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Abstract

Mazximus the Confessor is increasingly being recognised as a theologian of towering
ecumenical importance. Here I put to him a question which from the origins of Christian
thought until the present constitutes an interpretative crux for catholic Christianity: what is
the nature and function of the material order and, specifically, of the human body, in God’s
creative, redemptive, and perfective economies?

The thesis unfolds in five chapters under the rubrics of epistemology, cosmology,
christology, ecclesiology, and spirituality. Each specifies an integral dimension in the
Confessor’s theological vision through which I engage his central motif: God the Word
wills always to be embodied in all things. By virtue of their respective teleological
orientation to Christ the incarnate Word, creation, history, and the virtuous life each
functions as a pedagogical strategy by which the transcendent God simultaneously conceals
and reveals himself with the aim of leading all creation, including the body, into deifying
union with himself by grace. Apart from this orientation material diversity possesses a
diffuse, divisive character. The insubordination of the sensible and irrational leads to
personal and cosmic disorder and the eventual dissolution of spiritual well-being. By virtue
of the hypostatic union, the deification of Christ’s body and its participation in supernatural
modalities do not simply present the pinnacle of moral perfection, but constitute the
paradigmatic and definitive renewal of fallen creation. The particular bodily events suffered
by Jesus, culminating in his death, form the concrete, causative loci of redemptive,
universally effective divine activity. Ritual and ascetic participation in this activity certainly
entails intellectual abstraction, but only in conjunction with purification from defiling
attachments and ecclesial engagement in the social realisation of divine love.

I conclude that Maximus affirms a constitutive but contingent place for the

corporeal relative to its subordination to the divinely instituted primacy of the intelligible.
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INTRODUCTION

Caro salutis est cardo. The flesh is the hinge of salvation. By these words with their
recognisably Johannine ring, Tertullian testifies in his De resurrectione mortuorum to a priority
of the corporeal over the spititual in the Church’s ptimary sacramental acts.' For the
Fathers who followed him, whether Latin or Greek, the corporeal was likewise regarded as
occupying a constitutive place not only in the sacramental realm, but in the whole
soteriological order as well. Alexandrian christology in particular, which in the Third and
Fourth Ecumenical Councils was to achieve normative status for all catholic christendom,
was marked by the soteriological principle that ‘that alone is redeemed which is taken by
Christ in the Incarnation’,” a principle extending to the very material dust from which man
was formed in Eden by God. In Christ’s very flesh, itself the flesh of God the eternal
Word, lies the world’s healing and salvation.

This distinctly incarnational character of Christian faith and life has to a great
extent always been recognised and vigorously defended by adherents of the catholic
tradition as somehow constitutive of Chrstianity. In recent decades however, perhaps in
view of a resurgence of neo-gnostic and reductionistic trends in the modern period in
general and in contemporary ecclesial life in particular, we are noticing an increasingly
urgent movement that seeks in continuity with mainstream tradition to define and locate
catholic Christianity by external, bodily means. The ‘Theologies of the Body’ inspired by

the personalist and incarnational emphases in the teaching of Pope John Paul II suggest

1 Tert.Res. 8.2 (CCSL 2, 931.6-7).
2 CCT, volume 1, 366. Cf. Iren.Haer. 2.22.4; 5.14.1-4; Or.Herac. (SC 67, 70.35-37): “The whole human being

would not have been saved if he [the Saviour and Lord] had not assumed the whole human being’;
Greg.Naz.Ep. 101 (SC 208, 1.32).



themselves as one example of such a response.’ In her book especially dedicated to the
Holy Father entitled Toward a Theology of the Body, Franciscan Mary Timothy Prokes argues
that ‘the genuineness and the intrinsic meaning of Christ’s embodiment touches each of the
central tenets of faith.”* She concurs with Cipriano Vagaggini’s claim that ‘the physical body
of Christ possesses a function #hat is always active and permanent and even eternal”® It follows
that ‘when the corporeal reality of Christ’s life, death and resurrection is open to vague
interpretations the basic meaning of Christianity disintegrates.”

Prokes’ is not a lone voice. Her concerns laudably echo the anti-docetic and anti-
gnostic sentiments of nearly two millenia of Christian thought. Yet it may plausibly be
advanced that there is equally discernible throughout the Church’s life what has been called
a ‘tradition of inwardness’; a fundamental intuition that ‘inwardness qualifies the external
dimensions of Christianity.” What exactly is this ‘inwardness™ Is it the inwardness of a
Friedrich Schleiermacher, who conceived Christian redemption in terms of a subjective,
inward ‘feeling of dependence’ and a consequent actualisation of God-consciousness?® Is it
the inwardness of an Adolf von Harnack who, like Schleiermachet, idealised adherence to
an inner gospel essence purged from all formal, external, historically conditioned criteria?’
Is it even the inwardness of much of what passes these days for ‘mysticism’ — perhaps the
kind promulgated by Aldous Huxley in The Perennial Philosophy which suspects sacramental

Christianity of ‘an idolatrous preoccupation with events and things in time — events and

3 See Benedict Ashley, Theologies of the Body: Humanist and Christian (Braintree, MA: The Pope John Center,
1985).

4 Toward a Theology of the Body (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1996), 63.

5 Toward a Theology of the Body, 62, quoting Cipriano Vagaggini, The Flesh Instrument of Salvation: A Theology of the
Human Body (Staten Island, NY: Society of St Paul, 1969), 16.
6 Toward a Theology of the Body, 139.

7 Stephen Sykes, The Identity of Christianity: Theologians and the Essence of Christianity from Schleiermacher to Barth
(London: SPCK, 1984), 35-44.

8 The Christian Faith, trans. H.R. Mackintosh and J.S. Stewart (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1989).
% What is Christianity?, trans. Thomas Bailey Saunders (New York and Evanston: Harper and Row, 1957).



things regarded not merely as useful means, but as ends, intrinsically sacred and indeed

divine’?'® If so, then it is no wonder that those committed to realising the fully-rounded
contours of sacramental Christianity might be wary of any talk of a ‘tradition of
inwardness.” With its abstract, idealistic appeals to disincarnate foundations for the spiritual
life, this kind of inwardness is increasingly being identified as symptomatic of a post-
Cartesian dualism that dominates modern Protestant thought. Not surprisingly we are
noticing not a few Protestants themselves issuing a call to return to externals, to
reformulate the very deﬁnitibn of spiritual theology by resurrecting its visible, concrete,
carnate roots. According to Episcopalian Owen Thomas, such a renewal ‘will involve an
emphasis on the outer life as the major source of the inner life and, thus, a renewed stress
on the body and communal and public life as well as a renewed focus on participation in
the reign of God as the center of the Christian life, including a renewed emphasis on moral
and liturgical practice in Christian formation.™

Where does early Christianity feature in this tension or indeed, in this
contemporary cry for the retrieval and concrete realisation in ecclesial life of the
incarnational mystery in its fullness? We saw above that for Tertullian and the normatve
christological tradition the reality of God’s external enfleshment in Christ, Church and
sacraments determines the very validity of the ‘inner’ spiritual quest. Yet in the view of
some contemporary thinkers the Fathers cannot be taken as entirely unambiguous
proponents of the full-blooded, somatic Christianity needed in our time. For some the

Fathers appear to exemplify that ‘tradition of inwardness’ in a way which subverts the

primacy of the external order established by the Incarnation and so threatens the integrity

10 (London: Chatto and Windus, 1946), 63.



of bodily life. In an essay originally published in 1939 but only recently translated into
English (1997), no less-devoted a student of the Fathers than Hans Urs von Balthasar, once
described by Henri de Lubac as ‘perhaps the most learned man of our time,* spoke
critically of what he saw as a movement evident in the Greek Fathers especially that
‘proceeds unambiguously away from the material to the spiritual.’ In his view a dogma as
basic to incarnational Christianity as the resurrection of the body, while ‘formally confessed
and maintained’ by the Fathers, sits uneasily within a worldview in which the flesh occupies
at best a liminal plane. ‘Spiritualization,” he summarises disapprovingly, ‘presented in a
thousand different colorations, is the basic tendency of the patristic epoch.’13

In response we want only to affirm at this stage the fact that in the writings of the
great catholic doctors of the ancient Church and in those Christian spiritual and intellectual
trac'iitions whose springs run as deep, there appears an ordering - equally sensitive to the
perils of docetism or dualism - in which the spiritual does have priority over the material,
and indeed st do so, if theology and with it all reality is to avoid plunging into a nihilistic,
materialist chaos. What should be noted, however, and this might cause us to stop and
revisit at least some of our assumptions, is that the Fathers pose this priority not primarily
in terms of a strict opposition between the spiritual and material per se, but in terms of an
eschatologically oriented order (faxis) in which the external and material dimensions

become charged with efficacious, performative potency precisely and exclusively in their

subordinate relation to the ‘internal’, spiritual sphere.

"1 Owen C. Thomas, ‘Interiority and Christian Spirituality,” The Journal of Religion 80 (2000), 60; see also George
Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age (London: SPCK, 1984), 33-41; David S.
Yeago, ‘Sacramental Lutheranism at the End of the Modern Age’, Lutheran Forum 34:4 (2000), 6-16.

12 Henri de Lubac, Un témoin dans I'Eglise: Hans Urs von Balthasar, Paradoxe et Mystére de ['Eglise (Paris, 1967), 186,
quoted by Angelo Scola, Hans Urs von Balthasar: A Theological Style (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B.
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1995), 14.

13 Hans Utrs von Balthasar, “The Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves’, Communio 24 (1997), 375. Originally
published in Theologie der Zeit 3 (1939), 65-104.



This brings us to the scope and parameters of this study. It began some years ago in
my mind in the form of a simple question: what happens to be body when it becomes a co-
participant in the divine nature (2 Pet 1:4)? This appears, at first glance, a2 somewhat naive
query, until one discovers that bound up with it is the whole question as to the status and
function of the material order in God’s creative and redemptive econormies, and thus the
question as to the status and function of the sacraments, symbols, and structures which
have come definitively to characterise the speech and life of the ‘one, holy, catholic and
apostolic Church.’ In what follows I bring this question to a learned monk who is
undoubtedly one of the profoundest of Byzantine saints and perhaps the most faithful and
fertile representative of the entire Greek patristic tradition: Maximus the Confessor (580-
662). Contemporary scholarship almost universally recognises the genius and towering
ecumenical significance of this man: he is ‘the real father of Byzantine theology,™* ‘the
leading theologian of his era in the Greek East, probably in the entire church,” ‘one of the
outstanding thinkers of all time,'® ‘a defensor fidei, both with a singular intellectual
perspicacity and with an invincible firmness of character,’” whose work ‘synthesises and

condenses the essential heart of the spiritual and doctrinal experience of the great patristic

era.””® Moreover, Maximus is also acknowledged to have afforded a particularly positive

place for the body and the material world in his theological vision. He demonstrates ‘a

14 John Meyendotff, Christ in Eastern Christian Thought New York: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1987), 131.

15 Jaroslav Pelikan, “Council or Father or Scripture” The Concept of Authority in the Theology of Maximus
Confessor’, in David Neiman and Margaret Schatkin (eds.), The Heritage of the Early Church: Essays in Honor of
the Very Reverend George Vasilievich Florovsky (Orientalia Christiana Analecta 195, Rome: Pont. Institutum
Studiorum Orientalium, 1973), 277.

16 Lars Thunberg, Man and the Cosmos: The Vision of St. Maximus the Confessor New York: St Vladimir’s
Seminary Press, 1985), 7.

17 CJ. de Vogel, Platonism and Christianity: A Mere Antagonism or a Profound Common Ground?’, VC 39
(1985), 38.

18 I.-H. Dalmais, quoted by Alain Riou, Le Monde et LE"gli.fe selon Mascime le Confesseur (Paris: Beauchesne,
1973), 33.



positive evaluation of the empirical man as such’,” ‘a healthy appreciation of the nature of
created realities’,”” an appreciation which attains its ‘culminating point’ in his
soteriologically motivated insistence upon the full integrity of Christ’s human nature.”
According to Orthodox scholar Panayiotis Nellas, even ‘dust’ is no longer simply ‘matter’
for Maximus, but ‘carries in actual fact the “principle” and the “form” of man.’* ‘Beyond a
theology and mysticism which is all too alien to the world,” Maximus’ synthesis of the
sensible and spiritual in the' human being is said to amount to nothing less than a recovery
of ‘the tradition of genuine hellenistic humanism.” These contemporary commendations
could be ratified by even the most cursory evaluation of Maximus’ integral influence on the
subsequent Greek theological tradition. It is on the basis of Maximus’ dyophysite
christology that John Damascene could point to the physical body of Christ as the concrete
means of bodily participation in God.* It is Maximus whom Gregory Palamas cites with
approval against the intellectualists of his own day when he affirms, ‘the body is deified
along with the soul.’®

But if Maximus is thought to contribute so unambiguously to the affirmation of the
constitutive status and function of the material order in God’s scheme of bringing the
universe to perfection, what are we to make of his equally unambiguous ascetic austerity

and esoteric mysticism in which, in Balthasar’s early view, ‘he relapses in many respects into

19 Lars Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator: The Theological Anthropology of Maximus the Confessor (Chicago: Open
Court, 20 ed. 1995), 95.

20 George C. Berthold (trans.), Maximus Confessor: Selected Writings (Classics of Western Spirituality, New York:
Paulist Press, 1985), 98 fn195.

21 See the commentary of Dumitru Staniloae on Amb.lo. 42 in Emmanuel Ponsoye (ed. and trans.), Saint
Mascime le Confesseur. Ambigua (Paris: Les Editions de PAncre, 1994), 502.

22 Panayiotis Nellas, Desfication in Christ: The Nature of the Human Person, trans. Norman Russell (New York: St
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1987), 65.

2 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Kosmische Liturgie: Das Welthild Masimus’ des Bekenners (Einsiedeln: Johannes Verlag,
20d ed, 1988), 289.

24 Joh.D.Imag. 1.19; 2.14.

25 Gr.Pal.Tr. 1.1ii.37.



a Monophysite-tinged spiritualism’?* There can be no mistaking the severity of Maximus’
purificatory program in which he calls on his readers to ‘subject the flesh to the spirit,
mortifying and enslaving it by every sort of ill-treatment.’” The active contempt for visible
phenomena exercised by the true Christian gnostic must extend ‘even [to] his own body.”®
The monk must be on vigilant guard against the constant inducement by the passion of
self-love ‘to have mercy on his body’ (EAe€iv TO 0c3pa).” Do not these few examples of
what Polycarp Sherwood once referred to as ‘excessive spiritualisation’ indicate an
inconsistency regarding the claims made about Maximus, ot worse, an inconsistency within
the Confessor’s own theological and spiritual vision? Are they not indicative of deep-seated
sympathies with an intellectualist ascetico-theological tradition that in recent years has been
popularly dubbed as ‘iconoclastic’?*!

Our answers to these questions will depend largely not only on the evidence we
discover in Maximus’ writings thernselv.es, but also on the manner in which we approach
that evidence and the hermeneutical tools we employ to interpret it. It is our purpose from
here on in our introduction to provide the barest prolegomenon that will help us situate
Maximus’ thought within its historical, intellectual, and social contexts. Only with these
basic presuppositions in place can we hope to deal fairly and intelligently with what he has
to say about the material order, and so offer any judgement with respect to the claims made

about him and the traditions he so conscientiously struggled to embody.

26 “The Fathers, the Scholastics, and Ourselves’, 376.

7 'Yrmotabcouey THv odpka T3 TveupaTi, umomalovtes kai SoulaywyolvTes Sia moons
kokomaBeias. 1.4 41 (CCSG 40, 109.927-928). References to critical editions are by volume, page, and line
number.

28 Car. 1.6.

29 Car. 2.60.

30 Polycatp Sherwood, ‘Exposition and Use of Scripture in St Maximus as manifest in the Quaestiones ad
Thalassiun?, OCP 24 (1958), 207.

31 Elizabeth A. Clark, ‘New Perspectives on the Origenist Controversy: Human Embodiment and Ascetic
Strategies’, CH 59 (1990), 152-154.



Let us begin by citng Balthasar yet again, who in his acclaimed magnum opus
highlighted the continuity of Christian thought with its cultural context in Late Antiquity,

casting the ancient philosophy of the Greek world in the mould of a ‘theological

aesthetic.””? Neoplatonist and Christian stand side by side when they maintain in

contemplating the visible world that, for all its inherent vulnerability and transience, it is
‘the epiphany of divine glory.”® Both recognise in creation a mysterious, divine quality that
precludes any kind of simple, outright rejection of material reality as evil. It should come
as no surprise, then, that there emerged throughout the course of Late Antiquity strong and
certain relations between Christian and pagan accounts of the metaphysical structure of
reality. For it was precisely that which the intellectual traditions of classical culture valued
as vital and lasting and real that contributed to the Church’s ability to forge solid
intellectual and philosophical foundations for its lived experience of faith — a faith that sees
the cosmos as the arena of divine salvation.** From a purely historical perspective, Plato’s
Timaens and Plotinus’ Enneads served as vital a role as Moses’ Genesis and Solomon’s Wisdom
in the development and reception of the Christian doctrine of creation. Indeed many of the
greatest Christian thinkers, much to the chagrin of anti-Christian polemicists like Celsus,
Julian and Porphyry, understood the Christian faith as somehow completing or perfecting
the wisdom of the philosophers. Origen’s magisterial apology against Celsus often involves

the Alexandrian doctor in a playful championing of Plato against the would-be Platonist.”

32 The Glory of the Lord: A Theological Aesthetics, volume 4: The Realm of Metaphysics in Antiguity, trans. Brian
McNeil ez al, ed. John Riches (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1989), 323.

33 Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord, volume 4, 323. Gerhart B. Ladner refers to the common ‘experience of a
world pervaded by the divine’ in God, Cosmos, and Humankind: The World of Early Christian Symbolism, trans.
Thomas Dunlap (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, 1995), 2.

3 See de Vogel, ‘Platonism and Christianity’, 1-62; Jaroslav Pelikan, Christianity and Classical Culture: The

Metamorphosis of Natural Theology in the Christian Encounter with Hellenism (New Haven and London: Yale
University Press, 1993).

35 Or.Cels. 4.62; 7.42-43.



Not all modern scholars have proved as confident as Balthasar in championing this
shared belief about the epiphanic character of the cosmos as the fertle ground for the
development of what came definitively to characterise catholic Christianity. For Harnack,
whose influence remains pervasive, the Fathers’ readiness to think within the terms and
framework provided by classical culture provides sure evidence that the original evangelical
kerygma had become corrupted and an absolutist, intellectualist system of natural religion

established in its stead.® With reference to what he calls ‘Greek Catholicism’ for example

he writes:

In its external form as a whole this Church is nothing more than a continuation of the
histor.y of Greek religion under the alien influence of Christianity, parallel to the many
other alien influences which have affected it. We might also describe it as the natural
product of the union between Hellenism, itself already in a state of oriental decay, and
Christian teaching; it is the transformation which history effects in a religion by “natural”
means.... [Tlhis official ecclesiasticism with its priests and its cult, with all its vessels,
saints, vestments, pictures and amulets, with its ordinances of fasting and its festivals, has

absolutely nothing to do with the religion of Christ.?

Yet the nearly universal Christian self-adaptation to Greek culture was by no means
indiscriminate. Throughout the Church’s eatly life there can be witnessed a broad range of
responses towards non-Christian philosophy, ranging from far-going acceptance to
outright hostility. Nor was such critical tension confined to the first few centuries. In the

sixth and seventh centuries, right at the threshold of the decline in formal education in

3 What is Christianity?, 210-245.
31 What is Christianity?, 221, 241.



classical culture in all but elite circles,® there can still be observed a noticeable discomfort
felt by certain Christian groups — patticularly by monastic communities in Syria and
Palestine - towards any kind of proximity between Christian doctrine and non-Christian
(‘Hellenic’) intellectual culture and categories of thought.”' In the mind of many orthodox
monks and bishops, there were limits to the intellectual and conceptual continuities between
Christian and non-Christian thought. Nor were these sentiments confined to the Greek
east. In ’the famous utterance of Saint Augustine, the Platonists indeed taught that ‘in the
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God,’ but they
said nothing about the fact that this Word ‘became flesh and dwelt among us.”® Plato’s
eternity of the soul; Aristotle’s necessity of being; the Stoics’ dissolution and rebirth of all
things: each involved assumptions and included implications at no uncertain odds with data
reaching back to a tradition predating Plato or Socrates, yet relatively ‘new’ in form in the
kerygma of the Church: a creation out of nothing; a God made flesh; a resurrected body."
At the heart of this tension lay the status of material and temporal reality — whether
cosmic or bodily. Throughout the patristic era the Incarnation, or more specifically, ‘the
logos of the cross’, retained its character as ‘a scandal to Jews and folly to Greeks’ (1 Cor
1:18-25). And it was within this tension that, six centuries after Saint Paul, Saint Maximus
himself lived and wrote. And as it was for the Apostle so it was for the Confessor a fruitful,
productive tension. For it is specifically within the context of his works directed to a

bishop directly involved in conflicts arising from this tension that we find the fundamental

38 Peter Brown, The World of Late Antiguity AD 150-750 (London: Thames and Hudson, 1971), 172-187;
Averil Cameron, ‘The Language of Images: The Rise of Icons and Christian Representation’, in Diana Wood
(ed.), The Church and the Arts (Studies in Church History 28, Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1992), 2-3.

3 See Cyril Mango’s comments in John Meyendorff, Byzantium as Center of Theological Thought in the

Christian East’, in Patrick Henry (ed.), Schools of Thought in the Christian Tradition (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1984), 66.

40 Aug.Conf 7.9.13.
41 Georges Florovsky, ‘Eschatology in the Patristic Age: An Introduction’, SP 2 (1957}, 235-250.
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elements of his cosmic ontology - elements that allow us to trace in his theology the
constitutive place of the corporeal in God’s work of deifying all creation.

Having mentioned his monastic context, we must not overlook the profoundly
material dimensions inherent to the intellectual milieu in which Maximus’ moved.
Monasticism was not only nor even primarily a negative movement. Even the early eremitic
movements of the fourth century were as much about embracing a certain social and
spiritual reality as they were about rejecting the false conditions imposed on them by
political and worldly existence. The monks could commit themselves to a life of spiritual
and bodily struggle and impose severe limitations upon their bodies, not because they held
any kind of gnostic contempt for materality as such, but, as Peter Brown observes,
‘because they were convinced that they could sweep the body into a desperate venture.... —
the imagined transfiguration of the few great ascetics, on earth, spoke to them of the
eventual transfiguration of their own bodies on the day of the Resurrection.’* Here is
hinted at the forcefully eschatological focus of monasticism: the prophetic orientation of
the whole person — soul and body — toward a perfection only fully realised in another
realm. But as Brown points out, albeit somewhat sceptically, for a rare few this
transfigured, perfect state had already been realised here on earth. In continuity with the
monasticism of the desert tradition preserved over the centuries in monastic literature and
practice, Maximus looked to the great saints of the past — Abraham, Moses, Elijah, the
Apostles — as prototypical monks who had experienced this transfiguration ‘while still in

the flesh.”* For those who through divine grace and personal effort become ‘another

42 Peter Brown, The Body and Society: Men, Women, and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity (London: Faber
and Faber, 1989), 222.

4 Kallistos Ware provides both ancient and contemporary testimonies of bodily transfiguration in ‘The
Transfiguration of the Body’, in A.M. Allchin (ed.), Sacrament and Image: Essays in the Christian Understanding of
Man (London: The Fellowship of St Alban and St Sergius, 1967), 17-32.

4 Amb.Jo. 10 (PG 91.1124B).
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Abraham’ ot ‘another Moses’ there is effective in the soul and the body the deifying presence
of God. Indeed, through askesis the body becomes an instrumental player and crucial
participator in human redemption - in Brown’s words, ‘the discreet mentor of the proud

soul.”® ‘Seldom, in ancient thought,” he remarks,

had the body been seen as more deeply implicated in the transformation of the soul; and
never was it made to bear so heavy a burden. For the Desert Fathers, the body was not an
irrelevant part of the human person, that could, as it were, be “put in brackets.” ... It was,
rather, grippingly present to the monk: he was to speak of it as “this body, that God has

afforded me, as a field to cultivate, where I might work and become rich.”#

There is more we could add to fill out the picture. Maximus’ life, much more than
ours, would have been affected by the fragile variabilities of day and night, cold and heat,
seasons and harvest, war and peace. How much more then would the steady rhythms of
the monastic ordo — fasting, feasts, vigils, almsgiving, psalmody, prayer, kctio divina — have
penetrated and transformed and given stability to his existential experience of transience
and flux.¥ For all his heady profundity, here is 2 man immersed in the earthy conditions of
monastic life with its ascetic discipline, social obligations, sacramental rites, veneration of
icons and the relics of departed saints, hierarchical ecclesiastical government, not to
mention the intticate and intriguing connections with the wotld of international politics.

Turning to evaluate Maximus’ writings as a whole, we notice that they are

predominantly occasional, such that ‘it is the rhythm of spiritual life rather than a logical

45 Brown, The Body and Society, 237.
46 The Body and Society, 236.
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connection of ideas which defines the architectonics of his vision of the world....”* His
works therefore exhibit those literary forms whose roots lie deep in monastic sapiential,
| pedagogical, and exegetical tradition: questions and responses, chapters, scriptural and
liturgical commentary, letters, and later, when the need demanded, polemical dogmatic
treatises. These forms do not dictate his thought, but are woven together with pedagogical,
pastoral, and dogmatic concerns within a heuristic approach that never loses sight of its
pragmatic purpose.”
All these factors which for the most part must be presumed constitute ‘the living
praxis’® from which the Confessor’s philosophical theology emerged. They suggest further
- that however deep the level of intellectual speculation Maximus attained, however high his
estimation of intelligible over sensible reality, both his feet, like Socrates’, were firmly
planted on the ground.” Yet it is, perhaps, the certain /minality which Burton-Christie
regards as so characteristic of the monastic life’ that best accounts both for Maximus’ keen
sense of the simultaneously contingent yet necessary place of the corporeal in the ascent
towards perfection, and so too for our fascination with the material and structural
dimensions of his doctrine of deification that form the subject of this study.
One or two final points may be noted. Our theme provides us with the advantage

of being a unique and relatively accessible angle of approach to Maximus’ frequently

47 For a reconstruction of details in the (earlier) monastic office in the east, see Paul F. Bradshaw, Daily Prayer
in the Early Church: A Study of the Origin and Early Development of the Divine Office (London: Alcuin Club/SPCK,
1981), 93-110.

4% Georges Florovsky, The Collected Works of Georges Florovsky, volume 9: The Byzantine Fathers of the Sixth to
Eighth Century (Vaduz: Buchervertriebsanstalt, 1987), 213.

49 This fact is demonstrated in Paul M. Blowers’ outstanding thesis, Exegeséis and Spiritual Pedagogy in Masximus
the Confessor: An Investigation of the Quaestiones ad Thalassium (Christianity and Judaism in Antiquity 7, Notre
Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1991).

50 Pierre Hadot, quoted in the Introduction to his Philbsophy as a Way of Life, trans. and ed. Arnold 1. Davidson
and Michael Chase (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1995), 19.

51 Phaeds 61d.

52 Douglas Burton-Christie, ‘Into the Body of Another: Eros, Embodiment and Intimacy with the Natural
World’, Anglican Theological Review 81 (1999), 22.
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impenetrable theological mind. While the human body has formed the focus of other, more
narrowly anthropological studies in Scripture,” Paul,** Athanasius,” Gregory of Nyssa,*
the Greek Christian tradition,” the Latin Christian tradition,”® and in early Christian
theology in general,” never has the deification of the body been the primary focus of any
single study in Maximian scholarship, nor the catalyst for a wider consideration of the
epistemological, ontological, christological, liturgical, and ascetical significance of
corporeality and the material order in Maximus’ overall theological vision. Primaily to avoid
introducing issues extrinsic to Maximus’ immediate range of thought, I have in this thesis
deliberately omitted discussion of contemporary questions raised about the body in social
anthropology, gender studies, and the new school of ‘radical orthodoxy’. It is, nevertheless,
at one and the same time a technical study in historical theology and a spiritual-theological
apology, on the one hand offering détailed contextual and material analysis of relevant texts
and the structure of Maximus’ thought, and on the other appealing to the abiding import —
spiritual and intellectual — of the patristic tradition as mediated via one of its most erudite
exponents.

Due simply to the overall coherence of Maximus’ thought - his ability to contain
the whole of his immense vision within each of its parts - the five chapters in which this
thesis has been arranged function as mere windows through which we shall attempt to view

discrete themes that he would have considered inseparable from one another. What holds

53 John W. Cooper, Body, Soul and Life Everlasting: Biblical Anthropology and the Monism-Dualism Debate (Grand
Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2000).

54 J.A.T. Robinson, The Body: A Study in Pauline Theolsgy (London: SCM Press, 1952).

55 Alvyn Pettersen, Athanasius and the Hunan Body (Bristol: Bristol Press, 1990).

56 Reinhard M. Hibner, Die Einbeit des Leibes Christi bei Gregor von Nyssa: Untersuchungen um Ursprung der
Physischen’ Erlisungslehre (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1974).

57 Kallistos Ware, ““My helper and my enemy””: the body in Greek Christianity’, in Sarah Coakley (ed.), Region
and the Body (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 90-110.

58 C.\W. Bynum, The Resurrection of the Body in Western Christianity, 200-1336 (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1995).
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them together will hopefully become most apparent in our chapter on Corporeality and Christ
which, standing at the centre of the entire study, occupies a symbolic place that may well
have pleased the Confessor himself. For it is Christ who, in all his concrete, bodily glory,
stands as the unifying centre of all Maximus’ own thought. Indeed, Maximus did not simply
think about Christ, but referring all he experienced and knew to him, regarded him as his
very life, in whom he hoped to come to participate in the concrete reality of the blessings

to come, and whom alone he acknowledged together with the Father and the Holy Spirit to

be glorified by all creation.®

5 Margaret R. Miles, Fullness of Life: Historical Foundations for a New Asceticism (Philadelphia: The Westminster
Press, 1981).

0 Or.dom. (CCSG 23, 73.829-834).
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CHAPTER ONE

Corporeality and Revelation

A man that looks on glass
On it may stay his eye;
Or if be pleaseth, through it pass,

And then the beav'n espy.!

Towarc{s the evening of his philosophical and literary career, Plato put forward a proposal
in his Timaeus that for many centuries after him came increasingly to possess the force of an
epistemological axiom: “To discover the maker and father of this universe is indeed a hard
task, and having found him it would be impossible to tell everyone about him.”? Later
generations of philosophers found encapsulated in these words two vital principles. The
first expressed the fact of God’s relative inaccessibility to human modes of rational inquiry.
The second concerned the inadequacy of human modes of discourse to convey knowledge
of God should such knowledge become available. The problem these two principles
present for the lover of wisdom’ is not simply one of communication. It is rather one of
communion. To know God is not to know about him but to be united to him, and to be
united to him one must be like him. But God is infinite, while humans are evidently finite.
God is immortal; humans are mortal. God is spirit: simple, incorporeal; humans are

corporeal composites: rational souls mingled with the dust of the earth. God is holy and

! George Herbert, The Elixir, lines 9-12, in John N. Wall (ed.), George Herbert: The Country Parson, The Temple
(New York, Mahwah: Paulist Press, 1981), 311.
2 Timaeus 28c.
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impassible; humans are impure - subject to all kinds of impulses from without and within.
The pursuit of union with God presupposes that the yawning gulf between knower and
known can be bridged. But can it?

In this opening chapter we shall explore further the implications this
epistemological problem suggests for the status and function of the material universe and,
more specifically, for the status and function of the human body. In Platonist philosophies
both these entities, on account of their inherent plurality, share an ambivalent status in the
human quest to know God. Yet in the vision of Saint Maximus the Confessor — whose
theology is rightly regarded as being dominated by the theme of divine revelation® - the
whole intelligible-sensible universe presents itself as the corporeal medium for the self-
manifestation of God. Behind this understanding of cosmic theophany we recognise
several sources: at a distance, Plato’s Timaess — enhanced in Neoplatonism by further
reflection on the idea of a divine world-soul which pervades and supports the universe.
This was an idea present in ancient sapiential literature of both the Oriental and Hellenic
wotlds, as we find it expressed for instance in Wisdom 13:1-9 and later explicitly echoed in
Romans 1:20 where Saint Paul claims, ‘for since the creation of the world God’s invisible
qualities — his eternal power and divine majesty — have been clearly seen, being understood
from what has been made...’ The whole universe, in the words of the Psalmist, can
propetly be said to ‘declare the glory of God.” More immediately to hand we detect the
cosmic vision of Dionysius the Areopagite.

Central to Maximus’ foundation for such a steadfast conviction is the person of

Christ Jesus, the Son of God made flesh. In him, God the Word has fulfilled in a definitive

3 Florovsky, The Byzantine Fathers of the Sixth to Eighth Century, 215-216.

4 Ps 18:2. All OT references are to LXX. Maximus introduces this verse in an exposition of Romans 1:20 in
0O.Thal13 (CCSG 7, 95.1 — 97.41).
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yet mysterious way his will ‘always and in all things to effect the mystery of his
embodiment.” Whether God’s revelation in Christ simply parallels what happens in
creation — albeit at a quantitatively greater or even qualitatively different level, or in fact
constitutes or fulfils it, is a question we shall need to pursue in due course. For now we can
affirm that for Maximus what can be known and said of God has itself been given by God
who presents himself for apprehension in the symbolic structures of his pluriform
Incarnate economies.

At the same time, Maximus, like his orthodox predecessors, is under no illusions
about the fundamental ontological dissimilarity of this universe to God, and the inadequacy
of rational discourse when it comes to speaking of divine matters. God so far transcends
the created realm that there is nothing in it that approximates to him or can serve as a
fitting analogy by which to approach him. Moreover, on account of its inherent instability,
material creation possesses a potentially deceptive character that blinds the observer to its
true nature — that is, its true purpose. Creation therefore not only reveals God, it also hides
or conceals him. Whatever one can predicate of God by way of analogy and affirmation —
whether intelligence, or goodness, or being itself, is in fact more accurately denied of him.
So we shall find Maximus speaking in a way anticipated by Origen and the Cappadocian
Fathers and shared with Dionysius the Areopagite of a ‘double’ way of doing theology. It is
the paradoxical, dialectical way of affirmation (kataphasisy and negation (apophasis),
paradoxical, because it is by affirmation that God i; concealed, and by negation that he is

revealed; dialectical, because the Christian life involves a continual movement between the

two.

5 Amb.Jo. 7 (PG 91.1084D).
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What then are we to make of the sensible world, and what are we to do with our
own human senses? While the answers to these questions will only become more patent
towards the end of our whole study, we shall at least offer some preliminary observations
within the bounds of this first chapter. For a start, it may be wiser to ask what God makes
of the sensible world. For Maximus, the shifting, diffuse tendencies of the material universe
serve God’s providential and pedagogical economies whereby he condescends to human
weakness and leads the human soul via sensible symbols to penetrate through to the
intelligible realties that lie hidden beneath and beyond — beyond, that is, in the
eschatological sense. The sensible realm must be transcended. Maximus repeats this with
relentless resolve throughout his ascetic writings. In itself it is not evil, for everything God
has created is good. BL;.t to stop short with it is idolatry: it is to ‘worship and serve created
things rather than the creator’ (Rom 1:25). Precisely in rising upon it as on a ladder, one is
able to reclaim it, to reorder it, to recognise its true God-given purpose and worth as an
arena for the display of ineffable divine glory. Consequently the spiritual life is a constant
diabasis — a ‘passage’ from the sensible to the intelligible, from the flesh to the Spirit, from
the active life to the contemplative, from earthly to heavenly, from temporal to eternal.
Christian askesis involves the elimination from the soul of carnal and idolatrous
attachments, the re-ordering of our sensible, emotional, rational, and intelligible faculties,
and the orentation of the whole person — body, soul, and mind - to God. To characterise
the dualism implied by the categories mentioned such as flesh/spirit . and
sensible/intelligible as ‘an endogenous neurosis, an index of intense and widespread guilt-
feelings™ would be to fail utterly to understand not only the spiritual impulse of the entire

catholic patristic tradition, but the eschatological anthropology of Saint Paul. The dualism

6 So E.R. Dodds, Pagan and Christian in an Age of Anxiety: Some Aspects of Religious Excperience from Marcus Aurelins
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proposed in the tradition Maximus receives, lives, and hands on is the dualism of Adam
and Christ, the dualism of the outer man and the inner, the earthly man and the heavenly,
the dualism of the mortal body and the immortal body, the dualism of ‘now’ and ‘not yet’.”
It is the dualism of the baptismal, deified life, in which one may concur with both Saint
Maximus and the Apostle, ‘It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. The life I

now live in the flesh, I live by faith in the Son of God’ (Gal 2:20).

Affirmation and Negation: the two modes of theology

For the Fathers of the Church, Plato’s words cited above only echoed Moses’ and the
prophets’ confession of God’s transcendence over against creation. Saint Paul too, faced
with the insurmountable mystery of God’s inscrutable acts of judgement and salvation with

Israel, was led to praise him with a doxology inspired by words from the prophet Isaiah:

Oh, the depths of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God!
How unsearchable his judgements, and his paths beyond tracing out!
Who has known the mind of the Lord?

Or who has been his counselor?

Who has ever given to God, that God should repay him?

For from him and through him and to him are all things.

To him be the glory forever! Amen (Rom 11:33-36).

to Constantine (Cambridge University Press, 1965), 35-36.
71 Cor 15:35-57; 2 Cor 4:16 — 5:10.
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If anything, in the Fathers’ view, Plato had not gone far enough in asserting the
inaccessibility, incomprehensibility, and utter independence of the divine nature. Origen’s
treatment of the passage in the Timaess in his response to the pagan critic of Christianity,
Celsus, is well-known.’ Origen’s epistemology deserves closer attention since it represents 2
very early working out of concerns that were to remain primary in the mainstream
intellectual, exegetical, and ascetic traditions of the Church of the Fathers. According to
Henri Crouzel, the starting point of knowledge in Origen is the symbol’ As the
embodiment of the (divine) mystery they express, symbols bridge the gap between subject
and object and bring about a participation of one in the other.” Origen’s discussion of the
Timaeus passage cited by Celsus provides a useful example of some of the main points in his
thought. He explains how Celsus had falsely characterised Christians as seeking to know
God through sensual perception alone. Celsus, apparently disgusted at what he considered
to be Christianity’s gross materialism and preoccupation with carnal things, argued that if
Jesus’ followers truly wanted to be able to see God, they should close the eyes of their flesh
and open instead those of the soul. It is in this context that Celsus had advocated Plato’s
dictum about how difficult it is to discover God, and having done so, how impossible it is
to make him known to all. Knowledge of God, in Celsus’ book, is evidently a human
enterprise for an intellectual elite, far beyond the powers of the mundane masses.

Origen refutes his opponent on several points. Celsus is of course wrong if he
regards Christians as materialists, for, having come to learn of the invisible and incorporeal

God, their life and purity of worship bear ample witness to their willingness to mortify the

8 Or.Cels. 7.36-45 (SC 150, 94.29 — 122.34).
% “The School of Alexandria and Its Fortunes’, in Angelo Di Berardino and Basil Studer (eds.), History of

Theology, volume 1: The Patristic Period, trans. Matthew J. O’Connell (Collegeville, Minnesota: The Liturgical
Press, 1996), 162.

10 Crouzel, ‘The School of Alexandria and Its Fortunes’, 162-164.
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flesh. He is wrong too, to think that Christians do not acknowledge the limitations of
sensible means of apprehension. Citing Romans 1:20, Origen affirms that ‘though earthly
human beings must begin by applying their senses to sensible objects in order to ascend
(avoBaivelv) from them to a knowledge of the nature of intelligible realities, yet their
knowledge must not stop short with objects of sense.”"' Thus, while Christians do 7of claim
that it is impossible to know intelligible realities apart from sense, they might well ask who
is able to know them apart from sense. On yet another point, Origen wryly points out
Christianity’s familiarity with the Greeks’ idea of two kinds of vision, one bodily and the
other intellectual. It is an idea borrowed from Moses and used by the Saviour who says,
‘For judgement I came into this world, that those who do not see might see, and that those
who see might be made blind’ (Jn 9:39).

Arnving at last at Celsus’ appeal to Plato, Origen decries Celsus’ inability to come
to terms adequately with both the transcendence of God and his benevolence. Here Origen
drives home three main points. First, in contrast to Plato’s disregard for the lowly
populace, the revelation of God in the Word made flesh is a #niversal revelation, potentially
accessible to all. Secondly, Plato’s language implies (wrongly) that while knowledge of God
is indeed difficult to attain, it is not beyond natural human powers. But ‘we maintain’,
counters Origen, ‘that human nature is in no way able to seek after God, or to attain a pure
knowledge of him without the help of him whom it seeks.”’* Thirdly, Celsus’ application of
the name ‘the unspeakable’ to God disregards Plato’s implicit acknowledgement that, while
it is impossible to make God known to 4/, he can Be made known to some. This last

argument appears somewhat disingenuous until we learn that by it Origen is seeking to

11 Or.Cels. 7.37 (SC 150, 100.20-25). The ‘intelligible realities’ are for Origen a subtle assimilation of the
Platonic ideas to prophetic, eschatological realities. Ultimate reality, for him, equates to ‘the inheritance of the
eternal life to come’ (Or.Les. 5.1 [SC 286, 206.24-25]).
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uphold an even stricter tbeo/ogz'm/‘pn'nciple and at the same time to introduce a christological
one. God the Father is indeed “unspeakable’, as are many other beings inferior to him. Yet
it is possible to ‘see’ him on the basis of his own revelation in the Logos. ‘He who has seen
me,’ says Jesus, ‘has seen the Father’ (Jn 14:9). To know God is to see him, a possibility
opened up to the pure in heart by the gracious Incarnation of the Word, the only-begotten
Son, the visible image of the invisible God."

Origen’s primary goal in all this is to show that Celsus’ and even Plato’s arguments
finally rest on nothing more than ‘philosophical agnosticism.”™* Their claims to know God
wetre clearly false, for such knowledge had failed to become manifest in their worship and
piety: they stll treated man-made idols and creatures as God. True knowledge of God
begins not with human reasoning, but with God, and with what he has presented of
himself to be seen.'”” From there it leads to thé transformation of one’s life, to the ascent
from sensible phenomena to intelligible realities, and from there to union with the simple,

incorporeal, invisible God. As Origen concludes,

The disciples of Jesus regard these phenomenal things only that they may use them as steps
to ascend to the perception of the nature of intelligible realities.... And when they have
risen from the created things of this world to the invisible things of God, they do not stay

there; but after they have sufficiently exercised their minds upon these, and have

12 Or.Cels. 7.42 (SC 150, 114.28-31).

13 Crouzel notes also the connection Origen makes between knowledge and image (‘The School of Alexandria
and Its Fortunes’, 161). Maintaining the rule that only like knows like, ‘the pure in heart’ is the /hgikos who,
having recovered by the Spirit the purity of the soul made according to the image of God, is capable of
assimilation to the image of God itself, the Logos.

14 Robert L. Wilken, ‘No Other Gods’, in idenr., Remembering the Christian Past (Grand Rapids, Michigan:
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1995), 55.

15 Wilken, ‘No Other Gods’, 55-56.
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understood their nature, they ascend to the eternal power of God: in a word, to his

divinity. '

Throughout Origen’s argument we are able to detect themes constantly reiterated
in the Fathers, and especially the affirmation that the proper way to acknowledge God’s
incomprehensibility is not with rational conjecture, nor yet with agnostic skepticism, but
with ‘silence’ - a transfigured life issuing in humble and holy reverence and praise. Divine
revelation is not a bare demonstration from the divine side, but a dialectical engagement, a
transformative process that starts and ends in God — or more precisely, in God the
Father."” It is not difficult to see how advocates of this recognisably trinitarian structure of
revelation and illumination could adapt Neoplatonist categories such as procession and
return, descent and ascent, diffusion and union, all of which imply a descent from simple
unity towards material multiplicity and an ascent back to immaterial union with the One. At
the outermost extension of the movement lie sensible, corporeal phenomena. Knowledge
of God is impossible without the corporeal realm."

Maximus too is concerned with the transformative character and doxological goal
of the apophatic way to union with God. As he seems keen to demonstrate in his Chapters

on Theology and the Economy,” all true spiritual progress necessarly begins with an

16 Or.Cels. 7.46 (SC 150, 124.34 — 126.42).

17 Herein lies the classic trinitatian structure of epistemology adumbrated by Origen (Ot.Princ. 1.3.4-8; Or.Joh.
19.6.33-38 [SC 290, 66-70]) and later enunciated by Basil of Caesarea (Bas.Spir. [PG 32.153B]). Knowledge of
God is knowledge of God the Father through the Son from the Spirit, by whom are conferred being,
rationality and holiness respectively. In turn the ascending v of theognosis leads from purification through
wisdom/gnosis to the blessed vision of the Father in glory. See further Karen Jo Torjesen, ‘Hermeneutics and
Soteriblogy in Origen’s Peri Archor’, SP 21 (1989), 338-339; Peter Widdicombe, The Fatherhood of God from
Origen to Athanasius (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 20-21; Vladimir Lossky, In the Image and Likeness of God
(New York: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985), 15-17.

18 Greg.Naz.Or. 28.12. The question about the status of the sensible in epistemology and revelation remained
alive and well into the 7% and 8% centuries in connection with the iconoclastic controversy. See Cameron,
“The Language of Images’, 1-42.

19 Capita theologica et oeconomica [Th.Oec] (PG 90.1084 — 1173). Hereafter called Chapters on Theolsgy.
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epistemological crisis. Human reason stands before God speechless, for in himself he is
beyond all knowing and speculation. While we may learn from the analogy of created being
that God is (TO €lvat), creation itself says nothing about how (TQS Elvan) or what (TO Tl
£ tvat) he is.*° He is neither subject or object, he neither thinks nor is thought, for these are
categories that necessarily involve relating to some extrinsic entity. God, however, is utterly
independent and perfectly self-contained.”

This epistemological impasse - itself the immediate correlate of an ontological fact -
is a fundamental theological presupposition throughout Maximus’ thought. Arising as it
does in the distinct unit formed by the opening ten paragraphs of the Chapters on Theology
(1.1-10), it confronts the would-be contemplative with shocking force. In the light of the
likelihood that the century form of the Chapters on Theology, in which is collated a broad
collection of highly condensed spiritual axioms, is especially designed for easy retention and
performative application in the monastic life,” such deliberate placement invites our closer
scrutiny. George Berthold has drawn attention to the almost credal form of these

chapters,” a form mitrored in the opening paragraph of the second set of centuries as well:

God is one, because there is one divinity; monad, without beginning, simple and beyond
being, without parts and undivided; the same is monad and triad, entirely monad, and

entirely triad; wholly monad in substance, wholly triad in hypostases.?

20 Amb.Io. 10 (PG 91.1133C; 1180D).

21 Th.Oec. 2.2.

22 Balthasar, Kosmische Liturgie, 482-484.

23 The Cappadocian Roots of Maximus the Confessor’, in Felix Heinzer and Christoph von Schénborn
(eds.), Actes du Symposium sur Maxime ke Confesseur. Fribourg, 2-5 septembre 1980 (Editions Universitaires Fribourg
Suisse, 1982), 55.

24 Th.Oez. 2.1.
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The conspicuous presence of the alpha privative - the prefix of negation - throughout this
passage and its parallel credal set in the unit formed by 1.1-10 confirms their strongly
apophatic character. But we also notice that these negations are couched in the form of a
confession. Then at the end of 1.1-10, strangely enough, the negations give way to quite a
clear affirmation, or at least, an affirmation interwoven with the doxological utterance we

heard earlier from Saint Paul in Romans 11:36:

God is the beginning, middle, and end of beings as active, but not as passive, like
everything else named by us. For he is beginning as creator, middle as provider, and end as

encompasser, for, as it says, from him and through him and to him are all things.

Has Maximus here abandoned the primacy of the v negativa® Is it in fact possible
to say something of the God of whom nothing can propetly even be denied, let alone
affirmed? Let us remember that by this time, the negative theology articulated by Origen
had undergone a noticeable metamorphosis. Before him, Clement of Alexandtia - in his
own engagement with Plato’s Timaess dictum - had drawn together central biblical motifs
demonstrating God’s ultimate inaccessibility: Moses’ entry into the darkness of God’s
dwelling place on Sinai; Saint Paul’s exclamation from Romans 11:33 on the depths of
divine sophia and gnosis; and the possibility of knowing the invisible Father through the only-
begotten Word and Son.” After him, and faced with the bold and blasphemous claims of
the Eunomians to be able to describe accurately the true nature of God’s essential being

(oUol ), all three Cappadocians had exercised more urgently both Alexandrians’ inclination

2 Clem.Sr. 5.12.78-82 (SC 276, 152.1 — 160.19).
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towards theological apophaticism.” Saint Gregory Nazianzen’s rebuttal of Plato’s dictum
was even swifter and stronger than Origen’s. While the Greek divine had spoken of the
difficulty in perceiving God and the impossibility of expressing him, Gregory agreed on the
impossibility of expressing him but argued for the even greater impossibility of perceiving
him.” Commenting on a passage further on in Gregory’s same sermon,” Maximus himself
states how the great Cappadocian doctor preferred throughout his teaching ‘to speak about
God by privations and negations’ in order to preclude any heretical presumption.”

In Saint Gregory of Nyssa’s mysticism of darkness especially we are provided with
a clear example of a rigorous apophaticism at work in the spiritual life modeled on Moses’

ascent into the ‘gloom’ or darkness (815‘ TOV yvéq)ov) on Mount Sinai’s hidden summit:

For leaving behind all visible realities, not only what sense comprehends but also what the
intellect thinks it sees, it keeps on penetrating deeper until, by the intellect’s yearning for
understanding, it gains access to the invisible and the incomprehensible, and there it sees
God. This is the true knowledge of what is sought; this is the seeing that consists in not
seeing, because that which is sought transcends all knowledge, being separated on all sides

by incomprehensibility as by a kind of darkness.30

This darkness on Gregory’s Mount Sinai, says Jean Daniélou, ‘is the radical transcendence
of God with respect to all nature and all possibility of intelligibility.”” Here even the

intellect (Vous) becomes blind as a new kind of seeing emerges that is by faith.

26 See Pelikan, Christianity and Classical Culture, 40-56.

27 Greg.Naz.Or. 28.4 (SC 250, 106.27 — 108.6).

28 Greg.Naz.Or. 28.9.

» Amb.Jo. 17 (PG 91.1224BC).

30 Greg.Nyss. V. Mos. 2.163 (GNO VIIIL.1, 254.24 — 255.3).

31 Platonisme et théologie Mystique. doctrine spirituelle de saint Grigoire de Nysse (Aubier: Editions Montagne, 1944),
194.
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In the fifth century, such apophaticism became even more strongly underlined by
Dionysius the Areopagite in a powerful crescendo. Dionysius is unequivocal in expressing
the fact that God not only transcends our affirmations, but that he far exceeds our
negations as well.*? With a liturgico-biblical emphasis reminiscent of Henry Vaughan’s line,
“There is in God (some say) / A deep, but dazling darkness’, Dionysius refers to the divine
darkness (6 B€los yvhos) as the ‘unapproachable light' (1 Tim 6:16) where ‘God is said

»33

[by holy Scripture] to dwell.”®® Elsewhere in a specifically liturgical context™ he speaks of an

immersion into ‘the darkness beyond intellect’.” More generally, ‘to know God’ is to know
that he is beyond all that can be known or perceived. According to Dionysius, this is

precisely what Saint Paul meant in Romans 11:33.% And in his famous first Lester he writes:

His transcendent darkness (Té UTTEPKEIMEVOV 0)TOU OKOTOS)™ remains hidden from all
light and concealed from all knowledge. Someone beholding God and understanding what
he saw has not actually seen God himself but rather something belonging to him that has
being and is knowable. For he himself utterly transcends mind and being. He is completely

unknown and non-existent. He exists beyond being and is known beyond the mind.*®

Maximus’ pedagogical strategy in the Chapters on Theolsgy betrays a close

acquaintance with this entite apophatic tradition in both its theological and liturgico-

32 Myst.theol. 1.2 (Corpus Dionysiacum 11, 143.5-7).

33 Ep. 5 (Corpus Dionysiacum 11, 162.3-4).

34 For the argument that Dionysius’ Mystical Theology is to be interpreted with a concrete liturgical context in
mind see Andrew Louth, Denys the Areopagite (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1989), 100-101.

35... €l TOV UTIEP VOUV ... YVODOv. Myst.theol 3 (Corpus Dionysiacum 11, 147.9).

36 Ep. 5 (Corpus Dionysiacum 11, 162.11 — 163.2).

37 H.-C. Puech suggests that yvodos and okGTos in Dionysius bear two reciprocally-related meanings. The
former signifies the subjective ignorance of the knowing subject; the latter signifies the objective
inaccessibility of God. See his ‘La ténébre mystique chez le Pseudo-Denys I'Aréopagite et dans la tradition
patristique’, Etudes Carmelitaines 23 (1938), 36.

38 Ep. 1 (Corpus Dionysiacum 11, 156.7 — 157.5).
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mystical forms — the former most thoroughly worked out by Gregory Nazianzen, the latter
having deeply Platonic roots and universally realised in the lived spiritual experience of
darkness, deptivation and unknowing in the presence of God.” But contained in this
‘negative’ theology is also an impulse towards affirmation in the form of praise. It is only
after Moses has laid down his will and understanding ‘outside’ visible phenomena that he
begins to adore God. Only after he has entered the darkness (Els TOV yvodov) - ‘the
formless and immaterial place of knowledge’ — does he ‘temain, performing the most
sacred rites.”® Following the pattern set by the Pauline exclamation in Romans 11, the
experience of negation gives rise to a positive state of hidden nearness to God and mystical
praise. As Berthold puts it, “ ... the revelation of God as Trinity is one which both reduces
the human mind to apophatic silence and calls it to a life of divine intimacy.”™

The answer then to our question posed earlier surely lies in pointing out that for
Maximus the »ig negativa is not so much an intellectual theory as a necessary experience,
indeed, the characteristic experience of the Christian life that leads the (un)knowing subject
towards the HUOTIKN) 505;0)\oyfa, the eschatological and theological” culmination of the
spiritual pilgrimage ‘from strength to strength’ and ‘gloty to glory.”® Only when he has fully
denied the possibility of any natural means of access to God — sensual or intellectual — and
actually brought about the sharp awareness of that fact in his readers, is Maximus able to

introduce the possibility of faith which, as a divine gift - a seeing with the spiritual eye of

39 Daniélou (Platonisme et Théologie Mystique, 191) traces this tradition back to Philo. Referring to the whole
Greek philosophical tradition Hadot proposes that ‘it is mystical experience that founds negative theology,
not the reverse” Quoted in Davidson and Chase, Philosophy as a Way of Life, 29. For further references
indicating the terminological correspondences between the apophatic expressions in Maximus, Dionysius,
and Gregory of Nyssa, see Walther Volker, Maxintus Confessor als Meister des geistlichen Lebens (Wiesbaden: Franz
Steiner Verlag, 1965), 336-342.

40 Th.Oec. 1.84.

41 “The Cappadocian Roots’, 58.

42 In the strict, trinitarian sense of the word.

43 Th.Oec. 2.77-78.
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the intellect, an actual experience of God - gains access to the unknowable God in a way
that far transcends discursive knowledge.* It is for us no different than it was for Moses,
for whom this drawing near to the hidden God takes place ‘by faith alone’ (TioTel uol\)n)."5

In another passage,'this time in response to a query from the priest Thalassius,
Maximus once again explicitly links the way of negation to this experientia/ (non)knowledge

of God. ‘Knowledge of divine things’, he begins, ‘is double’ (SiTTTV):

The first kind is relative, since it resides in reason and intellectual ideas alone and possesses
no actual perception through experience of its object. Through this kind of knowledge we
dispose ourselves in the present life. The second, propetly true kind of knowledge that
consists in actual experience alone - apart from reason or intellectual ideas — brings about
by participation }({ the complete perception }v( its object by grace. Through this kind of
knowledge we receive that supernatural deification due in the future, a deification that is
unceasingly effective. They say that the relative way of knowing by reason and intellectual
ideas stirs up desire for actual knowledge by participation, whereas the effective kind of
knowledge that brings about via participation the perception of the object of knowledge
through expetience is a deprivation (G atpEeTIKTV) of the other way of knowing residing in

reason and intellectual ideas.46

Again there can be no doubt about Maximus’ clear debt to Dionysius, who exalts

experiential knowledge of God over that which is ‘learned’;”” certainly there is no basis to

44 By ‘experience’ here and elsewhere I have in mind Louis Bouyer’s reference to the Fathers’ emphasis upon
the objective, actual aspect of experience rather than the modern preoccupation with its subjective, emotive
dimensions. See his discussion in The Christian Mystery: From Pagan Myth to Christian Mysticism, trans. Ilityd
Trethowan (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1990), 278-287.

45 _Amb.Jo. 10 (PG 91.1148D); cf. Amb.Jo. 10 (PG 91.1188AB); Amb.Th. 5 (PG 91.1057A).

46 0.Thal. 60 (CCSG 22, 77.63-76).

4 Di‘ony’sius\in De ‘diu.n?m. 2.9 (Corpus Dionysiacumm 1, 134.1-2) praises Hierotheus as one who oU povov
paBav alha mobwv Ta Bela.
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speak of any dramatic departure from him.® The Areopagite also speaks of a ‘double’
(S1TTNV) tradition of ‘the theologians’ (that is, the divinely-inspired writers of Scripture):
‘the manifest and more evident,” which employs philosophical argument and rational
demonstration, and ‘the ineffable and hidden’, which, by more experiental and sacramental
means, ushers the subject directly into the presence of God. Both, nevertheless, are
‘inextricably entwined.” The dialectic inherent in this approach finds expression in the
Areopagite’s symbolic theology, in which ‘unlike’ symbols in Scripture, such as rock or
wind or fire, are more fitting for God than %like’ symbols such as “Word’ or ‘Mind’ or
‘Being’, all of which falsely suggest a real correspondence between themselves and the God
who is beyond being.*

This dialectic reaches further yet into the strong and ordered distinction which
developed in the fourth century between theologia, knowledge of God in himself, and

economia, knowledge of God as he engages with creation. Describing the dimension of

theologia, Dionysius writes,

Many scripture writers will tell you that the divinity is not only invisible and
incomprehensible, but also #nsearchable and inscrutable (Rom 11:33), since there exists no

trace for anyone who would reach through into the hidden depths of this infinity.

48 While I largely concur with Ysabel de Andia’s argument that Maximus posits a far more christocentric
relation than Dionysius between negative and affirmative theology, I would argue that her contrasts are drawn
rather too sharply. See her ‘Transfiguration et Théologie Négative chez Maxime le Confesseur et Denys
L’Aréopagite’, in Ysabel de Andia (ed.), Denys I'/Aréopagite et sa Postérité en Orient et en Occident. Actes du Collogue
International. Paris, 21-24 septembre 1994 (Paris: Institut d’Etudes Augustiniennes), 293-328. For a more
balanced appraisal, see Janet Williams’ three studies, The Apophatic Theology of Dionysius the Pseudo-
Areopagite I’, The Downside Review 408 (1999), 157-172; ‘The Apophatic Theology of Dionysius the Pseudo-
Areopagite II’, The Downside Review 409 (1999), 235-250; ‘The Incarnational Apophasis of Maximus the
Confessor’, SP 37 (2001), 631-635.

49 Ep. 9 (Corpus Dionysiacum 11, 197.9-12).

50 De coelbier. 2.2-3 (Corpus Dionysiacurm 11, 10.13 — 13.23). In Biblical and Liturgical Symbols within the Pseudo-
Dionysian Synthesis (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1984), 87-90, Paul Rorem observes that
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This is the apophatic way characterised by negation and deprivation of all rational and
intellectual means of knowledge. But having said as much, Dionysius immediately goes on
to speak of the kataphatic way, the way made possible by God’s philanthropic, revelatory

economy, the way which itself leads to mystical, experiential union with the triune God:

On the other hand, the Good is not absolutely incommunicable to everything. By itself it
generously reveals a firm, transcendent beam, granting enlightenments proportionate to
each being, and thereby draws sacred minds upward to its permitted contemplation, to
participation and to the state of becoming like it. What happens to those that rightly and
propetly make an effort is this: they do not venture towards an impossibly daring sight of
God, one beyond what is duly granted them. Nor do they go tumbling downward where
theit own natural inclinations would take them. No. Instead they are raised firmly and
unswervingly upward in the direction of the ray which enlightens them. With a love
matching the illuminations granted them, they take flight, reverently, wisely, in all

holiness.5!

It is important to point out that Dionysius’ rather abstract-sounding language here
is actually aimed at substantiating a theological method that requires strict adherence to the
boundaries of biblical revelation. To assert the primacy of the apophatic way does not
imply the abandonment of revelation for the sake of some higher, alternative, esoteric

gnosis. Dionysius is no ‘mystical iconoclast’, as Balthasar so rightly perceived.’? Rather this

the movement from affirmations to negations is not sequential so much as logical. Affirmation and negation
denote two ordered but contemporaneous epistemological approaches to a single reality.

51 De div.nom. 1.2 (Corpus Dionysiacum 1, 110.11 — 111.2),

52 Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord: A Theological Aesthetics, volume 2: Studies in Theological Style: Clerical Styles, trans.
Andrew Louth, Francis McDonagh and Brian McNeil, ed. John Riches (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1984), 179.
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paragraph directs us to conceive of revelation as an interactive dialectic that heads towards the
re-unification of both divine and human subjects. Inherent to this dialectic is the
paradoxical nature of revelation. God reveals himself by hiding himself, and in hiding
himself, makes himself known. In this sense, we can never speak of revelation without also
speaking of concealment.”

The coordination of the apophatic and kataphatic dialectic with that of #heo/ogia and
economia is only strengthened in Maximus for whom, as Andrew Louth has suggested, ‘[t/he
movement between apophatic and kataphatic is not a matter of a dialectic between two
kinds of human logic in speaking of God; rather, it is a movement between God’s own
hidden life and his engagement with creation....”** Denial and affirmation, like theolsgia and
economia, are antithetical yet complementary registers in which one and the same God gives

himself to be acknowledged to be who he is by the removal of every illusion of what he is

55

not.”” To Maximus’ mind, the ‘double’ character of divine revelation and human

apprehension is demonstrated most concretely and paradigmatically in the Transfiguration
of Christ as recorded in the synoptic Gospels. Here the ‘vertical’ configuration of
Dionysius is woven into a hermeneutic more strongly eschatological and anagogical in
character. It is with specific reference to the Transfiguration as Ta Beompem
SpopaT oupYTHaTa that we find him referring to ‘the two universal modes of theology.”
The hidden (uncreated) and symbolic (created) are united in a paradoxical dialectic: the
Word’s concealment in flesh, garments, and cloud is seen to be the very means of his self-

manifestation. Like Gregory Nyssa’s Sinai, Tabor is ‘the mountain of theology’, up to

53 See Dion.At. De coel bier. 2.2; Ep. 3; Maximus Amb.Th. 5 PG 91.1049A); Amb.Io. 10 (PG 91.1129BC).

54 Andrew Louth, ‘Apophatic Theology and the Liturgy in St. Maximos the Confessor’, in idem., Wisdom of the
Byzgantine Church: Evagrios of Pontos and Maximos the Confessor, 1997 Paine Lectures in Religion, ed. Jill Raitt,
(Columbia, Missouri: Department of Religious Studies, University of Missouri, 1997), 42.

55 Amb.Io. 34 (PG 91.1288C).
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which the Word ascends with Peter, James and John — those who have acquired faith, hope
and love respectively. There ‘he is transfigured before them,” which, as Maximus explains,
means that he is ‘no longer referred to kataphatically as God and holy and king and suchlike,
but is spoken of apophatically according to the terms beyond-God and beyond-holy and all the
terms of transcendence.””’ For the disciples, whose bodily and spiritual senses have been
purified, and who have passed over (METEBNOOV) from flesh to spirit, it is the moment of
recognition whereby Christ’s true identity as the eternally begotten Word of the Father
becomes apparent. His shining face radiates the unapproachable brightness of his divinity,”
‘the characteristic hiddenness of his ousia’ which he shares with the Father and the Spirit.
In the transfigured Word-made-flesh, Maximus comprehends a miraculous matrix where

theologia and economia, apophasis and kataphasis, unknowing and knowing intersect in a

universal, salvifically effective economy:

For it was necessarys® for him without any change in himself to be created like us,
accepting for the sake of his immeasurable love for humankind to become the type and
symbol of himself, and from himself symbolically to represent himself, and through the
manifestation of himself to lead to himself in his complete and secret hiddenness the whole
creation; and while he remains quite unknown in his hidden, secret place beyond all things,

unable to be known or understood by any being in any way whatever, out of his love for

56 Amb.Jo. 10 (PG 91.1165B).

57 0D 191 (CCSG 10, 134.41-46).

58 Amb.Jo. 10 (PG 91.1125D — 1128A).

% OD 191 (CCSG 10, 134.48).

60 Reading 'Edet in place of EiSe1 with Karl-Heinz Uthemann, ‘Christ’s Image versus Christology: Thoughts
on the Justiniac Era as Threshold of an Epoch’, in Pauline Allen and Elizabeth Jeffreys (eds.), The Sixth
Century: End or Beginning? (Brisbane: Australian Association for Byzantine Studies, 1996), 204.
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humankind he grants to human beings intimations of himself in his manifest divine works

performed in the flesh.6!

What we ate seeing at work here is a dynamic, paradoxical engagement whereby the
purified and receptive human subject comes to penetrate with the eye of faith the
corporeal, symbolic structures that veil the substance of the Word in order to apprehend
him in the hidden, undisclosed, radiant reality of his pre-incarnate (theological) state. Such
radiance is of course blinding, and as such can only be experienced as darkness. The
movement of the Word from his radiant hiddenness to his veiled manifest form involves
then an act of loving condescension on his part. As the d1AcvBpcatos, the Word initially
gives himself to people according to their limited, sense-oriented means of apprehension.
Thus in the Chapters on Theology Maximus says that the ‘first encounter’ (TTPWTM
ﬂpooBo}\ﬁ) with the Logos is with his flesh — with his incarnate, veiled form.®® The
reference occurs within a series of chapters that meditate on the contrast between the
Lord’s presence and absence experienced respectively as ‘face to face’ vision and vision ‘as
in a mirror’ (1 Cor 13:12).® Maximus considers these categories in turn in connection with

the progression from the active to the contemplative life.

The Lord is sometimes absent, sometimes present. He is absent in terms of face to face
vision; he is present in terms of vision in a mirror and in enigmas.
To the one engaged in ascetic struggle the Lord is present through the virtues, but

absent from him who takes no account of virtue. And again, to the contemplative he 1s

61 Amb.Jo. 10 (PG 91.1165D - 1168A).
62 Th.Oec. 2.60; also 2.61.
63 Th.Oec. 2.57-61.
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present through the true knowledge of the things that are, but absent to him who

somehow misses it,64

We might also draw attention to the marked factizty of this first, gracious encounter
established by divine initiative. The terms Maximus uses recall the way in which
sacramental initiation is grounded in sense experience. Left to itself, the soul would be
utterly powetless to ascend to God, ‘unless God himself, having drawn near to it, fouch
(anTo) it by condescension and lead it up to himself; for the human mind has no such
power to ascend, to apprehend any divine illumination as it were, #nless God himself draw it
up - as far as it is possible — and himself illumine it with divine brightness.’® The resulting
apprehension of the Lord, even by dim reflection, is however conditioned by the spiritual
state and progress of the subject. The manifestation of the Logos is not univocal. It is,
crassly put, personally tailored according to the receptivity of the human person in such a
way as to advance him from knowledge of the Logos’ flesh to knowledge of his ‘glory’. On
this we shall say more in due course.

In following Maximus’ distinctions between various levels or stages in the
revelatory process, we must keep in mind the integrative unity between the two dimensions
of the hidden and symbolic, the apophatic and the kataphatic, a unity Maximus repeatedly
asserts in his insistence on the unity of praxis and fheoria over against an unhealthy
preoccupation with one to the exclusion of the other. In Chapters on Theology 2.37-39 for

instance, he makes a point he demonstrates more fully elsewhere® concerning the essential

64 Th.Oec. 2.57-58.
65 Th.Oec. 1.31.

6 Amb.Io. 10 (PG 91.1145AB); Amb.Io. 57 (PG 91.1380D-1381B); O.Thal 3 (CCSG 7, 55.17-22); Q.Thal. 58
(CCSG 22, 31.64-69).
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co-inherence of the ascetic and contemplative dimensions of the spiritual life.” He links
them respectively with our two epistemological categories of kataphasis and apophasis, which
in turn are aspects of the self-manifestation of the Word in the flesh on the one hand, and

the fransitus from the Word-made-flesh to the spiritual Word in his pre-incarnate form on

the other:

In the active life, the Word - becoming thick by means of the virtues - becomes flesh.
Whereas in the contemplative life - becoming lean by spiritual thoughts, he becomes what
he was in the beginning: God the Word.

He makes the Word flesh who, by the thicker words and examples, applies the
teaching of the Word the moral practice according to the corresponding potential of the
hearers; and again, he makes the Word spirit who expounds mystical theology through
sublime visions.

He who theologises kataphatically with affirmations makes the Word flesh —
having nothing other than what can be seen or felt in order to know God as cause. But he
who theologises apophatically with negations makes the Word spirit, as i the beginning he
was God and was with God (Jn 1:1) — working from absolutely nothing of what can be

known, [yet] knowing well the utterly unknowable.

We may conclude this section by adding a number of summary observations. As a
revelatory economy the Incarnation is still a ttinitarian event.®® The Christian ascent from

flesh to spirit, earthly to heavenly is not cosmic or spatial but zheo/sgical: it is 2 movement

67 This principle surfaces repeatedly in the Chapters on Theolsgy. See Th.Oec. 1.98; 2.32; 2.37; 2.40; 2.51; 2.64;
2.74; 2.80; 2.87.

68 See also 0.Thal 2 (CCSG 7, 51.22-28); 60 (CCSG 22, 79.94-114); Or.dom. (CCSG 23, 31.87-97); Amb.lo. 61
(PG 91.1385D); Opuse. 7 (PG 91.77BC); 20 (PG 91.240C). The Father approves (EﬁSOKc.BU) the Incarnation;
the Son personally effects it (UTOUPYCAV); the Spirit co-operates in it (ouvepyadv). Cf.Greg.Naz.Or. 28.1
(SC 250, 100.13-15).
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from fallen creaturely existence to participation in the mysterious communion of the holy
Trinity. It is therefore the implicitly trinitarian structure of revelation, centred upon the
revelation of the Word in the flesh, that shapes Maximus’ understanding of the need to
advance through the flesh of the incarnate Word to lay hold of the ‘naked” Word himself.
For the whole Spirit and the whole Father are substantially united with the Word.”
Repeatedly in the Chapters on Theology we come across the phrase ‘the Word/the Son of #he
Father ™ The bodily manifestation of the Word-Son has as its ultimate object tbe revelation of
the Father, who is ‘by nature completely inseparable from the whole of his Word.”" In
apprehending the Word, a person receives, or better, is received by the complete holy
Trnity. It is not finally the vision of the glory of the Son to which the worthy attain, but
the vision of the glory of the Father — in the Son — through the Spirit.”

This never detracts from Maximus’ strongly christocentric and essentially
incarnational vision. In fact it strengthens it, for there can be no #sion of the hidden Father
except in the visible incarnate Son. But there are different levels of apprehension of the
divine Word that appear to be conditioned by the corresponding level of knowledge of the
inner meaning and salvific purpose of the incarnation. That is why, argues Maximus, the
divine apostle Paul knew only ‘in part’, whereas the great evangelist John saw the glory of
the only-begotten Son of the Father.” Paul’s partial knowledge is the knowledge of the

Word through ascetic activity; John, it seems, pierces through the visible flesh of the Word

6 Th.Oec. 2.71. On the fundamentally trinitarian shape of revelation in Maximus, see further Thunberg, Man
and the Cosmos, 32; Felix Heinzer, ‘L’explication trinitaire de L’Economie chez Maxime le Confesseur’, in
Heinzer and Schénborn, Maximus Confessor. Actes du Symposinm, 161-164.

70 See, for example, Th.Oec. 2.21; 2.25; 2.71.

" Th.Oec. 2.71. Also Th.Oec. 2.22: ‘Just as our human word which proceeds naturally from the mind is the
messenger of the secret movements of the mind, so does the Word of God - who knows the Father in
essence, as Word knows the Mind which has begotten it (since no created being can approach the Father
without him) - reveal the Father whom he knows.’

72 Th.Oec. 2.73.

73 Th.Oec. 2.76.
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and beholds the hidden yet revealed Aéyos and OKOTOS of the Incarnation, that is, its
specifically and inherently salvific (St ’ TuGS) dimension, viewed teleologically. This
dimension has as its ultimate author and source not the Son, but the Father. It is the
Father’s glory which the only-begotten has made known (Jn 1:18). It is God’s HEYOAN
BOU}\T'] of which the incarnate Word is 0 dyYeAos. In the overall fulfilment of that plan

through the Incarnation lies the accomplishment of our deifying adoption as sons of

God.™

Three Laws and Four Incarnations

We have already indicated the centrality of the Transfiguration in Maximus’ theological
vision. In the transfigured body of Christ he recognises an archetypal locus in which the
human union with God by faith and the reciprocal, corresponding universal theophany of
divine glory is proleptically demonstrated.” Two accounts in the Gospels (Mt 17:1-8; Lk
9:28-36) occupy his attention in a number of contexts,” but nowhere more fully than in the
tenth Ambiguum.77 Having already seen the importance of the ‘double’ way of theology, we
must now explore further Maximus’ application of this hermeneutic to the synoptic
narrative where Christ’s ‘garments’ and ‘flesh’ serve as a paradigmatic analogy of how ‘God

gives himself to be beheld through visible things.™ Each represents one of the two

74 Th.Oec. 2.21-25. The christological titles of Isaiah 9:6 are attributed to the &yyeAos ueyoAns PouAnis of
Isaiah 9:5. Origen had also applied this office to Christ (Or.Joh. 1.38 [SC 120, 198.278]). Dionysius links it
with John 15:15 as an aspect of Jesus’ revelation of the Father (De coelhier. 4.4 [Corpus Dionysiacum 11, 24.1-4]).
Maximus treats the topic further in Or.dom. (CCSG 23, 28.39 — 29.49); Q.Thal. 60 (CCSG 22, 73.5 — 75.48).

5 On the place of the Transfiguration in the patristic tradition in general, see John A. McGuckin, The
Transfiguration of Christ in Seripture and Tradstion (Lewiston/Queenston: The Edwin Mellen Press, 1986), 99-143.
6 0D 190-193 (CCSG 10, 131.1 — 136.23); Th.Oec. 1.97; 2.13-16.

7 Amb.Jo. 10 (PG 91.1125D — 11334; 1156B; 1160C — 1169B).

8 Amb.Jo. 10 (PG 91.1129A).
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dimensions - visible and invisible, kataphatic and apophatic - by which God conceals and
reveals himself in the economy of creation.

It is in this connection that we find Maximus expounding his understanding of the
‘two laws’ — the ‘natural’ and the ‘written’ (TOV Te UGIKOV K&I TOV YPATITOV), each of
which corresponds to the respective incarnate economies of the divine Word in cosmos
and Scripture. While both Origen and Evagrius knew of the cosmos as a vast book, it has
been recognised that the co-ordination of cosmos and Scripture as equally valuable and
equally effective economies represents Maximus’ own development.” Both laws are equally
necessary for spiritual advancement, for they are ‘of equal honour and teach
(T 8eUoVTOS) the same things as one another.® Indeed, the one is ‘the same’ (TOUTOV)
as the other.®’ What also becomes especially interesting in Maximus is his co-ordination of
these two incarnate economies with the historic Incarnation in Christ. There are in fact
‘three laws’: the natural, the written, and the ‘spiritual law’ or law of grace’. While Maximus
recognises their respective integrity as ‘different modes of a divine way of life’ (Tous
Stadopous Bious Spopou Tou kata Beov),® he also knows them together to constitute a
single law which converges (cuvayeTan) in Christ who as creator (&]ploupyés) is the
author of natural law, and as provider and lawgiver (TTpOVOT]Tﬁg Kol vouoeéTT]S) is the
giver of the written law.* Or as Balthasar writes, ‘the third law, which is ushered in and

embodied in Christ, petfects both the first and the second laws, and unites them for good,

7 ‘Maximus envisions creation and scripture as objective economies of divine relation that stand in a perfect
analogous relation to the Logos-Revealer.... The written law is thus no longer an intermediate degree
between natural revelation and the revelation of Christ; rather, nature and history are equal poles that
complement one another eschatologically.’ Blowers, Exegesis and Spiritual Pedagogy, 102; see also Balthasar,
Kosmische Liturge, 288-300; Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, T7-78.

80 _4mb.Jo. 10 (PG 91.1128CD).

81 _dmb.Jo. 10 (PG 91.1152A).

82 0. Thal. 64 (CCSG 22, 233.730-731).

8 0. Thal. 19 (CCSG 7, 119.7-22); 39 (CCSG 7, 14-17); 64 (CCSG 22, 233.738 — 237.793).
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since at the same time it eliminates their limitations.”® Turning to Maximus’ meditation on
the Transfiguration, we find his synthesis of the sensible and intelligible dimensions of

these three economies situated under the rubric of concealment and revelation:

For just as, when calling the words of holy Scripture the garments of the Word, and
interpreting its intelligible realities (TGt VONUATA) as his flesh, we conceal him in the first
case and reveal him in the second, so too when calling the external forms and visible
shapes of created beings garments, and interpreting the hidden principles (Tous Adyous)
in accordance with which these forms and shapes have been created as flesh, we likewise
conceal in the first case, and reveal in the second. For the Word, who is the creator of the
universe and the lawgiver and by nature invisible, in appearing conceals himself, and in

concealing himself is made manifest....8

Judging by the emphasis upon interpretative actions — ‘we conceal... we reveal’ -
Maximus’ seems to be making his point on the interpretative, existential plane, though it is
l?ased on an economic reality. Just as the garments which veil the Lord become in the
eschatological moment of sight transparent to the flesh concealed beneath, so do the words
of Scripture and the corporeal forms of the ordered universe become translucent to ‘the
intelligible realities’ and ‘hidden principles’ embedded in them. The entite scheme including

the economy of Christ can be tepresented diagramatically as follows overleaf:

8 Kosmische Liturgée, 289.
85 _Amb.Io. 10 (PG 91.1129B).
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Three Economies ‘We conceal’ ‘We reveal’
Christ Garments Flesh
(IporTIer) (oapKas)8s
Written law Words Intelligible realities
(Scripture) (T PrHaTE) (TG VoMU TOY)
Natural law Forms and shapes Hidden principles
(created beings) (Ta €18 Te kKol OXMMATO) (ot Aoyo)

Perhaps what is most striking about the above schema is that the ‘fleshes’ of Christ
is ordered together with 7nvisible, intelligible realities. While the visible dimensions constitute
indispensable elements in each economy, Christ’s transfigured flesh is seen already to take
part in another order again, that is, the theological order. The relation between the sensible
and the intelligible dimensions is best understood, as I.-H Dalmais has observed, as one
controlled by the dialectic of preparation-realisation rather than by an antithesis between
figure and reality.” Nor do these two dimensions merely sit side by side. On the contrary,

Balthasar has refetrred to a mutual perichoresis — a reciprocal interpenetration - that takes

8 The use of the plural is somewhat mysterious. One proposal, suggested to me by Andrew Louth, is that the
plural designates flesh that is to be consumed as food. We find precisely that use in Clem.S#. 5.10.66.2 (SC
276, 134.6-10) where, having spoken of ‘milk’ for infants as catechesis and ‘meat’ for the pcrfect as mystic
contemplanon, he refers to both as ‘the fleshes and blood of the Word (OO(pKES‘ auTal Kai Gipa Tou
Adyou), that is, the apprehensxon of divine power and essence.’” Could it be that Maximus, in contemplating
the transfigured body of Churist, is led to equate it with his eucharistic flesh?

87 I.-H. Dalmais, ‘La Manifestation du Logos dans 'Homme et dans L’Eghse Typologie anthropologique et

typologie ecclésiale d’apres On.Thal. 60 et la Mystagogie', in Heinzer and Schénborn, Maximus Confessor: Actes du
Symposium, 21.
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place between them on account of their mutually shared ‘universal principle’ (YEVIKOS
Aoyos ).* Despite their natural ontological differences, both sensible and intelligible share
the fact of having been created out of nothing, and therefore the capacity of being united
as a single, dynamic medium of divine glory.” Nevertheless, only the intelligible realities
share with God an intelligible nature, and thus the visible, sensible elements clearly remain
subordinate to them, just as Aafaphasis is subordinate to apophasis, economia to theologia,
concealment to revelation, praxis to theoria.

Our next question must be to ask further about the relation between these three
incarnate economies. We have seen that Maximus stresses the equality of the natural and
written laws — what Blowers refers to as their ‘fundamental reciprocity’ on account of a
common underlying symbolic structure, and thus ‘their common access to the intelligible
mystery of the incarnate Logos.” Indeed, Maximus applies to all three economies a
metaphor originally used by Gregory Nazianzen in a sublime sermon preached for the
festival of Theophany (Epiphany) with explicit reference to the enfleshment in Christ of
the incorporeal Word.” In each economy, the visible, sensible, symbolic dimensions
designate the realm in which the Word, who is ‘subtle’ (AeTT 05) by nature,” has ‘thickened
himself (ToaxubevTa).” In Ambignum 33 Maximus is called upon to deal with Gregory’s
statement that ‘the Word became thick’.”* Perhaps it was thought to sound suspiciously

Origenist, for Evagtius in his Kephalaia Gnostica had accounted for the ‘thickness’ attaching

88 Kosmische Liturgie, 170-171, 231; see also Amb.Io. 17 (PG 91.1228C); Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 29.

8 Q. Thal. 2 (CCSG 7, 51.15-30); see further Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 398-401; Blowers, Exegesis and
Spiritual Pedagogy, 98-99.

9 Blowers, Exegests and Spiritual Pedagogy, 106.

91 Greg.Naz.Or. 38.2 (SC 358, 106.16-20).

92 Amb.Jo. 10 (PG 91.1129C).

93 Amb.Io. 10 (PG 91.1129D).

% Amb.Jo. 33 (PG 91.1285C — 1288A).
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to pre-existent intellects by referring to their fall and subsequent punitive embodiment.”
Yet following the most natural meaning of the phrase in its context in Gregory, Maximus

first supplies a christological interpretation:

The Word is said to be ‘thickened’ by the inspired teacher... because the Word, who 1s
simple and incorporeal and feeds spiritually all the divine powers in heaven in succession,
deemed it worthy also to thicken himself through his incarnate coming from us, for us, and
like us yet without sin, and fittingly to expound to us through words and patterns a
teaching concerning the ineffable which far transcends the power of all rational discourse.
For it is said that everything has been taught through parables, and that nothing is
explained without a parable (cf. Mt 13:34). For so it pleases teachers to use parables
whenever their pupils do not understand things spoken in archetypal form

(TTPWTOTUTILIS)% and to lead them on to true perception of the things said.””

The transition Maximus records here from #heologia to economia is exactly as one finds it in
Gregory. The eternal and transcendent Word becomes a true flesh-and-blood human being
in order to draw humanity in himself up to God. Especially notable in Maximus’ exposition
is the phrase ‘through his incarnate coming from us, for us, and like us’ (Bld ms
Evaapkou auTol Tapouctas €€ N 8’ Nuas kab’ NUGS), by which he emphasises
the mutual interdependence of the sotetiological and realistic dimensions of the Word’s
enfleshed presence. We may note also the parallel he draws between the Incarnation and
Jesus’ use of parables. As the true pedagogue, the Word presents himself symbolically in

otder to lead us to a true perception (CUVaIGBNCIV) of the archetype.

9 Evag.Keph. 4.6.
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Next Maximus follows with two alternative interpretations of Gregory’s phrase
regarding the Word’s ‘thickening’ himself. The first represents the Word’s cosmic

economy:

Or [it could be said that the Word ‘becomes thick’ in the sense that], having ineffably
hidden himself in the defining sub-structures (TOls AOyots) of created beings for our
sake, he indicates himself by analogy through each visible being, as through certain letters,
wholly present in his utter fullness in the whole universe and at the same time wholly
present in individual things. He is wholly present and undiminished. Remaining, as always,
without difference, he is present in different things; simple and uncompounded, he is in the
compounded; without beginning, he is in things that have a beginning; invisible, he is in

visible things; intangible, he is in tangible things.?8

Finally Maximus presents the Word’s scriptural economy:

Or [it could be said that the Word ‘becomes thick’ in the sense that], for our sake who are
dense in disposition, he consented to embody himself for us and to be represented through
letters and syllables and sounds so that, with us following him little by little from these
things, he might lead us to himself, joined by the Spirit, and make us ascend into subtle and
non-relative understanding of him who contracted us for his sake into his own union to

the same extent that he expanded himself for our sake by the principle of condescension.?

% Blowers (Exegm.r and .S'Pmtual Pedagogy 120) I think tends to obscure the full import of this adverb by
translating TOIS TPWTOTUTLS AeYOMEVOLS as ‘what they originally said’.

97 Amb.Io. 33 (PG 91.1285C).

98 Amb.Io. 33 (PG 91.1285D).

* Amb.Io. 33 (PG 91.1288A). The Greek of the final phrase is especially difficult to render: TOOOUTOV nuas
81 EQUTOV TTPOS EVeaGtY EQUTOU ouaTeihas, 00OV aUTos SI’ MUAS EQUTOV ouykaTaBdaews Aoyw
SiéoTetAe. Stephen Gersh has: ‘he brings us for his own sake into union with himself by contraction to the
same extent that he has for our sake expanded himself according to the principle of condescension’ (From
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Much could be said about the cosmic and scriptural dispensations in which the
Word ‘thickens’ himself, but in view of Maximus’ strongly cosmological ontology which we
shall be examining in greater detail in the next chapter, we shall here concentrate ptimarily
on his understanding of the written law, that is, the Word’s incarnate economy in Scripture.
How are the ‘scriptural and christological economies related? We recall our discussion
above about Maximus’ symbolic identification of Christ’s ‘garments’ with the ‘words’ of
Scripture and his ‘flesh’ with their intelligible contents or meaning. Through his historic
Incarnation as Christ, the divine Word — who ‘remains quite unknown in his hidden, secret
place beyond all things, unable to be known or understood by any being in any way
whatsoever’ - lovingly condescends to become ‘a type and symbol of himself thereby
granting human beings ‘intimations of himself in the manifest divine works performed in
the flesh.'® In like manner we find Maximus positioning the scriptural economy in a
marked dialectic with theological inaccessibility, explaining that ‘it is customary for
Scriptute to represent unspeakable and hidden intentions of God in corporeal terms

(OO TIKAS), so that we may be able to perceive divine realities through the words and

Iamblichus to Eringena: An Investigation of the Prebistory and Evolution of the Pseudo-Dionysian Tradition [Leiden: EJ.
Bnll 1978], 255). But the Greek does not speak of a ‘union with himself but of ‘his own union/unity’ (TTpos
EVCIOLY EQUTOV), indicating either the union of the divine and human natures in Christ or the theological
unity of the divine Word. Blowers renders it a little differently again: “Thus the more he drew us together into
union with him for himself, the more for our sake he would expand himself by reason of his condescension’
(Exegesis and Spiritual Pedagogy, 120). This unfortunately fails to render accurately the meaning of the fantum-
quantum formula. Both scholars recogmsc the unportance of bringing out the Neoplatonic dialectic of
expansion and contraction (S160TOAN— ouoTOMT)), which Thunberg (Microcosm and Mediator, 60-61) identifies
as a metaphysical law describing the movement from umty into differentiation (510(01'0)\11) and back to unity
(ouoToAn). He rightly concludes ‘that in Maximus’ view the movement of S1c0ToAR, of differentiation, as
the movement of God’s condescension in creation, comes very close to the incarnation, and the movement
of GUGTOAR, consequently, comes close to deification.’

100 Amb.Io. 10 (PG 91.1165D — 1168A).
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sounds that are co.mforrnable to our nature, since God is unknowable Mind and ineffable
Word and inaccessible Spirit. ...""!

It is apparent then that the scriptural and the christological economies share as a
whole the same structure and purpose. In what way then, we may ask, are they distinct? Is
there any gualitative difference between them?'® Once again it will be useful to look back to
Origen as the spiritual father of the anagogical hermeneutical tradition which Maximus
inherits. Origen knows no division between Christ and the divine Word who is the true but
hidden content of Scriptur.e — its mind (vo?;g) or spirit (TT\)ETJLJO(). For him ‘Christ and
Scripture are identified, the latter being already an incarnation of the Word in writing,
which is analogous to flesh; nor is it another and different incarnation, since it is
completely related to the one incarnation....'® Anagogical exegesis presupposes this
identification: Christ is Scrpture’s sole object. He is, in de Lubac’s splendid phrase, its
‘whole exegesis.”'* Anagogy is the integration of the reader via the material symbol of the
text into its divine content.'”® Scripture’s purpose has been fulfilled when through askesis
the believer himself becomes Scripture - a living symbol of Christ.'*

Nevertheless, for Maximus as for Origen, holy Scripture contains its own intra-
structural dimensions that are to be distinguished and not confused. The first of these, as

we have mentioned, is the distinction between the letter and the spirit.'” Parallel to this is

101 0. Thal, 28 (CCSG 7, 205.42-46).

102 Blowers pursues this question at some length, Exegesis and Spiritual Pedagogy, 117-130. See also Thunberg,
Microcosm and Mediator, 73-79.

103 Crouzel, “The School of Alexandria and Its Fortunes’, 166-167.

104 Henri de Lubac, Medieval Exegesis. The Four Senses of Seripture, volume 1, trans. Mark Sebanc (Edinburgh:
T&T Clark, 1998), 237.

105 See further Karen Torjesen, Hermenentical Procedure and Theological Method in Origen’s Exegesis (Patristische
Texte und Studien 28, Berlin, 1986), 124-138.

106 On this distinctive feature of monastic exegesis, see Douglas Burton-Christie, “’Practice makes Perfect:
Interpretation of Scripture in the Apophthegmata Patrunt, SP 20 (1989), 213-218.

107 Th.O¢c. 1.91; Q.Thal. 32 (CCSG 7, 225.17-33).
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the distinction between the Old Testament and the New, the Law and the Gospel.'® T},
New Testament inheres and is mysteriously hidden in the letter of the Old. In turn the Law
is the shadow of the Gospel, and the Gospel the image of the good things to come. And
the Old Testament is again divided into the Law and the Prophets, the former a shadow
and the latter an image of the divine and spiritual benefits contained in the Gospel. Sdll
another tripartite scheme in holy Scripture becomes evident in its partial or progressive
revelation () KOTG HEPOS HAVEPWOIS) of the trinitarian mystery, in that it moves from a
confession of the Father to the Son to the Holy Spirit.'” Each ‘component’ possesses a
carefully schematised, irreducible function in the overall scriptural and historical
dispensation. The fact that Moses and Elijah, tepresenting the Law and the Prophets,
appear with Christ on the mountain of Transfiguration is highly significant in this regard.
In themselves the written media of the old covenant are ‘dead’ - destined to pass away like
the body. But co-ordinated with Christ, they are able to fulfil a saving, revelatory,
pedagogical function, which is no less than their true (teleological) ‘mind’ or purpose. That
true purpose is to testify to the ‘law of grace’, to the Gospel - to the Christ who ‘unfolds

5110

eschatologically’'’” their intelligible contents. In a kind of reversal of its own progressive
trinitarian order, Scripture’s true purpose is to lead us in the Spirit from its multiple ‘words’

to the singular “Word’ in whom we come finally to the Father.'"! So Maximus can say:

108 Th.Oec. 1.89-93; Myst. 6.

109 Amb.Jo. 23 (PG 91.1261A). The passage bears strong echoes of the ancient doctrine of three orders or eras
in which God progressively reveals himself as Father (Israel/OT), Son (Christ/NT), and Holy Spirit
(Church). Maximus probably drew it directly from Greg.Naz.Or. 31.26. This tripartite arrangement arises also
in Amb.lo. 21 (PG 91.1241D - 1256C). Just as the Old Testament was a ‘forerunner’ of the Gospel, so too is
the written Gospel, like the proclamation that takes place in the words and deeds of the saints, a ‘forerunner’
of the Word’s final, ‘more perfect’ revelation in the eschatological consummation. The entire scheme of
salvation is thus arranged in an unfolding prophetic triad (PG 91.1253C): shadow (Old Covenant and its
worship), image (New Covenant and its worship), truth (the coming age).

110 Blowers, Exegests and Spiritual Pedagogy, 124.
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Whenever the Word of God becomes bright and shining in us, and his face becomes
dazzling like the sun, then also are his clothes more radiant, that is, the words of the holy
Scripture of the Gospels are clear and distinct and contain nothing hidden. Moreover, both

Moses and Elijah stand beside him, that is, the more spiritual meanings of the Law and the

Prophets.112

Returning now to Ambiguum 33, we may offer some final remarks on the
telationship between the ‘three laws’. The syntactical structure of the whole passage
undergirds Maximus’ regard for the structural and effective equality of all three economies.
Each is introduced as a valid alternative (f] OTI... T] OTI... 1) OT1) with an equally effective

3 <

soteriological thrust (81 TMu&s... 8t TMuas... 81’ TMuas). In the summary sentence
enclosing Maximus® classic tantum-quantum (TOOOUTOV... 000V) formulation,' again with
an explicit soteriological marker (3t " MUGS), we are given a glimpse of his overarching
incarnational, revelatory metaphysics. The ‘thickening’ or ‘expansion’ of the Word is
simultaneously the ‘thinning’ or ‘contraction’ of the ‘density’ of human nature — its opacity
to divine things. The movement is not temporally sequential, nor does it imply the
dematerialisation of human nature. It is rather a two-dimensional description of the Word’s
self-expansion into and penetration of the universe and the reciprocal, simultaneous
transfiguration of and contraction of the universe into him. In this respect Blowers’

comments are instructive: “The natural law and the written law, creation and scripture, are

grounded in the preexistent and transcendent Logos. In Maximus’ thought, however, the

11 Th.Oec. 2.20-22.

112 Th.Oec. 2.14.

113 See Balthasar, Kosmische Liturgie, 277-278; Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 31-32; Jean-Claude Larchet, La
divinisation de Phomme selon saint Masime le Confesseur (Paris: Les Editions du Cerf, 1996), 376-382.
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transcendent Logos is never conceptually separate from the historically incarnate Christ.”'"

And turning to Thunberg we also find a fitting analysis:

The cosmological (ontological), the providential and the historical Logos are not separate
elements 1n Maximus’ theology, but consciously depicted as one and the same: Christ, the
Son of God the Father, and the Lord of the Church. He is the centre of the universe in the
same manner as he is the centre of the economy of salvation.... [TThe Logos, on account
of his general will to incarnate himself, holds together not only the AOYot of creation but

also the three aspects of creation, revelation (lllumination) and salvation.!15

By his Incarnation the eternal Word establishes in time a single, universal, theophanous
economy by which the natural and written economies which we experience as distinct are
constituted as effective revelatory and saving dispensations. Only on this basis can
Maximus posit the equal revelatory efficacy of the two laws. In other words, they have no
independent metaphysical or salutary status apart from the Word who is none other than

the crucified and risen incarnate Saviour Jesus Christ:

The mystery of the Word’s incarnation contains the force of all the hidden meanings and
types in Scripture, and the understanding of visible and intelligible creatures. The one who
knows the mystery of the cross and tomb knows the true nature (TOUS Adyous) of these
aforementioned things. And the one who has been initiated into the ineffable power of the

resurrection knows the purpose for which God originally made all things.116

114 Exegesis and Spiritual Pedagogy, 118.
115 Mizcrocosm and Mediator, 77.
116 Th.Oec. 1.66.
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On the other hand, as Blowers has demonstrated, the two laws cannot be reduced or
collapsed into one as though their specific functions in the progressive, revelatory
enactment of the eternal divine plan were of no account..m

Alongside these three economies in which the Word is said to become thick,
Maximus hints at yet a fourth, equally important economy - one we have already
encountered with Gregory Nazianzen’s ‘thickening’ metaphor in the Chapters in Theolggy. It
is, namely, the life of the virtues: ‘In the active life, the Word — becoming thick by means of
the virtues — becomes flesh.’® As the caption heading this section suggests, Maximus
envisages the life of the virtues as an incarnation of the Word no less real and effecove
than his three incarnate economies in cosmos, Scripture, and Christ. The texts we could
adduce are many, and will come up for closer analysis later during the course of our whole
study. Here we shall simply try to focus upon the revelatory character of this incarnation with
a view to discerning its impact upon the body.

Behind Maximus® thinking on this point there lies his fully developed
understanding of the direct and mutual reciprocity between divine incarnation and human
deification. In the traditions represented by Saints Irenaeus, Athanasius, and Augustine this
reciprocity was expressed in the well-known phrase, ‘God became man that we might
become God.'” With Gregory Nazianzen we notice a shift related to his sotetiological
principle guod non est assumptum non est sanatum — what is not assumed is not healed.'” He
introduces to the traditional phrase the fantum-quantum formula which we met above in

Maximus. United to God in Christ, human nature became one with God, ‘so that I might

17 Blowers Exegesis and ) pmtua/ Pedagogy, 118- 11 9.

18 Ey pev TPOKTIKE®, TOIS TGV APETV Tpon‘mg TOXUVOLEVOS O )\oyos (Th.Oec. 2.37).
19 Iren. Haer. 3.19.1; Ath.Inc. 54; Aug.Serm. 192.1.1.

120 What is not assumed is not healed” (TO yap ampdoAnmTov, dﬁspdn’etrrov). Greg.Naz.Ep. 101 (SC 208,
1.32).
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be made God so far as he is made man’ (iva yeveopon TooouTov Oeos, OOV EKEIVOS
avBpwTos).” Man’s deification is not only reciprocally related, but directly and
quantifiably proportionate to the extent of God’s humanisation, and dependent upon it.
Maximus however takes this proportionate dependence of human deification upon God’s
incarnation one step further by asserting the dependence of God’s incarnation upon
human deification. God takes bodily form in man 2o the extent that man deifies himself through

the cultivation of virtue. The widely acknowledged /ocus classicus fot this doctrine is found in

Ambigunm 10:

For [the Fathers] say that God and man are paradigms of one another: God is humanised
to man through love for humankind to the extent that man, enabled through love, deifies
himself to God; and man is caught up spiritually by God to what is unknown to the extent

that he manifests God, who is invisible by nature, through the virtues.12

What Maximus is depicting here is less ‘another’ incarnation distinct from Christ so
much as the progressive and proleptic incorporation of the Christian into the revelatory
and deifying dynamic of the Word’s one glorious Incarnation. The same dynamic is
apparent when we consider another crucial passage in Ambignam 7 where omitting the
TOOOUTOV—000V formula Maximus describes the three-fold result of having actively

‘engraved and formed’ (éVTUTTco'GO(s Te Kol uopd)céoas) God alone in oneself entirely:

121 Greg.Naz.Or. 29.19 (SC 250, 218.9-10). Catherine Osborne also detects in Origen the presence of an
‘inverse symmetry’ between human assimilation to God through love and God’s love for humankind. See her
important study Eros Unvesled: Plato and the God of Love (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 182.

122_4mb.Js. 10 (PG 91.1113BC). 1 follow Sherwood, The Earlier Ambigua of Saint Maximus the Confessor and his

Refutation o‘f Origenism (Studia Anselmiana 36, Rome: Herder, 1955), 144 fn35, in reading TO &'yvmc‘rov in
place of TO yvwoToOv.
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The result is that he too is and is called ‘God’ by grace, that God by condescension is and
is called man for his sake, and that the power of this exchanged condition is demonstrated
in him. This is the power that deifies man to God on account of love for God, and
humanises God to man on account of God’s love for humankind, and which, according to
this wonderful exchange, makes God man by the deification of man, and makes man God

by the humanisation of God.12

A number of repeated features are worthy of note. First is the foundation of this
transformative reciprocity in divine love for man (d)l)\owep(onfot) and human love for
God (ayamn, $1AdBeov). Love fills out or ‘gives body’ at the level of actuality to the
union potentially realised in faith. Secondly, correlative to the reciprocal effects of
deification and incarnation, expressed by the adoption of Gregory’s ‘wonderful exchange’
(Ka)\ﬁ o,(\)Tl(ﬂ'poq)l”]),lz4 we observe the bodily manifestation of divine power in the deified
subject. In the words that follow the first passage from Ambiguum 10, Maximus makes
passing reference to the impact of the reciprocal exchange upon ‘the nature of the body’.
‘[A]lccording to this philosophy,” he writes, ‘the nature of the body is necessarily ennobled
(eUyevileTon)'®- that is, it becomes subject to and endowed with reason.'” The person

‘caught up’ in the process of deification becomes in the ordered totality of his corporeal

123 dmbIo. 7 (PG 91.1084C).

124 Greg.Naz.Or. 38.4. The phrase occurs in Gregory’s appeal to keep the Feast of the Theophany replete with
baptismal imagery: This is our present Festival; it is this which we are celebrating today, the coming of God
to man, that we may go forth, or rather (for this is the proper expression) that we may go back to God - that
putting off the old man, we may put on the New; and that as we died in Adam, so we may live in Christ,
being born with Christ and crucified with him and buried with him and rising with him. For I must undergo
the wonderful exchange (TT‘]V koA &VTloTpo¢ﬁV), and as the painful succeeded the more blissful, so must
the more blissful come out of the painful. For where sin abounded, grace abounded much more yet; and if a
taste condemned us, how much more does the passion of Christ justify us? Therefore let us keep the
Feast...” On the development of the idea of the admirabile commercium in the Fathers, see Hans Uts von
Balthasar, Theo-Drama:. Theological Dramatic Theory, volume 4: The Action, trans. Graham Harrison (San
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1994), 246-254.

125 Amb.Jo. 10 (PG 91.1113C).

126 Amb.Jo. 10 (PG 91.1116D).
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human nature — a composite unity of intellect (VOUS), reason (AOYOS), and sense
(aioBnots), an agent of divine manifestation. And because God’s deifying presence in his
body is incarnate as love, it is sacramentally effective: capable of binding both himself and
other human beings to God. In other words, the deified subject himself, as God by grace,
becomes a means of deifying others. Thus it is speaking of love experienced #hrough another
person that Maximus says that ‘nothing is more truly Godlike than divine love, nothing more
mysterious, nothing more apt to raise up human beings to deification.”'”

Now at last we may be in a better position to understand Maximus’ co-ordination
of ourselves, the cosmos and Scripture as ‘three human beings’.'*® In their common and
essential bipartite structure (sensible-intelligible) all three possess a potentially divisive
character, contingent upon their otientation to the "gteater and more mystical economy’ of
the universal consummation. Insofar as cosmos and Scripture 47¢ a human being, through
the reciprocal deificaion of man and incarnation of God this future ‘more hidden
economy’ (HUOTIKGWTEPO OIKOVOUIa)'® becomes already concretely manifest in space
(cosmos) and time (Scripture). Only in deified humanity do cosmos and Scripture attain
their proper status and goal. Through the deified person’s life of virtue, that is, through
faith active in love, both cosmos and Scripture lose their obscuring and concealing and
divisive character, and instead their intelligible and divine qualities become manifest. This is
what Maximus means when he speaks of a time when ‘the body will become like the soul
and sensible things like intelligible things in dignity and glory, when the unique divine

power will manifest itself in all things in a vivid and active presence proportioned to each

121 Bp, 2 (PG 91.393B); see also Myst. 24: ‘nothing is either so fitting for justification or so apt for deification
and nearness to God, if I may speak thus, than mercy offered with pleasure and joy from the soul to those
who stand in need’ (Sotiropoulos 236.22-25).

128 Mysz. 7 (Sotiropoulos 188.10-12).

129 Myst. 7 (Sotiropoulos 186.25).
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one... 1 We shall encounter even more explicit statements to the same end towards the

latter stages of this chapter.

Revelation as Symbolic Pedagogy

In several places we have mentioned the specifically pedagogical function of sensible
symbolic media as they occur in the three incarnate economies of God the Word. Cosmos,
Scripture, and Christ are carefully schematised and symbolic pedagogies through which the

divine Word, employing a whole range of pedagogical skills — from teaching to training,
concealment to correction - brings about deifying illumination. Werner Jaeger has
demonstrated that for the dominant tradition of spiritual anthropology to which Maximus

was heir — that of Gregory of Nyssa - paideia was primarily understood in terms of morphosis

or formation.'

Gregory’s ‘constant repetiion of this basic image, which implies the
essential identity of all educational activity and the work of the creative 'artist, painter, and
sculptor, reveals the plastic nature of his conception of Greek paideia.”*

This is a significant detail for our discussion, for it brings to the fore the positive
view of materiality this metaphor assumes. Interestingly it is an aspect of paideia that is
common to Christian and Neoplatonist alike. In the first book of the Enneads, Plotinus

provides the famous illustration of this ‘plastic’ dimension of paideia at work in the sculptor

whose basic task is to model his own statue:

130 Myst. 7 (Sotiropoulos 188.5-8).

3t Early Christianity and Greek Paideia (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard University
Press, 1961), 86-87.

132 Early Christianity and Greek Paideia, 87.
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Just as someone making a statue which has to be beautiful cuts away here and polishes
there and makes one part smooth and clears another till he has given his statue a beautiful
face, so you too must cut away excess and straighten the crooked and clear the dark and
make it bright, and never stop ‘working on your statue’ till the divine glory of virtue shines

out on you, till you see ‘self-mastery enthroned upon its holy seat.’133

Maximus, familiar with this very ‘plastic’ image of formation from both Gregory of
Nyssa'* and Dionysius,” also adopts and develops it in a number of contexts. In some
instances it serves as a metaphor of the critical first stage in the pursuit of Christan
perfection. In the purgative process of human ascent to God, one must disengage the body
from its association with defiling practices and passionate attachments, cutting away from

the soul the vices and passions that bind it to transient materiality:

Some of the passions are of the body, some of the soul. Those of the body take their origin
in the body; those of the soul from exterior things. Love and self-control cut away both of

them, the former those of the soul, the latter those of the body.136

In another passage, Maximus’ use of the image recalls Plotinus’ idea of the discernment of
an Inner beauty of the soul. Paideia leads to clearer vision of the beauty of the divine image.

For Maximus, however, that beauty is constituted by the presence of Christ in the heart by

baptismal faith:

133 Enneads 1.6.9.

134 In inseriptiones Psalmorum 2.11 (GNO V, 115.22 — 116.26).

135 De myst.theol. 2 (Corpus Dionysisacum 11, 145.3-7).

136 Car. 1.64. See also Th.Oec. 2.17 where the process of cutting away material attachments is explicitly linked
as a first stage to progress towards the beatific vision.
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If, according to the Apostle, Christ dwells in our hearts by faith (Eph 3:7), and all the treasures of
wisdom and knowledge are bidden in him (Col 2:3), then all the treasures of wisdom and

knowledge are hidden in our hearts....

This 1s why the Saviour says, Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God (Mt 5:8),
because he is hidden in the heart of those who believe in him. They will see him and the
treasures in him when they purify themselves by love and self-control, and the more

intensely they strive the fuller their vision will be.13?

Developing further the plastic dimension of the image of mornphosis, Jaeger goes on
to speak of the analogy with physical development implied by Gregory’s understanding of
paideia. Spiritual development mirrors physical growth, but differs from it in that the former
is not spontaneous, but requires constant care and nurture.”® If anything, left to itself the
soul tends towards change and fragmentation. It is this decline that divine paideia corrects
and transforms."”

Again we find this analogy between physical and spiritual nourishment developed
by Maximus in his answer to a quety as to whether the perfect human state is static or
involves change.'® His answer leads us to recognise that while physical food cannot give
spiritual nourishment, spiritual food nourishes both soul 4znd body. Paideia does not
eliminate the body. It transfigures it by giving it a form befitting union with God. The
remarkable final stage of the discussion bears close resemblance to passages discussed
above in which we observed the reciprocal correspondence between human deification,

divine incarnation, and the attendant corporeal revelatory implications:

137 Car. 4.70, 72.

138 Jaeger, Early Christianity and Greek Paideia, 87.
139 See, for instance, Greg.Nyss.V.Mos. 2.1-3.
140 ThH.Oec. 2.88.
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When [the soul] receives through this food the eternal well-being inherent to it, it becomes
God by participation in divine grace, having ceased all activities of mind and sense, and
having given rest together with itself to the natural activity of the body joined to the soul
by virtue of the body’s own commensurate participation in deification. The result is that
God alone is made manifest through the soul and tbe body, their natural characteristics

having been overwhelmed by the excess of glory.14

So far we have presented examples of paideia as an ascetically applied purificatory
process that leads towards giving form to the. sensible so that it may function as a
transparent vehicle of divine theophany. But in the light of our analysis of God’s incarnate
economies as the fulfilment of his will ‘always and in all things to effect the mystery of his
embodiment’, an understanding of divine revelation as a symbolic pedagogy leads us to
consider further Gregory of Nyssa’s conception of paideia ‘in metaphysical terms that
project its continuation into cosmic dimensions.”’* Andrew Louth has drawn out the
implications of such a view. By including paideia within his treatment of the ‘tacit’ nature of
tradition, Louth shows how, on the basis of the fact that ‘paideia involves taking seriously
the nature of man as a social being’, gnostic Christian traditions rejected paideia as
fundamentally opposed to their individualist, anti-material view of human nature and the
wotld." The function of paideia as the formative operation of the Holy Spirit on human

nature and as the cementing force in Christian society carries with it a positive evaluation

141 Th.Oec. 2.88. The ‘natural characteristics’ primarily refer to the features of empirical life bordered by
mortality and penetrated by corruption: sexual reproduction, passionate attachment, corruption and death
(Myst. 24 [Sotiropoulos 226.6]; Or.dom. [CCSG 23, 50.401; 66.697]). But they also refer to the natural, bodily
and material characteristics of creation insofar as they are the locus of these corruptive influences and thus
bear a divisive character that obscures their true nature and purpose.

42 Jaeger, Early Christianity and Greek Paideia, 89.

143 Discerning the Mystery: An Essay on the Nature of Theolygy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983), 76.
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of material, social, historical existence — an ‘underlying vision of the healthy and thoroughly
profitable diversity of material symbols...."** These contingent material and historical
elements - cosmos, Scrpture, Church, liturgy, and ascetic praxis - constitute the basic
symbolic tools God uses in the pedagogic formation of human nature.

This view is confirmed in the last of Maximus’ .4mbigna to John of Cyzicus in which
he treats a passage from one of Gregory Nazianzen’s poems that invites an interpretation

of the cosmos as the arena of divine paideia:

For the high Word plays (TraiCet) in every kind of form,

Mixing, as he wills, with his world here and there.145

Carlos Steel has noted how John of Cyzicus must have been startled by Gregory’s
ascription of ‘play’ to the divine Word, since Gregory usually confines the term to the
activity of the devil®® While Maximus provisionally proffers four interpretations of
Gregory’s poem, it is possible to discern a common thread: play characterises the
pedagogical interaction of the transcendent God in his cosmic and incarnate economies
with what is inherently weak, transient, and unstable. Initially Maximus’ focus is more
apparently christological. Citing ‘the great and fearful mystery of the divine descent of God
the Word to the human level accomplished through the flesh’, Maximus equates Gregory’s

sense of the word ‘play’ (Taiyviov) to Saint Paul’s talk of God’s ‘“foolishness’ and

144 So Blowers concludes with more specific reference to Maximus® exegetical method, Exegesis and Spiritual
Pedagogy, 254.

45 _Amb.Jo. 71 (PG 91.1408C — 1416D). The poetic passage is from Greg.Naz.Praec. (PG 37.624A — 625A).
Text-critical questions related to this passage are treated by Carlos Steel, Le Jeu du Verbe. 4 propos de
Maxime, Amb. ad Ioh. LXVID, in A. Schoors and P. van Deun (eds.), Philobistir: Miscellanea in Honorem Caroli
Laga Septuagenarii (Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta 60, Leuven, 1994), 281-282. I have followed his amended
text which reads: TTaife1 yap Adyos aimis v £ideot mavtoSamoior / Kipvds, ws eBéAet, kdopov eov
gvla kai Evba.
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‘weakness’ in 1 Corinthians 1:25. By predicating of this mystery what in human terms are
privations — play, foolishness, and weakness — both theologians are actually affirming
God’s possession of transcendent prudence, wisdom, and power.'"’

’In his more difficult second conjecture Maximus however seems to move beyond
an exclusively christological interpretation. By ‘play’ he suggests Gregory means ‘the
distance or kind of equidistant projection of mediating beings from the extremes’ (TTV
TGV HECWY Tuxov TpoBoAy, KaTa TO ioov amo TV dKpwv EXousay
GTMOOTAGIV).'® The ‘mediating beings’ refer to visible, transient phenomena; the
‘extremes’ to the invisible realities at the beginning and end of human existence. ‘Play’ then
refers to the bridging of the gap, the uniting of opposites which, as Maximus suggests, is
precisely what occurs in the Incarnation where the ontological gulf between the divine and

¥ But quoting Dionysius Maximus also depicts it as a cosmic reality

human realms is bridged.
brought about by God’s loving .and ecstatic ‘going-out-of-himself’ to be present
providentially in all creation, the object of his love.” The whole ‘historical nature’ of
visible creation, then, is the means by which the transcendent Word stoops playfully like a
parent to our limited, childish level of understanding with a view to lead us on to
understand reality sub specie aeternitatis.® In comparison with divine reality, empirical
existence is indeed ‘play’ — or even folly. Only by recognising its inherently phantasmic,

unstable character are we made wise to transfer our confidence to what is permanent,

stable, and real.'*?

146 Le Jeu du Verbe’, 282-283.

147 Amb.Jo. T1 (PG 91.1409A - 1409C).

148 Amb.Io. 71 (PG 91.1412B).

149 Amb.Jo. 71 (PG 91.1413A).

150 Amb.Jo. 71 (PG 91.1413AB). Cf. Dion.Ar.De div.nom. 4.13.
151 Amb.Jo. 71 (PG 91.1413B - 1413D).

152 Amb.lo. 71 (PG 91.1416A - 1416D).
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As can be observed throughout our chapter so far, divine revelation is not simply a
one-sided divine display but God’s adaptive and progressive engagement with the believing
subject in an effective paideia leading to union with himself. In this respect it is appropriate
to speak of Maximus’ notion of proportionate revelation, one he shares with a tradition found
in Clement of Alexandria and mediated through Origen in which there is provided an

account of ‘the economic variability”*®

of the Word in Scripture and cosmos.”* Origen
repeatedly refers to the fact that the incarnate Wotd is petrceived under a variety of forms,
without any alteration in himself, according to the varying measure of spiritual capacity
found among perceiving subjects. Some look at Christ and see only a man ‘without form or
beauty’. Others, whose perception has been purified and transformed, look at Christ and
see his higher nature — the eternal Word and Son of God the Father.” It would be
nearsighted to evaluate this principle of proportionate, restricted access to divine
knowledge as an expression of some kind of elitist esotericism. On the contrary, it is
essentially soteriological: the Logos empties himself so that, becoming ‘all things to all, he
may save all’ (1 Cor 9:22)."*¢ Origen, who like Saint Paul and Clement of Alexandria knew
knowledge to be dangerous,'” recognised in the Lord a wise pedagogue who sometimes
deliberately veiled his teaching, ‘so that seeing they may not see and hearing they may not

understand’ (Lk 8:10), and who praised his Father for hiding divine things from the wise

and learned and revealing them instead to children (Mt 11:25).

153 John A. McGuckin, ‘The Changing Forms of Jesus’, in Lothar Lies (ed.), Origeniana Quarta: Die Referate des
4. Internationalen Origeneskongresses Innsbruck, 2. - 6. September 1985 (Innsbruck-Wien: Tyrolia-Verlag, 1987), 215-
222.

154 On the differences between Clement and Origen, see Karen Jo Torjesen, Pedagogical Soteriology from
Clement to Origen’, in Lies, Origeniana Quarta, 370-378.

155 Or.Matt. 12.37; Or.Cels. 2.72; 4.15-17; 6.67-68; 7.42-44 ¢t al.

156 See Or.Joh. 1.31 (SC 120, 166.217); Maximus Q.Thal 47 (CCSG 7, 325.211-227); Th.Oec. 2.27.

157 1 Cor 8:7; Clem.S#. 1.9.45; 1.12.55; 4.25.160; 6.15.124; Clem.Paed 3.12.97. Cf. Ecc 1:18.
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Even so, in addition to the need to regulate the disclosure of sacred truth in order
to guard it from desecration'® Dionysius poses as a reason for proportionate, symbolic
revelation our own incapacity to perceive divine things directly.” Once again the dual
ability of symbols to reveal and conceal is seen to serve a pedagogical purpose. The
dizzying multiplicity in the cosmic order and salvation-history which confronts the
contemplative constitutes in fact a sotetiological function of the Word’s symbolic pedagogy
in which, by assuming different forms, he reveals himself proportionately and incrementally
in a measure commensurate to a person’s spiritual state.® This doctrine of course
presumes the reciprocal and progressive engagement of the knower with the known, the
pupil with the pedagogue via these symbolic media.

Maximus draws these ideas together by means of a number of varying metaphors
used mainly in the context of forming in his monastic readership a sensitivity to the
multivalence inherent to the world of Scripture.' Looking upon Scripture’s various verbal
forms, themselves analogously related to the multiple aspects of the /ogo/ in creation,'® ‘the
masses’ (0l TTOA\OI) see there only ‘flesh’ and I;Ot its singular Logos. Its true ‘mind’ or
inner meaning (0 voUs Ths [padfs), which is actually contrary to appearance (ETEPOV
TOPa TO Sokolv), eludes them.'> And even among believers there are differing levels of

spiritual maturity, and therefore of revelation. As the bread of life, the Word nourishes all

158 The biblical text customarily cited in this connection is Matthew 7:6.

159 De coelhier. 2.2 (Corpus Dionysiacum 11, 11.11-20).

160 See Or.Matt. 12.36-38; Or.Joh. 1.20; Or.Gen. 1.7; Or.Lev. 1.1; Or.Cek. 1.55; 2.65; 4.16-18; 6.68; 6.77.

161 See Paul M. Blowers’ detailed treatment in ‘The Anagogical Imagination: Maximus the Confessor and the
Legacy of Origenian Hermeneutics’, in G. Dorival and A. le Boulluec (eds.), Origeniana Sexta. Origéne et la Bible.
Actes du Colloguium Origenianum Sextum, Chantilly, 30 aodit — 3 septembre 1993 (Bibliotheca Ephemeridum
Theologicarum Lovansensium 137, Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1995), 639-654.

162 Again we refer to another of Blower’s fine studies, this time The Analogy of Scripture and Cosmos in
Maximus the Confessor’, SP 28 (1993), 145-149.

163 Th.Oee. 2.60.
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who ask, but not all in the same way.'** Maximus distinguishes between ‘two forms’ of the
Word’s manifestation: a ‘common and more public’ appearance and one ‘more hidden’ and
accessible only to a few. Those who encounter him according to the first represent the
‘initiates’ or ‘beginners’ (oi E,IOO(YC')UE\IOI, ol vr]TriOl), while those who encounter him
according to the second are ‘the perfect’ (0l TeAeicoBevTol, ol Tehelot). It is a distinction
he sees as mirroting the scriptural distinction between those who see Jesus ‘in the form of a
servant’ and those who ascend the mountain of Transfiguration and see him in his
transcendent divine glory.'” The two groups are determined not so much by categories
suggesting the relative inferiority or superiority of one to the other than by their respective
and subjective orientation to the final eschatological mystery. ‘The infants’ are evidently still
being led towards ‘the age of perfection’, whereas ‘the perfect’ are living prophetic types in
whom the Word already — th'ough at a hidden level (Kpud)(ws) - ‘is delineating in advance
(mpod l0ypadeav) as in a picture the features of his future coming.”'*

As we shall see more clearly in the next and final section of this chapter, the
movement from initiation and spiritual infancy to perfection lies within the power of the
believing subject who must devote himself to the imitaton of Christ in an ascending
program of askesis, contemplation, and finally adoration of the holy Trinity. Followers of
Christ are not simply neutral or passive recipients of a proportionate revelation tailored to

their spiritual or intellectual capacities. In Balthasar’s memorable phrase: ‘Revelation is a

battlefield”’” The divine gift — whether it be spoken of as faith, vision, grace, adoption ~

164 T4.Oec. 2.56. The metaphor is widely used in Origen.
165 Th.Oec. 1.97; 2.13; 2.28. Cf. Eph 4:13-14.

166 Th.Oec. 2.28.

167 Theo-Drama, volume 4, 12.
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must be engaged, acted upon, put to wortk, exercised, guarded, and invested.!® Continual
and progressive passage from flesh to spirit, from kataphasis to apophasis, from praxis to
theoria is both a moral and theological imperative in response to and in co-operation with

the divine initative:

Therefore, the need for further understanding is such that we must first pass through the
veils of the letters that surround the Word, and thereby with a naked intellect behold the
pure Word himself as he exists in himself — as the one who clearly shows forth the Father
in himself — as far as humanly possible. It is necessary for him who piously seeks after God
not to hold fast to the letter, lest he unwittingly take words about God in place of God,
that is, in place of the Word — precariously being content with the words of Scripture, while
the Word escapes the mind through its holding fast to the garments, all the while thinking it
has the incorporeal Word, like the Egyptian woman who took hold not of Joseph, but of
his clothes, and also like those men of old who, remaining only in the beauty of visible

phenomena, unwittingly worshiped the creation instead of the creator.169

In conclusion then, what has been said of Origen’s hermeneutical pedagogy is
equally applicable to Maximus’ reading of both the cosmic and scriptural wotlds: the
relationship between the sacred text and its reader is viewed ‘not statically, as the passive
apprehension of something given, but dynamically as an effort by the exegete to penetrate

ever more deeply into the inexhaustible depths of God’s Word, according to his own skill

168 'This does not imply that revelation is simply what the knowing subject makes of it. On this point I do not
concur with Marguerite Harl’s otherwise magnificent thesis in Origéne et la Fonction Révélatrice du Verbe Incarné
(Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1958), 342-343, when she suggests that the notion of proportionate revelation
renders the incarnate Word little more than a ‘une aide, une aide peut-étre décisive’ which merely enables the
striving subject to acquire divine knowledge himself in such a way that ultimately ‘ce n’est pas le Verbe
incarné qui donne lui-méme I'llumination.’

169 Th.Oec. 2.73. The incident from Genesis 39:12 is utilised in the same way in the context of Maximus’
exposition of the Transfiguration in Amb.Io. 10 (PG 91.1129A — 1133A).
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and capacity”'™ It is on account of both Scripture’s divine content and the necessary
development of the Christian’s spititual capacity that scriptural interpretation and natural
contemplation ate never finally definitive but involve recognising the symbolic plasticity of
the economic orders: their ‘somehow expansive signification, which stretches along with

’171

the understanding of the reader.

Sensual raxis and Intellectual diabasis

As one ascends the progressive steps of the spiritual life one moves from dependence upon
material symbols to a more direct apprehension of the subject they disclose. Indeed, ‘the
saints’ represent the highest way of apprehending divine knowledge when it is said of them
that ‘they do not acquire the blessed knowledge of God only by sense and appearances and
forms, using letters and syllables, which lead to mistakes and bafflement over the
discernment of the truth, but solely by the mind, rendered most pure and released from all
material mists.’"”? The words ‘solely by the mind’ (Ve uévog) may suggest to our way of
thinking that Maximus is advocating an entirely disincarnate, intellectualist form of gnostic
speculation. Yet we must remind ourselves that underlying his epistemology is a vast and
intricate metaphysical network that connects and at the same time presetves as
fundamentally integral the absolute transcendence of the divine nature, the threefold
incarnate economies of the second person of the Trinity, and the natural (created)

composition of the corporeal human being. On this score Maximus’ thinking is on par with

170 Manlio Simonetti, Biblical Interpretation in the Early Church: An Historical Introduction to Patristic Exegesis, trans.
John A. Hughes, eds. Anders Berquist and Markus Bockmuehl (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1994), 43.

M From the description of biblical symbol in the work of 19% century French bishop Olymphe-Philippe
Gerbet, Esquisse de Rome Chrétienne, quoted by Henri de Lubac, Medieval Exegesis: The Four Senses of Scripture,
volume 2, trans. E.M. Macierowski (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2000), 204.
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that of the Cappadocians, whose worldview, as Jaroslav Pelikan once prudently pointed

out,

should not be characterized as some sort of doctrine of absolute idealism that rejected the
testimony of the senses in the name of the supremacy of spirit. They were critical of a
philosophical theology that claimed to be able to “overleap” the data provided by the
senses. For the testimony of the senses was, within its appropriate sphere, both trustworthy
and necessary, and it was proper for the human mind to rely on sense experience. It was by

the senses, and by the experience of “the actual world” through the senses, that valid if

limited knowledge of that actual world could be acquired.!”

As we have argued, for Maximus the ‘actual world’ - with all its complex variagation and
continual flux — presents to those with ‘eyes’ to see a vast book depicting the harmonious
web of the whole created economy.'’® By virtue of the natural integrity of the dual
sensible/intelligible composition of the universe, he can testify to the material order as
bearing in itself ‘traces’ (ATMXMHATA) of divine majesty ‘infused’ EykaTapifal) into its
very sensible contours.'” These traces, radiating the magnificence of the highest goodness,
are ‘capable of conveying directly to God the human intellect which, having held itself
above them, comes to transcend all visible phenomena.”’’® What is needed is three-fold: a
recognition of the created and ordered harmony of the sensible/intelligible universe, the re-

ordering and the preservation of the created order (faxis) of one’s own natural faculties, and

172 Amb.Io. 10 (PG 91.1160B).

173 Christianity and Classical Culture, 109.
174 Amb.Io. 10 (PG 91.1128D - 1129A).
175 0. Thal. 51 (CCSG 7, 395.22-24).

176 0. Thal. 51 (CCSG 7, 395.24-27).
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the proper exercise of those faculties upon the data of revelation in a progtressive passage
through all created beings — sensible and intelligible — and beyond them to God himself.
Maximus’ basis then for viewing the path of revelation as a two-way, divine/human
dialectical and pedagogical process is seen to be as much ontological as it is moral. He
knows that it is impossible for a person to acquire any kind of divine gift — whether
wisdom, knowledge, or faith — by means of natural ability alone. Their conferral is by
divine power.'” On the other hand ‘it is obvious too’, he says, ‘that the grace of the Holy
Spirit in no way leaves the natural faculty unengaged, but rather — since it has been left
unengaged by behaviour contrary to nature — grace begins to make the natural faculty
active again, leading it via the use of modes harmonious with nature towards the
comprehension of divine things.”® He adduces two illustrative proofs. The first is

christological:

For just as the Word did not perform (in a way appropriate to his divinity) activities natural
to flesh apart from his intelligently animated flesh, neither does the Holy Spirit effect in the
saints the knowledge of the mysteries apart from the faculty which naturally seeks and

searches after knowledge.!79

The second is natural:

For just as the eye does not apprehend sensible phenomena without sunlight, so the

human mind could never receive spiritual vision without spiritual light. For the one

177 0. Thal 59 (CCSG 22, 47.61-64).
178 0. Thal. 59 (CCSG 22, 51.95-99).
19 0. Thal. 59 (CCSG 22, 51.104-109).
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illumines natural sense enabling it to apprehend bodies, while the other illumines the mind

for contemplation, bringing it to comprehend realities beyond sense. 180

According to their natural, created state, human faculties in their psycho-somatic
totality are receptive to divine revelation since they are naturally ordered to respond to the
symbolic revelatory data available to them in the sensible and intelligible world. Maximus
elaborates upon the structural details of these faculties in Ambigunm 21. The five senses are
fitted for application to sensible phenomena, though on their own lack the ability to
discern the true nature of the things they sense.”® Conversely, the soul also has five
faculties, each corresponding to its visible image in the senses.’® But since the soul is
rational, it is capable of discerning the true nature of the things it apprehends through the
bodily senses. One’s interaction with particular visible things then is to be governed not by
one’s sensual experience of them but by the soul’s divinely-illumined rational account of

their true universal nature and function - their /ogos:

If the soul uses the senses properly, discerning by means of its own faculties the manifold
inner principles (AOYOUS) of created beings, and if it succeeds in wisely transmitting to
itself the whole visible universe in which God is hidden and proclaimed in silence, then by

use of its own free choice it creates a world of spiritual beauty within the understanding.183

PR

180 0. Thal 59 (CCSG 22, 51.116-122).

181 AmbIo, 21 (PG 91.1248A).

182 Eye:mind; ear=reason; nose=irascible facu]ty (eu],lc;S), tonguc=concupisciblc faculty (émeuu(a);
touch=life.

183 Amb.Jo. 21 (PG 91.1248C).
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By using the senses in this way, the soul actually is said to endow them with reason as
‘intelligent vehicles of its own faculties.”'® When it joins this transformed sensual operation
on the one hand with the practice of virtue on the other, the whole soul/body composite
becomes an agent of divine theophany."

This is of course the way it should be. But Maximus never underestimates the
radically perverse state of fallen, empirical human existence. Through Adam’s fall all these
natural faculties have become disordered. Instead of the mind (VOUS) acting as the leading
(ﬁyeuovnkés) influence in a descending faxis of mind, reason, and sense, there has come
about instead through the soul’s abandonment of the natural course and its deliberate
sensual inclination towards matter ‘a complete absorption of the intellectual power in sense
and in sense knowledge.”'*® Maximus’ whole epistemology and docttine of divine revelation
is therefore articulated within a context in which the Christian must necessanly and
continually be engaged in an ascetic struggle to reorder his own chaotic state. The key to
achieving divine knowledge is found in a middle course between two tempting extremes:
accession to the sensual and bodily realm on the one hand, and outright hatred for it on the
other."”’

To that end, and drawing upon the distilled wisdom of the patristic monastic
traditions, Maximus praises a partnership (ouluylo) between soul and flesh modelled
variously on the relationships between master and servant, husband and wife, and Christ
and the Church. The body with its senses is to be the soul’s tool or instrument (Gpyavov)

for comprehending the magnificence of visible things. It is to be the means of manifesting

184 Amb.Jo. 21 (PG 91.1249BC).

185_Amb.Jo. 21 (PG 91.1249C).

186 Sherwood (trans. and notes), St Maximus the Confessor: The Ascetic Life, the Four Centuries on Charity (Ancient
Christian Writers 21, New York, NY/Ramsey, NJ: Newman Press, 1955), 64.

187 Car. 1.6-8; 3.8-9.
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externally through practical deeds the invisible glory of the virtuous soul. It is to be active
in ‘symbolically engraving the hidden nature of intelligible things on the external contours
of visible things.”'** &

This is indeed Maximus’ assumption in Ambiguum 10 which is nothing less than an
involved, elaborate apology on the necessity of practical ascetic struggle (TPGEIS) in the
Christian djabasis through the sensible and intelligible wotlds to God.'® Extending the
insights of Vittorio Croce on Maximus’ theological method,'® Blowers has convincingly
argued that the notion of diabasis constitutes ‘an integrating leitmotif of Maximus’ entire
hermeneutics.””" He shows that while the Confessor uses a whole range of compounds of
the verb. Bodvslv (dva—, Slo—, peTOo—, éTTO(VO(—) to express the dynamism inherent to
spiritual progress, the Quaestiones ad Thalassium feature a more concentrated and consistent
use of the compound SiaPaivelv—8iaBoots. Blowers conjectures that the reason for this

lies in the fact that the latter pair

convey for him both a sense of zranscendence — in keeping with the need to “pass over,” or to
“ascend beyond,” sensible objects and the passions which they can spark — and yet also a
crucial sense of continuity, namely, the necessity of first “passing through” or “penetrating”
sensible objects en route to the intelligible and spiritual truth that inheres, by grace, in

those sensible things.192

e

188 O.Thal. prol. (CCSG 7, 17.1-18).

189 Sherwood, The Earlier Ambigua, 33-34.

190 Tradizione e ricerca. 1] metodo teologico di San Massimo il Confessore (Milan, 1974), summarised by Aidan Nichols
in Byzantine Gospel: Maximus the Confessor in Modern Scholarship (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1993), 24-63.

191 Exegesis and Spiritual Pedagogy, 100.

192 Exegesis and Spiritual Pedagogy, 97.
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Maximus explicitly bases the need for diabasis not on some kind of anti-material worldview
but on the Word’s Incarnation and subsequent ascension in the flesh to the right hand of
the Father. The human passage through the created order to God is a participation in
Christ’s own exodus and passage through the same. In Chapters on Theology 2.18, a paragraph
noted for its roots in Origen,"” Maximus presents a summary of this spiritual anabasis to
God in which we see set together the whole range of verbal prefixes just mentioned.
Taking as his starting point the scriptural phrases ‘from strength to strength’ (Ps 83:8) and
‘from glory to glory’ (2 Cor 3:18), Maximus likens the necessity of lifting one’s soul and
mind in prayer from human to divine realities to the necessity of continual progress
(TPOKOTT)) in the practice of the virtues, advancement (EmavaPaois) in the spiritual
knowledge of contemplation, and fransferral (UETO'(BO(Ols‘) from the letter of Scrpture to the

spirit. ‘In this way,’ he says,

the mind will be able to follow him who passed through the beavens, Jesus the Son of God (Heb
4:14), who is everywhere and who has passed through (S1eAnAuBOT!) all things in the
economy on our behalf, so that following him, we also may pass through (S1EABcopev) all
things with him, and may come to be with him (TTpOs GUTOV),194 if, that is, we perceive
him not according to the limitations of his economic condescension, but according to the

majestic splendour of his natural infinitude.195

Returning to Ambigunm 10, in which Maximus’ terminology appears somewhat

more fluid, the question had obviously been raised in connection with the passage from

193 Balthasar, Kosmische Liturgte, 561.

194 The use of the preposition TPOS by the Fathers — notably Origen and Maximus — reflects its very
deliberate use in John’s Gospel where it signifies the unique theological proximity of the Word/Son with
God the Father.
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Gregory Nazianzen’s panegyric on Saint Athanasius”™® whether it was possible, given
Gregory’s omission of any mention of TPAKTIKY), to ‘pass over’ the ‘cloud or veil’ of
matter and the fleshly realm by reason and contemplation alone without ascetic struggle.””
In part of his response Maximus reiterates the saints’ teaching that ascetic struggle in itself
cannot create virtue. It does nevertheless manifest it,'® and it is to this revelatory character of
praxis as a necessary, visible effect of the soul’s participation in God that Maximus
repeatedly returns in his elucidations on the question. The saints, for example, know that

forbidden pleasure is sensually aroused. The solution to its eradication is not, as one given

to pure intellectualism might have it, the total elimination of sense. Rather,

when therefore they perceived that the soul, when moved contrary to nature through the
mediation of flesh towards matter, is clothed with the earzhly form (1 Cor 15:45-49), the
saints were disposed to appropriate the flesh in a seemly way to God through the
mediation rather of the soul moved naturally towards God, adorning the flesh as far as

possible with divine splendours through the ascetic pursuit of virtue.19

Many scholars have observed the close relation between the practical and
contemplative dimensions in Maximus’ ascetic theology and its background in the
renowned hermit Evagrius Ponticus (d. 399).** In Evagrius, ascetic struggle (mpais,

npaKTlKﬁ) represents the first phase in an ascending triad of spiritual development that

195 Th.Oec. 2.18.

196 Greg.Naz.Or. 21.

197 Amb.Jo. 10 (PG 91.1105C — 1108A).

198_dmb.JTo. 10 (PG 91.1109B).

199 Amb.Io. 10 (PG 91.1112CD).

200 M. Viller, ‘Aux sources de la spiritualité de S. Maxime. Les oeuvres d’Evagre le Pontique’, R4M 11 (1930),
156-84, 239-268, 331-336; Balthasar, Kosmische Liturgie, 330-38; Volker, Maximus Confessor als Meister des
geistlichen Lebens, 236-248; Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 355-76; Blowers, Exegesis and Spiritual Pedagogy,
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progresses through contemplation (Becopia, yvidols ¢puoikn) to mystical knowledge of
the trinity (950}\0}’(0().201 The three stages reflect the fundamental revelatory and
epistemological structure — one we have already outlined and seen as common to the
patristic mystical tradition: purification from defiling attachments, engagement with the
world of God’s economy, and finally doxological participation in the mysterious
communion of the holy Trinity. Whether or not Evagrius advocated the eventual
abandonment of the preliminary stages as one ascends the spiritual ladder remains a bone
of scholarly contention.”” It is clear, however, that Maximus — who likewise articulates 2
three-stage spiritual advancement that begins with praxis, moves to #theoria, and is
consummated in theolpgi#” - espouses the full and mutual co-inherence of praxis and theoria.
The vita practica is not simply preparatory. One does not leave behind commandment-
keeping and ascetic discipline and the practice of suffering love for one’s enemies as
though such inherently corporeal and social factors per se get in the way of the true business
of the Christian life. Rather it is the case, as Larchet asserts, that praxis forms ‘e
complément indispensable et permanent’ of fheoria.”** Or as Maximus himself puts it, ‘he
who seeks the Lord through contemplation without ascetic struggle ()(oop‘ls‘ npdgsms)
shall not find him.”?® To be sure, the one leads to, implies, and qualifies the other, so that

he can speak in a single breath of YV(:JOIS ’E'U‘n'pO(KTos and T pagls‘ gvood)os‘,m(’ or else

133-136; Larchet, La divinisation de 'homme, 451-57; Andrew Louth, Maximus the Confessor (The Eatly Church
Fathers, London and New York: Routledge, 1996), 35-38.

201 Evag.Prak. 1 (SC 171, 498.1-2).

202 See the arguments dealt with by Gabriel Bunge, ‘Origenismus-Gnostizismus: Zum geistesgeschichtlichen
Standort des Evagtios Pontikos’, V'C 40 (1986), 24-54; idem., “The “Spiritual Prayer”: On the Trinitarian
Mysticism of Evagrius of Pontus’, Monastic Studies 17 (1987), 191-208.

203 Car. 1.86; 1.94; 4.47; Th.Oec. 1.37-39; 1.51-57; Myst. 4; et al See further Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator,
332-368; Blowers, Exegesis and Spiritual Pedagogy, 133-145.

204 | g divinisation de homme, 453.

205 ). Thal 48 (CCSG 7, 339.151-153).

206 Amb. Th. prol (PG 91.10324).
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207

define praxis as Becopion &vepyoupévn and rhesria as TPAELS HUOTOYWYOUREVN.™ In

another passage he is unequivocal:

In my view, ascetic practice (Tp&ELS) and contemplation (esoop(ot) mutually cohere
(cuvsxouévus) in one another, and the one is never separated from the other. On the
contrary, ascetic practice shows forth through conduct the knowledge derived from

contemplation, while contemplation no less displays rational virtue fortified by practice.208

The implications of this conviction for both one’s bodily senses and the entire sensible

world become more apparent a little further on in the same treatise:

It is impossible for the mind to cross over (Siaxfnvat) to intelligible realities, despite their
connatural relation, without contemplating intermediary sensible things, but it is also
absolutely impossible for contemplation to take place without sense (which is naturally akin

to sensible things) being joined with the mind.20?

Before we end this first chapter, we ought finally to point out that the mutual co-
inherence of praxis and theoria in no way upsets the necessary hierarchical zaxis or gradation
between them that cotrresponds to the ontological, epistemological, and eschatological
priority of intelligible over sensible, apophasis over kataphasis, soul over body, spirit over
letter. In the progressive ascent of the spiritual life, these corporeal entities ‘are not to be

eliminated as impure, but to be transcended as insufficient.’*'® One ‘must first be lifted up

207 (). Thal. 63 (CCSG 22, 171.392-393).

208 O.Thal 58 (CCSG 22, 31.64-69).

209 Q. Thal 58 (CCSG 22, 33.111-115).

210 Vittorio Croce, quoted in Nichols, Byzantine Gospel, 38.
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to God’ and only then, once the soul’s whole desire has been extended to him alone,
‘descend to look into created beings and regard each one in terms of its own nature, and,
through them, again be drawn up by contemplative knowledge to their creator.’”' Only
thus can material realiies be emptied of their obscurative, divisive character and
reintegrated as the transparent vehicles of God’s transcendent glory. We could do no better
than to conclude by affirming with Blowers that for Maximus the path to ‘authentic

revelation’ involves ‘a process not of extreme spiritualization but of a transfiguration in which

matetial realities disclose their created fullness KXTQ XpPIOTOV. 2

M 9D 64 (CCSG 10, 50.16-22).
212 Excggests and Spiritual Pedagogy, 255.
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CHAPTER TWO

Corporeality and the Cosmos

What of vile dust?’ the preacher said.
Methonght the whole world woke,
The dead stone lived beneath my foot,

And my whole body spoke.!

Why did God create the universe? How can it be, and not be God, who alone ‘is’> How can
its matetial order possess any ‘being’ at all, when its existence is marked by perpetual
movement and flux, its continual becoming something that it wasn’t before? These
questions lead us into a study of the status and function Maximus accords corporeality in
the cosmic order. We shall undertake it primarily by way of an examination of his great
anti-Origenist treatise, the seventh of the earlier Awbigna ad Ioannem.

While scholars have rightly recognised its importance as a cosmological treatise, we
shall see that Ambiguum 7 is first of all a treatise about the human body. The drawing of an
analogous correspondence between the ordered universe and the human body was a
commonplace throughout Greek antiquity. In the fourth century Athanasius cites ‘the
Greek philosophers’ who, following Plato’s speculation about the mythical construction of
the universe by means of the embodiment of a living creature endowed with soul and

reason,” speak of the cosmos as ‘a great body’ (OGN HEY®).? In the Platonic philosophical

! G.K. Chesterton, The Praise of Dust; in idem., Stortes, Essays, and Poems (London: ].M. Dent and Sons, 1935),
311.
2 Timaeus 30b.

76



tradition, ‘the relation between body and soul was a microcosm of the vexed problem of
the relation between God and the universe.* Like the cosmos, the human being ‘s all
symrnetry.’5 In adopting this same analogy, Maximus stands within a long traditon
common to East and West in which to think of the human body ‘is to think of something
that is ... a key to understanding the cosmos itself.”

Concurrently, Maximus - like Athanasius - differs from Plato in his discernment
that the ‘mystery’ of bodily existence is inextricably linked to the ‘mystery’ of Christ, God
the incarnate Word. The divine Word’s assumption in time of human flesh endowed with a
rational soul constitutes for the Confessor a unique paradigm of cosmic proportions, and
therefore, as we have already seen in chapter one, he is able to view sub specie aeternitatis the
entire cosmos — a composite unity of intelligible and sensible reality, as the incarnate,
theophanic fulfilment of God the Word’s will ‘always and in all things to effect the mystery
of his embodiment.”

We may well ask before we begin whether this notion of God’s embodiment in the
cosmos is so conceptually and structurally distinct from certain forms of pantheism and
Neoplatonic immanentism. At least one of the charges brought against Origenism, then
and now, is its eventual disparagement of the material and historical order as evil and
God’s own subjection to some kind of external necessity (ddeKn). Does Maximus, in his
refutation of Origenism, go to the other extreme and posit a form of anti-dualist cosmic
monism? Is the universe simply God’s material self-extension? These are important

questions, and so in preparation for our analysis it will be helpful to conduct a brief survey

3 Ath.Ine. 41.

4 Brown, The World of Late Antiguity, 74.

5 George Herbert, Man, lines 13-14; in Wall, George Herbert: The Country Parson, The Temple, 210.
¢Andrew Louth, ‘The body in Western Catholic Christianity’, in Coakley, Redgion and the Body, 112.
7 Amb.Io. T (PG 91.1084D).
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of sixth century Origenism. There it will become clear that in at least some quarters, the
derogatory label ‘Origenist’ implied, in the opinion of the labelling party, a too-uncritical
reception of certain aspects of non-Christian Greek philosophy that were thought to
compromise the ontological distinction between God and creation, the integrity of the
material order, and the wise practice of the ascetic life. From the evidence at hand in
Maximus’ works it is not entirely unreasonable to conjecture that whatever the so-called
‘Origenism’ was that he confronted, it shared with eatlier tendencies an ovet-rigorous
intellectualism that marginalised the body and the material world, an intellectualism that for
Maximus’ own monastic readership ‘was still inducing the monks to pin their hopes for
true spiritual stability on a future intellectual union with God in a state completely
disconnected from time and matter.” While we have concurred in our introduction with
Balthasar that the great themes which passed from the likes of Plato and Plotinus into
Christianity were on the whole ‘world-affirming’, it appears that Origenism, precisely on
account of its retention of an insufficiently-modified Platonic cosmology, was perceived

equally by Maximus and his forebears to threaten the great Christian doctrines of creation,

incarnation, and resurtection.
Origenism, Metaphysics and the Body
We begin tracing the metaphysical structure of the cosmos in Maximus’ theological vision

by providing a cursory sketch of the sixth century Origenist movement. A full account

would entail a formidable essay in its own right, and indeed has been the subject of a

8 Paul Blowers, ‘Maximus the Confessor, Gregory of Nyssa, and the Concept of ‘Perpetual Progress’, 'C
46 (1992), 158.
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number of detailed studies.” It will suffice here simply to index a few lines of thought that
will allow us better to appreciate Maximus’ own engagement with what appears to be a
problematic monastic trend of his time, and to see it not simply as an intellectualist debate,
but a concern — at once philosophical and theological - impinging upon significant aspects
of monastic, and thus Christian practice.

In an essay'® anticipating her novel reconstruction of the Origenist debate,"
Elizabeth Clark, drawing to a large extent on research findings of Antoine Guillaumont'
and Jon Dechow,"” argued that in the Origenist controversy of the late fourth and early
fifth centuries, the true concerns of anti-Origenist polemic were less theological than they
were anthropological. The real nub of Origenism, she says, was not Origen’s
subordinationism, but Evagrius’ ‘anti-iconic theology”™ Hand in hand with this
anthropological ‘iconoclasm’, Clark argues, goes the ‘ascetic assault on the human body.”"”
The major line of Epiphanius’ denunciation of Origen, like those of Theophilus of
Alexandria and Jerome, ‘pertains to issues of materiality as they manifest themselves in
discussions of the body and of allegorical exegesis.”'® None of this is without implication

for ‘Origenism’ in the sixth century, since Justinian makes judicious use of florilegia,

9 Aatoine Guillaumont, Les Kephalaia Gnostica® d'Evagre le Pontigue et ['bistoire de l'origénisme chez les grecs et cheg les
syriens (Patristica Sorbonensia 5, Paris: Editions de Seuil, 1962); Clark, ‘New Perspectives on the Origenist
Controversy’, 145-162; Brian E. Daley, “‘What did “Origenism” mean in the Sixth Century?’, in Dorival and
Boulluec, Origeniana Sexcta, 627-638.

10 Clark, ‘New Perspectives on the Origenist Controversy’, 145-162.

" The Origenist Controversy: The Cultural Construction of an Early Christian Debate (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1992). Clark’s thesis is not without difficulties, not the least of which include her sweeping appraisals of
Evagrius’ spiritual anthropology (esp. 43-84) and her apparent hermeneutical failure to read ‘with’ his own
agenda as a practitioner of pastoral diagnostics.

12 ] o5 Kephalaia Gnostica’.

13 ‘Dogma and Mysticism in Early Christianity: Epiphanius of Cyprus and the Legacy of Origen’ (PhD thesis,
University of Pennsylvania, 1975).

14 ‘New Perspectives on the Origenist Controversy’, 149. See also Georges Florovsky, ‘Origen, Eusebius, and
the Iconoclastic Controversy’, CH 19 (1950), 77-96, who in this connection raises the question of Maximus’
own relation to Origen’s christological ambivalence.

15 ‘New Perspectives on the Origenist Controversy’, 154.
16 Jbid., 155.
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circulating by the second quarter of the sixth century,” composed of anti-Origenian
material from Epiphanius, Theophilus and Jerome.”

More recently Brian Daley has argued that while the fourth century crisis may well
have concerned issues of bodility and corporeality, ‘our sources for the sixth-century
controversy suggest that the center of debate had significantly shifted: what was really at
stake in the struggle seems to have been Christology — the unity and symmetry of the
person of Christ as an intelligent, embodied human creature and as “one of the Holy
Trinity”....”"” Interestingly, however, Daley makes this claim within the context of his
conviction, in which he concurs with Manlio Simonetti,® that sixth-century Origenism
‘signified mote a style of religious thinking, and perhaps a set of priorities in living the
monastic life, than it did adherence to a body of doctrine which could find its inspiration in
the works of Origen.”” In this respect, both Daley and Clark share the view that whatever
‘Origenism’ was, it was not confined to the ivory towers of ecclesiastical politics, but
spelled pastoral crisis at the very grass-roots of monastic life.

These scholarly suggestions may be illuminated by an extract from monastic
biographer Cytil of Scythopolis’ Lives of the Monks of Palestine, penned around 560.%
Alongside the more rhetorically charged comments of Barsanuphius (d. ca. 540), Cyril’s

work remains one of the main sources for gauging reactions to ‘Origenism’ in Palestine in

7 CCT, 2.2, 386.

18 CCT, 2.2, 400.

19 What did “Origenism” mean in the Sixth Century?’, 629.

2 ‘Origenism was above all a way of living the Christian religion, in which great faith was joined with an
equally great freedom of thought, and an ardent mystical impulse constantly came down to earth in terms
characteristic of a Platonically stamped intellectualism.’ From ‘La controversia origeniana: caratteri e

significato’, Augustinianum 26 (1986), 29, quoted by Daley, “What did “Origenism” mean in the Sixth
Century?’, 637.

21 What did “Origenism” mean in the Sixth Century?, 628.

22 English translation by RM. Price and John Binns, Cyri/ of Scythopolis: Lives of the Monks of Palestine (CS 114,
Kalamazoo, Michigan: Cistercian Publications, 1991).

3 Ep. 600 in Frangois Neyt and Paula de Angelis-Noah (eds.), Barsanuphe et Jean de Gaza. Correspondance,
volume II (SC 451, Paris: Les Editions du Cerf, 2001), 804-810.
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the first half of the sixth century.”* In the exchange between Cyril and Abba Cytiacus of the
Laura of Souka we learn about the appeal to Gregory Nazianzen’s commendation of
philosophical enquiry” by monks apparently taken by the doctrines of the pre-existence of
the soul and a universal apokatastasis.”® 1t is worth relating the exchange at length. We begin
where the younger Cyril asks Cyriacus about a group of monks who had only recently (ca.

514) been expelled from the New Laura:

‘Father, what are the views they advocate? They themselves affirm that the
doctrines of pre-existence and restoration are indifferent and without danger, citing the
words of St Gregory, ‘“Philosophize about the world, matter, the soul, the good and evil
rational natures, the Resurrection and the Passion of Christ, for in these matters hitting on
the truth is not without profit and error is without danger.””

The elder replied in the following words: ‘The doctrines of pre-existence and
restoration are not indifferent and without danger, but dangerous, harmful, and
blasphemous. In order to convince you, I shall try to expose their multifarious impiety in a
few words. They deny that Christ is one of the Trinity. They say that our resurrection
bodies pass to total destruction, and Christ’s first of all. They say that the Holy Trinity did
not create the world and that at the restoration all rational beings, even demons, will be
able to create aeons. They say that our bodies will be raised ethereal and spherical at the
resurrection, and they assert that even the body of the Lord was raised in this form. They
say that we shall be equal to Chirist at the restoration.

What hell blurted out these doctrines? They have not learned from the God who

spoke through the prophets and apostles — perish the thought — but they have revived

24 Joseph Patrich, Sabas, Leader of Palestinian Monasticism: A Comparative Study in Eastern Monasticism, Fourth to
Seventh Centuries (Washington DC: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 1995), 333.
25 The infamous passage is from Greg.Naz.Or. 27.10 (SC 250, 96.17 - 98.22).
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these abominable and impious doctrines from Pythagoras and Plato, from Origen,
Evagrius, and Didymus. I am amazed what vain and futile labours they have expended on
such harmful and laborious vanities, and how in this way they have armed their tongues
against piety. Should they not rather have praised and glorified brotherly love, hospitality,
virginity, care of the poor, psalmody, all-night vigils, and tears of compunction? Should
they not be disciplining the body by fasts, ascending to God in prayer, making this life a

rehearsal for death, rather than mediating such sophistries.’??

Given its hostility, it is difficult to know how reliable such an exchange is for
historical reconstruction. For included among those expelled from the Laura as ‘Origenist’
leaders was the monk Leontius of Byzantium, whose doctrine has been demonstrated to
bear little resemblance with that explicitly condemned here.” Nevertheless, it shows that at
least one of the main concerns with monks reckoned Origenist was intellectualism — a
preoccupation with speculative philosophy and the apparent neglect of the practice of
prayer, humility, and brothetly charity. Joseph Patrich has suggested that likely candidates
for such a ‘movement’ may have included ol Aoy13Tepot — ‘the more educated’, and that
the dissidents referred to above by Cyril as 0l yewwades - ‘the distinguished ones’ - had
probably received classical education on account of their higher socio-economic status.”
Regarding the charge of intellectualism, a monk like Leontius could easily have been
vulnerable since as a champion of strict Chalcedonianism he operated within a field of
rational and analytical philosophical discourse in which, as Daley writes, ‘the common tools

of debate had become far more technical and academic than they had been for Athanasius

% It is not the biblical idea of an GTTOKATAOTACIS TAVTCOV per se that was thought to be troublesome (cf.
Ac 3:21), but the inclusion in it of (finally restored) demons and Satan himself.

21 Price and Binns, Cyri/ of Seythopolis, 252-254.

28 See Brian Daley, ‘The Otigenism of Leontius of Byzantiumy’, JTS NS 27 (1976), 333-369.
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and his contemporaries.” In other words the very doing of what in our day might be called
‘philosophical theology’ was reckoned by some to be an ‘Origenist’ pursuit. Moreover, we
note also the association of Origen, Evagrius, and Didymus with the earlier non-Christian
Greek philosophers — an association that had already been made explicit by Justinian in
543

It is to Justinian’s edicts of 543 and 553 that we now turn. Once again, while we
cannot deduce from them any definitive and lasting categories as to what did or did not
constitute Origenism in other contexts, they do serve to illustrate that certain heretical
tenets of the mid-sixth century arising from speculative theories of Greek philosophy were
reckoned wrong on account of their incompatibility with the Christian doctrines of
creation, incarnation, and resutrection. In comparing the edicts from the two occasions,
Grillmeier speculates that those of 553 reflect an even more focused attention on issues of
corporeality and christology.’® Among the nine canons of 543 we find rejected the
doctrines of the pre-existence of souls, their surfeit and banishment into bodies, the
differentiation between Christ (as a pre-existent soul) and the Logos, the spherical form of
resurrected bodies, and the eventual restoration of all things, including demons. These are
again included in the fifteen canons of 553, but with a few notable additions.” First, in the

second anathema, there is the mention of the doctrine of a henad:

If anyone says that the origin of all rational beings was incorporeal and immaterial

intelligences without any number or names, so that they formed a henad on account of the

29 Patrich, Sabas, 333.

30 Brian Daley, “A Richer Union” Leontius of Byzantium and the Relationship of Human and Divine in
Christ’, SP 24 (1993), 244.

3 (CCT, 2.2, 391.

32 CCT, 2.2, 407.

33 Straub, ACO IV.1, 248-9.
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sameness of essence (ousia), of power (dynamis) and of activity (energeia) and on account of
their union with the God-Logos and knowledge; that they became sated with the divine
vision (kopov 8¢ aiTous AcaPéiv Ths Belas Becopias) and turned to what was worse,
each corresponding to its inclination to it, and assumed lighter or denser bodies and were
labelled with names with respect to the fact that the difference of names exists, like bodies
and powers too, from above; and that for this reason some became the cherubim, others
seraphim, and again others principalities, powers, dominions, thrones, angels and all the

other heavenly orders which exist and were so named, let him be anathema.

This rejection of the henad is important for us since it is precisely the problem under fire

from Maximus in Ambiguum 7. Canons 10, 11 and 14 are also of interest for us:

If anyone says that the Lord’s resurrected body is an ethereal and spherical body, that the
other resutrected bodies too will be like this, that moreover the Lord will put off his own
body first and in a similar way the nature of all the bodies will return to nothing, let him be

anathema.

If anyone says that the coming judgement means the annihilation of all bodies, and at the
end of the fable immaterial nature stays and in the future nothing of matter will continue to

exist, but only the pure noxs, let him be anathema.

If anyone says that there will be a single benad of all rational beings (TAVTCOV TV
AoYIKQV Evas pia) through the annulment of Aypostases and numbers with the bodies, and
that the end of the worlds and the laying aside of bodies and the abolition of names follow

the knowledge relating to the rational beings, and that there will be sameness of knowledge
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as of hypostases and that in the fabricated apokatastasis there will be only pure intelligences, as

they exist in their foolishly invented pre-existence, let him be anathema.

These paragraphs make evident how closely woven christological and
anthropological concerns are with a cosmology in which the world is considered not simply
in static metaphysical terms, but protologically and teleologically as well. One wonders
whether the characteristically Justinian soteriological emphasis on the flesh of Christ who is
‘one of the Trinity’ is simply a political gambit to unite the Empire in the Chalcedonian
horos, or whether in fact it represents a studied response on the basis of his insight into the
implications of ‘Origenist’ cosmology. What can or cannot be said of Christ as a true,
bodily human being and has immediate import both for what can or cannot be said of our
bodies and the whole material order. The doctrine of a fall from an original henad - a
primeval unity of rational, incorporeal beings, and with it the implicit understanding that
the felos of all beings is constituted as a return and restoration to that pristine, incorporeal
state, can be seen to impinge upon the doctrine of the Incarnation and especially of the
resurrection — of Christ’s body in particular and of human bodies in general. Yet bodies are
not just corpses, but persons, or at least identifiably linked to created, subjective, human
individuality. The swallowing up of all individuality and differentiation, when understood as
the annihilation of Aypostases, numbers, and bodies, condemned in Canon 14, was seen to
amount to a defective doctrine of creation and, concurrently, a defective doctrine of the
Incarnation.

Our point in this summary overview has not been to defend or implicate either
Origen or Evagrius with respect to the errors that came to be associated with their names.

Henr Crouzel has pointed out the noticeable ‘gap’ separating Origen of the third century
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and the Origenism of the sixth, and more recently Gabriel Bunge has shown that
Guillaumont’s characterisation of sixth century Origenism as ‘Evagrian’ is far from
certain.”* Our intention rather at this stage has been to observe what in the mid-sixth
century were the doctrines considered actual and imminent threats to the confession of the
Church, its worship and, in specific connection to Maximus’ milieu, to the faithful living of
the monastic vocation. The Origenism Maximus takes to task cannot be identified from
these sixth century sources. Its precise nature will only become more apparent as we
examine his refutation of its metaphysical structure and false philosophical suppositions.
This he does not by coming at it in a head to head negation, but by revisiting and
reconstructing the Origenist world-view at a deep, sub-structural level. We have already
seen in chapter one that Maximus is a monk-theologian who fully understands and wills to
retain the essential and beneficial elements in the great Alexandrian’s exegetical approach.”
He is rightly named a ‘definite insider’ to the Origenian hermeneutical tradition.’® Here
above all we shall see how the doctrine of ¢reatio ex nibilo, radically and consistently applied,
emerges as the fundamental solution to the faulty Origenist metaphysic. But this will be no
battle of ‘theology’ against ‘philosophy’. Maximus’ doctrine of creation is itself a creative,

enduring synthesis of patristic theology and the Neoplatonic, and especially Proclean,

34 There has already been a considerable amount of study directed to this end. On Origen, see Henri Crouzel,
Origen (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1989), 169-179; M.J. Edwards, ‘Origen no Gnostic; or, On the Corporeality of
Man and Body and Soul’, JTS NS 43 (1992), 23-37. On Evagrius, especially in response to claims that he
espouses an intellectualist, iconoclastic, or non-affective ascetic theology, see Gabriel Bunge, “The “Spiritual
Prayer”: On the Trinitarian Mysticism of Evagrius of Pontus’, Monastic Studies 17 (1987), 191-208; idem.,
Paternité spirituelle: La Gnose chrétienne chez, Evagre le Pontique (Spiritualité Orientale 61, Abbaye de Bellefontaine,
1994); Bouyer, The Christian Mystery, 216-221; also Elizabeth A. Clark, ‘Melania the Elder and the Origenist
Controversy: The Status of the Body in a Late-Ancient Debate’, in John Petruccione (ed.), Nova et vetera:

Patristic Studies in Honor of Thomas Patrick Halton (Washington DC: The Catholic University of America Press,
1998), 117-127.

35 Sherwood, ‘An Annotated Date-List’, 3.

36 Paul Blowers, ‘The Anagogical Imagination: Maximus the Confessor and the Legacy of Origenianian
Hermeneutics’, in Dorival and Boulluec, Origeniana Sexta, 649.
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doctrine of participation, mediated to him via Dionysius the Areopagitf:.37 Given what has
been said about the integrity of the material order in Neoplatonism and Origenism, it will

be interesting to see how the body fares in Maximus’ refutation.

Ambiguum ad Ioannem 7: A Dynamic Ontology

Ambiguum T arguably ranks among the most important treatises of Maximus’ early
philosophical theology. Alongside Ambignuam 15, it spells out in detail the main themes in
his refutation of Origenism and provides the foundation for elements that were to become
central in the later christological debates. Halfway through the whole treatise comes the
phrase that dominates our study of the place of the body in Maximus’ total theological
vision: ‘For the Word of God and God wills always and in all things to effect the mystery
of his embodiment.’” This sentence suggests that the mystery of divine incarnation, enacted
constitutively in Christ, is in fact the paradigmatic foundation of a far-reaching cosmic
mystery. ‘In all things’ (EV TGOIV) signals the utterly universal scope of God’s ultimate aim
to be embodied in his creation. Yet the treatise begins with a question from Gregory
Nazianzen regarding the mysterious quality of human bodily existence. How does Maximus

achieve this shift from an anthropological conundrum to a universal cosmology?

37 In an unpublished doctoral thesis, Eric D. Perl has striven to account for Maximus’ doctrine of deification
by recourse to eventually non-Christian philosophical sources alone. While I believe his depiction of the
structure of Maximus’ metaphysics to be accurate enough, I suspect that he misses somewhat the spir? of
Maximus® thought and its rootedness in the zbeolygical tradition, and so ventures to ally Maximus with a view
that far too baldly states the identification of God and creation. See his ‘Methexis: Creation, Incarnation, and
Deification in Saint Maximus the Confessor’ (PhD thesis, Yale University, 1991); and more briefly,
‘Metaphysics and Christology in Maximus Confessor and Eriugena’, in Bernard McGinn and Willemein Otto
(eds.), Eriugena: East and West. Papers for the Eighth International Colloguium of the Society for the Promotion of
Eringenean Studies, Chicago and Notre Dame 18-20 October 1991 (Notre Dame, London: University of Notre
Dame Press, 1994), 253-270.
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It would have been easy for him simply to repristinate the traditional repudiations
of the principal Origenist doctrines on the homogeneity of end and beginning, the pre-
existence of souls, the punitive and unstable nature of material creation, the endless cycle
of being, and universal apokatastasis. Indeed, one could say that the refutation of Origenism
in the sixth century, epitomised by Justinian’s condemnations of 543 and 553, had largely
been negative, rather than constructive. But, as Sherwood in his seminal study on
Ambigunm T has pointed out, for Maximus simply to follow suit would have been
‘ineffective, because superficial”®® In the first place, part of the problem was not simply the
content of the Origenists’ doctrines, but fheir u#se of Fathers revered for their authority as
justification for their position. As we saw from the extract from Cyril of Scythopolis above,
and learn also from the letters of Barsanuphius and John in Gaza,”’ Origenist monks had
long been appealing to the authority of divines in the calibre of Gregory Nazianzen to
bolster their doctrine of the pre-existence of souls. Maximus views his task in part
controlled by the need to vindicate the Fathers associated.*” Secondly, Maximus himself
would have been sympathetic to the Origenist monks’ genuine intellectual concern to
articulate a coherent explanation of this material universe in trelation to the one God, and
of its final meaning and destiny in him. Perhaps Origenism’s greatest danger was the very
factor that made it so attractive: ‘it offered a thoroughgoing philosophical foundation and

adjudication for the contemplative life of the monks.’* So we can surely agree with

38 The Earlier Ambigua, 91.

39 Ep. 604 in Barsanuphe et Jean de Gaza. Correspondance (SC 451, 815-824). Brian Daley provides a useful
summary of the relevant exchanges in “The Origenism of Leontius of Byzantium’, 366-368.

40 _Amb.Jo. 7 PG 91.1089C).

41 Blowers, “The Logology of Maximus the Confessor in His Criticism of Origenism’, in Robert J. Daly (ed.),
Origeniana Quinta: Papers of the 5" International Origen Congress Boston College, 14-18 August, 1989 (Leuven
University Press, 1992), 570.

88



Sherwood that [tlhere was then necessary not merely a dialectical #on sequitur, but a real
ontological explanation of man’s nature in regard to the end....*

Yet it is also true to say that Maximus would have shared the experience of the
Origenist monks of this universe as ‘a place where we discover our fallen state and learn to
love God.”” Here we discover Maximus concerned to show how it is precisely within the
material structure and temporal contingencies of the cosmos that there can be discerned
the providential and gracious presence of a good God. Ontologically speaking, visible and
sensible creation is inherently unstable, fluid, and liable to dissolution.* But, hidden
(mystically!) beneath it in the form of intelligible reality, there is available to it from outside
itself an ontological stability — being — that comes, graciously, from the free divine will. The
solution to personal and cosmic mutability consists in a vision of reality in which created
nature finds its true stability by participating in an ontological and eschatological order that
ultimately is both realised and anticipated in the union of created and uncreate in the
Incarnation. True (final) existence — both personal and cosmic, spiritual and corporeal - is
achieved only through participation in Christ, the incarnate God.

So it is that Maximus does not merely negate what are only the external symptoms
of the problems in Origenist doctrine. Instead, as a theologian-philosopher entirely
adequate to the task, he revisits and revises Origenism’s internal logical structure,
strengthening its philosophical coherence and at the same time deepening its theological
integrity. What emerges is a remarkably coherent and fundamentally christocentric vision of

the mysterious union of all intelligible and sensible reality with God.

42 Sherwood, Earlier Ambigua, 91
43 Louth, Maxinus the Confessor, 67.
4“4 Amb.Io. 15 (PG 91.1217A).
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The difficult text before Maximus is from the Nazianzen’s 14® Oration, On Love for

the Poor,” a ptimary text for Gregory’s anthropology. Here it follows in the relevant context:

... this wretched and low and faithless body: how I have been yoked together with it I do
not know, nor how I am an image of God yet blended with clay. It makes war when
healthy yet is vexed when watred upon. As a fellow servant I love it, and as an enemy I
spurn it. As a fetter I flee it, and as a joint heir I am ashamed of it. I strive to weaken it, and
have nothing else to use as a co-wotker to attain the best - knowing for what I was made
and that I must ascend to God through my actions.

[f] 1 spare it as a co-worker, then I have no way to flee its insurrection, or to avoid falling from
God, weighed down by its fetters which draw me down or hold me to the ground.#* It is a gracious
enemy and a treacherous friend. O what union and estrangement! What I am afraid of, I
treat with respect, and what I love, I have feared. Before I make war [on it] I reconcile
myself [to it], and before I make peace [with it] I set myself apart [from it]. What is the
wisdom that concerns me? What is this great mystery? Is it that God wills that we who are a portion of
God and slipped down from above — in our struggle and battle with the body — that we should ever look to
bim, and that the weakness joined [to us] should serve to train onr dignity, lest exalted and lifted np on
account of our high status we despise the Creator”” - that we should know that we are at the same
time both the greatest and the lowest, earthly and heavenly, transitory and immortal,
inheritors of light and fire - or of darkness, whichever way we incline? Such is our mixture
and this is its reason, as it appears to me at least: that when we exalt ourselves because of

the image, we may be humbled because of the dust. Hence let him who wishes

45 Greg.Naz.Or. 14.7 (PG 35.865C).
46 Maximus treats this sentence in .4mb.Io. 6.
47 This is the passage treated in 4mb.lo. 7. Note how the question posed by Gregory continues.
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contemplate these matters, and we shall join him for spiritual exercises at a more

opportune time.*

Throughout this passage we hear expressed an ambivalence towards the body and
bodily conditions — one that was widely felt in philosophical and Christian ascetic and
theological traditions, both Eastern and Western.” Its essential features combine both
Platonic and Pauline themes, echoing on the one hand Socrates’ cool stance towards ‘the
foolishness of the body’,” and on the other the Apostle’s impassioned cry, ‘who will rescue
me from this body of death?”*!

Baffled by the paradox of human sublimity and humility, Gregory is wondering
why, if he was created for a heavenly life of union with God, man was given a body.52 His
own answer is that the body keeps man humble, guarding him from pride and presumption
on account of his kinship with the divine. Only in this lowly condition is man capable of
recognising his true identity and so of achieving his heavenly destiny. To that end, one can
take Gregory’s rhetorical question, “What is this mystery?’, one he poses in suggestive
contexts elsewhere,” and see in it the construction of a bridge between material creation

and its deification.

48 PG 35.865A - 865D.

49 See D.S. Wallace-Hadrill, The Greek Patristic View of Nature (Manchester University Press/ New York:
Barnes and Noble, 1968), 66-79; John M. Dillon, ‘Rejecting the Body, Refining the Body: Some Remarks on
the Development of Platonist Asceticism’, in Vincent L. Wimbush and Richard Valantasis (eds.), Asceticism
(New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 80-87; Ware, ‘My Helper and My Enemy’, 90-110;
Louth, “The body in Western Catholic Christianity’, 111-129.

50 Plato Phaedo 67a.

51 Romans 7:24.

52 Anna-Stina Ellverson, The Dual Nature of Man: A Study in the Theolsgical Anthropology of Gregory of Nasganzus
(Studia Doctrinae Christianae Upsaliensia 21, Uppsala, 1981), 41.

53 Greg.Naz.Or 2.17; 7.23; 38.13; 39.13; 45.9.
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Because the text in question, as Sherwood has observed, ‘not only is patient of an
Origenist interpretation, but positively invites it,”* we might also ask what are the concrete
signs in monastic life such an interpretation could entail. I have highlighted the social
conditions of the setting from which this difficulty emerges, since it ties our interpretation
of Maximus’ cosmic ontology to the concrete context of the audience — John the Bishop of
Cyzicus and the monks of the monastery there - to whom he directs his anti-Origenist
confutation. They supposedly would have been especially acquainted with conditions in
which, confronted by their own and others’ corporeality through ascetic struggle,
exasperation with bodily life could become all the more acute. They would have known the
temptation common to all ascetic and mystical traditions to leave behind practical
asceticism in order to attain the traditional monastic ideal: a pure, undistracted form of
intellectual contemplation. Yet the collective wisdom accumulated over the centuries in
orthodox Christian ascetic traditions suggests that both the practical azd spiritual goals of
ascetic life demand that the monk neither pamper 7or denigrate his body, but train it as a
disciplined instrument and co-worker of the soul. In his popular monastic masterpiece

Maximus gives voice to precisely this conviction when, appealing to the words of Saint

Paul, he writes,

No one, says the Apostle, hates his own flesh (Eph 5:29), of course, but mortifies it and makes it
his slave (1 Cor 9:27), allowing it no more than food and clothing (1 Tim 6:8) and these only as
they are necessary for life. So in this way one loves it without passion, rears it as an

associate in divine things and takes care of it only with those things that satisfy its needs.

54 The Earlier Ambigua, 73.
55 Car. 3.9.
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The evidence adduced earlier suggests that Origenism manifested itself at the social level as
an intellectual elitism, a presumptious preoccupation with speculative spirituality at the
expense of lived assimilation to God through rigorous askesis. The dangers inherent in such
a one-sided existence include intellectual overload and stagnation. Monastic sapiential
literature abounds with diagnostic remedies to cope with the danger of akedra — listlessness,
despondency or boredom.” In addition, then, to the theoretical problems inherent in the
Origenist position, there remained in Maximus’ context the ‘immediate and practical threat
of “satiety”, namely, the kind of spiritual surfeit, the “peaking out” as it were, that the
monks were prone to experience in their daily ascetic struggle.”’

Having said that, what was the Origenist interpretation of Gregory’s passage, and
what in turn its proper meaning? We shall not here analyse the whole of Maximus’ lengthy
argument in thematic, synthetic detail. Sherwood has already done so admirably in his
unrivalled analysis of Ambiguum 7.° Instead we shall strive to preserve the flow of
Maximus’ argument, along the way isolating primary sub-structures that underlie and give
shape to his vision of corporeality in the cosmos.

The two phrases at the heart of the difficulty are those where Gregory says that we
are ‘a portion of God’ (uUdipav ©Oeol) and ‘slipped down from above’ (avcafev
peUcavTas). Taken bare, both ideas sit comfortably enough with Origen’s understanding

of the corporeal cosmos as the result of a primordial fall of souls, occasioned by ‘satiety’

and a ‘cooling’ in attention, from a pristine state of divine perfection and preoccupation

56 See the studies by Pietre Miquel, ‘Akédia’, in Lexigue du Désert: Etude de guelgues mots-clés du vocabulare
monastique grec ancien, (Spiritualité Orientale 44, Abbaye de Bellefontaine, 1986), 19-35; and Gabriel Bunge,
Akédia. la doctrine spirituelle d’ Evagre le Pontigue sur l'acédie (Spiritualité Orientale 52, Abbaye de Bellefontaine,
1991).

57 Blowers, ‘Perpetual Progress’, 155.

58 See also Riou, Le Monde et L'Eglise, 45-71.
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with the good.” As such one could say that they contribute to what Ugo Bianchi calls the
conceptual and objective connection drawn by Origen between the soul’s fall and its
‘terrestrial incorporation.”® Maximus opens the seventh Ambiguum with a brief ran-down of

the false ideas drawn from ‘pagan teachings’:

According to their opinion there was once a benad of rational beings, by virtue of which we
were connatural to God and had our dwelling (cf. Jn 14:2) and foundation in him. Then they
add that when motion (&nesis) came about - as a result of which these rational beings were
dispersed in varying degrees, God envisaged the generation (genesis) of this corporeal world
for the sake of binding them in bodies as a punishment for their former sins. This is what

they propose the teacher®! is suggesting in the words above.

As Maximus has it, the Origenist schema places genesis as the third ontological
‘moment’ in a series that begins in monadic unity, disperses through motion (£znesis), and
eventuates punitively in corporeal generation. The nature of motion, diversity and their
cause had long been the object of philosophical scrutiny. It is a problem directly related to
the question about the origin of evil, for when considered ‘from below’, motion, mutability,
differentiation and evil go hand in hand.®? It was a question that in the fourth century had

been addressed by Athanasius when he asserted the inherent goodness of creation and

59 Or.Princ. 2.6.3; 2.8.3; 2.9.2.

60 Ugo Bianchi, ‘Some Reflections on the Ontological Implications of Man’s Terrestrial Corporeity according
to Origen’, in Richard Hanson and Henti Crouzel (eds.), Origeniana Tertia: The Third International Colloguium for
Origen Studies, University of Manchester September 7° — 11%, 1981 (Rome: Edizioni Dell’Ateneo, 1985), 157.
Crouzel has opposed Bianchi on this point in Origen, 215.

61 Je. Gregory Nazianzen.

62 Some sought to resolve this issue by recourse to dualism — the positing of two sources of the cosmos, one
good and the other evil. Interestingly Justinian had accused Origenism of precisely such dualism when he
ascribed to Origen Manichaean errors: ‘For he [Origen] was educated in the mythologies of the Hellenes and
was interested in spreading them; he pretended to explain the divine scriptures, but in this manner mixed his
own pernicuous teaching in the documents of the holy sciptures; he introduced the pagan and Manichaean
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denied of evil any positive or substantial status. The recurrence of strongly dualistic
heresies throughout the patristic period and beyond necessitated frequent recourse to this
basic orthodox affirmation.” The problem remained, however, of how to account for evil
without subsuming created diversity into God himself (monism), or giving it a positive
source outside of God (dualism).

Only later in .Ambigunm 42 does Maximus — on christological grounds - outrightly
reject the punitive character of corporeal generation inherent in the Origenist position as
‘Manichaean’.** Nothing created is evil. Here however he first concentrates on the structure
rather than on the substance of the henad doctrine in which the negative motion of fall
follows affer a state of non-motion - gffer a state of perfect participation in God. While this
appears to be the order that best fits the biblical story, it contradicts Neoplatonic logic. In
classic Neoplatonist metaphysics, within the context of seeking to resolve the age-old
problem of the relation between the one and the many, the basic structure of motion (and
thus of all intelligible reality) is conceived of as an ontological cycle of remaining (one),
procession (proodos) and return (epistrophe). In proceeding from its cause - an onfological, not a
temporal or spatial movement — an effect at the same time continues to renain in its cause.
This remaining constitutes a thing’s identity between itself and its cause; procession constitutes
its difference. The overcoming of difference is achieved by its rez#rn to the cause, a move
entirely natural and innate. Procession and return are in fact the same motion viewed

respectively from the aspect of the cause and from the aspect of the effect.” The whole

error and the Arian madness, so that he could give to them what the holy scriptures could not understand
precisely’ (Ed.c.Origen 73.4-8, quoted in CCT, 2.2, 393-394).

63 Amb.Io. 42 (PG 91.1332A): “The being (TO €vat) of evil is marked by non-existence’ (cf. PG 91.1328A).
See further Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition, volume 2: The Spirit of Eastern Christendom (600-1700)
(Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1974), 216-226.

64 Amb.Jo. 42 (PG 91.1328A; 1332A ~1333A).

65 ‘Procession and reversion together constitute a single movement, the diastole-systole which is the life of the
universe.” E.R. Dodds, Proclus: The Elements of Theolygy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963), 219.
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process is summarised by Proclus in his Elements of Theology with the triadic formula: ‘every
effect remains in its cause, proceeds from it, and returns to it.”*

As noted above, Etic Perl has demonstrated Maximus’ familiarity with Proclus’
metaphysical framework through his thorough acquaintance with the work of Dionysius.
Since neither procession nor return entails a break with remaining (uovﬁ), but in fact
presupposes continuation in it, then in Maximus® estimation, HOVT] must constitute a state

of perfection yet to be attained by fallen creation. The essence of Maximus’ refutation of the

Origenist henad then, as Petl concludes,

is that it is metaphysically impossible for the creature to begin in its deified condition, in
perfect participation in God.... [IJf it did, then, contrary to Origenism, it would be
impossible for the creature to fall, since it would already possess the Good, that which

alone is desirable in itself,¥’

The problem with the Origenist schema of perfection, fall, and (material) creation is that it
contradicts a logic according to which perfection is actually perfect: inviolable, immutable.
But if this is a false sequence, if there is no such thing as an historically actual prelapsarian
perfect state, what for Maximus 4 the ontological status of this material universe in its
present, fallen, historical condition? Did God create a flawed world? What is the relation
between the rational creature’s natural procession from God into being (creation) and its
unnatural movement towards non-being (fall)?

For Maximus, preserving the distinction between creation as procession from non-

being into being on the one hand, and fall from being into non-being on the other hand, is

’ ~ ~ Y 7 . ’ Y A Ay y .
66 ... LEVEIY IOV EV TG &ITIC) KG1 TPOIEVal &I QUTOU Kol EMOPEPEIV TTPOS QUTO (prup. 35, in Dodds,
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paramount. Yet the two are contemporaneous. At the very moment (&ua) of its coming-
into-being, creation falls from its cause.®® What to the modern reader may appear as a
certain pessimism on Maximus’ part here must be acknowledged to be at the same time
both theologically realistic, true to his traditional sources, and consistent with his
Neoplatonic metaphysical framework. By means of Adam’s fall human nature has failed to
attain the fullness of its natural, created condition in which it would be simultaneously
united with and distinct from its creator. As a result, material, historical existence is
experienced by fallen humanity as fragmented and distant from its creator, and so in some
way as /less than created. It does indeed seem that in his doctrine of providence and
judgement, in which Maximus distinguishes between the ontological and the moral spheres,
the operation of judgement as punishment and correction is restricted to the moral
sphere.” Nevertheless his understanding of a double creation — in which he is continuous
with a tradition reaching back to the two Gregories,” Evagrius,”’ Origen,” Clement,”

Philo,* and perhaps Plato himself,” allows him also to think of Adam’s fully-sensual

Proclus: The Elenments of Theolsgy, 38).

67 See Perl, ‘Methexis’, 226.

68 O.Thal. 59 (CCSG 22, 61.262); O.Thal 61 (CCSG 22, 85.10-15).

At the ontological level, Maximus rules out the punitive character of judgement, as in this crucial passage
from Amb.Jo. 10 (PG 91.1133D): ‘The providence of Mind, I say, is not convertive, or as it were the
dispensation that turns things from what is not necessary to what is necessary, but constitutes the universe
and preserves the /&gof according to which the universe was established. And judgement is not pedagogic or as
it were punitive of sinners, but the salutary and determinative distribution of beings, in accordance with
which each of the things that has come to be, in connection with the /gof in accordance with which it exists,
has an inviolable and unalterable constitution in its natural identity....” Yet,” he goes on, and here he is
speaking of the moral realm, ‘providence and judgement are also spoken in connection with our implanted
chosen impulses, averting us in many ways from what is wicked, and drawing us wisely back to what is
good...’ For further discussion, see Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 66-72, who underscores the anti-
Origenist and anti-Evagtian character of this passage.

70 Greg.Nyss.Opif. 16 (PG 44.185B); Greg.Naz.Or. 6.22; 38.11.

1 Evag.Keph. 1.51; 3.24-26; 6.36.

72 Or.Gen. 1.13.

73 Clem.S#. 5.3.16.

74 Legum allegoria 1.12. Here, commenting on Genesis 2:7, Philo writes: ‘There are two kinds of humanity: one
is heavenly, the other earthly. The heavenly man, being made in the image of God, is completely without a
share in corruptible and terrestrial substance. But the earthly man was constructed out of diverse matter,
which [Moses] calls dust. That is why he says that the heavenly man has not been moulded, but has been
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material incorporation simultaneously as a punitive and assistive divine act. Adam’s
creation as a composite being formed from the dust of the earth and the breath of God
(Gen 2:7) and his fall are simultaneous, so much so that for Maximus any actual, empirical
prelapsarian existence is excluded. No sooner is man given being out of non-being than he
transgresses the divine command, declining from the good. His natural passage from non-
being into petfection or well-being is short-circuited by sin.

Returning to Maximus’ objection to the Origenist henad, we can now be more
attuned to the subtleties both of the Origenist position and the Maximian refutation. The
subtleties of the Origenist position are threefold. First, a henad implies a pre-temporal,
eternal creaturely coexistence with God. On the basis of the biblical title pantocrator for
God, Origen had understood the eternality of the world (Td TTdVTO() to be correlative to
the eternality of God’s sovereignty.”® Athanasius had clarified and corrected Origen by
subordinating the secondary, contingent (economic) relation of creator-creation to the
primary, eternal (theological) relation of Father-Son.” By positing the actual pre-existence
of rational creatures, the doctrine of a henad reduces the act of creation to the addition of
individual accidents, rather than seeing it as the creation of actual essences. This Maximus

states and rejects with clarity elsewhere:

stamped with the image of God (oU memAaaBat, kaT eikova 8¢ TeTumcdoBon Beol), whereas the earthly
man is a moulded figure (TAdouQ) of the Artificer, but not his offspring.’ Trans. F.H. Colson and G.H.
Whitaker, Philo I (LCL, London: William Heinemann / NY: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1929), 166. See also Philo
De opificio mundi 46.

75 Timaens 69bc.

76 ‘As no one can be a father without having a son, nor a master without possessing a servant, so even God
cannot be called omnipotent unless there exist those over whom he may exercise his power; and therefore,
that God may be shown to be almighty, it is necessary that all things should exist’ (Or.Prine. 1.2.10). This
holds for the intelligible world, yet Origen did not hold the material universe to be eternal, for several times
he clearly asserts that it was made by God out of nothing (eg. Or.Princ. 2.1.4; 4.4.6-7).

77 ‘For creatures not to exist does not lessen the maker; for he has the power of framing them whenever he
wills. But for the offspring not to be always with the Father does lessen the perfection of the Father’s

98



Some say that created things eternally coexist with God, which is impossible. For how can
what is utterly limited eternally coexist with the wholly infinite? Or how are they really
creatures if they are co-eternal with the creator? But this is the theory of the Greeks, who
in no way admit God as the creator of the essences, but only of qualities (TTOIOTTTCOV).
But we who know God as the Almighty (TOv TovToSUVOHOV) affirm that he is the creator
not of qualities but of essences endowed with qualities. And if this is true, creatures do not

eternally coexist with God.”

Secondly, the doctrine of a henad implies that God brought the material wotld into
being not freely, but by necessity. If creation is the #ecessary result of a fall from a state of
unitary simplicity, that is, a necessary consequence of evil, then it cannot be the free and
good creative act of God. Once again we turn elsewhere to find Maximus’ assertion to the

contrary:

In no way do we assert that souls pre-exist bodies, or that bodies were introduced as an
addition to souls as a punishment for the evil committed beforehand by incorporeal beings.
We do not suppose that evil alone is likely to have been the cause of the pre-eminent

miracle of visible phenomena through which God, heralded in silence, can be known.”

Thirdly, the doctrine of a fall from an already existing state of perfection, a fall
occasioned by ‘satiety,’ implies a never-ending cycle of instability in which creation’s

ontological status is mnecessarily susceptible to corruption and dissoluton. For if

essence. Thus his works were framed when he willed, through his Word; but the Son is ever the proper
offspring of the Father’s essence’ (Ath.4r. 1.29).

78 Car. 4.6; also 3.28; 4.1-5.

7 Amb.lo. 42 (PG 91.1328A); also Amb.Jo. 42 (PG 91.1329C-1332B); and DP (PG 91.293BC), where Maximus
rejects any thought of God being creator by necessity of his goodness.
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embodiment and material diversity are the result of opposition — an opposition that arose
even within a state of mone® and perfect union with God, then creation remains
ontologically and fundamentally flawed. Gregory of Nyssa, to whom Maximus is so
indebted in this treatise and in his anthropology in general, had been sensitive to precisely
this problem in Origen’s doctrine in the fourth century, and against it pitted his doctrine of
‘perpetual progtess’ — the never-ending progression in the good.”

Maximus begins his refutation of the existence of a henad by what is initially
recognisable as an exercise in Aristotelian logic. The custom of determining the end by
reference to the beginning or cause was ancient and well-established.*” Yet because of the
fall, direct access to the beginning is impossible. The fall has ruled out the Platonic ideal of
recollecting or returning directly to one’s origins. Instead, one must learn one’s beginning
by turning to the end.” Asserting what will become an oft-repeated dictum, ‘nothing
moving has [yet] come to rest’ (O\)Sf-:\) KIVOUHEVOV 55'0'1’1’]),84 Maximus directs his attention
not to the origin, but to the goal (f2/os) of motion, the ‘ultimate object of desire’ (TO

EOXOTOV OPEKTOV):

Now if the divine is immovable (akivnToV) (since it fills all), and everything that has being
from non-being is movable (KIvnTOV) (since it is continually impelled towards some cause),

and nothing moving has come to rest, since it has not yet found rest for its capacity for

80 While the word sfasis, a synonym of mone, is not used in its technical sense in Amb.Jo. 7 (Sherwood, Earfier
Anbigua, 93 fnd4; 95), its meaning is implied in the long list of scriptural citations in PG 91.1072D — 1073A.
Its first appearance as a technical term within the triad genesis-kinesis-stasis only occurs in Amb.lo. 15 (PG
91.1217D - 1221B).

81 See Ronald E. Heine, Perfection in the Virtuous Life: A Study in the Relationship Between Edification and Polemical
Theology in Gregory of Nyssa’s De Vita Moysis (Patristic Monograph Series 2, Cambridge, Massachusetts: The
Philadelphia Patristic Foundation, 1975).

82 Epistle of Barnabas 6.13; Or.Princ. 1.6.2; 3.6.1-3; Bas.Hex. 11.7 (SC 160, 242).

8 ‘No longer, after the transgression, is the end revealed from the beginning, but the beginning from the end.’
O.Thal, 59 (CCSG 22, 63.280-281).

8 Amb.Io. 7 (PG 91.1069B).
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appetitive motion in the ultimate object of its desire, (for nothing else is apt to stop what is
naturally impelled except the appearance of that object of desire), then nothing in motion

has come to rest.85

The main argument against the primordial existence of a henad lies in the fact that
perfect stability - the attainment of the ultimate object of desire - remains an as-yet
unrealised reality.® Here Maximus begins to lay down the parameters of what we have
called his ‘dynamic ontology.” For Aristotle, a proper analysis of a given reality involves
asking about its four basic causes: the final cause - the #/s for the sake of which’ (T0 oU
EVEKO) a thing exists; the formal cause — the /ogos of being (0 Aodyos Ths oucias) which
characterises the course on which a thing travels; the material cause — the parts from which
a thing is made; and the motive cause — the principle (dp)(ﬁ) of motion, the cause which
sets a thing on its course.”’ Maximus makes partial use of these categories as part and parcel
of a scientific analysis of reality. Just as in Aristotle’s teleological view of nature one can
only account for reality by knowing ‘that for the sake of which’ it exists,” so with Maximus
the cosmos is viewed not as a static, metaphysical unit, but in terms of its goal (fe/os) or
purpose (skgpos),” which for the Confessor is christologically determined. The beginning
and end of creation are identical insofar as all creation comes ‘from God’ and is naturally

oriented towards him as its goal. But the beginning is also ##/ke the end, in that the goal of

85 _Amb.Jo. 7 PG 91.1069B).

86 See Amb.Jo. 7 (PG 91.1072C — 1073A) where Maximus draws upon a series of scriptural proofs to show
that ‘rest’ is a future reality.

87 Aristotle De generatione animalium 1, 715a.

88 Maximus uses this formula as the definition of zelos here in Amb.Io. 7 PG 91.1072C) and also in Q.Tha/ 60
(CCSG 22, 75.36-37), ascribing it anonymously to an ‘outsider’ (AAAOTP10S). Sherwood in Earlier Ambigua,
100 conjectures that the outsider is Evagrius, though it is not at all implausible that Maximus is referring to
Aristotle himself.

8 The term skopos, usually translated as ‘purpose’, ‘plan’, or ‘goal’, is of great importance in Maximus as
providing the specific terms by which God brings creation to its #zks. The word can also mean ‘plot’ ot
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creation is deification. At least in his early years, Origen viewed beginning and end as
unitive: ‘when the end has been restored to the beginning, and the termination of things
compared with their commencement, that condition of things will be re-established in
which rational nature was placed.””® Within such a worldview, not only is all motion and
difference problematic; the Incarnation cannot accomplish anything #ew, nor achieve any
real goal, other than help towards the restoration of equilibrium. But for Maximus, created
human nature - and with it, the whole cosmos - is defined by a dynamic trajectory
considered equally from ontological, eschatological, and moral perspectives. This trajectory
has its beginning (dpxﬁ) in God its sole cause (O(inO(), who, as we shall see, brings it into
‘being’ from non-being and sets it upon the path that leads via ‘well-being’ towards its goal
in ‘eternal well-being’, that is, in union with himself, the ‘ultimate object of desire.’
Maximus hereby combines what we have seen as the traditional Neoplatonic cycle of
procession and return — one he often expresses with the Dionysian image of the spokes of
a wheel proceeding from and converging upon a central point’ — with what could be
considered a more historical, horizontal, developmental understanding of motion as the
passage of the soul from genesis to stasis in God.”® Procession coincides with the creature’s
emergence by the will of God from non-being into being. Being as return is stretched out
into a movement at once caused by God and se‘lf—caused, since it is fundamental to the
nature of the soul to be self-moved and autonomously oriented towards God. Its freedom,
which at the same time constitutes its distinction from and relation to God, is entirely

natural. Yet creaturely dependence is not denied when the human soul is designated

‘theme’, as among later Neoplatonist commentators it was customary to assign at the outset a single skapos to
each philosophical work in the effort to unify that work and harmonise varying philosophical sources.
9 Ot.Princ. 3.6.3.

N Amb.Jo. 7 (PG 91.1081C); Myst. 1 (Sotiropoulos 154.3-7); Th.Oec. 2.4; cf. Dion.Ar.De div.nom. 2.5; 5.6.
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avBuTocTaTOS — ‘self-constituted.” Since procession and return indicate ontologically,
not chronologically distinct movements, the procession of the soul into being is, if not
immediately interrupted by fall, identical with its return to its cause. It is thus the function
of the triads genesis, kinesis, stasis and being, well-being, eternal-well-being to offset the equilibrium
inherent in the procession-return cycle by introducing a linear, developmental movement.
Consequently the need for a reappraisal of the Origenist metaphysic is at once
moral and ontological. If rational beings once had a secure ‘foundation’ and ‘abode’,* yet
subsequently fell from that stable state, then given the same circumstances, Maximus
concludes, they will ‘necessarily (€€ avaykns) experience the same alterations in position
ad infinitum.””® That necessary ontological instability cannot but trigger a moral angst: ‘what
could be more pitiable than that rational beings should be impelled in this way and neither
possess nor hope for an immutable foundation (Boois) whereby they may be anchored in
the good?”® Here Maximus adumbrates what he will say later by identifying the Origenist
problem as a dilemma about freedom. For Origen, freewill involves an act of rational
power by which one moves oneself towards one of two opposites: good or evil” In order
for the choice of the good to be considered free, one must also be able to choose its
opposite, namely evil.”® Despite Origen’s abhorrence of determinism and his true concern

to preserve both God’s transcendence and human freedom, by confusing ontological with

moral stability both God and the cosmos get stuck between the dialectical vicissitudes of

92 Paul Plass has studied this modification as it relates to Maximus’ conception of time in ‘“Transcendent Time
in Maximus the Confessot’, The Thomist 44 (1980), 259-277, and ‘Moving Rest in Maximus the Confessor’,
Classica et mediaevalia 35 (1984), 177-190.

93 Amb.Jo. 42 (PG 91.1345D); Amb.Th. 5 (PG 91.1052AB); Ep. 7 (PG 91.436D — 437B). That the soul is self-
constituted is axiomatic in Proclus’ theological metaphysics (prop. 189, Dodds, Proclus: Elements of Theology,
164).

9 These terms are frequently paired: 15puats and povn.

9 Amb.Io. T (PG 91.1069C).

96 _Amb.Io. 7 (PG 91.1069C).

97 See Or.Prine. 3.1.1-22 which is preserved in Greek.
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good and evil. On the one hand, evil becomes itself the necessary cause of this present
world. On the other hand, the good ends up being desired not for its own sake, but on
account of the experience of evil” Maximus will show how, paradoxically, creaturely
freedom is maintained precisely by the soul’s being naturally determined by God.

Having set the problem in perspective with this focus upon the final cause, the
Confessor continues his argument by addressing the relation between genesis and &:nesis. His
argument progresses as a kind of consistent application of the Christian doctrine of
creation ex nihilo. Genesis must be the ontological precondition of &/zesis in both intelligible
and sensible beings,'® because at the most fundamental level there are only two basic
realms: the uncreated, and the created'”! - and entties of the latter only have being by
means of genesis. Over and against the essential continuum between the one and the many
advanced in pagan Neoplatonism, Maximus presses this ontological divide with force. God
as ‘self-caused’ (O(GTO(iTlos') is ‘unmade, without beginning, and immovable.”'%* “To be telos,
perfection and impassibility belongs to God alone, for he alone is immutable, complete,

and impassible.™® He is that #los ‘for the sake of which (00 Evekev) all things exist, but

98 See Or.Princ. 2.8.3.

99 This dialectical notion of freewill later becomes a subject of contention in the Monotheletist controversy, in
which Maximus calls false the assumption that choice involves plurality, and that plurality necessarily involves
opposition. Only acts of willing that correspond to the seat of will in nature are truly free. Florovsky in The
Byzantine Fathers of the Sixth to Eighth Century, 234-235, 1 believe, says as much when he comments on freewill
in Maximus: ‘Freedom of choice not merely does not belong to the perfection of freedom. On the contrary, it
is a diminishing and distortion of freedom. Genuine freedom is an undivided, unshakable, integral striving
and attraction of the soul to Goodness. It is an integral impulse of reverence and love. “Choice” is by no
means an obligatory condition of freedom. God wills and acts in perfect freedom, but he does not waver and
he does not choose. Choice — Tpoaipeols — which is properly “preference,”... presupposes bifurcation and
vagueness — the incompleteness and unsteadiness of the will Only a sinful and feeble will wavers and
chooses.’

100 Amb.Jo. 7 (PG 91.1072A).

101_4mb.Jo. 41 PG 91.1304D).

102 Amb.Jo. 7 (PG 91.1072C).

103 Amb.Io. 7 (PG 91.1073B).
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itself Zs for the sake of nothing.' On the other hand, all created beings are subject to
motion - interpreted not as a general state of random flux (which would be contrary to
nature), but as a movement directed toward a goal. Thus, perhaps citing the Aristotelian
commentators, Maximus says ‘they call this motion a ‘natural capacity’ (Suvay $uoctknv)
that hastens towards its proper goal, or ‘passibility’ (mabos) which, as motion from one
thing to another, has impassibility as its goal, or else ‘effective activity’ (Evepyelay
SpaoTikny) whose goal is self-perfection.”’” Nothing created is its own felos, or is self-
perfect, or impassible.'® ‘It belongs to creatures to be moved towards the-end-without-
beginning, and to cease their activity in just such a perfect end, and to be acted upon
(moB€1v). 1 This inherent passibility, Maximus explains, is not the passibility associated
with deviance (TPOTT]) or the corruption of capacity, but the natural and fundamental
condition of creatures which have been brought into being from non-being.'*

Motion then, is proper to the nature of rational beings, not because they have
fallen, but because they have been created by God.'” The mystery of creation places the
world at a fundamental ontological distance from God, such that ‘the interval (Té LléGO\l)
between uncreate and creatures is total, and as infinite as the difference.”’’ Yet it also

places the world in an ontological relation to him — not as an extension of his own ineffable

104 Amb.Jo. 7 PG 91.1072C). We find this formula also in Q.Thal 60 (CCSG 22, 75.36-37). For its possible
origin in Evagrius, see Sherwood, Earlier Ambigua, 34.

105 Amb.Jo. 7 (PG 91.1072B).

106 Amb.Jo. 7 PG 91.1072C).

107 Amb.Io. 7 (PG 91.1073B).

108 Amb.Io. 7 (PG 91.1073B).

109 “The source (GpxT) of every natural motion is the genesés of things that are moved. And the source of the
genests of things that are moved is God, since he is the creator of nature (YEVEC!OUpYéS)’ Amb.Jo. 15 (PG
91.1217C). According to Balthasar Adnesis constitutes a basic ‘ontologischer Ausdruck des Geschaffenseins’
(Kosmische Liturgte, 136). Origen also says as much, at least in Rufinus’ translation: ‘But since those rational
creatures, which we have said above were made in the beginning, were created when they did not previously
exist, in consequence of this very fact — that they were not (non eran?) and then came to be (esse coeperuni) - they
are necessarily changeable and mutable (necessario conuertibiles et mutabiles substiterund); since whatever power was
in their substance was not in it by nature, but was the result of the goodness of the Maker.” Or.Princ. 2.9.2 (SC
1, 354.31-36). See also Or.Princ. 4.4.8.
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being, but fundamentally derivative of and dependent upon it. Maximus uses terminology
clearly reflecting Proclus’ doctrine of participation when he speaks of creation as issuing
‘from God’ (k ©eol),"" who ‘imparts himself (EquTov... peTadouvat) to beings in the
form of being itself.""? Dionysius the Areopagite had spoken of this when he referred to
God as ‘the being of beings.”'"” In Maximus’ construal of the vision, God is creation’s source
of being, its means of being, and its goa/ of being: its ‘beginning (o’(pxﬁ), middle (usoéms),
and end (Té}\og).’““ But mere ‘being’ is not creation’s goal, but ‘eternal well-being’ union
with God — deification. Maximus links the now-reformed metaphysical triad genesis, kinesis,

and felos to its counterpart being, well-being, and eternal well-being.

Since, therefore, rational beings are created, they are always moving. They have been
moving naturally from the beginning by virtue of being (€ apxfis kata ¢puoiv Sia 16
glvat), and move voluntarily towards their goal by virtue of we/l-being (Tpos TEAOS KaTG
yveounv Six To €9 giva). For the end of motion for those being moved consists in efernal
well-being (v TCGY ael €0 €lvant), just as the beginning (GpXT) is being itself, which is God,
who is the giver of being and the gracious giver of well-being — since he is beginning and
end. For the simple fact of our motion derives from him as the beginning, and the nature

of of our motion is defined by him as the goal.115

10 Amb.Jo. 7 (PG 91.1077A).

1 _AmbIo. 7 (PG 91.1072A; 1080AB); 10 (PG 91.1180A; 1188B); 15 (PG 91.1217D); 41 (PG 91.1312B). Cf.
Romans 11:36.

12_Amb.Jo. 35 (PG 91.1289A).

113 qUTOS EOTI TO €Al TOIS OUOL... KAl OUTO TO EVal TV OVTIQW .... De dinnom. 5.4 (Corpus
Dionysiacum 1, 183.8-9).

114 Th.Oec. 1.10.

15 AmbJo. 7 (PG 91.1073C). Cf. Q.Tha/ 60 (CCSG 22, 79.117-120): ‘For it was necessary for the one who is
truly creator by nature of the ousiz of created beings also to become the author by grace of the deification of
the beings he has created, so that the giver of well-being might appear also as the gracious giver of eternal
well-being.’
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The involvement of the human creature in this process is far from mechanical. It
leads him in an escalating series of ecstatic experiences through which all perception —
intelligible and sensible - becomes completely overwhelmed by the embrace of God, his
true goal,"'® like darkness illuminated by light, or iron completely penetrated by fire.”""’
Perhaps because Origen’s cosmology derived to a large extent from his meditations on the
eschatological vision portrayed in 1 Corinthians 15:24-28,'"® Maximus too'"’reconsiders
human destiny as ecstasy under the rubric of ‘subjection’ (1) umoTOYT). Just as the
Saviour subjected himself to the Father in Gethsemane with his prayer ‘not as I will, but as
you will’ (Mt 26:39), and as Saint Paul, disowning himself, could say that it is no longer I
who live, but Christ who lives in me’ (Gal 2:20), so freewill (T6 aGTegodmov) will become
‘freely and completely surrendered to God, submitting to a state of being ruled by

refraining from that which wills anything contrary to what God wills.”’* Far from entailing

the abolition of freewill however, there is instead established a solid ontological foundation

116_Amb.Io. 7 (PG 91.1073CD).

17_Amb.Jo. 7 (PG 91.1076A).

118 See, for example, Or.Princ. 3.6.1-6.

119 Sherwood (Earbier Ambigua, 89) notes that at two points in Ambiguum 7 ‘Maximus introduces and uses in an
opposite sense those very texts which had served Origen, and after him of course the Origenists, as
substantiation of their error.” This represents the second.

120 This meditation reflects clear indebtedness to Dionysius” discussion of ecstasy in De div.nom. 4.13, where,
reflecting on Saint Paul’s words in Galatians 2:20 and 2 Corinthians 5:13, he writes: ‘This divine yearning
brings ecstasy so that the lover belongs not to self but to the beloved. This is shown in the providence
lavished by the superior on the subordinate. It is shown in the regard for one another demonstrated by those
of equal status. And it is shown by the subordinates in their divine return toward what is higher. This is why
the great Paul, swept along by his yearning for God and seized of its ecstatic power, had this inspired word to
say: # is no longer I who live, but Christ who kves in me (Gal 2:20). Paul was truly a lover and, as he says, he was
beside himself for God (2 Cor 5:13), possessing not his own life but the life of the One for whom he yearned,
as exceptionally beloved.’ In connection with this very passage, Andrew Louth has asserted that for
Dionysius, ecstasy ‘is not primarily some kind of overpowering experience, it is a matter of letting one’s life
be ruled by another.” See his ‘St. Denys the Areopagite and St. Maximus the Confessor: a Question of
Influence’, SP 28 (1993), 171. On the basis of the Maximian text under observation here, we can plausibly
argue that quite the same applies for Maximus.

\20_4mb.Jo. 7 (PG 91.1076B).
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for freedom, so that, ‘whence being comes to us, thence also we may desire to be

moved.”'” It will be the case, says Maximus, that

like an imprint conforming to its original seal, ‘the image will ascend to the archetype,”123
and will l'lave neither the desire nor the ability to move elsewhere. Or to put it more
forthrightly, & will not be able to will otherwise, since it will have taken hold of the divine
activity, or rather have become God by deification, utterly delighted to the full in being
outside (TT) EkoTOOE!) those things that are and are perceived to be naturally its own. This
is due to the abundant and overwhelming grace of the Spirit that shows God alone to be
active, so that there is in all only one activity of God and the worthy,12¢ or rather of God

alone, inasmuch as he, in a way entirely befitting his goodness, interpenetrates entirely

those worthy of God.125

In the same stroke Maximus excludes the possibility of ‘satiety’ or any deviation in the final,
perfect state. All reality — intelligible and sensible — will be ‘enveloped in God by his
ineffable appearance and presence.”'*

Here ends Maximus’ initial refutation of the henad, after which he begins a positive
interpretation of the two phrases from Gregory — ‘a portion of God’ and ‘slipped down
from above.” The two phrases, used in their original context as a probable hendiadys, are
taken by Maximus as conveying two quite different meanings. ‘Slipped down from above’

consistently indicates a fall from the divinely intended and natural course of created human

nature. It is applicable to us ‘because we have not moved in accordance with the principle

122 Amb.Jo. T (PG 91.1076B).
123 The phrase is from Greg.Naz.Or 28.18.
124 Fifteen years later during the Monothelete controversy, Maximus had to clarify his meaning on this and

other occasions where he spoke of one will or energy. See Or.dom. (CCSG 23, 33.114); Opusc. 1 (PG 91.33A).
125 _Amb.Jo. 7 PG 91.1076C).
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(Jogos) preexisting in God according to which we were made.”"” Further on he explains in

more detail the ontological ramifications of this moral failure:

He is rightly said to have ‘slipped down from above’ who did not move towards his own
beginning and cause according to which (ka® Tv), by which (¢’ 1), and for which (8" )
he was made. He is thus in an unstable gyration and fearful disorder of soul and body. And
even though his cause remains fixed, he brings about his own defection by his voluntary

inclination towards what is worse.... He has willingly exchanged what is better for what is

worse: being for non-being.128

Any deviation (Tpotm)'® from the trajectory from being via well-being to eternal well-
being constitutes a progressive fall into non-being. Coinciding with the creature’s good
creation by God out of nothing, ‘the fall’ amounts to the creature’s immediate failure to
attain that created state of being, a failure visibly marked and limited by its union with a
corruptible, mortal body. The fall towards non-being in the form of material dissolution,
then, is not the natural creaturely state of the soul. On the contrary, in its natural state the
human soul is compelled towards being.'”

The claim that we are ‘a portion of God’, however, tells quite a different story: it is

that ontological norm from which we have noticeably ‘slipped’ in our empirical existence.

126_Amb.Io. 7 PG 91.1077A).

127 _dmb.Jo. 7 (PG 91.1081C).

128 Amb.Io. 7 (PG 91.1084D — 1085A).

129 There are two levels at which Maximus speaks of TPOT: one (pejoratively) as a moral failure, and the
other (neutrally) as an innate capacity - related to our composite condition - to suffer change. In the first case:
‘Deviance (n TPOTI’T]) is a movement contrary to nature suggestmg the failure to obtain the cause. For
deviance, in my estimation, is nothing other than a decline in and a falling from our natural activities.’ Ep. 6
(PG 91.432AB). In the second: ‘Every creature is a comp031te of essence (oUalas) and accident
(oupPePnKOTOS) and in constant need of divine providence since it is not free from mutability (TpoT7s).”

Car. 4.9. Also .Amb.Io. 15 (PG 91.1220C); Sherwood, Earlier Ambigua, 193-196.
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Maximus’ lengthy analysis of the phrase provides the setting for him to introduce the
doctrine of the /ogo7, a ‘complex, polysemantic, and rich concept which goes back to the
early theology of the Apologists...."*' In Maximus’ cosmology the /ogoi are hidden unifying,
ordering, and defining principles deeply imbedded in the very substructures of creation. A
thing’s being — what it is - is determined by its /ygos, by what God intends it to be. As
constitutive of relation and definition, the /go7 define the essential qualities and purpose of
creaturely being and at the same time disclose the divine Word and Wisdom operative
within the cosmic economy. Quoting the Areopagite, Maximus calls them
‘predeterminations’ (TTpOOplOuo() or ‘divine intentions’ (Bl BeAnuaTa) according to
which God has created and knows the things that are.® Together with Maximus’ use of
the Neoplatonist philosophical logic of union and distinction, the doctrine of the /ggo/
demonstrates how created nature can at the same time participate in God at the level of
being, well-being, and eternal being without there ever being a confusion of essences
between God and creation, or between different species of creatures.

The next section of Ambigunm T presents a crucial argument for us at this point, for
it relates directly to the structure of deification, and catries over into Maximus’ remarks on
the nature and function of the body in relation to the soul. He begins with a syntactically
awkward passage in which he says that while one must acknowledge the difference between
individual /ggo/ on the one hand, and the difference between all the /ggof and God the Logos

on the other, they are one in an indivisible and unconfused way because the /go/ have their

130 Maximus says this much with specific reference to the human nature of Christ in DP (PG 91.297A -
300A).

31 Florovsky, The Byzantine Fathers of the Sixth to Eighth Century, 223.

132 Amb.Jo. 7 (PG 91.1085AB). Cf. Dion.Ar.De div.nom. 5.8 (Corpus Dionysiacum 1, 188.6-10): “We say that the
pre-existent Ago7 are paradigms.... Theology calls them predeterminations, divine and good intentions that are
determinative and creative for beings. According to them the transcendent one predetermined everything that
is and brought it into being.’
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source of existence in the Logos, and thus, ulamately, also their teleological consummation

in him. The strongly biblical provenance of Maximus’ thinking is striking:

Who - knowing that God by his Word and Wisdom brought into being from non-being
the things that are (Wis 9:1-2), if he should wisely direct the contemplative faculty of the
soul to the infinite difference and diversity of natural beings, and by rational enquiry
distinguish conceptually the principle (/ggos) according to which they were created — who |,
I say,] will not see that the one Word (/gos), while being distinguished from created things
by an indivisible difference on account of their unconfused particularity with themselves
and one another (81 TNV aUTAV TPOs GAARAG Te Kai EQUTE GOUYXUTOV iS1I0TNTA),
is [in fact] many /go? And again, [who will not see that] the many /go: are one Word, who
by referring all things to himself (TT) Tpos aUTOV TV MAVTwY qvadopq) exists for
himself without confusion, and who is essentially and actually God the Word of God the
Father, the beginning and cause of the universe, by whom all things were created in heaven and on
earth, whether visible or invisible, whether thrones or dominions or principalities or powers — all things have

been created from him and through him and for him?133

The doctrine of the /ggo articulates the double reality of the simultaneous
distinction and relation between God the Logos and the manifold created beings. For every
species or category of created being — whether visible or invisible, angel or human — there
is a corresponding /ogos or divine rationale that determines its nature - determines and
qualifies, that is, ‘what’ that thing is."”* Maximus states repeatedly that creation takes place

‘in accordance with them’ (kaT’ aUTOUS). As both ontologically and chronologically

133 Amb.Jo. 7 (PG 91.1077C — 1080A). The biblical passage is a conflation of Colossians 1:16 and Romans
11:36. !

134 And thus, we could add, ‘for what’ a thing is, since the /gos of a thing encloses both nature and function.
135 Eg. Amb.Jo. 7 (PG 91.1080A).
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prior, they ‘pre-exist in God’ — not as subsistent realities, but as ideas or principles of God’s
design and intent. All created beings, therefore, participate in God insofar as they have
being from him. More specifically it can be said, though, that ‘every intellectual and rational
being, angel or human, by means of the very /ygos according to which it was created - which
is in God and with God, is called and is a portion of God, because its logos pre-exists in
God.”* ‘Surely then’ Maximus affitms, if it moves in accordance with its gos and comes
to be in God, ... and if it wills and yearns to attain nothing else in preference to its own
otigin, then it will not fall away from God, but rather, in straining towards him, actually
becomes God and is fittingly said to be a portion of God by its participation (TC) HETEXEIV) in
God.

This argument represents deft work, since by it Maximus does not simply negate
the Origenist doctrine of pre-existence, but reworks it, giving sense and scope to material
diversity, and situating the ground and goal of creaturely being firmly and immutably in
God’s eternal purpose. Maximus® logology builds upon the orthodox discernment of
difference and relation between God and creation: God’s etetnity lies at the level of
actuality. Creation’s eternity, guaranteed by the /ogo7, exists only at the level of potential.
Only when God freely creates something from non-being is that potential realised in the

form of being (Elvon).!®® While the /ogos of human nature does not suffer change or

136 Amb.Jo. 7 (PG 91.1080B).
137 Amb.Io. 7 (PG 91.1080C).
138 Amblo. 7 (PG 91.1081AB); also Amb.Io. 42 (PG 91.1329C): ‘And with respect to those beings whose
generation is in harmony with the divine purpose, their essential existence remains — unable to pass from
being into non-being. And with respect to those beings whose actual essential existence is unable to pass
from being after generation, their Ago/ are permanent and stable, having as their beginning the sole skill of

being, from which and for which they exist, and by which they possess the potential to propel themselves stably towards
being’
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alteration itself, it determines for human nature a dynamic course whose terminus (népqs‘)
lies in God. He is its ultimate Sabbath or ‘place’ of rest.'*

Every rational being (A0Y1k0s), therefore, is ‘a portion of God’ by virtue of having
its /ogos in God. But this is only half of the argument. There is ‘another way’ of conceiving
Gregory’s phrase - structurally identical, yet more explicitly christocentric.'® Since the
Word of God, ‘our Lord Jesus Christ, is the substance of all the virtues’ — for the virtues
are his not attributively as with us, but absolutely — ‘every person who participates in virtue
by a consistent conduct (ka® eElv marylaw) unquestionably participates in God”™*! This
observation leads Maximus into a profound discussion arguably forming the heart of
Ambignum T in which he outlines the shape of the Christian life in terms of the reciprocal
relation between God’s incarnation and human nature’s deification. In view of the

significance of this section with respect to the overall focus of our study, it will be worth

attending to in detail.

Image, Likeness and the Embodiment of God

We have already encountered the reworked metaphysical trad — about to re-emerge here in
verb form as ylveTal — KIVEITat — L) — connecting the dynamically-conceived, divinely-
purposed course of the /gos of human nature to the triad being, well-being, and eternal being.

But now the connection is further nuanced with an important and central distinction in

139 When someone comes to be in God, he will no longer move away from that place, since it is a state
surrounded by stillness and calm. Hence God himself is the ‘place’ of such blessedness for all the worthy, as it
is written, be for me God my protector, a strong place to save me (Ps 70:3).” Amb.Jo. T (PG 91.1080D ~ 1081A). Cf.
0.Thal. 61 (CCSG 22, 103.320-325), where the same text is quoted: ‘For while God is not ‘somewhere,’ but in
an absolute sense is beyond every ‘where’, the foundation (1] 18puais) of all those being saved will be in him,
as it is written, be for me God my protector, a strong place to save me (Ps 70:3).” See also Th.Oec. 2.32.

140 Amb.Io. 7 (PG 91.1081C).

141 Amb.Jo. 7 (PG 91.1081D).
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Maximus, suggested by the subtle difference between Genesis 1:26 and Genesis 1:27,
between image and /ikeness.'** Having described the movement of the participant in virtue

from beginning to end as ‘the praiseworthy course’ (TOV Ve TOV Spopov), he writes:

By virtue of this course he becomes God, receiving his ‘being God’ (T0 6gos eiva) from
God, having deliberately (TpoaipEcEl) added to the natural goodness of the image the
likeness through the virtues — through the natural ascent to and conformity with his own
beginning. From this point on there is also fulfilled in him the apostolic word which says,
for in him we live and move and have our being (Ac 17:28). For he ‘comes to be in God’ (ylveTan
gV TCd ©eq)) through diligence, having preserved uncorrupt the logos pre-existing in God of
being. And being activated through the virtues he ‘moves in God’ (KIVEITOI €V TQY Oew)
according to the /ogos pre-existing in God of well-being. And he “lives in God’ () &v TR

©¢c) according to the logos pre-existing in God of eternal being.143

By weaving into this course the added distinction between image and likeness,
Maximus weds ontological considerations to the course of the spiritual life, and, almost
incidentally, draws the conversation more deeply towards a treatment of the constitutive
place of bodily life in the process of deification. It may not be wrong to suggest that this

distinction, which holds a prominent place in select lines of the tradition,' plays

“fz Thunberg quotes Disdier, Les fondements dogmatiques de la spiritualité de S. Maxime le Confesseur’,
Echos d'Orient 29 (1930), 296-313, to the effect that this distinction lies at the heart of all Maximus’ spirituality

(Microcosm and Mediator, 113). See also Volker, Maximus Confessor als Meister des geistlichen Lebens, 47-68, 88-101;
Larchet, La divinisation de homme, 151-164.

143 _Amb.Jo. T (PG 91.1084AB).

4 This interpretation of Genesis 1:26-27 can be found in Iren.Haer. 5.6.1; Clem.S#r. 2.22; Or.Prine. 3.6.1:
‘Man received the dignity of God’s image at his first creation; but the perfection of his likeness has been
reserved for the consummation, namely, that he might acquire it for himself by the exercise of his own
diligence in the imitation of God, the possibility of attaining to perfection being granted him at the beginning
through the dignity of the divine image, and the perfect realisation of the divine likeness being reached in the
end by the fulfilment of works’; Diad.Cap. 89; Evag.Me/ 12.484-485: That which is natural to man, is that
man was created in the image of God; what is supernatural is that we come to be in his likeness, according to
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immediately to Maximus’ benefit in his concern to address the peculiatly practical problems
surrounding Origenist speculative philosophy. His appreciation and development of the
distinction between image and likeness is distinctive. As we observed in chapter one there
exists in Neoplatonic spirituality a concern to restore the beauty of the image of God in the
soul so that the soul may be likened to him.' The Fathers generally follow Origen in
pointing out that only Christ the incarnate Logos #s the €ike3v ToU ©eou (Col 1:15),
whereas rational beings (Aoy1kol) are created ‘acording to the image of God’ - KOT EIKOVK
©O¢eou. While for some writers image and likeness appear to be synonymous expressions
denoting rational beings’ close kinship to God, there is another tradition reaching back to
Philo that draws a clear distinction between the two terms. So in Irenaeus we find
expressed at one point the thought that only the perfect (Té)\Elos) human being, a tripartite
unity of body, soul, and (divine) spirit, is truly ‘in the image and likeness of God.” Carnal
man, though retaining the image of God in the ‘plasma’ — the composite of body and soul -
remains imperfect until he receives likeness through the sanctifying work of the Holy
Spirit." Clement of Alexandria, perhaps with Irenaeus in mind, refers to ‘some of our own
[teachers]’ who divide image and likeness into divine gifts conferred in two stages. What is

according to the image is given at creation, and what is according to the likeness is given at

147

the future perfection.™ And writing in the mid-fifth century, Diadochus of Photike

the word, “I have come that they may have life and that they may have it in abundance” [John 10:10]...”
Trans. from the Syriac by M. Parmender, ‘Evagrius of Pontus’ “Letter to Melania” I, in Everett Ferguson
(ed.), Forms of Dewtion: Conversion, Worship, Spirituality, and Asceticism (New York and London: Garland
Publishing, 1999), 289. The distinction is evaluated by Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 120-132,

145 Plotinus Enneads 1.2.1-7; 1.6.1-9. Plato (T/Jeaetetm 176ab) equates the ideal of [flight (buyn) with a process
of ‘likening [oneself] to God as far as possible’ (OLIOIo.)Ols e kaTa TO &JVGTOU)

146 Iren.Haer. 5.6.1; see further Adelin Rousseau, ‘Appendix II’, in his edition of Irénée de Lyon. Démonstration de
la Prédication Apostoligue (SC 406, 365-371).

147 Clem.S#. 2.22 (SC 38, 133.6-9).
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acknowledges that while all human beings are according to the image of God, only those
are according to his likeness who subject their freedom to him through love.'*

Maximus inherits elements from all these traditions, but we find his conception of
the distinction between image and likeness to be all the more developed. This is amply
demonstrated in a response from the QOuaestiones et Dubia, where the biblical #gpos presents a

specific occasion for comment:

Why does it say, Let us make man in the image and likeness of God (Gen 1:26), but then a little
further on it says, so God created man, in the image of God be created him (Gen 1:27), omitting the

according to his likeness?

To which Maximus replies:

Since God’s primary purpose was to make man according fo his image and likeness, and ‘image’
means incorruption, immortality, and invisibility — all of which image the divine, he has
appointed these for the soul’s possession, having also given it with them the self-governing
and freewilling faculty, all of which are images of the essence of God. But ‘likeness’ is
impassibility, gentleness, patience and all the other characteristics of the goodness of God
which are indicative of the activity of God.

Thus those things belonging to his essence which display the fact that we are in his
image, he has given naturally to the soul. But the other things belonging to the activity of
God which indicate likeness to him, these he has left to our self-determining will (TT)
nueTepg ouTeEouotep YVeUT) while he awaits the perfection of man — if man should

somehow make himself like God through the imitation of the divinely fitting characteristics

148 Diad.Cap. 4 (SC 5, 86.10-16).
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of virtue. That is why, therefore, the divine Scripture omits in the words following these

the mention of ‘likeness’ 149

All rational creatures are made in God’s image, since they participate in God’s essence
(ousia). For Maximus, this is made evident in the soul’s natural qualities: incorruption,
invisibility, and immortality. But the attainment of likening to God, humanity’s goal, is
contingent upon participation in his goodness, which is indicative of his activity (energesa).
This vocation necessarily involves the whole person - mind, soul, and body - in the
practical and social virtues: imperturbability, gentleness, patience and so on. Thunberg has
rightly recognised this holism when he points out that likeness to God in Maximus is
‘consistently related to the life of virtues and the vz practica’™®® That humanity is created in
God’s image is natural — it belongs to ‘being’. But the acquisition of likeness to God
through ascetic struggle, correlated to the attainment of ‘well-being’, is a gift of grace
alone.”™ This goal of perfection (likeness, well-being) attained by grace and by the life of
virtue presupposes an incorporeal ontological foundation (image, being) by nature.
Maximus’ thinking on this subject bears some affinity with another passage in Diadochus,
in which baptism is said to achieve ‘two goods’: the first restores a person immediately to
the image of God in which he was made; the second, which presupposes yet ‘infinitely

surpasses’ the first, anticipates the eschatologically perfected conformity to God’s likeness

w ODIII, 1 (CCSG 10, 170.1-20).

150 Microcosm and Mediator, 128.

151 Amb.Jo. 42 (PG 91.1345D): ‘In the beginning man was made in the image of God for the indisputable
purpose of being born by the Spirit through free choice, and that he may acquire the likeness which is added
to it through the keeping of the divine commandment, so that man himself might be on the one hand a
creature of God by nature, and on the other hand a son of God and a god through the Spirit by grace.’ Here
Maximus does not oppose nature and grace, as he makes clear in a passage in .4Amb.Jo. 10 where the first and
third elements in the triad, being and eternal being, are correlated to the operation of ‘God alone’, whereas

the middle element, well-being, is said to depend on ‘our will and movement’. It is well-being that holds the
other two together and makes them what they are (PG 91.1116B).
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through love — ‘the fulfiment of the law.”’> Much more could be said. For now we must
leave this topic until we treat baptism further in chapter five.

Returning then to Ambiguum 7, we can appreciate now the significance of Maximus’
insistence on the cruciality of the practical life in the fulfilment of humanity’s divinely given
vocation. Moreover, the attainment of likeness through active participation in the virtues
collapses the distance between this world and the next, between time and eternity.
Elsewhere Maximus says the same thing of human nature when, by grace, it is united to its
logos. Ultimately this only occurs at ‘the advent of infinite rest,” when creatures come to be
‘in God.” At that point, all motion related to temporal worldly existence ceases — or rather —
reaches its proper goal in ‘evermoving rest.”’*® But here, such a person is said to have a/ready
(Mn) achieved immobility in God. Afready he is ‘identical to himself [ie. to his own /gos] by
virtue of the most imperturbable habit.”"** Such a person is ‘a portion of God: he exiszs, by
virtue of his /Jogos of being in God; be is good by virtue of his /gos of well-being in God. He #s
God by virtue of his /gos of eternal being in God.”® Nothing distinctively different from
God remains visible in him, for ‘he has placed himself completely in God alone, having
fashioned and formed God alone in himself entirely.” In Gregory Nazianzen’s phrase, a
‘wonderful exchange’ has taken place in which as we have seen three distinct elements are
discernible: man has become God, God has become man, and God’s deifying power has
become bodily manifest and accessible in the deified person himself. It is worth quoting the

passage again, this time in full:

—

152 Djad.Cap. 89 (SC 5, 149.1 — 150.17).

153 See further O.Thal 65 (CCSG 22, 283.522 — 285.541).
154 Amb.Jo. 7 (PG 91.1084B).

155 Amb.Jo. 7 (PG 91.1084B).
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The result is that he too is and is called ‘God’ by grace, that God is and is called man
because of him by condescension, and that the power of this exchanged condition is
displayed in him. This is the power that deifies (BecUoav) man to God on account of his
love for God, humanises God to man on account of his love for humankind, and which,
according to this ‘wonderful exchange’, makes man God on account of the deification of
man, and makes God man on account of the humanisation of God. For the Word of God

and God wills always and in all things to effect the mystery of his embodiment.!56

What Maximus is here describing, it should be recalled, is not that historical
incarnation of the Word which took place in Christ. That proleptic event in time is
certainly presupposed. Rather what is being described here is an existential, bodily
theophany in the creature in whom has been realised the reciprocally proportionate and
simultaneous dynamic of deification and incarnation. The demonstrative, theophanic
character of this reciprocity is deeply significant, for it confirms for Maximus’ monastic
readers that that most contingent and mutable object of creation — the human body - when
ennobled by deification, has been selected by God in his own good counsel as the primary
means of his self-demonstration in the cosmos, and thus the high point of creation’s access
to him.

Reminding ourselves about the context of the discussion, we can see how it is that
Maximus interprets Gregory’s affirmation that we are ‘a portion of God.” What it cannot
mean is that we are divine by nature: God and creation are essentially different. Nor does it

imply that bodily incorporation involves a necessary fall from kinship to God. Yet it is clear

156 _4mb.Jo. 7 PG 91.1084CD). Other passages that express the reciprocity between divine incarnation and
human deification can be found in Amb.Jo. 3 (PG 91.1040D); 10 (PG 91.1113BC); 33 (PG 91.1288A); 60 (PG
91.1385B); Q.Thal 22 (CCSG 7, 139.34 — 139.48); 61 (CCSG 22, 101.285-296); 64 (CCSG 22, 237.780-791);
Ep. 2 (PG 91.401B; 91.408B); Or.domm. (CCSG 23, 32.97 — 33.106).
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on the other hand that material creation, being inherently mutable and transient, cannot of
itself possess any ontological stability. On its own it is less than real being. But that is the
point. Its ontological stability rests in God’s will and purpose for it, and thus in its ordered
relation to that will. Kinship to God, expressed by the ontological fact that human beings
are created in his image, is fulfilled only through the attainment of likeness to God at the
moral level within the corporeal structures and limitations of human existence. These must
be transcended, but they are simultaneously the means of transcendence. The impermanence
of this universe drives us on to discern the proper purpose and goal of things determined
by their /ygo; whose diversity converges metaphysically and teleologically in the unity of the
Logos himself. Then, says Maximus, we shall ‘no longer cling out of ignorance to the
movement that envelops things, because we shall surrender our mind and reason and spirit to
the great Mind and Word and Spirit, indeed, ourselves entirely to God entire, as image to
archetype.”””’ Fat from motion corrupting the divine vocation of human beings, the divine
logoi are ‘on account of their motion naturally adapted by the creator to help them reach the
goal.”® Commenting on Gregory’s statement where he speaks of the welcome the worthy
will receive ‘by the ineffable light’ when they come to contemplate ‘the holy and majestic
Trinity’ that ‘unites itself entirely to the entire mind,”™® Maximus adds that such rational
beings have remained undiverted in their course, knowing that they are and will become
instruments ((')'pyava) of the divine nature.”'® This instrumental function of human nature
in the divine plan is aptly illustrated by the instrumentality of the body in the life and

activity of the soul. Given the profundity of this passage, I quote it in full:

157 Amb.o. 7 (PG 91.1088A). This triadic structure of the human being (nous, logos, pneuma) in the image of its
Trinitarian archetype, which is found in Greg.Naz.Or. 23.11, also appeats in Amb.Jo. 10 (PG 91.1196A) and
0D 101 (CCSG 10, 79.1 — 80.26).

158 _Amb.Io. 7 (PG 91.1088B).

159 Greg.Naz.Or. 16.9 (PG 35.945C).
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It is God entire who, in the way of a soul [with a body], has wholly embraced them so that
they become like limbs of a body adapted and useful to their master. He directs them
towards what he thinks fit and fills them with his own glory and blessedness, graciously
giving them unending and ineffable life — a life completely free from every specific
accompanying mark of this present life contracted through corruption - not a life
consisting in the breathing of air, or in veins coursing with blood, but God entire being
participated in by all: God entire becoming to the soul — and through the mediation of the
soul, to the body — what the soul is to the body, as he himself knows how, so that the soul
receives immutability (ATpeWiav) and the body immortality («8ovaciov). Thus the whole
human being, as the object of divine action (BeoupyoupEevos),iét is deified by the grace of
the God who became a human being. He remains wholly human in both soul and body by
nature, yet becomes wholly God in soul and body by grace and by the divine radiance of
the blessed glory, a radiance appropriate to him, besides which nothing more radiant and

exalted can be imagined.162

The repeated occurrence of the word OAos demands our attention. The ‘whole’
human - soul and body — is ‘wholly’ subject to the activity of God ‘entire’ and so
experiences transformation to incorruptible life. Body, to be sure, is at the lower rung of an
otdered hierarchy which rises through soul and intellect to God. But maintained in this

proper Zaxis, it too is accessible to God as an instrument via the mediation of the soul. Here

160_Amb.Io. 7 (PG 91.1088AB).

161 This distinctly Dionysian word carries overtones from the liturgical sphere where it designates God’s
efficacious activity through sacramental ritual acts. See further Andrew Louth, ‘Pagan Theurgy and Christian
Sacramentalis’, JTS NS 37 (1986), 432-438; Paul Rorem, Biblkical and Liturgical Symbols within the Pseudo-
Dionysian Synthesis (Toronto: The Pontifical Institute, 1984), 104-111. Also more recently Gregory Shaw,
‘Neoplatonic Theurgy and Dionysius the Areopagite’, JECS 7 (1999), 573-600, who, while rightly arguing
against drawing a strict division between pagan and Christian theurgy, wrongly characterises post-Dionysian
Christian sacramentalism as purely anthropocentric.
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we find Maximus expressing his commitment to the integrity of the body in union with the
soul which he holds in continuity with Leontius of Byzantium, the two Gregories, and the
fourth century physician-come-Christian philosopher, Nemesius of Emesa. That this
markedly cosmological treatise should give rise to such a metaphor is not unreasonable,
for, as we mentioned earlier, among Christian writers the fundamental unity of the cosmos
was best expressed by the adoption of the classical understanding of the human being as a
cosmos-in-miniature (HIKPOS KOOHOS). This observation provides us with an appropriate
moment to investigate further aspects of Maximus’ anthropology - in particular his
conception of the soul-body relationship, since it is inescapably bound up with his

understanding of the hypostatic union, the Church, and consequently his whole vision of

reality.

Soul, Body and the Mystery of the Human Vocation

Among the Fathers, actual anthropological dualism, as it was perceived to exist in extreme
Gnostic circles,'” was a rarity - even in the more rigorous ascetic systems. The Platonic
doctrine of the soul’s pre-existence, however, which enjoyed sporadic Christian sympathy
throughout Late Antiquity, constantly held out the potential threat of a real dualistic view
of the universe. With some exceptions, the Fathers largely resisted this tendency. As we
noted above, Irenacus envisaged 0 TeAelos GvBPOTIOS not as a purified soul, but as a
composite union of body, soul, and spirit created in the image and perfected in the likeness

of God.'* For Clement, the body is the soul’s ‘consozrt and ally’ with which it is honoured

162 _Amb.Io. 7 (PG 91.1088BC).

163 Such as the school of Basilides, described in Iren.Haer. 1.24.5.
164 Iren.Haer. 5.6.1.
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and sanctified by the indwelling Holy Spirit.'®® Unlike Clement, Origen maintained the pre-
existence of the soul, and while he could see the necessity of the body in God’s restorative
economy, he does not find it constitutive of what it means to be human.'®

It is only with Nemesius in the fourth century however that we find a more
concerted effort to provide a rational and philosophically attractive account of the relation
of the soul to the body and the precise nature of the soul’s superiority. Here we find for the
first ime in a Christian author a cleater picture of the dual nature of the human being who
unites (GUVO(TrTéusvos) in himself two distinct orders of cosmic reality: intelligible and
sensible, rational and irrational. In Nemesius’ words, since man’s being lies on the border

(ev peBoplols) between intelligible and phenomenal, it provides

the best proof that the whole universe is the creature of the one God.... God created both
an intelligible and a phenomenal order, and required some one creature to link these two

together in such a way that the entire universe should form one agreeable unity, unbroken

by internal incoherences, 167

Nemesius’ contemporaries Gregory Nazianzen and Gregory of Nyssa, who like him were
indebted to Origen for their spiritual anthropology, made much of this dual nature and

mediatorial function of human creatures. The Nyssene knew of humanity as ‘a kind of

165 Clem.Paed. 1.13.

166 Or.Cels. 4.65-66; 7.38. Yet Or.Cels. 3.41 also has this to say against Celsus’ disdain for Jesus’ bodily birth:
“We affirm that his mortal body and the human soul in him received the greatest elevation not only by
communion but by union and intermingling, so that by sharing in his divinity he was transformed into God.’
And on the necessity of (present) corporeality, Ot.Princ. 4.4.8: ‘Now there will always be rational creatures
that need a corporeal garment, and so there will always be a corporeal nature, the garments of which rational
creatures must use — unless someone supposes he can show by any proofs that a rational nature can live apart

from a body of any kind.’
167 Nemes.Nat.hom 1 (Morani, 3.5; 5.1-6).
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microcosm, enclosing in itself those very elements which make up the universe '® For the
Nazianzen, this understanding was wedded with his conception of two creations and the
tripartite structure of the human composite (mind-soul-body), clearly demonstrated in a
passage Maximus quotes in our present treatise, where he proposes it as the divine doctor’s

clear explanation of the origins of humanity’s genesis:

Mind (voUs), then, and sense (aioBnots), thus distinguished from one another, remained
within their own boundaries, and bore in themselves the magnificence of the Creator-
Word, silent praisers and thrilling heralds of his mighty work (cf. Ps 18:2). But there was
not yet any mingling of both, nor any mixing of these opposites — a mark of a greater
wisdom and extravagance [that would be demonstrated in the creation of] natures. Nor, as
yet, were the whole riches of goodness known.

But then the Architect-Word, when he had determined to demonstrate this and to
produce a single living being from both invisible and visible nature, created man. He took a
body from already existing matter and breathed into it life from himself, which the Word
knows to be an intellectual soul and image of God. He placed this man upon the earth —a

sort of second great cosmos in miniature, another angel, a mixed worshipper....16?

The human being’s mediatorial function as a miniature cosmos is expressed even
more forthrightly - though with even greater subtlety and insight - by Maximus himself in
the seventh chapter of his Mysfagogia and most notably in the famous Ambignam 41. In the
former, Maximus draws a direct parallel between the bipartite structures of the cosmos and
the human being. Just as the intelligible and sensible realms make up one cosmos, so soul

and body make up one human being, and ‘by virtue of the law of the one who bound

168 Greg.Nyss.Anim. et res. (PG 46.28B).
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them,” neither of these elements, bound together in inseparable unity, denies or displaces
the other.'™ In the latter, he speaks of five divisions ((SIO(Ipéosls) of reality: uncreated and
created, intelligible and sensible, heaven and earth, paradise and the inhabited world, male

and female."”" ‘Humanity,” he writes,

clearly has the power of naturally uniting at the mean point of each division since it is
related to the extremities of each division in its own parts.... For this very reason the
human being was introduced last (EoXoToS) among beings as a kind of natural bond
(0UVSECHOS TS GUOIKOS) mediating between the extremities of universals through their
proper patts, and leading into unity (gls €V) in itself those things that are naturally set apart

from one another by a great interval.172

As these passages suggest, the human being’s mediatorial wcation rests upon his
mediatorial structure. Specifically, soul itself operates as the mediating element between God
and matter, since it possesses faculties that unite it with both: a rational faculty to link it
with God through the intellect and an irrational faculty to link it with matter through the
senses.'” Let us examine this ‘internal’ structure more closely.

Nemesius as we saw discerned the primary function of the human being as one of
holding in his psychosomatic unity the two realms of being together in unconfused union.
Neither the body nor soul, therefore, can entertain independent existence: ‘the body is not

a living creature by itself, nor is the soul, but soul and body together.”” Their union is not

169 Amb.Jo. 7T (PG 91.1093D); Greg.Naz.Or. 38.11.
170 Myst. 7 (Sotiropoulos 186.13-15).

171 _Amb.Io. 41 (PG 91.1304D — 13054).

112 Amb.Io. 41 (PG 91.1305BC).

173_Amb.Jo. 10 (PG 91.1193D).

174 Nemes.Nat.ho.33 (Morani, 101.6-7).
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one of juxtaposition (kaTa TapdaBectv, TopakéioBa) - like two dancers, nor of mixture
(kpaots, kekpaaBat) - like wine and water.'™ Instead, citing the authority of Ammonius
Saccas,”’® Nemesius proposes a union without confusion (GOUYXUTWS) resulting in a
single living subject,””” with the soul remaining distinct as the intelligent principle of life,
activity, and movement. I modifies and masters the body, not the other way around. It
pervades the body without diminution, and is bound and present to the body in the kind of
relationship ((3s &V OXEOE1) by which God is said to be present with us — not spatially, but
relationally (0USE TOTIKAS, GAG KaTa OXEotv).”™ Nemesius goes on to invoke the
union of the divine Word with his human nature as analogous to the soul’s union with the

body:

While God the Word suffers no alteration from his fellowship with the body and soul, nor
participates in their infirmity when sharing with them his own divinity, he becomes one
with them, remaining one just as he was before the union. This mode of mingling or union
is utterly new, for he mixes with them throughout yet remains unmixed, unconfused,

uncorrupted, unchanged, not sharing their passivity but only their activity.1??

Nemesius’ language came to achieve great prominence in the christological
controversies of the subsequent centuries — except rather than christology serving to
illuminate anthropology, as in Nemesius, the union of soul and body was used as a
consciously imperfect analogy of the union of two natures in Christ. Leontius of

Byzantium in the sixth century could be said to provide the most exacting, scientific

175 Nemes.Nat.hom. 3 (Morani, 38.12 — 39.12).

176 The Alexandrian Neoplatonist — and, according to Eus.H.e. 6.19, teacher of Plotinus and Origen.
177 Nemes.Nat.hom. 3 (Morani, 40.10-12).

178 Nemes.Nat.hom. 3 (Morani, 41.15-19).
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application of this analogy. According to a fine study by Brian Daley - in which he
demonstrates Leontius’ clear dependence upon Nemesius - Leontius’ conception of the
union of natures in Christ and the union of soul and body in man ‘rests at heart on a subtle
and elaborate conception of the dialectical ‘telationships’ (OxéOElS‘) that comprise and
coordinate the genetic and individual levels of reality.” Critical terms such as physis and
hypostasis are, for Leontius, ‘essentially ways of recognizing the underlying and ontologically
fundamental communality and distinctiveness of things."® In other words, orthodox
christology’s precise grammatical and conceptual designations serve to articulate the
mystery of identity and difference, a mystery particularised and demonstratively enacted in
the Incarnation.

As an heir to this intellectual tradition, Maximus freely draws upon both orthodox
christological insights as well as the dialectical logic of the sixth century Aristotelian
commentators to articulate his spiritual anthropology. In many cases it occurs specifically in
the context of his refutation of the pre-existence of souls through his insistence upon the
simultaneous coming-into-being (genesis) of soul and body as a single, complete human
subject. Soul and body are clearly of different substance (o#si4) and definition (/ogos). Soul is
immortal, invisible, incorporeal; body is mortal, visible, and corporeal. Through his reading
of Genesis 2, Maximus is able to trace this difference in being back to two different sources
of being. Soul is constituted immediately from the divine and life-giving insufflation; body,
however, is made by God mediately from the objective matter of the body from which it
comes (dust, mother’s blood).”®" Given these natural differences, two questions present

themselves for enquiry. First, how can two substances of opposing qualities be joined to

179 Nemes.Nat.hom. 3 (Morani, 42.13-19).
180 ‘A Richer Union’, 252.
181_Amb.Jo. 42 (PG 91.1321C).
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make up (& TOTEAELV) a single, complete, unified species? Secondly, given their union, what
is the nature of their relation with one another?

At the forefront of Maximus’ development of these issues lies the Aristotelian
‘principle of relation’ (6 Tou Trp(‘)s Tl )\c’)yos‘),182 which he explains applies to parts of a
whole that come into existence simultaneously to constitute a single species.'” The
insistence on simultaneous (OHO, OHOU) geesis thus becomes all-important, since if one
were to pre-exist the other, their synthesis to form a particular instance of a generic species
(6vBpaTros) would either involve a necessaty alteration in substance or else imply the
endless perpetuation of reincarnation or reanimation. Both these (im)possibilities, which
dissolve the principle of relation, are rejected outright.' Maximus argues instead for the
composite nature of human being: the soul or body of a particular person, each as a part of a

whole, can only be considered in relation to that whole person:

For the soul is not said to be a ‘mere soul’ after the death of the body, but the soul of a
human being, indeed, the soul of a particular human being. Even after the body, it retains
by relation the whole as its own species (EXE! s £180s oUTRS TO OAOV KAT& TNV
OXEOIV), since the [whole] human being is predicated of an individual part. Likewise, ... the
body is not said to be a ‘mere body’ after its separation from the soul, even if it is
corruptible and naturally returns to the elements from which it is constituted. Like the soul,

it too retains by relation the whole as its own species, since the [whole] human being is

predicated of an individual part.185

182 Cf. Aristotle Cafegoriae IV.

183 Amb.Io. 7 (PG 91.1100C); Amb.Io. 42 (PG 91.1324A) et al.

184 Amb.Io. 42 (PG 91.1324AB); Amb.Jo. 7 (PG 91.1100D). Owing to an unfortunate misunderstanding of the
text, Thunberg (Microcosm and Mediator, 104) wrongly takes Maximus’ rejection of the doctrine of
metempsychosis in this passage as a (positive) assertion of a perichoretic-like relation between body and soul.
185 AmbJo. 7 (PG 91.1101B). The language here is clearly related to Porphyry’s tree of being (Yévos — €180s
— Siadopa - 1810v — oupBePnKdSs): “The higher is always predicated of the lower.... Thus, the individual is
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The inviolability of this relation (0XEo1S) between soul and body in no way compromises
their substantal, natural difference from one another.'®

Since the critical point in this relation of parts — that which assures their ontological
permanence and indissolubility of relation - is directly related to their simultaneous genesis as
a complete species, the virginal conception of Christ and his bodily ascension into heaven
both serve as the archetypal examples.”®” On the basis of the virginal conception, at which
moment the divine Word unites to himself the whole human nature at the exact moment
the latter comes into actual being, the simultaneous union-genesis of soul and body as an
individual Aypostasis is said to be brought about entirely by the will of God."™ In other
words, there is no potential naturally inherent in either soul or body capable of effecting
and maintaining the union. Their simultaneous genesis and synthesis is the free and sovereign
act of God. With Chrst’s bodily ascension and session, Maximus ﬁnds'the foundation for
the assertion of the permanence of the soul-body relationship. Since Christ’s body forever
remains a constitutive component of the human nature hypostatically united with the Word
in heaven at the right hand of the Father, Maximus deems it arrogant to infer that, ‘with
respect to the advancement of rational beings towards perfection,... bodies will at some

time dissolve into non-being.” Who can think this, he adds, and ‘believe also that the Lord

himself and God of the universe is with a body now and forever, and renders to others the

contained by the species and the species by the genus, for the genus is a kind of whole, the individual a part.
The species is both a whole and a part, a part of another and a whole, not of another but in others. The
whole is in the parts.’ Porphyry Isagoge 7.13 — 8.2; trans. by Edward W. Warren, Porphyry the Phoenician: Isagoge
(Ontario: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1975), 41. Thus species (as whole) is ontologically prior to
individual (as part).

186_4mb.Io. 7 (PG 91.1101C).

187 The situation with Christ remains, however, still utterly unique, for the divine nature already exists from
eternity as the hypostasis of the second Person of the Trinity, whereas the assumed human nature only comes
into being at the very moment of union. Obviously much here spills over into Maximus’ christology,
something we shall be treating in more detail in chapter three.
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power to be able to advance, and who, as the author of universal salvation, ushers and
beckons all towards his own glory, as far as possible, by the power of the Incarnation, and
who cleanses the stains of all»'® The Confessor is simply being faithful to the dogmatc
tradition which asserts that what is united to God is also saved. To be sure, the very reason
the Word became flesh was that he might ‘save the image’ and ‘render the flesh immortal.’
‘How then,” Maximus tetorts in words that underscore the permanence of the soul-body
union, ‘can what is saved be lost, and what is rendered immortal die?’'”’

Soul and body, then, are necessarily and permanently related to one another by
virtue of their simultaneous coming-into-being as a particular human being — as parts of a
whole instance of a composite species. Even at death when they are temporarily separated,
each can only be spoken of in relation to the whole person whose body or soul it is. Their
union is established and maintained, as we noted, by the will and purpose of God.
Nevertheless, their natural differences remain, a fact implying that their relation to one
another will not be one of equals. The corporeal body, uttetly incapable of self-sufficiency

per se, remains the instrument of the intelligent soul, for

the whole soul, permeating (Xepouoo) the whole body, gives to it both life and
movement, since the soul by nature is simple and incorporeal. [The soul does this] in the
whole body and in each of its members without being divided or split up by the body, since
it is natural for the body to admit the soul according to the body’s natural underlying

capacity to receive the soul’s activity. Present throughout, the whole soul binds together

188 _dmb.Jo. 42 (PG 91.1324C — 1325B). Also Thunberg, Microcosm and Medsator, 98-99.
18_dmb.Jo. 7 (PG 91.1332C — 1333A).
190_Amb.Jo. 42 PG 91.1336A). See also Q.Thal 54 (CCSG 7, 459.277-279).
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the members variously capable of receiving it in a manner commensurate with its

preservation as one body.191

In exploring this further, we are led back into the complex flow of Maximus’
explanation in Ambiguum T as to what Gregory means when he says we are ‘a portion of
God’ By these words Gregory intended, suggests Maximus, not to explain the cause of
human genesis, but the reason for the bodily afflicion attending empirical human
existence.'”? We recall from the context of Gregory’s passage that that reason was related to
God’s providential and pedagogical economy. The inherent weakness and contingency of
bodily life keeps us rational beings humble, Tlest exalted and lifted up from our high status
we despise the creator.” But keeping in mind Maximus’ distinction between image and
likeness, it is also the means of our being likened to God. The rational and intellectual soul,
made in God’s image, is capable precisely i its union with the body of receiving likeness to
God. By the soul’s ‘intelligent provision for the lower part’ (kaTO 8& TV EMOTNHOVIKNY
TPOsS TO UPEIUEVOV TPOVOIO) — that is, by fulfilling the commandment to love
neighbour as self and its ‘prudent care for the body’ (EHOPOVWS TOU OWPOTOS
QVTEXOUEVNY), and through its mediating to the body the indwelling maker and his gift of
immortality, it endues the body with reason through the virtues and appropriates it to God
(olke1doot Oec) in such a way that the body becomes its fellow-servant (OHOSOUAOV), !>
The result, he continues, in terms clearly echoing Nemesius’ conviction that the unity of

man demonstrates one creator,

191 _Amb.Jo. 7 (PG 91.1100AB).
192 4mb.Io. 7 (PG 91.1089D).
193 Amb.Jo. 7 (PG 91.1092B).
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is that ‘what God is to the soul, the soul becomes to the body,’19¢ and there is manifested
the one creator of all who resides proportionately in all beings through humanity, and our
manifold and natural diversities converge into one. Then God himself will be 4/ in all (1
Cor 15:28). He will have encompassed and given independent existence to all things in
himself, by the fact that no being will continue to possess motion that is aimless and
deprived of his presence. It is with respect to this presence and by our reference to the goal
of the divine plan that we are and are called gods (Jn 10:35) and children (Jn 1:12) and body

(Eph 1:23) and members (Eph 5:30) and ‘a portion’ of God.1%

Saint Paul’s expression ‘all in all’ (TAVTa €V T&O1V) forms a natural focal point for
meditation, since it presents in exact wording what became the ‘golden rule’ of
Neoplatonism that accounts for the presence of causes in their effects: ‘everything in
everything but in a way appropriate to each.”’®® Dionysius’ way of expressing this notion,
reckoned by Perl to be his ‘ultimate conclusion of the theory of participation’” epitomises
the mystery of God’s relation to and difference from creation: ‘He is all things in all things
(Ev TGOl TAVTa 0Ti) and he is nothing in anything, and he is known to all from all, and
to none from any.'”® Nevertheless, it is important to understand Dionysius’ words as an
answer to his preceding question, ‘how do we know God?’ That God is said to be ‘all
things in all things’ is primarily an epistemological assertion, ot, more correctly, an exclamation

of praise. Indeed, the sentence that follows it more clearly states Dionysius’ meaning: ‘he is

194 The phrase is a direct quote from Greg.Naz.Or. 2.17 (SC 247, 112.14-15): v’ omep goTi Oeos YuxD,
TOUTO YUXT) OLIUCTI YEVITOL,

195 _Amb.Io. 7 (PG 91. 1092C)

196 TTavTa €V TGOV, OlKElwS O v EKAOTLY; Proclus, prop. 103 (Dodds, Proclus: Elements of Theolagy, 92.13).
In his commentary (254), Dodds mentions the possible Pythagorean roots of this formula, adding that later
Neoplatonism ‘saw in it a convenient means of covering all the gaps left by Plotinus in his derivation of the
world of experience, and thus assuring the unity of the system: it bridged oppositions without destroying
them.” Note also the context of Dionysius’ use of 1 Corinthians 15:28 in De div.nom. 1.7.

197 Perl, ‘Methexis’, 75.
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known to all from all things and to no one from anything.’ The fact that ‘he is all things in
all things’ is immediately qualified by ‘and he is nothing in anything’ reminds us of
Dionysius’ overarching apophaticism in which any positive assertion of God and creation’s
ontological identity is excluded, since any such possibility remains hidden in the inscrutable
depths of the divine Wisdom. So when in Ambignum 22 Maximus refets to the ontological
fact of God’s being ‘all in all’ — ‘wholly in all beings in general and indivisibly in each
particular’ — it falls within a rhetorical question in which the matter is regarded as an
impenetrable mystery.”” And speaking of the same presence as an ecclesially fulfilled reality
in Mystagagia 1, God’s immanence ‘all in all’ is said to be a fact ‘that will become apparent
only to the pure in disposition (MoVWTaTos TOIs kobapdis Ty Siavolav
opabnoeTa).*®

With Maximus’ citations from Ephesians then we are reminded that all that he has
been saying about the relation of soul to body and patts to the whole — while steeped in the
theological and technical vocabulary of Neoplatonist metaphysics and Aristotelian logic -
stems ultimately from his reflections on the scriptural witness to the Church as the body of
Christ. It is as he develops this meditation further that we encounter yet another
interpretation of the phrase ‘a portdon of God.” The soul-body relation sits alongside
previously mentioned images of light-air and fire-iron,®'all three of which ‘llustrate the
same metaphysical phenomenon.*” Each image exemplifies God’s own theophanic
embodiment in Christ, creation, deification, and Church. The metaphysical structure —

determined by the union of uncreated and created in the one person who is the incarnate

198 De div.nom. 7.3.

199 Amb.Jo. 22 (PG 91.1257AB).

200 Mysz. 1 (Sotiropoulos 152.4-5).

201 Amb.Jo. 7 (PG 91.1076A; 1088D).
202 Perl, ‘Methexis’, 134.
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Word - is the same in each case. In each case too the illustrative interpenetration of soul
with body, light with air, fire with iron is mutual, but not symmetrical. Just as the natures of
body, air, and iron are wholly qualified by the properties of the more active natures of soul,
light, and fire, without any nature losing its distinctive properties, so too is creation wholly
penetrated by God the Word, who ‘wills always and in all things to effect the mystery of his
embodiment.”*”

Hereby Maximus affords us a glimpse into what is a deeply ecclesiocentric cosmic
ontology. True cosmic being is fulfilled in the Church, the body of Christ, ‘the fullness of
him who is filled all in all’ (Eph 1:23). Christians are ‘members’ or limbs of this body, who
together, to use Irenaeus’ favourite christological image ecclesiologically, are being
‘summed up’ (Eph 1:10) according to the Father’s wonderful plan — hidden in him before
the ages (Eph 3:9) but now revealed through the Incarnation. The Incarnation proleptically
‘maps out,” as it were, and actually performs in corporeal contours God’s plan for the
creation and perfection of human nature by uniting the extremities of the cosmos in
Christ.” Using a cognate of the verb recalling his assertion of the fixity of our ontological
foundation in God (TTﬁY\)UUI), Maximus describes how the Son of God, in uniting to
himself our nature, ‘fixed us firmly to himself (!'EO(UT(.-:) oupmnEapevouy) through his
intelligibly and rationally animated holy flesh taken from us, as through a first-fruit (035‘ S’

amapxns), and ‘in the way of a soul with a body, knitted and adapted us to himself by

203 See further Perl, ‘Methexis’, 196.

204 See Amb.Io. 41 (PG 91. 1308C - 1312B) and Amb.lo. 42 (PG 91.1333CD), where the incarnate Word, as
the author and perfector of our salvaton, is said to have provided himself ‘as a type and blueprint’ (TUTTOU
Kot Trpoypauuu) with respect to the attainment of virtue (cf. Greg.Naz.Or. 7.23). If there was to be a final

annihilation of the body in the scheme of perfection, it would have been effected beforehand in his own
economy.

134



the Spirit.’ ® In Ambiguum 31, Maximus expounds further his very Johannine

understanding of Saint Paul’s ascription of the name ‘firstfruits’ to Christ (1 Cor 15:20, 23):

If, then, Christ as man is the ‘firstfruits’ of our nature with God the Father, and as it were
the leaven of the whole lump, and as the Word who is never displaced from his
permanence in the Father is with God the Father according to the designation of his
humanity, let us not doubt that in accordance with his petition with the Father (Jn 17:20-
26) we shall be where he is as the firstfruits of our race. For just as having loosed the laws
of nature supernaturally he was made low for us without change — a human being as we
are, sin alone excepted, so also will we consequently come to be above because of him —
gods as he is by the mystery of grace — altering nothing at all of our nature. Thus again, as
the wise teacher says, ‘the upper world is filled’ - the members of the body being united to
the head according to their worth, each member cleatly by its proximity in virtue
harmoniously receiving the position (B¢c1v) proper to it through the orchestration of the

Spirit and filling up the body which fills a// and is filled from all — the body of him who is
Silled by all in every way (Eph 1:23).206

Has this redemptive dispensation fulfilled in the Church always been part of God’s
original plan and intent for creation? The affirmative answer to this question belongs to
Maximus’ refutation of the Origenist cyclical schema in which the end of all things involves
a restoration to their pristine former state. Yet the monk has no love for simplistic
solutions that fail adequately to discern the inherently mysterious quality of God’s eternal
will, let alone ones that ignore the great weight of biblical and traditional consensus. We are

not to understand his ecclesiological vision of participation in the body of Christ as

205 Amb.Jo. T PG 91.1097B).
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something entirely other than, or additional to, his ontology of creation, where all creatures
participate in the being of God. It is rather its fulfilment. His articulation of the difficulty
here as elsewhere? is achieved by the subtle employment of careful distinctions. And here
he makes explicit for the first time in this treatise a distinction that will in the next chapter
become crucial for our undetstanding of his christology: that between /gos and frgpos.
God’s wonderful plan (TrO(VTdYO(eos' OKoTOs) has never received anything new as far as
its original principle is concerned (kaTa Tov 810V ASyov), but having reached its time for
fulfilment, ‘he clearly introduced it by means of another, newer mode’ (81 &AAou
KOIVOTEPOU TPOTOU).?® The explanation that follows in which can be observed the
classical Maximian delineation of divine plan, human fall, followed by the newness of

divine restoration must be heard in full:

For God created us [to be] like unto himself by possessing through participation the exact
characteristics of his goodness, and gave us the means (#r9p0s) which, through the use of
our natural powers, leads to this blessed end. But humankind voluntarily (Ekoucicas)
rejected this mode by the abuse of its natural powers. Therefore, lest alienated humankind
move still further from God, another means had to be introduced in its place, one more
divine and paradoxical than the former to the extent that what is beyond nature is higher
than what is natural. And this, as we all believe, is the mystery of the most-mystical
dwelling of God with human beings (cf. Rev 21:3).