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Abstract 

 This thesis provides an examination of late antique Christian women and ways through 

which they accessed leadership, authority, and autonomy in a period that offered them limited 

opportunities. Drawing upon hagiographical texts, authoritative church texts, councils, canons, 

decrees, and letters, this thesis will illumine the lives of late antique Christian women, the 

obstacles they faced, and the ways through which they carved out space for themselves in a male 

dominated sphere. 

 The main finding of this thesis is that women’s roles were limited, varied, and that 

authoritative voices in the church placed great effort into trying to control women in this period. 

When women’s roles, lives, and ministries were actually documented, they often fell victim to 

rhetorical construction in order to further the ideals of the men writing them into history. Despite 

attempts from the male dominated authoritative structure of the church to regulate women, 

hagiographical exaggerations, and manipulations of gendering, some early Christian women 

found ways to serve as leaders, access some authority, and live with autonomy.  

  

ii



Acknowledgements 

 I would like to acknowledge the Department of Religion of the University of Manitoba, 

out of which I have had the privilege of exploring Religious Studies. Specifically, I would like to 

thank my incomparably wonderful advisor, Dr. Heidi Marx, for her support, encouragement and 

kindness. Dr. Marx is a brilliant academic and her capacity for knowledge and tenacity in 

research never ceases to amaze me. Dr. Marx’s ability to bring early Christianity to life sparked 

in me a deep interest to deepen my knowledge and explore ancient texts. I would also like to 

extend my gratitude to Dr. Justin Jaron Lewis, whose passion for Judaism, storytelling, and 

Shekhinah studies has resonated with me deeply, cultivating a special admiration for the beauty 

of the Jewish tradition. I would also like to thank Dr. Ian Whicher for inspiring me in my yoga 

studies. Dr. Whicher’s unparalleled knowledge of Indian Philosophy and the Yoga tradition have 

instilled in me an insatiable curiosity. I would also thank the late Dr./Fr. David Creamer, S.J., 

with whom I studied in India, and who introduced me to the work of the Jesuit philosopher 

Bernard Lonergan, Lonergan's epistemological meaning of objectivity, and the importance of 

critical thinking. On critical thinking I must also thank Dr. Kenneth MacKendrick for making 

critical thinking interesting through his work on Jürgen Habermas, despite its complexities, as 

well for employing me as a grader/marker through my undergraduate degree. I would also like to 

thank Dr. Jade Weimer who brought to life New Testament studies for me in my undergraduate 

degree, and for whom I also worked as grader/marker. Thank you also to Dr. Danielle Dubios for 

employing me as a research assistant, and giving me a break from english speaking for a bit to be 

able to work en français. Thank you also to Dr. Elizabeth Alexandrin for being a wonderful 

professor. Thank you to The Ruth and Gordon Harland Fellowship for the financial support! 

Furthermore, thank you to the administrators of the Religion Department who have been 

indelibly helpful. I would be remiss if I did not take this opportunity to thank the entire 

community of St. Paul’s College for being my home base through the entirety of my studies. In 

particular, I must thank Dr. Christopher Adams, the rector of St. Paul’s College, whose sharp 

analytic mind inspires me. Finally, thank you to my colleagues, Christopher, Heather, Jerome, 

and Catherine for their motivation, inspiration, and most importantly, their collegiality. 

iii



Pour ma famille. 

Espéciallement mon diacre préféré, mon Grand-père. 

Ma chère Maman et Grand-mère.  

iv



Contents: 
CHAPTER ONE: Introduction…………………………………………………………… 1 

CHAPTER TWO: Women and Leadership in the Early Church…………………………. 3 
Apocryphal Acts of Paul: The Life of Thecla…………………………………………….. 3 
The Pastoral Epistles……………………………………………………………………… 7 

CHAPTER THREE:  Constitutions, Councils, Canons………………………………….. 8 
Tertullian: Opposition to Thecla and Women Baptizing…………………………………. 8 
Hippolytus: Apostolic Tradition…………………………………………………………..10 
Didascalia Apostolorum…………………………………………………………………..14 
Apostolic Constitutions………………………………………………………………….  19 
Council Canons and Justinian Novellae…………………………………………………. 24 

CHAPTER FOUR: Late Antique Women and New Leadership Roles………………….. 28 
Pelagia and Figures of Conversion………………………………………………………. 29 
Deaconesses……………………………………………………………………………… 38 
- Deaconess Romana……………………………………………………………………. 39 
- Monastic Deaconesses leadership…………………………………………………….. 41 
Wealthy Elite Women……………………………………………………………………. 43 
- Melania Elder…………………………………………………………………………. 43 
- Melania Younger……………………………………………………………………….46 
- Macrina……………………………………………………………………………….  54 
- Olympias……………………………………………………………………………… 57 
Non- elite Monastic Women………………………………………………………………63 
- White Monastery Egypt………………………………………………………….…..   64 

CHAPTER FIVE: Conclusion…………………………………………………………… 68 

v



Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 Christian women found leadership opportunities and leveraged different types of 

authority and autonomy, despite resistance, through the early and late antique periods of the 

church in the Roman Empire. Different church texts attempted to order and regulate women’s 

place in church life and ministry. These historical texts are demonstrative of an attempt to control 

women’s ministry, leadership, and autonomy, through the words and influence of men. Emerging 

from the same epoch as the regulatory texts are several prominent hagiographical texts, full of 

literary embellishment, which denote specific circumstance through which women’s autonomy 

or authority is tolerated.  

 This thesis will examine avenues through which late antique Christian women found 

autonomy, and accessed authority and leadership roles in the church. The period of late antiquity 

explored in this thesis spans from the end of the third century to the sixth century. In order to 

establish a foundation for the exploration of the roles of late antique Christian women, this thesis 

will first present an overview of two early Christian texts known as the Acts of Paul and Thecla,  

and the Pastoral Epistles. While there is much debate over the period of authorship of the 

Pastoral Epistles, it closely predates the Acts of Paul and Thecla, which is believed to have been 

written near the end of the second century. The exploration of these early Christian texts will be 

followed by the church’s response to the leadership of women, through a chronological overview 

of select church councils, constitutions, canons, and decrees from the end of the second century 

to the sixth century. Following an examination of the attempts to control women in formal 

authoritative church texts, the lives of several prominent late antique women will be examined. 

The women who will be examined are exceptional because they left prominent legacies as a 

result of their remarkable lives, often taking advantage of familial and status opportunities in 

order to participate as leaders in the developing church. We will examine how they accessed 

leadership through extreme wealth, the female diaconate, and monastic leadership. In many 
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cases, these leadership roles overlap. Many of the female protagonists of this period find 

themselves benefitting from all three of these opportunities. For example, as we shall discover, 

one such woman, Olympias, who was born in the fourth century, not only served as a deaconess, 

but simultaneously acted as head of a monastic community, and also used her great wealth in 

order to access power in the male dominated sphere.  

 Oftentimes women’s leadership was only viable so long as it fulfilled the needs of the 

male authors constructing texts about women. Carefully constructed texts about late antique 

women are useful in demonstrating the rhetoric of male authors, although the real women in 

these texts can be inaccessible. This thesis will take note of literary constructions, while also 

discussing how female leadership is regarded in prominent church texts. This close reading of 

texts will use feminist methodologies to force engagement with the rhetoric of the male writers. 

The element of myth making is present in literary depictions of late antique women.  Throughout 1

this thesis, it will be noted where the manipulation of the gendering of women in authoritative 

roles is pervasive. The lives and actions of the women in texts often reinforce the “larger 

ecclesiastical concerns of the male writers who tell their stories.”  Even the way gender is 2

presented affirms a larger narrative at play, one which speaks to the way historically prominent 

Christian women have their female nature debased by the men who write about them. An 

example of this is the giving of masculine traits to women. A woman who overcame her “female 

weakness was praised—as Olympias was and many others were—not for being a brave woman 

but for being a man.”  In addition to this, the dramatic nature of hagiographical texts raises the 3

question of whether or not certain characters existed. Despite this, it is important to note that 

even people who may be questioned historically may have very well been perceived as real to 

early Christian audiences.  4

 Catherine Chin and Caroline Schroeder, Melania (Oakland, University of California Press, 2017), 110.1

 Chin and Schroeder, 110.2

 Gillian Clark, Women in Late Antiquity, (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1993), 129. 3

 Chin and Schroeder, 110.4
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Chapter 2 

Women and Leadership in the Early Church 

 Some early Christian married couples travelled as missionary partners.  Because house 5

churches were foundational to early Christianity, other married couples, who were not 

missionaries, would keep their homes ready for travelling teachers such as Paul.  This chapter 6

will examine women’s autonomy and authority in the early church through a late second century 

non-canonical text known as the Acts of Paul and Thecla. This apocryphal text, in which Paul is 

travelling to teach, is valuable in providing context for later debates on whether or not women 

should be allowed to teach or baptize. Following this, the Pastoral Epistles will overview an 

early attempt of the church to create a formal structure in which there was little room for women. 

Together, these texts assist in establishing a foundation for the further exploration of the 

development of women’s roles into the late antique period.  

Apocryphal Acts of Paul: The Life of Thecla 

 The narrative of the Acts of Paul and Thecla is situated within the Apocryphal Acts of 

Paul.  In this text, the life of the protagonist, Thecla, is quite embellished. Further, as we will 7

discover, it was not considered authoritative by the later church, and succumbed to deep 

criticism, perhaps as a result of the autonomy and authority it grants Thecla. The critiques written 

on the life of Thecla exemplify how early Christian women who held space as leaders were 

perceived as threats. In this text, Thecla is an independent woman who makes decisions for 

herself.  Thecla’s radical choice to refuse marriage and instead embody Paul’s teachings on 8

 Jo Ann McNamara, A New Song: Celibate Women in the First Three Christian Centuries, (New York: 5

Harrington Park Press, 1983), 31.

 McNamara, 31. 6

 The Apocryphal Acts of Paul are non-canonical pseudepigrapha on the life of Paul the apostle. 7

 Francine Cardman, “Women, Ministry, and Church Order in Early Christianity” in Women and Christian 8

Origins, edited by Ross Shepard Kraemer, and Mary Rose D’Angelo. (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1999), 301.
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virginity gives her the freedom to actively minister to others.  However it is only through 9

specific ascetic standards, that Thecla is able to exercise authority. It is important to note that, in 

Word and Flesh, Elizabeth Clark calls to attention that because women did not operate in the 

public sphere, unlike classical biographies about men, the stories of early Christian women saints 

are very similar to romances or novels from the same period.  Several novels composed in the 10

centuries surrounding the emergence of Thecla portray young heroines who oppose their families 

to be with their true love.  Readers of such novels would have found Thecla's epic strikingly 11

familiar. As in stories of literary heroines, Thecla is of noble birth and prepared for an equally 

noble marriage.  However, when she hears of Paul's rigid asceticism, Thecla abandons all, much 12

to the chagrin of all those around her.  She becomes consumed by her passionate resolve to 13

follow Paul, rejects her familial obligations, and is also rescued from danger. Indeed, the rousing 

dangers faced by Thecla are many! When Thecla is thrown to the beasts, a cloud of fire blazes 

around her, protecting her from being mauled to death by beasts. The cloud of fire also acts to 

protect her virginal naked body from the intrusive gaze of the male spectators.  Thecla’s 14

physical body is central to the epic. After this episode, Thecla is bound by the feet, with fire still 

surrounding her, and angry bulls are sent into the arena to kill her.  At this, the royal Tryphaena 15

faints, and the governor stops the games of her execution, as the city is in an uproar over fear of  

“Queen Tryphaena” having been killed.  Immediately following unsuccessful attempts to 16

 Susan Hylen, The “Domestication” of St. Thecla, Characterization of Thecla  9

in the Life and Miracles of Saint Thecla, 5. 

 Elizabeth A Clark, “The Lady Vanishes: Dilemmas of a Feminist Historian after the ‘Linguistic Turn’.”10

Church History 67, no. 1 (1998): 1-31. http://www.jstor.org.uml.idm.oclc.org/stable/3170769, 16. 

 Clark, 16. 11

 Clark, 16.12

 Clark, 16. 13

 Virginia Burrus, Word and Flesh/ The Bodies and Sexuality of Ascetic Women in Christian Antiquity, 14

29. 

 “The Acts of Paul and Thecla” in Women in Early Christianity: Translations from Greek Texts, ed. Cox 15

Miller, Patricia. (Washington, The Catholic University of America Press, 2005), 164.

 “The Acts of Paul and Thecla”, 164.16

4

http://www.jstor.org.uml.idm.oclc.org/stable/3170769


execute Thecla, she is brought naked before the governor who had sentenced her to die. Thecla 

begins to preach to him and Virginia Burrus asks whether we are “to imagine that the fire still 

covers her nakedness?”  Thecla declares: “He who clothed me when I was naked among the 17

beasts will in the day of judgement clothe me with salvation.”  In saying this, Thecla affirms her 18

integrity and denies the governor’s “power either to clothe or to unclothe her”.  This is quite 19

bold, and as will be explained later, very problematic for Tertullian, who will attempt to deny the 

validity of Thecla’s actions in this account. In this classic epic, through embellishment and vivid 

detail, Thecla is presented as a woman capable of individually affirming her own religiosity. 

Further, she proves her independence and reliance on personal divine intervention, rather than 

male religious authority.  20

  In contrast to the common literature of the period, Thecla's story does not end with a 

wedding. Thecla’s groom is Christ.  Thecla’s refusal of marriage and intercourse aligns with 21

other Christian heroines of her period, and is the most remarkable difference from heroines of 

secular novels.  Chastity opened the doors of autonomy for early Christian women. As in the 22

life of Thecla, chastity functioned as catalyst for agency and autonomy outside of male control.   23

 One of the most notable aspects of Thecla’s story is her credibility as a teacher. Paul 

commissions Thecla to go forth and teach the gospel.  Even more striking than Thecla’s 24

teaching is Thecla’s role in baptism.  Thecla baptizes herself when she is in the arena, and after 25

 Burrus, Word and Flesh/ The Bodies and Sexuality of Ascetic Women in Christian Antiquity, 29.17

 “The Acts of Paul and Thecla”, 164. 18

 Burrus, 30. 19

 Burrus, 30. 20

 Clark, “The Lady Vanishes: Dilemmas of a Feminist Historian after the ‘Linguistic Turn’.”, 16. 21

 Clark, 17. 22

 Cardman, “Women, Ministry, and Church Order in Early Christianity”, 302.23

 Susan Hylen, The “Domestication” of St. Thecla, Characterization of Thecla  24

in the Life and Miracles of Saint Thecla, 5.

 Hylen, 10. 25
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this also baptizes others, including Tryphaena.  By the end of the Acts of Paul and Thecla, 26

Thecla has taught and baptized many people and performed many miracles. This is noteworthy, 

especially taking into consideration that Thecla may have baptized men as well as women. 

Thecla’s ministry occurs in the period before the formalization of church structure and the use of 

Thecla as a role model or as justification for women’s ministerial authority becomes a topic of 

contention in later Church texts. 

The Pastoral Epistles 

 The Pastoral Epistles (1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, and Titus) belong to the Pauline corpus, 

over which there is no consensus to the year they were written. They may have been written 

anywhere from the end of the first century to the middle of the second century. The Pastoral 

Epistles attempt to establish order in the churches of both Timothy and Titus.  These letters 27

provide direction which limits the influence of women and establishes a formal ministerial 

structure, among other things. The content of the letters establishes the terms for the subsequent 

debate concerning women’s ministry.  In the ordering of Church ministries, the Pastoral 28

Epistles model the patriarchal roles that are present in Roman households.  Bishops, presbyters, 29

deacons, and elders are all included in the ministerial structures laid out in 1 Timothy Chapters 3 

and 5, and in Titus, Chapter 1. These are all roles exclusive to men. For women, the order of 

widows plays a prominent role as an official office in the Pastoral Epistles. In 1 Timothy 

Chapter 5, the role and appropriate behaviour of widows is outlined. To be enrolled in the order 

of widows, widows must be older than sixty, they can only have been married once, and they 

 Hylen, The “Domestication” of St. Thecla, Characterization of Thecla  26

in the Life and Miracles of Saint Thecla, 11. 

 Cardman, “Women, Ministry, and Church Order in Early Christianity”, 302.27

 Cardman, 303.28

 Cardman, 303.29
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must have a good reputation.  Widows must pray constantly and remain celibate.  The author 30 31

also warns of false widows, which he explains are often younger busybodies with sensual 

desires.  The threat of young widows is that “they learn to be idle, gadding about from house to 32

house, and they are not merely idle but also gossips and busybodies, saying what they should not 

say.”  Francine Cardman suggests that the attack on widows’ behaviour may be deeper than a 33

charge against the widows running around to people’s homes and could serve to negatively 

illustrate pastoral visits by widows.  This seems plausible because without supervision, in 34

individual homes, male church superiors would have less control over the actions of widows. 

The letters attempt to impose a high level of control on the order of widows, and this is perhaps a 

result of the threat of informal female communication networks, from which men are excluded.  35

The effort to control widows in the Pastoral Epistles is demonstrative of the threat perceived by 

the developing authority of the church towards women exercising pastoral leadership and 

authority. 

 1 Timothy 5:9-10, NRSV30

 1 Timothy 5:5, NRSV31

 1 Timothy 5:11, NRSV32

 1 Timothy 5:13, NRSV33

 Cardman, “Women, Ministry, and Church Order in Early Christianity”, 304.34

 Madigan, Kevin, and Carolyn Osiek, Ordained Women in the Early Church, (Baltimore, The John 35

Hopkins University Press, 2005), 22. 
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Chapter 3 

Constitutions, Councils & Canons 

 Together, texts from prolific authors such as Tertullian and Hippolytus, as well as the 

Didascalia, the Apostolic Constitutions, and multiple councils, canons, and decrees, are 

revelatory of the perspective of the church towards women’s authority. They also paint an image 

of the ministerial roles exercised by women, as well the functions of these roles. In the ancient 

world, matters of religion were matters of public policy.  The concept of the separation of 36

church and state did not exist.  As such, these texts are revelatory of the way the church adapted 37

to its social surroundings and increasingly regulated the possibility of women ministering within 

ecclesiastical structure, as the church became the official religion of the Roman Empire. 

Tertullian: Opposition to Thecla and Women Baptizing 

 As examined in the analysis of The Acts of Paul and Thecla, Thecla ministers with a great 

deal of personal agency. The authority taken on by Thecla is very problematic to Tertullian. 

Tertullian was an influential early Christian apologist.  Born in Carthage, Tertullian converted 38

from paganism to Christianity around the end of the second century.  Tertullian is forthright in 39

his opposition to any authority ascribed to Thecla. He opposes Thecla’s teaching and the 

authority she takes to baptize others. Tertullian believes that a woman does not have the right to 

baptize.  To strengthen the narrative through which he opposes women’s right to baptize, 40

Tertullian uses Thecla as his example, and attempts to invalidate any authority ascribed to her. 

 Bart D. Ehrman, After the New Testament, (New York, Oxford University Press, 2015), 58. 36

 Ehrman, 58. 37

 Ehrman, 92.  38

 Ehrman, 92. 39

 Tertullian, On Baptism, 67, 17.40
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He goes about this by attempting to discredit the very authorship of her story. Tertullian argues 

that the author of Thecla’s narrative was not Paul, but rather, a presbyter from Asia who used 

Paul’s name, and later resigned his position.  Fierce opposition towards Thecla and to women 41

ministering and baptizing is most evident in the work of Tertullian. To Tertullian, admiration of 

Thecla is dangerous. The tenacity of his opposition could perhaps imply that Thecla was 

problematic because her story was being used as an example to validate women’s authority in 

some areas of church ministry. Tertullian strongly protests against Thecla assuming her right to 

teach and baptize. Though he will not accept that any authority is given to Thecla by Paul, 

Tertullian appeals to Pauline authority for himself, pressing that it would be out of character for 

Paul to allow women to baptize as Paul does not even give women permission to “learn with 

over-boldness.”  Tertullian’s relentless opposition towards Thecla’s authority implies that  42

Thecla’s continued relevance to early Christians was not in alignment with Tertullian’s vision of 

the developing structures of ministry for the church.  Thecla is also a threat because she is 43

perhaps capable of inspiring other women to rise up. In a story full of imagination, it is not 

difficult to see how other women could feel empowered or use Thecla’s example to validate their 

own ministry.  Tertullian concludes his discourse on women baptizing by referencing the 44

pericope found in 1 Corinthians 14: 34-35, which tells women to keep silent and take their 

husband’s advice from home.  Tertullian’s choice to address this issue is telling of the reality 45

surrounding him. To some extent, Tertullian’s protest is in response to something which was 

occurring. This reinforces that there were likely women who celebrated Thecla’s leadership and 

followed suit by baptizing or preaching, or in choosing to not stay silently at home, and 

disobeying their husbands. Ultimately, as a result of the seemingly widespread reality of 

 Tertullian, On Baptism, 17.41

 Tertullian, 17.42

 Cardman, “Women, Ministry, and Church Order in Early Christianity”, 30243

 Cardman, 302. 44

 Tertullian, 17.45
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women’s agency, Tertullian seeks to prevent women from holding an active role in in the church, 

as he believes women should be restricted to the home.  46

Hippolytus: Apostolic Tradition 

 Hippolytus of Rome was a prominent presbyter who lived from 160-235 CE.   He 47

contributed greatly to the corpus of texts which denote the proposed ministerial structure of the 

early Christian church. Though there is some scholarly debate over whether or not Hippolytus 

actually wrote The Apostolic Tradition, it is ascribed to him.  For matters of congruency in this 48

dissertation, Hippolytus will be referred to as the author. The Apostolic Tradition, was produced 

in the early third century. The Apostolic Tradition presents a vision for the church which gives 

very little opportunity to women. 

 In Part I, Hippolytus presents, in detail, the ordination rites for bishops, presbyters, and 

deacons. When he describes the ordination of deacons, there is no mention of deaconesses. 

Hippolytus affirms that the deacon is ordained by the bishop, through the laying on of hands, 

because the deacon’s role of service falls under the bishop’s authority.  The focus Hippolytus 49

gives to the rank and responsibilities of the clergy implies that ecclesiastical status was a point of 

contention.  The structure outlined in Apostolic Tradition presents the role of the deacon as 50

subordinate. However, it is suggested by Francine Cardman that this debasement may be the 

result of an argument between Hippolytus and the archdeacon Callistus.  This is important to 51

 Church, Forrester. "Sex and Salvation in Tertullian”. In Scholer Studies in Early Christianity, (New 46

York, Garland Publishing, 1993), 200.

 Ehrman, After the New Testament, 441.  47

 Ehrman, 441.48

 Hippolytus, “Apostolic Tradition”. 1, 8. Translated by Alistair Stewart- Skyes, in After the New 49

Testament, Edited by Bart Erhman (New York: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2001), 442. 

 Cardman, “Women, Ministry, and Church Order in Early Christianity”, 306.50

 Cardman, 306.51
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note because some other texts that will be examined do not present the same subordination of the 

diaconate. The vision which Hippolytus attempts to establish for the church is one that is 

constructed by his choice ideals rather than what was likely the reality. The Apostolic Tradition’s 

development of structured ordination with the laying on of hands, further enforces men’s 

dominance in ordained ministry, and attempts to prevent women from taking part in official 

leadership positions.  The extent to which Hippolytus’s vision took hold is questionable, as we 52

will see that restrictions against women to continue to be produced, which is telling of a failure 

to enforce.  

 As the Apostolic Tradition progresses, Hippolytus describes the appointment of widows. 

As in the Pauline Epistles, widows do not have much authority. Widows are not to be ordained, 

but are instead to be appointed, after the passing of an adequate amount of time after the death of 

the husband. When a widow is appointed, there is no laying on of hands. The appointment is by 

word alone as “the laying on of hands is with the clergy on account of the liturgy.”  Ordination, 53

through the laying on of hands, is reserved for liturgical ministry. That is to say that widows are 

not clergy. Widows are appointed for the duty of prayer, and prayer is for everyone.  54

Hippolytus’s tone highlights the lack of authority given to widows. In this sense, the role given to 

widows does not carry deep significance. Rather, the title of “widow” is seemingly a label for 

categorization. The order of widows is reserved for mature widows who are recognized as the 

ones who officially offer prayers for their community. In addition to widows, virgins are briefly 

mentioned. As with widows, virgins do not receive the laying on of hands. Hippolytus states that 

choosing virginity is what makes a woman a virgin.  The explanation of the appointments of 55

both widows and virgins establishes a distinction between ordination by laying on of hands and 

offices of appointment. Although certain women can be placed in visible roles, Hippolytus’ 

 Cardman, “Women, Ministry, and Church Order in Early Christianity”, 322.52

 Hippolytus, “Apostolic Tradition”. 1, 10, 5. Translated by Alistair Stewart- Skyes, in After the New 53

Testament, Edited by Bart Erhman, 443.

 Hippolytus, 1, 10, 5. 443.54

 Hippolytus, 1, 12, 1. 443.55
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ministerial hierarchy marginalizes women further, reducing opportunity and, placing them 

outside the realm of ordination.  56

 In Part II, Hippolytus gives specific marital direction for women and men, and also 

provides details on the rite of baptism. Husbands and wives are instructed to be content with 

their spouse. Unmarried men must abstain from impurity or find a wife. Concubine slaves are not 

faulted for their concubinage if they have reared their children and been faithful to their master. 

A man with a concubine, however, must cease his impropriety and find himself a wife, or face 

rejection.  Explaining the duties of catechumens, Hippolytus continues, stating that 57

catechumens must pray by themselves separately from the believers.  Women too, whether they 58

be catechumens or baptized, must do the same. Catechumens may not offer each other the kiss of 

peace, because their kiss is not pure. Women may offer the kiss of peace, but only to other 

women. The same goes for men, as they may only offer the kiss of peace to their fellow men. 

Further, Hippolytus communicates that women should have their heads covered, and not just 

with any covering, or a thin veil, but with an opaque cloth.  Again, Hippolytus’s choice to 59

address such behaviours is indicative that to a certain extent, there were occurrences of men and 

women praying together, or catechumens engaging in the kiss of peace with full Christians. The 

addressing of head covering is not an unusual request, for in third century Roman and Jewish 

practice, it was considered proper for a married woman to cover her head. However, the 

commentary on the thickness of the cloth needed to cover the head is suggestive that women 

were wearing coverings that he felt did not cover up enough.  

 In baptism, according to Hippolytus, catechumens were to remove their clothes. Men 

were baptized first and women last. Women were to loosen their hair and take off any jewelry. 

The deacon was tasked with going into the baptismal waters with the naked catechumens. The 

 Cardman,“Women, Ministry, and Church Order in Early Christianity”, 306.56

 Hippolytus, “Apostolic Tradition”. 2, 16. Translated by Alistair Stewart- Skyes, in After the New 57

Testament, Edited by Bart Erhman, 468. 

 Catechumens are Christian converts who are preparing for the sacrament of baptism. 58

 Hippolytus, 2, 18. 468. 59
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directive is clear—“let the candidates stand in the water, naked, a deacon going with them 

likewise.”  However, what is unclear is whether or not any of the deacons were women. As will 60

be noted later in the Didascalia, women deacons are important for specific functions, such as 

this, in order to maintain propriety. The omission of female deacons provokes the question of 

whether the the role is left out because it is so obvious it is assumed, or because it did not exist. 

According to Cardman, Hippolytus is altogether unaware of women deacons.  61

 In Part III there is mention of the roles of widows and virgins in the act of fasting. 

Widows and virgins are expected to fast frequently and pray for the church. Presbyters are not 

held up to the same standard. Presbyters are only required to fast regularly if they wish, and 

bishops may only fast when all the people fast.  Pregnant women, along with the sick, are 62

exempted from the full rigours of fasting.  In this case, for women, even a subordinate office of 63

appointment is held to a higher expectation than that of an ordained man in a superior office. For 

women, the practice of asceticism is integral to their status in the developing church.  

 Ultimately, Hippolytus had a very limiting and restrictive view on women’s ministry and 

leadership in the church. Cardman highlights a cyclical argument found in Hippolytus’ logic: 

women are to have no place in liturgical ministry since they are not ordained, and so, there is no 

need for them to be ordained, since the function of ordination is liturgical ministry.  The very 64

little visibility Hippolytus does give to widows and virgins is accompanied by very high 

standards for their comportment. 

 Hippolytus, “Apostolic Tradition” trans. Burton Easton (Gutenberg project: Archon Books, 2020), 2, 60

22. 
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Didascalia Apostolorum 

 The Didascalia was written pseudonymously and attributed in the names of Paul, James 

the brother of Jesus, and of the twelve apostles.  Produced in Greek in the early third century, 65

the Didascalia, had a stronger and more immediate influence than Hippolytus’s Apostolic 

Tradition. The reason for this is because the ideas in the Apostolic Tradition took until the fourth 

and fifth century to be incorporated, primarily to the Egyptian and Syrian churches, so in its 

reach it did not have direct influence on the developments in the West.  Therefore, the 66

Didascalia provides a more direct illustration of the attempts of male authorities to interfere with 

the state of women's ministry in the late antique period.  

 Unlike the Apostolic Tradition by Hippolytus, the Didascalia, details closely the role of 

deaconesses  alongside the role of widows. Similarly to 1 Timothy, there is an attempt to 67

regulate the actions of widows. In relation to the appointment to the order of widows, the 

Didascalia states that a widow may not be under fifty years of age. This is a reduction from the 

sixty year age requirement set out in Timothy, but is congruent with the Roman marriage law 

which set fifty as the age widows were no longer required to marry within a year of their loss.  68

There was no social benefit to remarrying after the age of fifty, so it was beneficial for Christian 

widows to choose enrolment in the order of widows over remarriage.    69

 Chapter XV of the Didascalia details how widows are expected to behave. Widows 

should not act with malice or anger, they should not be talkative, forward, or quarrelsome. 

Rather, they are expected to be meek, quiet, and gentle. In what seems to be an attempt to curb 

gossip, widows are directed to ignore anything they see or hear that is unseemly, and focus 

 Ehrman, After the New Testament, 446.65

 Cardman, “Women, Ministry, and Church Order in Early Christianity”, 308.66
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forms of textual evidence in Chapter Four. 
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instead only on prayer. If a widow is asked a question, she should not answer right away, unless 

the question is related to righteousness or faith, and she must direct the questioner to the rulers, 

in other words, to men. But, not all men, only the ones in positions of authority. Widows and 

laymen are categorized similarly when they are both told they do not have the authority to 

discuss certain matters of faith, including punishment and reward, as well as the kingdom of 

Christ. The Didascalia states that when widows or laymen “speak without the knowledge of 

doctrine, they will bring blasphemy upon the word.”  This interesting statement places widows 70

and laymen in a similar status of religious authority. However, the Didascalia stresses that there 

is no need for women to be teachers. Widows are reminded that they are not meant to teach, but 

rather that they are meant to pray. The very need to mention this implies that it is likely some 

women, particularly widows, were using their office to act as teachers of faith. To further 

downplay the social reality of women teaching, the Didascalia uses the example of the apostles 

to affirm that if Jesus wanted the women disciples, the Marys , to be teachers, he would have 71

commanded them to be instructors with the apostles. The logic the Didascalia is attempting to 

project is that because the Marys were not commissioned to teach, widows cannot either. This is 

noteworthy, because later, in chapter XVI, widows are given no authority and scripture is used to  

validate their lack of power, yet in the case of deaconesses, scripture is used to validate their 

ministry.  The difference in authority granted to deaconesses over widows will be explored in 72

the section on deaconesses. The widows who run about gossiping are chastised at great length, 

and again, the mere mention of this illustrates that gossiping widows were felt to be problematic 

by the men of the church at the time the Didascalia was written. Next, the issue of greedy and 

gluttonous widows is discussed, and it is concluded that the widows who are greedy instead of 

doing good works, are not able to please God because even in prayer they are distracted by the 

thoughts of their greed. In contrast, a good widow is described as one who stays home and thinks 

 “Didascalia” , R. Hugh Connolly, Didascalia Apostolorum. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1929. transcribed 70

by Kirby, Peter. "Didascalia Apostolorum." Early Christian Writings. 2020. 12 July 2020 http://
www.earlychristianwritings.com/text/didascalia.html, CHAPTER XV  [iii. 5].

 In canonical scripture, the women disciples, particularly Mary the mother of Jesus and Mary of 71

Magdala, are not given apostolic status, even though they are central figures in the ministry of Jesus. 
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ceaselessly about God day and night. A widow who does such things, according to the 

Didascalia, will receive many blessings from God. The righteous widow is modest, constant in 

prayer, quiet, and tranquil.  She does not act of her own will, but is obedient to the bishops and 73

deacons, and fears and respects the bishop as God. Interestingly, this direction is followed by the 

command that a widow may not lay hands over anyone without the command of the bishop or 

deacon.  Although the widow does not have the authority to lay hands on her own accord, it is 74

noteworthy that she is able to lay hands when given permission. However, the need to mention 

this may be indicative that some widows were not waiting for permission from the men in 

authority before the laying on of hands. The next issue presented in the Didascalia is that of 

women baptizing, which is strongly discouraged. According to the text, when a woman baptizes, 

she transgresses and puts herself and the one whom she baptizes in danger.  The repetition in 75

opposing women’s right to baptize strengthens the assumption that women were in fact actively 

baptizing others. The Didascalia uses the argument that if it were lawful for women to baptize, 

Jesus would have been baptized by his mother instead of John.  The text also notes that widows 76

who have the title of widow, but do not have the faith and good works to show for it, will not be 

admitted into the everlasting kingdom. Widows are also chastised for discussing details of what 

they have received for alms, with one another. It seems possible that this could have been an 

attempt to keep control in the hands of the bishops and deacons, especially in situations where 

they may have been unfair in their distribution of alms to widows. The Didascalia’s defence of 

the need for discretion in the ministering of alms is supported by a scripture pertaining to the 

hypocrites who make public their good deeds in Matthew 6:2. Finally, widows should not curse, 

for from their mouths should only come blessings. The motivation in the focus on widows in the 

Didascalia is to gain control a group of ministering, gossiping, and cursing women that 

threatened the authority of the developing ecclesiastical structure.  

 Didascalia, CHAPTER XV  [iii. 7] 73

 Didascalia, CHAPTER XV  [iii. 8]74
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 Thus, through opposition to the behaviours of widows in the Didascalia, we see that 

widows were an active ministerial body in the church. The attempt to control and restrict this 

independent group of women from receiving any formal authority assumes that their autonomy 

was problematic for the dominant developing ideology of the male authority of the church.  

 Contrarily to widows, the Didascalia, grants deaconesses the right to participate in public 

ministry. Chapter XVI of the Didascalia presents a detailed overview of the role of the diaconate 

and this includes deaconesses. The majority of the ministerial tasks of the diaconate are 

described as primarily filled by men. However, in relation to ministry towards women, women 

fulfill the ministerial tasks.  The commissioning required to become a deacon is notable because 77

it comes from a place of ecclesiastical control. Therefore, in order to become a deaconess, a 

woman must be selected. The control maintained by ecclesiastical authority in the act of 

selection could explain why deaconesses are specifically given authority to minister, albeit in a 

limited capacity. The Didascalia outlines several examples of situations where women deacons 

are required. Deaconesses are required in ministry towards non-Christian women when visiting 

them in their homes, as it is more appropriate than sending a male deacon.  Further, women 78

deacons are needed in the baptismal rituals of other women to anoint the catechumens with holy 

oil. The anointing should only be done by a male cleric when there is no woman deacon to 

perform the ritual. Only the head of the woman catechumen is to be anointed by the male 

minister, as it is not fitting for the body of women to be seen by men.  This detailed  description 79

of baptism differs from the one in Apostolic Tradition by Hippolytus where there is no mention 

of women deacons. Is the reader meant to assume that there is a woman deacon entering the 

baptismal waters with the naked catechumens, as outlined in the Apostolic Tradition, because it 

is without question that a naked woman be accompanied by a woman minister? Or are there 

incongruences in practice based on location? Aimé Georges Martimort stresses that at this time, 

baptism required complete nudity, and that it was not acceptable for unclothed women to be seen 

 Didascalia, CHAPTER XVI  [iii. 12]77

 Didascalia, CHAPTER XVI  [iii. 12]78
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by men, let alone have their naked bodies anointed with oil by them.  Though the deaconess was 80

needed for the anointing, the Didascalia tells that the invocation of the divine names over those 

in the water had to be done by a man.  After the newly baptized woman emerged out from the 81

waters, it was the deaconess who was to receive her, teach her, and instruct her. The Didascalia 

is clear that for these reasons, the ministry of the deaconess is needed and important.  

 The Marys are once again used as an example to stress a point, yet this time they are used 

to support the ministry of women rather than undermine it. The Didascalia explains that Jesus 

was ministered to by women. This is to affirm the ministerial role taken on by deaconesses. This 

is ironic because earlier, in the Didascalia’s discussion on the roles of widows, the Marys are 

used to discredit the authority of widows.  Deaconesses are held in a much higher regard than 82

widows. Perhaps this is because they were easier to control, since they were selected for the 

more exclusive ministry of the diaconate. The Didascalia gives several more examples of the 

need for deaconesses, including needing women deacons to visit and bathe those who are sick, 

and minister to the needy.  Overall, the Didascalia exhibits that female deacons should be 83

ministering to women and male deacons, to men, in obedience to their bishop. In chapter IX, the 

Didascalia lists what each role in the church represents. The bishop is God the father, the deacon 

is representative of Jesus, “and the deaconess shall be honoured by you in the place of the Holy 

Spirit.”  This is a striking comparison for a ministry occupied by women. Contrary to this, the 84

response to widows, particularly in the shaming of gossip and communication, is an attempt to 

restrict a group of women whose fellowship threatened the very structure which attempted to 

exercise authority over them. 
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 The formalization of ministerial structure sought to restrict the role of women. The 

Didascalia offers deaconesses a place in ministry while simultaneously barring widows from 

ministry. Despite the preference given to deaconesses, a preference likely given because 

deaconesses were a more controllable group, the Didascalia ventured to place both widows and 

deaconesses within a structure where they were under the control of male clericalism.  85

Apostolic Constitutions 

 The Apostolic Constitutions is another late ancient text outlining the roles available to 

women in the church. The Apostolic Constitutions was compiled in the late fourth century by an 

unknown author.  The Apostolic Constitutions uses the Didascalia as its framework, repeating 86

many things, and the eighth book follows the Apostolic Tradition of Hippolytus.  Throughout 87

the text, women’s participation in Church leadership is heavily regulated. Widows are criticized, 

and the diaconate is enforced as the only acceptable ministerial role for women. The Apostolic 

Constitutions is full of contradictions in its presentations of women. Though the text generally 

opposes women’s ecclesiastical functions, the limited role of deaconesses is essential. An 

apologetic voice is given to validate the ordination of deaconesses, since deaconesses serve a 

necessary function for the Church.  The diaconate is the only role for women which is granted a 88

certain, though very limited, amount of authority by the author. In terms of status, the position of 

the deaconess falls between that of deacon and subdeacon.  “In general, one could say that 89

 Cardman, “Women, Ministry, and Church Order in Early Christianity”, 313.85

 “Apostolic Constitutions” in Women in Early Christianity: Translations from Greek Texts, ed. Cox 86
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female deacons did not have the public processional and other liturgical functions of male 

deacons.”   90

 In section twenty-six of Book II, the Apostolic Constitution mirrors the Didascalia, 

similarly comparing different orders of clergy to the trinity. The bishop is described as the 

minister who carries the authority of God, the deacon holds ministry of Christ as one who serves, 

and the deaconess is to be honoured as the Holy Spirit. The presbyters fall outside of the imagery 

of the triune God, and represent the apostles. Although the deaconesses are honourably compared 

to the trinity, the text continues on, asserting that a deaconess may not speak without the deacon. 

This echoes similar restrictive ideas from Tertullian’s Apostolic Tradition which uses scripture to 

demand silence from women.  The Apostolic Constitutions differs from Tertullian’s work in its 91

exception to silence, allowing for a woman deacon to speak with a male deacon. The female 

diaconate is a heavily controlled ministry, under the authority of its male counterpart. Despite 

ministerial status, deaconesses are still restricted, and because of their womanhood they are 

subordinate to male deacons. Widows and virgins are also honoured in section twenty six, 

although it is not with the same elevated esteem found in the parallel of the deaconess to the 

Holy Spirit. Widows are described as representative of the altar of burnt offering, and the virgins 

as the “altar of incense, and the incense itself.”  While this imagery certainly carries what seems 92

to be positive association, the entirety of section twenty six establishes the preference for 

deaconesses, over any other ministerial role for women.  

 The fifty-seventh section of the Apostolic Constitutions, Book II, explains the physical 

space and position in the church space, granted to different levels of ministry and the laity. 

Considering that this text was written near the end of the fourth century, not long after 
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Christianity became the official religion of the Roman Empire, it is quite possible that the 

descriptions of the church space functioned to impose order or congruence in the religious spaces 

that were a fairly new reality for a formerly persecuted sect. The place given given to the bishop 

in the church assembly is central. The bishop is located in the eastern part of the building, with 

the presbyterate seated on either side of him, and the deacons standing nearby. The laity are to sit 

on the other side of the church, quietly. Women are expected to sit by themselves, apart from the 

men, quietly. This gender separation is not striking as it mimics the classical Jewish practice of  

gender separation in synagogues.  According to Norman Lamm, a lack of gender separation in 93

worship spaces was a pagan practice.  The Apostolic Constitutions arranges women’s seating in 94

accordance with several factors. If there is a space for young women, they are to sit separately 

behind the older women. The virgins, widows, and elder women are to sit before all the other 

women. This is indicative of the status of women in “orders” over regular lay women. It is 

interesting to note that it is not just the women who are expected to keep silence, but lay men 

also. Further, in section fifty-seven, just as porters are placed standing at the church entries for 

men, observing the men, so too, deaconesses, are to stand at the entries for the women. Though 

deaconesses are not placed with the rest of the clergy in the sanctuary, nor given equal status in a 

placement similar to male deacons, deaconesses are still distinguished apart from all the other 

women in the congregation. Even so, liturgically, their visibility extends only so far as to the 

other women. The separation of men and women is consistent through the entire liturgy. As in 

the Didascalia, at the time of the kiss of peace, the gesture is only shared by men between men, 

and by women between women. When the time comes in the liturgy for the consumption of the 

eucharist, women are to approach with their heads covered.  The gender-restrictive kiss of 95

peace, and the act of head covering replicates Hippolytus’s instructions in Part II of Apostolic 

Tradition.  Therefore, as repetition of formerly established directives, this is not necessarily 96
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evidence for any new behaviour, as in other texts where I have drawn upon the principle that 

prohibitions are not necessary against things that no one is doing. 

 The diaconal ministry for women is selective. Women ordained as deaconesses are to be 

“faithful and holy.”  The role of the deaconess is to minister in the homes of other women, as it 97

is risky to send a male deacon to a woman due to the “imaginations” of unbelievers.  98

Deaconesses are needed for “many necessities.”  In the baptism of women, deaconesses are 99

very important, and their role is further outlined. After the deacon anoints the head of a woman 

catechumen, deaconesses continue the anointing, anointing their entire body. This is done so as 

to not expose the naked female body to the gaze of men. Therefore, this particular role of the 

deaconess functions as a way in which to enforce modesty, further highlighting the Christian 

ideal of chastity, in all areas of life. Roger Gryson notes that unlike the Didascalia, the Apostolic 

Constitutions do not mention examples of what to do in a situation where there is no deaconess 

available to assist in the baptism of a woman.  The lack of justification accompanying the 100

ministry of deaconesses leads Gryson to assume that deaconesses were likely a widespread 

reality.  The very next part of Book III, section seventeen, describes the procedure that 101

immediately follows immersion in baptismal waters. The immersion is performed by the bishop 

or presbyter, and deacons are to receive the men, and deaconesses are to receive the women, for 

decency.  This further emphasizes the role of the diaconate in regulating modesty, for both 102

male and female deacons. In this given baptismal situation the male deacon’s role is useful in its 

service to other men, and in the same way, the role of deaconesses is relevant when it comes to 

ministering to other women. In fact, Martimort emphasizes this notion in his examination of the 
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role of deaconesses, and uses the instruction of fourth century St. Epiphanius to highlight that 

deaconesses function solely in service to other women.   103

 Book VIII of the Apostolic Constitutions describes the ordination ritual for deaconesses. 

Section nineteen states that concerning the ordination of a deaconess, the bishop shall lay hands 

upon her, and will do so in the presence of the presbytery and the other deacons, both male and 

female. The laying on of hands is significant because it is present in the ritual of ordination for 

the other clergy, all of them men, in this text, and other texts. Although deaconesses are 

subordinate to deacons, they still receive the reserved sacrament of the laying on of hands. 

Section twenty continues in its description of deaconess ordination, with the ordination prayer. 

The prayer is a fascinating attempt to validate the perceived inferior status of women, while still 

granting it acceptable for a woman, deemed worthy, to be chosen as a deaconess. First, the prayer 

begins by highlighting God as the creator of both man and woman. This emphasizes a greater 

sense of equality than in other sections of the Apostolic Constitutions wherein women’s roles are 

invalidated by the author, who uses the Genesis example of woman being born of the side of man 

to support his argument. Further, although the overall style of the prayer resembles other 

ordination prayers , only in the case of deaconesses is a woman’s divine creation used to justify 104

her roles.  Men do not need this justification, and man’s divine creation is not present in the 105

ordination rites for male deacons.  Following this, several Jewish matriarchs are listed, almost 106

as though to offer historical justification of a woman’s capability to be filled with the “Spirit”. 

Martimort notes that it is interesting that none of the women listed in the ordination ritual are 

from the apostolic period.  The apostolic period is the time between the death of Jesus and the 107

last apostle. Next, woman’s nature is defended, albeit with a negative undertone. The text states 

 Martimort, Deaconesses, 113. 103

 Gryson, The Ministry of Women in the Early Church, 62. 104

 Cardman, “Women, Ministry, and Church Order in Early Christianity”, 317.105

 Cardman, 317. 106

 Martimort, 71.107

23



that God did not “disdain” that his “only begotten Son should be born of a woman”.  The 108

prayer closes by asking for the Holy Spirit to come upon the deaconess, and following the text in 

2 Corinthians 7:1, to “cleanse her from all filthiness of flesh and spirit”, so that she may fulfill 

her duties to God.  Unsurprisingly, this petition for cleansing is only present in women’s 109

ordination rites. Neither in the ordination ritual for male deacons, nor the other male clergy, is 

there a parallel.  As Cardman states, “Uncleanness of flesh or spirit is thus a peculiarly female 110

liability. It can be overcome to some degree by the gift of the Holy Spirit in ordination, but must 

be kept under control by the deaconess' obedience to the bishop and other clergy who have 

authority over her.”  111

 With the exception of female diaconal ministry, women are devalued in the Apostolic 

Constitutions. Widows are heavily criticized for their independence, and other than the 

controlled authority granted to deaconesses, there is no acceptable ordained ministry or 

leadership position permissible for Christian women in the Apostolic Constitutions. 

Council Canons and Justinian Novellae 

 Subsequent authoritative Christian texts reference women functioning as leaders or in 

ministry, often as a means of regulation and criticism. Although in the Didascalia and Apostolic 

Constitutions, women’s ministerial roles are limited to roles that can be regulated by male 

clerics, the repetition of prohibitions in successive texts may also serve as evidence that 

regulations over women acting in ministerial or leadership capacities were not always 

followed.  112
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 Deaconesses are mentioned in the Canons of St. Basil in the late fourth century. Although 

nothing is said about their function, specific directives are given on punishment for deaconesses 

who commit fornication with pagans. The text affirms that the order of deaconesses was 

governed under ecclesiastical authority, in the eastern region of the Roman empire, in the late 

fourth century.  113

 In 390 A.D., within the imperial legislation of the Theodosian Code , the issue of the 114

inheritance of widows and deaconesses arises. Both roles are only to be filled by women over 

sixty years of age, referencing the Pauline epistle to Timothy.  Further, widows cannot dispose 115

of their property before the age of sixty.  When the property of the church is discussed, the 116

deaconesses are mentioned, similarly to the clergy.  Further, in a law issued in 434 A.D., 117

deaconesses are listed after deacons, and before subdeacons, reinforcing the similar order of 

clergy listed in the Apostolic Constitutions.   118

 Church councils are large meetings of male church authorities, to discuss matters of 

church doctrine, rule and other significance. The twenty-fifth canon of the First Council of 

Orange in 441 A.D. prohibits the ordination of deaconesses. However, the result of such 

prohibitions cannot have been entirely successful, for, the twenty-first canon of the Council of 

Epaon in 517 A.D., prohibits again the ordination of deaconesses, indicating a lack of adherence 

to the initial orders.  However, there is perhaps a lack of success in this decree also, because by 119

533 A.D., at the Second Council of Orléans this issue reappears. Previously ordained 

deaconesses who did not follow the initial regulations are addressed. Canon seventeen decrees 
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that women who are already deaconesses are threatened with excommunication if they indulge 

“iterum”  in marriage, and in Canon eighteen, it is declared that “henceforth, no woman may 120

any longer receive diaconal benediction due to the frailty of her sex.”  This declaration asserts 121

an increase in the limitation of the roles of women compared to earlier practice. 

  In Canon fifteen of the 451 A.D. Council of Chalcedon, directives on the ordination of 

deaconesses are presented.  The text of Canon fifteen states that in order for a woman to 122

receive the laying on of hands, she must not be under forty years of age.  This lowers the age 123

requirement by twenty years, or, ten years if following the directive in the Didascalia. Although, 

as Martimort suggests, in practice, these age limits may not have necessarily been followed.  124

This suggestion is unsurprising considering the presumed laxity in response to regulations 

outlined in prior Canons. This Canon is notable as is contradicts the prohibitions set out in the 

First council of Orange, the Council of Eapon, and the Second council of Orléans. The Council 

of Chalcedon differentiates from the other three in that it is considered an Ecumenical Council of 

the church. The significance of an Ecumenical Council is that its decisions are recognized as 

authoritative. For example, in modern Roman Catholicism, ecumenical councils carry the 

privilege of papal infallibility, and only twenty-one church Councils throughout the history of the 

church are considered Ecumenical. Similarly the Eastern Orthodox church only recognizes the 

first seven councils as ecumenical, which also includes the Council of Chalcedon. It is interesting 

that three councils oppose the female diaconate completely, yet the more authoritative Council of 

Chalcedon is open to it, simply drawing parameters for the ordination of deaconesses. Noting the 

higher status of the Council of Chalcedon, it comes as no surprise that the directives of the other 

three councils do not seem to have been as effective.   
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 In the year 535 A.D., Justinian,  in his Novella 3, lists deaconesses among the clergy 125

and limits the amount of allotted deaconesses at the Hagia Sophia  to forty.  For comparison 126 127

purposes, one hundred deacons were permitted, and sixty priests. With all the orders counted, a 

maximum of four hundred and twenty clerics were permitted.  This limiting of roles was 128

correlated to protection of funds since deaconesses, like clergy, received income from the 

church.  Like other major clerics, deaconesses received an ordination, and were “bound to 129

perfect continence.”  In Novella 6, capital punishment is listed as a penalty for deaconesses 130

who break their vow of chastity or choose to abandon their office.  In Novella 123, men and 131

their accomplices responsible for assaulting the chastity of a deaconess, nun, or any holy woman, 

are to be capitally punished.  In order to prevent any suspicion of fornication, deaconesses 132

could not live with any man whose relationship to the deaconess could arouse any such 

suspicion.  Despite these risks, deaconesses had the same tribunal privileges as other clergy. 133

Any issues with deaconesses had to be taken to the bishop, and only after this could appeals be 

taken to civic court.  It is interesting to observe the drastic difference between church and civic  134

intervention into religious matters, primarily the mention of capital punishment. In this case, 

consequences for failures or wrongdoings are very severe. 

 Novella 3 belongs to a corpus of Roman law initiated by emperor Justinian I, known as Justinian’s 125

Novellae.

 The Hagia Sophia was the cathedral of the Roman Empire, located in Constantinople, and was the 126

largest interior space in the world. 

 Gryson, The Ministry of Women in the Early Church, 71.127

 Justinian. The Novels.  3.1. Translation. S. P. Scott, The Civil Law, XVI, Cincinnati, 1932. Accessed 128

from https://droitromain.univ-grenoble-alpes.fr/Anglica/Novellae_Scott.htm 
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 The role of deaconesses as ministers was regulated in canons and council texts, and their 

roles were granted leadership functions not available in other roles, such as the order of widows. 

However, regardless of attempted impositions upon women, there are many instances where it 

can be assumed that regulations were not followed. The continual development of the church 

from the early to late antique period contributed to changes in the roles available to Christian 

women. Christianity’s prevalence was strengthened by its relationship to the state, and as we will 

explore in the coming chapter, there was a shift from women leading in ministry through 

individual eremitic lifestyles to communal ones through movements such as coenobitic 

monasticism.  The following section will explore examples of late antique women leaders and 135

the circumstances surrounding their stories, in order to help situate women in ministry and 

leadership in late antiquity . 

Chapter 4 

New Leadership for Late Antique Women 

 The conversion of the Roman Emperor Constantine was revolutionary for Christianity. In 

313 C.E., the Edict of Milan spurred a change in the political and economic world of Christians 

and soon “within a matter of decades Christianity became respectable and fashionable in high 

society.”  In addition to Christianity becoming popular amongst the elite, it also became a way 136

through which those of a lower rank were able to elevate their status. Constantine would bestow 

senatorial rank on Romans who became Christian, following the new religion of the empire.  137

This chapter situates specific late antique women in positions of leadership and living with 

authority or autonomy, in light of the elevated status of Christianity. The women explored in this 

 Coenobitic Monasticism refers to monastic life lived in community rather than in solitude (eremitic). 135

 Simpson, Jane. “Women and Asceticism in the Fourth Century: A Question of Interpretation”. in 136

Scholer: Women in Early Christianity, 47.

 Simpson, 47.137
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chapter accessed their status by means of conversion, in rhetorical manipulations of their lives 

and gender in texts, as well as through wealth, ministry, and monastic structure. 

Pelagia and Figures of Conversion  

 Certain late antique women were able to escape their social status through conversion to 

Christianity. The Life of Pelagia is a hagiographical text which emerged around the fourth or 

fifth century and glorifies conversion, renunciation and the degradation of the female body. 

Pelagia is written as a repentant actress who later discards her womanhood and becomes a monk, 

a “paradigmatic figure of conversion.”  While a historical Pelagia may not have actually 138

received such admiration, she is lauded in the story of her life to inspire women to convert and 

live ascetic lives. The rhetorical constructions in her story are full of interesting commentaries on 

the debasement of the feminine, thus setting a foundation for the renunciation of it in order to 

gain elevated autonomy as a Christian leader.  

 Dorthea French examines the story of Pelagia, as an actress, within a broader historical 

context. Pelagia and other successful actresses “achieved a freedom from the control of father or 

husband, and from the domesticity inevitable for a woman of good reputation”.  The women 139

who act as figures of conversion are used to demonstrate to early audiences that Christianity 

accepts anyone willing to give up non-Christian practices, even shunned or marginalized 

women.  French places actors in the Roman Empire within a large spectrum of different social 140

classes, including both slaves and freeborn people.  While female actors were popular 141

trendsetters for Roman matronas , they were at the same time looked down upon by society 142

 Virginia Burrus, The Sex Lives of Saints, 130. 138

 Benedicta Ward, Harlots of the Desert, 63.139

 Ward, 57.140

 French, “Maintaining Boundaries- The Status of Actresses in Early Christian Society”, 296.141

 Matrona refers to a married woman in ancient Rome. 142
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and marginalized because their profession was legally categorized in the same class as 

prostitution. A woman’s chastity was judged by her reputation, which was based upon her public 

behaviour.  Due to the public seductive nature of a female actor’s work, a female actor could 143

not claim to be chaste. As a result of this, chastity was only expected from matronas.  In the 144

Christian community however, chastity was expected of everyone. John Chrysostom, the 

prominent fourth century bishop of Constantinople, viewed female actors as threatening 

seductresses, as “the very antithesis of a chaste Roman and Christian matron”.  French also 145

notes that by the time of Chrysostom, Roman legal prejudice against female actors had made its 

way into the Christian community, and that men married to former female actors were ineligible 

for ecclesiastical advancement.  Actors, whose work was a mandatory public service, did not 146

have the privilege to leave their work as the church required.  As a result of this issue, by the 147

end of the fourth century, Christian emperors provided conditions through which actors “might 

obtain permission to leave the stage in order to become baptized.”  By 381 C.E., female actors 148

who quit acting in order to be baptized, could become legally respectable, and all legal prejudice 

from their former occupation would be removed.  Although this order would have been legally 149

very beneficial for any former female actor seeking to escape her past in theatre, female actors 

needed to be the image of morality, otherwise with the suspicion of a lack of chastity, they risked 

losing their imperial exemption.  If abandonment of chastity was found to be the case, the 150

repercussions were severe and irreversible. Former female actors would be forced to become 

 French, “Maintaining Boundaries- The Status of Actresses in Early Christian Society”, 299.143

 French, 299.144

 French, 303.145

 French, 304.146
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 French, 305-306. 149
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actors once again and would lose exemption, for the rest of their lives.  By 392 C.E., 151

Christianity was fully absorbed into civic life as it became “the sole source of imperial religious 

legitimation.”  Broader integration of Christianity with civic society did not benefit women, as 152

much as it benefitted Christianity in establishing authority and structure. At the time of Thecla, 

and her contemporaries, such as Felicity, and Perpetua, martyrdom was glorified as a resistance 

to persecution. As Christians increased in number after Christianity’s legalization, there was no 

longer a need for traditional martyrdom, and the idealized image of the martyr was replaced with 

that of the ascetic.  Because sexual renunciation was central to asceticism, “converted actresses 153

became one embodiment of the ideal of extreme physical asceticism as a type of martyrdom.”  154

Asceticism replaced martyrdom, and as we will discover, asceticism caused decay and dying in 

the physical body, and especially to female nature. As a result of this decay of the feminine, 

asceticism became an avenue through which late antique women were able to access autonomy 

and authority. 

 The Life of Pelagia highlights the conversion of the actress Pelagia, through Bishop 

Nonnos. The narrator of the story self identifies as Bishop Nonnos’ deacon, Jacob, throughout 

the body of the text.  When Bishop Nonnos first encounters Pelagia, interestingly enough, 155

Pelagia’s femininity is immediately presented with contrasting images of masculinity. As she 

passes by Nonnos and the other bishops, Pelagia’s head is shamelessly uncovered, and “in her 

haughty impudence her garb was not very different from a man’s apart from her makeup and the 

fact that her skin was dazzling as snow.”  Through Pelagia’s masculine confidence and clothing 156

 French, “Maintaining Boundaries- The Status of Actresses in Early Christian Society”, 307.151

 French, 308.152

 French, 308.153

 French, 309-310. 154

 The Life of Pelagia in Bart D. Ehrman, and Jacobs, Andrew S. Christianity in Late Antiquity, (New 155

York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 406.

 The Life of Pelagia (6), 406. 156

31



she “already masquerades as a man, by virtue of her public exposure.”  Pelagia is instantly 157

presented as a walking dichotomy. Benedicta Ward has an interesting take on this. She comments 

that before the beginning of the story Bishop Nonnos and Pelagia “had never heard of one 

another: it was indeed a matter of ‘love at first sight’.”  If this is the case, it echoes 158

Chrysostom’s belief that actresses were powerful seductresses, and also that Pelagia emanates 

seduction without even attempting to. This seductiveness is attached to her feminine nature. 

Ward describes Bishop Nonnos’s reaction to her beauty as one of “astonished wonder.”  159

Nonnos describes Pelagia’s vanity as a snare to men, “causing harm to many.”  Female nature, 160

particularly sexuality, from this perspective, is inherently dangerous. Pelagia converts to 

Christianity and is baptized, demonstrating that the church offers a chance at social redemption 

in exchange for chastity, for actresses who are willing to leave their profession.  As a result of 161

the emphasis on chastity, the baptism of former actresses was allowed only after the denunciation 

of their former work.  They were obligated to fully separate themselves from their former 162

profession, and that included the renunciation of the possibility of teaching acting also.  If 163

former actors were not able to support themselves after having quit their profession, the Christian 

community was to support them through charity.  Therefore, while Roman society and 164

Christianity shared a mutual disapproval of acting, this text highlights an alternate, though very 

rigorous, lifestyle for former actors who choose to become Christian.  This may have been an 165

attractive motivation for actors who were unhappy with their societal role.  

 Burrus, Virginia. The Sex Lives of Saints, 138.157

 Ward, Harlots of the Desert, 63.158

 Ward, 63.159

 The Life of Pelagia (8), 406. 160
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 A fascinating episode in the story takes place when Bishop Nonnos becomes so overcome 

by Pelagia’s beauty that he laments that the attention to detail, through which Pelagia makes her 

appearance alluring to men, far surpasses the effort that he puts into embellishing his soul for 

God.  He is once again overcome by hysterics and throws himself onto a sackcloth onto the 166

ground hitting his face, as he exclaims: “What that prostitute accomplished in single day in 

beautifying herself surpasses everything I have ever achieved during all the years of my life.”  167

While Nonnos’s lamentation may seem out of place or excessive, Benedicta Ward points out that 

the use of courtesan imagery, as a rebuke for monks, in order to emphasize the need to care for 

the soul, was not unheard of in stories about Desert Fathers.  The text transforms Pelagia’s 168

physical adornment and desirability, traits that are not compatible with ideals of chastity, and 

through Nonnos’s response, transfigures them into positive spiritual attributes. Through the eyes 

of Nonnos, Pelagia’s seductive beauty, “is the manifestation of her actual spiritual power.”  The 169

obscenity of Pelagia’s forthright beauty, through Nonnos, is metamorphosed to reconcile her 

femininity and justify the sanctity of her later transformation.  

 As the text continues, it becomes evident that the social and spiritual redemption that 

Pelagia desires, comes at the cost of her female nature. This female nature, despite Nonnos’s 

transformation of it, is seen, as in most Christian writings from this period, as inherently flawed. 

In order to prove herself worthy of redemption Pelagia acts in self-degradation, to demonstrate 

that she is contrite. Pelagia confidently approaches Bishop Nonnos and demands baptism. Burrus 

interprets Nonnos’s agreement to her bold request to be the result of the theme of the temptress, 

which runs deeply in the text.  It is not Pelagia's confidence that influences the male hero. 170

 The Life of Pelagia (10-11), 406-407. 166

 The Life of Pelagia (11), 407. 167

 Ward, Harlots of the Desert, 60-61.168

 Burrus, The Sex Lives of Saints, 141. 169

 Burrus, 142. 170
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Bishop Nonnos’s agrees to her demand because he and the other bishops present, are “seduced” 

into agreement.   171

 In the following passage, the deaconess Romana is introduced. Romana’s function will be 

explored further under the analysis of deaconesses. Romana assists in Pelagia’s baptism and acts 

as a spiritual mother to her. After Pelagia has been baptized, the devil makes an appearance to all 

those present at Pelagia’s baptismal celebration. The devil is very upset with both Bishop 

Nonnos and Pelagia for ruining his plans for Pelagia.  The author uses the devil to emphasize 172

that Pelagia's former acting profession was in need of redemption, and that she made a righteous 

decision. Pelagia has infuriated “evil” forces. This is significant, as the text seeks to demonstrate 

for its readers that Pelagia is able to fully separate herself from “evil” through baptism. This 

emphasizes that an actress could have the opportunity to separate herself from her former 

negative reputation, in exchange for baptism. As the story continues, Nonnos, who refers to 

Pelagia as his “daughter”, tells Pelagia to rebuke Satan.  In he same section, Pelagia is referred 173

to as Christ’s bride by deacon Jacob. Pelagia rebukes Satan and he vanishes.  This is a turning 174

point as it marks a shift in power over her past life. Pelagia has divorced herself from the hold of 

the devil, her past, and now functions as a Christian, as a bride of Christ. Pelagia’s conversion 

grants her status. Similarly to the texts written on the lives of Thecla and Macrina, Pelagia’s full 

immersion into a life of chastity grants her an increase in autonomy and value. 

  Pelagia disappears after her baptism.  Three years later, deacon Jacob asks Bishop 175

Nonnos for permission to go to Jerusalem. Bishop Nonnos obliges and asks deacon Jacob to 

enquire about a monk named Pelagios.   He directs Jacob to visit him, as there is much to be 176

 Burrus, The Sex Lives of Saints, 142. 171

 The Life of Pelagia (31-33), 411-412.172

 The Life of Pelagia (33), 412.173
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learned from this eunuch monk.  Jacob finds Pelagios the monk, and though Pelagia recognizes 177

him, Jacob does not realize that the monk is the Pelagia he has once known. In deacon Jacob’s 

inability to recognize a woman he had once known, the reader is to believe that Pelagia’s 

physical appearance, and her presentation of gender, has visibly completely changed. Deacon 

Jacob explains that as a result of strenuous fasting and penance, Pelagia had lost her beauty and 

that her bones were fleshless and visible under her skin, which was coarse like a sackcloth.  In 178

this, Pelagia is the image of absolute asceticism. The image of Pelagia as an ascetic is the perfect 

example in the shift from the glorification of martyrdom in the early Church, to its replacement 

with asceticism as the new martyrdom, in the late antique period. Theresa Shaw offers insight, 

explaining how for women, ascetic practices were ideal in the renunciation of womanhood, as 

they are physically destructive to female nature. In the practice of asceticism, fasting is integral 

in reducing the “sexual humours” in the body.  In women, fasting destroys the female nature of 179

the body, for example, the shrivelling of breasts.  Through ascetic fasting, a woman’s external 180

appearance is altered, diminishing “the sexually attractive power of her femaleness.”  The 181

virgin ascetic attempts to destroy the feminine in herself, obscuring even her natural beauty, in an 

attempt to become less attractive, less alluring, and more masculine.  Everything womanly 182

about Pelagia is reduced to nothingness. In abandoning her womanhood through asceticism, the 

once beautiful and seductive Pelagia has made herself a “living corpse.”  This further affirms 183

that while souls may be genderless and equal, as Basil of Ancyra explains, the female body is not 

equal, and women will only be equal to men in the afterlife.  No matter how hard a virgin tries, 184

 The Life of Pelagia (43-44), 414.177

 The Life of Pelagia (45), 415.178

 Shaw, Burden of the Flesh, 235. 179

 Shaw, 235. 180
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elaborates Shaw, she will “be crippled by her physical body. Her virtue is equal to that of her 

male counterparts, but their equality extends only as far as the contours or touch of her feminine 

form.”  From a modern perspective, the practice of asceticism may have physically destroyed 185

signs of femaleness. For example, as modern knowledge shows, fasting rigorously can “result in 

amenorrhea as well as the atrophy of the mammary glands.”  In this case the female body will 186

physically cease regular menstrual function, and the breasts lose their function and visibility. It is 

not difficult to imagine that for gender shifting women, such as Pelagia, this allowed them to 

hide physical signs of the female nature they were attempting to discard. Pelagia’s initial ability 

to cover her physical nature comes from a literal physical covering, by disguising herself in 

men’s clothing. However, in order to remain undetected and continue to live as a man, she 

follows a rigorous ascetic routine.  187

 Burrus suggests that as a man, Pelagia’s asceticism does not elicit the same “grotesque” 

response as it does when she is recognized as female and that “it is also only by being 

simultaneously misrecognized as male that it provokes such nauseating unclarity.”  Pelagia 188

dies, conveniently for the story, while deacon Jacob is still in Jerusalem.  When Pelagia dies, 189

her body is laid out by the abbots to be anointed. At this point, the abbots come to the realization 

that Pelagia is not a male eunuch as they had thought.  The abbots are shocked and proclaim 190

“Praise to you, Lord; how many hidden saints you have on earth— and not just men, but women 

as well.”  This statement undermines Pelagia’s transformation in its apologetic undertone. The 191

abbots try to cover up the secret of her sex but are not able to do so.  Pelagia’s sanctity “has not 192

 Shaw, Burden of the Flesh, 237-238.185

 Shaw, 240.186

 Shaw, 242.187

 Burrus, The Sex Lives of Saints, 144.188

 Burrus, 145.189
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been hidden, however ‘he’ is widely acclaimed ‘as a righteous man’. What has been concealed is 

solely ‘his’ sex.”  The discovery of Pelagia’s female vessel compromises the understanding of 193

gender held by the abbots and is potential cause for embarrassment as they wish to hide their 

discovery.   194

 Everything about Pelagia’s story is extreme. Pelagia cannot be reduced to a single 

essence.  Pelagia’s identity shifts dramatically through the story. She is first presented as an 195

extremely seductive and confident actress, then is transformed into a humble bride of Christ, and 

finally she is presented as the image of perfect asceticism. In her final identity, “the layered 

depiction of Pelagia as both female transvestite and eunuch doubles the ambiguity of her 

gender.”  Burrus describes Pelagia's many identities as an overwhelmingly “monstrous 196

spectacle of conflicting images that refuse to resolve into a visual ‘whole’.”   Burrus finds that 197

ultimately Pelagia “does not transcend gender; she flamboyantly transgresses it— a woman, and 

then some.”  Ward offers insight into the practical need for Pelagia’s gender shifting. In passing 198

as a man Pelagia also protects herself from any possible attacks.  Pelagia’s asceticism and  199

renunciation offer her freedom, but as the text constructs, it is not in her womanhood that she 

attains that freedom, it is from her very rejection of it. In fact, the masculinity attributed to 

Pelagia early on in the hagiography, and her self portrayal as a eunuch, demonstrate that she also 

rejected the masculine allure she had once carried. Pelagia rejects gender altogether. 
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 It is also interesting to note that cross dressing, as Pelagia did, was discouraged by 

influential men, such as Jerome.  Pelagia was among a few cases of acceptable cross dressing, 200

wherein the women involved were hidden away in the desert and “were trying to hide the fact of 

being female so that they could lead a strict ascetic life, rather than to deny the code of 

femininity.”   Although Pelagia's story offers an example of extreme conversion and asceticism 201

as a way through which late antique women could explore a way of life, different than the 

assumed societal one, “Femaleness as such was still a cause of shame, even if the solitary woman 

took refuge in the very deepest desert with the wild creatures, away from all risk of human 

contact.”   202

  

Deaconesses 

 The female diaconate is very important in the study of women’s roles in the late antique 

period of the church. The female diaconate serves as the only relatively stable institutional role 

available to women in late antiquity. Despite efforts to curb women’s ministry, through the 

diaconate, women exercised certain leadership capacities. Although deaconesses were counted 

among the clergy from the end of the fourth century in the eastern church, ordination came with 

several conditions, meaning the order was quite regulated.  Deaconesses were ordained through 203

laying on of hands, but before ordination, an investigation needed to first reveal the woman’s 

moral integrity.  Further, if she was not a virgin she could only be the widow of one husband.  204 205

 Gillian Clark, Women in Late Antiquity, (Clarendon Press: Oxford. 1993), 117. 200
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 Gryson, 110.204

 Gryson, 110.205

38



 The female diaconate was an ordained ministry.  The order of widows, by contrast, was 206

a way of life that carried a canonical status.  Deaconesses received a true ordination, similar to 207

their male counterparts, however their functions were less extensive and regarded by the church 

as less important.  The ordination of women to the diaconate functioned to regulate women’s 208

activities, so that all of a deaconess’s movements could be controlled by church authority, 

including monetary flow. An example of this motivation can be found in the life of Nicarete, an 

older woman who actively funded and participated in charitable works.  Wendy Meyer notes 209

that John Chrysostom wanted to ordain Nicarete as a deaconess so that he could be in control her 

charitable activities.  In order to paint a broader image of the roles of deaconesses we turn to 210

Romana, the deaconess glimpsed in the background of The Life of Pelagia. 

Diaconal Case Study: Romana 

 The deaconess Romana appears in the narrative of Pelagia’s life. Once Pelagia’s baptism 

is approved by the bishop, Deaconess Romana, the head deaconess, makes her appearance in the 

narrative to assist in Pelagia’s baptism.  Deaconess Romana immediately commands authority 211

in the text. Romana tells Pelagia to pull herself together when she is crying at Bishop Nonnos’s 

feet, and tells Pelagia to pray with her.   212

 Although Pelagia’s story is a literary construction, it is important to note that the role of 

the deaconess in Pelagia’s journey as a catechumen is an assumed requirement of the deaconess. 
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At the baptism, deaconess Romana acts as Pelagia’s spiritual mother and she is the one to receive 

Pelagia from the baptismal waters.  The ministerial role played by the deaconess Romana is 213

consistent with the role of deaconesses as presented in the Didascalia and the Apostolic 

Constitutions, though through the story of Pelagia's life, the role is more fully elaborated. 

  In addition to deaconess roles listed in earlier texts, Romana’s character introduces the 

role of the deaconess as a spiritual mother. This example of spiritual motherhood reinforces the 

notion found in early Christianity of the importance of the spiritual family over biological family. 

Romana also serves an instructional role, telling Pelagia how to behave and when to pray. She 

exhibits a certain level of religious authority, towards female catechumens.  

 Romana is also referred to as the "head deaconess”, a term used in neither the Didascalia 

nor the Apostolic Constitutions. This is significant as it highlights a deaconess position that is 

enacted or assumed, though not recorded in an authoritative text. It also emphasizes how little is 

actually recorded of women in authoritative texts and the probability that there are many other 

unrecorded women’s roles. At a certain point in the The Life of Pelagia, Nonnos refers to Pelagia 

as his “daughter.”  It is interesting to note that Pelagia is considered to be the spiritual daughter 214

of both the bishop and the head deaconess in the text. Bishops are the highest local male clerical 

authority, so perhaps the head deaconess functioned as the highest local female authority. This 

idea may be supported by the trinitarian parallel within both the Didascalia and the Apostolic 

Constitutions wherein the deaconess represents the Holy Spirit next to the bishop who represents 

God the Father. After her baptism, Pelagia is asleep next to Romana, who is once again referred 

to as her spiritual mother.  The illustration of the physical closeness of the two women 215

highlights to what extent women’s ministry may have been intimate, in many aspects of life. 

Further, the repetition of this intimate maternal relationship emphasizes the significance of the 

role of deaconesses in the formation of newly baptized women, past their phase as catechumens.  

 The Life of Pelagia (30), 411.213
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 Romana is the caregiver to the newly baptized Pelagia, and Pelagia is again referred to as 

Romana's daughter, both spiritually and financially.  Pelagia gives up all her wealth, so 216

Romana takes care of all of Pelagia’s needs from her own pocket for the seven days following 

her baptism, and “in her faith and her love, like a fond mother, she considered Pelagia to be her 

own beloved daughter and so looked after her.”  This depiction of generosity is a telling 217

commentary on what the late antique church expected of women deacons in both their acts of 

charity, and of their spiritual familial relationships with Christian women and catechumens.  

 After Pelagia disappears, Romana goes grief stricken to Bishop Nonnos, and he tells the 

deaconess not to worry.  Here it is notable that the relationship between deaconess and bishop 218

is close in its communication, and unquestioned. As we will read in the coming exploration of 

Olympias, this is not the only example of such a relationship either.  

Monastic Deaconesses 

 Beyond the canons, deaconesses have a history of association in the early and middle 

Byzantine period with female monasticism.  Deaconesses held leadership positions in monastic 219

communities. There were two distinct types of monastic women who were able to become 

deaconesses: an abbess or a nun with liturgical functions, or one whose husband had been 

ecclesiastically promoted, thus forcing her into a monastic community.  Monastic deaconesses 220

enacted ministries that were usually “either liturgical or supervisory in nature.”  As a result of 221

the fourth and fifth century expectation that even married men, who found themselves 
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ecclesiastically promoted would become celibate, wives of bishops would take monastic vows 

after their husband’s consecration.  The forty-eighth canon of the Quinisext Council in 692 222

A.D. explains that the wife of a bishop who takes monastic vows can become a deacon if she is 

worthy.   Having a husband ecclesiastically promoted may have been negatively life altering 223

for a woman who did not want to enter a convent and abandon a family life. However, if deemed 

worthy, such a woman could become a deaconess, granting her a higher status with greater 

function within the monastic community. Perhaps even as recompense for her loss of family life.  

Martimort quotes Severus of Antioch to assert that the ordination of deaconesses in monastic 

communities is performed to give honour.   224

 It is important to note, however, that many abbesses were not deaconesses. And 

sometimes while an abbess was not a deaconesses, another nun in the same convent could be a 

deaconess, as in the case of Macrina and deaconess Lampadion.  In the example of Olympias’ 225

ministry, she served as deaconess and abbess, and, in addition to her own diaconal ministry, she 

had other women serving as deaconesses in her monastery.  In contrast to both Macrina and 226

Olympias, Melania the Elder was the head of a monastic community, but she was not a 

deaconess, Severa, however, a member of her community, was.  Deaconesses who were not 227

superiors may have ministered to non-monastic women by providing pastoral care, and 

sheltering within the monastery, women in need such as unwed mothers.  As evidenced by the 228

varied examples, overall, the role of deaconesses within monastic communities was not 

ubiquitous, as there was a great deal of variety in their duties and even reasons for ordination. 
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Wealthy Elite Women 

 In addition to women holding limited space pretending to be men, or as deaconesses, the 

examination of the lives of several late antique women reveals two additional avenues, through 

which women were able to access authority. Women who were very wealthy were able to 

exercise authority, as were women who held leadership roles in monastic contexts, whether or 

not they were wealthy. In several instances we see women inhabiting all of these roles. In other 

words, many of the protagonists in stories of prominent late antique women, found themselves 

exercising authority through more than one of these avenues. For example, Olympias not only 

served as a deaconess, but functioned as the head of a monastic community. She also used her 

great wealth in order to access power in a male dominated ecclesiastical structure.  

Melania Elder 

 Melania the Elder was a woman of incredible wealth and of far reaching influence in the 

fourth century. Her status and wealth led to a popularity which left a lasting historical legacy. 

Although what we know of Melania comes from the words of men, and although she is often 

overshadowed by her male companions, her story stands out among the sea of characters in the 

late antique period. Melania left a strong personal legacy and her life is also intricately woven 

into the stories of several influential men, such that it impossible to erase her from history. 

 The primary source of information on Melania comes through Palladius’ Historica 

Lausica. Palladius was a supporter of Melania, and became associated with her circle after he 

settled on the Mount of Olives in the late fourth century. Melania was the subject of three entire 

chapters in Palladius’ work.  Other information on Melania can be drawn from the letters of 229

 E. D. Hunt, “ Party and its Supporters in the Church of the Late Fourth Century.” The Journal of 229
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Evagruis of Pontus, Paulinus of Nola,  as well as those of Jerome, who is critical of her Origenist 

association.  

 Melania was a Spanish-born, Roman imperial aristocrat who lived from 342 C.E. to 410 

C.E..  She controlled her own wealth under the Roman civil code.  Melania’s wealth and 230 231

social position were inherited, and she maintained her prestigious status, even throughout her 

ascetic endeavours. Upon having decided to pursue an ascetic lifestyle after being widowed at 

twenty-two, Melania is said to have “sold her things and turned possessions into money.”  With 232

her resources she built a monastery in Jerusalem, where she stayed for twenty-seven years.  233

Melania carried a great deal of privilege and wealth through her entire life. As a result, she had 

the freedom to do things that many other women in her time were not able to do. Melania was 

also very well read. According to Palladius, “Melania the Elder, read through the works of such 

theologians as Origen, Gregory Nazianzen, and Basil of Caesarea”, multiple times.  Evagrius’s 234

letters to Melania reveal her as “a full participant in the Christian studies circles that still, in the 

late fourth century, flourished in Egypt and Palestine.”  235

 Before becoming a widow at twenty-two, Melania gave birth to a son from her marriage. 

However, before her entry into ascetic life, she arranged for a guardian to be named for her son, 

and only after, left Rome for Alexandria.  Here, a practice similar to that in the story of Felicity 236

and Perpetua is repeated. Just as caregivers are found for Felicity and Perpetua’s biological 
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children before their martyrdom, so too, Melania finds a caregiver for her biological child before 

thrusting herself into the life of asceticism. This renunciation was very important for status as a 

genuine ascetic. It was required for ascetics to sever familial ties.  Late ancient Christian 237

writers claim that “only by removing themselves from the households that had determined their 

social loci thus far could a renunciant enter the household of God.”  238

 A recurring pattern in discussions of Melania the Elder relates to her gender and gender 

identity. There are a limited amount of gender roles available to women in the late antique period 

of the early church.  Women who did not fall into normative gender roles found their gender 239

status questioned and they were referred to as having manly virtues.  Take, for example, the 240

way in which Pelagia’s masculine traits are emphasized. In the case of Melania, in Evagrius’s 

first letter, she is described as having “male” attributes despite her female nature. She is armed 

by God “with manliness.”  Palladius sees gender as, “not a boundary, a marker of the binary, 241

nor even a hierarchy in which Melania has improved her status from strictly female to male.”  242

To Palladius, Melania was “fully female— a Roman matron who is the head of a female 

monastery— and male, in terms of a variety of roles she plays in civic locations such as Rome 

and Jerusalem.”  Again, there is a difficulty for male authors in this period to reconcile 243

exemplary women and their femininity. Instead, masculine traits are emphasized in their lives. 

So, although Melania is female, she is not like other women. For her, the “emphasis is often 

more on her gender and less on issues of asceticism and its effects on sexuality.”   244
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 As a very wealthy woman, Melania found herself able to do things other women were not 

able to do. For example, when thrown in prison after pretending to be a slave in order to serve 

banished clerics, she was not afraid to threaten the consul who had imprisoned her.  Not only 245

was Melania released, she also received an apology from the judge and permission to go about 

doing what she wanted.   246

  Melania was able to exercise a considerable amount of autonomy over her own life. As a 

result of her wealth, status, and ascetic lifestyle she lived as a leader in a capacity unavailable to 

women without the same immense privilege. 

Melania Younger 

 The granddaughter of Melania the Elder, Melania the Younger, lived from 383-439 C.E.. 

Melania had the privilege of being well formed in her upbringing. Melania the Younger was also 

very rich, coming from immense familial wealth. Gerontius writes that Melania “was foremost 

among the Romans of senatorial rank.”  Senatorial families, just like hers, “might have 247

property in more than six provinces of the Roman Empire”, large amounts of land, and aside 

from the land, yearly incomes, “might be 120,000 gold solidi.”  120,000 gold solidi was the 248

equivalent of $123 million, “enough to provide subsistence living for about twenty-four thousand 

families a year.”   249
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 Melania the Younger was married to Pinian, another wealthy Roman, with whom she had 

two children. Melania’s children died at a young age. At the age of twenty, Melania decided with 

Pinian, to be chaste and renounced her wealth. Despite renouncing her wealth, she still had the 

means to travel, fleeing Rome for North Africa due to the Gothic invasion. Later in her life, upon 

going to Jerusalem, she founded monasteries in both North Africa and Jerusalem.  The flight 250

from Rome was not unique to Melania as many other aristocrats also fled Rome at the time. 

Upon their arrival to their North African estates, Melania and Pinian sold “some of their property 

in Numidia, Mauretania, and Africa Proconsularis, donating the proceeds to Christian charity.”   251

 The primary source of information about Melania comes from Gerontius’ fifth century 

biography about her. Gerontius, when speaking of Melania, praises her for “her ardor for the 

orthodox faith (an ardour hotter than fire), her unsurpassable beneficence, her intense vigils, her 

persistence in lying on the ground, her ill-treatment and ceaseless ascetic discipline of her soul as 

well as of her body.”  He continues by listing her many virtues, her deep humility, and “the 252

cheapness of her clothing.”  Her piety is emphasized because prominent women must be 253

worthy of praise. Melania is revered as a role-model for several reasons. She is presented by 

Gerontius as well disciplined, wealthy yet humble, and as a model ascetic. Although Gerontius 

idolizes Melania, unsurprisingly, her asceticism is not as well received by her family, considering 

her primary familial expectations would have been to create the next generation, and pass on her 

family’s wealth to the next generation.  After the death of their children, Melania and Pinian 254

decided to embark on their life of renunciation and there was evident opposition from their 

families. This opposition was intensified by the fact that while the elder Melania had left behind 

a child to carry her name, the younger Melania would not. The family legacy would not be 
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carried on through Melania and Pinian if they renounced their inherited familial wealth. 

Gerontius states that Melania and Pinian “would not consent to their parents’ desires, and were 

so unhappy that they refused to eat unless their parents would agree with them and consent to 

release them so that they could abandon their frivolous and worldly mode of life and experience 

an angelic heavenly purpose.”  Just as in other stories about renunciate women, there is tension 255

between the renunciates and their blood family. Later, in Gerontius’ text, some clarity is given to 

how asceticism is pursued by individuals living with privilege. He begins; “when they began the 

angelic way of life”… “at the time they [Melania and Pinian] were not able to practice rigorous 

asceticism because of their pampered youth.”  He continues by explaining that for the purpose 256

of renunciation Melania wore cheap clothing and that Pinian wore good Sicilian, but not fine, 

clothing.  This description of asceticism is not rigorous compared to the life of renunciate 257

women without the same privilege, such as Pelagia, who fully renounced her wealth and tortured 

her body.  

 Melania was seemingly in full control of her husband’s behaviour through their ascetic 

endeavours. At one point, Melania asks Pinian if he still desires her.  When he responds to her 258

that, ever since his entrance to the chaste life, he has only looked upon her as her mother does, 

she tells him to listen to her as though she were his mother and give up his Sicilian clothing.  259

Pinian sees “that her exhortation was for his own good. Straightaway he obeyed her excellent 

advice”, and clothed himself in even cheaper clothes.  This is a fascinating presentation of a 260

married couple in an ancient hagiographical text. Melania comes across as the decision maker. 

Pinian is always nearby, but Melania is the one influencing the decisions for the both of them.  
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 Unlike her grandmother, Melania had her husband in her life, though similarly to her 

grandmother, Melania had a great deal of autonomy. Melania is also better known historically 

than her husband Pinian. Melania’s overarching dominance in relation to her husband could be 

due to her famous grandmother, family name, and her family’s elevated social status. Although 

the young couple regularly gave away large sums of money, in the account of Melania’s life, it 

seems that they had such a large amount of wealth that they had more money to distribute than 

they could even keep track of. They distributed thousands upon thousands of coins through 

different regions as well as their movable goods which were “too many to be counted.”  261

Melania’s popularity comes as no surprise when Gerontius explains that Melania and Pinian’s 

possessions, which, they had given away, were “enough for the whole world. For what city or 

country did not have a share in their enormously good deeds.”  Although the text describes the 262

distribution of Melania’s wealth and goods, and it seems as though she has given away all of her 

wealth and possessions, later in the text, when money is needed, Melania has more money and 

goods to give. Melania's popularity amongst the ecclesiastical ranks is unsurprising when 

examples of her spending are examined. For example, at a certain point, a bishop is in need of 

money to free his city from barbarians. Melania and Pinian are able to provide 2,500 coins to 

assist him, as well as 500 coins for extra help and 500 coins to free a ransomed woman. In 

addition to all of this, the couple also gives the city the bread and provisions they are carrying. 

Melania retained access to her vast resources through her whole life.  Melania was popular 263

among holy men of her time because she agreed to their monetary requests. For example, a few 

North African bishops instruct Melania and Pinian on how to spend the money that comes from 

the liquidation of their properties.  The young couple is told: “If you wish to have a memorial 264

forever in heaven and on earth, give both a house and an income to each monastery”, and they 
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oblige!  In fact, their donations to Thagaste, the impoverished town in question, are so 265

extensive that Bishop Alypius of Thagaste “became the envy of other African bishops.”  It is 266

interesting that the bishops mention a memorial on earth as well as in heaven. If the sole purpose 

of their support is for spiritual gain, it seems unnecessary to mention the earthly memorial as 

well. Likely the bishops knew Melania and Pinian would oblige if their support helped solidify 

their legacy, especially as a couple with no living biological children. Again, the extent of 

Melania and Pinian's renunciation comes forth in the text. Gerontius writes “Henceforth, 

advancing towards perfection, they tried to accustom themselves to complete poverty in their 

living arrangements and the food they ate.”  This statement implies two things. One; 267

“Henceforth, advancing” perhaps insinuates that prior to this donation, they had not fully taken 

on ascetic life. Two; moving forward, after the donation, they “tried to accustom” themselves to 

asceticism, further solidifying the notion that they were still not accustomed to ascetic rigours, 

and that their asceticism was an effort but not a full immersion into asceticism. Melania 

functioned in society with the privilege and freedom of a recognized ascetic, but because of her 

vast wealth and the sharing of her wealth with the Church, she was also able to maintain control 

over her life and finances. She is spoken of as an ascetic, but does not face criticism for having 

difficulty fully adapting to her asceticism at the beginning of her ascetic journey. This is a result 

of her enormous wealth and her generous donations. 

  Melania was surrounded by the rich and famous of her time, and her inner circle was 

very powerful. Melania was the spiritual mother to the Empress Eudocia. Again, here is an 

example of spiritual family, which is very prevalent in the early and late antique church. aside 

from the empress, Melania was also spiritual mother to many virgins. Melania promised the 

virgins that, so long as they stayed away from men, she would supply their every need.  268
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Melania used money to convince or manipulate people to be chaste.  This may have been a 269

very attractive promise to women who may have found their life needs and social options 

limited. Melania's privilege benefitted her in additional aspects, and she was able to form 

monastic communities under herself without having to submit to the mundane routine of 

monastic life. Melania appointed someone else as mother superior of her group, although she 

was still regarded as the spiritual mother of the virgins in her community.  Melania’s ability to 270

fill monasteries with virgins is impressive, however, the sexual renunciation which accompanies 

asceticism did give women an alternative to limited societal roles.  Therefore, for women who 271

did not not want to marry and have children, monastic life was an alternate path amidst a limited 

array of options. For late antique women, there were only “a few scripts by which to make sense 

of their existence and place in society.”  In addition to offering a different way of life, 272

communities such as as Melania’s were able to filled with women because wealthy women 

brought their slaves and households with them: “if one important woman in a household took to 

the ascetic life, her women relatives, dependents, and slaves might join her, so that the household 

became a community.”  It is important to remember that “a slaveholding woman and not the 273

slave herself made the decision for a slave to pursue an ascetic course.”  A woman slave could 274

be forced into communal ascetic life, as she did not have autonomy. Communal asceticism was 

very demanding. Material resources and sources of physical pleasure were relinquished. Further, 

women desiring to be wives or mothers, were deprived of those roles.  In addition, as noted 275

earlier, women with familial ties were expected to sever them.  Melania the Younger found 276
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herself in an interesting position where her spouse was very sympathetic to her asceticism, even 

accompanying her through it. Melania did not need to sever ties to any children because her 

children had already died.  277

 Melania’s wealth and social standing made her unafraid to challenge men. For example, 

at one point in her biography, Melania was angry because an official would not release her 

animals to her, for travel. Once the official realized Melania‘s status, he prostrated himself before 

her, and even embraced her feet, begging forgiveness.  Melania's power in the church circles 278

became obvious in her ability to show opposition towards a high ranking male cleric, Bishop 

Augustine of Hippo. Augustine desired for Pinian to sign an oath and become a priest based out 

of Hippo.  Melania and her mother Albina suspected that Augustine’s motives were financial, 279

not spiritual and they were not impressed. They believed Augustine to be interested in the wealth 

that might come to Hippo if Pinian became its priest.  Melania is said to have “resented 280

Augustine's eagerness to have Pinian swear an oath that he would regard Hippo as his home. 

When Melania objected to Augustine volunteering himself as a witness to a written statement of 

Pinian's hastily offered vow, Augustine only reluctantly left off his testifying signature.”  281

Melania’s objection, in this case, held greater authority than a bishop's offer. Her wealth and 

status allowed her to act boldly.  

 Although Melania was highly regarded, she was no stranger to controversy. Melania had 

her orthodoxy compromised by the circles she was connected to, including the Origenist and 
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Palagian controversies.  She was associated with her grandmother and her grandmother’s 282

friend, Rufinus, both of them Origenists. In addition to this, her association to Paulinus of Nola, 

everybody’s friend, “Who notoriously played for both teams in the” two controversies, adds to 

her connection to controversy.  As a result of these controversies, Gerontius does not focus on 283

Melania the Elder in his work, in order to avoid compromising Melania the younger's orthodoxy, 

due to the elder’s leanings.  284

 The status of Melania’s gender, as a woman with significant power, is also of interest. 

Melania the younger was very Stoic in her emotions.  Melania expressed both masculine and 285

feminine Stoic identity traits. In her status as a public patron, and her self regulation and control 

in public, she presented a masculine identity, and in her virtues of chastity and restraint she also 

possessed very feminine qualities.  While Melania at times transgressed gender norms in her 286

public leadership, “she also represented the ideal Roman matron at the same time.”  According 287

to studies in celebrity/fan culture, presented by Caroline Schroeder, a “combination of aggression 

with traditional attractiveness increased women’s acceptance of other women taking on both 

masculine and feminine ‘gender role expectations’.”  The study mentioned here suggests that a 288

greater cultural attraction, simultaneously exhibited with a transgression of gender stereotypes 

affects how women believe it is acceptable for them to behave socially.  Schroeder believes 289
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that late antique women would have turned to the attractive Melania as a role-model for ascetic 

life. Late antique women can be imagined to be reading Gerontius’ biography of Melania and 

“identifying with its protagonist, recognizing the class differences, and nonetheless finding 

validation in her for their own behaviour and emotional expression that might conform to 

feminine gender norms.”  Ascetic women especially would have likely seen Melania “as a 290

paragon of masculine and feminine virtue.”  291

Macrina 

 Macrina was a fourth-century late antique woman. Born into wealth in Pontus, Macrina 

came from a historically prominent family. Macrina was the sister of Gregory of Nyssa, who 

authored her biography, and also of Basil of Caesarea.  All three of these prominent siblings 292

later became saints.  Macrina is remembered as a disciplined ascetic and a powerful 293

philosophical and theological teacher. The biography written by her brother speaks of Macrina’s 

beauty and her many suitors. However, after the death of her fiancé, Macrina decided she would 

not marry and became extremely close to her mother.  She founded a monastery with her 294

mother on her family’s large estate, where she became superior of the convent.  Because she 295

never left her mother, Macrina “led the ascetic life at home for some years before her mother was 

free to join her, having discharged her worldly duties; their slaves followed suit, and they took in 
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some girls whom they had rescued from famine.”  Macrina is presented as a woman of 296

humility in whose household there were no social distinctions, even making bread for her mother 

“with her own hands.”  Gillian Clark notes that it was likely quite impressive for a high status 297

woman to take her turn doing chores.  298

 According to Elizabeth Clark, Gregory of Nyssa’s two treatises on his sister are the “most 

spectacular representation of a woman saint as a philosopher.”  Macrina is described by her 299

brother as a great teacher. The voice given to Melania by her brother, in his text, renders Melania 

remarkably eloquent and well informed on philosophical and theological issues.  The character 300

constructed through this text is presented as a model Christian woman. In fact, her unique 

representation causes Clark to question whether or not Gregory’s representation of Macrina is 

representative of fourth-century Christian women’s place in theological and philosophical 

discussions.  Clark argues that Gregory’s text was not necessarily original, as Macrina’s 301

impartments of wisdom have philosophical precedent, modelled upon Diotima, Socrates’ muse in 

Plato’s Symposium.  In addition to this, in making Macrina the importer of wisdom, the 302

biography aligns well with the ancient Hebrew precedent wherein sacred texts wisdom is 

embodied as feminine.  Ultimately, Clark suggests that the image of Macrina as a teacher of 303

wisdom, created by Gregory, is a trope for himself. Gregory is appropriating Macrina’s voice to 
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portray his own ideas.  Clark identifies three functions for Gregory’s appropriation of Macrina. 304

The first is that Macrina serves “as a mouthpiece for Gregory’s revised Origenist theology.”  305

The second is that Gregory is able to laud Macrina, using her as a perfect example of the primal 

pre sexual image of purity.  Gregory uses Macrina as a model of those who do not waste their 306

intellectual capacities thinking of external things, physical wants, and sexuality. Rather, Macrina 

is a model of sexual renunciation which leads to undistracted intellectual ability.  The third use 307

of Macrina’s voice is for Gregory to shame Christian men. For this, she serves as an example that 

if even a “weak” woman is able to “reach this summit of wisdom and rationality”, so should a 

man be able to.  Not surprisingly, this exemplifies the clear negation of the intellect of women 308

on Gregory’s part. The summary of Clark's analysis discusses that the exaltation of women in 

texts such as Gregory’s should be approached with caution because upon closer examination they 

may not be the examples of empowerment that they may seem to be.  In acknowledging that 309

Gregory’s text is likely appropriating Macrina’s voice, it is difficult to know how much can 

really be known of the real Macrina. This is especially true because the characterization of 

Macrina is very stylized.  For example, through Gregory, Macrina rarely expresses her feelings. 310

It is only upon her deathbed that she expresses emotional love for God.  In a way that is not 311

traditionally feminine, Macrina “conquers her nature” and is “superior to her sorrow” expressing 

a “rational spirit.”  She demonstrates this when she doesn’t succumb to grief over the death of 312

 Clark, "Holy Women, Holy Words/ Early Christian Women, Social History, and the ‘Linguistic Turn’, 304

426.

 Clark, 427. 305

 Clark, 428. 306

 Clark, 429.307

 Clark, 429.308

 Clark, 430.309

 Schroeder, “Exemplary Women”, 60.310

 Schroeder, 60.311

 Schroeder, 60-61.312

56



her brother, but instead, teaches her mother to be brave.  Emotionally, Gregory presents 313

Macrina as one who is able to overcome the impulses of nature.  As is written, through 314

asceticism, Macrina exterminates her emotions. In instructing the women entrusted to her, she is 

without anger, pride, vanity, and arrogance.  The way the life of Macrina is written is almost 315

unbelievable. She is a perfect human, who does no wrong and does not fall into sin. Interestingly 

enough, Gregory tells the correspondent, who requests the account of Macrina, that “he has not 

the time or space to report everything that Macrina said or did; his treatise is becoming too long 

already.”  According to Clark, such a telling is common in literary rhetoric.  Gregory’s 316 317

account is a literary narrative, not just a document of a very complimentary nature.  Macrina’s 318

leadership may be a literary device above all else. Regardless, we are able to catch sight of 

Gregory's perspective of how he believes a Christian woman in leadership should be. Melania’s 

wealth allowed her leadership opportunities, and her familial ties promoted her as an exemplary 

late antique woman. 

Olympias 

 The story of Olympias’ life can be found in Palladius' late fifth century Lausiac History, 

and presents the example of a monastic deaconess who was able to function as a leader in her 

community. Olympias was born in 365 C.E. to a wealthy family. She was married to a city 
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 Schroeder, 61.314

 Schroeder, 61.315

 Clark, The Lady Vanishes, 18.316

 Clark, 18.317

 Clark, 18.318

57



prefect of Constantinople, but widowed by the age of twenty.  Due to societal marital 319

obligations there was much pressure from the emperor for Olympias to remarry. Olympias 

refused to remarry, and eventually, the emperor “allowed her to dispose of her sizeable wealth as 

she wished and to adopt the ascetic life.”  In the Lausiac History, Palladius writes that the 320

emperor allowed Olympias to control her “own possessions, since he had heard of the intensity 

of her ascetic discipline. But she distributed all of her unlimited and immense wealth and assisted 

everyone, simply and without distinction.”  Once again, wealth and ascetic discipline are 321

factors that work in favour of women escaping the limitations placed upon them by Church and 

society. Although she was very young, Olympias was ordained a deaconess and built a 

monastery.  She would have been in her thirties around the time of her ordination, and this is 322

notable because the canonical age requirement for the diaconal ordination of women, before the 

Council of Chalcedon, was sixty.  Olympias’ early ordination adds to examples of restrictions 323

listed in official Church documents, which were not always followed rigidly.  

 As noted in the lives of the other powerful late antique women, servants of wealthy 

Christian widows added to impressive monastic numbers. Newly founded monastic communities 

did not struggle to reach high numbers due to the fact that when other wealthy women joined 

monastic communities, they would bring with them their female servants and relatives also.  324

This spotlights that the escape from societal responsibilities, as well as the freedom to act 

independently as a Christian woman, was inextricably linked to wealth. While wealthy women, 

whose stories are preserved, could choose for themselves monastic life, their servants had no 

choice but to follow, lacking freedom and rights of their own. And in such situations, the 
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repression of women did not come from men but from women who held more power than other 

women. Within the monastery built by Olympias, she enclosed “her own chambermaids, 

numbering fifty, all of whom lived in purity and virginity.”  Many senatorial women also 325

joined the monastery until there were two hundred and fifty women.  The senatorial women 326

moved over all of their possessions to the monastery. Among those “possessions" would have 

been servants, and these servants would have added to the monastery numbers, in the same way 

that Olympias had enclosed her chambermaids as virgins.   327

 Olympias maintained a close friendship with Bishop John Chrysostom her entire adult 

life. Because of her wealth and status, Olympias was able to be Chrysostom’s companion and 

benefactor. Olympias’ wealth was vast. She had large amounts of money and she owned  “real 

estate in four provinces, besides her possessions in Constantinople, including three houses, baths, 

a mill, and various suburban properties that she donated, along with the equivalent of $900 

million, to the Church.”  Beyond friendship, Olympias was also politically significant and 328

interested in Chrysostom’s affairs. She continued to support Chrysostom even after his exile. 

This is known because in his letters, John Chrysostom wrote to her of political happenings in a 

tone that suggested that she may have had influence. In fact, “the letters addressed to Olympias 

reveal that she too is actively involved in attempting to remedy John's situation and that of his 

allies.”  Although Olympias supported Chrysostom devotedly, she actually provided funds for 329

Chrysostom’s enemies too, and generally any bishop who asked her for financial support.  This 330

behaviour is telling of the idea that “despite their affiliations, wealthy Christian widows of her 
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class operated independently of ecclesiastical politics and interests.”  By the late fourth century 331

wealthy senatorial women helped the ecclesiastical leaders, with whom they were connected, and 

made connections at court with others who had wealth and influence. Of course, as it has become 

evident, wealthy senatorial women also benefitted ecclesiastical leaders through their financial 

and material support.   Further, in addition to having useful connections, “the wealth and 332

hospitality that these women could place at the disposal of bishops provided the means for these 

women to travel to the capital and stay for as long as it took to publicize their views and 

influence people.”   In their financial support and patronage, these women had freedom to 333

provide in a way which seems “to have been largely independent of the obligations and agenda 

that necessarily accompanied more established forms of patronage.”  In short, this would have 334

been very valuable to a bishop who was not high ranking and did not come from wealth or a 

known family.   In addition to the freedom that comes with religious patronage, a woman’s 335

wealth gave her a significant amount of freedom to do as she pleased with her money even when 

it did not align with the agenda of the men around her who wanted a share in her financial 

success. For example, it is notable that John Chrysostom was frustrated by Olympias because he 

felt she was indiscriminately giving out her wealth.  Examples of women resisting the financial 336

guidance of men, tell us that women of wealth and status had a considerable amount of control 

over the situations which depended upon their patronage. In this sense, without dependance upon 

men, these women were more than a “passive medium for male interests within both church and 

society.”  Even though their wealth and status could be exploited, it “also afforded them a them 337

a degree of independence which allowed them to choose how they might use the resources and 
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networks at their disposal.”  As a result of Olympias’ relationship dynamic with Chrysostom, 338

Chrysostom benefitted financially and socially from her patronage. However, Olympias was still 

in control as she was the one who decided where her money would go. Therefore, wealthy 

women, such as Olympias, may have been used by clergy in order to gain access to the highest 

levels of society, but also benefitted in turn by being able to exercise autonomy over their wealth 

and in some decisions.  

 Not unlike other wealthy ascetic women, Olympias’ financial dealings and her religious 

reputation caused her gender to be perceived by men in an interesting way. Palladius, in referring 

to Olympias, says that “she cannot be called a woman, since she is a man despite her body.”  339

This is an interesting statement in the observance of her relationship with Chrysostom and the 

extent of her freedom in her ability to interact with him. For example, no outside person is to 

enter the monastery. Chrysostom, however, is the exception to this rule, and visits 

continuously.  The emphasis of certain masculine traits held by Olympias perhaps serves as a 340

deflection from possible rumours of sexual impropriety. This theory is especially plausible 

considering there was only a wall separating the episcopal residence and the monastery. Adding 

to potential scandal, Olympias prepared for Chrysostom his daily provisions, and she and the 

other deaconesses of the monastery kindled “in themselves the divine love so that their great and 

holy love” streamed to Chrysostom.  Olympias provided for all of Chrysostom’s needs until his 341

death.  Olympias and Chrysostom had an interesting dynamic and they both used each other to 342

solidify their leadership roles. However, though Olympias acted independently, and escaped 

normative gender roles, ultimately Chrysostom’s relationship to Olympias ended up benefitting 
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him more than her. Olympias supported Chrysostom through his exile and as a result lived out 

the rest of her life in exile also.  

Melania the Elder, Melania the Younger, Macrina, and Olympias 

 To summarize, Melania the Elder, Melania the Younger, Macrina, and Olympias were 

prominent women who lived in the late antique period. They came from extreme wealth. Women 

of this class, particularly in the case of both Melanias, were at the highest level of society. They 

“belonged to the elite of the senatorial order through lineage rather than through achievement 

only.”  They were regularly surrounded by flattery and “constantly vying among themselves for 343

social prestige.”  For women of this period, two of their primary societal duties were creating 344

the next generation, and passing on their family’s wealth to the next generation.  Asceticism 345

among aristocratic women ruined the possibility of either of these duties being fulfilled. As a 

result, such voluntary poverty often raised great objection amongst family members. This 

objection was also the case with both Melanias, even though they came from a family with 

Christian members.  These four women exemplify the way through which wealthy ascetic 346

women used their status and wealth in order to navigate the late antique church with authority, 

escaping certain confines of normative gender roles.  
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Non-elite Monastic Women and leadership 

 The end of Christian persecution in the fourth century allowed for the systematization 

and institutionalization of ascetic tendencies.  Coenobitic monasticism refers to a communal 347

ascetic way of life wherein the possession of private property was not allowed. The most 

commonly known coenobitic communities were those established under Pachomian rule.  In 348

Pachomius’s communities, labour was divided between men who took part in heavy digging and 

food production, and women who looked after clothing.  As for women, Pachomius built a 349

convent for his sister Mary, and she became the leader of her own nunnery.  Shenoute’s White 350

Monastery in Egypt was also a coenobitic community. Shenoute was an Egyptian abbot born in 

the mid fourth century. He borrowed from the Pachomian rule in his White Monastery, however 

it was developed independently from Pachomius’s.  Less is known of Shenoute’s communities, 351

because unlike Pachomian literature which speak after it was translated into Greek sometime 

around 400 C.E., Shenoute’s was not translated out of Coptic.  Nonetheless, life in Shenoute’s 352

White Monastery provides valuable insight into the lives of ascetic women living communally 

under strict rule. Further, whereas Pachomius left his sister Mary in charge of a nunnery, 

Shenoute remained in direct control of the women in his monastery. 
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White Monastery Egypt 

 The White Monastery actively participated in commercial exchange outside the walls of 

the the monastery.  Despite this visibility, the women in the White Monastery were responsible 353

for work that kept them within the confines of the community, including food distribution and 

cloth production.  The women of the White Monastery existed under rigorous discipline which 354

governed even the smallest details of their lives. Subscribing to a coenobitic rule meant that the 

monks in the White Monastery had given up all of their possessions and owned nothing of their 

own.  Beyond the autonomy exercised in joining such a community, within the walls of the 355

monastery, and with so little opportunity and access, as well as so few resources, it was difficult, 

though not impossible, for women to find ways to leverage both authority and autonomy for 

themselves.  

 This examination of women’s lives under Shenoute’s strict coenobitic monastic rule will 

draw upon research by Rebecca Krawiec in Shenoute and the Women of the White Monastery.  

Krawiec’s work provides an ordered account of the fragments from Shenoute’s Canons, in some 

cases cited by Krawiec from unpublished manuscripts gathered from microfilms. Krawiec 

explores issues which arose between male and female monks in Shenoute’s community from 

letters written in response to what can be assumed to be conflict that actually occurred.  356

Through her research, Rebecca Krawiec provides excellent insight into the world of the White 

Monastery, under the leadership of Shenoute. While in eremitic situations, through the early 

period of the church, women ascetics had greater autonomy over their day to day decisions, in 

the coenobitic communities of the late antique period, women fell under the control of monastic 

leaders. Shenoute was a strict monastic leader and imposed difficult rules upon his community. 
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Non-compliance with rules resulted in severe consequences. Unfortunately the chronological 

order of the fragments no longer exists. However, the texts are useful in their demonstration of 

the power struggle between Shenoute and the women in his community. They also provide 

example of punishment for lapses in obedience, which give insight into the conflicts between 

women in the monastic community and Shenoute. The other monastic situations explored in this 

thesis occurred in the same period, but demonstrated women functioning as monastic leaders, 

whereas, in this Egyptian monastery, the abbot Shenoute was the primary figure of authority. 

Despite falling under direct male control, women still managed to assert themselves in creative 

ways through the limited opportunities available to them. 

 There are many examples of the women in the White Monastery using the limited 

opportunities given to them, in order to leverage power over their male counterparts. This 

includes examples of women withholding information from male superiors who wanted to 

control them, as well as the manipulation of other women through the use of goods, in order to 

reclaim a sense of control. One clever way the women of the monastery held some control over 

the men was in making ill fitting clothing for them.  The struggle for authority was not only 357

between the men and women in the monastery. Amongst the women, power struggles arose in 

the refectory when the servers of the food would show favouritism in terms of portions to their 

friends.  In addition to this, it is noted that there were occurrences of women stealing food from 358

the store house as well as from the portions of other monks.  There is also mention of women 359

giving goods to other female monks in order to make them do things for them as slaves.  This 360

is a good example of women being limited by other women, demonstrating that oppression did 

not occur exclusively under male control. Shenoute objected greatly to such disobedience, and 

attempted to regain control of the women in his community. In order to justify his authority he 

used fear tactics and warned the women that if they kept information from him they were 
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keeping information from God and letting Satan enter their hearts.  Sometimes Shenoute would 361

transfer decision making capabilities to the male elders that worked as a liaison between him and 

the female monks, however this decision making authority was never transferred to female elder 

monks.  Shenoute spoke through letters to the women, and through a male elder whom he sent 362

to the women to tell them of his disapproval.  Despite this, the women in the monastic 363

communities reacted to the circumscription of their authority and attempted to leverage power. 

They concealed acts from the male elder who would come to gain information to pass on to 

Shenoute.  An example of this can be found in female leaders withholding information and 364

concealing events from the male elder monks responsible for inflicting beatings upon female 

monks.  Women resisted the chastisement of male monks, and responded with hostility to their 365

visits in the monastery.  The male elder would return to Shenoute empty-handed because the 366

female monks refused to divulge information, leading to greater frustration.  Unfortunately, in 367

one instance, the resistance of a certain female leader, Tachom, resulted in her power being taken 

away from her, due to her disobedience to Shenoute and his male liaison.  Ultimately, despite 368

her leadership over other women, she fell under male control.  Even in situations where 369

Shenoute’s authority was questionable, he still carried authority over women. Another example 

of this occurred when Shenoute went to visit the female monks and in a moment of frustration 

tore his cloak in front of him.  One female monk accused him of some sort of sexual 370
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misconduct.  He took offence to the accusation and defended his virginity, turning the 371

accusation back towards the female monk, and physically threatened her.   372

 It was difficult for female monks in the White Monastery to maintain any autonomy. 

Women were not allowed to visit male monks, even if they were sons or direct relatives.  373

Amidst the many challenges the women faced, there were benefits to being one of the female 

monks appointed as a leader over the other women. One benefit certain female monastic leaders 

in the White Monastery had access to, where the other women in the community did not, was the 

ability to leave the monastery. Whereas female monks were generally confined to their 

communities, restricted from leaving, even for charitable purposes, the female leaders could in 

fact leave their community in order to enact administrative tasks which may have taken them 

outside of its sphere.  374

 Women’s roles were greatly restricted in the White Monastery, and so, even in instances 

wherein women were allowed to act in leadership positions, found ways to leverage power, and 

also attempted to assert their own autonomy, they ultimately fell under the control of the male 

monastic leaders around them. However, with the little to which the women of the White 

Monastery had access, they found clever ways to carve space for themselves and fight back 

against their oppression in order to maintain a certain level of autonomy, even if only for shot 

periods of time. 
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion 

 There is a great deal of scattered information offering insight into the meagre leadership 

opportunities available to late antique Christian women as well as glimpses of instances where 

they exercised autonomy or acted with authority. There are also numerous attempts to regulate 

and limit the autonomy, authority and leadership of women, especially as the church progressed 

through its first few centuries, to the late antique period. Navigating life as an early or late 

antique woman was extraordinarily challenging, just as it was for women throughout most of 

history. Women were consistently disparaged, and the roles and opportunities available to them 

were often inconsistent, unclear, and limited.  

 Women were limited in both civic and ecclesiastical structures. Occurrences of women 

acting in leadership were often attacked, as seen in the examples given of authoritative church 

texts. There were not many differences between Christian and non-Christian women seeking to 

live virtuously, other than the most significant one: the option to renounce married life. Further, 

Christianity provided the unique option of offering certain supports to women who chose 

celibacy.  This option enlarged opportunities for some women who were able to refuse 375

marriage and children and live in solitude or with other women, in community.  The freedom 376

for certain women to choose their own path, most often was dependant upon their status and 

wealth. Slave women of the late antique period had their voices silenced and had no freedoms, 

and were forced into the situations chosen by the women who controlled them. Slave and free 

alike, “Women could be pressured into celibacy as they could be pressured into marriage.”  377
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Even the most powerful of late antique women who lived with considerable autonomy and 

agency still faced considerable challenges and expectations.  

 Women who overcame “female weakness” were praised, and masculine qualities were 

attributed to them because masculine qualities were laudable, whereas feminine ones were not.  378

Late antique Christian women were able to find additional opportunities through the church, but 

the church authorities could use its teachings to both “reinforce or subvert traditional beliefs 

about women.”  For any Christian woman to be a model of piety, as in the examples of the 379

women constructed in literary texts, she was required to negate her body through asceticism. 

Asceticism functioned as a way for women to prove their piety as the ultimate test of Christian 

devotion. 

  In ecclesiastical ministerial contexts, the only exception allotted for women’s ministry 

was through the diaconate. From the fourth century onwards, deaconesses were visible in the 

East, though there is ambiguity before the Didascalia in relation to the references to women in 

ministerial roles.  Deaconesses had two primary functions, and these were philanthropy, 380

namely tending the sick and poor, and assisting in women’s baptism.  At the beginning of 381

fourth century, deaconesses were not considered clergy, but by the end of the fourth they were 

counted among the clergy.  Unlike deaconesses, widows were not ordained, they were enrolled, 382

and achieved a canonical status through enrolment.  The ordination of deaconesses 383

overshadowed earlier available roles for women, such as the official status once given to widows 

and virgins. While the diaconate was available for some women, and women deacons received a 

true ordination just as male deacons did, their role was less extensive, and eventually 
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disappeared.  As Christianity became more widespread, there was a decline of adult baptisms, 384

and infant baptism became normative.  As a result, deaconesses were no longer needed to serve 385

their most common primary function in the anointing of the naked body of female catechumens. 

This decline in adult baptism thus contributes to the decline of deaconesses in the Church.  386

Though there are differing and changing responsibilities given to deaconesses in Church councils 

and canons, it is certain that ordination to the diaconate, at least for a period, and regardless of its 

limitations, allowed women the opportunity to serve as recognized leaders under the control of 

ecclesiastical regulation. 

  Another way through which some privileged women exercised authority in the church 

was through their immense monetary contributions and patronages. Wealth and status were 

critical factors to a woman’s ability to break away from normative societal gender roles and find 

her place as a leader. Through the demonstration of virtues such as piety, chastity and continence, 

wealthy women were able to hold a significant amount of autonomy in their decision making. In 

order for women to act as role models or leaders it was absolutely essential that their piety and 

chastity be beyond reproach. As discussed, issues of gender identity often came up in the lives 

and hagiographies of Christian women, and these categorizations and commentaries shed light 

on the negative way in which women and women’s bodies were viewed, and the shame to which 

they were subjected. In addition, women used as role models oftentimes lived in ways 

unattainable to most women.  

 Early and late antique Christian women were incredibly resistant to the constant barriers 

placed before them. Despite limited opportunities, some women still found ways to serve as 

leaders, act with authority and live with increased autonomy. Women and women’s stories, 

despite their often constructed translation into history, are an essential component of 

Christianity’s development in the Roman Empire, from its conception. Women are inextricable 
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from the development of the church, and, despite the many regulatory texts, and the consistent 

gender struggles they faced, women were resilient in their attempts to carve out space to live 

more fully.  
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