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Abstract: The relationship between women and the canons of the church has often been a
difficult one. Although the canons that speak to the lives of women particularly were
promulgated centuries ago, many are routinely used to regulate the ecclesial lives of women
today, often without taking into consideration the assumptions upon which they were based.
This paper will begin to explore this relationship, primarily focusing on the canons and
commentaries that speak to women’s “uncleanness”, some of the liturgical practices that are
associated with this understanding of the natural biological function of women, and some
pastoral implications of these practices for the life of women and the Church today.
Introduction
In 2000, the Editorial Board of the St. Nina Quarterly (with the help of a local organizing
committee) held our first conference for Orthodox women entitled, Gifts of the Spirit. In
addition to the keynote presentations, we offered a number of smaller group sessions that
explored areas of concern and interest to many women in the Church—Christian Education,
Pastoral Care, Liturgical Arts, the Saints, and Women in Church Tradition. The latter category
included a session on women and the canons of the Church. We had no idea if anyone would be
interested in such a topic, after all there are very few canons that speak to women particularly
(i.e. to women just because they are women). However, it proved to be a highly popular session.
I remember asking a colleague why that might be so. His response, “Because the canons are
often used against [i.e. to restrict] women!” Maria-Fotini Kapsalis relays the experience of
many a young girl born and raised in the Orthodox tradition and her first encounter with the
canonical inheritance of the church. She writes,
…puberty marks the time when our mothers not only set us down
to discuss us the facts of life …, but also marks the time when our
mothers expose us to the tradition [via the canonical inheritance of
the church] of “ritual impurity” and the teachings of
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“uncleanness.” …For some girls, this is calmly accepted as a fact
of womanhood. For most, it becomes an obstacle to spiritual
growth, causing distain for church practices which to the present
day educated women do not make sense.” 1
The issue of the “uncleanness” of women is addressed in a few rather obscure canons of
the Church. There are also canons for the ritual cleansing of men, but they vary in their
proscriptions, interpretation, and enforcement and are not the primary focus of this paper. 2 This
paper will focus primarily on an early canon that speaks to the issue of women’s
“uncleanness”—the second canon of Dionysius that restricts the public liturgical activity of
“menstruous women”, in particular entering the “temple of God” and approaching the “Holy of
Holies,” and a related canon—Canon 44 of Laodicea that prohibits women from “going to” or
“entering” the altar. Both of these canons were not directly promulgated by a council of
ecumenical authority, but belong to the collection introduced into the broader canonical corpus
through Canon 2 of the Council of Trullo in 691 AD which ratified canons of previous councils
including Regional Synods and those of some Church Fathers.

Dionysius – Canon II
Dionysius was a 3rd century Archbishop of Alexandria. As a pupil of one of the great
exegetes of the early church, Origen, one would assume that he was well versed in Scripture. In
a letter to Basilides, the bishop of Pentapolis, Dionysius appears to answer the questions posed to
him and opines on church matters in what would eventually become four canons later recognized
by the universal church. The text of Canon 2 reads as follows:
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Concerning menstruous women, whether they ought to enter the temple of God
while in such a state, I think it superfluous even to put the question. For I opine,
not even they themselves, being faithful and pious, would dare when in this state
either to approach the Holy Table or to touch the body and blood of Christ. For
not even the woman with a twelve years’ issue would come into actual contact
with Him, but only with the edge of His garment, to be cured. There is no
objection to one’s praying no matter how he may be or to one’s remembering the
Lord at any time in any state whatever, and petitioning to receive help; but if one
is not wholly clean both in soul and in body, he shall be prevented from coming
up to the Holy of Holies. 3
He does not give any reason for his opinion, although, given his allusions to the Jewish
temple, he seems to have the Levitical Law in view. In the Levitical Law, both men and women
could be considered unclean from bodily discharges—among other things, men from the
discharge of semen and women from menstrual blood—and from contact with something
considered ritually impure. As a result, they would be prohibited from the public activity of the
cult until they are clean. In particular, Hebrew women would sit apart from the community until
their monthly flow had stopped. In one sense, it is likely that they and he were concerned with
the cleanness of the liturgical space. In an era without modern feminine hygiene products, such a
concern is quite understandable. 4 (A complete examination of the nuances of the Levitical rules
of ritual purity is beyond the scope of this short paper. It should be noted that ritual purity in the
Jewish context not only deals with hygiene, but processes of life and death.)
However, Dionysius’ analogy to the women with the issue of blood cited here conflates
this issue slightly. This analogy does not deal with menstruation per se, but deals more
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particularly with involuntary discharges outside of a regular cycle. 5 In this context, Levitical law
would not only have considered such a woman unclean, but ill and thus sinful and in need of
atonement (Lev. 15: 16–33)—i.e. unclean in both body and soul. From the biblical witness, we
know that this woman touches the hem of Jesus’ garment and is healed (by her faith). However,
unlike the healing of the leper, someone who was considered ritually unclean, Jesus does not tell
her to atone for her “sin” and present herself to the priests (Mt. 8:1–4.) Clearly, Jesus does not
consider her to have been sinful (or unclean, in soul.) Furthermore, according to the Levitical
proscription, by coming into contact with this woman, Jesus would have been considered
“ritually impure” himself (Lev. 15: 19–30). He would have been had to wash his cloths, bath
himself, and remained “unclean” until the evening. However in the biblical narrative, he does
not do these things and immediately proceeds to raise the ruler’s daughter (Mt. 9:18–25).
Therefore, one can assume that Jesus did not consider himself unclean either.
Within the biological context that Dionysius seems to have initially in view, it is
interesting to note that he does not apply the same prohibition to the male biological and
reproductive equivalent of menstruation, noctural emissions. In what will become his fourth
canon, he advises Basilides that he should “let them [i.e. the men] be guided by their own
conscience as to whether to indulge or not [in the Eucharist.]” 6 Athanasius’ letter to Ammos will
later posit that such involuntary emissions are not unclean.
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Dionysius was not the only voice in the early Church to speak to the issue of
“uncleanness” and how Christians might understand this inheritance from Judaism. 7 In Chapter
26 of the Didascalia Apostolorum, 8 all Christians are admonished to abandon the rabbinical rules
of “uncleanness.” In response to what seems to have been the continued use of ritual baths to
purify oneself, the text reads,
[Are they de-]void of the Holy Spirit.[?] For through [the bath of]
baptism they receive the Holy Spirit, who is ever with those that
work righteousness, and does not depart from them by reason of
natural issues and the intercourse of marriage, but is ever and
always with those who possess Him… 9
It goes on to state explicitly that the Holy Spirit remains with a woman during her monthly
period and that giving into Rabbinical taboos and rules opens the way for the wrong spirit. 10
The Apostolic Constitutions 11 extends this emphasis and further defines what, then, is considered
“unclean,”
…For neither the lawful mixture [=intercourse], nor childbearing,
nor the menstrual purgation, nor noctural pollution can defile the
nature of a [person], or separate the Holy Spirit from him…. but
only impiety towards God, and transgression, and injustice towards
one’s neighbor… 12
Moreover, Chrysostom, in his Homily III on Titus 1:15 emphasizes,
Things are not clean or unclean for their own nature, but from the
disposition of him who partakes of them. 13 [Furthermore,] God
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made nothing unclean, for nothing is unclean, except sin only….
Other uncleanness is human prejudice. 14
Canon 44 of Laodicea and Others
The issue of the “uncleanness” of women would continue to be an issue within the
church. About one hundred years after Dionysius, Canon 6 of Timothy of Alexandria (late 4th c.)
would restrict baptism of women until they are “clean” 15 and Canon 7 of Timothy would restrict
the reception of communion by women “until she be clean.” In both of these cases, he gives no
reason for his opinion. 16 Similarly, Canon 44 of a local Council in Laodicea (363-4) would
forbid women to access the altar. 17 Although no reason is given for this prohibition, later
commentators would appeal to their perceived uncleanness and associate this specifically with
the menstrual discharge. For instance, in his commentary on Canon 44 of Laodicea, the 12th
century canonist, John Zonaras would cite the “pollu[tion] by the monthly flux of blood.”
Despite the implicit repudiation of Levitical norms found in Canon 8 of Nicea II (8th c.), later
commentaries would affirm these restrictions on women, often within the context of Canon 2 of
Dionysius.
Nicodemus of Mt. Athos (1749–1809) comments on Canon 2 of Dionysius similarly. In
the compilation of the canons assembled by him (and another monk) known as the Pedalion or in
English, The Rudder, he says that one should not “go near the ‘Holy of Holies’ (in this case,
specifically referring to the Eucharist species) when he is not clean in soul and body, like women

14

Chrysostom, Homily III, NFPF First Series, vol. 13, Philip Schaff, ed. (Eerdmans, 1956), p. 529-30.
This seems to be a common sense injunction as the candidate for baptism was naked.
16
“Canons of Timothy of Alexandria” in Ancient Epitome of The Sacred Canons of the Eastern Orthodox Church,
Rev. George Mastrantonis, ed., (St. Louis, MO: Ologos), 28, 6-7.
17
In particular, according to the Nicene-Post Nicene Fathers collection, “Women may not go to the altar.” And
according to the compilation of Nicodemus of the Holy Mountain, “Women must not enter the sacrificial Altar.”
The nuance in the latter injunction most likely reflects the development of the iconostasis as a separation barrier
between what is considered the “altar” area.
15

7
who are taken with their menses (emphasis mine).” 18 Here, he equates the prohibition
specifically with the menstrual cycle, yet still uses the example of the woman with the issue of
blood found in Dionysius’ commentary that refers, more specifically, to the intermittent
discharge of blood. He emphasizes that the woman “on account of the flux of her blood did not
dare, because of her great reverence, to touch the body (emphasis mine) of Christ, but only the
hem of His garment.” Likewise, women should not come into contact with the sacramental body
of Christ that is now accessible to them through the reception of Holy Communion. In his
extended excursus on the issue of women’s menstruation, Nicodemus acknowledges
menstruation as a natural biological process as well as the texts that I have cited above that
dismiss the issue of “uncleanness.” In addition, he quotes the concurring opinions of Theodoret
who says, “No natural occurrence is unclean” and Diodorus who says, “There is nothing unclean
except wicked disposition.” 19 Still he gives three reasons why he thinks the canon should still be
valid. I have summarized them below:
1) He opines that all human beings are disgusted by and deem unclean
anything that comes through pores or passages of the body that are
ejected as useless or superfluous.
2) He compares the sinfulness of involuntary and voluntary actions, citing
Theodoret, “If involuntary actions pollute, much more defiling are
actions that are voluntary.”
3) He opines that God calls women unclean during their periods to
prevent men from having intercourse with them during this time as
(among other things) any infants conceived and formed by such
contaminated blood become weaker in nature and liable to leprosy. 20
Although an exhaustive analysis of his arguments is beyond the scope of this paper, I will
respond in brief. In the first reason given above, Nicodemus gives “uncleanness” primarily a
physical meaning. Furthermore, he gives his own evaluative interpretation of what is useless
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which includes the menstrual discharges of women. Interestingly, he fails to mention male
sperm that has also been ejected through noctural emissions that, according to Canon 12 of
Timothy, can also prohibit a man from receiving communion. However, even within this limited
understanding of “uncleanness,” one can argue that this no longer applies to menstruous women
in the modern world with the availability of modern feminine hygiene products. His second
reason does not address the presupposition that involuntary actions are, in fact, unclean,
especially given statements to the contrary by many Fathers of the Church that dismiss
involuntary male nocturnal emissions as unclean and at times, women’s menstrual blood as well.
Furthermore, a women’s menstrual discharge is not a “willful action.” Finally, his third reason is
based on a faulty understanding of reproduction. Women do not conceive during menstruation.
In addition, leprosy is an infectious disease caused by the organism mycobacterium leprae and
has no connection whatsoever to the method of conception. 21
Somewhat ironically, in his brief commentary on Laodicea Canon 44 (which forbids
women to enter the altar), Nicodemus emphasizes the lay status of women and does not focus on
their perceived “uncleanness.” In his comments, he refers to Canon VI.69 that forbids lay
people, in general (except the emperor), from entering the altar and emphasizes, “for if laymen
are prohibited from doing so, much more so are women.” 22 However, in his commentary, he
recognizes that “Patriarch Nicholas allows monks to enter the Holy Bema… in order to light the
candles or wax tapers [and] that St. Nicephorus says that nuns ought to enter the Holy Bema for
the purpose of lighting the lights and setting things in order and sweeping it.” 23 The nature of
this canon seems to be more concerned with limiting the access to the altar area to those who
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have a function there rather than to the laity, per se. Today, canon VI.69 is largely disregarded
for laymen, although not normally for laywomen.

Perceived problems with the understanding of the “uncleanness” of women
Given this admittedly rather cursory overview of the history and interpretation of some of
the canons that deal with the “uncleanness” of women, I would like to offer these reasons why
many women find them problematic. In Orthodox theology, we are blessed with a patristic
inheritance of great richness. However, we usually only understand something as normative for
the church if all the Fathers agree. All the Fathers do not agree that menstrual discharges are
unclean. Furthermore, the Fathers who have spoken to this issue do seem to agree (either
implicitly or explicitly) that baptized menstruous women are not devoid of the Holy Spirit. It
would seem that this should be the element of the Tradition that we uplift and not their individual
thoughts on whether menstruation makes one ritually “clean” or not. Secondly, many of the
opinions of the fathers and the canons based on their thought are based on an outdated
understanding of female (and male) biology and reproduction. 24 Thirdly, there appears to be a
clear double standard in the understanding of uncleanness when it is applied to men and women.
Whereas for men, involuntary emissions would generally come to be considered part of their
natural biological function (and only willful emissions considered “unclean,” etc. from
masturbation, etc.), for women, all discharges are still considered “unclean.” Fourthly, even in
the cases where involuntary emissions still might be considered otherwise for men, they do not
permanently mark him as “unclean.” Whereas for women, they have sometimes been applied in
24
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the broadest sense, against the biological sex of women, per se. Connie Tarasar, one of the
first women to graduate from St. Vladimir’s Seminary (USA) writes,
These negative attitudes [have] greatly affected the attitude towards and the status
of woman in the Church. The sexual taboos resulting from the concept of
woman’s ‘uncleanness’ became, in some circles—e.g. monastic, a taboo against
woman herself (my emphasis). 25
From my point of view, this extension of the notion of “uncleanness” to women in the
general sense is most problematic as it has anthropological and soteriological implications that
are not in harmony with the faith of the Church. It objectifies women and fails to see them as
persons who are made in the image of God and like all of us, called to grow into His Likeness.
Practically, this canon has often been used to restrict woman’s participation in the
liturgical assembly just because they are women. In particular, it has been used to restrict the
access of women to and service within the altar area, even when not menstruating. This has
implications for the practice of taking infant girls inside the altar area during their churching,
allowing girls to serve as altar servers, and the liturgical participation of any possible
rejuvenation of the female diaconate. (Note: This paper did not explore any of the issues or
liturgical practices having to do with childbirth.)

A Re-evaluation of the Issue in the Modern Era
It should be noted that for many women in the West, the issue no longer has the same
relevance that it once had and is sometimes completely ignored, although many of the liturgical
practices associated with it are not. Modern feminine hygiene products have removed the
immediate issue from view, but women are still usually barred from the altar area. For some
others, women have internalized the belief that their periods make them “unclean” and still
25
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