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Funeral Oration on the 
Great St. Basil 

Gregory Nazienzen 

TRANSLATED BY PHILIP SCHAFF 

Preface 

S. Basil died January 1, a.d. 379.  A serious illness, in addition to other causes, 
prevented S. Gregory from being present at his funeral (Epist. 79).  Benoît holds 
that an expression (Epitaph, cxix. 38) in which S. Gregory says that his “lips 
are fettered” proves that he was still in retirement at Seleucia.  This is an 
unwarranted deduction.  In this Oration, § 2, the Saint, alluding to his illness in 
disparaging terms, alleges his labours at Constantinople as a more pressing reason 
for his absence:  and says that he undertook the task according to the judgment of 
S. Basil.  This implies that S. Gregory went to Constantinople before the death 
of S. Basil, or that he had then been influenced by his friend’s advice and was on 
the point of setting out—more probably the former, as we may be sure that, if S. 
Gregory had been still at Seleucia, no reason but physical incapacity would have 
kept him from his friend’s side.  His pressing duties at Constantinople and the 
difficulties of the long journey were the “other causes” of his letter to S. Gregory of 
Nyssa:  and we know that he suffered from serious illness at Constantinople 
(Carm. xi. 887.  Orat. xxiii. 1).  S. Gregory left Constantinople in June, a.d. 
381, and Tillemont places the date of this Oration soon after his return to 
Nazianzus.  Benoît thinks that it was probably delivered on the anniversary of 
S. Basil’s death.  The Oration, as all critics are agreed, is one of great power and 
beauty.  Its length (62 pages folio), the physical weakness of the speaker, and the 
limits of the endurance of even an interested audience, incline us to suppose that it 
was not spoken in its present form.  We cannot well set aside expressions which 
clearly point to actual delivery, but it may have been amplified later. 

 

1.  It has then been ordained that the great Basil, who used so 
constantly to furnish me with subjects for my discourses, of which 
he was quite as proud as any other man of his own, should himself 
now furnish me with the grandest subject which has ever fallen to 
the lot of an orator.  For I think that if anyone desired, in making trial 
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of his powers of eloquence, to test them by the standard of that one 
of all his subjects which he preferred (as painters do with epoch-
making pictures), he would choose that which stood first of all 
others, but would set aside this as beyond the powers of human 
eloquence.  So great a task is the praise of such a man, not only to 
me, who have long ago laid aside all thought of emulation, but even 
to those who live for eloquence, and whose sole object is the gaining 
of glory by subjects like this.  Such is my opinion, and, as I persuade 
myself, with perfect justice.  But I know not what subject I can treat 
with eloquence, if not this; or what greater favour I can do to myself, 
to the admirers of virtue, or to eloquence itself, than express our 
admiration for this man.  To me it is the discharge of a most sacred 
debt.  And our speech is a debt beyond all others due to those who 
have been gifted, in particular, with powers of speech.  To the 
admirers of virtue a discourse is at once a pleasure and an incentive 
to virtue.  For when I have learned the praises of men, I have a 
distinct idea of their progress:  now, there is none of us all, within 
whose power it is not to attain to any point whatsoever in that 
progress.  As for eloquence itself, in either case, all must go well with 
it.  For, if the discourse be almost worthy of its subject—eloquence 
will have given an exhibition of its power:  if it fall far short of it, as 
must be the case when the praises of Basil are being set forth, by an 
actual demonstration of its incapacity, it will have declared the 
superiority of the excellences of its subject to all expression in words. 

2.  These are the reasons which have urged me to speak, and to 
address myself to this contest.  And at my late appearance, long after 
his praises have been set forth by so many, who have publicly and 
privately done him honour, let no one be surprised.  Yea, may I be 
pardoned by that divine soul, the object of my constant reverence!  
And as, when he was amongst us, he constantly corrected me in many 
points, according to the rights of a friend and the still higher law; for 
I am not ashamed to say this, for he was a standard of virtue to us 
all; so now, looking down upon me from above, he will treat me with 
indulgence.  I ask pardon too of any here who are among his warmest 
admirers, if indeed anyone can be warmer than another, and we are 
not all abreast in our zeal for his good fame.  For it is not contempt 
which has caused me to fall short of what might have been expected 
of me:  nor have I been so regardless of the claims of virtue or of 
friendship; nor have I thought that to praise him befitted any other 
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more than me.  No! my first reason was, that I shrunk from this task, 
for I will say the truth, as priests do, who approach their sacred duties 
before being cleansed both in voice and mind.  In the second place, 
I remind you, though you know it well, of the task in which I was 
engaged on behalf of the true doctrine, which had been properly 
forced upon me, and had carried me from home, according, as I 
suppose, to the will of God, and certainly according to the judgment 
of our noble champion of the truth, the breath of whose life was 
pious doctrine alone, such as promotes the salvation of the whole 
world.  As for my bodily health, I ought not, perhaps, to dare to 
mention it, when my subject is a man so doughty in his conquest of 
the body, even before his removal hence, and who maintained that 
no powers of the soul should suffer hindrance from this our fetter.  
So much for my defence.  I do not think I need labour it further, in 
speaking of him to you who know so clearly my affairs.  I must now 
proceed with my eulogy, commending myself to his God, in order 
that my commendations may not prove an insult to the man, and that 
I may not lag far behind all others; even though we all equally fall as 
far short of his due, as those who look upon the heavens or the rays 
of the Sun. 

3.  Had I seen him to be proud of his birth, and the rights of birth, 
or any of those infinitely little objects of those whose eyes are on the 
ground, we should have had to inspect a new catalogue of the Heroes.  
What details as to his ancestors might I not have laid under 
contribution!  Nor would even history have had any advantage over 
me, since I claim this advantage, that his celebrity depends, not upon 
fiction or legend, but upon actual facts attested by many witnesses.  
On his father’s side Pontus offers to me many details, in no wise 
inferior to its wonders of old time, of which all history and poesy are 
full; there are many others concerned with this my native land, of 
illustrious men of Cappadocia, renowned for its youthful progeny, no 
less than for its horses.  Accordingly we match with his father’s family 
that of his mother.  What family owns more numerous, or more 
illustrious generals and governors, or court officials, or again, men of 
wealth, and lofty thrones, and public honours, and oratorical 
renown?  If it were permitted me to wish to mention them, I would 
make nothing of the Pelopidæ and Cecropidæ, the Alcmæonids, the 
Æacidæ, and Heracleidæ, and other most noble families:  inasmuch 
as they, in default of public merit in their house, betake themselves 
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to the region of uncertainty, claiming demigods and divinities, merely 
mythical personages, as the glory of their ancestors, whose most 
vaunted details are incredible, and those which we can believe are an 
infamy. 

4.  But since our subject is a man who has maintained that each man’s 
nobility is to be judged of according to his own worth, and that, as 
forms and colours, and likewise our most celebrated and most 
infamous horses, are tested by their own properties, so we too ought 
not to be depicted in borrowed plumes; after mentioning one or two 
traits, which, though inherited from his ancestors, he made his own 
by his life, and which are specially likely to give pleasure to my 
hearers, I will then proceed to deal with the man himself.  Different 
families and individuals have different points of distinction and 
interest, great or small, which, like a patrimony of longer or shorter 
descent, come down to posterity:  the distinction of his family on 
either side was piety, which I now proceed to display. 

5.  There was a persecution, the most frightful and severe of all; I 
mean, as you know, the persecution of Maximinus, which, following 
closely upon those which immediately preceded it, made them all 
seem gentle, by its excessive audacity, and by its eagerness to win the 
crown of violence in impiety.  It was overcome by many of our 
champions, who wrestled with it to the death, or well-nigh to the 
death, with only life enough left in them to survive their victory, and 
not pass away in the midst of the struggle; remaining to be trainers in 
virtue, living witnesses, breathing trophies, silent exhortations, 
among whose numerous ranks were found Basil’s paternal ancestors, 
upon whom, in their practice of every form of piety, that period 
bestowed many a fair garland.  So prepared and determined were they 
to bear readily all those things on account of which Christ crowns 
those who have imitated His struggle on our behalf. 

6.  But since their strife must needs be lawful, and the law of 
martyrdom alike forbids us voluntarily to go to meet it (in 
consideration for the persecutors, and for the weak) or to shrink from 
it if it comes upon us; for the former shows foolhardiness, the latter 
cowardice; in this respect they paid due honour to the Lawgiver; but 
what was their device, or rather, to what were they led by the 
Providence which guided them in all things?  They betook themselves 
to a thicket on the mountains of Pontus, of which there are many 
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deep ones of considerable extent, with very few comrades of their 
flight, or attendants upon their needs.  Let others marvel at the length 
of time, for their flight was exceedingly prolonged, to about seven 
years, or a little more, and their mode of life, delicately nurtured as 
they were, was straitened and unusual, as may be imagined, with the 
discomfort of its exposure to frost and heat and rain:  and the 
wilderness allowed no fellowship or converse with friends:  a great 
trial to men accustomed to the attendance and honour of a numerous 
retinue.  But I will proceed to speak of what is still greater and more 
extraordinary:  nor will anyone fail to credit it, save those who, in 
their feeble and dangerous judgment, think little of persecutions and 
dangers for Christ’s sake. 

7.  These noble men, suffering from the lapse of time, and feeling a 
distaste for ordinary food, felt a longing for something more 
appetising.  They did not indeed speak as Israel did, for they were not 
murmurers like them, in their afflictions in the desert, after the escape 
from Egypt—that Egypt would have been better for them than the 
wilderness, in the bountiful supply of its flesh-pots, and other dainties 
which they had left behind them there, for the brickmaking and the 
clay seemed nothing to them then in their folly—but in a more pious 
and faithful manner.  For why, said they, is it incredible that the God 
of wonders, who bountifully fed in the wilderness his homeless and 
fugitive people, raining bread upon them, and abounding in quails, 
nourishing them not only with necessaries, but even with luxuries:  
that He, Who divided the sea, and stayed the sun, and parted the 
river, with all the other things that He has done; for under such 
circumstances the mind is wont to recur to history, and sing the 
praises of God’s many wonders:  that He, they went on, should feed 
us champions of piety with dainties to-day?  Many animals which 
have escaped the tables of the rich, have their lairs in these 
mountains, and many eatable birds fly over our longing heads, any of 
which can surely be caught at the mere fiat of Thy will!  At these 
words, their quarry lay before them, with food come of its own 
accord, a complete banquet prepared without effort, stags appearing 
all at once from some place in the hills.  How splendid they were! 
how fat! how ready for the slaughter!  It might almost be imagined 
that they were annoyed at not having been summoned earlier.  Some 
of them made signs to draw others after them, the rest followed their 
lead.  Who pursued and drove them?  No one.  What riders?  What 
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kind of dogs, what barking, or cry, or young men who had occupied 
the exits according to the rules of the chase?  They were the prisoners 
of prayer and righteous petition.  Who has known such a hunt among 
men of this, or any day? 
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