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TRANSLATOR’S FOREWORD

To publish a translation of a long and difficult book, now almost sixty
years old, which deals with an even more difficult, still relatively ob-
scure Greek theologian of the seventh century, may seem to call for
some justification. Yet to readers even slightly familiar with the thought
of either Maximus the Confessor or Hans Urs von Balthasar, such justi-
fication will surely be unnecessary: von Balthasar’s Cosmic Liturgy: The
Universe according to Maximus the Confessor deserves to be considered a
classic, both because of its own literary character, as a work combining
historical interpretation with constructive argument in a way seldom
encountered today, and because of its crucial importance in the devel-
opment of modern scholarship’s estimate of Maximus as well as in the
growth of von Balthasar’s own theology.

Although the great theologians of the early Church exercised a strong
influence on von Balthasar’s thought throughout his life, his direct
scholarly engagement with them was mainly confined to his early ca-
reer. Von Balthasar’s doctoral thesis, largely completed before his en-
trance into the Society of jesus in 1929, was a wide-ranging study of the
eschatology of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century German romantic
literature and philosophy, later published in three volumes as Die Apoka-
lypse der deutschen Seele (1937-1939). In 1934, however, von Balthasar
was sent to the Jesuit faculty at Lyons/Fourviére, to study theology
in preparation for ordination as a priest. There, especially through the
influence of Henri de Lubac, he came into contact with the revival of
patristic studies then under way, a movement that was to have a pow-
erfully shaping eftect on Catholic theology, spirituality, and worship in
the decades after World War II and that was to be one of the decisive
forces preparing the way for the Second Vatican Council. For de Lubac
and his younger contemporaries, the study of the Fathers offered a new
approach to the mystery of Christian salvation, as it is contained in the
word of Scripture and the living tradition of the Church: a way largely
free of the rigid intellectual confines of the scholasticism of twentieth-
century theological manuals, more self-consciously rooted in biblical
proclamation and liturgical practice and more optimistic about the pos-
sibilities of a direct, experiential union of the human subject with the

11



12 COSMIC LITURGY

infinite God. For some of von Balthasar’s French and German contem-
poraries, especially some of his young Jesuit confréres, such as Jean
Daniélou, Claude Mondésert, Alois Grillmeier, and Heinrich Bacht,
the Catholic rediscovery of patristic literature in the late 1930s led to
scholarly careers that would set new boundaries for textual and histor-
ical scholarship on the early Church; but even for those whose later
work would be more in systematic or dogmatic theology, such as Karl
Rahner, Otto Semmelroth, and von Balthasar himself, serious study of
the Fathers was a decisive force in freeing their thought, early in their
careers, for fresh ways of conceiving and formulating the heart of the
Catholic tradition.

Almost immediately after finishing his theological studies at Four-
vicre, von Balthasar began publishing a series of books and articles
on the Church Fathers that included critical textual studies and Ger-
man translations, as well as essays in philosophical and theological in-
terpretation. The focus of his interest was not so much the classical
controversies and stages in the early development of Christian dogma,
but rather patristic literature of a more explicitly spiritual or mystical
character, especially the Platonizing tradition of Origen and his intel-
lectual heirs. The first work he published in this ficld was a two-part
article in French, in 1936 and 1937, while he was still a student at
Fourviére, on the notion of mystery in Origen;* this appeared twenty
years later, with some reediting, as Parole ef mystére chez Origene (Paris,
1957). In 1938, Origenes: Geist und Feuer? appeared: an extensive an-
thology of passages from Origen, which von Balthasar had not only
translated but had arranged thematically in a way intended to evoke the
systematic substructure of Origen’s thought. The following year, von
Balthasar turned his attention to Origen’s most controversial disciple,
the late-fourth-century ascetical writer and speculative theologian Eva-
grius Ponticus, in two articles—one an important discussion of basic
questions of the authenticity and scope of the ascetical works in the
Evagrian corpus,® the other a briefer treatment of Evagrius’ spiritual

! “Le Mysterion d'Origéne”, Recherches de science religicuse 26 (1936): §14=62; 27 (1937):
38—64.

2 Origenes. Geist und Feuer: Ein Aufbau aus seinen Schriften (Salzburg, 1938; rev. ed., 1o52).
English translation by Robert J. Daly: Origen: Spirit and Fire (Washington, D.C., 1984).

* “Die Hicra des Evagrius”, Zeitschrift fiir katholische "Theologic 63 (10939): 86—106, 181~
206,
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theology.* In 1939, also, von Balthasar published an article in French
on the religious philosophy of Gregory of Nyssa,® which would be-
come the third and final section of his book on Gregory’s philosophy,
Présence et pensée, published three years later.® In that same year, too,
his German translation of excerpts from Gregory of Nyssa’s commen-
tary on the Song of Songs appeared, with the title Der versiegelte Quell.”
Finally, 1939 saw the publication of an important early article by von
Balthasar, ““Patristik, Scholastik und Wir” (The Fathers, the Scholas-
tics, and ourselves), in which he attempted to characterize what he
saw as both the promise and the danger of early Christian Platonism
and to contrast it with the underlying premises of scholastic and mod-
ern views of the reality and value of the created order.® During the
following year, as the firstfruits of his study of the work of Maximus
Confessor, von Balthasar published a pathfinding article on the author-
ship of the earliest commentary on the works of Pseudo-Dionysius the
Areopagite: here he showed, by painstaking analysis of the surviving
text, that most of this important commentary, attributed variously in
the manuscripts to Maximus and to the sixth-century scholar John of
Scythopolis, is in fact the work of the earlier writer and that Maximus’
role was mainly that of editor and enhancer.”

The present book first appeared in 1941, with the title, Kosmische
Liturgie: Hohe und Krise des griechischen Weltbildes bei Maximus Confessor
(Cosmic liturgy: Apex and crisis of the Greek conception of the uni-
verse in Maximus Confessor).'® Von Balthasar’s own translation of
Maximus’ two hundred Chapters on Knowledge' appeared separately
the same year: a translation that presented this perplexing work as both

* “Metaphysik und Mystik des Evagrius Ponticus”, Zeitschrift fiir Aszese und Mystik 14
(1939): 3147

5 “La Philosophie religicuse de saint Grégoire de Nysse”, Recherches de science religieuse 29
(1939): 513~49.

© Présence et pensée: Essai sur la philosophie religieuse de Grégoire de Nysse (Paris, 1942). English
translation by Marc Sebanc: Presence and Thought (San Francisco, 1995).

7 Gregor von Nyssa. Der versiegelte Quell: Auslegung des Hohen Liedes (Salzburg, 1939).

8 This long and little-known article, which originally appeared in Theologic der Zeit (Vi-
enna) 3 (1939): 6s—104, has recently appeared in a fine English translation by Edward T.
Oakes, S.J.: Communio 24 (1997): 347-96.

? “Das Scholienwerk des Johannes von Scythopolis”, Scholastik 15 (1940): 16—38.

10 Ereiburg, 1941, After World War II, the work appeared in a French translation: Liturgie
cosmique: Maxime le Confesseur (Paris, 1947).

Y Pie Cuostische Centurien des Maximus Conjessor (Freiburg, 1041).
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continuation and critique of the Origenist tradition of speculative theo-
logy, by rearranging the order of Maximus’ texts and including parallels
drawn from Origen and Evagrius. By far von Balthasar’s most ambi-
tious work on patristic theology, Kosmische Liturgie also signalled the
end of this early period of von Balthasar’s activity as an interpreter of
ancient theology. Two shorter collections of translated patristic texts
were to appear in the following two years: an anthology of passages
from Augustine in 1942 and another drawn from Irenaeus in 1943,%
cach with a brief introduction. The second part of his later system-
atic work Herrlichkeit (The Glory of the Lord) would include chapters
on Irenaeus, Augustine, and Pseudo-Dionysius, along with many later
thinkers, in the context of that work’s much larger theological agenda.*
But nothing in von Balthasar’s oeuvre would again compare with the
depth, thoroughness, and originality of analysis and interpretation given
to an carly Christian theologian in Kosmische Liturgie. In 1961, von
Balthasar published a second edition of the work, substantially revised
in response to criticisms of the original version and drawing on the
results of postwar scholarship for a number of historical issues; in par-
ticular, this second edition modified the theory, expressed in the origi-
nal text, that Maximus had undergone a “‘crisis”’—in the sense both of
challenge and of discernment—in his espousal of Origenist theology
and had noticeably moved away from the thinking of Origen in his
mature works. This change of emphasis on von Balthasar’s part, due
in large part to the arguments of Dom Polycarp Sherwood and Endre
von Ivinka in their studies of Maximus published in the 1950s but also
to a nuancing of his own views of Origen and the Platonic element
in early Christian theology, can even be seen in the altered title of
the (1961) second edition: it was now simply Kosmische Liturgie: Das
Weltbild Maximus’ des Bekenners (Cosmic Liturgy: The Universe according
to Maximus the Confessor). It is this second edition that I have translated
here. [A third printing was done in 1988.]

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, it seems fair to ask what
gives this early work of von Balthasar’s its claim to lasting value. One

2 Aurelius Augustinus: Das Antlitz der Kirche (Binsiedeln, 1942).

13 Trendus. Geduld des Reifens: Die christliche Antwort auf den Mythus des 2. Jahrhunderts (Basel,
1043).

¥ Herrlichkeit: cine theologische Asthetile, vol. 2: Ficher der Stile, pt. 1: Klerikale Stile (Finsiedeln,
1962; z2d ed., 1060); English translation: The Glory of the Lovd: A Theologival Aesthetics, vol.
21 Studies in Theolegival Style, pu. 10 Clerical Styles (San Francisco, 1984)
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aspect of its importance, first of all, is the historical impact that it has
had on patristic studies in the second half of the twentieth century. As
von Balthasar himself remarks in the foreword to the second edition,
Western scholarship before this book had almost universally tended to
see Maximus’ importance simply in terms of his decisive contribution
to the seventh-century debate on the presence of one or two natural
wills in Christ; historians classed his other writings on the mystery of
Christ and on the interpretation of the biblical and patristic tradition,
as well as his many ascetical works, as simply the products of a late
compiler, a conscientious but unimaginative drone. After the publica-
tion, in 1941, of the first edition of Kosmische Liturgie, and clearly under
its influence, patristic scholars began to look at the Confessor more
seriously; they had been piqued, at least, to curiosity by von Balthasar’s
impassioned insistence that Maximus was not so much a compiler as a
synthesizer of earlier tradition and that he had brought together many
varied strands of Christian thought, ancient culture, and even Orien-
tal religious yearning with brilliant and fruitful originality. A glance
at the new bibliography we have included with this translation of the
work reveals the massive expansion of interest in Maximus since the
late 1940s, and the recognition, along with von Balthasar, that he is an
author with important and illuminating things to say on many different
aspects of the Christian mystery. This interest still goes on, despite the
obvious difficulty, even opacity, of Maximus' thought, and despite the
fact that many of his most important works are still without modern
translations. Von Balthasar’s book stands as the fountainhead and con-
tinuing inspiration of modern Maximus scholarship.

Secondly, although Kosmische Liturgie is a study of the broad lines and
implications of Maximus’ theology, it also offers an important perspec-
tive on the early formation of von Balthasar’s own thought. Many fea-
tures of von Balthasar’s mature theological style are already perceptible
here, in his presentation of Maximus: his insistence that the heart of all
Christian understanding of the world, history, and God is the person
and life of Christ, encountered in its fullness in the Paschal Mystery;
his frequent allusion to the “‘dramatic’” and ‘‘tragic’’ character of the
history of creation before God; his stress on analogy as fundamental
to a correct understanding of created being, and his vision of paradox,
of the “coincidence of opposites’, as a central pattern of both Chris-
tian soteriology and Christian ontology. Even von Balthasar’s cultural
breadth, his tendency—so striking in his mature works—to draw on
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classical and modern European literature, on music and the theater,
for parallels and elucidating categories in theological explanation, is al-
ready present here. In this book, von Balthasar has begun, for the first
time on a large scale, to develop the rhetorical instruments and intel-
lectual strategies that will become the trademark of his way of writing
theology.

A third reason for the lasting importance of Kosmische Liturgie, in my
opinion, is the fact that it represents an unusual and risky, but fasci-
natingly suggestive, way of dealing with the thought of other ages and
cultures. Von Balthasar writes here, not as a historian, but as a theolo-
gian who turns to his historical forebears for instruction. Clearly, he
has read the works of Maximus, exhaustively and sympathetically, in
all the baroque density of their language and in all the formidable com-
plication of their argument; clearly, too, he is constantly concerned to
fit Maximus into the longer stream of Greek patristic thought and the
continuing theological tradition of the Church—to see and point out
connections, to plot the outlines of his intellectual context. Yet von
Balthasar’s interest is, just as clearly, not to be a detached observer of
Maximus in his own milieu, patiently trying to reconstruct the man
and his thought from the bewildering mass of evidence we possess; it
is to be a critic of what he sees as Maximus’ excesses, but even more to
be an advocate, an impassioned promoter of the synthetic view of God
and creation that he perceives in this seventh-century scholastic and
monk, precisely because he sees there many elements of the theolog-
ical synthesis he hopes to offer to his own world. In so many details
of Maximus’ thought—his Christocentrism, his fascination with di-
alectics, his focus on the distinctive ontology of created being, perhaps
even his stylistic intensity and linguistic complication—von Balthasar
seems to have found signs of a kindred spirit.

The dangers inherent in this kind of historical-theological study are
obvious. Even scholars willing to acknowledge the magnitude and in-
terpretive brilliance of this book, especially in reviews of its second
edition in 1961, suggested weaknesses in von Balthasar’s approach: the
questions he asks of Maximus are modern questions, set by the peculiar
situation of French and German Catholic theology in the mid-twentieth
century; and the picture of Maximus he draws is, in the end, an incor-
poration of substantial and authentic elements of Maximus’ thought
into the proportions and shadings of von Balthasar’s own theological
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enterprise.’ In 1941 and even in 1961, von Balthasar’s concern was
to find in the Catholic dogmatic tradition—in patristic thought, but
also in the Thomist tradition, as seen through the lenses of Joseph
Maréchal and Erich Przywara—an intelligent and convincing answer
to the seductive call of German idealism to let the concrete reality of
creation dissolve into being nothing more than the phenomena experi-
enced by the thinking human subject. Even in his reading of Maximus,
von Balthasar’s questions are the questions of Hegel, and his answers
those of a christologically focused version of the philosophia and the-
ologia perennis: the real distinction between essence and existence, the
analogies of being and of faith, the resolution of the inherent tension
between finite and infinite being in the personal unity of Christ, as
expressed in the formula of the Council of Chalcedon.

In his valuable and insightful book on von Balthasar’s use of patristic
theology, Werner Loser characterized the intellectual axis of Kosmische
Liturgie in the following way:

Von Balthasar developed his view of the importance of the Confessor
within the horizon of patristic thought but also in the broadest possible
context of the history of thought. He considers this possible, because he
begins with the assumption that there is, in the final analysis, one single
question for human thought at every time and in every place: whether,
and under what conditions, the world can be affirmed in all its finitude.
As is evident here, the value that von Balthasar attaches to the work of
a thinker is ultimately determined by his answer to this question. '®

Put another way, the underlying issue for von Balthasar in his attempt
to interpret the thought of Maximus the Confessor is the way Maximus
and the tradition before him understand the relationship of the fnite,
created being of the world and all its inhabitants, including man, to
the infinite, transcendent being of God and to the universal categories
ol knowledge and truth that are rooted in God’s own intelligence. For

" Sce Polycarp Sherwood, O.S.B., “Survey of Recent Work on Saint Maximus the Con-
fesen ™, Traditio 20 (1964): 428—37, esp. 433f

"l Geiste des Origenes: Hans Urs von Balthasar als Inierpret der Theologie der Kirchenviter,
Frankiurter Theologische Studien, 23 (Frankfurt, 1976), 211 (translation mine; italics in

the original), For Loser's whole discussion of Kosmische Liturgie, sce ibid., 181-215. Von
Palthasar's eritique of what he sees as the tendency in many of the Fathers to overlook the
value and autonomy of the created order in its relationship to God is developed at some
length mthe artcle mentioned above (n. 8), “The Fathers, the Scholastics, and Qurselves”.
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von Balthasar, the ever-present danger is a gnosis, an idealism, that re-
fuses to take seriously and to value reverently the finite, ontologically
dependent concrete reality of individual material things—a danger he
sees in the Origenist tradition of early Christianity as well as in Neo-
platonism and in German idealism. The right approach, in his view,
can be found in the cosmic sacramentalism of Pseudo-Dionysius, in
the scholastic Christology of such sixth-century authors as Leontius
of Byzantium, and—most fully developed—in the synthetic system of
Maximus Confessor. At its heart, this approach is an affirmation of a
paradoxical unity of ontological opposites, rooted in the Chalcedonian
understanding of the Person of Christ—"*‘one individual or person sub-
sisting in two natures, without confusion or change, without division
or separation’. It is only this personal presence of the infinite God in
our world as a human individual, and our own potential personal unity
with God through and in him, as we walk his way, that can keep us
from regarding the world as simply the extension of our own minds,
the playground of our own ideologies, or the mirror of our own lim-
itations and vices.

Itis, as | have said, clearly a risky business to approach the works of a
thinker from another age and culture with such a clear-cut intellectual
and theological agenda. Kosmische Liturgie, in my opinion, succeeds as
historical interpretation more than von Balthasar’s other works on the
Church Fathers simply because Maximus does, in fact, lend himself to
this kind of reading much more readily than do Origen or Gregory
of Nyssa. Maximus was interested in questions of ontology, and in
the metaphysics of the Person of Christ, far more than either of those
earlier writers; his theological method, strongly influenced (through
Leontius of Byzantium and his contemporaries) by the sixth-century
scholasticism of the Neoplatonic commentators on Aristotle, shows
more obvious links to both Thomism and German idealism than does
that of the earlier, more exegetically and pastorally oriented represen-
tatives of the Origenist tradition.

Understandably, von Balthasar’s interpretation of Maximus and his
roots can be regarded as dated in a number of ways. His understand-
ing of Origen’s own thought—always a complex area—needs to be
revised in the light of the work of more recent interpreters, such as
Henri Crouzel; his identification of sixth-century Origenism with the
Monophysite wing of the christological controversies after Chalcedon
also needs to be revised. Von Balthasar’s reading of the Antiochene
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“school” of christological interpretation in the fourth and fifth cen-
turies—based largely on the pro-Antiochene revisionism of a number
of Catholic patristic scholars in the 1950s—needs to be rethought, as
well: today it seems clearer that the real concern of the Antiochenes
in their Christology was not to defend the full humanity of Christ
so much as to prevent the transcendence of God from being compro-
mised by too close an involvement in human history. Correspondingly,
many scholars today might want to give a more positive appreciation of
Cyril of Alexandria’s theological breadth and sophistication than von
Balthasar suggests. Von Balthasar’s understanding of the tortuous chris-
tological debates of the sixth century, and of what is today sometimes
called ““Neo-Chalcedonianism’’, also needs to be revised in a num-
ber of details. And his interpretation of Maximus himself seems, curi-
ously, to neglect the influence of the Cappadocian Fathers, especially
Gregory Nazianzen and Gregory of Nyssa, on the shape of Maximus’
thought. On the other hand, von Balthasat’s insistence on the ortho-
doxy and the fundamentally Christian inspiration of Pseudo-Dionysius
would find growing echoes today, particularly in the work of Alexander
Golitzin, after several decades in which the predominant interpretation
was to link Dionysius resolutely with anti-Chalcedonian Christology
and Neoplatonist philosophy.

In the end, the real value of this book seems to be that it presents
us with a powerful, attractive, religiously compelling portrait of the
thought of a major Christian theologian who might, but for this book,
have remained only an obscure name in the handbooks of patrology. It
is surely not the only portrait possible, and it certainly reflects aspects
of the painter’s own intellectual physiognomy to a degree that even a
postmodern critic may find disturbing. Nonetheless, it is a plausible
portrait, based on an intelligent and careful reading of Maximus’ own
writings, and one that is superbly calculated to draw the reader into the
central issues of Christian thought and Christian witness in our own
age. Here the history of theology has become itself a way of theological
reflection.

[t seems appropriate to say a few words here about the principles I
have followed in making this translation. Basically, I have attempted
to be as faichful as possible to both the content and the style of the
German text, as it appears in its second edition of 1961. Some of von
Balthasar’s long, sinuous sentences have had to be divided and reshaped
in the interest of intelligibility: English obviously does not lend itselt
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to lengthy periodic sentences as easily as do more highly inflected lan-
guages like German, Greek, or Latin. But I have tried to present the
rhetorical effect of von Balthasar’s prose, as well as its ideas, as far as
that could be done, if only because he is a theologian who is more
seriously concerned with the aesthetics of his own prose than are most
of his colleagues. When I have felt it necessary to add a few words or
a phrase of clarification to von Balthasar’s text, I have placed those in
square brackets—though I have kept such additions to a minimum; or-
dinary, rounded parentheses correspond to von Balthasar’s own punc-
tuation. In translating the numerous quotations from Maximus that
appear in the book—some of them quite lengthy—TI have decided to
base my English first of all on von Balthasar’s German translation, in
order to preserve better the connections he is trying to establish be-
tween the passages quoted and his own argument. But I have checked
all the quotations against the Greek original and have corrected them
where necessary to assure a fair representation of Maximus’ sense
even though they are probably farther removed from the Greek, in
some cases, than a direct translation would have been.

The second edition of Kosmische Liturgie also included German transla-
tions of several of Maximus’ works—the Mystagovia, the Four Hundred
Chapters on Love, and a revised version of his comparative translation
of the Two Hundred Chapters on Knowledge
his 1940 article on the authorship of the scholia on Pseudo-Dionysius
attributed to John of Scythopolis. I have included here a translation
only of this revised article, as an appendix to the book. The Mysta-
gogia, the Chapters on Love, and the Chapters on Knowledge are available

as well as a revision of

elsewhere in good modern English translations,'” and even though von
Balthasar’s translation of the last of these works includes a discussion
of comparative material from the Origenist tradition, it seemed best to
allow those who want to pursue this subject more closely to consult
his German text. I have also modernized von Balthasar’s references, in
the footnotes, to the Greek text of Maximus’ works, making use of the
new editions of those works in the Corpus Christianorum, Series Graeca

17 Maximus Confessor, The Ascetic Life: The Four Centuries on Charity, trans. Polycarp Sher-
wood, 0.8.B., Ancient Christian Writers, 21 (Westinster, Md.: Newman Press, 1955);
Maximus Confessor: Selected Writings, trans. George C. Berthold, Classics of Western Spiri-

tuality (New York: Paulist Press, 1985). Sec also the translation of the Mystagogia by Julian
Stead, O.8.B., entitled The Church, the Liturgy, and the Soul of Man (Still River, Mass.: St.
Bede’s Pub., 1082).
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where possible; I have corrected and completed his references to sec-
ondary works (which can often be rather casual) in the footnotes, and
have added references to newer literature, in square brackets, where
that seemed important and helpful. I have completely revised his bib-
liography of published works on Maximus and have attempted to in-
clude in it all major twentieth-century literature on Maximus. Finally,
I have added a new and much more extensive index.

In conclusion, I must add my brief but heartfelt thanks to others
who have made the labor of translating this work easier. The first of
these is my friend and long-time colleague on the editorial board of
Communio Professor David L. Schindler, himself one of the leading
experts in North America on von Balthasar’s thought; it was he who
invited me to prepare this translation, more years ago than I care to
remember, and who has encouraged me gently through the years to
bring it to completion, without ever making encouragement feel like
pressure. Second, I am grateful to my confrére Fr. Edward T. Oakes,
S.J., for helpful critique and suggestions as this project drew to a close.
Finally, I am very grateful to two graduate students at the University of
Notre Dame, Dr. Christopher J. Ruddy and the Rev. Paul R. Kolbet,
both of whom read the translation through completely in manuscript,
caught many of my errors, and made many enormously valuable sug-
gestions of ways to improve its readability. In addition, Paul Kolbet
was an indispensable help in checking and correcting the Greek refer-
ences and in bringing the final revisions of the manuscript to technical
realization with unstinting intelligence and care. Through the help of
all of these friends, it has been possible to turn this translation project
into a corrected and updated version of one of our century’s major
works of historical theology. It is my hope that it will make the rich
theological thought of both Maximus Confessor and Hans Urs von
Balthasar more readily available to a new generation of readers, for the
good of the Church and the Christian faith.

Brian E. Daley, S.J.

University of Notre Dame

August 12, 1998

(Vigil of St. Maximus the Confessor)



FOREWORD TO THE
SECOND EDITION (1961)

When Herder first published this study, amid the confusion of wartime
twenty years ago (1941)—simultaneously with two other related in-
vestigations of mine: Die Gnostischen Centurien des Maximus Confessor
(Herder, 1941) and ‘‘Das Scholienwerk des Johannes von Scythopolis™,
Scholastik 16 (1940): 16—38, on the scholia to Pseudo-Dionysius the
Areopagite—it was a move into virtually uncharted territory. Aside
from the contributions of Grumel, Devreesse, Peitz, and Montmasson
on particular aspects of the biography of Maximus or of literary au-
thenticity, the only recent study was the brief but valuable work of M.
Viller, which showed the connection between Maximus and Evagrius.*
As a result, my sketch of the Confessor’s world view had the stage to
itself. The purpose of the book, above all, was to set a perspective that
would put the details in place, to point out the constellation his works
present to us in the theological heavens and the lines that connect star
with star. The two accompanying studies I have mentioned, on two
decisively important works [attributed to Maximus], were meant only
to serve this wider expository purpose: most of the scholia on Pseudo-
Dionysius could be excluded as inauthentic, whereas the Centuries on
Knowledge, which make such an odd impression on the reader, had to
be recognized as genuine. Further, the book made a first attempt at a
chronological ordering of Maximus’ writings, something that was also
indispensable if one were to get a view of their underlying structure.

Since that first loosening of the soil, a great deal of work has been
done. In the same year, Josef Loosen’s fine book appeared, Logos und
Preuma im begnadeten Menschen bei Maximus Confessor,? followed
more significantly—by the caretul, accurate studies of Polycarp Sher-
wood, O.S.B.® These latter works led to clear results on a number of

cven

! “Aux Sources de la spiritualité de s. Maxime: Les Ocuvres d’Evagre le Pontique”, Revue
d’ascese et de mystique 11 (1930): 156—84, 23968,

2Joset Loosen, S.J., Logos und Pneuma im begnadeten Menschen bei Maximus Confessor
(Miinster, 1941).

* Polycarp Sherwood, O.S.B., An Annotated Date-List of the Works of Maximus the Confessor
(Rome, 1952); The Farlier Ambigua of St. Maximus the Confrssor and His Refutation of Origen
(Rome, 1955); St. Maximus the Confessor. The Ascetic Life: The Four Centuries on Charity, An-

cient Chrstian Writers, 210 (Washington, 3. MNewman Press, 105%)



24 COSMIC LITURGY

points: the Confessor’s most obscure works, his Ambigua, were now
brought closer to the light; one of his main concerns, the polemic
against Origenism, was appropriately underlined; the chronology of
his life and works was examined and developed with the greatest care;
and the question of the scholia on Pseudo-Dionysius was pursued fur-
ther. In addition, the confused history of the theological background
to Maximus’ Christology was clarified, in many respects, by the re-
search of Marcel Richard,* Charles Moeller,> Berthold Altaner,® and
others; the spiritual side of his work was explained by Irénée Hausherr,
S.J..,7 Irénée-Henri Dalmais, O.P.,® and ]. Pegon, S.J. (in his edition of
the Centuries on Charity);® and many other contributions were made,
which one can find listed in Hans-Georg Beck, Kirche und theologische
in Literatur Byzantinischen Reich, Byzantinisches Handbuch, 2:1 [1959],
437-42.

Nonetheless, none of these works—with the exception, perhaps of
Sherwood’s Earlier Ambigua—had the ambition of piercing to the heart
of the Maximian synthesis, probably because in most minds the old
judgment of Viller and Hausherr continued to hold sway: that such a
unity in Maximus’ thought really did not exist—that he remained a
compiler, or at best a reservoir of disparate traditions. That attitude is
precisely what encourages me to attempt this new cdition of a book
that argues for the unity of his achievement and to try to establish the
point more clearly. What is presented here is not a historically neu-

* [See, forexample, “L'Introduction du mot ‘Hypostase’ dans la théologie de I'incarnation’”,
Meélanges de science religicuse 2 (1945): 532, 243—70.]

% [“Le V. Concile occuménique ct la magistére ordinaire au VI® siécle”, Revue des sclences
philosophiques et théologiques 35 (1952): 413—23.]

¢ [Von Balthasar may be referring to Altaner’s article, *‘Der griechische Theologie Leontius
und Leontius der skythische Ménch™, Theologische Quartalschrift 127 (1947): 147-65 (= Kleine
Patristische Schriften, Texte und Untersuchungen, 83 [Berlin, 1967], 375-91).]

7 [“Les Grands Courants de la spiritualité orientale”, Orientalia christiana periodica 1 (1935):
126-28; “Ignorance infinie”, ibid., 2 (1935): 3571—62; Philautic: De la tendresse pour soi a la
charité selon S. Maxime le Confesseur (Rome, 1952).]

8 [“S. Maxime le Confesseur, Docteur de la Charité”, Vie spirituelle 2 (1948): 296303
(with a translation of Epistle 2); “La Théorie des ‘logoi’ des créatures chez S. Maxime le
Confesseur”, Revue des sciences philosophiques et théologiques 36 (1952): 244-49; “L'Ocuvre
spirituclle de S. Maxime le Confesseur™, Vie spivituelle, supp. 21 (1952): 216—26; “Un Trait¢
de théologie contemplative: Le Commentaire du Pater de S. Maxime le Confesscur”, Revie
d’ascétique et de mystique 29 (1953): 123—59; “‘La Doctrine ascétique de S. Maxime le Con-
fesseur”, Irénikon 26 (1953): 17-39.]

2 |Maxime le Confessenr: Cenfurvies sur la charité, Sources chrétiennes, o (Paris: {iditions du
Cerf, 1043).]
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tral overview of the life and works of this man, but rather an attempt
to grasp intuitively, and to make visible, the shape of his ideas. If 1
have seen that shape correctly, then Maximus surely takes on an unex-
pected relevance for today’s intellectual scene. He is the philosophical
and theological thinker who stands between East and West. In his self-
effacing serenity, and also in the fearless courage of his truly free spirit,
he reveals how, and from which directions, these two come together.
And “East” means not simply Byzantium, nor ‘“West” simply Rome;
“East” really means Asia, and *“West” the whole Western world.

In the first edition, I spoke of a “crisis” in the life and work of the
Confessor; this drew criticism, especially from Sherwood, and I now
omit the expression in order to put the reality I mean in a more posi-
tive light. I attempted to illustrate this so-called crisis by a particularly
dramatic example from among his writings, the Centuries on Knowledge,
and tried, by way of suggestion, to connect it with his stay in Alexan-
dria. The tension of ideas I was referring to, however, is, to a greater or
lesser degree, present in all his works and in all the stages of his life and
belongs, one could say, to the man’s very horoscope, to his internal,
intellectual ‘‘con-stellation’. In a similar sense, the no-man’s land that
seems to stretch between Jews and Gentiles bears the name of Paul
and is filled by his presence. Such places, however, are not inhabited
by harmless compilers and librarians: the place itself takes charge of the
man and shapes him, and what happens there happens in the full light
of his consciousness. We will make this intuition our starting point in
the pages that follow.

This time, too, we do not intend to present a study that will please
scholars in the classical mold by clarifying every tiny detail. What has
already been explained by others will cither be gratefully noted here
or silently presupposed; and there is still much that is unexplained and
awaits investigation on its own. No work has yet been done, for in-
stance, on Maximus’ relation to Pseudo-Dionysius (as Viller has in-
vestigated his relation to Evagrius, and Sherwood and [ his relation
to Origen); also none on his relation to the Cappadocian Fathers or
to the Neo-Chalcedonian Christology of the sixth century. This lat-
ter task can be undertaken fruitfully only now that the distorting rub-
ble of Loofs’ hypotheses on the work of Leontius [of Byzantium] has,
with great labor, been swept away by the work of Junglas. There is
also nothing satisfactory written on Maximus and Sophronius, nothing
helpful about his relationship to the Byzantine liturgy of the period,

nothing on his biblical conunentaries, which are buried in the catenae,
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nor anything on the relationship—until now assumed, but not proven
—between Maximus, who lived so long in Carthage, and Augustine.
Sherwood, above all, has made substantial accomplishments. His gen-
eral chronology'® confirmed my own proposals,™ I may say, on every
point, though going far beyond them in offering new information, and
has allowed me to forego any further detailed investigation into the
chronology of Maximus’ life and work. For that reason, what I pub-
lished earlier on this subject does not need to be printed once again. I
do not feel particularly under attack, for the most part, by Sherwood’s
criticisms of the earlier version of this book, since his most impor-
tant theses—for instance, Maximus’ critique of Origen—agree both
materially and verbally with me: something that is not always made
clear in Sherwood’s text. Other points, such as his emphasis on the
imago Trinitatis in Maximus, | consider to be mistaken, even if he has
offered enlightening commentaries on a few individual passages.'® His
brief presentation of Maximus in Ancient Christian Writers, volume
21, distorts the figure of the Confessor to some extent, despite its eru-
dition, because it paints him simply as a spiritual writer and omits the
philosophical element, which is absolutely fundamental. His compli-
cated attempts to prove that Maximus showed at times that he consid-
ered baptism and the Eucharist to be means of grace, even though he
speaks of them so little, seem points hardly worth belaboring for a saint
of the Church; on the other hand, Maximus’ allegorical interpretation
of the Eucharist ought not to be dismissed so lightly. Nevertheless,
Sherwood has demonstrated so much that is new and interesting that
his research must remain a starting point for every future scholar. This
new edition makes no claim to take the place of any of his works.
Alongside the desire I have already mentioned of further clarifying
Maximus’ overall significance, and apart from many small corrections
and additions, this present edition gives greater emphasis than the first
to a few critical points. First, the meaning of the trinitarian dogma [in
Maximus” work] has been made clearer, both in light of Sherwood’s
work and in criticism of it. Secondly, in discussing his Christology, I
have drawn some of the lines connecting Maximus with Chalcedonians
and Neo-Chalcedonians more clearly, but I have also Jaid more empha-

1 An Annotated Date-List of the Works of Maximus Confessor.
Y See Grostische Centurien, in Kosmische Liturgic, 2d ed. [1961], 149~ 56.
12 See Ascetic Life, 32f.
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sis on the speculative synthesis by which he brings ancient Christol-
ogy to a conclusion. Since the Confessor’s terminology is more variable
than his basic intuitions, I am suspicious of an overly philological ap-
proach to this subject; it seems more helpful to try to observe what sim-
ple ideas are meant to be imagined and expressed by the many compli-
cated, often time-worn scholastic or controversial concepts Maximus
uses. Thirdly, I have further emphasized the meaning and implications
of the Mystagogia, within the framework of the earlier ecclesiological
tradition.

The study of John of Scythopolis’ Scholia on Pseudo-Dionysius
[printed here as an appendix] has been included mainly because a num-
ber of misprints, particularly in line-numbering, needed to be corrected
in its original, somewhat fuller form. This work itself, however, has
remained in the same state it had reached in 1940; a full revision would
have called for very extensive study—material for a doctoral thesis! The
caution raised by Sherwood on aspects of my method is justified but
remains only negative criticism. All I can do is point some successor in
a direction that will lead him farther along. There is at least this value in
my old essay: it has restored to philosophy and theology the man who
may well be the most profound thinker of the sixth century. As far as
I can see, no one but Charles Moeller has yet seriously recognized this
and drawn from it the appropriate conclusions. So it is high time to
work out an orderly presentation of the deep and original understand-
ing of the world that lies embedded in these Scholia. In the process,
one must also attempt to solve the unanswered question of whether
the collection of Scholia really contains nothing at all by Maximus, as
Sherwood thinks, or whether one should still ascribe some part of it
to him, as tradition has done.

Finally, there are people I must thank: Berthold Altaner, for giving
so affirmative a welcome, in the Theologische Revue of 1942, to the first
version of this study; my revered friend and teacher Henri de Lubac,
who first interested me in doing this work, who saw it come into be-
ing in a first French draft, and then had the German text [of 1941]
retranslated into French, to be part of his Theologie series; and finally,
the intelligent and devoted French translators of that edition, who did
their job superbly.

We search, with our lanterns, for models to imitate, but we do not
like to look for them in the distant past. Here is one who seems ex-
traordinarily contemporary: a spiritual world-traveler, who continued
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to work quietly while the waves of the Persian armies and the still
more threatening waves of Islam drove him ever farther from home
and while ecclesiastical and political integralism captured him, put him
on trial, attempted to seduce him, condemned him, and banished him,
until—at the southern end of what was one day to be Holy Russia—
he died a martyr.

Pentecost, 1961
Hans Urs von Balthasar

INTRODUCTION

1. The Free Mind

a. Opening Up the Tradition

When Staudenmaier, as a young man, recognized that the theologi-
cal task before him was to uproot the pantheism of Hegel and looked
around for a model who would be not only enlightening but suffi-
ciently grounded in history to be reliable, he came upon the figure of
Scotus Erigena.! [t was a happy choice: there the relationship of God
and the world, the emergence of all things from God and their re-
turn to him, were seen, despite the pantheistic dress of Neoplatonism,
with an essentially Christian eye. Even so, because of the interaction
of form and content, a shadow still lies across this great figure, who,
at the start of the Middle Ages, built from the heritage of Augustine,
Gregory of Nyssa, Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, and Maximus
the most imposing intellectual edifice to rise before Aquinas. Erigena’s
achievement never became a theological classic.

Maximus, on the other hand, living two hundred years before his
Scottish translator, became—in an equally dangerous and bleak period
of history—not only the most daring systematician of his time, but
also an incontestable pillar of the Church; this is due to his influence
as monk, as spiritual advisor and writer, and as saint, as well as to
his martyr’s death, along with that of Pope Martin I, in defense of
the dogma of Chalcedon. In all its dimensions, the inner form of his
work is synthesis: not only because of what it deliberately intended and
achieved, but because of its location at a place and historical moment
between Byzantium, Africa, and Rome, between the patristic era and
the Byzantine and Carolingian Middle Ages, even—in the final chris-
tological struggle, in which Maximus truly played the decisive role—
between Eastern and Western theology and spirituality themselves.

! |Franz Anton Staudenmaier, Johannes Scotus Erigena und die Wissenschaft seiner Zeit. Mit
allpemeinen Entwicklungen der Hauptwahrheiten auf dem Gebiete der Philosophie und Religion, und
Cirund=iigen =u einer Cleschichte der speculativen Theologie (Frankfurt am Main, 1834).]

)
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In order to stamp such a paradigmatic form on intellectual history,
Maximus’ own ability to form and be formed had to be mutually and
internally conditioned by destiny. At the deepest level, each of these
abilities promotes the other, and each comes to its fullness only when a
person has seen his own star rising beyond all the cultural and political
configurations and weaknesses of his time and follows it with a free-
dom that overcomes the world. By taking possession of his own mis-
sion, he becomes its possession; the things around him, and the course
of history, conform themselves to him. Maximus did nothing to give
power to his own achievement: considered externally, his main works
are without form, and the collection of his writings incredibly haphaz-
ard; as a humble monk, he scems almost deliberately to have avoided
or concealed any claim to authority in the intellectual realm—there is
never the slightest gesture of pretension. Even his biographical traces
are lost for long periods: his fifteen years in Africa are beyond recon-
struction. But how suddenly his authority blazes forth in his disputa-
tion with Pyrrhus! What supreme precision this contemplative spirit
reveals, who seemed to be sunk in “pure prayer”’! He never meddles,
but he is always available; he seems to crystallize automatically around
his higher center. In the cramped monastic communities in which he
lives, clouds of envy and calumny ride high, as anyone can immediately
see who has eyes to read the Four Centuries on Charity. He answers with
love alone, a love that has essentially withdrawn itself from the sphere
of wdOn, of passionate vulnerability, and has buried itself in the free-
dom of a universal, catholic benevolence that imitates God. We shall
see how much this evangelical love, which has renounced all power of
its own, is the ultimate synthetic force of his thought and his life. For
him, spirituality and genius, freedom and boldness are never separate
from each other. Anyone who knows how to interpret his achieve-
ment will see, as something obvious, that his boldest spiritual actions
are dictated by a catholic love that always brings two things together: it
lets objective, actual values stand on their own, and it brings into unity
those values that the heart finds indispensable for its own existence.
In this sense, Maximus is one of the greatest models we have for what
we call “handing on the Christian tradition”.

One must try to grasp his historical situation. Origen lived four hun-
dred years earlier, the great Cappadocians, Chrysostom, Jerome, some
three hundred, Augustine a lictle less. The high period of trinitarian
and christological thought had found its end in the two councils of
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Ephesus (431) and Chalcedon (451). Shortly afterward Theodoret died,
and the end of the fifth century showed unmistakable signs of spiritual
exhaustion. Around s00 another star rose, curiously removed from all
that is historical: the unknown writer who styled himself ‘‘Dionysius
the Areopagite”. Then came the sixth century, whose Christian face is
dominated by the frightening name of Justinian. At the end of this era,
around $80, Maximus was born, and his lifetime, too, would stand in
the shadow of an imperial name: Heraclius, in whose court he served
as first secretary.

The Council of Ephesus was, to an alarming degree, a matter of court
politics; the decisions of Chalcedon were ceremoniously extorted by
imperial commissioners from bishops who resisted them and who only
imperfectly understood the implications of the new terminology. From
then on, the imperial court would determine the form of the history of
dogma to an increasing degree; gripped in the talons of imperial politics
and pointed by them in the desired direction, the Church’s thoughtful
reflection on revelation could only take a few tiny, timid steps for-
ward. We do not need to rehearse the full tragedy of this religious and
political integralism here again; it is significant enough that even the
papacy was deeply dishonored and that none of the popes of the period
—despite all the sympathy we may feel for Vigilius—reached a gen-
uinely tragic greatness. The mildew of integralism, which was the real
point of the period’s politically correct dogmatic formulas, meant the
death of three things in the Church: a living biblical theology, which
was extinguished around the time of Chalcedon; the fruitful exchange
between theology and monastic spirituality, which distinguished the
whole classical patristic period, whereas after the decisive politicization
of theology monasticism withdrew into a realm beyond time; and fi-
nally—worst of all—the free republic of the mind, through the brand-
ing of some of its greatest citizens as heretics and through the upsetting
and ultimately the destruction, by all the stratagems of political power,
of the kind of intellectual balance that through dialogue, and dialogue
alone, enables all thought—even theological thought—to come to its
full development. Chalcedon—not without strong political pressure,
as we have said—achieved this dialogical balance one final time; that is
why it remained, for the period that followed, a guiding star. Yet even
before Chalcedon, Cyril, along with the Alexandrian Christology and
outlook, had been victorious over Nestorius and Antiochene thought;
already there, spiritual and political power had entered into an alliance
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rife with consequences. [t was not without effect that the shadowy
name of the imperious and violent patriarch was to shape mtellectual
history, from Chalcedon to Maximus, almost as an absolute monarch.
The justice done to Antiochene thought at Chalcedon came too late:
in Cyril’s name, the Alexandrian front hardened into Monophysitism,
and not even centuries of crafty imperial politicking succeeded in rout-
ing it from the field. In fact, the ecclesial and theological center fell
in with this political program: today one calls the approach that began
shortly after Chalcedon and held the field practically until Maximus
“Neo-Chalcedonianism”, since it attempted to reconcile Chalcedon,
not with the selections from Cyril’s work recognized by the Council,
but with the whole of Cyril's thought (which had now been weighed
down by the exaggerations of the Apollinarian forgeries).? Clearly, we
are indebted to this movement for much that is valuable; without it, the
Confessor’s synthesis would never have been possible. Nevertheless,
we must recognize that it was an expression of a deeply rooted im-
balance. On the bishop’s throne of Antioch now sat the Monophysite
Severus; the spirit of Antioch was held incommunicado. Nestorianism
had withdrawn to the eastern borders of the empire and beyond into
Persia and existed in the theological mainstream only as a caricature,
a shadowy puppet-figure one could attack and accuse at will, without
fear of reprisal. The “Three Chapters™ controversy, the imposition of
the imperial theology at the Fifth Council (553)—which decreed the
final condemnation of the Antiochenes on the basis of forged texts®—
the contradiction between two papal decrees, the more balanced Con-
stitutum (May 14, $53) and the forced compromise Iudicatum (554): all
make the whole process [of the Council of §53] appear in a highly
questionable light. It shows clearly, as Moeller has demonstrated, that
even the concept “‘ecumenical council’” must be seen as analogical, that
[the decree of ] Constantinople II must ultimately be understood only

2 M. Richard, “Le Néochalcédonisme”, Mélanges de science religieuse 3 (1946): 156—61;
C. Moeller, “Le Chalcédonisme et le néo-chalcédonisme en Orient de 451 4 la fin du VI*
siccle”, in A. Grillmeier and H. Bacht, Das Konzil von Chalkedon: Geschichte und Gegernvart
(Wiirzburg: Echter, 1951), 1:637—720. |Sce also S. Helmer, Der Neuchalkedonismus Geschichte,
Berechtigang und Bedeutung etnes dogmengeschichtlichen Begriffes (diss., Bonn, 1962); A. Grillmeier,
“Der Neu-Chalkedonismus. Um die Berechtigang eines Kapitels in der Dogmengeschichte”,
in Mit Ihm und in Ihim (Freiburg, 1975), 37:1—85.]

3 M. Richard, “L'Introduction du mot ‘Hypostase’ dans la théologie de ['incarnation”,
Mélanges de science religiense 2 (1945): 21—29.
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15 an explicatory annex to Chalcedon—as Gregory the Great under-
stood it—and that the second papal document must be judged in the
sense of the first.* But what is the point of such modern revisionist
judgments? At the time, all opposition was broken, destroyed by being
made to look ridiculous.

I'he man who had steered the emperor into this political chess game,
'heodore Askidas, was an Origenist, however, and his own personal
chess game was successful in turning the emperot’s attention away from
1 destructive crusade against Origen. Only if one keeps the entire phe-
nomenon of Origen in mind—the fervent “man of the Church” who
died a martyr, the great lover of both the letter and the spirit of Holy
Scripture, the daring theologian who tried to take everything good
and positive that Greece and gnosis had conceived and to put it at the
service of Christ’s truth—only then can one understand how Origen
can and must always be a source of new and fruitful inspiration for the
Church’s reflection. The monks, however, since the time of Evagrius
Ponticus (d. 399), had reduced his work to a two-dimensional ascetical
and mystical schema; in doing so, they had made certain speculative
tendencies, which in the context of his entire work remained within
their proper proportions, into dominant concerns. At the beginning of
the sixth century, fanatical, esoteric propaganda was launched again in
the monasteries of Palestine in behalf of this spiritualistic caricature of
Origen, propaganda that makes the emperor’s no less energetic coun-
terattack understandable. Justinian’s anathemas against the Alexandrian
master (543), supposedly approved by Pope Vigilius, are really aimed
against the caricature of his thought that the Origenism of the time
offered,’ to which Origen himself had certainly given some support.
The catastrophe was not so much the condemnation itself as the fact

4 (. Mocller, “Le 5¢ concile oecuménique ct le magistére ordinaire au 6" siecle”, Revue
des sciences philosophiques et théologiques 35 (1951): 413-23; see there also a similar conclusion
by E. Amann.

s “Although the edict and condemnatory judgment of the bishops, in the year 543, laid
the anathema first of all on the errors committed by Origen himself and on his person, the
new campaign [of 552] was dirccted against the teachings of the contemporary Origenists
in Palestine’”: E Diekamp, Die origenistischen Streitigkeiten im 6. Jahrhundert und das fiinfte all-
gemeine Concil (Miinster, 1899), 130. One presupposition of Justinian’s anathema on Origen
himself was the legend, which the emperor took for unvarnished truth, that Origen had not
remained faithful in persecution, but that he had denied Christ and worshipped idols (ibid.,
74). The emperor decreed that no one, in the future, should receive priestly ordination who
had not condemned Origen along with all other certified heretics.




14 INTRODUCTTON

that once again Christian theology had allowed a straw man to be
set up by political integralism, thereby darkening its view of its own
history with the same dire results that would soon follow the Three
Chapters controversy. The wild legends that grew up around Origen
in the Middle Ages, which Henri de Lubac has recounted, bear witness
to the frightening power of politics, even in the intellectual realm; it
was, after all—as in the case of Theodore of Mopsuestia—an attempt
to rub out not simply his teaching but his whole personality, in the
hope that the defamation of his character would finally assure that the
verdict against his teaching would take effect.

As a result, the spring that had nourished not only Didymus and
Evagrius—who were condemned along with Origen—but also Basil
and the two Gregories was now invisible, inaccessible; and when the
springs of the mind lie buried or poisoned, one can no longer live
freely and openly in a world of undistorted thought. At the same time,
however, seemingly from the distant origins of Christianity, the star
of Pseudo-Dionysius began to rise, and freer and more wakeful spirits
immediately began to gather around him. Doubts about his historical
authenticity grew silent remarkably early; it is possible that John of
Scythopolis, his first inspired commentator, campaigned so enthusias-
tically for him because he saw in him a spiritual force finally powerful
enough to become the center of a new intellectual universe in the dev-
astated inner world of the Church. Nevertheless, the Areopagite was
shown to the public first of all by Monophysite hands, and in the Di-
alogue of 532 [between Monophysites and Chalcedonians] his works
were rejected by Hypatius of Ephesus, the leader of the orthodox side,
as a forgery. A certain questionable odor seems to have clung to him
throughout the sixth century; he remained, in a sense, an esoteric au-
thor read in circles of oyohaonxol and yoouuanxol, the educated hu-
manists of the time.

Only against this background is it possible to measure the real weight
of Maximus’ intellectual accomplishment. To achieve it called for the
highest degree of Christian intellectual freedom. Doubtless, Maximus
had read a great deal,® but he rested his intellectual edifice on only a
few well-chosen pillars, which allowed him to reclaim the true form
of a living tradition, untroubled by the lurid figures of villains and
scarecrows. Dionysius must not be left out, and Maximus is the one

¢ See 1. Hausherr, Philautie [Rome, 1952], 43: “Maxime . . . a tout lu.”
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who assured his permanent citizenship in the world of official, ecclesial
theology; this achievement alone proves him to be one of the founders
of the Middle Ages, even in the Latin West. But Dionysius was not
enough—he is too narrow a pillar to carry the Church’s tradition; Ori-
gen had to return, as well. There were two, possibly three avenues of
approach. The first was named *‘Cappadocia”: Gregory Nazianzen, the
personification of orthodoxy yet a man steeped in Origen’s thought,
was a sturdy bridge; he could serve as an example of what it might mean
to return to Origen in this, the seventh century. Accordingly, the title
of the Confessor’s main work is “An Explanation of Obscure Passages
in Dionysius and Gregory” [Ambigua]: by systematically interpreting
passages in Gregory that sounded classically Origenist, he was able—
as no one before or since—to undertake a constructive criticism of
Origen himself. This criticism was sharp, pressing forward “to the di-
vision of joints and marrow”” [Heb 4:12], but it remained objective and
just, and so it acquired for Maximus the right to claim the inheritance
of the one who had been examined and judged so severely.

This heritage was an overwhelmingly rich one. The harvestis brought
home throughout Maximus’ writings, most abundantly in the Two Hun-
dred Chapters on God and on the Mystery of the Incarnation of God’s Son,
which we will simply call, from now on, the Centuries on Knowledge.
Here Maximus dared to take the second avenue of approach, incor-
porating texts from Origen directly into his own work. These are
not simply texts gathered together from a superficial reading of the
Alexandrian, but undoubtedly passages that embody his central inten-
tions. Nonetheless, they are texts that must have seemed to their col-
lector—whether by means of their arrangement [in his anthology] or
through the light shed on them by their context, whether by means
of [his own] careful selection or by free reformulation—to be, not
simply acceptable, but even indispensable to a theology of the spiritual
life. So we have here an example, unique in the cultural history of
the early Church, of a genuine intellectual dialogue being conducted
with an earlier author, despite his condemnation (which had clearly
been colored by political motives). This dialogue, conducted, not as a
snobbish liberal pose, but out of responsibility to the Church, ended
by revealing the opportunity, even the duty, to take hold once again
of material that had been lost to the mind through suppression by the
state and to make the central results of that dialogue one’s own.

Still a third avenue of approach was possible, even indicated. Origen’s
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influence on monasticism was exercised through the form into which
his disciple Evagrius Ponticus had reshaped him.” This radicalized form
of Origenism, infectious in its very simplicity, whose powers of cul-
tural penetration one can see in [fifth-century| authors like Palladius
and Cassian, was obviously not just past history by the Confessor’s day.
Evagrius, who had created the only consistently systematic ideology of
the monastic life, remained a major power still; anyone who intended,
not to hand on the unexplained aspects of the larger Christian [spiri-
tual] tradition blindly, but to take them apart critically, in the hope of
clarifying them and of making his own whatever could be responsibly
assimilated [from this tradition] in the light of the gospel, had to en-
gage in dialogue with him. Maximus had wrestled with Evagrius, in
the Centuries on Love and in many other places, with the same dogged
determination he had directed toward Origen in the Ambigua and the
Centuries on Knowledge. Superficially, on the purely linguistic level, one
can find countless terminological and even ideological parallels between
them. Viller was so struck by them that he branded Maximus simply a
plagiarist of the older mystical theologian;® yet, as we have discovered
since, this judgment was unfair. If one looks more deeply, through the
similarities of terminology, to the contents themselves, one is amazed
—even in a work that is admittedly put together from echoes and quo-
tations, like the Centuries on Love—at the differences and at the quiet
but deliberate corrections.

Pseudo-Dionysius and Gregory Nazianzen could be alluded to openly,
Origen and Evagrius only anonymously. But names were not impor-
tant to Maximus, provided the great springs could begin flowing again,
provided they could be made accessible again, after his personal effort
at critical purification, to the free realm of the mind—accessible with-
out causing qualms of conscience, without being hampered even by the
“politics” of the heart. Yet one main branch of the Church’s tradition
was still missing: Antioch. This branch was beyond direct recovery,
either by open allusion or nameless citation; such an attempt would
immediately have betrayed itself in its old-fashioned terminology, for
one could no longer reach back beyond Chalcedon. But it was part

7 “Evagrius is the organizer of the Eastern spiritual doctrine inspired by Origen”: 1. Haus-
herr, “Les Grands Courants de la spiritualité orientale”, Orientalia Christiana Periodica 1 (1935):
125.

8 M. Viller, “Aux sources de la spiritualité de s. Maxime: Les Ocuvres d’Evagre le Pon-
tique”, Revue d’ascétique et de mystique 11 (1930): 156—84, 239—68.
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of the Confessor's destiny to restore this missing member, too, in an-
other way: his role in the history of dogma was to a large extent that
of stressing the full humanity of Christ, even his human “‘personal-
ity” (although not his human “‘person’”)—the element that had been
the Antiochenes’ main concern. The man Jesus” own active doing and
willing—not a passive human nature dependent on the activity of a
personal divine Logos, as the Monothelites imagined—was more than
simply something to be defended on the conceptual level; it had to be
made plausible within the context of a comprehensive understanding
of the world.

In Maximus, the real intent of Antioch found victory—anonymous-
ly, but truly. On the bedrock of a philosophy of created being that was
valid in its own right, the three Alexandrian Platonic theologies of Ori-
gen, Evagrius, and Dionysius met and mingled. Gregory [Nazianzen],
whose intellectual contours were often the weakest and whose attitude
was more often eclectically aesthetic, provided the ecclesial vehicle.
And in the background, like a ghost yet near enough to touch, rose
the ancient ancestor of the Alexandrians: Philo, present [in Maximus’
work] in demonstrable verbal allusions, yet there simply to complete
the golden chain of the intellectual tradition and to flesh out a hid-
den spiritual geometry, perceptible only to the knowing eye. Maximus
never shows any of the antiquarian preoccupation that will later ap-
pear in Photius. On the contrary, he holds everywhere to the practice
of making hard choices: all that is secondary must disappear, only the
main supporting pillars should be visible. In this respect, he is both
seer and preserver in a time of cultural dissolution, just as, a hundred
years earlier, Boethius had been—in his own way also a martyr of the
intellectual life.

b. Between Emperor and Pope

The acts of a free mind are not simply produced by nature but occur
in the context of historical decisions. After one has taken responsi-
bility for them inwardly, before God, one must sooner or later also
take responsibility for them outwardly, before the forces of opposi-
tion whom these very acts have overcome on the level of conscious-
ness. Maximus succeeded in tearing the whole organism of the Greek
Christian tradition away from the destructive claws of political in-
tegralism. It was impossible that the political powers should not hold
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against him, in their own way, what he had done to them by such a
theft. The final trials that brought both him and Pope Martin I to their
end were political trials; precisely as such, they set a final seal on the
mind’s untamable independence before earthly power. Of course, it is
true that the [Eastern Church’s| great christological decision against
monenergism had already been made on the political level; that way
of conceiving Christ had, after all, been originally thought up in order
to promote political unity, and the whole history of the empire was
intimately bound up with these issues. The most unfortunate aspect of
the dispute was that the dialogue that decided its intellectual outcome,
Maximus’ disputation with the deposed and exiled Patriarch Pyrrhus
in 645, took place in Carthage—in Africa, a place that had long been
a bastion of opposition against the Byzantine court and that had taken
on that role more than ever in those years under the influence of the
Exarch Gregory, who was himself scheming to become emperor. The
disputation took place with Gregory in the chair. In addition, Pope
Theodore I (642—649), the first pope after a hundred years of impe-
rial humiliations to dare raise his head against Byzantium, not only re-
ceived Pyrrhus back into communion when he renounced Monothe-
litism but “had a throne set up for him next to the altar and honored
him as bishop of the imperial city”’. Theodore only dared to do these
things because he had already declared himself for the African usurper,
against Emperor Constans I1.? Gregory’s reign was a brief one; he was
killed, in 647, in a battle with Arab invaders. On this subject, it is worth
noting that even though Maximus was obliged to live in the exarch’s
region, no document gives even a hint of any kind of political collu-
sion. Thus one cannot put too much weight on Gregory’s presiding
role in the disputation. Later, during the trial Maximus had to endure
in Byzantium after his arrest in Rome a witness alleged that nine years
earlier a certain Abba Thomas had arrived from Rome, and had told
him: “Pope Theodore sent me to the Patrician Gregory to tell him
not to be afraid, because the servant of God, Abba Maximus,'© saw

® Erich Caspar, Geschichte des Papsttums, vol. 2 (Tiibingen, 1933), 549f.

2 On the erroneous use of the title “Abba” in the acts of the trial, see Vénance Grumel,
““‘Notes d’histoire et de chronologie sur la vie de saint Maxime le Confesseur”, Echos d’Orient
30 (1927): 32. In Caspar and in Grillmeier and Bacht (Chalkedon, 2:834ff) one still reads
“Abbot Maximus”. [Von Balthasar seems to take the Greek title abbas as meaning the head of
a monastic community, parallel to the Western office of “‘abbot”. At this period, however, it
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in a dream choirs of angels in heaven, toward the east and toward the
west, and the ones in the west began to sing, ‘Gregory Augustus, you
shall conquer.” 7’1 If there is anything true at all in this story (and it
could, after all, have risen from a deeper level within the dreamer’s soul
than the politicians imagined), its implications told at most against the
pope, not Maximus. Maximus denied that he had ever had the dream
but then argued that even if the story of the dream had been true,
dreams are not subject to human freedom; and that even if he had told
the pope about it, the consequences the pope drew from it would be
his responsibility, not that of the supposed dreamer.

When Theodore’s successor, Martin [, condemned Monothelitism,
with Maximus’ help, at the Roman synod of 649, and was, as a result,
arrested and dragged off to Byzantium, the whole spectacle repeated it-
self. Emperor Constans II had previously sent the Exarch Olympius to
Italy in order to take charge, if possible, of the Roman militia and then
to arrest the pope and have the Typos [a decree banning further discus-
sion of the wills of Christ] published in all the churches. Olympius did
take over the Italian armies, but only in order to advance his own cause
for three years in a violent rebellion against the emperor; he himself
was killed in 652, in a battle with the Arabs in Sicily. Nevertheless, it
was under his protection that the Lateran Council [of 649] was able to
meet, and the pope, who was later forced to undergo a political trial,
naturally could not deny having had contact with Olympius. “How
could I have had the power to resist such a man,” he protested, ““who
relied on the mailed fist of the whole Italian army? Was I the one who
made him exarch?”” The confused stories that cluster around these re-
lationships can be interpreted meaningfully only if one supposes that
Olympius “involved the Roman militia with him in a successful coup
and dragged the pope into it as well. How far Martin I really was only
the hapless victim, drawn along by physical power, as he himself later
alleged, is impossible to discern with certitude.””** One wonders, in
fact, whether the pope could have acted in any other way.

was probably still nothing more than a title of honor for a venerable monk, with no specific
jurisdiction implied.]

U Acta; PG 90, 112C.

12 Caspar, Geschichte des Papsttums, 2:568. Cf. 573: “An unfortunate stain of earth clings to
his repuitation as a martyr, which no efforts at apologetics . . . can succeed in wiping away.”
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Omn the other hand, it was never possible to implicate Maximus,
who in the meantime had also been arrested and put on trial, in any
kind of political deal. The imperial sacellarius, a fiscal official, presided
over the trial—a fact that shows it was intended from the beginning
to deal with political, not dogmatic, issues. He accused Maximus of
having handed Egypt, Alexandria, the Pentapolis, and Africa over to
the Saracens, out of hate toward the emperor: a witness had stated that
twenty-two years earlier, when Emperor Heraclius had ordered Peter,
the prefect of Numidia, to resist the Saracens, Maximus had advised the
prefect not to do it, since God would never support the government of
a prince who favored Monothelitism.*® Maximus rejected this sugges-
tion, too, as pure slander. A cause of greater concern for him was the
revelation that Eugenius I, the successor of the martyred Pope Martin [,
was showing an inclination to make a deal, through his representative
at court, with Pyrrhus, who was again functioning as patriarch of Con-
stantinople and who had long since recanted on the concessions he had
made, out of weakness, at Rome. This proposed deal that would, in
effect, bargain away the whole dogmatic achievement of the Lateran
synod by proposing now to speak both of two natural wills and of one
hypostatic will in Christ, depending on whether one was considering
him in his two natures or in his single person. Maximus was threat-
ened with excommunication by the pope himself, if he should prove
unwilling to follow this new official policy.* Peace now seemed to be
within the Church’s grasp, but it was a peace that hung on the back
of the imprisoned Confessor, who seemed to be the price the Roman
curia had to pay. In this, his “‘darkest night of the soul”’, Maximus re-
mained resolute. He denied that such an opportunistic course of action
was possible, even in the face of almost perfect factual evidence that it
had already been taken;' meanwhile, the gullible Roman legates had
returned home, where both clergy and people gave the pope enough
moral support'® to back away from the proposed reunion.

The Byzantines proposed another solution: Bishop Theodosius [of
Caesaraea in Bithynia, one of the emperor’s representatives at Maximus’

% Adta; PG 90, 89C. CF. Hefele, Conciliengeschichte, vol. 3 (1877), 240.

1 Sce the letter of Maximus to Anastasius: Acta; PG 9o, 132C,

5« ‘And what will you do, if the Romans approve this step? He answerced, ‘The Holy
Spirit, through the mouth of the apostles, condemns even angels, if they proclaim something
that contradicts the gospel’ ™ (Acta; PG 9o, 121BC).

6 Not without the help of the Confessor, as we shall sce.
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trial in 653] would subscribe to the formula of two wills and two op-
crations in Christ, and Maximus would proclaim his own readiness
to communicate with him and the see of Constantinople. But Max-
imus refused, on the grounds that he alone, as a monk, did not have
the authority to take such a step; Church law demanded rather that
the emperor, along with the patriarch and his whole synod, should
resume contact with the Holy See, and then he himself would be glad
to accompany the patriarch on a journey to Rome. The whole pro-
posal, however, soon turned out to be a political fiction. During those
months, the fate of Christology depended on the unflinching resolve
of one man; without him, the desire for reunion, both in Rome and
in Byzantium, would presumably have brought about a dogmatic com-
promise, which would surely have led to the collapse of everything that
had been achieved [at the Lateran synod]. The fact that a victory over
politics “was won in the last moment, that in the end not opportunism
but the serious conviction of faith held good, that ‘two wills’ was not
merely a verbal formula—all this was the work of Maximus alone, who
is rightfully known in Church history by the title ‘Confessor’, as the
last great theologian and martyr of the christological controversies.””
The trouble the Byzantines took to change the mind of this maver-
ick monk, the flattering promises made even by the emperor himself,
all show how aware they were of his role as bastion of orthodoxy.
But what was almost unintelligible to a Greek heart was that Max-
imus, an Easterner, had succeeded for the first time in abandoning the
“‘caesaropapist” fusion of priestly and imperial power, simply through
the internal consistency of his own intellectual progress, and had come
to make his spiritual home in papal Rome. Even during his stay in
Rome, a man named Gregory, who had brought the imperial Typos
to the West, visited him in his cell and asked, in the course of their
conversation, if he thought the emperor was also a priest.

“I say no,” Maximus replied, “for he does not stand at the altar and
intone the ‘Holy, Holy’ after the consecration of the bread, nor does he
baptize or administer the sacrament of anointing or perform the rite of
laying on hands; he does not make men bishops, priests, or deacons, nor
does he consecrate churches, nor does he wear the priestly insignia, the
pallium, and the Gospel-book, as he wears the imperial crown and purple
robe. You ask, however, “Why does the Scripture call Melchizedek both

Y7 Caspar, Geschichte des Papsttums, 2:575=76.
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priest and king?” I answer: Melchizedek was the unique type (tomog) of
the one divine King. If you quote the phrase, . . . Another king and
priest, according to the order of Melchizedek’ (Heb 7:11), then quote
the rest: “Without father, without mother, without family, he has neither
a beginning to his days nor an end to his life’ (Heb 7:3). And mark the
evil that can come from [a misuse of | this passage! For this ‘other’, we
find, is the incarnate God, working our redemption ‘according to the
order of Melchizedek’ and not according to that of Aaron.””'®

This interpretation of the priestly kingship of Melchizedek, which
finds its entire tulfillment in the appearance of Christ, after whom
there can only be worldly rulers and spiritual priests, probably takes
its inspiration from Pope Gelasius I (492—496), although for a long
time afterward even the popes continued to address the emperors by
the double title.*?

With this distinction of powers in mind, Maximus constantly cuts
apart the seemingly indissoluble unity of political and ecclesial inter-
ests and of the symbiotic exercise of office. To the argument that the
Lateran synod had no legal standing because the pope who summoned
it had been deposed, he answers:

Not deposed, but driven out! Show me the documentation of a synodal,
canonical process that clearly attests his legal deposition! And even if he
had been canonically deposed, that would still not prejudice our judg-
ment of these synodal decisions, which were made in right faith and
according to the holy canons, for all that had already been written by
Pope Theodore, of happy memory, agrees with them.

A vyear later, the difficulty was raised that the Roman synod had no
standing because it had met without imperial command. In response,
Maximus produced a long list of Arian and other heretical synods that
had been summoned by emperors, none of which was recognized as
valid by the Church. Other synods—such as the one that deposed
Paul of Samosata—were received as binding, even though they had
met without imperial permission.?® With logical consistency, he de-
nied that by rejecting the imperial Typos he had set himself in opposi-
tion to the emperor’s person; he had simply rejected a document com-
posed by the patriarch, which did not even come from the emperor

18 1hid., 576—77; Acta; PG 9o, 117AB.
1% Caspar, Geschichte des Papsttums, 2:67 and n. 7.
20 Acta; PG 9o, 117Af., 145C—-148A.
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himsel[.*' And when he was accused of arrogance for being the only
one to oppose comimon opinion, he replied: *“The three young men
condemned no one, when they refused to adore the statue everyone
¢lse worshipped, . . . nor did Daniel condemn anyone when he was
thrown in the lions’ den—he simply preferred to die, rather than to
offend God.”’*?

Behind all of this stood a single great decision: for Rome, the refuge
of free, evangelical faith; against Byzantium, the bulwark of politico-
religious integralism. So the sacellarius asks him directly, at one point [in
his trial], “ “Why do you love the Romans and hate the Greeks?” The
servant of God replied, ‘We are commanded to hate no one. I love the
Romans because 1 am of the same faith as they are; I love the Greeks
because I speak the same language.’ ”’* Rome, for him, was objectively
the home of right faith: Christ founded both the Catholic faith and
the Church on Peter, he proclaims to his judges, “‘and I wish to adhere
to that confession of faith on which the unity of all the Churches is
based.”?*

With its Eastern intellectual power, Hellas [in the 640s] came to the
support of a papacy that had gone into cultural decline because of the
barbarian invasions. Gregory the Great, although he had been papal
legate in Byzantium, spoke no Greek. Honorius I [625-638] gave way
before the scheming Byzantines and their subtle, obscure distinctions
and had to be defended by his successors in some difficult rear-guard ac-
tions. An Eastern pope, Theodore I [642~649]—a native of Jerusalem
—smoothed over his predecessor’s mistake and brought about a turn to-
ward new independence. Although he remained modestly in the back-
ground, Maximus was the soul of the Lateran synod of 649; at least two
of its canons, 10 and 11, come from his pen, and the Greek monks,
who had five monasteries in Rome, were zealous representatives and
translators of his position.?® And even if this Greek victory found, for

21 Acta; PG 9o, 128B.

22 Acta; PG 90, 121A.

23 Acta; PG go, 128C.

24 Acta; PG 90, 93D.

25 See E. Caspar, “Dic Lateransynode von 649", Zeitschrift fiir Kirchengeschichte 51 (1932):
75—137; Johannes Pierres, Sanctus Maximus Confessor princeps apologetarusm synodi lateranensis
anni 649 (diss., Gregorian University, Rome 1940); cf. B. Altaner, Theologische Revue 41
(1942): 50=51. [On the role of Maximus in the composition of the acta of the Lateran synod,
see Richard Riedinger, “Dic Lateransynode von 649 und Maximos der Bekenner”, in E
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a while, little affirmative echo in Rome and was practically ignored
in Byzantium,?¢ the martyrdom of the pope, Maximus, and Maximus’
companions in the long run gave the synod prestige, without which the
almost effortless victory [of dyothelite Christology] at the Third Coun-
cil of Constantinople would never have been achieved. Of course, the
political Leviathan had, in the intervening years, completely collapsed,
and the Arab invasion had derailed any political hopes for union with
the Monophysites. But what do such minor disturbances matter, in
comparison with the fact that at Constantinople in 681 the Confes-
sor’s Christology, which sprouted organically from the Christology of
Chalcedon, was there declared, in simple terms, to be identical with
the faith of the Catholic Church (DS §53-59)?

2. East and West

a. Religion and Revelation

The two preceding sections have shown the tension in the life and
work of Maximus Confessor: a recapturing of the undistorted, integral
tradition of the Christian East, alongside an ever-clearer inclination to
bring all these recovered treasures to Rome, that Rome might profit
from them. And Rome meant for him, as we have just tried to show,
not some accidental oasis of political freedom, but the refuge of or-
thodoxy guaranteed by the gospel itself. More concretely, it was the
defender of the balanced faith of Chalcedon against the rank growth
of an exaggerated Cyrillian reinterpretation of Chalcedonian teaching.

The tension between East and West is an inseparable dimension of
the Confessor’s thought. He was rightly called the man who led both
East and West into uproar;*” even the dream he allegedly had in Rome
was a dream about dialogue between East and West, in which the West
won the day. The decisive question, however, for all the events that

Heinzer and C. Schénborn, eds., Maximus Confessor: Actes du Symposinm sur Maxime le Con-
Sfesseur, Fribourg, 2— 5 Septembre 1980, Paradosis, 27 (Fribourg, 1982), 111-21; Pictro Conte,
Il sinodo Lateranense dell” ottobre 649 (Vatican City, 1989), 105—48.]

26 Basing his argument on Rome’s power of the keys, Maximus himself immediately began
to count the Lateran synod as the sixth ecumenical council (PG g1, 1371D-140A). As far as
doctrinal content is concerned, he was right: the synod of 649 was really the first phase of
the discussion completed at the council of 680—81 [Constantinople 1I1].

*7 Acta; PG go, 101B.
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were to follow Maximus, was what *“East” and “West” here really
mean—on what level these concepts are to be understood. It is cer-
tainly not simply a question of the immediately geographical and polit-
ical sphere, the struggle between the Rome of the East and the Rome
of the West. It is also—as we have shown already—not simply a ques-
tion of two styles of thought, of the Greek and the Roman-African
patristic traditions: these are not the decisive issues. In spite of Leo’s
Tome, Chalcedon was not merely a “Roman’’ affair but was just as au-
thentically Greek; even if Maximus thinks in anti-Monothelite terms,
his thought 1s at least as much Greek in style as it is Roman.

The opposition [of East and West] lies at a deeper level. That glori-
ous, dangerous intellectual tradition that Maximus unearthed, despite
all the labels of heresy, and to which he tried to lend new brilliance
and new validity, is, one can say, the element in Christian thought
that had its living roots in Asia; it represents the maternal soil of the
human religious instinct: what one—speaking somewhat inexactly—
might set in contrast to biblical revelation as “‘natural religion”. Let us
briefly characterize this kind of religion. As the elemental groping of
man toward God, it is, first of all, a way of renouncing the world—
for this transitory, spatio-temporal, destiny-determined world is surely
not God! It is a way of stripping off form, in order to find the infinite
Absolute in a state of formlessness. The world, compared with God,
is unreality, a falling away from the eternal unity. Expressed in terms
of this picture of things, an incarnation of God can only mean a con-
cession, the gracious descent of God into multiplicity, into the realm
of matter, in order to lead what is multiple back into unity. In the end,
it is not so much a synthesis of the One and the Many as a gesture
of the One toward the Many, beckoning it home into the One. The
religious yearning tor a return to God glazes over all the objections
and reservations one might raise on the basis of an ontology of created
being; these can surely be noted for what they are worth, but they do
not occupy the final, decisive position.

In contrast to such thinking stand the powertul forces of the Bible,
Greece, and Rome. In the Old and New Testaments, God and the
creature stand in an irreducible relationship of confrontation: not em-
anation and decline, but only the good, free, creative will of God is
responsible for the creature’s being, an act which, in the end, 1s justi-
fied by the relationship of confrontation within God of three Persons
in unity. So the overarching unity of God and the world in Christ is
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no attack on the integrity of creation but an act lifting creation be-
yond itself to fulfillment, an act in which even the Asian longing for
divinization is brought to rest. Greece reflects on this mystery of God
and world in Aristotelian and Stoic terms, taking seriously the nature
(¢pvoig) of the individual being, in its lasting structure of meaning, and
finding there a revelation of the divine Reason (foges, Adyog) that abides
within the world. Rome, with its genius for order, always turns confu-
sion into clarity by making distinctions, dividing in order to conquer.
And then, in the midst of these three contending powers comes the
unprecedented synthesis of Chalcedon: God and man are now one,
“undivided and unconfused” (&diapétweg xal aovyyttwe). It is biblical
Christology, conceived in the terminology of Greek philosophy under
the inspiration of a Roman pope.

But what then becomes of the East? This was the question Maximus
asked himself, and he recognized that Christianity could not survive
without the religious passion of Asia. But how much of this impulse,
this human way of thinking, can be assimilated into Christianity? How
can it be done without endangering the core of Christianity itself? How
strong, how high must the christological thought structure be built?
How far must Christ be brought toward the center even of theodicy
and the theology of creation in order to make the Christian duality of
God and world bearable for Asian thought?

These are all subtle, endlessly vexing questions, which we find to-
day more difficult to answer than ever. Christian evangelism among
the great Asiatic religions still struggles to make sense of them. Such
questions were posed by Maximus more clearly than they are by many
modern Christians, who dream excitedly of vague syntheses between
European and Asian spirituality. For Maximus saw clearly that the East-
West tension we are dealing with is not simple but threefold, although
its three polarities can never be separated from each other. First of all,
there is the polarity between Eastern and Western styles of thought.
Aristotle has no Eastern counterpart; he represents an irreversible step
forward in human culture, from mythos [narrative thought| to logos [an-
alytical thought], and the question after him is only what elements of
mythos can be translated into logos. Next, there is the polarity between
the impersonal religious thought of the East and the personal categories
of biblical revelation. Here the contrast is between a religion of nature
and a religion of self-communication and of grace, even though traces
of these latter categories can also be discovered in Eastern religions.

BAST AND WEST 47

And this step, too, is irreversible; from a biblical point of view, at least,
there can be no question of equivalency. Finally, there is the East-West
polarity in the Church of Christ. Here again, a simple balancing act—
on the model of Justinian’s policy of treating Rome merely as the “pa-
triarchate of the West”’—will not work, since it stands in opposition
to Jesus’ commission to Peter, which assigned primacy to the Church
of Rome. Maximus, then, brings the fullness of Asian religious thought
under the triple primacy of the philosophical logos, the biblical Christ,
and the central authority of Rome.

As far as content goes, there are also three bodies of material to be
incorporated into his system. The first is the thought of Origen, itself
an attempt to sketch out the full biblical message against the golden
background of Asia. Here Eastern thought remains so much part of
his background that it is almost invisible due to the Christian colors
of the picture and shines out strongly only in later Origenism, which
plays down the biblical element in Christianity. In Origen’s thought,
subordinationism is rooted in the metaphysical bias of the system, for
which there can be only one supreme God; the creation of the mate-
rial world is assumed to be a falling of spirits away from their original,
collective unity with God, and their restoration (&moxutdotao) must
logically imply the final elimination of material being—a conclusion
that Origen, as a Christian, never drew.

The second body of material is the thought of Evagrius, who added to
this Asian background of the picture something Origen had omitted: a
consistent ascetical and mystical doctrine. By silencing sensible images
and conceptual thought, by eliminating all “form” from the realm of
spirit, he seeks to reach the formless inner light of the mind, where
the light of God becomes transparent to the act of contemplation.

The third body of material is that of Alexandrian Christology: first con-
ceived according to a logos-sarx (Word-flesh) pattern, as in the works
of Apollinarius, Athanasius, and Cyril, then corrected to speak of “‘en-
souled flesh” (0Go& Euwpuyoc), yet always riveted on the notion of “‘one
nature” (uia ¢volg), until its forward movement comes to a halt—
through Dioscorus, Timotheus Aelurus, and Peter Mongus—in the
works of Severus and can no longer be shaken by either political cun-
ning or dogmatic compromise. What kind of mysterious fate is it that
even today divides Oriental Christianity from the other Churches?
One can argue all one likes for the material orthodoxy of the ““Mono-
physites”, speak all one will of a “‘merely verbal Monophysitism’’; one
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can split hairs to prove that the non-Chalcedonians mean by their “one
composite nature” (ula pvolg ovvOetog) or “one composite individ-
ual” (ule dmooTaolg 0VvBetog) exactly the same, in practical terms, as
the bishops meant at Chalcedon;?® yet the riddle grows only more tan-
talizing. Was it mere stubbornness? Was Severus really not concerned
about something real, some value too precious to abandon? Certainly
he was! Behind all the Alexandrian tradition, beyond all the ortho-
dox insistence on preserving the unity of Christ’s being, what was at
stake—whether admitted or denied, conscious or unconscious—was
the Asian dialectic between reality and appearance, divinity and divine
self-revelation: [the dominant force was] a kind of thought that used
the pure categories of revelation without concerning itself with cre-
ated reality. For when one begins by presupposing the completeness
of Christ’s human nature, and so takes seriously the primordial oppo-
sition between God and the creature, then one seems—to an Alexan-
drian christological thinker like Severus—no longer capable of preserv-
ing Christ’s unity, whether one seeks it in his nature or in his person.
Monothelitism was simply the last flowering of this brand of thought:
the unity of an active, divine personal center in Christ here ruled out
any other existence for his human nature than that of a passive and
obedient instrument. So here, too, the full reality of the creature is
abandoned for the sake of its union with what is above nature (§viwoig)
and for the purpose of revealing the divine.

In Maximus’ own conclusive struggle with Severus, and with the
party of Cyrus, Sergius, and Pyrrhus, he clearly chose the Western
tradition. Yet he chose it in such a way that he could bring into Chal-
cedonian Christology the whole Asian mystique of divinization—on
the higher level of the biblical mystery, of the personal synthesis of an
incarnate God, rather than on the lower level of natural dissolution and
fusion. In taking this path, he essentially also made a decision on the
fates of Evagrius and Origen. Origen, as we have already seen, had to
undergo a radical disenchantment, by which he would lose enough of
his background myth that only what was compatible with the Bible
remained: the formal rhythm of the world’s emergence and return,
from God into God again, and a doctrine of creaturely being that sup-
poses no more than the concrete stages of a nature created, elevated,

8 Sce Joseph Lebon, “‘La Christologic du monophysisme syrien”, in Grillmeier and Bacht,
Chalkedon, 1:425—580.
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fallen, restored, and deified. Evagrius, of the three, comes off best of
all—because his spirituality seemed capable of being transformed from
something marginally Christian into something inherently so, with the
least amount of friction and noise. One needed only to add to his seem-
ingly Gnostic “passionlessness’” (dndOsia) the charity (Gydmnm) of the
Sermon on the Mount and to remove the pantheistic flavor from his
conception of “‘knowledge of the Trinity”” by combining it with the
Cappadocian and Areopagite ideas of God. Nothing more was neces-
sary.

In this work of translation, Pseudo-Dionysius was, like Aristotle, of
inestimable value. If Aristotle provided the notion of “‘first substance”
(o ovoie)—the irreducible, ultimate substance of a thing, with its
inner field of meaning and power defined in terms of potency (dUvoug)
and act (évégyewa)—Dionysius pointed to the indissoluble autonomy
of the finite world, as a whole and in its individual members, in re-
lation to the infinite reality of God. Nothing could be more West-
ern, nothing points more clearly back, beyond Proclus and Plotinus,
to decisively Greek, anti-Asiatic sources. Pseudo-Dionysius remains,
with Chalcedon and Augustine, the foundation stone of the Western
spirit, which can only breathe in an atmosphere of space and free-
dom. The salvation, the preservation, the confirmation of finitude by
God himself: these are the Areopagite’s basic intellectual models. On
the other hand, it makes little difference that he thought and wrote,
quite possibly, in an atmosphere that was externally Monophysite, that
there is an echo of Monophysitism in one or two of his formula-
tions
a thinker, Pseudo-Dionysius is unconditionally and unexceptionably a
Chalcedonian.? The terms “unconfused’ (Gotyyvtog: fourteen times)

even though they can be interpreted in an orthodox sense; as

*? [Debate on the theological and philosophical “location” of Pscudo-Dionysius and his
writings continues, cchoing both von Balthasar’s judgment here and that of his opponents.
The most significant recent studies on Pscudo-Dionysius as a Christian thinker include:
Michele Schiavone, Neoplatonismo e cristianesimo nello Pseudo-Dionigi (Milan, 1963); Bern-
hard Brons, Gott und die Seienden: Untersuchungen zum Verhdltnis von neuplatonischer Metaphysik
und christlicher Tradition bei Dionysius Areopagita (Gottingen, 1976); Kurt Ruh, Die mystische
Gotteslehre des Dionysius Areopagita (Munich, 1987); Andrew Louth, Denys, the Arcopagite
(Wilton, Conn., 1989); Paul Rorem, Pseudo-Dionysius: A Commentary on the Texts and an
Introduction to Their Influence (New York, 1993); Alexander Golitzin, Ef Introibo ad Altare
Dei: The Mystagogy of Dionysius Areopagita (Thessalonike, 1994); Ysabel de Andia, ed., Denys
I’Areopagite et sa posterité en orient ef en occident: Actes du colloque international, Paris, 2r—24
septemibre, 1994 (Paris, 1997).]
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and “inseparable” (doraioetog) are not incidental i his vocabulary but
are consciously emphasized,?® just as are “unmixed condition” (¢
wigic), “unblended” (Govuguorog), “distinction” (dadood), “‘particu-
larity” (idwdmg: twenty-seven times), “‘preserve” (omieiv: ten times),
to say nothing of his words for order and rank. One can, of course,
make the point that Chalcedonian terminology also made its way into
the accepted and official language of the Monophysites, who had no
qualms about accepting the word “‘unconfused”” (Govyyvtwg).?! But this
is either due to unawareness (just as many Lutheran liturgies remain
close to the Roman Mass) or is an external adoption of words, without
any thoughtful realization of their content. The case is very different
with Pseudo-Dionysius: he is a crystal-clear thinker,*? and he adopts
Chalcedonian-Aristotelian elements into his metaphysical scheme.

b. Scholasticism and Mysticism

Pseudo-Dionysius, then, was already available as a point of contact.
Aristotle was also there, to an increasing degree, his thought typically
mingled with elements of Stoicism and Neoplatonism in a way that
was not unfruitful and that corresponded to the taste of the time. Even
so, these philosophical building blocks had not yet been formed into
a synthesis; they were used as individual elements for scholastic in-
struction and for christological polemics, and for that very reason they
were largely not understood, nor did they communicate the slight-
est degree of spiritual power. The division between scholasticism and

0 See A. van den Dacle, Indices Psendo-Dionysiani (Louvain, 1941), 9, 34. CE René Roques,
L’Univers dionysien (Paris, 1954), $8: *“Unity without confusion is the rule for divine action
on the herarchical intelligences.”

1 See Hicronymus Engberding, “Monophysitische Liturgien”, in Grillmeier and Bacht,
Chalkedon 2:697f., quoting the liturgy of St. Gregory (. 715): “Without transformation or
change, you united human nature with yourself in your hypostasis, in an ineffable and in-
conceivable way, without alteration or confusion.” And later: ““Int the one Son and the one
Christ, both natures are preserved completely, along with their particular properties. There
is one nature, one person, one individual, one will . . .”” (I. 730). The author concludes that
no diminution of the human nature of Christ is clearly perceptible in any of these liturgies.

2 He is the direct opposite of the enthusiastic illuminate that Ernst Honigmann wants to
make him, in order to identify him with Peter the Iberian: see Pierre 'Ihérien et les écrits du
Ps-Denys (Brussels: Académic Royale de Belgique, 1952). In addition, the clear Chalcedonian
accent cannot find any explanation in Honigmann’s thesis. Even less can Dionysius, the great
aesthete of late antique Christian thought, for whom cverything is alive with beauty, be iden-
tified with the strict, austere Severus of Antioch, as Stiglmayr suggested. Such hypotheses
are ruled out by a simple, phenomenological examination of the facts.
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mysticism, between the theology of the schoolroom and the spiritual-
ity of the monastery, was, in the sixth century, complete. The former,
held hostage by politics, kept inventing new distinctions that lacked
any genuine basis in the experience of being; the latter had withdrawn
from the dogmatic and political theater into a world beyond time. The
situation, in this respect, was not unlike the late Middle Ages: danger-
ous conditions for the sudden deterioration of Church unity.

Maximus must have had an eye on the need for unity between these
currents of religious thought from the very beginning. The Areopagite,
in his abstract precision and in his flights of enthusiasm, offered the first
promising means of approach. A framework for an understanding of
the universe had been erected here, which could hold its ground and
needed no further modification. But Pseudo-Dionysius did not deal
with christological issues eagerly, and when he did—as in the letters
—it was only from the loftiest peak of reflection; he never descended
into the thick of the theological battle. The task, then, was to carry
the spirit of the Areopagite into the heart of [scholastic theology’s]
academic distinctions; to put it another way, it was to strike mystical
and spiritual sparks out of the rough scholastic flint. That could only
work to the degree that one tried to grasp Aristotle from within, so
that one might gain an insight into the mystery of the God-man with
the help of his view of reality.

Maximus must have had a good philosophical training, but we know
nothing about it.*® It must have given him the ability to read the charac-
teristic works of sixth-century scholastic Christology with critical per-
ception. To name the most important authors of that school, we should
mention John the Grammarian, Severus’ opponent, and John of
Seythopolis,?® both of whom began to develop the Neo-Chalcedonian
approach [to Christology] before 520; Leontius of Byzantium, who

3 For a bibliography on Byzantine academic philosophy in the sixth century, see Moeller,
“Chalcédonisme”, 1:640, especially V. Valdenberg, *‘La Philosophie byzantine au IV* si¢cle”,
Byzantion 4 (1927): 237-68; E Ubcrweg, Grundrifl der Geschichte der Philosophie, ed. B. Geyer,
vol. 2 (Berlin, 1898), 123—26. The Acfa make much of the philosophical intercsts of the young
Maximus (PG 9o, 69f) but give us no details. [For further information on academic philo-
sophy and theology in the sixth century, sce B. E. Daley, “Boethius’ Theological Tracts and
Early Byzantine Scholasticism”, Mediacval Studies 46 (1984): 158—91.]

3t [Ed. Marcel Richard, CCG 1 (1977). For an analysis of John’s theology, sce Alois
Grillmeier, Jesus der Christus im Glauben der Kivche, vol. 2, pt. 2 (Freiburg, 1989), $54-82;
English wrans. Christ in Christian Tradition, wol. 2, pt. 2 (London, 1995), 52=79.]

3% [See appendix below for an extensive discussion of John of Scythopolis” work and further
bibliography.]
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flourished about $40;*¢ Leontius of Jerusalem, writing before §52;%
Theodore of Raithu, whose Proparaskeué® appeared around the mid-
dle of the century; that mature work known as the De sectis,*® which
appeared after 580; from about 600, the so-called Panoplia of Pam-
philus;* and finally, dating from about 650, the anthology called the
Doctrina Patrum,*' which may be by Anastasius of Sinai and which in-
cludes excerpts from Maximus. The polemical dogmatic opuscula of the
Confessor belong in this series of writings, too, although they move
in a completely different direction—making distinctions only to let
the mystery as a whole shine out miore brightly, laboring constantly
forward in the service of a spirituality. If the spiritual and mystical sug-
gestiveness, the intellectual fruit, of a distinction is not immediately
perceptible, in Maximus’ work it soon becomes so.

This would not be possible if his philosophical analysis were not
grounded in meditation on Holy Scripture. Maximus has been called
unscriptural, but Scripture is the background and the presupposition
for all that he does, to a wholly different degree than in the one-sided
scholastic theology or spiritual works of the sixth century. The Con-
fessor’s first major work is his set of answers to the questions of his
friend Thalassius on passages in the Holy Scriptures.** Maximus offers
these answers from the fullness both of the exegetical and spiritual tra-
dition and of his own personal meditation. It should not be surprising
that he is not an exegete in the style of the fifth-century Antiochenes;
in any case, he knows his way around in the Alexandrian and Cap-
padocian style of spiritual exposition. Besides the Quacstiones ad Tha-
lassium, Maximus wrote other exegetical works: a commentary on the
Song of Songs and another on Ecclesiastes, both of which were appar-
ently combined with commentaries by Gregory of Nyssa and Nilus of
Ancyra into a Catena of the Three Fathers, which later was edited and

PG 86, 1268—1396, 1901—76. For a thorough discussion of Leontius’ Christology, sc«
Grillmeier, Jesus der Christus vol. 2, pt. 2, 194—241; Christ vol. 2, pt. 2, 181-220.]

* PG 86, 1400—1901; sce Grillmeicr, Jesus der Christus vol. 2, pt. 2, 201=333; Christ vol
2, pt. 2, 271—316.]

*8 Ed. Franz Dickamp, Analecta Patristica, Orientalia christiana analecta, 117 (Rome, 1938),

% PG 86, 1193-1268; sce Grillmeier, Jesus der Christus vol. 2, pt. 2, s14—23; Christ vol
2, pt. 2, 493—502.]

Y [Ed. J. H. Declerck, CCG 19 (1980).]

' Ed. E Dickamp (Miinster, 1007).

2 Ed. C. Laga and C, Steel, CCG 7 (1080); CCG 22 (1990); PG oo, 2y
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enlarged by Michael Pscllos and others.® We also possess a fragment
of a commentary on the Apocalypse attributed to Maximus.* That he
knew not only how to soar in the heights of allegory but also—like
Origen—how to descend into the glens of historical detail is proved by
his Computus ecclesiasticus, from which a “succinct chronology of the
life of Christ” was later drawn.* Other exegetical works of Maximus
are the Exposition of the Lord’s Prayer, the Exposition of Psalm s, the
Quaestiones et Dubia (answering other questions, mainly on passages in
Scripture),* and the short work addressed To Theopemptus.*®

A passage from the report of his trial illustrates well Maximus’ at-
titude to the Scriptures. Bishop Theodosius [the imperial representa-
tive] suggests to him, on the subject of the two wills in Christ, that
it would be better to stick to the “simple words” of Scripture (Ghég
dwvag déEaobau), without entering into elaborate speculations. Max-
imus answers:

In saying this, you are introducing new rules for exegesis, foreign to the
Church’s tradition. If one may not delve into the sayings of Scripture
and the Fathers with a speculative mind, the whole Bible falls apart,
Old and New Testament alike. We hear, for instance, what David says:
“Blessed are they who study his testimonies, who seek him with their
whole heart” (Ps 119:2); this means that no one can seek and find God
without penetrating study. Again he says, “Give me understanding, that
[ may study your law, and then may keep it with my whole heart”
(Ps 119:34); for speculative study leads to a knowledge of the law, and
knowledge arouses love and longing and brings it about that those who
are worthy can keep the law in their hearts by observing its holy com-
mands. Again he says, “Wonderful are your testimonies; therefore my
soul studies them” (Ps 119:129). Do not the Proverbs demand that we
mull over their parables and riddles and dark sayings? Does not the Lord,
who speaks in parables, insist that the disciples should understand them,

# See Michael Faulhaber, Hohelied-, Proverbien- und Prediger-Catenen (Vienna, 1902); H. G.
Beck, Kirche und theologische Literatur im Byzantinischen Reiche, Byzantinisches Handbuch vol,
2, pt. 1 (Munich: C. H. Beck, 1959): 471, $39f, 653. The final version, from the twelfth
century, appears in PG 122, §37-686; parts of it ar¢ in PG 87, 1755~80.

* Catalogus codicum astrologorum, 7:100f, (3); cf. Franz Messerschmidt, “Himmelsbuch und
Sternenschnift™, Rimische Quartalschrift 30 (1931): 68—69.

B PG 19, 1217-80.

* Ed. E, Bratke (Bonn, 1802).

YEL )L Declerck, CCG 1o (1082); PG go, 785-856.

W PG go, 1 10 3= 1400
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by explaining their meaning himself? Does he not himself command,
“Search in the Scriptures!” (Jn 5:39)? And what does Peter, the chief of
apostles, mean when he teaches us that “The prophets have searched and
reflected about salvation” (1 Pet 1:10)? What does the divine Apostle
Paul mean, when he says, “If the gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those
who are being destroyed, whose spiritual eyes the God of this world has
blinded, so that the light of the knowledge of Christ might not enter
them” (2 Cor 4:3)? It scems you want us to become like the Jews, who
have filled their minds with the “simple words” of the Bible—in other
words, with the letter of Scripture alone—as if it were so much rubbish,
and so have fallen away from the truth; they carry a covering over their
hearts, so as not to see that “the Lord is Spirit” (2 Cor 3:17), hidden
within the letter, and that he says, “The letter kills, it is the Spirit that
gives life!”” (2 Cor 3:6). You may be sure, reverend sir, that I will never
accept some concept from Scripture if I have not really understood its
meaning. I will not openly behave like a Jew.*

This passage says more than enough. It entitles us to assume that
the theological act of meditating on Scripture, which for Maximus had
again become one with the act of spiritual or mystical contemplation,
served as the vehicle and medium of all his thought. Hans-Georg Beck
has rightly observed that dogmatic theology and the spiritual ascent
to God, according to Maximus, offer cach other “no opposition. And
what is correct in his view, dogmatically and spiritually, is nothing
else than the fruit of a deepened understanding of the Bible.”%° If we
still possessed his commentaries on the Song of Songs and Ecclesi-
astes—the same books Gregory of Nyssa had chosen to interpret—
we would doubtless find there a confirmation of how much the ul-
timate encounter of God and the creature in Christ—that meeting
point of our knowledge of God in himself (Beoroyia) and our experi-
ence of God in history (oixovouia)—was for Maximus, not a problem
of knowledge, of gnosis, so much as one of Christian love and long-
ing, of eros; for that reason, mystical instruction, at its best, provides a
wonderful theological witness. In the genuine tradition of Origen (and
going beyond Pseudo-Dionysius in this respect), Maximus speaks of
the ““holy tent of love”, hidden in the depths of God, where the “awe-
Inspiring mystery of union is celebrated beyond the limits of mind and
word, a mystery in which God becomes one flesh and one spirit with

49 Acta; PG 90, 149A-D.
50 Handbuch, 437.
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the Church, which represents the soul—and the Church with him.
O Christ, I stand amazed by your goodness.”’** In the same sense, he
interprets the meeting of lips in the liturgical kiss as pointing to the
“growth together” in love of the Logos, who is the mouth of God,
and the soul that responds to his word.>?

Maximus’ whole philosophical undertaking [with regard to Chris-
tology and soteriology], which we have described, stands in service
of this highest synthesis, which is purely biblical; its function is to
prevent the creature, understood in its essential identity, from being
overwhelmed and dazzled in this loving encounter with God, openly
or implicitly, to such a degree that it is reduced merely to the level of
an “appearance”. By preserving the metaphysical rights of humanity
—in the human nature of Christ and in the ordinary human person—
Maximus provides the support for man’s right to grace, as well. That is
the reason for his sharp rejection of the temptations of Monophysitism
and Monothelitism, for his critique of the background assumptions of
Origenism, for the acceptance of and new emphasis on created real-
ity as defended by Pseudo-Dionysius. Only such a metaphysic lays a
foundation deep enough to bear an all-inclusive synthesis and strong
enough to let different elements of Eastern spirituality be added to
the structure without endangering either its cohesion or its meaning.
These additional elements had, in the process, to be “‘retrained”’—to be
elevated to the higher level of a free encounter, in grace, with the God
of the Bible. In the seventh century, at least, this would no longer have
been possible without the powerful intermediary role of philosophy,
as well as of a theology that worked with clear concepts. Syntheses be-
tween East and West based simply on a similarity of “spiritualities’ or
“mystical experiences” could not be achieved even then—how much
less so today! So we must judge any program as inadequate that tries
simply to let India and Europe encounter each other at the halfway
station of Byzantine hesychasm, in the practice of the Jesus prayer and
of certain bodily positions and breathing exercises—all ways in which
Eastern Christianity reorientalized itself after the period of the great
synthesis. Less adequate still are all attempts to introduce Indian and
East Asian practices into the life of the Christian Church without any
philosophical or theological justification. In the face of such naiveté

U Mystagogia, chap. 5. PG o1, 681A; cf. chap. 15 PG o1, 693C.
b, chap. 17, PG oo, a3l =606A
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—which never leads to the gaining of what is foreign but only to the
loss of what is one’s own—Maximus’ example must serve as our inspi-
ration: the ultimate and highest degree of reconciliation occurs only
within the active range of clear, discerning, and decisive intelligence.
The power of thought is the force that transforms the world.

3. The Synthesis

a. Contents and Levels

“At that moment, in which the peoples of East and West still had a
history in common and were engaged in a common struggle, it was
enormously significant that there was a man who could belong to and
support all parties even-handedly, who could, to some degree, bring
their concerns to a single head and combine the different families and
methods of thought, not just superficially, but—so far as it was possi-
ble—with real depth.””®® This statement of Hans von Schubert about
Maximus Confessor identifies his intellectual position and accomplish-
ment exactly: to gather together what was divided or coming apart in
the relations of East and West, and to do this “‘not superficially” but
organically, “with real depth”. Let us not spoil the sport of those who
think they can find the different “‘sources” of every great intellectual
achievement, in the assumption that what once existed separately can
never be brought together organically to have a life of its own; but
if they really can see no more in Maximus than a conglomerate put
together from Evagrius, Gregory [Nazianzen] and Pseudo-Dionysius,
in proportions that vary from work to work, why should they con-
cede that such irreconcilable elements as Platonism and Aristotelian-
ism could ever enter into a genuine synthesis, either—as, for example,
in the work of Thomas Aquinas? Why not also cut up the work of
Kant into the incompatible “sources” of rationalism and empiricism?
Why not write off the synthesis of Thomas and Kant in the work of
someone like Maréchal a priori, as simply a mélange?

This way of thinking about the figures of intellectual history is ei-
ther blind to creative systematization or else assumes, without need or
warrant, that two Christian ways of conceiving the universe can stand

** Hans von Schubert, Geschichte der christlichen Kirche im Friilunitielalics (Ttbingen, 1921),
241.
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in a such contradictory relationship to each other that no power of
the intelligence will ever be able to remove the contradiction by cre-
ating a higher, third possibility.>* How ridiculous those grumblers are,
who typecast a Christian thinker with some particular label—for ex-
ample, Christocentrism—and then stamp as tasteless excess whatever
they cannot arrange, in an obvious concentric way, around not simply
that theme but the very term itself. The freedom of the mind proves
itself not least in one’s unshakeable ability to change perspective, to see
things at one time from behind, at another from below or from above.
It also consists in the possibility of changing one’s mode of expression,
of saying the same thing in different ways, and in the ability to take the
depths of conceptual perspective into consideration so that one does
not always speak on the same level. These are not simply frivolous shell
games, meant to throw an honest citizen off his course; they are signs
of the presence of the Spirit, which blows where it will and which lets
everyone who is truly born of the Spirit blow with it (so John 3:8:
obtwg, “in the same way’’). Thinkers of the class of Maximus Con-
tessor are not simply trivial compilers or passive reservoirs; they are
creators, who can work, surely, with traditional material but who also
know how to arrange the pieces according to their own architectural
design.

What makes Maximus a genius is that he was able to reach inside,
and open up to each other, five or six intellectual worlds that seemingly
had lost all contact; he was able to bring out of each a light that illu-
mined all the rest, leading to new connections that gave rise, in turn, to
unexpected similarities and relationships. He was a contemplative bib-
lical theologian, a philosopher of Aristotelian training, a mystic in the
great Neoplatonic tradition of Gregory of Nyssa and Pseudo-Dionysius
the Areopagite, an enthusiastic theologian of the Word along the lines
of Origen, a strict monk of the Evagrian tradition, and—finally and
before all else—a man of the Church, who fought and who gave his
life in witness for the orthodox Christology of Chalcedon and for a
Church centered in Rome.

3 Without such unconscious presuppositions, the judgment of Fr. Viller in Revne d’ascétique
et de mystique 11 (1930), 259—and partly also that of Fr. Hausherr, ““‘Ignorance infinie”, Ori-
entalia christiana periodica 2 (1936): 351-62—would ncver have been possible. For another
very negative estimate of the systematic power of Maximus, sce the series of articles by
M. Lot-Borodine, Revue de Uhistoire des religions 105=7 (1032/33), csp. 536 [reprinted as La

Dctfication de homme selon Ta doctrine des Peres grece (Paris, 1070) ]
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1. It would be a mustake to choose one of these intellectual worlds
as the real one and to judge the rest by its standard. At best one can
say this: inasmuch as Pseudo-Dionysius was historically the last and most
comprehensive theological and spiritual phenomenon before Maximus,
and insofar as he includes essential elements of his predecessors (Ori-
gen, Gregory of Nyssa, and Evagrius) in his own thought, in a way that
both corrects and surpasses them, his insight can be accorded a cer-
tain preeminence in Maximus’ intellectual ancestry. His ecstatic vision
of a holy universe, flowing forth, wave upon wave, from the unfath-
omable depths of God, whose center lies always beyond the creature’s
reach; his vision of a creation that realizes itself in ever more distant
echoes, until it finally ebbs away at the borders of nothingness, yet
which is held together, unified, and “‘brought home”, step by step,
through the ascending unities of an awestruck love; his vision of a
world dancing in the festal celebration of liturgical adoration, a single
organism made up of inviolable ranks of heavenly spirits and ecclesial
offices, all circling round the brilliant darkness of the central mystery
—aware of the unspeakable nearness of their Source in all its radiant
generosity, yet equally aware of the ever-greater distance of the “‘su-
peressential”’, “‘super-inconceivable” One: this vision of reality, with
something both intoxicating and religiously sober in its sacred, litur-
gical rhythm, could be found in such purity neither in Alexandria nor
in Cappadocia, let alone in the austere deserts of Egypt or the earthy
classrooms of Antioch! Yet what could be better suited for a thinker of
late antiquity, struggling for an inclusive grasp of the whole, to use as
the frame and the golden background for his picture of the universe?
There is a panoramic sense of creation here: produced, surely, from the
erupting volcano of Origen’s thought, embodying Gregory of Nyssa’s
Faust-like drive toward infinity, Gregory Nazianzen’s autumnal reserve,
Basil’s thorough-going balance,*® Proclus’ cosmic sense, and showing
clear affinity for late Byzantium’s love of liturgical display in the grand
style. It 1s a bolt of lightning that discloses, in a single flash, the over-
whelming contemporaneity of all realms of being, down to the very
clements of matter themselves—of their layers and interconnections,

% One cannot deny a genuine intellectual relationship between Basil and Pseudo-Dionysius,
despite all the substantial differences between them. In this one respect C. Perais right in iden-
tifying the Areopagite with a monk of the Basilian tradition: Revue des sciences philosophiques
et théologiques 25 (1936): s—75. Cf. Endre von lvinka, “Der Aufhau der Schrift *De Divinis
MNominibus' des Ps.-Dionysius™, Scholastik 15 (1940): 386-a0
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their approaches to, and descents from, the invisible peak of all things
—revealing a picture of stability and majestic peace such as has never
been glimpsed before in Christendom. Gregory of Nyssa’s dynamic
insight—inspired by the Stoics—into the evolution of all things, step
by step, from the primeval potency, is turned here into a picture of
a reality that radiates outward, flows downward from above. It is not
a cosmos frozen into some kind of Byzantine icon so much as a life
that generatively streams and pulsates, like C. F. Meyer’s image of the
fountain:

The jet ascends, and falling, fills

The marble basin’s rounded palm,

Then slips away in modest rills,

Ruffling a second basin’s calm;

The second, likewise, must bestow

Her riches on a lower breast:

So each receives, to overflow

And come to rest.?®

Or in the image of John of Scythopolis, Pseudo-Dionysius’ first com-
mentator:

Through the higher orders, which stand nearer God, the lower orders
participate in the divine gifts of grace, like the overflowing basins of a
fountain: the basins closest to the source fill first with what is poured
into them, then they overflow and pour out their contents into the lower
basins, in proportion to the number of vessels and to their size, whether
small or large.5’

From the lofty heights of this vision, the dissonances in the world

melt away into harmony for Maximus, too. ‘““Whatever exists, has be-
ing according to a perfect law and cannot receive a better being.’’ % If

%6 [Conrad Ferdinand Meyer (1825—1898), “Der romische Brunnen” (H. Zeller and A.
Zich, eds. Conrad Ferdinand Meyer: Samitliche Werke vol. 1 [Bern, 1963], 170). The original
text of the poem is as follows:

Aufsteigt der Strahl und fallend giefit
Er voll der Marmorschale Rund,
Die, sich verschleiernd, tiberfliefit

In einer zweiten Schale Grund;

Die zweite gibt, sie wird zu reich,
Der dritten wallend ihre Flut,

Und jede nimmt und gibt zugleich
Und strome und ruh.|

T In De Divinis nominibus; PGy

4,

0513,

Y Ambigua; PG g1, 11898,
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one wishes to conceive and describe this harmony, one’s knowledge
must possess, in the highest degree, that joyous calim that expresses the
peace of this contemplative intuition.

The first concern must, then, not be to speak as others speak, but to
conceive of the word of truth with understanding and exactitude. . . . It
is not a matter of refuting the opinions of others, but of presenting one’s
own; not a matter of contesting some aspect of the teaching or behavior
of others that seems not to be good, but of writing on behalf of truth.>®

If one has glimpsed the enormous cosmic game for even a2 moment,
one knows that the tiny life of an individual person, with all its serious
concerns, is only a receding figure in the dance.

We ourselves, controlled by the imperious program of our present na-
ture, are conceived and born like the other beasts of the earth, then
become children, and finally are led from youth to the wrinkles of age,
like a flower that only lives for a moment, dies, and gives rise to new
life; truly, we deserve to be called God’s playthings.®°

The Areopagite’s sense of the world—of existence as liturgical event,
as adoration, as celebratory service, as hidden but holy dance—this is
the golden background of Maximus’ mental picture of creation.

2. But if Maximus is “a mystic like Dionysius”, he is surely “‘a mys-
tic who is also a metaphysician, an ascetic who has reached, through
his familiarity with Aristotelian philosophy, a consistency and preci-
sion of thought that one looks for in vain in the works of the Areo-
pagite.”’®* This statement of a French patristic scholar grasps the real
difference between the master and his interpreter and marks the sec-
ond level in Maximus’ thought. What comes explicitly from Proclus
and Plotinus in the work of Pseudo-Dionysius, what gives him his
Neoplatonic coloring, Maximus has abandoned. He has noticed the
questionable points of the system; with unquestionable discretion, he
transforms the Dionysian system of emanations into the framework
of an ecclesial metaphysic. His philosophical education, his study of
post-Chalcedonian Christology, not only developed his taste for a con-

5% In Epistulam Dionysii 6; PG 4, 536C.
80 Ambigua; PG 91, 1416C.
617, Tixeront, Précis de patrologic (Paris, 1934), 395.
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ceptual exactness approaching the style of geometric theorems®-—a
compression that, since Photius,*® has often been unjustly taken for
obscurity and verbosity,® whereas it is in fact the result of an almost
exaggerated precision. It also gave him the means for overcoming the
“emanationism’ of Pseudo-Dionysius: the Aristotelian and Stoic con-
ception of the concrete universal (vatdhov), which is, ultimately, also
proper to Neoplatonism. In place of a merely temporary world, made
for dissolution, such as is suggested in Origen and even—gently—in
Pseudo-Dionysius by the Neoplatonic rhythm of the divine being’s ra-
diation and return, diastole and systole, Maximus envisages a naturally
lasting cosmos as the supporting ground for all supernatural diviniza-
tion. His sense of the dignity of natural being gives Maximus the key
to the decisive objection that can be made against Origenism.

If we allow souls to exist before their bodies, and see the reason for their
union with bodies as a punishment for some guilt incurred as bodiless
beings before their birth, then we run the greatest danger of seeing this
unique miracle, the sensible world, where God lets himself be known
by wordless proclamation, as simply the result of sin.%

Maximus can be considered the most world-affirming thinker of all
the Greek Fathers; in his basically positive attitude toward nature he
goes even beyond Gregory of Nyssa. While Origen considers Scripture
as alone supremely normative, Maximus accepts also the natural world,
contemplated in the light of revelation, as a source of wisdom. Perfect
knowledge—the knowledge of the believing Christian and even the
knowledge of the mystic—is gleaned from both “books’ together.
The ‘“‘contemplation of nature” (Bewoia puowrn) and of the structures
of meaning (Aoyou) hidden within 1t, structures that are part of every sin-
gle being, becomes for Maximus a necessary step, a kind of initiation,
into the knowledge of God. This contemplation does not even stop
at the stars: they, too, are astrological signs of decisive events. ““The
stars in the heavens are like the letters in a book. Through both, peo-
ple find access to knowledge of things as they are. Through letters, they

% “In the rigor of his literary form he is already a scholastic”: J. Tixeront, Histoire des
dogmes, 7th ed., vol. 3 (Paris, 1927), 188.

8 Bibliotheca, cod. 191; PG 103, 645BC.

o4 B, Garbas, nt the introduction to his translation of the Liber asceticus (Breslau, 1025), 6.

2 Ambiona; PG o1, 1328A.



62 INTRODUCTION

remember words and meanings; through the stars, they come to know
the ‘signs of the times’ in an equally legible script.”’¢® The wise per-
son stands in the midst of the world’s realities as in an inexhaustible
treasury of knowledge. No being leaves him untouched; everything
provides food for his intellectual nourishment.

3. But Maximus is no worldly philosopher. From the court of the Em-
peror Heraclius, where he held a prestigious office, he fled across the
Bosporus into a monastery. By profession, he was a monk and an as-
cetic. He does not contemplate the world for contemplation’s sake, but
because it serves as a ladder, a hoist to higher intellectual insight. He
is uncompromisingly determined to reclaim the original meaning of
monasticism as the “philosophic life” (prhocodeiv), and monasticism
is always, in the life of the Church, a “return to the sources”.%” In
searching for these sources, he could not avoid coming into contact
with Origen and his most dedicated disciple, Evagrius Ponticus.® Viller
has demonstrated the strong influence of this philosophical monk on
Maximus’ spiritual doctrine.®® The practical side of his ascetical teach-
ing, like its theoretical and mystical side, largely depends on the intel-
lectual models and principles of the Egyptian desert hermits. From that
source comes his concern for the “‘realization” of theoretical knowl-
edge, for the preservation of what one has learned in living virtues,
for the transformation of a merely contemplative embrace of all things
into a living, concrete love.

Yes, Maximus’ insistence on the ultimate interpenetration of con-
templation and action begins with Evagrius; but it goes beyond him.
From Evagrius, too, comes his relentlessly sober austerity, his freedom
from illusion concerning the ability of the sensible world to seduce us
through the eight principal vices; in his ability to describe and unmask
these with psychological depth, Maximus is fully the equal of his mas-
ter. If his first Dionysian trademark is an ability to play weightlessly

¢ Quoted by Messerschmidt, ‘‘Himmelsbuch and Sternenschrift”, 68.

7 Heinrich Bacht, S, “La Loi du ‘retour aux sources’: Quelques aspects de I'idéal monas-
tique pachémien”, Revue Mabillon 51 (1961): 6-25.

® On Evagrius’ monasticism, sce H. U. von Balthasar, “Die Metaphysik und Mystik des
Evagrius Ponticus”, Zeitschrift fiir Aszese und Mystik 14 (1939): 31—47; Karl Heussi, Der Ur-
sprung des Monchtums (Tibingen, 1936).

¢ Sce above, n. 8. The parallels Viller points to can be multiplied now that De oratione has
been identified as a work of Bvagrius by I. Iausherr, “Le Traité de Poraison d'Bvague le
Pontique (Pseudo-Nil)", Revue d’ascétique ef de mystique 15 (1034)1 34703, 113770
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before God, and his second an Aristotelian ability to contemplate the
world, the third trademark of Maximus must be identified as a calm
freedom from all the passions that cloud or weigh down or tear apart
the mind, in order to rob it of its freedom and self-possession. This
calm is also his mode of entry into the mystery of God, which stands
beyond the world. Only the spirit that has become pure and simple can
encounter the transcendent One; the soul that has fully emptied itself,
that ““has no song to sing”’, becomes the place of revelation, the abode
of the infinite God. Right through the middle, then, of the Dionysian,
Aristotelian picture of a self-contained, hierarchically ordered universe
cuts—straight as an arrow—the Alexandrian way of ascending from
the sensible to the intellectual and ultimately to the divine world; it
brings to Maximus’ conception of reality the axis that holds it together
and that makes its movement possible.

4. To give Maximus® three-dimensional conception of the world an
unmistakable originality and unity, a fourth ingredient was needed:
his polemic against the great heresies of the time, Monophysitism and
Monothelitism. This polemic dominated the second half of his life and
work and brought about his death as confessor of the faith. It shaped
his theological attitudes to their very depths: he did not die simply for
a formula, after all, but for the heart of the world. The key word of
the Chalcedonian formula is the seed from which his understanding of
reality could and did develop: dovyyitwe, “without confusion”.

Only here was the latent pantheism of the ancient Alexandrian Chris-
tology—an element foreign to the spirit of both the Bible and classical
Greece—finally expelled. The newness of the Christian message of
salvation looked for expression first in ecstatic categories, suggesting
a “mixture’” between divinity and humanity: a union like that of two
fluids blending with each other, or better—to use the image of Gre-
gory of Nyssa—Ilike a drop of vinegar being dissolved in the sea. Only
when such language began to be exploited by heresy did the Church
come to realize—as Theodore of Mopsuestia was first to realize—that
®p@olg, mixture, was far from the most perfect and intimate kind of
union. From the moment that Chalcedon, in its sober and holy wis-
dom, elevated the adverbs “indivisibly” (Gdwaioétwe) and ‘‘unconfus-
edly” (Gouvyyitmg) to a dogmatic formula, the image of a reciprocal
indwelling of two distinct poles of being replaced the image of mix-
ture, This mutual ontological presence (sepixmonoig) not only preserves
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the being particular to each element, to the divine and the human na-
tures, but also brings each of them to its perfection in their very difter-
ence, even enhancing that difference. Love, which is the highest level
of union, only takes root in the growing independence of the lovers;
the union between God and the world reveals, in the very nearness it
creates between these two poles of being, the ever-greater difterence
between created being and the essentially incomparable God.
Maximus defended the formula of Chalcedon, even with his blood,
out of a deep insight into this difference. He knew that Christ, whom
he was defending, was incomparably more unified and unifying than
the Christ of the Monophysites, with his single nature. The unity of
his hypostasis, his concrete and individual “Person’, possesses its two
natures both ontologically and in full spiritual freedom; by that very
fact, it is far more sublime than any natural union one might imagine.
This theological insight had a fruitful effect on the whole history of
metaphysics. Alongside the “Porphyrian tree”’, which tried to arrange
and elucidate all existent being in the categories of “‘essence’ (otoia), as
genus, species, specific difference, and individual (Grouov €ldog), new
possibilities now began to open up for ontological reflection. These
new “‘categories’”, which could not be reduced to the dimensions of es-
sential characteristics, point at once in the direction of the “existential’
and the “personal”’. Both of these are implied in the new terms that
came to be used: HmapEig (existence) and vmoéoTRog (concrete, individ-
ual being). These are words from everyday speech, less than perfectly
clear around the edges, which now groped to find a home and an exact
meaning in the field of abstract thought. Maximus, who saw the words
“being’’ (eivau) and “essence’” (ovola), on the one hand, and “‘personal
being”” (brdotaolg) and “existence”’ (magkis), on the other, as closely
related, was surely far from proposing the neoscholastic “‘real distine-
tion”” [between essence and existence]. Still, with the appearance of a
new emphasis on existence and person, alongside the classical Greek
concern with essence (ovoia), an important step had been taken in the
direction of an ontology of created being. One thing is certain: that
when Maximus makes ontological distinctions, he sheds a much more
phenomenological light on the beings he discusses than do many of
the empty distinctions of the sixth century. It requires, surely, a del-
icate ear for the overtones and variations of new or changing termi-
nology to establish the exact point this philosophical development has
reached in the work of Maximus. But perhaps his stage of develop-
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ment is more fruitful, philosophically, than the clean complacency of
finished neoscholastic distinctions, which run the danger of hacking
off the living sprouts of being and of destroying the mystery of a po-
larity that can never be seen in anything like a single, final vision.

It is enough for our purposes here simply to indicate the connec-
tion between being and person that is expressed in the word hypostasis.
In the work of the Cappadocians, even to some degree in Plotinus,
something akin to existential and personal thinking had begun to take
shape.”® But the existential element there appeared as something purely
negative: amid the collapse of every concept of essence and of the order
of ideas as a whole, the complete otherness of being shone through
clearly. With Maximus, the outlines of a positive view of existence be-
gin to appear. Certainly, it would have fallen apart bad it not had the
Cappadocians’ corrective by its side—an emphasis Maximus found, in
its strongest form, in the works of the Areopagite. Only to the degree
that we pay attention to the reciprocity of both spheres, the mystical-
negative and the conceptual-positive, do we approach the living central
point of Maximus’ thought. The direction in which this point must
lie has already been indicated. The notion of existing “without con-
fusion’ (Govyyttwg) will allow the Greek genius for clarity, precisely
in this kind of reflection, to achieve a final triumph, while the notion
of ““individual being” (dmootaog), as the contribution of Christian
theology, will become, in its intellectually highest form, the necessary
condition of that triumph. In the sphere of a Christian philosophy of
person and existence, the clarity of the Greek grasp of the world of
being was to find its final fulfillment.

b. Christ and the Synthesis

Only in this context does the remarkable, even unique historical role
of this thinker become apparent. The time had come to set forth an-
tiquity’s conception of the universe in a final, conclusive synthesis.
The time had come, too, to bring the doctrinal disputes about the
being of the incarnate God, disputes that had torn the Church apart
for centuries, to a final resolution. And why should not that decisive

7 See Hans Urs von Balthasar, Présence et pensée (Paris, 1947), and the introduction to my
translation of Gregory of Nyssa’s commentary on the Song of Songs, Der versicgelte Quell, 2d
ed. (Finsiedeln, 1054). I intend to deal later with the eriticism of Walther Volker, in Gregor
von Nysia als Mysttker (Wiesbaden, 1955), 41 and n. s.
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christological formulation, seen in its deepest implications, also serve
as the right model for the world? That, at least, is how Maximus under-
stood it. No one could have done this before Chalcedon, and it took
a further two centuries before the implications of Chalcedon had been
fully thought through. Later there would be less chance of success:
Scotus Erigena already stood outside Christology’s sphere of influence
and thought simply in metaphysical terms of the relation of God to the
world. For Maximus, however, a synthetic understanding of Christ be-
came a theodicy for the world: a justification not simply of its existence
but of the whole range of its structures of being. All things, for him,
had become organic parts of ever-more-comprehensive syntheses, had
become themselves syntheses pointing to the final synthesis of Christ,
which explained them all. One cannot avoid seeing here an anticipation
of the christological conclusion of Nicholas of Cusa’s Docta Ignorantia,
or that of the young Hegel, whose philosophical notion of synthesis
was a secularized derivative of biblical theology.”

In the course of this investigation, we will keep encountering texts
that speak of the hidden immanence of the pre-incarnate Word (Logos)
in all the intelligible structures (logoi, koyor) of the world. For example,
Maximus says that the natural law, the written law, and the law of Christ
are one and the same and that anyone who breaks any one of them
sins personally against Christ and will be judged by him.” Although
the hesychastic tradition in Byzantine spirituality was to practice the
constant awareness of Jesus in a way that was ultimately mechanical,
Maximus—bringing Origen’s Logos-theology to its fulfillment—Ilaid
hold of all the human powers, theoretical as well as practical, specula-
tive as well as spiritual and mystical, powers of thought as well as those
of prayer, in order to find Christ in all things and to find the triune
God in him.

This is why he begins “from below”, in the philosophical and struc-
tural foreshadowings of the final synthesis. For Maximus, the reality of
this synthesis is best conceived by the image of a right angle, in which
two lines meet:

7t [See Hans Kiing, Menschwerdung Gottes (Freiburg, 1970); English trans., The Incarnation of
God: An Introduction to Hegel's Theological Thought as Prolegoimena to a Future Christology (Nl.‘b;;
York, 1987).]

72 Quacstiones ad Thalassium 19; CCG 7, 119, 7ff.; PG 90, 308BC.
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There are a varicty of angles a divinely fortified mind can use to build its
towers. One kind of angle, found in the realm of nature, is the synthesis
of a particular with a universal being within one identical conception of
substance or of the act of being: for instance, the synthesis of individuals
in the species to which they belong, or of species in a genus, or of gen-
era in their common being. All of these come together in the same way
because their poles are finite, yet these universal meanings are discovered
in particular individuals in such a way that the various elements form,
in their very coming together, a whole variety of different intellectual
“angles”. Another synthesis is that of sensible reality and mind, of earth
and heaven, of what appears and what is known to be, of nature and
idea. On all of this, the contemplating mind, using its inherited ability to
form true intelligible explanations of every object, wisely raises a mental
tower that incorporates all these angles: from these syntheses, that is, it
forms an overall theory of synthesis itself.”

In this most general of intellectual laws, Maximus discovers the truth
behind the ancient Gnostic theory of paired beings, or syzygies: “By
syzygy, I mean the [synthesis] of theoretical and practical reason, of wis-
dom and prudence, of contemplation and action, of knowledge and
virtue, of immediate vision’ and faith.”7® Despite its extraordinary
character, the christological synthesis is so far from being an exception
that it finds confirmation of a sort in the most general laws of being.
Why should we not affirm it, he asks, “since we know such a num-
ber of syntheses in which the poles are united inseparably without un-
dergoing the slightest change or transformation toward each other’?7
Maximus phrases this “‘most general law of being” as follows:

Every whole—especially every whole that is formed from the synthesis
of various elements—ecven as it preserves its own individual identity in a
consistent way, also continues to bear in itself the unmixed difference of
the parts that make it up, including even the essential, authentic character
and role of cach member in its relation to the others. On the other hand,
the parts—for all their undiminished continuity in their own natural role
within the synthetic relationship—preserve the unitary identity of the

73 Ibid. 48; CCG 7, 341, 178-93; PG 90, 440CD.

7+ Literally, “of vision without forgetting”, a Platonic expression from Evagrius, denoting
the highest level of vision, face to face. Cf. below, “The Synthesis of the Three Acts’™.

Ll ! |r;\f..'_-.'|'-.v'.".| 5 PG Q1, a76A.

" Bpistle 12; PGogt, 47210,
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whole, which gives them a hypostatic condition of complete indivisi-
bility.””

The mystery of the presence of a whole in its parts, from whose
synthesis it comes to be, is not, for Maximus, simply the object of dis-
interested contemplation. For him it is the direct way to God: ““[ Think
of ] multiplicity in number and unity in kind: coins, pieces of silver,
obols, for instance, whose unity is one of kind—of copper or gold or
silver. Or of a multiplicity of kinds of organisms—grasses, for example
—and unity in species: all are grass. Multiplicity in species: horse, cow,
human being, intellectual being; unity of genus: all are living creatures.
Multiplicity in the product: creatures; unity in the source: God is the
cause of all.”’7®

And there is more. If the members of a synthesis differ from each
other only within unity, then God himself is, in the end, the highest
synthesis, in which all differences are both formed and dissolved. “He
alone is the thought of the thinker and the content of the thought, the
word of the speaker and the meaning spoken, the life of the living and
the core of life itself.”””® If the members [of a synthesis] only have con-
tact with each other through the unity of the whole that arches over
all of them, creatures, as such, can only be open to each other through
their transcendental identity in the unity of God. This is a negative
identity, in that all of them have their origin in nothing and have as
their one common quality the fact that none of them is God. But it is
also a positive identity, in that the one Creator keeps them in being,
one might say, through his relationship to them. Maximus expresses
this relationship in a mighty paragraph that takes the natural synthesis
of the world in God as the starting point for describing the synthesis
achieved in salvation history: the unity of all men and women in the
Church. Here it is the first part of the comparison that is relevant for
our point:

God created all things with his limitless power, brought them into be-
ing, holds them there and gathers them together and sets boundaries to
them; in his providence, he links them all—intellectual beings as well
as sensible—to each other as he does to himself. In his might, God

77 Thid. 13; PG 91, 521C.
78 In De Divinis nominibus 13; PG 4, 405D—408A.
7® Mlystagogia, prooemiuny; PG 91, 664A.
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draws up all the things that are naturally distinct from each other and
binds them to himself as their cause, their origin and goal; and through
the power of this relationship to him as source, he lets them also be
drawn toward cach other. This is the power through which every being
is brought to its own indestructible, unconfused identity, both in activity
and in being. No being can permanently isolate itself through its own
particularity or through the drive of its nature toward some other end;
rather, everything remains, in its very being, bound without confusion to
everything else, through the single, enduring relationship of all to their
one and only source. This supreme power overshadows the individual
rclationships that are to be seen in every individual nature, not in a way
that corrupts or eradicates or terminates them, but in order to dominate
and illuminate them as the whole does its parts—or better, in order to
reveal itself also as the cause of the whole of things, thanks to which
both the whole and the parts of the whole are revealed and come to be,
while the power itself remains the radiant cause of them all. Just as the
sun outshines the reality and the luminous activity of the stars, so the
ultimate ground of being conceals the being of creatures: for as the parts
come to be from the whole, so created things come to be from their
cause and are recognized in its light, and if they arc totally possessed by
their movement toward this cause, through the power of the relationship
itself, then they tend to cease from their own individual being. For God,
who is “all in all” and infinitely exalted over all, is recognized by the
pure of heart as the sole ultimate One, at the moment when their minds
gather the intelligible meanings of all things together in contemplation,
and grow quict before God as the beginning and cause and end of the
world’s being, the undivided root and ground that embraces all things.
In this same way, the holy Church of God, made in God’s image, reveals
the same mystery to us and brings it to reality.®

Here, in the end, is the inconceivable fecundity of this divine unity:
on the one hand, it is the cause of the unity of all things and of their
respective differences; it makes each of them an image of the divine
unity and uniqueness; it is the basis of what is most personal and imme-
diate in each of them. On the other hand, this divine unity is, in itself,
the overflowing unity and root identity of these individuals, the source
of their community and their loving communion. This paradox of a
synthesis that unites creatures by distinguishing them and distinguishes
them by uniting them-—a paradox that can be found throughout the

O Tbd, 1 PGogr, 6041000650




s INTRODUCTION

wlhole edifice of the universe—takes its origin in the most original
telation of all things: their relation to God. Maximus writes:

The law of him who willed this unity, the law that inheres in all things
as unifying power and rule, is simply this: it does not permit the indi-
vidual character of either part of the unity of a person to be banished
into obscurity by the natural difference between them, nor does it al-
low the particularity that stamps each part to lead to an overemphasis
of their difference and individuality, to the detriment of the mysterious
relationship naturally inherent in them that lovingly moves them toward
unity. The heart of this relationship is that there is one universal presence
(magovoia) of the cause of all that is, secretly and unrecognizably binding
all things together, yet dwelling in each being in a different way; this
presence holds the individual parts of the whole together, in itself and in
each other, unconfused and inseparable, and allows them, through this
very relationship of creative unity, to live more for each other than for
themselves. 8!

These texts are enough to give us a notion of the way the christo-
logical formula [of Chalcedon] expands, for Maximus, into a funda-
mental law of metaphysics. llluminated by the highest level of theolog-
ical synthesis—the union of God and the world in Christ—Maximus
searches out the traces of the developmental principles, of the condi-
tions of possibility of this synthesis, and in the process discovers the
tormal structure of all created being, even the formal structure of the
relationship between the absolute and the contingent.

One must keep in mind, of course, that Maximus did not work out
all the metaphysical transformations of this law of the synthetic nature
of being—that he was not equipped for such an ontological project.
Much, then, [in his conception of synthesis] remains unexplained. At
times, the indwelling of the whole in the parts seems to be conceived
as a kind of independence and freedom in relation to particular being,
a transcendence of generic or individual differences; this conception
is expressible in the ascetical and practical realm in terms of ethical
“indifference”, of imperturbability, apatheia (dmd0ei0). At other times,
the same indwelling appears more as an effective, positive act that takes
control of these opposite poles, either by “grasping” them in intellec-
tual insight (literally, in intelligentia) or by loving them in a way that
recognizes and affirms their very difference. This alternating, double

81 Ibid. 7; PG 91, 685AB.
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form of synthesis—as indifference or openness toward the constituent
parts and as the affirmation of their difference—corresponds, in the end,
to the very essence of the synthesis and must not be watered down.
We will meet this conceptual variability on key issues again in our
discussion of aspects of Maximus’ thought: in his doctrine of God and
God’s relation to the world, in his Christology, and in his teaching
about final human fulfillment.

However one understands the structure of synthesis [in Maximus], it
remains always a predominantly Aristotelian concept, even when it is
pressed into service of a Neoplatonic, mystical striving toward union.
For in such union, too, all synthesis still preserves the basic principle
that distance is the presupposition of any higher union, against any
tendency toward direct juxtaposition and confusion of the two poles.
Aristotelianism and the theology of Chalcedon enter here into an un-
breakable alliance: they preserve the rights of nature against the ram-
pages of an unchecked supernaturalism.

In this respect, Maximus is a real predecessor of Aquinas, anticipating
his concern to preserve the essence of every thing—or better, to set
each thing’s integral completeness within an openness and a readiness
for union that allows it to be elevated and brought to fulfillment. For
both thinkers, the difference between creatures is a feature of their per-
fection. Maximus speaks of a ‘‘constitutive, foundational difference”
(ovotatixn duadopd)® and, in so doing, utters the decisive word against
Origen. Thomas makes himself the defender of the many-colored vari-
ety of beings in the world, which reflect God’s beauty more perfectly
in their very nonidentity than a unitary world could do.?* So both of
them conceive the relationship of nature and grace in basically the same
way. The distinction they draw between the two orders, despite all their
concrete mutual involvement, grows, in both systems, out of the same
attitude: reverence and a sense of distance before the majesty of God

82 For the difference between Maximus and Pseudo-Dionysius on this subject, sce below,
chap. 7, sec. 4: “The Synthesis of the Three Acts of Worship”.

8 Opuscula; PG 91, 249C.

84 “A builder does not seck the same sort of goodness in a foundation that he secks in a
roof, if he is to prevent the house from falling into ruin; so, too, the maker of all things, God,
would not make the whole universe to be the best of its kind if he made all the parts the same,
because many levels of goodness would be missing in such a universe, and that would be
an imperfection, . . . The best state for created things is the perfection of the whole, which
consists in the order of the various parts”™: Swinma contra gentiles TL 44 (Parma ed. s:98—100).
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(are they not both commentators on Pseudo-Dionysius, the theologian
of reverence?) and reverence, too, before created nature, which is to be
valued positively precisely because it is finite. ““Nature’’, writes Max-
imus, “does not possess in itself the intelligible qualities of the super-
natural.”’® That clearly does not prevent either Maximus or Thomas
from discovering in nature an intrinsic ordering toward the supernatu-
ral, a “‘natural longing” (desiderium naturale) for the supernatural vision
of God. But even in spite of this positive orientation, both preserve,
in the concrete linking of nature and grace, the distinction that is it-
self the sign and the condition of true union and inner collaboration.
Grace perfects nature in its innermost core only because it is not itself
nature. When Maximus describes this union, one almost thinks one is
hearing Thomas himself:

We are not permitted to say that grace alone brings about, in the saints,
insight into the divine mysteries without any contribution from their nat-
ural capacity to receive knowledge. Otherwise we would have to assume
that the holy prophets could not receive and comprehend the enlighten-
ments that the Holy Spirit bestowed on them. . . . On the other hand,
they did not come upon a true insight into reality simply through the
investigations of natural reason, without the grace of the Holy Spirit. . . .
The point is that the grace of the Holy Spirit does not bring about wis-
dom in the saints without the receptivity of their intelligence, does not
give knowledge without their ability to grasp the Word, does not give
faith without stability of mind and the confident readiness to face the
still-unrevealed future in hope,®® does not bestow the gift of healing
without a natural love for other people; nor does he give any charism at
all without a capacity and a potentiality for cffectiveness appropriate to
each particular grace. On the other hand, man cannot attain any of the
things I have mentioned by his own natural powers, without the divine
power that provides them as gifts.

8 Quaestiones ad Thalassium s9; CCG 22, 55, 150—60; PG 90, 609B.
8 Maximus uses here, for “confidence”, the famous word mhnoodooica, which the Mes-

salians and—on the orthodox side—Diadochus of Photike used for the immediate and con-
soling certainty of the heart, the instinctual trust of the spirit. (Cf. Ambigua; PG o1, 1121C:
v &v mneodopig spobupov mioty [a faith ready in confidence (plérophoria)]”; also Quaes-
tiones ad Thalassium, prologue; CCG 7, 23, 97; PG 90, 248D.) However, the idea that su-
pernatural faith necessarily rests on the natural capacity to believe is much older. Philo (De
raigratione Abrahami 39 |ed. L. Cohn and P. Wendland, vol. 2 (Berlin, 1897), 311-14]) knows
it, Theophilus of Antioch (Ad Autolycum 1, 8) and later Origen (Contra Celsusn 1, 10f) de-
velop it, and Psendo-Macarius takes it from them (Hom. 14, 1).
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All the saints show this when, after receiving their revelations, they
try to clarify for themselves the meaning of what has been revealed. . . .
They try to reveal revelation to themselves. For the grace of the Holy
Spirit never destroys the capabilities of nature. Just the opposite: it makes
nature, which has been weakened by unnatural habit, mature and strong
enough once again to function in a natural way and leads it upward
toward insight into the divine.

For what the Holy Spirit is trying to accomplish in us is a true knowl-
edge of things; not as if he were seeking this for himself—he is, after all,
as God, far above all knowledge—Dbut he seeks it for us, who have need
of such illumination. So also the Word became flesh, not for himself, but
rather to bring the mystery of the Incarnation to reality for our sakes.
For as the Logos accomplished divine works in the flesh, but not without
the cooperation of a body animated by a rational soul, so the Holy Spirit
accomplishes in the saints the ability to understand mysteries, but not
without the exercise of their natural abilities or without their seeking
and careful searching for knowledge. And if the saints have searched and
sought, . . . they surely were aided in their quest by the grace of the
Spirit, who spurred on their theoretical and practical reason to study and
investigate these things.®”

This text 1s all the more instructive in that it applies the general re-
lationship between nature and grace to Christ and then applies Chris-
tology to that general relationship. The two approaches are comple-
mentary, and both are equally necessary. Maximus’ great trust in the
intelligibility of nature (Adyog tijg pvoems) is based on the law of syn-
thesis, which has its supreme example in Christ, who succeeded in
bridging the endless chasm between God and the creature without a
confusion of natures. In this sense, the christological theme in Max-
imus’ conception of the universe embraces the three others we have
discussed: it corrects Neoplatonic mysticism, confirms the Aristotelian
metaphysics, and prevents the Origenist-monastic strain from becom-
ing simple escapism.

8 Quaestiones ad Thalassium s0; CCG 22, 48, 28=51, 113; PG 00, 604D-608C.
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Maximus was born in §80 in Constantinople, from an aristocratic fam-
ily, and received a thorough humanistic education.®® About 610, the
Emperor Heraclius invited him to join the court, in the role of first
secretary. This gave him the opportunity to form cordial relationships,
often personal friendships, with the most important personalities of
the empire. Later, when he was living as a monk in Africa, they often
turned to him for advice on important matters; he was also always in a
position to recommend friends and protégés to the court. After three
or four years of service, however, he left his high position in order
to enter a monastery: not one of the great monasteries of the city it-
self, but a modest one in Chrysopolis (Skutari) across the Bosporus. In
618, his disciple Anastasius was already with him in the monastery—
the person who would accompany him throughout his life, even as far
as martyrdom itself. About ten years after he became a monk, about
624/625, Maximus moved to the monastery of St. George in Cyzicus
(Erdek), where he remained until the approach of the Persian army in
626. There, the first traces of his written works begin to appear. In
correspondence with his friend the bishop John, at this period, Max-
imus roughed out the plan for the Ambigua (whose full title is: ““Expla-
nations of Various Difficult Passages in the Works of Saints Dionysius
and Gregory [Nazianzen]’)® and wrote his earliest extant letters to
John the Chamberlain, including the famous Second Letter on love.
The Ambigua consist of two clearly marked parts. The long second part,
dedicated to Bishop John, was composed considerably earlier than the
first section, perhaps about 630; there Maximus, without any concern
for the Monothelite controversy, can speak of the “one single activity
(évégyera) shared by God and the blessed in heaven™,*® a notion he

88 As we have already remarked, we intend here only to lay out a broad outline of the
chronology of Maximus’ life and work. For all details we refer the reader to Polycarp Sher-
wood, An Annotated Date-List of the Works of Maximus the Confessor, Studia Anselmiana, 30
(Rome, 1952), where all earlier rescarch on Maximus’ life has been carefully reviewed and
in many respects made obsolcte.

8 See Endre von Ivinka, review of P. Sherwood’s The Earlier Ambigua, Byzantinische
Zeitschrift 49 (1956): 411: “The work is an explanation of passages from Gregory Nazianzen
and Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite that cither seemn, in their phrasing, Origenist or that
could be misinterpreted in an Origenist or Evagrian sense.”

PG g1, 1976C.
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later retracted.”® The shorter first part was probably composed about
634 and is dedicated to a certain ‘‘holy man, Thomas”’.

The next ten years offer us few helpful opportunities for filling out
his chronology. In 626, Maximus seems to have left the monastery of
St. George to go to Africa; he may have spent some time in Crete and
perhaps also in Cyprus. At Pentecost 632, we find him in Carthage;
but before that date he probably spent several years in the monastery of
Eukratas, in the outskirts of Alexandria, where Sophronius, patriarch
of Jerusalem from 634, was still presumably abbot. Sophronius was
the first to attack the Monothelite position as heretical; it was proba-
bly he who first made Maximus conscious of this new danger to faith.
Maximus’ Eighth Letter, written to Sophronius in the middle of 632,
suggests that they had already been friends for some time.

Sophronius, long a bitter opponent of Monophysitism, began to
become involved in the Monothelite controversy at about that time.
Sergius, the patriarch of Constantinople, had advised Emperor Hera-
clius to try to work out a theological compromise, which would serve
the political purpose of securing the border regions of the empire,
with their Monophysite sympathies, against welcoming Persian incur-
sions and of binding them once again to Byzantium. Sergius’ sugges-
tion was to leave the central question in the debate, the two natures
in Christ, in the background, but to agree from then on that Christ
possessed one single mode of activity (uio évépyewr). Even before 619,
Sergius had been involved in negotiations with both orthodox and
Monophysite bishops; during his overseas campaigns between 622 and
630, the emperor had held several theological disputations and dia-
logues on the same issue. On the Catholic side, Cyrus of Phasis was
convinced of the new approach, and in 630 he was given the patri-
archal see of Alexandria, a position he immediately used to try and
win over that city’s many Monophysite Christians to reunion. In 633,
an act of union was agreed on in Alexandria, which was greeted in
Constantinople with great satisfaction. Even before its promulgation,
however, Sophronius—who was the first to recognize its danger—
personaily implored Cyrus to refrain from publishing it. Since he met
with no success, Sophronius traveled to visit Sergius at Constantinople
—unaware that Sergius was, in fact, the real instigator of the heresy
—and at least succeeded in convincing him that future official docu-
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ments should not speak cither of one or of two modes of activity in
Christ. Sergius confirmed this compromise in a synodal letter of 634
(the Psephos).

Soon afterward, Sophronius became patriarch of Jerusalem. At about
the same time, Sergius sent his insidious letter to Pope Honorius, trying
to induce the pope to approve the synodal letter [of 634] and its policy
of silence on the subject of one or two modes of activity in Christ, on
the grounds that two modes of activity might lead one to think Christ
had two opposed wills, whereas his human will must obviously always
have been “set in motion by God”" (0¢oxivntos).*? Honorius answered
in terms that were meant to be orthodox but were easily misunder-
stood: he spoke enthusiastically of the unity of will in Christ (which he
seems to have conceived along moral rather than natural lines, suggest-
ing that Christ’s human nature never acted on its own initiative [dou]]
but always under the control [vedpan] of the Logos) and recommended
Sergius’ solution to both Sophronius and Cyrus. Sophronius issued his
own long-awaited synodal letter in 634, in which he obeyed the letter
of the pope’s suggestion and avoided speaking directly of “‘two modes
of activity” (dvo éveoyelur) but in fact clearly advocated the essential
difference of the “‘energies’” in Christ, as a direct consequence of the
essential difference of his natures.” Four years of relative calm followed
this letter, until the Ekfhesis [*‘manifesto’”’] of Emperor Heraclius, writ-
ten by Sergius and promulgated in 638, put an end to the
union” (tiv 0dgoPudi] Evwow); this document ordered continuing si-

watery

lence on the subject of one or two modes of activity in Christ but
commanded all to teach that he had but one will (v O¢inua).

The years that followed were years of open battle. Sophronius died
in 637, and his place was taken by a Monothelite. Pyrrhus became the
successor of Sergius at Constantinople in 638 and in a synod threat-
ened to anathematize anyone who did not accept the Ekthesis. In the
same year, Honorius died. His successor, Severinus, was first informed
that the emperor’s confirmation of his election would depend on his
subscribing to that document; eventually he was confirmed, but only
an carly death (640) prevented him from having to take a stand on
the Ekthesis. Whether he in fact had rejected Monotheletism before
his death is unclear. John IV, who succeeded him, did so at a Roman

9 Mansi 11:530f.
B PG 87, 3172.

—

CHRONOLOGY OF HIS LIFE AND WORK 7

synod, but the acta have not been preserved. At about this time, Max-
imus took over the leadership of the struggle against monothelitism.
His main works on spirituality had already been finished; let us look
briefly at them. :

The Ascetic Life (Liber asceticus) and the Four Centuries on Love, as well as
the Quaestiones et Dubia, seem to form the earliest group, written about
626.°* The second collection of Ambigua follows these works closely
(before 630): a very important point, because in it we see Maxdmus’
theology already fully developed and balanced on all points, except for

94 Earlier still, if it is genuine, would be the Moscow Centuries on Knowledge. The following
is a list of works attributed to Maximus that are certainly not authentic and that will not be
considered in this present book:

a. Five books On the Trinity; PG 28, 1116—-1285. Cf. O. Bardenhewer, Patrologie, 3:60.

b. The Loa communes; PG 91, 721—1071. Cf. C. Wachsmuth, Studien zu den griechischen
Florilegien (Berlin, 1882; reprint, Osnabriick, 1971); R. Holl, Die Sacra Parallela des Johannes
Damascenus, Texte und Untersuchungen, 16/1 (Leipzig, 1886); A. Ehrhard, “Zu den Sacra
Parallela des Johannes Damascenus und dem Florilegium des Maximus”, Biblische Zeitschrift
10 (190T): 394—415.

¢. The Five Hundred Chapters; PG 9o, 1177—1392. These were first shown by Wilheln
Soppa to be a compilation of genuine works of Maximus (the Quaestiones ad Thalassium,
Ambigua, and Scholia on Pscudo-Dionysius), along with some certainly inauthentic scholia
on the Quaestiones ad Thalassium, which may be by Michael Psellos; the whole work was put
together in the eleventh century, probably by Antonios Melissa. See Die Diversa Capita unter
den Schriften des hl. Maximos Confessors in deutscher Bearbeitung und quellenkritischer Beleychtung
(diss., Dresden, 1922); the same conclusion was reached independently, and with some fur-
ther development, by M. T. Disdier, “Les Fondements dogmatiques de la spiritualicé de S.
Maxime: Les Oeuvres de’Evagre le Pontique™, Echos d’Orient 30 (1931): 168—78. Genuine
works ot Maximus here are only the first fifteen “chapters” of the first century.

d. The Other Chapters; PG go, 1401—26, which were also shown by M. T. Disdier to be
inauthentic and which probably were composed by Elias Ekdikos (PG 127, 1129-76; cf.
Beck, Handbuch, 655). See “Elie I'Ecdicos et les hetera kephalaia attribués 4 s. Maxime le
Confesseur et A Jean de Carpathos”, Echos d'Orient 31 (1932): 17—43.

e. The tract On the Soul, PG 91, 353—62, an almost complete doublet of a treatise ascribed
to Gregory the Wonderworker (PG 10, 1137—46; see Bardenhewer 2:327-29).

£ A large part of the scholia on Pscudo-Dionysius; see my article, “*Das Scholienwerk
des Johannes von Scythopolis”, Scholastik 15 (1940): 16—38 [reprinted with corrections and
additions, Kosmische Liturgie, German ed. of 1961, 644—72; see 359—87 below].

g. The hymns; PG 91, 1417-24. See Mercati, Mélanges Bidez, 1933/34, 619—25.

h. The Capita practica published by Epifanovich in his collection (nos. s6—60), which he
himself has shown to belong to Evagrius Ponticus. Probably other fragments in the same
collection also belong to Evagrius.

[A recently published work attributed to Maximus, whose authenticity must also be con-
sidered doubtful, 1s a Life of the Virgin, preserved only in a Georgian rranslation. See Maxime
le Confessenr, Vie de la Viege, ed. M. T van Esbroeck: CSCO 47879, Scriptores Iberici, 21—

22 (Louvain, 186}, with French transl,
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his precisions on Monothelitism. About the same time the Exposition
of the Lord’s Prayer was probably written, as well as the Mystagogy,
which in many ways is closely related, both in tone and in content, to
the Ambigua. In the years that followed (630 until about 634), he was
probably occupied with his great work, the Quaestiones ad Thalassium,
to which the short Quaestiones ad Theopemptum are stylistically related.
The Two Hundred Chapters on Knowledge are dependent on both the Am-
bigua and the Quaestiones ad Thalassium; as [ have demonstrated, they
presuppose the existence of the latter and so must have been composed
about 634 or shortly afterward.

All of these works do occasionally deal with the problem of Mono-
physitism in the style of Severus of Antioch but show no signs that the
Monothelite controversy has begun. During the time he was writing
them, as well as later, Maximus was called on to write various let-
ters and tracts®® about the Monophysite question. This had become an
acute problem for the provincial governments in Egypt and Carthage
once again, because of the flood of Monophysite refugees from the
East, fleeing first from the Persian invasions and soon afterward from
Islam. Even in the midst of the Monothelite controversy (641), Max-
imus would detect the old enemy [Severus] behind the Ekthesis and
would write a very detailed essay against him (Lefter 13).

The first traces of a position against the new heresy, stimulated by
Sophronius’ synodal letter, can be found in the later Ambigua and in a
letter to Pyrrhus (Letter 19, written in 633/634). Pyrrhus had hoped to
win Maximus’ assent to the new terminology, and Maximus—at first
in a conciliatory frame of mind—asked him to explain the meaning
of the terms more fully.”” But even quotations from the Fathers could
not, in the end, convince him, “for the mystery of our redemption
does not stand on syllables but on the meaning of what is said and
on the reality itself.”” Maximus was already on the alert, and he was
not too late for the fight. In the disputation with Pyrrhus, he knows
the full details of the first letters that Patriarch Sergius had written to
George Arsas and others years before (in 617), asking for proof-texts
to support the idea of “‘one mode of activity”. From this point (634)

95 . T . ; :
For more details, sce my commentary on the Centuries on Knowledge, Die Guostischen
Centurien des Maxius Confessor (Freiburg, 1941), IS4.
96 . 3 -y &
Especially Letters 13, 15, and 17, and Opuscula 13, 17, 18, and 23. For further details,
sce Sherwood, An Annotated Date-List.
7 PG o1, s96B.
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on, his anti-Monothelite tracts follow without interruption, right up to
his main polemical work, addressed to the presbyter Marinus in 645—
646°°—to whom another important essay (tormus)®® had already been
sent about 640.

In July, 645, Maximus’ tour de force took place in Carthage: the
disputation with Pyrrhus, in which Maximus showed the complete su-
periority of his theological art. It was not simply a matter of his great
vision, standing in the background with unshakeable clarity; it was
also the dialectical precision of his argument and his unquestionable
mastery of the patristic tradition. In contrast, Pyrrhus appears as an
intellectually sorry figure: he has no breadth or background to his vi-
ston; he plays his cards mechanically, without strategy or order, and
then suddenly and meckly surrenders. It is questionable whether he
was being honest at all, either here or in his subsequent recantation in
Rome; it seems rather that he was simply trimming his sails, as he had
always done, to suit the political winds.

Maximus left for Rome, perhaps with Pyrrhus, at a time when sev-
eral local African synods were producing anti-Monothelite statements.
In September 647, Emperor Constans 11 issued his Typos, which with-
drew the Ekthesis, imposed a rule of silence also on the issue of one
or two wills in Christ, and ordered that all restrict themselves to “the
simple sayings’” of Scripture and the Fathers. It was obviously a com-
mand that had come too late. At the end of 642, John IV’s succes-
sor, Pope Theodore I (a native of Jerusalem), had begun to ofter resis-
tance to Byzantium in a way that had not been experienced for many
years: he had dared to anathematize the Monothelite Byzantine pa-
triarch Paul, who took his revenge by engineering the Typos. After
Theodore’s death, Pope Martin I presided at the Lateran synod in Oc-
tober 649; Maximus, now almost seventy years old, along with the
Greek monks in Rome, made an enormous contribution both to its
preparation and to its realization.

That the arrest of both the pope and Maximus was delayed for more
than three years was due to the episode with Olympius, which we have
already mentioned. After Olympius’ fall from power, the emperor was
free to move: on June 17, 653, the pope was taken prisoner; Maximus
and his companions were probably arrested at the same time. Their first
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hearing, in May 655, was held only long after Martin had been banished
to the Chersonese on the Black Sea, where he died on September 26,
655. In August 654, meanwhile, Eugenius I had become pope. No one
took any further notice of his sick and exiled predecessor; in fact, we
know that Eugenius, in May of 655, made arrangements through his
legates in Constantinople, over Maximus’ head, to come to a new dog-
matic agreement with the emperor’s representatives. Maximus and his
companions remained steadfast. The accusations of high treason against
them could not be substantiated, despite the efforts of the court; they
were simply pressed, therefore, to follow Rome’s lead and enter into
communion with the see of Byzantium. As soon as he heard of the
new agreement between Rome and Constantinople, Maximus dictated
a letter®® to his disciple and companion, the monk Anastasius, which
he instructed him to send on to a monastic community in Cagliari. In
an accompanying note,'*! Anastasius labeled the new *‘doctrine of three
wills”” in Christ monstrous and called upon the addressees to use their
mfluence against it in Rome;'* they apparently did so, and the pope
changed his mind. Maximus was transferred to Bizya in Thrace and
underwent a second trial, aimed at persuading him to negotiate with
Rome in Constantinople’s interests. The old man at first welcomed his
captors’ feigned willingness to change direction, but as he came to see
its lack of substance, he held to his own convictions. He was abused,
spit upon, and sentenced to a second exile in Mesembria. After a final
trial in 662, the old man—now eighty-two—and his companions were
scourged, their “‘blaspheming tongues” were cut out from their roots,
and their right hands were cut off. The companions were scattered,;
Maximus was sent to Lazia, on the east coast of the Black Sea. There,
in solitary confinement in the fortress Shemarum, on August 13 of that
same year, he succumbed to his sufferings.

190 PG 9o, 132.
100 1bid., 133; PL 79, 625f.
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GOD

1. The Dark Radiance

2. The Dialectic of Transcendence

“A ray of darkness” (oxotovg @xtic): this image sums up Pseudo-
Dionysius’ conception of God and also that of Maximus. It is a concep-
tion of God that brings to a conclusion an almost boundless tradition
of Hellenistic, Jewish, and Christian thinkers, all of whom celebrated
God’s transcendence. The summit of all being, in the view of Plato and
Aristotle, was enthroned in radiant but inaccessible light. Soon, how-
ever, Eastern mists began to gather around this Olympian peak, and it
began to loom more and more steep and distant, until it disappeared al-
together in complete incomprehensibility. The ever-more-transcendent
God of Jewish apocalyptic, where some features of the biblical reve-
lation [of God] exceeded their own limits; the God of Philo, exalted
above the divine “powers’, above the principles of intelligibility (logor)
and the angels, above domination and providence and goodness itself;
the unrecognizable “abyss’ of the Gnostics; the “superessential Father”
of Origen; Plotinus’ Good-beyond-all-being; Gregory of Nyssa’s God,
eternally beyond the reach of love and beyond the grasp of vision: all
of these were steps toward the “mystical theology” of the Arcopagite,
who imparted to the idea of a transcendent being the final and most
adequate level of expression.

But this idea of transcendence only came to be grasped eftectively
because the parallel notion of God’s complete immanence had come
to be recognized, conditioning and paving the way for his transcen-
dence. The Stoics, and before them Heraclitus and Parmenides, had
laid the groundwork for this theology of immanence. But while for
these two classically opposed Presocratics transcendence and imma-
nence came down, in the end, to the same thing—for Heraclitus the
world swallows God up, for Parmenides God dissolves the world in
himself—and while for the Stoics the Logos that dwells in the world
could no longer gather itself together as an absolute, transcendent
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divine principle, Philo and (even more) the Christian Apologists be-
gan to develop a genuine sense of the dialectic between transcendence
and immanence. Earlier Greek theology rested on a presumption of
contradiction, which either (as in Plato) conceived the world simply
as the decadent shadow of a genuinely transcendent ideal realm or else
(as in Aristotle and the Stoics) saw the ideal as little more than a way
of defining the borders of an absolutely real, inherently divine world;
Gnostic theology could only see God and the world as engaged in a
tragic, radical antipathy, even though the Gnostics tried without suc-
cess to temper this opposition by generating countless intermediate be-
ings. But the insight began to dawn, at the beginning of the Christian
era, that transcendence and immanence in fact only complement onc
another. Even God, who is in no sense a part of the world, who is ab-
solutely unrivaled in his power and fullness of being, must for that very
reason dwell within every entity that claims, in one way or another,
the name of Being. It is finally in biblical revelation that this sublime
realization, that God’s absoluteness and the finitude and relativity of
the world do not mutually exclude each other, comes to its maturity.
This sense of unity was foreshadowed in Philo’s thought, a synthesis of
Platonism and Stoicism against the background of the Bible, although
it still threatened there to slide off in one direction or the other. But
once the idea had been grasped, even the intermediaries of the Gnostic
systems could take on a new, positive role: they no longer needed to
be simply bridges between contradictory, hostile poles but could ac-
tually represent the ways God is near to the world and present within
it—as “‘powers’’, as radiant means of involving himself in a “history
of salvation”. And when Wisdom, the focal point of this divine in-
volvement in the world, finally shone forth for Christian faith as the
personal Word, the human Christ, all doubts about the possibility of
a reconciliation between God and the world disappeared.

The old patterns of thought, of course, did not simply disappear.
They still haunt Clement’s excerpts from Gnostic literature and his
own theology of creation; they claim undeserved attention in the works
of Origen, who sees the Divine Persons arranged in hierarchical order
like emanations and who misinterprets the corporeal realm, again in
Gnostic fashion, as a decline from transcendence. There are echoes of
them in ‘the spiritualizing ascetical and mystical theology of the carly
monks, and even the mysticism of the great Cappadocians is not wholly
free of them. The fact that peace had finally been made between God
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and the world, however, despite these occasional stirrings of disquiet,
is proved by Plotinus’ vast vision of Being—only understandable in
its fullness against the background of Christianity—which expressly
and polemically turns against the Gnostic practice of downgrading the
world. And although evil, for Plotinus, was still inextricably tied up
with the material realm, Pseudo-Dionysius was able to take the further
step of proclaiming peace with God even there. He brought to com-
pletion the final reconciliation between Platonism and the Stoics, be-
tween the human sense of a reality that is simply beyond the world and
the vision of a world reaching out to be a perfectly ordered universe
(kosmos) precisely in its variety, its nonidentity, its internal oppositions
and relativity. Because God is endlessly distant from all things, he is
near, internal to every one of his creatures—he protects, preserves,
satisfies the needs of each creature in its very otherness, its difference
from him. This great anonymous thinker’s decisive achievement, then,
was not simply negative theology—although he clearly developed it,
with consummate consistency, to a point unknown before; he also
recognized, with impeccable honesty, that such sytematically negative
assertions about God can only stand if it is supported by a positive
theology that has been thought through with equal consistency and
thoroughness: that is why his God, who is nameless, possesses all the
names of his works. Even greater than a God who defines himself only
by his absolute otherness from the world, this God proves his very
otherness in the fact that he can give positive Being to what is not
himself, that he can assure it its autonomy, and for that very reason
—Dbeyond the gaping chasm that remains between them—assure it a
genuine likeness to himself.

Was there still a step to take, even beyond Pseudo-Dionysius? Yes,
and it was reserved for Maximus. Origen had developed a system of
“intermediate beings” that went beyond Gnosticism by speaking of
the forms the divine Logos has taken in the world in the course of
salvation history and of the ranks of created spirits corresponding to
the degree of their fall away from God; and Plotinus had added to the
structure, building it into a graduated system of emanations from an
original One. Pseudo-Dionysius appropriated this system in two im-
portant ways. First, he borrowed the idea of potentialities for being,
which possess a kind of existence halfway between God and the world,
as the basic structures of created reality: “being in itself”’, “life in it-
self””, “mind in itself”, and so on. As he attempts to explain them,
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these potentialities are, when considered as a point of origin, God him-
sclf, insofar as God’s being can be shared; when considered as modes
of participation, they are aspects of the world, insofar as it shares God’s
being. Secondly, he borrowed the idea of a hierarchy of creatures, a
huge ladder—such as Philo had once described it—reaching down
in unbroken continuity from the highest seraph, who stands directly
before God, to the lowest worm and rock; in tune with ever-fainter
echoes of the divine music, all the creatures on the ladder bow low and
reach upward in an eternal game of loving condescension and yearning
ascent, joined to cach other by insatiable desire.

This “golden chain of being” is certainly a captivating picture: its
upper end rests in God’s fingers, and it hangs down unbroken to the
border of nothingness, a shaft of light, spreading gradually outward and
downward from the heart of its source, from pure intensity, into realms
of increased shading and color but also of darkness, until in the end
it disappears. Yet this conception of Being also risks the final loss of
what had been achieved. It risks postponing once again the unity of a
transcendence beyond all Being and an immanence within all Being, in
order to make room for a struggle between Being and Nothingness (or
matter), light and darkness. Of course, the themes of emanation and
the hierarchy of beings, in Pseudo-Dionysius, are always subordinate to
the more basic dialectic of positive and negative theology and, for that
reason, are never developed to the fullest extent possible. But it is Max-
imus who banishes even the hidden contradictory influences of these
themes and who finally reconciles the idea of a hierarchy of Being with
the assumption of a structural analogy between God and the world. In
fact, the emanation of “being in itself”’, ““life in itself”’, and so on, dis-
appears in his works, and they are replaced by univocal, inner-worldly
universal principles, which he calls “generalities” (xa06ia). Later on,
we will discuss the meaning and implications of this change in greater
detail. With Maximus, too, the Pscudo-Dionysian hierarchies of the
“thrice three heavenly choirs”, with their liturgy, disappear, as does
the ecclesial hierarchy and liturgy, arranged in a corresponding order.
In their place, Maximus gives primary emphasis to the tension within
the world between the intellectual and phenomenal realms, the world
of thought and the world of sense. Rather than gazing upward along
the straight ladder of being at choirs of increasingly heavenly Spirits,
to search for the Divine Reality above the highest movements of the
dance, Maximus’ eyes look for God in both realms of the world, in
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sense and intellect, earth and heaven, and meet their limit in both.
Only the closure of the two, the growing reciprocity that forms the
world as a whole, becomes for him the place where the Transcendent
appears, visible precisely in this burgeoning immanence as the One
who is wholly other.

This approach to immanence and transcendence 1s, of course, not
without its limits in Maximus’ works; that will be clear from what we
said in the introductory chapter, since Origen, even more than Pseudo-
Dionysius, left his mark on the underlying features of his thought. In
this respect, Maximus remained a child of his time, a disciple of his
master. But the fact that he was able to develop his own basic insight,
in spite of such influences, makes him one of the greatest thinkers in
Christian intellectual history. Ferdinand Christian Baur put his finger
on the decisive point when he wrote, “‘Just as [Maximus| attempted to
preserve the balance between Christ’s two natures in the Monothelite
controversy, so, too, it belonged to his style of thought to insist on
the autonomy of man; this was in contrast to Platonism, which oth-
erwise—as the Areopagite reveals—stands in a close relationship to
Monophysitism.”’* For “man’, here, we can simply read “world”. It
is also true that Maximus thus became the decisive connecting link to
Erigena, in whose work the theology of Pseudo-Dionysius takes on a
much more cosmological character. But while in Erigena this inclusion
of the world in the divine process begins to lend an almost pantheistic
tone, which threatens to overshadow the positive Christian tradition,
theology remains for Maximus completely dominated by the Christian
spirit of discernment between God and the world. It is not ‘‘heavenly
liturgy”’, as it is for Pseudo-Dionysius, or “‘cosmic gnosticism’’, as it is
for Erigena; theology, for Maximus, is Cosmic Liturgy.

b. The Dialectic of Analogy

The theme, then, that will be with us throughout this study is the
reciprocal relationship of God’s transcendence and God’s immanence;
from this relationship it follows that God is so completely identical
with himself that he is able to form all the things that participate in
him both mnto integral units marked off from each other by mutual

Y Die christliche Lehre von der Direteinighedt und Menschwerdung Gortes (Tibingen, 1842), 268
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dissimilarity and into a whole built out of the mutual similarity of the
parts.

In that he always remains unchanged, by his own nature, and admits of
no alienation from himself through change—neither a more nor a less
yet he still is all things to all, through the boundless abundance of his
goodness: lowly with lowly creatures, exalted with the exalted, and the

substance of Divinity for those whom he makes divine.?

He is like a gentle wind, which stirs through all things, imperceptible
in himself yet perceived in each different creature. Elijah felt him as a
light breeze, “for all feel the wind’s breath: it goes through all things
and is not hindered or captured by any of them.””?

For who could really understand or explain how God is completely in all
things as a whole and is particularly in each individual thing yet neither
has parts nor can be divided; how he is not multiplied in a variety of
ways through the countless differences of things that exist and which
he dwells in as the source of their being; how he is not made uniform
through the special character of the unity that exists in things; how he
offers no obstacle to the differences in created essences through the one,
unifying totality of them all but truly is all in all things, without ever
abandoning his own undivided simplicity?*

This, surely, was the inconceivable mystery of the divine peace that
Dionysius had celebrated and that Maximus now outlined in a sharper,
more philosophical way. It is the mystery of a supreme, self-contained
simplicity, fully coexisting with the twofold, incomprehensible, and
irreversible self-opening of this unity to both the world as a whole and
the world in all its particulars. Whenever they seem about to fall on
each other in open hostility, the opposing forces of the world always
return, in the end, to the form of unity: the individual to the totality,
and vice versa.® But the unity of God cannot be fully grasped, either
in the pole of a particularizing individualism or in that of a faceless to-
talitarianism that melts all particularity down. Within the world, unity
is only visible as the ““fluidity of love”, as the inconclusive, incompre-
hensible convergence of opposites. This is the way Pseudo-Dionysius

2 Ambigua; PG o1, 12568,
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had described our longing desire for God: as the melting of the individ-
ual to a fluid state and, at the same time, as the solidification of what,
in that individual, is irreplaceable and particular. In the world, there
is always a polarity between “participators and the participated, but
that is not so in God’’.¢ Yet this polarity that binds active and passive
together and forces both of them into a reciprocal giving and taking,
this inner movement, is the underlying rhythm of being in the world
and is therefore also the precise place where God is present, where his
incomparable otherness appears. All created being “moves completely
or else is moved, causes or is caused, contemplates or is contemplated,
speaks or is spoken, . . . acts or is acted upon’.” In this state of their
being formed for each other, in their relatedness (oyéow), Maximus
sees the basic characteristic of all the things that exist in the world.® It
is not as if passivity were produced in some way by a principle opposed
to God, as ancient Greek and Gnostic thought imagined—not as if it
flowed out of nothingness, out of some kind of original matter that
formed the underlying stuff of the world; it is also not as if beings in
the world come closer to God to the degree that they lay this passivity
aside and are taken up into the pure act which God is. Rather, the
very passivity of creatures comes from God, is inseparably tied to their
createdness, and is not pure imperfection because even being different
from God is a way of imitating him. So to the degree that the creature
comes closer to its own perfection, its passivity is also made perfect;
and its perfection is the pure state of “‘undergoing God™ (adeiv avtov
—that is, Tov ©edv),” a state in which, as we will see, its “activity” is

also perfected.

So God reveals himself as equally superior to the more “‘passive”
material world and the more “‘active” intellectual world, regardless of
the fact that the mind reflects him more brightly than does matter.
His being is “‘absolutely inaccessible, equally so (xata 1o {oov) to vis-
ible and to invisible creation”.'® The “difference between uncreated
and created nature is infinite (Gmewgov)”’'! and grows ever greater and
less controllable. This is reflected in the fact that the perfection of the

¢ In De Div. Nom. 4; PG 4, 252C.
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creature can only be expressed in the paradox of its complete “‘disap-
pearance”’ before God (as the stars disappear before the sun),* a pro-
cess that implies at the same time its full establishment as a creature
and even its “‘co-appearance with God”."

God’s immanent name, then, is the name Being; his transcendent
name is the name Not-being, in that he is not any of those things we
can speak of as being. The second of these names is more proper to
him, since such negation means a reference to God as he is in himself,
while an affirmation only refers to him in his activity outside of him-
self. This is not contradicted by the fact that Maximus, along with the
tradition reaching from Philo to Gregory of Nyssa, says we can only
know God’s existence—know that he is'*—not his essence, or what he
1s.'® For this “being”” of God has not, in itself, any conceptual content;
it lacks even the notion of concrete immediacy implied by “‘existence’
in the created sense.*® Thus affirmation and denial do not contradict
each other here:

Negation and affirmation, which stand in opposition to cach other, are
happily blended when it comes to God and come to each other’s aid.
The negative statements that indicate that the Divine is not “something’’
—or better, that tell us which “something’ is not God—unite with the
affirmative statements whose purpose is to say what this Being, which is
not what has been indicated, really is. On the other hand, the affirmative
statements only indicate that the Divine is, not what it is, and so are
closely tied with the negative statements whose purpose is to say what
this Being 1s not. So long as they are simply taken in relation to each
other, then, they show the opposition we call antithesis (£€ dvuBioewg);
but when they are referred to God, they show their intrinsic interde-
pendence in the fact that these two poles mutually condition each other
(1 elg Ao TEV GrQWV ®OTA TEQUTTWOY TEOMW TV oiretdtta). 7

This linguistic shell game reveals, in fact, that our words only de-
scribe our creaturely efforts to speak of God and so cannot bring the
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One who is utterly other into our field of vision. Even negative lan-
guage, which in itself—without the anchoring of affirmation—only
points into the void, does not directly lead toward the transcendent
God. He lies far beyond both modes of knowing.

He who is and who will be all things to all—and who exercises this
role precisely through the things that are and that will come to be—
is in himself no part of the realm of things that are and come to be, in
any way, at any time, nor shall he become so, because he can never be
categorized as part of any natural order of beings. As a consequence of
his existence beyond being, he is more properly spoken of in terms of
not-being. For since it is indispensable for us to recognize the difference,
in truth, between God and creatures, the affirmation of what is above
being must be the negation of all in the realm of things that are, just as
the affirmation of existing things must be a negation of what is above
being. Both of these ways of speaking must, in their proper sense, be
applicable to him, yet on the other hand neither of them—being or not
being—can be applicable in a proper sensc. Both are applicable in their
own way, in that the one statement affirms God’s being as the cause of
the being of things, while the other denies it because it lies, as cause, so
infinitely beyond all caused being; on the other hand, neither is properly
applicable, because neither way of speaking presents us with the real
identity of what we are looking for, in its essence and nature. For if
something cannot be identified as cither being or not being in terms of
its natural origin, it clearly cannot be connected either with what is, and
what is therefore the subject of language, or with what is not, and what
is therefore not the subject of language. Such a reality has a simple and
unknown mode of existence, inaccessible to all minds and unsearchable
in every way, exalted beyond all affirmation and denial.*®

The point of all this dialectic is first and foremost to make clear
that no neutral, common “concept”’ of Being can span the realities
of both God and creature; the analogy of an ever-greater dissimilarity
stands in the way, preventing all conceptualization of the fact and the
way they are. So the “not” cannot be bracketed away from ‘‘being”’
for the briefest instant of our reflection: if one were to try and hide
it even for a moment when considering the essence of the creature,
it would immediately appear, with commanding force, on the side of
God. Of course, this dialectic of being and not-being preserves its life
and color only as long as we are reflecting on the relationship of God

W Mystagogia; PG o1, 664AC; cf. Mosionr € enturies on Knowledge 1 (ed. Epifanovich, 13)
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to the world—relationships of nearness and distance, of immanence
and transcendence. As soon as the thinker tries to detach himself from
these relationships and to project himself into the realm of the Abso-
lute, everything becomes gray, every tangible shape melts away.
Dialectical movement does not grasp God. It must simply limit it-
self to the statement of opposites: in one and the same moment, God
“goes forth out of himself and remains within himself”’. And even
this 1s simply a statement about the relation of the world to God, for
God only “goes forth” and ““moves” in that he causes motion, God
“remains in himself”’ only in that he causes stable identity.*

God is the one who scatters the seeds of agapé (charity) and eros (yearn-
ing), for he has brought these things that were within him outside him-
self in the act of creation. That is why we read, “God is love’, and in
the Song of Songs he is called agapé, and also “‘sweetness’™” and “desire”,
which are what eros means. For he is the one who is truly loveable
and desirable. Because this loving desire has flowed out of him, he—
its creator—is said to be himself in love; but insofar as he is himsclf
the one who is truly loveable and desirable, he moves everything that
looks toward him and that possesses, in its own way, the power of yearn-
ing.*

Insofar as it 1s both eros and agapé, the divine mystery is in motion;
insofar as it is loved and longed for, it moves all that is capable of eros
and agapé toward itself. To put it more clearly, the divine mystery is
in motion insofar as it endows beings capable of longing and love with
an inner share in its own life; on the other hand, it moves other be-
ings insofar as it stimulates the longing of what is moved toward it, by
means of its very nature. Or again: God moves and is moved, thirsting
that others may thirst for him, longing to be longed for, loving to be
loved.*

This dialectic of motion and rest teaches us no more than the di-
alectic of being and not-being. It simply brings us, once again, back to
the focal point of this polarity within creaturely existence, where the
creature’s precise difference from God and his precise similarity with
God stand inseparably linked. For in the path of historical existence lie
both the creature’s powerlessness and his vitality. This is the ultimate

¥ See John of Scythopolis, In De Div. Nowm. s5; PG 4, 333CD.
20 1bid., 4; PG 4, 265CD.
21 Ambigua; PG 91, 1260C.
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reason why there is, in Maximus’ ontology, no absolute affirmation or
negation and why the “‘superessential light”” remains a “‘dark radiance”.

2. Divine Unknowing

Evagrius left us a saying that summarizes classical Greek teaching on
mystical knowledge, from Philo to Maximus: ‘“God cannot be grasped
by the mind; for if he is grasped, he is surely not God!”’** Gregory of
Nyssa and Augustine say similar things, as does Maximus: “Whoever
has seen God and has understood what he saw, has seen nothing!”’**
Even the saints never saw God’s face.?* “[God] is rightly called ‘sun-
light” and not ‘the sun’ itself. For just as we cannot look directly into
the sun, but at best at its rays, so we can neither think of God nor com-
prehend him.”?% Only by recalling to our minds the great attributes
of creatures in the world does God give us hints of himself: ““In him-
self, God is not known; insofar, however, as he is origin and end of
all things, he is the simplicity of the simple, the life of the living, the
superessential essence of essences, and finally the fulfillment of all that
is good.”’?¢ So Maximus repeats the advice of Gregory of Nyssa: un
solumpayuovel, ‘Do not search like a busybody into what the essence
of God might be!”’#

Even our knowledge of creatures is simply a movement from subject
to object, or from the process of thought to the thinker who sustains
it and who is never identical with the act of thinking;?® so it is a kind
of suspension between poles that never come together in simple iden-
tity. ““To comprehend accurately even the least of creatures is beyond
the power of our reason’; we understand only general qualities, never
the unique, existent subject that lies beneath these qualities.® In an
emotional excursus, Maximus repeats the long warnings of Basil and
Gregory of Nyssa against the childish rationalism of the Eunomians;

22 PG 40, 1275C.
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he praises the unknowability of the world and the miracles, far exceed-
ing all comprehension, that lie hidden in the unfathomable depths of
the least of its parts. Only such a sense of reverence can be the true
presupposition for knowing the far more unknowable God.

For the divine mystery is utterly without parts, because completely with-
out quantity, . . . without characteristics, . . . completely simple . . . and
without distance from us, . . .

1 without limits, because completely free
of movement, . ..

and without relatedness. That is why it is, in ev-
ery respect, inetfable and mysterious and why it remains, for all who
stir themselves toward it with a seemly reverence, the ultimate limit of
knowledge, possessing really only one characteristic we can know with
certainty: that we do not know it as it is.3°

This lack of knowledge is not an empty indifference, not a lack of in-
terest. Itis an encounter with the inconceivable, an encounter that lies
above all conceptual knowing and becomes all the more intense, the
closer this inconceivable mystery comes. “The Divine is inimitable,
without comparison; for to the very degree that one makes progress
In imitating and comparing onesclf to God, onc experiences how im-
possible imitation and comparison are.””3* This constant balancing of
“however much” and “to that degree” (8uov-tocottov) reflects the
basic relationship, on the level of ideas, of God and the world. Dis-
tance grows with increasing nearness. Fear, hesitation, and adoration
grow with love. Silence increases with the progress of revelation—*“that
great, echoing voice of the dark, inconceivable, polyphonic silence of
God”, which man begins to perceive “through that other, buzzing,
noisy silence’” of his own knowledge.? Once one penetrates “into the
innermost noiselessness of God”’,* the silence that lies above the inar-
ticulateness of concepts becomes the only appropriate form of praise,*
“pure wonder, which alone describes the indescribable majesty’’,%>

/\_nd yet there is a genuine way into this mystery. The piay of affir-
mation and negation not only engages God and the world but even
within the world engages its various levels of being. So Paul, perhaps,

0 [bid.; 1232BC.
> In Epistula Dionysii 2; PG 4, s29D—532A.

Mystagogia, chap. 4; PG o1, 672C.

Quacitiones ad Thalassium, prooemium; CCG 7, 21, 7s5£; PG 90, 248B.
** in De Div. Nom, 1; PG 4, 192C.
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was initiated into the positive qualities [of the heavenly spirits] through
the negation of insight on his part, and through the ecstatic loss of his
own natural condition he was able to imitate theirs. For every intellec-
tual nature, in ways that befit its rank and capacities, is initiated into the
intelligible condition and positive characteristics of the rank and essence
above it, through the loss and the stripping away of itself; in this way, it
comes to imitate the higher being. The affirmation of the knowledge of
what is ranked above is a negation of the knowledge of what is ranked
below, just as the negation of the knowledge of what is below implies the
affirmation of what is above. The ultimate goal is to move on through a
step-by-step process of negation to the nature and rank that, as the high-
est of all, 1s incomparably superior to all others, until one receives that
reality as gift, after all the steps and powers have been left behind, in a
negation of knowledge that directly involves God himself. This negation
cannot be affirmed in a positive sense by any other being, since now
there is no further limit or definition that such a negation can once again
absorb.

So the knower mounts from level to level, “but he comes to rest
(Myer) ultimately in the ineftable, in the unthinkable, and in the abso-
lutely impenetrable.””?® The only word that remains for this encounter

T

is “unity”, since it is no longer “‘thought’: the soul

has nothing left to think about, after it has thought through everything
that is naturally thinkable. Beyond mind and reflection and knowledge, it
comes to be without thought, without knowledge, without words, and
it simply rushes forward to throw itself into the embrace (spoofol)
of God and to be one with him. It thinks no more, it imagines God
no more. For God is not an object of knowledge, whom the soul can
objectify by some pattern of behavior; rather, it knows him through
simple union, without comparisons and beyond thought—in a way that
cannot be uttered or explained, and which only he knows who shares
this unspeakable gift with his chosen ones: God himself.??

Maxamus tells us no more about this “divine unknowing’’. But what
he says is enough to let us see which of the two ways of conceiving
the divine transcendence—that of Evagrius or that of Dionysius—he
prefers. One must, of course, resist seeing the two as sharply opposed
to each other; both are Christian thinkers and men of prayer, and nei-
ther can be accused of pantheism, despite their Neoplatonic tendencies.

YoThid, 12g40C=124TA.

b 122080 see also Moscow Centuries on Knowledee 72 and 92 (ed. Epifanovich, 48, 53).
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But Evagrius finds his way to God by prescinding from all sensible and
intelligible forms: a way that leads to its goal only through committed
asceticism and the consistent practice of contemplation; and that goal
is to allow the mind to emerge into the infinite, divine light of the
Trinity “free from both matter and form”. The knowledge of God is
for him no longer objective consciousness; rather, the light of God can
be nothing else but what simply enfolds one, beyond all distinction of
subject and object. In its own light, the purified mind directly perceives
the radiance of the light of God. Hence, the notion of the soul as a
“divine spark’ is not far from Evagrius’ thought: this pantheistic image
from Stoicism becomes here a way of expressing a Christian truth.

Pseudo-Dionysius, on the other hand, emphasizes first of all the tran-
scendence, the total otherness of God. He emphasizes it so strongly that
all the forms and realms of creation seem to be posited and explained
from the point of view of this boundless elevation of the Divine; the
highest degree of insistence that God is beyond the world becomes
the highest degree of affirmation of the world, the strongest stress on
God’s immanence. Here Dionysius can clearly be seen as expressing
the final form of all Christian Platonism, while Evagrius represents
something more preliminary.

If this is true, then one can understand how Maximus can make his
mtellectual home basically with Pseudo-Dionysius yet, from this home,
can draw the whole Evagrian system to himself and bring it to a ful-
fillment that exceeds its own capabilities. One would be wrong, then,
simply to oppose these two approaches to mysticism to each other as
if they were mutually exclusive. Even if Maximus uses the Evagrian
term éxdnuic, “migration’ from the world and from all created reality
toward God,?® it is not entirely clear—pace Viller and Hausherr®*—
that he is not using it in the Pseudo-Dionysian sense of &xotaoiw, of
“being transported beyond” all creation into the inconceivable reality
of God. Basically, Pseudo-Dionysius’ dialectical language and level of
philosophical reflection is simply more fully developed, more refined
than that of Evagrius; his message is the same, as long as one agrees

38 Centuries on Love 2, 28; 3, 20. On this term, see Sherwood’s introduction to his translation
of the Centuries: The Ascetic Life: The Four Centuries on Charity, Ancient Christian Writers,
21 (Westminster, Md.: Newman Press, 1955), 89.

# See M. Viller, “Aux sources de la spiritualité de s. Maxime: Les Oeuvres d’Evagre Ic
Pontique”, Revue de l'ascétique et de la mystique 11 (1930): 156—84, 239—68; L. Hausherr, ““lp-
norance infinic”, Orientalia Christiana periodica 2 (1936): 351—62.
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that Evagrius, too, may not be presumed a pantheist, even though the
“knowledge” (gndsis) of God (theologia) [in his system] may not be
taken in an objectifying sense.

Maximus’ first concern is to preserve God’s transcendence. Accord-
ingly, he stands at first, especially in his major works, completely by
the side of Pseudo-Dionysius. At the end of the passage we quoted just
above, he expresses the concern not to identify with God that “‘infin-
ity, into which the whole movement of the world and the mind finally
empties itself, where thought breathes itself away and the water we
swim in drains away. For infinity is surely something that comes from
God, but not God himself, who is beyond even it to an incomparable
degree.” % If Maximus emphasizes, perhaps more strongly than Pseudo-
Dionysius, the ascending line from sensation to mind, from stage to
stage, it is because he is more strongly influenced by the Alexandrian
theology of the Logos and its sense of a transforming upward move-
ment [toward the divine mystery]. Still, he is aware that at the end
of this ascent, of these progressive revelations, the divine mystery will
not be revealed—as in Evagrius’ system—as the naked core of Being;
rather, the bottomless abyss of divine freedom and sovereignty, and
the corresponding lowliness of all that God has created, will first of all
yawn before us as an unbridgeable chasm.

Of course, Maximus also encounters, in this unapproachable mid-
point of being—more consciously than does Pseudo-Dionysius—the
simple, original idea of the world, divested of all its robes of multi-
plicity: the Logos, the “dawning realization’ (cognitio matutina) of all
things. In this respect the Neoplatonic image of the center of a circle
receives, in his thought, a slight twist in the Alexandrian direction. “*As
in the center of a circle we see the indivisible point of origin for the
straight lines that go out from it, so the one who is worthy to be found
in God comes to know in him all the preexistent ideas of the things
that have come to be, in a simple and indivisible act of knowing.”#
In this respect, too, Maximus comes closer than Pseudo-Dionysius to
Hegel’s principle, “The mystical is the speculative.””*

But even if this convergence in God of the ideas of the world does,
in the end, also open up the possibility of a scientific and “system-

0 Ambigua; PG o1, 1220C.
4 Centuries on Knowledge 2, 4: PG oo, 1125D-1128A.
A l’lzi’n-.u[!’)ir der Religion, ed. G, Lasson (Leipzig, 1927), 2:235, n.
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atic’’ theology (and not just a theology of images and likenesses, as
in Pseudo-Dionysius); even if thought, for Maximus, always takes the
form of a quest that sweeps through all the world’s realms in search
of self-forgetting union in God; even if his style of thought is thus,
necessarily, one of a progressive synthesizing of poles, tensions, lim-
ited differences, all of which—when thrown into the melting pot of
the Logos—are meant to rise from his fire as complete, simple wis-
dom: still he realizes, with utter ¢larity and certainty, not only that this
unity can never be the result of our own laborious ascent, but also that
God always remains something infinitely other than the unifying idea
of the world. Only this certainty explains the tendency of Maximus’
thought, in contrast to the oversimplifications of Origen and Evagrius,
to conceive of the particularity and mutual nonidentity of things as
something final and positive—his horror of “‘mixing, as the pagans do,
what ought not be confused”.** Note how far into the realm of mystical
speculation the echoes of the Chalcedonian formula have penetrated!
The highest union with God is not realized ““in spite of”’ our lasting
difference from him, but rather “in”” and ““through’ it. Unity is not the
abolition of God’s distance from us, and so of his incomprehensibility;
it is its highest revelation.

This is also clear in the way Maximus describes the Incarnation of
the Logos. Far from taking away our ignorance of God, the Incarnation
increases it, in that the Unknowable One has here revealed himself as
he is. It is true, certainly, that “‘otherwise creatures would never have
conceived of the Creator, whose nature is infinite and inconceivable.”” #*
But it is still more true that

he was not subjected to nature or made a slave by becoming human;
rather, he has elevated nature to himself, by transforming it into a second
mystery, while he himself remains completely inconceivable and has re-
vealed his own becoming flesh as something beyond all intelligible being,
more inconceivable than any other mystery. He became comprehensi-
ble in [human]| nature to the very same degree as he has been revealed
more fully, through this nature, as the incomprehensible One. “He re-
mained the hidden God, even after this epiphany,” says the Teacher [Gre-
gory of Nazianzen], “or, to put it in a more theological way, cven in this

2 Anibigra, PG o1, 1244C.
* In Psalni s9; CCG 23, 16, 242—17, 244; PG o, S68AB.
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epiphany. . . . Even when uttered he remains unspoken, even when

seen he remains unknown.*

In the revealing of the mystery, then, and in the experience of union,
the liturgy of adoration comes to its full celebration.

3. A Thrice-Praised Unity

a. The Blighted Image

Pscudo-Dionysius had wrapped God in “holy veils” so impenetrable
that the mystery of his rich inner life was almost entirely inaccessible to
theological insight, however much he spoke of that mystery in liturgi-
cal terms, with a reverence that did not look for conceptual knowledge.
He did this in full self-awareness, all the more so because his method of
thought—inspired by Proclus—found triads everywhere, which pow-
erfully invited the speculative mind to interpret them as traces, images,
expressions of a triple mode of being at the heart of God. In contrast
to the Western Christian Neoplatonism of Victorinus and Augustine,
Greek thought found that the productive inner lifc of the three Per-
sons withdrew more and more completely, not only from the human
attempt to contemplate God in the things of the world, but also from
mystical experience. While the West, trusting in the inferential ability
of the created mind, dared to find the impress and the shadow of trini-
tarian life in all realms of the world, and later developed these traces in
the rich orchestration of the Victorines’ trinitarian mysticism, Eastern
thought sank deeper and deeper into reverent silence before God as
ultimate mystery.

Earlier, in the works of Origen and in pre-Nicene theology in gen-
eral, the processions of the Divine Persons were conceived as an open-
ing up, a condescension of God to the world: the Son, as the totality of
ideas, contained in himself the possibility of multiple being; the Spirit,
as “grace”, could bring the world to fulfillment. Thus the great cate-
gories of being within the world—*‘existence”, *‘life and rationality”’,
“holiness”’—could be interpreted as a directly perceptible reflection of
the supreme Trinity. After the Council of Nicaea, which canonized
the unity of God and the equality in rank of the Persons, this way of

Y Ambiona; PG oot, 10480 = 10407
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interpretation was much more difficult to walk. The Cappadocians de-
veloped their thought on the Trinity only in polemical works directed
against Arianism; here, too, the concern was more for protecting the
orthodox formulation of faith than for commenting on its theological
or mystical importance. The important thing was to avoid all appear-
ance of self-contradiction; the dogmatic language of tradition was like
a precious vessel that must not be shattered, because it contained an
unknown jewel. One looks in vain in the spiritual works of the two
Gregories for a genuinely trinitarian mysticism.** What happened in
their thinking was that the Son and the Spirit were elevated to the
level of the superessential simplicity of the Father’s primordial being;
the door of that being opened for an instant, to let them both in, and
immediately shut again to guard the unsearchable mystery.

Evagrius fought passionately to keep the unity of the divine essence
and the trinity of the Persons from being understood in a numerical
sense: the three in God has nothing in common with the worldly num-
ber three. So he can again attribute to God the old name that Origen
had reserved for the Father: “‘monad” and “‘henad’, utter simplicity.
This remains the approach of Pseudo-Dionysius. He knows that the
inner life of God is one of eternal, virginal productivity, but he has not
the slightest thought of peering curiously into the abyss. If faith did
not know of it, nothing in the orderly structure of his hierarchies or
in the structure of created spirit would betray, in his view, the traces
of this mystery.

Here as everywhere, Maximus is heir to his past. He is heir to the
Cappadocians, to Evagrius, to Pseudo-Dionysius; reaching back on his
own beyond them all, he is heir also to Origen. A love for a theology

* The arguments of Hubert Merki, O.S8.B. (‘Ouolmotg ®ed [Rome, 1952], 172) have
convinced me to abandon my carlier contention that the homily on Genesis 1:26 (PG 44,
1327—46) 1$ a genuine work of Gregory of Nyssa: see my Présence et pensée (Paris, 1942), 139;
(English translation, Presence and Thought [San Francisco, 1995], 169). The homily speaks of
an “‘image of the Trinity” (tumxi] toudg) in the three parts of the soul (sensual, emotional,
rational), as well as in the soul’s role as psyche, nous, and logos (1337A). But Merki remarks
correctly, “‘Such an interpretation and application of the image-motif to the Trinity is not to
be found anywhere, even by intimation, in all the genuine works of Gregory, even though he
has many opportunities to do so”" (175). The whole human person is image and likeness of
the triunc God—an image that had been darkened by sin and that is restored to its original
brilliance when it is cleansed by the redemption. This motif is developed in a thoroughly
Plotinian way, in that the unity of the created mind remains the leading theme. Cf Roger
Leys, S.J., L'Image de Dieu chez saint Grégoire de Nysse (Brussels, 10571).
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that celebrates the inscrutable mystery liturgically is just as noticeable
in his thought as in that of Pseudo-Dionysius, so it is not surprising
to find in his work traces of the same tendency to remove the triune
life of God from any sort of rational speculation. He quotes, in fact,
Pseudo-Dionysius directly: “Even if the Godhead, which is exalted
above all things, is spoken of in the liturgy as monad and triad, neither
we nor any other being knows it as monad or triad; but in order that we
might celebrate what is supremely one and what is divinely productive
in it, in a way corresponding to the truth, we name that which is above
every name with these titles.”¥

The clearest expression of this tendency is the fact that Maximus
assigns the Trinity to negative theology, while he assumes that posi-
tive theology deals with the God of “‘salvation history”, the God who
rules the world by providence and judgment. In giving an allegori-
cal interpretation of the Lord’s Transfiguration on Tabor, he calls the
radiance of his face a metaphor for apophatic theology, while that of
his robes—along with the appearance of Moses (as “‘providence”) and
Elijah (as “‘judgment’”)—represents cataphatic theology. Referring to
the first of these, he writes:

The radiance of the Lord’s face [is an image] . . . of negative, mystical
theology; according to this approach, the blessed and holy Godhead is es-
sentially and supremely ineffable, unknowable, elevated an infinite num-
ber of times beyond all infinity. It does not provide the beings below it
with the least trace (iyvog: lit., footprint), with the cloudiest conception
of itself, nor does it offer any being at all a notion—even a dark hint—
of how it can be at once unity and trinity. For it is not for the creature
to grasp the uncreated, nor for limited beings to embrace the unlimited
in their thought.*®

Nonetheless, the Christian knows about God’s triune being from di-
vine revelation; it is not simply revealed as a “fact” to be believed, but
it is revealed already in the ““facts” that the incarnate Christ is the reve-
lation of his Father and that the Holy Spirit, who proceeds from them
both,* is given to those who believe as the spirit who makes them
holy and adopts them as children. The Christian, armed with those

V7 De Div. Nom. 13, 3 (PG 3, 980DD—0814), quoted by Maximus at Ambigua; PGgr, 1188A.

B Ambigua; PG 91, 1168A.
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traditional trinitarian formulas that had been gained at such a price—
“three Persons (hypostases, concrete individuals) in one essence”, ‘a
triple mode of existence (todmog Tiig vmdoEeng) in one being”’—does
not simply stand before a riddle that surpasses the world’s understand-
Ing or before what is simply that mystery’s “‘way of appearing” in the
world; rather, because the history of the triune God in the world, a
history of salvation and sanctification, is the real restoration of the crea-
ture to the Father through the Son and the Spirit, the Christian finds
himself truly “in” the Trinity. The Trinity “moves in the spirit that
can make it its own, whether angel or human—the spirit that searches
through it and in if for what it really is.”*° And if this searching mind
should attain to God, then it “‘shares not only in a unity with the ho-
liness of the Trinity, but even in the unity that belongs to the Trinity
in itself”, 5t
; It would be an anachronism, in dealing with a thinker like Max-
tmus (or with any patristic or early scholastic writer), to try to make
a distinction between philosophy and theology when the subject is a
thoughtful interpretation of God and the world and their relationship
to each other, as if to suggest that trinitarian issues are not connected to
the purely philosophical problem of positive and negative theology.5?
The fact that Maximus grounds both the natural law and the posi-
tive moral teaching of the Old Covenant in Jesus Christ, as Word-to-
be-made-flesh,* excludes such an approach, as does the way he always
considers all the “philosophical” problems of the emergence and return
of the world exclusively within the concrete, supernaturally grounded
order of sin and redemption. In such a unified view of things, it would
not be at all odd or inconsistent to expect to see traces and images of
the Trinity in creatures, as part of the cataphatic stage of considering
God’s appearance, even if such affirmations should be retracted and
denied later on, in the apophatic stage. Nevertheless, Maximus must
have continued to be impressed by the intellectual restraint Pseudo-
Dionysius had imposed upon himself. Other than a traditional and
hasty reference to a triad in the structure of the soul,** Maximus never

30 Ambigua; PG 91, 1260.

1 Ambigua; PG 91, 1196B.

2 This is how Sherwood tries to solve the problem: Maximus, Ascetic Life, introduction
34, 37.
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speaks of any “‘vestiges of the Trinity’’ in other created beings at all.
Just as hastily and incidentally, another traditional motif is mentioned
in only one place:® the conception, dear to Gregory Nazianzen, of
the historical unfolding of our knowledge of the Trinity as a divinely
planned pedagogical scheme.?® This notion, too, plays no real role in
Maximus’ unhistorical style of thought.

To understand correctly the other texts of Maximus we have to con-
sider, one must always keep before one’s eyes Pseudo-Dionysius’ di-
alectic of affirmation and negation, but never an opposition between
natural and supernatural knowledge of God. The God who ““grants to
those who love him to be, through grace, what he himself is by na-
ture’” does so “‘that he may be fully known, yet even in that knowledge
remain the fully inconceivable one’;>” this assertion is contirmed by
the Dionysian way of speaking of ecstatic knowledge of God, which
—Ilike that of Maximus here—does not refer to “‘philosophical”’, but
to Christian knowledge. This formulation, however, stands in the way
of any systematic explanation of the processions within God (such as
Western theology knows them, but which must not be implicitly pro-
jected onto Eastern theology, even as an unconscious presupposition).
It is precisely the lack of a conceptual scheme for inner-trinitarian life
—however much such a scheme may be, in the end, derived from the
structure of created being—which prevents theological thought from
following creaturely ““images’ any farther back than God’s action in
history: in other words, one is led from them to the God of revelation,
but precisely not to God as he is in himself.

Only with this in mind can one make proper sense of statements
such as that on Romans 1:18f., where Maximus interprets the “hid-

structure is expressed as psyche, nous, and prneuma (PG 44, 1337A); in Maximus (Ambigua; PG
91, 1190A) it is nous, logos, and preuma, conceived as an “'image of the archetype”, to which,
as far as possible, the creature should “‘conform itself”. As a connecting link, Sherwood
(Maximus, Ascetic Life, introduction, n. 170) mentions Pscudo-Eulogius of Alexandria (or
Epiphanius II of Cyprus; sce Theologische Quartalschrift 78 [1896]: 364). One should notice,
also, that this mention of the triadic structure of the soul is made, not in the context of the
development of this structure to its full realization, but in that of its rootedness in the unity
of the Trinity; this is usually the case, when one 1s speaking of the creature’s being made in

the image of the triune God.
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den reality of God”’, which is “seen by reason’ in creation, first of
all in terms of the eternal ideas that are “‘mysteriously hinted at” in
creatures, then also (as Paul does) in terms of the qualities or attributes
of God, “‘his eternal power and divinity”’. “In the being (existence)
of things, we recognize, through faith, the true being of God”’; in the
articulation of essences and in their preservation, the divine wisdom;
in their natural movement, his vitality. This Dionysian triad of being,
wisdormn, and life allows us, in Maximus’ view, to gain a distant view of
the triune God: not in such a way that Being would be allotted to the
Father, Wisdom to the Son, or Life to the Spirit, but rather in a way
that concentrates us on the Pauline concepts of the “‘eternal power and
divinity”’ of God. It is, in fact, a marginal note in a strange hand that
first brings to closure what Maximus doubtless intended to leave open,
by connecting these concepts with the triad life-power-spirit (zoé, dy-
nawmis, pneuma).>

In the course of a great reduction of the five ways from the world to
God (essence, motion, distinction, connection, affirmation) to three,
then two, then one, the Dionysian triad of being, knowledge, and life
once again makes a hurried appearance; it is suggested as a symbol of
the Trinity5® but then immediately disappears in favor of an increas-
ingly strict emphasis on unity, where the person rapt in contemplation
mirrors God’s unity “‘like air communicating light”. In the Mystagogia
(chap. 5), where God’s unity is presented as a goal to be approached
through five syntheses or “‘syzygies”, unity can be reached in one case
under the revealing sign of the second Person and in another case un-
der that of the third Person. One kind of unity is conformity to Christ
through grace: the process by which man comes to be himself in the
“place’ of the hypostatic union—the coming-to-be, from the starting
point of the Church, of the Jesus who already exists eternally in him-
self—and then the return, in Christ, of the image to its original, who
is God.%® Another kind of unity is reached through syntheses on the
“practical” side of the soul, in its perfection through the Holy Spirit
and in the strenuous efforts that come to fulfillment in his grace®
(corresponding to the christological way to unity mentioned above),

8 Quacstiones ad Thalassium 13; CCG 7, 97, 1—6; PG 90, 206CD.
% Ambigua; PG 91, 1136BC.

0 Mystagogia 5; PG 91, 676BC.

8! Ibid.; PG o1, 677C.
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in which, once again, everything ends in “divinization”’, and so in a
unity that lies beyond intelligible being. i

b. Hidden Fruitfulness

This God, of course, is the Christian God, not some empty and ab-
stract, speculative unity; his mystery 1s pregnant with a life of ineffable

fruitfulness.

In the first (mystical) encounter, God teaches the mind, in the embrgce
of unity, the reality of his own monadic existence, so that no separation
from the first cause may be introduced; but God spurs it on to be re-
ceptive to his divine, hidden fruitfulness, as well, by whispering quietly_
and mysteriously to the mind that this Good can never be thought of
without the fruit of the Logos and of Wisdom, the power that makes
creatures holy—both of which share in his essence and abide personally

in him.%
This intrinsically fruitful God is not only the God of the highest good-
ness, as Plato conceived him, but the God of Christian love. Here
erotic love and selfless charity rejoin each other at the highest level, as
they do in Pseudo-Dionysius, and the generally indifferent but bene-
volent providence of ancient philosophy is transformed, almost auto-
matically, to the divine love of the Sermon on the Mount, a lov'e that
shows its perfection in being directed toward good and bad ahke.'lt
is precisely this love,® which draws no distinctions but loves all its
fellowmen equally—the distinctively Christian form of love (agapé),
then, here distinctively understood as a sublimation of philosophical
and contemplative desire—that is, for Maximus, the purest reﬂectio_n
of God, as he has revealed himself in his incarnate Son and in his
Holy Spirit. So the unity that the Church realizes on earth is thf.: first
and most exalted image of God in the world, precisely as a unity of
love.*5 Only this makes it understandable why Maximus sees suc'h a
distance between the “‘narrow, imperfect, and almost insubstantial”
Jewish image of God, which, in 1ts emptiness, “‘approaches atheism”,

62 Thid.; PG 91, 680A—681B.
& Ambigua; PG 91, 1260D. . 2.
¢ Sherwood emphasizes this important point (Maximus, Auscetic Life, 29f)) Maximus 1s 1m-

placable in making this demand; in this respect he distinguishes himself from Evagrius, who
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and the Christian God, who for the first time lets his fullness shine
torth.s¢

Salvation history is the appearance in time of a loving, triune God;
that is why the Father and the Spirit both have a personal role in the
Incarnation, even though only the Son has become human. The role of
the Father is his “‘good pleasure”, that of the Spirit his “‘cooperation”,
while the role of the Son is to “‘act in his own name”. Nevertheless,
Maximus immediately emphasizes that

the Father as a whole was essentially present in the whole Son, as the Son
worked the mystery of our redemption by becoming flesh; the Father did
not himself become flesh but gave his approval to the Son’s becoming
flesh. And the Holy Spirit, as a whole, dwelt essentially in the whole
Son, not becoming flesh himself but bringing about the mysterious In-
carnation along with the Son.®’

The triune love appears in Christ; as the love of the God who is beyond
intelligible being, however, it is not accessible to our thought in any
other way than through the Dionysian dialectic.

In the Christian understanding of God, too, the Trinity cannot prop-
erly be the object of “scientific knowledge” (in the classical sense of
Plato’s émotiun). For to be concerned with this mystery “is not [to
seek] knowledge through explanations (alnohoyict) that begin with the
superessential cause of all things so much as it is the presentation of the
reasons we have in our imagination (86Ea) for praising that cause’.®
Doxa here is the Platonic opposite to causal explanation, since causal-
ity in God can never be obvious or accessible to our minds. Max-
imus knows and expressly states that “‘faith is true knowledge (yvootg
aknOg) based on unprovable principles, because it is the testimony to
things that lie beyond both theoretical and practical reason.”® Never-
theless—in fact, for this reason—he refuses to distinguish between an
“absolute” and a “‘relative” order in God, even though he knows that

56 Exposition of the Lord’s Prayer; CCG 23, $1, 41454, 468; PG 90, 892A~893A.

57 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 60; CCG 22, 79, 100—105; PG 90, 624BC; cf. ibid. 63; CCG
22, 155, 167—157, 182; PG 90, 672C; also Exposition of the Lord’s Prayer; CCG 23, 31, 87—
32, 95; PG 90, 876CD.

%8 Ambigua;, PG 91, 1036B; cf. 1364BC. John of Scythopolis takes note of the ambiguity
in Pseydo-Dionysius over whether theology is or is not to be considered &mwotipn: In De
Div. Nom. 2; PG 4, 213CD.

% Centuries on Knowledge 1, 9; PG 90, 1085CD; cf. Ambigua; PG 91, 1053: “undemonstrable
knowledge” (Gvamdderntog yviais).
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the Persons are distinct from one another. “The three are, in truth,
one: for this is their being. And the one is, in truth, three: for this is
their existence. For the one divine Mystery ‘is’ in a unitary way and
‘subsists’ in a threefold way.”””

“This is hard for our understanding’’, Hegel says, for the basic prin-
ciple of intelligibility—the abstract unity of number—is here de'nied.
“One applies onc’s finite categories, counts one, two, three, m_mgles
with one’s ideas the unfortunate form of number. Yet number is not
the point here.””* Maximus speaks in the same vein: “Whet-h(_ir the
Godhead, which is exalted above all things, is praised as Trinity or
as Unity, it is still neither three nor one as we know those numbers
in our experience.”’’? “‘For the threeness is not in the oneness as an
accident is in a substance”’, and “‘the oneness is not conceptually dis-
tinguished from the particular individuals contained within itA as a~uni—
versal or a genus.”” *“That which is completely identical with itself a_nd
without causal dependency is not mediated through relationship, like
that of an effect to its cause’’; “nor does the Three proceed out of the
One, for the Trinity is unproduced and is revelatory of itself.” ™ It is
no less unacceptable, on the other hand, to think of God’s unity as a
“synthesis” of threeness.” In this way, Maximus’ trinitarian th.eology
unfolds in long, seemingly dry, and unyielding formulas, which are
really dogmatic litanies inspired by the spirit of liturgy; most of thqn
are intended, in negative termis, to prevent misunderstanding, and in
positive terms they simply repeat the complete identity o_f Qng and
Three, as well as the complete integrity of the three divine individuals
(hypostases) within the one divine nature.”® His prcfjercnce is to em-
phasize the unity of the Persons in nature and activity and to say no
more.”®

Even in the dogmatic tracts of his middle period, when the theo-
logy of the Incarnation kept forcing Maximus to turn to th'e mys-
tery of God’s threeness as a way of clarifying and delineating the

7 Ambigua; PG 91, 1036C.

7% Philosophie der Religion (1840), 2:234.

72 1y De Div. Nom. 13 PG 4, 412C; Ambigua; PG 91, 1185C; 1188AB.

5 Exposition of the Lord's Prayer; COG 23, 53, 446—54. 460; PG 90, 892CD.

"+ Mystagogia, chap. 23; PG o1, 701A; cf. In De Div. Nom. 2; PG 4, 220C.
75 Comturivs on Kuowledoe 2, 13 PG oo, 1124D—1125C; Mystagogia 23; PG 91, 700C—701B;
Focposition of the Lord's Prayer, CCG 23, 53, 440754, 460; PG ga, 89200,

v Ahiona: PGoat, 1261B=12641,



106 GOD

mystery of Christ, he says no more. He does not go beyond what
Gregory Nazianzen said; rather, he constantly ducks and parries, con-
stantly draws a ring of silence around the bottomless depths of God.
The only exception is when the Tiisagion, the “‘Holy, holy, holy” of
the liturgy on earth, compels him to allow himself a peek into heaven:

The threefold cry of “Holy!””, sung by the whole faithful people in praise
of God, hints in a mysterious way at the union that is to come, our equal-
iFy with the bodiless intellectual powers; as a result of that union, the
single race of men, joined with the powers above in the identity of eter-
nal, tranquil movement around God, will spend its energies blessing and
celebrating the threefold face of the single divine mystery, in a thrczfold
canticle of praise.””

4. Transformations of the One
a. Elements of the Tradition

New light is shed on Maximus’ trinitarian theology through his philo-
sophy of number. Not that Maximus developed such a philosophy him-
self, to any great extent, for its own sake, or that he made any original
contributions to it. Its significance for him lay rather in a str;/mge con-
fluence of quite separate influences and themes, which had a }"ruitful
effect on each other. What we are speaking about is the different ways
one can approach the problem of number itself, not the interpretations
of particular numbers—something, of course, that Maximus also prac-
ticed freely, without intending to introduce new themes of his OWIL.
We can distinguish here three sets of problems, although this is
not the place to summarize their complicated history. The first con-
cerns unity and multiplicity in general. For Maximus, the basic sources
of antiquity—Pythagoras, Plato’s Parmenides, the Neo-Pythagoreans—
remained outside the picture. For him, the problem was caught up in
the tension between the Origenist and Evagrian model of a [human]
fall into multiplicity and the Cappadocian and Dionysian speculations
about unity. For both groups, unity in the highest sense was something
beyond number. But while for strict Origenists, number and nm]tipli(".-
1ty was an expression of a cosmic fall from grace, so thar history became
a simple circular movement from unity to multiplicity to unity again,

77 Mystagogia 19; PG 91, 606BC.
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number for the Cappadocians, and even more for Pseudo-Dionysius,
was an expression of the nature of created being itself. The transcen-
dent effect of unity, for the latter thinkers, was precisely to preserve
the multiplicity of the world, which hovers somewhere between the
unity of partial being and the unity of being as a whole: “You will
discover nothing that is not . . . what it is through the One and that
1s not preserved and perfected by it.”’7® Maximus basically chose this
second approach, even though he sometimes uses the terminology of
the Alexandrians.

A second set of questions is closely connected with this: questions
concerning number as movement. The Pythagoreans were aware of
such a dynamic within number-series and saw them as organized in an
endless “run” from the monad (or one) to the myriad (ten thousand),
the point at which the original unit had reached its “‘fullness’ and the
end had come round to meet the beginning again. Philo speaks of the
“race” of numbers as if it is a well-known metaphor and compares it
to the race around a track within the limits of an arena. He immedi-
ately applies the image to finite being, which completes its *‘limited
run’ in moving from the original one to the ultimate myriad, both
of which are God.” In Origen, of course, and even more clearly in
Evagrius, there is also a connection between number and movement:
the latter is simply the philosophical name for sin and the fall. For
that reason, movement is only an unnatural condition of the creature,
something that will ultimately end; the very numerical sequence strives
to return to a unity that is above number. To Gregory of Nyssa and
Pseudo-Dionysius, however, things appear quite different. While Gre-
gory recognizes the finitude of material time and its circular course as
essential to its nature, he sees in the created intellect a certain endless
movement, which remains in effect despite and alongside this finitude.
He does not equate such “finitude’” with guilt, nor does he see ‘‘rest”
simply as the ideal state. The ideal, rather, is a kind of paradoxical unity
between rest and movement,® which allows both poles to find their
validity and their positive meaning. With Dionysius, both centers of
this tension receive their final approval, preserved in equal status by
the highest unity. He asks:

M Pseudo-1onysius, De Div, Nom. 13, 3; PG 3, 980C.
" D Plant, 75=77: ed. Wendland, 2:048-49.
W Life of Moses; GNO 7/1, 118, 1; PG 44, 405C
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Hlow do things long for peace? For many beings rejoice in being different
and special and seem never to want to remain in rest and pcagc of their
own accord. But if one were to say that this is the peculiar bent of every
existent being and were to conclude that no being in the world cve}
wants to lose its own essence, still we will see . . even here the traces
of a longing for peace. . . . And if somcone were to say that everything
thaF is moved, too, is not at rest, but that it wants to be moved accordin:r
to its own particular kind of motion, this, too, is a way of reaching oubt
for the divine peace in the universe, a peace that so preserves each thing
that it never deviates from being itself . . . and continues to perform its
own operation. ¥

Therefore the absolute One is of such a nature ““that it produces, per-
fects, and preserves everything that is one and everything that is man-
1fold.”.82 Here, too, Maximus will essentially follow this second con-
ception of movement: for him, it is always an expression of nature
and of its finitude; and if he does occasionally also raise the question
of the mystical and eschatological end of all movement and all limits,
he does so simply as part of a search for the grace of unmerited selfe
transcendence toward God.

The third element in this speculation about number is inspired by
Christology: more specifically, by the orthodox defense of the Chal-
cedonian doctrine of Christ’s two natures in one person, against the
Monophysitcs. Here Leontius of Byzantium, who was himsglfrelying
in th_is issue on Heraclian of Chalcedon,® so laid the groundwork that
Maximus could repeat the essential elements of his argument almost
unchanged. If one assumes two natures in Christ, the Monophysites
had argued, one must divide his being in the Nestorian fashion, for it
is the function of number to divide things and to keep them separate
from one another. Leontius had provided the appropriate answer: in
itself, number is not a reality (modyua) at all, much less an activity. It
1s a “clarifying sign’ (onpeiov onkotzdv),® which on its own neitl;cr
separates nor unites.® Its peculiar relativity (oyéotg) consists in the fact

¥ D¢ Div. Nom. 1, 3=4; PG 3, 952BD.
¥ Ihid.; 2, 11; PG 3, 649C.
83 G T . Shds :

See]. P.Junglas, Leontius von Byzanz: Studien zu seinen Schriften, Quellen und Anschanungen,
Forschungen zur christlichen Literatur- und Dogmengeschichre, vol. 7, no. 3 (i’.xdurlmmr
1908), s6ff. ’ A

8 Adversus arqumenta Severi (= Fpilyseis); PG 86, 1920C.
8 Ihid., AB.
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that it appears, from one point of view, to separate, while from another
it appears to unite: “If one considers the units by themselves, from
which a number is made up, the number is divided into these units and
so broken down; if, however, one considers their totality (dudda), it is
synthesized from them into one.” Applied to ‘‘natures’’, number can
display both their (relative) multiplicity and their (relative) synthetic
unity; applied to the “hypostasis’” | = concrete individual], it displays
the sheer (numerical) nonidentity of individuals who share the same
nature, without giving any hint of the ““whatness” of the existing being
(hypokeimenon).® Maximus made this argument his own and developed
it further in his own anti-Monophysite writings. The most important
point, however, is that in his works the three currents of speculation
we have mentioned come together and reinforce each other, as will
become clear in what follows.

b. Number and What Is Beyond

Number, in Maximus’ view, is neither substance nor accident, neither
quality nor quantity, but is essentially a sign, whose function is to in-
dicate quantity.®” Therefore, it is also not exactly a concept; Maximus
calls it ““rather a kind of sound and, at the same time, a predicate asso-
ciated with quantity’’.%® It is not a concept, because it is only joined to
the expression of a concept obliquely, through the addition of [a num-
ber or] an indefinite article. If, then, every being in the world con-
tains in itself two aspects—that of its “‘uniqueness”, through which
it stands among other beings without reference to them, and that of
its “relatedness”, through which it stands toward others in a relation-
ship (oyéoig) either of connection or of separation—then these two as-
pects are in reality inseparable (since the whole world exists in a con-
text of essential relationships, especially those of the universal and the
particular) but are distinguishable on the level of thought. Whether we

86 Ibid., 1913A—D; 1917A; 1920D-1921A. Cf. Leontius, Adversus Nestorianos et Eutychi-
anos; PG 86, 1280AB. This fine sense for the difference between qualitative and quantitative
distinctions had been absorbed from trinitarian theology (cf. Basil, On the Holy Spirit 27, PG
32, 148B). The De Sectis takes up Leontius’ argument and again refutes the Monophysite
position on the divisive character of number (PG 86, 124113-12441)). This was the bridge
that led to Maximus,

87 | plstles 15, PGoor, soald; Bpistle 120, PGogr, 473CD, referring to Gregory Nazianzen.

W Epistles 157 PPGootn, soglD),
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are conscious of it or not, number accompanies every affirmation of
a particular being, in that it sets up a negative boundary against some
other being, positing that other being implicitly as one that is “‘other”
than the first.

As every difference indicates a quantity that implies some aspect of num-
ber, because it introduces the conception of how a thing is (for what is
not quantitative is also not distinguished [from other things], because
it is simple in substance and character), so every number indicates the
quantity of certain different essences and is based on how a thing is (the
essence) or how it exists (the individual). In this way, it introduces the
distinction of subjects, but not their relatedness.®®

The role of number is finished when it has indicated this difference.
It cannot express, over and above this, the way in which difference
exists concretely, its positive relationship toward others (as union), or
its negative relationship away from them (as distinction).

No number indicates the relatedness of things itself—that is, their sepa-
rateness or connectedness—but only the quantity of the things spoken
of. It conveys only the notion of “how many?” that is proper to quantita-
tive language, not a conception of how a thing is. For how could number
include the relatedness of things in itself, since that is surely prior to
number and can be understood without it.°

“It has neither the power to unite nor the power to divide.””%t

In reality, however, things are essentially united (or divided). For that
reason, the separate consideration of one of these two aspects, being-
in-itself and being-related, always remains an abstraction—or better, a
“prescinding” (praccisio rationis).* “Distinction and unity are in fact
not the same thing, although they hold good for and are predicated of
the same subject and are even qualities of the same subject.”” Number,
we may conclude, does not belong to the realm of “essences’, “‘for
no one has ever made use of number to define something.””% But it
also does not indicate, in any genuine sense, the mode of existence of

% Epistles 12; PG 91, 477A. [The words “the essence’” and “the individual” in the second-
to-last sentence represent von Balthasar's interpretive additions.]

% Ibid.; PG 91, 476C.

t Epistles 13; PG 91, 5134; cf. 473D.

2 Katd udvnv wv Bewmgiav tov GoiBuodv negaiapfavovres: ibid.; PG o1, 477B.

% Ibid.; PG 91, 480B.

% Epistles 15; PG 91, 564C.
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things, in either unity or separation. One can say, surely, that synthesis
“makes” things one and analysis “‘makes” them two, but also that, on
the other hand, synthesis need not eliminate the duality of the things
united and analysis need not destroy the unity of the separate things.
This is precisely what makes it clear that number cannot be included
unequivocally either in the realm of essence or in that of existence
(bmootaows, BopElg). If it is simply a sign, as we have said, it is also
simply an instrument: ““The Fathers thought they could not find any
other form of expression so well suited to denote difference. But if
someone were convinced he had a more practical way, . . . we would
gladly yield to his learning.””%®

To express nonidentity, one has to use one of two “‘signs”, depend-
ing on the aspect one wants to point to. *““To indicate unification, we
do not use the same term of reference as we do for distinction . . . , but
rather we keep the meaning of what we are trying to indicate quite sepa-
rate.””? Unity and multiplicity are equally necessary to describe created
being in its peculiar ontological character of identity and difference.
Maximus, therefore, emphasizes again and again that no created being
is Being-as-such, but rather that it is being qualified by temporal and
spatial characteristics (dg elvar), and therefore also that it is quantified
being.®” For this reason, God is not “Being’’ but beyond being, because
being necessarily includes multiplicity.®® Yet this “many”’, as Maximus
explains along with Pseudo-Dionysius, is always such only because of
unity.”® And such a dialectic is possible only if multiplicity and unity
are not simply juxtaposed indifferently, but if their conceptual opposi-
tion is the expression and sign of a movement, a “‘becoming’’.

In practice, Maximus understands numbers greater than one as ex-
pressing a movement of unity, just as he conceives everything that is

% Epistles 12; PG 91, 480D—481A.

%6 Ibid.; PG 91, 477C. Numerability, which reveals itself in the accidents of a subject, also
applies, to a certain extent, to the ontological substance of the thing itself, but this does
not mean that it destroys its unity. A parti-colored stone reveals a quantitative multiplicity,
which is not only externally related to the unity of the stone’s existence (povaditdv td
Drtoneéve: 476B), as simple “appearance” (puvraoic: Opusaila; PG 91, 169B), but which
is applied to that unity itself as a kind of mode of being (modus), without introducing a
multiplicity of substances (485C; cf. Epistles 13; PG 91, 513D—-516A). Here one can sec the
puzzlingly indefinite character of number.

97 Epistles 12; PG o1, 485C.

 In De Div. Nom. 13; PG 4, 412C. (The atiribution of this passage is uncertaiin.)

* Ambipua; PG 91, 1313A
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not divine, on the level of Being, as reality in the state of dynamic
becoming:

The myriad is the monad in movement, and the myriad without move-
ment is the monad. . . . The end of the monad is the myriad, and the
beginning of the myriad is the monad.*®

For the beginning of all nonidentity (dyas) is the monad, and if the
monad is not without origin, it also cannot be without movement. It
moves, in fact, by means of numbers; it starts from atomic units and
moves toward a synthetic unity, and then—by dissolution—into atomic
individuals. That is its being. !

The series of integers is, therefore, nothing more than the progressive
synthesis of an originally simple, undeveloped unity.'® In the section
on “Being and Movement”’, we will attempt to show how much this
movement, in the realm of simple signs, reflects the meaning of the
being that is signified.

All created being is on a finite course between its origin and its end.
But precisely the movement of numerical signs warns us against taking
this course in too simple and too unidirectional a way. For if the series
of numbers from the monad to the myriad, by means of synthesis,
seems to be the dominant direction of this movement, still the reverse
course, from the myriad to the monad by means of analysis, stands be-
side it; and this course, too, rushing from multiplicity back to simple
unity, has its corresponding meaning in the realm of being itself—in
fact, it often seems to be, for Maximus, the real direction of meaning
in the world’s history. That suggests, however, that the movement of
created being is no longer discernible in an unambiguous way; it can
only be conceived as a shuttling back and forth within the bounds of
finitude, while genuine unity withdraws beyond the circle of creation
into the realm of the inconceivable. So “‘every created thing has the
divine and ineffable monad, which is God himself, as its 0rig§n and its
end, because it comes forth from him and ultimately returns to him™,®
and so moves in a closed circle. But this is only possible because the
point of contact between the unity of the atom and the unity of the
great synthesis remains completely beyond all the phases of becoming.

199 Quacstiones ad Thalassium s5; CCG 7, 489, 150ff; PG 9o, 541C.

101 Ambigua; PG 91, 1185B.

102 $iv0eoig yao wovddog eiotv ot eig whiiog doBuot: In De Div. Nom. 13; PG 4, 40008,
193 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 55, CCG 7, 489, 153tt; PG 9o, $41C.
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True unity is no number at all, because it contains no movement.'%*

It is “neither a part nor the whole nor relatedness’; it has, as its root,
“no more ancient origin, from which it takes both its motion and its
unity of being”’. And while this genuine unity is absolute Being, no
reality corresponds to the numerical unit, taken by itself. The numeri-
cal unit “‘does not express a reality but points in a direction’.% It does
not adequately represent either the unity of God or the unity of the
creature, which is never achieved but always only in process. For if the
unity of the atomic individual indicates “existence’” or the “‘subject”,
such an existent subject is only found as the bearer of a necessarily
generic nature; its unity is thus never separable from the manifold web
of other existences and other natures. And if synthetic unity points to
“essence”, still no universal essence ever exists except in a series of
nonidentical individuals, whose unity is divided, not by some meta-
physical afterthought, but in the depths of its being, and so is robbed
already there of its simplicity.

At this point, we can take a step beyond what Maximus himself said
and draw the conclusion that the two real “poles’ that are at stake in
this dialectic of unity—*‘person’” (existence) and “‘nature” (essence)—
are simply abstractions, even in this pure state. For if one could think
through, without contradictions, their implications as pure principles
of Being, that very possibility would make them something absolute,
not simply aspects of created being. Just as the two forms of created
unity fundamentally include each other and dynamically proceed into
cach other—even if they do reveal genuinely different tendencies of
Being-as-becoming—so the same must be said about the poles essence
and existence. Both of them, too, are only identical in a transcendental
““Being-beyond-being’’; their disintegration on the level of Being cor-
responds to the realm of “distention” (ddotaoig), of nonidentity, and
thus acts as the root of quantity within finite being. Later, when we
are dealing with Christology, we will have to investigate more closely
how Maximus understands this real distinction between existence and
essence.

Thus the unity that lics beyond the created world is the ultimate
principle of every number: “God is the creator and the inventor even

104 <Only the monad is genuinely without movement, because it is neither number nor
numerable (Movde 6 povn zuplog audvirog, Gt Gotpae fom, pijre AollunTév)’ s Am-
bigua; PG g1, 11858
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of number.”’1% Therefore “‘every number participates in unity—that
is, in God. . . . Even if you begin counting with two, you at least take
one two as your starting point.”” Thus it is true, on the one hand, that
the transcendental unity “‘cannot be added, in a natural way, to another,
as can the number one”’; it is not affected by number at all.’™” “Nei-
ther is it the highest genus of things—for genera are necessarily sub-
divided into species—mnor is it, in the true sense, a point or an atom,
for they retain a natural relationship to other points and atoms.””'*® On,
the other hand, this unity is so immanent in every number that one
must speak, with Pseudo-Dionysius, of a “‘multiplication of God”.*®
At this point, the whole theory of unity returns to the simple scheme
of an analogy of being between God and the world: to the absolute
transcendence of God and his immanence in created being. God is, on
the one hand, “beyond unity’’;'*® on the other hand, “‘unity, as the
cause of numbers, includes all numbers in itself in a unitary way, just
as the center or point contains the straight lines of the circle.””'!!

In light of this, we can better understand Maximus’ reticence in at-
tempting to grasp the Trinity conceptually. Anything one could say
about it would always be based on number and could never attain the
absoluteness of the Divinity or its identity of essence and being. Num-
ber is itself only a sign, not an actual conception of created being; so its
application to God is doubly dark and fragmented. In the end, we can
only say with Pseudo-Dionysius, ‘““He is neither trinity nor unity.”'**

196 In De Div. Nom. 13; PG 4, 408D. (This text, and the following six texts cited, are un-
certain in their attribution.)

197 “The One is incapuble of being affected” (10 &v dnudég): ibid., 412AB.

198 Thid., B,

192 Ihid., 4098B.

19 [bid., 408D.

1 Ibid., 5; PG 4, 321C.

12 0hid., 13; PG 4, 412C.
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IDEAS

1. Ideas in God: A Critique of Pseudo-Dionysius

a. The Ontological Approach

Since Philo and the Gnostics, the transcendence of the divine mystery
was hedged in defensively by a kind of heavenly court of principalities
and powers. In Plotinus, it was protected by the power of the Nous
(Mind), which took its place firmly between the divine One and the
World Soul. The holy dance of created beings around the unapproach-
able mystery at the heart of things was taken over from Plotinus and
Philo by Pseudo-Dionysius, and with it came the step-wise ‘‘emana-
tions” of God outward toward the wortld, spreading themselves out
like ripples in a pond.

This theme of emanations, however, is only a secondary one in the
works of Pseudo-Dionysius and withdraws into the background to
make room for the graduated hierarchy of personal beings. To adapt
the doctrine of the overflow of the One—first into the fundamental
principles of being and life themselves, then into individual beings—
as a full component of Christian philosophy, certain of its emphases
had to be shifted. John of Scythopolis* accomplished this soon after
the Pseudo-Dionysian corpus appeared. He deliberately uses the ex-
pression ‘‘ideas” and interprets them as “God’s thoughts”. But he is
careful, too, to underline their ontological character: they are, in them-
selves, identical with God’s essence—in other words, with Being itself
—and therefore they reveal, on their own and in an archetypal way,
the essential and existential being of creatures. These divine ideas are,
in John’s approach, also the fundamental principles of the world’s be-
ing: “Being-in-itself”’, and so on. John prefers, in fact, to characterize
them as the intelligible raw material (¥hn) of things. This should not be
understood, however, in a pantheistic sense, since John speaks much
more clearly than Pseudo-Dionysius does of creation from nothing.

! See Hans Urs von Balthasar, *Das Problem der Dionysius-Scholien”, Kosmische Lituryie,

vl ed, (Bmsiedeln: Johannes-Verlag, 1o61), 661-03 [see app ndiy below|
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The major task in the Christian adaptation of Pseudo-Dionysius’
system was already finished, then, when Maximus came on the scene.
His interpretation of the Pseudo-Dionysian scheme of potential being
moves in the same direction as that of John of Scythopolis but is more
elaborate and more complicated. He attempts to solve the riddle of
the participation of things in God’s ideas from various points of view:
those of philosophy, epistemology, and mystical theology.

The basis for these interpretations is the “abyss’ (xdouc) that yawns
between uncreated and created nature. It can only be bridged by a free
creative act of God, not through some impersonal ‘‘seepage” or—as
the Origenists suggested—through the sinful disintegration of the ideal
cosmos’ original unity. A further implication of this assumption was
that the general principles of created being could no longer simply be
considered identical with God’s ideas. Gregory of Nyssa had described
the essence of these general principles in an original and profound way,
at least as far as they concerned the whole of humanity. He interpreted
the Platonic “‘idea’ in terms of the Aristotelian and Stoic notion of the
“universal” (xa0olov), which meant both the dominant unity and the
ground of the being of all individuals categorized under it as well as
their collective, final reality.? In this way, the notion of “‘totality”” was
completely transformed into a principle of created being and took on
a real existence in concrete things. Maximus expands this conception,

which had until then been developed only for the totality of humanity,
and made it into a general philosophical axiom; he saw the basic struc-
ture of the world as a dynamic tension between universal (xa6kov)
and particular (xa0” xaotov) being. Obviously this took away from
the category of the universal the other-worldly halo that it had had as
divine idea and root of the world’s being. In Gregory, the “world of
ideas’” had, in fact, also disappeared, which resulted in various serious
crises, some of them on the level of epistemology.? It had appeared
again, however, in Pseudo-Dionysius, due to Neoplatonic influences,
and Maximus retains it: the ‘““ideas’ are the basic outlines, in God, of
his plan for the world, the preliminary sketch of the creature within

? See Hans Urs von Balthasar, Présence et pensée (Paris, 1942), pt. 1; English translation;
Presence and Thought (San Francisco: Tgnatius Press, 1995), 27108,

3 See E. von Ivinka, *Vom Platonismus zur Theorie der Mystik: Zur Erkennrnislelne
Gregors von Nyssa™, Schelastib, 1030, 163705 von Baltlusar, Presesie o penser, 10l bin
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the Spirit of God, and thus someth)ing quite different, in themselves,
3 cated “universals’” (xc06kov). ‘
trolilri‘\f;;;i;;{ess, at this poi(nt Alexandrian .SPCCU]:ltiOH 'levout tlhe le:)-
gos intersects with a simply linear conception of the dlvmeh%) ail. n'é
conceiving of the Logos—as Origen had_ d'onc.-—bt.)th ast 8 ?L-(ioled
Person in God and as the locus of the divine 1@635, MJ?\HHHS %5‘ -
to conceive the world as an unfolding of the unitary _d}j/me ldea fanu
so comes close to the idealist notion of an"‘ccononni r‘etl:lrn‘c;iozs
things in the world to their Idea in God. This theme echoes at ;/a -
times in Maximus’ works, but it was only Scotus Erlg@;l% gho_“ti;m
to develop it into a dominant preoccupation and erlﬂp‘ the Iil:hing
view of the world in the cloak of Neoplatonic panthelbmff—somchtioz
essentially alien to Maximus’ thOnght. Even though the.ﬂo‘rmu {thl
occasionally sounds similar, the spirit of the two systems 15 Lf)lcrllp ; in};
different. In what follows, we shall treat only of l\/hgmusf ?c 1r e
of ideas and will save his theory of universals (the xa0okov) for a late

chapter.

With God, the ideas (AoyoL) of all things are firmly established; f)ecabuscfzf
this, one says of God that he knows all things before theyﬁcc;lm;itocs eérhig
they are in him and with him insofjnf as he 1s tl?c truth f)t a . tdng.l.l S n;
is true, even though the totality of things—things present .?n t 11 %1 o
come—have not been brought into being contemporaneously with th

yod; rathe Hrdi . wisdom of the Creator,
being known by God; rather, according to the

in : iate at the proper
individual things have been created in an appropriate way at prop
s as, and receive concrete, active

p T i one e with their ide
. in correspondence with ; e ; _
tume, P gveovelq fa(,L\Ll[))CWH)- For the

existence in themselves (w0 Eqvta etval T ! e
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! i i : ute
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o about which no categorical statement ¢an be made with the
o 3

or the being : b
being that is constituted by all the categories. For all created things

i i f developi ir own
defined. in their essence and in their way of dcvclopl?ig, by 'thelr :
d by the ideas of the beings that provide their externa

ideas (hOyor) an : i FROE 08 Y
context: through these ideas they find their defining limits.
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From this passage, it is clear that God’s ideas are neither identical
with his essence—for they are not immediate and infinite being in
the same sense as God is—nor do they coincide with the existence
of things in the world (not even with universals [xa66ka]), which are
their realization. This remains essentially true, even when—as we will
presently see—the twofold relation of ideas to God and to the world
amounts to a twofold appropriation, almost to a reductive identifica-
tion.

On the one hand, we are confronted with the question of the unity
of ideas in God. This unity must be presupposed, insofar as the origin
of the plan of world history is God, who is utterly simple.

If the highest, negative theology of the Logos is taken in its transcendent
aspect, by which we can neither speak of him nor think of him but
recognize that he is none of the things we know because he is above
intelligible being and is not shared by any being in any way at all: that
is how the many ideas of the single Logos [must be understood].®

In this, most elevated sense, the phrase ““Be what you are”, as an in-
vitation to conform one’s existent being to the idea God has of it, is
identical with the call to follow the Son of God.

The substance of all the virtues is the Lord himself, as it is written, ‘“He
became for us, from God, our wisdom, our righteousness, our holiness,
and our redemption” (1 Cor 1:30); obviously, this must be understood
of him in an absolute sense: he is the original wisdom, the original righ-
teousness, the original holiness, and not in some limited sense, as we
men are when someone calls one of us wise or righteous. Every human
being, then, who comes to share in some virtue by firm habit, certainly
participates in God, who is the substance of all virtues.®

Maximus thoroughly works out the implications of this thought in his
theory of the immanence of the Logos in the intelligible structure of
God’s commandments (Adyog tav éviordv);” there is a corollary to
it, also, in his conception of the “liberation” of the Logos from per-
ceptible and even intelligible natures through “‘natural contemplation”
(Bewoia puoLxn).

But it would be a mistake, as we have already said, to emphasize this

% Ibid.; CD.
¢ Ibid.; D,

? For example, in the Centuries on Knowledge
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line of thought to such a degree that it were to take on pantheistic 1m-
plications. The concentration of the ideas of the world in the Crez.ttor
does not mean the dissolution of the world into God but simply points
to the ultimate, underlying source of all intelligible multiplicity. The
relationship of the ideas to God is that of supremely free production,
not that of a necessity of nature. This becomes clear in the way that
God knows the ideas. “I do not believe”, writes Maximus, *“‘that any
reverent person should suppose that the things that were Apreviously
contained in the endless might of God’s foreknowledge as ideas, God
learns in detail through their coming into existence.”® In this con-
text, Maximus quotes a saying of Pantaenus, the [supposed] teacher
of Clement of Alexandria,® in reply to a pagan critic who argued that
God knows sensible things in a sensual way and intelligible things in
an intellectual way:

God neither knows sensible things in a sensual way nor intelligible things
in an intellectual way. For it is not possible that the one who is abov'e
all existent things should know things in a way corresponding to their
being. Rather, we say'® that he knows existent things as th.e prgducts o'f
his own acts of will; . . . for if he created all things by his will, and if
no one will deny that one must, in all justice and piety, allow God to
know his own will, . . . then God must recognize things as the products
of his will."!

Any other solution would introduce passivity into God and, by doing
so, would commit an anthropomorphism. But that does not mean that
God only knows things in general-—as the Neoplatonists assgméd_—
and is unaware of them in the most particular aspects of their individ-
uality. For the idea of a thing is its “truth’’;'? this is jl.lst as rpuch th_e
case for particular things as for things in general. It is preasely this
movement into absolute particularity, which is realized with the final

8 Ambigua; PG 91, 1328C; cf. Moscow Centuries on Knowledge 6 (ed. Epifanovich, 34): “He
himself is the one who knows all things and has precise, subsistent forckx»mwle(dgc of tl’qem
before they come to be” (Eauto YvOOROY névTov &g %ol TO YEVESEWS aUT®Y DPIoTAUEVY
#VOlWE THY TEOYVOOLY). ‘ \ ) 3

9 On the philological details of this text, see J. Draescke, “Zu Maximus Coniessf;r i
Zeitschrift fiir wissenschaftliche Theologie 47 (1904): 250—59. The passage scems to come from
Clement’s work On Providence; cf. Stihlin 3:224. .

10 fere Maximus scems to take over again and to complete Pantaenus’ thought on his own.

U Ambigua, PG or, 1085AB,
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constitution of individual things, that is the re
and the reason it is so inexplicable, **
-Alongside this identification of the world of ideas with the sovereign
\Vﬂ'l of God stands another identification that seems opposed ﬁ» it: u; iu
of ideas wiFh existent things. Here, our first task is to cstnhlisl.x t[;v
exact meaning of this relationship. The world of ideas for I\/]u‘ximuw
(as 'TIISO tor the earlier Fathers) is, first of all, not at all simply a worh.i
of snnple, unrealized possibilities; it is restricted to the ideas o‘f thiﬁvrs‘
that exist: “The things for whose essences ideas preexist with Gcii
are those things that, in God’s plan, are to come into existence.’’ 14
Therefore the ideas are also called “divine willings”, “divine predis- 0-
SIEIOHS”. It is very significant that Maximus reprcsexits the Inca.rnatipo
of the Logos and the whole historical course of the world’s éalvation
as both a primeval idea of God and as the underlying struc‘tu\rc of | 'n*
overall plan for the world®® and that he designates thbe mystery of tllqlg

CI SS, grav { - g «
% Or O (, 1r1s ] a € b > 1 ”
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1;116 world of ideas, in fact, does not on ly have the same extension
a}s}ltle world of existent things; in a certain way, it is limited by these
things and depends on them. After Maximus has established that the

ideas of things in God are precisely the ideas of things that are to be
created, he continues:
11he things that are to come into existence, however, according to God’s
- 23 1 AQQ 4 o1 o , i
E ar;: hd\_/(, tl:lelr essential existence in such a way that they cannot turn
ack again, from being into nonbeine. But if thinoc
A , g in 'nbcmg. I)Ut_lf[l’llngb that have once come
. > 1 t again, in their core of being, from existence to nonbe-
;ng, their ideas must be solid and unchangeable; they have God’s Wis-
o(xinfas the one and only source of their being, from which they come
an ic “ {
o rcgn V\-?Th also they have the power to remain firmly anchored in
cing. But if the ide; ings are fir { in G
. de : Iu ideas of thmgs_ are firmly founded in God, then the will
; ,]w ho has created all things, must be changeless in their respect
. O.I‘ e wills that what he has once determined, with his Word and
his Wisdom, shall be forever. 17

B Ibid.; PG g1, r193AB.
1 1L - e o

Ibid.; PG 91, 1329B; cf. John of Scythopolis, PG

Drésence et pensée, 140F; English translation, 7L

15 tinpoe oA T . ~c .
- Q!!:‘l(’,\f{()IIEA Ild'llhl[ﬂi\'l.'!!}l 60; CCG 22, 73~75: PG 90, 62IA.
4 Centuries on Knowledge 1, 66; PG 90, 1108AD.

Ambigua; PG 91, 1320BC

4, 320BC. For Gregory of Nyssa, see
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Between the ideas, then, and the existence of things there 1s a certain
reciprocal dependence, a sort of circular motion, which lays the foun-
dation for existence in the idea, as God’s decision, and then assures
the eternal endurance of the ideas on the basis of the enduring solidity
of existence itself. Maximus even attempts to explain bodily immortal-
ity through this line of thinking. Both levels of reality, ideas and exis-
tence, have their roots in the single will of God. In this view, the ideas
appear, in fact, as the ultimate metaphysical grounding for existence
itself, and the full development of existence through freedom and the
self-realization we call virtue is, on the other hand, nothing else than
the realization and attainment of the ideas.®

The transcendental relationship between ideas and existence thus re-
sembles the relationship, within the created realm, between particular
and universal being, although they are not exactly the same thing: in
both relationships, prominent emphasis is given to the positive role of
the individual thing, of existence, rather than to a Platonic overesti-
mate of the ideal order. In Pseudo-Dionysius there is not only ““being
in itself””, “life in itself”, “‘similarity in itself”’, but also “‘dissimilar-
ity in itself”’. The difference between things does not simply come
from their inability to imitate God’s self-identity; it is one of the great
and positive motifs in God’s creative plan. “By inequality (Gvicotg)
he means the difference that is found in every creature from all other
creatures, and he emphasizes that God’s righteousness has come to the
defense of this inequality. It is certain that there is also a natural inequal-
ity [among things].” " For nonidentity, as “‘that which distinguishes”
(ddoorotin), is also a constructive element (ovotannn) in the world’s
being.?® God “gives to all things the ability to endure and to remain
both in existence and in intelligible being.””?!

We must, then, keep this in mind when, on the other side, Maximus
emphasizes the absolute simplicity of the divine Word* and suggests
the possibility of reaching, in the highest level of contemplation, the
point where all the ideas of creation are united in God, as the center of
all the circle’s radii.® Dominant here is the Pseudo-Dionysian notion

¥ 1bid.; PG 91, 1320A.

1% In De Div. Nom. 8; PG 4, 368D.

20 Ambigua; PG o1, 1400C.

2! Opuscula; PG 91, 36D.

22 In Coel. Hier. 3; PG 4, 49B.

2 Centuries on Knowledge 2, 4: PG go, 11251D-1128A; Ambigua; PG 91, 108:1C.
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that ““in divine things, the unities are stronger than the differences.”
So Maximus says, *‘Everything in God 1s to be considered as identical
even if in its natural being it is not identical, for God is, in an identical
way, . . . the cause of all things.”’*® The cause—but not the substance!
Therefore the final identity of things is not simply God but just as
truly their shared status as not being God;*¢ the reduction of what is
unlike to a state of identity is not a reduction of existence to ideas, and
also not simply a reduction of the creature to God, but is, finally, the
union of all the intelligible principles (logoi) of the world’s creatures
in the Word (Logos) of God, made man, who brings together in his
own free unity as an individual two different things: the identity of all
the world’s ideas in God’s essence and their identity with each other
as creatures (that is, in nof being God). For this reason, the incarnate
Word—in his personal freedom and also as God’s basic idea in creating
the world—is the identity of identity and nonidentity.

b. The Epistemological Approach

Along with these philosophical reflections, which try to correct what
could be interpreted as emanationism in Pseudo-Dionysius’ writings,
Maximus took other steps to move beyond philosophical Platonism.

The first step was in an epistemological direction. At the end of The
Divine Names, Pseudo-Dionysius once again defended against misinter-
pretation his theory of potential being and explained that the primal
potencies, such as “‘being in itself”’, “life in itself”’, “divinity in itself”’,
can be understood in two ways: in terms of origin (doywés), they are
nothing other than God himself; in terms of participation (ueBextizdg),
however, they are

the powers of providence, which radiate outward from God, whose
being cannot be communicated: the communication-of-being-in-itself,
the gift-of-life-in-itself, divinization-in-itself, all powers in which things
participate according to their natures. . . . Therefore it is said of God
that he graciously gives being to first principles, next?®” to totalities-in-
themselves, next to partial-beings-in-themselves, next to things that par-

24 Pseudo-Dionysius, De Div. Nom. 2, 11; PG 3, 652A.

25 In De Div. Nom. 8; PG 4, 373D.

2 Ambigua, PG 91, 1312B.

%7 In his translation of this passage, J. Stigimayr, Bibliothek der Kirchenviter, 2d series, vol.
147, reads ¢ite [“either”] instead of ¢ita [“‘next”], which completely confuses its meaning.
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ticipate in them in a total way, next to things that participate in them 1n
a ]I.IIII.![ way, !
This hierarchy of powers 1s Pscudo-Dionysius’ last word on the essence
of creation. ' _
Maximus. however, attempts to give these stages of being an episte-
x d &% - - 3
mological justification. If Pseudo-Dionysius calls God “‘pre-being”” and
“super-being”’, Maximus explains,
he is attempting by this to explain that God’s being is completely w1.thout
origin and inconceivable and that he has established the general being of
all things in advance, through the preliminary plan of his own ineffable
knowledge. For the created mind encounters this being [of God] first of
A1l when it is focused on some thing, and only afterward does it come
to know how the thing is. When Dionysius speaks of being-in-itself, he
is referring to being as such (10 Grhde eivary, not to being in some way
(o midg etvar); so later, when he speaks of life-in-itsclf, of similarity-in-
itself. and similar concepts, he means the general character of life or life
without qualification, not a life that is specifically determined in this or

3129
that way, and so on.

First of all the thing itself comes into our awareness; then, as a SCCOl?d
step, its general concept—rfor instance, life or substan.cc conslder.ed quite
generally; and only after that do we grasp the p'arFlcuIar, Fhat is, Eortm
a concept of the individual, specific essence existing for itself, as for

; ‘e, 30
example an angelic or human life.

All of this brings the ontological process of PSCudO.-Di()nYSiuS down
to a series of phases of consciousness, which begin with a general, con-
fused first impression of reality (modync) and gradually grow clearer
in content until they reach the full knowledge of the 1r1d1V1d‘LEi1 ob-
ject. What flashes upon us “in an undivided way” (dueolotwg) “in the
first encounter’’ (v tf} mEO™) npoofoiy) is not some ‘i‘m—PFY general
concept of being—a contradiction in terms!—bgt a revelatlor_l (logos)
concerning the Monad (segl Movadog), the unity of that bemg»that
truly is one: a logos that instructs the thinking mind that God.and tl"le
world are undivided and so makes possible all thought of th'mgs dif-
ferent from God, whether they are universal or individual belr?gs. 1:?11
this is good epistemology and has nothing to do with ontologism.

28 D¢ Div. Nom. 11, 6; PG 3, 856A.

29 [y De Div. Nom. 5; PG 4, 317C—320A.
30 Ibid., 11; PG 4, 401AB.

31 Ambigua; PG 91, 1260D.
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Maximus knows another solution to Pseudo-Dionysius” problem, but
he does not work it out with full consistency. This solution understands
the general principles of participation, not as the elementary features
of created being, but as the purely supernatural participation in Gaod
through grace, in the order of redemption. With this in mind, he dis-
tinguishes between God’s “works begun in time”, from which God
will “rest’”” at the end of time, and his “‘supertemporal’” works, which
he carries on in eternity. To this second category belong goodness,
supernatural life, immortality (in the supernatural sense of that incor-
ruptibility or adpOagoic which the Greek Fathers generally conceive
as a gift of grace), simplicity, stability in the good, infinity, virtue,
and holiness.?* For there never was a time when God did not perform
these “works’, since they are part of his own essence. Here Maximus
happily transposes the Platonic notion of participation, which Pseudo-
Dionysius applied to created being as such, to the sphere of the su-
pernatural—of grace. At one point, it is true, he interrupts this train
of thought and includes “essentiality’” (dvtémic) among God’s eternal
works:** something that can perhaps be interpreted as meaning that he
is thinking here of the absolute Being that belongs to God eternally,
the sharing of which (becoming participes divinae naturae) is grace itself.

These three distinct ways of interpreting Pseudo-Dionysius’ princi-
ples do not contradict each other. If we attempt to see them in an inte-
grated way, it will become clear just how Maximus distances himself
from all hidden forms of pantheism, ancient as well as Christian (for
example, Erigena).

In commenting on Paul’s phrase, *‘in whom we live and move and
have our being”” (Acts 17:28), Maximus explains that man

is in God in his concern not to violate the idea of his own existence that
preexists in God; he moves in God, in conformity with the preexistent
idea of goodness that God has, when he acts virtuously; he lives in God,
according to the preexistent idea in God of his own eternity. Insofar as
he is irrevocably one with himself, even here on earth, in his integrity
of action, and will be so in the world to come through the gift of di-
vinization, he loves the ideas that preexist in God—or rather he loves
God, in whom all ideas of the good are securely grounded, and embraces
them tenderly. So he becomes “part of God™: as one who is, because of

3 Centuries on Knowledge 1, 48-50; PG 9o, 1100C-1101B.
33 Ibid.; PG o1, 1101B.
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the idea of his being that is present in God; as one who is good, because
of the idea present in God of his being good; as God himself, bgcause of
the idea present in God of his eternal being. He honors these ideas, he
acts according to them; through them, he translates himself complete.ly
into the realm of God alone and represents and expresses only God in
all that he is. so that he both is and is known to be God, by grace, :m.d
so that God, in his condescension, both is and is known to be man

him.**

From this passage it is clear: in God, the idea is God hjmsel_f, and as
man lives out his own idea, he lives himself into God and lives God
into himself: in that sense, he becomes a “‘part of God”” (noipa 8eot) :
Yet when he loves his own idea, he does not, in the end, love himself
__even his better self—but God. And God, who opens up to man this

“idea of himself as the “space’ of his existence, also gives himself freely

to him, in grace: man’s divinization takes place through the love of God
(5161 10 Probeov); God’s hominization takes place through th'e love of
man (d1ct T PUdvOQwsTov). SO the connecting link, not mentioned up
to now, must finally be put into place, to anchor the Whok‘ process:
“For always, in all things, God’s Word, who is God, has willed to ac-
complish the mystery of his Incarnation.”? -~

Maximus® integration contains several important prl.nmplcs: (1) the
free origin of the ideas in God as Creator, since h? is not internally
compelled, on the basis of his essence, either to will to create oL tf)
form the ideas; (2) the anchoring of the idea of the world in God’s
prior decision—which is, as we have said, f_ree—yto lelI’lee. all cre-
ation (Béwoig) in giving it eternal existence (el eivad), an action that,
against the prospect of humanity’s fall into sin, takes the fanl of t_he
Incarnation of God’s Word; (3) the rooting of the intclhglble' prin-
ciples (logoi) of all individual things, by nature ar@ by grace, in t_he
divine Logos, thanks to which things—even 1n their concrete reality
—are from the start genuinely immanent in God (and therefos'ce are
akin to each other in the divine Logos), and the divine Logos 1s 1m-
manent in all of them. Maximus’ Platonic conceptuality is radically
extended by Aristotelian and Stoic assumptions: the loggs of thi_ngs,
in natural terms, is the unchanging “law” of their behavior, variable
only in their “mode” (roémog) of being, in the “how’’ of existence. Yet

34 Ambigua; PG 91, 1084BC.
35 1bid.; PG 91, 1084CD.
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msotar as ( vod’s ]1!1)\'1({(‘11:'(' 1s free, and l]llll||("-'-x|\ SUpertor to nature,
the lt);_',nS or law of |71'-1Vld(‘11('t‘ .Il\v.l_\-"» takes }‘r'lnl'ily over the |n;"u\ ol
nature and cannot be derived from it—an anti-Stoic contention! This
explains why Maximus distinguishes so carefully between “‘reflection
on existing things” (Oewola tHv ovrwv) and “reflection on providence
and judgment” (Bewoia moovolag xai xpioews). But since a Christian
view of reality always fixes on God’s original idea, Christ, in every
individual being—and will continue to gaze on him more and more
—Maximus knows of no exclusively empirical or philosophical kind
of reflection. Rather, all insight into being is insight into a reality that
is both historical and supernatural: for historically it is the same Logos
who becomes flesh in both the law of nature and the law of Scripture
—in the salvation history, that is, that moves from the Old to the New
Covenant. He moves along both roads toward his Incarnation.

The freedom of God’s ideas opens the way for us to recognize that
the existence of things is absolutely underivable from their ideas in
God. Maximus, the christological thinker, is fully aware of this un-
bridgeable gulf—as opposed to Neoplatonism, the Stoics, and Scotus
Erigena, who nimbly dodge the problem. “Everything” comes into
being “‘at the right time”’; this is not the same as being “‘as eternal as its
idea,””*® and the relationship of the eternal ideas to existence in time
is, within the realm of God’s utterly free choice, beyond our compre-
hension.?”

This grounding of created being in the divine Logos also solved the
urgent question of the “‘reduction” of all intelligible principles of being
(logoi) to the one Logos. Here there is no reduction in the Asiatic sense
of a dissolution [of beings in the divine], but rather the ‘‘unconfused
union” (Evwolg &ovyyurog) of the Christian theology of the Incarnation
and of human divinization centered on Christ.?®

3¢ Ambigua; PG 91, 1081A; Quacstiones ad Thalassium 2; CCG 7, s1; PG 90, 272A.

37 Centuries on Love 4, 1-6; PG 90, 1048B—1049A. This was a timely issue, since Maximus
was opposing here the pagan Neoplatonism of Ammonius Hermeiou [early sixth century],
who taught that the ideas in God guaranteed the eternity of the world.

8 Ambigua; PG 91, 1077C. On this subject of logoi and Logos, see I.-H. Dalmais, “‘La Théorie
des ‘logoi’ des créatures chez s. Maxime le Confesseur”, Revue des sciences philosophiques et
théologiques 36 (1952): 244—49.

[deas and the World: A Critigue of Origenism

a. Correcting the Myth

Origen’s name appears in the writings of Maximus as seldom as does
that of Evagrius. The master, who had so often been condemned and
who now was only useful to the integralists as a straw man, had one
of those names that could no longer be mentioned in support of an
orthodox idea. That Maximus, however, had read him carefully, and
valued and admired him deeply, is evident from his Centuries on Knowl-
edge, where he once again gathered the most personal thoughts. of the
great spiritual writer and handed them on namelessly to posterity. He
did Evagrius the same service in the Centuries on Love. It was chl_eﬂy
through Maximus, in fact, that Origenist spirituality made its way into
the Eastern tradition, as it found a home in the West thanks to Jerome,
Ambrose, and Cassian. _
Maximus filtered Origenism, however, and removed its poisonous
fangs. His main work—the commentary on Gre.gory Nazmnzen [the
Ambigual—Dbegins almost directly with a long phllosophlgal _and theo-
logical polemic against Origenist cosmology; this polemic is .per.haps
the only important anti-Origenist document in Greek patristic litera-
ture® that rejects the doctrine of the henad with sympf.ithegc under-
standing rather than with a judgment of heresy, managing '1nst§ad to
overcome its weaknesses from within and to detach the gramn of truth
from it in the process. One part of the polemic is directed against the
idea that all created spirits originally existed in a stability (otdolg) cen-
tered in God, that all movement began with the fall into sin, and that
that movement continues endlessly, to its own misfortune, for cease-
less new ages; the other part attempts to point out the myth’s positive
meaning. . .
According to his [Origenist] opponents, then, Maximus explains,
there once existed “an original henad of rational beings, as a result
of which we would have had a stable and permanent existence of

39 <A refutation perhaps unique in Greek patristic literature™: Polycarp Sherwood, An An-
notated Date-List of the Works of Maximus the Confessor, Studia Ansclmiana, 30 (Rome, 1952), 3.

40 Ambigua; PG 91, 10778, makes the contrast clear: “COI]CCI'lllillg tbc fact that_ the henad
he prattles about does not exist . . . ; but concerning the way in “‘]hlfh wE, bmng sh%rers
in God, have flowed outward from him . . ." (meol pév oUv Tol ui elvar T Dguropeviy
‘Bvéda . . . eol 8 tob mivg potoa dvreg Oeol GTEQQUILEY . . ).
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natural relationship with God; but movement is supposed to have
started, through which these rational beings were scattered into mul-
tiplicity and moved God to take the step of creating this bodily world,
with the purpose of enclosing them in bodies as a punishment of their
previous guilt.”’#' Let us, for the moment, leave aside the anthropologi-
cal arguments Maximus presents, following Gregory of Nyssa, against
the independent preexistence of some part of the human reality, which
surely must be regarded as an indissoluble unity of body and soul. The
main proot of the absurdity of this myth of the world’s origins lies
elsewhere: the idea that creatures were originally without motion is
contradictory in itself. For the conceptions of origin and immovability
exclude one another, or rather they oppose one another without being
at all related.

It cannot be squared with the truth to propose that becoming is prior to
stability, since stability is of its nature without motion; buct it is cqually
impossible to posit stability as the consequence of a motionless becoming
or to equate stability and becoming. For stability is not a potential con-
dition of becoming, . . . but is rather the end stage of the realization of
potency in the development of created things. To put it briefly: stability
is a relative concept, which is not related to becoming but to motion,
of which it is the contradictory.**

The Origenists, then, confuse the meaning of being when they con-
ceive of stability as the product of becoming and of movement as the
product of stability. The real direction of the meaning of being can
only lie in the sequence: becoming, movement, stability (yéveoic—
zivijoig—otdolg). For “everything that takes its being from nonbeing
is also in movement, because it is directed toward a final cause.”** Only
when it has reached this goal, and has completed its ontologically pre-
programmed course from potency to actuality, can one speak of its
coming to rest.

The relationship of coming to be and movement, on the one hand,
and of movement and rest, on the other, is analytically true for Max-
imus and the basis of all created ontology.

Before we think of any natural movement of things, we must think of
their becoming; but movement must naturally be presupposed as prior

1 Ambigua; PG 91, 1069A; cf. ibid., 1089CD), r100B.
42 [bid., PG 91, 1220CD.
“ Ibid., PG 91, 1069B.
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to all rest. . . . Therefore it is impossible for becoming and rest to come
into existence at the same time, since they are naturally separated from
cach other through the middle term of movement. **

Origenisim, which proposed such a contemporaneous existence [of mo-
tion and rest], thus forces movement from its natural place and isolates
it; in doing so, it exposes creation to unending restlessness and, hence,
to despair. So despite its seductive mysticism, Origenist thought is basi-
cally tragic: “That spirits are so shifted about and can neither have nor
hope for an unshakeable basis for remaining firm in the Good: What
could be greater reason to despair?”’#* For even though “movement,”
and thus [the possibility of ] falling away, may be conceptually com-
patible with really reaching the goal of the vision of God, still “if God
can be abandoned once for the sake of experiencing (mieioe) something
different, there is no adequate reason why this should not repeat itself
over and over.”’*¢

Here is the real heart of the controversy. The metaphysics of Ori-
gen’s On First Principles was, in reality, a metaphysics of mefoa: a nec-
essary, if also a painful, “‘experience” of sin and distance from God.
This seemed to be the only way to imbue the soul with enough of
a sense of dependency, and of longing for the lost blessings it once
had, to prevent it—at least for a long time—from falling away from
God again. We have shown elsewhere how much this theory is influ-
enced by Origen’s intellectualism and from the old Platonic tradition
of the “daimons”.* Gregory of Nyssa took the decisive step beyond
this tragic attitude when he linked movement naturally, on the one
hand, to becoming, but excluded from the eternal vision of God even
the possibility of a “‘satiety’” (#000c), of “boredom”, as something un-
thinkable. This vision, it seemed to him, would be so utterly fulfilling
that it brought with itself an cternal, blessed longing for more. Still,
for Gregory eternity retained, for that very reason, a kind of kinship
with the present condition of becoming; the ““leap” from the one to
the other was more evident in the assertion than in the reality.

44 1bid., PG 91, 12171,

5 Thid., PG o1, 1060C. Augustine made cxactly this point against the Ncoplatonists and
characterized the “cternal return® as another way of making the paius of hell cternal: De Civ.
Dei 12, 20.

4 Ambigua; PG 971, 1069C.

47 See Hans Urs von Balthasar, Parole et mystére chez Origine (Paris, 1957), T13-16.
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If Maximus was to reject the metaphysics of experience (neipa), he
also had to reveal, at the same time, the positive philosophical content
of Origen’s notion of permanency as well as to root out the last ves-
tiges of the canonization of human striving from Gregory’s ideal of a
blessed eternal yearning.

If they say to us that the intellects could have [adhered to the divine
goodness], but simply would not do so, because they wanted to expe-
rience something different, then Beauty, in their eyes, would not be a
good necessarily worth desiring simply because of itself, because it is
beautiful, but would only be [desirable] because of its opposite
something loveable absolutely, through its own nature.*®

not as

Over and over, down to Hegel and Berdyaev, this speciously deep
thought was to haunt Christian metaphysics: that love without pain
and guilt remains simply a joke, a game.* Led astray through the the-
atrical dimensions of the Incarnation and the Cross, which exhaust the
possibilities of dramatic encounter between God and the world, people
think they may take what can only be beyond history and reinterpret
it as a metaphysic of created being in itself. Even 1f Maximus himself,
in other contexts, sometimes threatens to succumb to this danger,®
he recognized it cleatly here and discovered the most thoroughgoing
means of overcoming it: he gave the concept of motion a new fun-
damental interpretation. While motion, for Origen, rested completely
on the creature’s undetermined freedom of will, and while this free-
dom, due to its extreme instability, was doomed to plunge the creature
sooner or later into sin, motion for Maximus is fundamentally an ori-
entation of nature, which as such is good. The freedom of the creature
is no longer elevated to some quasi-divine height and left there com-
pletely by itself; it rests on the solid base of nature, whose previously
indicated direction it simply has to realize for itself. So movement, for
Maximus, is even less a matter of restless yearning than it is for Gre-
gory of Nyssa; rather, it consists in allowing oneself to be carried by
another in the depths of one’s being and to be borne toward the ocean
of God’s rest.

8 Ambigua; PG o1, 1069C.
* See G. W. FE. Hegel, Phanomenologie des Geistes, ed. Lasson, 2d ed. (Leipzig, 1907), 3.
50 See below, chap. s, sec. 6: “The Sexual Synthesis™.
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b. The Truth of the Myth

Before we turn to describing this motion, we ought to point out the

positive interpretation that the Origenist myth receives from Maximus.

For him, the Origenist problem is a pointer toward the ideas: the orig-
inal henad of the intellects is, in reality, the unitary existence of created
ideas in the Logos. What man, who

has considered wisely the beings brought by God from nonbeing into
being, who has directed his soul’s imagination intelligently toward the
endless variety and range of natural things and has turned his questing
eye with understanding toward the intelligible model (logos) after which
things have been made, would not recognize the one Logos as a multi-
plicity of logoi, in consequence of the irreducible differences of created
things, which are distinguished both by their reciprocal otherness and
the unmingled identity of each with itself? And again, who would not
recognize the many logoi as the one Logos, who through all the process of
drawing all things upward (dvadood) to himself remains unconfusedly
himself, as the essential and individually distinctive divine Logos of God
the Father, the origin and cause of all things, “in whom all things were
made, things in heaven and things on earth, the visible and the invisible,
thrones, dominations, principalities, and powers: all things were made
from him and for his sake’” (Col 1:16). For because he possessed the
ideas of things from all eternity, as consistent parts of his holy will, he
created visible and invisible creation from nothing, according to them.3!

The very same [Logos] is therefore, through his infinite superiority,
ineffable and inconceivable in himself and exalted beyond all creation
and beyond the distinctions and divisions that are valid and recognized
in it; he is similarly revealed and multiplied in all the things that have
their origin in him, with the degree of beauty appropriate to cach being,
and so he sums up all things in himself.*?

So the problem of the original unity of the world, and of its diffrac-
tion into multiplicity, is resolved into the simple structure of analogy
between God and the world.

This structure, however, contains within it 2 new problem: how “the
idea” of the creature, as his complete perfection and integrity in God,
can be related to his existence simply in and for himself.

51 Ambigua; PG 91, 1077C—-1080A.
52 1bid., PG 91, 1077AB.
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One can (Maximus continues) call every reasonable or understanding
mind, whether angel or human, a part of God, with reference to the

idea according to which it was created and which is in God and with
God, for that is what it is. . . . If it were to move according to this idea
(logos), it would exist in God, in whom the idea of its being preexists
as its original source and cause. And if its efforts and its longing should
willingly prefer nothing to its own original source, then it would not
depart from God but would rather itself be called God and a part of
God because of its striving upward to him, since it partakes of him in
an appropriate way.>

This is the curious position of the creature: that it is ontologically
incapable of secking itself and the fulfillment of its own intelligible
structure without at the same time reaching out toward what is other
than itself, without loving the infinite reality that lies at the root of
its own radicality. So a fulfillment of the creature within the world’s
terms is unthinkable for Maximus; and since his thought moves, from
the start, within the frame of reference of a world elevated by grace, he
likes to conceive the breakthrough from the level of one’s “‘personal”
idea to that of the “idea in God” and “‘as God” in terms of a transition
from the realm of nature, the “world”, to that of grace or of God. The
distance between mere “existence” (elvan) and “‘idea” (hdyoq) is less-
ened through the realization of free intellectual acts, through which the
potentiality of existence is both realized and qualitatively enhanced;®*
concrete being “‘draws near” to its idea through “‘natural motion™ (dui
puowriic nviiceng éyyitovia). Yet to the same degree that this approx-
imation is realized, the idea vanishes into the realm of transcendence
and no longer appears as a naturally attainable goal of striving, but
rather as grace; the “correspondence” of concrete existence and the
idea, which is impossible on the level of nature because the idea is es-
sentially timeless and the creature essentially historical, can only come
about through a completely transcendental initiative of God, in which
the idea is revealed simultaneously as brought back to its ultimate root
in God himself. In the sinner, who has not pursued this effort to its
root, essentially the same transcendental revelation of God as his radical
reality takes place; but it leads to his punishment and torment as a gap

5 Ibid., PG 91, 1077BC.
5% “Through the qualitative and quantitative motion of choice” (xatd TV TOLUV XAl TOOTV
tiic Tooatpéoews xiviow): ibid., PG g1, 1320A.
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that has not been filled and across which he can not participate in the
ideal order.”

In the Logos, then, all the individual ideas and goals of creatures
meet; therefore all of them, if they seek their own reality, must love
him and must encounter each other in his love. That is why Christ s
the original idea, the underlying figure of God’s plan for the world,
why all the individual lines arrange themselves concentrically around
him. The truth of the Origenist myth thus becomes clear: the tele-
ological goal of the world may indeed be projected backward into a
prehistorical world, provided this is not taken as a real existence before
our birth but rather as the ideal, timeless superexistence of all beings in
their divine idea—an existence that contains in itself, by anticipation,
the essence and existence of all creatures in a superessential, superex-

istential way.

One Logos is many logoi, and the many logoi are one Logos. According
to the creative and sustaining movement of the One outward into the
world, in a way that is appropriate to God, the One is many; according
to the thoughtful, pedagogical elevation of the many to the one, in God’s
providence, as if to the ultimate cause of all things or to the center of
the straight lines that proceed out from him ..., the many are one.>®

So the Origenist conception ofa “‘descent’” from an original unity finds
its justification, either as a primordial nonidentity between the idea in
God and existence outside of God, or else through the sin—not some-
thing necessary, but a fact of history—of those creatures who “‘have
not acted according to the idea of themselves that exists beforehand in
ol T80

This attempt to correct Origenism still does not bring us to Hegel,
or even to Scotus Erigena. The rhythm of the Godhead’s emergence
and return is not at all a necessary, metaphysical process, contained
within the very concept of God, but rests on his free decision and is
controlled by his will. God himself remains, even in the emergence of
the world, irreducibly absolute, “through his own immeasurable supe-

ol -3 : : : =
riority the inconceivable and ineffable one™.

55 Tbid., PG 91, 1329AB.
56 Ibid., PG 91, 1081BC.
57 1bid,, PG 91, 1081C.
58 Thid., PG 91, 1080A.
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So even if God is, for Maximus, indistinguishably the origin and the
end of created movement, this is no more pantheistic than his philo-
sophy of union, which included a movement of number from the atom-
istic unit to a synthetic unity. What seems to be circular from God’s
point of view, because the beginning and the end are the same, can
appear just as authentically as genuine development and movement,
from the standpoint of the world: the course of loving movement to-
ward “‘the ideas that preexist in God, or better: toward God himself”’.%°
The dimension of free self-realization allows us to pass from the state
of being simple natural images (elxdvec) of God to an intellectual self-
possession that is truly God’s likeness (6uoiwots), and so to fulfill the
original plan of God, who created us “in the image and likeness” of
himself.

This entry of the world into God, however, is only perfectly achieved
through the Incarnation, through the hypostatic union realized there
between created and uncreated nature, by which the two of them be-
come “‘one and the same’ (Ev xal tavtdv).* Maximus expressly says
that the Incarnation—more precisely, the drama of Cross, grave, and
Resurrection—is not only the midpoint of world history but the foun-
dational idea of the world itself.®* The Redeemer is the borderline be-
tween all sensible and intellectual motion.® For him all the ages were
established, along with everything they contain; this synthesis of God
and the world is a divine idea, which is older and more deeply hidden
than all things and for which everything else remains simply an ap-
proach, a means of achievement.® And because Maximus does not in-
tend to demonstrate a necessity [for the Incarnation] in the metaphys-
ical sense, but rather [to point to] the meaning of history itself—all
history!—he also includes the historical process of sin in this supreme
synthesis. Seen from God’s point of view, sin and rebellion are the

52 Ibid., PG 91, 1084B.

0 Tbid., PG 91, 1084A; on this subject, see M. T. Didier, ‘“Les Fondements dogmatiques
de la spiritualité de s. Maxime le Confesseur”, Echos d’Orient 33 (1930): 296f.

6 Ambigua; PG 91, 1097B.

2 Centuries on Knowledge 1, 66-67; PG 90, 1108AB. In the [modern] controversy on this
subject, this text was not given sufficient consideration; see H. Straubinger, Die Christologie
des hl. Maximus Confessor (Bonn, 1906), 126—30.

%% Quacstiones ad Thalassium 62; CCG 22, 131; PG 90, 656D.

8 [bid. 60; CCG 22, 75; PG 90, 621B.
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world’s last word: they make possible the greatest conceivable work of
love and carry with them God’s death in the world, as the revelation
of the triumphant life in which he pours himself out in response.

It is here, for the first time, that Maximus’ work of correction can be
seen in the full breadth of its implications. As soon as motion (kinesis)
is no longer seen simply (in Platonic fashion) as a sinful falling away
but is seen (in Aristotelian fashion) as the good ontological activity of
a developing nature, the highest ideal [for existence] can also be trans-
formed from a Gnosis that conquers the world by seeing through its
reality into a loving, inclusive affirmation even of finite things. Now
finitude is no longer evil; now union with God, from which we come
and which, in the end, we hope to regain, no longer includes the de-
struction of all the boundaries between beings. This union, in fact,
may not be imagined here as a concept that excludes differences but
as a concrete idea that includes particularity. Synthesis, in reference
to both God and man, can now be reinterpreted primarily in terms
of a love rooted in freedom: both the Incarnation of the Son and his
commandment of love, which brings to full realization the idea of hu-
manity, presuppose and generate freedom.

As a result, the great Evagrian categories for interpreting the world,
xololg (judgment) and modvoie (providence), have become obsolete,
in their original meaning, and can be used in a new and different way.
Kolowg can now no longer mean the banishment of intellects into bod-
ies, as the sentence imposed in response to their turning from God;
modvowe can no longer mean the reversal of this sentence and the recall
of creation to its original intellectual unity. Now, instead, the ontol-
ogy of Pseudo-Dionysius can be read into these terms: xololg refers
to the distinction of things that grounds their being and is essentially
good, even a way of imitating God; and mgévoi does not destroy this
distinction in the process of drawing beings to God but gives them
strength and substance, by leading creatures sunk in the worst kind of
individuality to an integration willed by God and modeled after him,
through the redeeming power of love.®

With this reinterpretation, the Origenist philosophy of “experienc-
ing the opposite”” as a way of coming to know the good is refuted

55 This reinterpretation of Evagrius' terminology is especially noticeable in Ambigua; PG
o1, 1133C-1136A; cf. below, chap. s, sec. 4: “Existence as Contradiction”.
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i its demonic aspect, while its central truth is assimilated. Maximus
found a means of doing this in the world view of Pseudo-Dionysius,
after he had come to know it for himself and had made the necessary
adjustments. By letting Origen and Pseudo-Dionysius be correctives
for each other, he constructed his own philosophy of the movement
of creation, which we now have to consider.

IV

THE SYNTHESES OF THE COSMOS

1. Being and Movement

a. “The Age”

The basic structure of creaturely ontology has already been described:
it consists in a fundamental nonidentity of the existing thing within
its own being, in an extension or distancing (didomua, dudotaos) that
finds its expression in momentumn (poed), and more specifically in the
triad of coming to be, movement, and coming to rest (yéveolg, xivnolg,
otaoig). The middle concept of these three, movement, expresses the
insight that although the origin and goal, the coming to be and the
coming to rest, of finite being are identical, they are
not identical for finite being; its extension, its becoming, forces it to
achieve this identity through a process of transition. “For duality is
neither infinite nor without beginning nor without movement.””! Ev-
ery creature, however, whether material or intellectual, is constructed
in a polarity. If it is material, that polarity consists in matter and form;
if intellectual, in its generic concept and its individual qualities.? It
is indissolubly, but also irreducibly, both a ‘““what”’, a nature, and a
“who”, a person. Or, if one transfers the distinction into the realm of
being itself, it is both “‘being in general” and a certain kind of being.
“Nothing, then, that in any way needs to be categorized as a ‘what’ in
order to reveal its particular existence is in the true sense of the word
simple.””?

in themselves

Y Ambigua; PG 91, 1184B.

2 Ambigua; PG 91, 1400C. The Greck here—despite the Latin translation in the Migne
edition (potestatis)—must be €€ ovoiag (“from a generic essence”) and not €€ovoiug (“of
power™), as is clear from the following phrase: “the distinction is obvious . . . in the generic
essence” (Tf] 000L . . . TNV oGV CUVETOLWOOUUEVN).

? Jbid. The scholia on Pscudo-Dionysius develop this theory in a particular direction.
Picking up a thread in Pscudo-Dionysius, they speak of the simplicity of the purc intellect.
But one must not cling literally, in this context, to terminology. These intellects are, to be
sure, without matter—at least the higher among them (In Coel. Hier. 2; PG 4, 37B). They

137



134 THE SYNTHESES OF THE COSMOS

With this position, Maximus took up Gregory of Nyssa's axiom that
finite being is essentially characterized by spatial intervals (didomper) and,
therefore, by motion. For both authors, finite being is essentially time.

To have a beginning, middle, and end is characteristic of things extended
in time. One would also be right in adding to this “things caught up in
the age (alcv)”’. For time, whose motion can be measured, is limited by
number; the age, however, whose existence is expressed by the category
of “when”, also undergoes extension (didotaois), in that its being has
a beginning. But if time and the age are not without beginning, then
surely neither are the things that are involved in them.*

are simple insofar as they are not compound (GovvOetor): that is, their unity is not the result
of a natural synthesis of body and soul (ibid.; cf. 13; PG 4, 97C: “non-compounded and
immaterial” [GovvOeta wal didal; In Ecd. Hier. 6; PG 4, 172C). (Maximus wrote a tract of
his own to demonstrate the immateriality of some created intellects: Epistles 6: PG o1, 424Ff)).
As a result of such simplicity, the pure intellect possesses its virtue and knowledge not, as
we do, as an accident (ratd ovpuPefnrodg)—rthat is, as something inhering extrinsically (g
dhhog &v dkhow)—but rather as something proper to itself (olxeia: In Coel Hier. 13; PG
4, 97B). “There is no question there of accident and underlying subject, since all synthesis
and all the unformed character of matter arc there nonexistent” (In Coel. Hier. 6; PG 4,
65B). The polarity referred to here, which has no place in the being of angels, is a polar-
ity conditioned by bodily existence. “Souls have their knowledge as something introduced
from outside (£5wB¢ev), . . . but angels know through and in themselves, as a result of their
resemblance to God” (In Div. Nowm. 7; PG 4, 345C). The habitual characteristics of pure
intellects are thus rightly called “substantial” (otoundewg €Eeig: In Ecc. Hier. 4; PG 4, 157C),
based in their own substance (€Seig atvtovoiwuévar: In Coel. Hier. 7; PG 4, 65C), since their
substance is, of itsclf, intellectually conscious. But even if their knowledge is not “introduced
from without” through sense knowledge, it is, nonetheless, still “introduced”: namely, by
God (rewodmtov obv Exovow EE aitiov o Oeod Ty voepdv tabtv évégyetay: In De Div.
Nom. 7; PG 4, 34sB). It is “infused”, as scholastic philosophy would later say. Only God
has no infused knowledge (00 émeicaxtov Exwv 10 poovelv: In De Div. Nom. s; PG 4,
320B), because he is himself fully actuated subsistent knowledge, without any admixture of
potentiality (6hy évegyelq . . . o0 dvvaue) —because he alone is a knowledge that does not
have an ignorance, a foolishness as its basis (medtegov olou ddooovv, elta voiig Evegyeiy
ywvougvn), even as a basis that is always being contradicted (In De Div. Nom. §; PG 4, 320B;
cf. Schelling, Philosophie der Freiheit, vol. 7 of Collected Works, 465=66). If, then, the activity of
pure spirits is “‘substantial”, because they are always in a condition of realization (Gravotor
évéoyewan: In Coel. Hier. 7; PG 4, 68D), like a voice that cannot grow silent (Gotynrou), still
their unchangeableness (Gstagdhhantov) always depends on God’s creative activity (In Coel.
Hier. 13; PG 4, 101C). “By a free decision growing from their overpowering desire for God,
they remain always in the firm condition of being immersed in the divine” (In Coel. Hier.
7; PG 4, 68C). “For God alone is of his very nature without motion” (In Coel. Hier. 7; PG
4, 68C).

* Centuries on Knowledge 1, s; PG 9o, 1085A. [Gregory of Nyssa—and to some extent
Maximus—distinguished between existence in time as we know it, which is characteristic
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All finite beings, whether characterized by the “time” of sensible things
or the “continuity” (aevum) of intellectual things, share these primal
ontological characteristics of the where and the when, which locate them
in the universe’s system of coordinates.

We will say nothing here about the fact that the being of every thing
necessarily includes a “whatness” [that is, is qualified in some way] and is
not simply being; that is the first kind of limitation and a strong indication
that there is a beginning to the being of things and of their coming to
be. But who would deny that every conceivable being—except for the
unique Divine Being, which lies beyond being itself—presupposes the
concept of “where” in order even to be thought of and that necessarily
the concept of “when’” is always and in every manner identified with
it. . .. They belong to those concepts that are always included with
others, because the others cannot be thought without them.?

Time and space are, for Maximus and Gregory of Nyssa, the ex-
pression of finitude itself; they are pure limitation. Space is not funda-
mentally a physical or astronomical reality but an ontological category:
“the limitation of the world through itself”’. Time is the “‘scattering’
of being that invariably accompanies finitude. It expresses that funda-
mental nonidentity, for which scholasticism would develop the theory
of the real distinction between essence and existence. Just as things are
understood to be somewhere, “‘so all things are recognized as simul-
taneously subject to the category of ‘when’, precisely because they do
not have their being in a simple way but in a qualified way. . . . For
whatever has qualified being at one time was not, even if it now ex-
ists.””¢ Thus for Maximus, as for Gregory, the notions of infinite space
and endless time are contradictory in themselves. Just as the universe
is determined as “‘a limited space”, so “‘time is limited movement’” (6
7OOVOC TEQLYOapOUEVY) %ivnolg).”

While Maximus agrees with Gregory in deriving motion immedi-
ately, analytically, from becoming (understood as being-with-an-origin,

of material creatures and includes growth and dissolution, and the sequential existence char-
acteristic of bodiless intellects such as angels, which they call existence in “‘the age” (aiov,
aevum). See David Balis, “Eternity and Time in Gregory of Nyssa’s Contra Eunomium”, in
H. Dérric, ct al., eds., Gregor von Nyssa und die Philosophie (Leiden, 1976), 128—58; Brooks
Otis, “Gregory of Nyssa and the Cappadocian. Conception of Time”, Studia Patristica 14
(Berlin, 1976), 327-57.]

5 Ambigua; PG 91, 1180B.

6 Ibid.; PG 91, 1180CD; cf. Moscow Centuries on Knowledge 2; Epifanovich ed., 34.

7 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 65; CCG 22, 285, $33—534; PG 90, 757D.
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yéveowg), and also in specitying motion as completely finite, he distances
himself from Gregory by unconditionally equating motion and tem
porality. For Gregory, there were two kinds of creaturely motion, even
if he did not put the distinction in an absolutely consistent set of philo-
sophical terms: the essentially finite and closed cycle of movement in
creation is measured by time and by ““the age” (aevum). Even if “time”’
expresses more the becoming of material things, “the age” more the
limitedness of the whole universe as something coming to be, still the
two concepts refer essentially to the same reality. In addition, Gregory
speaks of an “‘eternal becoming”, which belongs to the intellect in its
movement toward the unattainable God and which is simply endless,
even though the sting of despair will be removed from it in the world
to come, through the spirit’s immediate union with the object of its
longing.

This dynamic of endless passage through and beyond the essential
finitude of the creature—a dynamic that expresses for Gregory the
highest nobility of the creature, its quasi-divine infinity, along with
its deepest need, its endless and insatiable hunger—is missing from
Maximus’ synthetic thought. He takes the equation of temporality and
finitude seriously. The movement of the intellectual creature is not
something removed from the realm of “nature”” and “the world”’, not
a middle term between the world and God, as it is for Gregory. It is
simply the consciously reflected realization of the basic structure of
creaturchood itself: of its finite course from its origin, through the
intervening distance, to its goal. The concept of “the age” (acon) has
a different meaning in Maximus’ works. The Centuries on Knowledge,
which [of course] hand on the Origenist heritage, use the word still in
its older sense of “a period of history”, sometimes referring to layered
systems of different cosmic “durations” through which the soul must
wander on its pilgrimage to God, only at last to reach the place beyond
all temporality, removed from all the universe’s motion, which is final
and transcendent security in the Absolute.® But this notion is basically,

# Sce Hans Urs von Balthasar, Présence et pensée (Paris, 1942), 10-19; English translation,
Presence and Thought (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1995), 37-45.

* Centuries on Knowledge 2, 85 (PG 90, 1164D-1 165A), following Scripture, makes a dis-
tinction between “temporal ages (acons)” and “‘other ages liberated from time (xo6vog)™; it
also speaks of the “fullness of the ages”, of “ages of ages (saecula sacculorum)”, of the “‘age

of ages (saeculum sacculi)”, “‘the times of the ages”, and “‘the races of the ages”. Centuries on
Knowledge 2, 86 (PG 90, 1165AB) repeats the Origenist excgesis of the scriptural text, “The

BEING AND MOVEMEN' L4

as the style of the Chapters clearly shows, a historicizing echo of Ori-
gen; 1t expresses Maximus” own thought only insofar as he, too—Ilike
Origen—was convinced of the finitude of all motion, both in the [ma-
terial] world and in the wider realm of the aeon. Yet their convictions
had different reasons behind them: for Origen, motion was connected
with the fall, while for Maximus it was an ontological expression of
created existence.

John of Scythopolis introduced a new interpretation of temporality.
In his use of the term, “‘the age” (aeon) is an attribute of God himself,
insofar as he alone is the origin and end of all created time;*® the tem-
poral being of the created intellect lies in its participation in the “eter-
nity”’ of God. For the word aeon is derived from éei dv, “‘ever-being’”’,
and is defined as “‘endless life, which is always complete . . . , with-
out extension (&didotatog)”.'* For the creature, ‘“‘the age” is identical
with the final point of its own limited movement—or better, with the
ecstatic moment in which its own circular movement is complete and
its absolute transcendence [of time] becomes evident. Created time, in
this moment, exists no more in itself—that is, in its exclusion (xa®’
bréPaoty) from eternity—but is restored to its original place, embed-
ded in eternity (&v @ del dvu dvamatectar).'?

Maximus subscribes materially to this interpretation, which fits well
into his ontology of created being. For in the moment he moves from
considering the idea and life of God to the extended, distanced, indi-
vidualized being of the creature, the connection between time and eter-
nity becomes clear: “When the age [aeon, eternity] ceases its motion,
it is time; when time becomes measurable by being carried [thrown]
into motion, it is the age.”*® But if one wants to understand by aeon
the totality of the world’s time—as Scripture does, and Gregory of
Nyssa, too—a time that also includes the pure intellects, then it is
“the fulfillment of time as it returns to itself (closes in on itself)”, a
time beyond which God elevates the creature in divinization.

Lord rules . . . for the age and beyond” (Ex 15:18), and interprets this “beyond” as a rest
beyond all the movements of teniporality (acons).

10 Jp De Div. Nom. 5; PG 4, 313C.

" Ibid.; PG 4, 313CD.

2 [bid.; PG 4, 316A.

¥ Ambigua; PG 91, 1164BC.

Y Ibid.; PG 91, 1377D-1380A. (Cf. Centuries on Knowledge 1, 70; PG 9o, 1109A: *“The
whole universe, defined by the limits of its own intelligible principles [Aoyol], is called place
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[his conception of Maximus, which stresses the finttude of time
and thus also the possibility of being removed from it, corresponds to
[an aspect of | the spirit of late antiquity, from which the hesychastic
prayer of the monks was to develop and which sought above all else,
like Augustine, peace for the ‘“‘restless heart” in eternal life. The heroic
sense of sharing in a divine adventure, which dominates Gregory of
Nyssa's conception of eternity, has given way to a liturgical attitude of
silent, recollected adoration. Even so, the underlying feeling of Max-
imus’ thought, despite its appearances, remains closer to Gregory than
to Augustine. For the quieting of the heart’s urgent quest does not at
all have the character of self-abandonment, in Maximus, but contains
in itself the full truth and positive implications of motion. Peace is not
simply confirmation but at the same time a transcendence of motion
(bméo maoav wivnow).® The concepts of rest and motion, which are
in themselves—that is, outside of God—opposed to each other, are,
like all created antinomies, united, because surpassed, in God. *‘God is
not moved in any way; he is also, however, in no way motionless, for
such a characteristic belongs only to essentially limited things, which
have a beginning of their being.”’'® Gregory of Nyssa had anticipated
this synthesis of rest and motion, precisely in his paradox of an eter-
nally fulfilled—yet, in its fulfillment, eternally expanding—Ilonging
[for God]; ““for this is the highest paradox of all,”” he writes, ““how
motion and rest can be the same thing.”’"” He had given this paradox
expression in a kind of parable, simultaneously describing the soul as
an arrow shooting across the vast spaces of eternity and as resting qui-
etly in the hands of the divine bowman.™® In Maximus’ thought, the
bowshot of yearning is tamed into a metaphor of perfectly measured
beauty, which brings both motion and rest together in their perfection:
the archetypally Greek image of the ‘‘sacred dance”.*®

» <

[Téxog] and time [aidVv]”: ndg 6 ®OOUOG IdLOLg TEELOYLLOPEVOG MOYOIE XUl TOTOG AyeTan »ul
alev).

15 Ambigua; PG 91, 1221A.

16 Ibid.

Y7 Life of Moses; GNO 7/1, 118, 3f; PG 44, 405C.

18 Homilies on the Song of Songs 4; GNO 7, 127, 7-129, 19; PG 44, 852B=853A.

Y Ambigua; PG 91, 1202C; Centuries on Knowledge 2, 78; PG 91, 1161C.
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h. Extension

To grasp the meaning of this transcendence of self-contained ternporal
finitude more deeply, we must turn for a second look at the “other-
ness” of the creature. By conceiving the prescribed pattern of the crea-
ture’s career as a circle, Maximus is brought to a deeper metaphysical
explanation of the identity of origin and goal in finite existence than
Gregory of Nyssa was able to give.

All created things have their motion in a passive way, since it is not a
motion or a dynamic that comes from the creature’s own being. If, then,
intellects are also created, they, too, will necessarily be set in motion,
because they are naturally led away from their source, simply by existing
(8 to elvon), and towards a goal, by the activity of their wills, for the
sake of an existence fulfilled by value, of well-being (51 ©0 €0 eivay). For
the goal of movement in what is moved is, generally speaking, eternal
well-being (&el &b eivar), just as its origin is being in general, which is
God. He is the giver of being and the bestower of the grace of well-being,
because he is origin and goal. Only motion in general comes from him,
insofar as he is its origin; motion of a particular kind is directed toward
him, insofar as he is its goal. And if an intellectual being will only move
in an intellectual way, as befits its nature, it will necessarily become a
knowing intellect; but if it knows, it will necessarily also love what it
knows; and if it loves, it must expand itself in longing and live in longing
expansion and so intensify and greatly accelerate its motion. . . . Nor
will it rest until it comes, in its fullness, to enter into the fullness of what
it loves, and is fully embraced by it, and accepts, in the utter freedom of
its own choice, a state of saving possession, so that it belongs completely
to what possesses it completely.?®

Here a new triad of concepts appears, which will afterward become
a main theme in Maximus’ thought and which corresponds exactly
to his first triad of origin, motion, and goal: being, well-being, and
eternal being. The “being’” that serves as origin 1s, first of all, pure
“becoming” (yéveol) and, as such, is the same as pure motion (Ghidg
uwveioBa) and directionality (¢péoecban). To become “‘being”, like the
source it has left behind—namely, God—this “‘pure becoming’™ must
be transformed into some qualitative kind of motion (®g xuveloOow)
and must fill the emptiness of its own existence with the full content

LR

of being (whose “‘transcendental characteristics”’, as true, good, and

20 Ambigua; PG 91, 1073BD.
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beautiful, Maximus summarizes with the adverb “well [e0]”, meaning
all that is valuable); it must realize itself through the voluntary (s
yvauny) affirmation of its own natural (zata ¢puow) direction and so
return, by conscious intention, to that long-abandoned source, which
has always contained in itself the identity of being and fulfillment and
which is for that reason absolute, eternal being.

This is also the ontological reason that the motion of the creature,
although cyclical and finite, still is not shut up within itself in a sense
of self-sufficiency: “‘No created thing is its own goal, because it is not
its own origin. . . . For every self-sufficient thing is, in some sense,
without origin.”’?! “No creature can cease its own motion until it has
reached the first and only cause, which gives to all existent things their
being.”’*

“There are, then, three utterly general modalities of existence . . . :
being, being good, and being eternal, . . . of which the first and the
third depend simply on God, who causes them; but the second is also
conditioned by our free determination and our motion and gives the
two on either side of it, for the first time, their own full meaning”’,
because being only reaches its full potentiality in self-realization, and
eternal being is the expression of this fulfillment.? So the determina-
tion of our own ‘‘proper being” (xuvpiwg eivar), which is realized in
the intellectual assent and personal “‘ownership” of our natural consti-
tution, depends on this middle term (uéoov), transitory though it is.

Therefore this model of the “‘transcendental” realization of being*
can also take two other forms. First, it can be expressed psychologically:
here the first stage is that of potentiality, the simple “equipment” of na-
ture (dUvaug); the second, the state of activation (évégyewa); the third,
that of relaxation and rest (doyia).?® But this psychological pattern, in
turn, points to another ontological and theological one, in which the
first stage is that of pure essence or nature (ovoic), the second the in-
tellectual and free realization of this nature as “relationship” (oyéoLg)
or “intentionality”’, while the third stage breaks out of the boundaries
of self-contained nature and is labeled “‘grace” (ycoig).?® For the be-

21 Ibid.; PG 91, 1072BC.

22 Ibid.; PG 91, 1072C.

2 Thid.; PG 91, 1116B.

#* Maximus returns to this idea repeatedly: see Ambigua; PG o1, 1320AB; 1348D; 1392AD.
25 Ibid.; PG o1, 1392A.

2 Ibid.; PG 91, 1237A.
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mg that has been projected into existence cannot achieve for itself the
condition of rest and full realization; it can only assimilate to itself the
ontological direction of its own being, like someone rowing a boat
downstream, and ““‘increase the intensity of its movement’ (Emreiverv
rd 0dodeov Tijg wwijoeng) in an intellectual way.*’

Being in itself, then, which receives from nature only the ability to actu-
alize its own potential, cannot at all come to full actualization without
free self-determination; on the other hand, if one only possesses this nat-
ural potential, in fact, as the will to be good, one cannot possess it in its
fullness unless nature supports it. The mode of eternal being, however,
which certainly includes the first two, potential as well as actualization,
is in no sense immanent in beings as a natural power and certainly does
not follow with nccessity from the free resolution of the will (for how
could eternity, without beginning and without end, dwell within things
that naturally have an origin and that move toward an end?). Eternal
being is itself a limit,?8

The creature is not asked to “‘redeem’ itself but simply to ‘“‘con-
tinue to make earnest efforts”, to adapt itself willingly to the move-
ment whose origin is before the creature’s own being and whose goal
is beyond it. Since, as a being passively in motion, it does not belong
to itself, it need not trouble itself about its own perfectibility.

What advantage—as the saints may have said, in their own private re-
flections—what advantage would a being have, which is not responsible
for its own existence, in choosing itself as the goal of its movement,
or in choosing anything as goal but God; for ncither through itself nor
through any other thing that is not God can it gain the slightest advantage
for its own being??

In acting thus, it would only raise a barrier to the meaning and flow

of its existence, would remain behind itself and not make the slightest

gains toward its own self-realization.

“Everything,” Maximus says, “‘absolutely everything is in motion,
... pure intellects just as much as rational souls that are moved by
knowledge and insight, because they are not knowledge-in-itself or
insight-in-itself’”?® “Intellects move in an intellectual way, material

27 Ibid.; PG 91, 1073C.

28 Tbid.; PG o1, 1392B; cf. Centuries on Love 3, 27-29: PG 9o, 1025AC.
29 Ibid.; PG 91, 1116C.

30 Ibid.; PG o1, 1177AB.
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things materially . . ., either in a straight line or in a circle or in a
spiral.””?!

c. Realization and Grace

Does not this intoxication with development, however, ultimately dis-
solve all being in becoming? There are two elements that distinguish
Maximus’ approach from a philosophy of pure becoming. First, his
thinking is dominated by an undiminished optimism with respect to the
reasonableness of nature’s motion, to its directedness and consequently to
its correctness; this is a trust in the essential goodness of nature, which
works toward reducing the difference between ontological (transcen-
dental) and moral goodness—an approach that moves Maximus close
to Aristotle and Thomas. Secondly, he sees natural movement itself,
which takes its origin in transcendental reality, as being directed for-
ward beyond itself. This raises the problem of the supernatural, as in-
trinsically connected with the problem of motion, which it supports
and envelops. We must now consider these two aspects of motion in
more detail.

If finite being is defined by its motion, this motion must be some-
thing natural, a part of nature (¢piow). In fact, Maximus writes, “‘the
definition of every nature Is given with the concept of its essential ac-
tivity (évéoveia).”?* The essence of a thing

is only truly indicated through the potential for activity that is consti-
tutive of its nature (ovotutxy dvvauig); one can correctly also call this
“natural activity (¢puowt) évégverr).” Through it the thing is primarily
and most perfectly characterized, because it is a motion constitutive of
species (eldomolog xivnowg) and because it includes, as its most general
characteristic, every other peculiar quality that attaches to it; besides it,
there is only nothingness, . . . which has neither existence nor motion.>?

In this perspective, a nature is nothing else than organized motion, as
was already apparent in the parallelism of the two models, *“‘coming-
to-be, motion, rest’” and “‘nature, potentiality, actuality”’. Nature is a
capacity, a plan (Aéyog), a field and a system of motion. One can guess
how important this proposition will be for Christology: a nature with-

1 Ibid.; 1072AB. On the movements of bodies, cf. John of Scythopolis, In De Div. Nom.
8; PG 4, 381BC.

32 Ambigua; PG 91, 1057B.

33 Ibid.; PG 91, 1078A.
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out activity mevitably appears as a contradiction in itself, just as it is
“impaossible for there to be within the same essence and nature two
kinds of existence or natural activity’” .

Smcee this natural motion, however, is directed toward a goal, and
since that goal cannot be anything else than God, its origin, the under-
lying orientation of nature must have goodness written into its being;
intelligence can only have the task of translating this naturally ingrained
goodness into a goodness that is consciously acquired. The borderline
berween natural and moral goodness thus becomes somewhat fluid.
The natural motion of an intellectual being is, as we shall see, itself in
some way intellectual, while even the freest act can only be realized
within the retaining walls of natural motion. With this in mind, Max-
imus also comments on Pseudo-Dionysius’ notions about the “non-
being” of evil. Evil is neither a substance nor something that adds to
substance as it is;*® even the nature of the devils is and remains lumi-
nously good.? Yet “‘their natural activity’’ is still affected adversely by
their wickedness of mind and weakened by it.*” John of Scythopolis
went even farther in this direction and assumed—consistently with
this interpretation—some kind of weakening of their being itself.?®

One can understand, then, why Maximus always describes the pun-
ishment of sin as a consequence of evil that is inherent in the sin itself.

The law of nature disciplines those who use nature in an unnatural way.
In the same measure in which they attempt to live contrary to nature,
nature punishes those who try to abuse and corrupt it: they no longer
can summon up the whole power of their nature but have lost its original
freshness and so are chastened.®®

Maximus’ theory of original sin rests, as we shall see, completely on
this principle; correspondingly, his positive ethics are built up more on
the fundamental instincts of nature than on an analysis of the free act.
“Everything that rests, in one way or another, on a natural process and
cannot be entirely explained has a strong, irrefutable power as evidence
for the truth.”’*® The ideal, then, is the complete overlapping of nature

% Opuscula; PG o1, 201C.

35 In De Div. Nom. 4; PG 4, 206A.

36 Ibid.; PG 4, 293A; 288C.

37 Ibid.; PG 4, 289D.

38 Ibid.; PG 4, 289 A—C. (There seem to be errors in the transmission of this difficult text.)
% Ambigua; PG 91, 1164C.

4 Ibid.; PG 91, 1192CD.
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and freedom. Guilt is always something foreign to a nature that “calls
all good things its own™.*!

The second problem raised by Maximus’ theory of motion is that of
nature and the supernatural. How can a being come to perfection natu-
rally, by itself; if it is so thoroughly oriented beyond itself? And how
can a being be so radically “open” without losing the consciousness of
its own being in the process? In other words, does not the close par-
allel between the triads ‘‘nature/possibility/reality’” and “‘being/being
good/being eternal”, if we understand “eternal being’ as grace, cause
the difference between nature and grace to disappear entirely? It would
be anachronistic, obviously, to look in Maximus for the Tridentine or
Thomistic teaching on nature and the supernatural. His thought con-
cerns itself with the one, concrete order of the universe; he knows no
other nature than that which has been elevated supernaturally. Like all
the Greek Fathers, he has not even conceived the question of a possible
“purely natural end” [for human existence]. But such a hypothesis has
become questionable for us again today, so we would do well not to
approach a Greek theologian with questions that make us somewhat
uncomfortable ourselves. Rather, we will have to be content with find-
ing in Maximus’ works two propositions, both of which are indispens-
able, yet which neither he nor we can hope, systematically, to make
any the less incompatible by explanation: the teleological structure of
all being, and especially of conscious, finite intellectual being, and the
transcendence of the very goal that this whole teleology presupposes.
Even Thomas Aquinas never managed to pass beyond these two propo-
sitions in the direction of a single, coherent system.

First of all, it would be a good idea not to press the parallel between
[the pairs] potency/actuality and natural motion/fulfillment in grace
(“well being”, €0 eivan, and “‘eternal being”, del eivan), or to look at
them through scholastic eyes. The parallelism of the triads we have
discovered in Maximus comes always from his urge to order and sys-
tematize ideas, which can attempt the most daring and elaborate com-
binations on the spur of the moment but which never ties itself down
exclusively to a single scheme. A more important question is how he
describes the transition from the realm of natural motion to that of the
fulfillment and rest that are the work of grace.

This transition is essentially a passive process. Because the point of

4" In De Lcd, Hier. 3; PG 4, 141D.

BHING AND MOVEMENT 1449

origin for bemng was a transcendent one, not lying within nature itself,
and because this point of origin is identical with its goal, we cannot
reach up to this height on our own power. “We experience diviniza-
tion passively—we do not achieve it ourselves, because it lies beyond
nature. For we have, within our nature, no power capable of receiv-
mg (dextiv dOVvoyuy) divinization.”’** Man is assimilated into God
through pathos (n@0og), a passivity; the process is an activity only in
the one who assimilates.® It encounters

no faculty, of any sort, for being assimilated, because then it would
no longer be grace but the revelation (pavépwog) of an activity latent
within the potentiality of nature. Further, divinization would then no
longer be a paradox (magddoov), if it occurred as the result of a natural
capacity for being assimilated. Divinization would be an achievement
of nature, not a gift of God; a person so divinized would be God by
nature and would have to be called so in the proper sense. . . . And how
divinization then could elevate such a person ecstatically out of himself,
I fail to see, if it lay within the bounds of his nature.*

But this “abandonment of self”’ is always, for Maximus, the sure sign
that the goal of motion has been reached.

Nature, then, is incapable of conceiving what lies above nature. As a
consequence, no creature can achieve divinization for itself naturally,
simply because it cannot grasp God. It belongs wholly to God’s grace to
distribute divinization by grace, according to the measure of each being,
to enlighten nature with supernatural light and to lift it above its own
limitations by the superabundance of glory.*

Thus even in the most intimate degree of union, “‘the ideas of na-
ture and grace’ remain ‘‘ever unmingled with each other (odduaudg
aMmhorg ovpduoétav). . . . Grace never does away with the passivity
of nature.”’*

The first expression of this “‘passivity”, appropriate to the present
world, is death and decay; the second, however, is not the dissolution
of the person in God but the resurrection of the flesh, through which

*2 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 22; CCG 7, 145, 28—31; PG 90, 324A.
3 Ambigua: PG 91, 1237D.

4 Ibid.; PG 91, 1237AB.

4 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 22; CCG 7., 141, 91—98; PG 90, 321A.
% Ibid. 37; CCG 7, 249, 35—48; PG 90, 384C—385A.
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the enduring difference between God and the creature is sealed. Lt is
necessary, too, that

the world of appearances die, just as man must, in order to rise again—
transformed from old age to youth-—in that resurrection which we hope
will soon follow death. Then we men, too, as parts with the whole, as
each a small world within a great one, will rise with it and receive the
power of a never-ending incorruptibility; the body will be conformed
to the soul, and material things to intellectual things, while God’s power
radiates over all things its visible and active presence, offering each crea-
ture in an individually appropriate way, yet to all through a share in
itself, the unbreakable bond of unity for endless ages.*’

Until that point, however, the creature is unable to make contact
with its own root, “‘that deep and all-supplying root that sustains and
bears it”,*® “for created things cannot touch the uncreated, the finite
cannot touch the infinite.”’* The creature is therefore unaware of its
own limits, the place where it runs into God. God alone “‘is the mea-
sure of things and knows the beginning and the limits of all things,
because he alone is their creator’.®® The creature’s movement toward
its ““idea”, which is also its “‘truth’, can therefore never be a direct
approach, just as the movement of number from the level of distinct
individuals to that of synthesis was not a direct approach to transcen-
dental unity. The way of the creature, after all, leads—simultaneously
with its growth in “perfection”—to its ever-greater recognition of it-
self as nothing before God, as pure passivity before free and inexplica-
ble grace; and this knowledge itselfis also a grace. But even if this seems
to “‘shut the creature up’” in itself, that shutting is also an opening, pre-
cisely because it is the work of grace. “‘For the power of God always
opens everything, in its power to do all things.””5! In this opening, the
creature understands that it cannot understand itself®® and that it is
incapable not only of conceiving God’s essence but even of conceiving
his existence.® So passivity and imperfection remain until the end:

47 Mystagogia, chap. 7; PG 91, 685BC.

*# Ambigna; PG 91, 1188C.

4 Tbid.; PG 91, 1168B.

50 In De Div. Nom. 4; PG 4, 245D.

51 Tbid. 8; PG 4, 356C. (The attribution of the text here is uncertain).
52 Quaestiones ad Thalassium $6; CCG 22, 11; PG 90, $84AB.
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For anyone who is arrogant cnough to think he has reached the fulness
of virtue would no longer seck the ultimate source from which beauty
flows; he would limit the force of his longing to himself and exclude
himself from reaching the final stage of salvation: God. But anyone who
remains conscious of his own natural powerlessness in the good will not
tire of running, with cyes fixed on the goal, toward him who can supply
his imperfection with abundance.>*

In this radical openness to the transcendent, the world is thus indeed
the “‘closed house” that Aristotle and Gregory of Nyssa had conceived
it to be, a whole “that needs no addition and no subtraction, in order
to become better.”’%® And if Christ,

as befits God, 1s to bring all things together and sum them up in his
person, he will prove that all creation is a unity that comes together
through the cooperation of its parts and draws inward on itself through
the totality of its being—governed by a single, simple, in itself definite,
and unchangeable idea: that it comes from nothing. In this concept, all
of creation can be understood as a single, identical, and undifferentiated
idea: namely, that it has nonbeing as the basis of its being.>®

After what we have said, one will rightly understand what Maximus
means when he says that God ‘“‘has placed in all intellectual beings,
as their hidden but primary power, the potentiality of knowing him;
ever a generous Lord, he has planted in us lowly men, as part of our
nature, the longing and desire for him™ as well as the urge to seek
tor him through and beyond all creatures.”” Whether one understands
this longing as a kind of dowry of grace, or more in the direction of
the Thomist ‘‘natural desire for the vision of God (desiderium naturale
visionis)”, it does not contradict what we have said above, for in no way
can it reach its goal by any natural power. It does provide a bridge,
however, over the apparently sharp division between nature and the
supernatural, in that it conceives our fulfillment in grace as the goal of
all the striving of our nature as it really is.
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d. Between East and West

There are clearly two concerns that move Maximus, the theologian
of final goals, to insist on making this jump: his Pseudo-Dionysian,
anti-Alexandrian emphasis on “‘passivity before God” (Betor muOeiv),
rooted in his consciousness of the absolute transcendence of the divine
essence, and his resistance to the pagan Neoplatonism of Ammonius
Hermeiou, which had previously been attacked by [ John] Philoponus
and Zachary [of Mytilene] but which still had its followers and which
taught that the essences of things are co-eternal with God, since they
arc in fact divine ideas. In contrast, the Christian must hold that all
created being, whether substance or accident, comes from nothing and
therefore stands far below God’s being in dignity; it therefore needs a
free act of God’s grace in order to be elevated into the sphere of his
dignity and to share in his eternal life.®

This raises no real difficulties. At the most, one should ask whether
the immanent goal-directedness of the creature, in this system, is suffi-
ciently respected—whether, in other words, the goal of nature remains
preserved also in the order of its supernatural end, if it is “absorbed”’
(aufgehoben) in the sense of being assimilated, as well as in the sense of
being replaced. Up to now, we have had no reason to doubt this; it is
only in our treatment of Maximus’ theology of original sin that certain
shadows will begin to appear in his system.

It is precisely at this borderline between the two meanings of
“absorption” (Aufhebung) that Maximus’ thinking takes on historical
importance. To undervalue natural goals by absorbing them into an ul-
timate supernatural one is to develop the idea of the world’s movement
toward perfection, necessarily, into that of the total overshadowing and
domination of all finite reality by God. The world’s sabbath then be-
comes—Tfor instance, in the Centuries on Knowledge—the silencing and
the termination of all the purposeful activity of creatures and their ut-
ter replacement by the activity of God: God is all in all, through his
presence that radiates through all. That is an Eastern, Asiatic ideal. At
least, it is when it stands without further qualifications. But Maximus
does qualify it, in that the glorious appearance of the Absolute, despite
its gratuitousness, is in his eyes the positive goal of all created, natu-
ral, and intellectual activity and, so, the immanent fulfillment and “‘re-
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ward"” of such effort.® It is also clear that anyone who has emphasized
as strongly as Maximus the priority of creation from nothing can only
concetve of final divinization as a perfecting of what has been created
finite. But that is a predominantly Western style of thought; Maximus
stands at the point of balance between the two approaches, and it is
Christology that will decide the issue.

Let us give at least a hint of the outcome: the dimension of thought
that opens up here between nature (¢poig) and the concrete individual
(dndotuog) leads Greek thought, in a twofold yet inseparably unified
way, beyond itself. Beyond nature the reality of person appears, and
beyond essence the depth of existence comes into view. And as, in the
extension of this intuition, which first dawned in the process of reflec-
tion on Christ, man comes to be seen as a “‘composite’ of intellectual
nature and person, so the creature in general is seen as a composite
of essence and existence. In this way, person and existence are forced
to draw together, and from the same depths of being—which is more
than all intelligible essence—arises the invitation of a personal God
to his created child, an event that belongs to another realm altogether
than all the in-built natural orientations—however mystical—of intel-
lectual beings. Even if these dimensions are not reflexively perceived by
Maximus, they are, as we shall see, very much present and will reveal
themselves as the background to all his speculative efforts. As a thinker
between East and West, he has drawn from the mystery of Christ a
perspective for the whole Christian view of the universe.

In external terms, it is the East that dominates: the thinking of an
ascetic, of a monk who thinks only of God and who waits for the com-
ing of his Kingdom. Despite all the Aristotelian categories, there is no
room left for a theology of history, let alone of culture. Yet the seeds
have been sown: the goal God sets for the world is now not simply
dissolution in him alone but the fulfillment and preservation also of the
created realm, ““without confusion (Govyyttmg)”, in the Incarnation of
his Son.

Only when we see it in this breadth can we make sense of the first of
Maximus’ cosmological syntheses: the synthesis between being and mo-
tion, ultimately between eternal being and the finite being that moves
out from it and on toward it. This remains the basis for all the syntheses
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that follow—their goal, their condition, and the internal form that will
give shape to all the rest.

2. Generality and Particularity

a. Being in Motion

The synthesis we have just described is a genuinely transcendental one
—or, if one wants to distinguish between ontology and metaphysics,
a metaphysical one, which concerns the ultimate basis for created be-
ing as such. The syntheses that follow attempt rather to describe cre-
ated being from within; they are, in a more narrow sense, ontological
syntheses. Still, the two realms cannot be cleanly divided. An ““‘im-
manent” theory of being finds its final explanation and illumination
only in metaphysics, which sets created being against the background
of absolute Being. And metaphysics, on the other hand, by revealing
the underlying motion of the creature as such, provides the supporting
explanation for the whole theory of motion and relationship within
the created realm.

In fact, the ontology of created being is a study of motion. More
precisely, it is the study of the relationship between rest and motion,
whose balance is what defines the essence of finite being.

The Teacher (Gregory Nazianzen) says that visible things are set in mo-
tion without disturbance, in a way that corresponds to the idea of their
development. They are motionless in their nature, their capabilities, and
their effects; in their place in the general order of things, in their stability
of being, they never leave their peculiar natural place, never turning into
other things or confusing themselves. On the other hand, with respect
to increase and diminution they are in motion, by growing in quantity
and quality and especially by succeeding one another, in that those that
come earlier make way for those that come later. To put it briefly, all
beings are constant and utterly motionless with respect to their essential
concept, by which they have come to be and remain in being; but they
are moving and inconstant in their accidents and relationships, through
which the drama of this universe is formed and played out to its end.®

This balance is so mysterious that one must reckon it among the
great mysteries of the world.

% Ibid.; PG 91, 1217AB.
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What human being knows the essential laws of things, through which
they come to be and are distinct from. each other? Who knows how
their natural motion, which never allows them to be transformed into

cach other, is related to the immovable principle of their continuity? For
they come to move precisely by remaining what they are and have their
motion, paradoxically, through their continuity. What can the force be
that brings such opposed things together, for the continued existence of
a single world?®!

Motion and rest, then, are not external to one another but interpene-
trate and presuppose each other. This became clear in our last chapter,
in that the motion of the single being also comprised the basis of its
indispensable peculiarity, its nature. Let us remain with this thought for
a moment longer. The “motion” of a being is its way of establishing
itself as a particular, existent thing; it is its self-delimitation, its way
of distinguishing itself from every other nature. Certainly, this motion
itself comes from elsewhere; it is not master of itself. Therefore the
limitation produced by creation’s motion away from the center is not
pure perfection. “‘For everything that comes to be is in motion pas-
sively, is not its own principle of movement.””*® Nevertheless, despite
the fact that its origin comes from elsewhere, this motion is an ex-
pression of the being’s self-possession; for that reason, its limitation
is also not pure imperfection. This positive side of finite being is ex-
pressed in a very remarkable sentence: ‘“Whatever has no end (téhog)
to its natural activity is also not complete, not perfect (téherov).”’® To
wish to eliminate this finitude, under the pretext of attaining a more
intimate ontological identification with the Infinite, would mean de-
stroying the deepest meaning of the creature’s being. Its perfection is
reached, rather, precisely in that it preserves and emphasizes its own
limits.

The indwelling presence of the divine unity in finite being, which
brings it to its perfection, can only be conceived in the paradox that this
unity perfects both the individuality and mutual differences of creatures
and their mutual similarity within the whole universe. ‘‘Paradoxically,
it reveals itself by creating distinctions (ddogiotinds), according to the
ineffable way in which it makes things one.””** It brings about both
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“mixture (oUyrowog) and separation (duweoiong)”’, so that “no being has
the unique idea of its nature simply overruled.””®® So we are again con-
fronted with the mysterious dialectics of unity:

If all godly activity reveals God, whole and undivided, as present in a
particular way in every existing creature, however constructed, who of
us could possibly imagine and express how the whole God exists in all
things, indivisible and beyond our sharing, universally but also particu-
larly in every individual? He is neither divided into many, along with the
endless variety of different beings in which he dwells as Being itself, nor
is he drawn into individuality by the distinct existence of the particular
thing, nor does he draw together the essential differences of things into
the unitary totality of the All; but he is truly all in all things, without
ever abandoning his unapproachable simplicity.

Only when one has really understood and accepted this paradox can one
fully understand also the mysterious character of providence, which
does not stop at simply steering things *‘in general”, but precisely pur-
sues the individual, that which is distinguished from everything else, and
dwells in the whole confusing particularity of the world.®” This sheds
decisive light, too, on the structure of the individual being, in which
both the generic (“nature”) and the particular (the “‘individual’”) to-
gether give form to the underlying unity of being yet at the same time
leave it unformed. So Maximus repeatedly labels the category of dif-
ference as “‘constitutive and definitive (ovotatix ol ddogiotixn)’’*® as
something that is at once irreducibly both negative and positive.

The polarity of the singular and the universal is thus the structure
of finite being, because it is the only possible way [for creatures] to
imitate the simplicity of God without being simply God.

The whole structure of existent things, which are not God, is polar
(dvég). So all material being is constructed in a polar way, in that it con-
sists in matter and form (eidog), and so too all intellectual being, which
is composed of a general essence (ovoia) and an additional essential el-
ement that forms it specifically. For no created thing is, in the proper
sense, simple; for it is not “just this” or “‘just that”’, but possesses at the
same time, in a single subject (Omoxeluevoy), both an essence (ovoie) and

85 Ibid.; PG 91, 1180A.

% Ibid.; PG 91, 1257AB; cf. PG o1, 1280AC; 1077C.

87 Ibid.; PG 91, 1193AB.

8 Ibid.; PG 91, 1400C; Opuscula; PG 91, 249C; Ambigua; PG o1, 1133CD.

GENERALITY AND PARTICULARITY 157

a specitying, limiting difterence that gives it concrete existence, forming
it as a self and clearly distinguishing it from every other thing.*®

Translated into the intellectual realm and into the activity of thought,
this has immediate implications:

Just as all thought has its designated place within an essence (ovolay, as
a quality of that essence, so it has its motion as directed toward such
a qualified essence. For a completely absolute and simple thing cannot
possess such a thing as thought, because thought is not absolute and
simple. God, who is absolutely simple in both respects—he is both an
essence without an underlying subject (hypokeimenon) to possess it, and
thought without any object (hypokeimenon) to focus it—does not belong
in the realm of either thinker or thought; he exists beyond both essence
and thinking.”®

Created being, then, is essentially a dynamic relationship between the
unity of individuality and the unity of generality; created thinking is
the expression of this same relationship on the intellectual level, as a
dynamic exchange between the generic concept and the knowledge of
an individual thing. Being, then, is “‘movement between’’; only in this
sense is it a something at rest.

b. Essence in Motion

What we have considered up to now in particular, existent individ-
uals reappears in a similar form when we turn our attention to the
“essence” of the created realm as such. This also is subject to motion
—although not in the sense that a nature could ever, by that motion,
leave its own specified limits. “‘For no nature has ever existed in the
realm of the real, nor does it nor will it exist, which does not from
the very beginning correspond to the concept of its own essence; it
can never become, now or later, what it has not been all along.”” The
metaphysical reason for this fact has already appeared, in connection
with the world of ideas:

Things whose ideas have received from God, along with their being,
their completeness (téhelov) do not permit of any increase or decrease
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in their being; they have become what they are in accordance with their
own particular idea, and they represent that idea essentially.”

At the heart of this developed being, however, lies also the necessity
of motion.

The essence (oboia) of all things, in its simple sense”™—not just the
essence of things subject to (real) coming-to-be and passing-away, and
which are moved in that process, but also the general essence of all things
—has always been m motion and moves in the manner of expansion (dia-
stolé) and contraction (systolé). For it moves from the most general genus,
through less general genera, to the species, through which and in which
it finds itself divided, and it presses on down to the most specific kinds of
being, where its expansion comes against a limit, which circumscribes its
being on the “downward” side; then once again, it moves from the most
specitic kinds of being through more and more general categories, until
it is included in the most generic genus of all, and there its contraction
meets its end, limiting its being on the “upward” side. Circumscribed
thus from two directions, from above and from below, it shows that it
is endowed with both a beginning and an end and can give no evidence
at all of the idea of infinity. This same pattern is true for the (category
of) quantity: not only the quantity of things that come to be and pass
away, which are moved in every conceivable way with respect to growth
and decline, but also totalities—Dbeings on the level of general classes—
are moved in the direction of relaxation or tension. They are specified
through particular differences in a kind of “expansion’ (diastolé) and so
are limited and cannot simply extend themselves to infinity; and they
also “‘contract’” by ascending in the opposite direction and let go of their
individual species, although not of their generic class. This is also true
of quality: not just the quality of things that come to be and pass away,
which move by change, but also the qualities of whole classes, of uni-
versals, are moved by the changing, scattering effect of their own spe-
cific differences and undergo both expansion (diastole) and contraction
(systolé). No intelligent person would say, however, that something that
can be scattered and gathered again—either in concept or in reality—is
simply without motion.”
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c. A Balance of Contrary Motions

To answer the question of the ontological meaning of this essential
motion, we must examine more closely the relationship between be-
ing in general (katholou) and individual being (kathekaston). We must
understand these categories, however, from the start as ontological and
not simply logical classes. This means that the general corresponds to
a real ontological condition; it is not at all simply an “abstraction” of
thought, drawn from the simple similarity of individual things. The
first thing to notice is the strict opposition of the two poles, which
both complement and presuppose each other.

Universals are destroyed by transformation (&hhoiwolic: literally, “becom-
ing different”’, “self-alienation’’) into individuals, while individuals are
destroyed by dissolution (Gvdivoig: an elevating dismemberment [into
universals]). The development of the one means the destruction of the
other. For the reciprocal engagement of universals, from which individ-
uals come into being, means for the former a transformation that signals
the end; on the other hand, the dissolution of the connecting links that
created the singular being, a dissolution that begins a process of decline
toward the universal, also brings about the endurance (diapovn) and new
growth (yéveolwg) of universal reality.”

There is, then, a strict reciprocity between both kinds of motion. Uni-
versal being, for Maximus, is in no sense simply the (higher-ranked)
ground of particular being, as it would be for Neoplatonic thinking, but
it is equally its effect, its result. Its changeless stability (duapovr) is not
self-sufficiency but is also something supported from below, something
always newly brought into being (yéveoig) from particularity. This de-
veloping stability, however—as Maximus expressly says—is not some-
thing that happens in the order of temporal reality but occurs on the
level of ideas. The dissolution of totality into existence as parts pre-
supposes the previous dissolution of partial existence into totality, and
vice versa.

For none of the universal, all-embracing, generic beings is itself divided
along with the singular, the subordinate, the particular. If something could
not any longer gather together what is naturally scattered, it would no
longer have the qualities of a genus but would be scattered itself and
would leave behind its original monadic unity. Rather, every genus, ac-
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cording to its own intelligible reality, dwells totally and univocally in the
whole mass of what is understood under it and is recognized in every
particular thing generically, as a single whole. Likewise the species reveal
their identity in relation to each other when they let go of their range
of differences.”

Universals, in other words, presuppose the “expansion” (diastolé)
of particulars, which in turn makes possible their own ‘“‘contraction”,
(systolé), “‘through which they first attain stability and concreteness
(bmootaolg)”.”® They do not only presuppose this expansion but are
equally the source from which particulars continually issue forth. The
independence of universals has the same status and character as that of
particulars; and if, in their “‘scattered” state, they still appear complete
and undiminished in each particular thing, the particular—when dis-
solved into universals—must likewise remain complete and undimin-
ished in them:

Neither of the two harms the other by being its opposite, (neither) the
tendency of parts to move toward the whole, (nor) the total identification
of the universal with its parts, (nor even) the unconfused distinction of
the parts from cach other through the differentiating characteristic that
makes each what it is, corresponding to the unconfused union [of the
parts] through their simple identity in the wholes.””

This identity uses the whole difference of the parts, in fact, as the basis
for producing unity—a ‘‘concrete” unity: “In the idea of a common
essence (ovola, Latin: ens commune)” are included “‘the particular qual-
ities (idunuata) of the particular essence (tijc xa®” Exaoctov odoiag)”™.”®
This notion of the whole as a summation of particulars taken in their
own right along with the notion of it as the dissolution of particulars
are two different aspects of what is still a single and unitary system.

We speak of “wholes” (nGvta) if the species and parts and differences
exist in a scattered way; on the other hand, we speak of “totalities” (6ha)
if the parts are so brought together that they form together one reality or
if the species form a genus or if the points of contradiction—the poles
of opposition—come to rest in harmony and mutual sympathy.”
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While the universal thus becomes a concrefe universal (that 1s, itself
an “individual’”) through the nourishing effect of the inclusion of in-
dividuals within it, the individual becomes, at the same time, a univer-
salized individual through the presence of the universal in it.

In his providence, ... God brings about an increasing similarity be-
tween the individual and the universal, until finally he identifies the self-
expressive drive of the person with the general Jaw of intellectual being
as such, by means of the instinctive drive of cach individual to realize
his goodness; he brings these individual drives into harmony and unity
of motion both with each other and with the all, because their personal
efforts are no longer focused on particular interests that separate them
from the whole but are now found as the realization of a single idea in
all of them.®°

This idea of the balance and reciprocity of universal and particular is
perhaps the most important in the whole of Maximus’ thought. Here
the old Greek suspicion of particularity, the exaggerated preference
for the universal, is finally overcome. Even if Pseudo-Dionysius was
an important source for this intuition—Dbecause he elevated God to an
equally infinite distance (xatd to loov), as Maximus clearly puts it,®!
above all created categories, the universal as well as the individual—still
his Neoplatonic tendency to conceive the universal as the independent
source of the particular could only be neutralized, in the end, by an
original philosophical contribution of Maximus’ own. Here the fruit-
ful effect of Chalcedon, and its emphasis on “unconfused (Govyyitwe)
union’’, is so real one can touch it with one’s hands!

Maximus also found a predecessor for his philosophy of the concrete
universal, as we have already suggested, in Gregory of Nyssa. Gregory,
however, developed the idea simply in connection with mankind as
a whole; in the process, as we have demonstrated elsewhere,® he re-
garded the individual, in an ultimately Stoic fashion, as both the cause
and the effect of a concrete, global “human nature”. Maximus, as a
monk, seems to have emphasized this social side of the theory a lit-
tle less strongly than the bishop of Nyssa, although it is certainly also
present in his thought. His Mystagogia, for example, is almost entirely
constructed on the parallel polarity of particular versus universal and
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individual versus Church; his letters constantly emphasize the duty to
“‘universalize’” one’s personal eftorts as a means of realizing the unity of
human beings in their identical common nature, as something willed
by God. In any case, Maximus deserves credit for giving the doctrine
of universals a general philosophical application and grounding, far be-
yond what Gregory had achieved.

What is still more striking, however, is the immediate similarity of
this dynamic style of thought to German idealism, and especially to
Hegel, whose underlying intuition was precisely the constantly shift-
ing interrelationship of universal and particular being. Maximus, the
philosopher of synthesis, is perhaps the only Christian philosopher who
seriously recognized the necessity of introducing motion into an on-
tology of (ideal) Being. For he was no more interested than Hegel
in the motion of purely theoretical, abstract concepts; both of them
were concerned with profoundly ontic, “real” processes, which could
take their place with full and equal rights alongside the movements
of historical, factual development. With both of them, ontology was
opened to a completely new dimension of development: a dimension
in which, in untroubled companionship, both motion and peace, both
“drunken bacchic revelry” and “‘transparent clarity and rest’”’®*—the
one as movement toward individual, nonidentical being, the other as
its “immediate dissolution” in unity—blend into each other. Hegel
applies his conception, just as Gregory and Maximus had done, to the
philosophy of community:

Reason is present as fluid, universal substance, as the unchangeable and
simple concreteness of things; it splits into as many perfect and inde-
pendent beings as starlight is scattered in countless points that glow
by themselves—beings which, in their absolute independence of being
[Fiirsichsein], are not only resolved into simple independent substances
in themselves but also for themselves. They are conscious of being such

single, independent beings only insofar as they sacrifice their singularity
and allow this universal substance to be their soul and essence—just as
the universal, on the other hand, is their activity as individuals or is the
achievement they produce.®

The basic insight of Maximus could not be expressed more clearly than
in this statement of Hegel. It will appear even more striking when we

8 Hegel, Phinomenologic des Geistes, ed. G. Lasson, 2d ed. (Leipzig, 1920), 31.
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come to consider his universalization of the individual through the as-
similation of the intelligible meaning of creatures in “natural contem-
plation’” (Deweic puowai) and through love.

In addition, Maximus also provides the weapons with which Chris-
tian philosophy must fight against the final conclusions of Hegel’s
thought. In his theory of ideas in motion, Maximus has only one pur-
pose: to prove their contingence. For it is not simply “‘existence” that
is contingent, created in finite being; the ideas, too, because of their
dependence [on God], carry the stamp of createdness on their fore-

heads.

Universal substance cannot be infinite, even though there are many uni-
versals. For because there are many universals, it possesses numerical
quantity as a limit within itself; and this quantity circumscribes both
the law of its being and of its essence, since universal substance is not
absolute (that is, without relationships). It is equally obvious that no par-
ticular being can possess unlimited existence, because individual things
limit each other reciprocally through the laws of number and nature. If,
then, nothing that exists is without limitations, clearly everything, in a
way corresponding to its nature, is specifically located in time and in

placc85

The addition of cosmic totalities, too, can never generate something
absolute, because temporality and limitation belong to them intrinsi-
cally and because they “limit each other reciprocally”.® Even if one
were to suppose that they did not simply add themselves to each other
as parallel (magamewéviy) quantitative wholes, but acted like syntheses
that embraced each other (Etéoav OneoPaivovoay &ovieg),* the high-
est universal would still remain constitutionally dependent on all the
particulars that were counted under it.

For if the universals are constituted by the particulars, it is utterly im-
possible that they could preserve the intelligible form of their existence
and continuity in themselves if the singular were to disappear. . . . For
the parts have their existence in the wholes, and the wholes exist in and
are constituted by the parts.®
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The world, then, is a closed unity formed by inner dependencies, and
precisely in this self-contained character it is not absolute. *“For the all
of all things is not above the all, . . . but it possesses limitation within
itself”’; therefore it has its meaning and goal, not in its own generality,
“but its goal is outside of itself.””®

Being manifold, having a variety of interwoven meanings: these are
for Maximus—in opposition to Plotinus and Proclus, as also to the
pantheistic side of Origenism—signs of being a creature. The finite
ts located, along with essence and existence as a whole, on one side
of the great chasm (ydopa) that separates God from the world. And
“if creatures can be numbered, they are also essentially diverse; for
it is impossible that what is many should not also be diverse.”’?® The
Origenist idea of an absolute henad of intellects in the original state
of creation contradicts at the deepest level-——as Thomas Aquinas will
also say—the whole structure of created being.

But the two kinds of motion—that between the universal idea and
the underlying subject, which establishes the concrete individual, and
that in the realm of universal meanings itself between created being in
general (as the highest class of universal being) and the most restricted
of species (eldog dropov)—are not unrelated to each other. The con-
tingence of the ideas and that of concrete, individually existing things
are only the twofold expression of a single contingence: that of created
being. We have already pointed out that the ideal totality of created
meanings in God is just as much conditioned by its real totality as it is
the basis and presupposition for it. As we saw in his refutation of Ori-
genism, Maximus sees no such thing as ‘“‘simple being” (eivaw Gh)
in the world, but only being that is already marked by qualities (nég
etvan) and that is therefore limited being. That is why God stands above
being itself.*!

But even the ideas have a “‘qualified” being, in this sense. The tran-
sition from nothingness to being, and thus also motion and limitation,
belong to the essence and to the idea of the creature; that idea is there-
fore in itself incomplete, deficient (¢xméc). Even if such a being is in
a state of completeness (téhewov), it cannot be absolutely self-limiting
(adroteréc).”* Maximus has no hesitation, then, in inferring the con-

8 Ibid.; PG 91, 1180C.
% Tbid.; PG g1, 1256D.
°t Ibid.; PG g1, 1180D.
22 1bid.; PG 91, 1181C.
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tingence of existence from the contingence of the essential being. For
both poles—existence and essence—formn, after all, a single, tension-
filled unity. The contingence of the one pole is immediately obvious
from that of the other.

If, as our opponents assert, being (ovoie) were something more excellent
than the specific form (eldoc), and if the existent thing, as they want
us to believe, were able to produce or simply to possess being of itself,
why is being then not even able to produce, or simply to possess, the
less excellent of the two—namely, the specific form?*?

Just as the existent subject has not produced its own existence as this
(universal) kind of being, but was thrust into it (péoecbar), so the uni-
versal essence has not produced its own existence in this subject—for
this lies beyond its own conceptual content. Both poles thus point be-
yond themselves, through their reciprocal openness to each other; the
whole finite, closed reality of created being itself cannot, because of
this openness, be closed in the sense of being self-sufficient. Therefore
the dynamism of being points once again beyond itself to God as the
transcendental end of creation. The real individualizing of the world
can only come from the unity that lies beyond the created order, which
surpasses all forms of created unity, both that of universality and that
of particularity.

3. Subject and Object

The unity of the universal and the particular was not a synthesis in
the strict sense. Even if the world was the product of the interpene-
tration of the two, in a constant motion of expansion (diastolé) and
contraction (systole), it was this more as a stafe of interpenetration than
as the product of two poles that actually produced it. The synthetic,
in the full sense of the word, comes into view only if we leave the
realm of the simple components of being and enter the living forces
that have the ability to engage in the creative construction of synthe-
ses. These forces correspond to the levels of independent being and to
its increasing intellectuality; the very interiority of the process makes
it possible for being to escape the abstract dialectic of the one and
the many. The existentially ““full” concept of universality rises above

9 Ibid.; PG o1, 1181CD.
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its abstract concept, insofar as it is the result of such an achieved syn
thesis.

‘What is the idea of a universal that actively brings about, through me-
diation, the mutual connection of poles that are divided by their own
finitude, so that it binds together the thinker and the thing thought about
through the mediation of (active) thinking—through a thinking that is
a unifying relationship of the separate poles and that labors to produce
both the fruit of the two—which is a thought—and at the same time
their integration?®*

There are four concepts here we must deal with: the thinking subject
(votg), the object thought about (vootuevov), the process of thinking
(vomoug), and the result of thinking or the thought (vonua). The last
of these is the natural conclusion (téhog) of the intellectual movement
(xlvnowg) of thought, which is itself an activation (évégyew) of the in-
tellectual capacity (dvvawg) of the soul.

The soul, which is an intellectual and rational being, thinks and ponders;
its state of potentiality is the mind (voUg); its activation is thinking; its
realization is the thought. This last is the goal and end of thinking, as well
as of the thinker and the thing thought about, for it includes the mutual
relationship of the poles. For as soon as the soul has come to insight, it
stops thinking its thought; the process of thinking is complete.®®

One should notice that thinking is here described as the “‘relation-
ship” between subject and object; this relationship, however, is not a
new, third thing alongside the poles but is simply the realization of
a reciprocal directedness, an affinity for one another, an ontological
relatedness that Maximus calls oyéoig and which is a fundamental ex-
pression of created existence. This “relatedness’” has its roots in the
spatial “‘distance” (dudotaoic)® and “‘extension’ (dudotnua)®? of created
being, bound together like poles in tension. Everything that can be in-
cluded within this realm of being “‘moves or is moved, produces or
1s produced, thinks or is thought, speaks or is spoken, teaches or is
taught”’*®—is, in other words, in relationship.?® Activity and passivity,

2 Ibid.; PG 91, 1228D.

% Tbid.; PG 91, 1220A.

96 Centuries on Knowledge 1, s; PG 90, 1085A; cf. 1. 7; PG 90, 1085B.
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bemng a subject and being an object, are here basically all on the same
level. Even being objectified is, for Maximus, part of the way some-
thing is related: it is what specifies the thing internally, what gives it
“being-for-others”. The consequence of this is that God, who cannot
participate in relatedness and cannot be the object of knowledge, also
cannot know in the created sense.

All thinking is something involving the thinker and that which is thought
about. But God does not belong either to beings that think or beings
that are thought about, because he is beyond both. Otherwise he would
be limited: as a thinker, he would need to be related to the thing thought
about, or as thing thought about he would be a natural object for the
thinking mind, able to be thought about because of his relatedness. As
a result, we can only conclude that God neither thinks nor is thought
about but lies beyond both thinking and being thought. For both belong
to the nature of creatures.!%

The relationship of knowing that unites the creature to God is not
“objective” knowledge in an inner-worldly sense, since it cannot base
itself on any relatedness [to itself] in its object; it brings with itself
an essentially new aspect, which Maximus calls “supposition” or “be-
lief”’, but which is a kind of grasp that is sure and strong beyond all
objective knowledge. !

Because the related subject and its object are both limited, the content
that is synthesized from the two can also only be limited; thus the move-
ment of synthesizing thought continues. Sense knowledge, in Maximus’
system, has already been described as the synthetic identity of the sens-
ing faculty with the sensible object;'* but the result, which the imag-
inative process (¢pavtacia) produces—the sensible image (¢pavrdonc)
—points, as we saw, beyond itself toward a higher form of knowing.
In all finite knowledge there is always a “‘remainder””, which comes
from the nonidentity of the subjective and objective poles and which
remains, despite the identity of those two within the process of form-
ing the sensible image (pavtdoua) or thought (vonua).

We will be on the right track if we see in this “remainder” the natu-
ral starting point of transcendental knowledge, for it has the character
of a conviction akin to faith, a “positing” of what is beyond conscious

100 Centuries on Knowledge 2, 2; PG 90, 1125C.
101 [hid., 1, 8—9; PG 90, 1085CD; developed more at length in 1, 82; PG 90, 1116B-1117A.
192 Ambigna; PG 91, 1233D-1236A.
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msight. A text that we will later have to consider more « losely argues
for a balance and mutual complementarity between the knowing and
the trusting or believing faculties, on all levels of the life of the soul:
as “theoretical and practical reason” (votig and Loyoc), as “wisdom and
prudence”, as “knowing and doing”, or finally as “‘complete knowl-
edge and faith” (yvoouig xoi niomg).’ In all theoretical knowing, there
1s present this kind of “‘practical” element, a conviction and a faith that
does not recede as knowledge advances but that progresses in the same
degree. Precisely in the highest kind of knowledge, the element of faith
is of decisive importance; only through it does the absolute object of
knowledge reveal itself as trustworthy, and the knowledge of it finds
a solid confirmation (Bépona miotwog).°* For this confirmation is no
longer derived from the “‘evidence’ of the idea and from the concept
of the “‘object”, as is the case with the knowledge of created things. 1
But the “‘remainder”, which already makes itself felt here, becomes
a mighty force that drives the motion of thought along, until “proof
from reasons” is no longer possible.

When the soul has finally run, in thought, through all the thoughts of all
conceivable sensible and intelligible objects, it takes its rest, both from
all the objects it has thought about and from all thinking, as well as from
its relationship to all that is relative and thinkable; for from that point
on it finds nothing more to think about. %

This ascent of the soul is, on the one hand, a “moving through”
things (in the Eastern manner), a “‘passage’ (mageABsiv), because noth-
ing can finally hold it down except the Absolute. But on the other
hand, this “moving through™ things is also a progressive ‘“formation’
of the knowing mind itself (in the Western manner), precisely because
it is knowledge by synthesis; as we have said already, it is the continuing
universalization of the knowing mind, until it reaches the full dimen-
sions of the world’s idea. We will later speak more of this formation;
it will be enough here to point out that Maximus, like Hegel, likes to
portray it in the image of eating, of consuming the substance of the
known object. Such an “eating” of the intelligible content (Aéyog) of
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things means inescapably, however, both a destruction, a “sacrificing’”
ol objectivity as such (cdmiy wév v dvtov v odolay xatéduoe),*” and
also an assimilation of the object as food for the subject (v0 voolpevov
TRO¢Y E0TL TOD vOEQOD).

Of course, it is only in the case of a sensible object that knowledge is
a kind of “‘destruction’ of its objective independence [An-sich-sein]. But
even if the knowledge of a mind cannot involve a “consuming’” of the
object, still this synthesis, too, contains all the positive elements that
were present in sense knowledge: the termination of that state of indif-
ferent opposition that mutually limited both subject and object before
knowledge took place. What was necessary in the case of a sense ob-
ject in order to end this indifference—the destruction of the objective
independence of the object and its involvement in the self-conscious
independence [Fiir-sich-sein] of the mind—Dbecomes, according to John
of Scythopolis, in the realm of minds, a perfect mutual interpenetra-
tion:

They become mutually united to each other, without confusion (Govy-
yUtwg), because they are made in the image of God and share in the
super-unitary unity of God himself, according to the level of their being.
Such unions take place among incorporeal intellects, which interpene-
trate each other without confusion.®®

By sharing in God’s mode of immanence, they are thus able, as he is,
to be wholly in the object of knowledge and wholly one with it (and
thus realize the universal side of unity) yet, at the same time, to realize
mutually their self-conscious independence (that is, express the partic-
ularizing side of unity). Their mutual motions are an interplay of unity
and distance, penetration and hesitation, that provides the highest ex-
ample of the validity of the law of synthesis and of its way of uniting
without confusion. According to Stoic physics, at least, a remote image
of this can be found in the mutual and complete interpenetration of
two fluids, which nevertheless do not mingle with each other (ywoeiv
8¢ Moy dhupdviwg).

In this knowledge of pure intellects, one can already see clearly the
final goal and ultimate form of all knowing, toward which human
knowledge, too, is under way: to know God. God, who is “‘of limitless

197 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 27; CCG 7, 195, 81-82; PG 90, 356A.
108 In De Div. Nom. 2; PG 4, 220D.
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stmplicity” and who stands “beyond circumscription and the circums-
scribed”, who is “without relation”, “free of time, temporal exten-
sion [the acon], and space”,*? is therefore also the altimate basis for
the possibility for all imperfect, created union, the final transcendental
condition of all synthesis and all identification. For this reason, Max-
imus——unlike Gregory of Nyssa—puts the knowledge of God beyond
all motion. If the arrival of a single act of thinking at its intellectual
content (vonua) is in itselfa “‘stopping” (téhog, méoag)—however tem-
porary—of the mind’s motion, then surely for the intellect to be filled
with its infinite object must be “‘an unknowing, unknowable, ineffable
union, beyond intellect, reflection, and knowledge, in simple adhesion
(mooaforn).” 1

For God is not the relative pole of a faculty of knowing that is or-
dered toward him; he is therefore not, as Gregory of Nyssa would have
him, the infinitely receding goal of the intellect’s eternal motion. Much
less is God, as Evagrius would have him, the most intimate spark of
spiritual life in the intellect itself. Nor is the ceasing of its motion,
then, a final return of the intellect to itself; its cause always remains
the utterly simple transcendence of God.

The possibility of forming syntheses, which is the heart of created
thinking, here comes to an end. The intellect has no further finite op-
position to overcome; it is now the finite object in need of liberation.
It is taken up itself into a union that opens out from God’s side, and
it flows into a reality that is unlimited.

The end of faith is the real revelation (dmoxdhvipig) of what is believed.
And the real revelation of what is believed is the ineffable embrace
(meguxwonows) of it, which is brought about in proportion to the faith
of each person. The embrace of what is believed is the return of the
believer home to his origin, which is now his end. But the return of
the believer home to his origin, as to his end, is the fulfillment of his
longing. Now the fulfillment of his longing is the rest of the loving heart
in eternal motion around the beloved. But the rest of the loving heart
in eternal motion around the beloved is eternal, immediate delight, . . .
participation in the supernatural blessings of God. And this is the forming
of those who participate into the likeness of what they participate in; but
such a likening consists in the actively realized (xa0’ &vépyelav) identity

10 1hid.; PG o1, 1153B.
11 1bid.; PG 91, 1220B.
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of the participants with what they participate in, which comes to its
: 1 . il . R T gt e
fullness with the likeness itself. And this identity . . . is divinization.

We have here, once again, an identity in actu, such as occurs in all
forms of sense perception and rational knowledge; it is also an identity
that lies beyond the abiding gulf of an unconfused difference in natures.
The destruction of the object’s independent objectivity [An-sich-sein]
has here become its supreme affirmation and fulfillment.

4. Intellect and Matter

a. The Macrocosm

The ontology of the first two great cosmic tensions—universality ver-
sus singularity and subjectivity versus objectivity—always saw the
poles of the tensions as balanced and of equal value. In opposition
to Neoplatonism, Maximus emphasizes the horizontal equivalence of
universal and particular. In opposition to the tendency of all Greek
thought to emphasize object over subject, he stresses their equal im-
portance on all levels of being.

This line of thought continues further, in the ontology of intellect
and matter. This is a subject that has won Maximus a special place in
the gallery of Christian thinkers. Here, of course, from the nature of
the subject, there can no longer be any talk of a simple equivalence; in
addition, the strong weight of a spiritualizing tradition worked against
any tendency to put them on the same level. Nevertheless Maximus, in
a mighty reaction against this tradition, was the first to draw strong and
clear lines across the area under discussion. He found within the tradi-
tion itself some points of support. In Origen’s cosmic symbolism there
lay as yet unrealized philosophical possibilities. The Cappadocians, es-
pecially Gregory of Nyssa once again, had drawn the unity of creation,
closed in on itself through its temporal extension (aeonr), away from
being considered the intellect’s direct ladder of access to God; in doing
that, they paved the way for understanding the intellectual and sensible
realms simply in inner-worldly terms. Pseudo-Dionysius, finally, was
the source of the idea that grew out of this, of a similar “distance”
of the transcendent God in every principle of created being, of a God

12 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 59; CCG 22, 53, 123-41; PG 90, 608C-609A.
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the same degree”. ' The more God is seen, in fact, as wholly other,
the more the intellect must give up hope of reaching him by means of
a “heavenly ladder” built from the steps of the created universe——and
the more the world must close in on itself, in order to become m its
totality, not simply in its most noble parts, a place to praise and serve
the Infinite One.

This is not to suggest one should attribute to intellect and matter
the same metaphysical value. Maximus’ philosophy, like his asceticism,
is of course shot through with the conviction that the intellectual is
superior to the material, a superiority that goes so far as to demand
a strict indifference, a renunciation of all material things, in order to
reach the freedom that naturally belongs to the spirit. In spite of this
clear preference for the intellectual, however, there is still a perfect
balance between the noble “‘higher” realm and the “lower’” realm that
is meant to serve it. The balance, however, is this time not horizon-
tal but vertical. It is the complete correspondence and mutual orien-
tation of “‘content’” and ‘“‘image”’, of ‘“meaning’’ and “‘appearance’’,
the noumenal and the phenomenal realms. The whole ontological con-
cept of the material world is exhaustively expressed in the fact that it
is the likeness and the phenomenal mode of appearance of the world
of intellect, while the intellectual realm has the intrinsic tendency to
reveal its essence in this mirror, which is in no way provisional but has
ultimate meaning. Thus a perfect mutual exchange (sreoiymonow) takes
place between the intellectual and the material worlds: an insight that
Pseudo-Dionysius prepared through his conception that the heavenly
and ecclesial hierarchies completely mirror one another, the one on
the purely intelligible level, the other on the phenomenal and material.
Maximus gives to this aesthetic intuition both conceptual reflectiveness
and cosmic breadth.

This cosmos is a unity and 1s not divided up along with its parts; rather,
precisely through its tendency to rise toward its own single and undi-
vided being, it puts limits on the differences of its natural division into
parts. So it proves that the parts are always the same as itself, cven in
their unconfused differentiation; that every whole dwells within every
other whole; that all of them fill up the one whole as its parts and are
in turn made one and are completely filled in themselves because of

3 Ambigua; PG 91, 1288B.
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the inteprity of the whole. In fact, the whole intellectual world appears
a8 Myst 1\-.4\-‘\.!~|<‘-,w41 in meaningful forms through the whole sensible
world, to those who are privileged to see it; and the whole sensible
world dwells within the whole intellectual world, reduced through the
Spirit of wisdom to its basic intelligible meanings. The material, that is,
dwells in the intellectual in the mode of intelligible meanings, and the
intellectual dwells in the material in the mode of images; but the result

of both is a single world.***

In these statements, the Alexandrian symbolism of Origen is at once
brought to its fulfillment and—through the anchoring of the intellect
in the world of sense—is brought beyond itself. One is tempted to
think of the philosophy of Schelling, and its identification of the All in
both the real and the ideal totality of the world, a system in which the
All itself appears as both origin and end product. Such notions, too,
provided the starting point for the Christian aesthetic, which the Ro-
mantics and—starting afresh—Paul Claudel succeeded in developing.

b. The Microcosm

['his view of the world finds its mirror image, as well as the proof of
its truth, in man, as the microcosm in whom the mutual indwelling of
material and intellectual come to their full realization.

For the intellectual beings, the wise man said, represent the place of the
soul, as the soul represents the place of the intellectual beings; sensible
things, on the other hand, contain an image of the body, just as the body
is an image of sensible things. And intellectual beings are the soul of
sensible things, while sensible things are the body of intellectual beings.
And just as the soul dwells in the body, so the intellectual world lives
within that of material things; the intellectual is equipped with the sen-
sible as the soul is equipped with a body, and from the two together a
single complete world is formed—just as man is formed from soul and
body, and neither of the two destroys or lets go of the other, because
they have grown together in their unity.''®

Maximus’ anthropology is the development of what is stated here as
a program. The emphasis on the “essence” (ovoia), on the ‘‘nature”

114 Mystagogia, chap. 2; PG 91, 669BC.
115 [bid., chap. 7; PG o1, 685A; cf. Quaestiones ad Thalassium 63; CCG 22, 177, 497ff; PG
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(guarg), on the “existence” (eiva) of the different and irreducible parts
of the human reality, which nevertheless come together in an indissol
uble synthesis to form the idea of a single species (e1d0g), corresponds
to this insight."¢ That is why Maximus energetically rejects the sup-
position of any sort of temporal priority of the soul to the body!''” or
of the body to the soul.'® The mutual metaphysical dependency of
them both is so basic an idea for him that he considers both the nature
(¢pvo1c) of man and his existence as a person (bmdoTacic) to depend on
this essential unity. Origenism in all its forms—even in that abbrevi-
ated form represented by Leontius of Byzantium!**—here receives its
mortal wound.

Consistently with this position, Maximus also contradicts the hy-
pothesis—which Thomas Aquinas would someday take up again—of
the progressive development of different “souls” (the vegetative, the
animal, finally the intellectual) in the development of the fetus. First
of all, Maximus says, the essential motion of the seed cannot be simply
a mechanical thing; otherwise its growth [into a human being] would
be inexplicable. If one were to ascribe to it simply vital power (Cotunj
ng dvvapug), it would doubtless form an organism but never a human
body. Down to its very decpest being, the body is the expression of
an intellectual soul. The theory of a progressive evolution of lower to
more perfect principles of formation deserves the reproach that Gre-
gory of Nyssa had already made against it and against the proponents
of the theory of reincarnation, which Maximus now repeats: ““This
amounts to mixing everything up together!”’'? Instead, every finite
being, throughout its development and in spite of it, possesses 1ts own
perfect idea (tédewog hoyoc) within itself from the start; through all
its transformations, it never departs from that idea.’®' So while the
scholastics were forced to suppose an exception from the law of the
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continuity of natural principles in the mystery of Christ’s Incarnation;

Maximus hinds there the ultimate confirmation of his own theory.*?
The objection that the soul continues to exist without a body after

death is overcome in the same way as it is by Thomas Aquinas:

After the departure of the body the soul is not simply (and without
further qualification) called “soul”, but the soul of a human being—in
fact, of a particular human being. For even after (its separation from) the
body, its essential concept is still determined by its relationship (to the
body) as to a part of the whole; only in this way is it called “human”.
The same is true of the body.'??

For this reason, man only reaches perfection in the resurrection of the
flesh. If “Christ sits at the right hand of God the Father, along with
his body”, that is the model of our hope; “we will not accept any
abandonment of our bodies, however it is brought about.”” ***

This underlying unity of intellect and matter, which is the basis of
the species, holds true even though the elements of this unity are dif-
ferent, not simply in origin,'®® but even in their essence and their na-
ture (¢pvoig) ¢ and down to the particular ontological manner of their
existence. '’

Man, as an intellectual and material microcosm, thus appears both
as the midpoint of a universe arranged in a polar pattern and as its final
synthesis. Insofar as he is at the same time the subject of knowledge,
through his intellect, and its object, through his body, he becomes both
the world’s axis and its system of coordinates, where its horizontal and
vertical polarities cross. He stands in the middle, not as an indepen-
dent lord; through his natural being, through his double essence, he is
drawn into the internal mechanism of the macrocosm. His dual nature
makes him just as passive as his synthetic character shows him to be

active.

The dependency and relationship of thinking beings to what 1s thought
is manifold, just like that of sensitive and imaginative beings to what is
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imaged through the senses. Man, who consists of soul and body, 15 jusi
as much included in a larger whole through his nataral mutual relation-
ship to the two realms of creation, and through the peculiar character
of his own essence, as he is a being who includes others: he is included
through his intelligible way of being (ovoia), and he includes through
his intellectual power (dUvauic). By being extended, then, into these
two realms through his double nature, he is able to draw both of them
together to himselfin a synthesis, by the means of the components of his
own being. He is included among both intellectual and material things
because he is himself a soul and a body; but he can include them in
himself through the powers of his intellect, because he possesses reason
and senses.**®

Once again, then, the midpoint of the world is occupied by the high-
est degree of limitation, in synthesis, and the unconfused mutual in-
dwelling of opposites: patterns that have already appeared as the de-
cisive characteristics of created being. The unity that is fulfillment,
the real heart of the world, can thus only be transcendent, far from
the mainstream of ordinary life [ex-zentrisch]. *“God, however, is simple
and without limits and lies beyond all intelligible beings, both those
included in others and those that include them, . . . because he is with-
out any relationships.”” ™

God’s transcendence 1s the ultimate basis for the possibility of a bal-
ance and a mutual imaging of intellect and matter. The world becomes,
once again, a “‘closed house”; it is God’s mirror, in that it ceaselessly
realizes, in the heart of its reality, the uncanny reciprocal reflectivity
of intellect and matter. Maximus expressed this insight in a final state-
ment, which may be the most astonishing thing he ever wrote—even
if it is also simply the slowly ripened fruit of the whole Alexandrian
metaphysical tradition:

The divine Apostle writes, “For his invisible attributes have been per-
ceived since the creation of the world, intellectually grasped through
creatures” (Rom 1:20). And if the things that do not appear are per-
ceived through those that do appear, so too—in much greater measure
—the things that do appear will be perceived through the things that do
not, by those who commit themselves to the vision of the mind. For
the contemplation of intellectual things, in images, through what is vis-

128 1hid.; PG 91, 1153AB.
129 1bid.; PG 91, 1153B.
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ible i spiritual insight and is the understanding of the visible through the
invisible. For it is necessary that both kinds of reality—which are there
in order to reveal cach other—always convey a true and unmistakable
expression of each other and show an irreducible mutual relationship to
cach other. !¢

130 Mystagogia 2; PG 91, 6691.
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I. History and the Parousia

Up to now, we have considered the world as a piece of theater, a play
of powers, tensions, and balances. But it is more than that. It is theater
only because it is drama, history. The vertical dimension [of God’s in-
tervention] meets the horizontal axis of time. Doubtless, we have been
moving in the world of Greek thought, specifically in that of the carly
Byzantine period, so we should not expect to find in Maximus an inter-
est in the historicity of existence similar to what we find in the author
of The City of God or even that tragic sense of becoming that dominated
Gregory of Nyssa. Alongside “natural contemplation” (Bewoia puouy),
one finds here no contemplation of history. Nevertheless: although the
dimension of history is completely missing in Pseudo-Dionysius, to-
tally absorbed by the overpowering contemporaneity of the divinized
cosmos, this purely “axiological” view of the whole of things takes
on new life in Maximus, under the influence both of the Cappadocian
mysticism of development and of the Aristotelian emphasis on the goal.
The ahistorical Neoplatonic circular movement of radiation outward
and return to the center—a life that flows and rests at the same time
and so can almost be thought of as a vitality within the life of God—
finds in Maximus a sharper profile: it has become the effort of creatures
to move from potentiality (dynamis) to actuality (energeiay, even if the
goal-directedness (entelecheia) that governs it only becomes, in the end,
what it already is and, so, brings its true origin to the light of day.
Maximus’ reflection on history, then, stands in a curiously unre-
solved state, somewhere between a pure contemplation of natural be-
ing and a concrete involvement in the variegated, constantly changing
reality of actual events. His view is dominated by the three great turning
points of history’s drama: first, the start of the race, as a fall from orig-
inal unity—the fall which is sin; then the turning of the course, away
from what was a movement toward annihilation, by God’s own initia-
tive—the Incarnation; and finally, the completion of the race, through
reunification in the oneness of the original state—God’s final presence
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(parousia) w the world. Even these turnmg-pomts themselves are seen
less as events in temporal sequence than as essential states of historical
existence—human existence and the existence of the world: states that
mysteriously overlap each other in the temporal development of every
creature and that are recognizable in the creature’s life.

Maximus is not very original in what concerns the theology of the
fall as a historical fact; he tries to harmonize the opinions of his pre-
decessors. What is new in his work is the way he considers the fall as
present in day-to-day experience. The parousia of Christ, as the end
point of history, is of little interest to him; he looks at it almost ex-
clusively as God’s open proclamation of the new aeon, already present
in a hidden way in everyday life. Even with respect to Christ, the his-
torical person and his particular earthly acts and sufferings are of less
interest for Maximus than the consideration of the inner reality of the
Incarnation—one is tempted to say, its “formal structure”. Although
this focus is certainly influenced, to some extent, by [contemporary]
disputes over the most precise way to formulate the mystery of Christ,
it is also due, in equal measure, to Maximus’ own intellectual tendency
to conceive of phenomenal history as simply the veil over, the pointer
toward, a noumenal presence. The general conception of “‘parousia”
[God’s “‘presence”’] remains the underlying category for the philosophy
ot history in the Greek Fathers.

2. Paradise and Freedowm

The earthly paradise only interests Maximus as the starting point of the
world’s history, as the place of the fall. Here, too, his gaze simply fol-
lows the direction of development: it is only by glimpsing the ultimate
goal that he hopes to make contact with lost origins, never by looking
backward. A text will serve to adjust our focus to his perspective: “If
anyone should want to say that the tree of knowledge of good and
evil was creation as it appears before us, he would not be wrong; for
essentially this is what communicates to its participants joy and pain.”
The first human beings were supposed to nourish themselves from this
tree only when they had attained the strength of contemplating nature
in truth: for all who engage in genuine contemplation, this “nourish-
ment”’ must lead to intellectual revelation; for all who are bound to
the senses, however, it necessarily becomes a cause of talling away.
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S0 God postponed the enjoyment of this tree, so that—as was right—
man should first, by sharing in the life of grace, become aware ot his own
origin and should be confirmed in freedom from sensual drives (drd0ga)
and unwavering commitment (Gtogyic) by the gift of immortality and
s0 come to share in the being of God through divinization; at that point,
he could see through created reality without danger, along with God, and
gain an understanding of it as a god, not as a man. Through grace, and
because of the divinizing transformation of his intellect and his senses,
he would then have the same insight into the essences of things that God
has: Wisdom.!

In this way, men would have possessed a balance in their relationships
to the intellectual and the sensible worlds, by surveying both from the
viewpoint of God’s transcendent realm.

Even so: did Maximus ever lament the fact that, through the failure of
the first human beings, world history has been stunmoned into action?
He certainly objected to the exaggerations of the Origenists, who saw
the “experience” (meipw) of evil as metaphysically necessary, in order
to attach the soul definitively to the goodness that is God. Gregory
of Nyssa’s insight into the mexhaustibility of this goodness, and into
the blessed unity of an exalted yearning and straining [for God] and
the ultimate fulfillment of all desires in the act of contemplating him,
remains alive in Maximus. But what Greek Christian, since Irenaeus,
could tear free from the thought that man’s way, from Adam to Christ
and on to the end of the world, amounted to a progressive unfolding
and maturing, a growth to reality, of God’s “‘seeds of intelligibility”” in
the world? (For Irenaeus and Clement, after all, Adam and Eve were
children, who hardly knew what they were doing.) Who could resist
the idea that the *‘fall”’ itself contained, at the same time, the basis of
a radical “beginning’’? And would it not, in some fashion, have been
a reversal of the natural order of things if Adam, from the very be-
ginning, had taken possession of nature simply by receiving it from
God, according to his sense of who God was? Does not man’s way
lead rather through nature to God?

Maximus knows a second way of interpreting the fateful tree, “a
more mysterious and exalted one, which we should honor by keeping
silence about it”: this is the interpretation that Gregory of Nyssa, bor-
rowing from Origen, had given. It asserts the identity of the two trees,

! Quaestiones ad Thalassium, prologuc; CCG 7, 37, 327-30, 338—49; PG 90, 257D—260A.
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the “tree of life” and the “tree of knowledge”, so that access to life
was ultimately only available through knowledge of good and evil 2 So
Maximus, good Greek that he 1s, sets off on the dangerous track tha
he will walk to the end: the track of “enosis”.

The old interpretation of the dynamic tension between “image” and
“likeness”, taken from Irenaeus and Origen, appears here again, but
now in its classical form:3

Those who interpret divine sayings in a mystical way and who honor
them, as is right, with lofty thoughts tell us that man was originally
created “according to the image of God”, so that he might be born to
the life of the spirit in a way tully in accord with his own tfreedom; then,
they tell us, he received in addition the character of “likeness”, as a result
of keeping God’s commands, so that he might be, as the same man, at
once both a creature of God by nature and a child of God by grace and
might even be himself god, through the Spirit. For there was, for the
human creature, only one way to prove himselfa child of God, and even
god by the grace of divinization: according to his own free decision, to
be born first according to the Spirit, through the indomitable power that
naturally dwelt in him to determine himself 4

Maximus does not mean to say here that in Adam, grace followed on
freedom. But he does seem to mean that both “trees”’—the tree of
the natural world and the tree of divinization by grace—had to be oft
fered to him together: “For he had to make a free decision whether
‘to cling to the Lord and to become one spirit with him’ or ‘to cling
to a harlot and to become one body with her’ (1 Cor 6:16f.)—the lat-
ter of which, in his blindness, he chose.”’s This description of Adam’s
situation closely resembles the way Augustine interprets him: on the
one hand, there is the offer of grace (as an indispensable means of sup-
port); on the other hand, the unconditional necessity to choose be-
tween two possibilities, both of which promise to complement and
satisfy this will. For Maximus as for Augustine, freedom of the will

2 Ibid.; CCG 7, 37, 350tt; PG 9o, 260AfF,

* It had already been thus interpreted in the anonymous tract from the circle of the Cap-
padocians, Quid sit ad imaginem et similitudinem (What ““image and likeness” mean); GNO
supp. (Leiden, 1972); PG 44, 1327—46.

* Ambigua; PG g1, 1345D; of. Centuries on Love 3, 25: PG 90, 1024BC; Centuries on Knowl-
edge 1, 13 PG 9o, 1088BC.

5 Centuries on Knowledge 1, 13; PG 90, 10920,
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olves more need than independence; 1t 1s an appetite that rcach_es
witward m search of its object (et Tnuymn)) © and that must take its
nourishiment tfrom one of the two “trees”. The one offered man “‘the
nourshment of the blessed life: the bread that came down from heaven
o e life to the world, as the true Word says in the Gospel; but the
fiest human being did not want to take his nourishment from there.”””
I he had chosen this bread, he would have dedicated himself to_ the
hiphest dependence, but precisely in that way he would have received
divine fruitfulness; born from God, he would himself have bec_n able
i0 penerate oftspring in a divine way® and woul_d have realize_d his own
most deep-seated law: for the tree of life is “wisdom accorc}mg to the
[human] mind”.® But he chose material nature as the nourishment of
his intellect!® and so committed himself, not to dependence on God,
but to dependence on the senses and on material things. '

[he two “trees” thus point to the two laws, or better still to the
two criteria human nature uses for evaluation.

The two trees are, in the symbols of Scripture, our faculties that enable
us to distinguish between particular things: our intellect, that is, and our
senses. The intellect has the ability to discern between the 1ntcllc.cmal
and the sensible, between temporal and eternal things; it is the gift of
discernment that urges the soul to give itself to some things a{nd to re-
frain from others. The senses, on the other hand, have the criteria for~
telling bodily pleasure from pain; more precisely, thuy are the power of
ensouled and sensitive bodics that gives them the ability to be attracted
by pleasurable things and to avoid painful things.!

In that Maximus emphasizes human freedom of choice, as able to
allow one or the other of the laws of his being to donlinat'c, he un-
derstands original sin completely as rebellion against Fhe hlg}'ler law
and, thus, as insubordination, as pride. That this upsetting of rlghvt or-
der was also for him, as for many of the Greek Fathers, also a sin of
the flesh does not contradict this principle. To follow the law of the

¢ Opuscula; PG g1, 16B.

7 Ambigua; PG 91, 1157A.

8 Ibid.; PG 91, 1348A.

® Quaestiones ad Thalassium 43; CCG 7, 295, 58~59; PG 90, 413A.
10 Ambigua; PG 91, 1156CD. '
Y Quaestiones ad Thalassium 43; CCG 7, 295, 40—48; PG 9o, 412D.
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body'? means “‘to turn the eyces of the intellect from the light”,"” to
place enjoyment (frui) above use (uti).**

For certainly God created these things and gave them to the human race
for their use (yofjolg). And everything that God made is good and was
intended for us to use well. But in our own weakness and fleshly atti-
tudes, we have preferred material things to the commandment of love. '

This “other” love, however, which Augustine calls “concupiscence”,
consists for Maximus and his contemporaries of two inseparable, al-
most equally emphasized elements: love for bodily things and egoism.
It is really the love of self (prhavtia).® The tendency of intellectual self-
seeking to slip into the region of baser sensuality, this necessarily down-
ward movement, is for Greek monastic theology more than simply a
consequence and sign of all sin; it is its very essence. As a distortion
of order, however, it is “‘the attempt to take control of things without
God and before God and not according to God”.*” This comes down
to giving an intellectual nature sensible, temporal, transitory food to
nourish its being and, so, to poison it at its root, to hand it over to
death. For the opposite of what Adam hoped for was bound to happen:
instead of the intellect assimilating the world of sense to itself, which
could only have happened according to God’s order and plan, the sen-
sible realm took over the intellect. ““[Adam] handed all of nature over
to death, to be gobbled up by it. That is the reason that death lives
through this whole span of time and gnaws away at us as if we were its
meal; we never manage really to live, constantly consumed by death

i our transitoriness and decay.”” 8

12 Ambigua; PG 91, 1092D.

12 1bid.; PG 91, 1156C.

* [Von Balthasar here employs a distinction developed and emphasized by Augustine; see,
for example, De doctrina christiana 1, 4.]

15 Liber asceticus: PG 9o, 916D=917A.

16 Irénée Hausherr, Philautie. De la tendresse pour soi d la charité selon s. Maxime le confessenr,
Orientalia Christiana Analecta, 137 (Rome, 1952).

7 Ambigua; PG o1, 1156C.

8 Ibid.; PG 91, 1157A.

3. Passivity and Decay

The place to which our guilt has banished us is “‘the present world of

transitoriness and of the mutual corruption of things into each other”.*

But is not this transitoriness, from another point of view, a natural law
of things? May one trace it back so exclusively to an original sin?

'he true Word, (Maximus writes), teaches us mysteriously that man,
master of the whole visible world by the grace of God, his Creator, per-
verted the natural tendencies of his intellectual being by misusing them
and diverted his instincts to what was unnatural; as a result, he drew
down on himselfand on this whole universe the present order of change
and corruptibility, according to the just judgment of God.?°

Death and corruptibility depend, in a mysterious way, on a first sin.
““Through sin, this cosmos became a place of death and destruction”,*!
the realm of the md0n.?? Pathos and death are connected by definition.
““1 repeat what the great Gregory of Nyssa taught me: only when man
fell away from his perfection were the né01 introduiced since they grew
in the nonreasonable part of his nature.”* Maximus follows Gregory
down to the last implications: only under this new law, which did not

hold at the beginning, did a way of procreation come into effect that is

Y Quaestiones ad Thalassium 62; CCG 22, 125, 175—77; PG 90, 653A.

20 Epistles 10; PG 91, 449B.

2t Quacstiones ad Thalassium 65; CCG 22, 255, 86—88; PG 90, 740B.

?2 Bveryone knows how untranslatable this word is; it runs the gamut from active emo-
Lional “passion” (affect, affection—in the direction of cither anger or desire) to a suffering
susceptibility, a ““passivity” in the face of a situation that forces itself through the defense-
less sense faculties. That these two poles of the concept of pathos are so indissolubly one—
much closer than in the French word passion, where “affect” and “suffering” branch off from
one another almost as if they were two different meanings of the same word—says more
about Greek and patristic thought than whole books could hope to explain. Much as the
Stoic, even Platonic, origin of this confusion was neutralized by the Fathers where possible

neutralized by Maximus in that he usually contrasts pathos, as “a sinful addiction”, with
\ neutral expression for “sensibility” (“the part of the soul capable of being affected”: ©o
TadnTmov (1EQog) Thg Yuyiic) —the word always remained a threat, even a danger, because at
its root is the identification of sensibility and passivity. Therefore, if the ideal of the intellect
was action and activity, the way to the true subject was to frec oneself from the senses (the
destruction of the *“passions”). Cf. section s of this chapter, ““The Dialectic of Passion”, and
the Centuries on Love.

2* Quaestiones ad Thalassium 1; CCG 7, 47, 7-10; PG 90, 269A.
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naturally (pvoey) connected with both fleshly desire and death.** ““For
the original will of God (rgonyotuevog oxdmog) was that we should not
be born in the way of this transitory world, by physical copulation;
only our transgression of the law introduced marriage.”?® In this way,
conception is really connected with the “law of sin’’,*® which now
dwells in the body.

Is this not, however, a contradiction? If the a0 first arose in Adam’s
body as a consequence of sin; if another, spiritual means of reproduc-
tion existed first, in place of fleshly procreation—a means that did not
have decay and death as its logical counterpart; if Adam’s body was not
put together out of the usual qualities and elements (such as cold and
warm, moist and dry), but consisted in a restful and unchanging state
of consistency, ‘“without accretion or diminution’, in a ‘‘graced condi-
tion of immortality and incorruptibility”; if Adam was not in any sense
bodiless, but lived in a finer form of corporeality, without ignorance
and so without changing opinions (yvéun) or supporting skills (téyxvy):
how could he have felt the law of sensuality or observed it in prefer-
ence to the criteria of the intellect??” Indeed, Maximus assumes Adam’s
union with God was so exalted that it was a direct (00d¢v petut) vi-
sion, even higher (Umepdvw) than the contemplation of God through
created things (¢puowh) Bewpia). With such an exalted conception of
the original state of humanity, must not the whole biblical reality of
Paradise descend to the level of weak symbolism? We have already seen
that the tree of Paradise, for Maximus, is pure imagery,® as are the set-
pent?® and Adam’s nakedness.*® Does this not mean that the situation
of [original] glory, as it is described, is completely a myth, as it was for
Gregory of Nyssa? Not a myth, of course, in the sense of a fictional
untruth, but in the sense of a prehistorical or metahistorical reality, of
which the historical situation of the first humans was only a reflection
in the world of phenomena. We have attempted elsewhere to show that
Gregory of Nyssa’s statements, with their apparent contradictoriness,

24 Ibid., 61; CCG 22, 91, 100ff; PG 90, 632B.

25 Quaestiones et Dubia 3; CCG 10, 138, 3—5; PG 90, 788AB.

2 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 49; CCG 7, 369, 305; PG 90, 457D.

27 Ambigua; PG 91, 1353A-D; 1348A.

28 Quaestiones ad Thalassium, prologue; CCG 7, 37; PG 90, 257CD; ibid., 26; CCG 7, 183;
PG 90, 348D; ibid., 64; CCG 22, 189; PG 90, 696A.

2% 1bid., 63; CCG 22, 151, 10of.; PG 90, 6698.

0 Ambigua; PG 91, 1353B.
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can be reconciled only mn this sense.* Maximus enumerates the two
preat attempts of previous thinkers to solve the question: the Origenist
ipproach, according to which the ideal, metahistorical state of the first

creatures means a heavenly, incorporeal existence, from which souls fell
into carthly bodies through sin—a conception that Maximus rejects
on ontological as well as anthropological grounds®**—and Gregory of
Nyssa’s approach, according to which God created the consequences
of disobedience—sensuality, and especially sexuality—along with hu-
man nature, in his foreknowledge (xatéd mpdyvworv) of sin.*

But while the attempted solution of Gregory of Nyssa is more or
less a rough compromise between Origen’s mythic structure and the
historical approach of the Antiochenes and Irenaeus—a compromise
that tries to solve the riddle of the fall with the paradox of a “recip-
rocal causality” (that is, the consequence of sin is also its cause)—
Maximus goes a step beyond Gregory and approaches the theory of
Scotus Erigena, for whom the creation and the fall are conceptually
distinct but factually simultaneous. ““Together with his existence ({uo
() evon)”’,>* “together with his coming to be (dpa 1@ yevéobar)”,*
“man leaves his own origin behind through sin” and ““turns his mind
toward sensible things’’. Gregory of Nyssa loved to look back to the
place of our origins in Paradise, as if it were the true and somehow his-
torical homeland of the human race. For Maximus, the bronze doors
of the divine home are slammed remorselessly shut at the very start of
our existence; there remains only the dimension of the future, of de-
velopment and of realization, at whose end—Tlike that of an enormous
arc—our point of origin can be reached again at last.

In looking for his end, man meets his origin, which essentially stands
at the same point as his end. . . . For we should not seek our origin,
as I have said, as something that lies behind us; rather we should seek
out ways toward the goal that lies before us. Itis through his end that man

" Hans Urs von Balthasar, Présence et pensée (Paris, 1942), 41-61; English translation, Pres-
ence and Thought (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1995), 71-87.

* Ambigua; PG o1, 1325Dff.

“ Ibid.; PG 91, 1104AB.

" Quaestiones ad Thalassium 59; CCG 22, 61, 262; PG 90, 613C.

B bid., 61; CCG 22, 85, 13; PG 90, 628A; see The Ascetic Life: The Four Centuries on.
(harity, trans. P. Sherwood, Ancient Christian Writers, 21 (Westminster, Md.: Newman
P'ress, 1955), 64.
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comes to know his lost origin, once he has realized that he must not
look for his origin to find his end.*®

4. Existence as Contradiction

The face of original sin has changed once again. The act of turning
from God toward the sensible world, which is simultaneous with our
coming forth from God, has now become the natural, yet also the sin-
ful starting point of mankind’s long, painful search for God.

By experiencing pain (because of material, perishable nature) and by
being damaged by it, the soul is meant to come to a recognition of
God and to a realization of its own dignity and, through God’s kindly
providence, to attain to the right attitude toward its body and itself.%”

Through the “confusion’ of material nature, through its “‘chaos”, prov-
idence wisely steers “our unreasonable desires for what lies before us”
into a right order once again. In the end, there are no longer two laws
that rule the human heart, but concretely only a single love and long-
ing, which moves forward by the detour of worldly love—our own
providentially guided mistake—and gradually finds its way to God and
to itself:

When God created human nature, he did not equip its sensate facul-
ties immediately with lust and pain but gave to the intellect a certain
capacity for pleasure, with which it should be capable of rejoicing in
him in an ineffable way. The first man turned this capacity—I mean the
mind’s natural longing for God—toward sensible things as soon as he
was created, and so, from his first conscious moment on, an unnatural
pleasure drew him toward sensible things, through the medium of his
sense faculties. That is why he who cares for our healing, providentially
but to some extent also as a powerful act of retribution, added pain to
pleasure. Through pain, the law of death was wisely allowed to take root
in our bodily nature. In this way, God put a limit to the frenzied and
unpredictable drive of the mind toward sensible things.?®

The contradiction implied here comes to its painful climax when
our sensuality is seen and affirmed, not simply as the result of the fall

3% Quacstiones ad Thalassium s9; CCG 22, 61, 268=63, 276; PG 9o, 631D,
37 Ambigua; PG 91, 110413.
38 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 61; CCG 22, 85, 8—21; PG 90, 628AB.
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forescen by God——Dbut also as very much part of our nature; but
taking this statement seriously can then also lead us toward a way out

of the contradiction.

It is only in a late letter—nhis great theological epistle of 641 against
Monophysitism, addressed to John the Chamberlain—that this natural
aspect [of sensuality] becomes fully clear. Here man appears as “a syn-
thetic nature”, consisting of body and soul as parts that not only came
mto cxistence together but “‘necessarily embrace and interpenetrate
cach other”.

For the soul did not take possession of the body by its own free deci-
sion; rather, it is also possessed by the body (37 aitol zpatovpévg).
The soul does not bestow life on the body freely, but simply because
it happens to exist in it and naturally (puowdc) shares in its passivity
and pain, because of its innate capability to receive these things (dextut
duvaung).*®

Maximus adds another nuance, by labeling this natural reciprocity of
body and soul in our “synthetic nature’ a contribution to the beauty
of the universe—something that is understandable only if it is not di-
rectly connected with sin.

Should one say that Maximus, in this text, is recanting the earlier
statements he made in his principal works? Or should we say instead
that he has not so much recanted them as brought them to a climactic
point and sanctioned the pure contradiction [implied in them], by ulti-
mately identifying the aspect of nature with the aspect of sin? Neither
conclusion would fit comfortably with the mentality of this thinker,
whose underlying tonality is never contradiction but always the recon-
ciliation of opposites in a higher level of insight. Thus one should rather
suppose that he himself must have conceived this last-quoted passage as
the way out of a tragic view of the universe—once again inspired, to a
significant degree, by christological reflection. (The “‘synthetic nature”
is described in order to distinguish it from the “‘synthetic person” of
the Redeemer, which is rooted in his free choice.) The good Creator,
then, created a good nature, for the passivity of the body-bound soul
originally contains nothing sinful; it was this natural constitution that
led the soul, without any necessity, to sin. Maximus wanted, in other
words, to distinguish the stage of nature from the stage of sin on the

39 Epistles 12; PG 91, 488D. Sherwood, in his translation of The Ascetic Life, 35, directed
my attention to this text.
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speculative level, although he normally saw them, in their concrete
objectivity, as inseparably intertwined. From this living unity he drew
the necessary conclusions for Christology and anthropology, just as
God himself created this nature concretely “in the foreknowledge of
sin’” (praeviso peccato).

In any case, one cannot deny * that here some shadows of Platonism
are darkening the Christian view of the world that Aristotelianism had
brightened; a feeling about creation is accepted and propagated here
that has influenced both the Byzantine Middle Ages and the ““Sophi-
anism’ of modern Russian religious philosophy. The ““Sophia” that
Bulgakov sees as a remarkable intermediate being, hovering between
God and created nature—one face turned toward eternity as everlast-
ing creaturechood, as a superessential yet passive, feminine world of
ideas, the other face turned toward the world as its source and root:
this ““Sophia”, to which Béhme, Schelling, Baader, and Soloviev pay
their respects, lows down to them, through Byzantium, from ancient
Platonic and Gnostic springs. A certain ineradicable mistrust for an
autonomous, objective nature, which exists prior to all participation
in grace and which is not only spiritual but corporeal—a mistrust, in
fact, for the fundamental analogy between God and the creature—
has always characterized Eastern thought and has led it to feel primor-
dially related to all forms of self-transcendence, absorption, release of
the finite into the infinite. This is the common heritage of everything
[in Eastern spirituality] from distant Asia to Neoplatonism: a religious
thought that bears the double stamp of sensing both the impersonal
nature of reality (and that therefore has a tendency toward monism)
and the tragic destiny of the world (and that therefore tends to iden-
tify sin with finitude). Maximus made it his project, not only to es-
cape from these Eastern patterns through turning toward the personal
thinking of the West, but also to illumine Eastern thought as a whole,
in a redemptive way, with a personal Christology. This elevating clar-
ification of the impersonal, lifting it into the personal sphere, means
lifting an enormous weight. It is no wonder if the faces of corrupt-

40 Even Sherwood (Ascetic Life, 65f) admits he cannot suppress “‘three suspicions”, all of
which confirm my view: (1) the suspicion that the passions were given to nature, according
to Maximus, because of the sin that was to occur; (2) the suspicion that the soul in itself is,
all protests notwithstanding, independent of the body and that its endowment with sensation
has something to do with the fall; (3) the suspicion that sexuality, especially, is for Maximus
intrinsically associated with sin.
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ibility keep appearing through the sunhght, demonic faces that have
the same features even in the Christian and non-Christian thought of
modern Russia: for Asia is not redeemed once and for all, nor casily,
nor through a single person, nor even through a single age. This re-
mains the constantly new, constantly challenging task of Europe, both
classical and Christian—a task against which its actual achievements
must be measured, weighed, and often found wanting in substance.*!

Maximus was not the first to engage in this gigantic undertaking of
redeeming Asiatic thought. Origen himself, as well as Evagrius, had
really aimed at nothing else. They could not and would not content
themselves with drawing an external contrast between the religions
of the world, based on natural instincts, with supernatural Christian
religion. They had to make the contradiction their own, in order to
clarify it from within.

For Origen, Gregory, and Maximus, the world of sensible appear-
ances, with its suffering and death, is inseparably both a punishment
and a gracious gift of God. According to Origen, who praises the
beauty and order of this sensible world fairly frequently, the world
nevertheless remains, as a whole, the consequence of the sin of intel-
lectual beings. Yet this is not its immediate consequence; rather, God
devised the wide range and variety of different beings in the world,
which comprise its harmony, as the “good” image, the best possible
“expression”” of creation’s original turn from unity and of the various
levels to which creatures fell. So the creation of the world, according
to Evagrius, is inseparably both “‘judgment and providence” (xoioig
xai modvou);* so, too, in the anthropology of Gregory of Nyssa, the
sexual organs are both a (precreated) consequence of sin and a means
of limiting the self-destructive tendencies of creation and providing for
the continuity of the human race. Likewise, in Maximus the sensible
world takes on this double character, of being at once the good, even
the best creature made by God and of being nevertheless reshaped in
its inmost being by the human weakness resulting from the fall.

If one interprets [the religious thought] the East as a unitary and cohe-
sive phenomenon—if one interprets it independently from Christian-
ity and in its difference from Christianity—one must say: the rhythm

41 See Thomas Ohm, Asiens Nein und Ja zum westlichen Christentum (Munich: Késel, 1960).

# See my articles, “Metaphysik und Mystik des Evagrius Ponticus”, Zeitschrift filr Aszese
und Mystik 15 (1939): 35f, and “Die Hiera des Evagrius”, Zeitschrift fiir katholische Theolagie
63 (1939): 86=106, 181—206, esp. 103f. passim and, most particularly, 195.
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of such a view of the world, considered with utter consistency, can
only be an ecstatic, even an irrational, purely emotional one, because
the object of its final affirmation is simply identical with the object of
its decisive renunciation—because it is not some accidental aspect of
its nature but its very essence that bears in itself the brand of both grace
and condemnation. The enthusiastic delight in the world that charac-
terizes Gregory of Nyssa’s essay On the Creation of the Human Person,
standing alongside his spiritualizing flight from the senses, anticipates
both Alyosha Karamazov’s enchanted gesture of kissing the earth and
his angelic, other-worldly nature. This rhythm is necessarily misleading,
because it seems, in its very breadth, to divide up reality exhaustively
into its “‘heights and depths”. But precisely this alternation from pole
to pole, this apparent reconciliation of extremes by brusquely slapping
them together, conceals the “‘truth” of created reality: a truth based
on the fundamental measure and distance that is the basis of created
nature in itself. To have grasped this, even before Christianity, was
the charism of the Greeks, the birth of Western culture; and it was
precisely this insight that was given credibility by Christianity—here
bearing within itself its Jewish heritage—and that was finally sealed in
the relation of humanity to God as children to a Father.

This excursus has been a necessary preface to interpreting rightly
Maximus and his anthropology against the wide context of Eastern
thought. His teaching on the original state of man stands in the East-
ern, Gnostic tradition: in the flash of a moment, creation and the fall,
[the soul’s] emergence from its origins and its turn from the world
of intellect to the world of “appearances’”, are fused into one; in the
same Instant, its mythical, supernatural “home” in God and its earthly
Paradise, overshadowed from the beginning by the sin that is to come,
spring apart from one another. What gives Maximus a particular place
in this tradition has appeared already, over and over: his movement to-
ward a clarified conception of nature, toward assuming the fundamen-
tal innocence of the creature, and so toward an cternally positive sense
of the creature’s entire constitution as intellectual and sensual, body and
soul. This approach grew out of a double root, which was single, at
least, in its Hellenic origins: Pseudo-Dionysius’ sense of distance from
an eternally unapproachable, superessential God and the Aristotelian
and Stoic sense of the self-contained unity of the corporeal and spiritual
world.

If it 35 plain that the doctrine of man’s original state, for Maximus,
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almost conies down to an understanding of man’s present condition,
one must also recognize, at this point, that he tries to understand this
human condition—between damnation and grace, between Paul’s two
“laws”—as man’s concrete situation, not so much as his metaphysical
structure. In this sense, the rhythm of contradiction between sensual-
ity (or sexuality) as “‘sin’” and as “‘nature”, even as “‘gift”, is softened
to a peaceful phenomenology of man’s concrete state, wherein God
draws good out of sin and is able to turn every aspect of darkness into
light. Here Pseudo-Dionysius’ sense of God’s remoteness from all the
world’s contradictions and of his consequent immanence and nearness
to each of its contradictory poles can be a wonderful means of untying
the tragic knots that complicate the heritage of sin. The interplay of
the destructive and purifying forces of suffering and death, concep-
tion and childbirth, coming to be and passing away, seems from this
viewpoint no longer to be the irredeemable curse of existence but a
dramatic dialogue between human defiance and divine mercy, played
on the stage and in the language of created and redeemed nature.*

5. The Dialectics of Passion

Maximus’ theory of nd0n points to the struggle necessarily to preserve
nature in its pristine condition. The two aspects of m¢0n—its origin in
nature and in sin—tempt us to separate them. So Maximus’ definition
of the “law of sin™ is as follows: “‘Its power rests in a condition of our
will that is contrary to nature, which introduces into the passive side of’
our nature a ‘pathological’ condition (undbewav éxeioayovoa) of either
slackness or overexcitement.” * So pathos, on the one hand, is rooted in
a natural capacity (the “‘passible”, rafntév) but is caused, on the other,
by a frce decision of the will. Correspondingly, the first human beings
are seen as having chosen “‘the law of the first creation,*® physical

43 This same attitude is expressed by Gregory of Nyssa in the idea that coming to be, passing
away, and dceath arc in themselves grounded in the nature of the creature and, therefore, that
they can only be considered as “punishuments™ in the light of the graces of Paradise. See On
the Creation of the Human Person, passim,

** Ambigua; PG 91, 10440,

5 Ibid.; PG 91, 1296B. On the question of whether the sin of Paradise was sexual, see E
Ascnsio, “Tradicion sobre un pecado sexual en ol paradiso?” Gregoriaitinn 30 (194Y): 490~
520; 31 (1950): 35—62, 163—91, 362—90; for Maximus, 375.
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procreation, of their own free will, as a possible realization of their
sensual nature. But this is precisely how sin itself could be “rooted in
the bosom of nature’”* and “‘stain’’ this nature as guilty through and
through, like a dye that seeps through everything and colors it all.*
Nevertheless, this law is something that has “affected us from with-
out”’, and that cannot accompany us into eternal life,*® however much
it is burned into our nature here below as a “‘necessary accompani-
ment” (Gvayraiov magaxokotnua), of which our nature—even at its
most purified—cannot rid itself. *

In their natural aspect, as “natural impulses’ and “‘satisfactions”, the
nal are “not blameworthy”’,%® but simply the spur to actions that in
themselves guarantee the continuation of nature.® So it is symbolically
significant that the rite of circumcision had to disappear in the New
Covenant: “No natural thing is unclean it it has God as its Creator.””?
True circumcision is only the cleansing of those passions that prevent
the true fruitfulness of the soul.”® In this cleansing process, the wdOy
of the soul are helpful and useful (xahér yivetaw xal té ndbn): covetous-
ness becomes yearning desire (Epeoig doextinn); love of pleasure be-
comes a taste for divine grace; anxiety becomes a healthy, cautionary
tear; sadness becomes heartfelt repentance. ““All these things are good
through the use made of them by those who know how to train their
thoughts for the service of Christ.”’** The “‘tension’ (t6vog) released
by the irascible part of the soul, the “longing” of the desiring part,
communicate themselves, by a kind of sublimation, to the “intellect
as a whole”’;% there is a “wise desire”, just as there is a “‘reasonable
anger’”.5¢ If all these drives are naturally implanted in animals, they
could not be reprehensible (i puowxal otite xaxai).®” The love of God

4 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 61; CCG 22, 85, 19; PG go, 628B.

*7 Ibid., prooemium; CCG 7, 23, 114; PG 90, 249A.

* Ibid., 55; CCG 7, 489, 139-42; PG 9o, 541B.

4 Ibid.; CCG 7, 487, 126—27; PG 90, 541A.

50 Tbid.; CCG 7, 487, 123ff; PG 90, 541A.

51 Tbid.; CCG 7, 489, 132f; PG 90, 541AB.

52 1bid., 27; CCG 7, 201, 164—66; PG 90, 357D—360A.

53 Ibid., 48; CCG 7, 343, 227f; PG 9o, 441C.

5 1bid., 1; CCG 7, 47, 18-49, 33; PG 90, 269B.

53 Exposition of the Lord’s Prayer, CCG 23, 58, s539ff; PG 90, 806C.

56 In De Div. Nom. 4; PG 4, 292C.

*7 Ibid.; PG 4, 206B. This doctrine of sublimation is worked out with particular clarity in
Centuries on Love 3, 67, 71, 98.
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itself has its root and foundation in our capacity to desire and in our
courage.™ “The soul makes use of its desires in order to long for the
things it seeks and uses its anger and courage to keep them and to care
tenderly for them.””%®

Nevertheless, although pathos may be the root of the highest abilities
of our intelligence, on its own ground it cannot simply be translated
into a positive intellectual value—into ““innocence”. Even if it is not
strictly reprehensible (Gmhie waxdv), still it stands in a hidden and in-
destructible relationship (mpdg w xaxov) with that sensual egoism (-
Aautie) that acts as the basis of sin. “It is clear: if someone is in love
with himself [that is, has ¢uhavtia], he has all the passions (tafn).”
Even if such self-seeking is natural for animals, it cannot be so for an
intellectual being, who is made to know God and so is subject to a
second, intellectual or spiritual law alongside the law of his own sen-
sual well-being, by means of his openness to the divine. The ontolog-
ical duality of human nature is translated, of necessity, into levels of
knowledge and action. “Man is composed of a soul and a body; thus
he is moved by a double law, the law of the flesh and the law of the
spirit.”’¢* ““For reason and sensuality are naturally active in opposite
ways, because their objects are in the highest degree different and dis-
similar.”’® Even before it becomes real, then, evil lies potentially in
the nonidentity of the reasonable and nonreasonable parts of man, to
the extent that the operative law of the latter can only be subjected to
the former by the former’s active intervention but is not subject to it
by nature.®

Does this not lead us back to Gnosticism, even to Manichaeism?
Are not disharmony and sin identified here with being itself? Max-
imus gives a tentative answer to the charge, without offering a final
solution. The scholia on Pseudo-Dionysius, first of all, often empha-
size strongly that matter is perhaps ‘“nonbeing’ in a relative sense but
in no sense the origin or focal point of evil. The fact that the demons are

58 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 49; CCG 7, 3553, 68ff; PG 90, 449B.

5% Tbid., 535; CCG 7, 491, 176f; PG 90, s44A.

0 Centuries on Love 3, 8: PG 9o, 1020AB; Epistles 2; PG 91, 397Aff.

Y Quaestiones ad Thalassium 33; CCG 7, 229, 26f; PG 9o, 373C. In this parallel of body-

¢

soul and flesh-spirit (with “spirit” understood as “mind”, volg, as well as vetua—) lies
the “original lie”, or at Jeast the gaping danger, of Eastern religious anthropology.
%2 Tbid., 58; CCG 22, 33, 103-6; PG 9o, 596D.

 So also John of Scythopolis, In De Div. Nom. 4; PG 4, 276C.
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bodiless is sufficient proof of this.®* If the Oy are to be considered
the immediate symptoms of evil in man, it is necessary to make a clear
distinction between the loss of moral equilibrium and the natural con-
sequences of this disturbance—between “‘voluntary sin” and ““physical
sin”. “‘The judgment, then, on Adam’s voluntary sin was the transfor-
mation of his nature in the direction of passion, corruption, and death,
... toward physical sin.”* In the same sense, Maximus distinguishes
between the “‘curse’” that is the immediate ethical effect of sin and
the “curse” that is its natural punishment,® or between “temptation”
as sensual desire, which gives rise to sin, and “‘temptation’ as a trial,
which punishes sin by causing suffering.®” This distinction is made in
light of the Incarnation: the Redeemer was able to take the “‘physical”
side of our punishments on himself without any shadow of voluntary
sin and, so, became ‘‘sin’” and a “‘curse’ for us.%® But how are these two
sides related to each other? Can they be separated so easily? Maximus’
philosophy of the sexes offers an answer to the question of how they
are one.

6. The Sexual Synthesis

The focal point of the whole question of pathos seems, in fact, to lie
in the phenomenon of sexuality. Two elements combine in the central
sin of self-Jove: egoism and passionate, fleshly lust. All sin is a renunci-
ation of the lordship of God, a desire to be on one’s own, and in that
very act—in the case of humans, at least—a descent into sensual self-
indulgence.® But concealed in these two elements lies also the inner
contradiction of sin, which will immediately appear as their built-in
punishment. In sensual pleasure, the human spirit seeks a self-centered
substitute for giving itself to God; this alternate gift of self thus isolates
the person in his egoism, rather than uniting him with the beloved. Sen-

6% Ibid.; PG 4, 207C.

85 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 42; CCG 7, 287, 58, 69; PG 90, 408CD.

% Ibid., 62; CCG 22, 123, 137ff; PG 9o, 652C.

87 Exposition of the Lord’s Prayer; CCG 23, 72, 8ooff.; PG 90, 908BC.

8 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 42; CCG 7, 285-87; PG 90, 405C—408D) (referring to 2 Cor
s:21 and Gal 3:13).

¥ Ibid., $8; CCG 22, 31, 78f; PG 90, 596B; the statement is limited, of course, by the
adverb “‘almost” (ayedov).
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sual lust “divides the unity of human nature into a thousand pieces,”
and we, who all share the same nature, mindlessly tear cach other into
shreds, like wild beasts'.”" Self-love has even divided the one God into
o multitude of idols, just as it tore nature apart and “‘turned our ca-
pacity for anger toward cach other into something bestial, for the sake
of our sensual desires”.” This “deceptive and corrupting love”, ™ this
‘much-indulged, much-repressed sensuality”’”* gradually hollows out
our flesh—*‘the flesh of all men and women is a valley, worn away by
the constant flow of passion’”’”*—and ends ““in the disgust that follows
and that obliterates the whole state of mind that has gone before”.

But this outbreak of pain is influenced so little by external sources
that one must rather see it as implied in the first stirring of sensual
desire. “‘For mingled into sensual desire is the torment of pain, even
when, through the overriding power of passion, it seems to lie hid-
den in those who are dominated by it.”””” And if this torment is also
sometimes described as an additional punishment for the misuse of our
natural drives,”® still the punishment also consists, on the other hand,
in the deformation of nature itself: “Nature punishes people who seek
to do her violence, in the same degree as they indulge in an unnat-
ural style of life; her punishment is that they no longer have ready,
natural access to the full powers of nature. Their natural freshness is
diminished, and so they are punished.””® Death itself, the end of these
torments and their effect (&v olg »al £€ Ov & Odvarog),® is nothing else
but the natural (¢pvow@c) unfolding of their reality.®

But now that these two citadels—sensual desire and death—have
been raised against one another, we are swept into the implacable di-
alectic of historicity. “In secking to avoid the burdensome experience

3

7% Reading in the Greek tunjuara, “‘parts”, rather than mufpata—, “honors”.
" Quaestiones ad Thalassium, prooemium; CCG 7, 33, 260—72; PG 90, 256B.
7 Epistles 28; PG 91, 620C.

7 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 19; CCG 7, 359, 157; PG 90, 453A.

74 1bid., 48; CCG 7, 323, 171-72; PG 9o, 428B.

75 Ibid.; CCG 7, 319, 107ff; PG 90, 425A.

76 Epistles 28; PG 91, 617C.

77 Quaestiones ad Thalassium, prooemiun; CCG 7, 33, 260—62; PG 90, 256A.
78 Tbid., 61; CCG 22, 85; PG 00, 628B.

7 Ambigua; PG 91, 1164C.

80 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 61; CCG 22, 85, 24; PG 9o, 628B.

81 Ibid.; CCG 22, 87, 26ff; PG 90, 628D.
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of pain, we fall into the arms of sensual desire . . ., and in struggling
to soothe the anguish of pain through pleasure, we only strengthen
its case against us, in that we are incapable of having pleasure apart
from torment and tedium.”’® ‘““Fear of death”® is the hidden thorn
that drives us to try to make our nature eternal by procreation; from
this source, however, only another victim of death can be produced.
This is the tragedy that lies beneath every worldly care:

For since the whole nature of corporeal things is transitory and is con-
stantly ready to be dissolved, one may try any way one likes to make
it stand firm, yet this will only strengthen its transitoriness. Against our
will, we must always tremble for what we love, and contrary to our
desires we must unconsciously come, through the things we love, to
share in what we do not love at all, yet what is intrinsically connected
with natural impermanence.?*

The built-in sadness of sexual desire is nothing else than the dark con-
tradiction one senses in sexuality.

Since (physical) evil entered human nature through an act of transgres-
sion, and the passionate aspect of birth through sin, and since through
the passionate aspect of birth, which depends on sin, the first transgres-
sion remained in force, there was no hope of redemption. Nature was
indissolubly chained, through the bonds of retribution, to its own free
will. For the more nature rushed to assure its own continuity through
procreation, the more it became entangled in the law of sin, because the
first transgression remained alive in nature’s passionate aspect.®®

Between ““fear of death” and “slavery to sensual desire through love
for life”, the circle is inescapably closed;® the perpetuation of life, for
which man strives, is in fact a perpetuation of death.®” Doubtless we
have entered an Eastern sanctuary here: the Buddha’s teaching, too,
grew out of this powerful experience; the circling wheel of births and
deaths is a tragedy, in itself beyond redemption. ““All life is a mixture of
desire and pain’’,® because ‘‘death dwells potentially in all coming-to-

82 Ibid.; CCG 22, 89, 94—91, 100; PG 90, 629D—632A.

8 Tbid.; CCG 22, 95, 191-94; PG 90, 633D.

8 Ibid., prooecmium; CCG 7, 39, 372—79; PG g0, 260C.

85 Tbid., 21; CCG 7, 127, 19—27; PG 9o, 313A.

86 Jbid.; CCG 7, 131, 83-85; PG 90, 316B.

57 Epistles 7; PG 91, 437C~440A.

88 Quacestiones ad Thalassium, prooemium; CCG 7, 35, 293f; PG 90, 256D.
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be, as a judgment on nature’”;* [nature 1s] cursed ground, a “‘desert’,*°

H

“unfruitful soil, from which one reaps with much pain and sorrow and
91

In this perspective, does not the sexual act, even marriage, become
a sin? Not at all, Maximus replies: “If marriage were reprehensible, so
would be the natural law of reproduction, and if this natural process
were reprehensible, then obviously we could rightly blame the Cre-
ator of nature, who invested it with this law of reproduction. How
then would we refute the Manichees? . . .”’?2 Something that is nat-
urally good or indifterent, however, can still be imposed on us as a
“punishment’”,”® and can surely become the external sign, the guilty
mark of our internal, sinful will, as well as bringing about a crippling
attachment of this will to its object. In this sense, sexual desire and
the passions might be considered a “sacrament of sin”, in that even
here an external gesture, in itself neither good nor evil, has become an
“efficacious sign™ of sin.

But even if this adhesion [of sexuality to sin] ““is a punishment of a
just God”’, is it not still something good, since it comes from God and
realizes a potentiality of nature itself? Is it not at least an “‘educational”’
process?®* An experience we are allowed to have “so that through the
suffering that this present life offers . . . we might finally learn how
much damage the love of that life brings about, and how much more we
are helped through distance from it than through involvement in it?"%3

The role of sexuality, however, is not exclusively this somewhat neg-
ative one. It is also an educational process as a positive mode of union.
The sexual synthesis is the first level of the progressive syntheses by
which the world is unified and brought to its perfection in the unity
of God. In [the relationships of ] a sexually divided humanity, the dif-
ferentiation and multiplicity of the world, which has progressed to an
extreme degree, takes its first turn toward unity; man, after all, through
his capacity for unity (1) npog évoowv dvvag), is the world’s natural

8 Ibid. 47; PG 90, 424B. [This reference appears to be incorrect. See, however, Quaestiones
ad Thalassium 61; CCG 22, 95, 180—84; PG 90, 633C.]

2 Thid., 47; CCG 7, 317, 68; PG 90, 424B.

91 Ibid., 5; CCG 7, 65, 12—14; PG 90, 277C.

2 Ambigua; PG 91, 1340B.

%% Ibid.; PG 91, 1348A.

°4 Ibid.; PG o1, 1317D.

9 Epistles 10; PG 91, 449CD.
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mediator with God (¢prowns ueortedov). For that reason, man was also
the last to be created, because he is the center of the world, in whom
the multiplicity of beings, beginning in the nonidentity of the human
sexes, can gradually begin to come together again in unity.®® In this
union lies a first, still confused hint and representation of the unity
and unifying love of God, even though it may be misused and twisted.

Although it may be misunderstood, man seems to have access to some-
thing good, to find the possibility of union, in the tender love of a com-
rade in mortality; and even if this love is itself open to corruption, still
it is a distant, weak echo of the love of God and embraces a phantom
only because of the Good. . . . Through the very form of unity and love,
man already possesses a shadowy share in the Good.*”

The real meaning of fleshly desire thus becomes clear: *“The basis
of the evil in debauchery lies in the irrational excitement of desire.
Desire itself, however, is a beneficial force: it allows the rational being
to long for the true good, which is above, and gives irrational beings an
instinct for what tends toward self-preservation.”®® Certainly, in man,
who is at once both intellectual and sensual, desire must accomplish
both goals at once: physical union comes to its fulfillment precisely
by liberating the intellectual drive toward unity. “For it is impossible
that people come to real moral unity who are not first united in their
dependence on God.”? The savage, predatory aspect of sensual desire
thus comes, not from within itself, but from a lack of this harmony
with the true and only principle of unity, God. Yet even in such a state
of internal division—as Pseudo-Dionysius had already observed—the
still-glowing sparks of the divine are not completely extinguished; as
John of Scythopolis commented, “Even quarrelsome and unreliable
people are moved by shadowy images of a love for peace; for they are
driven by their passions, and in trying ignorantly to satisfy them, they
believe they are moving toward peace.”*

This shadow of peace, however, is not the real thing. The double
law [of desire] in man remains, on the human level, always a tragic du-
alism. ““Since it is impossible that the mind should make contact with

26 Ambigua; PG 91, 1305AB.

%7 In De Div. Nom. 4; PG 4, 281AC. (The attribution of the text here is uncertain.)
%8 1bid.; PG 301BC.

2 Epistles 2; PG 91, 396D,

199 Iy De Div. Nom. 11; PG 4, 397D.
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the mntellectual things of its own kind in any other way than by con
templatg the sensible realities that serve as intermediaries between
them”, and since these seduce the mind to remain with them through
the pleasure they give, the mind reaps, with this pleasure, *‘the sorrow
and the lash of conscience’; if, on the other hand, the mind “‘tears
apart the surface appearance of visible things”, the result, “along with
mtellectual joy™, is “sadness of the senses, which are deprived of their
natural object”.*! So in Maximus’ thinking, too, in the midst of Chris-
tian values, the heroic Platonic ideal of an “‘undying battle” between
appearance and idea makes its appearance, as man’s ultimate situation.
““This, perhaps, is the reason that the present anomalous situation has
been allowed to prevail: that the power of the spirit, which prefers
virtue before all other things, might be displayed in us.”” 1%

This tragic loss of balance in man is not fate, however, but a sign of
inherited sin. It is clear that this cannot be conceived simply in terms of
“physical evil”’: in the element of ‘‘punishment”’, which condemns us
to keep secking the infinite and the timeless in places where there can
only be new decay, one sees clearly the features of a kind of “guilt”
that accompanies this tendency and that—*in us, without our con-
sent” (in nobis sine nobis)—has put our will in chains. Here Maximus’
instinct, which we have pointed out before, to make immediate appli-
cations of ontological situations in the ethical realm once again comes
to light. The ontological tragedy of our human subjection to two laws
—explained by Platonism through the simple fact of the duality of
body and soul and by Christianity through a primeval disturbance of
the world’s balance and order—is immediately translated into moral
tragedy. To the extent that this tragedy precedes the free decision of
man and is rooted in his natural constitution, he cannot rid himself
of it. The solution of the contradiction can only be awaited as a gift
of God: as given with that peace in which all the world’s conflict is
resolved and has been resolved since the beginning.

Maximus develops his doctrine of the Incarnation with almost geo-
metrical strictness on the basis of the anthropology of original sin.10
The Incarnation must be the reconstitution of the state—whether it is
understood historically or mythically and metahistorically—in which

100 Quaestiones ad Thalassium s8; CCG 22, 33, 111-35, 135; PG 90, 596D—-5978.
102 Ambigua; PG 91, 1105B.
193 See fragment 9; ed. Epifanovich, 28.
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man was incorruptible (eic a¢pOaooiav dronatdotame). '™ It must re-
store the balance again, by bringing the proud intellect low and by lift-
ing up the flesh that had been hollowed out by passion and death.%
In order to break through the dialectic of sin, two conditions were
required: a death that was not the natural punishment for sinful pathos'°
and, therefore, also a virginal birth. Gregory of Nyssa had already
sketched out these requirements in his Great Catechetical Oration, and
many Monophysites exaggerated them into a metaphysical necessity,
which incidentally included also a denial of the immaculate conception
of Mary.*” This was not part of Maximus’ intention; the “‘necessity”’
he speaks of is nothing but the inner cohesion of the divine plan of
salvation, read phenomenologically from the facts of sacred history.
Only when the tragic elements in his cultural tradition run the risk
of gaining the upper hand does he himself sink into this kind of pes-
simism. Monophysitism remains a marginal danger zone, for him as for
all theology of an Alexandrian orientation. Yet his Christology, with
its strong emphasis on a theology of two natures and two wills, will
contribute the decisive counterweight to this anthropological danger.
The “necessary’’ way to salvation, clearly revealed in the human con-
dition itself, thus demands an inner, radical overcoming of this con-
dition through a free acceptance of “physical evil” and death, inde-
pendent of any natural compulsion.*®® This is impossible for a normal
human being; thus a superhuman human being (dnép dvBowmov Gv-
Bowmog) '*? is necessary, whose more-than-human aspect will be just as
real and just as effective as his humanity. Such a person would have to
take upon himself the whole *‘transgression of Adam’s voluntary sin”’,
the whole of physical evil,**® but through the innocence of his suffer-
ing would let the judgment [on humanity] become a judgment on the
judgment itself (xatduowowv xatoxoivy),'t “a genuine cursing of the

(%

194 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 42; CCG 7, 287, 34: PG 90, 408A; cf, ibid., 26; CCG 7, 185:;
PG 9o, 349BC; ibid., 64; CCG 22, 173—75; PG 90, 684AB.

105 1bid., 47; CCG 7, 319—21; PG 90, 425A-D.

106 Thid., 61; CCG 22, 87; PG 9o, 628C-620A.

197 See Julian of Halicarnassus, fragments 17, 20, 29, 71, 82, 83: in R. Draguet, ed., Julien
d’Halicarnasse et sa controverse avec Sévére d’Antioche sur Dincorruptibilité du corps du Christ (Louvain,
1924), Juliani fragmenta.

198 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 63; CCG 22, 97, 211-15; PG 90, 663C.

199 Ambigua; PG 91, 1056A.

119 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 43; CCG 7, 287, 58f: PG 9o, 408C.

"1 Ibid.; CCG 7, 289, 69; PG 9o, 408D.
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curse’ " Maximus always describes Christ’s death as a judgment on
din" and thus as the real judgment on the world itself, even though it
remains hidden. In this death, judging and being judged coincide. And
thanks to this death, the same process also takes place for the individ-
ual Christian. In the second birth of baptism, suffering and death lose
their sting, because baptism, as an effective sign of Christ’s death, takes
away the guilt of the first birth and restores the original, spiritual birth
from and in God that Adam had spurned.'™ The necessity of death
for the sinner is surpassed through his own free choice of this death
[in Christ].®

And since it is not possible to complete a life without death, (the Chris-
tians) created, as a death for this life, the renunciation of every concemn
for the flesh, through which death made its way into our life, so that by
inventing a death for death they might no longer live for death; by dying
they have gained power in the death that is “precious to the Lord”, in the
death that truly puts an end to death, so that they might let corruptibility
itself fall into corruption.'*®

Through this death, the real reproductive power of the soul is finally
released;"” the soul is now not only begotten and born itself in the
Spirit,'® as at the beginning,'® but it now even conceives and bears
the eternal Word in its bosom, “where Christ mystically wills to be
born again and again, becoming flesh through those he has redeemed
and making the virgin soul that bears him into a mother”.**® The soul
becomes a mother passively, as the one who constantly “‘receives and
bears” [him], as a “‘receptive bosom’’; it does so actively by “‘nourishing
the Logos with the breasts of contemplation and active virtue”."! So
it is by fulfilling the mystery of sexuality that the soul goes beyond it.

The sexual synthesis, then, remains, for Maximus as for most of

D2 Thid., 62; CCG 22, 123, 129; PG 90, 652B.

13 1hid., 61; CCG 22, 95, 197; PG g0, 633D; ibid. 63; CCG 22, 173, 443—44; PG 9o,
684A; CCG 22, 177, 474; PG 90, 685B.

14 1hid., 61; CCG 22, 91; PG 90, 632C; CCG 22, 95; PG 9o, 633D.
15 Ambigua; PG 91, 1157D.

16 1hid.; PG o1, 1157C.

17 Ibid.; PG o1, 1364D.

18 1bid.; PG 91, 1348A—-C.

19 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 61; CCG 22, 97, 230; PG 90, 636C.

120 Exposition of the Lord’s Prayer; CCG 23, 50, 397—400; PG 9o, 889C.
121 Epistles 19; PG 91, $92AB.
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the Fathers, too overloaded by the tragedy and the despairing dialectic
of original sin to find a positive place among the syntheses achieved
by Christ. “For in Christ Jesus there is neither male nor female”
(Gal 3:28). Certainly, the unity of man and woman retains, in his
thought, that reflective glimmer of God’s own unity in love that Pseudo-
Dionysius had also found there. But Maximus is not able to admit that
sexuality has a final and fulfilling meaning; here the tradition of East-
ern thought retains the upper hand. The verse of Paul we have quoted,
which refers primarily to the sexual act, Maximus understands exten-
sively, taking it to include all sexual difference; as a logical result, this
cannot be included in the “likeness” to God referred to in Genesis
1:27—not in the realm of personal relations, first of all, but not even
in the bodily realm. Maximus put the responsibility for this approach
on Gregory of Nyssa. But if the personal synthesis of the sexes is swept
aside, there is no way to conceive the sexual synthesis as rooted in the
synthesis of Christ; metaphysics, at this point, must systematically take
on a monastic character! It is therefore no accident that in Maxdmus’
great syntheses, no exalted place is reserved for Mary as the New Eve,
the Bride of Christ."*

Sexuality [for Maximus]| is too closely bound to time and corrupt-
ibility,'** and they are too closely bound to sin. If, in the Gnostic view
and
therefore as sexual—from the start, then Christ’s work is necessarily
more than the restoration of the original state, which itselt belongs in
the ““first age of creation (aeon).””*** In fact, his achievement becomes
itselt, by a synthesis of the unspoiled state of Paradise and our present
mortal condition, a higher, third condition:

of the original state of things, man came into existence as fallen

In that [Christ], through his own person, united the two opposed reali-
ties perfectly, . . . he effectively removed the weaknesses of both sides:
the second, dishonorable state he made into the source of salvation and
renewal for the first and honorable one, while he made the first the

122 Maximus was not unconscious of doing this; he rejected the exaggerated devotion to
the Mother of God current in his own time and was accused of being against Mary. See
Acta Sanctorum, August 3 (1867), 1o7. Cf. J. A. Jungmann, “Diec Abwehr des germanischen
Arianismus und der Umbruch der religiésen Kultur im frithen Miteelalter”, Zeitschrift fiir
katholische Theologie 69 (1947): 49.

123 Exposition of the Lord’s Prayer; CCG 23, 51, 403—14; PG 90, 889D.

123 Quacstiones ad Thalassium 54; CCG 7, 4359, 275ft; PG 90, 520C, with the explanatory
scholion no. 18: ibid.; CCG 7, 47s. 152—55; PG 90, §32C (where it is scholion 22).

|
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stification and excuse for the second. . . . He made procreation into
the redemption of created existence, by paradoxically restoring the in-
corruptibility of creation through human vulnerability (pathos); but he
made creation the justification of procreation, by sanctifying its vulner-

. : 2
able aspect through creation’s own innocence. '*®

125 Ambigua; PG 91, 1317A-C.
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CHRIST THE SYNTHESIS

1. Setting the Question

['he figure of the redeemer stands in the center of Maximus’ theology.
In step with the process by which Maximus the Monk changed into
Maximus the Confessor, the perspective of his Christology changed, as
well: the Alexandrian cosmic Logos, with his predominantly Eastern
appearance, took on ever more human and evangelical features. Max-
imus’ breathtaking duel with the Monothelites, which reached its peak
in his disputation with Pyrrhus at Carthage in 645, forced the mystic
—to his own saving benefit—to take seriously and to apply, in all its
consequences, the formula of the Council of Chalcedon, which asserts
the “‘unconfused” (dovyyvtws) character of the two natures of Christ
and which prevents any dissolving of the human substance in God.

Even so, we have already shown in the introductory chapter that
the Chalcedonian formula dominated even Maximus’ early, mystical
writings. “‘Synthesis’’, not “confusion’, is the first structural principle
of all created being. His early explanations of Gregory Nazianzen [the
Ambigua] brought to full expression this incomparably bold applica-
tion of a theological truth to philosophical, ontological, and cosmo-
logical thought. In this respect, too, Maximus looks straight in the eye
of Hegel, who clearly derived his synthetic way of thinking from the
Bible—more precisely from the anthropological antitheses of the Old
Testament and from that between the Bible and Hellenism, as well as
from the reconciling synthesis of Christ, understood principally from
a Johannine (and thus, in effect, from an Alexandrian) perspective. The
difference is that the theological starting point in Hegel is kept in the
shadows, while in Maximus it remains luminously open: everyone rec-
ognizes that his ontology and cosmology are extensions of his Chris-
tology, in that the synthesis of Christ’s concrete person is not only
God’s final thought for the world but also his original plan.

If we have mainly been trying, up to now, to point to this syn-
thetic structure from its philosophical side, it seems time to consider
it in its historical and objective starting point: in the central synthesis
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between God and world, grace and nature, that 1s realized i the hy-
postatic union of Christ. Here the [synthetic| principle finds its justi-
fication; for only when Christ appeared did it become irrefutably clear
that the creature is not simply pure negation with respect to God and,
thus, cannot be saved simply through mystical absorption in God, but
rather—however much he is elevated to share in God’s being, however
much he dies to the world—the creature is saved only in the express
preservation and perfection of his nature.

In the conceptual material it employs, Maximus’ Christology is not
“a new creation”. Just as the early aspects of his speculation on the
Logos depended—even so far as verbal citation—on Origen, so his
later christological speculation is founded on the Neo-Chalcedonian
theology of the sixth century, especially on that of Leontius of Byzan-
tium, as well as on the inspiration Maximus received from Sophronius,
with whom he spent some time, living with him in the same African
monastery about 630.' But Maximus not only corrects and deepens,
in many respects, the dry and often aimless speculation of the Neo-
Chalcedonians and develops and extends theologically the dogmatic
exposition of Sophronius; his great achievement remains his choice of
christological terminology as the cornerstone of his understanding of
the world. Here his vision parallels that of the greatest Christian minds
—Augustine in his battle against Donatus, Thomas in his dispute with
Averroes—in understanding how to transform an apparently immedi-
ate situation in the history of ideas into a question of universal rele-
vance, how to make a particular attack on Christianity into an occasion
for developing a view of the faith’s entire structure.

Even the reverent tone with which Maximus treats christological

questions alerts us to his awareness, not just of being in a wearisome
contest of words, but of standing before the central mystery of the
world. “Of all divine mysteries, the mystery of Christ is the most sig-

' On the relation between Leontius and Maximus, see V. Grumel, “L’Union hypostatique
ct la comparaison de I'dme et du corps chez Léonce de Byzance ct saint Maxime le Con-
fesseur”, Echos d’Orient 25 (1926): 393—406. Maximus never mentions Leontius by name,
yet Leontius’ direct, or at least his indirect, influence on Maximus is beyond any doubt
(Grumel, “L’Union hypostatique”, 400). On the objective connection between Sophronijus
and Maximus, sce C. Hefele, “Sophronius und Maximus tiber die zwei Willen in Christus”,
Tiibinger theologische Quartalschrift 37 (1857): 18y—223; there is nothing on the influence of
Sophronius on Maximus, but simply an analysis of both the synodal letter of 634 and of
the disputation at Carthage of 645. There is not much more in Straubinger, ““Dic Lehre des
Patriarchen Sophronius von Jerusalem™, Der Katholik 87 (1907): 81—109, 175—98, 251-65.
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nificant, for it teaches us how to situate every present or future perfec-

tion of every being, in every kind of intellectual investigation.””? The

ineftable manner of union” of the two natures in Christ is, in the
cnd, beyond comprehension. “For who could know how God takes
on flesh, yet remains God? How he, while remaining true God, still is
truly a human being. . . . Only faith understands this, by paying silent
homage to the Word of God.””? If, in fact, our reason is ordered to-
ward created, natural things, how could it help but be puzzled, when it
discovers this same nature translated into another, supernatural manner
ol being? And if this manner of being is divine, although God stands
in contrast to everything created, how could this unity not appear to

[y a contradiction?

For the superessential Word, who took on himself, in that ineffable con-
ception, our nature and cverything that belongs to it, possessed noth-
ing human, nothing that we might consider “natural’” in him, that was
not at the same time divine, negated by the supernatural manner of his
existence. The investigation of these things exceeds our reason and our
capacity for proof; it is only grasped by the faith of those who reverence
the mystery of Christ with upright hearts.*

Iaith alone sces, in the mirror of Christ’s creaturcly appearance, the
uncreated face of the eternal one.

And yet this vision inflames all our desires to know and to see. The
mysterious oscillation between the light and the mirror, between what
sanctifies and what is sanctified, between truth and image, immediacy
and concealment, which flickers through the relationship of Christ’s
two natures, allows the mystery of the world to appear, concentrated
in the midst of these two things, as in an enormous magnifying lens.
I'he borderline between appearance and reality must become palpable
here, if it is to become so at all. Here is the joint of the compass, whose
one leg points to the world while the other rests in God. Through the
Incarnation, the Lord became “‘his own precursor’’.® He became, as
Maximus puts it (bringing an Origenist idea into sharp focus), “his
own image and likeness; he was able to point from himself to himself
and to lead all of creation upward through himself, as he appeared in

* Ambigua; PG o1, 1332C.
? Ibid.; PG 1057A.

4 1bid.; PG 91, 1053CD.
5 Ibid.; PG 91, 1253D.
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the world, to himself, who is utterly hidden and who can never ap-
pear.”® So Christian love can never cease examining, over and over, the
mystery of this being who is two yet one, never cease questioning his
“supernatural physiology” (10 uéyo tfig treodpvotg ‘Incot puoioroyiag
uvothotovy.”

The way to the mystery has been designated, since Ephesus and
Chalcedon, by negative markers: it can only lie somewhere between
Nestorius and Eutyches, between a theory of two persons and a theory
of one nature. The goal was to avoid “division’ (Siaigeois) and ‘‘fu-
ston” (ouvaipeows) with equal care.® It was not simply that Eutyches
had united the natures “‘too much’ and Nestorius ‘‘too little”’, but
that they divided them and united them in the wrong way; they did
not understand in what unity really consisted. Their mistake was to
look for the synthesis on the level of nature itself and then to describe
it as a synthesis of natural powers (Nestorius) or as a natural union
(Eutyches). A solution to the problem was impossible as long as one
was unable to recognize any other dimension of being than that of
“nature’” or ‘“‘essence”’—the dimension considered by ancient Greek
philosophy. For the result of this one-dimensionality was the conclu-
sion that all “‘essence’ (ovoia, Ppuow) possessed reality in itself, or was
at least the key element, the structure, the law of some really existing
thing.

The way from this one-dimensional space to the full development
of a second dimension in scholastic ontology is a long and tortuous
one. The discovery of the new dimension, one that begins in the non-
identity of abstract and concrete being, of essence and existence, as
the fundamental objective state of every created reality, is the prod-
uct of the Christian consciousness, which was the first to notice the
relation between God the Creator and the radical contingency of the
world. It was in this same relationship, too, that the full conception
of personal being, in its metaphysical implications, was discovered: as
the ultimate seat of God’s sovereign freedom, on which all the “that”
and the “what” of the creature depends, and consequently—since the
creature is an image of God—as the ultimate center in the creature’s

¢ Ibid.; PG 91, 1165D.
7 1bid.; PG 91, 1052B.
8 Opuscila; PG 91, 88B.
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Lietng, beyond all “nature” and “essence’, of the power freely to be,
hich is at the same time the center of radical dependency on God.
['ven if the relationship of these two pairs—essence and’existence,

by and person—still remained objectively unexplained [in Max-

i’ work], it is at least clear that in a time of philosophical transition

thise two polarities had to stand in the closest touch with each other.

Ioth were expressions of a single basic insight—one that still needed

onceptual clarification—into the insufficiency of a closed system of
ences and natures. The christological disputes, which had largely
lien caused by the unavoidable complexity and contextual variation

b the concepts of ancient philosophy as they lost their systematic sta-

Lility and began to interact with each other, made an enormous contri-

Liition to the illumination of this new, Christian philosophical world.
Dogmatic formulations, in fact, are often a step ahead of the full

plilosophical “ownership” of a new way of thinking: with the assur-

e of a sleepwalker, the Church coins a formula that only later on

teveals all the dimensions of its meaning. What an act of daring it was

tor the Council of Ephesus, faced with a choice between two equally
vapie and inexact formulas, simply to decide for the less inauthentic
one, the one with the more adequate perspectivel What an act of dar-

g, again, it was for the Council of Chalcedon to interpret the for-

imula of Ephesus (“one nature”, uia ¢pvoig)—against all apparent logic,

which lay on the Monophysite side—in what seemed to be the op-
posite direction from the implications of its own wording! And what

i act of daring, yet again, was the Neo-Chalcedonian rereading [of

the Chalcedonian formulation], incorporating the whole Christology

ol Cyril into the framework of Chalcedon, in order both to assimilate

the heart of the Monophysite intuition and to overcome its objections

[to the Council]! Words that had had, for centuries, their own clear

definitions—or at least their own popular, if confused, associations—

were forced now to grow beyond their natural ranges of meaning, in
order to help sketch in the outlines of something new. Maximus’ own

(hristology still stands in this twilight; but through all the fluidity, the

stress and strain, of his attempts at clear formulation, hints of an overall

sense of direction begin to appear that reveal the intuition of a genius
and that are well worth sympathetic interpretive description. Many of
the descriptions that have been given [in the past] leave the impression
that the debates about the being of Christ were simply a verbal joust—
shosts clanking their chains!—without vital implications for our own
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tme. In the presentation that follows, I hope to convey a different
mmpression. Much that Maximus said about the form of Christ seems
all too abstract; other things seem inexact, and still others scem long
since to have become common Christian parlance. Still, his synthetic
thought, taken as a whole, remains a classic example of Christianity’s
lively struggle to give expression to the world’s central mystery.

The union of God and the world in Christ could not be adequately
expressed simply in terms of an essentialist philosophy. If its “‘natural”
and “‘ontological’”’ aspects were emphasized (as ‘‘union of essences”
[Evworg odowndng] or “‘union of natures” [Evwog ¢puowd]), the conse-
quence was the mixture of the two poles in a new “‘essence’ (oboia,
¢puoig). But if one hoped to avoid this kind of mixture, the only alterna-
tive seemed to be the accidental, extrinsic, “moral’”” union of an “‘intel-
lectual relationship” (oygols) between the two natures.® Certainly, both
the Eutychian and the Nestorian position saw part of the truth.'® But
the level on which they came into conflict cannot itself be the context
of a real solution—it can only be the scene of an empty dialectic of
thesis and antithesis. For the synthesis one is looking for here stands in
constant danger of degeneration: either through the separation of its
two halves (€ fyuoeiog peoiCecdor) ' or through homogenization into a
kind of “*balance” (&vrigoomov)*~—becoming an ‘‘intermediate’ thing
(uéoov, uetolyuov),” which, because of its very neutrality, can neither
unite nor really penetrate its two poles (undetéog dpivoeL tHv ¢E v Eont
nowwvoiv). The solution of the Monophysite Severus [of Antioch],
who proposed simultaneously both a natural union and a natural dif-
terence of the poles, can only lead to open contradiction, if pushed to
its limits (odpég adtovs petd v oixelwv dvoroémovres);™ the only way
to prevent this would be to take the natural union seriously, but then
the union would destroy the inner independence of the poles once
again and would end in a docetic denial of the truth of the Incarna-
tion.™

If the two great heresies thus mark off the way in a negative sense,

? Ibid.; PG 91, 56C.

10 Thid.; PG 91, 44B.

Wibid.; PG 91, 76A.

2 Ibid.; PG 91, 113B; ¢f. the note of Combéfis.
3 Ibid.; PG o1, 121C.

# Ibid.; PG 91, 208D.

5 Ibid.; PG 9t, 225A.
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Christian speculation on the divine Trinity, which had already been
inply developed, pointed out more positively the direction in which
o po. Por it was here that the notion of person had first been se-
curely established. In the midst of the complexities of the christolog-
ial debate, Maximus always took his refuge in trinitarian theology.
\pamnst the argument of Sergius, who argued from an understanding
ol Christ’s personal unity to the strict unity of his personal activity
el will, Maximus repeatedly countered with an appeal to the doctrine
ol the Trinity: Sergius’ thesis leads to three wills in God. At first, per-
laps, this appeal to the internal relations in God to shed light on the
bieing of Christ may seem less than convincing. Are not the relation-
hips between nature and person in God essentially indescribable? Do
not these concepts have a completely different meaning there, one we
can hardly guess at? In his disputation with Maximus, Pyrrhus does
not miss the opportunity of pointing this out: “The Fathers devel-
oped these ideas in the context of the doctrine of God, not in that of
(hristology. Therefore it is not a sign of intellectual honesty to use
for Christology what they intended to say of the Trinity and to try
to prove a contradiction in this way.”’*® But Maximus was more far-
sighted: in fact, the two questions are not unrelated to one another.
I'he Logos, having once become human, still remains, as Logos, one
of the three who are God, and therefore a proposition in Christology
may not contradict a proposition about the Trinity.?” What little in-
sight we can gain by distinguishing between nature and person in God
is enough, thanks to the deep interweaving of the two sets of prob-
leins, to require us to make an analogous distinction in Christ. For if
the Incarnation produced a synthetic nature, the Son would no longer
be of the same nature as the Father, and we would have been forced,
without realizing it, to become Arians!*® The Trinity, too, would have
expanded into a Quaternity;' and the nature of such a Christ would
be totally different from our human nature,? so that it would not be
able to redeem us. Sergius’ misleading conclusion, that ““the number of
wills determines the number of willing subjects”, itself leads—in its

' Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 348C.

7 Ibid.; PG 91, 348C~350B.

8 Opuscula; PG 91, 85B and 116AC.

19 Ambigua; PG 91, 1058C. On tritheism in the sixth century, see Maximus, Centuries on
Love 2, 29.

20 Epistles 13; PG o1, 520C.
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implications—either to Arius or to Sabellius: to a distinction in nature
between the Divine Persons or else to a dissolution of the Persons in
the undifferentiated unity of the divine nature.?® A “personal will”’
destroys the very notion of the divine nature.??

One may not seek [for clues to the mystery of Christ], then, in the
direction of ‘‘a composite thing”;* the mystery is not to be found in
the realm of *‘things” at all. ““The mysterious manner of identification”
(6 &moddnTog Tedmog Tiig ovudulag)®* raises us above the level of parts.
But here the real difficulty arises: if the unity that results is not a *‘third
thing”’, comprised by the parts—because Christ is no one else but the
“hypostasis’ of the parts®*—how can this hypostasis be distinguished
from the parts themselves? How can one define and verbalize what
does not belong to the essential order?

The need to exclude the Nestorian and Monophysite solutions in-
troduces, first of all, two arguments that limit the problem. Against
Severus, one had to defend the position that the Unity [of Christ] is
free, not the end product of a natural process, yet that it still does not
cease to be a “‘physical”’ union—a union, that is, on the level of being.
It is his own personal achievement (aitovpyia).?¢ Against Nestorius,
on the other hand, one had to show that this free, spiritual achievement
is an “‘ontic”” and not just a “‘moral’”’ union (otoLbd1G, xat odoiav), yet
that it need not be for that reason a “natural” one (év odoiq).

Still, these arguments do not go very far. One had to find a cat-
egory that would add the further tone, or dimension, of existence,
without affirming a qualitative difference in the existing essence. Since
Amphilochius and the Cappadocians, the term “mode of existence”
(voomog Thig Undoews) had been used to suggest this of the Trinity.
Could not this term be transferred to the christological problem? Does
not a similarly phenomenological view of the appearance of Christ re-
ally invite us to do this, since we see in him a being whose whole bear-
ing——down to the least word and gesture—reveals a human nature, but
one that has been translated into a wholly different manner of existing?

21 Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 289D.
22 Ibid.; PG o1, 313C.

22 Ambigua; PG 91, 1057A.

24 Ibid.; PG 91, 1056D-1057A.

25 Ibid.; PG 91, 1044D.

26 Ibid.; PG 91, 1049D.
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Fverything that is truly human can be found in this new manner of ex-
mting, " yet none of itis any longer “simply human’ (Yuhdg dvBommog) 2
ar Vonly human™ (Gmiis dvOpwmog),? but it appears as mysteriously

inhabited” (t@ évoweiv) by another.®® This “indwelling”” is perceived
it once as the most interior and intimate relationship possible (o0dév
fvinrepov), in which [God] is tenderly concerned to preserve all that
iv human and natural and to heal it (00dév cwonnmtepov).®® Thus it
i this “new manner [of being]”,*? this “divine mode”,** this “way of
cxisting thus and no other way” (1ot mdg eivon 1e6mog),> this new
quality that has no effect on quantity, that promises to show us the
way to the unity we are looking for.

From all this it will already be evident that the paths of thought
Muximus has begun to follow do not lead at all in the direction of
the existential, in the modern sense of the term. Unity of conscious-
ness®® is not the foundation of hypostatic unity; for this reason, we
will have to be very careful in using the word “person”. The hypostasis
14, first of all, a concept taken from formal ontology. Nevertheless, the
questions asked here do lead us beyond the realm of ancient Hellenic
thought. The real distinction between essence and existence is already
the implied foundation of this Christology, and its concepts are mov-
g toward this invisible point of convergence, without yet standing
cxpressly under its normative power. In this sense, surely, the problem
of “existential” categories, in all its cloudy urgency, has already been
unplicitly posed here. With these late Greek thinkers, the clear geo-
metric field of [earlier] thought 1s already in the process of becoming
“spherically bent”’;*” concepts have begun to spread beyond their old
meanings, and a new, “‘existential”’ meaning often expressly crops up

" Opuscula; PG 91, 77AB.

" Ambigua; PG 91, 1048B.

" Ibid.; PG o1, 1048A.

' Opuscula; PG 91, 108B.

' Ambigua; PG 91, 1044D—1045A.

*Ibid.; PG 91, 1052A: TV #avOTNTA TOV TOOTWHV.

“ Ibid.; PG o1, 1053CD.

“ Ibid.; PG 91, 1053B.

" 1bid.; PG 91, 1057A.

4 As F Loofs would occasionally show of Leontius of Byzantium: Leontius von Byzanz und
die gleichnamigen Schrifisteller der griechischen Kirche, Texte und Untersuchungen zur Geschichte
der altchristlichen Literatur, vol. 3, nos. 1—2 (Leipzig, 1887), 72, 778.

"7 See my Apokalypse der deutschen Seele, vol. 1 (Salzburg/Leipzig, 1937), 4I9.
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alongside the original, classical one. Often the change can only be no-
ticed in the usage, the tone, the broad context of a word.

Obviously one must ask: Is this twilight not, on the other hand, the
most normal of situations for human thought? A clear distinction be-
tween the essential and existential realms would presuppose that this
underlying distinction within created being is completely graspable on
the conceptual—which is to say, the essential—level; for the creature,
this would be an intrinsic contradiction and would split what is actu-
ally a living tension into a fossilized parallelism. The mystery does not
admit of a clean solution; rather, it reveals its own character as mystery
precisely to the degree that our thought struggles to engage it. The
Christology of Maximus and his contemporarics stands squarely in the
midst of this struggle and deserves its place in the history of thought
as a serious attempt to draw closer to the mystery.

It may be useful now to begin [our exposition of Maximus’ synthe-
sis] by assembling the basic concepts and explaining their meaning for
Christology.

2. The Terminology

For Aristotle, the highest and most comprehensive category of being
was ousia (obotw), the existing essence. Both aspects—existence and
essence—come together in the ousia, in his view; the clearest indica-
tion of this is that form, by being the form of matter, also gives matter
existence. Originally, then, ousia is used indifferently with regard to the
pair, essence and existence, and this remains basically true even after
Aristotle. Maximus uses ousia in the twofold sense, corresponding to
the usage in the works of Leontius [of Byzantium]. The first mean-
ing of the word—which should not be confused with the Aristotelian
“second ousia”, or universal essence, for which later on the term physis
will become standard—includes that which is, as the highest ontological
category. Ousia thus includes under itself all species and individuals.®®

8 So Leontius observes that ousia by itself (Gohie) indicates existence (Smug€ig), under
which all being falls; but it does not indicate the “what™ or the “how” (16 i ¥ 0 nig): PG
87, 1921C. Cf. Maximus, Quacstiones ad Thalassinm 48; CCG 7, 341, 178ff; PG 90, 440D.
|For a discussion of Leontius of Byzantium’s christological vocabulary and its ontological
and theological significance, see Brian E. Daley, * ‘A Richer Union’: Leontius of Byzantium
and the Relationship of Human and Divine in Christ”, Studia Patristica 24 (Louvain, 1993):
239-65.]
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For Maximus, general ](:;Lu':ll classes are, at the same time, unmlogical
holes (nabidaa). Thus ousia is not for him-—any more than it was

for the Cappadocians, who introduced the word into their trinitarian
simply a universal concept; rather, [it suggests] the real
totality to which the universal concept refers, including its subdivi-
ions and individualities, which for him can only conceptually be dis-
tinpuished from the whole, This notion of ousia as a concrete total-
ity 1s threatened by the tendency—brought on by Christology—to
cinphasize the importance of the hypostasis (see below), which tends
micreasingly to slip free from the ontic grasp of the ousia; ousia does
not, however, thereby simply become a purely abstract concept.® But
wlule Leontius includes God within the category of ousia, Maximus
true to his teachers Origen* and Pseudo-Dionysius*'—places him
Lievond it: God is not ousia but stands above ousia.** In this way, Max-
s declares ousia to be both the most generic and the most ontically
rcal degree of unity in created being.
In a second sense of the word, ousia is for Maximus—as for Leontius
more or less a synonym of nature, physis, and denotes the individual
o1 particular nature (obola #a0’ Exaotov).*® As soon as we focus on
this particularity itself, however, and define it in an isolating way, as
the being of things that exist on their own’ (ovoia 10OV %ad’ Eqvtd
UpeotdTmv), the meaning becomes less clear. For it might well seem as
though the heart of the “‘particular ousia” consisted in this particular
way of being-on-one’s-own. On the other hand, there is a general law
imong created beings (which Maximus, a theologian, will apply even
to (God), that an individual nature, as nature, is never identical with its
own individuality—in other words, that a nature can never be limited
to a single “example”.* The phoenix, which is supposed to be the
only individual bird in its species, is therefore intrinsically impossible,
in Maximus’ view—a contradiction in itself. All nature is universal
(vevunn), all particular owusia is, as such, still generic (eidog dropov); the

e tlation

" In De Div. Nom. 5; PG 4, 321CD.

W Contra Celsum 6, 64.

' In De Div. Nomi. 1, 1; 13, 3; cte.

" So John of Scythopolis, In Coel. Hier. 2; PG 4, 41A. Maximus repeatedly calls God
liryond being” (Gnegovowog): Ambigua; PG 91, 1036B; 10818; 1224B; etc. Cf. In De Div.
Nom. 1; PG 4, 188A: *God lies beyond all being” (mdiang i otoweg vmeoxreitar 6 ©eog).
" Ambigua; PG o1, 1228D; In De Div. Nom. 5; PG 4, 321D.

" Opuscnla; PG 91, s17D=520C.
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being-on-one’s-own that breaks through every universal class 1s simply
not to be found in this order of being.

But once the particular being (xa0” £xaotov elvar) and being-on-one’s-
own (xa8 ovtodv elva) are recognized not to be the same thing—even
though, in the concrete, there can never be an ousia that does not exist
on its own—does not a distinction between the two appear possible, at
least as something that can be thought of ? [Can one not imagine it] in
the sense that while owusia is not necessarily broken up into these partic-
ular, unique individuals—and no others—simply because it takes on
particular being in the process of creation’s “‘expansion’ (diastolé), at
least this uniqueness is brought to ousia from “‘outside”, [that is, from
some other ontologized source]? To try to think this way allows the
real difficulty of the problem to emerge. Ousia of that kind would be
“universal’’, without necessarily being the genus (€ldoc) of this unique
being that exists on its own, but simply the genus of particular be-
ings. Ousia, eidos, physis, in any case, ultimately find themselves forced
into the same field of meaning by their contrast with the element of
being-on-one’s own: into the field of “‘essence”.** Over against them,
we enter the field of actual existence.

Next to ousia is the concept of “being” (einai, elvar). Usually it is used
rather inexactly; materially, at least, it has the same conceptual content*¢
as ousia (which is, after all, etymologically derived from it).*” Still, it is
clear that einai emphasizes the existential aspect of being. We saw earlier
that Maximus rejects the idea of a “‘being’’ that is not, at its root, also
“being of a certain kind” (m@g eivor) “®—unless it is an idea in the mind
of God, who is beyond being. God himself is above being,* which is
intrinsically and essentially temporal,® derived,?! caused, divided into
multiplicity.® In this sense, all created being is always colored by some

* Tbid.; PG 91, 264B: “Nature contains simply the intelligible character of genus™ (1] uév
dog eldovg Aoyov udvov Eneyel); PG 91, 488B: ovola and ¢pvoug are identical, and an aspect
of them is being a genus (eldog).

6 Cf., for example, Epistles 12; PG 91, 485CD.

37 In De Div. Nom. 13; PG 4, 412C (attribution uncertain).

8 Ambigua; PG 91, 1180C—118TA.

* In De Div. Nom. 1; PG 4, 188A.

50 Ambigua; PG 91, 1180B.

51 In De Div. Nom. 1; PG 4, 18sD—188A.

52 Ibid., 13; PG 4, 412BC.
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jualitative characteristic. Even if the mntellect, in the fundamental ac-
tivity of thought, encounters “being in general”, it immediately has
(o add qualifications to this generality if it is to grasp it as something
real ™ Maximus would have had difficulty conceiving created being
wicl the real distinction between existence and essence in terms of the
iape of a metaphysical “composition’, since he seems to imagine the
miterpenetration of the two poles as implying even a mutual conceptual
mdwelling. So he likes to identify the “intelligible structure of being”
(Liyos tol eivar), the intrinsic rationality and luminosity of “‘being’,
vith ousia [odola] or “‘essence’”;** he says that Christ united in his own
person “the two distinct intelligible structures of being (Adyor Tob elveun)
ol his parts”,®® and suggests that the elements of a generic or specific
licing are united “according to the same structure of being’” (nuta TOV
authv Tob elvaw Aoyov).3 He even seems to be playing at times with
the tension between ousia and being, as when he says:

I'he fact that soul and body are two beings, as soul and as body, with
regard to the intelligible structure of their essences (eivar 86 xatd TOV
anotmdn Adyov), is not the reason that they are always also different
cssences with regard to the intelligible structure of their being (@hAiv
ovolov xatd tOv tod elvar hdyov).5”

(Dccasionally, “being” (elvat) appears as a contrasting appendage to
subsisting” (bmootfvar); when it does, it is meant to emphasize, in
contrast to tmootijval, the existence of something from the viewpoint
of its essential character.5® Nevertheless, the etymological family einai
points in the existential direction. One feels this especially when it is
ipplied to “‘stages of being”’, which represent a single essential idea in
various modes of ontological realization—life, for example, in things
that “simply”” live, in things that feel, that reason, that know by intu-
ition;?® or similarly, freedom [in its various degrees of realization].®
[l these concepts do not have an identical name (00y, dpoviuwg Aéyetat)

" Ibid., 5; PG 4, 317D.

4 Mystagogia 23; PG 91, 700D—701A.

" Epistles 12; PG 91, 488A.

' Quaestiones ad Thalassium 48; CCG 7, 341, 181f; PG 90, 440D.
7 Epistles 12; PG 91, 488BC.

" Ibid.; PG o1, 468B.

" In De Div. Nom. 5; PG 4, 313B.

“ Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 324D—325A.
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in their difterent stages of being, this 1s not primarily a question of “'es-
sential’’ differentiation but rather one of an increase in the “intensity
of being” (mhéov Cijv . . .).*

Hypokeimenon [broxeluevov, “‘underlying subject’’] is used relatively sel-
dom by Maximus; he takes the term as an established concept, without
analyzing it further. It denotes the concrete, existent bearer of the qual-
ities that determine what a thing 1s.°? As in the realm of essential being
“every created thing is composed of essence and the qualities that are
[accidentally] added to it”",% so in the realm of being as such it is com-
posed of essence (ousia) and its bearer (hypokeimenon), which are only
identical with each other in the case of God.** This last remark makes
it clear, however, that fypokeimenon does not mean the same thing as
hypostasis; it is obviously more a point of reference for the logical pred-
ication of nature than it is an ontological reality.®® Nevertheless, even
this dimension of nonidentity points toward the central riddle of the
tension between essence and existence: even if the concrete bearer of
an essence is “‘defined on the basis of the general, common character-
1stics”, % which have the ability to mark it out more and more clearly,
and especially on the basis of its manner of behaving,®” still it can never
be completely transformed into its own essential characteristics.

To come to a perfect knowledge of things, it is not enough to name a
list of characteristics that pertain to it—being a body, for example, or
being born, passing away, or whatever else may be gathered around the
central subject (hypokeimenon). The underlying subject (hypokeimenon) of
these qualities, the basis on which they stand, must be pointed out in its
essential character, should we want to bring the object of our thought
into full and pertect identity with sense data. For we must either name
it a man or a cow or a horse, which are all not simply body, but bodily

6% In De Div. Nom. s; PG 4, 313B.

82 Ambigua; PG 91, 1225A.

5% Centuries on Love 4, 9: PG 9o, 1049B.

S Centuries on Knowledge 2, 3: PG 9o, 11251,

4% See the text cited in n. 64, where the hypokeimenon of thought—in the sense of “object”,
“focus”—is mentioned in the same breath with the hypokeimenon of the essence.

¢ Episiles 13; PG o1, 528B.

7 ““The definition of an object lies first of all in the concept of its essential activity; if this is
destroyed, the subject (hypokeimenon) also necessarily disappears™: Opuseula; PG 91, 201AB;
cf. 200B.
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things, not coming-to-be and passing-away, but things that come to be and

[HsS AW ay. *®

We do not get much information on how we are to arrive at this
Enowledge, since Maximus never develops his epistemology. It is clear,
though, that ecstatic experience and the vision of God bring us beyond
the duality of ousia and hypokeimenon and also give us an insight into
vhat such knowledge involves, if only as something we have already
left behind us and therefore as no longer relevant.

Hyparxis (bmeogic), “‘existence’”, had for a long time been the techni-
cal term for the being of the Persons in God, especially in the phrase

tanner of existing” (tpdmog g vaeEewe). Stll, the fact that Max-
iaus contrasts God’s “triple manner of existing” not only with the

angularity of his essence”” but also with the “intelligible structure of
His being” (héyog 100 elvan)® shows that the development of philo-
sophical concepts did not always keep pace with those of theology.
I'he unspecific character of being (etvan), which reaches from the pole
ol essence (ovola) to the pole of existence (Dmaptis), does not let the
teally decisive contrast come to light.”® Certainly, the passage we have
just referred to intends to emphasize the absolute unity of essence and
cuistence in God and even hints that God’s essence only comes to per-
[ection (téhere ovoa) from the tri-hypostatic existence (toioumdotatog
vnapsie) itself. Consequently, Maximus can also insist on a strict cor-
respondence, even in creatures, between unity of essence and unity
ol existence, since a unified essence, even if it is a composite unity,
cannot possess several existences,” even though the existence of the
whole does not imply some new, third thing over and above its parts.”
I'he existence of parts that are ordered to each other is precisely an ex-
wtence that is homogeneous in them all; thus the whole created world,
msofar as it is a single totality, has an “undifferentiated identity of ex-

v-.h_‘lu'C”.n

" Ambigua; PG 91, 1225BC,

" bid,; PG g1, 1400D-1401A.

" In Mystagogia 23 (PG 91, 70TA), the “manner of existing” (todmog tiig braEsmg), and
w0 the “conerete individual” or hypostasis (brootamg), are contrasted with essence (odoia),

vhich is itself explained as “‘the intelligible structure of being” (Adyog 1ol elvar).

" Opuscula; PG 91, 201C.

“1bid.; PG o1, 117C.

™ Mystagogia 1; PG 91, 665A; cf. Opuscula; PG 91, 265D, where “nature” (ploL) is defined
i+ Vthe particular kind of existence proper to the whole” (1] mouw 1@ savel fisagEig).
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Hypostasis™ (Undoraois) is the greatshibboleth and controversial term of
Christology. First of all, it has the same meaning as prosopon (tpdowmov,

7 We will draw our explanation of this central concept from the fullness of its devel-
oped meaning, which it finds in Maximus, where the various streams of earlier tradition
flow together. On the history of this term up to Chalcedon, sce especially M. Richard,
“L'Introduction du mot ‘hypostase® dans la théologie de P'incarnation”, Mélanges de science
religieuse 2 (1945): §—32, 243~70 (also in M. Richard, Opera Minora, vol. 2 [Louvain, 1977],
no. 42); A. Grillmeier, Jesus der Christus im Glauben der Kirche, vol. 1; English translation,
Christ in Christian Tradition, vol. 1 (Oxford, 1975). After Chalcedon the fate of the word was
determined by the two Leontii. Moving beyond the Cappadocian distinction—of basic im-
portance for the history of the concept, but insufficient and misleading in itself—which used
ousia to mean “‘general essence” (originally understood in a Platonic, concrete sense) and
hypostasis to mean “‘individuality”
(t0 »al’ ovtd) into the definition of hypostasis, a great step forward but one that brought
with it the risk of depersonalizing ousia. The relationship of hypestasis to the existing sub-
stance is missing in Leontius of Byzantium (cf. M. Richard, *‘Le Traité ‘De Sectis’ et Léonce
de Byzance”, Revue d’histoive ecclésiastique 35 [1939]: 700 [also in Richard, Opera Minora, vol.

, Leontius of Byzantium introduced “being-for-oneself”

2, no. 55]). He simply makes the negative observation that the natures (puoelg) that come
together in a hypostasis do not complete each other in the process of forming an essential
whole (Confra Nestorianos et Eutychianos 1; PG 86, 1280A). Leontius of Jerusalem was the
first to introduce the paraphrase “a standing under one” (04" &v otaoig: PG 86, 1816A; cf.
1520CD) and meant by this an existential unity of different substances that together result
in a single, indivisible thing (xatc to alTo . . . &v uovov drouov), which does not need to
belong, as such, to the realm of essences but which rather is held together through the act
of existence, the Umta&is. “Standing under one” means, then, that essences have here come
under the domination of the unifying One of Being. This liberating view is confused in
Leontius of Jerusalem, in that he discovers this mode of unity on all levels of nature, down to
inanimate things, and does not see the incomparable relationship of the intelligent person to
the act of being. Only such a recognition can open the way to a speculative solution. But the
convergence of both nuances, that of “*being by itself” (xt0® £avtd) and that of “standing
under one” (V¢ Ev otijvar) points toward that speculative goal. Maximus himself remains
within the process of forward-looking convergence. (Cf. M. Richard, “‘Léonce de Jérusalem
et Léonce de Byzance”, Mélanges de science religicuse 1 [1944]: 35—88 [also in Richard, Opera
minora, vol. 2, no. 59]). And the treatise De sectis, which puts the dimension of existence in
the foreground, is also historically correct in identifying this as the original intention of Cyril
[of Alexandria]: [union| “in hypostasis” (za0® dxdotaoy) means [union| “in existence and
in the things themselves” (xa0’ {imaeBwv %ol abtdv moayudtav) and is predicated “‘simply
of existing things” (&xti v dvtwv Grhdg) which suggests also the word’s other sense of
singularity (PG 86, 1252BC). Besides this, the De sectis expressly connects the traditions of
the two Leontii in 7, 2, where it states the double meaning of hypostasis: “‘being in itself”
(lit., “simply being”, amhdg 6v) and “being for itself™ (lit., “being by itself”, »a®’ tavto
&v). The same is true for enhypostaton: PG 86, 1240CD.

[For a more recent and historically more precise discussion of the meaning of hypostasis

»

and other terms in Leontius of Byantium, Leontius of Jerusalem, and the De sectis, see A.
Grillmeier, Jesus der Christus im Glauben der Kirche, vol. 2, pt. 2 (Freiburg, 1990), 196-210;
English translation, 186-200.]
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[which means] “mask™, [“role’], “person’)”® and denotes the three

Persons” m God; 7 it chus 1s the reality that 1s described and expressed
oo Umanner of existing” or “‘mode of origin®.”” In its root meaning,
mil even in the created realm, “‘hypostasis’” is an essence’s (ousia’s)
hemg-for-itself™ (va0” éavtov): what distinguishes a concrete being
Iror others of the same genus (eldog).”® So it answers to the question

Who?" (téu tiva tijg obolag Eudaivel), in a broad sense;” it is the in-
(icatar and atfirmation of a subject, an “I”” (tol wwvog €on dnhwtuag).™
I 1 broad sense, I say, for the hypostasis is the ontological subject of
the ascription of an essence, not the consciousness of such a subject;
inimals, plants, even stones each have their hypostasis, in Maximus’
view." “As activity is referred back to the actor, so nature is referred
back to the hypostasis”:® the relationship of “rootedness’ [*“In-den-
Cound-Gehens”| expresses both kinds of connection. This relationship
1w surely similar, on the one hand, to the limitation of a general concept
i a particular individual; it is a matter of focus.®® But on the other
hand, such a narrowing of essence is of a different order than that
‘ontraction” (systole) that was described in connection with univer-
il and particular being. There, all that was at issue was various more

ibstract or more concrete ways of “‘being”. Here, on the other hand,
the concentration is tied to a “having”,®* to a way of being the possessor
ol essential being. This relationship is the reason that it is, on the one
land, “impossible to think of a hypostasis without 2 nature’’® and that
1o nature, on the other hand, can simply coincide with its hypostasis.
Both concepts necessarily exclude one another, even in God.*®
Hence the difficulty of giving a definition of hypostasis. For much as
Il seems, at first, that it would be enough to define it as an “individual
lorm’ (Gropov £1doc), by means of the essence and all its particularizing

" Lpisles 12; PG 91, 469D; Epistles 15: PG 91, 545A.
" Mystagogia 23; PG 91, 701A.
" Opuscula; PG 90, 60C.

" Lpistles 15; PG 91, §57A.

" Opuscula; PG 91, 261A.

" hid.; PG 91, 264B.

" Epistles 15; PG 91, 549C.

" Opuscula; PG 91, 200D.

" bid.; PG 91, 265D.

" hid.

"1hid.; PG g1, 264A.

" Episles 15; PG 91, 549C.
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characteristics—since these clearly distinguish the individual from the
universal aspects of a generic nature®—still in reality it contains, even
beyond this, that active, functional process of “‘ownership” that is nec-
essary if a concrete individual is to result.® Thus it is quite conceivable
that a hypostasis should not be, as such, an “individual form” (dropov
€ld0g), insofar as that remains a category in the realm of essences.®
Conceived in this way, of course, hypostasis would defy all proper
definition, which—as we have mentioned—always moves from the
more general level of being to the more particular.”® Must not the hy-
postasts, then, as such, not always defy definition? Certainly, it is always
incarnate in a nature, it is always “‘essentialized” (¢vovolov); but it is not
limited to being a “mere property’” (yihov dimpa) of nature. It would
be much truer to say that nature is its property, its possession. Cer-
tainly, too, one can further distinguish among individuating character-
istics, between “‘essential qualities” (owdtteg ovodELS), which mark
off the levels of specific being, and “hypostatic qualities” (mowotnreg
vrootatinat), which refer to the individual as such: the shape of one’s
nose, for instance, or the color of one’s hair.®! But these last remain
only the sign, the indication of a being-for-itself that lies behind them;
they do not belong themselves to the ontological order. In the end,
only number remains to express the pure difference of hypostases.™
Yet what could be less suited to express what is precisely the unique,
unmistakable character of a being? We have already made the point, in
any case, that number of itself is only a “sign” and does not touch on
any reality directly or with conceptual content.

For these reasons, the hypostasis can only be described by approach-

¥ Opuscula; PG 91, 152A.

88 Ibid.; PG 91, 152B: “Gathering, . . . dividing oft™ (vuvayouvou . . . tépvovon). It is
important to notice here that the Cappadocians defined “hypostasis” in the Trinity, not just
in terms of “‘individual characteristics”, but above all in terms of the manner in which each
Person has his origin: “unoriginateness” (Gyevvnoic) for the Father, “generation” (yévvnou)
for the Son, “proceeding forth” (Enndoevaig) for the Spirit. These are the ways in which
each Person “has” the common reality [of God]. Here, in absolute Being itself, essence is
transcended on the level of the “Person™, the inanner of existing, as the way in which being
is possessed (tpomog Tijg brovTtdoews: sce Gregory of Nyssa, Adv. Apollinariunm: GNO 3/1,
223, 30-224, §; PG 45, 1256B.

8 Opuscula; PG 91, 201D.

%0 Ibid.; PG 91, 204A.

91 Ibid.; PG 91, 248Bff.

2 Ibid.; PG g1, 1528, D.
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di it trom two  directions, which mutually complement each other:
feonn that of nature and its ever-more-narcrowly circumscribing qualities
hat s, from the viewpoint of the being, which the hypostasis “has’)
vl from that of the act of coming to possess this nature. Maximus
pute both definitions alongside each other. ““Hypostasis is being that
Lieds apart, consisting on its own. For one defines hypostasis as the

cnee plus its individuating characteristics, distinguished from other
(hings) of the same essence through number.”®

It 15 well known, however, that “‘hypostasis™ originally had the gen-
voal meaning of “subsistence”, “‘existence’”. This usage continued in
e verb “subsist” (dmootijvad),® and in the adjective “‘anhypostatic”
(vurootatov) or “‘nonexisting’’,®® as when it is said of evil that “‘it
I no concrete (hypostatic) existence” (dméotaoy otn &er).’® This
arnnal sense still echoed in the technical use of the term to mean

Lieing-for-oneself”” or “being-on-one’s-own’’: the mysterious point at
wlich all the essential characteristics of a thing are concentrated and
bonind together appears quite automatically to be the most “‘concrete”
v pect of a nature—which is, of itself, abstract and shared by an indefi-
iite number of individuals—and thus as a thing’s “existence’. But one
‘hould not forget that in Maximus’® time, “‘essence’ (ousia) and “‘na-
tire’” (physis) themselves do not have a consistently abstract meaning
vl thus cannot be taken as the simple opposites to the existing thing.
I lie ancient Greek identification of essence and existence is still quite
ilive in both notions.

S0 one sees even here a kind of pattern of interference appearing
Iietween theological terminology and its reflective philosophical devel-
opment. It is even possible, as we have already indicated, that theo-
logical polemic’s immediate need for precise terms, even for slogans,
nccasionally causes it to run ahead of philosophical reflection and so to
threaten philosophy’s slow maturing to fruitfulness. Still, this need for
conceptual clarity [in theological language] remains a powerful driv-
ing, force for philosophy and opens up approaches and questions that
it would not have discovered on its own. Here is where one discov-
crs the realm of tension between existence and idea. The structural
relatedness of essence and its concrete bearer opens up one’s view of

" Lpistles 15; PG 91, 557D.

"t Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 308D—309A.
" Ambigua; PG 91, 12611, 1349D.

" In De Div. Nos. 4; PG 4, 304D.
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the nonidentity of the order of being and the order of existence. This
nonidentity is certainly not yet thematic—it is significant that the rela-
tionship between “underlying subject” (hypokeimenon) and hypostasis
is not further explained by Maximus; yet precisely this intermediate
stage between a pagan philosophy of identity and the later, scholastic
“real distinction”, which attempts to separate the poles in an overly
facile way, is fruitful for the history of ideas.

The tension is expressed in a sentence in which the scholiast on
the polemical writings comments on one of Maximus’ ideas: ““‘Nature
1s that which was ‘created according to the image’, the plan of being
(Aoyog). The hypostasis is that which was ‘created according to the like-
ness’, historical life (Bioc)”’.?” For a long time, ‘‘image and likeness”
had been the shorthand labels for the abstract outline, the “projected’”
nature of the creature, on the one hand, and the concrete, free self-
realization and appropriation of this nature, on the other.?® But plan
and life—the great poles of all created being—never let themselves be
conceived as “‘parts” of this being, in the sense of a metaphysical “‘com-
position”. For every plan is, of its very nature, the plan of a life, and
all life is the vitality of a plan. “A hypostasis without nature is not
even conceivable (oux éom vofjoan).””?” The dimension that opened up
through this fundamental tension is, rather, expressed in the command,
“Become what you are’’; for that reason, it can only consist in a pro-
gressive realization (in Newman’s sense of “‘realize’) of the one in and
through the other. The “image’, freely brought to completion and ap-
propriated, is as such the “‘likeness”, yet the two cannot be identified.

For such a growth to be possible, a fundamental, reciprocal in-
dwelling [of the two elements] is required:

The fact that no nature is without hypostasis does not make it into
a bypostasis but rather into something hypostatized (§vumootatov), so

97 Opuscila; PG o1, 37BC.

98 Cf. Centuries on Knowledge 1, 13; PG 90, 1088BC: ““He added to what was natural beauty
a goodness of free choice that realized his likeness” (o0tog T Guotd »at eindva xakd
eootlnue TO %ul duotmay yvounrdv dyalov). Cf. Centuries on Love 3, 255 PG 90, 1024BC.
M. T. Disdier, “Les Fondements dogmatiques de la spiritualité de s. Maxime le Confesseur”,
Echos d’Orient 29 (1930): 206—313, considered the distinction between image (a natural sim-
ilarity, with the capacity for moral perfection) and likeness (similarity as a human, free, yet
divinely graced resemblance to God, which was lost in. Adam and given again in Christ) as
the basic structural principle of Maximus’ spirituality.

99 Opuscitla; PG 91, 264A.

THE TERMINOLOGY

that it should not be conceived simply as a property that can only be
distinguished [from the hypostasis] in thought, but rather is recognized
isoa torm (eloog) i actual fact (roaynanxrac). Even so, the fact that
1 hypostasis is not without its essence does not make the hypostasis
mto an essence, but shows it to be essendal (Evotolov); it should not
be thought of as a mere quality [of a nature], but must be seen as truly
existing together with that in which the qualities are grounded [that is,

[§1§]
with a nuturc[.'

['he resule of this mutual indwelling is that every hypostasized nature is
also existent nature (T0 Evumdotatov dnhot T Evimaontov) and as such is
cndowed with a whole field of activity and of selfirealization (gveoyov.
Cvroynuzoy). 1 On the other hand, every essentialized hypostasis is
the realization of a “plan of nature”, and, thus, of a rational order of
being that is accessible to reason; it is not unrelated to nature, then, as
il it were some irrational “‘existential’”’ element.

['his is the way Maximus answers the weighty proposals of the
Monothelites. What is more personal in man, they asked, than that
ultimate center of freedom: the will, from which the first stirrings and
ihilities of nature come forth and by which they are ultimately mas-
tered? This freedom, Maximus answered, is, at its root, a freedom of
human nature itself; only its concrete realization, its “‘liberation’ by
appropriation, is the work of the person, and it is there that freedom
COIes Into its own.

I'hie concept of a ““freedom of nature”, which was to play such a large
role in the Monothelite controversy, is bound up, then, strictly and
consistently, with the conception of the hypostasis.’® To act and to
ichieve reality is the work of nature; it is only in the manner, the *‘*how”
of realization that the hypostatic comes into its own. This head start of
nature is, in the creature, the real clue to its “givenness’, its creature-
hood. In Christ, however, this self-contained aspect of the natural be-
comes precisely the condition of his genuine hypostatic union. “Does
it not, then, depend completely on the will of the Logos, who is united
with the flesh,” Pyrrhus asks, “‘that this flesh is moved?”” ““When you
speak that way,” Maximus replies, “‘you tear Christ in two!”’'® For

0 1bid.; PG 91, 205AB.

" bid.; PG 91, 205B.

' Opuscula PG 91, 49A; 137AB.

9% Disputation with Pyrihus; PG 91, 297A.
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then Christ’s human nature is simply an extrinsic imstrument, a mari-
onette moved from some transcendent, “hypostatic” point.

Here, then—and only here!
tic Christology is defeated: the logos—sarx (Word—flesh) model, which
sees the Word expressing himself in a vital, personal way through the
instrument (oiganon) of flesh that he controls and enlivens, bypassing
or simply overwhelming the rational soul. This model was developed
by Arius, Athanasius, and Apollinarius (if in varying nuances). It was
not really abandoned by Cyril [of Alexandria] and was reawakened in
a whole range of forms, after the defeat of Antiochene Christology,
by the Monophysites and Neo-Chalcedonians. With Maximus and his
intellectual victory over monenergism, it was not only Alexandria that

the most dangerous tendency of patris-

won the day, able now to say what it had always wanted to say but
had never had words to express; it was also Antioch, for whom justice
had now been done—despite all the condemnations of the past—and
whose stammering tongue had been loosened.

Nature, moved by the divine hypostasis, does not simply act passively,
[Maximus argued against Pyrrhus,] any more than the nature of any
ordinary person does when he acts personally. But if anyone wants to
assure the highest possible level of unity [in Christ] in a Monophysite
and Monothelite way, through simple passivity [of his humanity], he
“tears Christ in two”.

It seems appropriate to set in this broad context Maximus’ principle
that in all action the basic activity (actus primus) belongs to the na-
ture, the express realization of the activity (actus secundus) to the per-
son.'* We can guess at the deep perspectives that will open up here
on the figure of Christ, who “‘possessed the ability to will as a man,
but this ability was moved and shaped by his divine will”’:'% who had
the [natural human] ability to will, in other words, which in its real-
ization developed, not in the direction of becoming its own [human)]
hypostasis, but toward that of God [the Son]|, without however ceasing
to be a genuinely human ability. Here again we find in Maximus that
optimism about [created| nature that would never think of opposing
freedom, as arbitrary decision, to nature, as mechanical determinism,
in a nominalistic way; rather, Maximus allows freedom to be rooted in
nature and to grow from it. This unity of natural freedom and personal

104 [bid.; PG 91, 292D-293A; Opuscula; PG 91, 48AB.
195 Opuscula; PG o1, 48A.
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Ireedom raises the ¢ reature, in a certain sense, above the OppOSitiOn of
pecenssity and treedom and allows it to be, in some degree, somewhat
like God.

[l you call the power of willing natural (Pyrrhus objects), and everything
atural occurs with an unforced necessity, then how can someone who
thinks of Christ’s willing as the work of his nature not end by necessarily
removing (rom him every free impulse? (Maximus replies:) Not only the
divine, uncreated nature but the intellectual creature as well has nothing
i1 humself that is controlled by necessity. For the naturally rational being
possesses, as a natural capacity for action, rational intellectual life, which
s also call the will of the intellectual soul. As a result of this life, our
thinking and reflecting is grounded in our willing (0¢kovteg hoyiloue0a),
jint s our willing and deciding is grounded in our thinking (hoyilopevol
Ui rovree fovkouedar).

Alter Maximus develops this notion of the mutual interplay of willing
Al mtellectual thought, he concludes: “There 1s, then, no compulsion
i1 the nature of intellectual beings.”” 1%

(Ince again, this insight meant both the conclusion and the exclusion
ol long struggle, a long danger that had come to a head in Origen
bt had continued to rage ever since: freedom is not identical with the
ility to choose between good and evil; otherwise, the fall of the crea-
e could be expected to occur with a diabolical necessity! Christ’s
{ivedom reveals to Maximus the mistake in this concept of freedom—
jint as onr freedom in Christ had revealed it to Augustine. Free self-
Jditermination toward every good thing by following the law implied
i one’s status as God’s image, in obedience to the flow of one’s own
pattiral movement toward God: there, in Maximus’ view, is where the
peinonal freedom of the creature must come to its lived reality. '’

S0, around the central notion of hypostasis, Christology comes to
form o unified whole with Maximus® broader philosophy. A final re-
vtk scems in order: the new dimension now open to philosophy,

Disputation with Pyrhus, PG o1, 203BC.

Pulycarp Sherwood, in his translation of The Ascetic Life: The Four Centuries on Char-

Ancient Christian Writers, 21 (Westminster, Md.: Newman Press, 1955), ssf., has ex-

pluned this in an illuminating way. Also Charles Moeller, “Le Chalcédonisme et le néo-
Ll cdonisme en Orient de 451 4 la fin du VI© siéele”, in A. Grillmeier and H. Bacht, Das

Vol von Chalkedon: Geschichte und Gegesuwart (Wiiczburg: Echter, 1951), 1:714, points to
i development of our notion of freedom through Christology and adds, as a personal note,

| believe that this is a crucial point!”
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between essence or nature and existence or person, forces the first of
those poles, with a certain inner consistency, toward an abstract mode
of being, to the level of mere “‘possibility”. If it is incorrect to assert,
with Harnack and Loofs, that Gregory of Nyssa, Leontius of Byzan-
tium, and, according to some, even Maximus'*® did not recognize an
individual human nature in Christ, but only the general essence of
humanity, which includes all individuals—an opinion that today no
longer needs refutation—still there is undeniably a certain orientation
here toward an abstract way of conceiving both essence (ousia) and
nature. With Gregory, this tendency is balanced off against the idea
—Aristotelian, Stoic, and Neoplatonic in pedigree—of the “concrete
universal in the object” (universale [concretum] in ré), which only in this
concrete form was conceived as being at once both prior to and sub-
sequent to the object (ante et post vem).**® In Maximus, a similar con-
creteness survives in his view of the universal, thanks to his concept of
general being (katholou). But he does raise the problem whether Christ,
when he took on ‘“‘our nature”’, also drew ‘‘our natures’’—considered
as individual—into the hypostatic union.!®

We have already met the concepts of enhypostaton (§vvadotatov) and
entousion (Evovolov), “‘hypostatized” and “‘essential” [being]. Junglas has
shed a good deal of light on the history of the first, more impor-
tant notion, which comes out of Neoplatonism.** At first, the word

198 See Hermann Weser, Sancti Maximi Confessoris praccepta de incarnatione Dei et deificatione
hominis (diss., Berlin, 1869), 1off.: Christ was not an individual but possessed human nature
in general.

1 CE my Présence et pensée (Paris, 1942), 27; English translation, Presence and Thought (San
Francisco, 1995), 53t

"0 Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 305Cf. Sce also what we have said above concerning
ausia.

1. P. Junglas, Leontius von Byzanz: Studien zu seinen Schriften, Quellen und Anschauungen,
Forschungen zur christlichen Literatur- und Dogmengeschichte, vol. 7, no. 3 (Paderborn,
1908), 148—62. Moeller, “*Chalcédonisme™, 1:706; cf. 685, 692, 706) confirmed the conclu-
sions of Junglas. In the historical note, n. 74 above, on hypostasis, we mentioned that the De
sectis 7, 2, expressly gives a twofold sense for the word: just as hypostasis can mean “‘being” (in
itself) or “‘being-for-oneself”, so enhypostaton [can have two meanings], as is even clearer in
its contrasting term, aithypostaton: “‘not being at all”, as opposed to “being in something else”
(like an accident in a substance): PG 86, 1240D0-1241A). The second sense of anhypostaton
i the De sectis corresponds to the only meaning of enhypostaton in Leontius of Byzantium
(PG 86, 1277D; 1300BC). The difficulty in Leontius does not come from this useful term
but from the fact that he has transferred to hypostasis the idea of “being-for-oneself” from
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[ the same general sense of “existence’”” that was conveyed by hypo-
fasis and hyparxis; in Christology, it emphasized the true reality of
the human nature Jot Christ|, in contrast to a docetic “lack of exis-
tence’” (Avumdotatov [more precisely: lack of independent existence])
md “lack of essence” (Gvotowov). The word “enhypostatic” could, at
that period, signify both the reality of nature and that of person. Only
i the course of the christological controversy, and clearly since Leon-
tiis [of Byzantium], did the word [enhypostaton] come to mean that
mtermediate grade of existence between nonbeing (or accidental be-
i) and full, hypostatic existence. Junglas finds a correspondence for
this theory in the idea of Porphyry, handed on by Nemesius,**? that
I ousia can enter into the being of another, higher ousia as a part of it,
without losing anything of its own nature and perfection. Porphyry is
thinking of the body and soul of man, which remain undiminished in
the totality of [human] nature. This example was to play a considerable
role in Christology.

Maximus retains traces of the older usage, as when he speaks of
the Father’s Word as “‘essential and hypostatized” (évovoiog noi vumd-
orazog). !t Still, one should translate évuvnootatog here not so much
by “genuinely existing’’ as by ‘‘hypostatized into [the divine being]”.
I'his is proved in another passage in the Ambigua, where Maximus

\ristotle’s definition of substance and that he therefore implies that no genuine philosophical
distinetion 1s possible any longer between substance and accident, both of which have their
reality in the hypostasis. Another difficulty that ensues is that the enhypostasia of Christ’s
liumanity in the divine Logos is reduced simply to being one case among many—which
would have suited the Origenist Leontius perfectly. See on this subject M. Richard, ““ Traité

e Sectis’ 7, 695—723, esp. 704f.; “Léonce et Pamphile”, Revue des sciences philosophiques et
thiologiques 27 (1938): 27—52, esp. 32—33 [also in M. Richard, Opera Minora (1977), vol. 3,
no. s8]. All of this shows that sixth-century theology in general no longer relies on genuine
ontological thinking and, with its arsenal of concepts, can at best provide material for later
thinkers. In relation to the overemphasis on the hypostasis, which in Leontius remains an
ibstract subject of predicadion (hypokeimenon), Maximus is the first to attempt to restore the
importance of the self-conscious, free nature and, thus, is the first to create the conditions for
1 genuine philosophy of person, insofar as this is distinguishable from the whole ontological
order,

"2 PG 40, 604.

"3 Ambigua; PG 91, 1077D. The Synod of Antioch, held against Paul of Samosata in 260,
used similar language about the reality of the Logos “as a living and concretely real activity”
(Og Lhoav evégyerav xal Evumdotatov) (Mansi 1, 10368). John of Scythopolis refers to the
ideas, in Plato’s sense, as “‘concretely real patterns™ (uoudsiyuarta gvumootuta: In De Div.
Nom. 5; PG 4, 332C) and to the angels as “concretely real activities” (Eveoyeian dvemdoratal:
In De Div. Nom. 4; PG 4, 240C).
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refutes the theory that the unity of God's being is prior to the three
Persons and naturally develops into them (“so that it is naturally dis-
tributed by moving into multiplicity”: iva ye0f poomme eig mhiloc
odevovoa). Rather, ““the unity is the hypostatized being of the con-
substantial Trinity’” (évuvnootatog dvrdmg tijc duoovoiov Toukdog), just
as, in the same way, the Trinity is not the synthesis of three units
but “‘the essentialized existence of a monad that is three hypostases’
(&vovolog Umaoig Towumootdton povadog). ' In another place, > Max-
imus names the second and third Person in God “‘of the same substance
and enhypostatic’ (6poovolog zal évurdotatos) in the goodness of the
Divine Being. "Evvndotatog has thus, in his doctrine of the Trinity,
a twofold sense: it designates both the utterly personalized manner in
which God’s being exists and the way in which the being of the Divine
Persons is rooted in the being of God.

In Christology, the meaning is still more restricted. ““The fact of not
being ‘unhypostatic’ (Gvumdotarov, without concrete existence) does
not thereby imply that something is a hypostasis, any more than the
fact that no body is without form implies that every body, as such,
is form.”” ¢ This same consideration arises, in the order of being, in
connection with the word “essentialized” (évovoov).'” Apart from
their high theological importance, both concepts are also very useful
tor philosophy in its attempt to shed light on the “space’” between the
two “‘poles” of essence and existence: they offer a means of describ-
ing those steps and forms of being that result from the dynamic inter-
penetration of the elements of created being. This same indwelling of
the hypostasis in a nature, through which the hypostasis is “‘essential-
ized” (Bvouvaiov), is what allows the nature to become “hypostatized”’
(Evumootatov) without causing the two poles to become identified.
Maximus gives two examples of such an indwelling.

5

Something is called “enhypostatic’ if it never subsists on its own but is
discovered in other things, as for example the species in the individuals
that are included in it, or else something that is synthesized with another,
essentially different being in order to give rise to a totally new total-
ity. The (part) is distinguished, then, in the same degree, from the things

1% Ambigua; PG 91, 1036B.
115 Ibid., PG 91, 1250D.

118 Opuscula; PG 91, 204AB.
"7 Ibid.; PG 91, 205A.
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that share the same essential class through tes limiting characteristics (for
coample, the humanity of Christ from that of other human beings), as
it s hypostatically united and identified with the thing with which it
(orms a synthesis. '™

Hoth possibilities concern the same ontological situation: in the first
Cve, auniversal essence is “hypostatized” in the individuals that belong
01t through their nature (each of which then becomes at once both
i Cindhividual form” (Gropov etdog) and an “‘essentialized hypostasis”
Lootaaots fvonaiog); in the second, however, the essence hypostatizes

el in a “foreign’ hypostasis, and then the individual characteristics
(onnpata)—those “‘essential” marks that indirectly reveal the hypo-
CLnin—must be seen as related to that “foreign’ hypostasis.**® One
couild say the same thing of the concept “essentialized” (évovolov).

Ioth notions, which allow us to think of interpenctration without
misture, serve to illuminate Maximus® greatest preoccupation, that of
Sty without confusion” (vwolg dotyyvtog). They are the material

Iton which the “preservative synthesis” (ovvleowg owotinr]) becomes
I‘ll'-'-llllt'.
“With three words that express this synthesis we can bring our roll call of

Concepts to an end. The first, synthesis (o0vBeows) itself, had for Max-
pius a different sound from what it has for us. It is extremely im-
piecise and can denote every type of combination, starting with the
it extrinsic—a pile of stones, for example—continuing through all
topes of mixture (for examiple, of fluids), and reaching to the highest
s of union. Synthesis conveys, then, less the active achievement of
pniting two things by putting them together than it does its passive
ouilt, which remains indifferent with regard to that achievement.
I'he act of combining appears more clearly in the word henasis
(ving), “union’, although this, too, can often be used in the same
wne as synthesis. Its result is unity (Bvotg), which—apart from God
comes into being from “‘the coming together of several things into
Jne M Two things are required for a genuine union: true unity and
il preservation of the elements that have come together. The more

Chputles 155 PG 91, 5571D—560A.
\ pussage that has almost the same content and is clearer is Opuscula; PG 91, 149BC; cf.
Wil PGogr, 261-64.
Cln Die Div. Nom. 1; PG 4, 189AB (John of Scythopolis).
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these two are realized at the same time, the more perfect the union. Ac-
cording to Stoic physics, the mutual inherence of parts 1s realized i the
corporeal realm when bodies are able to interpenetrate cach other with-
out being diminished in themselves (ywoetv oU dhihov dhvpdvrmg). !
This principle can be applied metaphorically in a number of ways: for
example, in referring to the unification of the four Gospels in a sin-
gle spiritual law, by which they are “‘united without being confused,
distinguished without being separated’”;™ it is also used for the four
elements [of the physical world], which form a single universal sub-
stance.

Amidst all the technical aspects of applying this principle. Maximus
does not forget that synthesis remains the great mystery and miracle of
created being, something that can never be wholly penetrated by the
mind.'?* Even so, it remains the fundamental law of all created real-
ity, the principle to which all things point. For nothing that is in any
sense composite can possess a being that is original; all is necessarily
secondary, derived.'?*

All of this warns us against taking the third expression that Max-
imus uses so often, tautotés (ravtomyg), “‘identity’”’, “‘self-sameness’, in
an overly literal way. It can be used to express the unity of the parts
in a universal being (katholou, »a06kov) that is still somewhat indepen-
dent from them and that exists prior to the movement toward unity
(Grapdihaxtov &v Shoig tavtomta: “‘the unchanging sameness in to-
talities’”);'®® it can also be used to denote the kind of union that re-
sults from them (éviCetan ravnlouevov: what “is united by becoming
an identity’’)."?® In this latter sense, “the composite hypostasis draws
the natural distinctness of the poles in themselves together, into a strict
identity.”**” In describing more closely this identity of different ele-
ments in the principle of unity, Maximus emphasizes especially the
mmportant concept of the invariability (dreparhasia) of the parts,'®

121 Ambigna; PG 91, 1228C.

122 Ibid.; PG 91, 1245AfF.

123 [bid.; PG 91, 1228D-1220A.

124 Ibid.; PG g1, 1184BC; cf. on this point John of Scythopolis, In De Div. Nom. 8; PG 4,
372B.

25 Ambigua; PG 91, 1789A.

126 Episiles 15: PG 91, 560A.

7 Opuscula; PG 91, 204A.

128 “Sameness (tauTOT™G) is an invariability, by which the character (h0yog) of what is sig-
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vhich convey of themselves this negative condition of possibility for
their positive identification. This description allows us to identify a cer-
tun amount of room for different grades and forms. Thus Maximus
peaks of identity in attitude and will (xatd Ty yvouny tavtomra)
anong those who love each other, of the identifying force of love it-
self (rarer piav tavtdTTog dSvvamy),® of the identity of a whole in
(v parts,” of the identity of a hypostasis in its natures™ (which is
' perfect identity”'® through the absolute unity of the hypostasis).
(ltimately, Maximus even speaks of an identity between God and the
Creature, which is realized from within the analogy between them both
undd which is an “‘identity in difference” (1 tavtotmg év dudotégolg T
SuoGn dddooog). 1+ This final identity is the result of our being made
Ik ¢ God by grace (dpowwdévrag T et dStvapuy Gomeéty Tavtdomm); '
liecause itis a gift, it always remains within the limiting borders of par-
oipation, a “‘similarity” and a “communion’ (8 dpotdTITOg ROWVOVIK
ot tantome) 126 through which we belong to the family of God, who
wlone s truly an identity. The identity of the world, however, seen
i itself, always depends on the identity of its not-being-God,"” and
(liuis on its yearning movement toward the identity of God in himself
(rotdme mvijoemg). 2®

3. The Synthetic Person

I'lie word study we have just completed gives us ready access to the
niost central mystery of Maximus’ conception of the world, a mystery
(it holds within itself the solution of all the world’s riddles: the unifi-
Cition of God and world, the eternal and the temporal, the infinite and

St ncludes what is univocal (ovadinov) everywhere and is not marked by any kind of
Alerence” (tovtdmg O fotwy dmupoihabio zad” fiv 6 10T onuavouévor 26yog TO TAVIY
L povaduov, mdevi toow dtupoonds yvmotlopevoyy (Epistles 15; PG 91, S61A).
Cuaestiones ad Thalassinm, prolegomena; CCG 7, 19, stt; PG go, 245D.
Fpistles 2, PG 91, 404B.
" Pplsiles 13; PG 91, 521C.
[bid: PG gx, §21B; Opuscula; PG g1, 61C.
L Opsenla; PG g1, 73C.
"I Fod. Hier. 4; PG 4, 153A.
Wystagogia 13; PG o1, 692D.
Ihud, 24; PG o1, 704D.
\mhipua: PG g1, 1312B.
* Mystagogia 1; PG oI, (’)()SA.
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the finite, in the hypostasis of a single being—the God who became
man. This is a solution that only leads us deeper into mystery, and all
Maximus’ efforts at shedding light on it are more ways of rejecting
incorrect theories and points of departure than they are an actual clar-
ification of the being of Christ in itself. If he forges precise concepts,
in the relentless zeal of his theological warfare, and hammers them
into the minds of his hearers and readers with a kind of feverish in-
tolerance, still even in this apparent ‘“‘rationalism” the central function
of both his dogmatic statements and their theological interpretation 1s
obvious: they set out the limits of the mystery, they point from the
farthest edges of what is sayable into a region no one may enter, and
they reveal themselves, paradoxically, as more reverent, even more “‘ex-
istential” ways of thinking than those of the heretics, whose intellec-
tual brilliance may at first appear more profound and more “‘religious”.
The very abstractness of Maximus’ Christology has its ultimate, pos-
itive foundation in this reverence. He “interprets’” only so far as his
office of “protecting’’ demands.

Still, it is part of the protector’s fate that he is often pushed, as a
thinker, against his will, out of the safe arena of dogmatic formulas
into a region of dusky, hand-to-hand combat with the enemy, where
he must undertake daring feats of thinking, combining, and intellectual
groping on his own; this is not done simply for the pleasure of empty
speculation but in order to defeat the enemy with his own weapons on
his own ground. Maximus dared to venture into the darkness of this
hand-to-hand combat, since he could not speak authoritatively in the
name of the Church, as could his friend Sophronius the bishop. He
““had only a personal authority to rely on; his statements have only as
much weight as he can give them by argument. . . . Sophronius can
be satisfied with laying out the ‘that’ and the ‘what’ of truth, but Max-
imus must reveal also the ‘how’ and the ‘why’.”"*® The concepts that
remained underdeveloped in his philosophical repertoire, concepts that
he was forced to work with as a child of his time, necessarily left their
effect at decisive junctures and added to the darkness. But it remains the
achievement of the “Confessor” to have pushed the borders of what
was sayable farther out into the darkness of mystery. A certain lack of
clarity in philosophical reflection (visible especially in the hovering of
the concept of hypostasis somewhere between “existence” and “‘per-

139 Straubinger, “Die Lehre des Patriarchen Sophronius”, 91.
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on'y, and a certain, correspondingly exaggerated clarity—and thus

ihatractness—in the formulas he does use, should not prevent us from
cing beyond these things into a passionately felt intuition, at once
penuinely philosophical and genuinely Christian.

a. Parallels in Creation

| il most theologians before him, especially Leontius [of Byzantium],
Musimus begins his attempt to shed light on the unity of the divine
wul the human in Christ with the parallel of the unity of body and soul
10 Two “‘natures’ are here ontologically united and interpen-
cirate cach other without becoming confused, to bring into existence
1 winple hypostasis [concrete individual] and “person”. Orthodox and
heretics alike agreed on the meaning of this comparison, to the extent

L .

tliat 1t was rooted in a moderately Platonic way of seeing things, which
recopnized in both elements of man a relative independence (and did
ot see them, as Thomism later would do, as related according to the
el of actuating form and purely potential matter). Understood in
ihis way, the comparison seemed to clarify a number of issues.

Iirst of all, it seemed illuminating to recognize that man is, on the
one hand, “nothing else” but soul and body, but that, on the other
hand, to the degree that he is their unity, he is more than the sum
ol his parts taken in themselves. This double nature of the union of
wul and body is the decisive issue for Maximus. The whole, he boldly
proclaims, is “nothing else” but its parts: it has “‘no other natural exis-
tence” (Dmag€s). ' Rather, it is the “existence’ of its parts. The total-
iy 15 nothing else than the pure mutual indwelling of the parts, their
clement of identity that overrides all their divergence.* The whole
in the “hypostasis’ of its parts (in the twofold sense of their person
imnd their existence) and, so, their unity.** In this sense, the human

" For the history of this problematic analogy, sce Grillmeier and Bacht, Chalkedon, 1:133,
11751, 473, 705t and other references in the index, 3:917, col. 1. Its ultimate source is
Apolhnarian. [See now F. R. Gahbauer, Das anthropologische Modell: Ein Beitrag zur Christologie
iler Jrithen Kirche bis Chalkedon (Wiirzburg, 1984).]

" Opuscula; PG g1, 117D,

"bid,; PG g1, s21BC.

" The natures, of which he himself was the hypostasis, . . . of which he himself was the
unity’’ (vag Ppuoeig, Gv altdg Hrootactg v .. . v alteg Evwoig V) Ambigua; PG or,
s cf. Opuscula: PG 91, 36BC: “He was their hypostasis, . . . he was their unity” v
L yEY DIOOTATLS, . . . Gy adTog Evinotg Rv).
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nature of Christ, simply by having its being in the Logos, also had its
existence and its personality in him.'*

To understand the full meaning of this doctrine, one has to keep
in mind what we have said earlier about the mutual indwelling of the
totality (xaBohov) and the part (ueoudv). The totality exists, the the-
ory runs, only in its parts and is genuinely their product; but the parts
also exist only in their whole, which is no less truly their foundation
or cause. To convey unity, nonunity has to be preserved; to balance
the tension, the poles have to be kept intact. ““If the poles are denied,
there is no longer anything in the middle.”*** From this axiom one
can understand the constantly repeated formula, used both for man
and for Christ: the parts “from which and in which and as which man
exists’”,'*® and Christ, ““who subsists from them and in them and as
they””."” Outside this threefold relationship there is nothing else (oly
grepov ), and between the relationships themselves there is strict
equivalence: “Christ is also in the things from which he exists, and he
is the things in which he exists.”’** The hypostasis is, without distinc-
tion, the product of the union of its parts and the existence of that
unity in the parts that it produces and sustains in being. There is a
completely reciprocal relationship of cause and effect:

As the one 1s produced from the two (that is, as the one individual is
produced from the two natures, as a totality from its parts, with respect
to the hypostasis), so through the one as a totality both parts (with
respect to nature) are formed as a duality.®°

Thus: ‘[ The one is formed], not just from (the parts), but as the parts,
and not just as the parts, but also in them, just as the totality is from its
parts and in its parts and is the totality because of the parts.”’*s! The
implication is ultimately that the relationship of the whole to the parts
is of equal value to the relationship of the parts among themselves:

144 «Taking both its being (td elvan) and its subsistence (16 Ymootivar) in him, God the
Word” (Ev abtd Oed nui Adyg =oi 10 eivar xal 1o dnootfival hafoticn): Epistles 11; PG
o1, 468AB; cf. 560C.

15 Antopaoes tov drowv o0dEv ot pécov: Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 348A.

146 Epistles 12; PG 91, 488C.

7 Epistles 15; PG 91, 573A.

8 Opuscula; PG 91, 121D.

149 Ibid.; PG 91, 224A.

150 Bpistles 12; PG 91, 493D.

151 Tbid.; PG 91, sotA.
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[f, then, the hypostatic identity of the totality with relation to its own
parts—or, to put it more precisely, if the reciprocal identity of the parts,
with respect to the synthesis of the totality that results from them—is
preserved intact, it is also clear that the parts will in no sense be different
from one another, insofar as the one hypostasis comes to its realization
from them.'%?

[ this way, a unity is formed—an identity, even—which could not
lie more complete 00d&v Evindrtegov), even though it can itself subsist
only through the absolute preservation of the particular being of its
parts (00dév owotmmTtegov).

All this may seem very abstract and unpromising, but the constant
repetition of this, the most universal law of being, remains nonethe-
less the great achievement of Maximus the Confessor. Not only did
lie construct here an apologia for finite, created being in the face of
the overwhelming power of the transcendent world of ideas; the ap-
plication of this principle to the relation between God and the world,
in the hypostatic union, finally assures the world itself~—even in, and
precisely because of, its difference from God—a permanently valid
claim to being and to a “good conscience’”’. Sophronius had already
cmphasized this positive aspect of finite reality when he emphasized
that Christ “has always retained, and will retain for the unbounded ages
of eternity”’, his “undiminished nature”, the “‘circumscription of his
body”’, the “‘concrete form’ of his human “appearance”.*** This is not
10 astonishing in the anti-Origenist Sophronius; but its importance is
ill the greater in Maximus, in that he here provides the counterweight
to his own Alexandrian instincts.

Nevertheless, one must ask whether anything was really achieved for
(hristology with this adoption of the syntheses of cosmological and
anthropological philosophy. The cosmological synthesis of the totality
imd its parts presupposed that the parts are, in some sense, of equal
value and so has little to offer for the synthesis of absolutely unequal
parts—divinity and humanity—in Christ; in addition, its adoption as
| christological model could appear to be a clear victory of Antiochene
(hristology. The body-soul model, on the other hand, if used without
further clarification, would lead directly to Monophysitism, since man

" bid., 15; PG 91, §62B.
"% Ambigua; PG 91, 1044D—1045A.
"% Sophronius, Epist. synodica; PG 87, 3173AB.
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is obviously one nature, even if composed of two (quasi-)natures. With

this line of thought, Severus'®® seemed to have won the day: even if
g Y

the one nature, produced by a unity of body and soul, also has the
status of a hypostasis—and this is how Cyril had understood the “sin-
gle nature” (pio pvowg)—still it must be a “nature’ (¢pvoig) in order to
effect a unity that is not simply moral (§voolg oxetin) but ontological
(Bvoroig puowny).

b. From Leontius to Maximus

Leontius of Byzantium was the first to apply his acumen against this con-
clusion. Through his use of the concept enhypostaton as an intermediate
level of being between natural being and hypostatic being, he was able
to drive a wedge into Severus’ line of argument. But his Origenism'®®
forced him to define the human soul, which preexists independently
as a bodiless substance, in thoroughly Platonic fashion as an “incorpo-
real, immortal being’’.'>” Soul and body, considered in themselves, are
therefore [for Leontius] “‘complete substances’, which are not funda-
mentally required by their nature to bring each other to completion
(as the Aristotelian definition demands);**® they are only considered
“incomplete” in relation to the single hypostasis.**® The union of the
two should thus not be traced back to a natural dynamism toward unity
but simply to the positive will of God (which is essentially a decision
to punish).?*® Considered by himself, man should not be called “a na-
ture’’; this is only correct to the extent that one is considering him as a
representative of a species (¢ldog), whose abstract common character-

155 See Joseph Lebon, “La Christologic du monophysitisme syrien”, in Grillmeier and Bacht,
Chalkedon, 1:441-50.

156 See F. Loofs, Leontius ven Byzanz (Leipzig, 1888) 3:274—97; M. Richard, “Léonce
de Byzance était-il origéniste?” Revue des études byzantines 5 (1947): s4f; C. Mocller,
“Chalcédonisme™, 1:638f. [See now also B. E. Daley, “The Origenism of Leontius of Byzan-
tium”, Journal of Theological Studies 27 (1976): 333—69; and “*What Did ‘Origenism’ Mean
in the Sixth Century?”, in G. Dorival and A. e Boulluec, eds., Origeniana Sexta (Louvain,
1995) 627—38; Grillmeier, Jesus der Christus, vol. 2, pt. 2, 403~40; English translation, 385—
4710.|
157 PG 86, 12818.

138 [For Aristotle, the soulis| “‘a primary, inherent orientation of a natural body” (CEvteAéygia
TQWTY COUATOG GUOLLOD).

5% Leontius of Byzantium, Contra Nestorianos et Eutychianos; PG 86, 1281C.

190 Leontius of Byzantium, Epilyseis; PG 86, 1940B. [Leontius himself nowhere suggests
that the embodiment of the soul 1s a punishment.
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e cansists precisely in this thoroughgoing composition from ““two
natures”’, body and soul.**! In that union, of course, a single hypostasis
wines from what was before two separate hypostases, which saves the
uniry of the person; the body, indeed, still remains a nature but is no
longer an mdependent hypostasis—it is enhypostatized.'®? But after
death, body and soul again become fully independent hypostases, just
i they remained independent natures in the state of union.'® If one
ipplicd this conception of man to Christology, one ended up with a
comingly simple formula: the unity of Christ could be conceived as a
jpurely hypostatic one, in two natures that remain what they were; in
tict, the independent preexistence of the soul, which is not intrinsically
ilected by union with the body, could provide an excellent parallel
Iur the unchanging continuity of the divine nature and person in the
liypostatic union. But the disadvantages of the formula far outweighed
the advantages. Not only did the hypostatic unity of Christ lose its
haracter of mystery and become just one case among thousands, but
the denial of a genuine natural union in man was also a dangerous and
uijustified concession to the Monophysites: the [putative] similarity
i structure between human existence and Christ could only confirm
thiem in their error. The whole difference now was restricted to the
Lict that Christ could not be called an example of a species and, simply
(0 that reason, provided an example of “‘a person’ and not “‘a nature’. 1%*
\laximus, in contrast, needed only to remember his own polemics
st the Origenist idea of preexistence in order to find the way
to correct Leontius’ speculation and make it into an efficient weapon
ypunst the Monophysites. Leontius had the right idea when he recog-
mzed the difference between Christ and human nature in the fact that
the latter is a species. The communality of generic form is the sign that
the unity of body and soul is not simply a matter of hypostasis; the mark
ol the latter, surely, is being-for-oneself, not-being-universal. Maximus

" Leontius of Byzantium, Contra Nestorianos et Eutychianos; PG 86, 12891D—1291B.

" hid.; PG 86, 1277CD.

" Leontius of Byzantium, Epilyseis; PG 86, 1941D—1944A.

“'*"The fact that this composite matches a multitude of like beings does not bring about

iy iew composition within itself and only constitutes, in fact, an accidental difference from

i composite person of Christ—a difference that does not weaken the basis of comparison
wany way”. (V. Grumel, “IL’Union hypostatique”, 398). This is the reason that the author
i thie De sectis had already given up the anthropological argument. See Richard, “Le Traité
e Sectis” 7, 706£
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concedes even more to Leontius, in admitting that this nonhypostatic
character of the human unity is not so much derived from “nature’ as
such as from the “‘species’”: the soul, in fact, retains its own “‘essence’”
even in its unity with the body, and remains different from it “‘accord-
ing to its essential principle’” (zutd 1OV otoimdn Adyov). 1%

c. The Free Synthesis

Nevertheless, Maximus does not adhere strictly to this terminological
pattern, and for serious reasons. For Leontius, generic reality was lit-
tle more than a logical predication based on a similarity among indi-
viduals. For Maximus, the philosopher of universal being (katholou), it
is an ontological state. Man is not only a synthetic person but also a
77 166 because he 1s inserted, as a member of a species,
into a cosmic context; he is an “element’” of the world, he is “‘depen-
dent” on a thousand threads of influence and destiny, he is “‘passive”
—in short, he is not simply a person. In this respect, “he has nothing
more than the other generic beings, which are found within the whole
of nature.”’' It is no accident that the solemn Stoic term “catholic”
nature, universal nature (| »a® dlov $uoig), appears in this context:
a term that suggests the greater unity of the world, from which the
thousands of individual beings are constantly being produced, in order
to dissolve into it once again. For even this natural coming to be and

“synthetic nature

passing away make man into a being of “‘species” and ‘“‘nature”. The
connection of body and soul is, in the strict sense, a “bond”, even
a natural, physical necessity (65 &vayxng slop® wvi ¢uowd);'*® being
a person is, in this view, only the product of an impersonal process
—is something “projected” rather than self‘determining. The mutual
indwelling of body and soul is not only a sign of freedom, but at the

95 Opistles 12; PG o1, 488B.

166 Thid.; PG 91, 488D.

17 1bid., 13; PG 91, s17AB.

168 Ibid., 12; PG g1, 489B. Leontius had already noticed this “necessity”, but because of his
Origenist conception of the soul he could only see it as an extrinsic necessity, caused by God.
In his view, the soul—as distinguished from the divinity—is in itself passive and capable of
undergoing influences from without, because it is finite; but this passivity is not, in itself, a
potential orientation toward a body (PG 86, 1284D—1285A). Without going into the philo-
sophical background, Sophronius, on the other hand, had strongly emphasized this natural
necessity as ‘‘imperious, necessary, involuntary” (tvQavvinéig, Gvayraotig, dfovkitws: PG
87, 3173D).
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e time a sign of “necessity™”: the soul that possesses the body is also
putat s mercy, “The soul possesses its body, without itself willing it,
wid i ikewsise possessed by it it gives the body life, without choosing
1o simply by being within it; it shares naturally in its vulnerability and
(o pains, because of the passivity that is intrinsic to its nature.”” '

I his passivity has its basis in the absolute contemporaneity of soul
wid body, which expresses their intrinsic and mutual metaphysical ori-
cutation toward each other.’ The final reason that neither the soul
11 have existed before the body nor the body before the soul lies in
ithi decisive need each has for the other, a need that rules out any
ciblance of a free and arrogantly self-determining union. The unity
it they are forced to create exceeds the powers of both; it is required
ol thiem by a higher power: the species, “nature as a whole”. There-
lore the individual, even as a person, always remains a member and
i complementary part of a whole (elg cvumiiowory,"”
Lt eidog ovptMjpwotv?) . “Every synthetic nature has its origin in the
(ontemporaneity (of its parts) and in its involuntary being (édxovoiov),
lor 1t exists as something created, circumscribed by space and by its
own world.”” 7

I'his necessary cohesion, however, is precisely what cannot be said
ol Christ. He did not come “‘to bring completion to a class, as part
v 1 whole”."* His two natures are not, in any sense, ‘‘contemporane-
ous''; his hypostasis does not owe its existence to natural development

gic Ohov Tvog

[ 1veolg), but to a free, unforced assumption (so6okmpic) of the human.

I'he one who was before all the ages—or better, the very Creator of
the ages—came down among us men by his free choice and without
compulsion; he emptied himself and made himself human, not to bring
the universe to completion, but to raise it up in renewal.”’ ' Even if it

" ipistles 12; PG 91, 488D, Sherwood, as we have mentioned, has already pointed out that
vinamus offers a solution to the problem of the dialectics of pathos in this text of G42: if the
onl s already passive through its composite relationship to the body, then not every aspect
ul our sensible vulnerabilities need be due to sin (Ascetic Life, 66).

U Amibigua; PG 91, 1321D-1341C.

Y Eipistles 13; PG o1, s17A.

" bid.; PG 91, s20D.

Y Opuscula; PG 91, 641, This is Maximus’ most profound definition of the essence of all

composite nature (its “definition and structure and law” [600g %al hoyog nal vopog|: Epistles
i, PG o1, s17B).

" Epistles 13; PG o1, 520D,

" Ibid.; PG 91, s17B.
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is metaphysically impossible for a created mdividual to exist without
belonging to a species—the mythic phoenix, for example!'”*—Christ,
as a hypostasis, is not affected by this law: he is, in this sense, neither
an “individual”’ (Gtouov), because they are always included in a genus,
nor a genus (yévog), because they always include many individuals.'””

A hypostasis, then, can be termed “composite’ for either of two rea-
sons: first, insofar as it is produced by the synthesis of two natures and
thus is “composed” as the “identity
as it is itself also a “‘nature’ and so is in turn included in a higher species
——such as man, who belongs to the class of “‘rational animals”."”® On
this point, Leontius had been right. [So Maximus writes:]

L1l

of two poles; or second, insofar

What exists in common among all the members of a class is designated
primarily (woonyovpévmg) by the common element of essence or na-
ture, which is found in every individual. Being composite, however, is
common to all the individuals included under the title of a composite
nature. Therefore composition, in the individuals included under this

name, indicates primarily the nature, not the hypostasis.'”®

If such a common nature is lacking, however, there 1s no reason why
it should not be an instance of the first alternative and the hypostasis
itself be called, in the primary sense, “‘composite’. Let us examine this
alternative more closely.

Maximus’ explanation of man’s composite character rests on the con-
stant parallel between “‘physical’” synthesis (body and soul) and “meta-
physical” synthesis (the individual being and the generic nature). This
comparison is deliberate; there is a factual identity between the for-
mation of the human hypostasis (from the synthesis of its ““physical”
parts) and the formation of the human individual as a member of a
class.’™ Yet the being, on the other hand, that marks off the person
as such and that which designates him as member of a class are not
actually distinguished from each other. So we see here, once again,

176 Ibid.; PG 91, 520AB.

77 Ibid.; PG 91, 529A.

178 [bid., 12; PG 91, 489CD.

79 Ibid., 13; PG 91, 528B.

180 “By the simultancous conjunction of soul and body to form the [human] species . . . fwe
encounter] that which is the same in essence (6uootaiov) [and] . . . different in hypostasis
(éTegovmbdoTaTov)” (natd TV dua 005 eldoLg YEVEOLY WPUYTE Te “ul GhUaTog oVVOOOV . . .
0 OUooVoOV (Roi) . . .
o1, $29B.

10 eteoobmootatov) Epistles 15; PG 91, 553B; of. Epistles 13; PG
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the convergence of the concepts of existence and person in the one
oncept of the hypostasis. The same natural synthesis brings about the
wxastence of the two “physical’” parts [of the person] and the unity
ol the hypostasis. '™ The hypostasis reveals itself (yaoanmmeiletar) indi-
toctly in the realm of essential characteristics, through the indissoluble
vnthesis of the individual qualities of soul and body; for this reason,
it can be described as a synthesis of the individuality of both parts.'®2
Vot it is already clear that these essential specifications are not enough
10 define the hypostasis itself. In addition, they must be transferred to
the level of existence; or, to put it a different way, one must attempt to
¢ vpress the synthesis of two modes of existence (todmoc tijg DrdoEeng)
i the single mode of the hypostasis—one must attempt to form a
“ynthetic hypostasis™. 18
[he difficult aspect of the case of Christ, then, is to exclude the
lient of the two perspectives we have just described [that is, the syn-
thesizing of essential characteristics] when dealing with the conver-
vonce of the notions of person and existence. The “physical” merging
ot the divine and human natures does not lead to a “metaphysical”
composition. The reason, as we have already mentioned, lies in the
fact that the two parts are neither both produced nor contemporane-
ous dtis nota “passive’” synthesis. '8 The eternal existence of the divine

"By the convergence [of the parts] toward each other, which comes into play along
ih their very existence, the designating characteristics are created for the one hypostasis
it comes into full being from them both™ (raté Tijv Gpa 1@ eival Tooc drlaha otvodov
P Ze0aRTOTIAG TS €5 alt@v guuminoovuéviig uiag drootdoems) Episles 15; PG
)y s52C.
lhd,; PG g1, 552CD.
I'he origin of this terminology is in “*neo-Chalcedonianism”. As Richard showed, Leon-
i ol Jerusalem was its principal user, in the interests of Justinian’s political attempts at union
¢ onira Nestorianos 1, 24; PG 89, 1492B; 1528B; etc.; see Richard, “Léonce de Jérusalem™,
i Justinian himself uses the formula fairly often (E. Schwartz, Drei dogmatische Schriften
ltinans, Abhandlungen der bayerischen Akademic der Wissenschaften, INF 18 [Munich,
Luial, 16, 18, 76, 86); in doing so, he shows a conciliatory attitude toward Severus, who
jielers to speak of synthesis but for whom “ene synthetic nature” (uie. ooz aivBetog) and
nthetic hypostasis” (tmootaoig otvietog) are identical formulas (see J. Lebon, “Chris-
tologie”, 1:472£, 486f). Theodoret had rejected the formula (Grillmeier and Bacht, Chalke-
fon 1185, n. 14). Butall the neo-Chalcedonians usc it, following the emperor’s example: for
unple, Eulogius (PG 86, 2044B). The Fifth Council, too, adopts Justinian’s formula of a
union through synthesis, or in hypostasis™ (Evwotg zuta olivbeaw fjyovy ol HTOoTOOY):
At o, 377, DS 424f). The word does not occur in Leontius of Byzantium: his system
il not need the help of such terminology.
W Anabog: Episiles 13; PG 91, 532A.
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Logos excludes any kind of natural synthesis: taking on a human na-
ture is not a natural way of completing the divine nature. Christ is,
then, as a “composite hypostasis”’, utterly unique (poviratog),™ and
it is precisely this uniqueness, beyond all nature, that allows him to
share natures with the Father, on the one hand, and with man, on the
other; it proves that his unity is purely on the level of hypostasis. While
in man the capacities of soul and body are ordered to each other and
correspond to each other, all such inner correspondence is impossible
between the natures of Christ.*® But precisely this noncorrespondence
is God’s unique way of divinizing humanity. For this is the way human
nature can participate in the hypostasis of God [the Son] without com-
promising its own natural integrity; human nature’s hypostasis can be
the Logos himself (rabtov dmaoyel xatd v dnootaowy),'® because this
divinizing hypostasis confirms and preserves it in its essential humanity
(mayiov goydletal monoty). 188

d. Christology of Essence and Christology of Being

None of this solves the great riddle of how this ‘“‘synthetic”” person is
itself to be conceived. It is helpful, in this regard, to distinguish be-
tween the aspect of essence and that of existence.

For the aspect of essence man provides a parallel. The body and the soul
each have certain individuating characteristics that distinguish them
from other bodies and other souls. The result of the combination of
these characteristics, according to Maximus, is the uniqueness of the
[human] hypostasis.*® This must also be true of Christ.

The hypostatic characteristics (1dt0tites) of both parts, which form, in
their synthesis, the whole Christ and which exist in addition to the com-
mon natural characteristics [of the individual], form, all together, that
distinguishing mark of the parts that sets apart the one hypostasis that
all of them comprise as a unity. . .. I call this hypostasis “common’’,
because it appears as the one, completely unique (WOwwtdrny) result of
the synthesis of the parts. Or better still: it is the one hypostasis of the

185 1bid.; PG 91, $32B.

186 “In no respect does he have analogous . . . potentialities” (ot 008éva Aoyov éva-
royovoag Exwv . . . duvdpelg): ibid.; PG 91, 532B.

157 Opuscula; PG 91, 152A.

188 Epistles 14; PG 91, 536B.

189 Ibid., 15; PG 91, 552CD.
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[ apos, who is the same before and alter the union—>before it, without
created effect, simple, free of all composition, but after it (. . . without

iy change) truly composite. ¢

All we can do, then, is to recognize the paradox that the hyposta-
4y ol Christ is at once thesis and synthesis, at once simple cause and
composite effect. Maximus leaves nothing to be desired in clarity:

I those qualities through which the flesh of Christ distinguished itself
Iram other human beings, it did not distinguish itself further from the
[.bgos; on the other hand, in those qualities through which it distin-
putshed itself from the Logos, it did not distinguish itself from the rest
of us. In those, however, through which it distinguished itself from us,
it preserved the union, or, better, the identity, with the Logos in the
liypostasis. 11

[ he same is true in the nature of God: what distinguishes the Logos
trom the Father is, in the state of union, no longer itself distinguish-
ible from what distinguishes the incarnate Logos from other human
beings.

With this technical description, formal Christology reaches its apex.
Maximus is not afraid of formulating this bold statement with clarity.
I he aspect of the hypostasis as product and result of unity must not
e overshadowed by its aspect as causal being. The two parts bring
the hypostasis [or person] to its completion (modg &v dudw ovviehelv
inoowmov),’ and the latter results from their combination (gig piav
srnootaowy ovvodog)*® in the way a whole results from its parts (éx
oty Og uéemv drov).* In truth, what results is “‘a single synthetic
hypostasis™,'® which is, in fact, surprising enough (mapadogov).'*® For
liow shall we conceive God’s characteristic of unchangeability, before
ind after the union, as compatible with a hypostasis that is the synthetic
result of this very union? How can the Logos be at one time both the
nubject of the synthesis and its product?!®’

" hid.; PG g1, 556CD.

"Ulbid.; PG 91, 557A.

" lbid. 125 PG 91, 469D.

" Ibid.; PG 91, 484A.

"4 Ibid.; PG 91, 488A.

" [bid.; PG g1, 489BC.

"o Ibid., 13; PG 91, 517C.

™7 Tt is united to itself” (mpog Eavtov fvwraw): ibid., 15; PG 91, 556D.
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I'he question only comes to its real point with the aspect of existence.
The aspect of essence, as a unity of individual essential characteristics,
could present only an indication and a proof (yvaowna) of the hyposta-
sis, not the hypostasis itself.1*® Here, on the other hand, two “modes of
existence”’, destined to be united in a single existence, meet and inter-
penetrate each other. At this point, the constant ambiguity of the con-
cept of hypostasis, which means both individual person (xa8 éautdv)
and existence (tmaoElg), becomes openly problematic. Maximus® way
of dealing with this question comes very close to the later solution of
one school of Thomists, first formulated by Capreolus and revived by
Maurice de la Taille:**® the act of being, really distinct from the being’s
essence, bestows on it also a unique and unmistakable personality. The
actual being of [Christ’s] human nature, in Maximus’ terms, is as such
the reality of the Logos as a Divine Person, since it exists “‘through
him and in him” (bg oU éxeivov ®al év éxeivp).?*® This explains why the
human nature of Christ, despite its integrity in the order of essences,
is still not a human person. It exists and attains its own synthetic unity
from the divine reality of the second Person of the Trinity. It is there-
fore not without hypostasis (dvumootatog), but it is only made real by
being included in that reality (év-tméotatog), not by being a hypostasis
on its own.

In this connection we must not forget that the scholastic or Thomist
position presupposes the real distinction of essence from existence,
something Maximus never succeeded in recognizing clearly for him-
self. One need only recall those texts [cited before] that described the
mutual inherence of nature and person as the complete, reciprocal de-
pendence of logos and bios, of the plan of being and its realization in
life: such a polar, dynamic interpenetration is a different kind of ten-
sion from that of the “‘real distinction’, as it is normally understood.
The development of the intelligible structure (logos) of being in living
existence seems, too, to lead necessarily to the supposition of a human
hypostasis. Put a different way: it is impossible, in the end, to carry
through a clean distinction between individualizing characteristics in
the order of essence and those in the order of person, because such a

198 Thid.; PG 91, 556C.
99 “Actuation créée par Acte Incréé”, Recherches de science religiense 18 (1928): 253—068.

200 Opuscula; PG 91, 61B.
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lean distinction simply cannot be drawn between the “order of being”
il the “order of ('Hiﬁlillg".:[).‘
I this makes a smooth, academic solution impossible, still the con-
Crrence one senses in Maximus of supersubstantial being and person
iains an important directional indicator: being, as the pure reality
1 1 referential participation in God is also, beyond all individuation
| cwences, the sphere in which an intellectual substance is called into

- ence by immediate, personal intimacy with God, and invited to
Lecome a person. It is, for that reason, the sphere in which—in the
A pths of the mystery of God’s own freedom—the one who is called
L1 also be, at some point in history, the one who himself calls: in which
il answer to the primeval Word calling us forth can, at some point in
1 tory, be brought to a fulfillment beyond its own creaturehood and
I\ ome that primeval Word itself. This is only possible because the
juinieval Word is, within the trinitarian reality of God, always an an-

“wor to the call of the Father and can therefore—within the economy
i walvation—include and bring to fulfillment all the personal reality
I creatares as responses to that call in his own primeval answer.

Al of this certainly continues the direction of Maximus’ Christol-
v It only presupposes that one detach the concepts purposefully
{10 their undifferentiated philosophical and theological usage and set
e in a context derived exclusively from revelation. In such a con-
i «t, hypostasis would then no longer be useable simply as a general

(egory of created being (as it was in the sixth century, when every
reated essence had its hypostasis) but would have to be limited first
ol all to human, intellectual persons; further, one would have to resist
(e temptation simply to subsume the hypostasis of Christ univocally
inder a concept of person formed in this way.

One can and one must, however, assume a dynamic relationship be-
(ween the Divine Person of Christ and his divine nature, a relationship
ihat is analogous to that between a human person and his intellectual,
lirnan nature. And if this Divine Person should also enter into this
lind of relationship to a human nature, he can really be called a synthetic
jerson—not in the sense of being a passive product of two natures that

1 \We have spoken of this in a number of places in our Apokalypse der dentschen Seele (Salzburg,
1017 39). See especially the chapters on Goethe (1:407f), on Husserl (3:111 and esp. 125~
0], Scheler (3:144—45, n.) and Heidegger (esp. 3:261L).
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have simply come together, but rather in that the divine Person realizes
this unification in and through himself, in the highest freedom, so that
he is called “synthetic” in the sense of being the cause of synthesis.
But is this really what Maximus is thinking of ? s it not rather some-
thing else, something quite the opposite: Is not the person itself that
which is synthesized? But if so, then synthesized from what—and how?

e. Beyond Antioch and Alexandria

The solution is not simply to point out that the human nature [of
Jesus], by its assumption into the Logos, is ““hypostatized into” his
hypostasis,?* for this being-in-another is always described as the result
of hypostatic unification, not as the unification itself in its process of
realization. It is also not enough to point out that Maximus was never
willing to suppose the slightest temporal interval between the creation
of the human nature of Christ and its unification with the Logos?®
and that therefore this nature never had any other existence except that
“in”" the Logos;?** what is at stake here is not a question of fact but
a question of being. And the passages that force themselves on our
attention in this question of being are precisely the texts that speak of
a synthetic hypostasis.

Leontius considered as a possibility (not as a reality) the case of a
human being who was first simply human and was later able to be
hypostatically united with God. *‘For not the time of unification, . . .
but the mode of union” was for him the crucial issue.?%® For him, it
was simply a matter of seemliness that Christ’s humanity did not exist
before the union. This speculation stands, once again, in full accord
with the Origenism of Leontius. As an experiment, one might try to
attribute such a conception to Maximus, too. This would mean: the
human hypostasis would be synthesized with the divine hypostasis in
a single “‘synthetic person”, but the divine hypostasis would be unable
to undergo any change in this process of union. The synthesis, as a
result, would be able to proceed only if the human hypostasis were

202 Epistles 15; PG 91, 557D.

203 Ibid.; PG 91, s60BC.

204 Tbid.: ““finding its hypostatic reality in him [the Logos] and receiving through him the
growth of its being” (& évumdotatog (g &v adTd® xaul 8C adtov Aafoloa Tod eival Ty
yéveorv).

205 Leontius of Byzantium, Epilyseis: PG 86, 1944C.
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i some way or other to disappear, be absorbed; one could thus still
peak formally of a synthesis, but in fact all that would remain would
b the Divine Person it “produced” and the human nature that had
Leen hypostatized into”’ this divine nature.

(an this experiment of thought, which Maximus never expressly ar-
tcalates himself, still shed some light, perhaps, on his final conception

ol the problem? The synthesis that emerges if we make this supposi-
ton would ultimately be nothing else than the existential counterpart
1 what Maximus himself described as an essential synthesis of indi-

il characteristics of being in a comprehensive individuality. Yet in
‘i way or other, after all that has been said, one cannot escape this

«“intential perspective: what is at stake is the unification of fwo ways of
Aine—‘the two different intelligible structures of being of the parts”
Lo Tolg 10T eivan TV pegdv duadoovg Adyovug).206

I'he Monothelites thought they had discovered a simple solution:
~vinthesis through a “prevalence’ or “‘domination” (nat &muxpdrelay)
ot ihe divine will (and being) over the human. Maximus will have
nathing to do with this solution, for it presupposes, as he perceptively
ioinarks, a passivity even in the prevailing part. “The prevailing ele-

nient is also conquered by what it conquers—only to a lesser degree”,
et as gold, when mixed with a little ore, remains gold but is simply
L pure.®® Yet Maximus himself had once defended the same the-
vy, inspired by a saying of Gregory Nazianzen (*‘the more powerful is
Jdonant” tob xoettrovog Exvirfioavtog), before the Monothelite con-
iioversy had grown so serious: ““Through the dominance of the more
noble part, the Logos assumed flesh into his hypostatic identity and
divituzed 1t.°208

li1 saying this, Maximus should not be branded a latent Nestorian; he
wonld have been the first to disown all “‘doubling of person” (duvdda
tonmmxny) .2 But the concept of a “synthetic person’ leads to such
i pattern of thought when viewed from an Antiochene perspective.
 crtainly, one must immediately exclude all thought of quantitative
cuality;2*0 but the challenge then is to deal squarely with the paradox
il the same reality is both part and whole, cause and effect. Both

! ||||--f/('\' i2; PG oI, 488/3\
Cipuscula; PG 91, 64AB.

Linbigua; PG o1, 1040C.
I'pistles 125 PG 91, 556D.
Cpnsenla; PG o1, 64B.
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find themselves united in the mystery of Christ: “For he, who was the
only one to possess real Being, received from his supreme power the
possibility of Becoming what he was not, without change or confusion,
and of remaining both of them: what he was and what he became.”""!
So the original christological formula [of the fifth century] remains in
force: [Christ’s two natures are the elements] “from which—in which
—which” [he is]. Is this a way of watering down the inconceivable
mystery of how Christ can be fully human without being a human
person? The latter, after all, is not simply excluded here but is itself
also absorbed into the hypostatic synthesis. For if God reveals himself
as in no way changed, even after the synthesis, he is nevertheless no
longer “just God” (yvuvog Oedg). It is at this point in Christology, in
fact, that the riddle of the analogy of being in general appears in its
sharpest form: it is not true that through the existence of the created
world “‘more being’” has come into existence than was there when God
existed “‘alone”.

The whole christological tradition of the Church—of Antioch and
Alexandria alike—was aimed at making this point. Theodore of Mop-
suestia, the first opponent of radical Apollinarianism, defended the
unity of being and person [in Christ], despite all the lasting difference
of his natures, in the genuine fragments of his De Incarnatione—those
not tampered with by Apollinarian sources. His proof of the difference
of his natures was that, in the abstract, God can exist without man, just
as man can exist without being united with the Godhead; the unity
[of Christ], on the other hand, he conceives in ontic terms, by analogy
with the unity of body and soul, without being able to specify more
closely in metaphysical categories the relationship of what is ontically
one and what is naturally two.??

Cyril of Alexandria is very close to this in his main formulation.
He, too, does not want to divide Christ’s hypostases or natures after
the union, since an “‘unconfused convergence of hypostases” has taken

211 Epistles 16; PG 91, 577B.

212 M. Richard, “Hypostase”, 21-29. Just as for Theodore the human soul can exist without
a body after death and still, in union with the body, comprises only ore human being, so
the divinity of Christ has its own hypostasis and still forms one single hypostasis with his
humanity. Richard traces the andeniable inconsistencies in Theodore’s system back to the
fact that no other developed conceptual system was available to him but that of the Apolli-
narianism he was rejecting.
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R

plice " which principally prohibits us from .\'|_'n_‘.1ki11;_" of the character-

i of the united natures in any other way than as of the “one nature

LR

il hypostasis of the incarnate Word”. Although the “‘things” unified
o distinguishable, the object of attribution is a single thing.*'* One
miay ask whether the ontic unity is not emphasized more strongly in
[ heodore’s works than in those of Cyril, who is centrally concerned
il the “communication of idioms’”. With both authors, the termi-
nolopy varies between ontic and personal modes of expression, neither
ot which reaches speculative clarification; both authors remain caught
i i the abstract dialectic of “one” and “‘two”’—urged on them by
et Platonizing anthropology. Apollinarius’ dynamic solution is shut
ol from them both.

I'hat dynamic aspect emerges again in the works of Severus and ul-
tiitely demands to be taken into account in the christological syn-
thienis. With Maximus, due attention is paid to the real concern of the
Monophysites, who explained their rejection of a synthesis of two bal
wiced natures completely in terms of the activity of the divine Logos,
i1t takes possession [of a human nature|. This activity revealed the
personal, hypostatic side of the ontological event at the root [of Jesus’

wtence] through the paradox of a real movement on the part of a
L iod who nevertheless remains beyond change.?”® On the other hand,
ihie aspect of a hypostatic synthesis of two natures, not of equal value
vt both preserved in their peculiar identity—a union that serves as
the model of all cosmological and anthropological synthesis—can also
not be eliminated from Maximus' view; this is the reason why the
notion of “absorption’ has little chance of success, in Maximus® mind.
[f we attempt to bring these two aspects together, we can make the
lullowing concluding remarks about the formal structure of Maximus’
i hristology.

It is certainly the Word becoming flesh, considered “from above™,
who is the power behind the synthesis; he is this power, both in his
lreedom as a person and in the absolute reality of his divine being that
(v inseparable from that freedom. These two dimensions must always

" Aotyyutog Thv Uootdoswv ovvodog: PG 76, 408B. It is understandable that Cyril
il speak just as easily of one nature as of two, especially after the Letter of Union of 433,
"'See Richard, “*Hypostase™, 243—52.
See Lebon, “Christologie”, 1:431f
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be taken together, for it is not simply a person who becomes human,
but—through that person—really and truly God. The Person of the
Redeemer is both the divine act of being and the unlimited personal
freedom of the Son; both of them, as a unity, form the synthesis, and
so both also give hypostatic form to the synthesis’ human side, without
being ‘‘confused” with it.

If one considers the synthesis “from below”, one can distinguish
three aspects:®'¢

a. The synthesis of body with soul. This also comes about within the
absolute Person; therefore it is a characteristic (1d16mg) of the essence
of this flesh to be determined and supported by divine freedom and
so not to be at the mercy of the inbred wd6m that are, for the rest of
us, our destiny. All the genuine suffering [of Christ] is ultimately un-
der the control of a divine core of freedom and, thus, receives a per-
sonal character that is missing from all other human flesh. In all of this,
the existential aspect is evident: the whole physical chain of events is
translated into a divine “manner of being” (6 OmgQ pvowv 106m0g),217
without doing any violence to [human] nature.

b. The synthesis of soul with body. This likewise comes about
within the absolute Person, within its being and its freedom; there-
fore it is an essential characteristic (i8wotg) of this soul to be, in its
own human freedom of will, an expression of the freedom of God’s
personal and essential (natural) freedom. Its free conformity to the free
control of the Logos is true natural freedom of will (6¢knoic), because
the Logos, as God, 1s the ultimate ground and justification of all the
intelligible structures (logoi) of created natures; yet it lacks all our inde-
terminate groping and dithering guesswork about the right way to act
(yvwun), a characteristic that once again relieves the God-man of the
human corruption we have all inherited, without touching the core of
his humanity. In this connection, one might wish to ascribe more dark-
ness and suffering to the soul of Jesus than Maximus himself'is inclined
to do, for the distinction between the “passivities of dishonor” (wd6n
tig Guyiag), which are not simply a part of nature but “‘disfigure” it,
and those that form part of our punishment (nd6n g &mnpiog), which
Christ could take upon himself, is a fluid one: it is part of the style and

216 We anticipate the next section, where the terminology used here will be explained more
fully.
217 Disputation with Pyrrlus; PG o1, 300A.
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fnte of the individual theologian to draw the line as he sees fit.?'® A
liferent question is how far that process goes, which Maximus calls
e Cassimilation” (olxetwowg) of even the dishonorable sufferings and
~ortuption of fallen humanity by the divine physician; here it is once
st essential to make it clear that the passive, unfree suffering of the
ol of Christ, like that of his body, is rooted in the free and active
oie of the divine hypostasis, which also determines how it experiences
tiene things. His spontaneous willing to be human and to sufter is pre-
1uely what holds his human nature together as such and saves it from

Wiy transformation into being naturally divine; at the same time, it is
Wi what gives to it the supernatural “manner” that distinguishes it
{0 all other, purely human persons, who always simply “emerge” in

\ peneric way, as we have seen, from the synthesis of body and soul.

¢ I'he synthesis between human nature, as a whole, and the Divine
I"ivon [of the Son] becomes clearer, in Maximus’ approach, in that
uething here need be absorbed or overshadowed any longer. The ten-
“on within the human subject between nature and person has become

thie “space” between a Divine Person and human nature; one can and
it speak now of a “‘synthetic person” only inasmuch as what is char-
wteristic (1u6tmg) of the essence and the existence of human nature,
i1 body and soul, is due here simply to the fact that the person who

i’ it is not a human person but a divine one. The synthesis of
the person, then, consists only in the fact that the positive subject—
(lir Divine Person, who is God in very essence—has the freedom to
[\ lumself even outside himself: that is, in the created realm.

I'his concluding assault on Severus really includes all the essential
onicerns of Alexandria and Antioch, even of Apollinarius. As we have
poritayed it here, it already makes use of the results of the Monothelite
(untroversy, which must still be explained in detail in what follows.

W8 See J. Ternus, < Das Seelen- und Bewuftseinsleben Jesu”, in Grillmeier and Bacht, Chalke-
Junt, 17114, Undoubtedly through a misprint, Ternus has here confused the two Greek terms.



4. Healing as Preservation

a. The Exchange of Properties

The Monophysite controversy had a dangerous postlude: Monothe-
litism. Here the problem was pursued into its farthest corner: the fo-
cus of the question was no longer that of natures in general but the more
narrow issue of their most “‘personal” expressions and abilities. In this
way, the debate took, at the same time, a turn toward the concrete. It
was no longer the formal relationship of nature and person that stood
in the foreground but the living exchange (dvtidooig) of them both,
realized in the drama of the Incarnation and its catastrophic climax,
the Savior’s Passion. This turn from formal ontology to its concrete
and lived experience, from logos to bios, was destined to become also
the acid test of Christology.

Maximus builds his whole doctrine of salvation, with great consis-
tency, on the basis of his formal Christology. There the unconfused
but continued existence of the two natures provided the foundation
for the decisive synthesis. This preservation of the human nature put
it, by itself, in the position to place all its positive content, undimin-
ished (GvelMundg mévrag Tovg puowmols koyoug), at the service of unifi-
cation,®? as building blocks for the great bridge between God and the
world. “Precisely because Christ was the mediator between God and
man, he had to preserve completely his natural kinship with the two
poles he brings together, by being them both himself.’’#?° This does not
imply any kind of natural communication between the two: “nature
and nature do not share a common nature.”’?*' “‘For it is not by denial
of opposition, as some think, that a mediating position is affirmed.””?*?
In fact, what happened is something unexpected, yet perfectly logical:
in the synthesis, the mutual difference of the poles is precisely what is
underlined and confirmed, “‘each rather confirming the other by means
of each other’” (60 éxatégov 8¢ paihov motovuevog Bdtegov).? It is
only then, when God and man come closest to each other and meet in

219 Ambigua; PG 91, 1037A.

220 Epistles 11; PG 91, 468C.

21 Opuscula; PG 91, 108C.

22 Ambigua; PG 91, 1056D.

223 AU’ Enatépov O¢ udihov motovuevog Odtepov: Ibid.; PG g1, 1056A.
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vainple person that it becomes obvious before our very eyes that God
wocternally, rreducibly other than man and that man may therefore
not seck his salvation in a direction that implies an abardonment of
I own nature.

Far this reason, Chalcedon’s great word was “‘save” (owlewv): the
preservation of the peculiar character of both natures.?** All the great
detenders of the Council made use of it, Leontius ?* as well as Sophro-

tins, ' For Maximus, this word becomes the most central concept in
ilie whole order of redemption, for it unites in itself both aspects of
( hirist's saving work: healing and rescue, on the one hand, and preser-
vation and confirmation, on the other. Insofar as nature is elevated by

prace, it is also strengthened and brought to fulfillment within itself.
{lirough man’s participation in God, mankind—man’s creatureliness

itself is perfected. The unity of God and man “‘is achieved through
the preservation [of differences], guaranteed by guaranteeing them. For
thie unification of the two poles comes to full realization to the exact
i pree that their natural difference remains intact.””**” Only if Christ re-
tiins his full relationship with his divine Father and his human mother
in he “completely of the same substance with things above and things
hilow”.228 By bringing back human nature from the brink of destruc-
tion, by rescuing it (ditowle),** he reclaims it from the self-alienation
ohats sinful desire to ““be as god’” and presents it to itself (wiv puowy meog
Loy dotoxadiomowy),?? returning each one of us to ourselves (fudg
Lutoig Goddotc). ! For “he did not come to undermine the nature
that he himself, as God and Word, had created.””®? This preservation
i realized through the unification of human nature, in the highest de-
uree, with the God who produces and affirms it; by being divinized,
the world is perfected as world. So the world is given to itself, each
ol us 1s given to ourselves, when God gives himself to the world and to

" DS 3ea;

" llg., PG 86, 1281A; et passim.

"G 87, 3169C. For Dionysius, sce chapter 1 above (introduction).
" Opusesla; PG 91, 96D=97A.

" bid.; PG 91, 209C.

" 1hid.; PG 91, GoA.

" Lixposition of the Lord’s Prayer; CCG 23, 34, 135; PG 90, 877D.

" Ambigua; PG 91, 1060B.

“ Opuscula; PG 91, 77C.
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233 .U'lLI

us in Christ: when “he makes of [the world| a new mystery™
presents both it and us to himself (6wovg fuag tavrd).***

One must not, then, any longer misunderstand the abiding distance
between the natures, as if there were between them only an extrinsic
relationship of parallel existence. In the hypostasis of Christ, both have
reached the stage of “strict identity’’,?*> which results, in the two na-
tures, in a lively interpenetration and growth toward each other (;gog
ardnhag ouppuie ral weprwonoey), a mutual exchange of properties,
such as happens between fire and the glowing iron within it.**” One
may indeed speak, with the Cappadocians, of a kind of “mixture of the
two natures”,*® with the result that one can no longer talk of “pure
difference’ (i dadopd),®® but one must see here the foundation of
an intimate community of being and of shared operation (ouvegydug
0GEE).2* This symbiotic interpenetration is the basis for the possibility
of an “‘interconnected exchange” of the names that belong to the two
natures; thus one can “‘call God one who suffers””?*' and man “‘Son of
God” and “God”. But this application only rests on the (ontological)
identity of the hypostasis and thus can come about only through it
and 1n it as its medium.?** This medium connects the natures in itself
but also keeps them apart, so that it is only possible to predicate one
nature’s qualities of the other indirectly (o0 nvpiwg).?*

This synthesis and its effect—a kind of indirect identity of God and
man—remains the world’s supreme miracle, for it incarnates within
itself the most decisive ‘‘contradictions”.?** Because it cannot be self-
contradictory, however, these contradictions must be both preserved
and overcome within it. Their elimination is not simply a matter of

two opposed existent things encountering each other in some third be-

23 Ambigua; PG 91, 1049A.

234 Tbid.; PG 91, 1060B.

235 1bhid.; PG o1, 1053B.

28 Opuscula; PG 91, 88A.

257 1bid.; PG 91, 189D.

8 In Epistula Dionysii 4; PG 4, 533C.

239 Epistles 12; PG 91, 473A.

240 Opuscula; PG 91, 85D,

24 Opuscula; PG 91, 121A.

2 Ambigna; PG 91, 1044Bff.

2% Ibid.; PG 91, 1068ff. Leontius had already taught the communicatio idiomatum with com-
plete clarity: PG 86, 1285C; 1945CD.

4% Opuscula; PG 91, 109C; ibid.; PG 91, 193A-C.
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iy, where the nonidentical are united. For the hypostasis is not sim-

(]

ply o “third being”” with relation to the natures; as a divine hypostasis,
11w one with absolute Being and immanent within it, and, through
this unity of being, human nature has its hypostatic existence in the
| opos. Thus the mutual indwelling of natures, for all its indirectness,
biecomes an ontological unity of the highest order and accomplishes

lioth a transformation and an assimilation of its two components.

[Death and suffering belong of necessity to human nature in the con-
(tele, as an expression of its weakness and abandonment. Through the
lncarnation, however, they become at the same time a kind of free-
ilom, an expression of power.?*> On the other hand, the unity of God’s
{reedom and power with human suffering and death achieves that di-
vine annihilation (xévwoig) which subjects God to what is not God.
[ he result of both is redemptive suffering: ““He suffered, if one may
put it this way, in a divine way, because he suffered freely.””?*¢ In the
ilentity of divine annihilation and a superhuman way of suffering, the
unity of opposites becomes reality. For the self-emptying of God is
that “supremely endless power”’?*” which is, at once, freedom and love
and which makes it possible for God ‘“‘himself to become, through his
crilless longing for humanity, naturally and in very truth the object of
liis own desire’””.?*® He achieves this without compromising his own
enduring freedom, for this “‘self-emptying, achieved for our sakes”,**
1s itself only the pledge and the revelation of a “majesty that commands
wifinity’”.25° This place of God’s self-emptying is precisely the place of
lis holiest divinity, of love’s highest freedom: a freedom that stands
it once beyond both “natures”, makes both into an expression and
apn of itself, and is genuinely capable of achieving a “‘coincidence of
opposites”, in the sense of Nicholas of Cusa. Everything, then, can be
predicated of this supreme focus of freedom: ““the ability to suffer and
freedom from suffering, uncreated and created being, limitation and

% “Indeed, in his power he has made the sufferings of nature into works of free choice”
((peher E€ovoiq yvoung Egyo memourihg té taln tiig pvoewe): Ambigua; PG 91, 1053C.
“91bid.; PG 91, 1036A.

7 Ibid.; PG o1, 1053C.

18 Ibid.; PG 91, 1048C.

“° Opuscula; PG 91, 120B.

50 Ibid.; PG 91, 120A.
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freedom from limitation, the earthly and the heavenly, the visible and
the spiritual, the conceivable and the inconceivable”.**!

(Here) we are amazed at how finitude and infinity—things mutually
exclusive, which cannot be combined—can be identified in him and
can mutually reveal each other. The unlimited is circumscribed by limits
in an ineffable way, while the limited unfolds, beyond its own nature,
to meet the measure of infinity.?*?

This supreme paradox of a hypostatic center of freedom that is both
in and beyond all natures—a center of freedom that is the fulcrum of
the world’s whole history—acts also as a corrective to concepts that
may appear all too “‘physical” or “ontological’” in the soteriology of
the Greek Fathers. With Maximus, the principal weight no longer lies
on Christ’s acquisition of a complete human nature, its immediate and
“automatic” delivery from sin, and its divinization, as was so clearly
evident in Athanasius and the Cappadocians; rather, it lies at the ulti-
mate center of hypostatic existence, where freedom, love, and being

are one.?%?

b. The Meaning of the Doctrine of Two Wills

It was to this peak [of Christ’s existence], however, that the last heresy
of patristic Christology had also fled for refuge: Monothelitism. Every-
thing seemed to favor equating this supreme personal freedom with
Christ’s single ‘‘hypostatic will”’. Does not the analogy of man support
such an identification, asked Pyrrhus, since, in spite of the duality of
his natures, man realizes, through them both, a single, unified, and
free activity? Against even the apparent luminosity of this ““personal-
ist” philosophy, Maximus holds fast to his sober principles: an intel-
lectual nature is defined by its selt-determination (avtoxivntov) and its
freedom (mgoaigeols). An axiom presented itself from the ontology of
things in motion: all things resemble each other in at least this respect,
that none of them is the other, each of them is unlike the rest; “‘dif-
ference is constitutive and definitive of being” (Stapoga cuotatiny ol

251 Opuscula; PG 91, 120C.

252 Epistles 21; PG 91, 604BC.

253 This 1s especially well expressed in the Liber asceticus; PG 9o, 9161D—924C. Weser is in-
correct in suspecting Maximus of having a “‘mechanical” soteriology: S. Maxisni Confessoris,
22.
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dpootorua)) M But for this limitation also to imply a positive founda-
ton for being, it may not simply be imposed from without; it must
low trom the actual being itself, as its effect and its definition. By its
i tivity, finite being defines (literally: de-fines) itself.?*® Natural free-
Jdonn cannot be established any more deeply than in this ontology of
Lite being. Man, then, certainly possesses a single freedom of willing,

b precisely insofar as he is not simply a single hypostasis but also a
Wnple nature (rav eidog wiav végyeav).?%s

Cne must, then, hold firmly to two levels of doing and willing in
¢ hiist, which are bound together only in the unity of his hypostasis,
st a unity of nature. Nestorius attempted to find the unity in the

shicet of [Christ’s] two ways of willing. He rightly saw that their unity
ol shyect did not at all presuppose a unity of will. Pyrrhus, then, could
wot be allowed to reason from the unified activity seen in Christ’s
deeds to a unity of nature. If one looks more closely, in fact, this uni-
Hed activity reveals its twofold cause.?®” When Christ walks on the
water, his strides as such are a human act, but his striding over water
i+ superhuman. In a single thrust with a red-hot sword, I can still dis-
npuish in the wound what is the effect of cutting and what of burn-
iy So everything that Christ does is both human and superhuman at
ihe same time; but the superhuman in his actions in no way destroys
what is purely human, genuinely human. Christ has, not a “spiritual
¢ istence”, but in every way a completely human one and, as such, an
cvistence that is divinized; in fact, the divinity of his action finds its
tltimate guarantee in the intact and undiminished authenticity of his
fuimanity. Precisely his speaking, breathing, walking, his hungering,
cating, thirsting, drinking, sleeping, weeping, worrying are the deci-
1ve places where the divine makes its appearance. Here the principle of

just as far as” (uéxor-€wg) must be strictly applied:?*® just as far as the
decisively human remains in force is as far as God appears. Or to put

' Opuscula; PG gr, 249C.

" "Motion is a power that creates form, that forms the definition of the subject, that consti-
tes and limits all its characteristics” (rivijoig dtvapig eidomoldg, toodon 100 DIoxEEVOy
v hoopdy, CUOTATIRY, TEQLERTIXKY Taong 1ot Tog): ibid.; PG 91, 201A. “For the defi-
nition of a thing is most properly the intelligible principle (dyog) of its essential potency”
[ Doz vy tod medyuatog 6 Loyog tig otolmdoug duvduews wvplwg éotiv): ibid.; PG gr,

nli; ¢f. 21C. The best commentary on these sentences is Paul Claudel’s Art poétique.

" Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 336C.

" lbid.; PG g1, 241BC.

Y Opuscula; PG o1, 97A.
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it more sharply: just as far as the two wills remain themselves, uncon-
fused, is as far as they can be united in a single (novaduxhg)®? activity.
This unity, then, is “‘organic interpenetration’,*® and one may call it
“theandric activity’’®®* on the basis of its indivisibility,?s*
using his opponents’ formulation—"*‘a single activity”’, if one under-
stands this as referring, not to the nature, but to the hypostasis.>®

The example of man, which Pyrrhus offered, can even be reversed
and used against him. Is not a dualism possible (dvindg évegysiv) even
in the human activity and will that are naturally one, so that we can, for
example, at the same time say one thing and be thinking of something
else? It is said of Moses that even while he spoke to the people, he
continued to converse with God.?**

The struggle with Pyrrhus reached its climax in the former patri-
arch’s final argument. ““If there is only one acting person, so there is
only one activity: that of the one person!” Maximus replied: “‘Does he
have two natures? Yes or no? If yes, then there are also two activities.”
Pyrrhus: “But from the fact that he acts in a twofold way (dvirdg) one
cannot conclude that he has two activities. Rather, since he was but
one single actor, he can only have had one single activity.”” Maximus:
“What was this activity? Was it divine or human?”’ Pyrrhus: “If we
can call the activity of divinity and humanity in Christ single, we are
not speaking of his nature but of the manner of union.” Maximus:
““That is pointless. This activity must come from a nature, either the
divine or the human.”2% One can see that the argument is ultimately
circular; the final reply cannot push the problem forward any farther.
Two ultimate conceptions of the person are on a collision course here.
For Pyrrhus, person can represent only an irrational dimension, beyond
everything natural. He wants to preserve its absolute spontaneity and
self-affirmation through negations. Thus, in many respects, Monothe-
litism is a precursor of the personalistic nominalism of the late Middle
Ages and modern culture. For Maximus, on the other hand, person is

or even—

29 Ambigua; PG 91, 1044D.

260 “Growing together, by a unitary interpenctration” (ouupudg xatd thy Evicday eguyod-
onowv: Opuscula; PG o1, 232A.

261 Ambigua; PG 91, 1056BC.

262 Opuscula; PG 91, 100D,

263 Ibid.; PG 91, 101B.

264 Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 337CD.

265 [bid.; PG 91, 340A—341A.
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the realization, the concrete living out, of a rational nature; and because
very realization points back to a real source, it 1s the original, func-
tonal center of the rational nature itself, the radiant inner expression of
its being. This dynamic, actualizing aspect of being is only something
irrational” in the eyes of a narrow rationalism; for those who grasp
i more deeply—as Aristotle, Thomas, and Hegel were able to do—it
i that which makes being itself real.

I'he inner logic of Monothelitism shows that Maximus, too, despite
vhat seems like “naturalism” in his thought, has seen more deeply.
I he tendency to conceive of the person irrationally may have come
from the effort to think “‘existentially”’, “‘personally”’; but it leads to
« Liteless style of thought. Nature, robbed of the inner dynamic of its
own purposefulness for the sake of the [freedom of the] person, de-
wends to being a marionette. The consistent conclusion of this subtle,
mtelligent heresy was a new kind of docetism and, so, the denial of
the ultimate basis of the Christian message. One cannot elevate the

personal” into a “‘system’’, but must always contextualize it as one of

the given aspects belonging to and revealed by “‘nature”.?¢¢

¢. The Drama of Redemption

['he last remaining step is to apply the [christological] doctrine Max-
mius developed to the drama of redemption. The deepest reason that
(lirist must possess a creaturely freedom belongs to salvation history:
the healing of nature demands a descent to that tragic point in man,
where sin, as opposition to God, has come into its own.?¢” For sin to
e overcome from within, it had, in some way or other, to be found
“within” Christ. But how could he ‘‘be made sin”” (2 Cor 5:21) with-
out committing sin himself? How could he live through and represent
in his own person the tragic opposition between man and God without
himself being torn apart by that opposition?

“* We have alrcady indicated that Maximus® doctrine of the hypostasis is not without its
defects. Besides the sharp contours of his theorctical conception, he may also be lacking in
1 certain sense for the ultimate urgency of the problems, which may be part of the reason
{or the much-criticized “abstractness” of his explanations. But it would be unfair to demand
of a seventh-century Greck a Scotist understanding of the issucs. It is cnough that he has
iIready anticipated the decisive insights of St. Thomas Aquinas and that the modern problem
of the person can take his thought as the foundation for further development, without any
necessary discontinuity of thought.

7 Opuscula; PG 91, 157AB.
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We are already familiar with the difference between “physical’™ and
“moral’’ sin. The former designates the whole range of vulnerabilitics
that fundamennlly characterize nature, insofar as they are punishment
for sin. By taking them on himself without having deserved them,
Christ breaks the magic circle of lust and death.?*® Like a consuming
fire, he burns out the reserves of concupiscence from human weak-
ness2% and eradicates the note of condemnation in death.?”® He had to
possess those mtural vulnerabilities (nd0n) which—even though con-
nected with sin—are so deeply rooted in the core of nature that they
seemed to have become part of its very constitution. Christ’s terror
in the Garden of Olives was a sign of such vulnerability. ““There is
nothing blameworthy in the fact that the flesh does not want to die.
That is part of mture.”*”* And nature here means, not simply a blind,
vital drive to suy alive, but intelligent willing.

For in an intellectual being, natural desire (Béhnua puvondvy or Béknoig)
is always, at its70ot, an intellectual desire (Béhnpa hoywov).?”? This
must be undersood, first of all, as an undifferentiated basic faculty,
not directed toany particular object (dnhdc), not yet qualified through
a particular act of the will (ot 0¢knowc) to become a “‘directed desire”
(Botinaic). Thislatter fixes its gaze on an object as desirable—first of
all, of course, smply on the level of imagination (60gEis pavaotin),
without any particular attention to its attainability or unattainability.*”?
Only when themind turns to ways and means does the “‘directed de-
sire”” become aconsidered plan or “choice” (Bovh) or Bovhevors).?”*
First of all, thismeans excluding the unattainable; but most of the time,
the way to the ralization of desire is beyond our view, because of the
limitation of ou knowledge, and the outcome of our action is uncer-
tain. This is thedecisive situation of man: his quest, his reaching out for
what he desires, i able to bring the object of his desire into view but
cannot integrateit s0 clearly into the system of created causes and ef-
fects that the wil's prior choice could ever simply reach out to its own

- —
268 Quaestiones ad fhassium 21; CCG 7, 129; PG 90, 313B.

269 Ibid.; CCG 7, 11 72ff.; PG 90, jIOAB.

270 Ambigua; PG 91,104IC‘

271 Opyscula: PG g1, 1645

272 Opuscula; PG o1, 2D cf. ibid.; PG 91, 12C: ““He desires by means of the senses and
the mind”" (xav alaholy T& nal voby doéyetal).

273 Ibid.; PG 91, 3B

274 Ibid.; PG o1, 16B.
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cttectve fulfillment. Thus his searching and investigating result first of
il his “deciding to do” something, as a directional determination of
the heart (Gpekig evoudberog)—a “setting-out”, which includes just as
iich “preconceived opinion” as it does an objective response to the
vhect, Maximus calls this complex state, which corresponds to some-
thing very real, yvoun;?” it is the immediate ground from which the
will's free decision (mpoaigeotg) springs. The decision-making process,
thirrefore, in the human consciousness, rests on the double situation
ol naturally having to will, on the one hand, and of not being able to
e all the possibiiities, on the other. Freedom of choice is not a pure
peclection: it 1s limited by the double bind of being forced by one’s
reated condition to make a choice, in order to realize one’s being, and
vt of having to choose something whose implications one does not
tully understand.

But to return to Christ: What shape, in his case, do the psycholog-
il phases of willing take? His fear of death is a natural drive and, at
the same time, something intellectual, ““for there must necessarily be
i correspondence between nature and the direction of our intellectual
inergies, and nature must possess the drive not to die but to cling to
this present life.”’?’¢ On the other hand, Christ’s divine will wished
lor death. Was there not, therefore, a contradiction between the two
wills?

[t is important to distinguish sharply here, first of all, between
two kinds of opposition (dwiatoht)): simple or contrary opposition
(ivavtiwows) and contradiction (Gvrxelobal). The first of these is the
upposition we find between the world of the senses and that of the
mind, the second that between life and death. But surely it is impossi-
Iile, Maximus argues, that there should be a contradiction between two
natures as such, for everything natural comes from a single common
wource, God;?” therefore they cannot eliminate each other as contra-
dictories can, which belong only to the qualities of natures and not to
their reality itself. But Christ’s fear of death comes into play within
the sphere of the purely natural, as something placed in nature by God
himself (even if it is one of the punishments for sin). It is therefore
i ordered, not a disordered, fear; the latter 1s only possible on the

"% On the development of this concept in Maxdmus, scc Sherwood, Ascetic Life, 55—63.
7 Opuseula; PG o1, 224C.
Y 1bid.; PG 91, 212CD.
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level of yviur).2”® But yvipy is impossible in Christ, because it rests on
uncertainty about ends and means and thus involves a kind of groping
and searching. This gnomic willing, which “especially belongs to the
person and the hypostasis’,?”® could not occur in Christ, since there
was no room in his single divine hypostasis for wavering and hesita-
tion. In fact, we must go a step farther and say that his whole natural
range of drives, the “givenness” of his human existence, had always
to be embraced and supported by the undiminished freedom of his
person, that it was thus “freely permitted for our sake”.

For in Christ what is natural does not precede what is freely willed, as
happens with us; rather, just as he truly hungered and thirsted, but did
not hunger and thirst in the same way [as we do], but in a way above
what is human because it was free, so he also genuinely experienced fear
of death, but a fear that was above the human.28°

His natural fear of death was itself supported by his underlying hypo-
static freedom, which supported his whole nature. His hypostatic iden-
tity, therefore, bears and results in the natural opposition of the two
natures, and in its supreme personal disponibility [to the Father’s will]
it dissolves the opposition between them to the same degree that it
brings it into being.

The result of this freedom, however, is only redemption from the
punishment of sin in nature, not an “‘overcoming’ of sin itself. And are
not our vulnerabilities so intrinsically interwoven with sin that there is
always an immediate danger of passing from one to the other, so that
Christ would seem automatically inclined to move from a simple op-
position [between his natures] into mortal contradiction? And did not
Christ take on such an intrinsic unity with human nature that he could
not have remained unacquainted with this secret depth of the human
soul, its revolt against God? Did he not have to have this “‘experience”,
too, just as he lived through the experience of our vulnerability (tiv
TEIQGV TOV mabnudTwy) 28

Maximus answers these questions by his theory of “‘appropriation”
(oixeiwotg) within salvation history. This can take two forms: an “‘ap-
propriation by relationship” (oixetwolg oyerixa)) and an “appropriation

278 Tbid.; PG 91, 193A.

279 Ibid.; PG 91, 192BC.

280 Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 297D.
1 Opuscula; PG o1, 117A.
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by nature” (olueimog o). The former comes into being through
canscious acts; 5o, for example, if we love each other, we can com-
mnicate our actions and our sufferings and can identify with those
ol another, although we are not ourselves actually doing or undergo-
iy the same things.®? The latter, on the other hand, is an ontological
(nioubonc) appropriation, which makes the assimilated object part of
our very being. Now it is clear that Christ, who possessed our nature
siitologically as his own, had our natural human capacity to will in
litnself in the same way that we do and put it to use (Etimwoev).”®?
Itut since he could not make our sinful manner of willing his own
antologically, he assimilated it to himself through “‘relative appropria-

[IIII]“.

Clur vulnerabilities (éOn) have two aspects: that of punishment and
that of guilt. The former is characteristic of our nature as such; the latter
simply disfigures it. The former was freely and ontologically taken on
by Christ along with his human existence; through this act, he gave
strength to our nature as it is and freed it from the curse that lay on us.
i3ut he made the latter aspect his own in the course of salvation history,
through his love for humanity, in that he took it up to destroy it, as fire
consumes wax or the sun the mists of the earth, so that in its place he

might bestow on us his own blessings.>3*

(hrist achieves this second identification in his role as head of the Mys-
tical Body,?® by which he stands in a loving and therefore sympathetic
relationship with the actions and sufferings of all his members.

I3ut may one call this last kind of “‘appropriation” purely “‘relational”,
ind see it as excluding all ontological communication? Christ’s union
with human nature, after all, is itself ontological, and original sin is
ituated precisely in the universal reality of this nature, as such. In his
Disputation with Pyrrhus, this universality is clearly expressed: through
lis subjection to the will of the Father, Christ did not make only his
own humanity subject [to him], but humanity in general®®¢*—all of
humanity, even and most especially that element in it which had not
bieen subjected already (6 fuétepog dvumdrantog Toomog).?” He repre-

"hid.; PG 91, 220B.

" Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 305B.
" Opuscula; PG o1, 237B.

"bid.; PG 91, 237A.

" Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 305C.
" Opuscula: PG 91, 237B.
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sents our rebellion in himself (vurmv 1o f(uéteoov), ™ as an actor rep-
resents a character on the stage. In this way, he did not make his own
only what is naturally ordered in us but also our ability to choose freely
(mooaipeoig).?® Now the full implications of his struggle on the Mount
of Olives become clear. The “stage”’, on which both wills appeared like
dramatic figures, was his person, identical with them both: his person,
which he exposed to contradiction for our sakes, in order to destroy
the contradiction within his very self. “Not as I will, but as you will™:
even though the will of this “you” was already one in being with the
will of the eternal Son, it now became no less the will of this “I”’. So
he “‘does violence to his own will”’#° in order to subject it fully to the
Father.

Once again it is clear how Christology, if expressed in secular terms,
leads to dialectic but in its theologically genuine form overcomes di-
alectic. If the hypostatic “I”’ were simply determined by its natures,
what Hegel says would have to be right:

Both of the two extremes are that one “I”’, the one forming the rela-
tionship; and the act of holding them together, of establishing the re-
lationship, is itself the thing that struggles with itself in unity and that
unifies itself in struggle. To put it another way: I am the struggle, for
the struggle is precisely that resistance that is not an indifference of one
to the other as simply being other but the interconnectedness of them
both. T am not one of those caught up in the struggle, but I am both of
the struggling parties and the struggle itself. I am fire and water and the
contact and unity between the things that simply flee from cach other.?%!

To the degree that the questionable aspects of Maximus’ philosophy
of sexuality, which we have mentioned, also indirectly cast their shad-
ows on his Christology—insofar as our fallen, vulnerable nature is
in some way also essentially a sinful nature—the danger is not fully
neutralized even here. But Maximus has made every possible effort,
precisely in his Christology, to keep all real contradictions, all the di-
alectic and all the demonic aspects of our existence, far away from the
existence and the being of Christ. A chasm separates him from Hegel.
For with Hegel, the struggle is itself the basis of synthesis; but with

288 1bid.; PG 91, 84BC, 196D.

28 1bid.; PG 91, 20C.

29 1bid.; PG o1, 81B.

9% Religionsphilosophie, 1, 2d ed. (1840); ed. H.Glockner, vol. 1§ [reprint, Stuttgart, 1959]), 64.
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{aximus, everything depends on a prior, unconstrained, free act of
e person who steers the struggle from above and on the voluntary
Cyaracter of that person’s ““ineffable self-immolation”.*** The opposed
will 15, from the start, already in submission: ““Not as [ will, but as
Cou will I sin makes any entry at all on this internal stage of the
{loman, it is only, so to speak, as an empty shell, which has already
punred out its sinful contents.

[ e inevitable question is how this struggle, already decided before-
Lol can still be called serious. If [Christ’s] human nature has no pro-
. ol choice, no yvoun, no indecision, does it not also fail to merit
s crown?

Maximus refuses to attribute yvoun to the human nature of Christ.

1 on the one hand, this process has its origin in a darkening of hu-
L insight into what is truly good, both as end and as means; thus it
I\ o sipn of weakness that does not pertain to Christ.**® On the other
Loand, pvioun is the way a hypostasis lives out and realizes its natural
Lving and willing; 2 it is “‘the will with particular qualifications” .
A hus it cannot be absent from Christ unless its place is taken by a
pwilect hypostatic realization of human nature. If yvour means the
\ rvonal realization of freedom as something imperfect, groping, and
L relore needing to choose, then Christ “must possess a natural rela-

Loehiip with and assimilation to the Good, simply through his being

through his divine mode of existence’’;?* thus he must realize in
lnself, in a surpassing way (eminenter), the dimension of perfection
W viopn.

I fact, Maximus always describes the healing of the human yvun
. 1 return to a natural rightness, which consists in the unfolding of the
(tural capacity to will according to the norm of the will of God.*”
I'lie possibility of choosing is thus less a perfection than it is the in-
“itible experiencing [Not-Wende| of a natural necessity. In the five
roofs for the freedom of the will that Maximus offers to Pyrrhus, it is

\ihisua; PG o1, 1048C.
" Cpusada; PG o1, $6B; Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 3081=309A.
" Opiseula; PG gr, 192BC.
hid.: PG 91, 211); Disputation with Pyrihus; PG 91, 308C.
[Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 309A (reading 1@ O¢indg tsootivar).”s “in that he
ulints i a divine way”’).
| wposition. of the Lord’s Prayer; CCG 23, 35, 150-53; PG 90, 880A; Ambigua; PG o1,
fiaaA
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always simply the self-determination («iteEovmov) of the intellectual
nature, its independence and its self-possession, that 1s demonstrated.

self:?®® And since intellectuality is a gift of nature, freedom must be
such a gift as well. Self-determination (atteEovowov) and intellectual
willing (Beinmnov) are the same thing.*”

This does not prevent the faculty of willing, in the creature, from be-
ing a dynamic striving toward a goal,?® ultimately a reaching through
all partial goals toward God. For this urge is itself a free movement,
even though it is also a given. In any case, Maximus is thinking here,
in the first instance, only of freedom from imposed necessity (o0dev
Avayxoouévoy #yxet) .3t Ultimately, however, there is no hiatus between
natural will and personal will. He explains to Pyrrhus at great length
that the virtues are nothing else than genuine, developed nature itself
(pvowal elowv al doetal), insofar as it is alive and efficacious. In this
context, he repeats a basic teaching of Evagrius: nature as such is the
Good.?” The goal of all asceticism is, in the end, to clear away the
obstacles to this natural spontaneity.>® So the central theme running
through Maximus’ whole thought reappears here once again: the Good
is nothing else but the act of being. Being proves its power as the Eter-
nal Good by letting itself unfold in the world as good things and so
manages to attain eternal validity as its ultimate justification and its
graced fulfillment (elvor—ev elvar—aei eivan). The “space” that in us
comes between possibility and habitual condition, on the one hand,
and realization and action, on the other, is a space of ‘‘tension’’, not a
real break.?%

All of this lessens the difficulty seemingly implied by the fact that in
Christ there is no yviun and no free choice in the human sense. Since
every created nature can only be conceived of as one that dynamically
develops toward a hypostasis, in a hypostasis, and as a hypostasis, the
imperfect stage of having to choose must surely be present in Christ,

298 “That which is . . . naturally rational is naturally self-determining” (t0 . . . ¢0ogL hoytnov
xal Gpuoer altesovolov): Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 304B-D.

292 1bid.; PG 91, 301C.

=06 Ihie. 317

301 Thid. 243B.

202 PG 40, 1240A, ctc.

395 Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 309B—312A.

394 Ibid.; PG 91, 324DD—325A.
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(oo though surely as something already surpassed. His incomparable
merit’” consists precisely in the fact that he has always moved be-
o any vacillation with respect to the Good, in the perfection of his
{rimed decision and in his submission to the will of God. The drama
i1 the Mount of Olives is the ultimate price and the ultimate proof of
this obedience.
‘Physically”, the “appropriation” of our rebellious will, and the
I aling that results from it, has saved the human race by restoring to it
L1 incorrupt, naturally functioning faculty of self-determination. This
“phiysical” redemption, however, is a wholly “‘spiritual”” drama: the life-
Wil death struggle of the natures of God and the creature on the stage
| the most exalted hypostasis. So it demands of us our intellectual
\ivolvement, our participation, by entering with the Redeemer into
Juat identification of God’s “‘self-annihilation”” with the human willing
it 15 itself a constitutive part of the hypostasis of Christ: of Christ,

wamnely, as head of his Mystical Body.

5. The Syntheses of Redemption

| li¢ Garden of Olives, where the cosmic struggle between the nature
 God and the nature of the world took place within a single soul,
. not only the center of Christ's work but also the core of the syn-
{1-4cs that were intended to achieve the redemption of all creation by
Arawing it step by step toward God. In his vision of these syntheses,
M uximus brings to its completion the Alexandrian idea of the regressus,
(e reentry of the creature into God. In Origen’s thought, this return
I ronceived in the image of a gradual ascent of the soul to ever more
piritual levels of being, under the guidance of the Logos, who is con-
(antly changing himself into ever-higher forms:

And perhaps just as there were steps in the Temple, on which one
mounted toward the Holy of Holies, so the Only-begotten of God is
himself all the steps we need. . . . The first and lowest, so to speak, is
lis humanity; we step across that and make our way through the rest of
his states of being; he is the whole way up the stairs, so that we might
wcend through him who is also an angel and the other powers,?®

" Cirigen, Commentary on_John 19, 1; PG 14, 536CD.
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In Maximus, this pattern of a direct ascent is contrasted with another
pattern, that of synthesis, which corresponds to his basic conception
of the tension and polarity of created being. By doing this, Maximus
essentially captured the vision of the Alexandrian master and brought
it into a Christian perspective on the world.

Christ has become, through the depth and the divine manner of his
suffering, “‘founder of the mysteries” (tehetdoyns) and “‘sun of all the
ages’ 30
ward unity in God. This is the mysterium magnum ot which Paul speaks.

under whose beams the world’s harvest gradually ripens to-

This is the great and hidden mystery. This is the blessed end, the goal,
for whose sake everything was created. This was the divine purpose
that lay before the beginning of all things. . . . With this goal in mind,
God called the natures of things into existence. This is the limit toward
which providence and all the things it protects are moving, where crea-
tures realize their reentry into God. This is the mystery spanning all the
ages, revealing the supremely infinite and infinitely inconceivable plan of
God, which exists in all its greatness before all the ages. . . . For Christ’s
sake, or for the sake of the mystery of Christ, all the ages and all the
beings they contain took their beginning and their end in Christ. For
that synthesis was already conceived before all ages: the synthesis of limit
and the unlimited, of measure and the unmeasurable, of circumscription
and the uncircumscribed, of the Creator with the creature, of rest with
movement—that synthesis which, in these last days, has become visible
in Christ, bringing the plan of God to its fulfillment through itself.?%7

According to this text, there is no doubt that Maximus—in contrast
to John Damascene®**®—would have placed himself on the side of Sco-
tus, without a second thought, in the [later] scholastic controversy:
not redemption from sin, but the unification of the world in itself and
with God is the ultimnate motivating cause for the Incarnation and, as
such, the first idea of the Creator, existing in advance of all creation.>®

396 Ambigua; PG 91, 1356CH.

37 Quaestiones ad Thalassivm 60; CCG 22, 75, 32—56; PG 90, 621AB.

98 De fide orthodoxa 3, 12; 4, 4; PG 04, 1228—29, 1108.

%9 On this point, Wagenmann (Realencyclopidic fiir protestantische Theologie, vol. 20, pt. 1,
129—44; cf. vol. 9, pt. 2, 430—43) is probably right, against Straubinger (Die Christologie des
heiligen Maximus Confessor [Bonu, 1906], 126, 130). Only if one disregards Maximus’ most
typical features as a theologian and a mystic can one consider his philosophical anthropology
as the center of his world view. In this latter approach—which does not, however, provide
an objective picture of his thought—man moves 1 Christ's place o the center of creation,

while the Redeemer is demoted to being che anxiliary instrument of homan salvation,
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But of course the presupposition of that scholastic controversy, which
begins with an order of being—a world free from sin—that is only
possible, never historically real, is far from Maximus® thought. For
him, the “preexistent will”” of God is identical with the realm both of
“ideas” and of “possibilities”’; the order of essence and the order of
fact, at this highest point, converge into one.

Maximus can never have enough of praising “all the different synthe-
ses between diverse creatures that are realized through Christ”.?!? In
that the Redeemer has defeated the hostile powers of the air, he reestab-
lishes the continuity between heaven and earth ““and proves that heav-
enly and earthly beings join in a single festive dance, as they receive
the gifts that come from God”. For “‘through the blood of his cross
|Christ] establishes peace, both for the dwellers in heaven and for the
ihwellers on earth” (Col 1:20); ““human nature now praises the glory of
(iod with one and the same will as the heavenly powers.”” And ““after
Christ brought his historic work of salvation to completion for our
wikes and ascended along with the body he had assumed, he united
licaven and earth through himself, connected sensible creation with
ihe intellectual, and so revealed the unity of creation in the very po-
Lirity of its elements.”’?!!

More specifically, there are five great syntheses that lead to this unity.
¢ lirist “‘unites man and woman, . . . unites the earth by abolishing the
tivision between the earthly paradise and the rest of the inhabited
wlobe, . . . unites earth and heaven, . . . unites sensible and intelligible
things, . . . and ultimately—in an ineffable way—unites created and
Aincreated nature”.* These syntheses will be developed more broadly
i another context, The first, in the realm of sexuality, overcomes the
Lurse resulting from sin in a first glimpse of distant unity: “In Christ
Jesus there is no longer male or female” (Gal 3:28); here the power
Wl procreation returns to that original fruitfulness of the spirit which
vuinted in advance of sin. This first synthesis thus presupposes the re-
alization of the second, which Christ indicates in his words from the
L ross, ' Today you will be with me in Paradise” (Lk 23:43): the carth
it was cursed and the Eden that preceded it have become one, and
“the whole earth is made holy again through his return, through death,

Chestiones ad Thalassium 48, CCG 7, 333, 66t PG oo, 436A.
MY Wesition of the Lord's Prayer; CCG 23, 33, 116—20; PG 9o, 877AB.
W Ohgaestiones ad Thalassium 48, CCG 7, 333, 67-1335, 78 PG o, 436AB
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into Paradise.”” The inaccessible land of our yearning has become an
carthly reality, to the degree that the earth moves through death into its
sinless condition. ‘“Because our earth was no longer, for him, a differ-
ent reality from Paradise, he appeared to his disciples on it once again,
after his Resurrection, and associated with them, so showing that from
now on the earth was one, united with itself.’*** Before his eyes, “‘the
earth was no longer split into different regions but brought together
for him, since he could no longer allow that any of its regions should
be deprived of contact with the rest.””?**

Then “he ascended into heaven” (Acts 1:0-11) and so united the
heavenly spheres with the earth, thus proving ““that all of sensible cre-
ation is a unity in the intelligible order. The particular aspects, the
differences that divide it, receded in him into the background.””?*® But
his Ascension did not cease at the visible heaven; ‘‘he ascended be-
yond all the heavens” (Eph 4:10) and finally united spirit and matter,
by bringing a material body and a soul into the company of the an-
gelic choirs. So he brought all of creation together;*'® and what is thus
united he offers to God as he “stands before the Father” in his own
totality: “‘gathering the universe in himself, he reveals the unity of all
things as that of a single person”, the cosmic Adam. For he possesses,
as God, “‘a body and its sensations, and a soul like ours, and an intel-
lect, through all of which he binds together all the parts” into wholes
and is able to unite them, in turn, in a single, supreme totality.**” And
while Christ thus subjects himself, as the universal human being, to
the Father, “he unites created nature to uncreated nature in love—O
miracle of God’s tender kindness toward us!—and reveals that both,
through the relationship of grace, are now but one single reality. The
whole world now inheres (epuywonoag), as a totality, in the whole of
God, and becomes everything that God is, except for the identity of
his nature; in place of itself, it now receives the totality of God.””*'®

In this way, Maximus has built the Alexandrian doctrine of diviniza-
tion into his own theory of syntheses by removing its Neoplatonic and
spiritualist sting. In the form in which he presents it, there is not the

313 Ambigua; PG 91, 1300AB.
314 Ibid.; PG 91, 1305D.

315 [bid.; PG 91, 1309BC.

316 1bid.; PG 91, 1309C; 1308A.
317 Ibid.; PG 1312A.

318 Thid.; PG 91, 1308C.
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shightest danger of pantheism. It is, of course, true that Scotus Erigena
must have built his own system directly on texts such as this. But the

- pantheistic tones that he added to it through his theory of four natures

are not present in Maximus. The East’s instinct for divinization is held
in check here by the Chalcedonian term “‘unconfused” (dovyyitwg).

I he syntheses realized by Christ are the plan for those others that the

world and every individual, by the grace of Christ, must realize in them-

welves. So it remains for us to consider, in a final chapter, the syntheses

that Christ brings to tulfillment in and with us, his members. Put this

way, this theme includes what one might call Maximus® “‘spirituality’’:
“liis ascetical and mystical teaching.

It scems appropriate to present the spiritual highlights of his view of
tvality by drawing on the works in which Maximus is at his most orig-
inal——the Questions to Thalassius, the Ambigua, the Mystagogy, the Ex-
pusition of the Lord’s Prayer, the letters—rather than the works in which
b 15 mainly concerned with working out his own adaptive assimilation
il the spiritual tradition: the two collections of Centuries. One cannot
mike the distinction too sharply, for Maximus is always making use of
the whole tradition and is always a creative adapter—often in a very
uiet way, but precisely then at his most effective! Nevertheless, the
shape of the spirituality of the first group of works is completely his
vwn, whereas in the second he is reworking what has been shaped by
uthers. For this reason, we must interpret the second group in terms
ol the first.




VII

THE SPIRITUAL SYNTHESES

1. Christian Realization

The life of the Christian is to imitate the life of Christ. Christ ‘‘loved
us more than himself)” since he chose the darkness of the Incarnation
in preference to his life in the primordial light of God. Thus the In-
carnation became the measure and the law for every kind of love in
this world, and our love must form itself after that model.? While the
Origenists conceived of the “‘experience of suffering” (meio) as the
necessary way through the darkness of opposition, the way that first
allows the divine light to shine on us as something eternally desirable,
Maximus proposes a new kind of “‘experience of suffering’’: the expe-
rience of Christ, which certainly also leads the Christian who shares
in it down the dark path of distance from God, but which does so in
a different spirit.

In this sense, it seems to me, he who is Lord by nature has honored obe-
dience and has obtained experience of it through suffering: not simply to
save and to preserve his own, by cleansing all of nature from wickedness,
but also to find out for himself what it means for us to obey. He, who
includes all knowledge in his very nature, learned through the bitter
experience of our suffering what it is to be human, in order to know
how much could be demanded of us and how far one must be lenient
with respect to that perfect obedience, through which he habitually leads
those who are predestined for salvation to the Father. . .. O great and
truly awful mystery of our salvation! For just as much is asked of us
as was asked of him, insofar as he was human by nature; but we are
forgiven in the measure that he, by union, was human in a superhuman
'\'\/Jy.z

We are drawn, then, into the law of the Incarnation, yet without ex-
hausting the full measure of Christ’s experience.

U Epistles 4q; PG ot 644AC.
Y Ambiona; G or, 1o45A8.
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Rather, our narrow measure is plunged into the overflowing mea-
sure of Christ, to the degree that we are the occasion and the place of
God’s Incarnation, as it continues to be realized in mystery through
the course of time. For “God always wills to become human in those
who are worthy.””?

God has become a beggar through his imploring condescension for our
sakes, compassionately taking the vulnerability (st0n) of each of us upon
himself and suffering in a mysterious way, because of his love, until the end of
time, according to the measure of the suffering of each individual.*

We find, then, that each side lovingly draws the other into its own
suffering.

Every individual who believes in Christ is nailed to the Cross with
Christ, according to the measure of his own strength and the type and
condition of his virtue; at the same time, he nails Christ to the Cross with
himself, precisely in that he is crucified with Christ in a spiritual way.’

The Incarnation—put more sharply, this means the descent into suf-
fering, the Cross, and the grave and the resurrection of the creature
who has been burned out in death and so has become transparent for
God—is thus the final form of the world, the one that reshapes all
other natural forms. Everything takes its decisive meaning and its ul-
timate justification only from here.

The mystery of the Incarnation of the Word contains in itself the force
and meaning of all the challenging puzzles and symbols of Scripture,
as well as the significant content of all visible and intelligible creatures.
Whoever understands the mystery of the Cross and the grave has grasped
the essential content (hoyog) of all the things we have mentioned; and
whoever, in addition, has been initiated into the mysterious meaning
and power of the Resurrection knows the primordial (mgonyovuévg)
purpose for which God created the universe.®

The mystery of supernatural life, far from being thrown over the world
as something foreign and purely “‘historical”’, is rather something that

* Quacstiones ad Thalassivm 22; CCG 7, 143, 103f; PG 90, 321B.

* Mystagogia 24; PG o1, 713B.

5 Ambigua; PG o1, 1360AB. Outside of Origen (sce my Parole et mystére chez Origéne
[Paris, 1957}, 130) and Pscudo-Macarius (see volumie 1 of The Glory of the Lord |San Fran-
cisco, 1982]), this kind of mysticism of suftering, which reminds us of Pascal, does not exist
in the East.

8 Centuries on Knowledpe 1, 66; PG oo, 1108AH.
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involves and transforms all natural being down to its deepest founda-
lions—as precisely the final, utterly decisive form of being must do.
The law of Christ, despite its historical character, is a cosmological
law. So Maximus can dare to express himself in sentences that per-
haps summarize his doctrine of the Incarnation most deeply and most
holdly:

Lverything visible needs the cross—needs a condition that holds in check
our appetite for the sensible things that the world itself has produced; but
cverything intelligible must descend into the grave—into the complete
motionlessness of our intellectual response to the world. For if not only
that sensible appetite but also our natural activity and stimulation in re-
sponse to all things is eliminated, then the Word arises by himself alone,
as if from the dead, and includes and possesses in himself everything that
takes its origin from him, even though no single thing is related to him
by natural connection or relationship. For it is by grace, not by nature,
that the elect attain salvation.”

T'his mighty cosmological change of course, however—this trans-
lormation of all things from being “‘in themselves’ by nature to being
i God by grace—like death itself, which is the inner content of the
change, only comes about at that pivotal point where grace and nature,
heaven and earth are in contact: in the hypostatic synthesis of God made
liwman. To enter into this synthesis and share in it, however, means
lo “eliminate’” nature in its pure state, with Christ and by his power,
alid to transform what was only compulsion, punishment for sin, and
ideliberate passion into a free act, free suffering. For “what normally
Ioves our wills to make a decision, Christ has shown, in his own life,
o be set in motion by himself.”’® This transformation is what we have

Araditionally called “‘mortification’: “‘to change into a voluntary act of
virtue” what was one of the involuntary results of sin;® “freely chosen
death to self”” and, thus, victory over death through the anticipation of
" in the extremes [of our suffer-
i}, in shame and mockery, and thus an inner freedom with respect to
the opposites that naturally affect us—blame and praise, poverty and

death; " “freely chosen acquiescence’

tiches, friendship and enmity.’ Love, humility, continence, patience

Cbid,, 0, 67 PG oo, 11088,

" Ambigua; PG o1, 10530,
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are all names for this single attitude,'? through which nature ‘‘lays aside
its irrational motions” and “‘returns to the greatness and beauty of its
original condition”." In this death to self, however painful it may be,
one can already sense the freedom of the resurrection; in fact, it is
the mystical anticipation ot the resurrection. And so Christian joy can
break forth in the midst of death:

It seems to me that nothing prevents man from rejoicing in whatever
he finds painful. For while he is sad at the troubles caused by virtuous
living in the flesh, he rejoices in his soul because of that same virtue,
because he sces, as something alrcady present, the beauty and dignity of
what is to come.'
In the end, Maximus praises a ‘‘voluntary poverty’’ in outward things'®
and external obedience'® as the best means to gain this inner freedom.
This death of the human person, however, is never an arbitrary act
of taking power into one’s own hands to make oneself God; it all turns
on the hinge of the Incarnation. This is expressed in a great formula of
proportionality: the fantum-quantum of all salvation history, and so also
of individual perfection. We are under obligation, insofar as Christ is
human; we are set free, insofar as he is God. Here the “‘blessed con-
version’’ is realized,

which makes God human through the divinization of man and makes
man God through the humanization of God. For the divine Logos, who
is God, wants to see the mystery of his Incarnation brought to realization
constantly, and in all of us.??

For we say that God and man have chosen each other as a model and that
God has made himself human for man’s sake precisely to the degree that
man, empowered by love, lets himself be divinized for God’s sake; and
we say that man is taken up by God, in the Spirit, into realms beyond
all conception,'® to precisely the same degree as man allows God—who
to appear through his own virtues.*®

is by nature invisible

12 Thid.

1 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 26, CCG 7, 185, 220ff; PG 9o, 349AB.
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(Yvwotov), since the sense of the passage requires it and the old Latin translation [of Scotus
Erigena| supports it.
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Man has become God to the degree that God has become man, for he
|man] has been led by God, through the stages of divine ascent, into
the highest regions to the same degree that God has descended down
to the farthest reaches of our nature, by means of a man and through a
destruction of his own self that nevertheless implies no change.?°

- That cosmic law of expansion and contraction, diastole and systole,
which we mentioned earlier, is thus now translated into the terms
~ ol salvation history and receives here its final meaning: God gathers us
ull together into unity with himself, for his own sake, to precisely the
e degree as he has spread himself out, for our sakes, in the law of his
condescension.?! Thus self-annihilation is a mutual process, yet it rests,
Ly its very nature, on the utter priority of God’s own self-emptying.
Min “‘is changed into the Divinity through the destruction of his pas-
wonate susceptibilities, to the same degree that God’s Logos willingly
pive up his own sheer glory and in truly becoming man annihilated
Minself by entering the transforming process of salvation history.””?*
The almost geometrical precision of this motif, which continually
rappears, is sufficient proof of how much the entire realization of our
vulvation turns on the hinge of the Incarnation. The openness of the
upreme hypostatic will of Christ determines the tremendous equilib-
i between God and the world, like the tongue on the balance of a
le. So we are not surprised to see the principle of this openness or
indifference”, become—as dmd0eia, as inner freedom—the dominant
«tor in the whole spiritual fulfillment of man. This occurs not simply
the sense we have already described, as an entering into that stage
Christ’s supreme freedom through a voluntary and loving process
dving to the things of the world; it also appears, more expressly,
1 stage of indifference beyond the polarities of this world, which—
though irreconcilably opposed in themselves—reveal from these dis-
it hieights, accessible only to love and freedom, an inner complemen-

tity and reconciliation in Christ.

lndifference and continence, which in Christian Platonism carried
trong overtones of flight from the world, thus receive another coloring
vie that is more world-affirming. By choosing to free himself from
“ipendency on individual, limited creatures, and by making the ascent
M ihid: PG g1, r38sBC.
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for the sake of Christian love, the believer distances himself from all
things; yet in the very process he also forces each individual creature
to yield its internal, eternal meaning, which remained hidden so long
as he regarded it from close by. Only now is it possible to distinguish
the conditional from the unconditional, to survey the connections of
conditions among themselves, to realize a synthesis of opposites. Indif-
ference, for Maximus, is the highest possible degree of openness to the
world, conceived in the terms of Eastern monastic self-denial; thus it is
a way of making classical apatheia an instrument for the Pauline idea of
overcoming the world by becoming “all things to all creatures”. This
domination of the world through apatheia is not an apostolic idea but
a ““Gnostic” one; it is wholly realized in the interior, invisible space of
the soul. It is the reshaping of the world through loving knowledge, a
way of making its supertemporal meaning available for the intelligent
creature’s one great sacrifice to God. It is the daily contribution of the
Christian to the world’s eschatological renewal and to the building of
the heavenly Jerusalem, in which there is no longer a temple becausc
God has become present everywhere, and God’s overpowering bril-
liance outshines all created light as the sun outshines our own little
candles of the night. This ideal of an active share in the transforma

tion of the world into the new age is Maximus’ highest, most positive
conception of Christian action.

Here once again, Maximus can clearly be seen as a thinker stand-
ing between East and West. By elevating both the contemplative quest
for freedom from desire, characteristic of Buddhism and Gnosticisim,
and the drive to construct a titanic synthesis, characteristic of Hegel,
into Christian love, Maximus finds the “‘higher midpoint” for both
approaches. Like the Buddha, he calls for an attitude toward creaturcs
that has freed itself from self-seeking, from passion, from worldliness,
but he interprets it in a Christian way as the love demanded by the
Sermon on the Mount, a love like God the Father’s for all creatures,
both good and evil. Like the Buddha and Hegel, he calls for a power of
the critical and synthetic intelligence that comes within a hair’s breadth
of pure idealism, but he situates it, too, within the sustaining powe:
of love: more precisely, in the redeeming love of Christ, whose sell
emptying indifference and conceptual openness are revealed to be—fai
more deeply than with Hegel or in the abstract quest for Nirvana—th
almighty power that preserves the individual and personal by elevating
it into the divine. This mighty fusion of Asia and Europe, which sub
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Jects all speculative power to the law of self-emptying revealed in the
licarnation, was achieved by Maximus in full consciousness of what
lie was doing; it allowed him, in a feat of ultimate daring, to surpass
A so to overcome two opposed brands of pantheism—that of India
and China, which dissolves all things in God, and that of Hegel, which
vonstructs God out of all things. He can speak the language of both
Uxlremes at the same time, because the “higher midpoint” between
uth has become a real event for him: the unification of the cosmos
1 the God who has become human. He can speak quite expressly of
W construction of God in Christ, in the sense that through the incorpora-
tion and initiation of the Christian into him, Christ (and, with Christ,
L) is himself being built into reality;? on the other hand, he can
eak of a resolution of things into God,** which does not mean their

Al things.
One should not suppose that Maximus always, or even usually, de-
“wlops his descriptions of the spiritual syntheses of the world expressly
terms of freedom from the vulnerabilities of the senses (apatheia).
14 assert this would be to try to systematize his thought beyond what
due, to do violence to its loose ends and fluid elements. Yet simply
lie fact that in all realms of created being he recognizes two ultimate
us of meaning, which do not behave simply as levels or degrees but
o as two equally valuable, equally powerful poles in tension with
«h other, helps us to realize that we can approach their synthetic
ity only through a position of indifference and distance—a position
t allows us to suspend their limited opposition and to let them be
i vated, at the same time, into a positive reconciliation. Such indif-
Wience, however, is in fact related to apatheia, even if that relationship
Liiins unspoken; and apatheia can play the role in Maximus’ thought
Wit 1t does only because it conforms to the deepest structure of his
ought.

- | he texture of the spiritual syntheses [Maximus envisages] is so man-
Ik, so changeable, that it would be impossible and also pointless to

g the texts we have already cited: Ambigua; PG o1, 1288; Exposition of the Lord’s Prayer:
Ly gl PGogo, 877A; also Mystagogia 5; PG 01, 676B (“Jesus . . . completed through
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try to present all their interconnections. Here, as everywhere, Max-
imus plays a good deal with traditional patterns of thought, as if they
were established cadences and themes; his originality is not so much
in the content of his thought as in the personal élan, the rhythm, that
constantly recurs in his richly orchestrated symphonies. Our purpose
here can only be to emphasize, from all this rich complexity, the most
typical and frequent themes, which appear otherwise [in patristic lit-
erature| only in more or less modified forms.

There are four such themes. First, the subjective synthesis, which
unites the soul in itself, precisely in the inner tension of its powers. Sec-
ondly, the synthesis of objective revelation, in which natural and super-
natural revelation come to form a single whole. Thirdly, the liturgical
synthesis, in which the two great responses of the world and mankind
to that revelation become one: sacramental liturgy and the theological
liturgy of our knowledge of God. And finally, the concluding subjec-
tive synthesis of knowledge and action.

After all of this, we will have to consider once again the question of
what synthesis is—or, to put the same thing another way, the question
of what transcendence is. In doing so, we shall attempt to clarify the
puzzling relationship between indifference and love; and we shall also
attempt to shed some light on the final critical moment of this theology
that stands between Eastern and Western thought.

2. The Synthesis of the Three Faculties

Let us be honest from the start: the first of these great syntheses is
the most difficult to explain, because it is the one most clearly and
empbhatically under the influence of Origenistic and Evagrian thought.
It is constructed on the assumed equivalence of the intellectual and the
sensible worlds—or, to put it in psychological terms, of the balance
between sensation and thought. Yet it is clear from the beginning that
this balance can never be conceived in the sense of an equivalence of
value, considering how near to impossible it is ever to assume equal
value between soul and body in a conception of the universe that is
under the influence of Platonic and Aristotelian thought. The most
one can expect is a sense for the insufficiency of pure thought, and for
the dependency of thought on the sensible world, that goes beyond
both Origen and Evagrius.
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The foundation for such a view was already laid in that great law of
“reflecting realities” expressed in the Mystagogia, according to which
whole and part, idea and individual, ultimately the whole intelligible
world and the whole sensible world, are formed in each other and with
telation to each other.

I'or the totality of the intellectual world appears mysteriously in sensible
forms, expressed through the whole sensible world, to those who have
the gift of sight; and the whole sensible world dwells within the intellec-
tual, simplified by the mind into its meanings by the formative process of
wisdom. . . . For the ability to contemplate intellectual realities through
sensible ones, by