
         Gregory of Nazianzus (c. 329-390) 

1. Universally Admired 

a. Called St. Gregory of Nazianzus (or Gregory Nazianzen), Gregory the Theologian, etc… 

b. Honored on January 2nd in the Roman and Anglican traditions, January 10th in the Lutheran, 

January 25th in the Eastern Orthodox. 

c. Called one of the “Cappadocia Fathers” along with his friends, the brothers Gregory of Nyssa 

and Basil the Great.  This is why the LCMS has him on the 10th of January along with the 

other two.   

d. Sometimes also called one of the “three holy hierarchs” (especially in the east), with Basil 

and John Chrysostom. 

   

2. Background 

a. Born in Arianzus, a town just down the road from Nazianzus.  His parents were well-known 

Christians, and his father was the bishop/pastor of Nazianzus.  His father was either a 

heretic or confused at first, but his mother converted him to the orthodox Christian faith.   

b. He seems to have been well provided for, studying with family and local teachers in the 

classical arts, especially philosophy, rhetoric, and theology.   

c. A gifted student, Gregory would then study in major centers of learning, including 

Alexandria, and ultimately, Athens, where he would spend almost 2 decades of his life, 

studying, and later teaching rhetoric.  It was here that he would meet his lifelong friend St. 

Basil the Great, and the future pagan emperor, Julian the Apostate, who would become an 

enemy.   

d. Upon returning home at the age of 30, his father ordains him a pastor/presbyter, since his 

father was increasing in age and needed help “tending the flock.”   

e. Initially, he flees and lives like a monk with his friend Basil, studying the Scriptures and living 

a simple life.  Eventually Basil persuades him to go back out of a sense of both Christian and 

family duty.  Finding his father in bad situation, being falsely accused of heresy and divisions 

in the church, Gregory’s great speaking skills and Christian diplomacy ended the problems 

(of course God might have had something to do with it!).   

f. Starts writing at the ascension of the Emperor Julian and his official policies against 

Christianity, in a work called “Invectives against Julian.”  Needless to say, this was not 

received well in political circles.     

g. Because of his father and friend Basil’s insistence, Gregory was made Bishop of Sasima in 

372, and later Nazianzus after the death of his father (although he resisted for a few years).  

In both cases, Gregory seems to have resented his appointment as being forced upon by 

two great influences.  He would later embrace it as God’s will, and on the death of Basil, 

write moving poetic tributes to his friend.  

 

 



3. Saint Gregory the Theologian.  

a. In 379 the Patriarch (Bishop) of Antioch and some of Basil’s disciples ask Gregory to go to 

Constantinople to rally the cause of the orthodox faith, since the Emperor Valens who died 

in 378 left an Arian city behind with no orthodox churches.   

b.  Upon arriving in Constantinople, Gregory started a house church for the faithful, which 

gradually grew and his sermons (orations) became extremely famous.   

c. The Arian heretics would pelt him with stones and whip up mobs in the streets, and Arian 

“monks” would break into his services and desecrate the altar and elements for 

communion.  He was even wounded and a fellow-bishop killed on one occasion.   

d. To encourage his congregation, he composed powerful hymns, some of which are still 

considered classics, especially in the Eastern Church.  He continued to preach and write, and 

his letters in defense of the Trinity started to become famous around the Empire.   

e. In 380, the new Emperor, Theodosius finally made it to the imperial city in triumph.  He 

expelled the Arians who were manipulating the situation against the faith, and replaced 

them with orthodox Christians.    

f. Taking Gregory to the cathedral in Constantinople on an overcast day, a ray of sunshine was 

only beaming on Gregory.  Some of the locals saw this and started clamoring “Gregory, 

Bishop, Gregory Bishop!” (like Ambrose in Milan), and after being convinced by the 

Emperor, he accepted.  The unwilling pastor, unwilling Bishop, was now the Patriarch of one 

of the most important churches in the entire empire.   

g. A few months later, Theodosius called an ecumenical council of the church, which Gregory 

presided over at first.  Because of the intense and busy nature of the council (he said the 

bishops and deacons were like a swarm of hornets), and because someone pointed out he 

still technically was bishop of Nazianzus (one couldn’t hold two bishoprics at once), he 

happily resigned and went home.   He would completely endorse the Nicene Creed that was 

updated at this council (Constantinople I), and promote it through his writings.   

Major Works  

Theological Orations (defends the Trinity, very important)   
Hymns, Theological Poetry (beautiful writings on the mystery and nature of God)   
Letters 
Polemics (works against certain positions, such as the Emperor Julian, Arianism, those who deny the 
divinity of the Holy Spirit etc…) 
 

“Look at these facts: Christ is born, the Holy Spirit is His Forerunner. Christ is baptized, the Spirit bears 

witness to this… Christ works miracles, the Spirit accompanies them. Christ ascends, the Spirit takes His 

place. What great things are there in the idea of God which are not in His power? What titles 

appertaining to God do not apply also to Him, except for Unbegotten and Begotten? I tremble when I 

think of such an abundance of titles, and how many Names they blaspheme, those who revolt against 

the Spirit!” – Gregory of Nazianzus,  

 



 

 

 


