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‘Teach us to pray’: 
Self-Understanding in Macrina’s Final Prayer

Nienke M. Vos, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, The Netherlands

Abstract

In this article, Gregory of Nyssa’s Life of Macrina is read from a mystagogical perspec-
tive. Mystagogy, in this case, is understood in a double sense as referring to the sacra-
mental rituals of the church as well as to a more general process of spiritual formation. 
Such a layered mystagogical viewpoint applies particularly well to the Vita Macrinae 
because this inspirational text is saturated with liturgical references in terms of both 
terminology and ritual practice. By incorporating such language into the vita, Gregory 
appeals to the liturgical experience of his audience. Thus, hagiography and liturgy are 
closely connected here: not only in terms of writing and authorship, as worked out by 
Derek Krueger, but also as a communicative tool employed to connect with the recipi-
ents of the text, appealing to their personal experience. Macrina’s deathbed prayer 
represents a special instance of ritual setting and wording as it is highly reminiscent of 
the eucharistic prayer recited in the divine liturgy. The saint’s Final Prayer signals the 
high point in the text because it is an extensive section presented in direct speech. It is 
also the passage par excellence which enables the reader to identify with the ‘I’ of the 
saint. Via use of the first person singular the reader/hearer is encouraged to identify 
closely with Macrina and to appropriate her words. Because the prayer encapsulates his 
theology, Gregory takes on a mystagogical role here: he teaches to pray and he presents 
a particular, ascetic form of self-understanding, inviting the recipients of his texts to 
view themselves from that theological perspective, thus inscribing their stories into 
God’s. As a result, Gregory’s hagiographical prayer functions as mystagogical com-
munication and spiritual formation at its most intense.

Introduction1

The Cappadocian fathers are well known for their ability to connect spir-
ituality and theology, experience and doctrine.2 In fact, theologia is the place 

1  A more elaborate and adapted version of this contribution will appear in the proceedings of the 
second international conference organized by the Dutch Centre for Patristic Research (CPO) at Utrecht 
in August of 2014, entitled The Early Christian Mystagogy of Prayer, to be published in the LAHR-
series (Late Antique History and Religion), by Peeters, Leuven (ed. Paul van Geest et al.).

2  See Andrew Louth, ‘Later theologians of the Greek East’, in Philip Esler (ed.), The Early 
Christian World I (London, 2000), 580-601, 590.

Studia Patristica XCV, 165-173.
© Peeters Publishers, 2017.
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where prayer and theological reflection meet.3 This integral approach to faith 
is also present in the Life of Macrina, a work of hagiography written around 
381 A.D. by Gregory of Nyssa about his sister Macrina.4 It is quite an unusual 
vita because the saint already dies at two-thirds of the narrative. What follows 
are flashbacks which encourage the reader to piece together the meaning of 
Macrina’s saintly life posthumously.5 Another striking element in the text is the 
prayer that Macrina prays on her deathbed, the so-called Final Prayer. In this 
contribution, I will reflect on this prayer from the perspective of mystagogy. 
Considering both liturgical and biblical allusions and citations, I will show how 
Gregory performs a mystagogical role in the vita as he teaches his readers to 
pray and, by extension, to live.

Mystagogy, liturgy, and hagiography

First, let us consider the term ‘mystagogy’, which can be defined in a num-
ber of ways. 6 It has been described as ‘a guided process of transformation, in 
which believers acquire an inner balance by a certain order of life, in that they 
become more receptive to God’s being and operation, without losing touch with 
everyday life and the community of faith’.7 In this article, I will use the term 
‘mystagogy’ to refer to the process of initiation in which one participates when 
joining the Christian church, and which continues throughout the rest of one’s 
life as a Christian.8 Originally, the term was closely connected to the rite of 
baptism,9 but I will also apply it, as in the definition just mentioned, in a 
broader sense – of initiation as such. We might ask: what are new Christians 
being initiated into? Apart from the categories of dogmatics and ethics – in the 
sense of ‘what do I believe’ and ‘how should I conduct myself’ – I see other 
fields of initiation related to the liturgy, the reading of Scripture, and prayer. 

3  See Frances M. Young, Biblical Exegesis and the Formation of Christian Culture (Cambridge 
1997), 217-20.

4  I will refer to Gregory of Nyssa’s Vita Macrinae [VM] in the following edition: Vie de Sainte 
Macrine, ed. Pierre Maraval, SC 178 (Paris, 1971).

5  See Georgia Frank, ‘Macrina’s Scar: Homeric Allusion and Heroic Identity in Gregory of 
Nyssa’s Life of Macrina’, JECS 8 (2000), 511-30. 

6  For the past few years, ‘mystagogy’ has been the focus of the research done at the Dutch 
Centre for Patristic Research (abbreviated in Dutch as CPO). Two international conferences have 
been organized: in 2011 and in 2014. For a more elaborate discussion of mystagogy, see the 
proceedings of the first international conference: Paul van Geest (ed.), Seeing through the Eyes 
of Faith. New Approaches to the Mystagogy of the Church Fathers, LAHR 11 (Leuven, 2016).

7  This is a translation of the Dutch definition that can be found on the website of the Dutch 
Centre for Patristic Research: <www.patristiek.eu/onderzoek/index.htm>.

8  See, for instance, Philip Rousseau, Basil of Caesarea (Berkeley, Los Angeles, CA, 1998), 130.
9  See, for instance, Maxwell E. Johnson, The Rites of Christian Initiation. Their Evolution and 

Interpretation (Collegeville, MN, 1999), 93-4. 
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So apart from dogmatics and ethics, I would distinguish ‘the spiritual life’ of 
which the liturgy is a core element. Needless to say, these fields easily shade 
into each other as the reading of Scripture and the performance of prayer are 
integral to the service of the liturgy.10 Similarly, one could argue that both 
dogmatics and ethics are aspects of one’s spiritual life. Thus, these distinctions 
are made solely for the purpose of clarification. Indeed, at times – as we shall 
see below – both meditation and prayer may occur in contexts somewhat 
removed from an actual liturgical setting, while still harbouring liturgical 
notions. 

As we approach the vita of Macrina by Gregory of Nyssa, and especially the 
Final Prayer, from the angle of mystagogy, with its roots in the process of litur-
gical initiation, the liturgical dimension of the work lights up. When we view 
Macrina’s final days from the perspective of mystagogy, for instance, it becomes 
apparent how these are embedded within the liturgical rite of thanksgiving for 
the light – connected to the evening ritual of lighting the lamps. The Final 
Prayer, while presented (as other prayers in the vita)11 as an ex tempore prayer, 
is clearly set within a liturgical setting. And not only the context, but the word-
ing is also ‘liturgical’ as both Pierre Maraval and Derek Krueger have noted.12 
I will return to these liturgical dimensions more elaborately below, but first let 
us consider briefly two examples of liturgical allusions by way of illustration.

With the notion of mystagogy and its baptismal origin in mind, two elements 
in the text stand out: the image of the light and the description of a procession. 
The image of the light is referred to in two ways: first, Macrina’s Final Prayer 
is set within the context of ‘lighting the lamps’ at which ritual the hymn Phōs 
hilaron (Φῶς ἱλαρόν) would probably have been sung.13 Phōs hilaron, mean-
ing ‘friendly light’, refers to Christ. This liturgical and prayerful celebration of 
light is then followed, after the death of Macrina, by the statement that the saint 
is mourned by women close to her as ‘light’, for we read: ‘The lamp of our 
eyes has been extinguished; the light to guide our souls has been carried off’.14 

10  See F.M. Young, Biblical Exegesis (1997), 220.
11  For instance, in VM 13, where Macrina’s mother Emmelia prays on her deathbed.
12  Vie de Sainte Macrine, ed. P. Maraval, SC 178 (1971), 72-7 and 220-5; see also Derek 

Krueger, Writing and Holiness. The Practice of Authorship in the Early Christian East (Philadelphia, 
2004), 127-31. 

13  Vie de Sainte Macrine, ed. Maraval, SC 178 (1971), 73. Maraval explains that Basil of 
Caesarea, Gregory’s brother, mentions the same night office (of thanksgiving for the light) in his 
treatise on the Holy Spirit (De Spir. Sancto 73) and the fact that it included a specific ancient 
formula which was part of ‘Friendly Light’, the famous hymn celebrating Christ as the Light. 

14  VM 26,23-4. The translation cited is by Kevin Corrigan, The Life of Saint Macrina by 
Gregory, Bishop of Nyssa (Eugene, OR, 2001), 44. Maraval qualifies the metaphors as ‘banal’ 
(‘métaphores banales’) because they occur elsewhere. I do not agree, however. It seems to me 
that in this context the words ‘light’ and ‘lamp’ are carefully chosen by the author. I do agree 
with another remark made by Maraval: he notes that these words by the maidens of Macrina’s 
community put into relief the saint’s educational role. He sees this as a case of ‘photagogie’ which 
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The second mystagogical element I want to highlight is that of the procession. 
It is mentioned as Macrina is brought to her final resting place: the procession 
is called ‘pompē’ (πομπή), which term is also used in the context of the Easter 
vigil when the catechumens are baptized.15 Thus we find two illustrations, 
phōs/light and pompē/procession, that capture the liturgical and baptismal glow 
inherent in the work, reinforcing its mystagogical quality. 

With this in mind, let us now shift our focus to that other sacrament, the 
eucharist, and concentrate on the eucharistic quality of the language in the 
Macrina’s Final Prayer. The prayer, which is included in chapter 24 of the vita, 
is – as said – presented as an ex tempore prayer prayed by Macrina on her 
deathbed. It has been noted, however, that it is highly stylized. It both captures 
Gregory’s ascetic theology and includes – apart from many biblical quotations 
and allusions – quite a number of liturgical phrases.16 As our liturgical sources 
containing full eucharistic prayers are relatively late, it is difficult to speak of 
literary dependence, but it is clear that we find structural parallels between the 
eucharistic prayer and Macrina’s Final Prayer.17

In his study entitled Writing and Holiness, Derek Krueger analyses the Vita 
Macrinae in terms of liturgical authorship. He observes important parallels 
between the autobiographical narration of one’s life (in this case that of 
Macrina) in speech and the biographical narration of that life in writing. He 
also points out that in both cases, two major structural elements from the eucha-
ristic liturgy are present: anamnēsis and eucharistia. The events of the life are 
recalled and this is done with a view to thanksgiving. While in the eucharistic 
liturgy the focus is on the mighty acts of God in the history of salvation, the more 
personal prayer offered by Macrina includes autobiographical reminiscences 
which are closely related to her spiritual life, more specifically her devotion to 
God in asceticism. In the prayer, Gregory presents salvation history and per-
sonal history as mirror images. Quite strikingly, the core components of the 
divine liturgy, remembering and thanksgiving, determine the dynamic of both 
the Final Prayer in chapter 24 and the authorship of Gregory of the vita as a 
whole.18

theme is developed by Gregory elsewhere in his homily on Song of Songs (In Cant. Hom. XV). 
See Vie de Sainte Macrine, ed. P. Maraval, SC 178 (1971), 231 n. 3. Approaching matters from 
the perspective of mystagogy, I find the term ‘photagogie’ particularly apt. It also resonates with 
an important notion from Macrina’s final prayer: ‘cheiragogia’ – suggested by the reference to an 
angel leading Macrina ‘by the hand’. See VM 24,26-7; and K. Corrigan, The Life of Saint Macrina 
(2001), 42.

15  VM 34,12; see Vie de Sainte Macrine, ed. P. Maraval, SC 178 (1971), 252-3.
16  For the biblical material see Eugenio Marotta, ‘La base biblica della Vita s. Macrinae di 

Gregorio di Nissa’, Vetera Christianorum 5 (1968), 73-88. 
17  See Vie de Sainte Macrine, ed. P. Maraval, SC 178 (1971), 74-7 and 220-5; see also D. Krue-

ger, Writing and Holiness (2004), 127-31.
18  D. Krueger, Writing and Holiness (2004), 110-32.
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Two Final Prayers: the Vita Macrinae and the Martyrium Polycarpi

From the perspective of Macrina as a character in the story, the point is that 
she – as Krueger calls it – ‘inscribes her story into God’s’ by means of the 
prayer.19 How is this done? It is clear that the prayer is basically made up of 
two parts: a descriptive part and a request. The first part relates the important 
elements of salvation history, while in the second, Macrina appropriates these. 
While the prayer displays many examples of literary and compositional ingenu-
ity (as I have shown elsewhere),20 I want to focus here on one specific aspect 
related to the notion of ‘paradise’. While the first descriptive part of the prayer 
speaks of the creation of human beings (they are ‘fashioned’ from the earth: 
from the Greek διαμορφόω),21 and their ‘recreation’ (they are ‘transformed’: 
from the Greek μεταμορφόω),22 the second part zooms in on the related notion 
of paradise referring to both the fiery sword from Genesis 3 and the famous 
scene from the Gospel where Jesus and the sinner on the cross are in conver-
sation.23 The sinner asks the Lord to ‘remember him in his Kingdom’,24 that is, 
to remember him when he will enter paradise. Jesus’ subsequent promise is that 
the sinner will enter paradise ‘today’.25 Next, Macrina connects herself to both 
the state of being crucified – having crucified her flesh in asceticism – and the 
entrance into paradise. The prayer reads: ‘Remember me also in your kingdom, 
for I too have been crucified with you, for I have nailed my flesh out of reverence 
for you’.26

It has been noted that Christian prayer has inherited much of its structure 
from the Greek prayers of the classical period.27 The basic model is that 
of invocation, followed by a narrative part (pars epica) and a request.28 While 
Macrina’s prayer does not open with a clear invocation, the twofold structure 

19  Ibid. 130. 
20  One important structural element, for instance, is word repetition. The article in which I 

discuss the prayer more extensively is entitled ‘Gregory of Nyssa as Mystagogue: Macrina’s Final 
Prayer in Context’. It will be published in the proceedings of the CPO-conference The Early 
Christian Mystagogy of Prayer (held in 2014) by Peeters, Leuven (ed. P. van Geest). See note 1.

21  VM 24,8; K. Corrigan, The Life of Saint Macrina (2001), 41.
22  VM 24,9; K. Corrigan, The Life of Saint Macrina (2001), 41.
23  VM 24,29-31; see Gen 3:24 and Luke 23:42-3.
24  See Luke 23:42: ‘Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom’.
25  See Luke 23:43: ‘Amen, I say to you: today you will be with me in paradise’.
26  VM 24,32-4; K. Corrigan, The Life of Saint Macrina (2001), 42. See also note 16.
27  See, for example, Gerard Rouwhorst, ‘Hymns and Prayers in the Apocryphal Acts of 

Thomas’, in Clemens Leonhard and Hermut Löhr (eds), Literature or Liturgy? Early Christian 
Hymns and Prayers in their Literary and Liturgical Context in Antiquity (Tübingen, 2014), 195-212, 
esp. 197-200; and Gerd Buschmann, Das Martyrium des Polykarp (Göttingen, 1998), 226-57 
(‘Exkurs: Traditionsgeschichtliche Analyse des Gebets in MartPol 14 – Ein jüdisches Dankopferge-
bet des Einzelnen als eucharistisches Märtyrergedächtnisgebet der frühchristlichen kleinasiatischen 
Gemeinden’), esp. 237.

28  G. Rouwhorst, ‘Hymns and Prayers’ (2014), 197-8.
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of a narrative or epic part followed by a request is obvious.29 One could argue 
that in the case of Macrina’s prayer, the invocation is now situated between the 
two parts, whereby the basic format has been adapted.30 In fact, the request 
opens with an invocation which takes on an autobiographical colouring as 
Macrina’s prayer refers to her devotion to God. In a sense, this is part of her 
personal anamnesis, inserted here in the invocation and introducing the request 
that is to follow. Recalling the importance of anamnesis, we must note that the 
narrative part in the prayer, about the saving acts of God, constitutes the anam-
nesis proper. 

Now let us consider another hagiographical text which includes a ‘Final 
Prayer’ with eucharistic overtones: The Final Prayer by Polycarp, the bishop 
of Smyrna, from the Martyrium Polycarpi. Gerd Buschmann, rather than empha-
sising the influence of Greek hymns and prayers, focuses more on biblical mate-
rial, for instance, the Psalms, and on the structure of Jewish blessings (berachot) 
at the dinner table.31 He notes that in the case of Polycarp’s prayer, the section 
of the request is remarkably short – pointing out that the request would expand 
over time, also, or especially, in the eucharistic liturgy.32 Such an elaborate 
request is included in the Life of Macrina. 

Another vital aspect concerning Polycarp’s prayer is the following. 
Buschmann presents a source critical analysis of the martyr’s prayer in which 
the text is constituted by three layers: that of a Jewish blessing, a Christianized 
layer reflecting eucharistic practice, and a third and final redactional layer relating 
specifically to martyrdom.33 He then suggests that this prayer, which he believes 
incorporates actual liturgical language, could later function in the martyrological 
rituals of remembrance developed after Polycarp’s death. That is: Polycarp’s 
prayer, partly derived from the liturgy, could flow back into the liturgy, and thus 
be prayed by members of the Christian community.34 

This observation enables us to move from Krueger’s focus on liturgy as a 
metaphor for authorial activity to an interpretation of liturgical notions in hagio
graphy as mystagogical, that is, as primarily fostering religious communication 
and formation. Thus, while Krueger concentrates on anamnesis and eucharistia 
in the context of authorship, which enables him to envisage Gregory as a priest who 
offers Macrina’s remains to God in thanksgiving as a writer,35 a consideration 

29  The narrative part comprises lines 1 to 20 of chapter 24, while the request runs from line 
21 to the end (line 46).

30  The request starts with an invocation in line 21: ‘God Eternal’, after which three relative 
clauses follow (lines 22-5), before the actual request is articulated (starting line 26). See also 
K. Corrigan, The Life of Saint Macrina (2001), 42.

31  G. Buschmann, Das Martyrium (1998), 228-47.
32  Ibid. 243 and 247.
33  See note 27.
34  G. Buschmann, Das Martyrium (1998), 247, 254-6, 267-8, 288.
35  D. Krueger, Writing and Holiness (2004), 132.
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of Polycarp’s Final Prayer may shift attention to the field of spirituality and the 
dynamics of prayer. Indeed, such a shift in focus derives from the connections 
between the story of the saint, eucharistic experience, and personal prayer. 

When we read Macrina’s and Polycarp’s prayer in conjunction in this way, 
a mystagogical interpretation becomes plausible which argues that Gregory was 
using Macrina’s prayer to teach his audience. The scene has been set in such a 
way that one might imagine the readers as having asked Gregory what the 
disciples once asked Jesus: ‘Teach us to pray’.36 Significantly, the biblical 
book of hymns and prayers, the Psalms, often uses the first person, allowing 
for instant appropriation of the words. Similarly, the Lord’s Prayer, taught by 
Jesus to his disciples, is easily repeated. The same is true of Gregory’s prayer 
voiced by Macrina: it is set in the first person and can be easily repeated by 
the reader. As one reads the story of vita, one reads the prayer when arriving at 
chapter 24. Readers take Macrina’s words upon their lips and consequently, 
these become their words. 

From a linguistic and narratological point of view, it is important to note that 
the prayer is formulated in direct speech, which means that narrative and nar-
rated time coincide.37 In stories, narrative time generally slows down until the 
moment when direct speech happens. From a discourse linguistic point of view 
it signals that we have reached a, if not the, peak in the story, as climactic pas-
sages are often preceded by a slowing down of narrative tempo and communi-
cated by way of direct speech.38 From a linguistic perspective this is definitely 
the case in Vita Macrinae 24: the Final Prayer presented in direct speech repre-
sents a high point in the narrative. It is significant that the simultaneity of nar-
rative and narrated time in direct speech helps readers to become maximally 
involved in the story – even to the extent of being immersed in it.39 Buschmann’s 
suggestion that Christians celebrating the festival of Polycarp could repeat his 
Final Prayer in the context of the eucharistic liturgy fits very well with this 
interpretation of appropriation.40 While both the Martyrium Polycarpi and the 
Vita Macrinae may be understood as texts closely connected to the ritual 
remembrance of the saints, they can also quite easily be imagined as functioning 

36  Luke 11:1.
37  See, for instance, Monika Fludernik, An Introduction to Narratology (Abingdon, 2009), 33.
38  See for the notion of the peak, for instance, Robert E. Longacre, The Grammar of Dis-

course: Second Edition (New York, 1996), 42-3. See also Rutger J. Allan, ‘Towards a Typology 
of the Narrative Modes in Ancient Greek: Text Types and Narrative Structure in Euripidean 
Messenger Speeches’, in Stéphanie J. Bakker and Gerry C. Wakker (eds), Discourse Cohesion in 
Greek (Leiden, 2009), 171-204, 187-8. 

39  For the concept of immersion see, for instance, the chapter entitled ‘Fictional vs. Factual 
Narration’ by Jean-Marie Schaeffer, in Peter Hühn, John Pier, Wolf Schmid and Jörg Schönert 
(eds), Handbook of Narratology, Narratologia 19 (Göttingen, 2014), 179-96, 191-4. See also the 
Dutch article ‘Homerus’ narratieve stijl: enargeia en immersion’ by Rutger J. Allen, Irene J.F. de 
Jong and Casper C. de Jonge in Lampas 47 (2014), 202-23. 

40  See note 34.
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in non-liturgical contexts with readers and/or listeners taking in the words of 
the story including the Final Prayer. In a sense, the actual place where the 
recipient of the text is sitting or standing or even lying down then becomes a 
liturgical setting. In this way, via eucharistically informed language, one’s 
actual surroundings may be transformed into a sacred space.

Mystagogy and spirituality

Krueger focuses on Gregory’s self-understanding with a view to his author-
ship and explains how Gregory’s writing can be seen as a liturgical activity 
mirroring both anamnesis and eucharistia. From the perspective of mystagogy, 
I would add that the reader is drawn into the liturgical dynamic of the work 
itself. As Macrina inscribes her life into God’s,41 that is, as she inserts her 
biography into the story of the Scriptures by way of liturgically contextualized 
prayer, the reader may do the same. Macrina’s ‘I’ may become the ‘I’ of the 
reader.

Mystagogically, Gregory has a twofold mission here: he teaches his readers 
to pray but in doing so, he also teaches them to understand themselves since 
his theology is encapsulated in the prayer. The prayer is his theology, or rather, 
his anthropology, and therefore his spirituality in a nutshell. In the prayer, life 
as Gregory understands it is condensed. Consequently, the Life culminates in 
the Prayer. This is an important observation also made by Krueger: life itself 
is a prayer and with the life, the prayer ends, or rather, the proper end of the 
prayer marks the end of Macrina’s life.42 There is a perfect parallellism between 
the two, making the profound point that life is prayer and prayer is life. In this 
context, the notion of thanksgiving, of eucharistia, must again be mentioned as 
both the life and the prayer are offered to God in gratitude. Indeed, all of these 
notions are deeply connected to the theme of sacrifice. Typically, the term marks 
the final sentence of the Final Prayer as Macrina calls herself ‘an offering of 
incense’.43

Concluding remarks

A few years ago, the Convent of Saint Catherine (Catharijneconvent), an impor-
tant museum of religious art in the Dutch city of Utrecht, put on an exhibition that 
focused on the role of the Bible in the seventeenth century, the so-called 
‘Golden Age’. It was entitled ‘At Home in the Bible’ and the final section of 

41  See note 19.
42  See D. Krueger, Writing and Holiness (2004), 131.
43  VM 24, lines 45-6.
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the exhibition showed how the depiction of biblical stories had found its way 
into the homes of the Dutch in the seventeenth century: on tobacco containers, 
cupboards, buttons, linen, etc.44 They also displayed exemplars of large family 
Bibles that were often placed on a special lectern in the home. On the first page 
of these Bibles the faithful often included their own family history recording 
births, marriages, and deaths. These Christians, like Macrina, were still ‘inscrib-
ing their stories into God’s’.

Apparently, we may read the Scriptures, but we also interpret our own stories 
and try to understand them, thereby understanding ourselves. We may use pre-
existing stories to illuminate our own – as Macrina did – or Gregory for her. 
In such cases, one aims at acts of anamnesis and possibly also eucharistia: 
remembering the larger (biblical) story and one’s own while giving thanks. 
It is a special kind of intertextual activity. Still, in the case of the Life of Macrina, 
yet another performer of memorization plays a major role, who is included in 
the story about the sinner on the cross.45 For Macrina and Gregory, the ultimate 
act of anamnesis was performed by Christ who had promised to remember his 
own.

44  The catalogue accompanying the exhibition was entitled Thuis in de Bijbel: Oude meesters, 
grote verhalen (‘At Home in the Bible: Old Masters, Great Stories’) (Zwolle, 2014).

45  See notes 24 and 25.
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