
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A RE-EVALUATION OF EARLY CHRISTIAN PILGRIMAGE: THE 
LETTERS OF GREGORY OF NYSSA, JEROME, AND EGERIA 

 
 
 
 

BY 
EMMA CAWLFIELD 

 
 
 
 
 
 

A Thesis 
 
 
 
 

Submitted to the Division of Humanities 
New College of Florida 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree 
Bachelor of Arts 

Under the sponsorship of Dr. Susan Marks 
 
 
 
 

Sarasota, Florida 
April, 2011 

 
 
 



 ii 

Contents 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS III 

ABSTRACT IV 

INTRODUCTION 1 

CHAPTER ONE: THE LIMITATIONS OF CONTEMPORARY PILGRIMAGE 
SCHOLARSHIP 11 

CHAPTER TWO: CONTRADICTION AND CONVERGENCE IN THE WRITINGS 
OF GREGORY OF NYSSA AND JEROME 31 

CHAPTER THREE: EGERIA’S SIGHTSEEING ADVENTURE 56 

CONCLUSION 84 

APPENDIX 88 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 90 

 
 
      

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 iii 

Acknowledgements 
 
 

I am indebted to many people for the completion of this project. Throughout my 

entire life my family has supported me in all endeavors. My parents deserve special 

recognition for teaching me the value of possessing a strong work ethic and a positive 

attitude. Their constant encouragement keeps me motivated and focused. Julian and Lisa 

Thomson welcomed me into their home, supplying countless meals and warm 

conversations that eased the stress of college life and homesickness. My friends at New 

College taught me many lessons outside the classroom and made these past four years 

unforgettable. Avery Thomson endured the ups and downs of this journey with me. His 

companionship made my many failures less difficult to bear, and the successes even 

sweeter. Douglas Langston, Thomas McCarthy, and David Rohrbacher served on my 

baccalaureate committee and taught my favorite classes at New College. My thesis 

sponsor and adviser, Susan Marks, contributed an incredible amount of work to this 

thesis. Her patience and enthusiasm made the entire process a wonderful learning 

experience. Charles Carter, Troy Konicki, and Jeremy Zorn provided valuable critiques 

of my writing along the way. Brian Johnson proofread the final draft and offered a fresh 

perspective on my work. Any errors that remain are due to my negligence alone. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 iv 

Abstract 
 
 

A RE-EVALUATION OF EARLY CHRISTIAN PILGRIMAGE: THE LETTERS OF 
GREGORY OF NYSSA, JEROME, AND EGERIA 

 
Emma Cawlfield 

 
New College of Florida, 2011 

 
 
 

 
How did the earliest Christian pilgrims conceive of their practice? This thesis 

analyzes the motivations and interests of three fourth-century CE Christian pilgrims 

through a close reading of their surviving letters. The first chapter discusses the 

limitations of contemporary scholarship on pilgrimage and elaborates on the difficulties 

in treating these early pilgrims as a cohesive group. The second and third chapters 

provide close readings of the letters of Gregory of Nyssa, Jerome, and Egeria, 

illuminating the diverse and sometimes contradictory ways in which these three pilgrims 

conceived of their journeys.  Although each author consistently expresses a concern over 

personal piety, the individual experiences of these pilgrims during and after their 

pilgrimages led to a highly individualized conception of the pilgrimage enterprise. 

Acknowledging the variety of opinions presented in these letters allows us to gain a much 

richer understanding of this initial phase of Christian pilgrimage. 

 
        
 
      Susan Marks 
      Division of Humanities 
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Introduction 
 

The surviving evidence indicates that very few Christians traveled to the physical 

lands of the Bible before the fourth century CE. Beginning with the reign of Constantine, 

Palestine and the surrounding regions experienced a dramatic increase in Christian 

activity. Remarkably, multiple texts written by pilgrims from the late fourth century 

survive, which augment the possibility for understanding the motivations and interests of 

these early travelers. The valuable evidence these textual sources provide stands in stark 

contrast to the availability of archaeological remains from this early period, which, 

though also important, are far scarcer.1 Eyewitness accounts of late antique pilgrimage, as 

preserved in the writings examined in this thesis, supply the best path for analyzing the 

development of this movement.  

The rapid growth of Christian pilgrimage to the Biblical lands coincided with the 

progression of the religion from one of marginalized status into the dominant tradition 

within the Roman Empire. This transitory period creates many semantic difficulties for 

scholars, as many of the terms used to describe religious life at this time often become 

associated with later uses. For example, the Latin words often translated in English as 

“pilgrimage” and “pilgrim”—peregrinatio and peregrinus, respectively—originally 

referred to travel and travelers in the general sense; only later are these terms specifically 

attached to religious travel.2 Egeria, one of the best available sources for late antique 

                                                
1 Elsner 2005, 412-415. 
2 Dietz 2004, 126; Pullan 2005, 395. 
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pilgrimage, even uses the term peregrinus to describe a person studying for baptism.3 The 

English language, on the other hand, distinguishes between several different types of 

travel, distinctions that were not apparently made during late antiquity. The very 

employment of English as the language of this thesis, therefore, necessitates a clear 

definition of what is meant by “pilgrimage” and “pilgrim.” 

George Williamson defines pilgrimage as "a desire to witness divine power or 

presence," as opposed to witnessing natural or man-made sites.4 This distinction still 

leaves much ambiguity, for different travelers may have varying opinions as to which 

sites count as "sacred.” Are places where miracles occur the only true sacred places? Can 

one not witness "divine power" in natural phenomena, such as rivers or mountains, or in 

man-made structures like churches or temples? Williamson argues that if we use these 

definitions, any journey could potentially be a pilgrimage. If someone embarks on a 

"tourist" trip, and along the way has a religious experience, may we call that a 

pilgrimage? If a journey has both secular and sacred stops on its itinerary, can we 

properly call it tourism? This problem affects the way scholars treat sources. 

Williamson's own case study about the travels of a first century Roman governor named 

Mucianus illustrates this problem perfectly.  In his Natural History, Pliny the Elder 

quotes excerpts from Mucianus’s travels in Asia Minor that include details about both 

secular and sacred sites.5 Despite his interaction with religious sites, no one until 

Williamson ever suggested that Mucianus merits the title of pilgrim.                                   

   Williamson opens up the label of “pilgrim” to include a wider variety of people 

                                                
3 Pullan 2005, 396; Chapter Three exclusively discusses Egeria and her pilgrimage text. 
4 Williamson 2005, 220. 
5 Williamson 2005, 221-222. 
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than the majority of scholarship, which often favors accounts that display "a deeply felt 

set of inner convictions" about the sacrality of their journey.6 This approach neglects 

many religious travelers who might not show such fervor in their writings, such as 

Pliny’s Mucianus. Both pilgrimage itself and the way people write about it takes many 

forms, and scholars must exercise caution when designating journeys as having a sacred 

or secular focus. The ambiguity we find in studying pilgrimage as a whole becomes even 

more pronounced when looking at Christian pilgrimage in particular. Christian tradition 

never took an official stance on pilgrims, despite the various authorities who voiced their 

opinions about the practice during late antiquity. While Eusebius of Caesarea and 

Paulinus of Nola reacted positively to Christian pilgrimage, Jerome appears more 

ambivalent on the subject, and Gregory of Nyssa makes several negative remarks, 

particularly regarding female pilgrims.7  

Scholarly discussions of the development of early Christian pilgrimage often 

focus on interpreting these pilgrims as a cohesive group, but an examination of their 

written correspondences reveals a much more individualized focus for the enterprise than 

previously acknowledged. As further discussed in Chapters One and Two, the main 

difficulty in studying late antique pilgrimage stems from a dilemma concerning Christian 

doctrine itself. Do holy places even exist in Christianity, a religion that espouses 

transcendence? The New Testament promotes the idea that God is everywhere (Acts 

17:24), yet Christians still felt a need to travel to the specific locations of Biblical events 

despite the ambiguous and contradictory nature found in scriptural and theological 

material. Attempts to pin down a single definition of what “pilgrimage” means may result 

                                                
6 Williamson 2005, 222. 
7 Pullan 2005, 400-401. 
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in a similar problem of over-simplification, as different religions developed unique 

characteristics concerning travel. The differences between Mucianus’s fragments and 

Christian pilgrimage writing, for example, far outweigh the similarities. In describing the 

change exhibited between earlier Greco-Roman religious travel and Christian pilgrimage, 

John Eade and Michael Sallnow argue that the Christian tradition engaged a “person, 

place, text” triad, meaning that such journeys not only involved an interaction between a 

traveler and a location, but also between the traveler, the place, and scripture.8 The Bible, 

after all, acted as an initial travel guide for Christian pilgrims, providing stories that they 

then assigned to the visible landscape, as opposed to pre-Christian traditions that relied 

more upon oral history for the basis of their meaning. Besides sites mentioned in the 

Bible, late antique Christians also visited sites associated with saints and martyrs, places 

whose perceived importance also related back to textual traditions.9 

This triad becomes even more helpful when considering late antique pilgrimage 

narratives. Not only did these pilgrims use texts as guides for their travels, but they also 

created texts themselves, writing about their experiences and sharing with others their 

opinions about pilgrimage.  This understanding begs an entirely new question: based on 

the fourth century accounts, can we further group these pilgrims together and speak of 

their shared goals? In fact, an analysis of the surviving evidence indicates that although 

these pilgrims do all fit under the umbrella term “Christian pilgrim,” their writings 

preserve a fascinating plurality of experiences and interpretations that reflect the 

concurrent transitions within Christianity. Meanwhile, as we will see in Chapter One, the 

                                                
8 Coleman 2002, quoting Eade and Sallnow 1991, 360. 
9 Egeria visits two such shrines, that of St. Thekla and the tomb of King Abgar; see 
Chapter Three. 
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explanations as yet proposed by various scholars, when applied on their own, do not 

adequately describe the unique aspects of each individual pilgrimage text. It therefore 

seems appropriate for this thesis to highlight this plurality and argue that in this early 

period pilgrimage consisted of a journey undertaken for the express purpose of viewing 

those places associated with a significant text, either Biblical events recorded in scripture 

or the lives of saints and martyrs, accompanied by the belief that such an experience 

would enrich one’s faith. This should not be confused with the idea that pilgrimage is 

necessary for one’s faith; it will only augment it. As the narratives of Jerome, Gregory of 

Nyssa, and Egeria demonstrate, these pilgrims never articulate the belief that every 

Christian should see the places of the Bible.10 They do however express a concern over 

the effect pilgrimage has on personal piety, one of the only similarities found throughout 

all three authors.11  

 Many of the questions I ask in regard to the intentions of the authors of these 

pilgrimage texts are indebted to the scholarship of Elizabeth Clark, who argues that 

adopting critical techniques used in literary studies proves useful for late antiquity 

because the field relies so heavily upon textual sources. Historians are limited to their 

available evidence by the very nature of their enterprise, unlike anthropologists, because 

they cannot interview their subjects or experience the particular social atmosphere of 

their work. Indeed, apart from the limited material remains from the period, scholars 

interested in late antiquity rely entirely upon the surviving textual sources. These texts 

often consist of the letters, memoirs, and other personal writings from the intellectual 

                                                
10 Though Jerome comes awfully close in his Letter 46; See Chapter Two. 
11 See Chapter One. 
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elites, necessitating interpretations that account for the rhetorical nature of these 

compositions.12 

Clark found in her own work that reading these texts merely as evidence for 

bureaucratic practices or historical events misses a great deal of the other influences that 

go into writing, which, in turn, affect both what the author includes in the text and how he 

or she presents that information. She explains, “[…] amalgamating social and 

institutional practices under the rubric of ‘text’ also diminishes the special properties of 

high literary writings that refuse ‘domestication,’ […]”13 That is, rather than analyzing 

intellectual writings—such as letters by Church Fathers—only as evidence for social 

developments and events that occurred at the time of composition, scholars should read 

the text as an action in itself. The process whereby texts come into existence involves 

much more than simply recording data: the personal interests, concerns, and writing style 

of each author affect how they present information. Clark goes on to explain that these 

literary texts “[…] address—and contest—even the commonplace in exceptional ways 

that subvert as well as reinforce tradition.”14 Reading these sources of intellectual history 

with an appreciation for the literary concerns listed above yields insights that might 

otherwise be overlooked.  

As the subsequent analyses throughout this thesis will show, the intended 

audiences of each pilgrimage text played a huge role in how the authors presented their 

information. In the cases of Gregory of Nyssa and Jerome, their opinions about 

                                                
12 Clark 2004, 159. 
13 Clark 2004, 165. 
14 Clark 2004, 165. 
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pilgrimage practices change according to the recipients of their letters.15 The details 

included within Egeria’s narrative differ dramatically from those discussed by the Church 

Fathers, and this fact also relates back to Egeria’s own unique circumstances as an author 

as well as the interests of her mysterious correspondents.16 

 My initial question about these texts involved a wish to understand the 

motivations behind early Christian pilgrimage as expressed by actual pilgrims. I 

discovered, as I searched for historical and theoretical arguments to aid my analysis of 

these texts, that no single perspective presented by scholars accurately captured 

everything I found within them. Each argument that I encountered convincingly 

discussed various factors that influenced the development of Christian pilgrimage: the 

role of Constantine and his building projects in Palestine, the widespread success of the 

cult of the martyrs, and the growth of a Christian collective memory about the past.17 I 

found evidence for each of these instances in the pilgrimage texts, rather than a 

predominance of one theory in particular. Even more striking, I discovered various other 

motivations and concerns not explored within the historical studies, as well as direct 

contradictions from some of the theories within the texts of Gregory and Jerome, in their 

negative opinions about the appropriateness of pilgrimage for Christians. These 

variations indicate that conceptions of early Christian pilgrimage did not develop linearly, 

with a steady progression into a socially acceptable practice, but enjoyed a more 

ambiguous, fluctuating status in the minds of Christians themselves.  

                                                
15 See Chapter Two. 
16 See Chapter Three. 
17 Offered by Smith 1987, Markus 1994, and Bitton-Ashkelony 1999; Chapter One will 
fully discuss these perspectives. 
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This is highlighted in the writings of some of the pilgrims.  Gregory, Jerome, and 

Egeria, although belonging to the same religious tradition and traveling to the same 

places, write about their experiences in vastly different ways. Gregory’s writings 

showcase the most negative reaction to Palestine of all the texts, though he contradicts 

himself multiple times regarding his own motivation for pilgrimage in the first place. 

Jerome initially writes very positively of the Biblical lands and encourages others to 

make pilgrimages there, then later adopts the opposite opinion, only to return to a positive 

depiction of the practice in his final pilgrimage letter. Egeria as an author and pilgrim 

defies easy classification, and further complicates any general conception of the 

motivations and desires of late antique pilgrims. A close examination of these texts will 

demonstrate that early Christian pilgrims are best understood as individual travelers 

rather than a cohesive group. While united in an expressed focus on personal piety, the 

three authors examined in this thesis developed highly unique interpretations of the 

pilgrimage practice, which in turn directly relate to their specific circumstances of 

composition. 

In order to prepare for this close reading, the first chapter presents an analysis of 

possible explanations for why Christians suddenly began traveling in large numbers to 

Palestine and the surrounding regions during the fourth century. After describing the 

strengths and weaknesses of each proposal, I offer a synthesis of the debates, and argue 

that Christianity’s progression from a minor religious group into an imperial religion 

provided the impetus for Christian activity in the Biblical lands. Furthermore, based on 

the work of several anthropologists, I argue that studying late antique pilgrims as 

individuals, rather than as a unified group, captures much more successfully the 
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motivations and interests of these travelers. This conclusion leads to my subsequent 

analyses of the pilgrimage writings of Gregory of Nyssa, Jerome, and Egeria. 

Both Gregory and Jerome traveled to Palestine and wrote about their experiences, 

leaving a fascinating and at times vividly contradictory record of their opinions regarding 

Christian pilgrimage.  The surviving texts these men authored provide the subject matter 

for Chapter Two, in which I argue that regardless of the inconsistent statements produced 

by Gregory and Jerome, each author repeatedly emphasizes the importance of individual 

piety to the pilgrimage enterprise. I conclude that the main concern for these two Church 

Fathers was the personal faith and actions of the individual pilgrim, rather than the effect 

pilgrimage had on Christendom as a whole, or the relationship between Christianity and 

the physical sites of the Bible. 

In the third and final chapter I turn to the pilgrimage narrative of Egeria, building 

upon my conclusion regarding Gregory and Jerome’s focus on individual piety. Egeria’s 

text, which she composed as a record of her travels for her friends back home, both 

coincides with and differs from the perspectives found within the writings of Gregory and 

Jerome. Throughout her narrative Egeria laboriously stresses her piety as a pilgrim, 

constantly referring to the proper actions she performed at each Biblical location and her 

gratitude to God for allowing her pilgrimage to take place. At the same time, hints within 

the text itself support that her purpose as an author seems to be to record the sights she 

witnesses while on pilgrimage: including not only sites associated with the Bible, but also 

extra-canonical locations, holy men and women, and aesthetic qualities of the landscapes 

and cities she sees. This emphasis on the physical act of viewing, while not directly 

contradicting the concerns of Gregory and Jerome regarding physical place, nevertheless 
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witnesses a much different conception of the pilgrimage enterprise than that espoused by 

the two Church Fathers. 

As my analysis of these three authors shows, late antique Christian pilgrims 

exhibited a variety of motivations and concerns regarding their travels to the Biblical 

lands. This supports my earlier conclusion that scholars can best study this area of 

Christian activity by accounting for the highly individualized and personal nature of 

pilgrimage, rather than attempting to cohesively unite all of these pilgrims into a single 

group. This thesis will start by analyzing the strengths and weaknesses of the historical 

and anthropological scholarship that attempts to explain the major issues of late antique 

pilgrimage, providing a solid foundation to base the later explorations into the writings of 

Gregory, Jerome, and Egeria.  
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Chapter One: The Limitations of Contemporary 
Pilgrimage Scholarship 
 

The development of Christian pilgrimage coincided with a period of great 

transition throughout the Roman world, as the Empire became ever more vulnerable to 

internal divisions and outside invasions. The fourth century CE appears now as a 

watershed time period for the Christian faith, when the patronage of various emperors 

transformed the religion from its earlier, marginalized status into an increasingly 

powerful force. Due to the fluctuating social and political climate of the era, an analysis 

of the primary accounts written by early Christian pilgrims first necessitates a thorough 

understanding of the wider changes experienced by the Christian community in late 

antiquity. The sudden popularity of journeying to the Biblical lands did not appear ex 

nihilo, but depended upon other developments throughout the Roman Empire.  

Some scholars have attempted to explain this change by citing various historical 

factors, such as the emperor Constantine’s own interest in Jerusalem, the expansion of the 

cult of the martyrs into rituals that focused on Jesus’ tomb, and Christians’ desire to 

connect to the past.18 These influences, although providing valuable contexts in which to 

view the composition of these texts, fail to account for the unique perspectives and 

inconsistent motivations expressed by each participant. Other commentators have 

produced valuable tools that help to better understand the diverse experiences recorded in 

the writings of Gregory of Nyssa, Jerome, and Egeria.19 An appreciation for all of these 

                                                
18 Offered by J.Z. Smith, Robert Markus, and Maurice Halbwachs, respectively. See 
below. 
19 Offered by Victor and Edith Turner, John Eade and Michael Sallnow, Simon Coleman, 
and Glenn Bowman. See below. 
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scholarly efforts generates a more nuanced understanding of the practice as a whole, one 

which acknowledges the multiple—correct—observations rather than relying on one 

perspective or the other. By utilizing these perspectives and applying them to the three 

authors examined in this thesis, I account for both the varieties of opinions about 

pilgrimage expressed within the texts, while also uncovering the single factor that 

appears as the primary concern for both Gregory, Jerome, and Egeria: that Christian 

pilgrims consistently exhibit personal piety while on pilgrimage. 

 Christian activity in the lands of the Bible was sparse and largely undocumented 

up until the fourth century CE, when a marked increase in pilgrimage occurred. What 

necessitated, in the words of Robert Wilken, this sudden explosion of “tactile piety”?20 J. 

Z. Smith views the emperorship of Constantine as the starting point for an ideology of 

holy places within Christianity. After gaining control of the far eastern lands within the 

Roman Empire, Constantine needed to establish both his power as ruler as well as the 

power of his newly adopted religion. Constantine’s interest in Palestine resulted in many 

building projects in the area, which renovated not only the city of Jerusalem but also 

specific sites associated with the life of Jesus. The construction of the Church of the Holy 

Sepulchre at the supposed location of Jesus’ tomb created a center of Christian ritual 

activity, one which would exercise remarkable influence over the Jerusalem liturgy, 

which in turn became the basic liturgy churches adopted throughout Christendom. 

Congregations elsewhere used the building plan of The Church of the Holy Sepulchre as 

                                                
20 Wilken 1992, 115. 
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an architectural model for their own churches, and replicated the Holy Sepulchre itself on 

their altars.21 

 This rapidly developing emphasis on physicality and place seems directly related 

to Constantine’s construction projects in Palestine, and leads Smith to conclude that these 

building projects and imperial attention created a new mindset within Christian 

conceptions of time and place. He writes: “Christian ritual, once brought into contact in 

the fourth century CE with the loca sancta [holy places] of Palestine, turned from the 

vertical dimension of the associative . . . to an emphasis on narratives and temporal 

relations.”22 That is, Christians began to connect their historical and scriptural texts to 

physically existing places, and to represent those stories with objects, buildings, and other 

signifiers. This marks a departure from a prior preoccupation with the heavenly (vertical) 

realm at the expense of the earthly (linear) realm. For Smith, once Constantine provided 

an outlet for people to interact with physical sites associated with the Bible, a total 

transformation of thought occurred. The Jerusalem liturgy began to reflect temporal 

associations of events with particular readings from scripture, rather than the traditional 

lectura continua that consisted of a continuous reading of the Bible from start to finish. In 

addition to the scriptural readings corresponding with time, the congregation itself began 

traveling to sites in and around Jerusalem according to the calendar, and incorporated 

movements to shrines as a part of their worship service. These ritual behaviors replicated 

themselves in churches outside of Palestine via the adoption of the Jerusalem liturgy and 

the festal calendar celebrations.23 

                                                
21 Smith 1987, 87. 
22 Smith 1987, 88. 
23 Smith 1987, 92-94. 
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 Although neither Gregory, Jerome, nor Egeria directly state that Constantine’s 

building projects or influence had any effect on their desires to go on pilgrimage, Egeria 

does mention him in the section of her narrative that records the details of the Jerusalem 

liturgy: 

 

And what can I say about the decoration of this building [the Church of 

the Holy Sepulchre] which Constantine, with his mother on hand, had 

embellished with as much gold, mosaics, and marble as the resources of 

his empire permitted—not only the major church, but the Anastasis as 

well, and the Cross and the other holy places in Jerusalem?24 

 

Egeria’s inclusion of this detail—one of the only references to a proper name in her entire 

narrative—indicates that she accorded Constantine and his endowments a great deal of 

respect, and that she wished for her readers to understand his importance.  Although the 

section of her narrative in which she presumably included details about her pilgrimage 

experiences in Jerusalem does not survive, it can be cautiously assumed that in that 

section she described the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Egeria’s reiteration of the details 

of that site as well as her specific reference to Constantine provides support for Smith’s 

claim that the emperor exercised enormous power over the transformation of Christian 

ideology into one concerned with physical locations.25 However, the question of whether 

Constantine’s actions in Palestine deserve recognition as the most important influence on 

                                                
24 Egeria trans. by Gingras 1970, 95. 
25 Chapter Three includes a full discussion of Egeria’s interest in pleasing aesthetics. 
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the development of Christian pilgrimage, as Smith suggests, demands a full appreciation 

of other possibilities suggested by scholars. 

 In opposition to Smith’s conclusions regarding the influence of Constantine and 

the refurbished Jerusalem, Robert Markus understands the development of the cult of the 

martyrs as the driving force behind the development of a Christian conception of holy 

space. He finds the connection between the Jerusalem liturgy and the birth of holy places 

elsewhere in Christendom to be unwarranted: why would the recognition of holy sites in 

Palestine result in people claiming sites not mentioned in the Bible as holy? Markus also 

disagrees with the claim that Christians suddenly reoriented their ideology from one 

focused on eschatology (the end of time) to one focused on history and place. He grants 

that a shift certainly occurred, but argues for a much more subtle interpretation: “The 

change in the fourth century CE was not from eschatology to history, but from the 

eschatological meaning of the historical narratives to their topographical associations.”26 

That is, Christian ideology did not eliminate its emphasis on “the end times,” but applied 

its pre-existing eschatology to physical places rather than simply historical conceptions. 

These considerations challenge Smith’s perspective on late antique Christian ritual, and 

lead Markus to reach a different conclusion. He claims that Christians always paid 

attention to time, as the stories of Biblical events and the life cycle of Jesus affected their 

worship patterns from the beginning of the movement. Markus insists that the birth of 

Christian holy places must be attributed to a desire to maintain a connection between the 

powerful, imperially sanctioned fourth century CE Church and the previous centuries of 

martyrdoms and persecution. The cult of the martyrs, which stemmed from much older 

                                                
26 Markus 1994, 267. 
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practices of burial memorials, provided the initial development of Christian holy places, 

which could later be transferred to the tomb of Jesus himself, and other sites associated 

with Biblical events. People began translating the rituals they performed at family graves 

to those of martyrs, saints, and major influences within the history of Christianity.27 

Out of the three authors examined in this thesis, only Jerome mentions the cult of 

the martyrs in relation to pilgrimage. His Letter 46 contains a fascinating association of 

Christian pilgrimages to Jerusalem with the cult of the martyrs: “Everywhere we venerate 

the tombs of the martyrs; we apply their holy ashes to our eyes; we even touch them, if 

we may, with our lips. And yet some think that we should neglect the tomb in which the 

Lord Himself is buried.”28 This comparison strengthens Markus’s argument, as it shows 

that Jerome correlated martyrs’ tombs with Jesus’ tomb. Jerome implies that if reverence 

and ritual activity at martyrs’ shrines are acceptable behaviors for Christians, then similar 

activities must also be appropriate at the Holy Sepulchre. Although in this single letter 

Markus’s claims find ample evidence, none of the other pilgrimage letters—by any of the 

three authors—include any detailed discussion of the cult of the martyrs. Egeria mentions 

the celebration of feast days in her liturgical section, but Gregory fails to even mention 

the martyrs at all. Combined with Jerome’s silence on the matter after Letter 46 (his 

earliest pilgrimage letter), this indicates that the connection between the cult of the 

martyrs and Christian pilgrimage to the Biblical sites did not primarily interest Gregory, 

Jerome, or Egeria. This fact does not diminish the role that the martyrs’ cults played in 

the initial development of shrines in Palestine, nor should it suggest that these pilgrims 

                                                
27 Markus 1994, 268-271. 
28 Jerome Letter 46 trans. by Freemantle et al. 1893. 
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were disinterested with the cult of the martyrs in general. Rather, it implies that these 

pilgrims considered pilgrimage to the Biblical lands a separate issue.  

 In a proposal relating to Markus’ ideas regarding late antique Christians’ desire to 

connect with their predecessors, the French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs argues that 

Christians gradually localized the stories found within Jewish and Christian texts as part 

of the necessary development towards a collective memory. As explained by Bitton-

Ashkelony, Halbwachs interpreted the development of Christian holy places as the 

product of a collective memory that itself grew out of earlier Jewish connections to 

biblical sites.29  Coinciding with their religion’s gradual progression into the dominant 

tradition within the Roman Empire, Christians began developing conceptions of their 

place in history, and did so by conceiving of themselves as part of an historical 

movement that progressed from earlier Jewish traditions into the Christian faith. Their 

mapping of Jewish and Christian scriptures onto physical sites provided an outlet for 

ritual activity—such as martyrs’ shrines and pilgrimage to Palestine—that reflected this 

collective memory. 

Halbwachs’s perspective proves especially useful as it also incorporates Christian 

travelers from the third-century, such as Melito of Sardis, who although not exhibiting 

the characteristics of fourth century CE pilgrims still found reasons for traveling to the 

places of the Bible.30 By contrast, Melito expressed little concern over piously interacting 

with the sites of the Bible, but instead professed historical and exegetical interests. For 

example, Melito, the earliest of all known Christian pilgrims, traveled to Palestine in the 

early third century out of a desire to converse with the Jewish community about the 

                                                
29 Bitton-Ashkelony 1999, 188-189. 
30 Bitton-Ashkelony 1999, 188-189. 
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shared order and number of Scriptures between the two traditions, not a specific interest 

in seeing Biblical locations.31 Melito and other travelers like him would have encountered 

a far different province in these earlier centuries: one with a capital called Aelia 

Capitolina instead of Jerusalem, and one devoid of many of the Christian landmarks that 

appeared a century later.  

 Jerome, again in Letter 46, exemplifies Halbwachs’s argument for the role 

Christian collective memory exercised over conceptions of pilgrimage. In order to refute 

the idea that Palestine’s spiritual importance became obsolete in the Christian tradition, 

he connects the Jewish reverence for Jerusalem with the veneration of Jesus’ tomb: 

 

As regards [Jerusalem’s] site, lapse of time has but invested it with fresh 

grandeur. The Jews of old reverenced the Holy of Holies, because of the 

things contained in it…Does the Lord’s sepulchre seem less worthy of 

veneration? …Long before this sepulchre was hewn out by Joseph, its 

glory was foretold in Isaiah’s prediction…32 

 

Jerome’s example directly relates Christian tradition to prior Jewish associations: both 

with a Biblical reference to Isaiah and a ritual aspect of the Jewish Temple. He interprets 

the Jerusalem of Christianity as a direct descendent of the earlier Jewish traditions. 

Egeria’s pilgrimage narrative also reflects the cohesion of Jewish history with Christian 

identity. The extant portions of her text—apart from her discussion of the Jerusalem 

liturgy—focus almost entirely upon pilgrimage sites from the Jewish scriptures. This not 

                                                
31 Wilken 1992, 108-109. 
32 Jerome Letter 46 trans. by Fremantle et al. 1892. 
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only indicates Egeria’s interest in Jewish history, but also implies that she found such 

details appropriate for her readers. Although Gregory of Nyssa’s writings lack any 

references to a Christian collective memory, the presence of such a recollection in Jerome 

and Egeria’s letters supports Halbwachs’s proposal. 

 Smith, Markus, and Halbwachs all present theories to explain the sudden burst of 

Christian activity at the Biblical sites during the fourth century CE: whether by citing the 

construction activities of Constantine, the development of the cult of the martyrs, or the 

importance of Christian collective memory of the past. All of these approaches seem 

dependent upon a single event: the rise of Christianity from a minor, persecuted religious 

practice into a state-sanctioned, imperially promoted tradition. Markus’s suggestion that 

the interest in martyrs and saints arose out of a desire to connect with the earlier 

persecutions is itself dependent upon the situation when Christians needed to align 

themselves with the past: precisely when the Roman emperors, beginning with 

Constantine, changed their policies to support and even impose Christianity. While the 

cult of the martyrs and the ritual practices that developed with it clearly influenced 

Christian practices at the tomb of Jesus, it seems more appropriate to position the 

development of Christian interest in the Biblical sites within the wider context of 

Christianity becoming an imperially supported religion. Constantine’s overall support of 

his new religion—not just his building projects—resulted in Christianity’s development 

into a dominant presence in the Roman world, thereby creating a need to connect to the 

previous centuries through ritual and collective memory. 

 The historical approaches discussed above—presented by Smith, Markus, and 

Halbwachs—provide fascinating insights into the motivations of early Christian pilgrims. 
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However, their observations fail to arrive at any influences that appear in all of the letters 

examined in this thesis. The rise of Christianity into an imperial religion, and the changes 

that came about in both the social and physical landscape as a result of this shift, do not 

explain the contradictory opinions presented by Gregory and Jerome, nor do they account 

for the highly unusual character of Egeria’s pilgrimage narrative.  Anthropological 

studies of pilgrimage have resulted in a number of pertinent frameworks that, combined 

with the historical perspectives previously discussed, provide a much richer 

understanding of what motivated late antique Christians to travel to the Biblical lands.  

Only in the late twentieth century did theoretical approaches to pilgrimage studies 

begin to appear within anthropology. Victor and Edith Turner’s 1978 study, Image and 

Pilgrimage in Christian Culture, revolutionized the study of pilgrimage with the concept 

of communitas: the idea that individual pilgrims develop a sense of camaraderie with 

their fellow travelers in a way that transcends social boundaries. Communitas shares 

much in common with liminality, a word often used in religious studies to describe the 

alleviation of social constraints within a specific, ritualized context.33 What sets 

communitas apart from liminality is its apparent voluntary nature; pilgrims (at least in 

Christian culture) are not required to travel to sacred places. They willingly leave their 

homes of their own accord. Liminoid, or “quasi-liminal” becomes the Turner’s preferred 

term for this specific type of experience.  

 The nature of the texts discussed in this thesis creates some difficulty in using the 

Turners’ ideas, as none of the pilgrims mention communitas or any liminal state within 

their writings. Jerome hints at a somewhat liminal state in Letter 46, but his descriptions 

                                                
33 Albert Van Gennep, 1908, first developed the term “liminal”. 
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of the people gathered at Jerusalem deal more with people who are worshiping in 

Jerusalem, rather than people on pilgrimage throughout the lands of the Bible. On the 

other hand, the pilgrims did leave some indication of their ideas regarding the purpose of 

Christian pilgrimage that contradict the Turners’ perspective directly.  

The Turners’ insistence on communitas, an idea not well supported in the late 

antique texts, overshadows their suggestion for the importance of individual travelers 

within Christian pilgrimage, which the texts of Gregory, Jerome, and Egeria do evidence. 

However, one part of the Turners’ claim needs qualification in respect to late antique 

pilgrimage, a fact that showcases the need to situate anthropological perspectives within a 

proper historical analysis. They write: “In the pilgrimages of the historical religions the 

moral unit is the individual, and his goal is salvation or release from the sins and evils of 

the structural world, in preparation for participation in an afterlife of pure bliss.”34 The 

first-person textual sources discussed in this thesis coincide with the Turners’ statement 

regarding the importance of the individual to Christian pilgrimage. Both Gregory of 

Nyssa and Jerome consistently emphasize the importance of individual piety in their 

letters, and they portray the ideal pilgrimage as one undertaken only by a pious 

individual.35 Egeria’s first-person travel narrative supports this idea as well, in that she 

presents herself as a pious pilgrim, and neglects to include any details regarding her 

traveling companions.36 However, none of these texts support the Turners’ conjecture 

regarding the motivation behind Christian pilgrimage. Jerome and Gregory both deny the 

relevance of pilgrimage to salvation, and encourage their readers not to mistakenly 

                                                
34 Turner and Turner 1978, 8. 
35 See Chapter 2 for a full discussion of Gregory of Nyssa and Jerome’s pilgrimage 
letters. 
36 See Chapter 3 for a full discussion of Egeria’s pilgrimage narrative. 
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assume the necessity of pilgrimage to the Biblical sites. Egeria never explicitly mentions 

salvation or any of her motivations, though her narrative indicates that her correspondents 

would not be traveling to Palestine themselves. It therefore seems unlikely that Egeria’s 

readers or she herself believed pilgrimage to be a means to salvation. 

 John Eade and Michael Sallnow further develop this concept of individuality and 

uniqueness among pilgrims, challenging the idea of communitas as an over-simplifying 

and unrealistic description of the pilgrimage enterprise. Rather than interpreting 

pilgrimage sites as attracting unified and egalitarian gatherings of people, Eade and 

Sallnow argue for the social diversity and varieties of beliefs found at single sites. They 

emphasize the need to evaluate each pilgrimage individually, rather than applying a 

blanket term, such as communitas, to all instances of pilgrimage regardless of specific 

factors affecting each particular journey.37 Contestation rather than communitas plays a 

central role in the method of Eade and Sallnow, and this framework fits well with what 

we know about late antique Christianity, as well as the available evidence in the texts of 

Gregory, Jerome, and Egeria. However, the type of contestation described by Eade and 

Sallnow refers to the multiplicity of meanings that different people can attach to the same 

pilgrimage site, while the contestation apparent within these texts relates more to the 

social diversity and interests of the pilgrims themselves.  

Both Gregory and Jerome were well-educated and enjoyed a prominent status as 

theologians. Egeria, though hard to classify in any sense, appears fluent only in Latin and 

lacks the typical writing style of those classically educated. Affluence would have played 

no small role in the pilgrim’s enterprise, as it affected the length and extent of the 

                                                
37 Eade and Sallnow 2000, 1-15. 
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journey. Each of the pilgrims discussed in this thesis apparently had access to ample 

funds, but even the sources of their finances differed. The precise details of Egeria’s 

support remains unknown, but she remained on her pilgrimage for at least three years, 

and left no evidence that she ever returned home.38 After their initial pilgrimage through 

the Biblical lands, Jerome and his wealthy benefactress, Paula, became permanent 

residents of Bethlehem. Gregory of Nyssa, though coming from a wealthy family, did not 

apparently engage in lengthy travels throughout the Biblical lands. His pilgrimage lasted 

only a short while and focused on Jerusalem as opposed to a wide-ranging itinerary.  All 

of these differences reveal the varied nature of late antique Christian pilgrims. 

Larger disagreements between factions within Christianity itself also resulted in 

different experiences for Gregory, Jerome, and Egeria. Jas Elsner’s historical scholarship 

on late antique pilgrimage coincides with Eade and Sallnow’s argument for contestation. 

He cites the multiple heretical controversies that began developing in the fourth century 

CE, such as the debates over Origen, Pelagius, and monophysitism.39  These 

disagreements created fierce divisions that affected not only the church hierarchy but also 

the monastic institutions of the church. Egeria’s pilgrimage narrative clearly states that 

monasteries were the primary source of shelter and guides for religious travelers: one can 

hardly fail to imagine discussions of a partisan nature occurring between host and guest. 

Of even more relevance to heretical controversies are Gregory and Jerome’s letters, 

which both contain examples of wider Church conflicts. 

Jerome’s Letter 58, in comparison to his earlier Letter 46, provides a perfect 

example of the influence the heretical debates exercised over conceptions of Christian 

                                                
38 Egeria 1970, 75 and 88. 
39 Elsner 2005, 426-429. 
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pilgrimage. He composed Letter 46 in 386 CE, shortly after his own arrival in Palestine.40 

In this letter, he overwhelmingly supports pilgrimage to the Biblical lands, and 

encourages his ascetic correspondent, Marcella, to make such a journey and accompany 

his patronesses and himself on pilgrimage: “If a famous orator blames a man for having 

learned Greek at Lilybaeum instead of at Athens, and Latin in Sicily instead of at 

Rome…can we suppose a Christian’s education complete who has not visited the 

Christian Athens [Jerusalem]?”41  By the time he wrote Letter 58 in 395 CE, Jerome’s 

opinion completely switched to one of disapproval, and he strongly discouraged the 

recipient of the letter, Paulinus of Nola, from joining him in Palestine.42 He provides the 

following statement as his goal for the letter: “To assure you that nothing is lacking to 

your faith although you have not seen Jerusalem […]”43 Notice that the above conflicting 

statements specifically correspond to Jerusalem in particular, not the lands of the Bible as 

a whole.  

During the 390s Jerome became embattled with John, the bishop of Jerusalem, in 

a complicated disagreement over the doctrine of Origen. The bishop of Salamis, 

Epiphanius, had compiled a list of heretics that included Origen, in direct conflict with 

John and against the monastic complex on the Mount of Olives, headed by Jerome’s old 

ascetic friends Melania and Rufinus. In the midst of the disagreement Jerome sided with 

Epiphanius, alienating him both from the bishop of Jerusalem as well as the monks on the 

Mount of Olives. John eventually excommunicated Jerome in 394 CE, which barred him, 

                                                
40 Jerome Letter 46 trans. by Fremantle et al. 1892. 
41 Jerome Letter 46. 
42 Jerome Letter 58 trans. by Fremantle et al. 1892. 
43 Jerome Letter 58 trans. by Fremantle et al. 1892. 
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among other things, from entering the churches and shrines in Jerusalem.44 All of this 

occurred one year before the composition of Letter 58, making it highly likely that 

Jerome’s sentiments against Jerusalem related to this controversy. 

Gregory of Nyssa also experienced a difficult relationship with Jerusalem, leading 

in all likelihood to his defamatory remarks about the city and its citizens in his Letter 2. 

He initially records positive feelings towards Jerusalem in Letter 3, comparing the three 

female recipients of that letter to the holy sites in the city. However, later on he refers 

quite imprecisely to a concern about Jerusalem, stating, “For if the very spot that has 

received the holy footprint of the true Life is itself not cleared of evil thorns, what are we 

to think of other places where participation in the good has been sown merely by hearing 

and preaching?”45 Later in the letter, he mentions among his enemies both Jews and 

Christians who followed the teaching of Arius, yet another theologian deemed heretical.46 

Gregory composed this letter in 381 CE, just after returning from his own trip to 

Jerusalem.  

Letter 2’s date of composition can only be estimated within the 380s CE, but its 

explicit statements against the inhabitants of Jerusalem and the city itself indicates a later 

date of composition than Letter 3. The details of this letter will receive a full analysis in 

Chapter Two; for now, one example can properly illuminate the progression of Gregory’s 

disapproval of Jerusalem. Against the people of the city specifically, Gregory claims:  

 

                                                
44 Bitton-Ashkelony 2005, 88-89. 
45 Gregory of Nyssa Letter 3 trans. by Silvas 2007, 125. 
46 Gregory of Nyssa Letter 3, 126. 
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But as it is, there is no form of uncleanness that is not brazened among 

them: fornications, adulteries, thefts, idolatries, drugs, envies, murders. 

This last kind of evil especially is so entrenched that nowhere else are 

people so ready to murder each other as in those places, where even blood 

relatives attack each other like wild beasts for the sake of lifeless profit.47  

 

Clearly, Gregory’s impression of Jerusalem worsened in the intervening years between 

the composition of Letter 3 and Letter 2. Bitton-Ashkelony remarks that Gregory met 

opposition to his Christological opinions while in Jerusalem, though he never elaborates 

on the specific nature of the confrontation.48 The difficult relationship Gregory had with 

the city mirrors Jerome’s experiences there as well, though in Gregory’s case the dispute 

appears not to have originated from a famous, wide-ranging controversy such as Jerome’s 

Origenist problems. 

 Egeria’s narrative lacks any mention of heretical or otherwise theological 

controversies, though she traveled during the same period as Gregory and Jerome. She 

never even includes the first names of the bishops she spoke with, and only refers to one 

person by name, the deaconess Marthana. The implications of Egeria’s disinterest in 

contemporary events cannot receive full elaboration until Chapter Three, but this facet of 

her text provides further evidence for the variety of experiences each individual pilgrim 

encountered. Gregory and Jerome’s positions within the Church perhaps increased the 

likelihood that they would both endure such disagreements, but Egeria’s interactions with 

monastic communities throughout the East surely brought her in close contact with 

                                                
47 Gregory of Nyssa Letter 2 trans. by Silvas 2007, 120. 
48 Bitton-Ashkelony 2007, 52. 
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people of various theological leanings. The existence of references for these types of 

debates within the texts seems dependent upon the individual concerns of the authors. 

Gregory and Jerome responded to direct questions about the appropriateness of 

pilgrimage practices, while Egeria seems concerned only with recording the sights she 

witnessed for her friends back home. These factors clearly influenced the type of details 

included within each pilgrim’s writings. 

 Thus the insights offered by historical analyses, combined with the frameworks 

offered by anthropologists, elucidate the variety of experiences and motivations attested 

by Gregory, Jerome, and Egeria. Incorporating this diversity leads to better understanding 

of early Christian pilgrimage than relying on only one scholarly perspective. Even Eade 

and Sallnow’s theory of contestation, though conceived of as relieving the Turners’ 

oversimplified model, itself becomes too simple if applied as a blanket term. An 

approach that considers only discord and divisions among pilgrimage participants can be 

just as unrealistic as one that focuses only on unions between social groups. Gregory, 

Jerome, and Egeria, despite the difference discussed above, did share some similarities in 

their presentations of pilgrimage, the most notable of which involves their consistent 

emphasis on personal piety.   

Other scholars have noted the limitations of employing one theory at the expense 

of another. Simon Coleman synthesizes communitas and contestation in order to better 

describe what occurs when people become pilgrims. He argues that while Eade and 

Sallnow correctly identified a continuation of distinct social groups in many pilgrimages, 

these groups do not necessarily enter conflict with each other. Communitas can occur 

between multiple associations of people, who retain their specific identities but 
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nevertheless interact peaceably with other groups at shrines. Coleman argues that both 

the Turners’ liminality and Eade and Sallnow’s diversity are often visible concurrently at 

pilgrimage sites; “…a kind of communitas within contestation, or more accurately the 

existence of (relative) fixities of meaning that correlate socially discrete units.”49 This 

idea relates to Gregory and Jerome’s writings, as they both exhibit similarly conflicting 

ideas about the importance of Biblical pilgrimage to the Christian faith. Just as both men 

appear at one time in favor of Christians traveling to the lands of the Bible, later they 

both adopt the opposite stance. What they experienced both during their travels and 

afterwards reflect the type of units suggested by Coleman. Rather than simply being 

pilgrims, Gregory and Jerome also belonged to theological camps that experienced 

opposition from other groups. 

Egeria’s highly unusual text shares less in common with Gregory and Jerome’s 

writings than the latter two do with each other. However, one major similarity appears 

throughout all of the letters examined in this thesis: a constant emphasis on piety.  This 

correlates to the scholarship of Glenn Bowman, who argues for personal piety as one of 

the defining characteristics of Christianity. He remarks on the multiplicity of religious 

groups who journeyed to Jerusalem, and how their various and often conflicting 

conceptions of that city imply that, “…what makes the city holy…is not something found 

in the city but, instead, something brought from the outside…”50 This interpretation 

exhibits a near reversal of Eliade’s axis mundi theory, in which the holy place itself puts 

forth sacrality rather than receiving it from outside sources.51  Of even greater impact for 

                                                
49 Coleman 2002, 360. 
50 Bowman 1991, 98. 
51 Eliade 1959, 162-164. 
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Christian pilgrimage, however, is the development of personal piety as the highest virtue 

within the tradition. Bowman writes: 

 

Early Christianity, by defining inclusion within the church as a matter of 

election rather than of membership within a territorial or kinship group, 

radically transformed the Judaic relationship between the land, the people, 

and history. Christianity asserted that salvation was attainable only 

through the forging of a personal bond with God, thus moving the 

emphasis of the salvatory process from a collectivity defined in terms of 

blood and national identity to the individual.52 

 

This conclusion illustrates the possibility of coexisting theories within pilgrimage studies: 

while Christians as a group may journey to Palestine, a deeper look into internal 

motivations expands the purely social framework into one that also depends on pilgrims’ 

individual ideologies.  

The theories presented by anthropologists and historians to account for the sudden 

explosion of activity in the lands of the Bible are unhelpful when applied separately, but 

if synthesized they offer a more cohesive picture of the circumstances that brought about 

a widespread interest in pilgrimage. The expansive social developments of the early 

fourth century CE, particularly the actions of Constantine, the success of the cult of the 

martyrs, and the development of a Christian collective memory, all laid the foundations 

for Christian activity in Palestine and the lands of the Bible. However, these historical 

considerations fail to address the unique and at times conflicting accounts of the 
                                                
52 Bowman 1991, 101. 
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pilgrimage experience as recorded by Gregory of Nyssa, Jerome, and Egeria. Rather than 

attempting to unite these different voices and give a single explanation for interest in the 

Biblical lands, scholars should account for the multitude of perspectives that survive from 

these pilgrims. As the next two chapters will show, accounting for the plurality of 

experiences and beliefs recorded within the pilgrimage texts not only reveals the diversity 

of these early pilgrims, but also clarifies what features they share in common.  
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Chapter Two: Contradiction and Convergence in the 
Writings of Gregory of Nyssa and Jerome 

 

Both Gregory of Nyssa and Jerome completed pilgrimages to the Biblical lands 

during the late fourth century CE. Their unique perspectives as important church leaders, 

combined with their own experiences with pilgrimage, make their opinions particularly 

relevant to this thesis. An analysis of their thoughts will show how two highly educated 

members of the Church conceived of the pilgrimage endeavor. Three letters survive from 

each author, in which they present valuable information regarding pilgrimage practices 

and their clerical concerns about it. Perhaps more intriguing, both authors directly 

contradict their own statements multiple times, regarding details about their own 

pilgrimage and their opinion about its appropriateness for other Christians. These 

inconsistencies reveal the ambiguous position each man took on the matter, but of even 

more interest are the factors that appear consistently despite the conflicting statements 

presented by each author. Gregory of Nyssa and Jerome’s letters about pilgrimage always 

emphasize the importance of piety on the part of the individual traveler, and also appear 

quite ready to change their arguments about the appropriateness of the practice based on 

when and to whom they are writing. These characteristics indicate that for these two 

pilgrims and theologians, the answer to the question over the appropriateness of Christian 

pilgrimage depended upon each individual traveler and situation, not on the Christian 

community as a whole. 

 After a brief biographical sketch, the letters containing each author’s thoughts 

about pilgrimage will be examined in detail. Although Gregory and Jerome’s letters are 

best analyzed separately, similar contradictions and consistencies will become apparent 
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as we view these authors side by side: an ambiguous attitude towards Christian 

pilgrimage in general, a tendency to shift their opinions depending on the time period and 

intended recipients of each letter, and a constant concern over the effect pilgrimage will 

have on the piety of the individual traveler. These discoveries illuminate the need to 

understand late antique Christian pilgrimage as a highly individualized practice, rather 

than interpreting all pilgrims of this era as a unified group. 

 

Gregory of Nyssa: Letter 2, Letter 3, and the Life of Macrina 

 A native of the Cappadocia region in Asia Minor, Gregory’s influence within the 

Church as a bishop and prominent theologian earned him a place among the Cappadocian 

Fathers. Gregory came from one of the most well known Christian families in the Greek-

speaking world: his younger brother Basil the Great also became a bishop as well as a 

Cappadocian father, and his older sister Macrina established a famous monastic 

community at their family home. The two main texts examined in this section utilize 

Anna M. Silvas’ translation of and commentary on Gregory’s letters, the most recent 

translation available in English.  The brief quotation from Gregory’s Life of Macrina 

relies on Lowther Clarke’s English translation.  Letter 2 exists in at least thirteen 

manuscripts, the earliest of which was produced in the late tenth century, while only one 

ancient codex preserves Letter 3.53 Gregory composed all three works within a few years 

of each other, between 380-382 CE. 

                                                
53 Silvas 2007, 115, 123. 
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 While no precise date survives for Letter 2, we can conclude from its content that 

Gregory composed this letter after his own journey to Jerusalem in 381 CE.54 The main 

theme of the text revolves around the appropriateness of pilgrimage for monks and nuns.  

Presumably the recipient of Letter 2, a man called Kensitor, sought advice from Gregory 

on this issue, to which Gregory responded with a decidedly negative tone. The letter 

contains numerous arguments as to why pilgrimage is unnecessary for monastic practice, 

specifically regarding women. Gregory cites evidence from the Bible as well as his own 

experiences in Jerusalem to justify his opinion. 

 Gregory writes that ascetics should look to the Christian scriptures as a model for 

their lives.  He refers to the Gospel as a “correct and unbent rule” which should guide the 

actions of all who dedicate their lives to the faith.55 Gregory acknowledges that some 

ascetics view pilgrimage as a necessity, but the absence of any direct command regarding 

the practice in the Gospels informs his opinion to the contrary. He writes: 

 

When the Lord invites the blessed to their inheritance in the kingdom of 

heaven (cf. Mt 25.34-36), journeying to Jerusalem is not listed among 

their good deeds. When he proclaims the blessed life (cf. Mt 5.3-12, Lk 

6.20-22) he does not include any such object of zeal.56 

 

For Gregory, the Christian scriptures provide the absolute framework for ascetic life: the 

practices excluded from those scriptures are superfluous. 

                                                
54 Silvas 2007, 115. 
55 Gregory of Nyssa, Letter 2, trans. by Silvas, 117. 
56 Gregory of Nyssa, Letter 2, 118. 
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 Gregory acknowledges that his interpretations could be challenged by other 

Biblical verses. An episode in Acts seems to present Jesus as commanding his disciples 

to stay close to Jerusalem (cf. Acts 1.4; 2.1). Yet Gregory remains unconvinced that this 

applies to all Christians everywhere; rather, he insists that those comments pertained only 

to the Apostles. He provides another example from John, which states that “the Spirit 

blows where He wills (cf. Jn 3.8)”.57 He concludes that physical location remains 

irrelevant to the Christian faith. 

 Note the emphasis on the faith of the individual in Gregory’s discussion. Rather 

than focusing on the nature of place and locality, Gregory expresses more concern over 

the effect that pilgrimage will have on the individual traveler. The neutral effect that 

pilgrimage has on one’s faith leads Gregory to deem the practice irrelevant. Gregory does 

address the issue of holy places, but he finds no reason to consider the physical locales of 

the Bible any more important than other lands; in fact, he argues to the contrary: 

 

 Is it that the Lord still lives in the body today in those places and has 

stayed away from our regions? Or is it that the Holy Spirit abounds among 

the inhabitants of Jerusalem, but is unable to come to us? Really, if it is 

possible to infer God’s presence from the things that appear, one might 

more justly consider that he dwelt in the nation of the Cappadocians than 

in places elsewhere!58 

 

                                                
57 Gregory of Nyssa, Letter 2, 122. 
58 Gregory of Nyssa, Letter 2, 119. 
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Gregory emphasizes a metaphysical understanding of Christianity: the physical places of 

the Bible are irrelevant to faith. He believes that God may reach anyone throughout the 

world, whether they are in Jerusalem or not. Gregory believes his own region, 

Cappadocia, to be more pious than the area where Jesus lived. He claims that Jerusalem’s 

inhabitants exhibit a multitude of vices, and concludes: “[…] if grace were greater in the 

vicinity of Jerusalem than anywhere else, sin would not be so entrenched among those 

who dwell there.”59 Gregory’s attitude towards Jerusalem stems from a paradoxical event: 

he himself journeyed to Jerusalem and visited several pilgrimage sites. 

It would seem that Gregory might be exhibiting some hypocrisy on the matter of 

pilgrimage, since he participated in a similar journey. But Gregory defends himself, 

stating that he was on official business to “undertake the correction” of the churches in 

Arabia, and that he stopped in Jerusalem because its congregations also needed help. He 

presents his retinue as one of the utmost piety, singing psalms and fasting throughout the 

entire journey. Gregory argues that his firsthand experience of pilgrimage should lend 

credence to his claim that the practice is unnecessary. He states that his faith was not 

increased by any means during the pilgrimage: he already believed the Gospel, and 

seeing Palestine only confirmed that his homeland was far holier.60 Gregory believes a 

place to be holy if the people living there exhibit piety, rather than the physical sites 

themselves. 

Here again the emphasis rests on individuals rather than places. Gregory deems 

Jerusalem unfit for pilgrimage because the inhabitants are sinners, while place occupies a 

secondary role in his argument. Regardless of their associations with scripture, the 
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character (or lack thereof) of the people at those locations determines its worth for 

Christians. Since Gregory interprets scripture in such a way as to support the irrelevance 

of physical place, he also finds pilgrimage unnecessary. 

Although Gregory’s Letter 2 demeans the holiness of the Jerusalem sites, his 

sentiments on pilgrimage do not always appear so negative. In Letter 3 he recounts his 

own journey to Palestine with a much more favorable outlook, and even describes the 

places associated with Jesus’ life as “holy.”  Gregory wrote this letter soon after his trip 

to Jerusalem, probably in 382 CE, which makes it roughly contemporary to Letter 2. The 

recipients for this letter were three female ascetics called Eustathia, Ambrosia, and 

Basilissa. These women also apparently asked Gregory for advice, mirroring the 

inspirations for the composition of Letter 2. While the bulk of the letter concerns other 

matters, two statements remain particularly important for our study of pilgrimage.  

In Letter 3’s beginning section Gregory writes about the experience of a “festival” 

in Jerusalem, which could possibly refer to Easter. He tells his addressees of the joy he 

feels, “[…] when I meet with souls in whom such signs of the Lord’s grace are so 

spiritually discernible that one understands that Bethlehem and Golgotha and Olivet and 

the Anastasis are truly in the heart that possesses God.”61 He goes on to apply this 

characteristic to his recipients:  “[…] when I saw the holy places with the senses and saw 

too the signs of these places manifested in you, I was filled with a joy so great that it 

cannot be described in words.”62 Here again he emphasizes the individual person: 

Gregory claims to see holy places exhibited through the lives of Christians, specifically 
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the female recipients of his letter. Physical place occupies a secondary role to individual 

piety, mirroring Gregory’s sentiments in Letter 2. 

An apparent contradiction regarding Gregory’s reasons for going to Palestine 

exists between Letter 2 and another of Gregory’s compositions, the Life of Macrina, 

written in 380 CE. Recall that in Letter 2 Gregory explicitly claimed that he went to 

Jerusalem on official business, as part of his journey to assist the church in Arabia. He 

stated that the church in Jerusalem also needed his help, which necessitated him visiting 

Jerusalem. In the Life of Macrina, composed by Gregory about his sister after her death in 

380, he presents a different reason. He writes that his visit to Jerusalem was “[…] in 

order to see the relics of the Lord’s sojourning in the flesh on the actual spots.”63 These 

inconsistent motives that Gregory gives for his pilgrimage are difficult to rectify, but they 

do highlight a major issue found throughout all three of Gregory’s letters: the role the 

intended audience plays in the overall content of each letter. 

 Gregory’s remark in the Life of Macrina is only a side note in his introductory 

address to the recipient of that work, the monk Olympius. His reasoning behind his 

pilgrimage—seeing the “actual spots” of Jesus’ life—appears in stark contrast to 

Gregory’s statements in Letter 2, where he presents his trip to Palestine as one of 

necessity, motivated by ecclesiastical duties. If only Letter 2 had survived to the present 

day, it would be hard to call Gregory’s journey a pilgrimage using my definition. 

However, his remarks in the Life of Macrina indicate that at least in some circumstances, 

Gregory viewed his trip as having a specifically religious overtone. These conflicting 

reasons seem dependent upon the audience of each letter. In Letter 2, Gregory clearly 
                                                
63Gregory of Nyssa Life of Macrina, translated by Clark 1919, 1. 
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tries to dissuade his recipient Kensitor against pilgrimage, while in the Life of Macrina, 

Gregory is merely asking Olympius to recall the time period around Gregory’s journey to 

Palestine, never mentioning pilgrimage again in that text. The particular recipients of 

these two letters received a different explanation for Gregory’s pilgrimage.  

The intended audiences also affect the differing tones in Gregory’s writing. In 

Letter 3, when Gregory writes to three female ascetics, he adopts a much more positive 

tone regarding the places of the Bible. Gregory first made the acquaintance of these 

women when he was in Jerusalem, and they presumably were still there when Gregory 

composed the letter.64 The women’s’ continued presence in the city could have affected 

Gregory’s tone regarding his description of Jerusalem and the surrounding areas, for he 

continually praises their piety and even compares them to the holy places. Juxtapose this 

positive description with Letter 2, in which he demeans the holiness of those same places, 

in his attempt to discourage Kensitor from the journey. Kensitor had no connections with 

the Biblical lands other than his query about pilgrimage, so Gregory’s demeaning 

remarks about the region risked no offence. 

Regional politics probably played some role in the formation of Gregory’s 

conception of pilgrimage. His journey to Palestine led him into the midst of many 

controversies, particularly amongst the Jerusalem population. At this time in the fourth 

century CE, the various Christian dioceses were beginning to grow in power, and the 

bishop of Jerusalem, Cyril, had promoted the idea that the city of Jerusalem deserved 

special recognition due to its role in the Bible.65 Gregory disagreed with Cyril, though no 

evidence survives from any direct debates between the two men. In Letter 2, Gregory 
                                                
64 Silvas 2007, 123. 
65 See Wilken 1992, Bitton-Ashkelony 1999. 
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clearly promotes his own region of Cappadocia above Palestine, and specifically attacks 

the citizens of Jerusalem for their sinful behavior.  However, the regional strife does not 

explain the contradictory reasons Gregory gives for his pilgrimage, nor his instance of 

praise for the Biblical sites in Letter 3. These inconsistencies seem best understood as 

directly related to the recipients of each letter, as previously discussed. 

Throughout both letters, Gregory insists on the supremacy of internal piety over 

the type of outward piety exhibited on pilgrimage, and claims the places of Jesus’ life 

should not receive a higher status than anywhere else in Christendom. Rather, the faith of 

the people at those places matters the most. Gregory’s animus toward the citizens of 

Jerusalem probably arose both from regional politics and his own confrontations there, 

but the individual recipients of each of his three letters also affected his various 

statements and tones regarding Christian pilgrimage. The inconsistent opinions about the 

holy places as well as his own journey within Gregory’s writings illustrate his struggle 

with determining an opinion on the matter.  Despite the many contradictions, Gregory 

does emphasize personal piety throughout all three texts: in the Life of Macrina he 

includes his own piety as the reason behind his trip to the Biblical lands, then in Letter 3 

he links the piety of his female recipients to the holy places themselves, only to then 

reject pilgrimage for the risk it poses to piety in Letter 2. This concern over personal 

piety, combined with Gregory’s development of a negative outlook on Christian 

pilgrimage as well as his direct contradictions, pop out as the dominant themes in his 

letters. Jerome, another contemporaneous Church Father to Gregory, exhibits very similar 

characteristics in his writings about pilgrimage. Analyzing his letters and comparing his 
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sentiments with Gregory’s will illuminate fascinating correlations between each author’s 

presentations of the pilgrimage enterprise. 

 

Jerome: Letters 46, 58, and 108 

Jerome, although hailing from a less influential background than Gregory of 

Nyssa, studied in Rome and later established a monastic community in Bethlehem. 

Jerome came to be regarded as a Latin Father of the Church due to his theological 

activities, most notably his work on the standard Latin translation of the Bible, the 

Vulgate. The three letters containing Jerome’s opinions about pilgrimage will exhibit 

similar characteristics regarding audience, scriptural interpretation, and personal 

experience as we found in the writings of Gregory of Nyssa, and Jerome’s opinion about 

pilgrimage will also change dramatically over time. The dates of Jerome’s letters are 

much farther separated than Gregory’s, with Letter 46 composed in 386 CE, Letter 58 in 

395 CE, and Letter 104 in 404 CE. Jerome’s writings survived remarkably well compared 

to Gregory’s and few variations appear between manuscripts.66 Similarities between 

Jerome’s opinions and Gregory’s will be apparent throughout the analysis. Like Gregory, 

Jerome’s three compositions consistently emphasize the piety of the individual traveler as 

the most important variable in questions regarding the appropriateness of pilgrimage 

Jerome’s main purpose in Letter 46 is to convince his friend Marcella to embark 

on pilgrimage. As an added effect, he styles the letter as though Paula and Eustochium, 

his patronesses and ascetic followers, are actually the authors of the text, although the 

work clearly came from Jerome himself. He uses the Bible as evidence for the 

                                                
66 Freemantle, et al. 1892. 
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appropriateness of pilgrimage to Palestine, citing the story of Abraham leaving his 

homeland, “that he may dwell in a land of promise,” the story of Mary leaving her home, 

and the tradition that Adam died in Jerusalem.67 Jerome interprets the physical 

movements of these Biblical figures as evidence for the appropriateness of physical 

journeys for contemporary believers. Although he includes the whole province of 

Palestine as worthy of veneration, Jerome emphasizes the attributes of Jerusalem 

especially: “To speak more tersely, the glory of the province is derived from its capital; 

and whatever fame the members possess is in every case due to the head.”68 He claims 

that the three names of Jerusalem prove the doctrine of the trinity, and calls the city “this 

holy place.”69 Jerome leaves little doubt as to his belief in the sacrality of Jerusalem. He 

responds to possible criticisms of his opinion about the city by again citing scripture, 

claiming that with the arrival of Jesus, “…all the spiritual importance of Judaea and its 

old intimacy with God were transferred by the apostles to the nations.”70 Jerome views 

the Christian tradition as inheriting the traditional holy land of the Judaism, and interprets 

the history of Jerusalem as a metaphor for the history of the Jewish and Christian faiths. 

In Jerome’s opinion, Jesus’ actions provide evidence for the sanctity of Jerusalem: 

“The Lord wept for the fall of Jerusalem (Luke 19:41) and he would not have done so if 

He did not love it.”71 He argues that although the city has suffered numerous destructions 

since the time of Christ, the sanctity of the place remains: “The truth is that it was the 

                                                
67 Jerome Letter 46, trans. W.H. Freemantle et al. 1892. 
68 Jerome Letter 46. 
69 Jerome Letter 46. 
70 Jerome Letter 46. 
71 Jerome Letter 46. 
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people who sinned and not the place.”72 Jerome conceives of Jerusalem as a sacred city, 

regardless of current social or political climate. Although Jerome places much emphasis 

on the inherent holiness of place found in Jerusalem, he also describes the holy 

characteristics of the people who travel to the Holy Land. He claims that people have 

journeyed to Palestine “…from a feeling that their devotion and knowledge would be 

incomplete and their virtue without the finishing touch, unless they adored Christ in the 

very spot where the gospel first flashed from the gibbet.”73 Here Jerome emphasizes the 

interaction between physical place and spirituality. He compares the Christian education 

to that of linguistic education: “If a famous orator blames a man for having 

learned…Latin in Sicily instead of Rome…can we suppose a Christian’s education 

complete who has not visited the Christian Athens?”74 Jerome conceives of a journey to 

the Holy Land as a vital component of the development of Christian faith. 

Letter 46 also contains many references to the virtues of those who embark on 

pilgrimage. Jerome writes of the multitude of travelers coming from many diverse 

regions, “Yet amid this great concourse there is no arrogance, no disdain of self-restraint; 

all strive for humility… sensuality and excess are far removed from us.”75 His comments 

leave no doubt that Christians will benefit from their experiences in Palestine, as both the 

land itself and those who gather there exemplify holiness. Jerome supports the idea that 

Palestine itself is holy, as well as the people who live there. However, he does remain 

careful not to contradict the universality of the Christian faith. He writes, “…we do not 

mean to deny that the kingdom of God is within us (Luke 17:21) or to say that there are 

                                                
72 Jerome Letter 46. 
73 Jerome, Letter 46. 
74 Jerome, Letter 46. 
75 Jerome, Letter 46. 
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no holy men elsewhere; we merely assert in the strongest manner that those who stand 

first throughout the world are here gathered side by side.”76 Jerome emphasizes the 

amount of holiness present in Jerusalem in comparison to other cities. For example, he 

grants that Rome also has a holy church and sites that witnessed the works of the apostles 

and martyrs, but he laments the urban nature of Rome, “the display, power, size of the 

city, …as well as the necessity of facing so great a throng even when one is least in the 

mood to do so…”77 These characteristics he contrasts with the atmosphere of Bethlehem: 

“…in the cottage of Christ all is simple and rustic: and except for the chanting of psalms 

there is complete silence.”78 Jerome’s comments exhibit both an unfavorable opinion of 

Rome while also espousing the disadvantage of urban life in general. This promotion of 

local, rural life as opposed to regional affiliation and cities will appear again in Jerome’s 

other letters. 

The ideas supported by Jerome in Letter 46 provide an overwhelmingly positive 

outlook on pilgrimage. Scriptural examples of journeys to and within Palestine provide 

the basis for his argument about the holiness of the land. He finds Palestine and 

Jerusalem to be inherently holy regardless of the current state of human affairs. The 

pilgrims who gather there exhibit strong Christian virtues, and the experience, in his 

opinion, will provide numerous benefits for one’s faith. All of these conceptions of the 

Biblical lands stand in sharp contrast to a later letter, in which Jerome’s opinion on 

pilgrimage changes dramatically. Jerome’s Letter 58, written about nine years after his 

letter to Marcella, takes a decidedly negative stance on the practice of pilgrimage. Jerome 
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wrote this letter at the request of Paulinus of Nola, then only beginning his ascetic 

practices, who inquired to Jerome about whether or not he should make a pilgrimage to 

Palestine. Once an enthusiastic pilgrim, Jerome now writes unfavorably about the 

practice, and attempts to dissuade Paulinus. 

 Jerome now insists that pilgrimage is not a necessary practice for a Christian. He 

writes, “…nothing is lacking to your faith although you have not seen Jerusalem and… I 

am none the better for living where I do.”79 He emphasizes Luke 17:21, which he also 

referenced in Letter 46; but here the verse plays absolute prominence, “the kingdom of 

God is within you.” Jerome insists that living a Christian life, wherever one may be, is of 

far greater importance than seeing the sites of the Bible. He addresses the apparent 

contradiction between his earlier sentiments about pilgrimage and his current opinion on 

the practice. Jerome tells Paulinus: 

 

In speaking thus I am not laying myself open to a charge of inconsistency 

or condemning the course which I have myself taken. It is not, I believe, 

for nothing that I, like Abraham, have left my home and people. But I do 

not presume to limit God’s omnipotence or to restrict to a narrow strip of 

earth Him whom the heaven cannot contain. Each believer is judged not 

by his residence in this place or in that but according to the deserts of his 

faith…80 

 

                                                
79 Jerome, Letter 58, trans. W. H. Freemantle, G. Lewis, and W.G. Martley, 1893. 
80 Jerome, Letter 58. 
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In this passage, Jerome alludes again to the story of Abraham, just as we saw in Letter 46. 

He sees himself as following an example from scripture, but he insists that this is only 

one possible path. Jerome encourages Paulinus to focus on his own personal faith, rather 

than seeing the physical sites of the Bible. Here, spirituality does not directly connect to 

physical space. 

 Jerome claims that only one already holy in spirit will benefit from seeing the 

sites associated with the Bible, and even then pilgrimage is not necessary. He refers to all 

the monks in Egypt who have never visited Palestine, as well as the many martyrs who 

never visited Jerusalem. Jerome claims that Hilarion, a native of Palestine, only visited 

Jerusalem for one day, “…not wishing on the one hand when he was so near to neglect 

the holy places, nor yet on the other to appear to confine God within local limits.”81 All of 

these example support Jerome’s opinion that Paulinus should not trouble himself to come 

to the Holy Land. 

 Jerome does not emphasize the inherent holiness of Palestine and Jerusalem as he 

earlier did in Letter 46. He refers to the years after the destruction of the Temple, when 

pagan statues marked the landscape of Palestine. Even Bethlehem, which Jerome refers to 

as “that most venerable spot in the whole world,” witnessed the development of Roman 

cults on sites associated with Biblical stories. 82 Jerome claims that the Romans believed 

they would weaken the faith of believers by erecting pagan shrines on holy places.83 He 

denies that their aim succeeded. Nevertheless, Jerome insists that the places themselves 
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should not be viewed as an integral part of the Christian faith. Statues of Venus in the 

Cave of the Nativity are irrelevant to the spiritual meaning of the sites.84 

 Jerome appears especially concerned with the effect of urban environments on 

monastic life. He tells Paulinus: “Indeed, if I am frankly to express my own feelings, 

when I take into consideration your vows and the earnestness with which you have 

renounced the world, I hold that as long as you live in the country one place is as good as 

another.”85 This comment harkens back to Jerome’s statements in Letter 46 about life in 

Rome. He lamented the crowds of the city, and now claims that those crowds exist in 

Jerusalem also: “Men rush here from all quarters of the world, the city is filled with 

people of every race, and so great is the throng of men and women that here you will 

have to tolerate in its full dimensions an evil from which you desired to flee when you 

found it partially developed elsewhere”.86 Jerome’s earlier misgivings about Rome are 

now present in Jerusalem. He encourages Paulinus, if he desires the monastic life, to seek 

out a rural locale and to avoid the city life. 

 Though Jerome wrote no more letters specifically dedicated to the topic of 

pilgrimage, he does include a positive and detailed description of Paula’s pilgrimage in 

the eulogy he composed for her in 404 CE, Letter 108.  The intended recipient for this 

letter was Eustochium, Paula’s daughter who shared her mother’s ascetic practices and 

lived with her at Bethlehem. Within this biography Jerome recounts Paula’s pilgrimage 

throughout the Biblical lands in extensive detail, emphasizing her reactions to the places 
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she visited. Although he composed this text last of all three letters, his descriptions of the 

Biblical places resemble more closely his earlier sentiments expressed in Letter 46. 

Jerome describes Paula as an eager and excited pilgrim: “[…] so great was the 

passion and the enthusiasm she exhibited for each, that she could never have torn herself 

away from one had she not been eager to visit the rest.”87 He includes no hint of his 

earlier reservations about pilgrimage to Palestine, or his qualms with the city of 

Jerusalem. Paula appears quite pious, as would be expected in any portrayal of a pilgrim, 

and as Jerome describes her, she exhibited a strong connection to the sites she visited. 

Her actions at the places specifically connected to Jesus’ life show an extreme form of 

tactile piety:88 

 

Before the Cross she threw herself down in adoration as though she beheld 

the Lord hanging upon it: and when she entered the tomb which was the 

scene of the Resurrection she kissed the stone which the angel had rolled 

away from the door of the Sepulchre. Indeed so ardent was her faith that 

she even licked with her mouth the very spot on which the Lord’s body 

had lain, like one thirsty for the river which he has longed for. 

 

In these episodes, Paula physically interacts with the pilgrimage sites, leaving no doubt 

that the places merited special attention and behavior. These actions are all connected to 

Paula’s personal piety, as Jerome used these scenes to augment her presentation as an 

ideal Christian. Nowhere does he mention anything about pilgrimage in general, but his 
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88 Wilken 1992, 115. 
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portrayal of Paula’s journey certainly gives the impression that her actions were 

commendable and appropriate. After all, this letter served as a eulogy for Paula, and 

Jerome hardly would have included details that he considered degrading to her piety. 

 This final letter exposes the complex nature of Jerome’s opinions about 

pilgrimage. The details discussed above reflect only a small portion of the extensive 

description of Paula’s journey recorded by Jerome, which includes her travels throughout 

Palestine and Egypt. If going on pilgrimage was an inappropriate or undesirable activity 

for a Christian role model, then the inclusion of such a detailed account within Paula’s 

eulogy would be unlikely.  The very length of this section in the narrative evidences the 

pilgrimage’s importance not only to Jerome, but also to Jerome’s conception of what the 

readers of his letter, Eustochium and certainly others, would find important.  Paula’s 

reactions to the pilgrimage sites imply a reciprocal relationship between both the pilgrim 

and the locales: her piety allows such emotional encounters with the sites, but the sites 

themselves also affect her faith. This presentation lacks any indication that Jerome found 

pilgrimage a detriment to an ascetic lifestyle, as he suggested in Letter 58. Instead he 

includes only positive details, emphasizing how at all times Paula remained entirely pious 

in her actions and reactions while traveling. Jerome’s use of her pilgrimage as evidence 

for her piety leads to the conclusion that regardless of whether or not he believed 

pilgrimage to be a necessity for all ascetics, Paula’s pilgrimage was an important 

milestone in her life and worthy of remembering after her death. The sentiments 

expressed in this letter closely resemble Jerome’s positive description of pilgrimage in 

Letter 46, written eighteen years prior. 
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Letters 46, 58, and 108 reflect the development of Jerome’s opinion about 

pilgrimage to the lands of the Bible. The recipients for each letter certainly affected both 

Jerome’s presentation of his argument as well as his general attitude on the matter. He 

composed Letter 46 in order to persuade Marcella to leave her present environment and 

join Paula, Eustochium, and himself on pilgrimage in Palestine.  Letter 58 acted as an 

answer to the questions of Paulinus, a fellow monk who was concerned about the 

necessity of pilgrimage in regards to a Christian life. In Letter 108, Jerome preserves a 

detailed account of Paula’s life for her daughter, Eustochium, possibly as an attempt to 

promote the monastic institutions at Bethlehem as pilgrimage sites themselves.89 The 

different purposes for these letters clearly played a role in his difference of opinion, a 

factor closely related to the intended audiences: Letter 46, to convince a fellow Roman to 

leave the city and join Jerome in Palestine; Letter 58, to advise a young ascetic on 

whether pilgrimage was a necessary experience for pious individuals; Letter 108, to 

glorify the life of his patron for her surviving daughter. 

 Aside from the intended audiences, the relatively long lapse in time between the 

compositions of the letters also impacted Jerome’s opinion about Jerusalem and the 

Biblical pilgrimage sites. When he composed Letter 46, he had lived in the area for only a 

few years, and was still feeling the effects of his recent exile from Rome. A decade later, 

the developing Origenist controversy had gripped Palestine, and in the midst of all of the 

complicated heretical hearsay between the theologians in the region, the patriarch of 

Jerusalem excommunicated Jerome a mere year before he composed Letter 58.90 In light 
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of this political climate, Jerome probably felt less inclined to encourage another ascetic to 

visit Palestine, unlike his earlier sentiments to Marcella in Letter 46. Apart from these 

two letters, the timeframe of Letter 108’s composition seems less likely to have played a 

big role in Jerome’s presentation of Paula’s pilgrimage. Here, the letter seems devoid of 

any current issues, and instead contains only personal details relevant to Paula’s life. 

Regardless of the reasons for Jerome’s change in opinion, he consistently emphasized 

individual faith and experience in all three letters. He cites examples of how place relates 

to the piety of the pilgrim, and although he seems to switch some of his beliefs on the 

inherent holiness of Jerusalem between the composition of Letter 46 and Letter 58, he 

still maintains his focus on the piety of the individual recipient of the letters.   

 

Comparing Gregory and Jerome 

 A close reading of Jerome and Gregory of Nyssa’s letters reveals several striking 

similarities: the influence of contemporary church politics on their various opinions; 

concern over the relationship between asceticism and pilgrimage; the role of the 

recipients and audiences of each letter; the consistent and overarching emphasis on 

personal piety for each individual pilgrim. Gregory’s Letter 2 and Jerome’s Letter 58 

provide the most direct evidence for the political tensions prevalent during their 

respective periods of writing. Each author attempts to diminish the importance of 

Jerusalem and Palestine in respect to other regions throughout the Empire, while at the 

same time promoting their own particular locale.  Gregory promoted his homeland of 

Cappadocia, while Jerome exalted his newfound monastic home in Bethlehem. Bruria 

Bitton-Ashkelony argues that the core of Gregory’s reservations about pilgrimage stem 
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not from disapproval of practice as a whole, but from a concern over Jerusalem 

exhibiting supremacy as a pilgrimage location due to its historical associations.91 Gregory 

supported the cult of the martyrs and pilgrimage to those shrines, but did not support the 

appropriation of Jerusalem as the center of Christian pilgrimage. This hesitance over 

Jerusalem relates to Gregory’s own experiences in the city as well as his obvious bias 

towards Cappadocia. 

 Bitton-Ashkelony’s observation also applies to Jerome’s standpoint. His 

promotion of Bethlehem rather than Jerusalem in Letter 58 reflects the same hesitations 

that Gregory voiced in Letter 2, although Jerome’s concerns coincide more with a tension 

between urban and rural locales than regional affiliations. He refers to Bethlehem as “that 

most venerable spot in the whole world” in Letter 46, while telling his recipient that in 

Jerusalem, “[…] you will have to tolerate in its full dimensions an evil from which you 

desired to flee when you found it partially developed elsewhere.”92 The argument for 

Bethlehem as a superior town to Jerusalem in Letter 58 mirrors his earlier disapproval of 

Rome in Letter 46. Coupled with Jerome’s return to a positive description of Paula’s 

pilgrimage in Letter 108, these statements indicate that Jerome’s main qualm with the 

development of Christian pilgrimage revolves around the possibility of Jerusalem’s 

appropriation as the most important pilgrimage site, which in turn relates to his overall 

condemnation of urban lifestyles.  

 Jerome’s concern about city life directly relates to another major aspect of his 

letters: his opinions about pilgrimage correspond explicitly to how the practice affects 
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ascetic lifestyles. All of his addressees participated in asceticism to some degree, and 

Jerome believed that urban areas were unfit for such exercises, as he expressed to 

Marcella in Letter 46 and Paulinus in Letter 58. Gregory also shares this focus. His 

recipients were all practicing ascetics, and his condemnation of pilgrimage in Letter 2 

specifically correlates to ascetic men and women. Maribel Dietz argues that Gregory and 

Jerome’s critiques of pilgrimage, as well as those of other Church Fathers, should be 

regarded not as condemnations of pilgrimage as a whole, but of ascetic pilgrimage in 

particular. She points out the then increasingly common practice of itinerant spirituality, 

in which ascetics would travel as a religious act, remaining on their journeys indefinitely 

as they journeyed throughout the Biblical lands and the rest of Christendom.93 These 

travelers sometimes belonged to monastic houses, but not in all circumstances, a fact that 

reflects the fluidity of movement available to many monks during this early period.94 

 Dietz correctly identifies Gregory and Jerome’s concern about ascetics going on 

pilgrimage. However, the letters examined above show that these men both explicitly and 

implicitly addressed issues beyond just ascetic travel. The previously discussed political 

tensions relating to Jerusalem have little to do with any debates over monastic travel. 

Each author’s approval or disapproval of pilgrimage seems very dependent on the 

intended recipients of their writings. While Gregory clearly expressed his opinions on 

ascetic travel in Letter 2, he provides contradictory reasons for his own journey to 

                                                
93 See Dietz 2004 and 2005. 
94 Codified rules for monastic life, such as those created by Basil of Caesarea (Gregory’s 
older brother) and Benedict of Nursia, greatly limited such ease of travel for monastics, 
resulting in a much more settled lifestyle for monks and nuns. These rules did not become 
widely enforced until the early medieval period, as Basil began developing his rules 
during the late fourth century CE, and Benedict did not come along until the sixth century 
CE. 
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Jerusalem between Letter 2 and the Life of Macrina. What’s more, in Letter 3 he praises 

his three female recipients’ ascetic virtues by comparing them to the holy sites in 

Palestine. These inconsistencies point toward a more ambiguous concern with ascetic 

pilgrimage than Dietz accounts for in Gregory’s writings. 

 Jerome’s letters reveal this same type of inconsistency regarding ascetic travel. In 

Letter 46, he attempts to convince a female fellow ascetic to embark on a pilgrimage to 

Palestine, led by Jerome and his female patrons. Then in Letter 58, he strongly 

discourages Paulinus of Nola from going on such a journey, only to later include an 

incredibly detailed account of Paula’s pilgrimage as a way to venerate her piety in Letter 

108. As in the case of Gregory, these disagreements within the text show that Jerome’s 

opinion about ascetics going on pilgrimage was neither consistent nor the main focus of 

his writings on the subject. 

 These considerations lead to the two constant themes throughout both Gregory 

and Jerome’s very incompatible statements about pilgrimage. Each different recipient of 

the letters received distinctive presentations regarding both the authors’ own pilgrimages 

and their corresponding opinions about the appropriateness of such practices. The role 

these audiences had in the attitudes adopted by each author in each different circumstance 

should not be overlooked. Of perhaps more interest lays the fact that in both Gregory and 

Jerome’s letters, the female recipients always received positive outlooks on pilgrimage 

while the males always received a negative view. Although this gender division cannot be 

more fully discussed in this thesis, the clear effect that the intended audiences had on the 

different responses of the authors must be recognized as a vital component in the 

formation of Gregory and Jerome’s standpoints. 
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 The one consistent factor present throughout the extant writings is the importance 

of the individual traveler’s piety in relationship to the pilgrimage enterprise.  Regardless 

of the positive or negative opinion about pilgrimage as a whole, each author emphasizes 

in every letter the absolute necessity of personal piety for the individual traveler. In 

Gregory’s decidedly negative outlook on pilgrimage in Letter 2, the reasoning behind his 

argument is the harmful affects such a journey will have on the personal piety of the 

traveler. When he admires the piety of the three female recipients of Letter 3, he 

compares them to the pilgrimage sites in Jerusalem. The Life of Macrina contains 

Gregory’s statement that he himself went to Palestine as an act of piety. In Jerome’s 

Letter 46, his reasoning behind convincing Marcella to come to Palestine rests on what a 

meaningful and positive effect the trip will have for Marcella’s piety. When he tries to 

dissuade Paulinus from making such a journey in Letter 58, he again refers to personal 

piety, only this time he argues that pilgrimage will negatively affect Paulinus, just as 

Gregory suggested to Kensitor in Letter 2. In Paula’s eulogy, Letter 108, Jerome includes 

a lengthy list of pious deeds that Paula exhibited while on her own pilgrimage.  

Every single letter examined in this chapter emphasizes the piety of the individual 

traveler. This aspect stands in sharp contrast to the rampant inconsistencies found 

throughout Gregory and Jerome’s writings about pilgrimage, and taken together with the 

influence individual recipients exercised over the authors’ various opinions, these two 

characteristics reveal the main concern put forth by Gregory and Jerome. Although their 

own personal statements regarding their personal pilgrimages and their opinions on the 

practice as a whole shift between letters, their constant emphasis on the piety of 

individual travelers indicates that this was their greatest concern. 
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The similarities as well as the inconsistencies between Gregory and Jerome’s 

letters reveal much about each one’s understanding of Christian pilgrimage. Rather than 

adopting a firm standpoint on the matter, they created a different interpretation of the 

practice depending on the audience they wrote for. Church politics exerted not a small 

influence over their approval of Jerusalem as a pilgrimage site, and the circumstances of 

each letter’s composition affected its overall tone and argument. Even their own personal 

experiences of pilgrimage received multiple, conflicting interpretations. For these two 

Church Fathers, the question about pilgrimage to the Biblical lands—whether it was an 

appropriate practice—directly applied to each individual traveler, not to the Christian 

community as a whole. 

The role of the individual traveler in late antique Christian pilgrimage becomes 

even more vivid when examined in the narrative of Egeria, a female pilgrim who traveled 

to the Biblical lands in the late fourth century CE and recorded a diary of her travels for 

her friends back home. This travel diary provides one of the most valuable textual 

sources for pilgrimage during this era. Egeria—both as an author and as a pilgrim—

defies easy classification, and her writing underscores the concerns addressed by Gregory 

of Nyssa and Jerome: the role each individual pilgrim played on the experience of 

pilgrimage, and the effect that pilgrimage had on personal piety. 
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Chapter Three: Egeria’s Sightseeing Adventure 
 

The Itinerarium Egeriae, or Travels of Egeria, preserves a vivid account of one of 

the earliest Christian pilgrimages to the places associated with Biblical stories. Scholarly 

interest often focuses on questions concerning the personal identity of the narrator, 

resulting in conclusions that depend upon inferences and assumptions rather than direct 

references in the text itself. Moreover, these issues are beyond the available scope of this 

thesis.95 Of more value is to read Egeria’s writing for what details are included, which 

reveal both the intention of the author as well as her own assumptions about her readers’ 

interests.  A close reading of the text in this manner not only displays Egeria’s fondness 

for aesthetic qualities and interest in extra-canonical sites, but also her close interaction 

with the holy men and women she encountered throughout her journey. Taken together, 

these themes expose an important characteristic of Egeria’s narrative: that she 

consistently emphasizes the people and places she viewed herself, while appearing 

disinterested in other details, such as describing the specifically holy sites or providing 

any wisdom she learned throughout her conversations with holy people. As an author, 

Egeria focuses on recording the sights of her travels, as opposed to constraining her 

account to including only the sites. That is, rather than limiting her narrative to 

descriptions of Biblical locations, Egeria writes about everything she sees, whether it be a 

landmark, a pilgrimage site, holy people, or agriculture. 

 Before diving into the text itself, a look at previous scholars’ perspectives on 

Egeria’s possible monastic associations and social status will provide a helpful point of 
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origin for the subsequent analysis. It will become apparent that Egeria was no ordinary 

pilgrim, and her unique travelogue presents an author who does not easily fit into any 

particular characterization. Nevertheless, a study of Egeria’s choices as an author reveals 

much about what she deemed important for her readers, which in turn affects our 

understanding of late antique pilgrimage as a whole. 

 

Manuscript History 

 Only one manuscript copy of Egeria’s narrative survives, an eleventh-century 

codex discovered in 1884 at the library of the Brotherhood of St. Mary in Arezzo. Both 

the beginning and end of the manuscript are missing, along with a major lacuna in the 

surviving portions. Either Egeria herself or a later editor organized the narrative as we 

have it into two distinct sections: one recounting her travels throughout Egypt and the 

Near East, the other describing the Christian liturgical year in Jerusalem. The 

fragmentary nature of this document greatly limits our knowledge of both author and her 

intended audience. With relative certainty the author of the text was female, though the 

possibility that later editors adapted the narrative to suit their own needs cannot entirely 

be ruled out. She wrote her narrative to a group of women to whom she felt some sort of 

connection. The extant portions do not include any of her specific personal details such as 

age, name, country of origin, or the dates of her journeys. Using clues within the text, as 

well as other manuscripts that allude to it, scholars have generally agreed that the name of 

this pilgrim was Egeria (or something close to that), and that she traveled throughout 

Palestine and the Near East between 381-384 CE.96  

                                                
96 See Wilson-Kastner 1981, 71-72; Hunt 2000, 34-36. 
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The subsequent analysis will utilize the Gingras translation of Egeria, the most 

literal translation currently available in English. However, the accepted positions 

regarding a particular aspect of Egeria’s personal life have changed since Gingras 

composed his version in 1970. He elected to translate affectio vestra as “Your Charity”, 

as he assumed Egeria used this phrase to address a single person in particular, probably 

her superior in a monastic community. Current scholarship tends to translate this phrase 

as “beloved ones” or “cherished ones” and connects it to Egeria’s readers as a group 

rather than a single person.97 This latter translation results from the currently accepted 

notion that Egeria more closely resembles a layperson rather than a monastic. During the 

time period of Gingras’ composition, the majority of scholars placed Egeria within a 

strictly monastic vocation. Gingras himself supports this opinion in the introduction to his 

translation.98 This chapter will adapt Gingras’ translation to reflect this development in 

scholarship. 

 

Debates over Monasticism and Social Status 

Despite the scant details present within her text itself, scholars have presented 

numerous possibilities for Egeria’s vocation and social milieu. While the question about 

the personal details of Egeria’s life might not seem particularly relevant, the search for 

answers to these matters reveals the greater issues at stake when analyzing female lives in 

late antiquity. In the fourth century CE, divisions between monastic and secular life do 

not yet appear as clearly defined as they will in the later medieval period. Exploring the 

available outlets for Egeria’s affiliations with the Church exposes the various contexts 
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that may have influenced her travels, which in turn will enrich later explorations into her 

goals as a writer. 

  A rare and valuable late antique source which references Egeria exists in a letter 

by Valerius, a seventh-century Spanish monk who commends Egeria to his brethren as an 

example of a truly pious Christian. Valerius identified Egeria as a nun, presumably 

because she refers to her addressees as sorores (Latin for “sisters”). Sivan hesitates to 

accept Valerius’ interpretation, as it was quite common in the fourth century for both 

Christians and pagans to call each other “sister” regardless of their affiliation with the 

church.99 There is no reason to assume monastic connections, as she easily could have 

been a noblewoman or someone more loosely affiliated with the Church, as monastic 

practices exhibited much more variety in the fourth century than in the later Middle 

Ages.100 Sivan tackles this question by examining the narrator’s subject matter, which 

gives plenty of insights into her social background. Egeria’s lack of knowledge about 

paganism and classical literature all point to a society where Christianity had been 

present for some time, which would exclude Galicia outright. This would also exclude a 

rural environment, as the majority of the French countryside in the fourth century still 

supported paganism.101 

 Egeria’s writing style also leads Sivan to make inferences about her possible 

social status. She compares Egeria’s pilgrimage account with those of known aristocratic 

female pilgrims, such as Melania the Elder, a famous Roman ascetic, and Paula, the 

patroness of Jerome: “From Egeria’s prose style, with its frequent repetitions, disregard 

                                                
99 Sivan, 1988b, 63. 
100 Dietz 2004, 126. 
101 Sivan 1988b, 65. 
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for rules of classical grammar, and clumsy syntax, it is clear that her education was not 

what aristocratic Roman ladies received.”102 Melania and Paula were well known for their 

skills in Greek and Latin, and may have studied Hebrew as well. Egeria’s apparent 

ignorance of any language other than Latin indicates that she did not receive the 

education that aristocratic women did. Nonetheless, the fact that she was literate implies 

access to relative affluence.  

The length of Egeria’s journey, which lasted at least three years and doubtlessly 

required substantial funds, also indicates Egeria’s exposure to a degree of wealth. This 

evidence would appear to support the conclusion that Egeria was a nun, as many scholars 

have concluded. But Sivan is still not convinced, primarily because of the type of 

pilgrimage Egeria completed: she had no set itinerary, but wandered about as she pleased, 

never concerned about how much time she spent at one place. Egeria appears to be 

unconcerned with the length of her journey, and was in no hurry to go home.103 

 Sivan believes that these considerations exclude Egeria from a monastic 

institution. It is highly unlikely that an abbess or a nun would have been able to travel so 

extensively for so long a period of time. The funding required for such a journey would 

have been outside the means of most monastic establishments.104 Concerns regarding the 

length of Egeria’s journey will be further elaborated upon below, as multiple scholars 

posit opinions on this matter. This issue, taken with the above comments, leads Sivan to 

argue that Egeria was a layperson rather than a nun.  

                                                
102 Sivan 1988b, 66-67. 
103 Sivan 1988b, 70. 
104 Sivan 1988b,70. 
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Sivan further elaborates on a possible social grouping for Egeria’s readers by 

remarking on the unusual subject matter of the letter, in first detailing Egeria’s travels to 

holy places and then describing the liturgical ceremonies in Jerusalem. She points out 

several places in the text where Egeria makes uncommon remarks for a pilgrim, such as 

skepticism towards her guides and her discussion of how the pillar of salt (originally 

Lot’s wife) was no longer present along the Dead Sea. This last remark is particularly 

important to note, as both Jewish and Christian traditions alike promoted the idea that it 

was still visible, and two sixth century pilgrimage accounts claim that they viewed it.105 A 

person of monastic profession would have been unlikely to be so adamant on describing 

the lack of evidence for a specific Biblical event, according to Sivan. 

Egeria’s description of the liturgical year in Jerusalem provides insights into her 

circle as well. She constantly emphasizes how the prayers and scriptural readings in 

Jerusalem correspond to the particular day of the year, which leads to the conclusion that 

a similar practice was not observed in her hometown. Egeria goes to great lengths to 

describe the process of baptism to her readers, informing them of rituals and training that 

occur before baptism, which also give the impression that such practices were unfamiliar 

to Egeria’s friends back home.106 At the same time, Egeria and her readers clearly felt 

comfortable reading the Bible themselves. Sivan hypothesizes that Egeria was part of a 

circle of women who read scripture together as a group, and suggests that this group may 

have supported Egeria monetarily on her pilgrimage.107 

                                                
105 Sivan 1988a, 528-9. 
106 Sivan 1988a, 530. 
107 Sivan 1988a, 531. 
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Based on the crudeness of her writing style coupled with the lack of miracle 

stories or conversations with monks, Sivan argues against Egeria’s monastic affiliation. 

Egeria’s account contains neither a discussion of monastic life in the East nor a single 

miracle story, which leads Sivan to conclude that she was not writing for a monastic 

audience.108 Based on her unusual education Sivan argues that Egeria must have belonged 

to a non-aristocratic circle, and refers to Jerome (a contemporary of Egeria’s) for an 

example of pious, non-monastic female lives. Jerome wrote his Letter 117 to a mother 

and daughter who lived in Gaul and pursued a religious life within their own households 

with a personal priest to guide them.109 In a different letter, Letter 123, Jerome writes to a 

wealthy noblewoman and tries to persuade her to remain a widow. What is particularly 

fascinating about this letter is that the woman seems to live with other widows, unmarried 

women, and virgins.110 Egeria could have belonged to a similar community. The 

connection between Egeria’s correspondents and the types of communities Jerome refers 

to may be hard to prove concretely, but nevertheless the idea remains a plausible 

alternative to monasticism. If Egeria did indeed belong to a community similar to the 

women Jerome knew, then her narrative would provide one of the earliest examples of 

independent female life. 

Maribel Dietz contributes her own interpretation regarding one portion of Egeria’s 

letter that adds further insight into Egeria’s vocational question. In the midst of her 

pilgrimage, Egeria receives copies of a famous text from a bishop. Egeria writes:  

                                                
108 Sivan 1988a, 531. 
109 Sivan 1988a, 534. 
110 Sivan 1988a, 534. 
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And this was especially gratifying to me, that I received from the saintly 

bishop copies of the letters which he had read to us, both Abgar’s letter to 

the Lord and the Lord’s letter to Abgar. Although I had copies of them at 

home, I was clearly very pleased to accept them from him, in case the 

copy which had reached us at home happened to be incomplete; for the 

copy which I received was certainly more extensive.111 

 

The fact that Egeria “had copies of them at home” necessitates a certain degree of 

affluence, and it is clear that Egeria had access to a library of some sort. What is even 

more exciting about this passage is Egeria’s choice of words: she says “I had copies of 

them at home.” Does this mean Egeria herself owned them? Dietz includes the original 

Latin in the footnote for this passage: Et licet in patria exemplaria ipsarum haberem. The 

verb habeo here clearly indicates a singular subject, which should be translated as “I 

have.” Dietz correctly translated the phrase, but in her analysis she seems to ignore the 

meaning. If Egeria’s community possessed the letters, she might have used a plural 

subject to describe this ownership. Her choice to state specifically that she had copies at 

home leaves the issues ambiguous, for she may have used this construction simply as part 

of her literary style, and not as a reflection of reality.  

In light of these claims for or against monasticism, the problem arises that 

describing any type of monastic women before the advent of codified rules for nuns 

presents numerous semantic problems, such as using the word “nun” or “monastic.” 

Monasticism tends to imply a later understanding of the term, when rules regarding the 
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lives of nuns and monks were far stricter than they were during the beginning stages. 

These later communities were often partially (or fully) cut off from the rest of society, in 

a specific set of buildings used exclusively for religious purposes. Rudge argues that 

early medieval women did not live in an environment that would fit the above 

description.112If indeed Egeria were a nun, then she would be a perfect example of the 

type of fluidity of environment experienced by “dedicated” religious females (as Rudge 

prefers to refer to them).113 She clearly had freedom of movement, and the extent of her 

travels implies substantial financial connections. Regardless of her vocational affiliation, 

she still fits into this frame of loosely constructed female religious groups. Egeria’s 

primary motivation for travel was religion, and her friends and benefactor back home 

shared her enthusiasm for learning about the land of the Bible. Egeria was obviously part 

of some sort of Christian organization, and could be called a dedicated religious female.  

Other scholars have reached different conclusions about Egeria’s vocation. Her 

narrative includes a fascinating encounter with Marthana in Jerusalem, a deaconess at the 

shrine of St. Thekla: 

 

At the holy church (of St. Thekla) there is nothing but countless monastic 

cells for men and women. I met there a very dear friend of mine, and a 

person whose way of life everyone in the East bears witness, the holy 

deaconess Marthana, whom I had met in Jerusalem, where she had come 

to pray. She governs these monastic cells of aputactitae, or virgins. Would 
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I ever be able to describe how great was her joy and mine when she saw 

me?114 

 

 Andrew Palmer claims that Egeria’s meeting with Marthana disproves Sivan’s 

conjecture that traveling for monastic leaders was limited, as Marthana left her post at 

Thekla’s shrine in Isauria to pray in Jerusalem. For Palmer, Marthana’s ability to travel to 

Jerusalem proves Sivan’s argument about monastic travel wrong. He furthermore claims 

that Egeria’s inclusion of Marthana’s name, and no one else’s, supports the argument that 

Egeria herself hailed from a monastic background.115  

However, Egeria’s statements regarding her encounter with Marthana do nothing 

to support Palmer’s argument. Marthana traveled to Jerusalem from Asia Minor, a 

considerably smaller distance than from Egeria’s western European homeland. Moreover, 

Marthana returned to her post at the shrine before Egeria went there, as Egeria writes that 

she met Marthana in Jerusalem prior to seeing her again at Thekla’s shrine. This means 

that Marthana stayed in Jerusalem for a considerably shorter period than Egeria, as the 

latter toured Palestine and the surrounding regions for over three years. If anything, the 

contrast provided by the instance of Marthana in Egeria’s narrative supports Sivan’s 

argument rather than Palmer’s. 

 The paucity of available evidence regarding Marthana’s travels limits any 

definitive conclusion.  Palmer’s hypothesis of a long pilgrimage could indeed be true, but 

we have no indication of this in Egeria’s text. If Marthana had been making a pilgrimage 

similar to that of Egeria, one anticipates Egeria would mention this in the text, especially 
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since Marthana seems to be such an important person to her. Instead, Egeria says only 

that she came to Jerusalem to pray, and had returned to the Shrine of St. Thekla before 

Egeria arrived there. 

 Palmer writes: "It is obvious that Egeria identifies with Marthana more than with 

anyone else she met on her journeys. Perhaps they had more in common than their female 

sex, their sexual abstinence and their desire to pray in the Holy Places."116 Clearly Egeria 

felt a special friendship for Marthana, but again we cannot assume that Marthana is the 

most important player for Egeria. It appears so in the surviving documents, but the very 

fragmented nature of the text limits what we can say about this friendship. The shared 

characteristics Palmer lists make his unwarranted assumption even more vivid, for clearly 

they had a lot in common already. We need not assume that they had to share anything 

else for Egeria to feel a sense of camaraderie with the deaconess. 

 The question still remains as to why Marthana is the only person in Egeria’s 

narrative to be called by name. Clearly she was a “dear friend” to Egeria, but this alone 

does not mean that Egeria herself was a deaconess, or a member of the monastic 

community. Regrettably, no record of Marthana survives except in Egeria’s diary. 

Perhaps she did travel more extensively. But the fact that Egeria says that she came to 

Jerusalem to pray, combined with the fact that she was able to welcome Egeria to 

Thekla’s shrine, makes it hard to believe that Marthana’s travels were even close to 

matching the ground covered by Egeria.  

Although Egeria never explicitly refers to her own social milieu, she does seem 

particularly interested in Marthana even though she meets many other monastic 
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individuals throughout her travels. The length of Egeria’s own journey remains a 

mystery. Dietz claims that Egeria eventually returns home;117 this is quite a claim, 

considering the narrative ends with Egeria in Constantinople, preparing for another 

excursion. She writes: 

 

As I send this letter to you, reverend ladies, it is already my intention to 

go, in the name of Christ our God, to Asia, that is, to Ephesus, to pray at 

the shrine of the holy and blessed apostle John. If, after this, I am still 

living, I will either tell you, cherished ones, in person—if God will deign 

to grant that—about whatever other places I shall have come to know, or 

certainly I will write you of it in letters, if there is anything else I have in 

mind. You, my sisters, my light, kindly remember me, whether I live or 

die.118 

 

This strikingly ambivalent comment regarding her return home weakens Egeria’s 

connection to her community. She adamantly states that her travels are not over, and 

promises to write more letters if she fails to tell her stories in person. There is no 

evidence whatsoever to support Dietz’s claim that Egeria returned home. 

This spontaneous itinerary leads both Maraval and Sivan to think Egeria had 

access to relatively affluent funding, was unconcerned with time constraints, and traveled 

more comfortably than average. Palmer disagrees; he claims that Egeria was concerned 

about time, as she carefully explains her detours and acknowledged that she might never 
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return. He also claims that Egeria did not need a lot of traveling companions because she 

often hired local escorts, and that she stayed with other nuns or religiously employed. 

Palmer insists that she was familiar with asceticism, and could not have been a 

noblewoman because of her amazement at the wealth of the churches in Jerusalem. These 

points all need further clarification.119  

The previous discussion regarding the end of Egeria’s narrative amply disproves 

Palmer's assumption that she never planned on not returning. His claims about Egeria's 

traveling tastes and number of companions cannot be inferred from the text; although she 

clearly does use local guides, that does not mean she sent away her usual retinue. We 

have no way of knowing about the details of her caravan because she did not include 

them. Monastic centers often allowed pilgrims to board with them, as this was a major 

source of revenue. The fact that she seems unfamiliar with asceticism further discredits 

Palmer, especially given his claim that Egyptian-style monasticism existed in France 

during this time. When describing a church at the foot of Mount Nebo, Egeria writes, 

“Many monks dwell there, very holy men indeed, who are called ascetics here.”120 If 

Egeria hailed from a monastic house that people familiar with Egypt founded, she 

probably would have encountered that concept before. Her comments about the wealthy 

churches in Jerusalem may be a rhetorical device used to emphasize the impressiveness 

of Jerusalem for her readers. Or, maybe she was genuinely impressed. Either way, just 

because she liked the gems at the church does not mean she never experienced affluence 

herself.  The length of her trip actually provides evidence to the contrary. Palmer 

incorrectly assumes that the expense would not have been significant; traveling for that 
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long a time, without having any source of revenue, would have been extremely 

expensive, as it would be today. He writes, "Nuns were doubtless exempt from tolls and 

taxes in the Christian Empire..." yet he provides no citation for this claim. 

Palmer believes that Egeria definitely came from a monastic background. He 

disagrees with Sivan’s argument that had Egeria been a nun, she would have included at 

least a few miracle stories from the monastic settlements she visited. Palmer claims she 

could have saved such stories for a later letter, which is entirely plausible. However,  

Egeria may not have been the sole editor of her compositions. A later contributor could 

have edited Egeria’s original composition into neat sections dealing with specific topics. 

The fact that only one manuscript survives limits the possibilities for answering this 

question. Palmer further challenges Sivan’s claim about a possibly affluent, secular social 

background for Egeria by explicating one of Egeria’s own comments: 

 

If she had social status to maintain, we might have expected her to be 

carried in a litter, instead of riding a donkey and dismounting on difficult 

terrain. She herself remarks that 'even ladies and even lords' go on foot in 

the Palm Sunday procession at Jerusalem. But in speaking of herself she 

never makes it appear that walking was a concession to the holiness of the 

occasion or the place; it was simply a practical necessity.121  

 

Egeria does not appear to consider herself a noblewoman, but that still leaves Sivan’s 

suggestion of a non-aristocratic, loosely monastic vocation a possibility. 

                                                
121 Palmer 1994, 44-45. 



70 

Scholars find so much difficulty in discovering details about Egeria’s personal life 

precisely because they do not survive in her narrative. Whether Egeria herself edited her 

text, or a later editor, what remains clear is that the goal of the narrative was to inform 

readers about Palestine and the surrounding regions of interest. When personal details 

about Egeria do appear, they overwhelming deal with her reactions to the places she 

visits, which relate directly to her own personal piety. Egeria presents herself (or a later 

editor presents her) as a completely faithful Christian, never faltering in resolve or will. 

She presents all of her emotions as entirely appropriate, and leaves no doubt that she 

remained pious throughout her journey. If another editor created the text that survives 

today, we can conclude that that person shared this opinion about the necessity to focus 

on details relating to the effect of piety on pilgrimage. The following analysis of Egeria’s 

text will expand upon these concerns and illuminate Egeria’s goals as she recounted her 

journey for her readers. 

 

Egeria’s Choices as a Writer: Aesthetics, the Sites, and the Monks 

As discussed above, some interpretations of Egeria’s writing often criticized her 

for her lack of descriptions. While her narrative indeed lacks an emphasis on description, 

this does not seem to be Egeria’s main purpose in documenting her journey. She instead 

provides a literary map of the Bible, documenting the sites she visited for her readers. 

Egeria includes some descriptions, but these comments often deal with sites not 

specifically deemed “holy” by Egeria, but rather deal with physical beauty and aesthetics. 

These instances reveal more about the personal interests of Egeria. She enjoys beautiful 
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things, and although the main purpose of her narrative revolved around holy places, she 

lets a few comments regarding aesthetic qualities slip through.  

 One of the longest and most descriptive passages centers on a region not 

specifically connected to a holy site, though its Biblical associations are obvious: Gessen. 

Egeria apparently did not perform her usual rituals here, but she includes a lengthy 

description of the agricultural pursuits in the area, as well as her own opinion of the 

place:  

 

We set out from there, and traveled through the whole land of Gessen, 

constantly passing among the vineyards which produce wine and other 

fields which produce balsam, past orchards, heavily cultivated fields, and 

numerous gardens along the banks of the river Nile, past many estates 

which were formerly properties of the children of Israel. What can I add? I 

do not think I have ever seen a more beautiful land than this land of 

Gessen.122  

 

Egeria never includes so much description when she records specifically holy sites on her 

pilgrimage. The physical beauty of the place made an impression upon her, not its 

Biblical associations. This juxtaposition of stark description for holy sites on the one 

hand, and more elaborate information for “non” holy sites on the other, will appear again. 

The lack of priority Egeria presents between Biblical and non-Biblical sites does 

not mean that she did not possess a solid knowledge of the Bible. On the contrary, Egeria 
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presents herself as well-versed in scripture: while visiting the fortress of Melchisedech, 

she recalls, apparently from memory, another site that the Bible recorded as being located 

nearby. She asks someone about it, and after her assumption is acknowledged as correct, 

embarks to that location. At this site, the place where John the Baptist underwent his own 

baptism, Egeria includes a short description of the landscape: “We went all the way on 

foot across a very pleasant valley with him, until we came to a very beautiful fruit 

orchard, in the center of which he showed us a spring of the very purest and best water, 

which at once gives rise to a real stream.”123 Perhaps, after such a long journey, Egeria 

became especially impressed with strong vegetation and fresh water. This would explain 

the emphasis on particularly lush environments, and the lack of description regarding 

desert locales. 

Aside from the beauty of certain landscapes, Egeria also enjoys man-made 

beauty, such as statues and architecture. She includes many aesthetic comments while 

writing about her trip to King Abgar’s palace. On the statues of King Abgar and his son, 

she claimed that based on appearance, King Abgar was, “…very wise and honorable”, 

and his son, “…had something pleasing in his countenance.”124  In describing Abgar’s 

family tomb, she writes, “…[it] was very beautiful, but built in an older style.”125 

Apparently the old-fashioned architecture of the tomb diminished Egeria’s opinion of it. 

In sharp contrast to this, when Egeria records her trip to the church of Edessa she writes, 

“…[it is] large and very beautiful and of recent design.”126 Styles of architecture are 

noteworthy for Egeria, with newer styles being the obvious favorite. Earlier in her 
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journey, she writes that she “…had to make a stop” at Hieropolis because it was, “…very 

rich and beautiful.”127 Hieropolis had no particular Biblical affiliation, but Egeria wanted 

to stop there simply because it looked nice. Later on in the narrative, she comments on 

the church decorations during Pentecost, which amazed her:  

 

It would be superfluous to describe how the churches…are decorated on 

that day. You see nothing there but gold and gems and silk… And what 

can I say about the decoration of this building which Constantine, with his 

mother on hand, had embellished with as much gold, mosaics, and marble 

as the resources of his empire permitted—and not only the major church, 

but the Anastasis as well, and the Cross and the other holy places in 

Jerusalem? Let us return to the subject, however.128  

 

Egeria’s descriptive comments on aesthetic qualities are limited to these short passages. 

Her purpose in writing did not include such descriptions, as she ends the final example by 

directly referring to her comments as tangential to her narrative. Nevertheless, these 

examples provide a window into Egeria’s personal tastes, and also further enriches our 

understanding of her purpose as a writer and pilgrim.  

After considering the above passages, Egeria’s lack of emphasis on descriptions 

of actual holy places appears even starker. While traveling within the valley below Mount 

Sinai, Egeria apparently runs out of energy to record each individual location, “It was too 

much, however, to write down each one individually, because so many details could not 
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be retained; besides, when you, beloved ones, read the holy books of Moses, you will 

perceive, carefully written, all that was done there.”129 Rather than describing each place 

herself, Egeria directs her readers to the Bible, which they apparently can peruse 

themselves. This passage reveals a vital element of Egeria’s journey: her purpose remains 

focused on seeing the holy sites, rather than describing what she saw. Egeria seems 

unconcerned with her lack of description here, for her correspondents can simply read 

about all the sites Egeria neglected to mention in the Bible.  The physical action of 

viewing these places remains vital to her narrative, while the characteristics of the sites 

themselves warrant less attention. 

This emphasis on sights rather than sites should not indicate that Egeria’s 

narrative lacks neglects to mention physical locales. Egeria expands the category of the 

physical landscape to include not only sites specifically mentioned in the Bible, but also 

places venerated by holy men. While atop Horeb, the location of numerous Biblical 

events, Egeria comes across a holy place created by the monks themselves: 

 

Although it is not mentioned in Scripture, there is in this place an 

enormous rock, circular in shape, with a flat surface, on which the holy 

men (Aaron and the seventy elders) are said to have stood… And there the 

proper passage from the Book of Moses was read, and a Psalm fitting to 

the place was sung.130 
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The Bible may have been Egeria’s primary guidebook, but the local, oral traditions 

promoted by the monks also influenced her travels. Here, she performs her typical routine 

of scripture reading, song, and prayer, even though that particular site may not have had a 

basis in the Bible. Yet this site still merits enough worth for her to visit it and record it for 

her readers, regardless of its Biblical associations. The monks’ own traditions merit it a 

holy place without any direct connection to scripture, further expanding the number of 

pilgrimage sites in the area. 

On Mount Nebo Egeria comes upon yet another non-Biblical site which 

nevertheless became sacred to the monks, and so to Egeria. At the top of the mountain the 

monks showed Egeria the place they believed angels buried Moses, although the Bible 

explicitly states that no one knows the location of his grave. The monks claimed their 

predecessors taught them the location, and they ended up building a church around 

Moses’ supposed burial place. Egeria treats this site as a typical holy place and performs 

the necessary rituals (reading-song-prayer) before moving on to her next location.131 

Aside from these places she did see, Egeria also told her readers about a certain 

site that she could not see: 

 

We were also shown the place, and this place is even mentioned in 

Scripture, where the pillar of Lot’s wife stood. Believe me, reverend 

ladies, the pillar itself is not visible now, although its location is shown; 

but the pillar is said to have been covered by the Dead Sea. Indeed we saw 
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the place, but we did not see any pillar, and on this matter I cannot deceive 

you.132 

 

Egeria allows her readers to become aware of a site that, although mentioned specifically 

in the Bible, does not presently appear to pilgrims. Rather than simply not including this 

experience in her narrative, she willingly informs them that she did not see a particular 

site.   The emphasis, again, is on seeing and not-seeing. 

It would seem, up to this point, that Egeria’s text barely resembles the sentiments 

expressed by Gregory and Jerome. Her style of writing alone isolates her from the two 

Church Fathers, as their texts exhibit far more obvious rhetorical motives. These 

differences coincide with diversity of late antique pilgrims as discussed in Chapter One. 

However, Egeria does exhibit the same concern over personal piety that Gregory and 

Jerome also emphasized. She presents herself to her readers as a humble pilgrim, and 

although she consciously omits all the specific details about her journey, she 

emphatically describes her gratitude to God as well as the monks, who acted as her 

guides: 

 

Though I must always give thanks to God for all things, I shall not speak 

about the many favors which He deigned to confer upon me in spite of my 

unworthiness and lack of merit, in allowing me to travel through all these 

places, which I did not deserve. Yet I cannot sufficiently thank all those 

holy men who so willingly consented to receive my humble person in their 

                                                
132 Egeria 1970, 63. 
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cells and above all to guide me through all the places which I was forever 

seeking out, following Holy Scripture.133  

 

Notice how Egeria focuses on the monks’ role as her tour guides: this is the most 

important function the monks fulfill for her. Egeria never records any direct quotes from 

the monks, which we might expect to find. Surely they had some wisdom to impart to 

her. But Egeria’s concern is always about seeing the sites, apparently as a confirmation of 

faith, rather than recording anything she learned about spirituality or theology from the 

monks. This remarkable characteristic becomes even more pronounced in later sections 

of Egeria’s narrative. 

While traveling through the desert, Egeria connects her own movements to the 

Biblical (historical) past. She records the path she and her guides followed, and writes: “I 

hope you, beloved ones, will believe me that, as far as I was able to see, the children of 

Israel marched along in this manner, going a certain distance to the right, then going an 

equal distance to the left, going ahead a certain distance, then backtracking an equal 

distance.”134 Here Egeria directly addresses her readers, “hoping” that they will believe 

what she writes to them. This shows Egeria’s own concerns as a writer: that her readers 

could think she embellished her narrative, or that she failed to record her travels exactly 

as they occurred. The sporadic movements of Egeria’s own journey to various holy sites 

mimic the historical movements of the Israelites as they left Egypt, in Egeria’s 

interpretation. Egeria displays a literal interpretation of the Bible, and believes the stories 

in scripture connect to a historical past that can be re-lived in the present.  

                                                
133 Egeria 1970, 58. 
134 Egeria 1970, 61. 
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This fact relates back to Halbwachs’s argument for the role that Christian 

collective memory played among pilgrims’ conceptions of their journeys. He claimed that 

the allocation of Jewish and Christian myths onto the physical landscape solidified late 

antique Christians’ ability to place themselves within the wider historical context of the 

Roman Empire.135 By incorporating the locations of ancient Jewish stories, as well as 

places connected to saints and martyrs, Christians attached their new position—as the 

dominant religion in the empire—to a progression of time they connected to scripture. 

Robert Markus’s insistence upon the influence of the cult of the martyrs in the 

development of Christian pilgrimage fits into Halbwachs’s wider claim regarding the 

creation of collective memory. Ritual activity at martyrs’ shrines allowed Christians to 

connect to their persecuted forebears. 

Egeria visited sites associated with saints as well as New Testament locations, but 

she even took this connection one step further: she not only wished to see the places of 

the Bible, but also the monastics currently living in those places. While visiting 

Abraham’s tomb at Carrhae, she writes of her excitement at seeing the holy monks who 

lived near there: 

 

It was our very good fortune and quite beyond our expectations that we 

saw there the truly holy men of God, the Mesopotamian monks, those men 

whose reputation and way of life is spoken about far from here. I thought 

that it would be quite impossible for me to see them, not because it would 

have been impossible for God, who had deigned to grant everything, to 

                                                
135 Bitton-Ashkelony 1999, 188-189. 
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grant even this to me, but because I had heard that they do not come down 

from their cells except on Easter and on this day, for these are the sort of 

men who do many wondrous things.136 

 

In the above passage, Egeria writes only that she hoped to see the holy men from 

Mesopotamia, as if they were pilgrimage sites in and of themselves. She includes nothing 

about the conversations she had with them, or anything she might have learned from 

them. Egeria presents these monks not as teachers, but as objects worthy of visiting and 

viewing. 

 Egeria consciously omits the specific details about her conversations, but she also 

seems aware that her readers will be curious about them. While at Carrhae, Egeria met 

the bishop of the city and conversed with him. Rather than describing the encounter 

Egeria merely glosses over it, but she does directly address her readers: 

 

And he consented to speak about many other matters, just as the other holy 

bishops and the saintly monks had consented to do, but always about the 

Divine Scriptures and the acts of holy men, the monks, I mean, either 

about the wondrous things they had done, if they were already dead, or, if 

they were still living, about what they did each day, those who are 

ascetics. For I do not want you, beloved ones, to think that the 

conversations of the monks are about anything except the Divine 

Scriptures and the actions of the great monks.137  

                                                
136 Egeria 1970, 82. 
137 Egeria 1970, 84-85. 
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Despite the frequency of these conversations with monks and bishops, Egeria includes 

few direct quotations or even paraphrases of their subject matter. She lets the monks and 

bishops “speak” within the narrative every now and then: that is, she includes quotations 

from these other characters rather than narrating what happened. However, the likelihood 

that Egeria wrote these quotes down verbatim and preserved them accurately in her 

narrative remains slim, as she probably merely took notes while on her journey and then 

composed the actual narrative after the fact.138  

At the conclusion of the section detailing her pilgrimage, Egeria states that she 

returned from her last excursion to Constantinople, and that after sending her narrative 

off to her recipients, she was planning on traveling to Ephesus. She concludes that after 

this journey she will either return home or write more letters detailing her trip, implying 

that if she were to compose again, it would not be until after the conclusion of her latest 

journey.139 If she claimed this was her writing schedule for this last trip, it can be 

reasonably assumed that this was her normal pattern for writing. 

The quotations therefore, are more than likely a rhetorical device employed by the 

author. Moreover, the subject matter of these quotes often follows the same pattern as the 

rest of her narrative: the speaker merely provides directions, or explains the story behind 

a certain pilgrimage site. Egeria never records any theological discussions or any advice 

for her readers regarding Christianity in general.  Egeria’s lack of concern with 

contemporary religious activities, aside from the liturgy in Jerusalem, seems surprising, 

especially given her concern with piety. In writing home to friends far away from all of 

the religious activity in the Near East, Egeria could have included at least some 

                                                
138 Wilkinson 1971, 6. 
139 Egeria 1970, 88. 
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quotations from the most venerated monastics in the Christian world. The omission of 

such details indicates that either Egeria’s readers did not request such information, or 

Egeria herself found it unimportant. 

Palmer claims that Egeria fictionalized her account by not giving any 

"inappropriate" personal details of her trip, but she may not have included these details 

because they were unnecessary for her readers. Her reactions to sites associated with 

Biblical/apocryphal events perhaps served to emphasize the "holy/sacred" nature of the 

sites. She never provides details of, "…annoyance, skepticism, suspicion, fear, 

homesickness, loneliness, physical attraction,” but why would we expect this from her?140 

If her goal was to give an account of a pilgrimage journey, why would she include these 

personal details? At the same time, we can get a sense of the "real" Egeria even though 

she omitted these emotions, because they reveal her concerns as a writer. The fact that 

she excluded many personal reflections shows the care that Egeria took in her 

composition. This was not a story Egeria wrote for herself; this was a narrative that was 

written with the intent that others should read it, others who would be interested in a very 

particular type of story. Egeria does include some personal details, such as those about 

her physical strength, her resolve to continue traveling, about how happy she was to see 

Marthana again, her joy at arriving at the other sites, and even how much she enjoys fresh 

seafood. To say that Egeria eliminated all personal details misses the point, because she 

did include some: ones that she apparently felt were necessary to her readers. We can 

learn about Egeria the individual not just from what she included, but what she excluded. 

                                                
140 Palmer 1994, 45. 
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The uniformity of purpose and tone throughout the narrative indicates a more learned 

approach to writing than often accorded to her by secondary scholarship. 

 Based on the surviving portions of her narrative, it seems obvious that Egeria 

found theological and to some extent spiritual concerns irrelevant to her correspondents. 

Throughout the entire work, Egeria focuses on what she sees, not what she thinks or 

feels. This diary served to educate her readers about the places physically visible in the 

land of the Bible. At the same time, Egeria not only values scriptural sites, but also those 

places associated with holy people, such as the monks and nuns of the region. Where 

these people lived, as well as the stories they associated with those places, added to the 

holy landscape that Egeria found around her while on her pilgrimage. 

 Cyril of Jerusalem, a contemporary of Egeria’s and bishop of the city during her 

time there, shared Egeria’s interpretation of holy sites. The idea that the physical places 

of the Bible proved the validity of Christianity first emerged in the writing of Eusebius of 

Caesarea, who composed his Onomasticon, a list of the holy places, over fifty years prior 

to Egeria, during the reign of Constantine. Following in this tradition, Egeria seems to 

document her journey as a sort of long, narrative “proof” of the Bible. Throughout her 

narrative, she focuses on documenting the sites and people she saw, but stops short of 

describing these places or including anything she learned from her encounters. The most 

important part of Egeria’s journey—at least in terms of her readers’ interests—involved 

the physical act of witnessing the holy places and the people who lived there; recording 

all of her sights rather than simply the Biblical sites.  

 Egeria’s narrative provides a remarkable opportunity to understand early 

Christian pilgrimage from a first-person perspective, and gives a much clearer idea of the 
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journey itself than Gregory and Jerome’s letters. Her concern over describing what she 

witnessed illustrates some of the concerns expressed by the two Church Fathers, who 

worried that Christians would use pilgrimage as a way to verify their faith when no such 

proof should be necessary. At the same time, Egeria emphasizes her own personal piety 

in a way that corresponds to Gregory and Jerome’s insistence upon the necessity of that 

characteristic. The similar and contrasting qualities exhibited by each author correspond 

to the earlier discoveries made regarding early Christian pilgrimage within the wider 

context of late antiquity. The conclusion will reiterate these arguments and suggest 

avenues for further research. 
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Conclusion 
 

This thesis used the writings of three late antique pilgrims to gain a better 

understanding of the development of Christian activity in the Biblical lands from the 

perspective of the actual participants. As Chapter One showed, previous scholarly 

discussions about this expansion of interest presented numerous insights into factors that 

could have provided the impetus for such change, while failing to acknowledge the 

individual motivations and concerns expressed by each pilgrim. Building upon my 

argument in Chapter One, Chapters Two and Three analyzed in detail the texts of three 

pilgrims, with a specific interest in the unique and contradictory remarks each author 

presented. Gregory of Nyssa and Jerome, despite their internal contradictions and often 

ambiguous remarks, nevertheless consistently expressed a concern over the effect 

pilgrimage could have on the personal piety of each individual traveler. Gregory and 

Jerome’s advice to their readers on the appropriateness of pilgrimage depended on the 

personal circumstances of their recipients, as well as the authors’ own relationships with 

the Biblical lands. Egeria’s narrative also showcases this emphasis on personal piety, as 

she presents herself to her correspondents as a traveler concerned first and foremost with 

faith. Her actions while on pilgrimage always reflect a focus on holy people and places, 

though Egeria does record brief details about her own personal interests, such as her 

responses to pleasing aesthetics and beautiful scenery. 

 The distinct perspectives and experiences described by Gregory of Nyssa, Jerome, 

and Egeria highlight the need to analyze early Christian pilgrims on an individual level, 

rather than as a homogenous group. Gregory directly contradicts his own reasons for 

going on pilgrimage, and encourages another ascetic not to go to the Biblical lands. 
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Jerome, though initially positive about the practice and persuasive in his attempt to 

convince one correspondent to make such a journey, later retracts his statements to 

present a negative depiction of Jerusalem and dissuade another recipient from the 

practice. Egeria writes about pilgrimage in an incredibly positive tone, and never 

expresses a concern about returning from her journey in a timely manner. This range of 

opinion on the practice—the negativity of Gregory, the ambiguity of Jerome, the pleasant 

wandering of Egeria—necessitates the need to understand late antique pilgrims as 

individuals, who reacted to their travels in different ways, further opening up the 

possibility for different interpretations by other late antique Christians, and by the 

scholars who study them long after their journey ended. 

 Throughout the extent of my thesis process, every question I answered led to 

twice as many new questions. This in part relates to the study of late antiquity in general, 

especially in recent years when new insights into methods of analysis, such as Elizabeth 

Clark’s use of literary theory, has opened up new windows and ideas for scholarly 

discovery. Although my research covered three of the best sources for eyewitness 

accounts of pilgrimage, I would now be interested in considering other available textual 

fragments. I did not incorporate the Bordeaux Pilgrim, who wrote a brief itinerary in 333, 

or the Piacenza Pilgrim of the sixth century, although these writers also provide an 

eyewitness account of late antique pilgrimage. I neglected them for two reasons: out of a 

need to restrict my analysis to a manageable amount of data, and because their contexts 

of composition differed significantly from those of Gregory, Jerome, and Egeria, who all 

wrote within the same thirty year time span. These other pilgrims left valuable and 

interesting texts, and would provide an ample amount of evidence for further research. To 
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my knowledge no study yet published explores the writings of the Bordeaux or Piacenza 

Pilgrim with regard to the textual details that appear tailored to their own personal 

interests and intended audiences. These questions that could provide fascinating 

discoveries, especially if compared to my insights into Egeria’s authorial choices 

 Of most interest perhaps lies the presence of gender constructions throughout the 

pilgrimage texts I studied. The nature of the project did not allow me to delve deeper into 

these questions, but my work nevertheless touches upon these issues and offers many 

possibilities for additional research. Gregory’s opposition to pilgrimage in Letter 2 

specifically refers to the physical weakness of women, and how that fact could lead to sin 

while on pilgrimage. In contrast, he addressed his Letter 3 to three women living in 

Palestine and praised their piety, comparing them to the holy sites there. The recipients 

and subject matter of Jerome’s two letters in favor of pilgrimage also dealt specifically 

with women. This correlation, combined with Egeria’s narrative’s status as the earliest 

surviving first-person account written by a woman in Latin, reveals just how prominent 

gender issues factored into late antique pilgrimage. Women not only went on pilgrimage 

and wrote about it, but rhetoricians used their participation in the practice to talk about 

wider issues regarding female piety. Connections between the ideologies of physical 

versus spiritual natures in early Christianity and their relationship to gender roles, in my 

opinion, present the most interesting and important of the many avenues for further 

research.  

Meanwhile, without the foundational work provided by this thesis, we could not 

begin to ask these questions. By developing a more nuanced interpretation of the factors 

that lead to Christian interest in the lands of the Bible, we gained a better understanding 
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of how those early pilgrims related to each other and to the world around them. When we 

approached the letters of Gregory and Jerome, our exploration allowed us to appreciate 

the contradictions of these two Church Fathers by reading them in light of the internal 

disputes present within Christianity at the time. Egeria’s narrative appears free from such 

political influences, and instead preserves an incredibly rare window into the perspective 

of a female traveler. All three pilgrims, though reacting to their travels with fluctuating 

degrees of positive and negative sentiments, consistently expressed their concerns about 

the affect pilgrimage had on personal piety. Though sharing enough in common to 

warrant a single classification as “early Christian pilgrims,” these three travelers reflect 

the variety of beliefs and practices manifested within fourth century Christianity. 
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