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N O T E O N R E F E R E N C E S I N T H E T E X T 

In the notes I have cited critical editions of ancient texts by line numbers 
and the name of the editor (abbreviated in the case of frequently cited texts; 
such abbreviations are listed on pp. xii). References to the works translated in 
the Appendix are cited by the section number in the translation and then, in 
parentheses, by the page and/or line numbers in the critical editions. Full 
references to editions and translations of ancient works can be found in the 
Bibliography. 

In the notes references to modern secondary works are abbreviated; full 
references can be found in the Bibliography. 



C H R O N O L O G Y O F E V E N T S 

. - . 2 0 S Athanasius is born. 
£-.304 Antony emerges as a monk with disciples. 
304-6 Conflict between Bishops Peter of Alexandria and Melitius of 

Lycopolis results in 'Melitian Schism1. 
¿-.311 Ammoun takes up monastic life in Nitria. 
311 Bishop Peter of Alexandria dies as a martyr. 
312 Alexander is elected (Petrine) bishop of Alexandria. 
¿".313 Antony retreats to an inner mountain near the Red Sea. 
318-21 Early controversy over teachings of Arius in Egypt. 
321/2 Bishop Alexander complains about *silly women' belonging to the 

Arian faction. 
324 Constanrine I, a Christian, becomes the sole Roman emperor. 

Pachomius begins his monastic community at Tabennesi. 
325 Council of Nicaea. Arianism is condemned; Melitians are to be recon­

ciled to the Petrine church in Egypt. 
328 17 Apr.: Bishop Alexander dies. 

8 June: Athanasius is named bishop of Alexandria in a disputed 
election. 

f.329 Pachomius founds monasteries at Pbow and other sites in the 
Thebaid. 

329/30 Athanasius tours Upper Egypt; he fails to ordain Pachomius as 
Bishop Sarapion of Tentyra requested. 

335 Council of Tyre convicts Athanasius of various crimes; Constantine 
banishes him to Gaul. 

335-7 Athanasius in exile in Gaul; he writes Against the Nations and On the 

Incarnation (?). 

337 22 May: Constantine dies. 
23 Nov.: Athanasius returns to Alexandria. 

337-9 Athanasius in Alexandria. He writes First Letter to Virgins (?). 

338 Summer: Antony visits Alexandria and shows support for Athanasius. 
339 Jan.: Anti-Athanasian synod at Antioch names Gregory of Cappa-

docia bishop of Alexandria. 
Spring: Gregory arrives in Alexandria. Violence in the city. 

Athanasius flees to Rome. 
339-46 Athanasius in exile in Italy and Gaul. 
345 Bishop Gregory dies. 

A synod of bishops and monks in Latopolis tries Pachomius on 



Chronology of Events xvii 

f-354 

355 
¿-350 

356 

356-65 

357 

358 

359 

359/60 

362 

363 

-364-7 

charges of clairvoyance. 
May: Pachomius dies. 
July: Horsisius becomes leader of Pachomian monasteries. 
Oct.: Athanasius returns to Alexandria. 
Athanasius writes Letter to Ammoun. 

Monk Paphnutius is active in Upper Egypt. 
Pachomian leader Horsisius resigns under pressure and retires to 

Seneset. In Pbow Theodore takes control of the monasteries. 
Spring: Bishop Serapion of Thmuis leads a pro-Athanasian delegation 

to Emperor Constantius. 
Autumn: Council at Aries condemns Athanasius. 
Monk Dracontius is elected bishop of Hermopolis Parva and refuses 

to take office; Athanasius writes Letter to Dracontius. 

Council at Milan condemns Athanasius. 
Antony dies. 
8 Feb: Military police storm the Church of Theonas in Alexandria 

and attempt to capture Athanasius, who escapes with help of 
monks. 

Spring: Violence in Alexandria as imperial government delivers 
church buildings to anti-Athanasians. 

Athanasius hides with supporters among Egyptian monks and in 
Alexandria; he writes Defence of his Flight, History of the Arians, 

anti-Arian letters to monks. Life of Antony, and other works. 
Bishop Serapion of Thmuis writes a letter of consolation to two 

disciples of Antony. 
Feb.: George of Cappadocia is installed as bishop of Alexandria by 

anti- A thanasians. 
Pro-Athanasian mobs force Bishop George to flee Alexandria and 

briefly regain control of the church buildings. 
Nov: Bishop George returns to Alexandria. 
Dec.: Bishop George is lynched by a pro-Athanasian mob. 
Pro-Athanasian virgin Eudemonis is tortured by imperial officials in 

their search for Athanasius. 
Feb.: Athanasius openly returns to Alexandria. 
Oct: Athanasius withdraws from Alexandria under pressure from 

Emperor Julian. 
26 June: Julian dies. 
Sept.: Athanasius secretly enters Alexandria and then departs to meet 

with the new emperor, Jovian, in Syria. 
Feb.: Athanasius openly returns to Alexandria after trip abroad. 
Winter: In one of these years Athanasius tours Upper Egypt, visits 

Pachomian monasteries, meets Theodore, and provokes reconcilia­
tion of Theodore and Horsisius. 



Chronology of Events 

Oct.: Athanasius withdraws from Alexandria under pressure from 
Emperor Valens. 

Feb.: Athanasius openly returns to Alexandria. 
Winter Athanasius writes Festal Letter 39 promoting a canon of 

Scripture. 
Winter Athanasius writes Festal Letter 40 on the 'irregular' appoint­

ments of bishops and priests. He announces that Bishop Dracontius 
of Hcrmopolis Parva has died and has been replaced by the monk 
Isidore. 

April: Pachomian leader Theodore dies. Athanasius writes a letter 
confirming Horsisius as the new leader of the federation. 

2 Mav : Athanasius dies. 



Introduction 

In 345 Balacius, the commander of the Roman military in Egypt, 
attempted to enforce the imperial government's support for Bishop 
Gregory of Alexandria in the face of stubborn opposition from 
Alexandrian Christians who favoured the rival, exiled bishop of the city, 
Athanasius. According to Athanasius, writing a decade later, Balacius* 
efforts included violent persecution of ascetic Christians who supported 
Athanasius: he 'beat virgins, and stripped and flogged monks1. Such 
violence, as Athanasius tells it, attracted the attention of the famous 
hermit Antony, who warned Balacius in a letter, *I see wrath coming 
upon you! Stop persecuting Christians lest the wrath seize you, for 
already it is about to come upon you.' Unmoved, Balacius spat on the 
letter and decided to apprehend Antony as well, with a tragic result: 

Balacius and Nestorius, the prefect of Egypt, went out to the first stopping-place 
beyond Alexandria, called Chaireu, and both were riding horses. The horses 
belonged to Balacius and were the gendest of ail that had been trained by him. 
But before they got to the place, they began to play with each other, as they do, 
and suddenly the gender horse, which Nestorius was riding, seized Balacius by 
biting him, and attacked him. And he mangled his thigh with his teeth so badly 
that he was immediately carried back to the city, and in three days he died. 
Everyone marvelled that what Antony predicted had come to pass so quickly.1 

This story' captures much of what makes Christianity of the fourth 
century so fascinating. Here an imperial officer, with an impressive army 
at his command, contends with a solitary desert monk over theological 
ideas and ecclesiastical power. Ascetic Christians are at the centre of this 
struggle, as the victims of political violence and as the heralds of divine 
wrath. Moreover, Athanasius tells this story in the late 350s, not as a dis-
mterested reporter of facts, but as an outlawed bishop, a fugitive in 
the desert, trying to rally Christians to his fight against WrianisnT by 
invoking the supernatural power and ascetic fame of the now deceased 

1 VA 86 [PC 26. 964); cf. H. Ar. 14, where Athanasius tells a slightly different version of 
the story. 
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Antony. Asceticism and politics come together in Athanasius' story, if 
indeed they were ever separable. 

This book studies the efforts of Bishop Athanasius of Alexandria 
(bishop 328-73) to integrate the ascetic movement and its values into the 
wider Christian Church both institutionally and philosophically. When 
Athanasius became bishop, Egyptian Christians existed in multiple 
groups and movements; as other fourth-century bishops did in their own 
areas, he worked toward the formation of a single 'catholic' Church in 
Egypt, which would be uniform in theology and hierarchical in struc-
_ture. The present study hasas its goal to understand how Athanasius' 
ascetic policies and theology contributed to the eventual formation of a 
unified and dominant Church in Egypt. It therefore asks how an ascetic 
programme was also a political progrargme. 

Before the fourth century, Christianity in the Roman empire took 
various forms; although Christians routinely spoke of their Church as 
universal and themselves as forming 'one body of Christ* world-wide, 
they actually understood and expressed their Christian identity in 
conflicting ways. Moreover, being a small and often oppressed minority, 
these diverse Christians lacked any coercive powers by which any single 
group of them could turn its universalizing rhetoric into reality. The 
conversion of the Emperor Constantine to Christianity in 312 changed 
all that, for now some Christian organizations began to receive the 
financial and military support of the imperial government. During the 
fourth century, emperors and bishops worked to create a world-wide 
Christian Church, one that would be, in their words, 'catholic*, that is, 
universal. Conflict was inevitable as these political and ecclesiastical 
leaders quarrelled over who should lead this catholic Church, which 
expressions of Christianity were legitimate, which books would form the 
canon of Scriptures, what forms the Church*s calendar and liturgies 
would take, and so on. This book studies one step in the process by 
which catholic Christianity was created in the fourth century by examin­
ing one geographical area (Egypt) and one aspect of ecclesiastical 
consolidation (the integration of the ascetic movement into the episcopal 
Church). Egypt represents an excellent choice for such a case-study 
because it was the birthplace for two of the movements that proved 
most troubling for the formation of an imperial Church: 'Arianism* and 
monasticism. 

In June 328 Athanasius, a young deacon, was elected bishop of the 
Christian Church in Alexandria, the major city in Egypt; his supporters 
acclaimed him as 'zealous, pious. Christian, one of the ascetics, a genuine 
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bishop1.* It was a critical moment in the history of the Alexandrian 
Church. The previous bishop, Alexander, had been asked by the 
Emperor Constantine to readmit to the church the Christian teacher 
Arius, whose views Alexander and an international council of bishops 
had condemned as heretical. Here was a crisis in the formation of a world 
Church, with the emperor's goal of inclusive unity conflicting with 
Alexandria's vision of doctrinal uniformity. Athanasius' refusal of 
Constantine's request would surely lead to conflict not only with the 
emperor, but also with the numerous bishops in the eastern empire 
who supported Alius. Athanasius had been Alexander's secretary and 
protege: the Christians who elected him bishop assumed that he would 
continue Alexander's firm anti-Arum policy and extend it throughout 
Egypt. They believed that, as bishop of Alexandria, Athanasius was not 
only the head of the Christian Church in that city, but also the spiritual 
father (*pope') of Christians throughout Egypt and Libya, But the 
complex political situation made that belief more wish than reality. A 
brief, selective survey of Egyptian Christianity around the year 330 will 
reveal the obstacles that Athanasius faced in his effort to become truly 
the 'pope' of all Christians in Egypt. 

In the city of Alexandria, we can speak of at least three Christian 
organizations, along with other less well denned groups. First, there was 
the emerging network of local churches under the supervision of Bishop 
Athanasius; the imperial government recognized this organization as 
the legitimate Christian Church in Egypt, although it did not always 
recognize Athanasius as this group's head. Secondly, there was an 
entirely different set of local churches with its own bishop and priests, 
who also claimed to represent the only true Church. Because they owed 
their loyalties to a Bishop Melitius of Lycopolis, these Christians were 
called *Melitians' by the supporters of Athanasius. Thirdly, an organized 
group of priests and lay people, called <Arians' by their opponents 
because of their support of the deposed priest Alius, was attempting to 
wrest control of the official Church away from Athanasius and his allies. 
These so-called 'Arians' (whose coherence as a group at times existed 
only in the rhetoric of their opponents) often received the support of the 
imperial government and of foreign bishops in their struggle with 
Athanasius; at times they also co-operated with the Melitians. Other 
Christians pursued their religious lives without formal allegiance to any 
of these three parties. Independent Christian scholars, for example, 
taught small groups of students interested in Christian philosophy. 

2 ApoL sec. 6. 5 (9a. 26-7 Op.). 



4 Introduction 

Ascetic Christians, male and female, devoted themselves to spiritual 
disciplines and renunciation of sex, food, and wealth; some of these li\"ed 
alone, some in shared houses, others in a celibate relationship with a 
member of the opposite sex. T o what extent these Christians were under 
the authority of the bishop and priests, whether Athanasian or Melitian, 
was not clear. 

The situation in the rest of Egypt was scarcely more coherent. The 
Melitians and Athanasians had affiliated churches throughout the 
province; as in Alexandria, Christian ascetic groups were also active. 
Outside Leontopolis, a city in the Delta, a group of celibate men 
and women, led by a teacher named Hieracas, lived and worshipped 
together, intentionally separating themselves from married Christians. 
South of the Delta, solitary ascetics lived in and near the villages along 
the Nile; some of these, like the hermit Antony, became famous for their 
spiritual insight and abilities to cure diseases. Meanwhile, a monk named 
Pac horn i us was forming a series of communal estates where ascetics lived 
and worked together. Local bishops and priests, anxious about the 
independence and prestige of these Christian ascetics, sometimes tried to 
gain control of these spiritual communities by ordaining their leading 
figures and by involving them in the political struggles with their oppo­
nents. Ascetic Christians often resisted these efforts. 

It was Athanasius' goal to bring order to this confusion by consoli­
dating ail Egyptian Christians around the hierarchical organization of 
bishops and priests that he headed. In describing how he set about this 
task, it will be helpful to divide the alternative Christian movements in 
Egypt into two groups, distinguishing them by their basic attitude 
toward the Athanasian episcopate and by Athanasius' means of dealing 
with them. The first group, consisting of the Melitians and the Arians, 
comprises organizations that originated and developed in specific 
opposition to the episcopal hierarchy that Athanasius now controlled. 
These Christians believed themselves to represent the authentic 
episcopal hierarchy in Egypt. With respect to such Christians, 
Athanasius1 goal was to eliminate their organizations and compel them to 
affiliate with his Church. The second group, consisting of the various 
ascetic circles, comprises movements that arose independently of any 
particular theological or political quarrel or out of a general sense of dis­
satisfaction with the direction of Christianity after it began to receive 
imperial support under Constantine. Here Athanasius' goal was not so 
much to eliminate these groups as it was to bring them into a formal 
relationship with his episcopal organization and hence at least somewhat 


