Purity and Pollution

Pollution, fasting, purity, virginity and the double standards for men and women in the pursuit of the Christian ascetic life, as championed by Jerome in his letter to Eustochium.
 Purity and Pollution as a social value in the Graeco-Roman world, according to DeSilva,[footnoteRef:1] involved a series of pollution taboos based on behaviour, deliberate and natural versus defiling and profane actions. The social value of purity and pollution from the Graeco-Roman world, recognised by Christians, as the distinction between sacred and common spaces. When and in what physical and mental state of purity you could approach this space, without defiling and profaning it. In Graeco-Roman world, time had to pass between performing an unclean act and being able to enter a sacred space. This sacred space became the body in Christianity; Christ like; and as an extension the need to stay pure and unpolluted i.e. a virgin. Jerome emphasises repeatedly throughout the letter to Eustochium of her need to guard and protect her physical and spiritual state of virginity; from her thoughts and actions. Jerome promoted the idea that food and wine fed the fire in the body, this increased the body temperature which led to sexual urges and desire; This led to the polluting of the Unresurrected living body. [1:  DeSilva 2004: 114] 

Jerome- Eusebius Sophronius Hieronymous[footnoteRef:2]- was born in the early fourth century. Grimm describes this time as ruled by Christian Emperors; were Christianity was not yet the state religion but had favourable status and that Christians no longer needed to fear the state.[footnoteRef:3] This meant that the differences between Christian groups became more significant; they no longer feared an external enemy, so they looked for them within the Church. Christian ascetism was a growing in strength within the church. The ascetics because of their actions; took spiritual authority; rivalling bishops and eventually helping to alter the makeup of the clergy. From first not being required to be celibate to all eventually having no choice but to be celibate. Jerome throughout his letter to Eustochium advocates celibacy; particularly the state of physical and mental virginity as the highest level for all Christians; emphasising the most suitable way for women; little mention of men; how best to pursue this course. The ascetic view on food and its effects on the body; and fasting was to influence the Christian attitudes[footnoteRef:4] to purity and pollution. To set standards of hardship and deprivation that imitated the earlier Christian martyrs by their suffering; and desire to copy the suffering of Christ when in the desert for the forty days and nights.   [2:  Grimm 1996: 157]  [3:  Grimm 1996: 157]  [4:  Grimm 1996: 157] 

 Jerome was born to Christian parents in Stridon, given the best Latin education they could afford. This might have lent to his personality a dictatorial and prideful manner,[footnoteRef:5] Grimm points to Jerome’s surviving works having no mention of his parents by way of gratitude or closeness.[footnoteRef:6] Grimm further attributes Jerome with having a tremendous memory and immense ambition for fame and the need to control others as all part of his personality makeup that benefited from his classical rhetorical training.[footnoteRef:7] Grimm points out that what we know about Jerome now; is only what he wrote about himself  that he neither demonstrated any degree of self-analysis nor any non-partisan view of himself in his surviving writings. This is demonstrated by the criticisms levelled at others of self-interest for money, comfort or even women’s attention he mentions in his letter to Eustochium; without ever directly naming anyone.  [5:  Grimm 1996: 158]  [6:  Grimm 1996: 158]  [7:  Grimm 1996: 158] 

Grimm mentions an early interest in power and ascetism. That Jerome may have realised that ascetism was growing in visibility and that interest equalled potential power.[footnoteRef:8] Jerome was described as having several friendships with men;[footnoteRef:9] Grimm reports that Jerome was fiercely loving and passionately dominating in these friendships, that each of them ended abruptly, and this pattern was repeated several times. Lack of introspection is demonstrated as no explanation is given for these break ups. Was Jerome’s apparent misogynistic attitude to women-based attraction to men and not women, therefore following Origen’s teachings about the body; was not a challenge until those teachings were no longer fashionable? An interesting question for further pursuit; but beyond the remit of this paper now.  [8:  Grimm 1996: 158]  [9:  Grimm 1996: 158] 

 Jerome spent two years as an ascetic in a cave in the Syrian desert of Chalcis; during which time he spent much of it irritated and annoyed, before moving to Constantinople, and then Rome. In Rome he found a patron in Pope Damasus, and a group of wealthy Christian women to spiritually guide. Jerome upon the death of his patron Damasus in c.384 C. E; had spent the last three years as spiritual guide[footnoteRef:10] to the socially superior but “weaker sex” ladies of Rome. All this time basking in their admiration; he was summoned by a council of Roman clergy in c.385 C. E; who told him to leave Rome. The salacious and slanderous nature of his treatises had been devoured by pagan and Christian alike; which had made him very unpopular with the elite of the Church and Roman society. Jerome then travelled to Bethlehem with the aid of some of his pious Senatorial ladies of Rome; Paula and her daughter Eustochium; a consecrated virgin.  [10:  Grimm 1996: 159] 

These two women would financially support Jerome for the rest of their lives. This support included the founding of a monastery; which Jerome would head a convent; a short distance away. The convent was a place where exiles and gentlewomen of Rome gathered around Paula. Between the late 380’s and 390’s Jerome was most active in biblical translation; commentary and polemlical treatises through which he continued to push the ascetic agenda. During this time Jerome was an advocate of Origen’s views on the corporeal and spiritual nature of men and women.[footnoteRef:11] This support for Origen; changed to against by the late 390’s, From the view that men and women could share physical space; that there were no perils in this and companionships based on mutual meeting of minds had no pitfalls.[footnoteRef:12] The temporary housing of the spirit in physical bodies of both sexes should not impact nor the sexual urge impede the leading of a Christian ascetic life.   [11:  Brown 1988: 373-379]  [12:  Brown 1988: 373] 

Grimm recounts the myth of the holy man;[footnoteRef:13]and the characteristics found within it of wisdom; and unwavering devotion to the divine and ascetic life.[footnoteRef:14]The abandonment of worldly values; which according to Grimm became the Christian ascetic ideal of the heroic fast.[footnoteRef:15] Christian stories of fasting, the barely adequate amounts that these holy men were able to survive on; how these things were possible if only you believed.[footnoteRef:16] After the Christian martyr as hero; now ascetic as Christian hero, stories of surviving on barley bread and muddy water or a handful of figs a day;[footnoteRef:17]all these things were possible to those who were prepared to believe. The achievement of living with barely sufficient food was to become one sign of the Christian hero;[footnoteRef:18]the impoverishments illustrated by these stories were eagerly consumed by the comfortable urban readership; Jerome’s letter to Eustochium was part of this genre of the fasting hero.[footnoteRef:19]  [13:  Grimm 1996: 160]  [14:  Grimm 1996: 160]  [15:  Grimm 1996: 160]  [16:  Grimm 1996: 160]  [17:  Grimm 1996: 160]  [18:  Grimm 1996: 160]  [19:  Grimm 1996: 160] 

The freedom from social constraints[footnoteRef:20]appears to be the result of the actions of these ascetic monks; from fasting, not washing, sleeping on the ground and the wearing of rough clothes;[footnoteRef:21]meant that these ascetics could gain a moral high ground from these actions; and therefore, hurl abuse and insults at the well fed; comfortable and avaricious urban citizens.[footnoteRef:22]This ascetic view of the ideal pious Christian was not without its detractors. Grimm names Philo of Alexandria as being opposed to this view; that deprivations made you more pious and more in control of yourself.[footnoteRef:23]Grimm reports that several Jerome’s letter addresses the question of food,[footnoteRef:24]gluttony, and the impact a full stomach could have on in fuelling sexual desire.  [20:  Grimm 1996: 161]  [21:  Grimm 1996: 161]  [22:  Grimm 1996: 161]  [23:  Grimm 1996: 162]  [24:  Grimm 1996: 162] 

Food as fuel for body heat equals sexual desire;[footnoteRef:25]this was not a new concept, Hippocrates and later Galen advocated the idea of the body containing four humors, which needed to stay in balance; by not indulging in excess food, sex, or pleasure everything could be in balance. Jerome in his letter to Eustochium asks the question of why would risk eating; and therefore, increase the heat of your body, especially the belly, located so close to the danger that were the genitals. The place of such corrupting influence; making it hotter and therefore making you susceptible to sexual desires and fantasies. Jerome warns Eustochium in the letter, to guard her virginity; that virginity may even be lost by an impure thought.[footnoteRef:26] That the worst kind of virgin was the one who was a virgin physically but not one in their soul. He starts his letter by praising Eustochium for being the Lord’s bride; her choice of virginity which equalled purity; particularly of the bodily vessel that contained the spirit; now becoming the sacred space where once a Temple or Grove had been in the Graeco-Roman world.  [25:  Grimm 1996: 166]  [26:  Erhman & Jacobs 2004: 272] 

After first giving praise for wedlock; Jerome then proceeds to warn Eustochium about the drawbacks of earthly marriage;[footnoteRef:27] that she should flee from it as from Sodom; and take heed of Lot’s wife and never look back.[footnoteRef:28] He empathises this by comparing her virginity to carrying treasures upon her herself; that is an invitation to all robbers.[footnoteRef:29]That what Eustochium should feel is fear for the vow that has been taken and not pride. He uses the example of the apostle to make his point; saying that if even after the physical torments and deprivations that he suffered; yet he still called to the Heavens to be removed from this body that challenged his resolve to the limit. How then was Eustochium to feel safe?[footnoteRef:30]Jerome illustrates his fear for Eustochium’s strength, by recounting his own experience in the desert; where he fasted and wept; whilst surrounded by hostile animals and a hostile environment. Yet he still found himself having endless sexual fantasies of being surrounded by multitudes girls. Grimm points out that there is evidence that once calorific intake drops below a certain threshold; sexual desire disappears so, where Jerome had the energy to conjure up these thoughts is intriguing and possible further investigation but not in this paper.  Jerome finishes this story, by advising Eustochium, that as a man; even after all these privations, he was still tempted. What hope then had she, as a girl, surrounded by luxuries and an easy lifestyle. This point is made with further words of warning through the letter; backed up by examples of doctrine from the scriptures for emphasis. Advising Eustochium to take care of her wine consumption, but to be especially careful of her food intake; as women were intemperate[footnoteRef:31]with food and this would lead to the heating of the belly and then the production of sexual desires.  [27:  Erhman & Jacobs 2004: 271]  [28:  Erhman & Jacobs 2004: 271]  [29:  Erhman & Jacobs 2004: 271]  [30:  Erhman & Jacobs 2004: 272 ]  [31:  Erhman & Jacobs 2004: 277] 

From the beginning, building momentum throughout the letter he praises the state of virginity,purity; at first acknowledging wedlock as a worthy but inferior state to virginity. This he slowly changes as greater emphasis is placed upon the purity and sanctity for the preservation of the virgin state. He uses the example of Eustochium’s own sister and her recent widowhood[footnoteRef:32]to highlight the superior state that Eustochium was in, by comparison to a sister who no longer had an earthly husband and had lost Christ as a spouse; when she married and broke her sacred state of purity. He begs Eustochium to be patient and her reward will be meeting her spouse Christ in paradise.[footnoteRef:33] For him; the body was a dangerous thing; especially dangerous when well fed; then the body would be filled with wicked, licentious and avaricious thoughts needs and desires. Thus, the sexes had to be kept separated or strictly regulated; for fear of inducing catastrophic sexual attraction. Where Origen had advised; that in Heaven both sexes would become one; Jerome had at first agreed with this interpretation; had even lived this way in the company of Paula, Eustochium, Marcella and others. Then his views changed; and fear for the spirit contained within the Unresurrected living bodies became an issue in the ascetic world.[footnoteRef:34]This hardening distinction of the male and female roles; and the expectations of eternity; was imitated outside of the theological world in c.390 C.E; when the first male prostitutes where publicly burned alive;[footnoteRef:35]the taking on of the passive female sexual role had always been condemned in the Roman world; but now that the spirit resided inside; what would be a  male body forever; and that this male body had forced itself into female poses for sex[footnoteRef:36]was considered an abomination. The ascetic virginal, celibate life choice; as espoused by Jerome and other ascetics at this time; slowly pushed the clergy into becoming celibate if they wished to hold office in the Church. The married clergy first abstained from sexual contact before the sabbath and serving the Eucharist; until services became daily and abstinence was no longer a choice.  [32:  Erhman & Jacobs 2004: 276]  [33:  Erhman & Jacobs 2004: 290]  [34:  Brown 1988: 383]  [35:  Brown 1988: 383]  [36:  Brown 1988: 383
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This pathological fear of sex, sexual fantasies and desire that Jerome repeatedly remonstrated against throughout his letter; is not just his need to preserve or save the holy spirit housed in these mortal shells. His apparent hypocrisy about sexual desire; not forgetting his previous close male friendships; his living with Paula and Eustochium and close contact with other women in Rome; did not stop any of these from happening until Origen’s view became unpopular and then Jerome’s stance changed. He stopped advocating Origen’s view on the spirit after resurrection; both sexes becoming as one and then started to argue the body was the temple housing the spirit and that body would be resurrected as the sex it had been before death. The sacred space stopped being a location; now it was to become the body; this body could become corrupted in life and death. Jerome advised his female charges of how to prevent this corruption; the pitfalls that would prevent them from reaching paradise. This advice for his female readers is harsh and singularly one sided; little is said of what males must do to protect their virginity and purity; none are advised to lock themselves away as Jerome advises Eustochium. Food plus the belly produces heat which equals sexual desire; and then the pollution of the pure and sacred body.   
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