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PALUPER: ORPAERONESS

The widow 1n the Early
Christian Church

Jan N. Bremmer

For my mother-in-law, Mrs E.V. Bartlett

Atter viewing the world of the widow in Ancient Israel, we now turn
to the widow in the Early Christian church. We will not attempt here
to present an exhaustive study but will concentrate on a few
questions: what role did widows play 1n the rise of Christianity,! how
did the increasing institutionalization of the church alter their
position, and, last but not least, how did the growing stress on
asceticism 1nfluence the place of widows in the early church? An
analysis of the position of the widow can also show something of the
enormous changes which took place gradually and virtually un-
noticed in the Roman Empire under the increasing influence ot
Christianity. Greeks and Romans had always been very negative
about old women,” and permanent widows were usually older
women.’” To what extent did Christianity make a ditference in this
respect?*

JESUS AND THE FIRST PALESTINE
CONGREGATIONS

We start in Palestine, with the New Testament.” As the previous
chapter of this volume shows, the life of widows in Ancient Israel
was 1n no way easy. Whereas in the Ancient Near East women were
entitled to inherit, the Jewish law made no such provisions. Con-
sequently, the fate of the widow was a harsh one, as also appears from
the constant appeals in the Old Testament tor widows to be looked
atter. The fact that Jahweh especially was held responsible tor the
care of widows strongly suggests that human care was rather
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deficient. It probably was not very different in the time of Jesus.
In the first century of our era women generally were in many ways
not highly regarded by the Jewish males of Palestine, and widows
least of all.’

It is against this background that we have to analyse the activities
of Jesus. Such an analysis is not that simple, since the sources, origins
and milieu of the canonical gospels are still heavily debated.” More-
over, the interest in women in general, and widows in particular,
varies from gospel to gospel. Widows occur only twice in Mark,
which is generally considered to be the oldest gospel, but not at all
in Matthew, who closely follows him, or in John, who seems to have
used the same source as Mark. According to Mark, Jesus, during his
teaching in the temple, once lectured the scribes because they ‘devour
widows’ houses’. He also negatively contrasted the rich, who con-
tributed much money to the treasury, with the poor widow who gave
two mites, ‘her last penny’ (12:40—4). In Mark, then, Jesus seems to
use the widows in a positive way in his teaching, but he does not
engage in personal contacts with them.’

With Luke it is different. He was the author of a history of the
earliest Christian church from the birth of Jesus to Paul’s enforced
stay in Rome. His work, which probably dates from the end of the
first century, was originally meant as a whole, but already at an early
date it was divided into two parts, of which the first was classified as
one of the gospels.? Of all the evangelists Luke pays the most
attention not only to women but also to widows. He is the only one
to mention the prophetess Anna, a widow of about 84 years (2:36-8),
and, unlike Matthew and John, he also mentions Mark’s story about
the poor widow (21:1-4). It is only in his gospel that Jesus quotes
the visit of the prophet Elijah to the Phoenician widow of Zarephath
in order to illustrate the universality of his message (4:26), and relates
the parable of the widow and the unjust judge to demonstrate the
effect of continuous prayer (18:1-8). Finally, he shows us Jesus
resurrecting the only son of the widow at Nain (7:11-17). This
attention to widows and the prominent role Luke assigns to women
during the crucifixion and resurrection suggest a great interest on his
part in women in the movement of Jesus.

The participation of women among the followers of Jesus was
unparalleled in the traditional Jewish culture of that ume. Admit-
tedly, women could support rabbis materially but they could never
become their pupils, unless they married one.!® On the other hand,
women have frequently been interested, and visibly involved, in
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movements outside the religious establishment from antiquity to the
present day. We cannot, of course, treat alike the appeal of all these
movements, such as the following of Adonis, the movement of Jesus,
the Valentinian gnostics, the Cathars, Labadists, Shakers, Mormons
and Moonies. A proper analysis of the involvement of women in
sects requires a study ot their numerical influence, the prevailing
ideas about women, and the social position of women within such
movements.'! In the case ot Jesus such an in-depth study 1s hard to
carry out, but women seem to have constituted a significant part of
his followers. Jesus himselt opposed divorce and opened up the
possibility for women to act independently from their tamilies. He
also seems to have cultivated intellectual relationships with women.
This 1s often an underrated tactor, but many indications suggest that
intellectual intercourse was an important tactor in the appeal of Early
Christianity to women of the upper classes.!”? Even though Jesus
reduced the distance between men and women, they remained stll
unequal, none of the apostles being a woman.!’

Why did Luke pay so much more attention than Mark to women
as travelling companions of Jesus? Was it because the role of women
aroused resistance in the early church?!* That would be too negative
an approach to the social background of Christianity in the time of
Luke, as seen in the Acts of the Apostles and the Epistles ot Paul.
These documents show that women occupied an important position
in the first congregations and that widows were objects ot care and
even of dispute. By stressing their place in Jesus’s lite Luke may well
have wanted to encourage the identification of women and widows
in the early church with their very first predecessors.

Even though we do not hear of widows among Jesus’s first
followers, they were certainly present in the very first Christian
congregation in Jerusalem. According to Luke (Acts 6), there soon
arose a dispute between the ‘Hellenists’ and the ‘Hebrews’ (which
means to say between those Jews who spoke Greek and those whose
anguage was Aramaic)'® because the widows from the first group

elt themselves neglected in the daily ministration. Untortunately,
Luke gives no further particulars so that it 1s hard to determine
exactly who these widows were. It is possible that some ot these
women had returned from the Diaspora to die in Jerusalem; the
Greek grave inscriptions of Jerusalem reveal relatively many names
ot women.!® We may assume that the majority of these widows were
old, since the Jews of the first century were not against remarriage,
and young widows would have been less of a problem for the first
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congregation. We also hear of poor widows during the activities of
Peter when he raises a wealthy woman, Tabitha, in Joppa. She had
made coats and garments for widows, who showed them to Peter
when he came to the upper chamber where the deceased was laid
out (Acts 9:36—43).!7 From these two rare passages it appears that
from the very beginning of Christianity widows were objects ot care
and — not to be forgotten — a cause of further organization ot the
congregation.'®

THE GREEK WORLD

The picture becomes more detailed as soon as ‘missionaries’ spread
the gospel outside Palestine. In the beginning, the followers of Jesus
were most successful in the Greek world, the area to which we will
therefore now turn. In his first epistle to the Corinthians, which Paul
wrote about AD 50 at Ephesus (1 Cor. 16:8), he discussed a number
of questions which were put to him. One of these concerns marriage
and virginity. From his answer it appears that several young widows
were members of the Corinthian congregation and that their most
important problem was the question whether they were allowed to
remarry. For Paul this constituted no problem, even though he
thought it better not to do so (1 Cor. 7:8t., 391.).

It is highly interesting to note that remarrying was a problem at
all because, like the ancient Jews, the ancient Greeks did not oppose
the practice.'” In Classical Athens, the city for which we are best
informed, remarrying was absolutely normal. This 1s also apparent
from the comedies written by Philemon and Menander entitled
The Widow, where a wedding would surely have been ‘the happy
ending’.2° This does not, however, mean that every widow actually
remarried, since 65 per cent of Athenian widows seem to have
remained unmarried and this number is typical for the whole of
pre-industrial society.”!

Besides remarrying, there also existed other ideals. In Euripides’
tragedy Trojan Women (1. 668), Andromache decries a woman who
takes a new lover, and in his Suppliants (1. 1059) Euadne jumps on
the pyre out of love for her husband Kapaneus. Yet these women are
typical of the adventurous tragedian and hardly reflect the ruling
values of Athenian society. Admittedly, the second-century traveller
Pausanias (ch. 2.21.7) is able to mention by name the very first woman
who remarried after the death of her husband: Gorgophone, the
daughter of Perseus. She, though, is not mentioned before the second
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century and so the notice need not be very old. In any case,
remarrying was not a problem for the Greeks in the time of Pausanias
because he mentions that in Naupaktos widows visited the temple
of Aphrodite to beg for a new marriage (ch. 10.38.12). The question
of the Corinthian congregation, then, seems to point in the direction
of a more problematic attitude towards sexuality, such as we find
with Paul himself. On the other hand, it is possible to think of a
Roman influence on this point in this former Roman colony,** since
not to remarry was a respected, if little practised, ideal among the
Roman upper classes (see below, p. 38).

Widows are also briefly mentioned as a source of concern 1in the
epistle of James (1:27), but the most interesting passage occurs 1n |
Timothy, one of the pastoral epistles ascribed to Paul, which was
probably written in Asia Minor around AD 100. This letter shows
that the congregations in Asia Minor had been able to recruit a
considerable number of women from the higher classes, who liked
to flaunt their complicated hairstyles, jewels and expensive clothes
(2:9). These women also wanted to give religious instruction and such
a self-confident attitude tallies with the social position of these
women from the urban élite. Compared with classical times, such
women occupied a much more important position in public lite; even
among the Hellenistic Jews women had advanced considerably -
sometimes even to become head of the synagogue. Although these
women in no way threatened the position of their wealthy husbands
in public life, the small Christian congregations may have felt their
financial power. That is perhaps why the male author of 1 Timothy
thought it necessary to impress upon women their (modest) place,
just as pagan philosophers continued to preach the ideal of the
virtuous and modest wife, whose most important role was to be pious
and quiet.?’

Among these wealthy women there were several widows, and their
number was sufficient for ‘Paul’ to dedicate a long passage to their
position (1 7tm. 5):

3 The church should take loving care of women whose hus-
bands have died if they don’t have anyone else to help them.
4 But if they have children or grandchildren, these are the ones
who should take the responsibility, for kindness should begin
at home, supporting needy parents. This 1s something that
pleases God very much. 5 The church should care for widows
who are poor and alone in the world if they are looking to God

33



JAN N. BREMMER

for his help, and spending much time in prayer; 6 but not if
they are spending their time running around gossiping, seeking
only pleasure and thus ruining their souls. 7 This should be
your church rule so that the Christians will know and do what
1s right.

8 But anyone who doesn’t provide for his own relatives when
they need help, especially those living in his own family, has
no right to say he is a Christian. Such a person is worse than
the heathen.

9 A widow who wants to become enrolled as a widow should
be at least sixty years old and have been married only once.
10 She must be well thought of by everyone because ot the
¢00d she has done. Has she brought up her children well? Has
she been kind to strangers as well as to other Christians? Has
she helped those who are sick and hurt? Is she always ready to
show kindness?

11 The younger widows should not become members of this
special group because after a while they are likely to disregard
their vow to Christ and marry again. 12 And so they will stand
condemned because they broke their first promise. 13 Besides,
they are likely to be lazy and spend their time gossiping from
house to house, prying into other people’s business. 14 So 1
think it is better for these younger widows to marry again and
have children, and take care of their own homes; then no one
will be able to say anything against them. 15 For I am atraid
that some of them have already turned away from the church
and been led astray by Satan.

16 Let me remind you again that a widow’s relatives must take
care of her, and not leave this to the church to do. Then the
church can spend its money for the care of widows who are all
alone and have nowhere else to turn (tr. The Living Bible).

In many ways this passage can be considered a key passage in the
study of the social position of the widow because in addition to 1ts
ideology it presents a fine illustration of the most important variables
which play a continuous role all through history: young/old, poor/
rich, with/without children, with/without relatives.
In talking about enrolment ‘Paul’ naturally dismisses the young
widow: by her behaviour she is too high a risk for the young church
and that is why she had better remarry. The remaining widows have
to satisfy a number of conditions before they can be ‘enrolled’. They
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must be widows of 60 years and older, widows, then, who have
unmistakably passed the menopause.?* They must also have per-
formed works ot charity and practised hospitality. These conditions
clearly imply that these widows cannot have been very poor — exactly
what might be expected in the strict class society of the ancient world.
But what does 1t mean to be ‘enrolled’? Were these ladies already
members ot the clergy? Did they already constitute the ‘order of
widows’ about which we hear so much in the next century (see
below, pp. 40, 43)?%>

Later developments may sometimes, it only rarely, be discerned
in earlier, less explicit texts. No passage from the earlier second
century yet mentions explicitly the ‘order ot widows’, although the
‘enrolment’ in 1 Timothy 5 presupposes that at that time Christian
congregations already knew ot older, exemplary widows who were
an object ot special honour. This probably appears also trom a
somewhat later letter by Bishop Ignace of Antioch. When on his way
to Rome to face execution, he was able to send a number of letters
from the Troad. In addition to exhortations to the church of Smyrna
(6:2) and 1ts bishop, Polycarp (4:1), not to neglect the widows, he
ends his letter to Smyrna (13:1) with a greeting to ‘the families of my
brothers with their wives and children, and to the virgins who are
also called widows’. Since virgins did not yet constitute a separate
category in the time of Ignace,”® this passage also seems to point
to exemplary widows who had renounced sexuality and, theretore,
deserved to be mentioned separately. We also read of older widows
playing a special role in offering prayers in the apocryphal Acts of
Peter (19-21),>” which seems to have originated in Asia Minor at
the end of the second century. To conclude, in the Greek world we
do not yet find a real ‘order of widows’ in this period, but the older,
more respectable widows already occupied a special position in the
carly stages ot the church.

The concern for widows 1s also found in the apocryphal Acts of
Paul (4), which probably originated in Asia Minor in the middle of
the second century, where a father sold his possessions and ‘brought
the price to the widows’, atter Paul had resurrected him and his son.
[n the Acts of Peter we hear of a certain Marcellus who was the
‘retuge’ of all the widows in town (8). Peter heals some blind, old
widows (21), and when he has resurrected the son of a senator, the
mother wants to distribute some of her property to her newly treed
slaves, but Peter tells her to distribute the remainder among the
widows (28). In the apocryphal Acts of John, which probably
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originated around AD 150 in Egypt, John heals the old women of
Ephesus. According to the author of these Acts, from these women,
of whom many will have been widowed, only four were healthy
(30-7).%8

Not every Christian, though, was pleased with the special treat-
ment of widows, which so strongly contradicted prevailing values.
The anonymous author of a popular Apocalypse of Peter (9, tr. Ch.
Maurer), which perhaps originated in Egypt about AD 135, under-
stood this negative feeling well and therefore included in his de-
scription of Hell the following warning passage:

In another place situated near them, on the stone a pillar of
fire (?), and the pillar is sharper than words — men and women
who are clad in rags and filthy garments, and they are cast upon
it, to suffer the judgment of unceasing torture. These are they
which trusted in their riches and despised widows and the
woman [with] orphans . . . in the sight of God.

On the other hand, widows were surely not always as pious as ‘Paul’
in his epistle to Timothy had wished. In a fragment of the Acts of
John, the apostle is pictured being surrounded by widows and old
women, who lived off alms from the church. When they accused John
of keeping back the majority of the gifts he had received and ot
enriching himself at their expense, he miraculously changed hay into
oold . . . which he subsequently hid in an inaccessible place.?”

Finally, the special position of widows did not go unnoticed
among those outside the church. In a book which he wrote around
AD 165 about the self-immolation of the philosopher Peregrinus, the
pagan satirist Lucian mentions that in prison he was visited by ‘old
crones, widows and orphans’, categories typical of the most vulner-
able in ancient society (ch. 12). Lucian clearly satirizes their promi-
nent position among the Christians, but he did not realise that he was
witnessing a slow revolution in the ancient value system, which
would soon develop into a udal wave.

THE ROMAN WORLD

Unlike the Greeks, the Romans respected widows who did not
remarry after the death of their husband, and the woman with only
one husband, the so-called #nivira, was greatly praised.’® Yet practice
was different, and in the first century BC, the century for which we
are best informed, the Roman élite divorced and remarried with a
frequency which looks highly modern; young widows too remarried
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where possible.’! If, however, the more well-to-do among the latter
preferred to remain unmarried, they were able to do so, since the
Roman heritage system was much more favourable to women than
the Greek one. Yet legal and social pressure was such that remarriage
was the norm, both for widows and widowers.32

Widows played an important role in the visions of Hermas, a
member of the Roman congregation, in the first half of the second
century.”? Hermas’s Shepherd shows that despite the presence of
many wealthy members the early Roman house-churches still knew
a great number of persons in need, especially widows; the evidently
great supply ot widows may well explain why Hermas’s visions did
not disapprove of remarriage after the death of a husband. In his
visions the members of the congregation are continuously exhorted
and admonished to support widows. Moreover, evidently not all
money collected from the congregation reached its intended goal.
This must explain why Hermas saw in his visions a mountain with
snakes and other wild animals, which were meant for those deacons
who had embezzled money destined for widows: some of the
deacons, who did the day-to-day work of charity while the bishop
had the final responsibility, clearly lived in style at the expense of
the congregational funds.’* Around AD 170, however, the financial
situation of the Roman congregation had clearly improved and Soter,
the then bishop of Rome, could extend his works of charity even to
passing Christian brothers and sisters.?

From the first western church order, the Traditio Apostolica,
which 1s traditionally ascribed to a certain Hippolytus in Rome
around AD 215,° 1t appears that at that tme Roman widows were
still 1n need ot charity; in fact, around AD 250 Bishop Cornelius
proudly mentioned that the congregation supported 1500 widows
and other needy persons.’” According to the church order, widows
occupied an important position in the church, but they could not
become members of the ‘order of widows’ by the laying on of hands,
only through prayer: clearly they were not properly ordained
(ch. 10). Thewr main duty seems to have been frequent fasting and
praying, together with the virgins, who also constituted a separate
group (ch. 23). The continuous necessity of charity 1s illustrated by
the requirement that new members of the church, the catechumens,
were only admitted to baptism if they had supported the widows
(ch. 20). Clearly, though, some members did not give the widows
their proper due, whereas others apparently showed too much
interest in them: gifts for widows had to be handed over to them the
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very same day (ch. 24), and members of the congregation were only
allowed to invite older widows to dinner: they had to leave the house
before nighttall (ch. 30).

In addition to Rome, we are also reasonably well informed about
Carthage, the largest city after Rome in the western half of the
Mediterranean. The writings of Tertullian (c. AD 160-220) are
especially informative in this respect. In the two books of his treatise
Ad uxorem, ostensibly addressed to his wife but in fact meant to
benefit the Carthaginian church as a whole, he discusses the problem
of remarriage of the younger widow after the death of her husband.
He points out that the motives for remarriage are often very
pedestrian, such as sexual attraction, ambition, greed and fear of a
lower status (1.4.6) —again, those addressed are clearly the more well-
to-do widows. We should clearly not underestimate the wealth of
these widows because a century later a widow, Lucilla, could secure
the election of one of her servants to the bishopric of Carthage
through a massive gitt of alms for the poor, although, incidentally,
the money never reached them.’

According to Tertullian, widows should also preferably remain
widows and in particular not remarry with pagan husbands (2.1.4).
In order to remain good widows, they had to avoid lazy, gossipy,
inquisitive and dipsomaniacal triends (1.8.4). He evidently quotes
here ‘Paul’s’ instructions to Timothy, but subtly leaves out the verse
about the remarriage of young widows! Naturally, there were also
poor widows who had reason enough to look for a new husband.
Tertullian severely dissuades them from remarrying and says, with
an allusion to the feeding of the prophet Elijah by ravens (1 Kings 17),
that God is still ‘an educator of ravens’ (De exhortatione castitatis
12.2; De monogamia 16.3). One doubts whether ravens were enough.

Although Tertullian later became much stricter on this point
(Adversus Marcionem 1.29.4), he sull did not exclude remarriage
completely. Yet he did advise widowers to remain unmarried and
rather than marry a wealthy lady they should choose one, or even
more, spiritual wives from among the widows, ‘whose beauty exists
in faith, trousseau in poverty, distinction in age’ (De exhortatione
castitatis 12). Naturally, Tertullian hoped to kill two birds with one
stone: widowers would remain unmarried and poor widows would
receive financial support. Yet we may wonder how widowers
received this advice.

Tertullian also presents us with the first, more detailed information
about the ‘order of widows’. Widows over 60 who had married only
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once and raised children had the otficial duty to comtort, advise and
support other women; their motherhood made them better qualified
as advisers. As a sign of their dignity, these widows were allowed to
sit in the tront of the church next to the bishop, elders and deacons.
[t 1s hardly right, therefore, when Peter Brown writes about this
‘order’: ‘most of these were helpless creatures, destitute old ladies
only too glad to receive food and clothing from the hands of their
clergy’. None of the admittedly rare notices we have gives any reason
to think that prominent widows in the church were not also
prominent in the world.?”

SYRIA AND EGYPT

Rules similar to those in the Roman Traditio Apostolica can also be
found 1n the Didascalia Apostolorum. This 1s a contemporaneous
Syrian church order which was originally written in Greek but of
which only translations, e.g. Latin and Ethiopian, have survived.
Fortunately, though, an important part ot the original order was
incorporated into a later church order, the Constitutiones Apostolicae
(see p. 43),*° in which widows occupy a much more important
position than in the West. Admittedly, a second marriage 1s con-
sidered to be illegitimate, the third a case of lack of selt-control, the
fourth a case of whoring, but despite these firm 1deas the order was
realistic enough to allow young widows to remarry. Again we find
the widows as objects of charity, but the order also warns against
ereedy widows (Const. Apost. 3.7.3). Moreover, the order abounds
with exhortations to prevent women making too many social calls.
The widow should keep in mind that she is an ‘altar of God’. This
comparison of the widow with an altar was rather popular in
Christian literature, but whereas earlier authors compared the widow
with an altar in order to stress that she 1s also 1n need ot ‘sacrifice’
(charity), this order stresses that ‘an altar of God does not wander
around but always remains in one place’ (viz. inside the house: Const.
Apoest. 3.6.3)."

A different, but not less important point ot concern was the
cossiping of the widows —a subject which deserves a closer analysis.*2
[t 1s well known from sociolinguistic and anthropological research
that gossiping is a typical criticism which men make of women; men
themselves consider that they never gossip but always discuss
important matters.*> Unfortunately, we do not know exactly why
cossip 1s so often negatively spoken about, but recent research among
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Muslims in Spanish Morocco can give us some idea. In these
Spanish enclaves women often discuss the behaviour of the males
and their evaluations include tales which make some men more
moral and respectable than others. In this way gossip can indeed
lead to friction within and between families and sometimes to
outbursts of unrest. We may assume that the early Christians were
also afraid of unrest and that it was for that reason that they so
often warned strongly against gossip. In any case, the letter from
‘Paul’ to Timothy shows that gossip was already giving the early
Christians cause for concern.™

The remarks regarding visits by widows to other women seem
important evidence for the sociability of the women of that period.
Admittedly, the daily life of women of the higher classes in later
imperial times is not very well documented, but more attention to
the Christian texts can shed some additional light in this respect.
Other passages of the Didascalia also point to mutual visits by
women. According to the church order a bishop sometimes does
better to choose a deaconess (see p. 43) as his assistant because she
has better access to houses in which both Christian and non-
Christian live (Const. Apost. 3.16.1). This ‘networking’ of women
must have been an important key to the success of the Christian
mission,*> since we hear hardly anything about preaching in public
in the first centuries of Christianity.*® The fact that the great majority
of the early Christians were female will also have been the result of
these pastoral visitings; Manichaean women worked as missionaries
in a similar way.*” Indeed, there 1s a growing awareness among
sociologists of religion that ‘social networks are crucially important
in giving people opportunity to cultivate their contacts with small
religious movements’.**

Despite all the exhortations, widows did function as members of
the Christian clergy, if lowly ones; they were even allowed to join
the ‘order of widows’ at the age of 50. It is also striking that the
widows of the Syrian ordo viduarum seem to have had more
authority than those in the West. Of course, they had to pray and
perform good works, but they were explicitly forbidden to instruct
or to baptize: evidently, in a number of cases they had appropriated
these tasks.*

Instruction by widows also took place in Egypt because the
Alexandrian church father Origen (c. AD 185-254) continuously
stresses that widows should only instruct women and 1n no way
officiate in the company of men. His objections seem to indicate an
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important position for widows in Egypt and this impression is
confirmed by an Egyptian church order, the so-called Canones
Hippolyti, which probably dates from the years AD 336-40. Accord-
ing to this order widows should not be ordained, but they held a
prominent position regarding prayer (ch. 32), visiting the sick, fasting
(ch. 9) and the handing out of alms to orphans and the poor (ch. 5);
despite all these ditterent duties they were not allowed to become
part of the clergy.”® Nevertheless, in the East widows seem to have
occupied a more important position than in the West.”!

Considering the independence of widows 1in these regions and the
clerical objections to their preaching, it 1s not surprising that in the
beginning of the third century AD the Syrian clergy instituted a new
order, that of the deaconesses, which in the church orders received
full clerical support.”? According to the Didascalia the deaconesses,
not the widows, were allowed to give instruction. About a century
later the widows are still mentioned in the Constitutiones Apostolicae,
a church order from about AD 380, but their role appears to have
declined considerably: they received communion after the deacon-
esses and the virgins (Const. Apost. 8.13.14). The deaconesses were
even preterably chosen from the virgins, and widows were con-
sidered only 1t virgins were unavailable (Const. Apost. 6.17.4). A
remark made by John Chrysostom, around AD 400, shows that in
his time the ‘order of widows’ no longer existed.”’

THE CHRISTIAN EMPIRE

The rise of the deaconesses did not mean a flagging of attention to
the widow 1n the tourth century.”* On the contrary. Two new
developments were the cause of a completely new situation. First,
the Roman Empire received its first Christian emperor, Constantine
the Great (AD 313-35),°> and the Christians gradually took over the
political power in the Empire. Second, the place occupied by
sexuality in the life of Late Antiquity changed considerably due to
the rise of asceticism and the increasingly negative attitude of the
Christian clergy towards the body. Although the emperors directed
their attention to the here and now and the clergy was more
interested 1n the life hereatter, both authorities would repeatedly
come into conflict, not least over the position of the widow.

From these two new developments the rise of asceticism 1s still
ditficult to explain. The most important study ot this problem 1s
undoubtedly Peter Brown’s tascinating and subtle 7he Body and
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Society, of which I may perhaps summarize the main lines as tollows.”*
With Paul a negative appreciation of sexuality starts to come to the
fore in Christianity, because in his eyes marriage was no more than
‘second best’. This stress on abstention remains an important current
in Christianity, even though it does not immediately become the
dominant one. In this respect the choices made by the cultivated urban
centres clearly differed from those of the radical communities in the
hinterland of Syria and Asia Minor. Towards the end of the third
century, though, we see the birth of a sort of compromise, by which
the majority opts for a more puritan lifestyle while a small minority
completely renounces sexuality. In the fourth century the ‘admired
few’ of the various geographical areas realise this attitude towards
sexuality in rather different ways. In Egypt the spiritual élite leaves
the village community and proceeds to live in the desert where 1t
combats the lusts of the flesh and, perhaps even more, the desires tor
food.’” In Cappadocia and Pontus the ‘admired few’ remain in the
city but it is especially women who ‘steal the ascetic show’. In the
West, Ambrose elevates virginity to an absolute ideal, also for the
clergy, and Augustine puts the crown on this development by
suggesting that sexual renunciation is always to be preferred, even
though only a few will be able to practise such a mortification of the
flesh. All others should cohabit only in shame and without joy.

[n the end, according to Brown, the Christians were not obsessed
by the body; on the contrary, they had lost all interest in it. In the
ancient world, the body was a link in the great chain of being’, the
link between the sphere of the natural and that of the supernatural.
For the Christians the body was gradually reduced to something ot
no importance and unworthy of attention. It was the will which
became the final goal of purely introspective attention. Brown
expresses this development also in social terms: people turned away
from the city, and everything and everybody turned the gaze inwards.

Brown’s book is the best we have about the thought and practice
of Late Antiquity regarding sexuality, yetitis not wholly satistactory
because it does not take into account sufficiently the political
takeover by the Christians and because any theoretical retlection 1s
absent. Nowhere does Brown give us any clear 1dea as to which
factors directed this development. By concentrating on the Christian
evidence Brown also neglects important testimonies ot late antique
thinking concerning sexuality, such as the ancient novel. A definitive
and more satisfactory explanation will surely have to begin with
philosophical groups, such as the Stoics and Epicureans, which had
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already started to reflect about the body in earlier hellenistic times.
Subsequently, developments in Rome will have to be taken into
account. The French ancient historian Paul Veyne has explained the
development towards a more affectionate relationship between hus-
band and wite in the Roman upper class as deriving from the political
changes occasioned by the rise of the monarchy.”® That may well be
too one-sided an explanation, but it certainly seems probable that the
loss ot political influence caused the higher classes to spend more
time 1n the private sphere; for ditferent reasons a more aftective
relationship also developed among the lower, urban-centred, nuclear
tamilies of the western Empire.?” Other factors to be taken into
account are the indications of a more restricted atttitude towards the
body already visible betore Constantine, such as the prohibition of
homosexual prostitution, the growing resistance against bigamy,
abortion and the exposure of babies; in addition the institution of
legal marriage was extended to the whole of the Roman Empire and
the importance of marital harmony received increasing attention.
Perhaps we should connect these developments with the growing
pressure by hostile tribes and governments on Rome’s frontiers. In
short, a theory about the birth of ancient asceticism will have to take
Into account a great variety of factors.®

However this may be, the stress on an ascetic attitude towards
sexuality caused church tathers not only to publish trequently on the
advantages of virginity but also to show an intense interest in widows
tout court in the last decades of the tourth century and the first
decades of the fifth.®! This 1s an important shift in comparison with
earlier centuries. If, when writing about widows, earlier authors
employed distinctions, such as young/old, poor/rich or with/with-
out children, now these variables started to lose their relevance and
widows became important independent of age, social status or
number ot children. Numerous letters, pamphlets and treatises now
became directed to widows with the advice not to remarry but
permanently to renounce sexuality. We can find this advice 1n the
works of all important church tathers tfrom the period around AD
400: Ambrose (c. 333-97) in Milan,*? John Chrysostom (c. 350-407)
in Antioch and Constantinople,® Jerome (c¢. 347-420) in Rome and
Palestine,* and Augustine (354—430) in North Atrica.®> All these
males praised widowhood and virginity highly but they praised
virgins most of all. This 1s also 1llustrated by the trequent allusions
to the last verse of Matthew’s parable ot the sower: ‘But some tell on
good soil, and produced a crop that was thirty, sixty and even a
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hundred times as much as he had planted’ (13:8, tr. The Living Bible).
[nitially, the yields had been referred to widowhood, virginity and,
understandably in times of persecution, martyrdom. In the second
half of the fourth century references to martyrs had gradually lost
their relevance and they were replaced, naturally in last position
because those who had married were valued less than those who had
not, by those who married. After the virgins, widows now gained
the sixtyfold reward.®

Even though the church fathers wanted to promote the importance
of widowhood, they did not agree at each and every point. Whereas
Jerome considered remarrying widows hardly better than whores
(Ep. 123), the later Augustine was much less rigid in his views.*” One
of his letters, which was discovered only recently, 1s typical of him.
It dates from the last years of his life and is therefore one of the very
last testimonies regarding widowhood in the period we have studied.
Augustine’s letter is an answer to a request for advice by a deacon
named Felix. A widow, Innocentia, had promised God that her dying
daughter would remain a virgin forever if she should recover. The
girl did indeed recover, but the mother started to have regrets and
wanted to dedicate herself to God instead of her daughter. Augustine
resisted her wish and advised the mother not to remarry (apparently
she was still young enough) and to try persuading her daughter to
remain a virgin. Yet he was not a fanatic. If the daughter felt unable
to continue in the unmarried state, she should marry —and Augustine
refers to ‘Paul’s’ epistle to Timothy in support of his views. Although
Augustine, then, was no longer an extremist in this period of his life,
he left no doubts about his own values. If the daughter remained a
virgin, she would be ranked above the widow; it the widow re-
married, the non-remarrying widow would be ranked above the
married woman.®®

Was this propaganda for sexual renunciation a question ot rhet-
oric, or did the exhortations of the church fathers really have an etfect
upon the social reality? The question can be answered if we start
from an important change in the position of widows which was
caused by the ‘takeover’ of the Christians. Already before his
definitive victory over his rival Licinius in AD 324, Emperor
Constantine decided in AD 320 that non-married men and women
should have the same rights as those who married. These measures
partially lifted the marital legislation of Emperor Augustus, who had
forbidden adultery and given certain privileges to married couples.®”
Upper-class widows could now remain unmarried without having
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to pay any penalty tor their choice. Constantine’s consideration for
widows 1s also illustrated by another law in which he determined that
owners of houses in which counterfeit money was produced re-
mained punishable if they lived in the neighbourhood, but should
the house owner be an innocent widow she would be exempt from
punishment.”®

Widows seem to have made ample use of the liberty offered them
by the emperor, since males evidently tried forcing them to remarry
through rape. This must have been the reason that in AD 354
Emperor Constantius forbade the abduction of holy virgins and
widows 1n the severest of terms. In AD 364 Jovian, the successor of
Julian the Apostate, even made approaching women with less than
honourable intentions liable to capital punishment. Evidently, much
pressure was brought upon widows because in AD 380 Emperor
Theodosius thought it necessary to issue an edict prohibiting the
torcing of widows to remarry. An episode from the life of the church
tather Basil the Great (c. 330-79) shows that the measure was in no
way superfluous. The bishop had taken into his house a young
widow who had refused to remarry. Subsequently his house had been
searched on the orders of an assessor (a sort of assistant) of a judge
and he himself had been dragged to court, where he was threatened
with a severe flogging. When this became known in the town an
enormous riot developed in which women played a prominent role
by using their hairpins as weapons, and it was only through Basil’s
intervention that the lynching of the judge was prevented. In AD 420
the penalty for raping virgins was relaxed and limited to confiscation
ot property and exile, widows no longer being mentioned — a fine
llustration of the rise and decline of the attention given to widows.”!

Some widows were unable or unwilling to resist the pressure to
remarry but solved the problem in an ingenious manner. Jerome
relates that wealthy widows sometimes married socially inferior
husbands, who in this way became totally dependent on them. These
husbands, according to Jerome, were even unable to protest if their
wives had lovers: it they did they would be thrown out without
mercy (Ep. 127.3). Other wealthy widows preferred to remain un-
married and were indeed very pleased at being able to do so. Jerome
has again given a lively picture of their manner of living. If you saw
them on the street in their carrying-chairs, preceded by a crowd of
eunuchs,”? you would think, he claims, that ‘they haven’t really lost
husbands but are looking for them’. And he adds scornfully that
these widows are visited in their houses by the clergy, who kiss them
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on the forehead and stretch out their hands — not to bless but to
receive money. He ends his vignette with the words: ‘because they
have experienced the authority of their husbands, they prefer the
license of widowhood; they call themselves chaste and ‘nun’, and
after a copious dinner they retire to dream of the apostles’ (Ep. 22:16).
Widows did not only use their liberty to remain unmarried nor
did they always try to maintain it by marrying a socially inferior
partner.”> In an edict which was read out in the churches of Rome
on 30 July 370, the emperors decided that clerics were forbidden to
visit the houses of widows. The cause of this prohibition 1s apparent
from another ruling: the clergy were not allowed to accept gifts or
legacies from these women. In AD 390 it was decided that women
could only become deaconesses if they were at least 60 years old
(with an appeal to ‘Paul’s’ letter to Timothy) and had legal heirs.”
Widows were only permitted to leave money to their own tamily, not
to ‘a church, a cleric, or the poor’. Curiously, the law was withdrawn
after two months: evidently, the church had put forward powertul
protests. But why had it been necessary to issue the law at 137
The measure was certainly not superfluous from the point of view
of the male members of the Roman upper class because the letters ot
Jerome clearly show that rich senatorial widows not only regularly
refused to choose new husbands but also frequently used their
fortune for the benefit of the church and the poor, and thus injured
the financial interests of their own aristocratic families. Fabiola built
a guesthouse for travellers in Ostia (Ep. 77:10); Paula spent so much
money on the poor and a monastery in Bethlehem that she robbed
her own children of their inheritance and, instead, left them with
large debts (Ep. 108); Furia was encouraged by Jerome to give all her
possessions to the Lord (Ep. 54), and Marcella would have given all
she had to the poor if her mother had not objected (Ep. 107).7¢ Other
widows supported important clerics with their wealth: Olympias
benefited not only the church father Gregory of Nyssa but even the
patriarch of Constantinople, Nectarius.”” In a way these wealthy
widows had taken over the role of the male aristocrats, who had
always been accustomed to establish and consolidate their positions
within the ancient cities by making gifts and initiating large building
projects. In contrast to this male euergetism, these widows directed
their attention to the poor and monks. They did not build baths,
temples or theatres but monasteries and guesthouses for the poor.”
These activities, however, subverted the family fortunes of the high
aristocrats and, not surprisingly, the emperors attempted to protect
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their political supporters against the erosion of their fortunes by
means of edicts.””

Yet 1t was not only the male aristocratic élite which felt unhappy
about the widows. The behaviour of these wealthy women, who
received priests at home and even gave religious instruction to males,
as Jerome relates in the case of Marcella (Ep. 127),%° must also have
disturbed certain clerics. It 1s indeed precisely in the early 380s that
we find a Roman priest, Ambrosiaster, deploring the possibility of a
one-sided divorce which Julian the Apostate had allowed women and
stressing that women should be submissive to males in general and
bishops in particular.®! And in the first decade of the fifth century,
Palladius mentions various wealthy widows who were clearly enem-
les of John Chrysostom in Antioch.%? These all-too-independent
women evidently constituted a direct threat to the authority of the
patriarchal priests in the East and the West.

CONCLUSIONS

What can we now conclude from our study? First, that we must be
caretul using the term ‘widow’ without any further qualifications:
until the end of the fourth century the church continuously dis-
tinguished between old/young, rich/poor, and with/without chil-
dren. Second, the widow was an important source of attention for
the Early Christians, whose stress on charity resulted in many
widows joining the early church. Third, the accession of widows
probably translated itself into extra attention being given to widows
in Luke, both in his gospel and in Acts. Fourth, because of their
numbers the widows could exploit their position by requesting
access to the clergy. Fifth, an unforeseen consequence of so many
widows joining must have been a considerable strengthening of the
church organization: the 1500 widows of Pope Cornelius simply
could not have been well looked after without an efficient organ-
ization. Sixth, when more and more people joined the church,
widows lost their numerical influence and were no longer needed as
patronesses; moreover, 1n order to undermine their position the
clergy instituted a new order, that of the deaconesses, which in the
course of time outstripped that of the widows.

Finally, we have seen that at the end of antiquity a revolution had
taken place within the traditional system of values. Where old
women had once been the object of scorn and mockery, older
widows especially could now fill important positions in the church.
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Moreover, whereas Greek and Roman women were once expected
to marry and to remarry, if not in theory then certainly in practice,
it was now sexual renunciation and the refusal of marriage which
oained social prestige. This new attitude clearly offered the wealthier
women an unprecedented liberty. Widows of the lower classes, on
the other hand, who had not hitherto received any attention or
esteem, now became, if they remained unmarried, the object of a
flood of praises among the leading intellectuals of the time. Never
was the position of the widow so high in the western world as in this
short transitional period between antiquity and the Middle Ages.™

)
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Cf. R. MacMullen, Christianizing the Roman Empire (New Haven and
London, 1984) 25—42.

Cf. A. Henrichs and L. Koenen, Zeitschrift fiir Papyrologie und
Epigraphik 44 (1981) 308.

J.A. Beckford, ‘Socialization in Small Religious Movements’, in L.
Laeyendecker et al. (eds), Experiences and Explanations: Historical and
Sociological Essays on Religion in Everyday Life (Leeuwarden, 1990,
139-59) 144. There 1s a growing interest in social networks in Early
Christianity; see the studies collected in Semeia, no. 56 (1992).

For widows in the Didascalia see R. Gryson, Le ministere des femmes
dans ’Eglise ancienne (Gembloux, 1972) 65-75; A. Faivre, Naissance
d’une hiérarchie: Les premieres étapes du cursus clerical (Panis, 1977)
131-5. For preaching women see also Gregory of Nazianze, Ep. 5.4;
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