
SPIRITUAL NOTES
O F  T H E  D I O C E S E  

O F  C H A R L E S T O N  A N D  O A K L A N D

Part 2: Address to young men on the right use of Greek
literature 

from St. Basil the Great

Outline of Sections 3-4
III. Profane learning should ornament the mind, as foliage graces the fruit-bearing tree.
IV. In studying pagan lore one must discriminate between the helpful and the injurious, accepting the one, but 
closing one's ears to the siren song of the other.

Sections 3-4
III. If, then, there is any affinity between the two literatures, a knowledge of them should be useful to us in our 
search for truth; if not, the comparison, by emphasizing the contrast, will be of no small service in strengthening 
our regard for the better one. With what now may we compare these two kinds of education to obtain a simile? 
Just as it is the chief mission of the tree to bear its fruit in its season, |104 though at the same time it puts forth 
for ornament the leaves which quiver on its boughs, even so the real fruit of the soul is truth, yet it is not without 
advantage for it to embrace the pagan wisdom, as also leaves offer shelter to the fruit, and an appearance not 
untimely. That Moses, whose name is a synonym for wisdom, severely trained his mind in the learning of the 
Egyptians,7 and thus became able to appreciate their deity.8 Similarly, in later days, the wise Daniel is said to have 
studied the lore of the Chaldaeans while in Babylon,9 and after that to have taken up the sacred teachings.

IV. Perhaps it is sufficiently demonstrated that such heathen learning is not unprofitable for the soul; I shall then 
discuss next the extent to which one may pursue it. To begin with the poets, since their writings are of all degrees 
of excellence, you should not study all of their poems without omitting a single word. When they recount the 
words and deeds of good men, you should both love and imitate them, earnestly emulating such conduct. But 
when they portray base conduct, you must flee from them and stop up your ears, as Odysseus is said to have fled 
past the song of the sirens,10 for familiarity with evil writings paves the way for evil deeds. Therefore the soul 
must be guarded with great care, lest through our love for letters it receive some contamination unawares, as men
drink in poison with honey. We shall not praise the poets when they scoff and rail, when they represent fornicators
and winebibbers, when they define blissfulness by groaning tables and wanton songs. Least of all shall we listen to 
them when they tell us of their gods, and especially when they represent them as being many, and not at one 
among themselves.11 For, among these gods, at one time brother is at variance with brother, or the father with 
his children; at another, |105 the children engage in truceless war against their parents. The adulteries of the gods
and their amours, and especially those of the one whom they call Zeus, chief of all and most high, things of which 
one cannot speak, even in connection with brutes, without blushing, we shall leave to the stage. I have the same 
words for the historians, and especially when they make up stories for the amusement of their hearers. And 
certainly we shall not follow the example of the rhetoricians in the art of lying. For neither in the courts of justice 
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nor in other business affairs will falsehood be of any help to us Christians, who, having chosen the straight and 
true path of life, are forbidden by the gospel to go to law. But on the other hand we shall receive gladly those 
passages in which they praise virtue or condemn vice. For just as bees know how to extract honey from flowers, 
which to men are agreeable only for their fragrance and color, even so here also those who look for something 
more than pleasure and enjoyment in such writers may derive profit for their souls. Now, then, altogether after 
the manner of bees must we use these writings, for the bees do not visit all the flowers without discrimination, 
nor indeed do they seek to carry away entire those upon which they light, but rather, having taken so much as is 
adapted to their needs, they let the rest go. So we, if wise, shall take from heathen books whatever befits us and is
allied to the truth, and shall pass over the rest. And just as in culling roses we avoid the thorns, from such writings 
as these we will gather everything useful, and guard against the noxious.12 So, from the very beginning, we must 
examine each of their teachings, to harmonize it with our ultimate purpose, according to the Doric proverb, 
'testing each stone by the measuring-line.' 13 |106

7. 1 Acts vii. 22.
8.
9. 3 Daniel i. 3 ff.
10. 4 See p. 51; Basil, Epist. i.
11. 5 See p. 64, and notes.
12. 1 The general attitude taken here toward selectiveness in reading is Platonic ; see, for instance, frequent 
passages in the Laws ii, iii, and vii, and the Republic iii.
13. 2 to_n pi/qon po_ti\ ta_n spa&rton a1gontaj. Maloney notes that St. Gregory Nazianzen cites this proverb in 
Letter xxxviii, and St. John Chrysostom in Homily xxv.

Basil of Caesarea, Address to young men on the right use of Greek literature, Translated by Frederick Morgan 
PADELFORD, “Essays on the Study and Use of Poetry by Plutarch and Basil the Great. “ Yale Studies in English 15 
(1902) pp. 99-120. , accessed from http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/basil_litterature01.htm.

Hieromartyr Theodotus the Bishop of Ancyra

Troparion — Tone 4

Your holy martyr Theodotus and his companions, O Lord, /
through their sufferings have received incorruptible

crowns from You, our God. / For having Your strength, they
laid low their adversaries, / and shattered the powerless
boldness of demons. / Through their intercessions, save

our souls!

Kontakion — Tone 2

Podoben: “Seeking the highest...” / You struggled well, O
Theodotus, / together with your fellow athletes and

passion-bearing virgins. / You have received crowns of
honor. / Therefore, unceasingly pray to Christ God for us

all.
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