star – Lucifer, “the Morning Star” – is used as a figure of 

speech, with the part meant to indicate the whole.126 In two other texts,127 however, Augustine uses

each component of the psalm's maternal metaphor to refute the claims of the “Arians.” 

Interestingly, both exegeses were delivered as sermons,128 suggesting that Augustine drew on the 

image of God's womb to convey something to a general audience.

The longest of the two, Enarrationes in Psalmos 109, is addressed to his congregation 

following the recitation of the psalm during that week's services.129 It ranges widely, using 

different verses of the psalm as a basis for reflection on prophecy, the dawning of a new 

124 As Hilary of Poitiers says (De trinitate 3.17): “For no man knows God unless he confess Him as Father, Father 
of the Only-begotten Son, and confess also the Son a Son by no partition or extension or procession, but born of 
Him, as Son of Father, ineffably and incomprehensibly, and retaining the fullness of that Godhead from which 
and in which He was born as true and infinite and perfect God.” N.B., though, Ambrose's concluding assertion 
that the Son is Patris virtus, quia divinitatis in eo corporaliter habitat plenitudo. The Father, then, is also within 
the Son.         

125 This may be because Augustine actually finished his commentary on the psalms. Ambrose only wrote a 
commentary on twelve psalms (Enarrationes in XII Psalmos Davidicos: PL 14.963-1238) and a longer 
commentary on Psalm 118 (Expositio in Psalmum CXVIII: PL 15.1197-1526). According to Paulinus' biography 
(42), he died in the midst of expanding his exegesis of the psalms, while working on a commentary on Psalm 
43.

126 Augustine, Annotatium in Job 1.38.
127 Augustine, Enarrationes in Psalmos 109; Sermo 135.4.
128 This is why the Maurists appended ad plebem or ad populum to the title of Enarrationes in Psalmos 109, hence 

the title of this text in the PL and CCL.
129 Augustine, Enarrationes in Psalmos 109.1.
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Christian political order,130 the resurrection, the Incarnation, and so on; it's especially concerned, 

however, with the nature of the Son and his relation to the Father. Augustine's reading of ex utero

ante luciferum genui te, which he breaks into two halves (ex utero and ante luciferum), is on this 

basis. “From the womb,” he argues, does not indicate that God has a fleshly body; rather, it 

signifies “from what is secret, from what is hidden; from Myself, from My substance.”131 He 

shares, then, Ambrose's focus on God's implied pregnancy as proof that Father and Son are 

homoousios, with the fetal Son subsisting in the Father's hidden interior and thereby partaking in 

his substance. As for “before the morning star,” this signifies that Christ was born in eternity, as 

the “morning star” was the first thing that God created.132 Augustine thus mobilizes Psalm 

109(110).3 against both the Anomeans (who denied that Father and Son share the same 

substance) and against the Arians generally (who contended that the Son was created in time): 

God's pregnancy is taken as proof that Father and Son share the same substance, the one 

subsisting in the other as a secreta substantia; while Christ's eternal begetting, before creation, 

confounds those who claim the Son was created by the Father alongside the rest of creation.

A similar reading is found in Sermo 135, though the focus shifts from pregnancy to 

parturition. The subject of the sermon is John 1.1, but Augustine also brings Psalm 109(110).3 to 

130 Augustine, Enarrationes in Psalmos 109.9: “He therefore sits at the right hand of God, till His enemies be 
placed beneath His feet. This is going on, this is taking place: although it is accomplished by degrees, it is going 
on without end. For though the heathen rage, will they, taking counsel together against Christ, prevent the 
fulfillment of these words: "I will give you the heathen for your inheritance, and the utmost parts of the earth for
your possession"?” (trans.: J.E. Tweed, NPNF 8, Psalm 110.4)

131 Augustine, Enarrationes in Psalmos 109.16 (trans.: J.E. Tweed, NPNF 8, Psalm 110.4): Ex secreto, ex occulto; 
de meipso, de substantia mea.

132 Ibid., and paralleled in Annotationes in Job 1.38: “If, then, the stars are placed for signs and for seasons, and 
"morning star" stands in for the stars, then what is before the morning star, this is before the stars; and because 
this is before the stars, this is before time; and if it is therefore before time, it's in eternity. Do not ask when; 
eternity does not have a "when." "When" and "anytime" are temporal words. That which is from the Father is 
not born in time, through whom all time is made. [Scripture] therefore speaks, by necessity, figuratively, 
prophetically, with "womb" meaning "secret substance" [secreta substantia] and "morning star" meaning "being 
ordained before time" (translation mine). cf. how Augustine addresses the problem of time when explicating 
John 1.18: There, as I argue below, he explains this eternal birthing by collapsing the various stages of 
pregnancy and parturition.
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bear, arguing that both texts refute what he calls the “Arians.” His interpretation of ante 

luciferum remains unchanged;133 what's interesting is how he derives the same substance of 

Father and Son from ex utero. God's pregnancy – that he has an interior space where the Son 

dwells as secreta substantia – makes way for the process of childbirth, and especially for 

childbirth as derivation of like substance from like substance:

And why did he say from the womb, if not to give us to understand that he begot from his own 
substance? So what came forth from the womb was the same as the one who begot; because if 
the one who begot was one thing, and another came forth from the womb, it's a monster, not a 
Son.134

In effect, Augustine offers two metaphors, claiming one and ascribing the other to his 

adversaries. On his side he offers the Son's metaphorical birth from the womb of the Father, 

which imparts to the Son the substance of the Father as surely as a mother imparts her flesh to 

her child. However, he then invokes the image of monstrous birth to contrast his God with the 

God of his opponents: Because they assert that the Son is of a different substance from the 

Father, they must imagine the Father giving birth to some kind of monster. God's metaphorical 

birthing thereby communicates to his congregation both the “common sense” of his Christology 

– the Son is of the same substance as the Father just as a child is of the same substance as its 

mother –  and the folly of his adversaries.

133 Augustine, Sermo 135.4: “What's before the daystar? The daystar stands for time. Therefore before time, before 
everything that is called “before,” before everything that is not, before everything that is.”

134 Ibid.: Et quare dixit, Ex utero, nisi ut intelligeretur de sua substantia genuisse? Ergo ex utero hoc processit, 
quod erat ipse qui genuit. Nam si aliud erat qui genuit, aliud autem ex utero processit; monstrum est, non Filius.
Just prior to this, he also cautions against interpreting this metaphor too literally.
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Other examples could be offered,135 but all follow along similar lines. The use of this 

metaphor leads to a couple different conclusions. First, it can be said unequivocally that the 

maternal metaphor, at least judging from these sources, was not heterodox. On the contrary,  

Psalm 109(110).3 was invoked against the “heretic” as one of the chief proof-texts establishing 

that Christ shares the substance of the Father (contra the Anomeans, and anyone else who 

questioned that Father and Son are homoousios) and was begotten in eternity (contra the Arians 

generally). While Augustine's sermon does imagine the Arians using a similar (though 

monstrous) metaphor, nowhere is it suggested that the image of God giving birth is necessarily 

heretical. Second, this metaphor was emphatic. Attempts were made, especially by Ambrose, to 

draw parallels to other parts of God's metaphorical body, but the image of the Son in the womb 

of the Father, despite its difficulties, had special resonance. As proof of this, parallelism all but 

vanishes in later sources,136 with the Father's womb made to carry much of weight of two rather 

difficult theological concepts. Though fourth-century Latin Church Fathers may have preferred 

some other image, the maternal metaphor was often what they used to convey the mystery of the 

Son's generation.

Luke 13.34 // Matthew 23.37

The maternal metaphor also appears in commentary on the New Testament, and 

particularly in interpretation of the hen simile in Luke 13.34 and Matthew 23.37. The verse in 

135 For e.g., Jerome, Epistle 65.5; Commentariorum in evangelium Matthaei ad Eusebium 22.41; Hilary of Poitiers, 
De trinitate 6.16, 12.8; Rufinus, De benedictionibus patriarcharum 42. Examples are also available in our 
Greek sources: See Alexander of Alexandria, Epistle 1.8; Eusebius of Caesarea, Demonstratio evangelica 4.16; 
Athanasius, Apologia contra Arianos 4.27; De decretis 3.13.

136 As in, for e.g., Jerome, Commentarium in Isaiam 13.7, discussed above, where these parallels are mentioned but
quickly dismissed as unnecessary.
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question, common to both gospels, is spoken by Jesus and addressed to those who persecute the 

prophets:

Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it! How 
often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, 
and you were not willing!137

This text is markedly different from those we've already considered in that it is a simile, not a 

more expansive metaphor, and in that it does not refer to specific biological processes. At the 

same time, however, it goes to show that the maternal metaphor was not confined to the Hebrew 

Bible, to prophetic speech, or even to the Father alone, but was a way for Christians to talk about

God that had been authorized by Christ himself. Also, like Psalm 109(110).3, this verse was used

to convey a rather tricky theological point, this time concerning Christ's self-effacement.

This reading, it should be pointed out, seems the exclusive property of Augustine. 

Commentary on Lk. 13.34 // Mt. 23.37 is offered by a few different authors but only in passing. 

Jerome, for example, invokes Mt. 23.37 when commenting on Isaiah 66.13, tying it to 

Deuteronomy 32.11 (“Just as the eagle has longed to protect her own nest and chicks, spreading 

out her wings, she took them and carried them on her shoulders”) and using them both as 

scriptural proof that maternal concern is natural.138 In his commentary on Matthew, he repeats this

intertext, but interestingly, he says that Christ thereby “laments… with the feeling of a father.”139 

Hilary of Poitiers likewise reads the text in light of the other birds of the Bible in his commentary

on Psalm 56(57).1 (“In the shadow of your wings I will take refuge”). The hen, he argues, 

137 Lk. 13.34: Ἰερουσαλὴμ Ἰερουσαλήμ, ἡ ἀποκτείνουσα τοὺς προφήτας καὶ λιθοβολοῦσα τοὺς ἀπεσταλμένους 
πρὸς αὐτήν, ποσάκις ἠθέλησα ἐπισυνάξαι τὰ τέκνα σου ὃν τρόπον ὄρνις τὴν ἑαυτῆς νοσσιὰν ὑπὸ τὰς πτέρυγας, 
καὶ οὐκ ἠθελήσατε. cf. Mt. 23.37 (emphasis mine):  Ἰερουσαλὴμ Ἰερουσαλήμ, ἡ ἀποκτείνουσα τοὺς προφήτας 
καὶ λιθοβολοῦσα τοὺς ἀπεσταλμένους πρὸς αὐτήν, ποσάκις ἠθέλησα ἐπισυναγαγεῖν τὰ τέκνα σου, ὃν τρόπον 
ὄρνις ἐπισυνάγει τὰ νοσσία αὐτῆς ὑπὸ τὰς πτέρυγας, καὶ οὐκ ἠθελήσατε. 

138 Jerome, Commentariorum in Isaiam 18.26.
139 Jerome, Commentariorum in evangelium Matthaei ad Eusebium 23.37
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represents the promise of Christ's mercy to the sinner, with the heat of his maternal body causing 

one who has sinned to fly away into the new birth of eternal life.140 Like Jerome's reading, 

however, this is only offered as an aside to his interpretation of another text. Lk. 13.34 // Mt. 

23.37 are similarly passed over by other sources, including in Ambrose's extensive commentary 

on the gospel of Luke.

In the writings of Augustine, by contrast, Lk. 13.34 // Mt. 23.37 appears nearly a dozen 

times. In one of his commentaries on the book of Genesis, for example, he uses Lk. 13.34 // Mt. 

23.37 to explain what is meant when the spirit of God superferebatur (“moved over”) the face of 

the waters. Arguing that superferebatur is etymologically related to fouebat (“was warming”), he

contends that this refers to matris Sapientia, that is, the Christ-as-hen from Lk. 13.34 // Mt. 

23.37, who uses the warmth of her body to dispel the ignorance of her young.141 Likewise, in 

interpreting the foods of Lk. 11.11-12 (“Is there anyone among you who, if your child asks for a 

fish, will give a snake instead of a fish? Or if the child asks for an egg, will give a scorpion?”), 

Augustine identifies the egg as the hope laid by “that evangelical… that divine hen.”142 

Surprisingly, as also with Hilary's commentary, no special comment is made on Christ 

quickening her young with her maternal heat or laying eggs. Augustine gives no indication that 

he expects these images to be especially problematic or worthy of elaboration, introducing them 

only to resolve some ambiguity in scripture.

His commentary on Lk. 11.11-12 differs from other patristic uses of Lk. 13.34 // Mt. 

23.37, however, in that it opens more extended reflection on the image of God as a mother. 

140 Hilary of Poitiers, Tractatus super psalmos 56.3; cf. Jerome, Commentariorum in evangelium Matthaei 24.11.
141 Augustine, De Genesi ad litteram 1.18.
142 Augustine, Sermo 105.8: Gallina evangelica... gallina divina.
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Unprompted by either Lk. 11.11-12 or Lk. 13.34 // Mt. 23.37, Augustine launches into a list of 

the frailties of hens:

But she took flesh, in order to be on the same level as her chicks. Notice a hen, ruffling her 
feathers, drooping her wings, clucking in a hoarse, a shaky, a tired, a languid sort of way, in order
to be on the same level as her little brood.143

The bishop is clearly using hens to talk about the Incarnation – “but she took flesh” – and the 

humbling that it entailed. Just as Christ placed himself “on the same level” as humanity by being 

born, enduring the degradations of the flesh, and submitting to torture and death, so a hen who is 

with chick ruffles her feathers, droops, and becomes hoarse, in that way mirroring the physical 

fragility of “her little brood.” Though he doesn't in this text explain why the hen experiences this 

physical decline, he does use its experience of motherhood as a metaphor for Christ's 

condescension during the Incarnation.

This association of motherhood with illness and frailty recurs in the rest of Augustine's 

uses of Lk. 13.34 // Mt. 23.37. In his commentary on Psalm 62(63), where he again addresses 

Christ as matris Sapientia, he urges his listeners to “fly under the wings of mother Wisdom, 

because Wisdom itself is sick on account of us, for the Word became flesh.”144 Likewise, the 

wings of Psalm 90(91).4 (“he will cover you with his pinions, and under his wings you will find 

refuge”) prompt him to reflect on how hens, alone among birds, bear physical proof that they 

have children, for “we know the hen to be a mother by the weakness of her voice, and the 

loosening of her feathers.” Here, however, he also explains what makes hens weak, for “she 

changes altogether from love for her chickens: she weakens herself because they are weak.”145 

143 ibid.: Sed assumpsit carnem, ut pullis congrueret. Videte gallinam hispidam plumis, dimissis alis, voce fracta, et
quassa, et lassa, et languida congruere parvulis suis.

144 Augustine, Enarrationes in Psalmos 62.16.
145 Augustine, Enarrationes in Psalmos 90.5. A similar point is made in Augustine, In Joannis evangelium tractus 

15.7.
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The same point is made in Questionum Evangeliorum: “This species of animal,” he explains, 

“has great affection for her children, such that she herself is infirm when they are affected by 

illness.”146 In short, the hen's weakness is a consequence of her concern for her offspring, with 

her anxiety over their well-being reflected in a decline in her own health. Just as Christ suffers 

out of love for his children, so the hen suffers for her chicks.

One passage even draws an explicit comparison between Christ's crucifixion and the 

suffering of a mother bird. Commenting on Psalm 101(102).7 (“I lie awake; I am like a lonely 

bird on the housetop”), Augustine again uses Lk. 13.34 // Mt. 23.37 to unpack a scriptural text. 

But he also draws on a bit of unusual natural history:

Let us not pass over what is said, or even read, of this bird, that is, the pelican… These birds are 
said to slay their young with blows of their beaks, and for three days to mourn them when slain 
by themselves in the nest: after which they say the mother wounds herself deeply, and pours 
forth her blood over her young, bathed in which they recover life… It agrees with Him in that the
mother's flesh recalls to life her young with her blood; it agrees well. For He calls Himself a hen 
brooding over her young.147 

This story of the pelican resurrecting its young with her blood, though of uncertain origin, would 

become very popular in medieval bestiaries and sermons.148 It brings to Augustine's mind the hen 

of Lk. 13.34 // Mt. 23.37, which is mentioned here because it's also a bird, but also perhaps 

because it, too, suffers as it is “brooding over her young.” Pelican and hen, prompted by anxiety 

146 Augustine, Questionum Evangeliorum 1.36.
147 Augustine, Enarrationes in Psalmos 101.1.8: Quod enim dicitur, vel etiam legitur de hac ave, id est pelicano... 

Dicuntur hae aves tanquam colaphis rostrorum occidere parvulos suos, eosdemque in nido occisos a se lugere 
per triduum: postremo dicunt matrem seipsam graviter vulnerare et sanguinem suum super filios fundere, quo 
illi superfusi reviviscunt...Congruit illi quod matris caro vivificat sanguine suo filios suos; satis congruit. Nam 
et ipse gallinam se dicit super pullos suos.

148 The legend seems to have originated in the anonymous Alexandrian bestiary Physiologus, which has been dated 
to as early as the 2nd century. The text, which, judging from the appearance of many of its legends in sermons of 
the 3rd and 4th centuries, apparently enjoyed significant popularity among early Christians; translated into Latin, 
it maintained this popularity throughout the medieval period. On the date, see Alan Scott, “The Date of the 
Physiologus,” Vigiliae Christianae 52.4 (Nov., 1998), p. 430-441. On early Christian reception of the text, see 
Robert M. Grant, Early Christians and Animals, London: Routledge, 1999, p. 44-72.
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for the well-being of their children, endure suffering – a pierced breast, a loss of feathers – on 

their behalf, just as Christ, out of love for sinners, endured the crucifixion in order to bring 

salvation. With their self-inflicted wounds of love, the mother birds represent Christ's anxious 

concern for sinners and his willingness to submit to humiliation and death on their behalf.

I admit that this is hardly a positive representation of motherhood. On the one hand, the 

comparison of a mother's suffering to Christ's condescension implies that motherhood is not 

unlike God's salvific work, at least in its operation. On the other hand, though, this association is 

also in itself condescending, tying motherhood to humiliation, weakness, and self-inflicted 

violence.149 As Kari Elisabeth Børresen argues: “Il rejoint ainsi le symbolisme androcentrique, où

l'élément humain est gynécomorphe parce qu'il est vulnérable, infirme et subordonné.”150 I would 

add that this pessimistic view of motherhood also reveals a bit of Augustine as ascetic, suspicious

of human reproduction and the suffering it entails. For the bishop of Hippo, motherhood was a 

guise that Christ assumed in his weakness, with positive associations like power and glory lying 

elsewhere.151  Or, as he says in the text quoted above,  “[Christ] has paternal authority and 

maternal love.”152

At the same time, however, Augustine thought of Christ as a mother. Augustine's 

commentaries don't introduce Lk. 13.34 // Mt. 23.37 as an embellishment or afterthought to 

exegesis of some other passage of scripture, as do many commentaries of the period, but make 

149 Buell (p. 178) makes a similar point concerning Clement's description of God as a mother in his Paedagogus.
150 Børresen, p. 210.
151 This is not to say that some listeners did not find a powerful assertion of a mother's worth in what Augustine 

says. As Bynum (drawing on Victor Turner) has argued, symbols, and gender symbols especially, are polysemic:
Though male authors deploy them in one way, they can be appropriated and subverted so that they speak to the 
needs and concerns of women. See Bynum, Gender and Religion, p. 1-20; “'...And Woman His Humanity': 
Female Imagery in the Religious Writing of the Later Middle Ages,” in Fragmentation and Redemption: Essays
on Gender and the Human Body in Medieval Religion, New York: Zone Books, 1992, p. 151-180. 

152 Augustine, Enarrationes in Psalmos 101.1.8.
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emphatic use of the metaphor to understand the cause and character of Christ's condescension. In

so using this metaphor, Augustine was likely drawing on a set of associations particular to 

motherhood. As Nicole Loraux argues, pain, and especially pain born of love (for example, the 

suffering of parturition or of losing a child), often predominates in ancient representations of 

motherhood, whether in Greek or Latin;153 and this appears to be true in Christian scripture as 

well, most notably in the case of the mother of the seven sons in 4 Maccabees.154 It's little 

surprise, then, that Augustine used this association to understand Christ's loving endurance of 

suffering. I can't say why other Christians didn't find Lk. 13.34 // Mt. 23.37 as meaningful, and 

this is a pessimistic metaphor, to be sure; but it's also evidence that motherhood exercised a 

powerful influence over how Augustine thought about God.

John 1.18

Finally, as with God's womb in Psalm 109 (110).3, another part of God's maternal body – 

the bosom described in John 1.18 – was likewise turned against the Arians. In the Vulgate, the 

text reads:

Deum nemo vidit umquam unigenitus Filius qui est in sinu Patris ipse enarravit.

No one has ever seen God. The only-begotten Son who is in the bosom of the Father has made 
him known.

There were two ways in which this verse was marshaled against what Latin Christians deemed to

be heresy, both related to disputes on the character of the Trinity. First, like God's womb, the 

bosom where the Son resides was used to refute the Arian assertion that the Son is a creature of 

153 Nicole Loraux, Les expériences de Tirésias, le féminin et l'homme grec, Paris: Gallimard, 1989, esp. p. 23-62; 
Mothers in Mourning: With the Essay, of Amnesty and Its Opposite, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998, esp. 
35-41.

154 Specifically, in 4 Macc. 15.6-7, 9. See discussion in chapter four.
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the Father. Specifically, John 1.18 was used to argue that the Son has resided in the bosom of the 

Father eternally, at the time of his begetting and now, and so could not have been created in time.

Second, it was used to argue that Christ is equal to the Father, as he alone has a perfect 

knowledge of him, imparted at the Father's bosom. Surprisingly, there is also a possibility that 

this metaphor subverted – consciously or not – a similar metaphor used by Arius.

Of course, it might be objected that in sinu has nothing to do with motherhood. In Greek 

the text reads τὸν κόλπον, which can mean “breast” or “womb,” but can also be translated as 

“lap” or “a fold in one's clothing,”155 as is also true for the Latin sinus.156 In fact, in one instance 

this is how Augustine reads in sinu in John 1.18:

What is “in the bosom of the Father”? In the secret of the Father. For God does not have a bosom
as we do in our clothes; nor must he be thought of as sitting as we do, or as perhaps wearing a 
belt so as to have a bosom.157

Augustine is not alone in so reading the text. Similar “non-maternal” interpretations have 

predominated since at least the 16th century,158 supported today by the use of τὸν κόλπον and 

sinus in ancient descriptions of those reclining at banquets.159 Tellingly, the NRSV even goes so 

far as to translate John 1.18 as “who is close to the Father's heart,” eliding the ambiguous word 

“bosom” altogether. It is certainly not the case that in sinu Patris is, in itself, a necessarily 

maternal metaphor.

155 See entry for κόλπος in Henry George Liddell & Robert Scott, A Greek-English Lexicon, revised by Sir Henry 
Stuart Jones, Oxford: Claredon Press, 1940.

156 See entry for sinus in Charlteon T. Lewis & Charles Short, A Latin Dictionary, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1879.
157 Augustine, In Joannis evangelium tractatus 3.17.2: Quid est, in sinu Patris? In secreto Patris. Non enim Deus 

habet sinum, sicut nos habemus in vestibus, aut cogitandus est sic sedere quomodo nos, aut forte cinctus est ut 
sinum habere.

158 Johannes Maldonatus, Commentarii in Quatuor Evangelistas, ed. J.M. Raich, Illustrium Theologorum in Sacras 
Novi Testamenti Scripturas Commentarii 2, Moguntiae: Sumptibus Francisi Kircheim, 1874, p. 283-285.

159 See Dennis E. Smith, “Table Fellowship as a Literary Motif in the Gospel of Luke,” Journal of Biblical 
Literature 106.4 (Dec., 1987), p. 613-638.
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At the same time, however, sinus could also refer to some part of the maternal body. It is 

sometimes used specifically in reference to women, as in Catullus, for example, who describes 

how his beloved was accustomed to cradling her pet sparrow in sinu;160 while elsewhere in Latin 

literature, as Suzanne Dixon notes, in sinu matris is a frequent expression for maternal intimacy 

and affection.161 To instead take an example from Christian scripture, in Lamentations 2.12 we 

read that the infants of Israel cried out to their mothers “as they faint like the wounded in the 

streets of the city, as their life is poured out on their mothers’ bosom” (in sinu matrum). In this 

instance, in sinu refers specifically to a part of a mother's body, whether exclusive to mothers or 

not. Likewise, the unnamed widow of 1 Kings 17.19 is holding her dead son in sinu when the 

prophet Elijah decides to resurrect him. Non-maternal interpretations of sinus were certainly 

possible, but as these texts demonstrate, patristic authors also had numerous examples of sinus 

being used to refer specifically to mothers.

With the exception of the above quoted passage from Augustine, this was the reading 

preferred by fourth-century Christians, including by the bishop Ambrose. Thus, in his 

commentary on Genesis 49.5 – where Jacob blesses Joseph with the “blessings of the breast and 

the womb” – he identifies the blessed womb as the sinus of John 1.18:

"The bosom of the Father," then, is to be understood in a spiritual sense, as a kind of innermost 
dwelling of the Father's love and of His nature, in which the Son always dwells. Even so, the 
Father's womb is the spiritual womb of an inner sanctuary, from which the Son has proceeded 
just as from a generative womb.162

160 Catullus, Carmina 2.2.
161 Suzanne Dixon, The Roman Mother, London: Routledge, 1988, p. 130.
162 Ambrose, De benedictionibus 1.11.51: Sicut ergo sinus Patris spiritalis intelligitur intimum quoddam paternae 

charitatis naturaeque secretum, in quo semper est Filius: ita etiam Patris spiritalis est vulva, interioris 
arcanum, de qua tamquam ex genitali alvo processit Filius. cf. Hippolytus, De benedictionibus 27. Ambrose 
differs in that he introduces John 1.18 and dwells at greater length on the significance of the Father's womb.
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The bishop, repeating the list of divine body parts from De virginibus 3.1.3, adds that this womb 

is also sometimes understood as God's heart or his mouth; yet it's the idea of God's womb that 

predominates, here as in De virginibus. He even draws a parallel to the womb of Mary: The 

plural of “blessings of… the womb” refers to Christ's two-fold birthing, first from the Father and 

then from Mary, with John 1.18 referring to the womb from which the Son “before all ages… 

proceeded from the most profound and incomprehensible substance of the Father.” “The bosom” 

is, in other words, the womb where Christ resided before creation and prior to the Incarnation.163

In sinu is more than just a receptacle in the writings of Ambrose, though; it also speaks to 

the intimate union of Father and Son from eternity. He signifies this in rather gruesome terms 

when in De incarnationis he compares the heretic's attempt at separating the Son from the Father

(by declaring that the former was created in time) to wrenching the Son from the Father's womb: 

“Let us beware lest we separate the substance of the hidden nature of the only begotten Son from

the bosom of the Father and from, as it were, His paternal womb.”164 Just as the heretic seeks to 

separate the faithful Christian from “the bosom of Mother Church,” so they seek to put distance 

between Father and Son by asserting that “the Author of time began after time.” This is 

impossible, Ambrose asserts, as the Son resides eternally in sinu and cannot be aborted.

In other sources, sinus instead points toward the intimacy shared by a mother with the 

child at her breast. This, at least, is the case in Ambrose's interpretation of Song of Songs 7.11-

8.1 (“Come, my beloved, let us go forth into the fields...”). The way in which Ambrose unpacks 

this text is quite confusing, so I quote it at length:

163 Of course, Ambrose does not necessarily mean that the Son literally resides within the Father. The 
interpenetration of Father and Son means that the Father must also be “within” the Son, else there would be a 
partitioning of the persons of the Trinity that would be difficult to reconcile with the Nicene creed. See above, p.
42-43.

164 Ambrose, De incarnationis 1.2.13: Caveamus ne a sinu Patris, et quodam utero paterno, arcanaeque naturae 
substantiam unigeniti Filii separemus.

55



It was as if she [i.e., the Soul] had been made perfect, not for herself, but for others. Therefore 
she interceded so that he would go forth from the bosom of the Father, go out of doors like the 
bridegroom coming out from his chamber, and run his course; she interceded, too, that he would 
win those who were weak, would not linger on the distant throne of the Father and in that light, 
for those without strength cannot follow there, but that he would be taken up and led into the 
dwelling of the bride and her chamber, that he would be out of doors for her but within for us, 
would be in our midst, even though unseen by us. On this account she says, "Who shall give you 
to me for my brother, O my brother, sucking the breasts of my mother? Finding you out of doors,
I will kiss you” (Song of Songs 8.1). Good is the soul that is out of doors, that the Word may be 
within. She is outside the body, that the Word may dwell in us.165

Throughout this passage, Ambrose plays with different senses of inside and outside. Christ is in 

sinu Patris and inside the bridal chamber in so far as he dwells “on the distant throne of the 

Father,” but this puts him outside our world. The Soul, seeking to bring others to Christ, asks that

he leave the inside of the bridal chamber – i.e., his place beside the Father – and go outside to 

those who believe in him, in that way placing himself inside them. This is probably a reference to

the Incarnation, when Christ condescended in order to bring salvation to humanity. Of course, 

Christ did not truly separate himself from the Father, and so Ambrose ends with Christ returning 

to the Father's side and bringing the Soul with him, the two of them “sucking the breasts of my 

mother.”166

Though it's not explicit, Ambrose's focus, even here, is on the refutation of heresy. As in 

his commentary on Genesis 49.5, he imagines a two-folding begetting: The first outside the 

realm of mortals, in sinu Patris; the second in the Incarnation, during which Christ leaves his 

“bridal chamber” for the world. There can be no distance between these two begettings, however,

165 Ambrose, De Isaac 8.69-70: Ergo quasi perfecta, non pro se, sed pro aliis intervenit, ut de sinu Patris exeat, ut 
procedat foras tamquam sponsus de thalamo egrediens suo, currat viam ut infirmos lucretur, non in illo secreto 
Patris solio, et in illa luce immoretur, quo invalidi sequi non queant: sed ut assumatur et inducatur in domum 
sponsae atque secretum. Sit foris sibi, ut nobis intus: sit medius nostrum, etsi non videatur a nobis. Unde ait: 
Quis dabit te, frater, lactantem ubera matris meae? Inveniens te foris, osculabor te. Bona anima quae foris est, 
ut Verbum intus sit: illa extra corpus, ut Verbum habitet in nobis. cf. Commentarius in Cantica Canticorum 
7.15.

166 Ambrose, De Isaac 8.70. God's breasts appear once more in Ambrose, De virginibus 1.5. 
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for if the eternally begotten Son is at all different from the Son who assumed flesh, the Son will, 

as the Arians claim, in some way differ from the Father. This explains why Ambrose extends his 

allegorical reading from Song of Songs 7.11 to the breasts of 8.1, allowing Christ to in some 

sense return “home” to the Father's bosom. The image of God's breast, of course, differs from his

womb in so far as it is shared with the Soul, explaining Ambrose's pointed failure to explicitly 

describe this as a return to the Father's sinus. None the less, it points to the fact that Christ has 

never left the Father, with the breast to which he comes indicating the intimate union with God 

which Christ has long had and now makes available to others.167

Though this reading is unique to Ambrose, many features of his interpretation of John 

1.18 reappear in Augustine, in particular the emphasis both on the bosom as maintaining the 

parity of Father and Son and on the parallel wombs of the Father and Mary. Addressing some of 

Volusian's objections to Christian scripture, and especially to the Incarnation, Augustine sounds a

note reminiscent of Ambrose:

The Word of God… took flesh from a virgin and appeared to mortal senses without destroying 
His immortality or infringing on His eternity, or diminishing His power, or neglecting the 
governments of the world, or leaving the bosom of the Father, where He is intimately with Him 
and in Him!168

Here again we have Christ leaving the throne of his Father by becoming Incarnate and 

simultaneously remaining in sinu Patris. In the same way Augustine elsewhere repeats the 

167 There is one instance where Ambrose does use in sinu Patris to compare Christ's intimacy with the Father to the
union of the faithful with God, in De virginibus 1.3.11. He describes a sort of virginal surrogacy: Christ, who 
resides in the bosom of the Father, may be transferred to the bosom of the virgin, just as he entered the womb of 
the Virgin, Mary. This builds on the parallel begetting evident in De benedictionibus 1.11.51 and elsewhere. For 
more on this childbirth metaphor, see chapter five.

168 Augustine, Respondet Augustinus ad singulas quaestiones superius propositas a Volusiano (Ep. 137) 2.6: 
Verbum Dei… assumpsisse corpus ex virgine, et sensibus apparuisse mortalibus, ut immortalitatem suam non 
corruperit, ut aeternitatem non mutaverit, ut potestatem non minuerit, ut administrationem mundi non 
deseruerit, ut a sinu Patris, id est a secreto, quo cum illo et in illo est, non recesserit!

57



parallel between God's bosom and Mary's womb, identifying both as sites of Christ's begetting 

but maintaining that the Son was “able to make fertile the womb of His Mother when He 

assumed human flesh, yet not leave the bosom of His Father.”169 Christ remains in sinu Patris in 

the sense that he is undiminished by the Incarnation, retaining his divine nature because he has 

never left the divine womb. While his flesh may have a point of origin in the womb of Mary, he 

also abides eternally in the womb of the Father.

In short, John 1.18 (and, as noted above, Psalm 109[110].3) answered the “heretic” by 

collapsing all stages of reproduction (including breastfeeding) into one. A helpful parallel is 

provided in Hilary of Poitiers's De trinitate, which does not address God's bosom but does give 

the best explanation for what Ambrose and Augustine are doing with it. Discussing metaphors of 

God giving birth,170 Hilary says that these are necessary ways of talking about God, as the only 

way for humans to approach the divine mystery of the Son's origin is by analogy. Yet he cautions 

against assuming equivalency, for the Son's begetting differs from human begetting in one 

fundamental way:

The origin of those who are born is not entirely suitable as a means of comparison, since in it 
there is the intercourse, the conception, the time, and the delivery, while in the birth of God we 
are to understand nothing else except that He was born.171

In other words, there is no distinction between the different stages of God's birthing. The Father 

does not have sex and conceive, or nurture his child for nine months in the womb, or at some 

169 ibid.
170 His discussion ranges across the entirety of De trinitate 6, in which he addresses the “Arian” argument that 

Christ is not co-eternal with the Father and is of a different substance. Hilary asserts that Christ is in fact Son by 
birth, not adoption, which prompts him to reflect on what it means to be born from the Father.

171 Hilary of Poitiers, De trinitate 6.9: Non satisfacit comparationis exemplo origo nascentium, quae habet in se et 
coitum, et conceptum, et tempus, et partum; cum Deus ex Deo natus nihil aliud intelligendus sit esse, quam 
natus. The care with which Hilary approaches this metaphor is no doubt on account of those like Irenaeus, who 
in Adversus haereses 2.28.6 argues that the begetting of the Son is entirely incomprehensible and is only set 
forth in human terms “by those not in their right mind.”
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point give birth; rather, he is “with child” perpetually, without difference between moments of 

development and without eventual separation. Our other sources, I would argue, when they assert

that the Father's bosom is a place where the Son “always dwells,” have something similar in 

mind. In effect, they add semper to in sinu Patris, in that way refuting those who contend that the

Son is a creature of time and at some point was “born” and grew distant from the Father.

There is yet another use to which God's bosom is put in some of our sources, though, 

drawing more on the first half of John 1.18 (“No one has ever seen God”): in sinu Patris is also 

used to assert a perfect sharing of the Father's knowledge with the Son. It is put to this end, for 

example, in Augustine's commentary on John, quoted above, where in sinu Patris refers to the 

metaphorical folds in God's clothing.172 These, Augustine argues, are like the secret places where 

the Father's mystery abides, shared only with the Son, who alone approaches the “secret of the 

Father.” In his letter to Paulina (sometimes called De videndo Deo), Augustine expands on this 

point, focusing on the word enarravit. He argues, acknowledging Ambrose as source of this 

distinction,173 that things which are declared belong to the mind and things seen belong to the 

eyes; in declaring the Father, Christ indicates that his knowledge of the Father is more perfect, 

just as the mind apprehends things more truly than do the eyes. Consequently, in sinu Patris must

indicate the Son's special knowledge of the Father.174

In at least one text, this special knowledge is also tied to the Father's begetting. In 

Augustine's refutation of Adimantus, a Manichean who held that the Old Testament was at odds 

with the New, in sinu Patris points to Christ's birth and his knowledge. Adimantus contended 

that the theophanies in Genesis – to Adam and Eve, the serpent, Cain, and others – contradict 

172 Augustine, In Joannis evangelium tractatus 3.17.2.
173 Ambrose uses John 1.18 to establish that the Son has perfect knowledge of the Father in three places: De 

interpellatione Job et David 1.9.31, De Joseph 14.84, and De spiritu 1.1.26.
174 Augustine, De videndo Deo (Ep. 147) 9.22; cf. 6.18, 11.28.
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John 1.18's claim that “no one has ever seen God.” 175 Augustine's response is similar to that 

found in his letter to Paulina, but this time he also emphasizes Christ's eternal begetting. In the 

Hebrew Bible God appears, Augustine argues, only to the eyes, and only to those “with a very 

clean and very simple heart.” When he appears to the patriarchs and others, this is not in his full 

divinity. Rather, true apprehension of the Father is exclusive to Christ, who alone knows the 

Father because he alone resides in the Father's bosom, born there by the Father “even before the 

creation of the world.”176 Because he was born in sinu Patris, Christ can “see” God in a way that 

is entirely superior to the theophanies of scripture, with the intimacy of one who dwells from 

within.

Before concluding this discussion of John 1.18, I'd also like to suggest that there is some 

remnant in this reading of a refutation of Arianism and Arius' use of a similar metaphor. One of 

the earliest articulations of the Arian creed that still survives – in Athanasius' longer quotation of 

Arius' Thalia – locates the Son's inferiority in his imperfect knowledge of the Father:

For him it is impossible to search out the mysteries of the Father, who exists in himself; for the 
Son does not [even] know his own substance, since, being a son, he came into actual subsistence 
by a father's will. What scheme of thought, then, could admit the idea that he who has his being 
from the [a?] Father should know by comprehension the one who gave him birth 
(γεννήσαντα)?177

Just as a child cannot know everything about his mother,178 as her life preceded his own, so the 

Son cannot entirely know the Father, as he existed prior to the Son's creation. This view did not 

175 Augustine, Contra Adimantum 9.1: Quia ipse Filius, quod est Verbum Dei, non solum novissimis temporibus, 
cum in carne apparere dignatus est, sed etiam prius a constitutione mundi.

176 ibid.
177 From Athanasius, De synodis 15, ln. 35-39. Translation that of Rowan Williams, Arius: Heresy and Tradition, 

Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2001, p. 103.
178 Given that the subject is the Father's reproduction of the Son, Williams' translation (“gave him birth”) seems 

more appropriate. γεννάω more often means “to beget,” but it is also sometimes used to refer to childbirth: 
Liddel, Scott & Jones cite Aeschylus, Supplices ln. 48; Aristotle, De generatione animalium 716a; and 
Xenophon, Politeia 1.3. Also NB the other potential maternal metaphor that proceeds this (see below).
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achieve any widespread acceptance, as Rowan D. Williams notes,179 and so did not survive much 

past c. 360 CE.180 It is therefore unlikely that Augustine felt the need to respond to it. At the same 

time, though, Augustine's reading of John 1.18 is too perfect of a refutation to preclude the 

possibility that he had this – or something like it – in mind. Where Arius' Thalia treats Christ's 

birth from the Father as proof that his knowledge must be imperfect, in Augustine, the Son's 

origin in sinu Patris is evidence that he knows the Father perfectly. In other words, both texts 

prosecute their case by means of metaphorical motherhood.

This goes to show the metaphor's strength. Regardless of whether Augustine was 

responding to Arius, both were drawn to motherhood as a metaphor for familiarity and the 

imparting of knowledge. By the same token, the Father's bosom held an appeal for both 

Augustine and Ambrose as a means of imagining how Christ could be begotten of the Father and 

yet uncreated, “born” and yet eternally inside the womb or at the breast. Of course, these 

metaphors invert and distort the biological experiences of mothers, and in that sense they are 

terrible “models of” motherhood. However, as Hilary argues, these imperfect analogies were 

nevertheless considered the best means available for understanding the relation between Father 

and Son. That is to say, this metaphor was emphatic: No other metaphorical utterance could serve

179 Williams (p. 105-107) argues that this as the most distinctive feature of the Thalia, absent from Arius' other 
writings and virtually unheard of outside this text. He suggests that this teaching is less a carefully formulated 
apophatic theology and more a necessary consequence of the Son's dependence on the Father. 

180 The idea that Christ's knowledge of the Father is imperfect disappears, so Williams argues (p. 107), due to 
suspicion surrounding apophatic statements generally. On its appearance in Origen, see Rowan D. Williams, 
“The Son's Knowledge of the Father in Origen,” in Origeniana Quarta, Innsbrucker theologische Studien 19, 
ed. L. Lies, Innsbruck: Tyrolia, 1987, p. 146-153. See also Lewis Ayers, Nicaea and its Legacy: An Approach to 
Fourth-Century Trinitarian Theology, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004, p. 193-197, who discusses the re-
emergence of apophatic theology in Basil's response to the homoiousians: Both Eunomius and Basil assume that
the Son shares in the incomprehensible knowledge of the Father, but the two disagree on the extent of the 
unknowability of Father and Son.
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the same ends. Consequently, the reproductive parts of the Father were – and would remain, well

into the middle ages – contested territory in the struggle to define orthodoxy.181

God's motherhood as resonant metaphor

But a Father with a womb and breasts doesn't just appear in our sources because there 

were no good alternatives. The “why” of patristic use of the maternal metaphor, I would argue, 

lies partly in necessity, partly in the metaphor's flexibility. As should be apparent by now, 

maternal metaphors appear throughout the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament, and as such, 

Christians had to come to terms with these metaphors, either by developing interpretive 

strategies to mitigate them or by situating them in the constellation of fourth-century Christian 

concerns.182 Overwhelmingly, as the above indicates, they chose the latter approach, even when a 

clear means of excising the maternal metaphor (as in the LXX translation of Isaiah 46.3-7) 

presented itself. Necessity also played a role, as I've argued, in that what these Christians wanted 

to communicate could not be conveyed – or could not be conveyed as effectively – by other 

means. In this final section, however, I'd like to consider an additional factor, one that extended 

the reach of the maternal metaphor beyond these particular passages of scripture and even 

beyond biblical interpretation altogether. To borrow another term from Max Black, the maternal 

181 There are a number of indications that the Father's bosom and womb continued to remain in currency, especially
among later Arians. For example, at the Council of Toledo (675), meant as a rapprochement with Arian 
Visigoths, the Son is confessed as having been born de utero Patris. Of course, we have no evidence that that 
was meant as an appeal to an Arian tradition of metaphorical motherhood in God-talk, and as the above has 
shown, Nicene Christians also used these kinds of metaphors when talking about God. For more on God's 
uterus at the Council of Toledo, see Diana Neal, “Out of the Uterus of the Father: A Study of Patriarchy and the 
Symbolization of Christian Theology,” Feminist Theology 13 (Sept. 1996), p. 8-30; Paul M. Collins, 
“Constructing Masculinity: de utero Patris (from the Womb of the Father),” Journal of Men, Masculinities and 
Spirituality 4.2 (June 2010), p. 82-96.

182 For example, Christians took both approaches when dealing with sex in scripture. See Elizabeth A. Clark, 
Reading Renunciation: Asceticism and Scripture in Early Christianity, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1999, esp. p. 104-152.
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metaphor had exceptional resonance. That is to say, God's motherhood was an attractive 

metaphor because it could simultaneously signify many things.

We've already seen this in the way in which Christians interpreted the use of the maternal 

metaphor in the Bible. For example, in his interpretation of Isaiah 42.14, Jerome reads God's 

birth-pangs as a “bringing forth” of his hidden wrath: As a mother brings forth a child from the 

hidden recess of her womb, so God brings forth an anger that has heretofore been concealed. In 

Isaiah 46.3-7 & 66.13, by contrast, God's motherhood signifies instead his affection and concern 

for Israel, whether through his pregnancy, when he “carried” them out of Egypt, or through his 

maternal caresses. This is not unlike Augustine's commentaries on Luke 13.34 // Matthew 23.37, 

except that Augustine uses the image of the mother hen to convey Christ's affection for humanity

and the condescension of his Incarnation. Finally, exegesis of Psalm 109(110).3 and John 1.18 

offer yet another interpretation of God's motherhood, using his womb and breast as a way of 

communicating that the Father imparts his substance to the Son and that the Son is eternal. The 

image of God as mother, albeit appearing in different permutations, clearly made available a 

wide array of significations.

Nor is the resonance of the maternal metaphor found only in patristic exegesis. In the 

previous section, I mentioned that Arius' Thalia makes use of a birthing metaphor to convey the 

Son's imperfect knowledge of the Father, addressing to the listener the rhetorical 

question,“Should [the Son] know by comprehension the one who gave him birth?”  Remarkably, 

this isn't the only such metaphor in the text, as only a few stanzas earlier Arius introduces the 

image of the Father's pregnancy:
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ἀΐδιον δὲ αὐτὸν σέβομεν διὰ τὸν ἐν χρόνῷ γεγαότα.
Ἀρχὴν τὸν Υἱὸν ἔθηκε τῶν γενητῶν ὁ ἄναρχος,
καὶ ἤνεγκεν εἰς Υἱὸν ἑαυτῷ τόνδε τεκνοποιήσας.

We worship him as eternal because of him who was born in the order of time.
The one without beginning established the Son as the beginning of all creatures.
And, having fathered such a one, he bore him as a son for himself.183

While the last word of this stanza – τεκνοποιήσας – may refer to the role of either parent in 

reproduction,184 what really stands out is ἤνεγκεν, the third-person aorist indicative active of 

φέρω, “to carry.” Though φέρω may mean carrying a child as in one's arms, it seems more likely,

given that Arius is describing the Son's birth, that this refers to the Father carrying the Son in his 

womb.185 In fact, this multiplication of reproductive terminology, aside from any poetic function, 

may also be an assertion of discrete stages to the generation of the Son, with Arius working 

backwards from birth (γεγαότα) to the Father's pregnancy (ἤνεγκεν) and ultimately to his 

begetting (τεκνοποιήσας).186 In other words, where some Christian sources collapse all stages of 

reproduction into one eternal moment, Arius' Thalia uses the Father's pregnancy to envision the 

Son's creation as occurring in stages over time. This is an admittedly delicate reading, but it 

would line up against discussion of the Father's motherhood between Arian and Nicene 

Christians later in the fourth century and beyond.187

183 From Athanasius, De synodis 15, ln. 5-7. Translation that of Williams, Arius: Heresy and Tradition, p. 102.
184 See entry for τεκνοποιέω in Henry George Liddell & Robert Scott, A Greek-English Lexicon, revised by Sir 

Henry Stuart Jones, Oxford: Claredon Press, 1940.
185 This is the first active sense listed in Liddell & Scott, who cite Iliad 6.59.
186 This is not a point that has been raised by previous scholarship. In their commentary on the Thalia, Robert C. 

Gregg and Dennis E. Groh instead focus on the potential adoptionist dimension of τεκνοποιήσας: Early 

Arianism: A View of Salvation, London: Fortress Press, 1981, p. 18; cf. Rudolph Lorenz, Arius judaizans?: 

Untersuchungen zur dogmengeschichtlichen Einordnung des Arius, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1980, 

p. 163-180. For a rebuttal, see S.G. Hall, “Review of Gregg and Groh,” King's Theological Review 5 (1982), p. 
28.

187 See above, n. 181.
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The best proof of the maternal metaphor's resonance, however, is in the writings of 

Ambrose. Where previous scholarship has shown a special interest in Augustine,188 it is in fact in 

the treatises and commentaries of his mentor Ambrose that we see the freest and most frequent 

use of these kinds of metaphors. Though he may have left Deutero-Isaiah to Jerome and little 

commented on Luke 13.34 // Matthew 23.37, the bishop of Milan made rather expansive use of 

the other two texts discussed above. Not only that, but he also had a tendency to read the 

maternal metaphor into texts where it's not easily found. We've seen this already in his 

commentary on Genesis 49.25, Jacob's blessing “of the breast and womb,” which is taken as 

referring to John 1.18. In that same text, the breasts are also attributed to God, first by identifying

them as the two testaments of scripture that reveal Christ, then by asserting that Christ offered his

breasts “because the Son nurtured us and offered us to the Father as men nourished on a kind of 

spiritual milk.”189 Likewise, in De virginibus, the image of Christ's breasts is applied to a different

biblical text, with Jeremiah 18.14 (“Do the mountain waters run dry?”) read as referring to the 

ever-flowing breasts of Christ who is “the Rock” (1 Corinthians 10.4).190 It is as if the more he 

looked at scripture, the more Ambrose saw God as a mother, the metaphor adapting itself to a 

variety of texts and purposes.

Most importantly, though, the bishop of Milan was also one of only a few authors to 

discuss the maternal metaphor outside interpretation of the Bible.191 In De fide, his defense of 

Nicene Trinitarian theology, the maternal metaphor is invoked six times,192 but only three times 

188 See above, n. 56.
189 Ambrose, De benedictionibus 1.11.51.
190 Ambrose, De virginibus 1.5.22.
191 cf. Hilary of Poitiers, De trinitate 6, a substantial part of which (chapter 5-13, 19, 35) dwells on the 

appropriateness of the maternal metaphor in Trinitarian discourse.
192 Ambrose, De fide 1.10.66-67, 1.11.70-73, 1.13.82, 1.14.89, 3.3.22-24, and 3.9.61-62.
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does it appear in the context of scriptural exegesis.193 This is, in part, because its author spends a 

great deal of time refuting Arian arguments based on the human experience of reproduction. 

Arius, Ambrose claims, contends that any child born must have been created in time, as giving 

birth implies that there was a time when the thing born was unborn.194 The bishop refutes this by 

pointing to the absurdity of assuming parity between human and divine birth. In the first place, 

he argues, God the Father did not, like other fathers, exist prior to the birth of his Son, just as he 

does not, like other fathers, grow old, grieve, or weep.195 Similarly, it is absurd to imagine the 

Father carrying the Son in his womb for ten months or having sex in order to conceive, or to 

imagine the Son as an infant in some divine cradle. The Father did not give birth according to 

any human paradigm but in a spiritual way. Considering anything else makes the bishop shudder,

he says, for it is a slander against God that diminishes his honor.196

But Ambrose's discussion of the metaphor in De fide isn't only reactionary; in effect, he 

refutes Arius' maternal metaphor – that the Father gave birth to the Son as a “creature of time” – 

only to substitute his own. We should not imagine a craftsman making some object, he argues, 

but should instead think of a “Son coming forth of the womb” and “the Word from the heart” as 

pointing to something like human reproduction.197 There are effectively two metaphors at play 

here. The first, the womb of the Father (which Ambrose also calls his “unapproachable 

sanctuary”),198 is where the Son dwells and in dwelling receives the divine substance that he 

shares. Ambrose introduces the image of God's womb at the culmination of a series of biblical 

193 Ambrose, De fide 1.14.89, 3.3.22-24, 3.9.61-62.
194 Ambrose, De fide 1.10.66, 1.11.70.
195 Ambrose, De fide 1.10.66.
196 Ambrose, De fide 1.11.72-73.
197 Ambrose, De fide 1.13.82: Ergo et nos, cum audimus "ex utero filium", "ex corde uerbum", credamus quia non 

plasmatus manibus, sed ex patre natus, non artificis opus, sed progenies est parentis.
198 Ambrose, De fide 1.19.126.
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citations – Daniel 3.19-30 (the youths in the fiery furnace), Genesis 18.1-3 (the angels at 

Mamre), and Matthew 17.1-13 (the Transfiguration) – that all point to Christ having an equal 

share in the Godhead. As he asserts, the Father's womb proves that the Son was not merely 

adopted by the Father but is Son “by virtue of His real and abiding nature.”199 The second 

metaphor is the Son's “coming forth,” which Ambrose argues is like a word spoken from the 

Father's heart, or the power in his right hand, or the wisdom in his face.200 In other words, his 

“birth” is not a creation in time so much as an activation of some potentiality, just as childbirth 

can be thought of as the fruition of potential life. Taken together, these two metaphors are offered

as a positive refutation of Arius, asserting by means of God's metaphorical motherhood that the 

Son is homoousios and uncreated.

Motherhood can be found throughout ancient Christian God-talk, whether in scriptural 

exegesis or in Arian and Nicene theological speculation, and was used to make a number of 

points about the nature of Father and Son and their relation to each other. This flexibility 

underlines the meaningfulness of the maternal metaphor. Because mothers were associated with 

suffering out of love, or imparting their substance to their children, or having intimate knowledge

of them, motherhood was especially suited to communicating similar ideas about the Father and 

Son. But the maternal metaphor was also used to make meaning because it was so expansive, 

able to signify these many different things. It was second-nature for Christians to describe God in

terms that were familiar and readily intelligible, which is why they saw motherhood throughout 

the Bible and while reflecting on God's nature. Far from being pushed out of their mental frame 

199 ibid.
200 Ambrose, De fide 1.13.82. See discussion above, p. 42-43.
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by the rise of sexual renunciation, motherhood permeated the thinking of the fourth-century 

Latin Church Fathers, even as they thought about God.

Conclusion

Late ancient Christians were no strangers to the idea of God as a mother. This is a 

difficult case to make only because a number of scholars have argued, often on rather convincing

grounds, that Christians did not use the maternal metaphor, used it sparingly, or did not attach to 

it a great deal of significance. There were in fact powerful forces arrayed against the 

metaphorical use of motherhood, including the pressures of an increasingly forceful ascetic 

rhetoric and the dangers of association with heterodoxy. The abundance of evidence, however, 

speaks for itself. This is not to say that the maternal metaphor appears frequently in our sources, 

but it does appear with a frequency that might surprise modern readers. In other words, the 

metaphor was used freely, however much we might expect some hesitation at describing God 

pregnant, giving birth, or nurturing his children. Augustine's description of Christ in the throes of

labor, with which this chapter opened, would not have come as a shock.

More to the point, this remained the case despite these very same authors denigrating the 

maternal body. A fruitful comparison might be drawn to the “corporeal imagination” that Patricia

Cox Miller argues arose in conjunction with late ancient asceticism:201 Like the body, fourth-

201 See Patricia Cox Miller, The Corporeal Imagination: Signifying the Holy in Late Ancient Christianity, 
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009, esp. p. 36-39, on asceticism and relics; p. 95-100, on 
asceticism and relics in Victricius' De laude sanctorum; p. 121-130, on the hagriographical literature dedicated 
to desert ascetics. As she writes (p. 110): “At just the moment when the Christian body had been so rigorously 
disciplined by ascetic discourses of several kinds – treatises on virginity, sermons on chaste love between 
spouses, the promotion of desert asceticism as an ideal, and so on – at just this moment the religious importance 
of materiality became a prominent feature of both discourse and practice, as did a new emphasis on sensuous 
apprehension.”
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century Christians disparaged the literal womb but used the figurative one to talk about God.202 

That is not to say that talking about God as a mother was an innovation, as Christian exegesis of 

the Hebrew Bible and New Testament demonstrates that both Judaism and Christianity had long 

made use of this sort of figural language. Rather, the maternal metaphor is proof of immense 

conservativism in fourth-century Christian thought, both in the use of these kinds of metaphors 

and in their associations. Christians did not abandon the old, familiar ideas about motherhood on 

account of their new ascetic commitments but continued to rely on them – as the metaphor's 

emphasis and resonance demonstrate – to “think with.” While some of their mental furniture was

re-arranged, as I discuss more in chapter five, motherhood remained largely where it had been in 

centuries prior, with many of the same associations and much the same familiarity.

202 A key difference, of course, is that Christian ascetics did not reject the literal body but used it as a tool for 
transformation, whether via fasting, vigils, self-flagellation, etc. They were less certain about the worth of the 
literal womb, as discussed in chapter five.
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CHAPTER 2

CHRISTIAN MOTHERHOOD AND IMPERIAL IDEOLOGY

Not surprisingly, mothers also persisted at the top of social and political hierarchies. 

While Romans had long bemoaned how women of the nobility disdained the bearing and nursing

of children,203 the image of the fertile materfamilias remained a key means by which aristocrats 

broadcast the orderliness and promise of their families.204 Nowhere was the maternal function of 

the wife more important, however, than within the imperial house. The emperor's mother or the 

203 For the cliché that contemporary Romans disdain the bearing of children more than did Romans of bygone days,
see, for e.g., Pliny, Epistle 4.15.3; Tacitus, Annals 3.25.1. Tacitus claims that Augustus' family legislation – the 
Leges Iulia & Lex Papia Poppaea – were intended to address this evil inclination (and, of course, raise money 
for the state). Whether this legislation was intended to address some demographic problem or had a more 
ideological function has been exhaustively discussed: For the former, see J.A. Field, “The Purpose of the Lex 
Iulia et Papia Poppaea,” Classical Journal 40 (1944/45), p. 398-416; P.A. Brunt, Italian Manpower 225 BC – 
AD 14, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987, p. 558-566; for the latter, Kristina Milnor, Gender, Domesticity, 
and the Age of Augustus: Inventing Private Life, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008, p. 140-141, including a
survey of scholarship, p. 141 n. 2; Beth Severy, Augustus and the Family at the Birth of the Roman Empire, 
London: Routledge, 2010, p. 52-56, 200-201. The use of wet-nurses, which seems to have been widespread, was
only infrequently condemned by some philosophers: See Plutarch, Cato Maior 20.3; Ps.-Plutarch, De lib. ed. 
3b-f; and most famously Aulus Gellius, Noctes Atticae 12.1. For a survey of scholarship on this issue and an 
excellent analysis of the social concerns raised by the practice, see Christian Laes, Children in the Roman 
Empire: Outsiders Within, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011, p. 69-77.

204 The materfamilias, according to Ulpian (Digest 50.16.46.1), stands for the morality of women generally, for “it 
makes no difference whether she is married or widowed or divorced, free-born or freedwoman: for it is not 
marriage or birth which makes a materfamilias but good morals.” Accordingly, she signals the ability of her 
father or husband to keep his women in hand, which was fundamental to public competition between Roman 
aristocrats: He was best suited to public office who could best manage his household, and especially his 
materfamilias. See Dixon, p. 71; Tom Hillard, “On the Stage, Behind the Curtain: Images of Politically Active 
Women in the Late Roman Republic,” in Stereotypes of Women in Power: Historical Perspectives and 
Revisionist Views, eds. Barbara Garlick, Suzanne Dixon, and Pauline Allen, New York: Greenwood Press, 1992, 
p. 39-41; but especially Kate Cooper, The Fall of the Roman Household, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2007, p. 94-97, who compares the materfamilias to the plantation wife of the antebellum South in the 
United States: “Her pose of leisure, like that of her menfolk, was a calculated performance, and a large dose of 
rhetoric is present in the sources describing her role within the household.” cf. Kate Cooper, “Insinuations of 
Womanly Influence: An Aspect of the Christianization of the Roman Aristocracy,” Journal of Roman Studies 82 
(1992), p. 150-164, where Cooper addresses how Christians used asceticism to rise above this competition and 
distinguish themselves from other Roman aristocrats; for an earlier articulation of similar views, see also her 
The Virgin and the Bride: Idealized Womanhood in Late Antiquity, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1999, p. 1-20. On the definition of the materfamilias in the legal sources and her status in early and later Roman 
society, see Cooper, The Fall of the Roman Household, p. 111-114, 148-150. For more on how Christian authors 
responded to this ideal, see chapter four.
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mother of his children played an essential ideological role, serving as bearer of dynastic hopes 

and a potent symbol of imperial security and prosperity. In this chapter, I argue that this imperial 

ideology of motherhood exerted an immense conservative force on Christian authors, who may 

have sometimes used their promotion of asceticism – and denigration of the family – to political 

advantage,205 but who could not afford the costs of undermining motherhood in the imperial 

family. Indeed, they largely reproduced the image of the idealized imperial mother, albeit 

redirecting her toward their own advantage and that of the faith.

I've chosen to focus on the representation of one empress – Helena, the mother of 

Constantine – in two texts: In Eusebius of Caesarea's Vita Constantini 3.41.2-46 and in Ambrose 

of Milan's De obitu Theodosii 41-51. Helena is the best subject in that, as I discuss below, she 

effectively became a template for all other Christian empresses of the fourth and fifth centuries.206

This means, however, that I must shift my geographical boundary slightly to accommodate 

Eusbius of Caesarea, our earliest Christian source on the empress and the only one close enough 

to Constantine's reign to be implicated in his propaganda campaign and that of his successors. 

Additionally, I will also discuss Ambrose's representation of Helena in his funeral oration for the 

emperor Theodosius. Though it is perhaps less clear how Helena factors into the political 

machinations at play in the aftermath of Theodosius' death, Ambrose's praise of her devotion to 

205 As has been increasingly recognized by scholarship on asceticism in late antiquity, for e.g., David Brakke, 
Athanasius and the Politics of Asceticism, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995. It's not the purpose of the following 
to contest these observations, merely to underline the political advantages – and sometimes the necessity – of 
also promoting the family.

206 See Leslie Brubaker, “Memories of Helena: Patterns in Imperial Female Matronage in the Fourth and Fifth 
Centuries,” in Women, Men and Eunuchs, ed. Liz James, London: Routledge, 1997, p. 52-75; Adriani Georgiou, 
“Helena: The Subversive Persona of an Ideal Christian Empress in Early Byzantium,” Journal of Early 
Christian Studies 21.4 (2013), p. 597-624. For a survey of her role as saint, extending far beyond the historical 
period considered here, see Hans A. Pohlsander, Helena: Empress and Saint, Chicago: Ares Publishers, Inc., 
1995, p. 186-233. For the fascinating story of the development of the Helena legend in Britain and its impact on 
hagiography, see Antonina Harbus, Helena of Britain in Medieval Legend, Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2002.
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her son also demonstrates how imperial motherhood could be manipulated by a politically astute 

bishop.

There are two points I hope to make in what follows. First, I look to better explain how 

Christian ascetic rhetoric of the fourth century was delimited by political considerations. It was 

one thing for a Christian ascetic like Jerome to criticize mothers for their carnal attachments and 

willing submission to pain, embarrassment, and hardship, as we saw in the introduction. It was 

even possible, as I discuss in chapter four, to denigrate motherhood among the aristocratic class. 

It was something else entirely, however, to take aim at the mothers of the imperial house. 

Because the imperial mother was used to strengthen the succession and broadcast the security 

and well-being of the state, disparaging her role as mother could well be considered an act of 

treason. As these two texts demonstrate, the far safer – not to mention more profitable – course 

was to instead affirm the excellence of her motherhood.

This chapter is less about asceticism, though, and more about the Christian negotiation of 

one kind of Roman mother. For Eusebius and Ambrose, the traditional ideal of imperial 

motherhood was acceptable so long as it was redirected in some way toward the Christian 

confession. Eusebius gladly reproduced imperial propaganda on Helena, using it to distract from 

the deaths of Constantine's wife and son in 326 and perhaps also to shore up the claims of the 

emperor's heirs after the political assassinations of 337. His only innovation was to place greater 

stress on Helena's faith, which is largely missing from imperial messaging. In Ambrose's funeral 

oration, Christian remodulation of imperial motherhood is even more obvious. The bishop's 

Helena digression was meant in part to affirm the emperor's attempt at assimilating his wife 

Flaccilla to the first Christian empress, but it was also, I would argue, a nod to Serena, the wife 
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of Stilicho, guardian of Theodosius' heirs and de facto ruler of the West. By praising “Helena,” 

Ambrose simultaneously commended Flaccilla and Serena, affirming the succession of 

Honorius, son of the former and adopted son of the latter, and ingratiating himself with the new 

political order. Of course, he also stipulated that the empress must rear her son in the faith and 

guarantee that he behave like a Christian. In these ways traditional propaganda on the mothers of

the imperial family was accepted but redirected toward the advantage of the Church.

Mothers of the empire

There is not room here for an extensive analysis of the functions of motherhood in 

Roman imperial ideology, especially as this subject has already been covered with great 

thoroughness elsewhere.207 Before we can assess the extent to which Christians acknowledged, 

perpetuated, and modified the idea of imperial motherhood, however, an outline of how the 

mothers of the imperial house were used to justify and support imperial authority is necessary. 

Though the use of imperial motherhood was ever open to negotiation, two inter-related functions 

predominated: The imperial mother was used to construct and convey a sense of stability and 

security, and she did this by providing legitimate heirs.

The point of origin for this political deployment of motherhood is, predictably, at the birth

of the empire, within the domestic ideology Augustus began to promote especially after 13 BCE. 

207 Especially capable analysis is found in Beryl Rawson, Children and Childhood in Roman Italy, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2003, p. 26-41, who focuses on the representation of children in imperial propaganda but also 
addresses the representation of mothers and motherhood; Severy, p. 136-7, 232-243, who concentrates on Livy's
public persona as mother, first in Augustan propaganda, and then under Tiberius; and Julie Langford, Maternal 
Megalomania: Julia Domna and the Imperial Politics of Motherhood, Baltimore: The John Hopkins University 
Press, 2013. The latter is an especially thorough study of the deployment of motherhood in imperial ideology 
during a specific historical moment – the reign of Septimus Severus and his sons – and the many ways in which 
the empress' maternity could be used by different parties. Much of the following is indebted to Langford's clear 
description of the function of motherhood in official propaganda and its renegotiation by intended audiences.
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As Beth Severy argues, this year – the same in which Augustus dedicated the Ara Pacis, with its 

depiction of the imperial family in procession – saw both the emergence of the emperor's family 

into the public sphere and the merger of Augustus' public and private personae, culminating in 

his proclamation as pater patriae in 2 BCE.208 Motherhood played a prominent role in this 

domestic ideology, as evidenced by the deification of fecunditas on one of the friezes of the Ara 

Pacis, which ties the peace promised by the new regime to a representation of fruitful 

motherhood.209 The emperor's wife Livia, of course, would bear him no children, and would 

therefore seem poorly suited to the role of first imperial mother; but perhaps because of this 

association between motherhood and the pax Augusti, her maternity was also made an important 

part of imperial propaganda.

An excellent example of this is the shrine to Concordia that Ovid (Fast. 6.637-48) and 

Dio Cassius (Hist. Rom. 55.8.1) tell us was erected by Livia, along with its associated portico, 

sometime in 7 BCE. While the shrine itself was, according to Ovid, dedicated exclusively by 

Livia as a testament to her harmonious marriage, the portico that surrounded it was jointly 

dedicated some months prior by Livia and her son Tiberius.210 Significantly, both structures were 

tied to motherhood. As Marleen Flory points out, the shrine's dies natalis was the same as that of 

the temple of Mater Matuta (and her festival, the Matralia), suggesting its original intention, 

208 See Severy, p. 158-186.
209 On the Ara Pacis and its place in Augustan family ideology and social policy, see Diana E.E. Kleiner, “The 

Great Friezes of the Ara Pacis Augustae: Greek Sources, Roman Derivatives, and Augustan Social Policy,” 
Mélanges de l'Ecole française de Rome: Antiquité 90.2 (1978), p. 753-785; Severy, p. 104-112, who offers a 
survey of scholarship on the identification of the personification of fertility, p. 104 n. 27.

210 As attested by Dio Cassius, Historia Romana 55.8.1. Early scholarship attributed both portico and shrine to 
Tiberius, but as Marleen Flory first argued, these build projects seem as much – if not more – the work of the 
empress: Livia also rebuilt the temple of the Bona Dea Subsaxana and that of Fortuna Mulierbris, both deities, 
like Concordia, associated with the matrona and the Roman family. See Stefan Weinstock, Divus Julius, Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1971, p. 266; Lawrence Richardson, “Concordia and Concordia Augusta, Rome and Pompeii,”
La Parola del Passato 33 (1978), p. 265-266; Marleen Boudreau Flory, “Sic Exempla Parantur: Livia's Shrine to
Concordia and the Porticus Liviae,” Historia: Zeitschrift für Alte Geschichte 33.3 (1984), p. 317-322.
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despite Ovid's interpretation, was a celebration of Livia's motherhood.211 It's also important to 

point out that the shrine was framed by the portico, which visitors would have encountered first, 

and which bore a dedication proclaiming Livia's role as mother to Tiberius.212 These hints are 

subtle, but they do suggest that Livia's role as mother was an important part of her public 

representation.

The shrine to Concordia also gives us, like the Ara Pacis,213 an early hint of the imperial 

mother's function as a guarantor of peace and prosperity. The temple to Concordia in the Forum, 

distinct from the shrine built by Livia, was first dedicated in 367 BCE to commemorate a 

reconciliation between the patricians and the plebs. Subsequently, the temple figured in key 

moments after civil discord: Its first restoration was in 121 BCE, after the death of Gaius 

Gracchus; and in 63 BCE, it was Cicero's chosen venue for his fourth Catiline oration.214 Livia's 

shrine to Concordia likely drew on these associations, further fostering – or at least publicizing – 

the reconciliation that followed the civil wars at the beginning of Augustus' reign.215 But the 

complex was also intended to convey the dawning of a new order. Both Ovid and Dio Cassius 

tell us that the space had originally been occupied by the immense home of Vedius Pollio,216 

211 Flory, p. 314; cf. Severy, 131-138, esp. p. 134.
212 Severy, p. 134. cf. Margaret L. Woodhull, “Imperial Mothers and Monuments in Rome,” in Mothering and 

Motherhood in Ancient Greece and Rome, eds. Lauren Hackworth Petersen and Particia Salzman-Mitchell, 
Austin: University of Texas Press, 2012,  p. 232: “In most studies, Livia-as-wife supersedes Livia-as-mother. 
Such oversights by modern eyes are understandable, for in the absence of any visible evidence for the 
monument it is difficult to remember that before visitors to the complex encountered the shrine, they first found 
themselves confronted by a beautiful new portico... If so, then visitors to the Porticus Liviae walking up the 
Argiletum, the main road to the portico, would first encounter the empress symbolized as mother of a potential 
successor to Augustus, and only secondarily, after entering the portico, would they discover Concordia's shrine, 
with its allusions to Livia's role as the emperor's wife.”

213 NB: The Ara Pacis was dedicated on Livia's birthday, as Severy notes (p. 124, citing Ovid, Fasti 1.709-10), 
perhaps drawing an association between its deified fecunditas and the empress.

214 Ovid, Fasti 1.637-50; Plutarch, Camillus 42.3; Plutarch, Gaius Gracchus 17.6; Cicero, Catilinam 3.21.20, 
Philippics 2.19.

215 Severy, p. 203-204.
216 According to Ovid (Fasti 6.641-642), “urbis opus domus una fuit, spatiumque tenebat, quo brevius muris oppida

multa tenent.” 
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which Augustus had razed to make room for Livia's public monument.217 As Kristina Milnor 

argues, the portico therefore performed, through the ostensibly non-political agency of the 

emperor's wife, a moral lesson on Augustan public beneficence in opposition to Republican self-

aggrandizement.218 Livia, as mother of the imperial house (and of the soon-to-be heir Tiberius), 

served as the public face for this propaganda campaign.219

For imperial women beyond Livia, the importance of motherhood was even more 

pronounced, not least because they were able to provide dynastic security by bearing biological 

heirs. In her examination of images of children in imperial propaganda, Beryl Rawson 

demonstrates the importance of dynastic promise to the projection of the stability of an emperor's

rule and his assurance of prosperity: Through his children, the emperor demonstrated that his 

reign would continue into the future, his offspring extending the beneficence of his rule.220 This 

effectively made the imperial mother's fecunditas a matter of state security and an instrument of 

imperial power. Agrippina the Elder, for example, is praised for her fertility, with her children 

ever on display as its proof, either in Augustus' lap or in the triumphal processions of their father 

Germanicus.221 As Rawson writes, these children were not only a promise that Augustus' dynasty 

would endure but also “symbols of future prosperity for families and the nation.”222 Claudius 

would be the first and last Julio-Claudian to sire a son while emperor, but this did not stop others 

from investing in their wives' fertility. Nero, for example, proposed a temple to Fecunditas upon 

217 Dio Cassius, Historia Romana 54.23.5-6; Ovid, Fasti 6.639-48
218 Milnor, p. 53-64, who argues that Augustus used female domestic virtues – the selfless love of Livia for her son 

Tiberius, the devotion of Octavia for her deceased son Marcellus – to make the ideological point that the new 
regime's “public” domestic beneficence had superseded the “private” selfish interests of the republican period.

219 NB: The same is true of the temple of Fortuna Muliebris, also rebuilt by Livia, which was built to commemorate
the efforts of Veturia in turning her son Corolianus from striking against Rome: Livy, Historia Romana 2.40.

220 Rawson, p. 17-92, but esp. 26-69. She begins with representations of children in the Republican period and 
extends her discussion up to the Severan dynasty.

221 Suetonius, Augustus 34; Tacitus, Annals 2.41.
222 Rawson, p. 36.
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the birth – and soon after, the death – of a daughter, first in honor of his wife's fertility and then 

perhaps as a means of restoring it.223 Had the line been more successful in the bearing of children,

it's likely this focus on imperial motherhood would have been even greater.

The most energetic promotion of imperial motherhood, though, was in the propaganda of 

Marcus Aurelius. As the first member of the Nerva-Antonine dynasty to make his natural son 

heir, Marcus had good reason to establish the legitimacy of his wife Faustina and the significance

of her womb.224  Accordingly, her depictions on coins praise her fecunditas and pudicitia, and 

some even show her breastfeeding her son, indicating to the emperor's subjects that Faustina was 

a mother capable and worthy of bearing an heir.225 In fact, her offices as imperial mother were 

made to transcend even typical human boundaries through the title mater castrorum, making her 

the figurative mother of the army, that other instrument of imperial security and guarantee of 

smooth dynastic succession.226 Upon her early death, Marcus revived alimentary legislation, first 

proposed by Antonius Pius on the death of his wife Faustina the Elder, whereby young women of

223 Tacitus, Annals 15.23; cf. Rawson, p. 38. According to Tacitus (Annals 16.6), Nero killed his wife Poppaea in a 
fit of rage, kicking her while she was pregnant and causing her to miscarry. Tacitus stresses that the emperor did 
not use poison: He was ruled by too great a passion for his wife and the prospect of children. After her death, he 
had her embalmed and displayed on public, so that during her funeral he could praise the beauty of one who 
gave him a divine daughter (Annals 16.21).  Her role as mother, then, continued to be publicized even after her 
death.

224 Note the parallels to Constantine, who brought an end to the Tetrarchic system of Diocletian and sought to 
legitimize his sons as heirs.

225 RIC 3.1641 no. 345. As Langford notes (p. 33), the image of the empress breastfeeding is striking, not least 
because few Roman women in general seem to have breastfed their own children. cf. RIC 3.95 no. 509, minted 
under Antoninus Pius, and RIC 3.271 nos. 709-12; 346 nos. 1665-6, under Marcus Aurelius, which also bear 
Faustina on the obverse, but with her children on the reverse playing on the throne and the legends SAECULI 
FELICITAS. On the propaganda of the domestic during the earlier part of the reign of Marcus Aurelius, and his 
later shift toward military imagery, see Mary T. Boatwright, “Faustina the Young: 'Mater Castrorum,'” in Les 
femmes antiques entre sphère privée et sphère publique, ed. R. Frei-Stolba, A. Bielman, and O. Bianchi, Bern: P.
Lang, 2003, p. 265-6. See also Rawson, p. 63-65, who surveys the full extent of his use of children, 
motherhood, and the family in official propaganda.

226 Dio Cassius 72.10.5; Historia Augusta, Marcus 26.4-9. See Boatwright, p. 249-268, who argues this marked a 
shift in propaganda away from the family and toward the military, using Faustina, in the guise of mater 
castrorum, as a bridge. But cf. Langford, p. 31-35, who points out the total absence of this title in inscriptions 
dedicated by or propaganda aimed at the military. Instead, she argues the title was aimed at civilian populations, 
meant to convince them that there was a close connection between Marcus' family and the army.
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child-bearing age were provided state assistance in Faustina's name.227 Thus, motherhood in the 

imperial house was sustained even after Faustina's death, continued in the bodies of the women 

under the emperor's care.

But as will become clear below, the use of maternity in imperial ideology was not a one-

way street. There was, on the one hand, the message the emperor wanted to communicate: His 

wife was chaste and fertile, and the fruit of her womb would ensure the fruitfulness and stability 

of his reign. On the other hand, though, one must also consider how this message was received 

by his subjects and deployed to their own ends. In this dialogue, imperial motherhood could be 

re-interpreted in ways that gave less benefit to the emperor and more to the different groups for 

which his message was intended.

In a recent study of representations of the empress Julia Domna, wife of Septimus 

Severus and mother of Geta and Caracalla, Julie Langford examines the different directions in 

which this exchange could move. A native of Libya, Severus first used Julia to establish his roots

in Rome, casting her as the embodiment of traditional Roman womanhood: Like Augustus, he 

had a wife defined by her pudicitia, fecunditas, and pietas, who imitated Livia even in her 

restoration of the temple of Fortuna Muliebris.228 This then became the springboard for dynastic 

claims, with Julia's sons introduced into official propaganda as heirs and Julia as guarantee of 

their legitimacy.229 As Langford points out, however, this use of imperial motherhood was not 

without negotiation. The title of mater castrorum, which Severus had granted his wife in an 

attempt at summoning some sort of connection with the Antonine dynasty, was met with little 

227 Historia Augusta, Antoninus Pius 8; Marcus 26. See Rawson, p. 63-64, who surveys nuministic and 
monumental evidence, noting that “the representation of the puellae Faustinianae as almost nubile reinforced 
the role of females as mothers as part of the ideology of fecunditas and felicitas temporum.”

228 Langford, p. 70-74.
229 Langford, p. 103-107.
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enthusiasm in the army, which rarely used the title in inscriptions dedicated to the empresses and 

the imperial family.230 Likewise, the senate showed little relish for the dynastic implications of 

Julia's maternity, with the senator Gaius Fulvius Plautianus directly undermining Severus' 

ideological work by bringing charges against Julia's pudicitia.231 Instead, Langford argues, the 

senate only acknowledged Julia's maternity when the accession of her sons was a fait accompli 

and the senate stood to gain from the firm hand of a mother over the often quarrelsome Geta and 

Caracalla.232 Where one side proposed an idea of Julia's motherhood, the other rejected or 

reconfigured that image to best suit their own ends.

The mothers of the emperor's house thereby played an important role in imperial 

propaganda going back as far as the reign of Augustus. The emperor's own fruitfulness – his 

virility – was certainly important,233 but the imperial mother was an especially crucial signifier of 

the well-being of the emperor's reign and the promise of its continuation. She was used to 

indicate stability, fruitfulness, and the broaching of peace, as with Livia, but she also served a 

dynastic purpose, providing successors and guaranteeing their legitimacy. Finally, imperial 

mothers were sometimes also re-appropriated by the emperor's subjects and put to new ends. In 

what follows, we'll see that both uses of the imperial mother continued into the fourth century, as

did imperial motherhood's renegotiation.

230 Langford, p. 38-44.
231 Dio Cassius, Historia Romana 76.15.6-7; Langford, p. 108-109.
232 Langford, p. 108-112.
233 For example, during the civil war of 69 CE the claimant Vitellius made good use of his two children, contrasting

the childlessness of his opponents to his own fruitfulness. See Rawson, p. 38-39.
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Eusebius of Caesarea, Vita Constantini 3.41.2-3.47.3

Christian imperial motherhood began, unsurprisingly, with the reign of Constantine, 

whose adoption of the Christian faith, in whatever form that took, marked a watershed in the 

history of both Christianity and the empire. Christianity did not, however, re-write all of the 

rules: The emperor still needed to project the legitimacy, stability, and harmony of his reign, 

which meant he needed a fertile and chaste wife to play the part of imperial mother. Yet due to a 

remarkable series of domestic troubles,234 Constantine found himself unable to rely for very long 

upon his second wife Fausta, the mother of his youngest sons, who was wiped from memory 

following her death in 326. Consequently, the emperor's mother Helena, who prior to her son's 

victory over Licinius was all but invisible in imperial propaganda,235 was made to bear on her 

own the work of imperial motherhood. By guaranteeing Constantine's fitness for rule – 

especially against any claims of illegitimacy or impious kinslaying – Helena helped secure 

Constantine's position as emperor, while her pudicitia and pietas encompassed her grandchildren,

compensating for the absence of Fausta and her grandchildren's own misdeeds. This remarkable 

testament to the significance of motherhood in imperial ideology is partly the subject of what 

follows.

What's equally remarkable, though, is just how eagerly Christians embraced this idealized

image of imperial motherhood. The first Christian representation of Helena comes to us in book 

three of Eusebius of Caesarea's Vita Constantini, written sometime around 339.236 After 

234 See below, p. 89-91.
235 She does appear in a limited series of coins as Helena N[obilissima] F[emina], but these are of unknown date 

and were minted only at Thessalonica: RIC 7, 503-505. Her identification has also been contested, with some 
identifying her instead as Helena the wife of Crispus. See Jan Willem Drijvers, Helena Augusta: The Mother of 
Constantine the Great and the Legend of Her Finding of the True Cross, Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1992, p. 40-41.

236 Eusebius, Vita Constantini 3.41.1-3.47.3. All citations are to the edition of Friedhelm Winkelmann, Eusebius 
Werke I, 1: Über das Leben des Kaisers Konstantin, Berlin: Ehemals Akademie Verlag, 1975. Unless otherwise 
indicated, all translations below are from Averil Cameron & Stuart G. Hall, Eusebius' Life of Constantine: 
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describing Constantine's construction and embellishment of the church of the Sepulcher (3.29-

40), including a letter addressed to Macarius, bishop of Jerusalem (3.30-32), Eusebius explains 

how Constantine also “perpetuat[ed] the memory of his own mother, who had bestowed so much

good on human life” (3.41.2). There follows a description of Helena's journey to the East, where 

“pay[ing] what piety owed to the all-sovereign God, and consider[ing] that she ought to complete

in prayers her thank-offerings for her son... and his sons the most Godbeloved Caesars her 

grandchildren...” (3.42.1), she inspects the Eastern provinces and follows in the footsteps of the 

Savior (3.42-43.4). While there, she builds two shrines, “her son providing her with the right arm

of imperial authority” and embellishing them in her honor (3.43.4). After a brief summary of her 

pious deeds while in the East (3.44-45), the text concludes with Helena's death, her son at her 

side, and a record of the honors bestowed upon her (3.46-47.3). It is a short text that in a small 

space relates the magnitude of Helena's devotion to her offspring and to God.

While the purpose of the Vita and its precise composition have been hotly contested, it's 

my position that at least this section of the text represents Eusebius' dissemination of both 

Constantinian and post-Constantinian propaganda.237 Specifically, Eusebius used Helena to 

Introduction, translation, and commentary, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1999.
237 The debate is of such breadth and ferocity that it can hardly be summarized here, especially as my focus is more 

on this small passage of the text and less on its broader composition. Nevertheless, it may be helpful to chart 
two of the main positions. On one side is T.D. Barnes, who contends, following Pasquali, that the text was 
originally intended as an encomium, which Eusebius later refashioned into a narrative history. Accordingly, 
Barnes divides the text into two sections, which he argues were redacted together – in places quite awkwardly – 
sometime after Eusebius' death. This is an important point for Barnes, as he believes it establishes Eusebius as a 
reliable historical witness: Artifacts of his earlier panegyric aside, the heart of the Vita is written by a “scholar 
whose earlier historical works evince an honest desire to write a reliable history of his own day – an aspiration 
which the Life reiterates” (p. 114). See T.D. Barnes, “Panegyric, history and hagiography in Eusebius' Life of 
Constantine,” in The Making of Orthodoxy: Essays in Honour of Henry Chadwick, ed. R. Williams, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989, p. 94-123. Averil Cameron, by contrast, argues that the Vita is a coherent 
composition, which attempts to create a new kind of Christian βίος that inclines toward idealization. Its 
objectives are primarily religious: It portrays Constantine as Christian king and saint on the model of Moses, 
laying out a vision of proper Christian rule and God's providence at work in Constantine's actions. It is also, 
however, a part of contemporary politics, ecclesiastical and imperial, as it engages new developments in the 
Arian controversy as well as the accession of Constantine's heirs. These interests, Cameron is quick to point out,
do not in any way undermine Eusebius' role as bishop or historian. See esp. Averil Cameron, “Eusebius' Vita 
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compensate for the domestic crisis of 326 and the equally problematic murders of the 

descendants of Theodora in 337. While perhaps not a court propagandist through-and-through,238 

the official messaging on Helena was something Eusebius responded to and reproduced, 

repeating many of the same clichés discussed in the previous section. Pointedly, however, he also

renegotiated imperial motherhood by placing special emphasis on Helena's Christian faith. While

the bishop gladly endorsed the traditional representation of the imperial mother, he also adapted 

it for distinctly Christian ends.

Helena in the context of Constantinian propaganda

The first step in determining the context for Eusebius' representation of the empress is 

accounting for the character of the historical events being described. Notable for its absence is 

Helena's famous discovery of the Cross in Jerusalem, which later accounts of Helena's life – 

including that of Ambrose, discussed below – make the focus of her journey East. Like the 

majority of scholars, with but few exceptions,239 I find it likely that the inventio narrative 

Constantini and the Construction of Constantine,” in Portraits: Biographical Representations in the Greek and 
Latin Literature of the Roman Empire, eds. M.J. Edwards & Simon Swain, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997, p. 
245-274. The following inclines more toward Cameron's position, not least because her understanding of the 
Vita allows us to read propaganda in Eusebius without dismissing it as peripheral to the author's “real” concerns.

238 As Barnes points out, Eusebius probably had little contact with the court: Timothy D. Barnes, Constantine and 
Eusebius, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1981, p. 266; cf. H. A. Drake, “What Eusebius Knew: 
The Genesis of the Vita Constantini,” Classical Philology 83 (1988), p. 20-38. Yet whether Constantine was 
listening or not, Eusebius was a subject of the emperor and could have hoped for some advantage by promoting 
the court's interests. For the case against the bishop as a propagandist, see Michael J. Hollerich, “Religion and 
Politics in the Writings of Eusebius: Reassessing the First “Court Theologian,”” Church History 59.3 (1990), p. 
309-325. Hollerich contends that Eusebius thought in political terms only peripherally, where politics happened 
to intersect with his biblical typology. For the alternative position, see H.A Drake, Constantine and the Bishops:
The Politics of Intolerance, Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 2000, p. 355-392. Drake has 
strongly insisted that we read Eusebius as part of the political fabric of the 4th century, apart from which no 
bishop could have survived. In fact, he discerns a shift in Eusebius' allegiance, from an ardent supporter of the 
emperor's religious policies, as in his orations addressed to Constantine, and then to supporter of a more 
exclusive vision of religion in the empire, which we find in the Vita Constantini.

239 For example, Stephan Borgehammar, How the Holy Cross Was Found: From event to medieval legend with an 
appendix of texts, Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell Int., 1991.
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originated well after the composition of this text, probably in the second half of the fourth 

century.240 Eusebius' Vita instead focuses on Helena's journey through the eastern provinces, 

especially in Palestine, the pious deeds she performed there, and the shrines that she had built. 

This journey, which has variously been dated from 326 to 328,241 was of enough importance for 

Eusebius to take note of Helena for the first time in his text. The question then becomes: What 

was the significance of Helena's journey?

Explanations have ranged from the religious to the political. Some have treated her 

voyage as a sort of proto-pilgrimage, and in fact many later Christian pilgrims, including 

empresses, ostentatiously based their journeys on that of Helena.242 Yet the Vita specifies that 

Helena did not set out for the Holy Land itself, instead visiting “the whole east in the 

magnificence of imperial authority.”243 This leads Kenneth Holum to argue that Helena's journey 

240 For a summary of the scholarship and the clearest articulation of the argument that the Helena legend developed 
sometime in the second half of the 4th century, see Drijvers, Helena Augusta, p. 81-93. The most damning 
evidence against the historicity of Helena's discovery of the Cross is the absence of the story in Cyril of 
Alexandria, John Chrysostom, and every other 4th century Christian author of the East who mentions the 
inventio prior to Ambrose. Drijvers (Helena Augusta, p. 95-100) locates the development of Helena's role in this
drama in Jerusalem, in the now-lost church history of Gelasius of Caesarea, which he thinks is preserved in 
Rufinus. This is certainly a plausible explanation, except that the story first appears in Ambrose of Milan, as 
discussed below. Is Ambrose's account, which differs substantially from Rufinus', a separate transmission of 
Gelasius? Or could Rufinus – and the ecclesiastical historians after him – have received the story from 
Ambrose? Drijvers has given a convincing historical context for the invention of the narrative in Jerusalem, but 
it could in fact have originated in the West, as Andriani Georgiou has argued, p. 602. Of course, the paucity of 
the evidence makes any confident determination difficult.

241 As one of the most important women at court, it's likely she was present for the celebration of her son's 
vicennalia in 326, leaving for the East sometime afterward: E.D. Hunt, Holy Land: Pilgrimage in the Later 
Roman Empire, AD 312-460, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982, p. 35. However, others prefer to link her journey, 
which ended with her death, to the conclusion of the Helena coins in 328 or early 329: F.A. Consolino, “Helena 
Augusta: From Innkeeper to Empress,” in Roman Women, ed. A. Fraschetti, Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2001, p. 149.

242 For e.g., P.W.L. Walker, Holy City, Holy Places? Christian Attitudes to Jerusalem and the Holy Land in the 
Fourth Century, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990, p. 180-3; Hunt, p. 32-35, who reads it as a pious 
response to the family tragedy of 326.On the long tradition of imperial women – and others – imitating Helena, 
see Leslie Brubaker, “Memories of Helena: Patterns in Imperial Female Matronage in the Fourth and Fifth 
Centuries,” in Women, Men and Eunuchs: Gender in Byzantium, ed. Liz James, London: Routledge, 1997, p. 52-
75. But Helena was also an inspiration for other pilgrims, e.g. Egeria, Itenerarium Egeriae 25.9.

243 Eusebius, Vita Constantini 3.44.1. cf. 3.42.1, where she is said to have inspected the eastern provinces “with 
imperial concern.”
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was not a strictly religious undertaking but was pursued as an Augusta and a representative of the

emperor.244 As Holum argues through a comparison to the iter principis of the emperor Hadrian, 

Helena's behavior – dispensing gifts to cities and soldiers, freeing prisoners, initiating building 

projects, and all “with the right arm” and “in the magnificence” of imperial authority – was 

precisely the sort expected of a representative of the imperial house on a tour of the provinces.245 

While religious and political motivations are hardly exclusive, the fact that Helena's efforts were 

directed at the whole of the East and the fact that the text sees the performance of this state 

beneficence as an important part of Helena's pious undertaking suggests that political 

motivations were to the fore.

Unfortunately, the Vita says nothing directly about any political justification for Helena's 

journey. For his part, Holum places it in the context of Constantine's “Holy Land Plan,”246 

whereby the emperor sought to Christianize his empire by centering it upon Jerusalem.247 As Jan 

Willem Drijvers points out, though, this hardly accounts for Helena's travels through provinces 

other than Palestine.248 In his exhaustive history of Helena traditions,249 as well as in a recent 

review of current scholarship, Drijvers instead argues that Helena's purpose was to travel to the 

East and offer direct satisfaction to those with hard feelings over the emperor's religious 

policies.250 This seems more convincing, especially as Christianity was only recently given 

244 Kenneth G. Holum, “Hadrian and St. Helena: Imperial Travel and the Origins of Christian Holy Land 
Pilgrimage,” in The Blessings of Pilgrimage, ed. By Robert Ousterhout, Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 
1990, p.66-81.

245 Holum, 73-77.
246 Building on William Telfer, “Constantine's Holy Land Plan,” Studia Patristica 1 (1957), p. 696-700.
247 Holum, p. 75.
248 Jan Willem Drijvers, “Helena Augusta, the Cross and the Myth: Some New Reflections,” Millennium 8 (2011), 

p. 143.
249 Jan Willem Drijvers, Helena Augusta: The Mother of Constantine the Great and the Legend of Her Finding of 

the True Cross, Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1992, cited above.
250 Drijvers, Helena Augusta, p. 63-72. As Drijvers points out, many of her acts in the Holy Land, while they have a

political import, also have overlapping significance for the Christianization of the empire: She dispenses charity,
drawing in converts to the Church's charitable efforts, and builds churches, covering the landscape with 
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imperial backing in the East, but it is only a partial explanation, as Drijvers also admits,251 as it 

doesn't account for why Helena, an elderly woman hardly suited to travel, was chosen to 

represent imperial interests. Given that the trip ended with the dowager empress' death, one 

would expect a compelling reason for selecting her as representative.

One possibility, and the one I'd like to pursue here, is that Helena was chosen for this job 

because she had the unique qualification of being an imperial mother.252 This was not a role that 

had long been publicized. There seems to have been some question of her legitimacy as the wife 

of Constantius Chlorus, at least in sources hostile to Constantine,253 with even sympathetic 

witnesses like Ambrose of Milan raising questions about her suitableness to the station of 

empress.254 She was accordingly kept in the shadows until Constantine's accession was more 

secure, perhaps lest she be used by the sons of Theodora, Constantius' second wife,255 to 

undermine Constantine's claim to the throne. By the time Eusebius began to write the Vita 

Christianity. cf. Drijvers, “Helena Augusta, the Cross and the Myth,” p. 143, which places greater emphasis on 
the aftermath of the Council of Nicaea.

251 Drijvers, Helena Augusta, p. 69, who underlines the importance of maintaining the loyalty of the eastern 
soldiers in the face of the renewed threat of Persia. Drijvers also acknowledges the unrest that would have 
followed the deaths of 326, but while they “undoubtedly worsened the situation in the East... the unrest was 
chiefly caused by Constantine's religious policy” (p. 67). In fact, “there is no evidence at all to suppose a direct 
connection between Helena's journey and the tragic events of 326” (p. 67 n. 55). As I argue below, however, 
there is substantial circumstantial evidence: Her voyage East, especially as described by Eusebius, seems to fit 
the mold of Constantine's response to the deaths of his son and wife.

252 That is, if we discount Eutropia, Constantine's mother-in-law, and that other Helena, the wife of Crispus.
253 E.g., Eutropius, Breviarum historiae romanae 10.2; Anon. Valesianus (a.k.a., Origo Constantini Imperatoris) 

1.2. For the case that Constantine was an illegitimate son, see Bill Leadbetter, “The Illegitimacy of Constantine 
and the Birth of the Tetrarchy,” in Constantine: History, historiography and legend, eds. Samuel N.C. Lieu and 
Dominic Montserrat, London: Routledge, 1998, p. 74-85.

254 Ambrose (De obitu Theodosii 42) highlights the disparity between Helena's initial social station and the dignity 
of the purple, relating that she was a mere innkeeper when she met Constantine's father, but “Christ raised her 
from the dung to royalty.” NB: Barnes, in his more recent biography of Constantine, has used this passage to 
make the impassioned case that Helena was not of the lower classes, but the daughter of a well-to-do proprietor 
of an imperial way-station: T.D. Barnes, Constantine: Dynasty, Religion and Power in the Later Roman Empire,
Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011, p. 30-33. This seems to make a lot hang on the witness of Ambrose, who 
is hardly aiming at accurate historical detail in his funeral oration for the emperor Theodosius; yet Barnes is 
correct in noting that stabularia is a hapax legomenon, and may well indicate a place somewhat higher on the 
dung pile.

255 Or, if the critics are to be believed, his first legitimate wife.
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Constantini, though, the empress was a public figure defined by her role as mother, and this 

would remain the case until her character was largely subsumed by the inventio narrative later in 

the century.

The process of ennobling seems to have begun shortly after the Battle of Chrysopolis. By 

the end of 324, Helena received the title of Augusta, the same shared by Livia, Faustina, and 

other significant imperial mothers, which appears from this point forward in a substantial number

of inscriptions and coins.256 One inscription found today at the Basilica di Santa Croce in 

Gerusalemme, while it does not address the empress as Augusta, does praise her as mother of the

imperial house:

D(omina) n(ostra) He[lena venerabilis do]mini [n(ostri)
Constantini A]ug(usti) mater e[t] avia beatis[simor(um)
et floren]tis[simor(um) Caesarum nostrorum] therm[as
incendio de]stru[ctas restituit].257

Other inscriptions praise Helena in similar terms, as “genetrici... Constantini...,” “procreatrici... 

Constantini,” and avia of the heirs.258 Likewise, while they do not acclaim Helena as mother, the 

coins minted in her honor do assign to the empress a role familiar to imperial mothers, bearing 

on the reverse a representation of the empress as SECURITAS REIPUBLICE (sic).259 The 

256 For a survey, see Drijvers, Helena Augusta, p. 39-54, who reproduces many of the inscriptions and coin legends;
Hans A. Pohlsander, Helena: Empress and Saint, Chicago: Ares Publishers, Inc., 1995, p. 167-185, who surveys 
both the epigraphical and numismatic evidence as well as Helena's representation in contemporary art.

257 CIL VI 1136. NB: The fact that Helena is not addressed as Augusta suggests this inscription dates to before the 
end of 324, and perhaps as early as 317, the year when Constantine II was born. It is not unthinkable that 
Helena's maternity would be mentioned prior to Constantine's victory over Licinius, especially in dedications 
made directly to the empress.

258 E.g., CIL X 517, “procreatrici;”CIL VI 1134, “genetrici.” For a survey of all these inscriptions see Drijvers, 
Helena Augusta, p. 45-54, who notes the ubiquitousness of these designations: “Nearly all inscriptions call 
Helena mater, genetrix or procreatrix of Constantine and the grandmother (avia) of the Caesars. The emphasis 
on her position as (grand)mother of the invincible Constantine and the Caesars shows her place in the 
Constantinian dynasty. Especially Helena's position as mother was important. By making her the ancestress of 
the dynasty, Constantine justified his own rulership and could invalidate the claim of the descendants of his 
father and his second wife Theodora” (p. 52).

259 RIC VII, Constantine and Licinius, nos. 28, 38, 48-50, 53, 61, 72-73, 80, 82, 85, 89, 95, 129, 159, 202, 218, 
234-235, 278, 299-300, 458-460, 465-466, 481, 508, 515; see also Bruun's discussion, p. 53, 116, 137, 205-206, 
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SECURITAS type, very popular in the 3rd century, in this case probably signified that Helena, as 

mother of the emperor and grandmother to his sons, provided security to the empire in the form 

of capable rulers for the state.260 A bronze medallion within the Coin Cabinet of the British 

Museum makes the significance of Helena's role as mother even more explicit: While the 

obverse shows Helena with her distinctive diadem and the legend FLAVIA AELENA (sic) 

AUGUSTA, the reverse bears the legend PIETAS AUGUSTES (sic) and an image of the empress

holding one child in her arm and giving fruit to another.261 I'll return to these representations of 

Helena – and the significance of the empress as PIETAS – in a moment.262

What we see in these inscriptions and coins, though, isn't just the rehabilitation of Helena 

as the legitimate wife of Constantius and mother of Constantine. They also represent a new stage 

in Constantinian propaganda. With Licinius out of the way, Constantine could dispense with any 

pretense of upholding the Tetrarchic system and assert his dynastic claims in earnest. His sons 

Crispus and Constantine had been made Caesars in 317, and by the end of 324 they were joined 

209, 212-3, 264, 266-270, 325, 330, 383, 385, 387, 447-8, 450, 453, 475-6, 514, 517, 519, 551-4, 557, 571, 613,
615, 621, 624, 626, 647, 649-51, 689-91, 709-11. A more comprehensive survey is available in Pohlsander, p. 
179-183. For more on this issue: Jules Maurice, “L'Atelier monetaire de Constantinople pendant la periode 
Constantinienne,” Revue Numismatique (1901), p. 183; Leslie Brubaker and Helen Tobler, “The Gender of 
Money: Byzantine Empresses on Coins (324-802),” Gender & History 12.3 (Nov. 2000), p. 577. The 
personification of Securitas is likely made to represent the empress given that Helena's bust is on the obverse 
and the two share a distinctive hairstyle. Karsten Dahmen and Peter Ilisch, “Securitas Saeculi – A New Revival 
in the Gold coinage of Constantine I,” Numismatic Chronicle 166 (2006), p. 229 n.2, offer as a point of 
comparison a gold soldus of Constantine's reign bearing the image of a generic SECURITAS SAECULI.

260 For a survey of the SECURITAS type, see Erika Manders, Coining Images of Power: Patterns in the 
Representation of Roman Emperors on Imperial Coinage, AD 193-284, Leiden: Brill, 2012, p. 209-210. RIC 
IV.3, Gordianus III, nos. 124 and 130 provide an interesting parallel, as they were struck on the occasion of the 
emperor's marriage to Sabinia Tranquillina, and so, as Manders argues, bear a message with dynastic 
connotations: Manders, p. 210 n.75.

261 RIC VII, no. 250. Pohlsander surveys the extensive scholarship, p. 182. cf. Langford, p. 46-7, 106: Julia Domna 
was also praised for her pietas in inscriptions, especially those dedicated by the army, and in coinage. By 
stressing her piety, Langford argues, Severus sought to convey Julia's excellence as a mother: She put her duty 
to the gods, the state, and especially her family before her own personal concerns. The army liked this quality of
the empress, at least prior to Severus' death, as the guiding hand of a pious mother promised to control Geta and 
Caracalla and keep the two brothers from engaging in civil war.

262 For a survey of other Helena coin types, excluded here because they're either very few in number or exist now 
only in the manuals of numismatists, see Drijvers, Helena Augusta, p.44 n. 26.

87



by their brother Constantius;263 around the same time, Helena was brought more into public view 

as genetrix of the dynasty. Unsurprisingly, Constantine's second wife Fausta, the mother of 

Constantine II, Constantius II, and Constans, appeared right alongside her mother-in-law. In the 

many coins minted with her name, also bearing the title Augusta, the reverse shows the image of 

a woman carrying two children in her arms – Constantine II and his brother Constantius? – and 

either the legend SALUS REIPUBLICAE or SPES REIPUBLICAE.264 Fausta's fertility, which by

324 had already given Constantine three sons and two daughters, not only represented the 

present health (SALUS) of Constantine's dynasty, and by extension the republic, but also the 

promised fortunes of its future (SPES).265 Together, Helena and Fausta were used in 

Constantinian propaganda between 324 and 326 to communicate good dynastic prospects and the

corresponding well-being of the state.

263 Constans, who had only just been born in 323, would not be made Caesar until 333: Aurelius Victor, De 
Caesaribus 41.

264 SALUS: RIC VII, nos. 12, 55, 78, 459, 489. SPES: RIC VII, nos. 29, 40, 50, 69, 80, 86, 131, 161-2, 204, 205, 
294, 484. See also Bruun, p. 53, 116, 137, 205, 209, 263, 266, 383, 475, 519, 571, 613, 615, 621, 624, 690, 709; 
Leslie Brubaker and Helen Tobler, p. 576. Cf. Maria R. Alföldi, Die constantinische Goldprägung, Mainz: 
Verlag des Romisch-Germanischen Zentralmuseums, 1963, p. 194: One issue (nos. 441-2) actually carries both 
legends. These make up the majority, but two other issues – probably commemorative – also carry the bust of 
Fausta with a laurel on the reverse: RIC VII, nos. 49, 51. Finally, RIC VII, no. 62 bears only an inscription on 
the reverse, much like other “inscriptional coins” of the period: It reads FLAVMAX/FAUSTA/AUG/SMANTA.

265 As noted above, Alföldi nos. 441-2 carry both legends, suggesting the meaning of both SALUS and SPES are 
similar, as I've taken them here. On SALUS, see Manders, p. 211-220. Though first used to indicate the physical
health of the emperor, for e.g., after his recovery from a period of sickness, SALUS soon came to signify the 
“health” of the empire as embodied by the emperor. During the second part of the third century and going into 
the fourth, these coins were minted in greater number, “probably reflect[ing] the increasing threats that were 
posed to the Roman state as a whole in this period” (p. 216). I haven't been able to find a SALUS coin that 
makes use of maternal imagery like that of the coins of Fausta, suggesting that this extension of the “health” of 
the emperor's family – and dynastic prospects – to the “health” of the republic is an innovation. The SALUS 
type would remain popular, but the maternal imagery – like imperial motherhood in general – would recede, to 
be replaced by the image of Victory dragging a captive behind her: e.g., RIC IX, nos. 1a, 3a, 17, 65. On SPES in
earlier coinage, see Rawson, p. 37; Mark Edward Clark, “Spes in the Early Imperial Cult: “The Hope of 
Augustus,” Numen 30.1 (1983), p. 80-105, esp. 82-83. The legend first appears in a bronze issue of Claudius, 
after the birth of his son Britannicus in 41 CE, and also appears on the coins of Vespasian and Septimus Severus,
likewise on the birth of an heir. It seems therefore to have celebrated dynastic hopes, hence my interpretation 
here; cf. Seneca, Consolatio ad Marciam 2.2.3, which describes Drusus and Marcellus, former heirs, as “spes 
futuri principis certa.” Note, however, Clark's (p. 83) assertion that SPES also bears a more general connotation 
of youthful promise.
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In 326, however, tragedy struck the imperial family. For reasons that are now obscure, 

Constantine's first-born son Crispus, Caesar since 317, instrumental at the Battle of the 

Hellespont, and the most obvious heir to the title of Augustus, was executed; Fausta, for reasons 

which may have been related but which are equally obscure,266 died shortly thereafter.267 Though 

direct witnesses to the events were understandably silent, in the years following a great multitude

of explanations were offered. The most colorful of these, and so most persistent, is that found in 

Zosimus's history, which imagines a Phaedra-and-Hippolytus drama in which the noble Crispus 

spurns his step-mother's advances, Fausta convinces her husband to have him executed on 

charges of rape, and she is then put to death for conniving the execution of her step-son.268 In fact,

a host of explanations are conceivable, with David Potter, for example, arguing that Constantine 

may have feared the growing autonomy of his son and wife, especially in the West, and so cut 

them off before they could move against him.269 It is even possible, as the relatively late Epitome 

de Caesaribus (c. 396) suggests, that both deaths were the result of a disagreement between the 

two imperial mothers.270 Unfortunately, we will likely never know for certain what lay behind this

unfolding of events.

266 On the possibility that the deaths were unrelated, see David Woods, “On the Death of the Empress Fausta,” 
Greece & Rome 45.1 (1998), p. 77, who argues that Crispus' death was a suicide and the death of Fausta an 
accidental complication of an abortion procedure. I find this coincidence strains credulity.

267 On the deaths of 326, see Patrick Guthrie, “The Execution of Crispus,” Phoenix 20.4 (Winter, 1966), p. 325-
331; H.A. Pohlsander, “Crisupus: Brilliant Career and Tragic End,” Historia 33.1 (1984), p. 79-106; Jan Willem 
Drijvers, “Flavia Maxima Fausta: Some Remarks,” Historia 41.3 (1992), p. 500-506; Woods, p. 70-86; and, 
most recently, Konstantin Olbrich, “Kaiser in der Krise – religions- und rechtsgeschichtliche Aspekte der 
'Familienmorde' des Jahres 326," Klio 92 (2010), p. 104-116.

268 Zosimus, Historia Nova 2.29.2.
269 David S. Potter, The Roman Empire at Bay: AD 180-395, London: Routledge, 2004, p. 381. Gregory of Tours, 

Historia Francorum 1.34 makes a similar suggestion.
270 Epitome de Caesaribus 41.11-12: At Constantinus obtento totius Romani imperii mira bellorum felicitate 

regimine Fausta coniuge, ut putant, suggerente Crispum filium necari iubet. Dehinc uxorem suam Faustam in 
balneas ardentes coniectam interemit, cum eum mater Helena dolore nimio nepotis increparet (Pichlmayr, 
1911). On the text and its dating, see T.D. Barnes, “The Epitome de Caesaribus and Its Sources,” Classical 
Philology 71 (1976), p. 258-268.
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Whatever the cause, the crisis of 326 forced an immediate adjustment to imperial 

propaganda, with Helena brought in to fill the gap left by Fausta's condemnation to damnatio 

memoriae.271 This shift is vividly illustrated in an inscription dedicated by the people of 

Surrentum then revised sometime after 326.272 The original inscription, which has been 

reconstructed from the mutilated lines,273 was initially dedicated to “[Faustae] Aug(ustae) 

[uxori],” precisely the sort of address Constantine would have welcomed his subjects make to his

wife after he began the promotion of his dynasty in 324. However, following the damnatio 

memoriae in 326, the name of Fausta and her relationship to the emperor were struck from the 

stone and replaced with “[Helenae] Aug(ustae) [matri],”274 the emperor's mother slipping into her 

daughter-in-law's place. The Fausta coins mentioned above were likewise discontinued after her 

death, but those with the image of Helena as SECURITAS REIPUBLICE continued until 329.275 

Bruun even argues they were minted alongside the coins of Constantine and the three heirs, 

making a dynastic series of the genetrix, her son, and their three offspring.276 While Fausta's 

271 This substitution was facilitated by the significant overlay of the two empresses, who are often indistinguishable
from one another prior to 326. Thus, Pohlsander (Helena, p. 167-178) attempts to distinguish between 
depictions of Fausta and those of Helena. His analysis, though, only reveals the degree of uncertainty and 
disagreement. For example, while many scholars have identified the woman that accompanies Constantine in 
the sardonyx cameo at the Hague as Helena, this could easily be the emperor's wife, with Pohlsander arguing 
that her youth suggests she probably isn't the emperor's mother. 

272 CIL X 678.
273 As found in H. Dessau, Inscriptiones Latinae Selectae (Berlin, 1892), p. 160-161 (no. 710), who maintains that 

“Faustae... uxori” is still barely legible on the stone. This seems to me the most likely reading of the original 
inscription, as such a dedication would explain why the inscription is in such a poor state: Once condemned to 
damnatio memoriae, Fausta's name was struck from the stone. Guthrie (p. 330), however, contests this, as the 
inscription is in fact illegible.

274 Drijvers, Helena Augusta, p. 49. As Guthrie notes (p. 330), this was the most common reading of the inscription 
prior to Mommsen's commentary.

275 The last known issue is RIC VII, 72-73, minted in the spring of 329, probably just before or immediately after 
Helena's death. It's also worth pointing out that mints which previously had issued Crispus coins were, 
according to Bruun (p. 672-673), retooled to mint the Helena issue.

276 Bruun, p. 293. At the mint in Rome, Helena coins actually petered out at the fourth officina, along with the 
Fausta and Crispus issues. But when the mint was reorganized in 326, Helena reappears, with her coins minted 
at the second and fourth officinae, and perhaps also the third. Cf. Drijvers, Helena Augusta, p. 39 n.2, who 
points out the special significance of this issue, given that Eusebius includes it in the honors extended to Helena 
in Vita Constantini 3.47.
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image would be “resurrected” in imperial panegyric after Constantine's death, during 

Constantine's own reign Helena effectively served as imperial mother of both the emperor and 

his heirs.

This brings us to the purpose for Helena's journey to the East: Her voyage, whatever its 

pious intentions, helped broadcast the health of dynastic hopes through the presence of the 

dynasty's mother and in the aftermath of dynastic crisis. Constantine had only just completed a 

tour of the Western half of the empire in 326, shoring up the good-will of his subjects by 

distributing donatives to his soldiers and the cities that lay on his path.277 The shedding of his 

kin's blood, though, seems to have soured the celebrations and left a negative impression of the 

dynasty's fortunes.278 How much more would this have been the case in the East? Accordingly, 

Helena was dispatched to represent, backed by liberal gifts, the dynasty's securitas in the person 

of an imperial mother. As most historians have pointed out, the close proximity between the 

crisis of 326 and Helena's departure for the East makes it almost a certainty that the two were 

related.279 I would only stress that she was chosen to make this journey because, as genetrix of 

277 Jerome, Chronicon 231d-f gives that Constantine's journey began in Nicomedia and ended with a second 
celebration at Rome. See also T.D. Barnes, The New Empire of Diocletian and Constantine, Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1982, p. 77; Barnes, Constantine, p. 146.  That Constantine distributed donative gifts 
is argued by Patrick Bruun, Studies in Constantinian Chronology, Numismatic Notes and Monographs 146, New
York: The American Numismatic Society, 1961, p. 102-104. Bruun links the soldi minted in 325-326 with the 
emperor's itinerary: As he moved to a city, he minted coins celebrating his twenty-year reign, which he 
distributed to the soldiers and citizens. Lars Ramskold has recently advanced this argument further, while 
pointing to other evidence, e.g., laws recorded in the Codex Theodosianus, that can be used to track the 
emperor's progress: Lars Ramskold, “Constantine's Vicennalia and the Death of Crispus,” Nis and Byzantium, 
Tenth Symposium, Nis: The Collection of Scientific Works, 2011, p. 409-456.

278 Or so Ramskold argues (p. 410, 447-449), on the grounds that no gold soldus was minted in Rome to be 
distributed as donative: Constantine was unhappy with the citizens of the city and their response to his family 
tragedy. After Constantine's departure, the mint was closed; it would not re-open until the emperor's return for 
the burial of his mother, when commemorative bronze coins were minted celebrating members of the dynasty.

279 The connection was first made by Henry Chadwick, who contended that Helena's journey was an act of 
expiation for her part in the murder of Fausta: Henry Chadwick, “The Fall of Eusthatius of Antioch,” Journal of
Theological Studies 49 (1948), p. 32-33; cf. Noel Lenski, “Empresses in the Holy Land: The Creation of a 
Christian Utopia in Late Antique Palestine,” in Travel, Communication and Geography in Late Antiquity, eds. 
Linda Ellis and Frank L. Kidner, Burlington: Ashgate, 2004, p. 113-124, who argues that Helena was forced into
exile as a result of her role in the deaths of 326 and built shrines as a means of rapprochement. See also Barnes, 
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Constantine's household and the last imperial mother still living, only she was capable of 

strengthening confidence in the dynasty's future. That is to say, the voyage described by Eusebius

was, at least in part, a propaganda campaign drawing on Helena as imperial mother.

Helena in the context of Post-Constantinian propaganda

Of course, Eusebius' Vita Constantini did not reach a completed form until sometime 

around 339, by which point Helena had, in the hands of her grandsons, been put to quite different

ends. By then, Fausta had been rehabilitated by her offspring (now emperors themselves), with 

the soon-to-be emperor Julian, in a panegyric to her son Constantius II, able to praise her 

“ancestry... so distinguished, her personal beauty and nobility of character.”280 But while the 

change in circumstances may have made Helena's role as surrogate mother obsolete, renewed 

bloodshed posed new challenges to the image of the imperial family. In 337, shortly after the 

death of Constantine, nine relations of the emperor were murdered before they could make a 

claim on the throne. Numbered among the victims were the emperor's half-brothers Julius 

Constantius and Flavius Dalmatius, who had been made consuls in 333 and 335, and his 

nephews Dalmatius and Hannibalianus, who had been raised to the imperial college just two 

years earlier.281 The most likely perpetrator, as Richard Burgess argues, is almost certainly 

Constantine and Eusebius, p. 221; Hunt, p. 33-34. Drijvers, however, finds no evidence to connect these two 
occurrences, though he certainly doesn't dispute that Helena's voyage was opportune: Drijvers, Helena Augusta, 
p. 67.

280 Julian, Orationes 1.9 b.
281 See Richard W. Burgess, “The Summer of Blood: The 'Great Massacre' of 337 and the Promotion of the Sons of 

Constantine,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 62 (2008), p. 5-51. Much of the substantial scholarship on the purge of 
337 has been revised in light of Burgess' article, e.g., Barnes, Constantine, p. 17-18, 165; for a summary of 
earlier scholarship, see Burgess, p. 5 n. 2. The following has also been informed by the rather different 
perspective of Michael Di Maio & Duane Wade-Hampton Arnold, “Per vim, per caedem, per bellum: a Study of 
the Murder and Ecclesiastical Politics in the Year 337 A.D.,” Byzantion 62 (1992), p. 158-211. DiMaio and 
Arnold argue that Eusebius of Nicomedia was responsible for the murders of 337, on the basis of Philostorgius, 
Historia ecclesiastica 2.16, which says that Eusebius brought evidence of a conspiracy – the will, in fact, of 
Constantine, who blamed his brothers for his death and ordered their execution – to Constantius, who in turn 
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Constantius II, who would have had most ready access to a convenient killing ground in 

Constantinople and who stood to gain the most in terms of territory.282  For all three emperors, 

though, this kinslaying was a politically convenient but inauspicious way to succeed their father, 

one demanding a new use for the image of the imperial mother.

Coinage of the period bears out this new role. In a dual issue of nummi minted in 

considerable number from 337 to 340,283 and simultaneously at Rome, Trier, and Constantinople, 

both Helena, the mother of Constantine, and Theodora, the mother of the murdered heirs, were 

depicted with a corresponding virtue. In the Helena issue, the more common of the two, the 

empress appears on the obverse with the legend FL IVL HELENAE AUG, and on the reverse as 

as PAX PUBLICA, holding an olive branch and transverse spear. A simultaneous issue bears 

instead the bust of Theodora and the legend FL MAX THEODORAE AUG on the obverse,284 

with the reverse carrying a representation of the empress as PIETAS ROMANA, holding a child 

in her arms and offering it her breast. Though he is in the minority,285 Burgess convincingly 

ordered the killings. They also contend, however, that Athanasius and Macarius were the ones who forged the 
document blaming the descendants of Theodora, thereby implicating both sides of the Arian-Nicaean conflict in 
the purge. As Di Maio and Arnold readily admit, the evidence for this is circumstantial and the conclusion 
highly speculative; but it's attractive in so far as it considers ecclesiastical politics as a part of the equation. 
Bishops like Eusebius of Nicomedia may not have been primarily responsible for the murders, but they had a 
vested interest in their execution & how they were presented.

282 Burgess, p. 24-29.
283 For the Theodora issues, RIC VIII, The Family of Constantine, Trier: nos. 43,48, 56, 65, 79, 91; Rome: 28, 54; 

Constantinople: 36, 50, 51. For the Helena issues, RIC VIII, Trier: nos. 41, 47, 55, 63-64, 78, 90; Rome: 27, 53; 
Constantinople: 33-35, 38, 48-49. See also Kent's commentary on p. 6-7, 79-80, 126, 143-44, 234, 250-251, 
442, 449-50. Helena and Theodora issues make up the majority of coins at Trier, while Theodora coins are in the
minority at Rome and Constantinople.

284 Note that Theodora, too, bears the title of Augusta. Was this another part of Constantine's plan for dynasty 
building, elevating the mother of the two new Caesars to the rank shared by his mother and the mother of his 
sons, or was it a posthumous honor?

285 See, for e.g., Jean-Pierre Callu, “Pietas Romana: les monnaies de l'Impératrice Theodora,” in Mélanges de 
philosophie, de littérature et d'histoire ancienne offerts à Pierre Boyancé, Rome: École Française de Rome, 
1974, p. 141-151. Callu argues that the coins must have been minted sometime in 335 as part of Constantine's 
elevation of his nephews to imperial power and continued into 337 on account of the slow travel of news 
concerning the murders in Constantinople. NB: Callu does not incorporate Kent's survey of mint marks in RIC 
VIII, which was only published in 1981, but relies instead on Kent's earlier comments in P.V. Hill, R.A. Carson, 
and J.P.C. Kent, Late Roman Bronze Coinage AD 324-498,  London: Spink & Son, 1960; he also follows many 
of the conclusions of J. Maurice, Numismatique constantinienne, Paris: Leroux, 1908-1912, vol. 1, p. 261, 495, 
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argues that the mint marks, including those on the Theodora coins, place the earliest issue at 

Trier sometime just prior to the elevation of the three brothers to the rank of Augustus and the 

last to just before the death of Constantine II in 340.286 There must have been, then, some reason, 

other than “une macabre dérision,”287 for Constantine's sons to employ the images of imperial 

mothers following the murders of 337.

I would argue that these coins were, at least in part, a predictable imperial response to 

discord. Following the purge in 337, when Constantius' attempt at placing his victims under 

damnatio memoriae had failed,288 he instead blamed their deaths on an unruly army, which had, 

supposedly against his wishes, sought to secure his succession by eliminating any rivals.289 As 

unlikely as this explanation might be, it had the effect of transforming Constantius and his 

brothers from murderers into restorers of the peace.290 This is precisely the point that was made 

by the Helena and Theodora coins minted at all three imperial capitals. As discussed above, since

498; vol. 2, 136-137, 535.  Drijvers (Helena Augusta, p. 44 n.25) cites Callu's assessment without making a 
determination either way. For a position similar to Callu's that does take Kent's later work into consideration, see
Di Maio & Arnold, p. 194-195 n. 211. The authors there argue, along with Kent (p. 7), that the Theodora issues 
predate the events of 337 and were allowed to continue at Trier. They do not account for the continuance of the 
coins at Rome and Constantinople, however, which they believed cannot be reliably dated  (for reasons left 
unstated).

286 Burgess, p. 23. For a summary of the relevant hoards, see Kent, p. 84; for mint marks, see p. 143-144 (Trier), p. 
250-251 (Rome), p. 449-50 (Constantinople). At Trier there were six changes of mint mark between 337 and 
340, and the Helena and Theodora types were struck with all six. At Rome, which also had six changes of mint 
mark, the Helena and Theodora coins bear the second (337/338) and last (early 340). At Constantinople, mint 
marks changed only slightly – there is a shift in the series mark, from terminal dot on the reverse to no terminal 
dot – over this period, but Helena and Theodora coins are found with both.

287 Callu, p. 151.
288 So Burgess, p. 11-12, using Eusebius' Vita Constantii as one example of this approach.
289 Burgess, p. 12-15, on the basis of Julian, Oration 1.16D-17A, 20 B-D, who in an address to the emperor 

mentions how once “forced by times of crisis, you unwillingly did not prevent others from doing wrong,” 
followed by the claim that in 337 Constantius was surrounded by “a lack of discipline among the soldiers.” 
Julian, at this time still in Constantius' good graces, can be counted on to convey the party line, which also 
appears (so Burgess argues) in the now lost Kaisergeschichte, via Eutropius, and in Gregory of Nazianzus, 
Oration 4.21.

290 Note that Constantius was not alone in this re-fashioning of the purge of 337: Constans independently issued a 
series of coins at Rome (RIC VII, nos. 402-404) bearing a representation of SECURITAS REIPUB. As Brugess 
argues (p.22), “This indicates that a specific incident must have taken place in which Constans wanted his 
audience to believe that the empire's security had been maintained or protected.”
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the time of Augustus mothers had been deployed to signal an end to civil war and the dawning of

a tranquil and prosperous future: So the personified fecunditas on the Ara Pacis or the Porticus 

Liviae and shrine to Concordia. To signal their victory over the tumult that inaugurated their 

reign, all three emperors used a representation of their grandmother as PAX, transforming the 

guilt of murder into a celebration of the peace brought by her grandsons. They also, though, 

celebrated the PIETAS of Theodora, opposing the faithless actions of a few soldiers with a 

motherly testament to the perseverance of familial duty. There may have been, as Burgess 

argues,291 a hint of at least feigned remorse in the Theodora issues; but more than any perceptible 

or imagined guilt, what lay behind these coins was a long tradition of using imperial mothers to 

announce an end to civil strife and the re-establishment of the proper order.292

Helena's role in imperial propaganda, then, was malleable but predictable. For 

Constantine, she signaled the SECURITAS of his reign, especially after the execution and 

damnatio memoriae of Fausta. The imperial mother, as bearer of legitimate heirs, was a 

guarantee on the continuation of the dynasty, as much for Constantine as for any of his 

predecessors; casting his own mother in this role may have been less than ideal, but the role was 

too important to leave vacant. In the hands of his heirs, by contrast, Helena was no longer 

necessary as surrogate mother but could yet serve the imperial house by signifying PAX. This, 

291 Burgess, p. 28.
292 This leaves open the question of which of the three emperors was behind this strategy. Burgess (p.22-24) argues 

that the twin issue of coins was the inspiration of Constantine II, who compelled his brothers to mint similar 
coins in order to embarrass Constantius; this would explain why both coins, and especially the Theodora issues, 
are most common at Trier, but also why they cease to be minted after Constantine's death in 340. While this 
interpretation makes good sense of the data, it's unclear how Constantine II could have forced his brothers, 
Constantius especially, to mint coins that were potentially subversive, especially in the raw years immediately 
following 337. It seems more likely that Constantine II, who would benefit most from their latent subversive 
potential, proposed both coins as means of using mothers to broadcast peace, to which Constantius and Constans
agreed with muted enthusiasm. With Constantine's death at the hands of his brother Constans in 340, it seems 
the irony of asserting domestic tranquility in the face of the brutal reality of internecine conflict had grown too 
great.
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too, though, was in keeping with how imperial mothers had been used in the past. Putting aside 

Constantine's substitution of Helena for his wife, the first Christian emperors used Helena in 

their propaganda in fairly traditional ways, either to dynastic ends or as a way of signaling 

domestic harmony.

Eusebius' quid pro quo

It is not my intention, in rehearsing the various political ends to which the representation 

of Helena was put, to strip her journey of the religious significance that came to predominate 

with the attachment of the inventio narrative. It is important to take these political circumstances 

into consideration, however, as Eusebius' account of Helena's so-called pilgrimage – which, I 

repeat, makes no mention of the discovery of the Cross – so closely adheres to the outline of 

imperial propaganda. The bishop, with no apparent reservations, reproduced imperial messaging 

on Helena from both 326 and 337, in the process embracing the traditional representation of the 

imperial mother as guarantee on dynastic fortunes and a symbol of peace. Pointedly, however, he

introduced a new Christian element that renegotiated the terms on which the propaganda of 

imperial motherhood was to be used. By using his Vita to send Helena to Jerusalem and not just 

to the East, and by sending her at the behest of God and not just on behalf of her son and 

grandsons, Eusebius signaled that the imperial mother was to be devoted to the Christian faith – 

and the bishops – as much as to her family.

There are only a few hints that the domestic crisis of 326, separated from the publication 

of the Vita by over fourteen years, weighs on the mind of our author. Obviously, no mention is 

made of either Crispus or Fausta in this text, and Eusebius also revised his Historia ecclesiastica,
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redacting his former praise of the then-heir.293 In his account of the journey of Helena, however, 

Eusebius does more than merely erase the memory of the family tragedy that coincided with her 

departure: He also uses the empress to project an air of wholesome family values. Helena departs

for the East, and especially the Holy Land, that she might “complete in prayers her thank-

offering for her son... and his sons the most Godbeloved Caesars.”294 Her pilgrimage, then, is 

undertaken not only as a means of honoring God but also as part of her familial obligations.295 In 

fact, the whole of Helena's journey in the Vita revolves around a reciprocity of pietas, or familial 

dutifulness,296 with Helena establishing a shrine as part of the obligation she owed for the well-

being of her offspring and Constantine honoring his mother by having that shrine embellished. 

This culminates in the touching death scene, with Constantine, like a pious son, attending to his 

mother by “ministering and holding her hands,”297 and afterward bestowing upon her many 

honors, “satisf[ying] the divine principles which impose the duty of honouring parents.”298 In 

other words, Eusebius uses Helena's voyage and death to paint an almost saccharine picture of a 

perfectly dutiful relationship between mother and son.

293 On this redaction, see T.D. Barnes, “The Editions of Eusebius' Ecclesiastical History,” Greek, Roman, and 
Byzantine Studies 21 (1980), p. 197.

294 Eusebius, Vita Constantini 3.42.1: ἐπειδὴ γὰρ αὕτη τῷ παμβασιλεῖ θεῷ τὸ τῆς εὐσεβοῦς διαθέσεως ἀποδοῦναι 
χρέος ἔργον ἐποιήσατο, ἐφ’ υἱῷ τε βασιλεῖ τοσούτῳ παισί τε αὐτοῦ καίσαρσι θεοφιλεστάτοις, ἑαυτῆς ἐκγόνοις, 
τὰ χαριστήρια δεῖν ᾤετο δι’ εὐχῶν ἀποπληρῶσαι, ἧκε δὴ σπεύδουσα νεανικῶς ἡ πρέσβυς, ὑπερβαλλούσῃ 
φρονήσει τὴν ἀξιάγαστον ἀνιστορήσουσα γῆν ἔθνη τε τὰ ἑῷα καὶ δήμους ὁμοῦ καὶ λαοὺς βασιλικῇ προμηθείᾳ 
ἐποψομένη.

295 On the Roman notion of pietas, see Richard P. Saller, Patriarchy, Property and Death in the Roman Family, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994, p. 102-114. Pietas, of course, would be radically transformed by
Christian authors, and not only in antiquity: See James D. Garrison, Pietas from Vergil to Dryden, University 
Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1992, esp. p. 21-60. Yet as later chapters will show, Roman 
Christians continued to view honor for one's parents as a God-given duty enshrined in the Ten Commandments, 
as Eusebius himself points out.

296 For more on pietas in its fourth century context, see chapter four.
297 Eusebius, Vita Constantini 3.46.2.
298 Eusebius, Vita Constantini 3.47.3: διὸ τῶν εἰς αὐτοῦ μνήμην ἀναφερομένων καὶ ταῦτ’ εἰκότως ἡμῖν ἀνείληπται, 

ἃ δι’ εὐσεβείας ὑπερβολὴν μητέρα τιμῶν θεσμοὺς ἀπεπλήρου θείους ἀμφὶ γονέων τιμῆς τὰ πρέποντα 
διαταττομένους. 
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This might be considered just another part of the author's panegyric to the first Christian 

emperor, except that the position of this praise suggests Eusebius is doing more in this text than 

commending Constantine and his virtuous mother. Like a good panegyrist, Eusebius praises 

Constantine's parentage at the beginning of his work, glorifying his father Constantius for his 

mercy, the justness of his rule, and his love of God299 – but he says nothing about Constantine's 

mother until book three. While his earlier silence might be attributed to the lowliness of her birth 

and the questioned legitimacy of her marriage (see above), it's significant that Constantine's 

pious mother is only brought to bear at that moment in the narrative when the astute reader 

would have in mind the family troubles of 326.300 The pious mother and her equally pious son 

certainly fit within the broader themes of Eusebius' work, but that she does not appear until this 

moment, where she is used to broadcast the unimpaired PIETAS AUGUSTES, suggests Eusebius

is here reproducing the sort of propaganda that the empress' journey was meant to disseminate.301 

In other words, this text doesn't just describe the sort of maneuvering Constantine and his family 

did after the events of 326 but actively participates in it.

The Vita Constantini also gives us a few indications of the bishop's part in the drama of 

the succession. Despite errant praise of Constantius' fruitfulness in Vita Constantini 1.18.2, likely

written before it became passé to speak of that “other” side of the family, Eusebius makes no 

299 Eusebius, Vita Constantini 1.13-18.
300 For a slightly different view on Eusebius' praise of Helena, see Lynda L. Coon, Sacred Fictions: Holy Women 

and Hagiography in Late Antiquity, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997, p. 99. Coon argues 
that Helena first appears in book three, after the account of Constantine's military victories, to balance the 
political violence of Constantine's reign with Helena's restorative almsgiving. I find this agrees with my reading,
but would only point out that Constantine's violence wasn't restricted to the battlefield, as the events of 326 
demonstrated.

301 An alternative explanation would be that Helena's journey to the East was too important of an event for 
Eusebius to avoid mentioning. I wonder, though, whether her journey was significant enough, at least in 339, to 
justify its inclusion in the Vita on that basis alone. The inventio narrative quickly subsumes Helena's story, 
making her journey to Jerusalem more significant but obscuring those details mentioned by Eusebius. Without 
the Cross, and Eusebius' narrative, Helena's travels may well have passed notice.
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mention of the offspring of Theodora and certainly no mention of the deaths in 337. Instead, he 

goes to some lengths to assert the legitimacy of the accession of Constantine's sons alone, telling 

us they were twice made heirs by their father and with no mention of Dalmatius or 

Hannibalianus.302 In describing Constantine's division of the empire, for example, Eusebius 

speaks only of three caesars, “like a trinity, a triple offspring of sons.”303 As Burgess writes, 

“Eusebius' stress on the legitimacy of Constantine's sons alone rings hollow because in his 

version there is no one else to challenge the succession: there is no importance or virtue in saying

we'll take only three and these three alone, if only three are on offer.”304 Finally, the text provides 

for the constitutional difficulty introduced by Constantine's failure to name an Augustus prior to 

his death by having Constantius, Constantine II, and Constans elevated to their father's rank 

through the universal acclaim, “as if by supernatural inspiration,” of the army, senate, and 

people.305 While this may well refer to a historical event, this supernatural aspect implies a belief 

that the accession of Constantine's sons accords with the will of God. In the Vita, then, Eusebius 

quite clearly casts his lot with the new regime. 

Perhaps this is the best light for reading the Helena passage in the Vita Constantini, as 

legitimizing the accession of Constantine's sons after the events of 337 cast a foreboding pall 

over their inheritance. I'm not arguing Eusebius received his change in the ἀγορά, looked down 

into the eyes of Helena, and sprinted home to score political points by telling the story of her acts

302 Eusebius, Vita Constantini 4.49, and again at 4.51-52.3; this settlement is rehearsed in 4.68-73, where Eusebius 
describes the accession of the heirs and their acclamation by the people, senate, and army.

303 Eusebius, Vita Constantini 4.40.2. The phrase is reminiscent of Homer, Odyssey 3.106, but triple sons are a 
constant of scripture as well, e.g., the sons of Adam, the sons of Noah, etc. Eusebius claims that, by God's 
design, Constantine should have one son for each decade that he ruled, conveniently forgetting the emperor's 
first-born son, Crispus. As Burgess (p. 11) notes, Eusebius has also forgotten Dalmatius, whom he had 
previously (Tricennial Oration 3.2, 4) praised as the fourth Caesar for the fourth decade of Constantine's rule

304 Burgess, p. 11-12.
305  Eusebius, Vita Constantini 4.68-73. Cf. Vita Constantini 4.67.3: Eusebius hails as a blessing the fact that the 

empire was left with three Caesars, as that meant three equal emperors to rule over the empire.
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of devotion on behalf of family. Yet it seems probable that the bishop, writing between 337 and 

339 of Helena's pious devotion to her son, had in mind the accusation of impious murder made 

against the imperial family. Remember that while Helena's relationship with her son is certainly 

the focus of this passage, she also departs for the East on behalf of “his sons the most 

Godbeloved Caesars her grandchildren.”306 The author's rehearsal of domestic good is part of the 

new regime's inheritance, a shield against the scurrilous accusations of those who would tie these

Godbeloved grandchildren to kinslaying. Given the use of motherhood in official propaganda 

and Eusebius' other efforts on behalf of Constantine's heirs, this seems a definite possibility.

The Vita, though, only endorses the representation of Helena in imperial propaganda after

making a few qualifications. First, as mentioned, the empress does not set out to the East strictly 

on behalf of her children but also at the behest of God.307 Christian and familial devotion are 

therefore intertwined: Helena embarks on her pious journey because of the good fortune of her 

offspring, but the thanks for that good fortune is owed to the divine. The bulk of what then 

follows – all of chapter 43 – deals with her journey through Palestine and the churches she builds

there, leading many to understandably read Helena's voyage as primarily a kind pilgrimage. 

Finally, this description of Helena's eastern tour culminates in the assertion that she “continually 

frequented his Church” while traveling, adorning even the smallest of chapels with her prayers. It

is easy to forget, in light of the inventio narrative, that this story could stand alone as an account 

of Helena's imperial tour of the East. The hand of a bishop lies heavy in emphasizing an overlay 

of Christian devotion.

306 Eusebius, Vita Constantini 3.42.1.
307 ibid.
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While the text reproduces the Helena of imperial propaganda, then, there is also a bit of 

quid pro quo at play. This isn't to suggest that, as bishop of Caesarea, Eusebius had any special 

bargaining power. It is entirely possible that the court was never even aware of or especially 

interested in his efforts at bolstering their messaging on Helena. Eusebius, though, may well have

hoped for some recognition from the court, or at the very least believed that by so reinforcing the

Constantinian dynasty he would ensure the preservation of the new Christian world order. 

Whatever his objectives, the bishop was willing to endorse Helena as imperial mother only if she

was a good Christian with a special devotion to God. In this way the bishop bound imperial 

mothers to the Church and, by extension, to bishops like himself: If a good imperial mother must

be a good Christian, and if bishops determine who is or is not a good Christian, then the bishops 

become arbiters of who is or is not a proper imperial mother. An adviser to the court might well 

have, on reading this section of the Vita Constatini, whispered a word of caution to Constantine's 

heirs. Eusebius' endorsement of imperial propaganda on Helena brought with it an implicit 

submission to ecclesiastical authorities, one that would be played to considerable effect later in 

the century.308

In conclusion, Eusebius was happy to laud Helena in terms similar to those used to praise 

earlier imperial mothers, although he also insisted on renegotiating the terms of that praise. 

Christians could and did renounce politics and motherhood together, withdrawing into the desert 

to pursue a life of singular ascetic perfection. For others, however, like Eusebius, what was said 

about mothers – or at least what was said about imperial mothers – had bearing outside the 

insular sphere of Christian sexual ethics. By praising Helena as the font of pax, salus, securitas, 

and spes, Eusebius participated in Constantinian and early post-Constantinian propaganda, 

308 The most notable instance being Ambrose's invective against the empress Justina in Ambrose, Epistle 76.
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especially by drawing attention away from the family crisis of 326 and the murders of 337. At 

the same time, though, the bishop turned this ideal more to the advantage of the Church by 

inserting the requirement of Christian devotion. In this way he carefully navigated between his 

two worlds, imperial Rome on one side and the Church on the other, bringing them both together

in the person of Helena.

Ambrose of Milan, De obitu Theodosii 40-51

 The demands the Vita makes of the imperial mother, though, are modest when compared 

to those made in the long digression on Helena in Ambrose of Milan's funeral oration for the 

emperor Theodosius.309 This text, the first known appearance of the legend of Helena's discovery 

of the Cross,310 can be situated in the tense political atmosphere of 395, when the magister 

militum Stilicho became de facto ruler of the West under the guise of acting as guardian to 

Theodosius's sons Honorius and Arcadius. In these uncertain times, Ambrose both reproduced 

the image of the imperial mother that Theodosius had carefully crafted to lend legitimacy to his 

heirs and, by adapting it to Serena, the wife of Stilicho, extended this legitimization to the new 

regime. He also, however, refashioned the imperial mother into a metaphorical bridle of clerical 

authority, insisting that she be a faithful Christian, as did Eusebius, but also explicitly requiring 

that she inculcate in her son proper Christian belief and behavior. This had the effect of 

309 The critical text used below is that of Otto Faller, CSEL 73, pars 7, Vienna: 1955, p. 369-401. Translation, 
unless noted otherwise, is that of J.H.W.G. Liebeschuetz, Ambrose of Milan: Political Letters and Speeches, 
Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2010, p. 177-203

310 For a discussion of this text in relation to the rest of the inventio tradition, see Drijvers, Helena Augusta, p. 108-
113; Marta Sordi, “La tradizione dell' Inventio Crucis in Ambrogio e in Rufino,” Rivista di Storia della Chiesa 
in Italia 44, 1990, p. 1-9. Drijvers attaches little significance to the fact that Ambrose's account is the first 
known description of Helena's discovery of the Cross, as he argues the inventio narrative must have originated 
in the East and was first described in the lost church history of Gelasius of Caesarea, now preserved in the 
translation of Rufinus.
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extending to the imperial administration Ambrose's commitment to the succession while at the 

same time adding to the bishop's own authority.

Motherhood in Theodosian propaganda

Motherhood had all but disappeared in imperial discourse following Trier's final minting 

of the Helena & Theodora coins in 340. The incredible domestic difficulties experienced by 

Constantine and his family may have served as a warning to subsequent emperors not to become 

too invested in the domestic sphere, but other factors also contributed to the disappearance of 

imperial motherhood. In some cases it's obvious: Eusebia, the wife of Constantius II, was wed 

that her husband “might beget sons to inherit his honour and power,”311 yet Constantius would die

childless, leaving his cousin Julian, one of only two survivors of the purge in 337, to inherit sole 

dominion. Likewise, Helena, Julian's wife, would bear him no heirs, supposedly, so Ammianus 

Marcellinus writes, because a jealous Eusebia secretly connived the death of each child.312 Such 

misfortunes no doubt helped effect a shift away from the prominence of motherhood in imperial 

propaganda.

This changed with the reign of Theodosius and the elevation of his wife Aelia Flaccilla to 

the rank of Augusta sometime in 383.313 In 377, Flaccilla gave birth to her first son Arcadius, 

whom Theodosius immediately raised to the rank of Augustus; in 384 she provided him with 

another son, Honorius, who would become Augustus of the West.314 There was, then, an element 

311 Julian, Oration 3.109 B.
312 Ammianus Marcellinus, Historia Romana 16.10.18-19.
313 For a study of Flaccilla's role during the reign of Theodosius, especially her dynastic import, see Kenneth G. 

Holum, Theodosian Empresses: Women and Imperial Dominion in Late Antiquity, Berkeley: University of 
Califorian Press, 1982, p. 22-47. Holum sees Flaccilla elevation to the rank of Augusta, evidenced by the 
coinage discussed below, as both “a dramatic innovation and as a reversion to prestigious Constantinian 
practice” (p. 31).

314 Chronicon Paschale a. 385; Socrates, Historia ecclesiastica 5.10.25. Some years earlier, probably c. 376, 
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of dynasty-building to Theodosius' elevation of his wife, just as there was with Constantine's 

elevation of Helena and Fausta. But also like Constantine, Theodosius used the mother of his 

children to project the well-being of the empire. In a number of coins minted between her 

elevation in 383 and her death in 386, Flaccilla's new rank and significance was publicized: A 

bust of the empress appears on the obverse, bearing the legend AEL FLACCILLA AUG, with a 

hair-style that Kenneth Holum thinks is deliberately reminiscent of Helena;315 while on the 

reverse there is a representation of Victory bearing the chi-rho on a shield, with the now-familiar 

legend SALUS REIPUBLICAE.316 As with Fausta, so Flaccilla also represented the health of the 

republic by guaranteeing the dynastic prospects of the imperial house.

This is certainly the impression we get from the funeral oration delivered by Gregory of 

Nyssa after Flaccilla's death.317 The bishop's interests are primarily in the empress' εὐσέβεια, and 

especially her orthodox confession – in contrast to the empresses, like Eusebia and Justina, who 

preceded her – of the Nicene creed.318 But praise for her orthodox faith appears alongside praise 

for her domestic virtue:

This ornament of the Empire has gone from us... this model of wifely love (φιλανδρίᾳ) has been 
taken away, this undefiled monument of chastity, dignified but approachable, clement but not to 
be despised, humble but exalted, modest but ready to speak boldly – a harmonious mixture of all 
virtues.319

Flaccilla also gave birth to a daughter, Pulcheria. Unfortunately she would die in 385, an event described by 
Gregory of Nyssa in his consolation for the empress, Oratio consolatoria in Pulcheriam.

315 Holum, p. 33-34. On the diadem, see Andreas Alfoldi, “Insignien und Tracht der romischen Kaiser,” in Die 
monarchische Repräsentation im römischen Kaiserreiche, Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchges, 1970, p. 144-
145. For a thorough survey of Flaccilla's representation see, Holum, p. 32-43. He reads special significance in 
the fact that she wears imperial insignia – like the paludamentum – not previously worn by empresses, 
suggesting an elevation in the importance of the empress' role.

316 RIC IX, Valentinian I – Theodosius I, ed. nos.  13, 17, 24, 28, 34-6, 42-3, 46-9, 54-5, 61-2, 72, 81, 82. There is a
trivial variations on the reverse: In some issues (e.g., no. 17), Victory instead stands with her arms folded across 
her breast. Also RIC IX, no. 76 has on the reverse VICTORIA AUGUSTORUM, but is exceptional.

317 Gregory of Nyssa, Oratio funebris in Flacillam Imperatricem, in Gregorii Nysseni Opera vol. IX, eds. G. Heil, 
A. van Heck, E. Gebhardt, and A. Spira, Leiden: Brill, 1992, p. 478-480.

318 A point Holum underlines, p. 23.
319 Citation and translation from Holum, p. 23.
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Such a magnanimous woman, Gregory tells us, had not one but three children, and so could take 

one – her daughter, who died while yet “a new-sprung blossom, with shining petals not yet lifted 

fully from the bud” – with her into heaven,320 leaving behind two sons “to serve as bulwarks of 

the kingdom.”321 Her excellence, in other words, lay in her exceptional qualities as a wife and 

mother, with her abundant fertility guaranteeing the well-being of the state.

Flaccilla would, despite her early death, remain the banner of the dynasty's fortunes, 

albeit with one important qualification. Theodosius remarried, sealing his new relationship as 

guardian of Valentinian II by wedding his co-emperor's sister Galla in 387; Galla, however, bore 

only two sons, both dying in childbirth, the second along with his mother in 394.322 Thus, when 

Theodosius died on 17 January 395, Flaccilla remained the imperial mother of note. Perhaps 

because imperial motherhood had rarely been invoked since Constantine, though, or perhaps 

because she had only been Augusta for a short while, the empress did not stand on her own as 

mother of the dynasty but was assimilated to Helena. This is evident in representations of 

Flaccilla from the period after the birth of her first son, with those on Theodosian coins, as 

mentioned above, bearing a striking resemblance to Constantine's mother. Holum also underlines

other points of comparison: Flaccilla shared the title Augusta, was praised for her immense 

εὐσέβεια, and was known especially for her works of charity to the poor.323 In so assimilating his 

wife to the first Christian empress, Theodosius imparted borrowed prestige to the mother of his 

320 As Gregory describes her in Oratio consolatoria in Pulcheriam: Spira, p. 461-463. 
321 Translation that of Holum, p. 29.
322 Holum, p. 45-47. There also seems to have been a falling-out between the empress and her step-son Arcadius, 

who supposedly exiled her from the imperial palace: Marcellinus Comes, Chronicon s.a. 390. Galla, however, 
also gave birth to Aelia Galla Placidia, who made her mother's name more illustrious than would any son, first 
marrying a king of the Goths, then an emperor, and finally giving birth to an emperor herself. During the 
minority of her son, Valentinian III, Galla Placidia even seems to have ruled in her own right. See Hagith Sivan, 
Galla Placidia: The Last Roman Empress, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011.

323 Holum, p. 24, 44.
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children and presaged the use of Helena as a template for Christian imperial women of the fifth 

and sixth centuries.324

Theodosius, then, both resurrected the practice of relying on the imperial mother to 

project (especially dynastic) well-being and inaugurated a new use for the representation of the 

empress Helena. Admittedly, our evidence is sparse. As with Fausta, there was only a short 

window of time – between 383 and 386 – in which Flaccilla was simultaneously mother of an 

heir, an Augusta, and alive. Theodosius nevertheless introduced her into his propaganda to such 

an extent that she leaves clear traces, especially in surviving coinage and in Gregory of Nyssa's 

funeral oration. As also with Fausta, Helena played the part of surrogate mother, although in this 

instance she wasn't a replacement but a model. Christian emperors, beginning with Theodosius, 

now used the mother of Constantine to define what a Christian imperial mother should look like 

and how she should behave.

The intersection of Theodosian propaganda and De obitu Theodosii 

This modeling helps explain why the story of Helena's discovery of the Cross appears in 

Ambrose's funeral oration for Theodosius. De obitu Theodosii, delivered 25 February 395, just 

over a month after the emperor's death,325 would seem an odd place for the bishop to tell this 

story, which has no direct bearing on the deceased emperor. Following other scholars,326 though, I

324 See above, n. 242.
325 Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 3 places the sermon forty days after the emperor's death, which, when counting 

inclusively, gives us February 25 as the date. See Roy J. Deferrari, Funeral Orations by Saint Gregory 
Nazianzen and Saint Ambrose, Fathers of the Church v. 22, Washington, DC: Catholic University of America, 
1953, p. 303

326 Drijvers, Helena Augusta, p. 123-124; Tiphaine Moreau, “Le De obitu Theodosii d’Ambroise (395): Une refonte
des genres littéraires dans le creuset du sermon politique,” in Shifting Genres in Late Antiquity, ed. Geoffrey 
Greatrex & Hugh Elton, Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2012, p. 27-40, esp. p. 36-38. cf.  Georgiou, p. 608, who 
points out that there are no written sources that assimilate Flaccilla to Helena. I would argue that this is precisely
what we find in De obitu Theodosii.
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would argue that Ambrose's praise of Helena was in fact also praise for Flaccilla, mother of 

Honorius. Ambrose's Helena digression allowed him to affirm messaging on imperial 

motherhood and bolster the succession in a way that, while less than explicit, would nevertheless

have been clear to members of the court.327

The text is best read as something of a cross between a bishop's sermon and the 

consecratio of an emperor. On the one hand, Ambrose focuses on general Christian themes, 

including the deceased's shortcomings, the forgiveness extended to him by Christ and the 

Church, and the promise of immortality.328 In what follows, my intention is not to suggest that 

Ambrose's oration is strictly political. On the other hand, though, the appearance of De obitu 

Theodosii in book ten of Ambrose's Epistulae, which deals primarily with the bishop's political 

interactions, suggests he saw his sermon as more than just a Sunday offering.329 In a sense, as 

Sabine MacCormack argues, Ambrose does in his funeral oration what emperors in the past 

achieved through the consecratio of their predecessors: Just as Octavian pressed the senate to 

declare the divinity of his uncle, so Ambrose proclaims to his congregation that Theodosius has 

327 There are numerous explanations for why the text is not more forthright. Though De obitu is filled with praise of
Theodosius and his family, it's possible that a paean to Flaccilla and her affirmation of the legitimacy of the new
emperors was a touch too sycophantic. There's also the possibility, explored below, that Ambrose wanted to 
leave room for his hearers to imagine a host of mothers when they thought of Helena, especially Serena, the 
wife of Stilicho and Honorius' mother by adoption and marriage.

328 See especially Sophie Lunn-Rockliffe, “Ambrose's Funeral Sermons,” Journal of Ecclesiastical History 59.2 
(April 2008), p. 191-207, esp. 193-201. She argues that Ambrose's oration should be read as a sermon, that is, as
rich in biblical allusions meant to convey a pastoral message. At the same time, however, she stresses that this 
sermon does political work similar to the classical panegyric: “What we can derive from these sermons is a 
sense of a newly universal dynamic to old ideas, and the transformation of the expression and impetus of those 
ideas into biblical language and imagery” (p. 207).

329 On the Collection of letters, and the political import of book 10 especially, see Liebeschuetz, p. 27-46. Lunn-
Rockliffe (p. 200-201) also acknowledges the text's political work and argues that it is compatible with 
Ambrose's pastoral interests. For a discussion of De obitu Theodosii and its “politicization” of the genre of 
Christian sermon, see Y.-M. Duval, “Formes profanes et formes bibliques dans les oraisons funebres de saint 
Ambroise,” in Christianisme et formes littéraires de l'Antiquité tardive en occident, ed. M. Fuhrmann, Geneva: 
Fondation Hardt, 1977, p. 274. For a study of politics in the episcopate of Ambrose, see Neil B. McLynn, 
Ambrose of Milan: Church and Court in a Christian Capital, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994, 
esp. p. 357-363, where he discusses this text and places it within its political context.
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made his way to the heavenly realm.330 Religious and political themes in this way coalesce, with 

the vision of Theodosius in heaven both a reminder to good Christians of their promised reward 

and God's endorsement of Theodosius and his dynasty.

Indeed, much of De obitu Theodosii is concerned with the succession of Theodosius' 

heirs, and especially with Honorius, Augustus in the West.331 After lamenting that so great a font 

of mercy and beneficence has been taken from the world, Ambrose tells us that the emperor's son

Honorius has become “heir of these indulgences,” continuing – so Ambrose prompts the new 

emperor – the charitable policies of Theodosius.332 Immediately after this inheritance of 

responsibility, however, the bishop also recounts how Honorius inherited imperial power:

Theodosius is more glorious in this also, that he did not make a will in accordance with public 
law; he had nothing further to determine as regards his sons, to whom he had given everything, 
except to place them under the protection of a close relative who was present.333

This relative has generally been thought to be Stilicho, Theodosius' magister militum, who 

assumed the role of guardian and regent. With the succession acknowledged and secured, 

Ambrose then surveys the various reasons why subjects of the empire should obey the eleven 

year-old Honorius and his eighteen year-old brother Arcadius: The soldiers owe fealty to the 

emperors as a debt of loyalty to Theodosius, and “the loyal support of his soldiers makes the 

emperor's age fully grown;”334 the faith of Theodosius and his sons adds to their age, just as 

Sarah's faith subtracted from hers;335 all good Christians have an obligation to protect the interests

330 On this notion of the Christian funeral oration as a form of consecratio, see Sabine G. MacCormack, Art and 
Ceremony in Late Antiquity, Berkeley: University of California, 1981, p. 93-158, esp. 145-150, which addresses
Ambrose's funeral orations in particular.

331 The following assumes that Arcadius, whose dominion was many miles away from Milan, little factors into 
Ambrose's thoughts. The text does mention him, but presumably it is more concerned with Honorius.

332 Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 5.
333 Ibid.: Gloriosius quoque in eo Theodosius, qui non communi jure testatus est; de filiis enim nihil habebat novum

quod conderet, quibus totum dederat, nisi ut eos praesenti commendaret parenti.
334 Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 6.
335 Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 8.
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of orphans;336 and finally, the new emperors have a heavenly protector in the person of their 

father.337 The months immediately following Theodosius' death were tense for the new regime, 

which is why in between praise for the emperor this sermon does what it can to strengthen the 

succession.

Ambrose's account of the discovery of the Cross should be placed in this context. The 

narrative is rather awkwardly inserted into the last third of the text, well after Ambrose has 

announced his peroration (33), by connecting the hereditas fides left by Constantine to the rather 

obscure Zechariah 14.20: “On that day that which is on the bridle of the horse will be holy to the 

Lord Almighty” (40). This prophecy is fulfilled by “Helena of sainted memory,” who in the 

interest of her son sets off on a journey to Jerusalem (41). There, the Holy Spirit reveals to her 

(43), after a confrontation with the Devil (44), the location of the Cross. She excavates the Cross 

(45), identifies it with the help of scripture (46), and then hunts for and finds the nails with which

Christ was crucified (47). These she has worked into the imperial diadem and Constantine's 

bridle, in order that the Cross may ever be set above the heads of kings and so that the bridle of 

the Lord may restrain imperial action (47-51).

As this focus – five chapters out of eleven – on the diadem and bridle suggests, the 

Helena digression is as much about imperial authority as it is about the Cross. Hereditas fides has

been the focus of interpretation,338 with emphasis placed on how “Constantine used both [crown 

and bridle], and passed on the faith to subsequent rulers.”339 But it can be overlooked that while 

crown and bridle impart an inheritance of faith, that inheritance of faith imparts power. The 

336 Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 2, 5, 11; cf 26, where he describes the vulnerability of children and corresponding 
need to protect them, citing Psalm 116.6, which he translates as “the Lord protects the little children.”

337 Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 15-16.
338 See below, p. 115.
339 Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 47: Utroque usus est Constantinus, et fidem transmisit ad posteros reges.
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bridle, Ambrose explains, causes the emperor to act piously at the same time as it enables him to 

exercise authority: “Reins too from the cross so that power rules, but here is just government, not

unjust enactment.”340 The bishop offers examples of emperors who lacked faith – Nero, Caligula, 

Julian – as proof that those who rule without the Christian confession do so as tyranni given over

to “terrible abuses.”341 To be a legitimate ruler is to have the self-control of the Christian 

confession, represented by the bridle, which enables Christian emperors to “acknowledge that it 

was their duty as kings to rule the people subject to them.”342 Similarly, Ambrose connects the 

devotion bestowed by the crown to the emperor's imperium, for “by the generosity of Christ our 

princes are to have the privilege that what has been said of the Lord can be said of the Roman 

emperor: You have placed on his head a crown of precious stones (Psalm 21.3).”343 The inter-text 

created – Psalm 21 describes how the king's devotion has been rewarded with dominion – 

reiterates the point made earlier about the faith of an emperor ensuring the loyalty of his 

soldiers.344 The inventio narrative, in other words, continues Ambrose's work at justifying the 

emperor's claim to authority.

While the Helena digression should be read in the context of Ambrose's legitimization of 

Honorius, though, it should also be read in the context of imperial propaganda on motherhood. In

fact, in places Helena is cast less as a saint and more as a mother of the imperial house. The 

340 Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 48: Habena quoque de cruce, ut potestas regat: sitque justa moderatio non 
injusta praeceptio.

341 Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 50-51. See Giacomo Raspanti, “Clementissimus Imperator: Power, Religion, and 
Philosophy in Ambrose’s De obitu Theodosii and Seneca’s De clementia,” in The Power of Religion in Late 
Antiquity, ed. Andrew Cain & Noel Emmanuel Lenski, Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2009, p. 45-56.

342 Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 51. 
343 Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 48: Habeant hoc etiam principes Christi sibi liberalitate concessum, ut ad 

imitationem Domini dicatur de imperatore Romano: Posuisti in capite ejus coronam de lapide pretioso.
344 The exception, of course, being Julian, “who abandoned the author of his salvation when he abandoned himself 

to the errors of philosophy” (De obitu Theodosii 51). But NB: Though Ambrose doesn't say this explicitly, 
Julian's rule was no better than that of Nero and Caligula, the two other pagan emperors the bishop holds up as 
examples (De obitu Theodosii 50). It is possible to be emperor without the Christian confession, as history has 
shown, but that is to be a tyrannus rather than a rex.
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Helena of De obitu doesn't set out to offer thanks for her offspring, as does the Helena of 

Eusebius' Vita, but she travels to the Holy Land for similarly maternal reasons, as “a mother 

anxious for a son to whom rule of the Roman world had fallen” and eager to find for him there 

“the support of divine protection, that he might take his place in battles unharmed, and be 

without fear of danger.”345 Thus, unlike other accounts of the inventio,346 the primary objective of 

Ambrose's Helena is to discover the nails of the Cross in order to fashion them into the 

armaments – the diadem and bridle – that will protect her son from harm and serve as the sources

of his authority.347 In effect, this is a new way of expressing the imperial mother's traditional role 

as guarantee on the legitimacy of her son: By fashioning for him the instruments of imperium, 

Helena confirms Constantine's right to rule. Ambrose, then, uses his inventio narrative to affirm 

the authority of the emperor, but he also specifies that this be mediated by the emperor's mother.

While this in itself is sufficient proof that this text is reproducing official messaging on 

imperial motherhood, it's also possible that Ambrose is here subtly nodding to Theodosius's 

assimilation of Helena and Flaccilla. Such would resolve many difficulties in the narrative. If 

Helena represents Flaccilla, her anxiety makes much more sense: By the time Helena made her 

345 Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 41: Beatus Constantinus tali parente, quae imperanti filio divini muneris 
quaesivit auxilium, quo inter praelia quoque tutus assisteret, et periculum non timeret… Anxia mater pro filio, 
cui regnum orbis Romani cesserat, festinavit Hierosolymam, et scrutata est locum Dominicae passionis.

346 Rufinus (Historia ecclesiastica 10(1).7) has Helena set out under the inspiration of divine visions, which only 
guide the empress in Ambrose and aren't the prompt for her journey. Divine inspiration also directs Helena in 
Socrates (Historia ecclesiastica 1.17), while in Paulinus of Nola, God is her inspiration but her purpose is to 
cleanse the holy places (Paulinus of Nola, Epistle 31.4). Sozomen (Historia ecclesiastica 2.1) and Sulpicius 
(Chronica 2.33) instead have Helena travel to the Holy Land on her own initiative, eager to offer prayer and 
visit the sacred places. Finally, in Theodoret (Historia ecclesiastica 1.18) Helena journeys to Jerusalem as an 
imperial envoy, sent to deliver a letter to the bishop Marcarius ordering the construction of a church at Christ's 
sepulcher. She glories in the piety of her offspring, whom she converted to the faith, and she has the helmet and 
bridle fashioned to protect her son; but she leaves for Jerusalem as a messenger and pious traveler, not as a 
mother.

347 Ambrose refers to the nails and the diadem and bridle into which they are made as crux, for e.g., “Wisely did 
Helena act when she placed a cross on the head of kings so that the cross of Christ might be adored among 
rulers,” (De obitu Theodosii 48).
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journey East, Constantine had already faced his greatest military opposition;348 while at the time 

this sermon was delivered, Honorius was bereft of parents, thrust onto the throne, and faced with 

the very real possibility of a threat upon his life. It also, though, makes better sense of Helena's 

use for the nails, which we learn are in part fashioned into “a diadem brilliant with jewels, which 

were embedded in the more precious jewel of divine redemption bound in the iron of the 

cross.”349 The nails are not made into a helmet, as they are in the ecclesiastical historians,350 

because there was little prospect of the adolescent Honorius going into battle. Helena instead has 

them made into a crown to be used to confirm Honorius' recent coronation, imparting legitimacy 

to his uncertain succession.351 That is, Ambrose's Helena/Flaccilla affirms 

Constantine's/Honorius' position as emperor by repeating within the sermon the ritual of his 

accession.

Thus we find the intersection of Theodosian propaganda and Ambrose's De obitu 

Theodosii. Imperial mothers generally, but also Flaccilla specifically, were used to convey the 

securitas and salus of the dynasty through the bearing of legitimate heirs. Because Flaccilla died 

early and had little opportunity to do this work herself, though, Ambrose introduced Helena to 

stand in for Honorius' missing mother and legitimize his reign on the level of narrative. Of 

course, this legitimization came not through the empress' pudicitia, as in earlier imperial 

propaganda, but through the fashioning of the diadem and bridle, symbols of the Christian 

348 It could be argued that Ambrose has in mind the kinslaying of 326, but this is rather unlikely given that a) 
Ambrose is over seventy years removed from events and b) the murders of Fausta and Crispus never came close
to sparking a civil war or some other military threat.

349 Ambrose of Milan, De obitu Theodosii 47: Misit itaque filio suo Constantino diadema gemmis insignitum, quas 
pretiosior ferro innexas crucis redemptionis divinae gemma connecteret.

350 As noted by Liebeschuetz, p. 200 n. 1. See Theodoret, Historia ecclesiastica 1.17; Socrates, Historia 
ecclesiastica 1.17; Sozomen, Historia ecclesiastica 2.1. 

351 Indeed, as Baert has pointed out, much of the digression contains regalia phraseology, eg., the placard 
announcing Christ as rex: Barbara Baert, A Heritage of Holy Wood: The Legend of the True Cross in Text and 
Image, Leiden: Brill, 2004, p. 27 n. 65. For more on the diadem, which may have been a relic that figured in 
Theodosius' regalia (and so in the regalia of Honorius), see Sordi, p. 8.
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confession and legitimate power.352 Accordingly, Ambrose didn't offer an exact facsimile of 

Theodosian propaganda, but he did pursue similar goals and used the same means – an imperial 

mother – specified by the emperor.

A mother out of place

Ambrose did more, though, than provide the child-emperor with a fictional mother. While

Helena's concern might have evoked pity in the audience, especially as she probably reminded 

them of Flaccilla, both women were long dead; without a living mother to guard Honorius' 

succession, the giving of the diadem and bridle would be an isolated gesture to his legitimacy. 

One must also confront the fact that both crown and bridle serve to Christianize emperors and 

prevent them from acting impiously or unjustly.353 If Ambrose intended only to bolster Honorius' 

position, he could have done better than give him a specter of a mother with gifts that restrict his 

imperium. On the contrary, Ambrose at once offered more than is apparent and less than some 

would have liked. To demonstrate this, we'll need to recover more of the context of De obitu 

352 It's also possible that the legitimizing importance of pudicitia explains why Ambrose, unique among conveyors 
of this story, draws so many parallels between Helena and Mary. In her monologue addressed to Satan (c. 44), 
Helena compares her actions to those of Christ's mother: Just as Mary gave birth to the savior of the world, so 
Helena raises the banner of his triumph from the dust. This parallelism only appears in Ambrose, but it's not 
clear what role it plays in the text as a whole. One reason might be because it allows Ambrose to repeat his faith 
in Mary's virginitas in partu (c. 44: “Mary defeated you, when she gave birth to the conqueror, when without 
impairment to her virginity she brought him forth...”), except that this would make it the only assertion of 
virginitas in partu in the bishop's later writings. On Marian theology in the last four years of Ambrose's life, see 
Charles William Neumann, The Virgin Mary in the Works of Saint Ambrose, Freibourg: The University Press of 
Freibourg, 1962, p. 271. The appearance of the doctrine in this text is a blind-spot, for Neumann and others, 
with one of the few explanations for her appearance in this text being that it was a part of the tradition inherited 
from Eusebius: So P.W.L. Walker, Holy City, Holy Places?: Christian Attitudes to Jerusalem and the Holy Land
in the Fourth Century, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990, p. 188-189. Perhaps more convincing is the 
argument that, like Helena, Mary was of special interest to the Theodosian empresses: See M. Warner, Alone of 
All Her Sex: The Myth and Cult of the Virgin Mary, New York: Vintage Books, 1983, p. 86-87, 291. Ambrose 
may again be appealing to the tastes of the court, especially those of Serena.

353 This is the primary reading of Drijvers, Helena Augusta, p. 112-113: Helena's discovery of the Cross is, for 
Ambrose, secondary in importance to her establishment of a Christian empire and the transformation of faith 
into an inheritance.
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Theodosii and answer some of the questions surrounding Ambrose's Helena digression. 

Especially pressing is the problem of its unusual position in the midst of the bishop's peroration: 

Why does Ambrose interrupt a perfectly good conclusion to his sermon with this exceedingly 

long digression on Constantine's mother?

Debate has been ongoing for almost a century. One of the earliest attempts at solving this 

mystery was that of Louis Laurand, an expert on the works of Cicero, who in a very brief paper 

published in 1921 argued that this “étrange hors d'œuvre” was a later insertion.354 As he noted 

from the writings of Cicero, as well as in Ambrose's funeral oration for Valentinian II, it was not 

uncommon in antiquity for authors to add or delete material to their works prior to publication. 

The natural ending of De obitu Theodosii, Laurand argued, begins in chapter 33 with the 

introduction of the peroration, and the text concludes with the author's impassioned cry of dilexi 

virum in chapters 34 to 40. The rest was added when Ambrose collected his letters, probably 

from one of his sermons. About a decade later Charles Favez reprised this argument,355 extending 

the original sermon to include chapters 54 and 55, as these offer words of comfort to Honorius 

suited to the conclusion of a funeral oration.356 Only the Helena portion was an insertion, but it 

did not come from a prior sermon, with Ambrose composing it as an addendum in order to 

emphasize the importance of divine protection and the moderation of imperial power.357 Otto 

Faller, in his critical edition of the text, accepts these arguments with little modification.358

354 Louis Laurand, “L’oraison funèbre de Théodose par saint Ambroise. Discours prononcé et discours écrit,” 
Revue d'histoire ecclésiastique 17 (1921), p. 349-50.

355 Charles Favez, “L'épisode de l'invention de la croix dans l'"Oraison funèbre de Théodose" par saint Ambroise,” 
Revue des études latines 10 (1932), p. 423-429.

356 Favez, p. 424.
357 Favez, p. 426-427.
358 Otto Faller, CSEL 73, Vienna 1955, p. 116*. Faller marks a minor point of disagreement: He moves the 

beginning of the insertion to c. 40, at the words Constantino adhaeret, and ends it at c. 51, with the original 
sermon resuming at c. 52.
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The tide turned when Wolf Steidle, reviving an earlier position of German scholarship, 

made the case that the Helena legend was an original part of Ambrose's sermon.359 Steidle's 

argument begins with three assertions: (1) If the Helena narrative was an insertion, Ambrose 

would have moved or otherwise qualified the introduction of the peroration in chapter 33; (2) 

even if the Helena section were removed, this wouldn't solve the problem of the peroration's 

unusual length, “seinen 13 Kapiteln und rund 140 Zeilen des Faller-Textes stehen nämlich nur 45

Kapitel mit rund 490 Zeilen des Gesamtwerks gegenüber;” (3) and pace Laurand, Cicero allows 

for digression in the peroration provided it can be justified.360 To fulfill Cicero's requirement, 

Steidle justifies the story within the broader oration by casting it as a means for emphasizing 

Ambrose's primary theme of hereditas fides:361 By discovering the Cross and fashioning the 

diadem and bridle from the nails of the Crucifixon, Helena establishes Christianity as an 

inheritance of kings that can (almost) never be abandoned.362 This leads him to conclude that “es 

wirklich so aus, als ob die Legende bei Ambrosius nicht eine mehr oder weniger beiläufig ans 

Ende gestellte Erzählung, sondern vielmehr der von Anfang an geplante Höhepunkt der ganzen 

Rede wäre.”363

359 Wolf Steidle, “Die Leichenrede des Ambrosius für Kaiser Theodosius und die Helena-Legende,” Vigiliae 
Christianae 32.2 (June, 1978), p. 94-112; cf. Franz Rozynski, Die Leichenreden des Ambrosius: inbesondere auf
ihr Verhaltnis zu den antiken Rhetorik und den antiken Trostschriften untersucht, Breslau: Schlesische 
Volkszeitung, 1910, p. 107, who argues that Ambrose is using this digression to rehearse the origins of the 
Christian empire.

360 On the basis of Cicero, De oratore 2.312: Itaque vel re narrata et exposita saepe datur ad commovendos animos
digrediendi locus, vel argumentis nostris confirmatis vel contrariis refutatis vel utroque loco vel omnibus, si 
habet eam causa dignitatem atque copiam, recte id fieri potest; eaeque causae sunt ad augendum et ad 
ornandum gravissimae atque plenissimae, quae plurimos exitus dant ad eius modi digressionem, ut eis locis uti 
liceat, quibus animorum impetus eorum, qui audiant, aut impellantur aut reflectantur.

361  For e.g., Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 2, where the emperor's sons are described as heirs of his piety; De obitu 
Theodosii 4, where Joseph is described as the good offspring of a pious father; De obitu Theodosii 9, which 
explains how the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob left to the Church hereditas fides; and De obitu 
Theodosii 15-16, which recounts how kings Josiah and Asa prospered because of their faith in God, but that this 
faith – unlike that of Honorius and Arcadius – did not come from their fathers, who were infideles.

362 Steidle, p. 97ff.
363 Steidle, p. 101. NB: Steidle also reads a formal structure that bridges the oration proper and the digression. For 

e.g., he contends (p. 99) that the Zechariah and Isaiah prophecies in c. 40, 47, and 52 provided a framework for 
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Many today affirm Steidle's arguments,364 especially as his is the longest, most thorough 

analysis of the question. But there are certain parts of his solution that fail to satisfy. For one, his 

premise that Cicero allows for digression in the peroration is undercut by contrary advice 

elsewhere in Cicero,365 as well as in Quintilian,366 and by the fact that in none of Cicero's orations 

does a digression appear after the proof.367 This is because a digression undermines the 

peroration's purpose: As Cicero explains in De partitione oratoria dialogus,368 the peroration is 

meant to excite the emotions of the audience and to reiterate the main points of the oration; by 

introducing a digressio, the orator loses the succinctness that makes this possible. Ambrose's 

peroration (beginning in c.33) first plays to the crowd's pathos by bemoaning that “a man has 

been snatched away... whom it is hardly possible to replace.”369 He then repeats key themes of his

sermon, including that Theodosius was humble and repentant of his sins (c. 34; cf. c. 27-28), the 

importance of charity and mercy (c. 37-38; cf. c. 5, 12-14, 16-17), and the common inheritance 

of faith (c. 39-40; cf. c. 7-10, 15-16).370 To so emphasize this last theme with the story of Helena's

the integration of the legend into the sermon: The biblical hereditas fides of c.9 and 15-16 is a preview of the 
fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy in Helena's inventio. This is a convincing argument, but I don't think it 
necessitates reading the digression as a part of the original sermon. At least two of these fulfillment citations, in 
c. 40 and 52, appear in a literary seam: The Zechariah prophecy comes immediately after the awkward transition
from Theodosius' family to Constantine; while in c. 51, immediately before Ambrose cites Isaiah 60.3, he jumps
quickly from the reign of Julian to that of Gratian so he can resume where his sermon left off in c. 39 & 40. 
These prophetic fulfillments are therefore used to smooth the insertion of the digression into a sermon rich with 
biblical citations.

364 The most significant endorsement being Drijvers, Helena Augusta, p. 110; cf Baert, p. 25, who implicitly 
endorses Steidle's conclusions, and Liebeschuetz, p. 176, who leaves it as an open question whether the Helena 
digression is an insertion. 

365 Cicero, De inventione 1.52-56; Topica 25.98-99, 500-501. Both urge at most amplification, but always brevity. 
See especially M. Winterbottom, “Perorations,” in Cicero the Advocate, eds. J.G.F. Powell and J. Paterson, 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004, p. 215-232.

366 Quintilian, Inst. 6.1.2: “In this part of our speech, what we repeat ought to be repeated as briefly as possible...”
367 See H.V. Canter, “Digressio in the Orations of Cicero,” The American Journal of Philology 52.4 (1931), p. 351-

361, esp. 354-356. As Canter notes, the digressio almost always occurs in the argumentatio, or main division of 
the oration, and never in the peroration.

368 Cicero, De partitione oratoria dialogus 15.
369 Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 36. cf. Steidle, p. 106, who argues that this is not an impassioned outpouring of 

grief but rather an abiding theme of the sermon: An emperor is expected to love his people and God, and 
engender the same in his subjects.

370 Ambrose contrasts the felicity enjoyed by Theodosius and Gratian, “each an industrious exponent of religious 
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discovery of the cross overwhelms the rest of Ambrose's conclusion, drawing attention away 

from the bishop's emotional appeal and other themes of importance.371 Thus, the inventio 

narrative is both contrary to the standards of ancient rhetoric and disruptive to the oration's 

overall themes.

In my estimation, justification for this disruption cannot be found in the body of the 

sermon. Steidle and others have read into the Helena digression a hint of anxiety that Honorius 

could lapse into the error of paganism,372 which led Ambrose to subordinate everything to his 

assertion that the emperor must now be Christian and must virulently repress pagans.373 If true, 

this could explain the disruption introduced by the inventio digression. But this is to read too 

much concern for paganism into the text. Throughout the entire oration, as well as in Ambrose's 

sermons and correspondence written after 394,374 the bishop is only occasionally interested in 

paganism and his tone is only ever triumphant.375 In De obitu Theodosii Ambrose twice 

references paganism, but in both instances it is to praise Theodosius for eradicating the “false 

duty,” to the ends of the usurpers Maximus and Eugenius, “who teach by wretched example how foolhardy it is 
for men to take up arms against their princes” (c. 39). The implication, of course, isn't that Theodosius received 
his faith from Gratian, or vice versa, but that the Christian confession is now the common property of true 
emperors.

371 If any theme predominates, it is mercy, as Raspanti has argued in a paper that draws parallels between 
Ambrose's description of the emperor's mercy and Seneca's description of an ideal king: Giacomo Raspanti, 
“Clementissimus Imperator: Power, Religion, and Philosophy in Ambrose’s De obitu Theodosii and Seneca’s 
De clementia,” in The Power of Religion in Late Antiquity, ed. Andrew Cain & Noel Emmanuel Lenski, 
Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2009, p. 45-56.

372 As had Julian, who “abandoned himself to the errors of philosophy”: Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 51.
373 Specifically, Steidle argues (p. 102) that the sermon is meant to convince Honorius to imitate the aggressive 

opposition to paganism of Theodosius and Gratian. Cf. Liebeschuetz, p. 176-177; Drijvers, Helena Augusta, p. 
110 n. 58, who cites in support of Steidle's reading other instances in the writings of Ambrose where such an 
anxiety can be found, e.g., Epistle 72 & 73, addressed to Valentinian II on the Altar of Victory affair. The notion 
that this fear still stalked the bishop ten years later makes his anxiety seem positively pathological.

374 Ambrose's last expression of anxiety concerning the restoration of paganism comes just before the defeat of 
Eugenius, in a letter addressed to the usurper in which he raises concerns that state subsidies to pagan cults 
might be resumed: Ep. ex. Coll. 10.2-6. For discussion of this text, see Alan Cameron, The Last Pagans of 
Rome, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011, p. 75-80, who argues that Ambrose is not discussing the 
restoration of state funding for pagan cults under Eugenius, but Eugenius' close associations with pagan 
senators.

375  For e.g., Ambrose, Ep. ex. coll. 2 (Maur. 67), 3 (Maur. 62); for discussion, see Cameron, The Last Pagans of 
Rome, p. 112-113.
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images of the gentiles” and wiping away their “sacrilegious errors.”376 Far from a threat to 

Christian dominion, pagans are instead an object of pity, with Ambrose urging Honorius to 

continue his father's policy of extending pardon to the godless. As the bishop puts it in his 

description of the crown made by Helena, “a good nail” now “rules the entire globe,”377 leaving 

little room for any anxiety over a second revival of paganism. It hardly seems as if there is 

sufficient justification here for this rather eye-catching disruption.

Serena mater

This brings us back to imperial motherhood. It is my position, building on an argument 

first made by Andriani Georgiou,378 that the Helena of De obitu Theodosii is, following the 

assimilation of Flaccilla to Helena in imperial propaganda,379 a cypher for both Flaccilla and 

Serena, the wife of Stilicho. Ambrose so addressed his funeral oration to her, though, after its 

delivery in 25 February 395. The bishop, in light of a stronger relationship with the new regime, 

376 Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 4, 38. Pointedly, though, Ambrose makes no mention of Helena destroying the 
pagan temples in Jerusalem, as she does, for e.g., in Paulinus of Nola, Epistle 31.4. Ambrose may have been 
unfamiliar with this tradition, or he may have felt no need to emphasize this theme.

377 Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 48.
378 Georgiou, p. 606-608, who discusses both the inscription below (ILCV 1801) and the mention of Serena as 

surrogate mother in Claudian, Epithalamium ln. 39-40, but who does not address the digression's insertion or the
political context of Ambrose's sermon. She believes Ambrose saw Serena as a natural ally because of her piety 
and that the use of her maternity fitted the bishop's gender complementarianism: Where there was an empress 
but only a boy-emperor, as with Justina and Valentinian II, the woman's heretical inclinations were left 
unrestrained by a man's supervision; therefore, Ambrose urges Serena to be on her guard and imitate Helena's 
piety. These thoughts, while intriguing, are only briefly stated and leave some unanswered questions: Is the 
bishop or Stilicho meant to stand in as Serena's “man”? Where does Honorius, who is the subject of much of 
Ambrose's address in De obitu Theodosii, fit into this gendered reading? And is Ambrose really so concerned 
with the dangers posed by imperial women, especially given that Justina only comes under censure once, in Ep. 
76.16-18? Georgiou's concluding thought, however, is in line with my own: Through this use of Helena, “the 
prestige of the purple was being extended to the highly controversial kingmakers of the western court” (p. 608).

379 See Georgiou, p. 609-613, who examines what she calls the “Helena mantle” assumed by later empresses, well 
into the Byzantine period. For e.g., at the conclusion of the Council of Chalcedon, Pulcheria was acclaimed by 
the gathered bishops as a New Helena (Acta conciliorum oecumenicorum 2.1.2.115.11): “You have shown the 
faith of Helena! You have shown the zeal of Helena! Your life is the security of all! Your faith is the glory of the 
churches!”
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mediated by Serena, returned to his sermon sometime prior to its publication and inserted the 

story of Helena's discovery of the Cross. He did this, as Steidle notes, because the Helena 

digression fit his theme of hereditas fides, but he also did it because it would signal – to the court

and to his congregation – the new sort of relationship he envisioned between the Church and the 

state.

We must return, as far as possible, to the political atmosphere immediately following 

Theodosius' death on 17 January 395. While the court propagandist Claudian's poems paint the 

whole of Stilicho's regime as a time of near-universal felicity, circumstances were in fact quite 

volatile, especially at the beginning.380 Theodosius had only just triumphed over the usurper 

Eugenius at the Battle of Frigidus in September 394, where he was opposed by many of the most

prominent men of the West.381 This is no doubt why the present text places such great emphasis 

on Theodosius as a merciful king:382 In the aftermath of Frigidus, the emperor's mercy was both 

his most visible quality and the one that was in most demand. The laws passed during the early 

part of 395 bear this out, for example, extending pardons to all – save the consuls – who served 

Eugenius' regime,383 or confirming private transactions tyrannicis facta temporibus.384 We also 

have the example of a letter of Symmachus, no doubt representative of the sorts of pleas being 

made at this time, in which the pagan orator and supporter of Eugenius requests that the quaestor 

remit to his friend Nicomachus Flavianus the salary he collected under the usurper.385 Theodosius

380 Something even Claudian is forced to admit: Claudian, De bella Gildonico ln. 292-300
381 On the usurpation of Eugenius and his defeat at Frigidus, see John Matthews, Western Aristocracies and 

Imperial Court AD 364-425, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990, p. 240-248; Cameron, The Last Pagans of Rome, 
p. 93-131.

382 McEvoy, p. 147.
383 CTh 15.14.11 (18 May 395), but also 15.14.9 (21 Apr 395). For discussion of the laws made during the period 

from 5 March to 27 July 395, the period under discussion here, see Tony Honoré, Law in the Crisis of Empire 
379-455 AD: The Theodosian Dynasty and its Quaestors, with a Palingenesia of Laws of the Dynasty, Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1998, p. 216-219.

384 CTh 15.14.9 (21 Apr 395).
385 Symmachus, Epistle 5.47, 52, 54. cf. Ambrose, Epistle 3.33, where Symmachus appeals to Ambrose to intercede
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died at a moment when members of the Western aristocracy were still hurting from their recent 

defeat and were eager for the recovery of their former positions.

Consequently, Stilicho gained power at a time of both possibility and danger. Though of 

Vandal extraction, the designated guardian of the new emperors served for most of his career 

under Theodosius in the East; in 394 he was newly come to the West, where he arrived as a 

conqueror with precious few friends. Thus, we may read into his concessions to the supporters of

Eugenius a bit of give-and-take: By extending pardons, Stilicho encouraged them to look past the

war in which he had led armies on their lands and against their sons; but his readiness to grant so 

many concessions is also indicative of the weakness of his position.386 Moreover, Stilicho's 

claimed appointment as regent was no doubt suspect, not least because Arcadius, Augustus in the

East, was already at the age of majority. Our contemporary source for the appointment, aside 

from Ambrose, is Claudian:

When they reached the palace the emperor bade all depart and thus unbidden addressed his son-
in-law: “Victorious Stilicho... since heaven's halls claim me, do thou take up my task; be thou 
sole guardian of my children, let thy hand protect my two sons... take on a father's spirit.”387

As Alan Cameron points out,388 it is highly suspicious that the only witness to this appointment 

was Stilicho himself; that this was the strongest assertion Claudian could make reveals the 

weakness of the claim. Later ecclesiastical historians would accept Stilicho's regency without 

on behalf of his friend Marcianus, who cannot afford to repay his pretia annonarum.
386 McEvoy, p. 143-144, 148. Matthews has also underlined the limitations of Stilicho's power in his 

correspondence with Symmachus, who addresses him on terms far freer than he would an emperor: p. 264-265.
387 Claudian, Panegyricus de tertio consulatu Honorii Augusti, ln.142-143, 151-153, 157: Ut ventum ad sedes, 

cunctos discedere tectis dux iubet et generum compellat talibus ultro: “Bellipotens Stilicho... ergo age, me 
quoniam caelestis regia poscit, tu curis succede meis, tu pignora solus nostra fove: geminos dextra tu protege 
fratres... indue mente patrem."

388 Alan Cameron, Claudian: Poetry and Propaganda at the Court of Honorius, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970, p. 
38-44. See also Alan Cameron, “Theodosius the Great and the Regency of Stilicho,” Harvard Studies in 
Classical Philology 73 (1969), p. 247-280, where he argues that there was a settlement which had Stilicho in the
role of guardian, but it was established at Rome prior to any thought of Theodosius' death, it was only over 
Honorius, and it was informal and not meant to last for more than a few years.
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argument,389 but this should not obscure the likely tenuousness of his position, especially at the 

beginning of 395.

De obitu Theodosii testifies to just how carefully Ambrose had to step during these years. 

In the passage mentioned above, where the bishop relates how Theodosius commended his sons 

“to a relative who was present,”390 Ambrose is, as Cameron writes, “studiously vague and 

noncommittal.”391 Emblematic of this is the disagreement among scholars on whether the words 

praesenti parenti mean Theodosius entrusted his sons to a relative present at his deathbed or 

whether they indicate that Stilicho was present for the sermon:392 The words lack specificity, 

making the exact nature of the “endorsement” evasive. Likewise, Ambrose seems to raise the 

question of the irregularity of this appointment, which Theodosius “did not make... in the 

ordinary manner.” While this is cast as just another example of how Theodosius did not do things

in the regular fashion, one also has to wonder if this is providing some cover. Should it be 

decided that Stilicho was not in fact the rightful guardian, the bishop could fall back on this 

phrase, pointing out that he never said this arrangement was official. Ambrose assumes a very 

diplomatic, very politic position in this text, which foretells the cool distance that would be 

maintained between Stilicho and the bishop until Ambrose's death in 397.393

389 As Cameron (“Theodosius the Great and the Regency of Stilicho.” p. 272) argues, scholars “have been 
bewitched by the schematic and improving picture of Theodosius' last days presented by the ecclesiastical 
historians.”

390 Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 5.
391 Cameron, “Theodosius the Great and the Regency of Stilicho.” p. 269 n. 58, who adds that “he could hardly 

have said less more ambiguously.”
392 Cf. Liebeschuetz, p. 180 n. 3, who thinks the phrase means Stilicho was present for the deathbed address, and 

McLynn, p. 357-8 n. 3, who thinks it only refers to Stilicho's presence in the audience. For discussion, see 
McEvoy, p. 144.

393 As McEvoy writes: “... it looks rather like he was fence-sitting, diplomatically avoiding endorsing Stilicho 
publicly until he saw how entrenched the young emperor's guardian would become.” p. 144. CF. McLynn, p. 
366: “During the first years of Stilicho's administration, the alliance between the senatorial aristocrats of Rome, 
the viri militares of the court, and the church of Milan worked better perhaps than ever before.” On the at times 
tumultuous relationship between Ambrose and Stilicho, see McLynn, p. 364-368. See also Jean-Remy Palanque,
Saint Ambroise et l'Empire romain, Paris: E. de Boccard, 1933, p. 302-312, who notes a decline in Ambrose's 
authority during this period – though McLynn (p. 366 n. 22) finds this an exaggeration.
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There seems to have been a rapprochement of sorts, though, about six months after the 

delivery of Ambrose's sermon. In Paulinus of Milan's biography of the bishop, we learn that 

Ambrose discovered the relics of the martyr Nazarius, buried in the garden of St. Celsus, shortly 

after Theodosius' death;394 these he had interned in the Basilica Apostolorum sometime after July 

28 395.395 While Paulinus says nothing explicit connecting this event to Stilicho or the court,396 

the discovery of relics and the place where they were put is highly significant. Ambrose had used

the inventio of relics previously to communicate his position vis-à-vis the state, sealing his 

victory over the Homoian court in 386 with the discovery and translation of the remains of 

Gervasius and Protasius.397 But where that inventio was used to signal Ambrose's triumph over 

imperial authorities, the discovery of Nazarius' body and its interment seems to indicate a new 

accord. The Basilica Apostolorum was a thoroughly imperial church: It was originally a 

cruciform basilica, the first such church in the West, in imitation of Constantine's Apostoleion in 

Constantinople;398 the relics it held before the arrival of Nazarius were gifts from the emperor 

Theodosius;399 and it was constructed along the Mediolanum, the road leading to Rome along 

394 Paulinus of Milan, Vita Ambrosii 32.2-33.4.
395 This being the date given for the inventio in the Martyrologium Hieronymianum, AASS Nov. 2.2, eds. Hippolyte

Delehaye & Henri Quentin, Brussels: 1931, p. 400-401.
396 However, cf. Paulinus of Milan, Vita Ambrosii 34, which follows immediately after the inventio and relates how 

Ambrose clashed with Stilicho over a fugitive, Cresconius, who had taken refuge in a church. This is re-
presented as a victory for Ambrose, who moved Stilicho to repentance for forcibly removing Cresconius.

397 The event is related in Ambrose, Epistle 77. For context and a discussion of how their relics were used in the 
bishop's ongoing struggle with the court, see McLynn, p. 209-217.

398 The church remained a fixture of the religious landscape of Milan, at some point renamed San Nazaro in Brolo 
and in the 11th century converted to the Romanesque style. Remains of the original structure were rediscovered 
in 1946 following restoration: See Suzanne Lewis, “Function and Symbolic Form in the Basilica Apostolorum at
Milan,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 28.2 (May, 1969), p. 83-98. See also Henry Maier, 
“Private Space as the Social Context of Arianism in Ambrose's Milan,” Journal of Theological Studies 45.1 
(1994), p. 91, who argues that “the design betrays a polemical concern”: Whereas Arians were forced to meet in 
private homes, the Nicene faction resided in an imperial church, establishing public space as their domain.

399 On the grounds that the relics first deposited there, according to the Martyrologium Hieronymianum, AASS 
Nov. 2.2, p. 241), were those of John, Andrew, and Thomas, and given Andrew's associations with the emperor. 
For summary of the arguments and primary evidence, see Richard Krautheimer, Three Christian Capitals: 
Topography and Politics, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987, p. 80, 146 n. 23. McLynn (p. 230-231) 
feels too much credence has been given to the Martyrologium's account, arguing instead that the relics interred 
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which the imperial adventus traveled.400 By choosing to place the relics he had miraculously 

discovered in a basilica oriented –literally and figuratively – toward imperial authority, Ambrose 

may have meant to communicate his desire for closer ties to the state. In 395, that meant a closer 

relationship with Stilicho.

This is confirmed in an inscription on the apse of Nazarius' martyrium within the Basilica 

Apostolorum, dedicated by Stilicho's wife Serena:

Qua sinuata cavo consurgunt tecta regressu
sacrataeque crucis flectitur orbe caput
Nazarius vitae immaculabilis integer artus
conditur exultat hunc tumuli esse locum
quem pius Ambrosius signauit imagine Christi
marmoribus Libycis fida Serena polit
coniugis ut reditu Stiliconis laeta fruatur 
germanisque suis pignoribus propriis.401

Three things stand out. First, this inscription lacks the evasiveness of Ambrose's earlier praesenti

parenti, clearly articulating a relationship between Ambrose and Stilicho. Second, it is explicitly 

political in nature. Serena makes the dedication for the reditu Stiliconis, presumably from his 

campaign against the Goths; by joining her in this dedication, Ambrose gives the victorious 

return of the magister militum his warrant.402 Tellingly, Serena also hopes to enjoy germanis... 

suis pignoribus propriis, which could refer to her family, germanis being her siblings and 

pignoribus propriis her children Maria and Eucharius, but could also refer to her cousins 

were those of Peter and Paul; but he bases this primarily on Landulf the Elder's Mediolanensis Historia 1.6, an 
eleventh-century text.

400 E. Villa, “Come risole S. Ambrogio il problema delle chiese alla perifderia di Milano,” Ambrosius 32 (1956), p. 
37; cf. Lewis, p. 90-91.  As Lewis notes (p. 92), this “martyrium” wasn't built at the site of any famous grave but
actually required that a number of pagan tombs first be cleared away, suggesting “that the prestige of the 
imperial porticoed street may have been the overriding concern.” For a discussion of the church's changing 
function, especially as the political terrain in Milan shifted, see McLynn, p. 229-235.

401 ILCV 1801, as transcribed by Goanne Petro Puricelli, Dissertatio Nazariana, Milan, 1656, p. 330-331. Only 
fragments of the inscription survive today.

402 As McLynn also notes, p. 364. cf. Georgiou, p. 608, who focuses more on Serena's relationship with Ambrose 
and her appeal to the public.
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Honorius and Arcadius, who were Serena's brothers by adoption and her children by Theodosius' 

dying will.403 This latter reading would make it an affirmation, blessed by Ambrose, of Stilicho's 

role as guardian of both emperors. Finally, though, and most critically, the dedication is made by 

Serena, who serves as the middle term by which Ambrose and Stilicho are brought together.

For all the attention historians have given to her husband, it can be forgotten that Serena 

was a key player in her own right. The daughter of Theodosius' brother Honorius,404 after the 

death of Galla in 394 she was the last matriarch of her house. In 383 she married Stilicho, 

perhaps on her own initiative,405 and this connection was instrumental to her husband's claims to 

legitimacy: Stilicho, besides the handicap of being a Vandal, achieved few military victories over

the course of his life and therefore leaned heavily on his ties to the dynasty.406 Finally, we also 

know that Serena served as patroness for influential persons – including Claudian, whose 

marriage she arranged,407 and Melania the Younger, whose interests she represented to the 

emperor408 – and hosted a salon of sorts where the Roman aristocracy, on whose support Stilicho 

depended, paid her court.409 Her support was instrumental to her husband's success, and their 

downfall was simultaneous.410

403 McLynn, p. 364 n. 11, who thinks only the latter reading is possible. Given Serena's adoption by her uncle 
Theodosius, Honorius and Arcadius would properly be called germani. Pignus is an especially interesting 
choice of words given its legal sense in Latin idiom: One's children are the pignus of the marriage vow. Could 
this encompass Honorius and Arcadius, who were Stilicho's children only in the sense that they were his pupili?

404 Claudian, Epithalamium ln. 39-40.
405 Cameron, Claudian, p. 56-57.
406 This, at least, is the impression we get from Claudian, who in his account of Theodosius' deathbed appointment 
has the emperor praise Stilicho's military prowess but adjure him “by that marriage that makes thee kin with me” 
(Panegyricus de tertio consulatu Honorii Augusti ln. 144-154).
407 Serena is thanked for her role in arrange his marriage in Claudian, Carmina minora 31.45-48. On her 

relationship with Claudian, see Cameron, p. 406-411.
408 Gerontius, Vita Melaniae 11-12; see Elizabeth Clark, The Life of Melania, the Younger, Lewiston, NY: Edwin 

Mellen Press, 1985, p. 100-109.
409 Sivan, p. 28. On Stilicho's dependency on the aristocracy, see Matthews, p. 264-270.
410 As illustrated by Zosimus, Historia nova 5.38, who describes how the empress was strangled shortly after 

Stilicho's death as divine retribution for profaning the statue of Cybele.
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Part of Serena's importance, though, was the bond she shared with her adopted siblings, 

and especially with Honorius.411 It was Serena who accompanied the eleven-year-old Honorius as

he traveled from Constantinople to the West, and she also seems to have been in charge of his 

rearing.412 In the poems of Claudian, who gives us our best access to how the court wanted 

Serena represented, their relationship is first characterized as that of a sister who uses her 

domestic talents – specifically, sewing – to support her brother.413 This shifted in 398 when 

Honorius was wed to her daughter Maria, making Serena both adopted sister and mother-in-

law.414 Yet Claudian tells us that Serena had played the part of mother all along: In his 

Epithalamium, the emperor addresses her as “... cousin by birth, by mother's love a mother, to 

thy care was mine infancy entrusted, in thine arms I grew to boyhood; save for my birth thou, 

rather than Flaccilla, art my mother.”415 Indeed, this much would have been implied by Stilicho's 

adoption of Honorius and Arcadius.

These factors – Ambrose's accord with Stilicho, mediated by Serena, and Serena's role as 

the emperor's surrogate mother – provide new context for interpreting the Helena digression in 

411 Her relationship with Arcadius seems to have been more tense, even before her husband claimed authority over 
the East. One account relates how she had a falling-out with her adopted brother while Theodosius was in the 
West and she and Aracadius in Constantinople, resulting in her expulsion from the imperial palace: Marcellinus 
Comes, s.a. 390. However, one poem of Claudian (Carmina minora app. 4) describes a gift which Serena gave 
to Arcadius, suggesting some sort of diplomatic gesture toward the eastern court made through Serena: So 
Cameron, Claudian, p. 407-408.

412 Cameron, “Theodosius the Great and the Regency of Stilicho,” p. 266, who notes two possibilities: Either 
Serena was present with Theodosius at Rome in 389 and was dispatched to Constantinople to mind Honorius 
after the Magna Mater incident described by Zosimus (Nova historia 5.38), or she had never left Constantinople 
and had been minding the youngest heir since his father's departure for the West.

413 Claudian, Carmina minora 48. Note, however, that her brother is left unnamed. This could potentially be 
addressed to Arcadius instead. For discussion, see Henriette Harich-Schwarzbauer, “Dynastic Weaving: 
Claudian, Carmina minora 46-48,” in Roman Literature, Gender, and Reception: Domina Illustris, eds. Donald 
Lateneir, Barbara K. Gold, and Judith Perkins, New York: Routledge, 2013, p. 168-169.

414 As famously recounted in Claudian's Epithalamium; see Cameron, Claudian, p. 95-98; p. 407, where he argues 
that the role of mother was later retrojected.

415 Claudian, Epithalamium ln. 41-43: Stirpe soror, pietate parens, tibi creditus infans inque tuo crevi gremio, 
partuque remoto tu potius Flaccilla mihi. NB: the phrase inque tuo crevi gremio was a common way of 
describing the relationship between mother and child, e.g. in gremio matris or in sinu matris. See Dixon, p. 130.
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De obitu Theodosii. Theodosius had revived an ideal of imperial motherhood, but Flaccilla's 

early death, and the death of his second wife Galla in 394, left a gap in the imperial family. 

Accordingly, when Ambrose turned to bolstering Honorius' claim to the succession, he lacked an 

imperial mother by which to guarantee the emperor's legitimacy. Yet sometime between the 

delivery of his sermon in February and the new agreement attested in the inscription at the 

Basilica Apostolorum in July, the bishop had, by acknowledging Stilicho as guardian, expanded 

Honorius' family to include Stilicho and his wife Serena. When revising his sermon for 

publication, then, Ambrose had the imperial mother that he had lacked before, as well as a need 

to make a stronger assertion of his support for the new regime.416 He therefore inserted the story 

of Helena's discovery of the Cross, which he may well have received from Serena or some other 

member of the court newly arrived from the East.417 This not only introduced the missing mother 

to his affirmation of Honorius' accession, but it also signaled support for Serena and her husband.

Admittedly, there is no explicit indication of this association in the text. Perhaps Ambrose

didn't want to appear sycophantic, or perhaps he was still hedging his bets, allowing some to see 

Serena in his representation of Helena while others could see instead Flaccilla. There are, 

however, hints that the author of De obitu has Serena in mind. An intriguing parallel, though 

perhaps merely coincidental, is Claudian's Carmina minora 47, which tells how Serena, her 

castae manibus guided by maternis studiis, embroiders the harness of a horse “whose good 

fortune it is to obey the directing hand of a god (numinis) and to be guided by a sacred bit.”418 

416 It could be asked: Why didn't Ambrose also re-write c. 5 to make it a more ringing endorsement of Stilicho's 
regime? The fact that many historians today believe it is precisely that is proof that the ambiguity of the passage 
precluded any need for revision. Moreover, Ambrose's relationship with Stilicho remained tense, as noted above;
by using Serena as a go-between, but not too explicitly endorsing Stilicho, the bishop maintained an appropriate 
distance.

417 So Drijvers (Helena Augusta, p. 123-124) argues.
418 Claudian, Carmina minora 47: O felix sonipes, tanti cui frena mereri numinis et sacris licuit servire lupatis... 

Accipe regales cultus... et medium te zona liget variata colorum floribus et castae manibus sudata Serenae... Sic
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This sounds very much like the bridle described by Ambrose.419 Serena might also explain why 

Ambrose, alone of those who transmit the story of her discovery of the Cross, mentions Helena's 

humble origins. While by no means from the ranks of the innkeepers, Serena likewise ascended 

from relative obscurity when her uncle Theodosius was made emperor and adopted her as his 

daughter.420 The association isn't terribly obvious to us, but to those intimate with the court, and 

with the Theodosian empresses' close associations with Helena, it may have been clearer.

In summary, Ambrose adapted idealized imperial motherhood to political exigencies by 

using his representation of Helena as a further gesture of support for Honorius' accession and 

also to offer backing to Serena and her husband. The former purpose fit within the broader 

objectives of De obitu Theodosii: Honorius has Theodosius in heaven, advocating for his rule 

before the divine throne, and a mother – Helena? Flaccilla? Serena? all three?– on earth, ardently

sifting rubble in search of the crown that guarantees his faith and accession. At the same time, 

though, the Helena digression was an indication to Stilicho that Ambrose was ready to accede 

more fully to his claims of guardianship, at least in so far as the bishop was willing to 

acknowledge Serena as mother of Honorius. The accord reached was still a tentative one, made 

via vague allusions in the story of Helena and Constantine. It was a stronger assertion, though, 

than the irregular guardianship bestowed upon a praesenti parenti. More to the point, it's further 

proof that Ambrose was willing to play politics with imperial motherhood.

quippe ladorat maternis studiis nec dedignatur equestres moliri phaleras genero latura decorem. NB: lupatis in 
Claudian, but frenum in Ambrose. This is treated as part of the horse's cultus, of which Serena embroiders the 
zona passing under the horse's belly.

419 As Harich-Schwarzbauer (p. 171-173) argues, Serena's weaving seems to render an instrument of war into 
something too fine for the battlefield. cf Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 47: “... she converted one to ornamental, 
the other to devotional use... Thus the holy object on the bridle is the foundation of the belief of emperors;” and 
c. 52, in describing Theodosius and Gratian: “... protected now not by the weapons of soldiers but by their own 
merits.”

420 As Claudian describes in his unfinished panegyric for his patroness, Carmina minora 30 (“Laus Serenae”), ln. 
97-114. Claudian, of course, plays up her nobility of character and royal blood, but even he must admit that she 
had less-than-royal origins.
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Ambrose's quid pro quo

This, though, as in Eusebius, wasn't a simple assent to imperial ideology. By legitimizing 

Honorius as emperor and Stilicho as his guardian, Ambrose simultaneously made the claim that 

the bishop has a say in who is and is not legitimate. Indeed, that the bishop is the ultimate arbiter 

of the emperor's legitimacy is the thrust of much of the Helena digression, and especially the 

diadem and bridle that she fashions from the nails of the Cross. That is to say, while he largely 

reproduced imperial messaging on the emperor's mother(s), Ambrose also used his Helena 

digression – and its representation of imperial motherhood – to take the reins of imperial power 

and place them firmly in the hands of the bishop. The imperial mother, who fits bridle and 

diadem to her son, guarantees his legitimacy at the same time as she subordinates him to the 

Christian confession and Christian norms of behavior.

The diadem which Helena fashions from the nails of the Crucifixion, while conveniently 

introduced at the moment of Honorius' accession, requires a priori submission to Christ. As 

Ambrose writes, it is “a good nail, then, this nail of the Roman Empire, which rules the entire 

globe, and adorns the forehead of princes so that men who used to be persecutors might become 

preachers.”421 Pace Steidle and Drijvers, who find in this passage an anxiety that the emperor will

abandon the Christian confession and lapse into persecution,422 there is a definite sense here of 

the triumph of Christianity over the empire. More importantly, there is a sense of triumph over 

the emperor, who it transforms from enemy into advocate. Ambrose illustrates how Christian 

triumph means submission of rulers by introducing the Jews, who he has lament that “we thought

we had conquered, but admit ourselves conquered. Christ has risen again, and princes 

421 Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 48: Bonus itaque clavus Romani imperii, qui totum regit orbem, ac vestit 
principum frontem; ut sint praedicatores, qui persecutores esse consueverunt.

422 Steidle, p. 102; Drijvers, Helena Augusta, p. 110.
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acknowledge that he has risen.” The crown, once a symbol of the emperor's imperium, now 

represents this total victory, signifying to all how “kings bow before the iron of his fetters!”423 

The author isn't just describing how the empire has been Christianized and Christianity made the 

inheritance of kings; he also uses the inventio to make the Christian confession the real master of

the world. Should Honorius accept this crown, he must accept this subordination with it.

The bridle Helena has fashioned serves a similar function, as like the diadem it is made 

“in order that persecution should end and true religion take its place.”424 But it's also used to 

“curb the arrogance of emperors.” Ambrose runs down a list of the greatest tyrants of history 

“who bray like horses at stud because they have got away with adultery without being 

punished.”425 Not so Constantine, who bears the bridle of Christ, now transferred from his horse 

to the emperor himself:

What then did the action of Helena's accomplish, when she took control of the reins, other than 
to say with the Holy Spirit to all emperors: Do not become like the horse or the mule, and to 
control with bridle and bit the mouths of those (Ps. 32.9) who did not acknowledge that it was 
their duty as kings to rule the people subject to them.426

By means of the relics of the Cross, the emperors are freed from the “bit of perfidy” and assume 

instead “the bridle of devotion and faith,” which keeps them from acts of injustice and on the 

path of righteousness. In receiving diadem and bridle, the emperors submit to Christ and give 

God control over their actions.

423 Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 49: Putabamus nos vicisse, sed victos fatemur. Iterum Christus resurrexit, et 
resurrexisse eum principes agnoverunt...Ferro pedum ejus reges inclinantur!

424 Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 47: Ex illo fides, ut persecutio cessaret, devotio succederet.
425 Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 50: Sed quaero: Quare sanctum super frenum, nisi ut imperatorum insolentiam 

refrenaret, comprimeret licentiam tyrannorum, qui quasi equi in libidines adhinnirent; quod liceret illis 
adulteria impune committere? Quae Neronum, quae Caligularum, caeterorumque probra comperimus, quibus 
non fuit sanctum super frenum?

426 Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 51: Quid ergo aliud egit Helenae operatio, ut frena dirigeret; nisi ut omnibus 
imperatoribus sancto dicere Spiritu videretur: Nolite fieri sicut equus et mulus; sed in freno et chamo maxillas 
eorum constringeret, qui se non agnoscerent reges, ut regerent sibi subditos?
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Significantly, however, this subordination is effected by the emperor's mother. Helena 

only legitimizes her son's position by ensuring that he, unlike the tyrants of Rome's past, will 

submit to the Christian confession and act in accord with the Christian faith. This was definite 

innovation. As Suzanne Dixon argues, the Roman mother was long a disciplinarian, responsible 

for the imbuing of moral values and the punishment of any deviation from right behavior.427 

Helena accomplishes this when she “took control of the reins,” using the bridle to restrain the 

unjust impulses of her “children,” the emperors. It is the bridle of Christ, though, that she uses to 

discipline her son and keep him on the path of righteousness. As we'll see with Augustine and 

Monica in the next chapter, one of the Christian mother's new responsibilities was to guarantee 

faith together with orderly behavior.428 Helena effects her son's Christian discipline, thereby 

ensuring the complete triumph of Christianity over the empire.

Like Eusebius' Vita, then, De obitu Theodosii offers a quid pro quo. The bishop had 

earlier learned the cost of supporting an emperor's claim to the throne without some sort of 

submission to episcopal authority: In 383 Ambrose embarked on an embassy to the usurper 

Maxentius in order to provide Valentinian II with time to shore up his accession, but not two 

years later the court at Milan had, under the influence of the Homoian dowager empress Justina, 

threatened to seize control of the bishop's basilica.429 He is therefore willing in this text to extend 

427 Dixon, p. 61-67, which discusses a mother's legal and customary authority over her children; p. 131-135, which 
describes the mother's role as disciplinarian, with emphasis on the contrast between this notion of motherhood 
and those of the modern period.

428 cf. Ambrose, Epistle extra coll. 14 (Maur. 63).108-111, written around the same time as De obitu Theodosii, in 
which the bishop counsels Christian mothers to train their children in the faith: “Pray for them that they may 
long live above this earth, not on the earth but above it, for there is nothing long-lived on this earth, and that 
which lasts long is but short and very frail. Warn them rather to take up the Cross of the Lord than to love this 
life” (Ep. ex. coll. 14.108). Here he uses Mary as an exemplum of perfect motherhood: Her maternity was 
rewarded by the best offspring imaginable; while Christian mothers cannot hope to match her achievement, they
can attempt to imitate it by raising their children in Christian virtue (Ep. ex. coll. 14.111).

429 Ambrose's first embassy, undertaken sometime after the murder of Gratian and Maximus' usurpation, is 
described in Epistle 30, which he casts as a report to Valentinian II on his second embassy, perhaps sometime in 
386; the bishop discusses the conflict with the court at Milan in Epistle 75-77, inc. 75a, also known as Contra 
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legitimization to the court via imperial motherhood, but he does so only at a price, insisting that 

the emperor's mother “take the reins” of her son's religious upbringing. This is much like what 

Eusebius does in his Vita, but Ambrose also requires a confession of faith and compliance with 

Christian norms of behavior. This effectively sets the bishop's bit in the emperor's mouth, as he is

– presumably – the one to define for Honorius' mother what a Christian should believe and how a

Christian should behave. As a result, Ambrose places the imperial mother above the emperor and

the bishop above the imperial mother, with the emperor's mother receiving Christian teachings 

from the bishop and ensuring her son comply with those teachings.

Ambrose thus used his Helena digression to press an argument familiar from his 

correspondence with emperors and well suited to a funeral oration for Theodosius. Just as he 

called the emperor to repentance after the massacre of Thessalonica and dictated for him proper 

imperial behavior,430 an event rehearsed in the present sermon,431 so did he implicitly require that 

the emperor's heir submit to ecclesiastical authority. If Honorius was to have a mother who 

advocated for his legitimacy as successor or Stilicho an acknowledgment of his wife as adopted 

parent, it would be accomplished by a mother who inculcated in her offspring the bishop's idea 

of Christianitas. This probably wasn't what was requested of Ambrose, if indeed anything was 

Auxentium, which also appear in book 10 of the Collection along with De obitu Theodosii. cf. Georgiou, p. 606, 
who also sees the influence of the conflict between Ambrose and the court of Valentinian II in the bishop's 
interactions with Stilicho's regime. For summary of these events, see McLynn, p. 158-219; cf. Daniel H. 
Williams, Ambrose of Milan and the End of the Nicene-Arian Conflicts, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995, p. 185-
217. For a contrasting interpretation, see Michael Proulx, “'Patres Orphanorum': Ambrose of Milan and the 
Construction of the Role of Bishop,” in The Rhetoric of Power in Late Antiquity: Religion and Politics in 
Byzantium, Europe and the Early Islamic World, eds. Robert M. Frakes, Elizabeth DePalma Digeser & Justin 
Stephens, London: I.B. Tauris Publishers, 2010, p. 75-97, who argues that Ambrose was never sent on an 
embassy by the court but traveled to Maximus in a failed attempt at garnering either his support or the support 
of the court at Milan.

430 Ambrose, Epistle 51.3. cf. Ambrose's advice on the rebuilding of the synagogue at Callinicum (Epistle 40). For 
a discussion of these events, of Ambrose's “invention” of his confrontation with Theodosius, and of the often 
fraught relationship between Ambrose and Theodosius, see H.A. Drake, Constantine and the Bishops: The 
Politics of Intolerance, Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 2000, p. 441-483.

431 Ambrose, De obitu Theodosii 28.
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requested of him, and we can well imagine the court blanching at the prospect of Serena taking 

in hand the emperor's bridle whenever he acted in some way deemed by Ambrose to be “un-

Christian.” However, it partly played into their needs. So long as this give-and-take was possible,

Ambrose would have reason to praise the bounty of motherhood and the goodness of an empress'

devotion to her son.

Conclusion

The empresses have been largely passed over in previous studies of Christian 

motherhood, which focus more on the tension between a primary transcript on the ethics of 

asceticism and underlying acknowledgments of motherhood's importance.432 Imperial women, 

however, were not put to the side. Instead, bishops like Eusebius and Ambrose acknowledged 

and even embraced the mothers of the imperial house, showering them with praise for the 

“extraordinary and astonishing offspring”433 come from their wombs and the extent of their 

devotion to those children. This was for the simple fact that the rise of the virgin did not coincide

with the demise of the mother's political import. Unless a bishop was prepared to step out of the 

world and abandon imperial politics, he would have reason to very vocally assert his reverence 

for the emperor's mother and the mother of his children.

These two texts, though, also tell us about the Christian re-modulation of a Roman ideal. 

If a bishop was to play the game of imperial politics, he had to give at least some nod to the 

dynastic ideology on which the court depended, including at least some acknowledgment of the 

432 For e.g., Mary Harlow, Images of Motherhood in Late Antiquity, though she makes no reference to the 
empresses of late antiquity. A similar approach is taken in Blake Leyerle, “Appealing to Children,” Journal of 
Early Christian Studies 5.2 (Summer, 1997), p. 243-270, who contrasts Chrysostom's public advocacy for 
sexual renunciation with his occasional praise of children and acknowledgment of their place in the Christian 
tradition.

433 Eusebius, Vita Constantini 3.47.1.
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imperial mother. Eusebius and Ambrose, though, went beyond mere endorsements. Using the 

story of Helena, both bishops enthusiastically praised the love and devotion of the – pointedly 

Christian – imperial mother, affirming her place in imperial propaganda as a seal on the 

legitimacy of the succession and as a sign of domestic and civic tranquility. Both, however, also 

adjusted what was expected of her. For Eusebius, this meant the imperial mother must be a 

faithful Christian, presumably as defined by the bishop. For Ambrose, this meant she must both 

impart her faith to her son and ensure that he act in a way deemed to be in accord with the faith. 

Eusebius and Ambrose thereby acknowledged and accepted the traditional representation of the 

imperial mother while also renegotiating it and turning it to the advantage of the Church.

Could listeners have heard this praise and concluded that fruitful motherhood was just 

another advantage of being empress? Perhaps. The empress could certainly afford to avoid the 

dirty diapers and chapped nipples that so disgusted Christian ascetics,434 assisted in her childcare 

duties by an army of slaves and servants. But the story of Helena, in either version related above,

is not one of pampered motherhood: Whether as pilgrim or archaeologist, Helena sweats and 

suffers for her offspring, making a demonstration of her devotion by sacrificing for her son's 

well-being. This was something those who heard Eusebius' Vita Constantini or Ambrose's funeral

oration may have found relatable, regardless of their social or economic position, and at no time 

did either bishop close off Helena's motherhood to their congregants as an object for emulation. 

In fact, the fruitful devotion of a mother who suffers became a new Christian ideal, however 

qualified.

434 E.g., Ambrose, De virginibus 1.6.25-26; Jerome, Adversus Helvidium 20.

133



CHAPTER 3

MONICA AND THE MEDIOCRITY OF CHRISTIAN MOTHERHOOD

Ary Scheffer's Saint Augustin et Saint Monique [Figure 1, p. 180], first exhibited at the 

Paris Salon in 1846, is the very picture of idealized Christian motherhood. The scene, according 

to the livret of that year, is drawn from book nine of Augustine's Confessiones, in which Monica, 

only days before her death, contemplates with her son the bliss enjoyed by the saints.435 

Augustine, striking a pose almost-but-not-quite that of Rodin's Le Penseur, seems a touch 

apathetic, while his mother is instead caught up in ecstasy, eyes fastened to the heavens and 

mouth agape. The contrast is indeed stark: Monica is already garbed in the glowing white of the 

saints, while Augustine still wears the earth-tones of the world; she sits elevated on a chair, 

closer to God, while he crouches low. What in Augustine is a mutual ascent “on the flame of 

love” becomes in Scheffer's vision a mother leading her reluctant child – who, despite being in 

his thirties, is still smooth-cheeked and adolescent – on her heavenly journey.

For all that this captures Monica's piety, though, I'm not sure Augustine would have 

recognized his mother in this painting, and not least because Scheffer's Monica trades her 

African skin for that of a Northern European.436 She's too white in another sense, too spotless. 

435 In his review of the Salon of 1846, Charles Baudelaire is critical of the choice of subject, comparing Scheffer's 
portrayal of an indescribable mystical experience to “un danseur exécutant un pas de mathématiques”: David 
Kelley, ed. Salon de 1846, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975, p. 166. The majority of critics, though, praised 
Scheffer's attempt at capturing the sentiment between mother and son, with many of the most prominent 
mothers of Europe requested reproductions for display in their homes. Twenty years later, Émile Bougaud 
published his Histoire de sainte Monique, partly after being inspired by Scheffer's work, and launched the 
modern cult of Monica as a saintly mother. For more on Scheffer and veneration of Monica in 19th century 
France, see Clarissa W. Atkinson, “'Your Servant, My Mother': The Figure of Saint Monica in the Ideology of 
Christian Motherhood,” in Immaculate & Powerful: The Female in Sacred Image and Social Reality, eds. 
Clarissa W. Atkinson, Constance H. Buchanan, and Margaret R. Miles, Boston: Beacon Press, 1985, p. 159-165.

436 On Monica – or Monnica, the Berber spelling – as a Berber, see W. H. C. Frend, “A Note on the Berber 
Background in the Life of Augustine,” Journal of Theological Studies 43 (1942), p. 188-191. The argument 
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While the Monica of the Confessiones goes to great lengths to lead her son to Christ by enrolling 

him as a catechumen, prevailing over her unbelieving husband “that I should hold [God] for my 

father rather than him,”437 and endlessly imploring God on his behalf,438 she also sometimes 

stands at cross-purpose to the Christian confession. By doing precisely those things expected of a

mother – for example, encouraging his studies of Cicero and Vergil, or arranging his marriage – 

and by failing to instruct him in the faith, Monica endangers her son's salvation and her own, 

ensnaring them both in the world with her conventional concerns for propriety, social status, and 

familial devotion. She is, as Virginia Burrus and Catherine Keller put it, “elusive, adaptive, 

mobile, and multiple, a trickster skilled at evading domination, disguising desire, guiding by 

misdirection.”439 Though he didn't think of motherhood as a pernicious and dirty distraction, as 

did Jerome and others,440 Augustine's representation of his mother suggests greater ambivalence 

than the glaring brilliance of Saint Monqiue would seem to allow.

That is to say, Augustine thought of Monica – and, by extension, Christian mothers 

generally – as mediocre. The idea of Christian mediocritas I borrow from Robert Markus, who 

uses it to describe Augustine's simultaneous defense of marriage and insistence on its inferiority, 

especially in De bono coniugali and De sancta virginitate.441 As Markus argues, Augustine joined

Jerome against Jovinian's denial of the superiority of virginity to marriage, but unlike Jerome, he 

hinges primarily on her name, common among the Berbers, which seems related to the Libyan deity Monna. As 
Whittaker notes, though, it was not uncommon for the people of North African to adopt the customs and even 
the names of the Berbers: C.R. Whittaker, “Berber,” in Late Antiquity: A Guide to the Postclassical World, eds. 
Glen Bowersock, Peter Brown, Oleg Grabar, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999, p. 340-341. 
Thus, G. Clark argues that we can only definitively say that she was Afra, just as her son identifies as Afer: 
Gillian Clark, Monica: An Ordinary Saint, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015, p. 126-127.

437 Augustine, Confessiones 1.11.17: Nam illa satagebat, ut tu mihi pater esses, deus meus, potius quam ille.
438 For e.g., Augustine, Confessiones 2.3.7; 3.11.19; 3.12.21, which famously prompts an unnamed bishop to 

promise that “it is impossible that the son of these tears should perish.”
439 Virginia Burrus and Catherine Keller, “Confessing Monica,” in Feminist Interpretations of Augustine, ed. Judith 

Chelius Stark, University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2007, p. 130.
440 See the introduction to this dissertation, p. 2.
441 Robert Markus, The End of Ancient Christianity, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990, p. 45-62.
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also insisted on the worth of marriage as a divinely sanctioned institution. To the “silent 

majority” of non-ascetic householders in his congregation (from which, not incidentally, his 

church derived its benefice), he contended that virginity was better for those with the strength to 

pursue it but that marriage could also bear fruit.442 While he wrote about his mother well before 

his response to Jovinian and Jerome, the bishop laid the groundwork for this notion in his 

representation of Monica's motherhood. According to Augustine's own painting of Monica, being

a Christian mother can lead to the rearing of faithful Christian sons and the joy of sharing them 

with God, but there are definite limitations on what a mother can accomplish and certain 

unavoidable risks. Augustine's Monica is, despite meeting most traditional expectations of 

Roman motherhood, and in contrast to the idealization of motherhood outlined in the previous 

chapter, only ever a “good enough” Christian and mother.

The following studies the representation of Monica in the writings of Augustine and what

that tells us about his thinking on Christian motherhood as a whole. This is not, however, a 

biography of Monica as mother of Augustine.443 As Paula Fredriksen sounded the death of the 

“real Augustine” and the birth of Augustine's “retrospective self,”444 so Elizabeth Clark has called

for moving past mining the Confessiones for remnants of the historical Monica to the study of 

Monica in her “literary constructedness.” The following looks closely at what Clark calls 

“Monica-functions,”445 focusing specifically on how Monica is constructed as a mother and what 

442 As Augustine puts it in De bono coniugali 9: “It is a good to marry, since it is a good to beget children, to be the 
mother of a family; but it is better not to marry, since it is better for human society itself not to have need of 
marriage.”

443 For the most recent biography of Monica, as well as the most thorough, see Gillian Clark, Monica: An Ordinary
Saint, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015.

444 Paula Fredriksen, “Paul and Augustine: Conversion Narratives, Orthodox Traditions, and the Retrospective 
Self,” Journal of Theological Studies 37 (1986), p. 3-34.

445 Elizabeth A. Clark, “Rewriting Early Christian History,” in Theology and the New Histories, ed. Gary Macy, 
College Theological Society, Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1998, p. 97. Serving as an appropriate model for 
Christian women – especially wives – is only one of the “Monica-functions” Clark identifies. More importantly, 
according to Clark, she models how the uneducated – especially women – can come to a knowledge of God.
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that construction tells us about mothers and motherhood in the fourth century. The Confessiones, 

written sometime around 397 CE, about a decade after Monica's death, is our main source, but 

it's supplemented by the Cassiciacum Dialogues, a series of philosophical discourses in which 

Monica participates, and which was written shortly after Augustine's baptism.446 Both sources 

reveal a mother quite different from the one we find in Scheffer's painting: Though close to the 

traditional Roman ideal, she is not idealized; though a Christian, her ability to impart her faith to 

her son is limited; though she derives joy from motherhood, maternal attachment also brings 

grief and spiritual peril; and though she tastes paradise, she yet remains a sinful mother.

A mother “on the outskirts of Babylon”447

Monica's greatest liability is the extent to which she fulfills the expectations held by 

Augustine's fourth-century, Latin speaking audience. On the one hand, she is, like other Roman 

mothers, something of a tyrant, far removed from the gentle spiritual guide of Scheffer's 

painting. Augustine sometimes describes her as a woman of great warmth, but more often she is 

a strict disciplinarian, using violence, shame, and financial pressure to ensure that her son 

complies with her wishes. On the other hand, Monica also fulfills all of the obligations of a 

Roman mother, preparing her son for a future career and life as a householder by arranging his 

education and marriage. While this and her severity were both expected by Augustine's readers, 

446 The Cassiciacum Dialogues are usually used to to construct some idea of Augustine prior to his conversion, 
despite the fact that they are written after his baptism. A survey of this reading – which has since been largely 
rejected – is offered by Goulven Madec, Petites études augustiniennes, Paris: Institut d'Etudes Augustiniennes, 
1994, p. 51-69. On their historicity, see B. L. Meulenbroek, “The Historical Character of Augustine's 
Cassiciacum Dialogues,” Mnemosyne 13.3 (1947), p. 203-229; John J. O'Meara, “The Historicity of the Early 
Dialogues of Saint Augustine,” Vigiliae Christianae 5.3 (1951), p. 150-178, esp. p. 160-178. On the relation of 
the Monica of the Dialogues to the Monica of the Confessiones, see Marianne Djuth, “Augustine, Monica, and 
the Love of Wisdom,” Augustinian Studies 39.2 (2008), p. 237-252; Clark, “Rewriting Early Christian History,” 
p. 103.

447 So Augustine addresses his mother, Confessiones 2.3.8.
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though, they signaled to the bishop an overweening concern with a world that Christians were 

expected to leave behind. By fulfilling what was expected of a Roman mother, the Monica of the 

Confessiones in fact leads her son and herself away from Christ.

The most distinctive characteristic of the mothers of Augustine's day was sternness.  The 

“Roman mother” was far more severe than the modern ideal of indulgent affection and coddling 

care, exercising a strict control over the behavior and development of her children. She was what

Judith P. Hallet calls the “action figure” and Suzanne Dixon the “disciplinarian,”448 exemplified 

in Horace's reminiscence of an ideal Roman past:

They were the manly children of peasant soldiers, who had been taught to turn the sod with a 
Sabellian mattock, and on the instructions of their stern mother to cut and carry firewood.449

Such a severa taskmistress was expected to mold her children, morally and physically, into 

proper citizens. True, it was also assumed that she would be especially attached to them, and a 

mother's lap is often spoken of as a special refuge of comfort and security, with the infant ideally 

gremio ac sinu matris educabatur.450 The Roman mother, though, also knew the importance of 

strict discipline.

This discipline was exercised in a number of different ways. For younger children, it was 

most often effected through physical coercion. Though the figure of the pater flagellans became 

a commonplace of Christian discourse, especially in the writings of Augustine,451 the mother's 

448 Judith P. Hallet, “Introduction: Cornelia and her maternal legacy,” Helios 33.2 (2006), p. 120; Suzanne Dixon, 
The Roman Mother, p. 131.

449 Horace, Carmina 3.6.37-41:
       sed rusticorum mascula militum

proles, Sabellis docta ligonibus
versare glaebas et severae
matris ad arbitrium recisos.

450 Vipstanus Messalla, Dial. 28, taken from Dixon, The Roman Mother, p. 109.
451 See Theodore S. De Bruyn, “Flogging a Son: The Emergence of the pater flagellans in Latin Christian 

Discourse,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 7.2 (1999), p. 249-290, esp. p. 262-272. De Bruyn (p. 279), 
while he connects the rise of this figure to a number of theological and social developments at the end of the 
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whip was also feared, as Cicero notes when describing how a mother keeps her children in line 

during a funeral:

Indeed mothers and teachers are even accustomed to punish children, if in the midst of family 
sorrow they show any undue cheerfulness in act or speech, and not merely with words but even 
with the whip they force them to shed tears.452

Where physical coercion failed, the Roman mother instead relied on financial coercion. Dixon 

focuses in particular on the threat of withholding inheritance, arguing that a mother's control over

the disposition of her property meant that her authority could extend well past adolescence.453 

Strictly speaking, a child's inheritance remained in the trust of a (male) guardian or tutor. Various

legal loop-holes existed, however, allowing a mother to dictate how her wealth was to be 

distributed, with even some instances of mothers bequeathing property to their sons on the 

condition that they be emancipated from their father's potestas.454 In the third and fourth 

centuries, this control over inheritance extended even to the property of one's deceased 

husband.455 This, together with the threat of violence, allowed the Roman mother to exercise 

control over her offspring.

The most insidious means of discipline, however, was the use of shame. As with mothers 

today, the Roman mother could also compel her children to comply with her wishes by invoking 

guilt, reproaching them for taking no heed to her well-being and happiness. It was by such 

fourth century, describes it first as “the martyrdom of ordinary Christians.” There's no reason to think a mother 
couldn't also fill a similar role.

452 Cicero, Tusculanae Disputationes 3.64: Pueros vero matres et magistri castigare etiam solent, nec verbis solum,
sed etiam verberibus, 'si quid in domestico luctu hilarius ab is factum est aut dictum, plorare cogunt.

453 Dixon, The Roman Mother, p. 168-209, esp. 173, 180.
454 For e.g., Digest 5.3.58. See Richard P. Saller, Patriarchy, property and death in the Roman family, Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1994, p. 173-176. For discussion of Digest 5.3.58, see Saller, p. 129-130.
455 See Judith Evans Grubbs, Women and the Law in the Roman Empire: A Sourcebook on Marriage, Divorce, and 

Widowhood, London: Routledge, 2002, p. 257-260, who presents a series of examples of widowed women 
serving as tutor to their children. For example, CTh 3.8.2 (382), affirms the right of a mother to act as tutor of 
her children provided she remain a widow; cf. CTh 3.17.4 (390) and N.Th. 14.1.
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means, for example, that Cornelia, the most famous of Roman mothers, attempted to convince 

her son Gaius Gracchus to abandon the office of tribune. In the letter attributed to her by 

Cornelius Nepos, supposedly written a decade after the death of her other son, she compels 

Gaius by comparing the worry he inflicts on her to the pain of his brother's death: “I would dare 

to take an oath solemnly, swearing that, except for those who have murdered Tiberius Gracchus, 

no enemy has foisted so much difficulty and so much distress upon me as you have because of 

these matters.”456 The threat of disinheritance likely lurked behind a mother's shaming, but there's

also a sense that a good Roman son was conscious of and responsive to his mother's concerns, 

not least because he did not want to seem an ungrateful and impious child.457 Where a son like 

Gaius had nothing to fear from the physical or financial threats of his mother, then, emotional 

damage and public shaming could be brought to bear.

I wouldn't want to suggest that Monica was an abusive and manipulative tyrant. At the 

same time, however, there is a bit more of the “disciplinarian” in Augustine's portrayal of Monica

than many readers are willing to admit. In both the Cassiciacum Dialogues and the Confessiones,

Monica exercises exacting discipline over her children, ensuring that they act in accord with her 

idea of proper behavior and in consideration of her feelings. “Monica the disciplinarian” is 

especially evident in the former, where her measured words and looks exercise a great authority 

456 Cornelius Nepos, Fragment 2: Verbis conceptis deierare ausim, praeterquam qui Tiberium Gracchum necarunt, 
neminem inimicum tantum molestiae tantumque laboris, quantum te ob has res, mihi tradidisse. Translation is 
that of Judith P. Hallett, “Cornelia,” in Women Writing Latin: From Roman Antiquity to Early Modern Europe, 
vol. 1, ed. L.J. Churchill, Peter R. Brown, and J.E. Jeffrey, New York: Routledge, 2002.  For a survey of 
scholarship on Cornelia's letters, especially on their authenticity, see E.A. Hemelrijk, Matrona Docta: Educated 
Women in the Roman Elite from Cornelia to Julia Domna, London: Routledge, 1999, p. 193-197. See also Judith
P. Hallett, “Introduction: Cornelia and Her Maternal Legacy,” esp. p. 127-128, who uses Cornelia's letters as an 
example of “maternal motivational rhetoric.”

457 See Dixon, The Roman Mother, p. 194; Hallet, p. 127-128, who looks especially at mothers using shame in the 
speeches of Livy and Vergil.
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over her son and his companions. She can also be found in the Confessiones, though, where she 

uses violence, economic pressure, and shame to discipline her son.

Augustine's first mentions of Monica do not put a whip in her hand, but one gets the 

impression from how she sets the others to their task that the whip hasn't been absent long. From 

her first appearance in Contra academicos, Augustine makes clear that it is his mother who is 

ultimately in charge: While he and his friend Alypius go back-and-forth in elaborating the 

teachings of the Academics, Monica breaks in to call them all to lunch “in such a manner that 

there was no opportunity for further talking.”458 This is her sole appearance in the first book of 

the Dialogues, but in De beata vita, where she takes her most active part, Monica demonstrates 

authority over more than just scheduling. As Catherine Conybeare notes, she virtually dictates 

the progress of discussion by introducing each new development: She is first to leave aside the 

body and describe the foods of the soul; first to offer a satisfactory definition of the happy life; 

and first to reach the conclusion that unhappiness lies in the want for wisdom.459 Her direction of 

the proceedings stems in part from and serves as a demonstration of her great understanding, but 

it's also important to remember that she is somehow related – whether as mother of Augustine 

and Navigius, grandmother of Adeodatus, or aunt of Lastidianus and Rusticus – to most of the 

disputants. She exercises a familial authority in guiding the discussion, especially magnified by 

the Dialogues' domestic setting, ensuring that each of her “children” keep a steady pace in their 

philosophical musing.

458 Augustine, Contra academicos 2.5.13: Et cum reliqua dicere tenderet, mater nostra (nam domi jam eramus) ita 
nos trudere in prandium coepit, ut verba faciendi locus non esset.

459 Augustine, De beata vita 2.8; 2.10; 4.27. For her exhaustive evaluation of Monica's contributions at 
Cassiciacum, see Catherine Conybeare, The Irrational Augustine, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006, p. 61-
138.
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Her clearest assertions of maternal auctoritas, however, concern matters of propriety. As 

he began an excessive elaboration of the Academic schools in Contra academicos, so in De 

beata vita Augustine drags the discussion off course by joking about the absurdity of Academic 

teachings. His now-mixed company – before, he was among his students and fellow philosophers

– makes this an awkward moment:

I noticed that the others – not knowing, but eager to know, what we two by ourselves were 
treating of so pleasantly – looked at us without smiling. They appeared like people who, as 
frequently happens among greedy and insatiable table-companions, refrain from grabbing 
because of their good manners or are deterred through bashfulness.460

Though Augustine is mortified, it is left to his mother to correct the course of the afternoon, 

politely prompting her son to “inform us who these Academics are, and what purpose they have 

in mind.” By so nudging her son to include the rest of those gathered, and by shifting talk away 

from the Academic's arcane philosophy through her dismissal of them as epileptics,461 Monica 

effectively supplants her son as moderator of the proceedings. She also, though, models for him 

correct behavior, showing him by example how to be a good host. It is as if Augustine has been 

caught playing with his philosophical food and his mother must remind him of proper table 

manners.

Monica's part in De ordine is smaller, but again she appears as the propriety-conscious 

disciplinarian. The dialogue, which focuses on God's providence and the problem of evil, begins 

with Licentius' tortured midnight musings and culminates in his conversion from poetry to 

philosophy.462 The morning finds Augustine in tears on account of his student's new-found 

460 Augustine, De beata vita 2.16: Animadverti caeteros rei totius ignaros, sed scire cupientes quid inter nos solos 
tam jucunde ageretur, sine risu nos intueri. Qui mihi prorsus similes visi sunt, quod plerumque fieri solet, iis qui
cum epulantur inter avidissimos rapacissimosque convivas, a rapiendo vel gravitate sese abstinent, vel pudore 
terrentur.

461 ibid.
462 Augustine, De ordine 7.19.
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direction, which both he and Licentius connect to the latter's recitation the day before of Psalm 

79.8, “O God of hosts, convert us, and show Thy face; and we shall be saved.” But Licentius' 

singing of that psalm had apparently raised Monica's ire:

After supper on the previous day, when he had gone out for needs of nature, he chanted this a 
little more loudly than our mother could bear such words to be repeatedly chanted in that place. 
For he kept repeating nothing else, as he had but recently caught the rhythm of the chant, and, as 
usual, he liked the new melody. Monica, a most pious lady, as you know, reproved him precisely 
because the place was unbecoming for chant.463

While Augustine tells Licentius that her concerns are misplaced, for it is from bodily filth that we

must ask God to save us, her scrupulous objection is precisely what men like Augustine expected

of their mothers. In part, her objection is based on a misapprehension of what is appropriate to 

God, for she mistakenly believes that the bathroom is an unbecoming place for prayer. But 

Monica also objects to Licentius belting out a chant “a little more loudly than our mother could 

bear”: It isn't appropriate to recite, much less loudly and repeatedly, while relieving oneself. In 

other words, reciting poetry in the bathroom just isn't done. Augustine thereby defines his mother

by her fastidiousness, having her exact a level of appropriate behavior even at the risk of 

Licentius' soul.

The “disciplinarian” rarely rears her head in the Confessiones, since the narrative 

demands that Augustine's sins be given virtual free reign. She does, however, put in an 

occasional appearance. In book three, sometime in Augustine's eighteenth year and two years 

after the death of his father, we learn that he had collected a regular allowance from his mother 

so he could pursue his studies uninterrupted.464 We may assume, then, a dependence that lasted at 

463 Augustine, De ordine 8.22: Quod pridie post coenam cum ad requisita naturae foras exisset, paulo clarius 
cecinit, quam ut mater nostra ferre posset, quod illo loco talia continuo repetita canerentur. Nihil enim aliud 
dicebat, quoniam ipsum cantilenae modum nuper hauserat, et amabat, ut fit, melos inusitatum. Objurgavit eum 
religiosissima, ut scis, femina, ob hoc ipsum quod inconveniens locus cantico esset.

464 Augustine, Confessiones 3.4.7.

143



least until he began living off of the fees from his students, suggesting that his mother had a 

degree of control over his behavior – though Augustine never tells us of any stipulations attached

to the money.465 Also in book three, Monica, who had followed her son to Carthage, refuses to 

share a home or a table with him on account of his entanglements with Manichaeism.466 It's 

unclear whether she turns him out of the house, refusing him further support, or whether she 

merely refuses to live with him, perhaps seeking to shame her son into obeying her wishes;467 in 

either case, she attempts to use those tools of compliance – financial or emotional – that were the

domain of the Roman mother. Of course, by God's will these efforts prove fruitless, for 

Augustine does not reform his behavior or renounce Manichaeism, and after a divine vision 

Monica even gives up and moves back in with her son. But while a mother's means are of no 

avail, the Monica of the Confessiones still uses them.

Monica's discipline doesn't automatically make her a wicked mother. In the Cassiciacum 

Dialogues, it's fairly praiseworthy: Her careful direction of the proceedings and the magnanimity

that she teaches to her son pave the way for fruitful spiritual discourse. There are hints, though, 

of a dark side to a mother's discipline. In De ordine, for example, Augustine strongly suggests 

that her censuring of Licentius outside the outhouse imperiled his student's soul: Had her concern

for propriety overwhelmed Licentius' desire to recite the psalm, he might not have had the 

breakthrough that prompted him to reform his life. In the Confessiones, too, Monica's discipline 

isn't necessarily harmful, but it is ambiguous. When Augustine endures beatings, as I discuss 

465 Monica's “power of economic disposition” is also noted by Marjorie O'Rourke Boyle, Divine Domesticity: 
Augustine of Thagaste to Teresa of Avila, New York: E.J. Brill, 1997, p. 37. However, it's important to point out 
that Monica fails to exercise this financial control when Augustine is clearly acting contrary to her wishes.

466 Augustine, Confessiones 3.11.19-20.
467 The Maurists read here ut vicere me concederet et habere secum eandem mensam in domo, while the majority of

manuscripts and editions (MSS: C, D, G, O, S; Eds.: Knöll, Skutella, and Verheijen) read habere meum. See 
James J. O'Donnell, Augustine: Confessions, vol. II, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992, p. 198-199.
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below, he receives these blows at the hands of his teachers, not his mother, and the evil lies more 

in the ends and less in the means.468 By contrast, Augustine's description of his mother's refusal to

share a home with her son on account of his Manichaean leanings is troublingly ambivalent. On 

the one hand, it would seem a good thing to compel him to abandon his heresy. On the other 

hand, though, Monica receives a vision from God informing her that this is the wrong course for 

bringing Augustine to Christ.469 Disciplining her son does not damn Monica, but neither is it a 

good thing.

The more dangerous side to what was expected of a mother, and which is far more 

evident in the Confessiones, was her responsibility to equip her child for life as a householder. A 

young man's education, his first foray into the public sphere, and the forging of a beneficial 

marriage were all primarily the responsibility of the father, but the mother could take equal 

charge in preparing her son for adult life, especially if she, like Monica, was a widow.470 Mothers 

were not expected to instruct their children directly, though exceptionally learned women like 

Cornelia made exceptional mothers because their sons were “raised in the lap of her language.”471

For most mothers, it was a matter of choosing the right instructors and supervising education: 

Being the guardian of her son's character, the mother screened teachers for moral failings and 

ensured that the teachings her son pursued were sound.472 Mothers also had a hand in arranging 

marriages, an important decision for the child's future prospects as well as for those of the family

468 Augustine, Confessiones 1.9.14.          
469 Augustine, Confessiones 3.11.19. See discussion below.
470 As Dixon notes (The Roman Mother, p. 111), much of what can be said of the Roman mother is also true for the 

Roman father, whether in terms of discipline, affection, or the parent's role in preparing a child for adulthood. 
On the extent to which a mother had a say in the latter, see Dixon, The Roman Mother, p. 168-179. On the 
special legal power of widows in late antiquity, see Mathew Kuefler, “The Merry Widows of Late Roman 
Antiquity: The Evidence of the Theodosian Code,” Gender & History 27.1 (April 2015), p. 28-52.

471 Cicero, Brutus 211. On Cornelia as a model for the educated mother, see Hemelrijk, p. 64-67.
472 Dixon, The Roman Mother, p. 170-173; Hemelrijk, p. 64-69. For an example of a mother supervising her son's 

education, see Scriptores Historiae Augusti, Marcus Aurelius 1.2.6, in which Marcus Aurelius' mother restrains 
his pursuit of philosophy when he insists on the ground as a more appropriate bed for the Stoic.
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as a whole. Literary sources take it for granted that a mother had authority in the choice of 

partner, especially for her daughter,473 and by the time of Constantine the law even stipulated that 

the consent of both parents was necessary for the contracting of a legitimate marriage.474 While 

the father may have had greater say, in marriage as in the education of his son, the mother's 

agreement was necessary, and where the father was absent – as in Augustine's case – she may 

well have had primary responsibility.475

Ostensibly, preparing children in this way was a reciprocal obligation, with the 

expectation that one's child, if reared in piety and set on a fruitful course, would care for one's 

old age. Some mothers, though, were not above collecting interest on their investment. The 

“bad” mother failed to discipline her children or see to their future, but she might also be too 

invested, expecting to derive status and wealth from a son's successful career.476 This, at least, is 

what Seneca says in his consolation to his mother Helvia:

Let other mothers look to that – the mothers who make use of a son's power with a woman's lack 
of self-control, who, because they cannot hold office, seek power through their sons, who both 
spend their sons' inheritances and hope to be their heirs, who wear out their eloquence in lending 
it to others.477

Seneca's mother is good – and should not excessively mourn his exile and loss of political office 

– because she does not take gifts from her sons, rarely uses their influence, and never for her own

473 Dixon, The Roman Mother, p. 177-179, who cites numerous examples, e.g., the marriage arranged for Cicero's 
nephew Quintus, whose bride was chosen by both of his (then divorced) parents.

474 CTh 9.24.1. See Judith Evans-Grubbs, “Abduction Marriage in Antiquity: A Law of Constantine (CTh 9.24.1) 
and Its Social Context,” Journal of Roman Studies 79 (1989), p. 59-83.

475 NB: This is not to say that other male family members did not contest the mother's authority, as noted below.
476 On the “bad mother,” and especially on conflict between mothers and sons, see Dixon, The Roman Mother, p. 

179-187. Cf. Thomas Africa, “The mask of an assassin: a psycho-historical study of M. Junius Brutus,” Journal 
of Interdisciplinary History 8 (1978), p. 599-626; Thomas Hillard, “Materna Auctoritas: The Political Influence 
of Roman Matronae,” Classicum 22 (1972), p. 10-13.

477 Seneca, De consolatione ad Helviam 14.2: Viderint illae matres, quae potentiam liberorum muliebri impotentia 
exercent, quae, quia feminis honores non licet gerere, per illos ambitiosae sunt, quae patrimonia filiorum et 
exhauriunt et captant, quae eloquentiam commodando aliis fatigant.
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benefit. When a mother did draw on the influence of her son, it had to be carefully framed as 

selfless or exceptional. In the senatorial decree concerning Gnaeus Piso, for example, where 

Tiberius' mother Livia intercedes for Piso's wife, the senators qualify her use of her son's 

authority with the assertion that “when she is justly and deservedly most able to seek out from 

the senate that which she ought, [she] scarcely makes use of it.”478 The mother was expected to 

prepare her child for adulthood through proper moral formation and the arrangement of a good 

education and marriage, but she was to make only modest returns on this investment.

Monica meets these obligations, but she falls short of this ideal in so far as, according to 

Augustine, preparing a child for life as a householder is – like all things of the world – implicitly 

and unavoidably bound up in selfishness.479 This is especially evident in Monica's arrangement of

her son's education. In the early books of the Confessiones, his mother is accused of imposing 

her desire for status and wealth onto her son by pushing him to study rhetoric. Augustine 

famously blames his parents for mocking at the stripes he received from his teachers, as they 

should have mocked instead at their justification for this pursuit of learning: “For it was 

impressed upon me as right and proper in a boy to obey those who taught me, that I might get on 

in the world and excel in the handling of words to gain honour among men and deceitful 

riches.”480 Though the acquisition of words, he insists, is not in itself blameworthy, learning 

through the adulterous tears of Dido corrupts the soul, putting the lie to Monica's claim that “the 

478 Senatus Consultum de Pisone Patre ln. 109-120. For discussion and translation, see Severy, p. 237-239.
479 Cf. Kim Power, Veiled Desire: Augustine on Women, New York: Continuum, 1995, p. 71-93, who reads Monica 

as a role model for Christian women based on the model of the Roman mother and wife; and Boyle, p. 1-66, 
esp. 8-10, 25-29, 36-37, who reads the Confessiones as a critique of the typical Roman household and Monica 
as unfavorably compared to the typical Roman mother. I incline more toward Boyle's reading, though I would 
emphasize that Monica's mothering is also adequate to the attainment of her salvation and that of her son. This is
not a renunciation of the household, or even a call to reform, but an acknowledgment of the limitations of family
life. 

480 Augustine, Confessiones 1.9.14: Quandoquidem recte mihi vivere puero id proponebatur, obtemperare 
monentibus, ut in hoc saeculo florerem, et excellerem linguosis artibus, ad honorem hominum et falsas divitias 
famulantibus.
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usual course of studies would be not only no hindrance to my coming to you but an actual 

help.”481 While his studies at Carthage lead him to Cicero's Hortensius and eventually to a love of

wisdom, his learning also leads him to reject Scripture, the only true basis for truth, as too 

vulgar.482 It is only when Monica secures a spiritual teacher for her son by winning the affection 

of Ambrose that she, in a sense, attends to her son's real education, as it is under the bishop of 

Milan that Augustine embarks on a study of the Bible.483 All the rest of his learning, while it is 

ultimately turned toward God, originates in her attachment to the things of the world and 

contributes to Augustine's enslavement to the flesh. 

The same can be said for her orchestration of his marriage. From the beginning Monica is

blamed for her marriage plans, or rather for the plans she fails to make, as she keeps her son 

from the only lawful alternative to fornication in the interest of his career: “She did not want me 

married because she feared that a wife might be a hindrance to my prospects – not those hopes of

the world to come which my mother had in You, O God, but my prospects as a student.”484 In the 

interim, Augustine sates his lust with a concubine, as many young men of his class did,485 and, 

481 Augustine, Confessiones 2.3.8: … sed spes litterarum, quas ut nossem nimis volebat parens uterque, ille, quia 
de te prope nihil cogitabat, de me autem inania, illa autem, quia non solum nullo detrimento, sed etiam 
nonnullo adiumento ad te adipiscendum futura existimabat usitata illa studia doctrinae. Cf. Boyle's (p. 9) 
intriguing hypothesis that Monica's admonishment to chastity likewise has a more pragmatic than divine 
purpose: Quintillian, Institutiones oratoriae 11.3.19 recommends continence to young boys pursuing the study 
of rhetoric, on the understanding that it would improve the quality of the voice.

482 On his regret that he was not trained to read scripture rather than secular literature: Augustine, Confessiones 
1.17.27; on his encounter with Cicero's Hortensius and his disappointment with scripture: Augustine, 
Confessiones 3.4.8-5.9.

483 Augustine, Confessiones 6.1, 3-4. Augustine is introduced to Ambrose and his allegorical approach to scripture 
in Augustine, Confessiones 5.13-14, but prior to his mother's arrival at Milan, he approached Ambrose's 
teachings with only “empty interest.” The turning point occurs in book six, when Monica arrives and begins 
plying Ambrose with her piety. Cf. Carl Avren Levenson, “Distance and Presence in Augustine's 'Confessions,'” 
Journal of Religion 65.4 (Oct., 1985), p. 505-509, esp. 508, who argues that Ambrose represents what Monica is
not – the distance from worldly relationships required of a person of faith – but is also brought to Augustine by 
Monica.

484 Augustine, Confessiones 2.3.8: Non curavit hoc, quia metus erat, ne inpediretur spes mea conpede uxoria, non 
spes illa, quam in te futuri saeculi habebat mater. NB: Augustine also blames his father, who at this point is still 
alive.

485 See Susan Treggiari, Roman Marriage: Iusti Coniuges from the Time of Cicero to the Time of Ulpian, Oxford: 
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pointedly, without any apparent word of censure from his mother.486 When he finally does 

propose, at the insistence of his mother and presumably to a bride she has selected, it is to an 

under-aged girl in Milan, a choice made more with a view to social advantage – she was 

presumably from a well-placed family, justifying the wait – than to the prevention of 

fornication.487 The result is greater sin: Augustine's concubine “was torn from my side as a 

hindrance to my forthcoming marriage,” prompting him, on account of his fiancé's adolescence, 

to add to his sins by taking another lover.488 What in other mothers would be a cause for praise – 

though a widow, Monica manages to find a good match for her son – is for Augustine a cause for

censure, as by her plans “my soul's disease was nourished and kept alive as vigorously as ever, 

Oxford University Press, 1993, p. 43-54; Beryl Rawson, “Roman Concubinage and other de facto Marriages,” 
Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association 104 (1974), p. 279-305; Thomas A.J. 
McGinn, “Concubinage and the Lex Iulia on Adultery,” Transactions of the Proceedings of the American 
Philological Association 121 (1991), p. 335-75.

486 As Power (p. 86) rightly points out, there's no reason to assume that Monica was the sole force behind 
Augustine's separation from his concubine, a conclusion often reached by those who read into her relationship 
with Augustine an obsessive attachment. However, neither does she prohibit the relationship – further proof of 
the hollowness of her warnings against fornication in Augustine, Confessiones 2.3.7-8 (see discussion below).

487 Augustine, Confessiones 6.13.23. Though Augustine is the one to propose, and though he was “all hot... for 
marriage” (Conf. 6.6.9), he plays a passive role throughout these proceedings: “Great effort was made to get me 
married,” he writes, while his concubine “was torn from my side.” While Monica is not explicitly acknowledged
as the force behind these marriage plans, Augustine does say that “my mother played a great part in the matter,” 
suggesting this was the case. With his father dead and few other relations in Italy (with the exception of 
Romanianus, who seems to have had his hands full with some sort of legal difficulty (Conf. 6.14.24; Contra 
academicos 1.1.2)), Monica was the only one who could have negotiated the details of the marriage. See Peter 
Brown, p. 79-80; John J. O'Meara, The Young Augustine, London: Longmans, Green, & Co., 1954, p. 128; 
Burrus & Keller, p. 128; Power, p. 86, who cautions against blaming Monica, since it was expected for a mother
to make such arrangements. 

488 Augustine, Confessiones 6.15.25: Interea mea peccata multiplicabantur, et avulsa a latere meo, tamquam 
inpedimento coniugii, cum qua cubare solitus eram, cor, ubi adhaerebat, concisum et vulneratum mihi erat et 
trahebat sanguinem, et illa in Africam redierat, vovens tibi alium se virum nescituram, relicto apud me naturali 
ex illa filio meo. For an attempt at recovering what we might learn of this unnamed woman that's also sensitive 
to the social context, and especially the practice of the keeping of concubines in late antiquity, see Margaret R. 
Miles, “Not Nameless but Unnamed: The Woman Torn from Augustine's Side,” in Feminist Interpretations of 
Augustine, ed. Judith Chelius Stark, University Park, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007, p. 167-188. 
Also see F.B.A. Asiedu, “Following the Example of a Woman: Augustine's Conversion to Christianity in 386,” 
Vigiliae Christianae 57 (2003), p. 270-306: Asiedu contends that Augustine's true conversion lies in his adoption
of the continent life, a choice in large part prompted by his separation from his concubine & her adoption of 
ascetic vows. Thus, Asiedu argues, it's Augustine's concubine who births him to salvation, not Monica.
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indeed worse than ever, that it might reach the realm of matrimony in the company of its ancient 

habit.”489

It's clear, based on the Cassiciacum Dialogues and the Confessiones, that Monica is not 

the saintly, long-suffering, “soft” mother of her later cult, as in Scheffer's painting, but a mother 

cut from the cloth of late ancient expectations. There is a basis for reading the former into the 

Confessiones, as Monica is certainly pious and long-suffering; but she is also a “hard” mother, 

exacting strict discipline, especially in De beata vita and De ordine, and pragmatically preparing 

her son's future. Monica's sin, such as it is, is acting too much like the mother with which 

Augustine's audience was familiar, overly concerned with propriety and worldly success. For 

Augustine, there was room for neither Monica's punctiliousness outside the outhouse door nor 

her planning for his education and marriage. Christian mothers were to be held to a new 

standard, called to spurn the conventions of this world and fasten their sights – and those of their 

children – on the next.

Monica as Christian mother

If Monica is an example of conventional motherhood gone wrong, though, she's also a 

model for Christian motherhood done right. The distinction between “mother” and “Christian 

mother” is probably not one Augustine would have made, as what made a good mother – the 

proper moral formation of her offspring and the obligation to secure their future well-being – was

the same for both Christians and non-Christians. Yet it's nevertheless the case that Christians, 

who had a very different idea of “proper moral formation” and “future well-being,” had 

489 Augustine, Confessiones 6.15.25: Quo tamquam sustentaretur et perduceretur, vel integer vel auctior, morbus 
animae meae satellitio perdurantis consuetudinis in regnum uxorium.
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markedly different expectations for their mothers. This extended especially to the mother's role 

in religious upbringing: Since Christians believed the Christian confession was necessary to 

moral behavior and a child's future security in the afterlife, proper rearing necessarily involved 

an introduction to Christian teachings. However, we should not too hastily conclude that the 

Christian mother was therefore responsible for leading her children to Christ.490 As Augustine's 

representation of Monica demonstrates, a mother could encourage her children's faith through 

her prayers, but the spiritual direction she offered – and thus, her ability to secure for them 

eternal life – was rather limited. As a Christian mother, she was only mediocre.

The majority of evidence from ancient Christians holds religious education to be the 

obligation of both parents or the father alone. The Didascalia, for example, sees the rearing of 

offspring as a common responsibility: Quoting Proverbs 23.13-14, it counsels that parents must 

“teach your sons the word of the Lord, and punish them with stripes, and bring them into 

subjection from their youth by your word of religion.”491 A similar sentiment is echoed in a 

multitude of texts, for example, in the Epistle of Barnabas,492 1 Clement,493 and Clement of 

Alexandria's Stromata;494 it's also found in the Confessiones, where Augustine tells us that he was

enrolled as a catechumen as a child in “the Church which my parents had entrusted me.”495 In 

Ephesians 6.4, and later repeated in the Apostolic Constitutions, religious education is instead the

490 This is the conclusion reached, for e.g., by Geoffrey Nathan, The Family in Late Antiquity: The Rise of 
Christianity and the Endurance of Tradition, London: Routledge, 2000, p. 150-158. Nathan argues, using 
Monica as an example, that the Christian mother's role, especially in late antiquity, was as religious instructor of 
her children. There is definitely a basis for this conclusion, especially in Jerome's letter to Laeta; but this isn't 
the picture we get of Monica's responsibilities as a mother, and I don't know that it's a role expected of many 
mothers other than Laeta. As I note below, the context of Jerome's letter is exceptional.

491 Didascalia 22.
492 Epistle of Barnabas 19.5.
493 1 Clement 21.8.
494 Clement of Alexandria, Stromata 3.15.98, which reminds the married of their responsibility to instruct their 

children in the ways of the Lord.
495 Augustine, Confessiones 5.14.25: Ecclesia mihi a parentibus commendata. See David Wright, “Monnica's 

Baptism, Augustine's Deferred Baptism, and Patricius,” Augustinian Studies 29.2 (1998), p. 15.
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responsibility of the father. Parents (οἱ γονεῖς) may be held liable for the sins of their children, 

but it is the father's duty to train his son in Christian discipline and teach him Scripture: “You 

fathers, educate your children in the Lord, bringing them up in the nurture and admonition of the 

Lord; and teach them such trades as are agreeable and suitable to the word.”496 This is likewise 

the opinion of the Shepherd of Hermas as well as in the writings of John Chrysostom.497 Like the 

rabbis of later centuries,498 many Christians believed the father was best equipped to prepare his 

son for life as a believing adult.

In the writings of fourth-century Christians in the West, however, responsibility for 

religious education was increasingly placed on the shoulders of the mother.499 Ambrose's Epistle 

63, addressed to the church of Vercellae on the vacancy of its see, enumerates four 

responsibilities of motherhood: 

Mothers, wean your children, love them, but pray for them that they may long live above this 
earth, not on the earth but above it, for there is nothing long-lived on this earth, and that which 
lasts long is but short and very frail. Warn them rather to take up the Cross of the Lord than to 
love this life.500

496 Apostolic Constitutions 4.11. cf. Ephesians 6.4: “And, fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring 
them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.” For discussion of what the Apostolic Constitutions and 
the Didascalia have to say about the instruction of children, see Odd Magne Bakke, “Upbringing of Children in 
the Early Church: The Responsibilities of Parents, Goal and Methods,” Studia Theologica 60 (2006), p. 149-
153.

497 Similitude 1.2.2; John Chrysostom, De inani gloria 17. On Chrysostom's guidelines for parenting, see Bakke, p. 
153-157, but especially Douglas O'Roark, “Parenthood in Late Antiquity: The Evidence of Chrysostom,” Greek,
Roman, and Byzantine Studies 40 (1999), p. 53-81. Interestingly, O'Roark (p. 78) argues that for Chrysostom, 
the mother's role in the rearing of children is to nurture a child's education, offering him or her comfort and 
support. This sentiment is also found in Augustine, who assigns Monica the role of facilitating his educational 
development through her prayers.

498 b. Kiddushin 29a: “The father is bound in respect of his son, to circumcise, redeem, teach him Torah, take a wife
for him, and teach him a craft.”

499 This is anticipated in some earlier texts, e.g., Polycarp, Epistle to the Philippians 4.2: “... and wives... to train 
their children in the training of the fear of God.”

500 Ambrose, Epistle 63 (Epistulae extra collectionem 14).108: Matres, ablactate filios, diligite eos et orate pro his 
ut longaevi super terram sint, non in terra sed super terram; nihil enim longaevum in hac terra et quod est diu 
breve est et magis lubricum. Monete eos ut magis crucem domini tollant quam hanc vitam diligant.
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Aside from her duty to raise her offspring and see to their emotional well-being, then, a mother 

was also required to pray for their spiritual health and to warn them to prioritize Christ and the 

world to come. What such a warning might have looked like is found in a letter of Jerome to 

Laeta, the daughter-in-law of his patroness Paula, on the rearing of her young daughter. Laeta's 

own father has failed to teach his children of Christ, for while “a man of the highest distinction 

and learning” he is “one still walking in darkness.”501 As Laeta's own mother therefore rescued 

her from faithlessness, so must Laeta now bring her daughter to the faith through proper 

education, for “Christians are not born but made.”502 This is an exceptional case,503 given the 

apparent absence of male Christians in the family, the eminent spiritual qualifications of Laeta, 

and the close relationship between Jerome and the women of her family.504 Nevertheless, it 

suggests that mothers were increasingly given responsibility for instructing their children in the 

Christian confession.

This brings us back to the writings of Augustine. In both the Cassiciacum Dialogues and 

the Confessiones, Augustine seems to confirm that a Christian mother has a responsibility to see 

that her son is raised in the faith, but this comes with some important qualifications. Despite all 

that she does to bring him to Christ, Augustine describes Monica's own capacity for 

understanding God as limited and suggests that she was largely incapable of imparting much of 

501 Jerome, Epistle 107.1. NB: Paula's father is Toxotius, the son of Paula the Elder. cf. to what Jerome says about 
Toxotius in his epitaph for Paula, discussed in chapter four.

502 ibid. Jerome likely borrows the phrase from Tertullian, Apologeticum 18.4.
503 Cf. Jerome, Epistle 128 (on the rearing of Pacatula); Augustine, Epistle 266 (on the education of Florentina); 

Palladius, Lus. His. 57 (on Candida's imitation of her mother). Though examples of mothers instructing their 
sons in the faith are relatively rare, there are many similar examples of mothers instructing their daughters, 
especially in ascetic rigor. See Ville Vuolanto, Children and Asceticism in Late Antiquity: Continuity, Family 

Dynamics and the Rise of Christianity, Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing, 2015, p. 121-122.
504 It is for this reason that I doubt whether this should be taken as evidence that most mothers were involved in the 

rearing of their children. Also, NB: Jerome's concluding advice (107.13) is that Paula's education would best be 
assured if she studied under Laeta's mother-in-law and her namesake: “Long experience has shown Paula how to
rear, to preserve, and to instruct virgins.” Mothers are good spiritual guides in the absence of a father, but ascetic
grandmothers are even better.
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her faith to her son. She does help effect his salvation, but less through the “warning” described 

by Ambrose and more through her fervent prayers to God on his behalf.

Many have found Monica as Christian instructor – even Christian philosopher – in the 

Cassiciacum Dialogues, where her intuited wisdom is taken as Augustine's well-spring of 

Christian truth. A popular approach has been to read Monica in the Dialogues as an example of 

untutored Christian devotion: Where Augustine, Alypius, and their two pupils represent the 

rational acquisition of spiritual knowledge, Monica represents an alternative path that achieves 

similar ends through prayer and the sacraments.505 The first locus for this reading is in De beata 

vita, where Augustine exclaims that his mother has “really gained mastery of the very stronghold

of philosophy” by intuiting, without ever having read Cicero, that the happy life appertains in the

pursuit of good things.506 The second locus, also from De beata vita, is Monica's quotation of a 

sermon of Ambrose: “Our mother, recalling here those words that still deeply adhered in her 

memory, awoke to her faith, as it were, and, inflamed with joy, uttered this verse of our priest: 

'Help, O Trinity, those that pray.'”507 Both are taken together as evidence that Monica lives a life 

of ecstatic bliss, pursuing spiritual truth not through philosophical contemplation of God, as did 

Augustine and his friends, but through attendance at Mass and joyful prayer. This deep reservoir 

505 Intimations of this reading are found in Margaret More O'Ferrall, “Monica, the mother of Augustine: a 
reconsideration,” Recherches Augustiniennes 10 (1974), p. 23-32; Ragnar Holte, “Monica, the 'Philosopher,'” 
Augustinus 39 (1994), p. 293-316. The argument that Augustine was using Monica to model a distinctive 
Christian path, though, was first made by Power, p. 88; this has subsequently become the opinio communis on 
Monica's representation in the Dialogues. See, for e.g., Clark, “Rewriting Early Christian History,” p. 102-106, 
who points to this as the key “Monica-function;” also Rebecca Moore, “O Mother, Where Art Thou? In Search 
of Saint Monica,” in Feminist Interpretations of Augustine, ed. Judith Chelius Stark, University Park, PA: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007, p.156-161, who argues this is the closest we may come to recovering 
Monica's womanly – that is, experiential and intuited – piety.

506 Augustine, De beata vita 2.10: Ipsam, inquam, prorsus, mater, arcem philosophiae tenuisti; cf. Augustine, De 
ordine 1.11.32, where Augustine calls himself a student of Monica's philosophy.

507 Augustine, De beata vita 4.35: Hic mater recognitis verbis quae suae memoriae penitus inhaerebant, et quasi 
evigilans in fidem suam, versum illum sacerdotis nostri: Fove precantes, Trinitas, laeta effudit.
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of faith, so the reasoning goes, allows her to lead her son to Christ, culminating in their shared 

mystical experience at Ostia.

While Monica does help guide her son, though, such interpretations tend to exaggerate 

the efficacy of that instruction by gravely misunderstanding Monica's function in the Dialogues. 

Catherine Conybeare, though she maintains the distinction between Augustine's intellectual 

pursuit of spiritual truth and the “poetic” approach of Monica, rightly objects that this reading 

often amounts to an erasure of Monica's role at Cassiciacum by mislabeling her contributions as 

earnest instead of philosophical.508 In fact, as noted in the previous section, Monica at numerous 

points prods the conversation onward, anticipating where Augustine means to lead his 

expositions on happiness and providence and keeping the disputants on track. I would also 

contend that this interpretation reads the Dialogues too much in light of the biting critique of 

Greco-Roman learning found in Augustine's later works, especially in the Confessiones and De 

civitate Dei. Much of the Dialogues is instead taken up with a Christian recuperation of 

philosophy and Roman literature,509 with more time spent reading Cicero and correcting Vergil 

than in discourse on spiritual matters,510 culminating in an expansive justification for and 

508 Conybeare, p. 64-65. Instead, “Monica's approach to God – her theology, if it can be called such – is not 
something merely stumbled on, but something deliberately pursued in a spiritually focused manner” (p. 131), 
and which contributes directly to the philosophical discussion. This criticism is justly applied, for e.g., to 
Moore's reading, though not Clark's, as she maintains a focus on Monica's philosophical excellence as one who 
transcends the fear of death.

509 I borrow the word “recuperation” from Joseph Pucci, Augustine's Virgilian Retreat: Reading the Auctores at 
Cassiciacum, Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 2014, who argues that one purpose of the 
Dialogues is to train Christians in how to properly read classical Latin literature. Pucci adopts an approach to 
the Dialogues that is very similar to that of Conybeare, in that he reads it as historically discrete, and not merely 
a “rough draft” of the Confessiones; but he offers an important corrective to her approach by focusing more on 
the very evident work of pedagogy. It is very regrettable that Pucci says nothing about Monica or her role at 
Cassiciacum, as she seems to be the bridge between Augustine's theological project – which is Conybeare's 
focus – and the pedagogical project which Pucci very rightly brings to the fore. See also Phillip Cary, “What 
Licentius Learned: A Narrative Reading of the Cassiciacum Dialogues,” Augustinian Studies 29.1 (1998), p. 
141-163, who yet treats the Dialogues as a mirror for Augustine's conversion in the Confessiones, but who also 
reads them as a pedagogical drama.

510 The Dialogues as a whole, of course, are framed as a response to Cicero, especially De academica, but also the 
Tusculanae disputationes. See Michael P. Foley, “Cicero, Augustine, and the Philosophical Roots of the 
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elaboration on the Christian pursuit of the liberal arts.511 Augustine is not just using Monica to 

model an inclusive achievement of Christian truth, especially since the other uneducated 

participants at Cassiciacum – Augustine's brother Navigius and his rustic cousins, Lastidianus 

and Rusticus – are shown struggling to attain spiritual knowledge. He is instead using her to 

interrogate the limits of both philosophy and pedagogy: How might an uninitiated person – a 

woman – cut through the esotericism of the Academics? And how might she be trained instead in

the new philosophy of Christianity?

The second question is more our concern here,512 as it gets to the limits placed on 

Monica's apprehension of and ability to transmit Christian truth. In Augustine's long lecture on 

the liberal arts in De ordine, he explains that the study of certain subjects – at the very least math 

and dialectics – is an absolute prerequisite to the contemplation of spiritual things, as they lead to

an understanding of logic and unity, God's foremost qualities.513 In other words, while “living” – 

the pursuit of an ethical and pious life, such as Monica has mastered – is important, “learning” – 

the study of the liberal arts – is equally so.514 This is true even for women:

But I pray you, mother, let not this immense seeming forest of things deter you, just because we 
have need of some of them for what we are investigating. Out of all of them, certain ones will be 
selected, few in number, but foremost in importance. For many persons, to be sure, they are 

Cassiciacum Dialogues,” Revue de Études Augustiniennes 45 (1999), p. 51-77. According to Augustine, Contra 
academicos 2.4.10, however, they spent a span of 6 days – half their time at Cassiciacum – reading and 
correcting the Aenid. It's during this time that De beata vita and De ordine, the two dialogues that feature 
Monica, were recorded. See Pucci, p. 20-21; cf. Dennis E. Trout, “Augustine at Cassiciacum: Otium Honestum 
and the Social Dimensions of Conversion,” Vigiliae Christianae 42.2 (Jun., 1988), p. 132-146, who interprets 
this less as a pedagogical setting and more as a gentleman's otium.

511 Augustine, De ordine 2.8-20. It's also worth pointing out that according to Retractationes 1.6, Augustine had 
intended to follow the Dialogues with an entire course on the liberal arts, of which one book on grammar and 
six on music were completed.

512 For more on how Monica is used to answer the first question, see Conybeare, p. 61-138, who focuses almost 
entirely on the challenge Monica poses to the rational pursuit of knowledge.

513 Augustine, De ordine 2.18.47.
514 Augustine, De ordine 2.7.24-8.25. In 2.19.51, he adds a third requirement: “Whosoever will have glimpsed this 

beauty [i.e., God's truth]... he will see it who lives well, prays well, studies well.”
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difficult to learn. But for you, whose talents are brought home to me anew every day... they will 
be as easy as they are difficult for duller souls who live most wretchedly.515

In effect, Monica tests the outer limits of Augustine's new Christian philosophy: By living 

piously, she has gained the intellectual resources necessary to pursue knowledge of God; but 

because her mental faculties are limited, she is only expected to learn a few of the most 

necessary disciplines.516 Augustine's vision of Christian pedagogy is therefore inclusive, as even 

women are capable of participating, but it also places a limit on what can be accomplish by more

mediocre thinkers. Monica will never achieve as perfect a knowledge of God as Augustine and 

his friends, whether through prayer and the sacraments or through philosophy, for while they 

may some day match her faith and virtue, she is limited by her inferior mind.

Consequently, the Monica of the Cassiciacum Dialogues, despite her many contributions,

is ultimately assigned the role of spiritual cheerleader. Such is evident in Augustine's last address

to his mother, in which he urges her to pursue prayer instead of the liberal arts:

… Rather let us pray for what will make us virtuous and happy. And, mother, to the end that 
these petitions be most observantly made, we enjoin the charge on you, through whose prayers I 
unhesitatingly believe and proclaim that God has given me this resolve: to prize nothing more 
highly than the finding of truth, to wish for, to think of, to love nothing else. And I furthermore 
believe that through your petitioning we shall obtain the great blessing which through your 
meriting we have come to desire.517

515 Augustine, De ordine 2.17.45: Quod vero ex illis ad id quod quaerimus opus est, ne te, quaeso, mater, haec 
velut rerum immensa quaedam silva deterreat. Etenim quaedam de omnibus eligentur numero paucissima, vi 
potentissima, cognitione autem multis quidem ardua; tibi tamen, cujus ingenium quotidie mihi novum est, et 
cujus animum vel aetate vel admirabili temperantia remotissimum ab omnibus nugis, et a magna labe corporis 
emergentem, in se multum surrexisse cognosco, tam erunt facilia quam difficilia tardissimis miserrimeque 
viventibus.

516 Cf. Conybeare, p. 127: “The implication is that some people, at any rate, can do without education; that they can
select the most crucial objects of enquiry and concentrate on those, helped by a life of carnal restraint and 
spiritual effort.” On the contrary, Augustine is in fact insisting that she pursue an education, albeit one limited to
the bare essentials, probably mathematics and dialectics.

517 Augustine, De ordine 2.20.52: Oremus ergo, non ut nobis diuitiae vel honores vel huius modi res fluxae atque 
nutantes et quouis resistente transeuntes, sed ut ea proueniant, quae nos bonos faciant ac beatos. Quae vota ut 
devotissime impleantur, tibi maxime hoc negotium, mater, iniungimus; cuius precibus indubitanter credo atque 
confirmo mihi istam mentem Deum dedisse, ut inveniendae veritati nihil omnino praeponam, nihil aliud velim, 
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Monica is certainly capable, thanks to her piety, of coming to an understanding of God, and 

frequently demonstrates that she has a greater understanding than many of the less educated 

participants in the Dialogues. What she does best, however, and what she should focus her 

efforts on, is praying on behalf of other, better equipped seekers of divine truth. In short, her role 

at Cassiciacum, at least as Augustine sees it,518 is supplementary, with her piety less an end and 

more a means. While she proves capable of going toe-to-toe with “the boys” and may be able to 

achieve even greater insights with some training, she best contributes to the spiritual 

development of her son through her worship.

There are additional hints of Monica as religious instructor in the Confessiones, though 

there she plays the role largely from necessity. While Augustine's father Patricius has been 

unfairly maligned as an atheist or even a pagan,519 he seems at best an apathetic Christian, leaving

only Augustine's mother to introduce him to Christ.520 During his childhood, Monica taught her 

son “that I should hold you for my father rather than him,”521 introducing him to what a Christian 

should believe and how a Christian should relate to the world. This instruction is rudimentary, 

but it is lasting, with Augustine later confessing that “with my mother's milk my infant heart had 

drunk in, and still held deep down in it, that name according to Your mercy, O Lord, the name of 

nihil cogitem, nihil amem. Nec desino credere nos hoc tantum bonum, quod te promerente concupivimus, eadem
te petente adepturos.

518 Her function in the discourse is, of course, an entirely different question.
519 For more on Augustine's relationship with his father, and how it compares to the father-son relationship in Latin 

literature generally, see Brent Shaw, “The Family in Late Antiquity: The Experience of Augustine,” Past & 
Present 115 (May, 1987), p. 3-51, esp. p. 25-29. See also Wright, p. 13-15.

520 As Augustine says (Confessiones 1.11.17): “I then believed, as did my mother and all our household, except my 
father.”

521 ibid. That Monica arranged for God to supplant her husband as father would seem a shocking abrogation of 
Patricius' rights as pater familias, as Power also notes, p. 80. cf. Augustine, Confessiones 9.9.19: Monica 
controls her husband by assuming a pose of meek submission, then gently corrects him. See M.E.A. De Marre, 
“Arming or Charming: Obsequium and Domestic Politics in Roman North Africa,” Journal for the Classics in 
South Africa 50 (2005), p. 39-50.

158



Your Son, my Saviour.”522 It bears repeating that Patricius is given equal credit for enrolling 

Augustine as a catechumen,523 and so this instruction did not occur without his consent or apart 

from other teachers. It is Monica, though, who, as Anne-Marie Bowery puts it,524 reveals to her 

son the face of Christ.

That said, there are evident limitations to how far this revelation extends. Most obviously,

Augustine's introduction to the faith is insufficient to secure his baptism, which follows more 

than thirty years after drinking Christ's name at Monica's breast. He certainly deserves most of 

the blame for this, but it also makes one question the effectiveness of Monica's revelation – 

especially as she refuses him baptism as a child.525 There are also two specific moments in the 

Confessiones when Monica attempts to teach Augustine something of God and fails. When 

Patricius reveals that their son has reached puberty and is now capable of bearing them 

grandchildren, Monica, in the place of God, admonishes Augustine to avoid fornication and 

adultery. But “she did not follow up what my father had told her of me,” letting this instruction 

lie fallow.526 Similarly, when at Carthage she attempts to dissuade her son from his Manichaean 

heresy, her efforts are misguided, as the unnamed bishop she approaches for help assures her that

correction of such error can only come from within.527 While the bishop's main point is that no 

one is capable of correcting this error save the heretic himself, this moment also underscores 

Monica's failure – and the failure of mothers generally – to provide guidance.528 Monica plants 

522 Augustine, Confessiones 3.4.8: … quoniam hoc nomen secundum misericordiam tuam, domine, hoc nomen 
salvatoris mei, fili tui, in ipso adhuc lacte matris tenerum cor meum pie biberat et alte retinebat...

523 Augustine, Confessiones 5.14.25.
524 Anne-Marie Bowery, “Monica: The Feminine Face of Christ,” in Feminist Interpretations of Augustine, ed. 

Judith Chelius Stark, University Park, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007, p. 69-95, esp. 78-91.
525 Augustine, Confessiones 1.11.17-18, where Monica bars Augustine from receiving baptism as a child. See 

discussion below, p. 166-167.
526 Augustine, Confessiones 2.3.7-8
527 Augustine, Confessiones 3.12.21. Pointedly, the bishop says that his own mother had tried to convince him of 

his error – and likewise failed.
528 On other representations of motherhood in the Confessiones, see the excursus on parenthood in O'Donnel's 
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the seed of Augustine's faith, but she seems to do very little to nurture that seed through spiritual 

direction.

As in the Cassiciacum Dialogues, the Confessiones places far more emphasis on 

Monica's devotion. In fact, while it isn't quite as obvious that the Monica of the Confessiones is 

capable of holding her own in philosophical debate,529 the text does heighten the superiority of 

her “living.” In book 6, where Augustine describes his mother's special attachment to the bishop 

Ambrose, he relates how it was her custom to visit the places of the saints with a cup of wine and

some food, tasting a little herself and sharing the rest with those in need. She quickly abandons 

this practice, however, when Ambrose forbids it, “lest it might be an occasion of gluttony... and 

because in any event these funeral feasts in honour of our parents in the faith were too much like 

the superstitions of the heathens.”530 Instead “she learned to offer... a breast full of prayers purer 

than any such gifts. Thus, she was able to give what she could to the needy; and the communion 

of the Lord's Body was celebrated where the martyrs had been immolated and crowned in the 

likeness of His Passion.” This story illustrates both Monica's incomplete understanding of how 

the Christian faith should be practiced and the earnestness of her devotion. While she might not 

always understand the finer points of the Christian confession, and despite his objections to the 

persistence of her worldly desires, Augustine also casts his mother as uniquely committed to her 

commentary, vol. 2, p. 70-71.
529 But N.B. Clark, “Rewriting Early Christian History,” p. 105, who argues that the Monica of the Confessiones is 

doing philosophy. cf. Pierre Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life, Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 1995.
530 Augustine, Confessiones 6.2.2. NB: Augustine also doubts whether she would have abandoned this practice had 

anyone else demanded it of her, as she held Ambrose in especially high regard “on account of my salvation” 
(Conf. 6.2.2). Eric Plumer suggests this is, at least in part, a quid pro quo, with Monica agreeing to abandon her 
dearly held spiritual practices in exchange for the salvation of her son. See Eric Plumber, “Book Six: Major 
Characters and memorable Incidents,” A Reader's Companion to Augustine's Confessions, ed. Kim Paffenroth &
Robert P. Kennedy, Louiseville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2003, p. 93.
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faith. Indeed, he frequently recounts how Monica lives a life of near-perfect piety, constantly in 

prayer and in attendance at Mass, while in virtue she surpasses all other married women.531

This, as in De ordine, is Monica's greatest contribution to Augustine's Christian 

discipline. Augustine describes the process of her bringing him to God in terms of a second 

parturition: “With a heart chaste in Your faith she was ever in deep travail for my eternal 

salvation,”532 which causes her to experience “much more anguish... than when she had borne me 

in the flesh.”533 Such a painful ordeal is partly found in her modeling of the Christian life,534 

whether in humbly enduring her husband's anger and her mother-in-law's suspicion or in the 

example of her temperance and self-control.535 Primarily, however, Monica gives spiritual birth to

her son through her constant and tearful prayers: “Sacrifice was offered Thee day and night by 

her tears, and Thou didst act with me in marvelous ways,” for through them he was brought 

“from the waters of that sea, filled as I was with execrable uncleanness, unto the water of Your 

grace; so that when I was washed clean, the flood that poured from my mother's eyes, the tears 

with which daily she watered the ground towards which she bent her face in prayer for me, 

531 E.g., Augustine, Confessiones 5.9.17, quoted below. The same is clearly the point of 9.8.17-9.22, the 
biographical sketch that Augustine offers before describing his mother's death. On Monica as the epitome of the 
married Christian woman, see Power, p. 91-93.

532 Augustine, Confessiones 1.11.17.
533 Augustine, Confessiones 5.9.16: Non enim satis eloquor, quid erga me habebat animi et quanto maiore 

sollicitudine me parturiebat spiritu, quam carne pepererat.
534 She also models the philosophical ideal. As Clark notes (“Rewriting Early Christian History,” p. 105), the 

Monica of the Confessiones lives like a philosopher, especially by disdaining death. Like other philosophers, 
then, she instructs by exemplum. I would point out, however, that the lesson is only “activated” by Augustine, 
who must explain its significance to his readers. See below on Augustine, Confessiones 9.11.27: When Navigius
fails to read the significance of her disregard for where she will be buried, she can only throw her hands up and 
exclaim, “See the way he talks.” On gender difference in the use of exempla, see Amanda Wilcox, “Exemplary 
Grief: Gender and Virtue in Seneca's Consolations to Women,” Helios 33.1 (2006), p. 73-100, esp. p. 91-92, 
who notes a similar dependence on the male author's transmission of an exemplum concerning a woman in 
Pliny's Epistle 3.16 (the death of Caecina Paetus and his wife Arria).

535 In many ways, Monica mirrors Augustine's own progress toward salvation, beginning at the “center of Babylon”
and gradually making her way to the heavenly city. See Bowery, p. 82-91, who emphasizes the relational 
dimension of Christian experience. See also Levenson, p. 501-512, cited by Bowery, who charts a similar 
trajectory.
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should cease to flow.”536 These tears, accompanied by her prayers imploring God to raise her son 

up from the depths, ensure that Augustine is firmly rooted in the faith and receives the promise of

salvation.537 Though perhaps he puts it in more fideistic terms,538 Augustine attributes to his 

mother the same role she had at Cassiciacum, bringing her son closer to God through her prayers 

on his behalf.

The rest of the work of Christian discipline – especially ethical instruction and the study 

of doctrine and Scripture – is left to others. At Cassiciacum, such teaching is done by Christian 

philosophers well versed in the liberal arts, that is, men like Augustine. In Epistle 112, addressed 

to Romanianus on the spiritual development of his son Licentius, a key participant at 

Cassiciacum, Augustine usurps the pedagogical role of the mother by comparing his instruction 

to the way in which a mother guides the first unsteady steps of her child.539 As in Plato, then, he 

describes spiritual development in terms of motherhood, though this remains strictly the work of 

male intellectuals.540 In the Confessiones, instruction is done by bishops. At Carthage, it is the 

536 Augustine, Confessiones 5.8.15: Quia et hoc tu dimisisti mihi misericorditer servans me ab aquis maris plenum 
exsecrandis sordibus usque ad aquam gratiae tuae; qua me abluto siccarentur flumina maternorum oculorum, 
quibus pro me cotidie tibi rigabat terram sub vultu suo. On the association between her tears and the waters of 
baptism, see Clarissa Atkinson, The Oldest Vocation: Christian Motherhood in the Middle Ages, Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1991, p. 76.

537 For a different perspective, see Janet Martin Soskice, “Monica's Tears: Augustine on Words and Speech,” New 
Blackfriars 83 (2002), p. 448-458: Monica's insensible tears are the best means of instructing Augustine, as 
words and speech are merely gateways to lying and sin. However, NB: Augustine only approaches the baptismal
font after Ambrose, that great master of words, has shown him how best to approach the words of Scripture, in 
which can be found all truth, as Soskice (p. 453) also notes. Monica can't teach him those words because she is 
wordless; that work is left to bishops.

538 So Djuth, p. 247-252.
539 Augustine, Epistle 112.3: “The piety of Augustine, who bore you in his lap when you were tiny, educated you 

with the first milk of secular learning as a child, and now gives you milk and nurses you for the Lord with 
spiritual breasts. He sees that while you are now an adult according to the body, you are spiritually still a child 
wailing in your cradle, one who cannot yet speak the words of God, hardly walking your first steps in Christ, 
creeping along with tottering steps, needing Augustine's teaching to control that reeling little boy, like the hands 
of a mother or the arm of a nurse.” Citation and translation from Thomas Wiedemann, Adults and Children in 
the Roman Empire, London: Routledge, 1989, p. 103.

540 See chapter five, as well as David D. Leitao, The Pregnant Male as Myth and Metaphor in Classical Greek 
Literature, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012, esp. p. 182-270.
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work of the unnamed bishop who, knowing the wiser course, advises Monica to take a hands-off 

approach and let Augustine discover the error of Manichaeism himself. At Milan, Ambrose 

becomes her son's teacher, or rather his spiritual father, offering him a sounder alternative to the 

heretic Faustus and instructing him in the allegorical interpretation of the Bible.541 While she 

offers a rudimentary introduction to the Christian faith and teaches by her example, Monica 

primarily facilitates Augustine's study of Christian truth through her prayers. All else is left to 

men.542

This limitation, while it may seem minor in light of Monica's other contributions to her 

son's conversion, underscores her mediocrity as a Christian mother. Monica very much mediates 

Augustine's salvation, whether through her prayers, her visions, or her modeling of the Christian 

life; she also fulfills the expectation that a mother secure capable teachers, as it is because of her 

efforts that Ambrose is drawn to Augustine. But much of the work of spiritual instruction – of 

what Ambrose calls “warning” in his letter to the Church of Vercellae – is beyond her power. In 

the following chapter, I'll discuss how some of Monica's peers used asceticism to cast aside these

limitations, enabling them to impart spiritual truths and secure on their own the salvation of their 

children.543 This is not an option available to Monica, whose understanding of God, and thus her 

541 A replacement also noted by Levenson, p. 504-5011.
542 NB: In Augustine, Confessiones 9.4.8, he describes Monica as “a woman in sex, with the faith of a man, with 

the serenity of great age, the love of a mother, the piety of a Christian.” Likewise, in De beata vita 2.10 he says 
that “our mother exclaimed in such a way that we, entirely forgetting her sex, thought we had some great man in
our midst.” It must be pointed out, however, that in neither the Confessiones nor in the Cassiciacum Dialogues 
does he say how her faith is “manly” or cast her understanding of the faith as at all equal to that of a man. 
Indeed, the Cassiciacum Dialogues in fact end by discussing her intellectual inferiority as a woman. These are 
one-off statements that don't really cohere with the rest of Augustine's representation of his mother and are 
likely to be taken as hyperbole or the flattery of a eulogizer.

543 Similarly, as noted above, ascetic women often instruct their ascetic daughters. See also Susan Ashbrook 
Harvey, “Sacred Bonding: Mothers and Daughters in Early Syriac Hagiography,”Journal of Early Christian 
Studies 4 (1996), p. 27-56.
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ability to save Augustine, is limited. However sincere their faith, mothers like Monica were 

simply inadequate spiritual guides.

Monica's experience of motherhood

The imperfection of Monica's motherhood is also at the heart of one of the most 

interesting “Monica-functions,” and one with the most bearing on what Augustine's readers 

would have thought of motherhood: The use of Monica as a window into the experience of being

a mother.544 We find this less in the Cassiciacum Dialogues, where the perspective is solely that 

of Augustine, and more in the Confessiones, which draws the interior struggles and triumphs of 

others into its author's retrospection. If one isolates the sections that mention Monica, the 

Confessiones reads like an Augustinian What to Expect When You're Expecting: From 

Augustine's conception to her death, the text offers voyeuristic insight into Monica's sorrows and

joys as his mother. Sorrows and joys – but it must be admitted that the sorrows loom rather large.

The text uses Monica to explore how being a mother, despite all of its pleasures, exposes the 

Christian to extremes of anxiety, doubt, and carnal attachment. Motherhood, in other words, was 

for fourth-century Christians a trade-off: while Monica's overwhelming concern for her son's 

soul effects his spiritual rebirth and leads to their mutual joy at Ostia, being a mother causes 

Monica great suffering and trammels her own progress toward salvation.

544 What Augustine says about the experience of being mothered has fueled a substantial body of scholarship that 
attempts to diagnose a range of psychological maladies, from an unresolved Oedipal complex to pathological 
narcissism. Generally, this reduces Monica to a ghost of her son's psychological scars; little has been said about 
Monica's perspective, even though Augustine delves substantially into her interior life. For an outline of the 
various psychohistorical approaches to Augustine, see Paul Rigby, “Paul Ricoeur, Freudianism, and Augustine's 
Confessions,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 53.1 (Mar., 1985), p. 93-114; Donald Capps, 
“Augustine as narcissist: Comments on Paul Rigby's “Paul Ricoeur, Freudianism, and Augustine's Confessions,”
Journal of the American Academy of Religion 53.1 (Mar., 1985), p. 115-127. Capps offers some criticism of this 
approach, but see especially Paula Fredriksen, “Augustine and His Analysts: The Possibility of a 
Psychohistory,” Soundings 61.2 (Summer 1978), p. 206-227.
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Monica's experience of motherhood begins – and she is first introduced – at her son's 

birth.545 Fittingly, Augustine's entire account of his infancy is self-centered and focused on his 

infantile sinfulness, evidence of which he finds in the infant's petulant rages and its desire for the 

breast beyond satiation.546 Margaret Miles rightly reads this section of the Confessiones as an 

attempt at discerning the origins and nature of concupiscence,547 and so there is little room for 

any discussion of Augustine's mother beyond that she is pleased. With her son at her breast, 

Monica has no reason to cry and actually derives gratification from being a mother: The milk she

and Augustine's other nurses have comes from God, but while “I received it not from them but 

only through them,” “it was good for them that I received good from them.”548 While her son 

greedily drinks her milk and beats her in his impotent rage, she calmly endures, as “mothers and 

nurses will tell you that they have their own way of curing these fits of jealousy.”549 The 

experience of motherhood is thus first of contentment. Though concupiscence boils underneath 

the surface of Augustine's desire for her breast, Monica is (so far as Augustine relates) 

unaffected.

545 This reveals just how selective Augustine's representation of his mother can be: She had at least two other 
children, including an older son; but as his mother, her life can only begin with his own. For Monica's life 
outside Augustine, see the biography of Monica – the so-called “Book of Monica” – in Augustine, Confessiones 
9.8.17-9.9.22.

546 Augustine, Confessiones 1.7.11.
547 Margaret Miles, “Infancy, Parenting, and Nourishment in Augustine's Confessions,” Journal of the American 

Academy of Religion 50.3 (Sep. 1982), p. 349-364.
548 Augustine, Confessiones 1.6.7: Exceperunt ergo me consolationes tactis humani, nec mater mea vel nutrices 

meae sibi ubera implebant, sed ut mihi per eas dabes alimentum infantiae, secundum institutionem tuam, et 
divitias usque ad fundum rerum dispositas. tu etiam mihi dabas nolle amplius, quam dabas, et nutrientibus me 
dare mihi velle quod eisdabas: dare enim mihi per ordinatum affectum volebant quo abundabant ex te. nam 
bonum erat eis bonum meum ex eis, quod ex eis non, sed per eas erat: ex te quippe bona omnia, deus, et ex deo 
meo salus mihi universa.

549 Augustine, Confessiones 1.7.11: Expiare se dicunt ista matres atque nutrices nescio quibus remediis. It is also 
an experience shared with other women – namely, Augustine's nurses. Augustine's parents apparently did not 
heed the Christian prohibition against the use of servants in nursing and rearing. In book 1 of the Confessiones, 
it's difficult to separate Monica's mothering from that provided by the slaves and servants of the house. Could 
this be another of Monica's failings as a mother? For more on surrogate mothering, see Dixon, The Roman 
Mother, p. 141-155; Christian Laes, Children in the Roman Empire: Outsiders Within, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2011, p. 69-77; Nathan, p. 150-151.
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Trouble comes with separation.550 The experience of motherhood is soured by anxiety as 

soon as Augustine enters into boyhood, with the anxia mater familiar in Latin literature 

completely overwhelming Monica's character.551 As mentioned in the previous section, 

Augustine's parents enroll him as a catechumen from birth, and Monica endeavors throughout his

childhood to have him hold God as his father instead of Patricius. But when Augustine seeks to 

receive baptism during a life-threatening abdominal illness and then persists in his desire after 

unexpectedly recovering, Monica refuses to allow it. Augustine chastises his mother for this 

decision, despite the fact that postponing baptism was the norm,552 as “it would have been far 

better had I been made whole at once and had so used my own efforts and the aid of my friends 

that the health brought to my soul should be safe.” But Monica, “in deep travail for my eternal 

salvation,” deems the risk to be too great:

For it was argued that if I lived I should inevitably fall again into the filth of sin; and after 
baptism the guilt of sin's defilement would be in itself graver and put the soul in graver peril... So
my mother knew: and she thought it better to let [waves of temptation] break upon the clay 
before it was molded to Christ's image rather than let the clay be molded and then assailed.553

This is the first indication we get of Monica's anxiety concerning Augustine's salvation, and as 

the Confessiones progresses, we learn that this worry over his soul was well-founded; but it leads

550 Or the problem of presence becomes evident only at a distance: Levenson, p. 500, 506-509.
551 On the anxia mater in Seneca and others, see Dixon, The Roman Mother, p. 193-194.
552 For a history of infant baptism in the 4th century, see Everett Ferguson, Baptism in the Early Church: History, 

Theology, and Liturgy in the First Five Centuries, Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2009, 
p. 617-633. cf. Wright, p. 13, who contends that the problem isn't Augustine's faith in infant baptism versus his 
mother's more traditional belief in postponing baptism until later in life, but rather Monica's refusal to allow his 
believer's baptism.

553 Augustine, Confessiones 1.11.17-18: Dilata est itaque mundatio mea, quasi necesse esset, ut adhuc sordidarer, 
si viverem, quia videlicet post lavacrum illud maior et periculosior in sordibus delictorum reatus foret... 
Noverat eos iam illa mater, et terram potius, unde postea formarer, quam ipsam iam effigiem conmittere volebat.
Not surprisingly, there's been a tendency to defend Monica's decision, usually on the grounds that Augustine 
wasn't yet ready to be reborn from the baptismal font: See Marsha L. Dutton, “When I was a Child”: Spiritual 
Infancy and God's Maternity in Augustine's Confessiones,” in Collectanea Augustiniana, Augustine: “Second 
Founder of the Faith,” ed. J. C. Schnaubelt and F. Van Fleteren, New York: Peter Lang, 1990, p. 123. For a 
refutation of such “hagiographical fancies,” see Wright, p. 14.
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Monica to make a decision that imperils her son's salvation further. As Augustine's distance from 

his mother grows, his sin or future potential for sin is more evident, leading his mother to doubt 

whether he will be saved and to question even the saving grace of baptism. As Augustine 

matures, Monica's blissful, unaffected contentment is replaced with increasingly inordinate 

worry and a weakening of faith.

The result is an uneasy tension between Monica's anxiety and the hope offered by God. 

Returning once more to her worry over her son's Manichaeism, Augustine compares her despair 

to that of a mother who has already lost her child, for she “wept to You for me more bitterly than 

mothers weep from the bodily deaths of their children.”554 On account of this, Christ comes to her

in a dream and “commanded her to be at peace,” promising that she and her son would one day 

sit on the same wooden ruler – that is, they would share the same orthodox faith.555 In response to

this consolation, though, “she did not relax her weeping and mourning. She did not cease to pray 

at every hour and bewail me to You.” Indeed, despite this vision, she takes her concerns to an 

unnamed bishop and begs him for help. It's easily overlooked that the bishop's oft-quoted 

response – “It is impossible that the son of these tears should perish” – is in fact an exasperated 

dismissal. As Augustine reports, the bishop was vexed (substomachans) because “my mother 

would not be satisfied but urged him with repeated entreaties and floods of tears.”556 These tears 

554 Augustine, Confessiones 3.11.19: Et misisti manum tuam ex alto, et de hac profunda caligine eruisti animam 
meam, cum pro me fleret ad te mea mater, fidelis tua, amplius quam flent matres corporea funera.

555 This much, at least, is clear, since Monica interprets the vision as such; but much about the vision remains 
unclear, especially what kind of “ruler” was envisioned. See Leo C. Ferrari, “Monica on the Wooden Ruler 
(Conf. 3.11.19),” Augustinian Studies 6 (1975), p. 193-205; Suzanne Poque, “In quodam regula lignea,” Rivista 
di Storia e Letteratura religiosa 20 (1984), p. 480-488.

556 Augustine, Confessiones 3.12.21: Quae cum ille dixisset, atque illa nollet adquiescere, sed instaret magis 
deprecando et ubertim flendo, ut me videret et mecum dissereret, ille iam substomachans: vade inquit a me; ita 
vivas, fieri non potest, ut filius istarum lacrimarum pereat.
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“raised my soul out of that depth of darkness,” but they're also contrary to the command of God 

and his bishop, who both urge Monica to let matters unfold on their own.

 Monica's despair peaks after Augustine secretly abandons his mother in Carthage to 

pursue a career at Rome. While the reader is told this was really the work of God, who was 

directing Augustine to disillusionment in Rome and ultimately to Ambrose, his spiritual father, in

Milan, the justification Augustine offers in the moment is so weak – he had heard the students in 

Rome were better behaved – that we might almost suspect he is obscuring the real reason for his 

departure.557 The description of Monica that follows suggests he isn't just fleeing bad students:

She indeed was in dreadful grief at my going and followed me right to the seacoast. There she 
clung to me passionately, determined that I should either go back home with her or take her to 
Rome with me, but I deceived her with the pretense that I had a friend whom I did not want to 
leave until he had sailed off with a fair wind. Thus I lied to my mother, and such a mother; and so
got away from her.558

Faced with the prospect of her son moving to a different continent, Monica becomes overbearing

in the extreme. Her earlier anxiety over Augustine's spiritual welfare is transformed into a 

clinging to his person, tears now shed less for his salvation and more “that You should not allow 

me to sail.” She might justly have feared some great evil would befall her son should he again 

leave her side, since his move to Carthage resulted in his heresy; his “cruel deception,” though, 

pushes her into frantic mourning beyond what could be considered proper. When he leaves her 

behind, Monica laments his death anew, this time mourning not the death of his soul but her loss 

of his flesh.

557 Augustine, Confessiones 5.8.14.
558 Augustine, Confessiones 5.8.15: Me profectum atrociter planxit, et usque ad mare secuta est. sed fefelli eam 

violenter me tenentem, ut aut revocaret aut mecum pergeret, et finxi me amicum nolle deserere, donec vento 
facto navigaret. et mentitus sum matri, et illi matri, et evasi.
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This scene deserves special attention as it is both Monica's nadir and the clearest 

indication of her destructive, Dido-like attachment to her son. The parallel to Aeneas' departure 

from Carthage in book four of Vergil's Aeneid is obvious.559 It's possible, given how much Vergil 

and the other classical Latin auctores permeate the literature of the period, that the Aeneid is 

simply a part of Augustine's mental furniture, a filter through which he interprets and conveys his

life story.560 It's therefore only natural that his departure from Carthage take on a Vergilian tone, 

with him in the role of Aeneas, covertly fleeing the shores of Africa to pursue glory in Italy, and 

his mother in the part of Dido, left abandoned and in despair. Yet as Camille Bennett argues, the 

obviousness of the juxtaposition and its absurdity suggest a deliberate literary reference and 

reenactment, with Augustine's escape from his mother in search of more obedient students 

clearly contrasting with Aeneas' flight from a queen in search of conquest. That we are dealing 

with farce is especially evident in the conclusion: “The melodrama of the scene collapses 

abruptly at the end; the pretended heroics die of their own silliness, and the incident becomes 

merely ordinary... No suicide, no flaming pyre; Monica, playing from a different script, goes 

home to pray.”561 A story that had moved Augustine to tears in his youth is here transformed into 

a pale emulation, suggesting the author is intentionally drawing a comparison.562

559 See John J. O'Meara, “Augustine the Artist and the Aeneid,” in Mélanges offerts à Mademoiselle Christine 
Mohrmann, ed. Christine Mohrmann, Utrecht: Spectrum, 1963, p. 259-260; Camille Bennet, “The Conversion 
of Vergil: The Aeneid in Augustine's Confessions,” Revue d’études augustiniennes 34 (1988), p. 47-69, esp. 61-
64.

560 This is the argument of Bennet (p. 61), who emphasizes that this isn't just literary modeling, as O'Meara would 
have it, but that his life – and how he viewed his life – was shaped by Vergil's words. See also Danuta Shanzer, 
“Latent Narrative patterns, Allegorical Choices, and Literary Unity in Augustine's Confessions,” Vigiliae 
Christianae 46.1 (Mar., 1992), p. 40-56; Sabine MacCormack, The Shadows of Poetry: Vergil in the Mind of 
Augustine, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998, esp. 97-99, who uses the scene in book five of the 
Confessiones to illustrate Augustine's use of Vergil in describing the pathos of his life.

561 Bennet, p. 61.
562 Augustine, Confessiones 1.13.20: “I was forced to memorise the wanderings of Aeneas – whoever he was – 

while forgetting my own wanderings, and to weep for the death of Dido who killed herself for love, while 
bearing dry-eyed my own pitiful state, in that among these studies I was becoming dead to You, O God, my 
Life.”
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It's interesting, then, that Monica is cast in the role of Dido. Eric J. Ziolkowski argues that

there are more substantial parallels in the Confessiones between Monica and Venus,563 but there's 

good reason Monica isn't cast in the light of the goddess while standing on the shores of 

Carthage. Venus is throughout the Aeneid enigmatic and distant, prompting some modern readers

to accuse her of being an inadequate mother to Aeneas;564 if one is looking for a mother as 

passionately attached to her son as Monica, Venus might not be a good fit. Dido, on the other 

hand, is the very embodiment of passionate attachment: She cannot live without Aeneas, despite 

the impropriety of their relationship and the hindrance it presents to Aeneas' future glory, and her

only recourse to separation from him is suicide. At the same time, Dido is also strangely 

configured as a mother.565 In the first place, she falls in love with Aeneas when Cupid assumes 

the form of his son Ascanius and sits on her lap, creating an incestuous tension that modern 

Freudian readings cannot ignore.566 Also difficult to ignore is the double simile accompanying her

dream on the eve of Aeneas' departure, in which she imagines herself to be like Pentheus, killed 

at the hands of his mother Agave, and Orestes, who killed his mother Clytemnestra.567 Whatever 

Vergil intended by this, it's clear that the danger of attachment and mother-son relationships lies 

at the fore in Augustine's intertext.

This all points to the Dido-like carnal attachment lurking behind Monica's grief. 

Augustine's mother isn't just suffering from empty-nest syndrome, as she still had her other son, 

563 Eric J. Ziolkowski, “St. Augustine: Aeneas' Antitype, Monica's Boy,” Literature and Theology 9.1 (March, 
1995), p. 1-20. In Ziolkowski's reading of the Confessions, Monica is idealized at the same time as God is made 
more maternal. As a result, Monica becomes the anti-type of Venus, a Christian alternative to the Goddess who 
brings her son closer to God the Mother.

564 Of course, the Romans, who had a very different idea of motherhood, may have thought differently. See Eleanor
Winsor Leach, “Venus, Thetis and the Social Construction of Maternal Behavior,” The Classical Journal 92.4 
(Apr.-May, 1997), p. 347-371.

565 Ziolkowski notes the same, p. 9.
566 Vergil, Aeneid 1.657-694. For one Freudian reading, see Ellen Oliensis, Freud's Rome: Psychoanalysis and 

Latin Poetry, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009, p. 64.
567 Vergil, Aeneid 4.469-473. See Oliensis, p. 64-65.
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Navigius, and at least one daughter. Rather, Monica's grief is born of an inordinate attachment to 

Augustine on a scale similar to that of Dido to Aeneas. If the diagnosis of an Oedipal complex, or

rather a Jocasta complex, has any basis, it's here, in this scene of Monica as one who “loved to 

have me with her, as is the way of mothers, but far more than most mothers.”568 The shocking 

intensity of this attachment, though it doesn't culminate in a fiery ending, is emphasized by the 

parallel to Dido, whose passion Augustine once sympathized with and who is now a model for 

his mother's disordered affection. Augustine also offers a biblical parallel: In her disproportionate

love, Monica “showed the heritage of Eve in her, seeking with sorrow what in sorrow she had 

brought forth.”569 She may not commit suicide on the departure of her Aeneas, but like Eve she 

kills her soul with carnality, even going so far as to accuse God of cruelly ignoring her tears.570 

Her experience of the mother-son relationship is concupiscence writ large, a “too earthly 

affection” that God justly punishes with the “scourge of grief.”571

The experience of motherhood as one of anxiety and grief is the rule for most of the 

Confessiones, except for at the very end. Both Augustine and his mother change dramatically 

between Carthage and Milan, with Augustine gradually approaching conversion under the 

guidance of Ambrose and Monica slowly gaining confidence that her son will be saved. The 

transformation of her sorrow into joy occurs in book eight with Augustine's decision to receive 

568 Augustine, Confessiones 5.8.15: Amabat enim secum praesentiam meam more matrum, sed multis multo 
amplius. Monica is therefore an exemplum of maternal attachment.

569 ibid.: Nesciebat, ideo flebat et eiulabat, atque illis cruciatibus arguebatur in ea reliquiarium Evae, cum gemitu 
quaerens quod cum gemitu pepererat.

570 For more on Eve in Augustine's writings, see Gerald Bonner, “The Figure of Eve in Augustine's Theology,” in 
Studia Patristica vol. XXXIII, Augustine and his opponents, Jerome, other Latin Fathers after Nicaea, 
Orientalia, ed. Elizabeth A. Livingstone, Leuven: Peeters, 1997, p. 22-34. The biblical comparison scholars 
typically focus on is between Monica and Mary (so Bowery, p. 73-74), but the parallel to Eve is even more 
pronounced: Both bore children as a result of carnal relations; both suffered, whether as mothers or at the hands 
of their husbands; both distract men from service to God. On the positive side, both are also types for the 
Church. As with the parallels to Mary, though, this comparison is usually only implicit, except here.

571 Augustine, Confessiones 5.8.15: Et illius carnale desiderium iusto dolorum flagello vapularet.
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baptism. As soon as Augustine and his friend Alypius make up their minds, they rush to Monica's

home and share the news with her, so that she is “filled with triumphant exultation.”572 The reader

is reminded of her dream from book three, in which God promised she and her son would sit on 

the same “ruler.” This and all that “with her pitiful weeping she had asked” is given her, so that 

“thus You changed her mourning into joy, a joy far richer than she had thought to wish, a joy 

much dearer and purer than she had thought to find in grandchildren of my flesh.”573 The 

experience of being Augustine's mother, then, is finally one of happiness and fulfillment, as 

Monica no longer looks to the transient pleasures of (grand)parenthood but instead derives 

happiness from her son's new-found spiritual health. Ultimately, she returns to the contentment 

she experienced when Augustine was a baby, aware now that such joy is eternal only when one 

holds one's child in God.

The price of this contentment, though, is steep. As Nicole Loraux writes, “there can be no

innocence behind mourning and feminine tears because a woman is always the cause of her own 

tears.”574 While Loraux refers to the mothers of Athenian tragedy, the same seems applicable to 

the tears of Monica: By giving birth, Augustine's mother exposes herself to extremes of worry, 

faithlessness, and carnality. Viewed from her perspective, Monica's weeping seems excessive,575 

not salvific,576 done less from a concern for Augustine's sins and more from her own inordinate 

anxiety and attachment. In other words, while her tears save Augustine, they also signify her 

572 Augustine, Confessiones 8.12.30: Inde ad matrem ingredimur, indicamus: gaudet. narramus, quemadmodum 
gestum sit: exultat et triumphat.

573 ibid.: Et convertisti luctum eius in gaudium, multo uberius, quam voluerat, et multo carius atque castius, quam 
de nepotibus carnis meae requirebat.

574 Nicole Loraux, Mothers in Mourning, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998, p. 65. Of course, according to 
Loraux (p. 67-79), this is a premature conclusion. The Athenian state is less concerned with the mother's guilty 
mourning and more concerning with domesticating it, rendering “feminine excess” powerless by admitting its 
existence and then integrating it into the civic sphere.

575 A point also made by Burrus & Keller, p. 127.
576 For a very different reading of Monica's tears, see Rebecca Moore, “St. Monica and the Mystical Gift of Tears,” 

Magistra 4.2 (Winter 1998), p. 61-88.
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sacrifice of emotional and spiritual well-being. According to the Confessiones, motherhood may 

begin with contentment and end in rejoicing at a child's conversion, but being a mother at all 

points in between means being vulnerable, risking a greater share of Eve's suffering. For readers 

of the Confessiones, such a motherhood would have seemed a treacherous ascent to heaven.

Sancta Monica or nostra mater?

A mother's entanglement in the world, her limited ability to correct her child's spiritual 

course, and the pains and sorrows of being a mother all reflect Augustine's understanding of 

motherhood as a strictly mediocre vocation for Christians. Nevertheless, subsequent readers have

cast Monica as an exemplary model who, despite some earthly failings, leaves the pages of the 

Confessiones as a saint.577 Indeed, though the modern cult of Monica focuses on her role as 

mother, some historians have even suggested that she becomes a saint in the Confessiones by 

transcending the bonds of motherhood. While veneration of Monica really only emerged in the 

12th century,578 Augustine does pay great respect, and this demands explanation in view of his 

rather negative assessment of her motherhood. Unlike some previous scholars, though, I read this

as neither unqualified praise of Monica nor as proof that she abandons her role as mother. She 

577 So, for e.g., Bowery, p. 72: “Indeed, the Confessions can be read as an account of Monica's own spiritual 
development. Augustine's portrait of her becomes increasingly positive because Monica's character becomes 
increasingly admirable.” But cf. Brown, p. 164, who argues the reverse: “Monica, the idealized figure that had 
haunted Augustine's youth like an oracle of God, is subtly transformed, by Augustine's analysis of his present 
feelings upon remembering her death, into an ordinary human being, an object of concern, a sinner like himself, 
equally in need of mercy.”

578 Veneration of Monica began in earnest with the translation of her bones to the Augustinian monastery near 
Arras, France in 1162; it was generally confined to those related to the Augustinian order. The flourishing of her 
cult occurred only in 1430 with the second translation of her relics, this time to Rome, at the behest of Pope 
Martin V. See Clarissa W. Atkinson, “'Your Servant, My Mother',” p. 139-172; Meredith J. Gill, “'Remember Me
at the Altar of the Lord': Saint Monica's Gift to Rome,” in Augustine in Iconography: History and Legend, ed. C.
Schnaubelt and Frederick Van Fleteren, Villanova, PA: Augustinian Historical Institute, 1999, p. 347-388.
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remains firmly ensconced in the pose of motherhood to the end of her life, with all the troubles 

that entails.

Even on the shores of Africa,579 one gets the sense that the scourging of Monica's grief is 

sufficient to effect her rehabilitation. She immediately goes home to pray, not for her own selfish 

desire that her son remain with her but for his well-being; and when her son arrives at Rome and 

is “welcomed... with the scourge of bodily illness,” it's his mother's prayers that rescue him from 

death, saving also his soul, as life meant an opportunity for repentance. There is at least a hint 

that Augustine continues to resent his mother for her insufficient faith, as it is here that he tells 

the reader that his soul was in peril only because his mother had refused him baptism as a boy.580 

The last that is said of Monica in book five, though, is a literal paean to her virtue and faith:

But would You, O God of mercy, despise the contrite and humble heart of that chaste and pious 
widow, so generous in alms-giving, so ready in the service of Your saints, who let no day pass 
without attending the sacrifice at Your altar, and came twice a day with never an exception, 
morning and evening, to Your church, not to listen to idle tales and the gossip of women but that 
she might hear You in Your discourses, and You her in her prayers?581

This is the tone for much of the rest of the Confessiones, culminating in Monica's inspired vision 

of the divine at Ostia.

If her motherly affection is properly chastened at Carthage, though, one must explain the 

later foibles that Augustine makes no attempt to hide. Monica's superstitious offering of food and

wine to the saints,582 while not directly related to her experience as a mother, is an indication that 

579 Augustine, Confessiones 5.8.15.
580 Augustine, Confessiones 5.9.16.
581 Augustine, Confessiones 5.9.17: An vero tu, deus misericordiarum, sperneres cor contritum et humiliatum 

viduae castae ac sobriae, frequentantis elemosynas, obsequentis atque servientis sanctis tuis, nullum diem 
praetermittentis oblationem ad altare tuum, bis die, mane et vespere, ad ecclesiam tuam sine ulla intermissione 
venientis, non ad vanas fabulas et aniles loquacitates, sed ut te audiret in tuis sermonibus et tu illam in suis 
orationibus?

582 Augustine, Confessiones 6.2.2.
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she remains carnal, though she does meekly submit to Ambrose's correction. A better proof is the

marriage she arranges at Milan, which is ostensibly meant to hasten her son's conversion but is 

also – judging from the young age of the bride – contracted with a view to worldly gain.583 There 

is also the suggestion that she harbors hope for offspring right up to Augustine's renunciation of 

sex, as he tells us that she takes more joy in his adoption of a continent life “than she had thought

to find in grandchildren of the flesh.”584 Perhaps this is why Augustine concludes what he has to 

say about his mother by imploring God to have mercy on her sins and requesting that his readers 

pray for her soul.585 She does not die assured of salvation, despite her admirable spiritual 

accomplishments, but remains a sinner throughout Augustine's narrative.

This is true even at Ostia. Scholarship on the “Ostia experience” has centered on whether 

it can be called mystical, whether Augustine is the primary participant or whether his mother 

joins him, and any similarities to the Platonic contemplation of the One in book seven.586 What's 

often lost in this academic dissection is the provisional character of the experience, which 

Augustine describes as merely a foretaste of the knowledge of God that can only truly be attained

with the resurrection.587 Augustine and/or Monica's testimony to their ascent is actually a series of

conditional statements:

583 cf. O'Meara, The Young Augustine, p. 123, who suggests that Monica's marriage plans had a pious motivation, 
since she believed marriage would lead to Augustine's being “cleansed with the saving waters of baptism.” 
(Augustine, Confessiones. 6.13.23). However, this is difficult to square with her choice of a bride who was two 
years underage: If she sought to hasten his baptism, or even put an end to his fornication, why would she choose
a daughter-in-law he'd have to wait to marry?

584 As Burrus and Keller (p. 129) put it, her dreams for Augustine are not fulfilled but revised. See also Power, p. 
84-84, who instead suggests that Monica was merely caught off guard by his decision to receive baptism right 
away rather than serve first as a catechumen.

585 Augustine, Confessiones 9.12.33-13.37. NB: Patricius is also folded into these prayers.
586 The scholarship on the Ostia experience is quite extensive, and almost all of it lies outside my purview. An 

excellent summary of earlier work is available in J. Kevin Coyle, “In Praise of Monica: A Note on the Ostia 
Experience of Confessions IX,” Augustinian Studies 13 (1982), p. 87-96. A more recent analysis is available in 
John Peter Kenney, The Mysticism of Saint Augustine: Rereading the Confessions, New York: Routledge, 2005, 
p. 47-86.

587 See Kenney, p. 82-86, who describes this as the “eschatological element” in Augustine's mysticism. God is a 
distant hope, with the gulf between human beings and the divine only bridged by the resurrection.
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If to any man the tumult of the flesh grew silent, silent the image of earth and sea and air; and if 
the heavens grew silent, and the very soul grew silent to herself and by not thinking of self 
mounted beyond self... would not this be: Enter Thou into the joy of Thy Lord? But when shall it
be? Shall it be when we shall all rise again and shall not all be changed?588

Making the complete apprehension of God contingent on the resurrection is precisely what 

makes this passage Christian instead of Platonic, and it's also what prevents us from concluding 

that Monica somehow achieves Christian perfection near the end of her life. Monica is closer to 

transcendence in that she'll soon die, and more importantly, in that she does not fear dying; but 

her experience at Ostia does not imply that she achieves the summit of Christian life.

Finally, neither does she cease being a mother. Elizabeth Clark argues, following 

Françoise Lionnet, that Monica's growing perfection is tied to the occlusion of her motherhood.589

Yet in the death scene that shortly follows the experience at Ostia, the stern disciplinarian, 

though passing in and out of consciousness, puts in one last appearance:

Looking closely upon us as we stood wordless in our grief, she said: “Here you will bury your 
mother.” I stayed silent and checked my weeping. But my brother said something to the effect 
that he would be happier if she were to die in her own land and not in a strange country. But as 
she heard this she looked at him anxiously, restraining him with her eye because he savoured of 
earthly things, and then she looked at me and said: “See the way he talks.”590

588 Augustine, Confessiones 9.10.25: Dicebamus ergo: se cui sileat tumultus carnis, sileant phantasiae terrae et 
aquarum et aeris, sileant et poli et ipsa sibi anima sileat, et transeat se non se cogitando... nonne hoc est: Intra 
in gaudium domini tui? et istud quando? an cum omnes resurgimus, sed non omnes inmutabimur? It's unclear 
whether the speaker is Augustine, Monica, or both, especially as the testimony-turned-hymn begins in the plural 
and ends in the singular.

589 Clark, “Rewriting Early Christian History,” p. 98-100; Françoise Lionnet, Autobiographical Voices: Race, 
Gender, Self-Portraiture, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989, p. 86, who argues that Monica's death in book 
9 is necessary before the God of books 11-13 can appropriate her “feminine” qualities. This is also the argument
of Miles, “Infancy, Parenting, and Nourishment in Augustine's Confessions,” p. 358-362.

590 Augustine, Confessiones 9.11.27: Deinde nos intuens maerore attonitos: ponitis hic inquit matrem vestram. ego 
silebam et fletum frenabam. frater autem meus quiddam locutus est, quo eam non in peregre, sed in patria 
defungi tamquam felicius optaret. quo audito illa vultu anxio, reverberans eum oculis, quod talia saperet, atque 
inde me intuens: vide ait quid dicit.
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This is one of the few moments that Navigius is mentioned, and it is typical in that Augustine's 

brother is portrayed as spiritually unsophisticated. In this respect, though, he serves an essential 

function, as Augustine's conversion, to both Christianity and a life of continence, leaves few sons

for Monica to fret over. But fret she does, even moments before her death, anxious over her other

son's carnality and fixing him with a look not seen since Augustine's philosophical faux pas in 

De beata vita. It's difficult to read this Monica as a “spiritual sister” and not a mother. Perhaps 

her relationship with Augustine changes, but certainly not until the very end of her life, and even 

then she continues to chasten the bad behavior and worry over the spiritual health of her other 

children.591 Monica, in other words, remains nostra mater to the very end.

For Augustine, the entrammeling forces of motherhood were not easily transcended. Of 

course, that's not to say that Monica is a static character, as she's certainly in a better place at the 

end of book nine of the Confessiones than she is earlier in the text, especially in so far as she 

comes close enough to taste perfection at Ostia. But she never quite achieves saintliness. By the 

same token, neither does she abandon her role as a mother, as this final glare shows. It's too 

simple to wipe away her sins by wiping away her motherhood, since neither disappear 

completely. Monica carries this baggage to the very end of her life, thereby setting the seal on 

motherhood as a mediocre vocation for Christians.

Conclusion

Mary had shown from the first that a mother could rear faithful children and herself 

achieve spiritual perfection. The problem was that most – all? – mothers fell short of Mary's 

standard. The Cassiciacum Dialogues and the Confessiones provide an alternative for the 

591 NB: Again she fails to instruct her child in the way to God.
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“mediocre” Christian in the person of Monica, whose mothering is spiritually adequate but also 

definitely limited. She has her strengths: She is a stern disciplinarian, capable of keeping her 

children in line, at least when it comes to propriety; and her devotion to their well-being, when 

properly ordered, expresses itself in a life of prayer directed at their redemption. But these are 

offset by the concerns of the householder for worldly achievement, limitations on her ability to 

correct or improve her children's faith, and a carnal attachment to the flesh born of her flesh. 

These imperfections are what make Monica so elusive, complex, and compelling, and they're 

also what make her mediocre, as a Christian and a mother.

It's not entirely clear for whom this representation of motherhood was intended or what 

Augustine hoped to achieve by it. Certainly, the portrayal of his mother in the Confessiones 

anticipates many of the thoughts articulated a few years later in his two-volume series on 

marriage and virginity, in which he argues (as discussed in chapter five) that parenthood is 

blessed by God but inferior to continence.592  It's also possible that he was responding to the anti-

familial tone of Manichaean discourse, which may have been more on his mind as he began 

work on the Cassiciacum Dialogues in 386.593 Whatever prompted him to write, his portrayal of 

Monica is one of the few and one of the most complete representations of the “typical” Christian 

592 It's worth noting that Jerome's condemnation of Jovinian, to which Augustine's De bono coniugali and De 
sancta virginitate are a response, had been in circulation for four years by the time Augustine wrote the 
Confessiones. On Augustine's role in the Jovinianist controversy during the 390s, see Hunter, Marriage, 
Celibacy, and Heresy in Ancient Christianity, p. 269-277.

593 Augustine spent the late 380s writing various responses to and refutation of Manichaean teachings, often 
focusing on their sexual ethics, including De moribus ecclesiae catholicae (388), De moribus manichaeorum 
(389) and De Genesi contra manichaeos (388/390). In the first he attacks them for extremes of ascetic devotion:
“Why do you maliciously claim that the faithful who have been renewed in baptism ought no longer to beget 
children, or to possess lands or houses or money?” (De mor. ecc. 1.35.78, trans. Donald A. Gallagher and Idella 
J. Gallagher, The Catholic and Manichean Ways of Life, Washington, DC: The Catholic University Press, 1965, 
p.59). In 397, the same year he wrote the Confessiones, Augustine also published Contra Faustum manichaeum,
which, for e.g., defends the polygamous and incestuous pairings of the patriarchs as necessary to God's plan for 
the continuance of the human race (22.31, 49). See David Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy in Ancient 
Christianity, p. 270-273.
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mother, making his qualified praise noteworthy. According to Augustine, Christian mothers were 

not entirely irredeemable, but motherhood and sainthood were at odds. It would take an 

exceptional woman – an empress, perhaps, or a mother less caught up in the world – to combine 

the two.
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[Figure 1] Ary Scheffer, Saint Augustin et Saint Monique (1854): The most popular replica of 
Scheffer's original portrait, now part of the collection at the National Gallery in London.
(Source: Ary Scheffer [Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons)
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CHAPTER 4

LOVING WITH ABANDONMENT:

THE PARADOXICAL PIETAS OF ASCETIC MOTHERS

If we judge from ascetic literature alone, the port of Rome was choked with the sobs of 

children. While Christians invented many creative ways of “modulat[ing] the antifamilial tone” 

of their scripture,594 the Gospel command to “hate father and mother, wife and children, brothers 

and sisters” (Luke 14.26) was often taken as a prerequisite to Christian asceticism, with the 

ascetic expected to renounce her family along with the world.595 Accordingly, stories of ascetics 

who are also mothers often begin with the abandonment of offspring,596 with many a pathos-

ladden scene of tearful children left alone on the shores of Italy as their mother sets sail for the 

desert.597 Jerome's description of Paula's departure for the Holy Land is representative:

594 Andrew S. Jacobs, “'Let Him Guard Pietas': Early Christian Exegesis and the Ascetic Family,” Journal of Early 
Christian Studies 11.3 (Fall 2003), p. 267. Jacobs focuses specifically on Luke 14.26 and the various ways in 
which Christians used intertext and context to affirm the traditional family.

595 On the use of these “antifamilial” passages by fourth century ascetics, see Elizabeth A. Clark, “Antifamilial 
Tendencies in Ancient Christianity,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 5.3 (Jan., 1995), p. 356-380, esp. 358-
360; on the use of scripture by Christian ascetics more generally, Elizabeth A. Clark, Reading Renunciation: 
Asceticism and Scripture in Early Christianity, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999.

596 There were alternatives. For one, asceticism could be postponed until the death of one's children. The most 
famous example of this lies just outside our purview in Gerontius' Vitae S. Melaniae Iunioris 5-7, which 
describes how Melania the Younger finally convinced her husband Pinian and her parents to allow her to pursue 
a life of continence following a miscarriage and the premature death of a daughter. A similar sentiment is found 
in the sources discussed below, for e.g., Paulinus says (Epistle 29.8) that Melania the Elder only pursues 
asceticism after the death of her husband and two of her sons (though one son was still alive); cf. Jerome, 
Epistle 39.5, who says she smiled at the death of her husband. The other alternative was to take one's children 
into the ascetic vocation, as Paula does with her daughter Eustochium (Epistle 108.6.4, 26.4), and which Jerome
recommends to the anonymous mother and daughter of Epistle 117.11. On the experience of mother-daughter 
asceticism, at least in the East, see Susan Ashbrook Harvey, “Sacred Bonding: Mothers and Daughters in Early 
Syriac Hagiography,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 4.1 (1996), p. 27-56.

597 As P.G. Walsh argues, this is likely modeled on the poetic form known as προπεμπτικόν, in which those left 
behind engage in passionate entreaties meant to persuade the person who is departing to stay: see P.G. Walsh, 
“Paulinus of Nola and the Conflict of Ideologies in the Fourth Century,” in Kyriakon: Festschrift Johannes 
Quasten, ed. Patrick Grandfield and Josef A. Jungmann, vol. II, Münster: Verlag Aschendorff, 1970, p. 569.
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She went down to the Port, accompanied by her brother, blood relatives, in-laws, and (what is of 
greater importance than these) her children. The sails were set and the ship was launched into the
deep by the guidance of the rowers. On the shore little Toxotius stretched out his hands in a 
gesture of pleading, and Rufina, already of marriageable age, implored her mother silently with 
tears to stay until her nuptials. Yet she directed her dry eyes heavenward, overcoming her 
devotion to her children with her devotion to God (pietatem in filios pietate in deum superans). 
She disregarded the mother in herself and as a result showed that she was fit to be a maidservant 
of Christ.598

As Jerome stresses, Paula's most important renunciation is her abandonment of her children, 

leaving parvus Toxotius and the unmarried Rufina bereft of their mother's affection and forced to

fend for themselves. Though such behavior was considered exceptional, it became a 

commonplace of ascetic vitae that appears well into the modern period.599

Followed by the retreating cries of her children, the Christian ascetic would make a rather

unlikely candidate for “Mother of the Year” – a point raised by previous scholarship.600 And yet, 

according to some Christians, she was exactly that. As cruel and unfeeling as such behavior 

might seem to us, they cast the abandonment and neglect of children as the foundation of a new 

kind of maternal devotion, with a woman's ascetic discipline expanding her pietas, or in other 

words, her capacity to provide and care for her biological offspring. As I'll argue, Latin 

Christians used this paradox to reconcile asceticism with the social expectation that women be 

good mothers, even going so far as to present Christian asceticism as the best means of realizing 

598 Jerome, Epitaphium Sanctae Paulae (Epistle 108).6.3: Descendit ad Portum fratre, cognatis, affinibus, et (quod 
his maius est) liberis prosequentibus [PL: et clementissimam matrem pietate vincere cupientibus]. iam carbasa 
tendebantur et remorum ductu navis in altum protrahebatur. parvus Toxotius supplices manus tendebat in litore,
Ruffina iam nubilis, ut suas expectaret nuptias, tacens fletibus obsecrabat. et tamen siccos oculos tendebat ad 
caelum pietatem in filios pietate in deum superans. nesciebat matrem ut Christi probaret ancillam.

599 Numerous late ancient instances will be discussed below, but there are also a number of medieval and modern 
examples, e.g., Marie de l'Incarnation, a 17th century French nun who abandoned her eleven-year-old son upon 
entering an Ursuline monastery in Tours. For a discussion of her justification for this choice, her later regret, and
how this experience fits into a broader framework of Christian women abandoning their children to pursue a 
religious vocation, see Mary Dunn, “'The Cruelest of All Mothers': Marie de l'Incarnation, Motherhood, and 
Christian Discipline,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 28.1 (Spring 2012), p. 43-62.

600 See especially Carole Monica C. Burnett, “Mother-child bonding in the Greek and Latin Fathers of the Church,”
in Children in Late Ancient Christianity, ed. Cornelia Horn, Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009, p. 75-101.
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that expectation. By “hating” their children in the right way, ascetic mothers could be true to 

their Christian principles and still adhere to – and excel within – a value system that placed a 

premium on a mother's devotion to her children.

This chapter is divided into two parts. In the first, taking my cue from Jerome's claim that

Paula's pietatem in filios pietate in deum superans, I discuss the concept of pietas generally and 

as it was understood by fourth-century Christians. Variously translated as “loyalty,” “devotion,” 

or “duty,” pietas is notoriously difficult to define, especially in late antiquity, when its meaning 

was contested by Christians and non-Christians alike. It was, however, a shared value: Though 

its definition varied, the expectation was that all members of society, Christians ascetics 

included, strive to be pia. I'll discuss how the hierarchical ordering of different kinds of pietas 

and the redefinition of pietas as officium made it possible for even ascetic mothers to meet this 

expectation. Having addressed the “how” of ascetic motherhood, in the second part of this 

chapter I tackle the “why,” applying these insights to two late-fourth-century texts about ascetic 

mothers: Paulinus of Nola's Epistle 29, addressed to Sulpicius Severus on the ascetic career of 

Melania the Elder; and Jerome's Epitaphium Sanctae Paulae (i.e., Epistle 108), a portion of 

which is quoted above. Both authors, as I'll argue, cast the ascetic's abandonment of her children 

as wholly compatible with the needs and expectations of society. Moreover, they do this in order 

to appeal to the senatorial aristocracy, and especially their concern for familial continuity and 

assumption that a mother be especially committed to her children.
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The landscape of late ancient pietas

As one historian puts it, “pietas is one of those words that means everything – and 

nothing.”601 Because of the significance attached to it as an ideal, especially since the time of 

Augustus, pietas has been adapted to the values of different times and contexts, sometimes 

carrying forward diverse meanings.602 Augustine, tracing its origins back to the Septuagint, 

acknowledges this multifaceted aspect:

So, too, the word 'piety' (in Greek, εὐσέβεια). In its strict sense, it ordinarily means the worship 
of God. However, it is also used to express a dutiful respect for parents. Moreover, in everyday 
speech, the word pietas means pity or mercy (misericordiae).603

Such layering – both in terms of the kinds of layers and their order – makes pietas useful for 

recovering the different values of Latin-speaking society, and especially for determining those 

related to the family. By charting this landscape, we better situate where the ascetic mother's 

renunciation of her children fit in the world of ancient “family values.”

My focus is on two specific aspects of pietas in late antiquity. The first has to do with the 

position of familial pietas in the hierarchy of pietas broadly considered. This has immediate 

bearing on the ascetic texts considered in the second part of this chapter, since they both assert 

that the pietas of an ascetic mother – in Jerome's words, pietas in filios – is superseded by pietas 

in deum. Through a survey of the hierarchy of pietas in Roman and Christian literature, I'll 

demonstrate that such an ordering of priorities, while still radical, would have been more familiar

601 Gerald Malsbary, “Pietas and the Origins of Western Culture,” Logos: A Journal of Catholic Thought and 
Culture 4.2 (2001), p. 95.

602 For a thorough study of these various transformations, from antiquity to the modern period, see James D. 
Garrison, Pietas from Vergil to Dryden, University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1992. As 
he writes (p. 9): “This ongoing process of redefinition and challenge constitutes a dialogue about the ordering 
principles of Western culture, as the meaning of the word is reconciled to changing historical circumstances.”

603 Augustine, De civitate Dei 10: Pietas quoque proprie Dei cultus intellegi solet, quam Graeci eusebeian vocant. 
Haec tamen et erga parentes officiose haberi dicitur. More autem uulgi hoc nomen etiam in operibus 
misericordiae frequentatur.
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– and more acceptable –  to ancient readers than has been assumed. The second aspect has to do 

with a cleavage in meaning. Before the fourth century, pietas was largely used to describe a kind 

of officium born of affectus, that is to say, as an obligation owed out of a sense of emotional 

attachment. At the same time, however, it was also possible to be pia strictly through the 

execution of duty, with the two halves of pietas gradually parting ways and reaching a degree of 

separation going into the fifth century. This, I argue, was what enabled authors like Paulinus and 

Jerome to insist that the abandonment of children is consonant with pietas: So long as Melania 

and Paula meet their obligations as mothers, their deafness to the cries of their children can be 

excused. Taken together, these two aspects of pietas allow us to understand how the 

abandonment of offspring was adapted to late ancient expectations.

The hierarchy of pietas

One often encounters the claim that Christianity (or, sometimes, Judeo-Christianity) is 

alone in subordinating the family. As one author says in regards to Matthew 8.21-22, in which 

Jesus commands a disciple to “let the dead” – that is, his father –  “bury their own dead”: “There 

are no true parallels to this scandalous saying in the Greco-Roman world.”604 There is at least 

some basis to this claim. Beginning with the binding of Isaac in Genesis 22, Jewish and Christian

scriptures emphasize the importance of prioritizing God above kin. However, Jews and 

Christians did not hold a monopoly on the hierarchical ordering of different kinds of obligation. 

On the contrary, Romans were quite aware that pietas in familiam sometimes had to follow other 

considerations, especially when it came to the needs of the state.605 Patristic authors 

604 Joseph H. Hellerman, The Ancient Church as Family, Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2001, p. 73.
605 Here I am developing a thesis similar to that of Stephen C. Barton on the “relativisation of family” in Jewish & 

Greco-Roman sources: Stephen C. Barton, Discipleship and Family Ties in Mark and Matthew, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1994, p. 23-56. Drawing from Philo, Josephus, and the Dead Sea Scrolls, but also 
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acknowledged this, using it to frame Christian subordination of the family as entirely 

comprehensible.

Tensions in the hierarchy of pietas are evident even in Rome's national epic. Aeneas' 

flight from Troy, with his father on his back and his son at his side, though the most famous 

emblem of Roman pietas,606 glosses over the distressing scene that precedes it.607 Anchises at first 

charges his son Aeneas to leave him behind, fearing that as a refugee he would be nothing but a 

burden: “It is too much that I have watched one wreck, and for too long outlived my vanquished 

country. Thus, O, thus! Compose these limbs for death, and say farewell.”608 Being a pious son, 

though, Aeneas resolves to die in battle rather than abandon his father. But then two competing 

claims on the hero's pietas are made. First his wife Creusa, casting their son Ascanius before 

him, forces Aeneas to choose between father or wife and child: If he should flee, he would be 

abandoning his father, proving himself an impious son; but if he should die by Anchises' side, he 

would fail in his duty to protect his wife and child, proving himself an impious husband and 

father. The crisis is only resolved when Ascanius' head bursts into flames and a falling star is 

from Greek and Latin sources on Cynic and Stoic philosophers, Barton argues that the subordination of family 
ties was a rhetorical theme used throughout the Mediterranean. There are definite parallels between these texts 
and Christian calls for and justification of the abandonment of the family, especially in the Gospels of Matthew 
and Mark, Barton's focus, but also in the fourth century texts considered below. My approach differs in that I 
focus less on the hostility toward family in an antisocial context – Philo and Josephus' descriptions of 
renunciants, or the description of world-denying (or defying) philosophers – and more on those instances where 
the subordination of the family was considered socially normative. My reasoning for this is two-fold: First, as 
I'll argue, the ascetic sources considered in the second-half of this chapter, while they deal with renunciants, do 
not see the subordination of family as asocial; second, other Christian sources that describe the subordination of 
family, especially in the fourth century, do so in the idiom of socially appropriate behavior, e.g., in terms of the 
soldier or patriot's sacrifice for the fatherland.

606 Vergil, Aeneid 2.634-795. The most famous portrayal was on the northern exedra in the Forum of Augustus. On 
the significance of this image in Roman iconography, see Paul Zanker, The Power of Images in the Age of 
Augustus, trans. Alan Shapiro, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1988, p. 201-210. On its later 
history in medieval emblem books, see Garrison, p. 49-52; on its appearance in Renaissance and early modern 
art and literature, see Winfried Schleiner, “Aeneas' Flight from Troy,” Comparative Literature 27.2 (Spring, 
1975), p. 97-112.

607 Vergil, Aeneid 2.634-704.
608 Vergil, Aeneid 2.642-645.
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spotted, which Anchises interprets as proof that the gods want him to join his son and family in 

flight. In other words, the highest obligation – the highest pietas – is toward the gods, with their 

will superseding the will of Aeneas' father.609

Not surprisingly, this resolution neatly mirrors the two-fold construction of pietas in 

Augustan ideology. As discussed in chapter two, a core component of Augustus' political 

program was the understanding of the empire as a familia and Augustus as paterfamilias.610 Like 

a good father, the emperor saw both to the care of his family and, serving as sacerdos to the 

“household gods” of the state, their proper veneration of the divine. This helps explain the 

importance of Augustus' “family values” campaign, including his sponsorship of the Leges Iuliae

& the Lex Papia Poppaea, as well as the steps he took to revive Roman religion.611 All this was 

executed under the imperial virtue of pietas, with pater Augustus ensuring the health of the state 

by seeing to the proper functioning of both family and cultus.612 In Augustan ideology, as 

Anchises demonstrates, familial piety and religious piety went hand in hand, all in service to the 

patria.613

609 NB: in Aeneid 2.752-794, Creusa again reminds Aeneas of the obligations of piety, urging him to leave her ghost
behind and, in accordance with the will of the gods, take flight. Cf. Luca Grillo, “Leaving Troy and Creusa: 
Reflections on Aeneas' Flight,” The Classical Journal 106.1 (October-November 2010), p. 43-68, who argues 
that Vergil shapes this scene with other husband-wife models in mind – Orpheus and Eurydice in Georgics 4, 
Hector and Andromache in Iliad 6 – in order to problematize Aeneas' pietas.  Creusa once more proves herself 
more mindful of her husband's duty, while Aeneas instead expresses forgetfulness, frustration, and hesitation.

610 See chapter two.
611 On the relation of Augustus' moral and religious reforms to the cultivation of an imperial pietas, see Severy, p. 

60, 98-99.
612 Severy, p. 173; also p. 230-231, in which she cites an excellent example in the Senatus Consultum de Pisone 

Patre, where the senators swear loyalty to Tiberius and ask him to direct them as he would his own children, as 
he had “exceeded the pietas of all parents.” The pietas of the emperor, in other words, justified his authority, just
as the pietas of his subjects demanded that they obey.

613 For a comparison between pietas as religio for Romans and pietas as religio for Christians, see Ville Vuolanto, 
Children and Asceticism in Late Antiquity: Continuity, Family Dynamics, and the Rise of Christianity, 
Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing, 2015, p. 58. Vuolanto argues that religio, as generally understood, entailed 
“the right relationship between family members and God.” For Christians, however, this correspondence gave 
way to a prioritization of God over family. See below, p. 198-200.

187



And yet, the correspondence of different kinds of pietas wasn't always so straightforward.

As the story of Aeneas' flight from Troy illustrates, obligation to family could sometimes clash 

with obligations of other kinds; for those unable to rely on a fortuitous prodigy, choices had to be

made between competing claims of obligation and affection. Accordingly, Romans proposed a 

variety of different hierarchies of pietas, weighing the relative importance of obligation to the 

gods, the family, and the state. The point of such hierarchies was not to deny the importance of 

certain kinds of pietas, or even deny their correspondence with other forms, but to make clear 

that, when it came down to a choice, some were of greater importance than others. When the 

Augustan coordination of different kinds of pietas broke down, it was important to know which 

came first.

Take Cicero. On the one hand, like Augustus and Vergil, Cicero holds in De natura 

doerum that familial pietas and pietas towards the gods are bound together, with the latter being 

the very foundation of all social relationships: “And in all probability the disappearance of piety 

towards the gods will entail the disappearance of loyalty and social union among men as well, 

and of justice itself, the queen of all the virtues.”614 On the other hand, though, he also frequently 

contrasts different claims to pietas, especially when speaking of it as a public virtue. In the 

famous “Dream of Scipio,” for example, Cicero insists that “...natural affection (pietatem), 

though great in the case of parents and kinsfolk, is greatest of all in relation to our fatherland.”615 

Thus, when Scipio is called to guard against the plots of his relations, he should put familial 

pietas to the side and protect the interests of the state. Similarly, in his discourse with Brutus, 

614 Cicero, De natura deorum 1.4: … atque haud scio an pietate adversus deos sublata fides etiam et societas 
generis humani et una excellentissima virtus iustitia tollatur. cf. De inventione 2.161, where he places pietas in 
patriam and peitas in familiam on equal footing: pietas, per quam sanguine coniunctis patriaeque benivolum 
officium et diligens tribuitur cultus. I return to this definition below.

615 Cicero, De re publica 6.16: iustitiam cole et pietatem, quae cum magna in parentibus et propinquis, tum in 
patria maxima est.
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Cicero again places patria before familia, chastising Gaius Gracchus for pursing vengeance for 

his brother at the expense of Rome: “Would that he had shown as much loyalty (pietatem) to his 

country as to the memory of his brother!”616 As Wagenvoort notes, it was only c. 45 BCE that 

Cicero shifted away from prioritizing pietas in patriam, hinting at something like the Augustan 

correspondence by organizing all forms of pietas under the banner of religio.617 Before this point, 

however, he assumed that claims to pietas could conflict and that some forms of pietas were 

more important than others.

A hierarchy of pietas is also evident after the Augustan correspondence, as in the exempla

collection of Valerius Maximus. Much of book five of the Facta et dicta memorabilia is 

dedicated to various demonstrations of pietas, with most pertaining to conflicting claims of 

obligation and affection. Valerius states the general principle governing this section at the outset:

To the majesty of country even the authority of parents, which is equated with the divinities of 
the gods, subjects its power, and brotherly affection too yields readily and gladly; with the best of
reason, because when a household is overturned the state of the commonwealth may remain 
intact, but the downfall of a city necessarily drags the household gods of all its inhabitants down 
with it.618

The exempla that follow repeatedly demonstrate this principle, often making the choice 

exceedingly stark.619 When a woodpecker lands on the head of the praetor Aelius, for instance, 

the soothsayer summoned to interpret the prodigy tells him that, if the bird lives, his family will 

prosper but the city will decline. Without a second thought, Aelius bites off the woodpecker's 

616 Cicero, Brutus 33.126: Utinam non tam fratri pietatem quam patriae praestare voluisset! A similar sentiment is 
expressed in De officiis 2.17.58, in which Cicero charges public men to deplete their family wealth in order to 
better the state.

617 Hendrik Wagenvoort, Pietas; Selected Studies in Roman Religion, Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1980, p. 1-20, esp. p. 9.
618 Valerius Maximus, Facta et dicta mem. 5.6.praef: Cuius maiestati etiam illa quae deorum numinibus aequatur 

auctoritas parentium vires suas subicit, fraterna quoque caritas animo aequo ac libenter cedit, summa quidem 
cum ratione, quia eversa domo integer rei publicae status manere potest, urbis ruina penates omnium secum 
trahat necesse est.

619 Most of these are found in Valerius Maximus, Facta et dicta mem. 5.6, 5.8, and 5.10.
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head, resulting in the near destruction of the Aelii at Cannae.620 Alongside this and similar stories 

are a few scattered exempla of family feeling superseding the demands of the state,621 but for the 

most part, Valerius insists that the most pious Romans subordinate pietas in familiam to the 

needs of Rome.

Indeed, Christians appear to have seen the subordination of familial pietas as a value they

shared with the rest of the Roman world. When Jerome, for example, addresses the lax monk 

Heliodorus, who prefers a comfortable ascetic retreat at home to the rigors of the desert, he 

commands him as one marching under “the standard of the cross”:

Should your little nephew hang on your neck, pay no regard to him; should your mother with 
ashes on her hair and garments rent show you the breasts at which she nursed you, heed her not; 
should your father prostrate himself on the threshold, trample him under foot and go your way. 
With dry eyes fly to the standard of the cross. In such cases cruelty is the only true affection 
(pietatis).622

Jerome's concern is that Heliodorus will be made a soft and unfit soldier of God by the comforts 

of home, with “a body used to a tunic” and “hands made tender by disuse.” He therefore extracts 

him from the home by reminding him of his militant duty to God, which must supersede his 

pietas toward nephew, mother, and even father, their love trampled under foot in the interest of 

martial firmness. Like other Roman soldiers, he seems to say, the monk must put pietas in patria 

– in this case, the patria of God – before pietas in familiam.

620 Valerius Maximus, Facta et dicta mem. 5.6.4.
621 Valerius Maximus, Facta et dicta mem. 5.7, under the heading De parentum amore et indulgentia in liberos, and

5.9., De parentum adversus suspectos liberos moderatione.
622 Jerome, Epistle 14.2: Licet parvulus ex collo pendeat nepos, licet sparso crine et scissis vestibus ubera, quibus 

nutrierat, mater ostendat, licet in limine pater iaceat, per calcatum perge patrem, siccis oculis ad vexillum 
crucis vola! Pietatis genus est in hac re esse crudelem. cf. Epistle 54, addressed to the widow Furia, in which 
Jerome counsels her to “honor your father” only so far as he does not separate her from her true Father (54.3). 
Accordingly, he urges her to disdain the obligation to marry or bear children, no matter how much her father 
might desire to have “some little fellow to crawl upon his breast and slobber his neck” (54.4). NB, though: he 
also urges her to be a comfort and support to her father in his last days (54.14), insisting that Christians are also 
pious daughters.
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At least one Christian author even makes the similarity between Christian and non-

Christian hierarchies of pietas explicit. In book five of De civitate Dei, Augustine tries to explain

why the Roman people prospered despite their irreligion, ultimately determining that it was 

because they had a strong sense of pietas: Since “they subordinated their private property to the 

common welfare,” “glory has been given them by almost everyone.”623 Remarkably, he then 

offers a list of examples drawn from those same exempla of pietas in patriam found in Valerius 

Maximus,624 including how Brutus slayed his son for sedition,625 how Torquatus killed his son for 

disobeying orders,626 how Marcus Pulvillus proceeded with the dedication of a temple despite 

news of his son's death,627 and so on. In each instance, Augustine compares Valerius' exempla to 

the exempla of Christians, concluding that, while derived of a similar sentiment, the pietas of the 

Christian – expressed in charity, martyrdom, and self-denial – is superior, as it places devotion to

the patria of God before the patria of Man.628 The result is a defense of Christianity, including 

Christian asceticism, expressed in terms of the Roman hierarchy of pietas.

As this last example makes clear, Christians embraced the value of pietas and claimed it 

as their own. In the words of Ville Vuolanto:

For a teaching to be comprehensible to the growing audience, its precepts had to be interpreted 
according to the lines set by the dominant values. Since there was an urge to depict Christianity 
as the very embodiment and fulfillment of romanitas, there was a double challenge to Christian 

623 Augustine, De civitate Dei 5.15.
624 Augustine, De civitate Dei 5.18. On Augustine's familiarity with Valerius Maximus, see P.C. Burns, "Roles of 

Roman rhetorical exempla in Augustine's City of God," in Studia Patristica 38, Leuven: Peeters, 2001, p. 31-40,
esp. p. 33. Citing H. Hagendahl, Augustine and the Latin Classics, Gotenburg: 1967, vol. 1. p. 264 n. 3, Burns 
argues that Augustine isn't necessarily quoting Valerius. Rather, this close parallelism is a reflection of the use of
Valerius as a standard school text in the fourth century. In other words, Augustine is speaking in the “language” 
of late ancient paideia: “Repeating the familiar stories with their moral evaluations establishes a bond between 
speaker, or writer, and audience” (p. 36).

625 cf. Valerius Maximus, Facta et dicta mem. 5.8.1.
626 cf. Valerius Maximus, Facta et dicta mem. 5.8.3.
627 cf. Valerius Maximus, Facta et dicta mem. 5.10.1.
628 On Augustine's critique of Roman civic virtues, including pietas, see Brian Harding, Augustine and Roman 

Virtue, New York, NY: Continuum International Publishing, 2008, p. 71-102, esp. 74-93.
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preachers and apologists: to translate the Christian message to the language of Roman pietas, and
to reconcile the positive and negative statements in the Christian tradition about marriage and 
family relationships.629

The second part of this “double challenge” involved re-framing the subordination of family as 

consonant with social expectations, especially by drawing on the hierarchical ordering of pietas 

familiar to all. In other words, too much confidence has been placed in the Augustan 

correspondence of pietas due familia, dei, and patria. In fact, the hierarchy of pietas was also 

Roman, something Latin Christians like Jerome and Augustine were quick to acknowledge. In 

considering the texts on ascetic motherhood that follow, it's important to remember that the 

abandonment of children wasn't entirely aberrant. It certainly could be, and for many may have 

seemed so; but it was also possible to frame it like other instances of the subordination of pietas 

in familiam.

Pietas as officium

It is one thing, though, for the subordination of family to be comprehensible, perhaps 

even acceptable, and quite another for it to be an expression of parental piety. The key to this 

paradox lies in a redefinition of the term. In the aforementioned interpretation of Augustine,630 he 

gives pietas no less than three meanings: (1) The proper worship of God; (2) dutifulness to 

parents; (3) and, according to the common people, works of mercy (misericordia). Augustine 

thereby clues us in to a multiplication of signification that would, in English, split pietas into 

piety and pity (or, in French, piété and pitié): the separation of pietas as officium, “obligation,” 

629 Vuolanto, p. 57. Vuolanto also makes the point (p. 58) that while pietas in familiam is often subordinated to 
pietas in deum in hagiographical material, this is rarely the case in homiletic and pastoral literature.

630 Augustine, De civitate Dei 10.1.
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from pietas as affectus, “affection.” This shift, anticipated well into the first century, opened the 

possibility for a maternal pietas based more on obligation than on an expression of affection.

Cicero offers the most succinct definition of familial pietas when he describes it as per 

quam sanguine coniunctis … benivolum officium: “Well-meaning duty toward those united by 

blood.”631 As benivolum officium, so Richard Saller argues, pietas involved an equal measure of 

affection and obligation.632 Sometimes this expressed itself in an asymmetrical relationship of 

obedience in which the wife or child, out of love for the paterfamilias, acceded to his demands, 

as when Aeneas acquiesces to his father's wish to remain in Troy. It could also, however, be an 

act of devotion shown by parent to child, sibling to sibling, or spouse to spouse. When the pius 

Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus, for example, was confronted with the choice of saving his own 

life or that of his wife Cornelia, he – φιλοῦντα τὴν γυναῖκα – chose the latter, killing the 

inauspicious serpent whose death the soothsayers promised would be his own.633 Similarly, 

Valerius Maximus offers, under the rubric “of love and indulgence of parents to children,” the 

origin of the temple of Pietas, which he says was built over the prison where a daughter lovingly 

nursed her captive mother. 634 As Saller argues, these examples indicate that the affective element 

was a part of the Roman conception of pietas,635 which he defines not as plain obedience but as 

631 Cicero, De inventione 2.161, also cited above.
632 See Richard P. Saller, Patriarchy, property and death in the Roman family, Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1994, p. 105-114.
633 Plutarch, Vita Gracchi 1.3. The story appears earlier in Pliny, Historia naturalis 7.121, who lists it among other 

instances of exemplary pietas.
634 Valerius Maximus, Facta et dicta 5.7: De parentum amore et indulgentia in liberos.
635 Contra Paul Veyne, who contends that children “were moved about like pawns on the chessboard of wealth and 

power” and “hardly cherished or coddled”: Paul Veyne, A History of Private Life, Vol. 1: From Pagan Rome to 
Byzantium, trans. A. Goldhammer, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1987, p. 18. Veyne places the 
“birth” of affective ties between parents and children c. the second century. For another counterpoint to Veyne, 
who also provides a good summary of the terms of the debate (e.g., can we speak of “love” in an ancient 
setting?) and of the various sides, see Beryl Rawson, Children and Childhood in Roman Italy, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2003, esp. p. 220-239.
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“a reciprocal devotion to family members.”636 Where pietas meant obligation, such as a husband's

duty to care for his wife or a father's duty to safeguard the life of his son, it was born of natural 

feeling.

But there were exceptions to this dictum, or at least ways in which it was qualified. Apart 

from cruel and unfeeling parents, there were times when it was considered praiseworthy – and 

indeed, more pious – to suppress feelings of affection. As discussed in the last chapter, the 

maternal severity of the Roman mother sometimes precluded emotional attachment or 

expression; her responsibility to properly rear her child sometimes required her to be hard,637 as 

when Monica refuses shared lodging with her son on account of his Manichaeism. The most 

famous example of this maternal sternness was the Spartan mother's command to return “with 

this [shield] or on it,”638 a favorite object lesson for many Roman authors. According to Cicero:

Such then was the Spartan who, when she sent her son into battle and heard that he was killed, 
said “for this I bore him, that he would be one who would not hesitate to fall dead for his 
country.639

As he describes it, Spartan motherhood has little room for piteous feeling, with a mother's grief 

subsumed by her patriotism. A mother's feelings were sometimes best suppressed, especially 

when it came to rearing or following loss to death or exile.640

A signal instance of the suppression of maternal feeling as pious, and one which was of 

considerable importance to Christians,641 is the story of the mother and her seven sons in 4 

636 Saller, p. 110.
637 So Dixon, The Roman Mother, p. 109-111.
638 Plutarch, Moralia 242.16: Ἄλλη προσαναδιδοῦσα τῷ παιδὶ τὴν ἀσπίδα καὶ παρακελευομένη, “τέκνον,” ἔφη, ἢ 

τὰν ἢ ἐπὶ τᾶς.
639 Cicero, Tusculan Disputationes 1.101: Qualis tandem Lacaena quae cum filium in proeliem misisset et 

interfectum audisset: idcirco inquit genueram ut esset qui pro patriae mortem non dubitaret occumbere.
640 cf. Seneca, De consolatione ad Marciam and De consolatione ad Helviam. See discussion in the previous 

chapter.
641 On the mother of the seven sons, see Robin Darling Young, “The “Woman with the Soul of Abraham”: 

Traditions about the Mother of the Maccabean Martyrs,” in 'Women Like This': New Perspectives on Jewish 
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Maccabees 8-18. Though first appearing in 2 Maccabees 7, it's in 4 Maccabees that this mother is

praised specifically because she ignores her love for her sons,642 with the author using her as 

proof for his thesis that “devout reason is sovereign over the emotions” (4 Macc. 1.1). On the one

hand, the text emphasizes the degree of her affection:

The mother of the seven boys, more than any other mother, loved her children. In seven 
pregnancies she had implanted in herself tender love toward them, and because of the many 
pains she suffered with each of them she had sympathy for them… Not only so, but also because 
of the nobility of her sons and their ready obedience to the law she felt a greater tenderness 
toward them. (4 Macc. 15.6-7, 9)

But on the other hand, when the king demands they eat defiling food, and upon their refusal 

applies torture, their mother “urged them on, each child singly and all together, to death for the 

sake of religion” (4 Macc. 15.12). More to the author's point, she does this without shedding a 

tear or giving any indication of her internal turmoil, despite the cries of her children calling to 

her like “the melodies of sirens or the songs of swans” (4 Macc. 15.21). This mother, 

“overwhelmed from every side by the flood of your emotions and the violent winds, the torture 

of your sons,” (4 Maccabees 15.32) quenches her maternal feeling by the power of “devout 

reason,” thereby bolstering the resolve of her sons and safeguarding the law of God.

Women in the Greco-Roman World, ed.  Amy-Jill Levine, Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1991, p. 67-81. On Christian 
appropriation of the Maccabean “martyrs,” in late antiquity and beyond, see Gerard Rouwhorst, “The 
Emergence of the Cult of the Maccabean Martyrs in Late Antique Christianity,” in More Than a Memory: The 
Discourse of Martyrdom and the Construction of Christian Identity in the History of Christianity, ed. Johan 
Leemans, Leuven, Belgium: Peeters Press, 2005, p. 81-96; Daniel Joslyn-Siemiatkoski, Christian Memories of 
the Maccabean Martyrs, New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2009. Late ancient Christian sources follow 4 
Maccabees' reading of the mother, with Ambrose, for example, noting that she “restrained her natural laments” 
and “did not weep or wail” (De Iacob et vita beata 12.54, 56). Augustine offers an especially interesting 
reception of this tradition: While he praises her for acting “contrary to natural human feeling for a mother” 
(Sermo 301.1), he also wonders at “how full of family feeling, how motherly” she is for having secured eternal 
life for her children (Sermo 300.7). “Motherly” emotional detachment is also evident, as I argue, in 4 Maccabees
itself.

642 In 2 Maccabees 7, the focus is on her courage rather than her lack of passion: “Although she saw her seven sons 
perish within a single day, she bore it with good courage because of her hope in the Lord (2 Maccabees 7.20). 
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What's most striking about this text, though, is its assertion that this suppression of family

feeling makes the mother of the seven sons a devout parent. There is an undeniable Stoic imprint 

to 4 Maccabees, especially in the author's thesis that reason is superior to the emotions.643 

Underlying this, though, is an insistence on what might be called “family values,” including an 

emphasis on family loyalty, on the mother's chastity, and on submission to the paterfamilias. This

is why the text ends with the mother's claim that “no seducer corrupted me on a desert plain” and

a rehearsal of how her sons submitted to the instruction of their father (4 Macc. 18.7-19). Indeed,

εὐσέβεια, which appears more in 4 Maccabees than anywhere else in the Septuagint, seems to 

take the cast of Augustan pietas, encompassing both proper devotion to the divine and devotion 

to family.644 Accordingly, one could argue that when the mother urges her sons to resist the king's 

demand, she proves her devotion to God and to her children, for by ensuring that they obey God,

the author argues, she secures for them the promise of eternal life (4 Macc. 15.3: αἰωνίαν ζωὴν). 

As David A. DeSilva argues, these actions “thus embody not the neglect of offspring, nor its 

negation, but its perfection and fullest fruition.”645 At least in this text, the suppression of 

maternal affection, because it is key to ensuring the eternal well-being of one's children, is 

actually a sign of a mother's devotion.

643 On Stoicism in 4 Maccabees, see Robert Renehan, "The Greek Philosophical Background of Fourth 
Maccabees," Rheinisches Museum für Philologie 115 (1972), p. 232-38. Heinemann argues the text derives from
the school of Poseidonius in particular: Isaak Heinemann, Poseidonios' metaphysische Schriften, vol. 1, Breslau:
1928, p. 154-159. On Hellenistic philosophy in 4 Maccabees in general, see André Dupont-Sommer, Le 
quatrième livre des Macchabées, Paris: Bibliothèque de l'École des Hautes Études, 1939, p. 33-38.

644 On pietas in 4 Maccabees, see Mary R. D'Angelo, “εὐσέβεια: Roman Imperial Family Values and the Sexual 
Politics of 4 Maccabees and the Pastorals,” Biblical Interpretation 11.2 (2003), p. 139-165, esp. 147-157; 
Carolyn Osiek, “Pietas in and out of the Frying Pan,” Biblical Interpretation 11.2 (2003), p. 166-173, esp. p. 
168-170.

645 David A. DeSilva, “The Perfection of 'Love for Offspring': Greek Representations of Maternal Affection and the
Achievement of the Heroine of 4 Maccabees,” New Testament Studies 52.2 (April 2006), p. 260.
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By the late fourth century the correlation between duty and affection had broken down 

even further. Though there are some earlier anticipations,646 James D. Garrison finds the first 

proof for this shift in the commentaries of Maurus Servius Honoratus (late fourth century CE) 

and Tiberus Claudius Donatus (early fifth century CE) on Vergil's Aeneid: Because they had a 

difficult time reconciling the actions of the hero with his epithet of pius, Garrison argues, they 

took to redefining what pietas meant.647 The decisive illustration of this conflict is the death of 

Turnus in book 12,648 where Aeneas' affectus – what Garrison calls his pietas in homines – causes 

him to hesitate at his foe's pleas for mercy, but where his officium – what he calls pietas in deum 

– moves him to slay his enemy.649 Servius' commentary uses paradox to resolve this tension, 

arguing that both the hero's hesitation and the slaying itself proves Aeneas' pietas, “for when he 

thinks of sparing his enemy, he is shown to be pious; and when he slays him, he bears the 

distinguishing mark of his piety.”650 The text thus acknowledges two separate senses of pietas but

clings to a singular word.651 Donatus' commentary, also perceiving that Aeneas' two responses are

different, instead severs pietas from its Ciceronian mooring: Only Aeneas' hesitation, the text 

646 On pietas in the Republican period as affectus alone, specifically as misericordia, see Edward B. Stevens, 
“Topics of Pity in the Poetry of the Roman Republic,” The American Journal of Philology 62.4 (1941), p. 427, 
who notes few or no examples. The earliest intimation of pietas as primarily officium is probably Cicero's 
definition of pietas as duty to the gods, mentioned above. See, for e.g., Cicero, De natura deorum 1.41.116; 
1.2.3-4, cited above; Topica 90; De officiis 3.6.28. Cultus is also an element in his definition in De inventione 
2.161. For discussion, see Wagenwoort, p. 8-11. 

647 Garrison, p. 22-32, esp. p. 22-24. cf. Robert Ball, “Theological Semantics: Virgil's Pietas and Dante's Pietà,” in 
The Poetry of Allusion: Virgil and Ovid in Dante's 'Commedia', ed. by Rachel Jacoff and Jeffrey T. Schnapp, 
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1991, p. 20-28, who argues Vergil initiated a conflict between the two, 
which was only reconciled by the Christian confession of Christ crucified in obedience to the father and out of 
pity for humanity.

648 Vergil, Aeneid 12.930-952. On the problem posed by these lines, see Peter Burnell, “The Death of Turnus and 
Roman Morality,” Greece & Rome 34.2 (Oct., 1987), p. 186-200.

649 NB: Garrison frames the two alternatives – officium and affectus – in a number of different ways, as pietas in 
deum versus pietas in homines, debellare superbos versus parcere subiectis, etc.; but he also uses officium 
versus affectus (p. 30, 34). 

650 Servius, Vergilii carmina commentarii (Editio Harvardiana), eds. E.K. Rand et al., Lancaster, 1946, II, p. 649: 
nam et ex eo quod hosti cogitat parcere, pius ostenditur, et ex eo quod eum interimit, pietatis gestat insigne...

651 Garrison, p. 23.
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argues, can properly be called pious, while the deed itself belongs to the hero's religio.652 The 

result is a “pietas-as-misericordia” not unlike that of Augustine's “common people,” or in other 

words, pietas as a kind of affectus.

For their part, fourth-century Christians went in the opposite direction, redefining pietas 

as obligation owed to God.653 Despite the origin of this idea in Cicero, they claimed that pietas as 

proper religio was the revelation and innovation of the Gospel. In his book against the pagans, 

for example, Lactantius is very critical of the pietas of non-Christians, questioning how it could 

be pious to worship gods who demand blood (Mars, Bellona), kill their fathers (Jupiter) and 

children (Saturn), and freely commit adultery (Venus).654 Wrapped into this criticism are 

traditional ideas of pietas, including even an Augustan concern for the impietas of adultery; but 

Lactantius' concluding point is that vera pietas lies in proper religio, that is, in submission to the 

verus Deus.655 Similarly, in De civitate Dei Augustine mocks the Romans for bragging about their

piety when their founder – and one of their gods! – is the fratricide Romulus.656 Like Lactantius, 

he instead asserts that vera pietas is “the genuine worship of the true God,” expressed through 

various divine obligations and “sacrifices.”657 In fact, the requirement to perform service to God 

652 Donatus, Interpretationes vergilianae, ed. H. Georgii, Stuttgart: Teubner, 1969, II, p. 641.
653 On this point, see Garrison, p. 11-14; Vuolanto, p. 62-68, who describes it as a “transformation of pietas from a 

virtue with predominantly interpersonal and familial connotations to a virtue describing the relationship between
a believer and God” (p. 62).

654 Lactantius, De divinis institutionibus adversus gentes 5.10; cf. 1.15, where Lactantius argues that pagan piety 
originated in obedience to fathers, with these fathers becoming king, and ultimately deities. See Garrison, p. 11-
12, 85-87; C. Blandine, “Analyse du sens et discours chrétien chez les auteurs latins du IVe siècle,” in 
Conceptions latines du sens et de la signification, Actes du Colloque de Linguistique latine du Centre Alfred 
Ernout, eds. M. Baratin and C. Moussy, Paris: Lingua Latina, 1999, p. 245-8.

655 But NB: He also calls truly pious those “who are ignorant of wars, who maintain concord with all, who are 
friendly even to their enemies, who love all men as brethren, who know how to restrain their anger, and to 
soothe every passion of the mind with calm government” (5.10). Perhaps we are to understand these elements of
affectus as subsumed under the duty of religio, a point made explicit by Augustine.

656 Augustine, De civitate Dei 4.5.1. He expands on this examination of Roman pietas in the following book, as 
discussed above.

657 Augustine, De civitate Dei 4.23.2, and again in 5.19 & 10.3. In 5.20, however, Augustine also says that the pious
man loves God: Pietas is not absolutely distinct from affectus, though Augustine's focus is on obedience.
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subsumes the other definitions of pietas he offers, with the obligations of religio met through 

virtuous action, including obedience to parents, and especially through acts of misericordia.658 

For Christians, then, pietas was fundamentally an asymmetrical relationship of officium owed to 

the true God of Christianity.

This move also shaped how Christians saw the relationship between mother and child. 

We'll see further examples of this below, but one – Ambrose's description in Epistle 63 of Mary 

at the cross – stands out, as it is offered as an exemplar for all Christian mothers, ascetic or 

otherwise.659 First, Ambrose casts pietas as the execution of duty, praising Christ as pius for 

appointing a guardian for his mother at his death, “esteeming it of more worth that, victorious 

over His sufferings, He rendered her the offices of piety, than that He gave her a heavenly 

kingdom.”660 But his real focus is on how when Mary's “pious eyes beheld her Son's wounds, she 

did not look for the death of her offspring, but the salvation of the world”:661 Whereas the 

apostles fled, Mary arrested her grief, her eyes all the more pious because they clearly perceived 

658 Augustine, De civitate Dei 5.19-20, and again in 10.1-6. Both instances are, as also in Lactantius, in the context 
of a refutation of paganism. Where the Romans pursue virtue for the purpose of glory (5.19) and Platonists seek 
union with angelic beings in order to attain a level of blessedness (10.2), Christians prove their vera pietas by 
their submission to God (5.20, 10.3), expressed in obedience to God's law and proper worship (5.20, 10.3-5), 
and especially through the “true and perfect sacrifice” of misericordia (10.6).

659 Ambrose, Epistle 63 (= Ep. ex. coll. 14).108-111, also discussed in the previous chapter. The context of the 
letter may help to explain Ambrose's uncharacteristic address to the mothers of Vercellae: He is writing in 
support of his candidate for the episcopal see of the city, the monk Honoratus, and against the people's choice, a 
wealthy landowner who had the support of two of Ambrose's former monks, now become supporters of Jovinian
(or as Ambrose says, “Epicurus”). The bishop would seem to be injecting some asceticism into the everyday life
of the denizens of the city, including making motherhood an at least somewhat ascetic vocation. On this 
identification of the opposition, see Peter Brown, The Body and Society, p. 361; R. A. Markus, The End of 
Ancient Christianity, p. 76, n. 52. See also K. W. Noakes, “New Epicureans: Some Opponents of Asceticism in 
the Late Fourth Century,” in Studia Patristica 25: Ascetica, Gnostica, Liturgica, Orientalia, eds. M.F. Wiles & 
E.J. Yarnold, Leuven: Peeters, 2001, p. 121-124.

660 Ambrose, Epistle 63.109: Pluris putans quod victor suppliciorum pietatis officia matri exhibebat quam quod 
regnum caeleste donabat.

661 ibid.: Fugientibus apostolis ante crucem stabat et piis spectabat oculis filii vulnera, quia expectabat non 
pignoris mortem sed mundi salutem aut fortasse quia cognoverat per filii mortem mundi redemptionem aula 
regalis, etiam sua morte putabat se aliquid publico addituram muneri.
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that her son's death was according to the purpose of God.662 Ambrose holds out “so great an 

example of maternal virtue” to other Christian mothers, charging them to imitate Mary's example

by raising their children, regardless of the emotional toll, to “take up the Cross of the Lord rather 

than love this life.”663 Affectus is not necessarily eliminated,664 but the vertical relationship of 

obligation – mother to God, which she fulfills by placing God before her feeling for her children,

and children to God, which is guaranteed by their mother's rearing – stands to the fore. The 

pietas of motherhood now lay in fulfilling one's duty to raise godly children.

All of this is to say that there was a logic at work in “loving with abandonment.” Averil 

Cameron argues that Christianity owed its success in part to what she calls the rhetoric of 

paradox, a quality that made Christian writing a “religious discourse” despite its accommodation 

of and convergence with Roman rhetoric.665 The mother who proves her pietas by abandoning her

children is an excellent example of such paradox, as I argue below, helping to distinguish 

Christian mothers from the Cornelias of the past. But the pietas of ascetic motherhood also 

makes sense within the context of late ancient Roman discourse. As anticipated with the mother 

662 Ambrose, Epistle 63.110.  This whole scene is repeated from an earlier treatise, De institutione virginis 7.49-50: 
Stabat ante crucem mater, et fugientibus uiris stabat intrepida… Spectabat piis oculis filii uulnera, per quem 
sciebat omnibus futuram redemptionem. Stabat non degeneri mater spectaculo, quae non metuebat 
peremptorem… Quomodo ergo extorqueri potuit integritas Mariae, quae fugientibus apostolis supplicia non 
timebat, sed ipsa se offerebat periculis? cf. Ambrose, De virginibus 3.7.34-37: The mother of Pelagia is likewise
described as a pia mater for preferring religio, committing her daughters to martyrdom by tightening her grasp 
on them before plunging into a river: Quin etiam sancta mater licet sensu carens, pietatis tamen adhuc servabat
amplexum: et religiosum quem strinxerat, nodum nec in morte laxabat; ut quae religioni debitum solverat, 
pietate baerede moreretur.

663 Ambrose, Epistle 63.108, 111. cf. John Chrysostom's first homily on the mother of the Maccabean martyrs 
(trans. Wendy Mayer & Bronwen Neil, The Cult of the Saints, Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 
2006, p. 142; PG 50:620-621): “Let mothers hear these things, let them emulate the woman's courage, her love 
for her offspring. Let them raise their children this way.”

664 Ambrose, Epistle 36.110: In a tradition found only in Ambrose, we learn of Mary's willingness to die with her 
son, to add to the salvific power of his sacrifice; but Christ, while he “received indeed the affection of his 
mother,” “sought not another's help.” 

665 Averil Cameron, Christianity and the Rhetoric of Empire: The Development of Christian Discourse, Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1991, p. 155-188, esp. 155-165. Cameron says little about motherhood directly, 
focusing instead on the “mystery” of Mary's virginity and the discourse of virginity generally. I return to some 
of her arguments, though, in the next chapter on virginity as metaphorical motherhood.
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of 4 Maccabees, it was conceivable for a mother to fulfill her duty to her children even as she 

arrested her feelings for them, a possibility confirmed in the fourth century with the cleaving of 

pietas into officium on the one hand and affectus on the other. As a result, it was possible for a 

mother to abandon her children without sacrificing her pietas, so long as she held up the other 

end by meeting all of her motherly obligations. Such a mother was not the traditional Roman 

ideal, but by the end of the fourth century she, too, could be called pia.

The pietas of ascetic mothers

The above is, in a sense, the “how” of ascetic motherhood. While our sources don't 

always address a mother's pietas, at least explicitly, these ideas are what would have made the 

abandonment of children seem appropriate – even praiseworthy – to some fourth-century 

Christians. In considering the texts that follow, we should keep in mind that the mother's 

abandonment of her children isn't necessarily as aberrant as it appears. On the contrary, there is 

undergirding these texts an insistence that the mother's renunciation of her children is a sacrifice 

wholly consonant with the exigencies of God, society, and even family. Likewise, we shouldn't 

misinterpret the suppression or absence of affection as evidence of bad parenting. As we'll see, in

denying their offspring the comfort and security of the maternal lap, the ascetic mothers of these 

texts do not divest themselves of responsibility for their children so much as build for them an 

even better refuge through prayer. When read in its fourth-century context, the ascetic mother's 

abandonment of her children is not nearly as deviant or negligent as it seems.

In what follows, my focus shifts to the appeal of this new maternal pietas, especially to a 

specific segment of the late ancient world: the senatorial aristocracy.666 In the last few decades, 

666 Specifically, those who at least held the senatorial rank of clarissimus. There has been considerable debate on 
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historians have increasingly acknowledged that the “triumph of Christianity” was in large part a 

triumph over the leading families of the Empire. In his landmark essay, “Aspects of the 

Christianization of the Roman Aristocracy,” Peter Brown makes the case against Constantine's 

top-down conversion of the state, contending that the court depended too much on the 

aristocracy to have acted so unilaterally.667 More recently, Michele Salzman has argued that 

Constantine's efforts to expand the senatorial aristocracy and invest it in positions of social, 

economic, and political authority re-invigorated the class, giving it new prestige and influence.668 

It was therefore important to convince these power-players of the West that Christianity was not 

only reconcilable with their traditional values but that it would give them an edge over their non-

Christian peers.669 Those looking to promote Christianity and Christian asceticism were therefore 

motivated to appeal to this class in particular.

This brings us to the “why” of ascetic motherhood. The problem Christians faced in 

appealing to the senatorial aristocracy was the extent to which many Christian values seemed 

inimical to traditional aristocratic expectations. Such was especially true of the burgeoning 

asceticism of the late fourth century, which threatened the economic power of the aristocracy by 

the definition and character of the late ancient “nobility”: See, for e.g., Timothy D. Barnes, “Who Were the 
Nobility of the Roman Empire?”, Phoenix 28 (1974), p. 444-49; Samuel J.B. Barnish, “Transformation and 
Survival in the Western Senatorial Aristocracy,” Papers of the British School in Rome 56 (1988), p. 120-155; 
and the expansive survey of different elite groups in John Matthews, Western Aristocracies and Imperial Court 
A.D. 364-425, p. 1-55. The clarissimate is the most inclusive definition, as it included even senators of the 
lowest rank. Of course, the families of Melania and Paula are unambiguously ranked among the senatorial 
aristocracy, as they included prefects, praetors, and consuls.

667 Peter R. Brown, “Aspects of the Christianization of the Roman Aristocracy,” The Journal of Roman Studies 
51.1-2 (1961), p. 1-11. Brown develops these ideas further in Authority and the Sacred: Aspects of the 
Christianisation of the Roman World, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997.

668 Michele Renee Salzman, The Making of a Christian Aristocracy: Social and Religious Change in the Western 
Roman Empire, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002, esp. p. 19-68; 178-199. See also C. Ando, Imperial
Ideology and Provincial Loyalty in the Roman Empire, Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000, p. 131-
175.

669 Salzman, p. 200-219; for a specific example of the “accommodation” of Christianity to aristocratic values, see 
Michele R. Salzman, “Competing Claims of “Nobilitas” in the Western Empire of the Fourth and Fifth 
Centuries,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 9.3 (Fall 2001), p. 359-385.
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praising the renunciation of wealth and challenged the basis of its continuity by encouraging 

virginity.670 I contend that the representation of ascetic mothers was, at least in part, an attempt at 

reassuring this class that Christian asceticism was reconcilable with their needs and expectations.

In fact, its Christian proponents actually framed asceticism as the best vocation for aristocratic 

women: They claimed that by encouraging or at least tolerating ascetic renunciation among its 

widowed mothers, the aristocratic family would gain an even better mother than before. 

Christian asceticism was thereby transformed from a liability into an asset, giving the senatorial 

aristocracy a reason to ascribe to ascetic Christianity.

My focus will be on two advantages of asceticism, the first, paradoxically, being a 

guarantee on familial continuity. One of the aristocracy's greatest concerns was to perpetuate the 

family into the next generation by securing favorable marriages and seeing to the birth of 

legitimate children. As many have pointed out, however, renunciation of wealth and sexual 

abstinence were at odds with these goals, with many aristocrats fearing that such asceticism 

would bring an end to the joining of families and continuation of the gens.671 As I argue, the 

ascetic mother belayed these fears by laying up funds for any dowry or brideprice and by better 

guarding her children through her ascetic work in the desert. Out of her charity, continence, 

fasting, and prayers came provision for her children's future and, more important than this, the 

divine favor that secured their survival and prosperity.

670 On the relation between Christian renunciation of wealth and the economic power of the elites, see Peter Brown,
Through the Eye of a Needle: Wealth, the Fall of Rome, and the Making of Christianity in the West, 350-550 AD,
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014. On the elite response to the encouragement of virginity, see Kate 
Cooper; The Virgin and the Bride: Idealized Womanhood in Late Antiquity, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1996, esp. p. 68-115; David Hunter, “Resistance to the Virginal Ideal in Late-Fourth-Century Rome: The 
Case of Jovinian”, Theological Studies 48 (1987), p. 45-64. 

671 For some examples of elite opposition to asceticism on precisely these grounds, see Hagith Sivan, “On hymens 
and holiness in late antiquity: opposition to aristocratic female asceticism in Rome,” Jahrbuch für Antike und 
Christentum 36 (1993), p. 81-93; Kate Cooper, The Virgin and the Bride, p. 82-83, 87.
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The second boon offered by the ascetic mother was an affirmation of her (not necessarily 

affectionate) concern for her children's well-being.672 As discussed in the last chapter, the ideal 

mother was expected to be solicitous about her children's welfare, evident in her careful attention

to their affairs as well as in expressions of anxiety.673 Such behavior would seem inappropriate for

a Christian ascetic, but surprisingly, Christians also found ways for their ascetic mothers to 

demonstrate their great dedication to their children, an awesome commitment always lying just 

under the surface of ascetic resolve. Consequently, the ascetic mother not only met the needs of 

the senatorial aristocracy by better ensuring the continuity of her family but exceeded their 

expectations of motherly concern.

Such is best illustrated by a close analysis of two portrayals of ascetic motherhood: 

Paulinus of Nola's Epistle 29, in which he relates the life of Melania the Elder; and Jerome's 

Epitaphium Sanctae Paulae, which offers a comprehensive vita of his patroness Paula. The two 

women portrayed in these texts were exceptional not only because they pursued asceticism 

explicitly as mothers, at least according to Paulinus and Jerome, but also because they were two 

of the most influential Christian women of the fourth century: Both Melania and Paula came 

from the most prominent families of Rome, and both shocked the world by adopting ascetic 

vows, bringing Christian asceticism into aristocratic society.674 It is no coincidence Paulinus and 

672 On how this dedication differs from the modern sentimental ideal, see Dixon, The Roman Mother, p. 9. Dixon 
emphasizes in particular that this was not based on any emotional attachment fostered in infancy but rather on 
the maternal relationship: It was the mother's duty to see to the welfare of her child, whether or not she had any 
special feeling for him or her, by virtue of her role as mother.

673 On how this dedication differs from the modern sentimental ideal, see Dixon, The Roman Mother, p. 9. Dixon 
emphasizes in particular that this was not based on any emotional attachment fostered in infancy but rather on 
the maternal relationship: It was the mother's duty to see to the welfare of her child, whether or not she had any 
special feeling for him or her, by virtue of her role as mother. Of course, as Dixon notes (The Roman Mother, p. 
28, 133), this was equally true of the Roman father.

674 Jerome also singles out Paula and Melania as exemplars of asceticism among the aristocracy of Rome: “Of all 
the ladies in Rome, the only ones that caused scandal were Paula and Melanium, who, despising their wealth 
and deserting their children, uplifted the cross of the Lord as a standard of religion” (Epistle 45.4).On the 
contributions of women to the conversion of the aristocracy, see Anne Yarbough, “Christianization in the Fourth 
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Jerome singled out these two ascetic aristocrats and placed so much focus on their motherhood. 

By portraying Melania and Paula as good mothers – not despite, but because of their asceticism –

they made Christian asceticism more palatable to an aristocratic audience.675

Melania the Elder

It's difficult to overestimate the importance of Melania's motherhood. Though her grand-

daughter Melania the Younger has received a greater share of scholarly attention,676 there would 

have been no “Younger” if not for the birth of her father, Valerius Publicola. And according to 

Paulinus, neither would history know of “the Elder”: As he tells it in Epistle 29, it is because of 

Melania's fear that her son will not survive infancy that she flees to the desert, not in order to 

insulate herself from the prospect of his death,677 but because in doing so she saves his life. The 

following considers how and why Paulinus made this argument, focusing especially on the 

significance of the aristocratic background of author, subject, and audience. In short, Paulinus 

used his portrayal of Melania to assure his fellow senators that it was not only possible for a 

Christian ascetic to fulfill her motherly obligations but that her asceticism actually made her a 

more capable and more committed mother.

Century: The Example of Roman Women,” Church History 45.2 (Jun., 1976), p. 149-165; Salzman, The Making
of a Christian Aristocracy, p. 138-177.

675 cf. Harlow, p. 119-153. Harlow reaches a similar conclusion, but she 1) focuses on the relationships between 
mothers and daughters, 2) argues that this pro-familial element is inadvertent and not intentional, and 3) focuses 
on different texts.

676 This is almost certainly due to Gerontius' vita, which positively dwarfs Paulinus' vita of Melania the Elder. See 
Elizabeth A. Clark, The Life of Melania the Younger: Introduction, Translation, and Commentary, New York: 
Edwin Mellen Press, 1984. N.B.: Though Harlow (p. 124-130) discusses both Melanias, she mostly focuses on 
the Younger.

677 From a modern perspective, Melania's withdrawal from the world after the death of her husband and two sons 
seems very much like a defensive response, aimed at preventing further psychological trauma. This is not the 
conclusion reached by Paulinus, however.
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Our main sources – Paulinus' Epistle 29,678 Jerome's Chronicon and Epistle 39,679 and 

Palladius' Historia Lausiaca680 – provide a general outline of Melania's life.681 Born c. 341 to a 

noble family that included the consul Marcellinus, she was married “as a young girl,”682 probably 

to the urban prefect Valerius Maximus.683 With him she had three sons and an unspecified number

of premature births, which troubles reached a crescendo around 362, when her husband and two 

of her three sons died within the span of a year.684 This, so Paulinus, Jerome, and Palladius agree, 

prompted her to leave Rome without her surviving son, traveling first to the deserts of Egypt, 

where she apparently met Evagrius of Pontus,685 and then to Jerusalem, probably in 373 or 374. 

There, along with Rufinus, another ascetic refugee from Italy, she lived in monastic seclusion 

until 400, when at the age of 60 she returned to Italy, partly to shore up the ascetic conviction of 

678 She is also mentioned in Epistle 28, 31, and 45, though only briefly.
679 Specifically, Epistle 39.5 (where he refers to her as “Melanium,” as does Paulinus on occasion) & Chronicon 

247d. He also mentions her, briefly, in Ep. 133.3, but only as cuius nomen nigredinis testatur perfidiae tenebras,
“her whose name bears witness to the blackness of her perfidy.

680 Palladius, Historia Lausiaca 46, 54, and 55. This is the focus for Harlow's analysis of Melania the Elder (p. 126-
127), but little factors into my discussion of Paulinus.

681 NB: There is substantial disagreement among our sources on specific details of her life, and accordingly, much 
debate on how best to reconstruct her life-course. On the one hand is what has come to be known as the 
“Schwartz-Murphy” consensus, based on E. Schwartz, “Palladiana,” Zeitschrift für die Neutestamentliche 
Wissenschaft und die Kunde der älteren Kirche 36 (1937), p. 161-204, at 165-168, and Francis X. Murphy, 
“Melania the Elder: A Biographical Note,” Traditio 5 (1947), p. 59-77. On the other hand is Nicole Moine, 
“Melaniana,” Recherches augustiniennes 15 (1980), p. 3-79. The fundamental disagreement is on the 
authoritativeness of Jerome, with Schwartz and Murphy preferring Palladius and Paulinus, despite their minor 
disagreements, while Moine finds both unreliable (but especially Palladius) and frequently prefers Jerome. The 
following is according to the Schwartz-Murphy consensus, as it makes the best sense of all available data, and 
because Moine fails to account for Jerome's rhetorical agenda. For a recent refutation of Moine, see Kevin W. 
Wilkinson, “The Elder Melania's Missing Decade,” Journal of Late Antiquity 5.1 (Spring 2012), p. 166-184, 
esp. 166-177.

682 Paulinus, Epistle 29.8.
683 Palladius (Hist. Laus. 46) says only that her husband was a man of rank. Since her granddaughter's name was 

Valeria, however, and her son was Publicola, a name common to the gens Valeria, it's reasonable to conclude 
that her husband was Valerius Maximus, prefect of Rome c. 361-362. See Mariano Rampolla del Tindaro, Santa
Melania Giuniore, senatrice romana, Vatican City: Tipografia vaticana, 1905,  p. 115-116.

684 Paulinus, Epistle 29.8: “For quite apart from the bereavements which she mourned in company with her 
surviving husband after labour vainly ended in premature births, her griefs so accumulated that she lost two sons
and her husband in a year; only a baby boy was left to provide remembrance of, rather than solace for, her loved
ones.”

685 See Susanna Elm, “Evagrius Ponticus’ Sententiae ad Virginem,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 45 (1991): 97-120.
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her granddaughter,686 and partly to stand by Rufinus as he answered charges of Origenism.687 

Paulinus' letter picks up from this moment, written after Melania's reception at Nola.

A gap in this chronology offers the first hint of Melania's investment in her child's welfare

and in the world of the senatorial aristocracy. Kevin W. Wilkinson offers the intriguing 

possibility that Melania's “missing decade” – between the beginning of her widowhood c. 362 

and her departure for Jerusalem in c. 373 – was used to prepare her son for his senatorial 

career.688 According to Jerome's Chronicon, Melanium… unico praetore tunc urbano filio 

derelicto Hierosolymam navigavit.689 Finding it impossible to reconcile Publicola's young age 

with this high office, many historians have interpreted this to mean that he was put into the 

charge of the urban praetor;690 but if, as Paulinus says, he was an infans at the death of his father, 

and Melania left ten years later, it's perfectly possible he was in his teens at the time and filled 

the office himself.691 Moreover, as Wilkinson points out, the office of urban praetor was filled ten 

years in advance, providing the family of the candidate time to gather the substantial resources 

that the office required.692 The historical Melania, then, may well have postponed her ascetic 

withdrawal so that she could lay this groundwork and see her son invested in office. Like other 

686 Palladius, Historia Lausiaca 54.3. 
687 See Elizabeth A. Clark, “Melania the Elder and the Origenist Controversy: The Status of the Body in Late 

Ancient Debate,” in Vetera & Nova: Patristic Studies in Honor of Thomas Patrick Halton, ed. John Petruccione,
Washington, DC: Catholic University Press, 1998, p. 117-127.

688 Kevin W. Wilkinson, “The Elder Melania's Missing Decade,” p. 166-185, esp. 177-184.
689 Jerome, Chronicon 247d.
690 The error, as Wilkinson notes, lies in reading praetori in the place of praetore. See Wilkinson, p. 180 n. 67; 

Moine, p. 42-3. NB: The same error lies behind placing Publicola in the charge of the urban prefect, as in 
Schwartz, p. 166.

691 A. Chastagnol, “Observations sur le consulat suffect et la préture du Bas-Empire,” Revue Historique 219 (1958),
p. 238 for examples of office holders as young as fifteen, e.g., in CTh 6.4.1. For more on the late ancient 
practice of adolescent office holding, see Thomas Wiedemann, Adults and Children in the Roman Empire, New 
York: Routledge, 1989, p. 113-142.

692 Wilkinson, p. 182. According to CTh 6.4.13.2, the senate appointed the praetor of Constantinople ten years in 
advance; CTh 6.4.21 specifies the same law at Rome by 372, but it also could have been the practice earlier.
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mothers of the senatorial aristocracy, she did not abandon her son so much as recede after setting 

him on the cursus honorum.693

While my focus is on the portrayal of Melania in Paulinus and not on the historical 

Melania per se, it's this sort of rapprochement between aristocratic expectations and asceticism 

that is a core component of much of Paulinus' work. Though his renunciation of a senatorial 

career was used by virtually every fourth-century proponent of asceticism as an exemplary 

instance of the triumph of Christ over the saeculum, Paulinus' own writings evince a desire to 

reconcile the values of asceticism with those of his aristocratic background. As Dennis Trout 

argues, his surviving letters, poems, and sermons engage in an accommodation of his aristocratic 

values, especially his literary pursuits and his sense of amicitia and otium, to his new vocation as

Christian ascetic.694 For Paulinus, Melania's decision to postpone her ascetic retreat until her son 

had been launched on his career would have been entirely comprehensible, albeit irrelevant to an 

account of her saintliness, as he didn't necessarily distinguish between monk and aristocrat. This 

is especially evident in his ascetic writings, in which he praises marriage (and his own wife, 

Therasia), places little emphasis on virginity, and offers an extensive defense of the possession 

and enjoyment of wealth.695

693 As Wilkinson (p. 184) puts it: “In other words, although Melania was likely committed to almsgiving, financial 
support of the Church, and other forms of noblesse oblige favored by Christian aristocrats in Rome, she was 
mostly living a life not unlike any other ambitious senatorial mother.”

694 As Dennis E. Trout explains in the introduction to his biography of the bishop, Paulinus of Nola: Life, Letters, 
and Poems, Berkeley, University of California Press, 1999, p. 1-22, esp. 15-22, the use of Paulinus by 
contemporary advocates of asceticism vied with Paulinus' own self-fashioning, which focused on reconciling his
asceticism with his aristocratic sensibilities. See also Dennis E. Trout, "Amicitia, Auctoritas, and Self-
Fashioning Texts:  Paulinus of Nola and Sulpicius Severus,"Studia Patristica 28 (1993), p. 123-129

695 On Paulinus' ascetic program, see Trout, Paulinus of Nola, p. 133-159. His focus lay primarily on the proper 
attitude toward wealth; as Trout notes (p. 127), he is tight-lipped on the matter of sexuality, offering no 
exhortation to or defense of virginity in his extant writings.
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In Epistle 29, addressed to his fellow-aristocrat Sulpicius Severus, author of the Vita 

Sancti Martini,696 this harmonization of asceticism and aristocratic values is in full force. The first

part of his vita is not an account of Melania's conversion to asceticism, as one might expect, but 

– as we'll also see in Jerome's Epitaphium – a description of her illustrious ancestry.697 This move 

is strikingly similar to his rehearsal of his own aristocratic background in an earlier letter to 

Sulpicius, in which he alludes to the various offices – suffect consul, senator – he filled before 

renouncing the world.698 Ostensibly, as Paulinus says, the purpose of these rehearsals is to 

underline the magnitude of the ascetic's renunciation, in so far as it demonstrates that he or she 

had something to renounce. But it is also a subtle assertion of those very qualifications and 

achievements that senators valued.699 Melania is no Martin of Tours, who mustered out of the 

army and into the desert.700 Though both are on the outskirts of the saeculum, Melania – like the 

author of the text – has standing within the world of the senatorial aristocracy.

It's this world that Paulinus addresses in his letter. A central theme of the text is that 

asceticism does not require loss of the things of this world – nobilitas, property, family – but an 

adjustment in one's attitude. In fact, asceticism seems to confirm the aristocrat in his or her 

696 In Epistle 29.6, Paulinus in fact asserts that his life of Melania is written as a gift in kind for Sulpicius' vita: “In 
this way I may be seen to make some return for that book of yours, so splendid in its matter and style, if I 
describe the woman who is a soldier for Christ with the virtues of Martin, though she is of the weaker sex.” The 
two are linked again at the end of the letter (29.14), where Paulinus relates Melania's approval of the Vita Sancti
Martini. On the correspondence of the two vitae, see Catherine Conybeare, Paulinus Noster: Self and Symbols 
in the Letters of Paulinus of Nola, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2001, p. 46.

697 Paulinus, Epistle 29.7-8. Jo Ann McNamara, “Cornelia's daughters: Paula and Eustochium,” Women's Studies 11
(1984), p. 10, commenting on both the genealogies of Melania and Paula, contends that the saint's ancestry is 
only recounted in order to highlight their humility and signal the abandonment of the secular family for a 
spiritual one. As Michele Salzman has argued, however, this also shows the near inability of Christian authors to
think outside the terms of conventional nobilitas: While true nobilitas is supposedly found in the Christian 
confession, her survey of Latin authors of the fourth and fifth centuries has found that, almost invariably, the 
nobilitas of a Christian corresponds to an elite social rank. See Michele Salzman, “Elite Realities and 
Mentalités: The Making of a Western Christian Aristocracy,” Arethusa 33.3 (Fall 2000), p. 358-360.

698 Paulinus, Epistle 5.4-5. 
699 As Trout puts it (p. 18), it is a “guarded self-assertion.”
700 On the denigration of military officers as “barbarian” and necessarily non-aristocratic, see Salzman, “Elite 

Realities and Mentalités,” p. 353-354.
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possessions and worldly accomplishments. Pointing to Solomon, Paulinus insists that it is by 

preferring the other-wordly that we secure the worldly: 

God rewarded his right understanding, by which he had preferred the highest things [i.e., 
wisdom] to the lowest, by adding the lesser to the greater. So Solomon deserved to become the 
owner of all his wealth because he had elected to seek out the highest things.701

A similar point is made about Abraham, who because he was willing to sacrifice his son on God's

command proved himself worthy of becoming a mighty nation. This is in effect an apologia for 

asceticism addressed to aristocrats, promising that ascetic values – preferring the “highest 

things” – are not only reconcilable with worldly advantages but actually affirm them.

As the Abraham example illustrates, this extends especially to the family. On her 

departure, we're told that Melania “gladly threw off the bonds of human love (corporeae 

pietatis) with the ropes of the ship,” preferring to be a “citizen among the saints” rather than live 

with her family in Rome.702 But those ropes are never lost to the sea. The whole point of 

Melania's stop at Nola, aside from her wish to meet the esteemed bishop (who is also, apparently,

her cousin) and visit the shrine of St. Felix,703 is a family reunion. Though Paulinus' focus is on 

the contrast of the simplicity of Melania's “tiny thin horse, worth less than an ass” to the 

“swaying coaches, decorated horses, ladies' carriages all gilded” of her relatives, he also records 

how her children and grandchildren lovingly wait on her, all crammed into a single cottage.704 

701 Paulinus, Epistle 29.9: Remuneratus intellectum bonum, quo infimis summa praetulerat, minora maioribus 
superfudit. ita ille meruit possessor omnium opum fieri, qui esse summarum petitor elegerat.

702 Paulinus, Epistle 29.10: Sed illa ultra virtutem temptationum iam confortata et corporeae pietatis vincula et 
nauem cunctis flentibus laeta soluit constanter que congressa fluctibus maris, ne tantum saeculi fluctus vinceret,
navigavit et simul saeculum orbem que commutans urbem Hierusalem spiritali dono, in qua a corpore 
peregrinaretur, elegit, exul civium et civis effecta sanctorum.

703 As Paulinus observes to Severus on imparting to him the gift of a tunic from Melania (29.5): unde te dignior 
visa est, cuius fides illi magis quam noster sanguis propinquat. On the character of Paulinus' relationship to 
Melania, see Trout, p. 26, 41; Murphy, p. 62.

704 Paulinus, Epistle 29.12-13. According to Conybeare, p. 107, this scene relies on the classical love of antithesis, 
or what she calls “personified paradox,” with Melania, a noble woman with an exceedingly wealthy family, 
rejecting riches for the greater wealth of humility.
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This, we're told, is exactly according to Melania's desire, the end result of more than twenty-five 

years of ascetic striving. As Paulinus writes: “She deserved to keep him [Publicola] because she 

did not wish to enjoy him, and she also deserved to see him again now, because of that loving 

faith (fidei pietatem) with which, once she left him with God, she had not longed for him in this 

world.”705 Melania must adjust her attitude toward her son by surrendering him to God, but this 

does not come at the cost of her family, which is returned to her at the end of her life.

In fact, it is ultimately asceticism that proves the key to this familial continuity, or as 

Paulinus puts it, Melania “would possess [her son] in absence more firmly than she would have 

embraced him in person if she had entrusted him to herself.”706 He again illustrates with an 

example from the Hebrew Bible, comparing Melania to Hannah, the mother of the prophet 

Samuel. In 1 Samuel 1, the barren Hannah prays to God, asking that he “open her womb” and 

allow her to bear children; in exchange, she promises to dedicate her first born son to the service 

of the Lord. This, Paulinus says, is like the plea that Melania makes after the death of her 

husband and two of her sons, “for disastrous fertility had made her very like a barren woman; 

and because she was afraid, now that her fertility was nullified, to become as Hannah had been 

before she attained the fruitfulness she deserved.”707 Whereas Hannah seeks fertility by giving up 

her first born son, though, Melania seeks to keep the child she has by sacrificing her relationship 

with him. Consequently, Melania makes a far greater sacrifice, for while Hannah gives birth to 

705 Paulinus, Epistle 29.9: Tam certa fuit a Christo esse susceptum, et ideo meruit obtinere, quia frui noluit, et nunc 
reuisere meruit per eius fidei pietatem, qua semel relictum in deo non desiderauerat in hoc saeculo.

706 ibid.: Salutarem sibi filio que scientiam induit, ut parvulum suum neglegendo diligeret et dimittendo retineret, 
firmius habitura absentem, quem domino commendasset, quam conplexura praesentem, si sibi credidisset.

707 ibid.:Imitata est conditione qua potuit Annae sterilis fidele votum; nam et istam damnosa fecunditas sterili 
proximam fecerat, et talis effici post euacuatam fecunditatem timens, qualis illa fuerat ante promeritam 
fecunditatem, diuersum deo munus simili dedicauit affectu. ista de parto pignore, illa de concipiendo sollicita; 
illa ut mater esse inciperet, haec ne esse desineret.
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other children to replace the one she loses, Melania gives up being a mother in order for her son 

to survive and start a family of his own.708

In a sense, then, abandoning her son actually makes Melania a better mother. This comes 

down to the redefinition of pietas outlined above. Melania's job as a mother is to see that her son 

survives infancy, enters into his senatorial career, and begins a family of his own. Though 

Paulinus doesn't explicitly address how she meets these last two obligations, the fact that her son 

greets her at Nola as a senator and father suggests that she did.709 The more pressing concern, 

though, especially after the sudden deaths of her other children, is to ensure his survival. She 

accomplishes this by placing officium before affectus: By sacrificing what she holds most dear – 

her love for her only surviving son – Melania guarantees his safety, safeguarding his well-being 

through her efforts in the desert. In this respect she outdoes other mothers, who like her share the

experience of “disastrous fertility,” including strings of miscarriages and the premature deaths of 

children, but unlike her are incapable of arresting the power of death over young life. Melania's 

flight for the desert not only frees her from the terrors of her reproductive body but saves her son

from sharing the fate of his two brothers. Her asceticism is the guarantee of his survival and the 

continuation of her family in the face of its decimation.

It's for this reason that Melania's abandonment of her son is also, paradoxically, a telling 

proof of her dedication to him. This is not immediately obvious, with the text actually implying a

total cessation of Melania's maternal concern. Though Paulinus tells us that she enjoys the 

experience of being a mother,710 she soon severs all ties of care and love:

708 ibid.: Illi enim votivus Samuel in plures partus postea repensatus est; huic unicus suus summa partuum, finis 
luctuum fuit. 

709 In Epistle 39.5, Paulinus insists that “she surrendered all that she possessed to her only son.” Of course, this may
only be a pious conceit: cf. Paula's divestment of her wealth, discussed below.

710 Paulinus, Epistle 29.8.
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But once Melania had torn her one son from her breast and set him in Christ's bosom so that the 
Lord Himself might nourish him, she bestowed no subsequent personal care on him, for she 
thought it a sin of distrust to give her own attention to one whom she had entrusted to Christ.711

By Melania's logic, the less affection shown to Publicola, the better off he will be – so much so 

that she even refuses to leave him with the “crowds of very influential and affectionate relatives 

at Rome,” trusting that Christ will be a sufficient surrogate mother. Though the historical 

Publicola was presumably left to some suitable guardian and not on a rubbish heap, and was 

most likely a teenager by the time of his mother's departure, as well as urban praetor,712 the extent

of Melania's neglect in this text is exceptional. As Paulinus tells it, Melania entirely disregards 

her son.

But while Melania seems to arrest her affectus, this does not mean that she ceases to be 

committed to Publicola. As the heartfelt reunion at Nola makes clear, Melania's attachment to her

son is not extinguished so much as suppressed. In this she is like the mother of 4 Maccabees, 

who reins in her emotions out concern for her sons' eternal welfare but does so precisely because 

she loves them. As Paulinus says, “she loved her son by neglecting him”:713 Her temporary 

sacrifice of affection is actually the greatest proof of her commitment, born more of a mother's 

concern for the welfare of her child than an individual's desire for spiritual perfection. This is 

711 Paulinus, Epistle 29.9: Ista, ut unicum suum a pectore suo abscidit et in sinum Christi iactauit, ut eum ipse 
dominus enutriret, nihil postea illi suae sollicitudinis dedit, diffidentiae peccatum iudicans, si quem Christo 
commiserat ipsa curasset.

712 He almost certainly had a legal guardian, though not necessarily a caretaker. Though Paulinus uses language that
tends to infantilize Publicola – e.g., he was torn from his mother's breast upon her departure – he was probably a
teenager at the time, as noted above, and in need of little direct care. However, under fourth century law a young
man between the ages of 14 and 25 was appointed a curator, or legal guardian, who was expected to represent 
him in court and oversee his financial interests: See Nathan, The Family in Late Antiquity, p. 68-69; CTh 2.2.1, 
2.16.2, 3.30, 8.12.1. Presumably, this role was taken by one of Publicola's male relations or a close friend of the 
family – especially as even a writ of the emperor could not grant a young man full rights before the age of 20 
(see CTh 2.17.1). As far as the “proverbial rearing, tutoring, and protecting,” however, Paulinus says he was left 
to fend for himself.

713 Paulinus, Epistle 29.9.
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nothing like the modern ideal of a mother's unwavering love.714 By withholding her affection 

until her son is grown, Melania proves that her dedication to him is greater even than her love. 

Paradoxically, her decision to abandon her child and live a life in the desert is therefore proof of 

her maternal concern.

In conclusion, Paulinus offered Melania as a model for both Christian asceticism and 

motherhood. Despite renouncing her family, she gets it back with interest, reunited at Nola with 

her son and his considerably enlarged household. Moreover, in so guaranteeing the continuity of 

her family she goes further and accomplishes more than most mothers: When faced by domestic 

disaster, she saves her son by sacrificing her relationship with him. Melania's abandonment of 

her son is nothing less than an exemplary act of pietas, allowing her to prove her dedication by 

safeguarding the well-being of her child under remarkable circumstances. To others of Paulinus' 

class, such a mother would have been both reassuring and appealing.

Paula

The mother of Jerome's Epitaphium Sanctae Paulae (i.e., Epistle 108), while not the 

creation of an aristocrat, served a similar purpose. Unlike Paulinus, Jerome was not a member of 

the senatorial aristocracy,715 and perhaps for this reason placed much more emphasis on 

renunciation of wealth, sex, and family.716 But while he was more monk than aristocrat, Jerome 

714 As Carole Burnett notes, “Mother-Child Bonding in the Greek and Latin Fathers of the Church” in Children in 
Late Ancient Christianity, ed. Cornelia B. Horn & Robert R. Phenix, Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009, p. 75-102. 
This is not, of course, the standard to which they should be held.

715 J.N.D. Kelly, Jerome: His Life, Writings, and Controversies, New York: Harper & Row, 1975, p. 3-7 notes that 
Jerome's family seems to have been wealthy enough to provide Jerome with an expensive education and 
servants in his childhood home. The family fortress was located at the otherwise unknown Stridon in Pannonia 
(as Jerome mentions briefly in De viris illustribus 135), however, suggesting he was at best part of the more 
obscure provincial aristocracy.

716 For an example of this severity, see his advice to the monk Heliodorus (Epistle 15.2), above. Jerome best 
illustrates the gulf between his understanding of the ascetic vocation and Paulinus' in a letter to the bishop 
(Epistle 58.1-4), in which he insists that a priest, entangled in the world, cannot at the same time be a monk. 
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still depended on the largess of those of Paulinus' class to support his literary efforts and the 

ascetic retreat he oversaw in Bethlehem. This is especially true on the occasion of the 

Epitaphium, written to mourn the death of Paula, his chief patroness. Though the text focuses on 

Paula's religious pietas, it employs the same paradoxes as Paulinus' Epistle 29, transforming 

abandonment into a guarantee of family continuity and an expression of maternal devotion.717 In 

Jerome's case, this served not only as reassurance to the senatorial aristocracy, with whom 

Jerome had butted heads before, but also as an invitation to any distinguished – and wealthy – 

widows to take the recently vacated position of patroness.

Paula's life-course should sound familiar. Born in 347, she was, like Melania, the 

daughter of a distinguished family: If Jerome can be believed, her mother Blaesilla was 

descended from the Scipiones and the Gracchi, while her father Rogatus could trace his lineage 

back to none other than Agamemnon.718 As a teenager she married Iulius Toxotius, a senator and 

(so Jerome claims) descendant of Aeneas,719 and with him had five children who survived 

infancy, including four daughters (Blaesilla, Paulina, Eustochium, and Rufina) and one son 

(named after his father).720 In 381 her husband died, at which point Paula “devoted herself to 

serving the Lord in such a way that it seemed as if she had been anxiously awaiting his death.”721 

This was not Paulinus' experience, which is probably one of the reasons their correspondence soon fell off. See 
Trout, p. 96.

717 cf. Harlow, p. 130-136, esp. p. 132-133. She argues that this was not intentional, but an artifact of the close 
relationship between the historical Paula and her children.

718 Jerome, Epitaphium 1.1, 3.1; cf. Epistle 107.13. While comparable to the genealogy at the beginning of 
Paulinus' vita of Melania, the move is slightly more appropriate here (and so, presumably, need not be defended,
as in Paulinus), as the ἐπιτάφιος λόγος is supposed to begin with an assessment of the subject's ancestry: 
Menander Rhetor 420 (ed. D.A. Russell and N.G. Wilson, Menander Rhetor, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981); 
cf. Gregory Nazianzus, Oration 7.2.

719 Jerome, Epitaphium 4.1. Her husband is otherwise undistinguished. While his brother Iulius Festus Hymetius 
served as proconsul of Africa from 366 to 368 (see PLRE 1.336, “Iul. Festus 9”), Toxotius' name does not 
appear in conjunction with similarly high office.

720 For a discussion of each child, see Andrew Cain, Jerome's Epitaph on Paula: A Commentary on the Epitaphium
Sanctae Paulae, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013, p. 130-131, 157-160. McNamara offers (p. 16) a good 
discussion of the significance of this nomenclature.

721 Jerome, Epitaphium 5.1. But NB: Jerome also says that she excessively mourned his death (see below). Like her
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Jerome arrived in Rome in 382 as translator for a Greek-speaking delegation of bishops and soon

after began to serve as Paula's spiritual director.722 Under his guidance she and her daughter 

Eustochium, then later also Blaesilla,723 pursued an ascetic lifestyle in Rome, punctuated by 

Blaesilla's premature death in 384.724 Following mounting pressure from the Roman aristocracy, 

Jerome left Rome for the Holy Land in 385, and Paula followed, embarking on a long tour of the 

East that reached its conclusion at Bethlehem.725 There she founded an ascetic retreat for women 

alongside Jerome's retreat for men, where she remained until her death in 404.726

What interests us most in Jerome's story of her life is the scene of her departure from 

Rome, quoted in full at the beginning of this chapter.727 As Jerome tells it, her husband's death  – 

which she “mourned... in such a way that she nearly died herself” – leads to excessive charity 

that quickly bankrupts the family (not, N.B., for the last time), followed by her decision to travel 

to the Holy Land.728 Abandoning Toxotius, “stretching out his hands in a gesture of pleading,” 

and her weeping daughter Rufina, Paula, together with her daughter Eustochium, sets off for a 

life among the “Antonies and Pauls.” As Jerome writes:

motherhood, her devotion to her husband also stands in tension with her ascetic resolve.
722 Jerome had been in Rome before, in the 360s, when he studied Latin rhetoric under Aelius Donatus, whose 

commentary on the Aeneid I discussed above. On the circumstances of his arrival and his years in Rome, see 
Kelly, p. 80-103; Andrew Cain, The Letters of Jerome: Asceticism, Biblical Exegesis, and the Construction of 
Christian Authority in Late Antiquity, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009, p. 43-98.

723 Blaesilla was married (c. 382) to a brother of her mother's cousin Furia, but her husband died only seven months
later, leaving her childless. A near-death experience in 384 prompted her ascetic renunciation (Jerome, Epistle 
38.1-2), at which point she put herself under guidance of her mother's spiritual director (Jerome, Epistle 39.2).

724 As recorded in Jerome's letter of consolation to Paula, Epistle 39. He mentions this work briefly in Epitaphium 
4.2.

725 An account of this journey makes up a large part of the Epitaphium, from 7.1-14.3.
726 Jerome describes her first visit to Bethlehem in Epitaphium 10.1-7; the scene is notable for Paula's vision of the 

Christ-child wrapped in swaddling-clothes. Her choice of ascetic “home” almost puts her in the role of caretaker
for the infant Christ, serving as his spiritual mother or nurse. She returns to Bethlehem and makes the decision 
to remain there in Epitaphium 14.4.

727 Jerome, Epitaphium 6.1-5.
728 Jerome, Epitaphium 5.1-6.1.
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Yet she directed her dry eyes heavenward, overcoming her devotion to her children with her 
devotion to God. She disregarded the mother in herself and as a result showed that she was fit to 
be a maidservant of Christ.729

In what follows, it is not my intention to dispute this repudiation of motherhood, or what at least 

amounts to a replacement of the physical family (Toxotius, Rufina) with a spiritual one 

(Eustochium).730 Such readings clearly agree with what Jerome has to say about the burdens of 

motherhood throughout his corpus.731 I only wish to make one qualification: While he is with one

hand renouncing carnal motherhood in this text, Jerome simultaneously makes provisions for a 

mother's duty and dedication.

First, it's important to closely consider the circumstances behind this scene. Upon his 

arrival in Rome in 382 Jerome set out to make a name for himself as a biblical scholar and guide 

to the ascetic life, especially for the wealthy women of the aristocracy.732 Though he garnered 

controversy with a new translation of the Bible and an ascetic program – outlined in a letter to 

Eustochium, discussed in the next chapter – that some considered extreme,733 he also saw 

729 Jerome, Epitaphium 6.3, also quoted above.
730 For McNamara (p. 20-22, 24), this is a “transcendence” of motherhood: “Their own aspirations were 

subordinated to the demands of husbands, and the tyranny of the flesh over them included the long captivity of 
pregnancies that were often unwanted, culminating in the agony of childbirth;” Paula liberated herself from all 
of this, so McNamara argues, by abandoning her children on the shores of Italy. cf. Lynda L. Coon, Sacred 
Fictions: Holy Women and Hagiography in Late Antiquity, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylavania Press, 
1997, p. 106, who instead emphasizes the replacement of Paula's physical family with a spiritual one, made up 
of the infant Christ, the monks of the desert, and the poor. Cain (Jerome's Epitaph on Paula, p.187-188) instead 
reads this as a subversion of the traditional Roman understanding of pietas as both devotion to the gods & to the
family; but cf. my discussion of the hierarchy of pietas, above.

731 For e.g., Jerome, Epistle 52.10 (reproduction has passed away like the laws of the Israelite priesthood); 54.4.1 
(the only guarantee with children is that they will drool on you), 54.15.2-3 (the concerns of a mother for her 
children distract her from the worship of God); 117.4 (a mother's troubles include uncomfortable pregnancy, the 
difficulty of rearing, having to clean dirty diapers, and having to care for sick children).

732 See Andrew Cain, “Rethinking Jerome's Portraits of Holy Women,” in Jerome of Stridon: His Life, Writings and
Legacy, eds. Andrew Cain & Josef Lössl, Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2009, p. 47-57; Cain, The Letters of Jerome, 
p. 68-98.

733 On his translation work during this period, especially of the Hebrew Bible, and reaction to it (including his 
refutation of Ambrosiaster), see Cain, Letters of Jerome, p. 48-67. For the reaction against Jerome's ascetic 
program, see Jerome, Epistle 52.17, 117.1, 130.19; also Rufinus, Apologia contra Hieronymus 2.5, 53. See also 
Patrick Laurence, “L'Épître 22 de Jérôme et son temps,” in Epistulae antiquae, ed. L. Nadjo and É. Gavoille, 
Paris: Peeters, 2000, p. 63-83.
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considerable success, even working his way into the confidence of Pope Damasus.734 In the fall of

384, however, all this was threatened with the death of Paula's eldest daughter Blaesilla. Many 

believed that her early demise had been precipitated by an ascetic lifestyle of vigils and fasting 

that she had undertaken at his advice, with those at her funeral even threatening to stone “these 

detestable monks” – i.e., Jerome – for leading such a woman to destruction.735 After the death of 

his ally Damasus only a few months later,736 Jerome was forced to plan a hasty retreat, arranging 

for himself and Paula to go on pilgrimage to the Holy Land. Before they could leave, however, 

an ecclesiastical court was convened and Jerome was found guilty of some unnamed crime, most

likely the corruption of women and legacy hunting.737 He fled to exile, as he reports in Epistle 45,

with Paula following in tow.

These charges followed Jerome long after his flight from Rome and very likely informed 

the composition of the present text.738 As Andrew Cain argues, the Epitaphium can be read as a 

sort of apologia, a way for Jerome to definitively answer the accusations of 385 by shaping how 

Paula's departure would be remembered.739 For one, Jerome himself is nowhere to be seen, and so

he cannot be blamed for Paula's decision to leave Rome. Indeed, he says that she gets the idea 

734 Kelly, p. 81-90; Cain, The Letters of Jerome, p. 48-67. Their relationship primarily hinged on Jerome's mastery 
of Greek and Hebrew, with the pope commissioning him to make replacements for the Old Latin translations & 
posing to him certain scriptural questions based on his knowledge of the original texts.

735 Jerome, Epistle 39.6.
736 On December 11, 384. See Kelly, p. 111-112; Cain, The Letters of Jerome, p. 105. Unfortunately for Jerome, 

neither was his successor, Siricius, an ally of ascetics: see David Hunter, “Rereading the Jovinianist 
Controversy: Asceticism and Clerical Authority in Late Ancient Christianity,” Journal of Medieval and Early 
Modern Studies 33.3 (2003), p. 454-7.

737 For an account of Jerome's fall from grace and trial, see Kelly, p. 107-115; Cain, The Letters of Jerome, p. 105-
124. As Cain argues, it is unlikely Jerome was exiled because of his teachings or theology, as he says little about
either in his defense; likewise, Rufinus (as reported in Jerome's Epistula adversus Rufinum 21) treats the 
proceedings of the court as potentially embarrassing, not heretical. From the few hints Jerome gives in Epistle 
45, the charges seemed to have been centered on his relationships with women in the city, especially Paula.

738 As reported by Jerome, Epistula adversus Rufinum 21: numquid et ego non possum enarrare tu quomodo de 
urbe discesseris, quid de te in praesenti iudicatum sit, quid postea scriptum, quid iuraveris, ubi navim 
conscenderis, quam sancte periurium vitaveris? Poteram pandere, sed plura reservare statui quam proferre.

739 Cain, The Letters of Jerome, p. 131-132.
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from the Eastern bishops who had come to Rome for the synod in 382,740 despite the fact that 

they had left some years prior. Most importantly, however, Jerome emphasizes how Paula gives 

away all of her property.741 The thrust of the accusations made against Jerome seem to have been 

that he was a legacy hunter; by casting her as destitute, the charge that he had lured her to 

Bethlehem in order to steal her wealth is made to seem completely baseless.

There was another dimension to the charges brought against him, though, related less to 

the wealth Paula was taking away and more to the family she was leaving behind.742 Among the 

whispers that Jerome relates from Blaesilla's funeral is the accusation that his advice had turned 

Paula against her family responsibilities: “She weeps for her daughter, killed with fasting. She 

wanted [Blaesilla] to marry again, that she might have grandchildren... They have misled this 

unhappy lady; that she is not a nun from choice is clear.”743 Evidently, Paula's peers thought she 

still felt the obligation to see her children wed and with children of their own, and they blamed 

Jerome for her abandonment of this duty. Paula's family also seems to have shared this concern. 

In Jerome's letter to Laeata, Paula's daughter-in-law, he relates how Eustochium's aunt 

Praetextata had once tried to “overcome the resolution of the virgin herself and the expressed 

wishes of her mother” by dressing her in fine clothes and fixing her hair. The implication is that 

Eustochium, around fifteen at the time and ready for marriage, would then be a more attractive 

bride to aristocratic suitors;744 because this would mean stealing a bride from God, though, 

740 Jerome, Epitaphium 6.1-2.
741 Jerome, Epitaphium 5.1-2, 6.5.
742 As Cain argues (The Letters of Jerome, p. 111), the charges were most likely brought by her family, who under 

Roman law would have the best standing in court – assuming the charges pertained to Jerome's relationship with
Paula, as they almost certainly did. 

743 Jerome, Epistle 39.6: Cum de media pompa funeris exanimem te referrent, hoc inter se populus mussitabat: 
'nonne illud est, quod saepius dicebamus? dolet filiam ieiuniis interfectam, quod non uel de secundo eius 
matrimonio tenuerit nepotes. quousque genus detestabile monachorum non urbe pellitur, non lapidibus obruitur,
non praecipitatur in fluctus? matronam miserabilem seduxerunt, quae quam monacha esse noluerit, hinc 
probatur, quod nulla gentilium ita suos umquam filios fleuerit'.

744 There is substantial disagreement on the precise date of Eustochium's birth: Jerome refers to her as parva adhuc 
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Jerome describes how Praetextata's husband and children are struck down as punishment.745 As 

this family-destroying act of divine retribution makes clear, it seemed like Jerome's promotion of

virginity would bring an end to Paula's family, undermining the mechanisms – marriage and 

reproduction – that ensured its continuation.

While it is careful not to loosen the rigors of Jerome's ascetic program, the Epitaphium 

also addresses this concern in the scene of Paula's departure. Its author tips his hand with a 

contradiction. At first, Jerome claims that Paula's giving is so excessive that she bankrupts her 

family:

What dying beggar was not covered by clothing provided by her? Who among the sick was not 
supported by her resources? She intently and painstakingly searched for them throughout the 
entire city and counted it as her loss if any of the infirm or hungry was nourished by someone 
else's food. She robbed her own children, and to relatives who harshly rebuked her for doing this 
she would reply that she was leaving them a greater inheritance in the form of the mercy of 
Christ.746

On the one hand, then, Jerome accuses Paula – triumphantly – of querella inofficiosi testamenti, 

“a complaint of undutiful will,” charging her with disinheriting her children before leaving 

Rome.747 On the other hand, he also argues that Paula is even more dutiful than most mothers, in 

aetas et rudis paena infantia (39.6.1) and adulescentia (Epistl 22.8.2) in 384, but doesn't say anything more. See
Neil Adkin, Jerome on Virginity: A Commentary on the Libellus de virginitate servanda (Letter 22), Cambridge: 
Francis Cairns, 2003, p. 8-9: Estimates range from c. 364 to 370. If we assume Praetextata's make-over occurred
at the end of 384 (when the family was about to move against Jerome) and put Eustochium's birth sometime 
around 370 (as does Cain, The Letters of Jerome, p. 130), this would make her around fifteen at the time. The 
earliest age at which a girl could marry under Roman law was 12 (Digest 23.2.4), but most brides were probably
in their late teens; Brent D. Shaw places the average at 18-19 years old (17-18 for Christians): “The Age of 
Roman Girls at Marriage: Some Reconsiderations,” Journal of Roman Studies 77 (1987), p. 30-46. Elite girls 
like Eustochium, of course, could expect to marry somewhat earlier; Melania the Younger, for example, was 
married at fourteen (Gerontius, Vita 1.1).

745 Jerome, Epistle 107.5. 
746 Jerome, Epitaphium 5.2: Quis inopum moriens non illius vestibus obvolutus est, quis clinicorum non eius 

facultatibus sustentatus est? quos curiosissime tota urbe perquirens damnum putabat si quisquam debilis et 
esuriens cibo sustentaretur alterius. expoliabat filios et inter obiurgantes propinquos maiorem se eis 
hereditatem Christi misericordiam dimittere loquebatur.

747 On the expectation under Constantinian and post-Constantinian law that a mother leave an inheritance to her 
children (bona materna), see Judith Evans Grubbs, Law and Family in Late Antiquity: The Emperor 
Constantine's Marriage Legislation, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995, p. 115-118.
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that by giving away their earthly inheritance she secures for them a greater inheritance in 

heaven.748 But he doesn't stop there. After describing how she abandons her children at Ostia, he 

goes on to relate how she in fact leaves Rome altogether unencumbered, for it is “these children 

to whom she bequeathed all of her possessions prior to her departure, disinheriting herself on 

earth so that she might find an inheritance in heaven.”749 In other words, her children get the best 

of both worlds, this and the next: Not only does she sacrifice their earthly inheritance so they'll 

have a greater share in heaven, but she leaves them an inheritance on earth, too!750 Far from 

neglecting the well-being of her children, Paula provides for them spiritually and materially.

Thus, while she does abandon her family, Paula nevertheless sees to its continuation. The 

historical Paula's daughter Rufina died before marriage,751 but Paulina, her second youngest, 

contracted a marriage with Pammachius,752 a former proconsul and well-placed senator,753 who 

748 Later in the text (Epitaphium 19.4) we see this prayer in action, when Paula prays to God to spare her son 
Toxotius from illness: Scio et scriptas infirmitates gravissimas liberorum et maxime Toxotii sui, quem diligebat 
plurimum, cumque illud virtute conplesset: 'turbata sum et non sum locuta,' in haec verba prorupit: 'qui amat 
filium aut filiam supra me non est me dignus,' et orans ad dominum loquebatur: 'posside filios mortificatorum, 
qui pro te cotidie mortificant corpora sua.' While subordinating family to God (“Whoever loves son or daughter
more than me is not worthy of me”), she simultaneously asks that God protect her son, apparently as reward for 
her asceticism.

749 Jerome, Epitaphium 6.5: Fateor, nulla sic amavit filios, quibus antequam proficisceretur cuncta largita est 
exheredans se in terra ut hereditatem inveniret in caelo. cf. Epistle 39.5: “Dead to the world before your death, 
you have spent all your mere worldly substance upon the poor, or have bestowed it upon your children.”

750 On Paula's regard for convention in the divestment of her property, see Jill Harries, “'Treasure in Heaven': 
Property and Inheritance among the Senators of Late Rome,” in Marriage and Property, ed. Elizabeth M. Craik, 
Aberdeen: University of Aberdeen Press, 1984, p. 61-62. See also Cloke, p. 143-144, who contends that Paula 
surrendered only the income of her estates, and so could “giving away” her wealth multiple times. On the 
possibility of a mother leaving an inheritance to her children, a new legal right guaranteed in the fourth century, 
see the reference above to Grubbs, p. 115-118. On the elaboration of inheritance law at the end of the fourth 
century and into the 5th, including on laws related to a widow's use of her property and the property of her 
husband, see Matthew Kuefler, “The Merry Widows of Late Roman Antiquity: The Evidence of the Theodosian 
Code,” Gender & History 27.1 (April 2015), p. 28-52, esp. 35-44. As Kuefler argues, widows of this period had 
unprecedented legal and financial freedom – until the assertion of restrictions under Valentinian III.

751 All that is known about Rufina is that she wanted her mother to stay in Rome long enough to see her wed 
(Epitaphium 6.3) and she died prematurely, breaking her mother's heart (Epitaphium 4.2: Rufinam, quae 
inmaturo funere pium matris animum consternavit).

752 Jerome, Epitaphium 4.2.
753 PLRE 1.663; Palladius, Historia Lausiaca 62.
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became an even closer ally of Jerome and the family. Paulina would die in childbirth,754 but her 

brother Toxotius likewise married, also to a well-placed spouse,755 continuing the family name by

fathering a daughter who he named after his mother.756 As Jerome claims in this text, Paula 

furnishes this future by supporting her children with her prayers and financial resources. This 

care precludes affection and guidance, but she at least provides dowries for her daughters and the

wealth her son needs to secure a bride and pursue a senatorial career.757 In fact, from a Christian 

perspective, she shows greater concern for her children than most mothers, leaving them an 

earthly inheritance and earning for them a larger share of spiritual grace through her life of 

asceticism. For the Christian aristocracy, this may have been an acceptable compromise.

Admittedly, of course, the assertion that Paula sees to the continuation of her family is 

something of an aside, with the focus of the scene, and much of the Epitaphium, on Paula's 

suppression of affectus and renunciation of pietas in filios. Jerome, like the author of 4 

Maccabees, wants to make sure his readers are aware of how aberrant this behavior is, reminding

them that the renunciation of affection for children “contravenes the laws of nature.” Drawing an

example that is apparently familiar, he explains that for people held in captivity by a hostile army

“nothing is harder to bear than… to be separated from their children.”758 Yet Paula willingly 

754 Her premature death is the subject of a letter of consolation to her husband, Epistle 66; he also mentions her 
death in Epistle 77.10, where we also learn that Pammachius was her inheritor.

755 His wife Laeta, to whom Jerome addresses a letter (Epistle 107), was daughter of Publilius Caecina Albinus, 
consul of Numidia and pontifex, who Macrobius mentions in his Saturnalia (1.1.4) as part of the same set as 
Praetextatus and Symmachus.

756 On these matches and the close connections thereby forged to other elements of the senatorial aristocracy, see 
Elizabeth A. Clark, Jerome, Chrysostom, and Friends, New York, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 1979, p. 63-65.

757 Though NB: Jerome claims elsewhere (Epistle 66.3.3) that Paula's desire was for all of her daughters to become 
virgins, while Paula the Younger would eventually pursue a life of asceticism (the subject of Epistle 107). 
Toxotius is notably excluded from this expectation: As Cain argues (Jerome's Epitaph, p. 428-9), either he did 
not share his mother's faith, or she was more willing for the family to lose daughters than sons. Harlow (p. 142) 
likewise notes that sons are more often reserved for a traditional life course, while daughters can more freely be 
“giving” to a life of virginity. cf. Paulinus, Epistle 13.28, who seems to think of them as an “ascetic family.”

758 Jerome, Epitaphium 6.4.

222



conquers this “great love,”“overcoming her devotion to her children with her devotion to God.”759

We might also add that, compared to Melania, Paula's motivations are far more self-centered and 

idealistic: Paula abandons her children, at least according to Jerome, because she wants to 

become the Hieronymian ideal, using solitude to pursue her study of scripture, conditioning her 

body with fasts and vigils, and perfecting her soul through prayer.760 Any dutifulness towards her 

children is at best an afterthought to these goals.

And yet, surprisingly, Paula's dedication to her children – indeed, her love for them – also

often comes to the fore. This begins as early as Epistle 39, written on the occasion of Blaesilla's 

death: Jerome's consolation quickly becomes chastisement, accusing Paula of having insufficient 

faith because she weeps inordinately over the death of her child. Counseling that “too great 

affection towards one's children is disaffection towards God,” he urges her instead to imitate 

Melania, who he says rejoiced (!) at the deaths of husband and children, having been liberated 

from “a great burden.”761 Weakness where her children are concerned also runs throughout the 

Epitaphium. A point that is frequently overlooked is just how painful Paula finds her departure 

from Rome. Granted, like the mother of 4 Maccabees, she stands strong and dry-eyed against the

buffeting waves of her children's cries; but that does not mean she remains untouched. “She was 

in emotional agony,” Jerome writes, “and she wrestled with her grief as though she was being 

torn from her very limbs,” ultimately being forced to look lest she be overcome by her 

759 Jerome, Epitaphium 6.3.
760 See Andrew Cain, “Jerome's Epitaphium Paulae: Hagiography, Pilgrimage, and the Cult of Saint Paula,” 

Journal of Early Christian Studies 18.1 (Spring 2010), p. 105-139, esp. p. 121-124; also Cain, Jerome's Epitaph,
p. 20-23. Aside from promoting pilgrimage generally and the holy sites of Bethlehem specifically, Paula also 
models Jerome's ideal female ascetic, or what Cain calls the “Hieronymian heroine.”

761 Jerome, Epistle 39.5-6.
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emotions.762 Later, when she learns of deaths within the family, she immediately abandons the 

pose of stoic ascetic and breaks down, at one point made insensible by her grief.763

In other words, as with the inheritance that she gives away and doesn't, Jerome arranges it

so that Paula can have it both ways, abandoning her children and dedicating herself to God while

at the same time outdoing others in her motherly affection. In Epistle 39, Jerome uses Paula's 

mourning to offer a moral lesson to his Christian readers on the appropriateness of grief.764 In the 

Epitaphium, however, he makes no attempt at drawing a lesson from Paula's emotional turmoil, 

even claiming to be uncomfortable mentioning it lest “the attentive reader may say that I am 

censuring her rather than praising her.”765 Jerome's defense is that he is writing history, not 

panegyric, a point he makes at the outset of the Epitaphium, and so it's fair to mention Paula's 

flaws, few though they are, and which in others would be considered virtues.766  While this does 

lend an air of verisimilitude to the text, it also works as a bit of false modesty. What made 

Cornelia, mother of the Gracchi, one of the most revered women in Roman history is considered 

a flaw in her descendant Paula: She is too devoted of a mother, too attached to her children.767 

762 Jerome, Epitaphium 6.4: Torquebantur viscera et, quasi a suis membris distraheretur, cum dolore pugnabat in 
eo cunctis admirabilior, quod magnam uinceret caritatem.

763 Jerome, Epitaphium 19.4 (on the illness of Toxotius); 21.4-5 (on deaths in the family). See also 26.5, on her 
great affection for her granddaughter Paula and her desire to return to Rome and visit with family before her 
death.

764 After surveying scriptural texts on grief (Ep. 39.3-4), Jerome calls Paula to restrain her grief on the grounds that,
as an ascetic, she should be dead to the world: “I pardon you the tears of a mother, but I ask you to restrain your 
grief. When I think of the parent I cannot blame your weeping; but when I think of the Christian and the recluse,
the mother disappears from my view.” In Jerome's view, her tears are not only proof of the failure of her reason 
(39.5), but signify an insufficient faith (39.6-7). cf. Seneca's Consolationes ad Helviam matrem & ad Marciam, 
discussed in the last chapter.

765 Jerome, Epitaphium 21.5.
766 ibid.: Testor Iesum, cui illa servivit et ego servire cupio, me in utraque parte nihil fingere, sed quasi 

Christianum de Christiana, que sunt vera, proferre, id est historiam scribere non panegyricum; cf. 2.1: Testor 
Iesum et sanctos angelos eius ipsumque proprie angelum, qui custos fuit et comes admirabilis feminae, me nihil 
in gratia, nihil more laudantium, sed quidquid dicturus sum pro testimonio dicere et minus eius esse meritis.

767 In Epitaphium 21.4, Jerome contrasts the strength of her ascetic resolve to the weakness of her affection: Quae 
in contemptu ciborum tantam habebat pertinaciam, in luctu mitis erat et suorum mortibus frangebatur, maxime 
liberorum. For Jerome's evaluation of Cornelia, see Epistle 54.4.2.
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There were good reasons for Jerome to engage these sorts of contradictions. As argued 

above, they can be read in the context of his apologia against the charges of 385, and perhaps 

also as a partial about-face following the negative reaction to his Adversus Jovinianum.768 We 

should also consider, though, the immediate occasion for his writing the Epitaphium: the death 

of Paula, and with it, the sudden loss of Jerome's primary source of financial support. Poor 

Eustochium could not hope to provide for her mother's spiritual director, burdened as she was 

with colossal debts by Paula's charity,769 leaving Jerome in such dire straits that he was forced to 

liquidate what remained of his family property.770 Accordingly, the Epitaphium served as a sort of

advertisement, using the vita of Jerome's chief patroness to illustrate the excellence of his ascetic 

program and invite other aristocratic women to take her place.771 Read in this context, Paula's 

contradictory attitude toward her family is not a personal failing or a sign of neurosis,772 but it is 

instead a means for Jerome to present his asceticism in a way that makes it reconcilable with the 

needs and expectations of women of Paula's class. Following Paula's example, they could also 

pursue asceticism while providing for their children in a superior way and with a concession to 

their motherly devotion.

768 On the reaction against Jerome's Adversus Jovinianum and Jerome's subsequent back-peddling, see Kelly, p. 
186-189; Cain, Letters of Jerome, p. 138-140 Even his ally Pammachius objected to the severity of his refutation
of Jovinian, going so far as to remove copies of the text from circulation (Jerome, Epistle 48.2; Rufinus, 
Apologia contra Hieronymum 2.42. Jerome's apologia – Epistle 49 – attempts to moderate the tone of his 
refutation, but did little to appease his critics.

769 Jerome, Epitaphium 30.1. She was apparently chosen as the disinherited child, presumably because she opted-in
to asceticism.

770 Jerome, Epistle 66.14.1-2.
771 On the purpose of the Epitaphium, especially as an advertisement or, as he puts it, propaganda, see Cain, 

“Jerome's Epitaphium Paulae: Hagiography, Pilgrimage, and the Cult of Saint Paula,” p. 105-139; Jerome's 
Epitaph for Paula, p. 13-33.

772 As Giselle de Nie argues, "Consciousness Fecund Through God: From Male Fighter to Spiritual Bride-Mother 
in Late Antique," in Sanctity and Motherhood, ed. Anneke B. Mulder-Bakker, New York: Garland Pub., 1995, p.
134-135.
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Such a hypothesis is, of course, difficult to prove, except that Jerome had done something

similar – and in far more explicit terms – only a few years earlier. In 399 he wrote a letter of 

consolation, unsolicited, to the recently widowed Salvina.773 Though in the letter he repeatedly 

insists on the innocence of his intentions,774 it's clear that he is drawn as a moth to a flame: 

Salvina's husband was the nephew of the empress Flaccilla, and her father was Gildo, governor 

of Africa, placing her at the center of imperial power.775 In enticing her to become his patroness, 

Jerome steers well clear of the harsh rigors of asceticism, emphasizing instead the goodness of 

children and motherhood. After comforting Salvina by reminding her that God has given her a 

perpetual memorial to her husband in the face of her son, he practically gushes over her infant 

daughter:

And with him there is his sister, a basket of roses and lilies, a mixture of ivory and purple… So 
sweet and honied is she that she is the pride of all her kinsfolk. The Emperor does not disdain to 
hold her in his arms, and the Empress likes nothing better than to nurse her on her lap. Everyone 
runs to be the first to catch her up. Now she clings to the neck of one, and now she is fondled in 
the arms of another. She prattles and stammers, and is all the sweeter for her faltering tongue.776

Those more familiar with Jerome's acerbic warning that children are nothing but drool and dirty 

diapers cannot but wonder at this reversal. Quoting the Psalms, he concludes by insisting that 

773 Jerome, Epistle 79; for discussion, see Cain, Letters of Jerome, p. 134. Jerome mentions this letter again in 
Epistle 120.1, where he recommends that the new widow Hedibia read this and his other “book” on the vocation
of widowhood, Epistle 54. That letter – addressed to Furia, a widow of Rome – takes on a quite different tone 
from his letter to Salvina, warning against a desire for offspring as an excuse for second marriage (Epistle 54.4, 
15). Furia, of course, was not as attractive a patroness as Salvina; but, perhaps more to the point, she'd 
entertained ideas of remarrying, which Jerome felt bound to head off.

774 Jerome, Epistle 79.1: “My desire to do my duty may, I fear, expose me to a charge of self-seeking… Men may 
say that I am not so much trying to console a widow in affliction as endeavoring to creep into the imperial court;
and that, while I make a pretext of offering comfort, I am really seeking the friendship of the great.” The same 
objection is made in 79.4.

775 PLRE, I.620 ('Nebridius 3'); PLRE, I.395-6 ('Gildo').
776 Jerome, Epistle 79.6: Iungitur ei germana, rosarum et liliorum calathus, eboris ostri que commercium. sic refert

in ore patrem, ut ad uenustatem propensior sit; sic matrem mixta pingit similitudine, ut in uno corpore utrumque
cognoscas; ita suauis est et mellitula, ut honos sit omnium propinquorum. hanc tenere non dedignatur augustus,
hanc fouere in sinu regina laetatur. certatim ad se omnes rapiunt: pendet ex collo, haeret in brachiis 
singulorum. garrula atque balbutiens linguae offensione fit dulcior.
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“the fruit of the womb is the Lords' reward,” followed by the charge that Salvina heed 1 Timothy

5.9-10 (“Let a widow be… one who has brought up children”).777 Confronted with the prospect of

patronage, Jerome was perfectly willing to mitigate his anti-familial rhetoric and make room for 

motherhood.

 In his Epitaphium for Paula, Jerome does something similar, albeit in more muted terms. 

Again, he does not back down from his insistence on the perfection of asceticism: Where in 399 

he was seeking an ally at court, in 404 he was looking for someone to support his ascetic 

program in Bethlehem; they must therefore be convinced of the appropriateness of his ascetic 

rigor. At the same time, though, like Paulinus' Epistle 29, the Epitaphium offers reassurance that 

the obligations and commitment of a mother can still be met as an ascetic. In fact, this text has an

even lower standard of renunciation than does Epistle 29, making a remarkable allowance for 

emotional attachment within the ascetic vocation. Prospective patronesses are promised that they,

like Paula, can embark on a life in the desert without undermining the continuation of their 

family and without sacrificing their love of offspring.

What Jerome offered to fourth-century Christians was a qualified repudiation of 

motherhood. There is no way of reading the scene of Paula's departure from Rome except as a 

rejection of the role of mother, for as Jerome writes, Paula nesciebat matrem ut Christi probaret 

ancillam.778 But whether by leaving an inheritance to her children, offering them her prayers, or 

agonizing over their absence and grieving at their sorrows, the mother within Paula occasionally 

reemerges. Jerome thereby effected a synthesis of his ascetic rigor with the senatorial 

aristocracy's need for familial continuity and expectation of motherly commitment. Today it 

777 Jerome, Epistle 79.7.
778 Jerome, Epitaphium 6.3.
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seems like a strange synthesis, and may well have been an unsatisfactory one;779 but for Jerome, it

was a good way of appealing to the aristocracy without compromising his asceticism.

Conclusion

While Christians emphasized the radically new character of a mother's decision to 

abandon her children, this was almost an exaggeration. Granted, it was not normal behavior: Our 

sources are replete with instances of Christians and others objecting to anti-familial asceticism, 

as heard in the whispers at Blaesilla's funeral. The abandonment of children could, however, be 

justified, whether in terms of a hierarchy of pietas, which provided for the subordination of 

maternal obligations, or in terms of the separation of officium from affectus, which allowed a 

mother to be pia so long as she provided for her children. In fact, women ascetics – at least those 

of the senatorial aristocracy – had to give up very little in terms of their responsibilities as 

mothers. Judging from Paulinus and Jerome, it was possible for an ascetic mother to provide care

for her children via the meriting of her ascetic striving and to remain dedicated to them, even if 

her maternal love was at times best suppressed. Such women acted as mothers in a new way and 

were held to a new set of standards, but from a certain perspective also conformed to and even 

surpassed traditional expectations. As with imperial mothers, the idealization of motherhood was 

alive and well among Christians, albeit now reoriented toward Christ.

779 While she goes too far in imputing psychological distress to the Paula of Jerome's text, de Nie does highlight the
potential insufficiency of this synthesis for the historical Paula: “One can only feel a deep compassion for this 
tormented and constricted lady, tormented by her natural grief, and constricted by her misguided view of the 
Christian message, which made her try to excise and destroy this grief by suffering to the limit, instead of 
widening and transforming it into a warm, liberating, and generative spiritual motherhood of all” (p. 135). On 
the doubts and regrets of an ascetic mother quite like Paula, see Mary Dunn, “'The Cruelest of All Mothers': 
Marie de l'Incarnation, Motherhood, and Christian Discipline,” p. 47-49. Also N.B.: While he found alternative 
sources of patronage, at least to support his literary endeavors until his death in 420, Jerome would never find a 
patroness to match the one he had lost.
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CHAPTER 5

A WOMB OF ONE'S OWN:

WOMEN AND METAPHORICAL MOTHERHOOD

In one respect, though, Christians, and Christian ascetics especially, did substantially 

transform how Latin authors talked about motherhood: They, nearly for the first time, addressed 

women as subjects of childbirth and pregnancy metaphors. I don't mean this in the sense of 

“spiritual motherhood” of the poor or of a religious community, as briefly touched on in previous

chapters,780 nor in the sense in which motherhood was addressed as a metaphor in chapter one, as 

a means for describing God. Rather, I mean the use of motherhood to describe certain kinds of 

experience, whether in general terms, as a way of expressing what it is to be a Christian, or in 

terms of a specific experience, like that of Christian asceticism. Such metaphors, long familiar to 

the Greeks and Romans, became in the hands of fourth-century Christians also the province of 

women. This move offers yet one more indication of the continuing vitality of motherhood in the

late ancient imagination as well as of the ambivalence fourth-century Christians felt toward 

motherhood.

In this chapter I make three claims. First, I argue that metaphorical motherhood before the

fourth century was only rarely the work of women. There are definite exceptions to this axiom, 

but they're few in number, especially in our Christian sources. Second, women emerged as 

metaphorical mothers in the fourth century, and due in large part to debates on the character of 

780 For a parallel in ancient Judaism, see discussion of “mothers of the congregation” (as in 4Q270 7.1.14) and 
“mother of the synagogue” in Bernadette J. Brooten, Women Leaders in the Ancient Synagogue: Inscriptional 
Evidence and Background Issues, Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1982, esp. p. 63-70.
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Christian asceticism. Other factors contributed to this change, but primarily Christian ascetics 

placed women in the position of subject of the metaphor – that is, they described women 

carrying and bearing children spiritually, and not the fecund wombs of men – in order to say 

something about the relative worth of human reproduction and sexual abstinence. Thus, 

asceticism, far from pushing the womb out of the Christian frame of thought, actually provided 

new ways to “think with” motherhood.

Third, though, and in a departure from previous scholarship on “spiritual motherhood” in 

late antiquity, I do not read this metaphor solely as a rejection and replacement of physical 

childbirth. Giselle de Nie argues that a “consciousness fecund through God” – the epithet of the 

sixth century childless nun Radegund – emerged as a result of “the ascendance of an 

otherworldly attitude, involving an alienation toward the body's natural functions.”781 

Metaphorical motherhood, she contends, was used by women ascetics (and some men) to 

transcend the body, which they saw as an obstacle to union with God. Similarly, Clarissa 

Atkinson argues that spiritual maternity, or what she calls production, developed as a 

replacement for physical maternity, or reproduction, with Christians monks and nuns 

appropriating the conferred status of motherhood but denigrating its physical manifestations.782 

As we'll see, de Nie and Atkinson certainly seem to describe how the childbirth metaphor was 

used by the more strident proponents of asceticism.783 At the same time, however, the metaphor 

781 Giselle de Nie, “'Consciousness Fecund Through God': From Male Fighter to Spiritual Bride-Mother in Late 
Antique Female Sanctity,” in Sanctity and Motherhood: Essays on Holy Mothers in the Middle Ages, ed. Anneke
B. Mulder-Bakker, London: Routledge, 1995, p. 150.

782 Clarissa W. Atkinson, The Oldest Vocation: Christian Motherhood in the Middle Ages, Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1991, p. 64-100. As she writes (p. 99-100): “Production and reproduction were separated, with
“production” defined (in the spiritual and ecclesiastical realm) as active holiness, the work of prayer and charity,
teaching and mission. Ordinary mothers could not be “productive” in this sense; their work was reproduction – a
lesser sphere. Holy women were not deprived of the status of marriage and motherhood, however, for they were 
brides of Christ and mothers of holy persons and communities.”

783 NB: Neither Atkinson nor de Nie address the texts discussed in the final section of this chapter. Atkinson is 
primarily interested in medieval sources, addressing only a select number of Jerome's letters and Augustine's 
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was also deployed against exactly this kind of “radical encratism,”784 offering spiritual 

motherhood less as a replacement for biological motherhood and more as proof of the latter's 

worth. In fact, what we find is a contest to define how the childbirth metaphor should be used: 

Should spiritual motherhood be treated as a replacement for reproduction, or is it proof of 

reproduction's inherent (if inferior) goodness?

Metaphorical motherhood before the fourth century

Metaphorical motherhood – including metaphorical childbirth, conception, pregnancy, 

and nursing – appeared long before the fourth century. As David Leitao argues, it first came to 

the fore in the mid-fifth century BCE, probably in the cosmological writings of Anaxagoras, and 

from there took root in mythology, poetry, drama, and especially philosophy.785 It's no wonder, 

then, that metaphorical motherhood can be found throughout the New Testament and in early 

Christian literature, including in the Gospels, the letters of Paul, and the apocryphal acts. For the 

most part, however, women were not the subjects of metaphorical motherhood. They could 

participate in spiritual pregnancy and birthing as part of a corporate body, especially the church, 

but metaphorical motherhood was more often the work of men.

The best example of this, and the one with the greatest currency among Christians,786 is 

Diotima's description of the philosopher's pregnancy and birthing in Plato's Symposium.787 

Brought in as an expert on the ways of love, the subject being discussed by the gathering, but 

Confessiones (p. 66-77); while de Nie focuses on specific women as spiritual mothers (e.g., Mary, Perpetua, 
Eugenia, Paula, Radegund, etc.).

784 I borrow the term “radical encratism” from David G. Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy in Ancient 
Christianity: The Jovinianist Controversy, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007, p. 113-114.

785 See David D. Leitao, The Pregnant Male as Myth and Metaphor in Classical Greek Literature, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012.

786 See below for discussion of Methodius of Olympus' Symposium, a text directly modeled on Plato's dialogue.
787 Plato, Symposium 206b-212a.
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only present in the testimony of Socrates,788 Diotima at first offers a mixing of both male and 

female reproductive experience. She begins by defining the pursuit of love as “begetting on a 

beautiful thing by means of both the body and the soul,”789 which is why all men are pregnant – 

“in body and soul” – and desire, upon reaching a certain age, to beget within the Beautiful:

Thus Beauty presides over all birth as Fate and Lady of Travail; and hence it is that when the 
pregnant [man] approaches the beautiful it becomes not only gracious but so exhilarate, that it 
flows over with begetting and bringing forth… Therefore when a person is big and teeming-ripe 
he feels himself in a sore flutter for the beautiful, because its possessor can relieve him of his 
heavy pangs.790

J.S. Morrison draws a connection between this passage and the description of male reproduction 

in the Timaeus (especially 86c) to argue that this is an account of male ejaculation as childbirth, 

with the man's seed “carried” within his bone marrow until contact with something beautiful, at 

which points he experiences first “birth pangs” (i.e., arousal) then “parturition” (i.e., 

ejaculation).791 Thus, as E.E. Pender points out, the philosopher τίκτειν δὲ ἐν μὲν αἰσχρῷ οὐ 

δύναται, ἐν δὲ τῷ καλῷ: Just as a man ejaculates into a woman during sex, so he gives birth into 

788 On the significance of Diotima's gender, and especially on her absence from the actual proceedings, see David 
M. Halperin, “Why is Diotima a Woman?”, in One Hundred Years of Homosexuality, London: Routledge, 1989, 
p. 113-151.

789 Plato, Symposium 206b.
790 Plato, Symposium 206d-e: Μοῖρα οὖν καὶ Εἰλείθυια ἡ Καλλονή ἐστι τῇ γενέσει. διὰ ταῦτα ὅταν μὲν καλῷ 

προσπελάζῃ τὸ κυοῦν, ἵλεών τε γίγνεται καὶ εὐφραινόμενον διαχεῖται καὶ τίκτει τε καὶ γεννᾷ· ὅταν δὲ αἰσχρῷ, 
σκυθρωπόν τε καὶ λυπούμενον συσπειρᾶται καὶ ἀποτρέπεται καὶ ἀνείλλεται καὶ οὐ γεννᾷ, ἀλλὰ ἴσχον τὸ κύημα 
χαλεπῶς φέρει. ὅθεν δὴ τῷ κυοῦντί τε καὶ ἤδη σπαργῶντι πολλὴ ἡ πτοίησις γέγονε περὶ τὸ καλὸν διὰ τὸ 
μεγάλης ὠδῖνος ἀπολύειν τὸν ἔχοντα.

791 J.S. Morrison, “Four Notes on Plato's Symposium,” Classical Quarterly 14 (1964), p. 43-55, esp. 51-5; this 
conclusion is repeated in Kenneth J. Dover, Greek Homosexuality, London: Harvard University Press, 1978, p. 
153-165; Michael C. Stokes, Plato's Socratic Conversations, London: Bloomsbury Academic, 1986, p. 146-182;
E.E. Pender, “Spiritual Pregnancy in Plato's Symposium,” Classical Quarterly 42.1 (1992), p. 72-76.
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the beautiful.792 In short, Diotima is describing the male sexual experience in terms of pregnancy 

and childbirth.

It remains unclear how “seed-pregnancy” relates to philosophy – that is, in what way this 

is a metaphor – until Diotima brings in another pregnant man. She begins by tying procreation to 

immortality, for “every mortal thing is preserved in this way; not by keeping it exactly the same 

for ever, like the divine, but by replacing what goes off or is antiquated with something fresh, in 

the semblance of the original.”793 Animals and the baser brood of humans participate in this 

process biologically,794 the ambitious accomplish the same by achieving renown,795 and “all the 

poets and those craftsmen who are styled 'inventors'” gain an everlasting name by conceiving 

wondrous things in the mind.796 Above all these, however, are those most “noble and well-

endowed,” who beget instead virtues, conceived and nurtured in concert with other noble souls:

For I hold that by contact with the fair one and by consorting with him he bears and brings forth 
his long-felt conception... Equally too with him he shares the nurturing of what is begotten, so 
that men in this condition enjoy a far fuller community with each other than that which comes 
with children, and a far surer friendship, since the children of their union are fairer and more 
deathless.797

The philosopher, pregnant with virtue and intelligence, engages in talk of such higher things with

an equally-pregnant friend (209b, λόγων περὶ ἀρετῆς) and educates him (209c, ἐπιχειρεῖ 

792 Pender, p. 75. Cf. P.C. Plass, “Plato's 'Pregnant Lover,'” Symbolae Osloenses 53 (1978), p. 47-55, esp. p. 48-50, 
who rejects this thesis, contending that the “male pregnancy” we find in this text arises only from “the confusion
of sexual roles in a homosexual relationship;” Glenn Rawson, “Platonic Recollection and Mental Pregnancy,” 
Journal of the History of Philosophy 44.2 (April 2006), p. 137-155, esp. p. 146, who points out that Diotima 
prefers to use the word κυεῖν to describe “male” pregnancy, which is almost always used to refer to women 
giving birth, as well as the absence of the word σπέρμα.

793 Plato, Symposium 208b.
794 Plato, Symposium 207a-208a (examples from the animal kingdom), 208e (on humanity).
795 Plato, Symposium 208c-e.
796 Plato, Symposium 209a.
797 Plato, Symposium 209c: ἁπτόμενος γάρ, οἶμαι, τοῦ καλοῦ καὶ ὁμιλῶν αὐτῷ, ἃ πάλαι ἐκύει τίκτει καὶ γεννᾷ, καὶ 

παρὼν καὶ ἀπὼν μεμνημένος, καὶ τὸ γεννηθὲν συνεκτρέφει κοινῇ μετ᾿ ἐκείνου, ὥστε πολὺ μείζω κοινωνίαν τῆς 
τῶν παίδων πρὸς ἀλλήλους οἱ τοιοῦτοι ἴσχουσι καὶ φιλίαν βεβαιοτέραν, ἅτε καλλιόνων καὶ ἀθανατωτέρων 
παίδων κεκοινων̇ηκότες.
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παιδεύειν), the two begetting and giving birth in each other to immortal virtue. Pregnancy is thus 

a metaphor for the incipient apprehension of virtue,798 while birthing represents the culmination 

of this apprehension's development via dialectical discourse.799

Pointedly, women are twice excluded from this process. In the first place, women cannot 

participate in this sort of child birthing in so far as women are not philosophers, with the only 

woman present – a flute player –  dismissed from the gathering.800 While this might leave room 

for an exceptional woman like Diotima to be admitted at some later point, this seems unlikely 

given how thoroughly the author elides the experiences of women. Though the seed pregnancy of

a man is discussed in detail,801 we're not told how one's partner in dialectical discourse receives 

seed, how that seed takes root, how it is nurtured, or how the philosopher ultimately gives birth 

to fully-developed virtue.802 Diotima says only that καὶ τὸ γεννηθὲν συνεκτρέφει κοινῇ μετ᾽ 

ἐκείνου,803 without addressing how that production actually works. Female pregnancy is, as 

Pender puts it, an “absent presence,” “absent, as there is no direct mention of it but a presence, 

nevertheless, as it must be understood for the phrase τὸ γεννηθὲν συνεκτρέφει to make sense.”804 

If the female experience comes through at all, it is in the confusion of sex and reproduction, as in

206d-e, where arousal is equated with birth pangs and orgasm with parturition.805 Beyond this, 

798 On spiritual pregnancy as metaphor for a dispositional model of knowledge, see Rawson, “Platonic Recollection
and Mental Pregnancy.” 

799 This important point was first made by Pender, p. 76-85.
800 Plato, Symposium 176e.
801 Plato, Symposium 206b-e.
802 NB: The word σπέρμα does not appear in the text, as Rawson (p. 146) has pointed out. Despite this, Diotima 

quite explicitly refers to the experience of male arousal and ejaculation (206d). I use “seed” to mean the product 
of a man's “pregnancy” that is emitted during sexual or dialectical intercourse; in Plato's own words, however, a 
man's ejaculate (physical and metaphorical) is the thing which he has born, received by either the woman he has
impregnated or the friend with which he converses.

803 Plato, Symposium 209c.
804 Pender, p. 79.
805 As Halperin argues (p. 139-142), the Greeks' understanding of a woman's ἔρως as a desire to procreate is 

reflected in Diotima's failure to distinguish between sex and reproduction.
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there is no acknowledgment of a woman's experience or how it differs from the reproductive 

experiences of men.806 Men and their experiences of pregnancy and childbirth, physical and 

intellectual, take center stage and share almost none of the spotlight.807

In the letters of Paul, by contrast, there is a greater emphasis on women and their 

reproductive experiences. At times Paul uses childbirth, and especially labor pains, as a metaphor

for universal crisis, just as it is sometimes used in the Hebrew Bible:808 In 1 Thessalonians 5.3, 

for example, he tells his congregation that the day of the Lord will come on them suddenly, “as 

labor pains come upon a pregnant woman;” while in Romans 8.22 we learn that “the whole 

creation has been groaning in labor pains until now.” But Paul's letters also uses the physical 

processes of motherhood as metaphors for spiritual transformation, conversion, and instruction. 

On the one hand, it is Christians who “labor” with their own salvation, with the congregation at 

Rome “groan[ing] inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies” (Romans 

8.23). On the other hand, it is Paul who is mother. Through him a congregation is born, as with 

the churches of Galatia, with whom Paul is “again in the pain of childbirth until Christ is formed 

in you” (Galatians 4.19).809 More often, though, Paul characterizes his spiritual instruction as 

nursing, either to describe the gentleness of his approach, “like a nurse tenderly caring for her 

own children” (1 Thessalonians 2.7), or the simplicity of his teachings, for “I fed you with milk, 

806 This is Halperin's (p. 142-148) final conclusion: “For at the same time as Plato invests Diotima with an erotic 
and prophetic authority, his construal of her “difference” takes back what it gives, denying in effect the 
autonomy of women's experience… Hence, when Diotima speaks, she does not speak for women: she silences 
them” (p. 145).

807 cf. Plato, Theaetetus 148e-151d, where Socrates assumes the role of midwife to Theaetetus, pregnant with a 
soul-child, whose labor pains and childbirth are described in some detail. On the shift in Plato's use of 
motherhood as metaphor. As we'll see, however, it's the Symposium and it's elision of the female experience of 
sex and reproduction, not the Theaetetus, that had the greatest influence on Christian authors (with the notable 
exception of Andrew's midwifery, discussed below).

808 See Claudia D. Bergmann, Childbirth as a Metaphor for Crisis: Evidence from the Ancient Near East, the 
Hebrew Bible, and 1QH XI, 1-18, Berlin: Walter de Gruyter & Co., 2008.

809 cf. 1 Corinthians 4.15: “In Christ Jesus I became your father through the gospel.”
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not solid food” (1 Corinthians 3.2).810 In these examples, Paul's letters draw on the experiences of

women – pain in childbirth, the tenderness of nursing, even weaning – to convey his point.811

This use of metaphorical motherhood is similar to that in Plato's Symposium, however, in 

that it is the work of men. While the groans of a pregnant body in pain, the anticipation of 

delivery, and the nursing of infants place the reader in the maternity ward, there are no women 

present. Instead it is Paul who is in labor (Gal. 4.19) and nurses his children (1 Thess. 2.7, 1 Cor. 

3.2), or the world (1 Thess. 5.3, Romans 8.22) and the congregation (Romans 8.23) who give 

birth. This is not necessarily a denial that women can give birth spiritually, as they presumably 

participate in the labor throes of the church. As in Plato, though, the focus of the metaphor is 

androcentric. Paradoxically, it is men who give birth.

The paradox of men giving birth appears in other early Christian sources as well. In the 

Acts of Andrew, for example, we encounter men as both mothers and midwives.812 After 

miraculously healing Stratocles' slave, Andrew begins converting the master, despite his 

reticence to accept Christ, by addressing him in terms very reminiscent of Paul:

Bring to birth the child you are carrying and do not give yourself over to labor pains alone. I am 
no novice at midwifery or divination. I desire what you are bearing. I love what you are 
suppressing. I will suckle what is within you.813

810 cf. Numbers 11.12: “Did I conceive all this people? Did I give birth to them, that you should say to me, 'Carry 
them in your bosom, as a nurse (ָה֥א֣מן) carries a sucking child, to the land that you promised on oath to your 
ancestors?'”; 1QHa 15.23b-25a, in which the leader of the community also describes himself as a אומן. See 
McNeel, p. 112-117.

811 For more on Paul's use of reproductive metaphors, see Beverly Roberts Gaventa, Our Mother Saint Paul, 
Louisville, Westminster John Knox Press, 2007; Susan G. Eastman, Recovering Paul's Mother Tongue: 
Language and Theology in Galatians, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007; Margaret Aymer, “'Mother Knows Best': 
The Story of Mother Paul Revisited,” in Mother Goose, Mother Jones, Mommie Dearest: Biblical Mothers and 
Their Children, ed. Cheryl A. Kirk-Duggan and Tina Pippin, Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature Press, 2009, 
p. 187-198; Jennifer Houston McNeel, Paul as Infant and Nursing Mother: Metaphor, Rhetoric, and Identity in 
1 Thessalonians 2:5-8, Atlanta: SBL Press, 2014.

812 For a comprehensive study of the childbirth metaphor in the Acts of Andrew, see Anna Rebecca Solevåg, 
Birthing Salvation: Gender and Class in Early Christian Childbearing Discourse, Leiden: Brill, 2013, p. 137-
198.

813 Acts of Andrew 7: ἀποκύησον δὲ τέκνον ὃ ἔχεις, καὶ μὴ μόνον ὠδῖσιν σεαυτὸν παραδίδου. οὔκ εἰμι ἀμύητος 
μαιευτικῆς, ἀλλ᾿ οὐδὲ μαντικῆς. ἔστι τι ὃ ἀποτίκτεις, ὃ ἐγὼ φιλῶ. ἔστι τι ὃ σιγᾶς, ὃ ἐγὼ ἐρῶ, ὃ καὶ εἰς ἔνδον ἐγὼ
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Stratocles, amidst loud groans, ultimately submits to Andrew's “midwifery,” but remains hesitant

to publicly reveal this new-found faith or come to Andrew's public lectures. In response, the 

apostle reminds him that when “the foetus is forced by some power to come forth” it must be 

recorded and presented to the women in attendance.814 Stratocles' incipient faith – the “person 

now latent within you” –  is understood as a fetus which Andrew helps to deliver, but Stratcoles 

himself must give birth to it.

Interestingly, the Acts of Andrew also seems to suggest that reproduction – metaphorical 

or otherwise – is exclusively reserved for men. Later in the text, Andrew is imprisoned by 

Aegeates in a ploy to compel his wife Maximilla to renounce continence and return to his bed. 

Lacking the heart to torture his wife himself, Aegeates promises to cause her pain indirectly by 

torturing Andrew, unless she agrees to “sleep with me, having sexual relations with me, bearing 

my children.”815 Maximilla, daunted by this threat, goes to Andrew for his advice, which is to 

stubbornly resist her husband's “disgusting schemes.” “I rightly see in you Eve repenting,” 

Andrew assures her, which he explains to mean that she has abandoned those passions – sexual 

and reproductive – with which Eve was condemned.816 The result is that while Stratocles' 

childbirth is encouraged, even pressed, Maximilla must cut herself off from reproduction. In a 

reversal brought about by conversion to Christianity, childbearing is renounced by women and 

assumed by men.

Perhaps the greatest demonstration of the appropriation of spiritual motherhood by men, 

however, lies in the Symposium of Methodius of Olympus. A relatively late text, probably written

ἀναθρέφω.
814 Acts of Andrew 9. See Solevåg, p. 169-170, who draws some interesting parallels to childbearing discourses in 

antiquity, especially Soranus' Gynaecia.
815 Acts of Andrew 36.
816 Acts of Andrew 37.
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between 270 and 290 CE,817 it is ostensibly modeled on Plato's dialogue of the same name, except

that it reads more like a “manual of Christian doctrine, of philosophy and theology, unified under

the concept of chastity.”818 The main departure from Plato lies in the composition of the 

symposiants: Whereas Plato's gathering (like most ancient Greek symposia) is made up 

exclusively of men, meeting in the ἀνδρῶν, or men's chamber, this text instead brings together 

twelve women.819 It is therefore striking that while the conversation is mostly between women, 

and while spiritual pregnancy figures as prominently in Methodius as it does in Plato, women are

still excluded from spiritual childbirth.

The text's first use of conception and childbirth as metaphors appears in discourse three, 

given by the aptly-named Thalia. It follows close on the heels of Theophila's impassioned 

defense of physical marriage and childbirth: Against Marcella's claim that the purpose of human 

procreation has been fulfilled,820 Theophila insists that procreation, while inferior to virginity, is 

divinely sanctioned and affirmed by the apostle Paul (1 Corinthians 7.38).821 Thalia attempts a 

compromise between Marcella and Theophila, agreeing with the latter that physical procreation 

is good but contending that Christians may now give birth in a superior way. Building on 

817 For a discussion of dating and the text's complex manuscript tradition, see Herbert A. Musurillo, St. Methodius: 
The Symposium, A Treatise on Chastity, London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1958, p. 12, 23-35. Methodius' 
martyrdom in 311, according to Jerome (De viris illustribus 83), establishes a firm terminus ante quem.

818 Musurillo, p. 11. Recent studies, though few in number, have offered a reassessment of the text, focusing less on
the Symposium as a collection of “commonplaces” and more on how Methodius uses it to promote sexual 
continence and its place in an inclusive vision of the church. See Lloyd George Patterson, Methodius of 
Olympus: Divine Sovereignty, Human Freedom, and Life in Christ, Washington, DC.: Catholic University of 
America Press, 1997, p. 64-122, esp. 65-69.

819 On Methodius' Symposium as it compares to Plato's Symposium & other texts of the genre, see Andrew Bril, 
“Plato and the Sympotic Form in the Symposium of St. Methodius of Olympus,” Zeitschrift für Antikes 
Christentum 9 (2005), p. 279-302, esp. p. 293-294.

820 Methodius, Symposium 2.1. I use the divisions and translation of Musurillo throughout.
821 Methodius, Symposium 2.7.
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Theophila's interpretation of the removal of Adam's rib (Genesis 2.21-24) as like male orgasm,822 

Thalia describes how Christ inseminated the Church from the Cross:

For it was for her sake that the Word left his heavenly Father and came down to earth in order to 
cling to his spouse, and slept in the ecstasy of his passion. Voluntarily did he die for her sake that
he might present her to himself a glorious Church and without blemish, cleansing her by the 
laver for the reception of that blessed spiritual seed which he sows and plants by secret 
inspiration in the depths of the soul; and like a woman the Church conceives of this seed and 
forms it until the day she bears and nurtures it as virtue.823

As Ralph Norman puts it, tongue-in-cheek, the crucifixion is Christ's petit-mort.824 It is at this 

ecstatic moment that Christ ejaculates his spiritual seed, which the Church receives and nurtures. 

As Thalia explains, this conception occurs both during celebration of the Eucharist, which in 

repeating Christ's death also repeats his orgasm, and at the baptismal font, from which Christians

come as from a womb.825 By these means Christ is made the metaphorical father of all Christians 

and the Church their metaphorical mother.

While the Church is “the actual multitude and assembly of the faithful taken as a whole,” 

though, suggesting a corporate metaphorical childbirth akin to what we find in Paul, this 

metaphorical childbirth is also accomplished by individual Christians. “It is impossible for 

anyone to participate in the Holy Spirit and to be counted a member of Christ unless again the 

Word has first descended upon him and fallen into the sleep of ecstasy,” meaning that every 

Christian receives the seed of Christ's “sleep of ecstasy” and conceives. But there are also “those 

822 Methodius, Symposium 2.2.
823 Methodius, Symposium 3.8: ἧς δὴ χάριν καταλείψας τὸν πατέρα τὸν ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς κατῆλθεν ὁ λόγος 

προσκολληθησόμενος τῇ γυναικὶ καὶ ὕπνωσε τὴν ἔκστασιν τοῦ πάθους ἑκουσίως ὑπὲρ αὐτῆς ἀποθανών, ὅπως 
αὐτὸς ἑαυτῷ παραστήσῃ τὴν ἐκκλησίαν ἔνδοξον καὶ ἄμωμον, καθαρίσας τῷ λουτρῷ πρὸς ὑποδοχὴν τοῦ νοητοῦ 
καὶ μακαρίου σπέρματος, ὃ σπείρει μὲν αὐτὸς ὑπηχῶν καὶ καταφυτεύων ἐν τῷ βάθει τοῦ νοός, ὑποδέχεται δὲ 
καὶ μορφοῖ δίκην γυναικὸς ἡ ἐκκλησία εἰς τὸ γεννᾶν τὴν ἀρετὴν καὶ ἐκτρέφειν.

824 Ralph Norman, “Methodius and Methodologies: Ways of Reading Third-century Christian Sexual Symbolism,” 
Theology & Sexuality 13.1 (Sept., 2006), p. 85.

825 Methodius, Symposium 3.8.
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who are more perfect in spiritual progress” – i.e., virgins – “that by receiving from Him the pure 

and fertile seed of doctrine they might collaborate with him in the preaching of the Gospel for 

the salvation of all the rest.” Through them, “as by mothers in labor,” all those who are imperfect

and only partially formed in their faith are brought to fruition, “born and reborn unto the 

greatness and beauty of virtue.”826 As Lloyd G. Patterson argues, the text uses this metaphor to tie

the whole life of the Church to chastity: The spiritually-perfected (or nearly-perfected) virgin 

“gives birth” to the merely continent Christian, so that the entire Church, virgin and married, can 

be born to the fullness of Christ.827

If Thalia stopped here, one might justifiably conclude that these spiritual virgin mothers 

are like the women gathered for this symposium. But that, while certainly a possibility, isn't what

the author has in mind. In searching for an example he passes over even Thecla, who ultimately 

takes the prize for the debate, in favor of the apostle Paul, “trans-gendered bride of Christ and 

mother of Christians”:828

When he had grown to manhood and was remade and fully developed in spiritual perfection, he 
had been made into a helpmate and bride of the Word. Then, receiving the seed of life and 
conceiving… he became Church and Mother, himself bearing in travail those who believed in the
Lord through him until Christ was likewise formed and born in him.829

This choice of Paul as the ideal virgin obviously stems from Paul's own use of the metaphors of 

motherhood, one of which (Galatians 4.19) Methodius even quotes. It has the same effect here as

it has in Paul, though, placing spiritual children in the wombs of men and passing over the 

826 ibid.
827 Patterson, p. 80.
828 Norman, p. 86.
829 Methodius, Symposium 3.9: ὂτε δὲ ἠνδρώθη καὶ ᾠκοδομήθη ἤδη εἰς τελειότητα πνευματικὴν ἀναπλασθεὶς καὶ 

»βοηθὸς« ἀπειρηάσθη καὶ »νύμφη« τοῦ λόγου, τὰ σπέρματα τῆς ζωῆς ὑποδεξάμενος καὶ συλλαβών, τὸ 
τηνικαῦτα ὁ πρότερον χρηματίσας παιδίον ἐκκλησία γίνεται καὶ μήτηρ, ὠδίνων καὶ αὐτὸς τοὺς δἰ αὐτοῦ τῷ 
κυρίῳ πεπιστευκότας, ἔστ᾿ ἂν καὶ ἐν τούτοις ὁ Χριστὸς ἀποτεχθῇ.
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wombs of women. The difference is that here this omission is underscored by the presence of 

women in the text. Despite having twelve women virgins to hand, Methodius opts for Paul, 

leaving the women only an implied part in the birthing of spiritual children.

Finally, in Thecla's prize-winning discourse the text reverts back to the Church as mother.

Casting aside the reading of “the woman clothed with the sun” from Revelation 12.1-6 as Mary 

and the child as Christ, she instead interprets the former as the Church, “our mother,” and the 

latter as Christians born in baptism. As Thecla explains,

For just as a woman receives the unformed seed of her husband and after a period of time brings 
forth a perfect human being, so too the Church, one might say, constantly conceiving those who 
take refuge in the Word, and shaping them according to the likeness of Christ, after a certain time
makes them citizens of that blessed age.830

Virgins are called “to imitate according to our strength our mother, and not to be troubled by the 

pains and changes and afflictions of life,”831 but this imitation doesn't extend beyond labor pain. 

The work of spiritually bearing children belongs to the Church, made up of both men and 

women, each of them reborn in baptism: “The likeness of the Word is stamped on them and is 

begotten within them by perfect knowledge and faith, and thus Christ is spiritually begotten in 

each one.”832 In fact, as the child is born male, only men are born to the Church, “simply because 

the enlightened spiritually receive the features and image and manliness of Christ.”833 Women are

thereby precluded even from participating in spiritual childbirth as part of the Church's corporate 

830 Methodius, Symposium 8.6: ὥσπερ γὰρ σπορὰν ἀνδρὸς ἀμόρφωτον ὑποδεξαμένη γυνὴ περιοδοις χρόνων 
ἄνθρωπον ὁλόκληρον ἀποκύει, ταύτῃ δὴ καὶ τοὺς προσφεύγοντας τῷ λόγῳ φήσειεν ἄν τις συλλαβοῦσαν ἀεὶ τὴν
ἐκκλησίαν, καὶ τὴν καθ' ὁμοίωσιν ἰδέαν αὐτοὺς καὶ μόρφωσιν μορφοῦσα τοῦ Χριστοῦ, περιόδοις χρόνων 
πολίτας τῶν μακαρίων ἐκείνων αἰώνων ἐργάζεσθαι.

831 Methodius, Symposium 8.12.
832 Methodius, Symposium 8.8.
833 ibid.
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body, as they are never “born” within her, except in so far as they, through their virginity, are re-

born as male.834

Even in Methodius' Symposium, then, a text ostensibly addressed to and about women 

virgins, women are not the subjects of metaphorical motherhood. This is not to say that there are 

no exceptions in ancient sources before the fourth century. According to Philo, the women 

among the Therapeutae “desire not a mortal offspring, but an immortal one, which only a soul 

which is loved by God is able to give birth to by itself.”835 Likewise, in the Wisdom of Solomon 

the barren woman is promised that she “will have fruit when God examines souls.”836 There are 

also examples of women giving birth metaphorically in early Christian sources, especially 

among the martyrs, as with Felicitas in the Passio Perpetuae et Felicitatis and Blandina in the 

Letter of the Churches of Vienne & Lyons.837 While these examples offer a precedent, though, 

they each must vie with a tradition of representing metaphorical childbirth as the work of men. 

This tradition predominated, despite these few exceptions, until the fourth century.

834 cf. Virginia Burrus, “Word and Flesh: The Bodies and Sexuality of Ascetic Women in Christian Antiquity,” 
Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 10.1 (Spring, 1994), p. 33-34, who argues that Methodius' virgin “is 
very frequently thought of as male: it is Christ, not Mary, who is the “Archvirgin” (symp. 1.4); the choir of 
virgins attending Christ can also be imagined as male (symp. 1.5); and though the “bride” of the Song of Songs 
may be identified with the virgins of the church (symp. 7.1-3), not only are these not necessarily thought of as 
exclusively female, but Methodius also insists that it is equally appropriate to think of the bride as the whole 
church (symp. 7.4-7) or as the undefiled flesh which is united with the Lord in the incarnation (symp. 7.8).” 

835 Philo, De vita contemplativa 68: συνεστιῶνται δὲ καὶ γυναῖκες, ὧν πλεῖσται γηραιαὶ παρθένοι, τὴν ἁγνείαν οὐκ 
ἀνάγκῃ, καθάπερ ἔνιαι τῶν παρ᾿ Ἕλλησιν ἱερειῶν, διαφυλάξασαι μᾶλλον ἢ καθ᾿ ἑκούσιον γνώμην, διὰ ζῆλον 
καὶ πόθον σοφίας, ᾗ συμβιοῦν σπουδάσασαι τῶν περὶ σῶμα ἡδονῶν ἠλόγησαν, οὐ θνητῶν ἐκγόνων ἀλλ᾿ 
ἀθανάτων ὀρεχθεῖσαι, ἃ μόνη τίκτειν ἀφ᾿ ἑαυτῆς οἵα τέ ἐστιν ἡ θεοφιλὴς ψυχή, σπείραντος εἰς αὐτὴν ἀκτῖνας 
νοητὰς τοῦ πατρός, αἷς δυνήσεται θεωρεῖν τὰ σοφίας δόγματα. See Holger Szesnat, “'Mostly aged virgins': Philo
and the presence of the Therapeutrides at Lake Mareotis,” Neotestamentica 32.1 (1998), p. 191-201, esp. 197-
198; Joan E. Taylor, “Virgin Mothers: Philo on the Women Therapeutae,” Journal for the Study of 
Pseudepigrapha 12.1 (April, 2001), p. 37-63.

836 Wisdom 3.13. See David Winston, The Wisdom of Solomon, New York: Doubleday, 1979, p. 130; Jane S. 
Webster, “Sophia: Engendering Wisdom in Proverbs, Ben Sira and the Wisdom of Solomon,” Journal for the 
Study of the Old Testament 78 (1998), p. 77; Samuel Cheon, “Three Characters in the Wisdom of Solomon 3-4,”
Journal for the Study of the Pseudoepigrapha 12.1 (2001), p. 105-113, esp. p. 108-109, 111-113.

837 Passio Perpetuae et Felicitatis 15, 18; Eusebius, Historia ecclesiastica 5.1.55. On motherhood & martyrdom, 
see Virginia Burrus, “Torture and Travail: Producing the Christian Martyr,” in A Feminist Companion to 
Patristic Literature, ed. Amy-Jill Levine and Maria Mayo Robbins, London: T&T Clark, 2008, p. 56-71; de Nie,
p. 116-123.
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Metaphor theory & motherhood

Before assessing why metaphorical motherhood changes in the fourth century, though, it's

important to first understand how metaphors undergo change. Experts in the theory of metaphor, 

a vast field in itself, have proposed many different explanations, from the death of metaphor to 

its overflowing, and often in terms of neologisms like “interanimation” and “ideasthesia.” Here, 

I'd like to focus on one trigger for change, admittedly only one among many, but with particular 

interest for the historian of fourth-century Christianity: change for the purpose of rhetorical 

effect. In other words, metaphors are sometimes transformed, consciously or unconsciously, so 

as to achieve particular rhetorical ends. I don't mean this in the sense of Aristotle and Cicero, 

who hold that metaphors persuade on account of their attractiveness.838 Rather, metaphors shape 

perception and opinion, highlighting some perspectives while hiding others, and in that way 

exercising control over those who listen. Understanding these mechanics will, in turn, help tie 

the shift in Christian usage of metaphorical motherhood to the contests of the fourth century.

The way in which metaphors do rhetorical work has long been of interest to scholars of 

the Bible and historians of early Christianity. One intriguing approach has been to treat metaphor

as a social and cultural practice that establishes auctoritas. Thus David Dawson, in regards to the

use of metaphor among the pagans, Jews, and Christians of ancient Alexandria, argues that “the 

traditional claim that allegory discovers a deeper, hidden meaning is… a particular strategy by 

which readers claimed authoritative originality for their interpretations.”839 Scholars also focus on

the particular strategies employed by specific metaphors. Elizabeth Clark, for instance, drawing 

838 Aristotle, Rhetorica 3.2.8: καὶ τὸ σαφὲς καὶ τὸ ἡδὺ καὶ τὸ ξενικὸν ἔχει μάλιστα ἡ μεταφορά; see also 3.2.9, 
3.2.12, 3.10.4; Poetica 22.17; Cicero, De oratore 3.(38-39).155-157.

839 David Dawson, Allegorical Readers and Cultural Revision in Ancient Alexandria, Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1992, p. 2.
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on what she calls (following David Hart) metaphor's “fecundity,”840 contends that the metaphor of

the “celibate bridegroom” “held together 'marriage' and 'celibacy' in a creative tension that 

reflected the Church's need to affirm the worth of each.”841 By far the most common approach, 

however, has been to use a conceptual or cognitive theory of metaphor.842 A good example of this 

is Jennifer McNeel's analysis of Paul's maternal metaphor in 1 Thessalonians 2.5-8, which she 

argues was used to foster a sense of kinship, by highlighting Christian difference from those 

outside “the family,” and innocence, by masking Paul's rhetorical agenda.843

Especially useful in working out the rhetorical work done by metaphor is the interaction 

view of philosopher Max Black, whose definition of the “strong metaphor” was used in chapter 

one. As discussed there, Black holds that a metaphor is the product of interaction between two 

subjects: The principal subject (or “frame”), which is the thing being described, and the 

subsidiary subject (or “focus”), which is the figurative component of the utterance. Thus, in the 

metaphor “man is a wolf,” “man” is the principal subject, being the thing described, and “wolf” 

is the subsidiary subject, being the thing that helps describe “man.”844 Black argues that the 

subsidiary subject interacts with the principal by acting as a filter, emphasizing, suppressing, and 

organizing a new perspective on it. In the statement “man is a wolf,” for example, the subsidiary 

subject “wolf” creates a “system of associations” – predatory, solitary, etc. – that interact with the

principal subject “man”, filtering out the milk of human kindness while emphasizing the 

840 cf. Black's “resonance,” discussed in chapter one.
841 Elizabeth A. Clark, “The Celibate Bridegroom and His Virginal brides: Metaphor and the Marriage of Jesus in 

Early Christian Ascetic Exegesis,” Church History 77.1 (March, 2008), p. 9.
842 Most often, that first proposed in George Lakoff & Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press, 2003. More on this below.
843 Jennifer Houston McNeel, Paul as Infant and Nursing Mother: Metaphor, Rhetoric, and Identity in 1 

Thessalonians 2:5-8, Atlanta: SBL Press, 2014.
844 Max Black, “Metaphor,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 55 (1954-1955), p. 273-294, esp. p. 286-287; 

Models and Metaphors: Studies in Language and Philosophy, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1962, p. 39-40; 
“More about Metaphor,” in Metaphor and Thought, ed. Andrew Ortony, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1993, p. 19-41.
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rapacious side of man's nature.845 This, Black argues, is what makes a metaphor more than 

stylistic ornament or complex simile: It cannot be translated into the literal without losing some 

of this new “cognitive content.”846

As for the rhetorical function of metaphor, the critical point in Black's theory is the way 

in which the principal and subsidiary subjects are both transformed. Take the metaphor “war is 

chess.” According to Black, the principal subject “war” would be filtered through the subsidiary 

subject “chess,” so that the reader begins to think of war less as something entailing significant 

loss of life and more as an exercise in strategy. But if the metaphor appears frequently enough, 

Black argues, those who use the metaphor will think of the principal in terms of the subsidiary 

subject, even when it's standing on its own: War would become, in their minds, as bloodless as 

chess.847 This also works in the opposite direction. Though the main aim of the metaphor is to 

communicate something about the principal subject, as the metaphor becomes commonplace 

people also begin to associate the subsidiary subject with the principal.848 Thus, chess would be 

thought of less as a board-game and more as a sort of mock war. Metaphor, Black contends, 

changes attitudes and shapes perception by forcing disparate things into this kind of two-way 

interaction.

There are some definite weaknesses to this theory of metaphor's function. Most 

importantly, it doesn't seem to be generally applicable: While a chess board manufacturer might 

845 Black, Models and Metaphors, p. 41.
846 Black, Models and Metaphors, p. 46. The claim that metaphors have special cognitive content has been twice 

contested: first by Martin Warner, “Black's Metaphors,” The British Journal of Aesthetics 13.4 (Fall, 1973), then
by Donald Davidson, “What Metaphors Mean,” Critical Inquiry 5.1 (Autumn, 1978), p. 31-47, esp. p. 44-45. 
See Black's rebuttal: “More about Metaphor,” p. 38-39; “How Metaphors Work: A Reply to Donald Davidson,” 
Critical Inquiry 6.1 (Autumn, 1979), p. 131-143. 

847 Black, “Metaphor,” p. 43.
848 Black, “Metaphor,” p. 44, 46-47. NB: He backs away from this position somewhat in “More about Metaphors,” 

where he argues (p. 28) that only the subsidiary subject brings a system of associated commonplaces.
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press the “war is chess” metaphor to drum up sales among war-games enthusiasts, it's less clear 

why the metaphor “men are wolves” would make one think of wolves as more human. Soskice 

argues that this is because (following I.A. Richards) metaphor is an “interanimation” of words, 

not an “interaction” between subjects. She illustrates with the metaphor “writhing script”:

It may be that at some stage the reader will think of writhing in terms of a thing, or things, that 
writhe, such as a snake, or a man in pain, or a piece of paper on the fire, or possibly all of these, 
but none would be either an explicit or a necessary second subject of the metaphor.849

It is only the script that achieves “thingness,” or subjecthood, and so we only learn something of 

the script; “writhing” is present only as only a vehicle for meaning. If that vehicle is not 

explicitly made into a subject, Soskice argues, or to use Black's terms, if the metaphorical 

utterance is not used to convey something about the subsidiary subject, it remains a word with its

own system of associations, without becoming a “thing” and without the possibility of taking on 

the associations of the principal subject.850

However, sometimes there are two subjects in a metaphor – especially when the 

“thingness” of the subsidiary subject is made necessary by the author's rhetorical aims. When 

God tells Hosea to “go, take for yourself a wife of whoredom and have children of whoredom, 

for the land commits great whoredom by forsaking the Lord” (Hosea 1.2), for example, the point 

isn't to say something about prostitutes but to use what his readers associate with prostitutes to 

say something new about Israel. Because there's no reason that “prostitute” would be treated as a 

subject by the author, there's no reason to draw from this metaphor that prostitutes, like Israel, 

are God's chosen people. Yet if we were to transfer this metaphor to another context, say, to the 

849 Janet Martin Soskice, Metaphor and Religious Language, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985, p. 47. Soskice (p. 16) 
instead distinguishes between metaphors and models, with only the latter being a mental “process” or “fusion.” 
For the interanimation theory in general, see I.A. Richards, The Philosophy of Rhetoric, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1936.

850 Soskice, p. 48-51.
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Gospels, with their insistence that salvation is open to all, even tax collectors and prostitutes 

(e.g., Mt. 21.31), it's possible the prostitute in this metaphor would emerge as a subject and take 

on precisely this association. The only way to determine whether the subsidiary subject of a 

metaphor is or is not impacted by the principal subject is to divine the intentions of the author, 

usually by establishing a rhetorical context.

Closely associated to Black's interaction theory, and with greater power to explain how 

rhetorical demands can transform a metaphor, is George Lakoff & Mark Johnson's notion of 

“metaphoric extension.” Like Black's “filtering,” Lakoff and Johnson argue that metaphors 

function by obscuring some ideas and highlighting others. In the metaphor “love is work,” for 

example, the subsidiary subject (what they call the “source domain”) work highlights that the 

principal subject (what they call the “target domain”) love entails personal effort while at the 

same time obscuring its emotional dimension.851 Lakoff and Johnson add to this, though, that 

metaphor also has the power to downplay rather than obscure, raising the possibility of an 

association without assigning it any significance.852 Thus, the metaphor “love is work” suggests 

that love is, like work, a physical experience, but it doesn't necessarily emphasize that point. 

This, in turn, makes room for what they call “metaphoric extension”: When transferred to a 

different context, previously downplayed associations may be highlighted and previously 

highlighted associations downplayed.853 When used as the slogan for a BDSM club, for instance, 

“love is work” may become less about the effort put into a relationship and more about physical 

exertion.

851 Lakoff & Johnson, p. 140-141.
852 Lakoff & Johnson, p. 149.
853 Lakoff & Johnson, p. 52-55.
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 Such helps explain how seemingly identical metaphors can have drastically different 

effects in different rhetorical contexts. To continue with the “Israel as prostitute” metaphor, the 

dimension of payment is, at least in Hosea 1.2, downplayed: Hosea's point is that Israel is 

faithless like a prostitute, not that she's paid for a job well done. In Ezekiel 16.30-34, however, 

the association of payment is highlighted in order to heighten the magnitude of Israel's sin, as 

“no one solicited you to play the whore; and you gave payment, while no payment was given to 

you.” In this example, highlighting a downplayed association does not substantially transform 

the metaphor, but it does heighten its effects.  Sometimes, however, a metaphor can be adapted to

serve distinctly different ends. In chapter one, for example, we saw how Isaiah 42.14 downplays 

the idea of God giving birth by tying his crying out “like a woman in labor” to the warrior who 

“cries out, he shouts aloud, he shows himself mighty against his foes.”854 The association of 

childbirth, though, is nevertheless inherent in the image of God crying out in labor, ready to be 

“activated” by the demands of a new author. Thus, in the hands of Jerome, who wishes to 

emphasize that God has revealed his anger to the nation of Israel, Isaiah 42.14 becomes less 

about crying out and more about God giving birth to his “grief and dissimulation.”855 Metaphoric 

extension helps us understand how this shift in meaning occurs despite the metaphorical 

statement remaining essentially the same.

This brief look at the theory and mechanics of metaphor provides a handful of guiding 

principles for what follows. First, when interpreting metaphors, and especially when assessing 

their rhetorical function(s), context is important. A metaphor can, when transferred to a different 

context, take on new meaning or have a new effect on either of its two terms. Second, metaphors 

854 See Sarah J. Dille, Mixing Metaphors: God as Mother and Father in Deutero-Isaiah, London: Bloomsbury, 
2004, p. 68-72.

855 Jerome, Commentariorum in Isaiam 12.10.
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can say as much about the subsidiary subject (i.e., the “focus,” “vehicle,” “target domain,”) as 

they do about the principal subject (i.e., “frame,” “tenor,” “source domain”). While metaphors of 

childbirth ostensibly have the most to say about those who give birth metaphorically, they may 

have something – or as much – to say about childbirth itself. Finally, and in an echo of chapter 

one's discussion of a metaphor's “resonance,” metaphors are expansive. While it's easy to see 

how metaphorical childbirth can be considered a replacement for biological childbirth, it's not 

necessarily confined to that end. Indeed, “metaphoric expansion” can, by highlighting previously

downplayed associations, bring new meaning to this metaphorical utterance.

Metaphorical motherhood in the fourth century

The use of metaphorical childbirth in the fourth century can best be explained in these 

terms. In the first through third centuries metaphorical childbirth was, as I discussed in the first 

section, primarily a male affair and at most a corporate enterprise. Things changed dramatically, 

though, in the fourth century, with most uses of the metaphor instead taking women as their 

subject. This shift, I would argue, was a consequence of the metaphor's deployment in the 

context of fourth-century debates on the character of asceticism. Ascetic authors, by placing 

women in the position of subject of the metaphor, could better comment both on the merits of 

women virgins, who gave birth metaphorically, and on biological childbirth, the metaphor's 

subsidiary subject. In particular, Christians highlighted previously downplayed associations or 

downplayed previously highlighted associations, bringing biological processes more to the fore 

or pushing them into the background. Consequently, asceticism did not push motherhood out of 

the Christian frame of thought but actually provided new ways of using it to “think with.”
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Of course, this is not to suggest that this shift was alone the result of disagreements 

between ascetic authors. In the first place, as noted above, Christians and others had spoken of 

women giving birth metaphorically well before the fractious debates of late antiquity.856 There 

were also many other contributing factors to the emergence of women as subjects of the 

childbirth metaphor, especially the new role women played in establishing episcopal authority, 

which meant that writing to and about women virgins was now a crucial part of the bishop's 

office.857 Finally, we might also attribute this development, at least in part, to the general sea-

change in Christian discourse of the fourth century, and in particular to the rapid and significant 

changes to how Christians in late antiquity used figurative language and addressed the body.858 It 

was the confluence of these developments, rather than one cause, which prompted a 

transformation of the childbirth metaphor.

At the same time, however, the analysis that follows demonstrates that debates on the 

character of Christian asceticism, and especially on the worth of reproduction, were a driving 

force in this shift. Since a narrow set of texts better illustrates marked differences between 

856 This was often quite apart from asceticism, as when Wisdom of Solomon 3.13 pushes back against traditional 
theodicy to promise spiritual progeny to the infertile. The exception, of course, is Philo's description of the 
women of the Therapeutae in De vita contemplativa 68. As Taylor (p. 54) argues, this seems to have been a 
domesticating move, meant to make these non-sexual women seem less threatening to the established social 
order – and Philo's own gender theory – by turning them into mothers. A stronger parallel might be drawn, 
though, between these women and the women of the previous chapter, who are similarly “domesticated,” not via
spiritual motherhood, but by bringing to the fore their role as mothers.

857 Peter Brown, The Body and Society, p. 356, referring specifically to Ambrose's use of virgins to project his 
authority and his ecclesial vision; cf. McLynn, p. 60-68, who places this move in the context of Ambrose's 
uncertain authority over the congregation of Milan at his consecration in 374. See also David G. Hunter, 
“Clerical Celibacy and the Veiling of Virgins: New Boundaries in Late Ancient Christianity,” in The Limits of 
Ancient Christianity: Essays on Late Antique Thought and Culture in Honor of R.A. Markus, eds. W. Klingshirn 
and M. Vessey, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1999, p. 139-52; Kate Cooper, The Virgin and the
Bride: Idealized Womanhood in Late Antiquity, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999, p. 74-87, who 
addresses how virgins were also used by ascetic teachers like Jerome and even some laymen to project their 
power and authority.

858 Averil Cameron, Christianity and the Rhetoric of Empire: The Development of Christian Discourse, Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1994; Patricia Cox Miller, The Corporeal Imagination: Signifying the Holy in 
Late Ancient Christianity, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009. 
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authors,859 I've chosen to focus on four different texts, all from the “advice to virgins” genre: Two

– one by Athanasius, the other by Augustine – that use metaphorical motherhood to assert the 

goodness of physical reproduction (though also, of course, the superiority of virginity),860 and two

– one by Ambrose, the other by Jerome –  that use metaphorical motherhood as a replacement for

biological maternity.861 The first of these authors, Athanasius of Alexandria, though he wrote in 

Greek and not Latin, was immensely influential on Ambrose, Jerome, and Augustine, especially 

as a point of origin for this new use of the childbirth metaphor. Progressing chronologically, then,

I begin with Athanasius.

Athanasius of Alexandria, First Letter to Virgins 1.3

Not only do women first appear as subjects of the maternal metaphor in Athanasius' first 

epistle, but so, too, do sex and reproduction, emerging from the subsidiary portion of the 

metaphor as a part of the bishop's argument in favor of the married vocation. His First Letter to 

Virgins (also know as the Epistle 1), written between 337 and 339,862 while on the surface a 

collection of advice to virgin women, is also concerned, as David Brakke argues, with a 

refutation of Arianism, an attempt at asserting a more inclusive vision of the Church, and a 

polemic against paganism.863 Athanasius' metaphorical use of motherhood is found in what 

remains of the beginning of the text,864 sandwiched between two comparisons that advance these 

859 For a more comprehensive survey of the maternal metaphor in late ancient Christian literature, see Pierre 
Miquel, “La naissance de Dieu dans l'âme,” Revue des Sciences Religieuses 35.4 (1962), p. 378-406; Giselle de 
Nie, “'Consciousness Fecund Through God': From Male Fighter to Spiritual Bride-Mother in Late Antique 
Female Sanctity,” p. 101-161.

860 Athanasius of Alexandria, Epistle 1.3; Augustine, De sancta virginitate 3-12.
861 Ambrose, De virginibus 1.6.24-31; Jerome, Libellus de virginitate servanda (Epistle 22).38.
862 On dating the text, see David Brakke, Athanasius and Asceticism, Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 

1998, p. xvi and 268.
863 Brakke, p. 44-79.
864 Athanasius, Epistle 1.1-8. Divisions and translation of Lefort's edition are that of Brakke, p. 274-291.
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latter two rhetorical goals: He first compares the virgin to the married woman, and then to the 

false-virgins of the Gentiles. These two comparisons, besides determining the course of the 

metaphor in the latter half of the fourth century, also effected the emergence of women as 

subjects of the metaphor and the pregnant bodies of biological mothers as a highlighted 

association.

The metaphor is based on the childbirth metaphor in Isaiah 26.17-19, especially as it 

appears in the Septuagint. In the Masoretic text, Isaiah echoes a long tradition of speaking of 

national crisis in terms of the pains of childbirth by describing the piteous prayers of the 

suffering nation as “like a woman with child, who writhes and cries out in her pangs” (Isaiah 

26.17).865 Though these prayers have gone unanswered (“we were with child, we writhed, but we 

gave birth only to wind”), Isaiah promises that at some point in the future “your dead shall live, 

their corpses shall rise… and the earth will give birth to those long dead” (Isaiah 26.19). The 

Septuagint translation, by contrast, brings the time of fulfillment forward to the present. Rather 

than mourn that they've given birth only to wind, the people of the nation rejoice that “we have 

brought forth the breath of your salvation upon the earth,”866 their labor cries culminating in the 

birth of the nation's redemption. In other words, the Septuagint transforms the childbirth 

metaphor into a more hopeful expression of Israel's promised salvation.

The First Letter to Virgins builds on this positive spin but applies it specifically to virgin 

women dedicated to Christ, the addressees of the letter. Though virginity existed among some 

exceptional individuals before the arrival of Christ (Elijah, Elisha, Jeremiah, John the Baptist), 

Athanasius argues that it only became a realistic option with the Incarnation, which made “the 

865 For discussion of this text in the context of the childbirth metaphor in the Ancient Near East and the Hebrew 
Bible, see Claudia D. Bergmann, Childbirth as a Metaphor for Crisis: Evidence from the Ancient Near East, the
Hebrew Bible, and 1QH XI, 1-18, De Gruyter, 2008, p. 121-123. 

866 Isaiah 26.18 (LXX): πνεῦμα σωτηρίας σου ἐποιήσαμεν ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς.
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impossible possible.”867 This is what the prophet Isaiah was referring to when he said that 

“through fear of you, we have conceived and gone into labor and given birth to a saving spirit”: 

Conception, labor, and childbirth do not refer to the fervent prayers and subsequent redemption 

of the nation, as they do in the Septuagint, but to the new spiritual production of virginity. From 

the blessed union of the virgin with the Lord, “true and immortal thoughts come forth, bearing 

salvation,” freeing the virgin from the cycle of death – “for just as people die, so too their 

offspring die” – that has the rest of the world ensnared.868 Virginity, inaugurated by Christ's birth 

from a virgin, has become a superior, spiritual kind of childbearing.

The text uses this metaphor to accomplish two specific rhetorical goals. First, it is 

introduced as the last of a series of demonstrations of virginity's superiority to marriage. This is 

the theme for the whole of the first section of the letter,869 or at least as much of it as still 

remains,870 and is a subject Athanasius resumes later when he criticizes the ascetic teacher 

Hieracas for his condemnation of the married state.871 Virgins are better than married women, 

Athanasius argues, because they give birth in a superior manner. Second, the bishop argues that 

the spiritual fecundity of Christian virgins is proof of their superiority to so-called virgins among 

the Gentiles.872 Immediately after presenting the metaphor, Athanasius launches into what Brakke

calls a “history of virginity,”873 which is essentially a negative assessment of Gentile vows of 

sexual abstinence.874 Beginning by exposing the perdition of Pythagorean “virgins,” famous in 

867 Athanasius, Epistle 1.7-8.
868 Athanasius, Epistle 1.3.
869 Athanasius, Epistle 1.1-3.
870 The beginning of the text is lost; the Coptic manuscript begins in media res with a quote from Psalm 72 (73).
871 Athanasius, Epistle 1.18-30.
872 Athanasius, Epistle 1.4-6.
873 Such is the section heading given by Brakke, p. 275.
874 On the “ascetic politics” of the fourth century, especially during the reign of Constantine, see H.A. Drake, 

Constantine and the Bishops: The Politics of Intolerance, Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 2000, 
p. 409-418. One way in which Christians sought to undermine the moral authority of the pagan majority, Drake 
argues, is by delegitimizing their “so-called virgins.”
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antiquity for their chastity, then moving on to the Egyptians and Greeks, Athanasius concludes 

that only Christian virgins truly deserve the name. As also with his comparison of virgins and 

married persons, he drives home this point by contrasting the virgin's spiritual birthing to the 

childbearing of these imposters.

That women are the subject of this metaphor is evident in the fact that Athanasius 

addresses his letter to them and is made explicit in this second comparison. The bishop's polemic

against paganism makes clear that he is addressing women, whether by singling out Pythagorean 

women who “have been discovered to be pregnant by the tyrant of that time,”875 or by 

condemning Greek priestesses perforce corrupted by the adulterous rites of Aphrodite.876 Here it 

is essential that Christian women serve as subjects of the metaphor, as they thereby provide a 

contrast to these false women virgins, even down to the different products of their wombs: 

Where the wombs of non-Christians give birth to bastards and “in their heart they fantasize and 

take shape in evil,” the Christian virgin bears those “true and immortal thoughts” that lead to 

salvation.877 For Athanasius' comparison to function, Christian women must be the subject, the 

better to highlight their superiority and to make their non-Christian counterparts seem a parody 

of continence.

Of course, this does not imply an equivalency between married Christians and pagan 

“virgins,” or in other words, Athanasius' point is not that all “mothers” are evil save those who 

are sexually continent. It's important to note that Athanasius is not making his comparison of 

marriage and virginity against a claim of their parity, as do ascetic authors in the late fourth 

century, but against the claim that only virgins can achieve salvation. One of the text's purposes 

875 Athanasius, Epistle 1.4.
876 Athanasius, Epistle 1.5.
877 Athanasius, Epistle 1.6.
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is to refute the ascetic Hieracas, who the author says taught that “marriage is evil inasmuch as 

virginity is good” since “this institution was given to humanity at first, but now it has been taken 

away and forbidden.”878 As Brakke argues, the First Letter is engaged in a struggle to define the 

character of the Church, with Hieracas' exclusive Church of spiritually perfected virgins set 

against Athanasius' inclusive Church of married and unmarried persons.879  Thus, the hierarchy of

sexual states with which the text begins is not meant as a denigration of marriage but as a 

framework for reconciling it with virginity: Whereas virginity is better because it is freely 

chosen, marriage is nevertheless ordained by God's law; whereas virginity is angelic, marriage is 

nevertheless according to human nature; and whereas virginity was established by Christ, 

marriage was nevertheless established at the creation of Adam and Eve.880 Though the childbirth 

metaphor is in part an assertion of the superiority of virginity, then, as virgins give birth to 

perfect and immortal offspring, it also comes in the context of a defense of marriage. The point 

cannot be to replace biological reproduction with spiritual production because the author argues 

that both have a worthwhile place in God's design for the church.

The text makes this point clear by highlighting the sexual and reproductive associations 

of the childbirth metaphor. First, Athanasius makes explicit the association of sex, quoting 

Genesis 2.24 (“the man will leave his father and his mother and cleave to his wife, and the two 

become one flesh”) and arguing that the virgin does the same when she “hastens and endeavors 

to cleave to the Lord.”881 That this is a sexual union he's imagining and not just a meeting of the 

hearts is proven by the reproductive result: For married persons, mortal children; for the virgin, 

878 Athanasius, Epistle 1.24.
879 Brakke, p. 44-57.
880 Athanasius, Epistle 1.2-3; cf. Brakke, p. 52. As Athanasius argues later in the text, citing 1 Cor. 7.25: “The 

person who has not become a virgin can be pious in marriage” (Epistle 1.18).
881 Athanasius, Epistle 1.3.
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spiritual offspring. Second, his choice of Isaiah 26.17-18 as scriptural proof drives home that this

spiritual childbearing is not an abstract analog but a one-to-one parallel to biological 

reproduction. “We have conceived,” the LXX translates, “and gone into labor and given birth,”882 

the virgin going through the very same stages of reproduction as the biological mother. In 

bringing these elements – sex, conception, parturition – to the fore of the metaphor, the text 

plants the idea that if a virgin is like a pregnant woman, a pregnant woman is, in some sense, like

a virgin. Virgins are better at giving birth, certainly, but in their idealized childbearing there is an 

implicit approval of those biological processes that, though inferior, are nevertheless made in the 

same image.

What this text does with the childbirth metaphor is quite original. Athanasius undoubtedly

relied on numerous antecedents, including obviously Isaiah, but also perhaps an earlier 

Alexandrian tradition of spiritual childbirth.883 In the First Letter, though, spiritual childbirth is 

not a generic fruitfulness of generic virgin souls, as in earlier sources, but is addressed to women 

and of sex and reproduction, placing women and their wombs to the fore. In the clashes and 

debates of the fourth century, as that between Athanasius and Alexandria's pagan majority, or 

between Athanasius and Hieracas, women and their bodies were used as the field of contest. In 

particular, at least in this text, the virgin womb is also used to assert the goodness of 

reproduction. Athanasius considered Christian virgins to be superior to those who lost their 

virginity, but biological mothers could at least take comfort in the fact that they were acting in 

accordance with God's plan and in a way not dissimilar to their spiritual betters.

882 Isaiah 26.18 (LXX): ἐν γαστρὶ ἐλάβομεν καὶ ὠδινήσαμεν καὶ ἐτέκομεν.
883 Origen, In Numeros Homilia 20.2; fr. in Mt. 281; Comm. in Rom. 4.6. See Hugo Rahner, S. J., “Die 

Gottesgeburt: Die Lehre der Kirchenväter von der Geburt Christi im Herzen des Gläubigen," in Zeitschrift für 
katholische Theologie 59 (1935), p. 333-418.
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Ambrose of Milan, De virginibus 1.6.24-31

Athanasius' First Letter to Virgins proved immensely influential, especially in the West, 

where large portions of it were adapted by Ambrose of Milan.884 This is especially true in 

Ambrose's De virginibus, written in 377.885 While this text quite clearly builds on Athanasius in 

its use of the childbirth metaphor, though, and while women remain the subjects of the metaphor,

it is used for a different reason and in a different way. In the bishop of Milan's letter to virgins, 

the polemic against paganism and the defense of marriage all but disappear, replaced by a far 

stronger assertion of virginity's superiority. To this end, the text downplays prominent 

associations of childbirth as a physical process and instead focuses attention on the virgin's body.

This innovation better suited the direction of asceticism in the late fourth century – a direction in 

large part set by Ambrose himself – and established a precedent for the use of the childbirth 

metaphor by Jerome and others.886

While Ambrose asserts that “I am not indeed discouraging marriage, but am enlarging the

benefits of virginity,”887 the preface to his use of the childbirth metaphor in De virginibus doesn't 

seem to bear this out. Though he acknowledges that a woman may “count up the comforts of her 

884 Though the fact that they were in Greek made Athanasius' writings only somewhat accessible to a Latin-
speaking audience, some of his works – especially the Vita Antonii – were in circulation in Latin by the second 
half of the fourth century: See Henricus Hoppenbrouwers, La plus ancienne version latine de la vie de S. 
Antoine par S. Athanase: Étude de critique textuelle, Nijmegen: Dekker & Van de Vegt, 1960, p. xiii-xv. In 
Epistle 22.22.2, Jerome claims that Ambrose exquisierit, ordinarit, expresserit earlier works on virginity, almost 
certainly referring to Athanasius. See Neil Adkin, “Ambrose and Jerome: The Opening Shot,” Mnemosyne 46 
(1993), p. 365-368.

885 As Yves-Marie Duval has argued, the text's structure and much of its language is borrowed from Athanasius' 
First Letter: Yves-Marie Duval, “L’originalité du De uirginibus dans le mouvement ascétique occidental: 
Ambroise, Cyprien, Athanase.” in Ambroise de Milan: XVIe centenaire de son élection épiscopale, ed. Y.-M. 
Duval, Paris: Études augustiniennes, 1974, p. 29-53.

886 Jerome was certainly aware of Ambrose's writings on virginity and, as noted below, he explicitly acknowledges 
his debt to them (Epistle 22.22). The two, though, had an often fraught relationship. On the beginning of their 
tense exchange, see Neil Adkin, “Ambrose and Jerome: The Opening Shot,” Mnemosyne 46 (1993), p. 364-376. 
On the end, see David G. Hunter, “The Raven Replies: Ambrose's Letter to the Church at Vercelli (Ep. ex. coll. 
14) and the Criticisms of Jerome,” in Jerome of Stridon: His Life, Writings and Legacy, eds. Andrew Cain and 
Josef Lössl, Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2009, p. 175-189.

887 Ambrose, De virginibus 1.6.24.
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children,”888 he spends more time describing the suffering that precedes and follows their arrival. 

Invariably, he argues, a young woman “marries and weeps,” for pregnancy and the experience of 

childbirth are a time of trouble and illness, “which begins with danger and ends with danger, 

which will cause pain before pleasure.”889 Indeed, troubles continue even after a successful 

delivery, when begin the “miseries of those who are fortunate,” including nursing, training, and 

marrying; while those less fortunate, that is, those who have lost their children or whose children 

are ill, Ambrose hesitates to describe, “lest the minds of the holiest parents tremble.”890 He then 

closes this catalog of troubles with a description of the evils of having a husband, as “before 

slaves God gave the command to serve” them, and because husbands entice their wives to sin by 

insisting that they wear makeup, perfume, and fine adornments.891

The childbirth metaphor is offered as an alternative to this dreadful fate. After completing

his invective against adornment by offering the preferable ornaments of “holy modesty, beaming 

in your bashful cheeks, and sweet chastity,”892 Ambrose describes how a virgin may also give 

birth in a better way:

You know nothing of the burden and pain of childbearing, but more are the offspring of a pious 
soul, which esteems all as its children, which is rich in successors, barren of all bereavements, 
which knows no deaths, but has many heirs.893

This mode of giving birth is superior in two respects. First, it doesn't require the virgin to bear 

the burden and pain of physical pregnancy and childbirth, a point the author also makes of the 

888 Ambrose, De virginibus 1.6.25.
889 ibid.
890 Ambrose, De virginibus 1.6.26.
891 Ambrose, De virginibus 1.6.28-29.
892 Ambrose, De virginibus 1.6.30.
893 ibid.: Non uteri onus notum, non dolor partus, et tamen numerosior suboles piae mentis, quae omnes pro liberis 

habet, fecunda successoribus, sterilis orbitatibus nescit funera, nouit heredes.
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Virgin Mary,894 nor the bereavements – premature death and the difficulties of rearing – described

earlier. This is similar to the First Letter's description of the virgin giving birth to “true and 

immortal thoughts” not liable to death, though De virginibus places emphasis on the virgin 

herself escaping suffering. Second, and in a further departure from Athanasius, spiritual 

childbearing effects the production of more offspring, so that the virgin is “rich in successors” 

and “has many heirs.” Thus, not only does she avoid the suffering experienced by married 

women, but, as argued in the previous chapter, her ascetic motherhood is more productive.

As also with Athanasius' First Letter, this text is addressed specifically to women. Such 

reflects Ambrose's interest in women's asceticism more generally. For Ambrose, women and their

bodies held a special theological and ecclesial significance. While the bishop also described the 

threat posed by the saeculum as like a beguiling woman,895 as Peter Brown notes, the “liable 

mixture of male seed and female blood associated with the moment of conception struck him as a

microcosm” of the threat posed to the Church from the outside.896 This is why Ambrose put so 

much emphasis on female sexual integritas, including his emphasis on Mary's virginitas in partu

and his promotion of sexual renunciation among women. As Brown puts it: “An unbreakable 

'invisible barrier' lay between the virgin's body and the polluting 'admixture' of the outside 

world.”897 While the virginity of men was not without its worth, the virgin's bodily integritas 

carried this far greater symbolic importance.898

894 Ambrose, Expositio in Lucam 2.7. See David G. Hunter, “Helvidius, Jovinian, and the Virginity of Mary in Late 
Fourth-Century Rome,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 1.1 (Spring, 1993), p. 58.

895 Peter Brown, Body and Society: Men, Women, and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity, New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2008, p. 348. See also Virginia Burrus, “Begotten, Not Made,” p. 152-166.

896 Brown, p. 353. For an expansive and more nuanced discussion of Mary's virginitas in partu in the context of late
fourth century debates on asceticism, see David Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy in Ancient Christianity,
p. 171-205.

897 Brown, p. 354. See also Kim E. Power, “Ambrose of Milan: Keeper of the Boundaries,” Theology Today 55.1 
(1998), p. 15-34.

898 There were also, of course, social and political forces that explain this interest. See above, n. 857.
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Since they were the ones on whom Ambrose's hopes for the Church rested, the bishop 

also extended to them this promise of spiritual fecundity. This ecclesial context for the childbirth 

metaphor is indicated in De virginibus immediately after the introduction of the metaphor, with 

Ambrose adding that the Church “bears us her children, not by a human father, but by the 

Spirit… not with pain, but with the rejoicings of the angels… [who feeds us] not with the milk of

the body, but with that of the Apostle;”899 and he returns to this metaphor later in the text, 

referring to the Church towers that close a virgin in and protect her as like a mother's breasts.900 

Though Ambrose probably derived this “Church as mother” metaphor from any number of 

sources,901 including Methodius' Symposium,902 he was one of the first to wed the Church-as-

mother specifically to female virgins.903 Thus, women are the subjects of the childbirth metaphor 

in this text because they thereby signify the promise of the Church's integrity – absence of pain 

and sorrow, abundance –  as much as their bodies represent the “invisible barrier” that protects it 

from the outside.

Pointedly, however, the bishop's use of the childbirth metaphor in De virginibus, while it 

builds so much meaning on the body of the virgin, leaves less room for the body of the mother, 

appropriating the goodness of biological childbirth without affirming reproductive biology. This 

is because his is a difference of kind and not degree: Spiritual childbearing is not a good thing 

899 Ambrose, De virginibus 1.6.31: Sic sancta ecclesia immaculata coitu; fecunda partu, virgo est castitate, mater 
est prole. Parturit itaque nos virgo non viro plena, sed spiritu. Parit nos virgo non cum dolore membrorum, sed 
cum gaudiis angelorum. Nutrit nos virgo non corporis lacte, sed apostoli, quo infirmam adhuc crescentis populi
lactauit aetatem. Note that even here the descriptive elements are male: the Church feeds the faithful on the 
milk “of the Apostle,” i.e., Paul. Ambrose is in no wise free from the heritage of male childbearing, as such 
metaphors are found throughout the New Testament and in early Christian scripture.

900 Ambrose, De virginibus 1.9.49.
901 See citations in chapter one, n. 53.
902 See above, p. 237-242.
903 Aside from Brown and Power, cited above, see also Virginia Burrus, “Word and Flesh,” p. 34, 40; “Reading 

Agnes: The Rhetoric of Gender in Ambrose and Prudentius,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 3.1 (Spring, 
1995), p. 25-46, esp. p. 30-31; “'Equipped for Victory': Ambrose and the Gendering of Orthodoxy,” Journal of 
Early Christian Studies 4.4 (Winter, 1996), p. 461-475, esp. p. 470-472 “Begotten, Not Made,” p. 140-152.
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done better, as with the birth of immortal children in Athanasius, but a transformation of physical

processes. Partly the bishop achieves this by stripping childbirth of pain, the necessary 

accompaniment of labor, which the virgin, like Mary, altogether evades. Spiritual childbearing is 

also separated from biological reproduction, though, by the introduction of an expansive womb. 

Virgins, unlike biological mothers, are not limited to the cramped confines of a physical womb 

but are made super-humanely fecund through their virginity, their wombs able to carry “many 

heirs.” In other words, Ambrose downplays core associations of childbirth – pain in pregnancy 

and labor, that childbirth has limits – so as to distance the childbirth metaphor from biological 

motherhood. As Virginia Burrus puts it, the female body in this text is “rewritten almost beyond 

recognition;”904 the pregnant body especially, which seems to operate in an entirely different way 

from that of the virgin, disappears.

Though Ambrose owed much to Athanasius, then, he used the childbirth metaphor to put 

a face on his new brand of Christian asceticism. Athanasius' concern in the first half of the fourth

century was “radical encratism,” not resistance to asceticism. He therefore used the childbirth 

metaphor to suggest the relative goodness of the married state, especially by emphasizing the 

parallels between biological and spiritual motherhood. By century's end, however, as David 

Hunter argues, “radical encratism” was much closer to the orthodox position than ever before.905 

This forced a shift in how the childbirth metaphor was used. Ambrose was integral to this 

process, as evident in this text, with De virginibus elevating spiritually pregnant women virgins 

as representatives of the church and downplaying their similarity to physical mothers. The bishop

effected, if not a replacement of reproduction with spiritual production, then at the very least a 

904 Virginia Burrus, “Word and Flesh,” p. 40-41.
905 David Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy in Ancient Christianity, p. 113.
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widening of the gap between biological mothers and spiritual ones. Spiritual childbirth became a 

different process used for very different reasons, leaving little room for married women to 

imitate their spiritually perfect sisters.

Jerome, Libellus de virginitate servanda (Epistle 22).38

The next appearance of the childbirth metaphor, in Jerome's Libellus de virginitate 

servanda (Epistle 22),906 written in the spring of 384, while it also owes a clear debt to 

Athanasius, embellishes the metaphor by a textualization of the womb that further elides 

biological motherhood.907 From Athanasius, Jerome borrowed both the basis of his metaphor in 

the Septuagint's translation of Isaiah 26.18 and the theme of a “history of virginity,”908 the latter 

of which Epistle 22 extends to include false virgins among the heretics. He diverged from the 

bishop of Alexandria, however, by reproducing Ambrose's bald assertion of virginity's utter 

superiority.909 Thus, the text further obscures biological motherhood, re-inscribing pregnancy 

through a series of scriptural allusions and even going so far as to describe the virgin's 

conception as an act of inscription and the fetus in her womb as a scroll. For Jerome, women 

906 NB: This is by no means the only appearance of metaphorical motherhood in Jerome's writings. Despite his 
avowed disgust for reproduction, he uses pregnancy, childbirth, and nursing as metaphors quite frequently. For 
example, he describes how the virgin gives birth to the godhead on a daily basis (Epistle 65.1.3), how the virgin 
(Commentarium in Amos 3.9.6) and the soul generally (Tractatus in Psalmos 84.13) give birth to Christ, and 
urges Pammachius to let Christ suck on his breast (Epistle 66.10.2). See Neil Adkin, “On Some Figurative 
Expressions in Jerome's 22nd Letter,” Vigiliae Christianae 37 (1983), p. 40.

907 cf. Atkinson, p. 66-69, who discusses spiritual motherhood in Jerome's other letters, but does not address Epistle
22.38; and de Nie, p.132-137, who does not address Epistle 22, but does talk at length about Jerome's 
representation of Paula as saint and mother.

908 The other crucial difference, aside from Jerome's other allusions to Isaiah and his textualization of the virgin's 
womb, is that Athanasius' virgin gives birth to “true and immortal thoughts.” Jerome's virgin instead gives birth 
to Christ himself. See Neil Adkin, Jerome on Virginity: A Commentary on the Libellus de virginitate servanda 
(Letter 22), Liverpool: Francis Cairns Publications, 2003, p. 369.

909 Jerome, Epistle 22.20.
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were still the ones to give birth metaphorically, but this was less like the childbirth of a woman 

and more like that of the fecund words of scripture.

A core component of Epistle 22, and the thing that most prompted a negative response 

from contemporaries, is the text's powerful assertion of virginity's superiority to marriage.910 This 

is, of course, already present in Ambrose's De virginibus, which Jerome recommends to his 

readers should they wish to know more about the “embarrassment of wedlock.”911 His own list of 

complaints is brief but serious, the chief being that marriage and reproduction are a consequence 

of sin, as it was not until after the Fall that God commanded “in pain and in sorrow you shall 

bring forth.”912 To those who nevertheless debase themselves in marriage, he advises that, while 

they might at first rejoice in the cries of their children, they should instead lament the coming 

troubles.913 The text offers a very rigid hierarchy in which marriage is inexorably inferior to 

virginity, its only claim to dignity being that “what is born of wedlock is virgin flesh, and it gives

back in fruit what in root it has lost.”914

It's in this context that we should read the letter's childbirth metaphor, introduced near its 

conclusion (c. 38). Drawing Eustochium's attention to the example of the Virgin Mary in Luke 

1.28, who when approached by the angel Gabriel “was terror-stricken and unable to reply, for she

910 On the controversy sparked by this text, see Andrew Cain, Letters of Jerome, p. 101-102; Adkin, Jerome on 
Virginity, p. 5 (on Rufinus' response); David Hunter, “Helvidius, Jovinian, and the Virginity of Mary in late 
Fourth-Century Rome,” p. 52-54 (on Jovinian's response).

911 Jerome, Epistle 22.22.
912 Jerome, Epistle 22.18.
913 ibid.
914 Jerome, Epistle 22.19.
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had never been saluted by a man before,” Jerome promises that potes et tu esse mater domini.915 

There follows a dense web of scriptural allusions:

"Take you a great roll and write in it with a man's pen 'Hurry to the Spoils'” (Isaiah 8.1). And 
when you have gone to the prophetess, and have conceived in the womb, and have brought forth 
a son (Isaiah 8.3), say: "Lord, we have been with child by your fear, we have been in pain, we 
have brought forth the spirit of your salvation, which we have wrought upon the earth" (Isaiah 
26.18).916 Then shall your Son reply: "Behold my mother and my brethren" (Mk. 3.34; Mt. 
12:49). And He whose name you have so recently inscribed upon the tablet of your heart 
(Proverbs 7.3),917 and have written with a pen upon its renewed surface — He, after He has 
recovered the spoil from the enemy, and has spoiled principalities and powers, nailing them to 
His cross (Colossians 2.14-15) — having been miraculously conceived, grows up to manhood; 
and, as He becomes older, regards you no longer as His mother, but as His bride.918

Jerome ends with an insistence – again on the grounds of scripture (Ex. 12.46, 1 Peter 3.20-21, 

and James 2.25) – that this conception and birth can only occur within the confines of the 

Church, followed by a condemnation of those heretics who falsely claim to be virgins.

The basis of this metaphor is, as with that in Athanasius' First Letter, found in the 

Septuagint translation of Isaiah 26.18, reading the “wind baby” of the Masoretic text as a 

bringing forth of the “spirit of salvation.”919  Epistle 22, though, also ties this text to the birth of 

915 Georg Grützmacher argues that this is one of the few original formulations in the text: Hieronymus: Eine 
biographische Studie zur alten Kirchengeschich, Leipzig, 1901, p. 256. As Adkins (Jerome on Virginity, p. 367-
368) points out, however, this notion of imitating Mary by giving birth to Christ (at least metaphorically) also 
appears in Gregory Nazianzen (Oratio 38.1), Origen (fr. in Mt. 281; Comm. in Rom. 4.6), (Methodius 
(Symposium 8.8.191 (see above)), Bacharius (Epistle 2), (Ps.)-Macarius of Egypt (Hom. Typ. III 28.2), Gregory 
of Nyssa (virg. 2.2), Ambrose (De virginibus 2.2 (see above)), and Eusebius Gallicanus (Hom. 1.8).

916 For more on this text in Jerome, see Adkin, Jerome on Virginity, p. 369.
917 Adkin (Jerome on Virginity, p. 370) attributes this use of Proverbs 7.3 to Origen, fr. in Luc. 28.
918 Jerome, Epistle 22.38.3-5: Accipe tibi tomum magnum, novum et scribe in eo stilo hominis velociter spolia 

detrahentis et, cum accesseris ad prophetissam et conceperis in utero et pepereris filium, dic: a timore tuo, 
domine, concepimus et doluimus et peperimus; spiritum salvationis tuae fecimus super terram. tunc et filius 
tuus tibi respondebit et dicet: ecce mater mea et fratres mei. et mirum in modum ille, quem in latitudine pectoris
tui paulo ante descripseras, quem in novitate cordis stilo volante signaueras, postquam spolia ex hostibus 
ceperit, postquam denudauerit principatus et potestates et adfixerit eas cruci, conceptus adolescit et maior 
effectus sponsam te incipit habere de matre. See Adkin's commentary, Jerome on Virginity, p. 362-371. His 
description of this metaphor – “bizarre and picturesque” (p.370) – seems apt.

919 cf. his decision to opt for the MT over the LXX in Commentariorum in Isaiam 13.7, discussed in chapter one. 
Jerome commits to neither the Hebrew nor the Greek of Isaiah, sometimes preferring one and sometimes the 
other. On the disparity between the MT and LXX in this verse, see Jerome, Commentariorum in Isaiam 8.26-27.
As he often does (as, indeed, he does in 13.7), he harmonizes the two readings, arguing that Christians conceive 
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Isaiah's second son in Isaiah 8.3, which God ordained be named Maher-shalal-hash-baz, “hurry 

to the spoils,” as a sign of the coming destruction of Israel at the hands of the Assyrians. For 

Jerome, it is the virgin dedicated to Christ who is commanded to “write with a man's pen” this 

name, and thus who somehow conceives the child with the prophetess; while the child is Christ, 

who “has recovered the spoil from the enemy, and has spoiled principalities and powers, nailing 

them to His cross.”920 The virgin gives birth to this child – thereby making Mk. 3.34 & Mt. 12.49,

“behold my mother,” an appropriate address – and the child matures, becoming in turn her 

Bridegroom.

Putting aside for the moment the instabilities of the metaphor, we once again find women 

as its subjects. Jerome's authority, as Andrew Cain argues, derived not from earthly or episcopal 

rank, which he never achieved, but from his reputation as spiritual guide to women.921 In part he 

relied on ascetic expertise, as one who had spent time in the deserts of the East, as well as on his 

reputation as a scholar; first and foremost, though, Jerome cultivated an image as an expert on 

women's asceticism, especially in his many letters, one of which – his funeral epistle for Paula – 

was discussed in the previous chapter. His purpose is the same in Epistle 22, addressed to 

Eustochium, the daughter of his patroness Paula, on the motives and means for pursuing a life of 

asceticism.922 By offering to the women under his care the power to give birth spiritually, the text 

seeks to attract more students and add to Jerome's prestige.

and bring forth fruit, while those who do not “find rest in the church, which is the dwelling place of the Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit” (8.27) give birth to wind.

920 cf. Epistle 66.10.2, where Jerome says that Christ, once fed on the breast of Pammachius, will rout and loot the 
enemy within him. See Adkin, Jerome on Virginity, p. 371.

921 As Cain notes (The Letters of Jerome, p. 2), he lacked the lineage, social and scholarly prestige, and wealth that 
typically led to power, whether in the secular or ecclesiastical realms, and was twice condemned as suspect by 
church councils. His “quest for respectability” was thus dependent on his self-representation as expert on the 
Bible and on women's asceticism, which shaped the image of “Saint Jerome” inherited by later Christianity.

922 See Adkin, Jerome on Virginity, p. 9-10; Cain, The Letters of Jerome, p. 101.
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While women serve as subjects in Epistle 22, though, there is again a corresponding 

erasure of the pregnant body. Like Athanasius' First Letter, this text also quotes the description of

conception, labor, and birth (concepimus, doluimus, peperimus) in Isaiah 26.18. This is offset, 

however, with a shift from the pregnant body in Isaiah 26 to the scroll of Isaiah 8: Like the 

prophet, the virgin also writes the name – which is truly Christ's name, Jerome insists – on the 

scroll “with a man's pen” (?), “inscrib[ing it] upon the table of your heart… written with a pen 

upon its renewed surface.”923 In other words, the words written on the scroll are the Word, which 

via the act of inscription is implanted in the virgin. This is similar to the process of textualization 

which Patricia Cox Miller finds throughout Jerome's writings, in which the literal body is 

“erased” and its passions re-written through scriptural images and metaphors.924 Here, however, 

the body is not only hedged in by scripture but is itself transformed into a text. The womb, no 

longer a fleshly thing filled with a bloody fetus, is now a scroll on which Christ is inscribed. 

Whereas biological reproduction is downplayed in Ambrose's description of a womb that gives 

birth without pain and to innumerable children, here the pregnant body disappears altogether, 

utterly replaced by text.

Jerome's take on the childbirth metaphor was certainly unique and would not soon 

replicated. Part of its subsequent obscurity is due, I think, to inherent tensions (especially sexual 

ones) in the text: By mapping women onto Isaiah 8.3, the text implies a homosexual coupling 

with “the prophetess” that is left unexplained; while the metaphor ends on the incestuous note of 

the virgin marrying the Christ-child to whom she's just given birth. There are, however, many 

similarities to the childbirth metaphor used by Ambrose. Jerome, looking to promote the merits 

923 Jerome, Epistle 22.38.4-5. See Adkin, Jerome on Virginity, p. 370, 372.
924 Patricia Cox Miller, “The Blazing Body: Ascetic Desire in Jerome's Letter to Eustochium,” Journal of Early 

Christian Studies 1.1 (Spring, 1993), p. 21-45. Surprisingly, Cox Miller neglects to incorporate Epistle 22.38.3-5
in her analysis of the letter. Her insights, though, seem especially applicable to Jerome's maternal metaphor.
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of the ascetic women under his care, pushed women to the fore as subjects of the childbirth 

metaphor. Like Ambrose, though, he also used this metaphor in order to downplayed the 

biological associations of childbirth, eliding pregnancy by textualizing pregnant bodies. In a 

sense, Jerome's use of the childbirth metaphor was the fully realized approach of late fourth 

century asceticism, taking the valorization of virgins and the exclusion of pregnant women to its 

conclusion by erasing the image of the pregnant body almost altogether.

Augustine, De sancta virginitate 3-12

Finally, with Augustine's De sancta virginitate (401) we come full circle. Once again, 

women are the subjects of the metaphor in this text, in so far as spiritual childbirth is one of the 

merits imparted to virgin women. By the end of the fourth century, though, this was the new 

norm; far more interesting is the reemergence of the pregnant body, marshaled once more, as it is

in Athanasius, in the defense of marriage.925 The text, written almost concurrently with De bono 

coniugali,926 belongs to the same genre as those discussed above, addressed to consecrated virgins

on the advantages of virginity and how best to guard it. As in its companion text, however, one of

its concerns is to walk back some of the ascetic teachings of Augustine's predecessors, especially 

Jerome, mitigating the denigration of marriage and family that made the confrontation with 

Jovinian at the end of the fourth century so explosive.927 Augustine used the childbirth metaphor 

925 On the gulf between Jerome and Augustine, at least in terms of asceticism, see Gillian Cloke, This Female Man 
of God: Women and Spiritual Power in the Patristic Age, 350-450 AD, New York: Routledge, 1995, p. 130. See 
also Atkinson, p. 75-76 on spiritual motherhood in Augustine's Confessiones (discussed in chapter three).

926 For dating, history of composition, and a survey of both texts, see P.G. Walsh, De bono coniugali and De sancta
virginitate, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001, p. ix, xxi-xxx.

927 For full context, see David Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy in Ancient Christianity, p. 243-284. 
Augustine's first intention, as Hunter argues, was to effect a rapprochement between the “Jovinianists” (who, by 
398, existed largely in the minds of heresiologists) and writers like Jerome. De bono coniugali, “On the good of 
marriage,” is meant to push back against Jerome's radical rejection of marriage and reproduction in Adversus 
Jovinianum by explaining how marriage incorporates the three goods of proles, fides, and sacramentum. De 
sancta virginitate is instead a qualified assertion of the superiority of sexual abstinence: Though Augustine 

267



to further these ends, reserving the highest blessings for consecrated virgins without obscuring 

the importance of biological motherhood.

The metaphor is diffuse, stretching from chapter three to chapter twelve, but is introduced

in the context of an explication of Mt. 12.48 (“Who is my mother?;”cf. Mark 3.34; Luke 8.21) 

and Luke 11.27(“Blessed is the womb that bore you”). According to Augustine, both verses 

convey that we should “prefer our spiritual kinship to carnal affinity, and that men are not 

blessed by being connected with just and holy people through blood relationships, but by being 

united to them through obedience to their teaching and imitation of their life.”928 He adds to this 

that Mary, though she was mother of Christ's flesh, was more truly his mother in this spiritual 

sense, for “even her maternal relationship would have done Mary no good unless she had borne 

Christ more happily in her heart than in her flesh.”929 This sets up the three vectors along which 

the metaphor is tracked: The mother of the flesh, the mother of “the heart,” and the mother of 

both the flesh and “the heart.”

Augustine deals with the last of these first, focusing on Mary and the Church as the only 

two entities who enjoy both kinds of motherhood. He begins by extending comfort to 

consecrated virgins of his own day, who might despair at their lack of physical offspring and so 

become jealous of Mary for having given birth to a child without sacrificing her virginity. Mary 

is the exception, he argues, “for him alone could virginity give birth to with fitting propriety, who

argues, like Athanasius, Ambrose, Jerome, and others, that virginity is superior to marriage, he also affirms the 
relative goodness of sex and reproduction. This series was then capped with De bono viduis, written around 414,
which takes a similar tack as De sancta virginitate but is more addressed to the accusations of Julian of Eclanum
and other Pelagians that Augustine's asceticism was too close to Manichean dualism.

928 Augustine, De sancta virginitate 3. cf. Augustine, Epistle 243 (to Laetus): Augustine assures the monk Laetus 
that his blood relationship with his mother pales in comparison to the spiritual relationships he has and will 
forge with his Christian brothers and sisters.

929 Augustine, De sancta virginitate 3: Sic et materna propinquitas nihil mariae profuisset, nisi felicius christum 
corde quam carne gestasset.
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in his birth could have no peer.”930 Lest he thereby imply that she physically gave birth to her 

own salvation, though, the bishop then specifies that Mary is also a “child of the Bridegroom,” 

even if “in the flesh” she is “the mother of the Head Himself.” Like all virgins, Mary also had to 

give birth to God spiritually; she differs from other virgins only in so far as she “not only in the 

Spirit, but also in the flesh, is both a mother and a virgin.”931 Lastly, in this respect she is like the 

Church, which gives birth to each Christian spiritually through the baptismal font but also has 

within her “womb” the bodies of married persons.932 Together, Mary and the Church achieve 

motherhood's culmination, combining its spiritual and physical dimensions.

One way we might read this use of the childbirth metaphor, especially as it relates to 

Mary, is as a reconfiguration of the sexual hierarchy of Christian asceticism. Whereas Ambrose's 

De virginibus and Jerome's Epistle 22 take steps to downplay the pregnant body of the metaphor,

this text makes it quite explicit: Mary is not only like a pregnant woman, she was a pregnant 

woman. This is a point that tends to be elided in other texts, which focus less on Mary's womb 

and more on her virginitas in partu.933 In Augustine's De sancta virginitate, by contrast, Mary's 

excellence is understood as a singular joining in herself of both virginity and motherhood, or as 

the author frames it, motherhood of “the heart” and motherhood of the flesh. Consequently, the 

text effects a less rigid hierarchy of virginity and marriage, placing at the top one who bears 

children both as virgin and as mother. The text's metaphor is more capable of accommodating 

these fleshy associations of childbirth, which it reconciles to spiritual childbearing via a more 

inclusive vision of the church.

930 Augustine, De sancta virginitate 5. cf. De civitate Dei 4.10: Mary's virginity is superior to that of the Vestal 
Virgins in that she was able to give birth to a child and yet retain her virginity.

931 Augustine, De sancta virginitate 6: Sola ergo maria et spiritu et corpore mater et virgo, et mater christi et virgo 
christi.

932 Augustine, De sancta virginitate 5-6.
933 See Hunter, “Helvidius, Jovinian, and the Virginity of Mary in Late-Fourth Century Rome,” p. 58-61.
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Of course, as De sancta virginitate is a book of advice to virgins, more room is given to 

expanding on in what sense they too can give birth to Christ. Augustine introduces this 

possibility by calling on consecrated virgins to imitate the Virgin Mother, for “that birth of the 

Holy Virgin is the ornament of all holy virgins and themselves together with Mary are mothers of

Christ, if they do the will of his Father.” The basis of this claim is Mt. 12.50 (“For whoever does 

the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother;” cf. Mk. 3.35), which 

Augustine quickly extends to “every pious soul,” who through acts of charity enter into travail 

and have Christ formed within them.934 He is quick to point out, however, that the birthing of a 

virgin is superior, offering as a counterpoint the hypothetical of a rich woman who frees a 

multitude of slaves on the condition that they become Christians.935 Though this act of charity 

allows her to “birth” a great many persons to Christ, far more than could a fleshy womb, “she 

will not therefore dare to compare her money to the offering of holy virginity.”936 The virgin 

“conceives in her heart” by her offering and produces something of greater spiritual worth,937 

giving birth to Christ and not just to the new members of his church. Thus, while she is not also 

mother of flesh, an honor reserved for Mary and the Church, yet this spiritual fecundity raises her

above all other women.

934 Augustine, De sancta virginitate 5.
935 Augustine, De sancta virginitate 9. It is possible that he has in mind here Melania the Younger or her mother 

Alba, who had recently rebuffed his request for financial support and refused to honor the consecration of 
Pinianus, Melania's husband, as a priest attached to Augustine's diocese. See Susanna Drake, “Friends and 
Heretics,” in Melania: Early Christianity through the Life of One Family, eds. Catherine M. Chin and Caroline 
T. Schroeder, Berkeley: University of California Press, 2016, p. 171-172, 181.

936 Augustine, De sancta virginitate 9. If this were possible, Augustine argues, virgins would have long ago sold 
their chastity and used the proceeds to purchase more Christians for Christ.

937 NB: Augustine never explicitly defines what the virgin gives birth to, except to say it is “kept by religion and 
devotion of the Spirit” (De sancta virginitate 8), implying it is some sort of spiritual fruit.
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At the same time, though, this text's praise of spiritual childbearing is also founded on an 

address to those who are married and have children. Augustine explains that his description of 

virginal childbearing is meant, first and foremost, as a corrective to the boasts of carnal mothers:

I have said this, lest haply married fruitfulness dare to vie with virgin chastity, and to set forth 
Mary herself, and to say unto the virgins of God, “She had in her flesh two things worthy of 
honor, virginity and fruitfulness… this happiness, since we could not both have the whole, we 
have divided, that you be virgins, we be mothers: for what is wanting to you in children, let your 
virginity, that has been preserved, be a consolation: for us, let the gain of children make up for 
our lost virginity.”938

The bishop responds by arguing that biological mothers do not give birth to Christians but to 

flesh, and are therefore inferior to spiritual mothers. Even those women who only marry and 

have sex in order to bear children, and who only bear children in order to rear them in Christ, 

may face disappointment, Augustine argues, as nothing guarantees that a child will find grace. 

Only the Church can give birth to a Christian, as it is only in her womb – the baptismal font – 

that Christians are born. A mother according to the flesh works together with the Church, 

providing it the flesh it needs to make Christians, but she falls short of the spiritual motherhood 

which the Church effects and which the consecrated virgin, in imitation of the Church, enjoys on 

a personal level.939

This sounds a lot like the invective against marriage and reproduction in Ambrose and 

Jerome, except for the critical distinction that married women “work together” with the Church, 

“beget[ting] honorably and lawfully and chastely and for society, and bring[ing] up their 

938 Augustine, De sancta virginitate 7: Hoc dixi, ne forte audeat fecunditas coniugalis cum virginali integritate 
contendere atque ipsam Mariam proponere ac virginibus dei dicere: illa in corpore duas res habuit honorandas,
virginitatem et fecunditatem, quia et integra permansit et peperit; hanc felicitatem quoniam totam utraque 
habere non potuimus, partitae sumus, ut vos sitis virgines, nos simus matres; vobis quod defit in prole, 
consoletur servata virginitas, nobis prolis lucro amissa compensetur integritas.

939 Augustine, De sancta virginitate 8 (Christians), 10-11 (virgins).
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offspring rightly, wholesomely, and with perseverance.”940 Like Ambrose's De virginibus, 

Augustine's De sancta virginitate also offers a womb of unrealistic dimensions capable of 

“birthing” multitudes, either in terms of the Church's many “offspring” or the many spiritual 

blessings of consecrated virginity. In Ambrose and Jerome, however, the childbirth metaphor is 

used to divorce biological motherhood from spiritual, with the former only receiving the briefest 

of acknowledgments.941 In Augustine, spiritual childbearing is instead a common (though not 

equal) enterprise with those who are married. In other words, this text places greater emphasis on

dependence: The biological mother is important because neither Christians nor consecrated 

virgins can be made without her womb and the work she puts into rearing its fruit, while 

consecrated virgins are important because without them spiritual goods cannot be born. The 

result is that De sancta virginitate never quite loses sight of the metaphor's downplayed 

associations, for so long as virgin “mothers” and biological mothers work in concert, biological 

childbirth is not replaced but done differently.

Like Athanasius, then, Augustine affirmed both the superiority of virginity and the 

goodness of human reproduction. It should be noted that the childbirth metaphor in De sancta 

virginitate, while certainly the longest of those considered in this chapter, is by no means the 

clearest: It is spread across ten chapters of the text; it is made all the more confusing by 

Augustine's use of “virgin” to refer to consecrated virgins, Mary, and the Church; and, despite its 

940 Augustine, De sancta virginitate 12: Habeant coniugia bonum suum, non quia filios procreant, sed quia 
honeste, quia licite, quia pudice, quia socialiter procreant et procreatos pariter, salubriter, instanter educant, 
quia tori fidem invicem seruant, quia sacramentum conubii non violant.

941 NB: Both Ambrose and Jerome confess that biological motherhood is good in so far as it leads to the production 
of more virgins (Ambrose, De virginibus 1.7.32; Jerome, Epistle 22.19). However, this is a disclaimer used to 
preface the replacement of biological motherhood with spiritual motherhood. In Augustine, by contrast, 
discussion of spiritual motherhood is run through with this notion of dependence, first with Mary and the 
Church, who are simultaneously spiritual and carnal mothers, and then in the address to married women. In this 
sense the theme of dependence, a glimmer of which appears in earlier authors, receives far greater emphasis in 
Augustine. Also cf. Augustine, De sancta virginitate 13, 16-17, where he criticizes the sort of condemnations of 
marriage found in Ambrose and Jerome. 
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length, it fails to specify what comes from the virgin's womb. Augustine's purpose, though, 

seems to have been similar to that of Athanasius, and his methods, though unlike the sparse lines 

of the bishop of Alexandria, also of a kind. On the one hand, he opposed an exclusive vision of 

the Church by offering a dignified and important place for physical reproduction, whether in the 

person of Mary or in married Christians who rear virgins. On the other hand, he accomplished 

this by drawing out the pregnant body of his metaphor, tying Mary's physical womb to her 

spiritual one and setting the wombs of married women parallel to the wombs of virgins. He very 

clearly prioritized spiritual wombs over biological ones, but at the same time did not downplay 

biological motherhood, at least not to the same extent as some of his predecessors.

Conclusion

As we also saw in chapter one, Christians continued to “think with” motherhood even 

after the ascendance of certain kinds of radical ascetic commitment. Indeed, as this chapter 

demonstrates, they used metaphorical motherhood in new ways to talk about sexual renunciation 

and its fruits. “Spiritual motherhood” was nothing new, with antecedents stretching back to 

classical antiquity and embedded in the very heart of Christian scripture. Christians of the fourth 

century, though, were willing to take these metaphors in new directions, especially by – almost 

for the first time – casting women as metaphorical mothers. Placing women in the role of subject 

of the metaphor allowed Christians to comment on the relative merits of sex and reproduction for

women, with “spiritual motherhood” not only a cypher for intellectual development, Christian 

conversion, and the practice of asceticism, as it was in the past, but also a means of commenting 

on biological reproduction. There was great flexibility in how this metaphor was used, though, 
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with Christians from different places on the spectrum of fourth century asceticism adapting it to 

their own distinctive ends.

Remarkably, there is even an instance in an early fifth century source (though it may be 

as late as the sixth century) of Christians adapting the childbirth metaphor for use by married 

women. In the Epistula ad Marcellam, a little-known Latin text attributed, surprisingly enough, 

to Jerome,942 instructions are given to married women on how they might imitate the Virgin Mary.

As the day of the nativity approaches, these women are instructed to retreat to a local monastic 

community (perhaps at Rome?) and:

imitate the groans of Mary in labor, so that just as within the dark portals of the womb, so within 
the hidden cell of the monastery, something can take shape which will abet our salvation… If the
holy Mary gave forth the hope of her salvation with groans and sighs, how do you think we, 
whom the counsels of the serpent have deceived, will have to labor in order to imitate such a 
great thing?943

Though there is a hint of reproach (“we, whom the counsels of the serpent have deceived”), these

women are assured that they can participate in this experience even though they are married, 

with the author offering excuses to husbands who might object to their wives being away at 

retreat.944 Far from replacing reproduction with ascetic attainment, the childbirth metaphor here 

942 See Dom Germain Morin, "Pages inédites de deux pseudo-Jéromes des environs de l'an 400," Revue 
Bénédictine 40 (1928), p. 289-318; Virginia Burrus, “Word and Flesh,” p. 45, 49-51; Kate Cooper, “Contesting 
the Nativity: Wives, Virgins, and Pulcheria's imitatio Mariae,” Scottish Journal of Religious Studies 19.1 
(Spring, 1998), p. 38-40; Evelyn Lowe, “Asceticism and Context: The Anonymous Letter Ad Sanctam 
Marcellam,” MA Thesis, University of Manchester: 1995. Morin (p. 291) and Burrus (p. 45 n. 29) both argue 
that the original author of the text was a woman, based on a specious reading of the author's self-designation as 
a “she-ass.”

943 Morin, p. 297-298: Huius ergo mysterii sacramentum in decimo mense, hoc est, trecentesimo dierum numero 
scimus esse conpletum; ubi nobis parturientis sanctae Mariae gemitus imitandi sunt, ut velut intra occultam 
vulvam uteri, sic intra secretam monasterii cellulam aliquid formetur in nobis, quod proficiat ad salutem, et in 
decimo mense novum opus ex fructibus nostris, quod mundus miretur, appareat. Si enim illa incorrupta et 
sancta Maria non sine gemitibus ac suspiriis spem suae salutis effudit, qualiter nobis aestimas laborandum, 
quos serpentis decepere consilia, ut aliquid tale valeamus imitari? Translation from Cooper, “Contesting the 
Nativity,” p. 38. Burrus (p. 48) underlines that Mary's experience of childbirth is here described as painful, in 
contrast to Ambrose's description of her birthing without pain (discussed above).

944 Morin, p. 301.
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serves as a way for women to achieve a kind of parity with their virginal peers. The author even 

makes this explicit, addressing the objection that only virgins can give birth to Christ spiritually 

by asserting that “the grace of God [is not restricted] to the narrow confines of a single person.”945

What this and the fourth century sources discussed in this chapter point to is the immense 

ambiguity of biological reproduction in late ancient Christian asceticism. Some Christians – like 

Ambrose and Jerome – had no qualms about utterly replacing physical motherhood with its 

spiritual equivalent, employing the childbirth metaphor to, as Atkinson and de Nie argue, 

appropriate the good associations of motherhood while virtually erasing reproduction.946 

Christians, however, were not univocal. At the same time as Ambrose was equipping his virgins 

with super-wombs and Jerome was offering hysterectomies via asceticism, others – like 

Athanasius and Augustine – pushed back, using the childbirth metaphor to assert the superiority 

of virginity without dismissing the goodness of sex and biological motherhood. Tensions are 

evident in our sources, especially on the side of reproduction's advocates: In De sancta 

virginitate, Augustine sharply distinguishes himself from those married persons who “dare to vie 

with virgin chastity;” while the Epistula ad Marcellam seems to be fighting an uphill battle in 

convincing married women that they, too, can give birth to Christ. Nevertheless, these more 

ambivalent perspectives on reproduction also speak in the language of metaphorical motherhood 

and in terms that became increasingly common going into the medieval period.947

945 Morin, p. 298. This tension suggests to Morin and Cooper (p. 38) a Pelagian origin.
946 See above, p. 230.
947 On the body, and especially the reproductive body, as a symbol of women's religion in the medieval period, see 

Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food to Medieval Women, 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987, esp. p. 277-296; Fragmentation and Redemption: Essays on 
Gender and the Human Body in Medieval Religion, New York: Zone Books, 1991, esp. p. 151-238. 
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CONCLUSION

This dissertation finds its genesis in a paper I presented a few years ago on motherhood in

the Apocalypse of Elijah.948 In this text, written by a group of Christian ascetics in Upper Egypt 

around the end of the 3rd century, mothers are weaponized against humanity. In the first place, 

and in a rude mockery of motherhood, nursing women are seized by the “evil king” and forced to

suckle serpents. The king then orders that blood be drawn from the serpents and that this blood 

be “given as poison for arrows,”949  which are then used to equip an army made up of children 

“twelve years and younger.”950 In effect, mothers both fashion the weapons of war and provide, 

newly-sprung from their wombs, the hands that will wield them. The author thereby transforms 

motherhood into a malevolent force, for while mothers themselves might be innocent of any 

crime, their maternity dooms them and is used to destroy the nation.

What struck me about this text, and what has been confirmed over the course of this 

study, is just how alien its representation of motherhood is to late ancient Christian literature. For

Christians of the fourth century, including for some of the most strident proponents of asceticism,

such a demonization of motherhood would have been unthinkable. Granted, Christians did 

engage in a great deal of criticism of reproduction and parenthood, some of which I've had 

occasion to discuss. Usually, however, this criticism was qualified, with some of our sources 

even praising motherhood in general and individual mothers in particular. In other words, the 

Apocalypse of Elijah is an outlier, not a representative example. Christians not living in the deep 

948 Harold Short, “Malevolent Motherhood in the Apocalypse of Elijah,” presented at the North American Patristics 
Society Annual Meeting, Chicago: 2012.

949 Apocalypse of Elijah 2.35.
950 Apocalypse of Elijah 2.36.
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deserts of Egypt, and even some of those (like Jerome) who claimed that they wanted nothing to 

do with the world, more often walked a fine line between approval and opprobrium.

Partly this was Realpolitik, or proof of what Rebecca Krawiec calls the “myth of ascetic 

perfection.”951 Though Christian proponents of asceticism offered a romanticized vision of life in 

the desert, free from the corrupting influence of the secular realm, the reality was that most of 

them depended on the world for their material support. Consequently, they had to draw on the 

family, including on motherhood, when appealing to their non-ascetic (or less ascetically-

inclined) constituents, regardless of how much they disdained reproduction and repudiated it 

when speaking to their fellow ascetics. To put it differently, fourth century Christians – at least in

the Latin West – were limited in what they could get away with when talking about motherhood. 

As we see with Eusebius and Ambrose, sometimes political considerations forced a Christian's 

hand, with both bishops gladly reproducing imperial propaganda on Helena in order to curry 

favor with the court. Likewise, as with Jerome's attempt at attracting a new patroness through his

representation of Paula, qualified accommodation of motherhood was often key to a Christian 

author's success at attracting patronage. If Christians like Ambrose and Jerome were to secure the

support of anyone other than penniless desert ascetics, they had to find a way to work 

motherhood into their vision of Christianity.

This is not to suggest, however, that motherhood was somehow alien to the late ancient 

Church and only allowed in through cracks of self-interest. Christians may have sincerely wished

for more distance between themselves and the “Roman mother,” but there is everywhere in 

fourth-century Christian literature the legacy of traditional values and expectations. As evident in

951 Rebecca Krawiec, “'From the Womb of the Church,'” Journal of Early Christian Studies 11.3 (Fall 2003), p. 
307. See also her discussion of Shenoute and his use of familial language in Shenoute and the Women of the 
White Monastery: Egyptian Monasticism in Late Antiquity, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002, p. 133-174.
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everything from figurative language, replete with pregnancy, childbirth, and nursing, to 

expectations for the good Christian mother, be she a Monica or a Melania, old ideas about 

motherhood were ever-present. This, as I've argued, is because Christians sought to appeal to 

those of the “old world,” tempting them to embrace Christianity by drawing on traditional ideas 

about motherhood. On a more fundamental level, though, this is because most of our authors, 

including Ambrose, Paulinus, and Augustine, to name a few, were Roman: They were governors, 

senators, and well-placed teachers of rhetoric, all of them thoroughly inculcated in ancient 

Roman society and culture. Thus, traditional Roman ideas informed thinking on Christian 

motherhood, resulting in representations of mothers that were different but also very familiar. 

Helena may tell her son more about God than past mothers, and Melania and Paula may 

demonstrate their pietas in a new way, but neither was cut from whole cloth. They were also cast 

in the image of the traditional mother, whether to appeal to a Roman audience or because ancient

Christians were Romans themselves.

These two forces go a long way in explaining the ambiguity noted in the introduction. It 

almost seems like Christians didn't know what to think about motherhood. On the one hand, an 

ascetic inclination dating back to the New Testament made them suspicious of mothers. On the 

other hand, a combination of realism and the ever-present specter of motherhood in thought and 

society drew them in. This is why, I think, Augustine's Monica is such an ambiguous character: 

Is her motherhood sometimes a good thing? Is it indifferent? Does it cause harm? The answer to 

all three questions seems to be “yes,” and neither was Augustine the only Christian to offer such 

an appraisal. Motherhood was frequently subject to criticism, but it's telling that no matter where 

Christians came down on the worth of motherhood as a Christian vocation, almost no one shied 
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away from it or disparaged it without qualification. Of course, neither did they offer unqualified 

praise. The late ancient Christian mother was, as Augustine says of Monica, ever “on the 

outskirts of Babylon.”952 She was not necessarily a citizen of that sinful city, but neither was she 

completely separate from it.

This discourse on motherhood had far-reaching consequences. Almost immediately, as 

Kate Cooper argues, there was resistance to the ascetic ideal, with Christian householders of the 

fifth century quickly joining the defense of marriage and the family through their own production

of texts.953 This further tempered criticism of motherhood and pushed the pendulum back toward 

a more positive evaluation. Nevertheless, as Atkinson argues, the subordination of motherhood 

remained the norm for much of the medieval period, with virgin mothers and the mothers of 

saints on one side and the great number of mediocre mothers on the other.954 It wasn't until the 

late middle ages that Christians began to offer less qualified praise for motherhood as a Christian

vocation, laying the groundwork for the emergence of the modern cult of motherhood in the 

early modern period.955 Christians of the fourth century therefore set the tone for Christian 

motherhood for more than a millennium. It was their careful reconciliation of motherhood with 

the Christian confession, not the anti-familial rhetoric of texts like the Apocalypse of Elijah, that 

won out.

952 Augustine, Confessiones 2.3.8.
953 See Kate Cooper, The Fall of the Roman Household, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press: 2007. Cooper 

discusses the transformation of family life into a sort of second-rate asceticism and the spiritualization of 
marriage, especially in Ad Gregoriam, an anonymous Christian manual written for an aristocratic audience.

954 Atkinson, The Oldest Vocation, p. 64-100. See also Anneke Mulder-Bakker, ed., Sanctity and Motherhood: 
Essays on Holy Mothers in the Middle Ages, London: Routledge, 1995; Bonnie Wheeler & John Carmi Parsons, 
eds., Medieval Mothering, London: Routledge, 1999; Conrad Leyser & Lesley Smith, eds., Motherhood, 
Religion, and Society in Medieval Europe, 400-1400, London: Routledge, 2011.

955 Atkinson, The Oldest Vocation, p. 144-193. As she writes (p. 193): “With the mother-saints came a new 
recognition and celebration of maternal power and responsibility. When God suffered and wept, God acted like 
a mother; mothers were identified in return with divine power.” I would only add that much of this was in fact 
anticipated in the fourth century.
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