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Introduction

Theosis is said to go hand in hand with gnosis. ... Igno-
rance divides and separates, knowledge connects and dei-
fies. R. Roques!

The path to the light passes through darkness. The path to knowledge begins with
ignorance. The figure of Gregory Palamas, the most outstanding theologian and
philosopher of the Byzantine Empire, whose influence on contemporary Rus-
sian philosophy and Orthodox theology cannot be overestimated, is almost un-
known to Polish audiences. Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, the second figure
to whom this book is devoted, is also a mysterious character to such an extent
that it is a matter of dispute to this day as to who this exceptional theologian and
mystic actually was. That having been said, without his Corpus Areopagiticum,
we would be hard-pressed to imagine the culture of the Middle Ages broadly un-
derstood, the treatises of St. Thomas Aquinas, even Gothic architecture.

So, we begin our story like a wanderer at the foot of a mountain whose mag-
nificent peak is shrouded in clouds, invisible at first sight and yet so promising.
We begin by acknowledging our ignorance, but also our desire that the darkness
be brightened by the light of knowledge.

And finally, the problem of knowing God, raised by both thinkers, can be
summed up in one word: apophatic, by which we mean, quite precisely, abscis-
sion, understood as abstract thinking, the abandonment of concepts, the process
of negation. The cognitive order from dark to light is also tied to the stages of
spiritual development about which Pseudo-Dionysius and Palamas write using
the vast tradition of Eastern monasticism and mysticism.

The philosophy and theology of Gregory Palamas, the most versatile thinker
of the fourteenth-century Byzantine Empire, has become increasingly the sub-
ject of study for Polish historians of philosophy. Over the past several decades, a
variety of academics in Europe (including Poland), the United States and Russia
(on universities in St. Petersburg and Moscow) have published his works trans-
lated into their national languages. At the same time, scholars have published
numerous works on specific issues. Thanks to broader and deeper studies fo-
cusing on the writings of Gregory Palamas, historians of medieval philosophy

1 R. Roques, LUnivers dionysien: structure hiérarchique du monde selon le Pseudo-
Denys (Paris, 1954), 88.
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unanimously view him as the author of an extremely interesting doctrine, one
that is deeply rooted in the tradition of the Eastern Church?

Gregory Palamas, known as the Doctor of Hesychasm,? is the creator of the
synthesis of patristic thought, around which - as Vladimir Lossky wrote - many
misunderstandings arose and whose true value was underestimated for many
years.* Recently, however, the conviction has deepened that an understanding of
the Bishop of Thessaloniki’s views, along with their theological and philosoph-
ical foundation, is a prerequisite for getting to the heart of orthodoxy. After all,
Palamas’ metaphysics of light, based on the tradition of Greek patristics, is one of
the most important attempts to present the foundations of Eastern Christianity
in philosophical language. Nowadays, scholars have no doubts that Gregory
Palamas was the thinker through whom the prayer practices of the hesychasts
and the doctrinal framework of the Eastern Church’s theology found their ful-
lest expression. At the same time, he was a figure who closely tied to his epoch.
The most important political events in fourteenth-century Byzantium - dynastic
struggles and political disputes — found their dramatic reflection in the life of
the Doctor of Hesychasm and had a fundamental influence on the development
of his doctrine. It was fully presented in the work entitled The Triads,> which

2 For abibliography and the state of research in the Polish language, see Yannis Spiteris,
Palamas: La grazia e lesperienza: Gregorio Palamas nella discussione teologica (Rome
1996). The author who first conducted research on the entirety of Palamas’ works (he
studied them in manuscript form and published some of them) was J. Meyendorff.
He published the results of his research in his now classic work Introduction a l¢tude
de Gregoire Palamas (Paris 1959). We also find there a deetailed biography of Palamas
(pp- 45-170) and a thorough list of his works (Appendix 1, pp. 331-401).

3 “Ahesychast — a person who practices (¢v fjovxia) inner quiet; a term sometimes used
to denote a hermit or a recluse; used especially for monks from Mount Athos who
practiced constant prayer, especially the Jesus Prayer and who sought to achieve a vi-
sion of divine light” - from Georgios I. Mantzaridis, The Deification of Man: St. Gregory
Palamas and the Orthodox Tradition, trans. Liadain Sherrard, Contemporary Greek
Theologians Series, no 2, English and Greek Edition (New York: St Vladimir’s Seminary
Press, Crestwood, 1997, 1984); see also T. Spidlik, I grandi mistici russi (Roma: Citta
Nuova, 1983; M. Eliade, A History of Religious Ideas, Vol. 3 (Chicago 1988), 218-220.

4 Vladimir Lossky, “The theology of Light in the thought of St. Gregory Palamas,” in In
the Image and Likeness of God (London 1988), 45-69.

5  Gregory Palamas, Ynép 1@V iep@v fjovxalovtwy (“Triads For The Defense of Those Who
Practice Sacred Quietude”), PG 150, 1101-1118; a critical edition and French transla-
tion, J. Meyendorft, Grégoire Palamas. Défense des saints hésychastes. Introduction, texte
critique, traduction et notes (Louvain 1959).
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emerged gradually, during discussions on the interpretation of the thought of
Pseudo-Dionysius. Many scholars of Palamas’ achievements believe that the sig-
nificance of The Triads in Byzantine theology and philosophy can be compared
to the role played by Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Theologica in the development of
Western Christianity’s philosophy and theology.

The circumstances of the creation of The Triads and treatises written in de-
fense of the hesychasts are related to a dispute that flared up at the court of the
Byzantine emperor Andronikos III. The essence of this dispute over the condi-
tions for knowing God was nothing new, since the Fathers of the Eastern Church
considered themselves from the beginning with the way in which a human being
can come to know the Creator. In the patristic tradition, it was a firmly estab-
lished belief that knowing God, possible through the experience of a unifying
vision along (that is, full communion - oVva€g), constitutes the highest and
most necessary goal of human life realized through the process of deification.®
Therefore, the doctrine of salvation is perceived precisely as a way to resemble
God. The presence of this issue, as Vladimir Lossky noted, is a characteristic
feature of all dogmatic controversies within the Eastern Church, “all the history
of Christian dogma unfolds itself about this mystical center”” In other words,
theology revolves around the problem of the absolute transcendence of God as
the source of all existence, with the simultaneous revelation of the Trinity to
its creations (both noetic and corporeal beings) out of consideration for love
of him, thanks to which it can return to its Creator in unifying cognition. In

6 Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church (ISD LLC, 1991), 4-17.

7 Ibid., 6. Lossky continues (pp. 5-6): “All the development of the dogmatic battles which
the Church has waged down the centuries appears to us, if we regard it from the purely
spiritual standpoint, as dominated by the constant preoccupation which the Church
has had to safeguard, at each moment of her history, for all Christians, the possibility of
attaining to the fullness of the mystical union. So the Church struggled against gnostics
in defense of this same idea of deification as the universal end ... She affirmed, against
the Arians, the dogma of the consubstantial Trinity; for it is the Word, the Logos,
who opens to us the way to union with the Godhead ... The Church condemned the
Nestorians that she might overthrow the middle wall of partition ... they would have
separated God from man. She rose up against the Apollinarians and Monophysites to
show that, since the fullness of true human nature has been assumed by the Word, it is
our whole humanity that must enter into union with God. She warred with the Mono-
thelites because, apart from the union of the two wills, dive and human, there could be
no attaining to deification ... The Church emerged triumphant from the iconoclastic
controversy, affirming the possibility of the expression through a material medium of
the divine realities-symbol and pledge of our sanctification.
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this antinomic (transcendence/presence in the world) understanding of God,
there is a whole spectrum of issues considered by the Cappadocian Fathers,
Pseudo-Dionysius, Maximus the Confessor, and the monastic tradition starting
with Evagrius Ponticus. I have deliberately listed here theologians who wanted
to show how a non-participatory being becomes participatory through its man-
ifestations, its actualizing powers, just as it is simultaneously indivisible and di-
visible, and then how these energies find hypostatic constitutions in the three
Persons of the Trinity, though they are not its consecutive persons. I consider -
on the one hand - how the divine-human person of Christ is a condition for the
possibility of transforming human nature to know the essence of God through
energies, and on the other hand — how man, a psycho-physical being, is capable
of experiencing the Supreme Being, seeing It thanks to deifying energy, while
at the same time It is beyond all participation. These considerations culminated
precisely in fourteenth-century Byzantium, when monastic thought was already
fully formed, based on the tradition of generations of monks, holy elders, and
ascetics. Understanding and support for the mystical experience, which already
dominated the religious life of the Eastern Empire at the end of the thirteenth
century, clashed with resistance derived from paideia — a certain intellectual bag-
gage possessed by society’s educated classes. Byzantines, who considered them-
selves to be Romans and claimed Constantinople to be the second Rome, were
undoubtedly the heirs of the ancient Greek culture.® According to L. Bréhier,
the Byzantine Empire should be understood as an organic whole of the Helle-
nized and Christianized Roman Empire. Bréhier sees in Byzantium three basic
elements of European civilization that make up one whole: Hellenism, Roman
law and Christianity; Byzantine society was thus the heir to antiquity.” This her-
itage, rich and at the same time constraining, found its reflection in every area of
life, including in language, literature, art and, of course, philosophy. The Cappa-
docian Fathers, Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, Maximus the Confessor, and

8 See S.Runciman, The Last Byzantine Renaissance (Cambridge University Press, 1970).

9 L.Bréhier, “Le développement des études d’histoire byzantine du XVIIe au XXe siécle,”
Revue dAuvergne 1 (1901): 1-35; these words are quoted in Basil Tatakis, Byzantine Phi-
losophy, trans. N.J. Moutafakis (Indianopolis/Cambridge: Hackett Publishing, 2003),
preface, xi-xii: “The Byzantine Empire ... is the organic development of the Helle-
nized and Christianized Roman Empire. We find in Byzantium the basic elements
of European civilization: Hellenism, Roman law, and Christianity. Byzantine society
is the immediate continuation of ancient society,” all in the same spirit: “We hope to
demonstrate that Byznatine philosophy constitutes one form - the Christian form - of
the thought, reason, and spirit of Greece” (p. xii).
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John of Damascus put a great deal of effort into adapting Greek concepts to the
presentation of Christian truth in order to use them in a way that would ex-
clude heresy. As B. Tatakis notes in his introduction to Byzantine Philosophy, the
Church Fathers tried to systematically and consistently express the new faith by
assimilating Greek contents that did not conflict with the truths of faith. There-
fore, as the Greek scholar writes, “they are true masters; the authority of tradition
does not burden them, for they create tradition”!? And yet, the problem of their
dependence on the Plato or Plotinus’ thought as a factor that runs contrary to or-
thodoxy is raised to this day.!! While, in the field of theology, heresies originating
in Greek thought (e.g. the views of Arius, Eunomius, Origen) were condemned,
in other areas Byzantine scholars were faithful disciples and followers of the an-
cient masters. As M. Wesoly emphasizes, there is nothing contradictory in this:

The distinction was accepted between external knowledge, which was secular Hellenic
science, from internal knowledge, the inexpressible mystery of revealed faith and apo-
phatic theology.'?

The anathema of the Synodicon, repeated every year, clearly defined the
boundaries beyond which an interest in “secular knowledge” could not go:

For those who plumb the depths of Hellenic teachings and nurture them not only for the

sake of education, but who follow and follow these vain views as true, and thus regard

them as something certain ... — anathema!'3

Fourteenth-century Constantinople, Nicaea, Thessaloniki, and Mystras were
thus the cities where Plato and Aristotle’s teachings were studied. From these phi-
losophers, their inhabitants learned logic, the art of analysis, and synthesis. For
this reason, in court and church circles steeped in Hellenism, the tension between
the ancient legacy and Eastern Orthodoxy became increasingly acute. Doubts
emerged both among the clergy, where many higher ecclesiastical functions were
performed by people studying Greek philosophy, and among well-educated aris-
tocrats familiar with the scholarship of antiquity. The emperor’s court and its

10 Ibid., xiii.

11 See K. Le$niewski, Ekumenizm w czasie. Prawostawna wizja jednosci w ujeciu Georgesa
Florowskyego (Lublin 1995), 146-173. This is an interesting study of the Hellenization
of Christian theology.

12 M. Wesoly, “Postowie,” in B. Tatakis, Filozofia bizantyriska, 297.

13 The seventh anathema applied to John Italus, Synodikon, ed. J. Gouillard, “Centre de
Recherche d'histoire et civilisation de Byzanc,” in Travaux et mémoires 2 (1967), 56.
Translation from B. Tatakis, Byzantine Philosophy, 285.
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philosophical school were a place that brought together both groups, where the
orthodox patristic tradition was simultaneously cultivated. In 1330, the monk-
scholar Barlaam of Calabria was officially appointed head of the philosophy fac-
ulty at the imperial university. John Kantakouzenos, marshal of the court (megas
domestikos) during the reign of Emperor Andronikos III, entrusted Barlaam
with this position based on latter’s broad knowledge of mathematics, astronomy
and logic. During his lectures, the Calabrian thinker dealt mainly with the works
of Pseudo-Dionysius; John Kantakouzenos thus officially appointed Barlaam to
interpret and expound upon the Areopagite’s thoughts on the issue of knowing
God.'" Describing Dionysian thought more in the spirit of nominalism rather
than patristic antinomy, Barlaam came to the following conclusions: 1. God is
absolutely unknowable and utterly transcendent to human cognitive faculties,
both mental and sensual. 2. Man is unable to transcend the determinants of his
created nature. 3. The only knowledge about God we can possess results from
the knowledge of created beings, and it is therefore partial and incomplete. 4. We
know God only in a way that is possible for us - that is, through created symbols
and analogies arranged in a specific hierarchy.!> Barlaam claimed that Pseudo-
Dionysius derived these conclusions from his reading Greek philosophy, and that
in his Mystical Theology he even used expressions he had found in the writings
of the Pythagoreans, Panaetius of Rhodes, Brontinus, Philolaus, Charmides, and
others.!® The Calabrian thus believed that the light-energy visions of the hesy-
chast monks of Athos had no epistemological value, since it was one of many cre-
ated divine manifestations; cognition therefore remains in the sphere of natural
knowledge. In Barlaam’s view, the monks were uneducated ignoramuses, and
their visions were without divine grounding, mere delusions. His attack on both
the theory and practice of Hesychasm initiated a stormy discussion, whose es-
sential focus was the question of one’s ability to know God. Palamas’ subsequent
responses consistently focused on various aspects of the issue. Thus, the first of
the three parts of The Triads deals mainly with the possibilities of getting to know
God through the acquisition of knowledge in the process of secular education.

14 See Nikefor Gregoras, Nicephori Gregorae Byzantina Historia (Bonn: L. Schopen, 1.
Bekker, 1829-1855), XIX, chapter 1, 923; compare G. Kapriev, Philosophie in Byzanz
(Wiirzburg 2005), 253-261.

15 See Barlaam, unpublished treaties, cited in ]J. Meyendorff, Un mauvais théologien de
I"unité au XIVe siécle: Barlaam le Calabrais, Mélanges Lambert Beauduin (Chevetogne-
Paris, 1955), 47-64.

16 See Barlaam, Epistula ad Palamas II, Barlaam Calabro. Epistole greche. I primordi epi-
sodici e dottrinari delle lotte esicaste, ed. G. Schiro, Testi, 1 (Palermo 1954), 298-299.
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Palamas’ opponents, as I mentioned, believed that knowledge of God could be
achieved indirectly through beings’ knowledge. Barlaam based his position on a
literal interpretation of Pseudo-Dionysius’ works De Coelesti Hierarchia and the
Divine Names. In his opinion, negative theology, Pseudo-Dionysius conceived it,
serves only to emphasize the limitations of the human mind in terms of knowing
God’s nature. The essence of apophaticism is the assertion that our mind, as a
creation that is subject to change, cannot know the essence of its source. It thus
produces negative concepts related to the object of knowledge - i.e. it can only
define what God is not. This cognition, partial and uncertain, should avail itself
of the image of the world acquired through the senses, since the cosmos as cre-
ated by God shows traces of his presence in the form of symbols; it leads to the
Creator through hierarchies and analogies. According to Barlaam, real know-
ledge available to man relating to the supreme Being is symbolic knowledge, and
therefore relative. Full illumination - i.e. knowledge of the essence of the divine
being - can be achieved by a rational creature after the death of the body, have
reached a new state of mind permeated with divine energies. According to the
Calabrian philosopher, Pseudo-Dionysius’ system excludes the possibility of a
direct vision of divine essence, which it is absolutely inaccessible, and if one has
any chance of crossing through the cloud of ignorance, it is after getting rid of
the mortal shell of the body.

This was the interpretation of Pseudo-Dionysius, supported by numerous
quotations from his writings, that Palamas had at his disposal. Due to the the-
matic framework of my work, I will omit the issues that are currently under
discussion by academics about Barlaam’s correct or incorrect understanding
of Pseudo-Dionysius. I will only point out here that an excellent introduction
to this issue is provided by the works of a renowned translator and researcher
Robert Sinkewicz, e.g. The Doctrine of the Knowledge of God in the Early Writ-
ings of Barlaam the Calabrian (1982); Reinhard Flogaus, Palamas and Barlaam
Revisited: A Reassessment of East and West in the Hesychast Controversy of 14th
Century Byzantium (1998); and the most recent study by Hékan Gunnarsson,
Mpystical Realism in the Early Theology of Gregory Palamas (2002).)7 On the other

17 R. Sinkiewicz, “The Doctrine of the Knowledge of God in the Early Writings of Bar-
laam the Calabrian,” Medieval Study 44 (1982): 181-242; R. Flogaus, “Palamas and
Barlaam Revisited: Reassessment of East and West in the Hesychast Controversy of
14th Century Byzantium,” St. Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 42 (1998), No. 1: 1-32;
H. Gunnarson, Mystical Realism in the Early Theology of Gregory Palamas (Goteborg
2002). See also G. Kapriev, Pholosophie in Byzanz, 250-308; G. Ostrogorsky, History
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hand, it seems to me of paramount importance to highlight the role that Barlaam
played in the Palamite reading of the Areopagitics. Let us note that Gregory’s in-
tention was not to reinterpret undisputed patristic authority or to provide any
correction, but to discuss with Barlaam and find a doctrinal foundation in de-
fense of his brothers — the monks of Athos, whom Barlaam had ridiculed and
contemptuously named omphalopsychoi (men with their souls in their navels),
reflecting one of the details of the prayer practice. According to the Calabrian,
this is the “prayer of the heart” - i.e. the long-lasting and constantly repeated
formula “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on us,” a kind of “mantra,” that caused a
state of inner quiet (hesychia), enabling one to see and experience divine light,
visions as experienced by the apostles on Mount Tabor during the Transfigu-
ration of Christ.!® Barlaam deliberately simplified and trivialized this process,
presenting centuries-old prayer practice as a purely automatic activity which -
without the need for internal transformation — was supposed to lead to visions
God. Based on Pseudo-Dionysius’ apophatic theology, he found such a belief
very harmful, and he argued that these visions were symptoms of mental illness.
According to this interpretation, the monks of Athos were at risk of being ac-
cused of preaching the heretical view that one could attain illumination of the
mind through a specific prayer practice, not only by ignoring the knowledge of
created beings, but also by denying the order of sacraments and the mediation
of priests. Through such an approach, the teaching of the hesychasts would be
both a falsehood and a doctrinal error like that taught by the Bogomils and con-
demned by Alexios I Komnenos.!® In view of the far-reaching consequences of

of the Byzantine States (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1968; B. Tatakis,
Filozofia bizantyriska, 213-229.

18 The prayer of the heart, also known as the Jesus Prayer and presented as a form of
Christian meditation, has been covered by many studies, among others: J. Serr, O. Clé-
ment, Priére du coeur, Collection spiritualité orientale, 6 bis (Abbaye de Bellefontaine
1977)]; Jean-Yves Leloup, Ecrits sur 'Hésychasme: une tradition contemplative oubliée
(Paris 2014)]; J. Lafrance, La Priere du Coeur (Paris 1978).

19 The Bogomils - a sect founded in Bulgaria by an Orthodox priest, Bogomil, in the tenth
century. Its doctrine was based on the Manichean belief that two elements — Good and
Evil - ruled the world. It treated the world as a product of Satan. Bogomil’s followers
rejected the church hierarchy and the sacraments, believing that God can be known
directly, without the mediation of priests. This sect quickly pervaded Bulgaria and
Macedonia, and soon spread to Serbia, Italy and southern France. See D. Obolensky,
The Bogomils: A study in Balkan Neo-Manicheism (Cambridge 1948); J. M. Hussey, The
Orthodox Church in the Byzantine Empire (Oxford 2010),154-160.
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Barlaam’s interpretation of Pseudo-Dionysius, it is obvious that Palamas’ main
goal, who was closely associated with the Athos community, was to challenge his
opponent’s conclusions. The Doctor of Hesychasm therefore directed his argu-
ment against Barlaam, and he was forced, by way of counterarguments, to pre-
sent a correct understanding, in his opinion, of Pseudo-Dionysian thought - i.e.
to carry out a plan that, absent the controversy, he would have never had in the
first place.

In this book, I try to answer the fundamental question about the way Pala-
mas understood and assimilated the Pseudo-Dionysian tradition, not only in The
Triads (where Pseudo-Dionysius is most often quoted, but also in other treatises
cited due to their significant and substantive content: Apologia dieksodikotera,
Hagioretic Tome, and The One Hundred and Fifty Chapters (Capita physica, theo-
logica, moralia et practica CL).

After many years of study - beginning with the monastic tradition expressed
in the Apophthegmata of the Desert Fathers and the broadly understood Byz-
antine theology broadly understood (comparative works on Pseudo-Dionysius,
Theodore the Studite, John of Damascus, Maximus the Confessor) and ending
with the doctrine of Gregory Palamas - I noticed that that the method adopted
by most historians of philosophy does not allow us to obtain satisfactory results
when analyzing the influence of Pseudo-Dionysian thoughts on the works of
Palamas. The current method of research has a tendency to deal with strictly
defined issues concerning the relationship between the Doctor of Hesychasm’s
thoughts and the patristic legacy. This is done by quoting the text he used and
then providing comparative context, though it is tacitly assumed at the outset
that Palamas’” writings are either contradictory or compatible with the partic-
ular thread under investigation. With such an approach, disputes - especially
those concerning the presence and meaning of Pseudo-Dionysian thought in
Palamas’ works — become difficult to resolve. It seems to me that the solutions
used so far, which consist of analyzing the explicit or implicit dependencies of
Pseudo-Dionysius’ doctrine on Neoplatonism, and then showing how much
Palamas was, or was not, influenced by this thought, cause greater controversy
and do not solve the problem. Therefore, the method applied here is different
than previous methods. For example, I consider theological and philosophical
problems in connection with specific issues by placing them in the context of
the tradition in which the author moved and the polemics from which these is-
sues arose and were clarified, and by situating them in their respective historical
environment. This methodology was postulated by Stefan Swiezawski when, in
Rozmyslanie o wyborze w filozofii (Reflecting on choice in philosophy), he wrote
that scholars should consider issues of medieval philosophy and theology from
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the inside - i.e. from a medieval rather than modern point of view.?’ Instead of
only examining the compatibility of Gregory Palamas’ thoughts with the output
of his predecessors - in this case, instead of referring to Pseudo-Dionysius, as if
superimposing the former’s works on the latter’s — I made an attempt to analyze
controversial issues and terms in their natural surroundings: personal, theolog-
ical and historical. In other words, my intention in this work was primarily to ex-
amine, on the basis of source texts, the intentions of both thinkers, and to check
whether they were consistent in their basic doctrinal assumptions. The next stage
of deliberations was an attempt to read the Areopagitics through the eyes of the
Bishop of Thessaloniki, while maintaining the most impartial position possible.
At the same time, I tried to determine whether, according to Palamas, a correc-
tion of certain aspects if Pseudo-Dionysius’ thought was necessary; whether this
correction took place at all; if so, what it consisted of; and finally, whether this
was a conscious procedure or one that also the need, resulting from polemics, to
demonstrate the doctrinal foundations of the hesychasts’ practices. In a broader
sense, another intention emerges from the studied works of Gregory, namely the
desire to present the mystical experiences of his confreres using the systematic
language of theology, one which was drawn from the rich legacy of the Cappa-
docian Fathers, Maximus the Confessor, Pseudo-Dionysius, John of Damascus,
Macarius of Egypt, and Evagrius Ponticus. For this reason, one of my aims is to
present the thoughts of the Doctor of Hesychasm as a synthesis of the great her-
itage of the Eastern Church, thought inspired by many components of tradition,
which requires at the same time that I provide an overall look at the quantum of
issues that inspired Gregory.

20 S. Swiezawski, “Rozmyélania o wyborze w filozofii,” in Swiezawski, Dobro i tajemnica
(Warszawa 1995), 20-23. See als o A. Switkiewicz-Blandzi, “Metoda badawcza i watki
ekumeniczne,” in S. Swiezawski, Dzieje europejskiej filozofii klasycznej (Warszawa—
Wroclaw 2000), 916-920.



1 Studies in the Presence of Pseudo-
Dionysian Thought
in the Works of Palamas

Essentially, the Palamite controversy concerned the interpretation of the Are-
opagite’s views on knowledge of God.! Thus, in the works of Palamas discussed
here, Pseudo-Dionysius? is the author most often quoted and examined. More-
over, although Dionysian terminology often found its application in the mind
of the Bishop of Thessaloniki, the impact of his doctrine itself and its interpre-
tation still seem to require further study. In the opinion of some scholars, the
Areopagite’s tradition was deformed, even distorted, while others believe that its
influence on the works of Palamas was clear only on a linguistic level. However,
the dispute presented below, which continues to this day, concerns the question
whether the Doctor of Hesychasm made a Christological correction in Pseudo-
Dionysius’ thought in order to apply it to his patristic synthesis, or — on the con-
trary — the views of the author of Corpus are an important element of tradition
and require no transformations.

John Meyendorff started this discussion with the publication in 1959 of
Palamas’ fundamental work Défense des saints hésychastes (Ymep t@v iepdv
flovxalovtwv) in a French-Greek version and the publication of extensive

1 AsP. Scazzoso pointed out, it is also worth considering the question of what allowed
Corpus itself to evoke such contradictory interpretations on the part of participants
in the fourteenth-century debate — Barlaam, Gregory Akindynos, and the Doctor of
Hesychasm himself. See P. Scazzoso, “Lo Pseudo-Dionigi nell’ interpretazione di Gre-
gorio Palamas,” Rivista di Filozofia Neo-Scolastica V1 (1967): 678.

2 The person of Pseudo-Dionysius, his influence on Eastern Church traditions, both li-
turgical and theological, as well as his association with Christianity or Neoplatonism,
are still matters of fiery discussion. For this reason, I have devoted a separate chapter
to this issue alone. For summaries of discussions on various issues and aspects of the
Palamas doctrine. See Norman Russell, Gregory Palamas and the Making of Palamism
in the Modern Age (Oxford University Press, 2019), which discusses research conducted
on Palamas’ thought, the results of that research, mutual affiliations and the resulting
controversy. In particular, it presents Martin Jugie’s works and the position taken by
defenders of Palamas defenders from the Eastern Orthodox environment. It also pres-
ents the philosophical and theological basis of Palamite thinking in the light of recent
research.
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commentary in his book Introduction a létude de Grégoire Palamas.® In this
work, Meyendorft expressed his beliefs about Pseudo-Dionysius’ Neoplatonism
and an examination into how Maximus the Confessor, in his Scholia (commen-
taries on Corpus) subjected Pseudo-Dionysian thought to a Christian correction.
J. Meyendorff expressed his views on these matters most clearly in two works: A
Study of Gregory Palamas (1959) and Christ in Eastern Christian Thought (1969),
where we find his argument about the necessity of the “Christological correc-
tive” applied to Corpus, in his opinion, by Maximus the Confessor and then -
within the currents of this tradition — by Gregory Palamas.* In the chapter on
Pseudo-Dionysius Christ in Eastern Christian Thought, Meyendorft describes
the purported student of St. Paul as an apologist whose aim was to integrate the
hierarchical world of Neoplatonism with the Christian system. He mistakenly
believes that he was able to save the essence of Christian revelation by placing
it at the heart of pagan doctrine, which he adopted especially for Christianity
through the implementation of the concept of God’s absolute transcendence.’
Despite this belief, Meyendorff tries to located Dionysian thought within the
perspective of the Byzantine theology of salvation.

On the level of theology in the strict sense, Pseudo-Dionysius continues and develops
the patristic thought. While he adopts the language and the conceptual system of the
Neo-Platonist, he separates himself from these very clearly when he speaks of tran-
scendence as belonging properly to the divine essence.®

According to Meyendorft, it must be admitted that in theology Pseudo-
Dionysius managed to go beyond Neoplatonism. However, it is difficult to say
the same about his reflections on cosmology and ecclesiology, since the lack of
Christological references makes the Areopagite’s efforts to fully bridge the gap
between the Gospel and Neoplatonism seem fruitless. The American scholar
believes that this is particularly visible in ecclesiology, where continuity in the
relationship between the initiator of enlightenment and the particular levels of
the hierarchy is broken. This is especially true when the roles carried out on

3 J. Meyendorff, Grégoire Palamas. Défense des saints hésychastes. Introduction, texte cri-
tique, traduction et notes (Louvain 1959); Meyendorff, Introduction a létude de Grégoire
Palamas (Paris 1959).

4 J. Meyendorff, Christ in Eastern Christian Thought (Washington 1969); cited in this
edition: Christ in Eastern Christian Thought (New York 1975); see also Meyendorff, A
Study of Gregory Palamas, trans. G. Lawrence (London 1964).

5 See Meyendorft, Christ, 92-111.

6 Ibid, 93.
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each level in the hierarchy (the sacramental roles of the bishop, the priest and
the deacon) are “isolated from their original context and serve merely as an ar-
tificial form for a preconceived hierarchical system.”” The priesthood in such a
system, as Meyendorft argues, is not defined as an element of the internal struc-
ture of the Church-community, but as the personal state of a chosen, enlightened
individual. It thus seems that the Christian concept of a Church-community,
with a bishop at the forefront who is to impart grace and lead the faithful to
God, is completely alien to the Dionysian perspective. Also, the role of the sac-
raments in this rigidly conceived hierarchy is reduced to the transmission of
knowledge-illumination from one person to another; according to Meyendorff,
even the Eucharist loses its communal dimension in favor of symbolic and
moral meaning. The author of Christ in Eastern Christian Thought argues that
in Pseudo-Dionysian doctrine, hierarchies exist in two kinds: dynamic and im-
movable. They function immovably as an intermediary scale so as to be included
in the Neoplatonic triad system. This immovable concept of hierarchy represents
salvation and the sacraments in complete separation from the central mystery of
Christianity, the Incarnation through which the grace of Christ’s sacrifice on the
cross reaches all people, breaking down all hierarchies. Meyendorff believes that:

... undoubtedly Dionysius, who probably belonged to the Severian Monophysite party
(hence the mono-energetic formula he used once), mentions the name of Jesus Christ
and professes his belief in the incarnation, but the structure of his system is perfectly
independent of his profession of faith.®

This means that the idea of the First Priest who descends in order to become
human and to spiritually unite with believers is incompatible with the idea of the
immovable nature of the hierarchy. Although in the Pseudo-Dionysian dynamic
interpretation of the hierarchy there is room for a personal encounter with God
and personal holiness, in its immovable understanding the role of the sacra-
ments is limited to initiation through symbols, a fact which in turn reduces the
ecclesiological level to a magical rite. The fundamental problem that Meyendorft
sees in the interpretation of Dionysian texts is the need to explain why succes-
sive Church Fathers considered Pseudo-Dionysius’ works authoritative, and why
they cited them in a strictly Christian context. Meyendorff solves this problem
by claiming that, although Maximus the Confessor and John of Damascus ob-
viously owed a great deal to Pseudo-Dionysius, they did so by “integrating him

7 Ibid., 104.
8 Ibid., 108.
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into a system of thought fundamental independent of him? In addition, the
later Fathers, and especially Gregory Palamas, applied a “corrective” to the the-
ology conceived by the author of the Areopagitics in order to be able to include
it in their synthesis. Meyendorft also states unambiguously that the Dionysian
influence on the development of the Byzantine liturgy brought definitely nega-
tive results. According to Pseudo-Dionysius, he believes, it is only by ascending
the steps of the hierarchy, through initiation, that an individual member of the
Church can reach the mystery that is always hidden in its essence. Without ini-
tiation, we only have indirect knowledge gained through symbols interpreted by
the hierarchy of priests. This is how the author of Corpus perceives the role of the
liturgy and sacraments, the internal, Christological and eschatological meaning
of which remained unclear. The necessary correction to Pseudo-Dionysius’
thought was, in Meyendorft’s view, rapidly incorporated into the domain of the-
ology, but his symbolic and hierarchical conception of the liturgy was forever
imprinted in the sphere of Byzantine piety, which - the American scholar con-
cludes - led to the way mass is celebrated in the Eastern Church, a symbolic
drama where the assembled faithful participate as spectators in a mystery that
can only be accessed by the initiated.

Meyendorft also examined the thesis of Christological “improvement” of the
Dionysian Corpus, as performed by the Doctor of Hesychasm, in his A Study of
Gregory Palamas. He argues that it was precisely the interpretation of Pseudo-
Dionysius that was at the center of Byzantine controversy in the fourteenth cen-
tury.!® He also portrays Barlaam and Palamas as dueling exegetes, who both
try to correctly read the thinking contained in the Areopagitics. According to
Meyendorff, the Doctor of Hesychasm’s opponent applied the cataphatic the-
ology (positive terms of God as the inevitable Creator and the cause of every-
thing) used in Divine Names to deny the possibility of man reaching the state
of deification and thus participating in the inaccessible nature of God. This, in
turn, allowed the Calabrian monk to lend an exclusively nominalist or symbolic
meaning to passages from the Holy Scriptures, to the traditions of the Fathers,
and especially to Pseudo-Dionysius himself when he speaks of the possibility of
a created being participating in divine nature. As a result of such an approach,
on the part of Barlaam, to Dionysian thought, as Meyendorff points out, “the
system of the Areopagite neutralized itself, and at the same time neutralized

9 Ibid,, 110.
10 See J. Meyendorft, Study, 204-205.
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Revelation”!! In his opinion, Gregory, following Maximus™ thinking, saves
Pseudo-Dionysius’ authority by applying a Christological corrective to Diony-
sian doctrine as expressed in the statement that Christ’s incarnation and sacrifice
of Christ abolishes hierarchy. In Meyendorft’s view, the Doctor of Hesychasm,
who referred constantly to the Areopagite, put himself in such clear opposition
to him that he had to resort to a compulsory and artificial exegesis of Pseudo-
Dionysian thought to avoid being accused of a direct attack on such a venerable
authority. The Palamite Christological correctives, however, completely changed
the structure of the Areopagite’s thought.!? This difference is especially visible
in the complete degradation of the Dionysian, hierarchical universe to the pre-
incarnation field of “natural cosmology” Gregory performed this procedure fully
aware of the Neoplatonic nature of the Pseudo-Dionysian system. Thus, in the
Palamite version, hierarchies belong to a category that was completely abolished
by the existence of a historical and in principle new reality after the Incarnation
of the Word. In effect, although angels are superior to man in the natural order,
man - after incarnation - exceeds the angels and is as more like God-man.

John Meyendorft’s interpretation of the Areopagite’s thought in Study of
Gregory Palamas came under sharp questioning by Father John Romanides in his
two-part review essay “Notes on the Palamite Controversy and Related Topics”
(1960).!* Romanides criticized Meyendorf’s “imaginative theories concerning
Palamite monistic prayer and anthropology, and Incarnational and sacramental
heart mysticism” According to Romanides, Meyendorff engaged in an intense
struggle to present Palamas as a heroic biblical theologian who devoted himself
to the idea of Christological correctives applied to the last remnants of Neopla-
tonic apophaticism among its supposed followers, the Neoplatonic-Byzantine-
nominalist humanists. Romanides continues in a typically polemical manner:

Since Dionysius the Areopagite is supposed to be the big bad boy of Patristic Platonism
which produced Barlaamite nominalism, Father John is forced into a peculiar posi-
tion by Palamas’ obvious and, one may say, even unconditional acceptance of Pseudo-
Dionysian authority.!*

11 Ibid,, 205.

12 Ibid., 189-191.

13 J. Romanides, “Notes on the Palamite Controversy and Related Topics,” The Greek
Orthodox Theological Review 6.2 (Winter 1960-61); “Notes on the Palamite Contro-
versy and Related Topics — II,” The Greek Orthodox Theological Review 9.2 (Winter
1963-64): 225-270.

14 Romanides, “Notes,” 249-250.
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In order to manage this difficulty, according to Romanides, Meyendorft por-
trays the author of The Triads as a thinker who was constantly (consciously or
otherwise, it is not always clear) applying Christological correctives to Dionysian
theology. Romanides claims that the American scholar tacitly assumes that it was
the Calabrian philosopher, not the Doctor of Hesychasm, who correctly read
the main themes in Corpus, which is indicated by the fact that Meyendorft does
not mention those places where Barlaam distorted the Areopagite’s thought,
and does not even examine those cases in which Palamas interprets Pseudo-
Dionysius more accurately than his opponent. And nowhere does he cite even
one example where the Calabrian’s version is more accurate than the one put
forward by Palamas. Meyendorft offers us only his unproven theories. In this
light, John Romanides proposes a different reading of the Dionysian Corpus,
and in so doing he criticizes the American scholar for ignoring the most im-
portant features of its author’s patristic position and accepting the erroneous
opinions about the Areopagite common to the Latinized minds of the modern
West. Romanides points out that Pseudo-Dionysius and Palamas are of the same
spiritual and theological kind. Both believe that the individual can be led by
spiritual fathers to a union with God; they know from their own experience the
paths to purification, they themselves stand on higher levels of perfection and
knowledge of divine matters. In the Pseudo-Dionysian system, there is a real and
immediate connection with God at all levels of spiritual development, so in this
sense there are no intermediaries between the Creator and the created. On the
contrary, at every stage there are those who help others on the lower levels; thus,
as Romanides concludes, there is nothing immovable in the hierarchy, and the
Dionysian De Coelesti Hierarchia and Ecclesiastical Hierarchy do not make up the
closed system that Meyendorff believed. First of all, refinement is an eternal pro-
cess that never ends, even at the highest levels, because not even for the shortest
span of time can there be a moment of complete fusion with the divine essence,
as in the Neoplatonic and Latin beatification vision. If Meyendorff had drawn
attention to these principles of Greek patristic thought, he would certainly have
gotten to the core of understanding the eternal principles of hierarchy and the
movement that constituted it.

Many of the critical remarks contained in the article by J. Romanides con-
cerning John Meyendorff’s arguments were taken and developed, even if in a
more irenic form, by the American Orthodox bishop Alexander Golitzin in his
publications from 1994-2002.%° Of Golitzin’s many works on Pseudo-Dionysius,

15 A. Golitzin, Et introibo ad altare dei: The Mystagogy of Dionysius Areopagita, with
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I'will consider two of the most representative works: the first written in 1994 - “Et
introibo ad altare dei: The Mystagogy of Dionysius Areopagita,” and the second,
from 2002 - “Dionysius Areopagites in the Works of Saint Gregory Palamas”
Each of these articles addresses questions raised by Romanides about Pseudo-
Dionysius’ place in the fabric of Orthodox spiritual life and Meyendorft’s state-
ment about the influence of Neoplatonism on the Areopagite’s thinking.

In his introduction to Et introibo, Golitzin emphasizes that when he began
his studies on the Dionysian Corpus while at Oxford (as he points out, this was
already after his studies at Saint Vladimir’s Orthodox Theological Seminary
undertaken through the auspices of J. Meyendorft, teacher, mentor and one of
the leading Orthodox historians of philosophy in the twentieth century), he was
absolutely convinced that the position of his master was right. But Golitzin was
concerned by the fact that, given the lack of internal cohesion within Corpus as
viewed from the perspective of academic studies, a theologian of Maximus the
Confessor’s caliber could consider this work credible. Golitzin found the answer
to his concerns not in further studies, but by spending two years in Greece, at
the Simonopetra Monastery on Mount Athos. According to Golitzin, the expe-
rience of religious life acquired through personal and communal prayer and an
understanding of the ascetic phenomenon of the holy starets (an elderly figure at
the center of Eastern Christian piety since at least the fourth century) helped him
discover what he regards as the heart of the Dionysian Corpus and the reason
behind its complete assimilation into the patristic tradition. Simply put, Father
Alexander Golitzin found what he considers to be the only and true way to study,
with understanding, the Areopagite’s works so as to find the lost perspective
through which the Fathers read and accepted Corpus.'®

Special Reference to Its Predecessors in the Eastern Christian Tradition (Thessaloniki
1994); “On the Other Hand: A Response to Father Paul Wesche’s Recent Article on
Dionysius,” in St Vladimir’s Orthodox Theological Quarterly 34 (1990): 305-323; “A
Contemplative and a Liturgist: Father Georges Florovsky on Corpus Dionysiacum,”
St Vladimir’s Orthodox Theological Quarterly 43.2 (1999); “Dionysius Areopagites in
the Works of Gregory Palamas: On the Question of a ‘Christological Corrective’ and
Related Matters,” St Vladimir’s Orthodox Theological Quarterly 46.2 (2002): 163-190;
“Suddenly, Christ:” The Place of Negative Theology in the Mystagogy of Dionysius Are-
opagites, in: Mystics: Presence and Aporia, eds. Michael Kessler and Christian Shepherd
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 8-37; “The Body of Christ: Saint Symeon
the New Theologian on Spiritual Life and the Hierarchical Church,” St. Vladimir’s The-
ological Quarterly 38.2 (1994): 131-179.
16 See Golitzin, Et introibo, 8-9.
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In the article “Dionysius Areopagites in the Works of Gregory Palamas: On
the Question of a ‘Christological Corrective’ and Related Matters,” Golitzin crit-
icizes the need to apply “Christological correctives” to the Areopagite’s thoughts.
He notes from the start that most scholarship attempts to answer the question
whether Gregory was a faithful and accurate interpreter of Pseudo-Dionysius,
and then draws conclusions about the doctrine of both thinkers. In the studies
published so far, Golitzin found three ways in which this issue has been
raised: Gregory Palamas is treated, first, as a faithful disciple of Pseudo-Dionysius
who is therefore “guilty of Neoplatonism;”1” second, as a theologian who cor-
rected the author of Corpus in a clumsy fashion so that it would agree with Chris-
tian doctrine (unlike Thomas Aquinas, who did it in a perfect way);!® and finally
as a thinker who treated Dionysius as “the lonely meteorite in the night of the
patristic thought” whose authority was based on a belief in its apostolic origin.'
There is also a belief that Palamas, provoked by Barlaam, was forced to refer to
the Areopagite doctrine, and - in so doing - changed the system of Pseudo-
Dionysian system under the guise of interpretation.?° J. Meyendorff is, according
to Golitzin, the source of this last and most widespread position. Father

17 See Golitzin, “Dionysius,” 166-168. Mentioned here: G. Podskalsky, “Gottesschau und
Inkarnation. Zur Bedeutung der Heilsgeschichte bei Gregorios Palamas,” Orientalia
christiana periodica 35 (1969); B. Schutze, “Grundfragen des theologischen Palamis-
mus,” Ostkirchliche Studien 24 (1975): 105-135; R. D. Williams, “The Philosophical
Structures of Palamism,” Eastern Churches Review 9 (1977): 27-44; J. Nadal Canellas,
“Denys I'Aréopagite dans les traités de Grégoire Akindynos,” ed. Y. de Andia, Denys
T'Aréopagite et sa postérité en Orient et en Occident (Paris 1997), 535-563.

18 E.von Ivanka, Plato Christianus (Einsiedeln 1964), 228-289.

19 On the absence of Pseudo-Dionysius in the Eastern patristic tradition see P. Sherwood,
“Influence de Denys 'Aréopagite,” in Dictionnaire de Spiritualité, Ascétique et Mys-
tique, ed. A. Rayez, P. Sherwood, Vol. 3 (Orient), Paris (1957), c. 286-318; I. Hausherr,
“Les grands courrants de la spiritualité orientale,” Orientalia Christiana Periodica 1
(1935): 124-125. A. Golitzin borrowed the term “lonely meteorite” from the work of
J. Vanneste, “Is the Mysticism of Pseudo-Dionysius Genuine?,” International Philosoph-
ical Quarterly 3 (1963): 288-289.

20 A. Golitzin, “Dionysius,” 166. See also Study of Gregory Palamas. Within the litera-
ture confirming Meyendorft’s hypothesis, Golitzin also includes R. Sinkiewicz, “The
Doctrine of the Knowledge of God,” Medieval Studies 44 (1982): 181-242, in which
the author claims that Barlaam correctly interpreted Pseudo-Dionysius thought as
requiring Neo-Platonic correction; and P. Wesche, “Christological Doctrine and Li-
turgical Interpretation in Pseudo-Dionysius,” St. Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 33.1
(1989): 53-73.
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Alexander claims that the need for a “corrective” is an academic invention, and
we can trace the beginning of this practically universal, theological error back to
a misunderstanding of the meaning and functions of the Dionysian hierarchies.
The fact that they were derived from Neoplatonism was accepted by researchers
and theologians ranging from Martin Luther (plus platonizans quam christiani-
zans), through such nineteenth-century scholars as Joseph Stiglmayr and Hugon
Koch, who attempted to prove the dependence of the Areopagite doctrine on
Iamblichus and Proclus.?! Gregory Palamas, however, did not belong to this
school of thought; he was a fourteenth-century representative of the continuous,
coherent reading of Pseudo-Dionysius understood in the spirit of the monastic,
ascetic-mystical and liturgical tradition of the Christian East. One should there-
fore not lose sight of the fact that Corpus can only be correctly interpreted in the
context of the tradition from which it emerged, a fact which the Palamite com-
munity has always remembered well. In Golitzin’s view, the origin of the Diony-
sian “problem” in the West dates back to the twelfth and thirteen centuries. With
the rediscovery of Corpus, Pseudo-Dionysius’ doctrine was transformed into the
already existing line of Latin theology, spirituality and ecclesiology. In this pro-
cess of transformation, the uniform quality of Dionysian thought was broken
into different parts and then incorporated into the mainstream of questions con-
templated by medieval thinkers - e.g. the speculative theology of the Summa, the
mysticism of Eckhart, the architectural plans of Suger, Abbot St. Denis, or the
ecclesiology of papal apologists and canonists.?? With reference to these themes,
the question arose regarding the need for a Christological corrective, which is
particular to Western thought - in other words, an artificial problem projected

21 See A. Golitzin, “Dionysius,” 167; H. Koch, “Proklus als Quelle des Pseudo-Dionysius
in der Lehre vom Bosen,” Philologus 54 (1895): 438-454; J. Stiglmayr, “Der Neupla-
toniker Proklos als Vorlage des sog. Dionysius Areopagita in der Lehre vom Ubel,”
Historisches Jahrbuch 16 (1895): 253-273, particularly pp. 721-748; “Das Aufkommen
der Pseudo-Dionysischen Schriften und ihr Eindringen in die christliche Literatur bis
zum Lateranconcil 649. Ein zweiter Beitrag zur Dionysius Frage,” in IV Jahresbericht
des dffentlichen Privatgymnasiums an der Stella matutina zu Feldkirch (Feldkirch 1895).
A later monograph by Koch, Pseudo-Dionysius Areopagita in seinen Beziehungen zum
Neuplatonismus und Mysterienwesen (Mainz 1900) cemented the opinion of the lexical
and doctrinal parallel between Pseudo-Dionysius and the late Neoplatonists. Citations
and numbering of citations from: Corpus Dionysiacum I: De Divinibus Nominibus, ed.
B.Suchla (Berlin-New York 1990); Corpus Dionysiacum II, ed. G. Heil, A.M. Ritter
(Berlin-New York 1991), vols. 33 and 36.

22 A. Golitzin, “Dionysius,” 185.
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onto the thinking of Pseudo-Dionysius and Palamas. The basic problem, Golitzin
writes, is not the scholars who study Pseudo-Dionysius, but the filter through
which they read him; therefore, Dionysius’ “problematization” should not exist at
all. However, considering the fact that patristic studies in their modern form are
a Western invention and it was in the West where this issue was raised, it was not
difficult for Orthodox scholars to fall into the error of this “non-issue,” which
clearly happened - Golitzin claims — not only with Meyendorff, but even with -
to a lesser extent — Father G. Florovski and many of our contemporary schol-
ars.?> However, because he did not want to attack his spiritual master, Golitzin
chose as the object of his criticism an essay by Adolf Ritter (co-editor of the crit-
ical edition of Corpus Areopagiticum) “Gregor Palamas als Leser des Dionysius
Pseudo-Areopagita,” which was published in a collection edited by Ysabel de
Andia at the Sorbonne (1997).24 According to Father Alexander, Ritter fully
believes that his publication has proven conclusively that the “Christological cor-
rective” of the Areopagite’s works is completely indisputable (vollig unbestreit-
bar). As Golitzin writes: “I wish to register, first, my view that the ‘corrective’ is
not only not ‘incontestable; but that it is an illusion, a scholarly invention” that
Gregory Palamas is supposed to have provided to counteract what G. Florowski
called the “staircase principle” of the Dionysian hierarchies.?® A. Ritter proves his
thesis by referring to what are, in his opinion, the Neoplatonic overtones of cer-
tain fragments of De Coelesti Hierarchia (XIII, 4) and the treatise Divine Names
(I, 5) concerning the principles of hierarchical mediation and the view (contem-
plation) of God, inaccessible to people, through angels. In response, Golitzin
presents a different way of interpreting these famous passages, one by which he
deprives them of their hierarchical Neoplatonic character. Because I devote a
large part of this work to the juxtaposition and analysis of the aforementioned
Corpus texts and the Palamite Triads, and given that I also cite both interpret-
ations, here I will limit myself to saying that Golitzin is absolutely convinced that
he has overcome the difficulties that result from Ritter’s interpretation. Then A.
Golitzin offers criticism of a fragment from one of Palamas’ late works, The One
Hundred and Fifty Chapters, cited by the German scholar, more precisely from
chapters 36-40 devoted to the presentation of the human soul as imago trinitatis.

23 Ibid., 187.

24 A.M. Ritter, “Gregor Palamas als Leser des Dionysius Pseudo-Areopagita,” in Y. de
Andia, ed., Denys I'Aréopagite et sa postérité (Paris 1997), 565-579.

25 G. Florovsky (Florowski), The Byzantine Ascetical and Spiritual Fathers (Belmont
1987), 221.
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According to the Doctor of Hesychasm, each person - composed of intellect,
mind and soul, reflects the image of God and the Trinity at the same time. Ritter
treats Gregory’s extensive argument here as a silent correction (stillschweigende
Korrektur) of the Dionysian Zwischenglieder, while he emphasizes that it is the
harmonious coexistence of the divine-human nature in the person of Christ that
guarantees direct access to that which is divine. This fragment presents some dif-
ficulties for Ritter’s opponent; the scholar admits that in fact — according to his
knowledge - Pseudo-Dionysius nowhere claimed that man has an insight into
the nature of God equal to the angels, nor does he affirm the soul as an imago
trinitatis, despite his obvious sympathy for the triadic structure of divine and
human reality. Although Areopagite thought clearly differs from the Trinitarian
considerations of the Cappadocian Fathers, Golitzin tries to exploit this difficulty
to confirm his argument that there is no need to “correct” the Pseudo-Dionysian
world, which is what I will present in the relevant chapter of this book. Father
Alexander emphasizes Ritter’s deep respect for the Orthodox tradition, which
did not prevent him, however, from misinterpreting Corpus. According to
Golitzin, many scholars (e.g. Lossky, Romanides, Louth, Roques) fortunately
avoided this error, presenting Pseudo-Dionysius in the proper light.?® Among
Unfortunately, Golitzin’s list of scholars does not include the translator, Italy spe-
cialist and professor at the University of Milan - Pier Scazzos, whose article enti-
tled “Lo pseudo-Dionigi nell'interpretazione di Gregorio Palamas” (1967)
proved to be valuable reading for me, particularly helpful when considering the

issue of the “Christological corrective”?” Scazzoso notices that both pro-and

26 See V. N. Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church (Cambridge-London
1968; J. S. Romanides, “Notes on the Palamite Controversy and Related Topics,” Greek
Orthodox Theological Review 6.2 (1960/61): 186-205, and ibid., 9.2 (1963/64): 225-270;
A. Louth, Denys the Areopagite (CT 1989); A. Golitzin, “Anarchy vs. Hierarchy? Diony-
sius Areopagita, Symeon New Theologian, Nicetas Stethatos, and their Common Roots
in Ascetical Tradition,” St. Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 38.2 (1994): 131-179. For
Catholic and Western scholars, see R. Roques, L'Univers dionysien; O. von Semmelroth,
a series of articles in Scholastik 20-24 (1949); 25 (1950); 27 (1952); 28 (1953); and 29
(1954); H. U. von Balthasar, Herrlichkeit: Eine theologische Aesthetik (Einsiedeln 1962),
Vol. 11, 147-214; Y. de Andia, Hendsis: lunion a Dieu chez Denys I'Aréopagite (Leida—
Kolonia-New York 1996).

27 P. Scazzoso, “Lo Pseudo-Dionigi nell'interpretazione di Gregorio Palamas,” Rivista
di Filosofia Neo-Scolastica, fsc. VI (Milan 1967): 671-700; Scazzoso, Ricerche sulla
struttura del linguaggio del Pseudo-Dionigi Areopagita. Introduzione alla lettura delle
opere pseudo-dionisiane (Milan 1957); Scazzoso, La teologia di san Gregorio Palamas
(Istituto di studi teologici ortodossi S. Gregorio Palamas (Milan 1970).
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anti-Palamites tried to extract from the Areopagite’s writings thoughts confirm-
ing completely different theses, one result being that Meyendorft found it justi-
fied to accuse Dionysian writings of being ambiguous because they can be
reduced to statements that not only inconsistent, but even contradictory.?® Un-
doubtedly, in Corpus there is no systematic reading Christology, but it is true that
we also do not find it in the works of either Gregory of Nyssa or other Cappado-
cian Fathers. The concept of Christology in its mature form appeared much later,
namely in the writings of Maximus the Confessor from the seventh century.
Piero Scazzoso, by way of a response to Meyendorft’s accusations, placed the
Palamas doctrine in the context of the examined structure and doctrinal content
of Corpus. In his conclusion, the Italian scholar stated:

it does not seem justified to speak of correctives or additions to Pseudo-Dionysian
teachings on the part of Palamas, but rather of the necessary supplements, thereby re-
ducing the impression that the Areopagite’s writings were ambiguous ... This ambiguity
results, of course, from the opposing tendencies of its interpreters.?’

In Scazzoso’s view, Gregory Palamas carried out his exegesis of the work of
Pseudo-Dionysius in the light of the living faith and in accordance with the pa-
tristic tradition. Thus, without the need for a correction, the Doctor of Hesy-
chasm placed Corpus within his harmonious synthesis of the monastic and
dogmatic traditions of the Eastern Church.

1.1 The Consistency of the Palamite Doctrine with the
Patristic Tradition of the Eastern Church

The essence of the doctrine put forward by the author of The Triads is the an-
tinomy that God exists as totally inaccessible in essence and yet is attainable —
that is, he is knowable in his energies — visible, deifying light. The question
whether the Doctor of Hesychasm is thus an innovator, whether he continues
the patristic tradition, or whether he created a great synthesis of the two, was
asked from the very beginning when his metaphysics of light and remains first
emerged, and remains open to this day.

The matter of faithfulness to tradition, understood as an inviolable dogmatic
framework, is the most important of all issues raised, from the very beginning,
in the heart of the Eastern Church. This is because Palamas considers it his main
goal to defend orthodoxy (literally: “righteous faith”) - that is, the only truth

28 J.Meyendorff, Triades, introduction, XXXV; from P. Scazzoso, “Lo Pseudo-Dionigi,” 678.
29 Ibid.,, 682.
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revealed once, in the person of Christ. B. Tatakis was very much on target when
he wrote that orthodoxy is the search for logical explanations and relationships
within dogma, while heresy is the result of philosophical and logical investiga-
tions or a mystical experience that goes beyond dogma’s framework. At the same
time, Eastern Orthodoxy emphasizes its doctrinal immutability: revelation of
the truth happened once, it was written in the Gospels; therefore, nothing else
can be added. The Greek scholar notes:

The main difference between Orthodoxy and the heresies evolves from the Orthodox
desire to stay close to the historical base of Christianity, a desire exemplified by the great
debates about the nature of Christ.>

To be sure, over the centuries, the interpretation of the Gospel and Christ’s
words contained in it have been debated and questioned. By the same token,
the content of conciliar statements was usually negative - i.e. it talked about
what should not be believed. In the case of particular disputes, tradition was
an indisputable system of reference, and especially the criterion of the holy Fa-
thers” opinions. Thus, the bishop of Thessaloniki — in support of his theology
and metaphysics — compiles, in many places, quotations from the writings of the
Fathers, thus referring to the so-called “purpose of the Fathers” (¢pdvepa t@v
Iatépwv).3! The question of Palamite thought and its doctrinal fidelity to the
traditions of the Fathers is directly linked to its suspected illegitimacy from the
very beginning of the Palamite and anti-Palamite discussions. It was Barlaam
who first accused Palamas of heresy before the Patriarch John Calecas, and to
justify his position, he published Against the Messalians, in which he openly ac-
cused the Doctor of Hesychasm of supporting the formally condemned sect of
Messalians and Bogomils. This harsh accusation was based on the belief that
Gregory identified the unknowable essence of God with the energies accessible
by human cognition, which led in turn to the conviction held by the followers
of heresy that since God is sensually knowable, man can therefore unite with the
whole of God and become a god-man - that is, a second Christ. This accusation
forced Palamas to write the last of The Triads, the subject of which focuses on
the antinomic nature of God’s undivided essence, the assumption of its absolute
un-knowability and, at the same time, its accessibility through participation in

30 B. Tatakis, Byzantine Philosophy, 84.

31 See].Klinger, O istocie prawostawia (Warszawa 1983), 151; K. Le$niewski, Ekumenizm
w czasie. Prawostawna wizja jednosci w ujeciu Georgesa Florowskyego (Lublin 1995),
chapter “Zobowigzujaca wartos¢ opinii Ojcéw;” pp. 138-146.
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un-created energies. In turn, claims about the un-created nature of divine ener-
gies exposed Palamas to the accusation of polytheism and the introduction of
additional persons into the Trinity. But this argument was the result of a mis-
understanding of, or ignorance about, the apophaticism and antinomies always
present in the Doctor of Hesychasm’s doctrine. After all, consistent apophaticism
proclaims that such terms as “essence,” “energies,” “Trinity” cannot be exhaustive
terms for God Himself - ka®’gavtov. God, as their cause, exceeds and transcends
everything, even his own divinity. In response to the accusations, Palamas not
only wrote a number of works and apologies, but above all he wrote, in 1340, a
summary of his views known as the Hagioretic Tome,** which was signed by the
spiritual leaders of all the Monasteries of the Holy Mountain and then sent to
Constantinople. At the Ecumenical Synod convened by Emperor Andronikos
111, Barlaam’s doctrine was finally condemned, and Palamas’ manifesto was de-
termined to conform to Orthodoxy.

The future Bishop of Thessaloniki, having successfully rebutted Barlaam’s
accusations of heresy, was accused by the dogmatic monk Akindynos of mis-
interpreting and distorting patristic texts, and of introducing a new doctrine
into Orthodox cannon, inviolable since the Council of Constantinople of 843.
In the spirit of the Eastern Church, which speaks for itself — in the words of
J. Klinger - as a “green tree in tradition,” this accusation may threaten final
consequences — that is, the announcement of an excommunication at the synod
and the inclusion of its text in a series of sentences repeated throughout Church
history. Regarding the author of The Triads, Y. Spiteris notes:

... Akindynos had already accused him of being - in a negative sense — a “new theolo-
gian:” he presented his teaching as “a new theology” and thus alien to the patristic tradi-
tion: it was, in his opinion, a true kainotomia (an illegitimate innovation).>*

The arguments put forward by Akindynos, who had so far acted as a mediator
in the dispute, were supported by the two great humanists and thinkers Nicepho-
rus Gregoras and Demetrios Kydones, who had previously been against Barlaam.
In this situation, it is understandable that Palamas used all means at his disposal

32 Hagioretic Tome, PG 150, 1225-1236.

33 J. Klinger, O istocie prawostawia, 151.

34 See Y. Spiteris, Ostatni Ojcowie Kosciota, 202-203; 252-260; ]. Nadal Canellas, “La cri-
tique par Akindynos de ’hermeéneutique patristique de Palamas,” Istina 19 (1974): 297-
328; Palamas, “Epistula I ad Akindynon,” Gregoriu tou Palama Syggrammata I, ed. P.
Christou (Saloniki, 1962), 203-219; ibid., “Epistula II ad Akindynon,” Gregoriu tou
Palama, 221-225.
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to refute the suspicion that his doctrine was somehow novel. The rejection or ac-
ceptance of Gregory’s arguments on this issue was one of the reasons behind the
division of positions among Byzantine clergy. A dispute flared up which extend
into in medieval history as a debate over the roots and traditions of the Byzantine
intellectual legacy.

The Cappadocian Fathers, to whose authority Palamas referred, saw no dis-
cord between theology and mysticism, since they believed that the two form
single unity; the feed on and complement each other. “A true theologian is one
who has lived the content of his theology,” according to one maxim expressing
the conviction that the axis of Byzantine theology is to experience an encounter
with God. Nevertheless, Akindynos™ counter-arguments were precisely related
to the practice of the hesychasts.>> Meyendorfl’s thesis is well-known; it detects
a clear distinction between two planes in this conflict: the pro-humanist one
with purely secular tendencies, and the Palamite one with a theological or even
mystical posture.®® In support of his opinion, MeyendorfT refers to the works
of outstanding thinkers, humanists, and opponents of Hesychasm, Nicepho-
rus Gregoras, Theodore Metochites and Demetrios Kydones,*” who attacked
those elements of Gregory’s doctrine that directly referred to ascetic practices
and mystics. The dispute, according to J. Meyendorff, which can be called, in a

35 See J. Nadal Canellas, “La critique par Akindynos d ’herméneutique de Palamas,’
Istina 19 (1974): 297-328; T. Boiadjiev, “Gregorios Akindynos als Ausleger des Dio-
nysius Pseudo-Areopagita,” in Die Dionysius-Rezeption in Mittelalter, eds. T. Boiadjiev,
G. Kapriev, A. Speer (Turnhout 2000), 107-118; G. Kapriev, Philosophie in Byzanz,
256-259.

36 J. Meyendorff, Byzantine Theology, 100, 134-137 (for more on the polarity between
the humanists and the monks, see chapter “Monks and Humanists,” pp. 30-33). See P.
Scazzoso, “Lo Pseudo-Dionigi,” 672; R. Flogaus, “Palamas and Barlaam Revisited: Reas-
sessment of East and West in the Hesychast Controversy of 14th Century Byzantium,”
St. Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 42.1 (1998): 1-32.

37 The great Byzantine historian Nicephorus Gregoras in the work Adyot otnAitevkoi
(unpublished, manuscript. Genéve grec 35, fol. 77, see J. Meyendorft, Notes sur influ-
ence, 548) openly criticizes Pseudo-Dionysius for being inconsistent with the tradition
of the Fathers and for the ambiguous thinking behind which, according to Gregoras,
there is a lack of deep theological reflection. In contrast, in his Byzantine History, he
argued that each theology is merely a symbol of God, whom we know only through
His works. Since the separation of divine essence from energy is a purely nominalistic
procedure, it is heresy to proclaim the possibility of knowing God through His energies,
see Nicephorus Gregoras, Historia byzantina, Vol. 30, PG 149, 1123CD; ibid., Vol. 32,
PG 149, 357 AB.
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succinct and slightly simplified manner, “a dispute between monks and human-
ists,”*® clearly defined - on the one hand - the limits to which Greek philosophy
and the spirit of the Renaissance were accepted, and - on the one hand - forced
the parties in the dispute to revise their position on orthodoxy and dogma. This
outstanding Palamist believes that along with Barlaam, the spirit of the Renais-
sance was also condemned, and thus Palamas’ doctrinal victory was a triumph
for orthodoxy and the national faction of monks.*® B. Tatakis partly favors this
interpretation of the Palamite controversy, though he emphatically emphasizes
other, equally important aspects of the issue:

Thus, the dispute over Hesychasm is more than just another battle fought by the Byzantines
against the ambitions of the West. The parties were not in fact Byzantium and the West, but
simply religion in its particular expression - that is, the desire of the spirit to transcend itself
and unite with God, battling a different kind desire within the human mind, which we call
philosophy - the desire for rational systematization and consistency.*’

Thus, B. Tatakis clarified both Meyendorft’s thesis and a much earlier view
expressed by L. Uspensky (1892), according to which Palamite debate was, in
essence, a philosophical dispute between Platonists and Aristotelians, and then
turned into a theology dispute. The author of Byzantine Philosophy concludes:

For all of its links to Greek philosophical thought, it is clear that the Hesychastic con-
troversy started and ended purely as a theological controversy. It is the form in which
was cast the debate within the Greek Church between mysticism ... and rationalism.!

It is worth noting that Martin Jugie and Piero Scazzoso did not agree with
Meyendorfl’s statements; they emphasized the intra-theological nature of this
Byzantine controversy. The argument made by the author of Byzantine Philos-
ophy also raised concerns regarding E. von Ivanka and H.-G. BecK’s publication,
according to which the discussion was limited to the dispute between two theo-
logical trends referring to a common tradition.*? According to these scholars, the

38 See]. Meyendorfl, Society and culture, 54-58.

39 Meyendorft, Byzantine Theology, 82: “The victory of Palamism in the fourteenth-
century was therefore the victory of a specifically Christian, God-centred humanism
for which the Greek patristic tradition always stood in opposition to all concepts of
man, which considered him as an autonomous or ‘secular’ being” (quote on p. 47).

40 B. Tatakis, Byzantine Philosophy, 225; see also, 229.

41 1Ibid., 225.

42 See M. Jugie, “Palamas,” in Dictionnaire de Théologie Catholique, Vol. 11, eds. A. Vacant,
E. Mangenot, E. Amann (Paris 1931), c. 1735-1776; H. G. Beck, “Humanismus und
Palamismus,” in Actes du XII Congres International d’Etudes Byzantines, Ochrid 1961
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fact of the decisive and irresolvable opposition between a love of divine matters
on the one hand, and a love of knowledge on the other, should be postponed
in time. In the Palamas era, this polemic appeared as “ein inner-byzantinischer
Gegensatz?* According to P. Scazzos, the correction to Meyendorff’s thesis
could be based on the following explanation: the dispute between the Palamists
and anti-Palamists did not mean the final separation of philosophy and theology,
although it contained the seeds of a later distinct split between the two paths. Ac-
cording to the Italian scholar, a reading of Palamas’ works and the fragmentary
writings of his opponents allows one to grasp two divergent theological attitudes,
the basic assumptions of which cannot be rendered compatible with each other.
Indeed, Palamas appealed to the Bible and to the traditions of the Church Fathers
to affirm the highest and most complete form of man’s knowledge of God, which
is a unifying vision. His opponents, on the other hand, denied this possibility;
they considered God an unknowable being and were skeptical of mystical gnosis.
They turned, with full confidence, to reason, which provided the only possible
knowledge through created nature. According to P. Scazzoso, although the open
conflict between faith in divine illumination and trust in natural cognition is
sometimes visible also in the West, it gave rise in the East to heated polemics.**
Y. Spiteris presents this dispute in a slightly different manner; he refers to the
later views of G. Podskalsky (1976) and N.A. Matsoukas (1995), writing that the
discussion between Palamas and Barlaam started with the question of whether
theological arguments could lead to “proof” of divine realities, or whether the-
ology was reduced to rational dialectics. By way of a conclusion, Spiteris states
that the effect of this polemic was the monastic movement’s strong rejection of
the Latin method of practicing theology, typical of scholasticism.*®

Discussion about the extent to which Palamas’ thinking was consistent with
the tradition of the Eastern Church - which included the works of Athanasius,

(Belgrade 1963), 74; E. von Ivanka, Plato Christianus (Einsiedeln 1964); compare. P.
Scazzoso, “Lo Pseudo-Dionigi,” 672; R. Flogaus, “Palamas and Barlaam Revisited: Reas-
sessment of East and West in the Hesychast Controversy of 14th Century Byzantium,
St. Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 42.1 (1998): 1-32.

43 H. G. Beck, “Humanismus und Palamismus,” 70.

44 See P. Scazzoso, “Lo Pseudo-Dionigi,” 672.

45 SeeY. Spiteris, Ostatni Ojcowie Kosciola, 204-205; ]. Meyendorff, “Lhesychasme, prob-
léme de sémantique;” in Mélanges H.Ch. Puech (Paris 1974), 543-547; G. Podskalsky,
“Zur Bedeutung des Methodenproblems fiir die byzantinische Theologie,” Zeitschrift
fiir katholische Theologie 98 (1976): 391-393; N. A. Matsoukas, Teologia dogmatica e
simbolica ortodossa I (Roma 1995), 106-117.



36 Studies in the Presence of Pseudo-Dionysian Thought

John Chrysostom, Macarius of Egypt, Evagrius Ponticus, Cyril of Alexandria,
the Cappadocian Fathers, Pseudo-Dionysius, Maximus the Confessor, John of
Damascus and Symeon the New Theologian - flared up at the beginning of the
twentieth century first in the pages of Echos d’Orient, and then in other peri-
odicals: Istina, Irenikon, and Orientalia Christiana Periodica. This discussion
included both historians of philosophy and theologians from the Orthodox
Church and the Western Church, often dividing even researchers associated with
a similar intellectual current.

One of the first and more extensive books examining the dependence of
Palamite thoughts on tradition in the context of the views of Duns Scotus and
Gennadius Scholarius is S. Guichardan’s book Le probléme de la simplicité divine
en Orient et en Occident aux XIV® et XV© siécles: Grégoire Palamas, Duns Scot,
Georges Scholarios (1933).4° From the outset (pp. 19-57), the author examines
the study of God in connection with the problem of God’s unity, from the point
of view of cataphatic theology and Thomistic scholasticism. Consequently, Guic-
hardan analyzes the Palamite doctrine through Thomistic philosophy. It is clear
that the author is much closer to Thomism than to Eastern Church doctrine;
he devotes much less space to that doctrine than to analysis of the thoughts of
Duns Scotus and Gregory Scholarios. His treatment of Palamas himself is not
very revealing, and his polemics with Palamite theology are filled with nega-
tive evaluative phrases such as: “abberation mystique de moines ignorants” (p.
79) and “Milieu illétré” (p. 114). An analysis of Palamas’ thinking carried out
from the Thomistic point of view leads the booK’s author to make the following
objections: it is heresy to distinguish the essence of God into knowable and un-
knowable parts because it leads to an understanding of God as divisible and
complex, and therefore imperfect; statements about divine light as knowable en-
ergy are purely poetic and rhetorical; grace is given to each person separately
and has a created nature; it is heresy to understand it as un-created and infinite
energy; Palamite doctrine is not rooted in the tradition of the Greek Fathers and
their thinking; and it was founded to defend the monks of Athos against the
Barlaam’s attacks. According to the French scholar, Palamas invented most of
the quotations from the Fathers” writings that appear in his works. For his part,
Guichardan presents the study of God as a being whose attributes are only the
development of the idea of being, its properties. God’s simplicity, or rather his
non-complexity, also come from being; it makes up His first transcendent quality.

46 S. Guichardan, Le probléme de la simplicité divine en Orient et en Occident aux XIV® et
XVe siécles: Grégoire Palamas, Duns Scot, Georges Scholarios (Lyon 1933).
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God also therefore cannot be complex, because parts are always worse than the
whole, which means that some parts of God would have to be worse. Guichardan
even compiles a table of God’s distinctions made by the three eponymous authors
(p. 42) and describes it in detail (pp. 37-50). Some scholars (e.g. Krivocheine)
are upset by the application of this type of treatment to the thoughts of theolo-
gians and philosophers who were completely alien to a similar methodology. The
French scholar also writes (p. 171) about the Russian Orthodox Church having
deleted Palamas’ name from the list of saints, which is not true; Gregory is men-
tioned on the Second Sunday of Lent, and the temporary changes introduced in
the eighteenth century by Gawryla Twerski, also included Athanasius the Great
and Cyril of Alexandria.

V. Grumel’s review of this book, published in Echos d’Orient, is very interesting.*’
Regarding the part devoted to the comparison of Eastern and Latin Church tra-
ditions, the author accuses Guichardan of translating too superficially the texts
of Maximus the Confessor, John Damascus and Gregory of Nyssa concerning
the distinction in the essence of God (pp. 85-88). This, in effect, leads to over-
interpretation and the drawing of erroneous conclusions. Assessing the chapters
devoted to Palamas (pp. 88-95), Grumel notices the dependence of Guichardan’s
publications on the works of M. Jugie, his limited knowledge of the subject both in
relation to the Greek Fathers’ tradition and Eastern Church writings, as well as the
uncritical nature, and superficiality, of his conclusions.

In the 1930s, alongside the above-mentioned critical publications, a powerful
current of research on Palamas emerged in the West, presenting his thought in
close connection with Eastern Church traditions. This phenomenon was asso-
ciated with the post-revolutionary emigration from Russia (1917-1923), and
thus with work conducted in research centers in the Czechoslovakia, Germany,
France, Belgium, and the United States by outstanding scholars of Russian Or-
thodoxy: B. Krivocheine, V. Lossky, P. Evdokimov, G. Florowski.*® Currently, the

47 V. Grumel, “Grégoire Palamas, Duns Scott, Georges Scholarios devant le probléeme de
la simplicité divine;” Echos d’Orient 37 (1935): 84-96.

48 A. Nichols, Light from the East: Authors and Themes in Orthodox Theology (London
1999), 14-17. This publication is an in-depth study of the Orthodox academic com-
munity operating in the diaspora. The Academy of the Russian Orthodox Church was
established as the first in exile (Seminarium Kondakovianum) in Prague, a branch of
Charles IV University. V. Lossky, who moved to Paris in 1924, and Fr. Basil Krivocheine
were associated with the institution. In 1926, the Saint-Serge Institute was established
in Paris, researching Orthodox theology and philosophy and continuing the tradi-
tion of the pre-revolutionary academies in Moscow, St. Petersburg, Kiev and Kazan.
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belief that Palamas’ metaphysics of light is one of the most important attempts
to express the doctrinal foundations of Eastern spirituality is shared by almost
all Orthodox Christians and by many Western historians of philosophy and
theology.*® Undoubtedly, the establishment of this opinion was due in large
part to the extensive and innovative work of the Orthodox clergyman Father
Basil Krivocheine, entitled “Asketiceskoje i bogoslavskoje uczenije sw. Grigorija
Palamy;,” which was quickly published in English- and German-language peri-
odicals.® Krivocheine, with his sharp polemic against M. Jugie’s interpretation
as presented in Dictionnaire de théologie catholique, initiated a new research
method for Gregory’s works. Father Basil’s article, published in 1936, was the
most comprehensive study to appear for the next twenty-five years, thanks to the
discussion of previously unused source texts, a broad approach to the subject,
and a recapitulation of existing research. The majority of the major publications
written up to 1959 - that is, until the fundamental preparation and publication
of the translation of The Triads at the Sorbonne in Paris, together with a critical
commentary by J. Meyendorfl, were based precisely on this work.

It is also worth mentioning the discussion that arose around Palamite thought
among French scholars in the 1930s associated with the aforementioned Echos
d’Orient. The volume Autour du Palamisme, published in 1938 and edited by
J. Gouillard, contains a detailed study of research on Barlaam’s writings, along
with a critical summary of the above-mentioned article by B. Krivocheine and

Vladimir Lossky, Sergey Bulgakow and Georg Florowski were associated with the
Institute, the latter of which put a great deal of effort into renewing research on the
tradition of the Fathers, especially the Cappadocian Fathers, Maximus the Confessor,
and Gregory Palamas. In 1946, Florowski emigrated to the United States, where he,
together with John Meyendorft and Aleksander Schemann, restored the academic
splendor of the Seminarium St. Wlodzimierz in Westchester, New York.

49 As'Y. Spiteris wrote in Ostatni Ojcowie, 202: “According to P. Christou (from the au-
thor: publisher of all the works of Palamas), Palamas was the one who revitalized Or-
thodox theology after centuries of stagnation, adding an important impetus to it, the
effects of which are more alive today than ever”

50 B. Krivocheine, “Asketiceskoje i bogoslavskoje uczenije sw. Grigorija Palamy,” Semi-
narium Kondakovianum” 8 (Praga 1936): 99-154; with a French summary; English
translation in Eastern Churches Quaterly 3 (1938); German translation in Das Ostli-
che Christentum 8 (1939). A presentation of the main ideas in Krivocheina’s artice
in A. Switkiewicz, “Préba rekonstrukeji mysli Grzegorza Palamasa w artykule B.
Krivochein€’a pt. Asketiczeskoje i bogostawskoje uczenije sw. Grigorija Palamy;” Prze-
glgd Filozoficzny 6, No. 3 (23), Nowa Seria (1997): 153-167.
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a polemic written there by 1. Hausherr.>! The collection of lectures and articles
by V. Lossky published in Paris in 1944 and his later works on Palamas contrib-
uted to the popularization of Krivocheine’s work and the position he represents.
The book La théologie mystique de I'Eglise d’Orient provides inspiring reading;
it contains a comprehensive overview of the Eastern Church’s theological and
mystical thought.>> Some chapters refer directly to the Palamite doctrine, and
in principle, the quotations, their discussions and examples they contain do not
go beyond the material contained in the article by Krivocheine, which V. Lossky
new well since his studies in Prague.>

Over the course of the next several decades, a number of works appeared
which examined the dependence of Palamas’ patristic synthesis on biblical
themes and the traditions of the Eastern Church. In his Bulletin sur le palamisme,
published in 1972, D. Sternon discussed several hundred articles appearing as
part of the ever-lively discussion on the influence on the Doctor of Hesychasm’s
thinking of Neoplatonism, the Greek Fathers, Eastern monasticism and the in-
tellectual culture itself of fourteenth-century Byzantium.

The works of Palamas are still studied in terms of their dependence on the
broadly understood patristic tradition and specific themes occurring in them -
i.e. the presence of the doctrine of particular Greek Fathers and their works’ in-
fluence. In the first case, it can be stated without doubt that research conducted
from both Orthodox and Catholic points of view fully recognize Palamas as an
interpreter and continuator of the tradition of the Fathers. The list of most im-
portant works must include the publications of G. Florowski, C. Kern, G. Man-
tzaridis, K. Ware, J. Meyendorff, V. Lossky, P. Evdokimov, J. Klinger, B. Tatakis,

51 1. Hausherr, “A propos de spiritualité hésychaste: Contorverse sans contradicteur, Orien-
talia christiana periodica 3 (1937): 260-277; see also Hausherr, “La méthode doraison
hésychaste,” Orientalia christiana periodica 9 (1927): 77-94.

52 V. Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church (ISD LLC, 1991), original title
Théologie mystique de L'Eglise d’'Orient (Paris 1944); and On the Image and Likeness of
God (London 1988). This book is a collection of articles written in the period we are
describing here, including “Darkness and Light in the Knowledge of God,” Eastern
Churches Quarterly 8 (1950): 460-471, and “La théologie de la lumiere chez saint
Grégoire de Thessalonique,” Dieu Vivant 1 (Paris 1945): 95-118.

53 This is particularly visible in V. Lossky, The Mystical Theology, 33; B. Krivocheine,
“Asketiceskoje;,” 117; V. Lossky, 32 — B. Krivocheine, 117, note 79; V. Lossky, 61 - B.
Krivocheine, 123, note 119; that very same quote was used by Lossky, without source
citation; V. Lossky, 198 - B. Krivocheine, 138, note 167; V. Lossky, 199 - B. Krivocheine,
139; and many others places.
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and P Scazzoso.>* The problem of Palamas’ interpretation of patristic achieve-
ments is also briefly summed up by P. Christou - one of the most important
researchers of Palamas’ works, and editor of a critical edition of his works (Thes-
saloniki 1962-1992), who states:

Palamas, whose discussion forces him to express his thoughts on the basis of the Fathers’
authority, emphasizes that each of their words is correct, in an attempt to show that there
is agreement even when there are often differences in judgment.>®

*

Another issue examined in the works of the Doctor of Hesychasm is the de-
pendence of the Palamite doctrine on the thoughts of individual Eastern Church
Fathers. Most studies are devoted to Palamite thinking in the context of issues
raised by the Cappadocian Fathers. E. von Ivanka is of the opinion that Palamas’
interpretation of the essence-energies relation not only disagrees with the tra-
dition established by Gregory of Nyssa and Basil the Great, but is also an unfair
superimposition on patristic science. This view of the Hungarian scientist is also
supported by H.-G. Beck and G. Podskalsky.® A number of publications showing
the incompatibility of the Palamas doctrine with the teachings of the Fathers can
be found in the pages of Istina (1974), published by the French Dominicans.
One of the authors, the Carmelite J.-P. Houdret, writes that “on this important
point, we must recognize the deep discrepancy existing between the thought of
the Cappadocian Fathers and that of Gregory Palamas”>” The series of critical

54 See G. Florovsky, “Grégoire Palamas et la Patristique,” Istina 8 (1961-62): 115-125; K.
Kern, “Les éléments de la théologie de Grégoire Palamas,” Irénikon 20 (1947), pt. 1, pp.
6-33, pt. 2, pp. 164-193; G. Mantzaridis, “Tradition and Renewal in the Theology of
Saint Gregory Palamas,” Eastern Churches Review 9 (1977): 1-19; K. Ware, The Debate
about Palamism, 45-64.

55 See Gregoriu tou Palama Syggrammata 111, ed. P. Christou (Saloniki 1970), 21; opinion
quoted from Y. Spiteris, Ostatni Ojcowie, 189-191; Y. Spiteris, 191: “[..] more than once
he tries to bend texts to his argument, not avoiding a certain bias,” “[he] distorts a pa-
tristic text or omits its context.”

56 See E.von Ivanka, Plato, 437; “Palamismus und Vatertradition,” in L’Eglise et les Eglises
(Chevotegne 1954), Vol. II, 29-46; H.-G. Beck, Die byzantinische Kirche: das Zeitler
des Palamismus (Handbuch der Kirchengeschichte, I11/2), ed. H. Jedin (Freiburg im
Br. 1968), 603; G. Podskalsky, “Gottesschau und Inkarnation. Zur Bedeutung der Hei-
Isgeschichte bei Gregorios Palamas,” Orientalia christiana periodica 35 (1969): 5-44.

57 J.-P. Houdret, “Palamas et les Capadociens,” Istina 3 (1974): 260-271; translation from
Y. Spiteris, Ostatni Ojcowie, 254; ].-M. Garrigues, Lenergie divine et la grice Maxime le
Confesseur, 272-296; J. Nadal Canellas, “La critique par Akindynos de 'herméneutique
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articles that gave the impression of a regular attack received a quick response
from Catholic scholars as well — especially the outstanding publications of the
Franciscan A. de Halleux of Louvain, Orthodoxie et Catholicisme and Palamisme
et tradition® from 1975. The issue of the consistency of Palamite doctrine with
the Cappadocian Fathers’ thinking was addressed by such experts on the subject
as G. Habra, G. Florowski, L.H. Grondijs, and K. Ware.”® Among the latest works
showing continuity between the Doctor of Hesychasm’s achievements and the
Cappadocian tradition, one should mention the thorough, source-based studies
by A. Torrance found in Precedents for Palamas Essence-Energies Theology in the
Cappadocian Fathers (2009) and T. Tollefsen’s Activity and Participation in Late
Antiquity and Early Christian Thought (2012).%° At the same time, the latter pub-
lication is a broad study of two basic concepts of ancient pagan and Christian
thought, namely the terms “energy” and “participation” Tollefsen discusses the
works of the Church Fathers, Gregory of Nyssa, Pseudo-Dionysius the Areop-
agite, Maximus the Confessor, and Gregory Palamas in the context of Aristo-
telian philosophy and Neoplatonism; he analyzes how lower-level entities can
participate in higher ones, i.e. receive divine energies. The Swedish scholar wants
to investigate the term energy which - in the minds of the Church Fathers - is
manifested as God’s action in the eternal constitution of the Trinity, the creation
of the universe, the incarnation of Christ and salvation as understood by the
concept “deification.”

de Palamas,” 297-328; M. J. Le Guillou, Lumiére et charité dans la doctrine Palamite de
la divinization, 329-339; ibid., Le mystére du Pére (1973).

58 A.deHalleux, “Orthodoxie et Catholicisme,” Revue Théologique de Louvain 4 (1975): 3-
30; “Palamisme et Tradition,” Irénikon 48 (1975): 479-493.

59 G. Habra, “The Sources of the Doctrine of Gregory Palamas on the Divine Energies,”
Eastern Churches Quarterly 12 (1958), 6-7: 244-251; G. Florovsky, “Saint Gregory
Palamas and the Tradition of Fathers,” The Greek Orthodox Theological Review 5.2
(1959-60): 119-131; L. C. Contos, “The Essence-Energies Structure of Saint Gregory
Palamas with a Brief Examination of Its Patristic Foundation,” The Greek Orthodox The-
ological Review 12.3 (1967): 283-294; Ch. Yannaras, On the Absence and Not-knowing
of God (Athens 1967); L. H. Grondijs, “The Patristic Origins of Gregory Palamas Doc-
trine of God,” Studia Patristica 11 (1972): 323-328; K. Ware, “God Hidden and Re-
vealed: The Apophatic Way and the Essence-Energies Distinction,” Eastern Churches
Review 7 (1975): 125-136; The Debate about Palamisme, Eastern Churches Review 9
(1977): 45-63.

60 A. Torrance, “Precedents for Palamas Essence-Energies Theology in the Cappadocian
Fathers,” Vigiliae Christianae 63 (2009): 47-70; T. Tollefsen, Activity and Participation
in Late Antiquity and Early Christian Thought (Oxford 2012).
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T. Tollefsen is also the author of a broad study of Maximus the Confessor,
whose doctrine - alongside the thoughts of the Church Fathers - is a frequently
researched theme in the works of Gregory Palamas. Tollefsen’s study The Christo-
centric Cosmology of St. Maximus the Confessor (2008)°! focuses on the Maximus’
doctrine of creation, which denies the possibility of coexistence without any in-
termediate medium, un-created divinities, and created, limited beings. Tollefsen
tries to show that, according to Maximus, God establishes and orders the cosmos
through logoi. Within the universe arranged in this way, various species-beings
are ontologically related to man, who is the center of the created world. The study
of Maximus’ thinking is of paramount importance here, since Maximus — who
took over the work of John of Scythopol on commentaries on Corpus Areopagiti-
cum - is believed to have rescued Pseudo-Dionysian thought for Eastern Or-
thodoxy. By clearing him of any suspicions of mono-physical heresy through
commentaries on Corpus — Scholia,’* he joined these writings with theological
and liturgical tradition. As B. Tatakis notes in Byzantine Philosophy: “Maximus
has the honor of introducing to the bosom of Christianity Pseudo-Dionysius’
Neoplatonism”%® This was also the result of Maximus the Confessor’s broader
metaphysics and anthropology, which he laid out mainly in the works Mystago-
gia and Ambiguorum liber,%* which was a commentary on doctrine set forth by
the Areopagite and Gregory of Nyssa. Among the works on Maximus’ theology,
there is a revealing book by S.L. Epifanowicz entitled Priepodobnyj Maksim Ispo-
viednik i Vizantijskoje Blogostavije, published by the Kiev Academy in 1915. This
text, written in pre-revolutionary Cyrillic, comes with unusually rich footnotes,
commentaries and references, especially to German-language literature. An-
other frequently cited works are L. Thunberg’s Microcosm and Mediator (1965)
and A. Riou’s Man and the Cosmos: The Vision of St. Maximus the Confessor

61 T. Tollefsen, The Christocentric Cosmology of St. Maximus the Confessor (Oxford 2008).

62 Maximus the Confessor, Scholia, PG 4, 527-576. Consistent with the state of today’s
research, according to H.U. von Balthasar, which was confirmed by B. Suchla, the au-
thor of most of the Scholia is Jan of Scythopolis. See an English translation of selected
Scholia in John of Scythopolis and the Dionysian Corpus, P. Rorem, ]. Lamoreaux (Ox-
ford 1998, first part: John of Scythopolis and the Dionysian Corpus, 7-139; A. Louth,
“The reception of Dionysius up to Maximus the Confessor;” 60.

63 B. Tatakis, Filozofia bizantyfiska, 82.

64 Maximus the Confessor, Ambiguorum Liber, PG 91, 657-717.
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(1985).9° Maximus’ works on the liturgy he describes have been published in
numerous fundamental studies, because they include the foundations of his the-
ology on divine principles (Adyot), Christology, deification, and anthropology.
I found many valuable substantive and historical indications, which I used in
the study of Maximus’ Mystagogia, in I.H. Dalmais’s article “Mystere liturgique
et divinisation dans la Mystagogie de saint Maxime le Confesseur” (1972) and
in the extensive book by A. Riou entitled Le monde et I'Eglise selon Maxime le
Confesseur (1973).56

Discussion about the ties between Maximus and his theology of divine
principles, the thought of Pseudo-Dionysius (symbolism of sacraments, epis-
temology), and the Palamite concept of energy, was initiated by P. Sherwood
in his book The Earlier Ambigua of Saint Maximus the Confessor (1955).% In
this highly interesting and pioneering work, Sherwood studied Maximus’ argu-
ments against Origen’s heresy, and he demonstrated the relationship between
Maximus’ Ambigua and the thought of Gregory of Nyssa. He thus clearly delin-
eated the filiation of Gregory and Maximus thoughts and, although he was un-
familiar with Epifanowicz’s work, he came to a similar conclusion. It concerned
the influence of the Neoplatonic system on the Areopagite’s thinking, a system
which, however, is not part of Maximus’ theology. The relationship between
Maximus and the Pseudo-Dionysius on which he commented, and then with
Gregory Palamas, who in turn often refers to the authority of both thinkers, has
been further researched. Such works by Maximus as Mystagogia and Ambiguo-
rum liber were well known and often cited in the works of Palamas, to the point
that J. Meyendorff was able to write that the Doctor of Hesychasm had studied
Pseudo-Dionysius through Maximus’ Christocentric filter.® The results of Urs
von Balthasar’s research contradict Epifanowicz, Sherwood and Meyendorff’s
thesis that Maximus’ theology constitutes a patristic reference for Palamas. Al-
though he admits that Maximus’ apophaticism is an Ansatzpunkt for the Doctor

65 S.L. Epifanowicz, Priepodobnyj Maksim Ispoviednik i Vizantijskoje Blogostavije (Kijev
1915); L. Thunberg, Microcosmos and Mediator (Lund 1965); A. Riou, Man and
Cosmos: The Vision of St. Maximus the Confessor (Crestwood-New York 1985).

66 1. H. Dalmais, “Mysteére liturgique et divinisation dans la Mystagogie de saint Maxime le
Confesseur;” in Mélanges patristiques offerts au Cardinal Daniélou (Paris 1972), 55-62;
A. Riou, Le monde et L Eglise selon Maxime le Confesseur (Paris 1960).

67 P. Sherwood, The Earlier Ambigua of Saint Maximus the Confessor and His Refutation
of Origenism (Rome 1955).

68 J. Meyendorft, Christ in Eastern Christian Thought (Crestwood 1975), 131-153;
202-203.
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of Hesychasm’s theology, he denies that in the teachings of Maximus and the
Greek Fathers there was a lesson about dividing God into His essence and en-
ergy.®® This position is upheld by the Catholic scholar J.-M. Garrigues, who - in
the article “Iénergie divine et la grice chez Maxime le Confesseur” (1974) -
emphasizes the extent to which the Palamite doctrine of divine energies lacks
a foundation in the teachings of Maximus the Confessor to which the Doctor
of Hesychasm refers.”’ The above-mentioned subject matter, i.e. the influence
of Maximus’ thinking on the Palamite understanding of Pseudo-Dionysius and
the doctrine contained in his works, can also be found in the above-mentioned
book by Tollefsen, in the articles by J. van Rossum, “The Aoyot of Creation and
the Divine ‘energies ‘in Maximus the Confessor and Gregory Palamas” (1993),
and by A. Loutha, “The Reception of Dionysius up to Maximus the Confessor”
and “The Reception of Dionysius in the Byzantine World: Maximus to Palamas
(2008).7 Louth recapitulates previously set-forth views in Maximus the Con-
fessor (1996),7> where he notes the undoubted influence of Pseudo-Dionysius’
Neoplatonism on Maximus' theology, as revealed in his Mystagogia. I find this
thesis highly debatable, as reflected in my article “Notes about Denys Areopag-
ites. The Ecclesiastical Hierarchy and Its Influence on St. Maximus the Confessor’s
Mpystagogy” (2000),” as well as in one of the chapters of this book devoted to an
analysis of the main themes in Mystagogy.

We owe a great deal to J. von Rossum,”* a scholar from the Saint-Serge Institute
in Paris, for the interesting research intuitions contain in his article. First of all,
Rossum emphasizes that most of the publications related to the comparison of
the theologies of Maximus and Palamas rejected the basic research requirement

69 H.U.von Balthasar, Kosmiche Liturgie (Einsiedeln 1962), 596.

70 J.-M.Garrigues, “Lénergie divine et la grace chez Maxime le Confessuer;” Istina 3
(1974): 272-296. See also Garrigues, Maxime le Confesseur (Paris 1976).

71 J.van Rossum, “The logoi of Creation and the Divine ‘energies’ in Maximus the Con-
fessor and Gregory Palamas,” Studia Patristica 27 (Leuven—-Paris—Dudley 1993): 213—
221; A. Louth, “The reception of Dionysius up to Maximus the Confessor,” 43-55;
Louth, “The Reception of Dionysius in the Byzantine World: Maximus to Palamas,” in
Re-thinking Dionysius The Areopagite, eds. A. Coakley, Ch. Stang, Modern Theology
24, 4 (Blackwell 2008), 55-71.

72 A. Louth, Maximus the Confessor (London-New York 1996).

73 A. Switkiewicz-Blandzi, “Notes about Denys Areopagite’s. The Ecclesiastical Hierarchy
and Its Influence on St. Maximus the Confessor’s Mystagogy,” Studia Mediewistyczne
34/35 (2000): 55-70.

74 J.van Rossum, “The logoi of Creation.”
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for comparative studies, namely the context in which both thinkers developed
their theological reflection on the logoi of creation and divine energies. Rossum’s
work first carefully studies the contextual condition, and then considers the pos-
sibility of juxtaposing the two theologians’ doctrines. The interesting and con-
troversial issue of the presence of Corpus in Maximus’ writings, and then their
influence on Palamite thought, is discussed in a separate chapter of this book.

1.2 The Relation of Gregory Palamas’ Doctrine to the
Thoughts of the Western Church and Protestant
Theology

The greatest and fundamental problem in reading and interpreting Gregory’s
doctrine, which his contemporaries pointed out to him, is precisely the polem-
ical nature of the author of The Triads.”> On the other hand, Palamas himself
emphasizes that his intention was to refute charges, defend the doctrine of Hes-
ychasm and its consequences, rather than care for the literary form and conti-
nuity of the argumentation.”® As a result, what has come down to us are works
written in a language full of question marks, exclamation marks and rhetorical
phrases (such as The Triads or the Apologia dieksodikotera). The difficult lit-
erary form and antagonistic positions taken by the Palamites and anti-Palamites
significantly influenced the further study and reading of the Doctor of Hesy-
chasm’s text by historians of philosophy. Interpretation of Palamas’ views raised
problems not only for scholars dealing with their dependence on the patristic
tradition and consistency with Eastern Church doctrine, but also for scholars
influenced by Western thought. In recent decades, a serious body of literature on
the subject has been gathered, mostly of a polemical nature, trying to reconcile

75 See Jan Kyparissiotes, Palamiticarum transgressionum, PG 152, 680 CD; “Palamite
doctrine originated in contention and strife;” cited in Y. Spiteris, Ostatni Ojcowie, 162,
note 16. This outstanding Italian scholar of Palamas’ achievements believes that if it
were not for a combination of socio-political circumstances, the Doctor of Hesychasm
would have become a quiet monk, known for his ascetic works. Y. Spiteris writes
pointedly: “problems with Palamas appeared - and in a very sharp way - during his
lifetime. It can be said that he himself is the fruit of polemics. He came into being as a
theologian by accident, forced to provide a response to his opponents”” Ibid., 161-162.

76 Palamas, Triades, 111, 1,2; “we write out of an obligation which cannot be avoided. ...
My words are caused by necessity, not a desire to show off;” cited in Y. Spiteris, Ostatni
Ojcowie, 189. Y. Spiteris analyses the issues discussed here in ibid., 189-190.
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or demonstrate the contradiction between the thoughts of the bishop of Thessa-
loniki and Western Church doctrine.

The radical distinction in God of essence and energy contained in the Palamas
system, a point of contention with Thomist doctrine, recognized by the Church,
of the absolute simplicity of God, was noted by the eminent Byzantine theologian
and philosopher Jerzy Scholarios, who tried to somewhat alleviate the matter.””
Our considerations thus enter the plane of a serious theological conflict that has
dominated the path that scholarship on Palamism took in the West.”® One of
the first clear signs of this critical tendency was a discussion that had been going
on for years in the French Echos d’Orient. In an article published in 1902, ]. Bois
briefly recapitulates the history of Hesychasts, in which their teaching about
un-created grace and divine light is treated as heresy, because from the point
of view of Catholic Church doctrine, grace has a created and finite character.”®
But this position was most emphatically expressed by the Catholic Byzantineist
and Augustian M. Jugie in entries on Palamism in the Dictionnaire de théologie
catholique published in 1922. M. Jugie subjected the synthesis of Palamas to Tho-
mistic criticism, which resulted in the following accusations against Gregory’s
doctrine: his division of God into knowable and unknowable parts causes the
division of His essence and thus its complexity, which is heresy; the terms con-
cerning divine light are treated by the French scholar as pure rhetoric and poetry
(in Palamas, Andrew of Crete and John of Damascus); he treats the description
of seeing divine light as an account of a miracle, and this is supposed to represent
Palamas’ attempt to escape Barlaam’s accusations into the sphere of the supernat-
ural.® At the same time, the Augustinian attributes to the Doctor of Hesychasm
the view that in the next century the saints would not be able to see all of God
directly, but only a part of God - i.e. His energies, and he applies the science of
energies to the Aristotelian understanding of actus purus. As a result of this ap-
proach, Palamas’ doctrine is rendered heretical and pantheistic from the point

77 Gennadius II Scholarios, Oeuvrés Completes de Georges Scholarios, Vol. 111, edition
L. Petit, X. Sidérides, M. Jugie (Paris 1930), 434-452. See also B. Tatakis, Filozofia
bizantyriska, 243; A. Siemianowski, Tomizm a palamizm (Poznan 1998), 48.

78 A. Nichols, Light from the East: Authors and Themes in Orthodox Theology (London
1995), 48-56.

79 J. Bois, “Les débuts de la controverse hésychaste,” Echos d’Orient V (1902): 353-362;
ibid., “Le Synode hésychaste de 1314, Echos d’Orient VI (1903): 50-60.

80 O.M. Jugie, “De theologia Palamitica,” Theologia dogmatica Christianorum orientalium
ab Ecclesia Catholica dissidentium, 2 (Paris 1933): 95 - “ut a difficultate se expediret...
ad miraculum confugit”
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of view of Western Church theology. The eminent Calvinist theologian K. Barth,
along with S. Swiezawski,®! spoke in a similar vein. To this day, M. Jugie’s chap-
ters on the Palamite controversy in Dictionaire de théologie catholique and in the
later Theologia dogmatica Christianorum orientalium from 1933 set the direction
for Catholic criticism of Hesychasm, thanks to the great knowledge of the epoch
that the author exhibits in his works, and through his broad, philosophical and
theological treatment of the issue.?

Less radical views were presented by the Dominican Y. Congar in the three-
volume work Je crois en I'Esprit-Saint (1995). According to the French theolo-
gian, it is possible to reconcile Palamism with the Catholic faith, and when the
scholar uses the term faith, he means it in the strict sense, because even the most
sympathetic examination of Bishop of Thessaloniki’s doctrine reveals enormous
departures from the theology of Augustine or Thomas Aquinas.33 Above all,
as Congar notes, we are dealing with two completely different theological lan-
guages. The scholastic tradition explains the relationship with God through con-
sistent logical terms, while Palamas remains faithful to the antinomy of a God
knowable by un-created grace and unknowable in its essence, divisible and indi-
visible at the same time.? Difficulties associated with bridging the gap between
East and West should come as no surprise. An attempt to describe a mystical
experience in terms of Aristotelian logic and distinctions borrowed from philos-
ophy is doomed to failure and - as H.-G. Beck aptly puts it — becomes an easy
target for attack.3> The personal experience of meeting with God is at the heart of

81 “The Western Church rightly sided with Barlaam and his followers, since the doctrine
of the Hesychasts divides what cannot be divided”” K. Barth, Dogmatique. La Doctrine
de Dieu, Vol. 1, trans. E. Ryser (Genewa 1957), 78, see also pp. 49-55; S. Swiezawski,
Dzieje europejskiej filozofii klasycznej, 306-307.

82 M. Jugie, “Palamas,” c. 1735-1776; ibid., “Palamite. Controverse,” in Dictionnaire de
Théologie Catholique, c. 1777-1818; ibid., “De theologia Palamitica,” in Theologia dog-
matica Christianorum orientalium ab Ecclesia Catholica dissidentium, Vol. 1 (Paris
1926), 6-33; Vol. 2 (Paris 1933), 47-183.

83 Y. Congar, Wierze w Ducha Swigtego, trans. L. Rutowska (Warszawa 1996), 91 (French
original: Je crois en I'Esprit-Saint [Paris: Cerf, 1995 [1re édition en 3 tomes de 1978 a
1980]. See extensive reflections on the reception of Palamite theology in the Catholic
Church in Y. Spiteris, Ostatni Ojcowie, 254-260.

84 Y. Congar, Wierze w Ducha Swi(;tego, 84-94, where the views of Cardinal Journet, J.-M.
Garrigues, J. Kuhlmann, and G. Philips are presented; A. De Halleux, “Palamisme et
scolastique,” Revue Théologique de Louvain 4 (1973): 409-422.

85 H.-G. Beck, Il millennio bizantino, 256-257; Y. Spiteris, Ostatni Ojcowie, 256-259.
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Orthodox theology and the tradition of the Eastern Fathers, which is repeatedly
emphasized in fundamental works by P. Evdokimov and V. Lossky: The eastern
tradition has never made a sharp distinction between mysticism and theology;
between personal experience of the divine mysteries and the dogma affirmed by
the Church.”® Thus, according to Y. Spiteris, an ecumenical attempt to escape
the impasse may involve the reinterpretation of Palamism by purging it of con-
ceptualization “by once again explaining it in the context of mystical theology,
which is the proper way of speaking about the mystery of God in oneself and in
us (grace), both on the part of the Eastern and Western traditions.”®” Y. Congar’s
view is confirmed by comparative research works juxtaposing the thought of
Gregory Palamas with the achievements of Augustine and Thomas Aquinas. The
rich literature on the subject undoubtedly emphasizes the existing differences
in how to understand the indivisible (as the Orthodox prefer to define it) or the
simple (in words used by Catholics) nature of God, as well as the doctrine of,
respectively, un-created or created grace. Nevertheless, these comparisons are
made in a conciliar spirit, emphasizing shared doctrinal sources and the exami-
nation of ideas in their natural, historical environment. This is precisely the tone
of articles by Ch. Journet, “Palamisme et thomisme” (1960), G. Philips “La grace
chez les Orientaux” (1972),% and J. Kuhlmann’s work Die Taten des einfachen
Gottes. Eine romisch-katholische Stellungnahme zum Palamismus (1968). The re-
lationship between Gregory Palamas’ doctrine and the works of Aquinas has also
been the focus of newer works, including A. Siemianowski’s Tomizm a palamizm
(1998), a widely recognized work by D. Bradshaw which has proven to be highly

86 V. Lossky, Mystical Theology, 5.

87 Y. Spiteris, Ostatni Ojcowie, 258. See A. Siemianowski, 56: “after a long period of
Western distrust toward the Palamite synthesis and its creator, serious attempts to re-
value the main ideas of this trend have only recently begun to appear there” It seems
that this postulate is slowly being realized - during a sermon delivered in Ephesus
in 1979, John Paul II remembered Gregory Palamas with great respect as an Eastern
Church authority. While in a statement issued in 1995 by the Pontifical Council for
Promoting Christian Unity concerning the Greek and Latin tradition about the origin
of the Spirit, the Vatican document states that Augustine’s ascribed understanding of
the Spirit as a gift of the Father’s love for the Son can also be found in the theology of
Gregory Palamas.

88 Ch. Journet, “Palamisme et thomisme: A propos d’un livre récent,” Revue Thomiste 60
(1960): 429-462; J. Kuhlmann, Die Taten des einfachen Gottes. Eine romisch-katholische
Stellungnahme zum Palamismus (Wiirzburg 1968); G. Philips, “La gréce chez les Ori-
entaux,” Ephemerides Theologicae Lovanienses 48 (1972): 37-50.
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inspiring, Aristotle East and West, Metaphysics and the Division of Christendom
(2004), in particular the chapter entitled “Palamas and Aquinas,” and B. Bucur’s
article “The Theological Research of Dionysian Apophatism in the Christian
East and West: Thomas Aquinas and Gregory Palamas” (2007).%

These scholars’ interests included references in the works of Palamas’ thought
not only to the legacy of Thomas but also to Augustine’s thoughts, and above
all to his Trinitarian theology and hamartiology. The Trinity theme presented
in this context can be found in the above-discussed articles by Golitzin and
Ritter, while J. Lossl, in his “Augustine’s On the Trinity in Gregory Palamas’ One
Hundred and Fifty Chapters,” studies the Augustinian influences visible in the
extensive work of Gregory’s The One Hundred and Fifty Chapters. The relation-
ship between Augustine’s thought and Palamas’ thought is also the focus of J. A.
Demetracopoulos’ work, Augustinus und Gregorios Palamas, published in Greek
in Athens (1997).%°

From the standpoint of Evangelical theology, the question about Palamas’ place
in ecumenical understanding was asked by Reinhard Flogaus in his extensive
work Theosis bei Palamas und Luther. Ein Beitrag zum 6kumenischen Gesprich
(1997)°! devoted to the study of deification in Gregory Palamas and Martin Lu-
ther. The German scholar tries to eliminate the polarizing meaning of Palamism
by showing, for example, that Western theology’s influence on Barlaam’s thought
was negligible during his struggle with Gregory Palamas. Although Palamas ac-
cused his opponent of being a follower of Filioque, it is known that there are also
treatises by the Calabrian in which he speaks against the doctrine of the origin of
the Holy Spirit from the Father and the Son. Such examples induced Flogaus to
put forward an extremely important argument for the ecumenical reception of
Palamism: both Palamas’ dispute with Barlaam and the subsequent conflict over
the study of energies express an internal Byzantine dispute about the possibility

89 A. Siemianowski, Tomizm a palamizm, B.G. Bucur, “The Theological Reception of
Dionysian Apophatism in the Christian East and West: Thomas Aquinas and Gregory
Palamas,” The Downside Review 125 (2007): 131-146; D. Bradshaw, Aristotle East and
West, Metaphysics and the Division of Christendom (Cambridge University Press 2004),
chapter “Palamas and Aquinas,” pp. 221-242.

90 A. Golitzin, “Dionysius;” A.M. Ritter, “Gregor Palamas als Leser des Dionysius Pseudo-
Areopagita;” J. Lossl, “Augustine’s On the Trinity in Gregory Palamas’ One Hundred
and Fifty Chapters,” Augustinian Studies 30.1 (1999): 61-82.

91 R. Flogaus, Theosis bei Palamas und Luther. Ein Beitrag zum okumenischen Gesprdich
(Gottingen 1997); Die Theologie des Gregorios Palamas - Hindernis oder Hilfe fiir die
okumenische Bewegung? (im Aufsatzband) (Berlin 1998).
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of knowing God. Intensive theological research has proved that it is possible to
agree not only on the pneumatological issue, but also on the controversy re-
lated to the concept of created and un-created grace. Flogaus mentions that in
Palamas and in contemporary Roman Catholic theology (Karl Rahner SJ), there
is content that justifies a moderate optimism regarding a common agreement
on the problem of grace. The chances of overcoming old prejudices are created
by a comparative analysis of the Doctor of Hesychasm and Augustine, whose
name has been in the diptychs of the Greek Orthodox Church since 1968. Ex-
isting questions among both the Western (Roman Catholic and Evangelical) and
Eastern churches justify the claim that the “normative expression” of Palamite
theology has not yet been explored in relation to the overall perception of Chris-
tian faith.*2

1.3 Research in Poland on Gregory Palamas’ Thought

Recently, interest in Gregory Palamas’ thought in Poland has been growing
steadily. This is due to the published translations of many of the most important
works on Orthodoxy, the Eastern tradition, and Palamas himself. The studies of
paramount importance should be mentioned here J. Meyendorft’s Byzantine The-
ology (1984) and Gregory Palamas and Orthodox Spirituality (2005), V. Lossky’s
The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church (1989), P. Evdokimov’s La Connais-
sance de Dieu selon la tradition orientale: Lenseignement patristique, liturgique
et iconographique (1996), T. SpidliK’s I grandi mistici russi (1983), T. Spidlik, I.
Gargan La spiritualita dei padri greci e orientali (1997), A. Louth The Origins of
the Christian Mystical Tradition (1997), the extensive comparative analysis with
a bibliography by P. P. Ogérek OCD entitled Mistyka chrzescijariskiego Wschodu
i Zachodu (2002), W. Beierwaltes’ Platonismus im Christentum (2003), and a
historical-philosophical study by T. Obolevitch entitled Od onomatodoksji do
estetyki. Aleksego Losiewa koncepcja symbolu (2011). Studies of detailed themes
include an extensive study of Palamite anthropology in the context of the Fathers’
tradition by G. Mantzaridis, The Deification of Man: St. Gregory Palamas and Or-
thodox Tradition (1997), and Y. Spiteris’ Palamas: La grazia e lesperienza: Gre-
gorio Palamas nella discussione teologica (2006). It is worth noting that B. Tatakis’
Byzantine Philosophy (first edition 1959), a work on Byzantium of fundamental

92 Based on the article D. Bruncz, “Grzegorz Palamas — pomoc czy przeszkoda w dialogu
ekumenicznym?;” the internet edition of Magazyn Teologiczny Semper Reformanda -
www.magazyn.ekumenizm.pl (accessed 07 June 2014).
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importance, was recently (2012) translated and published in Polish, edited and
with an extensive afterword by the renowned Polish Byzantineist Marian Wesoty,
in which he recapitulated the state of research on this field in Poland.”®

Works by Palamas that have been translated into Polish so far include frag-
ments contained in J. Naumowicz’s Filokalia. Teksty o modlitwie serca (2002), 1.
Zogas-Osadnik’s Obrona szczegétowa (Apologia dieksodikotera, 2010) and Tri-
ady. W obronie swigtych hesyhastow (2019). Detailed studies on Gregory Palamas’
thought can be found in my articles published since 1997.%* The encyclopedia of
religion, published by PWN in 2002, contains an extensive piece, authored by
me, on the thought of Gregory Palamas.*

93 B. Tatakis, Filozofia bizanty#iska, trans. S. Tokariew (Krakéw 2012), Afterword by M.
Wesoty, pp. 255-301.

94 A. Switkiewicz-Blandzi, “Préba rekonstrukcji mysli Grzegorza Palamasa w artykule
B. Krivocheine’a pt. Asketiczeskoje i bogostawskoje uczenije sw. Grigorija Palamy;’
Przeglgd Filozoficzny No. 3 (23), Nowa Seria (1997): 153-167; “Doktrynalne zrédfa
nauki Grzegorza Palamasa,” Premislia Christiana VIII (1999): 373-391; “Dzieje filo-
zoficznego i teologicznego sporu wokdt doktryny Grzegorza Palamasa na tle relacji
panstwo-koséciol w XIV-wiecznym Bizancjum,” Archiwum Historii Filozofii i Mysli
Spotecznej 45 (2000): 103-117; “Metafizyka $wiatla Grzegorza Palamasa,” Przeglgd
Filozoficzny. Nowa Seria 4 (2000): 60-68; “Notes about Denys Areopagite’s. The Eccle-
siastical Hierarchy and Its Influence on St. Maximus the Confessor’s Mystagogy,” Archiv
fiir Mittelalterliche Philosophie und Kultur 6 (Sofia 2000): 2-22.

95 A. Switkiewicz-Blandzi, “Grzegorz Palamas,” in Religia: encyklopedia PWN, Vol. 4, eds.
T. Gadacz, B. Milerski (Warszawa 2002), 279-282.






2 Pseudo-Dionysius the
Areopagite: The Person
and His Thinking

2.0 Introduction

Pseudo-Dionysius remains an undefined character; to this day, his historical
identity has not been established. He writes about himself that he was converted
after hearing the words of St. Paul in the Areopagus in Athens as confirmed in
the Acts of the Apostles.! In his writings, Pseudo-Dionysius calls St. Paul his
teacher, and he addresses letters to his alleged companions, the apostles Timothy,
John, and Titus. He claims to have witnessed the darkness that followed Christ’s
death on the cross. In his History of the Church, Eusebius of Caesarea presents
Dionysius as the first bishop of Athens. In turn, the French tradition says that
he was the apostle of the Gauls and the first bishop of Paris who was martyred
on the Montmartre hill. However, except for testimony provided by the author
of Corpus Dionysiacum himself, there is no evidence that he is the Dionysius
Areopagite from Acts. According to nineteenth-century research, terminus ante
quem is tied to references to the work of Pseudo-Dionysius appearing around
the 6th century in the third letter of Severus the Patriarch of Antioch to John
the Grammarian and in his other works: Adversus Apologiam Iuliani and Contra
additiones Iuliani, which were written between 518 and 532. We may establish
a terminus post quem based on a reference in the third chapter of De Coelesti
Hierarchia to the sung Creed. This form was introduced into the Monophysite
liturgy in 486 by Patriarch Peter the Fuller, which means that Pseudo-Dionysius’
activities can be placed at the end of the fifth century.?

1 Acts17,34fL.

2 J. Stiglmayr, “Der Neuplatoniker Proclus als Vorlage des sogenannten Dionysius Areo-
pagita in der Lehre von Ubel,” Historisches Jahrbuch 16 (1895): 253-273, 721-738; H.
Koch, “Pseudo-Dionysius Areopagita in seinen Beziehungen zum Neuplatonismus und
Mysterienwesen,” fasc. 2-3: 49-62; Koch, “Proklus als Quelle des Pseudo-Dionysius
in der Lehre vom B6sen,” Philologus 54 (1895): 438-454; Koch, “Das Aufkommen der
Pseudo-Dionysischen Schriften und ihr Eindringen in die christliche Literatur bis
zum Lateranconcil 649. Ein zweiter Beitrag zur Dionysius Frage,” IV Jahresbericht des
dffentlichen Privatgymnasiums an der Stella matutina zu Feldkirch (Feldkirch 1895), in
which H. Koch defined the terms ad quem (486) and a quo (532) for Pseudo-Dionysius
and indicated Christian Syria as the environment from which he came. Until today,
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According to the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, which summarizes
the state of research among nineteenth-century Western European scholars,
Pseudo-Dionysius is identified as a student of Proclus, probably a monk of
Syrian origin. In turn, R. Hathaway provides a list of the most probable per-
sons with whom Pseudo-Dionysius can be identified: Ammonius Saccas, Great
Dionysius, Peter the Fuller, Dionysius the Scholastic of Gaza, Severus of An-
tioch, and Sergius of Reschain.’ The Georgian researcher, Sh. Nutsubidze, and
his Belgian colleague, E. Honigmann, are the authors of a theory identifying the
Areopagite with Peter the Iberian,* and more recent studies show him to be the
Athenian scholar Damascius.” Hence, there is no consensus on the identity of
Pseudo-Dionysius, the prevailing view today being that he was a Greek, probably
a monk, active in Syria at the turn of the fifth and sixth centuries.

2.1 Scholarship on Pseudo-Dionysius’ Neoplatonism

A thorough analysis of Pseudo-Dionysius’ influence on Eastern Church theolo-
gians and philosophers is confronted by considerable difficulties, given that most
of the sources still remain unpublished.® This can be clearly seen when carefully
reading articles in which specialists’ opinions on this subject are often radically
different. With the current state of research, it is difficult to formulate final con-
clusions; at most, we can make some comments based on the published texts.
According to A. Louth,” scholars’ opinions regarding the scope and depth
of Pseudo-Dionysius’ influence on the Eastern Church’s theological and litur-
gical tradition of are extremely divided. He believes that, on the one hand, we
are dealing with publications by V. Lossky (as well as Balthasar, Epifanowicz,

this view has basically not changed. See A. Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical
Tradition: From Plato to Denys (Clarendon Press, Oxford 1983), 159-179.

3 R. Hathaway, Hierarchy and the definition of order in the letters of Pseudo-Dionysius: A
study in the form and meaning of the Pseudo-Dionysian writings (Haga—-Nijhoft 1969).

4 Sh. Nutsubidze, Mystery of Pseudo-Dionys Aréopagité (Tibilisi 1942); E. Honigmann,
Pierre I'Ibérian et les écrits du Pseudo-Denys IAreopagita (Brussels 1952).

5 C.M. Mazzucchi, “Damascio, Autore del Corpus Dionysiacum, e il dialogo Ilept
ITohitikng Emotnung,” Rassegna di scienze storiche linguistiche e filologiche 80.2
(2006): 299-334.

6 See P. Sherwood, “Influence de Pseudo-Denys en Orient,” Dictionnaire de Spiritualité
Ascétique et Mystique (Paris 1957), c. 286-318.

7  See A. Louth, Denys the Areopagite (Morehouse-Barlow 1989), 120 and note 21.
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Krivocheine and Sherwood) emphasizing this influence® and, on the other hand,
with opinions set forth by J. Meyendorff (Bornert, Dalmais, Hausherr, Zywiec),
which clearly diminish the importance of Pseudo-Dionysius’ influence.’ It seems
that A. Louth’s judgment does not fully reflect the existing state of affairs because,
as historians of philosophy belonging to so-called “modern orthodoxy” view it,
we should distinguish two issues that only apparently overlap. The first is the
problem of Pseudo-Dionysius’ Neoplatonism, and the second is the influence
of the Pseudo-Dionysian tradition on Eastern Church theologians. Indeed, it is
highly tempting to identify scholars who admit that St. Paul’s alleged disciple
was a Platonist with those who diminish the influence of his thoughts in the
Eastern tradition, and vice versa; this would equate the opponents of Neopla-
tonic influences with defenders of a position about its importance for Eastern
Orthodoxy.!? The picture thus gained is misleading, because a careful reading
of both the source texts and the aforementioned researchers’ publications draws
completely different dividing lines.

The issue of the relation between Neoplatonism and Christian tradition in
the concept put forward by Pseudo-Dionysius is a problem that has aroused
lively discussions since the appearance of pioneering works by J. Stiglmayr and

8 See S.L. Epifanowicz, Priepodobnyj Maksim Ispoviednik i Vizantijskoje Blogostavije
(Kijow 1915); V. Lossky, “Otricatielnoje Bogoslavije w Uczenii Dionizija Areopagita,”
Seminarium Kondakovianum 3 (1929): 133-144; Lossky, Apophasis and Trinitarian
Theology, Darkness and Light in the Knowledge of God, In the Image and Likeness of
God (New York 1974); B. Krivocheine, “Asketiceskoje i Bogoslavskoje Uczenije sv.
Grigorija Palamy;” Seminarium Kondakovianum 8 (1936): 99-154; P. Sherwood, The
Earlier Ambigua of Saint Maximus the Confessor and his Refutation of Origenism (Rome
1956); H.U. von Balthasar, Kosmiche Liturgie (Einsiedeln 1961).

9 See I. Hausherr, “Les grands courants de la spiritualité orientale,” Orientalia Chris-
tiana Periodica I (Rome 1935): 114-138; I. H. Dalmais, “Place de la Mystagogie de
saint Maxime le Confesseur dans la théologie liturgique byzantine,” Studia Patristica 5
(Berlin 1962): 277-283; J. Meyendorff, “Notes sur I’ influence dionysienne en Orient,”
Studia Patristica 2 (1957): 547-552; Meyendorft, Le Christ dans la pensée byzantine
(Paris 1969); R. Bornert, Les commentaires byzantins de la Divine Liturgie du Vile
au XVe siécle (Paris 1966); M. W. Zywow, “Mistagogia Maksyma Wyznawcy i rozwéj
bizantynskiej teorii obrazu,” trans. R. Mazurkiewicz, in Ikona, symbol i wyobrazenie
(Warszawa 1984), 81-105.(in Russian, in Chudozestwiennyj jazyk sredniowiekowija,
ed. W. A. Karpuszyn [Moscow 1982]).

10 Such an attitude appears, for example, in a work that is widely considered an oversim-
plification: G. Habra, “The Sources of the Doctrine of Gregory Palamas on the Divine
Energies,” Eastern Churches Quarterly 12 (1957): 244-252.
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H. Koch,!! in which Pseudo-Dionysius is considered a pagan-Neoplatonist
whose declarations that he was a Christian are purely verbal and are not at the
core of his system. Such views run contrary to many later opinions of historians
of philosophy, such as E. von Ivanka or H. Puech. Also, the works of scholars
in Orthodox Church circles (e.g. V. Lossky and E. Perl) emphasized Pseudo-
Dionysius’ clear Christian inspirations, derived from the thinking of the Cappa-
docian Fathers and the monastic tradition.!? In the body of scholarship on the
Areopagite and his work built up over almost a hundred years, we also find many
treatises presenting a greater or lesser degree of dependence of the Christian
Corpus on the Plotinian system of emanation and theurgy developed in the spirit

11 With H. Koch’s work “Pseudo-Dionysius Areopagita in seinen Beziehungen zum Neu-
platonismus und Mysterienwesen,” Forschungen zur christlichen Literatur-und Dogmen-
geschichte 1 (Mainz 1900), the belief in the nexus between Pseudo-Dionysius’ thought
and the writings of the late Neoplatonists was firmly established.

12 See H. Koch, “Pseudo-Dionysius Areopagita;” Koch, “Proklus Quelle des Pseudo-
Dionysius Ar. in der Lehre vom Bosen,” Philologus 54 (1895): 438-454; W. Siebert,
Die Metaphysik u. Ethik des Pseudo-Dionysius Areopagita (Jena 1894); E. von Ivanka,
“Der Aufbau der Schrift ‘De Divinis Nominibus’ des Pseudo-Dionysios,” Scholas-
tik 15 (1940): 386-399; H.-Ch. Puech, “La Ténebre mystique chez le Pseudo-Denys
LAréopagite et dans la tradition patristique;” Etudes Carmélitaines 23.8 (1938): 33-53.
Selected studies showing Pseudo-Dionysius’ grounding in the patristic tradition: V.
Lossky, “La notion des analogies chez Denys le pseudo-Aréopagite,” Archives d’histoire
doctrinale et littéraire du Moyen Age 5 (1930): 279-309; J. S. Romanides, “Notes on
the Palamite Controversy and Related Topics,” Greek Orthodox Theological Review
6.2 (1960/61): 186-205; A. Louth, Denys the Areopagite (Wilton 1989); A. Golitzin,
“Anarchy vs. Hierarchy? Dionysius Areopagita, Symeon New Theologian, Nicetas
Stethatos, and their Common Roots in Ascetical Tradition,” St. Vladimir’s Theological
Quarterly 38.2 (1994): 131-179; Golitzin, Et introibo ad altare dei: The Mystagogy of
Dionysius Areopagita, with Special Reference to Its Predecessors in the Eastern Chris-
tian Tradition (Saloniki 1994). Works by scholars from the Catholic Church and the
Western tradition: R. Roques, Lunivers dionysien; O. von Semmelroth, series of articles
in Scholastyk, No. 20-24 (1949); 25 (1950); 27 (1952); 28 (1953); 29 (1954); H. U. von
Balthasar, Herrlichkeit: Eine theologische Aesthetik (Einsiedeln 1962), part II, 147-214;
and one of the last works by Y. de Andia, Hendsis: l'union a Dieu chez Denys IAréopagite
(Leida-Kolonia-New York 1996); E.J.D. Perl, “Symbol, Sacrament, and Hierarchy in
Saint Dionysius the Areopagite,” Greek Orthodox Theological Review 39.3-4 (1994),
311-356; and Perl, “The Metaphysics of Love in Dionysius the Areopagite,” Journal of
Neoplatonic Studies 6.1 (1997), 45-73.

13 H. E Miiller, Dionysios, Proklos, Plotinos. Ein historischer Beitrag zur neuplatonischen
Philosophie (Miinster 1926); A. Nygren, Agape and Eros (London 1953); J.-M. Hornus,
“Quelques réflexions a propos du Pseudo-Denys I'Aréopagite et la mystique chrétienne
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of Proclus.!® Over the past 20 years, as the Areopagite’s writings were reissued
(Berlin 1990-1991)!* and numerous (re) translations were produced in English,
French, Russian and Polish, a view connecting the two poles prevailed in the
concept of “representative of a Christian version of Neoplatonism.”!> A sim-
ilar spirit permeates the considerations on Pseudo-Dionysius in E. Bréhier’s La
philosophie du moyen dge and B. Tatakis’ Byzantine Philosophy.'6 S. Swiezawski,
author of Dzieje europejskiej filozofii klasycznej, emphasizes, on the one hand,
the undeniable influences of Plotinus, Iamblichus and Proclus on Dionysian
thought and, on the other hand, its Christian roots in the patristic tradition.
What seems interesting here is the convergence of opinions so distant in time as
presented by Swiezawski (the book consists of edited lectures at the Faculty of
Philosophy of the Catholic University of Lublin in the years 1956-1972) with the
remarks of J. McEvoy (1990), who postulated that terms like “Neoplatonism” not
be used pejoratively, but as pointing to sources.!” J. M. Rist expresses himself in a

en général,” Revue d’histoire et de philosophie religeuse 27 (1947): 37-63; J. Vanneste, Le
mystére de Dieu (Brussels 1959); R. Hathaway, Hierarchy and the Definition of Order in
the Letters of Pseudo-Dionysius (Haga 1969); B. Brons, Gott und die Seienden: Unter-
suchungen zum Verhiltnis von neuplatonisher Metaphysik und christliche Tradition
bei Dionysius Areopagita (Getynga 1976); S. Gersh, From Iamblichus to Eriugena: An
Investigation of the Prehistory and Evolution of the Pseudo-Dionysian Tradition (Leida
1978); P. Rorem, Biblical and Liturgical Symbols within the Pseudo-Dionysian Syn-
thesis (Toronto 1984); Rorem, Pseudo-Dionysius: A Commentary on the Texts and an
Introduction to their Influence (Oxford-New York 1993); Rorem, J. Lamoreaux, John
of Scythopolis and the Dionysian Corpus: Annotating the Areopagite (Oxford 1998); W.
Beierwaltes, Platonismus im Christentum (Frankfurt-am-Main 1998).

14 Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, Corpus Dionysiacum 1, ed. B.R. Suchla (Berlin 1990);
Corpus Dionysiacum 11, ed. G. Heil, A.M. Ritter (Berlin 1991).

15 This concept was used by A. Kijewska in reference to Eriugena, But it seems that in
the light of the presented research, the expression perfectly reflects the attitude of the
Areopagite; see A. Kijewska, “Neoplatonizm,” 19; E. Jeauneau, “Denys LAréopagite Pro-
moteur du Néoplatonisme en Occidente,” in Néoplatonisme et philosophie médiévale.
Actes du Colloque international de Corfou (Turnhout-Louvain-La Neuve 1997), 1-23;
T. Stepien, Pseudo-Dionizy Areopagita — chrzescijanin i platonik (Warszawa 2006) (only
in Polish).

16 Basil Tatakis, Byzantine Philosophy, trans. N. ]J. Moutafakis, Indianapolis/Cam-
bridge: Hackett Publishing, 2003), 63: “In the end, Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite
did not hesitate to clothe the Christian image in the garments of Neoplatonism, with
no concern or sensitivity for this profound difference”

17 S. Swiezawski, Dzieje europejskiej filozofii klasycznej, 370 (only in Polish): “Christian or-
thodoxy dominates in the rejection of pantheistic monism, emphasizing the pluralism
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similar fashion in his highly interesting study (1992), and although he describes
the Areopagite as a Neoplatonist in a Christian’s mantle (defines his Christianity
as “dressing,” or even a “veneer” on Neoplatonism), he also states that Pseudo-
Dionysius presents a “specifically Proclusian version of Christianity.'® Generally
speaking, it is generally believed that the works of Pseudo-Dionysius should be
read in conjunction with the tradition of the Fathers, which was firmly estab-
lished at the time of Corpus Areopagiticum. Of course, the question immediately
comes up whether we can treat the writings of Gregory of Nazianzus, Basil of
Caesarea, and Gregory of Nyssa as one of the varieties of Neoplatonism. Both J.
Meyendorff!® and scholars belonging to his circle answer in the negative. They
fully share the view formulated by V. Lossky regarding the history of Byzantine
philosophy he researched:

Centuries of struggle and superhuman effort will be required to go beyond Hellenism,
by liberating it from its natural attachments and its ethnic and cultural limitation, before
it will finally become a universal from of Christian truth.?’

The work of the Church Fathers was not only about expressing faith in a lan-
guage conditioned by contemporary philosophy.?! From a purely historical point
of view, it is impossible to consider the possibility that the Fathers simply took
over terms without giving them new content. They were the ones who created
a new philosophy that was different from Aristotelianism, Platonism, and Neo-
platonism. Thanks to the Church Fathers, as J. Klinger wrote, Christianity was
immortalized and sanctified in Greek thought, and the thought of Plato and
Aristotle was transformed. In this process, this thought “passed through mys-
tical death in order to rise again not as Greek thought, but as universal thought,

and transcendence of God and its substantial difference to creatures;” see J. McEvoy,
“Neoplatonism and Christianity: Influence, Syncretism or Discernment?,” in Proceed-
ings of the First Patristic Conference at Maynooth 1990 (Dublin 1992), 160-162.

18 J.M. Rist, “Pseudo-Dionysius, Neoplatonism and the Weakness of the Soul,” in Neo-
platonism and Medieval Thought. Studies in Honour of E. Jeauneau (Leida—New York-
Kolonia 1992), 138: “If he did so regard himself, his ‘veneer’ of Christianity may be
factual enough, but he is not, as some interpreters think, merely out to prolong the life
of Neoplatonic beliefs by dressing them up as Christianity.” Ibid., 151.

19 See]. Meyendorff, “Historical Relativism and Authority of Christian Dogma,” Sbornost
5.9 (1969), 629-643.

20 V. Lossky, Vision of God (London 1963), 58.

21 See A.H. Armstrong, R. A. Markus, Wiara chrzescijatiska a filozofia grecka (Warszawa
1964); W. Hryniewicz, “Dogmat i Ortodoksja. Rozwazania ekumeniczne,” Znak 46
(1994), No. 473: 4-18; K. Le$niewski, Ekumenizm w czasie (Lublin 1995).
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becoming a symbol of the eternal truth expressed in dogmas.”??> G. Florowski
called this new philosophy, which was - as it were — the work of the Church Fa-
thers, “Christian Hellenism,” while Lossky described the process as the “Chris-
tianization of Hellenism,”** and this idea can also be found in the lectures on
Jaeger, and its broad interpretation in B. Tatakis’ Byzantine Philosophy.>*

The conclusion reached by all of the above-quoted authors is the undeniable
presence in Pseudo-Dionysius’ writings of the traditions of the Cappadocian Fa-
thers, monastic thought and the tradition of the Syrian liturgy. This prompts us
to interpret the Areopagitics more in the Christian spirit than in the Neoplatonic
spirit?® and if J. Meyendorff diminishes the influence of Pseudo-Dionysius on
the thinking of the Byzantine Church, this applies only to the fourteenth-century
writings that he studied.?® We see, then, that even scholars with contradictory
opinions agree when they express doubts about the extent to which there was
a power to shape the influence of Areopagite thought on the theology, philos-
ophy, and liturgy of the Eastern Church. An attempt to answer this question
requires that we show, based on the sources known to us, how Pseudo-Dionysius’
thoughts were received.

2.2 The Issue of the Reception of Corpus Areopagiticum
in the Eastern Church from the Sixth to the Fourteenth
Centuries

The authority of Pseudo-Dionysius in the Eastern Church has never been as
strong as in the Western tradition.?” Several factors have contributed to this fact,
but it is worth noting that neither Athanasius the Great, nor Cyril of Alexandria,
nor any of the Fathers referred to this author’s writings, so it is doubtful that they
considered him a disciple of the apostle Paul. Corpus Areopagiticum appeared at

22 J.Klinger, Tradycja starochrzescijariska w doktrynie i duchowosci Kosciotow wschodnich,
chapter “O istocie Prawostawia” (Warszawa 1983), 151.

23 See G. Florovski, “Faith and Culture,” St. Vladimirs Quarterly 4.1-2 (1955-1956);
Florovski, Creation and Redemption, chapter “Revelation, Philosophy and Theology”
(Belemont Mass. 1976), 21-34; see also K. Lesniewski, Ekumenizm, 150.

24 See W. Jaeger, Early Christianity and Greek Paideia (Cambridge 1961); B. Tatakis, Byz-
antine Philosophy, 1-11.

25 See W. Strézewski, “Problem panteizmu w De divinis nominibus Pseudo-Dionizego
Areopagity;” Roczniki Filozoficzne 5 (1957), Vol. 3: 39-59.

26 See]. Meyendorf, Notes sur influence, 547.

27 See A. Louth, Denys the Areopagite, 111-120.
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a time when the Eastern Church tradition was already formed at its core. There-
fore, it should not be surprising that in the writings of Pseudo-Dionysius, there
are ideas (mainly regarding the unknowable essence of God), the origin of which
comes from such various places as Syria and Palestine, Antioch and Alexandria.
After the Syrian liturgy, Ephrem the Syrian (373) emphasized the impenetrable
distance that separates man from God, and John Chrysostom (351-386) wrote
12 homilies on De incomprehensibili Dei natura,® denying the possibility of any
vision and direct knowledge of God. We find apophatic theology with a strong
intellectual tinge 150 years earlier in Clement of Alexandria. Clement placed it
in a Christocentric context, giving a new meaning to the notion of deification.
Origen developed both themes - 8e601¢ and the two natures in Christ, and the
doctrine of deification found its continuation in Athanasius the Great (293-373).
Only the Cappadocian Fathers established and clarified the uncertain termi-
nology. Basil of Caesarea (330-379) explained how it is possible to know God
in the Trinity and in His energies; Gregory of Nazianzus (328-379) gave shape
to anthropology and the doctrine of deification; Gregory of Nyssa (325-399)
described man’s cognitive powerlessness as “divine darkness” He also developed
the study of theophany, thus trying to reconcile the unknowable nature of God
with His knowable actions — names. In many respects related to the knowledge
of the nature of God, the Nyssenian became a precursor of Pseudo-Dionysius,
to whom, however, Christological and anthropological themes remained for-
eign. Finally, Cyril of Alexandria (370-444) introduced the so-called patristic
proof, which meant that the unanimous views of the Fathers became the un-
questionable authority in doctrinal disputes. Cyril thus made a great synthesis
of the thoughts of Athanasius, the Cappadocian Fathers and John Chrysostom.
Proof “through the Fathers” was recognized by the Council of Ephesus.?® Here
we touch upon an important problem in understanding the influence of Pseudo-
Dionysius in the Eastern Church. First of all, it is difficult to distinguish purely
Dionysian inspirations in later authors, because it is a very common phenom-
enon that theologians who directly quote Pseudo-Dionysius simultaneously
refer to the views of other Fathers - that is, “patristic evidence” that weaves a ho-
mogeneous but multi-threaded carpet. The writings of Pseudo-Dionysius were

28 John Chrystostom, “De incomprehensibili Dei natura (Contra Anomoeos),” in: Sur
1'incomprehensibilité de Dieu, in: J. Daniélou, “Sources Chrétiennes,” 28, Paris 1951),
92 -322.

29 On the extraordinary importance of the opinion of the Fathers and their role in the
Church, see J. Klinger, O istocie, 151; K. Le$niewski, Ekumenizm, 134-146.
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also shaped by monastic life not only through the Syrian liturgy and the tradition
of the Fathers (Athanasius, the Cappadocian Fathers, and John Chrysostom), but
also through the influence of Evagrius and Macarius of Egypt. Evagrius Ponti-
cus (345-399), a disciple of Origen, divided spiritual development into pdxtikn
(ascetic life that frees one from passion and leads to dnaBeia), puown (know-
ledge of nature through Adyot) and Bedhoyia (knowledge of divine things at its
culmination is the contemplation of the Trinity). His intellectual tone of his con-
siderations clearly separated him from Macarius of Egypt, the author The Fifty
Spiritual Homilies.>® According to the Coptic Apoftegma, he was the one who
created the tradition of “Jesus Prayer” and the theory of the state of Hesychasm.
In the teachings of Macarius, there is even a mention of the “mysticism of light,”
thanks to which man can gain individual knowledge of God. Macarius, how-
ever, did not specify the nature of this vision. Both directions — mysticism of the
heart combined with intellectual mysticism - were synthesized by Diadochos
of Photiki.*! Elements of the Evagrian doctrine of “prayer of the mind,”*? which
in Macarius’ thinking becomes “prayer of the heart,” can be found in Pseudo-
Dionysius in the description of the stages of the change of mind necessary to
come to know God. It consists of three consecutive steps: the mind adjusts itself
to inner feelings, then it turns to itself, and finally, through prayer, it elevates it-
self to God. Pseudo-Dionysius’ Divine Names is also a description of that path
of self-knowledge of the mind, of ascent and development, the culmination of
which is mystical theology - that is, true knowledge, contemplation of the deity’s
inexpressible essence.

2.3 Doctrinal Commentary: “Scholia” by John of
Scythopolis
and “Mystagogia” by Maximus the Confessor

We see the direct influence of Corpus Areopagiticum on the writings of the Eastern
Church theologians mainly in the commentaries, Scholia and texts in which the
words of Pseudo-Dionysius are quoted, though always with commentary or ex-
planation. However, so far we do not know the theological or philosophical text

30 Macarius of Egypt, Opuhion mvevpatikai, PG 34, 235-62; 405-968.

31 Diadochos, Capita centum de perfectione spirituali, PG 65.

32 This is a state in which the mind, free from all activity stimulated by perceptions and
passions, turns towards itself. See Evagrius, De Oratione, PG 79, 84; Macarius of Egypt,
Homilia I, XI, XV, Die 50 geistlichen Homilien des Makarios (Leipzig 1961).
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in which we can note the influence of Pseudo-Dionysius’ thoughts on the shap-
ing of the entire doctrine.

The first known commentary on the writings of Pseudo-Dionysius, the so-
called Scholia, were compiled by John of Scythopolis before 532 AD.* He tried
to defend the doctrine of the author of the Areopagitics against the accusations
directed at the Monophysites. Indeed, Pseudo-Dionysius’ writings may have
seemed heterodox and inconsistent with the Council of Chalcedon, since their
tone was too clearly heretical. Work on the commentary by John of Scythopolis
was undertaken by Maximus the Confessor (580-662), who continued Scholia.*
It was Maximus, by cleansing suspicions of Monophysical heresy, who saved
Pseudo-Dionysius for Eastern Orthodoxy and ensured that his writings would
be included in the sequence of both philosophical, theological and liturgical tra-
ditions. It happened not only because of the Scholias, but above all because of the
entire theology, cosmology and anthropology of Maximus the Confessor, which
he laid out primarily in the works Mystagogia and Ambiguorum liber,>> which
was a commentary on the works of Pseudo-Dionysius and Gregory of Nyssa. At
the heart of Maxim’s philosophical and theological system is the doctrine of the
Cappadocian Fathers, the Christology of Cyril and the spirituality of Macarius
and Evagrius, and it was from Pseudo-Dionysius that he adopted a subtle anal-
ysis of reality. Influenced by Areopagitics, he deepened the apophatic theology
of the Fathers and the understanding of the hierarchy of heavenly creatures. In
the spirit of Pseudo-Dionysius, he developed the Evagrian-Macarian triad of pu-
rification - enlightenment - improvement (teAeiwoig) and pursued the matter
of knowing God through ecstatic love. In his comments, Maximus the Confessor
placed great emphasis on all the consequences stemming from the dogma of the
Incarnation of Christ. As a result, he used the terminology of Pseudo-Dionysius,
which took on a strictly Christian meaning. In Maximus’ interpretation, the fact
of incarnation is not one of the many divine appearances (np6odog) through
which one knowable aspect of divinity is revealed to people. It is the person of
Christ that guarantees, for Maximus, the possibility of deification. It is because of

33 See H.U. von Balthasar, “Das Scholienwerk des Johannes von Scythopolis,” Scholastik
15 (1940): 16-38..

34 Maximus the Confessor, Scholia, PG 4, 527-576. Hans Urs von Balthasar suggested that
John was the author of much of Maximus the Confessor’s scholia; see Hans Urs von
Balthasar, Das Scholienwerk des Johannes von Scythopolis (Esch & Company 1940). For
a broad discussion of this matter, see P. Sherwood, The Earlier Ambigua..., Excersus I,
Note on the Scholiasts of the Pseudo-Denis, pp. 117-12.

35 PG91,657-717.
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being in Christ, in a way both perfect and unabashed, of the divine and human
nature, and of the energies that permeate them. It is a deified humanity that
has in no way lost its human qualities. For the author of Mystagogy, the goal of
human existence is to return to Christ, understood as participation in His dei-
fied nature permeated by the common energy of the Father and the Spirit. Thus,
the Dionysian term for return to God (¢motpogr]) took on a new character. First
of all, the whole person participates in it as a psycho-physical unity. Maximus
tries to reduce the distance between the body and the soul, in a way character-
istic of Pseudo-Dionysius. This return then takes place through a lively and con-
scious participation in the liturgy, which is a true meeting with God. Maximus’
understanding of communion sheds its symbolic character and becomes a real
revelation of the true God. Thus, man is not subject to necessity, he becomes a
“wandering rung” in the hierarchy of beings. His meeting with God takes place
through grace and individual effort, since Christ came to each person directly.
The meaning of life becomes a return to God understood as a divinity:

In the same way in which the soul and the body are united, God should become acces-
sible for participation by the soul and through the soul’s intermediary by the body in
order that the soul might receive an unchanging character and the body immortality;
and finally that the whole man should become God deified by the grace of God-become-
man becoming whole man—soul and body—by nature and becoming whole God—soul
and body—by grace.>

These thoughts were emphatically expressed in Maximus’ most mature work,
the above-mentioned Ambiguorum liber. They are also reflected in his earlier
treatise, Mystagogy, in which the author openly and purposefully refers to De
Coelesti Hierarchia. Among the works by Maximus most frequently quoted by
Palamas are Ambiguorum liber and Centuria gnostica. Although Mystagogy is
quoted in The Triads only twice, it is a very important text and well known to
Palamas, because it is the first full interpretation of the Byzantine liturgy of the
Constantinople rite.” It was created between the years 628 and 630, and - as a

36 Maximus the Confessor, Ambiguorum liber 7, PG 91, 1088 C; cited in J. Meyendorff,
Byzantine Theology, 192.

37 See. R. Bornert, Les commentaires byzantins, 82-123; 1. H. Dalmais, Place de la Myst-
agogie, 277-283; A. Louth, Maximus the Confessor (London-New York 1996), 28-33,
63-81; A. Riou, Le monde et l’Eglise selon Maxime le Confesseur (Paris 1973), 103-170;
H. Wybrew, The Orthodox Liturgy (New York 1990), 67-103. Among the works by
Maximus most often cited by Palamas are Ambiguorum liber (PG 91) and Centuria
gnostica (PG 90). Mystagogia (PG 91) is cited twice, fragments 5, 681B and 7, 688B.
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commentary explaining to fellow monks, this liturgical form touches on a whole
spectrum of various issues. The Mystagogy is reflected in Maximus® theology
based on the tradition of Scripture, the Fathers, and Ecumenical Councils; on the
writings of Evagrius Ponticus and Diadochos of Photiki; on Macarius’ homilies,
the dogmatism of the Cappadocian Fathers, and the Areopagitics.

The work consists of two parts preceded by an introduction: the first section
(chapters 1-7) is devoted to Church symbolism, and the second section (chap-
ters 8-23) contains an interpretation of the liturgy. The Mystagogy’s main goal is
to provide a complete theological commentary on the Eucharistic rite. For this
reason, Maximus relies entirely on the Eucharistic commentary made by Pseudo-
Dionysius in the third part of De Coelesti Hierarchia. At the same time, Maximus
states with great reverence that since such a great mind has already done this
work, Mystagogy will not repeat the previously presented way of reasoning.>® The
term pvotaywyia is often replaced with the word “contemplation” (Bewpia), and
although in this case both mean introduction, preparation for the mystery, the
latter is more often used to denote particular steps leading to union with God
(communion). Thus, Maximus writes about the contemplation of Scripture ()
ypagukr) Bewpia), liturgy and theology. ®eoloyikr| puotaywyia is the crowning
achievement of the spiritual knowledge of the noetic world to which minds are
raised through natural knowledge of the world (puowkr| Bewpia), knowledge of
the true reasons behind things (Adyot), and contemplation of liturgical symbols
(ovupolkn Bewpia).

The presence of the Areopagite tradition in Maximus’ views is beyond dispute,
though as R. Bornert and M.W. Zywow argue,* Maximus repeatedly presents
the thoughts of the author of Corpus with additional commentary. This phe-
nomenon is most clearly visible in the second part of Mystagogy (8-23), when
Maximus explains the liturgy and comments on it at length. As a starting point,
Maximus accepts the Areopagite’s cosmology when he writes that the world cre-
ated by God is divided into a spiritual world, consisting of intelligible and incor-
poreal natures (¢ vogp@®v kai dowpdtwv ovolwv), and a sensual and corporeal

38 “But since the symbols of the sacred celebration of the holy synaxis have also been
considered by the most holy and truly divine interpreter Dionysius the Areopagite in
a manner which is worthy of his great mind in his treaties Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, it
should be known that the present work will not repeat these same things nor will it
proceed in the same manner.” Maximus the Confessor, Selected Writings, trans. G. C.
Berthold (New Jersey: Paulist Press, 1985), 184.

39 See R. Bornert, Les commentaires byzantins, 83-125, 267-268. See also M. W. Zywow,
“Mistagogia Maksyma Wyznawcy i rozwdj bizantynskiej teorii obrazu,” 85-92.
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nature (kai 8tov aai Btov alantov). cwpatikov). Both levels exist in relation to
each other in that the noetic and sensory levels are presented as isomorphic.*
In this way, any material object can be regarded as a symbol of a noetic object.
Such a system makes it possible to explain the liturgy through a set of symbolic
actions on symbolic objects that enable man to ascend to participation in the di-
vine reality. This comes as the result of a Christocentric approach to the liturgy
(contemplation not of noetic beings, but of Christ himself in Christ), historicism
(emphasis on the moment of the real repetition and duration of the history of
salvation in the liturgy, in this one cosmic moment), and eschatology (history
leads to salvation, the liturgy of the catechumens to the liturgy of the faithful).
These differences boil down to the constantly expressed conviction that deifica-
tion and Incarnation in the liturgy is real. Maximus consistently deals with pro-
viding explanations for the nature of Christ, which for him - as in the treatise of
“The Great Dionysius” - is the principle and cause of all processes taking place in
the world. However, he does not stop - as his master did - with a statement about
the incarnation of the Logos, which took on human form without undergoing
any change. Maximus’ doctrine goes beyond admiration for this mystery and
tries to present it using the formulas of the Council of Chalcedon.*! He clearly
states that there is, in the one person of Christ, the divine and human nature,
so that the incarnate Logos is permanently permeated by two energies and two
wills proper to both natures, operating no confusion. The mystical union of the
two unchanged natures and their wills, in the one undivided person of Christ,
constitutes the paradigm of Maximus’ cosmos; it is the principle and model of
the process of unifying all creation under the influence of divine actions. The di-
vided material world is reunited thanks to the connection of the Logos and Aéyot
contained in creatures:

God realizes this union among natures of things without confusing them but in less-
ening and bringing together their distinction ... in relationship and union with himself
as cause, principle, and end.*?

40 See Maximus the Confessor, Mystagogia, PG 91, 2,699A.

41 The Council of Chalcedon took place in 451 AD. One of its achievements was the
condemnation of the Monophysites and the expulsion of two advocates of this heresy,
Eutyches and Dioscorus. See: J. L. Gonzalez, A History of Christian Thought Volume
II: From Augustine to the Eve of the Reformation (Abingdon Press, Nashville 2010),
76-107.

42 Maximus the Confessor, Mystagogia, PG 91, 2, 668 C; and further: tf] mpog é¢atov
wg aitiav kal apxnv kal TéAog, Avapopd Te Kal EVWoel Tapaplvwoduevos Te kal
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The Christological perspective of Maximus’ writings means that the world, in
order to regain its lost unity, needs no integrating hierarchy uniting, no gradual
acquisition of knowledge and symbolic treatment of the sacraments. All people
are gathered in the person of Christ through the sacrament of communion that
unites them. The second of the divine persons, through his dual nature, gathers
mankind without violating human nature; this mutual relationship is thus kept
in perfect harmony.

Maximus’ the concept of deification (Béwoig) finds its source, no doubt, in
the treatise of Pseudo-Dionysius, the author who makes it “the supreme goal of
every hierarchy” and understands it as a search for spiritual knowledge, a pro-
cess of mental ascension. The deification of man is similarly the central theme
of the Mystagogy, but at the same time it is placed in a completely different con-
text. Maximus’ Christ-centered orientation allows him to regard deification as
“the supreme goal of every human being” because the deified nature of Christ,
permeated with the energies of the Father and the Spirit, is a condition for di-
rect contact with the communicable “part” of the divine essence. Placing the
problem of deification in a new context means that, although the influence of
Pseudo-Dionysius remains indisputable, the optics of the issues raised change.
Therefore, Maximus thinks it is necessary to undertake a broad discussion of
anthropology, a motif absent from the Hierarchy. According to Maximus, every
human being is a composition of soul and body, elements that are inseparably
connected with each other (kal ovy 6Aov pév 100 avBpwmov, Tod Yxig kai
odpatog katd ovvBeoiv enu ovveoT®Tog).** For a more complete explanation
of this issue, Maximus draws parallels between the structure of the church (Myst.,
4), the Scriptures (Myst., 6), the words (Myst., 7) as an image of man, and vice
versa, he shows a reflection of these elements in man’s composition. By making
a range of distinctions between the different parts of the soul, he takes the mind
as the supreme part and likens it to a church altar, the soul as a whole to the
sanctuary, and the body to the nave. All parts of the church constitute an integral
whole in relation to the entire structure of the building, much like all parts of a
human being relate to one another and constitute one with the human person.
The body is enlightened by spiritual knowledge acquired by holding to the com-
mandments. On the other hand, the soul is led to God by the natural contem-
plation of “reason” (Adyot), while the summit of divine revelations can only be

Tavtaomolovuevog. Maximus the Confessor, Selected Writings, trans. G.C. Berthold
(Paulist Press, New Jersey 1985), 188.
43 Maximus the Confessor, Mystagogia, PG 91, 5, 672 D.
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reached through the “altar of the mind.*** Maximus further states that man in his
complexity was created in the image and likeness of God,* therefore God is the
image of man, and man is the image of God. This reciprocal pattern is the key
to understanding Maximus’ concept of deification. It assumes that man, because
of his inner shape, is naturally oriented to a search for his prototype, and at the
same time the incarnate Word initiates God’s turn to his creation: “Jesus my God
and Savior, who is completed by me who I am saved, brings me back to himself.*®
Discovering the image of God contained in man takes place not only through
mental reflection, but also, and equally importantly, through virtuous practices
and observance of God’s commandments. God thus comes and reveals himself
to creation through grace and actions (energies), and thus the human person
becomes a meeting place; permeated with divine energies, he becomes deified.
The outstanding scholar of Maximus’ writings, Lars Thunberg, concludes: “di-
vine incarnation in the virtues and human fixity in God are two sides of the same
process of deification through which God is thus revealed in man”*” Maximus
seems to be under the heavy influence of Pseudo-Dionysius when he writes that
only the soul has the ability to transcend itself, to attain the highest knowledge of
God, when, through abstraction, it detaches itself from sensory impressions and
sees only noetic reality. The author of Mystagogy adds, in the Areopagite’s spirit,
that the soul is ready for deification not by acquiring divine, enlightening know-
ledge, but through the grace and prayer it has received. Then it is truly prepared
to receive God, who

takes it [the soul] up becomingly and fittingly as only he can, penetrating it completely
without passion and deifying all of it and transforming it unchangeably to himself. Thus,
as says the very holy Dionysius the Areopagite, it becomes the image and appearance of
the invisible light.*

44 Maximus the Confessor, Mystagogia, PG 91, 4, 672 C; Maximus the Confessor, Selected
Writings, 190.

45 Maximus the Confessor, Mystagogia, PG 91, 4, 672 B; @¢ eikova kai dpoiwotv
brapyovoav Tod kat eikova Oeod kal Opoiwoty yevopévov avBpamov.

46 Maximus the Confessor, Mystagogia, PG 91, 5, 676B; Incodv pév tov ¢uov Oeov kal
Zwtiipa copmAnpwdévta 8U épod cwlopévov, Tpog Eavtov émavdyel. Maximus the
Confessor, Selected Writings, 192.

47 L. Thunberg, Microcosmos and Mediator (Lund 1965), 135.

48 Maximus the Confessor, Mystagogia, PG 91, 23, 701 C; por. kai ana®dg éavtov
&VIEVTOG, kal OAnv Beomou|oavtog wg elvat, kabwg nowv 6 mavaylog Apeomayitng
Awov0o106..., Maximus the Confessor, Selected Writings, p. 206.
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The liturgy according to Maximus represents God’s redemptive plan from the
moment of incarnation through the second coming of Christ and Final Judg-
ment. The entrance of the bishop to the temple is a figure of the first appearance
of Christ in the body. Through his human life, he released the human race from
corruption and death. The entrance of the faithful to the temple together with
the bishop means the transition from ignorance to faith, from error to the recon-
sideration of God. At the same time, we see that the turn toward God depends
not only on the activity of Christ, but also the free will of man. Everyone, even
a murderer or a thief, can start his return through voluntary life changes by
practicing virtues and following the commandments. The goal and effect of the
ritual of reading the Psalms and the Scriptures in general is to prepare believers
to celebrate the mystery. Like Pseudo-Dionysius, Maximus interprets it as a way
of joining God. However, the author of Mystagogy then recommends abandon-
ing the mediation of hierarchy and Scripture (OmepBag 1o ypéppa) and open
the soul to the grace of the Spirit. As a result, a person will find the real wisdom
contained in his heart, which is already penetrated by divine energies. Gregory
Palamas maintains the following in the context of highlighting the superiority
of the direct vision of the light over gradually transferred knowledge: If anyone
turns out to be absolutely worthy, he will find within himself a God etched into
tablets of his heart through the grace of the Spirit.*

For Maximus, the most important of the sacraments, communion (gathering
as one — ovvafig), has a special meaning. He treats it as the pinnacle of man’s
mystical ascent to God, as a union beyond knowledge and understanding. The
act of communion is the summary of the entire economy of salvation, because
the incarnate Logos gathers human nature within itself (i.e. transformation into
oneself, petamolodoa pdg avthv),>® without absorbing it or altering its essence;
it allows for participation in divine light (i.e. the transmissible “part” of the di-
vine nature): “There they behold the light of the invisible and ineffable glory”>!
Man, being wholly permeated with divine energies, becomes god through grace
(kata v xapwv Beovg). His union with Christ is accomplished through being

49 Maximus the Confessor, Mystagogia, PG 91, 7, 688B; @ &l Tig ¢vtog d&log yevéobat
pavroetal, TOV Oedv avtdv edpn ot Taig mhadl Thg kapdiag Eyyeypappévoy S Tig év
mvevpatt xapttog. See Gregory Palamas, Triades, 1, 3, 41.

50 Maximus the Confessor, Mystagogia, PG 91, 21, 697A; Ka® 6v deavodg kal
dnepapprTov SOENG TO PG EVONTEDOVTEG.

51 Maximus the Confessor, Mystagogia, PG 91, 21, 697A., Maximus the Confessor,
Selected Writings, 203.
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the true son of God: “so that they also can be and be called gods by adoption
through grace because all of God entirely fills them and leaves no part of them
empty of his presence.”>?

Maximus adds a completely new thought to the Dionysian structure, namely
the corporal aspect of man. M. W. Zywow, a scholar of Maximus’ theology, writes
in the conclusion of his considerations on Mystagogy:

the material, the body, is deification, that is, to receive the divine energies; the deification
of the body is one aspect of the salvation of the cosmos and man. ... It became possible
thanks to the Incarnation of Christ, thanks to His adoption of the image of man, thanks
to the perichoresis of the divine and human nature in Christ.*?

2.4 Corpus Areopagiticum in the Byzantine Liturgy and
Patristic Thought

Maximus™ writings occupied an enormously important place in the Eastern
Church tradition. We are convinced of their importance not only through the
monk Nicodemus the Hagiorite’s Philokalia,>* which contain extensive quota-
tions of Maximus’ works, but also by the dominant influence of his Mystagogy
on the Byzantine liturgy.>> However, one cannot say that the works of Pseudo-
Dionysius had such an influence. Contrary to claims made by A. Louth,* the
above-mentioned works of I. H. Dalmais and R. Bornert show that the argument
that Corpus had a broad influence on the liturgy is not justified in the source
material. We find confirmation of these opinions in the fundamental study of
issues tied to the Byzantine liturgy by H. Paprocki. Analyzing the structure of

52 Maximus the Confessor, Mystagogia, PG 91, 21, 697A;"Qote kal avtog SvvacBat eivai
Te kol kakeloOal B¢oel katd Thv xdpLy Beovg, Sia TOV adTovG GAws Tpnpwoavta SAov
®e0v. Maximus the Confessor, Selected Writings, 203.

53 M. W. Zywow, “Mistagogia’ Maksyma Wyznawcy i rozwéj bizantynskiej teorii
obrazu,” in Ikona, symbol i wyobrazenie, trans. R. Mazurkiewicz (Warszawa 1984),
101 (Russian version: Chudozestwiennyj jazyk sredniowiekowija, ed. W. A. Karpuszyn
[Moscow 1982]); for more on this topic, see I. H. Dalmais, Mystére liturgique, 57-58; J.
Daniélou, “Apocatastase chez s. Gregoire de Nysse,” Recherches de science reli- gieuse
30 (1940): 347; A. Riou, Le monde et I'Eglise selon, 98-107; P. Sherwood, The Earlier
Ambigua, 216-221.

54 See Filokalia (Wenecja 1784) (English translation: Palmer, Sherrad, Ware, The Philo-
kalia. The Complete Text, 2 Vol. (London 1981).

55 See L. H. Dalmais, Place de la Mystagogie, 277-283; R. Bornert, Les commentaires byz-
antins, 102-103.

56 SeeA. Louth, Denys, 116-117.
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the Byzantine church and the role played by the narthex in the liturgy of cate-
chumens, Paprocki notices that it is a mistake to rely on the testimony of Pseudo-
Dionysius, because he described the rites of the Syrian liturgy, not the Byzantine
liturgy.>” These conclusions find confirmation in the work of the archaeologist
and art historian P. Mathews.”® The Syrian liturgy is reflected in the construction
of the church, because through the architectural layout and successively applied
curtains and divisions it emphasizes the importance of hierarchy and the un-
knowability of God. Mathews, after examining the preserved plans of churches
in Constantinople, stated that the Syrian rite described in Pseudo-Dionysius’ De
Coelesti Hierarchia could not be applied in the churches under study. Certainly,
this issue requires further detailed research. Similar doubts are raised by asser-
tions®® about the Areopagite’s influence on the Byzantine liturgy through the
work Ecclesiastical History and Mystical Contemplation® attributed to Germanus
of Constantinople. This quasi-official explanation of the Divine Liturgy for the
Byzantine Christian world has been thoroughly studied by R. Bornert,’! who
shows that, above all, it is difficult to say whether the line of the History was dom-
inant in the Byzantine liturgy until the fourteenth century, if only in the sense
that Maximus’ Mystagogy was much more read and studied, and the number
of preserved manuscripts strongly exceeds the History. Besides, Bornert notes
that the History represents a Byzantine type of commentary, emphasizing as it
does the concrete fact of the history of Salvation and assuming the relationship
between liturgical acts and Christ’s earthly life. At the same time, he writes that
both works maintain a common doctrinal line, one which is much more realistic
than we find in Pseudo-Dionysius’ interpretation of the term “symbol” in relation

57 See H. Paprocki, Le Mystére de 'Eucharistie. Genese et interprétation de la liturgie eucha-
ristique byzantine, trans. E. Lhoest (Paris 1993), 143-144: “Depuis le XVIIe siécle,
les byzantinistes proclamaient que le narthex était destiné aux catéchumeénes et aux
penitents. Cest une erreur méthodologique. Car pour l'affirmer, on se fonde sur le
témoigne du Pseudo-Denys de 'Aréopage, qui décrit la liturgie syrienne et non la
liturgie byzantine”

58 See P. Mathews, The Early Churches of Constantinople, Architecture and Liturgy
(Pennsylvanian 1980).

59 See A. Louth, Denys, 116-117.

60 Historia ecclesiastica et mystica contemplatio, PG 98, 39-454; “Germanus of Constan-
tinople, Ecclesistical History and Mystical Contemplation in: On the Divine Liturgy,
trans. J. Meyendorff (St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, NY 1984), 55-107.

61 See R. Bornert, Les commentaires byzantins, 125-179.
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to the Eucharist liturgy.®? Bornert emphasizes that the Pseudo-Dionysian system
could never be accepted into the Byzantine liturgy, in which the Neoplatonic un-
derstanding of the sacraments was always corrected by reference to the history
of the economy of Salvation.®?

Among the mystics of Maximus' time, the best commentator on monastic
spirituality was John Climacus (525-605), the author of The Ladder of Divine
Ascent.% His reflections on the weaknesses that threaten monks, contained in
30 chapters (rungs), have been widely read, translated into many languages. The
last part entitled To the Pastor, which is an appendix addressed to John, Abbot of
Raithu, testifies to the clear influence of Pseudo-Dionysius, but also Gregory of
Nazianzus.®® It seems, however, that John Climacus was directly inspired by his
own experiences of spiritual life.

We detect the clear tradition of the Areopagitics in the theological works of
John of Damascus (640-749). And yet, a detailed analysis is required to see to
what extent it is a direct influence of the Areopagite’s thoughts, and to what ex-
tent it is tied to Maximus, who for John is an unquestionable authority. John of
Damascus’s An Exact Exposition of the Orthodox Faith® contains a synthesis of
the entire tradition that preceded it, in which the thought of Pseudo-Dionysius
had gained considerable importance. Writing about God, John follows in the

62 See Pseudo-Dionysius, De eccleciastica hierarchia 111, 13; R. Roques comments on
this fragement in the following way: “Denys ne présente jamais formallement la com-
munion eucharistique com- me une participation au corps et au sang de Sauver. ...
11 faut donc reconnaitre que Denys envisage plus volontiers la communion eucharis-
tique comme une participation a I’ Un ... que comme une participation a '’humanité
du Christ;” R. Roques, LUnivers dionysien. Structure hiérarchique du monde selon le
Pseudo-Denys (Paris 1954), 269.

63 See R. Bornert, Les commentaires byzantins, 268: “Jamais le systeme dionysien ne fut
accepté tel quel par la mystatgogie byzantine. La platonisme sacramentaire fut tou-
jours corrigé par la vision historique d’une économie divine dans le temps;” see J.
Meyendorft, Byzantine Theology, 133.

64 Jan Klimak, K\ipa€, PG 88, 631-1210.

65 See P. Evdokimov, Poznanie Boga w Kosciele wschodnim, trans. A. Liduchowska
(Krakow 1996), 57. French original: Paul Evdokimov, La connaissance de Dieu Selon la
tradition orientale (Lyon 1967, reprint; Desclée de Brouwer, 1988).

66 John of Damascus, De fide orthodoxa, PG 94; [John of Damascus, The Fountain
of Wisdom, part 3: An Exact Exposition of the Orthodox Faith (Ekdosis akribes tés
Orthoddxou Pisteds); Exposition of the Orthodox faith, transl, Reverend SDF Salmond,
in Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers. 2nd Series, vol 9 (Oxford: Parker,
1899) [reprint Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1963].
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footsteps of the Areopagitics and firmly confirms that the divine nature is un-
knowable. He believes that only his actions, God’s powers given ad extra, re-
main within the sphere of human cognition. In terms of deification, however, he
clearly follows Maximus when he writes that in a transformed humanity, people
will be able to see the energies — the light of God - and thus participate directly in
Him. John of Damascus’s presents the knowledge of God with a Christocentric
approach, and the one who reveals the Son and - at the same time - initiates the
Béwoig process, is the Spirit.” This is clearly a motif taken from the Alexandrian
school (Cyril of Alexandria), alien to the Antiochian and Syrian traditions from
which Pseudo-Dionysius came.

During the iconoclastic disputes,®® the defenders of icons, with John of Da-
mascus® and Theodore the Studite’® at the forefront, developed a theology of
the visible symbol of the invisible reality that participates in this symbol. These
themes lead us to Pseudo-Dionysius’ reflections on unity and differentiation in
the nature of God. In the Divine Names (2) he reflects on the antinomy between
the notions that God is inaccessible in his existence and that he is knowable
through energies imparted to people. Pseudo-Dionysius writes that God tran-
scends all known and ideal existence, that there are no proper names for Him,
neither now or in the future; he emphasizes that there are no words or images to
represent His essence. Pseudo-Dionysius calls this essence of God - who, being
the cause of all creation, remains unknowable to him - God in and of Himself.
On the other hand, he claims that under the name of the Good, God makes him-
self available and reveals himself to the world. The Areopagite describes manifes-
tations of the Good in the world using the well-known term “movement toward”
(mpd080g), he also calls them “energies” (¢vépyeia) or “powers” (Svvapig). We
know God in creatures permeated with His energies, which, like rays of light,
pour out of the divine essence and penetrate all levels of the hierarchy of being.
The antinomy, which is the distinction in God of an unknowable essence and
knowable energies that cause no divisions in Him (8takptoig), is possible only

67 See P. Evdokimov, Poznanie Boga w Kosciele wschodnim, 62-63.

68 See L.Ouspensky, Theology of the Icon (St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1978), 48-142.

69 Orationes pro sacris imaginibus, PG 94; Three Treatises on the Divine Images. Popular
Patristics, trans. Andrew Louth (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2003);
see also U. R. Jeck, “Ps.-Dionysius Areopagites und der Bilderstreit in Byzanz. Uber-
legungen zur Dionysiosrezeption des Joannes von Damaskos,” Hermeneia. Zeitschrift
fur ostkirchliche Kunst 8.2 (1992): 71-80.

70 See Jeck, “Die Bilderlehre des Theodoros Studites und Ihre Areopagitischen Wurzeln,”
Studia Mediewistyczne 32 (1997), 7-22.
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because of the supra-essential (bmepovaidtntog) nature of God. This position
taken by Pseudo-Dionysius allowed defenders of icons to recover from the heavy
accusation of idolatry made against them by the iconoclasts. This accusation was
based on the belief that the icon (image) was identical and co-essential with its
pre-image, and this belief was, in turn, strongly rejected by Theodore the Studite,
who emphasized the impenetrable distance that separates the world of creatures
from the inherently unknowable God:

... no one could be so foolish as to think that reality and its shadow ... the prototype and
its representation, the cause and the consequence are by nature ... identical.”!

It is the energies that make icons worthy of the highest veneration and make
them the medium through which the deity is revealed to men. Icons are per-
meated with divine powers, not because they represent the divine nature, but
because they represent a person in whom the divine and human nature endures
in an unmixed and undivided manner. Thus, the deified humanity of Christ, the
Mother of God and the saints - i.e. human nature permeated with divine ener-
gies — becomes a part of the icon. John of Damascus puts it this way: “So material
things, on their own, are not worthy of veneration, but if the one depicted is full
of grace, then they become participants in grace, on the analogy of faith7?

Thus, the icon differs in essence from its divine prototype, in its nature in-
conceivable and unknowable, but it is similar to that prototype because of the
pre-image’s energies that permeate it. How icons are worshiped will therefore
be different from the worship that is due to a supernatural God. The Seventh
Ecumenical Council in 787 stated, in the form of a dogma, that “the image, or
icon, since it is distinct from the divine model, can be the object only of a rel-
ative veneration or honor, not of worship which is reserved for God alone.”
So the interpretation of Pseudo-Dionysian thought made by Maximus the Con-
fessor gains strength again. The distinction between the unknowable essence and
the knowable energies seen in the Christocentric context allowed him to state
that it was Christ’s deified humanity that became the condition for the mutual

71 Theodore the Studite, PG 99, 341 B; cited in L. Ouspensky, Theology of the Icon, 150.

72 John of Damascus, De imaginibus oratio, PG 94, c. 1264; Three Treatises on the Divine
Images, trans. Andrew Louth (Crestwood, NY: 2003), 43. We need to remember that in
Eastern theology, grace is identified with divine energy, which has the power to deify
human nature.

73 Sacrorum conciliorum nova et amplissima collectio, wyd. ].D. Mansi, Florence-Venice-
Paris), 1759-1927, 13, 377D., see Meyendorfl, Byzantine Theology, 40.
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interpenetration of the image and the pre-image. Therefore, M. W. Zywow, in the
conclusion of his study, could write:

The icon cult theory ... is a special case of the general theory of the image, the devel-
opment of which, continuing the teaching of the Cappadocian Fathers, radically trans-
formed Neoplatonic views and theorems (Evagrius, Pseudo-Dionysius), leading them to
the main, Christocentric-soteriological current of patristic thinking.”*

In the eleventh century we note a case in which the thought of Pseudo-
Dionysius was developed in an extremely detailed way, by Niketas Stethatos
(1005-1080), a student and biographer of Symeon the New Theologian. This is
all the more surprising because Symeon, one of the greatest authorities on mo-
nastic life who developed the doctrine of deifying light, manifests in his work no
influence at all from the Pseudo-Dionysian tradition. Niketas’ work On the Hier-
archy,” in terms of dependence on the Areopagite’s writings, has been carefully
analyzed and commented on by A. Louth.”® Niketas’ Hierarchy, however, in no
way influenced either Eastern Orthodoxy’s liturgy or its theology.””

Many researchers, including J. Meyendorft, believe that Pseudo-Dionysius’ re-
ception in the Eastern tradition took place not directly, but through the “Chris-
tian filter” of Maximus and his works.

At the same time, this conclusion seems to be an answer to the question
about the possibility of Pseudo-Dionysius’ significant, doctrinal influence on the
thought of the Eastern Church. However, bearing in mind that works already
published require new thorough (comparative) studies, and that most manu-
scripts are waiting to published, we can conclude that the question of Pseudo-
Dionysius’ influence on Eastern Church thought remains open.

74 M. W. Zywow, Mistagogia Maksyma Wyznawcy, 102.

75 Niketas Stethatos, Opuscules et Lettres, ed. and trans. J. Darrouzes (Paris: Sources Chré-
tiennes 81, 1961).

76 See A. Louth, Denys, 117-119.

77 See A. Wenger, “Niketas Stethatos,” in Dictionnaire de Spiritualité Ascétique et Mystique,
ed. A. Rayez, P. Sherwood, Vol. 14 (Paris 1988), col. 307-309.



3 Gregory Palamas and His Era

3.1 The Life and Work of Palamas Against the Background
of Fourteenth-Century Byzantium

Theological and philosophical disputes were an inherent and universally ac-
cepted part of the political, social and cultural life of the community at that time,
which is particularly evident in the history of the struggle against heresy. From
this perspective, it seems absolutely necessary to place Palamas’ works in their
proper context, which involves not only the story of their author’s life, but also
the issues of his time.

Gregory Palamas was born in 1296 in Constantinople into a rather wealthy,
aristocratic family. His father held high office at the imperial court, he was
respected and recognized by Emperor Andronikos II Palaiologos. Palamas Sr.
was thus able to provide his son with a thorough education under the patronage
of Theodore Metochites, a great statesman and scholar of humanities. At the
age of twenty, Gregory pursued secular studies in the trivium and quadrivium,
which included reading Aristotle’s works, especially those on logic. In 1316, de-
spite his promising court career, Palamas decided to follow his vocation and give
up secular life. In this he was probably encouraged by the example of his spir-
itual teacher and guide Theoleptos, Metropolitan of Philadelphia, who initiated
him into the basics of monastic practice of the so-called pure prayer of the heart.
After his father’s death, Gregory, as the eldest son, was required to take care of his
family, which is why his decision to enter the convent also led to the beginning
of monastic life for his mother, two brothers and two sisters. In 1317, Palamas
and his brothers entered the monastery of Vatopedi belonging to the republic
of monks on Mount Athos, where for three years they were under the spiritual
care of the monk hesychastic monk Nicodemus. After Nicodemus’s death and
the unexpected death of his younger brother, Gregory moved to the very heart
of the community of Athos monasteries, the Great Lavra of Saint Athanasius,
with whom he was spiritually connected until the end of his life. Palamas’ next
retreat was the hermitage of Glossia, where he began his life as a hermit-monk,
which was interrupted by the Turkish invasion given that the monastery, which
lacked defensive walls, was easy prey for sea pirates. He spent the following years
with the future master of Hesychasm in Thessaloniki, where he performed spir-
itual exercises under the direction of Isidore, a student of Gregory of Sinai and
the future patriarch of Constantinople. After being ordained as priest at the end
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of 1326, he started organizing a community of hermits at Berrhoea (Beppna)
in Macedonia. For five years he practiced a strict life of isolation, meeting with
his companions only for the Eucharist on Saturdays and Sundays. His hermit
life was interrupted by the invasion of the Serbs around 1331, when Gregory
Palamas returned to Athos, settled in the hermitage of Saint Sabbas, near the
Great Lavra, in order to attend weekly services. At the turn of 1335 and 1336, the
Doctor of Hesychasm served as the abbot of the large monastery of Esphigme-
nou, but he alienated the monks with overly strict discipline, so he happily ac-
cepted his recall and returned to his retreat. It did not last long, however, because
a few months later, after discussions with Barlaam, a Calabrian monk, scholar
and philosopher, Gregory Palamas unexpectedly became a public figure.

3.2 Discussions with Barlaam and Akindynos.
Circumstances
of the Creation of Works, Treatises and Synodal
Volumes

Barlaam, a Calabrian-born Greek thinker, arrived in Constantinople in 1330
and quickly gained a reputation as a thoroughly educated person who was sin-
cerely committed to Eastern Orthodoxy. The fame gained through his extensive
knowledge of mathematics, astronomy and logic, led John V Kantakouzenos to
officially appoint him as head of the chair of philosophy at the imperial univer-
sity. During his lectures, Barlaam focused mainly on highlighting the thoughts
of Pseudo-Dionysius.! The philosopher from Calabria emphasized the main
themes of the Areopagitics and put them into two main groups of issues. He
argued that, in Pseudo-Dionysius’ view, all knowledge comes from sensory ex-
perience, even knowledge about God, which is acquired through a special sense.
Moreover, he believed that, since God is super-substantial and transcends all cre-
ated beings, all knowledge about Him cannot be acquired directly, but through
the symbols we experience. The object of mystical knowledge is therefore only
symbolic reality. Such an interpretation of the Areopagite’s thoughts led the

1 Nicephorus Gregoras Byzantina Historia, XIX, 1, 923.

2 See Barlaam, unpublished treaties, cited in J. Meyendorft, Un mauvais théologien de
Tunité au XIVé (Chevetogne 1955), 47-64. Barlaam also claimed that he derived these
postulates of Pseudo-Dionysius from his study of Greek philosophy, and in Mystical
Theology he even employed expressions used by the Pythagoreans, Panaetius, Bronti-
nus, Philolaus, Charmides, and others. See esp. Second letter to Palamas, in: Barlaam
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Calabrian philosopher to the conviction that next to the necessary truths log-
ically deducted from Revelation, there is a realm of merely possible truths that
cannot in any way be deduced from revealed premises. Barlaam, fascinated by
the philosophy of Aristotle, gradually began to depart from the theology of the
Greek Fathers, based on antinomy and apophatics, in order to start an open dis-
cussion with the patristic tradition. The first public debate in which Barlaam
confronted the famous historian and humanist of great authority, Nicephorus
Gregoras, was a fajlure for him in that it showed Aristotelianism’s utter aliena-
tion from the “mystical realism” of Eastern theology. The solution that got to the
heart of the issue under discussion here was first proposed by Gregory Palamas.
In 1336, Palamas’ faithful student, Akindynos, sent him the works of Barlaam
of Calabria, which he read and discussed in his school in Thessaloniki. In them,
Barlaam criticized the Thomistic philosophy practiced by Italian university cir-
cles close to him. He wrote that since God is absolutely unknowable and remains
beyond all discourse, the position taken by Latins that the Spirit originated from
the Father and the Son had no basis whatsoever. One must get rid of the Tho-
mistic belief that there are wholly certain truths about the Trinity or the nature
of God, given that that nature is completely inaccessible to human reason. Para-
doxically, Barlaam - while attacking Thomism and scholasticism - collided with
the mystical realism of the Eastern Church, as ]. Meyendorff put it succinctly.?
Palamas, in response to the claims made by the Calabrian philosopher presented
to him in a letter by Akindynos, wrote the Apodictic Treatises. The Doctor of Hes-
ychasm’s counterarguments were based on the conviction that negative theology,
considered in terms of Aristotelian logic led, however, to conclusions completely
alien to patristic thought. Barlaam rejected its inherent antinomy, which con-
sequently undermined the dogma of Eastern Christianity and its proclamation
that it is possible to know God through His energies in a certain and direct way.
Thus, he rejected the realm of mysticism as an area of divine theophany directed
at every believer. Palamas’ Treatises were met with a vehement reaction from
Barlaam. During the dispute, Gregory had to specify his position regarding
the possibility of getting to know God, whose nature, while remaining com-
pletely unknowable and indivisible, is at the same time communicated to people
through divine energies, light — grace, transforming man. One factor supporting

Calabro. Epistole greche. I primordi episodici e dottrinari delle lotte esicaste, ed. G. Schiro,
Testi, 1 (Palermo 1954), 298-299.

3 J. Meyendorff, Introduction a létude de Gregoire Palamas, 89; idem, St. Gregory Palamas
and Orthodox Spirituality, trans. A. Fiske (St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press 1974), 89.
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human action in order to open up to this transfiguring power was precisely the
Hesychasts’ method of prayer, practiced for many centuries on Mount Athos.
Barlaam, knowing that Palamas genuinely supported the mysticist Hesychast
movement, and even used this prayer himself, decided to subject the method to
overwhelming criticism and ridicule his adversary. He thus began to frequent
the monastic community in Thessaloniki, where he heard the teachings of such
mystics and ascetics as Nicephorus the Hesychast. These simple people, com-
pletely unprepared for theoretical investigations presented to the newly arrived,
with no fear, the elements of practice established for centuries. Barlaam’s attack
was a complete success. Byzantine intellectuals were surprised to learn about
the method used by monks, deliberately described in a trivial, overly simplified
manner. Greek paideia turned out to be stronger than sympathy for universally
respected monks.

Called on for help by his confreres, Gregory Palamas found it necessary to
locate Hesychasm within the tradition and culture of Byzantium, and to define
its relationship with the theological dogmas of original sin, the incarnation of
Christ and Redemption. He thus openly defended the monks, writing the first
of three parts of his main work, The Triads for the Defense of the Holy Hesy-
chasts (Ymgp T@v iep@v fovxalovtwv). In response, Barlaam published a three-
part treatise On Acquiring Knowledge, On Prayer, On The Light of Knowledge, in
which he softened overly harsh statements, particularly about practices, but he
did not give up his resistance. Palamas rejected his adversary’s main arguments
and proved why they were fallacious in the second of the Triads, written when
the Calabrian philosopher was in Avignon in 1339. Immediately after his return
to Constantinople, Barlaam - standing before Patriarch John Calecas - accused
Palamas of heresy. At the same time, to justify his position, he published Against
the Messalians, in which he openly accused Palamas of supporting the formally
condemned sect of Messalians and Bogomils. This intense accusation was based
on the conviction that Palamas consciously identifies the unknowable essence
of God with the energies available to human cognition, which thus led to the
belief held by the followers of heresy that since God is fully knowable, man can
unite himself - by the power of his own will, without the need for the mediation
of sacraments — with the whole of God, to become a god in life. This objection
forced Palamas to write the last of the Triads, in which he focused on the exist-
ence in God of an inaccessible divine being and un-created energies, none of
which causes, however, any division in His essence. In 1340, Gregory Palamas
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wrote a summary of his views known as the Hagiorite Tome,* signed by the spir-
itual heads of all monasteries of Holy Mountain Athos and then sent to Constan-
tinople. At court, the work gained the support of John V Kantakouzenos and
received a more critical reception by Patriarch John Calecas. The latter, however,
wanted to avoid open controversy with the hesychasts and Emperor Andronikos
III, who favored them. He therefore convened a universal synod on June 10,
1341, during which the Barlaam doctrine was finally condemned, and the Pala-
mas manifesto was determined to be in line with orthodoxy. In light of this turn
of events, the Calabrian left for Italy, where he converted to the Roman-Catholic
faith. He spent the last years of his life in Gerace, where he taught the great Pe-
trarch Greek. He died in 1348.

3.3 The Dispute over Gregory Palamas’ Doctrine Against
the Backdrop of Church-State Relations

The Palamas doctrine was unexpectedly reflected in the political and social
life of the Byzantine empire at the end of the fourteenth century. The reasons
for this state of affairs can be found in the essential features that made up that
empire’s character. Many scholars of this topic view it as monolithic in the sense
of the unchanging durability of its particular rituals and traditions; they empha-
size its ahistoricality and temporality. This phenomenon can be explained when
we look at the triad of basileia, Ecclesia and paideia that move and inspire the
human community. During Byzantium’s thousand years, these terms acquired a
specific meaning, different from the interpretations of regnum, sacerdotum and
studium that organized the medieval Christian West. Let us take a closer look at
Church-state relations. The Byzantine basileus and the power it exercised were
closely related to the “realm of the spirit” The monarch was at the very center of
the Church hierarchy. He was a living symbol of the Christian community, one
based on the dogma of the Incarnation. In the double, divine-human nature of
Christ, the Byzantines saw the most perfect model of fusing the hierarchy of the
state and the Church.’ A clear definition of this relationship - in which the state
defends the honor of the Church, and the Church lays the foundations for social
life® — can be found in the text of the famous VI novella of Justinian. We find

4 Hagiorite Tome (Aylopetikdg Topog Omep T@v fovxalovtwv), PG 150, 1225-1236.

See J. Meyendorft, Byzantine Theology, 259-263.

6 See P. Evdokimov, trans. Anthony P. Gythiel, Woman and the Salvation of the World: A
Christian Anthropology on the Charisms of Women, St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1994;
see also The Enactments of Justinian, the Novels VI, How Bishops and other Ecclesiasticals
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there significant words describing the mutual relationship between the emperor
and church leaders as a “symphony:”

There are two greatest gifts which God, in his love for man, has granted from on high: the
priesthood and the imperial dignity. The first serves divine things, the second directs
and administers human affairs; both however proceed from the same origin and adorn
the life of mankind. Hence, nothing should be such a source of care to the emperors as
the dignity of the priests, since it is for the [imperial] welfare that they constantly im-
plore God. For if the priesthood is in every way free from blame and possesses access
to God, and if the emperors administer equitably and judiciously the state entrusted to
their care, general harmony will result, and whatever is beneficial will be bestowed upon
the human race.”

As Meyendorff noted, the fundamental error of this assumption was the con-
viction that it is possible to realize Christ’s perfect humanity in the form of a
perfect Byzantine monarch® and the methods he employs. This “symphony” be-
tween imperial and church authorities was disrupted once again in the 1440s.
After the empire, only a shadow of its former glory remained, while the Church
gained unprecedented influence, which is particularly evident in the example
of changes in monastic life. The monasteries of Mount Athos, which had been
governed by the imperial administration of Andronikos II, were placed under
the patriarch’s jurisdiction. After 1347, this position was taken by other disciples
of Palamas, who was ordained priest there in 1316 (Isidore, 1347-1349; Callistus
I, 1350-1354, 1355-1363; Philotheus 1354-1355, 1364-1376; Macarius, 1376-
1379; Nilos, 1380-1388, etc.).” Many of them, as we shall see, had a direct influ-
ence on the imperial courts pro-Palamas politics when influential “humanists”
were directly confronted by monks, thanks to the Palamas doctrine. The growing
importance of the patriarch, just as the state was losing strength, resulted in a
clear increase in the influence of the Church on the policy of the empire towards

Shall be Ordained, and Concerning the Expenses of Churches, S. P. Scott, The Civil Law,
XVI (Cincinnati, 1932): “For if the priesthood is, everywhere free from blame, and the
Empire full of confidence in God is administered equitably and judiciously, general
good will result, and whatever is beneficial will be bestowed upon the human race”
https://droitromain.univ-grenoble-alpes.fr/Anglica/N6_Scott.htm].

7 Justinian, Novella V1, Corpus iuris civilis, ed. R. Schoell (Berlin 1928), HI, 35-36; cited
in J. Meyendorff, Theology, 259. See also J. Meyendorft, “Justinian, the Empire, and the
Church,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 22 (1968), 45-60.

8 1Ibid., 272.

9 See]. Meyendorfl, Society and Culture, 51.
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countries that were territorially subordinate to it. G. Ostrogorski describes this
phenomenon as follows:

The difference between the range of influence of the Byzantine Church and the shrinking
territory of the Empire was growing increasingly clear. The state was dwarfed, and the
patriarchy of Constantinople continued to be the focal point for the Orthodox world;
it was responsible not only for metropolises and bishoprics located in the former Byz-
antine territories in Asia Minor and on the Balkan Peninsula, but also in the Caucasus,
Russia and Lithuania. This made the Church the Byzantine Empire’s most enduring
element.!

Both geographically and morally, the patriarch’s influence on society was far
greater than that of the imperial throne, a fact which had economic and po-
litical consequences. On the other hand, viewed formally, imperial authority
was limited in no way in relation to the Church. Back in 1393, when the Grand
Prince of Moscow Vasily Dmitriyevich asked Patriarch Antony for permission to
omit the emperor’s name during the liturgical memorial in the Russian Church,
he received a refusal supported by a significant statement: “The emperor is the
emperor of the Romans, that is of all Christians” (Baotledg kai avtokpatwp
Popaiwy, tdvtwv Snhadh t@v xprotiavv).!! It was the emperor, and not the pa-
triarch of Constantinople, who had the power to approve dogmas, and without
the emperor’s participation the council lost its legislative status. Thus, the Byz-
antine autokrator had two tasks: issuing arbitrary decisions in doctrinal mat-
ters and battling those who opposed the power he exercised. The consequence
of combining these functions was the transfer of ideological divisions into the
matter of political life.

The political dispute over the Palamas doctrine arose out of a divergence of
views on Hesychasm between the Grand Domestic John Kantakouzenos!? and
the Patriarch of Constantinople John Calecas.!® This discrepancy came to light
very quickly when, a few days after the Palamas’ triumphant council, during the
orthodoxy of his doctrine was approved, Emperor Andronikos III Palaiologos

10 G. Ostrogorski, Dzieje Bizancjum, 383.

11 Acta patriarchatus Constantinopolitani, eds. F. Miklosich and I. Muller (Vienna 1862),
11, 190; cited in J. Meyendorff, “Society and Culture;” ibid., 61, note 44.

12 From the eleventh century, the Grand Domestic exercised the highest command over
the army, and over time also had full administrative powers.

13 For source texts on on the debate, see N. Gregoras, Byzantina Historia, I-11; ]. Kan-
takuzen, Historia, I-IV, ed. Bonn 1828-1832, and J. Meyendorft Introduction a létude
de Gregoire Palamas, 65-173.
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died (June 15, 1341).1 A dispute over the succession to the emperor’s throne im-
mediately flared up between John Kantakouzenos and Anne of Savoy, Empress-
mother of the nine-year-old rightful ruler John V Kantakouzenos, who was the
actual head of state during the reign of Andronikos III and was his closest friend,
and claimed the right to exercise regency on behalf of the minority ruler. Anna
of Savoy, supported by the patriarch John Calecas, based her rights on a docu-
ment drawn up by Andronikos III during the council in 1334. This document,
written as Calecas took the title of patriarch, stated that the emperor entrusted
the Church with the care of his family and his children in case of political diffi-
culties.!® The two parties not only fought bitterly over the throne, but also took
specific positions in Gregory Palamas’ dispute with and Barlaam and Akindy-
nos. It would be simplistic to say that all the supporters of the Grand Domestic,
who backed Palamas, were also (automatically, as it were) supporters of Palamas’
position. We can find the reasons for this state of affairs, on the one hand, in
the so-called the problem of orthodoxy of the Palamas doctrine, and, on the
other hand, in the polarization of attitudes of the Byzantine community towards
monk tradition and ascetics. Thus, the people closest to Kantakouzenos were the
staunch adversaries of “Palamism” mentioned above - Nicephorus Gregoras and
Demetrius Kydones,'® who did not accept the monastic roots of doctrine.

The second group, led by Anna of Savoy, was also divided into supporters and
opponents of Palamas. While the Empress favored Gregory, her closest advisers,
Patriarch John Calecas!” and Megaduke Alexis Apocaucus'® were his staunch
opponents. The patriarch made the worst possible accusation against Palamas,

14 See G. Ostrogorski, Dzieje Bizancjum, 392-416.

15 Nicephorus Gregoras, Byzantina Historia, X, 7, 496; cited in J. Meyendorft, Introduction
a létude de Gregoire Palamas, 95.

16 Nicephorus Gregoras (1290-1360) - the outstanding scientist and humanist, author
of Popaikr) iotopia and a number of political speeches and condemning hesychasts;
Demetrius Kydones (1324-1397) - a highly interesting writer of great works, author
of rich correspondence and rhetorical writings, a treatise against Palamas Kata tod
IMalapd, translator into Greek, among other languages, of Thomas Aquinas’s Summa
Theologica; for more on both characters, see S. Runciman, The Last Byzantine Renais-
sance (London: CUP 1970).

17 John XIV Calecas, patriarch of Constantinople in the years 1334-1347, author of the
treatise ITepi ovoiag kai évepyeiag opposing Palamas’ theses, supporter of union with
the West.

18 Alexis Apocaucus, initially a supporter of Andronikos IIT and friend of Kantakouzenos,
then his staunch opponent in the Civil War, murdered in 1345.
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namely that that the Doctor of Hesychasm had introduced a new doctrine and
heresy. He presented the theological arguments made in the work ITepi odoiog
Kai évépyetag, and he quickly put his hostile attitude into action, which - ac-
cording to Meyendorft - was directly caused by the Palamite crisis.'® In Sep-
tember 1341, the absence of Kantakouzenos, who was off fighting the Serbs, was
exploited in the capital. The empress declared him an enemy of the motherland,
his property was confiscated, and his supporters were imprisoned. The regency,
along with Anna of Savoy, was headed by a patriarch hostile to Palamas. Gregory
openly condemned this coup détat, something he could afford to do because
of family ties linking him to the court and the spiritual authority underpinned
by his recent triumph over Barlaam. However, he did not want to be openly in-
volved in a political conflict, and preferred rather to act as a mediator bring-
ing peace between the opposing parties. Despite Palamas’ strenuous efforts, his
actions were completely fruitless, and he thus decided to withdraw to the monas-
tery of Michael, located near the capital. At the end of 1342, on the orders of the
Patriarch Calecas, who enjoyed great support from the court, Gregory was sen-
tenced to complete isolation. He was forcibly removed to a monastery near the
residence of the governor of the Church. Nonetheless, he faced further attacks,
this time from his former apprentice Akindynos. In June 1343, he wrote a re-
port for the patriarch in which he interpreted past events, from which emerged
an image of Palamas as a heretic, and which was used by Calecas as a sufficient
doctrinal argument to support the fundamentally political decision to imprison
Gregory. In 1344 the patriarch went even further, convening a synod at which
Palamas was excommunicated and Isidore was removed as bishop of Monemva-
sia. Akindynos was awarded the title Metropolitan of Thessaloniki,?’ which led
to a serious dispute with the regent who supported him. She accused Calecas
of not respecting the resolutions of the synod of 1341, convened under impe-
rial auspices, and of elevating the heretic Akindynos to the dignity of a bishop.
Consequently, despite a series of hearings in which the patriarch defended his
position, his protégé never took the bishopric. Let us note an interesting fact
here - Empress Anna of Savoy, even though she had to defend a man supported
by a hostile party, did not hesitate to veto the patriarch. Her attitude probably
resulted from the conviction that it is the emperor’s responsibility to apply and

19 J. Meyendorft, Introduction a Iétude de Gregoire Palamas, 121: “Clest donc le patriarche
Jean Calécas qui porte la responsabilité de la crise religieuse subie par Eglise byzantine
au cours de la guerre civile”

20 See Ibid., 105-109.
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defend canons established by the synod. In the Codex Justinianus, Justinian had
already ordered that canons have the force of law; guarding the Church and the
law, the emperor could thus not be above dogmas and canons.?!

In 1342, one might have thought that the case of John V Kantakouzenos and
the “Palamists” was finally lost. Supporters abandoned him to save heads and
fortune. The lonely anti-emperor, however, did not give up the fight. In July 1342,
he asked the Serbian Tsar Dusan for help, but the conflicting interests of both
rulers soon led to open conflict. At the end of that year, Kantakouzenos allied
himself with Umur of Aydin, but it was the support given to the anti-emperor by
the Seljuk Turks that quickly turned the tide of victory toward him. Supported
by the strong Hesychast movement and his new ally, Sultan Orhan, he was march
to victory was unstoppable. Thanks to this armed support, in May 1346 the Pa-
triarch of Jerusalem crowned Kantakouzenos in Adrianople. But the synod of
Thracian bishops convened in this city and announced that John XIV Calecas
be deposed on the charge of ordaining a condemned heretic. Anna of Savoy,
threatened by the increasingly powerful Kantakouzenos, tried to win over the
Hesychasts, thinking that their support would ensure her rule. In February 1347,
on the empress’s order, the patriarch was removed and the Palamist Isidore was
appointed in his place. In the end, Gregory Palamas was released from prison
and elevated to the bishop of Thessaloniki. The empress’s efforts did not prevent
her from losing power, and on February 3, 1347, John Kantakouzenos trium-
phantly entered the capital of the empire. In May 1347, after being accepted by
the people, the senate and the army, the new patriarch of Constantinople, Isidore,
solemnly coronated Emperor John VI, the name that Kantakouzenos had taken.
He ruled for ten years on behalf of John V, to whom he gave his daughter Helena
as wife. Thus ended the long and devastating civil war. The only point of re-
sistance to the new government remained Thessaloniki. Eventually, in 1349, the
ruling zealots there were overthrown. A year later, John VI was able to enter the
city, and Gregory took over his bishopric. A few days after his entry, described by
Philotheus as triumphant,?? Palamas wrote the first of the 70 Homilies in which
he condemned the zealots and emphasized the need for forgiveness and peace.?*
Clearly, the emperor’s victory was a victory for the “Palamists” and ended a long
period of dogmatic disputes. In June 1351, at the Palace of Blachernae in Con-
stantinople, a highly solemn synod was convened, attended by representatives of

21 See Meyendorft, Byzantine Theology, 89.
22 See Philotheus, Encomion, PG 151, 617-618.
23 See Gregory Palamas, Homilia 1, PG 150, 12d.
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all factions of the Eastern Church. The Synod, being ecumenical and therefore
having the highest possible power and authority, issued the Synodal Tome, in
which Hesychasm was recognized as fully orthodox doctrine. At the same time,
it excommunicated both Barlaam and Akindynos. The document, confirmed by
successive local synods, was included in the Synodicon of Orthodoxy - the supple-
ment to the liturgical books of the Church.?* Gregory Palamas could now com-
pletely legally exercise the office of Bishop of Thessaloniki. Deeply respected, and
thanks to his well-balanced and deliberate actions, he staved oft feuds between
his opponents. Although he was supported by the imperial administration, he
often condemned, in his sermons and homilies, the ruler’s abuses, social ine-
quality and the excessive splendor of the Church. In 1352, Palamas suffered the
first attack of malaria, but nevertheless set off on a political mission to the capital.
There was a threat of a new civil war, caused by the overbearing rule of John VL
The Bishop of Thessaloniki did not reach his destination. In 1354, it fell into the
hands of the Turkish ruler Suleiman, who occupied Gallipoli. He remained in
captivity for a year, treated very well by the Sultan. Two letters come from this
period, as well as an account of a long theological discussion he conducted with
Muslims, members of an unknown sect Chiones,? and with the emir’s son. He
presented himself at court as a man full of the spirit of ecumenism, full of respect
for the position of a religious opponent. Palamas remained in Asia Minor until
the spring of 1355. Meanwhile, major changes took place in the capital. In No-
vember 1354, John V, supported by the Genoese, assumed power as the rightful
emperor. Forced to abdicate, Kantakouzenos entered a monastery and took the
name of his brother Joasaph. Thanks to his broad connections and wealth, he
still had a considerable influence on the state’s policy, which was noticeable
when the anti-Palamite party represented by Nicephorus Gregoras became ac-
tive in efforts to change the ruling party. Although the emperor refused to sup-
port the man whose views had been condemned more than 10 years before, an
open discussion had to take place, which happened on the initiative of John V
Kantakouzenos in 1355, when the papal legate Paul, Bishop of Smyrna, arrived
in Constantinople. Paul knew Palamas’ views from Barlaam’s account, and he
himself was convinced that since Thomism and Palamism were mutually exclu-
sive, the positions of the two Churches were incompatible. The discussion took

24 See Synodicon of Orthodoxy, PG 151, 717-762. See also ]. Meyendorft, Introduction a
Tétude de Gregoire Palamas, 148-152.

25 See Nicephorus Gregoras, Byzantina Historia, XXX, 2, cited in J. Meyendorf, Intro-
duction a létude de Gregoire Palamas, 164.
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place at the imperial palace, attended by the Doctor of Hesychasm, Gregoras and
the papal legate Paul. The record of the dispute in the version offered by Nicefor
Gregoras®® carefully omits most of Palamas’ statements as not worth remem-
bering. The official protostrator’s note is more impartial, but both versions agree.
The discussion brought nothing new to the previously defined positions. The
adversaries broke up, sticking to their opinions; while Gregoras argued for the
unity of the divine nature, Palamas argued for the distinction in God of an un-
knowable essence and knowable energies. It should be noted, however, that some
success in the pursuit of mutual understanding was achieved. Palamism, though
recognized as an official doctrine of the Eastern Church, was not considered at
the Council of Florence in 1389 as one of the causes of the schism.

After the debate, Palamas returned to Thessaloniki. As the bishop of this living
center, he took an active part in the life of the local Church, wrote and delivered
homilies for almost every feast of the liturgical calendar. In 1359, a sudden attack
of malaria forced him to stop active preaching work. He delivered his last homily
(November 13, John Chrysostom’s day) through a student, as he was unable to
get up from bed himself. He died on November 14, 1359 at the age of 63. He was
buried in the Cathedral of The Holy Wisdom in Thessaloniki, and to this day
enjoys great veneration among the inhabitants of the city, along with their patron
Demetrius. In 1363, at the request of the Patriarch of Constantinople Philotheus,
the canonization procedure was started. Based on the testimonies of witnesses,
Philotheos Kokkinos wrote the Encomion, a report on the life and works of Pala-
mas. Local respect and popularity, the cult of Mount Athos and Kastoria were
preceded by the official canonization. It was confirmed by the decision of the
synod of 1368 presided over by Philotheos, and at the same time, the name of the
saint was introduced into the calendar of the “Great Church” of God’s Wisdom
in Constantinople, on the second Sunday of Lent.

*
The years of Gregory’s life coincided with the great crisis of the Byzantine state.
Torn by internal wars, it had to face Turkish, Serbian and Bulgarian invasions. At
the same time, the problem of union with the Western Church was revived, and
new theological controversies arose. None of the events of this troubled period
can be summed up by any simple statement. The divisions within the parties in-
volved, the motives for their actions, and the sympathies of the people involved,
each require separate analysis. In the light of the Ecclesia-basileia relationship,
it is difficult to close the matter of Palamism with one simple conclusion. This

26 SeeIbid., 2,267, and 164-166.
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relationship developed over the course of the Byzantine Empire’s thousand years.
Nonetheless, it has not been the subject of any systematic reflection on the na-
ture and role of the state as a body permeated with the spirit of Christianity.?”
Some scholars believe that this may be the reason for the events that took place
during the battle against the Valentinian heresy, which led to the martyrdom of
Maximus the Confessor, to clashes during iconoclastic disputes, and to the theo-
logical controversies in the period we are discussing. It was a mistake to assume
that the state as such could become essentially Christian. Emphasis placed on
the “symphony” between Church and state and a charismatic understanding of
the role of the emperor was obviously devoid of political realism.2® However, we
should emphasize clearly that Caesaropapism never became a binding principle.
The independence of the Church from the state was guarded by monastic orders,
which always engaged in a dispute with the empire when its policies threatened
orthodoxy. The presence of monastic communities in every corner of Byzantium
seemed to remind us that, however, a perfect parousia never came about, that
great effort still had to be made to achieve harmony between the kingdoms of
heaven and earth.

27 See]. Meyendorft, Byzantine Theology, 257-263.

28 See Ibid., 262; Epanagoge — a document from the ninth century, edited by Photius,
legally obliging the emperor to know theology, participate in councils, and do good,
defining the imperial duty. See’ Enavayoyr| tod vopov (Ius Graeco-Romanum), ed. C.E.
Zacharias (Athens: von Ligenthal, 1931).






4 The Issue of Knowing God in the
Thought of Pseudo-Dionysius

4.1 The Patristic Tradition

Reflections on the essence of God constitute the main theme of the Greek Fa-
thers” writings. But we would seek in vain an explanation of what its Oneness
is. At the heart of Eastern theology is the conviction that the truth about God is
unknowable and ineffable. John of Damascus writes: It is plain, then, that there is
a God. But what He is in His essence and nature is absolutely incomprehensible
and unknowable”!

In the Greek patristic tradition before the works of Pseudo-Dionysius, the
problem of getting to know God was dominated by the polemics with the Arian
heresy of the fourth century.? Three Cappadocian Fathers and John Chrysostom
took part in a debate that was to show doctrinal errors in the views put forward
by Bish Eunomius of Cyzicus as the head of the sect of “anomoean” Arians. Ac-
cording to Eunomius,® in order to understand the essence of God, one must
find the proper name that defines Him. The author of Apology distinguishes be-
tween two types of names that designate the object of knowledge. The first type
are terms invented by man (kat’ £¢mivotav), without an objective reference. The
second type consists of words which, while expressing the proper essence of the
object of knowledge, is not the product of human reflection but is the work of the
Creator himself. The discovery of the intelligible meaning in the name is made
here through careful analysis. The bishop of Cyzicus further claims that we name
God by these two kinds of names, the former having no cognitive value, and the
latter perfectly explaining his essence. Eunomius considers the term “unborn”

1 John of Damascus, An Exact Exposition of the Orthodox Faith, ed. Paul A. Boer Sr.,
trans. S.D.E Salmond (Oklahoma: LLC, 2012), 22. For a comprehensive reflection on
the apophatic tradition in the Eastern Church, see D. Carabine, The Unknown God.
Negative Theology in the Platonic Tradition: Plato to Eriugena (Louvain Theological
and Pastoral Monographs), Vol. 19 (Louvain 1995), particularly chapter IV, “Christian
Apophasis and Gregory of Nyssa,” 222-258.

2 See John of Damascus, An Exact Exposition of the Orthodox Faith, 138-141; ]. Mey-
endorft, Christ in Eastern Christian Thought (Washington 1975), 93-94.

3 Eunomius, Apologia, PG 30, 835-868; see the excellent work on this subject by V.
Lossky, The Vision of God (London 1963), 61-75.
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(&yévvntog) to be such a name. Indeed, “unborn-ness” implies a being in itself,
self-sufficient, self-determining and self-defined. Through the exclusive identi-
fication of this name with God the Father, Eunomius stated that man can know
the Father to the extent that God knows himself. Thus, he posed a fundamental
question to Christian thought: either we admit that a divine essence is knowable,
or we fall into agnosticism.

Of course, the tradition established by the thought of Origen, whose intellec-
tual and simplified variation is presented by Eunomius, tends to adapt the first
possibility. Although Origen, following Philo of Alexandria, speaks of “divine
darkness”” he tries in this way to exclude from the knowledge of God any material
or sensual imaginations, though he assumes the possibility of reaching His es-
sence. Negative theology coincides here with his thought of “platonizing” anthro-
pology, which - as a condition for cognition — requires the “de-materialization”
of the mind. According to Origen, the mind, freed from sensual notions and thus
deprived of its material nature, discovers the divinity contained in it, enabling it
to know God in his deepest essence. God, therefore, is unknowable not so much
by definition as by the imperfection of human nature. The Cappadocian Fathers,
in opposition to this argument, maintained the unconditional transcendence of
divine nature in relation to all created beings.* Basil of Caesarea, first of all, criti-
cized Eunomius’ concept of cognition. According to Basil, the division of names
into those that reach the true essence of the object and those that, as a product
of the mind, do not have an objective referent, is wrong. In his treatise Against
Eunomius,® Basil expresses the view that there is only one type of name, because
all names we give to perceptible objects come from our minds. Information
about the existence of a given thing reaches the mind, which through gradual
reflection determines its properties, the result being that we assign increasingly
appropriate names defining the features of an object and its relations to other
things. According to Basil, we are unable to exhaustively define any thing; there
will always be some part of it that will not be amenable to intellectual analysis.
This reasoning is true in relation to the world of matter, and pertains all the more
to divine reality. The names we give God reveal to us merely some aspect of the
contemplated divinity, bringing it closer to us. And yet, none of these names can

4 Basil of Caesarea, Adversus Eunomium (Refutation of the Apology of the Impious Euno-
mius PG 29 these three books against Eunomius of Cyzicus were written about 364;
Gregory of Nyssa, Contra Eunomium (Against Eunomius) PG 45, 237-1121.

5 Basil of Caesarea, Adversus Eunomium I-1II, PG 29.
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explain what the divine essence is.% Negative names in their basic meaning say
what qualities are not due to God, while positive ones define proper qualities.
However, both kinds are secondary to the essence of God, because they result
from its existence. Basil notices an extraordinary moment of divine activity here.
Getting to know objects requires obvious human activity, but it is not sufficient
in the process of getting to know divine realities. God must reveal Himself, dis-
cover Himself, in order to be known by His creation, and all the names contained
in Scripture are precisely the manifestation of the divine theophany.

With his views, Gregory of Nyssa — who also took an active part in the dis-
cussion with the Arians - fully endorsed Basil’s position on the names given
to things. In considering the positive and negative names ascribed to God, he
noticed that in fact all names have negative meanings. In fact, positive expres-
sions also say what God is not. For example, when we call Him good, we thus
state that there is no place for evil in Him, and the name “principle (the be-
ginning of everything)” means that He Himself has no beginning. In four trea-
tises in Against Eunomius, Gregory presents the foundations of the apophatic
theology which we later find in the writings of Pseudo-Dionysius and Gregory
Palamas. He believes that since God is the source of creation, he is therefore not
limited by either time or space.” He stands above all being, and in this sense it is
Himself a non-being as infinite and inconceivable in its essence.® The negation of
apophatic theology is far from a simple relation to the limitations of the human
mind. It turns to the impossibility of knowing God as a constitutive property of
his being. It is designated by the divine name “Creator;” which on the one hand
defines God as the transcendent source of beings that come from him, and on
the other hand emphasizes his presence in each of his creatures. This antinomy,
perhaps the most characteristic of Orthodox thought, can also be seen in Basil’s
arguments in the work Against Eunomius. The bishop of Caesarea explains that
the essence of God is knowable and unknowable at the same time, and the name
most appropriate for Him is “being,” indicating the very existence of God.” At

6 Ibid., 1, 14: “I believe that the concept of the essence of God is beyond the capacity of
not only humans, but of any rational nature,” from Sz. Pieszczoch, Patrologia (Poznan
1964), 108.

7 Gregory of Nyssa, Contra Eunomium I, PG 45, 364-365 and 368 A.

Ibid., ITI, 601 B.

9 Basil of Caesarea, Adversus Eunomium 1, PG 29, 10, 536. As E. Gilson wrote: “Ob-
viously, we are witnessing the conflict of the two contradictory attitudes, for Euno-
mius wanted to reduce the object of faith to the exigencies of dialectical reasoning,
whereas Basil wanted to use dialectics in order to define with precision the object of

co
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the same time, calling God “Creator” protects the Cappadocian Fathers against
agnosticism, because it leads to the introduction of divine categories of actual-
izing powers, energies. In the sixth Homily, Gregory of Nyssa explains the ap-
parent contradiction between the promise of seeing God by people of a pure
heart (Matthew 5: 8) and the words of Paul, who talked about the God “whom
no man hath seen, nor can see” (1 Timothy 6: 16), writing, that he (God), who
is invisible by nature, becomes visible through his energies, manifested through
what is around him (O 1] pOoet ddpatog Opatodg Tails Evepyeialg yivetga ETopov
vetoop).'? Basil of Caesarea speaks in a similar vein, creating a specific definition
quoted in later patristic literature:

While we affirm that we know our God in his energies, we scarcely promise that he may
be approached in his very essence. For although his energies descend to us, his essence
remains unapproachable.!!

In his Letter to Amphilocus, Basil cites Eunomiuss counterargument, which
accuses him of ignoring God himself as a consequence of his claim that the di-
vine essence is unknowable. In response, the bishop of Caesarea asks himself a
rhetorical question about how he can be saved. through faith, though faith can
know that God is, but not who (what) He is.!? Basil’s statement thus reflects the
essence of the Christian faith in a personal and acting God, even if one that is
beyond human cognition.

4.2 Theological Discourse: Ways of Knowing God
According to Pseudo-Dionysius

The tension between transcendence and causality is the axis around which the Di-
onysian system revolves, which remains for many researchers an obvious reflec-
tion of the Neoplatonic scheme in which the causative element simultaneously

Christian faith” See Gilson’s History of Christian Philosophy in the Middle Ages (CUA
Press 2019), 55.

10 Gregory of Nyssa, Hom. VI on the Beatitudes, PG 44, 1269 A; see also ]. Meyendorff,
Christ in Eastern Christian Thought, 94.

11 Basil of Caesarea, Epistola 234 (ad Amphilochium), PG 32, 869 AB; trans. The Vision
of God (London 1963), 65.

12 Basil of Caesarea, Epistola 234 (ad Amphilochium), PG 32, 869. “how am I saved? By
faith. But faith can know that God is, but not what he is” See J. Meyendorff, Christ in
Eastern Christian Thought, 94.



Theological Discourse: Ways of Knowing God 93

constitutes the creator-creation relationship.!* However, at the theological level,
in the strict sense of the word, Pseudo-Dionysius continues and develops pa-
tristic thought. The Areopagite’s God is, therefore, at the center of the world as
its cause, and for the same reason is infinitely distant from it."* God himself sur-
passes both the principle of all divinity and himself at the same time, and on the
other hand, as the eficient cause of all beings, he manifests himself through crea-
tures, the world constitutes His visible theophany.!® Thus, the doctrine of God
(Beo0-Aoyia), according to the Areopagite, speaks of a God that is inaccessible
but at the same time knowable through His manifestations,'® through names
and analysis of the Holy Scriptures.!” We can say that theology as defined by
the author of Corpus is a kind of “journey towards unveiled mystery.” This ex-
pression, used by D. Carabine,'® perfectly reflects the Dionysian antinomy that
constitutes his theology. It refers to the divine unity, which is revealed to man
in Scripture and liturgy, covered with a veil of symbols, so that he can gradu-
ally - with natural forces, through hierarchies, knowledge and initiation - find
unity in multiplicity, discover successive veils and find the unifying good which
is the common denominator of all creatures. However, at the end of the cognitive

13 See D. Carabine, The Unknown God: Negative Theology in the Platonic Tradition, 283;
J. Vanneste, Le Mystére de Dieu (Bruges 1959), 130-131.

14 See A. Kijewska, Dionizy Areopagita.

15 Pseudo-Dionysius, DN VII, 3, 872A: “4\N’ ék TG mavtwy T@V §vtwv Statalewg
g ¢§ avtod mpoPefAnuévng kal eikdvag Tvag Kal dpolwpata T@v Beiwv adtod
napadetypdtwy xovorng eig TO Enéketva Tavtwy 68@ kal Td&el katd Suvauy dvipey
v Tf] mavtwv deatpéoet kai drepoxfi kai év T mavtwy aitiq. Ao kai év oy 6 Beog
yivwoketal kai xwpig mavtwv” (“But we know him from the arrangement of every-
thing, because everything is, in a sense, projected out of him, and this order possesses
certain images and semblances of his divine paradigms. We therefore approach that
which is beyond all as far as our capacities allow us and we pass by way of the denial and
the transcendence of all things and by way of the cause of all things. God is therefore
known in all things and distinct from all things.” It continues: “for he is praised from
all things according to their proportion to him as their Cause” Pseudo-Dionysius, The
Complete Works, The Divine Names, trans. C. Luibhed & P. Rorem [New Jersey: Paulist
Press, 1987], 108-109).

16 Literally “going out on the road” - mpdodog, where the source is obviously “road” - 686c.

17 See D. Carabine, The Unknown God, 286; J. Meyendorft, Christ in Eastern Christian
Thought, 94; R. Roques, “Note sur la notion de theologia chez le Pseudo-Denys Aréopag-
ite,” Revue duascétique et de mystique 25 (1949): 204; P. Rorem, Biblical and Liturgical
Symbols in the Pseudo-Denys Synthesis, chapter 2.

18 D. Carabine, The Unknown God, 287.
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process, we find this mystery, and although stripped of its veil and covering, it
remains a mystery, inaccessible to natural cognition. The most striking element
in Pseudo-Dionysius’” writings is precisely the theme of the absolute transcend-
ence of divine nature towards the world of creatures. Pseudo-Dionysius places
a great deal of emphasis on the divine being’s inaccessibility, and it seems that
no word carries enough weight to reflect this distance. For the author of Divine
Names, there is no word “either in this world or in the age to come” that would
adequately name the divine essence, because to name an object, you must know
it, but divinity exists and does not exist at the same time. It exists because - as the
source of beings - it has all the principles and patterns of eternity.!® It does not
exist because it transcends everything to such an extent (mévtwv énékeva) that
it can be called “non-existence,” thus it is above all knowledge:

Just as the senses can neither grasp nor perceive the things of mind, just as representa-
tion and shape cannot take in the simple and the shapeless, just as corporal form cannot
lay hold of the intangible and incorporeal, by the same standard of truth beings are
surpassed by the infinity beyond being, intelligences by that oneness which is beyond
intelligence.?

To emphasize the incomprehensibility of the divine essence, and at the
same time its antinomic character, Pseudo-Dionysius creates negation by add-
ing alpha privativum: “inconceivable reason (vodg avonrog), the inexpressible
word (Aoyog &ppnutog),’?! nature in which one cannot participate (6 ¢¢0xet)
aitiog). He strongly emphasizes that aspect of the divine being in which every-
thing is surpassed. Thus, he creates terms by adding the prefix “supra” (dnép) to
talk about divinity as “supra-substantial” (Omepovotog ovoia), the “supra-divine”
(0mepBedi), “beyond the mind” (Ungp ndoav vovv), “above all that inexpressible
and, beyond all understanding, unmoved” (tfig OrtepapPriTov Kai VITEPAYVDITOV
poviuotnrtog). Dionysius recalls that “He who completely precedes being” (6
vtwg mpowv) is defined in Scripture with all possible expressions of what is
(katd maoav T@v Svtwv énivolay toAlamhaotdletan). The Areopagite explains
that those who praise God with such words make it clear that He is above all (t0
Katd Tdoav avtodv énivolav brepovoing elvan onpaivet) and that he is the cause

of all that “is” (t@v mavtax®g 6vtwv aitiov). In his case, it is not “what is, and

19 See Pseudo-Dionysius, DN, V, 4, 817C - 8, 821C: tavta £0TLV, WG TAVTWV AiTIOG,
Kal £V adT® TAoag ApXags, TAVTA CUUTEPACUATA, TIAVTWY TOV OVIWV CUVEXWY Kal
Tpoéxwv. p. 98.

20 Ibid, I, 1, 588B; trans. trans. C. Luibhed & P. Rorem, 49.

21 Ibid, I, 1, 588B.
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what is not, that he is and is not like that” (o0 t08¢ pev €oti, T08¢e d¢ ovk €0ty
ovde mjj pev ot mifj 8¢ ovk €oTwv), because He is “in every way” (méavta éotiv),
“as the cause of everything and the source of all beginning” (wg mavtwv aitiog
Kal &v €autd Taocag apxag), is simultaneous with everything and it anticipates
everything (mavta ovpnepdopeva Tavtwv TOV SvTwv ovvéxwy Kal drepwv). He
is above everything, anticipating everything, supra-existent (kai Omép Ta mévta
20TV (G O TAvTwY diepovoiwg vmepwv).2? In this way, Pseudo-Dionysius con-
stituted a specific canon of antinomic and hyperbolic descriptions of God, which
would be used many times in the patristic tradition - let us quote one of the most
characteristic statements:

Indeed the inscrutable One is out of the reach of every rational process. Nor can any
words come up to the inexpressible Good, this One, this Source of all unity (a henad
unifying every henad), this supra-existing Being. Mind beyond mind, word beyond
speech, it is gathered up by no discourse, by no intuition, by no name. It is and it is no
other being is. Cause of all existence, and therefore itself transcending existence, it alone
could give an authoritative account of what of what it really is.??

Never before had any Christian thinker seen the need to emphasize so strongly
that God is unknowable.?* After all, the basic assumption of every revealed re-
ligion is the claim that it is possible to know God because He, as the immanent
causative agent of all beings, causes them to move towards each other, made
possible precisely by the analogies (similarity) they contain. Thus, by asking the
question whether the Areopagite’s imperceptible God is a knowable God, we ex-
amine at the same time the extent to which the author of Corpus remains faithful
to the Christian tradition. However, it is difficult to accuse the Areopagite of
a faithful imitation of the thoughts of Proclus, as the aforementioned thread
also has a strong reference in the Cappadocian tradition.?> The central thesis
is the idea that God is known through his appearances and works (nmpooddol,
évepyeiar) or divisions (Stakpioeig), but unknowable in essence (bmapéig, ovoia)
or unity (¢vwoig). Because Pseudo-Dionysius is far from identifying God with

22 See Pseudo-Dionysius, DN, II, 4, 640D-641A; ibid., V, 2, 816C; see D. Carabine, The
Unknown God, 292-293.

23 Pseudo-Dionysius, DN, I, 1, 588B, 49-50; ibid, 588A: Tfig ydp Omép Aoyov kal vodv Kai
ovoiav adThg TTEPOLELOTNTOG AyVwaoia. AVT] THv brtepovalov EmoTAUNV dvabetéov,
TO00UTOV &7l TO AVaVTEC AVaveDOVTAC.

24 See D. Carabine, The Unknown God, 282-285.

25 Gregory of Nyssa, Homilia VI on the Beatitudes, PG 44, 1269 A. See ]. Meyendorft,
Christ in Eastern Christian Thought, 95-96; D. Carabine, The Unknown God, 283.
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the Plotinian unity, it is possible for him to talk about the “differences” of the
divine essence, which are the basis of His omnipresent causality. The author of
Mystical Theology states categorically the inability to participate in the divine na-
ture (6 péBextog aitiog),? but this emphasis on the incomprehensibility of the
super-substantial Divinity (bnepovoiov kai kpvgiag BedtnTog)? is just one pole
of the antinomy. The second pole, explicated just as strongly, is the availability of
divinity, its communicability and the possibility of multiplication without caus-
ing division within it. The “Great Dionysius,” when he wants to emphasize the
possibility of the communication of divinity with the intelligible world, speaks of
“divine appearance, outpouring” (mpoodog Oeod), about “the father’s movement
to reveal light” (tatpoxiviitov @wtogaveidog mpoodog)?® about the revelation
of divinity (Beo@aveiag), illumination or divine rays (EANauyig, dktiva). Ac-
cording to Pseudo-Dionysius, the knowledge of God that we can obtain through
the study of created natures must be essentially secondary and adapted to our
cognitive abilities, so it is not knowledge of God as such. The question arises as to
whether such knowledge is the only way to know divinity, or whether there is an-
other way for the human mind to reach the highest regions of true cognition, and
at the same time for the One to remain beyond the reach of all discourse. This
issue is the main theme of Corpus, in which the author considers various ways of
considering the divine nature.?® Thus, there are three consistent modes of judg-
ing the nature of divine sovereignty: affirmative — cataphatic theology (i.e. know-
ledge of God as an efficient cause), symbolic theology (cvppoAwn BeoAoyia, i.e.
knowledge of God as a cause of purposeful reading through the interpretation
of the visible symbolism, participation in the liturgy), and mystical theology,
which results, as it were, from following the path of apophatic theology - that
is, antinomic knowledge about God transcending all knowledge and ignorance,
being and non-being as their cause. Although this path of ignorance is more
appropriate (kvplwtepov éott), all paths complement each other and are neces-
sary moments in the search for truth. Judgment (katagdoeig) should always be
interpreted in terms of negation (dmo¢aoeiq) in order to keep divine nature at an
absolute distance from creatures.

26 See Pseudo-Dionysius, DN, 12.

27 Seeibid., I, 1, 585B.

28 Seeibid., CH, 1.

29 See A. Kijewska, Dionizy Areopagita.
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4.3 Onomatodoxia and Cataphatic Theology

The antinomy of non-sovereignty and, at the same time, sovereignty of divine
nature is reflected in the issue of names, which for Pseudo-Dionysius are prob-
lems of a theological nature.3® The author of Corpus thus places himself in the
patristic tradition, ranging from Justin and Clement to Basil of Caesarea and
Gregory of Nyssa. This matter was also the subject of deliberations for the Neo-
Platonic authors Iamblichus and Proclus, in the context of their theoretical ac-
tivities.’! This did not prevent Pseudo-Dionysius from approaching the subject
in such a way that made the treatise Divine Names the fullest expression of this
issue for Christian thought of the early Middle Ages.

Pseudo-Dionysius begins his considerations with God’s answer to the ques-
tion posed to him by Moses about His name, when he described himself as “the
one who is” In the Septuagint, this is translated using the participle @v, so that
the Areopagite wonders what this “being” means in relation to God. “God is
not ‘somehow something’ which is” (6 6e0g o0 nwg éotv @v), that is, one of
many beings, but “a whole inbred being in its limitlessness, actual and antic-
ipating” (&AN am\@g dneplopioTwg SAov v Eaut® TO elval cuvel\nbwg kol
npooetAn@wg). God as “he who is” (0 @v) is the supra-cause of the totality of
being (6A\ov tod eivau vmepovolog aitia), the creator-demiurge (Snovpyodg) of
variously defined realities (8v, Umap&ig, dootaoig, ovoia, evoig), he is the be-
ginning and the measure of the ages and times (&pyn kal pétpov aidvwv kai
xpovwv), and is also the One from whom comes eternity and existence and
being, time and arising, and that which arises (¢x Tod dvtog ai®v kai ovoia kal
6V Kal xpovog kal yéveolg kal ywvopevov). That is why he is called the “King of
the Ages” (Paothebg Aéyetal TOV aiwvwv), because it is in Him that all being and
existence, all that will be, arises as the cause (wg &v adT® kai Tept AVTOV TAVTOG
Tob elval kai 6vTog Kal VPWOTNKOTOG), so that we will not say about Him ei-
ther: “he wasn’t” (otte fjv) or: “he will not be” (obte éotat), and instead of “nor
is he” (obte €oTiv) it will be better to say: nor did he arise, nor is he arising, nor
will he arise” (oUte £yéveto olte yivetau obte yevrjoetar). God as the total cause
of time and being is “being for those who are” (10 eivau 101 ovot), not only when
they already exist, but also “being the very same of those who are” (adt0 106 givou

30 See an interesting study of Onomatodoxia by T. Obolevitch, Od onomatodoksji do
estetyki (Krakéw 2011), 93-129.

31 See R. Mortley, From Word to Silence II, The Way of Negation, Christian and Greek
(Bonn 1986); A. Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition: From Plato to
Denys (Clarendon Press, Oxford 1983), xii-xii.
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@V 6vtwv), and he himself endures timelessly, coming “from that which existed
for ages” (¢k ToD mpoatwviwg &vTtog), because he himself is “eternal over the ages”
(adT0G yap €oTv 6 iwv TOV alwvwv).

There is a difficulty tied to the issue of naming God, namely whether He has no
name or has many names. While some who have taken up this problem are ready
to deny the Divine any names at all, others praise Him with all names. Mystical
and symbolic revelations may speak to the the namelessness of God, such as “mar-
velous” in response to a question about the Deity’s name””*? Dionysius suspects that
in this “strangeness” there is, in fact, the surpassing of all names, that is, ultimately -
namelessness, something that surpasses all naming. Thus, in private revelations,
God wishes to remain unnamed. It is differently in universal revelation, where the
Creator meets the need of creatures to praise Him in tongues, and reveals himself in
the constant efforts of the creatures themselves, who want to bring the Lord closer
and honor Him with the most wonderful names, even if only figuratively.

Here, according to the author of Corpus, one should speak of a poly-names, a
polynomial (rohvawvvpov) God. The terms and epithets that Pseudo-Dionysius
collected number in the several dozen, which is simply astonishing, but it is
worth reviewing them briefly because of the permanent place they found in later
patristic tradition.’® Divinity itself says about itself: “I am who [ am” (¢yw el 6
@v), “life” (1) {wn), “light” (10 @®g), “god” (6 Beoc), “truth” (1] aAnBewa). Those
divine sages, on the other hand, who emphasize that it is the cause of everything,
praise divinity with multiple terms taken from the effects of her actions, such as
“good, beautiful, wise, beloved” (wg &yaddv, wg kahdv, ©g coPdY, OGS dyamntdv),
but also “God of gods” (wg Beov Be@v), “Lord of lords” (wg kvptov kupiwv), “saint
among saints” (©g ‘dylov ayiwv’).3*

People attempt to know the nature of God through His revelations in the
names of duration, time and eternity: “eternal, being and overseeing the eternal,”
“timeless, unchanging”*® Theophanes also consider of a gnoseological character,

32 Pseudo-Dionysius, DN, I, 6, 596A: “oi 8eoAdyot kai wg dvwvupov adTiv dpvodot kai
¢K TTAVTOG OVOLATOG. AVWVUHOV [EV, (G dTav gact TNy Beapxiav avthyv év pig @V
puoTik®v TG ovpPoAikiis Beopaveiag dpdoewy EmmAfEat T@ eroavte “ti 10 dvopd
oov;” ... Todto ‘€0t Bavpaotov."H odxi TodTo dviwg £0Ti TO Bavpactov Gvopa ‘10
omgp mav Gvopa, TO AVAVVHOVY, TO TavTog eptdpupévov ‘Ovopatog dvopalopévov.”.

33 Ibid., 596 A-596C.

34 Ibid., I, 6, 596B: kai tav avtol TOV TavTwv oi 80000t TOAVWVIUWG €K TTAVTWY TOV
aittat@v dpuvodotv.

35 Ibid, I, 6, 596B: @ aiwviov, ¢ dvta Kai w¢ aiwvwyv aitiov; ibid., I, 6, 596B: w¢ maAadv
NHEPDV, WG TTOAALOV NHEPDY, G AYTpw Kal AvalloiwTov.
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such as “Wisdom, Reason, Word-Thought, the Knowing, He who has all the trea-
sures of all knowledge,”*® as well as features relating to strength and will: “Power,
Ruler, King of kings, Salvation, Justice, Sanctification, Redemption, the One
who is greater than everything, but is also in a light breeze”*” People give names
to God that come from the revealed world, so they use the names of heavenly
bodies: “Sun and stars” (jAtov kai dotpa), meteorological phenomena: “dew,
cloud” (§pooov, vepéhny), elemental terms: “Fire, water, breath of wind, rock, i.e.
bedrock” (‘ndp, “Vdwp, ‘mvedpa, avtoABov kal ‘Tétpav’). Granting God omni-
presence in everything, that is “in the sphere of thoughts and in souls, but also in
bodies, in heaven and in the earth”® causes Him to be recognized as intra-world,
and at the same time embracing the whole world, as well as supra-heavenly and
supra-being (kai dpa €v TAOT® TOV AVTOV EYKOOLOV, TIEPIKOGLOVY, DTIEPKOTLLOV,
VIIEpoLVpAvIoV, VTepovalov). As the cause of everything, divinity turns out to be
the Fullness (one could say “universal”), due to the multitude of things, and the
Unity (té\elov kad €v), because it captures them all together.?® Pseudo-Dionysius
explains that the divine cause encompasses everything on the basis of its very
simple infinity, and everything participates in it singly, just as one and the same
sound is perceived as one by many listeners.*’ Considerations about what God
is are concluded with the characteristic Dionysian antinomy: “That he is all that
He is no thing” (mdvta 1 §vta kai 008ty @V viw).4!

Pseudo-Dionysius, with all limitations and reservations, considers “Good,”
or even “Good itself;” to be the most appropriate name for the nature of God.

36 Pseudo-Dionysius, DN, I, 6, 596B - 596C: g ‘cogiav, dg ‘vodv, @G Adyov, ®G yvihoTny,
WG TTPOEYXOVTA TIAVTAG TOVG BeTavpos AMAOT G YVWOEWS.

37 1Ibid., I, 6, 596B (2-5) wg ‘Gbvauy; ®¢ Suvdotny, wg Bacidéa @V PacthAevdviwy, 1g
AoV fHEPDY, WG Ayfpw Kal dvallolwTov, WG ‘cwtepiay, wg ‘Swatoohvny, g
AyLaopoV WG ATOADTPWOLY, WG HeYEDel TAVTwY DriepéxovTta Kal “"wg €V abpa AemTy).

38 Ibid., I, 6, 596B (5): kai ye kai &v voolg avtdv eivai gact Kai v Yyuxaic kai v owpact
Kal &v ovpav® kai év yij.

39 Ibid., XIII, 1, 977B (7-8): 1} Beohoyia ToD mavtwv aitiov kai mavta kai dpa Tévta
Katnyopel kai wg TéAelov avto kai d¢ €v dvupvel. In another place (DN'V, 9, 825A,
17-18) this thought was more developed: “We must attribute all things to this Cause
and we must regard them as joined together in one transcendental unity;” p. 102: mévta
obv avT] T} aitig T& vta Katd piav Ty Tdvtwy éEnpnuévny Evwaoty dvabetéov.

40 Ibid., V, 9, 825A (2-3): mavta pév év auti) Tpoéxet Katd piav amAotnTog bIepPolr|v;
(4-5): mavta 8¢ doavTwg meptéxel katd Ty depnmAwpéVNY abTiig dmetpiav; (5-6): kai
TPOG MAVTWY EVIKDG peTéxeta, kabamep kai gwvr) pia odoa kal 1) avTi) TPOG TOANDV
AKOMV WG pia HeTéXETAL

41 Ibid,, I, 6, 596C, p. 56.
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At the end of the work Divine Names, he states that there is no name - strictly
speaking — that would reflect the nature of the Divine, and even “Good” is
not entirely appropriate. But if we want to understand and express that nature
somehow, we must stay with this name.*> The Areopagite concludes that it is
the worthiest for such an unexplained creature.*> Although this name does not
reflect the truth, Pseudo-Dionysius thinks it is appropriate to agree with theolo-
gians who discuss the Divine (kai cupgwvrootpev &v kdv TovTtw Toig Oeoddyolg,
¢ 8¢ TV mpaypdatwy dAnOeiag drolelpOnoopeda). Let us note that there is, in
this way, a contamination of the philosophical and biblical approaches, because
in this definition of God the philosophical Platonic tradition and the teaching of
the sacred books coincide. It is known that Plato put Good as the highest prin-
ciple, and in the Gospel, in response to the call of one of his listeners: “Good
Master;” Jesus responds: “Why callest thou me good? None is good, save one,
that is, God.” Pseudo-Dionysius quotes these words, interpreting them in such a
way that God is the giver of the good as the One who not only endowed creatures
with existence, but also protects them under his providence.**

In the work Divine Names, the author devotes a great deal of space to the ques-
tion of the name “Good” as expressing the essence of God. Pseudo-Dionysius
claims that Divinity deserves this term, so experts in divine matters (oi edAoyot)
give them a “supra-divine divinity”*> According to the Areopagite, these “sacred
writers” called the essence of divinity Good (DN, IV, 1, 693B, 11: tfjv Oeapyiknv
vnap&v ayaBotnta Aéyovteg), not only to distinguish it from everything, but
because as the very reality of good, it spreads good to all beings.4¢

It is worth considering this theme for a moment, because the combination
of the biblical and patristic tradition in Pseudo-Dionysius extends not only to
Good, but by identifying this name with Light, also to this divine name, which is
so important in our further deliberations. According to ancient thinkers, light -
being an inexhaustible cause of life and growth and a phenomenon whose matter
is particularly difficult to grasp - is an exceptionally supportive metaphor for
conveying the inexpressible nature of God and the principle of omnipotence.

42 Ibid., XIII, 3, 981A: kai 008¢ avtd 1O TAG AyabotnTog wg épapuolovteg avti
poopépopey, AANG TOOH TOD VOETV Tt Kai Aéyerv.

43 1Ibid., XIII, 3, 981A: mepi Tfig dPPTOV PUOEWG EKEIVIG TO TV OVOUATWY OEMTOTATOV.

44 Luke 18: 18, 18: 19: 00d¢ig ayaBog, &i uf uovog 6 Bedg; see DN, 11, 1, 636C.

45 1bid,, IV, 1, 693B: én’ abdtv 1idn 1@ Aéyw TV dyaBovupiav xwpdpey.

46 Ibid., IV, 1, 693B: kai &md mavTwv dgopifovoy adThy ... kai TL T@ eivon Téyabov wg
ovoL®deg ayabov eig mavta ta dvta diateivel Ty ayabotnta.
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Hence, the theme of light and darkness, which is among the central biblical
themes, was also used by philosophers of the ancient world, a fact which is par-
ticularly evident in the centuries-old tradition of Platonism. In philosophical
terms, this particular value of light was most poignantly formulated by Plato.
In Book VI of The Republic, the most luminous of all principal idea of Good is
defined both as the principle of knowledge and of existence. Therefore, he com-
pares them to sunlight, which begets everything and at the same remains, as the
source, entirely transcendent: “the sun is only the author of visibility in all visible
things, but of generation and nourishment and growth, though he himself is not
generation.”?

Plato demonstrates the correspondence of the structure of the noetic world,
where the idea of Good reigns and the sensual world, where the supreme role
is that of the visible Sun. the author of The Republic makes it particularly clear
by means of a parable of the cave. This image, together with its metaphysical
and epistemological message becomes a foundation of considerations both for
Neo-Platonist and Christian thinkers. The central motive is the pursuit of truth-
source by transcending opinion and actual spiritual effort. Light is understood
here as the most perfect manifestation of Good itself, which begets absolute ex-
istence and illuminates our mind so that it could become acquainted with truly
existing things:

... in the world of knowledge the idea of good appears last of all, and is seen only with an

effort; and, when seen, is also inferred to be the universal author of all things beautiful

and right, parent of light and of the lord of light in this visible world, and the immediate
source of reason and truth in the intellectual (¢v te 6pat® @dg Kol TOV TOOTOL KVpPLOV

Tekoboa, &v Te vonTd avti) kupia dAnBetav kol vobv mapacyopévn); and that this is the

power upon which he who would act rationally, either in public or private life must have

his eye fixed.*

The metaphor of light as the factor that animates and enables true cognition
will be creatively developed in the philosophy of Plotinus, who compares the pro-
cess of the emanation of the Absolute to radiation and sunlight (nepilapyig),*

47 Plato, The Republic, 509b, trans. Benjamin Jowett.

48 1Ibid., 517b 8-c 6, trans. W. Witwicki, 364. Plato, The Republic, 517b 8 - c6, trans. Ben-
jamin Jowett.

49 Cf. Plotinus, The Enneads, trans. Stephen MacKenna, 1,8,1; V;3,12: “The entire intellec-
tual order may be figured as a kind of light with the One in repose at its summit as its
King: but this manifestation is not cast out from it: we may think, rather, of the One
as a light before the light, an eternal irradiation resting upon the Intellectual Realm;
this, not identical with its source, is yet not severed from it nor of so remote a nature
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while the soul’s way upwards is described as a gradual illumination and ever
increasing participation in “a different, stronger light.”>° This theme will be con-
tinued in Neoplatonic philosophy, particularly by Proclus, who however was
influenced by Chaldean Oracles “separates and combines in distinct orders what
for Plotinus was a dynamic unity. For Plotinus, Good, Light, the One were dif-
ferent names of one and the same reality.”! Thus the goal of the mind is unifi-
cation, not with Plotinus’ One, but with Being, understood as an element of the
intelligible triad: Being-Mind-Soul. This unification is effected by the cessation
of cognitive activity of the mind and “confiding oneself to the divine light>* In
Pseudo-Dionysius’ texts we will find a very powerful influence of this theme,
combined with Neoplatonic understanding of the meaning of theurgical acts and
hierarchy in the process of becoming acquainted with the supreme principle.
The works of the Areopagite are not mere footnotes to Proclus and Iamblichus,
as they also contain a good deal of references to the Books of the Old and New
Testament. It should be stressed that they are not only verbal references, but
attempts to render the spirit of the Christian faith in the personal God.

The motive of light and, in a sense, a proemium to the “metaphysics of light”
can already be found at the beginning of the Book of Genesis, in the description
of Creation. This well-known passage mentions “the beginning,” when darkness
reigned over the created waters and land, and God said: “Let there be light;” and
there was light. And God saw the light, that it was good; and God divided the
light from the darkness. God called the light Day, and the darkness He called
Night.>?

Light, the first to have been called Good by its Creator, will become a meta-
phor for descriptions of divine acts, and even the nature of God himself. The Bible

as to be less than Real-Being. Cf. VI, 8, 18: What is present in Intellectual-Principle
is present, though in a far transcendent mode, in the One: so in a light diffused afar
from one light shining within itself, the diffused is vestige, the source is the true light;
but Intellectual-Principle, the diffused and image light, is not different in kind from
its prior™.

50 Cf. Plotinus, The Enneads, trans. Stephen MacKenna, V;3,12; V1, 7, 21.

51 Cf. Agnieszka Kijewska, Neoplatonizm Jana Szkota Eriugeny, Lublin 1994, 78-79.
According to Chaldean Oracles, the aim of the unification of the soul is God-Light
(Eternity-Aion), born of the Father, who being the source remains beyond any
cognition.

52 Cf. Proclus, Theology of Plato, TP 1, 25; cf. Kijewska, 80.

53 Gen 1: 3-5. All biblical references to New King James Version (NK]J) unless otherwise
specified.
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contains numerous expressions to describe the essence of God by the metaphor
of light, e.g. “Who cover Yourself with light as with a garment,”** or “dwelling in
unapproachable light”>° In the language of the Old Testament Light often means
life in happiness and prosperity, while in the supernatural sense - God’s grace
and His guidance in following the Law.>® In the New Testament, the symbolism
of light is inseparably connected with the person of Christ, even identified with
God-Man. In the Old Covenant, hidden under the name of “Wisdom,” which
is a “a reflection of the eternal light,””” foretold by the prophets, awaited by hu-
manity that sits “in darkness and the shadow of death,”*® appears on the Earth as
the Word incarnate. It is “the true Light which gives light to every man coming
into the world”>® Christ confirms these words: I am the light of the world. He
who follows Me shall not walk in darkness, but have the light of life.®* John the
Evangelist says directly: “This is the message which we have heard from Him and
declare to you, that God is light and in Him is no darkness at all.”!

One of the fundamentals of all Christian mysticism and divine theology of
divine light is the description of the Transfiguration of Jesus on Mount Tabor.5?
For philosophers and theologians who interpret this passage, light becomes the
model epiphany of divinity, and the possibility of spiritual interpretation of di-
vine light is tantamount to participation, acquaintance with divine energies, i.e.
divine acts (actualizing acts).%

Equally numerous are liturgical testimonies that speak of God’s light, exalt its
glory in hymns, and show its sacramental symbolism. Mystic light plays a partic-
ular role in the first of the sacraments, which is a kind of impulse that stimulates
the soul to seek its prototype. As M. Eliade writes in his studies “Mephistopheles
and the Androgyne:”

undoubtedly, the symbolism of Baptism is of course extreme rich and complex, but
elements of illumination and fire play a very important role in it. Justin, Gregory

54 Ps 104: 2.

55 1Tmé6: 16.

56 Cf.Ps27:1;43,3;119: 105, Prov 6: 23.

57 Wis 7: 26 (New Jerusalem Bible, NJB).

58 Lk1:79.

59 Jn1:9.

60 Jn8:12;9:5.

61 1Jn1:5.

62 Mt17:1; Mk 9: 2; Lk 9: 28.

63 Cf. M. Eliade, “Mephistopheles and the Androgyne: Studies in Religious Myth and
Symbol,” Sheed and Ward, 1965, Wirginia, 56-64.
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Nazianzen and other Fathers of the Church call baptism “illumination” (photismos);
they base themselves, as we know, on the passages of the Epistle to the Hebrews,®* in
which those who have been initiated in the Christian mystery, that is to say baptized ...,
are distinguished by the name photisthentes.®®

These ideas were quickly accepted by the Christian world. We will find them in
Augustine’s epistemology, in Robert Grosseteste’s and Bonaventuras physical and
aesthetic cosmology, in Albert the Great’s and Thomas Aquinas” ontology. But the
founder of this metaphysics, where light is the first principle of being as well as of
cognition is Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite. Throughout the Middle Ages, the
creator of the Areopagitics was rightly called the “eulogist of light” His works, trans-
lated by John Scotus Eriugena, were located in the monastery of St. Denis, who was
supposed to be the founder and at the same time a disciple of Christ. Influenced by
those works, Suger, Abbot St. Denis, rebuilt the choir in the convent near Paris, thus
revolutionizing the architecture and giving a powerful stimulus to the new style,
which was the openwork Gothic of French cathedrals with their unusual stained
glass windows. The vision of the cascade of light, which permeates all levels of the
divine and earthly hierarchy, became an inspiration for new art, of which the church
erected by Suger is a model.®® We learn from two treatises by the abbot - Libellus
alter de consecratione Ecclesiae Sancti Dionysii and Sugeria Abbatis Sancti Diony-
sii Liber de rebus in administratione sua gestis — that the reconstruction of the old
abbey was not an accident, but a carefully thought-out concept.®” The latter, while
not being a treatise on theology or aesthetics, shows us the profound influence of
both fields on the mind of the Abbot St. Denis. Suger confesses, using Dionysian
terminology:

... when the enchanting beauty of the house of God has overwhelmed me, when the
charm of multicolored gems has led me to transpose material things to immaterial
things and reflect on the diversity of the sacred virtues, then it seems to me that I can
see myself, as if in reality, residing in some strange region of the universe which had no
previous existence either in the clay of this earth or in the purity of the heavens, and

64 Heb 6: 4, 10: 32.

65 M. Eliade, “Mephistopheles and the Androgyne: Studies in Religious Myth and
Symbol,” Sheed and Ward, 1965, Wirginia, 57.

66 See G.Duby, The Age of the Cathedrals: Art and Society, 980-1420 (Chicago 1983),
100-103.

67 Oeuvres complétes de Suger, ed. A. Lecoy de la Marche (Paris 1867).
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that, by the grace of God, I can be transported mystically from life on earth to the higher
realm.58

Suger’s first and most important postulate, read in the works of Pseudo-
Dionysius, was the idea to rebuild the church so that it would be the most perfect
symbol of the Absolute. For the abbot, this meant saturating the building with
light, so the choir became the domain of aesthetic change. It was to be a focal
point of light as a place of liturgy, an east-oriented central part of the church.
Here, Suger decided to remove the walls, and to this end he ordered the build-
ers to use the full set of possibilities offered by the rib vault - that is, what until
then had been only an architectural trick. A new style was born. Changes in the
structure of the vaults allowed for the introduction of large window openings,
and walls were replaced with pillars. Arranged semicircular chapels with walls
pierced by huge stained-glass windows gave visible shape to Suger’s dream: “sem-
icircular sequence of chapels, which cause the entire church to glow with mar-
velous uninterrupted light, shining through the most radiant of windows.”®

Pseudo-Dionysius proclaimed the unity of a universe merged by divine, illu-
minating light. It therefore seemed necessary that from the choir to the front
door, the light could easily cover the entire interior with its stream, so that the
building would become a symbol of the work of creation. Suger ordered the re-
moval of the rood screen “so that the beauty and magnificence of the church
would not be dimmed which was as dark as a wall and cut the vessel in two.”7°
The light-blocking barrier was torn down, and Suger was able to announce in
triumph:

Once the new rear portion was joined to the forward portion of the church, its middle

portion, now luminous as well, made it a splendid sight, for that which is brilliant cou-

pled with brilliance is likewise brilliant and the noble edifice is resplendent with the new
light floods it.”!

Originally, Abbot Suger’s choir was surrounded by a double ambulatory with
a wreath of nine chapels. After the reconstruction of these chapels, only shallow,
shell-like conchs remained, spacious enough to accommodate an altar; the rest
was absorbed by the bypass line. The walls of each chapel are pierced with two

68 Suger, “Liber de rebus in administratione sua gestis,” in, G.Duby, The Age of the Cathe-
drals: Art and Society, 980-1420 (Chicago 1983), 102.

69 Suger, “Liber de rebus in administratione sua gestis,” in G. Duby, The Age of the Cathe-
drals: Art and Society, 980-1420 (Chicago 1983), 101.

70 Ibid., 101.

71 Ibid., 101.
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large windows, which reduce the surface of the wall to the size of the frame. It
is through these shallow chapels that light flows freely into the ambulatory. Ac-
cording to Suger’s aesthetic and, at the same time, precise description, the whole
church shines with a wonderful and uninterrupted light that penetrates through
the holiest windows””2 To be sure, we are talking about Abbot Suger’s famous
stained glass windows, with which the history of Gothic stained glass painting
begins.”> The above passages on the aesthetic reception of Pseudo-Dionysius’
thoughts make it clear enough how much his ideas left a mark on the minds of
his contemporaries. The works of the Areopagite were not only translated and
commented on, but were the face of the world; the current world view and aes-
thetic canon were changed in line with the concepts contained in the works of
the Great Dionysius. We might say that the thought of Pseudo-Dionysius found
Europe Romanesque, heavy and dark, and left it Gothic, soaring and luminous.
The stimulus for the Franconian abbot was undoubtedly the fragment in which
Pseudo-Dionysius develops the motif of light as one of the divine names. This is
particularly evident in the Areopagite, who also uses the Platonic metaphor of
the sun. By its very being, it gives light to everything that is able to draw from It,
similarly Good, for which the Sun is only a dark image, with its essence spreads
rays of goodness without limits, giving them analogously to all beings (DN, IV,
1, 693B 5: maot 1oig obot dvaldywg).”* The metaphor of the Sun emitting rays
of light, which at the same time constitutes its own essence, reflects well the es-
sence of the action of Good. Pseudo-Dionysius returns to this metaphor many

72 Suger, “Libellus alter de consecratione Ecclesiae Sancti Dionysii,” 4; Otto Georg von
Simson, The Gothic Cathedral: Origins of Gothic Architecture and the Medieval Concept
of Order (Princeton University Press 1988), 61-142.

73 The abbot ordered them with artists from Lorraine and the Rhine region. Their works
glittered as amethysts or rubies, and thus were to render the noble beauty of God’s light
and guide toward it in the human mind “by way of anagogic meditation.” Suger was
not the first to see in the stained-glass window special opportunity to demonstrate this
“anagogic theology” (i.e. one that lifts up the soul). The metaphor of the stained-glass
window was employed by Hugh of St. Victor (in In didactione ecclasiae. Sermones, PL
177, 904). However, Suger gave the long-known element a completely new meaning.
For him, windows were not holes in the wall, but lit-through walls, which in a most
perfect manner expressed the aesthetic sensitivity of the people of the time.

74 Pseudo-Dionysius, DN, IV, 1, 693B (1-5): @omep 6 ka®’ fudg Ao ... adtd 1@ elvat
QwTilel MavTa T peTé ey TOD PWTOG avTod Katd TOV oikelov Suvapeva Adyov; (3-
4): obtw 87 kol TayaBov Ugp fAov wg vmEp Apvdpav eikova; (4-5): adTf Odpter ...
g@ieat Tag TG OAng dyabotnTog dktivag ndct Toig 00t AvaAOywe.
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times, justifying why Good is known under the name of light.”> He is intrigued
by the spontaneity of solar radiation, corresponding to the spread of Good (DN
11, 4, 697B 1-2). The Areopagite emphasizes that the sun that shines completely
and everlastingly, with all its enormity, even if it is a clear image of the divine
Good, is only its weak reflection.”® The analogy of the Sun and the Good man-
ifests itself mainly in beneficial influence on everything without exception, re-
gardless of the value and dignity of the objects given to them. The author of
Corpus describes the Sun as that which illuminates everything, whatever is able
to participate in it, pours out his light, embracing the entire visible world with
its own rays of light, descends and ascends.”” It is the same with God’s Good,
which surpasses everything. It also spreads good to the highest and the lowest,
regardless of the greater or lesser perfection of the beings offered. It is common
to the action of the sun’s light and the light of the Good that its power depends
on the receptive abilities of the beings upon which it acts. Therefore, the tran-
scendent Good gives its light to everything that is able to receive it, and if the
creature does not receive it, it is because of its defective perception ability, and
not because of too little power of the Light-Good.”8 It is similar with all kinds
of His beneficial influence, Light - Good calls into existence (Snutovpyei), gives
life (Cwoi), sustains (cuvéxet), and perfects (tehecovpyei). Due to the diversity
of recipients, the Good plays the role of an ordering principle in various aspects,
e.g. it gives measure, establishes number, order, cause, and goal.” The Areopagite
notes that in addition to the term “Good,” inspired writers define the essence of
God as “Beauty,” both in the adjectival form kaAov and the noun form ké&AAog.

75 1Ibid., II, 4, 697B (3-4): 810 kal pOTWVVLHIKDG DpveTTal TayaBov g eikOVL TO dpxETuTOV
EKQALVOLEVOV.

76 1bid., 11, 4, 697B (1): mepi avTiig ka® av TV Tig HALaKiG AKTIVOG; (1-2) &k Tdyabod yap
TO PG Kl eikwv TG dyaBotnTog 697C (11-12): 6 péyag olitog kai OAoAaumhg kol
deipwrog fijAtog; 697C (10-11): i Oeiag dyaBotnTOg Eupavig eikwv; 697C (12): katd
TOANOOTOV Amrxnpa Téyadod.

77 1Ibid.,II, 4, 697C (12-13): mavta, Soa pétexery adtod Shvatal, pwrtiley; 697C (13-
14): brepnmAwpévov €xet T0 g eig avta; 697D (14-15): EamA@v TOV OpatdV KOGHOV
Avw Te Kal KATw TAG TOV olkelwv AKTIVWV avydg.

78 1Ibid,, II, 4, 697B-C (4-5): )| Tfig mavtwy énékewva Bedtnrog dyabotng DN, 147, 5-
6: and TOV dvwtatwy Kai TpoPutdtwy odoLdV dxpL TV oxdTwy Siket Kai €Tt bép
ndoag ¢oti; 697C (4-8): 1) Tiig mavtwy énékeva BedTNTOG AyaBoTNG ... PwTilel T&
Suvdpeva mavta.

79 Ibid., IL, 4, 697C (9-10): kai pétpov 0Tl TOV SvTwV Kol aidv Kai dplOpog kal Téa&ig kai
meploxn kai aitia kol TEAOG.



108 The Issue of Knowing God in the Thought of Pseudo-Dionysius

The latter form, Pseudo-Dionysius explains, is used to express that in which the
beautiful participates — that is, the source and cause of all that is beautiful. That
which is beautiful in the transcendent sense — kdAAo¢g — is treated as an inherent
beauty because it is from Him that every thing obtains its proper beauty. It is
therefore about the work of all harmony and splendor, an agency which, like
light, illuminates everything with its beautiful and creative participation in its
own rays as in the source.®® At the same time, in the case of both Good and
Beauty, Pseudo-Dionysius emphasizes its causal relativization. The transcendent
Being Himself is absolutely beautiful, more beautiful than anything else, always
unchanging and beautiful without blemish. It undergoes no changes in this state,
nor does it show the slightest detriment or hint of ugliness, nor any fluctuations
in this respect. This everlasting and homogeneous Beauty is the source and nec-
essary condition of beauty, of everything it causes.®! As Good and Beauty, God is
called “Love;” which is the cause and reason of creation: “And we may be so bold
as to claim also that the Cause of all things loves all things in the superabundance
of his goodness, that because of his goodness He makes all things.3?

The claim that the cause of creation is love is an important moment, one
which shows how distant the Neo-Platonic notion of the One is in Dionysian
thought, and how close it is to its Christian interpretation.

*

Classification of divine names runs in a different way when Pseudo-Dionysius
tries to explain the issue of knowledge and, at the same time, the total transcend-
ence of Divine Nature, which he does by emphasizing the distinction between
common and united names (¢vaotg) and the differentiated being of God or di-
vine distinction (Stakpioelg), between the hidden essence of divinity (brmapéic,

80 Ibid., IV,7,701C (4): kaAov p&v eivat Aéyopev 10 kdAAovg petéxov; 701C (4-5): k&Alog
8¢ v petoxnv Tiig kaAlomotod T@v SAwv kaAdv aitiag 701C (5-6): TO depovoLOV
Kahov; 701C (6-7): St& v &’ adTod ndot ToiG oVt HeTadISopEVNY OiKeiwG EKAOTW
kaAloviv; 701C (7-8): @g Tf¢ mavTwy gdappooTtiag kai dylaiag aitiov; 701C (8-
9): Siknv QwTOG évaotpdnTov dmact Tag KaANoOToLovG TG TNyaiag dkTivog adtod
petadooelG.

81 Ibid., IV, 7, 701D (10-12); kahov 8¢ ¢ maykalov dpa kai bépkalov kal del dv katd
& adTd Kai @oadTwG kaAov; 701D (12-13): olite yryvopevov obte dmoAlbpevov obte
avgavopevov obte gBivov, obte Tf] Pév kalov Tf) 8¢ aioxpOv o08E ToTé ey, ToTé 8¢
ov; 701D (15-16): ®G avTtd ka®’ ¢avtd ped avtod povoeldig del v kakov; 701D
(16-17): g mavtdG kakod Thy mnyaiay kKaAAoviyy DTepoxIkdG €V EaVT@ TPOEXOV.

82 1Ibid., II, 10, 705D-708A, p. 79: - 'O Oeilog £€pwg dyabog dyabod St 10 dyabov. AvTog
yap 6 dyaBoepyog TV Sviwv Epwg Ev Tayadd.
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ovoia) and processions or manifestation (mp6080g).33 Therefore, for Pseudo-
Dionysius, the essence of the Divine remains covered by the darkness of igno-
rance, rests in Divine peace (fjovxia), silence (owyn}, a@Beyéia), but at the same
time - thanks to its separating names — can be revealed through creation:

As I said elsewhere, those fully initiated into our theological tradition assert that the
divine unities are the hidden and permanent, supreme foundations of a steadfastness
which is more than ineffable and more then unknowable. They say that the differen-
tiations within the Godhead have to do with the benign processions and revelations
of God.%

When calls the following manifestations — the limitless distribution of gifts,
the source of substance and life, the creation of wisdom, as well as all other gifts
of goodness - “the undifferentiated divine unity;” it seems that he is thinking
about divine processions towards man, which in revealing themselves remain
indivisible in themselves.®> Pseudo-Dionysius extends the antinomic character
of the nature of God, which, despite the divisions, remains unity (given that dis-
tinction is not division), also to the issue of its knowability. Through differenti-
ating names, the divine becomes known, but at the same time, as the causative
factor, it remains beyond the reach of all reason.®¢ While Pseudo-Dionysius attri-
butes the unifying name to God as an unknowable, simple monad and henad
(povada pév kai £vada),¥” the source of differentiating names, or the theophany
of God in the world, is for him the Trinity. In the Areopagite’s writings we do

83 Ibid., I, 11;.

84 See ibid,, II, 4, 640D; trans. C. Luibhed & P. Rorem, 61.

85 Ibid, II, 5, 644A; trans. C. Luibhed & P. Rorem, 62: “On the other hand, if differentia-
tion can be said apply to the generous procession of the undifferentiated divine unity,
itself overflowing with goodness and dispensing itself outward toward multiplicity,
then the things united even within this divine differentiation are the acts by which it
irrepressibly imparts being, life, wisdom and the other gifts of its all-creative goodness.”

86 Ibid,, II, 5, 644A; trans. C. Luibhed & P. Rorem, 61, “Now his is unified and one and
common to the whole divinity, that the entire wholeness is participated in by each of
those who participate in it; none participates in only a part. ... However, the nonpar-
ticipation of the all-creative Godhead rises far beyond comparison of this kind since it
is out of reach of perception and is not on the same plane as whatever participates in it”

87 1bid., L, 4, 589D; trans. C. Luibhed & P. Rorem, 51: “And so all these scriptural utter-
ances celebrate the supreme Deity by describing it as a monad or henad, because of
its supernatural simplicity and indivisible unity”‘O6ev ¢v mdor oxedov T} Oeoloyikij
npaypateiq TV Oeapxiov OpdeY iep®G DIVOLHEVNY MG povada Evada uév kal évada
St TV amAotnTa Kal EvoTnTa TG UIepPLODG Adpepeiag.
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not find a systematic Trinitarian theology, although the mystery of the Trinity
finds its place in his works when he writes about the divine essence as one prin-
ciple of persons united and unmixed.®® The condition for the possibility of the
existence of unity and division is the creative aspect of the Trinity (tptada), de-
fined by the author of Corpus as the cause of beings.® In his deliberations on
Pseudo-Dionysius’ Trinity, consistent with an emphasis on God’s transcend-
ence, one cannot hesitate to state that divinity, as the cause of everything, also
exceeds its unity and trinity.”® Due to his consistent apophatism, it would be
a simplification to call Pseudo-Dionysius a Neoplatonist, given that he is one
above the Trinity. The author of Corpus accords the latter a place equal to the
monad and defines God as the “Triadic Unity” (tfjv tpiadikiv £vada enpui).*!
However, we would search in vain for a clearly expressed formula of one being
common to three people, permeated with their respective energies. Although
the Areopagite emphasizes that it is possible, thanks to one of the persons of
the Trinity, to learn about divine matters, and more precisely through energy -
the manifestations of Jesus’ activity,”? but He is not the only path leading to the

88 Ibid,, II, 4, 641A, trans. C. Luibhed & P. Rorem, 61: “they [sacred scriptures] assert
that the invisible Trinity holds within shared undifferentiated unity its supra-essential
subsistence;” ibid., 641D: “Each of the divine persons continues to possess his own
praiseworthy characteristics, so that one has here examples of unions and of differen-
tiations in the inexpressible unity and subsistence of God,” 62.

89 1Ibid,, I, 4, 592A, trans. C. Luibhed & P. Rorem, 51: “They also describe it is a Trinity,
for with a transcendent fecundity it is manifested as ‘three persons’ His is why ‘all fa-
therhood in heaven and on earth is and is named after it They call it Cause of beings;”
¢ Tptdda 8¢ i TNV TpLoVTOoTATOV TAHG DTIEPOLTLOL YOVILOTNTOG EkPaoty, £ fig doa
TapLd &v odpav® Kai émi yiG €0t Kai dvopaletal, dg aitiav 68 TOV Gvtwv.

90 Ibid., XIII, 3, 980D-981A, trans. C. Luibhed & P. Rorem, 128: “And the fact that the
transcendent Godhead is one and triune must not be understood in and of our own
typical senses. ... But no unity or trinity ... can proclaim that hidden-ness beyond
every mind and reason for the transcendent Godhead which transcends every being”

91 Ibid, I, 5, 593B. The term for the Trinity that appears in the writings of Pseudo-
Dionysius was incorporated by later Christian commentators and theologians. At
the same time, it is treated by some scholars as the crowning evidence that Pseudo-
Dionysius broke free from Neoplatonic terminology. See V. Lossky, In the Image and
Likeness of God, 28.

92 1Ibid,, XI, 5, 953 AB, trans. C. Luibhed & P. Rorem, 124: “We must work together and
with the angles to do the things of God, and we must do so in accordance with the
Providence of Jesus ‘who works all things in all'[1Cor 12: 6] ... reconciling us to himself
and in himself to the Father” - kat& mpdvolav’Inood té mévta €v oty évepyodvTog ...
Kal AmoKataAAACOVTOG NPAG EavT@ £V rvevpatt kal U éavtod kai év dvtw T Tatpl.



Onomatodoxia and Cataphatic Theology 111

Father.®® Dionysian Trinitarianism loses none of its ambivalence, all the more so
because when considering the Trinity, its aspect of being transcended by divinity
definitely prevails.** The fact that the Trinity is not the crowning of Christian
knowledge about God, but a stage on the path that leads man into the inaccessible
spheres of divinity, is guided by further fragments of the Areopagite’s works. In
this spirit, the famous invocation to the Trinity in Mystical Theology also begins,
in which the author asks for guidance in the regions of the highest mysticism,
non-discursive knowledge of the unity, “the summit greater than the unknow-
able and transcending light” (bnepdyvwotov dmepgaf kai dxpotdrnv).® So to
what, then, does the Trinity lead if not to participate in itself? The Areopagite
explains this by making a significant statement, one with Neoplatonic overtones
which complicate matters for commentators and scholars. Consistent as he was
in emphasizing God’s transcendence, Pseudo-Dionysius would not hesitate to
state that the Divine, although called unity or trinity or other comprehensible
names, nevertheless transcends all these terms and none of them is able to reveal
its secret, because divinity goes infinitely beyond the cognitive abilities of the
intellect; it remains unnamed and incomprehensible.”® The Areopagite strongly

93 Ibid, I, 3,592 AB, trans. C. Luibhed & P. Rorem, pp. 51-52: “But they especially call it
(trinity) loving toward humanity because in one of its persons it accepted a true share
of what it is we are, and thereby issued a call to man’s lowly state to rise up to it. In a
fashion beyond words, the simplicity of Jesus became something complex” Continuing
(ibid,, I, 3, 592 C, p. 53): “We use whatever appropriate symbols we can for the things
of God. With this analogy we are risen upward toward the truth of the mind’s vision”

94 Ibid., XIIL, 3, 980B, trans. C. Luibhed & P. Rorem, 127: “And if you take away the One,
there will survive neither whole nor part nor anything else in creation. The reality is
that all things are contained beforehand in and are embraced by the One in its ca-
pacity as an inherent unit. Hence scripture describes the entire thearchy, the Cause
of everything, as the One”

95 Ibid., TM, I, 1, 997A; trans. C. Luibhed & P. Rorem, 135: “Trinity!! Higher than any
being, any divinity, any goodness! Guide of Christians in the wisdom of heaven! Lead
us up beyond unknowing and light, up to the farthest, highest peak of mystic scrip-
ture” - Tpuag drepovote kai vrépOee kai hiepdyabe, i Xplotiavav €Bope Beocopiag,
1Buvov Nuag Ml TNV TOV Lo TIKOV AoYiwy DITEPAYVWOTOV Kal UITEp@ar kot AKpoTaTnv
KOPLQNV.

96 Ibid., DN, XIII, 3, 980D-981A, trans. C. Luibhed & P. Rorem, 129-130: “And the fact
that the transcendent Godhead is one and triune must not be understood in and of
our own typical senses.... And as we prepare to sing his truth we use the names Trinity
and Unity for what which is in fact beyond every name, calling it the transcendent
being above every being. But no unity or trinity ... can proclaim that hidden-ness
beyond every mind and reason for the transcendent Godhead which transcends every
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emphasizes that the division within God of unifying and differentiating names
causes no separation in Him. Describing the differences and unity within the
Trinity that are transcended by the Divine, Pseudo-Dionysius uses the image of
several lamps®” which, when brought into a room, give a common light, though
they are separate (“they interpenetrate each other, but are nonetheless sepa-
rate”).”® When we take out one of the lamps, its glow will disappear with it, but
it will not diminish the light of the other lamps or leave any part of the removed
glow. This means that their mutual relationship is complete and perfect and, at
the same time, neither reduces their inter-dependence nor leads to a mingling of
any part of them.”

Summarizing the above considerations, it should be stated that in Pseudo-
Dionysius’ thinking, the divine name does not represent knowledge about God
himself. The Areopagite explains that they were given to bring the unknowable
to the finite human nature. Their task is to raise the mind to divine matters by
discovering the true meaning of names disguised as symbols.1%

4.4 Symbolic Theology as a Path Upward

Calling the causative factor Good, Pseudo-Dionysius justifies not only the possi-
bility of the existence in God of dividing names, but also the reasons why divinity
appeared to people. God - Pseudo-Dionysius emphasizes — reveals himself so
that all beings can return to Him.!"! The Supreme Good, filled with love for its

being. There is no name for it nor expression. We cannot follow it into its inaccessible
dwelling place so far above us and we cannot even call it by the name of goodness.”
(A0 kai povdg Dpvovpevn kal TpLag 1 vep mavta Bedtng odk €oTiv 0Vde povag,
008¢ TpLag 1 TPOG NV § AAOV TIVOG TV SvTwv Steyvwopév, AN tva kal TO
DmepnVwHEVOV avTiig Kal To Beoydvov dAnBdg buvhowpey, Tf TpLadiky kai éviaiq
Bewvupia Ty epdvvpOV OVOpAlOpEY).

97 Seeibid., II, 4, 641A-641B. We find this image for the first time in Origen, then it was
used by Eriugena in the Latin tradition and Palamas in Eastern Church theology.

98 1Ibid,, I, 4, 641A.

99 1Ibid,, II, 4, 641B.

100 Devoted to this question is Letter IX; see also Pseudo-Dionysius, DN VII, 1 (865C-D),
XIII, 3, 980D. See also P. Rorem, Biblical and Liturgical Symbols within the Pseudo-
Dionysian Synthesis (Toronto 1984).

101 Pseudo-Dionysius, DN, I, 2, 588D, 50: “And yet, on the other hand, the Good is not
absolutely incommunicable to everything. By itself it generously reveals a firm, tran-
scendent beam, granting enlightenment proportionate to each being, and thereby
draws sacred minds upward to its permitted contemplation, to participation and to
the state of becoming like it” See Pseudo-Dionysius, CH, I, 2, 121B.
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creation, allows itself to be known through symbols contained in the Holy Scrip-
tures, in the liturgy, which - when interpreted by enlightened hierarchs - grad-
ually introduce the faithful to the mystery of the divine nature. We will deal
with this path of knowledge - called symbolic theology (cuppoAwr) Beoloyia)
by Pseudo-Dionysius - in later chapters. Here, in the fragments of interest to
us, the author draws attention to the appropriate measure according to which a
being can be enlightened and drawn in its upward journey. Beings thus receive
as much knowledge as they can take on a given level, and likewise cannot rise
higher than what is intended for them. Getting to know God in such a context
not only presupposes the need for intermediaries, but most of all seems to lose
the universal character of the Christian faith, reserving it for a select few.!? At
this point it is worth emphasizing that the symbolism and hierarchy contained in
the works of Pseudo-Dionysius are often cited as comprising the most important
argument demonstrating the undoubtedly Neoplatonic orientation of their au-
thor.!9 First of all, it seems that scholars often overlook the reason why divinity
manifests itself in hierarchies and symbols. According to Pseudo-Dionysius,
as I wrote above while discussing the name Good, it is the triune love for the
human race (¢t\avBpwmnia), an element that cannot be found in the systems
produced by Proclus and Iamblichus.!% The Creator, in his love and goodness,
wants creatures to return to him, and thus achieve full happiness. Their return
may take place through cognition, but here the human mind is too weak to im-
mediately know the divine essence, which is why It has been given theophanies

102 Pseudo-Dionysius, Ep 9, 1105B-C; Pseudo-Dionysius; TM, I, 2, 10004, trans. C.
Luibhed & P. Rorem, 136: “but see to it that none of his comes to the hearing of
the uninformed;” Pseudo-Dionysius, EH, I, 1, 372A, trans. C. Luibhed & P. Rorem,
195: “Keep these things of God unshared and undefiled by the uninitiated. Let your
sharing of sacred befit the sacred things: Let it be by way of sacred enlightenment for
sacred men only”

103 See H. D Saffrey, “New Objective Links between the Pseudo-Dionysius and Proclus,”
in D. O’'Meara (ed.), Neoplatonism and Christian Thought (Norfolk, VA: International
Society for Neoplatonic Studies, 1982), 65-74.

104 Pseudo-Dionysius, DN, I, 4, 592A; trans. C. Luibhed & P. Rorem, 51: “We now grasp
these things in the best way we can, and as they come to us, wrapped in the sacred
veils of that love toward humanity with which scripture and hierarchical traditions
cover the truths of the mind with things derived from the realm of senses;” “Kai fjpeig
pepvnpeda vov uév &valoywg fuiv St T@v iep®dv TapaneTacHdTwy TG T@V Aoyiwy
Kai TV igpapyk®v napadocewv lavBpwmiog aiobntoig Té& vontd kal Toig 0doL T
IEPOVOLA TTEPIKAAVTITOVONG Kal HOp@AG Kal TOTTOVG TOIG AHOPPWDTOLG.”
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and symbols, by which knowledge takes place gradually, under the guidance and
care of initiated fathers, sages, i.e., hierarchs, priests. All elements mentioned
here are deeply rooted in the monastic tradition and the doctrine of inner devel-
opment. Spiritual cognition must always take place gradually due to the dangers
that an adept may face when the level of acquired knowledge exceeds his/her
cognitive abilities. It must be accompanied by internal purification, transforma-
tion, maintenance of the commandments, all leading to an openness to grace,
divine energy. This process must be controlled by a person who is at a high level
of initiation; among the monks this person was always the spiritual father, who
played the role of a guide not only communicating knowledge and revealing the
meaning of symbols, but also helping the adept to make progress by providing
him advice and assistance. Considering the issue of symbols, Pseudo-Dionysius
reveals the great importance of knowledge (gnosis) and hierarchy in the pro-
cess of ascending towards divine things. When comparing liturgical rites or the
reading of Scripture to discovering particular symbols that lead us to God, the
Areopagite always emphasizes that only initiates and the worthy can achieve
this by understanding the hierarchy. The importance of symbols lies primarily
in their intelligible content, which must be discovered by gradually acquiring
knowledge of their true meaning. Pseudo-Dionysius develops the science of cog-
nition through analogy,'%> where the analogy not only has symbolic value, but
also constitutes an existential, real (through Aoyor) relationship with its proto-
image. Because of this, the very fact of learning analogies is in itself a return
to God.!% This relationship is reflected in the created reality, which - as a set
of symbols - has a hierarchical arrangement. Thus, cognition by analogy will
always be cognition within the hierarchy,!?” and its culmination is mystical cog-
nition, divine ignorance. For Pseudo-Dionysius, the energies (np6odog ®@eod)
through which God comes to man are transmitted in a gradual cognitive pro-
cess.!9% According to René Roques, author of the fundamental work Lunivers
dionysien, this proves that the Pseudo-Dionysian system is not a Neoplatonic

105 See H.-Ch. Puech, “La ténébre mystique chez le Pseudo-Denys,” Etudes Carmelitaines 9
(1938): 33-53; R. Roques, Lunivers dionysien, 60-65; T. Obolevitch, Od onomatodoksji
do estetyki, 116-121.

106 See P. Rorem, Pseudo-Dionysius, 93-97; see also V. Lossky, La notion des analogies
chez Denys le Pseudo-Aréopagite.

107 V. Lossky believes that Pseudo-Dionysius equates the concept of cognition by analogy
with cognition through hierarchy, calling the hierarchical order dvaloyiat iepapyixot;
La notion des analogies chez Denys le Pseudo-Aréopagite, 280.

108 See R. Roques, Lunivers dionysien, 101-111.
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one, as the act of salvation is thus a process of rebuilding a hierarchy destroyed
by sin. Hierarchy, therefore, has an ontological and epistemological meaning,
while symbolic theology appears as the mind’s way of ascending from the level
of sensory perception towards a purely divine reality.!%

At the end of these introductory considerations on symbolic theology, we should
take note of an important idea in the Dionysian explanation of the role of symbols.
The author of Corpus writes that “dissimilar” symbols are more adequate to reach
the essence of God than “similar” symbols. The latter can easily take the place of di-
vinity instead of leading to transcendence. Dissimilar symbols, on the other hand,
cause detachment, a mental leap beyond what is sensually knowable.!1® The fact
that the “dissimilar” symbol is more easily negated is an excellent starting point for
understanding apophatic theology - that is, getting to know God through what He
is not.

4.5 Apophatic Theology

The best path to ascend toward God is arguably apophatic theology (do@atikij
Beoloyia), which is a consistent understanding, put forward by the Areopagite,
of divine transcendence and causality at the same time. Negation - that is the re-
jection of individual meanings, the process of abstraction, and literally “detach-
ing,” and “depriving” (d¢aipeoig) — appears to Pseudo-Dionysius as a necessary
introduction to true knowledge, a transition to a higher cognitive level, and not
as a denial of the possibility of knowing God. According to the author of Corpus,
we start with affirmative names (the cataphatic path), which - however - we
deny because God, as their cause, completely transcends them. So the Creator is
not a body, there is no place, no shape, no quality, no senses; there is no change
in Him in the sense that we mediate from the world of creatures. At the same
time, it is neither being nor life nor reason, nor good nor beauty in the sense in
which the beings created by it are endowed with them. The author of the Divine
Names writes: “Therefore every attribute may be predicated of him and yet he

109 See D. Carabine, The Unknown God, 290-291.

110 Pseudo-DionysiusPseudo-Dionysius, CH, II, 2 140C; see R. Roques, “Symbolisme et
théologie negative chez le Pseudo-Denys,” Bulletin de I'Association Guillaume Budé
(1957), 105.
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is not any one thing. He has every shape and structure, and yet is formless and
beauty-less!!!

Knowledge of the One is gained through natural knowledge and ignorance
resulting from denial, the suspension of attributes and definitions given to Him.
The Areopagite teaches that while God must be given all the attributes that are
inherent in what is, it is he who is the ultimate cause, though it would be more
appropriate to deny Him those attributes, since he surpasses them all.!''> How-
ever, there is no contradiction between denial and granting, because He is above
all denial and granting (Ongp maoav kai dgaipeowv kai Béow).!'* The process
of negation, therefore, goes beyond contradictory negations and assertions, be-
cause God is above the opposites that unite in Him:

He is known through knowledge and through unknowing. Of him there is conception,
reason, understanding, touch, perception, opinion, imagination, name, and many other
things. On the other hand he cannot be understood, words cannot contain him, and no
name can lay hold of him.!!*

The consistent negation of divine attributes (i.e., God is good and at the same
time not-good, if we think of Him in terms of good that we perceive it sensually,
because as the cause, he is completely different from it) leads to another aspect of
the path of negation, known as abstraction, or literally cutting off (daipéoeig)
successive concepts, in order to face the mystery of divine sovereignty with a

111 Pseudo-Dionysius, DNV, 8, 824B, trans. C. Luibhed & P. Rorem, 101; Atd kai méavta
avtod kai dpa katnyopeital, kol 008&V £€0TL TOV TAVTWY TAVOXNHOG, TTaveideod,
AHOPPOG, AKAAANG.

112 Ibid., VIL, 3, 872A, trans. C. Luibhed & P. Rorem, 108-109: “God is therefore known in
all things and as distinct from all things. He is known through knowledge and through
unknowing. ... He is not one of the things that are and he cannot be known in any
of them.” Kai 1 yvwoetg 6 8e0g yvdoketat kai St dyvwoiog. Kai £otv adtod kai
vonots kai Aoyog kai émotiun kai aicOnotg kai §6&a kai gavrtacia kai dvopa kol Td
dA\a avta, kai oBte voettat obte dvopdletat.

113 Ibid., III, 3, 684C (3-4): déov &’ avTij Kai doag adTag TOEvaL Kal KATaPAoKELY
0¢oels, wg Mavtwy aitig; 684C (4-5): kai TAoAG AVTAG KVUPLWTEPOV ATOPAacKeLY [S¢0V],
g Vrep mavta vrepovon; 684C (5-6): kai pn) olecBat TAG ATOPATELG AVTIKELHEVAG
elvat taig katagdoeotv; 684C (6-7): &G TTOAD TpdTEPOV AVTIV DIEP TAG GTEPTOELG
elval; 143,7: Oigp maoav kai agaipeoty kal Béotv.

114 Ibid., VII, 3, 872A, trans. C. Luibhed & P. Rorem, 107-108; Ibid., II, 4, 641A, trans.
C. Luibhed & P. Rorem, 61: “(Godhead is) the assertion of all things, the denial of all
things, that which is beyond every assertion and denial:” 1} mévtwv 6¢o1g, i) Tavtwy
agaipeaic, TO vmEp maoav kai Béotv kai agaipeoty.
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mind completely free from all knowledge and ignorance, to enter the path of
mystical knowledge. Thus, apophatic theology leads to the inexpressible, cul-
minating in a mystical ignorance described by Pseudo-Dionysius as a state of
mind. In the treatise Mystical Theology, the “Great Dionysius” exhorts Timothy,
the target of his writing, to achieve these mystical cognitions. First of all, one
has to give up sensory experiences and mental operations, everything sensual
and mental, what is not there, and what is there, in order to reach to the ex-
tent possible, without reflection, union with Him who surpasses all being and
knowledge. By cleansing, by the absolute and ruthless separation of oneself from
oneself and from everything that occupies the mind and body, from all shapes
and imaginations, one then comes to the One who transcends all that is, to the
ray of the divine shadow (mpog TV vmepovolov Tod Beiov oxdTOVG dKTiva.). !
Pseudo-Dionysius does not say much about the mystical union of the human
mind with God, because the experience is beyond description. The Areopagite
says, in literal translation: “But again, the most divine knowledge of God, that
which comes through unknowing, is achieved in a union far beyond mind”
(kai oty adBig 1) Betotdn Beod yv@oig 1} 8L dyvwoiag yvwokopévn Katd Ty
bnep vobv Evworv).!1® A state is reached in which the mind, having put aside
all sensory and intellectual activities and then having divested itself, becomes
one with this bright radiance and - in both directions as it were, “from there
and to there)” — becomes illumined by the unexplored depth of wisdom.!” It
is a unique, particular way of achieving knowledge, as if through “shortcuts”
However, there is always the indirect, symbolic and hierarchical cognition dis-
cussed earlier, through created things, in the process of adjudication and nega-
tion, abstraction.!!8

In conclusion, Pseudo-Dionysius, by reflecting on the names of God, shows
a path toward knowing His nature. On the one hand, it is a positive path, con-
sisting of the assignment of attributes to Him (of course, to the highest degree),

115 Ibid., TM, I, 1, 997B (6-7): &molette kai TdG vogpdg vepyeiag kal mavta aioOntd kai
vonta Kai mavta ovk dvta kai 6vta; 997B (8-9): kai oG THY Evwoty, WG EPLKTOV,
aywotwg avatadntt tod vmep ndoav odoiav kai yvwotv; 1000A (9-10): T yap
£avtod Kol TAVTWY AoXETW Kal amoAdTw kabap®g ék ataoet; 1000A (10): mpog TOV
vnepodotov Tod Beiov ordTOVG AKTIVAL.

116 Ibid., DN, VII, 3, 872B, trans. C. Luibhed & P. Rorem, 109.

117 Ibid., VII, 3, 872B (13-15): tav 6 voi¢ T@V SvTwy TAvTwy ATooTdg, Emerta kal £auTtOv
ageig Evwbi Taic epatowy dxtiow ékeibev kal ékel 1@ dvelepevvntw Padet Tiig
0OQiaG KATAUTOUEVOG.

118 Ibid., VII, 3, 872B (15-16): kaitot kal €k TAVTWY, OTep €N, aOTHV YVWOTEOV.
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because He is the cause of everything (kai €v tf] mdvtwv aitiq). And on the other
hand, abstracting Him for the sake of His transcendence, because He surpasses
everything (év Tfj mavtwv dgaipéoet kai briepoxij). Therefore, the Areopagite, in
the spirit of antinomy, writes that God is known in everything and beyond every-
thing (810 kai év aowv 6 Bedg yivwokeTat kai Xwplg Tévtwy), so it remains for us
to learn about Him through knowledge and ignorance (kai St yvwoewg 6 8edg
yryvooketat kal S dyvwoiag).!t? While a certain part of divine mysteries are
avaijlable to the mind prepared by divine mysteries (liturgies), in some matters
one is dependent solely on the Scriptures and mystical union. According to the
author of Corpus, all paths must complement each other, and without the sup-
port of the other, one would be doomed to failure.

119 Ibid., VII, 3, 872A, 1-4.



5 Conditions for the Possibility of True
Knowledge of God According to Gregory
Palamas

The categorical claim that the essence of God is unknowable, as we have seen in
the works of Gregory of Nyssa or John of Damascus, is the basis for the Palamite
interpretation of the Areopagite thought.! Like Pseudo-Dionysius, it is evident
from the assumption that finite creation cannot know infinity thr