
 

 

 

Civic Love: A New Approach to John Chrysostom 

Pauline Exegesis and Political Philosophy in the Preaching of the ‘Golden Mouth’ 

 

 

Introduction 

One theme that Chrysostom never tires of repeating from the pulpit is the inestimable 

value of love, which he calls the “mother, source and root of all goods” (Prod. Jud. 

hom. 2 § 6). Besides its significance for man’s moral perfection, love possesses, in his 

view, capital importance also for a number of issues pertaining to civic life. Who 

among us, for example, would have thought to describe the relationship between the 

civilian population of a country with the soldiers who defend it against the enemy as a 

kind of love? Surely no one, and yet Chrysostom does precisely this. “Do you see how 

love is everywhere extended and manages all things?” John asks the faithful in a 

sermon on the 13th chapter of 1st Corinthians, after reminding them of the relationship 

of interdependence that unites them with the legionaries of the Roman imperial army. 

As he says, the financial contributions of the urban civilian population toward the 

soldiers’ upkeep can be thought of as an expression of gratitude for the protection that 

they provide by putting their lives at risk on the field of battle in order to protect them 

(hom. 34 § 3-4). This broader public dimension that the Church father ascribes to love 

is what we will examine in more detail below through a careful study of how he 

interprets the 13th chapter of 1st Corinthians.  

From the 32nd to the 34th homily of his commentary On 1st Corinthians, John 

interprets the Apostle Paul’s famous “Hymn of Love.” The Archbishop’s 

interpretation is of particular interest in how it overturns the conventional views 

which we have today about the highest virtue of Christian ethics, love (ἀγάπη). Love, 

according to Chrysostom, cannot be exhausted by the interpersonal relationships 

which human beings enter into amongst themselves; by its power, it embraces the 

whole spectrum of social life, tempering differences of class, and balancing the 

interests of the rich and poor strata of the city’s population. It calms the passions 

which undermine the orderly functioning of public life and divide the body politic 
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into opposing factions and parties. It tightens relationships between various human 

beings of different descent, financial standing, and social status and establishes the 

conviction that the common good stands above the pursuit of private interests. In the 

virtue of love as it is presented in Chrysostom’s commentary on 1st Corinthians, we 

see the transformation of the ancient political ideal of concord (ὁμόνοια) or 

fr iendship (φιλία) as it more commonly called, the meaning of which the greatest 

Greek philosophers explain in their writings. Aristotle writes in the 2nd book of the 

Politics: “Friendship is the greatest good in city-states, since in this condition people 

are least likely to factionalize” (1262b.8-10). In the Nichomachean Ethics as well, 

Aristotle distinguishes between the various types of friendship by which men are 

bound together, and among them he counts polit ical fr iendship , emphasizing 

again its necessity for the public life of cities. “Friendship seems also to hold cities 

together,” he notes, “and lawgivers care more about it than about justice” (1155a.23-

25). The law which governs the legislation of Plato’s ideal state confirms the 

Stagirite’s words. The radical communism of property which Plato imposes on the 

“Guardians”, the higher class of his ideal state, has as one of its basic aims the 

creation of indissoluble/lasting bonds of friendship among them. Plato thinks that 

when there no longer exists “mine” and “yours”, nothing will be able to break their 

unity; and with the high level of education they will receive, they will themselves 

understand that this is the way they must live, according to the dictate of the ancient 

saying: “everything should be held in common among friends” (Rep. IV, 424a). 

These preliminary references to the philosophers of Greek antiquity provide us 

with a suitable background against which to understand the political dimension which 

love obtains in Chrysostom’s oratory. In addition, if we had the ability to see for a 

moment the faithful gathered in church to listen to John’s preaching, we would be 

able to discern from among them men of every employment and social class. In the 4th 

century AD, a great part of the population in the eastern provinces of the Imperium 

Romanum had embraced the new faith. Both free men and slaves, those who lead 

(ἄρχοντες) and and those who are lead (ἀρχόμενοι), rich and poor all pass en masse 

through the threshold of the Christian church after the Edict of Milan in 313 and 

Constantine’s ascent to the throne. Now as brothers in Chr ist—the new identity 

which the city’s population receives from Christianity—it will be necessary to put 

aside their differences and be united within the common body of the Church. De 

facto, love is called to play a new role than it had before, warming hearts in a world 
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where cruelty, exploitation, injustice, corruption and rivalry between the higher and 

lower classes of society reign. The social reality of Late Antiquity was characterized 

by the same problems we encounter in our own day. In many places, the homilies of 

Chrysostom bear witness to the tension created by the competing interests of each 

social class in the body of the faithful and the tense relations between them. In the 

same 34th homily from his commentary On 1st Corinthians, which we mentioned 

earlier, John speaks to us about two cities, one of rich men and another of poor men 

which stand next to one another—an image obviously drawn from Plato’s Republic. 

Specifically, in the eighth book of the Republic, Plato uses the image of two cities in 

order to describe the violent and often bloody conflicts between the rich and the poor, 

which mark the oligarchic regime’s final stage of degeneration (VIII, 551d).  

The appearance in Chrysostom’s preaching of an image drawn from ancient 

literature about the extreme polarisation between the various social classes of the 

population in an oligarchy cannot be merely accidental. In spite of the victory of 

Christianity, society in the 4th century AD maintained unmodified its strict 

hierarchical structure and unequal distribution of wealth. Along with the masses of 

new faithful, sharp social differences creep into the Church and under the appearance 

of Christian brotherhood, there exist hatred, envy, malice, contempt, hubris, aversion 

and arrogance. “If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am 

a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. […] Love is patient and kind; love is not jealous 

or boastful; it is not arrogant or rude. Love does not insist on its own way; it is not 

irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice at wrongdoing” (I Cor. 13:1, 4-6) 

Chrysostom’s responsibility as teacher and pastor forces him to interpret the above 

words of Paul against the background of the existing problems which faced the 

Church in his day. Throughout all of the homilies which he dedicates to the 13th 

chapter of First Corinthians, he explores the social and political implications of the 

Apostle’s “Hymn of Love” concluding his reflections with an interpretation of the 

final verse 13:13 “So faith, hope, love abide, these three; but the greatest of these is 

love” in the 34th homily, to which I would like to give particular attention. 

 

The Chain of Love 

Chrysostom begins his interpretation of verse 13 of I Cor 13 by tracing the entire 

history of the human race from the creation of Adam and Eve until the configuration 

of social life in cities. Behind civilization’s successive stages of development, he 
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discerns the working of divine Providence binding humanity together with tighter and 

tighter bonds in order to inspire within it the feeling of love. “For so God, from the 

beginning, devised a thousand [ways] to implant [love] within us,” he will tell his 

hearers. John is able to justify his view using the genealogy of humanity as it is 

presented in Holy Scripture. For what reason did God create all men from one, if not 

to maintain their unity amongst themselves? “Since our common nature,” the Church 

father explains, “which all of us share does not suffice to make us feel pity for our 

fellow man and to live in peace, God made it so that we all descend from the same 

ancestor” (§ 3). He united, in other words, the great masses of humanity which would 

dwell on the earth as distant relatives, granting them Adam as their common father. 

Furthermore, the fact that man is not perfect since in order to reproduce he needs the 

other sex, is similarly due to divine Providence, according to Chrysostom. The 

necessity of continuing the species pushes man into the embrace of the woman and 

cultivates love between them; a love which is extended and becomes even more 

intense with the children born from their union. The family is the natural result of the 

relationship of love between the two sexes. And afterward, as one child succeeds 

another, and these children go on to beget their own children, and those children their 

own as well, new links are continually added to the chain of love by which God binds 

the members of the family one to another. “We love the one because he is our father,” 

John says characteristically, “the other because he is our grandfather, the one because 

she is our mother, the other because she is our nurse, this man because he is our son 

or grandson or great-grandson and the other because he is our nephew and the other 

because she is our sister and the other because she is our niece—but why do we need 

to bring up the names of all of these relatives?” (§ 4). 

In marriage, he continues, one family merges with another. According to 

Chrysostom, the commandment in Leviticus (18:9) which explicitly forbids marriage 

between blood relatives, serves the plan of God for the unification of humanity. 

Humans foreign and completely unknown to one another suddenly become intimate 

associates and relatives, when the family of the bride accompanies her to the house of 

the groom for the celebration of the wedding. The family increases the number of its 

members and it gradually gives way to the tribe. But not even with weddings and the 

intermingling which occurs does the sowing of love in the world cease; besides bonds 

of blood, God devises still other ways of tightening the relationships between people. 

For the fulfillment of the needs of everyday life, He makes the one to need the other, 
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since when someone has a need of someone else, he also creates friendly relations 

with that person. Even more, he wants to be continuously near him, in case he needs 

something. Hence, easily God mixed human beings implanting in them the need of 

the other (χρεία). “The doctor, the carpenter or any other craftsman,” John notes in 

his homily, “is essentially useless, if in order to find him when you need him, one must 

go on a great journey. This is why through God’s provision cities were constructed 

and all gathered to live within their walls” (§ 4). The introduction of the institution of 

the city (πόλις) constitutes for Chrysostom an indisputable proof of the awakening of 

love in the human race. With its complicated organization which presuppose mutual 

relations of dependence and mutual support between its citizens, social life reaches its 

summit. Essentially, the long overview which John undertook of the history of human 

civilization is completed with the founding of the cities. And he suggests we look 

again at their inner life where the love of God is made manifest in an even more 

obvious way. 

A city, in order to be able to hold together the population of various sorts of 

men which live within its borders must be able to impose laws and to entrust their 

enforcement to persons of authority. The emergence of political authority is a 

necessary condition for the historical survival of the city and signals the definitive 

movement of humanity from a primitive stage of civilization to more developed forms 

of society. The urging of the instincts is held back by the institution of prohibitions 

and penalties as the imposition of the strong upon the weak which characterizes 

primitive symbiotic communities gives way to the rule of law. Behind the complex 

array of authorities with which the city balances the competing interests within it, 

divine Providence is again hidden: God fixes institutions and gives legitimacy to the 

various ministers of the state so that the evil which came into the world with Adam 

and Eve cannot pollute any further and draw the human race into chaos. “Originally,” 

Chrysostom will say to the faithful, “God instituted only one authority, of the man 

over the woman. But because our race went far astray into disorder, he instituted 

others as well, lords and rulers. But He did this also for the sake of love. Since only 

vice dissolves and subverts our race, God placed within cities judges to function like 

doctors in order to drive away vice—which affects love like sickness—and to hold 

together humanity in unity” (§ 4). 

After his brief reference to the establishment of political authority by God, 

John returns to the question which he touched on previously in his homily, the 
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relationship between man and woman. And not, of course, without reason. Following 

the fixed attitudes of the ancient world, he thinks that the city and the family are 

interlinked with each other. If the first constitutes the “whole,” the second is identified 

with the “part” and between them there is an unbreakable bond, as between the human 

organism and the cells which comprise it (Cf. Aristotle, Polit. I, 1, 1252a.18-31; 

Iamblichus, Vit. Pythag. XXX, 169). More than the existence of leaders and judges, 

the coherence of a city depends on the correct functioning of the family, which is 

connected in turn to the harmonious coexistence of the husband and wife. The 

disturbance of relations between them has wider consequences for society as a whole 

which our own time would be able to prove better than any other. For this reason, 

God, according to Chrysostom, takes care that concord  (ὁμόνοια) reign not only in 

cities but also in each household, defining with precision the roles of the two sexes. 

To the man he gives leadership and bodily superiority while, on the other hand, he 

gives the woman attractiveness so as to attract with her natural appearance and to call 

forth desire. In this way, the authority which the man exercises over her does not 

enslave her: as much as she is subject to his strength, to the same extent is he subject 

to her grace. With the advantages which God shares out equally to the man and the 

woman, discord cannot find fertile ground from which to spring up between them; on 

the contrary, the conditions are created for their relationship to develop and to be 

founded on love. Besides, does not the birth of children require both sexes? Do they 

not share the responsibility for the preservation of the family together? The man 

secures nourishment, cultivating the fields. And again, the woman weaves with needle 

and thread clothing. She remains at the home caring for the household while the man 

runs to and fro in the marketplace or deliberates over the common affairs of the city. 

Chrysostom vividly brings various scenes from the daily life of a couple before our 

eyes in order to show how God strengthens the love between the sexes: specifically, 

he makes them depend upon one another. The law of necessity which guides 

humanity to live together in cities also holds true for the members of the family who 

live under the same roof. “And so great is the power of necessity,” Chrysostom 

concludes his reflection, “that even if someone were the richest man in the world, he 

would not be released from his connection with those around him or his dependence 

on his subordinates. Not only do the poor need the rich but the rich need the poor and 

indeed much more” (§ 4). Without further commentary, by citing the above aphoristic 

phrase, John will shift the focus of his homily, passing from the relationship of the 
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husband and wife to the issue of the antagonism between the higher and lower social 

classes within the city. 

 

The Motif of the Two Cities 

All of the arguments which the Church father puts forth in his homily are to give 

theoretical justification for his position concerning the providence of God in the 

world. However, the harsh reality of life can easily disprove him. The violent 

confrontation between the ambitions of various groups and their economic interests 

drains the human soul of the last drop of love it has. An abyss separates the rich from 

the poor—even if they live side by side in the same city. The city has been divided 

into two, “the city of the rich” and the “city of the poor” and uncrossable walls have 

been erected between the two (Cf. Plato’s description of oligarchic regime in Resp. 

VIII, 551d). Vis-à-vis such a reality, Paul’s hymn in I Corinthians runs the risk of 

appearing to be flowery language without content or objective value. As John knows 

all too well from experience, even within the church the passions which money 

awakens and the unequal distribution of wealth between population groups are not 

less present than in society at large. Hardly: they shake up the body of the faithful 

with their urgings, profaining even the Eucharistic table where the bloodless sacrifice 

of Jesus is offered for the salvation of humanity. It is no surprise then that before he 

descends from the pulpit, Chrysostom turns again his critical gaze for one last time to 

the public sphere. The question which remains to be answered is critical and the 

audience listening to him preach in the church—just like we do today—is literally 

hanging on his every word: How can the existence of such great social inequalities be 

reconciled with the virtue of love? 

Instead of the answer that we may expect, John will describe the life of the 

higher and lower social classes if they were to decide at some moment to live apart 

from one another. “Let’s make two cities in our imagination,” the Church father 

suggests to the faithful, “one consisting only of the rich and another only of the poor. 

And no poor person is allowed in the city of the rich, nor any rich person allowed in 

the city of the poor. But let us keep the cities completely pure in order to see which is 

more self-sufficient […]. Thus, in the city of the rich,” Chrysostom continues, “there 

are no craftsmen, builders, cobblers, bakers, farmers, carpenters, blacksmiths, 

tentmakers—none of these people are present. How could such a city possibly 

continue to exist? But someone might say that the rich could give money so that some 
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would go to buy from the poor whatever they need. Ah, but then are they really self-

sufficient if they have such a need? And how will they build their houses? Will they go 

and buy them from the poor? Of course not, it’s impossible. They would have to call 

craftsmen to their city and in doing so violate the law which we instituted in the 

beginning when we founded their city. We should remember of course what we said 

that none of the poor are allowed to enter within the city of the rich. But now 

necessity, without our desiring it, required them to be allowed to pass. Let us be 

clear: without the poor, no city can stand. Because if a city cannot allow anyone of 

these to pass within its walls, there will be no more city, but rather it will collapse” (§ 

5). It is, I think, clear what Chrysostom is getting at with everything mentioned above. 

Taking the scenario of the two cities, borrowed from Pla-to’s Republic, to its logical 

conclusion, he wishes to make us think that perhaps even the existence of disparities 

between the social classes serves some higher purpose which has its origin in the 

divine. Despite the conflict of interests and the contempt with which the rich usually 

treat the poor, they are actually dependent on their services in order to live. If they 

were ever to decide to separate from them to found their own city, they would have to 

call on them “like some kind of saviors” –καθάπερ τινὰς σωτῆρας as Chrysostom 

states provocatively– so as not to starve to death (ibid.). However great may be the 

riches they have stored up in their treasuries and warehouses, they cannot break this 

bond of neces-sity (χρεία) by which God has bound humanity together, in order to 

teach them love. 

The examination of a second imaginary scenario leads the Church father to 

similar conclusions. This time, he asks us to imagine a dwelling that consists 

exclusively of the lower social classes. It may of course be the case that their own 

dependence on the wealthy nobles may not be quite so great. The description of the 

cit y o f paupers by Chrysostom obliges us to accept the argument which we saw 

him promote earlier from the pulpit, that the rich man has greater need of the poor 

man than the poor of the rich. John emphasizes in his homily that neither gold nor 

silver, neither pearls nor any other thing that constitutes the wealth of the rich man, 

are necessary for building a house, plowing the earth, or making clothing, but rather 

all that is needed is toil, labor and strong arms. Consequently, even without the rich 

man, the city of the poor can satisfy its basic needs. Furthermore, their absence will be 

beneficial to a certain degree so long as there is no danger that the population be 

corrupted by the luxurious way of life of the rich. Many of the fabricated and 
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superfluous needs which afflict other cities would be definitively banished from its 

internal life. But is the city of the poor truly self-sufficient, so that it does not need to 

seek in turn assistance from the rich? After a lengthy digression regarding whether it 

is God who gives riches or not, John will pose on his own the question on everyone’s 

mind after the comparison between the two cities. “If the rich are not useful to us for 

anything,” he will say, “then why do they exist at all?” (§ 6). And he will answer 

directly by making a basic distinction between two types of rich men: the unjust who 

extracted their money through murder, lies and every other unjust means and the 

righteous, on the other side, who owe their wealth to divine favor.  

In contrast to the unjust, the righteous rich men are extremely useful for the 

poor, according to John. The service which they provide for the sake of the whole of 

society is reflected, in his opinion, in the generosity which Abraham showed in his 

care for the stranger. “He who slaughtered the calf and left to leaven three kilos of 

flour and waited at the door under the burning sun to receive them while they 

approach from afar, the three men—or so they appeared—think of how easily and 

willingly he shared his property with all,” Chrysostom mentions in reference to the 

Old Testament patriarch (§ 6; cf. Exodus 18:1-8). In addition, the figure of Job offers 

John a further example demonstrating the usefulness of the rich. Verses taken 

verbatim from the monologue of Job from the book that bears his name are cited by 

the Church father at the end of his homily in order to give flesh and bones to the ideal 

of the righteous rich man: “I was the light of the blind and the foot of the lame; I was 

a father to the poor” (Job 29:15-6) ;“My door was always open to whomever passed 

by” (Job 31:32); “None of the poor who were found impoverished did I ever neglect, 

nor did I leave any wretch to leave my house without having fed him” (cf. Job 31:34 in 

§ 6). The confirmation, moreover, of Holy Scripture that God Himself had given to 

both Abraham and Job their riches, provides more than enough evidence to overcome 

the last reservation which one might have about the integration of class differences 

into the plan of the divine Economy. Like the distinction of humanity into two sexes 

in the beginning and later on into rulers (ἄρχοντες) and ruled (ἀρχόμενοι), the 

differentiation of people according to the distribution of goods into rich and poor 

serves a further aim: by having each feel the constant need for the other (χρεία), the 

seed of love takes root in the hearts of all. In addition, in his commentary Οn 2nd 

Corinthians, John praises the rich who supply grain, oil, and wine to the market and 

who take up the expenses involved in constructing and maintaining common areas 
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such as gardens and baths in service of all of the social classes – the so called munera. 

Their contributions to society, like their almsgiving to the weak and the poor, tighten 

the bonds holding the city together so that it flourishes, with the Aristotelian meaning 

of the term, approaching the self-sufficiency (αὐτάρκεια) and the good life (εὖ ζῆν) 

through the cultivation of love (Polit. 1280b.33-35). 

 

A New Ecclesiology 

In an 11th century AD manuscript codex with comments on the epistles of Paul, there 

is preserved a beautiful icon featuring John: the father is represented as standing 

before his lectern with quill in hand while an older man with a halo bends down from 

above to whisper in his ear what to write. On the right, a human figure watches the 

scene from behind a half-open door (Cod. Vatic. Gr. 766, f. 2v). The above 

representation reflects a legend, handed down in the East during the Byzantine period, 

regarding the way in which the Chrysostomian commentaries on Paul were composed. 

The legend says that the Apostle Paul himself descended from the frame of the icon 

which hung on the wall of John’s room and he would dictate to him his theological 

views. Surprised one evening, Proclus, who served the father during his episcopate in 

Constantinople, happened upon the two men in the situation represented in the 

manuscript, when he entered uninvited to the room of his master in order to notify 

him of an urgent matter (see Georgios Alexandrinos’ biography of John Chrysostom 

in F. Halkin, Douze récits byzantins sur Saint Jean Chrysostome, Subsidia 

hagiographica 60, Brussels 1977, 142-48). 

Chrysostom’s interpretation of the “Hymn of Love,” the general lines of which 

we put forward here, justify, I believe, to a certain degree the old legend from the 

Middle Ages. With his rhetorical talent, John expounds on the greatness of the virtue 

which Paul extols in the 13th chapter of 1st Corinthians, placing it above the spiritual 

gifts of the faithful—higher even than dedication to God and anticipation of the 

coming of the Kingdom into the world: “So faith, hope, love abide, these three; but 

the greatest of these is love” (13:13). The verse with which Paul completes his hymn 

gives, as we saw, Chrysostom the occasion for putting forth a holistic view of the 

development of human civilization revolving around the same issue: How God guides 

step-by-step humanity to listen within to the beating of its heart and to adopt love as a 

higher ideal. From the creation of Adam and Eve until the gathering together into 

cities and the crystallization of their organizational structure, God’s sole aim remains, 
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according to Chrysostom, the strengthening of bonds of friendship among men and 

their adoption of love as the highest good. In nearly every sentence which he wrote to 

explain the utility of biological, political, and social distinctions for the fulfillment of 

the design of the divine Economy, the echo of Paul’s words “the greatest of these is 

love,” can be heard. Surely, the ancient legend of the Middle Ages did not lie. It is as 

if the Apostle were whispering in the ear of the Saint this same phrase or constantly 

reminding him how closely love is connected with need for the other. Because even 

this notion which dominates the entire interpretation of Chrysostom is not original; 

John takes it from the 12th chapter of I Corinthians where Paul speaks of the mutual 

dependence which each part of the body has for the others: “The eye cannot say to the 

hand, ‘I have no need of you,’ nor again the head to the feet, ‘I have no need of you,’” 

the Apostle says to the Corinthians and he continues: “On the contrary, the parts of 

the body which seem to be weaker are indispensable, and those parts of the body 

which we think less honorable we invest with the greater honor etc.” (I Cor. 12:18-

23). A more careful examination of the arguments which we saw Chrysostom develop 

regarding the arts and employments, man and woman, or the relationship between 

rulers and ruled and between rich and poor, would guide us back to the 12th chapter of 

Paul’s epistle and to all that the Apostle says there about the need which each member 

of the body has for all the others. 

The authenticity with which John interprets Paul does not mean that he simply 

repeats his thought or that he slavishly depends on his preaching; on the contrary, he 

seeks out the deeper meaning of the text, and he enriches it with his own reflections in 

order to then connect it to the problems which faced the Church of his day. In 

particular, the reality of Christianity as it came to be with Constantine the Great’s 

accession to the throne moves John to “dig” further into the Pauline text and to bring 

to the surface the riches hiding therein relevant to every issue which concerns man in 

both the public and private sphere of life. It is characteristic that the image of the 

body, which Paul uses for the faithful of the Church, is interpreted at certain times by 

Chrysostom to mean the entire population of the city. The city is de facto the Church 

and the problems which it faces necessitates the creation of a new ecclesiology, wider 

in scope than that of the primitive Church. While Paul and his epistles provide the 

foundation for this ecclesiology, John will draw on the philosophical tradition of 

Ancient Greece in elaborating its structure. One would be surprised if he were to 

count the number of philosophical motifs used by John in his interpretation of the 



 12 

“Hymn of Love”: when he describes the successive stages of human civilization’s 

development, from the husband and wife to the family, from the family to the tribe, 

and from the tribe to the city, he gives a startlingly similar account to that found in the 

first book of Aristotle’s Politics (1252a.1 ff.). Moreover, the identification of the city 

as the ideal framework for the development of social life brings to mind, similarly, the 

views of the Stagirite and is possibly dependent on his influence (1280b.33-35). 

Furthermore, if we were to compare the different kinds of friendship which the 

philosopher examines in his Nichomachean Ethics (1155a.1-1172a.15) with John’s 

analysis of the bonds with wich God has bound together the human race in his 34th 

homily On 1 Corinthians we could safely conclude, that they are not terra incognita 

for the Church father. In addition, the Republic of Plato constitutes a continual source 

of inspiration for Chrysostom. Namely, he draws material from the 2nd book of the 

platonic work in order to connect need (χρεία) with the division of labour in humanity 

and the founding of the institution of the polis (369b-372a). He uses the motif of the 

two cities as his point of departure for his treatment of the issue of the rich and the 

poor, as we saw before, and he emphasizes, in complete agreement with Plato, the 

dangers which threaten the city from the delights and luxuries that wealth brings 

along with it (II, 372a ff. and IV, 421d-422a). Of course, John’s argumentation has 

also a vivid Stoic colouring. According to Cicero, who puts forward the views of 

Middle Stoa, the society develops in cocentric circles, beginning with the couple as 

family unit and opening up to the state (De off. I, 51-54). However, philosophy’s most 

important contribution to the interpretation of the “Hymn of Love” is its vision of a 

society which has overcome its internal conflicts by cultivating the most noble powers 

of the human soul. It is worth calling to mind one last time the words of Aristotle: 

“Friendship is the greatest good in city-states, since in this condition people are least 

likely to factionalize.” Together with Plato and the philosophical schools of 

Hellenistic times, Aristotle holds up friendship as the most important good for cities, 

and this understanding of friendship provides the model for the ideal which 

Chrysostom wishes to promote from the pulpit: civic love. 
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