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St. Basil’s canons on the issue of divorce and remarriage seem at first sight to treat
man and woman differently, making it difficult for modern women to accept them.
Nevertheless, careful examination of his general approach reveals his profound
appreciation of both genders and his respect for the role of women.

Wikimedia Commons
St. Basil’s 9t" canon states the following:

“The decision of the Lord with respect to the order of the sense applies equally to
men and women so far as concerns the prohibition of divorce except on ground of
fornication. Custom, however, will not have it thus, but in regard to women it insists
upon exactitude and stringency, seeing that the Apostle says that he who cleaves
to a harlot is one body with her, and that Jeremiah says that if a woman goes with
another man, she shall not return to her husband, but shall surely be defiled, and
again: whoever keeps an adulteress is foolish and impious. Custom, on the other
hand, commands that men who are guilty of adultery or of acts of fornication must
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be kept by their wives; so that as regards a woman who is cohabiting with a man
who has been left can be accounted an adulteress. For the fault here lies in the
woman who divorced her husband, according to whatever reason she had for
undoing the marriage. For whether it be that when beaten she could not bear the
blows, but ought rather to have exercised patience, or to obtain a divorce from the
man with whom she at the time was cohabiting, or whether it be that she could not
afford to lose the money, neither is this any excuse worthy considering. But if it
were on account of his living in a state of fornication, we have no such observance
in ecclesiastical usage, but neither is the wife of a faithless husband commanded to
separate from him, but, on the contrary, she has to stay with him owing to the fact
that the issue of the matter is unknown.”For what do you know, O wife, whether
you shall save your husband?”. So that a woman who deserts her husband
becomes an adulteress in case she comes to another man. The man, on the other
hand, whom she has left, is pardonable, and a woman who cohabits with him is not
to be condemned. If, however, a man deserts his wife and comes to another
woman, he too becomes an adulterer because he is making her be an adulteress;
and the woman cohabiting with him is an adulteress, because she has taken
another woman’s husband for herself.” [1]

In addition, his canon 21 addresses the same issue:

a“"

. a wife must accept her husband when he returns from fornication but a
husband must send a defiled wife away from his home. The reason for these
inconsistencies is not easily to be found, but at any rate a custom to this effect has
obtained prevalence.” [2]

St. Nikodemos in his commentary stresses the fact that the aforementioned custom
was inherited by the Romans and the reason for its prevalence is not easy to
understand.[3] In his comment on the 48t canon of the Holy Apostles, he gives an
extended report on the issue, giving the theological background from the Scripture
and including examples from the writings of St. Gregory the Theologian and St.
John Chrysostom, who support the equal treatment of men and women concerning
divorce and remarriage. St. Nikodemos moves beyond the stereotypes of his
traditionalist era and asserts not only that men and women are to be treated
equally by the Church on the issue of adultery, but also that a man who accepts his
wife back, although she is an adulteress, should be praised for two reasons: First,
because by his love and compassion he imitates Christ, and second, because this
corruption in the life of the couple is the result of other sins committed by them,
which causes God to permit this greater failing to happen for the discipline of the
spouses.[4] Interestingly enough the Hagiorite puts the blame of adultery equally



on both spouses. As a great pastor and spiritual father, he also tries to explain the
reason why Christ allows the separation of the couple to happen and gives a reason
based on his knowledge of human psychology. The anger of the offended spouse
could lead to murder, while, as St. Gregory the Theologian observes, the possible
birth of an illegitimate child could cause even greater problems. Therefore, the
suggested separation of the couple for one or two years is a reasonable sanction
that could lead both to repentance and to the discouragement of others from this
transgression.

[1] Canon 9 of St. Basil «H tod Kvupiov andégaolc katd pév TAV TAG €vvolag
dkoAovBiav &Eloov avdpdol kal yuvval&lv appélel, mepl tod pR €Eslval yduou
¢€lotaoBal, mapektdg Adyou mopvelag. 'H 8€ ouvribela oY oDTWG EXELAAN €ml pEv
TV YLUVALKQV TIOAARY e0plokopey TAV akplBoAoyiav, ToD AnootdAov AéyovTtog, OTL
0 KOAAWHEVOC TA mopvn €v cWUA €0TL, TOoD &€ lepeniovn, OTL, €4v yévnTat yovn avopl
ETEPW, OUK EMOTPEYEL IPOG TOV avdpa adTAC, AAA& plawvouévn paveOrnostal” Kad
MaAY, 6 Exwv powxaAida, aepwv kal &oefric, n 6¢ ovvnBela kol polxedovTag
avdpoacg kal &€v mopvelalg oOvtag, Katéxeobal DO TWV YLUVALKWV TPOCTACCEL, WOTE N
TR dpelpévw Gvdpi ovvolkoboa, oOK olda, £l dovatal pouxaiic xpnuatioat. Té yép
EYKANUa €vtadBa, TAC dmoAvodong tdv avdpa amteTal, Katd molav aitiav dnéotn
To0 yduov. Ette ydp tuntouévn Ui g€povoa TAC MANYAG, OMOUEVELY EXPAV HAAAOV,
A 6walevyxOfivat Tod ouvolkobvtog, €lte TAV €i¢ TA YpAMaTa Cnuiav urf @épovoq,
006¢ adtn f nmpdpaoic dELéAoyog. El 6¢ dld T6 €v mopvela adTOV AV, OOK EXOUEV
To0TO €V ouvvnbela TA €KKANOLAOTIKA TO MapatApnuUa, &AAG kal amniotov &vopdg
xwpiCleobal oL mpooeTdyBn yuvri, AAAA Tmopauévely del dL& TO AdnAov TAC
¢kBdoswe. Ti y&p oldag, yovai, &l TV GvEpa CWOELS; WOTE 1] KOTAAMODOO
HoLoAlc, €l €m’ dAAOV AABEv &vdpa. O 6¢ KATOAELPOE(C, OLYYVWOTOC €0TL, Kal A
ouvvolkoDoa TR Tolwol0TW 0oL KatakpiveTal. El pévtol 6 dvAp &mnootdg TAG YLVaLKOC
¢’ GAANY AABE, kol adTOC poLdC, BLOTL TOLEl adTrV poevdfval, kal i cuvolkoboa
aUTE MOLYXAALG, BLOTL AAASTPLOY GvOpa TTPAC EALTAY HETECTNOEY».

[2] Canon 21 of St. Basil «...; uév yuvn gnaviovta tév avdpa avTAG and mopvelag
nopadé€etal, 6 6€ avp TNV PLavBeloay TV oKWY €aLToD AmomEpYeL. TOOTWY O€ O
AGYOC 00 pQoLog, f 8¢ ouvriBsla 0D TW KEKPATNKEV».

[3] Mn&d&Awov, 582.

[4] MnbGALov, 73.
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