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Introduction

Faith the Christian Foundation

‘But the Law has found its fulfilment in Christ, so that all who have faith
will be justified.’ So proclaimed Paul to the Christians at Rome.1 ‘If you
declare with your mouth’, he continues, ‘that Jesus is Lord, and if you
believe with your heart that God raised him from the dead, then you will
be saved.’2 That faith, and not obedience to the Law, could open the
doors of justification and salvation, Paul insisted, was nothing new, and
he looks to Abraham as one who embodied this faith: ‘Abraham put his
faith in God and this was reckoned to him as uprightness.’3 Indeed the
Letter to theHebrews provides a salvation history that focuses on acts of
faith from Abel and Enoch through Abraham, Moses, and the
prophets.4 What is true of Abraham is true of all believers: ‘it is people
of faith who receive the same blessing as Abraham, the man of faith’.5

Faith as a doorway to God is foundational for Christianity from the
beginning, but as Christianity began to move out and engage the Hellen-
istic culture in which it was immersed, this emphasis on faith as some-
how providing access to God seemed to generate more heat than light. It
was not that pistismeant nothing to a philosophical culture permeated by
the spirit of Plato. It did indeed mean something, and Plato’s Allegory of
the Line is often taken as the locus classicus in this regard:6 caught up in
sense impression, faith was associated with a very low and unreliable
form of knowledge. As E.R. Dodds observed long ago in his Wiles
Lectures: ‘Had any cultivated pagan of the second century been asked to
put in a few words the difference between his own view of life and the
Christian one, he might reply that it was the difference between logismos
and pistis, between reasoned conviction and blind faith. To anyone
brought up on classical Greek philosophy, pistis meant the lowest

1 Rom. 10: 4 (The New Jerusalem Bible). 2 Rom. 10: 9.
3 Rom. 4: 3; cf. Gal. 3: 7 and Gen. 15: 6. 4 Heb. 11.
5 Gal. 3: 9. 6 Republic 511e.



grade of cognition.’7 It was clearly not the case that Greek philosophy
did not value the divine; Neoplatonism was especially concerned
with divine union. What was required for this, however, was not faith
but the non-discursive reaches of the intelligence. This is in many ways
a suitable place to situate the subject of the present study of Gregory
of Nyssa.
While Gregory of Nyssa spoke of faith in a variety of senses, this study

will focus on a particular, indeed technical, use of the term pistis. We shall
see that Gregory of Nyssa ascribes to faith qualities whichNeoplatonism
would reserve to the crest of the wave of nous. Indeed, for Gregory of
Nyssa, faith becomes a faculty of union with God, who is beyond all
comprehension, beyond the reach of concept, image, word. To speak of
union with God beyond noetic activity is something with which Neo-
platonism is very familiar, though it would not until Proclus see that faith
had a role in this apophatic union. But Gregory does see the role of
faith in union with God, and to develop his views on this matter he
grounds himself not in Plotinus or Porphyry but in certain biblical
figures who embody faith, especially Abraham, Moses, the bride of the
Song of Songs, and Paul.8

Philo, Clement of Alexandria, and Origen had done much in their
own Middle-Platonic context to show that biblical faith could be taken
with epistemological seriousness. For Philo faith was the ‘queen of
virtues’9 and he could ascribe to faith the capacity to unite with God:
‘What then is the cementing substance? Do you ask, what? Piety, surely,
and faith: for these virtues adjust and unite ( ‘eno &ysin) the intent of the
heart to the incorruptible Being: as Abraham when he believed is said to
‘‘come near to God’’ (Gen. 18: 23).’10 Clement of Alexandria attempted
to give a thorough explanation of faith to assuage the objections of both
Greek philosophy and the Gnostics, who considered their gnosis higher
than simple faith. For Clement faith became the acceptance of the first
principles of knowledge that cannot be proved, but without which there

7 E. R. Dodds, Pagan and Christian in an Age of Anxiety (Cambridge, 1965), 120–1.
8 More on Gregory’s relationship to aspects of Neoplatonism in Chapter 4.
9 Philo, Abr. 46. 270 (LCL, Philo vol. vi, trans. F. Colson). See H. Wolfson, Philo:

Foundations of Religious Philosophy in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, vol. ii (Cambridge, Mass.,
1968), 215–18. For a philological study of faith in Philo, see D. Lindsay, Josephus and Faith:
P�iistiB and Piste�uuein as Faith Terminology in the Writings of Flavius Josephus and in the New
Testament (Leiden, 1993), 53–73.

10 Philo, Mig. 24. 132 (LCL, Philo vol. iv, trans. F. Colson and G. Whitaker).
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could be no gnosis.11 In his Contra CelsumOrigen is keen to refute Celsus’
accusation that Chrisitans accept things on faith without the support of
reason.12 Origen concedes that faith is ‘useful for the multitude, and that
we admittedly teach those who cannot abandon everything and pursue a
study of rational argument to believe without thinking out their
reasons’.13 He insists, however, that this is not the ideal and that faith
with the support of reason is better than faith alone: ‘it is in harmony
with scripture to say that it is far better to accept doctrines with reason
and wisdom than with mere faith’.14 But Origen is not always on the
defensive about faith. Commenting on Luke 8. 48, ‘My daughter your
faith has saved you,’ Origen likens philosophers to physicians who
attempt but fail to heal humanity. ‘But upon touching the fringe of
Jesus’ garment, who alone is the physician of souls and bodies, [human-
ity] is healed on the spot by the fire and warmth of faith. If we look to our
faith in Jesus Christ and consider how great is the son of God and touch
something of him, we will see that in comparison to the fringes in himwe
have touched but a fringe. But all the same the fringe heals us and
enables us to hear Jesus say: ‘‘Daughter, your faith has saved you’’.’15

As much as Origen values the reasoned argument of philosophy, he can
speak of faith as providing something that philosophy alone cannot
provide. Faith mediates real contact with Jesus and brings healing.16

These brief glimpses of Philo, Clement, and Origen represent the
early Christian concern to integrate the epistemological concerns of
their philosophical-cultural milieux into a viable understanding of how
Christian faith could lead to an experience of God. While Gregory of

11 See esp. Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis i i , trans. J. Ferguson, FC 85 (Washington,
DC, 1991). On faith and knowledge in Clement see E. Osborn, The Philosophy of Clement of
Alexandria (Cambridge, 1957), 127–45 and S. Lilla, Clement of Alexandria: A Study of
Christian Platonism and Gnosticism (Oxford, 1971), 118–42; see also J. Moingt, ‘La Gnose
de Clément d’Alexandrie dans ses rapports avec la Philosophie’, Recherches de Science
Religieuse 37 (1950), 398–421; 37 (1950), 537–64; 38 (1951), 82–118; R. Mortley, Con-
naissance religieuse et herméneutique chez Clément d’Alexandrie (Leiden, 1973), 109–25;
R. Berchman,From Philo to Origen: Middle Platonism in Transition (Chico, Calif., 1985), 176–9.

12 For a broad survey of Middle-Platonic pagan criticism of Christianity see S. Benko,
‘Pagan Criticism of Christianity during the First Two Centuries ad ’, in ANRW i i . 23/2,
1055–1117; see also R. Wilken, The Christians as the Romans Saw Them (New Haven, 1984).

13 Origen, Contra Celsum 1. 10, trans. H. Chadwick (Cambridge, 1965), 13.
14 Ibid. 1. 13 (Chadwick, 16).
15 Origen, In Lucam fragmenta (M. Rauer (ed.), 240. 25–35); trans. R. Daly in H. von

Balthasar, Origen, Spirit and Fire: A Thematic Anthology of His Writings (Washington, DC,
1984), 94.

16 See F. Bertrand, Mystique de Jésus chez Origène (Paris, 1951), 121–40, esp. 130–2.

Introduction 3



Nyssa is very much heir to this Alexandrian tradition, he writes in a
Neoplatonic-cultural context which is much less hostile towards faith.
Curiously, late Neoplatonism begins to look very much like a religion,
not least in the way in which it came to value faith and revelation. Dodds
remarks, ‘pagan philosophy tended increasingly to replace reason by
authority—and not only the authority of Plato, but the authority of
Orphic poetry, of Hermetic theosophy, of obscure revelations like the
Chaldaean Oracles’.17 It is worth considering this rise of faith in late
Neoplatonism, not to suggest that this was a direct influence on what
Gregory claimed of faith as a faculty of union, but rather to show that the
theological culture of late antiquity, for both Christianity and late Neoplaton-
ism, saw immense, religious possibility in faith. The exaltation of faith
was part of the spirit of the age.

Faith in Late Neoplatonism: Porphyry, Iamblichus, and Proclus

One of the defining features of late Neoplatonism was its increasing
religiosity and the manner in which it too came to extol faith. This is not
without a certain irony; philosophical Hellenism in general had previ-
ously derided faith as among the lowest forms of cognition: ‘it was the
state of mind of the uneducated, who believe things on hearsay without
being able to give reasons for their belief’.18 But after Plotinus especially,
Neoplatonism ‘became less a philosophy than a religion, whose follow-
ers were occupied like their Christian counterparts in expounding and
reconciling sacred texts. For them too pistis became a basic require-
ment.’19 A propos of late antiquity as a whole, Dodds remarks: ‘The
entire culture, pagan as well as Christian, was moving into a phase in
which religion was to be co-extensive with life, and the quest for God
was to cast its shadow over all other human activities.’20 Dodds has
suggested that this was in large part a parallel response from both
Christians and pagans to the anxiety that marked the age, an age ‘so
filled with fear and hatred as the world of the third century, any path that
promised escape must have attracted serious minds. Many besides
Plotinus must have given a new meaning to the words of Agamemnon
in Homer, ‘‘Let us flee to our own country’’ ’.21

An approach altogether different fromDodds’s reduction of religious
aspiration and expression to anxiety-response is taken more recently by

17 Dodds, Pagan and Christian, 122. 18 Ibid., 121. 19 Ibid., 122.
20 Ibid., 101. 21 Ibid., 100–1.
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Jay Bregman. Bregman sees in later Hellensim the interaction of three
distinct dynamics. First, is ‘the Classical tradition of Greek customs,
language, institutions and literature, an element of which nevertheless
involved acknowledgment of the gods and religious practice’.22 Second,
the Greek philosophical tradition, in the light of which the entire cultural
heritage was to be interpreted, ‘as in the Neoplatonism of Plotinus and
Porphyry, in which the highest activities are contemplation, unio mystica
and amor intellectus dei ’.23 Third, Bregman says, is ‘the theurgic Neopla-
tonism of Iamblichus, Julian’s guru, and Proclus, where rites and reli-
gious practice are basic and essential . . . ’.24 This is not to suggest that
genuinely devout religious practice did not exist among non-Christian
Hellenists until the late Neoplatonism of the fourth and fifth centuries;
for certainly it did, as H.-D. Saffrey has sensitively demonstrated.25What
Bregman usefully highlights, however, is a cultural trend in late Neopla-
tonism which witnesses the coming together of the classical philosoph-
ical patrimony and religious piety, indeed faith, what Gregory Shaw has
aptly termed, ‘the platonizing of popular religion’.26 This can be suffi-
ciently demonstrated by surveying some of the key moments in late
Neoplatonism’s change in attitude towards religious practice in general
and towards the role of faith in particular; for ‘no religion can dispense
with pistis’.27

Plotinus would seem to have had precious little time for faith. Its
epistemological possibilities were advanced but little beyond that
accorded it by Plato’s Allegory of the Line.28 While not disparaging it
outright, for Plotinus, faith would have negligible relevance to the ascent
to theOne, the flight of the alone to the alone. As Rist has put it: faith for
Plotinus is ‘conviction derived from the experience of the senses’.29

With his disciple Porphyry, however, things begin to change.
A committed critic of Christianity, Porphyry was quick to deride the

irrational faith of Christians.30 This allegedly irrational faith, however, is

22 J. Bregman, ‘Elements of the Emperor Julian’s Theology’, in J. Cleary (ed.),
Traditions of Platonism: Essays in Honor of John Dillon (Aldershot, 1999), 339.

23 Ibid. 24 Ibid.
25 H. Saffrey, ‘The Piety and Prayers of Ordinary Men and Women in Late Antiquity’,

in A. Armstrong (ed.), Classical Mediterranean Spirituality (New York, 1986), 195–213.
26 G. Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus (University Park, Pa.,

1995), 231.
27 Dodds, Pagan and Christian, 123. 28 Republic 511e.
29 J. Rist, Plotinus: The Road to Reality (Cambridge, 1967), 234; for some nuanced

meanings of faith in Plotinus see also 235–9.
30 See A. Meredith, ‘Porphyry and Julian against the Christians’, ANRW i i . 23/2,

1120–49, esp. 1125–37; see also Wilken, The Christians as the Romans Saw Them.
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not Porphyry’s final word on the possibilities of faith. In his later years
Porphyry writes a letter to his wife Marcella that reveals both a respect
for traditional religious practice and an acknowledged role for faith in a
relationship with God.31 Writing to console his wife during an extended
absence, Porphyry encourages Marcella to ‘disregard the irrational con-
fusion caused by passion and consider it no small thing to remember the
divine doctrine by which you were initiated into philosophy ‘‘for deeds
provide the positive demonstrations of each person’s beliefs’’ and
‘‘whoever has acquired certainty must live in such a way that he himself
can be a certain witness to the beliefs which he speaks about to his
disciples’’ ’.32 At first glance one might take the language of philosoph-
ical initiation to refer only to the type of philosophical life to which
Porphyry would have been exposed by Plotinus, but Porphyry goes on
to speak of traditional religious practice and honouring God in a manner
that gives greater credence to traditional religion than Plotinus would
have accorded it. ‘For this is the principal fruit of piety: to honour
the divine in the traditional ways, not because He needs it but because
He summons us by his venerable and blessed dignity to worship him.
God’s altars, if they are consecrated, do not harm us; if they are
neglected, they do not help us.’33 Moreover, not only does Porphyry’s
philosophical piety include traditional Hellenic religious practice
according to ancestral custom, but Porphyry can also speak quite posi-
tively of the role of faith in a relationship with God. ‘Let four principles
in particular be firmly held with regard to God: faith, truth, love, hope.
For it is necessary to have faith that conversion toward God is the only
salvation.’34 This text has been much commented upon. Rist claims that
the triad ‘faith, truth, and love’ marks a clear influence of the Chaldaean
Oracles and constitutes, moreover, the first sign of direct influence of the
Chaldaean Oracles to date.35 Citing A.H. Armstrong, Rist says that faith in
Ad Marcellam is ‘ ‘‘Platonic firm rational confidence’’ ’.36 Dodds was less

31 The attitude towards religion is so devout as to prompt some to suggest the unlikely
case that Porphyry had been positively influenced by Christians; for a review of this
opinion see Porphyry the Philosopher: To Marcella, trans. K. Wicker (Atlanta,1987), 4.

32 Ad Marcellam 8. 137–50; critical text and translation by K. Wicker, Porphyry the
Philosopher, 52–3.

33 Ad Marcellam 18. 294–9 (Wicker, 60), translation by Wicker, 61.
34 AdMarcellam 24. 376–9 (Wicker, 66), translation byWicker, 67; Porphyry goes on to

speak likewise on truth, love, and hope.
35 Rist, Plotinus, 239. Rist bases himself on H. Lewy, Chaldean Oracles and Theurgy:

Mysticism, Magic and Platonism in the Later Roman Empire (Cairo, 1956, new edition by
M. Tardieu, Paris, 1978), 144–5.

36 Ibid.; see A. Armstrong, ‘Platonic Eros and Christian Agape’, Downside Review 79
(1961), 105–21, at 116 n. 5.
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certain that this triad came from the Chaldaean Oracles, but does think it a
good deal more likely than Harnack’s suggestion of the influence of
1 Cor. 13: 13 on Porphyry.37 For our purpose, however, of indicating late
Neoplatonism’s gradual exaltation of faith, it is worth pointing out at
least three things. First, Porphyry places faith in the context of a
relationship with God. Second, while Porphyry does not suggest that
union with God is mediated by faith (something which Plotinus would
never have advocated, but which Proclus will indeed claim), it is never-
theless necessary, ‘the first condition of the soul’s approach to God’.38

Third, what Porphyry has to say about both faith and the ‘ancestral
custom’ of religious practice, provides a good place to take a sort of
cultural pulse. For we see here an example of the cultural tendencies
announced earlier by Bregan: the tendency in later Hellenism to interpret
religious practice in the light of philosophy. In Ad Marcellam Porphyry is
not simply advocating ancient religious practice; the letter is an instruc-
tion in the life of philosophy. What is noteworthy about Porphyry’s
positive views on faith and religious practice expressed here is that he
sees them as ideal preparation for the life of philosophy. ‘Porphyry
remains the philosopher as he integrates the search for personal salva-
tion into the metaphysical structure of Neoplatonism’.39 This adds some
precision and a slight corrective to Dodds’s general observation that
after Plotinus Neoplatonism became less a philosophy than a religion.
Religious rites and practices did not replace Neoplatonism, but were
integrated into Neoplatonism’s description of the philosophical life for
late antiquity. Porphyry, at least inAdMarcellam, provides a clear pulse in
this Platonizing of popular religion, but Iamblichus and Proclus provide
a yet stronger pulse.
There is a certain urgency in Iamblichus’ defence of theurgy.40 Por-

phyry was not always so tolerant of theurgic rites, and in many ways the
views of religious practices expressed to his wife represent a softening of
the rather more critical and suspicious views expressed in the Letter to
Anebo or inDe abstinentia. Following Plotinus, Porphyry held that divine

37 Dodds, Pagan and Christian, 123 n. 2; Dodds emphasizes that, in contrast to the
Chaldaean Oracles, ‘Porphyry’s pistis is a state of mind, not a cosmological principle’ (ibid.).
For a succinct overview of those who argue a Christian influence on Porphyry see Porphyry
the Philosopher, trans. Wicker, 28–9, n. 23.

38 Dodds, Pagan and Christian, 122.
39 Porphyry the Philosopher, trans. Wicker, 13. Wicker concurs with A. Smith, Porphyry’s

Place in the Platonic Tradition (The Hague, 1974), 145.
40 P. Hadot reminds us that the term ‘theurgy’ was coined by the author (or authors)

of the Chaldaean Oracles; see P. Hadot, What is Ancient Philosophy?, trans. M. Chase
(Cambridge, Mass., 2002), 170.
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union was achieved through no &yB. ‘The philosopher . . . is detached
from exterior things . . . and has no need of diviners or the entrails of
animals. . . . Alone and through himself, as we have said, the philosopher
will approach the god . . . ’.41 Theurgic rituals, according to Porphyry, did
not lead to divine union but served only to purify the lower soul.42 This
was cause for concern on the part of Iamblichus, his former pupil.43 As
Peter Brown has put it: ‘The austere philosophical transcendentalism of
Porphyry threatened to deny that the gods were available on earth and
hence to deny that heaven was accessible to men through the traditional
rituals.’44 ‘This doctrine’, says Iamblichus, ‘spells the ruin of all holy ritual
and all communion between gods and men achieved by our rites, by
placing the physical presence of the superior beings outside this earth.’45

By exalting the role of theurgic rituals, however, Iamblichus was not
abandoning the Platonism in which he was schooled, but adapting it in
such away that the ancient religious customs served a vital function in the
life of the philosopher.
Gregory Shaw claims that Iamblichus’De mysteriis, written in response

to Porphyry’s Letter to Anebo, is late antiquity’s best example of
the changes that were coming about in traditional pagan worship.
‘Iamblichus thoroughly revised and defended pagan divinational prac-
tices by placing them within the theoretical framework of Platonic and
Pythagorean teachings . . . ’.46 This, combined with the growing authority
of the Chaldaean Oracles,47 resulted in the theurgic rites that gave further
shape to the religious complexion ofNeoplatonism in the fourth century
(and beyond). But why did Iamblichus see a philosophical need for
theurgy and how did theurgy fulfil that need?
Iamblichus had taken a different view from both Plotinus and Por-

phyry regarding the structure of the soul. For Plotinus and Porphyry, the

41 Porphyry,De abstinentia i i . 52. 2–4, in Porphyre: De l’abstinence, ed. J. Bouffartigue and
M. Patillon (Paris, 1977), quoted in G. Shaw, ‘Divination in the Neoplatonism of
Iamblichus’ in R. Berchman (ed.), Mediators of the Divine: Horizons of Prophecy, Divination,
Dreams and Theurgy in Mediterranean Antiquity (Atlanta, 1998), 240.

42 Shaw, ‘Divination’, 240.
43 See ibid., 230–1 for a concise summary of Iamblichus’ fundamental disagreement

with Porphyry.
44 P. Brown, The Making of Late Antiquity (Cambridge, Mass., 1978), 100–1.
45 Iamblichus, De mysteriis i . 8 (28. 6), ed. E. des Places (Paris, 1966), 55, quoted in

Brown, The Making of Late Antiquity, 101.
46 Shaw, ‘Divination’, 228.
47 J. Dillon, ‘Iamblichus of Chalcis’, ANRW i i . 36/2, 868–9, at 878; more on the

Chaldaean Oracles in Chapter 4.
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essence of the soul was undescended in body and, hence, never lost its
divine status. Porphyry was not being flippant when he stated in De
abstinentia, ‘the philosopher will approach the god’.48 The statement
reveals his understanding of the nature of the soul, whose essence,
undescended in the body, remains eternal and well placed ‘to approach
the god’ without mediation by theurgy. Not so for Iamblichus; the
essence of the soul is descended in the body, with the result that, of
the soul’s two functions—animating the body and uniting with the
divine—the soul can only perform the former. It is the precise role of
theurgy to make up for what soul cannot do, by allowing the gods to
come to soul and use it as their instrument.49 Ancient rituals such as
divination became for Iamblichus theurgic rites, divine works that did far
more than merely cleanse the lower soul (something which Porphyry
admitted).50 Theurgic rituals ‘bridged the gap between the soul’s ousia
and energeia: it allowed the divinity of the soul to be experienced immedi-
ately as divine but at the cost of its singular self-consciousness’.51

Because of Iamblichus’ understanding of the structure of soul, we
can see more clearly how vital a role something like divination can
now be seen to play. Iamblichus says, ‘only divination, therefore, in
uniting us with the gods, truly enables us to share in the life of the gods,
and since it participates in the foreknowledge and thought of the Divine,
we ourselves may truly attain to divinity by means of it; and divination is
the authentic guarantee of our good, since the blessed Intellect of the
gods is replete with good of every kind’.52 With Iamblichus the old rites,
with their entrails and oracles and sacrifices, can no longer be said to
be mere superstition; they are the means of uniting with the divine.
Iamblichus has given them an anthropological grounding in the struc-
ture of the soul itself, which makes them crucial for the life of the
philosopher.53

Amongst those inspired by Iamblichus, Julian the Emperor must be
reckoned the most famous in the fourth century. A convert to Iamblican
Neoplatonism through Maximus of Ephesus, Julian ‘was the most

48 De abstinentia i i . 52. 2–4; cf. Plotinus, Ennead i i . 9. 2.
49 See Shaw, ‘Divination’, 240–8; Hadot, What is Ancient Philosophy?, 171; see also

L. Siorvanes, Proclus: Neo-Platonic Philosophy and Science (Edinburgh, 1996), 191.
50 See R. T. Wallis, Neoplatonism, 2nd edn. (London, 1975), 107–10.
51 Ibid., 245.
52 Iamblichus, De mysteriis x . 4 in Les Mystères d’Egypte, ed. E. des Places (Paris, 1966),

quoted in J. Gregory, The Neoplatonists: A Reader, 2nd edn. (London, 1999), 152.
53 See Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul, 231: ‘Iamblichus provided a theoretical justification

for well-known religious practices of the Greco-Roman world.’
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enthusiastic fourth-century religious Hellene’,54 and theurgy, according
to Rowland Smith, ‘is the most strikingly fourth-century feature in the
devotional and intellectual make-up of the man’.55 Some scholars see
Julian establishing an Hellenic church ‘with its own orthodoxy and
priestly hierarchy under his direction’ very much driven by Iamblican
theurgy.56 Rowland Smith, however, while acknowledging Julian’s per-
sonal debt to theurgic Neoplatonism, nevertheless cautions strongly
against exaggerating its influence on his public religious programme.57

To whatever degree, great or little, theurgic Neoplatonism affected
the Empire during his brief reign, Julian remains an important example
of how the Iamblican reforms of Neoplatonism were still very much
alive. As Philip Rousseau has recently put it: ‘Especially among the
followers of Iamblichus, [Julian] harnessed the energies of a generation
that had already steeled itself in the face of Constantine’s tolerance and
conversion . . . ’58

If the Iamblican theurgic reforms of the fourth century were in a large
measure responsible for late Neoplatonism’s sustained religious com-
plexion, we might well expect to see the role of faith also come to the
fore. While we have seen Porphyry speak of faith sympathetically, it is
really Proclus wemust turn to in order to see the positive regard in which
late Neoplatonism came to hold faith.
If indeed Porphyry was the first Neoplatonist to give evidence of the

growing influence of the Chaldaean Oracles, he was clearly not the last.59

Iamblichus ‘turned them into the ultimate theological authority’,60 and
Proclus on several occasions refers to the famous Chaldaean triad of
faith, truth, and love. Saffrey maintains that the entrance of theChaldaean

54 Bregman, ‘Elements of Julian’s Theology’, 337.
55 R. Smith, Julian’s Gods: Religion and Philosophy in the Thought and Action of Julian the

Apostate (London, 1995), 112.
56 Bregman, ‘Elements of Julian’s Theology’, 337; for similar views see also J. Bidez,

La Vie de l’Empereur Julien (Paris, 1930); G. Bowersock, Hellenism in Late Antiquity
(Cambridge, 1990); P. Athanassiadi-Fowden, Julian and Hellenism (Oxford, 1981).

57 Smith, Julian’s Gods, 110–13: ‘Iamblican theurgy impinged on him deeply, to be sure;
but it was a part of his personal credo, not the whole of it. It belonged principally to the
philosophic piety of the private man . . . ’ (113); see also 220–4. Bregman, ‘Elements of
Julian’s Theology’, 348 n. 30, would seem to take exception to Smith but does not attempt
to counter all of Smith’s claims.

58 P. Rousseau, The Early Christian Centuries (London, 2002), 197.
59 Rist, Plotinus, 239.
60 H. Saffrey, ‘Neoplatonist Spirituality II: From Iamblichus to Proclus and

Damascius’ in A. H. Armstrong (ed.), Classical Mediterranean Spirituality (New York,
1986), 253.
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Oracles into Neoplatonism had two important consequences. First, it
gave rise to what Iamblichus developed as theurgy.61 Second, the Chal-
daean Oracles became a theological authority that gave Neoplatonists a
new way of reading Plato. Appearing probably in second-century Syria,
the Chaldaean Oracles were thought to be the transmissions of a medium
in communication with Plato.62 ‘Since the Oracles were Platonic, Plato
himself became a god capable of proffering oracles; his writings thus
became the revelation of a sublime doctrine, a truly ‘‘holy scripture’’.’63

One can see how Iamblichus’ theory of the descended soul accommo-
dates within Neoplatonism this new need for revelation: because the
soul is fully descended, it cannot save itself; the philosopher stands in
need of divine assistance. These Platonic oracles supplied such guidance,
which Iamblichus worked into his theurgic rites. While Proclus certainly
continued to see a role for theurgy within fifth-century Neoplatonism,
he is particularly useful for seeing the role which faith comes to play in
the soul’s search for divine union in the context of theurgy.64

Proclus ascribes to faith qualities which Plotinus and Porphyry would
never have done. More than conviction derived from either the senses or
intellect, faith becomes for Proclus a faculty of divine union beyond the
level of intellect. His clearest statement of this is to be found in
the Platonic Theology. With the Chaldaean triad of love, truth, and faith
in the background, Proclus discusses how each is a means of contact
with the divine. Love establishes contact with Beauty and truth with
Wisdom, but, ‘What’, he asks, ‘will unite us with theGood?What will still
all activity andmovement? . . . In a word, it is the Faith of the gods which,
by means beyond description, brings all the ranks of gods and daemons,
and the blessed among souls, into union with the Good. For the Good
must be sought not by knowledge and its imperfection, but only by
surrender to the divine radiance.’65 As the means of union with the
Good, this faith has a certain pride of place: ‘Neither Beauty nor
Wisdom nor any other property of Being is for all things so worthy of
Faith, so secure, so indubitable, so incomprehensible to the sequential

61 Ibid.
62 Ibid. For a more in-depth treatment see H. Saffrey, ‘Les néoplatoniciens et les

Oracles Chaldaı̈ques’, Revue des Etudes Augustiniennes 27 (1981), 209–25.
63 Saffrey, ‘Neoplatonist Spirituality’, 254.
64 For a helpful examination of differences between Iamblichan and Proclan theurgy,

see A. Sheppard, ‘Proclus’ Attitude to Theurgy’, Classical Quarterly 32 (1982), 212–24.
65 Proclus, Platonic Theology i . 25, ed. H. Saffrey and L. Westerink, Théologie Platonicienne

(Paris, 1968), 110, 1–10; translation by Gregory, The Neoplatonists: A Reader, 170.
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movement of thought, as is the Good.’66 It is clear that Proclus is not
using faith in the sense that Plato and Plotinus used it.67 Faith is not, as
Siorvanes has put it, ‘the absence of demonstrable argument or truth’.68

Because the Good is beyond discursive knowing, the means of contact
must be non-discursive. This is what Proclus sees in faith. For Proclus
faith is an unknowing that is higher than knowing that unites with the
Good, that is beyond the grasp of all noetic activity. What makes
possible this union with the Good is precisely the role of theurgy:
‘theurgy leads to a supra-intellectual faith which reaches God’.69

With Proclus, then, we see most clearly the religious possibilities that
late Neoplatonism came to see in faith. Clearly this is not the inferior
knowledge described by Plato in the Allegory of the Line; nor is it just the
rational faith that Porphyry came to see as ‘a fundamental requirement of
the philosopher’.70 Proclus asks: ‘What is the cause of this initiation
except that faith? For on the whole the initiation does not happen
through intellection and judgement, but through silence which is unify-
ing and is superior to every cognitive activity. Faith imparts this . . . ’71

Since at least Plato, the approach to the divine has been through love
and truth. Why has Proclus seen in faith a third possibility for the
philosopher, a possibility on a par with, if not nobler than, love and
truth? Three reasons suggest themselves for consideration. One import-
ant reason is that the Chaldaean Oracles has upgraded faith by incorpor-
ating it into the triad along with love and truth. Thanks to the Chaldaean
Oracles, which is considered Platonic revelation, faith has become a
category whose importance is guaranteed by such revelation. Given
this, the exalted understanding of faith, tied to higher theurgy, should
be understood as a development within Platonism.72 Second, this exalted
role of faith corresponds to the changes regarding the soul wrought by
Iamblichus. A fully descended soul stands in need of assistance to realize

66 Proclus, Platonic Theology i . 25, ed. H. Saffrey and L.Westerink, Théologie Platonicienne
(Paris, 1968), 110, 1–10; translation by Gregory, The Neoplatonists: A Reader, 170.

67 Indeed Proclus distances himself from just this understanding at i . 25 (Saffrey and
Westrink, 110, 17–22).

68 Siorvanes, Proclus, 191–2.
69 Ibid., 192; see 192–9 for an account of Proclus’ range of views on theurgy; see also

Sheppard, ‘Proclus’ Attitude to Theurgy’, 219, and Rist, Plotinus, 244.
70 Rist, Plotinus, 238; Porphyry thought the Christians exemplified irrational faith,

which ‘does not find God’ (Rist, Plotinus, 238).
71 Proclus, Platonic Theology, iv . 31 quoted in Siorvanes, Proclus, 193.
72 L. Rosán, The Philosophy of Proclus (New York, 1949), 215 n. 152, suggested that

Proclus’ emphasis on faith might reflect a Christian influence.
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its divine nature; ‘it has to be ‘‘lifted up’’ by divinity itself’.73 The revealed
text of theChaldaean Oracles, along with its theurgy that led to faith,74 was
this divine assistance that lifted the soul to salvation. Finally, for Neo-
platonism generally, and certainly for Proclus, the One is beyond all
noetic activity. Because of faith’s ties to theurgy, plus the fact that faith
itself does not require the grasp of comprehension, faith seems an
obvious virtue to develop when speaking of the approach to and
union with the One.
While Christianity has espoused the way of faith from the beginning,

late Neoplatonism eventually came to do something similar, as Dodds
has observed. As to why, Dodds points to the anxiety of the age and
ultimately prefers to see it ‘as an illustration of the old and true saying
that ‘‘we grow like what we hate’’ ’.75 I have suggested that changes
within Neoplatonism regarding the fallen nature of the soul, ushered in
most notably by Iamblichus, are a significant factor in explaining the
religious character that late Neoplatonism took on. Pierre Hadot has
recently observed: ‘For Neoplatonism and Christianity, the two spiritual
movements which dominated the end of antiquity and opposed each
other, man cannot save himself by his own strength butmust wait for the
divine to take the initiative.’76 For both traditions, the fallen state of the
human requires that the divine take the initiative, what Christians would
call grace and revelation. Hadot, moreover likens, late Neoplatonist
reliance on ‘the material and sensible rites’ of theurgy to the Christian
need for ‘the mediation of the incarnate Logos and the sensible signs of
the sacraments in order to enter into contact with God’.77 Interesting as
these and other parallels are, in the course of this study of what Gregory
of Nyssa had to say about Christian faith as a means of union with God
we shall see striking differences.
The exaltation of faith by both Christians and late Neoplatonists was

part of the theological climate of late antiquity generally, but despite
some interesting parallels betweenGregory andNeoplatonism regarding
how faculties of union work, there is important divergence regarding
faith. Commenting on the difference between Christian faith and Pro-
clan faith, Rist says: ‘P�iistiB then in Proclus is not very like the Chris-
tian’s faith, for there is no real parallel between the Christian’s faith in

73 Siorvanes, Proclus, 191.
74 For a good discussion of higher and lower theurgy in Proclus see Sheppard,

‘Proclus’ Attitude to Theurgy’.
75 Dodds, Pagan and Christian, 123. 76 Hadot, What is Ancient Philosphy?, 171.
77 Ibid.
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Christ and the Neoplatonist’s reliance on the Chaldaean Oracles.’78 Rist
does not elaborate on Christian faith, but as for Gregory of Nyssa’s
special account of it, we shall see emphases that will ultimately distin-
guish it sharply from the late Neoplatonist account of it. Gregory will
emphasize, among other things, the sacramental origins of faith and
highlight, whether boldly or with characteristic subtlety, the develop-
mental character of faith and the transformation of soul as a result of the
union mediated by faith. But most of all Gregory presumes in faith a real
relationship with the Incarnate Word, immanent in creation, in sacred
scripture and in the person of Jesus of Nazareth. To this faith of
Abraham, Moses, the bride, and Paul let us now turn.

78 Rist, Plotinus, 245.
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1

The Exaltation of Faith:
The State of Current Research

Faith in Gregory of Nyssa: the Critical Heritage

In his recent book on Gregory of Nyssa, Bernard Pottier1 notes the
centrality of faith in the thought of the fourth-century Cappadocian.2

Moreover, he identifies faith as the heart of Gregory’s mystical theory.3

Nor is Pottier a solitary voice in drawing attention to this fact. For
indeed, since the beginning of the twentieth century, scholars of Gregory
of Nyssa have noted the importance of faith in his thought.
Not least among these scholars is the eminent figure of Hans Urs von

Balthasar, whose pioneering work, Présence et Pensée: Essai sur la philosophie
religieuse de Grégoire de Nysse, was one of the first twentieth-century studies

1 B. Pottier, Dieu et le Christ selon Grégoire de Nysse: Etude systématique du ‘Contre Eunome’
avec traduction inédite des extraits d’Eunome (Namur, 1994), 215.

2 For a general orientation to the fourth-century Roman province see A. Di Berardino,
‘La Cappadocia al tempo di Basilio’, inMémorial Dom Jean Gribomont, Studia Ephemerides
Augustinianum 27 (Rome, 1988), 167–82. J. Daniélou, Le IVième siècle: Grégoire de Nysse et
son milieu (Paris, 1965). B. Gain, L’Eglise de Cappadoce au IVe siècle d’aprés la correspondance
de Basile de Césarée (330–379), Orientalia Christiana Analecta 225 (Rome, 1985).
A.H.M. Jones, The Cities of the Eastern Roman Provinces (Oxford, 1937). R. Heine,
‘Cappadocia’, in Encyclopedia of the Early Church, ed. A. Di Berardino, trans. A. Walford
(Cambridge, 1992), s.v. J-R. Pouchet, Basile le Grand et son univers d’amis d’après sa correspon-
dance: Une stratégie de communion, Studia Ephemerides Augustinianum 36 (Rome, 1992).
P. Rousseau, Basil of Caesarea, Transformation of the Classical Heritage 20 (Berkeley,
1994).

3 Pottier, Dieu et le Christ, 215: ‘La thème de la foi est central dans la pensée de
Grégoire, et rien de ce qui concerne la connaisance de Dieu ne peut se traiter sans
l’aborder. L’approche mystique à laquelle nous invite Grégoire, est d’abord une approche
par la foi, car la foi est le cœur de la mystique’. Throughout this study all translations of
ancient and modern languages are my own unless otherwise indicated.



to sound the depths of Gregory’s thought.4 Von Balthasar is perhaps the
first to identify the exalted epistemological status whichGregory accords
faith.5 Commenting on Gregory’s interpretation of Abraham as he set
out from his homeland, not guided by any of the representations of God
present to his mind, von Balthasar says that true knowledge takes place
beyond all light in a divine night. This night, says von Balthasar, is faith
which performs two functions: it mediates the approach to God and
unites the mind to God.6

Von Balthasar’s overall treatment of faith in Gregory of Nyssa is very
sparse indeed. Nevertheless, he prompts one to consider the question of
faith in the context of the more searching question of what mediates
between intellectus and God. Hence, while he does not pursue the
question of the role of faith in Gregory’s thought, he has framed
the question for us: what mediates between mind and God?
Jean Daniélou, whose pioneering work, Platonisme et théologie mystique:

doctrine spirituelle de saint Grégoire de Nysse, has in many ways set the stage
for the study of Gregory’s mystical doctrine, likewise sees the role of
mediation and union played by faith in the celebrated text on the
migration or ascent of Abraham.7 Faith makes present what escapes
the grasp of discursive knowledge. Such knowledge, says Daniélou, is
‘opposed to the simplicity of faith which alone introduces the things of
God to the mind’.8 Hence, he detects another function of the media-
tional role of faith: not only does faith unite the mind to God, it also
gives to the mind something of what it ‘knows’ of God. This point
should be stressed, says Daniélou, as a characteristic of Gregory’s
thought.9

But perhaps Daniélou’s outstanding contribution in this regard is his
designation of faith as an organ or faculty of knowledge. Like von

4 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Présence et Pensée: Essai sur la philosophie religieuse de Grégoire de
Nysse (Paris, 1942).

5 von Balthasar, Présence et Pensée, 67.
6 Ibid., 73–4.
7 Contra Eunom. i i . 84–93, GNO i . 251–4. Both von Balthasar and Daniélou have in

mind the important text on themigration of Abraham from theContra Eunomium, GNO i .
251–4, a text which we shall have occasion to consider in greater detail in Chapter 3.

8 J. Daniélou, Platonisme et théologie mystique: Essai sur la doctrine spirituelle de saint Grégoire de
Nysse, 2nd edn. (Paris, 1953), 143: ‘ . . . opposée à la simplicité de la foi qui seule introduit à
l’intelligence des choses de Dieu’. Daniélou is speaking specifically of curiositas
(polypragmos�yynZ).

9 Ibid.: ‘Cette vue majeure devait être mise en relief, car elle caractérise la pensée de
Grégoire’.
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Balthasar Daniélou also focuses on the migration of Abraham and sees
in it three clearly indicated levels, indeed a ‘hierarchy of three orders
of knowledge’.10 Each level of knowledge has a particular organ or
faculty of knowledge proper to it. Hence, when Abraham goes beyond
Chaldaean philosophy, the father of the faith is going beyond that level of
knowledge concerned with appearances. The particular faculty con-
cerned with the level of sense-knowledge is, according to Daniélou,
a�ii’suZsiB.11 Next Abraham passes beyond the level of knowledge
concerned with abstract realities such as God’s power, goodness, or
infinity. Daniélou calls this symbolic philosophy and aligns it with
the faculty of fantas�iia katalZptik�ZZ.12 Finally the patriarch,
having been purified of all conjectures and concepts, arrives at pure
faith. Daniélou calls this apophatic philosophy, and the relevant
faculty of knowledge is precisely p�iistiB.13 Hence, Daniélou sees in the
migration of Abraham three levels, and ‘each of these levels corresponds
to a particular faculty: a�ii’suZsiB, for appearances, fantas�iia
katalZptik�ZZ, for abstractions, p�iistiB, for realities’.14

Daniélou detects in the bride’s apprehension of the Beloved another
important example of Gregory’s notion of faith. In Homily 6 on the
Song of Songs, the bride embarks on one of her many ascents. Not
unlike Abraham she leaves behind all creatures and forsakes all manner
of comprehension. Having done so she finds her beloved by faith. This
finding by means of faith renders the bride’s heart a divine dwelling
place.15 Daniélou observes that faith is operating at a level beyond the

10 Ibid., 146.
11 Ibid. Cf. Contra Eunom. i i . 89, GNO i . 252. 24–8. One should distinguish this sense

of the term a�ii’suZsiB from its reserved sense found in the well-known text in Homily 11
on the Song of Songs (In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 324. 10–11). See the observations of
Daniélou, Platonisme et théologie mystique, 195–7, and especially those of M. Canévet, ‘La
Perception de la présence de Dieu: A propos d’une expression de la XIe Homélie sur le
Cantique des Cantiques’, inEpektasis: Mélanges Patristiques Offerts au Cardinal Jean Daniélou, ed.
J. Fontaine and C. Kannengiesser (Paris, 1972), 443–54.

12 Ibid. Cf. Contra Eunom. i i . 89, GNO i . 253. 1–10; it should be noted that the phrase
‘fantas�iia katalZptik�ZZ’ itself does not appear in the text in question. While the
distinct level of knowledge which Daniélou wishes to establish seems arguable, Gregory
uses a rather more general phraseology and, with respect to a precise faculty of knowledge,
somewhat elliptical: ka�ii p &an t�oo katalamban�oomenon ‘yp�oo tZ& B i’d�iiaB dyn�aamevB
(GNO i . 253. 9–10). Fantas�iia katalZptik�ZZ, however, is used three times in the
Contra Eunom. (i . 364, GNO i . 134. 22; i i i . 7. 16, GNO i i . 220. 23–4; i i i . 8. 3, GNO i i .
238. 19) and twice in theCommentarius in Canticum canticorum (In Cant. i . GNO vi . 35. 7 and
In Cant. xi i , GNO vi . 357. 6).

13 Ibid.; cf. Contra Eunom. II. 89, GNO i . 253. 10–17. 14 Ibid.
15 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 183. 5–13.
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grasp of concepts, hence in darkness, and mediates contact between
the soul and God.16 Only in this ‘pure faith can one mysteriously touch
the one who remains ever hidden in darkness’.17

Whereas von Balthasar designated the roles of union andmediation in
Gregory’s use of faith, Daniélou goes beyond this to highlight the
epistemological function of faith and to identify the apophatic as its
proper area of concern: the realm of apophatic philosophy is that of
faith.18

In 1955 Walther Völker published his important contribution to the
study of Gregory of Nyssa.19 As in the two previous studies, relatively
little ink is spilt on the notion of faith in Gregory. This would apparently
be justified in the eyes of the German scholar, for there are very few
precise ideas regarding the topic in question. The most one could hope
for, then, would be a few general observations.20

As Völker pointed out in his book on Philo, faith is not a technical
term in the Alexandrian Jew but a word with a wide range of meaning.
Völker would wish to argue the same for Gregory of Nyssa.21 For in
Gregory’s written corpus faith is used, according to Völker, in a variety
of senses such as ‘credibility’, ‘fidelity’, ‘demonstration’, and even the
‘profession of faith’.22 But in general faith signifies the relationship
between a person and God in such a way that presents no particular
problem for interpretation.23 Philo, however, is more interested in how
faith arises. Gregory, by contrast, is much less interested in this question.
Only once, says Völker, does Gregory observe that faith comes from
free decision.24 Moreover, Völker suggests that Gregory leaves to one
side both the question of whether faith is the gift of divine grace as well
as the relationship between faith and grace. Furthermore, the relation-
ship between faith and knowledge, especially the Aristotelian-Stoic

16 Daniélou, Platonisme et théologie mystique, 195. 17 Ibid.
18 Ibid., 146: ‘Le domaine de la philosophie apophatique est proprement celui de la foi.’
19 Walther Völker, Gregor von Nyssa als Mystiker (Wiesbaden, 1955).
20 Ibid., 140.
21 Ibid.: ‘Könnten wir bei Philo beobachten, daß dasWortp�iistiB kein fester terminus

technicus ist, sondern in verschiedenen Bedeutungen verwandt wird, so ist Gregor
wenig interessiert’. Cf. idem, Fortschritt und Vollendung bei Philo von Alexandrien (Leipzig,
1938), 244 n. 1.

22 Ibid.
23 Ibid.: ‘Aber im allgemeinen meint es doch das Verhältnis des Menschen zu Gott, so

daß sich für die Interpretation kaum Schwerigkeiten ergeben dürften’.
24 Ibid. Völker supports this observation with Orat. cat. xxxvi . 2 and suggests that

Gregory is following Clement; see Stromateis v . 3. 2 (SC 278, 28).
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doctrine, is altogether absent from Gregory of Nyssa. Even though the
rationalism of Eunomius had given him the opportunity to address this
issue, Gregory fails to do so in any detail.25

Nevertheless, Völker does acknowledge that Gregory accords faith a
high epistemological status, placing it beyond the level of discursive
reason.26 He also admits that faith has various levels of meaning,
beginning with adhesion or consent to doctrine handed down, which
ultimately grows and develops into a means of union with God, as seen
in the well-known migration of Abraham.27 Indeed faith is of capital
importance whether in the realm of knowledge or in the realm of the
virtues. In this Gregory is more or less in harmony with the Alexandrian
tradition. Yet Völker acknowledges that whenGregory attributes to faith
capabilities which exceed those of the mind, he parts company with the
Alexandrian tradition.28

In concluding his brief examination of faith in Gregory of Nyssa,
Völker says that if one considers Gregory’s views on faith in the context
of his overall doctrine on perfection, one is convinced of the organic
unity that occupied his interior life.29 Indeed Gregory sees in faith the
seed from which everything develops.30

With the publication of Mariette Canévet’s study of Gregory of Nyssa
the question of faith in Gregory’s thought crosses a new threshold.31 In
her study of the linguistic strategies and symbolism in the writings of
Gregory of Nyssa, she builds on the insights of what previous scholars
have said about faith but identifies other important characteristics as
well.
Like von Balthasar, Daniélou, and Völker, Canévet observes that

Gregory situates faith in an epistemological and apophatic context.
Focusing her comments on an important passage in Homily 3 on the
Song of Songs, where the soul arrives at an understanding of what
cannot be grasped except by faith,32 Canévet says that as attached as

25 Ibid., 141.
26 Ibid. Völker relies on De vita Greg. Thaum., GNO x . i. 10. 5–7. 27 Ibid.
28 Ibid., n. 7: ‘In dieser hohen Wertung des Glaubens verläßt Gregor die Bahnen

der christlichen Alexandriner.’ In making this observation Völker has in mind an import-
ant passage from Homily 3 on the Song of Songs (In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 87. 5–9),
particularly the phrase di�aa m�oonZB p�iistevB.

29 Ibid., 143. 30 Ibid.
31 M. Canévet,Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique: Étude des rapports entre le langage et

la connaissance de Dieu (Paris, 1983); see also idem, ‘Grégoire deNysse (saint)’, inDictionnaire
de Spiritualité, s.v. Grégoire de Nysse, vol. vi (Paris, 1967), 971–1011, esp. 994–6.

32 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 87. 2–8.
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Gregory is to apophatic vocabulary and to the ungraspable nature of
God, he does know the vocabulary of grasping. This grasping is accom-
plished beyond all concepts by the sole mediation of faith.33

Moreover, while this grasping by means of faith is not on the level
of discursive thought, it is nevertheless a form of knowledge.34 Like
Völker, Canévet sees that the mediation of faith is also accompanied by
divine indwelling. The locus classicus in this regard is the bride in Homily
6 on the Song of Songs, who, having found the Beloved by means of
faith, becomes a dwelling place for God.35 For Canévet, then, this
grasping by faith results in the indwelling of the Word in the soul.36

But to say that faith is beyond thought should not imply that it
has nothing whatever to do with discursive thought. For this ‘intuition
de la foi ’, as Canévet terms it, attempts to translate itself into concepts
even though the infinity of the divine essence be incompatible with
the finite character of discursive thought.37 According to the French
scholar this is the significance of the drops of the night on the locks of
the Beloved in Homily 11 on the Song of Songs.38 In this rather cryptic
text Gregory says it is not possible for the soul entering the Sanctuary
to encounter torrential showers of knowledge; rather one must be
content if truth but bedew one’s knowledge with thoughts delicate and
indistinct, these rational drops being distilled through the saints
and inspired ones.39

Canévet says that this particular thought is often referred to by
Gregory as ‘that which is produced in us’.40 As evidence she proposes
David, who is ‘obliged to write the Psalms because he cannot otherwise
teach us the knowledge of the mysteries which is produced in him,
coming from God’.41 While indeed the divine nature cannot be grasped
by the mind, one must attempt ‘to unveil the intuition (‘yp�oonoian) of

33 Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 62.
34 Ibid, 63: ‘ . . . cette saisie devient réellement une connaissance, car c’est la foi qui sert

de médiation dans la quête apparement vaine de l’essence divine: à travers les mots, les
pensées, l’âme se tend vers Dieu: c’est la foi qui l’unit à Lui.’

35 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 183. 7–12.
36 M. Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 63: ‘La saisie par la foi n’est

donc pas de l’ordre de la pensée: elle consiste en l’inhabitation du Verbe dans l’âme.’
37 Ibid.: ‘cette connaissance essaie cependant de se traduire en pensées, bien que

l’infinité de l’essence divine soit incompatible avec le caractère défini de nos concepts’.
38 Ibid.
39 In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 325. 21–326. 5.
40 Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 64; see Contra Eunom. II, 578,

GNO I, 395, 2–3: . . . t�ZZn ’eggenom�eenZn ‘ymi& n per�ii toy& ue�iioy ‘yp�oonoian.
41 Ibid., 64. Canévet is citing Contra Eunom. i i . 394, GNO i . 341. 20–1.
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God which is produced in us’.42 This thought, says Canévet, is like an
image or imitation of the one whom we seek and which is produced in
us. While it resembles what we seek it does not manifest directly its form
(which no eye has seen) but as through a mirror it produces a reflection
of that which is sought.43 Finally, Canévet says, ‘the intuition is obliged
to enter into definite concepts in order to be expressed’.44

The contribution of Canévet to the understanding of faith in Gregory
of Nyssa can be summarized as follows. She would seem to be in basic
agreement with von Balthasar, Daniélou, and Völker that faith is prop-
erly understood in the context of Gregory’s epistemology and character-
istically comes into play at the zenith of an apophatic ascent. In such an
apophatic context faith can be observed to do two things: faith unites
and mediates.45 While Canévet has not, as has Daniélou, described faith
as an organ or faculty of knowledge, her observations would seem to
harmonize well with Daniélou’s. For Canévet too, faith is a faculty which
unites and mediates.
But that which carries the discussion of faith across the threshold of

debate into a new level of discussion is, first, her observation that
Gregory’s faith can somehow manage paradoxically to grasp the un-
graspable. Moreover, this intuitive grasping on the part of faith consti-
tutes in some sense knowledge of God. Second, the intuition of faith is
characterized by a dynamic tendency to translate itself into concepts in
order to be spoken.
In her study of grace and freedom in Gregory of Nyssa, V.E.F.

Harrison likewise addresses the notion of faith.46 At the outset of
her concise treatment of faith Harrison situates the theme in its proper
epistemological context. Like the other scholars we have considered,
she sees the journey of Abraham as being a text of great importance47

and observes that faith comes not at the beginning of the Patriarch’s
journey but at the conclusion of various stages of increasing

42 Ibid. Canévet is citing Contra Eunom. i i . 578, GNO i . 395. 2–3.
43 Ibid. Canévet is citing In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 86. 14–18.
44 Ibid.: ‘L’intuition est enfin obligée d’entrer dans des concepts définis pour être dite’.
45 Each of these scholars has based his or her views largely on two texts of crucial

importance to the matter in question: the migration of Abraham in Contra Eunom. i i ,
GNO i . 252–3 and the experience of the bride, particularly in In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 182.
4–183. 13.

46 V. Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom according to Gregory of Nyssa, (Lewiston,
NY, 1992).

47 Contra Eunom. i i . 84–93, GNO i . 251–4.
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knowledge.48 In other words, faith comes into play at the apex of an
epistemological ascent, ‘a pilgrimage of the mind’.49

Harrison would query those scholars who claim there is no knowledge
of God in Gregory and who conclude that there is only faith as a sort of
consolation prize. According to Harrison these scholars would view
Abraham’s experience as a vain quest for the impossible (i.e. knowledge
of God), a quest which Abraham ultimately abandons, settling for
faith.50 The Orthodox scholar has specifically in mind Barmann and
Heine.
Barmann thinks Gregory contrasts faith with knowledge. ‘When

knowledge fails faith provides a kind of possession or presence of
what cannot be possessed by knowledge. . . . [F]aith brings not know-
ledge but darkness.’51 According to Heine, Gregory teaches that ‘man
does not relate to God primarily by knowledge, . . . but by faith which
reaches out beyond knowledge’.52

According to Harrison both Barmann and Heine fail to pay sufficient
attention to the Eunomian context and therefore miss an important
point: ‘It is not all knowledge but knowledge in the Eunomian sense that
Gregory contrasts with faith. Abraham really does know God as he
manifests himself in his creative activity. Only when Abraham tries to
reach beyond this to the divine essence does he find not knowledge but
faith.’53

Having argued for the epistemological status of faith, she identifies
the function of faith as that of bridging the ontological gulf between the
created and the uncreated. Faith ‘brings us into a relation with the divine
essence’.54 In saying this Harrison joins the ranks of von Balthasar,
Daniélou, Völker, and Canévet, all of whom acknowledge that faith
performs this function of union.
Franz Dünzl’s study of theCommentarius in Canticum canticorum devotes

several pages to the theme of faith.55 Following Völker, Dünzl maintains
that Gregory departs from the Alexandrian understanding of faith as

48 Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom, 64. 49 Ibid. 50 Ibid., 66–7.
51 B. Barmann, ‘The Cappadocian Triumph over Arianism’ (Ph.D. thesis, Stanford

University, 1966), 396–7.
52 R. Heine, Perfection in the Virtuous Life: A Study of the Relationship between Edification and

Polemical Theology in Gregory of Nyssa’s ‘De Vita Moysis’ (Cambridge, Mass., 1975), 144. It
should be noted that on 146 Heine quotes Contra Eunom. i i . 91, GNO i . 253. 25–8.

53 Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom, 67.
54 Ibid.
55 F. Dünzl, Braut und Bräutigam: Die Auslegung des Canticum durch Gregor von Nyssa

(Tübingen, 1993).
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something which must be surpassed through knowledge.56 Nor is faith
some sort of ‘alternative or corrective to theology’.57 Dünzl would agree
with others, especially with Canévet, that faith is the means of becoming
‘beast of burden and dwelling place of God’.58 Faith transcends both
thought and speech, but in this process theology is neither absolutized
nor negated.59 Thought, which by nature seeks to grasp, seeks God who
cannot be grasped. Faith resolves this aporia: the ‘grasp of faith’60 does
not violate divine incomprehensibility. Faith does not render thought
superfluous because the thought’s seeking implies a continuous process
of detachment.
Dünzl’s treatment, then, acknowledges not only the exalted status of

faith in Gregory of Nyssa, but also the harmonious relationship with
thought which faith nevertheless transcends.
One of the more sustained treatments of faith to date has been

Bernard Pottier’s recent study of the Contra Eunomium. Just as thought
has priority over language in Gregory of Nyssa, so, according to Pottier,
faith has priority over knowledge.61 While Pottier would seem to agree
with Harrison that the movement into faith is a movement of the
mind,62 Pottier goes on to suggest that, even though faith and know-
ledge are epistemological categories,63 there is a marked discontinuity
between knowledge and faith. While Gregory’s earlier writings, says
Pottier, may well have allowed for more of a continuity between the
two, the controversy with Eunomius marks a threshold in the Cappado-
cian’s thought, beyondwhich ‘thought is more radically refused access to
the encounter with God’.64 For this reason, then, Pottier says that ‘the
passage from knowledge to faith appears as a rupture’.65 For Pottier the

56 Ibid., 295–6. 57 Ibid., 296.
58 Ibid.: ‘Gregor sieht in der p�iistiB vielmehr das (einzige) Mittel, ‘‘Jochtier’’ und

‘‘Wohnung’’ Gottes zu werden.’
59 Ibid. 60 Ibid., 297: ‘Zugriff des Glaubens’.
61 Pottier, Dieu et le Christ, 207. In an overall positive review of Pottier’s book,

C. Kannengieser laments that Pottier’s treatment of the priority of faith over thought is
‘trop discret’; see Revue des Études Augustiniennes 42 (1996), 181–4, at 182.

62 Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom, 64, describes the ascent to faith as a ‘pilgrimage
of the mind’; Pottier,Dieu et le Christ, 207, describes it as ‘la recherche de Dieu par l’esprit
humain . . . ’.

63 Pottier clearly says so on 214: ‘P�iistiB et gnv& siB deviennent ainsi deux catégories à
teneur épistémologique . . . ’.

64 Ibid., ‘Il semble que avec la polémique eunomienne, ‘‘la critique du langage . . . est
devenue extrême’’, et la rencontre de Dieu, refusée plus radicalement à la pensée.’ Pottier
cites M. Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 52.

65 Ibid., 207: ‘Le passage de la connaissance à la foi . . . se donne comme une rupture.’
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‘radical metaphysical rupture between the created and Uncreated’ is the
model for the distinction between faith and knowledge.66 Harrison, by
contrast, would seem to be more cautious, and probably more accurate,
when she says that in this pilgrimage of the mind faith ‘surpasses’
knowledge.67 Nevertheless, Pottier’s observation leads him to assert
that there is a certain development in Gregory’s thought: ‘before the
Contra Eunomium, God is accessible by thought; with the Contra Euno-
mium, God is rigorously unknowable for thought; in the mystical works,
while commenting on the journey of Abraham, of Moses, or of the bride
in the In Canticum, Gregory maintains the positive encounter with God
beyond all thought’.68

Pottier summarizes Gregory’s doctrine as follows: ‘The general teach-
ing of Gregory is that the knowledge which does not attain to whatGod
is, comes to us through the energies, but that faith, in the night, touches
God as he is—but it is not knowledge.’69 Moreover, faith is oriented
towards (acheminée vers) this ‘beyond knowing’.70

A final work to be considered in this survey of research on Gregorian
faith is that by Claudia Desalvo.71 Desalvo is aware of the immediate
epistemological implications of Gregory’s concept of God as infinite.
SinceGod cannot be grasped by concepts, there must be a new cognitive
approach, an approach which Gregory identifies as faith.
The value of Desalvo’s treatment lies in her illustration of the epi-

stemological innovation involved in Gregorian faith. Desalvo observes
how Gregory has made, by his exaltation of faith, some dramatic
adjustments to the traditional Platonic levels of knowledge. Gregory
has removed faith from the sphere of opinion and placed it at the top of
the noetic sphere, above knowledge.72 This departure of Gregory, she
claims, is not surprising, for he grounds his epistemology in his onto-
logical distinction between infinite creator and finite creature,73 an

66 Ibid., 214. Pottier clearly says so on 214: ‘P�iistiB et gnv& siB deviennent ainsi deux
catégories à teneur épistémologique . . . ’.

67 Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom, 69. I will have more to say about the continuity
and discontinuity between faith and knowledge in Gregory of Nyssa.

68 Pottier, Dieu et le Christ, 207–8.
69 Ibid., 209: ‘La doctrine générale deGrégoire est que la connaissance qui n’atteint pas

ce que Dieu est, nous vient par les énergies, mais que la foi, dans la nuit, touche Dieu tel
qu’il est—ce n’est pourtant pas une connaissance.’

70 Ibid.
71 Claudia Desalvo, L’ ‘oltre’ nel presente: La filosofia dell’ uomo in Gregorio di Nissa (Milan,

1996), 215–35.
72 Ibid., 223; see Republic vi . 511 d–e.
73 For a concise statement of this distinction see In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 173–4.
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ontological presupposition which Plato did not share. For Gregory, faith
opens up a new cognitive path.
In her survey of representative texts, then, she can identify two levels

of Gregorian faith. One level is characterized by an awareness of the
ontological limits of our cognitive capacity. According to Desalvo, faith
does not constitute a cognitive step towards the divine but rather a
renunciation of knowledge. Nevertheless it stays within the limits of
discursive reason and does not attempt to cross over the boundary
between finite creature and infinite creator. Desalvo considers this to
be a philosophical concept of faith. But Desalvo also acknowledges a
higher level of faith. More than just a renunciation of knowledge, faith
opens the way to union with God. This is not simply a recognition of the
infinity and unknowability of God but is also the way of uniting with
God, towards whom the energy of reason tends. Since God is infinite,
the cognitive journey opened up by faith is also without limit; it is
epistemology rooted in ontology.

New Directions

This survey of research on the topic of faith in Gregory of Nyssa yields a
fairly homogenous consensus based on a more or less fixed collection of
texts. Faith performs functions of mediation between the mind andGod
and is the faculty that unites one toGod. AlthoughGregory himself does
not explicitly say that faith is a faculty or dynamis, the fact that it performs
functions of mediation and union leads us to agree with Daniélou that to
conceive of faith as a faculty is helpful in viewing Gregory’s largely
idiosyncratic way of speaking of faith in certain epistemological and
apophatic contexts.
While von Balthasar was amongst the first to observe the exalted

epistemological role of faith and to identify these functions of mediation
and union seen in the famous ascent of Abraham in the Contra Euno-
mium, he seems either to have changed his mind or to have lost sight of
this observation when speaking of Denys the Areopagite and Maximus
the Confessor in a subsequent essay, ‘Fides Christi’. In this essay von
Balthasar says that

to an ever increasing extent in the philosophy of late antiquity, the excessus,
beyond all gnv& siB, which is the true organ for the encounter with God, bears
the name p�iistiB. But this p�iistiB and the apophatic approach of a ‘philosoph-
ical’ theology keep their connection with Christian theology because of the work
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of Dionysius the Areopagite and Maximus the Confessor. They accomplished
this so thoroughly that it was put in the very centre of theology and—as high
scholasticism shows—Christian thought can no longer ignore their legacy.74

The statement is curious indeed. Not that Denys and Maximus did not
consider faith ‘the true organ for the encounter withGod’,75 but that von
Balthasar would seem to give them credit and not Gregory of Nyssa.
While indeed it may be argued that Denys and Maximus the Confessor
have exerted greater influence on the West, it would seem that von
Balthasar’s own research suggests that Gregory of Nyssa would be the
one responsible for the aforementioned. For before either Denys or
Maximus it was Gregory of Nyssa who broke with the great master
Origen and the general thrust of the Alexandrian tradition by overcom-
ing knowledge through faith.
Not only is there consensus that faith performs this mediation and

union, but, beginning with Canévet, who is in turn followed by Dünzl,
there are other important characteristics: though faith is beyond con-
cepts it tends to translate itself into concepts. Hence, David is obliged to
write the Psalms and the bride is obliged to speak to her maiden
companions of her ineffable encounters with the Beloved.
If these various components constitute the basic parameters of the

status quaestionis concerning faith, how could one propose to advance
the question? Several possible new directions present themselves for
consideration.

(A) Von Balthasar makes an explicit connection between faith and
darkness.76 Von Balthasar is but one of the many scholars who have
highlighted Gregory’s ‘mysticism of darkness’. While we agree with
the connection between faith and darkness, we feel the need to adjust
the view that Gregory’s mystical theology is fundamentally a mysticism
of darkness. We say adjust rather than correct. For while Gregory’s view of
the spiritual life involves without doubt what can be called a mysticism
of darkness (but only when the scriptural texts upon which he is
commenting dispose him to do so), it is only part of the picture. Indeed
text after text, especially in the Commentarius in Canticum canticorum,
suggests that Gregory’s mystical theology is no less one of light than

74 ‘Fides Christi’, in Spouse of the Word: Explorations in Theology II, trans. E. Oakes
(San Francisco, 1991), 76 f.

75 See De div. nom. vi i . 4.
76 von Balthasar, Présence et Pensée, 73–4, where he identifies p�iistiB with ue�iia n�yyj.
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one of darkness, and that faith, in the exalted sense with which the
present study is concerned, has to do with both light and darkness.
A celebrated and beautiful passage from theHomily 11 on the Song of

Songs depicts the spiritual life as a progressive movement into dark-
ness.77 This text has led scholars to conclude that Gregory, in contrast to
Origen, conceives the spiritual life as a movement into the divine
darkness.78 But our reading of Gregory of Nyssa suggests this estimation
is in need of redress. For there are any number of texts, in fact the
majority of relevant texts, which speak of the spiritual life in the language
of light and ofmovement into light. Nor are these texts necessarily about
less advanced stages of the spiritual life, for many of them refer to the
very divinization of the soul. A passage from Homily 5 on the Song of
Songs, which speaks of divine indwelling as the work of the Holy Spirit
in the decidedly luminous imagery of daylight pouring forth its rays and
removing the shadows of life, is but one of numerous examples.79

Perhaps more representative of Gregory’s thought on the subject is an
equally beautiful, yet more succinct, description of the spiritual life. In
Homily 12 on the Song of Songs Moses ascends through various stages,
enters a cloud, and then enters the darkness where God is. But Moses
then becomes like the sun, unable to be approached by others.80 Moses
enters the darkness where God is but becomes light; he stays in the
darkness of unknowing but is deified in light. This text, with its interplay
of both light and darkness, seems to me to be more representative of the
subtle word-play, of the consistent intermingling of the luminous and
the obscure and especially of Gregory’s ubiquitous liking for the oxy-
moronic throughout the broad sweep of the Commentarius in Canticum
canticorum.81 If indeed Gregory of Nyssa is a mystic of darkness, he is no
less one of light.

(B) From the outset of our survey we have seen that the exalted role of
faith has been placed in rather bold epistemological relief by virtually all
the scholars we have considered. Desalvo has noted how this is an
intended departure from the general lines of Platonic epistemological

77 In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 322–4.
78 See for example A. Louth’s helpful presentation of Gregory’s mystical theory in

Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition: From Plato to Denys (Oxford, 1981), 80–97.
79 In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 169.
80 In Cant. xi i , GNO vi . 355. 11–14.
81 Harrison takes a similar view; see Grace and Human Freedom, 72–3 and 86–7.
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tradition based on Gregory’s ontological distinction between infinite
creator and finite creature.82

Going back to Plato himself, we see that faith was amongst the lowest
forms of knowledge possible and to be superseded by progressively
higher forms of knowledge.83 The Republic provides the locus classicus. At
the end of Book VI Plato presents his well-known Allegory of the Line.
Here (511d–e) faith has no access to ultimate truth, being limited to
common sense assurance about things. Access to ultimate truth is
attained by ’epist�ZZmZ in the sphere of n�ooZsiB. For Gregory of
Nyssa, by contrast, it is faith which has access to ultimate truth. This is
indeed a radical departure from Plato, and Desalvo has done well to
point out that Gregory has grounded this new epistemological view of
faith in ontology; I wish to build on this and take it further by claiming,
with the migration of Abraham as the case in point, not only that
Gregory’s epistemology is rooted in his ontology, as Desalvo has
shown, but that this epistemology is rooted in exegesis. Indeed Desalvo
has hinted at this. I wish to make it more explicit by showing that
Gregory’s important treatment of the migration of Abraham is from
beginning to end guided by Gregory’s reading of Paul.

(C)Wemay ask, moreover, what is the relationship between faith and the
mind? Völker, in agreement with von Balthasar and Daniélou, acknow-
ledges the mediational role of faith but then goes on to suggest that, as in
Philo, faith is not a technical term, but rather a word with a wide range of
meanings such as credibility, fidelity, demonstration. But in general faith
signifies the relationship between God and the human person. Völker’s
position, however, would seem to be open to considerable question.
The word ‘faith’ occurs with relative frequency in Gregory’s

writings.84 There is indeed a wide range of meaning. But the clearminority
of these occurrences demonstrates faith in this exalted sense of a faculty
which mediates and unites the mind to God. The vast majority displays
a variety of general meanings such as notional assent,85 considered

82 Desalvo, L’ ‘oltre’ nel presente, 223–4; this point has likewise been made by
A. Meredith, The Cappadocians (London, 1995), 67 and 88–9.

83 Dodds, Pagan and Christian, 120–3.
84 For example, the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae produces some 350 matches for the

forms of piste�yyv and for p�iistiB (and its oblique forms) in the Contra Eunomium, 68
matches in De vita Moysis, and 137 matches in the Commentarius in Canticum canticorum.

85 e.g. Contra Eunom. i . 23. 1, GNO i . 88. 23; 219, GNO i . 90. 14; 220, GNO i . 90. 24.
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opinion,86 or an item of faith or creed.87 Only the minority of occur-
rences reveals faith in its exalted role of that which bridges the gap
between mind and God, and it is with this sense that the present study
will concern itself.
Furthermore, Völker claims that Gregory does not use faith in a

technical sense. I would suggest quite the opposite—that this is a helpful
way to viewGregory’s reserved use of faith and the role this reserved use
plays in his thought as a whole. Virtually all the significant uses of faith in
this exalted sense occur either as an object of the preposition dia or as the
instrumental dative. Gregory does this often enough to lead one to the
conclusion that he employs faith as a technical term denoting that faculty
of union which bridges the gap between the mind and God and which
mediates knowledge (in a qualified sense).88 We see this clearly, for
example, in Homily 3 on the Song, where Gregory speaks of the soul
which is led through conceptions to an understanding of the ungrasp-
able by faith alone and which establishes in itself a nature that transcends
intelligence.89 Faith is used in the dative singular in this same epistemo-
logical sense in Homily 6, where the bride searches for the Beloved in
darkness and finally finds him ‘by means of faith’. Immediately after this
Gregory uses the same instrumental sense of faith when the bride says
that she will never let go of the Beloved once he has been found by the
grasp of faith.90

86 e.g. Contra Eunom. i . 376, GNO i . 137. 22; 384, GNO i . 139. 16; 406, GNO i .
145. 18.

87 e.g. Contra Eunom. i . 122, GNO i . 64. 9; 127, GNO i . 65. 18; 137, GNO i 68. 15.
88 Speaking of p�iistiB in this same exalted sense inDe vita Greg. Thaum., GNO x . i. 10.

5–7, R. Hübner, in his bookDie Einheit des Leibes Christi bei Gregor von Nyssa (Leiden, 1974),
189, says that ‘Glaube hat in diesen Aussagen sicherlich eine sehr viel umfassendere
Bedeutung. . . . Glaube kann auf diese Weise ein weites Bedeutungsfeld haben.’ Our
contention, while acknowledging that Gregory speaks of faith in a variety of senses,
will maintain that when Gregory speaks of p�iistiB as something above intelligence he is
not using it in a general or wide sense at all, but rather in a quite specific, indeed technical,
sense.

89 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 87. 5–8: t�ZZn o’&yn di�aa t &vn toio�yytvn noZm�aatvn xeirag-
vgoym�eenZn cyx�ZZn pr�ooB t�ZZn t &vn ’al�ZZptvn per�iinoian di�aa m�oonZB p�iistevB
ei’soik�iizein ’en ‘eaytZ&fi l�eegei dei& n t�ZZn p�aanta no &yn ‘yper�eexoysan f�yysin. Several
other texts employ the formultation di�aa m�oonZB p�iistevB: Contra Eunom. i . 371. 4,
GNO i . 136. 17; Contra Eunom. i i i . 8, GNO i i . 243. 11; and De hom. op., PG 44, 208b ;
and In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 87. 15 shows divine indwelling being mediated di�aa p�iistevB.

90 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 183. 7–9: ka�ii p &asan katalZptik�ZZn �ee’fodon kata-
lipoy& sa, tZ&fi p�iistei e‘y& ron t�oon ’agap�vvmenon ka�ii o’yk�eeti meu�ZZsv tZ&fi tZ& B
p�iistevB toy& e‘yreu�eentoB ’antexom�eenZ . . .
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Further still, Völker suggests that Gregory leaves to one side the
question of the relationship between faith and knowledge and between
faith and grace. This too seems open to question. In De virginitate,
arguably his earliest work, Gregory considers David in ecstasy. Gregory
says that David contemplated the intelligibles ‘through the mind
alone’.91 Gregory uses the word dianoia for mind or faculty of (discur-
sive) knowledge. But by the time Gregory composes the Contra Euno-
mium and speaks of a similar ascent, this time by Abraham, faith, not
mind, is the means of approach—not the intelligibles as before but
beyond them into the non-discursive realm. And in one of Gregory’s
latest works,Commentarius in Canticum canticorum,92 the same experience is
attained ‘through faith alone’.93 This is a noteworthy development on
the part of Gregory. What at the beginning of his career took place only
throughmind, becomes, through the Eunomian controversy, something
that takes place only through faith. In light of this is it likely that Gregory
did not consider the relationship between faith and knowledge?
There is a paucity of texts which speak explicitly of faith and grace. On

the other hand, however, it would be extraordinary indeed to assert that
Gregory saw no relation whatever between the two. For Gregory the
mind itself is the subject of grace, without which it could never embark
upon its ascents. We see this clearly inDe vita Moysis, for example, when
the grace of baptism purifies mind and puts to death its ‘grabbing’
tendency,94 or when sacred scripture (the grace of revelation) leads the
mind (xeiragvgei& t�ZZn di�aanoian).95 For Gregory of Nyssa, then,
the mind is immersed in and guided by grace.
When the bride in Homily 6 on the Song, for example, having let go of

all concepts, finds the ever-elusive Beloved by means of faith, this
happens at the height of the ascent of graced dianoia96. It would hardly
seem likely that the grace which has purified mind and taken it by the
hand at the beginning of the process would be somehow absent, as this
ascent comes to fruition in the grasp of faith.

91 De virg., SC, x . 2. 9: di�aa m�oonZB diano�iiaB.
92 On the chronology of Gregory’s works see J. Daniélou, ‘La chronologie des œuvres

de Grégoire de Nysse’, Studia Patristica 7 (Texte und Untersuchungen 92, Berlin, 1966),
159–69; G. May, ‘Die Chronologie des Lebens und der Werke des Gregor von Nyssa,’ in
M. Harl (ed.), Écriture et culture philosophique dans la pensée de Grégoire de Nysse (Leiden, 1971),
51–67; see also J. Cahill, ‘The Date and Setting of Gregory of Nyssa’s ‘‘Commentary on
the Song of Songs’’ ’, Journal of Theological Studies 32 (1981), 447–60.

93 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 87. 7. 94 De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 125. 10.
95 Ibid., II. 152. 2: xeiragvgei& t�ZZn di�aanoian.
96 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 182. 5 f.
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In drawing attention to the relationship between knowledge and faith
and to the relationship between grace and faith, Völker has raised an
important question. But his solution, that Gregory has simply left the
question to one side, is untenable. Indeed to understand properly
Gregory’s concept of exalted faith, this relationship between mind and
faith will need considerable examination.

(D) Amongst the scholars we have considered there is a general consen-
sus that faith, in its exalted sense, operates in the realm of the apophatic.
Like gnophos, faith is part of Gregory’s apophatic vocabulary. But there is
another aspect of Gregory’s notion of exalted faith which stands in
dialectical tension with its properly apophatic role. This characteristic
has been hinted at, it seems to me, by Canévet (and to a certain extent by
Dünzl). Canévet identifies an important characteristic of faith both
when she says that it is a form of knowledge and especially when she
observes that the intuitions of faith attempt to translate themselves into
concepts.97 This idea is not developed to any extent. But it can be seen
often enough in the Cappadocian (with or without the explicit mention
of faith) to merit investigation. I propose that it reveals another dimen-
sion of Gregory’s thought which stands in tension with the more readily
acknowledged apophatic dimension. I propose the neologism ‘logophasis’
to designate that dynamic tendency of faith to express itself in concepts
and language after it has reached the heights of apophatic ascent typified
by the letting-go of such concepts and language. Logophatic discourse,
then, is to be distinguished from kataphatic discourse. If kataphasis
involves language that is searching for God, logophasis, as we shall
see, involves language that is full of God. This would be yet another of
the coincidences of opposites that is fairly typical of Gregory of Nyssa.
One example among many can be seen in Homily 1 on the Song of
Songs.
The bride wishes to touch the good.98 By virtue of the kiss of the

Beloved, the bride searched the depths of God within the innermost
Sanctuary. Note that in this encounter with God there is no mention of
faith. But because of what he has said elsewhere and more specifically
about the dynamics of union, one may assume its presence in the bride.
The thrust of this passage is interior and apophatic.99 However, the

97 Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 63–4.
98 In Cant. i , GNO vi . 40. 2 f. ca�yyv and the language of touch in general is part of

Gregory’s vocabulary of union.
99 For Gregory there is but imageless silence in the sanctuary.
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tenor changes, and the bride, having stood face to face with the Word,
has suddenly become a source of nourishment for others as she feeds
those who are infants in Christ.100

This encounter with God is immediately followed by another encoun-
ter along similar lines. John places his heart like a sponge on the Lord’s
breast, the fountain of life, and is filled by an ineffable (’�aarrZtoB)
transmission of the hidden mysteries in the heart of the Lord. The
apophatic context, albeit subtle, is clearly present. But then John takes
the breast of the Word, upon which he has lain, and offers us the good
things he has received and he proclaims the Word who exists from all
ages.101 An encounter which started out as apophatic (’�aarrZtoB) has of
its own dynamism become ‘logophatic’.
Another example is seen in Homily 3 on the Song of Songs. Paul (or

the soul) becomes a dwelling place through faith, a vessel of election,102

and reveals Christ living and speaking in him.103 Here faith mediates a
process of union whose apophatic context has been established a little
earlier.104 But balancing, or standing in tension with, this apophatic
thrust is a ‘logophatic’ one: Christ speaking within.105

Each of these examples, and there are many more, reveal a similar
structure. In each case something happens and something follows.
There is contact or union with God in an apophatic context; this
union is either explicitly or implicitly mediated by faith. However,
this apophatic dimension does not rest alone: the bride yet feeds the
infants in Christ through the breast of the Word, with whom she is one;
John turns round and offers us the teat of the Word and fills us with the
good things he himself received; and Christ dwelling within Paul speaks.
This second phase, following the apophatic phase, I term ‘logophasis’.

100 In Cant. i , GNO vi . 41. 3–4.
101 Ibid. 41. 6–13.
102 This image of a vessel which can be filled will be of some importance for

understanding Gregory’s notion of divinization and virtue. Cf. the image of the crystal
vase at In Cant. xv , GNO vi . 441. 12–15, where this motif is even stronger: the clear vase
reveals on the outside what lies within: lilies of radiant virtue.

103 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 87. 15–88. 6.
104 Ibid. 87. 5–8: t�ZZn o &y’n di�aa t &vn toio�yytvn noZm�aatvn xeiragvgoym�eenZn

cyx�ZZn pr�ooB t�ZZn tv& n ’al�ZZptvn per�iinoian di�aa m�oonZB p�iistevB ei’soik�iizein ’en
‘eaytZ&fi l�eegei dei& n t�ZZn p�aanta noy& n ‘yper�eexoysan f�yysin.

105 Ibid. 88. 4–6: ’en d�ee tv&fi mZk�eeti a’yt�oon zZ& n, ’all’ ’en ‘eaytv&fi deikn�yyein
z &vnta ’ekei& non ka�ii dokim�ZZn did�oonai toy& ’en a’ytv&fi laloy& ntoB Xristoy& o’&ikoB
perilZptik�ooB tZ& B ’aperil�ZZptoy gen�oomenoB f�yysevB.

32 The Exaltation of Faith



These themes having been announced, this study will unfold in the
following manner. Chapters 2 and 3 are to be taken more or less in
tandem. Chapter 2 will have as its purpose to describe in some detail
what Gregory has to say about the discursive and non-discursive cap-
abilities of the mind in the context of grace. This will be helpful for
establishing the backdrop against which the specific role of faith may be
seen in bolder relief in Chapter 3. Chapter 3 will then examine the
significant occurrences of exalted faith with a view to designating what
Gregory means when he uses faith as a technical term. With this
technical sense clearly established, Chapter 4 will attempt to situate
this faculty of apophatic union in the more general history of the
Hellenic concern for such a mediating faculty; whilst Gregorian faith is
rather idiosyncratic, the designation of a mediating faculty of union has
clear parallels in Gregory’s cultural heritage.
While Chapters 3 and 4 clearly emphasize the apophatic context in

which exalted faith operates, Chapter 5 will explore how Gregory yet
values propositional, orthodox teaching and grounds this in the experi-
ence of God. Chapter 5 serves to prepare the ground for examining a
largely unnoticed dimension of Gregory’s apophaticism, which I have
termed logophasis: the Word’s tendency to express Itself through the
deeds and discourse of those who experience apophatic communion
with theWord. Finally, in Chapter 7 the question of Gregory’s mysticism
of darkness will be examined with a view to redressing the over-
identification of Gregory with this theme.
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2

The Flow of the Mind

Introduction

In order to understand the exalted epistemological sense which Gregory
bestows on the term pistis it is necessary to view it in the context of what
Gregory has to say about the mind itself. Gregory has no single term to
designate the mind or intelligence, but dianoia and nous are among the
most frequent. For our specific purpose of studying the significance of
faith as a technical term as well as its role in his thought, the term dianoia
is the more helpful for approaching the topic. Hence, we shall consider
Gregory’s understanding of the mind through the lens of dianoia as it
occurs principally in three works: De virginitate, De vita Moysis and Com-
mentarius in Canticum canticorum.1 Lexical work in Gregory of Nyssa is
being greatly facilitated by the appearance of the Lexicon Gregorianum.2

The entry under dianoia reveals a fairly wide and indeed frequent usage
relating to various functions and states of the discursive mind. A general
term for thinking, thoughts, understanding, dianoia can also refer to
decision-making, reflection, recognition, perception; it is subject to
influence by the passions and also has limited access to God.3 In looking
at dianoia I will pay particular attention to different states of awareness

1 I have decided for a number of reasons to focus upon these works in particular: De
virginitate suggests itself for consideration because it manifests in a fairly sustained manner
the awareness of the problem that the discursive mind poses for ascetic training. The
other two works are important not only for the occurrence of p�iistiB in the technical
sense in which I am interested, but also because of the opportunity they afford for
attaining some understanding of the relationship between the mind and p�iistiB. An
auxiliary reason for choosing these works is that, taken together, they span Gregory’s
career, which has the minor advantage of getting a sense of the broad sweep of things.

2 F. Mann (ed.),Lexicon Gregorianum:Wörterbuch zu den Schriften Gregors von Nyssa (Leiden,
1999–).

3 Lexicon Gregorianum, vol. ii, s.v. di�aanoia, 341–55.



which the mind exhibits, i.e. involvement with the world of sensuality
and passions, contemplation of the intelligibles, themind in the presence
of God, as well as the mind’s need of assistance, particularly from
scripture and baptism.

The Mind and Passions

The Thick Mind

What happens to the mind when it is involved in the world of sensuality
or passions?Gregory has various ways of describing what happens to the
mind in such cases. In chapter IV of De virginitate he describes as ‘thick’
that mind which looks down to the pleasures of the body as do cattle to
their pasture, living only for their stomachs.4 Plato uses a very similar
image in The Republic to describe those people who, lacking wisdom and
virtue and devoted to satisfying their hunger, are like grazing cattle, ‘with
eyes ever bent upon the earth and heads bowed down over their tables’.5

In The Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle uses the same image to describe
people who, enslaved to their senses, live like cattle.6 But Gregory
draws attention to the effect this bovine life has on the mind. Thus in
De virginitate XI he claims that the majority of people live habitually in
this same ‘thickness of mind’.7

If Gregory does not describe as cows such people who are preoccu-
pied with the life of physical pleasure, he likens them to pigs. With their
minds (dianoia) turned towards the passions of flesh and blood, they are
like pigs who have their eyes always looking down to the ground and
never up towards heavenly beauty.8

What is the result of this thickening of dianoia? Gregory says it results
in alienation from the life of God (Eph. 4: 18) and from the covenants of
the promise (Eph. 2: 12).9 Elsewhere Gregory says that this thickness of
mind renders people incapable of distinguishing bymeans of reason; nor
can they separate matter from the beauty perceived therein and from

4 De virg., SC, iv . 5. 1–4. 5 Rep. ix . 586a: a’ ll�aa boskeZm�aatvn.
6 Eth. Nic. 1095b20: boskZm�aatvn b�iion.
7 De virg., SC, xi . 2. 2: pax�yytZti tZ& B diano�iiaB. According to Aubineau (318 n. 3)

this thickness is due to involvement of the senses. SeeOrat. cat. vi i i . 6, GNO i i i . iv. 31. 2).
Gregory Nazianzen uses the term in a similar way; see for example Orat., SC, xx . 19. 9;
xxxi . 30. 7–8.

8 Ibid., v . 1–15. 9 Ibid., iv . 5. 5.
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coming to know the nature of beauty itself.10 It would seem, then, that
knowledge of beauty is the proper function of dianoia, but its capacity to
get entangled in the realm of the senses causes it to grow thick and
obstruct its more natural tendency.

The Dispersed Mind

In De virginitate VI Gregory offers Elijah and John as models for those
who seek union with God. They separated themselves from worldly
concerns; their abstemious life in the desert freed them from becoming
accustomed to the illusions which come through the senses and which
cause them to become confused and fall into error in judging what is
good.11 Life in the desert freed them from disturbances to the senses
(taste, hearing, sight). Thus Elijah and John were established in calm and
stillness and consequently they were raised up by divine grace.12 Gregory
goes on to say that we can learn from these two biblical figures:
anyone who desires to be united to God should not allow the mind to
be concerned with worldly things, for this would seem to disperse the
mind and prevent it from proceeding directly to the knowledge of
God.13

This metaphor of the dispersed mind is set in yet bolder relief when
Gregory compares the mind to a flowing stream. He says that if water
were dispersed into different streams as it emerged from its source, it
would be of no use for farming. But if someone could bring together
these different streams and collect what had been dispersed, the col-
lected water could be put to useful purpose.14 This is rather like the mind
(nous), says Gregory. If it flows in every direction, it becomes dispersed
by following what brings pleasure to the senses and has no power for the
journey to the good.15 But if the mind were drawn together, it would
move according to its own energy, and nothing would impede its being
borne aloft and touching the truth of beings.16 Gregory suggests that this
flow of the mind towards the spiritual realm happens more or less of

10 De virg., SC, xi . 2. 3–4. Cf. Enn. i . 6. 3. 8. 11 Ibid., vi . 1. 7–10.
12 Ibid., vi . 1. 18–20.
13 Ibid., vi . 1. 42–6: T�oo kau’ ‘omoi�ootZta tv& n ‘ag�iivn ’andrv& n mZden�ii tv& n

bivtikv& n pragm�aatvn prosasxolei& n t�ZZn di�aanoian t�oon ’epiuymoy& nta tv&fi uev&fi

synafuZ& nai: O’yd�ee g�aar ’esti dynat�oon t�oon ei’B poll�aa tZ&fi diano�iiafi diaxe�oomenon
pr�ooB ueoy& katan�ooZsin ka�ii ’epiuym�iian e’yuyporZ& sai.

14 Ibid., vi . 2. 1–11. 15 Ibid., vi . 2. 11–14.
16 Ibid., vi . 2. 17–19: kat�aa f�yysin ’en�eergeian kinoi& to, o’yd�een t�oo kvl�yyon a’yt�oon

�ee’ stai pr�ooB t�aa ’�aanv f�eeresuai ka�ii tZ& B ’alZue�iiaB tv& n �oo’ ntvn ’ef�aaptesuai. On
the phrase ’alZue�iiaB ’ef�aaptZtai, cf. Plato, Sym. 212a, and Timaeus 90c.
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itself. Just as when water enclosed in a pipe goes up because it can flow
nowhere else, so the mind (nous) constrained by a pipe of self-control will
be raised up by a natural sort of movement to a desire for loftier things.17

While Gregory implies that the mind has a natural tendency to go
down,18 he also claims that the mind, with suitable ascetic support, will
rise upwards and will be borne aloft. But note that if it is unaided by
ascetic practice, as we saw in the case of Elijah and John, the mind has a
tendency to flow down into sensible pleasures, to disperse, to become
thick. We shall have more to say about this later in this chapter when we
consider the relationship between the mind and grace, but for the
present purpose what seems even more obvious than whether or not
the mind can ascend unaided, or tends only to flow downwards when
unaided, is the perpetually dynamic character of the mind implied by the
fluid imagery of water and dispersion. Gregory says that the mind,
because of the nature it received from its Creator, cannot stand still; it
is in perpetual movement.19 It is only a question of the direction of the
mind’s flow: will it flow downwards and become dispersed among what
is pleasing to the senses or will it flow upwards to the spiritual realm?
Ascetic practice, such as that exemplified by Elijah and John, would
seem to render a person incapable of not ascending directly towards the
spiritual realm.20 Hence, after suitable ascetic training, the mind would
appear to be in perpetual ascent.21

Though the theme of perpetual movement is something of a hallmark
of Gregory’s thought, it is well to note that it is not a concept unique to
him. Indeed there are noteworthy adumbrations of Gregory’s leitmotif in
the Alexandrine tradition to which he was heir. Philo of Alexandria, for
example, draws attention to the perpetual movement of the soul. ‘The
soul’, he says, ‘is perpetually in movement and can turn ten thousand

17 Ibid., vi . 2. 19–26. Aubineau notes that the image of a pipe is used by Gregory of
Nazianzus in a similar way in Orat. 37. 12.

18 Ibid., vi . 2. 21–2: ka�ii tay& ta katvferoy& B a’ytv&fi tZ& B kat�aa f�yysin o�yy’ sZB
kin�ZZsevB, . . .

19 Ibid., vi . 2. 26–8: O�yy’ te g�aar stZ& na�ii pote d�yynatai t�oo ’aeik�iinZton ‘yp�oo toy&
pepoiZk�ootoB ei’lZf�ooB t�ZZn f�yysin. . . .

20 Ibid., vi . 2. 28–31: ka�ii ei’B t�aa m�aataia kexrZ& suai tZ&fi kin�ZZsei kvly�oomenon
’am�ZZxanon m�ZZ pr�ooB t�ZZn ’al�ZZueian p�aantvB e’yuyporZ& sai, tv&fi pantax�oouen ’ap�oo
tv& n ’at�oopvn ’ape�iirgesuai.

21 Ascetic practice, however, does not seem to involve exterminating the passions, so
much as training them. We see this very clearly in the role of Solomon in Homily 1 on the
Song of Songs, where Gregory exhorts one to be passionate about the search for God; see
In Cant. i , GNO vi . 23. 8–9.
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different ways.’22 In another text Philo has Moses speak of ‘the cities of
the Levites as ‘‘ransomed forever,’’ because the worshipper of God has
reaped eternal freedom, and while in the continuous flux of the soul
change succeeds change, healing also succeeds healing in him’.23 In a
very intriguing and largely pejorative analysis of the senses and emotions,
Philo presents a brief phenomenology of vision. He observes that ‘whilst
the eyes when open are constant and unceasing in their activities; they
have always room for more, and in this way they shew their kinship with
the soul. But . . . the soul is always in motion and wakeful day and
night. . . . ’24 While the theme of the mind’s perpetual movement plays
a notably less obvious role in Philo than in Gregory of Nyssa, it is
nevertheless present. Perhaps closer to Gregory’s notion of perpetual
movement, however, is Origen. Although Origen does not stress the
mind’s perpetual movement as much as Gregory of Nyssa, he does
introduce the theme in much the same way as Gregory does in his
own classic doctrine on epektasis. Since we can never know enough of
God, says Origen in Homily 17 on Numbers, those who follow divine
wisdom are as those living in tents, ‘with which they always walk and
always move on, and the farther they go, so much more does the road
still to walk grow long and stretch out endlessly. . . . For it never happens
that a mind, enkindled by the spark of knowledge, can come to quiet
repose; it is always called to move on, from the good to the better and
from the better to still higher things.’25 Didymus the Blind, contempor-
ary of Gregory of Nyssa, commenting on Zech. 1: 11, says that ‘the soul
has within itself its principle of activity and it is in constant perpetual
activity.’26Hence, whenGregory ofNyssa considers Phil. 3: 13 inHomily
6 on the Song of Songs, for example,27 and establishes the metaphysical
foundations of his doctrine on perpetual progress, he is not inventing a

22 Leg. All. i i i . 234 (trans. F. Colson and G. Whitaker, LCL, Philo vol. i, 459). Note
also how Philo highlights the negative influence the senses have on the soul: ‘the mob
of the senses has introduced into it [sc. the soul] from outside an untold host of
mischiefs. . . . ’.

23 Sac. 127 (trans. F. Colson and G. Whitaker, LCL, Philo vol. ii, 185–7).
24 Abr. 154–5 (trans. F. Colson, LCL, Philo vol. vi, 79); see also ibid., 162: ‘And the

understanding affected in like manner is not quiescent, but, unsleeping and constantly in
motion as it is, . . . ’.

25 Hom. in Num. 17. 4 (GCS 7, 160. 11–26), quoted in B. Daley, in The Hope of the Early
Church: A Handbook of Patristic Eschatology (Cambridge, 1991), 50.

26 In Zachariam, SC, i . 43. 5–6: TZ& B logikZ& B cyxZ& B a’ytokin�ZZtoy kai ’aeikin�ZZtoy
‘yparxo�yysZB.

27 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 174. 15 ff. This of course is not to say that it is the first
occurrence in Gregory’s writings of this rather ubiquitous theme.
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theme so much as developing a line of thought already in existence and
doing so in a way unique to him.
A dispersed mind renders it impossible for a person to fulfil the first

and greatest commandment of the Lord: ‘Love God with your whole
heart and strength’ (cf. Deut. 6: 5 and Matt. 22: 37).28 One who has
turned dianoia towards the world, worrying oneself over being pleasing to
others,29 would be suffering from a divided heart30 and unable to love
God with a whole heart. Love that is owed to God alone is squandered
on human passions.31 This divided heart, and hence a dispersed or thick
dianoia, is apparently the risk which the married person runs.32 In order
for the heart to be whole the mind must in some way be recollected,
withdrawn from the affairs of the world. Here it finds its wholeness and
ability to ascend.

The Grasping, Wandering Mind

In De vita Moysis Gregory refers to the capacity of dianoia to wander
aimlessly. Assistance comes from scripture, specifically from the figures
of Abraham and Sarah, which guides those whose mind is without a
pilot.33 It is worth noting the implication that the mind can be without
a pilot. This would seem to stand in contrast to Plato’s Phaedrus which
identifies mind itself as pilot.34

Speaking in the context of what takes place in baptism, Gregory sees
dianoia on the same level as other things that must be converted. Not
only do such things as unbridled desires and impulses need to be put to
death in the waters of baptism but also the snatching, ravishing

28 De virg., SC, ix . 2. 13–14. 29 Ibid., ix . 2. 9–11. 30 Cf. ibid., ix . 2. 15.
31 Ibid., ix . 2. 16–17.
32 Ibid., ix . 2. 17–19. Cf. 1 Cor. 7: 32–3. This seems a rather disparaging view on

marriage, and the context (a treatise on virginity) should be kept in mind. Gregory has
previously stated rather emphatically inDe virg. vi i i , that he in no way wishes to disparage
marriage. The married person can indeed give priority to spiritual values, but it is difficult
to do so and requires a certain strength to avoid giving the mind (noy& B, vi i i . 3) completely
over to passion and becoming a ‘lover of pleasure rather than a lover of God’ (vi i i . 35).
But because of the weakness of nature, most do not have this strength or balance
(symmetr�iia, vi i i . 37). Gregory recommends that these latter ones pursue virginity.
On this and other ironies in De virg., see M. Hart, ‘Reconciliation of Body and Soul:
Gregory of Nyssa’s Deeper Theology of Marriage’, Theological Studies 51 (1990), 450–78;
idem, ‘Gregory of Nyssa’s Ironic Praise of the Celibate Life’, Heythrop Journal 33 (1992),
1–19.

33 De vita Moysis, SC, i . 11. 3–12. 34 Phaedrus 247c.
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thought35 that characterizes the evil movements of the mind (t�aa
ponZr�aa tZ& B diano�iiaB kin�ZZmata).36

We have seen that Gregory likens the mind to a current of water that
flows in all directions. The mind can disperse itself among the pleasures
of the senses but it can also, like water in a pipe, unable to flow
elsewhere, ‘be taken up by the nature of the movement for higher
things’.37 It is worth noting that for Gregory the same mind which
interacts with and disperses itself among base desires is the same mind
which is taken up towards the spiritual order and higher desires. There is
no ‘disjunction of reason from passion’ which would ‘ignore the fact that
concrete moral life is always a matter of intelligence interacting with
impulse’.38 Moreover, this appears to be a view Gregory holds from his
early writings to the end of his career. In Commentarius in Canticum
canticorum the bride is praised because her mind is guarded in purity
and dispassion (’apaue�iiafi ).39 But Gregory reminds us that the fountain
of dianoia can be either squandered on lower things (here things of the
body) or turned towards higher things.40 Having considered examples of
texts which demonstrate the mind subject to various impulses and
capable of growing thick, resembling a pig or cow, being dragged
about, divided, squandered, and dispersed, let us consider dianoia oper-
ating at higher levels.

The Mind and the Intelligible World

Not only is dianoia capable of squandering itself in the world of sensibility
and multiplicity but it also performs basic discursive processes. At the
beginning of De virginitate x , Gregory asks what increase of dianoia is
required to describe the indescribable.41 While we shall have occasion to
speak at greater length of the relationship between dianoia and the
ineffable, it is sufficient for our present purposes to note the discursive

35 De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 125. 10. 36 Ibid., i i . 125. 13–15.
37 De virg., SC, vi . 2. 23–6: o‘ noy& B o‘ ’anur�vvpinoB . . . ’analZfu�ZZseta�ii pvB

‘yp�oo tZ& B toy& kinei& suai f�yysevB pr�ooB t�ZZn tv& n ‘ycZlv& n ’epiuym�iian, . . . Aubineau
makes the interesting observation that ’analamb�aanv is the same verb used for the
ascents of Elijah in 2 Kgs. 2: 9 and of Jesus in Mark 16: 19 and Acts 1: 2, 11.

38 R. Williams, ‘Macrina’s Deathbed Revisited: Gregory of Nyssa on Mind and
Passion’, in L. Wickham and C. Bammel (eds.), Christian Faith and Greek Philosophy in
Late Antiquity (Leiden, 1993), 229.

39 In Cant. ix , GNO vi . 276. 12. 40 Ibid., 277. 5–7.
41 De virg., SC, x . 1. 4–5.
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function dianoia plays in attempts at verbal expression of any sort.
Canévet would seem to refer to this discursive operation of dianoia
when she highlights that aspect of intelligence which produces ‘a dis-
course by which the soul attempts to express what it has grasped’.42

At the end of De virginitate xi it is once again dianoia which performs
the function of discursive understanding: ‘There is no one’, Gregory
says, ‘whose intelligence is so blind as not to understand by oneself that
the principal and the first and the only beautiful, good and pure is the
God of all.’43

The mind, then, can adapt. It can be thick and dispersed amongst
lower things or it can adapt itself to the higher processes of reason. In
proportion to the greatness of what is desired, dianoiamust be lifted up.44

Precisely because the mind can be either dispersed and divided or
elevated and recollected, Gregory recommends the unmarried state in
De virginitate. The unmarried man bears more easily the misfortunes of
life because his mind is not dragged about. Nor is dianoia divided by
concerns for wife and children; rather it remains gathered.45

In Book II of De vita Moysis it is dianoia which performs tasks of
ratiocination such as critical discernment and understanding. For
example, Gregory leaves it to the critical dianoia of his readers to decide
the deeper significance of the physical appointments of the tabernacle.46

When Moses was instructed in the theophany, he was able to know
that none of the things considered by the mind truly existed, but only the
transcendent essence.47 This consideration or contemplation on the part
of dianoia is a straightforward discursive process, just as we see, a little
further on, when dianoia sees that things exist only by participation.48

We see another example of dianoia operating in a discursive sense
when Gregory explains why irrational animals are driven from the
mountain of the knowledge of God. Human contemplation of the
intelligibles surpasses the knowledge which originates in the senses.
But it is ‘according to the nature of irrational animals that they guide
themselves by sense perception alone apart from reason’.49 By implica-

42 Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et L’herméneutique biblique, 63.
43 De virg., SC, xi . 6. 9–11: ‘�ooti g�aar t�oo kyr�iivB ka�ii pr�vvtvB ka�ii m�oonvB kal�oon

ka�ii ’agau�oon ka�ii kauar�oon o‘ tv& n ‘�oolvn ’est�ii ue�ooB, o’yde�iiB o‘�yytv tyfl�ooB t�ZZn di�aa-
noian, v‘ B m�ZZ ka�ii ’af’ ‘eaytoy& synidei& n.

44 Ibid., x . 2. 33–4. 45 Ibid., i i i . 9. 6–12. Cf. 1 Cor. 7: 32–3.
46 De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 173. 9–11. 47 Ibid., i i . 24. 3.
48 Ibid., i i . 25. 2–5.
49 Ibid., i i . 156. 6–8: I�’ dion g�aar tZ& B tv& n a’ l�oogvn f�yysevB t�oo kat’a�ii’suZsin

m�oonZn d�iixa diano�iiaB oi’konomei& suai.
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tion human sense perception is not divorced from dianoia, and indeed we
saw how it can thicken and disperse dianoia, but here we see that dianoia
functions not only at this level of sensual involvement but also at the
higher level of the intelligibles.
A final example of the ratiocination which dianoia performs is seen in

an important text from the Commentarius in Canticum canticorum. In
Homily 9 Gregory says that the life of virtue is like a garden, ‘but the
garden also has need of a fountain so that its grove might remain
flourishing and always watered’.50 It is precisely dianoia which serves
this function. Gregory emphasizes its discursive role by referring to it as
‘the reasoning faculty of our soul’.51 This rational faculty swells up and
overflows in thoughts (dianoia) which assist us in gaining possession of
the good.52 Not only does this passage show the discursive function of
dianoia but it also shows knowledge in service of the life of virtue.53

It would seem then that when the mind is free from involvement in
the senses it is free to contemplate the intelligibles. In Homily 10 on the
Song, Gregory describes this freedom from the senses in the language of
sleep. When the mind (nous) is no longer annoyed by the senses ‘it is as
though the nature of the body is overtaken by sleep and goes into a
trance’.54 Indeed the mind can look disdainfully on all these impressions
of the senses, however marvellous, and ‘through the contemplation of
things truly good’ the body’s eye grows tired.55 When this happens the
mind is then free ‘to gaze only at what transcends objects visible to the
sense’,56 and ‘reason looks above and remains untouched and unmud-
died by the movement of the senses’.57

50 In Cant. x , GNO vi . 275. 8–10: ’All�aa tv&fi k�ZZpvfi to�yytvfi ka�ii pZgZ& B ’esti
xre�iia, v‘ B �aa’ n e’yual�eeB diam�eenoi t�oo ’�aalsoB tv&fi �yy‘ dati pr�ooB t�oo diZnek�eeB piain�oo-
menon.

51 Ibid., 275. 20–1: Z‘ dianoZtik�ZZ tZ& B cyxZ& B Z‘mv& n d�yynamiB. . . .
52 Ibid., 275. 21–276. 2.
53 On the relationship between knowledge and virtue in Gregory of Nyssa see

A. Meredith, ‘Homily 1’, in S. Hall (ed.), Gregory of Nyssa: ‘Homilies on Ecclesiastes’ (Berlin,
1993), 145–58, esp. 146–7; see also idem, The Cappadocians (London, 1995), 59 f.

54 In Cant. x , GNO vi . 312. 11–12: v‘ B �yy‘ pnvfi tin�ii ka�ii k�vvmati p�aaretoB Z‘ toy&
s�vvmatoB g�iinetai f�yysiB. . . . Note that Gregory does not imply that the senses have
been destroyed. For a general perspective on two fundamental ways of viewing the
passions see J. Dillon, ‘Rejecting the Body, Refining the Body: Some Remarks on
the Development of Platonist Asceticism’, in V. Wimbush and R. Valantasis (eds.),
Asceticism (Oxford, 1995), 80–7.

55 Ibid., 313. 1–3: di�aa t�ZZn tv& n a’ lZuinv& n a’ gauv& n uevr�iian.
56 Ibid., 313. 4–5: di�aa t�oo m�oona bl�eepein tZ&fi diano�iiafi t�aa tv& n o‘ratv& n ‘yperk-

e�iimena.
57 Ibid., 313. 15–16: pr�ooB t�oo ’�aanv bl�eepei o‘ logism�ooB a’peri�ZZxZtoB m�eenvn ’ek

tZ& B ai’suZtikZ& B kin�ZZsevB ka�ii a’ u�oolvtoB.
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We have seen in this section that the same dianoia, which can grow
thick and dispersed and be squandered by involvement in senses, pas-
sions, and phantasms, also performs basic discursive processes of rati-
ocination such as critical thought, verbal expression, and contemplation
of the intelligibles. If unclouded, untroubled, or unimpeded by the
senses and passions, the same mind, and not a different compartment
or level, will move upward towards the spiritual, intelligible world. Given
appropriate ascetic training, there is in the mind an upward orientation, a
dynamic capacity to ascend. Let us look more closely, then, at this
capacity of dianoia to ascend.

The Mind’s Ascent

When David ascends ‘in that blessed ecstasy’58 to a vision of incompre-
hensible beauty, it is none other than dianoia that is ‘lifted up by the
power of the Spirit’.59 Having been raised up from the coverings of
the flesh, David arrives at the contemplation of the incorporeal and
intelligible, through dianoia alone.60

As to whether the mind is engaged discursively or non-discursively,
this passage presents a certain ambiguity. David’s ecstasy has a clearly
apophatic element which might lead one to agree with Aubineau that
the experience is non-discursive.61 David glimpses beauty which
is ’am�ZZxanon and ’aperinooZton.62 Gregory says it is an experience of
ineffable light (’afr�aastoy fvtooB).63 Moreover, the experience
of archetypal beauty escapes all comprehension.64 Indeed the abundance
of alpha-privatives suggests the non-discursive.65 However, themind yet
contemplates the intelligibles.66 Hence, one is led to the conclusion that
dianoia is engaged in contemplation of a discursive sort.
Not dissimilar to David is the bride, whose mind ascends to the

intelligible realm. ‘With her mind she arises and wanders about
the intelligible and supramundane nature’.67 This ascent would seem to

58 De virg., SC, x . 2. 6: ’en tZ&fi makar�iiafi ’eke�iinZfi ’ekst�aasei.
59 Ibid., x . 2. 4: tZ&fi dyn�aamei toy& pne�yymatoB ‘ycvue�iiB t�ZZn di�aanoian. . . .
60 Ibid., x . 2. 8–9: ka�ii ei’selu�vvn di�aa m�oonZB tZ& B diano�iiaB ei’B t�ZZn tv& n a’svm-

�aatvn ka�ii noZtv& n uevr�iian.
61 See Aubineau, 374 n. 4. 62 De virg., SC, x . 2. 5–6. 63 Ibid., x . 2. 13.
64 Ibid., x . 2. 22: diafe�yygei t�ZZn katan�ooZsin, . . .
65 See J. Pelikan, Christianity and Classical Culture (New Haven, 1993), 40–56.
66 De virg., SC, x . 2. 8–9: ei’selu�vvn . . . ei’B t�ZZn . . . noZtv& n uevr�iian.
67 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 182. 5–6: a’ n�iistZsin ‘eayt�ZZn ka�ii peripolei& tZ&fi diano�iiafi

t�ZZn noZt�ZZn te ka�ii ‘yperk�oosmion f�yysin, . . .
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reveal dianoia functioning at a discursive level, for she goes about naming
the various heavenly realms and questioning continually the entire
angelic order.68

Whilst the mind has this orientation towards the intelligible, towards
which it ascends if it can free itself from the grip of the passions, it is
capable of slipping back down, as it were, to this realm of phantasms and
pleasures, or, as Gregory expresses it in Homily 11 on the Song, dianoia
can become drowsy.69 For this reason the Lord has given precepts in
order to make dianoia desire the transcendent.70 This leads to another
aspect of dianoiaworth highlighting. The mind can either ascend towards
the intelligibles or remain thick, dispersed, and drowsy amongst the
world of phantasms and pleasures. While the mind seems to have a
native capacity to ascend, it does not seem to be able to do so unassisted.
We see this sense of exalted dianoiawhenGregory speaks of Paul inDe

vita Moysis. Far from being thickened or dispersed by the passions, the
‘divine Apostle’ is characterized by his elevated dianoia.71

The Mind and Grace

Although dianoia functions best in an elevated mode free of the disper-
sing effects of the sensible and, moreover, has the capacity to ascend in a
natural sort of way from the sensible towards the intelligible order, it
does not seem to be able to do so unassisted. Dynamically oriented to
ascend on high as it is, the mind yet seems equally unstable and can
easily remain in or fall back into dispersion. Hence, dianoia is in need of
assistance in order to negotiate this ascent.Gregory has a number ofways
of addressing this issue: the metaphors of paideia, the effects of scripture
on the mind, and the grace of baptism.

Training and Guidance

Gregory has already drawn attention to the fact that the mind can grow
thick.72 As we have noted, this thickness makes it difficult for the mind
tomake necessary distinctions and to come to know the nature of Beauty

68 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 182. 6–11. 69 Ibid., xi . 315. 22.
70 Ibid., 15–18.
71 De vita Moysis, SC, i . 5. 8–11: o‘ g�aar pol�yyB ’ekei& noB ka�ii ‘ycZl�ooB t�ZZn di�aanoian

o‘ uei& oB A’ p�oostoloB a’ e�ii di�aa tZ& B a’ retZ& B tr�eexvn o’yd�eepote toi& B �ee’ mprosuen ’epe-
ktein�oomenoB �ee’ lZjen.

72 De virg., SC, iv . 5. 1 and xi . 2. 2. Cf. Orat. cat. vi i i , GNO i i i . iv. 6.
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itself. The cause for this difficulty is that ‘the sense faculties are not
suitably trained for the discernment of what is beautiful and what is
not’.73 Although this passage does not specifically identify dianoia as
standing in need of training, the appropriate exercise of the senses will
presumably benefit dianoia.
When speaking of young people who embark on a life of virginity,

Gregory advises them to seek a good guide and master (’agauoon
kauZgem�oona te ka�ii did�aaskalon), for their minds are as yet un-
formed, and owing to their ignorance they are likely to wander off the
right path.74 Hence, dianoia is in need of guidance.75

We have seen that Gregory says the mind must practise vigilance in
order to stave off drowsiness. He asserts that we have been given
precepts from sacred scripture which assist this process by making the
minds of the disciples desire the transcendent.76 Hence, we see another
way in which dianoia is assisted.

Scripture and the Mind

Indeed scripture would seem to exert an influence upon the mind. InDe
vita Moysis scripture leads dianoia in its ascent ‘towards higher degrees of
virtue’.77 But it does more than simply lead; there is a real contact
suggested by the verb xeiragvg�eev: Scripture leads the mind by the
hand.78 The verb is particularly appropriate, for dianoia seems to like to
have something to grasp, whether in the grasping, rapacious thought
which characterizes dianoia when at the level of dispersion amongst the
passions79 or whether dianoia in a loftier moment tries (albeit in vain) to
grasp the divine nature in an act of comprehension.80

73 Ibid., XI. 2. 7–8: m�ZZ a’ kribv& B. . .gegymn�aasuai t�aa ai’suZt�ZZria pr�ooB t�ZZn toy&
kaloy& ka�ii m�ZZ toio�yytoy di�aakrisin.

74 Ibid., xxi i i . 3. 1–6
75 On the importance of spiritual guidance in the ancient world see I. Hadot, ‘The

Spiritual Guide’, in A.H. Armstrong (ed.), Classical Mediterranean Spirituality (New York,
1986), 436–59; R. Valantasis, Spiritual Guides of the Third Century (Minneapolis, 1991); see
also M. Clarke,Higher Education in the Ancient World (London, 1971); H. I. Marrou,Histoire
de l’Education dans l’Antiquité (Paris, 1948).

76 In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 315. 15–22.
77 De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 152. 1–2: P�aalin Z‘mi& n di’ a’ kolo�yyuoy tin�ooB a’ nab�aasevB

pr�ooB t�aa ‘ycZl�ootera tZ& B a’ retZ& B o‘ l�oogoB xeiragvgei& t�ZZn di�aanoian.
78 See Liddel and Scott, s.v. xeiragvg�eev.
79 Ibid., 125,10: ‘arpaktik�ZZn di�aanoian.
80 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 86. 13–14:. . .Z‘ ue�iia f�yysiB p�aasZB ‘yp�eerkeitai kata-

lZptikZ& B diano�iiaB.
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In Commentarius in Canticum canticorum, Gregory says that the spiritual
interpretation (uevr�iia) of the Song’s prologue has a purifying effect
upon dianoia.81 In this instance dianoia is not so much the mind as a
discursive content of the mind, an understanding. We can observe, then,
two different ways in which scripture acts on the mind. It purifies the
mind with the result that a more spiritual understanding is produced, and
it moves the mind, taking it by the hand towards the non-discursive.
One scriptural image used by Gregory seems particularly illustrative

of the assistance which scripture as a whole offers dianoia. Drawing upon
the image of Elijah in the chariot of fire (2 Kgs. 2: 11), Gregory says that
the mind, like Elijah, ‘is taken into a fiery chariot and borne on high
towards the heavenly beauty’.82

Gregory then says that this fire is understood to be the Holy Spirit.83

We shall have occasion later to say more about the role of the Holy
Spirit, but for our present purpose it is sufficient to observe that the
ascent of dianoia to the heavenly realm is under the aegis of the Holy
Spirit.84

Indeed scripture can lead dianoia into the non-discursive region of the
sanctuary itself. In Homily 1 on the Song Gregory says that ‘through the
Song of Songs [Solomon] initiates the mind into the divine sanctuary’
where no thought or image enters.85 But scripture is not the only thing
that assists the mind in its ascent, for this assistance is itself one of the
effects of baptism.

The Grace of Baptism

What effects does baptism have on the mind? We have noted that there
is an aspect of the mind which has a tendency to grab in a snatching,
ravishing sort of way. Baptism, says Gregory, focuses on this aspect of
dianoia, among other things, with the result that it is ‘put to death’. For, as
he says inDe vita Moysis, ‘those passing through the sacramental water of
baptism must put to death in the water the entire army of evils such as

81 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 71. 16–18:. . . ‘�ooson ’ekply& nai ka�ii a’pokl�yysai toy& ‘r�yypoy
tZ& B sark�ooB t�ZZn ’en toi& B legom�eenoiB di�aanoian.

82 Ibid., x . 295. 11–12: ka�ii a’ nalZfuei& sa tv&fi pyr�iinvfi ‘�aarmati Z‘mv& n Z‘ di�aanoia
met�aarsioB pr�ooB t�aa o’yr�aania k�aallZ metateue�iiZ . . . .

83 Ibid., 295. 13–15.
84 This seems entirely consistent with the largely purifying role played by the Holy

Spirit in much of the In Canticum.
85 Ibid. I, 22,16–17: di�aa toy& A�’ ismatoB tv& n ’Aism�aatvn ’ent�ooB tv& n ue�iivn a’ d�yytvn

mystagvgei& t�ZZn di�aanoian.
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avarice, undisciplined desire [and] rapacious thinking. . . . ’86 Indeed all
the ‘evil movements of the mind’ must be put to death.87

Baptism, then, would seem to free the mind from the enslavement
which undisciplined passion exerts on one’s reason.88 Indeed, undiscip-
lined passion is like a tyrant, and Gregory would seem to imply that if
one were to remain enslaved to passion, then, even though one might
have passed through water, one has not in fact touched sacramental
water.89

If the ransoming of the mind from the tyranny of undisciplined
passion is one way of viewing the effects of baptism, the mind’s purifi-
cation is another. Gregory says that ‘the one whose mind has been
purified by crossing the water . . . accedes to the contemplation of tran-
scendent nature’.90 The context of this passage suggests that this is
discursive contemplation.91 This is significant for it implies the role
of grace even in the contemplation of the intelligibles. The effects of
baptism on dianoia, however, do not stop here; this baptismal imagery
of washing continues to purify dianoia.
Gregory says that the contemplation of God involves neither sight

nor hearing (the realm of the senses); nor is the contemplation of God

86 De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 125. 7–14: t�oo dei& n p�aantaB to�yyB dierxom�eenoyB t�oo
mystik�oon �yy‘ dvr ’en tv&fi bapt�iismati p &asan t�ZZn tZ& B kak�iiaB parembol�ZZn, oi‘& on
t�ZZn pleonej�iian, t�ZZn a’ k�oolaston ’epiuym�iian, t�ZZn a‘ rpaktik�ZZn di�aanoian . . .
nekr�aa poiei& n, . . .

87 Ibid., i i . 125. 14–15: t�aa ponZr�aa tZ& B diano�iiaB kin�ZZmata . . . .
88 Ibid., i i . 129. 1–4: Desp�ootZB g�aar t�iiB ’estin ’�aagrioB ka�ii lyss�vvdZB t�oo a’ k�ool-

aston p�aauoB tv&fi a’ ndrapod�vvdei logismv&fi , oi‘& �oon tisi m�aastiji tai& B Z‘ donai& B
ai’kiz�oomenoB.

89 Ibid., i i . 129. 9–12: oi‘& B doyle�yyvn tiB, k�aa’ n diejelZlyu�vvB t�yyxZfi t�oo �yy‘ dvr,
o�yy’ pv kat�aa ge t�oon �ee’ mon l�oogon toy& mystikoy& �yy‘ datoB �ee’ uigen, oy‘& �ee’ rgon ’est�iin
Z‘ tv& n ponZrv& n tyr�aannvn a’pvle�iia. Gregory makes an interesting comment; does
he mean to imply that there is a synergistic aspect to sacramental efficacy? See P. Fedwick,
‘TheKnowledge of Truth or the State of Prayer inGregory of Nyssa’, Polyanethema: Studi di
Letteratura Cristiana offerti a Salvatore Costanza. Studi Tardoantichi 7 (1989), 349–71 at 361.

90 Ibid., i i . 153. 6–18: . . . kekauarm�eenoB ’en tZ&fi diab�aasei toy& �yy‘ datoB. . .t�oote
pros�aagetai tZ&fi tZ& B ‘yperkeim�eenZB f�yysevB uevr�iiafi .

91 Cf. ibid., i i . 154. 5–6: tZ&fi tv& n �oo’ ntvn uevr�iiafi , which could lead one to think that
Gregory intends non-discursive contemplation both here and above at i i . 153. 18. But
there is significant MS variation at II. 154. 5. Five of ten MSS read differently: four read
noZtv& n for �oo’ ntvn and one reads noZm�aatvn for �oo’ ntvn. This, along with ’en tZ&fi tv& n
noZtv& n uevr�iiafi at i i . 156. 6, would support the view that in this context the
activity of di�aanoia is of a discursive nature. Daniélou claims (205 n. 1) that by
Z‘ tv& n �oo’ ntvn uevr�iia Gregory normally intends the contemplation of creation as a
stage towards the knowledge of God.
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comprehended by our customary concepts.92 To contemplate God is
somehow to move beyond both the realm of the senses and the contem-
plation of intelligibles. We have seen that dianoia plays a role, however
infelicitous, at the level of the senses as well as at the level of the
intelligibles, but now we see that dianoia also plays a role in moving
beyond the intelligibles into the presence of God. For Gregory says that
the person who wants to ascend to the knowledge of higher things must
wash dianoia of all opinion born of conceptions previously held and of
commerce with the senses.93 Only then is one ready to assault the
mountain of divine knowledge.
With this baptismal imagery of washing Gregory describes how the

mind comes to the knowledge of God. While this passage itself does not
describe such an experience, it brings us to the threshold and reveals
another capacity of dianoia. We have seen dianoia thick and dispersed
among the senses and passions. We have seen dianoia ascend to the
contemplation of the intelligibles by being taken by the hand by sacred
scripture or by being washed in the waters of baptism. Now we see
dianoia on the verge of entering the apophatic. We shall have abundant
opportunity later in this study to see that one of Gregory’s preferred
ways of describing an apophatic ascent is through aphairesis: the letting go
of sense perception, images, concepts, to enter the presence of God, the
Holy of Holies, the darkness where God dwells.94 In this passage we see,
however tacitly, this aphairesis; for, as part of its purification, dianoiamust
shed all commerce with the senses, and this shedding of knowledge is
begun with the washing away of opinion. Other levels of knowledge will
be abandoned in the ascent of the mountain of divine knowledge and
when the darkness of God is entered.95 But what is particularly worthy
of note in the present context is not simply the role of grace in assisting
dianoia in its ascent but specifically the baptismal context in which
the ascent is situated. The lofty ascent of the mind up the mountain of

92 De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 157. 1–3: H‘ d�ee toy& Qeoy& uevr�iia o�yy’ te kat�aa t�oo fain�oom-
enon o�yy’ te kat�aa t�oo a’ koy�oomenon ’energei& tai, o�yy’ te tin�ii tv& n syn�ZZuvn no-
Zm�aatvn katalamb�aanetai.

93 Ibid., i i . 157. 5–10: ’All�aa xr�ZZ t�oon m�eellonta prosba�iinein tZ&fi tv& n ‘ycZlv& n
katano�ZZsei pasZ& B ai’suZtikZ& B te ka�ii a’ l�oogoy kin�ZZsevB prokau &arai t�oon
tr�oopon ka�ii p &asan d�oojan t�ZZn ’ek prokatal�ZZce�vvB tinoB gegenZm�eenZn tZ& B
diano�iiaB ’ekpl�yynanta tZ& B te syn�ZZuoyB o‘mil�iiaB xvrisu�eenta tZ& B pr�ooB t�ZZn
i’d�iian s�yynoikon, toyt�eesti t�ZZn a�ii’suZsin, . . .

94 Another common motif is the stringing together of negatives such as we see at In
Eccl., SC, vi i . 8. 100–1.

95 De vita Moysis, SC, i . 163.
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the knowledge of God into the darkness is at the same time grounded in
the liturgical and sacramental life of the Christian community. While this
is an observation more obviously characteristic of someone like Denys
the Areopagite,96 it is clearly present in Gregory of Nyssa, not simply as
an adumbration, but as a consistent theological concern.
Now that we have seen in some detail how dianoia can undergo

dispersion among the senses and be likened to a pig97 and how, washed
in the waters of baptism, taken by the hand by scripture, led up to the
contemplation of the intelligibles and to threshold of non-discursive
knowledge, let us see how the same dianoia can cross that threshold and
enter the sanctuary.

The Presence of God

InDe vita MoysisGregory considers at some length the entrance ofMoses
into the darkness of God, and in this context we see an important
example of the heights to which dianoia can rise. In Book I we see that
Moses approached the darkness (gn�oofoB) and ‘entered the Sanctuary of
divine mystagogy. There, having disappeared from sight, he was one
with the Invisible.’98 Gregory nearly always uses ‘darkness’ to indicate
divine incomprehensibility.99 The fact that Moses has entered darkness
indicates that he has entered the non-discursive. This is supported by
Moses’ entry into the sanctuary, and particularly by the oxymoronic
formulation: Moses penetrates the impenetrable (paradye�iiB t�oo
’�aadyton). Gregory often uses oxymoron and other paradoxes to desig-
nate a certain barrier beyond which discursive reason does not pass.100

The language of invisibility also implies elevation beyond the intelligible,
for in becoming invisible himself, Moses is becoming like God. This
motif, namely, that only like knows like reaches far back into Greek

96 A. Louth, Denys the Areopagite (London, 1989), 101–9 and more recently the
comments of D. Turner, The Darkness of God: Negativity in Christian Mysticism (Cambridge,
1995), 258.

97 De virg. v . 11.
98 De Vita Moysis, SC, i . 46. 4–5: Pr�ooB g�aar t�oo ’�aadyton tZ& B ue�iiaB mystagvg�iiaB

paradye�iiB, ’ekei& tv&fi a’ or�aatvfi synZ& n m�ZZ o‘r�vvmenoB. . . .
99 Cf. ibid., i i . 162. 1 ff. See Simonetti, Vita di Mosè, 269–70, his comment on

gn�oofoB. Later in this study we shall have more to say about Gregory’s doctrine on
darkness.

100 See, for one example among very many, In Cant. v , GNO vi . 156. 18; see the
treatment of Daniélou, Platonisme et théologie mystique, 274 ff.
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philosophical tradition.101 If Moses is to know God, Moses must
become like God.
Having noted Moses’ disappearance into the darkness of the sanctu-

ary, Gregory speculates as to what this event must mean. Moses teaches,
he says, that anyone who wants to be one with Godmust depart from all
that is visible and do two things: stretch forth dianoia to the invisible and
incomprehensible and believe that God is present where the understand-
ing does not reach.102

It would seem by this, then, that Gregory believes the mind capable of
entering in some sense into the sanctuary, that it can penetrate the
impenetrable. However, it is important to note that dianoia is not capable
of doing anything in the presence of God. It is not capable of under-
standing; no katan�ooZsiB is performed. While Moses communes with
God, Gregory does not say that it was specifically dianoia which came in
contact with God. Indeed dianoia seems capable of nothing; the only
activity taking place is believing.103

In Book II ofDe vita Moysis, we read of the approach to ‘the mountain
of divine knowledge’.104 Scripture has led dianoia to higher levels of
virtue.105 This is necessary, says Gregory, for one who ‘would undertake
to ascend by means of intelligence to the mountain of divine knowledge
and . . . enter into the darkness where God is. . . . ’106 Again we see that
dianoia is both the means of approaching the knowledge of God and the
means of entering the darkness of God. But Gregory mentions no
knowing encounter after the mind has entered the darkness.
A few chapters further on Gregory says that the contemplation of

God is not concerned with the ordinary activities of thought.107 In order
to approach such lofty things dianoia must be purified of all opinions
born of sense perceptions. Then, with themind purified, onemay assault
the mountain of knowledge.

101 Plato, Phaedo 67b2; Aristotle, De an. I 404b 17–18; Met. B 1000b 5–6.
102 Cf. De vita Moysis, SC, i . 46. 6–10: ‘�ooti dei& t�oon m�eellonta synei& nai Qev&fi

’ejeluei& n p &an t�oo fain�oomenon ka�ii ’ep�ii t�oo a’ �oorat�oon te ka�ii a’ kat�aalZpton t�ZZn
’eaytoy& di�aanoian, oi‘& on ’ep�ii tina �oo’ royB koryf�ZZn, a’ nate�iinanta ’ekei& piste�yyein
ei’& nai t�oo uei& on ’en v&fi ‘ o’yk ’efiknei& tai Z‘ katan�ooZsiB.

103 We shall withhold until the next chapter any discussion of the role of p�iistiB.
104 Ibid., i i . 152. 8. 105 Ibid., i i . 152. 1–2.
106 Ibid., i i . 152. 8–10: tolm�ZZsZfi pot�ee tZ&fi diano�iiafi prosbZ& nai tv&fi tZ& B

ueognvs�iiaB �oo’ rei . . . ka�ii ei’seluei& n ei’B t�oon gn�oofon oy‘& �ee’ stin o‘ Qe�ooB. . . .
107 Ibid., i i . 157. 1–3: H‘ d�ee toy& Qeoy& uevr�iia . . . o�yy’ te tin�ii tv& n syn�ZZuvn

noZm�aatvn katalamb�aanetai�
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Gregory asks, ‘But what does it mean that Moses entered the darkness
and there saw God in it’?108 His response to this question involves a
description of themind entering the presence of God. This entrance into
the divine presence is a single movement with two aspects. One move-
ment entails a letting go or a leaving behind of all appearances, ‘not only
what the senses grasp but also what the mind (dianoia) thinks it sees’.109

The other movement reveals a certain dynamic quality of the mind to
push ahead and penetrate deeper. This quality of the mind Gregory
termspolypragmos�yynZ.110 It is the mind’s curiosity that ‘goes deeper
and deeper within until it penetrates into what is invisible and incompre-
hensible and there sees God’.111 Gregory hastens to add, however, that
this seeing is a non-seeing that is also the highest form of knowledge,
‘surrounded on all sides by incomprehensibility as though by a kind of
darkness’.112 This darkness which the mind has entered is the ‘luminous
dark’ in which the sublime John, who discovered that no intelligence can
reach the divine essence, was immersed.113

Once again we may observe that, although the mind may enter the
darkness of God, the mind is capable of nothing once in the darkness of

108 Ibid., i i . 162. 1–2: T�ii d�ee d�ZZ bo�yyletai t�oo ’ent�ooB gen�eesuai toy& gn�oofoy
t�oon Mvy¤ s�eea ka�ii o�yy‘ tvB ’en a’ytv&fi t�oon Qe�oon i’dei& n;

109 Ibid., i i . 163. 1–3: Katalip�vvn g�aar p &an t�oo fain�oomenon, o’y m�oonon ‘�oosa
katalamb�aanei Z‘ a�ii’suZsiB, a’ ll�aa ka�ii ‘�oosa Z‘ di�aanoia dokei& bl�eepein, . . .

110 Gregory uses this term with some frequency but not always in the same sense. For
example, it is used in a negative sense in Contra Eunomium, GNO i i . 253. 28 and In Cant.
xi , GNO vi . 339. 17. But it is used positively here (De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 163. 4) and at In
Cant. vi , GNO vi . 182. 18 to describe the means by which di�aanoiamoves into the non-
discursive. See B. Brox, ‘Zur Legitimität der Wissbegier (curiositas)’, in H. Bungert (ed),
Das antike Rom in Europa: Die Kaiserzeit und ihre Nachwirkungen (Regensburg, 1985), 33–52,
esp. 40–9.

111 Ibid., i i . 163. 3–5: a’ e�ii pr�ooB t�oo ’end�ooteron �ii’ etai, ‘�eevB �aa’ n diad�yyZfi tZ&fi polyp-
ragmos�yynZfi tZ& B diano�iiaB pr�ooB t�oo a’ u�eeat�oon te ka�ii a’ kat�aalZpton ka’ kei& t�oon
Qe�oon �ii’ dZfi .

112 Ibid., i i . 163. 7–8: oi‘& �oon tini gn�oofvfi tZ&fi a’ katalZc�iiafi pantax�oouen dieilZ-
mm�eenon.

113 Ibid., i i . 163. 9–13. The ‘luminous dark’ is among Gregory’s most well-known
oxymorons which constitute a characteristic feature of his apophatic theology. Langer-
beck argues forcefully that these oxymorons and other paradoxical expressions are not
merely rhetorical features but an important component of his negative theology. How-
ever, Langerbeck speculates at no great length as to what role such oppositional phrases
and images do play; see ‘Zur Interpretation Gregors von Nyssa’, Theologische Literaturzei-
tung 82 (1957), 83. For a fascinating general study of paradoxical language and other
features of mystical literature see M. Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying (Chicago, 1994).
While Sells, alas, does not include Gregory as one of his case studies, much of what Sells
says is nonetheless useful for understanding Gregory’s use of paradoxical language.
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God’s presence. It cannot grasp anything in an act of understanding; it
performs no katan�ooZsiB; nor does the mind per se attain union with
God. What precise faculty actually finds God and unites to God we shall
address in a subsequent chapter.
An important passage fromHomily 7 on Ecclesiastes indicates clearly

the inability of dianoia to grasp anything, which would constitute an act of
comprehension, when it enters the non-discursive. Gregory likens the
soul that has passed beyond what is accessible by concepts to someone
standing on a cliff and who, when edging his foot over the side, realizes
there is no foothold: he becomes dizzy, is thrown into confusion and
soon returns to solid ground.114 So the soul, ‘having nothing it can grab,
neither place nor time, neither space nor any other thing which offers
our mind something to take hold of, but, slipping from all sides from
what it fails to grasp, in dizziness and confusion, it returns again to what
is natural to it’.115 It seems that the nature of the mind is to try to catch
hold of something in a discursive act, but when it moves beyond to what
cannot be grasped, such as darkness, the divine sanctuary, and, here, an
abyss, it cannot function properly and can even experience duress and
disorientation, as we see in this text from In Ecclesiasten.
Another important example of the fact that dianoia can enter the realm

of the non-discursive is seen in the figure of the bride. In Homily 6 on
the Song of Songs we see the bride, like Moses, ‘in the darkness where
God is’.116 She moves beyond the level of senses by forsaking sensual
perceptions and then, she says, ‘I am embraced by the divine night and
search for him who is hidden in the darkness’.117 The bride seeks the
beloved so that she might know his essence (o’ys�iia), but the beloved
escapes her desire to know him.118 She then begins to ascend, by means
of dianoia, and wanders about the intelligible and angelic realm searching
for her beloved; but he is not there.119 Finally, after the bride has gone
through the incorporeal and intelligible realm ‘with the curiosity of her

114 See In Eccl., SC, vi i . 8. 88–106.
115 Ibid., vi i . 8. 100–4: O’yk �ee’ xoys�aa ti oy‘& peridr�aajZtai, o’y t�oopon, o’y xr�oonon,

o’y m�eetron, o’yk ’�aallo ti toioy& ton o’yd�een ‘o� d�eexetai tZ& B diano�iiaB Z‘mv& n t�ZZn ’ep�iib-
asin, a’ ll�aa pantax�oouen tv& n a’ l�ZZptvn a’polisua�iinoysa i’liggi &afi te ka�ii a’mZ-
xanei& ka�ii p�aalin pr�ooB t�oo syggen�eeB ’epistr�eefetai, . . . Plotinus speaks along strik-
ingly similar lines of the mind’s difficulty in reaching beyond space and time at Enn.
vi . 9. 3.

116 In Cant. vi , GNO. vi . 181. 6.
117 Ibid., 181. 13–14: ‘�oote periesx�eeuZn tZfi & ue�iiafi nykt�ii t�oon ’en tv&fi gn�oofvfi kekrym-

m�eenon a’ nazZtoy& sa, . . .
118 Ibid., 181. 17–19. 119 Ibid., 182. 4–14.
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mind’,120 she begins to abandon everything: ‘I abandoned the entire
creation and went beyond every intelligible thing in creation and forsak-
ing every means of grasping with the mind, I found my beloved by
faith.’121

This passage demonstrates rather clearly that dianoia not only can
operate at the level of the intelligibles but also can arrive at the non-
discursive level of the divine night, the darkness where God is. Once
again we see that this ascent is negotiated by a certain quality of mind
which Gregory calls ‘curiosity’. However, having been embraced by the
‘divine night’, having entered the darkness of God’s presence, dianoia
cannot grasp anything in an act of comprehension. Only after a process
of aphairesis, with all conceptual understanding abandoned, does the
bride encounter her beloved. However, this encounter, it is important
to note, is achieved not by the mind (whether nous or dianoia) but by faith;
the bride enters the divine darkness by means of dianoia, but attains
union by means of faith.122

When the mind is in the divine sanctuary, in the darkness of God’s
presence or hanging over the abyss of unknowing, it cannot function
properly; there is nothing for it to grasp in an act of understanding, and,
as we saw in a powerful text from In Ecclesiasten vi i , it can even experi-
ence the turmoil of dizziness and confusion. But, while it is generally true
that dianoia cannot actively function, it does undergo something rather
important.
InHomily 11 on the Song of Songs we findGregory presenting one of

his many résumés of what the bride has accomplished, and he reminds us
that the bride has been embraced by the divine night.123 Gregory
immediately asks, how can what is invisible, the Bridegroom, appear at
night?124 Gregory’s answer is well known: the Bridegroom ‘gives the
soul a perception of presence’.125 He questions further, ‘What happens

120 Ibid., 182. 18: tZfi & polypragmos�yynZfi tZ& B diano�iiaB.
121 Ibid., 183. 6–8: a’fei& sa p &asan t�ZZn kt�iisin ka�ii pareluoy& sa p &an t�oo ’en tZfi &

kt�iisei noo�yymenon ka�ii p &asan katalZptik�ZZn �ee’ fodon katalipoy& sa, tZfi & p�iistei
ey‘& ron t &on a’ gap�vvmenon. . . .

122 We shall say more about the relationship between di�aanoia and p�iistiB in a
subsequent chapter.

123 In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 324. 7–9.
124 Ibid., 324. 9–10.
125 Ibid., 324. 10–11: a’ ll’a�ii’suZsin m�een tina d�iidvsi tZfi & cyxZfi & tZ& B paro-

ysiaB. . . . For a study of the significance of this phrase see M. Canévet, ‘La Perception
de la présence de Dieu. A propos d’une expression de la XIème homélie sur le Cantique
des Cantiques’, in J. Fontaine and C. Kannengieser (eds.),Epektasis (Paris, 1972), 443–54.
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to the soul in the mystagogy of this night?’ ‘The Word touches the door’
(Song 5: 2), Gregory responds, and goes on to say that this door which
the Word touches is the mind itself, dianoia in its discursive search for
what is ineffable. Through this same dianoia the sought-after Beloved
comes to dwell.126 Notice that the mind does not comprehend the
Beloved; nor is union described. Nevertheless dianoia somehow allows
the Beloved to enter and take up residence.127

With rather different imagery Gregory says something quite similar in
Homily 3 on the Song, where he likens the mind not to a door but to
fertile, cultivated earth, and here the vine of the Bridegroom is rooted.
Gregory is probably drawing this image from the description in Psalm
1 of the happy man, who ‘is like a tree planted beside the watercourse,
which yields its fruit in due season and its leaf never withers: in all that he
does he prospers’.128 Gregory develops this image from Psalm 1 in a way
that reflects his own concerns for the spiritual depths of the human. This
fertile earth in which the Bridegroom has taken root is, says Gregory,
‘the deep mind which is watered by divine teaching.’129

This text merits consideration for at least two reasons. Not only does
it provide another example of dianoia as the subject of divine indwelling,
even though this divine presence is not grasped by dianoia in an act of
understanding, but it also shows that the mind is nonetheless given

126 Ibid., 324. 13–15: ‘�aaptetai tZ& B u�yyraB o‘ l�oogoB: u�yyran d�ee nooy& men t�ZZn
stoxastik�ZZn tv& n a’ rr�ZZtvn di�aanoian, di’Z&‘ B ei’soik�iizetai t�oo zZto�yymenon.

127 There are at least two other noteworthy passages which evince this capacity of
di�aanoia to serve as a means of divine indwelling: In Cant. i i i . 87. 2–8 and vi . 182.
18–183. 13. However, these texts differ from the present one in an important way. Unlike
the present text di�aanoia undergoes a process of aphairesis, and Gregory becomes more
precise as to what exactly facilitates divine indwelling. When Gregory is being
more precise it would seem that the mediation of divine indwelling is accomplished by
p�iistiB, especially at the non-discursive level. This invites speculation as to the relation of
di�aanoia to p�iistiB, which I shall later take up. Suffice it to say for the moment that this
cluster of texts, among other things, leads me to take a position contrary to that proposed
by B. Pottier, who sees a ‘rupture’ between faith and knowledge inGregory ofNyssa (Dieu
et le Christ selon Grégoire de Nysse (Namur, 1994), 207). While there is an important and
consistent discontinuity between di�aanoia and p�iistiB, there is also an important and
consistent continuity between the two.

128 Ps. 1. 3; translation from The New English Bible (Oxford and Cambridge, 1970).
129 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 97. 18–98. 2: Z‘ toy& nymf�iioy ’�aampeloB ’en tv&fi

Gad�ii, tv&fi p�iioni to�yytvfi t�oopvfi ’errizvm�eenZ (toyt�eestin ’en baue�iiafi tZfi & diano�iiafi
tZfi & di�aa tv& n ue�iivn didagm�aatvn katardoym�eenZfi ). . . . Cf. Gregory’s treatment of
Ps. 1: 3 in In inscrip. Psalm., GNO v . 37. Gregory continues to supply the image
of being watered with divine teaching but no specification of the ‘deep mind’
(’en baue�iiafi tZfi & diano�iiafi ) as the subject of this watering.
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something worth knowing, namely, ‘divine teaching’, which the mind in
its turn would be capable of grasping. This text, therefore, reveals
something else of which the mind is capable as it encounters divine
presence: not only is the mind the subject of divine indwelling, it also
receives something as a result.
In Homily 11 on the Song of Songs Gregory comments briefly on the

phrase ‘the drops of the night’ (Song 5: 2)130 and says ‘it is not possible
for someone who has entered the sanctuary of the invisible to meet a
shower of rain or a swollen torrent of knowledge’. There is nothing
surprising in this, for we would not expect that there would be any
discursive activity whatever in the sanctuary. But Gregory goes on to say
that one who has entered the sanctuary, presumably by means of dianoia,
‘must be content if truth bedew one’s knowledge with delicate and
indistinct insights’.131 This passage is significant, for, while the mind
does not actively accomplish anything in the sanctuary, it does receive
something: it receives these insights. What stands out here is that there is
an exchange of some sort that takes place between the non-discursive
and the discursive. While the mind cannot grasp God, God yet moistens
the mind, and from this moisture a certain discursive content, a dianoia,
congeals. This ‘moisture of thought’132 can in turn nourish God’s plants,
which are the virtues.133 Indeed dianoia can be rather like a fountain
which teems and finally overflows, thus aiding in the possession of the
good.134

The mind seems never capable of comprehension when it is in the
darkness of divine presence or embraced by the divine night. But this is
not to say it is capable of nothing whatever. It maintains a certain
receptive capacity. By virtue of this capacity the Bridegroom can enter
and dwell. Moreover, this divine indwelling has an effect upon the mind:

130 In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 325. 20 f.
131 Ibid., 325. 21–326. 5: o’y g�aar ’esti dynat�oon t�oon ’ent�ooB tv& n a’ d�yytvn te ka�ii

a’ uevr�ZZtvn gen�oomenon �oo’ mbrvfi tin�ii tZ& B gn�vvsevB entyxei& n Z�’ xeim�aarrvfi a’ ll’
a’ gapZt�oon ei’ leptai& B tisi ka�ii a’mydrai& B diano�iiaiB ’epicek�aazoi t�ZZn gnv& sin
a’ytv& n Z‘ a’ l�ZZueia di�aa tv& n a‘ g�iivn te ka�ii ueoforoym�eenvn tZ& B logikZ& B stag�oonoB
a’porreo�yysZB.

132 In Cant. ix , GNO vi . 276. 6. Water, especially flowing water, in the In Canticum
canticorum often indicates divine presence. See for example In Cant. i , GNO vi . 32. 12–15
and In Cant. i i , GNO vi . 62. 3–7, among many others. In a subsequent chapter we shall
consider more deeply this imagery of flowing water and its epistemological implications.

133 Ibid., 277. 7–9: a’ ret�aaB d�ee ei’& nai t�ZZn fyte�iian toy& ueoy& memau�ZZkamen, per�ii
‘a�B Z‘ dianoZtik�ZZ tZ& B cyxZ& B Z‘mv& n d�yynamiB a’sxoloym�eenZ. . . . Note that virtue is
not subordinated to knowledge in this text.

134 See ibid., 275. 19–276. 2.
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it ‘waters it with divine teaching’; it ‘moistens themind’. Themind in turn
can distil this moisture into insight, discourse, and action.

Conclusion

As helpful as Mann’s Lexicon Gregorianum is, with its multi-column list of
occurrences of dianoia, the advantage of the present examination has
been the opportunity to look closely at an abundant sampling of signifi-
cant texts in which dianoia occurs, and it places us in a position to suggest
a working definition of dianoia: dianoia is a general term that refers to
that discursive state of mind characterized optimally by reason and
the performance of ratiocination, but which less optimally can also be
characterized by the domination of the passions. It can also refer to the
product of ratiocination such as a thought, reflection, or perception.135

It is responsive to grace, seen especially in the guidance of scripture and
baptism and under such assistance comes into the presence of God, but
without grasping God in an act of comprehension.
The following points serve as useful observations regarding the

portrait of the mind that has emerged from this survey.

(A) One observation which by now should seem rather obvious is that
Gregory uses a single lexical item to refer to several states of mind or
intelligence. In this regard he stands in bold contrast to Plato, whose
well-known Allegory of the Line ascribes a rather precise meaning to
epistemological terms such as nous, dianoia and pistis. The Allegory
suggests that dianoia is a technical term which refers to a faculty inferior
to nous and limited to discursive reason, whereas nous designates a non-
discursive, intuitive grasp of the first principle. However, this technical
meaning of dianoia is unique to Plato and arguably limited to the Allegory
of the Line. 136 For Gregory nous and dianoia do not seem to exhibit this

135 This, however, does not prevent Gregory from using other terms such as
ai’su�ZZsiB or noy& B to express the same thing.

136 Rep. vi . 511d–e. It is well to note that outside the specific context of the Allegory of
the Line di�aanoia cannot be presumed to have the technical meaning seen at 511e. In the
nineteenth century Jowett and Campbell (Plato’s Republic, 3 vols. (Oxford, 1895), 325)
observed that ‘in the great majority of instances di�aanoia . . . is used in the ordinary Greek
acceptations of (1) mental activity, (2) mind in act, (3) a particular thought or conception,
(4) meaning, (5) intention’. To refer to a faculty or state of mind between p�iistiB and
noy& B, it is ‘hardly to be found elsewhere in Plato’. J. Adam (The Republic of Plato, 2 vols., 2nd
edn. (Cambridge, 1963), 72) says that ‘di�aanoia is the most general word for a state (‘e�jiB)
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technical difference; in fact they seem roughly synonymous. For
example, in De virginitate, we saw that it was dianoia which looked down
upon and became embroiled in the passions.137 But a little further on in
this treatise the same epistemological state was described of nous: scat-
tered and dispersed among sensual pleasures.138

This interchangeability of terminology seems to continue into Gre-
gory’s maturity. InDe vita Moysis he states that it was through dianoia that
one approached the mountain of divine knowledge and entered the
darkness where God was.139 But this same exalted state of mind was
likewise described of nous, which enters into the invisible and unknow-
able ‘and there sees God’.140 This is not to say, however, that whenever
Gregory says dianoia he could just as easily have said noy& B; he can and
does make distinctions.141 The point is simply that in general the two
words are not technical terms which designate two separate states.142 As
Völker has observed of Philo and Clement, nous and dianoia are roughly
synonymous terms denoting the mind or intelligence.143

(B) Whether Gregory speaks of the mind as nous or dianoia, we see it (1)
involved in passionate struggle; (2) performing tasks of ratiocination and

of mind or mode of thought in Greek’. The technical sense which is accorded di�aanoia in
the Allegory of the Line (511e) ‘is entirely Plato’s own’. In his Loeb edition (The Republic
(Cambridge, Mass., 1935) ), Shorey observes that even in the context of the Allegory of
the Line, e.g. 511c (line 8), di�aanoia ‘is general and not technical’ (115 n. f). For more
discussion on the Allegory of the Line see G.M.A. Grube, Plato’s Thought (London, 1935),
1–50, esp. 26–8; D. Melling, Understanding Plato (Oxford, 1987), 103–13; for a helpful
review of a variety of positions on the Allegory of the Line see R. C. Cross and
A. Woozley, Plato’s Republic: A Philosophical Commentary (London, 1964), 203–28.

137 De virg., SC, v . 3–5: . . . ka�ii a’ nt�ii toy& metevroporei& n ka�ii ei’B t�aa ’�aanv bl�eepein
t�ZZn di�aanoian Z‘mv& n pr�ooB t�aa sark�ooB ka�ii a�i‘matoB p�aauZ katenexuei& san pesei& n.

138 Ibid., vi . 2. 11–14: O�yy‘ tv moi dokei& ka�ii o‘ noy& B o‘ a’ nur�vvpinoB, ei’ m�een
pantaxoy& diax�eeoitopr�ooB t�oo a’ r�eeskon a’ e�ii toi& B ai’suZtZr�iioiB ‘r�eevn ka�ii skedan-
n�yymenoB, mZdem�iian a’ ji�oologon d�yynamin sxei& n pr�ooB t�ZZn ’ep�ii t�oo �oo’ ntoB a’ gau�oon
pore�iian.

139 De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 152. 7–10: �ii‘ na tolm�ZZsZfi pot�ee t &Zfi diano�iiafi pros-
bZ& nai tv&fi tZ& B ueognvs�iiaB �oo’ rei ka�ii . . . ei’seluei& n ei’B t�oon gn�oofon oy‘& �ee’ stin o‘
Qe�ooB. . . .

140 Ibid., i i . 163. 5: ka’ kei& t�oon Qe�oon [o‘ noy& B (162. 10)] �ii’ dZfi .
141 The above passage,De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 162. 10–163. 5, provides a good example

of how Gregory can distinguish between the two.
142 I shall argue later in this study quite the opposite regarding the term p�iistiB.

P�iistiB, in certain contexts, has a technical meaning distinguishable, though ultimately
not separable, from the sensus vulgaris.

143 W. Völker, Der wahre Gnostiker nach Clemens Alexandrinus (Berlin, 1952), 366.
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contemplation of the intelligibles; (3) ascending on high; (4) in the
sanctuary or in the darkness of divine presence.
(1) We have seen Gregory spend much time describing the mind

struggling with passion. This struggle seems to be of at least two sorts.
(a) A struggle as a result of being caught up with physical pleasures of

the body. Gregory likens the mind in this state to a cow or a pig, which
are constantly looking down, presumably to the concerns of the flesh.
(b) But this preoccupation with the concerns of the flesh is not the

only problem dianoia undergoes, for themind seems to undergo struggles
that are rooted not in its involvement with the body—as though the
human person were, in Stead’s words, ‘an animal with reason added
on’144—but within the mind itself. For the mind can also be caught up
with worrying about and being preoccupied with what others think of
one.145 Moreover, Gregory speaks of the importance of the mind being
converted from ravishing, snatching thoughts and from the mind’s own
sordid movements.146

The capacity of dianoia to be preoccupied by these things leaves it in a
state which Gregory describes varyingly as thick, dispersed, or grasping,
and the effects of this are the same. The mind flows in every direction
like gushing water, and the love due to God is dispersed among other
things. One is alienated from God and unable to use reason properly,
notably for distinguishing a beautiful thing from Beauty itself.147 The
mind must be converted from all this, which is precisely, according to
Gregory, one of the implications of receiving baptism.
(2) The same mind which can grow thick or dispersed can assume a

more noble state and perform basic discursive processes of ratiocin-
ation. In this state dianoia can also refer to the rational capacity of the
soul148 as well as to the product of discursive thought. Finally, it can also
contemplate the intelligibles, which, says Gregory, is accomplished
through dianoia alone.149

(3) Themind ascends to the contemplation of the intelligibles through
the curiosity of the mind itself as well as through grace, which guides and
trains the mind, and particularly when scripture leads dianoia not only to

144 G. C. Stead, ‘The Concept of the Mind and the Concept of God in the Christian
Fathers’, in B. Hebblethwaite and S. Sutherland (eds.), The Philosophical Frontiers of Christian
Theology (Cambridge, 1982), 48.

145 De virg., SC, ix . 2. 9–11. 146 De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 125. 10 and 13–15.
147 De virg., SC, xi . 2. 3–4. 148 In Cant. ix , GNO vi . 275. 20–1.
149 De virg., SC, x . 2. 8–9; see also De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 24. 3.
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the lofty heights of discursive contemplation but beyond the threshold
into the sanctuary, the darkness of divine presence.150

(4) At this most noble level of the mind there is no ratiocination. It
cannot see, for it is embraced by the divine night. It cannot understand,
for there is no object to grasp. Nevertheless, we have observed that the
mind in this darkness is particularly receptive to two important events.
Gregory says the mind is like a doorway through which the Bridegroom
enters and dwells. An aspect of this indwelling involves some sort of
knowing encounter. This is certainly not a torrent of knowledge, but, as
Gregory says, the mind that enters the sanctuary is ‘bedewed’ with
knowledge.151

(C) This portrait of a mind capable of assuming various states along a
single continuum places one in a position to respond to a remark made
by G.C. Stead concerning Gregory’sDe anima et resurrectione. Stead claims
that Macrina ‘repeats Aristotle’s mistake of regarding man simply as an
animal with reason added on as an extra capacity. . . . ’152 Hence, one is
left with an anthropology which effectively alienates human intelligence
from the impulsive world of senses and passions. To what extent Stead’s
appraisal is a fair reading of Gregory of Nyssa’s De anima et resurrectione
has been queried by Rowan Williams in an admirable essay devoted to
clarifying some important notions regarding the relationship between
the mind and the passions.153 Our survey of mind, under the lens of
dianoia, supports Williams, who argues that impulses are part of the
mind, ‘part of how mind realises itself’ and that the human being does
not, according to Gregory, ‘consist of a rational core with some embar-
rassing additions’.154

An important statement of Gregory’s anthropology occurs in
Oratio catechetica vi . Gregory says that in the creation of humanity a
mixture or blending (m�iigma) of the intelligible and sensible is produced

150 On xeiragvg�iia see I. Gargano, La Teoria di Gregorio di Nissa sul Cantico dei Cantici
(Rome, 1981), 93, 127, 230–1 et passim; see also A. Cortesi,Le Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici di
Gregorio di Nissa: Proposta di un itinerario di vita battesimale (Rome, 2000), 54 and 224–5 et
passim.

151 In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 325. 21–326. 5.
152 Stead, ‘The Concept of the Mind and the Concept of God’, 48.
153 Williams, ‘Macrina’s Deathbed Revisited,’ 227–46. See also M. Barnes, ‘The

Polemical Context and Content of Gregory of Nyssa’s Psychology’, Medieval Philosophy
and Theology 4 (1994), 1–24; and J. Behr, ‘The Rational Animal: A Rereading of Gregory of
Nyssa’s De hominis opificio’, Journal of Early Christian Studies 7 (1999), 219–47.

154 ‘Macrina’s Deathbed Revisited’, 235 and 236.
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by God.155 The intention of this image of blending suggests a basic unity
not allowed for by Stead’s suggestion that Gregory sees the human being
as ‘an animal with reason added on’. Moreover, this unity is important
for consolidating humanity as a microcosm. ‘Man is essentially a micro-
cosm, that man might be at the same time both a link being and also in
the image of God.’156 If Gregory’s anthropology really envisaged the
tenuous link between the world of animal passion and sensibility, on the
one hand, and intelligence on the other, as Stead suggests, it seems
unlikely that this mediating role of the human being as microcosm
could obtain.
The anthropology set forth in the Oratio catechetica would imply that

‘humanity cannot be thought of without reference to passion. The
reasonable soul is the crown of the evolving history of animality,
gradually blended with increasing degrees of self-moving capacity’.157

Any number of texts we have considered demonstrate that the prob-
lem of the passions is a problem within the mind itself and not something
to which mind has been merely superadded. For example, desire
(’epiuym�iia) can be a problem for the soul by allowing it to be tripped
up by sense perceptions and objections, or it can rise above these sense
perceptions to spiritual beauty. In De virginitate we see that the power of
desire can be wasted on objects that are distracting, or, by contrast, this
same power of desire can be purified of its obsession with baser things
and ascend ‘to where perception does not reach’; thus the soul arrives ‘at
the intelligence of that magnificence beyond the heavens’.158 The sense
here is that desire is a power within the soul. While it can clearly present a
problem for the soul, it can also enable intelligence to arrive at a loftier
vision, provided desire is sufficiently purified. But the advance is
through a purified desire, not an exterminated desire. The passionate
desire that can inhibit the soul’s ascent can also facilitate the soul’s
ascent.159 Indeed the whole world of sense perception ‘is joined to our
nature as its proper companion’.160

155 Orat. cat. vi , GNO i i i . iv. 22. 11.
156 A. Meredith, The Cappadocians (London, 1995), 92.
157 Williams, ‘Macrina’s Deathbed Revisited’, 237. Williams’s essay focuses mainly

uponDe hominis opificio andDe anima et resurrectione, but the observation seems equally true
of the Oratio catechetica.

158 See De virg., SC, xi . 3. 5–18.
159 Perhaps there is no clearer example of this than In Cant. i , GNO vi . 23. 9: t�oo

’er�aasuZti�
160 De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 157. 10–11: . . . toyt�eesti t�ZZn a�ii’suZsin, ‘Z� s�yyzyg�ooB pvB

’est�ii tZfi & Z‘met�eerafi f�yysei ka�ii s�yynoikoB, . . . See also i i . 122.
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Another example of the passionate struggles of the mind having to do
with the nature of the mind and not merely with its involvement with the
body per se is seen in a particular trait with which Gregory characterizes
the mind: polypragmos�yynZ. It can be used negatively of the mind to
describe a certain meddlesomeness.161 However, the same quality of the
mind can at other times be quite positive; this same dynamic quality of
the mind is used to penetrate into the incomprehensible, where God is
seen.162

To suggest that the underlying anthropology in all this is nothingmore
than that of ‘an animal with reason added on’ or that intelligence were
nothing but an adjunct to impulse would be far too simplistic.163

(D) By viewingGregory’s notion of the mind under the lens of dianoiawe
see that Gregory has a dynamic view of the mind. The mind can flow, as
it were, from one state to another. What determines which state of
awareness the mind assumes? Is it due to something within the mind
itself, or is it due to the object which confronts the mind? Gregory
himself does not seem to address the question directly. Nevertheless,
one feels drawn to speculate that it is rather the object confronting the
mind which determines the mind’s response. At least this seems to
be the case when the mind is faced with divine incomprehensibility. As
we saw briefly in Homily 7 on Ecclesiastes, when the mind put its foot
over the cliff, i.e. when it came into the presence of God, it lost control; it
became disoriented and grew dizzy. This state of unknowing seems like a
response, a result of placing its foot over the abyss of incomprehensibility,
rather than a state into which the mind has somehow put itself.
The mind’s dynamic quality is perhaps best seen in Gregory’s likening

the mind to flowing water.164 Caught up in the world of obsession
with physical pleasures and reputation, the mind gushes in dispersion.
Ascetic practice serves as a pipe which constrains the water of the mind
to protect it from dispersion. If so constrained, the dynamism of the
mind, previously encouraging a downward flow into dispersion, pushes
the water up to higher levels. With support the mind flows up; with no
support the mind flows down. This is the passion of the mind; it will

161 Contra Eunom., GNO i i . 253. 28 and In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 339. 17.
162 See De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 163. 3–5; see also In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 182. 18.
163 Williams, ‘Macrina’s Deathbed Revisited’, 229 n. 9. Cf. Daniélou, Platonisme et

Théologie Mystique, 61–71, esp. 63.
164 De virg., SC, vi . 2; cf. xx . 1.
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move. It is a question of training this mind so that it moves in the right
direction.

(E) The same mind which flows into the thick, dispersed state of a pig or
cow is also taken up, flows up, to the contemplation of the intelligibles
and even into the darkness of the sanctuary. While it does so according
to the dynamism proper to its own nature, it does not flow unassisted.
The mind is graced and ascends with the aid of scripture and liturgy.
Scripture takes the mind by the hand and leads it to more profound
contemplation, and through the conversion associated with baptism it is
purified of base passions so that it might proceed to the contemplation
of the intelligibles.
However, we also observe that even though the mind flows into the

sanctuary, it does not, to change metaphors, grasp in comprehension
the Beloved whom it seeks. The function of grasping the Beloved in
union, that is to say, the faculty which bridges the gap between intelli-
gence and God, is reserved by Gregory of Nyssa for faith. To an
examination of this exalted and highly nuanced role of faith we shall
now turn.
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3

The Grasp of Faith

Introduction

In the preceding chapter we saw how the mind can enter the presence of
God. Indeed dianoia can flow from states embroiled with concerns of the
flesh or for reputation, which merit comparison with a pig or a cow, to
the contemplation of the intelligibles and even beyond this discursive
activity to the point of entering, and indeed entering through the mind’s
own curiosity, the sanctuary, the darkness wherein God dwells. How-
ever, we also saw that in this exalted state of awareness the mind was not
capable of grasping in an act of comprehension the divine essence,
whom the soul seeks above all: ‘For I sought him at night upon my
bed in order to know his essence. . . . ’1 However, this search for the
incomprehensible divine essence is frustrated: ‘But I did not find him.’2

In this text the bride’s frustration is softened by her plangency, but
elsewhere Gregory expresses this same frustration in rather more dire,
even shocking, imagery such as we saw in Homily 7 on Ecclesiastes.
Here the soul, in the presence of the Incomprehensible, has nothing to
grasp, no foothold whatever, and becomes dizzy and confused: ‘Having
nothing it can grab, neither place nor time, neither space nor any other
thing which offers our mind something to take hold of, but, slipping
from all sides from what it fails to grasp, in dizziness and confusion, it
returns again to what is natural to it. . . . ’3 With autobiographical nuance
Gregory had already pursued this same line of thought in De beatitudini-
bus. Gazing into the ineffable, Gregory says his mind is like one who
gazes from atop a rocky precipice. He has been borne to such heights by
scripture and he becomes dizzy looking down into the unfathomable
depths of the divine abyss, for the steep rock allows no basis for one’s

1 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 181. 16–18. 2 Ibid., 181. 19.
3 In Eccl., SC, vi i . 8. 100–4.



thoughts; the mind can in no way approach.4 Indeed Gregory can give
the impression that God is completely unapproachable, being cut off on
all sides by the darkness of incomprehensibility.5 What, then, of the
desire for the very essence ofGod?DoesGregory lead us down a path of
scepticism? Must one despair of attaining all contact with the incompre-
hensible God?6 Is this desire perpetually frustrated?7 Is there at our
disposal nomeans of approaching the ineffable God, of bridging the gap
between the mind and God? Gregory clearly gives the impression that
there is, for he insists that the beloved disciple can penetrate into the
‘luminous dark’,8 can place his head like a sponge on the breast of
the Lord and receive from there that flow of ineffable mystery hidden
in the heart of the Lord.9 The contact is real. However, in this passage
Gregory does not tell us precisely whatmeans we have at our disposal for
establishing contact with the Incomprehensible. But in the bride we see
it clearly: ‘Having let go of all manner of comprehension, I found the
Beloved by faith and never will I let him go once found by the grasp of
faith.’10 For Gregory of Nyssa this grasp of faith is the sole means of
approaching, indeed uniting with, the Incomprehensible: faith bridges
the gap between the mind and God. This chapter proposes, then, to
examine important texts which demonstrate this exalted view of faith.

In inscriptiones Psalmorum

In what is generally considered a very early work, In inscriptiones Psal-
morum, Gregory already entertains the notion that faith is the principal
means by which one approaches what is beyond all manner of compre-
hension.11 Towards the beginning of Part II of his commentary Gregory
says that while God is hidden from understanding, is hidden from sight,

4 See De beat. vi , GNO vi i . ii. 137. 16–22. See M. Girardi, ‘Annotazioni al De
beatitudinibus’, Augustinianum 35 (1995), 161–82; R. Leys, L’image de Dieu chez Saint Grégoire
de Nysse (Paris, 1951), 39–55.

5 De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 163. 8. 6 Canévet, ‘Grégoire de Nysse’, col. 994.
7 This is, in part, von Balthasar’s dissatisfaction with Gregory; see Présence et pensée, 76.

See the response of C. Desalvo to von Balthasar, in L’ ‘oltre’ nel presente, 242 n. 36.
8 De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 163. 9. 9 In Cant. i , GNO vi . 41. 6–10.
10 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 183. 7–9.
11 On dating and background of this work see, Daniélou, ‘Chronologie des œuvres

de Grégoire de Nysse’; M.-J. Rondeau, ‘Exégèse du Psautier et anabase spirituelle chez
Grégoire de Nysse’, in J. Fontaine and C. Kannengiesser (eds), Epektasis: Mélanges
patristiques offerts au Cardinal Jean Daniélou (Paris, 1972), 517–31; idem, ‘D’où vient la
technique exégétique utilisée par Grégoire de Nysse dans son traité ‘‘Sur les titres des
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and transcends every thought, faith somehow has an access which
comprehension does not have: ‘For how truly is that hidden which is
incomprehensible, invisible, and which transcends every thought which
conveys direct apprehension, although he who draws near through faith
achieves the goal of victory.’12

Therefore we see from very early on in his career that Gregory
can speak of faith in a way that goes beyond mere notional assent
or conviction. Moreover, this particular, if not technical, use of faith
occurs in an apophatic context. Although in this specific passage the
apophatic context is somewhat muted, and we see none of the aphairesis
that will characterize other texts which we shall presently consider,
the alpha-privatives stand out nonetheless: a’ katan�ooZtoB, a’ �ooratoB.
Indeed this location of faith within clusters of apophatic terminology
and motifs will remain a consistent indicator of the technical meaning
this exalted faith acquires and its role in the apophatic dimension of
his thought.

Contra Eunomium I

About midway through Book I of his massive refutation of Eunomius,
Gregory contrasts divine eternity with the temporality of creatures, and
this in a more general context of the relationship between divine o’ys�iia
and ’en�eergeia.13 Gregory argues forcefully that since God is beyond all
time and measurement, the discursive mind, being bound to the created
world of space and time, cannot pass beyond the border of finitude and
arrive at the infinite. ‘Where no shape is perceived, no place, no extent,
no measure of time or other comprehensible feature, the comprehend-
ing power of mind, seeking to take hold of something like time and what

psaumes’’?’, in Mélanges d’histoire des religions offerts à Henri-Charles Puech (Paris, 1974),
263–87; R. Heine, Gregory of Nyssa’s Treatise on the Inscriptions on the Psalms (Oxford, 1995),
8–11.

12 In inscrip. Psalm., GNO v . 82. 25–83. 2: kr�yyfion g�aar v‘ B a’ lZuv& B ’ekei& n�oo
’estin t�oo a’ katan�ooZt�oon te ka�ii a’ �ooraton ka�ii p�aasZB ‘yperke�iimenon katalZpt-
ikZ& B ’epino�iiaB, &vfi ‘ per o‘ prosegg�iisaB di�aa tZ& B p�iistevB ei’B t�oo tZ& B n�iikZB �ee’ fuase
t�eeloB. Translation by Heine, 135.

13 On points of literary structure of Book I see Pottier, Dieu et le Christ, 31–5 and
413–24. Pottier (p. 208) wishes to counter Mühlenberg’s claim (Die Unendlichkeit Gottes bei
Gregor von Nyssa (Göttingen, 1966), 98–100) that, at least regarding literary structure, the
Contra Eunomium is something of a ‘ ‘‘patchwork’’ ’.
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is created in it, settles upon what is congenial and related to itself,
slipping off every side of the inapprehensible nature.’14

He continues this section in much the same way, but here the
apophatic character of his discourse is more pronounced. God is not
in space or in time but before these and above these in an ineffable way.
God is self-contained, ‘immeasurable by ages; without the accompani-
ment of time; seated and resting in himself without associations with
past or future, since there is nothing beside God and nothing beyond
God’.15

It is difficult to overlook the apophatic terminology: ‘ineffable’,
‘immeasurable’, ‘without time’, ‘nothing beside’, ‘nothing beyond’. As
Françoise Vinel has indicated, this stringing together of negative terms,
with or without an alpha privative, is typical of Gregory’s apophatic
language.16

Homily 3 on the Beatitudes provides another example of this same
sort of stringing together of alpha privatives. Admitting the incapacity of
thought to grasp the nature of God, Gregory asks: ‘How shall I name the
invisible (a’ u�eeaton)? How shall I describe the immaterial (’�aaÿgon)? How
am I to show what cannot be seen (a’ eid�eeB)? How am I to lay hold of
what is without size (a’megeu�eeB) without quantity (’�aaposon), without
attribute (’�aapoion) or form (a’sxZm�aatiston)? How shall I discover
what is neither in place nor in time (m�ZZte t�oopvfi m�ZZte xr�oonvfi ), which
escapes all limitation and every form of definition?’17

Striking examples of this same type of apophatic discourse are seen in
both Philo and Clement of Alexandria. In De posteritate Caini Philo says
the Cause of all things is not in space and time but above them both and
not surrounded by anything.18 In Clement of Alexandria’s commentary
on Exodus 33: 13, God ‘is not in space at all. He is beyond space and time
and anything belonging to created beings. Similarly, he is not found in
any section. He contains nothing. He is contained by nothing. He is not
subject to limit or division. . . . He has nothing to do with space. . . . He

14 Contra Eunom. i . 369, GNO i . 136. 1–7 Trans. Stuart G. Hall in L. Mateo-Seco
and J. Bastero (eds), El ‘Contra Eunomium I’ en la producción literaria de Gregorio de Nisa
(Pamplona, 1988), 89. Once again we see this imagery of falling back or slipping away as a
result of attempting to grasp what is beyond intellect and finding comfort on a lower and
more secure level. The same imagery in even more graphic and perhaps autobiographical
terms is seen at In Eccl., SC, vi i . 8. 100–4 and De beat. vi , GNO vi i . ii. 136. 25–137. 26.
Cf. Plotinus, Enn. vi . 9. 3.

15 Ibid., 371, GNO i . 136. 14–16.
16 See In Eccl., SC, 388 n. 2 for Vinel’s observation.
17 De beat. i i i , GNO v . 104. 15–19. 18 De post. v . 14.
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simply rests in the enjoyment of his handiwork.’19 However, while Philo,
Clement, and Gregory speak of God as beyond space and time, con-
tained or limited by nothing, and enjoying a certain rest in this, Gregory
inserts something which Philo and Clement do not.
In this apophatic context, whose entire orientation is towards the

unknowability of God, Gregory states in what way God can be known:
‘contemplated through faith alone’.20 We have previously seen Gregory
employ in De virginitate quite similar phraseology in order to describe
David in ‘that blessed ecstasy’.21 As we have already observed David is
borne aloft by the Spirit to the discursive contemplation of the intelligi-
bles (noZtv& n uevr�iian); this contemplation, by contrast, was achieved
through the mind alone.22

It is well to indicate that the specific context of this passage from the
Contra Eunomium is more clearly non-discursive than the similar phrasing
of the earlier De virginitate. God, being beyond space and time, and,
hence, beyond concepts, cannot be approached through that aspect of
the mind which contemplates the intelligibles. Therefore, the mind,
which, as we have shown in the previous chapter, cannot function
properly in the realm of the non-discursive (even though it can appar-
ently arrive there), would not likely be suggested by Gregory as the
means by which one approaches God beyond all discursive activity.
Instead Gregory suggests something much along the same lines as In
inscriptiones Psalmorum: one draws near the invisible, incomprehensible
God not by means of mind but by means of faith.23

How then to interpret the paradoxical statement that follows? Greg-
ory has just said that God is known by faith alone (di�aa m�oonZB
tZ& B p�iistevB). However, he says just a few lines further on that God
is known only in the impossibility of knowing.24 This coincidence of
knowing and not knowing, or as von Balthasar has put it, ‘une mystérieuse et
parallèle croissance de l’ignorance et du savoir’,25 is a motif which Gregory will

19 Strom. i i . 2. 6 (1–3). Trans. J. Ferguson, Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis, Fathers of
the Church 85 (Washington, DC, 1991) 160–1.

20 Contra Eunom. i . 371, GNO i . 136. 17: di�aa m�oonZB tZ& B p�iistevB uevrei& tai. This
is not to suggest that Clement would be averse to such an exalted view of faith, for this is
very much his concern in his Stromateis. On p�iistiB in Clement see Moingt, ‘La Gnose de
Clément d’Alexandrie’; (1950), Lilla, Clement of Alexandria, 118–42; Osborn, The Philosophy
of Clement of Alexandria, 127–45; Mortley, Connaissance religieuse et herméneutique, 109–25;
Berchman, From Philo to Origen, 176–9.

21 De virg., SC, x . 2. 6. 22 Ibid., x . 2. 8–9: di�aa m�oonZ& B tZ& B diano�iiaB.
23 The relationship between di�aanoia and p�iistiB will be explored in Chapter 4.
24 Contra Eunom. i . 373, GNO i . 137. 5–6. 25 von Balthasar, Présence et pensée, 79.
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employ again.26 Though characteristic of Gregory, it goes back at least to
Philo, in fact to the same passage which we just considered and which he
likely has in mind. Philo says, ‘when, therefore the soul that loves God
seeks to know what the one living God is according to his essence, it is
entering upon an obscure and dark subject of investigation, from which
the greatest benefit that arises to it is to comprehend that God, as to his
essence, is utterly incomprehensible to any being, and also to be aware
that he is invisible’.27

Is Gregory contradicting himself in the space of a few lines? He has
just said that God is known through faith alone and then a few lines later
says that God is known in not knowing. Or is he establishing a connec-
tion between faith, in the exalted apophatic sense in which he has just
used it, and this coincidence of knowing and unknowing, what August-
ine has termed docta ignorantia,28 that has played such an important role in
Neoplatonic mystical theory, both Christian and non-Christian?29 That
is to say, is faith another way of expressing this ignorance of the mind, an
unknowing higher than knowing that has abandoned all concepts and
images, in the face of incomprehensible mystery, in a way which ultim-
ately allows Gregory to say much more?

Contra Eunomium II

The Migration of Abraham

As dense as Book II of the Contra Eunomium may be, Pottier discerns
a rather well-defined structure that has two overriding aims which
Gregory wishes to accomplish: (1) he wants to argue that no human

26 e.g. De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 163. 6–7 and In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 183. 2–5. While many
authors before Gregory, both Christian and non-Christian, have spoken of the coinci-
dence of knowledge and ignorance, no other author before Gregory resolves this paradox
through p�iistiB. See Philo, De post. v . 15; Plotinus, Enn. vi . 9 (38); Basil, Ep. 234. 2;
Gregory of Nazianzus, Orat. 38. 7; Denys the Areopagite, Ep. 1; De Myst. Theol. i i .

27 De post. v . 15: �oo‘ tan oy&’ n fil�ooueoB cyx�ZZ t�oo t�ii ’estin t�oo o�’ n kat�aa t�ZZn o’ys�iian
jZtZ&fi , ei’B a’ eidZ& ka�ii a’ �ooraton �ee’ rxetai j�ZZtZsin, ’ej Z&‘ B a’ytZ&fi perig�iinetai m�eeg-
iston a’ gau�oon, katalabei& n �oo‘ ti a’ kat�aalZptoB o‘ kat�aa t�oo ei&’ nai ue�ooB pant�ii ka�ii
a’yt�oo toy& to i’dei& n �oo‘ ti ’est�iin a’ �ooratoB. Trans. F. Colson and G. Whitaker, LCL, Philo
vol. ii (Cambridge, Mass., 1950), 337.

28 See Augustine, Ep. 130. 15. 28. Gandillac, ‘Docte Ignorance’, s.v., Dictionnaire de
Spiritualité, gives the impression that Nicholas of Cusa introduces this term.

29 A point very well demonstrated by S. Lilla, ‘La teologia negativa dal pensiero greco
classico a quello patristico e bizantino’, Helikon 22–7 (1982–7), 235 n. 59; and idem,
‘Diogini’, in La Mistica: fenomenologia e riflessione teologica, 2 vols., ed. E. Ancilli and
M. Paparozzi (Rome, 1984), 381–7, esp. 385–6.
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faculty can comprehend the divine essence; and (2) he wants to refute
the theses of Eunomius.30

Gregory offers three proofs, metaphysical, mystical, and epistemo-
logical,31 in support of his first argument that human nature has no
capacity to comprehend the divine essence.32 The metaphysical proof
concerns the distance between created and uncreated being,33 The
mystical proof focuses on the faith of Abraham,34 while the epistemo-
logical proof develops views on the nature of human knowledge35 and
the nature of the divine names.36 Pottier has described this entire section
of Book II as a ‘systematic’, ‘personal’ and ‘small chef-d’œuvre’ of Gregory’s
theology,37 and it is here, specifically in the so-called ‘mystical proof’ of
the migration of Abraham, that we find the most revealing occurrence
of faith in the Contra Eunomium.
When Gregory comments upon the great patriarchs of the Old

Testament he usually follows the typological or moral exegesis of the
Alexandrian tradition to which he was heir.38 However, the figure of
Abraham is an exception to this. The patriarch constitutes ‘one of
Gregory’s most personal interpretations because the figure of Abraham
illustrates and establishes his doctrine of the incomprehensibility of the
divine nature’.39 Hence, while Gregory’s treatment of Abraham shares
some things in common with both Philo’s and Origen’s treatment of
the patriarch,40 he adapts the traditional exegesis of Abraham to the
exigencies of anti-Arian polemic.41

30 Pottier, Dieu et le Christ, 35–9, describes the organization of Book II.
31 Ibid., 36. 32 Contra Eunom. i i . 67, GNO i . 245.
33 Ibid., 68–83, GNO i . 245–51. 34 Ibid., 84–96, GNO i . 251–4.
35 Ibid., 97–124, GNO i . 255–62. 36 Ibid., 125–47, GNO i . 262–8.
37 Pottier, Dieu et le Christ, 36.
38 Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 94–5.
39 Ibid., 95: ‘La figure d’Abraham, en revanche, se prête à l’une des interprétations les

plus personelles de Grégoire, puisqu’elle illustre et fonde sa doctrine de l’incompréhensi-
bilité de la nature divine.’

40 Philo, De mig. Abr., LCL, Philo vol. iv (Cambridge, Mass., 1932); Abr., LCL, Philo
vol. vi (Cambridge, Mass., 1935); Origen, Hom. in Gen. i i i , SC. An interesting passage
from Philo suggests a possible source for Gregory’s notion of p�iistiB as a faculty of
union. Philo says atDe mig. Abr. 132: ‘What then is the cementing substance? Do you ask,
what? Piety, surely, and faith: for these virtues adjust and unite (‘enoy& sin) the intent of the
heart to the incorruptible Being: as Abraham when he believed is said to ‘‘come near to
God’’ ’ (Gen. 18: 23). LCL, trans. F. Colson and G. Whitaker. I am grateful to M. Canévet
for pointing out to me this quotation from Philo. For a concise summary of howGregory
follows his Alexandrian predecessors see Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique
biblique, 95–6; see also, Gargano, La teoria di Gregorio di Nissa, 45–95, and M. Simonetti,
Lettera e/o Allegoria: Un Contributo alla Storia dell’ Esegesi Patristica (Rome, 1985), 145–56;
see also M. Simonetti, Biblical Interpretation in the Early Church, trans. J. Hughes, ed.
A. Bergquist and M. Bockmuehl (Edinburgh, 1994), 65–7.

41 Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 96.
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If we turn, then, to Gregory’s interpretation of the migration of
Abraham, it should come as no surprise that it reveals important charac-
teristics of Gregory’s exalted notion of faith, for at the outset of his
treatment of Abraham’s journey, Gregory refers to him as ‘father of the
faith’.42

Indeed the figure of Abraham, at least as he appears here in theContra
Eunomium, is something of a composite. More than simply the patriarch
of Genesis 12: 1–5 f., we have a reading of this story through the lens of
Hebrews 11: 8.43 It is the version of the story in the Letter to the
Hebrews which turns the discussion in the direction of faith and sets
the stage for Gregory’s claim that the problem of attaining toGodwho is
unknowable is resolved in faith. For in the Letter to theHebrews we read
that Abraham sets out on his journey, structured by Gregory along the
lines of a Neoplatonic ascent, by means of faith; and by means of faith
he journeys without knowledge.44

With a Hebrews 11 reading of Genesis 12 as an exegetical base, we see
Abraham begin his journey, at divine behest, by leaving his land and
people.45 But Gregory immediately translates the story into an epistemo-
logical key by saying that Abraham ‘went out by Divine command from
his own country and kindred on a journey taken by a prophet eager for
knowledge of God’.46 And instead of leaving his land Abraham leaves
himself and the realm of base and earthly thoughts:

For going out from himself and from his own country, by which I understand
his earthly and carnal mind, and raising his thoughts as far as possible . . . and
forsaking the soul’s kinship with the senses, . . . ‘walking’, as the Apostle said, ‘by

42 Contra Eunom. i i . 84, GNO i . 251. 21.
43 Gregory implies he is reading Gen. 12: 1–4 (‘istor�iia) through Heb. 11: 8

(a’ llZgor�iia) at Contra Eunom. i i . 85, GNO i . 251. 22–5: ’ekei& noB, ei’ dei& kat�aa t�ZZn
toy& a’post�ooloy megalofy�iian a’ ll�aajanta t�ZZn fvn�ZZn a’ llZgorikv& B t�oon noy& n
tZ& B ‘istor�iiaB katanoZ& sai, meno�yysZB dZlad�ZZ ka�ii tZ& B i‘storikZ& B a’ lZue�iiaB, . . .
By ‘apostle’ Gregory intends Paul; conforming to oriental tradition, Gregory did not
contest Paul’s authorship of the letter (Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique,
202).

44 See Heb. 11: 8–9; the entire chapter is an exaltation of faith which provides the
various loci of great deeds accomplished by means of p�iistiB. One cannot overlook the
fact that p�iistiB appears as an instrumental dative. An instrumental sense of p�iistiB
appears with great emphasis some 20 times in the course of a single chapter: 18 of these
occur as an instrumental dative, the largest proportions being attributed to Abraham and
Moses (3 each), and 2 occur as the object of the preposition di�aa. It is precisely these
biblical forms which, as we shall see, Gregory transfers to an epistemological sense
according to the Neoplatonic esprit du temps and incorporates them as technical terms of
his apophatic vocabulary.

45 Contra Eunom. i i . 85, GNO i . 251. 25–6.
46 Ibid., 251. 26–8 (trans. LNPF, 259).
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faith, not by sight’ (2 Cor. 5: 7), he was raised so high by the sublimity of his
knowledge that he came to be regarded as the acme of human perfection,
knowing as much of God as it was possible for finite human capacity at its
full stretch to attain.47

This first part of Abraham’s journey is characterized by a twofold
movement of anabasis and aphairesis, but, it is important to note, it
remains firmly grounded in scripture. We see the anabasis in the ascen-
sional imagery of going out, of being raised up to knowledge of God.
The other side of this coin of ascent is seen in the aphairetic imagery of
letting go of sense-knowledge as Abraham leaves behind all commerce
with the senses. Gregory emphasizes with clearly apophatic language
that this ascent involves not the workings of the senses, not seeing and not
hearing.48 Gregory, however, grounds this ascent in 2 Corinthians 5: 7.
Having described the ascent of the mind and its movement away from

what can be grasped through the senses to a certain knowledge of God,
Gregory equates this inner journey with the meaning of 2 Cor. 5: 7: ‘we
walk by faith (di�aa p�iistevB) and not by sight’. Quoting this Pauline text
as he does, Gregory seems to be saying that this ascent to knowledge of
God is tantamount to moving out in faith, much as Abraham does in the
Hebrews version of the story,49 indeed tantamount to an ascent in faith.
At least at this phase in Abraham’s ascent, knowledge does not supplant
faith, rather knowledge and faith coincide.50 By reading Heb. 11: 8 and 2
Cor. 5: 7 together, Gregory leads us into a paradox.
While on the one hand, this ascent, this setting out by means of faith

(Heb. 11: 8a), this walking by faith and not by sight (2 Cor. 5: 7) leads to a
knowledge of God in creation,51 a knowledge which does not supplant
faith but coincides with it; on the other hand, however, this faith is at
the same time an unknowing. Gregory cites the Letter to the Hebrews
and reminds us that this walking by faith is a walking in unknowing: ‘He
[sc. Abraham] did not know where he was going.’52 Moreover, this

47 Ibid., 86, GNO i . 252. 1–14 (trans. LNPF, 259—translation altered).
48 See ibid., 86, GNO i . 252. 6–7: mZden�ii. . .a�ii’suZsin. . .a’ or�aatvn, . . .m�ZZte

a’ koZ& B periZxo�yysZB. . .
49 Heb. 11: 8a:P�iistei kalo�yymenoB A’ bra�aam ‘yp�ZZkoysen ’ejeluei& n ei’B t�oopon. . ..
50 Here Gregory departs from the traditional Alexandrian view which tends to

supplant p�iistiB by gnv& siB. See Völker, Gregor von Nyssa als Mystiker, 141 n. 7, and
Dünzl, Braut und Bräutigam, 295–6. For a list of various texts concerning gnv& siB and
p�iistiB see F. Mann, Lexicon Gregorianum, vol. ii, s.v. gnv& siB at 221.

51 Contra Eunom. i i . 87, GNO i i . 252. 14–16.
52 Ibid., 252. 16–17: a’ ll’ �oo‘ mvB t�ii uZsi per�ii ’eke�iinoy o‘ l�oogoB; �oo‘ ti ’ejZ& luen o’yk

’epist�aamenoB poy& a’p�eerxetai. . . Cf. Heb. 11: 8b: ka�ii ’ejZ& luen m�ZZ ’epist�aamenoB
poy& �ee’ rxetai.
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unknowing is thought to be favourable, for Abraham ‘went out not
knowing whither he went, no, nor even being capable of learning the
name of him whom he loved, yet he was not impatient or ashamed on
account of such ignorance’.53 Hence this moving out in faith is also a
moving out in unknowing. Once again we see in Gregory the coinci-
dence of knowledge and ignorance. As we noted above in our discussion
of the text from Contra Eunomium I, Gregory draws a connection
between faith and the well-established tradition of ‘learned ignorance’:
faith is that unknowing which, on a purely rational plane, coincides with
knowledge but which, at the non-discursive level, is higher than all
discursive knowing. In order to see this more clearly, as well as what
other role faith serves, let us return to Abraham’s ascent.
The father of the faith, by setting out in faith and walking by faith, has

come to a knowledge of God in creation. But this knowledge has not
supplanted faith; he continues his journey; the mind moves towards
what lies beyond all knowing.54 So Abraham moves beyond the Chal-
daean philosophy, which is built on appearances, and beyond what can
be known by the senses; and from the beauty of the things he contem-
plated and the harmony of celestial wonders, Abraham desired to see
the prototype of beauty.55 The patriarch has been growing in discursive
knowledge and understanding as he ascends in faith. By reason
he grasped all qualities attributed to the divine nature: power, goodness,
that God is without beginning, that God is not circumscribed by any
limit.56 Abraham uses all these as steps on his heavenly ascent but
realizes that they fall short of what he seeks. At this point in the text
an aphairetic process of letting go and of purification ensues, and
Abraham begins to leave behind the knowledge he has acquired.57 He
renounces all concepts and images that represent God.58 Having
done this Abraham acquires a faith that is unmixed and purified of all
concepts.59

Is faith capable of anything in this state that is purified of all images
and concepts? Abraham says, with apophatic emphasis, that, after arriv-

53 Contra Eunom. i i . 252. 16–19 (trans. LNPF, 259—translation altered).
54 Ibid., 252. 23–4: . . .t�ZZn di�aanoian stZ& nai tZ& B ei’B t�oo ’ep�eekeina tv& nginvsko-

m�eenon pore�iiaB.
55 Ibid., 252. 24–253. 1. 56 Ibid., 253. 1–5. 57 Ibid., 253. 11.
58 Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 96.
59 Contra Eunom. i i . 89, GNO i . 253. 12–14: ’ekkau�ZZraB t�oon logism�oon tv& n

toio�yytvn ‘yponoiv& n a’migZ& te ka�ii kauar�aan p�aasZB ’enno�iiaB t�ZZn p�iistin a’ nala-
b�vvn, . . .
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ing at this purified faith, he is speechless (’�aafvnoB) and incapable
(a’ nen�eergZtoB) of explaining rationally what his mind has seen.60

Within this context of epistemological ascent, which has brought the
mind through knowledge to silence, we see the specific function of faith:
Gregory says that faith ‘unites the searching mind to the incompre-
hensible God’.61 Faith, then, is Gregory’s term for that faculty of union
between mind and God.62

Union, however, is not the only function which faith performs; faith
also mediates.63 Just as faith performs the function of union between
mind andGod, so faith mediates betweenmind andGod. Faithmediates
to the mind knowledge of a discursive sort: namely, that God is greater
than any symbol by which he can be known.64 Hence, while we are in the
context of an apophatic ascent of the mind, and faith is the zenith of this
ascent, grasping in union the divine essence, the mind is not left with
nothing. Faith gives the discursive mind something of what it ‘knows’; it
is obliged, as Canévet has stated, to translate itself into discursive
thoughts.65 The discursive mind receives ‘the likeness of gold’, that is,
the knowledge that God is greater than any symbol that can be known,
but this is not ‘gold itself ’ (the divine nature),66 that is, the non-discursive
experience of, indeed union with, the divine nature by faith alone.
Gregory concludes his discussion of the migration of Abraham as he

began it, by returning to Paul as his exegetical base. He recapitulates
Abraham’s journey by saying that the patriarch left behind meddlesome
knowledge (polypragmos�yynZ) and arrived at a stance of faith. It is
important to keep in mind the context in which Gregory makes this
claim. This is not faith in opposition to knowledge; that is to say, it is not

60 Ibid., 253. 21–2.
61 Ibid., 253. 25–8: o’yk �ee’ stin ’�aallvB prosegg�iisai uev&fi , m�ZZ p�iistevB mesiteyo-

�yysZB ka�ii synapto�yysZB di’ ‘eaytZ& B t�oon ’epizZtoy& nta noy& n pr�ooB t�ZZn a’ kat�aalZ-
pton f�yysin.

62 The designation of a faculty that bridges the gap between intellectus and God is
certainly not new, but the designation of p�iistiB as the faculty which performs this
noblest of deeds is quite novel. We shall have occasion in Chapter 4 to examine briefly the
history of this notion in order to seemore clearly Gregory ofNyssa’s specific contribution
to the history of this idea.

63 Contra Eunom. i i . 89, GNO i . 253. 25–8.
64 Contra Eunom. i i . 89, GNO i . 253. 14–17.
65 Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 63: ‘ . . . cette connaissance [sc. de

la foi] essaie cependent de se traduire en pensées, bien que l’infinité de l’essence divine soit
incompatible avec le caractère défini de nos concepts’.

66 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 85. 18–19.
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the irrational faith of, for example, Porphyry’s anti-Christian derision.67

It is exalted faith, higher than knowledge, the apex of apophatic ascent,
that which rests solidly and surely after aphairesis has shed all images,
concepts, and movement. It is this exalted state of mind which Gregory
then says is tantamount to that of Paul’s claim that faith renders one just
before God: ‘leaving behind the meddlesomeness of knowledge, ‘‘Abra-
ham believed in God and this was reckoned to him as justice (Rom. 4: 3/
Exod. 15: 6)’’ ’.68 That Paul aligns faith and justification is something of a
hallmark of the Pauline tradition and beyond. The Letter to theGalatians
recalls the sameAbraham justified by putting faith inGod (Gal. 3: 6), and
the catholic Epistle to James repeats this, adding that this justification
made Abraham a friend of God (Jas. 2: 23). But that this justification by
faith is aligned with the apophatic ascent of the mind to God, bridging
the gap between the mind and God, attaining union with God, is
something of an innovation on the part of Gregory of Nyssa and allows
him to conclude his presentation of the migration of Abraham, by giving
a provocative, albeit brief, reading of Hebrews 11: 1.
Extolling faith over knowledge, Gregory says that knowledge is

concerned with only what is known; ‘But the faith of Christians acts
otherwise. For it is the substance, not of things known, but of things
hoped for.’69 This statement is more than simply an occasion to quote
Hebrews 11: 1.70 For the Hebrews text enables Gregory to say why faith
is exalted over knowledge and that it provides a certainty that knowledge
cannot provide; faith is able to do something knowledge cannot do:
‘faith makes our own that which we see not, assuring us by its own
certainty of that which does not appear’.71 Faith is the ‘substance of
things hoped for’ in that it somehow puts one in possession of, ‘makes
our own’, that which is beyond the realm in which the mind, with its
concern for knowledge, operates. Again we see faith play a mediational
role. What precisely it mediates we shall have occasion to see more
clearly when we consider other texts which feature divine indwelling and

67 See Eusebius, Praep. evang., SC, i . 1. 11. 4–5; i . 2. 4. 2–3; i . 3. 1. 5–6.
68 Contra Eunom. i i . 92, GNO i i . 253. 28–30: katalip�vvn g�aar t�ZZn ’ek tZ& B

gn�vvsevB polypragmos�yynZn E’ p�iisteyse, fZs�iin, A’ bra�aam tv&fi uev&fi , ka�ii ’elog�ii-
suZ a’ytv&fi ei’B dikaios�yynZ.

69 Contra Eunom. i i . 93, GNO i . 254. 4–6 (trans. LNPF, 259).
70 Heb. 11: 1: E�’ stin d�ee p�iistiB ’elpizom�eenvn ‘yp�oostasiB, . . .
71 Contra Eunom. i i . 93, GNO i . 254. 8–10 (trans. LNPF, 259). Gregory precedes this

statement with another Pauline text, Rom. 8, 24, but it does not contribute to his present
line of argument in the way that the Hebrews text does.
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union.72 For the moment, suffice it to observe that whilst ratiocination
and its resulting knowledge can provide certainty with respect to what
‘appears’, to what can be circumscribed and grasped by the mind, this is
not possible when the divine essence is the object in question, for it
cannot be circumscribed by an act of understanding. ‘Vain, therefore’,
Gregory warns, ‘is he whomaintains that it is possible to take knowledge
of the divine essence . . . ’73 Faith, however, can put one in contact with
this essence. Returning to the authority of Paul in the Letter to the
Hebrews Gregory says, ‘For so speaks the Apostle of the believer, that
‘‘he endured as seeing him who is invisible’’ (Heb. 11: 27).’74 Once again
Gregory uses scripture to lead us into paradox: faith sees what cannot be
seen. Whatever ‘making our own’ of the ‘substance of things hoped for’
there is, whatever possessing of the divine essence is accomplished by
faith, the certainty of faith is achieved without the grasp of comprehen-
sion. In contrast to knowledge which thrives on seeing what becomes
visible to the mind, faith negotiates the paradox of seeing the invisible.75

Indeed Gregory’s treatment of the migration of Abraham is an early and
rich example of Gregory’s exaltation of faith that reveals a nuanced
epistemology grounded in scripture.
Canévet has observed that although Gregory’s treatment of the

migration of Abraham begins in the traditional Alexandrian manner,
he adapts this to the philosophical exigencies of anti-Arian polemic.76 In
light of the role played by the theme of divine incomprehensibility in the
anti-Eunomian phase of this polemic, the point is understandable.
However, the question of divine comprehensibility has been developing
in one way or another at least since Protagoras.77 Whether or not God
can be grasped by the intellect, if so, how? if not, why not?—is it due to

72 Why faith can do this will become clearer after we have looked atDe vita Moysis and
Commentarius in Canticum canticorum and have considered faith in the light of what
Neoplatonism has to say generally about faculties of union (the subject of Chapter 4).

73 Contra Eunom. i i . 93, GNO i . 254. 11–13 (trans. LNPF, 260).
74 Ibid., 254. 10–11 (trans. LNPF, 259).
75 On paradox see Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 339, who notes

Gregory’s use of paradox; it serves to move beyond the principle of non-contradiction in
order to penetrate to the interior of the Transcendent.

76 Ibid., 95–6.
77 See H. Diels, Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker, vol. ii (Berlin 1951–2), 80. b . 4. The

history of this theme in ancient authors both Christian and non-Christian has recently
been presented in an admirable way by D. Carabine, The Unknown God: Negative Theology in
the Platonic Tradition: Plato to Eriugena (Louvain, 1995); see also Lilla, ‘Teologia negativa’;
W. Jaeger’s Gifford Lectures are still a helpful orientation to the background, The Theology
of the Early Greek Philosophers (Oxford, 1947).
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divine greatness or human deficiency or both?—constitute a cluster of
questions that have been in circulation quite irrespective of Eunomius.
Moreover, apart from an element of specifically anti-Eunomian polemic
in Gregory’s exegesis of the migration of Abraham, there is at issue the
more general encounter between Neoplatonism and Christianity and
especially the role played in this encounter by Christian exegesis of
scripture.78

While indeed Gregory’s apophatic language and ascensional motif are
evocative of the Neoplatonic style in general, and not entirely dissimilar
to the inspiring ascent to Beauty described by Plotinus at Ennead i . 6. 8,
Gregory is not simply placing the words of Diotima in the mouth of
Abraham or attaching the wings of Phaedrus to the patriarch’s back.79 For
Gregory is not interpreting Plato but the Bible.80 This is not an ascent to
the One, but that of Abraham to the God of Jesus Christ. In this ascent,
we see not the exaltation of the Platonic faith of Republic 511e1, or of
Timaeus 29c4. Nor do we see the somewhat more positive view taken
of Platonic faith by Plotinus.81 Rather in the migration of Abraham we

78 For a general orientation see B. Studer, ‘Eruditio Veterum’ and ‘Sapientia Veterum’,
in A. di Berardino and B. Studer (eds.), Storia della Teologia, vol. i: Epoca Patristica (Casale
Monferrato, 1993), 333–71 and 373–411.

79 It is not our purpose here to assess the influence of Plotinus on Gregory. For an
orientation to this rather complex question see J. Daniélou, ‘Grégoire de Nysse et Plotin’,
Congrès de Tours, Association Guillaume Budé (1954), 259–62; idem, ‘Grégoire de Nysse et le
néo-Platonisme de l’école d’Athènes’, Revue des études grecques 80 (1967), 395–401;
P. Courcelle, ‘Grégoire de Nysse lecteur de Porphyre’, Revue des études grecques 80 (1967),
402–6; A. Meredith, ‘Gregory of Nyssa and Plotinus’, Studia Patristica 17 (1982), 1120–6;
idem, ‘The Good and the Beautiful in Gregory of Nyssa’, in EPMHNEYMATA:
Festschrift für Hadwig Hörner zum sechzigsten Geburtstag, ed. H. Eisenberger (Heidelberg,
1990), 133–45; J. Rist, ‘Basil’s ‘‘Neoplatonism’’: Its Background and Nature’, in Basil of
Caesarea: Christian, Humanist, Ascetic. A Sixteen Hundreth Anniversary Symposium, ed.
P. Fedwick (Toronto, 1981), 137–220; idem, ‘Plotinus and Christian Philosophy’, in The
Cambridge Companion to Plotinus, ed. L. Gerson (Cambridge, 1996), 386–413; for a study
which emphasizes similarities between Plotinus and Gregory see S. Lilla, s. v. Platonism
and the Fathers, Encyclopedia of the Early Church, ed. A. Di Berardino, trans. A. Walford
(Cambridge, 1992), 689–98, at 694–5; for a clear statement of important and enduring
contrasts see K. Corrigan, ‘ ‘‘Solitary’’ Mysticism in Plotinus, Proclus, Gregory of Nyssa,
and Pseudo-Dionysius’, Journal of Religion 76 (1996), 28–42, at 38–40.

80 The connection between metaphysics and exegesis is fairly ubiquitous in Gregory,
for he discerns in the Bible itself the structure of being and knowing. A clear example of
this is seen in the prologue to Homily 6 on the Song of Songs. There Gregory finds
verified in Phil. 3: 13 the relationship between created and uncreated being (In Cant. vi ,
GNO vi . 174. 13–16); moreover, the bride models throughout the homily everything she
has taught ‘lovers of transcendent beauty concerning God’ (ibid., 172. 22–173. 1).

81 See Enn. iv . 7. 15 and vi . 9. 10, a text we shall consider in greater detail in the
following chapter. On Neoplatonic faith see Rist, Plotinus: The Road to Reality, 231–46.
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see the exaltation of Christian faith. With his characteristic blending of
metaphysics and exegesis Gregory draws out the epistemological impli-
cations of faith in the language and motifs which characterize the
Neoplatonic esprit du temps.

The Archers of Benjamin

A final text in Book III is worth considering before drawing to a close
this examination of faith in the Contra Eunomium. While we find no
ascent with Neoplatonic resonances of apophasis and aphairesis, there is,
nevertheless, a clear exaltation of faith over discursive knowledge.
In this section of the Contra Eunomium Gregory is well occupied with

the task of refuting the seven arguments of Eunomius, and in particular
the contention on the part of Eunomius that since the Lord was named a
door, it follows that the divine essence may be comprehended.82 In
order to demonstrate the ‘vanity of the ‘‘technology’’ of Eunomius’,83

Gregory likens the tactics of Eunomian ‘theo-technology’ to the situ-
ation of the Benjamites (Judg. 20).
Eunomius is quite sure that he not only can see him whom no one has

seen but can also measure God. Gregory laments that Eunomius does
not see that faith is higher than any product of ratiocination. Eunomius
is like the archers of Benjamin who had no time for law but could take
aim and shoot their arrows within a hair’s breadth of anything (Judg. 20:
16). They are brilliant at taking aim at things of little consequence and
altogether without substance, but regarding things of real import, they
are, alas, ignorant.84 Of what precisely are they, or Eunomius, ignorant?
They think that God can be grasped through comprehension, ap-
proached through ratiocination. Rather faith is the doorway;85 faith,
not the grasp of comprehension, is the recommended approach to the
incomprehensible nature. Hence, Gregory advises young archers not to
be bothered with shooting within a hair’s breadth, that is, thinking they
can grasp with reason the incomprehensible. Rather they are to have eyes
for the door of faith. Faith opens to God. They are to drop their useless
concerns about the incomprehensible and not lose the profit that is at
hand, which is found ‘through faith alone’.86

82 See Contra Eunom. i i i . 8, GNO i i . 241. 18. Cf. John 10: 9. For an overview of the
general structure of Contra Eunomium i i i see Pottier, Dieu et le Christ, 47–57.

83 M. Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 110; see also B. Pottier,Dieu et
le Christ, 208.

84 Contra Eunom. i i i . 8. 12, GNO i i . 242. 25–243. 9–11. 85 Ibid., 243. 9.
86 Ibid., 242. 11: di�aa m�oonZB tZ& B p�iistevB.
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Gregory’s recommendation of faith to the archers of Benjamin is not
the clear exaltation of faith as the apex of apophatic ascent that we saw in
the migration of Abraham, yet faith is valued, nevertheless, over discur-
sive knowledge. While the nature of God cannot be grasped by the mind
in an act of understanding, God can nevertheless be found by means of
faith. Gregory formulates this finding ‘by faith alone’ in a manner which
gives the term ‘faith’ a technical meaning in these apophatic contexts:
that which supersedes discursive knowledge, bridging the gap between
the mind and God, and establishing contact, indeed union with God
who yet remains ever incomprehensible (a’ kat�aalZptoB) to the mind.

De vita Moysis

In the previous chapter’s description of the role of the mind, especially
that of dianoia in certain texts of De vita Moysis, we observed that dianoia
can enter the presence of God. Whether this be the darkness of the
sanctuary or the darkness whereinGod dwells, themind could somehow
penetrate the impenetrable (paradye�iiB t�oo ’�aadyton).87 However, even
though mind could enter this non-discursive realm beyond images and
concepts, it was capable of doing nothing. Let us return to some of these
texts concerning the patriarch Moses, considered by Gregory a pillar of
faith88 and consider especially the role played by faith after mind has
entered (1) the sanctuary and (2) the darkness where God dwells.

The Inner Sanctuary

Let us first turn to De vita Moysis i . 46. At this point in the biography of
Moses we find ourselves in two contexts which Gregory has fused into
one: mystery religions and priesthood. Moses is guide for the people in a
secret initiation,89 but he is no less a priest whomediates on behalf of the
people and helps the people bear their own weakness.

87 De vita Moysis SC, I, 46, 4–5.
88 De beat. VI, GNO VII, ii, 137, 23–24. See M. Girardi, ‘Annotazioni al De beatitudi-

nibus,’ Augustinianum 35 (1995): 161–182; see also J. Daniélou ‘Moı̈se exemple et figure
chez Grégoire de Nysse,’ Cahiers sioniens 2–4 (1955), 386–400.

89 De vita Moysis, SC, I. 42. 1–2: E’ n to�yytvfi d�ee ka�ii tinoB a’ytoi& B a’porrZtot�eeraB
my�ZZsevB o‘ MvysZ& B kauZgei& to, . . . In presenting Moses as one who initiates into the
mysteries Gregory follows Philo; see Philo’s De vita Moysis II. 71–5 and De dec. 10. 41,
where Philo employs mystery terminology to describe Moses’ reception of the Law. On
the use of mystery terminology see Daniélou, Platonisme et théologie mystique, 181 ff.,
and idem in Moı̈se: L’homme de l’alliance, ed. H. Cazelles et al. (Paris, 1955), 274 f.; see also
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During the tremendous theophany on Mount Sinai ‘the entire people
were unable to bear what they saw and heard’, so they asked that Moses
mediate (mesiteyuZ& nai) on their behalf.90 Not only does Moses medi-
ate, he also helps them bear their weakness. At i i . 43 we read that as
Moses led the people towards the fire he himself grew frightened; indeed
so frightened that he trembled. However, when the people left Moses
alone and returned to the foot of the mountain, having asked him to act
as their mediator, Gregory says that Moses was no longer afraid and that
the great fear he had previously shown was not in fact his own. He felt
this out of compassion for those who were truly frightened.91

As both guide and priest, then, Moses stands alone. No longer afraid,

he faced the darkness and entered the invisible realities and was no longer seen
by the onlookers. Having penetrated into the sanctuary of divine mystagogy,
Moses encountered the Invisible, teaching by this, I think, that he who wants to
encounter Godmust leave behind all appearances and, stretching forth themind
towards the invisible and incomprehensible, as though to a mountain summit,
believe God is present there where the understanding does not reach.92

This passage merits consideration for it shows faith in an exalted mode
and is situated in a context of ascent and apophasis that reveals a rather
characteristic blending of Platonic and biblical concerns.
The opening lines of i . 46 are significant for their conflation of

biblical and philosophical elements: Moses faces the darkness, enters
the invisible realities and is seen nomore. The theme of ‘divine darkness’
is something of a hallmark of the Judaeo-Christian tradition of negative

A. Nock, Early Gentile Christianity and its Hellenistic Background (New York, 1964), 132–43
et passim.

90 Ibid., i . 45. 1–3. Gregory uses the same verb mesite�yyv at Contra Eunom. i i . 91,
GNO i i . 26, to describe the function ofp�iistiBmediating and uniting the soul to God. It
is well to note that as a symbol of p�iistiB Moses performs a similar role of mediation.
M. Simonetti (Vita di Mosè, 269) indicates that in emphasizing the mediational role of
Moses, Gregory is forcing somewhat Exod. 19; 16: the people do not actually ask Moses
to mediate on their behalf. It serves to highlight the importance of this theme to Gregory.
Cf. De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 130 and 160; see also In inscrip. Psalm. i , GNO v . 45. 9.

91 Ibid., esp. 45. 12–13: all�aa di�aa t�ZZn pr�ooB to�yyB kateptZx�ootaB symp�aaueian
tay& ta pauei& n.

92 Ibid., 46. 2–10: . . . t�oote ka�ii a’ytoy& katatolma&fi toy& gn�oofoy ka�ii ’ent�ooB tv& n
a’ or�aatvn g�iinetai m�ZZketi toi& B o‘rv& si fain�oomenoB:Pr�ooB g�aar t�oo ’�aadyton tZ& B ue�iiaB
mystagvg�iiaBparadye�iiB, ’ekei& tv&fi a’ or�aatvfi synZ& n m�ZZ o‘ r�vvmenoB, did�aaskvn, oi&’m-
ai, di’ v&‘ n ’epo�iiZsen, �oo‘ ti dei& t�oon m�eellonta synei& nai tv&fi Qev&fi ’ejeluei& n p &an t�oo
fain�oomenon ka�ii ’ep�ii t�oo a’ �oorat�oon te ka�ii a’ kat�aalZpton t�ZZn ‘eaytoy& di�aanoian,
oi‘& on ’ep�ii tina �oo’ royB koryf�ZZn, a’ nate�iinanta ’ekei& piste�yyein ei&’ nai t�oo uei& on ’en
v&‘fi o’yk ’epiknei& tai Z‘ katan�ooZsiB.
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theology.93 But Gregory combines this biblical metaphor (e.g. Exod. 20:
21) with the Aristotelian principle that only like knows like.
In De anima Aristotle says that ‘like is known in fact by like’94 and in

the Metaphysics the same idea is expressed: ‘the knowledge of like takes
place by means of what is like’.95 However, it is an idea which goes back
at least to Plato. In De anima Aristotle seems to be referring to the
Timaeus, and we see the same idea expressed with but the slightest change
in the Phaedo, when Socrates says in the course of dialogue that ‘it cannot
be that one who is impure can touch what is pure’.96 Therefore, because
Moses is drawing near the Invisible, he himself becomes invisible, he
disappears from view; for only like can know like.97 However, Gregory
does not seem to absorb uncritically this Platonic patrimony, for, as we
shall see, he incorporates this into his own apophatic and Christian
concerns, especially regarding knowledge of God.
Approaching darkness and entering the invisible realities are tanta-

mount to entering the inner sanctuary of divine mystagogy.98 In this
context of the darkness of the Holy of Holies Moses encounters the
Invisible. Gregory then explains whatMoses is teaching in this. It is in his
interpretation of Moses’ entry into the darkness of the sanctuary that we
see Gregory press into the service of his Christian apophatic concerns
the Aristotelian motif mentioned above.
While entering the darkness of the sanctuary and becoming invisible

implies a becoming like God, as Plato and Aristotle suggest, it does not
involve the positive comprehension which Plato and Aristotle would
imply. Gregory overturns such a position by means of an apophatic
ascent which culminates in faith. He says that the one who wants

93 However, as Carabine has pointed out (The Unknown God, 65), it is not an exclusively
Judaeo-Christian concern, for Celsus speaks of the darkness that besets one if the
knowledge of God comes too suddenly; see Origen, Contra Celsum vi . 36 (sic). Cf. her
statement with that of B. McGinn in The Foundations of Mysticism (London, 1992), 175, who
says that the theme of divine darkness is not found amongst the non-Christians. We shall
have occasion to say more in a subsequent chapter about the theme of darkness in
Gregory of Nyssa.

94 De an. i 404b 17–18: gign�vvoskesuai g�aar tv&fi o‘mo�iivfi t�oo �oo‘ moion.
95 Met. b 1000b5–6: Z‘ d�ee gnv& siB toy& o‘mo�iioy tv&fi o‘mo�iivfi .
96 Phaedo 67b2: m�ZZ kauarv&fi g�aar kauaroy& ’ef�aaptesuai m�ZZ o’y uemit�oon Z&’fi .
97 Philo aligns divine darkness and invisibility atDe post. v . 14, but Moses himself does

not become invisible.
98 The sanctuary is also a largely (though not exclusively) biblical theme which had

been interiorized by Philo and it is taken up by Gregory with some frequency; see
Daniélou, Platonisme et théologie mystique, 182–9. See also Simonetti, Vita di Mosè, 270. Cf.
Enn. v . 1. 6 and vi . 9. 11.
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communion with God must lift up the mind to the invisible and incom-
prehensible, and there, at a level where the understanding does not
reach, one believes God is present.
That faith crowns an apophatic ascent and mediates union with God

is not as clear in this passage as in the migration of Abraham. Neverthe-
less we can discern its exalted status. In the darkness of the sanctuary,
beyond comprehension, there is no katan�ooZsiB. Faith, however, is
capable of functioning in this darkness. Moreover, Gregory connects it
with divine presence: one believes God to be present. Finally, although
he does not say explicitly that faith unites one to God as he did in the
Contra Eunomium, there is a noteworthy parallel between encountering
(s�yyneimi) God in the darkness of the sanctuary and believing God to be
present at themountain topwhere understanding does not reach. Indeed
on this mountain summit, in the darkness of the sanctuary, three
elements obtain: encountering (s�yyneimi), belief (p�iistiBfi ) and divine
presence (’ekei& . . .ei’& nait�oo uei& on). The philosophical principle that like
knows like has been subtly changed to like believes (in) Like.
A very similar use of faith occurs in i i . 188. Once again we find

ourselves in the Holy of Holies and we see faith in an apophatic context
and favoured above comprehension. Gregory says, ‘the truth of being is
ungraspable (’�aalZpton) and unapproachable (a’pr�oositon) to the
multitude’; ‘since it resides in the impenetrable and forbidden regions
of the tabernacle of mystery, we should not concern ourselves with the
knowledge of realities that transcend our understanding’.99 Rather than
engage in an act of comprehension in this realm which is dark to the
mind, faith is required: Gregory says we should believe that the desired
one is present in the hidden and inaccessible regions of the mind.100

While we do not see faith, as we have seen it elsewhere, marking the
zenith of an apophatic ascent or bridging the gap between the mind and
God, we do see it once again exalted over comprehension. We have seen
this exalted status in each of the texts we have considered so far
and perhaps stated nowhere more clearly than in the Contra Eunomium:
‘God reckons faith over knowledge.’101 Moreover, faith is once again

99 De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 188. 4–8.
100 Ibid., 188. 8–10: . . .piste�yyontaB ei&’ nai m�een t�oo zZto�yymenon, o’y m�ZZn toi& B

’ofualmoi& B p�aantvn prokei& suai, a’ ll’’en toi& B a’ d�yytoiB tZ& B diano�iiaB m�eenein a’p-
�oorrZton.

101 Contra Eunom. i i . 92–3, GNO i . 254. 1–3: o‘ a’p�oostoloB l�eegei, a’ ll�aa di’
‘ZmaB, �oo‘ ti t�ZZn p�iistin, o’yx�ii t�ZZn gnv& sin o‘ ue�ooB ei’B dikaios�yynZn toi& B a’ nur�vvp-
oiB log�iizetai.
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situated in a clearly apophatic context: ’�aalZptoB, a’pr�oositoB, ’�aadytoB,
a’p�oorrZtoB. Faith is closely associated with divine presence, very
similarly to what we saw at i . 46.
The question suggests itself: Does Gregory simply intend by faith, in

this specific case, nothing other than firm Platonic conviction such as we
see in the celebrated Allegory of the Line? However, Platonic faith is
rather associated with sensibility. Such conviction would, in Plato’s
understanding, have to be based on the experience of the senses, and
that is certainly not the case here, given the apophatic character of the
text. Nor is faith lower than mind, which would be the case if we were
dealing with faith as Platonic conviction. In this text Gregory suggests
that faith is in the deepest depths of mind and certainly not subordinated
to it; on the contrary, faith is not only exalted over comprehension, a
characteristic function of mind, it has some appropriate association with
divine presence that comprehension cannot enjoy.
Finally we see Gregory use this biblical image of the Holy of Holies to

shape epistemological positions. The mind itself is the temple;102 com-
prehension is the multitude which cannot enter the sanctuary. As we saw
in the previous chapter, one has the impression not so much that mind/
comprehension is denied all access to the divine presence, but rather that
it does not perform its characteristic function; for there is nothing to
grasp. In this text it seems that comprehension is denied all entry to the
hidden, inaccessible regions (even though it presumably could find
nothing to grasp were it admitted). Is Gregory being inconsistent, or
imprecise? In this particular context I suggest that it is simply due to the
biblical image of the Holy of Holies which is shaping the direction of his
thought. Because the metaphor of the temple involves strict boundaries
of admission and access, Gregory’s epistemological scheme reflects
these same concerns. Hence, the categories are slightly less fluid. How-
ever, the point remains the same. Regarding the presence of God, it is
faith not knowledge that is the preferred method of approach.

Darkness

Having considered faith in the context of the metaphor of the sanctuary,
let us turn to another important metaphor inDe vita Moysis in which faith
plays an important role.103

102 See also De orat. dom. i i i , GNO vi i . ii. 31–3 Cf. Enn. vi . 9. 11.
103 Gregory is often considered a representative of the ‘mysticism of darkness’, and

this in contrast to Origen’s ‘mysticism of light’. We shall have occasion later in this study to
examine in greater detail the appropriateness of this claim.
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Let us consider first an occurrence of faith towards the end ofDe vita
Moysis. It is in fact the only text in De vita Moysis i i which explicitly links
faith and darkness. However, it is an important text for our purposes of
establishing both the technical meaning of faith as well as the connection
between faith and darkness, for De vita Moysis i i . 315 is Gregory’s own
summary of perhaps the most important occurrence of darkness in De
vita Moysis.
A summary of various events and stages already traversed opens i i .

315. Amongst these Gregory mentions entering darkness, ‘unfathom-
able darkness’.104 While he does not use the term ‘unfathomable’ to
describe this darkness at i i . 163,105 an event which Gregory has in mind
at i i . 325, darkness is nevertheless situated in a context of apophatic
ascent.
Having been purified, Moses begins to ascend the ‘mountain of the

knowledge of God’;106 he begins, not unlike Abraham, to let go of
knowledge previously acquired:

Letting go of all appearances, not only what the senses grasp but also what the
mind thinks it sees, [themind] goes deeper and deeper within until, by themind’s
own curiosity, it penetrates into what is invisible and incomprehensible and
there sees God. In this is the true knowledge of what is sought and in this is the
seeing that is a not seeing, because the one who is sought transcends all
knowledge, being separated on every side, as though by a kind of incompre-
hensible darkness. That is why the sublime John, who was in the luminous dark,
said ‘No one has ever seen God (John 1:18)’, making it clear by this denial that
the knowledge of the divine essence is altogether beyond the grasp not only of
humans but of every intellectual nature.107

104 De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 315. 10: dysuevr�ZZtvfi gn�oofvfi .
105 The language of impenetrability, as we have seen, is more characteristic of the

sanctuary.
106 On the symbolism of the mountain in Gregory of Nyssa see Canévet, Grégoire de

Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 312–13.
107 De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 163. 1–164. 1: Katalip�vvn g�aar p &an t�oo fain�oomenon,

o’y m�oonon �oo‘ sa katalamb�aanei Z‘ a�ii’suZsiB, a’ ll�aa ka�ii �oo‘ sa Z‘ di�aanoia dokei& bl�ee-
pein, a’ e�ii pr�ooB t�oo ’end�ooteron �ii‘ etai, ‘�eevB a�’ n diadyZ&fi tZ&fi polypragmos�yynZfi tZ& B
diano�iiaB pr�ooB t�oo a’ u�eeat�oon te ka�ii a’ kat�aalZpton ka’ kei& t�oon Qe�oon �ii’ dZfi : E’ n to�yytvfi
g�aar ‘Z a’ lZu�ZZB ’estin e�ii’ dZsiB toy& zZtoym�eenoy ka�ii ’en toytv&fi t�oo i’dei& n ’en tv&fi m�ZZ
i’dei& n, �oo‘ ti ‘yp�eerkeitai p�aasZB ei’d�ZZsevB t�oo zZto�yymenon, o&‘ i�oon tini gn�oofvfi tZ&fi
a’ katalZc�iiafi pantax�oouen dieilZmm�eenon: Di�oo fZsi ka�ii o‘ ‘ycZl�ooB ’Iv�aannZB,
o‘ ’en tv&fi lamprv&fi gn�oofvfi to�yytvfi gen�oomenoB, �oo‘ ti� Qe�oon o’yde�iiB ‘e�vvrake p�vvpote,
o’y m�oonon toi& B a’ nur�vvpoiB, a’ ll�aa ka�ii p�aasZfi noZtZ&fi f�yysei tZ& B ue�iiaB o’ys�iiaB t�ZZn
gnv& sin a’ n�eefikton ei&’ nai tZ&fi a’pof�aasei ta�yytZfi dioriz�oomenoB. I have taken the sub-
ject of the first sentence still to be o‘ noy& B at 162. 10.
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This text is important not least for its apophatic concerns and its use
of paradox. The passage begins in a manner reminiscent of the ascent of
Abraham, who, after having moved through various levels of know-
ledge, begins to leave behind the knowledge he has acquired.108 Likewise
Moses, having assaulted the mountain of divine knowledge, begins to
leave behind levels of knowledge previously acquired and gains
access to the incomprehensible. Notice the apophatic discourse that
begins when the mind enters this realm: invisible (a’ u�eeaton), incompre-
hensible (a’ kat�aalZpton), not seeing (m�ZZ ’idei& n), incomprehensible
dark (gn�oofvfi tZfi a’ katalZc�iiafi ), unattainable (a’ n�eefikton), denial
(a’pof�aasei). Moreover, this apophatic language is situated amidst
a series of paradoxes: the ascent of the mountain of knowledge is at
the same time an inward movement; entering the incomprehensible
realm, the mind’s vision of God is described as a seeing which is a not
seeing, a knowing which is a not knowing; John’s penetration into the
luminous dark. Once again we have the coincidence of knowledge and
ignorance.109

It is specifically by means of dianoia that Moses has entered ‘into
the darkness where God is’.110 Indeed there is a sense of divine presence
into which mind has penetrated, but the overriding sense of this divine
darkness is one of separation: ‘being separated on all sides as though by a
kind of darkness’. There is no mention of union of any sort. This is
significant.
Based on our consideration of other texts which featured a strongly

apophatic ascentmotif, onewould expectGregory tomention the role of
faith. However, he tends to reserve this term for emphasizing access,
proximity, encounter, indeed communion. Because he emphasizes in this
text the ungraspability of the divine essence, Gregory has not mentioned
faith. However, when he summarizes this very passage at i i . 315, the
sense of separation is much less to the fore. Indeed Gregory emphasizes
that having entered darkness, one draws close, even communes with
God: ‘in the unfathomable darkness you approach God’. While Gregory
clearly has in mind i i . 164, he has not simply reduplicated its content; he
has introduced a subtle change. The emphasis at i i . 164 is on gaining
access to the incomprehensible darkness at the zenith of an epistemo-
logical ascent. Here it is bymeans ofmind, specifically the curiosity of the

108 Contra Eunom. i i , GNO i i . 253. 11.
109 On Gregory’s paradoxical language in general see Daniélou, Platonisme et théologie

mystique, 274–84, but esp. Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 340–2.
110 De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 152. 10.
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mind, thatMoses gains access to the darkness. Since, as we have shown in
the previous chapter, mind is capable of nothing in this realm (whether it
is the sanctuary or the darkness where God is), the accent, however
understated, is rather on separation. But in i i . 315, Gregory, as it were,
presumes the mind’s entry into darkness and focuses rather on drawing
close or communingwithGod. In this case,mind is unsuitable.Hence, he
says that ‘in the unfathomable darkness one draws near God through
faith’. The apophatic ascent at i i . 164 is completed really at i i . 315. The
mind enters the darkness where God is and sees in not seeing, but by
means of faith one nevertheless draws nearGod. It would seem then that
Gregory establishes a certain parallel between this seeing that consists in
not seeing and faith. The paradoxical expression presents a block to
reason,111 but faith can move beyond this obstacle and approach God.
Faith, it would seem, resolves this coincidence of opposites.

Commentarius in Canticum canticorum

The Grasp of Faith

Once again we see faith in an exalted role in Homily 3 on the Song. In the
course of his commentary on Song 1: 11–12 (‘we shall make for you
likenesses of gold with studs of silver while the king is on his couch’),112

Gregory says that ‘every teaching concerning the ineffable nature [sc. of
God] . . . is the likeness of gold and not gold itself ’;113 for ‘the divine
nature transcends every grasp of the mind’.114 While our conceptions
bear a resemblance to what is sought, they fall short of comprehension;
they fall short of grasping God.115 In bold contrast, however, to the
inability of mind to grasp the divine nature we see what faith is capable
of. Gregory says that ‘the soul, guided by such conceptions towards the
knowledge of incomprehensible things, must establish in itself through
faith alone the nature that transcends every intelligence’.116 Immediately

111 Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 339, maintains that pardoxical
expressions serve to move beyond the logical principle of non-contradiction in order to
penetrate to the interior of the Transcendent.

112 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 83. 1 ff. 113 Ibid., 85. 16–19.
114 Ibid., 86. 13–14:Z‘ ue�iia f�yysiB p�aasZB ‘yp�eerkeitai katalZptikZ& B diano�iiaB.
115 Ibid., 86. 14–87. 3.
116 Ibid., 87. 5–8: t�ZZn oy&’ n di�aa tv& n toio�yytvn noZm�aatvn xeiragvgoym�eenZn

cyx�ZZn pr�ooB t�ZZn tv& n a’ l�ZZptvn per�iinoian di�aa m�oonZB p�iistevB ei’soik�iizein ’en
‘eaytZ&fi l�eegei dei& n t�ZZn p�aanta noy& n ‘yper�eexoysan f�yysin. See F. Dünzl, Braut und
Bräutigam (Tübingen, 1993), 79–81.
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the friends of the bridegroom address the soul, and the language of
indwelling is taken up again: ‘through faith, you will be put under the
yoke and become a dwelling place for the one who, by dwelling within
you, is going to recline in you. For you will be his throne and will become
his abode.’117 Paul, a symbol of faith,118 then embodies this indwelling
through faith; he has become a vessel of election and ‘a house containing
the nature which nothing can contain’.119

The texts we have heretofore considered tended to present faith as the
epistemological apex of an apophatic ascent, the means by which union
with God is attained. In the present text faith is the means by which
divine presence enters and dwells within the soul. The ascensional and
apophatic motifs, albeit muted, are certainly not altogether absent.
Gregory accomplishes this not through the language of aphairesis and
apophasis, but through paradoxical statements.
Through faith the bride becomes a house in which Christ dwells. Paul

is likewise a house, a house that ‘contains what cannot be contained’.
According to Canévet’s study of Gregory’s use of symbol, this sequence
of images would connote intimacy, ascent, and penetration into the non-
discursive realm. The idea of ascent is subtly present in the image of
the soul being taken by the hand and led through thoughts to the
knowledge of what cannot be grasped.120 This notion of ascent is
reinforced by the soul’s becoming a house or dwelling place, which,
Canévet argues, is part of Gregory’s imagery of verticality and associated
with the idea of ascension. Moreover, the image of the house is likewise
tied to notions of interiority and intimacy.121 Hence, the idea of union is
certainly not far away; we have the res if not the word.
In De beatitudinibus, Gregory identifies Paul as pillar of faith, which is

again an image of verticality.122 Hence, it is not surprising to see Gregory
conflate the image of Paul with the image of becoming a dwelling place
through faith. Paul is a house that contains what cannot be contained.
Canévet has observed that such a ‘double négation’, has a ‘precise symbolic
function’ in Gregory of Nyssa: to move beyond the principle of non-
contradiction in order to penetrate within the Transcendent.123

117 In Cant. i i i , GNO 87. 14–17: s�yy d�ee tay& ta dejam�eenZ ‘ypoz�yygi�oon te ka�ii
oi’kZt�ZZrion gen�ZZsZfi di�aa p�iistevB toy& soi ’enanakl�iinesuai m�eellontoB di�aa tZ& B
’en so�ii katoik�ZZsevB� toy& g�aar a’ytoy& ka�ii ur�oonoB �ee’ sZfi ka�ii oi&’ koB gen�ZZsZfi .

118 De beat. vi , GNO vi i . ii. 137. 23–4. 119 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 88. 6.
120 Ibid., 87. 5–6.
121 Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 309–11.
122 De beat. vi , GNO vi i . ii. 137. 23–4.
123 Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 337–42, esp. 339.
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The sense of paradox is heightened by the adjectives perilZptik�ooB
and its apophatic correlate a’perilZpt�ooB.124 While the present con-
texts of dwelling places and abodes favour their translation as ‘contain-
able’ and ‘not containable’, the words also have clearly epistemological
overtones: understanding, comprehension.125 This image of Paul, then,
lends itself to considerable nuance. As a house Paul (the bride as well126)
contains the incomprehensible nature, who through faith indwells the
soul. However, one can also read this along more epistemological lines.
Paul, especially Paul as an embodiment of faith, comprehends what
cannot be comprehended. This is paradox, not contradiction; it is
language which points beyond the realm of discursive reason, an eleva-
tion which is at once a deeper penetration into the depths of the soul as
well as the depths of God,127 and designates faith as capable of grasping
without grasping, knowing without comprehending.
As an apophatic faculty of unknowing (as Daniélou has termed it128)

faith moves beyond the hindrance to reason which the paradox or the
coincidence of opposites imposes on the mind’s understanding. Faith
can dowhatmind could never do, even if the latter managed to enter into
the divine presence: grasp the ungraspable. This language of the grasp of
faith, subtly present here in Homily 3, is more obviously present in a very
important text in Homily 6.
Having presented his well-known metaphysical paradigm in the Pro-

logue toHomily 6, Gregory comments on Song 3: 1 ‘onmy bed at night I
sought him whom my soul loved’ and we find the bride, like Moses, ‘in
the darkness where God was’ (Exod. 20: 21).129 The bride’s entry into
this darkness marks an apophatic ascent in which the bride moves
through the marketplace of various levels of knowledge in order to
find her Beloved by means of faith.
The search for her Beloved forces the bride to forsake sense percep-

tion, and, having done this, she is embraced by the divine night and seeks
him hidden in the darkness.130 ‘Then’, she says, ‘I felt love for the one
whom I desired, but my Beloved escaped the grasp of my thoughts’;131

yet she clearly seeks him ‘in order to know his substance’.132 So the bride

124 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 88. 6.
125 Plato, Timaeus 28a, c; for other examples see Lampe as well as Liddell & Scott, s.v.
126 In fact Paul becomes the bride a few lines later at In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 91. 4.
127 See Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 342.
128 Daniélou, Platonisme et théologie mystique, 146.
129 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 181. 6. 130 Ibid., 181. 13–14.
131 Ibid., 181. 15–16. 132 Ibid., 181. 17–18: ‘�vvste gnv& nai t�iiB ‘Z o’ys�iia.
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continues her ascent; ‘she arises and in her mind traverses the intellectual
and celestial nature’.133 These levels of knowledge are the city, market-
place and street (Song 3: 2) through which the bride goes in search of her
Beloved, but she does not find him at these higher levels of knowledge.
She even asks the angelic rank, ‘have you perhaps seen him whom my
soul loves?’134 The angels keep silent, and the bride construes their
silence as meaning that the one whom she seeks cannot be grasped
(’�aalZpton) by the mind.135

Until now the bride has focused on acquiring knowledge of the
intelligibles, having abandoned sensual perception, with the hope of
finding the Beloved there; but after this encounter with the silence of
the angels and having searched the entire city through the curiosity of her
mind, the bride’s ascent moves to a new level. The bride realizes that the
one whom she seeks is known in not knowing.136 We have already seen
Gregory use this coincidentia oppositorum. This movement to a higher level
of ascent is characterized by the motifs of aphairesis. Earlier we saw the
bride abandon knowledge gained through sensual perception and move
upwards to the higher level of the intelligibles. Now, however, she begins
to forsake this as well. ‘She abandons everything she has found.’137 And
just further on she says, ‘I left behind every creature and passed by every
intelligible thing in creation, and leaving behind all comprehension, I
found the Beloved by faith.’138

This ascent of the bride began as a search for knowledge, knowledge
of the Beloved’s essence, and it is her desire for knowledge which
characterizes this ascent from beginning to end: the bride felt love for
her desired one even though he escaped her thoughts; the one who is
sought is known by not knowing; the bride sets forth with the curiosity
of themind and searches the city for the Beloved. Indeed all the language
of grasping serves to underscore the intensity of her desire for know-
ledge. However, at the summit of this ascent we find not knowledge but
faith. Has the bride’s desire for knowledge ended in frustration? Is faith,
then, merely a ‘consolation prize’?139 By placing faith at the zenith of an

133 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 182. 5–6. 134 Ibid., 182. 14–15.
135 Ibid., 182. 15–17.
136 Ibid., 183. 2–3: t�oo ’en m�oonvfi tv&fi m�ZZ katalamb�aanesuai t�ii ’estin �oo‘ ti �ee’ sti

ginvsk�oomenon, . . .
137 Ibid., 183. 1–2.
138 Ibid., 183. 6–8: . . .a’fei& sa p &asan t�ZZn kt�iisin ka�ii pareluoy& sa p &an t�oo

’en tZ&fi kt�iisei noo�yymenon ka�ii p &asan katalZptik�ZZn �ee’ fodon katalipoy& sa, tZ&fi
p�iistei ey‘& ron t�oon a’ gap�vvmenon. . . .

139 Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom, 67.
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epistemological ascent Gregory clearly intends us not to think this but
rather that faith is itself a form of knowledge that resolves the coincidentia
oppositorum of knowing and unknowing.
In her recent study of the early history of negative theology Deirdre

Carabine says that for Gregory of Nyssa, ‘the knowledge obtained in this
darkness is simply the knowledge that God cannot be known’.140 While
one feels a certain sympathy with her overall reading of Gregory, one
gets the impression she does not appreciate sufficiently the role of faith
in the matter of God’s knowability. Her statement is not false but it runs
the risk of missing a deeper point which Gregory himself pursues.
To know that God cannot be known is positive knowledge about

God. Is this all Gregory is saying in this finding of God by means of
faith? The bride has been desiring knowledge of the Beloved throughout
her many ascents. Can this knowing be reduced to knowledge about
God? Or is there a type of knowing which encounters but does not
grasp, a knowing which is an unknowing? This, I believe, comes much
closer to what finding by means of faith intends. Faith is a form of
knowing found in what A.C. Lloyd has called ‘the non-discursive intel-
lect’ which is ungrasping.141 Faith unites with the Beloved without laying
hold of or seizing the Beloved, or—to cast this into the language of
paradox—the grasp of faith is the grasp of an open palm.
This knowledge by means of faith, moreover, is not unconnected to

knowledge of a more discursive type, and Gregory is not encouraging
the disparagement of one for the sake of the other. For the soul has had
to grasp or recognize in a rational way the unknowable character of the
divine, previous to God’s self-manifestation beyond the grasp of such
thoughts. But it is part of a single dynamic ascent into knowledge of God
by faith alone.142

140 Carabine, The Unknown God, 254; this view was voiced earlier in her ‘Gregory of
Nyssa on the Incomprehensibility of God,’ in The Relationship between Neoplatonism and
Christianity, ed. T. Finan and V. Twomey (Dublin, 1992), 97.

141 A. C. Lloyd, The Anatomy of Neoplatonism (Oxford, 1990), 164; see also idem, ‘Non-
Discursive Thought: An Enigma of Greek Philosophy’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society
70 (1969–70), 261–74. Lloyd has not gone uncontested on this topic; see R. Sorabji,
‘Myths about Non-Propositional Thought’, in Language and Logos, ed. M. Schofield and
M. Nussbaum (Cambridge, 1982), 295–314. However, the application of this term to
p�iistiB in Gregory of Nyssa is my own and suggests what is the relationship between the
mind and p�iistiB, a question which I shall address in the following chapter.

142 M. Canévet would seem to agree that the grasp of p�iistiB is not on the order of
thought but is nonetheless related to propositional, discursive knowledge; see Grégoire de
Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 63: ‘La saisie de la foi n’est donc pas de l’ordre de
la pensée:. . . . Du même coup, cette saisie devient réellement une connaissance, car c’est
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With this finding of the Beloved by means of faith143 the process of
aphairesis stops.144 The bride says that once found ‘by the grasp of faith’
she will never let him go until he comes into her chamber.145 This is a
significant change of language on the part of Gregory. Previous to this
grasp of faith the Beloved was consistently ’�aalZptoB—not capable of
being grasped by the mind,146 but after the bride has abandoned all
knowledge the Beloved is paradoxically l�ZZptoB. Gregory suggests,
then, two opposed characteristics that are simultaneously present. The
Beloved is ungraspable on the level of mind but is clearly graspable on
the level of faith.
What is the result of this grasp of faith? Through the bride’s grasp of

faith the Beloved enters into her chamber. Gregory identifies this
chamber as the bride’s heart.147 Hence, through this union of bride
and Beloved in the grasp of faith, the bride herself becomes God’s
dwelling place, thus returning to the original state for which she was
created.148

We may conclude this section by observing that Gregory began his
commentary on Song 3: 1–4 with the image of a chamber149 and with
this same image he draws it to a close. However, although both images
relate to divine presence, there is a significant difference. As Gregory
began to comment on Song 3: 1–4, the chamber was implicitly present as
the environment in which the soul was united with God at night on the
bed of participation.150 The chamber was, as it were, external to the

la foi qui sert de médiation dans la quête apparemment vaine de l’essence divine: à travers
les mots, les pensées, l’âme se tend vers Dieu: c’est la foi qui l’unit à Lui.’ F. Dünzl, Braut
und Bräutigam, 296, would seem to agree with M. Canévet: ‘Andererseits plädiert Gregor
hier auch keineswegs für einen ‘‘einfachen Glauben’’ als Alternative oder Korrektive der
Theologie’. While indeed p�iistiB transcends both thought and speech, ‘in diesem Prozeß
wird die Theologie nicht verabsolutiert, aber auch nicht negiert. . . . ’

143 Once again we observe the use of the instrumental dative (p�iistZfi ) to express the
technical sense which Gregory accords the term.

144 This final phase of the bride’s ascent is rife with aphairetic language: katale�iipv
(In Cant. vi . GNO vi . 183. 1),a’f�iiZmi (183. 6),par�eerxomai (183. 6),meu�iiZmi (183. 9).

145 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 183. 8–10: tZ&fi p�iistei ey‘& ron t�oon a’ gap�vvmenon
ka�ii o’yk�eeti meu�ZZsv tZ&fi tZ& B p�iistevB labZ&fi toy& e‘yreu�eentoB a’ ntexom�eenZ, ‘�eevB �aa’ n
’ent�ooB g�eenZtai toy& ’emoy& tamie�iioy.

146 Ibid., 182. 17. 147 Ibid., 183. 10–12. 148 Ibid., 183. 12–15.
149 Ibid., 180. 9.
150 Ibid., 181. 10–16. The bride herself understands ‘bed’ as meaning participation

(metoys�iia, 181. 3); cf. Prologue, GNO vi . 174. 6. See D. Balás, METOUSIA YEOU :
Man’s Participation in God’s Perfections according to Saint Gregory of Nyssa (Rome, 1966), 72–5;
on bed as symbol of union see Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici’, 95–6.
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bride. However, as Gregory concludes this section, the situation is
exactly the opposite: the chamber is interior to the bride; it has become
her heart, an ‘acceptable dwelling place of God’.151 The symbol of divine
presence has been interiorized.
The chamber of divine presence is not only something which the

bride enters but also something which the bride has become through
the grasp of faith: a dwelling place of God. This interiorization of a
divine characteristic appears again through the mediation of faith in the
image of the arrow with which the archer deals the bride a great wound.

The Wound of Love and the Arrow of Faith

We saw in Homily 3 how faith was the means by which God came to
dwell within the soul. While the primary thrust of this text was in the
direction of divine indwelling, there were also important auxiliary
themes with nuances of ascent and knowledge, even though there was
no explicit apophatic ascent crowned by faith. Homily 4 continues on
very similar lines but with completely different imagery and is more
concerned with ascent and union, the concern for knowledge being for
the moment effaced.
Near the end of Homily 4 Gregory turns his attention to Song 2: 5b:

‘I am wounded by love.’ In a fascinating interpretation of this lemma
Gregory begins with the image of the bride as target of the wounding
arrow and ends by shifting the imagery to that of nuptial union, thus
conflating the two images so that we see the bride become this very
arrow and herself being taken up, aimed and shot. In all of this the role of
faith is central.
In response to having been penetrated by the arrow to the depths of

the heart, the bride proclaims: ‘I am wounded by love.’ These are not
words of despair but of praise for the archer’s fine marksmanship.152

Gregory tells us that the archer is love (a’ g�aapZ), which he will identify a
few lines on as God (1 John 4: 8);153 the arrow is the only-begotten
Son.154 The archer penetrates the heart along with the arrow.155 Gregory
implies that the bride’s words are not only words of praise for the

151 Ibid., 183. 10–11.
152 See In Cant. iv , GNO vi . 127. 7–10. Dünzl, Braut und Bräutigam, 95, sees behind

this image that of Eros with his bow. While the story of the birth of Eros is recounted
perhaps most notably in the Symposium 203b ff., the arrows are missing from Plato’s
account; see C. Osborne, Eros Unveiled: Plato and the God of Love (Oxford, 1994), 71 n. 35.

153 Ibid., 127. 10–11. 154 Ibid., 127. 12–13: t�oon monogenZ& ue�oon.
155 Ibid., 127. 15–16.
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archer’s marksmanship but actual words of boast for the wound she now
bears: ‘Therefore, having been elevated through these divine ascents, the
soul sees within herself the sweet arrow of love by which she was
wounded and she boasts of this blow, saying ‘‘I have been wounded
by love’’.’156

However, to understand the role of faith one must consider more
closely this arrow which Gregory has already identified as the only-
begotten Son. Having identified the arrow, he then describes the
three-pointed tip of the arrow. ‘The tip of the arrow is faith,’ Gregory
says.157 Moreover, this tip, which is faith, has been moistened by the
spirit of life.158 Hence, while this ‘sweet arrow of love’ is the Only-
begotten, the tip of this arrow is faith, and by means of faith the arrow as
well as the archer (God) are introduced into the heart.159 This is the
reason for the bride’s boastful oxymorons: ‘O beautiful wound and
sweet blow’, for by means of faith, a doorway has been opened up to
allow divine life to enter and dwell within.160

In previous observations of this technical sense of faith we noted a
real sense of instrumentality. Often this sense has been reflected mor-
phologically, i.e. faith appeared either as an instrumental dative or was
governed by the preposition di�aa. Although there is no question here of
the instrumental dative, the sense of instrumentality remains by virtue of
the imagery: as the pointed tip of this arrow, faith allows the divine
indwelling by creating a doorway by which to enter.
As instrumental as faith is, however, it should not be viewed in

isolation from the element of grace which Gregory suggests: faith has
been moistened with the spirit of life (Rom. 8: 2).161 Moreover, faith
does not penetrate the heart under its own power, but only through the
prowess and fine marksmanship of the archer.

156 See In Cant. iv , GNO vi . 127. 18–128. 3: o‘ra&fi to�iinyn Z‘ di�aa tv& n ue�iivn
a’ nab�aasevn ‘ycvuei& sa cyx�ZZ t�oo glyk�yy tZ& B a’ g�aapZB b�eeloB ’en ‘eaytZ&fi , v&‘fi ’etr�vvuZ,
ka�ii ka�yyxZma poiei& tai t�ZZn toia�yytZn plZg�ZZn l�eegoysa �oo‘ ti Tetrvm�eenZ a’ g�aapZB
’eg�vv.

157 Ibid., 127. 14–15: a’ k�iiB d�ee ‘Z p�iistiB ’est�iin.
158 Ibid., 127. 13–14.
159 Ibid., 127. 14–17: (a’ k�iiB d�ee ‘Z p�iistiB ’est�iin), �ii‘na,v&‘fi a�’ n g�eenZtai, syneis-

ag�aagZfi met�aatoy& b�eeloyBka�ii t�oon toj�ootZn, ‘�vvBfZsin o‘ k�yyrioB �oo‘ ti ’eg�vvka�iio‘ pat�ZZr
E’ leys�oomeuaka�iimon�ZZnpar’ ’a’ytv&fi poiZs�oomeua.

160 Ibid., 128. 3–5.
161 This would counter Völker’s suggestion in Gregor von Nyssa als Mystiker, 141, that

Gregory leaves to one side the question of grace and p�iistiB.
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When we considered faith in the respective accounts of the migration
of Abraham and the entrance of Moses into the sanctuary or darkness,
we observed an explicit ascensional motif in which faith figured pre-
eminently: faith was the apex of a more or less explicitly apophatic ascent
by means of which union with God occurred. In the present text,
however, the direction of the imagery is reversed, even while the role
of instrumentality remains. Here the movement is inward and the goal is
not expressed in the language of union but in the imagery of indwelling:
an arrow penetrates into the depths of the heart and introduces there
divine indwelling.
Whether in the imagery of ascent or that of interiority the instrumen-

tality of faith remains. In fact, the two, ascent and interiority, should not
be separated in Gregory. Indeed, as he continues his commentary on this
very lemma (by way of transition to the following lemma (Song 2: 6) ), the
imagery shifts from predominantly that of introversion to predomin-
antly that of ascent as, in his own words, the imagery changes ‘from
archery into marital joy’ when the bride was wounded by the arrow of
love.162

In mid-paragraph the bride is no longer the target at which the archer
takes aim. She has become the arrow.163 By virtue of the indwelling
presence of the arrow within her she has herself become an arrow.164

Thus we see how closely Gregory aligns indwelling presence (mediated
by faith) and union. He describes how she is placed like an arrow in the
bow of the archer. But he says that the significance of this is described in
marital imagery, not that of archery.
By now it is obvious that Gregory is trying to move from one lemma to

another, from Song 2: 5, ‘I amwounded by love’ (which he has chosen to
interpret, followingOrigen, in the tradition of the archer165), to Song 2: 6,

162 Ibid., 128. 5–7.
163 Ibid., 128. 13–14.
164 The theme of purification is introduced at 129. 5. For Plato the purpose of the

purification was to become like God, as the bride does here in becoming an arrow. See for
example Phaedo 67b2.

165 SeeOrigen,Comm. in Cant. i i i . 8, GCS 195, 28 ff; see alsoHom. in Cant. i i , SC 37 bis,
134. There are, however, significant differences between Origen’s and Gregory’s com-
mentary on Song 2: 5b. For example, while Origen designates the arrow as cause of the
wound and God as the archer, he does not mention the tip of the arrow, which Gregory
has identified asp�iistiB. Origenmentions the shield of faith which protects the soul from
the darts of the evil one. But this faith does not faciliate divine indwelling and union as in
Gregory. For a discussion of this theme of arrows, particularly in Origen, see ‘Arrows,
Eros, Agape’, in Osborne, Eros Unveiled, 52–85, esp. 71–4.
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‘His left hand is under my head, and his right hand shall embrace me.’ It
is the marital image of this lemma which precipitates the need to change
from the archer to the bridegroom; it is an exegetical move, however,
that allows him to express his own theological conviction that indwelling
presence, ascent, and union are all different facets of the same encounter
between finite and Infinite, an encounter mediated by faith. Hence,
instead of the archer holding the tip of the bride’s head in the bow, it
is the bridegroom holding her head with his left hand and the rest of her
body he embraces with his right.166

Gregory has conflated perfectly these two images: the bride’s head is
the tip of the arrow held in the bow by the archer’s left hand. Her body is
the shaft of the arrow held at the notched end by his right hand.167 At the
same time, however, she is the bride embraced by the bridegroom. Her
head is held by his left hand and her body embraced by his right. God is
the archer as well as the bridegroom.168 This identification affords
Gregory the opportunity to lead us into another coincidence of oppos-
ites. The bride is at once in movement and at rest: ‘I am at once shot
forth like an arrow and am at rest in the hands of the archer.’169

Union does not stand at the end-point of a linear ascent but is the
context of such ascent. The interior ground of ascent is the union of
finite creature and infinite Creator, and the exterior ground of union is
continual ascent.
In this image of the bride wounded by the arrow who is the bride-

groom and then embraced by the same bridegroom, faith has played an
important role. The bride can boast, ‘O beautiful wound and sweet blow’
because of what faith has allowed to happen: faith has created a doorway
that allows the divine to enter and dwell within.170 Gregory situates this
exalted role of faith in a trinitarian context. The tip of the arrow, which
opens up the way for divine indwelling, has been ‘moistened’ by the
Spirit which is evocative both of the Holy Spirit and baptism,171 and he

166 In Cant. iv , GNO vi . 128. 20–129. 1. 167 See ibid., 128. 11–15.
168 Ibid., 129. 3–4.
169 Ibid., 129. 15–16: v‘ B o‘moy& te f�eeresuai di�aa tZ& B bolZ& B ka�ii tai& B xers�ii toy&

toj�ootoy ’enanapa�yyesuai. Brian Daley has noted this transformation of the bride but
overlooks both the conflation of images and the role ofp�iistiB in her transformation; see
B. Daley, ‘ ‘‘Bright Darkness’’ and Christian Transformation’ in M. Himes and S. Pope
(eds), Finding God in All Things: Essays in Honor of Michael J. Buckley, S. J. (New York, 1996),
215–30, esp. 225.

170 We saw this image of p�iistiB as doorway at Contra Eunom. i i i . 8. 12, GNO i i .
243. 9.

171 See Dünzl, Braut und Bräutigam, 375.
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has identified the shaft of the arrow as the Son and the archer as God.
Therefore, while the importance of the function of faith for divine
indwelling is undeniable for Gregory, faith is yet suffused in grace
from the beginning.
Once again we see faith functioning within a coincidence of oppos-

ites: the indwelling by means of faith is also union with the bridegroom
(arrow), and hence the bride becomes an arrow and is shot forth, yet she
is at the same time in repose, for the bridegroom has embraced her, and
she rests in his hands. Such language points beyond the realm of
discursive reason where, as we have seen, dianoia does not function but
where faith unites with God who is beyond reason.172

Gregory returns to this catechesis of archery when he comments on
Song 5: 7 at the end of Homily 12. In this text we see faith serve both a
mediational role and as an opportunity to agree and disagree withOrigen.
The arrow which Gregory mentions at the close of Homily 12 comes

at the end of a sequence of images of wounding. These images are all part
of Gregory’s commentary on Song 5: 7: ‘They found me, the sentinels
whomake their rounds in the city, they smoteme; they woundedme. . . . ’
The instrument used to wound the bride is a divine rod, which he
identifies with the Spirit.173 As with the wound dealt her in Homily 4,
the bride boasts of this wound, andGregory calls it a beautiful wound.174

He says that this wounding with the rod can be likened to Isaiah’s
vision (Isa. 6: 1 ff.), but instead of a wound-dealing rod there is a burning
coal. Gregory hastens to add, however, that the result is the same:
purification (a work often associated with the Holy Spirit). Therefore,
Isaiah does not reel from the pain, nor the bride from the fierce blow.175

Having considered this wounding first through the instrumentality of
a rod, then by likening it to a coal, Gregory says there is yet another way
of understanding this wounding and so introduces once again the image
of the arrow.176 In Homily 4 we saw that the wounding arrow had two

172 M. Canévet has identified paradox as pertaining to the structure of symbolic
mystical language in Gregory; see Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 340–2; see
also Daniélou, Platonisme et théologie mystique, 274–84; and Dünzl, Braut und Bräutigam, 390.

173 In Cant. xi i , GNO vi . 365. 17–18. In theDe vita Moysis, SC, i i . 136. 8, the rod used
to strike the rock (Christ) to draw forth water is identified as the ‘rod of faith’. It does not
stretch things too much to see the mediation ofp�iistiB implied here, especially in light of
the symbolic equivalence in the context of the present Homily between the rod and the
arrow whose tip is p�iistiB.

174 Ibid., 366. 6. 175 Ibid., 369. 8–12.
176 This movement from image to image is characteristic of Gregory and is discussed

by Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 314–16.
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effects which caused her to boast in her wound: union and divine
indwelling. Because he explicitly identified the tip of the piercing
arrow as faith we can say that faith mediated both of these. In Homily
12 the bride’s heart is again struck by the arrow tip of faith,177 but we see
a different effect of this mediation by faith. Not only does the arrow tip
of faith mediate union with and the indwelling presence of the bride-
groom, it also causes the bride’s desire for the Beloved to expand.178 Far
from the divine encounter exhausting the desire of the bride, it makes it
expand even more.179

This unceasing expansion of desire would seem to be something of a
critique of Origen’s notion of k�ooroB.180 WhenOrigen comments on the
arrows of divine love, he gives them precisely the same meaning which
we find here in Homily 12: the arrow increases the bride’s desire for the
bridegroom:

177 In Cant. xi i , GNO vi . 370. 9–10.
178 Ibid., 370. 6–7: ’en sfodrot�eervfi te�iinetai p�oouvfi . . . .
179 Von Balthasar laments this aspect of Gregory’s thought that gives dissatisfaction

too important a role. See Présence et pensée, 18–19 and 76. Von Balthasar is well aware that
such is the logical outcome of the relationship between finite creature and infinite being
(clearly set forth e.g. in the Prologue to In Cant. vi ). However, one has the impression that
von Balthasar has too linear a view of unceasing desire. To view the matter as constant
frustration is to view the search for God along too linear a line, as though Gregory were a
theological anticipation of Gödel’s theory, and God were playing metaphysical cache-cache:
the more one moves from point A to point B, the more point B recedes. Gregory’s image
of infinite expansion, as seen here in Homily 12 and underlying his doctrine on epektasis in
general, precludes such a linear view. See Desalvo, L’ ‘oltre’ nel presente, 242 n. 36.

180 On this theme in Origen see M. Harl, ‘Recherches sur l’origénisme d’Origène: la
satiété (koros) de la contemplation comme motif de la chute des âmes’, Studia Patristica 8
(1966), 374–405. In his introduction to the life and thought of Origen, H. Crouzel warns
against a too facile identification of satietaswith the idea that ‘God can in someway surfeit a
creature’; see his Origen, trans. A. Worrall (New York, 1989), 210. It is indeed tempting to
suggest, as R. Heine has done, that Gregory’s doctrine on ’ep�eektasiB is a counterpoint
to Origen’s k�ooroB. See Heine, Perfection in the Virtuous Life, 5–10 and 76 ff. See also
Mühlenberg, Unendlichkeit Gottes 27. But one must proceed with caution. M. Simonetti
(Vita di Mosè, xx and esp. xxx–xxxvi) has criticized Heine on this very point, noting that
Origen himself would seem to anticipate the theme of ’ep�eektasiB in Hom. Num. 17. 4,
GCS 7. 160. 11–26. Moreover, Simonetti says: ‘per formulare la dottrina del progresso
senza fine non è indispensabile ammettere l’infinità di Dio: infatti anche Origene, che non
l’ammette, ammette però la sua abissale trascendenza rispetto alla finitezza del uomo, e su
tale base può proporre anche lui quella dottrina’ (xxxvi). Finally Simonetti claims that even
the inclination to overcome k�ooroB with ’ep�eektasiB comes from Origen. B. Daley,
apparently independent of both Heine and Simonetti, cites the same text from Hom.
Num. and suggests that Gregory developed rather than invented this theme: ‘here Origen
sketches out a picture of the eschatological contemplation of God as constant spiritual
movement and growth, a view which Gregory of Nyssa will later develop into his own
theory of beatitude as eternal self-transcendence or ’ep�eektasiB’; see Hope of the Early
Church, 50.
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If there is anyone who has received the sweet wound of Him who is the
chosen dart, . . . so that he yearns and longs for Him by day and night, can
speak of nought but him, would hear of nought but Him, can think of nothing
else and is disposed to no desire nor longing nor yet hope, except for
Him alone—if such there be, that soul then says in truth: I have been wounded
by charity.181

On this Gregory agrees with his master Origen, but he adds an
important nuance, a nuance which at once characterizes Gregory as a
theological thinker in his own right and distances him from Origen.182

‘Origen’s view of the divine nature is that it is limited, and, because
limited, incapable of giving lasting satisfaction to the created spirit.’183

For Gregory, by contrast, God is infinite and we are finite; therefore, the
search is never-ending and always expanding.184 This fundamental dis-
tinction is evident in this passage from Homily 12 even as it evinces
Origen’s influence. Gregory says of the bride:

But the garment of her grief is taken away through learning that eternal
progress in searching and never ceasing to ascend is the true enjoyment of the
Beloved, for whenever her desire is fulfilled, it produces further desire for
the transcendent.185

181 Comm. in Cant. i i i . 8, GCS 195, trans. R.P. Lawson, The Song of Songs Commentary and
Homilies, Ancient Christian Writers 26 (New York, 1957), 198.

182 For a discussion of convergences and divergences of Origen and Gregory on
fundamental issues see A. Meredith, ‘Origen’sDe Principiis and Gregory of Nyssa’s Oratio
Catechetica’, Heythrop Journal 36 (1995), 1–14. See also idem, The Cappadocians, 54–62 et
passim; E. Pietrella, ‘L’antiorigenismo di Gregorio di Nissa’, Augustinianum 26 (1986),
143–76. For a general orientation to the problem of Origenism see H. Crouzel and
M. Simonetti (eds. and trans.), Origène, Traité des Principes, vol. i, SC 252 (Paris, 1978),
33–45; H. Crouzel, ‘Origene e l’origenismo: le condanne di Origene’, Augustinianum 26
(1986), 295–303, where the author argues for a strict distinction between Origen and
origenism (whether that of the origenists or that of the anti-origenists); see also idem,
‘Origenism’, in Encyclopedia of the Early Church, ed. A Di Berardino and trans. A. Walford
(Cambridge, 1992), s. v.; for a more in-depth study see E. Clark, The Origenist Controversy:
The Cultural Construction of an Early Christian Debate (Princeton, 1992); NB the perceptive
review of Clark’s study by M. Sheridan inCollectanea Cisterciensia 58 (1996), 38–42. See also
R. Placida, ‘La presenza di Origene nelle Omelie sul Cantico dei cantici di Gregorio di Nissa’,
Vetera Christianorum 34 (1997), 33–49.

183 Meredith, The Cappadocians, 77. 184 See In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 172–4.
185 In Cant. xi i , GNO vi . 369. 22–370. 3: a’ ll�aa periairei& tai t�oo tZ& B l�yypZB

u�eeristron di�aa toy& mauei& n �oo‘ ti t�oo a’ e�ii prok�ooptein ’en tv&fi zZtei& n ka�ii t�oo mZd�eepote
tZ& B a’ n�oodoy pa�yyesuai toy& t�oo ’estin Z‘ a’ lZu�ZZB toy& pouoym�eenoy a’p�oolaysiB tZ& B
p�aantote plZroym�eenZB ’epiuym�iiaB ‘et�eeran ’epiuym�iian toy& ‘yperkeim�eenoy genn-
�vvsZB.
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Hence, while both Origen and Gregory would view the experience of
wounding along similar lines (though for Gregory the themes of union
and divine indwelling are more pronounced), Gregory emphasizes this
coincidence of opposites: fulfilment and non-fulfilment, satisfaction and
eternal progress. Therefore, when the bride is wounded by the arrow, her
desire to experience the Beloved is, from one perspective, fulfilled. The
effect of the arrow, however, does not quench this desire but serves to
expand it. The bride’s enjoyment of and her search for the Beloved are
one, and for Gregory this is mediated by faith which allows the arrow of
the Word to enter and dwell, causing the bride’s desire to expand
unceasingly even as she delights in the Beloved.
A final image of the arrow-tip of faith occurs in Homily 13. Gregory

comments on Song 5: 8: ‘I am wounded by love.’ The treatment of the
wound of love is briefer in this Homily than in the previous two.
Nevertheless, Gregory mentions all the important themes which we
saw in Homilies 4 and 12. The bride shows the arrow of love deeply
embedded in her heart. This image of the arrow deep in the heart of the
bride represents union with God, who is love.186 Divine love entered the
heart, Gregory claims, through the arrow-tip of faith. Finally, he says that
this dynamic of union and indwelling is nothing other than Paul’s
description of ‘faith working through love’ (Gal. 5: 6). This statement
is worthy of note, for once again we see that it is Gregory’s reading of
Paul that has motivated him to exalt faith as the mediator of union and
divine indwelling.

The Flowing Water of Divine Nature

The last occurrence of faith which I would like to present before
concluding this chapter suggests that through faith one has access to
the divine nature. In Homily 9 Gregory links faith with flowing water.
Subtle and provocative as this occurrence is, it nonetheless harmonizes
well with what we have seen so far regarding faith. Towards the end of
Homily 9 Gregory is drawing to a close his commentary on Song 4: 15:
‘Fountain of the garden, well of living water flowing down from Leba-
non.’ The image speaks of the bride herself. She is a well which contains
the inflow of water from the fountain of God.187 It is an image of
participation and divinization: ‘We become partakers who possess that

186 In Cant. xi i i , GNO vi . 378. 16–17: toyt�eesti t�ZZn tZ& B ue�ootZtoB a’ytoy&
koinvn�iian.

187 In Cant. ix , GNO vi . 293. 13–18.
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well.’188 Indeed Gregory has just identified this flowing water with the
divine nature itself. He does this through a reading of John 7: 37–9: ‘ ‘‘Let
anyone who is thirsty come to me! Let anyone who believes in me come
and drink! As scripture says, ‘From his belly will flow living water’ ’’.’
Then he says that this living water which flows out of the believer is ‘the
divine nature’.189 Even though the use of faith in this passage is a citation
from John, in light of what we have seen of Gregory’s at times highly
exalted understanding of the term, we can see that Gregory has elevated
John’s use of faith. John does not specify the nature of the living
water, but Gregory does. Hence faith is viewed as having access to the
divine nature itself. Moreover, this access implies real contact with
the divine nature, for the believer doesn’t simply drink from this well
but becomes a well flowing from the belly of the believer. That this use
of faith is Gregory’s exalted sense of the term is further suggested by
the paradox that immediately ensues, a paradox which he himself
notices.190 Having drunk from the living, flowing, water, she is not
simply a well that contains still water, she is also a source of flowing
water. Hence, having come into contact with the divine nature through
faith, she embodies a coincidentia oppositorum: the bride is both still and
moving. Another paradox is implied as the Homily comes to a close.
The bride contains the water of divine nature, which by definition
cannot be contained. Though Gregory does not state the paradox
explicitly in this text, we see him state it quite clearly in Homily 3 when
speaking of Paul who became a house containing what cannot be
contained.191

However brief, this passage is yet another testimony to the fact
that while Gregory does not allow comprehension of the divine nature,
the soul has yet access to the divine nature by means of faith, which
unites the soul to God, allowing God to make of the soul a dwelling
place.

Conclusion

In this examination of various texts from the writings of Gregory of
Nyssa, we have had ample opportunity to see the exalted role which
Gregory can, in certain instances, bestow upon faith.

188 Ibid., 293. 18–19. 189 Ibid., 292. 20: tZ& B ue�iiaB f�yysevB.
190 Ibid., 293. 3. On paradox see Canévet,Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 339.
191 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 88. 6.
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Faith, Divine Indwelling, Union

We have seen that the soul or the bride desires nothing but to know the
divine essence,192 but, when such an attempt was made, the mind was
‘cut off on all sides as by a kind of darkness’.193 What of this desire, then,
to know the Beloved? Is it given in frustration? Is there no means of
approaching and attaining union with the Beloved? Indeed there is: for
Gregory of Nyssa faith is the sole means of such approach and union.
Even in an early work, such as In inscriptiones Psalmorum, we saw that

already Gregory could speak of faith in this exalted sense as the means of
apophatic approach to God. He continued to speak along these same
lines as he entered the Eunomian debate. In the Contra Eunomium we
proposed that Gregory spoke of faith as docta ignorantia, an unknowing
higher than knowledge that has abandoned all concepts and images in
the face of the Incomprehensible. In Gregory’s account of the migration
of Abraham the problem of attaining to and uniting with the unknow-
able God was resolved by faith. And the archers of Benjamin are
counselled to put away their attempts to grasp by reason the Incompre-
hensible and to have eyes for the door of faith which opens to God.
This exalted notion of faith continues in his mature years withDe vita

Moysis and In Canticum canticorum. We saw that in the contexts of the Holy
of Holies and especially while in the darkness where God dwells, the
darkness was both a context of separation from God and union with
God. The darkness brought to the mind a sense of separation, but for
faith it brought presence and union.
In the In Canticum canticorumGregory weaves these same themes, along

with one or two others, into his interpretation of the bride grasping the
bridegroom by means of faith, the bride being wounded by love, and
through the image of flowing water.
We saw that the bride grasps the Beloved in Homilies 3 and 6 on the

Song. However, Gregory is careful to show that this grasping of the
Beloved was not done by means of mind, which would constitute an act
of comprehension, but by means of faith. This grasping by faith yielded
several results: union with God, divine indwelling, and the passing on to
the discursive mind something of what faith had grasped in the darkness.
In Homilies 4, 12, and 13 faith was the tip of the arrow that wounded

the bride and expanded her desire for the Beloved, even as she enjoyed

192 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 181. 16–19.
193 See In Eccl., SC, vi i . 8. 100–4; De beat. vi , GNO vi i . ii. 137. 16–22; De vita Moysis,

SC, i i . 163. 8.
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union and became a vessel of divine indwelling. While faith clearly
mediates this union and divine indwelling, Gregory makes it clear that
this exalted function of faith is yet suffused in grace. As the tip of the
arrow, which is the only-begotten Son, shot by the archer who is God,
faith is moistened by the Spirit and therefore comes as gift in the form of
that sweet wound in which the bride finds occasion tomake her eloquent
boast. Finally, in Homily 9, we see faith able to approach the divine
nature itself, which Gregory presents in the fluid imagery of fountains
and wells.
The prominence of the theme of union in our discussion, and

especially of faith as the mediating faculty, leads inevitably to the thesis
of Ekkehard Mühlenburg.194 The overriding concern of his important
study is the concept of God’s infinity, which, according to Mühlenberg,
is Gregory’s contribution to ‘philosophical and Christian thought’.195

While we agree with not a few aspects of his thesis and with several of
the conclusions he draws on the basis of this (for example, that
God cannot be grasped by concepts),196 we cannot accept all his conclu-
sions. In light of the present discussion, the theme which presents
itself for immediate consideration is precisely this notion of divine
union.
Despite the fact that Gregory states explicitly at the outset of the

Commentarius in Canticum canticorum that union with God is the purpose of
the Song,197 Mühlenberg would deny that Gregory allows for the possi-
bility of union with God, and in his well-known review of Mühlenberg’s
study, Charles Kannengieser has pointed out a caveat in this regard.198

On the basis of our study of the role which exalted faith has played in
any number of texts, we would have to agree with the critique of
Kannengieser, for the primary concern of faith, as we have seen time
and again, is union, with divinization as one of the most consistent and

194 Mühlenburg, Unendlichkeit Gottes.
195 Ibid., 26: ‘Bei Gregor von Nyssa findet sich dieses Gottesprädikat [sc. das Unen-

dliche] zum erstenMal in der Geschichte des philosophischen und christlichen Denkens.’
196 Ibid., 28 et passim.
197 In Cant. i , GNO vi . 15. 13–15: di�aa g�aar tv& n ’entay& ua gegramm�eenvn

nymfostolei& tai tr�oopon tin�aaZ‘ cyx�ZZpr�ooB t�ZZn a’s�vvmat�oon te ka�ii pneymatik�ZZn
ka�ii a’m�oolynton toy& ueoy& syzyg�iian.

198 C. Kannengieser, ‘L’Infinité divine chez Grégoire de Nysse’, Recherches de Science
Religieuse 55 (1967), 55–65 at 64: ‘Mais doit-on pour autant nier avec lui [sc. Mühlenberg]
que Grégoire ait envisagé une union de l’âme avec la divinité infinie et une divinisation de
l’homme’? See also the observations of Pottier, Dieu et le Christ, 217–19.
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noteworthy results of this union mediated by faith.199 Mühlenberg
would argue that union with God would imply a knowledge tantamount
to enclosing God in the grasp of comprehension. We have seen, how-
ever, that this is precisely what union with God through the grasp of
faith does not involve. For it is not knowledge of a conceptual order but
rather an unknowing which is higher than the conceptual grasp of the
mind. This union by the grasp of faith safeguards the distinction between
finite creature and infinite Creator, for it is a union beyond knowledge.
Mühlenberg is aware that Gregory has parted company with his

master Origen on the question of divine infinity200 but seems less
aware that Gregory has also parted company with the general Alexan-
drian notion that faith is overcome in knowledge. For Gregory of Nyssa,
on the basis of what we have seen in the migration of Abraham, Moses’
ascent of the mountain of divine knowledge and the bride’s union with
the Beloved by faith alone, it is knowledge that is overcome in faith.
Even if Daniélou’s threefold division of the ascent of the mind is

questionable,201 presuming, that is, that Daniélou intends it as more than
a merely heuristic device, union with God is an explicit concern of
Gregory of Nyssa, a concern which takes account in a fairly consistent
manner of his overarching concern for protecting both the infinity and
the incomprehensibility of the divine nature.
Both Dünzl and Desalvo have observed that Mühlenberg does not

consider in any detail the role of faith in Gregory’s thought.202 This
oversight prevents Mühlenberg from seeing the epistemological func-
tion which faith plays. A strict boundary between finite creature and
infinite Creator runs the risk of preventing any access to the Infinite
without the loss of one’s status as a creature.203 While Gregory is
consistent in maintaining that the divine nature cannot be grasped by
themind, and the boundary is never blurred, he does, nevertheless, know
‘the language of grasping’.204 It is the grasp of faith. This is the special

199 Perhaps the reason why Mühlenberg does not allow for union is simply as Dünzl
has observed: Mühlenberg givesp�iistiB no consideration. See Dünzl, Braut und Bräutigam,
326 n. 119: ‘Die Sonderstellung der p�iistiB und ihre Bedeutung für die Einwohnung
Gottes im Menschen hier [sc. Hom III] und in Hom VI (s.o. S. 295–298) findet bei
Mühlenberg keine Beachtung.’

200 See Origen, De princ. i i . 9.
201 Mühlenberg, Unendlichkeit Gottes, 25; cf. Daniélou, Platonisme et théologie mystique,

146 ff.
202 Dünzl, Braut und Bräutigam, 326 n. 119; Desalvo, L’ ‘oltre’ nel presente, 220.
203 See Desalvo, L’ ‘oltre’ nel presente, 221.
204 Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 62.

102 The Grasp of Faith



epistemological role of faith: it allows union between finite and Infinite
without compromising the distinction between finite and Infinite.
Gregorian faith, therefore, serves closely related epistemological func-
tions which Mühlenberg has not taken into account. Because union by
the grasp of faith is beyond the grasp of concepts, it does not constitute
the knowledge which Mühlenberg fears would enclose the divine nature
in the grasp of comprehension. Nor does it compromise the ontological
gulf between finite and Infinite.

The Vocabulary of Union

Gregory has a wide vocabulary of union. Words such as a’ n�aakrasiB,
‘�eenvsiB, koinvn�iia, prosegg�iisaB, syn�aaptv, s�yyneimi, syzyg�iia are
all used to express in one way or another the mystery of the encounter
with the divine. But equally important are certain images Gregory uses to
express the idea of union: bed, kiss, scent of perfume, finding by the
grasp of faith, resting in the arms of the Beloved yet shot forth like an
arrow, are likewise images that express this transforming encounter. But
whether a precise word or an evocative image to express the idea of
union, Gregory intends something very different from a Plotinian union
with the One. As Bouchet argued long ago, and Cortesi more recently,
Gregory’s understanding of union between humanity and God is
grounded in his understanding of the union of humanity and divinity
in the incarnation of the Word.205 ‘In the light of the union between
divinity and humanity that is accomplished in Christ Gregory reads the
union between the human and God that constitutes the profound
message of the Commentarius in Canticum canticorum . . . ’.206 For Gregory,
union expresses the idea that, without bringing about a change in
divinity, humanity is transformed and changed for the better.207

Faith as a Technical Term

One can agree with Völker that when Gregory speaks of faith in this
exalted manner, he departs from his Alexandrian patrimony which saw
faith ultimately supplanted by knowledge.208 However, there are indeed

205 J. Bouchet, ‘Le Vocabulaire de l’union et du rapport des natures chez saint
Grégoire de Nysse’, Revue Thomiste 68 (1968), 533–82; Cortesi, Le Omelie sul Cantico dei
Cantici, 85–7, 177–80 et passim. See also Dünzl, Braut und Bräutigam, 340–5.

206 Cortesi, Le Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici, 87. 207 Ibid., 85.
208 Völker, Gregor von Nyssa als Mystiker, 143.
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other positions taken by Völker which, on the basis of our examination,
cannot be accepted.
Völker states somewhat cavalierly that Gregory accords the term no

technical meaning but has instead a wide range of meaning.209 Simonetti,
by contrast, lists among technical terms in his edition ofDe vita Moysis the
term faith.210 One of the contentions of the present chapter has been
that it is precisely as a technical term that faith stands out from its various
other meanings noted at the end of Chapter 1.211 Hence, on the basis of
our examination we are led to agree with Simonetti.
When used in certain apophatic contexts, whether or not there be an

explicit epistemological ascent in which faith is always the summit, such
as we saw in the migration of Abraham or in the case of the bride in
Homily 6 on the Song of Songs, faith takes on a technical meaning which
designates the means by which the soul attains to divine union. Such
union, as we have seen, yields any number of results: faith renders the
soul a dwelling place of God; faith expands the soul’s desire for God
even as the soul delights in God; faith does what mind can never do:
grasp the incomprehensible nature of God; faith, nevertheless, passes on
to the mind something of what it has grasped of the Ungraspable. These
are the principal functions of faith when seen in its technical sense of
bridging the gap between intellectus and God.
Moreover, the technical meaning of faith is often rendered by a

particular grammatical morphology. The mediational sense which tech-
nical faith serves is often expressed conveniently either as an instrumen-
tal dative (p�iistZfi ) or with the preposition di�aa (di�aa [m�oonZB] tZ& B
p�iistevB). Hence, when faith is used in these conditions, it can rightly
be said to have a technical meaning in the writings of Gregory of Nyssa.
In speaking of faith in such a lofty manner, however, has Gregory

forgotten the sensus vulgaris of the term? Harrison has observed that faith
comes not at the beginning of, for example, Abraham’s journey but at
the conclusion of various stages of increasing knowledge.212 Harrison’s
point is well-taken, and one is tempted to argue that in speaking of this
lofty faith the sensus vulgaris of the term has been eclipsed and ultimately
superseded. But this would be misleading. For as certainly as Abraham
arrives at a pure faith after traversing many levels of knowledge, he also
embarked upon his journey in faith (Heb. 11: 8). Indeed it is not the case
that faith functions for the first time when we see it operating at the

209 Völker, Gregor von Nyssa als Mystiker, 140. 210 Simonetti, Vita di Mosè, 351.
211 See p. 22, nn. 86–8. 212 Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom, 64.
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summit of Abraham’s (or for that matter the bride’s) epistemological
ascent and mediating union. It has been present from the beginning. A
more attentive reading of these texts suggests that, having left behind
images, concepts, etc., there is nothing left but faith, and this unites one
to God.

Faith and Grace

Völker contends that Gregory leaves to one side the relationship be-
tween faith and grace. In Chapter 2 we saw that the mind itself was
subject to grace and without it could never embark on its ascents. This
was clearly the case in De vita Moysis, where we saw that the grace of
baptism purified the mind, putting to death its ‘grabbing’ tendency213 or
when scripture led the mind (xeiragvgei& ).214 If the mind is immersed
in and guided by grace, is it likely that faith, which crowns the ascents of
the mind, would not also be immersed in grace? Indeed we saw that the
image of faith as the tip of the arrow precludes all ambiguity in thematter
of grace. For while faith has a distinct role, it comes as gift. It is
moistened in the Spirit, comes with the arrow of the Word that was
shot by the archer (God).

Exegesis and Epistemology

Throughout this examination of Gregory’s exalted understanding of
faith we have seen frequent examples of the way in which Gregory
grounds his thought in the exegesis of Scripture.215 Perhaps the most
provocative among these was seen in the image of the bride being shot
forth like an arrow while in the arms of her Beloved.216 This blending of
the imagery of archery with the imagery of marriage allows Gregory to
express his own theological conviction that indwelling presence, ascent
in faith, and union are all bound up with each other, different facets of
the same encounter with God. However, at the same time this blending
of archery and nuptial imagery has an exegetical base. The text Gregory
is commenting upon itself moves directly from the imagery of archery to
the imagery of marriage: ‘I am wounded by love. His left hand is under
my head, and his right hand shall embrace me’ (Song 2: 5b-6). Hence,
Gregory’s theological conviction has a strong exegetical grounding.

213 De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 125. 10. 214 Ibid., i i . 152. 2.
215 B. Studer, ‘Una teologia biblica’, in Di Berardino and Studer, Storia della Teologia.
216 In Cant. iv , GNO vi . 128. 5–14.
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Another example of this sort of thing, though along more explicitly
epistemological lines, was seen in Gregory’s use of the biblical image of
the Holy of Holies in theDe vita Moysis. Gregory took the mind to be the
temple and comprehension to be the multitude.217 Just as the multitude
is denied access to the sanctuary, so comprehension is denied access
to the divine substance; this is an epistemological position based on
Gregory’s exegesis of the biblical image of the Holy of Holies. But
perhaps the clearest example of an epistemological position grounded
in exegesis is provided by Abraham.
Gregory had Abraham, the Father of faith, unite with God by means

of faith. As will be shown in the following chapter, the means of union is
reserved inNeoplatonic culture to a faculty located in the further reaches
of intellect. Gregory’s ascription of this function to faith, as well as his
treatment of the Abraham material from Genesis, is largely due to
his reading of Paul. For it was Paul who looked at Abraham and
highlighted faith, and Gregory quoted these texts (Gal. 3: 6; Rom. 4: 3;
see also Jas. 2: 23) in his own treatment of the Abraham material.
Moreover, Gregory read the Genesis account of Abraham through the
lens of the Letter to the Hebrews (considered by Gregory to be Pauline):
Leaving his homeland, Abrahamwent out bymeans of faith (Heb. 11: 8).
Not only did Gregory read Gen. 12: 1–5 ff. and Heb. 11: 8 together, but
he also read Heb. 11: 8 and 2 Cor. 5: 7 together (we walk by faith and
not by sight). The point of highlighting this quilt of Pauline texts is that
the exalted epistemological status which Gregory accords faith is to
a large extent grounded in his reading of Paul. In the context of a
Neoplatonic, religious-philosophic milieu, Paul’s justification by faith
has become Gregory of Nyssa’s union by faith.
As we move to the next chapter, let us keep in mind Gregory’s words

at the beginning of Homily 1 on the Song. He says that through the
words of the Song the soul is ‘escorted to an incorporeal, spiritual, and
pure union (syzyg�iian) with God’.218 Indeed divine union is a theme of
capital importance in Gregory’s writings and especially in the In Canticum
canticorum. As important as this theme is, however, Gregory does not
always specify what there is in the human being that enables union to
take place. However, when he does specify we see that it is faith that
unites the soul to God.219 But Gregory is not always specific; for

217 De Vita Moysis, SC, i i . 188. 218 In Cant. i , GNO vi . 15. 13–15.
219 In her recent study of the concept of union in Denys the Areopagite, Henosis:

L’Union à Dieu chez Denys l’Areopagite (Leiden, 1996), Y. De Andia makes frequent and
perceptive reference to Gregory. She says, however (p. 17), that for Gregory union is
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example, in Homily 13 on the Song of Songs Gregory simply says that it
is the pure mind which draws near (prosoikeioy& nta) to God.220 Is
union implied in this statement? If so, is the role of faith also implied?
These questions suggest a more fundamental question to which we shall
now turn our attention: What is the relationship between the mind and
faith? Is there a radical discontinuity? Is faith nothing but the mind
illumined by grace, or is there both continuity and discontinuity between
the mind and faith?

mediated by the Holy Spirit. While I do not wish to contest the role of the Holy Spirit in
the transformation of the soul, the role of the Holy Spirit seems more explicitly linked by
Gregory to purification, illumination, divinization, etc. See e.g. In Cant. i , GNO vi . 40; In
Cant. i i , GNO vi . 45; In Cant. iv , GNO vi . 105–6, 115. One text which would speak in
favour of De Andia’s position is found at In Cant. xv , GNO vi . 466. 18–21. But with
respect to union itself, the texts we have considered suggest that union is more often
mediated di�aa m�oonZB tZ& B p�iistevB.

220 In Cant. xi i i , GNO vi . 376. 8–13.
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4

The Grasp of Faith
and Supranoetic Union

Introduction

In Chapter 2 we saw how the mind was characterized by flow. This flow
was perhaps most vividly depicted in De virginitate, where we saw Greg-
ory clothe the mind in the metaphor of irrigation. He likened the mind to
a flowing stream. If water were allowed to disperse into different streams
as it emerged from the ground, it would be of little use to farmers. But if
these different streams were drawn together by a pipe, the collected
water could be put to a useful purpose.
Given the enclosure of the pipe, the water’s own dynamism would

cause it to flow upwards. This is rather like the mind, according to
Gregory. If the mind is allowed to flow in every direction, it becomes
dispersed by following what brings pleasure to the senses, or by
following ambition, and thus the power of its flow would not be able
to serve the ascent to the good. However, if the mind were drawn
together, its own energy would impel it upwards, and nothing would
impede its being borne aloft and touching the truth of beings.1

But this ascent to ‘touching the truth of beings’ does not exhaust the
heights to which the mind can rise. In De vita Moysis we saw how Moses
disappeared into the darkness of the sanctuary. Gregory says this event
teaches us something: anyone who wants to commune with God must
stretch forth the mind towards the Invisible and the Ungraspable.2

Assisted by scripture, the mind is a means of ascending the mountain
of divine knowledge and ‘entering the darkness where God is’.3 In

1 See De virg., SC, vi . 2. 1–26. 2 See De vita Moysis, SC, i . 46. 6–10.
3 Ibid., i i . 162. 1–2.



In Canticum canticorum vi we saw the bride ascend by the curiosity of
her mind. Having been embraced by the divine night, she moves ever
deeper into the divine presence.4

The mind, then, can enter the presence of God, can penetrate
the impenetrable and enter the darkness where God dwells. However,
it is also important to take note both of what themind is capable of doing
in the divine presence and what it is not capable of doing.
What is the capability of the mind during the night by which it is

embraced? Gregory mentions two aspects of the mind’s movement
into divine presence. One aspect features the dynamic of aphairesis
which ensues. The mind begins ‘to let go not only of what the senses
grasp but also of what the mind thinks it sees’.5 After the bride had
ascended and wandered about the entire intelligible and angelic realm,
she began to abandon everything: she abandoned every creature and
went beyond every intelligible creature and forsook every means of
grasping with the mind.6 There is yet another aspect of this dynamic
which accompanies the process of aphairesis: the mind penetrates yet
deeper. Through mind’s own curiosity it penetrates deeper and deeper
until it penetrates into what is invisible and incomprehensible and there
sees God—a seeing which is a not seeing.7 However, while it is import-
ant to acknowledge that Gregory allows the mind to enter the unfathom-
able presence of God, where it is ‘surrounded on all sides by
incomprehensibility as though by a kind of darkness’,8 it is likewise
important to observe that the mind does not seem capable of doing
anything in this presence. It cannot grasp anything in an act of under-
standing. Nor does themind per se attain union withGod. The inability of
the mind to grasp in an act of comprehension when confronted with the
darkness of divine presence is powerfully described in In Ecclesiasten VII,
where Gregory likens the soul that has passed beyond what is accessible
by concepts to someone standing on the edge of a cliff, who, when
edging a foot over the side, realizes that there is no foothold: one
becomes dizzy and is thrown into confusion and soon returns to solid
ground.9 Likewise the soul, ‘having nothing it can grab, neither place nor
time, neither space nor any other thing which offers our mind something
of which to take hold, but, slipping from all sides from what it fails to

4 See In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 182–3. 5 De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 163. 1–3.
6 See In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 183. 6–8.
7 See De vita Moysis, SC, i i , 163. 3–7. The phrase also occurs at In Cant. vi , GNO vi .

182. 18. Cf. no &yB ’er &vn at Enn. vi . 7. 35. 24.
8 Ibid., II. 163. 8. 9 See In Eccl., SC, vi i . 8. 88–106.
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grasp, in dizziness and confusion, it returns again to what is natural
to it. . . . ’10

Indeed the mind that enters the darkness of divine presence is not
capable of grasping this divine presence in an act of comprehension. But
if this is so, and it would appear to be, how, then, does the soul attain
union? This is precisely what we saw as the specific role of faith in its
technical sense, and Gregory places the two, i.e. the mind and faith, in
very close proximity.
One of the clearest examples of this proximity is depicted by the

figure of the bride in In Canticum canticorum vi . As noted just above,
the bride has set out in ascent by the curiosity of her mind and traversed
the entire intelligible and angelic realms in search of her Beloved. Not
finding the Beloved, she abandons all means of grasping with the mind.
Having done this, she finds her Beloved by means of faith.11 Through
this grasp of faith, not the grasp of the mind, the soul attains union with
God.
This example of the bride’s ascent is similar to that of Abraham in

the Contra Eunomium. Abraham moved through various levels of know-
ledge and then began to leave behind all he had learnt and thus arrived at
a faith purified of all concepts.12 Moreover, we saw the specific function
of this faith which came into play after the mind had assumed a posture
of aphairesis: faith unites the searching mind to the nature of God.13

Again we saw that faith went beyond mind inDe vita Moysis. Describ-
ing mind immersed in the darkness of the sanctuary, Gregory says that
whoever wishes to commune with God must lift up the mind to the
invisible and incomprehensible and there, at a level where understanding
does not reach, one believes God is present.14 At this exalted epistemo-
logical level, where understanding cannot reach but faith can, what
exactly takes place ‘there’? Gregory makes this more explicit in Book
II of the same work. In much the same context of epistemological
darkness Gregory says: ‘in the unfathomable darkness one communes
with God through faith’.15 With the mind immersed in the darkness of
divine presence, to believe is to commune and faith mediates this union.
These texts reveal a rather intriguing relationship between the mind

and faith. The mind ascends through various levels of truth which it can

10 Ibid., 100–4. Cf.Enn. vi . 9. 3. 11 See In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 182. 18–183. 10.
12 See Contra Eunom. i i . 89, GNO i . 253. 12–14. 13 See ibid., 25–8.
14 See De vita Moysis, SC, i . 46. 4–10.
15 Ibid., i i . 315. 10: ’en tv&fi dysuevr�ZZtvfi gn�oofvfi di�aa p�iistevB tv&fi Qev&fi proseg-

g�iisZfi B. . . . Cf. ibid., i i . 164.
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grasp in an act of understanding until it arrives at and enters the sanctuary
or darkness of God’s presence, which it cannot grasp. But then faith
seems to come into play, continuing the yearning to grasp which the
mind can no longer perform; and faith can indeed grasp God, as we have
seen. The grasp of faith is not an act of comprehension but a union
beyond understanding.
While Gregory’s notion of faith in this exalted technical sense is, as

Anthony Meredith has said, ‘sui generis’,16 this notion of something
continuous-yet-discontinuous with the mind that unites the soul to God
is by no means idiosyncratic on Gregory’s part; it is something of a
commonplace in Middle andNeoplatonic epistemology. The purpose of
this chapter will be to present the main lines of this tradition up to and
including Plotinus and to suggest that this tradition situates Gregory’s
notion of exalted faith in a general (Neo)platonic cultural milieu. Thus
situated, his notion of faith as a faculty of union stands in bolder relief.
I will maintain that the relationship between mind and faith is roughly
that whichwe see between themind and the ‘flower of themind’ or ‘crest
of intellect’ found in other ancient authors.
The fact that we shall see some noteworthy parallels among such

disparate figures as Celsus, the author of the Chaldaean Oracles, Plotinus,
and Gregory of Nyssa on this topic of a faculty of union that unites the
mind toGod is not somuch to suggest direct dependence or influence of
one on the other (which would be singularly difficult to substantiate and
indeed is not the line of approach taken here) as to indicate how diffuse
was this notion of a faculty of union that crowns nous, part of the general
Neoplatonic esprit du temps.

Celsus

While the greater weight of our attention will focus on that faculty that
unites the mind to God in The Chaldaean Oracles and in Plotinus, we find a
noteworthy adumbration of this theme in the second-century philoso-
pher Celsus.17 Celsus is significant in this regard for distinguishing

16 A. Meredith, review of Dieu et le Christ selon Grégoire de Nysse by Bernard Pottier,
Vigiliae Christianae 49 (1995), 408–11, at 411.

17 On the identity, dates and theology of Celsus, see. H. Chadwick (trans), Origen:
Contra Celsum (Cambridge, 1953), xvi–xxii and xxiv–xxix; A.-J. Festugière, La Révélation
d’Hermès Trismégiste, vol. iv (Paris, 1954), 115–23; Wilken,Christians as the Romans Saw Them,
94–125; M. Fédou,Christianisme et religions paı̈ennes dans le Contre Celse d’Origène (Paris, 1988);
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himself from other pre-Plotinian Platonists by positing ‘a God who
transcends both ousia and nous’.18 If God is beyond being and mind,
how can God be known? To answer this Celsus suggests in his
A’ lZu�ZZB l�oogoB, conserved in part by Origen, an idea which will attain
increasing importance in Neoplatonism: ‘since he [sc. God] transcends
all things and is intelligible by a certain indescribable power’.19 Celsus,
then, identifies a certain power or faculty by means of which God can be
encountered. It is, moreover, significant that Celsus says that this faculty
has an ineffable quality. For Celsus, God is also ineffable since God is
not ‘attainable by reason’.20 There is, then, a certain similarity between
this faculty and God, namely ineffability (once again the ancient
principle that only like knows like). Celsus would appear to prefigure
what will become quite explicit by the time we see this same faculty
described by Plotinus as being the presence of the One in nous, some-
thing in nous which is not nous.

The Chaldaean Oracles

Presumably ‘ ‘‘handed down by the gods’’ to a certain Julian the Chal-
daean and/or his son, Julian the Theurgist’, this somewhat cryptic late
second-century collection of what E.R. Dodds has called ‘bad hexameter
verse’21 came to exert notable influence on Neoplatonists such as
Porphyry, Iamblichus, and Damascius, who considered it revelation,
and even on such ‘Platonizing Christians’ as Arnobius of Sicca, Marius
Victorinus, and Synesius of Cyrene.22

Lilla, ‘Teologia Negativa’ (1982–1987), 270–3; idem, Introduzione al Medio Platonismo
(Rome, 1992), 79–86; Carabine, The Unknown God, 62–6; J. Dillon, Middle Platonism
(London, 1977); R.E. Witt, Albinus and the History of Middle Platonism (Cambridge, 1937).

18 Carabine, The Unknown God, 65; J.Whittaker, ‘ E’ p�eekeina noy& ka�ii o’ys�iiaB’Vigiliae
Christianae 23 (1969), 91–104, esp. 101–2. Cf. Rep. 509b.

19 Contra Celsum vi i . 45: ’arr�ZZtvfi tin�ii dyn�aamei noZt�ooB. Trans. Chadwick, 433.
20 Ibid., vi . 65: o’yd�ee l�oogvfi ’efikt�ooB ’estin o‘ ue�ooB. Trans. Chadwick, 380; see Car-

abine, The Unknown God, 63.
21 E.R. Dodds, ‘New Light on the ‘‘Chaldaean Oracles’’ ’, in H. Lewy, Chaldean Oracles

and Theurgy, new edition by M. Tardieu (Paris, 1978), 693.
22 R. Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles: Text, Translation, and Commentary (Leiden 1989),

1–3. On problems of authorship see P. Hadot, ‘Bilan et Perspective sur les Oracles
Chaldaı̈ques’, in Lewy, Chaldean Oracles and Theurgy, 703–7; see also Lewy, Chaldean Oracles
and Theurgy, 3–7; W. Theiler, Die Chaldäischen Orakel (Halle, 1942), 1–2. J. Dillon does not
wish to rule out the influence of the Chaldaean Oracles on Plotinus; see ‘Plotinus and the
Chaldaean Oracles’, in S. Gersh and C. Kannengiesser (eds), Platonism in Late Antiquity
(Notre Dame, 1992), 131–40.
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The possible relevance of The Chaldaean Oracles to this study on
Gregory of Nyssa is as limited as it is remote. The purpose of turning
to this work is not to consider what it has to say about faith23 but to see
how this rather esoteric work of Middle Platonic provenance conceives
of and expresses how the mind attains union with God.
In this respect Fragment 1 suggests itself for consideration, for it

names this faculty the ‘flower of the mind’:

For there exists a certain Intelligible which you must perceive by the flower of
the mind (n�oooy ’�aanuei). For if you should incline your mind toward it and
perceive (no�ZZseiB) it as perceiving a specific thing, you would not perceive
(no�ZZsZfi B) it. For it is the power of strength, visible all around, flashing with
intellectual divisions. Therefore, you must not perceive (noei& n) that Intelligible
violently but with the flame of mind completely extended (n�oooy tanao &y
tanaZ&fi flog�ii) which measures all things except that Intelligible. You must
not perceive it intently, but keeping the pure eye of your soul turned away, you
should extend an empty mind (tei& nai kene�oon n�ooon) towards the Intelligible in
order to comprehend it, since it exists outside of (your) mind.24

In so far as this Intelligible can be thought, it cannot be thought by
nous. Since the Intelligible is not circumscribable, it cannot be conceived.
Hence, the Chaldaean Oracles envisions two ways of knowing and two
corresponding states of mind. One mode of knowing is a ‘violent’
perception oriented towards defined objects. Its proper state of mind
is characterized by vehement and intense conceptualization. The other
mode of knowledge is receptive; its state of mind is the flower of the
mind, subtle flame of mind, the eye of the soul kept pure and ‘turned
away’, the mind empty of thought.25

Scholars have discussed whether this passage is fundamentally theur-
gic in scope and character, or whether it suggests a contemplative
experience such as we see in Plotinus (e.g. Enn. vi . 9. 8–11). In his
study of the Chaldaean Oracles H. Lewy sees in this text nothing which
would prefigure any such contemplative experience as found in Plotinus.
For Lewy, the Oracles quite simply use Platonic visionary language
‘in order to represent the illumination of their initiate’.26 Following

23 p�iistiB is mentioned only once at 46. 2 as part of that ‘praiseworthy triad’ (Faith,
Truth, and Love) which purifies and leads back to God. Cf. Porphyry, Ad Marcel. 24 and
Proclus, Theo. plat. i . 25. 5, for a likewise exalted notion of p�iistiB.

24 Trans. Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles, 49. 25 De Andia, Henosis, 212.
26 Lewy, Chaldean Oracles and Theurgy, 176. See the reconciling position (between

theurgic purification and contemplative purification) of Hadot in ‘Bilan et perspective’,
esp. 718–19. Cf. Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles, 34–5.
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Lewy, F. Cremer argues that this text describes merely that state of
mental passivity cultivated by the theurgist so that he might embark
upon his theurgic endeavours.27 Majercik, however, disagrees with both
Lewy and Cremer.
While acknowledging that the majority of the fragments evince clear

theurgic concerns, Majercik maintains that Fragment 1 (as well as
Fragment 9a) is an exception and indeed suggests ‘some form of con-
templative experience’.28 The ‘flower of the mind’, the ‘flame of mind’
and ‘eye of the soul’ are all expressions which describe ‘that discreet, fiery
organ or faculty (the highest power of the soul and akin to the
fiery essence of the First God) which permits apprehension and/or
union with the Highest God’.29 The extension of an empty mind ‘is a
movement away from concrete, sensible images . . . towards an intuitive
grasp of Highest Reality . . . achieved by the ‘‘flower/flame of mind’’ ’.30

The language of Fragment 1 is, she argues, similar to a Plotinian ascent
with its ‘ ‘‘stripping away’’ of multiplicity, . . . ‘‘going forth from the
self’’, . . . ‘‘extension towards contact’’ ’.31 This language of ascetic effort
is expressed in Fragment 1 by the phrase ‘keeping the pure eye of your
soul turned away’. For Plotinus the experience of union with the One is
achieved through ‘ ‘‘that element in nous which is not nous’’ ’.32 In Frag-
ment 1 the experience is achieved through the flower of the mind. ‘Thus,
in both instances, the ultimate experience is that of a supra-rational state
of unified intuition at the very highest levels of ascent.’33

What is the relationship between the flower of the mind and the mind
itself and between the flower of the mind and the Highest Reality which
it would grasp? The presence of the subjective genitive itself would
suggest a certain continuity between nous and ‘flower’ just as there is a
certain continuity between an apple tree and its blossom. On the one
hand ‘flower’ is part of the human epistemological structure; the
flowering of nous is consonant with nous in full extension. On the other
hand, however, there is something which is not simply nous. This leads us
to consider the relationship between the flower of the mind and the

27 See F. Cremer,Die Chaldäischen Orakel und Jamblich de mysteriis, (Meisenheim amGlan,
1969), 11–13. Cf. Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles, 33–4, who disagrees with Cremer.

28 Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles, 33.
29 Ibid., 138. See her comments on lines 3, 8, and 10, 138–40. 30 Ibid., 33.
31 Ibid. See Enn. vi . 9. 8–11.
32 Enn. v . 5. 8. 22–3 cited in Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles. Plotinus has various

formulations for this, which we shall consider in due course.
33 Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles, 33; she goes on to present her position on the

relationship between theurgy and contemplation on 36 ff.
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Highest Reality which it would grasp. In his study of the Chaldaean
Oracles, H. Lewy reminds us that there is, nevertheless, a constitutive
element of the flower of themind that is not themind itself; it is rather an
‘offshoot of that which is to be cognized. This homogeneity appears’, he
continues,

to be consequent upon the conception that a portion of the Paternal Intellect is
commingled with the human soul, endowing it with the faculties of this Intellect
from whom it descends. The intellectual substance subsisting in the human soul
cognizes the primordial noetic substance because of its organic affinity with it.
The cognition of the noetic being is an apprehension of like by like, or, more
accurately, of the whole by one of its parts.34

Hence, whatever continuity there may be between the human mind and
its flowering, Lewy would not let one lose sight of a constitutive
discontinuity as well: the flower of nous indicates that there is something
in nous which is not nous that enables contact with the Highest Reality.35

That ‘something’ is the presence of the Highest Reality in nous. It is a
knowing by like. This would seem to be a clear adumbration of what later
becomes standard Neoplatonic doctrine on union, to which we shall
now turn.
The questions of theurgy aside, and in light of our present purpose of

considering that faculty of the mind which attains divine union, I would
simply like to point out certain parallels, however remote, between
Fragment 1 and the role which exalted faith plays in Gregory of Nyssa,
for while the Plotinian parallels observed by Majercik are indeed worthy
of note, parallels with Gregory’s faith are also worth considering.
Fragment 1 is not cast in the form of an explicit ascent but it does

reveal that fundamental dynamic often expressed in ascensional motifs:
themovement of nous beyond discursive concerns of ratiocination which
cannot grasp the Intelligible through understanding. The Intelligible is
not grasped by nous but by the flower of nous, which obtains presumably
as a result of the extension of an empty mind towards the Intelligible
(tei& nai kene�oon n�ooon ei’B t�oo noZt�oon).

34 Lewy, Chaldean Oracles and Theurgy, 168.
35 The allusion to Enn. v . 5. 8. 22–3, about which we shall have more to say, is

purposive and is noted by Majercik, 33. Extreme caution, however, regarding the
probability of Plotinus’ knowledge of the Chaldaean Oracles is counselled by E.R.
Dodds, ‘Theurgy and its Relationship to Neoplatonism’, Journal of Roman Studies 37
(1947), 55. Hadot, ‘Bilan et perspectives’, 709–11.
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Though formulated rather differently, these elements feature in some
of Gregory’s more important ascents. In the migration of Abraham, for
example,36 we saw that the father of faith likewise moves through
various levels of discursive knowledge, from knowledge derived from
the senses to the contemplation of celestial wonders and the qualities
attributed to the divine nature. At this point a process of aphairesis
ensues, and Abraham begins to abandon all the knowledge previously
acquired and arrives at a state purified of all concepts.37 This is roughly
the same concern voiced by the Oracles, though without Gregory’s more
elaborate aphairesis, when Fragment 1 speaks of the need ‘to extend an
empty mind’ towards the Intelligible. This state of being purified of all
concepts roughly parallels this empty mind, encouraged by theOracles, in
its ‘awareness, ready to apprehend or intuit the unified simplicity of the
Highest God’.38

The notion of the mind in extension is absent from this story of the
migration of Abraham, but it is present in an important ascent inDe vita
Moysis. Reflecting on the meaning of Moses’ disappearance into the
darkness of the sanctuary, Gregory speculates on its significance and
says that anyone whowants to be onewithGodmust depart from all that
is visible and do two things: extend the mind towards the invisible and
incomprehensible, and believe God is present where the understanding
does not reach.39 Here the lexical parallel implies parallel thought: the
mind’s extending movement towards that which thought cannot grasp.
Finally, with Abraham’s mind purified of all concepts, of all know-

ledge previously acquired, Gregory introduces the notion of faith and
says it ‘unites the searching mind to the nature of God’.40 This union is
accomplished in Fragment 1 of The Oracles by the flower of the mind.
What one might say of the parallel between the role of faith in the

migration of Abraham and the role of the flower of the mind in
Fragment 1 one might also say of the bride in the Commentarius in
Canticum canticorum. In Homily 6 on the Song the bride embarks upon
one of her many ascents in search of the Beloved. Her journey is
characterized by the acquisition of knowledge as ‘she traverses intellec-

36 Contra Eunom. i i . 84–96, GNO i . 251–4. 37 Ibid., 89, GNO i . 253. 12–14.
38 Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles, 140.
39 De vita Moysis, SC, i . 46. 6–10: ‘�ooti dei& t�oon m�eellonta synei& nai tv&fi Qev&fi

’ejeluei& n p &an t�oo fain�oomenon ka�ii ’ep�ii t�oo ’a�oorat�oon te ka�ii ’akat�aalZpton t�ZZn
’eaytoy& di�aanoian, o &i‘on ’ep�ii tina ’�ooroyB koryf�ZZn, ’anate�iinanta ’ekei& piste�yyein
e &i’nai t�oo uei& on ’en vfi &‘ o’yk ’efiknei& tai Z‘ katan�ooZsiB.

40 Contra Eunom. i i . 91, GNO i . 253. 25–8.
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tual and celestial nature’.41 But after her encounter with the silence of the
angels she realizes her Beloved is found in not knowing, and she begins
to abandon all comprehension.42 This ascent attains its zenith when the
bride finds the Beloved not through an act of comprehension but
through the grasp of faith.43

The parallel between this particular ascent of the bride and Fragment
1 seems obvious enough. Both are characterized by a general extending
movement towards what is beyond the grasp of the mind. At the further
reaches of this movement towards what the mind cannot grasp there is a
certain sense of unknowing. With the bride this is due to the aphairetic
gesture of letting go ofwhat she has previously understood. In the case of
Fragment 1 it is the ‘empty mind’. In this state of unknowing a faculty is
introduced tomediate the encounterwith thedesiredobject: in the case of
the bride it is the grasp of faith; in Fragment 1 it is the flower of themind.
Certainly Gregory’s notion of exalted faith, as seen in the grasp of

faith, contrasts sharply with the flower of the mind. As we have seen
elsewhere in this study, Gregory’s notion of exalted faith is inseparable
from notions of grace, sacrament, scripture, and desire. Nevertheless, an
important parallel remains not simply in the epistemological structure
underlying the mind’s movement towards and ultimately union with
what lies beyond the mind and its ability to grasp in an act of understand-
ing, but especially in the role played by a particular faculty in that union.
The role which the flower of the mind plays in the Chaldaean Oracles,
exalted faith plays in the ascents of Gregory of Nyssa: that faculty of
union which unites the soul to God.44

Plotinus

It is generally admitted that Plotinus had no knowledge of the Chaldaean
Oracles, or, if in fact he did, he showed no interest in them.45 However,

41 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 182. 5–6. 42 Ibid., 183. 2–8. 43 Ibid., 183. 8–10.
44 The converse, however, would not seem to be true; for while exalted p�iistiB does

what the flower of the mind does, the flower of the mind cannot do everything exalted
p�iistiB can do. For example, the grasp of p�iistiB also involves divinization and the
handing on to the mind something of what it has grasped of the Ungraspable. See e.g.
Contra Eunom. i i . 89, GNO i . 253. 14–17, wherep�iistiBmediates to the mind knowledge
of a discursive sort, namely, that God is greater than any symbol by which he can be
known, and In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 87–8, which brings more to the fore the theme of
divinization.

45 Dodds, ‘Theurgy and its Relationship to Neoplatonism’, 55. Hadot, ‘Bilan et
perspectives’, 709–11 and idem, ‘Fragments d’un commentaire de Porphyre sur le
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there are elements in Plotinus’ doctrine on the union of nous with the
One which influenced the development of the doctrine of the flower of
the mind by later Neoplatonists, who were quite probably familiar with
the Chaldaean Oracles. Moreover, these same elements help situate what
Gregory of Nyssa has to say about exalted faith in the general Platonic
tradition of what mediates union or contact between the mind and God.
While the doctrine of Plotinus on union goes beyond his concerns for

the contact of nous with the One,46 this doctrine will nevertheless be the
exclusive focus of the remarks which follow. For despite Hadot’s
criticism of this very thing,47 it is precisely the way in which the union
of nous with the One comes about that relates to the matter in question,
both with respect to what we saw in Celsus and in the Chaldaean Oracles
and what we have seen to be the capabilites of exalted faith inGregory of
Nyssa.
How does Plotinus describe union with the One? What faculty is

involved in such contact, however fleeting it may be? To answer this it is
necessary to look at a cluster of terms which Plotinus uses to suggest an
important distinction within nous itself. Not least among these is
an important distinction between Intellect knowing and Intellect loving:

Intellectual-Principle, thus, has two powers, first that of grasping intellectively
its own content, the second that of an advancing and receiving whereby to know
its transcendent; at first it sees, later by that seeing it takes possession of
Intellectual-Principle, becoming one only thing [sic] with that: the first seeing
is that of Intellect knowing (Z‘ u�eea noy& �ee’mfronoB), the second that of Intellect
loving (noy& B ’erv& n); stripped of its wisdom in the intoxication of the nectar, it
comes to love; by this excess it is made simplex and is happy; and to be drunken
is better for it than to be too staid for these revels.48

Parménide’, Revue des Études Grecques 74 (1961), 426. J. Dillon, however, finds this view
untenable; see ‘Plotinus and the Chaldaean Oracles’, 131–40.

46 On the experience of union with the divine Intellect see P. Hadot, ‘L’union de l’âme
avec l’Intellect divin dans l’expérience mystique plotinienne’, in G. Boss and B. Seel (eds),
Proclus et son Influence, Actes du Colloque de Neuchâtel, juin 1985 (Zurich, 1987), 3–27;
idem, ‘Neoplatonist Spirituality: Plotinus and Porphyry’, in A. Armstrong (ed.), Classical
Mediterranean Spirituality (New York, 1986), 230–49, esp. 239–41; J. Bussanich, ‘Mystical
Elements in the Thought of Plotinus’, in W. Haase (ed.), ANRW i i . 36/7 (Berlin, 1994),
5300–30, esp. 5305.

47 P. Hadot, ‘Les Niveaux de Conscience dans les états mystiques selon Plotin’, Journal
de Psychologie 77 (1980), 243–66 at 245.

48 Enn. vi . 7. 35. 20–5. Unless otherwise noted all translations are from theMacKenna
translation, recently abridged, with notes and introduction by J. Dillon for Penguin
Books: Plotinus, The Enneads (Harmondsworth, 1991). Greek references are to the edition
of A. H. Armstrong, Enneads, 7 vols., LCL (Cambridge, Mass., 1966–88). In his note on
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We see by this that Plotinus intends two levels within nous, each with its
own proper characteristics and activity. ‘Intellect knowing’ (Z‘ u�eea
noy& �ee’mfronoB or as Plotinus states more succintly at v . 5. 10. 9:
noy& B nov& n) is concerned with contemplation of the intelligibles; com-
prehension would be suggested by the language of grasping. But ‘Intel-
lect loving’ (noy& B ’erv& n) is somewhat different. This higher level of nous
is not characterized by grasping but by movement towards what tran-
scends it, i.e. the One, and by the capacity to receive the One.49 This
receptivity is described by Plotinus as a type of possession, but a
possession not arrived at through the grasping that characterizes the
lower level of nous, rather a possession through receptivity. This dimen-
sion of receptivity is heightened by the sense of aphairesis that is rendered
by ‘stripping’ (’�aafrvn—letting go of reason). This receptive, intellect
loving is stripped of the wisdom that it had gained in intellect knowing. It
is, then, by rising from the ‘discursivity of reasoning’ to this higher nous
that ‘the soul is already entering into ‘‘mystical’’ union, through an
experience that transcends reason’.50 This ‘non-thinking’,51 as Hadot
calls it, is higher than thinking, higher than intellect knowing.
While Plotinus seems clear on the distinction he makes within nous, it

is important to note the continuity: the two levels are within the same
nous and both levels are in rapport with the Good. As Hadot expresses it:
‘The Intellect thus has a double rapport with the Good: a mediated
rapport when it contemplates the refraction of the power of the Good in
the system of Ideas; an unmediated rapport when it tries to remain in
contact with the Good from which it emanates, by trying not to be
caught up in the multiplicity of Ideas.’52

this passage Armstrong draws attention to the paradox in the allusion to Symposium 203b5;
its application ‘to Intellect’s eternal self-transcendence in vision of and union with the
One is strikingly powerful and paradoxical. Intellect must be eternally out of its mind with
drink or love to be the Divine Mind.’

49 See G. O’Daly, ‘The Presence of the One in Plotinus’, in Problemi Attuali di Scienza e
Cultura 198, Atti del Convegno Internazionale sul tema: Plotino e il Neoplatonismo in
Oriente e in Occidente, Roma, 5–9 ottobre, 1970 (Rome, 1974), 160; see also J. Rist,
‘Mysticism and Transcendence in Later Neoplatonism’,Hermes 92 (1964), 213–25; Hadot,
‘Neoplatonist Spirituality: Plotinus and Porphyry’; idem, ‘Structures et thèmes du Traité
38 (vi . 7) de Plotin’, in W. Haase (ed.), ANRW i i . 36/2 (Berlin, 1987), 624–76;
J. Bussanich, The One and its Relation to Intellect in Plotinus: A Commentary on Selected Texts
(Leiden, 1988), 46, 174–5, et passim; idem, ‘Mystical Elements in the Thought of Plotinus’.

50 Hadot, ‘Neoplatonist Spirituality’, 244; Hadot expresses his concerns regarding the
anachronistic term ‘mystical’ in ‘L’Union de l’âme avec l’intellect divin’, 3–6.

51 Hadot, ‘Neoplatonist Spirituality’, 244.
52 Ibid., 243.
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While Ennead vi . 9. 35 would seem to suggest an underlying unity of
nous, despite whatever discontinuity between intellect knowing and
intellect loving it might support, Plotinus can also speak in such a way
that a sense of discontinuity comes to the fore:

It is Intellect which comes, and again Intellect which goes away, because it does
not know where to stay and where he stays, that is in nothing. And if it was
possible for Intellect to abide in that nowhere . . . it would always behold him, or
rather not behold him, but be one with him not two. But as it is because it is
Intellect, it sees him, when it does see him, with that of it which is not Intellect.53

Compared with the previous passage, this text states more clearly that
the vision which Intellect has of the One is tantamount to union with the
One. Moreover, whereas in the previous passage the continuity between
nous and that faculty which unites with the One is, on the continuity–-
discontinuity continuum, rather more emphasized—the faculty in ques-
tion being itself a higher aspect of nous—in this passage, by contrast, the
discontinuity is emphasized; that faculty is not so much a higher level of
nous (Enn. vi . 7. 35), as something within nous that is not nous. This
change of emphasis, or perhaps inconsistency, on the part of Plotinus,
causes one to pay close attention indeed to other texts in which Plotinus
speaks of this faculty.
In an important passage concerning contact with the Good, Plotinus

says that before approaching the Good which is beyond all knowledge,
one must first attain some knowledge of it.54 This acquisition of know-
ledge constitutes an ascent: We come to this knowledge, says Plotinus,
‘of all that is derived from the good, by the upward steps towards it.’55

This is ‘ascent within intellect’.56 As important as this acquisition of
knowledge is, however, having ascended to the heights of nous one must
nevertheless abandon this: ‘Here, we put aside all learning.’57 Plotinus
then describes contact with the One: ‘suddenly, swept beyond it all by

53 Enn. v . 5. 8. 16–23. Trans. Armstrong. In his note on this passage Armstrong
reminds us of the difficulty this passage presents because elsewhere Plotinus speaks of the
changelessness of noy& B (e.g. Enn. i i i . 7). Armstrong explains this by suggesting that
Plotinus is speaking from his own experience without considering the metaphysical
implications.

54 Enn. vi . 7. 36. 4–5. On gaining this primary knowledge of the One Plotinus
advocates a threefold path of analogy, abstraction, and ‘knowledge of its subsequents’.
In this he simply follows Maximus of Tyre, Celsus, and Alcinous. But Plotinus goes
beyond them in his emphasis on the importance of ultimately letting go of this knowledge
in order to attain union with the One; see Carabine, The Unknown God, 139.

55 Enn. vi . 7. 36. 8. 56 Enn. vi . 7. 36. 9. 57 Enn. vi . 7. 36. 15–16.

120 The Grasp of Faith and Supranoetic Union



the very crest of the wave of Intellect surging beneath, he is lifted and
sees, never knowing how; . . . no longer is there thing seen and light to
show it, no longer Intellect and object of Intellection; this is the very
radiance that brought both Intellect and Intellectual object into
being. . . . With this he himself becomes identical. . . . ’58

The contact made with the One clearly involves nous and yet not only
nous; nous alone is not sufficient. Only by a sudden swell is nous lifted up,
and between this swelling and lifting a crest forms on the wave of nous
and union with the One obtains.59

It is difficult to know precisely what Plotinus means. Is the crest of
nous continuous or discontinuous with nous? I propose that, following the
sense of the metaphors employed by Plotinus, there is both continuity
and discontinuity. The element of discontinuity is rendered by the sense
that it is obviously not under the aegis of nous alone that it arises and is
identical with the One. This sense is achieved by a number of factors.
Plotinus seems keen to emphasize the suddenness of the experience, as
though not precipitated by whatever power Intellect would produce.
Moreover, there is a sense of not knowing.60 Finally, these two elements,
combined with the fact that elsewhere in the Enneads Plotinus seems
clear in his insistence that nous can but wait in silent preparation for the

58 Enn. vi . 7. 36. 18–24 f. Numenius, Fragment 2. 7–12, compares the vision of God
to a ship on the wave of the ocean. See Bussanich, The One and its Relation to Intellect, 137.

59 The language of identification has been the occasion of considerable discussion; see
J. Rist, Plotinus, 213–30; idem, ‘Back to the Mysticism of Plotinus: Some More Specifics’,
Journal of the History of Philosophy 27 (1989), 183–97, esp. 184–90; J. Bussanich, ‘Mystical
Elements in the Thought of Plotinus’, 5325–8; P. Mamo, ‘Is Plotinian Mysticism Monis-
tic?’ in R. Harris (ed.), The Significance of Neoplatonism (Norfolk, Va., 1976), 199–215; andW.
Beierwaltes, ‘Reflexion und Einung: Zur Mystik Plotins’, in Grundfragen der Mystik (Ein-
siedeln, 1974), 7–36, esp. 9.

60 This element which Christians call ‘grace’ is underscored by Rist, Plotinus, 225;
Carabine, The Unknown God, 142; Armstrong, ‘Tradition, Reason and Experience in the
Thought of Plotinus’, in Plotino e il Neoplatonismo in Oriente e in Occidente, Atti del Convegno
Internazionale dell’ Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei (Rome, 1970), 171–94 at 186 and
191. However, one should be cautious when applying the Christian notion of grace to
Plotinus, who operates out of a quite different anthropology. As Armstrong has noted,
the soul for Plotinus is naturally divine. The Christian notion of grace accompanies an
altogether different anthropology, particularly regarding the natural divinity of the soul.
On this see B. McGinn’s relevant observation in The Foundations of Mysticism, 54–5. On the
suddenness (’eja�iifnZB ) of the experience cf. Diotima’s speech in Symp. 210e andEp. vi i .
341c; see also W. Beierwaltes, ‘Exaiphnes oder: Die Paradoxie des Augenblicks’, Philoso-
phisches Jahrbuch 74 (1966–7), 271–83 as well as the sane remarks of J. Dillon, ‘ ‘‘A Kind of
Warmth’’: Some Reflections on the Concept of ‘‘Grace’’ in the Neoplatonic Tradition’, in
L. Ayres (ed.), The Passionate Intellect: Essays on the Transformation of Classical Traditions
Presented to Professor I.G. Kidd (New Brunswick, 1995), 323–32.
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One to reveal itself,61 highlight the discontinuity between nous and the
faculty that brings it to union with the One: that in nouswhich unites it to
the One is not quite nous (Enn. v . 5. 8. 23). Not the wave of nous as it
heads towards the sands of the One, but the crest of this wave. Never-
theless, this discontinuity between nous and its receptive capacity/faculty
for union with the One need not be affirmed at the price of denying any
continuity whatever, for it is the same Intellect knowing, which the
presence of the One has swelled into a crest.
The crest of the Intellect is not the only metaphor which Plotinus

employs to describe the event of union by means of a mediating faculty.
Some of these metaphors emphasize more the continuity between nous
and its faculty of union, while others emphasize the contrast between the
two. For example, in Ennead vi . 9. 3 we read not of the crest of Intellect
but the ‘summit of Intellect’, an image which suggests a drawing together
and focusing of all that precedes it. Plotinus says: ‘We are in search of
unity; we are to come to know the principle of all, the Good, the
First; . . . and with the summit of intellect (toy& noy& tvfi prv& tvfi ), we
are to see the All-Pure.’62 This search for the One-Good is characterized
by a movement from multiplicity towards unity, a movement which
involves going from psyche to nous, and then, becoming firmly established
in nous, the One is glimpsed, not simply with nous but with the summit of
nous. The image clearly evokes a sense of continuity between nous and its
summit which mediates contact with the One. However, this quickly
changes.
InEnnead vi . 9. 4, Plotinus takes up again the question of access to or

awareness of the One. This awareness, Plotinus tells us, ‘is not by way of
reasoned knowledge or of intellectual perception’.63 I take Plotinus to be
referring to lower Intellect, intellect knowing (Enn. v . 5. 10. 9), in
contrast to intellect loving (vi . 7. 35. 19–24). But then, instead of
speaking of the crest of intellect or the summit of intellect as the
means or faculty by which one enjoys union or becomes aware of the
One, Plotinus simply says it is achieved not by the crest or summit of nous
but ‘by way of a presence superior to knowledge’.64 This way of speaking
of the means of approaching the One emphasizes its discontinuity with
nous. This shift, moreover, is effected in the space of a few lines. Is

61 Enn. v . 5. 8. 3–6: ‘So one must not chase after it, but wait quietly till it appears,
preparing oneself to contemplate it, as the eye awaits the rising of the sun’; see also v . 3. 17.

62 Enn. vi . 9. 3. 27. 63 Enn. vi . 9. 4. 1–2. Trans. Armstrong.
64 Enn. vi . 9. 4. 3–4. Trans. Armstrong.
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Plotinus contradicting himself? Is he ‘unsaying’ what he said at vi . 9. 3?65

Is Plotinus simply exemplifying what A.C. Lloyd has described as the
‘habitual vexation on the part of Neoplatonic writers to leave it at first
sight unclear not somuchwhat theymean aswhat they are referring to’?66

Or is this an example of Plotinus’ language ‘hovering’, as he seeks to
describe an experience of his own?67 While each of these questions is in
itself intriguing, what I wish to emphasize here is the fact that, with
respect to that faculty of unionwith theOne, Plotinus can land at various
points on a continuum of continuity–discontinuity; the same faculty
from one perspective is summit of nous, crest of nous, but seen from
another perspective is Presence, a trace of theOne in nous, hence not nous.
Having stressed the continuity between nous and this faculty or means

of union with the One at vi . 7. 35. 19–24; vi . 7. 36. 15–24; vi . 9. 3. 27,
and in turn the discontinuity at vi . 9. 4. 1–2, Plotinus evokes at vi . 9. 10 a
sense of both continuity and discontinuity. Plotinus is speaking of the
vision of the One and how the soul loses its ground. He admits that he
should not speak of this vision at all, ‘but’, he says, ‘we cannot help
talking in dualities, seen and seer, instead of, boldly, the achievement of
unity. In this seeing . . . there is no two.’68 We fall from this unity when
‘we withdraw from vision and take to knowing by proof, by evidence, by
the reasoning processes of the mental habit. Such logic is not to be
confounded with that act of ours in the vision.’ Plotinus does not say
exactly what he means by ‘this act of ours’, but he does seem clear that it
is not the result of discursive reason: ‘it is not our reason that has seen; it
is something greater than reason, reason’s Prior’.69

We have seen numerous passages which clearly designate the capacity
of nous to unite with the One, a union which, however, nous does not
seem capable of achieving on its own; but this faculty is not simply nous
on its own. From one perspective it is the further reaches of nous, but
from another perspective it is something in nous that is not nous; a trace of
the One in nous. On the one hand Plotinus would seem to envisage a
clearly distinct faculty, for it can do what intellect loving cannot do, but
on the other hand, this faculty is never separate from nous; it is its noblest
aspect, its summit, its crest.

65 On this see M. Sells, ‘Apophasis in Plotinus: A Critical Approach’, Harvard Theo-
logical Review 78 (1985), 47–65; see also idem, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, 14–33.

66 A.C. Lloyd, ‘Review of Proclus’ Commentary on Plato’s ‘‘Parmenides’’, translated by
Glenn R. Morrow and John M. Dillon’, Journal of the History of Philosophy 27 (1989), 299.

67 See Enn. vi . 9. 3. 53–5. 68 Enn. vi . 9. 10. 11–15.
69 Enn. vi . 9. 10. 5–8.
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Plotinus’ distinction between nous and its summit or crest is in turn
taken up by subsequent Neoplatonic writers. Porphyry likewise distin-
guishes two states of nous. According to Proclus, Porphyry taught that
nous, while being eternal, possessed something pre-eternal, which united
nous to the One.70 Having just seen several texts in which Plotinus speaks
along rather similar lines, one is inclined to agree with Hadot that
Plotinus could be at the origin of this doctrine often associated with
the later Neoplatonists.71 However, Porphyry’s Plotinus was modified
by his reading of the Chaldaean Oracles.72 It is this convergence of
Plotinus’ distinction within nous and the Chaldaean Oracles which will
enable Proclus to develop a ‘formal theory that just as by soul we attain
likeness to Soul and by nous to the IntelligibleWorld, so it is by the flower
of nous, by our ‘e�nvsiB, our unity, that we attain union with the One’.73 It
is Proclus who in turn hands on this tradition to Denys the Areopagite
and Damascius.74

Parallels between Plotinus and Gregory of Nyssa

The difficulties in speaking of the relationship between Plotinus and
Gregory of Nyssa ‘should not at the outset be underestimated’.75 Never-
theless, drawing attention to certain parallels between the two writers
serves our purpose of situating Gregory’s exalted faith or the grasp of
faith in the breadth of a tradition which speaks of a faculty that bridges
the gap between the mind and God.

70 Proclus, Theol. plat. i . 11.
71 Hadot, ‘Fragments d’un Commentaire’, 424–5.
72 Rist, ‘Mysticism and Transcendence’, 223–4 and Carabine, The Unknown God, 157.
73 Rist, ‘Mysticism and Transcendence’, 217. Because of changes made by Proclus to

Plotinus’ system, Proclus designates another faculty, ’�aanuoB t &ZB c�yyxZB, that is needed
to reach the One-Good; ’�aanuoB toy& noy& is retained for a lower stage of union,
pr�vvtZ noZt�ZZ tr�iiaB, still beyond intelligence. See Ecl. chald. iv . 194; In Timaeum, i i .
203. 30–204. 13; De providentia v . 31–2; In Alcibiadem 247. 7–248. 4; Theol. plat. i . 3. For
comments on these and other texts see De Andia, Henosis, 216–24; see also Rist,
‘Mysticism and Transcendence’, 215–20; Rosán, Philosophy of Proclus, 212–17; Siorvanes,
Proclus, 196–8.

74 Denys the Areopagite,De div. nom. i . 4; see De Andia,Henosis, 211–24 et passim. For
Damascius see De prim. princ. 25 (65. 4–7).

75 Meredith, ‘The Good and the Beautiful’, 133. J. Rist is also very cautious in
acknowledging direct influence of Plotinus on Gregory, in ‘Plotinus and Christian
Philosophy’, 399–401.
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If Merlan can suggest that Plotinus’ mysticism is a mysticism of nous,
I would propose that Gregory’s is a mysticism of faith.76 In light of the
present discussion the most obvious parallels focus on these respective
roles of nous and faith or more specifically the crest or summit of nous and
the grasp of faith, for what this crest or summit would accomplish in
Plotinus, exalted faith accomplishes in Gregory.
Both authors draw from the wellspring of a generally Platonic trad-

ition concerning the eros of the mind. We see this in Plotinus in his
famous distinction between Intellect knowing and Intellect loving. In
Gregory we see this in several places. Abraham leaves behind all that he
has learnt and moves out in a ‘searching mind’.77 In the figure of Moses
we see the mind stretching forth towards the Ungraspable.78 Later we
see that it is through the curiosity of the mind that access (not compre-
hension) to the Incomprehensible is gained.79 Not unexpectedly the
bride exhibits the same characteristic as she ascends by the curiosity of
her mind.80 In this context of the mind’s ascent through eros, common
to both Plotinus and Gregory, other noteworthy parallels emerge.
For both authors nous performs the act of comprehension (one must

include dianoia as well for Gregory), and both authors have a similar way
of describing what happens when the mind in search of comprehension
comes into the presence of the Incomprehensible.
At Ennead vi . 9. 3. 1–11 Plotinus describes powerfully that level of

mind he calls psyche in the presence of what it cannot grasp.

The soul or mind reaching towards the formless finds itself incompetent to
grasp where nothing bounds it or to take impression where the impinging reality
is diffuse; in sheer dread of holding to nothingness, it slips away. The state is
painful; often it seeks relief by retreating from all this vagueness to the region of
sense, there to rest as on solid ground. . . .

Images of slipping and loss of stability are likewise employed by Gregory
in at least two texts which we have already considered. In Homily 7 on
Ecclesiastes we read that in the presence of the Incomprehensible, the
mind,81 as in the text from Plotinus, has nothing it can grasp; hence, it
becomes dizzy and disorientated:

76 P. Merlan,Monopsychism, Mysticism, Metaconsciousness (The Hague, 1963), 2. Regarding
Gregory, B. Pottier has already identifiedp�iistiB as the core of his mystical theory inDieu
et le Christ, 215.

77 Contra Eunom. i i . 91, GNO i . 253. 27. 78 De vita Moysis, SC, i . 46. 9.
79 Ibid., i i . 163. 4. 80 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 182. 18.
81 However, as we have shown in Chapter 2, Gregory does not draw the sharp

distinctions which Plotinus does between the levels of the mind; for Gregory such
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Having nothing it can grab, neither place nor time, neither space nor any other
thing which offers our mind something to take hold of, but, slipping from all
sides from what it fails to grasp, in dizziness and confusion, it returns again to
what is natural to it . . . 82

Similar imagery is taken up again by Gregory inDe beatitudinibus. Gazing
into the Ineffable, Gregory says his mind is like one who gazes from a
rocky precipice. He has been borne to such heights by scripture that he
becomes dizzy from looking down into the unfathomable depths of the
divine abyss, for the steep rock allows no basis for one’s thoughts; the
mind can in no way approach.83

Whether Gregory has Plotinus’ description directly in mind (or Phae-
drus 246c remotely in mind) or whether he is more directly inspired by
the steep, lunar landscape of his native Cappadocia, both authors paint a
similar picture of the grasping mind in the presence of the Ungraspable.
Moreover, both authors overcome the dilemma by placing a faculty of
union with the Ungraspable at a higher level in each respective (and
different) epistemological structure. And they do this in similar ways. As
we saw in Plotinus, in the context of intellect loving, he spoke of the
summit or crest of Intellect, of reason’s Prior, which served as meta-
phors of this faculty of union. In Gregory of Nyssa, as we have had
occasion to see on any number of occasions in previous discussions, this
faculty of union is called faith, and both Abraham and the bride were
important examples of this. Abraham ascended through various stages
of knowing but ultimately was purified of all such concepts. Here, at the
apex of an epistemological ascent, having left behind the curiosity of
knowledge,84 Abraham arrives at a pure faith. This, says Gregory, is the
only way of drawing near God: faith alone unites the searching mind to
the incomprehensible nature.85 In the Commentarius in Canticum canti-
corum, we saw the bride ascend through dianoia, ultimately forsaking
everything she had found in her search to know the Beloved. Finally
she was united to the Beloved by the ‘grasp of faith’.86

Both authors employ the Platonic motif of the mind’s ascent to the
Incomprehensible and both place a distinct faculty of union at the apex
of this apophatic ascent. Plotinus has termed this faculty the crest or

terms as cyx�ZZ, di�aanoia and noy& B are roughly synomous. See A. Meredith, ‘The
Concept of Mind in Gregory of Nyssa’, Studia Patristica 22 (1989), 35–51 at 35.

82 In Eccl., SC, vi i . 8. 100–4. 83 See De beat. vi , GNO vi i . ii. 137. 16–22.
84 Contra Eunom. i i . 92, GNO i . 253. 28–9. 85 Ibid., 91, GNO i . 253. 25–8.
86 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 182. 18–183. 10.
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summit of nous; Gregory has termed it faith. Distinct as this faculty
is, however, it would not appear to be altogether separate, as though
it operated irrespective of lower levels of the mind. For we have only
seen this faculty operate, in both authors, when the mind has moved
through various and exalted epistemological forms as an intrinsic
part of its search only to assume, as the next step in this search for
knowledge, a posture of aphairesis: ‘we put aside all learning’,87 says
Plotinus; the bride ‘abandons every form of comprehension’, says
Gregory.88 Then and only then does the crest of nous or the grasp of
faith perform its role.
In the Introduction we pointed out that Proclus had another way of

speaking of union. Now that we have seen how Gregory describes faith
as a faculty of apophatic union, it is worth looking again briefly at the
Platonic Theology to see Proclus, writing well after Gregory, describe faith
as a means of union with the Good: ‘What will unite us with the Good?
What will still all activity and movement? . . . In a word, it is the Faith of
the gods which, by means beyond description, brings all ranks of gods
and daemons, and the blessed among souls, into union with theGood. For
the Good must be sought not by knowledge and its imperfection, but
only by surrender to the divine radiance.’89 Both Gregory and Proclus
ground what they have to say about faith in a revealed text; Gregory
draws inspiration from biblical models of faith (Abraham, Moses, the
bride) and Proclus from the Chaldaean Oracles, which sees faith as part of
a divine triad (faith, truth, and love). For both Gregory and Proclus, God
is beyond nous; hence, some non-noetic means of approaching God is
necessary. We have seen that for Gregory faith can move into and
commune with God, while the discursive faculty could not. For Proclus
too, ‘the Good must not be sought by knowledge and its imperfec-
tions’;90 Proclus likewise designates faith, which ‘is above the level
of nous’.91

However, whatever parallels there may be between the crest of
the wave of nous, the faith of Proclus, and Gregory’s exalted faith,
significant differences remain. Regarding late Neoplatonic faith, there
is a clear difference from what Gregory has in mind. While both can
regard faith as a means of union, Gregory views faith in the context of a
relationship: Abraham and Moses in search of God; the bride searching

87 Enn. vi . 7. 36. 15–16. 88 In Cant. vi . GNO vi . 7–8.
89 Proclus, Platonic Theology i . 25, ed. H. Saffrey and L. Westerink, Théologie Platonicienne

(Paris, 1968), p. 110, 1–10; trans. Gregory, The Neoplatonists, 170.
90 Ibid. 91 Rist, Plotinus, 243.
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the marketplaces for the Beloved (Song 3: 2); the bride with her
mouth on the Bridegroom’s (Song 1: 2); Paul saying ‘I live now not
I but Christ lives in me’ (Gal. 2: 19–20); the Beloved Disciple reclined
on the breast of the Lord (John 13: 25). These models of faith for
Gregory betoken a relationship that finds no parallel in ‘Platonic firm
rational confidence’ or late Neoplatonism’s ‘reliance on the Chaldaean
Oracles’.92

Moreover, Gregory emphasizes the sacramental origin and develop-
ment of faith as well as the transforming character of divine union.93

A clear example of this was seen in the figure of the bride in Homilies 4,
12, and 13, where she was wounded by the arrow of divine love. This
wounding revealed two important elements. As the tip of the arrow
which wounded the bride, faith mediated the indwelling presence of
God. In his description of this union Gregory wished to emphasize the
dynamic, developmental character of this union. The effect of the arrow
wounding the bride was the expansion of her desire for union, even as
she enjoyed union and became a vessel of divine indwelling; faith, in its
role of mediating union, likewise expanded with the bride’s desire for
union. Moreover, the transformational character of this dynamic union
is seen in the provocative image which Gregory created to express the
divinizing union enjoyed by the bride. In Homily 4 the bride was
suddenly no longer the target at which the arrow of divine love
was aimed, but had herself become this arrow and was placed in the
bow of the archer and shot forth.94 But at the same time the image of
union was not lost as Gregory conflated this image of the archer holding
the arrow with an image of the Bridegroom holding the bride. We have
already pointed out how the change in the scriptural text itself encour-
aged this blending of images, but at the same time it allowed Gregory
to express his own theological conviction that ascent, indwelling pres-
ence, and union are all different facets of the same encounter between
finite and Infinite, a dynamic encounter mediated by faith that expands
and develops. Indeed Gregory’s concerns for development and trans-
formation as a result of union, in which the soul could never become

92 Rist, Plotinus, 245.
93 On the developmental character of the mind in Gregory see M. Canévet,

‘L’Humanité de l’embryon selon Grégoire de Nysse’, Nouvelle Revue Théologique 114
(1992), 678–95.

94 In Cant. iv , GNO vi . 128. 13 ff.
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identical with the One, distinguish him definitively from the non-
Christian Neoplatonist.

Conclusion

The purpose of this chapter has been to situate Gregory’s view of exalted
faith. While indeed it is somewhat idiosyncratic, the role played by this
grasp of faith is far from idiosyncratic, but a fairly common concern for
what mediates between the mind and the Incomprehensible. The fact
that we have looked at authors who are not generally taken as exercising
enormous influence upon one another serves to indicate just how
ubiquitous was this concern; authors concerned with union with an
incomprehensible God tend to speak of a mediating faculty at the apex
of an epistemological ascent.
Moreover, while authors have called this faculty by different names

and with varying epistemological presuppositions,95 they have tended to
speak of this faculty in a similar way.
Two modes of intellect are normally designated. One mode is con-

cerned with images, discursive processes of ratiocination, and even
contemplation of the intelligibles. TheChaldaean Oracles had, not surpris-
ingly, a rather cryptic way of speaking of this mode as ‘perceiving that
Intelligible violently’ or ‘intently.’96 This corresponded in Plotinus with
intellect loving97 and was negotiated by dianoia or nous in Gregory of
Nyssa.
But we saw that another mode was called for when turning towards or

ascending to a higher intuitive, non-discursive awareness of Highest
Reality. The Chaldaean Oracles described this as ‘extending completely

95 Celsus called it an ‘ineffable power’; theChaldaean Oracles termed it ‘the flower of the
mind’; for Plotinus, the summit or crest of noy& B, reason’s Prior, etc.; for Gregory of
Nyssa, p�iistiB; for Proclus, the flower of the soul. Origen has been left out of this survey
because, according to John Dillon, who would claim the support of Henri Crouzel,
Origen admitted no supranoetic contact with God; see J. Dillon, ‘Looking on the Light:
Some Remarks on the Imagery of Light in the First Chapter of the Peri Archon’, in
C. Kannengieser and W. Petersen (eds.), Origen of Alexandria: His World and His Legacy
(Notre Dame, 1988), 227–9; see H. Crouzel,Origène et la ‘connaissance mystique’ (Paris, 1961),
496–508.

96 Fragment 1. 7:sfodr�ootZti noei& n t�oo noZt�oon; Fragment 1. 9–10 (trans. Majercik,
49).

97 Enn. v . 5. 10. 9.
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the flame of the mind’.98 Harking back to the Symposium and Phaedrus,
Plotinus spoke of intellect loving99 andGregory spoke very similarly of a
desiring or searching mind.100

In all the writers we have considered, this ‘second’ or ‘higher’ intellect
assumed importance when the question of union was at issue. Moreover,
as the ascent, implicit or explicit, reaches its apogee, an element of
aphairesis appears. It is rather subtly present in the Chaldaean Oracles in
which we are counselled ‘to extend an empty mind toward the Intelli-
gible’.101 Plotinus is more straightforwardly aphairetic when he speaks of
putting aside all learning102 or being ‘stripped of wisdom’ as intellect
loving ‘comes to love’.103 And the bride ‘letting go of all manner of
comprehension’104 is but one among many aphairetic images; for we
have noted previously how Gregory’s ascents are filled with such terms
and images.
This summary of parallels amongst the various authors, which serves

to situate Gregory’s exalted notion of faith in a relatively broad tradition
regarding the mediating faculty of union with God, has obviously not
focused upon important differences amongst the various authors. Greg-
ory, in fact, would stand out in this regard, even in comparison with
Plotinus. Gregory’s different manner of conceiving of God, his ‘new
sense’ of the soul’s transformation, and notably, as we have seen in
Chapters 2 and 3, the role played in that transformation, by baptism,
liturgy, and scripture, amongst others,105 would caution prudence
regarding any over-hasty conclusions to be drawn from general parallels
in patterns of thought. Nevertheless, these parallels serve their purpose.
While virtually no writer beforeGregory ofNyssa spoke of faith in the

way he did, a number of diverse authors spoke of a mediating faculty of
union. Gregory is no innovator in this regard; his novelty is that he called
it faith.

98 Fragment 1. 8: n�oooy tanaoy& tanaZfi & flog�ii (trans. Majercik, 49).
99 Enn. vi . 7. 35. 20–5.
100 Contra Eunom. i i . 91, GNO i . 253. 27: synapto�yysZB di’ ‘eaytZ& B t�oon ’epi-

zZtoy& nta noy& n pr�ooB t�ZZn ’akat�aalZpton f�yysin. In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 182. 18:
tZ&fi polypragmos�yynZfi tZ& B diano�iiaB. As noted in Chaper 2, n. 106, it should be
remembered that the term polypragmos�yynZ can also have a pejorative sense such as
we see at Contra. Eunom. i i . 92, GNO i . 253. 29.

101 Fragment 1. 11: tei& nai kene�oon n�ooon e’iB t�oo noZt�oon (trans. Majercik, 49).
102 Enn. vi . 7. 36. 15–16.
103 Enn. vi . 7. 35. 24.
104 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 183. 7–8.
105 Corrigan, ‘ ‘‘Solitary’’ Mysticism’, esp. 38.
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Fountain of Presence,
Breasts of Wine:

The Flow of Knowledge in the
In Canticum canticorum

Introduction

In order to understand more fully the technical meaning which Gregory
accords the term faith in the various texts we have examined, it is not
sufficient to isolate its primary function of union without also examining
something of the effects of this union. In this chapter we shall have
occasion to observe that, while arriving at the grasp of faith involves
radical and consistent aphairesis, faith also gives something to the mind.
R. Brightman, among others, claims that any study of Gregory’s

thought which does not take sufficiently into account the centrality of
the apophatic is ipso facto incomplete.1 The apophatic dimension of
Gregory’s thought is widely acknowledged indeed, and the preceding
chapters have consistently pointed out that when faith crowns an
apophatic ascent, which is characterized by the letting go of all concepts
and images, Gregorian faith assumes its rather idiosyncratic usage and
technical function. Time and again we have seen Gregory’s epistemolo-
gical ascents move through the acquisition of knowledge but then begin
to flower in aphairesis, abandonment of all knowledge previously
acquired. This is Abraham who, as he approaches God, begins to leave

1 R. Brightman, ‘Apophatic Theology and Divine Infinity in St. Gregory of Nyssa’,
Greek Orthodox Theology Review 18 (1973), 97–114, at 102 and 111. See also e.g. Daniélou,
Louth, McGinn, Carabine, inter alii.



behind the levels of knowledge previously enjoyed.2 This is the bride
who, in Homily 6 on the Song of Songs, lets go of everything she has
understood of the Beloved in her epistemological ascent, only then to
find her Beloved by the grasp of faith beyond all concepts.3 We see the
same in the figure of Moses who enters the sanctuary or the darkness
where God dwells. In this darkness there is no image, no concept, no act
of comprehension. Hence, one can only agree with the many scholars
who note the apophatic character of his thought whether or not they
appreciate the role of faith in Gregory’s apophaticism.4

But is this flowering of epistemological abandonment that accompa-
nies union the end of the process? Is Gregory the relentless apophaticist
that Brightman and others would have him? He is and he is not, and in
what way he is not the relentless apophaticist seems largely overlooked by
scholars of Gregory’s apophaticism. Indeed for all Gregory’s apophati-
cism he values at the same time positive knowledge of God. For whilst
the mind does not grasp God in comprehension, God ‘puts down roots
in the depths of the mind’ and waters it with teaching; beyond the grasp
of comprehension though the divine nature is, something of God has
the capacity to make itself cognitively useful.
In order to see something of the rather subtle relationship between

the mind and God I will focus on the metaphor of gold and the imagery
of flow. The imagery of flow suggests itself especially for consideration,
for it holds together a constellation of concerns which might otherwise
seem not quite so tightly interconnected as they are: divine presence,
nourishment, sacramental life and divinization, divine instruction,
thought. All these themes are organized by the more general metaphor
of flow. The flow which characterizes divine presence is mirrored in the
flow of thought, reflected in its structure of outward flow and streaming
forth. By examining this imagery of flow we can more easily see the non-
apophatic, epistemological concerns that are at issue in the encounter
between the mind and God.

The Gold of Knowledge

Amongst the things which the Song of Songs would have us learn,
according to Gregory, is that we can indeed know something of God

2 Contra Eunom. i i , 89–91, GNO i , 253. 3 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 183. 5–10.
4 For example, D. Carabine’s helpful presentation of Gregory’s apophaticism in her

The Unknown God, overlooks the role of p�iistiB.
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even if it is not the divine nature itself.5 One of the clearest statements of
this occurs rather early on in the In Canticum when Gregory uses the
metaphor of gold to describe knowledge of God.
In Homily 3 on the Song Gregory sets out to interpret the following

lemma (Song 1: 11): ‘we shall make for you likenesses of gold with silver
studs’.6 The likenesses of gold and silver will be used to beautify the
horse which the king will mount. It is significant to Gregory that the text
says ‘likenesses of gold’ and not simply gold.7 He understands this
distinction to refer to the difference between what we understand
about the nature of God and the divine nature itself. No matter if our
understanding of God is the ‘best and the highest understanding’, this
understanding, this knowledge of God is the ‘likeness of gold and not
gold itself ’.8 For the divine nature itself is ‘inexpressible’, ‘ineffable’.9

Any good thoughts which a personmay offer refer to the likeness of gold
and not the gold, for the divine nature itself cannot be captured by
words. Gregory admits, however, that it is possible to think that these
understandings are gold, but ‘for those who are capable of gazing on the
truth, they are likenesses of gold and not gold’.10

However, so as not to overemphasize the difference between our
understanding of God and the divine nature, Gregory states quite clearly
that there is a similarity. The likeness of gold is just that, a likeness of
gold; our understanding of the divine nature bears a resemblance to what
we seek.11 So Gregory thinks we can indeed have positive, accurate
knowledge of God; the divine nature simply transcends the grasp of
concepts.12While the knowledge is accurate, it falls short of comprehen-
sion,13 of closing its grasp around God. Only faith can grasp God.14

Gold serves Gregory’s epistemological purposes again in Homily 7 on
the Song of Songs. Here he leaves to one side his distinction between
gold and the likeness of gold (for indeed the scriptural text he comments
on, Song 3: 10: ‘He fashioned its pillars silver, its back gold’, itself parts
with the distinction), but continues his interpretation of gold along
nevertheless similarly cognitive lines. Gold is ‘the gold of knowledge
of God’15 and ‘the gold of pure teachings’.16

5 Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom, 24–60, esp. 47 and 59.
6 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 83. 1–2. 7 See ibid., 85. 6–15.
8 Ibid., 85. 17–19. 9 Ibid., 86. 1. 10 Ibid., 86. 8–9.
11 Ibid., 86. 14–15: t�oo d�ee per�ii a’ytZ& B Z‘mi& n ’eggin�oomenon n�ooZma o‘mo�iivm�aa ’esti

toy& zZtoym�eenoy�
12 Ibid., 86. 13–14: Z‘ ue�iia f�yysiB p�aasZB ‘yp�eerkeitai katalZptikZ& B diano�iiaB.
13 Ibid., 87. 2–5. 14 Ibid., 87. 6–7.
15 In Cant. vi i , GNO vi . 205. 18: t�oo tZ& B ueognvs�iiaB xrys�iion. . . .
16 Ibid., 211. 2–3: t�oo tv& n kauarv& n dogm�aatvn xrys�iion est�iin, . . .

Fountain of Presence, Breasts of Wine 133



Another text which demonstrates Gregory’s belief that we do have
positive knowledge about God is found in his interpretation not of gold
but of the Bridegroom’s hands (Song 5: 4) in Homily 11. At the end of
this Homily he says that we can know something of the divine nature
through God’s works: the incomprehensible, unattainable divine
nature is made known through these works alone.17 It would seem to
be Paul, in Rom. 1: 20, who prompts Gregory to take this position and
claim further that we know something of God from creation.18 While he
does not back away from his position that the divine nature cannot
be comprehended, there is yet something of God that can be known
through his operations.19

But to know something of God is not to grasp God in comprehen-
sion. While the positive knowledge we can have of God is real and in
theory accurate, this does not exhaust God. No amount of knowledge,
however true a likeness to gold it may seem, can measure our compre-
hension of what we desire.20 Gregory says that the mind should realize
that all perfection of knowledge is but the beginning of a higher desire.21

At the opening of Homily 8 on the Song, he says that Paul alone knew
what was beyond the third heaven, but even knowing this he did not
cease to ascend.22 Though the pure of heart see God, this seeing does
not exhaust God.23

While this knowledge is partial, the likeness of gold and not the gold
itself, it is valued by Gregory, especially insofar as it takes the form of
orthodox teaching, for this teaching about God captures something
of what it represents. We see this in Homily 3’s description of divine
indwelling through a vinicultural metaphor. The mind is likened to
fertile earth and the Bridegroom to a vine which is rooted in the earth
of the mind. The depths of the mind, Gregory says, are watered with
divine lessons.24 The interaction of the root (Bridegroom), the fertile
earth (the depths of the mind), and irrigation (divine lessons) causes

17 In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 339. 6–8:v&‘ n Z‘ m�een ‘ypot�iiuetai t�ZZn ue�iian f�yysin a’ kat�aa-
lZpton oy&’san pantelv& B ka�ii a’ ne�iikaston di�aa m�oonZB tZ& B ’energe�iiaB gin�vvs-
kesuai, . . .

18 Ibid., 339. 14–16: ’ek m�een g�aar toy& gnv& nai, ‘�ooti toy& ueoy& t�oo gnvst�oon kat�aa t�ZZn
toy& Pa�yyloy fvn�ZZn di�aa tZ& B toy& k�oosmoy kt�iisevB noo�yymenon kauor &atai, . . .

19 A point well illustrated by Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom, 47.
20 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 180. 1–3. 21 Ibid., 180. 4–7.
22 In Cant. vi i i , GNO vi . 245. 17–22. 23 Ibid., 246. 5–10.
24 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 97. 18–98. 2: Z‘ toy& nymf�iioy ’�aampeloB ’en tv&fi Gad�ii, tv&fi

p�iioni to�yytvfi t�oopvfi ’errizvm�eenZ (toyt�eestin ’en baue�aafi tZ&fi diano�iiafi tZ&fi di�aa tv& n
ue�iivn didagm�aatvn katardom�eenZfi ). . . .
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the vine to blossom and bear fruit in which the vinedresser (God) can be
seen.25 Gregory goes on to relate this to his doctrine on virtues, but what
I wish to observe here (which will be of use in the following section) is
simply that the vital element of water serves as an epistemological,
indeed pedagogical, metaphor. Divine presence as water is described
as a teaching or lesson, a divine lesson. The point is that as incompre-
hensible and apophatic as the divine nature is, something of it has the
capacity to make itself cognitively useful, capable of being rendered into
discourse, and this to the enormous benefit of the life of virtue which, as
we see if we read further on, reveals divine beauty.26

Not only is positive knowledge favourable, but orthodox notions of
God are a prerequisite for drawing close to God. This is clearly stated in
Homily 13, where Gregory says that correct notions concerning reality
are necessary for associating with God.27 Although this knowledge ‘does
not make known the greatness of the divine nature’,28 and will be
abandoned in the later stages of ascent as one arrives at that level
where there is only faith, Gregory nevertheless values the importance
of the limited knowledge which our notions of God constitute. No
matter how apophatic Gregory becomes, positive knowledge is and
remains important.

The Flow of Water

In Chapter 2 we saw how for Gregory the mind was characterized by
flow. In fact, as early asDe virginitate the metaphor of irrigation was used
successfully and consistently by Gregory to describe the basic dynamism
of the mind.29 In what follows I should like to return to some of this
imagery, this time in the In Canticum, and show not only that it does
continue to have epistemological overtones but that it is also linked to
Gregory’s vast and intricate symbolism of divine presence and transfor-
mative union.

A Fountain of Presence and Source of Nourishment

Gregory draws upon the biblical image of a water source, a fountain, to
describe the presence of God to the soul.30 In Homily 13 on the Song he

25 Ibid., 98. 3–5. 26 Ibid., 98. 5–99. 2.
27 In Cant. xi i i , GNO vi . 376. 8–11.
28 In Cant. xi i , GNO vi . 357. 4–5: o’yk. . .t�oo m�eegeuoB tZ& B ue�iiaB gnvr�iizZtai

f�yysevB. . . .
29 De virg., SC, vi . 2. 1–19. 30 Gen. 2; 6: pZg�ZZ d�ee a’ n�eebainen ’ek tZ& B gZ& B . . .
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describes this fountain as a ‘fountain of wisdom whose emanation
established the nature of beings’.31 And in Homily 8 this fountain
of wisdom is a fountain of beauty which ‘renders all things extremely
beautiful as they pour forth from the fountain of beauty’.32 But
this fountain that sustains all things in being is more obviously seen as
divine presence. In Homily 11 Gregory uses the image to clarify the fact
that, although the soul knows something of the Beloved, what she does
not know is infinitely greater than what she has comprehended. ‘Because
of this the Bridegroom appears often to the soul.’33 To explain the fact
that the Bridegroom’s appearance can never be fully appreciated by the
soul, Gregory likens this presence of the Bridegroom to the fountain
mentioned in Gen. 2: 6. If one were to look at this fountain one would
marvel at the endless flow of water pouring forth and gushing out
and yet never see all the water which is under the earth. The water
would always seem new.34 And so it is for the one who looks upon
divine, invisible beauty; it is inexhaustible.35 Divine presence for
Gregory is not difficult to fathom because of distance or immensity,36

but rather because of its very nature (infinite) which he clothes in a
metaphor of intense, creative, and superabundant presence: a fountain
gushing up from the earth.
If through the image of the fountain God is creative presence, this

flowing presence is also a source of nourishment. For this fountain of
beauty is at the same time a ‘fountain of goodness drawing to itself
those who are thirsting’.37 In Homily 5 Gregory says that when human
nature was in Paradise it thrived and was nourished by those fountains of
water.38 The nourishment of water enables the blossoming of virtues,
which are the flowers of our life.39 If being close to the source of
nourishment in Paradise is expressed by the metaphor of moisture, the
fall from Paradise is expressed as dryness, hence the ‘bud of immortality’
falls to the ground, and the ‘grass of virtues is dried up’ while the love of
God grows cold.

31 In Cant. xi i i , GNO vi . 386. 3–4.
32 In Cant. vi i i , GNO vi . 255. 16–17: ( . . .poiei& n t�aa p�aanta kal�aa l�iian t�aa a’p�oo

tZ& B toy& kaloy& pZgZ& B a’ nabr�yyonta), . . .
33 In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 320. 20–321. 4. 34 See ibid., 321. 10–16.
35 Ibid., 321. 17.
36 As for Origen, who expresses a Middle Platonic view of the matter.
37 In Cant. vi i i , GNO vi i i . 248. 5–6. 38 In Cant. v , GNO vi . 152. 18–153. 1.
39 Ibid., 153. 14–15.
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Sacramental Life and Divinizing Union

The soul returns to the nourishment of this fountain of divine presence
through the sacramental life in which the soul is divinized. In describing
the sacramental life of baptism and eucharist, Gregory uses the same
imagery of flowing water to describe the soul’s partaking of divine life.
This transformation, moreover, is mediated by faith, which, as we shall
see, allows the fountain of divine presence to burst forth in the baptized.
Water imagery of divine presence frequently flows into sacramental

imagery throughout the In Canticum. In Homily 2, the Word is a bath
which washes clean the ‘dirt of shameful thoughts’. This cleansing by the
Wordprepares one to enter theHoly ofHolies and gaze upon themarvels
there.40 But further on in the same Homily Gregory changes from the
imagery of cleansingwithwater to the imagery of light in order to describe
the effects of this ‘bath of regeneration’.41 Not only does this bath wash
away the dark form of those whom Christ has called but it makes them
‘shine like luminaries’.42Hence,we seeGregory combine themes ofwater
and light to describe divine presence in baptismal contexts.
An important text in Homily 8 reveals the mediating role of faith.

Baptismal imagery is implicit in Gregory’s mentioning of the Jordan
River in his interpretation of the meaning of Song 4: 8: ‘You will come
and pass from the summit of faith (a’p�oo a’ rxZ& B p�iistevB), the top of
Sanir and Hermon.’43 From this summit of faith, says Gregory, pour
forth the fountains of the Jordan River, and ‘the stream from these
fountains has become the beginning of our transformation towards
divinity’.44 The summit of these mountains, which is faith according to
Gregory’s Septuagint text, is the source of these ‘fountains of mystery’.45

To come into contact with these waters is to be divinized, indeed to
become oneself such a fountain of flowing streams, as we see in Homily
14, where again faith mediates this divinizing flow. Alluding to John 7:
38, Gregory says of someone who believes in Christ, that ‘out of his belly
will stream forth rivers of living water’.46 The belly, Gregory says, is a

40 In Cant. i i , GNO vi . 45, 5–11. 41 Ibid., 49. 2–3. 42 See ibid., 49. 1–4.
43 In Cant. vi i i , GNO vi . 250. 8–9.
44 Ibid., 250. 13–15: . . . t�oo ’ek tv& n pZgv& n to�yytvn ‘rei& uron a’ rx�ZZ g�eegonen Z‘mi& n

tZ& B pr�ooB t�oo uei& on metapoi�ZZsevB, . . .
45 Ibid., 250. 18. The connection between the Jordan River and the theme of diviniza-

tion is perhaps more obvious at In Cant. xv , GNO vi . 468. 10–13, where the presence of
the Holy Spirit is mentioned.

46 In Cant. xiv , GNO vi . 414. 11–12: O‘ piste�yyvn ei’B ’em�ee, kau�vvB ei&’pen Z‘
graf�ZZ, potamo�ii ’ek tZ& B koil�iiaB a’ytoy& ‘re�yysoysin �yy‘ datoB zv& ntoB.
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pure heart which is ‘smooth and gleaming’, written upon by the Spirit of
the living God.47

Hence, we see once again that the themes of divinization and light are
associated with flowing water. What is important to notice, and we shall
see this again when we look at texts with more obviously epistemological
implications, is that this water of divine presence can penetrate the soul
and flow within it, transforming the soul into a fountain of divine
presence. The fountain comes out of the belly, and this flow is mediated
by faith.
This sacramental flow of baptism can also manifest a eucharistic form

in several of the homilies. In Homily 10, for example, Gregory com-
ments on Song 4: 16: ‘Let my Beloved descend into his garden and let
him eat the fruit of his fruit trees.’ It is the bride who speaks and she
invites the Bridegroom, who descends ‘as bread from heaven and gives
life to the world’.48 To this paraphrase of John 6: 33 Gregory adds that
the Bridegroom who has descended as bread lets water stream from his
own fountain of life.49Why he considers it appropriate to align these two
images, bread and a flowing fountain, seems obvious enough from his
allusion to John 6: 33. For the Evangelist himself describes this bread as
preventing both hunger and thirst ( John 6: 35). Since the bread can also
slake thirst, it is not surprising to see the fountain imagery.
We see a powerful image of divine presence as a fountain, when

Gregory comments on Song 1: 2: ‘Let him kiss me with the kisses of
his mouth.’ The Bridgroom’s mouth is a fountain which draws the bride
to put her mouth to the fountain of his mouth.50 A similar image, but
with a eucharistic inflection, is seen in Homily 4, where Gregory com-
ments on Song 2: 4: ‘Lead me into the house of wine.’51 It is the bride
who desires to enter the house of wine in order to quench her thirst, and
just as she drew her mouth to the mouth of the fountain (Bridegroom) in
Homily 1, so she puts ‘her mouth to the wine-vats which are overflowing
with their sweet wine’.52

Gregory continues the imagery of fountains when he describes divi-
nization, irrespective of an explicitly sacramental context. An important

47 In Cant. xiv , GNO vi . 414. 17–415. 1. 48 In Cant. x , GNO vi . 303. 12–13.
49 Ibid., 303. 13–14: . . . t�oon p &asi toi& B oy&’si t�ZZn zv�ZZn ’ek tZ& B i’d�iiaB pZgZ& B

’epirr�eeonta�
50 In Cant. i , GNO vi . 32. 12–33. 2. 51 In Cant. iv , GNO vi . 119. 12 ff.
52 Ibid., 120. 3–4: . . . ka�ii a’ytai& B tai& B lZnoi& B ‘yposxei& n t�oo st�ooma, ai�‘ t�oon oi&’non

t�oon Z‘ d�yyn ‘yperbl�yyzoysi, . . . For more on the eucharistic significance of this portion of
Homily 4 see Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici’, 214–16.
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example is seen in his interpretation of Song 1: 2 in Homily 1: ‘Let him
kiss me with the kisses of his mouth.’ Having recalled the image of
Moses conversing with God ‘face to face’, and how this encounter did
not exhaust Moses’ desire for God but enkindled an even greater desire
after the theophanies,53 Gregory likens this to the soul united to God:
‘the more it lavishly takes its fill of beauty, the more the desire for it
abounds’.54 He then describes this inexhaustible divine presence as a
fountain. ‘The fountain is the mouth of the Bridegroom from which
words of eternal life pour forth, filling the mouth drawn to it.’55 Cortesi
has observed that this kiss is for Gregory a ‘spiritual communication’,56

but more than just this, it exemplifies how Gregory subtly incorporates
this into a theme that pervades the In Canticum: divinization. That this
text concerns divinization is made more clear if we note that just above,
Gregory has subtly identified the words of the Bridegroom with the
Holy Spirit: ‘ . . . the words of the Bridegroom are spirit and life, and
the one who is joined together with the Spirit becomes spirit . . . ’.57 The
kiss which the bride enjoys, her approaching the fountain (Bridegroom)
‘mouth to mouth’,58 and being filled with the Bridegroom’s words
pouring forth, is an image of divinization. In this Homily, however,
Gregory does not state the effects upon the soul (bride) of this drinking
from the fountain of the Bridegroom’s words. But in Homily 2 Gregory
takes up the image once again, and the effects of this union are more
clearly seen.
Once again the Bridegroom is a fountain, and the bride is running

towards it to drink of this ‘divine draught’.59 The bride herself explains
what follows when onemakes contact with this fountain: ‘the one tasting
of it becomes a fountain of water welling up into eternal life’.60 Hence,
we see in these two texts concerning divinization that the Bridegroom is
present to the bride as water, and when contact is made she takes on the

53 In Cant. i , GNO vi . 31. 10–32. 1. 54 Ibid., 32. 6–8.
55 Ibid., 32. 12–14: Z‘ d�ee pZg�ZZ ’esti toy& nymf�iioy t�oo st�ooma, ‘�oouen t�aa ‘r�ZZmata

tZ& B ai’vn�iioy zvZ& B a’ nabr�yyonta plZroi& t�oo st�ooma t�oo ’efelk�oomenon, . . .
56 Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici’, 177: ‘Al di là della lettera, il bacio è una

communicazione spirituale referentesi all’ ascolto della parola.’
57 Ibid., 32. 8–10: . . . t�aa ‘r�ZZmata toy& nymf�iioy pney& m�aa ’esti ka�ii zv�ZZ ’esti, p &aB

d�ee o‘ tv&fi pne�yymati koll�vvmenoB pney& ma g�iinetai. . . .
58 Ibid., 32. 16.
59 In Cant. i i , GNO vi . 62. 4–5.
60 Ibid., 62. 6–7. Gregory has conflated the image of water pouring forth from a

fountain with water streaming from the side of Christ on the Cross.
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qualities of water; she herself becomes a fountain. We see that for
Gregory water is a symbol of transforming presence.
The imagery of water appears again in a context of divinization in

Homily 5, where Gregory explains why, when the bride approaches the
divine Fountain mouth-to-mouth and drinks from it, she herself
becomes a fountain (we have already seen in Chapter 3 how Homily 4
depicts the bride, having been wounded by the divine arrow, becoming
herself an arrow61). He says that ‘those who gaze upon the real divinity
receive in themselves the characteristics of divine nature’.62 Gregory says
that something similar happens if we look at idols; we are turned to
stone, and this is precisely what has happened to human nature as a result
of the worship of idols. Gregory describes recovery from this stony state
in the language of light, warmth, and water. Light and warmth are
associated with the effect on human nature of the Word and the Holy
Spirit, which had become cold and stony.63 The result of this warming is
transformation into water: ‘humanity . . . once again became water
springing up into eternal life’.64

The Fountain of Divine Teaching

But Gregory can also adapt the image of the fountain as a symbol of
sacramental, transformative, divine presence to serve other purposes of
a more epistemological nature. In Homily 15, for example, the fountain
of presence is not clothed in sacramental imagery as above, but is rather a
divine fountain of teaching. In an incarnational metaphor we read that
the Word is present as a source of irrigation for the virtues planted by
God in the soul. Bymeans of theWord, Godwaters these plants with the
‘pure and divine fountain of teaching’.65 A similar image is found in
Homily 13, but instead of a ‘fountain of teaching’ Gregory speaks of the
‘rain of teaching’ that waters God’s fields and makes them fertile.66

61 In Cant. iv , GNO vi . 128. 13–15.
62 In Cant. v , GNO vi . 147. 11–12: ‘�vvsper g�aar o‘i pr�ooB t�ZZn a’ lZuin�ZZn ue�ootZta

bl�eeponteB ’ef’ ‘eaytv& n d�eexontai t�aa tZ& B ue�iiaB f�yysevB i’di�vvmata, . . . Gregory
continues to say how it works both ways. Cf. Phaedrus, 253a.

63 Ibid., 147. 21–2.
64 Ibid., 147. 22–148. 1: o‘ . . . ’�aanurvpoB . . .p�aalin g�eenZtai �yy‘ dvr ‘all�oomenon

ei’B zv�ZZn ai’ �vvnion. (cf John 4: 14).
65 In Cant. xv , GNO vi . 437. 4–8: . . .ka�ii lymZnam�eenoy t�oo uei& on ge�vvrgion

kat�eebZ toy& p�aalin poiZ& sai kZ& pon t�ZZn �ee’ rZmon tZ&fi tv& n a’ retv& n fyte�iiafi kall-
vpiz�oomenon t�ZZn kauar�aan ka�ii ue�iian tZ& B didaskal�iiaB pZg�ZZn ’ep�ii t�ZZn tv& n
toio�yytvn fytv& n ’epim�eeleian ’oxetZg�ZZsaB tv&fi l�oogvfi .

66 In Cant. xi i i , GNO vi . 392. 5–7.
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In Homily 15, it is the field of virtue that is watered by the fountain of
teaching, but in Homily 3, it is the mind that is watered.67 The mind is
likened to Gadi and described as a deep and rich place watered by divine
teaching. The vine of the Bridegroom is rooted here, and the water of
divine teaching causes the vine to blossom.68

Gregory’s imagery is often polysemous. For the present purpose,
however, it is enough to emphasize the epistemological, indeed pedago-
gical, nuance in which Gregory depicts divine presence. God is present
to the soul as teaching, another example of his concern for knowledge of
God, and this teaching flows with the abundance of an overflowing
fountain.
The question suggests itself: if God is present in the mind as a

fountain of divine teaching, that water of which teaching presumably
can be learnt or absorbed by the mind, is Gregory not suggesting, then,
that we can know God in some sense? It seems to me that this is exactly
what he is suggesting. Not that the divine essence is comprehended, but
something of God is known by virtue of the presence of this fountain, by
virtue of communion, mediated by faith, with this fountain of presence
(In Cant. xiv . 414. 11–12: of the one believing Him it is said, ‘out of his
belly will stream forth rivers of living water’), by virtue of the bride
putting her mouth to the fountain of presence which is the Bridegroom’s
mouth. Gregory’s concern for what overflows into knowledge is per-
haps best seen in his interpretation of the ‘drops of the night’, an image
drawn from Song 5: 2.
While Gregory is rather consistent in his description of divine pre-

sence as a fountain, and even a fountain that instructs, he is likewise
consistent in holding that whatever knowledge might actually result
from such instruction is not comprehension of the divine essence. To
know something of God is not to comprehend God; nevertheless it is
knowledge. This is perhaps most clearly stated in Homily 11 where
Gregory comments on Song 5: 2: ‘Open to me, my sister, my consort,
my dove, my perfect one, for my head is filled with dew, and my locks
with drops of the night.’69 In the course of commenting on this lemma
Gregory has the Bridegroom instruct the bride. Having identified as the

67 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 98. 1–2.
68 Ibid., 97. 18–98. 5: Z‘ toy& nymf�iioy ’�aampeloB ’en tv&fi Gad�ii, tv&fi p�iioni to�yytvfi

t�oopvfi ’errizvm�eenZ (toyt�eestin ’en baue�iiafi tZ&fi diano�iiafi tZ&fi di�aa tv& n ue�iivn didagm-
�aatvn katardom�eenZfi ). . . .

69 In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 322. 6–8.
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mind the door which the bride shall open,70 Gregory has the Bride-
groom tell the bride that she must draw near to the truth and become its
consort lest she be cut off from it. Her reward for thus taking him into
her and letting him dwell within her is ‘dew frommy head, of which I am
full, and the drops of the night running off my locks’. The dew of
presence moistens the mind with knowledge, however obscure.
We notice once again the language of flow in an epistemological

context (the door being opened to the Bridegroom is dianoia), but this
time the flow is rather more subdued than a gushing fountain of divine
teaching. The flow is merely that of ‘drops of the night’, for, as Gregory
says, ‘it is not possible for someone entering the interior of the sanctuary
of the invisible to encounter inundating rainstorms of knowledge, but
one must be content if truth bedew one’s knowledge with delicate and
faint insights’.71 That the bride is not flooded with knowledge certainly
does not imply in this case that she is in any way distant from the
Bridegroom. For indeed this passage bespeaks an encounter of great
intimacy: the Bridegroom has entered the doorway of her mind; she has
received him and there he dwells. But what is important to observe is the
epistemological dimension which Gregory lends this description of
divine indwelling. The bride receives a certain knowledge, not an over-
flowing fountain of knowledge which would parallel the gushing foun-
tain of divine presence or divine teaching, but simply moisture from this
fountain; a few drops of insight condense, not as a result of the grasp of
comprehension of the divine essence, but by being in its presence and
communing with it.
This is dew from the Beloved’s head. While it is not full comprehen-

sion of the divine essence, it is nonetheless knowledge, however
obscure. A certain similarity, it seems, could be drawn between this
passage and Gregory’s treatment in Homily 3 of the difference between
gold and the likeness of gold. While the divine nature transcends any
concept, the concept resembles the divine nature that is sought.72 Like-
wise, in this image of the drops of the night that bedew one’s knowledge:

70 In Cant. xi , GNO vi , 324. 13–15: ‘�aaptetai tZ& B u�yyraB o‘ l�oogoB: u�yyran d�ee
nooy& men t�ZZn stoxastik�ZZn tv& n a’ rr�ZZtvn di�aanoian, . . .

71 Ibid., 325. 21–326. 3: o’y g�aar ’esti dynat�oon t�oon ’ent�ooB tv& n a’ d�yyton te ka�ii
a’ uevr�ZZtvn gen�oomenon ’�oombrvfi tin�ii tZ& B gn�vvsevB ’entyxei& n ’Z� xeim�aarrvfi , a’ ll’
a’ gapZt�oon ei’ leptai& B tisi ka�ii a’mydrai& B diano�iiaiB ’epicek�aazoi t�ZZn gnv& sin
a’ytv& n Z‘ a’ l�ZZueia. . . .

72 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 86. 9–15.
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the knowledge is partial, dilute, if you will, but nevertheless accurate,
grounded in an experience of divine indwelling, and bespeaks presence.
That this knowledge is not only valid but efficacious is seen in Homily

13, where Gregory takes up again the same image from Song 5: 2: ‘My
locks are filled with drops of the night.’73Whereas in Homily 11Gregory
seemed rather restrained in his description of knowledge of God (the
mind indwelled by the Bridegroom was not overwhelmed with knowl-
edge, but received mere drops of knowledge), he is less restrained in
Homily 13 when he depicts the epistemological character of these drops
of the night. For in Homily 13 the moisture from the locks of the
Beloved are not mere drops which bedew the mind, but are described
as ‘rain of teaching watering the living lands so that the fields of God
bear fruit’.74

The Flow of Thought

We have considered several texts in which Gregory employs the imagery
of flowing water to describe divine presence, but it is worth pointing out
that the working of the mind is also depicted in the language of flow. We
have already indicated in Chapter 2 a clear example of this in De
virginitate,75 which suggests, along with any number of other texts, that
themind is characterized by a certain flow; like divine presence, the mind
flows like a fountain. Even thoughts themselves are described in this
water imagery. We already saw in Homily 11 what is perhaps the clearest
example of this. In the apophatic setting of the sanctuary, truth bedews
knowledge with thoughts, albeit indistinct.76 Moreover, these drops do
not simply rest in the sanctuary. They continue to flow outwards; they
stream forth through the holy ones and the bearers of God.77

In Homily 9 the discursive mind is described as a fountain that teems
and overflows, and thoughts which it produces assist in acquiring the
good. While the energy of these thoughts can be squandered, the
‘moisture of thoughts’ provides nourishment for the roots of our
lives.78 Hence, Gregory recalls the counsel of Proverbs not to let ‘the
source of mind (t�ZZn pZg�ZZn tZ& B diano�iiaB)’ be squandered.79

73 In Cant. xi i i , GNO vi . 392. 3–4. 74 Ibid., 392. 5–7.
75 e.g. De virg., SC, vi . 2. 1–19. 76 In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 325. 21–326. 3.
77 Ibid., 326. 3–5: . . . di�aa tv& n ‘ag�iivn te ka�ii ueoforoym�eenvn tZ& B logikZ& B sta-

g�oonoB a’porreo�yysZB.
78 See In Cant. ix , GNO vi . 275. 19–276. 7. 79 Ibid., 277. 5–6.
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A final example of thoughts expressed in the imagery of water is seen
at the opening of Homily 12 where Gregory develops an extended
metaphor of a sea-voyage. With respect to the present argument it is
worth pointing out that what Gregory says about the generation of
thoughts comes into play as he develops this extended metaphor. He
describes thoughts as waves upon the sea. These waves of thought are
put intomotion by the breath of theHoly Spirit.80 Hence, by focusing on
the imagery of water we see the coincidence of two concerns: divine
presence and epistemology. The positive treatment of thoughts stands in
contrast to their apophatic treatment which would require their being
forsaken before approaching the divine. That this apophatic treatment
of thoughts plays an important role in Gregory’s mystical theory has
been well noted in previous chapters of the present study, as well as by
any number of scholars. There is nevertheless the paradoxical counter-
part to the apophatic dimension; for thoughts or concepts also emerge
from some divine contact or initiative. While all thoughts are at some
point abandoned in order to enter the divine sanctuary or to grasp the
Beloved in union by faith alone, the result of this contact is that truth
bedews the mind with obscure insights; the Holy Spirit breathes on the
mind and causes waves of thought to move upwards. This connection
between divine presence and the moisture of thought bears closely on
that aspect of Gregory’s thought which I am concerned to designate by
the term ‘logophasis’. For all his concern for letting go of thoughts and
concepts in poetic gestures of aphairesis in order to enable union by the
grasp of faith, concepts are also the paradoxical result of such letting go
and union. For in the grasp of faith the soul places her mouth on the
fountain of the Bridegroom, and her mind is bedewed with knowledge,
however indistinct and tentative. Her mouth is filled with words of
eternal life.
But in order to see the epistemological framework within which

Gregory conceives and expresses this flow that is grounded in the flow
of divine presence and precipitated by contact or union with God
(mediated by faith), let us consider another cluster of metaphors: the
breast, both the Lord’s and the bride’s.

‘Your Breasts are Better than Wine’

Another symbol which shows the epistemological flow with which we
are concerned in this chapter is that of the breast, either the Lord’s or the

80 In Cant. xi i , GNO vi . 342. 1–8.
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bride’s. It is an image which Gregory takes up at several points in the In
Canticum and first occurs in Homily 1 as he interprets the second half of
Song 1: 2.
In Gregory’s exegesis of Song 1: 2a, ‘Let him kiss me with the kisses of

his mouth’, we saw him liken the bride’s kissing the Bridegroom,
approaching him mouth to mouth, to the placing of her mouth on a
fountain. This fountain in turn fills her mouth with ‘words of eternal
life’.81 Although the imagery changes, this dynamic of flow and being
filled continues as Gregory turns to Song 1: 2b: ‘for your breasts
are better than wine’. These breasts, says Gregory, are filled with ‘divine
milk’, supplied from the treasure of the heart.82 The breasts are
divine powers by which God nourishes us,83 and the milk flowing into
these breasts is the milk of divine instruction.84 While milk is normally
associated with food for infants, this is divine milk, and therefore higher
than the wine of human learning: ‘Hence, better are the divine breasts
than human wine.’85

For our purposes what is worthy of note is the language of flow and
the epistemological nuance, subtle as it is, that Gregory accords this
flow: out of the treasure of the divine heart, milk flows into the breasts of
the divine energies, and this milk is teaching which presumably can be
understood.
Guided by the image of the Bridegroom’s breast, Gregory turns to the

Beloved Disciple reclining on the Lord’s breast. Again we see this motif
of epistemological flow. Just as the bride drew close to the Bridegroom,
placing her mouth on the fountain of his mouth, and was filled with
words of eternal life, something similar happens to John when he
reclines on the Lord’s breasts, which Gregory identifies as the fountain
of life.86 As John places his heart ‘like a sponge’ on the heart of the Lord,
a flow between these two hearts ensues. The flow is in one direction:
from the Lord’s heart to John’s, and he is filled, as the bride was filled,
with an ‘ineffable communication of the mysteries lying hidden in the
heart of the Lord’.87 What is the effect of heart adhering to heart and

81 See In Cant. i , GNO vi . 32. 11–15. 82 Ibid., 33. 12–14.
83 Ibid., 33. 18–21: mazo�yyB d�ee t�aaB a’ gau�aaB tZ& B ue�iiaB dyn�aamevB ‘yp�eer Z‘mv& n

’energe�iiaB ei’k�ootvB ’�aan tiB ‘ypono�ZZseie, di’ v&‘ n tiuZnei& tai t�ZZn ‘ek�aastoy zv�ZZn
o‘ ue�ooB kat�aallZlon ‘ek�aastvfi tv& n dexom�eenvn t�ZZn trof�ZZn xariz�oomenoB.

84 Ibid., 35. 9. 85 Ibid., 35. 13–14.
86 Ibid., 41. 6–7: Z’ g�aapZse to�yyB mazo�yyB toy& l�oogoy o‘ ’ep�ii t�oo stZ& uoB toy& kyr�iioy

a’ napes�vvn I’ v�aannZB. . . .
87 Ibid., 41. 7–10: . . .ka�ii oi‘& �oon tina spoggi�aan t�ZZn ‘eaytoy& kard�iian paraue�iiB

tZ&fi pZgZ&fi tZ& B zvZ& B ka�ii pl�ZZrZB �ee’ k tinoB a’ rr�ZZtoy diad�oosevB tv& n ’egkeim�eenvn
tZ&fi toy& kyr�iioy kard�iiafi mystZr�iivn gen�oomenoB. . . .
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receiving this flow of ineffable communication? John continues to
mediate this flow as he turns round to offer us this ‘teat filled by the
Word’88 and offers us the things he himself received from the fountain
of this breast, as he ‘proclaims loudly the eternal Word’.89 Gregory
concludes with an exhortation: ‘Let us love, therefore, the flow of your
teaching.’90

Cortesi has noted Gregory’s use of a technical term for Christian
proclamation,91 but more provocatively indicates how in this beautiful
passage the Beloved Disciple exemplifies, like the bride, a type of
‘communication of the mysteries of the Word’ that has the character-
istics of a ‘spiritual union with the fountain of life’.92 In this context of
union John performs the role which we have seen faith perform in
contexts of divine union as it passed on to the mind something of
what it had grasped of the Ungraspable. TheWord continues its dynamic
tendency to express itself, and in the case of John we see this tendency in
the metaphor of a flowing exchange between John’s heart and the heart
of the Lord. This flow is described as teaching, albeit ineffable and
mysterious. Moreover, this experience of contact with the Word has
an effect on John. He becomes a vehicle of the Word and continues the
dynamic tendency of theWord to express itself as he offers us this breast
filled with good things.
In Homily 1 the breast is that of the Lord or Bridegroom identified in

Song 1, 2, and 4. In Homily 7 Gregory returns to the image of the breast,
but now that of the bride in Song 4: 5: ‘Your breasts are as the two twin
fawns of the roe.’ Gregory says that the one who has an eye which can
discern between what brings salvation and what causes destruction
becomes a breast like the great Paul, nourishing with milk the Church’s

88 Ibid., 41. 10–11: ka�ii Z‘mi& n ’ep�eexei t�ZZn plZrvuei& san ‘yp�oo to�yy l�oogoy uZl-
�ZZn. . . .

89 Ibid., 41. 11–13: ka�ii pl�ZZreiB poiei& tv& n ’enteu�eentvn a’ytv&fi par�aa tZ& BpZgZ& B
a’ gauv& n kZr�yyssvn ’en megalofvn�iiafi t�oon a’ e�ii ’o�nta l�oogon.

90 Ibid., 41, 18–42, 1: di�aa toy& tv d�ee a’ gapv& men t�ZZn tv& n sv& n didagm�aatvn
’epirro�ZZn, . . . .

91 Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici ’, 207–8; Cortesi cites, for example, Matt. 3:
1; 4: 17; Mark 1: 4; Luke 3: 3; 1 Cor. 1: 23; Gal. 2: 2 among others.

92 Ibid., 297: ‘La communicazione dei misteri del Logos è infatti un’ operazione divina
che si compie incontrando un desiderio della Sposa ed ha le caratteristiche di un’ unione
immateriale con la fonte della vita. Tipo di tale communicazione è l’apostolo Giovanni
che si accostò al petto del Signore, al suo cuore, tesoro delle cose buone dal quale proviene
alle mammelle il dono del latte divino.’
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newly born.93 Though this breast in Homily 7 is that of the bride, it has
the distinguishing characteristic of the Bridegroom’s breast which we
saw in Homily 1: it is a source of nourishment. Moreover, Gregory gives
it the same characteristics as the Lord’s breast on which in Homily 1
John had lain, where John took this breast and offered to others ‘the teat
filled by the Word’.94 In Homily 7 the breast has the same role: ‘it does
not keep grace enclosed within itself, but offers the teat of the Word to
those who need it’.95

Once again we see this tendency of the one who adheres by faith to
the Lord, whether the bride or John, or, as we shall see later, Paul, to
become a vehicle of the Word’s divine flow. The breasts, like ‘the twin
fawns of the roe’ are the ‘breasts better than wine’. For though the
bride’s, she nourishes with this breast those in need—with the ‘teat of
the Word’ itself. The epistemological character of this nourishment
comes to the fore once again in Homily 9. Not unlike the description
of the Bridegroom’s breasts as flowing with divine teachings,96 the
breasts of the bride in Homily 9 are likewise ‘fountains of teaching’.97

Whereas in Homily 1 the milk of divine instruction was exalted over
the wine of human learning, Gregory parts with this symbolism in
Homily 9 and follows instead Paul’s understanding of milk as food for
infants (1 Cor. 3: 1–6).98 In Homily 9 the bride’s breasts flow not with
milk but with wine suitable for the more perfect. How is it that her
breasts come to flow with fountains of teachings, normally a divine
characteristic? Gregory tells us that it is because she has become ‘sister of
the Lord’ that her breasts have become fountains of doctrine.99 ‘The one
who named her his sister and bride says her breasts change to what is
better and more perfect, no longer swelling with milk, the food of
infants, but gushing forth unmixed wine for the sheer delight of the
more perfect.’100 Hence, this wine gushing forth from the breasts of
the bride are fountains of doctrine. But what is important to realize is the

93 In Cant. vi i , GNO vi . 241. 13–242. 2. 94 In Cant. i , GNO vi . 41. 10–11.
95 In Cant. vi i , GNO vi . 242. 10–11: . . . o’yk ’en ‘eaytv&fi katakle�iiei t�ZZn x�aarin,

a’ ll’ ’ep�eexei toi& B deom�eenoiB toy& l�oogoy t�ZZn uZl�ZZn, . . . The Bridegroom’s breasts
are also described as flowing with grace instead of milk at In Cant. i i , GNO vi . 46. 4.

96 In Cant. i , GNO vi . 41. 18–42. 1. 97 In Cant. ix , GNO vi . 263. 13.
98 As he seems to do at In Cant. i i , GNO vi . 46. 4.
99 In Cant. ix , GNO vi . 263. 14–15.
100 Ibid., 263. 17–264. 2: o‘ to�iinyn a’ delf�ZZn ‘eaytoy& ka�ii n�yymfZn a’yt�ZZn kato-

nom�aasaB t�ZZn ai’t�iian l�eegei tZ& B pr�ooB t�oo krei& tt�oon te ka�ii telei�ooteron tv& n
mazv& n a’ytZ& B a’ lloi�vvsevB, o�ii‘ o’yk�eeti g�aala br�yyoysi t�ZZn tv& n nZp�iivn trof�ZZn,
a’ ll�aa t�oon a’ k�ZZraton oi’& non ’ep�ii e’yfros�yynZfi tv& n teleiot�eervn pZg�aazoysin, . . .

Fountain of Presence, Breasts of Wine 147



fact that her breasts flowwith the wine of doctrines rather than withmilk
for infants, as a result of union with the Bridegroom, which the meta-
phors ‘sister’ and ‘bride’ imply. Gregory says that the bride’s breasts
could not become fountains of good doctrine unless she first has made
herself sister of the Lord through good works, is renewed in virginity
through birth from above, and becomes espoused and bride of her
betrothed. 101 He then goes on to state that these terms ‘sister’ and
‘bride’ join the soul of the bride to the Bridegroom.102 As a result of this
contact with the Bridegroom, the Word indwells her, and she takes on
characteristics of the Word. Like Paul, who was a house containing what
cannot be contained,103 her breasts contain theWord and they flow with
the wine of good teaching. While there is no question of comprehending
the divine o’ys�iia in this union, there is nevertheless an epistemological
dimension of this flow; teaching fills her breasts, which have been fed by
the hegemonikon, the directing faculty, of her heart that is one with the
Bridegroom.104 Like the Beloved Disciple on the breast of the Lord,
the sponge of his heart resting on the Lord’s, she likewise performs the
role which we see faith performing at the apex of apophatic ascents:
union andmediation to the mind something of what has been grasped of
the Ungraspable.

A Schema of the Flow of Knowledge

Having moved through an abundance of images, a synthetic statement
of this epistemological flow suggests itself.
Gregory has mentioned in a number of Homilies the epistemological

significance of the heart, which grounds and guides the flow of teaching
(either as milk or as wine, depending on the Homily) and is identified as
the hegemonikon.105 The clearest statement of this is seen in Homily 3,

101 Ibid., 263. 12–17.
102 Ibid., 279. 9–12: oi‘& on a’ delf�ZZ ka�ii n�yymfZ toy& l�oogoy katonom�aazetai,

a’ ll�aa syn�aaptei tv& n ’onom�aatvn to�yytvn ‘ek�aateron t�ZZn cyx�ZZn tv&fi nymf�iivfi tZ& B
m�een kat�aa t�ZZn n�yymfZn sZmas�iiaB s�yyssvmon a’yt�ZZn, . . .

103 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 88. 6.
104 The heart is a symbol of this directing faculty; see In Cant. vi i , GNO vi . 242. 8–9

and In Cant. i i i . 94. 19. See also, In Cant. i , GNO vi . 33. 12–13.
105 In identifying the heart with the directing part of the soul, Gregory would appear to

be following Origen in this Christian development of a Stoic term (Liddell and Scott, s.v.
Z‘ gemonik�ooB). C. Desalvo concurs with the Stoic provenance and suggests that Gregory’s
immediate source regarding the location of the Z‘ gemonik�oon in the heart is Galen, De
placitis Hippocratis et Platonis; see Desalvo, L’ ‘‘oltre’’ nel presente, 53–7, esp. n. 38.
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where Gregory speaks of the relationship between the heart and the
breast and designates both its physiological and epistemological role.
Adopting an Aristotelian view of the calorific function of the heart,
Gregory says that the heart is a source of heat which is distributed
throughout the body by means of the arteries.106 The heart’s role,
therefore, is to receive and to distribute warmth.
Parallel to this physiological function is an epistemological function;

for the heart is also the hegemonikon, the directing rational faculty, or as
Lampe has suggested, intellect. This governing faculty of intellect, which
is the heart, operates in the same way as the physiological function of the
heart: it receives and distributes. InHomily 3 we read that the hegemonikon
receives not heat but the ‘sweet fragrance of the Lord’. Hence, Gregory
likens the hegemonikon to a sweet-smelling sachet that distributes its
fragrance, pervading all her actions: ‘Therefore, the bride received the
sweet fragrance of the Lord in the intellect and made her own heart a
sachet of such incense. She makes all the pursuits of her life come alive
like the parts of the body with the breath pervading her heart.’107 Just as
the heart as physical organ receives and distributes warmth throughout
the body, so the heart as hegemonikon receives and distributes the fragrant
presence of Christ.
We see this intellectual faculty once again identified with the heart in

Homily 7, and the same dynamic flow fromwithin to without is revealed.
In Homily 7 the hegemonikon is not distributing the fragrance of the Lord
to the bride’s actions as in Homily 3, but is incorporated into Gregory’s
interpretation of ‘Your breasts are like two twin fawns of the roe that
feed amongst the lilies’ (Song 4: 5). But the dynamic is the same. The

106 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 94. 15–17. Liddell and Scott (s.v. a’ rtZr�iia) suggests that if a
distinction was made between arteries and veins, ‘no use was made of such distinction’.
See Aristotle, De vita et mort. 469b10 ff.; De part. anim. 665b18; De spir. 5. 11. See also
Galen’s discription of the role of the heart in respiration and heat in De usu partium vi . 7.
436; vi . 17. 499; et passim.

107 Ibid., 94. 19–21: Z‘ to�iinyn ’en tvfi & Z‘ gemonikvfi & paradejam�eenZ to�yy kyr�iioy
t�ZZn e’yvd�iian ka�ii t�ZZn kard�iian ‘eaytZ& B �ee’ ndesmon toy& toio�yytoy poi�ZZsasa uymi-
�aamatoB p�aanta t�aa kau’ ‘e�kaston toy& b�iioy ’epitZde�yymata oi‘& �oon tinoB s�vvmatoB
m�eelZ z�eeein paraskey�aazei tvfi & ’ek tZ& B kard�iiaB di�ZZkonti pne�yymati. . . .
The fact that her actions as well as what she might know or say are also controlled by

the heart (Z‘ gemonik�oon) is an example of howGregory keeps virtue and knowledge on an
even par. See In Cant. ix , GNO vi . 277. 7–9, where the virtues are described as God’s
plants, with which the intellectual faculty of the soul is engaged (a’ ret�aaB d�ee
ei’& nai t�ZZn fyte�iian toy& ueoy& memau�ZZkamen, per�ii ‘a�B Z‘ dianoZtik�ZZ tZ& B cyxZ& B
Z‘mv& n d�yynamiB a’sxoloym�eenZ). On virtue and knowledge see Meredith, ‘Homily 1’,
esp. 146–7; see also Meredith, The Cappadocians, 59 f.
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breast ‘does not keep grace enclosed in itself but gives the teat of the
Word to those who need it’.108

The idea is not as complete as that inHomily 3, but Gregory obviously
envisages the same epistemological flow. In Homily 3 the hegemonikon
received and distributed the ‘sweet fragrance of the Lord’; in Homily 7
we read that the breast distributed the ‘teat of the Word’. One can
presume that the breast received the milk of the Word in the same way
as the bride’s actions received the Lord’s fragrances in Homily 3:
through the hegemonikon. Receiving the Word from the heart, the breast
turns it intomilk and gives it in turn to those in need.109With this interior
to exterior flow of epistemology seen in Homily 3 and Homily 9 one can
appreciate more easily something of the meaning that lies beneath the
first occasion in the In Canticum in which Gregory mentions the heart in
this sense.
In the course of commenting in Homily 1 on the lines, ‘Let him kiss

me with the kisses of his mouth, for your breasts are better than wine’
(Song 1: 2), Gregory paraphrases the Lord’s reproach of Simon, ‘You
gave me no kiss.’ Simon would have been cleansed had he received a
purifying kiss. Such a soul ‘looks at the treasure house of good things’.110

Gregory then identifies this treasure house as ‘the heart, from which
there comes to the breasts an abundance of divinemilk by which the soul
is nourished’.111 Reading this earlier text with the knowledge of what we
come to know from Homilies 3 and 7 on the identity of heart and
hegemonikon, we can see that indeed it is the hegimonikon that received a
kiss. The effect of this kiss is passed on from the heart to the breasts as
divine milk.
While it is difficult to read this text without the help of Homilies 3 and

7, the text does mention the role of the kiss, which the other texts do not
mention, and this symbol of the kiss provides an important clue to the
encounter between the divine presence (the Word or Bridegroom) and

108 In Cant. vi i , GNO vi . 242. 10–11.
109 If the process of the Word becoming the milk of teaching requires any special

faculty we can presume that Gregory has this in mind at In Cant. vi i , GNO vi . 224. 3–7,
when he speaks of a faculty (d�yynamiB) of the soul which refines teachings (did�aagmata)
in such a way that makes them capable of being received. One can presume that this is the
work of the Z‘ gemonik�oon, or under its dominion. See also In Cant. vi i , GNO vi . 226.
18–227. 6, where this function is set in ecclesiological relief through the metaphor of
teeth.

110 See In Cant. i , GNO vi . 33. 5–11. Gregory seems to conflate Simon the Pharisee
(Luke 7: 45) and Simon the Leper (Matt. 26: 6).

111 Ibid., 33. 12–13.
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the heart (hegemonikon). The divine kiss is generally associated with
purification, and indeed this appears to be what it accomplishes in the
In Canticum;112 but it also has implications for union, which Gregory
brings out in Homily 1 by associating the kiss with the sense of touch.
‘A kiss’, says Gregory, ‘is accomplished through the sense of

touch’,113 and there is likewise a corresponding spiritual sense of touch
which has the specific purpose of ‘grasping the Word’.114 Hence a kiss
unites with the Word in a partial, yet nevertheless real, contact between
the Word and the bride.115 This grasping of the Word in a kiss is rather
similar, then, to the grasp of faith, both being faculties that unite and
mediate.
In drawing this section to a conclusion, it is well to recall what we

observed in Chapter 2 regarding the capacity of the mind (including this
aspect of mind called hegemonikon) to penetrate into the ineffable divine
presence, the Holy of Holies beyond images, thoughts, and concepts.116

While the mind could penetrate there, it was not capable of comprehen-
sion, but there yet remained the possibility of union by the grasp of faith,
or, stated in a different way, union through this kiss which grasps (of) the
Word. The union achieved by this grasping, whether by faith or by a kiss,
initiates the epistemological flow which this chapter has been concerned
to reveal. This union has an effect upon themind, or more specifically on
the hegemonikon. It is ‘bedewed with faint insights by the drops on the
locks of the Beloved’; ‘receives a transmission of mysteries hidden in the
heart of the Lord’; ‘receives the sweet fragrance of the Lord’. What is
received is passed on to the breasts as ‘milk of divine instruction’, ‘the
wine of divine teaching’. As the Word cannot be contained but must
express itself, so John cannot contain the Word which he has absorbed
in the sponge of his heart, and so he offers the teat of the Word, his
breast deified, for the nourishment of others. Neither the thoughts of
John nor those of the bride have grasped the Word in comprehension,
but in grasping the Word through faith, through a kiss, through placing
one’s head on the breast of the Lord, one’s thoughts, words, and deeds

112 In Cant. i , GNO vi . 33. 4–5: kau�aarsion g�aar ’esti ‘r�yypoy pant�ooB toy& to
t�oo f�iilZma. See also In Cant. i , GNO vi . 40. 8–9 and In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 323.
18–324. 2.

113 In Cant. i , GNO vi . 34. 9–10.
114 Ibid., 34. 12: . . .Z‘ ‘aptom�eenZ toy& l�oogoy. . . .
115 See Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici’, 177–9; Cortesi subordinates the union

mediated by the spiritual sense of touch (a kiss) to that mediated by the spiritual sense of
smell.

116 e.g. In Cant. i , GNO vi . 40. 6–7.
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are moistened by this union with the Fountain of teaching, the Fountain
of presence. Hence the bride’s exhortations excite her maidens, and
Paul, containing what cannot be contained, manifests ‘Christ speaking
himself ’.117

Conclusion

By now it should be obvious why this chapter has focused on the
imagery of flow: fountains, rivers, streams, waves, drops of dew and
rain, breasts flowing with milk and wine are all part of an interconnected
constellation of images which constitutes the metaphorical framework
within which Gregory conceives and expresses some of his views on the
transforming presence of God in the soul and something of the episte-
mological character of the effects of this unionwhich aremediated to the
mind: rain of teaching, fountain of teaching, fountain of thought, wave
of thought, moisture of thought, milk of divine instruction, wine of
divine teaching. These were some of the metaphors we saw used and
grounded in an experience of divine presence and expressed in similarly
flowing imagery as Fountain of presence, Fountain of beauty, Fountain
of goodness, Fountain of mystery, filling the mouth of the bride with
words of eternal life. Her mouth being filled, her breasts overflow.
While the role of faith was lexically less dominant in this constellation

of metaphors, it did appear significantly in those texts concerning
the sacramental birth of our access to divine life: baptism. Speaking
of the summit of faith (which ironically is the epistemological level at
which faith performs its role of union), Gregory says that from it pour
forth fountains, and the streams from these fountains are the beginning
of our transformation towards divinity.118 Through the uniting function
faith (which Chapter 3 explored), the Divine Fountain becomes present
in the soul where it flows into the actions and words of the believer, and
out of the belly of this believer, Gregory says, will stream forth rivers of
living water.119 Faith, then, mediates this union with the Fountain, and in
so doing mediates the flow of ‘words of eternal life’ in the words and
deeds of the believer. This function of faith is embodied by John and the
bride.
In the preceding chapters, our focus was on the role of faith as

the faculty of union between the soul and God at the summit of an

117 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 88. 5–6. 118 In Cant. vi i i , GNO vi . 250. 13–15.
119 In Cant. xiv , GNO vi . 414. 11–12.
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apophatic ascent; in this reserved and exalted sense, and in this sense
only, faith in Gregory of Nyssa takes on the role of a technical term. In
the present chapter our emphasis has been slightly different. We see this
exalted, technical sense of faith as it mediates and initiates this episte-
mological flow, the moisture of thought.
The grasp of faith, therefore, mediates in two directions. Along a fairly

rigorously maintained apophatic trajectory, faith mediates union with
God beyond all concepts (in the In Canticum it is most often the Word
that is the object of union). However, this union with the Word by faith
alone initiates another trajectory, the tendency of the Word to fill the
mouth of John or the bride with discourse.
With faith’s twofold mediation as a foundation the following chapter

will explore the logophatic dimension of this encounter with the Word,
that is, we will examine the Word’s tendency to express itself in the
discourse and deeds of those who attain apophatic union with theWord.
While indeed the apophatic element is central to Gregory’s thought, as
many scholars have pointed out, this logophatic dimension will be seen
to be no less central; for it is the other side of the coin of union ‘by faith
alone’. But without a sufficient appreciation of the mediating role of
faith and epistemological flow that characterizes many of the encounters
with the Word, this complementary dimension of logophasis will likely be
overlooked.120

120 For example, a recent and in many ways satisfactory treatment of Gregory’s
apophaticism is D. Carabine’s chapter on Gregory in her The Unknown God. But although
she is interested in faculties of union, she does not appreciate the role of p�iistiB in
Gregory in this specific regard. Someone who does appreciate the role of p�iistiB is
B. Pottier, in Dieu et le Christ selon Grégoire de Nysse, 215 et passim, but he only sees the
apophatic side. Perhaps this is due to the fact that he emphasizes the ‘rupture’ between
p�iistiB and gnv& siB, whereas this study, while clearly acknowledging a certain disconti-
nuity between the two, emphasizes the continuity as well as the discontinuity. As we have
said before: p�iistiB hands on to di�aanoia (now we might say more specifically the
Z‘ gemonik�oon) something of what it has grasped of the Ungraspable. M. Canévet, Grégoire
de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 63, would seem to agree when she observes that the
‘intuition de la foi’ attempts to translate itself into concepts.
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6

Christ Speaking Himself:
The Logophatic Discourse of Paul

and the Bride

Introduction

In Chapter 2 we illustrated that while the mind can enter the presence of
God, the darkness wherein God dwells, it cannot perform an act of
understanding on the divine ousia. However, the mind does undergo
something important. The Word touches the door of the mind and
comes to dwell there.1 The mind is fertile earth in which the Bridegroom
takes root, and is watered by divine teaching.2 Although the mind does
not grasp in comprehension what it seeks in darkness (i.e. God), God yet
acts upon the mind, or as Gregory says, moistens or bedews the mind
with insight. This moisture is distilled by the mind, and this distillation
can be reflected upon, understood, and expressed. It is not ‘gold but the
likeness of gold’. This is how the mind, hanging over the abyss of
incomprehensibility in Homily 7 on Ecclesiastes, manages to arrive at
its comprehension—its grasp—that the transcendent cannot be grasped
beyond the knowledge that the transcendent is other than what can be
known.3 This is discursive knowledge grounded in the non-discursive.
Hence, while the mind does not grasp the divine essence, this is not to

1 In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 324. 13–15. Gregory goes on to explain (324. 20–325. 2 f.) that
the key to the door of the mind is the ‘beautiful words’ of scripture; through spiritual
interpretation of such words as ‘sister’, ‘companion’, ‘dove’, ‘perfect one’, the doors open
up. See Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 60; Dünzl, Braut und Bräutigam,
166; see also R. Norris, ‘The Soul Takes Flight: Gregory of Nyssa and the Song of Songs’,
Anglican Theological Review 80 (1998), 517–32.

2 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 97. 18–98. 2. 3 In Eccl., SC, vi i . 8. 104–6.



say that the mind is capable of nothing whatever. It maintains a certain
receptive capacity.
That the mind does not grasp the Beloved in comprehension, how-

ever, is not to say that the Beloved is not grasped in any manner
whatever. In Chapter 3 we demonstrated that the faculty which grasps
the Beloved in union, the faculty which bridges the gap between the
mind andGod, is faith: faith allows the Beloved to enter and dwell within
as a result of this union. By means of faith this soul is awash with divine
presence, and faith gives to the mind something of what it has grasped of
the Beloved, not overflowing torrents, but drops of knowledge, however
faint, from the locks of the Beloved. The union is apophatic, but the
effect is logophatic; for theWord fills themouth of the bride ‘with words
of eternal life’.
Chapter 5 examined the epistemological framework which is

grounded in union. God is a fountain of presence, and through baptism
the soul becomes a flowing fountain. Faith mediates this transforming
flow: from this summit of faith pour forth the fountains of the Jordan
and ‘the stream from these fountains has become the beginning of our
transformation into divinity’.4 The union achieved by faith initiates this
flow of the ‘fountains of the River Jordan’, ‘the fountain of mysteries’.
This union has an effect upon themind, specifically the heart as directing
faculty (hegemonikon), which in turn distributes it to where it is needed.
Keeping in mind this idea of epistemological flow established in

Chapter 5, the present chapter proposes to examine in greater detail
what I have come to call logophasis: as a fruit of apophatic union with the
Word (logos), the Word expresses (phasis) itself through the deeds and
discourse of the one whom the Word indwells.

Paul and Logophasis

The In Canticum does not use spousal imagery exclusively of the bride.
In Homily 2 Paul is the ‘bride of Christ made radiant from darkness’.5 In
Homily 3 Paul is the ‘bride who imitates the Bridegroom through his
virtues’.6 Indeed the experiences of Paul in the In Canticummerit consid-
eration, for his experiences of indwelling union reveal some important
characteristics of logophasis. More than once during the course of this
study we have had occasion to examine the well-known passage from

4 In Cant. vi i i , GNO vi . 250. 13–15. 5 In Cant. i i , GNO vi . 48. 15–16.
6 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 91. 4–5.
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Homily 3 on ‘gold and the likeness of gold’. Let us return once again to
this Homily and consider the experience of Paul.
In the course of Homily 3 Gregory comments on Song 1: 11–12: ‘we

shall make for you likenesses of gold with studs of silver while the king is
on his couch’. In the midst of commenting on this passage Gregory asks
the question, ‘why likenesses of gold and not gold’?7 He sees in this
distinction between the likeness of gold and the gold itself something
analogous to our understanding of the nature of God: ‘every teaching
concerning the ineffable nature [sc. of God] . . . is the likeness of gold and
not gold itself ’;8 for ‘the divine nature transcends every grasp of the
mind’.9 Gregory then draws on the example of Paul to prove his conten-
tion that every teaching concerning the divine ousia falls short of under-
standing the divine ousia, even if it is the most exalted understanding
conceivable.
Gregory emphasizes the apophatic context in which Paul finds him-

self (2 Cor. 12:4). Paul has been initiated into the ineffable (a’p�oorrZta)
where paradoxically he heard words that could not be pronounced
(a’ lal�ZZtvn ‘rZm�aatvn). If this is true of Paul, then any understanding
of God remains unutterable (a’ n�eekfrasta).10

In characteristic fashion Gregory subordinates kataphasis to apophasis.
He says that ‘good thoughts’ about God, such as thoughts about his
splendour, or the stamp of his nature (Heb. 1: 3) are not untrue; but that
such kataphatic speech does not capture the divine nature, which is
apophatic, inexpressible.11

In contrast to the inability of the mind to grasp the divine nature,
however, we see faith’s ability to do precisely that. ThoughGregory does
not employ in this Homily the language of grasping as he does, for
example, in Homily 6,12 we see faith in its technical role: in an apophatic
context it is mediating divine indwelling. ‘The soul . . . must make dwell
within itself through faith alone the nature that transcends every intelli-
gence.’13 To emphasize this indwelling through the mediation of faith,

7 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 85. 10–15. 8 Ibid., 85. 16–19.
9 Ibid., 86. 13–14: Z‘ ue�iia f�yysiB p�aasZB ‘yp�eerkeitai katalZptikZ& B diano�iiaB.
10 Ibid., 85. 20–86. 1. On the importance of 2 Cor. 12: 4 in Gregory’s works see

Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 200–1 and 368.
11 Ibid., 86. 2–6.
12 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 183. 9: lab�ZZfi tZ& B p�iistevB as opposed to lab�ZZ tv& n

logismv& n at 181. 16.
13 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 87. 5–8: t�ZZn oy&’ n di�aa tv& n toio�yytvn noZm�aatvn

xeiragvgoym�eenZn cyx�ZZn pr�ooB t�ZZn tv& n a’ l�ZZptvn per�iinoian di�aa m�oonZB p�iis-
tevB ei’soik�iizein ’en ‘eaytZ&fi l�eegei dei& n t�ZZn p�aanta noy& n ‘yper�eexoysan f�yysin.
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Gregory immediately has the Bridegroom’s friends address the soul:
‘through faith, you will be put under a yoke and become a dwelling
place for the one who, by dwelling within you, is going to recline in you.
For you will be his throne and will become his abode.’14 Paul is for
Gregory of Nyssa a symbol of faith15 and Paul embodies this indwelling
through faith. He has become a vessel of election and ‘a house contain-
ing what cannot be contained’.16 Through faith Paul has become an
abode of divine indwelling, containing the uncontainable. However, as
we pointed out in Chapter 3, the termsperilZptik�ooB and its apophatic
correlate a’perilZpt�ooB also have epistemological resonances of under-
standing and comprehension.17 Hence, Paul not only contains the
incomprehensible nature, who, through faith, indwells the soul, but
Paul, and especially Paul as an embodiment of faith, also comprehends
the incomprehensible. This is paradox, not contradiction, and points
beyond the realm of discursive reason where, as we have seen on a
number of occasions, faith plays its apophatic role of union, grasping
with the open palm of aphairesis, knowing without comprehending.18

This is the indwelling union by faith alone.
What are the results of this union? Obviously one important result is

divine indwelling. But in light of what we established in the previous
chapter, we might expect more to be taking place. In Chapter 5 we saw
that any number of texts revealed a tendency on the part of the faculty of
union (faith—whether explicitly mentioned or not), to give to the mind,
the heart, the hegemonikon, something of what it has grasped in union with
the Word. This was often expressed in the language of flow: dew, rain of
divine teaching, milk of divine instruction, wine of instruction, etc. The
heart then distributed this as it was needed, to the virtues or to speech. In
the texts we shall now consider the same dynamic is revealed, but the
imagery will shift from the flow of water to the effusion of scent. As Paul
inhales divine fragrance he is transformed through indwelling union into
a vehicle of the Word itself; his deeds and discourse become vehicles of
divine presence.

14 Ibid., 87. 14–17: s�yy d�ee tay& ta dejam�eenZ ‘ypoz�yygi�oon te ka�ii oi’kZt�ZZrion
gen�ZZsZfi di�aa p�iistevB toy& soi ’enanakl�iinesuai m�eellontoB di�aa tZ& B ’en so�ii kat-
oik�ZZsevB� toy& g�aar a’ytoy& ka�ii ur�oonoB ’�eesZfi ka�ii oi&’koB gen�ZZsZfi .

15 De beat. vi , GNO vi i . ii. 137. 23–4.
16 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 88. 6. For the imagery of the house as part of Gregory’s

ascensional symbolism, see Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 309–11.
17 See Lampe as well as Liddell & Scott, s. v.
18 On this language of paradox see Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique,

337–42, esp. 339.
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The Good Odour of Christ

In his recent study of the In Canticum, Alessandro Cortesi observes that
for Gregory of Nyssa Paul exemplifies ‘one who announces and bears
witness to the gospel in the context of community. Paul . . . exemplifies
the bride, who above all lives the experience of encounter with the
Word, and who, in the transformation generated by this union, transmits
with her very presence to all to whom she is sent the gift of communion
in which she participates.’19 Cortesi’s observation is worthy of note for
the present argument; according to Cortesi Gregory sees Paul’s proc-
lamation of the Word grounded, like the bride, in an experience of
union. Moreover, this union reveals a dynamic that extends beyond
Paul and the bride themselves: they transmit to others the communion
with the Word that they themselves enjoy. The transforming dynamic of
the indwelling Word indwells and transforms others through Paul and
the bride. Paul’s announcement of the gospel is also a vehicle of indwell-
ing communion with the Word. Through Paul the Word brings itself,
expresses itself. This dynamic characterizes Gregory’s treatment of
the effusion of scent and undergirds Paul’s participation in logophasis :
the Word’s self-expression through Paul.
In Homily 1 Gregory uses an olfactory metaphor to speak of a

particular capacity which the soul has to establish communion with
God: ‘the scent of the divine perfume is not fragrance in the nostrils,
but relates to a certain intellectual and spiritual power that inhales the
good odour of Christ (2 Cor. 2: 15) by breathing in the Spirit’.20 In
designating a spiritual sense Gregory voices an already established
tradition.21 For our purpose it is sufficient to note that Gregory, drawing
inspiration from 2 Cor. 2: 15, envisages real contact obtained through
the spiritual sense of smell, contact which results in indwelling of the
Word present in the divine perfume. This capacity of the sense of smell
to establish union with the Word present in the fragrance is taken up
again in Homily 3 when Gregory, this time speaking of the bride, says:

19 Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici’, 228–9: ‘Paolo rappresenta per Gregorio il
tipo esemplare di colui che annuncia e testimonia il vangelo in un ambito comunitario.
Paolo . . . è quindi esemplare della Sposa che vive innanzitutto l’esperienza dell’ incontro
con il Logos, e nella trasformazione generata da questa unione trasmette con la sua stessa
presenza, a tutti coloro cui è inviata, il dono di communione di cui è fatta partecipe.’

20 In Cant. i , GNO vi . 34. 15–18.
21 See Canévet, ‘Sens Spirituel’, Dictionnaire de Spiritualité, vol. xiv, s. v. (Paris, 1990),

cols. 598–617; Meloni, Il profumo dell’ immortalitá: L’interpretazione patristica di Cantico 1,3
(Rome, 1975).
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‘Drawing close to the one whom she desires, before his beauty appears
to her eyes, she touches the one whom she seeks through her sense of
smell . . . ’22 The capacity of the spiritual sense of smell to establish union
with theWord present in the scent of perfume has been well observed by
Cortesi: ‘the mystery of the union between the soul and the Word,
mystery of communication of the life of the Word to the soul, and of
transformation in the divine life reveals itself, even if only partially, by
means of perfume. Precisely to describe this spiritual union Gregory
avails himself of the multiple nuances inferred by the sensible element of
perfume given off by ointment.’23 The soul, then, is transmitted some-
thing in this union: the life of theWord and transformation in divine life.
When Paul (or the bride) breathes in the ‘good odour of Christ’, Gregory
intends an indwelling union by means of the spiritual sense of smell. But
the union does not stop here; Cortesi has also suggested that there is a
transmission of this gift of communion to others.24

Paul becomes the vehicle of this fragrant presence to others. In
Homily 10 Gregory likens the perfume of Christ to rivers streaming
from Paul. ‘The great Paul is such a river of fragrance streaming from the
garden of the Church by the Spirit, and his streamwas the good odour of
Christ.’25 The fragrance of Christ inhaled by Paul is not simply about
indwelling union. Through inhaling the Word present in the fragrance,
Paul himself becomes fragrant, a fragrant transmission of the Word in
the Church. Intimate and abiding as the indwelling presence of theWord
is, it has at the same time a universal destination through Paul.26 Paul’s
evangelical mission grounded in union with the Word is logophatic : the
Word speaks in Paul.
Nor does Gregory limit this to Paul alone; for the same can be said of

‘John, Luke, Matthew, Mark and all the others; all are noble plants of the
bride’s garden. When they were breathed through by that bright south-
erly wind at midday, they became fountains of fragrance that gave off the
good odour of the Gospels.’27 Indeed there is a certain identification
between the perfume of Christ and the perfume generated in the life of
Paul and the evangelists.28

22 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 88. 11–13 f.
23 Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici’, 177. Chapter 5 of Cortesi’s study (pp. 171–

203) is devoted entirely to this theme of perfume; see also Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et
l’herméneutique biblique, 327–8.

24 Ibid., 228–9. 25 In Cant. x , GNO vi . 302. 13–16.
26 Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici’, 197.
27 In Cant. x , GNO vi . 302. 16–303. 2.
28 Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici’, 183.
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Gregory’s way of treating the presence of Christ in the perfume of
incense is carried over into his treatment of myrrh. In Homily 14 he
comments on Song 5: 13: ‘His jaws are like bowls of spice pouring forth
perfumes, his lips are lilies that exude abundant myrrh.’29 The Bride-
groom’s lips are described as dripping with myrrh. This myrrh has a
transforming effect on those who receive it. ‘Therefore, the perfect and
pure eye, which makes of the jaw a bowl that pours and perfumes out of
itself, blossoms with lilies in the form of words that proceed from
the mouth of those who have been beautified by the divine radiance.’30

The organ of speech has been transformed and now gushes forth
perfume, lilies of scented words. While the theme of divine indwelling
is not as obvious in this text as it is in others, given the way divine
perfume works in Gregory, it is fair to infer that the scent of these words
is gathered from the Word itself and therefore bears the presence of the
Word. However, this scent of presence not only manifests itself in
the discourse of those who receive in their mouths the myrrh dripping
from the Word (Bridegroom), but also in deeds. ‘For the text names
those who are pure and who breathe out the sweet smell of virtue, from
drops unceasingly themyrrh that fills the mind of those who receive it.’31

Having identified this transforming process of taking in this divine
presence and then giving it out again in transformed discourse and
virtue, Gregory identifies Paul as one who has become this bowl of
spice, this mouth dripping with myrrh. Paul has taken on the character-
istics previously ascribed to the Word and manifests the same trans-
forming effects of the Word.
Paul is a bowl of spice. Gregory says that this ‘ ‘‘bowl’’ signifies the

truth manifesting itself in simplicity, with no deceptive hollowness, and
that the material it is made of is spice, and its function is to pour forth
perfumes’.32 Paul’s conversion amounts to his becoming a vessel of the
Lord and a great teacher. Gregory now draws out the implications of this
in terms of the indwelling presence of Christ clothed in the language of
knowledge and perfume.

After he had become a ‘vessel of election’ through this fashioning and had
become a bowl for pouring out the wine of the Word, he no longer needed a
human being to infuse into him a knowledge of the mysteries. . . . Rather he

29 Myrrh and incense have similar functions; both are associated with divine presence
and mortification.

30 In Cant. xiv , GNO vi . 404. 15–19. 31 Ibid., 404. 19–22.
32 In Cant. xiv , GNO vi . 402. 2–5.
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himself poured forth the divine drink fromwithin himself and through the sweet
fragrance of Christ poured it out, like a maker of perfume who blends for those
who listened the various blossoms of the virtues. Thus the word was found to be
spice adapted to the need of the one who sought it, in accord with the different
characters and peculiarities of its recipients.33

The source of what Paul knows comes from the indwelling presence
of the fragrant Christ. Just as the indwelling presence of the Word is
scented, so the teaching that pours out from within Paul is likewise
scented, scented with the presence of the Word. Paul teaches to the
nations, and the scent of the teaching is the presence of Christ.
The same transforming presence of the fragrant Word is carried on as

Gregory turns to the rest of the lemma: ‘his lips are lilies that exude
abundant myrrh’ (Song 5: 13b). Once again Gregory introduces Paul and
says that Paul is a mouth dripping with myrrh. Paul has taken on the
qualities previously ascribed to the Bridegroom (Word). While Gregory
has muted explicit reference to divine indwelling, the context of fra-
grance implies it. Just as the myrrh does not remain contained within the
Word but pours into those receptive, so Paul, indwelled by the Word,
pours forth myrrh into Thekla. ‘Now Paul pours this myrrh from his
mouth, myrrhmixed with the pure lily of temperance, into the ears of the
holy virgin (her name was Thekla). She received within herself the
flowing drops. She put to death the outer self and quenched every carnal
thought and craving. After she received the good teaching, her youthful
folly was dead, as well as her outward show of beauty and all her
corporeal senses. The Word alone lived in her . . . ’34

In this moving passage Gregory obviously draws on biblical material.
The death of the outer self is clearly Pauline inspiration (Rom. 6: 3–11; 7:
22–3), and obviously Gregory is familiar with the second-century ro-
mance featuring Thekla.35 However, Gregory is not simply making
reference to widely known inherited material, whether biblical or apoc-
ryphal; rather, he presses these not only into the service of his commen-
tary on the lemma in question, but also into the service of his own
theological concerns regarding the incarnational dynamic of the Word

33 Ibid., 403. 5–13. 34 In Cant. xiv , GNO vi . 405. 1–9.
35 See the second-century romance, The Acts of Paul and Thecla, in New Testament

Apocrypha, vol. ii, ed. W. Schneemelcher, trans. R. Wilson (London, 1965), 353–64. For
a recent study of Thekla in historical context, see S. Davis, The Cult of Saint Thecla: A
tradition of Women’s Piety in Late Antiquity (Oxford, 2001); see also A. Jensen, Thekla: Die
Apostolin. Ein apokrypher Text neu entdeckt (Gütersloh, 1999); Gregory also mentions Thekla
in Vita Macrinae, GNO vi i i . i. 372. 22.
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that indwells Paul and indwells others through Paul. Paul’s speech is
myrrh, and because the myrrh contains the presence of the Word, Paul’s
words to Thekla have the same effect on her that the Word had on Paul:
death to the outer self, dying and rising in Christ, indwelling presence of
the Word. Paul speaks to Thekla, but it is the Word who is heard and
enters her: and now ‘the Word alone lived in her’. Moreover, as we saw
above, Paul is not unique among the apostles to participate in this
logophasis.
Gregory likewise sees Peter’s preaching mission in the house of

Cornelius along the same fragrant and transforming lines we have
been exploring. Still commenting on the lemma, ‘his lips are lilies that
exude abundant myrrh’ (Song 5: 13), Gregory recalls Peter’s address to
pagans about Jesus, during which Peter witnesses the descent of the
Holy Spirit upon them and after which he gives instruction that they
be baptized in the name of Jesus (Acts 10: 32–48). Interpreting this
passage through the lenses of Song 5: 13 and Rom. 6: 3–11, Gregory
says: ‘In the same way the great Peter poured fourth the shining lilies of
the Word when he was at the house of Cornelius, and filled the souls
of his listeners with myrrh. As soon as they received theWord they were
buried with Christ and were dead to the world.’36 One could read this
passage as simply a reworking of the Acts material, guided by the imagery
of myrrh that dominates this section of Homily 14. In this case Gregory
would simply be saying that when the people in Cornelius’ house heard
Peter preach, they found him convincing and were thus brought into
the faith. But Gregory is saying more than just this. In light of what we
have seen regarding the presence of Christ in the scent of perfume,
incense, and myrrh,37 it is fair to suggest that when Peter’s audience
receive the Christ-bearing myrrh of his discourse, they receive the Word
that subsequently indwells them in the souls of his audience. Peter’s
discourse, like Paul’s, the bride’s, and the evangelists’, is also about real
presence of the Word in his own fragrant speech. Nor does this stop
with the apostles’ mission. Gregory claims that countless examples of
the same dynamic can be seen in the lives of the saints, ‘who, blossoming
with the lilies of the word, became a mouth for the body of the church,
and filled their listeners with the myrrh that mortifies the passions’.38

The perfumed life and preaching of the apostles and all the holy ones

36 In Cant. xiv , GNO vi . 405. 11–15.
37 To say nothing of Gregory’s understanding of what actually takes place in baptism,

on which see Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici’, 113–69.
38 In Cant. xiv , GNO vi . 405. 16–19.
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exude the presence of the Word that is preached by fragrant deeds and
discourse.

The Perfume of Presence and the Directing Faculty

Because of Gregory of Nyssa’s understanding of the presence of Christ
in the scent of perfume, incense, myrrh, and the consequent perfumed
quality of Paul’s speech we can see more clearly what is at issue when in
Homily 3 Gregory says that Paul revealed Christ speaking in him: ‘When
Paul became a ‘‘vessel of election’’ (Acts 9: 15), he no longer lived his
own life, but revealed Christ living in him and gave proof of Christ
speaking in himself.’39 The divine nature which cannot be spoken by
Paul, can itself speak through Paul. By virtue of Paul’s union with the
Word by faith alone, the scent of the Word dwelling within Paul, the
Word’s dynamic tendency to express itself, expresses itself in the actions
and words of Paul.
In light of the relationship we saw in Chapter 5 between faith and the

mind (or the heart or the hegemonikon) it is not surprising to see faith pass
on to the mind something of what it has grasped of the ungraspable and
then to see this rendered as speech.40 But themind also distributes this to
the virtues. For, as Gregory says in Homily 9, the intellectual faculty is
also occupied with the virtues.41 Hence, while the intellectual faculty
is bedewed with drops of knowledge, drops of the night from the locks
of the Beloved (and this moisture of presence in turn distributed to and
expressed in Paul’s speech in such a way that when Paul speaks, it is
‘Christ speaking himself ’) the bedewing of the intellectual faculty can
also be passed on to the virtues; and likewise with the perfume of
the Word’s presence, for Gregory claims that ‘the bride has received
the good odour of Christ in the directing part of her soul and has made
of her heart a sachet of such incense, and she makes all her actions, like
the limbs of the body, seethe with the Spirit which spreads from
her heart so that no iniquity cools her love of God in any part of her
body.’42 The ruling part of the soul receives the divine scent and

39 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 88. 4–5: . . . ’en ‘eaytv&fi deikn�yyein zv& nta ’ekei& non ka�ii
dokim�ZZn did�oonai toy& ’en a’ytv&fi laloy& ntoB Xristoy& . . . .

40 On the priority of thought over speech see Pottier, Dieu et le Christ, 193–206.
41 In Cant. ix , GNO vi . 277. 7–9: a’ ret�aaB d�ee ei&’nai t�ZZn fyte�iian toy& ueoy&

memau�ZZkamen, per�ii ‘a�B Z‘ dianoZtik�ZZ tZ& B cyxZ& B Z‘mv& n d�yynamiB a’sxoloym�eenZ.
42 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 94. 19–95. 3.
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distributes it to all activity.43 This is how Paul can inhale ‘the good
odour of Christ’ (2 Cor. 2: 15) and find his actions perfumed with virtue,
the presence of Christ. ‘Thus Paul the bride imitated the Bridegroom by
his virtues and inscribed in himself that unapproachable Beauty by
means of their fragrance. From the fruits of the Spirit, love, joy and
peace, he made his nard and said he was the ‘‘good odour of Christ’’
(2 Cor. 2: 15). Paul breathed in that transcendent, unapproachable grace
and gave himself to others as incense to receive according to their
ability.’44 This text illustrates Gregory’s understanding of virtue not
simply as the performance of a good deed, but as outward manifestation
of interior union with Christ who dwells within. Whether in his speech
or in his actions, by virtue of union by the grasp of faith, Paul manifests
Christ dwelling within (cf. Gal. 2: 19–20).45 That is why Paul has a
transforming effect on those around him. He has become a fragrance
bringing either life or death, and those who inhale Paul’s scent
(Christ) are transformed accordingly: Titus, Silvanus, Timothy, Thekla
partake of this perfume and advance in perfection. Paul is their example,
but it is because of Christ’s presence in Paul’s fragrance that it is
transforming.46

The Bride and the Daughters of Jerusalem

The bride is an example of logophasis par excellence. As we examine this
in a number of significant places in the In Canticum we shall necessarily
consider texts which we have already looked at whilst discussing
apophatic union and its mediation by faith. It remains, however, to
highlight the logophatic dimension of these apophatic texts.

43 As Cortesi has well observed, virtue is not simply a question of the imitation of
Christ as an exterior model; such imitation is sustained interiorly by the indwelling
presence of Christ. See Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici’, 184 et passim.

44 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 91. 4–11.
45 The theme is repeated at In Cant. vi i , GNO vi . 207. 7–11, where Gregory seems to

speak interchangeably of God indwelling the soul and Christ indwelling the soul:
‘�ooti m�een oy&’ n o‘ t�oon ue�oon ’en ‘eaytv&fi f�eervn forei& �oon ’esti toy& ’en a’ytv&fi kauidrym�ee-
noy, dZ& lon ka�ii pr�oo tv& n Z‘met�eervn l�oogvn �aa’ n e�ii’Z� o‘ g�aar kat�aa t�oon ‘�aagion
Pay& lon mZk�eeti a’yt�ooB zv& n a’ ll�aa zv& nta ’�eexvn ’en ‘eaytv&fi t�oon Xrist�oon ka�ii doki-
m�ZZn dido�yyB toy& ’en a’ytv&fi laloy& ntoB Xristoy& . . . .

46 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 91. 17–92. 4. Gregory says the smell of this incense can bring
either life or death depending on whether one is a dove or a beetle.
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Arise Daughters of Jerusalem

A central text in this study has been Gregory’s commentary on Song 3: 4
in Homily 6, where the bride grasps the Beloved by faith. It is a text
which shows both apophatic and logophatic elements mediated by faith.
Since we have discussed earlier the apophatic elements in this text, it is
sufficient simply to summarize them now.
The bride embarks upon an apophatic ascent in search of the Beloved.

Embraced by the divine night and seeking him in darkness, she aban-
dons all knowledge gained from sense perception. There, in the divine
night on the bed which symbolizes union, she loved the Beloved though
he escaped the grasp of her thought.47 But she wants to know his
substance (ousia), so she sets out again in higher ascent, through higher
realms of knowledge, searching but not finding. She then begins to
abandon all she has learnt, realizing that her Beloved is known only in
not comprehending. And so, forsaking all manner of comprehension,
she found her Beloved by faith. The bride finds the Beloved not by the
grasp of thought but by the grasp of faith, and once found by this grasp
of faith she will not let him go.48

This well-known passage fromHomily 6 features union by the faculty
of pistis: the ‘grasp of faith’ rather than the ‘grasp of thought’49 crowns an
apophatic ascent, an ascent that features a strong aphairetic motif of
persistent release or letting go of images, concepts, and knowledge.
While the text’s major thrust is clearly this ascent to apophatic union
by the grasp of faith, it ends in logophasis.
Although the logophatic element is more muted here than in other

texts, we see it nevertheless just after Gregory draws to a close his
commentary on Song 3: 1–4 with a full citation of the lemma. Having
been embraced by the divine night, and searching in darkness for the
Beloved, and letting go of all manner of comprehension only to arrive at
that unknowing higher than knowing, where she is united to the Beloved
by the grasp of faith, the bride then turns around and begins to speak to
her maiden companions: ‘after this the bride speaks lovingly to the
daughters of Jerusalem’.50 The apophatic silence of deep interiority, in
which union by faith takes place, flows into speech. They are of a piece.
It is important to note the exegetical base of this movement from
apophatic union to speech: Gregory has moved from commenting on
Song 3:4 which features the bride’s finding and beholding the Beloved to

47 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 181. 12–16. 48 Ibid., 183. 7–10.
49 Cf. ibid., 181. 16 and 183. 9. 50 Ibid., 184. 10–11.
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the next lemma, which features the bride directly addressing her compan-
ions: ‘I have charged you, O daughters of Jerusalem, by the powers and
by the virtues of the field neither to arouse nor awaken love until it
desires’ (Song 3: 5). This movement is dictated by the scriptural text
itself. The logophatic element, exegetically grounded in the change of
perspective in the text of scripture itself, is seen in the effect which her
words have on the daughters of Jerusalem. The bride’s words make the
daughters of Jerusalem ‘rise up to an equal measure of love so that also in
them the will of the Bridegroom might be accomplished’.51 The dis-
course of the bride provokes the same response in the daughters of
Jerusalem that the Word provoked in the bride: ascending desire ‘to
know his substance and in what he consists’.52 By virtue of her union
with the Beloved, the bride’s discourse, like Paul’s, manifests the Word
and bears witness to her union by faith.
The bride’s union with the Beloved at night in the chamber of her

heart, is tantamount to Homily 3’s description of the Bridegroom
dwelling in her heart as a sachet of incense between her breasts. These
are both images of union. But with the image of the sachet between her
breasts we read that the divine presence is somehow received by
the hegemonikon, which then distributes this (we suggested that this
reception was mediated by faith, since faith is the faculty of union).53

Hence, the bride’s actions ‘seethe with breath from her heart’, that is,
with divine presence. And so with the bride’s discourse.
In her apophatic union, faith has passed on to the mind (specifically

the hegemonikon) something of what it has grasped of the Beloved, not an
overflowing torrent of knowledge, but mere drops from the locks of the
Beloved. And so her discourse has taken on the quality of the Word by
which it has been moistened: the incarnational dynamism to express and
to excite desire for union. The bride herself has sought the Word and by
virtue of having grasped it by faith she has become an icon of this.
We see, then, the paradoxical double-face of union. The apophatic

face features the journey of desire elicited by the Word acting upon the
bride, a journey to union with theWord by the grasp of faith. Its defining
feature is the shedding of language, concept, and image in bold gestures
of aphairesis, and the resulting union renders the bride a vehicle of the
Word. Logophasis, by contrast, features the taking on of concept and
language in an ever deeper participation in the incarnational dynamic of

51 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 184. 14–15. 52 See ibid., 181. 17–19.
53 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 94. 19–95. 3.
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the Word by virtue of her union with the Word. Its fundamental
dynamism is incarnation and manifestation. Within the context of the
incarnational dynamism is situated, parallel and harmonious, the char-
acteristic of faith, noted by Canévet, to translate into concepts, and
hence discourse, something of what it has grasped of the Infinite.54

Faith mediates this coincidentia oppositorum of apophasis and logophasis, of
silence and speech, of the abandonment of knowledge and the blossom-
ing of virtue and discourse.

Honeycomb Full of Instruction

Taking the reference to the virgin soul in Homily 1 to be compatible with
what can be said generally of the bride, we see another representative
example of logophasis. In the course of interpreting Song 1: 2, ‘Let him
kiss mewith the kisses of his mouth,’ Gregory has the bride approach the
Bridegroom, whose mouth is a fountain of words of eternal life.

The virgin soul desires to approach the fountain of spiritual life. The fountain is
the mouth of the Bridegroom, from which pour forth words of eternal life,
filling the mouth drawn to it, just as the Prophet did when he drew in spirit
through his mouth. Because it is necessary for someone drawing water from the
fountain to attach mouth to mouth, . . . so the thirsting soul desires to bring her
own mouth to his mouth that pours out life and says, ‘Let him kiss me with the
kisses of his mouth.’55

The kissing of this fountain who is the Bridegroom is a metaphor of
union. The result of this union is that the bride’s mouth is filled with
words of eternal life flowing from the fountain of the Word.56

Because the bride (the soul) communes with the fountain of theWord
she herself becomes a fountain of words. In Homily 9, for example, her
breasts are fountains of good teachings,57 and the Bridegroom turns
round to look at the bride and remarks: ‘your heart has become a
honeycomb full of every kind of instruction’.58 The bride’s heart is full
of instruction because she adheres by faith to the fountain of teaching,
who has moistened her heart with this instruction. Gregory then blends
the imagery of the heart as fountain of good teaching with the heart as
honeycomb by saying that this heart-become-honeycomb drips with

54 Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 63.
55 In Cant. i , GNO vi . 32. 9–33. 2.
56 On the kiss as a symbol of union in Gregory see Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei

Cantici’, 177–9; see also Canévet,Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 342–7, esp. 344.
57 In Cant. ix , GNO vi . 263. 13. 58 Ibid., 270. 7–8.
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these words of teaching: ‘Your heart has become a honeycomb full of
every kind of instruction. From your heart’s treasure come your words.
They are honeyed drops that the Word might be blended with milk and
honey.’59

Gregory observes how admirable are the words of the bride as they
drip from the honeycomb of her mouth. ‘They are not simply words’, he
says, ‘but power.’60 For the bride ‘is guided by the Word’. The power of
the bride’s discourse is the fruitful productivity of the Word itself.
Hence, Gregory says there is a ‘garden blossoming from her mouth’;
such is the fruitful discourse of one united to the Word.
The bride’s union with the Word is the ‘power’ in her discourse, and

we have described in the previous chapter the epistemological frame-
work which guides and grounds this flow of words: faith hands on to the
directing faculty of the heart something of what it has received from
the incense of presence, something of what it has grasped of the
Beloved, which in turn is distributed as needed: discourse that moves,
excites, and transforms; actions that manifest the fragrant presence of
the Word.
Those who receive the words that issue from the garden of her mouth

receive, as it were, seeds into their hearts, and these ‘words of faith
become a garden planted in their hearts’.61 The discourse of the bride,
then, reveals the power, fruitfulness, and productivity of theWord, who,
in a kiss of union, has filled her mouth with words of eternal life.

Shot Forth like an Arrow and at Rest with the Archer

This tendency of the bride to exhort with words of power is a dimension
of her experience of union with theWord and is seen also in Homily 4, in
a text which we considered in some detail in Chapter 3. The bride is
wounded by an arrow. The arrow is the Son; the archer is love, later
identified as God, and the arrow’s tip is faith that has been moistened by
the spirit of life.62 As demonstrated previously, faith performs its tech-
nical role of mediating divine union, which Gregory expresses in the
image of an arrow penetrating the heart of the bride. There is no need to
represent that discussion here; what remains to be highlighted, however,
is the logophatic dimension of, theWord’s self-expression in, this union.

59 In Cant. ix , GNO vi . 270. 7–11.
60 Ibid., 280. 3: ka�ii tay& ta d�yynam�iiB ’estin o’y ‘r�ZZmata.
61 Ibid., 282. 4–7. 62 In Cant. iv , GNO vi . 127. 10–16.
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Having been penetrated by the divine arrow, the bride herself be-
comes an arrow with which the archer takes aim and fires into the air.
Gregory describes in the language of marital embrace the archer’s
embrace of the arrow-bride. The effect of this conflation of imagery
allows Gregory to state his theological view that ascent and interiority,
ascent and rest, are a single movement. Hence, the bride says, ‘I am at
once shot forth like an arrow and am at rest in the hands of the archer.’63

Yet in the context of this divine union, the bride ‘exhorts the daughters
of Jerusalem’.64 She instructs them and leads them to a life of virtue.65

Again we see what appears to be a characteristic of Gregory’s apo-
phaticism, i.e., a logophatic dimension. By virtue of her (apophatic)
union, the bride yet speaks. Indeed she must speak, for in this union
she takes on the incarnational dynamic of the Word. The Word pene-
trated her heart like an arrow, and her desire was enflamed. She herself
becomes this arrow, and as a characteristic of this arrow is to elicit desire,
so the words of exhortation of this bride-become-arrow instruct, guide,
and elicit from those around her a burning desire for the Beloved.
Just as ascent and interiority are two aspects of one movement, so

logophasis and apophasis are not movements in opposite directions, but
different aspects of her union with theWord. That the bride is at once an
arrow being shot and a spouse embraced reinforces this. The power of
her words of exhortation to her maiden companions is the same power
which has sent the bride aloft.

Conclusion

To conclude this examination of logophasis in Paul and the bride, we can
observe that it should come as no particular surprise to see why Gregory
refers to Paul as bride.66 Both figures reveal the dialectic of apophasis–
logophasis, this movement towards and procession from union mediated
by faith, and both are paradigms of that exalted faith which has led
Pottier, among others, to identify the central role of faith in Gregory’s

63 Ibid., 129. 15–16. 64 Ibid., 129. 20–1.
65 Ibid., 131. 4–10. Once again we note the exegetical base that guides Gregory’s

apophatic–logophatic thought: the scriptural text itself moves from the image of embrace
(union) to one of exhoration: ‘His left hand is under my head, and his right hand will
embrace me. I have charged you daughters of Jerusalem . . . ’ (Song 2: 6–7).

66 In Cant. i i , GNO vi . 48. 15; In Cant. i i i . 91. 4–5; see also In Cant. i . 40. 9–12 and In
Cant. ix . 279. 12–13.
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understanding of divine union.67 However, while both figures reveal the
apophatic–logophatic union mediated by the grasp of faith, one is not
the complete replica of the other, and differences between Paul and
the bride are worth observing.
Logophasis is seen on the part of both Paul and the bride within

the general context of theosis. However, it is elaborated with respect to
each within the exegetical parameters delineated by the scriptural texts
upon which Gregory is commenting. Hence, the bride’s logophasis tends
to be linked to explicit experiences of union with the Beloved because
the imagery of the scriptural texts upon which Gregory comments
favour this. However, in the case of the bride it is less obvious that it
is the Word who is speaking; one has to consider the effects that her
discourse has on the daughters of Jerusalem to see that it is the same
effect that the Word has on the bride. But in the case of Paul it is much
more obvious that the Word is expressing itself.
Paul’s encounter with the Word is depicted in the language of divine

indwelling, andGregory develops the apophasis–logophasis dynamic largely
with the help of three texts from 2 Corinthians: 12: 4: 13: 3 and 2: 15. The
logophasis of Paul is largely determined by these three pericopes.
The vision of Paul caught up in the third heaven (2 Cor. 12: 4), is
developed along decidedly apophatic lines. The indwelling Christ speak-
ing in Paul (2 Cor. 13: 3) and Paul bearing ‘the good odour of Christ’ (2
Cor. 2: 15) become, then, the logophatic correlate tied to the apophatic
experience of 2 Corinthians 12: 4.
These observations of the logophatic dimension of the apophatic

experiences of Paul and the bride put us in a position to view Gregory’s
understanding of the encounter with God in bolder relief. We see, for
example, that for Gregory of Nyssa union with God has a double face.
There is the apophatic face of divine union characterized most typically
by aphairetic gestures of letting go, only for this epistemological ascent
to be crowned finally by the open-palmed grasp of faith. However, in
many of the most apophatic of texts we see yet a taking on of discourse,
of concepts rendered into speech. This taking on of discourse is para-
doxically as much a part of the experience of union as the apophatic
dimension. I say paradoxically because the apophatic dimension of Paul
or the bride in ascent has entailed, on the one hand, the letting go of
concepts, of knowledge, and therefore of speech. Paul or the bride in

67 Pottier, Dieu et le Christ, 214–20, esp. 215; see also Desalvo, L’ ‘oltre’ nel presente,
215–26.
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ascent is characterized by apophasis. On the other hand, however, Paul or
the bride having ascended on high is characterized also by logophasis.
While we can only agree with the many scholars who have drawn

attention to Gregory’s apophaticism and to the constitutive role
this apophaticism plays in his thought, the logophatic dimension of his
apophatic theology plays likewise an important role. It is only by focus-
ing on the dual mediation of faith that this double face of union,
apophatic and logophatic, stands out. From the perspective of
the apophatic side of this dialectic, faith mediates union; from the
perspective of the logophatic side of this dialectic, faith hands on to
the mind something of what it has grasped of the Beloved; it mediates
the drops of the night, the obscure knowledge from the locks of the
Beloved, which in turn is rendered as fragrant Word-bearing speech and
virtue.
Indeed it is the power of the Word and its dynamic tendency to

become incarnate that constitute logophatic discourse. However, it is
not a question of finding individual, logophatic words pronounced by
either Paul, or the bride, or Peter, etc. The key, rather, is to observe in
apophatic texts, which feature union or divine indwelling, the effect
which the subsequent discourse has on those who witness it. Titus,
Silvanus, and Timothy inhale the scent of Paul’s speech and virtue and,
because of theWord’s presence in this scent, they too are transformed.68

When Paul addresses Thekla and teaches her, she is transformed upon
hearing these words from which truth shines; she, like Paul, becomes a
dwelling place of the Word: ‘after this teaching . . . the Word alone lived
in her’.69 When the bride addresses her maiden companions, her words
have the same effect upon them as theWord had upon the bride, namely,
the enflaming of desire ‘to know his substance and in what he consists’.
This is because the bride’s words are suffused in the Word. The bride’s
apophasis is her letting go of everything she had known; logophasis is seen in
the effects of her Word-bearing speech on those around her, speech
which proceeds from what the mind received from the grasp of faith.
When the bride communes with the Word by placing her mouth on the
fountain of the Bridegroom’s mouth, her mouth is filled with words of
eternal life.70 Her heart becomes a treasure house of words, ‘honeyed
drops that the Word might be blended with milk and honey’.71 ‘They are
not simply words but power.’72 Because of her union with the Word by

68 In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 91. 17–92. 4. 69 In Cant. xiv , GNO vi . 405. 7–9.
70 See In Cant. i , GNO vi . 32. 9–33. 2. 71 In Cant. ix , GNO vi . 270. 7–11.
72 Ibid., 280. 3.
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the grasp of faith,73 a union which has required the letting go of all
knowledge and speech, the power of the bride’s exhortation of the
daughters of Jerusalem is the fruitful productivity of the Word itself, ‘a
garden blossoming from her mouth’.
Logophasis is a manifestation of the Word in deeds and discourse that

follows directly upon an apophatic experience of union with or indwell-
ing of the Word.74 It is precisely this logophatic dimension of Gregory’s
apophaticism that has not received sufficient scholarly acknowledge-
ment. For if what we have seen of the role of faith is true, then there is no
apophaticism in Gregory of Nyssa which supersedes or is unaccompan-
ied by logophaticism. When considering the logophatic dimension of
Gregory’s apophaticism, however, it is important to distinguish this
from the kataphatic element. Kataphatic speech is ‘the likeness of gold
and not the gold’.75 Because the Bridegroom’s beauty has become visible
for our own benefit, the invisible being made visible, but without
compromising the incomprehensible divine nature,76 clues and traces
of God are retained by creation and give our words the opportunity to
speak of God as ‘wise, powerful, holy, blessed, as well as eternal, judge,
and saviour’.77 Kataphasis is grounded in ‘knowledge of God in his
’en�eergeiai, a knowledge of God deduced through his created effects’.78

Kataphatic speech may make assertions about God, which assertions
bear a certain resemblance to God, like ‘gold and the likeness of gold’. In
logophatic speech, such as that evinced by Paul, the bride, Peter, the
evangelists, and saints, any such assertion is grounded in an experience
of apophatic union, and those words (or deeds), spoken on behalf of the
transformation of others, manifest the power of the Word; logophasis is
human discourse divinized.
This double face of union, apophasis and logophasis, mediated by faith,

prevents, moreover, the possibility of discourse being emptied of all
meaning, but instead assures that it is true expression of theWord.While
for Gregory there is no question of comprehending the divine essence,
there is nevertheless a certain grasp by faith which passes on to intellect,

73 See In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 183. 7–10.
74 As we endeavoured to show especially in Chapter 3, such experiences of union and

indwelling are mediated by faith, whether or not faith is explicitly mentioned.
75 See In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 85. 16–19.
76 In Cant. xi i i , GNO vi . 384, 13–19.
77 In Cant. i , GNO vi . 37. 16–17.
78 Carabine, ‘Gregory of Nyssa on the Incomprehensibility of God’, 79. See also idem,

‘Apophasis East and West’, Recherches de Théologie ancienne et médiévale 55 (1988), 5–29, esp.
11–15.
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not torrents of knowledge, but obscure drops of insight from the locks
of the Beloved. These drops of insight are concepts which can then be
rendered as discourse. Hence, logophasis allows discourse, as Canévet has
said, ‘not to empty itself in a vain extension towards the infinite’.79 Later
Canévet asks, ‘What is the source of religious language? Does it translate
something other than the successive failures of an infinite quest?’80

Based on what we have seen of the discourse of the bride, and of Paul,
as well as Peter and the evangelists, we can say that the source is the
Word itself as it is grasped by faith and mediated to the intellect, the
hegemonikon, the heart. This discourse is the ‘translation’, to borrow
Canévet’s term, not of failure but of union with that fountain of
Presence that has filled the bride’s mouth with words of eternal life.
The flow of her discourse bears witness to and manifests the flow of this
Presence.

79 Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 57.
80 Ibid., 62.
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7

The Luminous Dark Revisited

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to redress the way in which scholarship on
Gregory of Nyssa conceives of his theory of divine union. When
considering Gregory’s mystical theory, the great bulk of scholarship
presents Gregory as a proponent of a mysticism of darkness and conse-
quently extols him as one of the great ‘mystics of darkness’. While I agree
with the general lines of this position, I want to argue that Gregory of
Nyssa’s thought reveals no less what might be termed a mysticism
of light. In what follows I shall first present the broad outlines of this
so-called mysticism of darkness in order to demonstrate that it is tied
exclusively to his interpretation of specific scriptural texts and has
decidedly apophatic concerns. But this is not the only way in which
Gregory expresses the experience of divine union. In the process of
commenting on other scriptural texts, not part of that limited set
of divine darkness texts, Gregory speaks of the bride’s divinization in
light. Moreover, the light in which the soul is divinized must ultimately
be distinguished from that light which is overcome in the first stage of
the divine-darkness motif. The light-of-divinization theme has different
epistemological–ethical concerns which are themselves grounded in the
exegesis of different scriptural lemmata. Just as Gregory’s ‘mysticism of
darkness’ reveals an important, indeed characteristic dimension of his
thought, so Gregory’s ‘mysticism of light’ reveals a likewise important,
indeed characteristic dimension of his thought. For this reason I main-
tain that Gregory’s so-called mysticism is no less one of light than one of
darkness.



Preliminary Considerations

The question of Gregory’s mysticism of darkness entered the scholarly
arena with an essay by Henri-Charles Puech, ‘La ténèbre mystique chez
le Pseudo-Denys l’Aréopagite et dans la tradition patristique’,1 who said
that the theme of the mystical dark finds its centre and its flowering in
Gregory of Nyssa.2 With the subsequent publication of Jean Daniélou’s
chef d’œuvre, Platonisme et théologie mystique,3 the theme of darkness became
something of a carte d’entrée for Gregory of Nyssa as the original and
undisputed founder of mystical theology.4 But indeed the claim was
disputed several years later by Walther Völker in his Gregor von Nyssa als
Mystiker,5 a dispute subsequently made famous by the well-known article
by Daniélou’s Jesuit confrère, Henri Crouzel, who felt his Origen’s
spiritual genius besmirched:6 Gregory can make no claim to be the
founder of mystical theology, ‘car tout l’essentiel se trouve déjà chez Origène’.7

1 In En quête de la Gnose, 2 vols. (Paris, 1978), vol. i, 119–41, esp. 136–9; the article
appeared originally in Etudes Carmélitaines 23 (1938), 33–53; see also J. LeMaitre, ‘Pré-
histoire du concepte de gnophos’, Dictionnaire de Spiritualité, s. v. contemplation, cols.
1868–72; Reallexikon für Antike und Christentum, vol. iv, s. v. Dunkelheit, cols. 350–8.

2 Ibid., 136: ‘Mais c’est en Grégoire de Nysse que toute notre tradition trouve son
centre et son plus magnifique épanouissement.’

3 Daniélou, Platonisme et Théologie mystique, esp. 175–314. See also Daniélou, ‘Mystique
de la ténèbre chez Grégoire de Nysse’, Dictionnaire de Spiritualité, s. v. contemplation, cols.
1872–85.

4 Ibid., 7.
5 Wiesbaden, 1955. Völker announces in the preface his reservations regarding

Daniélou’s insistence on Gregory’s originality. See Daniélou’s review of Völker’s book
in Recherches de Science Religieuse 44 (1956), 617–20, where Daniélou admits to having
exaggerated the differences between Origen and Gregory but at the same time insists
that Völker minimizes their differences and thinks that Gregory is ultimately ‘un plus grand
mystique’.

6 ‘Grégoire deNysse est-il le fondateur de la théologie mystique?’,Revue d’ Ascétique et de
Mystique 33 (1957), 189–202. One of Crouzel’s chief objections is Daniélou’s claim that
Origen himself, along with the other Alexandrians, enjoyed no mystical experience (p.
189), claims which subsequently have been levelled against Gregory, which claims
generate no interest for the present investigation.

7 Ibid., 202. However, whether Gregorian darkness is actually present in Origen, as
Crouzel seems to think, cannot be so easily solved by simply locating in Origen the
existence of the theme of divine darkness. For the same theme is linked to the differing
anthropological and theological presuppositions of each respective author. If God is
difficult to know, or indeed cannot be known, for Origen it is due to the weakness of the
humanmind. ForGregory ofNyssa, however, God is unknowable in himself, irrespective
of the mind’s capacity. Therefore, even though the theme of divine darkness appears both
inOrigen (rarely) and inGregory (more frequently but by nomeans ubiquitously), it is tied
to different epistemological possibilities regarding the knowledge of God, who for both
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This Scylla and Charybdis of who is original and who is derivative has
largely determined the parameters of the debate which have conse-
quently obscured the simple fact that for all Gregory’s supposed concern
for the divine darkness he is equally (if not more) concerned with the
theme of light in describing the transforming experience of God, at least
in the Commentarius in Canticum canticorum. The purpose of this chapter is
to redress this balance.
Whatever Gregory’s contribution, original or derivative, to the devel-

opment of the theme of divine darkness, he (along with Denys the
Areopagite) is identified with this theme more than any other Christian
author in late antiquity.8 It is precisely the identification of Gregory with
this theme which I propose to controvert by arguing the following
thesis: Gregory’s so-called mysticism is no less a mysticism of light
than of darkness. He invokes the theme of divine darkness relatively
infrequently and then only while commenting on certain biblical texts,
and these in quite specific apophatic contexts; he speaksmore frequently
of union by divinization in light. This is not to deny the existence of what
might legitimately be called a ‘mysticism of darkness’, but rather to insist
that Gregory speaks much more often of the further reaches of human
participation in divine life in the language of light.
If Orthodox theologian Olivier Clément can call Gregory of Nyssa

the ‘poet and dramatist of darkness’,9 Gregory is equally the poet and
dramatist of light. Indeed themost cursory reading of theCommentarius in

authors ‘makes darkness his hiding place’ (Ps. 17: 12). On this see the helpful article by
A. Meredith, ‘Licht und Finsternis bei Origenes und Gregor von Nyssa’ in T. Kobusch
and B. Mojsisch (eds.), Platon in der abendländischen Geistesgeschichte (Darmstadt, 1997),
48–59. Cf. J. Dillon, ‘The Knowledge of God in Origen’, in R. van den Broek, T. Baarda,
and J. Mansfield (eds.), Knowledge of God in the Graeco-Roman World (Leiden, 1988), 219–28.
For general background on the difficulty/impossibility of knowing God in Middle
Platonism, see Dillon, The Middle Platonists; see also Carabine, The Unknown God, esp.
51–70; see also Lilla, Introduzione al Medio Platonismo.

8 That the theme is a uniquely Judaeo-Christian theme rooted in the Bible was pointed
out long ago by Puech, ‘La Ténèbre mystique’, 133. In The Foundations of Mysticism, 175,
B. McGinn suggests that ‘we should note that the mysticism of darkness is not found
among pagan Neoplatonists. Indeed, we may even surmise that this distinctively biblical
apophaticsim serves as a critique of late antique pagan theology with its heavy use of light
imagery.’ Cf. Carabine, The Unknown God, 65, who claims to find the theme of divine
darkness also in Celsus; see Origen’s Contra Celsum, vi . 36 [sic]; cf. vi . 17.

9 O. Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism, trans. T. Berkley (London, 1993), 236.
For another identification of Gregory with the mysticism of darkness as opposed to that
of light, written for a largely popular audience, see the anthology prepared by L. Dupré
and J. Wiseman (eds.), Light from Light: An Anthology of Christian Mysticism (Mahwah,
N.J., 1988), 46.
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Canticum canticorum reveals that Gregory is in fact more concerned with
divinization in light than with encountering God in the darkness of
unknowing, and this latter only within a quite limited set of exegetical
and epistemological circumstances.10

From Light to Increasing Darkness

Of all the homilies in the Commentarius in Canticum canticorum, Homily 11,
in which Gregory comments on Song 5: 2–7, is perhaps the clearest
presentation of Gregory’s doctrine on the noetic ascent as a movement
from light to increasing darkness. Indeed there is much in this Homily
which supports this view.11

It is important to note at the outset the scriptural lemma upon which
Gregory comments in this important example of his doctrine on divine
darkness: ‘Open to me, my sister, my companion, my dove, my perfect
one, for my head is filled with dew, and my locks with the drops of the
night’ (Song 5: 2). Words such as ‘Dew’ (dr�oosmoB, the night’s moisture)
and ‘night’ (n�yyj)12 encourage Gregory to interpret the theme of darkness
in a positive, theological sense. Hence, the scriptural text itself encour-
ages him to pursue a certain line of thought in the direction of the divine
darkness theme.
Gregory reminds us of Moses’ encounter with God. First God mani-

fests himself to Moses through light (di�aa fvt�ooB). After this God spoke

10 Indeed Crouzel (‘Grégoire de Nysse’, 194) did his best to make it known that one of
Völker’s complaints, and a legitimate one in my opinion, against Daniélou’s treatment
of Gregory was an over-emphasis on the role of darkness in Gregory of Nyssa and that
light plays a more important role in Gregory’s thought than does darkness. While I agree
with Völker that the theme of divine darkness in Gregory has been over-emphasized,
I disagree with Völker that light is more important than darkness in Gregory. Indeed
the theme of divinization in light occurs decidedly more frequently than the theme of
divine darkness, but it would be misleading to conclude on the basis of this that light is
therefore more important than darkness in Gregory’s thought. I would argue that just as
the fundamental structure of Gregory’s thought holds virtue and knowledge on an even
par, so the themes of divinization in light and the noetic ascent into divine darkness are
likewise held on an even par.

11 For a clear presentation of this theme see Louth, Origins of the Christian Mystical
Tradition, 80–97, esp. 83–8; for a succinct statement of the relationship between Gregory’s
divine darkness and the allegory of the cave see idem, ‘The Cappadocians’, in C. Jones,
G. Wainwright, and E. Yarnold (eds.), The Study of Spirituality (London, 1986), 161–8.

12 It should be noted that as important as the term n�yyj is for the theme of divine
darkness in the In Canticum (e.g. GNO vi . 181. 4; 181. 14; 324. 8) Gregory usually employs
the word in a negative sense (e.g. GNO vi . 48. 4; 70. 16; 77. 20; 192. 11; 196. 11).
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to Moses through a cloud (di�aa nef�eelZB). Then Moses saw God in
darkness (’en gn�oofvfi ).13 Indeed the ascent is one that begins in light and
moves into progressive darkness.
Having identified Moses as revealing the master pattern of noetic

ascent, Gregory then applies this pattern to us. First we withdraw from
false opinions about God; this is a change from dark (sk�ootoyB) to light
(fv& B). Next the soul moves from appearances to God’s hidden nature,
which is symbolized by the cloud that overshadows (’episki�aazoysa) all
appearances; thus the soul becomes accustomed to beholding what is
hidden. Finally, journeying towards higher things and forsaking
(katalipoy& sa) what can be attained by human nature, everything
that can be comprehended (katalambanom�eenoy), the soul penetrates
the impenetrable and enters the sanctuary (a’ d�yytvn) of divine know-
ledge (ueognvs�iiaB) and is surrounded by the divine darkness
(t &vfi ue�iivfi gn�oofvfi ).14

Again the pattern of progressive darkness is evident, and Gregory
finds this same pattern in the history of the bride’s sojourn, as she
progresses from ignorance and draws near the fountain of truth and is
washed andmade beautiful in the light of truth. She thenmoved with the
speed of a horse, flying like a dove, through everything she understood,
and rested under the apple tree’s shadow (Gregory equates the shade of
the apple tree with the cloud). Finally she was embraced by a divine night
(ue�iiaB nykt�ooB).15

The pattern is clear: (1) from the darkness of sin and error to light; (2)
from the light of knowledge to the cloud (or shadow of the apple tree),
from the cloud to divine darkness (or divine night). It is clearly a
movement from light to increasing darkness. However, it is worth
emphasizing that the light that is part of this path of increasing darkness
is the light of withdrawal from false opinions about God and not, as we
shall soon see, the light of divinizing union, which is a path of increasing
light and beauty. It is crucial to keep this distinction in mind when
considering the relationship between light and darkness, especially in
the In Canticum.

13 In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 322. 9–12. Cf. De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 162–4. Cf. also Philo,
De post. Caini 4. 12–5. 16;Vita Mos. 1. 28. 158;De mut. 2. 7; and Clement, Strom. i i . 2. 6; v .
12. 78.

14 In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 322. 13–323. 9.
15 Ibid., 323. 12–324. 9. The embrace by the divine night refers back to In Cant.

vi (GNO vi . 181. 13–183. 10), where Gregory is interpreting Song 3: 1: ‘I sought him on
my bed at night but did not find him.’ It is in the commentary on this passage that the
bride finds the Beloved by the grasp of faith.
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Gregory emphasizes on numerous occasions that the light that gives
way to darkness is in some sense epistemological light. We see this both in
De vita Moysis and in the In Canticum canticorum. At the first theophany of
the Burning Bush, the truth shines upon (’epil�aamcei) us and illumin-
ates (periayg�aazoysa) the eyes of the soul.16 This light of truth imparts
knowledge of a discursive sort regarding the mystery of the Virgin, and
that what the senses have come to understand and what was contem-
plated by the mind is nothing in comparison with the divine nature.17

This is a discursive realization regarding the limits of human knowledge
of God.
When Gregory alludes to this first theophany inDe vita Moysis i i . 162,

he associates it once again with the light of knowledge, knowledge of a
discursive order. He says that the text teaches that religious knowledge is
at first light for those who receive it.18 It is this light of knowledge that
gives way to the increasing darkness of the cloud and the darkness where
God is.
This association of the light of knowledge with the early movements

of ascent is further evidenced by the bride’s ascent in Homily 11 on the
Song. Describing her ascent to the divine night where she is embraced by
the Beloved, Gregory says she began her ascent by moving from the
darkness of ignorance to the light of truth: she parted company with evil
and approached the fountain of light and was illumined by the light of
truth.19 This light, however, gives way to darkness as she is embraced by
the divine night and receives the drops of the night which flow down
from the locks of her Beloved (Song 5: 2).
There is no need to belabour the point: the discursive knowledge that

characterizes the early phase of an ascent is described in the language of
light because Gregory is modelling the noetic ascent on Moses’ sojourn
which begins in light. Moreover, it is discursive knowledge and in no way
approaches the loftier non-discursive encounters that will characterize
Moses’ movement beyond the cloud and into the darkness where God
dwells.

16 De Vita Moysis, SC, i i . 19. 1–3.
17 Ibid., 19. 21–4. Daniélou makes the interesting observation that Gregory appears to

be the first to make a connection between the Burning Bush and Mary; see ibid., n. 3.
18 Ibid., 162. 6–8: Did�aaskei g�aar di�aa to�yytvn o‘ l�oogoB ‘�ooti tZ& B e’ysebe�iiaB Z‘

gnv& siB fv& B g�iinetai par�aa t�ZZn pr�vvtZn oi‘& B �aa’ n ’egg�eenZtai.
19 In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 323. 20–324. 1: t�oote kal�ZZ g�iinetai tv&fi fvt�ii tZ& B

a’ lZue�iiaB perilamfuei& sa. . . .
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Before moving on to a consideration of Gregory’s use of light imagery
to describe the heights of the human encounter with God outside the
divine darkness motif, let us keep in mind the following observations.
The context in which we have seen the theme of divine darkness occur is
specifically exegetical and epistemological. In introducing the theme of
divine darknessGregory is interpreting a scriptural text which lends itself
to such an interpretation (Song 5: 2 and 3: 1). Apart from scriptural texts
which lend themselves to such an interpretation, he does not introduce
the theme of divine darkness.20

Moreover, the theme of divine darkness is tied to one of Gregory’s
preferred motifs for describing the human encounter with God: the
epistemological ascent. For Gregory this typically involves aphairesis and
apophatic language. In this text the gestures of aphairesis are seen in
the images of letting go and forsaking: The soul forsakes appearances
and comprehension; the bride, in Homily 6, lets go of everything she had
previously understood.21 The apophatic element, though not over-
abundant, is provided not only by the imagery of darkness such as the
cloud, divine darkness, divine night, and the shade of the apple tree, but
also by such stock apophatic terms as ’�aadyton, a’ �ooraton and
a’ kat�aalZpton. These apophatic terms and images combine with the
aphairetic motif to characterize Gregorian epistemological ascents.
The pattern of epistemological ascent is clearly seen in the progres-

sion from discursive light of knowledge, having left the darkness of sin,
to the non-discursive darkness of unknowing. Here light refers to
knowledge of a discursive sort;22 the movement into darkness
(nef�eelZ and gn�oofoB) is a movement into the non-discursive. Darkness
surpasses light because in Gregory’s noetic ascents the non-discursive
apophatic always surpasses the discursive. Nevertheless, it is at the same

20 Song 3: 1; 5: 2; 5: 5–6; Ex 20: 21; Ps. 17(18): 12.
21 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 183. 7–8: ka�ii p &asan katalZptik�ZZn �ee’ fodon

katalipoy& sa, . . . Because the image of the bride running (diadramoy& sa, In Cant.
xi , GNO vi . 324. 5) like a horse through previous levels of understanding is parallel in
structure to the more obviously aphairetic language of letting go both at In Cant. vi , GNO
vi . 183. 7 and at In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 323. 3, I consider diadramoy& sa in this instance an
aphairetic term.

22 Later we shall see how important it is to distinguish the light of discursive know-
ledge, surpassed by the darkness of unknowing, from the light of divinized virtue, which is
never surpassed by the darkness of unknowing but on an even par with it. Failure to
identify and maintain this distinction risks leading to the erroneous conclusion that
Gregory’s theory of divine union is characterized tout court by a progression from light
to increasing darkness instead of exhibiting this ‘mysticism of darkness’ only in certain
exegetical and epistemological contexts.
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time a faithful reading of the imagery of the texts which Gregory is
interpreting; Moses encounters God in light (Exod. 19: 3), then in a
cloud (Exod. 19: 16–19) and finally in darkness (Exod. 20: 21). This is
another example of epistemology grounded in exegesis.23

On the basis of In Canticum xi , with support from In Canticum vi , De
vita Moysis i i . 162–3, and other texts, one can see why Gregory is
considered one of the great fashioners of the mysticism of darkness.
However, the ascent to God in the darkness of unknowing is not the
only way in which Gregory describes the furthest reaches of the divine–-
human encounter. While the divine darkness theme, an interpretation of
suitable Old Testament texts (Exod. 20: 21), is clearly one way in which
Gregory does this, it is not the only way. He also describes the encounter
in the language of light. In fact, the imagery of light far exceeds that of
darkness in descriptions of communion with the divine. This is due to
anthropological, sacramental, and pneumatological reasons.

Light unto Light

While it is true that Gregory describes the beginning of the noetic ascent
as a conversion from the darkness of sin to the light of suitable ideas of
and opinions about God, it is important to remember that Gregory

23 In factGregory does force the text somewhat in order tomake a smooth progression
from light to darkness and thus serve his epistemological designs. At In Cant. xi , GNO vi .
322. 9–10, Gregory says that God appeared toMoses through light (di�aa fvt�ooB). Langer-
beck (p. 322) says this refers to Exod. 19: 3. However, when Moses begins his journey
up Mt. Sinai at Exod. 19: 3, there is no mention of light. LXX simply reads:
ka�ii MvysZ& B a’ n�eebZ ei’B t�oo �oo’ roB toy& ueoy& � ka�ii ’ek�aalesen a’yt�oon o‘ ue�ooB ’ek toy&
�oo’ royB l�eegvn. . . . The question suggests itself, why does Gregory appear to be supplying
the imagery of light? Is he transferring to Sinai the fiery image of light in the theophany at
Horeb (Exod. 3: 2)? Gregory seems quite keen to draw out the luminous qualities of fire
whenhedescribes the theophany atHoreb atDevitaMoysis, SC, i i . 22. 2 ff. (cf its slightly less
luminous development at In Cant. xi i , GNO vi . 355. 4). Gregory would seem to want this
epistemological ascent to begin with light, knowing that the most famous ascent featuring
light and darkness, the allegory of the cave (Rep. vi . 514a–516c) begins not in light but in
darkness. A. Louth is probably correct when he says that, in describing the noetic ascent in
terms of progressive darkness, Gregory is overturning Plato’s cave; see his ‘The Cappado-
cians’, 167. As convincing as Louth’s thesis is, and I believe it is correct, there are yet times
when Gregory alludes to the famous allegory without controverting it. See e.g. In inscrip.
Psalm. i . 6,GNO v . 41–2;De beat. i i i , GNO vi i . ii. 104. 8–10; InCant. vi i ,GNO vi . 212. 8.
See the article by J. Daniélou, ‘Le symbole de la caverne chez Grégoire de Nysse’,
in Mullus: Festschrift Theodor Klauser, Jahrbuch für Antike und Christentum 1, ed. A. von
Stuiber and A. Hermann (Münster, 1964), 43–51, esp. 43–9, and Meredith, ‘Licht
und Finsternis’.
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conceives the original condition of the human being as one of light.
Moreover, the process of redemption flowers in a divinizing union that
is also conceived of in terms of light. Let us consider some of these texts
with a view to clarifying the relationship between light and dark, both of
which are metaphors which describe the ultimate horizon of the divine
embrace of humanity.

Original Condition of Light

Gregory of Nyssa conceives of the original condition of humanity as one
of light and divine likeness. In Oratio catechetica he states the reason
behind the creation of humanity. Safeguarding divine freedom, Gregory
insists God did not create humanity out of necessity or compulsion, but
freely and out of abundant love.24 The reason Gregory gives is simply
that God is light and that it is not fitting that light should be unseen, with
no one to share or enjoy it.25 Gregory then says that if humanity was
created to enjoy and participate in this light, humanity must have been
created in such a way as to be able to participate in this light and
goodness. ‘For just as the eye shares in light through having by nature
an inherent brightness in it, and by this innate power attracts what is akin
to itself, so something akin to the divine had to be mingled with human
light.’26

For Gregory, then, there is something intrinsically luminous about
human nature. Moreover, and this is crucial to the argument being
pursued here, one cannot escape the epistemological implications of
this language of light and vision which Gregory uses to describe this
original created nature. Human nature has been created in such a way as
to see and participate in that light which is God. Participation in and
vision of divine light is in some sense an epistemological encounter.
While this is not to say that this knowing implies a comprehension of the
divine nature itself, a theme which plays surprisingly little role in
the Oratio catechetica (written in roughly the same period as the Contra
Eunomium, which is very much concerned with divine incomprehen-

24 Orat. cat. V, GNO i i i . iv. 16. 22–17. 3.
25 Ibid., 17. 4–7.
26 Ibid., 17. 11–15: kau�aaper g�aar o‘ ’ofualm�ooB di�aa tZ& B ’egkeim�eenZB a’ytv&fi

fysikv& B a’ygZ& B ’en koinvn�iiafi toy& fvt�ooB g�iinetai, di�aa tZ& B ’emf�yytoy dyn�aamevB
t�oo syggen�eeB ’efelk�oomenoB, o�yy‘ tvB a’ nagkai& on Z&’n ’egkrauZ& nai ti tZ&fi a’ nurvp�iinZfi
f�yysei syggen�eeB pr�ooB t�oo uei& on, . . . Translation by C. Richardson in Christology of the
Later Fathers, ed. E. Hardy, Library of Christian Classics 3 (London, 1954), 276.
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sibility), Gregory envisages a certain knowledge of God constitutive
of the original nature of humanity, and this he describes in the language
of light.
In Homily 4 on the Song Gregory likens the original condition of

human nature to shining gold that resembles the undefiled good.27 In
Homily 12 he reflects on the extraordinarily beautiful character of all
created things, among which is humanity; and this, being made beautiful
by radiance (faidr &vfi ) of life, is bestowed with a beauty greater than that
of all the others.28 To this original condition, moreover, nothing needed
to be added or acquired; all that was necessary was to safeguard this
original condition of radiance. However, humanity did not guard
this radiance that was given by God; rather this shining nature became
discoloured and black by mixing with vice.29

In Homily 15, likening the soul to a garden, Gregory observes how
the soul had been cultivated in paradise; the discolouring of the shining
nature amounts to the devastation of this garden. To assist in the
recovery of this garden Gregory says that God came down again with
plants of virtues, virtues which are cared for and watered by the fountain
of the Word.30 For two reasons I draw attention to this text, which
focuses on the role of virtues in recovering from the devastation of the
garden or the obscuring of the brightness of our nature. First, we shall
later see that the virtues play an important role in the bride’s (soul’s)
transformation in light. Second, the Homily introduces the role of the
incarnation in the restoration of this lost condition of light. With this in
mind let us consider how the role of the incarnation and baptism carry
on this theme of light.

Incarnation and Illumination

Having seen how Gregory conceives of the original created nature of
the human person as one of light and that the fall obscures this light, it is
not surprising, then, to see him clothe his descriptions of the incarnation
in the same metaphor. For example, in Homily 2 Gregory says that
humanity is light according to nature and then is subsequently obscured

27 In Cant. iv , GNO vi . 100. 16–18: xrysi& tiB Z&’n t�oo kat’ a’ rx�aaB Z‘ a’ nurvp�iinZ
f�yysiB ka�ii l�aampoysa tZ&fi pr�ooB t�oo a’ k�ZZraton a’ gau�oon o‘moi�ootZti, . . .

28 In Cant. xi i , GNO vi . 348. 1–9.
29 In Cant. i i , GNO vi . 54. 7–9 and In Cant. iv , GNO vi . 100. 18–19.
30 In Cant. xv , GNO vi . 437. 1–8.
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through sin, but with the light of the incarnation, humanity becomes
radiant.31 Paraphrasing Paul, Gregory says that the reason for Christ’s
coming into the world was to make light (lampro�yyB poiZ& sai) those
who were dark, whom Christ causes to shine (l�aampein).32

In Homily 5 on the Song the theme of incarnation combines with that
of union, and Gregory remarks that, after being prepared by the illumin-
ation of the prophets and the Law, the true light appears to those sitting
in darkness and the shadow of death and through this unites with
(synanakr�aasevB) human nature. The Law and the prophets served
to foster a desire to see the sun in the open air, which at last, with the
coming of Christ, becomes a reality.33 And again in Homily 15, speaking
more remotely of incarnation, Gregory, citing Titus, says that the grace
of the incarnation illumines: ‘God’s grace becomes manifest and enlight-
ens (fvt�iizoysa) us.’34

Within the context of incarnation as illumination Gregory locates an
image of divine darkness, albeit subtle, that is often overlooked. It is
nevertheless an occurrence which merits some consideration for it
describes divine presence in the language of darkness, but a darkness
that mediates and ultimately gives way to light.
In Homily 4 on the Song Gregory comments on Song 1: 16: ‘Behold

you are fair my Beloved and beautiful, overshadowing our bed.’ He
devotes special attention to the phrase, ‘overshadowing our bed’.35 This
shadowing is an image of darkness which Gregory clearly aligns with
incarnation and divine presence. Once again we see that for Gregory
the incarnation is conceived of in terms of light, an ‘unveiling of the pure
rays of divinity’. But the brightness of divinity is shadowed over by the
incarnation so as not to overpower us: ‘For if while unveiling the pure
rays of divinity you did not shade yourself over with the form of a
servant, who would withstand your manifestation? For no one sees the
face of the Lord and lives.’36 Why is this shadowing necessary? Gregory
tells us: ‘you have come now as one who is beautiful, but also as one we

31 In Cant. i i , GNO vi . 48. 8–14.
32 Ibid., 48. 18–49. 4: Xrist�ooB ei’B t�oon k�oosmon Z&’ lue lampro�yyB poiZ& sai to�yyB

m�eelanaB, . . . See Phil 2: 15.
33 In Cant. v , GNO vi . 144. 19–145. 13.
34 In Cant. xv , GNO vi . 448. 14.
35 In Cant. iv , GNO vi . 107. 9: Pr�ooB kl�iinZfi Z‘mv& n s�yyskioB.
36 Ibid., 108. 1–4: ei’ g�aar m�ZZ synesk�iiasaB a’yt�ooB seayt�oon t�ZZn ’�aakraton tZ& B

ue�ootZtoB a’ kti& na sygkal�yycaB tZ&fi toy& do�yyloy morfZ&fi , t�iiB �aa’ n ‘yp�eestZ soy t�ZZn
’emf�aaneian; o’yde�iiB g�aar �oo’ cetai pr�oosvpon kyr�iioy ka�ii z�ZZsetai.
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can receive’.37 But it is important to note that the darkness of this
shadowing is subordinated to the divine light; Gregory says its role is
to mediate light for us who live in darkness (sk�ootoB). How else, he asks,
could a mortal, perishable nature be joined in union (syzyg�iifia) with
what is pure and unapproachable?38 Gregory says that this blending
(a’ n�aakrasin) of divine and human natures is what is meant by the term
‘bed’ which the Beloved overshadows with his presence.39

Having seen, then, that our original condition is one of light and that
the incarnation is viewed also in terms of light, we can see how this
particular image of divine presence overshadowing the bed of human–-
divine union serves a general movement into increasing light: from the
darkness of sin to the shadow of divine presence that mediates
the unapproachable light. Reversing the light–cloud–darkness pattern
of De vita Moysis i i . 162, and of In Canticum xi , this passage reveals a
pattern of darkness–shadow–light. The sequence is not one of increas-
ing darkness but one of increasing light.
Shadow also gives way to light inHomily 5 whenGregory presents the

broad movements of salvation history as a movement into increasing
light. The Church has received the brilliant light of truth (t�ZZn
tZ& B a’ lZue�iiaB a’yg�ZZn) through the Law and the prophets. As bright
as this revelation is, however, the Law is but a shadow (ski�aan) of things
to come, and with the dawning of the gospel, these shadows disperse,
and the house which is the Church is fully illumined by the gospel.40

Hence, for Gregory the broadmovement of salvation history is itself one
of increasing light in its movement towards the incarnation.
On the basis of these texts on creation and incarnation it is obvious

enough that by the designation of that enlightenment consequent upon
the incarnation Gregory does not envisage simply a movement out of
darkness; it is more fundamentally a return to and an intensification
of that luminous state which characterized the human condition before
it was obscured by sin. Baptism returns one to this and is likewise
described in the language of bathing and light. The bath of rebirth
makes those darkened by sin ‘to shine like the stars of heaven’.41

When Gregory says that the Ethiopians washed off their darkness ‘in
the mystical water’,42 the luminous quality they knew was but a return to
the luminous state of God’s original, creative intention.

37 Ibid., 108. 4–6. 38 Ibid., 108. 7–10. 39 Ibid., 108. 10–12.
40 In Cant. v , GNO vi . 148. 7–20.
41 In Cant. i i , GNO vi . 49. 3: l�aampein v‘ B fvstZ& raB epo�iiZse. . . .
42 In Cant. vi i , GNO vi . 205. 12–16.
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Light Communing in Light

Nor are we meant to believe that once returned from the darkness of sin
through the enlightenment of baptism the sojourn then becomes one
from light to increasing darkness. While this is without doubt an import-
ant way in which Gregory speaks of apophatic, epistemological ascents
in the course of commenting on certain scriptural texts (as we have seen,
for example, in Homilies 6 and 11), Gregory speaks frequently, indeed
more frequently, of continual encounter with God in ever greater light
and beauty. Homily 5 on the Song provides a clear example of this as he
comments on Song 2: 13: ‘Arise and come my companion, my beautiful
one, my dove.’43

Gregory sees in this text important teaching regarding incessant
growth which he describes as an ascent in light. We see theWord leading
the bride up ascending ‘steps of virtue’.44 This ascent is described in
imagery of increasing light. First ‘through the windows of the prophets
and the lattices of the law the word sends a beacon of light’.45 The bride
is then invited to approach the light and to become beautiful. In this light
she is transformed into the image of a dove.46 This transformation in
light and beauty, moreover, does not come to an end, for Gregory
introduces the theme of perpetual progress as the bride is continually
drawn to participation in higher beauty. Even whilst being transformed
and beautified in light she yet seems merely to be beginning her ascent.
The image presented is clearly not one of movement from light to
increasing darkness but one of perpetual transformation in light and
beauty.
The text is noteworthy for its description of a luminous ascent in

virtue, and there are a number of reasons for this, not the least outstand-
ing of which is straightforward and exegetical. The better known
ascents into darkness, such as those in Homilies 6 and 11, are commen-
taries upon scriptural texts which lend themselves to the theme of
darkness. This text, however, does not lend itself to the theme
of darkness. Moreover, the ascents into darkness have a decidedly
apophatic thrust. This ascent focuses instead on increasing luminosity,
growth in virtue and the divinizing role of the Holy Spirit. However, let
us not forget the foundational character of this light and its epistemo-

43 In Cant. v , GNO vi . 157. 7–8. 44 Ibid., 158. 19–21.
45 Ibid., 158. 21–159. 2.
46 Ibid., 159. 2–4: ka�ii proskalei& tai a’yt�ZZn ’egg�iisai tv&fi fvt�ii ka�ii kal�ZZn ge-

n�eesuai pr�ooB t�oo ei&’ doB tZ& B perister &aB ’en tv&fi fvt�ii morfvuei& san.
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logical nuances which we established earlier. With this in mind let us
consider more closely this divinizing work of the Holy Spirit, symbolized
by the dove.

The Light of Divinization

Long ago J. Gross identified Gregory of Nyssa as the ‘témoin par excellence’
of the Greek doctrine of divinization.47 However, I.-H. Dalmais claimed
that Gregory, in contrast to other writers, presumably such as Clement
of Alexandria, who introduced into Christian literature the term
ueopoiei& n,48 is ‘extremely reserved’ in his use of the terminology of
divinization.49 Meredith would seem to agree with this view but adds an
important qualification when he says: ‘Although Gregory is less insist-
ent, as far as vocabulary goes, on the divinization of man, this ought not
to lead us to think that the reality contained in the idea was absent from
or alien to his consciousness.’50

Indeed it is true that Gregory often explores the theme of divinization
without using the vocabulary of divinization, but he does in fact use it
with some ease and frequency and to such an extent that one questions
the appropriateness of Dalmais’s judgement of ‘extreme reserve’ in this
regard. For example, in the Oratio catecheticaGregory describes the union
between God and humanity in the incarnation with the technical lan-
guage of divinization, evocative of the classical formulations of Irenaeus
and Athanasius. He says God ‘united himself with our nature, in order
that by its union with the divine it might become divine’.51 In his
discussion on the Eucharist later in the Oratio catechetica Gregory distin-
guishes two types of union with God, due to humanity’s twofold nature.
The soul attains union through faith, but the body, says Gregory, experi-
ences union in a different way. The body experiences union through

47 J. Gross,LaDivinisation du chrétien d’après les pères grecs. Contribution historique à la doctrine
de la grace (Paris, 1938), 219. B. Studer holds a similar position in Encyclopedia of the Early
Church, ed. A. Di Berardino, trans. A. Walford (Cambridge, 1992), s. v. divinization: ‘But
on the whole Gregory’s [doctrine on divinization] remains the most considerable synthe-
sis before the theology of Ps.-Dionysius and Maximus Confessor.’

48 Protrepticus 11. 114; see McGinn, The Foundations of Mysticism, 107.
49 Dictionnaire de Spiritualité, s. v., divinisation, cols. 1382–3.
50 Meredith, The Cappadocians, 83.
51 Orat. cat. xxv , GNO i i i . iv. 64. 7–9: katem�iixuZ pr�ooB t�oo Z‘m�eeteron, �ii’ na t�oo

Z‘m�eeteron tZ&fi pr�ooB t�oo uei& on ’epimij�iiafi g�eenZtai uei& on, . . . Trans. C. Richardson, in
E. Hardy et al. (eds.),Christology of the Later Fathers, Library of Christian Classics 3 (London,
1954), 302. Cf Irenaeus,Adv. haer. v , pref., PG 7. 1120; Athanasius,De incarn. verbi l iv , PG
15. 192b .
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reception of the Eucharist, the effects of which Gregory describes in the
language of divinization: ‘when the body which God made immortal
enters ours, it entirely transforms it into itself’. When one receives the
Eucharist, the Eucharist ‘transforms his entire being into its own
nature’.52

Another theme that typifies divinization in Gregory is the taking on
of divine characteristics. An early example of this is seen inDe virginitate.
He says ‘what greater praise for virginity than to show that in a
certain sense virginity divinizes (ueopoioy& san) those who participate
(metesxZk�ootaB) in its pure mysteries’, for they participate in God’s
purity and commune (koinvno�yyB) with his glory.53

Divinization as a consequence of union in which divine characteristics
are taken on typifies Gregory’s use of this theme whether or not the
technical vocabulary of divinization is used. Indeed some of the most
stirring examples of divinization occur with no recourse whatever to the
vocabulary of divinization. Foremost amongst these is Gregory’s com-
mentary on Song 2: 5 in Homily 4 on the Song. As we saw in some detail
in Chapter 3, the bride is wounded by the arrow of divine love. As a
result of being wounded by this arrow she herself becomes an arrow, is
raised, aimed, and sent forth deeper into God.54 There are many more
such examples of divinization, especially in the In Canticum, and Canévet
has drawn attention tomany of them in her examination of such symbols
of interiority and union as divine perfume.55 There is, however, another
important manifestation of divinization in Gregory of Nyssa which is
very important for our present argument, i.e. the life of virtue as a
manifestation of divinization, or as Meredith has called it, ‘progressive
deification through virtue’.56

Gregory begins De beatitudinibus v with the suggestion that the beati-
tude, ‘blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy’, should be
compared with Jacob’s vision of a ladder stretching from earth to

52 Orat. cat. xxxvi i , GNO i i i . iv. 93. 21–94. 1: o�yy‘ tv t�oo a’ uanatisu�een ‘yp�oo toy&
ueoy& sv& ma ’en tv&fi Z‘met�eervfi gen�oomenon ‘�oolon pr�ooB ’eayt�oo metapoiei& ka�ii metat-
�iiuZ sin. See also ibid., 94. 4: pr�ooB t�ZZn ’eaytoy& f�yysin ka�ii t�oo p &an metepo�iiZsen.
Trans. Richardson, in Hardy et al., Christology of the Later Fathers, 318.

53 De virg. i . 20–4.
54 See In Cant. iv , GNO vi . 127–9. On this image as an image of divinization see

Daley, ‘ ‘‘Bright Darkness’’ ’, 225.
55 Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 319–30.
56 Meredith, The Cappadocians, 82. See also Canévet, ‘Grégoire de Nysse’, cols.

996–1001, who reminds us that for Gregory virtue is not a set of qualities we must
acquire, but is God dwelling within us.
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heaven, with God standing on the ladder (Gen. 28: 12). This ladder of
ascension is the life of virtue,57 And because God is standing on this
ladder, ‘participation (metoys�iia) in the beatitudes means nothing else
than to commune (koinvn�iia) with God’.58 These themes of participa-
tion and union lead Gregory directly to the theme of divinization, for
through the effect of this beatitude, ‘he divinizes after a fashion’.59 He
continues: ‘If, therefore, the term ‘‘merciful’’ is suited to God, what else
does the Word invite you to become but God?’60 Virtue, then, in this
instance mercy, is a manifestation of the effects of divine union.
Another clear example of this is seen in the De oratione dominica v .

Gregory says that a person who is at the summit of virtue is ‘almost no
longer shown in terms of human nature, but, through virtue, becomes
like God Himself, so that he seems to be another god, in that he does
those things that God alone can do’.61 Here the theme of ascent in virtue
stands to the fore, and in this context mounting the heights of
virtue implies or manifests a divinizing union in which the person
becomes like God.62 Gregory says that if a person imitates characteris-
tics associated with God, that person becomes what he imitates.63 For
Gregory forgiveness is a virtue, a characteristic of God. By imitating this
virtue we become like what we imitate. Virtue, then is both a manifest-
ation of divine life and a means of divinization, or as Meredith has put it,
‘progressive deification through virtue’.
Having situated the theme of virtue in the context of divinizing union

I would like to look more closely at this theme, especially as it occurs in

57 De beat. v , GNO vi i . ii. 123. 20–124. 5.
58 Ibid., 124. 13–14,
59 Ibid., 124. 16: Dokei& oy&’ n moi ueopoiei& n tr�oopon tin�aa . . .
60 Ibid., 124. 24–6: ei’ oy&’ n pr�eepoysatv&fi uev&fi Z‘ prosZgor�iia toy& ’ele�ZZmonoB, t�ii

’�aallo ka�ii o’yx�ii ue�oon se prokalei& tai gen�eesuai o‘ l�oogoB, o‘ione�ii morfvu�eenta tv&fi

tZ& B ue�ootZtoB i’di�vvmati; Trans. H. Graef, The Lord’s Prayer, The Beatitudes, Ancient
Christian Writers 18 (New York, 1954), 131.

61 De orat. dom. v , GNO vi i . ii. 59. 4–6: . . .a’ lla’a’ytv&fi tv&fi uev&fi di�aa tZ& B a’ retZ& B
o‘moio�yymenon, ‘�vvste dokei& n ’�aallon ei&’nai ’ekei& non ’en tv&fi tay& ta poiei& n ‘a� toy& ueoy&
m�oonoy ’est�ii poiei& n. Trans. Graef, 71, adapted.

62 Gregory goes so far as to equate virtue with divine life itself at In Cant. ix , GNO vi .
285. 14–17: ’el�eesuv d�ee ’ej ‘ekat�eervn Z‘ toy& a’ kroatoy& kr�iisiB ‘o� bo�yyletai, e�ii’ te t�oo
‘�eeteron ’ej a’ytv& n e�ii’ te a’mf�ootera � ‘e�n g�aar tr�oopon tin�aa ’estin a’mf�ootera ‘�ZZ te tZ& B
tele�iiaB a’ retZ& B ka�ii Z‘ tZ& B ue�ootZtoB ktZ& siB � o’y g�aar �ee’ jv Z‘ a‘ ret�ZZ tZ& B ue�ootZtoB.
See also De beat. vi , GNO vi i . ii. 144, 2–4.

63 De orat. dom. v , GNO vi i . ii. 59. 9–11: ei’ to�iinyn tiB ’en tv&fi i’d�iivfi b�iiv&fi mim�ZZs-
aito tZ& B ue�iiaB f�yysevB t�aa gnvr�iismata, ’ekei& no g�iinetai tr�oopon tin�aa oy&‘ t�ZZn
m�iimZsin ’enargv& B ’epede�iijato.
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the In Canticum, for it is here that we see the dominant role of the Holy
Spirit in this transformation, a role characterized notably by a luminosity
that never gives way to darkness.

Light of the Holy Spirit In Homily 13 Gregory speaks of the Bride-
groom as the bridal torch of the Holy Spirit’s splendour.64 It is just one
example among many pneumatological images of light throughout the
In Canticum. In Homily 7, for example, Gregory emphasizes the role of
the Holy Spirit, again in the imagery of light, as he comments on Song
4: 6: ‘Until the day breathes and the shadows depart.’65 Gregory means
us to associate the work of the Holy Spirit with illumination.66 The
Holy Spirit breathes light that dispels error67 and brings forth children
of light.68 This association of the Holy Spirit with transformation in
light is something which Gregory does with some consistency through-
out the In Canticum. It constitutes an important example of divine union
irrespective of both the notion of divine darkness and those scriptural
texts which undergird the theme of divine darkness.
In Homily 4 on the Song Gregory comments on a passage which

clearly lends itself to a description of divine communion in the
language of light: ‘Behold, you are beautiful my companion; behold
you are beautiful; your eyes are doves’ (Song 1: 15). This image of the
dove introduces the theme of theHoly Spirit which features prominently
in the soul’s divinization in light.
Gregory says the text teaches us about the restoration of beauty which

the bride gained when she approached true beauty. It is important to
note that for Gregory this beauty which the bride acquires is not
something she has never before known; it is restoration of beauty. But
before going any further with this restoration of beauty, which Gregory
describes in terms of light, he situates this in his image theory and notes
how human nature is like a reflection that mirrors whatever is impressed
upon the free will.69 Therefore when the soul has been purified by the

64 In Cant. xi i i , GNO vi . 388. 9–10. 65 In Cant. vi i , GNO vi . 239. 10–11.
66 Ibid., 240. 3–4: xr�ZZ noei& n t�oo pney& ma t�oo ‘�aagion ’Z�fv& B ka�ii Z‘m�eeran, . . .
67 Ibid., 239. 13 and 18.
68 Ibid., 240. 2. Gregory follows the other Cappadocians in associating the Holy Spirit

with light, divinization, beauty, and the bestowal of knowledge; for Basil see, for example
Ep. ccxxxi i i . 1; De spir. sanct. xlvi i ; for Gregory Nazianzen see, for example Orat.
xxxi . 28–9 and Orat. xli , passim.

69 In Cant. iv , GNO vi . 104. 2–4: kat�ooptrvfi g�aar �ee’ oiken v‘ B a’ lZuv& B t�oo a’ nur�vv-
pinon kat�aa t�aaB tv& n proair�eesevn ’emf�aaseiB metamorfo�yymenon� That Gregory
locates the divine image in the will is characteristic of his image theory generally

190 The Luminous Dark Revisited



Word it receives in itself the orb of the sun and shines within the bride by
means of this light.70 TheWord sees his own beauty shining from within
the bride and says to her, ‘you have become beautiful by drawing close to
my light, by being drawn (’efelkysam�eenZ) to me you commune with
beauty’.71

Hence, while the bride has known the darkness of sin, she has moved
into the light of communion with the Word and been beautified in this
process. This text is significant, for while at first glance it depicts a
movement from darkness to light, there is no hint of this light being
superseded by subsequent movement into the divine darkness. How-
ever, the light that Gregorymentions in his interpretation of Song 1: 15 is
not the same light which we saw superseded by divine darkness in
Homily 11 on the Song and in the De vita Moysis. There the light
superseded by divine darkness referred to a quite specific type of
knowledge: withdrawal from false opinions about God and from what
the senses have come to understand and consider.72 Likely the principle
reason why Gregory speaks of it in the language of light is the scriptural
model on which he has grafted his notion of noetic ascent, namely the
beginning of Moses’ journey up Mount Sinai at Exod. 19: 3 (with
possible support from the light of the Burning Bush at Horeb, Exod.
3: 2)73 that constitutes the first stage of Moses’ ascent inDe vita Moysis i i .
162 and repeated in Homily 11 on the Song. The light spoken of here, as
Gregory comments on Song 1: 15, is a different sort of light altogether.
Quite unrelated to the light of Horeb it is the light that results from
communion with divine beauty, the light that results from divinization,
the work of the Holy Spirit, already suggested by the word ’ef�eelkv and
especially by the image of the dove. For Gregory this light is never
overcome by darkness.

and constitutes a notable departure fromOrigen, who locates it in the mind. The fact that
the divine image is placed in the will implies the importance of the virtues in the
restoration of the image and suggests in part why Gregory places the virtues on an
equal par with knowledge.

70 Ibid., 104. 10–13. 71 Ibid., 104. 13–15.
72 In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 322. 13–15; De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 19. 21–9 and 162. 4–6.

Viewing the matter from the perspective of the scale of knowledge which di�aanoia is
capable of performing, presented in Chapter 2, this level of knowledge would be rather at
the lower end of the scale, just after di�aanoia moves from things concerned with the
world of the senses and turns towards the more discursive concerns of the mind, but far
from the further reaches of di�aanoia when it, for example, enters the Holy of Holies.

73 See note 23 above.
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The Word looks at the bride once again and sees her increased beauty
and says, ‘behold you are beautiful’.74 TheWord then looks into her eyes,
sees the image of a dove and says ‘your eyes are doves’.75 Gregory
explains how it is that the Word comes to see doves in the eyes of the
bride.When someone’s eyes are pure and clean one who looks into these
eyes can see one’s own face reflected in them. The eye, then, that gazes at
an object receives in itself the image of that object.76 In the present case
it is the Word looking into the eyes of the bride, who, having been
purified, has thus received this image. The image of itself which the
Word sees is that of a dove, the Holy Spirit; the luminous beauty which
the Word sees in the bride is the light and beauty of the Holy Spirit. But
the bride too can look at the Word. How is this possible when only like
can know, or in this instance see, like?77 Gregory reminds us that the
soul that is freed of bodily attachments, has in its eyes the image of
the dove, that is to say, ‘the seal of the spiritual life shines’ within.78 With
this seal of the dove shining within, the soul is capable of gazing upon the
beauty of the Bridegroom.79

The trinitarian context in which the bride finds herself stands in bold
relief. The light and beauty which God theWord sees in the bride is God
the Holy Spirit, which itself has rendered her capable of gazing upon the
Word who gazes at himself (as Holy Spirit) in her. It is a profound
experience of divinizing union in which the bride is suffused in divine
characteristics of light and beauty. In the description of union Gregory
has made no mention of the divine darkness; nor does this luminous
state of the bride give way to any such darkness. The reason for his
preference for light over dark in this description of union is twofold.
First, the scriptural text which Gregory is interpreting (Song 1: 15:
‘Behold, you are beautiful, my companion; behold you are beautiful;
your eyes are doves’) does not lend itself to commentary along the lines
of divine darkness; irrespective of texts which lend themselves to inter-
pretation along such lines (e.g. Exod. 20: 21; Ps. 17 (18): 12, etc.) Gregory
does not concern himself with the theme of divine darkness. Second, in
this commentary on Song 1: 15 he is not concerned with the knowability
of the divine nature, which is always among his epistemological concerns
in the interpretation of divine darkness texts. Instead Gregory is con-
cerned with the role of the Holy Spirit in the bride’s transforming union,

74 See note 23 above. 105. 2. 75 Ibid., 105. 4–5. 76 Ibid., 105. 9–17.
77 Gregory is generally faithful to this ancient principle.
78 Ibid., 106. 3–4. 79 Ibid., 106. 6–7.
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which he tends to describe in language of purification, beauty, vision,
and light.
The luminous quality of the bride’s experience, and the fact that,

because ‘she has the dove in her eyes’, she can gaze upon the Bride-
groom’s beauty, stands very much to the fore in this passage. The
concerns for light and vision are evocative of Gregory’s description in
theOratio catechetica of the original human nature created to participate in,
to see, and to enjoy divine light and hence requires something of that
light in its nature in order to do so. This light implies a certain knowing.
From our discussions of union in Chapters 3, 5, and 6, we know that
there is a tendency for Gregory to connect union and knowledge: faith
gives something to mind. This should also be kept in mind when
considering that union in light and beauty wrought by the Holy Spirit.
The luminous quality of the bride and her capacity to see the beauty of
the Bridegroom implies a certain knowledge also bestowed by the Holy
Spirit.
What this shows is that Gregory has more than one way of describing

union. There is that union in darkness beyond knowledge in Homilies 6
and 11 and there is divinizing union wrought by the Holy Spirit,
bestower of light and knowledge. The one is described in the language
of darkness, the other in the language of beauty and light. Let us consider
some other texts which demonstrate this preference for light.

Ascent in Virtue As we saw earlier in Homily 5, Gregory depicts the
Bridegroom exhorting the bride to advance in virtue. This exhortation,
as we noted, is set in a general context of salvation history, described in
imagery of increasing light. The Church receives the ray of truth
through the windows of the prophets and the lattices of the Law.
Gregory likens the Law to a wall which forms a shadow (ski�aan) of
things to come. The truth stands behind this wall. But when the
revelation of the gospel comes, the wall is torn down and the darkness
of the shadow gives way to the light of the gospel.80 It is worth
pointing out that Gregory has described the broad movement of
salvation history in the language of increasing light. The only mention
of darkness is the shadow employed as a metaphor for the Law,
darkness that gives way to light with the full revelation of the gospel.
Within this context of salvation history as increasing light, Gregory
prepares to comment on the words of the Bridegroom addressed to the

80 In Cant. v , GNO vi . 148. 7–20.
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bride in Song 2: 10: ‘Arise, my companion, my beautiful one, my dove.’
Because the words of the Bridegroom are efficacious,81 she begins
her ascent. Up to now this study has focused on the epistemological
ascents of the bride, but here, in a general context of salvation history
as increasing light, we see the bride called to ascend not to the darkness
of unknowing but in greater virtue: ‘Arise . . . and go forward through
advancement in the good, finishing the race in virtue.’82 In the context
of this ascent in virtue, we see the bride transformed in light through
divinization by the Holy Spirit. In response, then, to the efficacious
power of the Word which bids her arise, the bride immediately does so
and ‘stands up, comes towards and is near the light’.83

Gregory sees in the very order of the words of Song 2: 10 an indication
of the nature of her movement into light. ‘She arises, approaches, draws
near, becomes beautiful, is called a dove.’84 As Gregory explains the
bride’s transformation, he introduces his image theory: human nature is
like amirror that became beautiful only ‘when it drew close to beauty and
was transformed by the image of divine beauty’.85 He then equates this
beauty with light and both of these with the presence of the Holy Spirit
symbolized by the dove: ‘Hence, by drawing close to the light, human
nature becomes light and in this light it is moulded into the beautiful
form of the dove, I mean that dove which declared the presence of the
Holy Spirit.’86

Gregory’s interpretation of Song 2: 10, therefore, presents us with an
image of divinizing union, once again under the aegis of the Holy Spirit,
in which human nature is transformed in divine light and beauty.
Though no technical word is used for union, the sense of this passage
is clearly in this direction, and if not union then something very close
indeed, for by its proximity to this light human nature is transformed and
takes on the qualities of the divine light in which it stands.

81 In Cant. v , GNO vi . 149. 11–17.
82 Ibid., 149. 4–6: o’yk a’ rkei& d�ee soi, fZs�ii, t�oo a’ noruvuZ& nai m�oonon ’ek toy&

pt�vvmatoB, a’ ll�aa ka�ii pr�ooelue di�aa tZ& B tv& n a’ gauv& n prokopZ& B t�oon ’en a’ retZ&fi
dian�yyoysa dr�oomon. Cf. 2 Tim. 4: 7.

83 Ibid., 150. 1–2. 84 Ibid., 150. 7–8.
85 Ibid., 150. 12–13: a’ ll’ ‘o�te tv&fi kalv&fi ’eplZs�iiase ka�ii tZ&fi ei’k�ooni toy& ue�iioy

k�aalloyB ’enemorf�vvuZ.
86 Ibid., 150. 18–151. 2: bl�eepei d�ee pr�ooB t�oo a’ rx�eetypon k�aalloB: di�aa toy& to tv&fi

fvt�ii prosegg�iisasa fv& B g�iinetai, tv&fi d�ee fvt�ii t�oo kal�oon tZ& B perister &aB ei&’doB
’eneikon�iizetai, ’eke�iinZB l�eegv tZ& B perister &aB,Z&‘ B t�oo ei&‘doB t�ZZn toy& a‘ g�iioy pne�yym-
atoB paroys�iian ’egn�vvrisen.
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Gregory depicts the perfection of virtue along these lines because he
thinks that the order of the words in Song 2: 10 suggests this itinerary of
ascent and transformation in light and beauty.87 The sequence of this
itinerary is clearly one of increasing light. Moreover, Gregory has situ-
ated it in the context of salvation history, itself depicted as darkness that
gives way to the full dawning of light. What needs especially to be
emphasized, however, is the role of the Holy Spirit in facilitating this
union in which human nature is ‘moulded into the beautiful form of a
dove’, and it is important to observe that the virtues are the manifest-
ation of this divinizing activity. Human nature becoming light should
once again remind us of the light that characterized its original condition
in which the light of God is seen and enjoyed. Hence, this light of
divinized virtue should not be separated from, much less subordinated
to, the light in which God is seen and in some sense known.
Not all transformation in light, however, is accomplished explicitly

under the aegis of the Holy Spirit; but its presence should not be ruled
out of the activity of purification. While these transformations are subtle
indeed, they are no less important, for they pertain to the attainment of
a’p�aaueia, and therefore are tantamount to becoming like God. For
example, in Homily 8 Gregory comments on Song 4: 9: ‘You have
ravished our heart, our sister, our bride.’ In order to lay the groundwork
for the interpretation he wishes to pursue Gregory first draws a parallel
between the creative power of the Word at creation and the Word’s
bidding the soul to draw close. As creation came into being at the
Word’s ordinance, in the same way when the Word bids the soul to
draw close to him ‘the soul is changed into something divine’. Hence, the
glory that the soul already had is transformed into something even more
glorious, divinized, ‘changed into something divine’.88 Therefore, the
angels marvel at the bride. With Song 4: 9 on their lips as they say: ‘You
have have ravished our hearts, our sister our spouse.’ He goes on to
specify what precisely has happened in this transformation by identifying
the meaning of ‘sister’ and ‘spouse’. Because in this transformation she
has taken on the divine characteristic of dispassion (a’paue�iiaB) she is

87 Gregory’s exegesis of Song 2: 10 reveals a clear similarity to that of Origen,Comm. in
Cant., GCS, iv . 223. 21–5. Cf Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 129.
However, it is interesting to note that Gregory places more emphasis than Origen on the
role of light and beauty.

88 In Cant. vi i i , GNO vi . 253: 8–18, esp. 15–16: metapoiZuei& sa pr�ooB t�oo
uei�ooteron.
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called ‘sister’ and because she attains union (syn�aafeian) with theWord
she is called ‘spouse’.89

Apart from the important connection Gregory draws between cre-
ation, the soul’s divinizing union, and the mediation of both by the
Word, what is important for the present purpose is to observe that this
transformation of the passions into dispassion is described again in the
language of light: ‘for the seal of dispassion illumines the bride’.90

This connection between divinizing union and radiance is also seen in
Homily 15 where Gregory comments on Song 6: 3: ‘I am my Beloved’s,
andmy Beloved is mine.’ Gregory’s interpretation of this passage reveals
once again a description of divine union in the language of light. It is a
text which easily lends itself to the ensuing presentation of divinization
and virtue which emphasizes the indwelling presence of Christ and
especially union with Christ, and the manifestation of this union.
Gregory begins by focusing on the words of the pure and undefiled

bride (‘I am my Beloved’s, and my Beloved is mine’) and immediately
aligns this image of mutual possession with the notion of perfection in
virtue.91 Her perfection means that in conforming to Christ she is made
beautiful according to the image and likeness of the original beauty in
which she was created.92 The soul, Gregory says, is a living mirror that
possesses free will; when she beholds the face of the Beloved, his beauty
is reflected in her face.93 The divine presence of indwelling beauty
Gregory likens to Paul’s experience of being dead to the world, alive to
God and having Christ alone living in him (Rom. 6: 11; Gal. 2: 20). Paul’s
statement in Philippians 1: 20 (‘for me to live is Christ’) is, according
to Gregory, exactly what the bride means when she says, ‘I am my

89 In Cant. vi i i , GNO vi . 254. 6–8.
90 Ibid., 254. 1–2: o‘ g�aar tZ& B a’paue�iiaB xarakt�ZZr o‘mo�iivB ’epil�aampvn . . .

Gregory makes a similar connection between a’p�aaueia and radiance (diayg�ZZB) at In
Cant. ix , GNO vi . 276. 13–15.

91 In Cant. xv , GNO vi . 439, 5: kan�vvn ka�ii ‘�ooroB tZ& B kat a’ ret�ZZn ’esti telei-
�ootZtoB.

92 Ibid., 439. 17–20. For another example of Gregory’s image theory stated from the
perspective of beauty see De beat. vi , GNO vi i . ii. 143–4.

93 Ibid., 440. 7–10. The phrase, ‘t�oo proairetik�oon te ka�ii �ee’ mcyxon k�aatoptron’ is
a clear example that Gregory locates the divine image in the will and not in the mind as
suggested by Gross, Divinisation du Chrétien, 223. See Meredith, The Cappadocians, 56–7:
‘[Gregory] came to see that the root of the image of God in us was not so much in the
intellectual powers possessed by us as in the freedom of the will. However, this emphasis
on the centrality of freedom seems to have been something Gregory grew into rather than
began with.’
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Beloved’s and my Beloved is mine.’94 This indwelling union with Christ,
on the part of Paul or the bride, is what holiness is, says Gregory, and he
goes on to describe it in the language of light.
The second half of the lemma upon which Gregory is commenting

(Song 6: 3a: ‘I am my Beloved’s and my Beloved is mine’) reads, ‘he
pastures me amongst the lilies’. The lilies, he tells us, symbolize the
virtues which nourish the soul.95 Lilies are radiant and, by implication,
virtues too are associated with light; the virtues nourish the soul and
make it likewise radiant.96 This light that shines from within the virtuous
soul is the divine presence itself, ‘the radiance of the Lord’ (Ps. 89: 17). In
some of the Homilies we have considered (Homilies 4 and 5) the
luminosity of divinized virtue occurs specifically under the guidance of
the Holy Spirit. In other Homilies (8 and 15), the explicit role of the Holy
Spirit is more difficult to discern, or is accomplished through union with
the indwelling Word.
For Gregory, then, virtue is the outwardmanifestation of divinization,

manifesting outwardly the divine presence in which it participates.
Perhaps the finest example of this is seen in his likening the luminous
lilies of virtue in the soul to a bouquet of lilies placed in a crystal vase.
The lilies within the crystal vase can be clearly seen from without.
Likewise, one who places the radiance of the lilies within the soul renders
the soul diaphanous to the light shining fromwithin.97 The virtues, then,
radiate outwardly the divine presence within the purified soul. Gregory’s
interpretation of this lemma that emphasizes indwelling communion
draws to a close with the bride giving herself to the Beloved and being
beautified in his beauty.98

Conclusion

(A) On the basis of the texts we have considered, chiefly in the Com-
mentarius in Canticum canticorum, it is clear that for all Gregory’s concern
for what has been termed by Puech, Daniélou, Crouzel, andmany others
a ‘mysticism of darkness’, there is a consistent strand in Gregory’s

94 Ibid., 441. 1–3.
95 Ibid., 441. 20: kr�iina d�ee katonom�aazei t�aaB a’ ret�aaB di’ai’n�iigmatoB
96 Ibid., 442. 1–3.
97 Ibid., 441. 15–18. On this image of the crystal vase employed by Gregory see

Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 328–30.
98 Ibid., 442. 10–11.
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thought that describes the heights of divine–human encounter in the
language of light and beauty. If Gregory can be distinguished from
Origen in his development of the theme of divine darkness,99 he can
likewise be likened to Origen in his concern for a ‘mysticism of light’.100

(B)We have emphasized throughout this chapter the exegetical charac-
ter of Gregory’s doctrine on divine darkness and how this theme is
linked to explicitly epistemological and apophatic concerns. Irrespective
of texts which favour the theme of divine darkness, Gregory does not
introduce the theme. Hence, we see it relatively infrequently and only in
the course of commenting on such scriptural texts as Song 3: 1 (‘By night
on my bed I sought him whom my soul loves. I sought him but found
him not’); Song 5: 2 (‘Open, open tome . . . formy head is filled with dew,
and my locks with the drops of the night’); Song 5: 5–6 (‘ . . . upon the
handles of the lock. I opened to my Beloved. My Beloved was gone. My
soul went forth at his word’); Exod. 20: 21; and Ps. 17: 12. In the exegesis
of scriptural lemmata such as these, the apophatic ascent is the guiding
motif, largely to emphasize the mind’s inability to grasp God, an inability
due not so much to the weakness of the mind as to the intrinsic
unknowability of the divine essence itself. The theme of divine darkness,
then, is limited to commentary on certain scriptural texts with specific
epistemological and apophatic concerns regarding union with an un-
knowable God; apart from such texts and concerns Gregory tends to
speak instead of the divinization of the soul in light.

(C) Moreover, it should be emphasized that Gregorian darkness is
epistemological darkness. Hence, any comparison with the theme of dark-
ness developed by later writers such as John of the Cross or Jacob
Boehme, who give greater prominence to the emotional dimension
and to the sense of divine absence, should exercise caution.101 While
Gregorian darkness knows well this play between presence and absence,

99 Crouzel, Origen, 121.
100 Many years ago Völker observed in his Gregor von Nyssa als Mystiker that Gregory

shares with Origen, and indeed with other Alexandrians, a predilection for the symbolism
of light: ‘Noch in einem weiteren Punkte stimmt er [sc. Gregor] mit Origenes und den
Alexandriner überhaupt überein, in seiner Vorliebe für die Lichtsymbolik’ (p. 206).

101 This is not to say that all subsequent writers on the theme of darkness do not
emphasize darkness along the epistemological lines we see in Gregory. The final sections
of Bonaventure’s Itinerarium mentis in Deum would constitute a good example of the
continuation of this theme in the mediaeval period; see Turner, The Darkness of God,
esp. 102–34.
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it is muchmore a metaphor of presence than one of absence, a metaphor
which emphasizes the mind’s capacity for union (supranoetic) with God,
who is most intimately present, and yet who is not grasped by the mind
in comprehension (grasped rather by faith). The locus classicus in this
regard is perhaps the bride in Homily 11, who is embraced by the divine
night; Gregory asks, How can the soul see what is invisible? The
Bridegroom gives to the soul ‘a sense of presence (a�ii’suZsin. . .
tZ& B paroys�iiaB)’.102 Gregorian darkness is a metaphor of union and
presence.103

(D) When Gregory describes the divinization of the soul in light and
beauty, often under the aegis of the Holy Spirit, he grounds this, like
the theme of divine darkness, in scripture: Song 1: 15 (‘Behold you are
beautiful, my companion, behold you are beautiful; your eyes are doves’);
Song 1: 16 (‘Behold you are fair, my Beloved and beautiful, overshadow-
ing our bed’); Song 2: 10 and 13 (‘Arise, and come, my companion, my
beautiful one, my dove; yes, come’); Song 4: 6 (‘Until the day breathes
and the shadows depart’); Song 4: 9 (‘You have ravished our heart, our
sister, our spouse’); Song 6: 3 (‘I am my Beloved’s and my Beloved is
mine; he pastures me amongst the lilies’). These scriptural texts with
their cluster of themes of beauty, ascent, the dove, light, and indwelling
ground Gregory’s teaching on the divinization of the virtues.
So as not to confuse exegetical lines, it is important to distinguish the

light that is the first stage in the light–cloud–darkness sequence104 from
the light that is part of the ever-increasing-light sequence. This latter, the
light and beauty of divinized virtue, evocative of the original condition of
light in which humanity sees, and hence knows something of divine light,
does not give way to divine darkness and rests on different scriptural
lemmata, which are not used by Gregory to support the divine darkness
theme. The light of divinized virtue, then, does not fit the pattern of
increasing darkness (light–cloud–darkness) which not a few scholars
have said defines Gregory’s theory of the human experience of God.
Indeed we have seen Gregory, speaking in the context of salvation

102 In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 324. 10–11. See Canévet, ‘La Perception de la présence de
Dieu’, 443–54.

103 NB V. Lossky’s observation in In the Image and Likeness of God (Crestwood, NY,
1985), 38: ‘The infinite and never completed character of this union with the transcendent
God is signified by darkness, which seems to be, for St. Gregory of Nyssa, a metaphor
whose purpose is to remind us of a dogmatic fact.’

104 e.g. In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 322. 9 and De vita Moysis, SC, II. 162.
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history and the divinization of the virtues, present the pattern as one of
increasing light.

(E)While Gregory can be likened to Origen in his use of light symbol-
ism regarding knowledge, the Father, the Word, the Holy Spirit, an
important distinction should be kept in mind particularly regarding the
epistemological implications of light.105 Both Origen andGregory speak
of knowledge as light.106 But for Gregory the light of knowledge gives
way to the darkness of unknowing in, and only in, divine-darkness texts.
This is largely due to two exegetical reasons. First, Gregory adheres with
singular fidelity to an inherited exegetical tradition regarding Exod. 20:
21 (inter alia). Puech indicated long ago the roots of this tradition in Philo
and Clement, a tradition to which Origen does not adhere with any
tenacity.107 Second, following closely upon the first, Gregory’s episte-
mology, especially the epistemological ascent, is very much an exegetical
epistemology (especially in the In Canticum). Hence, when one considers
a divine-darkness text such as De vita Moysis i i . 162 and In Canticum xi .
322, one should be aware that the ascent of Moses or the bride is
described as a movement from light to dark, a description rife with
apophatic terminology and motifs, because the vocabulary and imagery
of the scriptural text lends itself to this.108 In these darkness texts that
feature an apophatic ascent, especially when based on Exod. 20: 21 (such
as De vita Moysis i i . 162 and In Canticum xi . 322), light will relate to a

105 For an overview of Origen’s use of light symbolism see Crouzel, Origène et la
‘connaissance mystique’, 130–54.

106 Ibid., 130–1 and 152–3. As Festugière has noted, this association of light with
knowledge characterizes the entire tradition, Christian and non-Christian; see La Révéla-
tion d’Hermès Trismégiste, 241.

107 Puech, ‘La ténèbre mystique’. I am not convinced by Crouzel’s claim in ‘Grégoire
deNysse’ that Gregorian darkness is a development of what was already present, however
incipiently, in Origen. The exegesis of, for example, Exod. 20: 21 is already well
established by Philo and Clement. It seems more likely that Gregory is following (and
developing) Philo and Clement than developing something that receives only minimal
attention in Origen. It is Origen who departs from the Alexandrian tradition in this
instance. See B. Otis, ‘Nicene Orthodoxy and Fourth Century Mysticism’, in Proceedings of
the XII International Congress of Byzantine Studies, Ochrid, 10–16 September 1961 (Belgrade,
1964), ii. 475–84, esp. 477–9. Speculation beyond that offered by Crouzel as to why
Origen departs from Philo and Clement must await subsequent investigation. For Philo,
Clement, and Origen on darkness see Puech, ‘La ténèbre mystique’, 133–6

108 It might be asserted, and rightly so, that there is no Philonic-Clementine tradition
on the darkness texts from the Song of Songs. However, the representative darkness texts
in the In Canticum are riding on the shoulders of Exod. 20: 21 and Ps. 17(18): 12, which fall
clearly within the Philonic-Clementine tradition.
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relatively low noetic state (withdrawal from false opinions about God,
withdrawal from what the senses have understood109) because this light
is corresponding to the light that characterizes the beginning of Moses’
sojourn, the scriptural model for the noetic ascent. Hence, instead of
continuing in a transformation of ever greater luminosity (as we saw in In
Cant. iv , v , vi i , vi i i , and xv ), this ‘first-stage’ light gives way to the ever-
increasing obscurity of cloud and darkness where God dwells simply
because the sequence of scriptural images (Exod. 19: 3, 16 f.; 20: 21)
undergirding the epistemological ascent dictate that it does so.
Moreover, while both Origen and Gregory speak of divinization,

Origen tends to speak of the mind’s divinization in the contemplation
of God. In hisCommentary on JohnOrigen, thinking of the brilliant face of
Moses descending Mount Sinai, speaks of the divinization of nous.110

Gregory, by contrast, does not tend to speak of the mind itself as the
subject of divinization. It is, rather, the virtues which are the subject of
divinization. For Gregory the mind moves beyond the light of know-
ledge into the darkness of unknowing, and in this process the virtues, not
the mind, are the subject of divinizing union. The mind attains to union
by means of faith (and a possible way of conceiving the relationship
between the mind and faith—for Gregory does not spell it out—was
presented in Chapter 4); as explored in Chapters 3, 5, and 6, the mind yet
receives something from this supramental union ‘by faith alone’. Hence,
themind is certainly not abandoned. Knowledge and virtue participate in
divine light: knowledge by means of faith, virtue by divinization.
Therefore, while we can agree with Völker that Gregory does indeed

share, and in abundance, Origen’s ‘Vorliebe für die Lichtsymbolik’, there are
subtle yet important distinctions that need to be maintained; the meta-
phor of the light of knowledge is a case in point, for it expresses

109 See In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 322. 13–15;DeVita Moysis, SC, i i . 19. 21–9 and 162. 4–6.
It must be admitted that the bride’s ascent at In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 323. 10–324. 9 does
not fit as nicely into this pattern. However, this is because Gregory is presenting a
summary of the growth of the bride in the previous Homilies. Hence, her ascent is
stuctured by the various texts from the Song and not, as above, on the journey of Moses
culminating in Exod. 20: 21.

110 In Jo. xxxi i . 27, GCS iv . 472. 31–4: lekt�eeon toioy& ton ei&’nai t�oo dedoj�aasuai
t�oo pr�oosvpon toy& uevr�ZZsantoB t�oon ue�oon ka�ii o‘mil�ZZsantoB a‘ytv&fi ka�ii syndiat-
r�iicantoB toia�yytZfi u�eeafi , v‘ B toy& to ei&’nai tropikv& B t�oo dedojasm�eenon pr�oosvpon
Mvÿs�eevB, ueopoiZu�eentoB a’ytv&fi toy& noy& . Cf Gregory’s treatment of Moses’ descent
from Mt. Sinai at De Vita Moysis, SC, i i . 163, where there is a clear sense of the light of
divinization but no sense that it was noy& B that was divinized.
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divergent positions (Gregory’s fromOrigen’s) regarding the knowability
of God.

(F) Having seen that Gregory speaks of both light and darkness to
describe the profoundest of divine–human encounters, and that the light
that gives way to darkness in an ascent of ever-increasing darkness is not
the same light of divinizing union which is never described as giving way
to darkness, could not the argument still be advanced that this divine
darkness must yet overcome the light of divinized virtue? For in the
Platonic tradition, virtue (described by Gregory in terms of increasing
light) is a means to the acquisition of knowledge and hence could be
considered in the final analysis to be subordinate to knowledge. There-
fore, viewing Gregory’s thought as a whole, would not the light of
divinized virtue be subordinate to the darkness of unknowing since
virtue is a subordinated means to knowledge? Such would be a tempting
position to adopt were it not for the convincing caveat established by
Meredith on this very point.
In a paper given to the Seventh International Colloquium on Gregory

of Nyssa, as well as in a more elaborated position taken in The Cappado-
cians, Meredith states that ‘the close connexion between the love of and
discovery of truth on the one hand and the reformation of life on the
other owes much to the Platonic tradition, above all in the language
which is used to express the upward search for the transcendent. The
relation, however, between these two elements, the intellectual and
the moral, has been significantly modified.’111 Whereas ‘the Platonist
tradition had tended to subordinate virtue to knowledge, ethics to
epistemology, while believing that there existed a close connection
between the two’,112 Gregory does not show this subordination. Whilst
Gregory likewise maintains a close relationship between the two, they
are not cast in a relationship of subordination but kept on an equal level
and in ‘a two-way’ relationship.113 This may not illustrate Gregory’s early
view on the matter inDe virginitate, arguably his earliest work, but it does
characterize his later works; ‘virtue is not only the condition of the
possibility of knowledge, knowledge also serves as a step towards greater

111 ‘Homily One’ in S. Hall and R. Moriarty (eds. and trans.), Gregory of Nyssa: Homilies
on Ecclesiastes (Berlin, 1993), 146–7. Meredith has in mind certain texts which are particu-
larly illustrative of the view that the Platonist tradition tends to subordinate ethics to
epistemology; for Plato, Meredith cites Phaedrus 249d; Symposium 210a–211c; for Aristotle,
Nicomachean Ethics 10. 7; for Plotinus, Ennead 6. 9. 11.

112 Meredith, The Cappadocians, 59. 113 Ibid., 61.
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moral perfection. In other words there is a dialectical relationship
between the two.’114

The fact that Gregory of Nyssa maintains virtue and knowledge on
the same level, not subordinating one to the other, has clear implications
for the respective roles of virtue and knowledge in his theory of divine
union. Gregory’s doctrine on union through the ‘progressive deification
through virtue’ in light should not be subordinated to his theory of union
in the darkness of unknowing. Moreover, purely within the context of
the light imagery itself (i.e. the darkness texts aside) we have seen that for
Gregory light embraces concerns for both knowledge and virtue: in the
Oratio catechetica human nature was created that it might see, and there-
fore know in some sense, this divine Light; thus something of that light
was in its original nature; in the ascents in virtue which we see in the
In Canticum, human nature is ‘transformed into something divine’,115

likewise characterized by light.
Therefore, Gregory’s theory of divine union should be considered no

less one of light than one of darkness. When considering passages which
are particularly illustrative of Gregory’s ‘mysticism of darkness’ one
should avoid concluding that this encounter with God in increasing
darkness characterizes Gregory’s thought as a whole; it characterizes
one part of the dialectic within which he clearly situates himself within
the ‘mysticism of darkness’ tradition inherited from Philo and Clement,
grounded in quite specific biblical passages and expressive of decidedly
apophatic concerns. But it is not the whole picture.

(G) Perhaps the texts which scholars propose as particularly illustrative
of Gregory’s mysticism of darkness (one thinks principally of De vita
Moysis i i . 162; In Cant. vi and xi i i ) have been given too great an
emphasis and have not been satisfactorily situated and interpreted in
light of the general structure of his thought. Keeping in mind that the
darkness of God is for Gregory a ‘luminous dark’ (lampr�ooB

114 Ibid. A very good example of this can be seen in the way in which Gregory uses the
same symbol to speak of both knowledge and virtue in the space of a few lines. In Homily
15 on the Song Gregory tells us that the lily is symbol of a luminous pure mind (In Cant.
xv , GNO vi . 438. 10–11: t�aa m�een g�aar kr�iina toy& lamproy& ka�ii kauaroy& tZ& B
diano�iiaB a�ii’ nigma g�iinetai). However, some three pages on and still commenting on
the same lemmaGregory says that the lilies are the virtues which nourish the soul (In Cant.
xv , GNO vi . 441. 20: kr�iina d�ee katonom�aazei t�aaB a’ ret�aaB di’ ai’n�iigmatoB). See
Meredith for other texts illustrative of this point.

115 In Cant. vi i i , GNO vi . 253. 15–16: metapoiZuei& sa pr�ooB t�oo uei�ooteron . . . .
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gn�oofoB),116 perhaps the less-cited darkness-text in In Canticum xi i is
more representative of his position.
In the course of commenting on Song 5: 6, ‘my soul went forth at his

word’, Gregory presents a catalogue of Moses’ ascents in order to
illustrate the incessant growth of the Patriarch.117 At the end of this
catalogue he says that Moses entered the cloud and then the darkness
where God was. But Gregory does not stop here as he did in De vita
Moysis i i . 162 and In Canticum xi , when in the midst of an apophatic,
epistemological ascent, he emphasized the pattern of increasing dark-
ness. Here in Homily 12 Gregory adds that Moses becomes like the sun
and is unable to be approached by those who are drawing near because
of the light beaming from his face (cf. Exod. 34: 29–30).118 This
transformation in light occurs while Moses is in the darkness. Clearly
light is not subordinated to darkness, just as for Gregory virtue is not
subordinated to knowledge, even that knowledge which is an unknow-
ing. Moses enters the darkness where God is but becomes luminous; he
moves ever deeper in unknowing but grows increasingly in light.
Whether the luminous quality surrounding the Patriarch is the light of
knowledge consequent upon union beyond knowledge, or whether it is
the light of divinized virtue, Gregory does not say with any precision.
Based on what we have seen throughout this study regarding the
relationship between union and knowledge, he would not want us to
choose one to the exclusion of the other.
It has remained unquestioned throughout this chapter that Gregory

of Nyssa is an exponent of the so-called ‘mysticism of darkness’, but he
also expounds a ‘mysticism of light’. To suggest that he proposes one as
opposed to the other, as has been the decided tendency of twentieth-
century scholarship on Gregory of Nyssa, not only reflects a hasty
reading of one of his principle works on the matter in question, the
Commentarius in Canticum canticorum, but obscures our understanding of
the structure of his thought.

116 De vita Moysis, SC, i i . 163.
117 In Cant. xi i , GNO vi . 354. 13 ff.
118 In Cant. xi i , GNO vi . 355. 11–14: t�ZZn nef�eelZn ‘yp�eerxetai, ’ent�ooB

toy& gn�oofoy g�iinetai ’en v&‘fi Z&’ n o‘ Qe�ooB, t�ZZn diau�ZZkZn d�eexetai, ‘�ZZlioB g�iinetai
a’prosp�eelaston toi& B prosegg�iizoysin ’ek toy& pros�vvpoy t�oo fv& B a’pastr�aaptvn.
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Conclusion

This study began with an attempt to determine the status quaestionis
regarding Gregorian faith with a view to assessing what elements
might sustain further development so that the current research might
be advanced. Two authors, whose contribution to Gregorian scholar-
ship is unquestioned, have, nevertheless, drawn conclusions regarding
the relationship between knowledge and faith that stand in need of
further nuance, indeed correction: Bernard Pottier has argued that ‘the
passage from knowledge to faith appears as a rupture’.1 Moreover, he
continues, ‘faith, in the night, touches God as he is—but it is not
knowledge’.2 Walther Völker observed quite rightly that when Gregory
spoke of faith in the exalted manner in which he did, supplanting
knowledge by faith, he forsook the Alexandrian tradition in which
faith was overcome by knowledge.3 Völker also suggested, however,
that Gregory, like Philo, gives faith no technical meaning.4 Moreover,
Völker maintained that Gregory has left to one side the question of the
relationship between faith and knowledge and the relationship between

1 Dieu et le Christ, 207: ‘Le passage de la connaissance à la foi . . . se donne comme une
rupture.’ V. Harrison has a more cautious evaluation of this when she says that in the
pilgrimage of the mind, faith ‘surpasses’ knowldege; see her Grace and Human Freedom, 68.

2 Pottier, Dieu et le Christ, 209: ‘la foi, dans la nuit, touche Dieu tel qu’il est—ce n’est
pourtant pas une connaissance’.

3 Gregor von Nyssa als Mystiker, 141 n. 7: ‘In dieser hohenWertung des Glaubens verläßt
Gregor die Bahnen der christlichen Alexandriner’. In support of his view, which I share,
Völker has in mind an important passage from Homily 3 on the Song, which this thesis
has considered in some detail (In Cant. i i i , GNO vi . 87. 5–9, esp. the phrase,
di�aa m�oonZB p�iistevB.

4 Ibid., 140: ‘Könnten wir bei Philo beobachten, daß das Wort p�iistiB kein fester
terminus technicus ist, sondern in verschiedenen Bedeutungen verwandt wird, so ist
Gregor wenig interessiert.’ Cf. idem, Fortschritt und Vollendung bei Philo von Alexandrien, 244
n. 1.



faith and grace.5 By contrast, I have argued that the positions of Pottier
and Völker on the matters stated are unsatisfactory.
In order to gain some insight into what exalted Gregorian faith is

capable of and what it is not capable of, as well as some understanding of
its relationship to knowledge, Chapter 2 followed with an examination
of what Gregory said about the discursive and non-discursive activities
of the mind. Amongst the various terms which Gregory can employ in
this regard (dianoia, nous, psyche), dianoia was found to open up the field
most satisfactorily. Whilst the intention of this chapter was largely by
way of preparing to respond to Pottier andVölker, it was observed under
the lens of dianoia that Gregory’s notion of the mind was characterized
by dynamism and flow.
We saw that Gregory parted company with the hierarchized epi-

stemological structure of the Allegory of the Line. Instead, he used the
same terms, whether nous or dianoia, in a fluid way, as we saw that
the mind could flow from one state to another, according to the level
of ascetic accomplishment: passionate struggle, tasks of ratiocination,
discursive contemplation of the intelligibles; we even saw that dianoia
could enter the non-discursive Holy of Holies, the darkness of God’s
presence. Each level of the mind was characterized by a certain state.
The lowest state was characterized by passionate struggle and described
as thick, dispersed, or grasping. We saw the grace of baptism to be
particularly efficacious at this level as it unclenched the fists of the
grasping mind. Nor did the mind enter the Holy of Holies unassisted
by grace; we saw scripture lead dianoia into the sanctuary of divine
presence. From the beginning, then, the noetic ascent is a graced one.
However, while it was important to notice that once in this sanctuary

the mind did not grasp the Beloved in comprehension, the mind yet
underwent something very important and very subtly expressed by
Gregory. InHomily 11 on the Song, Gregory said that theWord touched
the door of dianoia in its discursive search for what was ineffable.
Through this same dianoia the sought-after Beloved came to dwell.6

While the mind did not grasp the Beloved in comprehension, it allowed
the Beloved to enter and take up residence. In this posture of receptivity
the mind received something, a reception which Gregory described in
the delicate imagery of dew drops. In the sanctuary of divine presence

5 Gregor von Nyssa als Mystiker, 141.
6 In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 324. 13–15: �aaptetai tZ& B u�yyraB o‘ l�oogoB: u�yyran d�ee

nooy& men t�ZZn stoxastik�ZZn tv& n a’ rr�ZZtvn di�aanoian, di’Z&‘B ei’soik�iizetai t�oo zZto�yy-
menon.
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the mind does not receive ‘a swollen torrent of knowledge, . . . but must
be content if truth bedew one’s knowledge with delicate and indistinct
insights’.7 Hence, the mind was capable of two things in the sanctuary of
divine presence: (1) reception of indwelling presence, an aspect of which
involves (2) a knowing encounter, in which the mind is somehow
bedewed with indistinct insights.
As subtly expressed as this intimacy between the mind and the divine

presence is, this intimacy received considerable emphasis in Chapter 2,
for it prepared the way for Chapter 3’s discussion of the grasp of faith.
For though the mind received something from its encounter in the Holy
of Holies, the darkness of God’s presence, the mind did not grasp the
Beloved. This function of union is reserved not to the grasp of compre-
hension but to the grasp of faith, which was examined in Chapter 3. We
saw especially in Homilies 3 and 6 on the Song that one of the effects of
union by the grasp of faith was the passing on to the discursive mind
something of what faith had grasped in the darkness of divine presence.
This placed dianoia and pistis in a very close relationship indeed, and for
this reason I maintain that Völker’s claim that Gregory did not consider
the relationship between knowledge and faith and that Pottier’s descrip-
tion of the distinction between knowledge and faith (and certainly there
is one) as one of ‘rupture’ were not faithful to the texts themselves; for
the texts consistently revealed what Canévet described as the tendency
of faith to translate its intuitions into concepts.8 While there is an
important and consistent discontinuity between knowledge and faith,
there is also an important and consistent continuity between the two.
How then to express this relationship between the mind and faith? It

has to be said that Gregory does not always seem to be very clear on the
matter. As we have seen, both dianoia and pistis can mediate the indwell-
ing presence of God. In Homily 11 on the Song it was dianoia which
stood as the door which theWord touches and through which theWord
enters and dwells.9 But in Homily 4, it was pistis, as the tip of the arrow,
which mediated the indwelling presence.10 Hence, both dianoia and pistis

7 Ibid., 325. 21–326. 5: o’y g�aar ’esti dynat�oon t�oon ’ent�ooB tv& n a’ d�yytvn te ka�ii a’ uevr-
�ZZtvn gen�oomenon ’�oombrvfi tin�ii tZ& B gn�vvsevB ’entyxei& n �ZZ’ xeim�aarrvfi a’ ll’ a’ gap-
Zt�oon ei’ leptai& B tisi ka�ii a’mydrai& B diano�iiaiB ’epicek�aazoi t�ZZn gnv& sin a’ytv& n
Z‘ a’ l�ZZueia di�aa tv& n ‘ag�iivn te ka�ii ueoforoym�eenvn tZ& B logikZ& B stag�oonoB a’po-
rreo�yysZB.

8 Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 63: ‘Cette connaissance [sc.
l’intuition de la foi] essaie cependant de se traduire en pensées, bien que l’infinité de
l’essence divine soit incompatible avec le caractère défini de nos concepts.’

9 In Cant. xi , GNO vi . 324. 13–15. 10 In Cant. iv , GNO vi . 128 ff.
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can mediate the same graced encounter. However, this is not to say that
the two are synonymous. While the two can at times overlap, when
Gregory wants to be quite specific and emphasize the experience of
union, he will employ pistis. Herein lies the difference: both dianoia and
exalted pistis can enter the Holy of Holies, the darkness wherein God
dwells, but in this non-discursive sanctuary dianoia is purely receptive; it
cannot perform its characteristic grasp of comprehension. Pistis, by
contrast, can yet grasp; not a cognitive grasp of comprehension but a
grasp of union beyond images and concepts. The bride herself has stated
it perhaps themost succinctly: ‘when I let go of every sort of comprehen-
sion, I found the Beloved . . . by the grasp of faith’.11 Hence, while both
terms can be used to mediate divine indwelling, Gregory can also be
more specific and indicate the difference between exalted pistis and
dianoia. Pistis can do what dianoia cannot do: grasp the Beloved. Having
grasped the Beloved it can then pass on to dianoia something of what it
has grasped of the Beloved.12 Between dianoia and pistis, then, there is as
much rapport as rupture.
In contrast to Völker’s claim that Gregory does not use the term ‘faith’

in a technical sense, this study argues the exact opposite. Based on an
examination of representative texts in the Contra Eunomium, De vita
Moysis, and Commentarius in Canticum canticorum, Gregory’s reserved use
of ‘faith’ can rightly be considered a terminus technicus. When used in
certain apophatic contexts, whether or not there be an explicit epistemo-
logical ascent in which faith is always the summit, such as we saw in
the migration of Abraham or in the case of the bride in Homily 6 on the
Song of Songs, faith takes on a technical meaning which designates
the means by which the soul attains to divine union. Such union, as we
have seen, yields a number of results: faith renders the soul a dwelling
place of God; faith expands the soul’s desire for God even as the soul
delights in God; faith does what the discursive mind can never do: grasp
the incomprehensible nature of God; faith nevertheless passes on to the
mind something of what it has grasped of the Ungraspable. These are
the principal functions of faith when seen in its technical sense of
bridging the gap between the mind and God.
Moreover, the technical meaning of faith is often rendered by

a particular grammatical morphology. The mediational sense which
technical faith serves is often expressed conveniently either as an

11 In Cant. vi , GNO vi . 183. 7–9.
12 Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et l’herméneutique biblique, 63.
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instrumental dative (p�iistZfi ) or governed by the preposition di�aa
(di�aa[m�oonZB] tZ& B p�iistevB).13 Hence, when faith is used in these con-
ditions, it can rightly be said to have a technical meaning in the writings
of Gregory of Nyssa.
The explicit concerns with divine union shown consistently by exalted

faith were examined in detail, especially in the migration of Abraham as
well as in Homilies 3, 4, 6, 9, 12, and 13 on the Song. Indeed, the theme
of union is an important one especially in the In Canticum, which states
early on that union with God is the very purpose of the Song.14 This
study of exalted faith affords a perspective on one of Mühlenberg’s
conclusions in his important study of Gregory.15 Mühlenberg would
deny that Gregory allows for the possibility of union with God, for
union would imply knowledge, and this would be to enclose God in the
grasp of comprehension. We have seen, however, that this is precisely
what union withGod through the grasp of faith does not involve. For it is
not knowledge of a conceptual order but rather an unknowing which is
higher than the conceptual grasp of mind. This union ‘by faith alone’
safeguards the distinction between finite creature and infinite Creator,
for it is a union beyond knowledge.
By the same token it is important to respond to Pottier on this point.

Quite rightly Pottier says that Gregorian faith ‘touches God as he is’.
However, he then goes on to say, ‘but it is not knowledge’.16 In a certain
sense Pottier’s point is well taken; it is not knowledge of a discursive sort.
However, Pottier does not appreciate sufficiently the apophatic context
of Gregory’s noetic ascents, in which not-knowing is higher than know-
ing and continuous-yet-discontinuous with the mind’s passionate search
for the Beloved.
Whilst Mühlenberg is aware that Gregory has parted company with

his master Origen on the notion of divine infinity, Mühlenberg is less
aware that Gregory has also parted company with the general Alexan-
drian notion that faith is overcome in knowledge. For Gregory of Nyssa,
on the basis of what we have seen in the migration of Abraham, Moses’
ascent of the mountain of divine knowledge, and the bride’s union with

13 Obviously the phrase from In Cant. VI, GNOVI, 183, 9: tZ&fi tZ& B p�iistevB labZ&fi ,
should be understood as rendering this technical meaning of p�iistiB.

14 In Cant. i , GNO vi . 15. 13–15: di�aa g�aar tv& n ’entay& ua gegramm�eenvn nymfos-
tolei& tai tr�oopon tin�aa Z‘ cyx�ZZ pr�ooB t�ZZn a’s�vvmat�oon te ka�ii pneymatik�ZZn ka�ii
a’m�oolynton toy& ueoy& syzyg�iian.

15 Mühlenberg, Unendlichkeit Gottes.
16 Dieu et le Christ, 209.
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the Beloved by faith alone, it is knowledge that is overcome in faith. Both
Dünzl and Desalvo observed that Mühlenberg did not consider in any
detail the role of faith in Gregory’s thought.17 Mühlenberg’s oversight
prevents him from seeing the ontological function which faith serves.
A strict boundary between finite creature and infinite Creator runs the
risk of preventing any access to the Infinite without the loss of one’s
ontological status as a creature.18

DespiteDaniélou’s questionable threefold division of the ascent of the
mind,19 presuming, that is, that Daniélou intends it as more than a
merely heuristic device, union with God is an explicit concern of
Gregory of Nyssa, a concern which takes account in a fairly consistent
manner of his overarching concern for protecting both the infinity and
the incomprehensibility of the divine nature, and this union is very much
the domain of the grasp of faith.
If Chapters 2 and 3 worked in tandem both to stabilize the technical

meaning and to describe the precise functions which Gregory bestowed
on exalted faith, Chapter 4 attempted to situate Gregorian pistis
against the backdrop of the largely Neoplatonic concern for a faculty
of supranoetic union. For although Gregory’s exalted, technical sense
of faith is rather idiosyncratic, the notion of a faculty continuous-
yet-discontinuous with the mind, a supranoetic faculty that unites the
soul to God, is something of a commonplace inMiddle andNeoplatonic
epistemology. Indeed the relationship between the mind and faith is
roughly what we saw between the mind and the ‘flower of the mind’ or
the ‘crest of the wave of the intellect’. Our intention was not to suggest
that Celsus or the Chaldaean Oracles or Plotinus exerted a direct influence
upon Gregory of Nyssa but to establish these parallels in order to allow
Gregory’s exalted faith to stand in bolder relief. For while virtually no
writer before Gregory spoke of faith in the apophatic manner in which
he did, a number of authors spoke of a mediating supranoetic faculty of
union. Gregory’s innovation was to call it faith.
On several occasions in the course of this study attention was drawn

to the fact that Gregory so often grounded his thought in exegesis that
we could rightly speak of his epistemology as an exegetical epistemology,
and this was especially true of the technical meaning of faith. Heb 11: 8; 2
Cor 5: 7; and Rom 4: 3 were never far in the background as Gregory

17 Dünzl, Braut und Bräutigam, 326 n. 119; Desalvo, L’ ‘oltre’ nel presente, 220.
18 See Desalvo, L’ ‘oltre’ nel presente, 221.
19 Mühlenberg, Unendlichkeit Gottes, 25; Daniélou, Platonisme et théologie mystique,

146 ff.
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commented on the Song of Songs or Exodus and found that with
Abraham, Moses, or the bride it was their faith that allowed them to
grasp the Ungraspable in the darkness of divine presence. In doing this
Gregory draws out the epistemological implications of faith in terms and
motifs consonant with the Neoplatonic esprit du temps.
Chapters 3 and 4 focused on the apophatic elements surrounding the

ascent to the grasp of faith. It was only, or perhaps most characteristic-
ally, when faith appeared at the apex of an apophatic, epistemological
ascent that it assumed its technical function and meaning. However, it
was suggested that in order to understand other aspects of Gregory’s
exalted faith it was not enough to focus upon the primary function of
union without also considering the effects of this union.
One of the advantages of studying this theme is that it has opened up a

view onto a largely neglected dimension of Gregory’s thought, a dimen-
sion which I have termed logophasis. Union with the Beloved through
the grasp of faith characteristically occurs at the zenith of epistemo-
logical ascents, rich with apophatic terms and aphairetic gestures. Union
followed upon the forsaking of all knowledge. In Chapters 5 and 6 we
observed how in the context of union a paradoxical turn ensued. Having
abandoned all language that searched for God, the figures of the bride
and Paul assumed language that was full of God, and their words had the
same effect upon others that the attractive power of the Word exerted
upon them. Because the Word indwells them, the Word now speaks
through them. Hence the term logophasis.
The grasp of faith, therefore, mediates in two directions. Along a

fairly rigorously maintained apophatic trajectory, faith mediates union
with God beyond all concepts. However, this union with the Word
initiates another trajectory: the tendency of the Word to fill the mouth
of the bride with words, to express itself in the words and deeds of those
who attain union with the Word. Put another way, the words and
actions of Paul, John, and the bride manifest the Word and bear witness
to their adherence to the Word by faith. The grasp of faith grounds
this coincidence of opposites and mediates both these trajectories,
the one apophatic, the other logophatic. While the apophatic element
is central to Gregory’s thought, the dimension of logophasis is no less
central; for it is the other side of union ‘by faith alone’. But without a
sufficient appreciation of the mediating role of faith in Gregory’s
thought, this complementary dimension of logophasis will most likely
be overlooked.
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Finally, while union by the grasp of faith took place in darkness, an
attentive study of the role of faith led us paradoxically to texts that also
spoke of knowledge and light. This occurred frequently enough that
I grew increasingly convinced that the unequivocal identification of
Gregory of Nyssa with the mysticism of darkness was decidedly mis-
taken: an attentive reading of the Commentarius in Canticum canticorum
reveals that Gregory proposes no less a mysticism of light than one of
darkness. Hence, Chapter 7 showed how both elements were present in
the In Canticum. Gregory’s doctrines on transformation in light and the
entrance into the darkness of God’s presence were each rooted in their
own respective clusters of scriptural texts and had their own epistemo-
logical concerns.
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Bréhier, E., Les Idées philosophiques et religieuses de Philon d’Alexandrie, Études de
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logique 114 (1992), 678–95.

Carabine, D., ‘Apophasis East and West’, Recherches de théologie ancienne et médiévale
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Courcelle, P., ‘Grégoire de Nysse, lecteur de Porphyre’, Revue des études grecques 80
(1967), 402–6.
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Daniélou, J., Platonisme et théologie mystique: Essai sur la doctrine spirituelle de Saint
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—— ‘Mystique de la ténèbre chez Grégoire de Nysse’, s.v. contemplation,
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Gargano, I., La Teoria di Gregorio di Nissa sul Cantico dei Cantici: Indagine su

alcune indicazioni di metodo esegetico, Orientalia Christiana Analecta 216, Rome,
1981.

Gillet, R., ‘L’Homme divinisateur cosmique dans la pensée de saint Grégoire de
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Mortley, R.,Connaissance religieuse et herméneutique chez Clément d’Alexandrie, Leiden,
1973.

Mosshammer, A., ‘Disclosing but Not Disclosed: Gregory of Nyssa as Decon-
structionist’, in Studien zu Gregor von Nyssa und der christlichen Spätantike, ed.
H. Drobner and C. Klock Leiden, 1990, 99–122.

Muckle, J., ‘The Doctrine of Gregory of Nyssa on Man and the Image of God’,
Mediaeval Studies 7 (1945), 55–84.

Mühlenberg, E., Die Unendlichkeit Gottes bei Gregor von Nyssa: Gregors Kritik am
Gottesbegriff der klassischen Metaphysik, Forschungen zur Kirchen- und
Dogmengeschichte 16, Göttingen, 1966.

—— . ‘Synergism in Gregory of Nyssa’, Zeitschrift für die neutestamentliche
Wissenschaft und die Kunde der älteren Kirche 68 (1977), 93–122.
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