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St. John Chrysostom and the Woman: A Crisis of
Understanding in the Fourth Century?’

Abstract: Referring to a story told by Cosmas Vestitor in his Life of St. John
Chrysostom, Robert Browning, as well as a number of authors before him,
inferred the existence of diglossia in the fourth century. We examine the story,
and its predecessors to see what exactly they say.
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In a memorable and influential quotation BROWNING (1969: 49 — 50) says:

There is a story that woman once interrupted one of John Chrysostom’s ser-
mons to complain that she could not understand half of what he was saying,
so remote was his language from that of the mass of the people the preacher
obligingly delivered the rest of his sermon, we are told, in the vulgar tongue.

This story, he informs us, is found in Cosmas Vestitor’s Life of St. John Chrysostom
(433). But, as he says, the same story can be found in MULLACH (1856:68 — 9), who
wrote long before this work was first published. It could be added that Mullach
is not alone in this. At almost the same time, but with a rather different moral,
a similar story is told in STEINTHAL (1863:409), where he takes it as a proof that
Syria was not sufficiently hellenized in the fourth century. Unfortunately, neither
Mullach nor Steinthal reveal their source.

First, let us see what Cosmas says:

"Ev i@ totvuv 3i18daxovtog avtod xal mpogopiotvrog & Tpog cwThploy TG Aad
ol T} Ths AéEews DPnrotépa Bewpla OV Adyov mpoyéovTog, Emdipaad TIg Yuwn)
ey éx 100 8yhov elmev: Moncaplo pév, mdtep, ¥ 00 oTépaTédS Gov Qv xal
vodg 8v eknamaag: pevolvye mdAw poxdpot xal of Todg ot é&taydovres vofjoat
Adyous. A yvwptaov xal Talg NUeTEPaLS TRV dadeviv Stavolalg THv Stvauwy T@v
a@v Beoyapitey Sidayudtwy: 18od yap éyw xataAlmodoa TavTa Lov TGV oixtoiv
T Epya, Edpapov &g eltig Exduog EAagog i Tov XEtudppovy THS TPUETS Tou TRV
Adywv: xal BTt UEV QuVRY PYUATWY W§ USATWY TOAGY TOVG HETEWPLTMOVS THS
Sdaoxaiog gov dxodw: atdyove 3¢ § adT@v AaPelv un Entyvodoa dmépyouat,
mpds Tf Ths Yoy Sing Tyuia xal T TOAD THG Népag Tod oixou nou ppovtioty
AvpeAds TpoaxTyaapévy). Todtwy dxoldaag 6 Bedppwv peTéTpedev TV dxpdTo-

" This paper was created as a part of the research project Humans and Society in Times of Crisis.
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pov o otépatog adtod métpay eig Aluvag eEavthovpéng cogiag. Kal Aomdy petd
mAelovog Thg mappnaiag Tov Thg didaanatiog amépov xaTEBAMEY, xaTdAANAa Qdip-
poca Tolg Tpadpaaty emitiBels.

Cosmas Vestitor, 433

One day, while he was teaching and lecturing the people on things pertaining
to salvation and pouring out a speech in a lofty mode, a woman from the
crowd raised her voice and said: ‘Blessed, father, the voice of your mouth,
and the intellect you have so adorned. Blessed also those able to understand
your speech. But disclose the meaning of your god-graced teaching to the
understanding of us, who are weak. Lo, I have set aside all my house-chores,
and ran as an exceeding thirsty doe to the luxurious stream of your words.
And in the sound of your words, which is as the sound of many waters, I
hear the exaltedness of your teaching. But I am leaving without recognizing
a drop I could take away with me, and having, beside the torture of spiritual
thirst, gained only useless worries to add to my household chores.” The godly
man heard that and turned the steep rock of his mouth into lakes filled with
waters of wisdom. And after that he sowed the seed of teaching more freely,
applying suitable salves to wounds.

We have attempted to keep the turgid style and incongruous metaphors of the
original as much as we could. The irony of the passage was probably lost on Cosmas.
But Cosmas is not the only hagiographer to tell this tale.

Between 1610 and 1630 Henry Saville published at a considerable expanse the
complete works of St. John Chrysostom in eight volumes. In the last volume he
printed several vitae of the saint. He had scholars travel Europe and the Ottoman
Empire and transcribe texts for publication. We only rarely know the provenance
of the individual texts. Among these vitae, this episode is told in at least two and,
since all vitae after the one written by George, patriarch of Alexandria (621 — 630),
share the same general arrangement of episodes in Chrysostom’s life, this episode is
at the same place in each one. One of these is the version of Symeon Metaphrastes,
which we cite as it appeared in Migne’s Patrology:

“00ev yodv xat 100 Tijg coglag mvedpatog SapAéatepov AT TPOTPUEVTOG TTUXVO-
TEpag, v v dpdy Tég cuvdEeLs xal TOV Aadv quvidvta Tpds THY dicpdaaty, cuveyE-
aTEPOV OE AT XWOUMEVNY TV YA TTAV Xal TQ) TGV Adywv pedpartt Tehayi{ovaav.
“Ore ol ueilov # xortd Ty ToAGY Sidvotoy Tév Abyov Emaipovtog, Yuvy) Tpofipumg
uév auvdpapodaon, Tod ihoug & TAV Aeyopévwy EXTIITTOVT, PAVEPRS EUEUPETO
T Myw, xal dvweeli) tobtov dmexdiet xai dxapmov. Tobto éxeivwv el Gta (sic!
latine: ad aures illius) €éA06v, mpog T6 uaMov cageg xat dbgbvomTov TOV Adyov
auvtdtTel mapaoxevdlel. Téte ) xal T&Y QLAOAGY®Y TVEG TQ UEALTL THG Exeivoy
YAWTTYG dtorpepdVTeg )SOpEVOL xal ToUG AGYOUS (G MEV ETTWPEAETS, g O& dAVOETS...
XpuadaTopov adToV dTEXdAoUY.

Symeon Metaphrastes, 12, 1076BC
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Since the flow of wisdom flowed from him abundantly, you could see the
congregations being more frequented, and the people gathering to listen to
him, and his tongue was more often inspired and exuberant with the stream
of words, but when he raised the mode of his speech more than the majority
could understand, a woman who came to the gathering willingly, and failed
to understand him for the sublimity of his words, loudly found fault with his
speech, and pronounced it useless and fruitless. When this came to his ears,
he got ready to compose his speeches in a more clear and concise way. It was
then that some lovers of literature started exceedingly enjoying his speeches
as both useful and true and... gave him the name Goldmouth.

The other version is anonymous, prefaced by a short note about its provenance
from a very ancient manuscript from Padua.

...€0T1 O¢ Gte xal adTooyeding €x TGV TPOTTITTOVIWY XATA KALPOV TTPOYRATWY
dpopuiis Spacaduevos 6 Bavpaaiwtatog, feogoplag ekéyes TG Aad motapols. te
&) xaid Dorypew T T00 Adyou cuvtdEet, kol TepLodinoTépa ol CUVETTPOUUEY TH
@pdael Tod gogod SidaaxdAov xexpyévov, Yuwy) TS €x Tod dyAov dmoToAunoaT,
xal THY QWY ETAPATA, G AVWQEAT] TOV Adyov xaTyTIaTo, T¢ M) Sbvagbat T
TGV TOMAY dxony T U1’ adTod guviévar Aeydueva. 60ev Extote Tag OutAlag €mi
10 gagéatepov avTols Siébeto.

Anonymous, 309.

And sometimes this wondrous man, would improvise, starting with the
things that were happening at the moment, and he would be pouring out
rivers of divine wisdom for the people. The wise teacher sometimes com-
posed his speech in a lofty manner, divided into periods and concise, so a
woman from the crowd presumptuously raised her voice and accused his
speech of being useless, for the majority could not understand what he was
saying. That is why after that he composed his homilies in a way more easily
understandable for his audience.

The relative chronology of these three works is unclear. St. Symeon Metaphra-
stes wrote somewhere in the 10 century,' Cosmas probably between 730 and 850.2
About the anonymous writer nothing can be said with any certainty. The kinship
between Cosmas’ account and that of the anonymous author is obvious, but the
influence could go either way; either Anonymous epitomized Cosmas, or Cosmas
amplified the text of Anonymous. It seems more probable, however, that Cosmas’
account is a rhetorical amplification of an episode from the more complete ver-
sion. Of course, both could depend upon a third, unknown, work. The fact that no
one before Browning names the author who reported the incident might suggest
that they were all referring to the anonymous vita. Much more importantly, how-
ever, Browning’s version depends on Cosmas, and thus gets one important detail

' BECK (1959:571)
* BECK (1959:502)
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wrong. His Aoimév is imprecise, and means simply ‘afterward), the account of the
anonymous author is much clearer with his éxtote, which is better understood as
‘thereafter’, ‘thence forward’ The moral of the story is then very different, as most
of Chrysostom’s work was yet to be written, this is rather meant as an explanation
of Chrysostom’s simple style, not as a just a simple episode showing the saint’s
meekness. As the result of the complaint, he was to write more clearly, so he could
be readily understood by his flock and not because he was unable to write in a more
lofty and convoluted style. At any rate, no writer before these two tells quite the
same story, so that it must be understood as reflecting views of a time much later
than Chrysostom. If anything, it implies that his homilies, as they were written
down, were exactly what could be easily understood by the public familiar to Cos-
mas and Anonymous.

But where does the story come from? As we already said, every vita of St. John
since Gregory of Alexandria generally follows the same order of episodes. This
episode stands between Chrysostom’s ordination as a priest, and the wish of his
bishop, Flavian, to make him his successor. In Gregory’s vita, this is the place where
John starts expounding the Scripture to the delight and excitement of the whole
people of Antioch.3 Not a word about his exegesis being difficult to understand,
quite the opposite. George mentions that his speeches were being written down
and preserved by some in the flock. This motif was, therefore, inserted some time
after George, perhaps suggested by the fact that John was explaining difficult pas-
sages in the Scripture.

The story as told by Cosmas and other biographers of St. John Chrysostom
cannot tell us anything about the state of Greek diglossia in the late fourth century.
No early account mentions anything of the sort. It cannot be used for proving its
existence in the eighth or ninth century either, because, on examination, it doesn’t
say anything about Chrysostom’s language being too difficult for his public to fol-
low. Its point is to explain why his style was so easy to follow. And a comparison
between Chrysostom himself and Cosmas underlines the need for this explanation
admirably.
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CeeTH JoBaH 3/1aTOyCTH H 3K€Ha:
KpH3a pasyMeBama y YeTBPTOM BEKY?

Aucipaxia: Toopehu o mpuan xojy je y Kuiwiujy cs. Josara 3aamoyciwior
ucnpuyao Kosma Becturop, Pobepr BpayHuHr, kao 1 HemManu 6poj ayTopa mmpe
H€ra, 3aK/byYHO je a OHA YKasyje Ha IIO0CTOjambe JUTJIOCH]je Y TPYKOM YeTBPTOT
Beka. McruTanu cMo OBy IpU4Y, K40 U eHe ITPETXOAHUKE a S1CMO BHIEIH IITa
ce y ’buMa TayHo Kase.

Kryune peuu: arnorpaduja, Cs. JoBan 31aT0yCTH, TO3HOAHTUYKYU I'PUKH,
JUTJIOCH]a.
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