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Abstract:

The state of family dysfunction has produced various complications in
understanding and experiencing love, freedom in spousal relationships. Gender roles of
husband and wife have been, to a large degree, transformed. Human weakness and
various inherited social traditions, customs, and norms biased the role of men and women
in society and prevented the full enactment of the Christian doctrine concerning hierarchy
in the family. In fact, the social objectification of women and the utilitarian view on sex
had obstructed the success of the equal rights movement, and further weakened the man-
woman relationship, especially in the marital context. However, marital life in
Christianity is a negation of individualism, and a longing for a life of fellowship in
a Christian spirit of complementarity. Moreover, equality without sincere, self-sacrificial
love is devoid of its essence. This paper examines postmodern voices about hierarchy,
headship, obedience, and submission, leading to a happier marriage. In return, it attempts
to present ancient and contemporary Patristic approaches to these marital roles, showing
that these approaches are divinely inspired for all times and cultures, and experienced as
a mystery in Christ. If properly practiced, these approaches lead, to what postmodern
voices initially aspire, that is to a blessed, joyful, and prosperous marital life.
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marriage, St. John Chrysostom

“Obedience is good, but (only) if it is done for God's sake”
(Chadwick 1958: 155) (Saying of the Fathers).

“Equality of honor does many times lead to fighting”

(St. John Chrysostom 1991a: 511; PG 60: 615C).

“Hierarchy within can alone preserve egalitarianism without”
(Lewis 1986: 20).
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Introduction

Contemporary political and economic developments in society have
yielded major social and cultural changes, leading to an increasing chaotic
state found in households. The state of family dysfunction has produced
various complications in understanding and experiencing love, freedom in
spousal relationships and gender roles. The serious attempt to abolish the
perceived oppression of the “traditional” hierarchical structure and to
affirm gender equality in marriage has become a popular social and
religious trend. Thus, the hierarchical roles of husband and wife have been,
to a large degree, reconsidered and redefined, as a spirit of individualism
became pervasive (Coontz 1992: 77-96).

In fact, human weakness and various inherited social traditions,
customs, and norms biased the role of women in society and prevented the
full enactment of the Christian doctrine concerning the role of woman.
Further, the social objectification of women and the utilitarian view on sex
had obstructed the success of the equal rights movement, and further
weakened the man-woman relationship, especially in the marital context.
Ideas offered up by Hollywood for popular consumption, portraying
marital love in terms of bodily appetites failed to inspire. Seeing the
contemporary moral failures within the institution of the family in
postmodernity, there are serious doubts today about the actual success of
this movement in creating meaningful human relationships and happier
marriages.

Originally, marital life in Christianity is a negation of individualism,
and a longing for a life of fellowship in a communal spirit. Moreover,
equality without sincere, self-sacrificial love is devoid of its essence. Are
the words of St. Paul (1 Cor. 11: 3-12; Eph. 5: 22-33; Col. 3: 18-19), as
well as St. Peter (1 Pet. 3: 1), about marital hierarchy, headship, and
submission culturally conditioned, or divinely inspired for all times and
cultures? Do these scriptural counsels appropriate this postmodern trend of
marital equality, leading to a blessed and prosperous marital life,
experienced as a mystery in Christ?
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Postmodern Voices on Feminism and Equality

Inspired by ideas from the Enlightenment, and from the French
Revolution and its secular motto, “liberty, equality, fraternity,” a feminist
movement sparked women’s inclination to unlimited freedom and self-
independence, whether from their husbands as married wives, or from their
parents as daughters. The call to equal rights in gender has intensified, since
the inception of the Suffragette movement and its demand for women’s
right to vote. This liberation movement has reinforced the individualistic
tendencies in society, making the self as the authority and reference for all
definitions of goodness, truth, equality, and justice. Even marriage has been
looked upon as a place for one’s selfish fulfillment of individual happiness.
As families became smaller in number, more women started working in the
wage economy. The calls for social equality between spouses resulted in
more education for both spouses, “less control of extended family over the
conjugal couple,” higher rates of divorce, premarital childbirth, and
cohabitation (Browning 2003: 8). These circumstances gradually have
opened the door for the rise of free love, sexual revolution, and “radical
feminism.” This contemporary state of the family has been described as a
“post-familial family” era? (Beck-Gernsheim 2002: 9, 85).

In the name of human rights, equality became a primary gender
motto. However, the equal right for both men and women to education and
employment has incited gender conflict and amplified instinctive
autonomy. Most relational issues turned legalistic, that is based on private
rights and devoid of any ethical implications of love and concern for the
other individual (Delikostantis 1995: 35). Today’s legal and human rights
concepts focus on gender justice and egalitarianism. An extreme example
is the work of Judith Butler, a feminist sociologist influenced by French
postmodern theorists such as Jacques Derrida and Julia Kristeva.
Butler’s Gender Trouble critically challenges the notion of gender
difference based on biologically assigned sex or sexuality. In a famous
interview, Butler dared to claim that, “gender is an impersonation, that
becoming gendered involves impersonating an ideal that nobody actually
inhabits...” (Butler 1992: 85). She calls for the elimination of linguistic
terms, which socially construct the reality of gender, such as father and
mother, husband and wife, etc. Butler’s words are but a reflection of the
social development in the understanding of gender [The Canadian
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government announced in 2018 the official use of “a gender-neutral
language or gender-inclusive language,” which means the elimination of
the use of mother and father appellations.] (See Freiburger 2018).

There is a popular trend that some consider to be the newest
anthropological “heresy” related to the human body. It views the physical
and psychological distinction between the male and the female as incidental
and irrelevant to one’s existence, since gender is just a social construct.
Thus, the pressing social inclination today is to consider that the body shape
has no relevance to gender identity, and to view gender roles as “pansexual”
instead of “complementary.” Unisexism (which is inclusive of what is also
known as the “transgender movement” and the experimentation with
gender reassignment as a medical/surgical “therapy” for “gender
dysphoria”) creates “great confusion about what it means to be human...
with the result that men and women, and boys and girls are considered to
be not simply equal in nature, dignity and honour, but also essentially
interchangeable” (Ford 1989: 12).

In modern Western studies, headship is compared to socio-political
rule or power, which includes use of force to implement submission to
authority, sometimes called the suppression of freedom related to kratos
(kpdrog) or power. It is rather an abuse and an intentional misuse of
authority. These understand hierarchy as based on a subverted order, a loss
of centralized control, a fragmentation due to inequality (Butler 1990: 3-
44). The latter is a Marxist conflict theory, whereby a mediation or conflict
occurs between one who is in the higher social status and one who is in the
lower status, a kind of Hegelian binary. Thus, in order to eliminate
hierarchical oppression and abuse, social thinkers have attempted to
eliminate or simplify gender, male-female, differences, while overlooking
the known anatomical and procreative gender complementarity.

Furthermore, modern society has reconceived kephale (kepoAn) or
headship with kratos (kpdatoc) or might. On another level of analysis,
Foucault, in Discipline and Punish and The History of Sexuality, thought
of political power as a relation, not a thing. It is a hierarchical structure and
a discursive method whose purpose is to control the other. Derrida clearly
understands this power as kratos, as he says:

Whether as eleutheria or exousia, this freedom can of course always be understood

as a mere figure, as another figure, turn, or rum of phrase for power (kratos).
Freedom is essentially the faculty or power to do as one pleases, to decide, to
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choose, to determine oneself, to have self-determination, to be master (Derrida
2005: 22).

People take offense at the request to obey, to fear, to submit and to
sacrifice for the other. Headship is seen as a pressing superiority, and
obedience as an underminable inferiority.

Headship and Obedience in Christianity

The Orthodox Church’s perspective on marriage is foreign to today’s
postmodern demands for individual happiness and legalistic concepts of
justice and egalitarianism. St. John Chrysostom timely writings express the
Orthodox ecclesial views. Chrysostom emphasizes that Eve's creation from
Adam'’s rib signifies an existential relationship and a shared nature, implies
the equality of man and woman, and reveals male and female are both the
human norm (St. John Chrysostom 2003a: 43-44; PG 62: 135). Adam sees
Eve as “bone of his bones and flesh of his flesh” (Gen. 2: 23, Eph. 5: 30),
that she is ontologically one with him. Adam and Eve were so close that
they were seen as “one,” so God appeared in Paradise speaking to the two
as if he spoke to one (St. John Chrysostom 2003a: 43-44; PG 62: 135). St.
Porphyrios speaks of Genesis 2: 23 as expressing this great mystery of unity
in God: “This is the greatest mystery of our Church: that we all become one
in God... This is the Church. This is the Orthodox faith. This is Paradise”
(Kafsokalyvitis 2005: 180).

St. Paul calls for the obedience (bmakon) of women to their husband.
The exegesis of Chrysostom clarifies that in Christ there is a new approach
to this obedience. It is not a subjection (in terms of subordination or
submission) of woman to man. For St. Paul, headship and submission have
as a model Christ’s obedience to His Father, and Christ’s submission of His
will to the Godhead. For this reason, the Apostle calls for both husband and
wife, as spirit-filled believers, to acquire the mind of Christ (Phil. 2: 5-8, 1
Cor. 2: 15-16).

Such an obedience is far from the model of a military setting or a
passive submission to higher authority. It requires cooperation and synergy.
This cooperation begins in voluntary honing the listening skills of both
husband and wife, since it takes self-denial to truly listen to others.
Obedience is sacrifice, and it involves the acts of believing in the Divine
promises, waiting upon God, and loving as Christ loved us. It always
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appeals to human freedom and affirms human dignity, far from any
malicious act of manipulation and coercion. This kind of obedience brings
into a household an atmosphere of peace and joy. Thus, obedience shows
both faith and love when it is lived out, whether in the home or before God.

In his exegesis of the passage on the Fall of Adam and Eve (Gen. 3:
1-20), Chrysostom describes the consequences of woman being created
equal to man, the woman’s betrayal of this equality and her breaking of this
communion by deciding unilaterally. He blames Eve for the original
transgression because she first heeded the words of the deceiver, took the
initiative and fell into individualism and pride, “puffed up as she was with
the hope of being equal to God and evidently dreaming of greatness” (St.
John Chrysostom 2010: 213; PG 53: 127). Eve, in “choosing” to converse
with and listen to the evil one, turned her cooperation as synergos into
submission to a master (St. John Chrysostom 2010: 240-241; PG 53: 147).
For this reason, according to Chrysostom, man’s headship after the Fall is
a diakonia, and man is looked upon as a servant-head, who sacrificially
instructs and protects the woman against harmful actions leading to her
loss. In other words, man acquires this leadership role by being a role model
of servanthood, teaching, and communication. Thus, he calls the husband
to “Instruct [pvOuile]” his wife, and the “whole household will be well-
disciplined” (St. John Chrysostom 2003a: 57; PG 62: 143A). It is this kind
of rhythm that is desired in life, a Divine rhythm or mode of existence. This
rhythm of prayer and work leads to a healthy lifestyle. Although rhythm
involves a certain routine, it directs one’s life into a wholesome kind of
living; it is a peaceful rhythm in a frantic social environment. Putting time
to “holy use” leads family members to spiritual growth and fills the family
with a refreshing spiritual atmosphere of Divine love.

In fact, the headship of man is deduced by St. Paul from the act of
creation, whereby Adam is created first, then Eve (1 Tim. 2: 11-15).
Commenting on Col. 3: 18-19, and especially on the words “as is fitting to
the Lord” (Col. 3: 18), Chrysostom says that the submission of woman lies
within the larger context of mutual submission to God in freedom. It is done
for God’s sake, for the peace of Christ (Col. 3: 15) to rule in one’s heart.

Educationally, there is a need for the headship and submission for the
raising the children and for the daily running of the family affairs. He
explains: “[W]hen harmony prevails, the children are raised well, the
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household is kept in order, and neighbors, friends and relatives praise the
result” (St. John Chrysostom 2003a: 44; PG 62: 136).

Moreover, what does this submission ("'Yrotayr) entail? Does this
submission give social or religious license for man’s utilitarian benefits as
has been culturally incited, and for a man to reprimand and subdue his wife
by exercising coercion? To illustrate, Chrysostom, commenting on 1 Cor.
11: 3, gave an important clarification of the Pauline analogy between the
headship of God and that of man, as follows:

For had Paul meant to speak of rule and subjection, as you say, he would not have
brought forward the instance of a wife, but rather of a slave and a master. For what
if the wife be under subjection to us? It is as a wife, as free, as equal in honor. And
the Son also, though He did become obedient to the Father, it was as the Son of
God, it was as God (St. John Chrysostom 1991c: 150; PG 61: 214B).

First of all, Chrysostom clarifies that the wife submits to or fears her
husband as a free human being, equal in honor to him (opotytia), and in a
relationship of love to him. The same applies to her husband. This
mutuality is a mutuality of love and sacrifice, and not a legal one based on
rights and obligations. Also, this mutual relationship is based on being co-
heirs (cuykinpovopor) of God’s grace.

How difficult it is to have harmony when husband and wife are not bound together
by the power of love! Fear is no substitute for this. That is why he speaks at greater
length about the stronger force. So, if you think that the wife is the loser because
she is told to fear her hushand, remember that the principal duty of love is assigned

to the husband, and you will see that it is her gain (St. John Chrysostom 2003a: 54;
PG 62: 141).

In this sense, he explains the verse “let the wife see that she respects
[fears] (poPnton) her husband” (Eph. 5: 33). Fear (0 ¢d6Poc) is a
psychological state, which has various dimensions depending on
circumstances: terrifying fear or anxiety from death, poverty, shame,
punishment, illness, or any danger against one’s life. When this fear is
centered on guilt as a consequence of sinfulness, one is taken by the fear of
divine punishment. Rather, it is a fear not to love enough, not to care
enough for the other, and not cherish enough the other, in imitation of
Christ. As for the fear that derives from hatefulness as from a slave to his
master, or the fear of hell, it is accursed and carries enmity.

Accordingly, when St. John the Theologian exclaims, “perfect love
casts out fear” (1 John 4: 18), he makes a connection between this fear and
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love (agape). It is a connection of caring, and St. Nektarios makes the
analogy with the mother’s fear to disturb her sleeping infant after putting
him in his bed (St. Nektarios 1902: 19). So, it is a fear that secures the bond
of married life. The fear of God is the beginning of wisdom (Prov. 9: 10).
Quoting from St. Basil the Great, St. Nektarios equates fear and love, and
also fear and respect. The Wonderworking Saint concludes that one of the
causes of divorce is the lack of this kind of sacred fear (St. Nektarios 1902:
19).

Chrysostom asserts that although the woman is called to fear her
husband, the latter being a slave to Christ, is ordered to suffer for his wife
even all his life and will have to give an account to His Master. The head
has a responsibility that will be asked about in the day of judgement. Also,
if the man wants his wife to be obedient, he needs to “be responsible for
the same providential care of her, as Christ is for the Church” (St. John
Chrysostom 2003a: 46; PG 62: 136). The issue of taking responsibility of
one’s behavior is essential in the thought of Chrysostom.

In the context of marriage and marital love, Chrysostom asserts that
submission is fitting for servants, whose destiny is to escape if they are too
pressured. However, the saint explains, “one's partner for life, the mother
of one’s children, the source of one’s every joy, should never be fettered
with fear and threats, but with love and patience” (St. John Chrysostom
2003a: 47; PG 62: 137). So, this submission or fear spoken about by St.
Paul is not related either to a kind of marital slavery, or an exploitative
submission and degradation of women. Thus, Chrysostom advises the
wives not to be elated and the husbands not to be puffed up, as follows:

Let neither the husband’s love elate the wife, nor the wife’s subjection puff up the

husband. For this reason, He has subjected her to you, that she may be loved the
more (St. John Chrysostom 1999: 304; PG 62: 366C).

Chrysostom is clearly against spousal abuse. To the contrary, the
relational structure is lived in mutual trust, freedom and love, as is fitting
to the Lord, since they need each other and could not be self-sufficient, as
some feminist ideology claims today.

Commenting on Col. 3: 19, “Husbands love your wives, and do not
be bitter toward them,” Chrysostom emphasizes the reciprocity of the
relationship in the husband loving his wife. In his homily on Ephesians, he
emphasizes through lengthy explanations that, “there will be no need for



Authority, Obedience and Hierarchy in Christ... 41

fear; love itself will accomplish everything” (St. John Chrysostom 2003a:
56; PG 62: 142). This kind of love embraces forgiveness, reconciliation,
and the call for peace in conflict and resolving differences. This system of
mutual self-sacrificing is not in any way “consistent with” the sociological
power structure or psychological workings that postmodern culture applies
to human beings.

Thus, Chrysostom sees this relationship of husband and wife in an
absolute aporia, or tension, between unity and diversity, love and fear, and
headship and obedience. Thus, he considers that the marriage of man and
woman makes the two being no longer two. So, this cleaving in unity and
love in diversity transfigures the call for the wife’s submission and the
husband’s headship. It is a reciprocity well experienced in human relations.

St. Gregory the Theologian relates each action done by one of the
spouses as done to Christ Himself and the Church Herself. He said: “It is
good for a wife to reverence Christ through her husband, and it is good for
a husband not to dishonor the church through his wife” (St. Gregory the
Theologian 1980: Oration 37.7; PG 36: 292A). In this perspective,
sociologist, psychoanalyst, and philosopher Erich Fromm is right when he
proposes that love is not an emotion or infatuation; it is rather “a decision,”
“a judgment,” and “a promise” (Fromm 2000: 51). However, in
Christianity, this decision, judgement or promise ought to take Christ’s
commandments and the Church’s teaching into consideration. Love has a
Divine dimension. Love, with the example of the Cross, of life through
death, of love for enemies, is paradoxical for humanists. Love is a Person:
Christ Jesus experienced by generations of faithful, and not a philosophical
contemplation of ideas and abilities.

Hierarchy and Equality

Hierarchy is not about human power and domination, but about
submission to the Divine power, which humanly involves kenotic love and
humility, a reciprocal and harmonious relationship of understanding and
acceptance of the other, and a communion whose ultimate goal is unity in
Christ, in Whom all things are held together (Col. 1: 17).

It may seem puzzling that in that particular homily on Genesis 2
concerning the place of husband and wife vis-a-vis each other Chrysostom
seems to contradict himself and expresses both hierarchical and egalitarian
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views. This tension arises because modernity confuses essence and
energies, nature and functions, and understands equality in human nature
as meaning oneness in energies or functions. Chrysostom is not thinking
about the modern or late modern sociological issues, but rather presenting
the revelation of God’s words, seeing them in this case as the divine
establishment of proper order or taxis (ta&ic) in the house, which is a
negation of chaos, disharmony, superiority or inferiority. It is a pattern of
order seen in all created animals and nature as well. This outward taxis
reflects an inner state of being, and not just an outward form of structure
(Golitzin 2013: 164-172). Taxis is about holiness of life, leading to justice
and love. This is not based on social norms of “equality” or on a religious
“construct.” It is rather fundamental for the harmony (opovoia) of the
marital relationship and for the stability of the family. Otherwise, conflict
could reign because of power struggles: “Where there is equal authority,
there never is peace. A household cannot be a democracy, ruled by
everyone; the authority must necessarily rest in one person” (St. John
Chrysostom 2003a: 53; PG 62: 141). Thus, this inequality is a “godly
subordination,” a subordination made by God. The one who contends
against these “many forms of subjection” contends against God, for He is
the supreme ruler, Who made these laws; otherwise, anarchy and confusion
would reign, as Chrysostom explains. He additionally clarifies that the
order that God intended in the household is not a democracy, but rather a
monarchy or a hierarchy whereby the husband, the chief-servant, is a
lieutenant, and the wife joins him as a co-lieutenant, than the children are
third, and the servants are fourth. This system, if applied in an atmosphere
of love, as he said, brings good order and concord (St. John Chrysostom
1991c: 204; PG 61.289-290). In other words, equality of honor and rights
most often does away with justice and morality, however, sacrificial love
is the agent of unity and the factor of harmony.

What are the relational aspects that exhibit this equality of headship
and submission? Is this equality applicable to all situations? Chrysostom
points out intimacy as one case of mutual authority or exousia (é€ovoia).
In the passage of 1 Cor. 7: 1-2, however, he remarks that there is only an
equal authority of both husband and wife in terms of mutual fidelity and
faithfulness.
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In an elaborate study on Chrysostom’s teaching on headship and
submission, first there are two areas (intimacy and finance) which
Chrysostom considers to be ruled or regulated outside of man's exclusive
headship and woman’s submission, but both are granted mutual authority,
and both could be fields of conflict in daily relations of husband and wife,
since they are “two of the greatest loci of ‘power’ within marriage”
(Schroeder 2000: 61).

St. Peter sees the spiritual influence a wife could have on her husband
(1 Pet. 3: 1-2). Chrysostom, however, presents complete mutuality between
husband and wife in the spiritual life, and matters that concern salvation,
acquiring virtues, and ethical life, even in martyrdom for Christ.
Chrysostom describes the courage of several women while facing
martyrdom as a manly courage, having the same boldness as men,
especially in his homilies about the martyrdom accounts of the Antiochian
women saints Pelagia (St. John Chrysostom 1862b: PG 50: 585), and
Domina and her daughters Bernice and Prosdoae (St. John Chrysostom
1862b: PG 50: 635). Their lives typified the words of the Lord,
“For whoever desires to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life
for My sake will find it” (Mat. 16: 25).

Also, in this second area about spiritual exhortations, he advises the
man and his wife to listen to each other and benefit from each other’s
spiritual experience: “But at home, let the husband hear of these things
[exhortations] from the wife, and the wife from the husband” (St. John
Chrysostom 1994: 379; PG 49: 80A). In this spirit, he advises, “Pray
together at home and go to Church. When you come back home, let each
ask the other the meaning of the readings and the prayers” (St. John
Chrysostom 2003a: 61; PG 62: 117). This “quality time” of togetherness,
of praying and eating together, and speaking with each other, is being
missed in today’s consumer and fast- paced society. However, it needs to
be recovered as an essential characteristic of being a family.

Moreover, there is a third area for Chrysostom in which the equation
of headship and submission is flipped. In the realm of spirituality,
Chrysostom brings up the power of praying together, since the prayers of
the man and his wife bring the presence of Christ (Mat. 18: 20). He tells
both the man and his wife to kneel down together and pray to the merciful
Lord at night, asking forgiveness for their sins. The couple are invited to
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do this spiritual work together and as he said, “Let the house be a Church”
(St. John Chrysostom 1991b: 172-173; PG 60: 201-204). It is an
“embodied” spirituality, a characteristic of the Orthodox Church.

At times, the woman may take up the position of headship for the
purpose of her husband’s spiritual salvation (1 Cor. 7: 16). Headship is a
means towards the goal of salvation of souls. The goal is not headship,
subordination, or a kind of gender roles set in themselves. Chrysostom
notes,

Frequently, however, it is possible to see the opposite occurring, that the one who
is supposed to be in the position of head doesn't even keep to the position of the
feet, whereas she who is in the position of the feet is installed in the position of head
(St. John Chrysostom 2010: 242; PG 53: 146).

It is noteworthy to mention the example of St. Nonna, the mother of
St. Gregory the Theologian. During the funeral oration of his father
Gregory, St. Gregory extols his mother as she became not just a co-worker
of his father, but his leader and teacher of piety, “drawing him forward to
the highest excellence by her influence in word and deed” (St. Gregory the
Theologian 1980: Oration 18.8: 256-257; PG 35: 993B). His father who
had a high civic rank surrendered his patriarchal privileges in administering
their properties to his mother, since he saw that she excelled in this as well
and was a faithful steward (St. Gregory the Theologian 1980: Oration
18.21: 258; PG 35: 1009).

A fourth area, which is shared by both, is the raising of children. The
formation and education of children is an art, according to Chrysostom. The
saint uses professional art terminology to describe the rearing labor of
fathers and mothers. They are artists fashioning their paintings, or as
sculptors beautifying their statues. “Like the creators of statues, give all
your leisure to fashioning these wondrous statues for God” [St. John
Chrysostom, An Address on Vainglory and the Right Way for Parents to
Raise their Children 22 (Laistner 1951: 96; SC 188: 107)].

Thus, for Chrysostom, this headship and submission is not
ontological, but has a purpose of order, which serves the unity of the one
body. It is a responsibility to be accounted for in the Last Judgement. In
holiness and spiritual life, both husband and wife have the same
responsibility (St. John Chrysostom 2003b: 87-88; PG 61: 223). God did
not appoint external social status for man and woman, but He made
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everything for their spiritual growth and the salvation of their souls.
Authority in the ecclesial context is essentially the gift of love in freedom.

As can be seen, for Chrysostom the words of Scriptures are
prescriptive and not culturally specific statements. This differs from the
descriptive words of the postmodern scholars who assert equality and
refuse hierarchy on the basis that it always leads to an oppressor and an
oppressed. The issue here is not legal but relational and communal.
Salvation comes through this relational channel between God and man, and
between husband and wife. It has a teleological purpose: the unity of the
husband and wife in Christ.

The husband loves and the wife yields, and the wife becomes more
loving. This makes her more in assent with her husband. In turn, her assent
makes him more loving. In order to live this tension in a successful and
balanced way, one needs to have the right faith, since right faith in Christ
waters the seed of sacrificial, incarnate love. In the Gerontikon, Abba
Agathon illustrates his view on love as follows: “Love is to find a leper, to
take his body, and gladly give him your own.” This means that one sees the
other as part of oneself and one’s own flesh, and freely, without expecting
reciprocity, suffers for the other to the point of giving his or her own life.
With God’s grace, love and freedom together bring equality, reconciliation
and healing. It is this ultimate vision of love, unity, and equality that St.
John Chrysostom was advocating, as the way to heal the disunity and
alienation that have fallen marital relations.

Timeless Examples

Many hagiographical, narrative stories from the Synaxarion present
shining models of marital headship and submission spoken about above.
One who reads detailed stories of many married saints notices the strength
of the wives in supporting their husband to remain steadfast in the faith,
and taking the lead in the salvation of their family and the whole empire.
Many famous examples are found in history. Empress St. Placilla of the
fourth century Constantinople, for example, took on the role of
continuously counselling her husband Emperor Theodosius. St. Gregory of
Nyssa extolled her spiritual wisdom and saw her exhortation to her husband
as an icon of love. The persistence and faith of Saint Empress Theodora
(+867) changed her iconoclast husband Theophilos on his deathbed. St.
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Olympia the Deaconess (+408), for example, was the main advisor of St.
John Chrysostom. The wife and mother of St. Jacob the Persian (+421),
commemorated on November 27, threatened to sever ties with him if he
renounced his faith. He was later martyred by being cut into pieces. These
women lived in an era of standardized social patriarchy and male headship,
but were able “in Christ” to transcend social and gender stereotypes.

Conclusion

It is true that in modernity and late modernity, men and women have
aspired to a higher level of equal opportunity in terms of education, career,
and society. Social researchers claim that egalitarian relationships are
possible in a reflexive way. However, Chrysostom calls for a deeper equal
opportunity between spouses, an opportunity for spiritual renewal, and
deep love born out of faith and humility, a paschal love that tramples down
death, giving a deep meaning to marriage. This opportunity calls for a deep
encounter with Christ in which a renewal of the authority of love incarnate
(John 15: 13) in synergy with obedience until death (Phil. 2: 8) is fulfilled.
This authority is creative and life-giving since it is directed by Divine grace.
It is this personal freedom in the Holy Spirit that is the source of obedience
an authority alike. This is what the feminist movement was unable to reach,
while always seeking to undermine established gender roles for the purpose
to eliminate tyranny and abuse of authority.

This loving relationship between husband and wife is more than
compatible personalities and chemical attractions. Marital life is
characterized by a dialogical reciprocity in which the Divine grace heals
what is lacking and weak. It is also a complementarity beyond the dialectic
of authority and obedience, whereby “the one becomes a presence, a living
reality, in the heart of the other... My husband, my wife, is a part of my
being, of my flesh, of my soul. He or she complements me” (Aimilianos
2015: 120). These are the words of Divine revelation spoken by the
visionary Elder Aimilianos of Simonopetras in the twentieth century. These
thoughts echo the words of the fourth century St. John Chrysostom who
admired this marital relationship in great awe as the “wise counsel of God
at the beginning divided the one into two [opposites], and desiring to show
that even after the division they are still one human [&vOpwmog]... Do you
see the mystery of marriage?” (St. John Chrysostom 1999: 318;
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PG 62: 389). Truly, a marriage that reveals truth, life, beauty, and joy, is
indeed a great mystery in Christ, as St. Paul (Eph. 5: 22) affirms in the first
century.
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