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INTRODUCTION 

 

Is there really anything here modern Christians should want to imitate? Is 
freedom from desire a Christian goal? Should we accept a hierarchy in 
which virginity is considered superior to sexual connection? Should sex 
be interpreted as signifying “lack” and “imperfection”? Do we want to 
promote detachment from the world and immutability as the highest 
virtues? And should we go along with the Fathers in viewing sex as 
defiling?1  

 

These questions posed by Dale Martin, reflect why I became interested in 
Ambrose’s virginity treatises. What were the arguments the Church Fathers adduced 
to argue virginity’s superiority over marriage? What was their problem with sexual 
desire per se? During the second half of the fourth century many Church Fathers 
wrote treatises defending their claim to virginity’s superiority. Thus, they wanted to 
direct their ecclesiastical communities on a more ascetical course. The Church 
Fathers’ conception about virginity in the virginity treatises is broader than the idea 
of pre-marital sexual abstinence evidenced by bodily virginity orthodox Christians 
and Muslims propagate nowadays. Virginity is considered to be a first step towards 
perfecting oneself in spiritual transformation. A precondition for this spiritual 
transformation is distancing oneself from the bondage to the world and to one’s 
body, an ascetical way of life. Fundamental questions are addressed such as how 
the body is related to the mind and what the true self consists of. 

Ambrose, bishop of Milan from 374-397, became the protagonist of my research, 
for the following reasons. He wrote four or five virginity treatises – depending on 
whether one regards his De Viduis (Vid.) (378) as a virginity treatise – during his 
episcopal career: De Virginibus (Virg.) (377); De Virginitate (Vrgt.) (presently 
dated around 380); De Institutione Virginis (Inst.) (393); Exhortatio Virginitatis 
(Exh.) (394).2  Ambrose might not have been the first to institutionalize female 

 
1 Dale B. Martin ‘Sex and the Single Saviour’ in Martti Nissinen and Risto Uro (eds.), Sacred Marriages The 
Divine-Human Sexual Metaphor from Sumer to Early Christianity (2008) 393-410, 406-407 poses these questions 
in the context of the patristic imagination with regard to Jesus’ sexuality. 
2 Sant’Ambrogio De Virginibus, De Viduis in Franco Gori (introduction, translation into Italian, notes, indexes), 
Sancti Ambrosii Episcopi Mediolanensis Opera (SAEMO 14.1; Milan, 1989) 59. Sant’Ambrogio De Virginitate, 
De Institutione Virginis, Exhortatio Virginitatis (SAEMO 14.2; Milan, 1989). 
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virginity3, he definitely left a mark on the design of the virginal consecration, the 
velatio and its propagation.4 His virginity treatises are a goldmine of information 
for first appearances in writing, for instance about the parents’ sacrifice of especially 
daughters in virginity to make up for parental sins. In his own time, Ambrose was 
one of the key Church leaders in the West who also managed to exert considerable 
secular power. The opposition against his promotion of virginity as we know it from 
his virginity treatises, must have publicized his views in his own times. The intricacy 
of Ambrose’s exegesis and his literary style must have been appreciated by others 
as much as it is by me: his virginity treatises endured and were widely read in the 
Middle Ages.5 Thus, the ideas expressed in the Ambrosian virginity treatises about 
sacrifice, the relationship between parents and children, gender and the body, and 
even the purpose of life, influenced European, American, and Islamic culture.  

Ambrose, however, was not the only author studied. Hippolytus’ commentary on 
Song of Songs, Origen’s commentary and homilies on Song of Songs, and the 
virginity treatise by Gregory of Nyssa (372) have been treated in the articles for 
reason of comparison and influence. Chrysostom’s virginity treatise (382) was 
never mentioned in my articles, but my study of this treatise improved my 
understanding of the different eschatological perspectives possible in relation to 
virginity.  

The choice to write my thesis as a collection of five articles was made for the 
following reasons. Articles are easier to make available to colleagues world-wide 
compared to a book. The conciseness that comes with the article format adds to this 
accessibility.6 Presenting articles at conferences meant a confining of the topic of 

 
3 Rita Lizzi Testa, ‘Ambrose’s Contemporaries and the Christianization of Northern Italy’ The Journal of Roman 
Studies, 80 (1990) 156-173 (not directly about virginity). Susanna Elm ‘Virgins of God’: The Making of Asceticism 
in Late Antiquity (1994).   
4 Examples of the velatio: Ambrose’s memories of the consecration of his sister in Rome at the beginning of the 
third book of De Virginibus and his prayer at his consecration of the virgin Ambrosia at the end of De Institutione 
Virginis. 
5 Michaela Zelzer, ‘Das ambrosianische Corpus De Virginitate und seine Rezeption im Mittelalter‘ SP 38 (2001) 
510-523. 
6 An additional problem was that PhD theses are hard to get by. While Kim Power’s PhD dissertation from La 
Trobe University, Melbourne, Australia would have been both difficult and expensive to get by (The Secret Garden: 
The Meaning and Function of the Hortus Conclusus in Ambrose of Milan’s Homilies on Virginity. (1997)), her 
articles were within reach, e.g. ‘The Sword of the Word: An Aspect of Mystical Marriage in Ambrose of Milan’ 
SP 38 (2001) 460-466; Id. ‘The Rehabilitation of Eve in the De Institutione Virginis of Ambrose of Milan,’ in 
Matthew Dillon (ed.), Religion in the Ancient World (1996) 367-382. Nathalie Henry has written a PhD thesis 
(University of Cambridge, 1999) The Song of Songs and Virginity: The Study of a Paradox in Early Christian 
Literature. I only know about this because of its mention in Karl Shuve The Song of Songs and the Fashioning of 
Identity in Early Latin Christianity (2016) 3, n. 10. This title did not come up in any search and is unavailable to 
me. Another PhD thesis known from secondary literature is: P. Simon, Sponsa Christi. Die Deutung der Braut des 
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the article to that of the conference. This different perspective often brought up 
surprising insights based on the well-known texts and led to interesting results. 
Already in an initial phase of this project, participation in conferences offered a 
podium for the vivid discussion with colleagues I aimed at and a wider audience of 
readers.  

The layout of this introduction is as follows. Firstly, I will evaluate the secondary 
literature relevant to the study of Ambrose’s virginity treatises. Then, my own 
contribution in relation to the status quaestionis will be clarified. This leads to a 
discussion of the structure of the thesis. Finally, I will provide an outline of my 
research, whereby I will start with the general research questions and continue with 
the specific research questions to introduce the five articles of which this thesis 
consists.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Hohenliedes in der vornizaenischen griechischen Theologie und in der lateinischen Theologie des dritten und 
vierten Jahrhunderts (1951). Finally, the PhD thesis, Sorbonne, Paris by Jeanne-Aimée Taupignon, Les Écrits 
d’Ambroise de Milan sur la Virginité. Recherche d’un Principe d’Unité (1993) I did manage to consult for a short 
period, but the binding was falling apart, so I could not make any photocopies of relevant parts.  
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SECONDARY LITERATURE 

 

My research on Ambrose’s virginity treatises builds on previous studies. Without 
Peter Brown’s The Body & Society (1988, 2008) I never would have started this 
project in the first place. In his chapter on Ambrose, Brown explains the central role 
of Mary’s virginity in Ambrose’s later virginity treatises7 and his Expositio 
Evangelii Secundum Lucam as a result of Ambrose’s demarcation of the Church 
from the polluting world outside by his promotion of virginity. In his short 
reconstruction, Brown does not point out that Mary’s role varies per virginity 
treatise. Brown’s observations about Ambrose have proven to be seminal. Topics 
raised in his chapter on Ambrose have been taken up in the most recent publications 
by scholars discussed below: Karl Shuve would elaborate the relationship between 
the integrity of the virgin body and the Church, Sissel Undheim explored the 
boundaries which made types of virgins holy, and David Hunter would substantiate 
that female virginity set the norm for the male clergy, and that the presence of 
virgins defines the ‘Catholic basilica as a privileged, sacred space’.8 Another 
influential historian Neil McLynn focusses on Ambrose’s public persona in the 
conflict between Church and state. McLynn’s treatment of Ambrose’s virginity 
treatises is rather haphazard.9  McLynn is far more critical on Ambrose than the 

 
7 Peter Brown, The Body & Society. Men, Women & Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity (1988, 2008) 341-
365. Brown’s title of this 17th chapter on Ambrose is aula pudoris. The qualification of the virgin as aula appears 
only in Ambrose’s late virginity treatises. In Inst. 6.44; 7.50; 12.79 (2); 17.105 aula is qualified as heavenly and 
refers to Mary. Aula pudoris appears only in Exh. 4.27, where the widow Juliana claims this title based on her 
mothering virgins. Strictly speaking, Brown’s characterization of Mary and the virgins as aulae pudoris is incorrect.    
8 Shuve, Song of Songs < Brown, 355-6, 362.  Sissel Undheim, Borderline Virginities. Sacred and Secular Virgins 
in Late Antiquity (2018) < Brown, 353. David G. Hunter, ‘Clerical Celibacy and the Veiling of Virgins: New 
Boundaries in Late Ancient Christianity’ in William E. Klingshirn & Mark Vessey (eds.), The Limits of Ancient 
Christianity: Essays on Late Antique Thought and Culture in Honor of R.A. Markus (1999) 139-152 < Brown, Body 
and Society, 357, 359; Hunter, ‘Sacred Space, Virginal Consecration and Symbolic Power. A Liturgical Innovation 
and Its Implications in Late Ancient Christianity’, in Juliette Day, and Raimo Hakola, et al. (eds.), Spaces in Late 
Antiquity: Cultural, Theological and Archaeological Perspectives (London: Routledge Taylor and Francis Group, 
2016) 89-105 < Brown, 356.    
9 Neil McLynn’s Ambrose of Milan. Church and Court in a Christian Capital (1994) 60-68: McLynn pays attention 
to Ambrose’s early virginity treatises (cf. Brown ignores Vrgt.); 347-350: Mc Lynn’s reconstruction of the historical 
background of Exh., is based on the ‘historical’ introduction of Exh. complemented by information borrowed from 
Paulinus’ Vita Sancti Ambrosii. His observation about Exh. that ‘the bulk of Ambrose’s sermon rehearses the 
themes he had sounded since the very outset of his career’ might be an indication that he has not thoroughly read 
the treatise. Exh. contains unprecedented sections, like the one in which Ambrose applies Levitehood to male and 
female virginity (Exh. 6.32-7.45).    
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theologians Ernst Dassmann and Hervé Savon in their biographies.10 Liebeschuetz 
wrote a balanced biography on Ambrose in a comparison to Chrysostom.11  

Bishops from the second half of the fourth century such as Ambrose propagated 
radical asceticism, which had been marginal in the first three centuries, as a central 
discipline of the Church.12 David G. Hunter’s Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy in 
Ancient Christianity: The Jovinianist Controversy (2007) reconstructs the 
development of ascetical thinking which eventually led to the clash between the 
defenders of the superiority of ascetical, virginal life (Siricius, Ambrose, Jerome), 
and the Roman monk Jovinian. Jovinian had claimed that an ascetic, virginal life 
did not amount to a higher reward, because baptism was the only and sufficient 
ground for salvation.13 Hunter also interprets the velatio (female virginal 
consecration) within the Jovinianist controversy: it underpinned the bishop’s 
authority and raised the virgin’s status.14 The velatio became a platform where 
Ambrose could publicize his view on virginity’s superiority over marriage. 
Ambrose’s virginity treatises are the first source for the reconstruction of this public 
ritual.15 In the 1950’s Raymond d’Izarny and René Metz discussed its 
reconstruction.16 At the turn of the millennium Nathalie Henry and David G. Hunter 
took up the topic of the ritual of virginal consecration again. In her first article Henry 
addresses the question of the application of the erotic language to the velatio as it is 
known from Ambrose’s virginity treatises. She suggests the antiphonal singing of 
texts of Song of Songs and Psalm 45 was part of the ritual. In her second article, she 
moves beyond Metz’s study in her analysis that as a result of the public velatio 
virgins became prestigious ‘role models’ on the one hand, but on the other hand the 
Church reinforced its control over consecrated virgins.17 Hunter takes a further step: 

 
10 Ernst Dassmann, Ambrosius von Mailand: Leben und Werk (2004); Die Frömmigkeit des Kirchenvaters 
Ambrosius von Mailand: Quellen und Entfaltung (1965). Hervé Savon, Ambroise de Milan (340-397) (1997). 
11 J.H.W.G. Liebeschuetz Ambrose and John Chrysostom: clerics between desert and empire (2011).  
12 Daniel Weisser, Quis maritus salvetur? Untersuchungen zur Radikalisierung des Jungfraulichkeitsideals im 4. 
Jahrhundert (2016) 
13 Also: David G. Hunter ‘Helvidius, Jovinian, and the virginity of Mary in Late Fourth Century Rome’ Journal of 
Early Christian Studies 1.1 (1993) 47-71. 
14 Hunter, Jovinianist Controversy, 224-230. 
15 It is unsure whether Ambrose was the consecrating priest at the velatio described in Virg.1.11.65-66. The 
description of the velatio of Ambrose’s sister by the bishop of Rome Liberius in the early 350’s might be influenced 
by the way Ambrose performed the ritual in his church in Milan. The prayer at the end of Inst.17.104-114 might 
reflect a prayer Ambrose usually said at the performance of the velatio.  
16 Raymond d’Izarny, ‘Mariage et consécration virginale au IVe siècle’ Supplément de la Vie Spirituelle t.VI, no. 
24 (1953) 92-118; La virginité selon Saint Ambroise. Ph.D. dissertation, Lyon (1952). René Metz, La consécration 
des vierges dans l’Eglise romaine (1954). 
17 Nathalie Henry, ‘The Song of Songs and the Liturgy of the velatio in the Fourth Century: From Literary Metaphor 
to Liturgical Reality’ in R.N. Swanson (ed.), Continuity and Change in Christian Worship (1999) 18-28; ‘A New 
Insight into the Growth of Ascetic Society in the Fourth Century AD: The Public Consecration of Virgins as a 
Means of Integration and Promotion of the Female Ascetic Movement’ SP 35 (2001) 102-109. 

https://t.vi/
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the bishop exercises authority over female perpetual virginity, but the virgins should 
not outdo the male clerics by their virginity. Institutionalized female asceticism 
became exemplary for male clerical celibacy.18 In a recent article, Hunter locates 
the velatio in the liturgical space of the Church expressing the new position of the 
virgins, superior to ‘ordinary Christians’, subordinated to the bishop. Hunter has 
stimulated my thinking about the positioning of the virgins within the Church.19 

My approach of close reading of Ambrose’s texts has been influenced in the first 
place by Elizabeth A. Clark.20 Her Reading Renunciation. Asceticism and Scripture 
in Early Christianity (1999) can be called fundamental for the study of the biblical 
citations in the patristic texts. David Hunter elaborated on the afterlife of the biblical 
texts relevant for the defence of virginity Psalm 45 and 1 Corinthian 7.21 Steven 
Oberhelman analysed the rhetorical means by which Ambrose revised his 
transcribed sermons before they were distributed.22 Though the contributions to Lire 
et éditer aujourd’hui Ambroise de Milan do not reflect specifically on Ambrose’s 
virginity treatises, their description of the philological problems generally 
encountered in Ambrosian scholarship is useful.23 Savon points out why modern 
scholars find patristic biblical exegesis suspect. The allegorical interpretation is 
considered to be rather at random. Because of his personal ascesis influenced by 
stoicism, Ambrose seems to give the impression of being heartless. And, finally the 
Old Testament (OT) is never interpreted for its own sake, but always through the 
lens of the New Testament (NT).24 Duval qualifies the complexity of an Ambrosian 
text as the threads of a tapestry, whereby only a study of the knots at the reverse 

 
18 David G. Hunter, ‘Clerical Celibacy and the Veiling of Virgins: New Boundaries in Late Ancient Christianity’ 
in William E. Klingshirn & Mark Vessey (eds.), The Limits of Ancient Christianity: Essays on Late Antique Thought 
and Culture in Honor of R.A. Markus (1999) 139-152.  
19 David G. Hunter, ‘Sacred Space, Virginal Consecration and Symbolic Power. A Liturgical Innovation and Its 
Implications in Late Ancient Christianity’ in Juliette Day, et al. (eds.), Spaces in Late Antiquity: Cultural, 
Theological and Archaeological Perspectives (2016) 89-105.   
20 Elizabeth A. Clark, ‘The Celibate Bridegroom and His Virginal Brides: Metaphor and the Marriage of Jesus in 
Early Christian Exegesis’ Church History 77.1 (2008) 1-25; ‘Devil’s Gateway and Bride of Christ: Women in the 
Early Christian World’ in Elizabeth A. Clark (ed.), Ascetic Piety and Women’s Faith: Essays on Late Ancient 
Christianity (1986) 23-60; ‘Heresy, asceticism, Adam and Eve: Interpretations of Genesis 1-3 in the later Latin 
Fathers’ in Clark, Ascetic piety, 353-385. 
21 David G. Hunter, ‘The Virgin, the Bride, and the Church: Reading Psalm 45 in Ambrose, Jerome, and Augustine’ 
Church History 69.2 (2000) 281-303; ‘The reception and interpretation of Paul in late antiquity: 1 Corinthians 7 
and the ascetic debates’ in Charles Kannengiesser, Lorenzo DiTommaso, Lucian Turcescu (eds.), The reception 
and interpretation of the bible in late antiquity (2008) 163-191. 
22 Steven M. Oberhelman, Rhetoric and Homiletics in Fourth-Century Christian Literature: Prose Rhythm, 
Oratorical Style and Preaching in the Works of Ambrose, Jerome and Augustine (1991). 
23 Gérard Nauroy (ed.), Lire et éditer aujourd’hui Ambroise de Milan. Actes du Colloque de l’Université de Metz 
(20-21 mai 2005) (2007) 
24 Hervé Savon ‘Le De Interpellatione Iob et David dans la collection « Sources Chrétiennes » : problèmes et 
perspectives’ in Lire et éditer aujourd’hui Ambroise de Milan (2007) 5-18, pp. 6-9. 
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side might lead to some clarification. Ambrose’s discourse resembles a ‘rhapsody 
of themes already developed by him in other contexts’. Ambrose’s reasoning is not 
directly easy to follow and needs taking into account the intertextual and liturgical 
background.25 Duval’s earlier article on the intertextual influences in Ambrose’s De 
Virginibus (Cyprian, Athanasius) remains influential.26 Also Dassmann 
(Hippolytus, Origen), Savon (Philo) and Courcelle (Platonism) have studied how 
Ambrose was influenced by his predecessors.27 

Ambrose’s use of Song of Songs has received much attention. D’Izarny rightly 
observes that Ambrose uses texts from Song of Songs to qualify the spiritual life of 
the virgin in her continuous search for and her rare encounters with Christ. 
Consolino, Clark and Dassmann point to the influence of Origen on Ambrose’s 
interpretation of Song of Songs.28 Dassmann bases his argument in favour of a late 
dating for Vrgt. on Ambrose’s discovery of the commentaries on Song of Songs by 
Hippolytus and Origen. 29 Karl Shuve, whose book on Song of Songs I will discuss 
below, dates Vrgt. early, ‘the consensus choice in recent scholarship’. The argument 
for the early dating is the interpretation that Vrgt. 8.46 would be a reaction on Vid. 
9.57-59, while the later dating is based on Vrgt.’s resemblances to Ambrose’s 
treatises from the late 380s, De Isaac and Expositio Psalmi 118.30 I think that 
Zelzer’s argument that Ambrose constructed De Virginitate at the end of his life 
from homiletical fragments from different periods of his life and added it as a fourth 
book to Virg. is worth considering.31 

Nowadays, the study of Ambrose’s virginity treatises is primarily associated with 
gender studies. Elizabeth Clark explained her preference for the term gender studies 
over women’s studies for the field of early Christian history. Women’s studies aim 

 
25 Yves-Marie Duval ‘Commenter Ambroise: principes et application (Obit. Theod. 1-8 et 17-19) in Lire et éditer 
aujourd’hui Ambroise de Milan (2007) 125-164, pp. 125-128.  
26 Yves-Marie Duval ‘L’originalité du De uirginibus dans le mouvement ascétique occidental Ambroise, Cyprien, 
Athanase’ in Y.-M. Duval (ed.), Ambroise de Milan: XVIe centenaire de son élection épiscopale (1974) 9-66.  
27 Ernst Dassmann, ‘Ecclesia uel anima: Die Kirche und ihre Gliederung in der Hoheliederklärung bei Hippolyt, 
Origenes und Ambrosius von Mailand‘ Römische Quartalschrift für christliche Altertumskunde und 
Kirchengeschichte 61 (1966) 121-144. Hervé Savon, Saint Ambroise devant l’exégèse de Philon le juif Vol. 1 
(1977). Pierre Courcelle ‘Tradition platonicienne et traditions chrétiennes du corps-prison’ Revue des Études 
Latines 43 (1965) 406-443. Goulven Madec, Saint Ambroise et la Philosophie (1974).  
28 Franca Ela Consolino, ‘Veni huc a Libano: la sponsa del Cantico dei Cantici come modello per le vergini negli 
scritti esortatori di Ambrogio’ Athenaeum: studi periodici di letteratura e storia dell’ antichità 72 (62) (1984) 399-
415; Elizabeth A. Clark, ‘The uses of the Song of Songs: Origen and the Later Latin Fathers’ Ascetic Piety,  
386-427, pp. 401, 404, 406. Ernst Dassmann, Ambrosius von Mailand: Leben und Werk (2004) 209-223.  
29 Dassmann, Frömmigkeit, 137, n.6; Ambrosius, 43. Also Consolino, Veni, 410 dates Vrgt. in 390, and mentions 
the importance of the exegesis of Song of Songs in this treatise.  
30 Shuve, Song of Songs, 128 gives an overview of proponents of the early date (377-8) or the later (388-90).  
31 Michaela Zelzer, ‘Quam dulcis pudicitiae fructus: Gli Scritti Ambrosiana Sulla Virginita’ La Scuola Cattolica 
125 (1997) 801-821, 814-816. Shuve does not mention Zelzer in his book.   
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at the reconstruction of the history of real women, while gender studies focus on 
signifying relationships of power, and differentiation in general. Gender studies are 
a more suitable approach to the literary and rhetorical texts which are the main 
source material for patristical research.32 Gender is pivotal in Teresa Shaw’s The 
Burden of the Flesh. Fasting and Sexuality in Early Christianity (1998). 
Unfortunately, she does not treat Ambrose, but her discussion of Gregory of Nyssa 
amongst others, deepens the understanding of our subject matter in both a 
physiological and eschatological way. Kim Power, a self-declared feminist scholar, 
studies the physiological background of Ambrose’s view on gendering with the 
ultimate goal of questioning gender relations within the present-day Church.33 
Another influential feminist scholar, Virginia Burrus, studied Ambrose’s first 
virginity treatise in her own creative way, influenced by Peter Brown and Elizabeth 
Clark.34 Reading Burrus is not my favourite pastime, either because I have a 
different sense of humour or because I am not knowledgeable enough.35 The 
conclusion of her book Begotten, not Made about the masculinity of the Nicene 
concept of the trinity from which Mary’s physical contribution is excluded, is 
thought-provoking.36   Elizabeth Castelli questioned the 20th century view she 
characterized as the ‘’feminism’ of ascetic life’: the ‘ideology of virginity’ might be 
as ‘domesticating and circumscribing of women’s sexuality as the ideology of 
marriage’.37 Kate Cooper focusses on a transformation of the marital symbolism of 
the Greek novels via the Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles to fourth century female 
asceticism in Rome. A caveat relevant for this study of Ambrosian virginity treatises 

 
32 Elizabeth A. Clark, ‘Women, Gender and the Study of Christian History’ Church History 70.3 (2001) 395-426.  
33 Kim E. Power, ‘Ambrose of Milan: Keeper of the boundaries’ Theology today 55. 1 (1998) 15-34, p. 23 n. 13: 
feminist scholar; ‘Philosophy, medicine and sexual gender in Ambrose of Milan’ in T. W. Hillard et al. (eds.), 
Ancient History in a Modern University, Vol.2, Early Christianity, Late Antiquity and Beyond (1998) 379-390. 
Closer to my approach: ‘The sword of the Word: An Aspect of Mystical Marriage in Ambrose of Milan’ SP 38 
(2001) 460-466. Not accessible to me: ‘The Rehabilitation of Eve in Ambrose of Milan’s De institutione Virginis’ 
in Matthew Dillon (ed.), Religion in the Ancient World: New Themes and Approaches (1996) 367-382. Mathew 
Kuefler advised me Gregor Emmenegger, Wie die Jungfrau zum Kind kam. Zum Einfluss antiker medizinischer und 
naturphilosophischer Theorien auf die Entwicklung des christlichen Dogmas (2014), insightful on physiology 
without a feminist approach. 
34 Virginia Burrus, “Begotten, not Made”: Conceiving Manhood in Late Antiquity (2000); ‘“Equipped for Victory”: 
Ambrose and the Gendering of Orthodoxy’ Journal of Early Christian Studies 4.4 (1996) 461-475 (462, n. 4 on the 
influence of Brown and Clark); ‘Reading Agnes: The Rhetoric of Gender in Ambrose and Prudentius’ Journal of 
Early Christian Studies 3.1 (1995) 25-46.  
35 Kim Power pointed out in her review of Burrus, Begotten (The Medieval Review, 9th July 2001) that the book 
might be inaccessible to those unfamiliar with postmodern philosophy, especially French feminism.  
https://scholarworks.iu.edu/journals/index.php/tmr/article/view/15094/21212  
36 Clark, ‘Women, gender’, 421-422. This is my interpretation of Burrus as quoted by Clark. 
37 Elizabeth Castelli, ‘Virginity and its Meaning for Women’s Sexuality in Early Christianity’ Journal of Feminist 
Studies in Religion 2.1 (1986) 61-88, p. 85. Castelli so much interprets virginity as referring to women that she 
thinks that Gregory of Nyssa in De Virginitate has female virgins in mind (p. 71). 

https://scholarworks.iu.edu/journals/index.php/tmr/article/view/15094/21212
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is that women serve as conceptual devices in the rhetorical arguments of male 
consolidation of status.38 

Finally, I will enter into discussion with four recent books as an exordium to my 
own contribution.39 Hunter does not sufficiently take account of the development of 
Mary’s role in Ambrose’s virginity treatises. In Virg. Hunter identifies the Church 
with Mary in its immaculate propagation. This identification is generalized to all 
the Ambrosian virginity treatises.40 The results of my research are different. In Virg. 
Ambrose identifies the Church with the virtue of virginity or the virgin in general 
(my fourth article) and he describes Mary’s way of life as exemplary for a virtuous 
Roman virgin (2.2.6-15; 2.3.19a). In Vrgt. and Exh. Mary’s role is minor. In Virg., 
it is not Mary, but Christ who is the prototypical virgin (1.3.11, 13; 1.5.21-22). In 
Inst. however, largely a theological defence of Mary’s post partum and in partu 
virginity embedded in a virginal consecration narrative, Mary’s role is so pivotal 
that it has consequences for Ambrose’s visualization of the physicality of virginity 
(my third article). Back to Hunter. He easily aligns Christ’s incarnation and 
subsequent spread of virginity under humankind (Virg. 1.3.13) with the reversal of 
the Fall by Mary (Exh. 4.26).41 References to the paradisiacal narrative are typical 
for the later virginity treatises (my third article). Further, Hunter ascribes to 
Ambrose the view that ‘Mary’s physical integrity virginity’ symbolized that every 
Christian should ideally live as a virgin. He bases this exhortation on Inst. 5.35: ‘… 
All are called to the cult of virginity by the example of holy Mary.’42 The full stop 
behind Mary however is a comma in the Latin text, which continues with ‘there are 
those who deny that she remained a virgin.’ 43 I would rather interpret this passage 
as the introduction to Ambrose’s refutation of Bonosus’ criticism on Mary’s post 
partum virginity. My conclusion based on the virginity treatises is that Ambrose 
accepts that the majority of the Christians are not able to lead a virginal life. 
Laughton and Shuve follow Hunter in his observation of Ambrose’s exhortation to 

 
38 Kate Cooper, The Virgin and the Bride: Idealized Womanhood in Late Antiquity (1996). Kate Cooper was a 
student of Peter Brown.  
39 David G. Hunter’s Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy in Ancient Christianity: The Jovinianist Controversy (2007); 
Karl Shuve The Song of Songs and the Fashioning of Identity in Early Latin Christianity (2016); Ariel Bybee 
Laughton, Virginity Discourse and Ascetic Politics in the Writings of Ambrose of Milan (PhD thesis, Duke 
University, 2010); Sissel Undheim, Borderline Virginities. Sacred and Secular Virgins in Late Antiquity (2018). 
40 Hunter, Jovinianist Controversy, 198, based on Virg. 1.6.31 (Church) and 2.2.7 (Mary); pp. 202, 204: general 
assumption. The passages on Ambrose: pp. 197-204; 219-230. 
41 Hunter, Jovinianist Controversy, 202, 226. 
42 Hunter, Jovinianist Controversy, 201, 203-204,  
43 Inst. 5.35: cum omnes ad cultum virginitatis sanctae Mariae advocentur exemplo, fuerunt qui eam negarent 
virginem perseverasse.  
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universal virginity.44 Hunter’s observation that Ambrose’s view on virginity 
develops into a ‘paradigm of salvation’ has been adopted by Laughton and Shuve.45 
But, even the most extremist representative of his views Juliana puts her arguments 
into perspective by her proclamation that ultimately justification is based on Christ’s 
grace and human faith, not works.46 Hunter’s observation that Levitehood in Exh. 
includes female virgins demonstrates that he has also studied this little-known 
Ambrosian virginity treatise.47 

Laughton and Shuve discuss Ambrose’s virginity treatises separately. The topic of 
Ariel Bybee Laughton’s Virginity Discourse and Ascetic Politics in the Writings of 
Ambrose of Milan 48, Ambrose’s virginity treatises, coheres with my own field of 
interest. She contextualizes the virginity treatises into Ambrose’s anti-Homoianism 
rhetoric49 and his reaction to the congregation’s criticism on his exhortation to 
virginity. Ambrose’s claim of the superiority of Christian virginity over pagan 
virginity is represented by his discussion with Symmachus on the Vestal Virgins 
from 384. This last chapter feels like an appendix. Laughton could have made more 
explicit that this discussion takes place in the long period between the early and late 
virginity treatises. In her discussion of Virg., Laughton follows Burrus in stressing 
Mary’s role with regard to Christ as mother, daughter and spouse. Mary as foil to 
the Nicene trinity would have substantiated the triune God.50 Laughton sees a 
development in the ‘early’ virginity treatises. Ambrose would have changed his 
conception of an independent virgin-martyr in Virg. to the more socially convenient 
imagery of the virgin as bride of Christ in Vrgt. Based on two passages from Inst. 
Laughton concludes that Ambrose conforms the independent martyr-virgin (Virg.) 
to the traditional Roman submissive virtue of womanhood.51 Laughton links the 

 
44 Laughton, Virginity Discourse, 140-141 (< Hunter, hoc loco), 145, 157; Shuve, Song of Songs, 164 (Shuve 
acknowledges Laughton’s influence), 172 (with the complete citation of Inst. 5.35, without the mention of universal 
virginity), 214 (short version Inst. 5.35, allusion to universal virginity), but also: 110, n. 2: ‘It is, of course, true that 
Ambrose is not demanding his hearers to become celibate, since that would veer into heretical encratism.’ 
45 Hunter, Jovinianist Controversy, 202; Laughton, Virginity Discourse, 139; Shuve, Song of Songs, 136. 
46 Exh. 7.43. 
47 Hunter, Jovinianist Controversy, 229-230. But, even an excellent exegete as Hunter does not fully recognize the 
ungendering potential of Exh. with regard to virginity and translates filii as daughters instead of children (Exh. 6.36; 
p. 227).  
48 I am very grateful to Laughton for making her thesis generally accessible by placing it on internet. Her PhD 
supervisor was Elizabeth Clark. 
49 Daniel H. Williams, Ambrose of Milan and the End of the Nicene-Arian Conflicts (1995). Recently, the historical 
evidence behind this standard reconstruction has been questioned by Michael Stuart Williams, The Politics of 
Heresy in Ambrose of Milan (2017). The last book was reviewed by Brian Dunkle (Church History 87.3) 832-834.  
50 Laughton, Virginity Discourse, 34-37. Laughton thinks the references to Mary are absent in Ambrose’s 
characterization of the virgin as ‘bride of Christ’ in Vrgt. and Inst. (p. 143, n. 26; 148, n. 42). 
51 Laughton, Virginity Discourse, 45-160. Inst. 3.22-5.35 (Eve-Mary); 7.49-50 (Mary’s potential martyrdom 
standing before Christ’s cross).  
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absence of anti-marital rhetoric in Inst. to Ambrose’s understanding of virginity as 
the paradigm of Christian salvation, his exhortation to universal celibacy.52 
Ambrose’s increasing realization of the importance of the family to promote ascetic 
life culminates in Exh. Here, Ambrose impersonates the widow Juliana. She wants 
to persuade her children to a virginal life by biblical exegeses, but also by the 
arguments of filial piety and family honour. At the same time, she resorts to anti-
marital rhetoric.53 I do not agree with Laughton’s assessment that Ambrose tempers 
his rhetoric in his later virginity treatises.54 Laughton explains Ambrose’s use of 
‘the Jew’ as the opposite of the Christian virgin and the similarity of virginity to 
Levitehood in Exh. as influenced by Origen.55 Sometimes Laughton’s broad outline 
is more based on secondary literature than exegetical close reading of the 
Ambrosian text.56 Poverty as part of Ambrose’s virginal ideal in his virginity 
treatises is not self-evident to me.57 

Shuve devotes two chapters to Ambrose: one to Ambrose’s early treatises (Virg., 
Vrgt.), another to his late treatises (the mystagogical treatises, Exp.Ps.118, Inst., and 
Exh.).58 Shuve rightly observes that Ambrose’s dissemination of asceticism in his 
virginity treatises is more addressed to the non-virginal part of the congregation than 
to the virginal part.59 He attempts to conform Vrgt. to his concept of the 
correspondence between the unbroken boundaries of the virginal body and the 

 
52 Laughton, Virginity Discourse, 139-142; 187-188. Laughton overlooks the negative characterization of marriage 
in the public velation prayer, Inst. 17.109 and should be wondering about the return of the molestiae nuptiarum in 
Exh. Shuve, Song of Songs, 164 accepts Laughton’s observations.   
53 Laughton, Virginity Discourse, 162-173; 188-189.    
54 Laughton, Virginity Discourse, 236-237. My view is that Vrgt. is Ambrose’s most inclusive treatise and that he 
teaches a more strict asceticism in the later virginity treatises. This might have to do with the narrative context of 
these treatises. 
55 Laughton, Virginity Discourse, 154-187. Jews function to ‘deflect criticism’ of Ambrose’s pro-virginity policy 
(p. 187). On Levites in Exh.: Clark, Reading Renunciation, 110; Hunter, Jovinianist Controversy, 229-230. 
56 1) Laughton fuses the two separate endings of the narratives about Pelagia’s martyrdom (Virg. 3.7.33-34a) and 
that of her mother and sisters (3.7.34b-36) (pp. 95, 114-115). 2) In Inst. 1.1 it is the biological father Eusebius, not 
Ambrose, who has pius affectus towards the virgin Ambrosia who remains living at home after consecration, while 
his other children leave the house after marriage (p. 163). Laughton probably confuses this with Ambrose’s feeling 
expressed in the consecration prayer: affectus patrius (Inst. 17.107). 3) Laughton’s reconstruction that Ambrose 
went to Florence (Exh.) to consecrate one of Juliana’s daughters (pp. 153, 165) is unfounded. 4) Exh. 6.35: illi 
sacerdotum principi is translated as if it were an accusative instead of a dative (p. 183). 5) Virg. 1.11.60 does not 
testify of a female virginal community in Milan (which Ambrose could contrast with the Vestal Virgins’ 
community), but in Bologna. But, the comparison of the pontifex maximus to Ambrose in their authority over ‘their’ 
virgins is illuminating (pp. 221-222).      
57 Laughton, Virginity Discourse, 230, 166.  Virg. 1.11.62: about the virgin’s potential loss of a dowry: better a 
poor virgin than a rich bride; Exh. 3.13: the virgin children’s heritage of faith is rich to God, poor to the world; 
10.64: poor to the world, rich to God in the virgin’s orientation on one’s inner self. In article five I will argue that 
poverty does not play such an important role in the virginity treatises, though renunciation of the world does.   
58 Shuve, Song of Songs, 109-137 (Chapter 5); 138-172 (Chapter 6). 
59 Shuve, Song of Songs, 127, 136. 
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Church.60 According to Shuve, Vrgt. is entirely about virginity. Also, in Vrgt., the 
integritas of the virgin, ‘signifier of the church’, ‘reveals its inviolable 
boundaries’.61  He acknowledges that ‘Ambrose’s shift to the interior life of virgins 
allows his insights to be appropriated by the Christian community more broadly.’ 
By a greater emphasis on spiritual integrity, ‘the Christian soul comes to take on the 
characteristics of the consecrated virgin’s body’.62 ‘By transforming the soul into a 
virgin, Ambrose began to extend the ascetic ideal onto the whole of the Christian 
community.’ Virginity became paradigmatic for Christian life.63 Shuve’s perception 
of the relationship virgin – virgin Church is rather static.64 While I disagree with 
Shuve about Ambrose’s emphasis on virginity of the body in Virg. (article three), 
my observation that Vrgt. is Ambrose’s most inclusive virginity treatise (article two 
and four) agrees with Shuve’s thinking. Shuve comments on Inst. as follows. 
Ambrose does not feel pressured anymore to defend his establishment of female 
virginity at ‘the very heart of the economy of salvation’. Virginity has become every 
Christian’s standard.65 Virginity is ‘woven into the fabric of domestic life on earth’ 
instead of being ‘an otherworldly phenomenon’. Shuve substantiates this claim by 
an exegesis of Inst. 1.1-2.15 (the Christian should conform his outer – inner life to 
that of the Church) and by interpreting Eve’s childbearing as salvific. Ambrose 
portrays Mary as ‘the lynchpin of history’, in whom the institutions of the past 
(marriage) and the future (virginity) collide. In her emulation of Mary’s 
childbearing, which is spiritualized by the interpretation of Song of Songs, the virgin 
transcends the traditional Roman maternal vocation.66 In his treatment of Exh. 
Shuve incorporates Hunter’s article on sacred space and virginal consecration with 
regard to the two kind of objects referred to by the ‘temple’ dedicated by Juliana in 
Exh. 2.10: a physical building and her children.67 Shuve recognizes a similarity 
between Mary in Inst. and Juliana in Exh.: both mediate between motherhood and 
virginity. Juliana’s persona allows Ambrose to reintroduce the hardships of 
marriage, but also to acknowledge the redemptive benefit virgin children have for 

 
60 Shuve, Song of Songs, 130-132. The unbroken barriers of the virgin’s integritas reveal the unbroken boundaries 
protecting the Church against the outside world: pp. 112, 115, 118, 122, 134, 173, 190. 
61 Shuve, Song of Songs, 131-132, n. 125 (vs. Gori’s non-virginity part); 134 (quotations). Cf. Gori, SAEMO 14.1, 
pp. 73-74: Vrgt. 8.42-16.98 is based on a separate sermon about asceticism in general. 
62 Shuve, Song of Songs, 132. 
63 Shuve, Song of Songs, 136. Cf. 163: Mary’s perpetual all-round virginity in Inst. is paradigm for all Christians. 
64 Shuve, Song of Songs, 169: ‘There are not many virgins, but one, who is made manifest in many different forms.’ 
65 Shuve, Song of Songs, 162 (‘economy of salvation’ < Hunter, Jovinianist Controversy, 201); 164 (standard < 
Laughton, Virginity Discourse, 141). 
66 Shuve, Song of Songs, 164-167.   
67 Shuve, Song of Songs, 168. Exh. 2.10: Iuliana, quae hoc domino templum paravit atque obtulit, quod hodie 
dedicamus; digna tali oblatione, quae in sobole sua templa iam domino pudicitiae atque integritatis sacravit. 
Hunter’s article and Shuve’s book appeared both in 2016.   
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their mother.68 Shuve’s assertion that Juliana could claim her children’s virginity as 
her own however, might not be entirely justified.69  

Laughton gives a glimpse of the pagan environment in which Ambrose and his 
audience lived. When Ausonius passed through Milan in 379, he describes the 
beauty of pagan temples, statues, baths, circus, theatre, and amphitheater: a classical 
Roman city without visible Christian influence.70 The references to classical 
literature and culture are a strong point in Undheim’s book Borderline Virginities. 
Sacred and Secular Virgins in Late Antiquity (2018). Undheim studies the flexity of 
the concept of virginity tending to fixity by negotiating the borders of virginity. This 
explains her interest in paradoxical types of virgins, that approach the border to non-
virginity. Her examples range from virgin mothers71 to male virgins. Her book is a 
treasure-trove of Christian and classical material on virgins. Ambrose’s comparison 
of Christian virgins with Vestal virgins (Virg. 1.4.14-15; Vrgt. 3.13) is a starting 
point for a persuasive investigation.72 In these passages Ambrose mentions the 
disqualifying topoi with regard to the Vestal virgins in contrast to the Christian 
virgins. There is a limitation to the Vestals’ number and to the length of time of their 
virginity. Because their virginity is not self-chosen, Vestal virgins would lack a 
spiritual virginity: they are lustful, and live a luxurious, public life. This is said to 
explain why they are more likely to fall. This patristic presentation would have 
imbued secondary literature.73 Ambrose’s focus on the Vestal virgins allows him to 
demarcate his conception of Christian virginity from that of these ‘proximate 
others’.74 The Vestal virgins were selected from aristocratic, wealthy families. 
Ambrose redefined nobilitas to refer to “earthly nobility” upon which Christian 

 
68 Shuve, Song of Songs, 168-169 
69 Shuve, Song of Songs, 169 based this claim on Exh. 4.26, but the phrase immediately preceding the passage he 
quotes suggests that motherhood of virgins is closest to or like being a virgin oneself (proximum putabo matrem 
esse virginum ac si virginitatem tenerem). Vid. 1.1: widowhood almost as virtuous as virginity (propemodum non 
inferioris virtutis).  
70 Laughton, Virginity Discourse, 83-84: without a more precise reference to Ausonius’ work. 
71 Undheim, Borderline Virginities, 3-4, 187: Mary has been sufficiently studied elsewhere and is left out of the 
scope of her study.  
72 Undheim, Borderline Virginities, 110, 188 acknowledges that Ambrose and Jerome are her main sources, which 
she easily generalizes to the other Church Fathers. She does not refer to Laughton, who also dedicated some 45 
pages to this topic. Laughton bases her argument especially on Ambrose’s informative letters 72-73, in which he 
argues against Symmachus’ wish to restore the privileges and public financing for Vestal virgins. Undheim does 
not mention Ambrose’s contribution to the discussion, but Symmachus’ Relatio 3 (p. 42) and Prudentius Against 
Symmachus (p. 16). Thus, Undheim misses details as that the number of Vestal virgins in Ambrose’s time is not 
six (pp. 16, 35, 84, cf. p. 42: fourth century citation: seven Vestals!), but seven (Ambrose, Ep. 73.11 < Laughton, 
Virginity Discourse, 201, n. 32). Neither does Undheim mention Athanasius’ First Letter to Virgins (1.4-6) which 
provides all the topoi on which Ambrose rejects Vestal virgins in his comparison to Christian virgins (< Laughton, 
Virginity Discourse, 219-220).    
73 Undheim, Borderline Virginities, IX, 1-24; 183-189.  
74 Undheim, Borderline Virginities, 2, 15,  
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virginity depends and which it surpasses.75 An elite girl could be married off from 
the age of twelve. Ambrose refuses to set a minimum to the age of virginal 
consecration: the bishop is to decide whether a girl is ready for it (Vrgt. 7.39). While 
his exemplary martyr virgins in Virg. have just reached the marriageable age, the 
comparison of the virginal candidates with the children in Mt. 19.13-14 (Vrgt. 7.41; 
6.30) alludes to the possibility of an even younger age to be consecrated. The Vestal 
virgins are selected before they have reached the marriageable age, at an age 
between six and ten years old.76 While the Vestal virgin stands out as an eternal 
bride by dress and style of hair, the Christian virgin’s wearing the purple veil after 
her velatio (Inst. 17.109) seems to have given her the appearance of a married 
woman.77 A feature Vestal and Christian virgins have in common is their ‘virgin 
effect’: the virgin’s virginity is of benefit not only to herself, but also to the well-
being of her family and the society as a whole.78 Undheim transforms the Vestal’s 
virginity on behalf of the Roman empire to the Christian parents and their virgin 
daughters who together sacrifice the daughter in virginity and benefit from it.79 
Undheim pays little attention to the intact Vestal or Christian virgin as 
representation of the inviolable community, that is the Roman empire or the 
Church.80 In case of the Christian or Vestal virgin’s fall, the ‘virgin effect’ has 
negative consequences. Apart from her personal destruction, the virgin’s fall 
diminished the prestige of her family, polluted the community, but elevated the 
status of the virgins remaining faithful to their vow.81 Vestal and Christian virgins 
were both considered to be divinely elected. In the case of the Vestal virgins, one 
Vestal virgin was chosen from a preselection of twenty virgins, whereby the 
drawing of a lot was interpreted as the expression of the divine will. Ambrose 
compares the virgin just before his consecration prayer to one chosen by God. For 

 
75 Undheim, Borderline Virginities, 41-44 (citation: p. 43). 
76 Undheim, Borderline Virginities, Christian virgin: 65-68 (marital age elite girl); Vestal virgin: 70-72 (age < Aulus 
Gellius, Noctes Atticae 1.12).  
77 Undhiem, Borderline Virginities, 78 (Vestal), 80 (Christian virgin). 
78 Undheim, Borderline Virginities, 49-58. 
79 Undheim, Borderline Virginities, 53-54, 12,42, 51, etc. (Vestals), 55-58 (Christian). Undheim does not adduce 
Ambrose, Vrgt. 7.36; Exh. 5.28 on public well-being brought about by virginity.  
80 Undheim. Borderline Virginities, 165-166, 184-185. Her view that the Vestal’s function with regard to the 
community as a whole is clearer than that of the Christian virgin because of the Christian belief in life after death, 
needs more explanation. 
81 Undheim, Borderline Virginities, 147, 164-166, 180, 188-189. Christian writers often call the sacrilege of this 
pollution adultery (149-150). The fate of the fallen virgin is qualified as ‘death’, for the Vestal in a literal sense 
(152-154, 156-167). I would adduce the following citations by Ambrose: Virg.1.8.52: (about castitas = virginity) 
Qui eam servavit angelus est, qui perdidit diabolus.   Vrgt. 8.48: Non in se …, filiae, sed in nobis ecclesia vulneratur.  
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Christian virgins, there is a tension between the virgin’s choice and God’s grace.82 
Undheim’s chapter on ‘ungendering virginity’ or male virgins as borderline 
category contains many interesting detours, but ignores precious evidence she could 
have found in Ambrose’s virginity treatises by close reading.83 According to 
Undheim, Ambrose does not want to extend ‘the gender of virgins in order to 
include men’. This assumption leads to a procrustean exegesis of Virg. 2.4.32-33, 
about the Antiochene virgin and the soldier (cf. my fifth article). Undheim does not 
take the whole passage into account (Virg. 2.4.22-2.5.35) and thus seems to miss 
the punchline.84 She notices Jerome’s extending the concept eunuch to female 
virgins, but does not mention Ambrose.85 With regard to Ambrose’s Exh. Undheim 
relies on Consolino’s article. This explains why she thinks the deceased father 
would have been a priest. More seriously, thus she misses out the ungendering 
opportunity Ambrose’s interpretation of Levitehood in Exh. offers.86 Yet, her 
observation that Ambrose conceptualizes, or maybe Undheim would say fixes, 
virginity in the female virgin’s body, is well perceived.87 The casuistic regulation 
dealing with a fallen virgin by Damasus, bishop of Rome (384), and the individual 
cases of fallen virgins described by Nicetas, bishop of Remesiana and Symmachus 
on behalf of the Roman pontifices (382) give an impression of the negotiations on 
the border of virginity.88 The discussion about the relative importance attached to 
physical and spiritual virginity already appears in Seneca the Elder’s 
Controversiae.89 Ambrose rejected physical examinations of virgins accused of 
having fallen, but disproving an accusation of a pagan virgin’s fall already was an 

 
82 Undheim, Borderline Virginities, 59-62. Aulus Gellius, Noctes Atticae 1.12 (Vestal election). Ambrose, Inst. 
16.102: sicut electa dei. Undheim does not refer to Exh. 6.39-40, where the drawing of lot is considered as an 
expression of God’s will in favour of the election to virginity, next to the human choice.    
83 Undheim, Borderline Virginities, 115: ‘There are, as far as I am aware, no treatises on virginity of this period 
that are addressed to any identified individual male virgin …’ Cf. Gregory of Nyssa’s De Virginitate, but also 
Ambrose’s Exh. are (partly) addressed to male virgins. Undheim’s example of Jerome’s commentary on Ephesians 
28, where the female virgin is said to cease to be a women, but to develop into a perfected man (Eph. 4.13) (p. 106) 
intrigues me. In my fourth article the virgin who develops into the vir perfectus represents the believing male and 
female Christian (Ambrose, Vrgt. 4.17).     
84 Undheim, Borderline Virginities, 117-119. Undheim concludes that the virgin and the soldier share the crown of 
martyrdom and become thus exemplary to the female and male audience. The soldier would not be rewarded for 
virginity. I think the crux of the matter is the collaboration between the soldier and the virgin to serve God, which 
is superior to that of the pagan friends (2.5.35). Note the soldier virginalized (2.4.29-31), the virgin overcoming her 
gender (2.5.35) in the process, 2.4.32: nexus (Undheim: sexus), 2.4.33: invicem.  
85 Undheim, Borderline Virginities, 121. Ambrose uses spado (Isa 56.3) for male and female virgins in Exh. 3.17; 
Inst. 6.45.  
86 Undheim, Borderline Virginities, 124-126; Consolino, ‘Exempla’, 456 , n. 3: ‘Il marito di Giuliana è da Ambrogio 
detto sacerdos’. Cf. sacerdos: Exh. 6.35 (Christ); 12.82 (Ambrose).   
87 Undheim, Borderline Virginities, 125, 132, 186. Integritas (p. 125) would be Ambrose’s ‘gender-neutral, 
inclusive expression to indicate the untouched pure state of body as well as mind.’ 
88 Undheim, Borderline Virginities, 145-158. Damasus, Ad Gallos Episcopos Ep. 1.3-4; Nicetas Remisianae, De 
Lapsu Susannae; Symmachus, Ep. 9.147.  
89 Undheim, Borderline Virginities, 170-172. 
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issue in classical times. Virginity was largely based on a public performance as 
virgin.90 And yet, the possibility of the irreparable loss makes physical virginity 
exclusive and potentially holy.91 The spread of this exclusive Christian virgin 
ideology to a universal way to salvation puts more pressure on the flexity of the 
concept of virginity.92 Or, applied to Ambrose: his construction of virginity as fixed 
in age, social status and aesthetic imagery cannot easily be flexed to the rest of the 
community.93 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
90 Undheim, Borderline Virginities, 173-180. 
91 Undheim, Borderline Virginities, 182, 185 (also for Vestals). 
92 Undheim, Borderline Virginities, 184-186. 
93 Undheim, Borderline Virginities, 85. 
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OWN CONTRIBUTION IN RELATION TO STATUS QUAESTIONIS 

 

Elizabeth Clark introduced the terms ‘linguistic turn’ into the field of late ancient 
studies, which her fellow scholars transformed to the ‘cultural turn’.94 Undheim 
describes the difference as follows. The ‘linguistic turn’ takes the gap between the 
text and the extratextual world so seriously that the analysis remains confined to the 
text, using rhetorical and (post)structuralist theories.  The ‘cultural turn’ is an 
interdisciplinary approach aiming at the reconstruction of ideology and social 
constructions. Literary texts are only one type of source used. Apart from cultural 
anthropology and social sciences, poststructuralism plays a role.95 Clark’s attempt 
to put the criticism of feminist historians against the so-called ‘apolitical’ character 
of post-structuralism, its objectifying deconstruction of the text studied into 
perspective, is ahead of its time. Does the women’s experience the feminist scholar 
looks for in the text include the experience of the ‘women of colour’?96 Feminist 
historians must move beyond their search for the rehabilitation of actual women 
behind the patristic text to the reconstruction of the ideas on gender within the text. 
The Church Fathers use women to “think with”, an analytical observation which can 
be traced back to Lévi Strauss via Peter Brown’s Body and Society.97 Dale Martin’s 
description of the ‘cultural turn’ is worth quoting in its entirety:  

“Cultural turn” in late ancient studies … refers not to one particular 
theoretical or methodological innovation, but to a broad shift in textual and 
historical analyses of a newly defined field of study, analyses influenced  
… by cultural anthropology and the social sciences, but more recently by a 
wide diversity of theories and methods borrowed from poststructuralism: 
various literary theories, discourse analysis, ideology critique, theories of 
the construction of the body and the self, feminist and gender studies, ritual 
studies.98 

 
94 Elizabeth A. Clark, ‘The Lady vanishes: Dilemmas of a feminist historian after the “linguistic turn”’, Church 
History 67.1 (1998) 1-31.   Dale Martin ‘Introduction’ in Dale B. Martin and Patricia Cox Miller (eds.), The Cultural 
Turn in Late Ancient Studies: Gender, Asceticism, and Historiography (2005) 1-21; 8: cultural turn not 
understandable without the preceding linguistic turn.  
95 Undheim, Borderline Virginities, 34. 
96 Clark, ‘Lady vanishes’, 1-6. She also uses the woke term ‘identity politics’, when she discusses how appropriate 
the femaleness of the concept of wisdom in Hebrew, Greek and Gnosticism is for feminist scholars (p. 24).  
97 Clark, ‘Lady vanishes’, 25-31; 27: “think with”: Brown, Body and Society, 153, n. 57: C. Lévi Strauss, Structural 
Anthropology (1977) 60-61.  
98 Martin, ‘Introduction’, 9.  
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How does my contribution to the field relate to this paradigm? My multidisciplinary 
background makes the present interdisciplinary scholarly approach feel natural for 
me. From my perspective as a cultural anthropologist, Ambrose is a ‘native’ to me, 
in whose views on virginity’s superiority I am particularly interested. The physical 
Ambrose can almost be touched: his remains are visible under the altar of the Sant’ 
Ambrogio in Milan. He is presented in his episcopal dress, flanked by martyrs. A 
possibly contemporary mosaic shows Ambrose as a young man. In a nearby 
museum the framework of what might have been his bed is on display. But I think 
I can get even closer to him. As a scholar interested in his views on virginity, I can 
get access to the expressions of his mind by closely studying his texts. The question 
Clifford Geertz posed: ‘What happens to verstehen when einfühlen disappears?’99 
has been my guideline. Yet, while doing justice to the views of Ambrose, a scholar 
should keep a critical distance to the object of her or his study to avoid ‘going 
native’. The idiosyncrasy of my approach is close reading of the Latin text of 
Ambrose’s virginity treatises according to the historical critical method of my 
training as a New Testament scholar. I have read these texts several times in the 
French translation with the Latin text next to it. The topics of the articles were 
determined by the conferences I participated in.100 My contribution to these 
conferences was the angle from Ambrose’s virginity treatises. Starting points for 
the research of the topic could be a textual passage (first and second article), a 
philological study of a word (fifth article), but also theoretical issues as diverse as 
the late appearance of paradise in Ambrose’s virginity treatises (third article) and 
the change of Ambrose’s episcopal self-perception between Virg. and Vrgt. (fourth 
article). In all cases the text was studied.  In order to identify what Ambrose meant 
by his text or wanted to achieve by it, I compared key words, biblical texts, 
metaphors and allegories with other appearances of these words, texts, and literary 
devices, initially within the same treatise. This study was expanded as if in 
concentric circles first to other Ambrosian virginity treatises, then to other 
Ambrosian treatises. During this research, I became more aware of Ambrose’s use 
of biblical texts not as associative embellishment, but as vehicles of added meaning. 
When the meaning of a text remained obscure, another circle wider than Ambrose’s 
treatises had to be taken into consideration: that of preceding Church Fathers. 
Strictly speaking, Ambrose’s interpretation of biblical texts cited or the reworking 
of themes from his own previous work in order to shape the meaning of the text 

 
99 Clifford Geertz, Local Knowledge. Further Essays in Interpretive Anthropology (1983) 56. 
100 Only the topic of the second article on scent I chose myself. 
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studied, could be called intertextuality. However, I reserve the term intertextuality 
for allusions within the texts to patristic sources101 to illuminate the meaning of the 
Ambrosian text studied. Having studied Greek and Latin increased my sensitivity 
for intertextuality and the rhetorical intention of the text by which Ambrose wanted 
to direct his audience. The source texts referred to might be obvious to his audience, 
thus contributing to the bishop’s scholarly prestige, but also might have inspired 
Ambrose personally or be a subliminal influence. Secondary literature has had the 
function to throw light on the background of the text, to clarify problems raised by 
the text, and to lead to new insights and questions. 

In unveiling the meaning of the text as far as possible, I stayed close to Ambrose’s 
perspective. Building on this textual analysis, I continued to study Ambrose’s 
rhetorical intentions with regard to the relevant groups within the congregation 
(bishop, virgins, and the rest of the ecclesiastical community). The virginity treatises 
go back to sermons held and my assumption that Ambrose addressed the whole of 
the ecclesiastical community in them has not been refuted by my textual analysis so 
far. My awareness of the dynamics of group relations as a social anthropologist by 
training is present in every article, but comes more to the fore in the last two articles.   

In short, my contribution is to clarify the meaning Ambrose wants to communicate 
in his text by a traditional biblical exegetical method, thereby taking into account 
the direction he wants to steer his audience to. The diachronic dimension of 
intertextuality plays a role in clarifying the meaning of a passage or puts the self-
evidence of the text under pressure. My final goal is how the text, prescriptively or 
in reality, works out for the ecclesiastical community.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
101 Unfortunately, I did not pay attention to pagan sources. 
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STRUCTURE 

 

The first article on the prayers concluding Ambrose’s last two virginity treatises 
(Inst. and Exh.) serves as an introduction. The Inst. prayer held at the virginal 
consecration, is often discussed in secondary literature. The Exh. prayer is much 
more unexplored terrain, for which I suggest a new interpretation. Together they 
treat three important arguments in favour of virginity: virginity as marriage to 
Christ, angelic life and suffering for Christ’s sake.  

In the second and third article, intertextuality plays an important role. In the second 
article, a passage from Vrgt. on the mystical relationship between Christ and the 
virgin is clarified by literal and conceptual intertextual comparison. The beauty of 
this mystical relationship, applicable to all Christians within limits, serves as a pro-
virginity argument. The return to paradise is an argument in favour of virginity in 
Ambrose’s last two virginity treatises. Ambrose’s interest in virginity as a return to 
paradise is connected to Mary’s pivotal role in Inst. and the growing importance 
Ambrose attaches to physical virginity. Here, the comparison with the older Greek 
treatise by Gregory of Nyssa serves to put pressure on Ambrose’s text. Gregory’s 
reconstruction of the paradisiacal events might be subliminally influenced by Philo, 
another kind of intertextuality.  

The fourth and fifth article take the further step from textual analysis to social 
dynamics. In the fourth article metaphors are used to direct or reflect the reversal 
of the hierarchical relationship between the virgin and the bishop between the early 
virginity treatises Virg. and Vrgt. In the fifth article, the different function of the 
widow and the virgin within the ecclesiastical community was deduced from the 
philological investigation to the word misericordia in the virginity treatises.              
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OUTLINE OF RESEARCH 

 

General research questions 

From the start and throughout my research as expressed in the five articles of this 
PhD thesis the general research questions at the background were the following  

A) What were the arguments Ambrose used in his virginity treatises to 
persuade his audience that virginity was superior to marriage?  

B) What were the consequences of Ambrose’s pro-virginity discourse within 
the ecclesiastical community?  

 

Articles: research question and introduction 

The topics for each of the five articles in this PhD thesis are expressed in a question. 
This question will be answered in the conclusion. The questions will be followed 
by an introduction to the article.  

 

1) Question: What are the main metaphors by which Ambrose argues virginity’s 
superiority? 

In my first article I discussed the two prayers concluding Ambrose’s later virginity 
treatises, De Institutione Virginis 17.110-114) (393) and Exhortatio Virginitatis 
14.94) (394).102 Central in the article are the three metaphors for virginity: marriage 
to Christ and return to paradise (Inst.), and sacrifice (Exh.). The two prayers are 
compared with regard to mystagogical questions, such as the message transmitted 
by the prayer, its form, the intended addressees and the position of the bishop who 
formulated the prayer. The first prayer Ambrose could have spoken during the 
velatio ritual of the virgin Ambrosia. The second prayer is connected to Ambrose’s 
exile in Florence, during which Ambrose would have consecrated a church building 

 
102 Metha Hokke, ‘The Concluding Prayers in Ambrose’s De Institutione Virginis and Exhortatio Virginitatis’ in 
Hans van Loon, Giselle de Nie, Michiel Op de Coul, and Peter van Egmond (eds.), Prayer and the Transformation 
of the Self in Early Christian Mystagogy (LAHR 18) (2018) 227-241. 
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donated by the widow Juliana.103 But, does this final prayer reflect the consecration 
of a church building?  

 

2) Question: How did Ambrose visualize the mystical relationship between the 
virgin and Christ? 

In the second article the mystical relationship of the virgin and Christ in Vrgt. 11.60-
12.68 is sketched as attractive to the ecclesiastical community.104 The main topic of 
Vrgt., how to find Christ, is answered in olfactory terms. The indispensability of 
intertextual comparison for the interpretation of this text is demonstrated. The 
closest comparison is with texts by Ambrose (De Isaac vel Anima (387-391) and De 
Spiritu Sancto (381)). More important are the literal and conceptual intertextual 
influences of the commentaries on Song of Songs by Ambrose’s predecessors 
Hippolytus and Origen, as is shown in an appendix added to the article. The dating 
of Vrgt. vacillates between the end of the 370’s and the second half of the 380’s. 
Presently, scholarly opinion is biased to an early dating of Vrgt.105 Personally, I was 
so struck by the similarities between Vrgt. and Ambrose’s De Isaac that I reasoned 
in this article from a dating for Vrgt. in the second half of the 380’s.106 Yet, in the 
other articles I stuck to the general consensus.  

 

3) Question: Why did physical virginity and Gen. 1-3 become a central issue in 
Ambrose’s later virginity treatises?  

My third article is on how the doctrine on Christology effected a growing 
importance of physical virginity and ensuing interest in creation in Ambrose’s later 
virginity treatises.107 The underlying doctrinal development in three of Ambrose’s 

 
103 Paulinus, Vita Ambrosii 29.1: Ambrose is said to have erected (constituit) a church building; Exh. 2.10: Iuliana, 
quae hoc domino templum paravit atque obtulit. Both texts are combined to that Juliana would have donated the 
church mentioned in Vita Ambrosii. Both text agree that Ambrose took relics (Exh. 2.9: nails from the cross on 
which Agricola was martyred) from Bologna to put under the altar (Vit.Ambr.29.1: of the church erected by 
Ambrose). Juliana’s speech: Exh. 3.13-8.52. 
104 Metha Hokke, ‘Scent as Metaphor for the Bonding of Christ and the Virgin in Ambrose’s De Virginitate 11.60-
12.68’ SP 85.11 (2017) 107-119. 
105 Shuve, 128-130 summarizes the developments in the dating of Vrgt. Also Meloni, Pietro Il Profumo dell’ 
Immortalita: L’Interpretazione patristica di Cantico 1.3 (1975) 225. 
106 Gori, “Introduzione,” in SAEMO 14/1.69-70: later dating Vrgt. because of the affinities with De Isaac and 
Expositio Psalmi CXVIII. 
107 Metha Hokke, ‘The importance of physical virginity in the virginity treatises by Ambrose of Milan and Gregory 
of Nyssa against the background of the contemporary topics of creation and Christology’ in P.J.J. van Geest and 
Nienke Vos (eds.), Early Christian Mystagogy and the Body (LAHR, forthcoming). 
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virginity treatises (Virg., Inst., Exh.) (377-394) was compared to the earlier Greek 
virginity treatise by Gregory of Nyssa (372).  

 

4) Question: How did the hierarchical relationship between the virgins and the 
bishop evolve from Virg. to Vrgt.? 

In the fourth article the development of Ambrose’s episcopal persona from Virg. to 
Vrgt. going hand in hand with his profiling of the Church and the hierarchical 
position of the virginal order within the Church, are discussed. 108 Metaphors for the 
Church, and episcopal authority, are explained to reflect or prescribe the inclusion 
of virginity into the ecclesiastical community. The passage most clearly showing 
bishop Ambrose’s affiliation with the apostles, Vrgt.3.14-4.23, is a later insertion in 
the text.  

 

5) Question: How could Ambrose’s use of misericordia be related to the quid pro 
quo reasoning, so popular in his virginity treatises?  

My fifth article reflects a philological research done on Ambrose’s use of 
misericordia in his virginity treatises in comparison with his De Viduis.109 Three 
parties are involved in the functioning of Christian misericordia: the Christian, God 
and the fellow human being. The meaning of misericordia is shown to depend on 
whether it is performed by God or the human being. With regard to virgins and their 
parents, God’s misericordia entails salvation from personal disasters. The widow’s 
practice of misericordia, i.e. charity, places her in the heart of the ecclesiastical 
community. The layout of the article is as follows: God’s misericordia (Vrgt., Virg.) 
(1), inter-human misericordia (Vid.) (2) and misericordia in relation to justice and 
fides (3).  

 

 

 
108 Metha Hokke, ‘Community in Transition: Ambrose’s De Virginitate as Testimony of a Hierarchical Reversal 
between Virgins and Bishop’ in Ethan Gannaway and Robert Grant (eds.), Ambrose of Milan and Community 
Formation in Late Antiquity, (Cambridge: Scholars Press, 2021).  
109 Metha Hokke, ‘Misericordia in Ambrose’s virginity treatises and De Viduis’ in Markus Vinzent (ed.), SP 
(forthcoming).  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

THE CONCLUDING PRAYERS IN AMBROSE’S DE INSTITUTIONE 
VIRGINIS AND EXHORTATIO VIRGINITATIS 

 

 

Introduction110 

 

When Ambrose (340–397) returned to Milan in August 394, he had something to 
explain. He had abandoned his city to go on a provincial tour, ensuring he was out 
of town while the power struggle between the new Western Emperor Eugenius and 
the Emperor Theodosius lasted.111 Ambrose solved the political problem caused by 
his voluntary exile in his own creative way: he developed a conciliatory ritual for 
the thanksgiving mass Theodosius requested him to offer to celebrate his victory 
over Eugenius, a ritual in which the bishop mediated between Theodosius, 
represented by his letter, and God.112 In ecclesiastical respect, Ambrose had lived 
through turbulent ecclesiastical times too. The synod of Capua, which he chaired in 
the winter 391–392, referred the case against Bishop Bonosus on account of his 
denial of Mary’s post partum virginity back to his Illyrian fellow bishops. 
Nevertheless, Ambrose devoted a large part of his treatise De Institutione Virginis 
(393) (Inst.) to refuting Bonosus’s views.113 Not only did Ambrose support the 
Roman excommunication of the monk Jovinian for his advocacy of an equal status 
of virginity and marriage on the basis of baptism, but he also added the controversial 

 
110 At the request of the members of the PhD committee I add an appendix with the Latin text discussed to this 
article. Due to the limitation of the amount of words, this appendix was not added to the published article. 
111 Ambrose’s uncertainty about the outcome can be deduced from his letters written in 394: Epistulae extra 
collectionem 10 (to Eugenius); 2; 3 (to Theodosius); see M. Zelzer (ed.) Ambrosius: Epistularum liber decimus, 
Epistulae extra collectionem, Gesta concili Aquileiensis (CSEL 82.3; Vienna, 1982) 145-311; ET: J.H.W.G. 
Liebeschuetz, Ambrose of Milan, Political Letters and Speeches (Translated Texts for Historians 43; Liverpool, 
2005) 255–261, 216–220; Neil B. McLynn, Ambrose of Milan: Church and Court in a Christian Capital (The 
Transformation of the Classical Heritage 22; Berkeley, 1994) 343–354. 
112 Ambrose, Ep. ex. 2.4 in CSEL 83.2, pp. 179-80; ET: Liebeschuetz, Ambrose, 217–218; cf. McLynn, Ambrose, 
p353–354. Earlier Ambrose had resisted Theodosius’ presence near the altar; McLynn, Ambrose, p. 298.  
113 Ambrose, De institutione virginis (Inst.) 5.32–8.57, see Franco Gori (ed.), Sant’Ambrogio: Opere morali 2: 
Verginità e Vedovanza, 2 vols. (Sancti Ambrosii Episcopi Mediolanensis Opera 14; Milan, 1989) vol. 1, p. 59. The 
two volumes of this edition will hereinafter be abbreviated as SAEMO 14.1 and SAEMO 14.2. SAEMO 14.1 contains 
the works De virginibus and De viduis, SAEMO 14.2 contains De virginitate, De institutione virginis, and 
Exhortatio virginitatis. 
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topic of Mary’s in partu virginity as grounds for the excommunication. Mary’s 
virginity, and in its wake virginity in general, was a burning issue in this period.  

Having sketched the outlines of the political and ecclesiastical situation, this paper 
will concentrate on the prayers that conclude Ambrose’s two last treatises on 
virginity: Inst. and Exhortatio Virginitatis (394) (Exh.).114 The treatises refer to 
Ambrose’s activities just before (Inst.) or during (Exh.) his voluntary exile from 
Milan. The context of Inst. is the consecration (velatio or veiling) of the virgin 
Ambrosia in Milan and the connection between the perpetual virginity of Mary and 
that of virgins; whereas in Exh. Ambrose’s dedication of a church donated by the 
widow Juliana in Florence is linked to her children (three daughters and a son) 
becoming or being consecrated virgins. The prayers differ in length (Inst. 17.104–
114; Exh. 14.94) and literary and exegetical style and are complementary in their 
overview of the general themes related to virginity that Ambrose raised before: the 
imagery of virginity as angelic life on earth, of virgins as brides of Christ (Inst.), 
and of virginity as a sacrifice similar to Christ’s reconciling death and alluding to 
martyrdom (Exh.).115 The prayers can be considered as the literary closures of the 
two books, but, as I will argue in this paper, there is more to it. Why would Ambrose 
propagate virginity? What is the objective of these prayers within his virginity 
oeuvre? How do they reflect on Ambrose as a bishop and as a person?  

 

De Institutione Virginis 17.104–114 

 

The warmth of the concluding prayer in Inst. might have had something to do with 
the fact that Ambrosia was a granddaughter of Ambrose’s friend Eusebius. The 
relationship that the consecration prayer evokes is that between Ambrose and God 
the Father.116 God is constantly involved in Ambrose’s argument.117 But the 
relationship is more complex: Ambrose is praying on behalf of Ambrosia, whereas 
Christ is referred to in the third person as deus or Christ, until the bishop ultimately 

 
114 His earlier works on virginity were not concluded by a prayer. De virginibus (Virg.) and De viduis (Vid.) (377) 
were the first treatises which Ambrose wrote, whereas parts of De virginitate (Vrgt.) may have been from this early 
period. 
115 Raymond d’Izarny, La virginité selon Saint Ambroise (PhD dissertation; Institut Catholique de Lyon 1952) 12–
47 distinguished these three categories.  
116 Ambrose, Inst. 17.104 (pater gloriae), 108 (pater), 109 (deus pater omnipotens), 111 (pater caritatis et gloriae), 
112 (domine). 
117 Apart from Inst. 17.106, Ambrose addresses God with tu/tuus or the second singular subjunctive. 



561953-L-bw-Hokke561953-L-bw-Hokke561953-L-bw-Hokke561953-L-bw-Hokke
Processed on: 21-7-2021Processed on: 21-7-2021Processed on: 21-7-2021Processed on: 21-7-2021 PDF page: 45PDF page: 45PDF page: 45PDF page: 45

 45 

exhorts him, domine Iesu (114), as the groom (sponsus) of Song of Songs to leave 
for his wedding with the consecrated virgin. Christ is addressed as tu at this stage. 
The prayer ends with a doxology to the Trinity, affirmed by ‘Amen’. The Holy Spirit 
had been mentioned once before as the impregnator of the consecrated virgin (109).  

Ambrose is clearly visible as a bishop in his relationship to Ambrosia. Although he 
acknowledges Ambrosia as an independent personality, who has taken it upon 
herself virginity (107), and has chosen to forego marriage (109), he refers to her as 
a minor or a servant in his prayer.118 He succinctly formulates what he regards as 
his duty towards the virgin (but also towards the church): ‘And her, I bestow you 
(God, MH) as priestly gift, her I hand over in fatherly affection’. The latter part is 
reminiscent of the very beginning of Inst., addressed to Ambrosia’s grandfather 
after the consecration: ‘To me, you hand over your child (pignus) who is equally 
mine, Ambrosia, who is consecrated to the Lord and you, in your devout affection 
were far more worried about her than about your other offspring (soboles)’.119 
Pignus, child or pledge, is contrasted here with the other offspring that has been 
raised to be married off, soboles. This pignus, the girl destined for virginity, has 
been cared for with more than the fatherly pietas the other children received, 
because her sacrifice in virginity will expiate the sins of her relatives.120 Although 
Ambrosia would continue to live at home after her consecration, Ambrose became 
another father for her.  

Twice Ambrose argues that God’s greatest gift to humankind is that God was born 
from a virgin. Or, from another point of view, that Christ had chosen the womb of 
the celestial virgin as habitation for the generation of his flesh.121 This explained the 
growing attraction of virginity ever since and confirmed God’s approval for its 
virtuous character. Ambrose makes this attraction tangible, poetically describing 

 
118 Haec tua famula (Ambrose, Inst. 17.107, 108, 110), puella (109), tua ancilla (111). 
119 Ambrose, Inst. 17.107: Quam sacerdotali munere offero, affectu patrio commendo, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 186.  
Inst. 1.1: Commendas mihi pignus tuum, quod aeque est meum, Ambrosiam domini sacram et pio affectu eius tibi 
asseris praestantiorem reliqua sobole sollicitudinem, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 110. Gori concludes from domini sacram 
that Ambrosia had already been consecrated at the moment this proem was written (SAEMO 14.2, p. 111, n. 2). 
This explains why Ambrose is entitled to claim her as his pignus. 
120 Ambrose, Inst. 1.1: Quae cum sit praestantior causa votorum, sola tamen solvat quidquid pro se et pro omnibus 
filiis debes, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 110. 
121 Ambrose, Inst. 17.104: ut deus ex virgine nasceretur; 108: in suo utero deum virgo portaret; 105: ipse ... 
unigenitus filius tuus venturus in terras ... puriorem carnis suae generationem reperire non potuit, quam ut 
habitationi caelestis aulam virginis dedicaret, in qua esset et immaculatae castitatis sacrarium et dei templum, in 
SAEMO 14.2, pp. 184–188. Inst. 5.33: de caelo vas sibi hoc per quod descenderet Christus elegit et sacravit 
templum pudoris, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 134. Christ’s birth from a virgin is so central to the salvation relationship 
between God and humanity, that even the Fall is positively evaluated as having evoked the necessity of this gift 
from God (felix culpa): Amplius nobis profuit culpa quam nocuit: in quo redemptio quidem nostra divinium munus 
invenit; Ambrose, Inst. 17.104, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 186.  
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Ambrosia’s consecration, emphasizing the difference between the secular bridal veil 
(flammeum nuptiale) and the self-sacrificing holy veil (velamen sacrum) of 
consecration (108).122 He introduces a number of topoi of virginity treatises: 
Ambrosia has rejected marriage with its few pros and many cons, and he asks God 
to give her virtues that correspond to virginity, such as modesty, sobriety, and 
continence (109).123 But intertwined in these practical observations, Ambrose 
concludes his observations about the virginal birth, and deepens the theme of the 
clothing of the virgin. In the very physical terms that are reminiscent of Mary’s 
giving birth, he describes how the consecrated virgin delivers the immaculate 
progeny of fides and pietas: she becomes pregnant by the Holy Spirit and, made 
pregnant by God, gives birth to the spirit of salvation.124 The flame-coloured 
flammeum is replaced by the virgin’s purple (purpureum) velamen to reinforce the 
association with Christ’s blood: she wears Christ’s mortification around her flesh.125 
After the consecration, the virgin is dressed in her virtues, which cover up her culpa 
(guilt or moral defect). God is asked to keep the clothes of the virgin clean and 
white, that is, not blackened by an intervening culpa (110a). A similar identification 
with, or better appropriation by, Christ returns in (113), expressed by the words of 
S. of S. 8:6 in the wish that God will set the seal of his Word on the heart and arm 
of the virgin, enabling Christ to appear through the virgin’s senses and works, and 
permitting the virgin to be wholeheartedly concentrated on him.126     

Ambrose started his prayer with an introduction of God’s gift of the virginal birth 
by describing very succinctly the theme of virginal life as angelic life on earth, 

 
122 Not the beautiful bride, whose hair is depicted in poetical terms borrowed from Ausonius (SAEMO 14.2, p. 189, 
n. 213), but the evangelica mulier sancta Maria, who wiped Christ’s feet with her hair, filling the house with the 
smell of poured ointment (John 12:3; Luke 7:38) should be the virgin’s example. Mary’s action is interpreted in 
Inst. 13.84 as wiping away the stench of error hereditarius. 
123 These virtues are elaborated in rules of conduct; Ambrose, Inst. 17.112. 
124 Ambrose, Inst. 17.109: ... puella, quae immaculatos sibi fidei partus et pietatis exposcat, ut in utero accipiat de 
spiritu sancto et spiritum salutis deo feta parturiat, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 188. Virginity continues to be described in 
terms borrowed from marriage and family: the virgin takes the dos pudoris, fides (often meaning marital fidelity 
towards the sponsus Christ in these treatises (SAEMO 14.1, p. 139, n. 130)), and pietas (dutiful respect within 
families, see for example Inst. 17.112, pietas erga propinquos) into the consecration.   
125 Ambrose, Inst. 17.109: ... mortificationem domini Iesu in sua carne circumferat (2 Cor. 4:10); see also 15.93: 
especially virgins mortificationem eius (Christ) in suo circumferunt corpore, in SAEMO 14.2, pp. 188, 174. Cf. 
Ambrose, Exh. 9.58: membra tua redoleant crucem Christi et sepulturae odorem as precondition for the soul to 
open up to Christ and to remain undisturbed by the vapores carnis, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 246. 
126 Ambrose, Inst. 17.113: Pone verbum tuum ut signaculum in corde eius, ut signaculum in brachio eius, ut in 
omnibus sensibus et operibus eius Christus eluceat, Christum intendat, Christum loquatur, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 192. 
This same verse is in Ambrose, Virg. 1.8.46, with an interesting interpretation of candidus-rubeus (S. of S. 5:10) 
as referring to Christ: candidus ..., quia patris splendor, rubeus, quia partus est virginis, in SAEMO 14.1, p. 146. 
The final citation of this verse in Virg. 1.8.48 is close to our text: Christ shines forth as the figura dei, expressing 
his entire divine nature, in the virgin’s wisdom and deeds. 
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indicating both the anticipated resurrection life and the restored life in paradise.127 
This positive image of virginal life had been especially used to attract young girls 
to virginity in Virg.128 The theme of the virginal life as a preparation for the wedding 
of the virgin to Christ provided far more opportunities and is evident throughout the 
text of the prayer. In (107) already God is asked to enable the virgin to awaken her 
sponsus in the most inner part of the heavenly chambers, to be introduced to the 
bedroom of God (that is Christ), her king (Ps. 44/45:15), to be worthy to see him 
and hear him address her with longing terms from S. of S. 4:8.129 The last part of 
this latter text clarifies when this meeting of the virgin and Christ will take place: 
after the virgin has passed her life in this world and has reached eternity.130 Another 
topos of virginity treatises is the parable of the wise and foolish virgins who wait 
with their lamps filled with oil for the arrival of the groom (Matt. 25:1–10). The 
context in which Ambrose introduces this text was the importance of keeping one’s 
clothes white, in combination with the encouragement to keep one’s head anointed 
with oil from Qoh. 9:8. The use of the word oil triggered the topos of Matt. 25:1-
10.131 The admonishment to guard one’s virginity, the sacra professio, in the 
burning mystical bridal torches until the groom comes to take the virgin to the 
heavenly bedroom is continued in a cascade of virginity-related images in (111). 
Hortus clausus, fons signatus (S. of S. 4:12) usually characterizes the virgin 

 
127 Ambrose, Inst. 17.104: ... in virginibus sacris angelorum vitam videmus in terris, quam in paradiso quondam 
amiseramus, in SAEMO 14.2, pp. 184, 186. The background of the ‘angelic life’ is Matt. 22:30 (Mark 12:25): At 
the resurrection people neither marry nor are they given in marriage; they are like the angels in heaven. Virginity 
implies that this heavenly resurrection life is already being lived on earth. The underlying reasoning is that 
mortality, as God’s punishment for the Fall, necessitates procreation for the continuation of mankind. This implies 
that sexuality is connected with sin, but since Christ’s incarnation, virginity makes the process of procreation in sin 
reversible to the situation before the Fall. Exh. 6.36 provides a good summary. Inst. 3.16–4.29 and 5.36 provide an 
unusual reconstruction of these mythical events.     
128 Ambrose, Virg. 1.3.11 (comparantur); 1.8.48 (comparari); 1.8.51 (quae angelorum moribus militatis); 2.2.17 
(quae celestem vitam vixit in saeculo); Vrgt. 6.27 (resurrectio); in SAEMO 14.1, pp. 112, 148, 150, 178; SAEMO 
14.2, pp. 30, 32.  Exh. 4.19 is ambivalent: ... praemium integritatis. Regnum acquiritur, et regnum caeleste vitam 
angelorum exhibet. Hoc vobis suadeo, quo nihil pulchrius, ut inter homines angeli sitis (because unmarried), ... 
sicut angeli in terris sunt, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 214. Ambrose, Virg. 1.8.52: Castitas angelos fecit. Qui eam servavit 
angelus est (promised angelic resurrection) ... Quod nobis promittitur vobis praesto est votorumque nostrorum usus 
apud vos, in SAEMO 14.1, pp. 150, 152. 
129 Ambrose translates the more elaborate Septuagint version of S. of S. 4:8 with the addition of the transition and 
arrival from the beginning of faith. This text is popular: Virg. 1.7.38; 2.6.42; Vrgt. 12.69; Exh. 5.28. 
130 Ambrose, Inst. 17.107: ..ut transeat saeculum, ad illa aeterna pertranseat, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 188. 
131 Ambrose, Inst. 17.110: In omni tempore sint vestimenta sua candida, et oleum in capite non desit, in SAEMO 
14.2, p. 190. The same connection is made in Exh. 10.62, where the emphasis is on the fact that widows and married 
women cannot always wear white clothes. Cf. Ambrose, Vid. 13.81. Ironically, Qoh. 9:9 continues with ‘Enjoy life 
with the wife, whom you love, all the days of this meaningless life that God has given you under the sun’ (New 
King James Version (NKJV)). In Exh. 10.63, Ambrose explains this in capite as referring to the eyes in the head in 
Qoh. 2:14, the senses of wisdom. This interpretation, according to Ambrose, is exemplified by Mary, who wiped 
Jesus’ feet with her hair (Luke 7:38). 
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herself132, but here describes the context of images of what it is that the virgin should 
safeguard: from purely physical expressions such as vas (container, womb) or 
veritas (authentic state one is born in, that is physical integrity), to dilectio (love of 
the groom), chastity, decency, and humility.133 The virgin’s lifetime is characterized 
both by vigilant waiting for her Beloved, and by an active search for him: Christ 
wants her to search for him.134 The virgin is wounded by her love for Christ, and 
she prefers these wounds to kisses. This is explained in Exh. 9.60: Christ, being love 
himself, arouses love for him in us, he hurts and binds us by his love.135 The virgin’s 
wounds of love are a promising development in the on-off contact between the 
virgin and Christ, but a climax as described in the words of 2 Cor. 5:8 seems possible 
even during this life on earth: her soul, following Christ may travel away from the 
body to be with God.136  

Although in this world, no tribulation whatsoever could cut off the virgin who has 
put on Christ from his love, the ultimate reward for keeping her virginal professio137 
will be in heaven. The emphasis, however, is not so much on the virgin’s heavenly 
reward as on the way that leads up to it. The description of this voyage starts with 
following in the Lamb’s footsteps, a reference to Revelation, and concludes with 

 
132 Ambrose, Inst. 17.111; 9.58, 60–61. In Virg. 1.8.45 the virgin is depicted as the water which undisturbedly 
reflects the image of God: eo quod in hortis huiusmodi inpressam signaculis imaginem dei sinceri fontis unda 
resplendeat, in SAEMO 14.1, p. 144. This Virg. 1.8.45 and Inst. 16.100 are the only texts to refer to Gen. 27:27, 
which Ambrose combines in Inst. 16.111 with Matt. 13:8, the parable of the Sower, with the different results that 
the seeds produces standing for the different rewards that married women, widows, and virgins will receive in 
heaven.     
133 Ambrose, Inst. 17.111: teneat claustra pudicitiae, signacula veritatis; 112: noverit possidere vas suum (1 Thess. 
4:4), noverit humiliari, dilectionem teneat, veritatis murum, pudoris septum, in SAEMO 14.2, pp. 190, 192. On 
veritas as authentic state, see especially Exh. 6.35. Note the use of restrictive terms: claustra, vas, murus, septum, 
while signaculum similarly does not have the connotation of appropriation, but of closing off. Other qualities for a 
virgin: simplicity, moderation in speaking, compassion for those in need (Inst. 17.112). 
134 Ambrose, Inst. 17.111: ... vult se dilectus eius saepius quaeri ... Exh. 9.58–61 is about the search for and finding 
of Christ: vult se dominus saepius quaeri (60), in SAEMO 14.2, pp. 190, 248. 
135 Ambrose, Inst. 17.111: ... bona illa vulnera caritatis excipiat (S. of S. 2:5; 5:8), quae osculis praeferuntur (Prov. 
27:6), in SAEMO 14.2, p. 190. The same combination can be found in Exh. 9.61; Vrgt. 14.91. Caritas, dilectio (and 
its verbal derivatives) and affectus are used for ‘love’. In Vrgt. 13.77 the virgin retains Christ: vinculis caritatis, 
mentis habenis stringitur et animae tenetur affectu, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 64.    
136 Ambrose, Inst. 17.111: ... anima eius in verbum tuum peregrinetur a corpore, ut adsit deo. In Exh. 9.59, the 
following of the anima tua in verbo tuo (S. of S. 5:6) is more clearly connected to the virgin coming after the 
sponsus and here 2 Cor. 5:8–10 is interpreted in its original sense of bodily resurrection, in SAEMO 14.2, pp. 190, 
246. Ernst Dassmann, Die Frömmigkeit des Kirchenvaters Ambrosius von Mailand, Quellen und Entfaltung 
(Münster, 1965) 192, 199, has argued however that Ambrose considers Paul’s transcendental experience as 
exceptional and therefore not as an example that can be imitated (Ambrose, Expositio Psalmi 118 4.2), and that the 
experience of God should be transferred from the mystic-ecstatic to the moral realm in order to enable everyone to 
reach it (Exp. Ps. 118 10.19; 18.45). 
137 Profiteri (Exh. 6.38) and professio (Exh. 10.71) imply consecration (Luigi Franco Pizzolato, ‘L’Exhortatio 
virginitatis di Ambrogio’, Aevum 69 (1995) 171–194, p. 185, n. 103), as does propositum (Exh. 3.13): both a 
particular intention or objective and one’s chosen way of life to reach it, in SAEMO 14.2, pp. 230, 256, 210. 
Professio is very close to propositum: the vow of or calling for perpetual virginity, but also the fulfilment of this 
avowal or calling in this life. 
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following in the footsteps of the Marys, which is reminiscent of the topos of the 
virgin’s reception in heaven.138 Earthly life in the footsteps of Christ and Mary is 
described in a combination of S. of S. 1:7 and Ezek. 1:17, which could be interpreted 
as a sacrificial life enlightened by and concentrated on Christ, with like-minded 
people.139 The last section of this prayer starts with the exhortation to Christ to leave 
for his wedding (S. of S. 3:11), whereas before the virgins were told to leave for 
their wedding with Christ, his crowning by Mary (97).140 The context is still the 
reception in heaven, but it can be concluded from the remaining phrase that the 
scene has moved from heaven to the consecration ceremony. The formula addressed 
to Christ, ‘Receive her, since long devoted to you by the spirit, now also by her 
profession..., adopt her from the beginning in ...’,141 could very well refer back to 
the actual ceremony. Publicly taking upon herself this sacra professio is the start of 
a lifetime of growing closer to Christ, of becoming more sanctified than the 
baptized. Yet the terms from Psalms, used here to describe the relationship between 
Christ and the virgin, could be applied to every baptized Christian.142  

This prayer, though it appears now as the literary closure of Inst., may well have 
been pronounced on the occasion of Ambrosia’s consecration or could even have 
been a standard ritual prayer for the consecrations of virgins.143 The main theme of 
Inst., Mary’s virginity, does appear in the prayer, but neither in its differentiated 
form, nor with the associated argument about the Trinity and the incarnation.144 The 

 
138 Rev. 14:4 is a pro-virginity text from a male point of view: ‘These are the ones who were not defiled with 
women, for they are virgins. These are the ones who follow the Lamb wherever he goes’ (NKJV). The Marys 
attending to the virgin’s reception in heaven are Mary, mother of the groom Christ, and Mary, Moses’ sister, leading 
the virginal chorus (Virg. 2.2.16–17). Exh. 14.93: Juliana is lauded imitating the Marys in bringing the sacrifice of 
her children in virginity. 
139 Ambrose, Inst. 17.113: ... ut illic agni sequatur vestigia, in meridiano pascat, in meridiano maneat, nec in grege 
sodalium incedat (S. of S. 1:7), sed agnis tuis admixta, sine offensione versetur (Ezek. 1:17) comes virginum, 
pedissequa Mariarum, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 194. The choice for the virginal way of life (agni, comes virginum) not 
only excludes socializing with former peers (grex sodalium), but also places the virgin in a superior position 
compared to them, in SAEMO 14.2, pp. 190–193, especially n. 232. Inst. 2.15; 14.89–16.98: comparison virgins-
other Christians within the Church; 16.102: virgin is God’s chosen one (electa dei).    
140 Ambrose, Inst. 16.97: leaving bodily tribulations and temptations in order to be with God. Inst.17.113 looks 
forward to the reward of the reception in heaven.   
141 Ambrose, Inst. 17.114: ... suscipe iamdudum devotam tibi spiritu, nunc etiam professione, ... assume ab initio 
..., in SAEMO 14.2, p. 194. 
142 Ambrose, Inst. 17.114: ... ut dicat famula tua: Tenuisti manum dexteram meam et in voluntate tua deduxisti me 
et in gloria assumpsisti me (Ps. 72/73:23–24). (Ambrose to Christ:) Aperi manum tuam et imple animam eius 
benedictione  (Ps. 144/145:16), ut salvam facias sperantem in te (Ps. 85/86:2), in SAEMO 14.2, p. 194. Cf. Inst. 
1.3–5: the sponsus speaks to the virgin in terms of S. of S. 2:10–11; 4:1 and she answers with S. of S. 8:1–2; 1:4.  
143 Gerhard Rauschen, Jahrbücher der christlichen Kirche unter dem Kaiser Theodosius dem Grossen (Freiburg, 
1897) 345; SAEMO 14.1, p. 80; Nathalie Henry, ‘A New Insight into the Growth of Ascetic Society in the Fourth 
Century AD: The Public Consecration of Virgins as a Means of Integration and Promotion of the Female Ascetic 
Movement’, Studia Patristica 35 (2001) 102–109 (105–106). 
144 Ambrose, Inst. 5.35–8.51; 8.57–9.62: Mary’s post partum virginity (vs. Bonosus; see 5.35); 8.52–56: in partu 
(vs. Iovinian); 12.79; 14.88. On the Trinity and the incarnation, see: 10.64–11.75. 
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function of Mary’s virginity in the prayer is to show both God’s and Christ’s 
approval of virginity.145 Ambrose as a bishop consecrating a virgin mediates 
between her and God, offers her to God. In his prayer Ambrose asks God to take 
Ambrosia under his wings now she has chosen this life. But this prayer is also a 
public platform for Ambrose to expound on the arguments that support the 
superiority of virginity. The virtues which a virgin must pursue, the worldly 
temptations, the present and future rewards, are expressed in beautiful poetical 
imagery and language, especially of the love relationship between the virgin and her 
sponsus Christ. It places the virgin in another league than the other Christians and 
is intended to catch the attention of young girls and their parents. 

 

Exhortatio virginitatis 14.94 

 

Ambrose’s style, characterized by intertwining texts, themes, and associative asides, 
as we have seen in the previous prayer, is never as compact and ambiguous in the 
virginity treatises as it is in the prayer that concludes Exh. That the dominus (and 
te/tuus) addressed in Ambrose’s prayer is God the Father can be deduced from the 
last line, where Christ is referred to as ‘your son’. Deprecor146, I beg, indicates the 
supplicating, earnest character of this prayer. The prayer ends with a formulary 
quote from 1 Thess. 5:23.   

This final prayer in Ambrose’s virginity oeuvre is all about the significance of 
sacrifice for the building up of the church. According to Pizzolato, this was the 
liturgical prayer for the dedication of Juliana’s basilica and the consecration of 
Juliana’s children. Also, he thinks the prayer summarizes the themes treated in 
Exh.147 I favour Gori’s analyses however: the consecration of the material basilica 
in the final prayer corresponds with that of virgins as living spiritual temples. In my 
opinion, the connection with the foregoing book is not obvious and I would 
characterize the prayer more as Ambrose’s personal account of his life’s work to 

 
145 Ambrose, Inst. 16.100 testifies of God’s support for especially young virgins. 
146 Deprecor is a hapax legomenon within Ambrose’s entire oeuvre, apart from Ep. 74.25; Ep. ex. 1a.25. Vota 
converto as term for praying (Inst. 17.104) is a real hapax in Ambrose’s oeuvre, whereas oro is only used twice 
(Ambrose, De interpellatione Iob et David 1.9.28; Expositio evangelii secundum Lucam 8.55). These numbers are 
based on a query in the Library of Latin Texts (LLT). 
147 Pizzolato, ‘L’Exhortatio’, p. 194. Cf. Peter Dückers, Ambrosius De Virginibus, Über die Jungfrauen (FC 81; 
Turnhout, 2009) 206, n. 257: consecration prayer for virgins; SAEMO 14.2, p. 271, n. 168. 
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God than as a literary closure of Exh. Let us now examine the prayer in greater 
detail. 

‘Now, I beg you, Lord, that every day you will protect this house of yours, 
these altars which are consecrated (dedicantur) today, these spiritual stones, 
and in each of these stones individually a living temple is consecrated 
(sacratur) to you.’148  

At first sight, this is the text prayed during the consecration of Juliana’s basilica.149 
But God is not only asked to daily protect this particular physical building, but even 
more so the spiritual stones by which the Church is built. Who are these spiritual 
stones, these living temples? Inspired by the words of 1 Peter 2:5, the living stones 
are connected with sacrifice. The altars are reminiscent of the relics of the martyrs, 
Ambrose’s presents, deposited under the altars during the dedication ceremony of 
the basilica150, but they could also be interpreted metaphorically. Virgins were seen 
as the self-sacrificing contemporary versions of the martyrs of old.151 The widow 
Juliana is considered worthy to donate the basilica, because she educated her son 
and her three daughters to be consecrated virgins: ‘temples of chastity and virginity 
to the Lord’.152  

Ambrose’s thinking must have been inspired by 1 Cor. 3:5–17, which discusses the 
relationship church leader/individual Christian/Church. Paul in this passage initially 
uses ‘house’ for the Church, and ‘temple of God’ for the Christian, but finishes with 
‘For the temple of God is holy, which temple you (plural) are’.153 A similar 
ambiguity can be demonstrated in Exh.: Juliana’s children are called ‘her temples 
(plural) of chastity and virginity’ (10), whereas later Ambrose tells the virgins: you 
(vos) are the temple (singular) of God (81).154 God is asked to receive the prayers 

 
148 Ambrose, Inst. 14.94: Te nunc, domine, deprecor ut supra hanc domum tuam, supra haec altaria, quae hodie 
dedicantur, supra hos lapides spiritales, quibus sensibile tibi in singulis templum sacratur, quotidianus praesul 
intendas ..., in SAEMO 14.2, p. 270; ET: my own. 
149 Ambrose, Exh. 2.10: Juliana’s children had already been consecrated at the moment of the dedication of the 
basilica, as the perfect tense sacravit shows: Iuliana, quae hoc domino templum paravit atque obtulit, quod hodie 
dedicamus; digna tali oblatione, quae in sobole sua templa iam domino pudicitiae atque integritatis sacravit, in 
SAEMO 14.2, pp. 206, 208. 
150 Ambrose, Exh. 1.1,7; 2.9–10. 
151 Ambrose, Virg. 1.2.9 (about the twelve-year-old martyr Agnes): in una hostia duplex martyrium, pudoris et 
religionis; 1.3.10: Non enim ideo laudabilis virginitas, quia et in martyribus repperitur, sed quia ipsa martyres 
faciat, in SAEMO 14.1, p. 110.  
152 Ambrose, Exh. 2.10, Latin text see above; Exh. 14.93 (education). 
153 English translation: NKJV. The Greek text has the substantive or verbs with the root oikodom for ‘house’, and 
naos theou for ‘temple’. 
154 Ambrose, Exh. 2.10; 12.81. Cf. 8.52 (Juliana about her son): cuius (God’s) templo, cuius obsequio te antequam 
nascereris, sacravi, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 240. 
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his servants freely utter in this place, which could refer to a physical building, but 
also to the virgin, praying at home.155 According to Gryson, Ambrose speaks about 
praying in sacrificial terms. An example of this is provided in Inst. 2.8: ‘Let’s offer 
praise as sacrifice to God’, the initial phase of praying.156  As she arrives in heaven, 
the virgin speaks the same text with its continuation, indicating that she has fulfilled 
her vows.157  

Up to this point the prayer could still have referred to the baptized Christians in 
general, but the petition that God sanctify the sacrifice brought in this temple fide 
integra158 prepares the way for the description of the virgins’ sacrifices in the next 
line. God is asked to accept the sacrificial offerings of faithful chastity, just as He 
accepted the expiatory sacrifice of Christ, and to protect them daily.159 This phrase’s 
present tense indicates that not only the virginal offering is considered to be a daily 
activity, as is illustrated in Virg. 2.2.18, but so too is Christ’s sacrifice:160 

For undoubtedly you will have access to the altars [i.e. God, MH], you, 
whose minds I would confidently call altars of God upon which daily Christ 

 
155 Ambrose, Exh. 14.94: ... orationesque servorum tuorum, quae in hoc funduntur loco, divina tua suscipias 
misericordia, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 270. Virg. 2.4.26: Ubicumque dei virgo est, dei templum est, in SAEMO 14.1, p. 
186. 
156 Roger Gryson, Le prêtre selon Saint Ambroise (Louvain, 1968) 72–73: ‘La piété du fidèle se manifeste en 
particulier dans sa prière, dont Ambroise parle fréquemment en termes de sacrifices.’ Ambrose, Inst. 2.8: 
immolemus deo sacrificium laudis (Ps. 50:14), in SAEMO 14.2, p. 116. Inst. 1.7–2.10 is entirely about praying. 
Virg. 3.4.18: fixed moments for prayer. 
157 Ambrose, Virg. 2.2.17: reddo altissimo vota mea, in SAEMO 14.1, p. 178. Exh. 8.52: Juliana quotes Ps. 75:12 
(LXX) to the son she has promised to virginity: Vovete et reddite domino deo vestro, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 240. 
158 Ambrose, Exh. 14.94: Fiat tibi in odorem sanctificationis, omne sacrificium quod in hoc templo fide integra, pia 
sedulitate defertur, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 270. This is the only time fide integra and pia sedulitate as a combination 
of terms are used in Ambrose’s oeuvre. Fides integra refers here to the virgin’s loyalty to Christ in keeping her 
vow.  
159 Ambrose, Exh. 14.94: Et cum ad illam respicis hostiam salutarem, per quam peccatum mundi huius oboletur, 
respicias etiam ad has piae hostias castitatis et diuturno eas tuearis auxilio, ut fiant tibi in odorem suavitatis hostiae 
acceptabiles Christo domino placentes et integrum spiritum eorum et animam et corpus sine querela usque in diem 
domini nostri …, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 270. 
Hostiae piae castitatis do not refer to Juliana’s children, of whom it is unclear whether and when they were 
consecrated. Juliana tries to persuade her children to choose for virginity: Ambrose, Exh. 3.17: Hanc ... tentationem 
..., si vultis, filii, vitare, integritas corporis expetenda vobis est, quam ego pro consilio suadeo, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 
212; Exh. 4.19: Hoc (virginity) vobis suadeo (idem, p. 214); Exh. 4.23: Quid ... vos eligere oportet (idem, p. 216) 
(between liberty of virginity and slavery of marriage); Exh. 4.26, the first two sis + potential subjunctive and … 
putabo matrem esse virginum (idem, p. 218); Exh. 6.34, 7.50. Then, surprisingly, it says that the widow’s son and 
three daughters (3.13) agree with her desire for their virginity (8.53), that she herself carries the distinctive honour 
of widowhood, her children that of virginity (8.54), then she is in church with her virgin daughters to hear her son 
read from the Scriptures (8.55). If Ambrose had consecrated one of the siblings, for example the son, he would 
have mentioned it. 
160 This probably refers to the Eucharistic offer, as in Ambrose, Virg. 1.11.65: caput omnium Christus cotidie 
consecrator, which would be the first known use of consecrare for the Eucharist (SAEMO 14.1, pp. 162, 163, n. 
211). An alternative explanation is in Gryson, Prêtre, p. 61: Christ, as resurrected heavenly priest, continues his 
sacrifice in his daily intercession on behalf of sinners with the Father. Vid. 9.55–56: other mediators: angels, 
martyrs, own ascetic behaviour.  
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is offered in sacrifice for the redemption of the body. Because if the body 
of the virgin is God’s temple, what of the soul, which – the ashes, as it were, 
of the body having been shaken off – has been recovered by the hand of the 
eternal priest and which exhales the heat of the divine fire? Blessed virgins, 
you who emit such a fragrance through immortal grace as ... altars do 
through their priest…161  

The sacrificial aspect of the virginal professio is on behalf of her family.162 At their 
arrival in heaven, Christ will introduce his virgins to his Father as the ones who did 
not live for themselves, but some of them redeemed their parents, and others their 
brothers.163 When Ambrose exhorts parents to bring up their daughters to become 
professed virgins, he says that they redeem the parents’ sins, and continues: 

‘A virgin is God’s gift, a father’s duty, the priesthood of chastity. A virgin 
is her mother’s sacrificial offering, through whose daily sacrifice the divine 
power is reconciled. A virgin is the parents’ inseparable pledge’.164  

The words of an Antiochene mother, who committed suicide together with her 
daughters to prevent them from being violated, testify both to the sacrificial 
character of virginity and its superior status: 

‘These sacrificial offerings I bring you, Christ, as leaders of chastity, guides 
on my journey, companions in suffering’.165 

The best example, however, is Juliana. She tells her children that they owe it to their 
parents to fulfil their parents’ vow, taking Jephthah’s daughter as model. A fortiori, 
the son, who was promised to God even before his birth, was neither born for his 

 
161 Ambrose, Virg. 2.2.18: ... quarum (of the virgins) mentes altaria dei confidenter dixerim, in quibus cotidie pro 
redemptione corporis Christus immolatur. Nam si corpus virginis dei templum est, animus quid est, qui tamquam 
membrorum cineribus excitatis sacerdotis aeterni redopertus manu vaporem divini ignis exhalat? Beatae virgines, 
quae tam immortali spiratis gratia, ut … altaria sacerdote ... , in SAEMO 14.1, p. 180; ET: my own.  
162 Rarer is the category of the virgin who sacrifices herself as victim on her own behalf: Ambrose, Virg. 3.7.33–
34; 1.2.8; 2.4.29–33. The case of the girl, pudoris hostia, victima castitatis, who fled to the altar ubi sacrificium 
virginitatis offertur (SAEMO 14.1, p. 162), to be consecrated by Ambrose against the wish of her relatives is 
remarkable. Ambrose threatens those who stand in her way with death (Virg. 1.11.65–66). 
163 Ambrose, Virg. 2.2.16: Sed non solis sibi debent posse quae non solis vixerunt sibi: haec parentes redimat, haec 
fratres, in SAEMO 14.1, p. 178. 
164 Ambrose, Virg. 1.7.32: ... ut habere possitis quarum meritis vestra delicta redimantur. Virgo dei donum est, 
munus parentis, sacerdotium castitatis. Virgo matris hostia est, cuius cotidiano sacrificio vis divina placatur. Virgo 
individuum pignus parentum, ..., in SAEMO 14.1, p. 134; ET: my own. Cf. SAEMO 14.2 on Inst. 1.1 (n. 9–10).  
165 Ambrose, Virg. 3.7.35: Has tibi ... hostias, Christe, immolo praesules castitatis, duces itineris, comites passionis, 
in SAEMO 14.1, p. 238; ET: my own. Praesul, here: leader, in Exh. 14.94 used for God as protector, is a typical 
Ambrosian word (see LLT).  
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parents, nor for himself, but for God. He must carry out his mother’s vow.166 The 
widow regrets having been married and her only hope is to be rehabilitated by 
becoming the mother of virgins who will also undo her sins. Although she is 
despised as a widow now, she will be praised by everyone when her children have 
become professed virgins.167 In Vrgt., Ambrose, elaborating on Jephthah’s sacrifice 
of his daughter, concludes that fathers owe God the sacrifice of their children, but 
they should not strangulate them.168 

The sacrifice of virginity can be regarded as a specific case of the sacrifice 
demanded from every Christian at baptism.169 In Ambrose’s virginity treatises, 
widows and married women stand for the baptized in contrast to the professed 
virgins.170 Juliana acknowledges that we all belong to God, but that her vowed son 
especially has to be given back to God in celibacy.171 A major part of her speech 
applies sors (lot) to virginity, denying that God is married women’s share. Yet, 
following Paul, faith, not works, is the criterion of justification by God, and it is 
visible in the distribution as if by lot of the sacraments and of the grace of Christ 
and the Holy Spirit. At Easter, the Church gives birth to two kinds of progeny, the 
baptized and the consecrated virgins, who together form the consecrated people.172 
The virgins should have an absolute commitment to an ascetic life, which amounts 
to an intimate bond with Christ on earth and higher rewards in heaven, but if she 
lapses from virginity the fall is all the greater.173 The consecration of a virgin, 
offered as a priestly gift to God, is irrevocable, even to the extent that death is 
acceptable to prevent the virgin from being given away in marriage or from being 

 
166 Ambrose, Exh. 8.51: Considerate, filii, quid votis debeatis parentum ... votum est voluntas parentum. Nos 
oravimus, vos soluite; Exh. 8.52 impregnation is reminiscent of Mary’s: quem mihi vota mea, non aliqua solemnis 
coetus secreta formarunt, tu, ... fili agnosce a quo donatus sis mihi … Ille (God) mea orata suscepit, cuius templo, 
cuius obsequio te antequam nascereris, sacravi. Non parentibus, non tibi, sed deo natus es, cuius antequam de 
vulva matris exires, esse coepisti… Ego promisi, tu exsequere: dominus sibi hostiae suae munus implebit, in 
SAEMO 14.2, pp. 238, 240. 
167 Ambrose, Exh. 4.20–25: Juliana ends her enumeration of the molestiae nuptiarum with the wish that she had 
remained unmarried. Exh. 4.26: … putabo matrem esse virginum ac si virginitatem tenerem … vestra integritas 
meos solvat errores; Exh. 4.27: abundabit mihi … vestrae integritatis corona, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 218. The virgin’s 
mother will be venerated as aula pudoris. 
168 Ambrose, Vrgt. 2.7: ... offerri a parentibus deo debere filios, non debere iugulari, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 18. 
169 Gryson, Prêtre, p. 72.  
170 In Vid. the perspective on non-virgin categories is relatively mild: 3.16; 4.23; 11.71; 13.79. Virg. 1.7.35. 
171 Ambrose, Exh. 8.52: … omnes … illius (of God) sumus, sed tamen tu specialiter promissus, domino tuo redderis 
…, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 240.  
172 Ambrose, Exh. 5.32–7.45. Exh. 5.32: Date Levi veros eius, date Levi sortes eius (Deut. 33:8); Exh. 6.40: Portio 
mea dominus (Ps. 73:26); Exh. 7.42: populus consecratus; Exh. 7.43: Videtis mysteria, videtis gratiam Christi, 
gratiam spiritus sancti, quae velut quadam sorte defertur; quoniam non ex operibus, sed ex fide unusquisque 
iustificatur a domino (Rom. 3:28; Gal. 2:16) , in SAEMO 14.2, pp. 224, 230, 232.  
173 Ambrose, Virg. 1.8.52: Castitas etiam angelos fecit. Qui eam  servavit angelus est, qui perdidit diabolus, in 
SAEMO 14.1, p. 150.  
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violated.174 When the bishop consecrates virgins, he is not presenting a personal gift 
to God, but the gift of the ecclesiastical community. In his sermon on the feast of 
St. Agnes he exhorts men, children, and married and unmarried women to follow 
Agnes in her celibacy and to offer sacrificial victims.175 Considering that for 
Ambrose it is a priestly honour to sow chastity and to rouse to the practice of 
virginity, these sacrificial victims might very well refer to the young girls Ambrose 
is intending to reserve for virginity within the church he is building up.176  

The physical basilica that is being dedicated does not play any role either in Exh. or 
in this final prayer. There is a loose connection between Exh. and the prayer. Exh. 
is about Juliana’s sacrifice of her children, whereas I have argued that the prayer is 
about Ambrose presenting to God his life’s work of a Church consisting largely of 
pure Christians, who are entirely dedicated to God, and who sacrifice themselves 
daily in virginity. They could not have done this without the consecration by the 
bishop, or without his subsequent paternal care and exhortations. 

 

Conclusion 

 

As has been seen, the function of the two prayers discussed here is different. The 
longer one of Inst., in Ambrose’s typical circumlocutory style, can very properly be 
regarded as a literary closure. It recapitulates the main topic of the treatise, the 
connection between Mary’s virginity and that of the virgin, and actualizes Mary as 
the example of virginity in Ambrosia’s consecration. A velatio such as this one was 
a good platform for Ambrose to propagate his conception of the superiority of 
virginity with the model of the arguments that would appeal most to potential 
candidates: the wedding of the virgin and Christ. This prayer, or parts of it, are 
possibly derived from an actual prayer used in the velatio ceremony. Its formulation 
implies that God supports Ambrose’s contested vision of virginity.  

 
174 Ambrose, Vrgt. 3.13: ... potest esse patientia sacerdotium ut non vel morte oblata, si ita necesse est, integritatis 
sacrificium vindicetur (phrase continues 5.24) quando, ut alia omittam, pro integritate servanda mori virgines sunt 
paratae, in SAEMO 14.2, pp. 22, 28. Morte oblata could refer to Ambrose or the virgin. Ambrose advocates suicide 
for consecrated virgins in order to prevent them from being violated (Virg. 3.7.32–36). 
175 Ambrose, Inst. 17.107: Quam sacerdotali munere offero, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 186. Virg. 1.2.5: Natalis est virginis, 
integritatem sequamur. Natalis est martyris, hostias immolemus, in SAEMO 14.1, p. 106. 
176 Ambrose, Vrgt. 5.26: ... quod semper spectavit ad gratiam sacerdotum, iacere semina integritatis et virginitatis 
studia provocare ..., in SAEMO 14.2, p. 30.  Inst. 1.2: Hoc est sacrificium quod Abel obtulit ex primitivis ovium 
suarum fetibus ... , idem, p. 110.  
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If the following of Mary was attractive to young girls who had the ambition to 
become consecrated as virgins themselves, the alternative imagery of virginity as a 
sacrifice is prevalent in Exh., which is written from a different perspective. Like 
Christ’s sacrifice for the benefit of humanity, the virgins after their consecration by 
the bishop sacrifice themselves daily in virginity on behalf of their families. By 
consecrating the virgins, the bishop incorporates them more strictly and 
fundamentally into the Church than the baptized in general, and he takes the place 
of their father as their guardian. The prayer’s style is terse, and its connection with 
the foregoing book is not all too clear. The content is so ambiguous that one wonders 
whether this prayer is about the dedication of a basilica or the consecration of 
virgins. Yet, this seems to be the perfect opportunity for Ambrose to present his 
life’s work to God in a prayer: the building up of a Nicene Church, and, in this 
context, his contribution to the propagation and institutionalization of virginity as 
his episcopal sacrifice that purifies the Church. It appears to allow us to catch a 
glimpse of the elusive Ambrose as a person.  
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Appendix 

De institutione virginis 17.104-114177 

(104) Nunc ad te, decursis omnibus, pater gloriae, vota converto, cuius pietati 
inexcusabiles gratias agimus, quod in virginibus sacris angelorum vitam videmus 
in terris, quam in paradiso quondam amiseramus. Quid enim vel ad invitanda 
virginum studia confirmandamque virtutem, vel ad concelebrandam virginitatis 
gloriam plus conferre potuisti, quam ut deus ex virgine nasceretur? Amplius nobis 
profuit culpa quam nocuit: in quo redemptio quidem nostra divinum munus invenit. 

(105) Sed ipse quoque unigenitus filius tuus venturus in terras suscipere quod 
amissum est, puriorem carnis suae generationem reperire non potuit, quam ut 
habitationi caelestis aulam virginis dedicaret, in qua esset et immaculatae castitatis 
sacrarium et dei templum.  

(106) Quid autem illud attexam, quod divino tuo munere cum sanctis Moyse et 
Aaron virgo Maria pedes per fluctus duxit Hebraeorum exercitum? Relinquo vetera, 
privata non quaero: satis est ista nobilitas familiae virginali. 

(107) Te quaeso ut tuearis hanc famulam tuam, quae tibi servire, tibi animam suam, 
tibi integritatis suae studium dicare praesumpsit. Quam sacerdotali munere offero, 
affectu patrio commendo, ut propitius et praesul conferas ei gratiam, quo 
caelestium thalamorum immorantem adytis sponsum excutiat, mereatur videre, 
introducatur in cubiculum dei sui regis, mereatur audire dicentem sibi: Ades huc a 
Libano, sponsa, ades huc a Libano; transibis et pertransibis a principio fidei; ut 
transeat saeculum, ad illa aeterna pertranseat.  

(108) Intende igitur, pater, in tuum munus, cui sanctificando nullius consilium 
quaesisti, sed ipse sine ullo petitore atque arbitro tantam contulisti gratiam, 
quantam ante oracula divina credere nemo potuisset, ut in suo utero deum virgo 
portaret. Cuius praerogativa muneris provocata crebrescunt studia virginitatis et 
sacrae integritatis exempla, quibus haec quoque famula tua ad huiuscemodi virtutis 
gratiam lacessita tuis assistat altaribus, non rutilanti caesarie flavum deferens 
crinem flammeo nuptiali dicatum, sed illum crinem, quo evangelica illa mulier 
sancta Maria pedes Christi sedula pietate detersit, et domum totam effuso implevit 
unguento, sacro offerens velamine consecrandum.  

 
177 SAEMO 14.2, pp. 184-195 



561953-L-bw-Hokke561953-L-bw-Hokke561953-L-bw-Hokke561953-L-bw-Hokke
Processed on: 21-7-2021Processed on: 21-7-2021Processed on: 21-7-2021Processed on: 21-7-2021 PDF page: 58PDF page: 58PDF page: 58PDF page: 58

 

 58 

(109) Adest puella, quam non nuptiarum festa, non praemia, non onerati pondus 
uteri votivo nupturis dolore sollicitent, sed quae immaculatos sibi fidei partus et 
pietatis exposcat, ut in utero accipiat de spiritu sancto et spiritum salutis deo feta 
parturiat. Sed ut ista procedere possit meritorum gratia, tu, deus pater omnipotens, 
suffragia commendationis adiunge. Non enim solitaria dos pudoris est. Succingat 
sacrae virginitatis crinem modestia, sobrietas, continentia, ut virtutum accincta 
comitatu, purpureo dominici cruoris redimita velamine, mortificationem domini 
Iesu in sua carne circumferat. Haec sunt enim meliora velamina quae sunt 
indumenta virtutum, quibus culpa obtexitur, innocentia revelatur. 

(110) His igitur famulam tuam indue vestimentis, quae in omni tempore munda sint; 
mundum enim manet quidquid nulla interveniens culpa fuscaverit, ut ei iure dicatur: 
Quoniam placuerunt deo facta tua. In omni tempore sint vestimenta sua candida, et 
oleum in capite non desit, quo faces suas mysticas possit accendere, ut cum venerit 
sponsus, inter illas sapientes virgines caelesti thalamo digna numeretur, quae 
devotionis ac fidei suae gravitatisque lumine munus sacrae professionis illuminet. 

(111) Tuere igitur ancillam tuam, pater caritatis et gloriae, ut quasi in horto clauso 
et fonte signato teneat claustra pudicitiae, signacula veritatis, agrum suum colere 
noverit quem colebat sanctus Iacob, et sexagesimos ex eo centesimos quoque fructus 
capessat. In huius virtutibus et fortitudinibus agri suscites in ea gratiam, et 
resuscites caritatem. Inveniat quem dilexit, teneat eum, nec dimittat eum, donec 
bona illa vulnera caritatis excipiat, quae osculis praeferuntur. Semper parata 
noctibus et diebus toto spiritu mentis invigilet, ne umquam verbum eam inveniat 
dormientem. Et quoniam vult se dilectus eius saepius quaeri, ut exploret affectum, 
recurrentem sequatur, exeat fides, et anima eius in verbum tuum peregrinetur a 
corpore, ut adsit deo: vigilet cor eius, caro dormiat, ne male incipiat vigilare 
peccatis. 

(112) Tu, domine, adiunge alios sacrae virginitatis ornatus, adiunge sedulos pios 
cultus, ut noverit possidere vas suum, noverit humiliari, dilectionem teneat, veritatis 
murum, pudoris septum. Non pineae velamen eius, non vincant cupressi, pudicitiam 
eius non turtures, simplicitatem eius non vincant columbae. Sit in corde simplicitas, 
in verbis modus, erga omnes pudor, pietas erga propinquos, circa egenos et inopes 
misericordia. Quod bonum est teneat, ab omni specie abstineat mala. Veniat super 
eam benedictio morituri et os viduae benedicat eam. 

(113) Pone verbum tuum ut signaculum in corde eius, ut signaculum in brachio eius, 
ut in omnibus sensibus et operibus eius Christus eluceat, Christum intendat, 
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Christum loquatur; aqua multa non possit eius excludere caritatem nec 
persecutionis gladius nec periculum, sed confirmata in omni verbo et opere bono, 
gloriam tuam induat et in tua gratia conversetur in hoc mundo. Sanctifices eam in 
veritate, in virtute confirmes, in caritate connectas atque ad illam caelestem 
gloriam pudicitiae et integritatis coronam illibatam immaculatamque divino tuo 
favore perducas, ut illic agni sequatur vestigia, in meridiano pascat, in meridiano 
maneat, nec in grege sodalium incedat, sed agnis tuis admixta, sine offensione 
versetur comes virginum, pedissequa Mariarum.  

(114) Egredere itaque tu, domine Iesu, in die sponsalium tuorum, suscipe iamdudum 
devotam tibi spiritu, nunc etiam professione, imple agnitione voluntatis tuae, 
assume ab initio in salutem, in sanctificatione spiritus et fide veritatis, ut dicat 
famula tua: Tenuisti manum dexteram meam et in voluntate tua deduxisti me et in 
gloria assumpsisti me. Aperi manum tuam et imple animam eius benedictione, ut 
salvam facias sperantem in te, et fiat vas in honorem sanctificatum, utile domino, 
ad omne opus bonum probatum, per illam aeternabilem crucem, per illam 
venerabilem gloriam trinitatis, cui est honor, gloria, perpetuitas, patri deo, et filio 
et spiritui sancto, a saeculis et nunc et semper et in omnia saecula saeculorum. 
Amen. 

 

Exhortatio virginitatis 14.94178 

Te nunc, domine, deprecor ut supra hanc domum tuam, supra haec altaria, quae 
hodie dedicantur, supra hos lapides spiritales, quibus sensibile tibi in singulis 
templum sacratur, quotidianus praesul intendas orationesque servorum tuorum, 
quae in hoc funduntur loco, divina tua suscipias misericordia. Fiat tibi in odorem 
sanctificationis, omne sacrificium quod in hoc templo fide integra, pia sedulitate 
defertur. Et cum ad illam respicis hostiam salutarem, per quam peccatum mundi 
huius oboletur, respicias etiam ad has piae hostias castitatis et diuturno eas tuearis 
auxilio, ut fiant tibi in odorem suavitatis hostiae acceptabiles Christo domino 
placentes, et integrum spiritum eorum et animam et corpus sine querela usque in 
diem domini nostri Iesu Christi filii tui servare digneris. 

 

 
178 SAEMO 14.2, p. 270 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

SCENT AS METAPHOR FOR THE BONDING OF CHRIST AND THE 
VIRGIN IN AMBROSE’S DE VIRGINITATE 11.60-12.68 

 

 

Introduction 

 

In De Virginitate (Vrgt.), Ambrose describes the way up to the ultimate goal of the 
contact between Christ and the virgin, the visio dei, by olfactory imagery. Where, 
and how, Christ can be found is an important theme in this virginity treatise from 
the second half of the 380s. The olfactory imagery in Vrgt. appears in an exegesis 
of Song of Songs (SoS), which is less structured and more scenting than that of the 
roughly contemporary De Isaac (Is.). While the latter treatise focusses on the 
progress in the relationship between the soul and the Word, in the first the virgin 
represents the exemplary soul growing towards Christ.179 

In this article, we will start with Ambrose’s depiction of the attraction of the virgin 
to Christ by means of scent (1). The metaphors of the virgin as perfumed mountain 

 
179 SoS 5:2-7. Ambr., Is. 6.50-55; Vrgt. 9.49-14.92. Vrgt. 12.68: … tu ..., anima, una de populo, una de plebe …  
certe tu una de virginibus. 15.93: Quaere ... illum, virgo, immo quaeramus omnes, anima enim sexum non habet… 
The behavioural directions, however, are directed at women. The equation of virgin and soul in Vrgt. might be 
rooted in the perception that the inner man is regarded as the real self, the image of God (11.60; 12.73). The 
following editions and translations are used: Ambrose, De Iacob, De Ioseph, De Patriarchis, De Fuga Saeculi etc., 
ed. Carolus Schenkl, CSEL 32.2 (Vienna, 1897); De Isaac vel Anima. Über Isaak oder die Seele, with German 
translation and introduction by Ernst Dassmann, FC 48 (Turnhout, 2003); De Spiritu Sancto Libri Tres. De 
Incarnationis Dominicae Sacramento, ed. Otto Faller.  CSEL 79.9 (Vienna, 1964); De Virginibus, De Viduis, with 
Italian translation and introduction by Franco Gori, Sancti Ambrosii Episcopi Mediolanensis Opera 14/1 (Milan, 
1989); De Virginitate, De Institutione Virginis, Exhortatio Virginitatis, with Italian translation by Franco Gori, 
Sancti Ambrosii Episcopi Mediolanensis Opera 14/2 (Milan, 1989); Saint Ambroise, Écrits sur la virginité,  
translation and annotation in French by Marie-Gabriel Tissot (Solesmes, 1980); Explanatio Psalmorum XII, ed. 
Michael Petschenig, CSEL 64.6 (New York, 1962); Expositio Psalmi CXVIII, ed. Michael Petschenig, CSEL 62.5 
(Vienna, 1913); Hippolytus, Traités d’Hippolyte sur David et Goliath, sur le Cantique des cantiques et sur 
l’Antéchrist, with translation from Georgian version into Latin by Gérard Garitte, CSCO 264.16 (Louvain, 1965); 
Yancy Warren Smith, Hippolytus Commentary on the Song of Songs in social and critical context, Dissertation 
Brite Divinity School (Fort Worth, 2009) 249-374; Origen, Commentaire sur le Cantique des Cantiques (livres 1-
2), with introduction, translation, and notes by Luc Brésard, Henri Crouzel, Marcel Borret, SC 375 (Paris, 1991); 
Commentaire sur le Cantique des Cantiques (livres 3-4), with translation, notes, and index by Luc Brésard, Henri 
Crouzel, Marcel Borret, SC 376 (Paris, 1992); Homélies sur le Cantique des Cantiques, with introduction, 
translation, and notes by O. Rousseau, SC 37 (Paris, 1953); Vier Bücher von den Prinzipien, with translation and 
notes by Herwig Görgemanns, Herwig, Heinrich Karpp, Texte zur Forschung 24 (Darmstadt, 1976).  



561953-L-bw-Hokke561953-L-bw-Hokke561953-L-bw-Hokke561953-L-bw-Hokke
Processed on: 21-7-2021Processed on: 21-7-2021Processed on: 21-7-2021Processed on: 21-7-2021 PDF page: 62PDF page: 62PDF page: 62PDF page: 62

 

 62 

and garden enclose our main passage (Vrgt. 11.60-12.68)180, in which the virgin is 
incorporated into God’s plan as its destination (2). Then, we will reflect on the 
relations between our passage and the relevant passages from Ambrose’s De Spiritu 
Sancto (Spir.), Hippolytus’s Commentary on SoS (IC) and Origen’s Commentary 
and Homilies on SoS (Com., Hom.) and De Principiis (Princ.), in an attempt to 
further Meloni’s study on Christ as unguentum exinanitum, the ointment poured out 
(3).181 Finally, we will look for some possible explanations to explain Meloni’s 
observation of the unique occurrence of this beautiful imagery in Ambrose’s oeuvre 
(4). In the conclusion, we will recapitulate what we have discovered about scent as 
the metaphor to express the bonding between the virgin and Christ in its intertextual 
context. 

       

1. The scent of the virgin 

 

Two important scenting metaphors depict the virgin: mountain and garden. The 
relationship between the virgin and Christ is described as personal, yet it is always 
embedded in the Church: the Church is at its most vulnerable in its virgins and the 
virgins are closest to Christ.182 The perfumed mountain (SoS 8:14) represents the 
exemplary virgin, whose isolated life exhales perfume by her virtuous acts and who 
can declare to be the fragrance of Christ to God (2Cor. 2:15). As Christ resides in 
her, she is the location where the Church and in its wake the not yet perfected virgins 
look for Him. When Christ has taken possession of the virgin, she exhales the lively 
faith in Christ’s death, burial and resurrection.183 The virgin needs the help of the 
Holy Spirit to further the contact with Christ. The wind of the Holy Spirit can 
disperse the scent of the virginal garden: the budding love of her soul and her 

 
180 The appendix will provide the Latin text of this passage in comparison with those by Hippolytus and Origen. 
181 Pietro Meloni, Il profumo dell’immortalità. L’interpretazione patristica di Cantico 1,3 (Rome, 1975) 100-133 
(Hippolytus), 133-176 (Origen), 221-266 (Ambrose). 
182 Vrgt. 8.48: Non in se, filiae, ... sed in nobis ecclesia vulneratur. 12.68: certe tu una de virginibus ... (propior 
enim es quae ecclesiae compararis)... Also: 9.50 (priest), 52-53 (Church pleased about spiritual progress of virgins 
is united with Christ); 10.57-58; 11.61 (baptism); 13.77 (Church teaches how to hold on to Christ). 
183 Vrgt. 9.49-50. The conclusion that Christ is thus to be found in the heart of a wise priest, is unexpected. The 
crux of my interpretation: 9.49:.. nescit commorari nisi in talibus ecclesiae filiabus quae possunt dicere: Christi … 
bonus odor sumus deo...  
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virtues.184 Most attractive to Christ is the perfume of the virgin’s clothes, i.e. 
virginity.185 

 

2. The relationship between Christ and the virgin 

 

Christ’s reaction to the virgin’s attraction is a partial arrival: He knocks at her door 
and thrusts his hand through the latch-opening. The virgin rises to answer the door, 
which is interpreted as that she distances herself from bodily life.186 If Christ would 
enter, He enters with the Father.187 Though the moment of Christ’s knocking and 
the virgin’s attempted rising from bodily life is described as frozen, communication 
between the two seems to develop by the myrrh dripping both from Christ’s hands 
on the handles of the lock and from the hands of the soul.188 Myrrh is associated 
with and integrates the virgin into the dignified burial of Christ by the first baptized 
and is interpreted as the perfect scent of faith.189 The soul which begins to open for 
Christ, smells strongly - first of its acceptance of Christ’s burial, often explained as 
being dead to carnal desires,190 and of the faith that Christ’s buried flesh has neither 
decayed nor smelt of death, but has risen with the scent of an eternal, vigorous 
flower.191 Christ’s divinity does not coincide with the decay of his flesh.192 Ambrose 
explains that it is impossible that Christ’s flesh could fade away, from his name: a 
poured out, perfumed ointment (unguentum exinanitum). This ointment has a 
salvific mission: ‘He emptied himself so that He could breathe out on you’.193 The 
same poured out ointment was briefly mentioned earlier, in Virg., in the context of 
virginity as the celestial way of life that became possible thanks to Christ’s 

 
184 Vrgt. 10.54 (SoS 4:16); 12.69 (SoS 4:10,12,13). 
185 Vrgt.12.69; De Virginibus (Virg.) 1.7.39. SoS 4:11. More often the virgin has to be stripped of her clothing (SoS 
5:7), i.e. bodily life, to reveal the naked simplicity of her pure mind (Vrgt .9.51; 12.72-73 in an aromatic context).  
186 Vrgt. 10.55-56,58; 11.60. SoS 5:2,4-5a. 
187 Vrgt. 11.60. See 13.82. Ambr., Is. 6.52. John 14:23; Orig., Com. 2.8.40 (Father). Rev. 3:20 (entering).  
188 Vrgt. 11.61: … adhuc Christus foris pulsat: Manus, inquit, meae stillaverunt myrrham et digiti mei pleni in 
manibus clausurae. Quam myrrham stillant animae manus...  SoS 5:5b. 
189 Vrgt. 11.61. 12.73 (faith). 13.82 (myrrh, baptism). 
190 Virg. 1.7.39: Primus ... odor tuus super omnia aromata, quae in salvatoris missa sunt sepulturam, emortuos 
corporis motus membrorumque redolet obisse delicias. Secundus odor tuus sicut odor Libani dominici corporis 
integritatem virgineae flore castitatis exhalat. Exh. 9.58: Membra tua redoleant crucem Christi et sepulturae 
odorem ... Ipsa est anima quae se Christo aperit…   
191 Vrgt. 11.62. 
192 P. Meloni, Il Profumo (1975), 231: Vrgt. 11.62. Vrgt. 19.129: ... descenderit in corruptionem, cuius caro ... non 
vidit corruptionem ... corruptionem incorruptus exclusit. See Ambr., Spir. 1.9.107: ... mortuus secundum carnem 
Christus, in eo utique mortuus, quod suscepit ex virgine, non in eo quod habebat ex patre. 
193 Vrgt. 11.62: Exinanivit se ut spiraret tibi. SoS 1:3: unguentum exinanitum. Phil. 2:7: ‘He has emptied himself’, 
the kenosis. Inst. 13.83. P. Meloni, Il Profumo (1975), 226. 
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incarnation. Salvation history is intriguingly summarized there as ‘The Word 
became flesh, so that the flesh could become God’.194 In our passage, Ambrose 
explicates the salvific operation of the perfumed ointment. In his chronological 
reconstruction of the past of the ointment, the referent of the ointment oscillates 
between the Son and the Holy Spirit.195  Crucial moments are symbolized by acting 
upon a vase: opening, filling and closing it. The first vase refers to heaven. The 
ointment contained in the vase always existed in the Father and the scent it gave off 
was smelled only by the angelic population.196 Twice the act of opening the mouth 
(or the vase) causes the ointment to pour forth. First, the Father’s wording of the 
salvific mission, results in the descent of the Son, who fills everything with the new 
scent of the Word. Ambrose reiterates this action in a Trinitarian sense: ‘the Father’s 
heart threw up the good word’ (Ps. 44:2 Vulg.), the Son smelled pleasantly, and the 
Holy Spirit exhaled this scent and spread itself or God’s love (Rom. 5:5) widely over 
the hearts of all. The second mention of the vase and of the opening of the mouth 
has Christ as subject. Initially, Christ contained his scent in his body as if in a 
vase.197 At the appropriate time he opened his mouth, whereby the draining of his 
ointment is explained as his divine power (virtus) leaving him. This must refer to 
Christ’s death.198 Then, Ambrose seems to confuse the sequence of events.199 The 
post-paschal scent emitted by the ointment poured out initially in Judea, but spread 
over the entire world is followed by the start of the incarnation. Being anointed with 
this ointment, Mary as virgin conceived and gave birth to the good scent, God’s 
Son. After three examples of the OT salvific effect of the ointment, Ambrose comes 
to speak about the present efficacy of the ointment, which flows daily, yet never 
wanes.200 Ambrose exhorts the virgin to draw near her vase in order to be filled by 
this ointment. Whereas this third appearance of vase refers to the virgin’s soul, the 
fourth alludes to her body, or more specific to virginal behaviour. The virgin is told 
to keep her vase closed to prevent the received ointment from flowing out. This 
forms a nice contrast to Christ opening his vase to spread the scent. The importance 

 
194 Virg. 1.3.11: … verbum caro factum est, ut caro fieret deus. Spir. 1.9.107: suscepit ... quod non erat ... ut ad id 
quod erat per id quod non erat nos vocaret. 
195 Vrgt. 11.62-64: Son; from 11.64 onward unguentum could refer to the Holy Spirit; 11.67 quae habet unguentum, 
Christum recipit seems to connect the two referents. Inst. 1.6. Spir. 1.9.103-105. 
196 Vrgt. 11.63: Semper hoc unguentum ... erat apud patrem, erat in patre... 4.18: Non vides quia Christus est dei 
virtus ... quia Christus ex patre et apud patrem et in patre semper... 
197 Vrgt. 11.64. See Spir. 1.8.92 (kenosis). 
198 Ambr., Exp.Ps.CXVIII.3.8: … crucifixus erat inclinabat caput, et exibat verbum, exinanitus erat, et replebat 
omnia, descendit deus, ascendit homo, verbum caro factum est, ut caro sibi verbi solium in dei dextera vindicaret, 
vulnus erat et fluebat unguentum... See Hipp., IC 13.1-2. 
199 Vrgt. 11.65. 
200 Vrgt. 11.65-6. Inst. 13.85-6. Lk. 1:35. 



561953-L-bw-Hokke561953-L-bw-Hokke561953-L-bw-Hokke561953-L-bw-Hokke
Processed on: 21-7-2021Processed on: 21-7-2021Processed on: 21-7-2021Processed on: 21-7-2021 PDF page: 65PDF page: 65PDF page: 65PDF page: 65

 65 

of the outpouring of the ointment is connected with Christ’s death. Judas is 
mentioned to call into mind the Bethany story, in which Christ connects the fragrant 
oil a woman pours over his head or his feet with his forthcoming burial. This 
allusion is reinforced by the explanation of the virginal anointment as Christ being 
buried in the virgin.201 While in SoS and Ambr., Is. the virgin opens the door and 
notices that the groom has already passed and needs to be found again, the passing 
in our Vrgt. passage is of a different nature: Christ penetrates into the very depth of 
the virgin’s thinking and heart, he takes possession of her.202 In Is. Mary is 
mentioned as a unique instance of being appropriated by Christ, whereas in Vrgt. 
Christ’s taking possession of the virgin is compared to how a sword (Christ) had 
pierced through Mary’s soul.203 The virgin in Vrgt. is a step closer to the ultimate 
goal of the visio dei in comparison to Is.’s soul.204 

 

3. The possible influences of Spir., Hippolytus and Origen on 

Vrgt. 11.60-12.68 

 

In Spir. 1.8.92-1.9.107, Ambrose uses the same combination of biblical texts as in 
our passage to make a different point.205 He advocates an equal position of the Holy 
Spirit within the trinity (its pre-existence) with its own function: its OT appearance 
as Spirit of God, its contribution to Mary’s pregnancy, its descent into Christ during 
his baptism, and its role as distributor of God’s love in our hearts.206 The vase in 
which Christ’s name is initially contained refers to the Jews, while the Holy Spirit 
is called an unguentum exinanitum, a qualification used for Christ only after his 
name is spread to the Gentiles.207 But Ambrose does not continue this line of 
argument here, because he comes to speak of the Spirit as oil of gladness, the 

 
201 Vrgt. 11.66. 
202 Is. 6.53. SoS 5:6. Vrgt. 11.67. See Inst. 13.83-86.  
203 Both quote Lk. 2:35. Is. 6.53: (about Mary) ubi tamquam signaculum ponitur in medio eius dominus Iesus. Vrgt. 
11.67. 
204 Is. 6.53: ... misit operationem suam verbum tamquam per cavernam, non adhuc faciem ad faciem, misit tamquam 
manum ... Et hoc processum habet, quando transeat et pertranseat animam dei verbum ... Hic adhuc transitur, non 
pertransitur... Vrgt. 14.92 (visio dei). 
205 Spir. 1.8.92 (Phil. 2:6-7), 94 (Rom. 5:5), 95 (SoS 1:3); 1.9.103 (2Cor. 2:15). 
206 Ambr., Spir. 1.8.92-4,97-9. Spir. 2.5.41,43; 2.6.59 (Mary). 
207 Spir. 1.8.95-96. 
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unguent of Christ.208 The universalizing moment in the distribution of God’s love 
seems to be Christ’s baptism.209   

Ambrose’s reconstruction of salvation history via the concept of vase must depend 
on Hippolytus. He transforms Hippolytus’ first use of vase as God’s heart locking 
up the ointment of the Son, into the vase of heaven. Later, however, Ambrose 
describes the incarnation as a gush from God’s heart. Both Ambrose’s second 
mention of vase (Christ’s humanity containing the perfume of divinity) and his third 
(the exhortation to the virgin210 to be filled by this ointment) correspond to 
Hippolytus’.211 Joy as the accompaniment of the process of the descent and ascent 
of the perfume is missing in Vrgt.212 Hippolytus attaches great importance to 
Christ’s OT ancestors in his flesh from Mary.213 Remnants of this section from 
Hippolytus seem to pop up in Ambrose’s Vrgt. passage, in a different sequence and 
with no obvious relevance. Ambrose describes Mary’s conception by anointment in 
accordance with Hippolytus.214 Knowledge of Spir. helps to understand that the 
subsequent OT example of the ointment poured out over the waters, sanctifying 
them, refers to both baptism (Hippolytus) and creation.215 Both Hippolytus and 
Ambrose interpret the anointment in Bethany as a foretelling of Christ’s death, the 
decisive moment of the effusion of the ointment.216 Also, the kenosis they interpret 
as referring to Christ’s death.217 While Hippolytus emphasizes the perfume exhaled 
by Christ on the cross, Ambrose concentrates on the perfect smell of faith.218 
Ambrose develops Hippolytus’ universal perspective of the Word descending from 

 
208 Spir. 1.9.100: … unguentum Christi esse Spiritum Sanctum. Et bene unguentum, quia oleum laetitiae 
nuncupatum est...  Spir. 1.9.104: both Christ and the Holy Spirit are unguentum. 
209 Spir. 1.9.101 (Acts 10:37-38). Spir. 1.8.93 (John 1.33). 
210 Ambrose’s virgin, the ideal-typical Christian, replaces Hippolytus’s believer.  
211 Father: Hipp., IC 2.5-6; 13.3 => Ambr., Vrgt. 11.63; Son: IC 12.1 => Vrgt. 11.64; Man/virgin: IC 2.9 => Vrgt. 
11.66. See  IC 2.6: vasculum = os paternum. Christ’s career: IC 21.2. P. Meloni, Il Profumo (1975), 227-230. 
212 Hipp., IC 2.5-7; 13.3. Orig., Princ. 2.6.4; Ambr., Spir. 100-104: oleum laetitiae refers to the Holy Spirit. 
213 Hipp., IC 27.7-11. Orig., Com. 1.3.11. 
214 Hipp., IC 2.8: aroma unguenti diffusum; infusum est in ventrem, et creavit novum hominem genitum; 2.28 => 
Ambr., Vrgt. 11.65: Hoc unguento uncta est Maria et virgo concepit, virgo peperit bonum odorem, dei filium 
(generalized 11.67).   
215 Hipp., IC 2.8: depositum est super aquas, et aquas purificavit; effusum est inter gentiles, et gentiles congregavit; 
effusum est super Israel... =>  Ambr.Vrgt.11.65: Hoc unguentum exinanitum est super Iudaeos et collectum est a 
gentibus ... Hoc unguento uncta est Maria et virgo concepit, virgo peperit bonum odorem, dei filium. Hoc 
unguentum effusum est super aquas et sanctificavit aquas. Spir. 2 Prol. 1: de spiritu dictum est: Spiritus 
superferebatur super aquas – et bene in exordio creaturae baptismi figura signatur, per quod habuit creatura 
mundari. Father, Spirit and Son collaborate in the act of creation.  
216 Bethany: Matt. 26:2-13; Mk. 14:1-9; John 12:1-8; Lk. 7:36-50; Hipp., IC 2.9; 2.29-31; Ambr., Vrgt. 11.66. 
217 Phil. 2:7. Hipp., IC 13.3; Ambr., Vrgt. 11.64,66. See Ambr., Spir. 1.8.92: incarnation. 
218 Hipp., IC 13.1-3; 13.1: super lignum emittit aroma sicut balsami; sicut verbum ex ore eius edebatur, ita Christus 
edidit aroma suum => Ambr., Vrgt. 11.64. Exp.Ps.CXVIII 3.8. Vrgt. 11.62;12.73 (faith). 
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heaven in order to enable the human being to ascend to heaven219, into the encounter 
of Christ with the virgin.220 

Origen influenced Ambrose’s view on the receiver of the ointment: the Church or 
the individual soul. Both are pre-existent. In salvation history, the position of the 
Church is superior to that of the individual soul, expressed in the allegory of the 
Church as Christ’s bride, the individual souls as the bride’s companions. No longer 
satisfied by the scent of the Word in the OT revelations, the Church asks God to 
send the Word in person, Christ. The Church could be united with Him, but for the 
sake of the development into perfection of the individual souls, it continues its 
exemplary run after Christ’s scent.221 Origen switches easily from the broad thrust 
of salvation history to the relationship between Christ and the individual soul. 
Through the use of more inner senses the soul is able to approach Christ more 
closely, his substantia however, will always escape the human being.222 In De 
Principiis Origen clearly distinguishes vase, substantia and scent, not mentioning 
unguentum. Christ’s human soul is the vase, which contains the divine substantia. 
The other souls have to approach Christ’s scent closely to participate in it.223  For 
Hippolytus and Ambrose, the breaking of Christ’s vase, his body, in death brings 
about the ultimate dispersion of the divine perfume. In Origen’s choice for Christ’s 
human soul as vase for his divinity, the importance of Christ’s incarnation comes 
more to the fore. Whereas Hippolytus and Ambr., Vrgt. interpret Phil. 2:7 with 
regard to Christ’s death, Origen connects it with his incarnation. This incarnation 
facilitates the progress of the individual souls in attracting and appropriating Christ 
to their ability and faith.224 Origen expresses this interplay between Christ and the 
human being (or Church) beautifully in the interpretation of the Bethany story by 
means of scent, with a little help from touch.  Mary anointed Christ’s feet and by 
drying his feet with her hair, not only her hair, but the whole world became imbued 
by the smell of Christ’s divinity. When the soul has opened up to Christ’s scent, the 
soul’s return gift of faith and good works will emit to Christ his perfume fortified 

 
219 See Ambr., Virg.1.3.11: verbum caro factum est ut caro fieret deus. 
220 Hipp., IC 2.6: aroma descends from heaven ut implerentur aromate simul omnes => Ambr., Vrgt.11.63: 
descendit filius, repleta sunt omnia novo odore verbi. Vrgt.11.62 anima => 11.66: virgo, with virginal virtues, 
which were IC 2.7: good works resulting from the reception of the ointment.  
221 Com. 1.1.5-8; 1.2.1; 1.3.1-2; Hom. 1.2  (OT and request to God). Hom. 1.6: individual souls: companions. Com. 
1.4.10; 1.4.28-29; 1.5.1; 8-9 (exemplary run). See Ambr., Exp.Ps.CXVIII 1.4 (pre-existent Church with OT 
history).  
222 Com. 1.4.8-29; 3.14.10,19. Hom. 1.4-5. 
223 Princ. 2.6.4-6. 
224 Orig., Com. 1.4.27-30: combination of SoS 1:3 and Phil. 2:7 refers to incarnation.  Com. 1.4.4: kenosis, souls 
appropriate Christ to their ability and faith. Ambr., Spir. 1.8.92-3. 
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and attract him ever more.225 The prophecy of Christ’s death, as interpreted by 
Hippolytus and Ambrose, is missing in Origen.226 

 

4. Evaluation: beyond Meloni? 

 

The aesthetically pleasing metaphor of scent in Vrgt. 11.60-12.68 expressing the 
incorporating process of the virgin in salvation history was considerably illuminated 
thanks to Meloni’s discovery of the influence of Hippolytus on Ambrose. Yet, this 
passage raises two questions which keep nagging my mind and were unmentioned 
by Meloni. The first has to do with Christ’s function within salvation history before 
his incarnation, the second with his death. In Vrgt. 11.65, the Son as unguentum 
exinanitum is temporarily replaced by the Holy Spirit, whose role is described 
retrospectively, from his distribution of God’s scent in the world following Christ’s 
death to Mary’s conception, the creation and the salvation of Daniel and the three 
youngsters. Ambrose’s anticipation that this model of salvation history might raise 
the suspicion that he advocates the existence of the trinity only after the incarnation 
might account for his explicit mention of the trinity in Vrgt. 11.63. In Hippolytus’s 
Commentary on Song of Songs the relationship between the Word, the Holy Spirit, 
the Son, and the unguentum exinanitum is far from clear-cut and deserves to be 
studied in relation to our Ambrosian passage. So far, Christ’s role within Ambrose’s 
salvific reconstruction seems to start at his incarnation. Now we will come to the 
second question, concerning Christ’s death. Meloni remarks that in Ambrose’s 
oeuvre, our passage is unique in connecting unguentum exinanitum with the 
generation of the Word by the Father, an Arian topic.227 The following elevated 
Christology might be explained as a reaction against the Arian view on Christ as 
creature, but also might be influenced by Johannine theology. Christ’s divinity is 
emphasized: he always was with the Father (i.e. uncreated) and will enter the soul 
accompanied by the Father, but even more so in Vrgt. 11.62 he appears to have 
remained so divine during his passion that he did not truly die.228 In Explanatio 
Psalmorum XII and De Patriarchis Ambrose argues the same perpetuation of 

 
225 Com. 2.9.1-5; 2.9.2: aliquid divinius. See Hom. 2.2,3. P. Meloni, Il Profumo (1975), 170. John 12:1-8: Ambr., 
Inst. 13.84; 17.108.  
226 P. Meloni, Il Profumo (1975), 120, 129, 140-1, 163, 226, 231. 
227 P. Meloni, Il Profumo (1975), 197, 223, 227. 
228 P. Meloni, Il Profumo (1975), 227 distinguishes ointment which always remains with God, from the perfume of 
the ointment which is spread and causes creation and salvation. This is not my conclusion from Vrgt. 11.60-12.68.   
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Christ’s remaining with the Father during his incarnation and death.229  Yet, the rest 
of our Vrgt. passage suggests that precisely the acme and turning-point of salvation 
history is in Christ’s death, enabling the virgin to imitate his passion and ensuing 
resurrection. 

Conclusion 

 

In De Virginitate, the development of the love relationship between Christ and the 
virgin, though embedded in the Church, is described as personal. The virgin’s scent, 
originating in her faith in Christ’s death, burial and resurrection, spread by the Holy 
Spirit, attracts Christ. Christ is joined up with the virgin by the metaphor of him 
being the poured-out perfumed ointment from SoS 1:3, interpreted in terms of the 
kenosis or self-emptying of Christ (Phil. 2:7). The virgin is addressed as the 
terminus of God’s salvation history, allegorized as God’s divine power poured forth. 
Meloni detected that Ambrose is influenced here by Hippolytus’ scheme of the 
salvific descent of the perfumed ointment via the imagery of vases. God launches 
the diffusion of the ointment, emitting his Son or Word, the opening of the first vase. 
The Son’s death, the ultimate moment of the universal dispersion of the ointment, 
is the opening of the second vase. The filling of the virgin’s soul (vase) with the 
ointment spread by Christ, should result in the closing of her vase, i.e. virginal 
behaviour. While Hippolytus has a last phase in the ascent of the Church, Ambrose 
describes Christ’s appropriation of the virgin as the end-of-the-line of salvation 
history. Christ as ointment permeates the virgin and she takes part in his passion and 
resurrection, a description which shows traits of deification of the virgin. While the 
influence of Hippolytus on the sending side is often almost literal, on the receiving 
side Origen’s view on the perfected inner man as participator in Christ’s divine scent 
and the consequent exhalation of the soul’s own scent has a definite affinity with 
Ambrose’s relationship Christ-virgin. Yet, the differences are manifold. While 

 
229 Exp.Ps.XII Ps. 61.28.1: (Christ) cum descendisset in terras, crucifigeretur, sepeliretur, non emigravit a patre, 
sed in patre mansit … nec deposuit quod erat, sed reservavit, nec desivit esse in forma dei ... Patr. 11.51: ... ante 
saecula est generatus ex patre, unde et pater ait: eructavit cor meum verbum, eo quod ex illa intima et 
inconprehensibili patris processit substantia et in ipso est semper ... sicut ergo sinus patris spiritalis intellegitur 
intimum quoddam paternae caritatis naturaeque secretum, in quo semper est filius. The first example illuminates 
Christ’s remaining with the Father even in death (see Vrgt. 11.61), the second goes further than Vrgt. 11.63: semper 
... erat apud patrem, erat in patre, referring to Christ’s pre-existence. When Patr. 11.51 speaks about Christ’s 
generation, the present tense of the underlined passages alludes to a perpetual remaining of the Son in the Father, 
also during the incarnation and death. In this section the Father’s womb (vulva), heart (cor) and mouth (os) are 
equated as location from where Christ originated.   
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Hippolytus and Ambrose explain the Bethany story and the kenosis with reference 
to Christ’s death as zenith and turning-point in the human being’s redemption, for 
Origen Christ’s incarnation takes this position. His rare use of vase is not connected 
with the descending ointment, but with the horizontally progressing relationship 
between Christ and the believer.    

A comparison with Ambrose’s treatise De Spiritu Sancto shows that he earlier 
processed the texts and images from our passage into a different theological context. 
Yet, we used his interpretation of the unguentum exinanitum before the incarnation 
as the Holy Spirit in our passage. The virgin in De Virginitate eventually comes 
closer to the ultimate goal of communion with God, the visio dei, than the soul in 
De Isaac.  

The olfactory imagery borrowed from Hippolytus might have had some dogmatic 
implications Ambrose realized only afterwards. The generation of the Son, his pre-
incarnational position, and his divinity amounting to not dying physically all are 
controversial topics better avoided. So, Ambrose never used this reconstruction of 
salvation history by Hippolytus again.  
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Appendix: Comparison Ambr. Vrgt. 11.60-12.68 with Hippolytus and Origen 

Ambr.Vrgt. 

11.60 … Bonum est ut ad 
adventum domini interiora 
turbentur. Si ad angeli 
adventum Maria turbata est, 
quanto magis ad Christi nos 
turbamur adventum. 
Influentibus quippe divinis, 
corporeus peregrinatur 
affectus ... Et tu turbare, et tu 
festina ... Surge, aperi, ad 
ianuam Christus est, 
vestibula domus tuae pulsat: 
si aperueris, introibit, et 
introibit cum patre.  

11.61 Nec solum cum 
ingressus fuerit mercedem 
relinquit, sed etiam prius 
quam ingrediatur mercedem 
praemittit. Adhuc anima 
turbatur, adhuc parietes 
domus suae palpat, adhuc 
ostium quaerit ubi Christus 
est, adhuc soluit vinculum 
carnis et corporis claustrum, 
adhuc Christus foris pulsat: 
‘Manus’, inquit, ‘meae 
stillaverunt myrrham…’ 
Quam myrrham stillant 
animae manus nisi illam 
quam obtulit iustus ille 
Nicodemus ... ille qui meruit 
lavacri primus audire 
mysterium, qui attulit 
mixturam myrrhae et aloes ... 
et misit in corpus Iesu, 
perfectum utique odorem 
fidei attulit?  

11.62 Hunc odorem flagrat 
anima quae Christo aperire 
incipit, ut accipiat primo 

Hipp. In Cant. (Garitte’s 
translation into Latin) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

26.3 ... in myrrha passionum 
Christi annuntiatio 
sepulturae fit... 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Orig. 

 

Com. 1.4.5b ..his omnibus velut 
divini cuiusdam et ineffabilis 
unguenti odoribus invitatae ... 
animae ... currunt post ipsum 
atque in odorem suavitatis eius 
... rapido cursu ... festinant, 
quemadmodum et ille ..: ‘Sic 
curro, ut comprehendam’. 

2.8.40 Beata {anima, mens} ubi 
et pater et filius, ut non dubito, 
una cum spiritu sancto recumbit 
et caenat et mansionem facit. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Com. 1.3.7 myrrha ... non solum 
mortem eius, sed et 
primogenitum eum futurum ex 
mortuis indicabat 

 

Com. 1.4.6 … Christus ... fide … 
tractus et unanimitate 
provocatus. 

Com. 1.4.4 Trahit ... unaquaeque 
anima et adsumit ad se Verbum 
Dei pro capacitatis et fidei suae 
mensurae. 1.4.5a Cum ... 
traxerint ad se animae Verbum 
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odorem dominicae 
sepulturae, et credat quia 
caro eius non vidit 
corruptionem nec odore 
aliquo mortis emarcuit, sed 
aeterni illius floris et semper 
virentis odore condita 
surrexit. Quomodo enim 
poterat vel in carne 
marcescere, cuius nomen 
unguentum exinanitum est? 
Exinanivit se ut spiraret tibi. 

11.63 Semper hoc 
unguentum erat, sed erat 
apud patrem, erat in patre. 
Olebat tantum angelis et 
archangelis, tamquam intra 
vas caeli. Aperuit os pater 
dicens: ‘Ecce posui te in 
testamentum generis mei, in 
lucem gentium, ut sis salutem 
usque ad extremum terrae.’ 
Descendit filius, repleta sunt 
omnia novo odore verbi. 
Eructavit cor patris verbum 
bonum, flagravit filius, 
spiritus sanctus exhalavit, 
atque per omnium se corda 
diffudit; diffusa est enim 
caritas dei in cordibus 
nostris per spiritum sanctum.  

11.64 Ipse dei filius in 
corpore tamquam in vase 
odorem primo cohibebat, 
suum tempus opperiens, sicut 
ait: ‘Dominus mihi dat 
linguam eruditionis, ut sciam 
quando oporteat dicere 
sermonem.’ Venit hora et 
aperuit os, exinanivit 
unguentum quando virtus 
exibat de eo. 

13.3 dives pauper factus est 
propter nos, ut nos per 
divitias eius divites fieremus. 

2.4 unguentum fragrans 
Christi quidnam est, nisi 
verbum.. 

 

2.5 ... sicut vas in quo 
unguentum est munitum et 
sigillatum dum est, non 
emittit aroma, habet autem 
potestatem, sed quando illud 
resolvunt/it, emittit aroma 
suum et implet ... ita etiam 
verbum in corde Patris erat 
… quando ... emisit Pater 
spiritum aromatis, diffudit 
verbum laetificationem 
omnibus. 

2.6 O bonitas aromatis huius 
quod diffudit ut mundum 
impleret! ... quia patefactum 
est vasculum gaudii, quod est 
os paternum; ablatum 
venerabile verbum ex eo, hoc 
aroma de caelo deorsum 
emittit; hoc descendens 
implebat omnes ... 2.7... 
aroma unguenti a Patre 
Christus 

Cf. 2.31 unguentum = ipse 
Christus 

13.3 in corpore habitavit .... 
humiliavit se et (ad nos) 
directum cantavit verbum 
=> implevit (homines) ... 
editum est Patris corde et 
evangelizavit terram. 13.4 
verbum descendit ut homines 
ad caelum ascendere 
possent. 13.1 potens … 

Dei et sensibus suis atque 
intellectibus inseruerint ac 
dulcedinis eius et odoris 
sumpserint suavitatem, ubi 
unguentorum eius fraglantiam 
ceperint, rationem dumtaxat 
adventus eius et redemptionis ac 
passionis causas caritatemqe 
eius agnoverint, qua pro salute 
omnium usque ad mortem crucis 
immortalis accessit,  

 

 

1.4.28 Nisi exinanisset 
unguentum, hoc est plenitudinem 
divini Spiritus, ut humiliasset se 
usque ad formam servi, capere 
eum nullus in illa deitatis 
plenitudine potuisset ... 
dilectionis dederit causam.  

 

 

 

Princ. 2.6.6 ‘Unxit te deus ... 
oleo laetitiae prae participibus 
tuis’ ostendit quod aliter ista 
anima ‘oleo laetitiae’ id est 
verbo dei et sapientia, unguitur 
et aliter ‘participes’ eius, id est 
sancti prophetae et apostoli. Illi 
enim in ‘odore unguentorum’ 
eius ‘cucurrisse’ dicuntur, ista 
autem anima vasculum unguenti 
ipsius fuit, ex cuius ‘fraglantia’ 
participantes digni ... Sicut ergo 
alius est unguenti odor et alia 
est unguenti substantia, ita aliud 
Christus et aliud participes sui. 
Et sicut vas ipsum, quod 
substantiam continet unguenti, 
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11.65 Hoc unguentum 
exinanitum est super Iudaeos 
et collectum est a gentibus; 
exinanitum in Iudaea et 
redoluit in omnibus terris. 
Hoc unguento uncta est 
Maria et virgo concepit, 
virgo peperit bonum odorem, 
dei filium. Hoc unguentum 
effusum est super aquas et 
sanctificavit aquas. Hoc 
unguento uncti sunt tres 
pueri et humorem iis flamma 
roravit. Hoc Daniel unctus 
est et leonum ora mollivit 
feritatemque permulsit. 

11.66 Fluit hoc unguentum 
quotidie et numquam deficit. 
Accipe vas tuum, virgo, et 
accede ut possis hoc 
unguento repleri. Accipe 
unguentum ... gratis datum, 
non venditum, ut omnes 
haberent gratis. Virgo, 
ungere; noli contristari sicut 
Iudas, quia hoc unguentum 
effunditur, sed consepeli in te 
Christum. Claude sane vas 
tuum ne unguentum effluat. 
Claude integritatis clave, 
loquendi verecundia, 
abstinentia gloriandi. 

11.67 Hoc quae habet 
unguentum, Christum recipit, 
et ideo quae habebat ait: 

transfixus latere super 
lignum emittit aroma sicut 
balsami; sicut verbum ex ore 
eius edebatur, ita Christus 
edidit aroma suum. 

2.8c ... nunc effusum est 
mysterium inter Israel, et 
congregati sunt gentiles qui 
crediderunt in illud.  

2.8a ... aroma unguenti 
diffusum; infusum est in 
ventrem, et creavit novum 
hominem genitum  … 2.28 
De hoc unguento cupida 
facta beata virgo Maria 
verbum concipiebat./2.8b 
depositum est super aquas, et 
aquas purificavit/2.25 … 
Daniel huius unguenti 
cupidus factus, et in spelunca 
leonum salvatus est. 2.26 
Ananias, Azarias et Misael .. 
cupiebant ungi => quattuor 
apparuerunt in fornace, quia 
unguentum ... sicut ros super 
terram defluebat./2.8d 
effusum ... non deficit vasi 
ipsi et implet propinqua ... 
semper editur, et ipsum … 
non deficit. 2.9 Accipe vas, o 
homo, en veni et 
appropinqua, ut possis 
unguento implere; accipe 
unguentum hoc pretiosum ... 
gratis ungere; ne fias 
secundum Iudam, ut non 
attristeris, sed depone super 
caput (tuum) per fidem 
Christum, ut coheres fias.  

2.29-33: Bethany. 31 
quisnam erat unguentum 
illud, nisi ipse Christus? 33 

nullo genere potest aliquid 
recipere foetoris, hi vero, qui ex 
odore eius participant, si se 
paulo longius a ‘flagrantia’ eius 
removerint, possibile est ut 
incidentem recipiant foetorem; 
ita Christus velut vas ipsum, in 
quo erat unguenti substantia, 
inpossibile fuit ut contrarium 
reciperet odorem; participes 
vero eius quam proximi fuerint 
vasculo, tam odoris erunt 
participes et capaces. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hom. 2.2 (after Bethany-Judas) 
Et tu igitur assume nardum, ut, 
postquam caput Iesu suavi odore 
perfuderis, possis audenter 
effari: ‘nardus mea dedit 
odorem suum’ ... bona opera tua 
nardus sunt. 

 

 

 

 

Cf. Com. 1.4.5a: Cum ... 
traxerint ad se animae Verbum 
Dei et sensibus suis atque 
intellectibus inseruerint ac 
dulcedinis eius et odoris 
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‘Aperui’, inquit, ‘fratri meo, 
frater meus transivit.’ 
Quomodo transivit? Id est 
mentis interna penetravit, 
sicut dictum est Mariae: ‘Et 
tuam ipsius animam 
pertransibit gladius’. Vivum 
enim verbum dei, sicut 
gladius acutus penetrans, et 
coporalium repagula 
cogitationum et cordis 
interna rimatur. 

12.68 Et tu igitur, anima, ... 
certe tu una de virginibus ... 
semper meditare Christum et 
eius adventum omnibus 
sperato momentis. 

Quaenam sunt quae 
‘dilexerunt te’ nisi ecclesiae?  

sumpserint suavitatem ... 
rationem ... adventus eius et 
redemptionis ac passionis 
causas caritatemque eius 
agnoverint ...  
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

PHYSICAL VIRGINITY AGAINST THE BACKGROUND OF 
CREATION AND CHRISTOLOGY: A COMPARISON OF THE 

VIRGINITY TREATISES BY AMBROSE AND GREGORY OF NYSSA 
 

 

Introduction 

 

Mystagogy has been described as the process of spiritual transformation brought 
about in the mystes by the mystagogue.230 In this paper, the mystagogues are the 
Church Fathers Gregory of Nyssa and Ambrose of Milan, their virginity treatises 
are the mystagogical vehicle by which they disseminate their idea that a virginal 
way of life initiates a spiritual transformation, and the mystes are their audiences. 
The topic of this paper is the great importance Ambrose attaches to the physicality 
of virginity in his later virginity treatises. This will be explained from the 
contemporary doctrinal thinking on creation and Christology and compared with 
Gregory of Nyssa’s view on these subjects in his virginity treatise. Gregory of 
Nyssa’s older and only virginity treatise provides an intellectually challenging 
reflection on the connection between virginity and paradise. While Ambrose 
essentially would have agreed with Gregory’s reconstruction of the Fall and its 
resolution, Gregory’s attachment of virginity to the Trinity represents a different 
line of thinking, which diverges from the importance of Mary’s physical virginity 
that is so characteristic of Ambrose’s later virginity treatises. In this paper, the 
following treatises will be studied: Gregory of Nyssa’s De Virginitate (372) (Vrgt.), 
and Ambrose’s De virginibus (377) (Virg.), De virginitate (somewhere between 379 
and 391) (Vrgt.), De institutione virginis (393) (Inst.) and Exhortatio virginitatis 
(394) (Exh.).231  

 
230 Paul van Geest, ‘Studying the Mystagogy of the Fathers, an Introduction’, in Paul van Geest (ed.), Seeing through 
the Eyes of Faith. New Approaches to the Mystagogies of the Church Fathers (LAHR 11; Leuven, 2016) 3-22. 
231 Gregory of Nyssa, De virginitate; see Michel Aubineau (ed.), Grégoire de Nysse Traité de la Virginité (SC 119; 
Paris, 1966). This edition will hereinafter be abbreviated as SC 119. Ambrose’s virginity treatises, see Franco Gori 
(ed.), Sant’Ambrogio: Opere morali 2: Verginità e Vedovanza, 2 vols. (Sancti Ambrosii Episcopi Mediolanensis 
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The starting point for our discussion of the dogmatic background of the importance 
of physical virginity in the second half of the fourth century will be Exh. 6.35-36, 
discussed in section 1. This text is remarkable for its explicitly physical description 
of why Ambrose abhors the loss of female virginity, and it is thus indicative of a 
doctrinal development in Ambrose’s virginity treatises. It also raises the important 
question as to what the true self of human being is and introduces the topic of 
virginity as a return to paradise. In section 2, the link between virginity and the 
biblical narrative of creation and Fall will be analysed. Gregory expounds on 
virginity as the redemptive return to paradise in Vrgt. 12-14. The ambiguity in his 
interpretation of the Genesis narrative of creation and the Fall will be elucidated by 
a comparison with Philo’s De Opificio Mundi (Opif.)232. Ambrose discusses 
paradise and the Fall only in his later virginity treatises, which concentrate on the 
role of woman in the Fall and in redemption. Eve benefits from Ambrose’s fierce 
defence of Mary’s virginity in Inst., from which his view on gender and the 
distinction between body and soul can be distilled. The third section explains how 
in their treatment of virginity and Christ, Gregory focusses on the Trinity, while for 
Ambrose Christ is the centre of interest. They share a high Christology. In his late 
virginity treatises, Ambrose’s opposition to those who deny Mary’s physical 
virginity is meant to guarantee the divinity of the incarnate Christ, leading to a more 
physical perception of female virginity. Finally (4), the conclusion will discuss the 
similarities and differences between Gregory’s and Ambrose’s views on virginity 
and the body within the context of the main theological topics of creation-Fall-
redemption and Christology.  

My argument reinforces and further develops the observations made by the 
following four scholars. J.N.D. Kelly posited that in the period that these virginity 
treatises were written, theologians became interested in Gen. 1-3 in order to explain 
human nature, the present state of humanity and its redemption.233 This clearly is 
the rationale behind Gregory of Nyssa’s discussion of creation, the Fall and the way 
out of the fallen state in Vrgt.12-14. Ambrose’s focus on Christology confirms Brian 
Daley’s observation that the period following the Council of Constantinople (381) 
was characterized by ‘the controversy about the relationship of divinity and 

 
Opera 14; Milan, 1989). The two volumes of this edition will hereinafter be abbreviated as SAEMO 14.1 and 
SAEMO 14.2. SAEMO 14.1 contains the works De virginibus and De viduis, SAEMO 14.2 contains De virginitate, 
De institutione virginis, and Exhortatio virginitatis. French translation: Marie-Gabriel Tissot, Saint Ambroise, 
Écrits sur la virginité (Solesmes, 1980).  
232 David T. Runia, Philo of Alexandria. On the Creation of the Cosmos according to Moses (Leiden, 2001). Greek 
text: G.H. Whitaker, Philo in Ten Volumes, Vol.1, Loeb Classical Library (London, 1929). 
233 John Norman Davidson Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines (London, 1977) 344. 
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humanity in Jesus’.234 Raymond D’Izarny observed in a note as early as 1952 that 
the Jovinianist controversy gave rise to a more physical perception of virginity in 
Ambrose’s virginity treatises. In his polemic against Jovinian, Ambrose would not 
have dared to explicitly connect the importance of Mary’s in partu virginity with 
the guarantee that Christ’s divinity remained unpolluted, for fear of being accused 
of Manichaeism.235 Julia Kelto Lillis contrasts Gregory’s ‘non-hymenal 
configurations of the virginal life … , where virginity male or female is marked 
above all by likeness to God’ with Ambrose’s ‘hymenal configurations … , in which 
female virgins are depicted as sealed brides reserved for God’.236 She does not point 
out here the development from spiritual to physical virginity that is evident in 
Ambrose’s virginity treatises following the controversy around Mary’s post-partum 
and in partu virginity. 

 

1. Exhortatio Virginitatis 6.35: 

Ambrose’s Argument for Physical Virginity 

 

Ambrose’s argument about the problematic nature of the loss of virginity as the 
breaking of the hymen is the culmination of a development within his virginity 
treatises and a digestion of the Platonic idea of ‘one’s true self’ and its ‘fall’ by 
addition or admixture.237  Exh. 6.35 is the terminus of a development from a spiritual 
to an explicitly physical interpretation of virginity: 

   

What is more genuine than undefiled virginity, which preserves the seal of 
shame (signaculum pudoris) and the genital barrier of virginity (claustrum 
genitale)? On the contrary, however, when a young girl is deflowered by 
marriage, she throws away what is hers, when something from outside is 
mixed with her. Because the genuine is that which we are by birth, not that 
into which we are changed … such as He has created us, not such as the 

 
234 Brian Daley, Hope of the Early Church: A Handbook of Patristic Eschatology (Cambridge, 1991) 105. 
235 Raymond d’Izarny, La virginité selon Saint Ambroise (Lyon 1952; Ph.D. dissertation).63, n. 30 (physical 
virginity; pollution: Exp.Luc: Apol.David); p. 55 (Manichaeism). On Jovinian: David G. Hunter, Marriage, 
Celibacy, and Heresy in Ancient Christianity: The Jovinianist Controversy (Oxford, 2007).   
236 Lillis, Julia Kelto ‘Paradox in partu: Verifying virginity in the Protevangelium of James’ in Journal of Early 
Christian Studies 24.1 (2016) 1-28, p. 27.  
237 Unfortunately, I cannot elaborate on the Platonic background in this paper.  
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custom of this world has brought about, in order that He recognize his work 
in us and that He recognize the genital seal (genitale signaculum) 
undamaged and complete.238 

 

In the following pericope both male and female virgins are exhorted to offer 
themselves to God as prelapsarian Adams and Eves, giving Ambrose the 
opportunity to speak about the Fall and its main consequence of shameful sexual 
intercourse and procreation.239 It is interesting to contrast Exh. 6.35 with a similar 
text from Ambrose’s first treatise, where his spiritual interpretation of virginity has 
physical associations: Virg. 1.8.45. Here, the virgin is compared to an enclosed 
garden and a sealed fountain (S. of S. 4:12), i.e. her shame (pudor) is confined by a 
spiritual wall, is shut off, so that it is not open to pillage (rapina). It can be deduced 
from the description of the intruders that rapina must not be translated here as rape, 
and that the wall does not refer primarily to the hymen: the intruding ‘thieves’ are 
the ‘spiritual animals’. These animals will disturb the virgin’s ability to be a 
reflecting image of God. The seals in this passage are explained as the virgin’s 
appropriation by Christ in thought and action.240 The importance of perpetual 
physical virginity is assumed in Ambrose’s stories about female martyrs in Virg., 
but never explained as it is in Exh. 6.35. While in Virg. Mary’s role is mainly 
confined to her exemplary virginal way of life, the supreme chastity of ‘the mother 
of God’ in giving birth to ‘a body without the contact that contaminates the body’ 
is a foretaste of developments some fifteen years later.241 In Inst. sexuality is already 
described as a mingling that was absent in Mary’s conception of Christ.242 In Exh., 
the characterization ‘enclosed garden, sealed fountain’ refers to the virginity of the 
body, which must protect the vine (i.e. bodily virginity) of the soul from being 
fertilized by the seeds of common vegetables (i.e. transient marriage). This virginity 
is described as: ‘enclosed by the partition of shame, in which the seals of virginity 

 
238 Ambrose, Exh. 6.35: Quid tam uerum quam intemerata uirginitas, quae signaculum pudoris et claustrum 
integritatis genitale custodit? At uero cum usu coniugii iuuencula defloratur; amittit quod suum est, quando ei 
miscetur alienum. Illud enim uerum quod nascimur; non in quod mutamur; quod a creatore accepimus, non quod 
de contubernio assumpsimus … Date ergo uero Leui, … quales ipse condidit, non quales saeculi huius usus efficit, 
ut opus suum in uobis et illud genitale signaculum inuiolatum atque integrum recognoscat. Cf.  Inst. 6.41: defloratio 
uirginitatis = cum uirili admixtione, in SAEMO 14.2, pp. 226, 142. ET: my own. 
239 Ambrose, Exh. 6.36. 
240 Ambrose, Virg. 1.8.45. Cf. Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 21.1.1-13 (spiritual wall). Seals: 1.8.45, 46, 48. In this text, 
seals refer ambiguously to baptism and the physical state of virginity.  
241 Ambrose, Virg. 2.2.7: quae corpus sine corporis contagione generauit, in SAEMO 14.1, p. 168. 
242 Ambrose, Inst. 14.88: commixtione corporeae consuetudinis; 16.98: uirilis seminis admixtione, in SAEMO 14.2, 
pp. 172, 178. 
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remain undefiled’.243 Our text, Exh. 6.35, adds an explanation for the importance of 
physical virginity in terms of the Platonic divine criteria of immutability and purity, 
being unmixed. According to Exh. 6.35, a person’s true self is virginal, which is 
contrasted with the loss of oneself, a change brought about by sex: the mixture with 
‘the other’. Ambrose describes the female virginal body as closed and sealed, just 
as God intended it. Just before our text, Ambrose mentions the impact of virginity 
on the physical postlapsarian body: it quenches the fires of its bodily heat by the 
Spirit, cancels the burdens of marriage and illuminates the darkness of this clay 
flesh.244 The burdens of marriage return in our text Exh. 6.35 as ‘the custom of this 
world’ which causes the unwanted change in the virginal state. Ambrose uses ‘the 
way God has created us’ and ‘our condition at birth’ as synonyms, which would 
suggest either the idea of a creatio continua or an eschewing of the concept of 
original sin.                               

Thus, we have seen that in Ambrose’s virginity treatises the interpretation of the 
female virginal body as closed and sealed gradually became more physical. 
Ambrose so strongly focusses on the importance of maintaining the status quo of 
the female body that he suggests that the perpetuation of the virginal state at birth is 
equivalent to the prelapsarian paradisiacal state as intended by God. Sexual 
intercourse debases the true self in its mixture with the other.    

    

2. Creation, Paradise, and Fall 

 

Gregory of Nyssa’s De Virginitate 12-14 

The context of Gregory’s treatment of creation and the Fall is an attempt to explain 
and solve the present misery of humanity245 by looking back at what had gone wrong 
in paradise. The soul returns to the natural and appropriate state in which it had been 
created in the beginning, by taking off everything that is alien to it (the ‘corruptible 

 
243 Ambrose, Exh. 5.29: claustro pudoris septa uirginitas, in qua intemerata permaneant castitatis signacula. ... 
hunc nemo designet, quem genitalis in uobis origo signauit (that nobody takes away the seal of the fountain, which 
the genital origin has sealed in you), in SAEMO 14.2, p. 220; ET: my own.  
244 Ambrose, Exh. 5.30: (virginity) liquore gratiae spiritalis corporei uaporis incendia temperentur; 6.34: ableuet 
uirginitas onera conditionis et tenebras huius limosae carnis illuminet, SAEMO 14.2, pp. 222, 224, 226.  
245 τὸ ἀνθρώπινον (humankind): hapax in Gregory’s virginity treatise (12.2). According to Liddle & Scott, A Greek-
English Lexicon, only the plural of ἄνθρωπος refers to humankind. While ἄνθρωπος might refer to the human being 
(man as generic term), Gregory addresses male virgins and initially has a male human being in mind as the one 
created. Gregory is only marginally interested in women in Vrgt.   
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and muddy image’).246 Thus, the image of God, now in the sordidness of the flesh, 
is restored to its original, glorious state of the prelapsarian human being.247 Gregory 
wants more than simply to provide an aetiological or ‘historical’ explanation of the 
initial alienation of human beings from God: he wants to demonstrate that the way 
to the spiritual ascent, with the visio dei he described so enchantingly in Vrgt.10-11 
as its highest goal, passes through virginity. While the Fall is described as a 
sequence of ‘literal’ events, the ‘mirror image’ of the reditus allegorizes the phases 
of the Fall in humanity’s return to God.248 In his interpretation of the Fall, Gregory 
attempts to answer questions deriving from the text of Genesis 1-3, such as the 
harmonization of Gen. 1:26a, 27a with Gen. 2:7; the gendering (Gen. 2:18, 20a-25); 
the cause of the Fall, garments of skin (Gen. 3:21) and the occasion of the first 
sexual intercourse. Gregory’s explicit statements on these topics are not always in 
line with the allusions I suggest were derived from Philo’s De Opificio Mundi.249  

We turn now to a closer look at Gregory’s reconstruction. Gregory presents the 
prelapsarian human being in terms of Gen. 1:26-27 as an image of God. This image 
is based on a similarity in rationality, beauty, and immortality.250 Gregory calls this 
the first creation.251 However, in an attempt to explain the arrival of evil, the main 
common ground between the human being and God shifts to freedom of choice. By 
using this quality, the human being becomes the creator of evil, willingly so, and 
despite the fact that it is against his nature and interest.252 In this way Gregory 
exculpates God from the Fall.253 The mention of deceit foreshadows the 

 
246 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 12.2.59-66. In 12.2.10 Gregory announces his explanation of the postlapsarian human 
condition: Ἐπεισήχθη δὲ οὕτως. 
247 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 12.4.2-4 (ἐν τῷ τῆς σαρκὸς ῥύπῳ κεκαλυμμένης); 12.3.24 (image hidden beneath the 
dirt). 12.2: human being: Τὸ λογικὸν τοῦτο καὶ διανοητικὸν ζῷον ὁ ἄνθρωπος. J. Warren Smith, Passion and 
Paradise, Human and Divine Emotion in the Thought of Gregory of Nyssa (New York, 2004) 22-27 distinguishes 
the structural from the moral likeness of God. 
248 Cf. Hans Boersma, Embodiment and virtue in Gregory of Nyssa: An anagogical approach (Oxford, 2015) 124-
25 about the stages in Vrgt. 12.4-13.1: ‘The sequence of the reditus is a perfect mirror image of that of the exitus, 
with marriage functioning as the hinge in the centre.’ 
249 Aubineau, in SC 119, pp. 108-109 acknowledges that Gregory had read Philo’s De Opificio Mundi when he 
wrote Vrgt. He denies Gregory’s dependence on Philo in Vrgt.12-13, but continues with examples illustrating 
Philo’s influence in Vrgt. 
250 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 12.2.1-10. 12.2.1: (human being as rational being); 12.2.6-7 (immortality); 12.2.8-9 
(beauty); 12.2.11: εἰκὼν ἦν καὶ ὁμοίωμα with the power who reigns over all beings; 12.2.14: in his freedom of 
choice, man resembles (ὁμοιότης) the master of the universe; 12.2.67: human goal of resemblance to God 
(ἡ πρὸς τὸ θεῖον ὁμοίωσις); 12.2.70: jointly with our first creation, God has given our nature resemblance 
(ὁμοιότης) to Him. Note μίμημα (Vrgt.12.2.2) for resemblance as hapax in Vrgt., but Philo Opif. 16; 25; 139 (2); 
141 (2). 
251 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 12.2.6: πρώτη γένεσις; 12.2.10: πρώτη κατασκευή cf. 13.3.: σωμάτων θνητῶν  
κατασκευή (sexual reproduction).  
252 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 12.2.11-22, 36-41. Philo, Opif. 149: God had fashioned a rational nature in mortal 
beings with the freedom of choice not to participate in evil.  
253 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 12.2.17-22, 41-45. Philo, Opif. 75 exculpates God by putting the blame on His 
collaborators in creation (plural Gen. 1.26). Cf. 149. 
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continuation of the Fall, in its connection with pleasure and the senses.254 It is at this 
point, when discussing the arrival of evil, that Gregory refers to the human being as 
being made from earth and he thus switches from Gen. 1:26-27 to Gen. 2:7: ‘the 
first human being from earth, or rather he who generated evil in humankind.’255 Sin 
obscures the godlike beauty of the human soul by concealing it in mortality and 
muddiness.256 The derogatory terms indicating pollution that Gregory uses to 
describe the human condition definitely refers to the present human condition, but 
some allusion to the creation according to Gen. 2:7 cannot be denied. When Gregory 
exhorts his readers to work for the restoration (ἀποκατάστασις) of the relationship 
that human beings, as image of God, initially had with God, the necessity of a 
physical body is dubious. The protoplast was without ‘the garments of dead skins’, 
and delighted in God without the mediation of the senses.257  

The gift of a helpmate, whose femininity can be concluded from the grammatical 
construction, is said to have been intended so that she can share the first human 
being’s delight in God.258 In fact, however, her arrival is associated with a turn for 
the worse: images related to the Fall follow each other in rapid succession. Gregory 
explicitly states that the protoplast did not have sex with her ‘before they had been 
expelled from paradise and before she was condemned to the punishment of giving 
birth because of her sin of being deceived.’259 Gregory locates the first sexual 
intercourse after the protoplasts’ expulsion from paradise, associating our present 
human condition with that of our banished ancestors and advising our return to the 
former paradisiacal happiness.260 But when he focusses on the Fall itself, Philo’s 
interpretation of Gen. 2-3 in Opif. is close at hand. Philo distinguishes a first creation 
of an incorporeal, intellectual, immortal human being (Gen. 1:27) from a second 
creation. In this second creation the human being is a composite of the earthly 
substance and an immortal divine spirit, that is ‘on the borderline between mortal 

 
254  Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 12.2.18: ἀπάτῃ παρενεχθεὶς (led astray by deceit).  
255 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 12.2.35-41. 12.2.35-37: «ὁ πρῶτος ἐκ γῆς ἄνθρωπος», μᾶλλον δὲ ὁ τὴν κακίαν ἐν τῷ 
ἀνθρώπῳ γεννήσας. ET: my own. 
256 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 12.2.48: τὸ θεοειδὲς ἐκεῖνο τῆς ψυχῆς κάλλος => 12.2.59: τὴν δὲ φθαρτὴν καὶ  
πηλίνην εἰκόνα διὰ τῆς ἁμαρτίας μετημφιάσατο. 
257 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 12.4.5-8. 12.4.6: ἐν παρρησίᾳ δὲ τὸ τοῦ θεοῦ πρόσωπον βλέπων surpasses Moses’ 
experience of God in Ex. 18.23. For God’s creating activity in Gen. 1:26 Philo uses ποιεῖν (Opif. 74), for that in 
Gen. 2:7 πλασσεῖν (Opif. 134-135). 
258 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 12.4.8-9: (the protoplast) τῇ δοθείσῃ βοηθῷ πρὸς τοῦτο συγχρώμενος. Philo does not 
ignore the gendering of the human being in Gen. 1:27b (Opif. 76), Gregory clearly links gendering to the creation 
account of Gen. 2. 
259 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 12.4.10-13: οὐ πρότερον αὐτὴν ἔγνω, πρὶν ἐξορισθῆναι τοῦ παραδείσου καὶ πρὶν 
ἐκείνην ἀντὶ τῆς ἁμαρτίας, ἣν ἀπατηθεῖσα ἐξήμαρτε, τῇ τῶν ὠδίνων τιμωρίᾳ κατακριθῆναι. ET: my own. 
260 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 12.4.13-16. 
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and immortal nature’.261 Woman’s arrival on the scene initiates the fall of humanity, 
because of the pleasure (ἡδονὴ) of sexual intercourse. The serpent stands for 
pleasure and both serpent and pleasure are connected to deception.262 For Gregory, 
the Fall starts with pleasure (ἡδονὴ) which had been brought about by deception 
(ἀπάτη). Because of their consequent shame and fear, the protoplasts did not dare 
to face God any longer, trying to hide from Him under leaves. God then provided 
them with ‘dead skins’, preparing them for their exile in ‘this deadly and toilsome 
place (τὸ νοσῶδες τοῦτο καὶ ἐπίπονον χωρίον)’, the location of marriage and 
death.263  

I do not have any clear-cut answers to the following problems raised by Gregory’s 
text. A point of discussion is whether Gregory is alluding to a dual creation: a first 
creation of the soul as the image of God, followed by a second postlapsarian, clay 
body, which coincides with the garments of skin.264 My arguments in favour of the 
human being as embodied soul in paradise, at least in a later stage, are twofold. The 
female gender of the helper is hard to imagine without corporeality. Also, the 
association of ἡδονὴ with sexual intercourse is important throughout Vrgt. and a 
physical body is presumed for sexual intercourse.265 However, the notion that sexual 

 
261 Philo, Opif. 135:  τὸν ἄνθρωπον θνητῆς καὶ ἀθανάτου φύσεως εἶναι μεθόριον. Cf. Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 
14.1.8: virgins as borderline between death and life (τι μεθόριον θανάτου καὶ ζωῆς ἑαυτοὺς στήσαντες). 
262 Philo, Opif. 134-135 (first and second creation compared); 151-152 (woman); 157 (serpent); 155; 165 (deceit < 
Gen. 3:13b). 151: the desire for sexual intercourse ‘gave rise to bodily pleasure, which is the starting-point of 
wicked and law-breaking deeds, and on its account they exchange the life of immortality for the life of mortality 
and misfortune.’ 161: ‘Certainly the first intercourse of the male with the female has pleasure as its guide.’ ET: 
Runia, Philo, 87, 90.  
263 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 12.4.16-23.  
264 Aubineau, in SC 119, p. 154: In Vrgt. Gregory presumes that prelapsarian human beings were of an angelic 
nature and became embodied only after the Fall. Gregory did not yet reflect on dual creation or the origin of 
sexuality. Jean Daniélou, ‘Les tuniques de peau chez Grégoire de Nysse’, in Ernst Wilhelm Benz, Gerhard Müller, 
and Winfried Zeller (eds.), Glaube, Geist, Geschichte (Leiden, 1967) 355-367: in Vrgt. Gregory still thought that 
tunics of the flesh were added to human nature, which is meant to be the image of God, an exilic incarnation caused 
by the Fall (p. 359). Johannes Zachhuber, Human Nature in Gregory of Nyssa. Philosophical Background and 
Theological Significance (VCS 46; Leiden, 1999) 180, 182: Origen’s equation of the fallen state with corporeality 
forms the background to the tunics of skin in Greg. Vrgt. 12. Teresa M. Shaw, The Burden of the Flesh. Fasting 
and Sexuality in early Christianity (Minneapolis, 1998) 188-89: dual creation in Vrgt. in accordance with that of 
Gregory Hom. opif.: first creation as image of God, second as ‘man of the earth’ Adam, who differed from the first 
creation in being gendered and mortal, with passion, taste, and sight. Cf. p. 189, n. 103: ‘Although one could 
understand him (Gregory, MH) to be arguing for a bodiless first creation, without taste or sight or biological 
corruption, he does not go that far.’ See also Boersma, Embodiment, 7, 13, 15, 48-49, 87, 102, 105, 108, 133-34: 
tunics of skin: the sexual, gendered, postlapsarian body. Kees identifies the dead skins in Gregory’s Vrgt. 12.4 as 
sexual intercourse. Reinhard Jakob Kees, Die Lehre von der Oikonomia Gottes in der Oratio Catechetica Gregors 
von Nyssa (VCS30: Leiden, 1995) 232-33 about Greg. Vrgt.12.4.2-4, 16-23. Lucas Francisco Mateo-Seco, ‘Tunics 
of Hide’, in Lucas F. Mateo-Seco, and Guilio Maspero (eds.), The Brill Dictionary of Gregory of Nyssa (Leiden, 
2010) 768-70 explains 12.4.2-3 ‘we now see the image of God hidden in the obscurity of the flesh’ in the context 
of baptism. ‘Tunics of hide’ in 12.4-13.1 would refer to mortality, the carnality of the body, not to the body itself.  
265 Pleasure (ἡδονὴ) as sex: Vrgt. 5.2-10, 19-20; 7.1.10; 8.31; 9.1-2; 20.3; 23.6. Shame (αἰσχύνη) in connection to 
sex: Vrgt.3.7.3; 12.4.18; 13.1.14; cf. Gen. 2:25 LXX: (Adam and Eve were naked, yet not ashamed). The pleasure 
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pleasure caused the Fall, as a Philonic remnant, is inconsistent both with Gregory’s 
explicit statement that the first sexual intercourse took place outside paradise and 
that sexual propagation was contrived to compensate for death.266 My view is that 
the paradisiacal body must have lacked the covering of dead hides, being immortal. 
According to Gregory, sexual intercourse or marriage persists as a punishment for 
both man and woman.267 Procreation is not so much about transmitting life as about 
the continuation of death.268 As marriage is considered to be the stage farthest 
removed from paradise, virginity initiates the return to paradise.269  

We must now turn to the allegorical reversal (13.1) of the aetiology of the descent 
from paradise (12.4).270 On the one hand, this spiritual ascent refutes Philo’s 
observation about the finality of the expulsion of human beings from paradise: 

 

He did not offer any hope of future return to a soul which was going 
incurably and irremediably astray, since the reason for the deception too 
was in no small measure blameworthy.271  

 

On the other hand, Gregory’s phases of the spiritual ascent closely follow Philo’s 
allegorically interpreted phases of descent from paradise in reverse order. Gregory’s 
description of the phase following the choice for virginity is ambivalent: the earthly 
misery from which human beings have to withdraw is reminiscent of how Philo 
interpreted the punishment of man in Gen. 3:17-18: the backbreaking tilling of the 
earth.272 Next, human beings have to undo themselves of the coverings of the flesh 
(τὰ τῆς σαρκὸς προκαλύμματα) or the tunics of skin (δερματίνοι χιτῶνες). While 

 
sought by Adam has opened the way to all other passions (4.5). I disagree with Abineau’s commentary that this 
does not imply a sexual notion (SC 119, 1966, p. 321, n. 5; pp. 420-421, n. 1). While the human being might 
experience pleasure in his contemplation of God, to Whose light the mind is akin (hapax συγγενές) (5.17), God’s 
incompatibility with pleasure (17.2) classifies pleasure as vice. Is the taste of evil in paradise (τοῦ πονηροῦ γεῦσις 
(13.1.20)) the experience of sexual intercourse (πείρα τῆς ἡδονῆς (8.30))? 
266  Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 12.4.10-13; 12.4.23. 
267 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 12.4.10-11 (sex); 14.3.8-9: (about the dissolution of marriage by the spouse’s death) 
‘the condemnation ordained from the beginning against the offenders has been undone’. 
268 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 13.3.1-2; 14.1.2-6.  
269 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 13.1.2-3, 6-9. 
270 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt, 12.4.15: παλινδρομήσασιν ἐπανελθεῖν ἐπὶ τὴν ἀρχαίαν μακαριότητα. The first word 
expresses the running back, the second can mean both return and ascent to the former bliss.  
271 Philo, Opif, 155: μηδ’ ἐλπίδα τῆς εἰσαῦθις ἐπανόδου δυσίατα καὶ ἀθεράπευτα πλημμελούσῃ ψυχῇ παρασχών,  
ἐπεὶ καὶ ἡ τῆς ἀπάτης πρόφασις ἐπίληπτος ἦν οὐ μετρίως. ET: Runia, Philo, p. 88.  
272  Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 13.1.9-10: τῆς περὶ τὴν γῆν ταλαιπωρίας ἀναχωρῆσαι, ᾗ ἐνιδρύνθη μετὰ τὴν  
ἁμαρτίαν ὁ ἄνθρωπος· Philo, Opif. 167 following the description of woman’s punishment: ὁ δ’ ἀνὴρ ἐν μέρει  
πόνους καὶ ταλαιπωρίας καὶ συνεχεῖς ἱδρῶτας ... ἡ γῆ.    
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the parallel in 12.4 associated the garments of skin with the present physical body 
as a result of the Fall, in 13.1 Gregory interprets these garments as an orientation of 
the mind. The undressing now refers to the mind’s turning away from the flesh, 
giving the qualification of hidden and shameful a sexual connotation. The male 
virgin is no longer overshadowed by the fig-tree of bitter273 life, no longer covered 
by life’s temporary leaves and thus able to fully concentrate on the pure good, 
unspoiled even by the wish to know of evil. While the nature of the deception that 
caused the Fall remains unclear in Gregory’s description of the descent, it takes 
shape at the ascent. The enlightened human being would not again be deceived into 
following the serpent’s advice based on the body’s senses instead of following 
God’s commandment of completely ignoring evil.274 Philo makes the connection 
between the sensory attraction of the forbidden fruit and its function of providing 
the ability to distinguish good from evil in Gen. 3:5-6 more explicit and invests it 
with causality.275 For Gregory, judgements based on the senses are obstacles that 
prevent spiritual ascent.276 The experience of the ultimate goal of being eternally 
with God passes far beyond the senses.277 This bliss is not visualized in terms of the 
paradise of Genesis, but as the paradise of Paul’s ascent into heaven mentioned in 2 
Cor. 12:4.278 The perception is visible here that in their abstinence from marriage, 
virgins already partake of the angelic life and imitate the purity of the bodiless 
beings in this life.279 Virginity, the utmost good for the soul, is an image of the future 
bliss which refers to the former paradisiacal happiness.280  

Gregory’s mentions of the importance of bodily virginity are rare. Bodily virginity 
assists human beings in pursuing the goal for which they have been created, their 
approach to God.281 Gregory acknowledges that the soul’s impassibility is more 

 
273 Cf. Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 11.4.13-15: Bitterness is linked to foul-smelling carnality. 
274 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 13.1.11-19. 12.2.18 (humankind deceived); 12.4.12 (woman sins by being deceived); 
12.4.17 (pleasure); 13.1.17 (deceptive power of serpent, i.e. bodily senses disappeared). Cf. Philo who also qualifies 
the serpent as ἰοβόλος (Opif. 156). 
275 Philo, Opif. 156: fruit: ‘highly attractive to behold and most pleasant to taste, and moreover … extremely 
advantageous for enabling one to discern what is good and what is evil.’ Translation Runia, Philo, p. 88. Opif. 165-
166: pleasure deceives the ruling intellect via the senses.  
276 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 13.1.17 (senses); 18.4.19-21. The forbidden fruit is not mentioned but alluded to in the 
positive sense of the fruit of Mary’s virginity (Vrgt. 14.1.26) that terminates death’s power or the virginal human 
being who, already in this life, picks the unmixed good (13.1.26) or the goods of the resurrection (14.4.14). 
277 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 13.1.27-30: μετὰ τοῦ θεοῦ εἶναι μόνου καὶ ταύτην ἄπαυστον ἔχειν καὶ διηνεκῆ  
τὴν τρυφὴν without a mixture of beauty with its opposite. Cf. paradise: 12.4.7-8: not yet judging beauty by taste or 
sight, ἀλλὰ μόνον «τοῦ κυρίου κατατρυφῶν». Metaphoric visio dei e.g. 11.6.9; 12.4.6.    
278 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 13.1.1-34. Shaw, Burden of the Flesh, 193-95. 
279 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 14.4.13-20. 
280 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 14.4.22-24 (supreme good); 14.4.3-6 (future bliss); 12.4.16 (paradisiacal bliss).  
281 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. Prol.1.22-24; 4.9.1-3: virginity as co-operator and helpmate; 20.1.9-10: virginity as co-
operator and protector of the interior, spiritual marriage with Christ; 14.4.19-21: protection of the imitation of the 
purity of incorporeal beings. 
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important than bodily purity and that virginity is not limited to the body.282 Yet, 
bodily virginity is crucial in order to distance oneself from contact with passionate, 
fleshly existence, especially from affinity with one’s own body.283 Bodily virginity 
enables persons to maintain the resemblance to themselves by erecting a wall 
between themselves and the senses or passions, thus avoiding pollution.284 Virginity 
is the foundation for a virtuous life and is capable of divinizing human beings.285 
The loss of virginity is irreversible, a sad event that Gregory illustrates with his own 
example. This loss places the human being in another existential order, as it were.286 

 

Ambrose’s De Institutione Virginis 

The veiling prayer that concludes Inst. succinctly describes the rationale behind Inst. 
The Fall can be considered to have been advantageous for us, as it evoked the divine 
gift that was necessary for our redemption. God born of the Virgin Mary on the one 
hand was the means of redemption, on the other hand was the best way to make 
virginity attractive to humanity. By God’s grace we see the holy virgins living the 
angelic life now on earth that we once lost in paradise.287 Ambrose starts the passage 
that interests us most, Inst. 3.16-4.29, with the question whether it is justified to 
blame woman for the Fall, considering how much grace she has found in ‘the 
miserable weakness of the human condition’.288 Ambrose uses the delay of God’s 
approval of the creation of human beings compared to the rest of creation in Genesis 
to raise the crucial issue of human ontology. The criterion on which God bases his 
approval of the irrational animals is their outer appearance (species, natiuitas). 
Human’s outer appearance, the body, is inferior to what really makes up the human 
essence: the invisible soul. Two paradigms are fused: the Platonic hierarchy of soul 
and body (Inst. 3.17) and that of Gen. 3:21: the soul covered and hidden as it were 
by the wrap of the body (Inst. 3.18). The soul or mind (mens, sensus, affectus) is 
identified as ‘the image and resemblance of God’ (Gen. 1:26). Ambrose’s 

 
282 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 5.1-31 (impassibility); 15.1.3-12; 18.5.1-4 (virginity not limited to body).  
283 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 4.8.5-15; 20.3.5-7.  
284 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 18.5.10-11; 21.1.1-13 (wall).  
285 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 18.1.27-35 (foundation); 1.20-24 (deification ‘in a way’). 
286 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 3.1.1-35. I disagree with Mark Hart’s view that Gregory’s regret at the loss of his 
virginity or his exposition on the burdens of marriage are ironic. Mark D. Hart, ‘Reconciliation of Body and Soul: 
Gregory of Nyssa’s Deeper Theology of Marriage’, Theological Studies 51 (1990) 450-78. Gregory seems to have 
found a way to resolve his regret at the loss of his virginity as he finishes his treatise (Vrgt.23.7.10-44) with words 
like: ‘Don’t conclude that once you have sinned, you can no longer pursue the purest life’, meaning crucifixion to 
the world, mortification of the flesh and the gift of the inner man.  
287 Ambrose, Inst. 17.104. Christ already initiates virginity as a redemptive way of life: Virg. 1.1.4; 1.5.21; 2.4.24.  
288 Ambrose, Inst. 3.16: … in misera conditionis humanae fragilitate, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 122. 
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interpretation of Gen. 1:26 here is dynamic: human beings have to live up to the fact 
that they were created according to God’s image and likeness by living virtuously, 
and so God has to adjourn his approval of men or women until the moment of their 
death.  

While in this argument man at the moment of creation is merged with the 
postlapsarian present human being, Ambrose returns to Genesis for his last 
argument on God’s delayed approval. Humankind (hominum genus) is not 
deserving of God’s praise until the ‘female gender is added to the male one’.289 This 
argument is the first benefit mentioned which woman yields to man. Before we 
continue to discuss this argument, we must reflect on the choices Ambrose made in 
his interpretation of the narrative of creation. Human beings have been created as 
soul and body, but, though Ambrose advocates esteem for the body, only the soul 
can qualify as ‘image of God’. In passing, Ambrose mentions in Vrgt. that the soul 
is ungendered.290 The dual character of creation in this passage is the addition of 
female to the human being who was created male, in order to complete humankind 
according to God’s purpose (sententia). Just as with soul-body, man-woman is a 
hierarchical relationship: woman is created as man’s helpmate (Gen. 2:18).291 
Initially, Eve is not named, but is referred to as ‘woman’ (mulier). Later, Ambrose 
uses the argument that the fact that Eve is called a woman is an indication of her 
gender, not of her loss of virginity in paradise. Thus, he tries to defend Mary’s post-
partum virginity against Bishop Bonosus’ argument that Mary lost her virginity 
after giving birth, because she was called a woman at the wedding at Cana (John 
2:4). Adam and Eve, who was formed out of Adam’s rib, only had sex after they 
had been expelled from paradise.292  

Now we return to the various arguments Ambrose adduces to rehabilitate Eve. 
While the bodies of man and woman are both made of clay, their coming into 
existence differs. Man was made out of unformed clay, while woman was formed 
out of man’s formed, and thus superior, clay.293 While the creation of woman is 
described in terms of Gen. 2, Ambrose explicitly says that woman is the image of 
God when he discusses her innate physical attractiveness. Man is exhorted to focus 

 
289 Ambrose, Inst. 3.17-22. 3.22: confirmat utique bonum esse hominum genus, si uirili sexui femineus sexus 
accedat, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 126. Cf. the start of this passage 3.16: Accusamus … femineum sexum quod erroris 
causam inuexerit, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 122.   
290 Ambrose, Inst. 3.17: ex animo constet et corpore; 3.19: nemo … se despiciat quasi uilem, nec contuitu corporis 
sese aestimet; Vrgt. 15.93: anima sexum non habet, in SAEMO 14.2, pp. 124, 74. 
291 Ambrose, Inst. 3.22. 
292 Ambrose, Inst. 5.35-36. The first time Eve is named: Inst. 5.32. 
293 Ambrose, Inst. 3.23. 
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more on woman’s inner beauty than on the attraction of her body.294 Ambrose 
acknowledges woman’s responsibility for the Fall, but then excuses her at the 
expense of man with regard to nature, disobedience, admission of guilt and 
punishment. Woman is by nature the weakest link in the chain that links serpent (a 
cunning evil angel) – man – woman. Ambrose’s a fortiori argument is that if man 
could not resist temptation by his inferior, woman, how could woman have resisted 
temptation by the serpent, who was far superior to her in cunning? Man’s guilt 
acquits woman.295 If man could not keep a commandment given by God, how could 
woman obey an order received from man? While man blames woman for the Fall, 
woman pleads guilty to being seduced by the serpent and thus protects man instead 
of getting even with him. Man is exonerated in woman’s confession of guilt and in 
woman’s submission to her sentence.296 Man’s punishment for his participation in 
the Fall is mortality: ‘You are earth (terra) and to earth you shall go’ (Gen. 3:19). 
Woman’s punishment, ‘You will give birth to children in sadness, you will desire 
your husband and he will rule over you’ (Gen. 3:16) is interpreted as a positive, life-
bringing thing.297 In Gen. 3, between the passing of the sentence by God and the 
provision of the garments of skin, Adam named woman Life, as she was the mother 
of all future generations of human beings.  

Ambrose deepens and broadens this perspective through the interpretation of Gen. 
2:24 in Eph. 5:31-32: the natural desire for sexual union between man and woman 
refers to the union of Christ and the Church. Not only mortal life, but also eternal 
life is in a way rooted in Eve, because her propagation led to Mary and the 
Church.298 Man profits from woman’s willingness to endure her punishment of 
painful delivery.299 Also, man must follow the example of woman: she daily 
observes fasting to atone for having once eaten from what was forbidden.300 Then 
Ambrose transforms the imagery of Eve who fasts and is reformed into the virgin 
Eve. Once, she lacked self-control, now she is in control and abstains from having 
offspring. She surpasses Sarah in bringing forth (spiritual) children. Both the new 
Eve and Sarah give birth with joy and are heard by their husbands. Still, the 
submission of woman to man remains, not as part of the sentence, but as a natural 

 
294 Ambrose, Inst. 4.30. Again, the image of God is connected to virtuous behaviour. 
295 Ambrose, Inst. 4.25. 
296 Ambrose, Inst. 4.26-29. 4.29: man is addressed: Habes ... et culpae absolutionem in confessione et sententiae in 
exsecutione, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 130. 
297 Ambrose, Inst .4.26. 
298 Ambrose, Inst. 4.24. Gen. 3.20 LXX reads Life (ζωή), Vulg. Heua.  
299 Ambrose, Inst. 4:29. Woman is the first benefactor: she is saved through childbearing (1 Tim. 2:15). 
300 Ambrose, Inst. 4.31. 
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phenomenon. The description of the position of the virgin as ‘not excluded from 
paradise, but carried off to heaven’ is very similar to Gregory of Nyssa’s views.301 
The whole rehabilitation of Eve is only a prelude to the crux of the matter: Mary’s 
virginity and its incentive to attract virgins. Eve lost her virginity outside paradise, 
then conceived, and gave birth.302 Mary who gave birth to God without losing her 
virginity is the absolute acme any gender could hope to reach. Christ chose Mary’s 
virginal womb into which to descend, thus calling many to virginity.303 The prelude 
comes to a kind of closure in Miriam, whose name refers to the ‘bitterness of the 
human weakness’ which Christ’s arrival has sweetened.304 Then Ambrose’s real 
objective starts: the refutation of Bonosus’ rejection of Mary’s post-partum 
virginity.305 

In the pericope following the initial text (Exh. 6. 36), written a year after Inst., 
Ambrose, through the widow Juliana, exhorts men and women to become virgins 
and thus to return to prelapsarian paradise. Men should become Adam before his 
sin, women should become Eve before she swallowed the deceitful poison of the 
serpent. Before they stumbled by treachery, they had no reason to be ashamed. 
Marriage after the expulsion from paradise brought about shame and two 
contradictory sons.306 Also in Inst. 3.16, virginity is said to free both sexes from 
blame. In general, however, Ambrose writes his virginity treatises predominantly 
with female virginity in mind, while Gregory alludes to male virginity.307  

 
301 Ambrose, Inst. 5.32: Ueni, Eua, iam sobria; ueni Eua, etsi in te aliquando intemperans, sed iam in prole ieiuna. 
Ueni, Eua, iam talis, ut non de paradiso excludaris, sed rapiaris ad caelum. Ueni, Eua, iam Sara, ...Sis te licet uiro 
subdita, quia esse te decet, cito tamen soluisti sententiam, ut uir te audire iubeatur, in SAEMO 14.2, pp. 132, 134. 
Cf. Exh. 7.49: heaven and paradise (Luke 23:43) are the locations where Christ presently resides. Gori, SAEMO 
14.2, p. 133, n. 55: Ambrose uses rapere ad caelum always in connection to the heavenly ascent of a virgin.     
302 Ambrose, Inst. 5.36; Exh.6.36. 
303 Ambrose, Inst. 5.33: ..quantum proficit sexus qui Christum, salua tamen uirginitate, generauit! Ueni ergo, Eua, 
iam Maria, quae nobis non solum uirginitatis incentiuum attulit, sed etiam deum intulit. ...de caelo uas sibi hoc per 
quod descenderet Christus elegit ... Per unam descendit, sed multas uocauit, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 134; 5.35: Egregia 
igitur Maria, by her virginity and an example for all to become virgin. 5.39: The dead have been resurrected before, 
aided by Elijah and Elisha, but never before and never in the future will a virgin give birth.  
304 Ambrose, Inst. 5.34: Uenit ... dominus in amaritudinem fragilitatis humanae, ut conditionis amaritudo 
dulcesceret, in SAEMO 14.2, p. 136. The bitterness is caused by sin and is related to the flesh. Cf. Inst. 3.16. Gregory 
of Nyssa, Vrgt. 11.4.13-15.  
305 Ambrose, Inst. 5,35-8.51; 8.57-9.62: refutation of Bonosus. 
306 Ambrose, Exh. 6.36: ..illum Adam qui fuit ante peccatum, illam Euam quae fuit antequam lubricum serpentis 
hauriret uenenum, priusquam eius supplantarentur insidiis, quando non habebant quo confunderentur. Nam utique 
nunc, licet bona coniugia, tamen habent quod inter se ipsi coniuges erubescant. Tales ergo estote, filii, quales 
Adam et Eua in paradiso fuerunt, de quibus scriptum est, quod posteaquam de paradiso est eiectus Adam, cognouit 
Euam uxorem suam, et illa concepit, in SAEMO 14.2, pp. 226, 228. Gen. 2:24b Vulg.: they will be one flesh. (25) 
Adam and Eve were naked et non erubescebant. 
307 Notwithstanding Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 20.4.36-42: the souls of men and women can equally participate in a 
spiritual marriage with Christ.    
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Conclusion 

In accordance with Kelly’s observation, Gregory in his virginity treatise from 372 
interprets the Genesis narrative of creation and the Fall to explain our present fallen 
situation and to find a way out of this vale of tears. He describes the ‘descent’ out 
of paradise as an aetiology of our present condition, and spiritual ascent in terms of 
an allegorization of the stages of the descent in reverse, with the choice for virginity 
as the turning point. Although the goal of the ascent is no longer called paradise but 
heaven, the content of the experience is the same: to be with God. Virginity is 
visualized as semi-realized eschatology. Ambrose claims the same status for the 
virgin in his virginity treatise Inst., twenty years after Gregory’s: not excluded from 
paradise, but carried off to heaven. Ambrose’s interest in the Genesis narrative 
differs from Kelly’s observation: he wants to rehabilitate Eve in order to defend 
Mary’s virginity. 

Neither Gregory, nor Ambrose manages to solve the problem of the relationship 
between the soul as image of God (Gen. 1:26-27) and the body of clay (Gen. 2:7). 
Gregory is ambivalent with regard to the prelapsarian physicality of the human 
being in paradise. His prelapsarian protoplast seems to have been a soul, but the 
femininity of the helpmate he received indicates that a body must have been part of 
the first creation too. The references to Gen. 2:7 are close to the ‘garments of skin’ 
in relation to the Fall, and woman is introduced as necessary for the Fall to occur. 
Eve is never named, demonstrating Gregory’s lack of interest in women in this 
treatise. Freedom of choice as the main criterion of similarity between God and His 
image, the human being, identifies the human being, not God as the creator of evil. 
The inconsistencies in Gregory’s interpretation of Gen. 1-3 are explained as a result 
of his reliance on Philo’s De Opificio Mundi. Especially the ambiguity with regard 
to the meaning of the pleasure and deception that caused the Fall benefits from 
Philo’s interpretation. The strong suggestion here that this refers to sexual 
intercourse would be another argument in favour of the existence of the human body 
in paradise, but clashes with Gregory’s statement that the first sexual intercourse 
took place outside paradise. According to Ambrose in Inst., God intended human 
ontology to be a composite of an ungendered soul and a gendered body. The true 
essence to which the human being returns in virginity is the soul as the image of 
God, which raises the question what the initial use of this bleak appendage, the body, 
could have been. Ambrose does not address this question, however, but defends 
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woman to the best of his ability, even using the natural inferiority with which she is 
created to her advantage. Man’s punishment for the Fall is mortality, woman’s is 
procreation. While Gregory considered procreation as the passing on of death to be 
a real punishment that could be ended by virginity, Ambrose saw not only its 
benefit, but also its necessity within salvation history. Woman’s mortal procreation 
(from which man benefits) resulted in Mary and the Church as providers of eternal 
life. Playing off Adam’s mortality against Eve’s fertility, Ambrose anticipates 
Mary’s conception. In Inst. 3.16-4.29, the woman who is cleansed from sin in a 
virginal life and who thus imitates Mary is called Eve.  

Both Ambrose and Gregory visualize life in paradise as gendered, virginal and 
immortal. Ambrose locates sexual intercourse outside paradise, as does Gregory as 
far as his explicit statement is concerned. But Gregory also seems to suggest that 
the first sexual intercourse caused the Fall. Ambrose did not explicitly agree with 
Gregory that marriage is the farthest form of alienation from God. For both, virginity 
corrects the Fall. The refence to a return to paradise alludes to virginal life as the 
life of the angels or incorporeal beings. 

 

3. Virginity and Christology 

 

Gregory of Nyssa’s De Virginitate 2.1-3 

For Gregory in his Vrgt., virginity is a distinguishing characteristic of the three 
persons of the Trinity. Virginity is in the Father, because He begets his Son without 
passion. Gregory calls the interconnection between fatherhood and virginity 
‘contrary to expectation’ (παράδοξος). His use of this same term for the Son’s 
virginity possibly indicates the double meaning of ‘γέννησις αὐτοῦ’ as referring to 
the Son (‘the only begotten God’, ὁ μονογενὴς Θεὸς) either being generated pure 
and without passion, or as himself generating purely and without passion. Christ 
would then generate immortality, i.e. virginity in human beings. The Holy Spirit is 
qualified as virginal because of his inherent and incorruptible purity.308 More so, by 
its apathy, virginity as an independent entity belongs by nature and choice to the 

 
 308 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 2.1.1-11. 2.1.5-8: 
Τῷ δὲ μονογενεῖ θεῷ τῷ τῆς ἀφθαρσίας χορηγῷ συγκαταλαμβάνεται, ὁμοῦ τῷ καθαρῷ καὶ ἀπαθεῖ τῆς γεννήσεως 
αὐτοῦ συνεκλάμψασα· καὶ πάλιν τὸ ἴσον παράδοξον υἱὸς διὰ παρθενίας νοούμενος, in SC 119, pp. 262, 264.   
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heavenly realm.309 Virginity mediates between God and the human being.310 
Virginity is God’s hand stretched out to humankind to raise it up from its 
postlapsarian condition to purity.311 In his love for humankind, God has given 
virginity to ‘those of flesh and blood’, subject to passions, in order to enable it to 
participate in purity. In his virginal incarnation (ἐνανθρώπησις) Christ demonstrates 
that people can only receive God by becoming estranged from fleshly passion. Just 
as ‘the fullness of God’ (Col. 2:9) entered Mary physically, thus God lives 
spiritually in the virginal soul.312 In a certain sense, virginity divinizes.313  

 

Ambrose’s Christology in his Virginity Treatises 

For both Gregory and Ambrose, Mary is the mother of God, because Christ is 
God.314 When arguing that Christ is the initiator of virginity, Ambrose describes 
Christ as the one whose flesh did not decompose, whose divinity did not experience 
pollution. His nature is divine and eternal, his birth from a virgin is for our benefit.315 
Ambrose’s argument in Virg. 1.3.11 is very similar to Gregory’s reasoning as it was 
just described. The supernatural virtue of virginity moved down from the Father to 
earth, ‘after God had descended in these limbs of the terrestrial body. Then the 
virgin conceived in her womb and the Word became flesh in order that the flesh 
could become God.’316 Ambrose refers here to the divinization of the human body 
in virginity.317 In his incarnation, Christ brought about the contubernium of his 
divinity and his stainless body and thus enables the virgins to be a future kind of 
being (futurum genus) because they offer an immaculate body. In our first text Exh. 
6.35, Ambrose uses contubernium for marriage, where it has the character of 

 
309 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 2.1.11-24; 2.3.1-3 (virginity dancing in heaven).  
310 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 2.3.4-10. 
311 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 2.2.9. 
312 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 2.2.5-25. 
313 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 1.20-24. 
314 Gregory of Nyssa, Vrgt. 14.1.24; 19.6. Ambrose, Virg. 2.2.7. 
315 Ambrose, Virg. 1.5.21: … auctorem ... immaculatum dei filium, cuius caro non uidit corruptionem, diuinitas 
non est experta contagionem ... Christus ... a patre quidem natus ante saecula, sed ex uirgine natus ob saecula. 
Illud naturae suae, hoc nostrae utilitatis, in SAEMO 14.1, pp. 122, 124. Divinization of Christ’s flesh: Vrgt. 11.62: 
Christ’s buried flesh neither decayed nor did it smell of death, but it rose with the scent of an eternal, vigorous 
flower; 19.129: Christ’s flesh did not know (uidit) corruption, ... being incorruptible he remained immune to 
corruption (corruptionem incorruptus exclusit); 20.134: the body assumed by God during the incarnation is 
divinized (ut assumptio corporis ad ius diuinitatis assumentis ascita, in nomen transiret auctoris). 
316 Ambrose, Virg. 1.3.11: postquam deus in haec terreni corporis membra descendit? Tunc in utero uirgo concepit 
et uerbum caro factum est, ut caro fieret deus, in SAEMO 14.1, p. 112. 
317 Brian Dunkle, ‘Beyond Carnal Cogitations. Deification in Ambrose of Milan’, in Jared Ortiz (ed.), Deification 
in the Latin West (Washington, D.C., 2019) 132-152; p. 141. Vs. Gori, SAEMO 14.1, p. 113, n. 50, who believes 
that the flesh is restricted to Christ’s humanity. 
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mixture in sexual intercourse. It could refer here to the divinization of Christ’s flesh, 
followed by that of virginal flesh. Contubernium can also be translated as 
cohabitation, which would accord with Ambrose’s view that Christ’s human and 
divine nature are separate.318 In Virg. 1.8.46, Ambrose clarifies the identity of the 
virgin’s lover, Christ, as an interpretation of S. of S. 5:10: ‘My brother is white and 
red’. The colours supposedly refer to the mystery of Christ’s innate divinity (white) 
and of his adopted embodiment (red).’319 In Virg., Ambrose made up somewhat for 
his underestimation of Christ’s humanity by acknowledging that Christ had taken 
up a body of pain, had felt human emotions and had suffered.320 

In Inst., Ambrose contributes to the contemporary theological debate about Mary’s 
perpetual virginity, desirous as he is to guarantee Christ’s unsoiled humanity in 
which God resides. The monk Jovinian had defended the view that Mary’s hymen 
was broken at the moment she gave birth to Christ. Ambrose’s defence of Mary’s 
in partu virginity led to a more physical visualization of virginity. When Christ left 
Mary’s body, he did not break Mary’s genital barrier of virginity (genitalia 
uirginitatis claustra non soluit), he left her partition of shame undefiled 
(intemeratum septum pudoris), her seals of virginity intact (inuiolata integritatis 
signacula).321 In Ambrose’s prayer for the consecration of virgins, he refers to 
physical virginity in terms resembling those he used for Mary: apart from mastery 
over her own womb (uas), the preservation of the barriers of chastity (claustria 
pudicitiae), the seals and later the wall of truth (signacula ueritatis, ueritatis 
murum), the partition of shame (septum pudoris).322 Ambrose’s explanation a year 
later, in our initial text Exh. 6.35 of the disaster that is the virgin’s loss of virginity, 
does not apply to Mary. The virgins would damage their own true selves, their 
identity as the image of God or soul (though Ambrose does not formulate it thus). 
Mary’s position is of a different order: the interest of her ‘own true self’ is 
insignificant compared to the fruit of her womb and the salvation of humankind. In 

 
318 Ambrose, Virg. 1.3.13 …after Christ’s coming into this body, he brought together the cohabitation/mixture of 
divinity and body without any stain of earthly confusion (contubernium diuinitatis et corporis sine ulla concretae 
confusionis labe), then developed in human bodies a way of heavenly life, which spread all over the world. This, 
the angels … declared to be the future generation (futurum genus) characterized by its offering of its service to the 
Lord in the obsequiousness of an immaculate body, in SAEMO 14.1, pp. 116, 118, ET: my own. Ambrose’s use of 
contubernium diuinitatis is unique, as four out of six occurrences for contubernium corporis are Ambrose’s and the 
other two are post-Ambrosian (a query in Library of Latin Texts http://clt.brepolis.net.access.authkb.kb.nl).  
319 Ambrose, Virg. 1.8.46: Decet . ut plene noueris, uirgo, quem diligis atque omne in eo et ingenitae diuinitatis et 
adsumptae mysterium incorporationis agnoscas. Candidus ..., quia patris splendor, rubeus, quia partus est uirginis. 
Color in eo fulget et rutilat utriusque naturae, in SAEMO 14.1, p. 146. 
320 Ambrose, Virg. 1.8.47; 3.5.21-22. 
321 Ambrose, Inst. 8.52. 
322 Ambrose, Inst. 17.111-112. 

http://clt.brepolis.net.access.authkb.kb.nl/
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this respect, Eve is equally unique: her sin set salvation history in motion, a sin 
which only could be repaired in Mary. 

 

Conclusion 

Gregory extols virginity by elevating it into the Trinity. Thus, virginity restores the 
relation between God and humanity. This is brought about by God physically 
entering Mary, thus enabling the virgins to be appropriated by God spiritually. 
Gregory here uses the rare word divinization. By and large, Ambrose follows 
Gregory’s reasoning in Virg., but even here he shows more interest in Christ and the 
embodiment of his divine nature, though he is still ambivalent about whether the 
divine and human natures were mixed or separated in Christ. Ambrose thus confirms 
the contemporary interest in Christology that Brian Daley detected, as was pointed 
out in the introduction. While Gregory had mentioned Mary as the mother of God 
and virginal prototype, she became pivotal in Ambrose’s later virginity treatises. 
For Ambrose, Mary’s permanent virginity guaranteed that God only had contact 
with an unsoiled body during Christ’s incarnation. Ambrose’s reaction to the 
contemporary topic of Mary’s in partu virginity evoked a more physical expression 
of female virginity. The terminology was generalized to deter virgins from losing 
their virginity. The virgins follow Mary in a spiritual sense in pregnancy and in 
giving birth,323 but Mary’s role in salvation history is inevitable and one-of-a-kind, 
a transformation of Eve. 

 

4. General Conclusion 

 

In a passage from his last virginity treatise, Exh. 6.35, Ambrose is boldly specific 
about the physicality of virginity, when he explains what is at stake for female 
virgins when they lose their virginity. This passage led to a discussion of the idea 
that virginity is a means of preserving a person’s true self, and of how this is related 
to the body. In Exh. 6.36 Ambrose points to prelapsarian man and woman as the 
ideal to which the virgin must aspire. Twenty years earlier, Gregory had already 
discussed these same topics.  

 
323 Ambrose, Inst. 17.109. 
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In his Vrgt. 12-14, Gregory of Nyssa argues that the choice to lead a virginal life 
reverses the estrangement of the human being from God that is caused by the Fall. 
However, the aetiological retracing of the stages of the Fall is not an exact mirror 
image of the metaphorically interpreted phases of spiritual ascent that follow 
virginity. The virgin’s goal is Paul’s heaven and not the prelapsarian Adam’s 
paradise, but both have in common that the human being delights in God’s presence. 
Gregory seems to struggle with the body and its gendering while describing the 
creation of the human being. He cannot wholeheartedly declare that he believes that 
the image of God is restricted to the soul (Gen. 1), but leaves the matter unresolved. 
Inconsistencies in Gregory’s discourse, such as on dual creation, and sexual 
intercourse as cause of the Fall, perhaps betray subliminal influences from Philo’s 
Opif. The human body is associated with clay (Gen. 2) and is, just like gendering 
(Gen. 2), somehow connected to the Fall. Emphasis on freedom of choice as the 
main similarity between God and the human being (God’s image) makes the human 
being responsible for the Fall, but implicitly also for his recovery in virginity. While 
man’s Fall is described in terms that have a sexual connotation, Gregory assures his 
readers when he introduces woman that sex occurred only outside paradise. 
Woman’s guilt is related to her punishment of painful labour. Procreation, qualified 
as transmitting death, punishes both genders. To remain oneself in virginity is to 
distance oneself from the bodily senses and passions. While Gregory is not 
interested in Eve, who remains anonymous in his virginity treatise, Ambrose gives 
a central position to the rehabilitation of woman in his defence of the perpetual 
virginity of Mary. In Inst. 3.16-4.29 Ambrose describes the human being created 
according to God’s intention as consisting of the ungendered soul, the image of God 
(Gen. 1), and a gendered body, with the body subjected to the soul and woman to 
man. Thus, woman’s inferiority to man is natural, and is not part of woman’s 
punishment. The body is made from clay, woman’s body is made out of man’s 
formed clay (Gen. 2). Man and woman did not have sex in paradise. Though woman 
is responsible for the Fall, she is partly exculpated by mitigating factors that are 
unfavourable to man with regard to nature, disobedience, admission of guilt. Man’s 
punishment of mortality as a return to earthliness is contrasted with woman’s life-
giving punishment of procreation. Woman’s generation of mortal life results in 
Mary and the Church, who provide eternal life. Man benefits from the fact that 
woman bears her punishment, and he should follow her example. Eve developed 
into Mary, who gave virginity its supreme appeal. Ambrose’s contention that the 
virgin is not excluded from paradise, but elevated to heaven, is reminiscent of 
Gregory’s Vrgt. 12-14. 
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Ambrose’s Virg. (377) resembles Gregory’s Vrgt. (372) a lot in his description of 
virginity as an entity in heaven, given by God to raise humankind from its present 
condition after God’s incarnation in Mary as the prototype for Christ’s spiritual 
appropriation of the virgin. Both emphasize Christ’s divinity and call Mary ‘mother 
of God’. Ambrose differs from Gregory in his focus on Christ. Gregory 
demonstrates the superior status of virginity by placing it in the heart of the Trinity 
as a relational attribute of each of its persons. Although Christ plays a more 
prominent role than the Trinity in Ambrose’s Virg., Ambrose’s thinking about how 
Christ’s divine nature relates to his human nature or body has not come to a 
resolution yet, affirming Daley’s observation about the popularity of Christology at 
the time. Christ’s divinization of the flesh is not limited to his own flesh, but also 
encompasses virginal flesh. The term contubernium seems to refer to mixture, but 
Ambrose also argues that both natures are separate. In order to guarantee that the 
flesh that God assumed was undefiled, Ambrose in Inst. defended Mary’s in partu 
virginity in terms that indicate that Christ did not break her hymen during his birth. 
Ambrose uses a similar physical terminology in his prayer for the consecration of 
virgins, a preeminent mystagogical instrument, but referring there to the virgin’s 
virginity which must be kept intact. Inst. was an important means of transition to 
the very physical description of virginity in Exh. 6.35, both in its rehabilitation of 
Eve and in the physical terms used to defend Mary’s permanent virginity to ensure 
Christ’s corporeal purity.   

If the goal of mystagogy is to open up the mystes to the presence of the divine by 
transcending this-worldly, fallen reality and the corresponding perception of 
oneself, the exhortation to virginity as the start of inner transformation that appears 
in the virginity treatises by Gregory of Nyssa and Ambrose of Milan complies with 
this definition. Neither Gregory in his exploration of 372 nor Ambrose in the 
development of his ideas in his virginity treatises written between 377 and 394, is 
communicating a ‘static and monolithic block’ of dogma to their ‘mystes’ when 
they argue that the pre-eminence of virginity is connected with creation and the Fall 
and with Christology.324 

 

 

 
324 The term is used with another connotation by Van Geest, ‘Studying the Mystagogy of the Fathers’, 16. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

COMMUNITY IN TRANSITION: AMBROSE’S DE VIRGINITATE AS 
TESTIMONY OF A HIERARCHICAL REVERSAL BETWEEN 

VIRGINS AND BISHOP 
 

 

Introduction325 

 

Neil McLynn points out the development of Ambrose’s “episcopal persona” 
between De Virginibus (Virg.) and De Virginitate (Virgt.). In Virgt. Ambrose 
presented himself as a fisherman like Peter.326 In Virg. (377), the first treatise in 
which Ambrose comes out to the world as a bishop after he acquired the episcopate 
in 374, he portrayed himself as a modest student of virginity. Scholars agree that 
Virgt. has been composed later than Virg., but there is no scholarly consensus as to 
whether it was written directly after Virg. or in the 380s.327 

The topic of this paper is Ambrose’s episcopal self-assertion in Virgt. in relation to 
the virgins and the larger community of the Church. Metaphors for the Church in 
both Virg. and Virgt. are important indications of how Ambrose visualizes the 
hierarchical relationships within the Church. Also, metaphors for the virgins and the 
bishop are relevant. The metaphors and textual exegeses discussed in this paper can 
not only be considered as reflecting the social relations within the ecclesiastical 
community, but also as directing them.  

The discussion will begin with Ambrose’s configuration of bishop, virgins and 
Church in Virg. He makes himself known as an inexperienced bishop, who cannot 
rule over the spiritually independent virgins (1-2). In Virg. Ambrose’s recruitment 
of virgins is largely implicit, as is his episcopal authority. His main device of 

 
325 I want to thank Michael S. Williams and Brian Dunkle for their comments on the first draft of this article. 
326 Neil McLynn, Ambrose of Milan. Church and Court in a Christian Capital (Berkely: University of California, 
1994) 64. McLynn refers here to Virgt. 16.105-20.135. Franco Gori (ed.), Sant’Ambrogio: Opere morali II: 
Verginità e Vedovanza, vol. 14, bk. 1, De virginibus, De viduis, and bk. 2, De virginitate, De institutione virginis, 
Exhortatio virginitatis, SAEMO (Milan: Biblioteca Ambrosiana, 1989). 
327 McLynn, Ambrose, 64: Virgt. dated directly after Virg. Gori, “Introduzione,” in SAEMO 14/1:69-70 bases his 
later dating on the affinities with De Isaac and Expositio Psalmi CXVIII. 
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recruitment is the elevation of the virginal ordo to angelic height by its identification 
with the supernatural virtue of virginity and the Church (3). With the metaphor of 
virgin mother for the Church, Ambrose lifts the virgins up, but degrades himself as 
student of virginity among the rest of the community (4). His authority as bishop 
elected by God is symbolized by the nuts of Aaron’s rod in Virgt. These nuts are the 
produce of the garden, metaphor of the Church. In this garden prominence has been 
assigned to Christians of different levels of spiritual development instead of 
exclusively to the virgin in Virg. (5). In Virgt. the bishop takes control over the life 
of virgins and mediates not only the virgin’s, but also every Christian’s way to 
Christ (6). Bishop Ambrose speaks in loco ecclesiae. The crucial role the apostles 
come to play in Virgt. will be demonstrated in the last three passages. In the first 
passage about the metaphor of heavenly Jerusalem for the Church, the openness of 
the Church is emphasized more than the importance of the apostles in the build-up 
of the Church (7). In Virgt.18.119-20.135, several themes come together. From the 
ship, a metaphor for the Church, Peter fishes Stephen by hook and the unbelievers 
by net in Ambrose’s exposition. Ambrose identifies with both Stephen and Peter. 
For Ambrose, the hook represents being elected by God for an ecclesiastical 
function (Stephan as deacon, Ambrose as bishop), but more so for martyrdom. 
Peter’s fishing for converts by nets inspired Ambrose’s episcopal fishing for virgins. 
Both hook and net are labelled doctrina (8). The bishop as successor of the apostles 
and the subjugation of the virgins and the rest of the ecclesiastical community to the 
doctrinal authority of the bishop are most explicit in Virgt. 3.14-4.24 about the 
virgins and apostles at Christ’s grave (9). 

 

1) Ambrose’s acknowledged inexperience with virginity in Virg. 

 

In Virg. Ambrose apologizes for his inexperience, both as bishop and as practitioner 
of virginal life. Ambrose’s display of his inadequacy illustrates his dependence on 
God’s grace for the fulfilment of his office.328 After an episcopate of less than three 
years, he is still a worldly man.329 He has undertaken the task of writing a treatise 
about virginity thus: “like a slave, I will praise the family of the Lord”, i.e. the 

 
328 Ambrose, Virg. 1.1.1-4; 2.1.2; 2.6.39. McLynn, Ambrose, 60 about Virg.: “Ambrose hesitates to claim any 
authority over the virgins”. Cf. Virgt. 20.133 (Peter’s humble position). Partly, Ambrose’s modesty is a rhetorical 
device. 
329 Ambrose, Virg. 1.1.3; 2.6.39 (the only time in Virg. Ambrose calls himself bishop). 
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virgins.330 In the introduction to Virg. 2, Ambrose points out that this book should 
be about educating the virgins, but that he is incapable of doing this, because a 
teacher should be superior to his students. Besides, the virgins already have the 
authority of a martyr to instruct them how to lead a virginal life. The episcopal status 
of this martyr, Cyprian of Carthage, remains unmentioned.331 Ambrose only 
adduces attractive examples of martyred virgins to show his sympathy for the 
virgins who requested him to write about virginity.332 Unlike Origen and Cyprian of 
Carthage, Ambrose upgrades virginity to the rank of martyrdom.333 

 

2) The spiritual independence of the Virg. virgin 

 

In Virg., the virgins’ spiritual independence is still a praiseworthy quality. Virg.’s 
exemplary virgins have an unmediated relationship with God. Mary might go to 
church with her parents, but she is self-taught in religion.334 A woman (mulier) is 
subjected to a man, but the virgin, the martyred Theodora in this case, resides 
directly under Christ.335 Also Ambrose’s sister, Marcellina, is said to be her own 
teacher in virginity. Ambrose explains his sister’s ascetic self-sufficiency as a 
heritable quality. This heritage goes back to a common martyred “ancestress”, 
Soteris, and so Ambrose implies he also has inherited this ascetical quality.336 This 
inherited virtuousness qualifies him for the episcopal office.337 

 

 

 
330 Ambrose, Virg. 1.1.4 (SAEMO 14/1:104): “quasi servus domini familiam praedicabo.” 
331 Yves-Marie Duval, “Originalité du De Virginibus dans le mouvement ascétique occidental Ambroise, Cyprien, 
Athanase,” in Yves-Marie Duval (ed.), Ambroise de Milan: XVIe centenaire de son élection épiscopale: dix études, 
(Paris: Études augustiniennes, 1974) 9-66: this martyr is Cyprian of Carthage (22-23).  
332 Ambrose, Virg. 2.1.1-4. 
333 Ambrose, Virg. 1.3.10: virginity is the main (principalis) virtue. Virginity is not praiseworthy, because it is 
found in martyrs, but because it makes martyrs. Katrin Pietzner, “Ordnung durch Geschlecht? Cyprian, die 
Jungfrauen und die christliche Gemeinde von Karthago,“ in Elke Hartmann, Udo Hartmann, and Katrin Pietzner 
(eds.), Geschlechterdefinitionen und Geschlechtergrenzen in der Antike (Stuttgart: Steiner, 2007) 133-152: Cyprian 
regulates virginal ordo (136); virgins ranked lower than martyrs (138,141). Origen developed the same hierarchy 
(141, n. 44). 
334 Ambrose, Virg. 2.2.9-10. 
335 Ambrose, Virg. 2.4.29. 
336 Ambrose, Virg. 3.7.37-38.  
337 Ambrose, Virg. 2.1.2.  
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3) Recruitment of virgins in Virg. and Virgt. 

 

In Virg. Ambrose mentions “a fertile troop (agmen) of chastity”, a group of 
independent virgins who lived together in a community at Bologna, provided for 
their own livelihood, and actively recruited other virgins. Their active propaganda 
for virginity seems to contradict the reticent, subservient, domestic behaviour 
Ambrose usually advocates for virgins.338 Ambrose himself, however, is the main 
recruiter in writing Virg. He attempts to make virginal life attractive for potential 
virgins, their parents, and the rest of the community by strongly identifying 
virginity, the virgin, and the virgin Church and elevating this cluster above this-
worldly reality.339 Ambrose declares to have written Virg. 2 on demand of virgins, 
whom he specifically addresses.340 Here, he is most explicit about his flattering 
tactic of persuasion to a virginal life.341  

In Virgt., Ambrose explicitly states that recruitment and support for virginity is his 
episcopal task.342 In Virgt. 19.121-129, the virgins are exhorted to be caught by the 
apostolic nets.343 Yet, Ambrose’s initial interpretation of the nets is applicable to all 
Christians. In 20.130 Ambrose asks the community for their prayer for his fishing 
in the deep, characterized by the “tempests and gales of this world”. The people 
(plebs) caught are qualified as immaculate.344 The expertise of his fellow bishop 
from Bologna “at this kind of fishing” refers to recruiting virgins. The virgins are 
the ones addressed in 20.131 (filiae, vos). Their characterization as troop (agmen) 

 
338 Ambrose, Virg. 1.10.60-61. In Ambrose’s Milan, virgins continued to live at home (e.g. Virg. 1.7.32), but in 
Virgt. 7.39 apart from the safe custody of the mother, the assiduity of the companions is mentioned as a factor 
Ambrose takes into account to judge whether a girl is old enough to be veiled. 
339 Supernatural nature of virginity: Virg. 1.3.11; 1.5.20-22; of virgins: 1.3.13; 1.5.20-22; 1.6.24. Identification: 
1.5.22: “Christ is the groom of the virgin and, if it can be said, of the virginal chastity.” The virgin then is explained 
as the Church. 1.5.23: “Let’s descend from the mother to the daughters. About virgins ...”; 1.6.30: virgin, 1.6.31: 
Church. Parents: Virg. 1.7.32-35; 1.11.62-64; women: 1.9.55; widows: 1.10.57-59; community: 1.2.5. 
340 Ambrose, Virg. 2.1.3 (asked by virgins); 2.6.39. Virg. 2.2.18: beatae virgines; 2.4.26: virgines, virgines dei; 
2.4.27; 2.6.39: sanctae virgines.  
341 Ambrose, Virg. 2.6.39-42; 2.1.4-5. Virg. 3 is written with the experienced virgin Marcellina in mind: 3.1.1: soror 
sancta; 3.3.13: virgo dei, tu; 3.4.15: tu; 3.4.16: tu, virgo veterana; 3.4.17: et tu, tuis hortis; 3.7.32: soror sancta; 
3.7.37: soror.  
342 Ambrose, Virgt. 5.26. 
343 Ambrose, Virgt. 19.121: filiae; 127: filia, ... te; 128: tu, te , tibi; 129: mireris.  
344 Amborse, Virgt. 20.130: “tempestates et procellae mundi huius.” Cf. Sacr. 3.1.3: the neophyte is exhorted to 
imitate the fish in staying within the tumultuous sea of the world without drowning in it. Also the regenerative 
function of the baptismal water (regenero) seems to be transformed in this text to the apostolic support for the 
virgins (vivifico: Virgt. 20.131). Joseph Schmitz, Ambrosius. De Sacramentis. De  Mysteriis, FC 3 (Freiburg im 
Breisgau: Herder, 1990).   
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reminds one of the characterization of the virgins from Bologna in Virg. Now we 
will examine the metaphor for the community, the Church, in Virg. 1. 

 

4) Metaphor for the Church in Virg. 1 

 

The virgin Church becomes wife and mother in her marriage with Christ. Her 
offspring is not limited to the virgins, but encompasses the ecclesiastical 
community.345 The virgin Church feeds us with her own milk. After Ambrose has 
explained the contradictory qualities of rock (hard, barren) and breasts (soft, fertile) 
from Jer 18:13-14 as referring to Christ, he reveals how the Church, “the virgin 
Jerusalem” is fed. She is nourished by and depends on the water from the sources 
of the Trinity: Christ’s (the rock’s) breasts, God’s brilliance and the streaming water 
of the Spirit.346 Later, the parturition of the virgin mother Church is identified as 
eschatological in the terms of Isaiah: its painlessness (66:7) and its abundance 
(54:1). The milk we are fed with is not from the Church’s body, but from the apostle 
(i.e. Paul).347 For participation in the Church’s wedding to Christ Ambrose 
distinguishes two levels: for the people the sacrament of baptism, for the individual 
soul the perfection after baptism in virginity.348  

While the Church functions as mother to the whole ecclesiastical community, she is 
especially responsible for the maintenance of the virgins’ virginity. Like a wall with 
tower-like breasts she protects the young virgins from worldly attacks. She is not 
the only protector of the virgins, though. Christ himself and the angels safeguard 
the virgins too.349 Apart from the identification of virginity – virgin – virgin Church, 
Ambrose brings about the elevation of virginal life by the equation with angelic life 

 
345 Ambrose, Virg. 1.5.22. Cf. Exh. 7.42 (SAEMO 14/2:232): At Easter, day of the universal celebration of the 
sacraments of baptism and the veiling of virgins, the Church gives birth to many sons and daughters without pain. 
This offspring is called “populus consecratus” (consecrated people). The unbaptized part of the ecclesiastical 
community probably is not included in Ambrose’s concept of Church.  
346 Ambrose, Virg. 1.5.22. Jer 18:13-14: Expositio Psalmi 118 17.32. 1 Cor 10:4: the baptized people drank from 
the spiritual Rock that accompanied them, Christ.  
347 Ambrose, Virg. 1.6.31. In Inst. 17.109 similar things are said, but now in regard to the individual virgin: she is 
pregnant by the Holy Spirit, and the immaculate offspring she gives birth to are named as faith, piety and the spirit 
of salvation. 
348 Ambrose, Virg. 1.6.31.  
349 Ambrose, Virg.1.8.49: wall, breasts, towers are a reinterpretation of Sg 8:10. Virg. 1.8.50: Christ; 1.8.51: angels. 
Cf. Virg. 2.6.43: the virgin builds towers of virtues (Sg 8.9) on the wall and thus deters her enemies.  
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in Virg. 1.350 While in Virg. Ambrose describes himself as a student of virginity, - a 
position he has in common with the rest of the ecclesiastical community -, in Virgt. 
the virgins are classified as a superior part of the community under the authority of 
bishop Ambrose.351 The passage about the fruiting of Aaron’s rod in Virgt. not only 
indicates Ambrose’s matured episcopal authority, but also a shift in the relationship 
bishop – virgins – Church.  

 

5) Aaron’s rod symbolizes Ambrose’s episcopal authority 

 

Given his controversial election, the budding of the rod of high priest Aaron as 
metaphor for Ambrose’s episcopal authority is significant. By this budding God re-
established Aaron’s high-priestly authority under threat by the rebellion of Korach, 
Dathan and Abiram who advocated the priesthood of all believers. In Virg., 
Ambrose uses the metaphor to indicate that God could easily make his episcopate 
flourish too.352 More so, this budding would imply God’s approval of Ambrose’s 
episcopate: it would make him a bishop elected by God. In Virgt. 16.98-99 Aaron’s 
rod flourishes. Ambrose identifies the fruit of Aaron’s rod with the crops of the nut 
tree garden of Sg 6.11 or the Church. Ambrose ascribes his episcopal productiveness 
to a virtus secreta, a secret power (Nm 17:8). Priestly grace and effort contribute to 
the growing of the nuts. The allusion to Jeremiah’s call by God is relevant in this 
context.353 The imagery of the nut tree garden (Sg 6.11) is replaced by that of the 
more intimate garden (Sg 5:1). Goal of the building-up of the Church is to attract 
Christ that he may eat the honey “collected from the flowers of different virtues, 
assembled by the harmonious effort of those bees who preach wisdom. The holy 

 
350 Angels: Virg. (18 times); Virgt. (14 times). Virginal life as angelic life: Virg. 1.3.11,13; 1.8.51-53 (1.8.52:) 
“Chastity has made angels. He who has preserved it, is an angel.” (1.8.53:) “Virgins have crossed from the world 
to heaven by means of chastity.” The future predicted in Mt 22:30; Mk 12:25 that in the resurrection we will become 
as the angels in heaven has become actualized on earth for virgins, according to Virgt. 6.27; Virg. 1.3.11; 1.8.52. 
351 Volker Leppin, “Das Bischofsmartyrium als Stellvertretung bei Cyprian von Karthago,” Zeitschrift für Antikes 
Christentum 4 (2000) 255-269 offers interesting similarities and differences in the changed self-conception of a 
bishop with regard to his ecclesiastical community. 
352 Ambrose, Virg. 1.1.2. Nm 16-17. Roger Gryson, ”Le thème du bâton d’Aaron dans l’oeuvre de saint Ambroise,” 
Revue des études augustiniennes 26 (1980) 29-44. Gryson claims that Ambrose’s entire episcopal theology is 
summarized in Aaron’s rod (29, 43-44), citing Virg. 1.1.2 (33) and Virgt. 16.98 (40). 
353 Ambrose, Virgt. 16.98: in the nut tree garden (6:11 LXX/ Masoretic = Sg 6:10 Vulg.) is the fruit of the reading 
of the prophets and the priestly grace. Gori, 14/2.79, n. 175 and Gryson, "Bâton d’Aaron,” 40 agree that profetica 
lectio alludes to Jer 1:11. 
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Church stores away (this honey) to be Christ’s food.”354 While in Virg. the bees 
were explicitly explained as the virgins355, in Virgt. the bishops might be 
characterised as bees which preach wisdom and regulate virtues within the Church. 
The diversity of the virtues by which the Church flourishes makes the Church a 
more inclusive community. This observation is reinforced by the next paragraph, 
where Christ is within everyone’s reach: “whether sick by bodily sins, nailed to 
worldly desire, still imperfect but progressing by serious meditation, or already 
perfected by many virtues”.356  

Aaron’s rod is a sign of Ambrose’s episcopal election by God, from its budding in 
Virg. to its nuts in Virgt. The merging of virgin and Church in Virg. 1 has been 
replaced by a similar merging of bishop and Church in Virgt.16.98. Ambrose’s 
Church in Virgt. is more inclusive than in Virg. This is partly due to the virgins’ 
losing their monopoly on Christian perfection, independent of episcopal authority. 

  

6) The virgins brought under control of the bishop in Virgt. 

 

In Virgt. Ambrose brings the independent virgins under the authority of the bishop, 
and thus incorporates them into the Church. In Virg. Ambrose presents the decision 
of the virgin Pelagia and her female martyred family to sacrifice their lives rather 
than to lose their virginity as a personal one, without any mention of ecclesiastical 
involvement. In Virgt. Ambrose reasons that if virgins were prepared to die for their 
virginity, a bishop must defend the sacrifice of their virginity, if necessary, with his 
own life.357 In Virgt. the bishop replaces the virgin in his ambition for martyrdom. 
Defending his episcopal right to prevent consecrated virgins’ marrying, Ambrose 
identifies with John the Baptist’s criticism of Herod’s adultery with Herodias. 
Ambrose would be prepared to suffer a similar martyr’s death if thus he could 

 
354 Ambrose, Virgt. 16.98. Origen combined the same biblical texts and must have influenced Ambrose (cf. Gryson, 
“Bâton d’Aaron,” 31-32 for Origen). Gori, 14/1.86-88 shows Origen’s influence on this passage, but does not 
mention Gryson.  
355 Ambrose, Virg. 1.8.40. Note that in the analogy of the coordinated gathering of honey by the bees, the efforts of 
the virgins are praised without mentioning the Church.  
356 Ambrose, Virgt. 16.99: “So, we have everything in Christ. Let every soul approach Christ. Sive corporalibus 
aegra peccatis sive clavis quibusdam saecularis cupiditatis infixa sive imperfecta adhuc quidem, sed intenta tamen 
meditatione proficiens, sive multis aliqua sit iam perfecta virtutibus, each is in the Lord’s power and Christ is 
everything to us.” Virgt. 15.93: “Search for him, virgin, more correctly (immo), let’s all search for him.” 
357 Ambrose, Virg. 3.7.33-36. Virgt. 3.13: “potest esse patientia sacerdotum ut non vel morte oblata, si ita necesse 
est, integritatis sacrificium vindicetur.” 
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prevent the worldly marriage of a virgin married to Christ.358 It is his episcopal 
privilege to spread the seeds of virginity and to stimulate the pursuit of it.359 Whether 
a girl is old enough to become a consecrated virgin, is up to the bishop to decide.360 
In her search for Christ, the virgin or any of us cannot trace him in public spaces. 
The encounter with Christ is limited to the Church with its monopoly on the virtues 
of peace, justice, love, and faith.361 The most immediate answer to the question 
where Christ can be found is: “in the heart of a wise bishop, of course”.362 This 
portrays the bishop as the spokesman of the Church. In the intermediate Virgt. 
section, virgin and bishop are described as subservient to the Church: “Heed to the 
example of that Church, lest the guards will find us. The Church is not wounded in 
itself, but in us, daughters.”363 The virgins are exhorted to look for Christ where the 
Church looks for him: at the fragrant mountains, which stand for the virgins’ sweet 
aroma before God.364 It also is the Church that teaches how to hold on to Christ, 
when found.365 The Church, itself immaculate, warns the virgin about the danger of 
pollution.366 The Church is happy about the progress of our faith.367  

In these Virgt. examples, Ambrose implicitly refers to his episcopal self, when he 
speaks about the Church. In Virgt., Ambrose’s earlier identification in Virg. of the 
virgin with the Church, is replaced by that of the bishop with the Church. Ambrose 
gains control over the virgins. New metaphors are needed to express the 
identification of the bishop with the Church, such as heavenly Jerusalem and the 
ship.  

 

 

 

 

 
358 Ambrose, Virgt. 3.11-13; 5.24; 18.120: Ambrose’s martyrish aspiration; 2.7: children should be offered to God 
[as virgins], but they should not be strangulated (iugulari). 
359 Ambrose, Virgt. 5.26: “quod semper spectavit ad gratiam sacerdotum, iacere semina integritatis et virginitatis 
studia provocare.” 
360 Ambrose, Virgt. 7.39. 
361 Ambrose, Virgt. 8.46.  
362 Ambrose, Virgt. 9.50: “In pectore prudentis scilicet sacerdotis.” 
363 Ambrose, Virgt. 8.48: “Ergo caveamus exemplo ecclesiae illius, ne qui nos custodes inveniant, qui circumeunt 
civitatem: (citation Sg 5.7). Non in se, filiae; non, inquam, in se, filiae, sed in nobis ecclesia vulneratur.” 
364 Ambrose, Virgt. 9.49. 2 Cor 2:15 (scent of Christ pleasing to God).  
365 Ambrose, Virgt. 13.77.  
366 Ambrose, Virgt. 10.58. 
367 Ambrose, Virgt. 9.53.  
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7) Heavenly Jerusalem as metaphor for the Church in Virgt. 13.84-14.92 

 

Apostles, especially Peter, come to play a prominent role in Ambrose’s argument in 
Virgt.368 This will be illustrated in the discussion of the next three passages. In Virgt. 
13.84-14.92 the apostles are the builders of the Church allegorized as heavenly 
Jerusalem (Rv 21).369 This metaphor was evoked by Sg 5:7: the guards of the wall 
have taken away the cloak of the bride looking for her beloved. This would refer to 
the virgin’s as yet unsuccessful search for Christ.370 Ambrose is less concerned with 
the varying interpretation of the cloak (from the cover of the body or bodily action 
to philosophical or worldly wisdom) than with what is left after the undressing: “the 
naked simplicity of the mind”. Only thus the human being is able to find God.371 
The composition of the wall of heavenly Jerusalem is important. The names of the 
patriarchs are on the opened gates, those of the apostles on the walls. The apostles 
are also the foundation of the city, held together by Christ, its cornerstone.372 It is 
gradually revealed that the twelve angels at the open gates (Rv 21:12) are the 
watchmen of the wall (Sg 5:7) of heavenly Jerusalem.373 Christ as cornerstone (Eph 
2:20) introduces the topic of integration into heavenly Jerusalem. The virgins have 
already been told that their uncommon chastity qualifies them for entrance.374 Not 
only the virgins however, but also the righteous with an immaculate chastity of soul 
can become “fellow citizens of the saints and members of the household of God.”375 
Existence within heavenly Jerusalem is described as “entered by faith and precious 

 
368 Cf. Virg., where “apostle” is referred to eight times: seven references introduce biblical texts by Paul and one 
mentions the basilica of Saint Peter in Rome. 
369 Ambrose gives a somewhat different elaboration of this passage in De Isaac (391) 6.53b-56. Cf. Virg. 1.5.22: 
virgo Hierusalem (Jer 18:13-14) interpreted as the Church. 
370 Ambrose, Virgt. 13.84.  
371 Ambrose, Virgt. 14.88 (body). 14.92: “nuda mentis simplicitas”, the cloak of bodily action and philosophical 
and worldly wisdom is removed by the watchmen as precondition to search and see God. Cf. Virgt. 8.48: The cloak 
of wisdom worn by Christ, the apostles and the virgins has a positive connotation. The watchmen of the wall would 
take away this cloak, if the virgin did not follow the Church.  
372 Ambrose, Virgt. 14.87. Note that the role of apostles is more important than in Rv 21:12,14. The apostles as 
foundation also appear in Eph 2:20, from which Christ as corner stone is borrowed. 
373 Ambrose, Virgt. 14.85-87 mentions the watchmen as prelude to introduce the theme of the watchmen’s angelic 
character in 88-92: heavenly city (85) and its walls (86-87). Virgt. 14.88: “How then, are those watchmen who take 
away the cloak of the chaste soul angels?” 14.89: “He who looks for Christ in his bedroom” or at public places, or 
wherever, “could encounter the angels guarding the city of God.” 14.90: the heavenly nature of the watchmen. 
14.91: angels, i.e. the unmentioned watchmen; the wounding of the arrived person. 14.92: the watchmen, after the 
wounding, take away the cloak. 
374 Ambrose, Virgt. 14.85. Rv 21:27: nothing impure enters the heavenly city. Cf. Exh. 5.28: “Virgin is the Church 
… Virgin is the daughter of Zion. Virgin is the city of heavenly Jerusalem, in which nothing ordinary, nothing 
impure enters.” 
375 Ambrose, Virgt. 14.87: “Ergo vos, sanctae virgines, et quicumque iusti estis et immaculatam animae geritis 
castitatem, cives sanctorum estis et domestici dei” (Eph 2:19). 
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acts, clarified by the light of the patriarchs, founded on the apostles, living among 
the angels.” And yet, within the enclosure of this city, the search for Christ 
continues.376 We only can reach this city spiritually and temporarily, but in the end 
this luminous city will descend to us.377 Even the young who roam the public places 
if incessantly in search for Christ, might have a chance.378 Because the city of God 
might spill through the open gates, there might be a judge who administers justice 
according to God’s law at the forum, and the participants of the Christian communal 
meal might be gathered in the streets.379 From the heavenly nature of these 
watchmen we meet, we come to understand the heavenly city.380 Not only the virgin, 
but everyone should follow Christ.381 This rare openness of the Church to the world 
illustrates once more that in Virgt. Ambrose reaches out to more groups than the 
ideal virgins to populate his Church with.  

 

8) Bishop Ambrose’s apostolic efficacy in Virgt. 16.105-20.135382 

 

While the main topic of Virgt. is the search for Christ by the virgin or the soul, 
Ambrose finishes this treatise with a reflection on the Christian community or the 
Church. His role as bishop in the construction of this community comes more into 
the open in this passage. Of the metaphorical representation of the three entities 
mentioned in Virgt. 18.119 (soul, virgin and Church), we will focus on the one for 
the community, the ship.383 “(T)he ship on which the apostles sail and Peter fishes 
is no ordinary ship, which is piloted into deep water, that is separated from the 
unbelievers.” Ambrose explains that this ship chosen by Christ to teach the masses 

 
376 Ambrose, Virgt. 14.87: “Sed tunc nobilitatem istam patriae possidebitis si Christum intra civitatis huius saepta 
quaeratis, ingressi per fidem actusque pretiosos, patriarcharum clarificati lumine, fundati super apostolos, 
versantes inter angelos.” 14.86: Christ is the only way to life in this city.  
377 Ambrose, Virgt. 14.86. Cf. Virgt. 10.59: Our feet standing in the gates (Ambrose: atrium) of Jerusalem in Ps 
122:2 must refer to the feet of the soul, because the bodily feet of the human being could not reach heaven.  
378 Ambrose, Virgt. 14.88. Yet, the Church has the monopoly on wisdom.  
379 Ambrose, Virgt. 14.89-90 Cf. 8.46, where Christ solely can be found in the Church, not in public places. 
380 Ambrose, Virgt. 14.90: “Quin etiam ex caelesti custodum natura caelestem intellegere possumus civitatem” 
Who looks for Christ reaches the angels. Ambrose ascribes angelic qualities to Christians functioning in worldly 
functions according to Christian ethics.  
381 Ambrose. Virgt. 15.93; 14.86.  
382 This passage goes back to a sermon held during the festival of Saint Peter and Saint Paul (Virgt. 16.105-106; 
19.125-126; 20.131), in which Ambrose accompanied by his fellow bishop Eusebius of Bologna (20.130) 
consecrated virgins. 
383 Ambrose, Virgt. 18.119: Christ as the driver of the chariot of the individual righteous soul (15.94-97; 17.108-
18.118), or as climbing the virgin’s mountain (cf. 9.49) or embarking on the ship of the Church. Cf. Virgt. 17.107: 
the virgin is compared to an anchored ship, undisturbed by the worldly waves. 
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(Lk 5:3-4) is the Church, “which sails well in this world with the sail attached to the 
Lord’s cross, blown full by the Holy Spirit.”384 Peter, earlier characterized as 
fundamental for the Church in his doctrinal authority385, is ordered to fish by means 
of nets or a hook from this ship. In Mt 17:24-27, at Christ’s instigation, Peter uses 
a hook to catch a fish in whose mouth is found a coin to pay the tax owed. Ambrose 
links this text to Christ’s prediction that Peter will be a fisher of men (Lk 5:10). 
Peter’s spiritual fishing by the hook of his teaching (doctrinae hamus) reels Stephen 
as the first martyr out of the world.386 Stephen’s martyrdom is connected to Mt 17:27 
in that the treasure in his mouth was his preaching about Christ, but Stephen is also 
described as containing census Christi inside his body, which might imply that 
Christ asks something in return for the wealth given.387 This sacrifice of oneself in 
a martyr’s death is called the treasure of the Church. Peter, the fishing bishop, had 
caught Stephen in the ecclesiastical function of “minister of the altar” or deacon.388 
Ambrose distinguishes being caught by a hook from being caught by nets. The hook 
qualifies the elected individual, the martyr, while the nets are meant for the masses. 
Ambrose’s wish to swallow the hook refers to both his election as bishop and his 
wished-for martyrdom.389 While in Virg. virgins are depicted as able to reimburse 
the debt owed to Christ for his death at the cross in blood, in Virgt. they are exhorted 
to live a life worthy of Christ’s sacrifice.390 Now, it is the bishop who is prepared to 
shed his blood on behalf of the community.  

 
384 Ambrose, Virgt. 18.119: “navem in qua aut apostoli navigant aut piscatur Petrus; nec enim vilis est navis quae 
ducitur in altum, hoc est ab incredulis separatur. Cur enim navis eligitur in qua Christus sedeat, turba doceatur, 
nisi quia navis ecclesia est, quae pleno dominicae crucis velo sancti spiritus flatu in hoc bene navigat mundo?”  
385 Ambrose, Virgt. 16.105: Petrus ... in quo esset ecclesiae firmamentum et magisterium disciplinae. 
386 Ambrose, Virgt. 18.120. Hilary of Poitiers used doctrinae hamus (Comm. Mt. 17.13; SC 258) as the hook of 
teaching by which Peter as fisher of men drew the first martyr after Christ out of the world. Cf. Hilary Comm. Mt. 
17.12: fish’s os – viscera and Ambr.Virgt. 18.120: Stephen’s interiores – os. Jean Doignon, Hilaire de Poitiers, 
Sur Matthieu, Chap. 14-33, SC 258 (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1979). Hervé Savon, Saint Ambroise devant l’exégèse 
de Philon le juif Vol. 1 (Paris: Études augustiniennes, 1977) 273-283 about catching by nets or hook indicates that 
our passage is a rare positively meant example of catching by hook (281). Agnès Bastit-Kalinowska, ‘L’Impôt et 
le poisson. Une lecture patristique de la péricope de Matthieu 17,24-27’ in Benoit Gain, Pierre Jay, and Gerard 
Nauroy (eds.), Chartae Caritatis: Études de patristique et d’antiquité tardive en hommage à Yves-Marie Duval 
(Paris: Études augustiniennes, 2004) 145-156; specifically 151-153 about how Cyril of Alexandria, Origen, and 
Zeno of Verona use this passage.  
387 Ambrose, Virgt. 18.120. Christi in census Christi also could be interpreted as a genitive explicativus: Christ is 
the wealth. Confessing Christ as the treasure in Stephen’s mouth easily changes into “our” appropriation of the 
“Word of God”, i.e. Christ as our treasure. Cf. 19.125: Peter and Paul preach fides Christi from the inner treasury 
of their heart (ex intimo thesauro cordis). 
388 Peter as main character of our pericope represents the twelve apostles and the disciples who had chosen Stephen 
as one of seven disciples from the Hellenistic Jews for organizational tasks under this group (Acts 6:1-6). 
389 Ambrose, Virgt. 18.120: “Oh, if only I would be allowed to swallow that hook which would scorch my mouth 
and would give me salvation by a light wound.” (O si mihi liceret illum hamum vorare, qui adureret os meum et 
levi daret salutem vulnere.) Such a personal sigh with o si only appears once in Ambrose’s virginity treatises. An 
unfulfilled personal wish with utinam + subjunctive past tense is more common, e.g. Virgt. 5.25-26; Virg. 1.1.2-3. 
390 Ambrose, Virgt. 19.126-129; 1 Pt 1:18-19. 
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The virgins are exhorted to enter into the apostles’ net of spiritual wisdom and 
teaching (doctrina), the net of the kingdom of heavens (Mt 13:47), let out on God’s 
authority.391 Ambrose ranges the virgins amongst the masses. By classifying himself 
as worth belonging to the category caught by the hook, he places himself above the 
virginal ordo. Both hook and nets are characterized by doctrina. Ambrose continues 
with an exegesis of pushing out the boat into the deep water in order to catch more 
fish in Lk 5:4. He spiritualizes his initial explanation of a separation from the 
unbelievers on the mainland (18.119): the depth of the water is explained as the 
belief in Christ planted in the human heart, a depth not reached by the synagogue.392 
The synagogue, represented by Peter before his conversion, is associated with night, 
the Church with day. Peter and Paul now are day and proclaim day.393 Daily, Peter 
reenacts this scene of deep fishing in his continuing moral involvement in the 
ecclesiastical community. So does Paul.394 Ambrose wants his community to pray 
for his own apostolic, spiritual fishing. He hopes for as abundant a catch, with God’s 
help, as Peter had in Lk 5:6-7. The population targeted however, is different. While 
Peter aimed at converts in general, Ambrose fishes especially for virgins.395 Many 
churches (identified with the ships in Lk 5:7) already are crowded by virgins and 
God has sent an expert in this kind of fishing, the bishop of Bologna, to assist in 
recruitment.396 Peter and Paul will rejuvenate (vivificare) the troop of virgins 
Ambrose caught in the nets of their argument (disputatio).397 Ambrose then 
describes how Peter benefitted from his decision to follow Christ. Peter’s humble 
background demonstrates that the elevation of his life was not due to his own merits, 
but that it proves Christ worked through him.398 In the last two pericopes of this 
treatise, Ambrose discusses the transfiguration scene from Mt 17:1-8. The two 
fishers, referring to Peter and John, face the bringer and executor of the law, Moses 
and Elijah, by whom Christ is flanked.399 The main characters in this final part are 

 
391 Ambrose, Virgt. 19.121. Gérard Nauroy, Exégèse et création littéraire chez Ambroise de Milan : l’exemple du 
De Ioseph patriarcha, (Paris: Études augustiniennes, 2007) 161-162 explains Virgt. 18.120 as a combination of the 
eschatological fishing and selection in Mt 13:47-50 and Mt 17:27. 
392 Ambrose, Virgt. 19.122-125. 
393 Ambrose, Virgt. 19.125. Cf. Virgt. 14.85-87: heavenly Jerusalem’s eternal light.  
394 Ambrose, Virgt. 19.126.  
395 Ambrose, Virgt. 20.130: “immaculata plebs”; bishop of Bologna suited to this kind of fishing (“aptus ad hoc 
piscandi genus”); 20.131: the virginal troop (agmen) is collected in apostolic nets. 
396 Ambrose, Virgt. 20.130. In this pericope Ambrose compares himself implicitly to Peter by his wish that Lk 5:4 
will be applicable to him too. In 20.131, he is more explicit: “We do not use our nets, but those of the apostles.” 
397 Ambrose, Virgt. 20.131. 
398 Ambrose, Virgt. 20.132-133. 
399 Ambrose, Virgt. 20.134. 
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Peter and Moses.400 Moses here represents the ultimate example of heavenly 
ascent.401 Peter did not need to ascend to heaven, because he perceived God in the 
human body of the Son of God.402 Having observed that Moses already knew that 
God as creator implied both Father and Son, Ambrose cryptically adds “I do not yet 
know”. Ambrose seems to acknowledge that he did not yet have the familiarity with 
God Moses had nor the disregard for the world he ascribes to Peter.403  

In this passage, Ambrose identifies with Peter as a fishing bishop, though he aims 
to catch virgins rather than converts in his episcopal, doctrinal nets. The metaphor 
of the hook has the dual association of election as bishop and potential martyrdom. 
Ambrose thus places himself above the virgins. 

 

9) The apostles and the virgins at Christ’s grave in Virgt. 3.14-4.23 

 

In Virgt. 17.110, Ambrose observes that we cannot imitate God and so our best 
option is to imitate the apostles in their estrangement from the world.404 The apostles 
are aligned with “us”, the ecclesiastical community. Not as partners, but as students 
they followed Christ and the virgin is exhorted to be a student and follower of Christ 
too.405 The virgin here figures once more as the prototypical Christian, for whom 
Christ will pray as much as he prays for the apostles. The unity that Christ wants for 

 
400 This pericope starts at the end of 20.133, where the one “who has not been taught the law, but speaks about what 
is above the law”, as he has received it from the ultimate Lawgiver refers to Peter. The pericope and treatise ends 
with that God’s grace works in different virtues: “In him (ille), because he has described the world, in that one 
(iste), because he has disregarded the world (ignoravit).” Ille refers to Moses, iste to Peter. From the citation of Jn 
1:1 in 20.134 I do not conclude an allusion to the apostle John, cf. Virg. 1.3.11. In Virg. 1.3.12 Elijah’s virginity is 
rewarded: he is taken up to heaven (2 Kgs 2:11) and he appears with Christ at the transfiguration scene. He is called 
a precursor of Christ’s Second Coming. 
401 Cf. Savon, Saint Ambroise, 110-118: Ambrose was influenced by Philo in his high esteem for Moses. In his De 
Cain et Abel (1.2.7-9), Ambrose struggles with Moses’ semi-divine status in comparison to Christ, who in the end 
is superior to Moses. The transfiguration scene serves as a proof text (115). Carolus Schenkl, Sancti Ambrosii 
Opera. Ps.1, Exameron, De Paradiso, De Cain et Abel, De Noe, De Abraham, De Isaac, De Bono Mortis. CSEL 
32.1 (Vienna: Tempsky, 1897).   
402 Ambrose, Virgt. 20.134. Gori, 14/2.107, n. 247 interprets this phrase as referring to Christ’s divinized body. But 
cf. Virg. 1.3.11: “(T)he Word became flesh in order that the flesh would become God (verbum caro factum est, ut 
caro fieret deus)”, which could refer to human flesh in general. From Virgt. 20.135, Peter’s superiority over Moses 
might be concluded: “after the law the people has gone astray, after the gospel the people have come to believe.” 
403 Ambrose, Virgt. 20.135: “Et Moses quidem cum dicit: “Et dixit deus, et fecit deus”, patrem filiumque signavit: 
sed ille non ignorabat, ego adhuc ignorabam.” Also to Gori, 14/2.107, n. 249 Ambrose’s remark about himself 
comes as a surprise. He calls the whole passage incoherent and hard to grasp (n. 250). Disregard for the world: 
Virgt. 17.110 (apostles); Virg. 1.8.52 (virgins). 
404 Cf. Ambrose, Virg. 1.8.52: the virgins succeeded in this alienation. Both texts go back to Jn 17:14.  
405 Ambrose, Virgt. 17.110: “apostoli non quasi consortes sed quasi discipuli sequendo dominum ... Et tu esto 
Christi discipula, Christi aemula”. Note the chiastic positioned consortes – aemula (wife - female rival in love). 
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the Church in Jn 17:21, Ambrose interprets as unity in virtues, by which both the 
Church and the individual soul are able to ascend.406 Virginity as the preeminent 
virtue in Virg. is replaced by the supreme transcendent virtue of justice within every 
righteous soul’s reach in Virgt.407 

The equality between virgins and apostles suggested in Virgt. 17.110 is disqualified 
in the inserted passage 3.14-4.23.408 Ambrose’s interpretation of the gospel 
narratives about the resurrection expresses themes relevant to the community as a 
whole: spiritual integrity, the destructive role of doubt and the possibility of 
conversion. But there is more to this passage. At the beginning of Virgt. 3.14-4.23 
Ambrose expresses the message of the reading of that day as: the virgins deserved 
to see Christ’s resurrection before the apostles.409 His conclusion at the end, 
however, is the alignment of the bishop with the apostles and his control over the 
virginal ordo. Let us have a look at his exposition. He names the gospel’s women 
at Christ’s grave Mary and Mary Magdalene and qualifies them as virgins.410 
Ambrose thus strongly associates the Mary who “was the first to see and believe,” 
with Christ’s mother. She understood that Christ did not need a grave, because he 
had overcome death.411 The difference in reaction between the two virgins is the 
crux to Ambrose’s interpretation: Mary believes, but Mary Magdalene is still in 
doubt.412 Her doubt would explain why she was not yet able to touch Christ (Jn 
20:17).413 In Jn 20:11 Mary Magdalene stood crying outside the grave. Ambrose 
interprets both her crying and her position outside the grave as lack of faith. He 
opposes her to Peter and John, who ran, entered the grave, did not cry, and returned 
jubilant.414 Even the sight of the angels in the grave did not bring about faith in Mary 
Magdalene!  

 
406 Ambrose, Virgt. 17.110.  
407 Ambrose, Virg. 1.3.10: “amor integritatis ... principalis est virtus“ ; cf. Virgt. 6.29: “non mediocris ..virtutis”. 
Virgt. 18.115 : justice. 
408 Ambrose, Virgt. 3.13 is continued in 5.24. The insertion of 3.14-4.24a at this location might be explained by the 
previous connection between the disapproved crying of Jephthah’s daughter over her virginity and her lack of faith.  
409 Ambrose, Virgt. 3.14: “Considerate quia virgines prae apostolis resurrectionem domini videre meruerunt. Certe 
hoc docuit hodierna quae decursa est lectio”. The reading of Jn 20 is most probable. 
410 Women (Mk 16:8; Mt 28:5,8; Lk 24:1,11) entered the grave (Mk 16:5; Lk 24:3). Ambrose’s description of the 
women as Mary and Mary Magdalene is closest to Mt 28:1: Mary Magdalene and “the other Mary”. In Matthew’s 
version, the angel’s message takes away the necessity to enter the grave. In Jn 20 Mary Magdalene is the woman 
(20:15) who does not enter the grave, while Peter and John had entered the grave (20:6,8).  
411 Ambrose, Virgt. 3.14. Also 4.15: “lla ... tangit Christum quae fide tangit” refers to Christ’s mother. Ambrose’s 
exegesis is flexible: e.g. in Jn 20:8 it was John who “saw and believed”. 
412 Ambrose, Virgt. 3.14; 4.20. Cf. Lk 24:11,38; Mk 16:11.13: the apostles are the ones who doubt. 
413 Ambrose, Virgt. 4.15. 
414 Ambrose, Virgt. 4.16: Mary Magdalene cries, because she did not see Christ’s body and thought it was gone; 
4.17: the woman cries, because she is stuck in mortal conditions. Cf. Jn 20:3-10 (Peter and John’s race to the grave); 
Mt 28:8 (women return from the grave afraid, but filled with joy). 
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Then, Ambrose clarifies the angels’ words to Mary Magdalene, which are later 
repeated and thus authorized by Christ: “Woman, why do you cry? Whom are you 
looking for?”415 Christ’s qualification of Mary Magdalene as “woman” is connected 
to her crying and the distinction virgin/woman is raised to a spiritual level and thus 
becomes more relevant to the community in general.416 The virgin believes, the 
woman hesitates, but each could develop into a perfected man (vir perfectus) (Eph 
4:13) by faith. Ambrose clearly expresses the main theme of Virgt. here: “Believe 
and you will see [Christ]. Christ is present and he is never wanting to those who 
look for him”.417 When Ambrose comes to the last question – who is sought – he 
transcends the level of the narrative in a short exposition on Christology. The 
woman Magdalene errs when she thinks Christ would not be able to rise from the 
death by his own power. Ambrose actualizes the narrative when he observes that no 
one can take Christ away from his tomb or from his virgin’s heart or the hidden part 
of the pious mind.418 Ambrose combines Christ addressing Mary Magdalene by her 
name “Mary” (Jn 20:16) with her turning around (Jn 20:16) to him and allegorizes 
convertere. Mary refers to her renewal: she becomes Christ-bearing in a spiritual 
sense. Her reaction – she calls Christ “master” – is the start of conversion in 
progress. Attempts at improvement do not yet suffice to touch Christ (Jn 20:17).419  

In the closure of this pericope, Ambrose does not emphasize Christ’s sending the 
virgin to the apostles. The virgin’s entrance without tears implies her surrender to 
the monopoly of theological interpretation by bishops as modern successors of the 
apostles. The virgin delivers the message of Christ’s ascension to “my father and 
your father, my God and your God” (Jn 20:17), but she should leave the 
interpretation of that text to “the elected and most assiduous bishops”, “the more 
perfected ones”. Addressing the female messenger as “woman” Ambrose 
downgrades the angelic virgin of Virg. to a member of the ecclesiastical community 
in which God is at work. Ambrose refers to that community as “us” and so also 
includes the bishop in it.420 Rereading this passage, one finds that the pieces fit better 

 
415 Ambrose, Virgt. 4.16. Jn 20:13: angels ask why Mary Magdalene cries, 20:15: Jesus asks her the same question 
and adds whom she is looking for. 
416 Ambrose, Virgt. 4.15: virginity concerns both body and mind (mens). 4.20: When one does not believe, one is a 
woman; when one starts to be converted, one is called Mary, that is one receives the name of her who brought forth 
Christ; for it is the soul which spiritually brings forth Christ.  
417 Ambrose, Virgt. 4.17: “mulier, quae nutabat, quia iam virgo crediderat. ..Ploras, quia non vides Christum: 
crede, et videbis. Adest Christus, nec umquam iis a quibus quaeritur deest”.  
418 Ambrose, Virgt. 4.18-19. 
419 Ambrose, Virgt. 4.20-22.  
420 Ambrose, Virgt. 4.23: “Go to my brothers. What else would that mean than don’t cry outside anymore? Go to 
the elected and most assiduous bishops (ad electos et observantissimos sacerdotes) and tell them: (citation Jn 
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together. Ambrose’s mention of the differences between the details of the Gospel 
narratives about the resurrection, his distinction between literal and spiritual senses 
of Scripture (Virgt. 3.14), his Christological statements (4.18-19, 22-23), all support 
his doctrinal authority over all groups within the Church. Though virgins remain 
closest to Christ421, the awareness that virginity requires spiritual guidance makes 
emulation of it by the rest of the community easier. 

 

Conclusion and evaluation 

 

From the comparison of Virgt. with the earlier Virg. Ambrose’s episcopal self-
assertion has become more explicit and, the bishop has replaced the virginal ordo at 
the highest layer within the Church. Furthermore, this comparison shows that this 
new situation required other metaphors for the Church, and that these three aspects 
(virgin, bishop, Church) are linked. In Virg. Ambrose elevates the virginal ordo by 
its identification with the supernatural virtue of virginity and the Church, which is 
allegorized as virgin mother. Also, the virgins are said to partake in the angelic 
status during this life. Qualifying himself as an inexperienced bishop Ambrose 
positions himself almost amongst the community, in need of spiritual progress by 
virginity. He rather implicitly bases his episcopal authority on his genetically 
virginal disposition and on God’s endorsement of his episcopal election. The 
difference between his initially latent episcopal authority in Virg. and his later 
established authority in Virgt. Ambrose nicely expresses by the metaphor of Aaron’s 
budding and fruiting rod. The nuts of the rod attest to God’s approval for Ambrose’s 
episcopal efforts. The nuts are connected to the garden as metaphor for the Church. 
While in Virg. the bees are virgins and the honey is based on virginal virtuous 
behaviour, in Virgt. the bee is the bishop and the produce is gathered from virtues 
of Christians of different levels of spiritual development. This inclusive 
ecclesiastical community returns in heavenly Jerusalem as the metaphor for the 
Church. The virgins are its priority citizens, the apostles are its main builders. The 

 
20:17b). What else would that mean than do not speculate about this, woman? Surely ask the more perfect ones 
(perfectiores), they will tell you the difference between my Father and your Father.” Cf. 18.120: Peter is Dei 
perfectior. 
421 Ambrose, Virgt. 12.68: “And you, soul, one of the populace, one of the common people (Christ is not impressed 
by the distinctions of worldly honours...), definitely you one of the virgins, who illuminates the grace of your body 
by the brilliance of your mind (you are closer to him in comparison to the Church) (propior es quae ecclesiae 
compararis).” 
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openness of its gates comes as a surprise. The identification of the bishop with the 
apostles becomes explicit in the last two passages studied. The Church is in the first 
passage allegorized as the ship from which Peter fishes by hook and by nets. On the 
one hand, Ambrose wants to be caught by Peter’s hook, which stands for his 
episcopal election and coveted martyrdom. In Virgt. Ambrose strives for the 
position of exemplary martyr, held by the virgin in Virg. On the other hand, he 
identifies with Peter in his fishing by nets. The virgins are exhorted to enter the nets 
with the masses. Ambrose gradually transforms Peter’s fishing of converts by nets 
to his own fishing of virgins by nets. As fisher, Ambrose elevates himself above the 
fishes, i.e. virgins. Both hook and nets represent apostolic doctrine. As spokesman 
of the Church, Ambrose declares he controls virginal life in various ways in Virgt. 
His association of the bishop with the Church reminds one of that of the virgin with 
the Church in Virg. His claim to doctrinal authority as successor of the apostles 
manifests itself best in the passage inserted in Virgt. about the virgins and the 
apostles at Christ’s grave. The virgin Mary Magdalene is outrun by the apostles to 
the entrance of the grave. Contrary to the apostles, her conversion comes about very 
slowly. Ambrose preserves the biblical reporting of the resurrection to the apostles 
by the virgin. He then actualizes the biblical scene: the virgin should leave the 
doctrinal interpretation to the bishop. The bishop is on an equal footing to the 
apostles, the virgins depend with the rest of the ecclesiastical community on his 
authority for their spiritual growth. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

MISERICORDIA IN AMBROSE’S VIRGINITY TREATISES  
AND DE VIDUIS 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Aristotle’s analysis of how an orator could evoke the emotion of eleos in his 
audience (Rhetorica 2.8) is still relevant for human nature today with regard to the 
following two aspects. Firstly, one feels more pain at the sight of someone’s 
adversity (eleos) when this misfortune might befall oneself or one’s nearest and 
dearest. The more the person pitied resembles oneself, the more commiseration one 
has. Secondly, pity is aroused when the agony suffered is undeserved. This 
correspondence between merits and one’s condition refers to justice. Van der Horst 
characterizes the Greco-Roman classical attitude towards the poor as at best 
indifferent. At worst, one’s poverty was considered to be one’s own fault. A Greco-
Roman benefactor was driven by feelings of compassion towards family and 
friends, desire for acquiring public honour or the expectation of reciprocity. The 
gods did not love the poor.422 In the Old Testament God appears as a protector and 
rescuer of the poor and caring for one’s poor fellow human being is considered as a 
duty and a virtue. Christian charity would be rooted in the postbiblical Jewish 
conception of justice (tsedaqah) as charity: giving is the rich’s duty, receiving the 
poor’s right.423 Van der Horst does not grasp that here a new reciprocal exchange 
has come into existence between the giving Judeo-Christian benefactor, God and 
the receiving fellow human being.424 Anderson elaborates on this charity 
relationship in Tobit and Ben Sira (second century BCE).425 He provides an 

 
422 Pieter W. Van der Horst, ‘Organized Charity in the Ancient World: Pagan, Jewish, Christian’ in Yair Furstenberg 
(ed), Jewish and Christian Communal Identities in the Roman World, Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity, 94 
(Leiden, 2016) 116-33, 116-9; 120, 132 (indifferent). 
423 P.W. Van der Horst, ‘Organized Charity’, 120-2.  
424 P.W. Van der Horst, ‘Organized Charity’, 127: ‘That the Jewish ethos of non-reciprocity was shared by Jesus 
and his followers is clear from several passages in the New Testament.’ Luke 14:12-14 is adduced, though here a 
heavenly reward is promised to those who do charity towards the disadvantaged they are not acquainted with.  
425 Gary A. Anderson, Charity: The Place of the Poor in the Biblical Tradition (New Haven, 2013) 18. Anderson’s 
book systemized my earlier observations. I thank Brian Dunkle for drawing my attention to this book. 
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etymological development from the Greek term eleos to the Latin elemosina for 
almsgiving.426 Ambrose’s use of misericordia is only partly equivalent with 
elemosina. Pétré’s following observations, made more than eighty years ago, are 
valuable to this paper. Cicero might have translated eleos by misericordia, it is 
within Christianity that this classical emotion of compassion was taken from its 
rhetorical or philosophical context to refer to Christian action.427 Pétré differentiated 
between divine and human misericordia, a distinction which turned out to be 
fundamental for the study of Ambrose’s use of misericordia in his virginity treatises. 
God’s misericordia towards the human being refers to His leniency, his forgiveness. 
Human misericordia has become an activity too: charity to one’s destitute fellow 
human being.428 Pétré’s approach differs from the Ambrosian treatises studied in 
firstly its starting point of a penitent human being and secondly human misericordia 
as derived from God’s.429 Anderson rejects this model of ‘Deuteronomic retribution 
theology’ for his analysis of charity.430 Ambrose’s view of human beings in the 
treatises studied bears more resemblance to Anderson’s wronged righteous than to 
Pétré’s penitent human being.  

The main focus of this paper will be on how God and the human being interact 
within the range of misericordia in Ambrose’s virginity treatises. Does the meaning 
of misericordia in De Viduis (Vid.) (378) differ from that in the virginity treatises in 
the strict sense: De Virginibus (Virg.) (377), De Virginitate (Vrgt.) (around 380); 
De Institutione Virginis (Inst.) (393) and Exhortatio Virginitatis (Exh.) (394)?431 If 
so, why would this be when for Ambrose widows and virgins both belong to groups 
in need of protection432, and his exhortation to both groups to abstain from marriage 
resembles? Is the human being able to influence God’s misericordia? Does the 
human being gain from misericordia to his or her fellow human being? How are 
faith and justice related to misericordia?  

God’s misericordia will be the topic of the first part of this paper. In the first section 
of this part (1.a), Ambrose’s interpretation of God’s misericordia in the parent – 

 
426 G.A. Anderson, Charity, 42: Greek word eleemonsune for almsgiving in Greek texts of Jewish and Christian 
origin is based on eleos (mercy), with its Latin equivalent elemosina.  
427 Hélène Pétré, ‘Misericordia: histoire du mot et de l’idée du paganisme au christianisme’ Revue des Études 
latines 12 (1934) 376-89, 376-8, 387-8. 
428 H. Pétré, ‘Misericordia’, 380 (God), 382 (human being), 388 (both). 
429 H. Pétré, ‘Misericordia’, 379: Exod. 34:6; Luke  6:36; Matt. 5:7 are not used in Ambrose’s virginity treatises; p. 
380: ‘le thème de la miséricorde divine y est étroitement associé à celui de la pénitence chrétienne’.    
430 G.A. Anderson, Charity, 83, 108.  
431 Franco Gori (ed.), Sant’Ambrogio: Opere morali 2: Verginità e Vedovanza, Sancti Ambrosii Episcopi 
Mediolanensis Opera [= SAEMO] 14.1, 14,2 (Milan, 1989). 
432 Vrgt. 3.12 (Isa. 1:17; Ps. 67:6); 20.131. Vid. 2.13 (Isa. 1:17; Pss. 145:9; 131:15); 9.57 (Isa. 1:17).  
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child relationship expressed in Old Testament narrative will be considered in the 
context of the bishop’s opposition to his exhortation of virginity and his rejection of 
the parents’ marrying off their consecrated virgin daughter. The text discussed is 
Vrgt. 1.1-5.25.433 The second section of part 1 (1.b) will be concerned with the 
working of God’s misericordia with regard to an individual virginal martyr in Virg. 
2.4.22-2.5.38. 

The second part of the paper will discuss the inter-human charity in De Viduis. Here, 
misericordia is mentioned more frequently than in any other virginity treatise.434 In 
order to prevent widows from remarriage, Ambrose creates a self-definition for the 
widow as an independent person based on heroic mainly Old Testament widows. 
This perception by widows does not preclude their taking actively part in social 
relations and having societal functions. The widow is the centre of misericordia 
both as recipient and provider of charity.  

The third and last part of the paper contains reflections on the background of 
Ambrose’s treatment of misericordia with regard to justice and fides (faith, trust). 
Basically, the human being’s expectation to be rewarded for a virtuous life depends 
on his or her trust in God’s justice.435 This quid pro quo thinking dominates the 
virginity treatises, especially Vid. But, God transcends the human sense of justice.   

 

PART ONE: God’s misericordia 

 

Vrgt. 1.1-5.25: Parents - children 

 

At the beginning of Vrgt., Ambrose discusses three Old Testament narratives: 
Solomon’s judgment (1.1-1.3), and two cases of filicide: Jephthah and his daughter, 
and Abraham and Isaac (1.4-2.9).436 In the first narrative about Solomon’s 
judgment, misericordia with regard to the child about to be killed is related to 

 
433  The passage 3.14-5.24a will not be taken into consideration, as it is inserted later in our passage because of its 
association with crying – doubt we will discuss later. 
434 Number of times misericordia: Virg.:4; Vrgt.:3; Inst.:4; Exh.:2 ó Vid.:11. 
435 G.A. Anderson, Charity, 50, 84, 105-106, 110. H. Pétré, ‘Misericordia’, 386-7: Ambrose links Christian charity 
to the stoic virtue of justice, e.g. Ambr. In Ps.118 8.22: misericordia quidem iustitiae portio est, ut si velis donare 
pauperibus, haec misericordia iustitia est …      
436 1Kgs. 3:16-28; Judg. 11:31, 34-40; Gen. 22:1-14. 
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maternal love (maternus affectus). The mother prefers losing the child to a fake 
mother over its death. Ambrose allegorizes the two mothers who claim motherhood 
of the one child, as faith and temptation and the event as the discernment of truth 
from delusion.437 The relationship between human fides and God’s misericordia will 
be crucial in Ambrose’s comparison of the following two filicide narratives. The 
problem raised is why God intervened at Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac, providing a 
vicarious sacrificial lamb, but did not so in the case of Jephthah.438 One explanation 
is that as we should learn from the biblical examples, so Jephthah should have 
learned from Abraham’s example that God does not want human sacrifices. He 
should have trusted in God. Ambrose acknowledges Jephthah’s moral dilemma: 
either he sins by breaking his promise to God and does not sacrifice his daughter or 
he disregards God’s aversion to human sacrifices and his daughter’s reluctance to 
be sacrificed. God would have told Abraham that the relation to Him (religio) is 
more important than the well-being of one’s children. Yet, ‘children (filii) must be 
offered to God by parents, but must not be strangulated’.439 Another line of inquiry 
follows the question whether God is a respecter of persons, that is does he prefer 
Abraham to Jephthah? Ambrose denies this: God’s judgment is based on merits and 
virtues. And so, maybe (fortasse), one could conclude from a different outcome, 
different merits.440 Ambrose focusses on the reactions of the father and the child 
when they realize that a filicide is about to happen. Jephthah mourns for the 
forthcoming death of his daughter he has inflicted upon himself by his promise to 
God. The daughter cries, yet accepts being the victim of her father’s promise out of 
loyalty to him (pietas). She asks for a delay of the execution. Their attitude testifies 
of doubt about God’s compassion.441 How different is Abraham’s reaction to God’s 
order to sacrifice his child! He obeys God’s command immediately and little Isaac 
follows uncrying, without hesitation or delay. While in Vrgt. 1.1 the mother’s love 
for her child is called misericordia, Abraham’s ignoring his paternal love (parentis 
affectus) is considered praiseworthy. Ambrose concludes that the more one trusts in 

 
437 Vrgt. 1.1-3. 1.3: fides ó temptatio; veritas ó mendacium.  
438 Vrgt. 2.8. The passage about Jephthah and Abraham: 1.4-3.10. Vrgt. 16.100: woman healed from her 
hemorrhages by her trust (fides) in Christ (Luke 8:43-48). 
439 Vrgt. 2.6-8. 2.7: offerri a parentibus deo debere filios, non debere iugulari. 
440 Vrgt. 2.9: Aut fortasse quia non una forma meritorum, ideo non una forma factorum. Ambrose’s argument does 
not mention the different starting points of the filicide narratives: Jephthah’s quid pro quo relation with God and 
God testing Abraham. God’s preference (anteferre/praeferre) for the widow of Zarephath (Luke 4:25-26) is 
explained as exemplary for provoking virtue (Vid. 1.3-4; 3.14). God also prefers the poor widow who contributed 
out of her poverty (Luke 21:3-4; Vid. 5.27,29,31; Exh. 14.93). In both cases virtuous behaviour precedes God’s 
preference. Exh. 1.3: Christ nulli plus dedit, verum utrisque aequali mensura divisit.  
441 Vrgt. 2.9: Pater doluit, flevit filia: uterque de dei miseratione dubitavit. Miseratio: Virg. 2.4.30; Vrgt. 2.9 + de 
dei miseratione ambiguus. The daughter’s pietas: Vrgt. 2.5. See Virg. 1.7.34: (Isaac) victima paternae pietatis. 
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God (fides), the more merciful (misericordia) He will be.442 He reproaches his 
audience for accepting Jephthah’s sacrifice of his daughter, while it opposes a father 
sacrificing his daughter in perpetual virginity. Apart from an exhortation to this 
paternal sacrifice, Ambrose addresses fathers of consecrated virgins in order to 
prevent them from marrying these daughters off into a worldly marriage.443 In order 
to counter criticism from both these groups, I think Ambrose not only opposes 
Jephthah’s filicide to Abraham’s, but he also seeks an identification of the Christian 
fathers with Abraham and Jephthah. Their ‘filicide’ unto virginity, without taking 
into account the wish of the daughter to be sacrificed444, is encouraged, as it does 
not mean strangulation. The sacrifice of a virgin in consecration by her father might 
be compared to Abraham sacrificing Isaac, while the prohibition of a father’s 
annulling of the consecration of his daughter in order to marry her off bears an 
analogy to Jephthah’s obligation to fulfil his vow. Ambrose’s exhortation to 
virginity in general has become such a divisive issue between him and a 
considerable part of his community that he expresses his position as if he stands 
trial.445 The dispersion and defence of virginity, considered as his episcopal duty by 
Ambrose, is challenged.446 

 

Virg. 2.4.22-2.5.38: God – individual 

 

In Virg. 2.4.22-2.5.38 Ambrose tells about an exemplary Antiochene virgin who is 
faced with a choice by her prosecutors: either she rejects Christ or she loses her 
virginity in a brothel. She chooses the brothel, because losing one’s physical 
virginity is preferred to losing one’s spiritual virginity or renouncing the initiator of 
virginity, Christ. Her great example is Judith who put her devotion to God (religio) 
before her chastity.447 From the brothel she prays God to prevent her loss of 
virginity. She reminds God of his misericordia expressed in His rescuing acts in the 
past, such as leading the Israelites (‘Jews’) through the Red Sea (Exod. 14:21). More 

 
442 Vrgt. 2.9: Et ideo misericordia largior ubi fides promptior. 
443 Vrgt. 3.10-11; 5.26. 
444 Vrgt. 2.9b-10. The daughter dedicated to virginity by the father fulfils his promise ‘neither by inherited duty nor 
by her own will’ (nec hereditario munere nec propria voluntate). But: 5.26: Quibus licet sponsum eligere, non licet 
deum praeferre? The virgin who wanted to be consecrated against the wish of her family in Virg. 1.11.65 adduces 
her own argument: her family could never find a husband superior to Christ.  
445 Vrgt. 3.12-13; 5.24-25. 
446 Vrgt. 3.13b; 5.26. 
447 Virg. 2.4.24. 
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relevant is God’s protection of his temple against the contamination of his temple’s 
gifts by king Jeroboam (1Kgs. 13:4). Now the temple of her virginal body is under 
threat of sacrilege, God should come to her rescue.448 God’s punishment of the 
shrivelling of Jeroboam’s right hand after his sinful behaviour is undone by God’s 
misericordia following Jeroboam’s repentance.449 The virgin’s trust in God results 
in her being rescued by a Christian soldier.450 Of the virgin and the soldier is said 
that they were dissimilar in nature, but resembled in how they were rewarded by 
God’s compassion: both suffer a desired virginal martyr’s death.451  The vicarious 
sacrifice of the soldier’s life on behalf of the virgin is favourably compared to that 
of a Pythagorean friend for his friend. Ambrose’s comparison of the Christian act 
of misericordia with the pagan one gives an indication of the Christian view on this 
virtue. One of the differences is that the friends knew each other, while the soldier 
and the virgin did not. While the two Pythagoreans were male, one of the Christian 
duo was a female virgin, ‘who first had to overcome her gender’. For the 
Pythagorean friends the virtue of friendship between men was pivotal. The 
Christians’ motive was God.452 

When Ambrose discusses misericordia in Virg. and Vrgt., he refers to God’s mercy 
to deserving human beneficiaries. The other meaning of misericordia, charity, is 
incidentally mentioned with respect to virgins. Marcellina shares her poverty with 
the poor. A virginal community in Bologna dispenses its income to those in need.453 
In the virginity treatises in the strict sense, misericordia as charity appears for the 
first time in Inst. A catalogue of virginal virtues in the virginal consecration prayer 
is concluded with: ‘loyalty to one’s nearest, charity to the destitute and poor’, a leap 
from the virgin’s small familiar circle to the large anonymous masses of the 
disadvantaged.454  The widows, not the virgins, are the providers and beneficiaries 
of inter-human misericordia. 

 

 

 
448 Virg. 2.4.27. 
449 Virg. 2.5.38: God’s indignatio ó misericordia.  
450 Virg. 2.4.28: O virgo, fides tua te salvam fecit.  
451 Virg. 2.4.30: miles et virgo, ... dissimiles inter se natura, sed dei miseratione consimiles. 2.4.33: martyrdom. 
452 Virg. 2.5.34-35. (35:) Nam illic ambo viri, hic una virgo, quae primo etiam sexum vinceret. Illi amici, isti 
incogniti… illis studii sui finis amicitiae gratia, … illi enim certarunt hominibus, isti  deo. 
453 Virg. 1.9.54; 1.9.60. Misericordia is not explicitly mentioned here.  
454 Inst .17.112: pietas ... propinquos, circa egenos et inopes misericordia. 16.102: misericordia as one of the virtues 
indicating the virgin’s being appropriated by Christ. 
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PART TWO: Misericordia as Charity: De Viduis 

 

In order to prevent widows from remarrying, Ambrose creates an image of the 
widow as an independent woman with specific, necessary functions for her 
community. Ambrose undermines the widows’ argument in favour of remarriage, 
that as the ‘weaker sex’ they could not do without the support of a husband. He 
adduces the examples of Judith and Deborah, considered widow by him.455 They 
triumphed over hostile men and rescued their own men by their virtue. Ambrose 
does not exhort widows to imitate Judith and Deborah in political activism, but 
provides interpretation in other directions. Judith remained widow all her life and 
valued her triumph over ‘the sins of her body’ (vitia corporis) as superior to her 
victory over the enemy army.456 Her ascetic way of life as widow is dedicated to her 
other husband, Christ.457 Deborah’s achievements have been described so that 
widows cannot escape the practice of virtue by the argument that they would be the 
weaker sex, in need of a husband’s support.458 

The widow’s strength is not so much her bodily chastity, but the practice of virtue.459 
Ambrose downplays the parental duty when he treats the widow’s assimilated 
community functions in 1Tim. 5:10, and highlights the coinciding duties of 
provision of hospitality, the ministry of mercy (misericordia) and the reinforcement 
of generosity (liberalitas).460 Thus, he breaks the widow loose from the traditional 
family structure and places her in the heart of the ecclesiastical charity system. 
According to Vrgt. 2.7 God would have told Abraham that his obligation to God 
(religio) should be more important than the well-being of one’s children.461  In Vid. 
the widow of Zarephath is praised for replacing the love for her son (pietas) by her 

 
455 Vid. 7.37-42: Judith; 8.43-51: Deborah. 7.37: sexus infirmitas; 9.44: ne mulieres a virtutis officio muliebris sexus 
infirmitate revocentur; 8.51: ad infirmitatem sexus; see Virg. 2.5.35: virgo … sexum vinceret. 
456 Vid. 7.42. See 7.41: temperantia virtus est feminarum. Prov. 16:32. 
457 Vid. 7.38: quasi placitura viro … Sed virum alium videbat, cui placere quaerebat (John 1:30). Religio is used 
twice in 7.38. 
458 Vid. 8.44; 8.51. 
459 Vid. 2.7: Vidua non abstinentia corporis tantum definitur, sed virtute designatur; 2.11: Nec sola tamen castitas 
corporis viduae fortitudo est, sed magna et uberrima disciplina virtutis; 4.21: (widow Anna) non minus religionis 
officio, quam studio castitatis intenta. 4.26: while for a virgin her behaviour could be considered as more important 
than her physical virginity, for the widow, her behaviour is the only test of her chastity, after she lost the help of 
proved virginity.  
460 Vid. 2.11: 1) pietatis officium 2) hospitalitatis studium et humilitatis obsequium 3) misericordiae ministerium 
liberalitatisque subsidium. 
461 Virg. 1.11.66 uses the same opposition from the perspective of the virgin who wants to be consecrated against 
the will of her family: religio prevails over pietas, love for her father. 1.11.63: a virgin has to overcome her love 
for her parents (pietas) who resist her becoming a perpetual virgin, in order to overcome the world.  
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religious duty (religio): during a famine she deprives her son of food in order to 
give it to the prophet Elijah. Giving away her whole sustenance out of devotion will 
be more remunerative.462 This brings Ambrose to hospitality, which will be 
reminded by God, as Ambrose illustrates with the eternal reward for a glass cold 
water provided during life (Matt. 10:42).463 Ambrose’s discussion of the limits of 
hospitalitas is very interesting. When Pythagoras claimed that friends should have 
everything in common, much more so this can be said of family. For Ambrose, 
humankind is family, because everyone is related (cognati) in being united in a 
chain (series) of the body.464 We have this world in common. Ambrose substantiates 
his preference for common ownership of the world (commune) in opposition to its 
division by means of private property (proprium) with biblical exegesis. Why 
cannot we be like the birds in the sky, fed by the heavenly Father (Matt. 6:26)? God 
is said to keep his promise to provide to the poor. This can be called justice, as 
becomes clear in a similar passage about the collective ownership of the world from 
Ambrose’s De Officiis.465  Why did the idea of taking possession of creation from 
Gen. 1:29-30 prevail? By assembling property, our need for it increases. A person 
without property does not need anything. We should heed to the command of 
hospitality: being guests of this world ourselves, we should provide hospitality to 
other guests.466  

Three exemplary biblical widows are staged to illustrate the intricacy of the 
reciprocity of the Christian charity system the widow is involved in: the widow 
donating from her poverty in Luke 21:2-4, Naomi entitled to receiving charity and 
Peter’s mother-in-law’s incorporation in the Church. The poor widow’s gift in Luke 
21 serves as an example of generous misericordia towards the poor the widows are 
exhorted to follow. Ambrose uses the word collatio for almsgiving instead of 

 
462 Vid. 1.3-2.7; 3.14; 5.28: widow of Zarephath (1Kgs. 17:8-16). 1.6: Magnum pietatis officium, sed religionis 
uberius. … Tam hospitalis, ut totum daret, tam fidelis, ut cito crederet. (See Vrgt. 1.4 ; 2.9 ; 4.17: fides prompta) 
5.28: Nulla plus tribuit quam illa quae de filiorum alimentis pavit prophetam. Et ideo quia nulla plus contulit, nulla 
plus meruit. 2.7: the widow benefits from and is rewarded for her care for her family (1Tim. 5:3-4). See 15.88: 
remarriage deprives her children of the widow’s pietatis officia.  
463 Vid. 1.4: hospitalitatis apud deum gratiam non perire.  
464 Vid. 1.4: ... si quis de gentilibus dixit communia omnia amicorum esse debere, quanto magis debent esse 
communia cognatorum! Cognati enim sumus, qui in unam seriem corporis copulamur. See Virg. 1.7.34: per 
successionum seriem generis societatem damnat humani; Inst. 3.24: in populis per mulierem successionis humanae 
series. Pythagoras: F. Gori, SAEMO 14/1, p. 249, n. 11. See Virg. 1.4.14: virginity is the only difference between 
pagans and Christians. Christians and the other human beings breathe the same life-giving air, share the common 
condition of an earthen body and generate in the same way.   
465 Off. 1.28.132: … formam iustitiae … Deus generari iussit omnia ut … terra … foret omnium quaedam communis 
possessio. Natura igitur ius commune generavit, usurpatio ius fecit privatum. Ambrose explains this as a Stoic idea.  
466 Vid. 1.5: Cur ... proprium id quod in saeculo est, ... cum commune sit saeculum? … cum terra communis sit? … 
Quibus nihil est proprium, nihil deest ... Congregando egemus et congregando vacuamur. .ut hospitibus deferamus, 
quia nos quoque sumus hospites mundi. 
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elemosina.467 Not the amount given, but the disposition to give determines 
generosity (liberalitas, largitas). One should not consider how much is given, but 
what remains to the giver after the giving. In this sense, the poor widow has given 
more than anyone, because she has given everything she had. The rich has to realize 
what part of his gift is from his abundance and what part from devotion.468 The 
moral interpretation of the two coins given by the poor widow is followed by a 
‘mystical’ one. These coins represent the poor widow’s sublime gift of charity 
combined with faith. Every widow should imitate that gift.469 At the day of 
judgment, the widow will be rewarded for her faith and for her chastity, fortified by 
her travail. Day and night, she does not defile her erstwhile marital bed, raises her 
children, and ministers to the poor.470 This passage is ended by a quid pro quo 
expressed in economic terms471 at the Eucharist. The widow donates from the 
recompense (merces) of her good work a small offering (stips) into the treasury for 
the poor, receiving the body of Christ in return. She cannot appear before God 
devoid of charity, faith and chastity. Her generosity should be exemplary to the 
youth. ‘This is the pay (merces) which you owe to God that you also gather your 
recompense (merces) from the progress of the others.’ The best pay to God are the 
gifts of piety.472     

The example of Naomi shows that the quid pro quo principle is also relevant for the 
beneficiary of charity: she profited from foreign harvests and at old age was 
provided for by her daughter-in-law Ruth. Ruth’s assistance is interpreted as 
recompense for Naomi’s education of her. After her husband’s death, Ruth fed 

 
467 F. Gori, SAEMO 14/1, p. 265, n. 52. Collatio appears four times in Ambrose’s virginity treatises: Vid. 4.21; 
5.27-29.  Elemosina appears 12 times in Ambrose’s entire oeuvre, never in his virginity treatises. G.A. Anderson, 
Charity, 42: Greek word eleemonsune for almsgiving in Greek texts of Jewish and Christian origin is based on 
eleos (mercy), with its Latin equivalent elemosina.  
468 Vid. 5,27-28. 5.27: quam misericordem in pauperes et liberalem esse conveniat ... quia liberalitas non cumulo 
patrimonii, sed largitatis definitur affectu. ... non quantum detur, sed quantum resideat, expenditur. Nemo plus 
tribuit, quam qui sibi nihil relinquit. (28) rich. See Vrgt. 12.70: Christ’s inexhaustible liberalitas, largitas. Also, 
the exemplary widow from Exh. is compared to this poor widow and to the Good Samaritan in having sacrificed 
all her possessions and children to Christ (Exh. 14.93). 
469 Vid. 5.29: ..quae fidem cum misericordia copulavit. Et tu igitur...; 5.32: Hanc aemulamini, filiae; 14.84: widow 
as magistra fidei, magistra castitatis; 1.1: magisterium virginitatis viduarum valescit exemplis.   
470 Vid. 5.30-31. 
471 Merces: Vid. (11 times); Virg. (3); Vrgt. (1); Exh. (7). Praemium: Vid. (9); Virg. (4); Vrgt. (2); Inst. (3); Exh. (3). 
Subsidium: Vid. (14); Virg. (2); Vrgt. (1); Exh. (1). Stipendium: Vid. (6); Virg. (1); Exh. (3). Sumptus: Vid. (3). Stips 
Vid. (1); patronus: Vid. (1).    
472 Vid. 5.32: Haec est enim merces quam deo debes, ut de aliarum quoque profectibus mercedem tuam deo 
conferas. Nulla merces deo melior, quam ea quae habet pietatis munera. In the virginity treatises, gazophylacium 
(treasury) appears only in Vid. 5.29 (2) and 5.32. G.A. Anderson, Charity, 123-35: charitable deeds are collected 
in a treasury in heaven. The last two cases mentioned in Vid. combine charity with faith.      
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impoverished Naomi and comforted her.473 The widow resembles the virgin474 in 
that her virtues and merits are her offspring. If nearest (proximi) are lacking, 
outsiders (extranei) must adopt her as a kind of mother. While she could have 
claimed pay for her teaching from her nearest, she provides the outsiders with the 
opportunity to benefit from feeding her.475 This would make the widow ‘a mediator 
or “broker” in exchanges between God and humans’ in a way.476 The widow is 
comforted and eternally rewarded for her present crying. Thus, she shows her dead 
husband the love and piety due to him. Her tears are redemptive for the world: they 
evoke misericordia.477  

Peter’s mother-in-law is another example of a widow whose poverty did not have 
to be alleviated by remarriage, as she can expect help from God and men. The 
widow’s source of aid is determined by whether she has brought up her sons 
properly and has chosen good sons-in-law. Peter is portrayed as a spiritual son-in-
law. Peter and his brother Andrew intercede with God by their prayer on behalf of 
Peter’s mother-in-law. Thus, she is healed and rewards them by her service to them 
in return.478 The widow can be assured of the help of interceding nearest (proximi): 
the apostles and the martyrs.  That is, if she has a devotional communion (devotionis 
societas) with the martyrs and approaches the apostles in her gifts of charity 
(misericordia). Ambrose embraces the conclusion from the narrative about the 
Good Samaritan (Luke 10:37): Your nearest is the one who does charity. Act 
likewise and you will be near to Peter. Proximity is not based on consanguinity, but 
on affinity in virtue, a spiritual bond. When Peter and Andrew intercede on her 
behalf, the widow’s carnal desires (cupiditates) will recede. Again, Ambrose 
demonstrates that Christian misericordia is a triad relationship: the giver, the 
recipient and God or Christ. While attending to the poor, the widow not only serves 
Christ, but already takes part in behaviour in heaven, from where Christ’s second 
coming is still outstanding (Phil. 3:20). When the widow chooses the apostles as 
sons-in law, patrons (patroni) for her children and nearest, she will never be without 

 
473 Vid. 6.33: subsidium senectutis … quasi stipendium magisterii, mercedem … suae ... disciplinae.  
474 Other similarities: the widow as figura ecclesiae (2.13), bride of Christ (2.15; 13.81; 7.38), altar (5.30; virgin: 
Virg. 2.2.18). See 1.1: widow almost of equal virtue as the virgin. 
475 Vid. 6.34.   
476 Thomas R. Blanton, IV, A Spiritual Economy. Gift Exchange in the Letters of Paul of Tarsus (New Haven, 2017) 
115 about Paul. 
477 Vid. 6.35-36. The widow’s love for her dead husband is described as caritatis stipendia (pay) et pietatis officia.  
478 Vid. 9.53; 10.64,66. Luke 4:38-39; Matt. 8:14-15: Simon’s = Peter’s house; Mark 1:29-31: house of Simon and 
Andrew. 14.85: the widow as a veteran of the marital chastity becomes a Christian marriage broker. 
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assistance.479 The apostles’ intercession extends to humankind, too weighed down 
by sin to supplicate on its own behalf. Other mediators are the protecting angels and 
the patron (praesul) martyrs. Because the martyrs have known and overcome the 
weakness of the body and now are keeping an eye on our actions, they are very 
suited as go-between.480 Finally, Christ is mentioned as intercessor. As God Christ 
commands the human being to assist to the poor and widows, as human being He 
often descends from heaven to assist those in need of Him, the poor and the 
widows.481 Christ can become near to us, when we believe in his actions described 
in the gospel. He is said to appropriate the widow’s inner self. A pious widow puts 
her trust in God by constant prayer, daily mortification of the body and abstinence 
from pleasure.482 The divine misericordia is especially focussed on the widow, and 
her determination (voluntas) is indispensable to rise to Christ’s ministry.483  

While the prescription of marriage belongs to the domain of the Jewish law, 
virginity is superior in being advised to the elected, a matter of choice and grace. 
Grace encourages the elected by devotion to the good and by the promise of 
rewards.484 This comparison is extended to misericordia. Ambrose distinguishes 
between the unprofitable servants who did what they had to do, and those who out 
of free will sold everything they owned in order to follow Christ. The last group 
expects a reward for their extra effort.485 Faith is owed, charity (misericordia) is 
rewarded. He who had faith deserves what has been entrusted to him. He who has 
successfully gathered without pursuing his own interest, has obtained heaven.486 In 
the last two appearances of misericordia, Ambrose reflects on the leeway of human 
volition and ability to reach this highest goal. Christ reacts to his disciples’ 
conclusion that abstinence from marriage is preferred, with that not everyone is able 
to grasp this. Then he discusses the three states of eunuchs: born, made by men, or 

 
479 Vid. 9.54: Proximus est enim qui misericordiam facit. Fac et tu misericordiam et eris Petro proxima. Non 
sanguinis necessitudo, sed virtutis cognatio proximos facit ... Ministra pauperi, et ministrasti Christo (Matt. 
25:40b) ... Habetis ergo, viduae, auxilium, si tales vobis generos, posteritatis vestrae patronos, tales proximos 
eligatis. Matt. 25:40b appears only here in the virginity treatises, while Prov. 19:17 is absent. In both verses, inter-
human charity is regarded as charity done to Christ or God. Vid. 10.67: deceased husband’s aid replaced by that 
from sons-in-law and nearest (proximi).  
480 Vid. 9.55. Angelic protection of the virgin: Virg. 1.8.51. 
481 Vid. 9.57; 10.60: Quasi deus imperat, quasi homo visitat; 10.62: Christ: pro peccatis nostris advocatum. 
482 Vid. 10.61-63; 9.56. 
483 Vid. 11.67: esse … in eas divinam misericordiam promptiorem; 10.64.  
484 Vid. 12.72: gratia electoribus reservata est …. Gratia, ut electos cum studio bonorum tum propositis etiam 
praemiis provocaret.  
485 Vid. 12.74: expected reward: reposita praemia … mercedem fidei atque virtutis bene sibi conscius, 
meritorumque securus exspectat. Servant: Luke 17:10 ó selling everything: Matt. 19:18-21; Mark 10:21; Luke 
18:22. Reward extra effort: Matt. 19:27-29; 25:15,21-23.  
486 Vid. 12.74: Fides ... ex debito, misericordia in praemio. Qui bene credidit, ut ei credatur emeruit; qui bene 
contulit, quoniam suum non quaesivit, quod caeleste est impetravit. 
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voluntary for the kingdom of God (Matt. 19:10-12). The first two categories are 
excluded from reward (‘coronation’) based on virginity, as these eunuchs would not 
have to fight to remain virgin. They could however earn a reward based on other 
virtues:  faith, grace, charity (misericordia) and lack of greed.487 With regard to the 
marital status, Ambrose finds himself supported by God and Paul in his 
acknowledgment of differences in disposition and ability to bear the more easy 
burden of virginity. The higher reward for the heavier burden is meant to stimulate 
human effort.488 Christ has summoned voluntary undertaking of virginity, Paul has 
advised it. In the end virginity does not depend on a human decision, but is a gift of 
divine misericordia.489 Yet, this does not prevent Ambrose from strongly warning 
the widow against remarriage. Paul, that is God’s Spirit, had dissuaded the widow 
from remarriage in 1Cor. 7 four times! An equally strong argument is the reward 
for the perpetual widow, again expressed in economic terms.490 Widowhood should 
not be considered as a punishment (supplicium), but as a reward (praemium).491 

 

PART THREE: Misericordia’s Background: Justice and Faith 

 

Christian misericordia arises from a perceived lack of perfection inherent to the 
postlapsarian human condition and an attempt to rectify this imperfection according 
to a sense of justice ascribed to God.492 By the use of mercantile metaphors Ambrose 
wants to motivate his audience to individual virtuous behaviour. Anderson describes 
the metaphysical context of this calculating reasoning with regard to charity as a 
channel to God.493 Phil. 4:15-19 provides an excellent example of how this 
reciprocity works between Paul and the Philippians. Paul’s acceptance of the 
material contribution to him by the Philippians is transferred as profit to their 
spiritual account. Their reward is that Paul’s (‘my’) God will satisfy every need of 

 
487 Vid. 13.75.  
488 Vid. 13.78-79. 
489 Vid. 13.80. 
490 Vid. 14.82. 1Cor. 7:1-8, 26. Quae igitur refugiat sancta fieri corpore et spiritu, cum supra laborem sit praemium, 
supra usum gratia, supra opus merces? See 2.10: when the husband of a remarried widow dies, her reward for not 
marrying a third time is less than if she would have abstained from a second marriage. 
491 Vid. 14.85. 
492 Vid. 1.5: sententiae suae deus arbiter novit servare promissum. 3.17: domini est … perpetuitatem 
sacramentorum spondere caelestium et non defuturam spiritalis exsultationis gratiam polliceri, largiri munimenta 
vitae, fidei signacula, dona virtutum.  
493 G.A. Anderson, Charity, 160, 7-9.   
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the givers.494  While Anderson explains charity as a loan to God, Ambrose uses this 
qualification for the virgin’s fides in the virginity treatises in the strict sense. When 
a virgin loses her inheritance as a consequence of her choice for perpetual virginity, 
Ambrose promises her a sevenfold reward now and the heavenly kingdom in future 
(Luke 18:30). ‘Confide your trust in God. You who lend money to a human being, 
lend money at interest to Christ.’495 The twenty virgins of the virginal community 
in Bologna are promised a hundredfold reward (Matt. 13:8).496   

While in Anderson’s texts, the reward for meritorious behaviour can be deferred to 
one’s descendants, Ambrose names other beneficiaries from the virgin’s merits. 
These vary from the spiritually poor fellow human beings (naturae participes) to 
those economically even less affluent than a poor virgin.497 The virgin’s parents 
benefit most. Ambrose exhorts them to raise their daughter as a virgin, so that she 
can buy off (redimo) their sins.498 The reciprocity of the before mentioned sacrifice 
of the virgin and the soldier in Virg.499 cannot be duplicated in that of Christ and the 
virgin in Vrgt. Ambrose requests the virginity of his ‘daughter’ as evidence of her 
faith (probatio fidei). This would be the only reaction to Christ’s vicarious sacrifice 
on behalf of her. As the virgin cannot literally repay Christ for his sacrifice, the least 
she can do is being worthy of the price He paid for her.500 Earlier in Vrgt. however, 
Ambrose not only includes everyone in the daily and limitless grace (‘ointment’) 
spread by Christ primarily to the virgin, but also emphasizes that it is for free.501  

 
494 Phil. 4.15: Paul qualifies the relationship as an account of giving and acceptance (Vulg.: in ratione dati and 
accepti). 4.17: Not that I seek the gift, but I seek the profit that accumulates to your account (Vulg.: fructum 
abundantem in ratione vestra) (English translation NRSV). 4.19: my God (reward); 4.20: our God. Anderson does 
not mention this passage. T.R. Blanton, Spiritual Economy, 22-23, 67-68, 114-115. See Vid. 6.34. 
495 G.A. Anderson, Charity, 32, 52 (loan); 33, 49 (treasury in heaven). Virg. 1.11.64: Crede fidem tuam deo. Quae 
homini pecuniam credis, fenerare Christo. See Prov. 19:17: charity as ‘lending to God’ with a guaranteed repay, 
not mentioned in Ambrose’s virginity treatises. Sir. 35:13 (sevenfold). 
496 Virg. 1.10.60. 
497 G.A. Anderson, Charity, 113-22, 174. Spiritual: Virg. 1.8.42; material: 1.9.54; Vid. 5.27. 
498 Virg. 1.7.32. 2.2.16: (virgins) non solis sibi debent posse quae non solis vixerunt sibi: haec parentes redimat, 
haec fratres. See however 2Cor. 12.14b. Note that in Virg. the subject of redimo is a human being (1.7.32; 2.2.16; 
2.4.32), in the other virginity treatises it is Christ (Vrgt. 19.126-128; Inst. 1.6; 13.85; Exh. 1.3; 6.41), while the word 
is absent in Vid. This vicariousness can be expressed by other words: Exh. 4.26: (widow to virgin children): vestra 
integritas meos solvat errores. 
499 Virg. 2.4.29: Serva me, ut ipsa serveris. … Ego pro te hostiam deo redo, tu pro me militem Christo.   
500 Vrgt. 19.126b-128. (127:) Sanguinem solvit, sanguinem debes. Ille pro te solvit, tu pro te redde. … non potes 
sanguinem reddere. (128:) Ergo tu dignam te gere tali pretio… The passage is permeated with economical 
exchange expressions without any mention of mercy. Redimere (to buy off) is mentioned thrice. 
501 Vrgt. 11.66: Fluit hoc unguentum quotidie et numquam deficit. … Accipe vas tuum, virgo, … ut possis hoc 
unguento repleri. Accipe unguentum … gratis datum, non venditum, ut omnes haberent gratis. Metha Hokke,  
‘Scent as metaphor for the bonding of Christ and the virgin in Ambrose’s De Virginitate 11.60-12.68’, in Markus 
Vinzent (ed.), SP, 85.11 (2017) 107-19. 
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The meritoriousness of virtuous behaviour is based on a conception of justice. 
Ambrose adduces Eph. 6:8 to argue that the practice of the virtue fides deserves a 
reward: God will reciprocate whatever good one has done. While here fides is 
explained as to serve Christ, in the earlier mentioned examples of Jephthah, 
Abraham and the virgin in the brothel, fides referred to a trust in God or His 
justice.502 Both fides and iustitia are identified with Christ.503 In Vrgt. Ambrose 
argues the incompatibility between finding Christ and ‘the market’, that is the world 
outside the Church.  

Christ is peace, at the market are quarrels; Christ is justice, at the market is 
unfairness; Christ is working (operator)504, at the market is vain leisure; 
Christ is love, at the market is detraction; Christ is faithfulness, at the market 
are deceit and faithlessness; Christ is in the Church, at the market are 
idols.505  

The Church is indicated as the location where to find Christ by ‘faith and precious 
deeds’.506 Yet, God’s misericordia is not limited to the Church, Ambrose speculates. 
While wisdom is monopolized by the Church, the itinerant youth looks for Christ in 
this world. And maybe (fortasse is used twice in this passage), if constantly pursuing 
this search, this youth might find Christ in the encounter with Christians in public 
capacities. After all, Christ is merciful to everyone.507 He even makes himself 
known to those who did not look for him.508 The widow is said to approach Christ 
by her misericordia, fides and chastity, while the virgin’s virtues which bring her 

 
502 Exh. 1.3. Vid. 13.75: fides and misericordia as virtues. 
503 Virg. 3.1.2: (Christ) iustitia de patre; Vrgt. 16.99: si gravaris iniquitate, iustitia est. Inst. 8.56; Exh. 9.57: sol 
iustitiae;  Vrgt. 17.108-109: justice as independent virtue in and above this world; 18.115: justice observes 
everything from an elevated position with the general interest in mind.  
Vrgt. 19.124: ubi Christus est, hoc est fides; 19.125: fidem Christi. Vrgt. 4.15; Inst. 12.78: fides resurrectionis.  
Exh. 14.92 (2Tim. 4:8): fidem servavi … reposita est mihi corona iustitiae. Vid. 3.15 (Isa. 54:7) (Church): fidem 
servaret.     
Vrgt. 8.46: Christus iustitia est … Christus caritas est … Christus fides est … Christus in ecclesia est 
504 See H. Pétré, ‘Misericordia’, 385: operarius, operans is used as a synonym for misericors. The same association 
might be applied to operator. 
505 Vrgt. 8.46: Christus … pax est, in foro lites; Christus iustitia est, in foro iniquitas; Christus operator est, in foro 
inane otium, Christus caritas est, in foro obtrectatio; Christus fides est, in foro fraus atque perfidia; Christus in 
ecclesia est, in foro idola. The Church is held together by hope, faith and love (Virg. 3.5.22; Vrgt. 9.53).  
506 Vrgt. 14.87: per fidem actusque pretiosos.   
507 Vrgt. 14.88-89. 14.88: omnium misericordem dominum esse. See G.A. Anderson, Charity, 176-7: prayer, 
almsgiving, and fasting are not a guarantee for delivery. If it works, these virtues are rewarded by God’s gracious 
decision; if not, this is due to God’s freedom.      
508 Exh. 9.57 (Isa. 65:1). This is an a fortiori reasoning: how much the more Christ will make himself known to a 
searching virgin. 
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nearer to Christ are her fides, chastity and grace.509 The widow is exhorted to be a 
self-made woman, the virgin receives her virtues from Christ. These virtues are 
foremost virginity, with fides at a second position and misericordia down the line.510 
Given the important role the quid pro quo principle plays in Ambrose’s virginity 
treatises, it does not come as a surprise that only once, in his last virginity treatise 
Exh. Ambrose dwells on God’s grace determining the human fate and that Christ’s 
justification of the human being is not based on works, but on faith.511 In general, 
Ambrose’s position in the virginity treatises might be summarized as that starting 
with trust in God’s justice and mercy, one has to earn salvation by virtuous 
behaviour. For the widow, the practice of charity is emphasized, for the virgin a 
faithful life of virginity, withdrawn at home. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The general conclusion about Ambrose’s use of misericordia is that in the virginity 
treatises in the strict sense misericordia does not play as pivotal a role as it does in 
Vid. Virginity and fides are far more important in the treatises aimed at virgins. 
Whether the performer of misericordia is God or the human being depends on the 
group primarily addressed: virgins (God) or widows (human being). Virg. and Vrgt. 
report on God’s mercy as saving a righteous human being from agony, in line with 
Anderson’s depiction of Tobit. The virgin in the brothel (Virg.) provokes God’s help 
by reminding Him of His erstwhile salvation. If Jephthah would have remembered 
God’s rescue of Isaac, he would not have lost faith, and thus could have saved his 
daughter, Ambrose suggests (Vrgt.). Abraham trusted in God and as a reward Isaac 
was saved by God’s mercy. The more human fides, the more divine misericordia 
and in that sense the human being is able to influence God’s mercy. Ambrose 
portrays the virginal life as living faith in its total dedication to God, withdrawn 
from the world. The transferral of the virgin’s abundantly accumulated capital of 
virtues mainly to her family members integrates her and her family in the 

 
509 Vid. 5.32: widow donating during the Eucharist: Noli … vacua prodire in conspectum domini dei tui, vacua 
misericordiae, vacua fidei, vacua castitatis. Inst. 1.3: these virtues are inspired by the Holy Spirit, after Christ has 
appropriated the virgin. 
510 Inst. 13.86: after the virgin has opened up for Christ, she receives virginitas, integritas, fides, misericordia and 
Christ’s innocentia in not reciprocating evil done (1Pet. 2:23), i.e. no quid pro quo. 
511 Exh. 7.43: the exegetical combination of Rom. 3:28; Gal. 2:16; 1Cor. 12:4, 11; Matt. 20:15 rejects the economic 
terms of the quid pro quo reasoning in the virginity treatises.  
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ecclesiastical community. Ambrose qualifies the widow as the active public 
participant in inter-human charity. 

The widow is situated at the heart of the ecclesiastical community as both donor and 
receiver of charity. Ambrose’s seemingly haphazard sequence in his treatment of 
the widow’s functions in 1Tim. 5:10 (bringing up children, hospitality, charity) can 
be explained as a shift from the widow’s dependency on her ‘biological’ family 
(sons and sons-in-law) to her role in the Church, her spiritual family as it were. The 
apostles become the widow’s sons-in-law, the martyrs her patrons. In Vid., Ambrose 
adduces two reasons for universal human misericordia. The first is the conclusion 
from the narrative about the Good Samaritan, a beneficent outsider: who does 
charity is your neighbour (Luke 10:37). Secondly, a Christian interpretation of the 
concept of hospitality from pagan philosophy can be mentioned. We are all akin, as 
we are all embodied and we share the world. Being guests of this world, extending 
‘hospitality’ (that is, distribution of charity) to the destitute is more the beneficiary’s 
right than the benefactor’s favour. The receiver of charity contributes to the merits 
of the widow’s subsidizer before God. The widow is also expected to share even 
from her poverty. Her life of faith, charity and chastity must be exemplary for others. 
Her teaching is based on her life experience. The others’ development is the 
widow’s payment to God, for which she will eventually be heavenly rewarded. 
While faith is owed, charity (and chastity) originate in the widow’s volition and thus 
deserve remuneration. By misericordia the widow sacrifices her life to Christ’s 
cause in the public forum related to the Church.  

The virgin is described as remaining enclosed in her birth family, but some mention 
is made of the virgin’s misericordia towards the poor in general. In Vid., the widow 
transcends her family network in her active involvement in the complex reciprocity 
system of ecclesiastical charity. Ambrose’s arguments as to why the outreach of 
Christian charity must be extended to the poor outside the Church, universalizes 
Aristotle’s feeling of compassion from nearest and dearest to humankind and puts 
it into action.  
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FINAL CONCLUSION 

 

At the end of this research, I shall summarize the articles by answering the research 
questions posed for the five articles treated. Subsequently, the general research 
questions will be evaluated, whereby connections between the articles will be 
drawn. In the next section, new directions of research will be suggested. 

 

Articles: research questions answered 

 

1) Question: What are the main metaphors by which Ambrose argues virginity’s 
superiority? 

The two concluding prayers of Ambrose’s last two virginity treatises, De 
Institutione Virginis and Exhortatio Virginitatis, provide a good introduction of the 
three main metaphors by which virginity’s superiority is argued. In Inst. the virgin 
is said to marry Christ and to live the life of the angels, in Exh. the choice for 
virginity is characterized as daily sacrifice in following Christ. The Sitz im Leben of 
the two prayers differs. The first prayer (Inst.) has been spoken during the 
consecration of the virgin Ambrosia (a velatio), a public platform for the dispersion 
of the pro-virginity ideology. In its present form, I doubt whether the second prayer 
(Exh.) is a prayer spoken at the consecration of a church building. This view seems 
to be based on reading Exh. through the eyes of Ambrose’s biographer Paulinus.  

In the first prayer, Ambrose as the spiritual father of Ambrosia hands her over to the 
father of groom Christ, God. The use of the romantic language during the 
consecration (SoS, the bridal chamber of Ps. 45.15; Mt. 25.10) contributes to the 
attraction of virginal life for the virgin, provide the hue of traditional marriage to 
her parents and makes it more prestigious within the ecclesiastical community. The 
goal of the virgin’s life is explained as to be incorporated in the salvation history 
started with Mary’s virginal birth of Christ, in line with the preceding treatise. With 
Christ’s being born from a virgin, the possibility of the restoration of the angelic, 
pre-lapsarian life has started. The virgin imitates Mary in spiritually falling pregnant 
and giving birth. Mary’s virginal birth demonstrates the approval of God and Christ 
for virginity. Claiming God’s support for virginity in a prayer spoken as 
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representative of the ecclesiastical community, is meant to submit virginity’s 
opponents to compliance. The second, terse prayer is about the significance of 
sacrifice for the building up of the Church. This prayer has been influenced by 1 
Peter 2.5 (the construction of the Church by the sacrifice of living stones) and 1 
Cor.3.5-17. In Paul’s description of the relationship church leader – individual 
Christian – Church in 1 Cor.3.5-17, ‘temple of God’ refers to the individual 
Christian and to the ecclesiastical community. The sacrifice referred to in the prayer 
is that of virginity. For Ambrose’s role as a bishop, it is important that virginity is 
beneficial to others, like Christ’s passion is. In his mediation between the 
ecclesiastical community and God, Ambrose exhorted the whole community to 
sacrifice young girls in virginity at the start of Virg. The widow Juliana in Exh. is 
exemplary in dedicating all her children, three daughters and a son, to God. A 
parent’s virginal sacrifice of a son makes Exh. unique amongst Ambrose’s virginity 
treatises. It is far more difficult to understand the Exh. prayer as a conclusion of the 
previous treatise than the Inst. prayer. I rather understand the Exh. prayer as a prayer 
in which Ambrose presents his life work of the building up of a two-tiered Church, 
to God. This Church consists not only of virgins, but also of married baptized 
Christians, who potentially provide virgins and live up to an ascetical ideal. 

 

2) Question: How did Ambrose visualize the mystical relationship between the 
virgin and Christ? 

While close reading and paying attention to the parties involved in the prayers 
played a role in the first article, in the second and shortest article I tried to extract 
Ambrose’s conception of the content of the mystical relationship between Christ 
and the virgin from the beautiful, complicated passage Vrgt. 11.60-12.68, making 
use of intertextuality. Ambrose’s interpretation of Christ’s spreading his divine 
power or love (Rom. 5.5) as if a scent (SoS 1.3 unguentum exinanitum combined 
with the kenosis from Phil. 2.6-7) into this world via the allegory of vases is shown 
to be influenced by Hippolytus’s Commentary on Song of Songs.  In reaction to 
Christ’s effusion, the virgin emits a scent by her virtues (especially virginity) and 
faith and thus attracts Christ. Origen has influenced Ambrose’s visualization of the 
virgin’s reaction to Christ. The virgin’s appropriation of and identification with 
Christ, expressed by the lyric poetry of SoS, is actualized with relational 
concreteness. The high Christology of Vrgt. is typical for Ambrose’s virginity 
treatises. The virgin is addressed as the terminus of God’s salvation history. The 
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relationship between the virgin and Christ is embedded in the Church. Vrgt. is 
Ambrose’s most including virginity treatise. The effusion of the divine ointment to 
the virgin and its consequent affective relationship is exemplary, but in the end it is 
available to everyone. Hippolytus’s influence on Ambrose’s Vrgt. explains some 
textual difficulties, but also creates some theological problems.  

 

3) Question: Why did physical virginity and Gen. 1-3 become a central issue in 
Ambrose’s later virginity treatises?  

The personal perspective of the relationship between the virgin and Christ in the 
second article is broadened to the dogmatic development in the context of the 390-
s struggle about Mary’s in partu virginity, in the third article. This explains the 
growing importance of the physicality of virginity and Ambrose’s interest in 
creation in his later virginity treatises Inst. and Exh. In the passage Exh. 6.35-36, 
Ambrose qualifies the true self as virginal, i.e. without the mixture with another in 
postlapsarian sexual intercourse. With regard to physical virginity, the condition at 
birth is equated to the prelapsarian human condition. God had created the human 
being as essentially soul (the image of God), with a gendered body, which is 
subservient to the soul. The expression of Mary’s in partu virginity, argued to 
guarantee Christ’s unsoiled divinity during incarnation, in explicitly physical terms 
is transferred to the virgin, who imitates Mary in spiritually falling pregnant and 
giving birth. Ambrose’s advocacy of the pivotal role played by the virgin Mary 
resulted in a defence of guilty Eve, because her fall and reaction to her punishment 
became a steppingstone to Mary’s role in salvation history. This reasoning is 
contrasted with the arguments on virginity, creation and fall, and Christology used 
by Gregory of Nyssa in his earlier Vrgt. (372) and Ambrose’s thinking in his first 
virginity treatise Virg. (377). Gregory’s analysis of how to escape from the 
postlapsarian misery results in an aetiological retracing of the stages of the fall. 
These stages were metaphorically mirrored in phases of spiritual ascent to God’s 
proximity. The choice of virginity ends the fall and starts the spiritual ascent. The 
implicit ambiguities in Gregory’s reference to a dual creation and the cause of the 
fall are explained as influences of Philo’s De Opificio Mundi. Gregory, who wrote 
his virginity treatise with male virgins in mind, qualifies procreation as the 
transmission of death, and as a punishment for both genders. Ambrose distinguishes 
between man’s punishment of mortality as a return to earthliness, and woman’s 
punishment of procreation leading to the providers of eternal life (Mary, Church) in 
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Inst. Mary does not play such an important role in Gregory’s Vrgt. For both Gregory 
and Ambr.Virg. physical virginity is a necessary precondition, but the development 
of spiritual virginity is paramount. Gregory describes virginity as a relational 
attribute of each of the persons of the trinity. Like Ambr.Virg., Gregory 
characterized virginity as an entity mediating in Christ’s incarnation and thereafter 
enabling humankind to be elevated into a kind of divination by virginity. Gregory 
and Ambrose both emphasize Christ as God, but Ambrose differs from Gregory in 
that from the start his interest lies with the relationship between Christ’s divine and 
human nature, not with that within the trinity.  

 

4) Question: How did the hierarchical relationship between the virgins and the 
bishop reverse from Virg. to Vrgt.? 

By the dogmatic development reinforcing the pro-virginity discourse in his later 
virginity treatises, analysed in the third article, bishop Ambrose demarcated the 
Church. In the fourth article Ambrose’s episcopal self-assertion within the Church 
in Vrgt. is studied in relation to the virgins, and the rest of the ecclesiastical 
community. In his first virginity treatise Virg. Ambrose elevated the virgins to the 
status of the Church, and located himself as an inexperienced student of virginity 
more at the level of the rest of the ecclesiastical community. The virgins in Virg. are 
characterized as spiritually independent. In Vrgt. Ambrose as an established bishop 
identifies with the Church, whereby the virgins are brought under the bishop’s 
authority with the rest of the ecclesiastical community. The gap between the virginal 
ordo and the other ordines thus has been narrowed, making the Church in Vrgt. 
more inclusive.  This hierarchical reversal of virgins and bishop is explained on the 
basis of the interpretation of biblically inspired metaphors. In Virg., the metaphor 
for the Church is that of virgin mother, with whom the virgins identify by their 
virginity. Ambrose signifies the establishment of his episcopal authority from the 
budding of Aaron’s rod (Num. 16-17) in Virg. to its bearing various fruits in the 
garden (i.e. Church) in Vrgt. Ambrose’s identification of the bishop with the Church 
in Vrgt. leads to an alignment of the bishop with the apostles and different metaphors 
for the Church. The metaphor of the Church as heavenly Jerusalem is substantiated 
by an exegesis of SoS 5.7, Rev. 21, and Eph. 2.19-21 (Vrgt. 13.84-14.92). In the 
Church as ship, underpinned by Lk. 5.3-10; Mt. 17.24-27 and Mt. 13.47, 
complemented by Mt. 17.1-8, Ambrose identifies with Peter in his fishing and with 
Stephen in his being elected to an ecclesiastical function by God and (longed for, as 
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far as Ambrose is concerned) martyrdom (Vrgt. 16.105-20.135).  Ambrose’s 
clearest episcopal identification with the apostles’ doctrinal authority over virgins 
and the rest of the ecclesiastical community is in the later inserted passage Vrgt. 
3.14-4.23, based on Jn. 20. The differences between the relationship virgins – bishop 
in relation to the rest of the ecclesiastical community and the Church as abstract 
entity in Virg. and Vrgt. not only reflect the actual situation within the Church of 
Milan, but even more prescribe it. A similar observation could be made about the 
working of charity in relation to the public space allocated to virgin and widow.    

 

5) Question: How could Ambrose’s use of misericordia be related to the quid pro 
quo reasoning, so popular in his virginity treatises?  

The concept of misericordia has been studied in the triad relationship God – 
Christian human being – fellow human being. The meaning of misericordia is 
shown to depend on whether Ambrose has virgins in mind or widows. In the case 
of virgins, the triangular relation is either parent – child – God (Vrgt.) or 
independent Antiochene virgin – assisting fellow Christian (soldier) – God (Virg.). 
Faith (fides, religio) in God is the human contribution evoking God’s performance 
of misericordia (mercy) as reward. For parents, religio, that is devotion to God, is 
more important than the well-being of one’s children (Vrgt.) and for the virgin, 
religio is more important than bodily chastity (Virg.). Fides is explained as the trust 
in God’s justice: He will reward the sacrifice made on behalf of Him. In Vrgt., the 
sacrifice demanded from Abraham by God and willingly provided by Abraham to 
God is exemplary for the parents Ambrose requests the sacrifice of daughters in 
virginity from. Jephthah has to fulfil his promise to God to sacrifice his daughter, 
just as the Milanese fathers cannot marry off their daughters after their virginal 
consecration. The biblical and Milanese children comply with the situation out of 
filial piety.  The Antiochene virgin is exemplary in giving priority to her fidelity to 
Christ over her physical virginity and her independent acting, even persuading God 
to come to her aid.512 The superiority of the unknown Christian soldier rescuing her 
is equalized in their common reward of martyrdom.  

In his treatise against the remarriage of widows, Ambrose advocates the widow’s 
autonomy by the examples of heroic OT widows and directing the widow to the 

 
512 The priority of spiritual virginity in Virg. confirms article three, the virgin’s spiritual and acting independence 
in Virg. article four.  
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community functions mentioned in 1 Tim. 5.10. Thus, the widow is described as the 
spider in the web of the ecclesiastical charity (misericordia) network, both as a 
beneficiary and a donor. With casuistic precision Ambrose analyses the aspects of 
the widow’s involvement in charity. From the poor widow’s charity in Lk. 21 he 
concludes that both the disposition to give matters, and what is left to the donor after 
the giving. A reward for charity can be expected at the day of judgement, but also 
at the Eucharist. Naomi deserves to benefit from Ruth’s charity as a fee for 
educating her. A widow’s need of charity depends on how well she has educated 
her sons or chosen her sons-in-law. The widow without family does outsiders a 
favour by accepting their charity, because they will be rewarded for it by God. Peter 
serves as a spiritual son-in-law to his wife’s mother. His intervention with God is 
responsible for her recovery and enables her to continue her charitable work in 
return. Widows profit from the intercession of the apostles and martyrs, when they 
follow them in charity and faith. 

While for virgins, virginal life is the extra effort deserving reward, for widows this 
is primarily involvement in charity. The virgin remains closely connected to her 
parents, because she continues to live at home after her consecration.  Ambrose 
dissociates the widows from their families by their involvement in charity. The 
widow of Zarephath considers prioritizing Elijah (religio) over her son (pietas) to 
be more remunerative. The conclusion of the parable of the Good Samaritan is that 
one’s nearest is the one who does charity (Lk. 10.37). Affinity in virtue, not blood 
is what counts for the widow. In another argument borrowed from philosophy, but 
illustrated by Mt. 6.26, Ambrose extends the term family to involve humankind and 
argues collective ownership of the world.  

 

General research questions: an evaluation 

 

In this thesis, all Ambrose’s virginity treatises came up for discussion, the best 
known one (Virg.) least of all. Each treatise could be characterized by the type of 
virgin Ambrose ‘thinks with’: the virgin martyr in Virg., the charitable univira 
widow in Vid., the mystical virgin soul in Vrgt., the virgin Mary in Inst., and the 
widow Juliana who sacrifices her children in virginity in Exh. All the treatises are 
edited sermons, but their literary structure differs. Virg. and Vid. are presented as 
well-structured entities from Ambrose’s early episcopal years. Vrgt. is far more 
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loosely organized and less rooted in a particular time. It is worth noting that this 
most Neoplatonist and inclusive virginity treatise (second and fourth article) is 
started by a rigorous disciplining of parents with regard to virginity (article five). 
The later virginity treatises are historically enrooted in the Jovinianist controversy 
(Inst.) and Ambrose’s exile from Milan (Exh.). Also, their subject matter has been 
personalized. The doctrine of Mary’s in partu and post partum virginities is framed 
by the narrative of Ambrosia’s velatio in Inst., while in Exh. Ambrose takes the 
widow Juliana’s voice to persuade her children to accept their parents’ vow of the 
children’s virginity. This narrative setting might explain why Ambrose appears so 
much more strict in his later virginity treatises than in the preceding most inclusive 
treatise Vrgt. In his later virginity treatises, he speaks more directly from the 
perspective of the virginity supporters within the ecclesiastical community, whereas 
in his early treatises he tries to get the adversaries on board of his admiration for 
virginity. After this general introduction, I shall address the general questions this 
research started with and which remained at the background of this research: 
Ambrose’s arguments in favour of virginity and the ecclesiastical implications of 
these arguments.  

Close reading and textual analysis allowed me to remain close to Ambrose in his 
arguments in favour of virginity. A scholar initially empathizes with a Church 
Father in order to be able to understand the message he wants to transmit. In this 
evaluation the emphasis will be on the reception of the arguments by the audience, 
and on Ambrose’s attempt to make his message somehow applicable to the entire 
ecclesiastical community. Ambrose especially targets parents of virgin daughters by 
the first two of the three important metaphors in favour of virginity considered in 
chapter one, virginity as marriage to Christ, as sacrifice, and as angelic life. This 
makes sense, as Roman girls were married off at an early age by their fathers. This 
realization downplays the spiritual independence of the martyred virgins, and 
Ambrose’s plea for the virgin’s choice for virginity against the wish of her parents 
in Virg. The implications of the parents as audience have not been thought through, 
neither in secondary literature nor in this thesis. Ambrose’s embellishment of the 
marriage to Christ by the lyricism of SoS raised its prestige, but it also had the 
familiarity of old wine in new bottles to it. Marrying off their daughter to Christ, 
strengthened the parents’ bonding to the Church and its bishop as its in-laws. The 
inclusion of the not-virginal part of the ecclesiastical community in the Church’s 
virginal marriage with Christ by baptism plays an implicit role in Ambrose’s 
virginity treatises. The virgin’s marriage to Christ represents the marriage of the 
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Church to Christ as a pars pro toto. The strong affiliation of the virgin to the Church 
plays an important role in Virg. (fourth article).  The argument of virginity as a 
sacrifice by the virgin’s parents and the virgin has received ample attention in this 
thesis. The independent virgin martyrs in Virg. (Agnes, Pelagia, the Antiochene 
virgin and the soldier) have developed into the parents’ sacrificing their children in 
virginity (the Antiochene mother in Virg., Jephthah and Abraham in Vrgt., 
Ambrosia’s father in Inst. and Juliana in Exh.). Like Christ’s sacrifice, the virginal 
sacrifice is vicarious. In the first place, it is of benefit to the virgin’s parents and 
family, but also to the virgin herself and others. Ambrose considers his 
encouragement of virginity within his ecclesiastical community to be a major part 
of his own sacrifice to God (first article). He is prepared to be martyred if necessary 
for the defence of the virgin’s virginity (articles four and one). The willingness to 
sacrifice one’s life in virginity is exemplary for the elevation of all those who belong 
to the ecclesiastical community. 

The identification of virginal life with the angelic life returns in all Ambrose’s 
virginity treatises in the strict sense.513 It is explained as anticipated resurrection life 
promised to the righteous in Mt. 22.30, characterized by the absence of marriage. 
This is argued most explicitly in Exh. 4.19, where virgins are said to live as (ut) 
angels amongst humankind, because they do not have the ‘tribulation of the flesh’ 
and the distraction by worldly life inherent to marriage. Thus, they are able to fully 
concentrate on God (1 Cor. 7.28-35). This is the crux of the matter. In Ambrose’s 
virginity treatises, and maybe this can be said for virginity treatises in general, it is 
by marriage that the human being gets ensnared into this worldly reality and forgets 
its temporariness. Ambrose’s exhortation to virginal life creates an ambition level 
of distancing oneself from one’s being subjected to the passions of the body and 
worldly desires in order to open oneself up to God for all Christians. Ambrose as 
‘Neoplatonist mystic’ is in line with his asceticism.514 This so-called spiritual ascent 
is most prominent in Ambrose’s Vrgt. (articles two and four), and Gregory of 
Nyssa’s Vrgt. (article three). We could stretch the metaphor of angelic life or 
spiritual ascent to encompass more general metaphors which appeal to Christians, 
or even more inclusive human beings, in general: the longing to recover paradisiacal 
innocence and the quest for one’s true and better self (article three). The relationship 
of mystical love between the virgin and Christ in Vrgt. is not beyond the reach of 

 
513 Virg. 1.8.51-53; Vrgt. 6.27; Inst. 17.104; Exh. 4.19. 
514 Contra Shuve, Song of Songs, 172: ‘Although it is in the guise of a Neoplatonist mystic that Ambrose is perhaps 
best known today … the ascetic Ambrose had a vibrant after life.’ 
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every Christian (second article). Mary’s role develops from an exemplar of virtuous 
virginal life in Virg. to her focal position of salvific fertility the virgin is to align 
with in Inst.      

During this research, my fascination for Ambrose’s use of biblical texts to further 
his argument grew. The creativity of the switches between literal and allegorical 
exegesis of biblical texts, the various interpretations of metaphors and exemplary 
personages borrowed from biblical or martyrdom narratives must have been as 
enjoyable for Ambrose’s initial audience as they are for a present scholar studying 
his texts. The different uses intertextuality could be put to came as an eyeopener: 
literal or conceptual influences (chapter two), comparison, transformation or 
subliminal influence (chapter three). Biblical argumentation was not only used to 
further an argument or to visualize it, but also to substantiate Ambrose’s conviction 
of virginity’s authority. Ambrose invokes the support of Paul and Christ for his 
persuasion of virginity’s superiority (fifth article). God and Christ are said to back 
Ambrose’s tenet of virginity as a way to salvation initiated by Christ’s being born 
from a virgin (first article). The text in which this is most concisely expressed, Virg. 
1.3.11, appears in each of my first four articles. Ambrose’s biblical and theological 
knowledge in combination with his rhetorical expertise and classical training have 
greatly contributed to the establishment of his episcopal authority amidst 
opposition. The fourth article provides some examples by which Ambrose profiled 
his episcopal authority. He inherited the virtue of chastity from his martyred 
‘ancestress’ Soteris (Virg.), he identified with the doctrinal authority of the apostles 
and interpreted the fruiting of Aaron’s rod as God’s legitimation of his episcopal 
authority (Vrgt.). 

Ambrose acknowledges that virginity is not for everyone and includes the married 
majority within his ecclesiastical community into his virginity ideal in a way 
proportionate to their abilities (Virg. 1.6.24; 1.7.34-35; Vrgt. 6.29; 6.31; 6.34). No 
one would conclude from Ambrose’s use of Deborah and Judith as exemplars for 
the widow in Vid. that Ambrose wants widows to become generals and freedom 
fighters. Similarly, the virgin Ambrose depicts is an ideal type, whose various 
virtues apart from virginity can inspire non-virginal Christian. Juliana (Exh.) 
resembles Agnes (Virg.) in their function to evoke admiration within the 
ecclesiastical community. Further, Ambrose uses several narrative techniques to 
include the whole community in his ideal of virginity. We have seen the movement 
from specific (the virgin receives Christ’s scent) to general (all receive this scent) 
(chapter two) and from general to specific (from the Christian’s dedication to God 
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to the sacrifice in virginity in the Exh. prayer in chapter one). In Vrgt., the virgin is 
definitely ahead in her search for Christ, but finding Christ is open for Christians of 
different levels of spiritual progress (16.99), even possibly for believers outside the 
Church (14.88) (chapter four). In the fourth chapter Ambrose aligned himself in the 
ranks of the ecclesiastical community in awe of the virgins’ identification with the 
Church in Virg. Later the roles were reversed, and Ambrose positions himself as 
ruling on behalf of the Church over the virgins and the rest of the ecclesiastical 
community. Ambrose features himself in various roles: the student of virginity in 
Virg., the spokesman on behalf of the Church with apostolic doctrinal authority in 
Vrgt. His role in Ambrosia’s velatio in Inst. is multifaceted: she is his episcopal gift 
to God, he becomes her father, in his prayer he mediates between her and God. In 
the velatio the Church’s marriage with Christ is represented. In a way, Ambrose acts 
out the part of the groom’s best friend who leads the bride from her paternal home 
to the house of her groom.515 My interpretation of the Exh. prayer as a personal 
prayer might be more in spirit than literally, but this is how I understand Ambrose. 
His love for God is shown by the sacrifice of himself.516 Ambrose’s sacrifice is to 
lead everyone to Christ.517 He moulds virginity into a helpmate for this mission.        

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
515 Chrysostom describes Paul as the numphagoogos, whereby the bride is the Church from 2 Cor.11.2. Cf. Ambr. 
Inst.16.97-98: the whole ecclesiastical community leaves for its marriage to Christ.  
516 Cf. Vrgt. 2.6: God to Abraham: Nunc scio quia amas deum, quia non pepercisti unico filio tuo. Gen. 22.12 LXX 
and Vulg. both use fear instead of love.  
517 Vrgt. 19.123: Christ to Peter: Duc in altum (Lk. 5.4), hoc est: duc ad Christum. 19.124: the deep waters, where 
Christ is, fear (timuerunt) the Lord.  
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SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

 

1) The second article on scent remains a work in progress. The similarities between 
Vrgt. 11.66-12.71 and Inst. 13.81-86 demand further research.518 
 

2) This might have consequences for the problem of the dating of Vrgt. If the 
present communis opinio of dating Vrgt. before 380 would be accepted, the 
problem of the dating of the passage Vrgt. 3.14-5.24a remains. Both the 
composition and dating of Vrgt. is a matter which needs to be reconsidered, as 
far as I am concerned. 
 

3) A philological investigation to terms related to love (amor, amare, caritas, 
dilectio, diligo) in the virginity treatises might show up as challenging results 
as a similar study of misericordia did. 

4) The mercantile terminology used to discuss human moral action in relation to 
God is rather common in Ambrose’s virginity treatises. My research on 
misericordia might serve as a stepping stone to study how this terminology 
functions and what theological and social implications this could have. 

5) The parents as addressees of the virginity treatises deserve further investigation. 
Did Ambrose regard his audience as a collection of families instead of 
individuals? What did he do with texts like Luke 14.26? How did the 
relationship between the parents and a consecrated virgin develop during life? 

6) While Ambrose wrote his virginity treatises with female virgins in mind, his 
Exh. has been written with regard to virgin daughters and a virgin young son. 
Does Ambrose’s visualization of a female virtuous virgin life differ from a male 
virtuous celibate life? The situation of Exh. could be studied taking Ambrose’s 
De Officiis into account. 

7) How did Origen influence Ambrose’s view on Levitehood in Exh. and what are 
the implications of this influence for the gendering of virginity in this treatise? 

 
518 Other similarities between Vrgt. and Inst. might be relevant, such as the mention of Aminadab (Vrgt. 15.94-97 
< SoS 6.11 (12); Inst. 14.87 < SoS 7.1) and Ezek. 1.17 (Vrgt. 15.97; 17.108; Inst. 2.12; 17.113). 
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8) The virgin Ambrose has in mind is of respectable birth. This can be concluded 
from the importance he attaches to disinheritance in case she remains virgin 
against her parents’ wish in Virg. and from his ideal of virginal life retreated 
from the world implying the financial support of her family. Continuing the 
research set out by scholars like Judith Evans Grubbs and Antti Arjava, a study 
of the legal and financial aspects of the relationship between parents and 
children in Virg., but even more between the widow Juliana and her son and 
daughters in Exh. would be interesting. 
 

9) Laughton and Undheim have incited my fascination for the comparison of the 
Vestal virgin with the Christian virgin. The relationship between the Vestal 
virgins and Rome reminded me of Ambrose’s Vrgt. 8.48: Non in se …, filiae, 
sed in nobis ecclesia vulneratur. Does Ambrose regard the Church as a 
replacement of classical Rome and himself as an equivalent to the pontifex 
maximus (Laughton, Virginity Discourse, 221-222)?   
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SCHOLARLY SUMMARY 

 

This thesis consists of five articles, in which Ambrose’s virginity treatises have been 
studied following the topics of the conferences for which each of the articles was 
written. The general research questions, that is Ambrose’s arguments in favour of 
virginity and the implications of his virginal ambition for the Church as reflected in 
his virginity treatises, have always remained in the background. The specific 
method of this thesis is the meticulously applied technique of close reading used in 
each article. Intertextuality and the intended social consequences of Ambrose’s text 
play an important role. 

The thesis has been structured as follows. In the first introductory chapter two 
prayers are compared. The first prayer is a much-discussed prayer spoken during 
the virginal consecration. With regard to the second prayer I questioned the 
communis opinio that it would have been spoken during the consecration of a church 
building. In the second and third chapter, the different functions of intertextuality 
are underlined. In the second article I zoom in on Ambrose’s visualization of the 
intimate relationship between Christ and the individual virgin by way of scent. The 
Ambrosian pericope discussed is difficult to understand without the literal and 
conceptual influences of his predecessors Hippolytus and Origen. In the third 
chapter I zoom out to the dogmatic controversy in the 390’s around the various 
virginities of Mary reflected in Ambrose’s later virginity treatises. Ambrose’s 
advocacy of these Marian virginities is explained as caused by the contemporary 
interest in the relationship between Christ’s divine and human nature, whereby 
Ambrose defended a high Christology. The belated characterization of virginity as 
a return to paradise in Ambrose’s virginity treatises is connected to Ambrose’s 
defence of Marian virginities. The debate about the virginities led to an increasing 
importance attached to the virgin’s physical virginity. Gregory of Nyssa’s earlier 
reconstruction of virginity as a return to paradise (and the ambiguities caused by his 
predecessor’s influence) have been used to put Ambrose’s view into perspective. 
For Gregory, the (virginal) relationship between the personae within the trinity was 
the issue. Ambrose might have been influenced by Gregory’s idea of the functioning 
of the virtue virginity as an independent entity. The last two chapters take the social 
consequences into account that Ambrose had in mind. In the fourth chapter the 
reversal of the balance of power between the virgins and the bishop between the 
first two virginity treatises is analysed via metaphors and patristic biblical exegeses. 
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In his identification of the virgins with the Church in the first treatise, Ambrose 
locates himself more on the side of the ecclesiastical community in awe of virgins. 
In the second treatise, the virgins are placed under the authority of the bishop with 
the rest of the congregation, while bishop Ambrose is identified with the Church. In 
the last article, the hermeneutical analysis of the word misericordia shows a 
different meaning for the virginity treatises and for Ambrose’s treatise against the 
remarriage of widows. Also, the word refers to a different actor within the triad 
relationship (God – Christian – fellow human being) behind misericordia. Ambrose 
applies misericordia (charity) as a pivotal virtue to the widow and thus locates her 
in the public centre of the community. For the virgin, fides (trust in God) is the main 
virtue and her life is depicted away from the public eye, withdrawn within her 
parental home.  

The general research questions return in the articles. Ambrose’s main arguments in 
favour of virginity are introduced in the first chapter: the metaphors of virginity as 
marriage to Christ, life of the angels and sacrifice. These pro-virginity arguments 
are also the topics of the second and third chapter: the love relationship between 
Christ and the virgin and virginity as return to paradise. The virgin is depicted as an 
ideal type and her exemplarity is depicted as partly within reach of every Christian. 
Apart from the social positioning in the last two articles, this inclusion of all 
Christians into the virginal ideal is an important ecclesiastical implication of 
Ambrose’s virginity treatises. 
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