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Dedicated to Louis Bouyer

There is amongst us a set ofcritics whoseem to hold that every
possible thought and image is traditional; who have no notion
that there are such things asfountains in the world, small as
well asgreat; and who would therefore charitably derive every
rill they beholdflowingfrom aperforation made in someother
man's tank.

- S. T. Coleridge
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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
ofeither Maximus the Confessor or Hans Urs von Balthasar, suchjusti­
fication will surely be unnecessary: von Balthasar's Cosmic Liturgy: The
Universe according to Maximus the Corfessor 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 ofthe 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 ofJesus in 1929 , was a wide-ranging study ofthe
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/Fourviere, 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 effect on Catholic theology, spirituality, and worship in
the decades aft er 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 th e rigid intellectual confines of the scholasticism of twentieth­
cen tury th eological manuals, more self-consciously rooted in biblical
proclamation and lit ur gical practice and more optimistic about the pos­
sibilities of a direct, experiential union of th e human subject with th e

I I
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infinite God. For some ofvon Balthasar's French and German contem­
poraries, especially some of his young Jesuit confreres, such as Jean
Danielou, Claude Mondesert, 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
viere, 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 field was a two-part
article in French, in 1936 and 1937, while he was still a student at
Fourviere, on the notion of mystery in Origen; 1 this appeared twenty
years later, with some reediting, as Parole et mystire chez Origene (Paris,
1957) . In 1938, Origenes: Geist und Peuer? 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

1 "Le Mysterion d 'Origene", Recherches de science religieuse 26 (1936): SI4-62; 27 (1937) :

38-64·
2,Origenes. Geist und Feuer: Ein Aujbau aus seinen Sthrften (Salzbur g, 1938; rev. ed. , 19S2).

English translation by Robert]. Daly : Origen: Spirit and Fire (Washington , D .C. , 1984) .

3 "Die Hiera des Evagrius" , Z eitschriji fiir leatholischc T he%gie 63 ( 1939) : 86- 106, 181­
206.

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,
Presence et pensee, published three years later. 6 In that same year, too,
his German translation of excerpts from Gregory of Nyssa's commen­
tary on the Song ofSongs 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. 8 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 ofPseudo-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. 9

The present book first appeared in 1941, with the title, Kosmische
Liturgie: Hohe und Krise des griechischen Weltbildes bei Maximus Corifessor
(Cosmic liturgy: Apex and crisis of the Greek conception of the uni­
verse in Maximus Confessor). 10 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

4 "Metaphysik und Mystik des Evagrius Ponticus", Zeitschriji fiir Aszese und Mystik 14

(1939): 31-47.
5 "La Philosophie religieuse de saint Gregoire de Nysse", Recherches de science religieuse 29

(1939): SI3-49·
6 Presence et pensee: Essaisur /aphilosophic religieuse de Gregoire de Nysse (Paris, 1942) . English

translation by Marc Sebanc: Presence and Thought (San Francisco, 1995) .

7 Gregorvon Nyssa. Der versiegelte Quell: AusZegung des Hohen Liedes (Salzburg, 1939) .

B This long and little-known article, which originally appeared in Theologie der Zeit (Vi­
erma) 3 (1939) : 6S-I04, has recently appeared in a fine English translation by Edward T.
O akes, S).: Communio 24 (1997): 34r96.

9 " Das Scholienwerk des Johannes von Scythopolis", Scholastik: IS (1940): 16-38.
10 Prciburg, 194 I. Aft er World War II, the w ork appeared in a French translation: Liturgie

(osll Il1//(' : M aximclc Conjesseur (Paris, 1947) .

11 / ie ://Mtisrlll' :m t//rim des Ma xit nus Coujessor (Prciburg, 194.1) .



14 COSMIC LITURGY

c
TRANSLATOR'S FOREWORD IS

continuation and critique ofthe Origenist tradition ofspeculative theo­
logy, by rearranging the order ofMaximus' 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 thi s 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 194212 and another drawn from lrenaeus in 1943,13
each with a brief introduction. The second part of his later system­
atic w ork Herrlichkeit (The Glory of the Lord) would include chapters
on Irenaeus, Augustine, and Pseudo-Dionysius, along with many later
thinkers, in the context ofthat work's much larger theological agenda. 14
But nothing in von Balthasar's oeuvre would again compare with the
depth, thoroughness, and originality ofanalysis and interpretation given
to an early 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
result s of postwar scholarship for a number of historical issues; in par­
ticular, thi s 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 not iceably moved away from the thinking of Origen in his
mature w orks. This change of emphasis on von Balthasar's part, due
in large part to the arguments of Dom Polycarp Sherwood and Endre
von Ivanka in their studies ofMaximus published in the 1950S but also
to a nuancing of his own views of Origen and the Platonic element
in early C hristian theology, can even be seen in the altered title of
the (1961) second edition: it was now simply Kosmische Liturgie: Das
Weltbild Maximus J 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 thi s early work of von Balthasar's its claim to lasting value. One

12 Aurelius Augu stinus : Das A ntlitz der K irche (Einsiedeln , 194 2).

13 lrendus , G eduld des Reifens: D ie christliche Antwort aufden Mythus des 2 .} ahrhrm derts (Basel,

1 ~3) ·

14 H errlichkeit: eine theologische Astlletik, vol. 2: Fdther der S tile, pt. I : Klcrlkale S tile (Einsicdcln,
1962; zd ed., 1969) ; English translation : The G lory oj tlu: Lord: A Th"o!.(~ica l A esthetics, vol.
2: Studies ill Thcologica! S tyle, pt. I : C lerical Stvlrs (San Fran cisco , 1911,1) .

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 deci sive 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 M aximus 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, ofMaximus' 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 ofMaximus' theology, it also offers an important perspec­
tive on the early formation ofvon Balthasar's own thought. Many fea­
tures ofvon Balthasar's mature theological style are already perceptible
here, in his presentation ofMaximus: his insistence that the heart ofall
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 ofparadox,
of the "coincidence of oppos ites", as a central pattern of both Chris­
tian sote riology and C hristian ontology. Even von Balthasar's cultura l
breadth , his t .nden y-so st riking 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 ofwriting
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 ofwhat 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 ofMaximus are modern questions, set by the peculiar
situation ofFrench and German Catholic theology in the mid-twentieth
century; and the picture ofMaximus he draws is, in the end, an incor­
poration of substantial and authentic elements of M aximus' thought
into the proportions and shadings of von Balthasar's own theological

enterprise. IS 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
Marechal 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 ofMaximus,
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 fai th , 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 ofpatristic
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 th e horizon of patristic thought but also in th e broadest pos sible
context of the history of thought. He considers this poss ible, because he
begins with the assumption that there is, in thefinal analysis, one sin gle
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 th e work of
a thinker is ultimately determined by his answer to this question.16

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

"Sec Polycarp Sherwood, O.S .B., "Survey of Recent Work on Saint Maximus the C on­

l" ssm" , T raditio 20 (1964): 428-37, esp . 433f
". /1/1 Ceiste des Origenes : Hans Urs von Balthasar als Interpret der Theologie der Kinhenvdter,

h .uikfurter Theolo gische Studi en, 23 (Frankfurt , 1976), 21 I (translation mine ; italics in
t lu- original). For Loser's w ho le discu ssion of Kosmische Liturgic, see ibid., 181-215 . Von
II,Jltllasar 's critique of w hat he sees as th e tend ency in many of th e Fathers to overlo ok the
V. Jl II" and autono my of the created order in its relationship to Go d is developed at some
1"IIgll1 ill the arti cle ment ioned above (n. 8). "The Fathers, th e Scho lastics, and O urselves " .
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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
ofByzantium, 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 ofthe Person ofChrist-' '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.

It is, as I have said, clearly a risky business to approach the works ofa
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 th e
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 wi th th e
Monophysite w ing of the christological controversies after C halcedon
also needs to be rev ised. Von Balthasar's reading of the Antiochene

"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 I950s-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 Balthasar's insistence on the ortho­
doxy and the fundamentally Christian inspiration ofPseudo-Dionysius
would find growing echoes today, particularly in the work ofAlexander
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 ofpatrology. 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 oftheology has become itselfa way oftheological
reflection.

It 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 faithful 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, sinuo us sentences have had to be divided and reshaped
in the inter .st of intel ligibility: English obviously does not lend itse lf
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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 ofhis 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-I 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 ofKosmische Liturgie also included German transla­
tions of several ofMaximus' works-the Mystagogia, the Four Hundred
Chapters on Love, and a revised version of his comparative translation
of the Two Hundred Chapte rs on Knowledge-as well as a revision of
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
elsewhere in good modern English translations, 17 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 ofMaximus' works, making use of the
new editions of those works in the Corpus Christiano rum) Series Graeca

17 Maximus Confessor, The Ascetic Life: The Four Centuries on Charity, trans. Polycarp Sher­
wood, a .S.B. , Ancient Christian Writers, 2! (Westminster, Md.: Newman Press, 1955);
Maximu s Confessor: Selected Writings, trans. George C. Berthold, Classics of Western Spiri­
tuality (N ew York : Paulist Press, 1985). See also the translation of the M ystagogia by Juli an
Stead, a .S.B ., entitled Til e Church, the Li turgy, and the Soul of M all (Still River, Mass.: St.
Bede's Pub., 1982) .

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 tq
bring it to completion, without ever making encouragement feel like
pressure. Second, I am grateful to my confrere Fr. Edward T. Oakes,
S.]., 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.].
University of Notre Dame
August 12, 1998
(Vigil ofSt. Maximus the Confessor)
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W hen H erder first published this study, amid the confusion ofwartime
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 briefbut valuable work of M.
Viller, w hich showed the connection between Maximus and Evagrius.1

As a result, my sketch of the Confessor's world view had the stage to
it self 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 M aximus] , we re meant only
to serve this wider expository purpose: most of the scholia on Pseudo­
Dionysius could be excluded as inauthentic, whereas th e 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 th eir 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
Pneuma im begnadeten Menschen bei Ma ximus Confessor.' followed-even
more significantly-by the careful, accurate studies of Polycarp Sher­
wood, O .S.B .3 These latter works led to clear results on a number of

1 "Aux Sources de la spiritualire de s. Maxime: Les Oeuvres d 'Evagre Ie Pontique", Revue

d'ascese et de mystique II (1930): 156- 84, 239-68 .
2 Josef Loosen, S.J., Logos und Pneuma im begnadeten Menschen bei Maxim us Confessor

(Munster, 1941).
3 Polycarp She rwood, O ,S.B., A ll Annotated Date-List oj the Works ofMaximu s the Conjessor

(Ro me. 1952) ; Th e Earlier AlIlb (~lIa oj St. M aximu s the Corfessor and His Rejutation cif Or(~CtJ

(Ro me, 1955) ; 'It , Maximu tlic oufcssor. T ilt, A scetic Life: The H",r ruturics Oil _'ltlrity, AIl­
.ic nt ' h risl ;;lI) W , itc rs, 21 (Washi lllo(to ll, D . ',: Newman Press, I95~) ,

) I
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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 ofhis work was explained by Irenee Hausherr,
SJ.,7 Irenee-Henri Dalmais, O.P.,s and]. Pegon, SJ. (in his edition of
the Centuries on Charity);9 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 : I [1959],
437-42 .

Nonetheless, none of these works-with the exception, perhaps of
Sherwood's Earlier Ambigua-had the ambition ofpiercing 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 edition 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-

4 [See, for example, "L'Introduction du mot 'Hypostase' dans la theologie de l'incarnation",

Melanges de science religieuse 2 (1945) : 5-32, 243-70.]
5 ["Le V. Concile oecumenique et la magistere ordinaire au VI' siecle", Revue des sciences

philosophiques et theologiques 35 (1952) : 413-23 .]
6 [Von Balthasar may be referring to Altaner's article , "Der griechische Theologie Leontius

und Leontius derskythische Monch", Theologische Quartalschrift 127 (1947) : 147-65 (= Kleine
Patristische Schriften, Texte und Untersuchungen, 83 [Berlin, 1967], 375-91) .]

7 ["Les Grands Courants de la spiritualite orientale", Orientalia christiana periodica I (1935):

126-28; "Ignorance infinie", ibid ., 2 (1935): 351-62; Philautie: De la tendresse pour soi ala
tharite selon S. Maxime Ie Confesseur (Rome, 1952).]

8 ["S . Maxime le Confesseur, Docteur de la Charite", Vie spirituelle 2 (1948): 296-303
(with a translation of Epistle 2); "La Theorie des 'logoi' des creatures chez S. Maxime le
Confesseur", Revue des sciences philosophiques et theologiques 36 (1952) : 244-49; "L'Oeuvre
spirituelle de S. Maxime le Confesseur", Vie spirituelle, supp. 21 (1952) : 216-26; "Un Traite
de theologie contemplative: Le Commentaire du Pater de S. Maxime le Confesseur", Revue
d'ascetique et de mystique 29 (1953): 123-59; "La Doctrine ascetique de S. Maximo Ie C on­
fesseur", Irenileon 26 (1953) : 17-39.]

9 [Maxime Ie Conjcsscur: Centuries sur la thariti, Sources chrcticnncs, 9 (Paris: Editiolls du

crf 1945) .J

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 I
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 ofhis 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 ofideas I was referring to, however, is, to a greater or
lesser degree, present in all his works and in all the stages ofhis 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 either 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 I 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 ofLoofs' hypotheses on the work ofLeontius [ofByzantium] has,
with great labor, been swept aw ay by the work ofJunglas. There is
also nothing satisfacto ry written on Maximus and Sop hronius, nothing
helpful abo ut his relat ion shi p to th e Byzan tin e litu rgy of the perio d,
norh inu O i l h is bihl i :11 xnum .ntnri 'S , which are buri ·tt in the 'at .na "
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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, I consider to be mistaken, even if he has
offered enlightening commentaries on a few individual passages. 12 H is
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 ofthe lines connecting Maximus with Chalcedonians
and Neo-Chalcedonians more clearly, but I have also laid more empha-

10 An Annotated Date-List of the Works of Maximus Confessor.

11 See Gnostische Centurien, in Kosmische L iturgie, zd ed. [1961], 149-56.
12 See Ascetic Life, j zf

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 ofmisprints, 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
rny 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
thei r job superbly.

We search, w ith 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
traordinari ly contemporary: a spir itual world-traveler, w ho 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

I

INTRODUCTION

I. 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 enl ightening but suffi­
ciently grounded in history to be reliable, he came upon the figure of
Scotus Erigena. ! It 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 ofNeoplatonism,
with an essentially Christian eye. Even so, because of the interaction
of form and co ntent, a shadow still lies across this great figure, who,
at the start of the M iddle 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 pe riod
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 ofwhat 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.

I [Franz Anton Staudenmaier, [ohannes Scotus Erigena und die Wissenschaft seiner Zeit. Mit
1 1!(~I' I I /("iIlCII EllfwickhlllgCII dcr Hauptwahrhcitcn au] dem Gebiete der Philosophic und Religioll, und
(;l1 l11dz i(~I'1I Z II riner C esd,idlfe tlcr spcculativcn Theolo.~ ie (Fra nkfurt am M ain , 1834) .J
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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 ofhis writings incredibly haphaz­
ard; as a humble monk, he seems 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 ofenvy 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 naell, 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
th ree hundred, Augustine a little less. The high peri od of trinitarian
and christological thou ght had fou nd its end in the tw o councils of

Ephesus (431) and Chalcedon (451). Shortly afterward Theodoret died,
and the end of the fifth century showed unmistakable signs of spiritual
exhaustion. Around 500 another star rose, cur iously 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 ofJustinian. At the end of this era,
around 580, 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 ofEphesus was, to an alarming degree, a matter ofcourt
politics; the decisions of Chalcedon were ceremoniously extorted by
imperial commissioners from bishops who resisted them and who only
imperfectly understood the implications ofthe 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 ofimperial 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 ofall-the free republic of the mind, through the brand­
ing of some ofits greatest citizens as heretics and through the upsetting
and ultimately the destruction, by all the stratagems ofpolitical 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 C hristology and
outlook, had been victorious over Nestor ius and Antiochene thought;
already there , spir itua l and pol itical power had entered into all alliance
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rife with co nsequences . It was not without effect that the shadowy
name of the imperious and violent patriarch was to shape intellectual
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 cen ter fell
in wi th 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). 2 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 ofAntioch 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 texts3

­

the contradiction between two papal decrees, the more balanced Con-
• stitutum (May 14, 553) and the forced compromise Iudicatum (554): all

make the whole process [of the Council of 553] 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 Neochalcedonisme", Melal1ges de science religieuse 3 (1946): 156-61;
C. Moeller, "Le C halcedonism e et Ie nco-chalcedonisme en Orient de 451 a la fin du VIe

siec le", in A. Grillmeier and H . Bacht, Das Konzi! VOI1 Chalkedon: Geschichte und Gegel1wart
(Wiirzburg: Echter, 1951), 1:637-720. [See also S. Helmer, Der Neuchalkedonismus Ceschidite,
Berechtigal1g und Bedeutuno eines dogmel1geschichtlichel1 Begr!ffes (diss., Bonn, 1962); A. Grillmeier,
" D er Neu-Chalkedonismus, Urn die Berechtigang eines Kapitels in der Dogmengeschichte",

in Mit Ihm und ill Ihm (Freiburg, 1975), 371-85.]
3 M . Richard, "L'Introduction du mot 'Hypostase' dans la theologie de l'incarn ation" ,

Melal1ges de science religieuse 2 (1945): 21-29.

,IS , 11 c .plicatory a11 11e to halccdon -e-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
j udgments? At the time, all opposition was broken, destroyed by being
made to look ridiculous.

T he man who had steered the emperor into this political chess game,
T heodore Askidas, was an Origenist, however, and his own personal
.hess game was successful in turning the emperor's attention away from
a destructive crusade against Origen. Only ifone keeps the entire phe­
nornenon 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

criptu re, 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
C hur ch'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
O rigen , 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 C . Moeller, " Le 5e concile o ecumenique et Ie magistere ordinaire au 6< siecle", Revue
des sciences philosophiques et theologiques 35 (1951) : 413-23; see th ere also a simil ar co nclusio n

by E. Amann.
5 "Although the edict and condemnatory judgment of the bishops, in the year 543, laid

the anathema first of all on th e erro rs committed by Origen himself and on his person, the
new camp aign [of 552] was directed against the teachings of th e contemporary Origenists
in Palestine" : F. Diekamp, Die origel1istischel1 Streitiokeiten im 6. [ahrhundert und dasfunfte all­
gel1teil1e COl1cil .(Miinster, 1899) , 130. One pr esupposition ofJustinian's anathema on Origen
himselfwas the legend, which th e 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 th at no one, in the future, should receive priestly ordination who

had not condemned Origen along with all other cer tified heretics.
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that on ce again C hristian 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 ofundistorted thought. At the same time,
however, seemingly from the distant origins of Christianity, the star
ofPseudo-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 ofEphesus, the leader of the orthodox side,
as a forgery. A certain questionable odor seems to have clung ~o him
throughout the sixth century; he remained, in a sense, an esoteric au­
thor read in circles of 0XOAU0'"[LXOL and yguflfW"tLXOL, 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

6 See 1. Hausherr, Philautie [Rome, 1952]' 43: " M axime .. . a tout Iu."

who assured his permanent citizenship in the world ofofficial, 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 ofwhat 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 ofjoints 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 harvest is brought
home throughout Maximus' writings, most abundantly in the TwoHun­
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 ofapproach was possible, even indicated. Origen's
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influence on monasticism was exercised throu gh the form into whi ch
his disciple Evagrius Ponticus had reshaped him. 7 T his 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 ofconscience, 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 insp ired by Origen" : 1. Haus­
herr, "Les Grands Courants de la spiritualite orientale" , Orientalia Christiana Periodica I (1935):

125·
B M . Viller, "Aux sources de la spiritualite de s. Maxime: Les Oeuvres d'Evagre le Pon­

tique", Revue d'ascetique et de mystique II (1930) : 156-84, 239-68.

o f t he o nfessor's desti ny to restore this missing member, too, in an­
o t h 'r way: his ro le in the history of dogma was to a large extent that
of st ressing the full humanity of C hrist , even his human "personal­
ity" (altho ugh 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
P .rsonal 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 M aximus, the real intent ofAntioch 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 ofOri­
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'
wo rk] 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. Maxirnus
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. Mter 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 Mrica, 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 II .9 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

9 Erich Caspar, Ceschichte des Papsttums, voL 2 (Tiibingen, 1933), 549[
10 On the erroneous use of the title "Abba" in the acts of the trial, see Venance Crumel,

"Notes d'histoire et de chronologie sur la vie de saint Maxime Ie 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

/

in a dream hoirs of angels in heaven, toward the east an d toward the
west, and th e ones in th e west began to sing, ' Gregory Augustus, you
shall co nquer.' "11 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 ifhe 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 I, 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, ifpossible, of the Roman militia and then
to arrest the pope and have the Typos [a decree banning further discus­
sion of the wills ofChrist] 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.l'V 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.]
11 Acta; PG 90, II2C.

12 Caspar, Geschichte des Papsttums, 2:568. Cf. 573: "An unfortunate stain of earth clings to
his reputation as a martyr, which no effor ts at apologetics . . . can succeed in wiping away."

I
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O n the other hand , it was never possible to impl icate M aximus,
who in th e 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 ofNumidia, 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.P Maximus rejected this sugges­
tion, too, as pure slander. A cause of greater concern for him was the
revelation that Eugenius I, the successor ofthe martyred Pope Martin I,
was showing an inclination to make a deal, through his representative
at court, with Pyrrhus, who was again functioning as patriarch ofCon­
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. 14 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 ofaction
was possible, even in the face of almost perfect factual evidence that it
had already been taken;15 meanwhile, the gullible Roman legates had
returned home, where both clergy and people gave the pope enough
moral support l" to back away from the proposed reunion.

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

13 Acta; PG 90, 89C. C£ Hefele, Conciliengeschichte, voL3 (1877), 240.
14 See th e letter of Maximus to Anastasius: Acta; PG 90, I pc.
15 " 'And what will you do, if the Romans approve this step?' He answered, 'T he Holy

Spirit, through the mouth ofthe apostles, condemns even angels, if they proclaim something
that contradicts the gospel' " (Acta; PG 90, 121BC) .

16 Not without th e help of the Confessor, as we shall see.

/

tr ial in 6531 would subscribe to the formula of two wills and two op­
erations in C hrist, and M aximus 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 w ith the Holy See, and then he himself would be glad
to accompany the patriarch on a j ourn ey 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 ofeverything 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 ' tw o wills' was not
m erely a verbal formula-all this w as the work ofM aximus alone, w ho
is rightfully known in Church history by the title 'Confessor', as the
last great theologian and martyr of the christological controversies." 17

The trouble the Byzantines took to change the mind of this maver­
ick monk, the flatte ring 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
"caesaro papist" fusion of priestly and imperial power, simply through
the internal consistency ofhis 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 th e imperial Typos
to the West, visited him in his cell and asked, in the course of their
conversation, if he thought the emperor wa s also a priest.

"I say no," Maximus replied, "for he does not stand at the altar and
intone the 'Holy, Holy' after th e consecration of the br ead, nor does he
baptize or administer the sacrament of anointing or perform the ri te 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 imperi al crown and purple
robe. You ask, however, 'Why does the Scripture call Melchizedek both

17 Caspar, Geschichte des Papsttums, 2:575-76 .
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pri est and king?' I answe r: Melchizedek was the un ique type ('t1J rro~) of
the one divine King . If you quote the phrase, ' . . . Another king and
priest, according to the order of Mel chizedek' (Heb T I l), 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 T 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." 18

This interpretation of the priestly kingship of Melchizedek, which
finds its entire fulfillment 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 .19

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 year 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.P? 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 Ibid ., 576- 77; Acta; PG 90, 117AB.
19 Caspar, Geschichte des Papsttums, 2:67 and n. 7.
20 Acta; PG 90, II 7A£ , 145C-148A.

"
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him self." And when he was accused of arrogance for being th e only
one to oppose common opinio n, he replied: "The three young men
condem ned no one, w hen the y refused to adore the statue everyone
else worshipped, . . . nor did Daniel condemn anyone when he was
thrown in the lions' den-he simply preferred to die , rather than to
offend God." 22

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
Roma ns because I am of the same faith as they are ; I love the Greeks
because I speak the sam e language.' "23 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.Y'"
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]erusalem
-smoothed over his predecessor's mistake and brought about a turn to­
ward new independence. Although he remained modestly in the back­
ground, M aximus was the soul ofthe Lateran synod of649; at least two
of its canons, 10 and II, come from his pen, and the Greek monks,
who had five monasteries in Rome, were zealous representatives and
translators of his pos ition;" And even if this Greek victory found, for

2 1 A cta; PG 90, 128B.
2 2 A cta; PG 90, 121A.
23 Acta; PG 90, 128C.
24 A cta; PG 90, 93D .
25 See E. Caspar, " Die Lateransynode von 649" , Zeitschriftfiir Kirchengeschichte 51 (1932) :

75- 1 37; Johannes Pierres, Sanctus Maximus Confessor princeps apologetarum synodi lateranensis
anni 64 9 (diss., Gregorian University, Rome 1940); cf. B. Altaner, Theologisihe Revue 41

(1942): 50-51. [On th e ro le of Maxi mus in th e composition of th e acta ofthe Later an synod,
see Richard Riedinger, " Die Lateransyn od e von 649 und Maximos der Bekenner", in F.
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a while, little affirmative echo in Rome and was pra cti ally ignor ed
in Byzantium.> the martyrdom of the pope, Maximus, and M axirnus'
companions in the long run gave the synod prestige, without which the
almost effortless victory [ofdyothelite Christology] at the Third Coun­
cil of Constantinople would never have been achieved. Of course, the
political Leviathan had, in the in tervening 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 68 I 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 553-59)?

2 . East and West

a. Religion and Revelation

The two preceding sections have shown the tension in the life and
work ofMaximus 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.F 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. Schonborn, eds ., Ma ximus Confessor: Actes du Symposium sur Maxime Ie Corl·

[esseur, Fribourg, 2-5 Septembre I980, Paradosis, 27 (Fribourg, 1982), III-21; Pietro Conte,
nsinodo 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 91, 137D-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 III] .

27 Acta; PG 90, 1OIB.
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were to follow M aximus, was what "East" and " West" here really
mean - on what level th ese 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 is 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 fmd the infmite
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
ofmatter, 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 for a return to God glazes over all the objections
and reservations one might raise on the basis ofan 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 powerful 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, is 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 fulfillme nt, an act in which even the Asian lon ging for
divinization is brought to rest. Greece reflects on this mystery of God
and world in Aristotelian and Stoic terms, taking seriously the nature
(<Il'\jOL~) of the individual being, in its lasting structure of meaning, and
finding there a revelation of the divine Reason (logos, A6yo~) 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" (a~JlaLQlhw~xcl aOl)yx{n;w~). It is biblical
Christology, conceived in the terminology of Greek philosophy under
the inspiration of a Roman pope.

But what then becomes ofthe 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 ofChristianity 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
ofbiblical 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.

/

And thi s 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-r­
on the model of]ustinian's policy of treating Rome merely as the "pa­
triarchate of the West"-will not work, since it stands in opposition
to]esus' commission to Peter, which assigned primacy to the Church
ofRome. Maximus, then, brings the fullness ofAsian 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 (aJtoXaTaOTaOL~) must
logically imply the final elimination of material being-a conclusion
that Origen, as a Christian, never drew.

The second body ofmaterial is the thought ofEvagrius, who added to
this Asian background of the pic ture 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 ofmaterial is that ofAlexandrian 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" (oaQ~ £f.t't\Jl)Xo~), yet always riveted on the notion of "one
nature" (f.tLU <Il'\jOL~), 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 hai rs to prove that the non-C halcedon ians mean by their "o ne
composite nature" ([!La epUOL£ auv8ELO£) or "one composite individ­
ual" ([!La {moa'wOL£ auv8ELO£) exactly the same, in practic al terms, as
the bishops meant at Chalcedonr'" 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 ofpreserv­
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 (fVWOL£)
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 ofnatural 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,

28 See Joseph Lebon, "La Christologie 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 bes t of
all-because his spirituality seemed capable ofbeing transforme d from
something marginally Christian into something inherently so , with the
least amount offriction and noise. One needed only to add to his seem­
ingly Gnos tic "passionlessness" (cma8ELa) the charity (ayaJty) of the
Serm on 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. IfAristotle provided the notion of "first substance"
(JtQcl:rtY) oua La)-the irreducible, ultimate substance of a thing, with its
inner field ofmeaning and power defined in terms ofpotency (buVa[!L£)
and act (£vEQYELa)-Dionysius pointed to th e 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 poi nt s more clearly back, beyond Pro clus and Plotinus,
to decisively Greek, anti-Asiatic sources. Pseudo-Dionysius remains,
with Chalcedon and Augustine, th e foundation sto ne of the W estern
spirit, which can only breathe in an atmosphere of space and fre e­
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 w as externally Monophysite , that
there is an echo of Monophysitism in one or two of his formula­
tions-even though they can be interpreted in an orthodox sense; as
a thinker, Pseudo-Dionysius is unconditionally and unexceptionably a
Chalcedonian.P? The terms "unconfused" (aauyxuLO£: fourteen times)

29 [Debate on the the ological and phil osophical " location" of Pseudo-Dionysius and his
wr itings continu es, echoing both von Baltha sar's judgment here and that of his opponents .
The most significant recent studies on Pseudo-Dionysius as a Christian thinker include:
Michele Schiavone , Neoplatonismo e cristianesimo nello Pseudo-Dionigi (Milan , 1963); Bern­
hard Brons, C ott und die Seienden: Untersuchungen z um Verhdltnis von"neuplatonischer Metaphy sik

und christlicher Tradition bei Dionysius Areopagita (Cottingen , 1976) ; Kurt Ruh, Die mystischc

Cotteslehre des Dionysius Areopagita (Munich, 1987); Andrew Louth, Denys, the Areopagite

(Wilton, Conn. , 1989); Paul Rorem, Pseudo-Dionysius : A Commentary on the Texts and an

Introduction to Their Influence (New York, 1993); Alex ander Golitzin , Et Introibo ad Altare

Dei : The Mystagogy ofDionysius Areopagita (Thessalonike, 1994); Ysabel de Audia, ed ., Denys

l'Areopagite et sa posterite en orient et en occident: Actes du colloque international, Paris, 2[-24

septembre, 1994 (Paris, 1997)·]
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and "inseparable" (a blai g£1:O£) arc not incidental in his vocabulary but
are consciously ernphasized.P'' just as are "unmixed condition" (aouIl­
(-usia), "unblended" (aOlJll<j>ug1:O£), "distinction" (blU<j>OgU), " particu­
larity" (tbl6'tl]£: twenty-seven times), "preserve" (OW~£lV: 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" (aauyx1mo£). 31 But this
is either due to unawareness (just as many Lutheran liturgies remain
close to the Roman Mass) or is an external adoption ofwords, without
any thoughtful realization of their content. The case is very different
with Pseudo-Dionysius: he is a crystal-clear thinker.P 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

30 See A. van den Daele, Indices Pseudo-Dionysiani (Louvain , 1941) , 9, 34. C( Rene Roques,
L'Univers dionysien (paris , 1954) , 58: " U nity without confusion is th e rule for divine action
on the hier archical intelligences."

3 1 See Hieronymu s Engberding, " Mo nophysitische Liturgien", in Grillmeier and Bacht ,
C halkedon 2:697f., quoting the liturgy of St. Gre gor y (1. 715): " Without transformation or
chang e, you united human nature with your self in yo ur hypostasis, in an ineffable and in­
conceivable way, without alteration or confusion." And later: " In the one Son and the one
C hrist, both natures are preserved completely, along with their particular properties. There
is one nature, one person, one individual, one will . . ." (1. 730). The author concludes that
no diminution of the human nature of Christ is clearly perceptible in any of these liturgies.

32 He is the direct opposite of the enthusiastic illuminate that Ernst Honigmann wants to

make him, in ord er to identify him with Peter the Iberian: see Pierre l'Ibirien et les ecrits du

Ps-D enys (Brussels: Academic Royale de Belgique, 1952) . In addition, the clear Chalc edonian
accent cannot find any explanation in Honigmann's thesis. Even less can Dionysius, the great
aesthe te oflate antique Christian thought , for whom everything is alive with beaut y, be iden­
tified with the strict, austere Severus of Antioch, as Stiglmayr suggested. Such hyp oth eses
are ruled out by a simple , ph enomenological examin ation of the facts.
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EAST AND WES T

nrysti cism , between the theology of the schoolroom and the spiritual­
ity of the monaster y, was, in the sixth centu ry, complete. The former,
held hostage by politics, kept inventing new distinctions that lacked
:my genuine basis in the experience of being; the latter had withdrawn
fro m 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
cur rents ofreligious thought from the very beginning. The Areopagite,
in his abstract precision and in his flights ofenthusiasm, offered the first
pro mi sing 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
wi th 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]
academi c 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. 33 It must have given him the ability to read the charac­
teristic works ofsixth-century scholastic Christology with critical per­
ception. To name the most important authors ofthat school, we should
mention John the Grammarian.P" Severus' opponent, and John of
Scythopolis.:" both of whom began to develop the Neo-Chalcedonian
approach [to Christology] before 520; Leontius of Byzantium, who

33 For a bibliography on Byzantine academic philosophy in the sixth century, see Moeller,
" Chalcedonisme" , 1:640 , especially V. Valdenberg, " La Philosophie byzantin e au IV siecle",
By zantion 4 (1927) : 237- 68: F. Uberweg, Grundrifi der Geschichte der Philosophie, ed . B. Geyer,
vol. 2 (Berlin, 1898), 123- 26. The Acta make much ofthe philosophical interests ofthe young
Maximus (PG 90, 69() but give us no details . [For further information on academi c philo­
sophy and theology in the sixth century, see B. E. Daley, "Boethius' Theological Tracts and
Early Byzantin e Scholasticism" , Mediaeval Studies 46 (1984): 158- 91.]

3 4 [Ed. Marcel Richard, CCG 1 (1977). For an analysis of John's theology, see Alois
Grillmeier, J esus der Christus im G lauben der Kirche, vol. 2, pt . 2 (Freiburg, 1989) , 54- 82;

English trans. C hrist in Christian Tradition , vol. 2, pt . 2 (Lond on , 1995) , 52-79.]

3 S [See appendix below for an ext ensive discussion ofJo hn ofScyth opoli s' work and further
bibliogr aphy.]
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flourished about 540;36 Leontius ofJerusalem, writing before 552;37
Theodore of Raithu, whose Proparaskeuee" 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 opuseulaofthe
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 more 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.F 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 Quaestiones ad Tha­
lassium, Maximus wrote other exegetical works: a commentary on th e
Song of Songs and another on Ecclesiastes, both ofwhich were appar­
ently combined with commentaries by Gregory of Nyssa and Nilus of
Ancyra into a Catena if the Three Fathers, which later was edited and

36 [PG 86, 1268-1396, 1901-76. For a thorough discussion of Leontius' Christology, sec
Grillmeier,}esus der Christus vol. 2, pt. 2, 194-241; Christ vol. 2, pt. 2, 181-229.]

37 [PG 86, 14°°-19°1; see Grillmeier,}esus der Christus vol. 2, pt . 2, 291-333 ; Christ vol.
2, pt. 2, 271-316 .]

38 Ed . Franz Diekamp, Analeeta Patristiea, Orientalia christiana analc cta , 117 (Rome, 1938).
39 [PG 86, II93-1268; see Grillmeier,}esus der Christus vol. 2, pt. 2, 514-23; Ch is! vo l,

2, pt. 2, 493-502.]
40 [Ed . J. H. Declerck, CCG 19 (1989).]
41 Ed. F. Di ekamp (Munster , 1907) .
42 [Ed , C. Laga and C. Steel, CCC 7 (198o); , 22. (1')')0) ; 1'(; ')0, .1.4.1-785.1

enlarged by Michael Psellos and others.:" We also possess a fragment
ofa commentary on the Apocalypse attributed to Maximus.v' That he
knew not only how to soar in the heights of allegory but also-like
Origen-how to descend into the glens ofhistorical detail is proved by
his Computus ealesiasticus," from which a "succinct chronology of the
life of Christ" was later drawn.:" Other exegetical works of Maximus
are the Exposition if the Lord's Prayer, the Exposition if Psalm 59, the
Quaestiones et Dubia (answering other questions, mainly on passages in
Scripture) ,47 and the short work addressed To Theopemptus. 48

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 (aJ[Ad.~

<j:>wva~ ClE~ao8aL), without entering into elaborate speculations. Max­
irnus 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
I 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 II9: 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,

43 See Michael Faulhaber, Hohelied-, Proverbien- und Prediger·Catenen (Vienna, 1902); H . G.

Beck, Kirche und theologische Literaturim Byzantinischen Reiche, Byzantinisches Handbuch vol.
2, pt . 1 (Munich: C. H. Beck, 1959): 471, 539£" 653. The final version, from the twelfth
century, appears in PG 122, 537-686; parts of it are in PG 87, 1755-80.

44 Catalocus codicum astrologorum, 7: roof (3); cf. Franz Messerschmidt, "Himrnelsbuch und
Stcrncnschrift", Romische Quartalschr!ft 39 (1931): 68-69.

45 PG 19, 1217- 80.

46 Ed. E. Bratk e (Bonn, 1892) .

47 Ed. J. II. Declerck , C 10 ( 1982.); PC 90, 785-856.
4H I'G ')0, 13')3- I 400.
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by explaining their meaning himself? Does he not himself command,
"Search in the Scriptures!" On S:39)? And what does Peter, the chief of
apostles, mean when he teaches us that "The prophets have searched and
reflected about salvation" (I Pet I: IO)? 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 seems 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 ifit 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. 49

This passage says more than enough. It entitles us to assume that
the theological act ofmeditating 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 each 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."50 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 (8wAoyLa) and our experi­
ence of God in history (olxovouioj-c--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 ofOrigen (and
going beyond Pseudo-Dionysius in this respect), Maximus speaks of
the "holy tent oflove", hidden in the depths of God, where the "awe­
inspiring mystery ofunion is celebrated beyond the limits ofmind and
word, a tpystery in which God becomes one flesh and one spirit with

49 Acta; PG 90, 149A-D .
50 Ha udbudi , 437.

the Church, which represents the soul-and the Church with him.
o Christ, I stand amazed by your goodness."51 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. 52

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
th e reason for his sharp rejection of the temptations ofMonophysitism
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 ofByzantine 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 naivete

51 M ystaxox;a, hap. 5; PG 9 1, 68 1A; cf. chap. ' 5; PG 9 1, 69 3C .
52 Ibid., chap. 17; PC 9 1, 693 1 - 696A.
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-which never leads to the gaining of what is foreign but only to the
loss ofwhat 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."53 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, " w ith 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
~sm 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 Marechal a priori, as simply a melange?

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

53 Hans von Schubert, Ccsdiiduc der diristlid ten Kirthc ;11' FrO /lllli/II '/,Ii/,.,. (TOllingcn, 1921) ,
24 1.

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. 54 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
itselfnot 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,
ofsaying 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:
oi),;wC;, "in the same way"). Thinkers of the class of Maximus Con­
fessor 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 ofGregory ofNyssa 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.

54 Without such un cons cious presuppositions, the judgment ofFr. Viller in Revue d'ascetique
et de mystique I I (1930), 259-and partly also that ofFr. H ausherr, " Ignorance infini e" , Ori­
cntalia christiana pcriodica 2 (1936) : 351-62-would never have been pos sible. For another
vcry negative estimate of the systematic powcr of Maximu s, see the series of art icles by
M. Lot-Boro dinc, Revue de l'histoirc des rl'i(l!iOIlS 105-7 (1932/ 33), csp. 536 [reprinted as La
l)"!firil ll'lIl de' l'lunnuu SI'i'>l1 Iii dor/r;II,' de'S Phi 's xyc'rs (Paris, 1970) I.
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I. It would be a mistake 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-Dionysiuswas 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 ofNyssa, 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 ofAntioch! 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 ofcreation 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 is a bolt of lightning that discloses, in a single flash, the over­
whelming contemporaneity of all realms of being, down to the very
elements of matter themselves-of their layers and interconnections,

55 One cannot deny a genuine int ellectual relationship between Basil and Pseudo -Dionysius ,
despite all th e substantial differen ces between them. In this one respect C. Pe ra is right in iden­

tifying th e Areop agit e with a monk of the Basilian traditi on : Revue des sciences pliilosophiques
et theologiques 25 (1936): 5-75. Cf. Endre von Ivanka, " Ocr Aufbau der Schrift ' De Div inis
Nominibus' des Ps.-Dionysius" , Sdiolastik 15 (1940) : 3H<i -9') .

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. 56

Or in the image ofJohn ofScythopolis, 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.57

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." 58 If

56 [Conrad Ferdinand M eyer (1825-1898) , "Der romische Brunnen" (H . Zeller and A.
Zach, eds. Conrad Ferdinand Meyer: Samtliih e Werke vol. I [Bern, 1963], 170) . The original
text of the poem is as follows:

Aufsteigt der Strahl und fallend giefst
Er voll der Marmorschale Rund,
Di e, sich verschleiernd, uberfliefst
In einer zweiten Sch ale Grund;
Di e zweite gibt, sie w ird zu reich,
De r dritten wallend ihre Flut,
Und jede nimmt und gibt zugleich

Und stromt lind ruht.]
57 /11 0 1' Divinis ' IOIII itlibIlS; PC 4, 40513.

5" AlI/bi~lI cl ; PC 91, I I H91l.
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one wishes to conceive and describe this harmony, one's knowledge
must possess, in the highest degree, that joyous calm 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 no t a matter of refuting the opinions of others, but ofpresenting 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. 59

If one has glimpsed the enormous cosmic game for even a m oment,
one knows that the tiny life ofan 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. 60

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 M aximus' 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-

59 In Epistulam Dionysii 6; PG 4, 536C.
60 AmlJigua; PG 91, I4 16C .
61 J. Tixeront, Precis de patrologie (Par is, 1934) , 395.

ceptual exactness approaching the style of geometric theorems 62 _ a
compression that, since Photius.P 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" ofPseudo-Dionysius: the Aristotelian and Stoic con­
ception of the concrete universal (XU80AOU), 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.

Ifwe 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 .65

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 ofNyssa. 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" (8£WQLU <jlUOLXYj) and of the structures
ofmeaning (Mym) hidden within it, structures that are part ofevery 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 ofthings as they are. Through letters, they

62 "In th e rigor of his literary form he is already a scholastic": J. Tixeront , Histoire des

dogmes, 7th ed., vol. 3 (Paris, 1927), 188.
63 Bibliotheca, co d. 191; PG 103, 645B C.
64 E.g., Garbas, in the introdu ction to his translation of the Liber asceticus (Breslau, 1925), 6.
65 A lllb(~ I1 (/ ; PC 9 1, Ip 8A.
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remember words and meanings; through the stars, they come to know
the 'signs of the times' in an equally legible script."66 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" (cpLAOOOcpELV), and monasticism
is always, in the life of the Church, a "return to the sources" .67 In
searching for these sources, he could not avoid coming into contact
with Origen and his most dedicated disciple, Evagrius Ponticus. 68 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 ofthe 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

66 Quoted by Messerschmidt, "Himmelsbuch and Sternenschrift" , 68.
67 Heinrich Bacht, S.J, "La Loi du 'retour aux sources': Quelques aspects de l'ideal monas­

tique pachomien", Revue Mabillon 51 (1961): 6-25 .

68 On Evagrius' monasticism, see H. U . von Balthasar, "Die Metaphysik und Mystik des
Evagrius Ponticus", Zeitschrififur Aszese und Mystik 14 (1939): 31-47; Karl H eussi, Der Ur­
sprung des ~onchtums (Tiibingen, 1936).

69 See above, n. 8. The parallels Viller poin ts to can be multiplied now that De oratione has
been identifi ed as a work of Evagrius by I. Haushcrr , " Lc Tr aite dc l'o rnison d' Evague Ic

Po ntiq ue (Pseudo-N il).", Revue d'ascetiquc ct de mys/iqll l" 15 ( 1!)34): 34- 93, I l r 70.

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 halfofhis 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: cwuyxvnuC;, "without confusion" .

Only here was the latent pantheism ofthe ancient Alexandrian Chris­
tology-an element foreign to the spirit ofboth 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-like a drop ofvinegar being dissolved in the sea. Only
when such language began to be exploited by heresy did the Church
come to realize-as Theodore ofMopsuestia was first to realize-that
xQumc;, 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" (UOLaLQE""[WC;) and "unconfus­
edly" (aouyxv""[w c;) to a dogmatic formula, the image of a recipro cal
indwelling of tw o dist inct poles of being replaced the image of mix­
turc. T his mu tual ontological presence (n EQLxulQY]OLC;) not on ly 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 differ­
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 difference
between created being andthe 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" (ouota), as
genus, species, specific difference, and individual (dtouov £1<')0£), 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: uJtagSL£ (existence) and uJtoo'taOL£ (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 ofabstract thought. Maximus, who saw the words
"being" (elvoi) and "essence" (ouoto}, on the one hand, and "personal
being" (uJtoacaOL£) and "existence" (uJtagsL£), on the other, as closely
related, was surely far from proposing the neoscholastic "real distinc­
tion" [between essence and existence]. Still, with the appearance of a
new emphasis on existence and person, alongside the classical Greek
concern with essence (ouoto}, 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 ter mi­
nology to establi sh the exact point this philosophical developm en t has
reached in th e work of Maximus. But perhaps his stage of develop-

c
THE SYNTHESIS

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 ofessence and ofthe order
of ideas as a whole, the complete otherness of being shone through
clearly. With Maximus, the outlines of a positive view ofexistence be­
gin to appear. Certainly, it would have fallen apart had 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" (aovYX1JLW£) will allow the Greek genius for clarity, precisely
in this kind of reflection, to achieve a final triumph, while the notion
of "individual being" (uJtoo'taOL£), 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 0 See Ha ns Urs von Balthasar, Presence et pensee (paris, 1941) , and the introduction to my

transla tion of Gregory of Nyssa's comme ntary on th e Song ofSongs, Der versiegelte Quell, zd
cd. (Einsi dcln , 1954) . I inte nd to deal late r wi th the criti cism of Walther Vo lker, in Gregor
"(>11 Nvssa 11 /5 Mvstikcr (Wi csbadeu , 1955) , 4 J and n, 5.
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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: ajustification not simply ofits 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. 71

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, A6ym) of the world. For example,
Maximus says that the natural law, the written law, and the law ofChrist
are one and the same and that anyone who breaks anyone 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 ofJesus in a way that was ultimately mechanical,
Maximus-bringing Origen's Logos-theology to its fulfillment-laid
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:
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There are a variety 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 intellec tual
"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 irself.??

In this most general ofintellectual 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, ofwis­
dom and prudence, of contemplation and action, of knowledge and
virtue, of immediate vision?" and faith."?" 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"?76
Maximus phrases this "most general law of being" as follows:

Every whole-especially every whole that is formed from the synthesis
of various elements-even 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 each 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.
74 Literally, "of vision wi tho ut forgetting", a Platoni c expression from Evagrius, denoting

the highest level of vision, face to face . Cf. below, "The Synthesis of th e Three Acts".

75 Mystagogiil 5; I'G 91, 676A.
76 Epistle 12; PC 9 1, 4721) .
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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 ofa 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." 78

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.' 79 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: th e 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 Ibid. 13; PG 91, S21C.

7 8 In De Di~inis nominibus 13; PG 4, 40SD-408A.
7 9 Mystagogia, prooemium; PG 91, 664A.

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 each 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
relationships 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 are 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 quiet 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. 80

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 ofwhat 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
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w ho le edifice of the universe-takes its origin in the most original
relation 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
(nuQovo[u) of the cause ofall 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 itselfand 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. 81

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 ofmetaphysics. Illuminated 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
formal 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 (amx8nu). 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
recognize's and affirms their very difference. This alternating, double

81 Ibi d. 7: PG 91, 68sAB .

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 ofsynthesis [in Maximus], it
remains always a predominantly Aristotelian concept, even when it is
pressed into service ofa Neoplatonic, mystical striving toward union. 82

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 ofAquinas, 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"
(ouorceuxn tnu¢oQu) 83 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. 84 So both of
them conceive the relationship ofnature 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, see below,

chap. 7, sec . 4: "The Synthesis of the Three Acts of Worship".
83 Opuscula; PG 91, 249 C .
84 "A builder does not seek the same sort of goodness in a foundation that he seeks in a

roof, ifhe is to pre vent th e house from falling into ruin; so, too , the maker ofall things, God,
would not make th e who le univers e to be th e best ofits kind ifhe made all the parts the same ,

becau se many levels of goo dness would be missin g in su ch a universe, and th at would be
an imperfection . . . . T he best state for created thi ngs is the perfection of th e w ho le , which
consists i ll th e or der of the vari ou s part s" : S W II/ I ln wl/tragel/tiles II, 44 (Parma cd , 5:98- 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 ofnatural 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 th eir 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.t" 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 effectiveness 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.

85 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 59; CCG 22, 55, 159-60; PG 90, 609B.

86 Maximus uses here , for "confidence", the famous word nAT]QoepoQLa, which the Mes­
salians and-on the orthodox side-Diadochus ofPhotike used for the immediate and con­
soling certainty of th e heart , the instinctual trust of the spirit. (Cf. Ambigua; PG 91, lI21C:
't~V BV nAT](lOepoQL(,l nQOe1J~IOV nLonv [a faith ready in confidence (plerophoria)]" ; 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 olde r. Philo (De

migratione Abrahami 39 led . L. Cohn and P. Wendland, vol. 2 (Berlin , 1897), 3II-14]) knows
it, Theophilus'of Antioch (Ad Autolycum 1,8) and later O rigen (Contra Celsum I, 10f.) de­
velop it, and Pseudo-Macariu s takes it fro m th em (Hom . 14, 1).

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 ofnature. 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-but 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 .87

This text is 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 (MyoC; 'tfic; qru0Ewc;) 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.

87 Q I/cll'srio,/cs ad Tli alassium 59; CCC 22, 45, 28-5 1, I 13; PC 90, 1i04D-1i08C .



CHRONOLOGY OF HIS LIFE AND WORK 75

4. Chronology ofHis Life and Work

Maximus was born in 580 in Constantinople, from an aristocratic fam ­
ily, and received a thorough humanistic education.f" 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 Mrica, they often
turned to him for advice on important matters; he was also always in a
position to recommend friends and proteges to the court. Mter 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 ofSaints Dionysius
and Gregory [Nazianzen]" ) 89 and wrote his earliest extant letters to
John the Chamberlain, including the famous Second Letter on love.
The Ambigua consist oftwo 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
(EvEQyELa) shared by God and the blessed in heaven", 90 a notion he

88 As we have already remarked, we intend here only to layout a br oad outline of th e
chronology of Maximus' life and work. For all det ails we refer the reader to Polycarp Sher­
wood, An Annotated Date-List <if the Works of Max imus the Conf essor, Studia Anselmiana, 30
(Rome, 1952) , where all earlier research on Maximus' life has been carefully rev iewe d and
in many respects made obsolete.

89 See Endre von Ivanka, review of P. Sherwood's Th e Earlier Ambigua, Byzantinische

Zei tschrift49 (1956) : 41 I : "The w ork is an explanation of passages from Gregory Nazianzen
and Pseudo-Dionysius th e Areop agite that either seem, in th eir phrasing, Origcnist or th at
could be misint erpreted in an O rigenist or Evagrian sense ."

90 PG 91, 1976C.

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
ofJerusalem 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 (flLa EvEQyELa). 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
personally 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 conv incing him that future official docu-

.1 I' ; 1)1, 33M l.
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ments should not speak either of one or of two modes of activity in
C hrist . Sergius confirmed this compromise in a synodal let ter of 634
(the Psephos).

Soon afterward, Sophronius became patriarch ofJerusalem. 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" (8EOXLVllW£). 92 Honorius answered
in terms that were meant to be orthodox but were easily misunder­
stood: he spoke enthusiastically ofthe unity ofwill 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 [oQft~]

but always under the control [VEUftUTL] of the Logos) and recommended
Sergius' solution to bo th Sophronius and Cyrus. Sophronius issued his
own long-awai ted synodal letter in 634, in which he obeyed the letter
of the pope's suggestion and avoided speaking directly of "two modes
of activity" (bUo EVEQyEtm) but in fact clearly advocated the essential
difference of the "energies" in Christ, as a direct consequence of the
essential difference ofhis natures. " Four years of relative calm followed
this letter, until the Ekthesis ["manifesto"] ofEmperor Heraclius, writ­
ten by Sergius and promulgated in 638, put an end to the "watery
union" (T~V v6Qo~a<j>11 £VWOLV) ; this document ordered continuing si­
lence on the subject of one or two modes of activity in Christ but
commanded all to teach that he had but one will (EV 8EA,11IlU) .

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 no t 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 early 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

92 Mansi 11:530 £
93 PG 87, 3172.

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

The Ascetic Life (Liber asceticus) and the FourCenturies onLove, as well as
the Quaestiones et Dubia, seem to form the earliest group, written abo ut
626.94 T he second collection of Amb igua follows these works closely
(before 630) : a very important point, because in it we see M aximus'
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 M aximus that are cer tainly not authe ntic and that wi ll not be
considered in this pres ent book:

a. Five books On the Trinity; PG 28, 1II6-1285 . C£ O . Bardenhewer, Patrologie, 3:60.

b. The Loci communes; PG 91, 721-1071. C£ C. Wachsmuth, Studien z u den griechischen
Florilegien (Berlin, 1882; reprint, Osnabruck, 1971); R. Holl, Die Sacra Parallela desJ ohannes
Damascenus, Texte und Untersuchungen, 16/1 (Leipzig, 1886) ; A. Ehrhard, "Zu den Sacra
Parallela des Johannes D ama sccnus und dem Florilegium des Maximus", Biblische ZeitschriJi

10 (1901): 394-415 .
c. The Five Hundred Chapters; PG 90, 1177-1392. These we re first shown by Wilhelm

Soppa to be a compilation of genuine works of Maximus (the Quaestiones ad Thalassium,
Ambigua , and Scholia on Pseudo-Dionysius), along w ith some cer tainly inauthentic scholia

on the Quaestiones ad Thalassium , which may be by Mi chael Psellos; the whole work was put
together in the eleventh centu ry, probably by Antonios M elissa. See Die D iversa Capita unter
den Sthriften des hl . Ma ximo s Confessors ill deutsther Bearheitung und quellenkritischer Beleuduuno
(diss., Dresden, 1922) ; the same conclusion was reached ind ependentl y, and with some fur­
ther development, by M . T. Disdier, " Les Fondements dogmatiqu es de la spiritua lite de S.
Maxime: Les Oeuvres de'Evagre Ie Pontique", Edios d'Or ient 30 (193 1): 168-78 . Genuine
works of Maximus here are onl y th e first fifteen "c hapters" of th e first century.

d . The Other Chapters; PG 90, 1401-26, which we re also shown by M . T. Disdier to be
inauthentic and which probably were composed by Elias Ekdikos (p G 127, II29- 76; cf
Beck , Handbuch, 655) . See " Elie I'Ecdicos et les hetera kephalaia attr ibue s a s. Maxime Ie
Confesseur et aJean de Ca rpathos", Edios d'Ori ent 31 (1932): 17-43.

e. The tract 011 the Soul, PG 91, 353-62, an almost complete doublet ofa treatise ascribed
to Gregory the Wonderworker (PG 10, II 37-46; see Bardenhewer 2:327-29) .

f A large part of the scholia on Pseudo-Dionysius; see my article, "Das Scho lienwerk
des Johannes von Scythopolis", Scholastik 15 (1940): 16-38 [reprinted with corrections and
addi tions , Kosmische Liturgic, German cd. of 1961, 644-72; see 359-87 below].

g. The hymns; PG 91, 1417 - 24. See M ercati, Melanges Bidez, 1933/34, 619 -25 .
h . The Capita practica published by Epifanovich in his coll ection (nos. 56-60), which he

himself has shown to belong to Evagrius Ponticus. Probably other fragm ents in the same
collec tio n also belon g to Evagrius.

[A rece ntly publi shed wo rk att r ibuted to M aximus, whose authe nt icity must also be con­

side red do ubtful, is a Life ,ifthe Vi~~ill, preserved only in a Geo rgian trans lation. See Max ime
le Coufcsscur, Vi<' dl' III Vi('~~c, cd . M. J. vall Esbrocck: CSCO 478-79, Scriptores lberi ci, 21­
22 (Louvain, l yHIi) , with Frcu ch tra nsl.]



95 For more details , see my commentary on the Centuries on Kn owledge, Die Gnostischen
Centurien ,des Max imus Confessor (Freiburg, 1941) , 154.

96 Especially Letters 13, 15, and 17, and Opuscula 13, 17, 18, and 23. For furt her detai ls,
see Sherwood , All Annotated Date-List.

97 P C 91 , 596B .

III prvcisions on Monothelitism. About the same time the Exposition,
ell II/(' Lord's Prayer was probably written, as well as the Mystagogy, 95

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 I have demonstrated, they
presuppose the existence ofthe 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 ofSeverus ofAntioch 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 (64 1) , Max­
imus would detect the old enemy [Severus] behind the Ekthesis and
would write a very detailed essay against him (Letter 12).

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)

980pl/swl" 1- 3; P • 9 1,9-56.
99 1",5(1/1" 20; I' • 91, 22H- 45.
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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 98_ to whom another important essay (tomus) 99 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
sion; he plays his cards mechanically, without strategy or order, and
then suddenly and meekly 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
erallocal African synods were producing anti-Monothelite statements.
In September 647 , Emperor Constans II 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 ofJerusalem) , had begun to offer 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 ofboth 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: onJune 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 ofhigh 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, 101 Anastasius labeled the new "doctrine ofthree
wills" in Christ monstrous and called upon the addressees to use their
influence against it in Rome; 102 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. Mter 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 ofthat
same year, he succumbed to his sufferings.

.
100 PG 90 , 1]2.

101 Ibid., 133; PL 79, 625f.
102 Caspar, C eschidue des Papsttums, 2:579.

II

GOD

I. The Dark Radiance

a. The Dialectic of Transcendence

"A ray of darkness" (oxotouc aXTl£): 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 ofall being, in the view ofPlato 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 ofJewish 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 (logoi)
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 Areopagite,
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 effectively

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
nenc e 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 whil e for the Stoics the Logos that dw ells in the world
could no lon ger gathe r itself togethe r as an abso lute, 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 one
another. Even God, who is in no sense a part of the world, who is ab­
solutely unrivaled in his power and fullness ofbeing, 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 ofunity 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 ofcreation; 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 theolo gy of the early
monks, and even the mysticism ofth e great Cappadocians is no t who lly
free of them. The fact that peace had finally been mad e between lod

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 fmal reconciliation between Platonism and the Stoics, be­
tween the human sense ofa 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 everyone 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
- beyond 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 ofexistence halfway between God and the world,
as th e basic st ruc tures of created reality: " being in itself " , " life in it­
self". " mind in itself" , and so on. As he attempts to explain them ,



these potentialities are, when considered as a point oforigin, God him­
self, insofar as God's being can be shared; when considered as modes
ofparticipation, 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 ofthe divine music, all the creatur es on the ladder bow low and
reach upward in an eternal game ofloving condescension and yearning
ascent, joined to each other by insatiable desire.

T his " golden chain of being" is certainly a captivating picture: it s
upp er end rests in God's fingers, and it hangs down unbroken to the
border ofnothingness, a shaft oflight, spreading gradually outward and
downward from th e heart ofits source, from pure intensity, into realms
of inc reased 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 immanenc e within all Being, in
order to make room for a struggle between Being and Nothingness (or
matter), light and darkness. Of cour se, the themes of emanation and
the hierarchy ofbeings, in Pseudo-Dionysiu s, are always subordinate to
th e more basic dialectic ofpositive 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 ofa hierarchy ofBeing 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
appe ars in his works, and they are replaced by univocal, inner-worldly
universal principles, which he calls " generalities" (xa8oAa) . Later on,
we will discuss the meaning and implications of this change in greater
detail. With Maximus, too, the Pseudo-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 spirit s,
to search for the Di vine Realit y above the highest movem ents of the
dance, Maximus' eyes look for God in both realms of the world , ill I I i" dtristlichr L,'/" ", '''''' drr [)1"';I'i/l(~k,'i / und Mt'II'« "lI'mllll~~ Co rtes (Tubingcn, , H42) . 2(iH,

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 thi s relation ship it follows that God is so completely identical
w ith him self that he is able to form all the things that participate in
him both into integral units marked off fro m each other by mutual
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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 is, of course, not
without its limits in Maximus' works; that will be clear from what we
said in the introductory chapter, since O rigen, even more than Pseudo­
Dionysius, left his mark on th e 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; thi s was in contrast to Platonism, which oth­
erwise-as the Areopagite reveals-stands in a close relationship to
Monophysiti sm ." 1 For "man", here , we can simply read "world". It
is also true that M aximus thus became the decisive connecting link to
Erigena, in whose work the theology ofPseudo-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 gnostici sm" , as it is
for Erigena; theology, for Maximus, is Cosmic Liturgy.
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dissimilarity and into a whole built out of the mutual similarity of th e
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 oflove" , as the inconclusive, incompre­
hensible convergence of opposites. This is the way Pseudo-Dionysius

2 Ambigua; PG 91, I2S6B .

3 Scholion on The Divine Names I ; PG 4, 20SC.

4 Amb igua; PG 91 , I2S 7B.

5 See th e bizarre but pointed comparison used by John of Scyth op olis in th e scho lia to
Pseudo-Di onysius: In De Div. Nom. 4; PG 4, 269C.

had described our longing desire for God: as the melting ofthe 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". 6 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". 7 In this state of their
being formed for each other, in their relatedness (aXEGL£:), Maximus
sees the basic characteristic of all the things that exist in the world." It
is not as ifpassivity 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" (na8ELv alrrov
-that is, 1:0V 8EOV), 9 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 (xnr« 1:0 Ioov) to vis­
ible and to invisible creation". 10 The "difference between uncreated
and created nature is infinite (anELQov)" 11 and grows ever greater and
less controllable. This is reflected in the fact that the perfection of the

6 In De Div. Nom. 4; PG 4, 2SZC.

7 Ambigua; PG 91, I296A.

8 So Centuries Otl Knowledge I , 7; PG 90, IOSSB; A mbigua; PG 91, II S3B.

9 A mbi&ua; PC 9 1, 12960 .
I II Ibid .; I' 9 1, 128813 .

11 Ibid .; P • 91 , IDnA.
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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), 12 a pro­
cess that implies at the same time its full establishment as a creature
and even its "co-appearance with God".13

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 w e
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 th e
tradition reaching from Philo to Gregory of Nyssa, says we can only
know God's existence-know that he is l 4-not his essence, or what he
is. 15 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.P Thus affirmation and denial do not contradict
each other here:

Negation and affirmation, which stand in opposition to each 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 is not. So long as they are simply taken in relation to each
other, then, they show the opposition we call antithesis (E1; a.vn()Eo£w~);

but when they are referred to God, they show their intrinsic interde­
pendence in the fact that these two poles mutually condition each other
(tl{> d~ aAlllAu tWV aXQwv xata rt£QlJttWOLV tQomp tllv OlX£l0t1jtU).17

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

12 Ibid.

13 Centuries on Knowledge I, 79; PG 90, II I 3 B.
14 [In German: "nur das Da-Sein oder Dass-Sein" .]
15 Altlbigua; PG 91, 1216B; cf 1129A; 1288B .

16 [German: "Denn dieses 'Sein' ist selbst kein begriffiicher Inhalt, es fehlt ihm alles In­
haltljche, das noch im weltlichen Sinn von 'Da' enthalten ist ." Balthasar is playing here up on
the implications of the "Da" in "Dasein" , which in Heideggerian terminology is used to
denote the concrete, historical existence of an individual being.]

17 Altlbigua; PG 91, 1288C.
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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 afftrmation-only
poin ts 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 sense. 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
identiry of what we are looking for, in its essence and nature. For if
something cannot be identified as either 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 oflanguage, 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. 18

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 w e are reflecting on the relationship of God

IH M)'st"go.~i,, ; I'C ~ I , 66,11\ ; cf Moscow emll/ri,'s 0" K/I(l l/'/l " (~(' I (cd, Epifauovich. 33)·
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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 is 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 agape (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 agape, 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 himself
the one who is truly loveable and desirable, he moves everything that
looks toward him and that possesses, in its own way, the power ofyearn­
ing.2 0

Insofar as it is both eros and agape, the divine mystery is in motion;
insofar as it is loved and longed for, it moves all that is capable of eros
and agape toward itself To put it more clearly, the divine mystery is
in motion insofar as it endows beings capable oflonging 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. 21

This dialectic of motion and rest teaches us no more than the di­
alectic ofbeing 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

19 See John of Scythopolis, In De Div. Nom. 5; PG 4, 333CD.
20 Ibid ., 4; PG 4, 265C D .
2 1 A mbigua; PG 91, 126oC .

reason why there is, in Maximus' ontology, no absolute affirmation or
negation and why the "superessentiallight" 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!"22 Gregory of
Nyssa and Augustine say similar things, as does Maximus: "Whoever
has seen God and has understood what he saw, has seen nothing!"23
Even the saints never saw God's face.P" "[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."25 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."26 So Maximus repeats the advice of Gregory of Nyssa: f-t~

JtOAUJtgUyf-tOVEL, "Do not search like a busybody into what the essence
of God might be!"27

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 thinkingr" 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, I275 C.
23 In Epistula Dionysii I; PG 4, 529A.
24 In Coe!. Hier. 4; PG 4, 5613C; ibid., 13; PG 4, 96C.
25 III De Div. Nom. I; PG 4, I88A.

26 Ibid .; PC 4, 19313.
27 Ibid.; PC 4, 19213.
2" Centuries Oil Kllolliledge 2, 2- 3; PC 90, I 125C D .
2 9 AIII II(~ II" ; PC 9 1, 1224D-1 229A.



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.

30 Ibid .; 1232BC.

31 III Epistula Dionysii 2; PG 4, 529D-532A.
32 M ystagogia, chap. 4; PG 91 , 672 C.

33 QuaeStiones ad Th alassium, prooemium; CCG 7, 21 , 75£ ; PG 90, 248B.
3 4 In De Div. N om . I; PG 4, 19 2 C.
35 A mbigua; pG 91 , 1244A.

For the divine mystery is utterly without parts, because completely with­
out quantity, ... without characteristics, .. . completely simple .. . and
without distance from us, . . . without limits, because completely free
of movement, . .. and without relatedness. That is why it is, in ev­
ery respect, ineffable 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. 30
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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 ofwhat 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, is 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 pos itive 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
(A11ya) ultimately in the ineffable, in the unthinkable, and in the abso­
lutely impenetrable."?" The only word that remains for this encounter
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 (:rtQO(J~OAll)

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 expl ained, and which only he knows who shares
this unspeakable gift with his chosen ones: God himself 37

Maximus 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
th er can be accuse d ofpantheism, despite their Neoplatonic tendencies .

36 Ibid .; 1240 - 12.p A.

.17 Ibid .; 12 2011 ; sec also M(1.<f('1I' Centuries ," ' K'/(III,Z,'i(~(' 72 and 92 (cd. Epifa nov ich, 48,53) .
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This lack ofknowledge is not an empty indifference, not a lack ofin­
terest. It is 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 oneself to God, one experiences how im­
possible imitation and comparison are."31 This constant balancing of
"however much" and "to that degree" (ocov-tocoutov) 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 ofrevelation-"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.32 Once one penetrates "into the
innermost noiselessness of God",33 the silence that lies above the inar­
ticulateness ofconcepts becomes the only appropriate form ofpraise,34
"pure wonder, which alone describes the indescribable majesty" .35

And yet there is a genuine w ay into this mystery. The play 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,
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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 committ~d

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 ofall the tran­
scendence, the total otherness ofGod. 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
intellectual 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 £X6l] !!La , "migration" from the world and from all created reality
toward God,38 it is not entirely clear-pace Viller and Hausherrv-v­

that he is not using it in the Pseudo-Dionysian sense of EX01:aoLl;, 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. Onthis term, see Sherwood's introduction tohis translation
of the Centuries: The A scetic Life: The Four Centuries on Charity, Ancient Christian Writers,
21 (W~strninster, Md.: NewmanPress, 1955), 89.

39 See M. Viller, "Aux sources de la spiritualite de s. Maxime: Les Oeuvres d 'Evagre le
Pontique", Revue de l'ascetique et de la mystique II (1930): 156-84, 239-68; 1. Hausherr, " [g­
norance infinie", Orientalia Christiana periodica 2 (1936) : 35 1- 62.

that Evagrius, too, may not be presumed a pantheist, even though the
"knowledge" (gnosis) 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 ofPseudo-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." 40 IfMaximus 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." 41
In this respect, too, Maximus comes closer than Pseudo-Dionysius to
Hegel's principle, "The mystical is the speculative."42

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-

40 AmiJ(~ua; PG 91, 1220C.
41 Cclltllri..s all K'/(Iwl"I{~e 2, 4: I'G 90, 11 25D- 1128A.
42 I'hil<1S<l!,hil' IJI'Y UI'I(~i<lll, cd . G. Lasson (Leip zig. 1\>27) , 2:235. u,
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a. The Blighted Image

Pseudo-Dionysius had wrapped God in "holy veils" so impenetrable
that the mystery ofhis rich inner life was almost entirely inaccessible to
theological insight, however much he spoke of that mystery in liturgi­
cal terms, with a reve rence 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 life 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 un ity of God and the equality in rank of the Per sons, thi s way of

epiphany. ..." Even when uttered he remains unspoken, even when
seen he remains unknown. 45

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

GOD

atic" theology (and not just a theology of images and likenesses? as
in Pseudo-Dionysius); even if thought, for Maximus, always takes th e
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 wi s­
dom: still he realizes, with utter clarity and certainty, not only that thi s
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" .43 Note how far into the realm ofmystical
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 ofhis 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 ofGod, 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 ofthe Creator, whose nature is infinite and inconceivable." 44

But it is still more true that

43 Ambigua; PG 91, 1244C.

44 ItI Psalm 59; CCG 23, 16, 242-17, 244; PG 90, 868AB .

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 reveal ed
more fully, through this nature, as the incomprehensible One. " H e 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, even in thi s



47 De Div. Nom. 13, 3 (pG 3, 980D-98 1A) , quoted by Maximus at Ambigua;PG 91, 1188A.

48 Amb(~l/a; I'G 9 I , 1168A.
49 Maximu s uses and expressly defend s the idea behind the Latin Filioquc: Opl/sCl/lll; PG 91 ,
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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, elevate d an infinite num­
ber of times beyond all infini ty. It does not provide the beings below it
with the least trace (txvo£: lit., footprint), with the cloudiest conception
of it self, 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 thou ght .48

Nonetheless , the C hr istian knows about God's triune being from di­
v ine 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 Fath er and that the Holy Spirit, who proceeds from them
both,"? is given to those who believe as the spirit who makes them
.holy and ado pts th em as children. The Christian , armed with those

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 trac es 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
w e 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 the se titles .i'"?

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 ofMoses (as "providence") and
Elijah (as "j udgment" )-represents cataphatic theology. Referring to

th e first of these, he writes:
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interpretation was much more difficult to walk. The Cappadocians de­
veloped their thought on the Trinity only in polemical works dire cted
against Arianism ; here, too, the concern was more for protecting th e
orthodox formulation of faith than for commenting on its theologi cal
or mystical importanc e. The important thing was to avoid all appe ar­
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 th e spiritual works of the two
Gregories for a genuinely trinitarian myst icism .:" What happened in
their thinking was that the Son and the Spirit were elevated to th e
level of the sup eressential 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 uns earchable mystery.

Evagrius fought passionately to keep th e 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 stru cture of crea ted spirit would betray, in his view, the tra ces
of this mystery.

Here as everywhere, Maximus is heir to his past. H e is hei r to the
Cappadocians, to Evagrius, to Pseudo-Dionysiu s; reaching back on his
own beyond them all, he is heir also to O rigen. A love for a theology

46 The arguments of Hubert Merki, O .S.B. ('O/lOLWOLi; 8 ccp [R om e, 1952], 172) have
convinced me to abandon my earlier contention that the homily on Genesis 1:26 (PG 44,

1327-46) is a genuine wo rk of Gregory of Nyssa: see my Presence et pensee (Paris , 1942), 139;
(English translation, Presence and Thought [San Francisco , 1995], 169) . The homily speaks of
an " image of the Tr inity" (tumxTj lllla~) in the three part s of the soul (sensual, emo tion al,
rational), as well as in the soul's rol e as psyche, nous, and logos (1337A) . But Merki remarks
correctly, "Such an interpretation and application of th e image-motif to th e Trinity is not to
be found anywhere, even by intimation, in all the genuine works ofGregory, even thou gh he
has many oppor tu nities to do so" (175). The w hole human person is image and likeness of
the triune 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 th orou ghly
Plotinian way, in that the unity of the created mind remains the leading theme. f. Roger
Leys, S.J., L 'lmage de Dieu chez saint Gregoire de N ysse (Brussels, 195 I) .
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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 (tgonos Tlis v:rt<ig~£(j)s) 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 ofsalvation and sanctification, is the real restoration ofthe 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 it for what it really is." 50 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",st

It would be an anachronism, in dealing with a thinker like Max­
imus (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. 52

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 ofthe emergence and return
of the world exclusively within the concrete, supernaturally grounded
order ofsin 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 stru cture of the soul;" Maximus never
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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 placer" the conception, dear to Gregory Nazianzen, of
the historical unfolding of our knowledge of the Trinity as a divinely
planned pedagogical scheme.56 This notion, too, plays no real role in
Maximus' unhistorical style of thought.

To understand correctly the other texts ofMaximus 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"; 57 this assertion is confirmed by
the Dionysian way of speaking of ecstatic knowledge of God, which
-like 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 actio? in
history: in other words, one is led from them to the God of revelation,
but precisely not to God as he is in himsel£

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

structure is expressed as psyche. !IOU S, and pn euma (pG 44 , 1337A) ; in Maximus (Ambigua; PG
91 , II96A) it is 1I0U S, logos, and plleuma, conceived as an " image of the archetype" , to which,
as far as possible , th e creature sho uld "conform itself " . As a connec ting link, Sherwood
(Maximus, A scetic L ife, introduction , n. 170) mentions Pseudo-Eulogius of Alexandria (or
Ep iph anius II of Cyprus ; see Th eologisthe Qua rtalschrift 78 [1896]: 364) . One should notice,
also, that this mention of the tri adic struc ture of the soul is made, not in the context of the
development of this stru cture to it s full realization, but in that of its rootedness in the unity
of th e Trinity; thi s is usually th e case, when one is speaking of the creatu re's being made in
th e image of the tr iune Go d.

55 Amb(~l/a; PG 91, 126 1A.

56 O rat. 3 1. 25-27; PG 35.160-64; Orat .45, 12-13; (PG 35, 639) ; cf Gregory of N yssa
(PC 4ti, tiyti-Y7) ; yril o f'jcrusnlcm, C at. lti . 24; PG 33. 953 .

57 O/,II,rll/" ; PC y l, 331).
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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" ill
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 moveinent, his vitality. This Dionysian triad of being,
wisdom, 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 (zoe, dy­
namis, pneuma).58

In the course ofa 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 Trinity" 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. 60 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),
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62 Ibid .; PC 91, 680A-68rB . ,

63 Ambigua; PC 9r , r260D.
64 Sherwood emphasizes this important point (Maximus, A sceticLife, 29£) Maxirnus is im­

placable in making this demand; in this respect he distin guishes himself from Evagrius, who

expressly chooses a different direction (l'raktikos; PC 4 0 , 12 52 8) .

65 Mys(clgogia I ; I' 1)1, (,(,41 - liliHll.

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 love that
shows its perfection in being directed toward good and bad alike. It
is precisely this love.?' which draws no distinctions but loves all its
fellowmen equally-the distinctively Christian form of love (agape),
then, here distinctively understood as a sublimation of philosophical
and contemplative desire-that is, for Maximus, the purest reflection
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 the first
and most exalted image of God in the world, precisely as a unity of
love .65 Only this makes it understandable why Maximus sees such a
distance between the "narrow, imperfect, and almost insubstantial"
Jewish image of God, which, in its emptiness, "approaches atheism",

b. Hidden Fruitfulness

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

fruitfulness.

In the first (mystical) encounter, God teaches the mind, in the embrace
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. 63

in which, once again, everything ends in "divinization", and so in a
unity that lies beyond intelligible being. 62

GOD102

1:1



the Father as a whole was essentially present in the whole Son, as the Son
worked the mystery ofour 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 .67

66 Exposition ofthe Lord's Prayer; CC G 23,51,414-54, 468; PG 90, 892A-893A.
67 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 60; CCG 22, 79, IOO-I05; PG 90, 624B C; cf. ibid . 63; CCG

22, 155, 167-157, 182; PG 90, 672C; also Exposition ofthe Lord's Prayer; CCG 23, 31, 87­
32, 95; PG 90, 876CD.

68 Ambigua; P G 91, I03 6B; cf I 364BC. John of Seythopolis tak es note of th e ambiguity
in Pseudo-Dionysius over whether th eo logy is or is not to be cons idered EJtLani~t1F I II De
Div. Nom. 2; PG 4, 2I3 CD.

69 Centuries on Knowledge I, 9; PG 90, I085C D ; cf. A mbigua;PG 91, 1053: " u ndc mo nstrablc
kn owl ed ge" (ava1t6/) ElJno~ yvGJOl~) .

.1I 1t! the Christian God, who for the first time lets his fullness shine
forth. 66

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
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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."70
"This is hard for our understanding", Hegel says, for the basic prin-

ciple of intelligibility-the abstract unity of number-is here d:nied.
"One applies one's finite categories, counts one, two, three, ~ngles
with one's ideas the unfortunate form of number. Yet number IS not
the point here."71 Maximus speaks in the same ve~n: "Whe~h~r 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."72 "For the threeness is not in the oneness as ~n

accident is in a substance", and "the oneness is not conceptually dIS­
tinguished from the particular individuals contained within it as a uni­
versalor a genus." "That which is completely identical w~th its.elf ~nd
without causal dependency is not mediated through relatjorishjp , 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.74 In this way, Maximus' trinitarian th~ology

unfolds in long, seemingly dry, and unyielding formulas, which are
really dogmatic litanies inspired by the spirit of liturgy; m~st of the~
are intended, in negative terms, to prevent misunderstandmg, and in

positive terms they simply repeat the complete iden~it: o~ ~n~ and
Three, as well as the complete integrity of the three divme individuals
(hypostases) within the one divine nature;" His p:e~erence 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 ~o t~e mys­
tery of God's threeness as a way of clarifying and delmeatmg the

70 Ambigua; PG 91, I0 36C.
7\ Philosophic der Religion (1840), 2:234·
721n De Div. Nom. 13; PG 4, 4I2C ; Ambigua; PG 91, rr 85C; rr88AB.
73 Exposition of the Lord's Prayer; CCG 23,5 3, 446-54, 460; PG 90, 892C D .
74 Mystagogia, chap. 23; PG 91, 701A ; cf. II I De Div. Nom . 2; PG 4, 220C.
75 Centuries <II' Knowlcdg« 2, I ; PG 90, I 124D-1 125C ; M ystagogia 23; PG 91, 700C-70 IB;

Iixpositio, <if Ill<' Lord's I'myer; C G 23, 53, 446- 54, 460; PC 90, 892CD.

1(, Amll(~I1" ; PC 9 1, 12(, 111- 12641\.
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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 ofGod, too, the Trinity cannot prop­
erly be the object of "scientific knowledge" (in the classical sense of
Plato's EJtlOTllflTJ). For to be concerned with this mystery "is not [to
seek] knowledge through explanations (aLTlOAoyia) that begin with the
superessential cause ofall things so much as it is the presentation of the
reasons we have in our imagination (66sa) for praising that cause". 68
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 (YVWOL£

UATJ8i}£) based on unprovable principles, because it is the testimony to
things that lie beyond both theoretical and practical reason." 69 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



77 Mystagogia 19; PG 91. 696BC.

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 Trisagion, the "Holy, holy, holy" of
the Iiturgy on earth, compels him to allow himself a peek into heaven:

The three.fold .cry of"H oly!" , sung by the whole faithful people in praise
?fGo~, hints in a mysterious way at the union that is to come, our equal­
l~y 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, tra~qU11 movement around God, will spend its energies blessing and
celebrating the threefold face of the single divine mystery, in a threefold
canticle of praise. 77
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78 Pscud o-Dion ysius, De Div. N om. 13, 3; PG 3. 98oC.
79 I t' 1'/'11/1 , 75-77; cd. Wendland, 2: I4H- 49.
80 Lift' '!fMoses; CNO 7/ I , I I H, I ; I' , H . 405 .

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
is not preserved and perfected by it."?" 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. 79 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 ofparadoxical unity
between rest and movement.P'' which allows both poles to find their
validity and their positive meaning. With Dionysius, both centers of
th is tension receive their final approval, preserved in equal status by
the highest unity. H e asks:
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a. Elements of the Tradition

New light is shed on Maximus' trinitarian theology through his philo­
sophy ofnumber. Not that Maximus developed such a philosophy him­
self, t~ au.y great ~xtent,.fo~ its own sake, or that he made any original
contrIbutIOns. to It. Its sI~ficance for him lay rather in a strange con­
fluence of quite separate mfluences and themes, which had a fruitful
effect on each other. What we are speaking about is the different ways
one ca~ approach the problem ofnumber itself, not the interpretations
~fparticular n~mbers.-so~ething,of course, that Maximus also prac­
ticed freely, without intending to introduce new themes of his own.

We can distinguish here three sets of problems, although this is
not the ~lace to summarize their complicated history. The first con­
cerns uruty and multiplicity in general. For Maximus, the basic sources
of an~iquity-.Pythagoras,Plato's Parmenides, the Neo-Pythagoreans­
remaIne~ outside the picture. For him, the problem was caught up in
the ~ensIOn b~~~en the Origenist and Evagrian model of a [human]
fall Into ~UltIphcItyand the Cappadocian and Dionysian speculations
about uruty. For both gr~ups, unity in the highest sense was something
beyond number. But while for strict Origenists, number and multiplic­
Ity.was an .expression ofa cosmic fall from grace, so that history becam e
a SImple circular movement from unity to multiplicit y to uni ty again ,



86 Ibid., 1913A-D; 19I7A; 1920D -1921A. Cf Leontius, Adversus Nestorianos et E~tychi­

. PG 86 1280AB. This fine sense for the difference between qualitative and quantItatIve
anos, , . I H. IS' 't . PGdistin ction s had been absorbed from trinitarian th eology (cf Basil, On tne 0 y pm 27, .

2 148B) . T he D e Sectis takes up Leontius' argume nt and again refutes t.he Monoph~sIte

position on the divisive characte r of nu mb er (PG 86, 1241D - 1244D) . ThIS was the br idge

that led to Maximus. .
87 ElliS/It'S I S; I'G 9 1, Sli d ); El'istlt' 121; I'C 9 1, 473CD, refer rin g to Grego ry Nazianzcn .
88 Ul,istks IS; I'G ()I , Sli4D.

that it appears, from one point ofview, to sepa:ate, while from another
it appears to unite: "If one considers the ~~ts by themselves: from
which a number is made up, the number is dIVI~ed mt~ the~e ~mts ~n.d

so broken down; if, however, one considers their totality (Ollu6u), It IS
synthesized from them into one." Applied to "~atures": number c~n

display both their (relative) multiplicity and th~Ir .(r~latIve) . sy~thetIc

unity; applied to the "hypostasis" [= .co~c:ete individual], It displays
the sheer (numerical) nonidentity of individuals who sha:e ~he sa~e

nature, without giving any hint of the "whatness': of the existing bemg
(hypokeimenon).86 Maximus made this.argu~~nt his own and ~eveloped

it further in his own anti-Monophysite writmgs. The most Import~nt
point, however, is that in his works the three currents of speculatI~n

we have mentioned come together and reinforce each other, as will
become clear in what follows.
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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 t? in­
dicate quantity.V 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". 88 It is not a concept, because it i: .only joined to
the expression of a concept obliquely, through t?e a~dItIonof [a num­
ber or] an indefinite article. If, then, every bemg m the world c~n­

tains in itself two aspects-that of its "uniqueness", through which
it stands among other beings without reference to them~ and tha.t of
its "relatedness", through which it stands toward others m a relation­
ship (OXEOL~) either of connection or ofseparation-then ~hes~ two as­
pects are in reality inseparable (since the whole world ~XIStS in a con­
text of essential relationships, especially those of the umversal and the
particular) but are distinguishable on the level ofthought. Whether we

flow do things long for peace? For many beings rejoice in being different
and special and seem never to want to remain in rest and peace 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 ever
wants to lose its own essence, still we will see . . . even here the traces
of a longing for peace. .. . And if someone were to say that everything
that is moved, too, is not at rest, but that it wants to be moved according
to its own particular kind of motion, this , too, is a way of reaching out
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. 81
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Therefore the absolute One is ofsuch a nature "that it produces, per­
fects, and preserves everything that is one and everything that is man­
ifold".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 lirni ts,
he does so simply as part of a search for the grace of unmerited self­
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
Monophysites. Here Leontius ofByzantium, who w as himself relying
in this issue on Heraclian of Chalcedon,83 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 (ngaYllu) at all, much less an activity. It
is a "clarifying sign" (01l1lElOV 6fJAWUXOV),84 which on its own neither
separates nor unites .85 Its peculiar relativity (OXEOL~) consists in the fact

81 De Div. Nom . I , 3-4; PG 3, 952BD.
82 Ibid .; 2, I I ; PG 3, 649C.

83 SeeJ . P.Junglas, Leontius von Byzanz : Studien z u seinen St hriften, Quellen und Ansdiauunyen,

Forschungen zur christliche n Literatur- und D ogmengeschichte, vol. 7, no. 3 (Pade rbo rn,
1908), 56£[

84 Adversus argumenta Severi (= Epilyseis) ; PG 86, 1920C.
85 Ibid ., AB.



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 .

89 Epistles 12; PG 91, 477A. [The words "the essence" and " the individual" in the second-
to-l ast sentence represent von Balthasar's int erpretive additions.]

90 Ibid .; PG 91, 476C.

9 1 Epistles 13; PG 91, SI 3A; cf. 473D .

92 KUTCt uovqv T1]V 8EWgiu v "[(JV Ctgl81lov rrug uAuIlPaVOVTEl; : ibid.; PG 91, 477B .
93 Ibid .; PG 91, 480B.
9 4 Epistles IS; PG 91, S64C.

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.89
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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
(im:O(JTUOL£, unuQI;L£). 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 ofreference as we do for distinction .. . , but
rather we keep the meaning ofwhat we are trying to indicate quite sepa­
rate." 96 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 (mi'>£ Elvm) , 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

95 Epistles 12; PG 91, 480D-48IA.

96 Ibid. ; PG 91, 477C. NumerabiIity, 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 (1l0VUblXOV T4J
urroxElIlEV(P: 476B) , as simple "appearance" (ocvtcoic: Opuscula; PG 91, I69B) , but which
is applied to that unity itself as a kind of mode of being (modus), without introducing a
multiplicity of substances (48SC ; cf. Epistles 13; PG 91, SI3D-SI6A) . Here on e can see the
pu zzlingly indefi nite character of number.

97 Epistles 12; PG 91, 48SC.
9 8 III De O il'. N om, J 3; PG 4, 412C . (The attribution of thi s passage is un cerrain.)

99 A""I(~l/'I ; P , 9 1, 1313A.
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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. 90

" It has neither the power to unite nor the power to divide."?'
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" (praecisio rationis). 92 "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 ofthe 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."94 But it
also does not indicate, in any genuine sense, the mode of existence of



not divine, on the level of Being, as reality in the state of dynamic
becoming:

lOo,Quaestiones ad Thalassium 55; CCG 7, 489, 150ff.; PG 90, 541C.
101 Ambigua; PG 91, u85B.

102 LUVOElJlI; YUQ fLOVa.6o; eloiv ol d; JIAiiOO; UQ LOfLOi: In De Div. Nom . 13; PG 4, 40<)1\ .
103 Qu aestiones ad Th alassium 55; CCG 7, 489, 153ff.; PG 90, 54 1C.
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104 "Only th e monad is gcnuinely witho ut movem ent , because it is neith er number nor

numerable (Movc't; Iii, IlllVlj XlIQ1 W; (1X1VljTO;, [\n IIl'rrE(1Q10IH\; tou, IlliTEUQLOfAl]TOV)": A III-

" ;~ II '" PC 9 ' , 11 X511 .
;,, ~ 0,', yel I;' ; 11(( )(UlTI ITl X<">V 11,'IVTlIl ; , ••• ,'lAX ,;,; I:VI'll ' IXlIXI)V; /l lI/ l'(~ II "; 1'(; 9 1 , I I XS II.

b . ' t 104True unity is no number at all, ecause It contams no move~en .
It is "neither a part nor the whole nor relatedness"; it has , ~s Its ro~t,

"no more ancient origin, from which it takes both its motion and Its
unity of being". And while this genuine unity is absolute Being, n~
reality corresponds to the numerical unit, taken by itself The numen­
cal unit "does not express a reality but points in a direction" .105 It does
not adequately represent either the unity of God or the unity o.f the
creature which is never achieved but always only in process. For If the
unity of the atomic individual indicates "existence" or the "subjec~",
such an existent subject is only found as the bearer of a necessarily

generic nature; its unity is thus never separa?le from ~he n:-anifo~dweb
of other existences and other natures. And If synthetic umty pomts 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 sa~d

and draw the conclusion that the two real "poles" that are at stake m
this dialectic ofunity-"person" (existence) and " nature" (essence).­
are simply abstractions, even in this pure state. For if one coul~ t~mk
through, without contradictions, their implications as p~re principles
of Being, that very possibility would make them something absolute,
not simply aspects of created being. Just as the tw~ forms of cre~ted
unity fundamentally include each other and dynamically procee~ mto
each 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 ~fBei~g cor­
responds to the realm of "distention" (oLao'WOL<;), 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 m.0re closely
how Maximus understands this real distinction between existence and

essence.
Thus the unity that lies beyond the created world is the ultimate

principle of every number: " God is the creator and the inventor even
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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. 100

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. 101

The series of integers is, therefore, nothing more than the progressive
synthesis of an originally simple, undeveloped uniry.l'" 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 origin and its
end, because it comes forth from him and ultimately returns to him" ,103

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.



10 6 1/1 De Div . Nom. 13; PG 4. 408D . (This text , and the following six text s cited, are un­
certa in in their attribution.)

10 7 "The One is incapable of being affected" (to EV <'maOes) : ibid ., 412AB.
108 Ibid ., B.

1~9 Ibid ., 409B.
llO Ibid., 408D .

II I Ibid ., 5; PG 4, 321C .
ll2 Ibid ., 13; PG 4, 412C.

or II limber." 106 Therefore "every number participates in unity-e-that
is, in God. . .. Even ifyou 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 al1. 107 "Nei­
ther is it the highest genus of things-for genera are necessarily sub­
divided into species-nor is it, in the true sense, a point or an atom,
for they retain a natural relationship to other points and atoms." 10 8 On
the other hand, this unity is so immanent in every number that one
must speak, with Pseudo-Dionysius, of a "multiplication of God". 109

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"; 110 on the other hand, " uni ty, 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." 111

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 itselfonly a sign, not an actual conception ofcreated 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." 112

I. 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 ofprincipalities
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 world, spreading themselves out

like ripples in a pond. .
This theme of emanations, however, is only a secondary one III 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 1 accomplished this soon after
the Pseudo-Dionysian corpus appeared. He deliberately uses the ex­
pression "ideas" and interprets them as "God's thoughts". ~ut he is
careful, too, to underline their ontological character: they are, III 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 (vAl']) ofthings. This should not be
under stood, however, in a pantheistic sense, since John speaks much
more clea rly th an Pseudo-Dionysius does of creation from nothing.

III
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I See I Inns Urs VO II Bnlthasar, " Das Prob lem dcr Dio nysiu s-Sch olicn" , Kosmisthe Litl l~~ie,
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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 int~rpretationof the Pseudo-Dionysian scheme of potential being
moves in the same direction as that ofJohn 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" (xaolla) 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 ofthe 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 ofthese 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" (xaOoAou), 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.u~til then been developed only for the totality ofhumanity,
and made It mto a general philosophical axiom; he saw the basic struc­
ture of t?e world as a dynamic tension between universal (xaOoAou)
and particular (xaO' ExaoTOv) 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

2 See Hans Urs von Balthasar, Presence et pensee (Paris, 1942) , pt. I; English translation :
Presence and Thought (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1995), 27-IOH .

3 Sec E. von Ivanka, "VOll1 Platonismu s zur Th cori c dcr Mystik : Z ur Erkc uuruislchr«
G rego rs Vall N yssa" , Srholastile . 1936, 163- 95; VO II Halth.ts.u, 1'1'1'51'11(' ct I"'I/S"" , l" nC; Ell ­

glish translation. 171C

the Spirit of God, and thus something quite different, in themselves,

from created "universals" (xaOoAou).
Nevertheless, at this point Alexandrian speculation about the Lo-

gos intersects with a simply linear conception of the divine plan. By
conceiving of the Logos-as Origen had done-both as ~he s~cond
Person in God and as the locus of the divine ideas, Maximus IS led
to conceive the world as an unfolding of the unitary divine Idea and
so comes close to the idealist notion of an "economic" return o~ all
things in the world to their Idea in God. This theme e~hoes at vanous
times in Maximus' works, but it was only Scotus Engena wh~ ,:as
to develop it into a dominant preoccupation and wrap the Chnst~an
view of the world in the cloak ofNeoplatonic pantheism-somet~ng
essentially alien to Maximus' thought. Even though the . formulation
occasionally sounds similar, the spirit of the two system~ IS c~mplet~ly
different. In what follows, we shall treat only of MaXlmus doctnne
of ideas and will save his theory of universals (the xaOoAou) for a later

chapter.

With God, the ideas (Aoym) of all things are firmly established; because of
this, one says of God that he knows all things before they come.to be, f~r
they are in him and with him insofar as he is the truth of all thmg~. ThIS
is true, even though the totality of things-things present and t~mgs t?
come-have not been brought into being contemporaneously wjth their
being known by God; rather, according to the w~sdom of the Creator,
individual things have been created in an appropnate way at the pro~er
time in correspondence with their ideas, and receive concrete , active
exisrence in themselves (xaO' Ea ut a elvci tii EvEgyd<;t Aa~lBavll) · For the
Creator is always-existent-Being; they, however, exist first .of al.l only ~n
the level of possibility, not yet on that of reality. Fc:r the mfm.lte c~n in

no way stand on the same level of being (tWV ulla sivnt) as fimt~ things,
and no proof can show that essence (ouota) and the superessentIal share
the same kind ofbeing, or that measure and the immeasurable can be put
in the same class, or that the relative can be classed with the ab~olute,
or the being about which no categorical statement can be made ~lth the
being that is constituted by all the categories. For all ~reated thl~gs are
defmed in their essence and in their way of developmg, by their own
ideas (; oym) and by the ideas of the bein~s that .prov!d~ th

4eir
external

context; throu gh these ideas they find their defimng 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 [xa8oAa]), 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]. 5

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 (A.6yo~ .mv EVTOAmV);7 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"
(8£wQia <j:>1.J(JLX~).

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

5 Ibid. ; CD .
6 Ibid .; D.
7 1'0 1' exa mple, ill the Centuries 0 ' 1 Kllo lI'/,./ (~/ , .

line of thought to such a degree that it were to take on panthei'stic im­
plications. The concentration of the ideas of the world in. the Cre~tor
does not mean the dissolution of the world into God but simply pomts
to the ultimate, underlying source of all intelligible multiplicity. The
relationship of the ideas to God is that of supremely f~ee production,
not that of a necessity of nature. This becomes clear m the way that
God knows the ideas. "I do not believe", writes Maximus, "that any
reverent person should suppose that the things that were 'previously
contained in the endless might of God's foreknowledge as Ideas, God
learns in detail through their coming into existence.l'" In this con­
text, Maximus quotes a saying of Pantaenus, the [supposed] teacher
of Clement of Alexandria, 9 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 above
all existent things should know things in a way corresponding to their
being. Rather, we say'? that he knows existent t~ings as th.e pr~ducts ~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 willY

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 a~s~m~d~
and is unaware of them in the most particular aspects of their individ­
uality. For the idea of a thing is its "truth"; 12 this is j~st as ~uch t~e
case for particular things as for things in general. It IS p~eC1sely this
movement into absolute particularity, which is realized WIth the final

8 Ambigua; PG 91 , Ip8C; d . Moscow Centuries on Knowledge 6 (ed . Epifanovich, 34): "He
himself is the one who knows all things and has precise, subsistent foreknowledge of them
before they come to be" (Euma yvwoxov mlvtWV EXEL xuLnQa yEvEOEWC; u{n;wv iJ<j:nO"tU[1EVT]V

x1JQlwC; "tl]v nQ6yvwGlv). ,,'"
9 On the ph ilolo gical details of this text, see J. Draeseke, Zu Maximus Confessor ,

Z eitschrift fiir wissellschaftliche T heologie 47 (1904): 2so- S9· The passage seems to come from

Cleme nt's work 0 11 Providence; cf. Stahlin 3:2 24.

1() H ere M aximus seems to take over again and to co mplete Pantaenus' th ou ght on his ow n.

11 AlldJ(~II " ; )'( ; ,) 1, 10HSAIl.
12Ihid .;)'(; ') 1, l o HIi\ .
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constitutio n of ind ividu al th ings, that is the real miracle of providence
and the reason it is so inexplicable. 13

Alongside this identification of the world ofideas with the sovereigll
will of God stands another identification that seems opposed to it: thai
of ideas with existent things. Here, our first task is to establish the
exact meaning of this relationship. The world of ideas for Maximus
(as also for the earlier Fathers) is, first of all, not at all simply a world
of simple, unrealized possibilities; it is restricted to the ideas of things
that exist: "The things for whose essences ideas preexist with God
are those things that, in God's plan, are to come into existence." 14

Therefore the ideas are also called "divine willings", "divine predispo­
sitions" . It is very significant that Maximus represents the Incarnation
of the Logos and the whole historical course of the world's salvation
as both a primeval idea of God and as the underlying structure of his
overall plan for the world 15 and that he designates the mystery of the
Cross, grave, and Resurrection [of Christ] as the basis and goal of all
creation. 16

The world of ideas, in fact, does not only have the same extension
as the 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:

The things that are to come into existence, however, according to God's
plan, have their essential existence in such a way that they cannot turn
back again, from being into nonbeing. But if things that have once come
to be do not turn again, in their core of being, from existence to nonbe­
ing, their ideas must be solid and un changeabl e; they have God's Wis­
dom as the one and only source of thei r being, from which they come
and from which also they have the power to remain firmly anchored in
being. But if the ideas of things are firmly founded in God, then the will
of God, who has created all things, must be changeless in their respect,
. . . for he wills that what he has once determined, with his Word and
his Wisdom, shall be fore ver. 17

13 Ibid .; PG 91, 1193AB.

14 Ibid .; PG 91, 1329B; cf John of Scythopolis, PG 4, 320BC. For Gre gory of N yssa, see
Presence et pensee, 140£ ; English tran slation, 171£

15 Qua estiones ad Thalassium 60; CCG 22, 73-75; PG 90, 621A.
16 Centuries on Knowledge 1, 66; PG 90, 1lO8AB.
17 Ambigua; PG 91, 1329BC.

Between the ideas, then, and the existence of things there is a cer tain
reciprocal depelldenc~, a sor: of circular ~otio~,. which lays the foun­
dati on for exis tence 111 th e Idea, as God s decision, and then : ssures
th e eternal endura nce of th e ideas on the basis of the enduring solidity
of existence itself. Maximus even attem pts to explain bodily immort~l­

ity through this line of thinking. Both levels of reality, i~eas and .eXIs­
tence have their roots in the single will of God. In this VIew, the Ideas
appe:r, in fact , as the ultimate metaphysical grounding for existence
itself. and the full development of existence through freedom and the
self-re alization we call virtue is, on the other hand, nothing else than
the realization and attainment of the ideas .18

The transcendental relationship between ideas and existence thus re­
sembles the relationship, within the created realm, between par.ticul~r

and universal being, although they are not exactly the sa~~ thing: 111

both relationships, prominent emphasis is given to the posI:lVe role ~f

the individual thing, of existence, rather than to a .Platoruc o~~re~tI­

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 t~ings. do~s .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 (&vWOT'llC;)
he m eans the difference that is found in every creature from all other
creatures, and he emphasizes that God's righteousness has com.e to the
defense ofthis inequality. It is certain that there is als~ a na~u~aI1l1~qua~~

ity [among things]." 19 For nonidentity, as "that whic~ ~Ist1l1gUlshes,

(&<j)QQL<JTLXYj) , is also a constructive elem~~t (<J1J<JTaTLX'll) 111 the worl~ s
being.F? God "gives to all things the ability to endure and to remain
both in existence and in intelligible being."21

We must, then, keep this in mind when, on the other side, Maximus
emphasizes the absolute simplicity of the divine Word22 and ~uggests

the possibility of reaching, in the highest ~eve~ of contemplation, the
point where all the ideas of creation are umted 111 God,.as th~ cente~ of
all the circle's radii.P Dominant here is the. Pseudo-Dionysian notion

18 Ibid .; PG 91, 1329A.
19 In D e Div. N om. 8; PG 4, 368D.
20 Ambigua; PG 91, I400C.
2 1 Opuscula; PG 91, 36D.
22 In Coe!. Hi er. 3; PG 4, 49B.
23 Centuries on Knowledge 2,4: PG 90, II25D-II 28A; A mbigua; PG 91, lO81C.
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that " in divine things, th e unities are stro nge r th an th e di fferen ces." •
So M aximus says, " Everything in God is to be cons ide red as ident ical.
even ifin its natural being it is not identical, for God is, in an identical
way, . . . the cause of all things."25 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;26 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 not 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 (UQXlXW£), they are
nothing other than God himself; in terms ofparticipation (!!£8£XLlXW£),
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 Diu. Nom. 2, II; PG 3, 6S2A.
25 In De Div. Nom . 8; PG 4, 373D.

2 6 Ambigua; PG 91, 1312B.
27 In his translation ofthis passage,]. Stiglmayr, Bibliothek der Kirchenvater , zd series , vol.

147, reads ELTE ["either"] instead of €ITa ["next"] , which completely confuses its meaning .

ricipatc i ll til ' Il l in a total way, next to things that participate in them in

a partial way.2K

This hierarchy of powers is Pseudo-Dionysius' last word on the.essence

of creation.
Maximus, however, attempts to give these stages ofbeing an episte-

mologicaljustification. IfPseudo-Dionysius calls God "pre-being" and

"super-being", Maximus explains,

he is attempting by this to explain that God's being is completely wi.thout
origin and inconceivable and that he has established the ~eneral .bemg 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
all 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 (to UJtAW£ Elvm), not to being i~ s?m~ w.ay

(to Jtw£ Elvm); so later, when he speaks of life-in-itself, of slm~lanty-~n­
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

that way, and so on."29

First of all the thing itself comes into our awareness; then, as a second
step, its general concept-for instance, life or substance considered quite
generally; and only after that do we grasp the p.ar~icular, t.hat is, form
a concept of the individual, specific essence existmg for itself as for

example an angelic or human life.30

All of this brings the ontological process of Pseudo-Dionysius down
to a series ofphases of consciousness, which begin with a general, con­
fused first impression of reality (JtQawu) and gradually grow clearer
in content until they reach the full knowledge of the individual ob­
ject. What flashes upon us "in an undivided way" (U!!£QLOtW£) "in the
first encounter" (£v tfi JtQwtn JtQOO~OAtl) is not some empty general
concept of being-a contradiction in terms!-b~t a revelatio~ (logos)
concerning the Monad (moQL Movoooc) , the unity of that being that
truly is one: a logos that instructs the thinking mind that God.and t~e
world are undivided and so makes possible all thought of things dif­
ferent from God, whether they are universal or individual beings. All
this is good epistemology and has nothing to do with ontologism.

3 1

28 De Div . Nom . II , 6; PG 3, 8S6A.

29 Itl De Div . N om. s: PG 4, 317C-320A.

30 Ibid ., II; PG 4, 401AB.

3 1 Ambigua; PG 91, 126oD.
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M aximus knows an other so lutio n to Pscudo-Di onysius' problem , hill

he does not work it out with full cons istency. T his so lutio n understands
the general principles of participation, not as th e elementary featu res
of created being, but as the purely supernatural participation in God
through grace, in the order of redemption. With this in mind, he dis­
tinguishes between God's " w orks 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 a<j:>8aQoia which the Greek Fathers generally conceive
as a gift of grace), simplicity, stability in the good, infinity, virtue,
and holiness.F 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" (ovroLYJ£) among God's eternal
works.P something that can perhaps be interpreted as meaning that he
is thinking here of the absolute Being that belongs to God eternally,
the sharing ofwhich (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 IT28), 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

32 Centuries 011 Knowledge 1,48-50; PG 90, IIOOC-IIOIB .

33 Ibid. ; PG 91, IIOIB.

the idea of his b 'illg that is presen t in God; as one who is good, because
of the idea prese nt in God of his being good; as God himself, because of
the idea present in God of his eternal being. He honors these ide~s, he
acts according to them; through them, he translates himself completely
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, and
so that God, in his condescension, both is and is known to be man in

him.i"

From this passage it is clear: in God, the idea is God himse~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" ([.toIQa Oeou).
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 ofGod
(ClLll La <j:>LA.08Eav); God's hominization takes place through th.e love of
man (ClLU La <j:>LACtv8QO)Jl;ov) . So the connecting link, not mentioned up
to now, must finally be put into place, to anchor the whole process:
"For always, in all things, God's Word, who is God, has willed to ac­

complish the mystery of his Incarnation."35
Maximus' integration contains several important principles: (I) the

free origin of the ideas in God as Creator, since he is not internally
compelled, on the basis of his essence, either to will to create or to
form the ideas; (2) the anchoring of the idea of the world in God's
prior decision-which is, as we have said, free--::-to diviniz~ all cre­
ation (8EWOll;) in giving it eternal existence (ad slvru) , an action that,

against the prospect of humanity's fall into sin, takes .the ~o~m of t~e
Incarnation of God's Word; (3) the rooting of the intelligible prm­
ciples (logoi) of all individual things , by nature and by grace, in t~e
divine Logos, thanks to which things-even in their concrete reality
- are from the start genuinely immanent in God (and therefore are
akin to each other in the divine Logos), and the divine Logos is im­
manent in all of them. Maximus' Platonic. conceptuality is radically
extended by Aristotelian and Stoic assumptions: the logos of things,
in natural terms, is the unchanging "law" of their behavior, variable
only in their "mode" (LQo:rto£) ofbeing, in the "how" of existence. Yet

34 Ambigua; PG 91, I084B C.
3 5 Ibid .; PG 91, I084CD.
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insofar as ,od 's providen ce is frc<: , an I limitl ssly Slip rior tc natu re,
the logos or law of provid en ce always takes pri ority over th 10 ros o f

nature and cannot be derived from it-an anti-Stoic co ntention! T his
explains why Maximus distinguishes so carefully between " reflect io n
on existing things" (8EwQla nuv OVLWV) and "reflection on providcn .c
and judgment" (8EwQla rtoovoln; xul XQlOEW£). But since a C hristian
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. M aximus, the christological thinker, is fully aware of this un­
bridgeable gulf-as opposed to N eoplatonism, 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, w ithin the realm of God's utterly free choice, beyond our compre­
hension. P?

This grounding of created being in the divine Logos also solved the
urgent question ofthe "reduction" ofall intelligible principles ofbeing
(logoi) to the one Logos. H ere there is no reduction in the Asiatic sense
of a dissolution [of beings in th e divine], but rather the "unconfused
union" (EVWOL£ aouYXlJLO£) of the Christian theology ofthe Incarnation
and of human divinization centered on Christ.:"

36 Ambigua; PG 91, I081A ; Quaestiones ad T halassium 2; CCG 7, 51; PG 90, 272A.
37 Centuries on Love 4, 1-6; PG 90, I048B-I049A. This was a timely issue, since Maximus

was opp osing here the pagan Ne opl atonism of Ammonius Hermeiou [early sixth century],
who taught that th e ideas in Go d guaranteed th e eternity of the world.

38 A mbigua;PG 91, I077C. On this subj ect o flogoiand Logos, see I.-H. Dalmais, " La Theorie
des 'Iogoi' des creatures chez s. M axime Ie Co nfesseur" , Revue des sciences philosophiques et
theologiques 36 (1952): 244-49.

2. Ideas and the World: A ritiquc oj OrigCll ism

a. Correcting the Myth

Origen's nam e appears in th e writings of Maximus as seldom as does
that of Evagrius. T he master, who had so often been condemned and
who now was only useful to th e integralists as a straw man , had one
of those names that could no longer be m entioned in support of an
orthodox idea. That M aximus, 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 chiefly

. through Maximus, in fact , that Origenist spirituality made it s way into
the Eastern tradition, as it found a home in the W est thanks to Jerome,

Ambrose, and Cassian.
Maximus filtered Origenism, however, and removed it s poisonous

fangs. His main work-the commentary on Gregory N azianzen [the
Ambigua]-begins almost dir ectly with a long philosophical and theo­
logical polemic against Origenist cosmology; thi s polemic is perhaps
the only important anti-Origenist document in Greek patristic litera­
ture" that rejects the doctrine of the henad with sympath etic under­
standing rather than with a judgment of heresy, managing instead to
overcome its weaknesses from within and to detach th e grain of truth
from it in the process. One part of the polemic is dir ected against the
idea that all created spirits originally existed in a stability (OTUOL£) 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. 40

According to his [Origenist] opponents, then, M aximus 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 Gre ek patristic lite rature" : Polycarp Sherwood, An An­
notated Date-List of the Works ofMaximus the Confessor, StudiaAnselmiana, 30 (Rome, 1952), 3·

40 Ambigua; PG 91, I077B, mak es th e contrast clear: "Concer ning the fact that the henad
he prattles about do es not exist . . . ; but concerning the way in which we, being sharers
in God, have flowed ou tw ard from him . . ." (ltEQl JlEv ODVt OU Jlil d vm tilV 8QuAoJlEVTlv

'Evuliu . . . ltEQl liEt OU ltGJ~ JlolQu OvtE~ 0 wu UltEQQUTlJlEV .. .) .
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natural relationship with God; but movement is supposed to have
started, through which these rational beings were scatte red into mul ­
tiplicity and moved God to take the step of creating thi s bodily world,
with the purpose of enclosing them in bodies as a punishment of their
previous guilt." 41 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 ofbody and soul. The
main proof 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; but it is equally
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.42

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
onl y lie in the sequence: becoming, movement, stability (yEvEOLC;­
XLVljGLC;-01:aOl£). For "everything that takes its being from nonbeing
is also in movement, because it is directed toward a final cause."43 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

41 Ambigua; PG 91, 1069A; ef. ibid ., 1089CD, 1100B.
42 Ibid ., PG 91, 1220CD.
43 Ibid. , PG 91, 1069B.

to :111r ·st.. . . Therefore it is impossible for becoming and rest to come
into existence at the same time, since they are naturally separated from
each other throu gh the middle term of movement .44

O rigenism, w hic h proposed such a contemporaneous existence [ofmo­
tion and rest], thus forces m ovement from it s natural place and isolates
it; in doing so, it exposes creation to unending restl essness and, hence,
to despair. So despite it s seductive mysticism, Origenist thought is basi­
cally tragic: " T hat spirits are so shifted about and can neither have nor
hope for an unshakeabl e basis for remaining firm in the Good: What
could be greater reason to despair?"45 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~od
can be abandoned once for the sake of experiencing (JrEIQu) something

, different, there is no adequate reason why this should not repeat itself

over and over."46
Here is the real heart of the controversy. The metaphysics of Ori­

gen's On First Principles was, in reality, a m etaphysics of JrEIQu: 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 th e lost blessings it once
had, to prevent it-at least for a long time-from falling aw ay from
God again. We have shown elsewhere how much thi s theory is influ­
enced by Origen's intelle ctualism and from the old Platonic tradition
of the "daimons" .47 Gregory of Nyssa took th e decisive step beyond
this tragic attitu de 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" (xoooc), of " boredom" , as something ~n­

thinkable. This vision, it seemed to him, would be so utterly fulfilling
that it brought with itself an eternal, ble ssed longing for more. Still,
for Gregory eternity retained, for that very reason, a kind of kinship
with the present condition of becoming; th e " leap" from the one to
the other was more evident in th e assertion than in th e reality.

44 Ibid., PG 91, 1217D,
45 Ibid. , PG 91, 1069C. Augu stine made exactly this point against th e Neoplatonists and

characterized the "eternal return" as anothe r w ay ofmakin g th e pains of hell ete rnal: De Civ,

D ei 12, 20.
46 Ambigua; PG 91, 1069C.
47 See Hans Ur s vo n Balthasar, Parole et mystere chez Origene (Paris , 1957), II3-16.
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If M aximus was to reject the metaphysics of expe rience (nd !)u) , he
also had to reveal, at the same time, th e 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-not as
something loveable absolutely, through its own nature. 48

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 ofdramatic 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 if Maximus himself,
in other contexts, sometimes threatens to succumb to this danger, 50

he recognized it clearly 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 dep ths of one's being and to be borne toward the ocean
of God's rest.

48 Ambigua: PG 91, ro69C.
49 See G. W. F. Hegel, Phiinomenologie des Geistes, ed. Lasson, zd ed. (Leipzig, 1907), 13.
50 See below, chap . 5, sec. 6: "The Sexual Synthesis" .

b . T he Truth of the Myth

Before we turn to describing this motion, we ought to point out the
pos itive 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 ques ting
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 (ava¢oQu) 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. 51

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 ofbeauty appropriate to each being,
and so he sums up all things in himself. 52

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 a 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, ro77C-roSoA.
52 Ibid ., PG 91, 1077AB.
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O ne can (Maximus continues) call every reason able or und erstand ing
mind, whether angel or human, a part of Go d, with referen ce 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. 53

This is the curious position of the creature: that it is ontologically
incapable of seeking 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 ofa 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 ofnature, the' 'world", to that of grace or of God. The
distance between mere "existence" (dvm) and "idea" (A6yo£) is less­
ened through the realization offree intellectual acts, through which the
potentiality of existence is both realized and qualitatively enhanced.P"
concrete being "draws near" to its idea through "natural motion" (')La
<p1JOLXii£ XLV~OEW£ EyyL~oV"ra). 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 ofGod as his radical
reality takes place; but it leads to his punishment and torment as a gap

53 Ibid ., PG 91 , I077EC.

54 "Through the qualitative and quantitative motion ofchoice" (xmu l:~V JtOLUV xci noonv
l:lie; JtgOaLgEoEwe; XlVYJOLV) : ibid., PG 91, 1329A.

th at has no t been filled and across which he can not participate in the

idea l order.55
In th e Logos, then, all the individual ideas and goals of ~reatures

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 is
the original idea, the underlying figure of God's plan f~r the world,
why all the individual lines arrange themselves concentncally around
him. The truth of the Origenist myth thus becomes clear: the tele­
ological goal of the world may indeed be projected ba~kward into a
prehistorical world, provided this is not taken as a real existence ~efo~e

our birth but rather as the ideal, timeless superexistence ofall bemgs m
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. A~cording

to the creative and sustaining movement of the One outward 111to the
world, in a way that is appropriate to God, the One is many; a~cordin,g

to the thoughtful, pedagogical elevation of the many to the one, 111 God s

Providence as if to the ultimate cause of all things or to the center of
, . 56

the straight lines that proceed out from him . . . , the many are one.

So the Origenist conception ofa "descent" from an original unity fin~s

its justification, either as a primordial nonidentity betw~en the Idea in

God and existence outside of God, or else through the sm-not some­
thing necessary, but a fact of history-of those cre~tures who "ha:e
not acted according to the idea of themselves that exists beforehand m

God".57
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
riority the inconceivable and ineffable one". 58

55 Ibid., PG 91, I 329AB .
56 Ibid., PG 91, IOSIBC.

57 Ibid ., PG 91, IOSIC.
58 Ibid., PG 91, IOSoA.
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So even if God is, for M aximus, indistinguishably the origin and the
end of created movement, this is no more pantheisti c than his philo­
sophy ofunion, which included a movement ofnumber 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" .59

The dimension of free self-realization allows us to pass from the state
of being simple natural images (dXaVE~) of God to an intellectual self­
possession that is truly God's likeness (6fWL(J)OL~), and so to fulfill the
original plan of God, who created us "in the image and likeness" of
himself.t"

This entry ofthe 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 xui TUUTaV). 61 Maximus expressly says
that the Incarnation-more precisely, the drama of Cross, grave, and
Resurrection-is not only the midpoint ofworld history but the foun­
dational idea of the world itself 62 The Redeemer is the borderline be­
tween all sensible and intellectual motion.P 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. 64 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

59 Ibid., PG 91, I084B.
60 Ibid ., PG 91, I084A; on this subject, see M. T. Didier, "Les Fondements dogmatiques

de la spiritualite de s. Maxime Ie Confesseur", Echos d'Orient 33 (1930) : 296f.
61 Ambigua; PG 91, I097B.
62 Centuries on Knowledge I, 66-67; PG 90, II08AB. In the [modern] controversy on this

subject, this text was not given sufficient consideration; see H . Straubinger, Die Christologie

des hI. Maximus Confessor (Bonn, 1906), 126-30.
63 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 62; CCG 22, 131; PG 90, 656D .
64 Ibid. 60; CCG 22, 75; PG 90, 621B.

world 's last word: they make poss ible the greates t conceivable work of
love and carr y 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 ofcorrection 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 oflove, which brings to full realization the idea ofhu­
manity, presuppose and generate freedom.

As a result, the great Evagrian categories for interpreting the world,
XQLOL~ (judgment) and JtQaVOlU (providence), have become obsolete,
in their original meaning, and can be used in a new and different way.
KQLOL~ can now no longer mean the banishment of intellects into bod­
ies, as the sentence Imposed in response to their turning from God;
JtQaVOlU 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: XQLOL~ refers
to the distinction of things that grounds their being and is essentially
good,even a way of imitating God; and JtQaVOlU 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. 65

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

65 This reinterpretation of Evagrius' terminology is especially noticeable in Ambigua; PG

91, II33C-II36A; cf. below, chap . 5, sec. 4: " Existence as Contradiction" .
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in it s dem onic aspect, while its centra l truth is assimilated. Maximu s
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 '

I. Being and Movement

a. " T he Age"

The basic stru ctur e 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 (6U.1.0Tljfla, 6t<10Tamc;) that
finds its expression in momentum (<j>oQ<1) , and more specifically in the
triad of coming to be, movement, and comi ng to rest (YEV£OLC;, XLVljOlC;,
OT<1mc;) . The middle concept of these three, movement, expresses the
insight that although th e origin and goal, the coming to be and the
coming to rest, of finite being are- in themselves-identical, they are
not identical for finite being; its extension, it s becoming, forces it to
achieve this identity through a process of transition. " For duality is
neither infinite nor without beginning nor without movement."1 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.
" N othing, then, that in any way needs to be categorized as a 'what' in
order to reveal it s particular existence is in the true sense of the word
simple." 3

1 A mbigua; PG 91, 118413.
2 Ambigua; PG 91, 1400C. Th e Greek here- despite the Latin translation in the Migne

edition (potestatis)-must be ES ouo[O'; (" fro m a generic essence") and not ESOUO[UC; ("of
power") , as is clear from the following phrase: " the distinction is obvious ... in the generic
essence" (rn ouo[q. . . . "ti]v <'na<pogav ouvEm8EwgouflEV11) .

3 Ibid . Th e scholi a on Pseud o-Di onysius develop this theory in a parti cular direction .
Picking up a thr ead in Pseudo -Dionysius, they speak of the simplicity of the pure intellect.
But one must not cling literally, in this context, to terminology. T hese intellects are, to be
sure, without matte r- at least the high er amo ng them (Ill Coe1 . Hier. 2; PG 4, 37B) . They
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Wi th this pos ition, M aximus took up Gregory of N yssa's axiom that
finite being is essentially characterized by spatial intervals (OL<l OtT][w ) and,
therefore, by motion. For both authors, finite being is essent ially 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 (aLwv)". 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 (Otam;aoLl;), 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. 4

are simple insofar as they are not compound (aouv8EWt): 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" [a ouV8Eta xul a"DAu] ; In Eal . Hier. 6; PG 4, 172C) . (Maximus wrote a tract of
his own to demonstrate the immateriality ofsome created intellects: Epistles 6: PG 91, 424f.) .
As a result of such simplicity, the pure intellect possesses its virtue and knowledge not, as
we do, as an accident (xmu OUIl~E~1"]XO~)-that is, as something inhering extrinsically (w~

aAAo~ EV aAAoq» -but rather as something proper to itself (OLXEIU: In Coel Hier. 13; PG
4, 97B). "There is no question there of accident and underlying subj ect , since all synthesis
and all the unformed character of matter are 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 (€sUl8 EV), . . . but angels know through and in themselves, as a result of their
resemblance to God" (In Div. Nom. 7; PG 4, 345C) . The habitual characteristics of pure
intellects are thus rightly called "substantial" (oi'JoubClEL~ ESE L~: In Ea , Hier. 4; PG 4, 157C),
based in their own substance (ESEL~ ui'JwuOLUl~u~vm: In Coel. Hier. 7; PG 4, 65C) , since their
substance is, ofitself, intellectually conscious. But even iftheir knowledge is not "introduced
from without" through sense knowledge, it is, nonetheless , still "introduced" : namely, by
God (EJtELOUXWV ouv €XOUOLV los UhLOU WU 8EaU"tl]v VOEQUV rmrrnv EVEQyauv: In De Div.
Nom. 7; PG 4, 345B) . It is " infused", as scholastic philosophy would later say. Only God
has no infused knowledge (oi'Jx EJtElomn ov €XUlV "to ¢QovElv: In De Div. Nom. 5; PG 4,
320B), because he is himself fully actuated subsistent knowledge, without any admixture of
potentiality (OAn EVEQyElc:x . .. oi'J ClUvUIlEL)-because he alone is a knowledge that does not
have an ignorance, a foolishness as its basis (JtQO"tEQOV oi'iou a¢Q oouv1"], £l"tuvoiic EVEQyElc:x
yLvoIlEv1"]), even as a basis that is always being contradicted (In De Div. Nom . 5; PG 4, 320B;
cf. Schelling, Philosophie derFreiheit, 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 (aJtuuo"tOL
EVEQya m: In Coel. Hier. 7; PG 4, 68D) , like a voice that cannot grow silent (aoLY1"]"tOL), still
their unchangeableness (aJtuQuAAuX"tOV) always depends on God's creative activity (In Coel.
Hier. 13; PG 4, ro rC). " 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) .

4 Centuries on Knowledge I, 5; PG 90, ro85A . [Gregory of N yssa-and to some extent
Maximus-distinguished between existence in time as we know it, which is characteristic

All finite beings , whether characterized by th e " time" of sensible things
or the "conti nuity" (aevum) of intellectual things, share these primal
on tolog ical characteristics of the where and the when, which locate them
in the universe's system of coordinates.

W e will say nothing here about the fact that the being of every thing
nec essarily includes a "whatness' [that is, is qualified in some way] and is
not simplybeing; that is the first kind oflimitation 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. 5

T ime 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 ." 6 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

XQovor; JtEQLYQa¢oflEvT] XLVT]OLr;). 7

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

of mat erial creatures and includes growth and dissolution, and the sequential existence char­
acteristic of bodiless intellects such as angels, wh ich th ey call existence in " the age" (ULWV,
aevum) . See Da vid Balis , " Eternity and Time in Gregory of Nyssa 's Contra Eunomium", in
H . Dorrie, et 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, 1I80B .
6 Ibid .; PG 91, rr80CD; cf. Moscow Centuries on Knowledge 2; Epifanovich ed., 34·

7 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 65; CCG 22, 285, 533-534; PG 90, 757D.
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ytVWLC;), and also in specifying moti on as completely finite , he distan . 'S
himself from Gregory by uncondition ally equating motion and te rn­
porality. For Gregory, there were two kinds of creature ly motion, eV<.:1I
ifhe did not put the distinction in an absolutely consistent set ofphilo­
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, 8

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
M aximus' 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
creaturehood itself: of its finite course from its or igin, through the
intervening distance, to its goal. The concept of "the age" (aeon) has
a different meaning in Maximus' works. The Centuries on Knowledge,
which [ofcourse] 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.9 But this notion is basically,

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

9 Centuries on Knowledge 2, 85 (PG 90, II64D-II65A), following Scripture, makes a dis­
tinction between "temporal ages (aeons)" and "other ages liberated from time (XQOVOs;)" ; it
also speaks of the "fullness of th e ages" , of "ages of ages (saecula saeculorum)" , of the "age
of ages (saeculum saeculi )" , " the times of the ages", and "the races of the ages". Centuries on

Knowledge 2,86 (pG 90, II65AB) repeats the Origenist exegesis of the scriptural text, "The

as th . st yl . or the haptcrs clearly sho ws, a historicizing echo of Ori­
gCII; it expresses Maxirnus' own thought only insofar as he, too-like
O rigen-was conv inced of the finitude of all motion, both i,n the [ma­
teri al] 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; 10 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 ad wv, "ever-being",
and is defined as "endless life, which is always complete .. . , with­
out extension (a<'nuo1'aTOC;)".u 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 (xa8'

lm:6~a<JLv) from eternity-but is restored to its original place, embed­
ded in eternity (sv 1'0 ad OV1'L aVartaUW8m) .12

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 ofthe 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 ." 13 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 temporality (aeons).

10 In De Div. Nom. 5; PG 4, 313C.
11 Ibid.; PG 4, 313CD.
12 Ibid .; PG 4, 3l6A.

13 Ambigua; PG 91, 1164BC.
14 Ibid.; PG 91, 1377D-1380A. (C£ Centuries on Knowledge I, 70; PG 90, 1109A: "The

whole universe, defined by the limits ofits own intelligible principles [Aoym], is called place
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T his conce ption of Maximus, which stresses the finitude of time
and thus also the possibility of being removed from it, corresponds to
[an aspect of] the spirit oflate 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
({mEQ rtaaav XLvllOLV). 15 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." 16 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-longing
[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. 18 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". 19

[rorrog] and time [atwv]": 1ta~ 6 xoouo; tb[Ol~ 1tcQLOQL~6flEVO~A6YOL~ xol rono; Myn UL xci
at wv).

15 Ambigua; PG 91, 1221A.
16 Ibid.

17 Life of Moses; GNO 7/ 1, II8, 3( ; PG 44, 40SC.

18 Homilies on the Song of Songs 4; GNO 7, 127, 7-129, 19; PG 44, 8SZB-8S3A.
19 Ambigua; PG 91, I292C; Centuries on Knowledge 2, 78; PG 91, II61C.

b . Extension

To grasp the meaning of this transcendence of self-containe d temporal
finitude more deeply, we must turn for a second look at the "other­
ness" of th e crea ture. By conceiving the prescribed pattern of the crea­
ture's career as a circle, M aximus 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
(bLu LO dvm) , and towards a goal, by the activity of their wills, for the
sake of an existence fulfilled by value, ofwell-being (blu LO El; elvca). For
the goal of movement in what is moved is, generally speaking, eternal
well-being (ad €ii dvm) , just as its origin is being in general, which is
God. He is the giver ofbeing and the bestower of the grace ofwell-being,
because he is origin and goal. Only motion in general comes from him,
insofar as he is its origin; motion of a part icular 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 ifit loves, it must expand itselfin lon ging 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 int o 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 possess es it completely.20

Here a new triad of concepts appears, which will afterward be come
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 is, first of all , pure
"becoming" (YEV€Ol£) and, as such, is the same as pure motion (urtAW£
xLv€i:a8m) and directionality (¢EQ€08m). To become "being", like the
source it has left behind-namely, God-this "pure becoming" must
be transformed into some qualitative kind of motion (rtW£ xLv€i:a8m)
and must fill the emptiness of its own existence with the full content
of being (whose "transcendental characteristics", as true, good, and

20 Ambigua; PG 91, 1073BD.
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beautiful, Maximus summarizes with the adverb " we l1 ld JI", mean ing
all that is valuable); it must realize itself through the voluntary (xU'!:u
YVWflY]V) affirmation of its own natural (xma <j>UOlV) direction and so
return, by conscious intention, to that long-abandoned source, which
has always contained in itself the identity ofbeing 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."21 "No creature can cease its own motion until it has
reached the first and only cause, which gives to all existent things their
being." 22

"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.P So the determina­
tion of our own "proper being" (XUQtUl~ elver) , which is realized in
the intellectual assent and personal "ownership" of our natural consti­
tution, depends on this middle term (flEOOV), 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 ofpotentiality, the simple "equipment" ofna­
ture (c%vafll~); the second, the state of activation (EvEQYEla); the third,
that of relaxation and rest (aQyta). 25 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 (ouotc), the second the in­
tellectual and free realization of this nature as "relationship" (OXEOl~)

or " in ten tionality" , while the third stage breaks out of the boundaries
of self-contained nature and is labeled "grace" (xaQl~).26 For the be-

2 1 Ibid .; PG 91, I072BC.
22 Ibid .; PG 91, I072C.
23 Ibid.; PG 91, II 16B.
24 Maximus returns to this idea repeatedly: see Ambigua;PG 91, 1329AB; 1348D ; 1392AD.
2S Ibid .; PG 91, 1392A.
26 Ibid .; PG 91, 1237A.

in T that has b 'en pr oje cted in to existence cannot achieve for it self the
ondition o f rest and fu l1 realization; it can only assimilate to it self the

.ontological direction of it s own being, like someone rowing a boat
downstream, and " increase th e intensity of it s movement" (EJtrtElVElV
TO o<j>O()QOV Tii£ XlVl1oEUl~) in an intellectual way.27

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-determin ation; 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 necessity 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.F"

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 neither throu gh itself nor
through any other thing that is not God can it gain the slightest advantage
for its own being?29

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 it s 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.Y'" "Intellects move in an intellectual way, material

27 Ibid.; PG 91, I073C.
28 Ibid.; PG 91, 1392B; cf. Centuries on Love 3, 27-29: PG 90, I02SAC .
29 Ibid .; PG 91, II 16C.
30 Ibid.; PG 91, II77AB.
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things materially . . . , eit her in a straigh t line or in :I circle o r m a
spiral." 31

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 m otion , 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, thi s motion must be some­
thing natural, a part of nature (<j>UOL~). In fact, Maximus writes, "the
definition of every nature is given with the concept of its essential ac­
tivity (EvEQyau)."32 The essence of a thing

is only truly indicated through the potential for activity that is consti­
tutive of its nature (ouoTaTL/nl bUVU!lL~); one can correctly also call this
"natural activity (<j>UOLX11 EVEQYELU)." Through it the thing is primarily
and most perfectly characterized, because it is a motion const itut ive of
species (dbon:oLo~ X[vllOL~) 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.P

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, res t" and "nature, potential ity, actuality". Nature is a
capacity, a plan (A6yo~), a field and a system of motion. One can gu ess
how important this proposition will be for Christology: a nature with-

3 1 Ibid.; I072AB . On the movements of bodies , cf John of Scythopolis, In De Div. Nom .
8; PG 4, 381BC.

32 Ambigua; PG 91, I057B .
33 Ibid .; PG 91, I078A.

o ut a tivity in evitably appears as a contradiction in itself, j us t as it is
" im poss ible for there to be w it hin the same essence and nature two
k inds of existence or natural activ ity" .34

ince this natura l motio n , however, is directed toward a goal, and
since that goa l cannot be any thi ng else than God, it s origin, the under­
lying orientation of nature must have goodness written into its being;
intelligence can only have the task oftranslating this naturally ingrained
goodness into a goodness that is consciously acquired. The borderline
between natural and moral goodness thus becomes somewhat fluid.
T he natural m otion of an intellectual being is, as we shall see , itself in
som e 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 com m ents on Pse udo-Dionysius' notions about the " non­
being" of evi l. Evil is neither a substance nor something that adds to
substance as it is;35 even th e nature of th e devils is and remains lumi­
nously good.:" Yet' 'their natural activity" is still affected adversely by
their wickedness of mind and weakened by it .37John of Scythopolis
went even far ther in thi s direction and assumed-consistently with
this interpretation-some kind of weakening of their being itself 38

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. P?

Maximus' theory of original sin rests, as we shall see, completely on
thi s 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." 40 The ideal, then, is the complete overlapping of nature

3 4 Opuscula; PG 91, 201C .
35 In De Div. Nom . 4; PG 4, 296A.
3 6 Ibid .; PG 4, 293A; 288C.
37 Ibid .; PG 4, 289D .
3 8 Ibid .; PG 4,289 A- C. (There seem to be errors in the transmission of this difficult text .)
3 9 Ambigua; PG 91, II 64C .
40 Ibid. ; PG 91, II92CD.
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and freedom. Guilt is always something foreign to a nature that "calls
all good things its own".41

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 itselfwith 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 ofa 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 ofwhich 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", Eli elver, and "eternal being", aEi £lvm), 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

41 Itl De Eccl. Hi er. 3; PC 4. 141D .
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or igin for being was a tra nscendent one, not lying within nature itself,
and because this poi nt of origin is identical with its goal, we cannot
.rcach up to thi s 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
ing (o£X"tLX~V OUVUf.uv) divinization.t' " Man is assimilated into God
through pathos (mi8oc;), 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 (¢uvEgwmc;) of an activity latent
within the potentiality of nature. Further, divinization would then no
longer be a paradox (nuga/)o!;ov), 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.44

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. 45

Thus even in the most intimate degree of union, "the ideas of na­
ture and grace" remain "ever unmingled with each other (OVOUf.lWC;
aAA.tlI\.otC; GUf.l¢UQEL(OV) .... Grace never does away with the passivity
of nature." 46

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

42 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 22; CCC 7. 145. 28-3 1; PC 90. 324A.
43 Ambigua; PC 91. 1237D .
44 Ibid.; PC 91. 1237AB.

45 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 22; CCC 7. 141. 91-98; PC 90. 32IA.
46 Ibid . 37; CCC 7. 249. 35-48; PC 90. 384C-385A.
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the enduring difference between God and the cre ature is scaled. It 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.47

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" ,48 "for created things cannot touch the uncreated, the finite
cannot touch the infinite .Y'" 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" .50 The creature's movement toward
its "idea", w hich is also its "truth", can therefore never be a direct
approach, j ust 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 pass ivity before free and inexplica­
ble grace; and this knowledge itselfis also a grace. But even ifthis 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 it s power to do all things."51 In this opening, the
creature understands that it cannot understand itself52 and that it is
incapable not only of conceiving God's essence but even of conceiving
his existence.53 So passivity and imperfection remain until the end:

47 Mystagogia , chap . 7; PG 91, 685BC.
48 Ambigua; PG 91, II88C .
49 Ibid .; PG 91, 1168B.
50 In De Div. Nom . 4; PG 4, 245D.
51 Ibid . 8; PG 4, 356C. (The attribution of the text here is unc ertain).
52 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 56; CCG 22, II ; PG 90, 584AB. .
53 In De Div. Nom . 4; PG 4, 246C (uncertain) .
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For anyone who is arrogant enough to think he has reached the fulness
of virtue would no longer seek the ultimate source from which beauty
Rows; 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 eyes fixed on the goal, toward him who can supply
his imperfection with abundance. 54

In this radical openness to the transcendent, the world is thus indeed
the "closed house" that Aristotle and Gregory ofNyssa had conceived
it to be, a whole "that needs no addition and no subtraction, in order
to become better.Y'" And if Christ,

as befits God, is to bring all things together and sum them up in his
person, he will prove that all creation is a unity that comes togethe r
through the cooperation of its parts and draws inward on itself throu gh
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, ident ical, and undifferentiated
idea: namely, that it has nonbe ing as the basis of its being.56

After what we have said, one will rightly understand what M aximus
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
for him through and beyond all creatures. 57 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 .

54 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 52; CCG 7,421, 103-10; PG 90, 493D .
55 Ambigua; PG 91, 1I76B.
56 Ibid.; PG 91, 13I2AB.
57 Ibid. ; PG 91, 1361AB.
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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" (8£LU JtU8£LV),
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
are 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. 58

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 ofnature remains
preserved also in the order of its supernatural end, if it is "absorbed"
(aujgehoben) in the sense ofbeing 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 ofMaximus' 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" (Aujhebung) 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 ofthe total overshadowing and
domination of all finite reality by God. The world's sabbath then be­
comes-for 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
~oes 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-

58 Centuries on Love 3, 27-29; PG 90, I025AC.

ward " ofsu .h effort .59 It is also clear that anyone who has emphasized
as strongly as Maximus the priority of creation fro m nothing can only

. conceive 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 he re between nature (<pum£) and the concrete individual
(uJtoOTum£) leads Greek thought, in a twofold yet inseparably unified
way, beyond itself Beyond nature the reality of person appears , and
beyond essen ce 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 or ientations-however mystical-of intel­
lectual beings. Even if these dimensions are not reflexively perceived by
Maximus, they are, as we shall see, very m uch 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, ofa 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 (a(Jvyxu'tw£)" , 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, ult imately between eternal being and the finite being that moves
out from it and on toward it. This remains the basis for all the syntheses

59 Ambigua; PG 91, I073CD.
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that follow - their goal, th eir condition, and th e internal for m 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 fmal 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 Te acher (Gregory Nazianzen) says that visible things are set in mo­
tion without disturbance, in a way that corresponds to the idea of the ir
development. They are motionless in their nature, their capabilities, and
their effects; in their place in the general order of things , in their stabil ity
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.60

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

60 Ibid.; PG 91, 12I7AB.

W hat human bein g knows the essential laws of things, through which
they come to be and are distinct from each other? W ho knows how
their natural motion, which never allows th em to be transformed into
each other, is related to th e immovable principle of their continuity? For
they come to move pr ecisely 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 worl d?61

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 m om ent longer. The "motion" of a being is its way of establishing
its elf as a particular, existent thing; it is its self-delimitation, its way
of distinguishing itselffrom every other nature. Certainly, this motion
itself comes from elsewhere; it is not master of itself Therefore the
limi tation 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." 62 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 (tfAO£)
to its natural activity is also not complete, not perfect (tfAElOV) ."63 To
w ish to eliminate this finitude, under the pretext of attaining a more
in tim ate 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 pe rfects both the individuality and mutual differences ofcreatures
and their mutual similarity within the whole universe. "Paradoxically,
it reveals its elf by creating distinctions (aepoQLO'tLX&£), according to the
ineffable way in which it makes things one." ?" It brings about both

61 Ibid.; PG 91, 1228BC.

62 Ibid.; PG 91, I073B .
63 Ibid.; PG 91, 1220A.

64 Ibid.; PG 91, II72C.
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"mixture (JUYXQLOLC;) and separation (blo.XQIOLC;) ", so that " no being has
the unique idea of its nature simply overruled." 65 So we are again co n­
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. 66

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 (Ju(J·taTLX~ XUL a¢oQL(J'tLX~)" 68 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
(ouae;). So all material being is constructed in a polar way, in that it con­
sists in matter and form (ElOoe;), and so too all intellectual being, which
is composed of a general essence (ouoto) 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 (uJtoxc[ll£vov), both an essence (ouotc) and

65 Ibid.; PG 91, II 89A.

66 Ibid. ; PG 91, 1257AB; cf PG 91, 1280AC; lOnC.
67 Ibid. ; PG 91, II93AB.

68 Ibid.; PG 91, 1400C; Opuscula; PG 91, 249C; Ambigua; PG 91, II33CD.

a spc 'ifying, limiting difference that gives it concrete existen ce, forming
it as a self and clearly distinguishing it from every other thing .69

'T ranslated 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 (ouoto), 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.70

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 (LEA-fLov) do not permit of any increase or decrease

69 Ambigua; PG 91, 1400C.
70 Centuries on Knowledge 2,3; PG 90, 1I25D.
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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 (ouotc) of all things, in its simple sensen-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 ofall things
- has always been in motion and moves in the manner ofexpansion (dia­
stole) and contraction (systole). For it moves from the most general genus,
through less general genera, to the species, through which and in which
it finds itselfdivided, 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 mos t
specific 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-beings 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" (diastole) 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
(systole). 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.73

71 Ambigua; PG 91, 134sBC.
72 That is, taken as the highest category of being (ens commune), which includes all genera

and species under itself; thus not in the sense ofAristotle's "first subs tance" (JtQ uJ'tTj ouotc) .
73 Ambigua; PG 91, II77B-118oA.

c. A B alance o f Contrar y M otions

T o answer the question of the ontological meaning of this essential
. motion, w e 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 (aAAOt(J)oll;: literally, "becom­
ing different", "self-alienation") into individuals, while individuals are
destroyed by dissolution (aVCtAUmc;: 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 (blaIJOv~) and new
growth (yEvEmc;) of universal reality. 74

There is, then, a strict reciprocity between both kinds ofmotion. Uni­
versal being, for Maximus, is in no sense simply the (higher-ranked)
ground ofparticular being, as it would be for Neoplatonic thinking, but
it is equally its effect, its result. Its changeless stability (()laf!Ov~) is not
self-sufficiency but is also something supported from below, something

always newly brought into being (YEvEmc;) 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 ofpartial 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. Ifsomething 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-

74 Ibid .; PG 91, 1169C.
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cording to its own intelligible reality, dwells totally and univo ally ill the
whole mass of what is unde rstood 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.75

Universals, in other words, presuppose the "expansion" (diastole)
of particulars, which in turn makes possible their own "contraction",
(systole), "through which they first attain stability and concreteness
(lm:o<Jl:amc;)".76 They do not only presuppose this expansion but are
equally the source from which particulars continually issue forth. The
independence ofuniversals 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 each 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 .77

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 (ouoto, Latin: ens commune)" are included "the particular qual­
ities (toLw~lma) of the particular essence (tfiC; xa8' ha<Jl:ov ouaLac;)".78
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" (mrvrn) if the species and parts and differences
exist in a scattered way; on the other hand, we speak of "totalities" (OA.u)
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.79

75 Ibid.; PG 91 , 1312CD.
76 Ibid.; PG 91, II92A.
77 Ibid .; PG 91, 1188D-II 89A.
78 In De Div. Nom. 5; PG 4, 321D.
79 Ibid ., 13; PG 4, 409A.

While the u niversal thus becomes a concrete univer sal (that is, itself
all " Individual" ) thro ugh the nourishing effect of the inclusion of in­
dividuals w ithi n it, th e individual becomes, at the same time, a univer­
salized indivi du al 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 law of intellectual being
as such, by means of the instinctive drive of each 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, 80

This idea of the balance and reciprocity ofuniversal 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-because he elevated God to an
equally infinite distance (xmu TO Ioov) , as Maximus clearly puts it,81
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 (CWUYXUTWC;)
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.P 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

80 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 2; CCG 7, 51 , 12-19; PG 90, 272AB.
81 Ambigua; PG 91, 1288B.
82 Presence et pensee 19f.; En glish translation, 47f.
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indi vidual versus C hurch; his letters constantly emphasize the duty to
"universalize" one's personal effort s as a means of realizing th e unit y of
human beings in their identical common nature, as some thing w illed
by God. In any case, Maximus deserves credit for giving the doctrine
ofuniversals 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 ofsynthesis, 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"83-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 onl y resolved into simple independent substances
in themselves but also for themselves. They are conscious of being such
single, independent beings only insofar as they sacrifi ce 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.84

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

83 Hegel , Phanomenologie des Geistes, ed. G. Lasson, zd ed. (Leipzig, 1920), 31.
84 Ibid., 23 2 .

o rne to onsidc r his universalization of the individual th rough the as­
similation of the int elligible meaning of creatures in " natur al contem­
plation" (OewQla <p'lHJlXli) and through love.

In add ition, M aximus also provides the weapons with which Chris­
tian phil osophy 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 be cause 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

place. 85

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" .86 Even if one
were to suppose that they did not simply add themselves to each other
as parallel (naQaX£lf,lEVllV) quantitative wholes, but acted like syntheses
that embraced each other (b;EQav uneQ~alvou(Jav EXOV"W;) ,87 the high­
est universal would still remain constitutionally dependent on all the
particulars that were counted under it .

For if th e universals are constituted by the particulars, it is utterly im­
poss ible th at they could preserve the intelligible form of their existence
and continuity in themselves if the singular were to disappea r. . . . For
the parts have their existence in the wholes, and the wholes exist in and

are constituted by the parts .88

8 5 Ambigua; PC 91, 1181AB.

86 Ibid .; PC 91, 118sA.
87 Ibid.
88 Ibid.; PC 91, rr89C D .
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T he world, th en, is a closed un ity formed by inlier dcpendcn ics, and
precisely in this self-contain ed characte r 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"89

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
is located, along with essence and exis tence as a whole, on one side
of the great chasm (xuo[!a) 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."?" T he
Origenist idea of an absolute henad of intellects in the original sta te
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 be ing) and the most restricted
of species (Et6os Uw[!ov)-are not unrelated to each other. The con­
tingence of the ideas and that of concrete, individually existing things
are only the twofold expression ofa single contingence: that ofcreated
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" (£Ivm COTAWs)
in the world, but only be ing that is already m arked by qualities (Jtws
elvo i) 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 (fAALJtES) . Even if such a being is in
a state of completeness (tEA£Lov), it cannot be absolutely self-limiting
(alJLo1:£AEs) .92 Maximus has no hes itation, then, in inferring the con-

89 Ibid.; PG 91, lI8oC.

90 Ibid.; PG 91, I2s6D.
9 1 Ibid.; PG 91, 118oD.

92 Ibid. ; PG 91, lI81C.
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tingcncc of existen ce from th e contingence of the essential being. For
both poles-existence and essence- form, aft er all , a sin gle, tension­
filled unity. T he contingence of the one pole is immediately obvious
from th at of th e ot he r.

If, as our opponents assert, being (ouoto) were something more excellent
than the specific form (cloo£), 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, th e
less excellent of the two-namely, the specific formr '"

Just as the existent subj ect has not produced its own exis tence as this
(universal) kind of being, but was thrust into it (<jJ EQw8m), 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 rec iprocal openness to each other; the
whole finite, closed reality of created being itself cannot, because of
this op enness, be closed in the sense ofbeing 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 w as the product of the interpene­
tration of the two, in a constant motion of expansion (diastole) and
contraction (systole), it was this more as a state of in terpenetration than
as the product of two poles that actually produced it . The synthetic,
in the full sense of the word, comes in to 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

93 Ibid.; PG 91, 1181CD.
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its abstra ct concept, insofar as it is the result o f such an a hicved syn­
thesis.

What is the idea of a universal that actively brings about, through m e­
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 integrationi'?"

There are four concepts here we must deal with: the thinking subject
(voik), the object thought about (VOO1JI--t£VOV), the process of thinking
(VOYJOL£) , and the result of thinking or the thought (vonu«) . The last
of these is the natural conclusion ('1:£,,"0£) of the intellectual movement
(XlV11OL£) of thought, which is itself an activation (i\v£Qynu) of the in­
tellectual capacity (MVUI--tL£) of the soul .

The soul, which is an intellectual and rational being, thinks and ponders;
its state of potentiality is the mind (VOUC;); its activation is thinking; its
realization is the thought. This last is the goal and end ofthinking, 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. 95

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 affini ty for one another, an ontological
relatedness that M aximus calls 0X£OL£ and which is a fundamental ex­
pression of created existence. This "relatedness" has its roots in the
spatial "distance" (c'num:uOL£) 96 and "extension" (C'lLUO'tYJI--tU) 97 ofcreated
being, bound together like poles in tension. Everything that can be in­
cluded within this realm of being "moves or is moved, produces or
is produced, thinks or is thought, speaks or is spoken, teaches or is
taught"98-is, in other words, in relationship.?? Activity and passivity,

94 Ibid.; PG 91 , 1228D.
95 Ibid. ; PG 91 , I 220A .

96 Centuries on Knowledge I, s; PG 90, !08sA; cf. I, 7; PG 90, !08sB .
97 Ambigua; PG 91, 1397B .
98 Ibid.; PG 91, 1296A.

99 Ibid.; PG 91, 13 I2Be.
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b ing a subj ect and being an object, are here basically all on the same
I ·vel. Even being objectified is, for M aximus, part of the way some­
thing is related: it is what specifies the thing internally, what gives it
" being-for-others". T he consequence of this is that God, who cannot
part icipate 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. 100

T he relationship of knowing that unites the creature to God is not
"obj ective" 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 M aximus calls "supposition" or "be­
lief", but which is a kind of grasp that is sure and st rong 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 ofsynthesizing thought continues. Sense knowledge, in Maximus'
system, has already been described as the synthetic identity of the sens­
ing faculty with the sensible object.l'" but the result, which the imag­
inative process (covrcoto) produces-the sensible image (<j>uv'tUOl--tu)
- 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 (<j>uv'tU0l--tu) or thought (vonuu) .

We will be on the right track ifwe seein this "remainder" the natu­
ral starting point of transcendental knowledge, fo r it has the character
of a conviction akin to faith, a "positing" ofwhat is beyond conscious

100 Centuries on K nowledge 2,2; PG 90, II2se.

101 Ibid., I , 8-9; PG 90, !08SCD; developed more atlength in I , 82; PG 90, I II 6B - II I7A .
102 Ambigua; PG 91, I233D - I236A.
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insight. A text that we will later have to consider more closely argue s
for a balance and mutual complementarity between the kno wing and
the trusting or believing faculties, on all levels of th e life of th e soul:
as "theoretical and practical reason" (voin; and A6yo~), as "wisdom and
prudence", as "knowing and doing", or finally as "complete knowl­
edge and faith" (yv<1Jm~ xaL JtLOTL~) .103 In all theoretical knowing, there
is 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 ofknowledge, the element offaith
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 (~£~aLa JtL(J"twm~).104 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. lOS

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 ofall
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.106

This ascent of the soul is, on the one hand, a "moving through"
things (in the Eastern manner), a "passage" (JtaQ£A8£LV), 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 (A6yo~) of

103 Mystagogia, chap . 5; PG 91, 672ff.; see below, chap . 7, sec. 5 ("The Synthesis of the
T hree Acts") .

104 Ambigua; PG 91, 1124B.

105 Ibid .; PG 91, I364BC; Centuries on Knowledge I, 8-9; PG 90, ro85CD.
106 Ambigua; PG 91, 1220B.
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thi ngs means inescapably, however, both a des truction, a "sacri ficing"
ofobj ectivity as such (at,.'C~v [tEV "t<1JVOV"tWV"t~v 01J OLaVxa"t£8'U o£) ,107 and
also an assimilat ion of the object as food for the subj ect (to voouusvov
"tQo<P~ eo"tl w iJ voeooii).

O f course, it is only in the case of a sensible object that knowledge is
a kind of "destruction" ofits 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
fere nt opposition that mutually limited both subject and object before
knowledge took place. What was necessary in the case of a sense ob­
ject in orde r to end this indifference-the destruction of the objective
independence of the object and its involvement in the self-conscious
independence [Fur-sich-sein] of the mind-becomes, according to John
of Scythopolis, in the realm of minds, a perfect mutual interpenetra­
tion:

They become mutually united to each other, without confusion (ao'Uy­
XUl:W~), 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.108

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 ofunity) yet, at the same time, to realize
mutually their self-conscious independence (that is, express the partic­
ularizing side ofunity) . Their mutual motions are an interplay ofunity
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 (XWQ£LV
('n' an~AWV aA'U[taV"tW~). 109

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 "oflimitless

107 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 27; CCG 7, 195, 81-82; PG 90, 356A.
108 In De Div. Nom . 2; PG 4, 220D.
109 Ambigua; PG 91, 1228C .
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simplicity" and wh o stands " beyo nd circumscription and the cir "lI lII ­

scribed", who is "without relation", " free of time, temporal exten­
sion [the aeon], and space", 110 is therefore also the ultimate 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 (voruw) is in itselfa "stopping" ('"[£1..0£, JI£Qu£)-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
(JIQo(Jl3oA~)." 111

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 ofliberation.
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 offaith is the real revelation (UJIOXUA1J'IjJL<;) of what is believed.
And the real revelation of what is believed is the ineffable embrace
(JtEQLXWQY]<JL<;) 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 ofhis 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 ofwhat they participate in; but
such a likening consists in the actively realized (xu8' EV£Qyauv) identity

110 Ibid.; PG 91, II53B .
111 Ibid .; PG 91, 1220B.

of th e participants with what they participate in, which comes to its
fullness with the likeness itself And this identity . .. is divinization.W

We have here, once again, an identity in actu, such as' occurs in all
forms of sense pe rception and rational knowledge; it is also an identity
th;t lies beyond the abiding gulfofan 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 galle ry 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 ofsupport. 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 (aeon), 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

112 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 59; CCG 22, 53, 123-41 ; PG 90, 608C-609A.



T Ill! SYNT II ESES OJ' T il l! CO SMO S INT I!I.I. IlCT ANI> MATTER 173

wh o " is inaccessible to all of creation, visible as well as invisible , III
the sam e degree" .113 The more God is seen, in fact, as wh olly othCI ,
the more the intellect must give up hope of reaching him by means llf
a "heavenly ladder" built from the steps of the created un iverse-s-aud
the more the world must close in on itself, in order to become in 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", of
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 (JtE!:ltXWQljOLl;) 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 reflec tiveness
and cosmic breadth.

This cosmos is a unity and is not divided up along with its parts; rather,
pre cisely 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, even 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

113 Ambigua; PG 91, 1288B.

the iutc grit.y of the who le. In fact, the who le intel lect ual wo rld appears
as mystery, expressed in mea ningful forms th rough th e who le sensible
wo rld, to th ose wh o arc 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,
dwe lls in the int ellectual in the mode of intelligible meanings, and the
intellec tual dwells in the material in the mode of images; but the result
of both is a sin gle world.114

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
bo th 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,
pr ovided the starting point for the Christian aesthetic, which the Ro­
mantics and- starting afresh-Paul Claudel succeeded in developing.

b. The Microcosm

T 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 im age 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-,us

Maximus' anthropology is the development of what is stated here as
a program. The emphasis on the "essence" (oirotc), on the "nature"

1\4 Mystagogia, chap. 2 ; PG 91, 669BC.
115 Ibid. , chap . 7; PG 91, 68SA; cf. Quaestiones ad Thalassium 63; CCG 22, 177, 497ff.; PG

90, 686D. .
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(</>UOLi;), on the "existence" (dVUl) of the di fTi 'ren t and irr .du .iblc pans
of the human reality, which nevertheless co me togeth er in an in lissol­
uble synthesis to form the idea of a single species (£100£), corresponds
to t~s insight.F" 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. 118 The mutual metaphysical dependency of
them both is so basic an idea for him that he considers both the nature
(</>~OL£) of~an and his existence as a person (vno01:aOL£) to depend on
this essential unity. Origenism in all its forms-even in that abbrevi­
ated form represented by Leontius ofByzantium119-here receives its
mortal wound.

Con~istentl~ with this position, Maximus also contradicts the hy­
potheSIs-which Thomas Aquinas would someday take up again-of
th~ progressive development of different "souls" (the vegetative, the
arumal, finally the intellectual) in the development of the fetus. First
of all, Ma:amus says, the essential motion of the seed cannot be simply
a mecharucal thing; otherwise its growth [into a human being] would
be inexplicable. If one were to ascribe to it simply vital power (~WLLX~

LL£ MvaIlL£), it would doubtless form an organism but never a hu man
body. Down to its very deepest 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!"120 Instead, every fini te
being, throughout its development and in spite of it, possesses its own
?erfect idea (tD.ELO£ Myo£) 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

1\ 6 Ambigua; PG 91, IIooCD.
1\7 Ibid.; PG 91, 1321-36.
1\8 Ibid. ; PG 91, 1336C-134I.

1\9 [On the disputed question of whether and how Leontius of Byzanti um could be con­
sidered an Origenist, see: Marcel Richard, "Leonce de Byzance etait-il or igeniste?" Revue
des ~tudes byzantines 5 (1947): 31-66; David B. Evans, Leontius of Byzantium: An Origenist
Chrrstol~gy, Dumbarton Oaks Studies, 13 (Cambridge, Mass., 1970); Brian E. Daley , "The
Ongerusm ofLeontius of Byzantium" , Journalif Theological Studies 27 (1976): 333-69.]

120 Ambigua; PG 91, 1337D .
121 Ibid .; PG 91, 1340A.

ontin uit y f natu ral principles in the mystery of C hris t's Incarnation;
M aximus finds there the ult im ate confirmation of his own theory. 122

T he objection that the soul continues to exist without il 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. 123

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." 124

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 (</>UOL£) 126 and down to the particular ontological manner of their
existence. 127

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 is thought
is manifold, just like that of sensitive and imaginative beings to what is

122 Ibid.; PG 91, 1341AB.
123 Ibid.; PG 91, II01B .
124 Ibid.; PG 91, 1324CD.
125 Ibid .; PG 91, 1333CD.
126 Ibid. ; PG 91, 1373C.
127 -AMOS AOyOS xnl t Q01t0S xaa' DVyivEta i re xci Eon (ibid.; PG 91, 1321C D).
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imaged th rou gh the senses. Man , who consists of so ul and body, is j ust
as mu ch included in a larger wh ole thr ou gh his natura l mutual relation­
ship to the two realms of creation, and through the pec uliar charac ter
of his own essence, as he is a being who includes othe rs: he is include d
through his intelligible way of being (ouotc) , and he includes through
his intellectual power (buval-W;). By being extended , then , into thes e
two realms through his double nature, he is able to draw both of them
together to himself in a synthesis, by the me ans of th e components of his
own being. He is included among both intellectual and mat erial 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.128

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 ofordinary 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." 129

God's transcendence is 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 Ibid.; PC 91, II 53AB.
129 Ibid.; PC 91, II53B.

ihlc is spiritua l insight and is the understanding of the visible through the
inv isible. for it is necessary that both kinds of reality- which are there
ill o rder to reve al each othe r-always convey a true and unmistakable
expression of each other and show an irreducible mutual relationship to
each other. 130

130 Mystagogia 2 ; PC 91, 669D .
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HUMANITY AND SIN

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
terve ntion] meets the horizontal axis of time. Doubtless, we have been
moving in the world of Greek thought, specifically in that of the early
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 Godor even that tragic sense ofbecoming that dominated
Gregory ofNyssa. Alongside "natural contemplation" (8EWQLU cj>UOLX~) ,
one finds here no contemplation ofhistory. 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 ofdevelopment and ofthe Aristotelian emphasis on the goal.
T he 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 ofcreatures
to move from potentiality (dynamis) to actuality (energeia) , even if the
goal-directedness (entelecheia) that governs it only becomes, in the end,
w hat 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 ofactual 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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(J!ayo llsia) in the world . Eve n these turni ng-poi nts th nnsc lvcs arc seen
less as events in temporal sequence than as essent ial states of histori cal
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
clusivelyas 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 ofphenomenal 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
of history in the Greek Fathers.

2 . Paradise and Freedom

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 ofdevelopment: 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 falling away.

So ;od postpon ed thc enjoyme nt of thi s tree, so that- as was right­
111:111 sho uld first, by sharing in the life of grace, become aware of his ow n
ori rin and should be confirmed in freedom fro m sens ual drives (ami8n a)
and unwavering commitment (aTQ£'ljJla) by the gift of immortality and
so co me to share in the being of God through divinization; at that point,
he'could see th rough crea ted reality w itho ut danger, along with God, and
gain an understanding of it as a god, not as a man. Through grace , and
because of th e divinizing transformation of his intellec t and his senses,
he wo uld th en have th e same insight into the essences of things that God
has: W isdo m. 1

In this way, men w ould have possessed a balance in their relationships
to the intellectual and the sensible worlds, by surveying both from the
vie wpoint of God's transcendent realm.

Even so: did M aximus ever lament the fact that, through the failure of
the first human beings, world history has been summoned into action?
He certainly obj ected to the exaggerations of the Origenists, who saw
the "experience" (JtloLgU) 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 inexhaustibility of this goodness, and into
the blessed unity of an exalted yearning and stra ining [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 ofthe two trees,

I Quaestiones ad Thalassium, prol ogue ; CCG 7, 37, 327-30, 338-49; PG 90, 257D-260A.
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the " tree o f life" and th e "tree of kno w ledgc" , so that a css to lift­
was ultimately only available through knowledge ofgood and evil.2 So
Maximus, good Greek that he is, sets off on th e dangerous track that
he will walk to the end: the track of " gnosis" .

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:"

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 fully in accord with his own freedom ' then
they tell us, he received in addition the character of "likeness", as ; 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 follow ed 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 of­
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' (I Cor 6:16£)-the lat­
ter of which, in his blindness, he chose." 5 This description of Adam's
situation closely resembles the way Augustine interprets him: on the
one hand, there is the offer ofgrace (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. 350ff.; PG 90, 260M

3 It had already been thus interpreted in the anonym ous tract from the circle of the Cap­
padoclans: Quid sit ad imaginem et similitudinem (What " image and likeness" mean); GNO
supp. (Leiden, 1972); PG 44, 1327-46.

4 Ambigua; PG 91, I345D; c£ Centuries on Love 3,25; PG 90, I024BC; Centuries on Knowl­
edge I , 13; PG 90, I088B C.

5 Centuries on Kn owledge I , 13; PG 90, I092D.

ruvolv S mo re n eel tha n independence: it is an appeti te that reac hes
.uuward in sea r h of its object (OQE~L£ !;rll:lj-cLX11) 6 and that must take its
111 1111 ishm cnt from one of the two "trees". The one offered man "the
11" 11 ishmcnt of the blessed life: th e bread that came down from heaven
1" • iv life to the world, as the true Word says in the Gospel; but the
III I human being did not want to take his nourishment from there."?
II II ' had chosen this bread, he would have dedicated himself to the
III rh .st dependence, but precisely in that way he would have received
.hv iuc fru itfulness; born from God, he would himself have been able
I,) rcnerate offspring in a divine way" and would have realized his own
mo st deep-seated law: for the tree of life is "wisdom according to the
Ihuman] mind". 9 But he chose material nature as the nourishment of
his intellect .'" and so committed himself, not to dependence on God,
hut to dependence on the senses and on material things.

he two "trees" thus point to the two laws, or better still to the
wo 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 intellectual
and the sensible, between temporal and eternal things; it is the gift of
discernment that urges the soul to give itself to some things and to re­
frain from others . The senses, on the other hand, have the criteria for
telling bodily pleasure from pain; more precisely, they are the power of
ensouled and sensitive bodies that gives them the ability to be attracted
by pleasurable things and to avoid painful things. 11

In that Maximus emphasizes human freedom of choice, as able to
allow one or the other of the laws of his being to dominate, he un­
derstands original sin completely as rebellion against the higher law
and, thus, as insubordination, as pride. That this upsetting of right 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

6 Opuscula; PG 91, 16B.
7 Ambigua; PG 91, !I57A.
8 Ibid .; PG 91, I348A.
9 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 43; CCG 7, 295, 58-59; PG 90, 4I3A.

10 Ambigua; PG 91, !I56CD.
11 Qua estiones ad Thalassium 43; CCG 7, 295, 40-48; PG 90, 412D .
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bodyP m eans "to turn the eyes of the intellect from the light" , U to
place enjoyment (frui) above use (uti) .14

For certainly God created these things and gave them to the human race
for their use (XQi'jau:;). 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.P

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 ofself (q>LAuu-du). 16 The tendency ofintellectual self­
seeking to slip into the region ofbaser 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". 17 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 ofwhat 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 ifwe were its
meal; we never manage really to live, constantly consumed by death
in our transitoriness and decay."18

12 Ambigua; PG 91, ro92D .
13 Ibid .; PG 91, II56C.
14 [Von Balthas ar her e employs a distinction developed and emphasized by Augustine; see,

for example, De doctrina christiana I , 4.]
15 Liber asceticus: PG 90, 916D-917A.
16 Irenee Hausherr, Philautie. De la tendresse pour soi ii la chariti selon s. Maxime le corifesseur,

Orientalia Christiana Analecta, 137 (Rome, 1952).
17 Ambigua; PG 91, II56C.
18 Ibid.; PG 91, II57A.

J . Passivity and Decay

. T h . place to which our guilt has banished us is "the present world of
transitoriness and ofthe mutual corruption ofthings into each other" .19
But is not thi s transitoriness, from another point ofview, a natural law
of things? M ay one trace it back so exclusively to an original sin?

T 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.20

I eath and corruptibility depend, in a mysterious way, on a first sin.
" T hro ugh sin, this cosmos became a place ofdeath and destruction" ,21
the realm of the Jta81'j .22 Pathos and death are connected by definition.
" 1 repe at what the great Gregory of Nyssa taught me: only when man
fell aw ay from his perfection were the Jt(x81'j introduced since they grew
in the nonreasonable part of his nature."23 Maximus follows Gregory
down to the last implications: only under this new law, which did not
hold at the beginning, did a way ofprocreation come into effect that is

[ 9 QuaestiOl1es ad Thalassium 62; CCG 22, 125, 175-77; PG 90, 653A.
20 Epistles ro; PG 91, 449B.
2 1 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 65; CCG 22, 255, 86-88 ; PG 90, 740B.
22 Everyone knows how untranslatable this word is; it runs the gamut from active emo­

tional "passion" (affect, affection-in th e direction of either anger or desire) to a suffering
susceptibility, a " passivity" in the face of a situation that forces itself through the defens e­
less sense facult ies . That these two poles of th e concept ofpathos are so indissolubly one­
mu ch closer than in the French word passion, where "affect" and "suffering" branch offfrom
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
a neutral expression for "sensibility" ("the part of the soul capable of being affected" : to
1TU OTJtlXOV (ftEQOS) ti'is '!J1Jxi'iS) -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 free oneself from the senses (the
destruc tion ofthe "passions"). C£ section 5 ofthis chapter, "The Dialectic of Passion", and
the Centuries on Love.

23 Quaestiones ad Thalassium I ; CCG 7, 47, 7-ro; PG 90, 269A.
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naturally (<j>UOEL) connec ted with both fleshly desire and death. P" " For
the original will ofGod (JtQOl]YOUflEVO£ oxoJto£) was that we sho uld not
be born in the way of this transitory world, by physical copulation;
only our transgression of the law introduced marriage."25 In this way,
conception is really connected wi th the " law of sin",26 which now
dwells in the body.

Is this not, however, a contradiction? Ifthe mx8l] 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; ifAdam's body was not
put together out of the usual quali ties and elements (such as cold and
warm, moist and dry), but consisted in a restful and unchanging state
ofconsistency, " w ithout accre tion or diminution", in a "graced condi­
tion ofimmortality and incorruptibility"; ifAdam was not in any sense
bodiless, but lived in a finer form of cor poreality, without ignorance
and so without changing opinions (YVWfll]) or supporting skills (tEXVl]):
how could he have felt the law of sensuality or observed it in prefer­
ence to the criteria of the intellectr?" Indeed, Maximus assumes Adam's
union with God was so exalted that it was a direct (OUbEV flETU~U) vi ­
sion, even higher (um:Qavw) than the contemplation of God through
created things (<j>'UOLX~ 8EWQtU) . With such an exalted conception of
the original state of humanity, must not the whole biblical reality of
Paradise descend to the level ofweak symbolism? We have already seen
that the tree ofParadise, for Maximus, is pure imagery;" as are the ser ­
pent29 and Adam's nakedness. 3D 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 ofphenomena. We have attempted elsewhere to show that
Gregory of Nyss a's statements, with th eir apparent contradictoriness,

24 Ibid ., 61; CCG 22, gI, rooff; PG go, 632B.
2 5 Quaestiones et Dubia 3; CCG 10, 138, 3-5; PG go, 788AB.
26 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 49; CCG 7, 36g, 305; PG go, 457D .
27 Ambigua; PG gI, 1353A-D; 1348A.
2 8 Quaestiones ad Thalassium, prologue; CCG 7, 37; PG go, 257CD; ibid ., 26; CCG 7, 183;

PG go, 348D; ibid. , 64; CCG 22, 18g; PG go, 6g6A.
29 Ibid ., 63; CCG 22, 151, roof.: PG go, 66gB.
30 Ambigua; PG gI, 1353B.
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ran he rc con ilcd only in this sense;" Maximus enumerates the two
rr at attempts of previous thinkers to solve the qu esti on: the Origeni st

.approac h, according to which the ideal, metahistorical state of the first
l r .atures means a heavenly, incorporeal existence, from which souls fell
into earthly bodies through sin-a conception that Maximus rejects
O il ontological as well as anthropological groundsv-v-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 (xmu JtQOYVWOLV) of sin .:"

But while the attempted solution of Gregory of N yssa is more or
I -ss a ro ugh 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 (aflu
tii) Elvm)" ,34 " together with his coming to be (a flU "tip yEvEo8m)",35
" man leaves his own origin behind through sin" and "turns his mind
toward sensible things". Gregory of Nyssa loved to look back to th e
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-like that of an enormous
:lrc- our point of origin can be reached again at last .

In looking for his end, man me ets 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. It is through his end that man

31 Hans Drs von Balthasar, Presence et pensee (paris, 19'42), 41- 61; English translation , Pres-
I"IIce and Thought (San Francisco : Ignatius Press, 1995) , 71-87.

32 A mbigua; PG gI , 1325Dff.
33 Ibid.; PG or , IIo4AB.
3 4 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 59; CCG 22, 61, 262; PG go, 613C.
35 Ibid., 61; CCG 22, 85, 13; PG go, 628A; see The Ascetic Life: The Four Centuries on

Charity, trans. P. Sherwood, Ancient Christian Writers, 21 (Wes tmi nster, Md.: Newman

Press, 1955), 64·
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comes to kn ow his lost origi n , once he has realized that he mu st 1I0t
look for his ori gin to find his end. 36

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 37

Through the "confusion" ofmaterial 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 .P"

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

36 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 59; CCG 22, 61, 268-63, 276; PG 90, 631D .
37 Ambigua; PG 91, 110413.
38 Quaestiones ad Th alassium 61; CCG 22, 85, 8-21; PG 90, 628AB.
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or's' in by ;od -but also as vcry mu ch part of our nature; but
raki ng this statcrncnt seriously can then also lead us toward a way out

.o f the cont radiction,
It is only in a late letter-his 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
into existence together but "necessarily embrace and interpenetrate
each other" .

For the soul did not take possession of the body by its own fre e deci­
sion ; rather, it is also possessed by the body (un;' uuw u XQUWVIlEV11~) ·

T he soul do es not bestow life on the body freely, but simply because
it happens to exist in it and naturally (¢vmxw~) shares in its passivity
and pain, because of its innate capability to receive these things (bEX'tLX~

bUvUllll;) .39

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 ofopposites in a higher level ofinsight. Thus one should rather
suppose that he himselfmust 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 Ep istles 12; PG 91, 488D . Sherwood, in his translati on of Th e A scetic Life , 35, dir ected

my attention to thi s text .
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speculative level , altho ugh he norm ally saw them, in their concrete
objectivity, as inseparably intertwined. From thi s 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 ofPlatonism
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 creaturehood, 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 Bohme, Schelling, Baader, and Soloviev pay
their respects, flows 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.) admi ts he cannot suppress " three suspicions", all of
which confirm my view : (I) th e suspicion that the passions were given to nature, according
to Maximus, because of th e 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 w ith the fall; (3) the suspicion that sexu ality, especially, is for Maximus
intrinsically associated with sin.

ibility keep appearing through the sunlight, dem oni c fa cs that have
the same features even in the hri stia n and non- hri stian thought of
modern Ru ssia; for Asia is not redeemed on ce and for all, nor easily,
nor through a single person, nor even th rough a single age. T his 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.41

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 religion s
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 appe ar­
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" (XQlOlc;
xul 1tQOVOLU);42 so, too, in the anthropology of Gregory of Nyssa, the
sexual organs are both a (precreated) consequence of sin and a means
oflimiting the self-destructive tendencies ofcreation 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.

Ifone 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, A siens Nein und]a zum westlichen Christentum (Munich: Kosel , 1960).
42 See my articles, " Me taphysik und Mystik des Evagrius Ponticus", Zeitschrift fiir A szese

und Mystik IS (1939): 35[, and "Die Hiera des Evagrius", Zeitschriftfur katholische Theologie
63 (1939) : 86-106, 181-206, esp. 103£. passim and, mos t part icularly, 195·
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of such a view of the wo rld, considere d with ut ter consistency, can
only be an ecstatic, even an irrational , purely emotio nal one, because
the obj ect 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 ofboth grace
and condemnation. The enthusiastic delight in the world that charac­
terizes Gregory of Nyssa's essay On the Creation if 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 ofnature, toward assuming the fundamen­
tal innocence of the creature, and so toward an eternally positive sense
ofthe 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 ofthe corporeal and spiritual
world.

If it is plain that the doctrine of man's original state, for Maximus,
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almost O IllCS down to an under standing of man's present condition,
one mu st also recognize, at this point, that he tr ies to und erstand thi s
human condition-between dam nation and grace, betwe n Paul's two
" laws"-as man's concrete situation, not so much as his metaphysical
stru ctur e. 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. H ere Pseudo-Dionysius' sense of God's remoteness from all the
world's contradictions and of his consequent immanence and nearness
to each ofits contradictory poles can be a wonderful means ofuntying
the tragic knots that complicate the heritage of sin . The interplay of
the destructive and purifying force s 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 th e language of created and redeemed nature. 43

5. The Dialectics ifPassion

Maximus' theory of Jtu8Tj points to the struggle necessarily to preserve
natur e in its pristine condition. The two aspects ofJtu8Tj-its origin in
nature and in sin-tempt us to separate them. So Maximus' definition
of the "law ofsin" 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 (E~lJtu8ELav EJtELOuy01Joa) of either
slackness or overexcitement."44 So pathos, on the one hand, is rooted in
a natural capacity (the "passible" , Jta8TjTov) but is caused, on the other,
by a free decision of the will. Correspondingly, the first human beings
are seen as having chosen " the law of the first creation",45 physical

43 This same attitude is expressed by Greg ory of Nyssa in the idea that comi ng to be, passing
away, and death are in th emselves grounded in the nature of th e creatu re and, th erefore , th at
they can only be considered as "punishments" in the light of th e graces of Paradise. See On
the Creation if the H uman Person, passim.

44 Ambigua; PG 91, I0 4-4A.

45 Ibid .; PG 91, 1276B. O n the question of whe the r the sin of Paradise was sexual, see F.
Asensio , "Tradicion sobre un pecado sexual en el paradiso?" Gregorianum 30 (1949) : 490­

520; 3I (1950): 35-62, 163-91, 362-9° ; 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" 46 and "stain" this nature as guilty through and
through, like a dye that seeps through everything and colors it all. 47
Nevertheless, this law is something that has "affected us from with­
out", and that cannot accompany us into eternal life, 48 however much
it is burned into our nature here below as a "necessary accompani­
ment" (avuyxulov nuguxoAou8ruw), of which our nature-even at its
most purified-cannot rid itself 49

In their natural aspect, as "natural impulses" and "satisfactions", the
Jt<l811 are "not blameworthy", 50 but simply the spur to actions that in
themselves guarantee the continuation ofnature.51 So it is symbolically
significant that the rite of circumcision had to disappear in the New
Covenant: "No natural thing is unclean if it has God as its Creator."52
True circumcision is only the cleansing of those passions that prevent
the true fruitfulness of the soul. 53 In this cleansing process, the na8't]
of the soul are helpful and useful (xuM yLvETaL xuL Ta na8't]): covetous­
ness becomes yearning desire (l!<j>Wle:; 6gEXTlX~); love of pleasure be­
comes a taste for divine grace; anxiety becomes a healthy, cautionary
fear; 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." 54 The "tension" (TOVOe:;) 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" ;55 there is a "wise desire", just as there is a "reasonable
anger".56 If all these drives are naturally implanted in animals, they
could not be reprehensible (we:; <j>uOlxuL oirre xuxuL).57 The love of God

46 Qua estiones ad Thalassium 61; CCG 22, 85, 19; PG 90, 628B.
47 Ibid ., prooemium; CCG 7, 23, II4; PG 90, 249A.
48 Ibid. , 55; CCG 7, 489, 139-42; PG 90, 541B.
49 Ibid. ; CCG 7, 487, 126-27; PG 90, 541A.
50Ibid.; CCG 7, 487, 123ff.; PG 90, 541A.
51 Ibid .; CCG 7, 489, 132£ ; PG 90, 541AB .
52 Ibid ., 27; CCG 7,201, 164-66; PG 90, 357D-360A.
53 Ibid., 48; CCG 7, 343, 227£; PG 90, 441C.
54Ibid ., 1; CCG 7, 47, 18-49, 33; PG 90, 269B.
55 Exposition of the Lord 's Prayer; CCG 23, 58, 539ff.; PG 90, 896C.
56 In D e Div. Nom . 4; PG 4, 292C.

57 Ibid .; PG 4, 296B . This do ctrine ofsublim ation is worked out with particular clarity in
Centuries on L ove 3, 67, 71, 98.

itself has its root and foundation in our capacity to des ire and in our
courage.58 " he 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." 59

N evertheless, 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 (rtJ'tAwe:; xoxov), still it stands in a hidden and in­
destructible relationship (ngoe:; Tl xnxov) with that sensual egoism (<j>l­
AUUTLU) that acts as the basis of sin. "It is clear: if someone is in love
w ith himself [that is, has <j>lAUUTLU], he has all the passions (na8't])."60
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."62 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. 63

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 ofevil. The fact that the demons are

58 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 49; CCG 7, 355, 68ff.; PG 90, 449B .
59Ibid ., 55; CCG 7, 491, 176f,; PG 90, 544A.
60 Centuries on Love 3, 8: PG 90, I020AB; Epistles 2; PG 91, 397Aff.
61 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 33; CCG 7, 229, 26£; PG 90, 373C. In this parallel ofbody­

soul and flesh-spirit (with "spirit" understood as "mind" , vou~, as well as JtVEUf-lU-) lies
the "original lie" , or at least the gaping danger, of Eastern religious anthropology.

62 Ibid ., 58; CCG 22, 33, 103-6; PG 90, 596D.
63 So also Joh n of Scythopolis, In De Div. No m. 4; PG 4, 276C.
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bodiless is sufficient proof of this. 64 If the naOY] 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 ofhis nature in the direction ofpassion, corruption, and death,
... toward physical sin."65 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.v" 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 .68 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 ofsexuality. Two elements combine in the central
sin of self-love: 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.v? 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 ofself thus isolates
the person in his egoism, rather than uniting him with the beloved. Sen-

64 Ibid .; PG 4, 297C.

65 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 42; CCG 7, 287, 58, 69; PG 90, 408CD.
66 Ibid., 62; CCG 22, 123, 137ff.; PG 90, 652C.
67 Exposition of the Lord's Prayer; CCG 23, 72, 800ff.; PG 90, 908BC.
68 Quaestiones ad T halassium 42; CCG 7, 285-87; PG 90, 405C-408D (referring to 2 Cor

5:21 and Gal 3:13).

69 Ibid., 58; CCG 22, 31, 78£.; PG 90, 596B; the statement is limited, of course, by the
adverb "almost" (oXEMv).

sual lust "divides the un ity or human natu re into a thou sand pie cs. ?"
and we, wh o all share the same nature, mindlessly tear each othe r into
shreds, like wild beasts". 71 Self-love has even divided th e.one God into
a multitude of idols , just as it tore nature apart and " turned our ca­
pacity for anger toward each other into something bestial, for the sake
of our sensual desires". 72 This "deceptive and corrupting love",73 this
" m uch-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 ofpassion"75-and ends "in the disgust that follows
and that obliterates the whole state of mind that has gone before". 76

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 ofour
natural drives.?" still the punishment also consists, on the other hand,
in the deformation ofnature 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." 79 Death itself, the end of these
torments and their effect (EV ole; xut E~ cbv 6 8avuw£), 80 is nothing else
but the natural (¢UOLXWe;) unfolding of their reality.81

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 seeking to avoid the burdensome experience

70 Reading in the Greek 'tIlTJIla1:U, "parts", rather than 'tLIlTJIlU'tU-, "honors".
71 Quaestiones ad Thalassium, prooemium; CCG 7, 33, 269-72; PG 90, 256B .
72 Epistles 28; PG 91, 620C.

73 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 49; CCG 7, 359, 157; PG 90, 453A.
74 Ibid ., 48; CCG 7, 323, 171-72; PG 90, 428B .
75 Ibid.; CCG 7, 319, I07ff. ; PG 90, 425A.
76 Epistles 28; PG 91, 617C.

77 Quaestiones ad Tha lassium, prooemium; CCG 7, 33, 260-62; PG 90, 256A .
78 Ibid., 61; CCG 22, 85; PG 90, 628B.
79 Ambigua; PG 91, 1164C.
80 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 61; CCG 22, 85, 24; PG 90, 628B .
81 Ibid.; CCG 22, 87, zoff': PG 90, 628D.
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of pain, we fall into the arms of sensual desire ... , and in stru ggling
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."82 "Fear of death" 83 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. 84

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.85

Between " fear of death" and "slavery to sensual desire through love
for life", the circle is inescapably closed;" the perpetuation oflife, 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" ,88 because "death dwells potentially in all coming-to-

82 Ibid.; CCG 22, 89, 94-91 , IOO; PG 90, 629D-6pA.
83 Ibid. ; CCG 22, 95, 191-94; PG 90, 633D.
84 Ibid., prooemium; CCG 7, 39, 372-79; PG 90, 26oC.
85 Ibid., 21; CCG 7, 127, 19-27; PG90, 3I3A.
86 Ibid.; CCG 7, 131 , 83-85; PG 90, 3I6B.
87 Epistles 7; PG 91, 437C-440A.
88 Quaestiones ad Thalassium , prooemium; CCG 7, 35, 293f.; PG 90, 256D.
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b " as a judgment on nature" ;89 [natu re is] cursed ground, a "desert" ,90
" unfru it ful soi l, from which one rea ps with m uch pain and sorrow and

. wi th very littl e j oy" .91

In thi s perspective, does not the sexual act, even marriage, become
a sin? Not at all, Maximus replies: "Ifmarriage 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? ..."92 Something that is nat­
urally good or indifferent, however, can still be imposed on us as a
"punishm ent" ,93 and can surely become the external sign, the guilty
mark of our internal, sinful will, as well as bringing about a crippling
attachm ent 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 itselfneither 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 ofnature itself? Is it not at least an "educational"
processj?" 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 ofthat life brings about, and how much more we
are helped through distance from it than through involvement in it?" 95

The role ofsexuality, 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 (~ Jtgo£ £vwmv MVUflL£), is the world's natural

89 Ibid. 47; PG90, 424B. [This reference appears to be incorrect. See,however, Quaestiones

ad Thalassium 61 ; CCG 22, 95, 180-84; PG 90, 633C.]
90 Ibid., 47; CCG 7, 317, 68; PG90, 424B.
91 Ibid., 5; CCG 7, 65, 12-14; PG 90, 277C.
92 Ambigua; PG 91 , I340B.
93 Ibid.; PG 9I, I348A.
94 Ibid.; PG 91, I3I7D.
95 Epistles 10; PG 91 , 449CD.
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mediator with God (cj>umxG)~ IlWLTEUWV). For that reason , man was also
the last to be created, because he is the center of th e 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 ofunity and love,
man already possesses a shadowy share in the Good. 97

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." 99 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 ofunity, 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." 100

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

96 Ambigua; PG 91, 1305AB .
97 In De D iv. Nom . 4; PG 4, 281AC. (The attribution of th e text here is uncertain.)
98 Ibid .; PG 301BC.
99 Epistles 2; PG 91, 396D .

100 In De Div. Nom. II; PG 4, 397D .

the intellectual things of its own kind in any ot her way than by 0 11­

rcmplating the sen sible realities that serve as intermediaries bcrwc 11

th Ill", and since these sed uce the m ind to remain with them thro ugh
the pleasure they give, th e mind reaps, with this pleasure, " the sorrow
and th e lash of conscience"; if, on th e othe r hand, th e mind " tears
apar t the surface appea rance of visible things" , th e result, "along w ith
intellec tual joy" , is "sadness of the senses, w hich are deprived of their
natural object". 101 So in Maximus' thinking, too, in th e midst ofC hris­
tian values, the heroic Platonic ideal of an "undying battle" between
appearance and ide a makes its appearance, as man's ultimate situation.
"This, perhaps, is the reason that the present anomalous situation has
bee n allowed to prevail: that the power of the spirit, which prefers
vir tue before all other things, might be displayed in us." 102

This tragic loss ofbalance 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 seeking 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. 103

The Incarnation must be the reconstitution of the state-whether it is
understood historically or mythically and metahistorically-in which

10 1 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 58; CCG 22,33 , II1 -35 , 135; PG 90, 596D-597B .
10 2 Ambigua ; PG 91, 1105B .
103 See fragm ent 9; ed. Epifanovi ch, 28.
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man was incorruptible (d £ a<j>Oago[av anOXa1:alJWOl£) . t04 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. lOS

In order to break through the dialec tic of sin, two conditions were
required: a death that was not the natural punishment for sinful pathosv":
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 ofthe immaculate conception
of Mary.107 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 th e 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
dit ion through a free acceptance of "physical evil" and death, inde­
pendent of any natural compulsion.l'" This is impossible for a normal
human being; thus a superhuman human being (unEg av8gwnov av­
8gwno£) 109 is necessary, whose more-than-human aspect will be just as
real and just as effective as his humanity. Such a person w ould have to
take upon himself the whole "transgression of Adam's voluntary sin" ,
the whole of physical evil.P? but through the innocence of his suffer­
ing would let the judgment [on humanity] become a judgment on the
judgment itself (xa1:axgwLv xaTaxgLVn), 111 "a genuine cursing of the

104 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 42; CCG 7, 287, 34; PG 90, 408A; cf ibid., 26; CCG 7, 185;

PG 90, 349BC; ibid., 64; CCG 22, 173-75; PG 90, 684AB.
105 Ibid ., 47; CCG 7, 319-21; PG 90, 425A-D.
10 6 Ibid ., 61; CCG 22, 87; PG 90, 628C-629A.
107 See Julian ofHalicarna ssus, fragments 17, 20, 29,71 ,82,85 : in R . Dragnet, ed.,Julien

d'Halicarnasse etsa controverse avec Severed'Antiochesurl'incorruptibilite ducorpsdu Christ (Louvain ,
1924), [u lianijragmenta.

lOB Quaestiones ad Thalassium 63; CCG 22, 97, 2II -15 ; PG 90, 663C.
109 Ambigua; PG 91, I056A.

110 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 43; CCG 7, 287, 58( ; PG 90, 408C.
111 Ibid.; CCG 7, 289, 69; PG 90, 408D .

lIJ"S '''. 112 Maximus always describ es hrist 's death as a judgment on
sin l ' J and thus as the real judgment on the world itself, even th ough it
r 'ma ins hidden. In this death, judging and beingjudged coincide. And
thanks to thi s death , the same process also takes place for the individ­
ual C hristian . In th e 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 th e fir st birth and restores the original, spiritual birth
fro m and in God th at Adam had spurned.'!" The necessity of death
for the sinne r is surpassed through his own free choice of this death
lin Christ]. 115

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 concern
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.116

T hrough this death, the real reproductive power of the soul is finally
released;11 7 the soul is now not only begotten and born itself in the
Spiri t .v'" as at the beginning.I'? but it now even conceives and bears
the eternal Word in its bosom, " w here Christ mystically wills to be
bo rn again and again, becoming flesh through those he has redeemed
and making the virgin soul that bears him into a mother". 120 The soul
bec omes 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 th e breasts of contemplation and active virtue". 121 So
it is by fulfilling the mystery of sexuality that the soul goes beyond it .

The sexual synthesis, then, remains, fo r Maximus as for most of

112 Ibid ., 62; CCG 22, 123, 129; PG 90, 652B.
113 Ibid ., 61; CCG 22, 95, 197; PG 90, 633D ; ibid . 63; CCG 22, 173, 443-44; PG 90,

68¢; CCG 22, 177, 474; PG 90, 685B.
11 4 Ibid ., 61; CCG 22, 91; PG 90, 632C ; CCG 22 , 95; PG 90, 633D .
115 Ambigua; PG 91, 1157D .
116 Ibid .; PG 91, II 57C .
117 Ibid .; PG 91, 1364D .
I1B Ibid. ; PG 91, 1348A- C .
11 9 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 61; CCG 22, 97, 230; PG 90, 636C .
120 Exposition of the Lord's Prayer; CCG 23, 50, 397-4° °; PG 90, 889C.
121 Epistles 19; PG 91, 592AB.
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j ustificatio n and c cuse for the second.. .. H e made procreatio n into
\11· rede mption of created exis tence, by paradoxically restoring the in­
corruptibility of crea tion thro ugh human vulnerability (pathos); but he
made creation the just ification of procreation, by sanctifying its vulner­
able aspect th rough creation's own innocence. 125
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the Fathe rs , too overloaded by the tragedy and the despairing dialecti c
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 ofGod'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 ofPaul 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
I :27- not in the realm of personal relations, first of all, but not even
in the bodily realm. M aximus put the responsibility for this approach
on Gregory ofNyssa. 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 M aximus'
great syntheses, no exalted place is reserved for Mary as the New Eve,
the Bride of Christ.122

Sexuality [for Maximus] is too closely bound to time and corrupt­
ibility.P" and they are too closely bound to sin. If, in the Gnostic view
of the original state of things, man came into existence as fallen-and
therefore as sexual-from the start, then Christ's work is necessarily
more than the restoration of the original state, which itself belongs in
the "first age of creation (aeon) ." 124 In fact, his achievement becomes
itself, by a synthesis of the unspoiled state of Paradise and our present
mortal condition, a higher, third condition:

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 tim e and was accused of being against Mary. See
Acta Sanctorum, August 3 (1867) , 107. Cf. J. A. Jungmann, "Die Abwehr des germanischen
Arianismus und der Umbruch der religiosen Kultur im fruhen Mittelalter", Z eitschrift fiir

katholische Theologie 69 (1947) : 49.
123 Exposition of the Lord 's Prayer; CCG 23,5' ,403-14; PG 90, 889D .
124 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 54; CCG 7, 459, 275fT.; PG 90, 520C, with th e explanatory

scholion no . 18: ibid .; CCG 7, 475, 152-55; PG 90, 532C (where it is scholion 22) .
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VI

CHRIST THE SYNTHESIS

I. Setting the Question

T he figure of the redeemer stands in the center of Maximus' theology.
ln step with the process by which Maximus the Monk changed into
Maxim us the Confessor, the perspective ofhis 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" (aouyx1rw.l£) 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 thi s incomparably bold applic a­
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
aJohannine (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
the tic structure from its philosophical side , it seems time to consider
it in its historical and objective starting point: in the central synthesis

2°7
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be tween God and world, grace and nature, that is realized in the hy­
postatic union of C hrist. Here the [synthe tic] 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 ofByzan­
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. 1 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-

1 On the relation between Leontius and Maximus, see V. Grumcl, " L'Union hypostatique
et la comparaison de l'ame et du corps chez Leonce de Byzance et saint Maxime Ie 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 th e objective connection between Sophronius
and Maximus, see C. Hefele, " Sophro nius und Maximus tiber die zwei Willen in Christus",
Tiibinger theologische Quartalschrift 37 (1857) : 189-223; 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, " D ie Lehre des
Patriarchen Sophronius von Jerusalem", Der Katholik 87 (1907): 81-109, 175-98, 251-65 .

llil«aut, o r it teaches us how to situate every present or future per fec­
\ 10 11 or 'very being, in every kind of intellectual invest igation." ? The
" ill ·tl-n blc manner of union" of the two natures in Christ is, in the
I lid, beyond comprehension. "For who could know how God takes
0 11 llcsh, yet re mai ns God? How he , while remaining true God, still is
II Illy a human being.. .. Only faith understands this, by paying silent
IHlIllage to the Word of God."? If, in fact, our reason is ordered to­
wa rd created , natural things, how could it help but be puzzled, when it
d is 'overs this same nature translated into another, supernatural manner
I II" being? And if this manner of being is divine, although God stands
III contrast to everything created, how could this unity not appear to
h ' a contradiction?

For the superessential Word, who took on himself, in that ineffable con-
eption , our nature and everything 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 th e faith of those who reverence
the mystery of Christ with up right hearts.4

Paith alone sees, in the mirror of Christ's creaturely appearance, the
un crea te d face of the eternal one.

And yet this vision inflames all our desires to know and to see . The
mys terious oscillation between the light and the mirror, between what
sanctifies and what is sanctified, between truth and image, immediacy
and concealm ent , which flickers through the relationship of Christ's
two natur es, allows the mystery of the world to appear, concentrated
in the midst of these two things, as in an enormous magnifying lens .
T he borderline between appearance and reality must become palpable
here, if it is to become so at all. Here is the joint ofthe compass, whose
one leg points to the world while the other rests in God. Through the
Incarnation , the Lord became "his own precursor". 5 He became, as
Maxim us 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

2 A mbigua; PG 91, 1332C.
3 Ibid .; PG 1057A.

4 Ibid.; PG 91, 1053CD .
5 Ibid.; PG 91, I253D.
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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" (TO f!Eya Tfis uJt£QqruoiJs 'IljooiJ qmOLoAoyLas
f!'lJOT~QLOV). 7

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" (oLaLQwLs) and "fu­
sion" (O'lJVaLQ£~LS) 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" (ouoto , <j)UOLs) 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 reali ty, 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

6 Ibid.; PG 91, rr6sD.
7 Ibid.; PG 91, IOS2B.
8 Opuscula; PG 91, 88B.

h i l i '. b 'yo nd :111 " natu re" and "essence", of the power freely to be,
Id. h is at the S:1111C time the center of radical dependency on God.
Hv II if the relationship of these two pairs-essence andexistence,

h. II I ' and person- still remained objectively unexplained [in Max­
111111. " work], it is at least clear that in a time ofphilosophical transition
ill! , . two polarities had to stand in the closest touch with each other.
1111111 were expressions of a single basic insight-one that still needed
I ," II -ptual clarification-into the insufficiency of a closed system of

(' I I es and natures. The christological disputes, which had largely
hI ('I I caused by the unavoidable complexity and contextual variation
II I t h . con cepts of ancient philosophy as they lost their systematic sta­
1111 itYand began to interact with each other, made an enormous contri­
11111 ion to the illumination of this new, Christian philosophical world.

I >ogmatic formulations, in fact, are often a step ahead of the full
philosophical "ownership" of a new way of thinking: with the assur­
III! • of a sleepwalker, the Church coins a formula that only later on
I, 'V 'aIs all the dimensions of its meaning. What an act of daring it was
1111 the Council of Ephesus, faced with a choice between two equally
V,I 'lie and inexact formulas, simply to decide for the less inauthentic
1111 " the one with the more adequate perspective! What an act of dar­
III r again , it was for the Council of Chalcedon to interpret the for­
uiula ofEphesus ("one nature", f!La <j)uOLs)-against all apparent logic,
vhich lay on the Monophysite side-in what seemed to be the op-

posite direction from the implications of its own wording! And what
.i n act of daring, yet again, was the Neo-Chalcedonian rereading [of
I h . C halcedonian formulation], incorporating the whole Christology
I) yr il into the framework of Chalcedon, in order both to assimilate
Ih . heart of the Monophysite intuition and to overcome its objections
Ito the Council]! Words that had had, for centuries, their own clear
d ·finitions- or at least their own popular, if confused, associations­
w .re forced now to grow beyond their natural ranges of meaning, in
order to help sketch in the outlines of something new. Maximus' own

.hristologv still stands in this twilight; but through all the fluidity, the
stress and strain, ofhis attempts at clear formulation, hints ofan 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 verbaljoust­
ghosts clanking their chains!-without vital implications for our own
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time . In th e pre sentation that follows , I hope to convey a different
impression. Much that Maximus said about the form of C hrist seems
all too abstract; other things seem inexact, and still others seem 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"
[EVWOU; OUOLWC'Jll£] or "union of natures" [EVWOL£ cpUOLX~]), the conse­
quence was the mixture of the two poles in a new "essence" (ouoLa,
cpUOL£) . But ifone hoped to avoid this kind ofmixture, the only alterna­
tive seemed to be the accidental, extrinsic, "moral" union ofan "intel­
lectual relationship" (OXEOL£) between the two natures. 9Certainly, both
the Eutychian and the Nestorian position saw part of the truth. 10 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 (E~ ~[tLOda£ [tEQL~EOem) 11 or through homogenization into a
kind of "balance" (av-tLQQoJtov) 12-becoming an "intermediate" thing
([tEOOV, [tELaLX[tLov),13 which, because of its very neutrality, can neither
unite nor really penetrate its two poles ([tY]CkLEQ<'x cpUOEL nDV E~ eLv EOLL
XOLVWVOUV) . The solution of the Monophysite Severus [of Antioch],
who proposed simultaneously both a natural union and a natural dif­
fere nce of the poles, can only lead to open contradiction, if pushed to
its limits (ocpa£ auLOu£ [tELa trirv olxsiorv aVaLQEJtoVLE£) ;14 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
tiori.P

If the two great heresies thus mark off the way in a negative sense,

9 Ibid .; PG 91, s6e.
10 Ibid .; PG 91, 4+8.
11 Ibid.; PG 91, 76A.
12 Ibid .; PG 91, 1I3B; cf. the note of Cornbefis .
13 Ibid .; PG 91, I21e.
14 Ibid.; PG 91, 208D .

15 Ibid. ; PG 91, 22SA.

( ' Ill i.- Ii:1I 1 spc .ulntion on the divine Trinity, w hich had already been
IIllply d veloped, pointed out more positively th e direction in which
I II to . 'or it was here that the notio n of person had first been se­
I III .ly .stablished. In the midst of the complexities of the christolog­
1I .i1 d .batc, M aximus always took his refuge in trinitarian theology.
Against the argument of Sergius, who argued from an understanding
I I I C hrist' s personal unity to the strict unity of his personal activity
.iud will, Maxim us repeatedly countered with an appeal to the doctrine
II I the T rinity : Sergius' thesis leads to three wills in God. At first, per­
lr.ips, this appeal to the internal relations in God to shed light on the
h 'ing of Christ may seem less than convincing. Are not the relation­
xhips between nature and person in God essentially indescribable? Do
not these concepts have a completely different meaning th ere, one we
1 :11I hardly guess at? In his disputation with Maximus, Pyrrhus does
not miss th e opportunity of pointing this out: "The Fathers devel­
ope d these ideas in the context of th e doctrine of God, not in that of

hristology. Therefore it is not a sign of intellectual honesty to use
for Christology what th ey intended to say of the Trinity and to try
to prove a contradiction in this way." 16 But Maximus was more far­
sighted: in fact, the two quest ions are not unrelated to one another.
T 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. 17 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
lems, 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! 18 The Trinity, too, would have
expanded into a Quaternity; 19 and the nature of such a Christ would
be totally different from our human nature .r" 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

16 Disputation with Pyrrhus ; PG 91, 348e.

17 Ibid.; PG 91, 348C-3S0B .

18 Opuscula; PG 91 , 8SB and rr6Ae.

19 Ambigua; PG 91, IOS8C . On tritheism in the sixth century, see Maximus, Centuries on

Love 2,29.
20 Epistles 13; PG 91, paC.
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implications- eith er 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.22

One may not seek [for clues to the mystery of Christ], then, in the
direction of "a composite thing" ;23 the mystery is not to be found in
the realm of"things" at all. "The mysterious manner ofidentification"
(0 cot6QQr]1;0~ TQ6Jto~ Tfj~ a1J!lcj>1Jtu~) 24 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 parts25-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
Severns, 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 ofbeing.
It is his own personal achievement (ulJL01JQyLu). 26 Against Nestorius,
on the other hand, one had to show that this free, spiritual achievement
is an "ontic" and not just a "moral" union (oumw()T]~, xui' ouotcv), yet
that it need not be for that reason a "natural" one (£V ouaLC!-) .

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"
(TQ6Jto~ Tfj~ UJt(iQSEO)~) 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 91, 3I3C.
23 Ambigua; PG 91, IOS7A.
24 Ibid .; PG 91, IOS6D-IOS7 A.

25 Ibid .; PG 91, I0441) .
26 Ibid .; PG 91, I049D.

Iw I ythin T that is tr uly hu man can be found in this new manner of ex­
I (in ', '.1.7 y 't none ofit is any longer "simply hu man" ('tjJLA.O~ av8p'(J)Jto~) 28

ti l " Illy human" (cmA.O')~ avOQ(J)Jto~) , 29 but it appe ars as mysteriously
" Iuh: bitcd" (T(!J £vOLxd v) by anoth er.P? This "indwelling" is perceived
,I I ou c as the most interior and intimate relationship possible (oMEv
VIX(lltEQov) , in which [God] is tenderly concerned to preserve all that

I human and natural and to heal it (oubEv a(J)aLLxwn:Qov).31 Thus it
I. this "new manner [of being]" ,32 this "divine mode", 33 this "way of
I .isring thus and no other way" (rou JtG:J~ aVaL TQ6Jto~),34 this new
quality that has no effect on quantity.:" that promises to show us the
w. IY to the unity we are looking for.

I rom all this it will already be evident that the paths of thought
Maximus has begun to follow do not lead at all in the direction of
I h . existential, in the modern sense of the term. Unity of conscious­
II 'SS36 is not the foundation of hypostatic unity; for this reason, we
wi11 have to be very careful in using the word "person". The hypostasis
i. , first of all, a concept taken from formal ontology. Nevertheless, the
questions asked here do lead us beyond the realm of ancient Hellenic
I hought. The real distinction between essence and existence is already
I h . implied foundation of this Christology, and its concepts are mov­
i" g toward this invisible point of convergence, without yet standing
expressly under its normative power. In this sense, surely, the problem
l f "existential" categories, in all its cloudy urgency, has already been
implicitly posed here. With these late Greek thinkers, the clear geo­
IIIctric field of [earlier] thought is already in the process of becoming
"spherically bent" ;37 concepts have begun to spread beyond their old
IIIeanings, and a new, "existential" meaning often expressly crops up

27 Opuscula; PG 91, 77AB.
2" A mbigua; PG 91, I048B .
29 Ibid.; PG 91, I048A.
;\ 0 Opuscula; PG 91, I08B .
;\ 1 A mbigua; PG 91, I0441)-I04SA.
;12 Ibid .; PG 91, IOS2A: l:~V xorvornro l:WV l:Qonw·v.

;\3 Ibid .; PG 91, IOS3CD.

34 Ibid .; PG 91, IOS3B .

35 Ibid .; PG 91, IOS7A.
36 As F. Loofs would occasionally show ofLeontius ofByzantium: Leontius von Byzanz und

diegleichnamigen Schrifisteller dergriechischen Kirche, Texte und Untersuchungen zur Geschichte
dcr altchristlichen Literatur, vol. 3, nos. 1-2 (Leipzig, 1887), 72, 778.

37 See my Apokalypse der deutschen Seele, vol. 1 (Salzburg/Leipzig, 1937), 419.



I 'I I M. xim us, g ' II .ral logical classes are, at the same time, ontological
11\ 11 ' (xuOM..«) . T hus ousia is not for him- any more than it w as

.I," t h .nppadocians, w ho introduced the word into their- trinitarian
1'1I Illation-simply a univer sal concept; rather, [it suggests] the real

IIll ,lIity to w hic h th e universal concept refers, including its subdivi-
11111'\ and indivi dualities, which for him can only conceptually be dis­

1111 .uished fro m th e w hole. This notion of ousia as a concrete total­
II is threatene d by the tendency-brought on by Christology-to
I urphasize the im portance of the hypostasis (see below), which tends
II H rcasingly to slip free from the ontic grasp of the ousia; ousia does
IHII , however, thereby simply become a purely abstract concept.P" But

hilo Leontius includes God within the category of ousia, Maximus
t rue to his teachers Origen"? and Pseudo-Dionysius'['<e-places him

Ill' ond it: God is not ousiabut stands above ousia." In this way, Max­
II I ius declares ousia to be both the most generic and the most ontically
I I .11 degree of unity in created being.

III a second sense of the word, ousiais for Maximus-as for Leontius
more or less a synonym of nature, physis, and denotes the individual

'II particular nature (ouota xaW Exaowv). 43 As soon as we focus on
I his particularity itself, however, and define it in an isolating way, as
" the bei ng of things that exist on their own" (ouoi« l:WV xa8' faunl
1IIIIl' lHUn wv) , the meaning becomes less clear. For it might well seem as
I hough 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
.1I 1l0ng created beings (which Maximus, a theologian, will apply even
III God), that an individual nature, as nature , is never identical with its
own individuality- in other words, that a nature can never be limited
III a single "example". 44 The phoenix, which is supposed to be the
only individual bird in its species, is therefore intrinsically impossible,
i l l Maxirnus' view- a contradiction in itself All nature is universal
(YEVLX11) , all particular ousia is, as such, still generic (Elbo£ UWflov); the

C I IIUST ru u SYN'I' IIES IS

alongs ide th e original, classical one . Often the cha nge can only be no­
ticed in the usage, th e tone, th e 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 ofa clean solution; rather, it reveals its own cha racter as mystery
prec isely to the degree that our thought struggles to engage it . T he
Christology ofMaximus and his contemporaries 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 Aristo tle, the highest and most comprehensive category of being
was ousia (ooot«), 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, ousiais 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. 38
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38 So Leontius observes that ousia by itself (aJlAGJS) indicates existence (UJlaQSIS), under
which all being falls; but it do es not indi cate the " what" or th e " how" (1:0 1:[ ~ 1:0 JlGJS) : PC
87, I92IC. Cf. Maximus, Quaestiones ad Thalassium 48; CCC 7, 341, I78ff.; PC 90, 44oD.
[For a discussion of Leontius of Byzantium's christological vocabulary and its ontologic al
and theological significance, see Brian E. Daley, " 'A Ri cher Union': Leontius ofByzantiurn
and th e Relationship of Human and Divine in Christ" , Studia Patristica 24 (Lou vain, 1993):

239-65.]

'" 111 De Div . Nom . 5; PC 4, 32ICD.
;l' Contra Celsum 6, 64.
.. In De Div. No m . I , I; 13, 3; etc.
<2 So John of Scythopolis, In Coel. Hi er. 2; PC 4, 4IA. Maximus repeatedly calls Cod

" beyond being" (lJJl£QOUOIoS) : Ambig ua; PC 91, I036B ; I08IB ; I224B ; etc. Cf. In De Div .

N OII l. I; PC 4, I88A: " Co d lies beyond all being" (mlo'lS ya Q oUOIas lJJlEQxmm 6 8 £6S).
43 Ambigu a; PC 91, I228D ; In De Di v. Nom . 5; PC 4, ]2 ID .
H Opuscula; PC 91, 5I7D -520C .
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being-on-one's-own that breaks throu gh every universal class is sim ply
not to be found in this order of being.

But once the particular being (xaB' EXa<J1;OV dvm) and being-on-one's­
own (xaB' £amov dvm) 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 ousiais 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" (diastole), 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 (dooe;) 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". 45 Over against them,
we enter the field of actual existence.

Next to ousia is the concept of "being" (einai, elvei). Usually it is used
rather inexactly; materially, at least, it has the same conceptual content i"

as ousia (which is, after all, etymologically derived from it). 47 Still, it is
clear that einaiemphasizes the existential aspect ofbeing. We saw earlier
that Maximus rejects the idea of a "being" that is not, at its root, also
"being ofa certain kind" (Jtwe; dvm) 48-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. 52 In this sense, all created being is always colored by some

45 Ibid .; PG 91, 264-8: " N atur e contains simply the intelligible character of genus" (~ [LEV
<!ruou; doouS 'A0yov uovov EJtEXEL); PG 91, 488B : ouo iu and <pUOIS are identical, and an aspect
of them is being a genus (doos) .

46 C£ , for example, Epistles 12; PG 91, 485CD.
47 In De Div. Nom. 13; PG 4, 412C (attribution uncertain) .
48 Ambigua; PG 91, rr80C-rr8IA.
49 In De Div. Nom. I ; PG 4, 188A.
50 Ambigua; PG 91, rr80B .
51 In De Div. Nom. I; PG 4, 185D-I88A.
52 Ibid., 13; PG 4, 412BC.
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qu.ilirativc .hara teri sti c. Even if the intellect, in the fundamental ac­
II itY )f thou ght , encounters " being in general", it immediately has
111 .!lld qualifi cations to this generality if it is to grasp it as som ething
I ( .d. \ Maximus wo uld have had difficulty conceiving created being
I l l d lit ' real distinction between existence and essence in terms of the
1I11 ,l g ' of a me taphysical "composition", since he seems to imagine the
Illl l'l P .nctration of the two poles as implying even a mutual conceptual
uulw .lling. So he likes to identify the " intelligible structure of being"
(I c'IYO£ LOU elvo i) , the intrinsic rationality and luminosity of " being" ,

ilh ousia [ouotc] or "essence'<.P" he says that Christ united in his own
1'( I son "the two distinct intelligible structures ofbeing (Aoym LOU dvm)
I ,I IIis par ts" ,55 and suggests that the elements of a generic or specific
Ill' ill g are united "according to the same structure of being" (XaLa 'tOY
, jl ll(')V LOU d vm MyoV).56 He even seems to be playing at times with
IIH' tension between ousia and being, as when he says:

rhc fact that soul and body are two beings, as soul and as body, with
r .gnrd to the intelligible structure of their essences (ELvm M xma 'tOY
o,')(nuJ<'ll'j AoyoV), is not the reason that they are always also different
.sscnces with regard to the intelligible structure of their being (aAA11v

Ol'J(Jlav xma 'tOY lOU ELvm AOyov) .57

ccasionally, "being" (elvca) appears as a contrasting appendage to
"subsisting" (uJtoo'tilvm); when it does, it is meant to emphasize, in
(o utrast to uJtoo'tilvm, the existence of something from the viewpoint
(If its essential character. 58 Nevertheless, the etymological family einai
points in the existential direction. O ne feels this especially when it is
.1\ plied to "stages of being", which represent a singl e essential idea in
various modes of ontological realization-life, for example, in things
I hat "simply" live, in things that feel, that reason, that know by intu­
it.i on;59 or similarly, freedom [in its various degrees of realization]. 60
I f these concepts do not have an identical name (oux OflOVUflWe; MYE'tm)

~" Ibid., 5; PG 4, 317D .
4 Mystagogia 23; PG 91, 7ooD-70IA.

55 Epistles 12; PG 9I, 488A.
5/0 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 48; CCG 7, 341, 18If.; PG 90, 440D.
57 Epistles 12; PG 91, 488BC.
5" Ibid .; PG 91, 468B.
5') In De Div. Nom. 5; PG 4, 313B.
(,n Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 324D-325A.
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in th eir different stages of bc ing , thi s is not primaril y a question of"es­
sential" differentiation but rather one of an increase in the " inte nsity
of being" (J1AEOV ~tiv . . .). 61

Hypokeimenon [{)J10XEl~lEvov, "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 is. 62 As in the realm of essential being
"every created thing is composed of essence and the qualities that are
[accidentally] added to it", 63 so in the realm ofbeing 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. 64 This last remark makes
it clear, however, that hypokeimenon 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 realiry.t" 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
istics" ,66 which have the ability to mark it out more and more clearly,
and especially on the basis ofits manner ofbehaving,67 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 perfect 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

61 In De Div. Nom. 5; PG 4, 313B.
62 Ambigua; PG 91, I225A.
63 Centuries on Love 4, 9: PG 90, I049B .
64 Centuries on Knowledge 2, 3: PG 90, II25D.
65 See the text cited in n. 64, wh ere the hypokeimenon ofthought-in th e sense of"object" ,

" focus" - is mentioned in the same breath with the hvpokeimenon of the essence .
66 Epistles 13; PG 91, 528B.
67 " T he defmition ofan obje ct lies first ofall in the concept ofits essent ial activity ; if this is

dest royed , th e subject (hypokeimenon) also necessarily disappears": Opuscula; PG 91, 201AB;
cf.200B.

1";lIgs, not co m ing-to-be and passing-away, but I" illgs that come to be and
I .ISS away. (,H

. W' do not get mu ch information on how we are to arrive at thi s
now lcdgc , since M aximus never develops his epistem ology. It is clear,

I houjrh, that ecstatic experience and th e visio n ofGod bring us beyond
I h ' duality of ousia and hypokeimenon and also give us an insight into

hat such knowledge involves, if only as some thing we have already
I'" t behind us and th erefore as no longer relevant.

I I yparxis (UJ1aQ~l~), "existence" , had for a long time been the techni­
, .11 ter m fo r th e being of the Persons in God, especially in the phrase

manner of exis ting" ('rQ6J10~ 'tf]~ umiQ~Ew~) . Still , tlie fact that Ma-x--- - '
IIIIUS contrasts God's "triple manner of existing" not only with the
'singularity of his essence" but also with the " intelligible structure of

lus bcing" (A6yo~ LOU EIVaL) 69 shows that the development of philo-
ophical concepts did not always keep pace with those of theology.
I'h . unspecific character of being (ElvaL), which reaches from the pole

" I essence (ouoto) to the pole of existence (UJ1aQ~L~) , does not let the
u-a lly decisive contrast come to light.?? Certainly, the passage we have
[ust referr ed to intends to emphasize th e absolute unity of essence and
I ' iste nce in God and even hints that God's essence only comes to per­
Il .tion ('tEAEta olioa ) from the tri-hypostatic existence ('tQLouJt60'taLO~

I" nQ~L~) itself Consequently, Maximus can also insist on a strict cor­
I .spondence, even in creatures, between unity of essence and unity
( I r existence, since a unified essence, even if it is a composite unity,
( .mnot possess several existences; " even though th e existence of the
whole does not imply some new, th ird thing over and above its parts.?"
I hc existence ofparts that are ordered to each other is precisely an ex­
istcn ce th at is homogeneous in them all; thus the whole created world,
Insofar as it is a single totality, has an "undifferentiated identity of ex­
istcnce" .73

I,H A lIlbigua; PG 91, I22SBC .

Io'J Ibid.; PG 91, 1400D-I401A.

'/ 11 In Mystagogia 23 (pG 91, 70IA), the " manner ofexist ing" (Tgorros Tiis urrCtgsEWS) , and
.ilso the "concrete individual " or hypostasis (urroowOlS), are contrasted with essence (onoio) ,
which is itself explained as "the intelligible structure of bein g" (AOYOS rou EIvm).

'/1 Opuscula; PG 91, 20IC.
72 Ibid .; PG 91, I I7C.

7 .\ Mystagogia I ; PG 91, 66SA; cf Opuscula;PG 91, 26SD, wh ere " nature" (4)1JoIs) is defined
... " the particular kind of existence proper to th e whole" (~ rtour TlfJ rtuvt i urra gSlS).

Q
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Hypostasis": (lJJtoOla ou;) is the great shibboleth and controvers ial term of
Christology. First ofall, it has the same meaning as prosopoll (nQoownov,

7 4 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 to gether. On the history of this term up to Chalccdon, see especially M. Richard,
"L'lntroduction du mot 'hypos tase' dans la th eologie de l'inc arnation", Melanges de science
religieuse 2 (1945): 5-32,243-70 (also in M . Richard, Opera Minora, vol. 2 [Louvain, 1977],
no . 42) ; A. Grillmeier,jesus der Christus im Glauben der Kirche, vol. I ; English translation,
Christ in Christian Tradition, vol. I (O xford, 1975). After Chalcedon the fate of the word was
determined by the two Leontii. Moving beyond the Cappadocian distinction-ofbasic im­
portance for the history ofthe concept, but insufficient and misleadin g in itself-which used
ousia to mean "general essence" (originally understood in a Platonic, concrete sense) and
hypostasis to mean "individuality", Leontius of Byzantium introduced "being-for-oneself"
(to )(a O' Ea U'to) into the definition of hypostasis, a great step forward but one tha t brought
with it the risk of deperson alizing ousia. The relationship of hypostasis to the existing sub­
stance is missing in Leontius ofByzantium (cf M. Richard, "Le Traite 'De Sectis' et Leonce
de Byzance", Revue d'histoire ecclesiastique 35 [1939]: 700 [also in Richard, Opera Minora, vol.
2, no . 55]). He simply makes the negative observation that the natures (epUOELS) that come
together in a hypostasis do not complete cach other in the process of forming an essen tial
whole (Contra Nestorianos et Eutychianos I; PG 86, 1280A). Leontius ofJerusalem was the
first to introduce the paraphrase "a standing under one" (uep' EV onxOLS: PG 86, 1816A; cf.
1529CD) and meant by this an existential unity of different substances that together result
in a single, indivisible thing (xnrn 'to alno . .. EV flOVOV 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, th e urraQl;lS. "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 ofJerusalem, in that he discovers this mode ofunity on all levels ofnature, down to
inanimate things , and does not see the incomparable relationship of the intelligent person to
the act ofbeing. Only such a recognition can open the wa y to a speculative solution. But the
convergence of both nuances, th at of "being by itself" ()(aO' Ea lJ'to) and that of "standing
under one" (uep' EV miivm) points toward that specul ative goal. Maximus himself remains
within th e process of forw ard-looking convergence. (C£ M . Richard , " Leonce de Jerusalem
et Leonce de Byzance", Melanges de science religieuse I [1944]: 35-88 [also in Richard, Opera
minora, vol. 2, no . 59]). And th e treatise De sectis, which puts the dimension of existence in
the foreground, is also historically correct in identifying this as the original intention ofCyril
[of Alexandria] : [union] "in hypostasis" ()(aO' UrrOOTaOLv) means [union] "in existence and
in the things themselves" ()(aO' urraQl;lv )(al alm1)v nQay~a'twv) and is predicated "simply
of existing things" (Errl rdrv OVTWV anAws) which suggests also the word's other sense of
singularity (pG 86, 1252BC) . Besides this, the De sectis expressly connects the traditions of
thc two Leontii in 7, 2, where it states th e double meaning of hypostasis: "being in itself"
(Iit ., "simply being", arrAws ov) and "being for itself" (lit., " being by itself", )(aO' EalJ'to
ov). 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 ofJerusalem, and the De sectis, see A.
Grillmeier,jesus der Christus im Clauben der Kirche, vol. 2, pt . 2 (Freiburg, 1990), 196-210;
English translation, 186-200.]

hi h meansI " mask", l"role"J, "person")'5 and denotes the three
" " t. rns" in rod;76 it thu s is the realit y that is describ ed and expressed
I ,I " Ill. nn er of existing" or " mode of origin". 77 In its ro ot meaning,
III I .vcn in the crea ted realm, " hypostasis" is an essence's (ousia's)
" h 'in z-for-itse lf" (xaO' eau-rov): what distinguishes a concrete being
II om ot hers of the same genus (El60c;). 78 So it answers to the question
' W ho?" (tOU r ive nic; ouoiac; ffl<pa iva ) , in a broad sense;79 it is the in-

I Ii .uor and affirmation of a subject, an "I" (wu TlVOC; fOTl 611AWTlX~). 80
III .1 broad sense, I say, for the hypostasis is the ontological subject of
I Ill' ascription of an essence, not the consciousness of such a subject;
uiimals, plants , even stones each have their hypostasis, in Maximus'
' ll W . HI "As activity is referred back to the actor, so nature is referred

h,1l k to the hypostasis' Y" the relationship of "rootedness" ["In-den-
( ./I/1 ld-Gehens" ] expresses both kinds of connection. This relationship

.urcly similar, on the one hand, to the limitation ofa general concept
III a particular individual; it is a matter of focus. 83 But on the other
h.uid, such a narrowing of essence is of a different order than that
.\ ontraction" (systole) that was described in connection with univer-
.i l and particular being. There, all that was at issue was various more

.ihstract or more concrete ways of "being". Here, on the other hand,
III , oncentration is tied to a "having", 84 to a way of being thepossessor
t I l .ssential being. This relationship is the reason that it is, on the one
lund, " impossible to think ofa hypostasis without a nature" 85 and that
1111 nature, on the other hand, can simply coincide with its hypostasis.
I\ot h concepts necessarily exclude one another, even in God.86

I knee the difficulty ofgiving a definition ofhypostasis. For much as
II . 'ems , at first, that it would be enough to define it as an "individual
form" (drouov El60C;) , by means ofthe essence and all it s particularizing

, Epistles 12; PG 91, 469D ; Epistles 15; PG 91, 545A.
". Mystagogia 23; PG 91, 70IA.
17 Opuscula; PG 90, 6oC.
, . Epistles 15; PG 91, 557A.
"J 'puscula; PG 91, 26IA.
.11 Ibid .; PG 91, 264B.
. , Epistles 15; PG 91, 549C.
• 'puscula; PG 91, 200D .
. , Ibid.; PG 91, 265D .
., Ibid.

•• Ibid.; PG 91, 26¢.
.t, Epistles 15; PG 91, 549C.



87 Opuscula; PG 91, 152A.
88 Ibid. ; PG 91, 152B: "Gathe r ing , . . . dividing off" (ouvnvouou ... reuvouou) . It is

important to notice here th at the Ca ppadocians defined " hypostasis" in the Trinity, not just
in terms of "individual cha racte ris tics" , but above all in terms of th e mann er in which each
Person has his origin : " uno riginareness" (a YEvv1lola) for th e Father, " generation" (YfVVlIOl~)

for the Son, "proceeding forth" (EXJT6QEUOl~) for th e Spirit. These are th e ways in which
each Person " has" th e comm on reality [of God] . Here, in absolute Being its elf, essenc e is
transcended on the level of th e "Per son", the manner of existing, as the way in which being
is possessed (TQ6JTo~ rij~ l)JTOOTuoEw~ : see Gregory of Nyssa, Adv. Apollinarium: GNO 3/1 ,
223, 30-224, 5; PG 45, 1256B.

89 Opuscula; PG 91, 2010 .
90 Ibid .; PG 91, 20¢.

9 1 Ibid.; PG 91, 248Bff.
92 Ibid .; PG 91, I p B, O.

charac teristics-since th ese clea rly distin guish th e ind ividu al from the
universal aspects of a generic nature87- still in reality it contains, even
beyond this, that active, functional process of "ownership" that is nec­
essary ifa concrete individual is to result. 88Thus it is quite conceivable
that a hypostasis should not be, as such, an "individual form" (<'ho[loV
d60t;) , insofar as that remains a category in the realm of essences.89
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.90 Must not the hy­
postasis, then, assuch, not always defy definition? Certainly, it is always
incarnate in a nature, it is always "essentialized" (loV01JOLOV); but it is not
limited to being a "mere property" (1\JLAOV L6lW[lU) 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" (JtOLQ-t'll't£t; oUOLw6£Lt;), which mark
off the levels of specific being, and "hypostatic qualities" (JtOLO't'll't£t;
uJtoO'tUUXUl), 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. 92
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, th e hypostasis can only be described by approach-

.!.24 C II Il IS'I' 'I' 1I1! SVN'I' II I!SIS 'I' I IIJ'I'Ul M INO !.O(;V

\11 II 11011 1 tw o dire tions, whi h mu tually compleme nt each ot her:
'0 11111 111,11t natu re and its ever-more-narrowly circumscribing qu aliti es
ill II i,. 10111 th e viewpoint of the being, which th e hypostasis " has" )
,",111111 11 that of the act of coming to possess this nature. Maximus
I III bot h de finitions alongside each other. " Hypostasis is being that

I Illd .ipar t , consisting on it s own. For one defines hypostasis as the
, III • plus it s individuating characteristics, distinguished from other

u lun .. ) of th e same essence through number." 93
II IS well known, however , that " hypostasis" originally had the gen-

, 01 III .auing of "subsistence", "exis tence" . This usage continued in
i1 \, .,b "subsist" (uJtoO'ti'jvm),94 and in the adjective "anhypostatic"
(" '11lI1'Hl'tU'tOV) or " nonexisting' L'" as when it is said of evil that "it
1,1 11 0 concrete (hypostatic) existence" (UJtOO'tUOLV OUX EXEL) .96 This
." I ~~ ill al sense still echoed in the technical use of the term to mean

lu-ing-for-oneself" or " being-on-one's-ow n" : the mysterious point at
lu, h all th e essential characteristics of a thing are concentrated and

1Il lllild to gether appears quite automatically to be the most "concrete"
, I'l' t of a nature- w hich is, of itself, abstract and shared by an indefi­

1111 1 number of indiv iduals- and thus as a thing's "existence" . But one
hou ld no t forget that in Maximus' time, "essence" (ousia) and " na­

1111 ." (physis) themselves do not have a consistently abstract meaning
IIIl I thus cannot be taken as the simple opposites to the existing thing.
I h ancient Greek identification of essence and existence is still quite
.hvc in both notions.

So one sees even here a kind of pattern of interference appearing
hI twee n theological terminology and it s reflective philosophical devel­
llpmcnt. It is even possible, as we have already indicated, that theo­
III rical polemic's immediate need for precise terms, even for slogans,
I l( asionally causes it to run ahead ofphilosophical reflection and so to
I hrcaten philosophy's slow maturing to fruitfulness. Still, this need for
I onceptual clarity [in theological language] remains a powerful driv­
IlIg for ce for philosophy and opens up approaches and questions that
i l wo uld not have discovered on its own. Here is where one discov­
I rs the realm of tension between existence and idea. The structural
I elatedness of essence and its concrete bearer opens up one's view of

,'.. Epistles 15; P G 91, 5570.

". Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 3080-309A.
'" A mbigua; PG 91, 12610, 13490 .
')6 Ttl De Div. No m. 4; PG 4. 3040.



C I IIUST Til l! SYNT IIES IS

the nonidentity of the order of bein g and the orde r of existence. T his
nonidentity is certainly not yet thematic-it is significant that th e rela­
tionship between "underlying subject" (hypok eimenon) 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
faci le 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
is that which was 'created according to the image', the plan of being
(A6yo£) . The hypostasis is that which was 'created according to the like­
ness', historical life (~lo£)". 97 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 ofa 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 eOLL vofjoru)." 99 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 hypostasis but rather into something hypostatized (evuJto01:m:OV), so

97 Opuscula; PG 91, 37BC.
98 C£ Centuries on Knowledge I, 13; PG 90, I088BC: "He added to what was natural beauty

a goodness of free choi ce that realized his likeness" (OVTOS 1:Q) <j>UOlXQ) xm' elxov« xaAQ)

JTgOlJ€BTjXE 1:0xaB' 6~IO[WOlV YVW[,llXOV &yaBov). C£ Centuries on Love 3, 2S; PG 90, I024BC.
M . T. Disdier, "Les Fondements dogmatiques de la spiritualite de s. Maxime Ie Confesseur",
Echos d'Orient 29 (1930): 296-313, 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 Opuscula; PG 91, 26¢.
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lklt it should not he onccivcd simply as a property that an only be
distill niishcd Ifrom the hypostasis] ill thought, but rather is recognized
,IS :l [om 1 (dbo £) in actual fact (JtQuY~lal:lx(i)£) . Even so, .rhc fact that
.1 hypostasis is not without its essence does not make the hypostasis
JlltO an essence, but shows it to be essential (evouOlov); it should not
he 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,
with a nature].100

I h . resu lt of this mutual indwelling is that every hypostasized nature is
.ilso exis ten t nature (to evuJtooTUTOV6111..01 TO evuJtugxTOV) and as such is
l ndowed w ith a whole field of activity and of self-realization (evEQy6v,

VI' IY11l:lx6v). 101 On the other hand, every essentialized hypostasis is
I h . realization of a "plan of nature", and, thus, of a rational order of
h -ing tha t is accessible to reason; it is not unrelated to nature, then, as
1 it we re some irrational "existential" element.

T his is the w ay 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
.ibilities 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
.rppropriation , is the work of the person, and it is there that freedom
comes into its own.

I he concept of a "freedom of nature", which was to play such a large
I ole in the Monothelite controversy, is bound up, then, strictly and
onsistently, with the conception of the hypostasis.P" To act and to

.1 hieve reality is the work ofnature; 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-
omes precisely the condition of his genuine hypostatic union. "Does

it no t , 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!"103 For

IOn Ibid. ; PG 91, 20SAB.

10 ' Ibid .; PG 91, 20sB .
102 Opuscula PG 91, 49A; 137AB.
10' Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 297A.
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then Christ's human nature is simply an extr insic inst rumen t, a mari ­
onette moved from some transcendent, "hypo stati c" point.

Here, then-and only here!-the most dangerous tendency ofpatris­
tic Christology is defeated: the logos-sarx (Word-flesh) model, which
sees the Word expressing himself in a vital, personal way through the
instrument (organon) 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
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. 104 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" :105 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 Ibid .; PG 91, 292D-293A ; Opuscula; PG 91, 4SAB.
105 Opuscula; PG 91, 4SA.
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II !lOIIl I ni: 's til ' cr .aturc, i ll a certain sense, above the opposition of
II I I I ' . itYand freedo m and allows it to be, in some degree, some what
III I C od.

II, O i l all the power of willing natural (Pyrrhus objects), and everything
1I,II I IIa i 0 'curs wi th an unforced nece ssity, then how can someone who
rluu ks of hr ist's willing as the work of his nature not end by necessarily
II Illo vill g from him every free impulse? (Maximus replies:) Not only the
oi l 111 " uncrcated nature but the intellectual creature as well has nothing
III himself that is controlled by necessity. For the naturally rational being
I" I Sl'SSCS, as a natural capacity for action, rational intellectual life , whi ch

I .ilso call the will of the intellectual soul. As a result of this life , our
till II ki JIg and reflecting is grounded in our willing (8EAOVTE<; AOYL~6~IE8a),

1' 1 I .IS our willing and deciding is grounded in our thinking (AOYI~6~IEVOL

I II (lVTE<; r)ouA6~E8a) .

1\(I M axim us develops this notion of the mutual interplay ofwilling
.u.l uucllcctual thought, he concludes: "There is, then, no compulsion
III til l nature of intellectual beings."106

( )IlC' again , this insight meant both the conclusion and the exclusion
,01 , I IOllg stru ggle, a long danger that had come to a head in Origen
1'" 1 had continued to rage ever since: freedom is not identical with the
II" III Yto choose between good and evil; otherwise, the fall of the crea­
1111 I « mid be expected to occur with a diabolical necessity! Christ's
I I ' , .lom reveals to Maximus the mistake in this concept of freedom­
III I .IS ollr free dom in Christ had revealed it to Augustine. Free self­
.I 'l l rmination toward every good thing by following the law implied
I II 1111 "5 status as God's image, in obedience to the flow of one's own
II 1\111 ~d movement toward God: there, in Maximus' view, is where the
I" I Imal freedom of the creature must come to its lived reality.107

0 , aro und the central notion of hypostasis, Christology comes to
I til III '1 unified whole with Maximus' broader philosophy. A final re­
III II k seems in order: the new dimension now open to philosophy,

,," I lsputation with Pyrthus; PG 91, 293BC.
,,,, I'olycarp She rwo od, in his tran slation of Th e A scetic Life: Th e Four Centuries on Char­

",-. Aucicnt Christian Writers , 21 (Westminster, Md.: N ewman Press, 1955), 55£' has ex­
1'1" '11" .1 this in an illuminating way. Also Charles Moeller, "Le Chalcedonisrne et Ie neo­
I, .I, donisme en O rient de 451 ala fin du VIe siecle" , in A. Grillmeier and H . Bacht, Das

" ," il von Cha/kedon: Geschichte und Gegenwart (W iirzburg : Echt er, 1951) , 1:714, points to
till d"vdopment of our notion offreedo m through Christo logy and adds, as a personal note,

I I" Ii -vc that this is a cruc ial point! "



Aristotle's definition ofsubstanceand that he therefore implies th at no genuine philosophical
dist inction is possible any lon ger between substance and accident, both of which have th eir
reality in the hypostasis. Another difficulty that ensue s is that th e enhypostasia of C hrist's
humanity in the divine Logos is reduced simply to being one case among many-which
wo uld have suit ed the Origenist Leontius perfectly. See on this subj ect M . Richard, "Traite
' De Sectis' " ,695-723, esp . 704f.; "Leonce et Pamphile" , Revue des sciences philosophiques et
theologiques 27 (1938): 27-52, esp. 32-33 [also in M . Rich ard , Opera Minora (1977) , vol. 3,
110 . 58]. All of this shows that sixth-century th eolo gy in general no lon ger relies on genuine
ontological thinking and, w ith its arsenal of concepts, can at best pr ovid e material for later
think ers. In relation to the overemphasis on th e hypostasis, w hich in Leontius remains an
abstract subject of predication (hypokeimenon), Maximus is the first to attempt to restore th e
impor tance of the self-conscious, free nature and, thus , is th e first to cre ate th e co nditions for
a genuine philosophy ofperson, insofar as this is distinguishable from th e w hole ontological

order.
112 PG 40, 604.
113 Ambigua; PG 91, 10nD. The Synod of Antioch, held against Paul of Sam osata in 260,

used similar language about the reality of the Logos "as a living and concretely real activity"
(w~ ~wouv EVEgyELUV xui EVUJtOOTawv) (Mansi 1, 1036B) . John ofScythopolis refers to the
ideas, in Plato's sense, as "concretely real patterns" (JtugubElYfW,U Evunom u, u : In De Diu.
Nom. 5; PG 4, 332C) and to the angels as "concretely real activities" (EvEgyElm EVUnOOTaTal:

In De Div. Nom. 4; PG 4, 240C) .

It.ld th sam gcnc ral sense of "existence" that was conveyed by hypo-
,,, is and 11 vparxis; in C hristology, it emphasized th e true realit y of

lit hu ma n nature [of Christ]' in co ntras t to a docetic " lack of exis­
t II " ( (lvumJowwv [more precisely: lack of independent existence])
uid ~ ' lack of essence" (avouOlov). The word "enhypostatic" could, at
th at peri od, signify both the reality of nature and that of person. Only
III t he cour se of the christological controversy, and clearly since Leon­
I ius [of Byzantium], did the word [enhypostaton] come to mean that
lil t .rrnediate grade of existence between nonbeing (or accidental be­
III , ) and full, hypostatic existence. ]unglas finds a correspondence for
I hi. the ory in the idea of Porphyry, handed on by N emesius,112 that
.111 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
I hin king of the body and soul of man, which remain undiminished in
the totality of[human] nature. This example was to playa considerable
role in Christology.

Maximus retains traces of the older usage, as when he speaks of
the Father's Word as "essential and hypostatized" (EVOUOlOC; xu!' EVUl'tO­
m:moc;) .113 Still, one should translate EVUl'toO"tm oc; here not so much
by " genuinely existing" as by "hypostatized into [the divine being]".
T his is proved in another passage in the Ambigua, where Maximus
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between essence or nature and existence or person , forces th e firs t of
those poles, with a certain inner consisten cy, 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 108 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 re), which only in this
concrete form was conceived as being at once both prior to and sub­
sequent to the object (ante et post rem). 109 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. 110

We have already met the concepts of enhypostaton (evunoorutov) and
enousion (EVOUOlOV) , "hypostatized" and "essential" [being]. ]unglas 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

108 See Hermann We ser, Sancti Maximi Confessoris praecepta de incarnatione Dei et deificatione
hominis (diss., Berlin, 1869) , 19ff.: Christ was not an individual but possessed human nature
in gene ral.

10 9 Cf. my Presence et pensee (Paris, 1942), 27; English translation, Presence and Thought (San

Francisco , 1995), 53f.
110 Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 305Cff. See also what we have said above concerning

ousia.

111 J. P. Junglas, L eont ius von Byz anz : Studien zu seinen St hriften, Quellen und Anschauungen,
Forschungen zur chr istliche n Literatur- und Dogrnengeschi chte, vol. 7, no . 3 (paderborn,
1908) , 148-62. Moeller, " C halcedo nisme", 1:706; cf. 685, 692, 706) confirmed the conclu­
sions ofJunglas. In th e historical note, n. 74 above, on hypostasis, we mentioned that the De
sectis 7, 2, expressly gives a twofold sens e for the word: just as hypostasis can mean "being" (in
its elf) or "being-for-oneself", so enhypostaton [can have two meanings], as is even clearer in
its co ntrast ing term, anhypostaton: "not being at all", as opposed to "being in something else"
(lik e an accident in a substance) : P G 86, 1240D -1241A). The second sense of anhypostaton
in th e De sectis cortesponds to the only meaning of enhypostaton in Leontius of Byzantium
(PG 86, 12nD; 1300B C ) . The difficulty in Leontius does not come from this useful term
but from the fac t th at he has transferred to hypostasis the idea of " being-for-oneself " from
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" /·,"'/" ·s IS; PG 91, SS7D-s6oA.
" p.lssagc that has almost the same content and is clearer is Opuscula; PG 91 , I49BC; cf

,1111 . P<: ~ I, 26 1- 64.
I " 11/ /),' Div. Nom. I; PG 4, I89AB (John ofScythopolis) .

rh.u sharr rlu- sau te esse ntial .lass through its limiting characteristics (for
.11 11 ple, til ' humanity of C hrist from that of other human beings), as

It i. hyposrarically united and identified with the thing with which it
"II IllS a synthes is. I 18

II, ,dl possibi lit ies co ncern the sam e ontological situation: in the first
, I ,- • •1 uni versal essence is " hypostatized" in the individuals that belong
I" It thro ugh their nature (each of which then becomes at once both
III " Individual form" « hO~lOV EIboe;) and an "essentialized hypostasis"
(I' 1"l( I Wille; EVOUOlOe;) ; in the second, however, the essence hypostatizes
II , If ill a " fo reign" hypostasis, and then the individual characteristics
II' lIi'IllttU)-those "essential" marks that indirectly reveal the hypo-

I I I must be seen as related to that "foreign" hypostasis.P? One
,,, " ld say the same thing of the concept "essentialized" (EVOUOlOV).
II"t h notions, which allow us to think of interpenetration without
I 'l l turc, serve to illuminate Maximus' greatest preoccupation, that of

111111y with out confusion" (1ivwOle; aouYXUTOe;). They are the material
11 "1 11 which the "preservative synthesis" (OUV8Wle; OWOTlxr']) becomes
I... · iblc.

233T i ll ! '1'1111 M INOLO C:V

II It three w ords that express this synthesis we can bring our roll call of
" 11ll"pts to an end. The first, synthesis (OUV8Wle;) itself, had for Max­

111111 a diffe rent sound from what it has for us. It is extremely im­
I ' l l ,i. and can denote every type of combination, starting with the
1111' I cxtrinsic-s--a pile of stones, for example-continuing through all
I 1'(" of mixture (for example, of fluids) , and reaching to the highest
1"1111 of union . Synthesis conveys, then, less the active achievement of
111111 Il l !!: two things by putting them together than it does its passive
" ult, which remains indifferent with regard to that achievement.

I hl' act of combining appears more clearly in the word henosis
II 'lilelle;) , " union" , although this, too, can often be used in the same

, II ( as synthesis. Its result is unity (EVOTlle;), which-apart from God
, 11111 's into being from "the coming together of several things into

.. 1211 T hi . d f, - ., "II . wo t mgs are reqmre or a genume union: true unity and
II I. pr .servation of the elements that have come together. The more

114 Ambigua; PG 91, I036B .

115 Ibid ., PG 91, 12soD.

116 Opuscula; PG 91, 20+A,B .

11 7 Ibid. ; PG 91, 2oSA.
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refutes th e th eory that the unity of Tod's bein g is pri or to th e three
P~rsons and naturally develops into them ("so that it is naturally dis­
tnbuted by moving into multiplicity": tva XEOfj <j>UOLXWe; de; JtAliOoe;
MEuouoa) . Rather, "the unity is the hypostatized being of the con­
sub~tantialTrinity" (EVUJtOOTaLOe; OVTOTlle; TIle; O~lOOUO(OU TQuiboe;), 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"
(EVOUOlOe; uJtaQl;le; TQWUJtOOTUTOU flOvuboe;) .114 In another place,115 Max­
imus names the second and third Person in God "ofthe same substance
and enhypostatic" (O~lOOUOLOe; xcl svunoot rrt oc) in the goodness of the
Divine Being. 'Evunoorc t oc 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. " T he fact ofnot
being 'unhypostatic' (avuJtooTaTOv, 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." 116 This same consideration arises, in the order of being, in
connection with the word "essentialized" (EVOUOLOV). 117 Apart from
their high theological importance, both concepts are also very useful
for 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" (EVOUOLOV), is what allows the nature to become "hypostatized"
(evunoorcrov) without causing the two poles to become identified.
Maximus gives two examples of such an indwelling.

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
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th ese two are realized at the same time, the mor e per fect the un ion . Ac­
cording to Stoic physics, the mutual inheren ce of parts is realized in th e
corporeal realm when bodies are able to interpenetrate each other with­
out being diminished in themselves (XWQ ELV ?'n' UAA11AWV UAUf.H1VTW£) . 121
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,
dis tinguished without being separated'<.P" 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.P" 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. 124

All of this warns us against taking the third expression that Max­
imus uses so often, tautotes (taUtOtl]£), "identity", "self-sameness", in
an overly literal way. It can be used to express the unity of the parts
in a universal being (katholou, XU80AOU) that is still somewhat indepen­
dent from them and that exists prior to the movement toward unity
(UJtUQUAAUXTOV EV OAOL£ TUUTOtl]TU: "the unchanging sameness in to ­
talities");125 it can also be used to denote the kind of union that re­
sults from them (EVt~ETaL TUUTL~Of.lEVOV: what "is united by becoming
an identity"). 126 In this latter sense, "the composite hypostasis draws
the natural distinctness of the poles in themselves together, into a strict
identity." 127 In describing more closely this identity of different ele­
ments in the principle of unity, Maximus emphasizes especially the
important concept of the invariability (UJtUQUAAU~tU) of the parts.F"

121 Ambigua; PG 91, I228C.

122 Ibid.; PG 91, I24SAff.
123 Ibid.; PG 91, I228D- I229A .

124 Ibid.; PG 91 , II 8413C; cf. on this point]ohn ofScythopolis, In De Div. Nom. 8; PG 4,

372B.
125 Ambigua; PG 91, II 89A.

126 Epistles IS: PG 91, S6oA.

127 Opuscula; PG 91, 20¢.

12 8 "Sameness (TUU1:0l:11<;) is an invariability, by which th e character (AOYO<;) of wh at is sig-

hi h O IlV ' Y of themselves this negative condition of possibility for
I II ir positive identification. T his desc ription allows us to identify a cer­
I rin amount of room for different grades and forms. THUS Maximus
II -aks of ide ntity in atti tude and will (XUTa T11V YVWf.ll]v rcurotntc) 129
III f lIlg those who love each other, of the identifying force oflove it­
l II (Xuta !ltuv taUTot11TO£ MVUf.lLV), 130 of the identity of a whole in

II p:lrts,131 of th e id entity of a hypostasis in its naturesv" (which is
", I perfect identity" 133 through the absolute unity of the hypostasis) .
I l it imatcly, M aximus even speaks of an identity between God and the
• I ( .uurc, which is realized from within the analogy between them both
11111 which is an "identity in difference" (11 TUUT0T11£ EV Uf.l¢OTEQOL£ Tft
I 'll ' 1I 1'lT1 ITL OLU¢OQO£) .134This final identity is the result ofour being made
II! ( ;od by grace (of.lOLw8EVTU£ Tft XUT<l MVUf.lLV UOlaLQETqJ TUUTOTllTL); 135
I" I .iusc it is a gift, it always remains within the limiting borders ofpar­
III ipntion, a "simil arity" and a "communion" (OL' Of.toLOtl]TO£ xorvurviu

,d ruUTOTl]£) 136 through which we belong to the family of God, who
d. III is truly an identity. The identity of the world, however, seen

111 itself always depends on the identity of its not-being-Cod.!" and
1I1\I S on its yearning movement toward the identity of God in himself
( l' II ' f()Tll£ XLv110EW£) .138

3 , The Synthetic Person

I 11\ word study we have just completed gives us ready access to the
11111 I cn tral mystery of Maximus' conception of the world, a mys tery
111 ,11 holds within itself the solution of all the world's riddles: the unifi­
, Ill llll of God and world, the eternal and the temporal, the infinite and

", 110 01 incl udes w ha t is univo cal (uovo orxov) everywhe re and is not marked by any kind of

l il l , I nrc" (TUUTOTll<; bE Eon v cmuQuMuslU xuO' ~v 0 WU 0llflUlV0f.lEvOU M yo<; TO mXVTll

, 111"11 IlOvublXOV, f1llbEvi TQOJTl[J bIU<j>OQ Ct<; YVWQ Il;,Of.lEVOV) (Epistles I S; PG 91, S61A) .

, ()l/iII'sliolles ad Thalassium, prolegomena; CC G 7, 19, SIf.; PG 90, 24SD .
, " 1'"j'I{('S 2; PG 91 , 40413.
, , / 'I' ;'I{ (,5 13; PG 91, pIC.

, lhid.: PG 91, S2IB; Opuscula; PG 91, 6IC.

, ()!,I/srl/la; PG 91, 73C.

I" /1/ liccl. Hier. 4; PG 4, IS3A.

, "'y'(tlgog;a 13; PG 91 , 692D.
, .. lbid. 24; PG 91, 7040.

\ lII b i~l/a; PG 91, I3I2B .
, "'l',ltlgogia I; PG 91 , 66SA .



a. Parallels in Creation

111 1"). :lnd :1 crtai n, correspondingly exaggerated clarity-and thus
" 11.1 II I '55- in the for m ulas he does use, should not prevent us from
I I 111 ' h 'yo nd thes e things into a passion ately felt intuition, at once

1'1 nuin 'Iy philoso phica l and genuinely Christian.

" " Por the history of this problematic analogy, see Grilhneier and Bacht, Chalkedon, 1:133,

11 7- 5 I , 473, 70S£' and other references in the index, 3:917, col. 1. Its ultimate source is
po llinarian , [See now F. R. Gahbauer, Das anthropologische Modell: Bin Beitrag z ur Christologie

,I", [nilicn Kirche bis Chalkedon (Wlirzburg, 1984).J
I" Opuscula; PG 91, II7D.
Ii Ihid.; PG 91, 521BC.
I -II " T he natures, of which he himself was the hypostasis , .. . ofwhich he himself was the

1I 11 il y" (,US qruoELS, .Lv ui'nas urroo,uOLS ~v . .. .Lv Ulnas EVWOLS ~v): Ambigua; PG 91,
""' .11); d. Opuscula: PG 91, 36BC: " H e was their hypostasis, . . . he was their unity" (.Lv
II Ij\.>X£v urroo,uoIS, . . . .Lv uu,as EVWOLS ~v) .
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I ti l' mos t theologians before him, especially Leontius [ofByzantium],
1\101 rimus begins his attempt to shed light on the unity of the divine
111.1 the human in Christ with the parallel of the unity of body and soul
III In:ln.140 Two "natures" are here ontologically united and interpen­
, 110I1 L' each other without becoming confused, to bring into existence
I II lgle hypostasis [concrete individual] and "person". Orthodox and
I" u-tics alike agreed on the meaning of this comparison, to the extent
111,11 it was rooted in a moderately Platonic way ofseeing things, which
I ' , ' I rnized in both elements of man a relative independence (and did
I I I II sec them , as Thomism later would do, as related according to the
IIH ld .] of actuating form and purely potential matter) . Understood in
1111 , way, the comparison seemed to clarify a number of issues.

Pirst of all , it seemed illuminating to recognize that man is, on the
I II H' hand, " nothing else" but soul and body, but that, on the other
h.rud, to the degree that he is their unity, he is more than the sumI" his parts taken in themselves. This double nature of the union of

0 11 1 and body is the decisive issue for Maximus. The whole, he boldly
III oclaims, is "nothing else" but its parts: it has "no other natural exis­
I I II .c" (UJtaQI;LC;) .141 Rather, it is the "existence" of its parts . The total­
II y is no thing else than the pure mutual indwelling of the parts, their
I l.-m cnt of identity that overrides all their divergence.v" The whole
I I he " hypostasis" of its parts (in the twofold sense of their person
.uul thei r existence) and, so, their unity.v" In this sense, the human

139 Straubinger, "Die Lehre des Patriarchen Sophronius", 91.
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the finit e, in the hypostasis of a single bci n ,- th ' ;o d wh o be :1111 '

man. This is a solution that only leads us deeper int o mystery, and :111
Maximus' efforts at shedding light on it are more ways of rejectin g
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 is
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'."139 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-
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natur e of C hr ist, simply by havin g its being in the Logos, also had its
existence and its personality in him. 144

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
to tality (xaEloAou) and the part (f-tEQLXOV). The totality exists, the the­
ory runs, only in its parts and is genuinely the ir product; but th e 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."145 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" ,146 and Christ, "who subsists from them and in them and as
they" .147 Outside this threefold relationship there is no thing else (OUX
I!1:EQov n), 148 and between the relationships themselves there is strict
equivalence: "Christ is also in the things from which he exis ts , and he
is the things in which he exists." 149 The hypostasis is, wi thout distinc­
tion, the product of the union of its parts and the existence of that
unity in the parts tha t it produces and sustains in being. There is a
completely reciprocal relationship of cause and effect:

As the one is produced from the two (that is, as the one indivi dual is
produced fro m the two natures, as a totality from its par ts, wi th respe ct
to the hypostasis), so through the one as a totality both parts (with
respect to nature) are formed as a duality.150

Thus: "[The one is formed], not just from (th e parts), but as the part s,
and not just as the parts, but also in them, just as the to tality is from it s
parts and in its parts and is the totality because of the parts."151 The
implication is ultimately that the relationship of the whole to the part s
is of equal value to the relationship of the parts among themselves:

144 "Taking both its being (TC'J dvm) and its subsistence (,0 uJtoo,ijvm) in him , God the
Word" ('Ev aim!> eEl!> xc i A6'll(> xal , 0 Ehm xal ,0 uJtom ijvm Aapovoa) : Epistles I I ; PG
91, 468AB ; cf S6oC.

145 'AJtoq,a oEL rdrv axgwv OV6EV Eon f-lEOOV: Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91 , 348A.
146 Epistles 12; PG 91, 488C.

147 Epistles I S; PG 91 , S73A.
148 Opuscula; PG 91, I2ID.

149 Ibid.; PG 91, 224A.
150 Epistles 12; PG 91, 493D.

lSI Ibid.; PG 91, SOIA.

If , th ' 11, th ' hypostatic identity of the totality with relati on to its own
part s- or , to put it more pre cisely, if the reciprocal identity of the parts,
wi th respe ct to the synthesis of the totality tha t results from them- is
pI' 'served intact , it is also clear that the parts will in no sense be different
ro m one another, insofar as the one hypostasis comes to it s realization

(rom the m. 152

III this way, a unity is formed-an identity, even-which could not
hr more complete OUClEV EvLXQ)"tEQOV), even though it can it self subsist
only thr ough the absolute preservation of the particular bei ng of its
p.rrts (OU ClEV (J(j)(JUXd)"tEQOV). 153

All this may seem very abstract and unpromising, but the constant
I ('p .tition of this, the most universal law of being, remains nonethe­
Il 55 the great achievement of Maximus the Confessor. Not only did
I I constru ct here an apologia for finite , created being in the face of
I II ' overwhelmi ng power of the transcendent world of ideas; the ap­
pii atio n of this principle to the relation between God and the world,
III the hypostatic union, finally assur es the world itself-even in, and
pI' .cisely because of, its difference from God-a permanently valid
claim to being and to a "good conscience" . Sophronius had already
emphasized this positive aspect of finite reality when he emphasized
I hat C hrist "has always retained, and will retain for the unbounded ages
(l eterni ty" , his "undiminished nature", the "circumscription of his
11Ody" , the "concrete form" of his human "appearance" .154 This is not
o astonishing in the anti-Origenist Sophronius; but its importance is

.i lI the greater in Maximus, in that he here provides the counterweight
tII his own Alexandrian instincts.

Nevertheless, one must ask whether anything was really achieved for
C hristology with this adoption of the syntheses of cosmological and
.inthropological philosophy. The cosmological synthesis of the totality
.uid its parts presupposed that the parts are, in some sense, of equal
value and so has lit tle to offer for the synthesis of absolutely unequal
parts-divini ty and humanity-in Christ; in addition, its adoption as
,I hr istological model could appear to be a clear victory ofAntiochene
.hristology. The body-soul model, on the other hand, if used without
urther clarification, would lead directly to Monophysitism, since man

I 2 Ibid., IS; PG 91, s62B.
I \ A mbigua; PG 91, I044D-I04sA.
'" Sophronius, Epist. synodica; PG 87, 3I73AB .



In l l.contius of Byzantium, Contra Nestorianos et Eutychianos; PG 86, 1289D-1291B.
I n lbid. ; PG 86, 1277CD. '

In. Leont ius of Byzantium, Epilyseis; PG 86, 1941D-I944A.
'01 " T he fact that this composite matches a multitude of like beings doe s not bring about

. IIY new composition within itselfand only constitutes, in fact, an accidental difference from
I I I composite person of Christ-a difference that does not weaken the basis of comparison
II I ,Ill Y way". (V. Grumel, "L'Union hypostatique" , 398). This is the reason that the author
," the De sectis had already given up the anthropological argument. See Richard, "Le Traite
' I k Scctis' ", 706f.

'/f/ ,;;;mus, in contrast, 'needed only to remember his own polemics
Ig,tinst the Origenist idea of preexistence in order to find the way
I' I orrect Leontius' speculation and make it into an efficient weapon
'1,..iinst the Monophysites. Leontius had the right idea when he recog­

III Z ·d the difference between Christ and human nature in the fact that
111 l' latter is a species. The communality of generic form is the sign that
II I ' unity ofbody and soul is not simplya matter ofhypostasis; the mark
II Ihe latter, surely, is being-for-oneself, not-being-universal. Maximus

I I II onsists pre iiscly in this tho roughgoing compos ition from "two
1101 1111 .s" , body and soul. 16 1 In tha t union, of cour se, a single hypostasis
II ; s from what was before two separate hypostases, which saves the
IIIIi(y of the person; the body, indeed, still remains a nature but is no
I. I I : -r an independent hypostasis-it is enhypostatized.t'" But after
I Ir ,11h, body and soul again become fully independent hypostases, just
, they remained independent natures in the state of union.163 If one
Ippl i .d this conception of man to Christology, one ended up with a
I I II I iIIg1y simple formula: the unity of Christ could be conceived as a

1"11 ·Iy hyp ostatic one, in two natures that remain what they were; in
I II I , the independent preexistence ofthe soul, which is not intrinsically
111 1' ted by union with the body, could provide an excellent parallel
1111 I he unchanging continuity of the divine nature and person in the
II postatic union. But the disadvantages of the formula far outweighed
till advantages. Not only did the hypostatic unity of Christ lose its
I 11,1r.icte r of mystery and become just one case among thousands, but
till denial of a genuine natural union in man was also a dangerous and
unjustified concession to the Monophysites : the [putative] similarity
III structure between human existence and Christ could only confirm
till III in their error. The whole difference now was restricted to the
t.« I that Christ could not be called an example ofa species and, simply
I," tliat reason, provided an example of "a person" and not "a nature" .164
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is obviously one nature, even if compose d of two (quasi -matures. With
this line of thought, Severus ISS seemed to have won the day: even if
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" ([-Ita ql1JOL~) -still it must be a "nature" (epUOL~) in order to
effect a unity that is not simply moral (EV(JJOL~ (JXELLX~) but ontological
(EV(JJOL~ epUOLX~).

155 See Joseph Lebon, "La Christologie du monophysitisme syrien", in Grillmeier and Bacht,
Chalkedon, 1:441-50.
156 See F. Loofs , L eontius von Byzanz (Leipzig, 1888) 3:274-97; M . Richard , "Leonce

de Byzance etait-il origeniste?" Revue des etudes byzantines 5 (1947): 54f.; C. Moeller,
"Chalcedonisme", 1:638f. [See now also B. E. Daley , " T he Origenism ofLeontius ofByzan­
tiurn", [ournai of Theological Studies 27 (1976): 333-69; and " What Did 'Origenisrn' Mean
in the Sixth Century?" , in G . Dorival and A. le Boulluec, eds ., Origettiatla Sexta (Louvain,
1995) 627-38; Grillmeier,Jesus der Christus, vol. 2, pt. 2, 403-40; English translation, 385­

410.]

157 PG 86, 1281B.

158 [For Aristotle , the soul is] "aprimary, inherent orientation ofa natural body" CEV"tEAEXau
rrg<iJ"tTJ OWflU"tO~ <jJUOL%OU) .

159 Leontius of Byzantium, Contra Nestorianos et Eutychianos ; PG 86, 1281C.
160 Leontius of Byzantium, Epilyseis; PG 86, 1940B. [Leontius himself nowhere suggests

that the embodiment of the soul is a punishment .]
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b. From Leontius to Maximus

Leontiusoj 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 Origenism156

forced him to define the human soul, which preexists independently
as a bodiless substance, in thoroughly Platonic fashion as an "incorpo­
real, immortal being". 157 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); 158 they are only considered
"incomplete" in relation to the single hypostasis. 159 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). 160 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 (elooc), whose abstract common character-



Ir," Epistles 12; PG 91, 488D . She rwood, as we have mention ed, has already pointed out that
Maximus offers a solution to th e problem of th e dialectics of pathos in this text of 642: if the

OI IlI is already passive through its composite relationship to th e body, th en not every aspect
OI l our sensible vulnerabilities need be due to sin (Ascetic Life, 66).

" " A lIlbigua; PG 91, 132ID-1341C.
II I Epistles 13; PG 91, SI7A.
, ,. Ibid.; PG 91, S29D .
I I .' Opuscula; PG 91, 64D . This is Maximus' most profound definition of the essence of all

, o lllposite nature (its "d efinition and structure and law" (oQo<; xol A6yo<; xci VOflO<;] : Epistles

1.1; I'G 91 , SI7 B) .
,I< Epistles 13; PG 91, S29D.
II' lbid. ; PG 91, SI 7B.

1111 I irII ' a sign or " uc cssi ty": the soul that possesses the body is also
1"11 ,I I i ts III or y. "The so ul possesses its body, without it self w illing it,
," II lik 'wise possessed by it ; it gives the body life, without choosing
I " uuplv by being w ithin it ; it shares naturally in its vulnerability and
II ".1';lIS, because of the passivity that is intrinsic to its nature." 169

I 'his passivity has its basis in the absolute contem poraneity of soul
III ' I bod y, which express es their intrinsic and mutual metaphysical ori­
III II ion toward each other.F? The fmal reason that neither the soul
III have exis te d before the body nor the body before the soul lies in

ill, de isive need each has for the other, a need that rules out any
, uihlance of a free and arrogantly self-determining union. The unity

ill II they are forced to create exceeds the powers ofboth; it is required
"I I h 'Ill by a higher power: the species, "nature as a whole". There­
I , ,, ( the individual, even as a person, always remains a member and
I l .unplem entary part of a whole (d£ OUfl:J1A~g(j)OlV, 171 d£ OAOU TLVO£

" I d oo£ OUfl:J1A~g(j)OlVI72). "Every synthetic nature has its origin in the
, Ililt .mporaneiry (of its parts) and in its involuntary being (axouOlov) ,
1111 it exists as something created, circumscribed by space and by its
" II world." 17 3

I his necessary cohesion, how ever, is precisely what cannot be said
, ,I ' hrist . He did not come "to bring completion to a class, as part
I" . whole" .174 His two natures are not, in any sens e, "conternporane ­
II II S" ; his hypostasis does not owe its existence to natural development
( {VEOl£) , but to a free, unforced assumption (:J1gooAlltVU;) ofthe human.
" I he one w ho was before all the ages-or better, the very Creator of

Ill l ages- cam e down am ong us men by his free choice and without
l ompulsion ; he emptied himselfand made himselfhuman, not to brin g
ill universe to completion, but to raise it up in renewal." 175 Even if it
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concedes even more to Leo ntius , in admi tting that thi s nonhyposta tic
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" (xmu TOV OUOlWOll Myov). 165

c. The Free Syn thesis

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 be ing (katholou), it
is an ontological state. Man is not only a synthetic person but also a
"synthetic nature" ,166 because he is 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 des tiny, 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." 167 It is no accident that the solemn Stoic term "catholic"
nature, universal nature (~ xa8' OAOU <j:ruOl£), 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
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 (£1; avuyxll£ ElgflQ> TLVl <j>UOlXQ»;168 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

165 Epistles 12; PG 91, 488B.
166 Ibid .; PG 91, 488D .

167 Ibid ., 13; PG 91, SI7AB.

168 Ibid. , 12; PG 91, 489B . Leontius had already noticed this "necessity" , but because of his
O rigenist conception of th e soul he could only see it as an extrinsic necessity, caused by God.
In his view, the sou l-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-128SA) . Without going into the philo­
sophical background, Sophronius, on the other hand, had strongly emphasized this natural
necessity as "imperious, necessary, involuntary" (wQavvlxGi<;, avayxa01:Gi<;, a~OUAT]1:<.o<; : PG

87, 3173D) .
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is metaphysically impossible for a crea ted individual to exist w itho ut
belonging to a species-the mythic phoenix, fo r example176-Christ,
as a hypostasis, is not affected by this law: he is, in thi s sense, neither
an "individual" (awflov), because they are always included in a genus,
nor a genus (YEVO£), because they always include many individuals. 177

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" of two poles; or second, insofar
as it is itselfalso a "nature" and so is in turn included in a higher species
- such as man, who belongs to the class of "rational animals". 178 On
this point, Leontius had been right. [So Maximus writes:]

What exists in common among all the members of a class is designated
primarily (JtQ011YOUflEVW£) 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.F?

If such a common nature is lacking, however, there is no reason why
it should not be an instance of the first alternative and the hypostasis
itselfbe called, in the primary sense, "composite" . Let us examine this
alternative more closely.

Maximus' explanation ofman'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.v'" 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.
177 Ibid. ; PG 91, 529A.

178 Ibid ., 12; PG 91, 489CD.
179 Ibid ., 13; PG 91, 528B .
180 "By the simultaneous conjunction ofsoul and body to form the [human] species ... [we

encounter] that which is the same in essence (O[tOO1JaLOV) [and] . .. different in hypostasis

(b: EQounooTmov)" (xutu T~V a[to nQos; ElOOUS; ytVEaLV 1jJuxlis;TExcl ow[tOWS; ouvooov ...
TO O[tOOUOlOV (xni) .. . TO EtEQounOOTOWV) Epistles 15; PG 91, 553B; cf Epistles 13; PG

9 I ,529B.
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i1 1l ( O Il V 'rg '11 ' o f th e con cpts of existence and person in the one
I 1111l pt of the hypostasis. T he same natural synt hesis brings abo ut th e
, I H ist -nc e of the two "physical" parts [of the person] and th e unity
•Ii Illl hypostasis. 181 T he hypostasis reveals itself (xaQaXL1lQi~ETm) indi-
I . ,I I ill the rea lm of essential character istics, through the indissoluble

III h 'sis of the individual qu alities of soul and body; for this reason,
II ' .111 be desc ribed as a synthesis of th e individuality of both parts .182

) , t it is already clear th at these essential specifications are not enough
I" dl' me the hypos tasis it self In addition, they must be transferred to
IIH level of exis tence; or, to put it a different way, one must attempt to

III '5S the synthes is of two modes of existence (tQoJto£ 'tii£ lJJtaQ~Ew£)

III I h single mode of the hypostasis-one must attempt to form a
III hetic hypostasi s" .183
l'hc difficult aspect of the case of Christ, then, is to exclude the

I I I I of the two perspectives we have just described [that is, the syn­
tilt sizing of essen tial characteristics] when dealing with the conver­
'. I It • of the notions ofperson and existence. The "physical" merging

,Ii I h divine and human natures does not lead to a "metaphysical"
'"lllposition . The reason, as we have already mentioned, lies in the
I " I that the two parts are neither both produced nor contemporane­
" " . It is not a "passive" synthesis. 184 The eternal existence ofthe divine

, I " Ily the co nvergence [of th e parts) toward each other, w hich co me s into play along

IIh their very exis te nce, th e designating character istics are crea ted for th e one hypostasis
,10 II I " Illes into full being from th em both" (XOTa T~V a [to n1> EIVaL nQos; a AA1]AO ouvooov

,,," 'WI XOQOXT1]QIOTlXa Tlis; 101; oinwv ou~mA1]Qou[ttV1]S; [tio s; lm oonioElllS;) Epistles 15; PG
'II , ~2C.

,. Ihid.; PG 91, 552CD.

,., I he origin of thi s terminology is in " ne o -C halcedonianisrn" . As Ri chard sh owed, Leon­

"" "[Jerusalem was it s principal user, in the interests ofJust inian's political attempts at union
(I ontra Nestorianos I, 24; PG 89, 1492B ; I 528B ; etc .; see Rich ard , "Leonce de Jerusalem" ,

I justinian himself uses the formula fairl y often (E. Schwartz , Drei dogmatische Schrifien
/" 11,';1/"5, Abhandlu nge n der bayeri schen Akademie der Wissensc haften , NF 18 [Munich,
I' 1,)1, ,6, 18,76, 86) ; in doing so, he shows a conciliatory attitu de toward Severus , who

I" I 'l'S to speak of synthesis but for w hom "one syn the tic nature" (~lio <jJUaLS; OUV8ETOS;) and

ynrhctic hypostasis" (lmooToOlS; auv8ETos;) are identical fo rmulas (see J. Lebon, " Ch ris­

I "I""ie" , 1:472f., 486() . T he odoret had rejected the formula (Grillmeier and Bacht, Chalke­
01"" r: ,85, n. 14) . But all th e neo -Chalcedonians use it, following th e empe ro r's example: for

, .uuplc, Eulogius (PG 86, 2944B) . The Fifth Council, too, adopts Justinian's formula ofa
unio n through synthesis, or in hypostasis" (evlllOlS; XaTa auvOEOlv ijyouv xo O' lmoOToOlv):

M,IIISi I), 377; DS 424() . T he word do es not occur in Leontius of Byzantium: his system
,I,d no t nee d the help of such terminology.

,•• 'Arro Ows;: Epistles 13; PG 91, 532A.



I II IJ, lS, who is the same before and after the union-e-bcfore it, without
• I .11·d ' fTc t, simple, free of all composition, but after it (... without
"y change) truly composite. 190

'"'' Ibid.; PG 91, SS6CD .

"II Ibid.; PG 91, SS7A.

"'2 Ibid. 12; PG 91, 469D .
1'1.\ Ibid.; PG 91, 48¢ .

1" 4 Ibid.; PG 91, 488A.
1" 5 Ibid.; PG 91, 489BC.
''''' Ibid., 13; PG 91, SI7C.
1'17 "It is united to itself" (ngos EaUtOV ~vUJtm) : ibid ., IS ; PG 91, Ss6D .

1\ II W· can do, th en, is to recognize the paradox that the hyposta­
I \ ; ' hrist is at once thesis and synthesis , at once simple cause and

, ol ilipos ite effect. Maximus leaves nothing to be desired in clarity:

III I hose qualities through which the flesh of Christ distinguished itself
f rmn other human beings, it did not distinguish itself further from the
I II IJ,0S; on the other hand, in those qualities through which it distin­
p,lIished itself from the Logos, it did not distinguish itself from the rest
.11 us. In those, however, through which it distinguished itself from us,
II preserved the union, or, better, the identity, with the Logos in the
hypostasis.191
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I 11 ' same is true in the nature of God: what distinguishes the Logos
II (J ill the Father is, in the state of union, no longer itself distinguish­
ilile fro m what distinguishes the incarnate Logos from other human
II ings.

Wi th this technical description, formal Christology reaches its apex.
Ma ximus is not afraid of formulating this bold statement with clarity.
I h . aspect of the hypostasis as product and result of unity must not
ill overshadow ed by its aspect as causal being. The two parts bring
th hypostasis [or person] to its completion (ngo£ EV a~¢w OUV'tEAELV
I ootorcov) ,192 and the latter results from their combination (d£ uiov
IIbu'tumv ouvo<5o£) 193 in the way a whole results from its parts (Ex
1I111'tWV w£ ~Egwv OAOV). 194 In truth, what results is "a single synthetic
hypostasis't.!" which is, in fact, surprising enough (nuga<5o~ov).196 For
h lW shall we conceive God's characteristic of unchangeability, before
.uid aft er the union, as compatible with a hypostasis that is the synthetic
I sult of this very union? How can the Logos be at one time both the

(

ubje ct of the synthesis and its producti"??

185 Ibid .; PG 91, S32B.
186 "In no respect does he have analogous ... potentialities" (xur' ouliEva 'Aoyov ava-

'Aoyovaas EXUJV . . . ()uveXflELS): ibid.; PG 91, S32B .

187 Opuscula; PG 91, IS2A.

188 Epistles 14; PG 91, S36B.

189 Ibid ., IS; PG 91, SS2CD .
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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 ofessence man provides a parallel. The body and the so ul
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 (L<5L6't11'tE~) 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 (L<5Lxunu'tl1v) result of
the synthesis of the parts. Or better still: it is the one hypostasis of the

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 (~OVQl1:U1:0£), 185 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 ofhypostasis. 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 ofChrist. 186 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] w ithout com­
promising its own natural integrity; human nature's hypostasis can be
the Logos himself ('WtJ1:ov vnagXEL xma 'tljv vnoo'tumv), 187 because this
divinizing hypostasis confirms and preserves it in its essential humanity
(nuytuv Egya~E'tm 't~gT]mv).188
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The question only comes to its real point with the aspect (if existence.
The aspect of essence, as a unity of individual essential characteristics,
could present only an indication and a proof (YVWQLOflU) of the hyposta­
sis, not the hypostasis itself 198 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 (xu8' Eumov)
and existence (UJtUQsLe;), 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: 199 the actofbeing, really distinct from the being's
essence, bestows on it also a unique and unmistakable personality. T he
actual being of [C hrist' 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" (we; l:lL' EXELVOV xuL EV ExELv<p).200 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 (avuJto01:UWe;), but it is only made real by
being included in that reality (EV-uJto01:mOe;), 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 Ibid .; PG or , 556C.
199 "Actuation creee par Acte Incree" , Recherches de sciencereligieuse r8 (r928): 253-68.
200 Opuscula; PG 9r, 6rB .

I IIIdist in t ion simply canno t be drawn between the "o rder of being"
111.1 III "order of existing". 201

II Ihis makes a smooth, academic solution impossible, still the con­
' I' II one senses in Maximus of supersubstantial being and person
1II I11lS an important directional indicator: being, as the pure reality

I I I • .rcntial participation in God is also, beyond all individuation
I, Il CS, the sphere in which an intellectual substance is called into
I I, 11 'C by immediate, personal intimacy with God, and invited to

I 'tl lI l ' a person. It is, for that reason, the sphere in which-in the
I, 1'1 hs of the mystery of God's own freedom-the one who is called
"I .lso be, at some point in history, the one who himselfcalls: in which

II, .uiswer to the primeval Word calling us forth can, at some point in
1" 1111 y, be brought to a fulfillment beyond its own creaturehood and
I "IIIlC that primeval Word itself This is only possible because the
I IIIII 'val Word is, within the trini tarian reality of God, always an an-

I I to the call of the Father and can therefore-within the economy
.1 .tlvation- include and bring to fulfillment all the personal reality
01 'I atures as responses to that call in his own primeval answer.

II of this certainly continues the direction of Maximus' Christol­
", . II' only presupposes that one detach the concepts purposefully
II, ' 111 their undifferentiated philosophical and theological usage and set
tI \I I II in a context derived exclusively from revelation. In such a con­
I , I , hypostasis would then no longer be useable simply as a general
, II , rory of created being (as it was in the sixth century, when every
, I' .ucd essence had its hypostasis) but would have to be limited first
"I .rll to human, intellectual persons; further, one would have to resist
tI \I tem ptation simply to subsume the hypostasis of Christ univocally
IIIHI T a concept of person formed in this way.

t ) Ile can and one must, however, assume a dynamic relationship be­
I .n the Divine Person of Christ and his divine nature, a relationship
ih .u is analogous to that between a human person and his intellectual,
IIIuuan nature. And if this Divine Person should also enter into this
I iud ofrelationship to a human nature, he can really be called a synthetic
1"'I'soll-not in the sense ofbeing a passive product of two natures that

01 ' We have spoken ofthis in a number ofplaces in our Apokalypsederdeutschen Seele(Salzburg,
,,) 17- 39) . See especially the chapters on Goethe (r:407£) , on Husser! (3:I1 1 and esp. 125­

rl.), Scheler (3:144 -45 , n.) and Heidegger (esp. 3:26r£) .
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have simply come together, but rather in that the divine Per son realizes
thi s unification in and thr ough himself, in the highest freedom, so that
he is called "synthetic" in the sense of being the cause of syn thesis.

But is this really what Maximus is thinking of? Is it not rath er som e­
thing else, something quite the opposite: Is not the person itself that
which is synthesized? But ifso, 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.P'" for this being-in-another is always described as the resu lt
of hypostatic unification, not as the unification itself in its process of
realization. It is also not enough to point out that Maximus was neve r
willing to suppose the slightest temporal interval between the creation
of the human nature of Christ and its unification with the Logos 203
and that therefore this nature never had any other existence except that
" in" the Logos.F" w hat 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 .P'" 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
att ribute 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 div ine 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 IS ; PG 91, SS7D.
203 Ibid .; PG 91, S6oBC.
204 Ibid.: " finding its hypo stati c reality in him [the Logos] and receiving through him the

growth of its being" (oAA' EvuJt()(nm;o£ w£ EV ulrn'[> xol tn' uln:ov Aupoi!ou rof dVUl 't~v

yEVEOLV).
20 5 Leontius ofByzantium, Epilyseis: PG 86, I944C.

T r ill SYNT l lflT IC I'I!RSON

III I lI lI' way or ot her to disappear, be abso rbed; one could thus still
I d· or mally of a synthes is, but in fact all that would remain would

.I" I h I ivinc Person it "produced" and the hu man nature that had
I" 1 II .. hypostati zed int o" this divine nature.

« .in this experiment of thought, which Maximus never expressly ar­
It, ulat 'S himself, still shed some light, perhaps, on his final conception
" I he problem ? T he synthesis that emerges if we make this supposi­

I to III would ult ima tely be nothing else than the existential counterpart
I I what M aximus himself described as an essential synthesis of indi­

to III .d .haracteristics ofbeing in a comprehensive individuality. Yet in
1111 way or other, after all that has been said, one cannot escape this

I II ntial perspective: what is at stake is the unification of two ways if
"II" - " the two different intelligible structures of being of the parts"

1"1 "1'111 TOV e; TOU £1vaL 'tWV IlEQwv l'na¢6Qoue; Myoue;) .206
I he Monothelites thought they had discovered a simple solution:

I II hcsis through a "prevalence" or "domination" (xcr' EJtLxQCl.'tELav)
tI I h ' divine will (and being) over the human. M aximus will have

1I.,dl illg to do with this solution, for it pres upposes, as he perceptively
I . iu.rrks, a passivity even in the prevailing part. " T he prevailing ele­
111'1 11 is also conquered by what it conquers-only to a lesser degree",
lil 'l .IS gold, when mixed with a little ore , remains gold but is simply
I pure. 207 Yet Maximus himself had once defended th e same the-

II v. inspired by a saying of Gregory Nazianzen ("the more powerfu l is
1" 111inant" TOU XQ£L't'tOVO£ ExvLx~(JavTOe;) , before the Monothelite con­

11" I rsy had grown so serious: "Through the dominance of the more
I toII" part , the Logos assumed flesh into his hyp ostatic identity and
,II inizcd it." 208

I II saying this, Maximus should not be branded a latent Nestorian; he
• I II Ie! have been the first to disown all "doubling of person" (buciba

II"" IWJtLX~V) . 209 But the concept of a "synthetic person" leads to such
I p.utcrn of thought when viewed fro m an Antiochene perspective.

I 1 I ainly, one must immediately exclude all thought of qua ntitative
1 ' 1' 1,dity;210 but the challenge then is to deal squarely with the paradox
111.11 the same reality is both part and whole, cause and effect . Both

" I:,,,is,h's 12; PG 91 , 488A.
", (i l"lscllla; PG 91 , 6¢B.
" 11II {,;gua; PG 91, I040C.

". 1 ~ lis,lcs 12; PG 91, SS6D .
III ( tpuscula; PG 91, 6{B.
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find themselves united in the mystery of hr ist: " For he, who was the
only one to possess real Being, rece ived fro m his supreme power the
possibility of Becomingwhat he was not, without change or confusion,
and of remaining both of them: what he was and what he became."211
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" (YUflVO£ Eh,o£) . 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
ofhis 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.212

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 ofhypostases" 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 one human being, so
the divinity of Christ has its own hypostasis and still forms one single hypostasis with his
humanit y. Richard traces th e undeniable inconsistencies in Theodore's system back to the
fact that no other developed conceptual system was available to him but that of the Apolli­
narianisrn he was rejecting.

11 .11 • 1\ whi ch principally prohibits us from speaking of the character-
III of the united natures in any other way than as of the "o ne nature

II III hypostasis of the incarnate Word" . Although the "rhings" unified
I ' ru .i in distinguishable, the object ofattribu tion is a single thing. F'" O ne
lIll Y ask whether the ontic un ity is no t emphasize d more strongly in
I III oclorc 's works than in those of Cyril, who is centrally concerned

Ith t he "communication of idioms" . With both author s, the terrni ­
I" 1111 ' y varies between ontic and personal modes of expression, neith er
," vhich reaches speculative clarification; both author s remain caugh t
III' in the abstra ct dialectic of "one" and " two" - urged on them by
illi il Platonizing anthropology. Apollinarius ' dynamic solution is shut
, "I f rom them both.

l'hat dynamic aspect emerges again in the w orks of Severus and ul­
I 1111,\ t 'Iy demands to be taken into account in the christological syn­
ilil sis. Wi th Maximus, due attention is paid to the real concern of the
1\ 11l110physites, w ho explained their rejection of a synthesis of two bal­
IIIl l'd natures completely in terms of the activity of the divine Logos,
I it takes possessio n [of a human nature]. This activity revealed the
I" sonal, hypos tat ic side of the ontological event at the root [ofJ esus'
, .srcnce] through the paradox of a real movement on the part of a
( ,(It! who never theless remains beyond change.F'" On the other hand,
II I( aspect of a hypostatic synthesis of two natur es, not of equal value

I t both preserved in their peculiar identity-a union that serves as
II I(' model of all cosmological and anthropological synthesis-can also
III I t be elimi nated from Maximus' view; this is the reason why th e
III II ion of' 'absorption" has little chance of success, in Maximus' mind.
II we attempt to bring these two aspects together, we can make th e
I I illowing concluding remarks about the formal structure ofMaximus'
( lui stology.

I t is cer tainly the Word becoming flesh, considered "from above",
vho is the power behind the synthesis; he is this power, both in his

rrccdom as a person and in the absolute reality of his divine being that
I inseparable from that freedom. T hese two dimensions must always

I \ 'A UlJYX1J 'to~ nov UJTOO'ta OEUlV ouvoooc: PG 76, 408B. It is understandable that Cy ril
' " l1 ld speak j ust as easily ofon e nature as of two , especially after the Letter ofUnion of 433.

Ii See Richar d, " Hypostase" , 243-52.

" See Lebon, " Christologie" , 1:43I(



I . SecJ.Te rnus, "Das Seelen- und BewufltscinslcbcnJesu", in Grillmeier and Bacht, Challee­
,"'1/, .I: I 14. Undoubtedly through a misprint, Ternus has here confused the two Greek terms.

I I I 0 the individua l theologian to draw the line as he sees fit .2 18 A
,I,", I nt [ucstiou is how far th at process goes, w hich M aximus calls
lill ".1, similat ion" (oLxd(J)OL£) of even the dishonorable sufferings and

' II I uption of fallen huma nity by the divine physician; here it is once
11'1111 css .ntial to make it clear that the passive, unfree suffering of the
1111 1 0 1 hri st, like that of his body, is rooted in the free and active
, II I (I the divine hypostasis, which also determines how it experiences

1111 ( I h iIlgs. His spontaneous willing to be human and to suffer is pre-
I , I w hat holds his human nature together as such and saves it from

'" \ II .msforrna tion into being naturally divine; at the same time, it is
d " what gives to it the supernatural "manner" that distinguishes it

I, '11 11 .ill ot he r, purely human persons, who always simply "emerge" in
I f" ncric way, as we have seen, from the synthesis of body and soul.

" he synthesis between human nature, as a whole, and the Divine
I ' I 1111 [o f the Son] becomes clearer, in Maximus' approach, in that
1I ",h ill r here need be absorbed or overshadowed any longer. The ten-

11111 within the human subject between nature and person has become
II " "space" between a Divine Person and human nature; one can and
11111 t speak now ofa "synthetic person" only inasmuch as what is char­
" I I ist ic (L()tO'Llj£) of the essence and the existence of human nature,
III body and soul, is due here simply to the fact that the person who

" VIIS" it is not a human person but a divine one. The synthesis of
lill person, then, consists only in the fact that the positive subject­
lill Divine Person, who is God in very essence-has the freedom to
I" himself even outside himself: that is, in the created realm.

I 'his concluding assault on Severus really includes all the essential
, " II{ .rns ofAlexandria and Antioch, even ofApollinarius. As we have
I II II I rayed it here, it already makes use of the results of the Monothelite
, 11111roversy, which must still be explained in detail in what follows.

C I IIUST T ilE SYNT IIHSIS

be taken together, for it is not simply a person who be comes 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.F"

a. The synthesis of body with soul. This also comes about within the
absolute Person; therefore it is a characteristic (L()tO'Llj£) 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 na8lj 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 unEQ <j>UOLV 'LQono£),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 (L()tO'Llj£) 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 (8EAljOL£), because
the Logos, as God, is the ultimate ground and justification of all the
intelligible structures (logoi) ofcreated natures; yet it lacks all our inde­
terminate groping and dithering guesswork about the right way to act
(YVW!l11) , 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 ofJesus than Maximus himselfis inclined
to do, for the distinction between the "passivities of dishonor" (na8lj
'Lfi£ cnL!lLa£), which are not simply a part of nature but "disfigure" it,
and those that form part ofour punishment (na8lj 'Lfi£ EmLL!lLa£), 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 Pyrrhus; PG 91, 30oA.
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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 ofthe question was no longer that ofnatures 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 (C:tv"dCloOL~) 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 plac e all its positive content, undimin­
ished (avEnlJtW~ Jt(lVta~ W1J~ <jn)OLX01J~ A6you~), at the service of unifi­
cation.F'" 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" 220 This does not
imply any kind of natural communication between the two: "nature
and nature do not share a common nature ."221 "For it is not by denial
of opposition, as some think, that a mediating position is affirmed."222
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 confirm ed, "each rather confirming the other by means
of each other" (Cll' ExaTEQOU ClE Ilunov Jtl(JWUIlEVO~ 8CftEQOV) .223 It is
only then, when God and man come closest to each other and meet in

219 Ambigua; PG 91, I037A.
22 0 Epistles II ; PG 91, 468C.
221 Opuscula; PG 91, I08C.
222 Ambigua; PG 91, IOS6D.
223 tH' h mEQou 6E f-liiAAOV mrrtouuevoc 8atEQov: Ibid .; PG 91, IOS6A.

I III ~ I . P .rson that it becom es obvious before our very eyes that God
I rnnlly, irred ucibly ot her than man and th at man may th erefore

III II : k his salvation in a direction that implies an abandonment of
111 OW Il nature.

I'rll' this reason , Chalcedo n's gre at word was "save" (Jw~Elv): the
1'1 -rvation of the peculia r character of both natures.F" All the great
,I, I( udcrs of the Counci l made use ofit, Leontius 225 as well as Sophro­
1 111I S . ~2(. For Maximus, this word becomes the most central concept in
III " who le order of redemption, for it unites in itself both aspects of
I III ist's saving w ork: healing and resc ue, on the one hand, and preser-

II ion and co nfirmation, on the other. Insofar as nature is elevated by
' 1.1( " it is also strengthened and brought to fulfillment within itself
1111 ough ma n's participation in God, mankind-man's creatureliness

itself is per fected . The unity of God and man "is achieved through
til( preservation [of differences] , guaranteed by guaranteeing them. For
I h(' unification of the two poles comes to full realization to the exact
,I, 'I"'C tha t their natural difference remains intact."227 Only ifChrist re­
I IIIIS his ful l relationship with his divine Father and his human mother
I h · "completely of the same substance w ith things above and things
II('low" .228 By bringing back human nature from the brink of destruc­
111111, by rescuing it (CllE(J(j)~E), 229 he reclaims it from the self-alienation
. " its sinful desire to " be as god" and presents it to itself ('t~V <!>UOLV JtQ6~

I flllTl'lV aJtoxa 8Lm:llOLv) ,230 returning each one of us to ourselves (~fllJ.~

I IllJT(ii:~ aJtoCl lCloU~). 231 For "he did not come to undermine the nature
I hat he him self, as God and Word, had created."232 This preservation
I realized through the unification of human nature, in the highest de­
1',1 'C , wi th the God who produces and affirms it; by being divinized,
III . world is perfected as world. So the world is given to itself, each
II I us is given to ourselves, when God gives himself to the world and to

• 1)5 302.
, E.g., PG 86, 128IA; et passim .
t, I'G 87, 3I69C. For Dionysius , see chapter I above (intro duction) .
7 Opuscula; PG 91, 96D-97A.
H Ibid.; PG 91, 209C .
u Ibid.; PG 91, 6oA.

"' Exposition of the Lord's Prayer; CCG 23, 34, 135; PG 90, 8nD.
' II A mbigua; PG 91, I060B .

12 Opuscula; PG 91, n C.
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us in C hrist: when " he makes of [the worldJ a new mystery" 233 and
presents both it and us to himself U'lLOOU£ lllJU£ £UUt (Q) .234

One must not, then, any longer misunderstand the abiding dist ance
between the natures, as if there were between them only an extrinsic
relationship ofparallel existence. In the hypostasis of Christ, both have
reached the stage of "strict identity",235 which results, in the two na­
tures, in a lively interpenetration and growth toward each other (Jtgo£
aAA~Au£ (JUlJrpu"t<;:t XUL Jt£gLXWg~(JEL), 236 a mutual exchange ofproperties,
such as happens between fire and the glowing iron within it. 237 One
may indeed speak, with the Cappadocians, of a kind of' 'mixture of the
two natures" ,238 with the result that one can no longer talk of "pure
difference" ('\jJLA~ OLUrpOgU), 239 but one must see here the foundation of
an intimate community of being and of shared operation «(JuV£gYUtL£
(Jug~) .240 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"241 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 in it as its medium.v" 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 (ou XUgLW£). 243

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" .244 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-

233 Ambigua; PG 91, 1049A.
234 Ibid.; PG 91, I06oB .

235 Ibid.; PG 91, IOS3B .
236 Opuscula; PG 91, 88A.
237 Ibid.; PG 91, 189D .

238 In Epistula Dionysii 4; PG 4, S33C.
239 Epistles 12; PG 91, 473A.
240 Opuscula; PG 91, 8SD.
241 Opuscula; PG 91, 121A.
242 Ambigua; PG 91, I044Bf£

243 Ibid .; PG 91, 1068ff. Leontius had already taught the communicatio idiomatum with com­

plete clarity: PG 86, 128SC; 1945CD.
244 Opuscula; PG 91, I09C; ibid .; PG 91, 193A-C.
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IIlp" wh ore the nonidenti cal are un ited. For the hypos tasis is no t sim­
ply ,1 " third bein g" with relation to the natures; as a divine hypostasis,
II i on ° with absolute Being and immanent w ithin it , and, through
1111. unity of being, hu man natur e has its hypostatic existence in the
I III~( ;S . T hus the mutual indwelling of natures, for all its indirectness,
I" comes an ontological unity of the highest order and accomplishes
I" I I I I a transformation and an assimilation of its two components.

II .uh and suffering belong of necessity to human nature in the con­
I I \'t " as an expression of its weakness and abandonment. Through the
I I \( :1rnation, however, they become at the same time a kind of free­
,1" 111, an expression ofpower.P" On the other hand, the unity of God's
I I ( cdo rn and power with human suffering and death achieves that di-

III • annihilation (X£VWOL£) which subjects God to what is not God.
I 'h ° result of both is redemptive suffering: "He suffered, if one may
1"lt it this way, in a divine way, because he suffered freely."246 In the
\( lcntity of div ine annihilation and a superhuman way of suffering, the
un ity of opposites becomes reality. For the self-emptying of God is
I '" t "suprem ely endless power'P? which is, at once, freedom and love
.md which makes it possible for God "himself to become, through his
( ndless longing for humanity, naturally and in very truth the object of
his own desire". 248 He achieves this without compromising his own
( 11 luring freedom, for this "self-emptying, achieved for our sakes" ,249
I.' itself only the pledge and the revelation ofa "majesty that commands
illfinity" .250 This place of God's self-emptying is precisely the place of
his holi est divinity, of love's highest freedom: a freedom that stands
at once beyond both "natures", makes both into an expression and
, ign 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

245 " Indeed , in his power he has made the sufferings of nature into works of free choice"

( '(fU3AELESOUOL<;t YVWfLY]<; liQya J!EJ!OLY]XLW<; T<l ,aey] ,11<; <jllJOEUJ<;) : Ambigua; PG 91, IOS3C.
246 Ibid .; PG 91, IOS6A.
247 Ibid .; PG 91, IOS3C.
248 Ibid .; PG 91, I048C.
249 Opuscula; PG 91, 12oB .
250 Ibid .; PG 91, 120A.



freedom from limitati on , th e ear thly an d th e heavenly, the visible and
the spiritual, the conceivable and th e inconceivable". 251

251 Opuscula; PG 91, 120C.
252 Epistles 21; PG 91, 604BC.

253 This is especially well expressed in th e Liber asceticus; PG 90, 916D-924C. Weser is in·
correct in suspecting Maximus of having a "m echanical" soteriology: S. Maximi Confessoris ,
22.

(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.252
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"'1.11 HII fi X",) .2~ '1 But for thi s limitation also to imply a positive founda­
111111 l or bein g, it may not simply be imposed from w ithout; it must
t1I1W f10111 the actual being itse lf, as its effect an d its definition. By its
II uvir. y, finite being defines (li terally: de-fines) it sel£255 Natural free­
III " I I 0 11l not be established any more deeply than in this ontology of
11111h being. M an, then , certainly possesses a single freedom ofwilling,
11111 pl" isely insofar as he is not simply a single hypostasis but also a
"'v.1 nature (XaL' dooe; IlLUV EVEQYELUV) .256

( ) , 1 • must, then, hold firmly to two levels of doing and willing in
• III iSl, which are bound together only in the unity of hi s hypostasis ,
11111 ill a unity of nature. Nestorius attempted to find the unity in the
1/,/1'1/ of[C hrist' s] two w ays of w illing. He rightly saw that their unity

I II ,11 0 .ct did not at all presuppose a unity ofwill. Pyrrhus, then, could
11111 be allowed to reason from the unified activ ity seen in Christ's
II, ('ds to a unity of nature. If one looks more closely, in fact, this uni­
III (I activity reveals its twofold cause.f"? When Christ w alks on the

ucr, his str ides as su ch are a human act , but his striding over water
upcrhuman, In a single thrust with a red-hot sword, I can still dis­

111.gu ish in the wound what is the effect of cutting and what of burn­
III ~·, . SO everythi ng that Christ does is both human and superhuman at
II Il same tim e; but the superhuman in his actions in no way destroys

liat is purely human, genuinely human. Christ has , not a "spiritual
• I. .tcnce" , but in every way a completely human one and, as such, an
• istcnce that is divinized; in fact, the divinity of hi s action finds its
ult imate guarantee in the in tact and undiminished authenticity of his
III II nanity, Precisely his speaking, breathing, walking, his hungering,
I ,l l illg, thirsting, drinking, sleeping, weeping, worrying are the dec i-

I • places where the divine makes its appearance. Here the principle of
.. [u st as far as" (IJEXQL-EWe;) must be strictly applied:258 just as far as the
II,· isively human rem ains in force is as far as God appears. Or to put

" Opuscula; PG 91, 249C.
• ••Motion is a po wer that creates form, that forms the definition ofthe subj ect , that cons ti­

1I11('S and limits all its characteristics " (xlv!]OLe; ouva~le; dOOJtOlOC;, rtotouou wi! UJtOXEl~EVOU

'" v "Qw~ov, coor un xn, JtEQIExnxTj mio!]e; LOIOT!]We;): ibid. ; P G 91, 201A. "For the defi­
ulrion of a thing is most properly th e intelligible principle (M yoe;) of its essential potency"
( I) lOe; YUQ rof JtQaY~LUWe; 6 M yoe; Tile; OUOLWOOUe; ouva~ EWe; xUQlwe; f OTlv) : ibid.; P G 91,
m il; cf. 21C. The best commentary on these sentences is Paul Claude!'s Art poetique .

t, Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 336C.

" Ibid.; PG 91, 241B C.
' t1 Opuscula; PG 91, 97A.
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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.253

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 ofman 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 self-determination (UUTOXLVY]1:0V) and its
freedom (:TtQOULQEOLe;) . 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" (OLUcj>OQCt OUOLaLLX~ XUL
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it more sharply: j ust as far as the two wi lls rem ain themselves, un con­
fused, is as far as they can be un ited in a single (llovul'JLXWS;) 259 activ ity.
This unity, then, is "organic interp enetration",260 and one may call it
"theandric activity"261 on th e basis of its indivisibility.P'" or even­
using his opponents' formulation-"a single activity", if one under­
stands this as referring, not to the nature, but to the hypostasis .P'"

The example of man, which Pyrrhus offered, can even be reversed
and used against him. Is not a dualism possible ((\u'(XWS; EVEQYELV) 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.264

The struggle with Pyrrhus reached its climax in the former patri­
arch's final argum ent. "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? Ifyes, then there are also two activitie s."
Pyrrhus: "But from the fact that he acts in a twofold way ((\uIxwS;) 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:
" T hat is pointless. This activity must come from a nature, either the
divine or the human ."265 One can see that the argument is ultimately
circular; the final reply cannot push the problem forward any far ther.
Two ultima te 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

259 Ambigua; PG 91, I044D .
260 " Growing tog eth er, by a unitary int erpenetration" (01Jfl<jJ1JW~ xaca 't~v EvLULUV :TtEQLXW­

QTjOLV: Opuscula; PG 91, 2]2A.

261 Ambigua; PG 91, I056B C.
262 Opuscula; PG 91, IOoD.
26 3 Ibid .; PG 91, I01B .
264 Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 337CD.
265 Ibid .; PG 91, 340A-341A.
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till I alization, the concrete living out, of a rational natu re; and because
I y r .alization points back to a real source, it is th e original, func­

111111 I .cntcr of the rational nature it self, th e radiant inner exp ression of
II I -ing. T his dynamic, actualizing aspect of being is only something
' II I :ll.iOnal" in the eyes of a narrow rationalism; for those who grasp

II more deeply-as Aristotle, Thomas, and Hegel were able to do-it
1 t hat which makes being itself real.

l'h inner logic ofMonothelitism shows that Maximus, too, despite
hat seems like "naturalism" in his thought, has seen m ore deeply.

I II tendency to conceive of the person irrationally may have come
II UIIl the effort to think "existentially", "personally" ; but it leads to
I Ii .less style of thought. Nature, robbed of the inner dynamic of its
«wn purposefulness for the sake of the [freedom of the] person, de-

l ( lids to being a marionette. The consistent conclusion of this subtle,
1111 .lligent heresy was a new kind of docetism and, so, the denial of
I h . ultimate basis of the Christian message. One cannot elevate the
" p rsonal" into a "system", but must always contextualize it as one of
ill given aspects belonging to and revealed by "nature" .266

c. The Drama of Redemption

I he last remaining step is to apply the [chr istological] doctrine Max­
IIIl U S developed to the drama of redemption. The deepest reason that
( .hrist must possess a creaturely freedom belongs to salvation his tory:
I he healing of nature demands a descent to that tragic point in man,
where sin, as opposition to God, has come into its own.i"? For sin to
h 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 already indicated that Maximus' do ctrine of the hypostasis is not without its
defects. Besides the sharp contours of his theoretical'concep tion, he may also be lacking in
.1 certain sense for the ultimate urgency of the problems, which may be part of the reason
lor the mu ch-criticized "abstractness" ofhis explanations. But it w ould be unfair to demand
of a seventh-centur y Gree k a Scotist understanding of the issues. It is eno ugh that he has
already anticipated the decisive insights ofSt. Thomas Aquinas and that the mod ern problem
of the person can take his thought as th e foundation for further development, wit ho ut any
necessary discontinuity of thought .
2m Opuscula; PG 91, I 57AB.
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Wt; art; alreadyfam iliar with the differ ence between " physical" and
" moral" sin. The former designates the who le range of vulnerabilit ies
that fundamentally 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.P " Like a consuming
fire he burns out the reserves of concupiscence from human weak­
nes~269 and eradicates the note of condemnation in death ."? He had to
possess those natural vulnerabilities (m.i8Y]) 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 ofnature."271 And nature here means, not simply a blind,
vital drive to stay alive, but intelligent willing.

For in an intellectual being, natural desire (8EAY][!a epu<JLx6v or 8EAY]<JL£)
is always, at its root, an intellectual desire (8EAY][!a AOyLX6v). 272 This
must be understood, first of all, as an undifferentiated basic faculty,
not directed to any particular obj ect (aJtAw£), not yet qualified through
a particular acto[the will (Jtoux 8EAY]<JL£) to become a "directed desire"
(~01JAY]<JL£). Thislatter fixes its gaze on an object as desirable-first of
all of course simply on the level of imagination (OQ£~L£ epavTaoLLx~),, ,
without any particular attention to its attainability or unattainability.F"
Only when the mind turns to ways and means does the "directed de­
sire" become aconsidered plan or "choice" (~OUA~ or ~01JA£U<JL£) . 274
First ofall, this means excluding the unattainable; but most ofthe time,
the way to the realization of desire is beyond our view, because of the
limitation of our knowledge, and the outcome of our action is uncer­
tain. This is the decisive situation ofman: his quest, his reaching out for
what he desires,is able to bring the obj ect of his desire into view but
cannot integrate it so clearly into the system of created causes and ef­
fects that the will's prior choice could ever simply reach out to its own

268 Quaestiones ad 71wlassium 2I; CCG 7, 129; PG 90, 3I 3B.
269 Ibid .: CCG 7, Ijl , 72ff.; PG 90, 316AB.

270 Ambigua; PG 91, I041C ,
271 Opuscula: PG 91, ,6413,
272 Opuscula; PG 91, 21D; cf ibid.; PG 91, 12C: "He desires by means of the senses and

the mind" (xut' alaellalv "tE xai vouv OQEynaL),
273 Ibid.: PG 91, 3,B,
274 Ibid .; PG 91, 16B,
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I lit ( I ivc fulfil lmen t. T hus his searc hing and inves tiga ting result firs t of
ill i l l his "dec iding to do" something, as a directional determination of
III 11 :trt (()QE~L£ Evi'na OETO£)-a "setting-out", which includes just as
11I11l h " preconceived opinion" as it does an objective response to the
1IItj'l,t. Maximus calls this complex state, which corresponds to some­
I hill r very real, yvW[!Y];275 it is the immediate ground from which the

iI l's free decis ion (JtQoaLQwL£) springs . The decision-making process,
ti ll I 'fo re, in the human consciousness, rests on the double situation
" , I I. rurally having to will, on the one hand, and of not bei ng able to
,( all the possibilities, on the other. Freedom of choice is not a pure

I" I • .tion: it is limited by th e double bind of being forced by one's
, I ( ntcd condition to make a choice, in order to realize one's being, and

, I of having to choose something whose implications one does not
1IIII y un derstand.

nut to return to Christ: What shape, in his case, do the psycholog­
I ' .rl phases of willing take? His fear of death is a natural drive and, at
lilt same time, something intellectual, "for there must necessarily be
I ( or respo ndence between nature and the direction of our intellectual

I II Tgies, and nature must possess the drive not to die but to cling to
I his present life."276 On the other hand, Christ's divine will wished
f i ll death. Was there not, therefore, a contradiction between the two
wills?

It is important to distinguish sharply here, first of all, between
I wo kinds of opposition «haoTOA~): simple or contrary opposition
(IVUVTLW<JL£) and contradiction (avLLxELo8m). The first of these is the
opposition 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
hi " Maximus argues, that there should be a contradiction between two
II , tures as such, for everything natural comes from a single common
ource, God;277 therefore they cannot eliminate each other as contra­

di tories can, which belong only to the qualities of natures and not to
1heir reality itself But Christ's fear of death comes into play within
1he sph ere 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
• II ordered , not a disordered, fear; the latter is only possible on the

.'" O n the development of this concept in Maximus, see Sherwood, Ascetic Life, 55-63 .

.,,, Opuscula; PG 91, 224C.
xn Ibid.; PG 91, 2I2CD,
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level ofYVW~ll1.278 But YVW~l1 is imposs ible in C hrist, because it rests 0 11

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", 279 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.280

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 ofsin in nature, not an "overcoming" ofsin 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 ('L~V

n£LQav 'LWV na811~a'LWv) ?281
Maximus answers these questions by his theory of "appropriation"

(oLx£lw01e;) within salvation history. This can take two forms: an "ap­
propriation by relationship" (oLx£lw01e; aX£LLxt'j) and an "appropriation

278 Ibid.; PG 91, 193A .

279 Ibid.; PG 91, 192BC.

280 Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91 , 297D.
281 Opuscula; PG 91, II7A.
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h II. tur ," (OI.XEl(l)Ole; (!ruOlxt'l). T he former comes in to being through
I ou scio us acts; so , for example, if we love each other, we can com­
1III IIIi 'ate our actions and our suffer ings and can identify with those
III anothe r, although we are not ourselves actually doing or undergo­
Ill" (I;e same things.282 The latter, on the other hand, is an ontological
(.IliouiJ i'l l1e;) appropriation , which makes the assimilated object part of
11 11 1 very being. Now it is clear that Christ, who possessed our nature
•»uologically as his own, had our natural human capacity to will in
1III IIsclf in the same way that we do and put it to use (hvnwa£v).283

11111 since he could not make our sinful manner of willing his own
1I lllologically, he assimilated it to himself through "relative appropria-

"I 11 111 •

)ur vu lnerabil ities (na811) have two aspects : that of punishment and
that of guilt . The former is characteristic of our nature as such; the latter
.imply disfigures it . The former w as freely and ontologically taken on
hy C hrist along with his hum an existen ce; through this act , he gave
strength to our nature as it is and freed it from the curse that lay on us .
Hut he made the latter aspect his own in the course of salvation history,
I hrough his love for humanity, in that he took it up to destroy it, as fire
o nsum es wax or the sun the mists of the earth, so that in its place he

might bestow on us his own blessings. 284

( hrist achieves this second identification in his role as head ofthe Mys­
III al Body,285by which he stands in a loving and therefore sympathetic
I { lationship with the' actions and sufferings of all his members.

But may one call this last kind of"appropriation" purely "relational" ,
111<1 see it as excluding all ontological communication? Christ's union
with human nature, after all, is itself ontological, and original sin is
I t uated precisely in the universal reality of this nature, as such. In his

IYisputation. with Pyrrhus, this universality is clearly expressed: through
his subj ection to the will of the Father, Christ did not make only his
IIW II humani ty subject [to him], but humanity in generaP86-all of
humanity, even and most especially that element in it which had not
I " '11 subj ected already (6 ~~£'L£Qoe; avuncnaxwe; 'LQonoe;). 287 He repre-

" Ibid.; PG 91, 220B .

'" Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 30SB .
. ", Opuscula; PG 91, 237B.

'" Ibid.; PG 91, 237A.
"', Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 30Se.

' '' ' Opuscula: PG 91, 237B.
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sents our reb ellion in himsel f (1:UmDV 1:0 l'IflE1:EQOV),2HHas an acto r rep ­
resents a character on the stage. In this way, he did not make his OWIl
only what is naturally ordered in us but also our ability to choose freely
(nQoaLQ£OLi;) .289 Now the full implications ofhis struggle on the Mount
ofOlives 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"290 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", th e on e 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. I am not on e of those caught up in the struggle, but I am both of
the struggling parti es and the struggle itself I am fire and water and the
contact and unity between the things that simply flee from each other. 291

To the degree that the questionable aspects ofMaximus' philosophy
of sexuality, which w e 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 Ibid.; PG 91, 84BC, 196D .
289 Ibid .; PG 91, 29C.
2 90 Ibid. ; PG 91, 8IB.

291 Religionsphilosophie, I , zd ed . (1840) ; ed. H .Glockner, vol. 15 [reprint, Stuttgart, 19591),64.
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I I 111I1I S , ' V ' rything depends on a prior, unconstrained, free act of
1111 P ' I S O li who steers the struggle from above an d on th e volu ntary
II II Il I -r of that person's "ineffable self-immolation". 292 T h e opposed
III lx, rom the start, alrea dy in submissio n : "Not as I will, but as
III' will." If sin makes any entry at all on thi s internal stage of the
I " I III . n , it is only, so to spea k, as an empty she ll, w hich has already

111111 I lit its sinful contents.
I Itl' inevitable question is how this struggle, already decided before­

1111111 , I an still be calle d serious. If[Christ's] human nature has no pro­
I ) f hoice, no yvW f.l1l, no indecision, does it not also fail to merit

I «row n?
1.\ rimus refuses to attribute YVWf.l1l to the human nature of Christ.

I III , Oil the one hand, thi s process has its origin in a darkening of hu­
" III insight into what is truly good, both as end and as means; thus it

, i m of weakness that does not pertain to Christ.F" On the other
11 11 1.1 , YVI.o f.l1l is the way a hypostasis lives out and realizes its natural
IIIVill rand wil ling r'?" it is " th e will with particular qualifications". 295
I 1111 it cannot be absent from Christ unless it s place is taken by a
I I II ct hypostatic realization of human nature. If yvw~lll means the
I 'I o ual realization of freedom as something imperfect, groping, and
III I I' ore needing to choose, then Christ "must possess a natural rela­

11"" hip with and assimilation to the Good, simply through his being
ihrough his divine mode of exi stence' t.F" thus he must realize in

1'1111 If, in a surpassing w ay (eminenter) , the dimension of perfection

III /V(;'!lll.
III fact, M aximus always describes th e healin g of the human YVW~ll1

I I r turn to a natural rightness, which consists in the unfolding of the
'I II1II al capacity to will according to the norm of the will of God.297

I II I' possibili ty of choosing is thus less a perfection than it is the in-
Il.l ble exper iencing [Not-WeHde] of a natural necessity. In the five

I" III Jr.<; for the freedom of the will that Maximus offers to Pyrrhus, it is

"I"(~ua ; PG 91, I048C .
( tpnscula; P G 91, 56B; Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 308D-309A.

I ( 'I",sCl lla; PG 91, 192BC.
lhid.; PG 91, 2ID ; Disputation with Pvrrhus; PG 91. 308C .

", /li 'l'l/tation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 309A (reading 1:0 OE'(XGJ~ V1W01:i'jvm) .": "in that he

"I, I I S in a div ine way " ) .
I /':'I' <lSition of the Lord's Prayer; CCG 23, 35, 150-53 ; PG 90, 880A; Ambigua; PG 91.

I ' II A.
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5. T he Syntheses ifRedemption

lid perhaps just as there were steps in the Temple, on which one
mounted toward the Holy of H olies, so the Only-begotten of God is
himself all the steps we need. . . . The first and lowest, so to speak, is
his 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
.1 ' end through him who is also an angel and the other powers.305
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lilt I , hou gh surely as something already surpassed . His incomparable
III I it" onsists precisely in th e fact th at he has always moved be­
1111 I any vacillatio n with respect to the Good, in the perfection of his

1111rued de cision and in his submission to the will of God. The drama
III I'll • Mount of Olives is the ultimate price and the ultimate proof of

I1I I obedience.
.. Physically" , the "appropriation" of our rebellious will, and the

II I din tha t results from it, has saved the human race by restoring to it
III II I orru pt , naturally functioning faculty of self-determination. This
I II sical" redemption, however, is a wholly "spiritual" drama: the life­

11111 death struggle of the natures of God and the creature on the stage
" I h . most exalted hypostasis . So it demands of us our intellectual

III -o lvem ent , our participation, by entering with the Redeemer into
11111 iden tification of God's "self-annihilation" with the human willing
I I I I I is itself a constitutive part of the hypostasis of Christ: of Christ,
111 111 'ly, as head of his Mystical Body.

I IIl .arden of O lives, where the cosmic struggle between the nature
, " ( ;od and the nature of the world took place within a single soul,
I I I t only the center of Christ's work but also the core of the syn­
II I< ' S that were intended to achieve the redemption of all creation by
.h.iw ing it step by step toward God. In his vision of these syntheses,

l.rx imus brings to its completion the Alexandrian idea of the regressus,
II I< r .entry of the creature into God. In Origen's thought, this return
I I onceived in the image of a gradual ascent of the soul to ever more
I"' itual levels of being, under the guidance of the Logos, who is con­
I uitly changing himself into ever-higher forms:
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298 "That whi ch is . . . naturally rationa l is naturally self-determining" (TO . . . ql1JDEL AOYLXOV
xo l crUDEL aVTE~ouDLOV) : D isputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 304B-D.
299 Ibid. ; PG 91, 301e.
3 00 Ibid. 317e.

3 0 1 Ibid. 243B .

302 PG 40 , 1240A, etc.
303 Disputation with Pyrrhus; PG 91, 309B -312A.
304 Ibid.; PG 91, J24D - J2SA.

always simply the self-de ter mination (a lrrd;ovOloV) of the intellectual
nature, its independence and its self-possession, that is demonstrated.
This quality is equated with the possession of intellect and reason it­
sel£298 And since intellectuality is a gift of nature, freedom must be
such a gift as well. Self-determination (aln;f~ovOLov) and intellectua l
willing (8fAll1:LX6v) are the same thing. 299

This does not prevent the facul ty ofwilling, in the creature, from be­
ing a dynamic striving toward a goa l,300 ult im ately a reaching through
all partial goals toward God. For this urge is itself a free m ovement,
even though it is also a given. In any case, Maximus is thinking here,
in the first instance, only of freedom from imposed necessity (oubEv
~vayxa(J/! Evov EXfL) .301 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 na ture it self
(cj>uOlXat eiow a t aQf'LaL), insofar as it is alive and efficacious. In this
context, he repeats a basic teaching of Evagrius: na ture as such is th e
Good.302 The goal of all asceticism is, in the end, to clear away the
obstacles to this natural spontaneity.P'" So the central theme running
through Maximus' whole thought reappears here once again: the Good
is nothing else but the act ofbeing. Being proves its power as th e Eter­
nal Good by letting itself unfold in the world as good things and so
manages to attain eternal validity as its ultimate justification an d its
graced fulfillment (dvm-Eli dvm-ad dvm) . The "space" tha t 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.P'"

All of this lessens the difficulty seemingly implied by th e fac t that in
Christ there is no YVWf!ll 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 m ust surely be present in C hrist ,
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In Maximus, this pattern of a direct ascent is contrasted with another
pattern, that of synthesis, w hich 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 per spective on the world.

Christ has become, through the depth and the divine manner of his
suffering, "founder of th e mysteries" (n:AE'tugXTJ<;) and "sun of all the
ages",306 under whose beams the world's harvest gradually ripens to­
ward unity in God. This is the mysterium magnum of which Paul speaks.

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 the ir 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 oflimit
and the unlimited, of measure and the unmeasurable, of circumscr iption
and the uncircumscrib ed, of the Creator with the creature, of rest with
movement-that synthes is which, in the se last days, has become visible
in Christ, bringin g the plan of God to its fulfillm ent throu gh itself307

According to this text , th ere is no doubt that M aximus-in contrast
to John D amascene'P'-e-would have placed himsel f on the side ofSco­
tus, without a second th ought, in the [later] scholastic controversy:
not redemption from sin , but th e unification of th e world in itself and
with God is the ultimate motivating cause for the In carnation and, as
such, the first idea of th e Creator, existing in advance of all creation.309

306 Ambigua; PG 91, 1356C ff.
3 07 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 60; CCG 22, 75, 32-56; PG 90, 621AB.
3 08 D ejide orthodoxa 3, 12; 4, 4; PG 94, 1228-29, II08.
3 09 On this po int , Wagenmann (Realencvdopadiefur protestantische T heologie, vol. 20, pt . I ,

129-44; c£ vol. 9, pt. 2, 430-43) is pr obably right, against Straubinger (Die Christoloqie des
heiligen Maximu s Confessor [Bonn, 1906), 126, 130). O nly if one disregards M aximu s' mo st
typical featu res as a th eologian and a mys tic can one cons ider his philosophical anthropology
as th e center of his world view. In this latter approac h- which does not, however, provid e
an objective picture of his thou ght-man moves in Christ's place to th e cente r o f creatio n,
whi le the Redeem er is dem oted to bei ng th e auxi liary instr ume nt of human salvat ion.

But of course the presupposition of that scholastic controversy, which
hegins 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
1,lct, at thi s highest point, converge into one.

Maximus can never have enough ofpraising "all the different synthe­
-cs between diverse creatures that are realized through Christ" .310 In
I hat the Redeemer has defeated the hostile powers of the air, he reestab­
lishes the continuity between heaven and earth "and proves that heav­
('lIly and earthly beings join in a single festive dance, as they receive
I he gifts that come from God". For "through the blood of his cross
1< .hrist] establishes peace, both for the dwellers in heaven and for the
dwellers on earth" (Col 1:20); "human nature now praises the glory of
( .od with one and the same will as the heavenly powers." And "after
( 'hrist brought his historic work of salvation to completion for our
',Ikes and ascended along with the body he had assumed, he united
hr.rvcn and earth through himself, connected sensible creation with
i11(, intellectual, and so revealed the unity of creation in the very po­
l.u i l y of its elements."311

More specifically, there are five great syntheses that lead to this unity.
( hrist " uni tes man and w oman, . .. unites the earth by abolishing the
. Ii vi sion between the earthly paradise and the rest of the inhabited
-I"he, . . . unites earth and heaven, .. . unites sen sible and intelligible
i11111~S, ..• and ultimately-in an ineffable way-unites created and
IIIIl rcated nature" .312 These syntheses will be developed more broadly
III .mother context. T he first , in the realm of sexuality, overcomes the
• III , t' resulting from sin in a first glimpse of distant unity: "In Christ
I, li S there is no longer male or female" (Gal 3:28); here the power
•Ii pi ocreation returns to that original fruitfulness of the spirit which
, I Icd in advance of sin. This first synthesis thus presupposes the re­
d ll ,l l ion of the second, which Christ indicates in his words from the

( " ISS , "Today you will be with me in Paradise" (Lk 23:43): the earth
ill I I was cursed and the Eden that preceded it have become one, and

1111 ' who le earth is made holy again through his return, through death,

'" ( I""" "i",/I'S ad 'l'halassium 4X; CCG 7, 333, 66f.; PG 90, 436A.
" I , /""; ,;",, '!f Ill<' I.ord's Prayer; C 23, 33, 116- 20; PC 90, 877AB.
, 1 111,,,'1;"'/1" ,,,1 'l 'II ,IIa-'-' i" lI/ .IX; '(; 7,333,67-335, 7X ; PC 90, 436AB.
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into Paradise." The inaccessible land of our yearning has become an
earthly 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 itsel£"313 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 ."314

Then "he ascended into heaven" (Acts 1:9-11) 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."315 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 totaliry.P'" And
while Christ thus subjects himself, as the universal human being, to
the Father, "he unites created nature to uncreated nature in love-e-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 (nEQLxwQ~oa£), 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."318

In this way, Maximus has built the Alexandrian doctrine of diviniza­
tion into his own theory ofsyntheses by removing its Neoplatonic and
spiritualist sting. In the form in which he presents it, there is not the

313 Ambigua; PG 91, 1j09AB.

314 Ibid.; PG 91 , 1joSD.

315 Ibid.; PG 91 , 1j09Be.

3 16 Ibid.; PG 91 , 1j09C ; 1j oSA .

3 17 Ibid.; PG 1j12A.

3 18 Ibid.; PG 91, I j OSe.

I ightest danger ofpantheism. It is, of course, true that Scotus Erigena
1IIlIst have built his own system directly on texts such as this. But the
I1.111theistic tones that he added to it through his theory offour natures
Ill' not present in Maximus. The East's instinct for divinization is held
III check here by the Chalcedonian term "unconfused" (aovyxu"tw£).

l 'll l' syntheses realized by Christ are the plan for those others that the
VI irld and every individual, by the grace ofChrist, must realize in them­

.1 lvcs, So it remains for us to consider, in a final chapter, the syntheses
I I I.I( Christ brings to fulfillment in and with us, his members. Put this
v. 'y, this theme includes what one might call Maximus' "spirituality":

Ill S ascetical and mystical teaching.
It seems appropriate to present the spiritual highlights of his view of

II · .11 ity by drawing on the works in which Maximus is at his most orig­
ui.il-e--the Questions to Thalassius, the Ambigua, the Mystagogy, the Ex­
1IIIIilion ofthe Lord's Prayer, the letters-rather than the works in which
III' is mainly concerned with working out his own adaptive assimilation
"I I he spiritual tradition: the two collections of Centuries. One cannot
m.ik c the distinction too sharply, for Maximus is always making use of
ill(' whole tradition and is always a creative adapter-often in a very
11"Il't way, but precisely then at his most effective! Nevertheless, the
I,.'! )(: of the spirituality of the first group of works is completely his

I 'WII, whereas in the second he is reworking what has been shaped by
"I lil T S. For this reason, we must interpret the second group in terms
"I I he first.



VII

THE SPIRITUAL SYNTHESES

I. Christian Realization

T he life of the Christian is to imitate the life of Christ. Christ "loved
LIS 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. 1 While the
Origenists conceived of the "experience of suffering" (nElQa) as the
lIecessary way through the darkness of opposition, the way that first
allows the divine light to shine on us as something eternally desirable,
Maxim us proposes a new kind of "experience of suffering": the expe­
rience of Christ, which certainly also leads the Christian who shares
ill it dow n the dark path of distance from God, but which does so in
.1 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 ofnature 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 habi tual ly leads
those who are predestined for salvation to the Father. .. . 0 great and
I ruly 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
way.2

We are drawn, then, into the law of the Incarnation, yet wi thout ex­
h.uist ing the full measure of Christ's experience.

I l 'l'i,tl"" 44; PC 9 1, 644AC .
'",,,f, !~,, ,, ; PC 91 , I04SAB.
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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 " G od 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 (mi8l]) ofeach of us upon
himself and suffering in a mysterious way, because if his love, until the end if
time, according to the measure of the suffering of each individual. 4

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.5

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 (A6yo~) of all the things we have mentioned; and
who ever, in addition, has been initiated into the mysterious meaning
and power of the Resurrection knows the primordial (nQOl]youflEVW~)

purpose for which God created the universe .6

The mystery ofsupernatural life, far from being thrown over the world
as something foreign and purely "historical", is rather something that

3 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 22; CCG 7, 143, 103f.; PG 90, pIB.

4 Mystagogia 24; PG 91, 713B.
5 Ambigua; PG 91, 1360AB. Outside of Origen (see my Parole et mvstere chez Origenc

[Paris , 1957]. 130) and Pseud o-M acarius (see volume I of The Glory of the Lord [San Fran­
cisco, 1982]), this kind of mysticism ofsuffering, which remind s us of Pascal, does not exist
in th e East.

6 Centuries on Knowledge I, 66; PG 90, I l oRA B.

uivolves and transforms all natural being down to its deepest founda­
I ions-as precisely the final, utterly decisive form of being must do.
" he 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
boldly:

Everything visible needs the cross-needs a condition that holds in check
our appetite for the sensible things that the world itselfhas produced; but
everything 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,
:IS if from the dead, and includes and possesses in himselfeverything that
takes its origin from him, even though no single thing is related to him
hy natural connection or relationship . For it is by grace, not by nature,
that the elect attain salvation.7

This mighty cosmological change of course, however-this trans­
1Il l lllation of all things from being "in themselves" by nature to being
III Cod by grace-like death itself, which is the inner content of the
I 11 .lllge, only comes about at that pivotal point where grace and nature,
l ua vcn and earth are in contact: in the hypostatic synthesis ofGod made
human. To enter into this synthesis and share in it , however, means
II 1 "eliminate" nature in its pure state, with Christ and by his power,
11111 to transform what was only compulsion, punishment for sin, and
unk-Iiberate passion into a free act, free suffering. For "what normally
1IIIlVl:S our wills to make a decision, Christ has shown, in his own life,
I" he set in motion by himsel£"8 This transformation is what we have
u.iditionally called "mortification": "to change into a voluntary act of

II till:" what was one of the involuntary results of sin;? "freely chosen
.I, .11 h to self" and, thus , victory over death through the anticipation of
,I, .llh; 1O "freely chosen acquiescence" in the extremes [of our suffer­
IIIF,I . ill shame and mockery, and thus an inner freedom with respect to
ti ll' opposites that naturally affect us-blame and praise, poverty and
I I. Ill'S, friendship and enmity. II Love, humility, continence, pa tience

I lbid ., I , (,7; PG 90, 1108B.

· ' ''' ''(~ I/I I; PC 9 1, 1053C ,
" Ihid .: I' , 9 1, 1373A,

''' Ihid,; I' , <)1 , 11 57 1) ,

" 11 " .1 ,; I'C ( I , 120 A ll .
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are all names for this single attitude, 12 through which nature "lays aside
its irrational motions" and "returns to the greatness and beauty of its
original condition". 13 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 of the resurrection. And so Christianjoy 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 sees, as something already present, the beauty and dignity of
what is to come. 14

In the end, Maximus praises a "voluntary poverty" in outward things 15

and external obedience 16 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 tantum-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 th e divine Logos, who
is God, wants to see the mystery ofhis Incarnation brought to realization
constantly, and in all of us.17

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 pre cisely 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, 18 to precisely the same degree as man allows God-who
is by nature invisible-to appear through his own virtues.19

12 Ibid .

13 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 26; CCC 7, 185, 220ff.; PC 90, 349AB.
14 Ibid. , 58; CCC 22, 37, 160-63 ; PC 90, S97D-600A.

15 Opuscula; PC 91, 69BC.
16 Ibid.; PC 91, 4S2AB.

17 Ambigua; PC 91, ro84 CD.
18 I read here " beyond conception", " unknow able" (a yvw01;ov) rath er than "knowable"

(vvcxrrov) , since the sense of th e passage requi res it and the old Latin trans latio n [of Scorn s
Erigena] suppor ts it.

19 A mbigua; PC 91, I 113BC.

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. 20

I hat cosmic law of expansion and contraction, diastole and systole,
\ hich we mentioned earlier, is thus now translated into the terms
•If salvation history and receives here its final meaning: God gathers us
III together into unity with himself, for his own sake, to precisely the
,.11lie degree as he has spread himselfout, for our sakes, in the law ofhis
I III idescension.21 Thus self-annihilation is a mutual process, yet it rests,
I,y its very nature, on the utter priority of God's own self-emptying.
M:III "is changed into the Divinity through the destruction of his pas­
.ionate susceptibilities, to the same degree that God's Logos willingly
,',.Ive up his own sheer glory and in truly becoming man annihilated
hunself by entering the transforming process of salvation history.l'P"

The almost geometrical precision of this motif, which continually
II .Ippears, is sufficient proof of how much the entire realization of our

rlvation turns on the hinge of the Incarnation. The openness of the
1iprcme hypostatic will of Christ determines the tremendous equilib­

I 111111 between God and the world, like the tongue on the balance of a
•.dl'. So we are not surprised to see the principle of this openness or
IIllli fTerence", become-as <'maena, as inner freedom-the dominant

I It I (II' in the whole spiritual fulfillment ofman. This occurs not simply
III I he sense we have already described, as an entering into that stage
,I Christ's supreme freedom through a voluntary and loving process
" dying to the things of the world; it also appears , more expressly,

1 stage of indifference beyond the polarities of this world, which­
.h liough irreconcilably opposed in themselves-reveal from these dis­
I111I heights, accessible only to love and freedom, an inner cornplemen­
I II II and reconciliation in Christ.

Ilidifference and continence, which in Christian Platonism carried
I II'IIg overtones offlight from the world, thus receive another coloring

II, II ' I hat is more world-affirming. By choosing to free himself from
.I, 1l('111 lcn cy on individual, limited creatures, and by making the ascent

' 11".1.; I' {; ') 1, 138S11 .
' 11, ..1 ; I'{; ~ I . 1288A.

/ /""itill " <>1" ,11.. Lord's Pr,,)"·'; CCC 23.32, 102- 33, loli: PC ~o . 877A.
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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 creatur e
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 highestpossible degree ofopenness to the
world, conceived in the terms ofEastern monastic self-denial; thus it is
a way ofmaking classical apatheia an instrument for the Pauline idea of
overcoming the world by becoming "all things to all creatures". T his
domination of the world th rough 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 because
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 qu est
for freedom from desire, characteristic of Buddhism and Gnosticism ,
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 creatures
that has freed itself from self-seeking, from passion, from worldliness,
but he interprets it in a Christian way as the love demanded by th .
Sermon on the Mount, a love like God the Father's for all creatur es,
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 power
of love: more precisely, in the redeeming love of Christ, whose sci (.
emptying indifference and conceptual openness are revealed to be- f:lJ'
more deeply than with Hegel or in the abst ract quest for Ni rvana- the
almighty power that preserves the individual and personal by clevatin '.
it into the div ine . This mighty fusion of Asia and Europe, which sub-

1'1IS all speculative power to the law of self-emptying revealed in the
111(":1 rnation, was achieved by Maximus in full consciousness of what
II, was doing; it allowed him, in a feat of ultimate daring, to surpass
'II( I so to overcome two opposed brands of pantheism-that of India
111(1 China, which dissolves all things in God, and that ofHegel, which
, "11StruCtS God out of all things. He can speak the language of both
, Ircmes at the same time, because the "higher midpoint" between
I"'Ih has become a real event for him: the unification of the cosmos
III the God who has become human. He can speak quite expressly of
I .oustruction if God in Christ, in the sense that through the incorpora­

11" 11 and initiation of the Christian into him, Christ (and, with Christ,
( 'Iltl) is himself being built into reality.P on the other hand, he can
1""1 k of a resolution of things into God,24 which does not mean their

,I, Iruction so much as their absorption into the Sun that illuminates
"I Ihings .25

( lile should not suppose that Maximus always, or even usually, de­
, I. 'llS his descriptions of the spiritual syntheses of the world expressly

III Icrms of freedom from the vulnerabilities of the senses (apatheia).
1" .isser t this would be to try to systematize his thought beyond what

I dill', to do violence to its loose ends and fluid elements. Yet simply
I" (:ICt that in all realms of created being he recognizes two ultimate
" I ' of meaning, which do not behave simply as levels or degrees but
I .• I :IS two equally valuable, equally powerful poles in tension with
" II other, helps us to realize that we can approach their synthetic

11111 only through a position of indifference and distance-a position
II II ,IIlows us to suspend their limited opposition and to let them be
I, .ucd, at the same time, into a positive reconciliation. Such indif­
I' urc , however, is in fact related to apatheia, even if that relationship
1II,IillS unspoken; and apatheia can play the role in Maximus' thought

I"l it do es only because it conforms to the deepest structure of his
I" 11I ~'.ht.

I 'ill' texture of the spiritual syntheses [Maximus envisages] is so man­
I, ".I , so changeable, that it would be impossible and also pointless to

, I t hr texts wc have already cited: Ambigua; PG 91, 1288; Exposition ofthe Lord's Prayer:
I " 'I , .1..\ /1: ; PC ~o, 877A; also Mystagogia 5; PG 91, 676B ("J esus . .. completed through

1'I'" 11 'V , . . Ol'I' lTAI]QWOt\VT<1 I'll ' EiIOU, ctc.); and Centuries on Knowledge 2, 25, on th e
" , " I "r-qu.i l ity wit h . hrist" ("i sochristism") ;
'I ru turirs 0" KIIO II'1t'(~t!1' 2,74; P J yo, I I ()oA .

\",h( ,,,,,; PC ~ I . II S(jAII.
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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 elan , 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 ofits powers. Sec­
ondly, the synthesis ofobjective 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 ofthis theology
that stands between Eastern and Western thought.

2. The Synthesis if 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
emphatically 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 equ al
value between soul and body in a conception of the universe that is
under the influence of Platonic and Aristotelian thought. The most
on e can expect is a sense for the insufficiency ofpure thought, and for
the dependency of thought on the s .nsible world, that goes beyon d
both O rigen and Evagrius,

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 intelligi~le

world and the whole sensible world, are formed in each other and with
I elation to each other.

For the totality of the intellectual world appears mysteriously in sensible
forms, expressed through the whole sensible world, to those who have
I he gift of sight; and the whole sensible world dwells within the intellec­
rual, simplified by the mind into its meanings by the formative process of
wisdom.... For the ability to contemplate intellectual realities through
sensible ones, by analogy, is at once intellectual insight and a way of un­
derstanding the visible world by means of the invisible . It is necessary,
surely, that both of these realms-which are ultimately there in order to
reveal each other-should possess a true and unmistakable impression
oj' each other and an indestructible relationship to each other. 26

This paragraph, which recalls for us the metaphysics of the whole
11111 the part, would be enough in itself to purge Maximus of any repu­
UI ion of unworldly spiritualism. Precisely as a mystic, he understands
rill' limitations of pure thought, which of its own power embraces
II \ object only through abstract concepts, not on the basis of experi­
t IICC. Origen and his disciples, of course, and later Gregory of Nyssa,
I' «udo-Macarius, and Diadochus of Photike, spoke of an intellectual
Illd spiritual brand of sensibility?" that was needed in order to enliven
I hl" poverty of abstract thought and bring it to full flower, through
, pcriential contact with an intelligible or mystical object. In Platonic
rlunking, this "divine sensibility" remained ambiguous: one might con­
01 IVL' these "senses" more as fallen intellectual intuition, alienated from
II d f-so especially the homilies of Pseudo-Macarius-or one might
1IIInpret them as standing in irreconcilable opposition to intellectual
I III iwlcdge. Both approaches to understanding the world can be found
III ( higen, who understands the "spiritual senses," on the one hand, as
rII(' ("normal") development of a living faith, but who considers spir­
1III.iI and physical senses, on the other hand, as irreconcilable: where
rill spiritual eye is open, the physical eye must close. .

Muximus speaks positively, first of all, in a traditional way-lIke
M.« ariu s and Diadochu s-of the "spiritual senses" : if a person has
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them, he "realizes" in an experiential way the mystical content of the
liturgy,28 the true meaning ofJesus' gift of himself in the Eucharist 29
-not by exaggerating the external liturgy, but through a concurrent
"divine perception" (aLol']8lJLC; 8£La) that is aware of the intelligible con­
tent in the symbolic ceremony.P? This is true, even iflater the liturgical
act of shutting the doors !s interpreted as the closing of the senses ,
insofar as they are open to distraction from without.

A certain countercurrent to such thinking is set in motion by Pseudo­
Dionysius; for this "higher sensibility" (aLo8avw8m UJtEQ aLo8l']lJLv)31
cannot simply be a further development ofintellectual thought as such.
The notion oftranscendence formed in the school ofPseudo-Dionysius
~an only conceive ofthe ultimate reality, and our experience ofit, as ly­
mg beyond all this world's tensions, even the tension ofsense and mind.
Both phenomena and noumena need the "cross" and the "grave";32 the
mind no less than the senses must let go of all natural operations and
all stimulation from within. The ultimate "experience" (Jt£LQa), then,
is beyond both intellect and senses; but for that very reason both of
them offer a positive, if insufficient, analogy for transcendental reality.
Indeed, sense knowledge can even seem, for a moment, to be nearer
the truth:

The direct experience of something puts an end to the concept that in­
tends it; the perception of the same thing makes further reflection about
it pointless. I call experience, however, fully realized knowledge itself,
which becomes real when all conceiving has come to an end; but per­
ception is the very participation in the known object that is revealed to
us only when all thinking has come to an end. 33

Experience and perception, here, are contrasted with conception and
thought; the latter two have a reference (OXElJLc;) to, and so also an
express distance from, the object on which they are based, while the
former suggest a realized participation (~E8£~Lc; xm;' EV£Qydav).

The one kind of knowledge, which depends on concepts and thought,
has the power to awaken a longing for knowledge that is fully realized

28 Mystagogia; PG 91, 70 ¢ .

29 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 36; CCG 7, 243, 30-245, 44; PG 90, 38IB .
30 Mystagogill; PG 91, 700B .

31 Centuries on Knowledge 2, 74: PG 90, II60A.
32 Ibid ., I , 67; PG 90, I ro8B.

33 Qllaesfiones ad Thalassiuni 60; CC 22, 77, 1{.1.-90; I' • 90, 624A,

I I I participation; the other, fully realized kind, which makes possible an
.wnrcness of what is known through an experiential sharing in it, elim­
111.1 lt:S the knowledge that relies on concepts and thought. 34

III this connectedness of thought and experience-even if the notion
Iii I (' refers first of all to the transcendent experience of God and not

, I I'. l · experience-lies the dependence ofall thought on a fundamental
, " u .ict with reality. 35

" l l -id .: CCG 22, 77, 71-76; PG 90, 62ID.
• I" hll ofScythopolis' scholia 'on Pseudo-Dionysius sketch out an interesting metaphysic

,I II I\' thinking mind, which moves in a similar pattern: " If the mind wishes to think, it
I. "'ll is below itself, down into individual thoughts. For thoughts are below the one who

,,"ltd , them, precisely in that they are thought and bounded [by the mind] and are clearly a
,11' I illg and divisio n of the mind itself. For the mind as such is simple and without parts,

I "I ihoughts are countless and disorganized and are forms, as it were , of the mind. The uni­

II "'''" of the mind, however, is called . .. the movement by which it raises itselfup to what
I, ,h"ve it; [this occurs] when it concerns itselfwith contemplating God, by leaving behind
II ""ihlc and intellectual reality, and even its own movement, in a process of ecstasy" (In

I I, f );1'. Nom. 7; PG 4, 34¢). At first sight, these words seem self-contradictory. For at
, I ihoughts are presented as "below" the mind, then the mind-in its discursive role-is
'" ,I.Ir-rcd as standing below its object. For the moment, it may be enough simply to read

" 1,, 11 11 says of pure spirits that they do not think discursively, as we do . But our mind
I, " ' lIds down into such considerations, [beginning] from divided [things] , that is, from

I "" Ills of knowledge derived from the sensible world and pointing us beyond themselves
" "'~Il«)l)". The mind of pure spirits, however, "collects thoughts of particular species

",I "I what is multiple-that is, of material things -in an immaterial way, and considers all
I II" III in simplicity" (ibid.; PG 4, 344D-345A). In this way, human thought corresponds

, ,I"scent and an ascent. The mind, which in itself is pure unity, does not know of itself
,,' I",cds to go out of itself in order to know and to descend below itself in order to gather

I" , "'nce in the sensible realm. On the other hand, this abstract unity of the beginning stage
" , II described as a distinction (from its object) (ibid.; PG 4, 396A); thus the departure of

h II I~jcet from itself is also a departure "from multiplicity", [a movement] that is capable
I ,I"" I ing itself, along the circuitous ways ofassimilating the "multiple" world, toward an
I" I " ·II<'t· that is above logic. As a middle path between two kinds ofexperience, thinking is
, It .1 IP"y, a means of transition; the twofold movement of descent and ascent is simply the
,01, ol d .ispcct of a single reality. " For the mind, which descends into reflection, is in a way

I, ,.I, .I .u"I needs to undertake a process ofconsideration that moves through many analogies
'" ""I," to represent [to itself] wh at is thought .. . , for it is characteristic of the soul . . .

, .. r llli "hove wh at is forei gn to it" (ibid ., 4; PG 4, 257BC). It is the circular movement
01 II" ruiud: "In kn owin g, the mind turns back on itself, no longer scattered outside itself,

1", ,,,,,,,'.1 with itself through pre cisely that by whi ch it turns and returns to itself"-i.e.,
d, " ," ~,h its ol ~j e t (ibid., 7; PC 4, 396A). In this circular pattern of thinking, the human

Old ""ll.1tes th e intuitive gaze and unit y of th e perfect spirit. "To a certain exte nt, th eir
Ol d '" 111 ,,,1(' wor thy and imitat e the :In!-\els in this; if they pack to gethe r thei r thou ght of

'" ,,"1,,1.1 tl1 in~s into un ity, ihcu they possess all th ings togctlu-r in un ity, yet ul1clll1 fl1 sedly
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Non-experiential knowledge of God-knowledge that contemplates
God in the mirror ofhis creatures-has as its overall purpose to awake
in us a desire for mystical participationr" but it is also designed to pu­
rify the soul in a positive way and to prepare it for the transcendental
experience and contact that imply "the elimination of all [intellectual]
activity bound to matter, both sense perception and intellectual judg-
ment" .37 .

On the other hand, the facts force us to put intellectual knowledge
closer to mystical experience than sense knowledge is. By emphasiz­
ing this superiority, one necessarily draws closer to the pattern of as­
cent: from body to mind to God. This corresponds to that simplest
of Platonic conceptual structures, which dominates the whole picture
of the world in Origen and Augustine: body below soul, soul below
God. Or, put more boldly: what the soul is for the body, God is for the
soul. Maximus considers this double relationship ofsubordination to be
simply a given of nature.38 Yet his consciousness of God's ever-greater
transcendence, beyond all our efforts to know, cuts directly across this
pattern of ascent; and with that consciousness stands the insight th at
neither sense nor mind is even remotely capable of the highest degree
of knowledge. The mind is so far from being even latently divine that
its own activity veils the reality of God more than it reveals it . "The
knowledge of things does not reveal the unknowable reality of God,
nor does it pave the way for its appearance; rather, it seriously conceals
and obscures it ."39

From this perspective, Maximus occasionally praises the intellectual
side of transcendental experience at the expense of the "sensible" or
intuitiver'? at other times-less frequently-he praises the higher "sen­
sibilities" at the expense of discursive thought.:" Both are able to point
only indirectly at the transcendent vision of God. A further and very

distin ct from each other" (ibid .; PG 4, 34SC ) . So thought and sensation have a simil ar role
in this circular movement. " T he circular motion in the Good is eternal: mo vin g out of itself
to th e intellectual and sensible, and turning again toward itself, without ever standing still
or ceasing altogether" (ibid ., 4; PG 4, 268B).

36 Quaestiolles ad Thalassium 60; CCG 22, 77; PG 90, 62ID-624A.
37 III De Div. N om. I; PG 4, 204C.
38 Centuries atl Lo ve I , 83; PG 90, I009CD.
39 III Myst. Th ea!' 2; PG 4, 424C; cf j ohn ofScythopolis on De Di v. Nom. I ; PG 4, 2IOC.
40 Liber asceticus 24; PG 90, 929C; Q uacst. ad T halassium 47; CCG 7, 313; PG 1)0, 421

Ambigua; PG 91, II4SC, 1300A, etc.
4 1 Q uaestiolles ad T halassium 60 ; • 22, 77; 1'(; 1)0, ( 2 11) -624A.

clear sign of this is the paradox that this vision involves at once the
ultimate activation of the human mind, namely, its immediate partic­
ipation in its object, and also its ultimate passivity with respect to
I he Transcendent, what is sometimes called "undergoing the divine"
(naSEIv "[(1 SEta). The Disputation with Pyrrhus led to this insight as its
conclusion: the human nature of Christ is not, according to Maximus,
purely "passive", simply because it is wholly under God's power and
Lordship; God's activity makes itself felt precisely in and through au­
ionomous natures.:" But even this activity of the created realm, which
Maximus draws from dogmatic Christology (not from mystical theo­
Illgy), is an expression of the unconfused distance between the divine
.md the human, even in the highest degree of union: a distance such as
I'seudo-Dionysius' conception of "passive" ecstasy, on the other hand,
presupposes. In this twofold sense Maximus corrects the Evagrian con­
ITption of mystical union, which endangers both the basic structure
"I' analogy and the ever-increasing distance between God and the crea­
rure.

Ultimately, the mystical ascent of the soul is realized and anticipated,
111 Maximus' thought, by the great syntheses of Christ himself As we
h.ivc seen, these first bring together [the extremes of] the natural world
within man, then unite earth with Paradise, heaven with earth, and ul­
I II I lately everything intelligible and spiritual with sensible and material
i c.ility. It is only this total world, knit together from opposition and in
opposition, that is united with God himself 43 Even if the divine pole
I • in the final synthesis, endlessly superior, still the whole sensible and
I1II cllectual world is part of that synthesis, without any omissions. A
111Il! of this can be found in the doctrine we have already mentioned,
IiLll the soul remains just as intrinsically oriented toward its body, even
Ii I cr death, as the body is toward it and that therefore the final per­
I, ( I ion of knowledge and experience can be expected only when the

holo range of sensible and intellectual capacities is restored.
"l 0 anticipate this total condition, in which the complete transcen­

,I, IH"L' of th e mind toward God is united with the complete synthesis
," I hl' ten sions oflife in th e world, is Maximus' idea of human perfec­
11'111 . Ther e are, M aximus says in one passage, "three basic movements
III I lu- so ul": intell igen ce (votx), discursive reason (AOYO£), and sense

, I )i'/'ut,lIio" u'ill, Pvrruus: I' , 1) 1, 341) - 3S2B.
" \ " "J ~ J "j l : PC C)I , I J () -() .
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3. The Synthesis if the Three Laws

eternal sacrifice offered by the created intellect to God. This is the way
(he circular movement of the cosmos ultimately comes to be reconciled
with its repose in the Absolute, so that both motion and rest form a
single, " identical, endless, motionless movement around God". 45

a. Nat~re and Scripture Grounded in Christ

IJntil now, we have been considering the unification ofthe world's po­
l.rrities in its subjective aspect, as the tension and interpenetration of
«-nsibility and intelligence. But this approach must be supplemented by
Illl' synthesis of the objective modes of God's appearing in the world:
III nature and in history. Maximus emphasized and developed this syn­
rlu-sis with particular care and reveals here in unparalleled depth his
hrc.idth of spirit, open to everything that is meaningful and beautiful.
I' ,I I' from offering a theology and a mysticism alienated from the world,
Ill' rediscovers here the tradition of genuine Hellenic humanism.

A t the most general level, there are three sets of laws in the world.
"lIy general laws , I understand the law of nature, the written law, and

111l' law of grace ." 46 The first is engraved in nature-not simply in the
1IIIIIIan soul, but in the whole cosmos and in everyone of its parts.
I II rough the contemplation ofnature (8EWQLU </>UOlX~), the wise person
II quires a natural knowledge ofGod, ofhis righteousness, wisdom, and
f',' H Illness, and this knowledge is in the true sense a kind of "vision",
I "rontemplation". While this first law seems to be expressed, one
1III ght say, in the "body" of creation, the second, written law regulates

even gr ounds, so to speak-its "mind". It contains the documenta­
111111 of God's history with the human race : in a certain sense the pure
11111 .ihstract norm for the creature's intellectual and spiritual behavior.

Now this contr ast , derived from Paul himself, is current in all of
I' 1IIIst ic literature; it belongs, certainly, to the basic principles of both
till {>rigenist and the Augustinian views of the world. Once again,
1111 vcv cr, Maximus' distinction lies in the fact that he does not sim­
Idy (' 1 the written law above the natural, as those two thinkers do,
'" 'lliisid er it as a seco nd, int ermediate step between nature and the

C 22, 233, 732f.; PC 90, 724C.
"' l' \I' IXI ~~ ;" I I); PC I) I , 61)6 .

I ( '",/f'\li""n ilil TII" /II.ui"", {)4;

The intelligence busies itself with God alone and with his excellences;
.. . reason is the interpreter of these things intelligence comes to know,
sings their praises, and reflects on the ways that lead to them through
a process of unification; the senses, finally, ennobled by the action of
reason, reflect back the powers and activities scattered throughout all
creation and announce , as far as is possible, the meanings of things to
the soul.

This world, newly unfolding from above and brought into its final
order-a world that has risen again, divine in form, from the mystical
death of sensible and the mystical burial of intellectual things-is th e

perception (u'Lo8110li;). 44 The first of these is described as the place of
pure encounter with the God who is beyond the world; the second,
as the capacity to recognize the unknown God from his works as their
cause, through acquainting oneself with their meanings and making
them one's own; the third, finally, as the point of contact with exter­
nal things, from which our senses extract these meanings by a kind of
analogy. The perfect person, then, is able "to connect sensation with
intelligence through the mediation of reason", and so to include the
contents ofsensation in the mind's own supreme unity. But this eleva­
tion into unity does not at all mean that the sensible disappears in the
process; rather, the natural multiplicity and universality of the human
essence finds its perfection there. "For [since the saints] received a soul
from God that included in itselfintelligence, reason, and sensation, .. .
they considered it as obvious that they were not to use these capacities
for themselves but for the God who gave them, through whom and
from whom all things came to be." This "turning toward God" of ev­
ery single capacity, however, produces automatically that hierarchical
order that connects the three powers together like a chain held from
above. This sense ofhanging " from above", in fact-rather than being
overwhelmed by the transitory and limited multiplicity of the world
-is the decisive meaning of "spiritu alization" and of turning to God.
So the world of human capabilities develops with new vigor, but now
in the direction of grace's descent to nature:

44 For what follo ws, see ibid .; PG 91 , I I 12D - I I 16D.The translation of A6yo£ by "reason "
(in more or less the Kantian sense) seems justified here by th e co ntext. In ot her places-for
example, in the Mystagogia- Aoyo£ has th e special meaning of " practical reason" , in cont rast
with YVWOL£ as " theoretical reason" . Since all these distinction s arc fluid in Maxim us, it is
always the context th at m ust give th e decis ive int erpr etation of the mean ing.
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revelation of Christ; rather, he presents the natural law and the scrip­
tural law, revelation in nature and revelation in history, as a tension
be tween poles of equal value that mutually complement each other.
The third law, which Christ gives and embodies, brings both of them
to fulfillment and final unity, in that it simultaneously removes the
limitations of both.

Insofar as the first two laws are to be taken as preludes to the law
of Christ, one may speak of a triple embodiment of the Logos.

That the Logos becomes concrete and takes on a body . . . can be under­
stood as meaning, first of all, that he who is simple in his own essence
and without body, who nourishes the divine powers in heaven in a spir­
itual way corresponding to each of their ranks, has deigned to take on
concrete bodily form by coming in the flesh . . . and to open up for
us, appropriately, in ringing words and parab les, a knowledge of hidden,
ho ly things tha t surpasses all power of words to express... . Secondly,
we can understand it as meaning that he has wrapped and hidden himself
mysteriously, for our sakes, in the essence of things and can be spelled
out analogously from every visible thing as if from letters-as a whole,
in his fullness, from the whole of nature, and undiminished in each
part; ... in the varieties [of nature], as one who has no variation and is
always the same; in composites, as one who is simple, without par ts; in
things that at some time must begin, as the one wi thout beginning; the
invisible in the visible, the ungraspable in tangible things. Finally, we
can understand it as meaning that he also w illed to incorporate himself
in letters and deigned to be expressed in syllables and sounds for our
sake, since we are slow of intelligence. The purpose of all of this is to
draw us after him and to gather us together in his presence wi th in a
short space of time, having become one in spirit. 47

In the fullness of these three embodiments, Christ, the Logos, is the
unique and universal law of creation; he is the world's j udge, to whom
God has handed over all judgment. He is

present to all things from within, . .. whether through nature or posi­
tive law or grace . . . . For the Logos of God is the Creator of all nature,
every law, every bond, all order; he is the judge of all things that .have
a nature and a law and relationships and order, and without promulga­
tion by the Word there is no law. So ifsomeon e is judged within the law,

47 A mbigua; PG 91, 128SC-1 288A .

he is judged at the same time in Christ; if he is judged outside the law,
nevertheless, he is judged in Christ. . . . In Christ, then, . . . the natural
law, the law ofScripture, and the law ofgrace all come together as one.48

T his comes about expressly through the fact that the fir st two laws
II (' proved equally valuable in the third.

I f he will walk the straight road to God without error, man, I say, stands
i II absolute need of bo th the following things: insight into Scripture,
I hrough the Spirit, and a natural contemplation of things that conforms
II) the Spirit. So anyone who desires to become a perfect lover of perfect
wisdom will easily be able to show that bo th laws are of equal value and
equal dignity, that both of them teach the same things in complementary
ways, and that neither has any advantage over the other or stands in the
other's shadow."?

III t hc one image ofthe Transfiguration ofChrist, his radiant face refers
II ' I he law of grace, which is no longer veiled in any way; the trans­
I I Hill ed, shining robes, however, refer at once to the letter [of Scrip­
1111 (' I and to nature, both ofwhich have become bright and translucent
III grace. 50

' I 'he relation ofsimultaneous immanence and transcendence between
III , ' 1:\w of grace and those ofnature and Scripture is something so fluid
i1LII it can only be conceived, one might say, in movement or in tran­

111 111 1. First of all, it is impossible to conceive of it as remaining on
1111 k-vel of the first two laws, since the third has been revealed as the
IIdid 11 11cnt of their meaning. And every attempt to "prescind" from a

»ihcsis with them is in itself a positive rejection.

"d ,lle is th e type of the natural law; the crowd ofJews, [that] of the law
," Scripture. If someone has not raised himself above both laws through
I I II li , he will be unable to perceive the tru th that lies beyond nature and

I.rds but will crucify the Logos himself, by regarding [the Gospel] as
I '" .uulal, like a Jew, and as foolishness, like a Greek. 51

:V III )('v er lives his life in Christ has moved beyond the righteousness of
I" ,I I I I he positive law and the law ofnature, as the divine Apostle suggests
I II his wo rds , In Christ there is neither circumcision nor uncircumcision;

, I ,,,,,,'\(ill,,,'s ad Th alassium 19; C C G 7, 1I9, 18-30; PG 90, 308BC.

, \ " , f, !~" ,, ; PC 9 1, 1128C D .

, 11 ".1" 1'<: ') I , 1128All ; I I lioCD .

, , 'cutsn irs "" rI/ II I1 ' II " (~1' I , 7 ~; I'C 90, I I 09AB.



294 THE SPIRITUAL SYNTHESES THE SYNTHESIS OF THE THREE LAWS 295

by circumcision here he means to signify the righteousness of the law;
by uncircumcision, natural rightness.52

Attitudes that cling simply to the verbal meaning of Scripture, like those
passionate ways of looking at the visible world that cling to sensible
reality, are both truly scales on the eyes of the soul, preventing it from
moving on to the precise word of truth. 53

But the very possibility of a spiritual, and thus of a fully adequate, ful­
fillment of the laws of nature and Scripture suggests already the pres­
ence of a higher, spiritual law, hidden within them and revealed, at
the same time, in their observance. For the meaning of every singl e
natural thing (A6yo£ ,mv oV'twv) and the meaning of every positive law
and commandment (A6yo£ ,mv Ev'tOAmv) is, as we have seen, an incar­
nation of the one divine Logos; its pure fulfillment, therefore, is at the
same time a realization of one's own nature, of one's own law, and a
realization of the Logos in the world.

Ifwe are willing to see" history" , the temporal order ofsalvation, re­
flected in Moses and "nature", the cosmic order of salvation, reflected
in Elij ah , then their appearance alongside the transfigured Christ on
Tabor has a precise significance. For they show "that all things that are
under God and that came to be from God-namely, the nature ofthings
and time-come into our view as beings alongside God when Go d
truly appears (insofar as he can appear) as their cause and author". 54 Bu t
this appearing is, at the same time, a disappearing, a being-dissolved in
Christ, as Origen suggested in his interpretation (not repeated by Max­
imus) of the detail that when the disciples lifted their eyes again, Jesus
stood before them alone. Maximus himself developed this interplay of
revealing and concealing in a paragraph of the most daring speculation:

Both laws revealed and concealed the same Word at the same time... .
For just as when we call the words of Holy Scripture the garments [of
Christ], but think of their meaning as [Christ's] body, and so conceal him
with the former and reveal him with the latter, so also, if we designate
the forms and shapes of the things we visually imagine as garments, bu t
think of the intelligible identity according to which they were created
as flesh , we again conceal with the one and reveal with the other. For

52 Ibid., 2, 62; PG go, I152BC.
53 Ibid. 2,74-75 ; PG go. I160BC.
54 AII/biglla; PG gl . I 164A.

1he Creator and lawgiver of all things, invisible by nature, is concealed
whenever he appears and appears whenever he is concealed.

When he appears, he must appear in some kind of appearance (cj:>mv6­

III VI I ~); but every appearance conceals what is essential. Far better, then,
" I I bring what is hidden to appearance by dissolution [Atljhebung]", in

111.11 we pass by all merely symbolic images and "are borne upward,
1\ .IY from letters and externally appearing things, to the Word him­
I If - better this, than that we transform this self-manifesting [Word] ,

II I I I High our concrete affirmation [Setzung] , into something that conceals
II·•..I("! Otherwise, we might become "murderers of the Logos", ei­
tile I "in the manner of the Greeks, who served and reverenced creation
1IIlIllLglected the Creator", or "in the manner of the Jews, who only
I.... ked at the letter and so exaggerated the meaning of bodily reality" .

I I II" the letter, when loved for its own sake, tends to kill, in the lover's
III II Ill, the word of meaning hidden within it; so the beauty of created
rlllligs. if it does not lead the mind to praise the Creator, tends to rob
tI II hcholder of intellectual reverence." 55

III I his double relation of transcendence, both laws are equal, even
II lrnt ical with each other in their mutual relationship: the written law
"Il'lltical with the natural, insofar as it includes the natural so far as

1,·.\lhk, and the natural with the written, insofar as it creates the at­
1I11.1l' that enables one to accept the written."56

I Ill' natural law is identical with the written law, if it is wisely translated
11I11l a variety of concrete symbols in the realm of action; on the other
h.u u], the written law is identical with the natural, ifit is conceived in a
uuplc, unitary way by holy people through virtue and wisdom in word
'lid understanding and so loses its metaphorical quality. The holy people

1111 III ioncd in the law are an example of this: the Spirit drew away the
, ..vn ing of letters like a veil, and they found themselves in possession
OIl .1 natural law that had itself become spiritual. 57

tIll<" penetrates to the fruit within only if one does not linger stub­
, II ul over the skin; if one wants to grasp the "body", one must nee­

II dy let go of the "garments". The Word himself, after all, said,
I III II the soul worth more than food, and the body more than its

'.. tiling?' thcrwise, we will suffer the same disappointment as the

11.,,1 ,1' (; <)1, 11 2 9 A - l l p A .
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Egyptian woman who was consumed with passion forJoseph but could
only grasp hold of his clothing", which he left in her hand as he fled .
For if we do not "touch the Logos with the blessed groping of the
spirit", but wish to lay hold ofhis visible body, we must hear the same
warning as Mary Magdalen, "Do not cling to me."58 "The Lord flees
from the touch of such a person, for his own good, since in him he
cannot yet ascend to the Farher."59

If one wishes to seek God reverently, one must be careful not to let one­
self be bound by any external word, so as not to lay hold unwittingly
on what surrounds God, rather than God himself, . . . while the Logos
slips away from the spirit, which had hoped to seize him along with his
garments. 60

In those who interpret the Word of God in simply a fleshly way, the
Lord does not ascend to the Father. In those, however, who seek him
in the spirit, by contemplating exalted thoughts, he does ascend to the
Father. He descended to earth for-us out of his goodness; let us not hold
him here below by for ce , but let us ascend along with him to the Father
on high.61

We must " not prevent him from leaving the world once again, in a
mysterious way, and returning to the Father" Y For if it is true of the
whole world of appearances that "All things grow old, as a garment"
(Ps 102:26), then we must let the whole world go its own way, be­
fore its eternal transformation becomes possible, according to the other
words of Scripture, "Like a garment you change them, and they wil l
be changed" (ps 102:26).63

Through nature and through Scripture alike, our task is to "reach
out for the Spirit". This "reaching" means neither holding nor letting
go, but a yearning quest and a hesitant touching of what we seek.

The characteristic feature of one who is groping for something is the
ability to make distinctions. So anyone who goe s through the symbols of
the written law with a spiritual sense and considers the external , natural

58 Ibid. ; PG 91, IIpB-D.

59 Centuries on Kn owledge 2, 45; PG 90, II45A. Cf. Qua estiones ad T heopemptum; PG 90,
I400BD.

60 Centuries at! Kn owledge 2, 73; PG 90, II57C.
6 1 Ibid., 2, 47; PG 90, II 45B.
62 Ibid ., 2, 94; PG 90, I r69B .
63 A l/lbiglla; PG 9 1, II p )) - 1 I 33 A .

appearance of things with insight; anyone who can make the necessary
distinctions with regard to Scripture, nature, and himself-discerning in
Scripture the letter from the spirit, in creation meaning from appearance,
in himself reason from sense-and who can lift the spirit out of Scrip­
ture, meaning out of creation, and reason out of his own consciousness
.ind then bind them inseparably with each other: such a person has found
Cod!64

b. Relation between Natural and Biblical Law

I Jntil now, we have mainly considered the presence of the third, syn­
i hctic law from the viewpoint of the dissolution of the two inner­
worldly laws. Yet we have already seen that the revelation of the third
III ings the first two to a mutual interpenetration within their own dy­
1i.unic trajectories of meaning and so fulfills their potential. It is time
III IW to develop this perspective and so to come closer to the meaning
0.1 both natural and positive law in themselves.

lirst, we must consider the relationships between the natural law
11111 the Scriptural law. The most striking thing here is the place ac-

o ordcd to the natural law. We are far from Augustine, even from Ori­
l,, 'Il: the dominant mood here is a Hellenic-more exactly, a Stoic­
o IIllfidence in nature, such as one finds most readily in Basil or Gregory
I Ii Nyssa. And one must not forget that none of these Fathers, includ­
II If', Maxirnus, imagines physis (cj>UOlt;, nature) and nomos (vouoc, law,
" 1 ipture) as contrasting with each other along the lines of a natural
11111 .1 supernatural order of creation. Even if nomos stands first of all for

I lid Testament revelation and physis for what has been revealed to the
hole human race, putting even the pagans under a law, the contrast

III II' - if one must use modern categories-is at best that between a
l'll ·dominance of the supernatural, on the one side, and of the natural,
"II IIIl' other. (In this way of thinking, Maximus occasionally draws
III oversimplified contrast between the "law of nature" and the "law

I Ii I he Spirit",65 and opposes the natural law as "literal sense and ap­
I" u .mcc" to the law of Scripture as "secret meaning".) 66 In general,
II' ' \VI'V T, the tw o are rather related as the law of being, both natural
11111 supernatura l, to positive law and, in the most general sense, as

, I II/, /,'\/i""..s lid 'l 'halassium j z; CCG 7, 225, 17-24; PG 90, 372C D ; cf ibid., 39; CCG

''' . I'C ')0, 393All; Mys/11,~,)gia 7; I'G 91, 685D-688A.
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God's twofold revelation in the world and in history. 67 And it is quite
clear from Maximus' whole treatment that even the contemplation of
nature (8EwQla epumx~) can be genuinely and fruitfully carried out only
in the light of grace.

Maximus describes the core ofboth laws as follows : the natural law,
engraved in the hearts ofall men and women, forces us to recognize the
unity of human nature in all individuals, to reverse the fragmentation
and alienation ofmen that has its origin in sin, and to see spontaneously
in each person a member of the same human family. Identity of na­
ture demands identity of conduct and constitution, including in turn a
deep-seated concord in habits and way oflife. This, in turn, ultimately
leads the human mind and consciousness to make a natural translation
of this natural bond of union into a freely chosen unity and agreement
("bringing everyone, in one attitude of mind, to one intelligible form
of nature" [xaT<l rtlav 't~v YVWrtY]v &ywv LOU~ rtav'ta~ rtQo~ rov Eva Myov
'tfj~ epUOEW~]) . Love of self, in the divisive sense-epLAau'tla-is thus
founded not on nature but on sin; it conceals and hinders the law of
nature. The saying of the Lord, "Whatever you want people to do to
you, do it similarly to them", expresses the most general law ofnature:
a benevolent righteousness.

On the other hand, the written law is, in its most fundamental sense ,
a law of fear and, so, a law of obedience demanded from above; it re­
strains self-interest through a thoroughly ideal order of righteousness ,
but it also gradually impresses a sense for what is right on nature,
through this strict training, and with such an instinct for what is ap­
propriate gently leads it-step by step-from fear to love, which is
"the fullness of the law" . So love incorporates the natural law, but on
a higher level. The natural law is the realization of the natural meaning
of being (A6yo~ epumx6~), which has taken our sensible faculties under
its control through moral training, in order to remove the irrational
impulses that divide beings that are naturally tied together.

The written law, or rather the fullness of the written law, is the real­
ization of the natural meaning of being, accompanied by a new spiritual
motivation for action: care and support for our fellow members of the
human race . So it says, You should love your neighbor as yourself, and
not simp,ly Behave toward your neighbor as toward yourself T he first

67 This becomes clear when M oses is allied w ith " time", Elijah wit h " nature": ibid .; PC
91, II64J\-D.

rests on simple communality of being with the other members of our
race, the second on concern for their spiritual welfare. 68

Nevertheless, once Maximus has expressed this superiority of the
positive law over the natural law, he seems to reject nothing more strongly
t lian "Jewish" narrow-mindedness, which can also reappear, from time
II) time, in the Church of Christ and which,

through its adherence to the mere letter of the law, does not hesitate to
despise or to manipulate natural laws and implications. For no one who
is satisfied with an exclusively bodily observance of the law can realize,
at the same time, the meaning and intellectual demands of nature, since
signs and symbols cannot be identical with being itself 69

1:,)1' this reason, "the law, taken in a purely material sense, is reprehen­
.rblc; the Jew is a fanatic if he thinks he can honor God in a purely
material way.?"?

I f we consider things spir itually, it will become obvious that by means
'If the contemplation of nature on the high plane ofwisdom, the written
law is completely abolished, in the sense of a material connection of the
service of God to signs and symbols. Where should we look for the cir­
rumcision of the flesh, then, if the law is understood spiritually? Where
.II T the Sabbaths and the new moons? . . . For ifw e consider things from
I he standpoint of nature, we recognize that perfection cannot consist in
the elimination of that pristine quality of nature, which comes, after
.rlI. from God. It is not an artificially disfigured nature that can bring
.ibout perfection; .. . let us not consider some human procedure as more
,·!li:ctive than God himself in sealing our righteousness .71

II is not because God willed that men should venerate particular days
I h.u he included among his commandments that they should honor the
v.ibbath itself and the new moons and feasts. Otherwise he would be
I ucou raging us, in his commandments, to honor the creature instead of
ill!" ' rcator; days would then necessarily appear as naturally holy and,
"1'. worthy of adoration . Rather, he wanted to teach us in this command­
1IIl'Ill that he himself is to be honored, in the sign and image of days .
1 '111 he himself is the Sabbath, in that he is the life-giving rest of the soul

' " ( 11/,,,, ,1;(>11<'5 lid ThIlIIlS5;UIII 64; CCG 22, 235. 768-76; PG 90. 724C-725B, supplemented
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after the labors of the flesh and its restorative power in the struggles
for righteousness. He himself is the Pasch, as the one who frees those
who languish in the bitter chains of sin. He is himself Pentecost, as the
beginning and end of all things, as the Logos , in whom all things are
naturally grounded.72

Let us not focus here on the questionable element, the apparent abo ­
lition of all ritual symbolism; it is obvious that Maximus is thinking
only of the external liturgies of]ewish observance and not of the rites
of the New Covenant, which in fact he expressly defends and retains
in his Mystagogy. The point here is the typically intermediate position
of the "contemplation of nature", and of the assimilation and fulfill­
ment of its law, between the positive law of Scripture and the law of
grace . "The contemplation of nature stands in the midpoint between
signs and truth." Its role is "to reveal the wisdom hidden, in a myste­
rious way, in the letter" .73 This "mediation of natural contemplation"
through the spiritualization of matter is nothing else than the means
given by God to man fo r "seeing essences" , for "abstracting" meaning
out of signs-the capacity of internalizing the external, of seeing what
is scattered as a unity. There is no other way to move from the letter
to the spirit:

For if someone should want . . . to move directly toward the beauty of
intelligible things, according to the Spirit, without having recognized
beforehand, in a natural way, the dissimilarity of signs and symbols with
the divine and intelligible realm, he would not be able at all to extri­
cate himself from the dazzling variety of bodily things in the world of
images. 74

In other words, the essential "sp iritualization" is just as much a pro­
cess of nature as a gift of grace . "Everyone who does not recognize
the spir itual meaning of the Holy Scriptures holds the natural law in
contempt, on the one hand, as the]ews did, and misconceives the law
of grace, on the other."75 An incident in the Scriptures teaches us this
same point: King Saul, symbol of the positive law, has sinned; but the
punishment for his sin, a famine, will affect the land only after his
death. What does this mean?

72 Ibid .; CCG.22, 283, 5°2-13 ; PG 90, 757BC.
73 Ibid .; CCG 22, 273, 373-75; PG 90, 752A.
74 Ibid .; CCG 22, 271, 343-49; PG 90, 749C.
75 Ibid .; CCG 22, 265, 247-67, 250; PC 90, 7451

As long as the time of fleshly service of the law continues, the lack of
spiritual wisdom is not felt; that only happens at the time of the gospel
of grace. If, then, after the kingdom of the letter has passed, we do not
understand all of Scripture in a spiritual way, we must necessarily suffer
hunger, because we are not being nourished in the Spirit by the mys­
I ical ministry that alone is appropriate for Christians. But if, following
David's example, we become reasonable and seek the face of the Lord,
i( will be clear to us that we have lost the grace of wisdom because
we have not used the natural meanings contained in things in order to
.iscend in spirit to a mystical vision, but remain bound by the merely
bodily viewpoint of the letter of the law.76

1\ final perspective fills out what we have just said : Christ and the
II w of grace imply the recapitulation of the holiness of all people­
, vrn of those who lived in a way pleasing to God before the law of th e
I lid Covenant. They knew "God only from worldly creation", and
1111111 their understanding of his providence lived virtuous lives. So

tlll'Y always naturally anticipated the written law within themselves,
III .1 spiritual way", and can be held up as an example to those who
II ' I' 1Inder the written law.?" Here again , "nature" is given equal rank

1111 "the law".

c. The Essential Points of Tension

II (T this description of the mutual relationship of "nature" and the
1''''.11 ive "law", our task now is to look more deeply at the essence of
I" ,til poles in the tension. From what has been said, one might guess

II 01 (he pole "nature"-not so much in its practical, ethical aspect as
1111 " natural law" (VOf!Oe; Tfie; <jl1JO£we;), but in its theoretical role as "nat­

II d «outcmplation" (8£wQLa <j:>uOLx~)-enjoys a noticeably more posi­
I I estimation with Maximus than does "the law" in its strict sense.
I III , lias its roots and reasons in the predominantly cosmological, rather
I, III historical, view ofthe way to salvation that generally characterizes
", I k p:ltristi c theology, except for Irenaeus; such a view implies that

I I precisely the positive, historical aspect of the Old Covenant that
1'1" .11s to be most fully superseded by the appearance of the Logos

III 11' '' .11. No Greek Father, even Irenaeus, would be at home with the
11""IF,111 that the history of the Church in its phenomenal aspect could

lioid . ( 'U ; .1. 2, 2()7. 270- H2; PC 90, 74HAB.
\ //,I'i '//'/, 1'<: I) I , I 1.1 1)1 .
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ever act as an essential source of insight into the economy of salvation
as a whole. The elem ents of symbolic appearance that remain in the
New Covenant are due, in their view, to the twofold nature of man
as both sensory and intelligent and stand within a constant process of
dynamic transition from sense to intelligence. Liturgical symbols are
less the permanent place of the realization of salvation than its starting
point, w hi ch must constantly be left behind. The New Covenant is
"spirit"; it s visible, hierarchical order, the enduring presence of the
positive law of the Old Covenant, is only the "springboard" for the
N ew, from w hi ch it leaps into our view; it is the means by which
the old age dies away, in whose constant disappearance the new age
appear s to us. W e have already met this process of transition, however,
as the proper place of theoria physike, the contemplation of nature.

This position is confirmed by a reminiscence of Evagrius Ponticus'
th eory of steps, in which every spiritual ascent was seen as achieved
in the three stages of praktike (nQu'XLL'X~, the "cleansing" of the soul
by the active development of virtue) , theoria physike (8EUlQLU <pUOL'X~ ,

the "enlightenment" of the soul by looking through nature toward its
divin e foundation), and theologike (8EOAOYL'X~ , the " unification" of th e
soul w ith God in prayer and ecstasy) . What could be nearer Maximus'
intentions than to co nnect this pattern of individual asceticism w ith
his own sch ema of the " three laws" of salvation history? The conse­
qu ence of such an assimilation w as that the positive law, which cor­
responds to praxis, is pushed still more clearly into a subordinate and
prep aratory position. And in that the middle step of "enlightenment"
is exp ress ly identified as a simple transition from the Old Covenant to
th e N ew, from old to new age, the general sense of"movement from"
and " movem ent tow ard " is still further emphasized.

A third element, in addi tion to these two, is the idealistic approach to
the problem ofknowledge itself, as it had been prepared by the Alexan­
dri an tradition and confi rmed by Gregory of Nyssa and Evagrius. The
two of them, along w ith Pseudo-Macarius, go almost so far as to deny,
more or less radically, th e reality of matter in itself and to conceive
of it either as the point where universal intelligible id eas and qualities
in te rsec t (Gregory) or as a phenomenal intensification of intellectual
reality that is connected w ith our sinful condition (Pseudo-Macarius
and Evagr iu s) , Corresponding to the a ntic structure ofmatter, th en, as
rela tive nonbeing (rt~ ov) in rela tion to the mind, the basic process o f

knowing must be see n as an abstracti on of ideas from appeara nces, as

lying in the direction of "seeing through" sensible reality without the
, orresponding counterweight of "seeing in" that reality that one finds
I II the Thomist "return to appearances" (conversio ad phantasma) . Here,
1'10, th e emphasis points away from particular things to the ideal, and
Ill l ' "contemplation of nature" implies a move in precisely that direc­
II(\n .

In Maximus, these three themes [that is, a cosmological approach to
.ilvation, a scheme of "steps" , and a downplaying of the importance

, Ii matter] are held in check by the equally strong laws of tension,
hich lay across this schem e of ascent from matter to spir it a system

'It balance between them and an affirmation of th eir equal validity. So
, VI' 1l in this context one should not forget that the polarity of positive
l.iw and natural law has been expressly designated as an ineradicable
I ' nsion , in which neither pole "has any advantage over the other or is
I I :I Il Y disa dvantage with regard to the other'"."

d. The Contemplation of Nature

I Ill ' contemplation of nature finds it s starting point in m an's complete
II I I I I icrsion in the natural w orld that surrounds him. He is nourished
Ii that world in two w ays: bodily by what it produces, intellectually
II tile seeds of truth that the Creator has planted in all things.?? These

, lis have a twofold character:

( :Ild, the author of all visible nature, did not will it to move simply ac­
, III ding to the laws of sense, but he scattered amo ng all the species that
, oruprise nature both int ellectual meanings and the basic rules of moral
Ill'havior ; his purpose was that he might not only be praised loudly as
( " c.uo r by dumb creatures, when the int elligibl e struc ture of the world
I" uu ts to him and announces his presence, but also that man might easily
IllId the way of instruction that leads to him, being led upward by the
l rw x and moral instructions that are hidden in visible things.80

I 111'0 .. way of instruction" , marked out by the " traces of the divine
I" 11<' ' t y", which leads onw ard the one who walks it "without lead­
II If ' him int o error", is thus just as much a theoretical consideration of

11 ".1,; PC \I I , 1128C D .
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the meanings, laws, and structural principles contained in [the world's]
individual beings as it is the practical imitation of their own unchang­
ing, unmistaken observation of these laws. This "insight into creatures
is an immortal food that nourishes the mind" ;81 it is thus one of the
forms that the creative Word takes on, to become "daily bread" for us ,
who are "nourished by virtue and insight". 82

To take something as nourishment is to "use" it, even to "use it up" ,
and so destroy it in its own particular existence. Man is an intellectual
predator, who feeds on sensible reality by "digesting" it into some­
thing intelligible. It is not an accident that the senses he received are
less acute than those of the animalsr" this lack is richly compensated in
him by an intellectual set of senses, through which and into which he
is able to transform the external forms of nature and so to "create an
intellectual world". 84 Maximus even undertakes to work out a kind of
correspondence between the five senses and the spiritual faculties ofthe
soul by conceiving of the former as "exemplary images" of the latter.
So the organ and sensible root of the (theoretical) intellect is the eye,
the organ of the (practical) reason the perceiving ear, the organ of the
emotive soul the sense of smell, that of the passionate soul the sense
of taste, and that of the vital principle the sense of touch. Through
this correspondence the soul is able "to gather together the dizzying
variety ofmeanings in things by its own power, when it uses its senses
appropriately, and to assimilate every sensible thing into itself" .85 So
the senses form "the intellectual vehicle of the powers of the soul " 86
yet must themselves continue to be held together and unified through
imitation of the laws of action evident in nature-that is, through the
moral virtues; in the process, the internal intellectual content of the
virtues comes to light as they are realized and becomes in turn nour ­
ishment for the soul. So the soul , completely developed-and, so to
speak, "satiated"-on both the theoretical and practical levels, reaches
its likeness to God. Reaching from the roots of matter and physicality
up to the highest unity of the mind, a continuity is developed that

81 Ibid., 39; CCG 7, 259, 11-13; PG 90, 392B.
82 Exposition of the Lord's Prayer; CCG 23, 58, 539-60, 571; PG 90, 896C -897B.
83 In Coel. Hier. 15; PG 4, I05CD (attribution uncertain) .
84 Ambigua; PG 91, I248B C.
85 Ibid .; cf. ; n this subject my Glory ofthe Lord, vol. I.

86 Am bigl/a; PG 91, I249C.

II.I~ the effect of a growing nourishment of the intellectual through
il l(' sensible and a transformation of the sensible into the world of the
1111 1Id. In fact, this transformation and elevation of the corporeal into
i1 Il ' intellectual is precisely its glorification and immortalization, which
" un cs to full realization in the "resurrection ofthe body". The Asiatic,
«lr. ilistic style of thought is itself transformed here into the Christian
1, 1", i1 of supernatural transformation. 87

l 'hc soul does not contaminate itself, then, by its turn toward the
.l l ld ofsense. "It is not food that is evil, but our gluttony; not procre­

.IIl II I, but fornication; not money, but avarice; not glory, but our thirst
," ~Iory. Thus there is nothing evil in things but the misuse [we make
I Ihem] , which grows out ofthe disorder of the mind in making use of

111I 1re,"88 The right use of things is taught to us in a picturesque way
I I lv tcr's crucially important vision at Joppa [Acts ro :9-I6] . "Arise,"
II' voice says to him three times, "kill and eat", and a cloth descends
1" 111 heaven, full of both clean and unclean animals.

hy is he told to stand up? Why, except to arise from his sensual habits
IIIlI inclinations, from his over-earthly way of conceiving created things
IIIlI from his belief that the law made him righteous? In order that he
1I11 ~ht become capable of being freed from sensible forms and seeing the
nu .uiings of sensible things with a mind free from sensible fantasy and
11t.11 he might gain insight into the symbolism of the intelligible world
,lid learn from it that nothing created by God is unclean.

III ', "symbolism," however, is once again the mutual indwelling of
II I ' .uid intellect:

1" , If a person can see the visible world radiating its meaning, from the
I" I \ Ill'ctive of the intellectual world, or can see the outlines of intellec­
III Ii things shining out symbolically from the realm of appearances-as
i11l (loth appeared from heaven-he will not consider anything visible
, unrlcan, because he cannot see any irreconcilable contradiction there

II h t he ideas of things.

III \ hy the threefold invitation [to kill and eat]?

II" .uisc on e mu st stand up and kill sensible creation, not just once, but
, 11 (' .md thr ee tim es, and then consume it intellectually, if one wishes

11 ".1 , PC 1) 1, 1249D-' 252A.
, .",,,,i,·, 0" lovr 3, 4; PC 90, 10 17C D.
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to obey God fully in all things. If one lifts himself up from passion­
ate, lustful patterns of behavior toward the world of appearances, he
has killed the movement of sensible things and consumed them within
himself through the rule of practical virtue. But if one raises oneself up
from deceitful opinions on things, he has also killed the forms of things
that appear and has eaten the things they contain that do not appear, in
that he has carried out an -intellectual contemplation of nature . And if
one then raises himself up from the error of worshipping many gods ,
he has killed the very being of things and has swallowed within himself
the power to know God (0wAoYla), in that he has incorporated into
himself through faith the source of all creation.89

If this idealism is to be understood in a Christian sense, it has to be
part of the christological idealism of the "elevation" of a sensible hu­
man nature into the nature of God, an act through which all mankind,
even the whole cosmos, is potentially drawn into that same transforrna
tion. It is therefore subject to the same law that determined this div ine
idealism: "If God plays free with the laws of nature, he does it in such
a way that he makes use of nature, in the natural realm, in a super
natural way." ?" Maximus wants his own idealism to be understood a
man's religious act, purely and simply, through which he collaborate.
in achieving his own share in the redemption of all creation.

By giving to the Lord the intellectual meanings of things, we offer him
gifts: .. . not as if he needed them, but in order to honor him, as if we
were making good our debts, as far as we can, from his own creatures.
A person receives gifts, on the other hand, by earnestly pursuing divine
philosophy, since by his very nature he needs the ethical laws (woven
into things) for his own virtue and their meanings for his own wisdom .

So we only give back to God his own gifts, in a constant interchan '
of giving and receiving.

The intellectual person [Gnostiker] offers God the intellectual content
of things that are given to him as gifts by creation; the practical per ­
son [Praktiker] receives gifts, in that he imitates the laws of nature in
his behavior, and so reveals in himself, through his way of living, the

.
89 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 27: CCG 7, 193,48-195 , 83; PG 90, 353B- 356A.
90 A mbigua; PG 9 I, 128oC.

v hole glorious reality of the divine wisdom that is invisibly implanted
III rhings .?'

1111 .' is, at the same time, the fulfilled meaning of the old harvest fes­
I .l: bringing to God the firstfruits of creation.92

I his interpretation of the meaning of the laws of nature, and of our
II activity ofstudying and imitating them, necessarily leads to a kind

I universal approach to salvation history, which overflows in every
", I t ion the boundaries of God's historical revelation in the people of
I 11'1. Israel is only the "chosen people" in a restricted sense: it is "Israel
I urstborn", but not my "only-begotten". 93 Even before Israel was

,Il'd, all people were already called in Abraham.?" More boldly still,
1IIIIIlg a thought of Origen, the scholia on Pseudo-Dionysius say:

II " not as ifGod has chosen Israel alone; but Israel alone made the choice
'" lollow God.. . . For God does not love Israel alone, as the Apostle
I. " often shown: Is God not also the God of the pagans? Certainly also

01 the pagans, for there is only one God! (Rom 3:29). But Israel was the
111.1 Ipeople] to walk according to God; and when it later fell away, it
I ., was rejected. Human beings are free; when they choose, they can

I" " God in their midst. 95

"I peoples, there is something like a shadowy knowledge of Christ,
II '·'sed in an innate hope for salvation.

, r y holy person who lived before the coming of Christ and who prac­
, .1 .IIl Y kind of virtue, even if he did not fathom the whole mystery

I iiI(' order of salvation, still had hope by a kind of natural drive, even
,,"l y in a partial way (Ex IJEQOUS;), and expected that the one who had

., Ill '" nature would also save and heal what was corrupted in it. 96

IllJI ' Maximus even considered that a certain spontaneous under­
,,1111 ' of the Trinity was possible from a "contemplation of nature" ,

'" " i" ,u's ad Th alassium 51; CCG 7, 397, 63- 399.71; PG 90, 480A; CCG 7, 4° 3, 138­
I 'I"..ISI C .

11,01 • 1'1; CCG 22. 281- 83: PG 90, 757A.
1" ,1 . '.1 ; C G 7. 149. 8-20; PG 90, J25AB.
11 ,01 , I,, : C C 22, 263, 2IOff.; PG 90. 745A.

, "" l l icr. g; PC 4, 84D-85A (attribution un certain) .

.'" ''''1/1', l't Duhia 16; C G 10. 48, 3-7; PG go, 797B-800A. Cf. Gregory N azianzen,
" ~ I ; IS. 9 12A-g I3A.
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whose triple potentiality ofbeing, in telligibility, and living movement
contains a trace of the threefold existence of God and "proclaims to
those who can hear in an internal way, by a triple hymn of praise, th e
source of its own exis tence" . God's threefold being is, after all, that
"invisible reality of God" of which Paul speaks, "which has been rec­
ognized intellectually in the world since its very beginning (cf Rom
1 :20)" .97 .

e. The Scriptural Law

The great interest Maximus devoted to the contemplation of nature
was, however, not to be given at the expense of the law of the Scrip­
ture. If one wants to see the positive meaning of that other pole in its
true importance, one must not, as we have already said, place the em ­
phasis on contemplating the positive, his torical revelation of the Old
Testament, let alone simply its juridical and ri tual aspects. Maximus
is too much an Alexandrian not to sense the transitory and shadow y
aspect of this order as its most striking characteristic. But he is also
enough of an Alexandrian to value, at the highest level, that positive
element that passed undiminished from the Old Covenant over into the
New: the Holy Scripture itself Precisely here he repeats some of Ori­
gen's most characteristic ideas, by simplifying them, expressing th em
in brief and lucid phrases, and building them into his system. '

The contemplatio n of na ture is neither the only means nor the pre­
ferred means to redeeming knowledge (gnosis) . As far as human rc­
sources are concerned, it , too , is simply the water that Christ changed
into the wine of truly spiritual vision.?" It represents the sensible, pel
ceivable voice of God in the world, just as things are God's vi sibk
garments and form. And just as the world hides God in a revealin "
way and reveals God in a hidden way, the Scripture is a disguised and
confused voice like the rolling of thunder,

which says nothing clearly; it is a kind of voice of the elements. For
every word of God that is wri tten down for man is, as long as thi s age
lasts, the precursor of another word, which uses it as an instrumen t to

proclaim itself to the mind in an unwritten, intellectual way, and wh ich ,

97 Q uaesti0'1es ad Th alassium IJ; CCG 7. 101- 3; PG 90. 296BC; cf. wh at we said above '"
chap. 2 , sec. 3.

9 8 Ibid. , 40; CCG 7.267; PG 90. 396AB; CCG 7. 27 1. 96fT.; P • 90, 400A.

ill the age to come , will be revea led in a more perfect form. As it is
proclaim ed, it bears truth within itself, but does not show it in an un­
veiled, naked way.99

' I the Scripture can be compared to a holy olive, which must be put
1111 0 an olive press to produce the holy oil of the Spirit;'?" it is at once
uidispensab le and temporary, just as the candle, which burns itself up,
I . I he necessary support for the flame. 101

!'his idea of a progressive self-consumption of the letter is Maximus'
uiost significant attitude toward Scripture, at least as far as the mean­
II' V. of the Old Testament is concerned. There was a time in which
tl1l' historic law was necessary for humanity. This stage has been left
h, hind ; the fig tree is now withered, at least for those who still cling
1" the letter. 102 "It was not the season for figs" , the Evangelist explains
(1'\ 1\-.. I I: 13) : even if the tree of the law still makes a glorious show in
1111 dense, leafy growth of its customs and ceremonies, no more fruit

I I ) grow under these leaves, now that the truth has appeared.
II that remains alive from the Old Law is its spiritual meaning; this,

111" 1 all, is eternal and can never wither.

lit e word of Holy Scripture may well be limi ted and circumscribed as far
I lite letter is concerned and may come to an end with the times whose
lusto ry it tells; yet as far as the spirit and the meaning found within it
" ,' concern ed, it remains forever unlimited, uncircumscribed. . .. For
II the one who speaks [in it] is truly God, and God is in his essence
11111 ircumscribable, the word that is spoken by him must also necessarily
I" heyond circumscription.103

upratem poral character, however, is not some vague moral teach­
,I conten t abstracted from its context, but a spiritual history con­

IIll1y coming to fulfillment in human hearts , an event that is con­
Illll y coming to pass: "What is written is always being realized in a
111111.11 way."104 Spiritually, and only spiritually, the letter still gives

\ II , / , i~ I/" ; I'G 91. 12S2CD.
I 'II,II"(;OI/" S ad Th alassium 63; CCG 22, 161, 269ff.; PG 90, 676D .
11 ,,01 CCG 22, 163. 279ff.; PG 90, 676D -677A.
11",1 , '0; G 7. 121-23; PG 90, 308D -309B.
II," I , I ll; • ' G 7, 379. 9-19; PC 90, 46513.
11 ,,,1 , I':; CCC 7, 425, 172; PC 90, 4Y7A,
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life today. lOS External sacrifices are alive today only within a larger sac­
rifice that includes the whole world: in the sacrifice of Christ . 106

N ever theless, even the Gospel, despite its role as the "enlivening
. spirit" of the old body;'"? has a "body" of its own. And even if thi s
"body" is dynamically consuming itself by being transform ed in to
"spirit" ("the more the letter consumes itself, the ful ler the spir it be­
comes"), lO S still this "spirit" is itself only the symbolic representation
of a truth that is yet to come. If the O ld Covenant is a "shadow", th e
N ew Covenant is an "image". 109 The division of Scripture in to body
and spirit is a line that crosses directly through both Testaments .110

Perhaps it was only the unhistorical character of the Greek mind
that here prevented Maximus from going on to div ide hi story itsel f
into three periods, related to each other as shadow, image, and truth
-into a Kingdom of the Father, a Kingdom of the Son, and a King­
dom of the Spirit. III It remained for the Latin M iddle Ages, and fo r
Joachim of Fiore, another follower of the Alexandrians, to follow thi s
line to its end. For Maximus as for Origen, the thi rd Kingdom remains
transcendent, eschatological. Yet surely this third Kingdom is already
completely present now, if only in a way that is still veiled; often, in
fact, it seems almost to be simply a matter of the perfecti on of every
individual: the degree to which he brings eschatological, transhi storical
reali ty to fulfillment through his own dying to the world.112

Maximus' final attitude toward the heart ofScr ipture is expressed in a
parable. The whole world, he explains, is a game designed by God.Just
as one keeps children busy with flowers and brightly colored clothes,
and later, when they grow older, teaches them more serious games like
the study of literature, so God works our education firs t through the

10 5 Ibid . 50; CC G 7, 381; PG 90, 468Aff. ; ibid., 18; CCG 7, II7; PG 90, 305D.
106 Ibid ., 36; CC G 7, 243, 30-245, 47; PG 90, 38IB.
107 Mystagogia 6; PG 91, 68¢D; Quaestionesad Thalassium 63; CCG 22, 171; PG 90, 68IAIl.
108 Mystagogia 6; PG 91, 684C.

109 Ambigua; PG 91, 1253D ; Centuries on Knowledge 1,9° ; PG 90, II20C.
110 Centuries on Knowledge I , 91; PG 90, II20D-II2IA; Mystagogia 6; PG 91, 684B .
111 A hint that he wa s thinking in this direction, inspired by Gre gor y N azianzen , can h

found in Ambigua; PG 91, I26IA.

112 See my anthology of O rigen, Geist und Feuer, zd ed. (Salzburg, 1953) , 453- 59; Engli. h
translation : Spi~it and Fire (Washington, 1984), 320-25; sec also Maximu s, Centuries on Knout!
edge, passim .

1,l.ly of nature as a w hole and, when we grow older, through the play
, Ii Scripture .P" So Pseudo-Dionysius and John [of Scythopolis], too,
discovered in th e truth of Scr ip ture many similarities to the forms of

I" .ctic truth:

T he Scripture (as the latter remarks) makes use of certain poetic fictions
III order to educate the human mind, which is not yet capable of grasping
higher teaching. Heavenly similes are in fact like the fan tastic images of
the poets-take, for example, those whom the Greeks admire, such as
I lom er, H esiod , and the rest-or like cer tain sculptural images. God's
hwe for us seems to recognize, in its wisdom, that our mind is not ready
l o r loft y insights, so he has prepared for it a way to the heights that suits

It s natu re. P ''

Ill\s is the reason, according to Maximus, for the multiple senses of
,1\ ibolism in Scripture, which is not at all free from ambiguity; 115 this,
I " " is the reason for those contradictions [in Scripture] which can only
I, n-conciled through a spiritual exegesis.P" And it is the reason for
lit pleasure we feel in tasting the delicious meaning hidden under its
..u c r skin.117

l iu t what is play, from God's point ofview, is serious from our own.
rv, after all, the truth that we find beneath the images: the very Word

II (;od. " T he whole content of the dispensation of the law and the
I "!,het s leads us back" to thi s personal Word of God "as to its ori­
III .md its goal".us It leads to the Word, who stands "above image
Ilt l t ru th , . .. above being an d appearance, above the present world

It I l he world to come" , because he stands above all polarities, even
I' hidin g the polarity of "lies and truth" .119 As we move toward this
11,.l ll'st of all goals, the word of Scripture is our hope and our pledge: a
1'1H' :t nd a pledge for us who are called, not simply to resemble Christ,
II I I hrough grace to become Christ himself. 120 In relation to this end

\ I " / I (~ I/ " ; PG 91, I4I3CD.
• I" ( .'od . Hier. 2; PG 4, 36CD.

I ''' '/I 'I /i<llleS ad Thala ssium 64; CCG 22, 187, r rff.: PG 90, 693BC .
11 ,,,1 ~2; CCG 7, 417, 38-45 ; PG 90, 492B; ibid ., 54; CCG 7, 461, 322-463, 335; PG

' I A; ibid ., 65; CCG 22, 275, 402ff.; PG 90, 753A; Ambigua; PG 91, I 244B, I252D .

, I",/I ·,liOI/(,5 ad Tuolassium 40; CCG 7, 271; PG 90, 397C ff.
\I "" (~I/ " ; PC 9 1, 116¢.

11".1 , PC 91, 1296C.
11".1 ,, 1'(; 91 , 12531) .



31 2 THE SPIRITUAL SYNTHESES THE SYNTHESIS OF THE THREE LAWS 313

11,,1 ,1'(; ')1 , 1273D-1 276A .

I I 1,1 ' " .~i" 24; PC 91, 7 17A.
, f" "" i"" '!f fll<' Lord's Prayer; CCG 23, 55, 485-86; PG 90, 89313 .
11,,1 , ( '( :(; ..l 3, 47. 354f.; PC 90, 888D.

f l " " ' , , ~ i,, ~ 3; PC 9 1, 700 13.
f'" 1/1" " ..r tl,,· Lord's Prayer; CCC 23, 51, 414- 57, 518; PG 90, 892A-896A.

' tl/I'llll.,. 1'( ; o r, l 2 1() .

" " II,'",', ,,,/ TI" Ii,I.<si"", 55; 'C 7, 507, 425f.; PC 90, 55313 .
1 '/" "" ' ,1' (; \1 1,1 04\1(;1>.

I Iiled." 125 Only by our sacrifice of the world, by our intellectual "con­
uuiption" of it, does the soul rise above "the meaning of the natural

111.1 scriptural law" and "entrust itself to a movement beyond them
(I II wme;) , to a kind of abandonment of its whole life and being in

'" k-r to enter the company of the unique Word of God", 126 "beyond
I" ,ill nature and law". 127 This sacrifice brings to fulfillment the mutual

I, litification ofthe poles: on the one side, the transformation ofnature
I he Spirit, in which "the Spirit finally triumphs over nature"; 128 on

III other, the arrival of the full gospel, "in which all the intelligible
".llling of providence and of individual beings are drawn together in

III power of a single embrace, made one by a plan that precedes their
I .1cnce" 129 Pagan polytheism and Jewish monotheism are reconciled

, "' The former is a self-contradictory multiplicity, without a bond
I uuitv; the latter is unity without inner richness. Maximus consid­
I IH ith to be similarly imperfect, similarly in need of completion.
l , Il ', however, they interpenetrate each other to form the idea of a
I" I who is three and one: the Jewish conception of unity, which is,
I 1I,('lf~ "narrow and imperfect and almost without substance" and
II" II "runs the danger of atheism", now complemented by the lively,
I' II('ctually engaging multiplicity of Hellenistic religion.P?
III It S state of perfection, the creature becomes what Philo and Gre­

(,I' Nyssa had already considered to be its vocation: the "bor­
11I1l''' (fIE8oQLOV) between God and its own natural being, between
Ili\('SS being and the created forrns.!" It is "suspended halfway be­
, II heaven and earth", 132 and so comes to participate in him who

'1111 cd, when he was lifted up, to "draw all things to himself" On
') With Christ, it brings to fulfillment that wonderful symbolic

luch represented the interpenetration of the divine and the hu­
II ,liking on water: resting its weight on the fluid matter of the
i l.I , It still does not sink into itY3 It attains that highest degree of

121 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 38; CCG 7, 256, 27-257, 52; PG 90, 389C-392A ; I" J:'ol

Hier. 3; PG ~, 137D .
122 Quaestiones ad T halassium 64; C C G 22, 231 , 700ff.; PG 90, 72 1]).
123 Ambigua; PG 91, 1152C , 1153C .
124 Ibid.; PG 91 , I I 56AI3.

and this beginning, all laws come to an end: the shadows as well as th e
images. 121

For just as when the visible sun rises, all physical things begin to shine
with it in its pure light, so when God, who is the spiritual sun ofjustice,
rises before the mind, he wills . . . that all the true meaning of material
and intelligible things appear along with him. This is proved, I think, by
the fact that at the Transfiguration of the Lord on the mountain, when
his face began to shine, his garments, too, appeared radiant: this suggests
the reconciliation with God of our knowledge of all that is below and
around him. 124

Mter this discussion of the poles "natural law" and "Scriptural law" ,
all that remains is a look back at the synthesis of them both in the law
of Christ. Christ is the place where both lines cross and where they
cease to exist separately. His law of death and resurrection touches
both nature and the Church.P" "In Christ, neither circumcision nor
uncircumcision is of any avail" (Gal 5:6). " W hoever follows Christ in
truth, by practicing virtue, rises above both the written and the natural
law."123 "See, we have left everything and have followed you" (M k
10:28). Whoever realizes this saying, "inherits the Lord, in place of
the law and nature, as the one and only light of truth" . Yet precisely
in their abolition, as the vision of Tabor shows once again, the lasting
meaning of both the law and nature are revealed in the purer light of
the dawning divinity.

f The Synthesis of Christ

But if the lasting relevance of nature and Scripture is thus confirrnc I
by the fact of their descent from God, so for the soul that is to ascend.
the possibility of a synthesis in grace must still be prepared beforehand
by a dissolution of even their limited contradictions. "In reality, the
termination of the laws of nature has made possible the concrete ful­
fillment of the world that exists above. For if these laws had not been
terminated, the world above would have remained only partially fuI
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serenity, above and beyond all the laws of nature and Scripture, which
"loves all people without placing its hope on anyone of them" 134_
that joyful, calm indifference':" which is the man's attitude of response
to the fact that the world is really an insubstantial plaything of God. 13<0

Maximus understands nature, Scripture, and man himself as essen­
tially a threefold process of self-comparison: each is a movement that
sets off from its basis in matter and reaches fulfillment in what is be­
yond itself, yet [in each case it is the very movement that] brings it
to its own selfhood. This movement gives all three of them, as w ell,
their unity with each other: the purification of the soul, the vision
of the heart of nature, and the spiritual interpretation of Scripture to­
gether bring "the new world" to perfection, the "cosmos that is fr om
above" . "Ifanyone desires a life and sense experience pleasing to God.
he should put great emphasis on the more noble part of these thre
'persons': I mean the world, the Scripture, and ourselves."137

4 . The Synthesis of Three Acts of Worship

The synthesis of the three "laws" was predominantly an intellectual
and spiritual synthesis. Even if, in the realm of the [scriptural] law.
the presupposition for its intellectual understanding was its app lica
tion (as praktike)-even if, in the realm of nature, the moral imitation
of its lived regularities (TgOJtOL) stands alongside the contemplation 01
its deeper meaning-still the tone lay unmistakably on knowledge :1

an act of "seeing through" the realm of sense to the realm of intelle I

The intelligible principle (logos) of nature and the intelligible prin cipl
(logos) of the [scriptural] law revealed themselves to the perfected min d
as forms of the one Logos, who is the Truth.

But this Logos is also the Life. Therefore he did not found a socict
of wise intellectuals but the living organism of a Church. If an int vl
lectual attitude [of reverence] appeared in the time before the Chur II,
as the one "reasonable worship" of God by creatures, so now th I

arises alongside it a second form of service that is of equal value: th

134 Liber asceticus: PG 90, 953C.
135 " T he ~ntle per son remains wi tho ut passion" (0 rrQfio~ (maO~~ ~hafll\V€l) : Exposition ",

the Lord's Prayer; CCG 23. 46, J21 ; PG 90, 888A .
136 Ambigl~a ; PG 91, 1412AB .
137 M ystagogia 7: PG 91, 685D .

I V I <'C of the Church in the sacramental realm. The synthesis of the
\ becomes, in this way, a simple thesis in itself

II IS clear that Maximus is making a very explicit effort, in this new
III hcsis , to reconcile his two great teachers, Evagrius and Pseudo­
" .uysius. The former had retained only a few traces of the sacra­

1I111. t1, hierarchical Church, as a result ofpromoting a kind of spiritu­
I, Ilion through pure knowledge (gnosis) that consumed everything

I, 11I :t1; the latter had presented the sacramental order of the cosmos
•uucthing irreplaceable during our life on earth. For Maximus, both

".I" of cult take their place alongside each other, implying a mutual
t. ' 1" 'lletration and transcendence in the direction of a cult that is
Ii comprehensive. For even the intellectual activity that seeks God

I "llt~h the symbolism ofnature and Scripture has a kind ofsacramen­
II ucture, while the sacrament, on the other hand, needs intellectual

,I, 1:-; 1anding if it is to be performed correctly. This understanding,
I vcr, is not something that empties the ritual act ofits integrity; its

1Il l',ihility is possible only within the performance itself, not along­
II , since it "binds us to God through what has been performed, in

"lIlit ion and a form determined by the [sacramental] thing itself"
" {1'lm xTI £SEL xu!' T'UmOaEL) .138

a. Ecclesial and Sacramental Worship

, .11 r.unental worship of the Church and its whole visible, hierar­
,I ,I ructure are treated thematically by Maximus in his scholia to
" I" I >ionysius and in his Mystagogia. 139 This latter work is presented
"1'l'kment to Pseudo-Dionysius' Hierarchies and should therefore

I" I onsidered apart from them:

'" I Ihl' holy Dionysius the Areopagite, who truly directed us to God,
'" plaincd, in his work on the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, the symbols
I I. lillII'd during the sublime consecratory act of the holy liturgy, in

' \ Ih ,'1 co rresponded to his towering mind, we must make it clear
II • "II own discourse will not return to the same subjects or take the

III ' I 'HI!,' as his. It would be overly daring, arrogant, almost insane for
'" , " III' who can hardly grasp or understand his work to attempt to take

'1 '" I )i"")'.<ii I) ; I' • 4, 564 .
I I.. ,h"I", I II I'sl·lIdo.D ilinysills, w he n dea ling wit h this subj ect, adhere closely to the
I "'1" '"II II 1I· III cd on and o ffer littl e that is characte ristic o r original.



316 THE SPIRITUAL SYNTHESES THE SYNTHESIS OF THREE ACTS OF WORSHIP 317

I \ 1' l i Z, " Die Abcudmahlslch rc dcr gricchischen Kirche in ihrer geschichtlichen Ent­
I" " K" , /,Ii,rbiirlll'rfi ir tlcutsdu: T IJI'"I"gic II (1866) : 238.

, I A I icskc, " Die T hco logic der Logosmystik bci O rigcncs", Mii usterer Beitriige z ur

.." .. (II}JH) : 7,' - ')<).

1IIl ' might be concerned that the doctrine of the Church presented
1111 i\fystagogia might also end in the same crisis of spiritualization as
I ," I he Alexandrian master; various themes, taken by themselves,

"I, I point in just that direction.v? But one should not overlook the

" imus' Mystagogia [Steitzconcludes] is in this context the most fragrant
1" IT in the whole Alexandrian garden; the basic views of Alexandrian
III IIlogy reappear here again, but in such a concentrated and organized
I II1I1 that one may say: What the earlier representatives of this school
I II I "Ill y hinted at, in individual, deeply significant aphorisms, here has

I , , IIIIlC a system, whose structural artistry reminds us of the fine archi­
I I lilli e schemes of scholasticism.141

,,1(', the space where the liturgy is performed and the space where the
I III hful attend it. This emphasis on duality was not without its dan­
" I s, and Maximus remains aware of them: he begins from it, only in

" "ler to move beyond it. The route by which he made that move, as
II llght be expected, was christological: the unconfused unity of two in
III!' in the visible, hierarchical Church is an application of the Chal­
, ,I(lilian understanding of Christ. With the same move, Maximus has

I ipcd over Pseudo-Dionysius and regained the old Alexandrian world
" ( )rigen, with its great symbolic pairings of earth and heaven, body
u.l mind, Old Covenant and New, an old and a new world. The whole

icm, then, is a Chalcedonian Origenism: this is the uniqueness of
\ I .imus' achievement and something wholly new.
III I he Mystagogia, the sacramental side ofworship is expressed almost
, lusively through its symbolic aspect. It is no coincidence that along
1111 the sacramental-gnostic dimension, the great symbol-systems of

I" world and the Scripture appear here again and that the parallelism
11 .1 mutual correspondence between the duality of intellect and sense
1 1\ the major role in all four of them-in the Church, the world,
u prure, and man. E. Steitz seems to be right in speaking of a redis­

1 I Yhere of Origen's "first principles", and in explaining Maximus'
, II ine of the Eucharist as an extension of the earlier Alexandrian
"' «priori of symbolism-even though he was less interested in the
II I vcnly" and "ecclesiastical hierarchies".

up again what he has touched on and to offer as one's own discovery
the mysteries revealed to him divinely, through the Holy Spirit alone.140

Thus it is not correct to present the Mystagogia, as is so often done,
as a narrow imitation of Pseudo-Dionysius' work; Maximus is going
his own way, even in the work's basic conception. Even so, this con­
scious decision to avoid everything handled by Pseudo-Dionysius m ay
explain the curious fact that precisely the heart of the Church's liturgy,
the eucharistic consecration, is passed over in his work without exp la­
nation.

Nevertheless, the whole work, as he repeatedly and expressly in­
sists, deals with the holy liturgy in its entire ecclesial and sacramen­
tal reality. The liturgy is the midpoint, around which everything re­
volves, from which-as the single bright point into which one cannot
look-everything is explained, whether left or right, up or down (as
in Raphael's Disputa). Only because the liturgy is everywhere presup­
posed as the act that makes real the universal presence of the hypo­
static Christ-at the midpoint between God and creation, heaven and
earth, new age and old, Church and world-can Maximus simplif
Pseudo-Dionysius' triadic conception of the world's structure into .1

dyadic one. The [idea of a] triadic structure comes from late Neopln
tonism and retains a taste ofemanationism, at least insofar as the middl
member of each triad is nothing but the connecting link of the fir. I

with the third; if the bishop is the "enlightener", for example, and th
people (including the monks) the "enlightened", the presbyters stand
between them as both enlightened (looking upward) and enlightenin '
(looking downward). This translation of Neoplatonic sensibility into
ecclesial terms lends [Dionysius' picture of] the Church a somewh II

fluid and dynamic character but equally allows the role ofChrist to slil'
into the background, located outside and above the triadic sche me.

In contrast, Maximus chooses a wholly different point of depar tui
He had spent his youth in early seventh-century Byzantium, gazing ,I I

the great basilicas and at a liturgy that was already sharply stylized III
a hieratic direction. The visible structure, of which Pseudo-Dionysiu
takes no account at all, stands powerfully before Maximus' imagiu.i
tion; within it, he sees the crucial articulation between clergy and P ( I

140 Mystagogia, prooemiu m ; PG 9 1, 66oD -66 1B. Jacoby rightly emphasizes the indl'!,' II

dcnce of th e Mystagogia with relation to Pseud o-Dion ysius: " ) ic praktischc T hcologu " '
der altcn Kirchc" , TI/{·"lo.~is(IJ I' Studicu 111111 Kritiuc« li3 ( I H!)o) : 4 7~ .
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degree to which both Origen and Maximus are and w ish to be "men
of the Church": so much so tha t both became ma rtyrs for the sake of
the Church, and especially that Maximus staked his life on the unity
of the Church in the highest degree of her historical reality-in her
unity of dogma and life , ofpope and emperor, ofWest and East . If th e
Mystagogia sketches out the internal, mystical side of his view of the
Church, this is because the Church has, in his eyes, no simply "exter­
nal" aspect. Even while he is fighting for his formula of Christ's tw o
wills in a tough but seemingly petty series of skirmishes, he always is
conscious ofbeing in the Church's inmost heart: the Catholic Church
stands and falls with the undiminished humanity of Christ, and w ith
the Church stands and falls every kind of mys tical and intellectual in­
teriority.

That is the reason why the symbolism ofthe Mystagogia begins with a
building: with a visible church made of stone-something that would
have been unthinkable for Origen; and that is why Maximus insists,
in a very simple way, on real participation in the liturgy w ithin this
building. The "gnostic soul", too, is urgently encouraged to stick to
the liturgical order in order to realize his own perfection, by project­
ing his own subjectivity onto the "objective" pole of cultic worship.
Maximus never ceases to

urge every single Christian to visit the holy church of God often and
never to miss the holy liturgy performed in it, both because of the holy
angels who are in attendance and always take notice of those who come,
bringing them to God's attention and in terceding for them, and because
of the grace of the Holy Spirit, which is always present in an invisible
way but is most especially so during the time of the holy liturgy. This
grace enfolds all those who attend, creates them anew, and truly leads
each of them, according to his own capacities, to a more divine way
of living; it brings each one closer to what the sacred mysteries signify,
even when the individual does not experience this consciously.143

Here, too, a genuine polarity remains in force, by which the cult 01

the sacraments and that of theological knowledge only come to th i
fullness through each other.

In this way, Maximus sums up in a thoroughly orthodox manner an­
other current within patristic spirituality, which had flowed in a h t­

erodox form alongside th e main stream- a current that had etched

14 3 Mystagogia 24; PG 91, 7o ID-704 A.

IIII Iirst semblance of division on the in ternal face of the Church by
,1",1inguishing, in graduated steps , a Church of " fleshly" and imperfect
'" mbcrs fr om a Church of "spiritual" and perfect ones. The Gnos­

I I' first developed this distinction by misusing Pauline termi nology,
, .1 way of relating the external, official teaching of the Church with
III II own esoteric, secret teaching intended for the "elect"; Tertul-

Ii III . I he enemy of the Gnostics, made the distinction his own and so
,, " ~l ru cted the theological basis for Montanist Pentecostalism. True,
I" ( ;nostic way of subdividing the Church also found its echoes in
I, merit [of Alexandria] and Origen. They distinguished within the
11111 ch a body ofintellectually unformed "simple" folk (cutAOUOLEQOL),
110 are content with believing dogmas, hearing sermons, and receiv­
'I'. th e sacraments, from a body of "gnostics" (YVW<J'tlXOL), who are
, uuincly striving to realize their faith fully, to ascend in both theoret-
Ii .md practi cal ways to an understanding of faith; yet [Origen and
I, 111(:n t] never conceived this distinction as implying that the Church
1\ ofold or that there is one Church for half-Christians and another

,., lull Christians.
, \1(' h a double Church, however, did continue to exist in heretical

" , 1"5, or in circles close to heresy. One example is the Messalians,
IIll . L' radical attitudes can be seen glinting behind the more moderate
, u.lo-Macarian homilies, where an open break with the hierarchi­
I ( .hurch that celebrates the liturgy and administers the sacraments
.voidcd, but where true worship is still transferred within, to the
III of the person who is genuinely spiritual. The visible Church [in

II c' homilies] is at once something indispensable and something that
I I I be ou tgrown.v" Orthodoxy and heterodoxy could come very
I.C I II each other on this point. For the Messalians, for example, the
I i1lal sacramental grace works without our knowledge means that
, "d of life is planted in the soul, which demands not only to grow

I I I 1. , he experienced.v" Diadochus of Photike, too, took over this
I II< II I almost unchanged.l'" and it appears again in Maximus with the

II Ii il l< nti on that even a reception of the sacraments or a participation
, II Il' holy liturgy that is not felt inwardly can yet be meaningful and
, , ' ~ · . I ry, as characteristic of those who are "still children (vrpuor) with

. .. , l lcrm aun Do rr ies, SYllleon von Mesopotamien, Text e und Untersuchungen. vol. 55.

, ( " )'1'). 2 14f.. 235f.. 2()3f., 3()9f.
11 .,01 " ~ II>.

, , ,,/11/;," . chap. 77. cd, E. des Places, Sources chrcticnncs, vo l. 9 (1955) , 135.
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respect to Christ and are not yet able to gaze into the depths of what
is happening." 14 7

What holds for Macarius holds all the more for that sinister work
whose editor, Kmosko, characterized it as clearly Messalian: the Libel'
C raduum.148 This strange book makes a sharp distinction between "the
righteous" (Christians in th e world) and "the perfect" (monks, who
have left all things) and develops an ecclesiological dualism that re­
minds one ofTertullian and m ay even depend on him-a dualism of a
wholly different kind from that of Pseudo-Dionysius. H ere the point
is not to argue for a symbolic representation of th e heavenly hie rarchy
of the angels in the Church's hierarchy on earth, but to propose a sym­
bolic relationship between an earthly Church of th e " body," which is
really a kind ofparable, and a true, heavenly Church ofthe " heart" and
the "spirit"; the fir st is only an "educational" prelude to the second.149

When we have achieved a complete self-emptying,

then the heavenly Church and the spiritual altar will appear to us; there,
in spirit, we will offer our hearts' confession in prayer and in the sacrifice

147 My stagogia 24; PG 91, 70¢.

148 Patrologia Syriaca 1, 3 (paris, 1926). Without bein g able to offe r an adequate proof. I
sho uld like at least to raise the question whe the r or not we have in th is work-whi ch so
vividly differ s fro m th e M acar ian co rp us in its almos t demonically sec tar ian spirit and ill
w hich th e main teaching of the Messalians, the call to ceaseless prayer, is less obvious-s- a
M ontanist docum ent. T he M ontanists were not only a powerful sect in Ph ryg ia, with their
ma in cen ter in Pepuza, up to the time of Epiphanius; they were also sprea d through Cap
padocia, Galatia, and especially Cilicia, w hic h bord ered on Syria , and they even had member
in Constanti no ple. At the end of the fourth centu ry, th ey had an organized church with it
ow n hierarchy and liturgy and wi th spec ial initiation ritu als (see G. Bardy, " Monranisrnc" ,

DTC ro, 2, col. 2368) . Bloody persecutions under Ju st inian , in w hich some of the member
of th e sect were burned in th eir own churc hes -something that is also reported in th e reign
of Leo III (the Isaurian) , in 729-prove th e eno rmous vitality of th e sect and suggest a lively
ideology. With its harsh du alism between C hris tians w ho are simply "righteo us" (and wh o
in fact stilI belong to th e O ld Tes tame nt, because of th eir married life in th e world aml
th eir poss essions- however generously they give alms) and the "per fect ", w ho alon e COIIII

to th e vision of God, the Li ber G raduum seems , like Tertu llian , fanaticized to an ext rcm ,
[On th e Lib er Graduum , see Ar thur Vo obus, History of Asceticism in the Syrian O rient, vol
I, CSC O , vol. 184 (Louv ain, 1958) , 178-84, 190- 207 ; Ant oine Guillaumont, " Situation
et signifi cation du Lib er G raduum dans la spiritualite syr iaque", O rientalia C hristiana Alla/," t,

197 (1974): 3II -22; Diana Juhl , D ie askese im Liber Cra duum und bei Afra hat: eine IJ( '~~ II'

ichende Studie zurjrahsyrischen Frommigkeit (Wi esbaden, 1996) . On Mont anism, see C hrist ill
Trevett , Mo ntanism: Gende r, Authority and the New Prophecy (Cambridge, 1996) , esp . I I) H

232 (on later M ontanism) : William Tabbernee, Montanist Inscriptions and Testimonia , N O l t"
American Patristic Societ y Patristi c M on ograph Seri es, no . II, (Maco n, Ga ., 1997) .1

149 SertlJO 12: Patrologia S yriaca I , 3, 290.

,01 our bodies, just as we believe that there is a genuine priesthood that
I'" 'sides also at the visible altar. For everything in this present Church
, directed toward that hidden Church by way of parable.

I Ill' earthly Church is th e holy m other, who raises her children to live
'" I he heavenly J erusalem; whoever gr ows up in th e dire ction of this
I'""I communi ty makes his body into a temple and his heart (as an
III. r mcdiate step) into an altar and ultimately enters th e Church of

J II , herself, which is above. 150

I lrrctical ecclesiology, whether of Gnostic, M ontanist, or Messalian
1'lIllIlg, was th e first to divide the Church from w ithin; otherwise

,', commentaries on th e Song of Songs, from Hippolytus to Gre­
, " y of Nyssa and Nilus, suggest-she had only one face: that of the

I' " ,' , beloved Bride. But such division need not be interpreted only
II I heretical way; it is true, after all, that in the N ew Covenant all
, " I I limy, everything that smacks of the "letter", remains precisely an
, • ,,, ioll and a starting point for a spiritual union with Christ, under-
""" I ill faith, just as it is a temporary and temporal foreshadowing of
III ,.\ crnal blessings to come.

I he interpretation [Maximus offers] in the Mystagogia moves in both
I I lu-xe directions: the mysti cal and the eschatological. With the mys­

,I or "gnostic" interpretation, the monastic th eology of Evagrius
II .uisplanted into eccl esiology ; it can be taken over almost entirely,

I. I yet it is relativized by it s new context. This tradition now takes
" \he function of realizing, in an existential way, th e mysteries of
I" " I that are celebrated objectively, ecclesially, in the liturgy; in that
II I ' , it joins w ith th e int entions of Pseudo-Dionysius in his Ecclesi­
u, "I Ilierarchy. But by th en developing th e escha tological dimension
til l' relation of th e Church on earth with th e C hurch of the res­

I, .,\ion-Maximus m oves beyond both Evagrius and Dionysius: in
I", of a Churc h of th e spirit that is simply disembodied, we find the
I,1, I( II of those risen from the dead; in place ofthe angelic hierarchies,
I", h arc not themselves part of the Church and w hich form, along
II 11 the C hurc h on earth, only a timeless cross-section of the order

I i l v.u ion , we find the Church in her own process of growth from
" I II 1'1 heaven , Even so, this dimension is not the same as the heretical

11",I >11 ' - 1)4. all Epipha nius' rem ark (Patlilrion 12, 1, 14: Oehlerr /z, 37) be correct, th at
1'"ll.1l1ist s go 0 11 pilgrima ge to Pcpu za because they expect that the heavenly Jerusalem

11 .t. "11<1 to I':lrth the re?
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Church made ofbody, heart, and spirit, since her articulation does not
arise through the distinction of different categories of believers but
through the Church's sharing in Christ's passage from life on earth,
through death, to resurrection. The difference also becomes clear in
the fact that the Liber Graduum, in a separatist, "Jansenist" spirit, only
holds the door into the heavenly Jerusalem open for a few elect, while
Maximus presents the Church, and the sign that she imprints on th e
world, in the largest and most open terms possible. The Church lies
in the midst of the natural and supernatural cosmos like a source of
light that sets all things revolving around itself; in that she represents
everything symbolically, she also is an effective guarantee of the trans­
formation of the whole universe. The liturgy is, for Maximus, more
than a mere symbol; it is, in modern terms, an opus operatum, an effec­
tive transformation of the world into transfigured, divinized existence.
For that reason, in Maximus' view-again unlike that of both Eva­
grius and Pseudo-Dionysius-the liturgy is ultimately always "cosmic
liturgy" : a way of drawing the entire world into the hypostatic union ,
because both world and liturgy share a christological foundation. This
is something new and original and must be regarded as Maximus' ow n
achievement.

Let us consider some texts. " T he human hierarchy is symbolic and
formed from sensible elements; for we do not come into contact with
divine things except through a veil."ISI " T he divine hierarchy m ust
always be interpreted symbolically, and the holy gifts are representa­
tions of things that are above, which are real."IS2 In fact, the whole
event of the cultic drama is a presentation of eschatological reality and
immediately reveals through itselfwhat is yet to come. In this sense, it
is "performed by God himself and then entrusted to man: it works at
the formation of gods." IS3 SO the Church, as a visible community, is
already "the image and likeness of God", who holds the whole w orld.
in its ~ariety, together, who draws it up to himself, melts it into uni ty.
and still leaves to each being its own being and its own place. The
Church is an image of God,

because she achieves among the faithful the same unity that God achieve",
even when those who are united in faith are very different in characteris-

.
151 In Eccl . Hi er. I ; PG 4, 12IB.

15 2 Ibid. 3: PG 4, 149C.
153 Ibid. I; PG 4, 11 6 A .

I ics and separated by land and custom-the same unity that God achieves
.1I 11ong the essences of things, without confusing them, in that he . . .
moderates and brings into harmony what is different among them, by
drawing them toward himself as their cause and goal and making them
1111C.

1S4

I' the eucharistic action recalls the whole providential history ofGod's
ilvation: "the entrance rite of the holy liturgy" recalls the first coming

," t he Savior; the ascent of the bishop to the altar and to his throne
" , .11 Is his Ascension; the entry of the people, the gathering of the pa­
l' Ill S in the Church, or of sinners in grace; the "holy readings", the
uuhcation of his will that God makes to each individual concerning
III', own life; the "holy songs" , the desire for God that inflames pure
,"lis; the"greeting ofpeace", the transition from the bitter soldiering

,Ii .isccticism to the peaceful "agriculture" ofthe contemplative life; the
I' IIlillg of the holy Gospel, the descent of the bishop from the throne,
d I' dismissal of the catechumens and penitents, and the closing of the
( hurch doors, all recall the events of the last judgment: the coming
" I he Lord, the division of the saved from the damned, the passing

I , I Yof the sensible world; then the "entry of the holy mysteries" [or
III( cssion with the gifts] recalls the revelation in the next life ofGod's

I V ~ ofsalvation; the "holy kiss", the union ofall souls in God, which
, vcn now under way; the Creed, the great hymn of thanks sung by

II t lrc saved ; the Sanctus, the elevation of the blessed into the choirs
I III ~ds , who "in the identity of still eternal movement around God

.icc laim and bless the threefold face of the single God with three­
01,1 blessings"; the Lord's Prayer, our adoption in Christ as children
I ( : 0 .1; the closing hymn, "One is holy, one is Lord", the final and
"I '"'IIIC immersion of the creature in the abyss of the unsearchable
1I111lli cit y of God. 1sS

I Ill' visible hierarchy, too, is wholly representational, wholly an in­
1111111l 'lIt for realizing the new age. "God has established the priesthood
II I .u th in order to represent himself There he is visible in a bodily

1\ , .111.1 his mysteries do not cease to appear in visible form for those
I", I 1I0W how to see." IS6 The bishop, as head of the Mystical Body
III' h is the co mm unity, stands for God himself His office, above all

, \/) '\1,',"'gi,, I ; 1'(; 9 1, (,(,4-(,H .

110,.1 , . h.rps . 1- 21 .

I I "~ 11,' \ ' I; 1'(; ') I . ('°411 .
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else, is to bring all the members together in unity "and to bind them
in the spirit with the indissoluble bonds of love". 157 Even as late as
the seventh centur y, Maximus strongly emphasizes several times the
representative character of the priestly office: the name "priest" (sa­
cerdos, hiereus, lE()EUC;) is borrowed from the Old Covenant and now is
only an image for the true, but more modest, term presbyter: "elder"
or "presider". 158 Only Christ is a priest of the New Covenant in the
true sense of the word. The [ecclesial ] priest may only "consecrate" ,
and in the process "be consecrated", by participation. 159 His task is to
unify the Body of Christ, by purifying the faithful like a consuming
fire. 160 But he only unifies the Body through the Eucharist, which is
the mystery of perfect communion and the prelude to that union in
God " w hich allows no further emptiness that cannot be filled by his
presence" .16 1

The sacraments-of which Maximus treats only bap tism and the
Eucharist thematically-stand completely within the dynamic of the
movement from sign to reality. The Eucharist is essentially "symbol,
not reality", "an image of true things". 162 This is meant, of course, in
the context of an Alexandrian realism of signs, 163 not in the Calvinist
way in which some have tried to interpret it . 164 Maximus' symbolic
realism acts as the bridge between Origen and the eucharistic doctrine
ofScotus Erigena.I'" In place ofthe transubstantiation ofthe bread into
the Body of Christ, the central emphasis is on the transubstantiation
of the communicant into Christ and into his "Spirit" .166 The tone is

157 Epistles 28; PG 9I , 62IA.
158 In Ece. Hier. 5; PG 4, 164C; In Ep. Dionys. 8; ibid . PG 4, 545D .
159 Epistles 31: PG 91, 625A.
160 Ibid .; PG 91, 62413.
161 Mystagogia 21; PG 91, 697A. The texts on baptism and th e Eucharist are listed in 1',

Sherwood in his translation The Ascetic Life: Tile Four Centuries on Charity, Ancient Christian
Writers, 21 (Westminster, Md.: Newman Press, 1955), introduction, nn, 325 and 336.

162 In Ece. Hier. 3; PG 4, 137A; 145B; Quaestiones et Dubia 41; CCG 10, I I, 5-6; PG 90,

820A (lJ1)l!~oAa ,iic; OElac; ouoiac; . . . ClJtElXOviol!a,a) .
163 Cf. my Parole et mystere chez Origene, 18f.
164 E.g., Steit z, "Abendmahlslehre" , conclusion .
165 See Eri gena, Super coel. hier.; PL 122, 140; Comm. inj oh., frag.; PL 122, 3I lB .
166 Mystagogia024; PG 91, 70¢ (" trans forming, re-equipping and tru ly re-creating [the J('

cipientJ int o something mo re divine" : l!El:a rrotOua av xai fIE,a(JxEuu~ouauv XU! <'.lAII()'"
flEl:arrAUnOuauv ELs , 0 OElO'EQOV) ; ibid., 21; PG 9 1, 697A ("transfo rming [the recipient]
into itself " : uer nrroroixxrv rrQoc; Iomm']v) .

«uipletely focused on the effect of the Eucharist; that seems to pro­
1.1(' its essential definition.
Mnxim us regards baptism in a similarly dynamic way, seeing it com­

1.1, lely as the ontic principle and point of departure for a new life.
III this sense, it takes away original sin (JtQOYOVlX~ UflUQTLU), but not

11111up iscence.P? which is only modified or consumed by the devel­
l'llll'nt of this new principle into a conscious way of life. Because

II I life given us by God is an intelligent, self-conscious one, such a
I, vclopment belongs to the essence of the grace of bap tism itself But

, I Yacquired life is, as a phenomenon of the "spirit", both "life" and
II llsciousness"; so the principle, too, must be twofold: as sacrament,

III xccd of supernatural life, and, as faith, the seed of supernatural vi­
I' 'II Both of these-life and vision-develop from a state of pure
Il l' III iality to such a state of supreme realization.

! II(' way we are born from God is twofold: the first way gives those who
' I . horn the grace of sonship, in a complete, if still potential, mode of
I'"' cu ce; the second gives this grace in perfect, fully realized presence,
III which all the freedom of those born is transformed, by their act of

11I1I( c, into actual personal being and so is changed into participation
III Ih t' God who gives them birth. The firs t way involves a possession
, 01 Vl:lCC as only a potential presence and depends on faith; the second
" I, I, 10 faith the grace that is fully realized in a way corresponding to

1I11, lnstanding, the grace that br ings about in the knower a most divine
uuil .uity with the one known.

\ .ucr of baptism is of no use to us, then, if we do no t give it
u u, ill our freedom, to lead to our conscious moral perfection, so

d ' I I I rough our daily life the sacramental water might purify our con­
III ( ' .md our consciousness". For only through freedom of choice is
11, '( '.10111 within us brought to that perfection before God in which
, III 110 longer commit sin . "For the Spirit does not give birth to

II, I will that struggles against him but only transforms those who
III II with th e gift of divinization." 168

I 1his point, the "sacramental" and the "gnostic " patterns mes h
ill I ,I I It othe r. T he free moral act, which leads to wisdom and vi­
II I, purifying the spirit, rests on the "seed" of divine life sown
" , ,til II: it is, in fact, only the opportunity that offers itself for this

, '/'" " ,,,',;,,,, ; PC 90, 956A.

• ''',Ii ""'11", ".I 'I'I/,Il,mil/III 6; :C C 7, 6<), H- 7 1, 51; PC 90, 280B- 28 IB.
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grace to develop, in the inner region of the mind (i:auTOvc; OAOUC; xa t a
:~v YVW!1f]V £!1JtaQEXELv). Moving upward, it is changed progressively
Into the act of God himself, who lifts us out of our own freedom into
his. (For " when an eye has once seen the sun, it can no longer con­
fuse it with the moon or with other stars ": so when we have on ce
glimpsed God, he takes the. freedom to do evil away from us) . O n
the other hand, thi s development of grace into vision can come about
fully only by passing through the realm of our freedom of choice. T he
~acramental reality must become "gnostic", so that the gnostic reality
Itself can be elevated into a second, eternal rebirth from the womb of
God.

b. The Worship of Mind and Spirit

By what we have j ust said , it is clear that theological worship has fou nd
its place within th e more comprehensive realm of the sacramental. T h .
whole reality of individual "gnosis" envisaged by Evagrian theology
has found its meaning, at least partially realized, within the world of
Pseudo-Dionysian liturgy. Yet insofar as sacramental and cultic wor­
ship is unders tood expressly as a way toward the complete liberation
of the soul and a means for it s complete sacrifice of itself to God, this
identification becomes again a polarizing subordination. "The altar of
~acrifice is a symbol of God, to whom all of us are sacrificed in spirit" ,
Ju st as " the whole structur e of godly deeds and insights rests on faith,
which is its foundation."169

169 Ibid. , 26; CCC 7, 243, r9-24; PC 90, 38rA; C£ ibid. , 65; CCC 22, 289, 568fT.; J'( ,
90, 76oC. An od d comme nt on a text ofPseudo -Dionysius shows that John of Scyth opoli
was ~lready contem plating such a shift of emphasis. In his ninth lett er , Pseudo-Di on ysiu
m ention s two forms of tradition in th e Chur ch : the on e " makes holy by symb ol and h
initiation into the mysteries" (oulll3oALx~ xnl TEAEOnx~) and is also called " myste rio us alld
mystical" ; the other is "public and on the int ellectual plane" , is "philoso ph ical and dem on

strative" (cmo<'iELxnx~). The point of Pseudo-Dion ysius is unamb iguou s: the sacramcut.il

and symbolic order of the Church rep rese nts that " ho ly veil" throu gh which the believer i
" initiated" into th e pure tru th . For if th e "simple and superessential and super- fundamental
truth behin d th e images" was, of itself, "obvious and demonstrative to the human mind"
(Epistles 9; PC 3, II05C- r I0 8A), neithe r Christ nor th e prophets wo uld have made use 0 1

holy symbols. But for those who are initiated int o th ese symbols, access is possible to till
secret t.radition behi nd openly revealed truth , whic h is reached th ro ugh image s. The firsl,
symbolic order. corresponds to th e "sensible part of our being" (TO rraOllnxov) , the scco u.l
to the int ellectu al (TO a rra llEe:; Tfi e:; 'I'ux fie:;) . '

John co uld not or wo uld not un derstand the text in this way. For him , it was obviou
that " philosop hy" and "demonstratio n" o nly co us ti tu t . the ant i ipato r y stagl'. fo r a " mystic:,1

If the Church is a "world", 170 the world is also a cosmic Church,
hose "nave" is sensible creation and whose "choir" is the world of

11111 'lligible realities.F'

'," the soul flees toward the intellectual contemplatio n of nature, as to
ill(' inside of a Church and to a place of peaceful sanctuary; .. . it enters
It with the Logos, and under his guidance, . .. for he is our true high
l'llc st. And there it learns to recognize the essential meanings of things
I if through the readings from Holy Scripture. 172

III rhis way, Maximus goes through the whole liturgy and applies it s
II ious phases to the inner liturgy of the soul. Man here becomes the
III priest of the world, who "offers nature to God on his heart as

I "I t .iu altar" and penetrates into the inmost parts of his spirit, the
Ii" I of holies" , until he reaches the depths of the divine silence .173

• I ylhing that we said earlier about the value of the contemplation
I n.uure could be repeated here and seen as part of the overarching
II IIling of worship.

l.r ximus is even bold enough to interpret knowledge itself as min­
II v: the same knowledge that according to Paul "puffs up" and that
'I 111 111 seemed to lead, as no other human activity do es, to arrogance
I. I I (I the self-congratulation of the mind. It is not an accident, then,
I I I .1I 11 0ng all the "capital sins" described by Evagrius Ponticus, it is

III V.lory (xEvo6o~la) that receives Maximus' closest att ention. That

.I" I'y of initiation" . So he reverses th e orde r of Pseudo -Dionysius: "The second part of
"" .. logical traditio n is obvio us and understandable to all and does not speak through

.1".I" he also calls it philosophical and demonstrative; it leads to the ethical, natura l, and
••, ,.I .ispcc ts of creation ," Onl y in this part [of theology] can one give "pro ofs" . " T he

"I" ,Ii. ord er, on th e other hand , cannot convince th e reader, but has a certain hidden,
ru r " .t1 ly efficacio us divine power, which com m unicates itself to tho se souls who are to
",,".•Ied or to enter into conte mplatio n th rough mysti cal and symbolic images." With

" I I s,tl of the or iginal idea, th e higher level of theology is identified as th e real realm
,' . IIII'. and so that parallelism between sacrame ntal and "gnostic" cult is emphasized

" II Ma ximus w ill deve lop in th e Mystagogia.
I, • , uui dcntally, very informative to noti ce how M aximus hims elf comments on th e
, t , 1 of I'seudo-Di onysius. For him, the "symbolic orde r" becomes a way of pointing
tI " " leg:t1 worship" of the Old Covenant, whereas th e "philosophical order" point s to

I" " ,,"t..mpl at ion of creatures and of Cod's ways of salvatio n." T hus he tu rns his atte ntion
I I" ""I the po larit y and synt hesis of th e two laws (pC 4, 56I D -564B) .

\ 1 )' \I ,, ~ . ,.~ j'l 2; PC 9' , 668C fT.
11 ,,,1 . z: PC ') 1, 66')Al3.
11 ,,,1 , \; I' • <) 1 , 61)71 - 700A.
11 ,,,1 , r: PC: 1) 1, 672C.
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vice is closely connected with envy and covetousness, with the vi ces
of the hard and dessicated heart, whose opposite in virtue is the humi l­
ity that gives itself away without a care. And it is not an accident that
precisely th is mare's nest is attacked and cleared out at the start of the
Centuries on Knowledge: it is only to the person who serves in humility
that the "gnostic" depths ofbeing are accessible. 174 The patient farmer
who tills his field with no expectations finds the hidden treasure; the
old Platonic notion of the "moment of truth", the sudden (E~aLcj>vY]~ ,

Cicj>vw) "inspiration" of the divine within the mind, is mentioned, sig­
nificantly, in just this context.F" True wisdom is acquired only in ser­
vice, because it is itself a service given to the salvation of the w orld
and, so, a "divine service."

c. The Worship of Love

The two kinds of worship-worship in the Church and worship ill
the world-are united, without being transformed into each oth er,
in a total service that is the goal of both sacrament and wisdom: th e
worship that is realized in love. Over and above Evagrius, and in clo se
dependence on Pseudo-Dionysius, Maximus retains a sense for the im­
portance of distance in love, for holy fear, and for a distinction be­
tween creature and Creator that shows itself in service. Love, for him ,
is "mingling", "the result of fear and longing, consisting of reverent
hesitation and attraction" .176 The law of created existence, that a crea­
ture becomes what it is only through its "distinctiveness" from every
thing else (-t~V clLacj>oQlh w~ ouotrrnxnv LWV OVLWV xa" acj>OQLOLLx~V) ; 177
that therefore all things are ultimately similar in this respect: that each
is unlike the others; and that this most general similarity is ground ,d
in the fact that every creature is defined, as such, by the common IHI

tion ofnonbeing, which distinguishes the world's being from God and
holds it apart from him178-this law is ultimately also the foundation
of the highest form of creaturely relationship to God. The unity of

fear and longing corresponds to the human situation: we must, aft ' [
all, take care "that fear does not change into loathing by losing it s hold

174 Centuries on Knowledge I , I5-29; PG go, ro88D-ro93 C.
175 Ibid. , I , 1,7-18; PG go, ro8gB C .
176 Exposition of the Lord's Prayer; CCG 23,27, gff.; PG go, 873A.
177 Opuscula; PG or, 249C.
178 A mbigua; PG 9 t , [3 I 213.

" 11 longing, but also that longing does not change into contempt, if it
111 1 longer has a moderate fear as its companion, and that instead love
u-vealitselfas our inner law and take the form oftender inclination" .179

lh is law is not simply "the combination oflonging for the Kingdom
l ,j God and fear of the Gehenna of everlasting fire" .180 For

"haste fear will never be taken away and will even remain for all eternity
without any recollection offailures. Its root, after all, is essentiallyin God
himself, so to speak, and in his relationship to creation, through which
he manifests all his natural claim on our attitude of humility before that
majesty that is his domination over every rule and power. If someone
docs not fear God asjudge, but does possess a humble reverence toward
him because of the overpowering excellence of his limitless power, he
I rilly is lacking in nothing; he has become perfect in love, because he
loves God with the humility and reverence that are appropriate. This is
I he sort of person who has the fear that will last, the fear that continues
lor all eternity. 181

II sacramental worship is naturally suited to train us in this ultimate
.hsrancing" oflove, true wisdom-whose beginning is the fear of the

I "" I (Ps II I: IO) -is equally well suited to do so . "For all intellectual
11l1wledge (gnosis) leads the heart to repentance, because it provides us
II h a living consciousness of the greatness of God's gifts to us." 182 So

11,1 insight elevates the soul to the rank of the angels, who perform in
I' I vcn that everlasting "liturgy of the mind" that is their sole occupa­
I, II I , I H;l "Whoever offers God his service ofworship, in a mystical way,

u lio u t disordered desires or anger but solely in his capacity of reason,
II I II Is God's will on earth j ust as the orders of angels do in heaven.
I, I I,IS become a perfect fellow worshipper with the angels ."184

1'1'1 feet prayer is identical with this service of perfect worship . For
111.1 1 prayer is truly supplication (()EY]OL~), such supplication becomes

I" «vcrful in every way" if it is expressed, not simply through words,
III " with substance" (uJt6oLaOL~ ()E~OEW~), through the fulfillment
, ( ;, ,d's commandments. Prayer becomes real only in action, which

I 1"",11101/ ,1the Lord's Prayer; CCG 23, 27, 12-15; PG go, 873A.

, "''' '/I11l1 X; I'G 91, 44ID.
, , '"01, ,,/1,,'/(,.1 ad Thalassium ro; CCG 7, 85, 57-87, 67; PG go, 28gBC. On the twofold
, "I, , ,, (fear, sec Centuries 01/ Love I , 81-82; PG go, 977CD.

I 1"", /1101/ cf Ps. 59; CCG 23, ro , 128-31 ; PG go, 86I C.
1 "",,11101/ '!f ll/(' Lord's Pray,'r; CCG 23, 5X, 534- 36; PG go, 8g6B.

• 11" .1 ( 'ce .z.3. 57. 521-25; PC 90, 891iAB.
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means in service. 185 But service, as we have already seen, is essentially
service to the world, the act of offering the world to God that brings
it redemption . And in th is service, the one who serves encounters th e
full ness of grace and is ma de divine. So the goal of prayer is all of
this at once: "knowledge of God (theologia) , sonship in grace, equal­
ity to th e angels in dignity, sharing in eternal life, and the restoration
of na ture-which now is drawn back toward its own pure state ." 186
But that div inizing participation only comes about in the process of
nature's own coming to fulfIllment-in other words, in the law offear
and of "distancing". The bas ic acts ofprayer (which simply imitate the
fundamental structures of the world's existence and its relationship to
God) continue to be acts of religio, whose form is a deifying love that
comes to fulfillment by surpassing its very self but that never comes
to an end.

The first act of the mind is an act of wonder, when it becomes aware of
the sheer unmeasurability of God, like an uncrossable sea one has been
yearning to gaze on. Mter this, however, it wonders at how God is able
to bring existent things into being from nonbeing. But just as there is
no end to his greatness, so you will find no end to his wisdom . For who
would not be shaken with terror at contemplating that boundless sea of
goodness, which exceeds all our capacity for wonder? And how could
one help but be moved, when he begins to reflect on how the reasonable,
thinking mind has come to be and from what source it comes, along
with the four elements that form the body, if there was no matter that
preceded their creation? What can this power be that is at work here,
giving existence to these things?187

Terror like this never fades away; fear like this cannot be quenched,
What shakes here is the very foundation of our being. All love for th
supreme majesty remains service and worship and a complete depen
dence and self-abandonment expressed in obedience. "Ceaseless prayl'1
consists in lifting up the mind to God in great reverence and longing,
in depending on him with constant hope, and in trusting him in ever y·
thing-in all we do and in every experience that comes our way." I HH

185 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 57; CCG 22, 23 , II ; PG 90, 589D.

18 6 Exposition o/the Lord's Prayer; CCG 23, 31,81 -83; PG 90, 876C.
187 Centuries on Love 4, 1-2; PG 90, I0 84BC .

188 Liber asceticus; PG 90, 932A.

5. The Synthesis if the Three Acts

a. Action and Contemplation

I Il l' fact that the last syntheses we have discussed end in the worship of
I. IV(' leads us back once again to the intelligent subject, for whom the
1IIIIIlipie system of the objective world is revealed in orderly steps . The
111 0.,1 syn thesis contextualized this subject in the abstract framework of
III "faculties", the second immersed him in the great external waves
, d u-velation , the third showed him halfway between objective rite and
Ilhjl-ctive reflection. The final synthesis is something the subject must

I II III !!; to completion in his own complete self-realization as subject, as
til I I has already begun to take place through his process of immersion
11 1 111 l' objective and ritual realms. Or put another way: the external act
II I', not yet been made the object of reflection; the earlier syntheses are
11111 1inated by a one-sided abstract intellectualism that must still " tu rn

11111 its opposite" to become itself
I ) m next task, then, is to show how knowledge, on one side, and

, II ' )11, on the other, constitu te the two final polar realizations of the
" 'I('ct, which must in terpenetrate "without confusion" (aouyXtn:w£)
I tile totality of the subject himself This totality must, once again,

II the name of love, or one of those other names that move from
IIIII 1IS extremes toward the middle: calm freedom from passions or
II ( ' S (u)"[(i8nu) , gentleness (ngucl'tTJ£), wisdom (oool«). But the to­
III y III list this time be considered as the final form of the subj ect as

II' II , its full rea lization.
III I' problematic side of this synthesis comes from the fact that it
'I '1'I'Ioaded by the intellectualist heritage of the school of Evagrius.
II I', v:tgrius, love was essentially only the more positive name for in­
I " dill, both were the result of the taming of the passions by prac­
" .rsrct icism (praktike), and both were thus oriented, as ways and

I III , toward the higher goal of knowledge (gnosis) . Therefore love
.111. 0., wh olly from the soul's emotional faculty and is its perfection;

11 11' most perfect blossom of the human capacity of desire, it serves
""l If' with inn er calm - to prepare the way for the final perfection

I 11 11 pi opcr ly intellec tual part of the soul, the faculty of reason. There
, ('Vl'l':t1 places, espec ially in th e Centuries on Love, where Maximus

111111 " If [oin s in this tra ditional way of placin g th e accent: describing
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love as a fruit of the sensible, emotional part of the soul189 and ascrib­
ing to it a preparatory function in the practical order. 190 Nevertheless,
it is significant that such statements appear mainly in that anthology,
while the main works resonate to a different tone altogether. Even
if gnosis appears, over and over again, under the weight of tradition ,
as the dominant pole, there js nevertheless a constant connection of
this knowledge with everyday activity (praxis); under pressure from
Maximus' own conception of the synthesis, the pure domination [of
knowledge] yields to a genuinely polar parity.

The concept that brings the two poles together, then-their synthe­
sis-is no longer one-sidedly namedgnosis, even egnosis purified by the
practical; rather it is called "wisdom" (sophia), as in Origen, since it is
the common product of an interpenetration of knowledge and action .

The proof of the intellectual element is the vital; the radiance of the vital,
however, is the intellectual. Praxis is the reality of theory, theory is the
mysterious inner side of praxis. To put it briefly: virtue is the form in
which knowledge appears to us, but knowledge is the center that holds
virtue together. Through them both, virtue and knowledge, one single
wisdom comes into being.!"!

This balance between poles is the distinctively Maximian form of the
doctrine of human perfection. His image for action and knowledge is
provided by the two apostles, Peter and John, hurrying to the grave of
the Lord: they rush there together, the one constantly overtaking the
other; both are mutually indispensable, and "neither one has an advan ­
tage or disadvantage with respect to the other." 192 "Through virtue and
knowledge, we come into God's light."193 "God's gifts are acquired
through virtue and knowledge"; virtue sees God "in a mirror", know l­
edge "darkly". 194 "Through virtue and knowledge, the valley of th .
flesh" is filled in and "the mountain of pride" is leveled.195

Both are simply different modes in which the one Logos manifests
his presence in US.

196 Thus both are designed to interpenetrate each

189 Centuries on Love 4, 44; PG 90, I057B; cf. ibid ., 4, 61; I06IBC.
19 0 Ibid " 4, 86; PG 90, I069AB .

191 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 63; CCG 22, 171, 390-97; PG 90, 681A.
192 Ambigua; PG 91, 1381AB.

193 Ouaestiones-ad Thalassium 8; C C G 7, 77 , IIf.; P G 90, 285A.

194 Ibid ., 46; C C G 7, 3°9, 19-28; P G 90, 420D .
195 Ibid ., 47; CCG 7, 319, 119ff.; PG 90, 425C ,
196 Ibid.; CCG 7, 325, 206 fT.; PC 90, 42911 .

I,l l WI'. What we encounter here is a new version ofMaximus' underly­
Illf', principle: being is essentially dynamic realization, logos [intelligi­
101, slructure] made present in act and act struggling toward logos, na­
111 1" become hypostatic and hypostasis unfolding itself through nature.

l'llt' personal face (JtQo(J(mwv) of the logos [the intelligible structure]
Iill', but the natural basis (<pUCJL£) of life is logos." 197 Certainly, theo­

I"!,,y is possible without praxis, but it is the theology of the demonsl v"

I I ~ like faith without love-the faith that rules in hel1.199 In other
IIItis, there is no real knowledge without praxis: "If one seeks for

h, Lord in contemplation without praxis, one does not find him."20o
lI1lwledge remains cold and stiff iflove does not inflame it .201 Only

II . I I love can protect knowledge from envy and self-importance.f'"
( )11the other hand, knowledge illuminates action; and because action
IIIi1y to be realized as a step toward the knowledge of God, it may

I. rr become an end in itself "Ifsomeone practices virtue for the sake
01 I II(' truth, he will not be struck by the arrows of empty vanity; but if
'IIWI me seeks the truth for the sake ofvirtue, he already has arrogance

1101 srl f-importance within him."203 " 'Seek first the Kingdom of God
III I his righteousness' calls us first of all to recognize the truth and so
I pi.ictice a way oflife that fits the truth."204 Simple action, without
I' «ulightening effect of insight, is not even adequate for prayer.F'"

I II is is not to say that action is simply a means of reaching knowl­
II" ' . Our actions must certainly make insight possible, purifying, pre­
I ' 11Ig , and confirming our knowledge; knowledge must give a per­
Il t lie power over himself that allows him to resist the temptations

I 1I. IIl1I'e and the demons, when they try to cloud his pure mind. But
, , IS ·Iy this purity demands that one's view ofthe world, one's ability
, •ourcmplate created things, be constantly renewed.P'" Praxis is what
,'II '('(S the eye that contemplates the world. And in fact the redeemed

1111 I~~ l' lI ce of the contemplative mind into the world does not come

, '1I/Il11da; PG 91, 9A-I2A.
\1l11't'IVlllV OEOAOylu . , . olxu ltQUSEOlC; yvwmc;: Epistles 20; PG 91, 601C.

, ', II ( II " i l's 0" Love I, 39; PG 90, 968C.
, , '11,11"(;"'1(,5 ad Thalassium 48; CCG 7, 339, 151fT. ; PG 90, 440A .
, , '1'11 111 ' ;1'5 0'1 Love 1,31; PG 90, 968A; cf. Centuries on Knowledge 1,78; PG 90, III2C.

, I'IIIII';I 'S 0'1 Love 4, 61; PG 90, 1061B.

, '11 ,11"';""1'5 ad 'Thalassium 30; CCG 7, 219, 20- 23; PG 90, 369A. ,

' 11,"1. H ; C 7, 235, 14- 17; PG 90, 376D .
, I// (I/I ;,·s ,,, , 1., )(11' 2, 5; PC 90, 985A.

I III ,II ' \(i"'I I'S ," / 'I'ha/'lSsil/ll/ 49; C 7,3(,9. 30M- I,,; PC 90, 460A.
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about simply through looking and hearing but in redeemed action, in
compassion (al)!tJw8wc;) toward one's fellowman, which is no longer
bound up in the ties of passion (E[!na8wc;) .207 Maximus hims elf-the
challenger, the comforter, the confesso r- is the best example of his
own tea ching.

Action and knowledge, then, penetrate each other inseparably and
push each other toward a constantly fuller degree of integrati on . Ac­
tion, in the end, is only the " revelation" (<j>avEgwmc;) ofknowledge. P'"
just as knowledge is the bright interior ofaction. But are not actives and
contemplatives in the Church, seculars an d monks, still in contrast with
each other? Surely, their ideals are not the same; yet both are simply
predominant emphases within a single overarching ideal, and to that
degree-at least in a certain sense-both are of equal value. T his w ay
of conceiving the twofold Christian ideal moves in a very different
direction from the whole of monastic theology from Evagrius to John
Climacus; it is one of the great surprises in all of M axim us' work.

Th ere are two supreme states, two conditions of pure prayer. One is
appropri ate for the active person, the other for the contemplative. The
soul acquires the first by beginning with the fear of God and holy hope,
the second by beginning with the desire for God and the highest possi­
ble purification. The characteristic sign of the first kind of prayer is the
gathering-in of the mind from all worldly thoughts and the offering up
of prayer without confusion or distraction, as if the mind were in the
presence of God himself (as it truly is). The characteristic of the second
kind is the ecstatic captivation of the mind, within the buoyant activity
ofprayer, by the infinite divine light, so that the mind is no longer aware
either of itself or ofany other being , but only of the one who is bringing
about this enlightenment within itselfthrough love. And when the mind
afterward also concerns itselfwith ideas about God, it receives clear and
precise images from this experience.209

The two kinds of prayer, proper to the active and the contemplative
person, are really contrasted here as ultimates (axgo.a-rm) , each in it.
own line of development and both as fina l realizations of possible ap­
proaches to "pure prayer". Into the midst of the Alexandrian overesi i­
mation of pure ecstatic vision, Gregory of Nyssa's idea that all v ision

207 Mystagogia 24; PG 91, 716A.
20 8 Ibid. , 5; PG 91, 677B .
209 Centuries 0 1/ Louc 2, 6; PC 1)0, 1)85AB.

I m.uns wrapped in the night of faith and is simply a dark "sense of
I'" -cnce" ,210 has here made its entry; so has the mysticism of Pseudo­
I IlIlIlysius, for whom all ecstatic vision is nonvision. In Maximus, this
1' "lllbined] approach-which is, at firs t sight, still purely "contem­

1III ve"-is developed to include "active" people as well: they are as­
1.'.lled the activity of "not seeing, but feeling the presence", while the
II l1 lemplatives are associated more with the side of seeing.

I'w o further texts must be cited here , which suggest a kind of bal­
I " ( between the lay and the monastic world. They emphasize, first of
II (w ith Evagrius), that the monk's task is not fulfilled simply by the

I ( '1 nal renunciation of things but that the decisive inn er renunciation
" .cuts a much more difficult challenge.f!' More important, monks
111 1 cculars are tempted in the same way, even if the style of the temp­

1III 'I1S are different.

I ill" characteristic arrogance of monks is to be overly proud of their
u tuc and of what goes with it; the sign of a monk's vainglory is that

110 boasts of his own achievements, holds those of others as nothing,
1111 1 ascribes everything to himself and not to God. The characteristic
111.11k of a secular person's arrogance and vainglory, on the other hand,
I III imagine that he has resources of good looks, riches, power, and
1Il l,·lligcnce and to boast about them .212

I' II state in life has its own perfection, and it is precisely the things
II • o nstitu te perfection for the one that form imperfections and dan­

I lor the other.F"
I II s l ofall, however, Maximus again constantly emphasizes the good­

.,( created things. "It is not food that is evil, but gluttony; not pra­
II\( I II , but lust; not money, but greed; not reputation, but the de-
l. ,r reputation. If this is so , then there is nothing evil about things

II their misuse, which comes from the carelessness of the mind in
,1111(llIing its nature."214 For this reason, the evangelical counsels are
.1 I 111:1tter of fleeing from an evil world but of making a "voluntary

, I di ce" in love.F"

11,,,,,ilin "" tlu: Song "j SOllgs I I; GNO 6, 324, off.; PG 44, IOOIB.

I , ,,(I/Ii ,,, ' 1/1 Love 4, 50; PG 90, I060AB.

11 ".1 , t, H..; PC 1)0, 104 ID - I044A.
11 ,,,1 , I, HS; P '90' 1044AB.

, 11 " ,1 , I, .t: PC; 1)0 , 101 7 , I) ; cf a similar passaf;c , ibid., 4, 66.

11 ".1 , ,('7; P ; 1)0, l o li .. ' .
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The balance between knowledge and action, gnosis and virtue, has , ill
Maximus' view, deep roots in the whole structure ofhuman existence:
in its very foundations, human nature shows signs of a duality that is
constantly striving to resolve itself in successively higher degrees of
synthesis. The Mystagogia gives us a detailed description of this series
ofsyntheses. There M axirnus lets a wise old man-obviously a literary
fiction-speak to us about the powers of the soul.

The soul, he said, has two facult ies: one for con tem plation, as it is called,
and one for action. H e called the contemplative faculty mind (voix) ,
and the active faculty forethought (practical reason: AoyOC:;) ; th ese are
the tw o basic powers of the soul. And further, he attributed to mi nd
wisdom, and to for eth ought prudence, as the two basic modes of oper­
ation. Or, to put it more full y: th e rat ional faculty of the soul incl udes
mind, wisdom, contemplation (8EwQia), knowledge (yvwmc:;) , unforget­
table insight, and, at the end of it all, the Truth; the planning faculty, on
the other hand, includes forethought, prudence, action (JtQ <1SLC:;) , vi rtue,
faith, and, at the end of it all, the Good. The Truth and the Good
however, he said, reveal God ; the Truth reveals him whe n the divine
seems to be discovered by the interpreting mind in being (ouoia) it self,
for Truth is simple, single, unified, identical with i tself, free from parts
or change or fragility, some thing that cannot be hidden or put away; bu t
the Good reveals God when he is discovered by the interpreting mind
from events, for the Good is benevolent and care s for all the things it
produces, protecting them , for according to the etymologists the word
" good" [aya8ov] comes from " being very much" [ay av], "being solidly
based" , "moving forward well", and it gives to all things existence, se­
curity, and movement.

H e next said that the five pairs (ou~uyiaL) of beings that we have no­
ticed in the soul must all be understood to point to the one pair that
re:veals God. The five pairs I am talking about are mind and forethou ght,
wisdom and prudence, vision and action, knowledge and virtue, and
unforgettable insight and faith. The pair that reveals God, however, is
the Truth and the Good ; and when th e soul is being moved forward, it
is united to the God of all things by imitating the un changeablen ess of
his being and the be nevolence of his actions, th rough its being firml y
grounded in the be autiful and through the steady atti tude of its free
will. ...

So he then said that the mind is moved by wi sdom and comes through it
to con templation, th rough contemplation to knowledge, thro ugh kn owl­
edge to unforget table insight, and th rou gh unforgett able insight to T ru th;
the re the mind finds the definin g goa l of its mov ' I ll ' I1 t, b 'cause then '

I I Iicing (ouotn), its potentiality (i'llJVa[uc:;), its habitual practice (esLC:;),
111.1 its activity (evEQyELa) are all comprehensively specified.

1'Or the potentiality of the mind for action, he suggested, is wisdom,
,1,, 1 the mind is itself wisdom; contemplation, however, is its habitual
I" ,II tice and knowledge is its activity. The unforgettable insight of wis­
01 11 111 , contemplation, and knowledge (or of the soul's po tentiality, prac­
II' ( , and activity) is the endless movement that circles constantly and
I, hbcrately around the intelligible reality beyond all insight, whose lim­

II .i rc that one thing that cannot be concealed, Truth itself And this
, II Illy a cause of amazement, how what is unforgettable can still be
, II ' umscribed. Is it no t circumscribed simply because it is limited by the
II 11 th which is God? For God is Truth, and the mind moves around

111111 without stopping or forgetting and is unable ever to cease from
till movernent, because it finds no end at which there is not still room
,1,, 1.1 11 opening for movement. The terrifying greatness of God's infinite
I" 1I1 ~ cannot be measured in spatial terms; it is ut terly without parts and

II IH rut dis tances, and no scheme, however cleverly planned, to discover
11.11 it really is in its essence can ever penetrate to its heart. But some­

tlllll g that has no dimensions, no graspable parts , is also imp enetrable to
, I y other being.
'v unilarly, however, forethought is moved by prudence and so comes to

""1. '\ action; through action it comes to virtue, through virtue then to
.11h - to that truly unshakeable, unassailable inner certainty about the

1'111 ',s of God, which forethought first had in a potential way through
I 11.11' lice and which afterward proved it selfto be a reality wh en its works
, IC' revealed by virtue. For "faith without works is dead" (las 2:17), as

, upture says; but what is dead and without effectiveness can hardly be
1111 ulcrcd a morally good thing. Through faith in the Good, however,
", I bou ght finds its limit and comes to rest from its natural action; here

I I'"t cntiality, its objective reality, and its activity are comprehensively
I 1111 ('(I.

I IIl' II he called prudence the potentiality of forethought, and fore­
tI'"I1 f',ht, in his view, was potential prudence; practiced prudence was
""I rl behavior, and realized prudence, finally, was virtue. Faith, how­

, I , lu- called the internalized, unshakeable confirmation of prudence,
11 1111 , and virtu e (or of potentiality, practice, and realizat ion) ; and the

1111'\ lilliit of faith is the Good, where all forethought ceases its movement
111 .1 , (lilies to rest . For God is the Good; every conceivable potentiality
,,, ,,I It s limi ts in him.. . . If the n the soul .. . comes to have a practi-

oil y III icntcd mind , prudent wisdom , actively rele vant contemplation,
II III IIIIS knowlcdg ., and as a result of them all acq uires that unforgettable

'" IF.ht lh.lt is indestructi ble and crtain in its faith, and if it offer s all
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I )111' knowledge of things in the world discovers its own grounds for
, I minty (Mym JtQo<; aJtO()£l~LV) in their natural contexts, in which they

" main limited by their natures. But God is only an object of faith,
I nown through the meanings of things themselves as one who exists; he
, l.nown by bestowing on the faithful the ability to confess and believe
III his existence in a way that is more unshakeable than all proofs. Faith,
"11'1' all, is true knowledge (YVWOL<;) resting on principles that cannot be
,I. monstrated, because it is itself the demonstration (vJtOlJtaOL<;: see Heb
'I I) of things that lie beyond all theoretical and practical knowledge. 223

/ '",,,ilies 011 the Song of Songs, passim; Life ofGregory the Wonder-Worker; PG 46, 901AB;
"10' !:',,,,olllium 12; PG 45, 945Dff. [See also Gregory Nazianzen, Orat. 29, 21: Faith is the
lid, t ion of what counts among us as reason.]
, " , ('.g., Proclus , Theo/. Plat. I , 25.

, , II' I )i". Nom. 2 , 9; PG 3, 648B; ibid ., 7, 4; PG 3, 872C.
, 11/,11'\ ( '01/<'5 ad Thalassium 34; CCG 7, 237, 33; PG 90, 377B. For John of Scythopolis,

tI " , 1l10St firm and unshakeable way to possess what we know": In De Div. Nom . 7, 4;

\, \ I ,lC n.

, ", (/11 " '5 Oil KI1l) lI'lcl!~t' I , 9; I'C 90, loH5C D; cr. ibid ., 2, 36; PG 90, 1141C.

• \ I) ' \ I " . ~,'.~i" 5; I' '9 1, 6H II.

b . Love as Unity

.ignificant that Maximus' great explanation of the five syntheses
, . not speak of/ove (&yaJtTj). For love does not find a place as a "rnem­
I " of any pair: it is rather their highest unity. Other texts show that
I 1IIIllS understood it simply as the synthetic power. Active wisdom

I, "Is outw ard in widening circles over all that is and embraces it
I 11\1 t this universal possession is essentially characterized by the fact

II Jllst this reason, however, faith is itself boundless knowledge, and
1,111 understand how the wise man in the Mystagogia can unite both

IIu-rn in the supreme synthesis of "the most credible of all knowl­
11'(''' (YVWOL£ JtLlJ'WtatTj) .224

II , it is the fullest flowering of the practical faculties. Gregory of
\ ' ,s:l understood faith in this way,219 and Philo and the Neoplaton­
, . had also placed faith above knowledge and had described it as the
II' q and most unitive kind of knowledge.F? Pseudo-Dionysius fol­

,,·d them.F" Maximus, too, describes faith here as "the unmediated
IIIl\O£) unity of the mind with God". 222 He writes, more compre­
usivcly:

these things to God-as effects with their causes, as realizations wisely
developed from their own potential-it receives in return the gift of
divinization that brings about simple unity.

For forethought is the realization and revelation of mind and is related
to mind as effect to cause; so prudence is the realization of wisdom ,
action of contemplation, virtue of knowledge, and faith of unforgettable
insight. And from them all, the interior attitude of the soul toward the
Truth and the Good, toward God, is born. And this the old man called
divine science, certain knowledge, love, and peace. 2 16

This great passage gives full expression to the synthesis of the th ree
acts [of the soul]: the five syzygies or syntheses lead upward to th e twt I

great transcendental qualities of Divine Being and of all being: tru th
and goodness. And as the highest possible attitude of man, every w n

by which the active Christian in the world opens himself toward til
presence of God unites him with the ecstatic vision of the conternpla
tive or monastic Christian.P" .

This acknowledgment of faith as the highest achievement of til
whole "practical" side of the conscious mind is all the more remark
able in that Evagrius always took it as simply the starting point of til
way to knowledge. 2 18 Here, however, faith is seen as the highest a I

of self-abandonment, the point at which the movement of the mind
passes over into the "bright darkness" of the Pseudo-Dionysian God
Faith is not at all an imperfect kind of knowledge here, as it is in a l l

216 Mystagogia 5; PG 91, 673C-680B.

217 Among the works of Evagrius , there is an exact summary of this passage: an appcruh
to his "Short Refutation", which is only available in Latin (PG 40, 1275-78) . If th is I ( 1
really is by Evagrius himself, and was used by Maximus as a model-although we cer taiul
tend to suppose , becaus e of its content, that it is rather a later addition, summarizing II"
fifth chapter of the Mystagogia-then Evagrius himself must at some point have anti cip .ui ,I
the exact structure of Maximus' synthesis , in contrast to his usual line of thought. Th e I( ,

is as follows: "Every soul should attempt to unite and synthesize these things th ro ugh I h,
grace of the Spirit and through its own labor: practical reason (sermo , A.6yoS) with th eo rcrf I I

(mens, voug), action (actio, nQd~LS) with contemplation (contemplatio , 8EWQLU) , vir tu e ("ill"
aQEn]) with knowledge (doctrina, yVWOLS), and faith (fides, nLOTLS) with unforgett able insiflill
(cognitio ab omni oblivione libera, &1..1101:OS yvWOLS) . And it should unite these th ings so IhI'
none of them is less or greater than the other, so that every excess and every defi cien t y I

avoided, and so that the soul its elf, to put it briefly, increases its uni ty tenfold in th e t rut h
For then it will itself be united wi th God, who is both true and good and who is certain]
unity" (pG 40, 1278A) .

21 8 See M . Viller, "Aux sources de la spiri rua litc de s. M axim o: Lcs cuv rcs d'(;val-: l<' I I

Po ntique", Revue de l'ascctiquc ct de la tnvstiquc I I (1930): I M f.
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tha t it "gives ungrudgingly" (u¢80VW<;) .225 The wise person necessar­
ily becom es a flowing source of good, while possessiveness is always :1

sign of disorder, betraying vanity. He loves all people; in fact, since hl'
has himselfbecome universalized, he loves them with the same love as
God does. 226He is the revelation in the world ofGod's hidden love. 221

Love for God and love for the world are no t two different loves bill
two aspects of the one, indivisible love. 228 Through this love, the to
tal synthesis of mankind comes to realization in a single identity,229 ill
which each individual exchanges his own being with the rest, and all
wi th God. 230 Unified in the love of Christ, who is love and therefor
unity, the members of his body are also one with each other, so mu ch
so that they come to know each other's hearts and thoughts.F" that
they find it impossible to be truly absent from each other,232 because
they have permeated each other's bei ng in love .233 There is hardly ,I
let ter of Maximus that does no t begin or end with such thoughts: h
is always calling to mind the love that binds him w ith the addressee ill
a unity tha t bridges all distance and is the continuing foundation 011

which they can exchange their thoughrs .F" This deep consciousncs
of mutual presence (JtaQov-twv uAl]8w<; EJtaw8avw8m) has nothing to
do with a mere memory or imagination of the absent fr iend (fl~ 'ljJLAlIl

,;~v flV~flYJV ¢av-ta~w8m Vfla<;) .235 It is "the law of love, which Go I
has planted in the hearts of all people"236 and which has nothing to
do with sensible feelings or desires. This last element, strong as it 111.

be at times, is always in danger of turning into surfeit and boredom,
those who love in a divi ne way, on the other hand-who bear wi thin

225 Centuri es on Knowledge I, 29: PC 90, I093BC; ibid., I, 85; PC 90, 1120A.

226 Centuries on Love I, 61; PC 90, 973A; ibid ., I, 25; PC 90, 96SB ; ibid ., I, 17; PC ')"
964D .

227 Epistles 3; PC 91, 409B: "Cod, who hides himself, is revealed through the ju : I '

(xQumo~Evos 6 8 EOS l'IlU T<1JV <l~[wv Ex<jJa[VETaL).

228 Epistles 2; PC 91, 401D : oux aAATJV xni aAATJV . . . , <lAM uiuv xui niv a UTi]v OAlIV.
229 Ibid. ; PC 91, 404B: wus nrrvrnc xmu uinv TaUTOTTJWS ouva~lV itEQlXAi:LWV.
230 Ibid .; PC 91, 401B.

231 Ibid ., 25; PC 91, 61¢B.
232 Ibid ., 43; PC 91, 637BC.

233 Ibid . 38; PC 91, 620B .

234 Ibid . 7; PC 91, 433B, 440C-441A, 44SB , S09B C , 608BC. Cf. Quaestiones ad T halnssiiuu,

prologue; C GC 7, 41, 4°5- 17; PC 90, 261AB; Exposition cif the Lord's Prayer; CCC 23, 7,
4-16; PC 90, 873A; etc.
235 Epistles 8; PG 9 I , 44 I A.
236 Ibid ., 24; PG 91, 608C.

II' msclves the God who is love-are lifted above a fate of this kind.
I III "tenderness" that melts their hearts is a "capacity to love given

I I hem" by God.237 The highest synthesis of the soul, the "wisdom"
1101 has penetrated to God's Truth and Goodness, translates itself into
III necessity to love . " If someone loves God, he cannot avoid loving
111 l\'ople." 238

III M aximus' view, love grows so far beyond all the parts and faculties
I II LIIl that in the end it takes one over completely. Just as it "makes

1I\V 1l anything and everything that is related to it by nature", 239 so
11111i.itcly it is also no longer the product of the emotional faculty
1' ,11( ' - as it is in Evagrius-but in a "deeper and more genuine" way
", I) ov bE xUQlonEQov dJtEIV) the emotions communicate to the whole
,"',( iousness the vigor and inner tension (rovoc) of love.P'? But if our
III , ( \( mal and vulnerable side intensifies and, as it were, nourishes the
11111 itself, then "passionlessness" (apatheia) must also, in the end, have
I " , ~ il i ve sense for Maximus.
II III LT peace and indifference, as we have already seen several times,

lint meant to eliminate sensible things or the sensible faculties, but
ui .rk c them serviceable for the mind, even to sublimate them into

11111. Even if it is important at first to learn how to look at things
,,11 ,I sufficient distance so that they will no longer ensnare and over­

, ' 1 lis-to retain only the "bare objective idea" ('ljJlAOV vorjuu) of
' I hing" (JtQaYfla) ,241 through a "separation from our passions" ,

I II) penetrate through the wild fantasies of sensible illusion and
I u.i sion to a sober view of the world as it is-still this clear, thin

, Ii calm, through which the winds of the earth no longer blow, is
I ,·t divine knowledge. Evagrius may have believed this for a time;
IILit reason, he ran the danger of confusing such knowledge with

1IIIddh ist ability to "see through" all finite reality and of confusing
I II I t i:1I1 love with a detached gentleness. 242

1.1.imu s reje cts this kind of rarification; the weight of our vulner-

11 ,"1 ~7 ; I'G 91, 617B-D.
, .uu« it' S 01/ Love I, 13; PG 90, 964B.
I ,',";1 ;0" '1 1111' Lord's Prayer; CCC 23, 27, 3ff.; PG 90, 873A.
11 ,"1 . ( :CC; 23, 58, 542-45 ; PG 90, 896C. Cf. Diadochus , Centuries 62 (ed . D es Places,

1111 1 , hal' . 5. sec. 5 above , " T he Dialectics of Passion" .
, oI'I l/lit'< 11I1 Love 3, 41-44; PC 90, I029AB.
" '"y .In;,·I,' , " Metaphysik lind Mystik des Evagr ius Ponti cus", Ze itschriftfiir A szese

I \1 ) ' \ ,, ~' 1.\ ( 1\13')) : 31- .17 .
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ability is not simply a "spirit of heaviness" 243 but also the healthy and
necessary gravity of earthly existence. A knowledge of God w ithout
pathos does not yet lead the mind to its full distance from earthly things
but is like a mere mental image of a sensible obje ct.?"

Whoever has eliminated his evil passions and has freed his tho ughts from
materi al attachments (literally, " has made them insubstantial": '1jJLAOU S;

EQYUOUj.tEVOS;) has no t yet succeeded, by that pro cess, in also ordering
his vulnerability (pathos) toward the divine. Rather, it can happen that
such a person is often touched inwardly neither by human nor by divine
reali ty.245

Precisely in people such as this the danger is at its stronges t that th ey
will become prey once again to the passions that only seemed to die
away "and will wallow like pigs in the drives of the flesh" or reap fr om
their ecstasies a mere' 'fruitless and pretentious knowledge" . Therefore
our vulnerabilities must be transformed in a posit ive way. If someone'
mind is always directed to God, his desires have already grown be
yond themselves (uJtEgr]1J~lloEV) into a longing for God, his affectiv it
is completely transformed into love of God; the earthly part of him i:
translated into something divine and more closely connecte d and tied
with God. 246 So love itself becomes a "divine passion", "the blessed
passion of divine love". 247 "All longing and desire is directed tow ard
God."248 "The perfect soul is one whose whole emotio nal capabilit
is perfectly oriented toward God."249 If thi s soul regards th e world "ill
differently" from now on, it is not out of contempt for earthly thi ngs,
but because God is endlessly more beautiful than any of them. 250 Prom
this height, the differences of this world seem so inconsequ ential tha i
they no longer make a difference, and the soul tends to prefer what

243 Following the thinking of Evagrius, Maximus, in th e Centuries on Love (3, 56), also '"
casionally refers to the mind as " light" in weight, as having " the form of light " (3, 97),
even as a source of light that th e person in a state of ecstasy is allowed to see (4, 79-80; (I

Centuries on Knowledge 2, 8). But th ese reminis cences should not distract us from the (.11I

th at Maximus ' basic views are quite different.
244 Centuries on Love 3, 66; PG 90, I036 D.
245 Ibid .; 3, 68; PG 90, I03 7B.
24 6 Ibid .; 2, 48; PG 90, IOOOe.

247 Ibid ., 3, 67; PG 90, I037A.
24 8 Ibid ., 3, 72; PG 90, 1040B.
2 49 Ibid ., 3, 98; PG 90, 1048A.
2 50 Ibid ., 1, 4- 6; PC 90, 96JB C; 1, 8; PC 90, I)fi ll .

.rpparen tly less valuable as something more useful, for God's sake .
I nowledge is, of its own nature, good; so is health. But for many,

,Ii, opposite is more beneficial. ... The same is true of riches and
01 Illcasure." 251 God created everything "very good", even the things
I this world that seem to contradict each other. But when they are
, If!,h cd on the scales of eternity against the infinitely greater worth
I ( .od, a certain distance from them is needed to express the highest

I, V, Icc of righ teousness and objectivity. "Use" (xgi'jms;), not addictive
Iq'lyment-uti, nonfrni-is for Maximus, as for Augustine, the law
I Ix- rfection.252 In his great synthesis of the virtues, Maximus ends by
' il l I ru cting the supreme polarity: prudence and righteousness unite

visdorn; strength and moderation become a calm joy (JtQa6'tll~),

luch is called by many freedom from vulnerability (apatheia). Both

'1",' lher, wisdom and calm joy, comprise love."253

6. Now and Eternity

1II syntheses ofthe spirit were the realization ofthe synthesis ofChrist
II i' member s. For that reason, they started out from the tendencies

" I ( .ipabili t ies of the individual subject (each one himself a synthesis
, lise and reason) , and they returned full circle as the living reality

Ii Il' same subject (as a synthesis of activity and knowledge) . In this
, I he subject as such reaches his true fulfillment; but his fulfillment

\ .. ,111 a part of the world and a member of the Mystical Body has not
I II("('n thematically developed. Still lacking [in this theological pic­
I( I IS the realization of th e final synthesis in its totality, as Christ, the
'l id' s Redeemer, prefigured it: the unification ofthe world with God.
d~ with this final synthesis does Maximus put the crowning piece

I'" his whole achievement; everything in his thought is directed here.
ulI I his step, he fulfills the passionate longing of the whole patristic
,Ii II<) 11, especially that of Alexandria, for divinization. At the same
", , his glow ing eschatological vision makes him the great teacher
ii I< Celtic speculator Erigena and, through him, by a long chain of
, I III , the intellectual ancestor of the German idealists. Here, if any­

11 '1( ' , Ma ximus reveals what he meant by " godly vulnerability" . The

11,,,1 , ..\, 77; P • 90, 1009A.
11 " ,1 , '. 7(,; PC 90, I009A; 2 , H2; I' ,1)0 , 1001)C ; etc.
\,,,I,, ,,,,, ; 1'(. I) I , 12.19A II,
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great. ~nal problem still before us, then, is the problem of Maxim us'
mysticism.

a. The Centuries on Knowledge

At th.e crossroads between the world and God, w here the restless,
questI~g ~oveme~t of creation sens es som ething beyond itself and ,
becoming mdescnbably still , lets itself sink into the rest of etern it
- w here eterni ty des~ends. from above into time, to become a pres
ence constantly annullmg time from within-we find the most starkl
challenging work of the theologian-mystic Maximus: hi s Centuries 01/

Knowledge. Until now, w e have used it relatively little; in this final chap
ter, however, we must examine it s m eaning within the context of hi
whole achievement. '

These " Tw o Hundred Chapters on God and th e Order ofSalvatio II"
(~r "an~ the Fulfillment ofC reation" , which is also a way oftranslatin ~
olkon~mla) are, as we said in the introduction, a synthes is ofAlexandriaII

mystical t~eolo~. Word-for-word quotations from Origen, w oven into
the te~ts like leitmotifs, are developed with thoughts borrow ed fr o m

Evagnus and Pseudo-Dionysius, and th e whole is placed within till
framework of Maximus' own early mysticism. While the Centuries 0 1/

L~ve often transpose the mystical th eology of Maximus into an E v.1
gnan mo~e, an? the Scholia transform it to resonate with the song (1 /

Pseudo-DlOnyslUS, h ere th e basic themes of Origen himself are wh at
clothe Maxin:us' c~nception of the w orld, although surely also in I

form har~oruzedWIth Pseudo-Dionysian thought. The first ten chap
te~s are, in fact, tuned to Pseudo-Dionysius' key, and one must agr .(
WIth Sherwood w hen he says that M aximus seems to have wanted II'

set forth the~e the point of view from which one must see and cv.il

uate all that IS to follow.254 With intoxicating yet transpa rent passion
he describes the return of the w orld to God, the purificati on of th '
soul from "sensibility", it s ascent in to ever-m ore-in telle ctual rea1111

and conditions, and th e m etamorphoses of th e Lo gos into ever-mo.
subtle forms of existence; through all of this, the initiates are led up
ward gradually, step by step, while the gradual dawning of th e ligh t , II
Tabor, the presence [of God] to intellectual creation, and finall y 11 11

254 Pol y. carp Sh erwood, All A nnotated Date-List " r tlu: ru " , ' . - ,.r, 't" ,VI"IIIIS .r.
:J n '" :J I V , " '!I"SS"', Sill ' Ii ,

Ansehman a, 30 (Ro me, 1952) , 35.

' .Ition of all the movement of the ages, God's Sabbath rest, are held
1, 1111' our praise.

III this work, Maximus reveals himself as Origen's most profound
1'1 preter. Yet he is not simply, not primarily that; to present him

urh a guise would be as unjust as to speak of Delacroix' copies of
1I1l(' IIS or Reger's Mozart Variations as their masterpieces. Origenism,
II I rayed here in such a pure and beguiling way, is only one of the
' III cs and roots of Maximus' conception of the world. In any case,

sketchbook of two hundred little studies allows us to cast a long
I I revealing look into the deep background of his soul.

Jil l' thing, as we have said, must be noticed from the start: the en-
uutLT that he immediately arranges between Origen's Logos-centered

.t rcism , whose central idea is the ascent of the world to God, the
t lu-r and source of all, by reason of the successive transforming in­
I u .rt ions of the world's Redeemer, with the transcendent idea of God
II ( haracterizes post-Nicene and Pseudo-Dionysian theology. It is the
11111 that is already made clear in the title of the work, between theo­
I,'. the term for reflection on God as he is , and oikonomia, the term

( :od as he is immersed in the world and is returning to himself,
I' hy step, within it. It is the abstract problem of the many and the

, II" being "home to" oneself and being "outside" oneself, that is
I r,iven a new form. So it is clear that a strong Neoplatonic, spiri­
11 1I1I g , idealist breeze is blowing through Maximus' world; in many
, 11Ile feels very near to Proclus, Erigena, Cusanus, and Schelling.

II«spondingly, the Logos appears in the world here only by way
III Ili g "outside" himself, in a guise that is deceptive, but meant for

orld's instruction; he is "Logos in essence, flesh in external ap­
I uirc" (2, 60),255 The human Christ appears hardly at all. On the

II I hand, there is also little space left here for the trinitarian God.
I III I he Origenist perspective, which is preserved here with extreme
II 1\I I' II CY, the Logos is "the second God", even a unitive concept

I II I' wo rld as a whole, while the highest God is the Father alone;
till per spect ive of Pseudo-Dionysius, however, the Trinity is again
'l 'l 'nl in th e veils of the groundless abyss that separates the abso­

I lv u.m sccndent "ess ence" of God from the world.
I I tllt'll , the two cardinal points of Christian faith [the Incarnation

I" vh.u o llows, th e hook and chapte r number s will be given in the text and refer to

I 1 "I Ihl' Iwo .('lItll,.;e5 "" KII"' I "('((~ein PC 90,1 084-1 176.
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and the Trinity] thus disappear almost completely here behind til
Gnostic idealism that alone dominates, the point of contact be twccII
God and the world, at which Maximus aims, becomes the same as til
classic starting point of later Romantic and Russian "Sophia" myst i
cism, both of which can rightfully claim the Centuries on Knowledge ,I
their model. In what follows, we will give at least a brief sketch of il
basic themes. .

God is simply above time and the ages, above the movement of ti ll

world, above beginning, middle, and end, and therefore God is ill
conceivable, only to be approached through faith (I, 1-10): here 1111
Pseudo-Dionysian pedal point sounds from the start! Everything in 1111
world is polarized: as subject and object (I, 82; 2,2), mind and sell ,
(2, 5), thought and being (2, 3), nature and grace (1,49); but Clul
is above all duality. For that very reason, God is the midpoint of .ill
things, like the center of a circle (2, 4) . The purpose of the oikononii,
which the Logos brings to fulfillment, is to lead the polarized, tern

poral creature across the abyss into God. The Logos, who is hims II
God, is in his involvement in the world the world's central mystci
(I, 66), the one Word, the one Idea in which all the different WOld
and ideas of the world find their complementarity, as in a single t ot .i l

ity (pleroma; 2, 2-21). Multiplicity is "a falling-away", "a judgment'
return to unity is "providence" and "the plan of salvation" (Oi!.:'"I"
mia) , "judgment and providence" (XQLOLi; XUL ltQovmu), in the langun "
of Evagrius.256 In order to gather the world of multiplicity togctl« I

again, the Logos transforms himself into the whole manifold varii I

of things: for those who are able to break through the shell of III

manifold world of the senses by contemplation and ascetical trainin
the Logos is always visible and graspable, in an ever purer for m , as III .

authentic meaning and heart of things. He is the spiritual manna tllll

takes on every flavor, according to the ability of the individual to 1.1 I

256 Ibid ., 1,33; 2, 16. Maximus uses this terminology in a number ofother places: QU'"'.It/""
ad Thalassium; CCG 7, 207, 89; PG 90, 364AB ; CCG 7, 241, 34; PG 90, 380A; CI,
431, 26£; PG 90, SOlC; CCG 7, 4S7, 238£; PG 90, SI7D; CCG 22, 173, 416ff.; 1'( : "

681CD; CCG 22, 239, 831; PG 90, 728C; CCG 22, 281, 48S; P G 90, 7S6D; QU'II'" I""
et Dubia; CCG 10, S6, S-6; PG 90, 82SA; Exposition of Psalm 59; CCG 23, 10, 1.1. .\: I"
90, 861C; Oenturies on Love I , 78; 1, 99; 4, 16-18; 2, 46; 2, 99; A mbigua; PG 91, Ill i

1121A; 1133-36; 114SA; 1168BC; 1188D ; I2oSD; 1281D ; 1297A; 130SA; 1400A; 1.1'," 11
But M aximus is always concerned, as we have already see n, to excl ude the purel y 0 , ifll III

sense of the se terms .

1111: milk to the weak, vegetables to the ill, solid food to the perfect
I , 100) . He is "water, mind, spirit, and fire" (2,63); he is "straw" for
I' bestial, "bread" for the rational (2, 66); he is dew, water, spring,

1,,1 river (2,67); way (2,68); door (2,69); light, life, resurrection,
"I I ruth (2, 70). So he is the mustard seed, which grows from being
Illgle thing to being the tree of the world (2, 10). He is also the liv-

f' content of all the commandments (2, II; 2, 95); those who keep
1111\ he nourishes, as their "essential bread" (2, 56; I , 33). In each
u nular thing he is "veiled", "densified" (ltUXUVOIlEVOC;); ifhe is then
, "!~Ilized and understood in them, he casts away the shell and be­
II1('S "light", both as radiance and as delicacy (2,37-38; 2,61). The

I tllcnge, then, is not to isolate him rigidly in the world but to let him
I ,"", in order to rise with him (2,45,47,73,94). "Ascent" is the
\ word, constantly underlined, in this Logos-mysticism (2, 8, 18­

, l, 77, and so on); its goal is to "catch up with" Christ, to move
• ,,' I to him (2, 25). For the risen Christ raises all things and draws
III to himself (2, 32). Even the sequence from the Old Covenant
Ihl' New and from the New Covenant to the "eternal Gospel" is
I, .rr movement away from "flesh" and toward "spirit" (I, 88-96);
.Iv Scripture itself is a quasi-incarnation, whose purpose is to lead
1111111 the letter to the spirit (1,91), from the veil to open vision (2,

l 'hc high light of Tabor, the radiant garments, the divine voice
III heaven are symbols for spiritualization (2, 13-15) . The three great
\ " of salvation history-the death of Good Friday, the burial of
" Saturday and the Resurrection of Easter Sunday (I, 59-63)­
111(' "economic" representation of the three "mystic days" of the
1.1 · I he "sixth day" is the completion and the death of every finite

III' : the "seventh day" is the burial of all finitude and temporality;
I till' "eighth day" is their resurrection in God (I, 51-57) . It [the
I1II1 ,hy] is, at the same time, the day of our mystical circumcision
III .rl l worldly existence (I, 40-41) and the day of the world's great

, ',1, when the intelligible meanings (A.6ym) will be gathered into
1I1111 y of whole Logos (1,32,42-45); so it is the day of our entry
• lus "bridal chamber" (I, 16).
II "liS way, the Logos will bring his own totality (pleroma) to ful-

II" , III ill the world (2, 87); simplicity will rise up from compos­
I ' till Y (2, 74); the "presence" of the Logos, his parousia, comes
II tulln css to the degree that he brings all things to fulfillment.

1' .11 ousin, th ' 11, is not a sudden eschatological appearance of some-
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thing new, but the gradual process by which eternity, which is alway
present in the world, becomes evident, a step-by-step actualizati on (II

an always-potential immanence (OUVUflEL EV£QY£Lc,x: 2, 92) . It is the grad
ual dominance of presence over absence (2, 57), of intelligible ovci

bodily presence (2, 29), of presence through knowledge over preselll (
merely through virtue (I, 98; 2, 58). This mystical parousia is realiz 1

in those who have reached perfection, but it is hidden in its early stage
(1,97) . It is identified with being "dead to the world", with fre edom
from vulnerability (apatheia: I, 97). It is made possible by the fact that
the glorified Christ no longer has any relationship with the world ("
spatial limitation but is present literally everywhere. The goal of tit
perfected person is to ascend through all the heavens in the same W ,I

that Christ has risen (2, 18) .
All of this is Origenism, of the strictest and most consistent sort.

But while Origen has said most of what he has to say in developin
the above ideas-since for him the delivery of the world, appropriated
and fulfilled in this way, by the Logos to the Father, does not impl
any further major problems of interpretation-Maximus sees here III

beginning of the other side of the problem of mysticism: How is til
fulfillment of the created world in the Logos related to the transc II

dental incorporation of the cosmos into a God who is absolutely " Ill
yond" the world? The Centuries give no unambiguous answer to till
question but circle around the problem constantly. The chapters W illi

the strongest Origenist coloring (especially in the second century) 11 .11

urally lead us to expect that with the parousia of the Logos-who I

after all, God-the immediate presence of the Father and the H ol
Spirit will also be realized; our mystical ascent in Christ automaticall
leads us to the Father (2, 45, 47, 61, and especially 2, 71).

But even Origen's doctrine of the "aeons" itself introduced a III

line of thought: however many types and levels ofaeonic systems th 1

may be, at some point the soul must have crossed over them all Ilid

have reached what is "above the aeons", the actual "Kingdom of , 0 I'
where there are no longer shifts and movements but only the stillm
of eternity (2, 86) . Origen himself struggled with this critical passn '
from the created realm of movement, of the ever-provisional, to Willi

257 See my antho logy of passages from O rigen, Geist und Feuer, English translation , ,":"1111

and Fire, especially the chapters "God-Fire" (German: 452f,; English : 320- 50), " T he blllll l i

Christ" (German: 189f,; English: 133- 48), " Food" ( .crmnn: 36.. r. ; English : 258- (17)

unply eternal; in many places in the Centuri es, one feels this same
I rrust toward the changeability of created nature, the same need to
1\(' behind all the ups and downs of the aeons, the shipwrecks of the
"lid, and to reach at last the terra firma of eternity, the "still point",
I ·,l.lte ofbeing "firmly rooted" (axlvlloLU, Jtii~u;, O'tUOl£, tOQUOl£, uovr],
1'1 'J'iu. ~£~at6't11£) in God himself (I, 39,45,81 ,84,86; 2,13, and so
,) So he develops a mystical theology ofthe eternal Sabbath, in which
, «rcature rests completely from his own movement, and God alone,
l li l whom action and rest are one, accomplishes his eternal work (I,

Ii); 2,64-65). Maximus decides the question of whether there is
111. 11 progress or a final condition of rest in the direction of Origen

Ih"1 than of Gregory of N yssa, by choosing the second alternative

~H) ,
I t despite the strongly Origenist note , this longing for immovabil­
1IIIISt have totally different roots in Maximus from those it had in
11',('11. For Origen, all "movement" was connected with an original

I . 1 .-ut" that began in sin ; a return to "stability" therefore implied
Il'lllrn of the being to it self, to it s best condition (xmuo'tuOl£). For

I 1I111IS, movement is something basically natural, in Aristotle's sense;
lipide lack ofmovement, therefore, can only mean for him a super­
IIl ,iI transcending of the whole created order. Therefore his picture
1111 Sabbath rest, even in the Centuries-despite its Origenist color­

II,IS a much stronger relationship with the mysticism of Pseudo­
iuvsius, with its emphasis on God's transcendence. Maximus simply
I .lu sizcs, in contrast to Pseudo-Dionysius' Neoplatonist stress on
III rp.uion, the "Aristotelian" distance between the God of creation
I I' (·If-eontained world-a point where one can feel the influence of
f'lll y of Nyssa-and regards self-determination and natural move-

III .1.' essential to created being.
IIII ~ implies , however, that in Maximus' view the passage into God's
I'll" necessarily takes the route of a complete "death" of the crea­

l'< II the passage is pure grace (I, 68), completely beyond the crea­
IIWIl beginning, middle, and end (I, 69) . So it does not follow

'I'I Ill S' model, where the mind passes over (EXOllflLU) by becoming
IIII,I( u-l y absorbed in its own deepest being. Rather, it comes about
,'II f',11 . t radical abandonme nt of itself (Ex~a£ EUU'tOU ; I, 81) .Thus the
II,IIIIIISI leave all duality behind itself, even though that is ingrained
II 1111 imatc constitution as a creature (I , 82; 2, 2-3) · Only here

( :,ld t ruly b .cc 111 "darkness" (1,84-85) ; only here does it make
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sense to speak of a complete " blindness" of the one who has left th
world behind (2, 9). The idea of a "mystical death" thus receives mu ch
more emphasis here than in Origenism. For it concerns both mind and
body to the same degree, involving the whole of one's nature (I , 67)
Even the Centuries on Love had spoken of such a death of the mind
(2, 62). But in this process, nature only dies to its own mortality, fO I

"everything is dead that lives [only] by participating in life" (2, 36) .
What comes to fulfillment in this death of human nature-a death

that Maximus sees completely in th e light of the cosmic law of th
death and Resurrection of Christ (I , 59-63, 65; 2, 27)-is n othinv
less than the ado ption of the internal "activity" of the creature by th
divine reality itself The heart that is completely "pure" knows no f U I

ther movement of its own but keeps it self in a state of utter simpliciI y
like a mirror or a w riting tablet turned toward God, who writes III
own words on it (2, 80- 82) .

[It] becomes God itself, by participating in the grace that makes it like
Go d; it br ings all its own activities, intellectual and sensible, to rest , ju st
as it brings to rest the natural movements of the body, which is divinizcd
along with it in proper proporti on to its own parti cipation in the process
of divinization . T he result is that God alone, in the end, is visible ill
both soul and body, and their own particular characteristics are swept
up in the overwhelming me asure of glory (2, 88).

Our potentiality is realized, in fact , by being developed in the direction
of God's actuality (2, 83) and thus takes on its new reality in his end
less activity (I , 35) . Thus [our final state] is a Sabbath in the sense tllll

God rests from his activity in the action of his creatures, in ord er to.

accomplish his own action in creatures from now on (1,47). T hus (III

comes to the state of his being present without any mediating distaiu
(a.~lEOUle; ; I, 46; 2, 25), of the self-revelation of God in and thr II ,I,
the perfected creature (2, 79), of the parousia [of Christ] in the s(I \l1
(I , 46, 93; 2, 98) in its complete nakedness (Y1J~VOe; voDe;: I , 83; 2, 7 I
6o), of a " face-to -face" relationship (2, 87) in the mutual gloryin • 0"
God and the soul in each other (2, 72).

The seam between the two groups of problems-the perfect io n I"
the world in the Logos as its tot al idea and the "ecstatic" moving 0 III

world beyond itself in the transcendent God-is occas ionally visil,l
in a sharply defined, thematic way. This happens, for instance, wh II
M aximus is attempting to recon cile Paul 's conception of a "knowl d

II part" [ I Cor 13:12] with the Johannine knowledge of "the glory
-I t hc only-begotten of the Father" [In 1:14]. The first of these refers

I t/'eologia, to [our understanding of] God's being, which can never
understood completely; the second refers to the oikonomia, to the

II uplete , cosmically realized idea of the Logos' becoming part of the
.u ld. Or it happens when Maximus tries to explain the difference
I ween "the Kingdom of heaven" and "the Kingdom of God". The
.1 is the supreme degree of possession of God's world of ideas ; the
II 11d is the possession of God himself The first is "the end of all

II I~S", the second stands "beyond the end", even though both of
III are distinguished only theoretically (XaL' EJ'dvOlav), not in reality

II 1 tmOOTamv: 2, 90) .
I t h this " theoretical distinction", the towering synthesis of the

uturics on Knowledge comes to an end: Maximus has built the Alexan­
I "1 conception of reali ty, in an act of supreme stylistic simplifica­
'11 , into the Pseudo-Dionysian system of transcendence, all the while
hllg his own colors to that system and bringing it into new light,

IIIlI l'h the notions of a "Sabbath rest" and of a reality beyond the
1I1 ~ . Whether one should speak of syncretism in referring to this
.1 "H is a matter of personal taste; its unity, even in its basic con­
111111, seems to assert itself clearly enough.

b . Movement and Rest

:I II, one must not regard the Centuries on Knowledge as expressing
IIl1 ly, or even the decisive, form of Maximus' eschatology. They
I hri lliant adaptation or variation of his main theme in Origenist

II . Iiut they do not embody the theme itself. This theme may sound
d .II Iwhen one hears it]; yet it has a purer sound, and in it, above all,
o l l'ssive emphasis on detachment from the sensible recedes in im­
I II II c. And there is another thematic concept, taken from Pseudo­
IIl y ·,i IlS, which also leaves its mark on Maximus' eschatology, tak­
11 ' . place beside the ideal of rest (as the cessation of the movement
'I' ll I that for Origen is sinful, for Maximus natural): the ideal of

I., (I i "IVlj) .
1111 peace, however, lies beyond movement and rest, because it sat­

Illd puts to rest all kinds ofopposition. It is "ever-moving rest and

I 11.11I, herr. " Igno ran . infini ", Cnicntalia C hristiana periodica 2 (1936): 351-62.
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steadfast movement at the same time". 259 Thus this coming home t(I

peace also fulfills the positive implications of creaturely longing, even
though such longing is experienced sometimes in contradictory terms
within the world. Far from turning itself to surfeit (x6Qo~) and excess,
as the [divisive] love oflimited and limiting things (1tEQLOQL~6flEVOV X( !

(JTa(JEw~ ul:TLov) tends to do, godly love is rather the constant expall
sion and broadening oflonging (eJ'tLTdvELv flunOV Tl]V OQESLV). 260 In thi:
sense of a complete openness, and of the derigidifying effect of loy '.
one can indeed speak of an eternal forward movement of the creatur
into God. 261 But this forward movement has nothing to do with tern

porality and "aeonic" duration; it is simply another way of saying th : I

even in laying hold of God, we never wholly grasp him. He remain
always " the inconceivable conception".262

It belongs ultimately to Maximus' nature, however, to emphasize tlu
gracious immanence of the Absolute One in the creature even m ot (
than this transcendence. Here "parousia" ["presence"] becomes, ill
a way, the concluding concept of his whole train of thought. " Th i
presence leaves nothing empty, nothing unfulfJlled."263 "There w ill
be nothing left to the realm of appearances and nothing that can h
put on a par with God; for all things, intellectual and sensible, will hI
grasped by him through his ineffable self-revelation and presence." ,..
Creatures will be like bodily organs to him,265 for just as the soul dwell
in every member of its body and gives it being and movement, so God
will dwell in every part of the world.P'" "Through it all, God in III
completeness will grow like a soul."267 The world then is

the image and appearance of the light that never appears, a perfectly exa t

mirror, completely transparent, untouched, immaculate, catching in itsclf

25 9 Quaestiones ad Thalassium 65; CCG 22, 195, 137ff. ; PG 90, 700A; Mystagogia 5; P . 1) 1

6nA; Mystagogia 19; PG 91, 696BC.
260 Ambigua; PG 91, ro 89BC.
261 " We never have enough of being made participants in God " (ou AijYOIlEV Bsou ' y lII

~(EVOl): Quaestiones ad Thalassium 22; CCG 7, 141, 79f; PG 90, jzol): " the stat e of trau 1" 1
mation toward divinization never ceases" (00<; Ill] nUUOIlEVT] <; nOTE Tfj<; .. , xma Tilv 11 ('10
8EWOlV uetnrrolnorv . . . ()lu8EOEW<;): ibid.; CCG 7. 143, 114ff.; PG 90, 321C .

262 Ambigua;PG 91, I076D.
26 3 Mystagogia 21; PG 91, 697A.
2 64 Ambigua;.PG 91, ronA .
26 5 Ibid .; PG 91, 1088B; cf Quaestiones ad Thalassium 54; CCG 7, 447, 73; PG 1)0, 5 1'211
266 Ambigua; PG 91, I099AB .
267 Ibid.; PG 1) 1, 10888 .

ir one may dare to say it-the full radiance of the primordial beauty,
uudc like God yet no less itself, radiating-insofar as it is capable-the
I'"odness of the silence hidden in the abyss. 268

lilt" unity [of God and the creature] will go as far as the point of "in­
II Isible identity"269 and will stop just short of the irreducible differ­
III" of natures.F? It is a "sameness due to assimilation", 271 an iden­
I v ill the "realization" of two natures, like the bridge reaching out
"III two shores and meeting over the abyss. It is the final synthesis

11"1 on the synthetic person of Christ, the last of the "towers" he has
111 '1 ructed. 272

Now the world is totally transfigured into God; its totality rests
1111111 the inner realm of God's totality.F" its unity encounters the
uuiordial unity.F" The radiance of God's glory streams over it, as the

I, urlor of the sun overpowers the light of the stars.F" Beings that ex­
I 1\ parts entrust themselves to the dominance of the whole.F" Every
"I I hat wills for itself is now annulled, since the creature no longer

II <'s to belong to itself."? There is only one activity (uio eVEQYELu)
'I IIOW, the activity ofGod-and that is precisely the highest level of

, ,IOIIl . 278 The image of the burning bush will then be completely re­
, d: "That ineffable, overwhelming fire, which burns away, hidden

II II' essence of things as in the bush",279 will then burst out: not to
" lillie the world.P" for it needs no fuel to burn. It will be a flame
I" V!' at the heart of things, and that flame is God himself
I Ill s presence of God is peace. The philosophy and theology ofsyn­

I , I rc ultimately a vision of the presence of eternal calm and peace,
II rli.mcously existing in and above all opposition within the world,

I)' /dgl ~~ia 23; PG 91, 701C.
11 ,,,1 , 1.1: PG 91, 692D .

, ' '' ,II', / i' ll li 'S ad Thalassium 22; CCG 7, 139, 36ff.; PG 90, poA.
11 ,,,1 , I I): CCG 22, 53, I36ff. ; PG 90, 609A .

11 ".1 , IX; CCG 7, 335, 80£.; PG 90, 436B.

I ''' ' ' ' ~II , ' : I'G 1)1 , 1088A.
11 ".1 ,1'(; 1) 1, 1200B .

11",1 , J'e 1)1, IOnA; Mystagogia I ; PG 91, 665AB.
\ 1 1 "/dg' ~~;11 I ; PG 91, 665B.
II "" , ' \; PC 1) 1, 70 18 .

1",1" ' 11,1 ; I' • 1) 1, 107613C ; not e th e refinement here of th e easily misunderstood expres­
'" , '1'//1111111 ; I' ' 1)1 , 33AB.
\ ,,11" '1/ ,,: PC; l) 1, 1148 .

/., I orl . l Ilcr, 13; PC .1, 'J7A; cf. ibid" 15; 1'(; 4, 10511,
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opposition that will vanish, in the end, like mist in the blue sky of
eternity. All discord and conflict in things are simply a superficial phe­
nom enon .P" The "natural, innate war of substances",282 a war that is
naturally given with the contrasting essences ofthings283 and that leave,
its mark even on the moral life, 284 can never burst the bonds ofthis eter­
nal peace.P" God's goodness exceeds all bounds and is not bound natu­
rally to any partial reality. This transcendental goodness is the first and
final quality of God. For Origen, that quality was "unclouded truth" ,
for Gregory ofNyssa-the poet ofthe eternal pilgrimage-a "hopeless
beauty" that the soul endlessly seeks. But Maximus, who was gripped
more than either of them by the deep goodness and blessedness of 11a

ture, had to find that ultimate mark [of God] in goodness. Goodness i
God's most perfect name;286 everything that is shares essentially in it ,

and it forms the substan tial core of every being.i"? "Goodness, noblesI

of all words!" 288

c. Restoration

Nevertheless, one question remains open. In this ecstatic final pictm
of the reentry of the world into God, how can an eternal hell ex
ist? Should not this final contradiction, too, be resolved within God '
peace? Maximus often uses the word apokatastasis-a word that had
denoted the forbidden theory of the abolition of hell since the tim e u l

Origenism-but he gives it a much broader and vaguer meaning. II"

Yet one knows that even in his own lifetime Maximus was accu sed

28 1 "Appearance, by which the constant war ofpercept ible things wi th each other has CO l iu

into being" (t~V Efl<puvaav, xa8' flv (, O'1]VEX~~ TWV ato81]TWV 1tQo~ aAA1]Aa OUVEOlIIMI
Jt()AEflO~) : Mystagogia 23; PG 91, 697CD.
282 As John of Scythopolis, alluding to ancient Greek tradition, says, there is "a natural II

. . . that is part of the family heritage of things" (<puo.xov 1tOAEflOV , .. Efl<PlJALOV) : III / ,,
Div. Nom . II; PG 4, 392CD.
283 Centuries on Love 3, 27-28 ; PG 90, 1025AB.
28 4 Quaestiones ad Tha lassium 51; CCG 7, 403, I66ff.; PG 90, 48¢ .
285 In De Div. Nom . II; PG 4, 397B.
286 Ibid. , 5; PG 4, JI2B.
287 Ibid ., 4; PG 4, 280D . (Attr ibution uncertain.)
288 Ibid ., 13; PG 4, 280D. (Attr ibution uncertain.)
289 Opuscula; PG 91, 72B; Exposition ofthe Lord's Prayer; CCG 23, 31, 83; PG 90, H7r,(

and especially Quaestiones et Dubia 13; CCG 10, 17, 1-18, 21; PG 90, 796A-C. Th i.
noticed long ago : see th e lett er of Maximus Margou nios to David MocschcJ of J 59') '(1'1
91, 656A).

" .. following th e teachings of Origen and being of one opinion with
111111 on all subj ects" .290 It has been made sufficiently clear [here] that
III was false, at least on the subject of the preexistence of souls and
I 'l on the theory that the created multiplicity of things, especially in
III wo rld of sense, came into being through a fall from the original
h"l lad". But is this true of the "restoration of all things" ? The works

" Muximus must be allowed to give us their own answer.
Maximus speaks ofhell in many places.?" The most famous passage
I he great exhortation in the Liber asceticus, which employs a strict

111 1 sober eloquence to wring from the heart contrition and a sense
,I '.Ill.292 On th e other hand, we can find a number of passages that

, I he language of Gregory of Nyssa to speak, in general term s, of
," I's uni versal will for human salvation and of the redemption of the
h' lle of human nature because of its indivisible ontological unity. 293

" II11US speaks of the unity of the Mystical Body as if no member
hililid ever be missing from it. 294 The incarnation of God is realized
, I vcryoneF" the whole species will be saved from death.F" "the
\ I I ks of sin will disappear into nothingness", 297 all will share in the

II I I cct ion, 298 the whole world, in the Son, will be "subject" to the
t lu-r [I C or 15:28].299 T h e sheep that was los t and found again is

\ ,1"; I'G 90, 93A; c£ ibid .; PG 90, I2oAB .
, 1""c"licllles ad Thalassium II; CCG 7, 91, 33-38; PG 90, 293B; Liber asceticus; PG 90,

1 IH: A mbigua: PG 91, I237B ; I252B ; I373B ; I 376B; I392D; Epistles 24; PG 91, 6I2C;

, I " ~ l:i " ' 4; PG 91, 693B.
1,1"" asceticus; PG 90, 941-48 .
','I\I{,·" 17; PG 91, 58oC; Ambigua; PG 91, 1044B; 1044D; I280A (first line) ; 128oC ;
I 1\; Quaestiones ad Thaiassium 2; CCG 7, 51; PG 90, 272; Quaestiones ad Thalassium
I , ( ; 7, 127£ ; PG 90, 3I2F; Quaestiones ad Thaiassium 23; CCG 7, 153; PG 90, 328B;
I """,',1' ad Thalassium 63; CCG 22, 145-47; PG 90, 663C; Quaestiones ad Tha lassium 64 ;

I , ", 195- 97; PG 90, 700AB ; Exposition of Psalm59; CCG 23,3; PG 90, 857A; Centuries
, '1 '1' I , 25; 56- 57; 61; 70; 86; 2, 34; 44; 46; 3, 2; 29. In the Centuries on Knowledge, because
I" \ "" k's basically Origenistic orientation, Maximus never speaks ofhell but often speaks

uu rvcrsal homecoming" (O.OAOU XaTUVT1]OL~) (I , 47: PG 90, IIooB) or of a complete
I ,11" " (2, 27; PG 90, II 37B) .

11"Io O:~" " : PC 91, 1088B , 1092C .
11 ,,,1,, PC 9 1, 1084D.

I ,/"" ili"" of Psalm 59 ; CCG 23, 3, I4f.; PG 90, 857A.
I ,,,," 'lli"" "5 et Dubia 73; CCG 10, II I , 19£; PG 90, 848A.
I ' 1',,,ili"'1of tlu: Lord's Praya; CCG 23, 36, I72 ff.; PG 90, 88oC.
\ " , I ' O:~" 'I ; PC 91, 13121\13 ,
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I,"hl icly in books, as you realize, let what we have said here suffice."309
I I I ,I later question, he again comes back to the two trees and repeats

,Ill' same reservation:

- 1101.1 ., 21; CCG 7, 133, ro8-I2; PG 90, 3I6D .
" 11".1 .. 43; CCG 7, 293, 6- ro ; PG 90, 412A.
• \II/ I>(~ua ; PG 91, 1277 (four int erpretations of the " fullness" [pleroma] of Christ); ibid .;
, ' J I, 1356BC ; ibid .; PG 91, I384 C ("according to th e most obvious meanin g" xu t rr rov

ll /III'OV voirv) .
I )" Ille Hexaemeron 8; PG 89, 97ICff.: " For what Holy Scr ipture passes over in silence

," ld no t be examined closely. . . . Thus when th e H oly Spirit is silent abo ut th e name
'ti ll nature of those tw o trees , it is obvious that it is neither necessary nor useful for the

II,," h 10 examine closely and divu lge what has bee n hidden by God." In the same passage,

'" I., Ill S menti ons the "unhappy Origen" . Cf. ibid. , 10; PG 89, IOI3B.
, I ' his ph rase, used by Maximus in the passages von Balthasar mentions , appears several
' " u th e wor ks of th e Cappadoc ian Fath ers : see Gregory N azianzen , Orat. 28, 20; Basil
• ,, ' .II:lCa, Oil tile Holy Spirit 18, 44; 30,78. For a discussion ofvon Balthasar's sugge stions

" " /"' ~" II "sl' ls is in Maximus, see Bri an E. Daley, "Apokatastasis and ' H onorable Silence' in
" I , ll.I lo logy of Maximu s the Co nfessor", in Felix H einzer and Christoph Schonborn,
, '\/'"ill lllS Coujessor (Fribourg, 1982) , 309-39, and von Balthasar's reply: Dare We H ope

" "" -\ // Men Be Saved?" (San Francisco, 1')88) , 245- 48.]
., I "II II/il 'S Oil KllolI'1<',(~{' 2, ')9: PC 90, 11 72 1) .

I ( 'n l l/l riI'S Oil /..c)l1C 4 I 3.1: P J ()O, 10 6 0 ....

r ite teachers of the Church, who were in a position to say many things
.ihou t this passage thanks to the grace that had been given to them, con­
vidcred it wiser nonetheless to "honor it by silence" ; for the intelligence
"I" the majority of peo ple did no t seem to them prepared to grasp the
.k-pth of these words.P!"

IIIIII S of such an approach can be found fairly often in Maximus'
• II ks.311 And we find a similar attitude expressed later in the work of

Ill' last of the great Alexandrians, Anastasius of Sinai.312

l 'hcse texts are clear enough: Maximus is not in favor ofproclaiming
uni versal restoration in the straightforward way in which Gregory

" N yssa and even Origen himself did it, despite their assurances to
III contrary. The history of Origenism was proof of the bad effects of
", It a lack ofprudence. The esotericism practiced by Origen was only
h.il fw ay measure; true esotericism means " to honor [a doctrine] by

tI. nee" .313 Beginners and the imperfect should not simply be guided
I indness and by glimpses of the depths of[God's] mercy; they need

II ,IS welJ.314 And who is so perfect that he is no longer in danger of

"IllIg away?315

300 [II Coel. Hier. 14; PG 4, ro¢; Epistles 29; PG 91, 62IC.
3 0 1 A m/Jigua; PG 91, 1I65D.
3 02 Quaestiolles ad T halassium 47; CCG 7, 325, 225ff.; PG 90, 429C.
303 Opuscula; PG 91, 93C.
30 4 Ibid.; PC 91, 92D.
3 05 E. Michaud , "St. Maxime Ie Co nfesseur et l'apocatastase" , Revue internationale de t/"',,I,. 'II

10 (1')02): 257-72.
30 ', Homilies onjoshua$, 6: cd. Bachrcns (CCS) , 7:338- 42.

107 l lontilics "" the SOll.~ cif Sonos 12; C NO 6, 348, ')-350, 9; PC 44, 102013 - 102 1A.
10K Q Uill' .</ i<llI"S lId 'Thalassiuni, prol ogue; C , 7, 37, 350-53; PC 90, 260A.

the one, complete human nature.t?" The whole world will be brought
hom e by the Logos,"?' for he saves everyone.t'" the whole race,303just
as his ineffable mystery embraces all ages an d every place.P'"

On the basis of this second series oftexts , E . Michaud/'" concluded
somewhat hastily, that Maximus taught apokatastasis. Apart from the
fact that Michaud uses as proof several texts that are not genuine and
for.ces th~ meaning of others, these general pronouncem ents [on th '
universality of salvation] are hardly dec isive and cannot neutralize til
others that assert the opposite, restricting salvation to the "elect" . The
dispute can be resolved only by a thi rd series of texts, which Michaud
missed.
Orige~ saw the event ofthe restoration ofall things mysteriously e .

pressed in the double identity of the tree of Paradise, as the tree of lif
an.d the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. According to Origcn,
this corresponds to the double symbolism of the tree of th e Cross, :1,

well , o.n which both good (Christ) and evil (the devil, according til

Colossians 2:14- I 5) were crucified.P'" Gregory of Nyssa followed and
abundantly embellished this interpretation of the trees of Paradise..IU/

When Thalassius asks him about the meaning of these trees, M axim u
first gives a purely moral interpretation. Then he continues: "Thu
~he passag~ on the tree is to be understood according to the spiritual
mterpretation appropriate fo r the general public. The hidden, bett er
meaning, however, must be reserved for those who have a deeper UII

derstanding ofmysteries. We must ' honor it by silence' ."308 Thalassiu
also as~ ~or .a~ interpretation of the Pauline text, "He has de spoiled
the principalities and powers" (Col 2 : I 5). Maximus again fir st give
a gen erally understandable interpretation, then continues: "We could
have given another, more secret and more sublime interpretation of tlu
text . But since one should not spread the more hidden divine teachin ','
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We should not, then, be more curious than Scripture allows us to
be. With Paul, we may say that grace is far more powerful than sin,
that all die in Adam, but that all will also be raised to life in Christ,
who will lay a perfected creation at the Father's feet [Rom 5:12-21;
I Cor 15:21-22, 28] . But we must also stand with C hrist himself, and
with his gospel, at the edge of eternal destruction and gaze down into
it. To want to overcome this 'final antinomy through a prematur e "syn­
thesis" is not appropriate for theology in this present age. The serious
possibility ofbeing lost must never be watered down, if the seriousness
of Christian life is not to be transformed into a mere game.

And the brother asked, Why, Father, do I not have a contrite heart? And
the old man replied, Because we do not have the fear of God before
our eyes. Because we have become a pi t full of all kinds of evil and so
despise the dreadful judgments of God as a mere fiction. 3 16

We must hear the threats of God "not simply because of the evil w '
have committed, but equally because of the good we have neglected
and because we do not love our neighbor enough" .317 Only in fear may
we raise hopeful eyes, with Paul, toward tha t full complement of th
Kingdom of Heaven, which will one day include us all in its number.

Thus the world above will reach its fullness; the members will be united
with their head , each according to his merit. Through the constructive
skill of the Holy Spirit, every part will have the place it deserves in a
harmonious way according to the degree of its progress in vir tue. So each
of us will bring to completion that Body that itself brings all things to
completion in each of us, filling everything and itselfbrought to fulln ess
by all things.3 18

316 Liber asceticus; PG 90, 932C.
31 7 Ibid .; PG '{o, 936AB .
3 18 Ambigua; PG 91. 1280D- I28 1A. God alone knows th e final goal of his pr ovid en ce: 11",

bigua; PG 91, 1169A.

APPENDIX

THE PROBLEM OF THE SCHOLIA
TO PSEUDO-DIONYSIUS 1

'I .imus entered the history of theology not only as the victor in the
h illite over the doctrine of two wills [in Christ] but also as the man

h,) assured a lasting home in the Church for the writings of Pseudo­
1'"llysius, thanks to his or thodox interpretation of them. Whether
, udo-Dionysius in fact needed such justification, whether he really
I I he half-N eoplatonic, half-Monophysite mystic that one likes to

, d l' him today, and was no t rather one ofthe most powerful Christian
1III Ikcrs of all time (as Hugo Ball-in my opinion rightly-has char­

I, I ized him) ," need not be decided here. It is certain that he aroused
.liv idcd response very early: alongside enthusiasm, scepticism, and

I I hi, stu dy ofth e scholia to Pseudo-Dionysiu s first appea red as an article, "Das Scholien­
,I ,1..sJo hannes von Scythopolis", in ScilOlastik 15 (1940) : 16-38; it was repr inted , w ith a
, "11'1 , in the 1961 edition of Kosmische Liturgic. Over th e past two dec ades, Beate Regina
hi, h.rs pub lished three important studies of th e scholia on the C01]Jus Areopagiticum at­

1'"1", 1 to John of Scythopolis and M aximus th e Confessor, continuing th e research be­
II "vVO Il Balthasar in this art icle. T hese three articles, all of which have appe ared in the
Ill" I"m 11M' derAkademie derWissenschafien in Giittingen, Philologisch-historische Klasse, are as

ii" II. R. Suchl a, " D ie sogenannten Maximus-Scholien des Corpus Areop agiticum"

IlIlIKCIl . 1980); " D ie Uberlieferung des Prologs des Johann es von Skythopolis zum
111'0' hen Corpus Dionysiacum: Ein weiterer Beitrag zur Uberlieferungsgeschi chte des

'I '" I iiou ysiacum" (Gottingen, 1984) ; and " Verteidigu ng eines platonisch en Denkmod­
, 1111 I christlichen Welt : Die philosophie-und theologiegeschi chtliche Bedeutung des

10 ,,10 , uwcrk s des Joh annes von Skythopolis zu den areopagitis chen Traktaten" (Cotringen,

I I
II )' .ustiuisches Christentum , zd ed . (1931) , 63- 249. Although a dilettante, Ball is fearlessly

" iu his lon g essay on Pseudo-Dionysius , in saying th at even verbal borrowings from
" Ill ,11111 Ncopl atoni sm do not pr esent any problem for th e author' s Catholic or thodoxy.

11 " p,l,liy complains of th e nar row historicism of modern research, which no longer has

'" " II" t u .i] ear for the whole tone of a work . O ne might only add that even the Mono-
"I III o f l' selldo. Dion ysiu s, which one often assumes to be an evide nt fac t, is not at all
, " II In Diou ysiu s' ortho doxy, see now Alexand er Go litzin , Et Introibo ad A ltare Dei:

\1)' ," '~I'XY.if I ill/lysius I1n·"lJiI.~ita (T hcssalonik c, 1994}·1

3 (
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cool diffidence, even suspicions of being an Apollinarian forgery. " It
is also certain that Maximus belonged to those who grasped the value,
the originality, and the fruitfulness of the Areopagitica and that through
his spirited championing of their genuineness, as well as his work of
interpretation, he became one ofthe heralds of what was to be their tri­
umphal march down through the Latin Middle Ages. What is do ubt­
ful is only whether it was his scholia that achieved the decisive step
of "baptizing" Pseudo-Dionysius. This present study w ill attempt to
show that this had already been achi eved a century before Maxim us,
about thirty years after the appearance of the Pseudo-Dionysian writ­
ings, by a theologian who has received little notice until now but who
is the real author of the most extens ive and materially significant parts
of the scholia that have circulated under Maximus' name.

In what follows, we can only spread out the materials for a theo­
logical and philosophical examination of these unusually rich sch olia;
we cannot undertake such an examination h ere. Yet it would be all
extremely welcome study, not only because it would allow us a glim pse
of the thought of a highly cultivated, broadly interested theol og ian and
humanist, but also because it would shed new light on the histo ry of
Christian N eoplatonism . From their contrast with the notions con­
tained in these scholia, Maximus' own ideas and his interpretation 0

Pseudo-Dionysius' view of the world would certainly stand out m ore
clearly.

The demonstration that the core of the extan t scholi a (in volum e "
ofM igne's Patrologia Graeca) are the work ofsomeone oth er than M ax­
imus amounts to something new only in the radicality w ith which w .
here carry it out. It is based on surmises, even certainties, that have
long been in circulation. Even the prefaces to the older printed edi­
tions point out that the scholia , in their present form, are a mixture of
commentaries by various auth ors. It has been known, too, that alon '
w ith Maximus' scholia, the comments of a sixth-century scholar, till'
"scholastic" [lawyer] John of Scythopolis, appear prominently in til .
tradition and, in fact, occupy an important place there. " Other com-

3 On the hist or y of th e recepti on of Pseudo-Dionysius, see J. Stiglmayr, Das Aujkoll""""
del' pseudo-dionvsischen Sdtriften (Feldkirch , 1895).

4 C omm ent ing on th e first printed edition of th e scholia, that of Mor elli of 1562, An h
bishop U ssher says: "John ofScythopolis, along with Maximu s, wro te scho lia on Dionysiu
the Areopagite . In fact, in the books of Dionysius ... the scholia (1)01,,/ mill oj Maximu s ,,,,,
combined: these arc distin guished not only in the older editions, in circulation at th . t iuu- " I

mcnts are ascribed to Germanus of Constantinople." One scholion
.ilso appears, in confusing circumstances, in the works of Anastasius
I II' Sinai.6 In addition to this variety of authors, we must also keep in

I 'yparissiotes (the fourteenth century; this is in fact untrue-sec below, n. II) but also in
i11l' two manuscripts used by Morelli. In one of them , the scholia ofJohn ofScythopolis arc

" ittcn in th e margin without a name; in the other, after the whole text ofDionysius, scholia
'1 'l' ear under the name of Maximus-shorter than the former because separated from the
1""Ker scholia ofJohn, w ith which Morelli joins them (sec J. A. Fabricius and G. C. Hades,
/li/l fiotheea graeca 5, I [Hamburg, 1796]; cf PG 3, 64CD) .

, In later manuscripts , many scholia have a Greek numeral in their margin, about which a
Vrnctian manuscript remarks: " N ote that the scholia that are marked with a number corne
I. .uu Germanus the Patriarch, but those without a number are by Maxirnus the Monk" (De
Illl!>eis: PG 3, 71A) . Angelo Mai found the same note in a Vatican manuscript , with the
«l.lition : "Forgive me , my brother, for bringing both authors together in this book under
, " ngle number." Mai therefore repeats M orelli's doubt "whether the distinction of Max­
uuus' scholia from those of 'Germanus' on the Areopagite is justified" (Spicilegium Romanum

!Rome, 1842], 74; PG 98, 87-88) .
" T his is scholion I on the fifth chapter of th e Celestial Hierarchy (PG 4, 60): Ti OTpW't£,

1'''', ouoiae; slvrn nuvwe; &yloue; wue; ayy EAoue; AEYOU01']e; 'tfie; ExxA1']ola e; (al.: rQaepfie;) ,
" IIrioe; ~lOVUOLOe; noA"Aae; 6vOIlU~El OUvUIlEle; ; '0 yovv IlEyae; ~lOVUOlOe; 0 'AAEl;avOQElae;
, t1'IXC)J10e;,0 ano Q1']'toQoov, EV 't01:e; OXOA Ole;, ole; n ertoirpcev de; 'tOV llaxuQlOV ~lOvUOlOV rov
"""'VOUVWVUIlOV, 0 '1],;00 MyEl, on &YEVV1']WV £Loo8E xaAEiv ~ El;oo ooepla naoav &oQaw v
l"liIlV, o'LOlooe; xaL ouola e; 'tae; lJnoo'tUOEle; ' xax rourou ep1']olv, on xac a roix El;oo ELQ1'] 'taL
'" ,',yi,c(l Atovuolrp at rourutrn epooval xa 'ta XQ1']on xOie;: " Why, then, if the Church (variant:
I" Scripture) says that all the holy angels are of a single essence, does holy Dionysius call

,1"" " many powers? Now th e great Dionysius , bishop ofAlexandria and rhetor, in the scholia
iI" l he wrote on blessed Dionysius, his namesake, says that pagan scholarship tends to call

," Ykind of invisible nature 'unbegotten', just as it calls concrete individuals (lmomUOEle;)
rn ccs' (ouoicc) : therefore he says that such words are used metaphorically by holy Diony­

II. , following the custom of the pagans ." In Anastasius ' Hodegos (ed . K.-H. Uthemann, CCG
"Isf.; PG 98, 289CD) , this passage is introduced with the words, ITUAlv re Illav ouolov

, {'" lillIe; 'tfie; 'ExxA1']olae; d VaLnuv'tae; rou; &yloue;aYYEAOUe; : "Again, since the Church says
"'I .ill the hol y angels are a single essence . . . ," and forms a single unit with the body of the
«uuncnt. The passage is missing, in fact, in a tenth-century manuscript. Hilper (Dionysius

I" I I rl'opagite, I20) believes that the passage, whi ch is also missing in the oldest manus cripts
,I I'seudo-Dionysius, according to Lequien (see Dissertationes Damascenae 2: PG 94,278 n.),

t -, .uldcd after 1200, based on a note in Nicetas Chroniates' Thesaurus Orthodoxiae . Stiglmayr
\,,/hlllltnen, 71) considers this a likely explanation. Nonetheless , th ere seems to be an easier

«lurio n.

W he re does th e name ofDionysius ofAlexandria corne from?At th e beginning ofth e sixth
., "11" y. Geo rge of Scyth opolis, one of the first defenders of the genuineness of the Pseudo­
I "o>" ysiall corpus, circulated a [putative] letter from the Patriarch D ionysius of Alexandria
,., 1',,1'<' Sixtus 1I, as evidence for th e au the nticity ofthe works (text in Pitra, Ana lectaSacra 4,

I' I). ill this letter, Dionysins is supposed to have defended the genuineness of the Areopagit­
,,,' " (':ldy :ls the ye"r 268. T his for gery existed, then, from the ead y years of th e corpus'

, 1<'I' n ', so th nt one sho uld not be so surprised to find Anastasius using scho lia attributed
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mind the impression we get on reading the scholia: that a later read er
of the whole complex added glosses of his own, in the form of sho rt
summaries appended to the end of many sections. 7

to the bishop of Alexandria. One may surely ask: Did such scholia ever exist? Joannes Cy­
parissiotes cites "scholia of Maximus and Dionysius ofAlexandria" in his Decades ofSymbolic
Theology. But the passages ascribed to Dionysius are the same ones th at Ussher (quoted by
Fabricius and Lequien in PG 4, I03¢) knew under the name of the first great commcnta­
tor, John of Scythopolis (compare also Anastasius , cLw8E xaAELv ~ E~W ao<j>la Jtaaav &oQa ­
rov <j>UOLV: "Pagan philosophy usually calls every inv isible nature", etc., wi th th e formula
in Pseudo-Maximus, oil~ ElW8EV6vo~u~ELV xaTu Tlva~ Tii~ E~W <j>lAoao<j>la~: " Wh om they
usually call, according to some repres entatives of pagan philosophy" [PG 4, I88C]) . O ne
mi ght wonder, then, whether the scholion in Anastasius does not also belong to those of
John. In fact, we fmd among the pieces ascribed to Maximus one passage (pG 4, 372D ­
37SA) that we must give back to John (see below) and which contains a discussion of the
use of the word UYEVVllw v: Elmov &YEVVllw V TOV eEOV, Ta~ JtaAl~<j>T]~OU~ EQ~EvEla~ TOU
6vo~aTo~ uJtoxa8alQEl.. . . "HOEL oi'lv ElVUl 66y~a TlVWV alJTwvAEYOVTWVTa vonr« nrrvt u
xcl U8uvaTa, xol vOEQa yEVVl]Ta JtUVTa xol &yEVVl]Ta . . . <Pl]alv oi'lv 0 ~Eya~ ~LOvuaLO~ ,

oJtw~ JtOT' av MYOlW TO UYEVVl]WV, cLTE w~ E<j>l]V, ELTE w~ ol "EAAl]VE~, ~i] EJtl t of e m u
roirto OE~n, Ta ~I':v aAAa atTlaTW~ MYETUl &yEVVllTU, 0 eEO~ 6E &vaLTlw~: " In saying God
is unbegotten (&YEVVllWV), he purges away the contradictory meanings of the word. . . .
For he knew th at it was the opinion of some (that is, the philosophers of the Ionian school
in Ephesus at the time of Pseudo-Dionysius) that all intelligible realities (VOl]TU) are also
immortal and th at all intelligent beings are either begotten or un bego tten . . .. Now the
great Dionysius says that however one uses the word 'unbegotten', whether as I have said
or as the Greeks use it, he wo uld not accept it as applying to Go d; other things are said
to be 'unbego tten' owin g to some cause, but God is 'unbegotten' wit ho ut any cause ." In
addition, one must remember Anastasius' practi ce of inexact citation; he often complains of
not having any books in his desert cell! So it is not unlikely that Anastas ius is referring to
the commentary ofJohn. At the end of the seventh or the beginning of the eighth century,
then , this would have been circulating as a work of Dionysius of Alexandria. Who was th
forger? Is it the same person who circulated the so-called letter of Dionysius? And would
this not be George ofScythopolis himself, who also incorporated the preface ofJo hn in his
own preface to the Areopagitica?

What we possess of this George is preserved by Phocas bar Sergis, who published th
Syriac transl ation of the Areopagite corpus prepared by Sergius ofReshaina (d. S36), includ­
ing his translation of the two prefaces ofJohn and George, along with John's scholia. In
his preface (see below) , John had tr ied to prove the genuineness of the Pseudo-Dionysian
writings; in his own pr eface, George expands on this proof through the purported lett er 01
Dionysius of Alexandria to Xystus (see Rubens Duval, La Litterature syriaque [Pari s, 19071:
O . Bardenh ewer, Geschichte der altkirchlichen Literatur, vol. 4 [Freiburg, 1924], 296f.) .

7 Th ere are also scholia of this type to the other genuine works ofMaximus. Wilhelm SOpp.1
(see below, n. 10) proved their inauthenti city. In the comme ntaries on Pseud o-Di onysiu
they arc usually irittoduced with "signifies" (al]~lUiwaUl) . A few examples will suffice: In PC
4, 93BC , th e text reads, ~oxEi: JtW~ EVTauOa MYElVon xur' &~lav at ayy EAlxalolaxoa~llofl

1l11l uouQYlXW'; lm iXOl]llUV" He seems to b . saying h re that the angelic orders wer e arr:lng d
by the rcntor acco rding to their diguily." Al the end of rhe paragraph, the reader finds II"

THE PRO BLEM OF THE SCHOLIA TO PSEUDO-DIONYSIUS

Co nfronted with this multiplicity of authors, we may at first doubt
,II(' usefuln ess ofsuch a compilation. Yet there is light in our confusion.
!'he: secondary scho liast is so unimportant that for large sections he is
IlIll noticeable at all. The problem raised by Anas tasius can probably
II(' solved satisfactorily (see n. 10). The share of Germanus, too, can
, .Isily be shown to be a red herring;" The real task remaining, then,

' 1I11'nce (probably originally in the margin) : 2:l]~alwam 01': ' Jtw~ xaT' &~lav a t aYYEAlxal
I" ,xon~T]aEL'; Ol]~lOUQYlXW'; JtaQT]x0l]aav: " Signifies: how the angelic ord ers were set up by

d" Creator according to their arrangement [but probably, 'according to their dignit y', XaT'
" 11Ivl." In PG 4, I04O -IOSA the text comments on the idea of fire as a symbol of God .
I hI' reader finds: 2:l]~alwam OE, ola tl KUQLO~ 0 eEO~ JtUQ EOEWQT]OV JtOAAaxU; xa l xa nl
II 'I 1'l~LOlwOL~ TOU JtuQO~ JtQO~ TOV e EOV " Signifies: wh y the Lord God is oft en imagined
, I rrc , and in what the comparison of God with fire consists." Cf. also PG 4, I36C and
, 1(01 l; 188BC and I88C; 2I2B and 2I2C; 280C-28IB and 28IC; 340D and 34ID ; 3440;

1111l-34SA and 34SA; 348D- 349A and 349A; 349BC and 349C; 404D-40SA and [OLa
u ] .\osA ; 4I 2AC and 4I 2D ; S37D- S40B and S40BC ; S6ID-S64B and s64O ; etc. More
,"1 1'11. however, "signifies" (onuctoioca) is part of the commentary itself: e.g., PG 4, 329D­
II ,A. For the content, the distinction of thes e primary and secondary scholia is hardly ever
uuportant .

" Nowhere else is the re the slightest trace ofa comm entary authored by Germanus. In any
, , 1'. the Greek numbers reproduced by Migne are mostly wrong. Passages marked in this

'y arc often in very close relationship to others, without numbers, or else they betray by
d" rr contents the hand ofJoh n. A few examp les: 32AB deals with pu rely grammatical ques­
I" ",s on the langu age ofPseudo-Dionysius: Attic versus Ioni c declensions. But such cons id­

, 'I ions are clearly a concern ofJohn. One scho lion , for instan ce, begins : Nor«; xa AouOL xal
,,' "I I ' "EAAl]OL <j>LAOao<j>Ol Ta~ vOEQa~ , ijWl aYYEAlxU~ OUVU~El~, EJtEloi] TO Jtav vou~ EaTlv
" ,, ' ro~ alJTwv, xnl Ti]V ouoinv a Jta aa v voirv ~wVTa Et~ TO Eioo~ TO EaUTWV OUOLW~EVWV

I " v(iE~ xaAouVTm JtQO~ TO EU<j>WVOTEQOV Tfj ~ xAlaEW~ YEVO~EVl]~ : " By 'minds' (VOE';) , the
'of ck philosophers mean int ellectual or angelic powers, since each of them is completely
",,,"1. and possesses the whole essence that is living mind as the form that gives it being.
1hl'y arc called VOE~ [i.e., rather than the more predictable form vorn] to make the declen­
1"" more euphonio us." T his should be compared wi th the unnumbered scholion at I88BC

" I Ai, xlll JtEQl TWV ayyEAwv, ou~ ElWOEV 6VO~U~ElV xaTu rrvcc TWV Tii ~ E~W <j>LAoao<j>la~

,," . OhLVE~ TWV avw Tay~uTwv VOE~ ELQl]VTm, w~ TO Jtav voirv ououou evo»; 6VTE~ : " but
,I " r onccrning angels, whom he is accustomed to call 'minds' (VOE~), following the usage
" ' oru c of the pagan philosophers; these members of the high er orders are called 'minds' ,
I" " lise they are completely mind in their essence" . On the other hand, the author-who
,I, .Is with philo logical questions-loves to cite Homer and the ancient poets. He is there­
1"1' probably the source of 36CD . In 30ICD, we find a strictly "scholastic" definition of
"l" I (de finition, limit) . This can only come from the same author who pours the concepts
, 01 I' cudo -Dionysius into this for m of definition in a series of unnumbered passages: 200C
( ll ) 1)("lV «Inov): cf. 332D, and especially 260B (OQOl elotv .. .) .

11 ,,- long passage 296B- 297A is very closely connected with a who le group of unnum­
I" r, d s holin. Th e expressio n at 2'J7A, " in thin gs contrary to nature" (Ev ol~ 01': JtaQa <j>ualv),
" " " ,11.1.H')11 , . pass,lJ.: th.n i itsc ] .onucrt cd with anoth er group, of which nothing can
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is to unravel the scholia composed by Maximus from those by John of
Scythopolis.

N ow the confusion , despite Archbishop Ussher's assurances to th e
contrary, seems not to be rooted in the printed editions but to exi st
even in the manuscripts." There is one sure proof of this: the Pseudo­
Maximian compilation of "Five Hundred Chapters", which Soppa and
Disdier ' " showed to be a work of the eleventh century, probably of
Antonius Melissa, already contains some fragments that can be shown
with cer tainty to come from John.11 Likewise, the ten "Theological
Decades" ofJohn Cyparissiotes (fourteenth century) include, under
Maximus' name.P a large number of scholia that should be ascribed

be ascribed to Gennanus. But th en one must also remove fro m his authorship th e scholion
30ID-304A , w here th ere is a simil ar expression (aoOEvEl~ bE . ..) ; and th is, in turn, is con ­
nected wi th 309CD. In th e scholion we are considering (296B£), there is a theory th at qnJOl~

(nature) and A6yo~ (intelligible structure) are identical . This is echoed, in turn , at 353 AB ,
an u nnumbered passage. The examples could be multiplied in this same direction. It seem s
that there never was a comm entary ofGermanus, as De Rubeis himself already surmised (pC
3, 7 1) .

9 This is unquestionably true of the ma nuscr ipts th at we were able to consult: Pari sinus
440 (twelfth centu ry) and 438 . In the first of th ese, the great prologue, which is undoubtedly
the work ofJohn, is itselfascribed to Maximus, along with many ofthe scholia. The variants
here with respect to the edited text are constant and often considerable.

10 W. Soppa, Die Diversa Capita unter den Schriften des hI. Max imus Confessor in deutsdui

Bearbeitung und quellenkritischer Beleuchtung (diss., Dresden, 1922) ; M . T. Disdier, " U ne O eu ­
vre douteu se de Sr-Maxime: les 5 centu ries theologiques" , Echos d'Orient 30 (193 1) : 160,

178.
11 Excerpts fro m Pseudo-Dionysiu s himself comprise Capita 5, 66; 5, 68; 5, 82; 5, 83; 5,

86; 5,90; 5,91. Scholia are excerpted in 5, 63; 5, 64; 5,65 (which is a summary of th e o ne
th at fo llows); 5, 67; 5, 69; perhaps on e sentence in 5, 83; 5, 87; 5, 88; 5, 89. From th ese, the

Syriac translation establishes as cer tainly by John 5, 64 (= PG 4, 120C); 5, 65 ( = 204B
+ 205C); and the first half of 5, 69 ( = 344A; the second half, from EVltlOlV on, has evcry
chance of being by M aximus) . Uncertain is 5, 67 (= 225BC) . T he last three me nti on ed, 5.
87- 89, are not included in the Syri ac and could be by Maximus. In any case, th e expansion
had already taken place.

12 We give here a list ofquotations from M aximus in Cyparissiotes, taken from the scho li.i
on Pseudo-Dionysius, w hich shows clearly that both works-Maximus' commentary and
John's-were already integrated w hen Cyparissiotes used th em. The fir st number here refer:
to the Theological Decades (PG 152, 737-992), the second to the scholia (PG 4) . " Sc" stand
for the scholia that are identifted in Phocas' Syria c translation (cf. n . 14 below) as th e wor k 01
John ofScythopolis. " [Sc]" denotes scholia th at seem to belon g to Joh n on int ernal grou nd .
even though they are not included in Ph ocas' co llec tio n . " M" den ot es scholia that cou ld
belong to M aximus.

782A = M 376D-377A ; 788B = Sc 52D -53A; 789B = M 22 1C; 790 - Sc 2291)­
232A; 790D = Sc 38 11); 793A = Sc 205A; 793 11 • M 22511 ; R09A • M (?) 2p A;
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III John of Scythopolis, while the Century on hesychastic prayer by
INicephorus] Callistus [Xanthopoulos] (fourteenth century) 13 presents
.1 lon g quotation from Pseudo-Maximus that unquestionably also be­
II1Ilgs to John. The ascription to Maximus ofworks byJohn thus seems

I I) have taken place very early.
Neverth eless, there remains one very valuable means of distinguish­

III~ [their work]: the Syriac translation of the prologue and scholia of
[ohn by Phocas, preserved in a manuscript dated to 804. 14 Admittedly,
lit is manuscript contains only a selection of the scholia of John, as is
, v ident from a mere glance at the Greek edition; but it contains the
most valuable and elaborate comments on The Divine Names and the
. omplete introduction as well. ButJohn, in this introduction, develops
I precise program for the content and goal of his commentary; in the

' , I holia themselves, he sticks to it conscientiously and also connects his
, omments to each other by frequent cross-references ("as we said above
1:1 the fifth chapter"; "as we will explain later in our commentary on
til e Divine Names") . So it is not difficult to form a tentative but fairly
, .irt picture of his work, which must suffice until the appearance of a

HU'iC = M 4I3B; 8IOA = M 4I3C; 8I 7B = M 3I 7CD; 822B = Sc 380B; 822A = M

I'" AB; 885B = Sc 22IB; 893A = [ScI 388C; 906AB = [ScI 348BC ; 9 I9BC = Sc 372C D;

'illiC = Sc 375B; 950D -95IA = Sc 329A; 95IB = Sc 353AB ; 964A-965A = Sc 65BC;

'iK I A = [ScI 332C ; 98 IAB - SC 352A; 982B C = Sc ]ZoB C ; 988B = M (?) 429B.

" A. M. Amman , Die Gottesschau im palamitlschen Hesychasmus: Ein Handbudiderspiitbyz an­
""1 \///1'11 Mystik (1938), II7.-1t is worth mentioning that Scotus Erigena only knew the
\"'/Jigll" and the Quaestiones ad Thalassium from the works of M axim us. The latt er he called
,III, li,," : something th at Draseke missed, w ho thought he should identify the "scholia"

"" II I ioncd in Div. Nat. 4, 26, and many other places as scholia to Pseudo-Dionysius ("Zu
1" " UUS Confessor" , Zeitschrift fiir wissenschqftliche Theologie 47 [1904]: 20f. , 204£) . Thus we

"' 1111.1 no help fo r our pre sent qu estion in Erigena.
" MS Add . 12151 of th e British Library (see Wright's description in his catalogue of the

11.11 manu scripts of th e British Museum, 494) ; and see the end of n. 12 above.- I owe
I" II t k it th anks to Prof. H en gstenberg of Munich and to Fr. W. de Vri es, Sj., for their kind
11,,1 unselfish help in translatin g this manuscript, which at times w as more a labor ious work
,, 1 01 ," il' hc ring. - Robert Gro sseteste, bishop ofLincoln, is suppose d to have translated these
, (,,,(,,, ofJohn int o Latin (according to U ssher, PG 3, 64D - 65A) . But Ezio Franceschini,
I" " SSl·tCStC's Tra nslatio n of th e OPOAOrOL and LXOAIA ofM axim us to the Writings of

tI,. l'sl"lIdll-Dion ysills Areopagita" , jourtlal cf TheologicalStudies 34 (1933) : 355-363, showe d
II, " ( :' I\ssetcstc fou nd the scho lia of Maximus and John already mixed to gether in his source

",.1 11 1." he did not eve n know th e autho r of thc who le collec t ion o f scho lia (356- 57) . So
dll i .ue uu-nt of Usshcr, too, rem ains "witho ut verification" (Francesc hini, "Grosse tes te's

I I I I I l.uiou" , n, 2).



366 APPENDIX THE PROBLEM OF THE SCHOLIA TO PSEUDO-DIONYSIUS

critical edition. Here external and internal evidence cooperate to form
an organic whole. 15

The work ofJohn of Scythopolis reveals a personality of significant
dimensions; he is a great scholar and no mediocre philosopher. In his
elegant style, lim pid in comparison with Maximus, he develops his
thoughts with a kind of humanistic ease and a relaxed air. In the pro­
cess, he enlists the doctrines and conceptual definitions of the academy
to cast light on the dark passages of his mystical text; he cites poets
and historians, philosophers and theologians of pagan and Christian
antiquity; he corrects what may seem unorthodox with unobtrusive
skill, employs for it the expressions canonized by tradition, sometimes
weaves in his own favorite ideas, and everywhere arouses the impres­
sion of comprehensive, effortless, even playful learni ng.

The Prologue (PG 4, I6-2IC) develops the purpose of the work in
a masterful way. John wants to present the genuineness of the Pseudo­
Dionysian writings by proving th eir age and their complete orthodoxy.
Starting with the address of Paul on the Areopagus, in w hich he used
Hellenistic philosophy as an ins trument of the proclamation of Christ,
John insists that the pagans must be converted by their own intelle ­
tual means (2IA). The mention of the Areopagus is the occasion fOI
an excursus, in which John gives free rein to his knowledge (includ-

I S Lequien and De Rubeis themselves pointed out several such internal criteria (pG 3, 66
68) : (I) The scholia ofMaximus "are shorter" (according to Ussher) . This is strikingly tru e,
if we use the Syriac manuscript as evidence. One must understand this, ofcourse, in a relativ
sense, since John assures us in his introduction (pG 4, 21C ) that he, too, is interested in
brevity. (2) John speaks of " the Origenist myths that even now are in circulation" (xnl VIIV

bE OL altO r orv 'Q(lLYEVOU~ ltQOOEQXOIlEVOl IlVOOl : PG 4, I76C), something that can only he
tru e for John's own time, the Palestine of c. 530. (3) Twice there is mention of " N esto rian
and Basilians" (pG 4, 72A; I 8I C). The latter can only be the followers of Basil of Cilicia,
who had attacked John of Scythopolis and had written an important book against him « I

Photius, Bibliothecacod. 95) . Basil had attac ked the orthodox under the pre text offight ing th
Nes torians. H e was, then, presumably a Monophysite . He answered John with a diatribe ill
sixtee n boo ks (Bardenhewer, Geschichte der altkirchlichen Literatur 5:II6) . By Maximus' tim ,
Basil had lon g since been forgotten. (4) The scholia are often interrupted by th e words ".11
tcrnativcly" (aAA(j)~) or "on the same point" (Et~ ,0 ulno) ; this clearly shows two different
comme ntato rs at work. This criterion is theoretically excellent but of little use in pra til
For it only rarely gives us a way of distinguishing the authors (e.g.• 228C ; 428C; 42yA,
536BC) . O ften, the explanations are very different , even opposed (e.g.• 264BC and 264 ", ),
336D and 337A). Often, too, one comme ntato r can give two different explanations (c. ..
42yA-43 2C : Eh a x~l <'iAA(j) ~; 2400: Mvn bE xul aAAUl~ VO~OUL) . T hese four cri teria 0" .1
sionally offer sonic help in distinguishin g the commentators; but they are far fro III suffiC ;"nl
for carrying it through com plete ly,

IIlg a quotati on from Philochorus' Attides, another from Androtion,
.ind a hi storical observation on the legal situation of the Athenians and
I acedaem onians under Roman rule) and where at the same time he can
hint at the high rank of the newly converted Dionysius (I6B) . If one
.idds to this the testim ony of Polycarp in his letter to the Athenians,
I ired in the works of Dionysius of Corinth, one has staked out the
Intellectual position of the great convert: " ini tiated by the powers of
.iint Paul into all th e dogmas of salvation, taught and further formed

I,y the mighty Hierotheos". And Dionysius himselfwrites to Timothy,
I',1lI1 's disciple w ho was at that time bishop of Ephesus. Ephesus was,
III fact, the stronghold of Ionian philosophy, and Timothy, pressed by
I number of subtle philosophical attacks, had to ask the wise Diony­
IllS for adv ice on how to answer (2oD). Dionysius answered him in

111l' most natural way possible, by citing his contemporaries "without
IIl'cctation"-something that clearly supports his credibility.

In fact, D ionysius under takes to translate this whole profane, eso­
u-ric philosophy into Christian terms (I7D). In this adaptation, one
1.111 admire hi s "straightforwardness" just as much as "his great learn­
111 14" and his "unbroken fidelity to the Church's tradition" .

What a pity that so few people are capable of this achievement and that
I hcse few are then measured by the great majority according to the mea­
' lire of their own laziness and ignorance! Yes-and wors e still , these
I ~norant people are always the ones who stand ready with censures and
who explode in anger over things they do not und erstand , rather than
lrt ting themselves be instructed by those who can teach them something!
'inch are the people, too, who today are so rash as to stamp the divine
I >ionysius as a heretic (even though) they themselves have no not ion of
what heretics really teach.

,IS it not rather Dionysius who refuted all heretics in advance? Then
I,," n proceeds to develop his whole plan:

What will they say, in fact, in response to all his explanation of the Trin­
IIy. which alone is worthy of adoration? What will they say about the
un ique Jesus Christ, one of the Holy Trinity, the only-begotten of God
,11 ,,1thc Word, who willed to become fully flesh? Did he [Dionysius] not
" (' V .lop the doctrine of the rational soul and the earthly body [of Christ]
like ours and all the rest of the teachings of the accepted doctors? Who
I ould rightly criticize what he says about intelligible beings (vonto:
11" higher angels) and intellectual beings (VOEQa.: the lower angels)
IIld sensible b .ings, about our final resurrection with our human body



and our soul, about the judgment that then will be passed on righteous
and unrighteous? For, to put it briefly, that is where our salvation is mov­
ing; so we should not tarry here, since the explanations in our scholia
will explain everything at an appropriate time (20AB). ~

There follows a deft explanation ofwhy Origen and Eusebius kn ow
nothing of the Dionysian corpus and, finally, an appeal to common
sense , which must recognize that the obvious holiness of the author
cannot be simulated by any forger.

This briefbut well-constructed introduction reveals a clear, and cer­
tainly not a narrow, mind, which feels at home in the milieu of pa·
gan humanism but which clearly represents the dogmatic tradition and
does not lust after the dark secrets of mystery cults. John is too expc­
rienced a scholar to be fanatical on any issue; later he will become a
vigilant bishop, who made no bargains with heresy. The literary, even
encyclopedic element is also strongly represented in the introduction,
John speaks of Ionian philosophy, of Epicurus, of the Stoa; he knows
of the quarrel between Ares and Poseidon, the charge of the latter that
Ares had killed his son Halirrhotion-whence the Areopagus received
its name; he knows the Apostolic Constitutions, Polycarp, Dionysius o f

Alexandria, Clement ofRome, Pantaenus, the literary habits of O rigcn
and Eusebius; he claims to know that the books of the Areopagite ar .
kept in the library of holy books in Rome.

From all of this, we can infer three groups of internal criteria for th .
scholia that belong to John-criteria that are completely supported by
the Syriac selection:

I. An interest in proving that the author lived in the apostolic age,
in attesting his good faith, and also his efforts to translate the profan
philosophy of the Greeks into Christian and orthodox terms.

2. An interest in defending the author against the suspicion ofheres
(or against the charge of being an Apollinarian forgery) . The m ain
points of the doctrine to be defended are set out in the introduction,

3. An interest in Greek antiquities, in Greek history, poetry, and
philology.

These internal criteria, supplemented by the external criteria of til
Syriac tradition, are sufficient to allow us to establish with assuran c(
John's most important scholia. In what follows, we offer a list [oftl)cs(
passages] arranged according to subject matter. An asterisk after a nu m
ber means that the passage is attributed to John in the Syria c tran slation.
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I

( )ne constantly finds in the scholia the effort to show "how Diony­
"iLIS adapts the false teachings of the pagans and heretics to Chris­
ri.m truth". One should compare with this statement: 32AB':', pD':',
UI)-36B ':', nBD':', IS7A':', 272AD':', 28ID-284C", 288BC':', 300CD,
( 12A':', P9D, 332C, 337BC", 368D-369A\ 388C-389C':' (the Syriac
breaks off at JtUQEAElJOnaL [389B]), 392BD\ 397BC" . C£ also 180AB':',
' .IHAB':· (XUAW£).

Equally clear is his effort to prove the genuineness of the writ­
IligS through their antiquity: 29B- pA':', 32A':' (JtaLEQU£, and so on),
I ~ 5CD , I36B, 136C, 136D , 137A (cf 148B), 14SA, 16sA, 16SBC,
In A, 184A, 196D, 249C, 36oC-361A':', 393A':', 420AB. A passage
rhoroughlv in tune with the prologue is 373 AC':·. The possibility that
I >ionysius may have already used the [Chalcedonian] word "uncon­
tuscd" (aouYX1rrw£) is explained in 196D, I97A". The impossibility of
I I I Apollinarian forgery: 176CD", 8SCY

II

I he second group of scholia, which concern the orthodoxy of the
11',clIdo-Dionysian teaching, can be divided into four sections, car­
I c ' ~ponding to the prologue.

I. Trinity

I I ) ~C (? because of the citation of Gregory [of Nyssa] in 221AB ,:'),
'11I)J)-2I2A", 220AB (?), 221AB\ 216A':' (XaLa a<jJuLQEOLV) , 216A':'

( Ilrl~ XOLVOU), 22ID-224A ':', 229D-2pA (because the "phantasiasts"
lit ' often mentioned in the Syriac scholia).

2. Christology

c' know that John was an enthusiastic defender ofChalcedon. A frag­
u u-ut of his writing against Severus is preserved in the Doctrina Patrum

I I"hn considered the qu estion of Apo lJinarian forgeries in other places, as Leontius of
II111-.. ,1 ,'111 expr essly attests (PC H<i, I H<iSC) . Sec Loofs, Leontius von Byzanz (Leipzig, 1888),

I ll) I '.



17 Edited by 1'. Diekamp (Munster, 1907) , 85-86. [It seems more acc urate to say, o n ill '

evidence available , that J ohn wa s a "Neo chalced on ian" or pro po nent of thc strongly lflli
tive interpretation of the Chalcedo nian formula that gradually wo n acce p tance in thc midd I,

decades of the sixth century.]

de Incarnatione Verbi, 17 where he argues for two activities or energies in
Christ, "undivided and unchanged" (aflEQL01;W£ re XUL avuAAOLo)'tW£) .
The argument first discusses his divine activity (EVEQyEW), then the
rationality of the soul of Christ (in contrast with Apollinarianism) ,
which must possess its own ability to reason (oLuvoELo8m) . This is in
accord with the anti-Apollinarian thrust of the prologue to the scholia.
One should compare with this the following scholia: S6C 'f (onuekooru) ,
S7BD':-, 6oAB 'f (a quotation of "Basil the Cappadocian", clearly to dis­
tinguish him from John's opponent, Basil of Cilicia) , 72AB'f ("Basil­
ians"!), 149D-IS2A ("against the Apollinarians"), IS7A':-B, 18ID ­
I 84A':-, 196CD, 196D (£flELVE), 197CD, 216B':-, 22ID-224A'f, 229C':-,
S33A (av8Qwnou) . Especially important is S36A'f, where John already
distinguishes three levels of activity in Christ, long before Sophronius
and Maximus: the purely divine, the purely human, and a mixed mode.
149A gives a list of all the heresies that Dionysius opposes.

One may add here a group of scholia that provide similar lists of
heretics or otherwise well-known people. John loves to show his learn ­
ing in this way: S7CD':- (Nestorians and Akephaloi [a sixth-century pe­
jorative term for anti-Chalcedonians]), S7A-C':- (from O'llflElWOm to
XU't<x NEO'tOQLUVWV is a single scholion in the Syriac), 60AB ':- (Ari­
ans), 133D'f (Apostolic Constitutions), 192C (Arius, Eunomius), I73 D ­
I 76A ':- (Bias of Priene, Plato, Simon Magus, Menander, Valentinus,
Marcion, Manes, "the recently resurgent myths of Origen" [see 11.

IS above]), 169D-I72A (Lampetians, Messalians, Adelphians, M ar­
cionites), SS7B (Messalians), 397BC'f (Valentinians, Manichaeans) .
272D-273 B':- (Manichaeans), 28SAB (Manichaeans), 28SB ':- (M ani­
chaeans), 209D-2I2A':- (Arians, Eunomians, Nestorians, Akephaloi) .
I 76BC'f (Simon Magus, Origen, Methodius of Olympus, Olympius
ofAdrianople, Antipater ofBostra), 337C-340A':- (Simon Magus, Ir '.
naeus, Origen, Hippolytus, Epiphanius), 312A'f (Simon Magus), S2C I

(" Titus [of Bostra] in his book against the Manichaeans"), 340D If.

34ID (Chrysostom), S4SC (Simon, Irenaeus, Hippolytus, the Orj·
genists). I76CD 'f (Papias of Hierapolis, Apollinarius, Irenaeus) , 48 ­
49A':- (Timothy, Papias, Clement of Alexandria [Paedagogos]; what h
says about Dionysius and Timothy corresponds exactly to the pro.

I. A questionable passage, in my opinion, is 377D-380A, since Maximus also likes to cite
I I. II,,'nt of Alexandria, (He calls him the "philosophers' philosopher": PG 91, 3I7C; cf.
" ,,,I,, 1.6+J3 , 276C, !08SA; also Stahlin's edition of Clement, GCS 3:219-20) . The Syriac
" Ille ly assigns to John a quotation from Clement of Rome: 329AD". John has to solve

I ' " subtle ch ro nological questions in connection with De Diu. Nom. 4, 12 (26+J3-26sA) :
111""ysius cites Ignatius, " My love is crucified." First John argues that Ignatius died before
11,,",il ian, yet [the apo stle]John, on Patmos in the reign ofDomitian, received a letter from
I I" .uysius, But how can Ignatius have written this sentence in his letter to the Romans, and
((" III ion th e bishop of Ephesus, Onesimus, in his letter to that community (Eph. I , 3; 2,
, r , . ~) , if O ncs im us was the successor of Timothy, to whom Dionysius-in his letter­
I" ,d' l" ady citcd th e phrase of Ignatiu s? Truly a thorny problem! John solves it elegantly,
h , ~ I' L , i n i ng the passagc-which makes sens e without the quotation from Ignatius-as an
", I, rpul.u ion: alte rna tively, the phr ase might be a favo rite saying of Ignatius. In any case,
I """ ysiIIS docs not cite [Ignatius'] Ictt cr to th e Roma ns expressly but speaks very generally

" I I s"yillf-\ of lgnatiusl
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logue) , S36BC (Nestorius, Arius, Apollinarius; this also belongs to
I',roup I), S73BD':- (Polycarp, Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria [Quis
,Ji"es salvetur?]; also part of group I), S76B (w£ £<P'llflEV: "as we have
<.rid" refers to the passage just mentioned), S36D-S37A (Polycarp of
"illlyrna, Irenaeus [cf. prologue, I7C!]) , 377AB':- (Aristotle [De gen­
rratione animalium], Irenaeus), 22SD-228A':- (Nestorians, Clement of
Alexandria [Hypotyposes]), 42IAC'f (Clement of Alexandria [Hypoty­
I'clSes], Ariston of Pella [Disputatio Papisci etJasonis]), 372C-373A (up
10 btl 8wu is not in the Syriac; Justus, mention of Scylla and the Chi­
m.rcra) , 393A':- (Justus: cf group 1),18 24ID':- (the Shepherd ofHermas) ,
'HA':- (the Shepherd also), S28A':- (two writings of Philo; the identi­
IJ("ation of the Caius, to whom Dionysius writes), 24IA (Philo, De
,}1I'flIbim) , II3D and I8SA (Justin "the Philosopher"), 6SCD':- (Am­
monius of Adrianople, De resurrectione: an anti-Origenist work), S6IC
(' : Theodore of Mopsuestia).

Although Maximus, too, is an admirer of the Cappadocians, the
ur.ij ority of the citations from them here are also the work ofJohn.
lt.isil is usually designated by the epithet "divine" (8ELO£), to distin­
)', llish him from the Cilician. See: 4oB'f (Basil), 68AB'f (Basil), 108BC':­
( l insi], with a reference to his theory of a vegetative nVE'Uflu: In Hex­
",'II/I'ron 8-9), 309BC':- (Basil, In Hexaemeron: theory of light in the
IJl st three days of creation) , 388C-389C'f (reference to the same the­
II I y), 129B':- (Basil, "Know thyself"), 44BC':- (Basil: "Know thyself"),
I I IA1:- ("Basil and the divine Gregories").

The designation of the two Gregories presents an unusual problem.
( )lll' passage extant in Syriac names the author of the ContraEunomium,

APPENDIX37°
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Gregory of Nyssa, "Gregory the Theologian" (22IAB~-). This same
title is used in connection with the theory of aeons , which also oc­
cupie d Gregory of N yssa (338B) , and in 40C, where the apophatic
theology ascribed to "Gregory the Theologian" also better fits Gre­
gory of N yssa. On the other hand, Gregory N azianzen is also called
" the Theologian" [in the scholia] (as he generally is by Maximus), and
precisely when two passages are being cited that Maximus comments
on in the Ambigua (557D: xat Otl ~ Movuc , EL£ TQLaba JtQOEA80uoa ,
flEXQL£ all1:fj£ L01:m;m: "and that the Monad, having proceeded toward
Trinity, comes to rest there", referring to the fift h theological oration
and the second oration on peace). The same is true of a reference to
the phrase, xLQvaflEvwv WOJtEQ nov epUOEWV: "mixing up the natures" ,
in 533C, although the Syriac only begins two lines later (Jtw£ bE: "but
how ... ?"); also in 264AB, w here one hears the style of the Maximus
of the Ambigua and where the Gregorian theme of Movnooc xLvYj8EloYj£
(" the monad in motion") is echoed; also probably in the sentence
(404B) , "So say the two Gregories, the Theologian and the Nyssen ."
For the same reason, 149B points to Maximus' side, too. So far , so
good; but one text seems to cross the lines of demarcation: in 429B
we read, Oim» xat LESto£6 EXXAYjOLOtlXQ£ epLAOOOepO£ EIJtExui 6 8EOAOyO£
fQYjYOQLO£ £V -c0 -cQL-tq:> -cwv 8EOAoyLxwv autou: "Thus said Sextus, the
ecclesiastical philosopher, and also Gregory the Theologian in the third
of his theological orations." That Maximus would have cited the so­
called "Sentences of Sextus" (see Bardenhewer, 2:643) is somewhat
unlikely; but why does John [if he is the au thor of the scholia] her '
change the title from Gregory of Nyssa to Gregory Nazianzen?

In the light of this catalogue, the incredible learning ofJohn "the
Scholastic" cannot be disputed. But let us return, after this to ur 0

names and quotations, to the development of his doctrine.

3. Spirit and Body

The prologue (20B) promised to discuss intelligible (vomri), intelligent
(voEQa) and perceptible (aio8Yj-ca) realities. The scholia that realize thi s
promise are the heart of the commentary and its most original sc •
tions. John here develops the Pseudo-Dionysian texts in all direct ions:
he changes the theory of emanations into a Christian th eory of ideas,
which is am ong th e clearest approach es to the pro blem by C hristian

\hought up to that time; he includes notions from Aristotelian philo­
, (iphy, from Stoic physics, and seems to be able to brighten and dis­
perse the dark clouds ofthe Pseudo-Dionysian vision with a sure hand.

,I. T he theory of "intelligible"and"intelligent" reality plays a large role, cor­

I l'sponding to the announcement in the prologue.
1 09BC ~- (enlightenment of the lower angels [voEQa] by the higher

Il'olJt a]). From the reference here to the commentary on The Divine
Names we learn that John composed that work before the commentary
1111 The Celestial Hierarchy. I2oBC~- (vontov as the spiritual food of the
VIlFQOV); I 53BC':- ("We have often explained in the book on T~e Di­
/';//1' Names what vonrov and VOEQOV are"; philological explanation of
\11 , word 8EWQoL); 240B-24IA':' (vontov as food of the VOEQOV; but
til l ' vonrn, too, are "subsistent intelligences", exalted above material
I lumge; ideas are rela ted to existent things as potency to act); 257AB ':­
(vl llltOV as food; the soul as the lowest level of spiritual being); 269AB

(voutov as food; the angels as beings oflove [EQwn:£] and as intuitive
uiiuds, while souls think discursively); 309BC" (angels as vontn; souls
1 vOl'Qa; food); 344C-345A* (vonr«, nourished by God, are them­
l'!vcs the food of vOEQa; the soul as the lowest, discursive level of

Ill illd) .

It 'J'il e Theory of theSpirit of Life· One group ofscholia insisten~lyde:el­
"I' S:l theory that is as foreign to Maximus as it is to Pseudo-DlO~YSlUS:

,I ll ' theory of the vital soul as a kind of natural fire, as the Stoics and
I rsrotelians understood it . 19 The hierarchy ofstructural forms in man,

II ( ording to this theory, ascends from body to mind in the following
,Iy: body (owfla)-sense faculties (ato8YjOL£) -spirit (JtvEufla)-soul

('I'" XI'I)-mind (vou£). The soul, in order to think, must "des~e~d" i~to
ti ll" mu ltiplicity ofsensible things; it does this by means ofspmt, which
I t he container and memory of sense impressions and is, as such, the
, .uuiccting link with the multiple world, with separation (flEQLOflO£)
Illd distention (oxEbaoflo£): lo8BC':- (Basil as witness for the theory
,d I'IIL'uma [JtvEufla], the heart as the center of the vital system and nat­
III .d wa rmth), 193D-I96A " (main text on the turn of the soul toward

, '. 0.; ,'(' I (ails Meyer, ,eschicht" tier Lchrc VOl' den KeimkriijiCII VOt, tier Stoa his z um Ausgang der

1', "" \/ j~' (11011 11, 1<) 14) , I H.



20 The text is found (see above, n. 13) under Maximus' name in the Century of' [Nicephor us]
Callistu s [Xanthopoulos], ed. Amman (1938), 117. Since in Maximus the term "spi ritu al"
(nveuurrnxov) never occurs in this Stoic, cosmologica l sense, but always in a theological 01

mysti cal sense , Amman translated it as "intellectuality", which of course is not int elligihl .
2 1 One should notice that this scholion takes the passage from Pseudo -Dionysius in gu .

tion exclusively as referring to the vit al soul (1tEgLyag 1;11£ , mv vonrdrv l;wii£ ~ ' ii£ xoO' "111I.
OU voei t rnrr n : "for he does not understand thi s as referring to the life of intelligible hdnK
or to our own life" ) , while the follow ing scho lion, which may be by Maximu s, understand
it quite differently, as referri ng to the human so ul (337A) .

c. Theory if the "Descent" of Thought. The circle of discursive thought,
as "a descent below yourself " into multiplicity and a return through
this multiplicity to unity, is developed byJohn at great length . In doin
this, he worked out the positive meaning of material multiplicity and
of the mind's "turn to appearances" (conversio ad phantasma) along lines
Maximus never took and, in some ways, more clearly than Maximus;
as a result, he avoids the danger, very real in Maximus, of a one-sided
spiritualism. John lives completely in the Aristotelian and Stoic aca­
demic tradition and is internally a stranger to the ascetical-mystical tra ­
dition of monasticism.

the spirit and thus toward the senses), 20IAC~- (equation of the bod­
ily [otoprrnxov] and the spiritual [JtVElJftaLLXOV],20 as that which retains
sense perceptions; distinction of three kinds of imagination; difference
between thought, which resides in the mind and is active, and imag­
ination, which has its home in the body and the spirit and receives
passive impressions ['tlJJtWOEL~]), 20SB-208A * (de tailed passage on th e
intelligible [vonrov] and the' intelligent [VOEQOV], mentioning the "liv­
ing spirit" [~WTLXOV JtvEvfta, 20SD]), 292B ('tL EOTL <j>av'taoLa EV JtQwnp
xE<j>aAaLQl dJt0ftEV: "we said in our first chapter what imagina tion is" :
reference to 20 lAC ':") , poB-32IA':- (main text on John's theory of
ideas; at the end, the presence of the vital soul through all fibers of th e
body, to make sense perception possible; new explanatio n of imagina­
tion), 336B-D':- (on the vegetative pneuma as fire'"), 372BC~- ("soul
and pneuma" in Hebrews 4: I 2 is taken to refer to the spiritual soul and
the bodily pneuma; the latter is also called by the Greek philosophers a
"potency" [6UVaftL~; cf above 20IAC':'] and a "second so ul" [DElJ'tEQa
'\jJlJXYj; cf. 196A':-, "second knowledge" DElJl:EQa vonore], and it extends
through all the arteries and bones and limbs), 393D-396N :' (reference
back to 193D-196A':-; important discussion of the return of the mind
to itself["reflection"] from the self-alienation of discursive thi nking) .
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73A- 74A " (long commentary on the circular movement ofthe mind:
its movement outward into multiplicity and its return into itself; MyE'taL
ouv 0 vov~ EV EalJ't<{> ELVaL xaL JtQo~ EalJ'tOlJ oJtEDEtJLV: "The mind is said
to exist in itself and to be in motion toward itself" [73C]; therefore
it is rest and movement at the same time, a "dance" around God) ,
].4IA-C~· (movement of the mind outward and back), 2S7BC~- (multi­
plication of the mind through descent in to thoughts; it comes to itself
" from other thi ngs" [los aAAO'tQLWV]), 264A \ 288D-289C~- (theories
on the intellectual activity of daemons, on their potency [6UVaftL~] and
.ictivity [EvEQYELa] ; 6UVaftL~ toii vof 'to Et~ voYjOEL~ XaLLEVaL: "the poten­
I inlity ofthe mind is to descend into thoughts" [289C]), 344A" (in the
Syriac up to "instea d of what is thought" [av'tL WV 'twv VOOlJftEVWV];
uperb summary ofthe theory ofdescent; the end of the Greek chapter,

missing from th e Syriac [from EVWOLV DE <j>IlOL: "he says that unity . .."
on] shows, on the other hand, strong tra ces of Maximus' terminology
,I lid thought).

Since the soul, as we have seen already, is the lowest form of a think­
III I.'; being and thinks in a discursive (DLESoDLXYj, AOyLXYj) mode, the di­
vision of mind can also take a threefold form: vontri (the intelligible;
I he highest angels), VOEQU (the intelligent; lower angels), and AOyLXU
(reasoning; souls) . So 384BC. A variant is the division into VOEQOV (as
" mner", intelligent man) and AOyLxov (as "outer", sensitive man) . So

'N AB" .
In three texts we have already cited (201AB >:-, 288D-289C ':-, 372BC *),
t' find the interesting parallel of mind and act (EvEQyELa) , on the one

II lc, with sens ibility and potentiality (6UVaftL~), on the other. John de­
«-lops this theory in such a way that he conceives the essence of pure

11111111 as an identity of being and action; its 6UVaftL~ (potentiality) is
«k- ntical with its EVEQYELa (activity), its accidents with its substance.
II () SBC >:-, 97AC (the virtues of the angel are not accidents), 120C:­

(1 IlIl)()CV, au 8uQa8Ev at EAAUft'\jJEL~: "the illumi nation is within, not out­
. Ilk" ) , IS7CD (the "essential states" [OUOLWDEL~ ESCL~] of angels; ref­
, I rn cc back to 6SBC ,:") , 240AB " (no distinction between substance
IIld accident in angels; their light comes from within), 288D-289C"
(I sscnce [ouoic] = activity [EvEQyELa] , whereas potentiality [DuVaftL~] is
I .Ii srnncing of th e mind from itself), 292A (reference back to the pre­
II ding text) .

/\ 11 these passages for m a strict uni ty. M ost appea r in the Syriac
II ,Id it ion; th· few that do no t arc show n to belong to J ohn through
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all simply God's "thoughts" (V0110El~) . God does not know them, how­
ever, as objects, but within himself, just as he also "knows the things
that are , in that he is himself being" and thus also "the original idea of
the world" . On the other hand, John also has his own conception of
the immanence of ideas in things, and even of what Pseudo-Dionysius
sees as the basic principles of being ("being-in-itself". "life-in-itself",
and so on). John calls these the " immaterial materials" (uAm <'hiAm)
of beings, in which beings participate. The ideal meanings (A6ym) of
I hings are also their natures (<j>UOEl~).

These passages include: 200BC>:-' 26oC'~ (lbEa as "coming into being
.ilong with nature" [EVEOT<D~ Tfi <j>UOEl] and as final cause), 297C-300B~­
(presentation of the Neoplatonic theory of matter; the "matter" [UA'll]
ofthe mind), 316D-317C (ideas as "immaterial material" [UA'll <':tuAO~]),

l24A-D'~ (ideas as "the eternal thoughts of God"), 325AB':', 329A­
I ).:. (reference back to the foregoing text; ideas as "eternal creation of
the eternal God"), P9D-332A (ideas in Plato and their transposition
111 Oionysius), 332AB':' (on the "primordial ideas" [LOEm aQXlxaL]),
\32C (ideas as "thoughts" [vonceic] of God) , 340AB~' (the idea as the
mind's "matter" [UA'll]; exclusion ofpantheism; on the basis ofthis text,
we can also ascribe to John 248BC [with a reference to 340AB':-] and
12.l'!O-329 A [with the same reference]), 345BD~' (ideas as "thoughts"

1 1'00'lOE l~], the simplicity of the angels; reference back to poB-plA ~-) ,

1.1l'!B-349B (three larger scholia that belong together and that are prob­
Ihly by John; the last of them seems to refer back to poBD~'; c£
I ot)AB), 349BC~' (the same notion; God does not come to know things
hy experience [:n:ElQa] and the process of learning [i-!U8'll0l~]), 349C­
I \213':- (we come to know God through ideas in things, which are his

I houghts) , 352BC':- (the same notion; the soul, too, is the likeness of
III It'lEa), 353AB '~ (the Logos contains all ideas within itself; these are
( :Ild's thoughts and, at the same time, the "natural principles" [A6ym
"I (I)UOEW~] of things) , 353BC:- (the Logos is thus simple "knowledge
"I beings" [YVWOl~ TWV OVTWV]), 377CD (idea as "immaterial under­
Iy III~ matter, which is life" [U:n:OXELi-!EV'll UA'll <h;AO~ ~w~ o1'ioa]; in their
u lrn tj tv, things come to resemble each other), 384CD':- (ideas as God's
, 1I ' IIIal thoughts), 429C-4PC (the same notion; in the second half of
II \( ' scho lion , the ascr iption [to John] is uncertain, because of the des­
1f', ll.lt ions "in other words" [anw~] and "on the same point" [d~ TO
I f1"Il'>I), 569 I .

/\ s ;\ by-produ t of [this ide ntification of scholia dealin g with] the
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references to other texts or through agreement with the theories and
terminology ofJohn.

d. The Physical World. The prologue promised, along with a theory
of intelligible (vonro) and intelligent (VOl'QU) beings, a theory of pe r­
ceptible things (alo8'llTu). Many different theories about matter and its
physical qualities are connected with this doctrine in the scholia. The
author obviously takes a good deal of trouble to focus his extensive
knowledge in this area on the author with whom he is dealing.

44D-45B >:-, I pC:- (multiplicity [:n:OAAaXl~]; description of material
change [anOLWOl~]), 148D (TL EOTlV: substance, or "what it is": ref­
erence back to 38IBD~-), 244D-245B':- (movement of the heavens) ,
256C-257A':- (on rest and movement, on the preservation or destruc­
tion of the underlying subject [u:n:oxdl-U,vov] in the latter case), 257CD ':­
(on three kinds of material movement, which the commentator puts
parallel with the three intellectual movements in the text of Pseudo­
Dionysius; Aristotelian physics; the rod of Moses used as an example
of change [TQO:n:~], since it is changed into a snake), 257D-26oA (on
change [anOLWOl~] and decay [<j>8oQu], similar to 38IBD ':"), 38IAD '~

(on change [anOLWOl~] and decay [<j>8oQu] and all forms of intellectual
and material movement; again the example ofMoses' rod), 333CD (on
the three kinds ofmovement, with reference back) , 384B':' (on mixtur e
[xQaOl~]), 393C ~- (two kinds of mixture [xQaOl~]: that which also de­
stroys the subject and that which leaves it intact) , 392AD ':' (how God
prevents the decay [<j>8oQu] of sensible things), 397AB (reference back
to 38IBD':- [Ex :n:aQaAA~A01J: "from the parallel", etc.]; that the ancients
called sensible reality nonbeing and intellectual reality being), 417C D *
(intelligible reality [V011TU] as " being in the true sense" [x1JQLw~ ovr«]:
to this corresponds the explanation of the essence of matter as "in­
equality" [avL06T'll~] or "nonidentity" [ETl'Q6T'll~]: nBD>:-, 368BD ~- ; in
other places, however, John also includes sensible things among "be­
ings" [ovTa]: 52D-53A>:-, IOOAB [referring back to the preceding]) .

e. The Theory of Ideas. The transformation of the Pseudo-Dionysian
system by John reaches it s climax in the theory of ideas. We have al­
ready mentioned the main text, 320B-32IA':- . Like those w e are abo ut
to list, it snows a consistent effort to exclude any thing th at suggests
a model of emanation. The ideas, w hich John, in co ntrast to both
Pseudo-Dionysiu s and M aximus, calls "ideas" (dbl]. ib~:m), are first o f
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s 'I' ll , ma nu scr ipt is, .u ihis po uu, confused and full oflacunae ; in addition, the microfilm

' .1 h.irdly k'Killl .

gcn taught the resurrection of the body; Origen is quoted alongside
Ircnaeus, Hippolytus, and Epiphanius-something a passionate anti­
Origenist would never have done! John is a historian and knows how to
let justice take its objective course), 545C (against spiritualism, includ­
ing that of the Origenists), 549B (quotation from Origen's commen­
t:uy on Lamentations. Maximus, who takes over Origen's ideas anony­
mously, would not have dared to quote him in such an open way.)

This whole group ofpassages reveals John to us as decisively opposed
10 Origenist spiritualism, but as generous enough, on the other hand,
10 allow Origen and Evagrius their just due, when it is appropriate,
.md to quote them just as readily as he does other authors who have
not been condemned.

This raises a serious question. One large group of scholia-not part
ofthe Syriac tradition, as far as we could ascertainv-e-asks the question,
not asked by Pseudo-Dionysius, why the essential ranks of the angels
were created different, why their natures and their ability to receive
I he divine light are unequal. The commentator feels that this ques­
t ion is raised by the Origenists and looks for a moderate solution. He
rxplicitly underscores the freedom (auTEl;ouOLOV) of all created spirits
.md asks, in constantly new contexts, whether this could not stand in
lime kind of causal relationship with the differences between natures.

In the end, he comes to the conclusion that God foresaw the strength
\,t'each spirit's love and so gave each, at creation, the natural perfection
that is appropriate to this strength. This solution is similar to Origen's
hut is distinguished from Origen's in that the scholiast places the basis
I \ 'I' the difference of these beings, not in the degrees of their negative
1.t11 away from God, but in the intensity of their positive turning to­
ward him. For the author of the scholia is determined not to admit any
I nld of culpability among the (higher) angels; even the "cleansing"
I lionysius mentions is not to be understood in Origenistic fashion,
.IS a cleansing from sin. From what we have already seen, we know
I hat there is no difference in the angels between essence and activity;
II om the first moment, the spirits are firmly grounded in the good
I, grace, despite their freedom. The scholiast concludes his treatment
with a question mark: "But if someone else understands this better, I
,1111 ready to learn" (93BC).

APPENDIX

theory of ideas, we can identify a group of scholia, some of them al­
ready mentioned, that deal more fully with the hierarchical arrange­
ment of being. Here we repeatedly find the expressions "in descend­
ing order" (xa8' {JJt6~aOLv) and" [union that is not] in arithmetical
sequence" ([EVWOL~ ou] aWQT]Mv), as a kind of leitmotif: 209AB "',
24 IAC*,256AC", 297C-300B\ 300CD\ 312A"', 312C-313A\ 316D­
317C"", 329AD", 357BD", 384AB"'.

f The Theory of (~eons". A consistent theme in John's scholia is th e
treatment of the concept of "age" (aiwv) as the " time" of the mind:
its definition, its etymology (from "alw ays being": ad wv), finally its
difference from the "eternal" (oicovrov). Some of these scholia we have
already met elsewhere, but we will put them together here again sys­
tematically:

313B-316B'f (main text on the "age" [aiwv]), 208BC\ 229AB ':',
373AC'f, 385C-388B'f (with reference back to 316 ':"), 388C-389C':',
324AD\ 336A (with reference back to 316'l Part of this complex ,
too, are the reflections on eternity and number: 385AB ':', 385BC".

4. Resurrection and Eschatology

The fourth group of dogmatic scholia deal, as the prologue program­
matically suggests, with the resurrection of the body (20B) . John ob ­
viously is aiming at Origenism (cf 176A""), and we will therefore add
to this group a series ofscholia that deal [in other ways] with Origenist
issues. This group contains:

69A (the Redeemer sits with his body at the right hand of God) ,
71AB "' (same subject), 173C (same subject), 176B (same subj ect) ,
197C"' (condition of the blessed), 197CD ("the divinized body" [Tl\
8dov aWlla]), 345BD':' (complementing Dionysius' thought by refer­
ring to the bodily resurrection).

John directly approaches the struggle against Origenism, even nam­
ing names, in the following passages: 176BC':' (distinguishes in Origcn
himself two opinions about the glorified body), 172C-173B ':' (att acks
the Origenist myth of the fall with a citation from the Peri Archon and
two from Evagrius' Centuries), 173B ':" (against apokatastasis), 76D-77A If

(a new quotation from "the unholy Evagrius" [aV6OLO~ EvaYQLO£] on
the Trinity, but obviously not in a way that suggests he rejects it) .
65CD ':" (anti-Origenism) , 337C-340A 'f (John acknowledges that rr -

THE PROBLEM OF THE SCHOLIA TO PSEUDO-DIONYSIUS 379



III

The third group ofscholia is comprised of texts that display an express
interest in Greek antiquity, in poetry, history, grammar, and philosoph­
ical systems. These texts are very numerous; the commentary is teem­
ing with allusions and references that must come from a widely edu ­
cated humanist, even from a polymath. We give here only the most
important examples:

a. Poetry and Philology. 32AB » (on the Attic declension), 52B ("an loni
form" ['Io:JVlxw£]; also on Attic), 188BC::-' 148A (on Attic forms, with
a reference to 188BC':', from which it is clear that John composed the
commentary on the Ecclesial Hierarchy after that on the Celestial Hiera r­
chy), 36CD':" ("Homer, H esiod, and others") , 69AC (on Attic form s;
quotations from Homer, Plato , Eur ipedes), T52BC (on Attic and La­
cedaemonian forms; quotation from Plato) , 185A8 " (on lost writin rs
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of Dionysius), 420B (on accents; quotation from Homer), 421D-424C
(on the literary use of ayaA~a; quotations from Euripedes, Homer, the
lithika of the poet Dionysius, with reference to 216D-220A':"), 553A
(philological material; a quotation of Homer) , 572D (philological rna­
rcrial; a quotation from Homer).

Alongside these passages, there are numerous little philological ex­
planations ofwords, ofwhich we may mention a few : 49B , 53C, 53D ,
('58, 68D-69A, 72D, 209BC, 212D (variants in the manuscripts),
•.loA.

r , Scholastic Philosophy. John's philosophical education, as we have al­
I r.idy said, was comprehensive-dazzling rather than deep. He has all
I he academic definitions present in his mind, and cannot hear the word
", ondition" (f1;l£) without being reminded of its explanation, "a last­
II If!, quality" (:ltOlOTll£ E~~OVO£) . He also has an excellent knowledge of
Illl' different [philosophical] systems. For example, he quotes the Stoic
phrase, "At once God and all things" [a~a 8£0£ a~a :ltaVTa] (388D";
('(JDC; both texts have already been mentioned several times), and

IIIOWS the Neoplatonic theories on matter (77BD::-' 297C-300D\ both
," which have also been mentioned). He uses Neoplatonic terminol­
"gy, which Pseudo-Dionysius avoids for good reason (for example, the
1'1 ocli an "flower" or "summit ofthe soul" [av8o£ TaU vou], 185B). But
11(' also knows exactly where every pagan philosopher needs correc­
11011 . Thanks to this sensitivity, he became the great ·" Christianizer"
"I l'scndo-I ionysius. Wi th a bold touch, he transforms his "emana­
1111II S" into " ;od's I hou ,I'lIs" and interprets vague expressions such as

11. History and Literature. 249C':' (xcr« TOV; mention of Old Com­
cdy) , 368D-369A':' (description ofherms in classical sculpture), 553D­
\S6A (on Athenian marriage customs and liturgies), 556AB (on the
Icasts of the Hilariai; quotation from Demophilus, On the Sacrifices and
l casts of the Ancients), 5pBC" (quotation from Africanus' Chronogra­
[,hies), 560B-561A (mention of "the historian Phylarchus"), 569A
U'll.u[)aLVElv: a philological comment; quotation from Diogenianus),
\ .11 C-544B (chronological calculations; quotations from Africanus,
l ~lIsebius, Phlegon. These calculations correspond to John's taste , as
" confirmed by 573BD ':-; so 540D-541B should also be ascribed to
him). Phocas, who obviously was interested only in theology for his
,('ketion, did not include most of these longer pieces.

APPENDIX380

Everything points to the conclusion that John is the author of this
group of texts. For much as Maximus may have assimilated Origenist
ideas, on this one point he is completely inflexible: the differences be­
tween beings and their ranking belongs, in his view, to the positive
value and meaning of the world. The length of some of the scholia,
too, points to John. Phocas may have had good reasons not to include
the most outspoken texts of this group in his selection. One of the
main texts (97AC) undoubtedly contains ideas ofJohn: the nondistinc­
tion ofessence (ouoi«) and accident (ou~l~£~llXO£) in a pure spirit (whil e
Maximus says the opposite; see PG 90, II25CD; PG 91, 1400C), spir­
its as forms (dOll). Here is the complete list of scholia that deal wi th
thi s question:

6lAC, 65CD ':- ("self-determining" beings [auT£1;ouOLOlJ), 68C, 68D ':.
(with a double reference to earlier texts, as is frequently the case
with John), 84CD, 84D-85A, 85AB, 85B, 85CD, 85D-88A, 88A­
C::-, 88C-89A, 89A, 89B, 89B-D (reference to the following text) ,
92BC, 93BC (final solution of the question), 96D-97A (reference to
85AB) , 97AC, 101BC, I28D-129A, 156A (a critique [xornxov]; cf.
on this 84CD, 85AB) , 249D':- (beginning T0 yaQ), 249D-252A':- (to
aUw£; the same quotation of Scripture, Matthew 5:45, as in 88C ­
89A) , 305D-308B':-, 308B " (xaAw£), 360AB::-' 364AB""' 377CD.
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"a pouring forth of light" (epO)'WXlJOLa), "outflow" (anoQQo~), " bring
out" (naQuYELv) , "be gifted" (6wQELo8m), "a support" (uno 01:<x-r1l£)­
all of which Pseudo-Dionysius uses to describe God's creative action
-into the clear terms of "make" (rrotetv) and "maker" (nOLTJL~£; for
example, 26IA\ 313D':) He knows the whole academic organizatio n
of philosophy, in all its subsidiary branches (S68C ':-23) and includes it
in his commentary, even though it makes only a modest contribution
toward explaining the text. Similarly, John knows the acade mic organi­
zation of theology (S6ID-s64B':") and includes it in his commentary,
even though it positively reverses Pseudo-Dionysius' train of thought.
Here is a list of scholastic definitions: 33C, 6SC':-, 73A, 20SA , 208A *,
244BC (with reference back to the preceding text), 260C':' (definition
of cause; three definitions offinal cause), 213CD':- (three defini tions of
scientific knowledge [EmoL~flTJ]), 260B and 30ICD':- (definition of a
definition) , 36ID-364A (six definitions ofjustice) , 332D (reference to
260C), S37B, 42SD-428C" (definition ofthe affirmative and the hyp o­
thetical modes of argument), 424BC (definition of affirmation [8EOL£]
and negation [a epa LQEOL£], referring back to 216D-220A" ), S6SA-C"
(from oQa 6E: scholastic theory of mind).

These are all the scholia that one may identify with John on the basis
of the prologue and the criteria it provides. Beyond these, the Syriac
manuscript provides us with a number of other scholia, which we list
here. Since they deal with the widest imaginable variety of subjects,
we can only bring them into a provisional order.

I . On Hierarchy, Liturgy, etc .

29A*, 29AB \ 33B" (on epmVOflEva), 37A':' (anOLOflov), 48C" (XaLa) ,
49A\ 49BC\ 49D-S2B\ S2B ':- (EvLaiJ8a), S6A\ 64B':- (lEQOLEAEO­
L~V), 8IC-84A':-, 1I7CD':-, I2IC-I24A':-, I2SB ':- (OTJflELWom), I28AC'},
133AD \ 177B ':- (oubEv), 197B ", 236B " (aLL).

2. On God, His Transcendence and His Relation to the World

32BC ':-, 40C\ 4oD-4IA\ 4IAB\ 4SC-48A\ 76C':-, 18SC ':', I 89AB '},
193CD':-, 2PICD':', 204D-20SA\ 213AC\ 2S2CD ':', 2S2D -2S 3A '},

23 W e have treated th is text in Ze itschrift deyleatholisihcn T heologie 63 (1939): 95-96, ill COli ­

nec tion wi th th e Hiera of Evagrius.
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l.S 3C-2S6A\ 260AB ':-, 308D ", 332D-333A':-, 369BD\ 369D-372A':-,
173D-376B'\ 376CD" (up to Ci.nELQov), 380D-38IN-, 38IN-, 396CD",
.104CD\ 404D -4oSA':-, 408BC\ 42SC':- , S72A':-.

3. On Participation in God, Matter, Evil

l.o rA", 268B- 269A \ 269CD':-, 272D':-, 273CD':-, 276AC':-, 276D­
l.77A ", 277A ':-, 277BD':-, 277D-28oA':-, 28oA\ 28ICD", 284D-28SA",
l.HSC-288A':-, 288AB", 292C\ 293BC':', 293C (EepTJflEV)-296A", 296B"
(llLL OULE) , 296B-297A\ 297B" (wonEQ), 30IA\ 30IB':- (xci), 30 ID­
l o4B ~- , 304BC \ 30SAB\ 30SC\ 308B ':' (OTJ flELWom) , 308C':- (oQa),
IHoBC*, 397D -4ooA':-, 40IBD':-, 40SAC':', 40SCD\ 529BC':·.

4. On Angels

17B* (noow£) , 37B ':- (8£OEL6EL£), 37C':- (ai'iLm), 37C':- (~wa), 37D-40A':',
.IHBC':-, 6I D-64A ':', 64CD\ 64D-6SA\ 6SAB':-, 6SD-68A ~-, 68B"
(both scholia), 68D ':' (OTJflELWom) , 69C':- (OTJflELWom), 72CD\ 84A':­
(11(;)£) , 84B" (aLL) , 92AB" (and with it 16oB) , 20ID-204B':-, 4nA"
(Ill) yaQ) .

S. On the Trinity, God the Logos,
the World of Ideas and the Incarnation

or Self-Emptying (Kenosis) of the Logos

I pC" (on LOVLO) , I 32D':-, I 33A':-, n6D" (on ELEQOlJ£), 177CD\
1()oB" (on OTJflELWom), 212B", 2I2D ':- (on OTJ flELWom) , 213C':' (on 8£0­
J1 ,,'nti), 220CD':- (and with it 220AB) , 224D-22SB':', 228AC':', 228C­
. 'l)A':-, 232B-233A", 340D':-, 340D-34 IC':-, 344BC':-, 3S3C-3S 6B\
1'i(iC -3S7A':-, 36IAC':' (to LOV Ylov; the conclusion, dealing with the
" natural w ill" (8EATJfla eplJOLXOV) of Christ, presupposes Monothelitism
.uul is missing in the Syriac), 372D (from Elnwv)-373A\ S32A':',

6, On the Mystical Knowledge of God

l'his group is the most important, because it contains several elabo­
1,11 ' treatments of Pseudo-Dionysian mysticism that largely anticipate
Mnximus' interp retation. Like Maximus, John also attempts to bring
Ille II ·w views of Ps .udo-I ionysius on negative knowledge and divine
" unknow in y" into harm on y with the traditional principles of Alexan-
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dri an (Origen and Evagrius) and Cappadocian (the two Gregories) mys­
ticism. Apart from attempts to describe ecstatic "unknowing" more in
psychological terms (like th e important text 216D-220A ~' , to which
John likes to refer in later parts ofthe work) , he introduces into Pseudo­
D ionysius the Philonic-Evagrian notion of the transcendence ofall dis­
cursive movement and of the divine unity as th e firm foundation of
all knowledge, w ithout allowing his explanations to become an extrin­
sic, inorganic synthesis. In general, John sticks here, too, to an already
traditional body of knowledge, but he do es not abandon his own sur e
instincts and his gift for wis e distinctions.

a. On the Knowledge of God through Symbolsand Images: 32C " (onueico­
am OLL OLXa), 33A':' (011flELWam ()£ riv« MYEl) , 69CD "", 200A~' (on 0-"[1.
EX), 265A (allflELWam) . On the "distant echo" (a mlXllfla): 48B':'; the
imitation of the angels: 204BC" .

b. On the Unknowability ofGod and Mystical Ecstasy: IIJCD ':', 185B ':',
188B", 188D~-, 189BC~-, 189CD':', 189D-192A\ 193AB':', 20IC':', 216C \
216D-220A\ 224 CD ':', 233CD ~- , 244C\ 3 52CD~', 416C-417A':',
528BC ~' .

This completes our outline of the important work ofJohn, the Scholas­
tic of Scythopolis-at least in its main features . It will be possible to
make a fully valid divi sion of his scholia fr om those of Maximus only
w hen the whole manuscript material is collected. Inner criteria for judg­
ing content and style can probably not reveal more than what we have
been able to establish in thes e pages, since John and M aximus are to
some degree dominated by the same tendencies-to reconcile D ion y­
sius w ith Alexandrian theology, to emphasize Chalcedonian Christol­
ogy, and so on- and since many scholia are so colorless that they ren­
der any clear decision of this sort impossible. One thing is clear from
what we have presented here: if our division of th e material is correct
- and that me ans, above all, if the Syriac select ion from John's work
is reliable (and there is no reason to doubt that it is)-then by far the
most important part of the scholia is to be identified as the work 0
John. M aximus' contribution is limited to brief, usually unimportant
scholia, the marginal notes of an attentive reader, w hich are in no sens
intended to be a w ork of their own.

That a commentary of such importance, which attempts to defend
th e authenticity of the cO/pus Areopagiticum w ith all the arts ofhumanis-

THE PROBLEM OF THE SCHOLIA TO PSEUDO-DIONYSIUS

tic disputation, could have appeared so shortly after the appearance of
the corpus itself-in any case before the Three Chapters controversy
.md probably before 520-and in its own native region, must, in any
event, give us grounds for reflection. Was John really convinced ofthis
.ruthenticity-e-he who otherwise appears so sceptical in philosophical
.md historical questions? Does one not have the sense-at least in the
introduction-of something almost unnoticeable, something that can­
not be put into words, but that sounds like a gentle, overriding irony?
Can John have belonged to the author's accomplices, even have been
.m initiate in his circle of friends? It would be worth the trouble to
look more closely at this circle, and especially at that extraordinary per­
sonage who provided the Syriac translation of the Pseudo-Dionysian
writings, Sergius of Reshaina. Perhaps one would find, in this very

circle, their real author.

Postscript, I 96 I

What I have said here has met with no contradiction over the past
twenty years. Charles Moeller (in A. Grillmeier and H. Bacht, eds.,
/ )I/S Konzil von Chalkedon, vol. I [Wiirzburg, 1951], 642, 675) added a
I( 'w complementary details, for which I am grateful; more than anything
else, he acknowledged the enormous importance ofJohn the Scholas­
Il l" , Jean-Michel Hornus, who at first suggested an untenable identifica­
uon of Pseudo-Dionysius with John of Scythopolis ("Les Recherches
«-ccnres sur le Ps.-Denis", Revue d'histoire et de philosophie religieuses
I 11955]: 350ff.) , has now given up that approach, "after we be­

1',,111 a personal study of the scholia. But we are still of the opinion
i h.rt with John we are not far from the solution (to the problem of
Il lthorship)" . ("Recherches dionysiennes de 1955 i 1960", Rev. hist.
/'//i /. rel. 41 [1961]: 37). I myself have never considered identifying
I ' ~ l'udo-Dionysius with John (as Elorduy has suggested I have done),
111)1' have I even intended to insinuate it indirectly (as Hornus thinks,
' Reche rches dionysiennes", 40, n. 89). Naturally, Pseudo-Dionysius

" III also not simply be equ ated with Sergius of Reshaina. Yet I would
I il l like to assume, w ith Pere Hausherr ("Note sur l'auteur du Corpus

I )1I111 ysiacum" , Orientalia Christiana Periodica 22 [1956]: 384-85) , that
ill!' un known author-who w ill probably always remain unknown­
1IIII st I ' looked for in the circle of these people.
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Meanwhile, the rest of what is known about John of Scythopolis"
has been integrated with the new texts [we discussed]; until now, how­
ever, no new edition has appeared. Very recently, J. -M . H ornus has an­
nounced plans for such an edition, along wi th an edition of the Syriac
translation of Pseudo-Dionysius and ofJohn of Scythopolis.

Polycarp Sherwood, O.S.~., has dealt with the problem of the scho­
lia in a number of places: " Sergius of Reshaina and the Syriac Ver­
sions of the Pseudo-Denis", Sacris Erudiri 5 (1952) : 181;25 The Earlier
Ambigua of St. Maximus the Confessor and His Refutation if Origenisn.
(Rome, 1955), 117-20; article, "Denys" , in Dictionnaire de spiritualitr
(1954), 295a . He concludes that even the limited commentary that I
would like to associate with Maximus cannot be ascribed to him w ith
certainty. The reason is the fact I have already emphasized, that the
Syriac translation only offers us a selection ofJohn's scholia and so is
no guarantee that the rest of the Greek sections are no t also by John.
That was clear to me also; I simply wanted to argue that what is attested
in Syriac cannot be by Maximus (and this axiom seems to me, in the
meantime, beyond dispute). And on the basis of the Syriac, one can,
as I have shown, reclaim a good deal more of the Greek for John. To
ascribe a text to Maximus, on the other hand, one would need fur ther
criteria, which I propose here once again:

I . A very strong internal relationship between a scholion and a gen­
uine work of Maximus. An example of this is PG 4, 265CD, with
Ambigua I260CD; also PG 4, 317D (on xma nQortYJv nQoo~o l..:i]v) , also

24 See Loo fs, Leontius, 269-72, corrected by F. Diekamp, Origenistischen Streitigkeiten (1899),
127f.; M . Richard , " Leonce de Jerusalem et Leon ce de Byzance" , Melanges de science religiellJ f
1 (1944): 44, n. 35 (also in M. Richard , Opera minora, vol. 2 [Louvain , 1977], no. 59); 0 ,
Bardenh ewer, Patrologie, 5:16; H . G. Beck, Kirche und theologisthe Llteratur im Byeantinischrn

Reich 376- 77; and above all C. Moeller, "Le Chalcedonismc et Ie neo -chalcedonisme en O ri
ent de 451 ala fill du VI' siec le" , in A. Grillmeier and H . Baehr, Das Konzil von Chalkedon:
Ceschichte und Gegenwart (Wiirzburg: Echter, 1951) , 1:675(, and]. M . Hornus, "Recherche
dionysienn es" 37-38.

In B. Altaner, Patrologie, yth ed. (Freiburg, 1958) 473, on e unfortunately finds the mis­
leading sent ence: "Maximus Confessor integrated most of this work (John of Scyth opoli. '
commentary) into his scholia on the Areopagitica." Even less tru e is th e following sentcr u (

(ibid., 484): " In his exegesis of Pseudo -Dionysius, he (Maximus) is almost completely de
pendent on J04n of Scytho po lis."

25 See also th e corrections to this article in H ornus, "Recherches dionysicn ncs" , 36,11.'7
and addenda.

with Ambigua 1260. Further, 31¢ (from EVWOLV on) is only imaginable
as coming from the mouth of Maximus.

2. Two opposed ways of speaking, as with the titles given to the

appadocian Gregories.
For the moment, that is admittedly not much. But my purpose was

not to save a work for Maximus but to claim one for John. What re­
mains, aft er we have removed the scholia that belong to John, can partly
belong to Maximus; but it is certainly not a work of great weight and
character.26 Even if that remainder must someday be taken away from
Maximus, the loss would not be substantial. In thi s present book, I
have made only decorative use of the scholia, but I have not built any

,Irguments on them .

.. I'hotius does not know the scho lia. One could ask oneself, in any case, wh ether th ere we re

''''I .i lso ot hers, besides Scotus Erige na, who understood by Maximus' scholia on Pseudo­
I I" .uysius the AIII I,(~/ta and whet her this was not the reason for attributing to him th e scholia

, 01 I"hll .
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Anastasius of Sinai (died c. 700),
scholion on Pseudo-Dionysius att rib­
uted to , 361-62

Antonius "Melissa" [= Anthony "the
Bee"] (r tth-r rzth century spiritual
writer) , 364

Aristotle, 46
Asian religious thought. See Eastern

religious thought

Balthasar, Hans Urs von (1905­
1988): Kosmische Liturgie, history
of edi tions and pub lication, 13-14;
Kosmische Liturgie, later influence,
15; Kosmische Liturgie, theolog­
ical character, 16-18; Kosmische
Litu rgie, theological and philo­
sophical influences on, 17-18;
Kosmische Liturgieand subsequent
patristic scholarship, 18-19, 23­
24, 26; study at Jesuit faculty,
Fourviere (Lyons) , II; work on
John of Scythopolis, scholia on
Pseudo-Dionysius, 27; work on
Gregory of N yssa, 13; works on
Origen, 12

Basil of Cilicia (6th-century N estor­
ian) , opponent ofJohn ofScytho­
polis, 366, 370, 371

Bam, Ferdinand Christian (1792­
1860): view of Maximus, 85

l3ulgakov, Sergei Nikolaevich (1871­
1944): Sophiology, 190

Callistus Xanthopoulos, Nicephorus
(14th-century spiritual writer, later
Patriarch of Constantinople), on
scholia on Pseudo-Dionysius, 365,
374

C halcedon , Council of (45I):
Christology, 46, 48-49, 2 I I

C hristo logy : Alexandr ian, 47-48;
controversies of fifth century, 210;
source o f Western understanding

of personal being, 210- I I, 23 I,

n. II 1. See also Maximus the
Confessor

Clement of Alexandria (died before
215) , admired by Maximus, 371

Constans II, Emperor (ruled 641­
668), 38-39, 79

Constantinople, Second Council of
(553), 32

Constantinople, Third Council of
(680-681), 44

Cyril of Alexandria (died 444), unity
of Christ, 252-53

De Lubac, Henri, SJ (1896-1991),
II

De Sectis (anonymous late-6t h-century
treatise), 222, n. 74

Dionysius of Alexandria (died 264­
265), scholion on Pseudo-Dionysius
attributed to, 361-62

D ionysius the Areopagite. See Pseudo­
Dionysius

Dionysius of Corinth (znd-century
Christian writer), 367

Eastern religious thought, 45-48
Ekthesis (decree of Emperor Heracli us,

638), 78-79
Ephesus, Council of (431-33), 2II
Evagrius of Pontus (346- 399) :

appendix to Short Refutations
(Antirrheticus minor), as model
for Maximus's Mystagogia (?),
338, n. 217; matter as non-being,
302-303; sacraments no t a major
concern, 3I 5; steps of spiritual
ascen t, 302; vainglory, 327-28;
vir tues as freedom from passion,
331

George of Skythopolis, 6th -century
defender of authe nticity of Pseudo­
Dionysius , 361-62
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Germanus of Constantinople (d. 733)
and stholia on Pseudo-Dionysius,
363-64

Gnosticism: 67, 82; distinctions in
body of Church, 319

Gregory, Exarch of Carthage (killed in
revolt, 647), 38-39

Gregory of N yssa (c. 335-c. 395): on
concrete universals, 161; on matter
as an aggregate of qualities, 302;
on mo tion and rest in creatures,
142; on sexual differentiation, 185­
87, 191; on vision of God, 129,
334-35 (entering divine darkness);
referred to as "theologian" by John
of Scythopolis (?), 372

Grosseteste, Robert (1168 -1253),
bishop of Lincoln, translator of
scholia on Pseudo-Dionysius into
Latin, 365

Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich
(1770-1831): 29; Christological
star ting po int, 207; contemplation
and salvation, 282-83; knowledge
as "eating", 168; mystical know­
ledge of God, 95; the self as a unity
of extremes, 268-69; Trinity, 105;
universal and particular reality,
162-63

Heraclius, Emperor (ruled 610-641),
76

Honorius I, Pope (625-638), 76

integralism: religious and political, 3I,

37. 43
Irenaeus of Lyons (died c. 190), on

or iginal sin, 181; on revelation of
God in history, 301-302

John ofKyparissia (14th-century
theologian) , 362, 364

John of Scythopolis (first half of
yth cen tury) , Scholia on Pseudo­
Dionysius, 27 , 34, 59, 359-87;
angels, 379; experience and
thought , ~8r88, n. 35; ideas as
preparation for symbolic communi­
cation, 326-27, n. 169; ideas in

God, II5; knowing as union of
mi nd with object, 169; matter and
the physical world, 376; mys ticism ,
383-84; opposition to Origenism,
378; personality and style ofJohn
as commentator, 366, 368 (criteria
for ascribing passages to John),
380-82 (humanistic learning),
384-85 (subtle advocacy for corpus
Areopagiticum); prologue to Scholia,
366-68; soul as "natural fire", 373;
theory of ideas, 376; time (aeon),
378

Latera n Synod (649) : 39-40, 42,79;
ro le of Maximus in, 43

Leo ntius of Byzantium (died c. 545):
and enhypostaton, 230, n. I I I ;

insp ired Maximus's Christology,
208; no tion of hypostasis, 222, n . 74;
and Origenism, 250-51; unity of
Christ, 240-41

Leontius ofJerusalem (first hal f, 6th
cen t .): notion of hypostasis, 222, n .

74
Liber Graduum (anonymous Syriac

collection, 4th-5th cent.), earthly
Church symbol of heavenly, 320­
21

Martin I, Pope (649-655), 38-39, 79
Maximus the Confessor (c. 580­

662) : actions of Christ, human
and divine, 26I; agony of Christ
in Gethsemane, 268, 271; anthro­
pology, 173-77; and "school of
Antioch", 36-37; apatheia (free­
dom from passion) as human
perfection, 281-84, 348; apokata­
stasis (universal salvation), hints
at, 354-58; arrest and trials, 40,
79-80; and asceti cism, 70, 279­
80, 335; and baptism, as new birth ,
203, 325; being (eina i), 216-21;
being, wel l-being, eternal being,
143-44, 148; and Bible, 52-54,
298-99, 308-12 (Bibli cal int erpre­
tation); bio graph y, 29-30, 34-44,
74-80; on bod y's relation to soul,

[74-75, 189-90; and Chalcedo­
nian Christology, 48-50, 63-64,
66; Centuries on Knowledge, 344-
51 (O rigenistic work) ; on choice,
human, as involving struggle, 264­
65; on Christ as model of nature
and grace, 73; on Christ's fear of
death, 265-66, 268, 271 (agony in
Gethsemane); on Christ, person of,
as summation of all creation, 151,
212; Christo logy of Maximus, 63­
65, 78-79, 207-75; Christology,
terminology of, 215-35 ; on Church
as syn thesis, 68; and Church of
Rom e, 44; on contemplation and
action, 331-35; on "contemplatio n
of nature" 61,291, 300, 303-308;
on death as result of sin, 184, 197­
98; death of (662), 80; on desi re,
sensual, 200; on desire for God as
ultimate law of human heart, 188,
194-95; disputation with Patr iarch
I'yrrhus (645) , 38,78,213,262,
267- 68; on div inization, 124-
25, 280-82, 350-54; on drama
of rede mption , 263-7 I; ecclesiol­
ogy, 318, 321-24 (eschatological
symbolism of earthly Church);
epistemology, 163-73, 284-85
(sensation and thought), 304-305
(sensation and thought), 305-306
(knowledge as nourishment of
soul), 332-38 (knowledge and
praxis); eschatology, 187-88 (end
of humanity as retu rn to origins),
343- 58; on essence as unchang-
ing and changing reality, 157-
58; essence (ousia), notion of in
Christo logy, 216-18; on Eucharist,
323; and Evagrius, 62; on exchange
of properties ("communication
of idioms") in C hrist, 256-60;
existence (hyparxis) , 221; on experi­
ence and thought, 284-91; on
extension in space of created beings,
138- 46; on faculties of soul (inte lli­
gence, discursive reason, sensation),
2S9- 90; on faith, 104 (as true
knowledge of God) , 338-39 (as

highest practical consciousness);
on fallen state of hu m anity, 188­
93, 266-67 (appropriated by
Christ), 271; on fear of God,
329; on Filioque, 99; on freedom,
human, 130, 227-28 (pro per to
nature), 261 , 264-65; on freedom
from passion (apatheia) as perfec ­
tion, 281-84, 348; on "gnomic"
will, 265-66, 269-71 (no ne in
Christ); on God as beyond being
and non-being, 89-90, 217
(beyond essence); on God as both
transcendent and immanent in
crea tion, 84-85; on Go d as high est
synthesis of being, 68; on Go d as
love and supremely loveable, 90;
on God's simplicity, 86, 92; on
grace of God and human fulfill­
ment, 132, 146-51; and Gregory
of N yssa, 59; on hell, 355; histor­
ical setting of, 30-33; on human
person as central point in creation,
175-76; hypostasis, no tio n of, 215,
222-30, 231-32 (relationship of
essence and hypostasis), 245 (as
mode of existence), 246; idealism
in Centuries on Knowledge, 345;
on ideas of creatures as objects of
God's will, 119-20; on image and
likeness of God, 182; on Incarna­
tion as key to human salvation,
28 I; on Incarnation of Logos as
making God knowable, 96; on
Incarnation as reconstitution of
original human state, 201-203;
on indwelling of God in crea tures,
155-56; influence ofEvagrius
on, 36; intellectual and th eologi­
cal formation of, 34-35, 51- 52;
in terpretation of Scripture, princi­
ples, 308- 12; on judgment by
God, 135; on knowledge of Go d
by intellectual creatures, 91-93,
170-71 (as participation), 291 (by
contemplation of nature [theoria
physike]); on knowing as synthe ­
sis of subject and object, 166-69;
on knowledge of God's attributes
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through creation, lO2; on law,
natural and biblical, 297-301; on
law of Christ: death and resurrec­
tion , 312; on law of love, 340-
41 ; and Leontius of Byzantium,
208; on liturgy, 316-18 (center
of salvat ion), 322 (instru m ent
fo r transforming world); on logoi
("ideas") of all creatures in Go d,
116-22, 125, 131-33; on Logos
as containing all intelligibles, 95,
133; on Logos as agent of God's
self-revelation, 292-93; on Logos
as present to all minds, 346; on
love and knowledge, 332; love
as main fo rce in Maximus's life
and thought, 30, 54; on love of
God, 328-29, 342-43 ("divine
passion") ; on love of self, (philau­
tia), 184, 195, 197; on love, ordered
and disordered, as key to sin and
u nion with God, 184, 339-43;
on marriage and procreation as
good, 199; on Mary, 202, 204; as
metaphysician, 60-62; on "mix­
ture" of natures in Christ, 258;
on monastic life and lay life , 335;
as monastic thinker, 30, 36, 62-
63; on "mode of union" as central
Mystery of Christ's person, 209,
212,214 (free union of natures) ,
242-46, 257-58 (union preserves
human nature); and monothe­
litism, 78-79, 228-29, 260-63;
on movement and rest, 128-30,
134-35, 138-46, 154-55, 349-
54; on multiplicity and unity, 68­
69; on Mystery of Christ's person
as center of all theology, 208-10,
272 -75 (redemption as synthesis
modelled on Christ); on nature
(physis) and person (hypostasis), 153,
190-91 (reconciled in the Incarna­
tion), 226; on mystical experience,
288- 89, 348-49 (and Logos) ; on
nature and the supernatural, 148-
52; on ne gative (apophatic) and
affirmative (kataph atic) th eology,
87-89; N eo - ha1ced on ian charac-

ter of his Christology, 208; on
number and the unity of God, lO6­
14; on ontology of created being,
64-65, 123-24, 126 (centered on
Christ), 137-46, 154-65, 156-
57 (universals), 207 (centered on
Christ), 216-27 (and C hristol­
ogy), 238-39 (and C hristology),
246 (and Christology); and Origen,
36, 58; and Origenism, 61, 127-
36, 355; on original sin, 147-48,
180-88, 192; originality of thought
of, 57; on Paradise, story of, 180­
84; on participation by creatures in
God, 124-25; on particular being,
218; on passion (pathos) as result
of sin, 185, 193-205; on passion
and sexuality, 194, 198-99; on
passions in Christ, 267; on passivity
of creatures in experience of God,
289; on perfection of creatures,
150-51, 281-84 (as freedom from
passion), 313-~4 (as transfigura­
tion), 334; on person (prosopon)
in Trinity and Christology, 222­
23,231; on prayer, perfect 329-
30, 334; on presence of God in
creatures, eschatological, 352-
53; preserves distinction between
creatures and God, 55; on priestly
office (324); on providence of
God, 135; and Pseudo-Dionysius,
49-50, 58, 62; on psychology of
Christ, 265-71; on redemption by
Christ, 263-75, 277-82 (through
suffering of Christ); on revela-
tion, 291-314 (God "at play " in
nature and Scripture: 310-12);
on salvation history as revelation
oflove of God, lO3-lO4, 3lO,
345; on salvation intended for all
people, 307, 355-56; and Scholia
to works of Pseudo-Dionysius,
359-87; on sens e experience as
symbolic knowledge, 305-306;
on senses, spiritual, 285- 9 1; o n
sex ual differentiation a result or
1:111 , 185- 86, 204 (no t a perman ent
part of human nature) ; o n "sexual

synthesis" as reconciliation of
crea tion with God, 199-200; on
sexuali ty, 196-205; and Sophro­
nius ofJerusalem, 208; on subject
(hypokeimenon), as bearer of attri­
butes, 220 -21; on suffering and
death of God, 259-60; synthesis as
" inner fo rm of his work", 29, 57,
(,5-67, 71 (basically Aristotelian
concept); synthesis as structure
of C hristology, 67, 70, 242-46,
2.49, 254-55; synthesis, modeled on
C hrist's person, as heart of redemp­
tion , 272-75 ; as thinker standing
between Eas t and West, 25, 29,
-14-4 8, 55-57, 152-53, 190-92,
2.H2; and Thomas Aquinas, 71-72;
o n time ("the age" [aionJ) 140-
.11; on transfigu ration of C hrist
.IS paradigm of revelation of God,
2.1)3 - 96, 312-13, 347; on transfig­
uration of creatures, eschatological,
153-54; on transubstantiation of
communicant in Eucharist, 324-25;
on Trinity, 97-lO3, 213 (Trinity
.1I1t1 Christology), 232 (being and
persons): on union, personal, in
C hrist, 233-35 (terminology), 237­
10 (analogy of body and soul);
on un ion with Christ, 278, 283;
o n un ion with God, 186 (original
sratc of hu m anity) ; on universal and
par ticular being, 156-63; u niversal
s.ilvation , hin ts at, 354-58; vic tim
of intcgralism, 31,37; on virtue,
'70 (as natural to human creature),
\31-38; on will, human, as part of
u.iturc, 227 -28; on wills, human
.1I1t1 divine, in Christ, 228-29, 265­
7 I ; on wisdom (sophia) as meeting­
point of knowledge and action,
1\ 2., 337; works of Maximus, 35-
II" 52-53, 74 , 77-78

Ml' ylT, onrad Ferdinand (1825-
IHI)H) : "Dcr romischc Brunnen"
(p0l' IU quoted), 59

1I1l'lll'nlTgism,75
IlIoIH)physit ism : 47- 48; and liturgy,

\0

monothelitism, 48, 251, 260-63
monothelite controversy: 38-44,

76-77; role of Maximus in,
41

N eo- C halcedonian Christology: 32,
2II, 245 (unity of Christ's person
as synthesis)

Neoplatonism , 83

Origen (185-254) : on creation an d
fall, 129; on experience of sin, 129;
as Eastern Christian thinker, 47;

Origenism: on experience of suffering,
277; fall of souls, 187; in fifth
century, 33-34; notion of original
henad, 164

Phocas bar Sergis (eigh th century),
edi to r of Syriac translation of
Pse udo-Dionysius by Sergius of
R eshaina, 362, 365

Psephos (synodal letter of Patriarch
Sergius, 634), 76

Pseudo-Dionysius (c. 500) : concep­
tion of Church, 316; creatures as
mediating between God and world,
83-84; Ecclesiastical Hierarchy a
model for Maximus's Mystagogia;
yth-century doubts abo ut historical
authenticity, 34; ecstatic knowledge
of God, 94; experience of God,
286; foundation of Western spirit,
49 ; intelligent and intelligible
realities, 372-73; orthodoxy of,
359-60; sacraments as "veil" over
intelligible truth, 326, n . 169;
theology as both apophatic and
kataphatic, 83; thought and appear­
ances, 374; transcendence of God,
94, 193 (makes God's immanence
possible), 171-72; Trinity not
reflec ted in creation, 98-99

Pseudo-Gregory of N yssa, Homily on
Gen. 1.26: image of the Trinity in
h uman creature, 98, n. 46; lOO­
WI, n . 54

Pseudo-Macarian Homilies (5th
century) , anti-hierarchical notion
of C h urch , 319
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Pyrrhus, Patria rch (638-64-1 , 654-),
76, 262

Schelling, Friedr ich Wilhelm Joseph
von (1775 -1854-), on the All,
173

Scotus Erigena [= Joannes Scottus
Eriugena] (c. 810-877) , 29, 66, 85,
387

Sergius I, Patriarch (610-638) , 75-76,
78

Sergius of Res haina (d. 536) , trans la­
tor ofPseudo-Dionysius in to
Syriac , 362, 385-86

Severus of An tioch (c. 4-70-538) ,
Christo logy, 253

Sextus, Sentences (Alexandria, c. 180­
210), 372

Sherwood, Polycarp, a .S.B. (1912­
1969), 23-24-, 26

Sophronius, Patriarch (died 637) :
inspired Maximus's C hristo logy,
208; and mono the lite controversy,
76,78

Staudenmaier, Franz Anton (1800-
1856) , 29

Theodore of Mopsuestia (c. 352­
4-28), unity of C hris t, 252

Thomism: real distinction of essence
and existence, 24-8 -4-9

"Three C hapte rs" Controversy
(second half of 5th century) , 33­

34-
Typos (decree of Constans II, 64-7) ,

39, 4-1, 4-2, 79

U ssher , Arc hbishop James (1581­
1656) , and scholia on Pseudo ­
Dionysius, 360-61, 364-, 365
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