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[-]1 Abstract and Keywords

Sketches early Christian initiatives to present faith as a privileged means of contact with
God. Discusses the fourth-century religious climate of late Neoplatonism and suggests a
much less hostile attitude to faith and revelation. In both Christian and non-Christian
Neoplatonic circles, the exaltation of faith was part of the spirit of the age.

Keywords: faith, lamblichus, Julian, Porphyry, Proclus, revelation

Faith the Christian Foundation

‘But the Law has found its fulfilment in Christ, so that all who have faith will be justified.’
So proclaimed Paul to the Christians at Rome.! ‘If you declare with your mouth’, he
continues, ‘that Jesus is Lord, and if you believe with your heart that God raised him
from the dead, then you will be saved.’? That faith, and not obedience to the Law, could
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Introduction

open the doors of justification and salvation, Paul insisted, was nothing new, and he looks
to Abraham as one who embodied this faith: ‘Abraham put his faith in God and this was
reckoned to him as uprightness.’3 Indeed the Letter to the Hebrews provides a salvation
history that focuses on acts of faith from Abel and Enoch through Abraham, Moses, and
the prophets.4 What is true of Abraham is true of all believers: ‘it is people of faith who
receive the same blessing as Abraham, the man of faith’.%

Faith as a doorway to God is foundational for Christianity from the beginning, but as
Christianity began to move out and engage the Hellenistic culture in which it was
immersed, this emphasis on faith as somehow providing access to God seemed to
generate more heat than light. It was not that pistis meant nothing to a philosophical
culture permeated by the spirit of Plato. It did indeed mean something, and Plato's
Allegory of the Line is often taken as the locus classicus in this 1regard:6 caught up in
sense impression, faith was associated with a very low and unreliable form of knowledge.
As E.R. Dodds observed long ago in his Wiles Lectures: ‘Had any cultivated pagan of the
second century been asked to put in a few words the difference between his own view of
life and the Christian one, he might reply that it was the difference between logismos and
pistis, between reasoned conviction and blind faith. To anyone brought up on classical
Greek philosophy, pistis meant the lowest (p.2) grade of cognition.’’ It was clearly not
the case that Greek philosophy did not value the divine; Neoplatonism was especially
concerned with divine union. What was required for this, however, was not faith but the
non-discursive reaches of the intelligence. This is in many ways a suitable place to situate
the subject of the present study of Gregory of Nyssa.

While Gregory of Nyssa spoke of faith in a variety of senses, this study will focus on a
particular, indeed technical, use of the term pistis. We shall see that Gregory of Nyssa
ascribes to faith qualities which Neoplatonism would reserve to the crest of the wave of
nous. Indeed, for Gregory of Nyssa, faith becomes a faculty of union with God, who is
beyond all comprehension, beyond the reach of concept, image, word. To speak of union
with God beyond noetic activity is something with which Neoplatonism is very familiar,
though it would not until Proclus see that faith had a role in this apophatic union. But
Gregory does see the role of faith in union with God, and to develop his views on this
matter he grounds himself not in Plotinus or Porphyry but in certain biblical figures who
embody faith, especially Abraham, Moses, the bride of the Song of Songs, and Paul8

Philo, Clement of Alexandria, and Origen had done much in their own Middle-Platonic
context to show that biblical faith could be taken with epistemological seriousness. For
Philo faith was the ‘queen of virtues’¥ and he could ascribe to faith the capacity to unite
with God: “‘What then is the cementing substance? Do you ask, what? Piety, surely, and
faith: for these virtues adjust and unite (evobow) the intent of the heart to the
incorruptible Being: as Abraham when he believed is said to “come near to God” (Gen.
18: 23)’10 Clement of Alexandria attempted to give a thorough explanation of faith to
assuage the objections of both Greek philosophy and the Gnostics, who considered their
gnosis higher than simple faith. For Clement faith became the acceptance of the first
principles of knowledge that cannot be proved, but without which there (p.3) could be
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Introduction

no gnosis.!1 In his Contra Celsum Origen is keen to refute Celsus' accusation that
Chrisitans accept things on faith without the support of reason.!? Origen concedes that
faith is ‘useful for the multitude, and that we admittedly teach those who cannot abandon
everything and pursue a study of rational argument to believe without thinking out their
reasons’.! 3 He insists, however, that this is not the ideal and that faith with the support of
reason is better than faith alone: ‘it is in harmony with scripture to say that it is far better
to accept doctrines with reason and wisdom than with mere faith’.14 But Origen is not
always on the defensive about faith. Commenting on Luke 8. 48, ‘My daughter your faith
has saved you,’ Origen likens philosophers to physicians who attempt but fail to heal
humanity. ‘But upon touching the fringe of Jesus' garment, who alone is the physician of
souls and bodies, [humanity] is healed on the spot by the fire and warmth of faith. If we
look to our faith in Jesus Christ and consider how great is the son of God and touch
something of him, we will see that in comparison to the fringes in him we have touched
but a fringe. But all the same the fringe heals us and enables us to hear Jesus say:
“Daughter, your faith has saved you”.’1® As much as Origen values the reasoned
argument of philosophy, he can speak of faith as providing something that philosophy
alone cannot provide. Faith mediates real contact with Jesus and brings heal:ing.1 6

These brief glimpses of Philo, Clement, and Origen represent the early Christian concern
to integrate the epistemological concerns of their philosophical-cultural milieux into a
viable understanding of how Christian faith could lead to an experience of God. While
Gregory of (p.4) Nyssais very much heir to this Alexandrian tradition, he writes in a
Neoplatonic-cultural context which is much less hostile towards faith. Curiously, late
Neoplatonism begins to look very much like a religion, not least in the way in which it came
to value faith and revelation. Dodds remarks, ‘pagan philosophy tended increasingly to
replace reason by authority—and not only the authority of Plato, but the authority of
Orphic poetry, of Hermetic theosophy, of obscure revelations like the Chaldaean
Oracles’ 17 1t is worth considering this rise of faith in late Neoplatonism, not to suggest
that this was a direct influence on what Gregory claimed of faith as a faculty of union, but
rather to show that the theological culture of late antiquity, for both Christianity and late
Neoplatonism, saw immense, religious possibility in faith. The exaltation of faith was part of
the spirit of the age.

Faith in Late Neoplatonism: Porphyry, lamblichus, and Proclus

One of the defining features of late Neoplatonism was its increasing religiosity and the
manner in which it too came to extol faith. This is not without a certain irony; philosophical
Hellenism in general had previously derided faith as among the lowest forms of cognition:
‘it was the state of mind of the uneducated, who believe things on hearsay without being
able to give reasons for their belief .18 But after Plotinus especially, Neoplatonism
‘became less a philosophy than a religion, whose followers were occupied like their
Christian counterparts in expounding and reconciling sacred texts. For them too pistis
became a basic requirement.'19 A propos of late antiquity as a whole, Dodds remarks:
‘The entire culture, pagan as well as Christian, was moving into a phase in which religion
was to be co-extensive with life, and the quest for God was to cast its shadow over all
other human activities.”2? Dodds has suggested that this was in large part a parallel
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response from both Christians and pagans to the anxiety that marked the age, an age ‘so
filled with fear and hatred as the world of the third century, any path that promised
escape must have attracted serious minds. Many besides Plotinus must have given a new
meaning to the words of Agamemnon in Homer, “Let us flee to our own country” ’.21

An approach altogether different from Dodds's reduction of religious aspiration and
expression to anxiety-response is taken more recently by (p.5) Jay Bregman. Bregman
sees in later Hellensim the interaction of three distinct dynamics. First, is ‘the Classical
tradition of Greek customs, language, institutions and literature, an element of which
nevertheless involved acknowledgment of the gods and religious practice’ 2% Second, the
Greek philosophical tradition, in the light of which the entire cultural heritage was to be
interpreted, ‘as in the Neoplatonism of Plotinus and Porphyry, in which the highest
activities are contemplation, unio mystica and amor intellectus dei’ 23 Third, Bregman
says, is ‘the theurgic Neoplatonism of Iamblichus, Julian's guru, and Proclus, where rites
and religious practice are basic and essential...” 24 This is not to suggest that genuinely
devout religious practice did not exist among non-Christian Hellenists until the late
Neoplatonism of the fourth and fifth centuries; for certainly it did, as H.-D. Saffrey has
sensitively demonstrated.2® What Bregman usefully highlights, however, is a cultural
trend in late Neoplatonism which witnesses the coming together of the classical
philosophical patrimony and religious piety, indeed faith, what Gregory Shaw has aptly
termed, ‘the platonizing of popular 1"e]igion'.26 This can be sufficiently demonstrated by
surveying some of the key moments in late Neoplatonism's change in attitude towards
religious practice in general and towards the role of faith in particular; for ‘no religion can
dispense with pistis'.27

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

A committed critic of Christianity, Porphyry was quick to deride the irrational faith of
Christians.30 This allegedly irrational faith, however, is (p.6) not Porphyry's final word
on the possibilities of faith. In his later years Porphyry writes a letter to his wife Marcella
that reveals both a respect for traditional religious practice and an acknowledged role for
faith in a relationship with God 3! Writing to console his wife during an extended absence,
Porphyry encourages Marcella to ‘disregard the irrational confusion caused by passion
and consider it no small thing to remember the divine doctrine by which you were
initiated into philosophy “for deeds provide the positive demonstrations of each person's
beliefs” and “whoever has acquired certainty must live in such a way that he himself can
be a certain witness to the beliefs which he speaks about to his disciples” *.32 At first
glance one might take the language of philosophical initiation to refer only to the type of
philosophical life to which Porphyry would have been exposed by Plotinus, but Porphyry
goes on to speak of traditional religious practice and honouring God in a manner that
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gives greater credence to traditional religion than Plotinus would have accorded it. ‘For
this is the principal fruit of piety: to honour the divine in the traditional ways, not because
He needs it but because He summons us by his venerable and blessed dignity to
worship him. God's altars, if they are consecrated, do not harm us; if they are neglected,
they do not help us.’33 Moreover, not only does Porphyry's philosophical piety include
traditional Hellenic religious practice according to ancestral custom, but Porphyry can
also speak quite positively of the role of faith in a relationship with God. ‘Let four principles
in particular be firmly held with regard to God: faith, truth, love, hope. For it is necessary
to have faith that conversion toward God is the only salvation.’3* This text has been much
commented upon. Rist claims that the triad ‘faith, truth, and love’ marks a clear influence
of the Chaldaean Oracles and constitutes, moreover, the first sign of direct influence of
the Chaldaean Oracles to date.3% Citing A.H. Armstrong, Rist says that faith in Ad
Marcellam is * “Platonic firm rational confidence” *.36 Dodds was less (p.7) certain that
this triad came from the Chaldaean Oracles, but does think it a good deal more likely than
Harnack's suggestion of the influence of 1 Cor.13: 13 on Porphyry.37 For our purpose,
however, of indicating late Neoplatonism's gradual exaltation of faith, it is worth pointing
out at least three things. First, Porphyry places faith in the context of a relationship with
God. Second, while Porphyry does not suggest that union with God is mediated by faith
(something which Plotinus would never have advocated, but which Proclus will indeed
claim), it is nevertheless necessary, ‘the first condition of the soul's approach to God’38
Third, what Porphyry has to say about both faith and the ‘ancestral custom’ of religious
practice, provides a good place to take a sort of cultural pulse. For we see here an
example of the cultural tendencies announced earlier by Bregan: the tendency in later
Hellenism to interpret religious practice in the light of philosophy. In Ad Marcellam
Porphyry is not simply advocating ancient religious practice; the letter is an instruction in
the life of philosophy. What is noteworthy about Porphyry's positive views on faith and
religious practice expressed here is that he sees them as ideal preparation for the life of
philosophy. ‘Porphyry remains the philosopher as he integrates the search for personal
salvation into the metaphysical structure of Neoplatonism’.39 This adds some precision
and a slight corrective to Dodds's general observation that after Plotinus Neoplatonism
became less a philosophy than a religion. Religious rites and practices did not replace
Neoplatonism, but were integrated into Neoplatonism's description of the philosophical
life for late antiquity. Porphyry, at least in Ad Marcellam, provides a clear pulse in this
Platonizing of popular religion, but Iamblichus and Proclus provide a yet stronger pulse.

There is a certain urgency in Iamblichus' defence of theurgy.40 Porphyry was not always
so tolerant of theurgic rites, and in many ways the views of religious practices expressed
to his wife represent a softening of the rather more critical and suspicious views
expressed in the Letter to Anebo or in De abstinentia. F ollowing Plotinus, Porphyry held
that divine (p.8) union was achieved through votc. ‘The philosopher...is detached from
exterior things...and has no need of diviners or the entrails of animals....Alone and
through himself, as we have said, the philosopher will approach the god...’.41 Theurgic
rituals, according to Porphyry, did not lead to divine union but served only to purify the
lower soul#? This was cause for concern on the part of lamblichus, his former pupil.43 As
Peter Brown has put it: “The austere philosophical transcendentalism of Porphyry
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threatened to deny that the gods were available on earth and hence to deny that heaven
was accessible to men through the traditional rituals.’## ‘This doctrine’, says Iamblichus,
‘spells the ruin of all holy ritual and all communion between gods and men achieved by
our rites, by placing the physical presence of the superior beings outside this earth.”4>
By exalting the role of theurgic rituals, however, lamblichus was not abandoning the
Platonism in which he was schooled, but adapting it in such a way that the ancient
religious customs served a vital function in the life of the philosopher.

Gregory Shaw claims that lamblichus' De mysteriis, written in response to Porphyry's
Letter to Anebo, is late antiquity's best example of the changes that were coming about in
traditional pagan worship. ‘Iamblichus thoroughly revised and defended pagan
divinational practices by placing them within the theoretical framework of Platonic and
Pythagorean teachings...”46 This, combined with the growing authority of the Chaldaean
Oracles,*” resulted in the theurgic rites that gave further shape to the religious
complexion of Neoplatonism in the fourth century (and beyond). But why did Iamblichus
see a philosophical need for theurgy and how did theurgy fulfil that need?

Iamblichus had taken a different view from both Plotinus and Porphyry regarding the
structure of the soul. For Plotinus and Porphyry, the (p.9) essence of the soul was
undescended in body and, hence, never lost its divine status. Porphyry was not being
flippant when he stated in De abstinentia, ‘the philosopher will approach the god'.48 The
statement reveals his understanding of the nature of the soul, whose essence,
undescended in the body, remains eternal and well placed ‘to approach the god’ without
mediation by theurgy. Not so for Iamblichus; the essence of the soulis descended in the
body, with the result that, of the soul's two functions—animating the body and uniting
with the divine—the soul can only perform the former. It is the precise role of theurgy to
make up for what soul cannot do, by allowing the gods to come to soul and use it as their
instrument.49 Ancient rituals such as divination became for Iamblichus theurgic rites,
divine works that did far more than merely cleanse the lower soul (something which
Porphyry admitted).20 Theurgic rituals ‘bridged the gap between the soul's ousia and
energeia: it allowed the divinity of the soul to be experienced immediately as divine but at
the cost ofits singular self-consciousness’”!

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

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

Page 6 of 14

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015




Introduction

Ephesus, Julian ‘was the most (p.10) enthusiastic fourth-century religious Hellene’,%*

and theurgy, according to Rowland Smith, ‘is the most strikingly fourth-century feature in
the devotional and intellectual make-up of the man’.5®> Some scholars see Julian
establishing an Hellenic church ‘with its own orthodoxy and priestly hierarchy under his
direction’ very much driven by Iamblican theurgy.56 Rowland Smith, however, while
acknowledging Julian's personal debt to theurgic Neoplatonism, nevertheless cautions
strongly against exaggerating its influence on his public religious programme.?’ To
whatever degree, great or little, theurgic Neoplatonism affected the Empire during his
brief reign, Julian remains an important example of how the Iamblican reforms of
Neoplatonism were still very much alive. As Philip Rousseau has recently put it:
‘Especially among the followers of lamblichus, [Julian] harnessed the energies of a
generation that had already steeled itself in the face of Constantine's tolerance and
conversion...”>8

If the Tamblican theurgic reforms of the fourth century were in a large measure
responsible for late Neoplatonism's sustained religious complexion, we might well expect
to see the role of faith also come to the fore. While we have seen Porphyry speak of faith
sympathetically, it is really Proclus we must turn to in order to see the positive regard in
which late Neoplatonism came to hold faith.

Ifindeed Porphyry was the first Neoplatonist to give evidence of the growing influence of
the Chaldaean Oracles, he was clearly not the last.%9 Iamblichus ‘turned them into the
ultimate theological authority’,60 and Proclus on several occasions refers to the famous
Chaldaean triad of faith, truth, and love. Saffrey maintains that the entrance of the
Chaldaean (p.11) Oracles into Neoplatonism had two important consequences. First, it
gave rise to what lamblichus developed as theurgy.61 Second, the Chaldaean Oracles
became a theological authority that gave Neoplatonists a new way of reading Plato.
Appearing probably in second-century Syria, the Chaldaean Oracles were thought to be
the transmissions of a medium in communication with Plato.5% ‘Since the Oracles were
Platonic, Plato himself became a god capable of proffering oracles; his writings thus
became the revelation of a sublime doctrine, a truly “holy scripture” /63 One can see how
Iamblichus' theory of the descended soul accommodates within Neoplatonism this new
need for revelation: because the soulis fully descended, it cannot save itself; the
philosopher stands in need of divine assistance. These Platonic oracles supplied such
guidance, which Iamblichus worked into his theurgic rites. While Proclus certainly
continued to see a role for theurgy within fifth-century Neoplatonism, he is particularly
useful for seeing the role which faith comes to play in the soul's search for divine union in
the context of theurgy'.64

Proclus ascribes to faith qualities which Plotinus and Porphyry would never have done.
More than conviction derived from either the senses or intellect, faith becomes for
Proclus a faculty of divine union beyond the level of intellect. His clearest statement of
this is to be found in the Platonic Theology. With the Chaldaean triad of love, truth, and
faith in the background, Proclus discusses how each is a means of contact with the divine.
Love establishes contact with Beauty and truth with Wisdom, but, “What’, he asks, ‘will
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unite us with the Good? What will still all activity and movement?...In a word, it is the Faith
of the gods which, by means beyond description, brings all the ranks of gods and
daemons, and the blessed among souls, into union with the Good. For the Good must be
sought not by knowledge and its imperfection, but only by surrender to the divine
radiance.’%° As the means of union with the Good, this faith has a certain pride of place:
‘Neither Beauty nor Wisdom nor any other property of Being is for all things so worthy of
Faith, so secure, so indubitable, so incomprehensible to the sequential (p.12)

movement of thought, as is the Good.’60 It is clear that Proclus is not using faith in the
sense that Plato and Plotinus used it.67 Faith is not, as Siorvanes has put it, ‘the absence
of demonstrable argument or truth’.68 Because the Good is beyond discursive knowing,
the means of contact must be non-discursive. This is what Proclus sees in faith. For
Proclus faith is an unknowing that is higher than knowing that unites with the Good, that is
beyond the grasp of all noetic activity. What makes possible this union with the Good is
precisely the role of theurgy: ‘theurgy leads to a supra-intellectual faith which reaches
God’.59

With Proclus, then, we see most clearly the religious possibilities that late Neoplatonism
came to see in faith. Clearly this is not the inferior knowledge described by Plato in the
Allegory of the Line; nor is it just the rational faith that Porphyry came to see as ‘a
fundamental requirement of the philosopher’.70 Proclus asks: ‘What is the cause of this
initiation except that faith? For on the whole the initiation does not happen through
intellection and judgement, but through silence which is unifying and is superior to every
cognitive activity. Faith imparts this...’”1

Since at least Plato, the approach to the divine has been through love and truth. Why has
Proclus seen in faith a third possibility for the philosopher, a possibility on a par with, if not
nobler than, love and truth? Three reasons suggest themselves for consideration. One
important reason is that the Chaldaean Oracles has upgraded faith by incorporating it
into the triad along with love and truth. Thanks to the Chaldaean Oracles, which is
considered Platonic revelation, faith has become a category whose importance is
guaranteed by such revelation. Given this, the exalted understanding of faith, tied to
higher theurgy, should be understood as a development within Platonism.”2 Second, this
exalted role of faith corresponds to the changes regarding the soul wrought by
Iamblichus. A fully descended soul stands in need of assistance to realize (p.13) its
divine nature; ‘it has to be “lifted up” by divinity itself.”3 The revealed text of the
Chaldaean Oracles, along with its theurgy that led to faith,’# was this divine assistance
that lifted the soul to salvation. Finally, for Neoplatonism generally, and certainly for
Proclus, the One is beyond all noetic activity. Because of faith's ties to theurgy, plus the
fact that faith itself does not require the grasp of comprehension, faith seems an obvious
virtue to develop when speaking of the approach to and union with the One.

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

The exaltation of faith by both Christians and late Neoplatonists was part of the theological
climate oflate antiquity generally, but despite some interesting parallels between
Gregory and Neoplatonism regarding how faculties of union work, there is important
divergence regarding faith. Commenting on the difference between Christian faith and
Proclan faith, Rist says: ‘ITioTiC then in Proclus is not very like the Christian's faith, for
there is no real parallel between the Christian's faith in (p.14) Christ and the
Neoplatonist's reliance on the Chaldaean Oracles.’’8 Rist does not elaborate on Christian
faith, but as for Gregory of Nyssa's special account of it, we shall see emphases that will
ultimately distinguish it sharply from the late Neoplatonist account of it. Gregory will
emphasize, among other things, the sacramental origins of faith and highlight, whether
boldly or with characteristic subtlety, the developmental character of faith and the
transformation of soul as a result of the union mediated by faith. But most of all Gregory
presumes in faith a real relationship with the Incarnate Word, immanent in creation, in
sacred scripture and in the person of Jesus of Nazareth. To this faith of Abraham, Moses,
the bride, and Paul let us now turn.

Notes:
(1) Rom. 10: 4 (The New Jerusalem Bible).

(2) Rom. 10: 9.

(3) Rom. 4: 3; cf. Gal. 3: 7 and Gen. 15: 6.

(4) Heb.11.

(5) al. 3: 9.

(6) Republic 511e.

(7) E. R. Dodds, Pagan and Christian in an Age of Anxiety (Cambridge, 1965), 120-1.
(8) More on Gregory's relationship to aspects of Neoplatonism in Chapter 4.

(9) Philo, Abr. 46. 270 (LCL, Philo vol. vi, trans. F. Colson). See H. Wolfson, Philo:
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Foundations of Religious Philosophy in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, vol. ii
(Cambridge, Mass., 1968), 215-18. For a philological study of faith in Philo, see D.
Lindsay, Josephus and Faith: ITioti¢ and ITiote0wv as Faith Terminology in the Writings
of Flavius Josephus and in the New Testament (Leiden, 1993), 53-73.

(10) Philo, Mig. 24. 132 (LCL, Philo vol. iv, trans. F. Colson and G. Whitaker).

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

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

(13) Origen, Contra Celsum 1. 10, trans. H. Chadwick (Cambridge, 1965), 13.
(14) Ibid. 1. 13 (Chadwick, 16).

(15) Origen, In Lucam fragmenta (M. Rauer (ed.), 240. 25-35); trans. R. Daly in H. von
Balthasar, Origen, Spirit and Fire: A Thematic Anthology of His Writings (Washington, DC,
1984), 94.

(16) See F. Bertrand, Mystique de Jésus chez Origene (Paris, 1951), 121-40, esp. 130-2.
(17) Dodds, Pagan and Christian, 122.

(18) Ibid., 121.

(19) Ibid., 122.

(20) Ibid., 101.

(21) Ibid., 100-1.

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

(23) Ibid.

(24) Ibid.
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(25) H. Saffrey, ‘“The Piety and Prayers of Ordinary Men and Women in Late Antiquity’, in
A. Armstrong (ed.), Classical Mediterranean Spirituality (New York, 1986), 195-213.

(26) G. Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus (University Park,
Pa., 1995), 231.

(27) Dodds, Pagan and Christian, 123.
(28) Republic 511e.

(29) J. Rist, Plotinus: The Road to Reality (Cambridge, 1967), 234; for some nuanced
meanings of faith in Plotinus see also 235-9.

(30) See A. Meredith, ‘Porphyry and Julian against the Christians’, ANRW II. 23/2, 1120-
49, esp. 1125-37; see also Wilken, The Christians as the Romans Saw Them.

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

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

(33) Ad Marcellam 18. 294-9 (Wicker, 60), translation by Wicker, 61.

(34) Ad Marcellam 24. 376-9 (Wicker, 66), translation by Wicker, 67; Porphyry goes on
to speak likewise on truth, love, and hope.

(35) Rist, Plotinus, 239. Rist bases himself on H. Lewy, Chaldean Oracles and Theurgy:
Mysticism, Magic and Platonism in the Later Roman Empire (Cairo, 1956, new edition by
M. Tardieu, Paris, 1978), 144-5.

(36) Ibid.; see A. Armstrong, ‘Platonic Eros and Christian Agape’, Downside Review 79
(1961), 105-21, at 116 n. 5.

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

(38) Dodds, Pagan and Christian, 122.

(39) Porphyry the Philosopher, trans. Wicker, 13. Wicker concurs with A. Smith,
Porphyry's Place in the Platonic Tradition (The Hague, 1974), 145.

(40) P. Hadot reminds us that the term ‘theurgy’ was coined by the author (or authors)
of the Chaldaean Oracles; see P. Hadot, What is Ancient Philosophy?, trans. M. Chase
(Cambridge, Mass., 2002), 170.
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(41) Porphyry, De abstinentia 11. 52. 2-4, in Porphyre: De ['abstinence, ed. ]J. Bouffartigue
and M. Patillon (Paris, 1977), quoted in G. Shaw, ‘Divination in the Neoplatonism of
Iamblichus’ in R. Berchman (ed.), Mediators of the Divine: Horizons of Prophecy,
Divination, Dreams and Theurgy in Mediterranean Antiquity (Atlanta, 1998), 240.

(42) Shaw, ‘Divination’, 240.

(43) See ibid., 230-1 for a concise summary of lamblichus' fundamental disagreement
with Porphyry.

(44) P. Brown, The Making of Late Antiquity (Cambridge, Mass., 1978), 100-1.

(45) Tamblichus, De mysteriis 1. 8 (28. 6), ed. E. des Places (Paris, 1966), 55, quoted in
Brown, The Making of Late Antiquity, 101.

(46) Shaw, ‘Divination’, 228.

(47) J. Dillon, ‘Tamblichus of Chalcis’, ANRW 11. 36/2, 868-9, at 878; more on the
Chaldaean Oracles in Chapter 4.

(48) De abstinentia 11. 52. 2-4; cf. Plotinus, Ennead 11.9. 2.

(49) See Shaw, ‘Divination’, 240-8; Hadot, What is Ancient Philosophy?, 171; see also L.
Siorvanes, Proclus: Neo-Platonic Philosophy and Science (Edinburgh, 1996), 191.

(50) See R. T. Wallis, Neoplatonism, 2nd edn. (London, 1975), 107-10.
(51) Ibid., 245.

(52) ITamblichus, De mysteriis X. 4 in Les Mysteres d'Egypte, ed. E. des Places (Paris,
1966), quoted in J. Gregory, The Neoplatonists: A Reader, 2nd edn. (London, 1999), 152.

(53) See Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul, 231: ‘Tamblichus provided a theoretical justification
for well-known religious practices of the Greco-Roman world.’

(54) Bregman, ‘Elements of Julian's Theology’, 337.

(55) R. Smith, julian's Gods: Religion and Philosophy in the Thought and Action of Julian
the Apostate (London, 1995), 112.

(56) Bregman, ‘Elements of Julian's Theology’, 337; for similar views see also J. Bidez, La
Vie de I'Empereur Julien (Paris, 1930); G. Bowersock, Hellenism in Late Antiquity
(Cambridge, 1990); P. Athanassiadi-Fowden, Julian and Hellenism (Oxford, 1981).

(57) Smith, Julian's Gods, 110-13: ‘Iamblican theurgy impinged on him deeply, to be
sure; but it was a part of his personal credo, not the whole ofit. It belonged principally to
the philosophic piety of the private man...” (113); see also 220-4. Bregman, ‘Elements of
Julian's Theology’, 348 n. 30, would seem to take exception to Smith but does not attempt
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to counter all of Smith's claims.
(58) P. Rousseau, The Early Christian Centuries (London, 2002), 197.
(59) Rist, Plotinus, 239.

(60) H. Saffrey, ‘Neoplatonist Spirituality II: From Iamblichus to Proclus and Damascius’
in A. H. Armstrong (ed.), Classical Mediterranean Spirituality (New York, 1986), 253.

(61) Ibid.

(62) Ibid. For a more in-depth treatment see H. Saffrey, ‘Les néoplatoniciens et les
Oracles Chaldaiques’, Revue des Etudes Augustiniennes 27 (1981), 209-25.

(63) Saffrey, ‘Neoplatonist Spirituality’, 254.

(64) For a helpful examination of differences between Iamblichan and Proclan theurgy,
see A. Sheppard, ‘Proclus' Attitude to Theurgy’, Classical Quarterly 32 (1982), 212-24.

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

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

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

(68) Siorvanes, Proclus, 191-2.

(69) Ibid., 192; see 192-9 for an account of Proclus' range of views on theurgy; see also
Sheppard, ‘Proclus' Attitude to Theurgy’, 219, and Rist, Plotinus, 244.

(70) Rist, Plotinus, 238; Porphyry thought the Christians exemplified irrational faith, which
‘does not find God’ (Rist, Plotinus, 238).

(71) Proclus, Platonic Theology, IV. 31 quoted in Siorvanes, Proclus, 193.

(72) L. Rosan, The Philosophy of Proclus (New York, 1949), 215 n. 152, suggested that
Proclus' emphasis on faith might reflect a Christian influence.

(73) Siorvanes, Proclus, 191.

(74) For a good discussion of higher and lower theurgy in Proclus see Sheppard,
‘Proclus' Attitude to Theurgy’.

(75) Dodds, Pagan and Christian, 123.
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(76) Hadot, What is Ancient Philosphy?, 171.
(77) Ibid.

(78) Rist, Plotinus, 245.
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[-]1 Abstract and Keywords

A synthesis of mid to late twentieth-century scholarship on Gregory’s understanding of
faith (Dani” lou, von Balthasar, Volker, Can”vet, Harrison, Dunzl, Pottier, Desalvo).
Indicates how the present study will advance our understanding of faith in Gregory,
adjust our understanding of a characteristic feature of Gregory’s apophaticism, redress
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Faith in Gregory of Nyssa: the Critical Heritage

In his recent book on Gregory of Nyssa, Bernard Pottier! notes the centrality of faith in
the thought of the fourth-century Cappadocian.2 Moreover, he identifies faith as the heart
of Gregory's mystical theory.3 Nor is Pottier a solitary voice in drawing attention to this
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fact. For indeed, since the beginning of the twentieth century, scholars of Gregory of
Nyssa have noted the importance of faith in his thought.

Not least among these scholars is the eminent figure of Hans Urs von Balthasar, whose
pioneering work, Présence et Pensée: Essai sur la philosophie religieuse de Grégoire de
Nysse, was one of the first twentieth-century studies (p.16) to sound the depths of
Gregory's thought.* Von Balthasar is perhaps the first to identify the exalted
epistemological status which Gregory accords faith.> Commenting on Gregory's
interpretation of Abraham as he set out from his homeland, not guided by any of the
representations of God present to his mind, von Balthasar says that true knowledge takes
place beyond all light in a divine night. This night, says von Balthasar, is faith which
performs two functions: it mediates the approach to God and unites the mind to God .6

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

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

But perhaps Daniélou's outstanding contribution in this regard is his designation of faith
as an organ or faculty of knowledge. Like von (p.17) Balthasar Daniélou also focuses on
the migration of Abraham and sees in it three clearly indicated levels, indeed a ‘hierarchy
of three orders of lmowledge’.10 Each level of knowledge has a particular organ or faculty
of knowledge proper to it. Hence, when Abraham goes beyond Chaldaean philosophy, the
father of the faith is going beyond that level of knowledge concerned with appearances.
The particular faculty concerned with the level of sense-knowledge is, according to
Daniélou, oci'oGnch.l 1 Next Abraham passes beyond the level of knowledge concerned
with abstract realities such as God's power, goodness, or infinity. Daniélou calls this
symbolic philosophy and aligns it with the faculty of pavtacia katainmtikn.l? Finally the
patriarch, having been purified of all conjectures and concepts, arrives at pure faith.
Daniélou calls this apophatic philosophy, and the relevant faculty of knowledge is precisely
HiOth.l 3 Hence, Daniélou sees in the migration of Abraham three levels, and ‘each of
these levels corresponds to a particular faculty: aiobnotg, for appearances, pavtacia

Ko TaAnmTikn, for abstractions, miotig, for realities’.} 4

Daniélou detects in the bride's apprehension of the Beloved another important example of
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Gregory's notion of faith. In Homily 6 on the Song of Songs, the bride embarks on one of
her many ascents. Not unlike Abraham she leaves behind all creatures and forsakes all
manner of comprehension. Having done so she finds her beloved by faith. This finding by
means of faith renders the bride's heart a divine dwelling place.l® Daniélou observes that
faith is operating at a level beyond the (p.18) grasp of concepts, hence in darkness, and
mediates contact between the soul and God.!6 Only in this ‘pure faith can one
mysteriously touch the one who remains ever hidden in darkness’.1”

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

In 1955 Walther Volker published his important contribution to the study of Gregory of

Nyssa.1 9 As in the two previous studies, relatively little ink is spilt on the notion of faith in
Gregory. This would apparently be justified in the eyes of the German scholar, for there

are very few precise ideas regarding the topic in question. The most one could hope for,
then, would be a few general observations.20

As Volker pointed out in his book on Philo, faith is not a technical term in the Alexandrian
Jew but a word with a wide range of meaning. Volker would wish to argue the same for
Gregory of Nyssa.21 For in Gregory's written corpus faith is used, according to Volker,
in a variety of senses such as ‘credibility’, ‘fidelity’, ‘demonstration’, and even the
‘profession of faith’ .22 But in general faith signifies the relationship between a person and
God in such a way that presents no particular problem for interpretation.23 Philo,
however, is more interested in how faith arises. Gregory, by contrast, is much less
interested in this question. Only once, says Volker, does Gregory observe that faith
comes from free decision.2* Moreover, Volker suggests that Gregory leaves to one side
both the question of whether faith is the gift of divine grace as well as the relationship
between faith and grace. Furthermore, the relationship between faith and knowledge,
especially the Aristotelian-Stoic (p.19) doctrine, is altogether absent from Gregory of
Nyssa. Even though the rationalism of Eunomius had given him the opportunity to
address this issue, Gregory fails to do so in any detail2°

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

In concluding his brief examination of faith in Gregory of Nyssa, Volker says that if one
considers Gregory's views on faith in the context of his overall doctrine on perfection,
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one is convinced of the organic unity that occupied his interior life 29 Indeed Gregory
sees in faith the seed from which everything develops.:"'0

With the publication of Mariette Canévet's study of Gregory of Nyssa the question of faith
in Gregory's thought crosses a new threshold 3! In her study of the linguistic strategies
and symbolism in the writings of Gregory of Nyssa, she builds on the insights of what
previous scholars have said about faith but identifies other important characteristics as
well.

Like von Balthasar, Daniélou, and Volker, Canévet observes that Gregory situates faith in
an epistemological and apophatic context. Focusing her comments on an important
passage in Homily 3 on the Song of Songs, where the soul arrives at an understanding of
what cannot be grasped except by faith,32 Canévet says that as attached as (p.20)
Gregory is to apophatic vocabulary and to the ungraspable nature of God, he does know
the vocabulary of grasping. This grasping is accomplished beyond all concepts by the sole
mediation of faith.33

Moreover, while this grasping by means of faith is not on the level of discursive thought,
it is nevertheless a form of knowledge.34 Like Volker, Canévet sees that the mediation of
faith is also accompanied by divine indwelling. The locus classicus in this regard is the
bride in Homily 6 on the Song of Songs, who, having found the Beloved by means of faith,
becomes a dwelling place for God.3% For Canévet, then, this grasping by faith results in
the indwelling of the Word in the soul36

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

Canévet says that this particular thought is often referred to by Gregory as ‘that which is
produced in us’ 49 As evidence she proposes David, who is ‘obliged to write the Psalms
because he cannot otherwise teach us the knowledge of the mysteries which is produced
in him, coming from God’#! While indeed the divine nature cannot be grasped by the
mind, one must attempt ‘to unveil the intuition (bmévOwaw) of (p.21) God which is
produced in us’ .42 This thought, says Canévet, is like an image or imitation of the one
whom we seek and which is produced in us. While it resembles what we seek it does not
manifest directly its form (which no eye has seen) but as through a mirror it produces a
reflection of that which is sought.43 Finally, Canévet says, ‘the intuition is obliged to enter
into definite concepts in order to be expressed’.44

The contribution of Canévet to the understanding of faith in Gregory of Nyssa can be
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summarized as follows. She would seem to be in basic agreement with von Balthasar,
Daniélou, and Volker that faith is properly understood in the context of Gregory's
epistemology and characteristically comes into play at the zenith of an apophatic ascent. In
such an apophatic context faith can be observed to do two things: faith unites and
mediates.*®> While Canévet has not, as has Daniélou, described faith as an organ or faculty
of knowledge, her observations would seem to harmonize well with Daniélou's. For
Canévet too, faith is a faculty which unites and mediates.

But that which carries the discussion of faith across the threshold of debate into a new
level of discussion is, first, her observation that Gregory's faith can somehow manage
paradoxically to grasp the ungraspable. Moreover, this intuitive grasping on the part of
faith constitutes in some sense knowledge of God. Second, the intuition of faith is
characterized by a dynamic tendency to translate itself into concepts in order to be
spoken.

In her study of grace and freedom in Gregory of Nyssa, V.E.F. Harrison likewise
addresses the notion of faith 46 At the outset of her concise treatment of faith Harrison
situates the theme in its proper epistemological context. Like the other scholars we have
considered, she sees the journey of Abraham as being a text of great importance?” and
observes that faith comes not at the beginning of the Patriarch's journey but at the
conclusion of various stages of increasing (p.22) knowledge.48 In other words, faith
comes into play at the apex of an epistemological ascent, ‘a pilgrimage of the mind’ 49

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

Barmann thinks Gregory contrasts faith with knowledge. “‘When knowledge fails faith
provides a kind of possession or presence of what cannot be possessed by knowledge....
[FJaith brings not knowledge but darkness.”! According to Heine, Gregory teaches that
‘man does not relate to God primarily by knowledge,...but by faith which reaches out
beyond 1<:now1edge’.52

According to Harrison both Barmann and Heine fail to pay sufficient attention to the
Eunomian context and therefore miss an important point: ‘It is not all knowledge but
knowledge in the Eunomian sense that Gregory contrasts with faith. Abraham really does
know God as he manifests himself in his creative activity. Only when Abraham tries to
reach beyond this to the divine essence does he find not knowledge but faith.”23

Having argued for the epistemological status of faith, she identifies the function of faith as

that of bridging the ontological gulf between the created and the uncreated. Faith ‘brings
us into a relation with the divine essence’.** In saying this Harrison joins the ranks of von
Balthasar, Daniélou, Volker, and Canévet, all of whom acknowledge that faith performs this
function of union.
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Franz Dinzl's study of the Commentarius in Canticum canticorum devotes several
pages to the theme of faith.2° Following Volker, Dinzl maintains that Gregory departs
from the Alexandrian understanding of faith as (p.23) something which must be
surpassed through lmowledge.S6 Nor is faith some sort of ‘alternative or corrective to
theology’.57 Diinzl would agree with others, especially with Canévet, that faith is the
means of becoming ‘beast of burden and dwelling place of God’.>8 Faith transcends both
thought and speech, but in this process theology is neither absolutized nor negated.59
Thought, which by nature seeks to grasp, seeks God who cannot be grasped. Faith
resolves this aporia: the ‘grasp of faith’%0 does not violate divine incomprehensibility.
Faith does not render thought superfluous because the thought's seeking implies a
continuous process of detachment.

Dinzl's treatment, then, acknowledges not only the exalted status of faith in Gregory of
Nyssa, but also the harmonious relationship with thought which faith nevertheless
transcends.

One of the more sustained treatments of faith to date has been Bernard Pottier's recent
study of the Contra Eunomium. Just as thought has priority over language in Gregory of
Nyssa, so, according to Pottier, faith has priority over lmowledge.61 While Pottier would
seem to agree with Harrison that the movement into faith is a movement of the mind, 62
Pottier goes on to suggest that, even though faith and knowledge are epistemological
categories,63 there is a marked discontinuity between knowledge and faith. While
Gregory's earlier writings, says Pottier, may well have allowed for more of a continuity
between the two, the controversy with Eunomius marks a threshold in the Cappadocian's
thought, beyond which ‘thought is more radically refused access to the encounter with
God’.5% For this reason, then, Pottier says that ‘the passage from knowledge to faith
appears as a 1rupture’.65 For Pottier the (p.24) ‘radical metaphysical rupture between
the created and Uncreated’ is the model for the distinction between faith and
knowledge.66 Harrison, by contrast, would seem to be more cautious, and probably
more accurate, when she says that in this pilgrimage of the mind faith ‘surpasses’
knowledge.67 Nevertheless, Pottier's observation leads him to assert that there is a
certain development in Gregory's thought: ‘before the Contra Eunomium, God is
accessible by thought; with the Contra Eunomium, God is rigorously unknowable for
thought; in the mystical works, while commenting on the journey of Abraham, of Moses,
or of the bride in the In Canticum, Gregory maintains the positive encounter with God
beyond all thought’.68

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

A final work to be considered in this survey of research on Gregorian faith is that by
Claudia Desalvo.”! Desalvo is aware of the immediate epistemological implications of
Gregory's concept of God as infinite. Since God cannot be grasped by concepts, there
must be a new cognitive approach, an approach which Gregory identifies as faith.
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The value of Desalvo's treatment lies in her illustration of the epistemological innovation
involved in Gregorian faith. Desalvo observes how Gregory has made, by his exaltation of
faith, some dramatic adjustments to the traditional Platonic levels of knowledge. Gregory
has removed faith from the sphere of opinion and placed it at the top of the noetic sphere,
above knowledge.72 This departure of Gregory, she claims, is not surprising, for he
grounds his epistemology in his ontological distinction between infinite creator and finite
creature,’3 an (p.25) ontological presupposition which Plato did not share. For
Gregory, faith opens up a new cognitive path.

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

New Directions

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

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

to an ever increasing extent in the philosophy of late antiquity, the excessus,
beyond all ypw~ o1¢, which is the true organ for the encounter with God, bears the
name mioTig. But this mioTig and the apophatic approach of a ‘philosophical’
theology keep their connection with Christian theology because of the work (p.26)
of Dionysius the Areopagite and Maximus the Confessor. They accomplished this so
thoroughly that it was put in the very centre of theology and—as high scholasticism
shows—Christian thought can no longer ignore their 1egacy.74

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

Not only is there consensus that faith performs this mediation and union, but, beginning
with Canévet, who is in turn followed by Diinz], there are other important characteristics:
though faith is beyond concepts it tends to translate itself into concepts. Hence, David is
obliged to write the Psalms and the bride is obliged to speak to her maiden companions of
her ineffable encounters with the Beloved.

If these various components constitute the basic parameters of the status quaestionis
concerning faith, how could one propose to advance the question? Several possible new
directions present themselves for consideration.

(A) Von Balthasar makes an explicit connection between faith and darkness.”® Von
Balthasar is but one of the many scholars who have highlighted Gregory's ‘mysticism of
darkness’. While we agree with the connection between faith and darkness, we feel the
need to adjust the view that Gregory's mystical theology is fundamentally a mysticism of
darkness. We say adjust rather than correct. For while Gregory's view of the spiritual life
involves without doubt what can be called a mysticism of darkness (but only when the
scriptural texts upon which he is commenting dispose him to do so), it is only part of the
picture. Indeed text after text, especially in the Commentarius in Canticum canticorum,
suggests that Gregory's mystical theology is no less one of light than (p.27) one of
darkness, and that faith, in the exalted sense with which the present study is concerned,
has to do with both light and darkness.

A celebrated and beautiful passage from the Homily 11 on the Song of Songs depicts the
spiritual life as a progressive movement into darkness.’” This text has led scholars to
conclude that Gregory, in contrast to Origen, conceives the spiritual life as a movement
into the divine darkness.”8 But our reading of Gregory of Nyssa suggests this estimation
is in need of redress. For there are any number of texts, in fact the majority of relevant
texts, which speak of the spiritual life in the language of light and of movement into light.
Nor are these texts necessarily about less advanced stages of the spiritual life, for many
of them refer to the very divinization of the soul. A passage from Homily 5 on the Song of
Songs, which speaks of divine indwelling as the work of the Holy Spirit in the decidedly
luminous imagery of daylight pouring forth its rays and removing the shadows of life, is
but one of numerous examples.79

Perhaps more representative of Gregory's thought on the subject is an equally beautiful,
yet more succinct, description of the spiritual life. In Homily 12 on the Song of Songs
Moses ascends through various stages, enters a cloud, and then enters the darkness
where God is. But Moses then becomes like the sun, unable to be approached by
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others.80 Moses enters the darkness where God is but becomes light; he stays in the
darkness of unknowing but is deified in light. This text, with its interplay of both light and
darkness, seems to me to be more representative of the subtle word-play, of the
consistent intermingling of the luminous and the obscure and especially of Gregory's
ubiquitous liking for the oxymoronic throughout the broad sweep of the Commentarius in
Canticum canticorum.8! If indeed Gregory of Nyssa is a mystic of darkness, he is no less
one of light.

(B) From the outset of our survey we have seen that the exalted role of faith has been
placed in rather bold epistemological relief by virtually all the scholars we have
considered. Desalvo has noted how this is an intended departure from the general lines
of Platonic epistemological (p.28) tradition based on Gregory's ontological distinction
between infinite creator and finite creature .82

Going back to Plato himself, we see that faith was amongst the lowest forms of knowledge
possible and to be superseded by progressively higher forms of lmowledge.83 The
Republic provides the locus classicus. At the end of Book VI Plato presents his well-
known Allegory of the Line. Here (51 1d-e) faith has no access to ultimate truth, being
limited to common sense assurance about things. Access to ultimate truth is attained by
0 , motun in the sphere of vonow. For Gregory of Nyssa, by contrast, it is faith which
has access to ultimate truth. This is indeed a radical departure from Plato, and Desalvo
has done well to point out that Gregory has grounded this new epistemological view of
faith in ontology; I wish to build on this and take it further by claiming, with the migration
of Abraham as the case in point, not only that Gregory's epistemology is rooted in his
ontology, as Desalvo has shown, but that this epistemology is rooted in exegesis. Indeed
Desalvo has hinted at this. I wish to make it more explicit by showing that Gregory's
important treatment of the migration of Abraham is from beginning to end guided by
Gregory's reading of Paul.

(C) We may ask, moreover, what is the relationship between faith and the mind? Volker,
in agreement with von Balthasar and Daniélou, acknowledges the mediational role of faith
but then goes on to suggest that, as in Philo, faith is not a technical term, but rather a
word with a wide range of meanings such as credibility, fidelity, demonstration. But in
general faith signifies the relationship between God and the human person. Volker's
position, however, would seem to be open to considerable question.

The word ‘faith’ occurs with relative frequency in Gregory's Writings.84 There is indeed a
wide range of meaning. But the clear minority of these occurrences demonstrates faith in
this exalted sense of a faculty which mediates and unites the mind to God. The vast
majority displays a variety of general meanings such as notional assent,8° considered
(p.29) opiniom,86 or an item of faith or creed.8” Only the minority of occurrences
reveals faith in its exalted role of that which bridges the gap between mind and God, and
it is with this sense that the present study will concern itself.

Furthermore, Volker claims that Gregory does not use faith in a technical sense. I would
suggest quite the opposite—that this is a helpful way to view Gregory's reserved use of
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faith and the role this reserved use plays in his thought as a whole. Virtually all the
significant uses of faith in this exalted sense occur either as an object of the preposition
dia or as the instrumental dative. Gregory does this often enough to lead one to the
conclusion that he employs faith as a technical term denoting that faculty of union which
bridges the gap between the mind and God and which mediates knowledge (in a qualified
sense).88 We see this clearly, for example, in Homily 3 on the Song, where Gregory
speaks of the soul which is led through conceptions to an understanding of the
ungraspable by faith alone and which establishes in itself a nature that transcends
inte]]igence.89 Faith is used in the dative singular in this same epistemological sense in
Homily 6, where the bride searches for the Beloved in darkness and finally finds him ‘by
means of faith’. Immediately after this Gregory uses the same instrumental sense of faith
when the bride says that she will never let go of the Beloved once he has been found by
the grasp of faith.90

(p.30) Further still, Volker suggests that Gregory leaves to one side the question of the
relationship between faith and knowledge and between faith and grace. This too seems
open to question. In De virginitate, arguably his earliest work, Gregory considers David
in ecstasy. Gregory says that David contemplated the intelligibles ‘through the mind
alone’ 9! Gregory uses the word dianoia for mind or faculty of (discursive) knowledge.
But by the time Gregory composes the Contra Eunomium and speaks of a similar ascent,
this time by Abraham, faith, not mind, is the means of approach—not the intelligibles as
before but beyond them into the non-discursive realm. And in one of Gregory's latest
works, Commentarius in Canticum canticorum,%? the same experience is attained
‘through faith alone’.93 This is a noteworthy development on the part of Gregory. What at
the beginning of his career took place only through mind, becomes, through the
Eunomian controversy, something that takes place only through faith. In light of this is it
likely that Gregory did not consider the relationship between faith and knowledge?

There is a paucity of texts which speak explicitly of faith and grace. On the other hand,
however, it would be extraordinary indeed to assert that Gregory saw no relation
whatever between the two. For Gregory the mind itselfis the subject of grace, without
which it could never embark upon its ascents. We see this clearly in De vita Moysis, for
example, when the grace of baptism purifies mind and puts to death its ‘grabbing’
tendency,94 or when sacred scripture (the grace of revelation) leads the mind
(xelpoaywyer Tt Giavolan).9° For Gregory of Nyssa, then, the mind is immersed in
and guided by grace.

When the bride in Homily 6 on the Song, for example, having let go of all concepts, finds
the ever-elusive Beloved by means of faith, this happens at the height of the ascent of
graced dianoia%%. 1t would hardly seem likely that the grace which has purified mind and
taken it by the hand at the beginning of the process would be somehow absent, as this
ascent comes to fruition in the grasp of faith.

(p.31) In drawing attention to the relationship between knowledge and faith and to the
relationship between grace and faith, Volker has raised an important question. But his
solution, that Gregory has simply left the question to one side, is untenable. Indeed to
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understand properly Gregory's concept of exalted faith, this relationship between mind
and faith will need considerable examination.

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

The bride wishes to touch the good.98 By virtue of the kiss of the Beloved, the bride
searched the depths of God within the innermost Sanctuary. Note that in this encounter
with God there is no mention of faith. But because of what he has said elsewhere and
more specifically about the dynamics of union, one may assume its presence in the bride.
The thrust of this passage is interior and apophatic.99 However, the (p.32) tenor
changes, and the bride, having stood face to face with the Word, has suddenly become a
source of nourishment for others as she feeds those who are infants in Christ.1 00

This encounter with God is immediately followed by another encounter along similar lines.
John places his heart like a sponge on the Lord's breast, the fountain of life, and is filled by
an ineffable (&ppntog) transmission of the hidden mysteries in the heart of the Lord. The
apophatic context, albeit subtle, is clearly present. But then John takes the breast of the
Word, upon which he has lain, and offers us the good things he has received and he
proclaims the Word who exists from all ages.1 01 An encounter which started out as
apophatic (&ppntog) has of its own dynamism become ‘logophatic’.

Another example is seen in Homily 3 on the Song of Songs. Paul (or the soul) becomes a
dwelling place through faith, a vessel of election,! 92 and reveals Christ living and speaking
in him.1 93 Here faith mediates a process of union whose apophatic context has been
established a little earlier.1 94 But balancing, or standing in tension with, this apophatic
thrust is a ‘logophatic’ one: Christ speaking within.1 05

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

(p.33) These themes having been announced, this study will unfold in the following
manner. Chapters 2 and 3 are to be taken more or less in tandem. Chapter 2 will have as
its purpose to describe in some detail what Gregory has to say about the discursive and
non-discursive capabilities of the mind in the context of grace. This will be helpful for
establishing the backdrop against which the specific role of faith may be seen in bolder
relief in Chapter 3. Chapter 3 will then examine the significant occurrences of exalted faith
with a view to designating what Gregory means when he uses faith as a technical term.
With this technical sense clearly established, Chapter 4 will attempt to situate this faculty
of apophatic union in the more general history of the Hellenic concern for such a
mediating faculty; whilst Gregorian faith is rather idiosyncratic, the designation of a
mediating faculty of union has clear parallels in Gregory's cultural heritage.

While Chapters 3 and 4 clearly emphasize the apophatic context in which exalted faith
operates, Chapter 5 will explore how Gregory yet values propositional, orthodox teaching
and grounds this in the experience of God. Chapter 5 serves to prepare the ground for
examining a largely unnoticed dimension of Gregory's apophaticism, which I have termed
logophasis: the Word's tendency to express Itself through the deeds and discourse of
those who experience apophatic communion with the Word. Finally, in Chapter 7 the
question of Gregory's mysticism of darkness will be examined with a view to redressing
the over-identification of Gregory with this theme.

Notes:

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

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

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

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

(5) von Balthasar, Présence et Pensée, 67.
(6) Ibid., 73-4.

(7) Contra Eunom. I1. 84-93, GNO I. 251-4. Both von Balthasar and Daniélou have in mind
the important text on the migration of Abraham from the Contra Eunomium, GNO I. 251-
4, a text which we shall have occasion to consider in greater detail in Chapter 3.

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

(9) Ibid.: ‘Cette vue majeure devait étre mise en relief, car elle caractérise la pensée de
Grégoire’.

(10) Ibid., 146.

(11) Ibid. Cf. Contra Eunom.I1. 89, GNO I. 252. 24-8. One should distinguish this sense of
the term aicOnow from its reserved sense found in the well-known text in Homily 11 on
the Song of Songs (In Cant. XI, GNO VI. 324.10-11). See the observations of Daniélou,
Platonisme et théologie mystique, 195-7, and especially those of M. Canévet, ‘La
Perception de la présence de Dieu: A propos d'une expression de la XIe Homélie sur le
Cantique des Cantiques’, in Epektasis: Mélanges Patristiques Offerts au Cardinal Jean
Daniélou, ed. ]. Fontaine and C. Kannengiesser (Paris, 1972), 443-54.

(12) Ibid. Cf. Contra Eunom. I1. 89, GNO I. 253. 1-10; it should be noted that the phrase
‘bavtacia kataAnnTiky itself does not appear in the text in question. While the distinct
level of knowledge which Daniélou wishes to establish seems arguable, Gregory uses a
rather more general phraseology and, with respect to a precise faculty of knowledge,
somewhat elliptical: kai Mo~ v 10 KatadapBavdéuevov vIo T ¢ iblag Svvapewg (GNO 1.
253.9-10). ®avtaoia kataAnmtiky, however, is used three times in the Contra Eunom.
(I.364, GNO I.134.22; III.7.16, GNO II. 220. 23-4; III. 8. 3, GNO II. 238. 19) and twice
in the Commentarius in Canticum canticorum (In Cant.1. GNO VI. 35. 7 and In Cant. XII,
GNO VI. 357. 6).

(13) Ibid.; cf. Contra Eunom.1I1.89, GNO I.253.10-17.

(14) Ibid.
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(15) In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 183. 5-13.

(16) Daniélou, Platonisme et théologie mystique, 195.

(17) Ibid.

(18) Ibid., 146: ‘Le domaine de la philosophie apophatique est proprement celui de la foi’
(19) Walther Volker, Gregor von Nyssa als Mystiker (Wiesbaden, 1955).

(20) Ibid., 140.

(21) Ibid.: ‘Kénnten wir bei Philo beobachten, dall das Wort mmioTic kein fester terminus
technicus ist, sondern in verschiedenen Bedeutungen verwandt wird, so ist Gregor
wenig interessiert’. Cf. idem, Fortschritt und Vollendung bei Philo von Alexandrien
(Leipzig, 1938), 244 n. 1.

(22) Ibid.

(23) Ibid.: ‘Aber im allgemeinen meint es doch das Verhaltnis des Menschen zu Gott, so
dal sich fur die Interpretation kaum Schwerigkeiten ergeben durften’.

(24) Tbid. Volker supports this observation with Orat. cat. XXXVI. 2 and suggests that
Gregory is following Clement; see Stromateis V. 3. 2 (SC 278, 28).

(25) Ibid., 141.
(26) Ibid. Volker relies on De vita Greg. Thaum., GNO X.i 10. 5-7.
(27) Ibid.

(28) Ibid., n. 7: ‘In dieser hohen Wertung des Glaubens verlalit Gregor die Bahnen der
christlichen Alexandriner.’ In making this observation Volker has in mind an important
passage from Homily 3 on the Song of Songs (In Cant. 111, GNO VI. 87. 5-9), particularly
the phrase 61a pévng niotewd.

(29) Ibid., 143.
(30) Ibid.

(31) M. Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique: Etude des rapports
entre le langage et la connaissance de Dieu (Paris, 1983); see also idem, ‘Grégoire de
Nysse (saint)’, in Dictionnaire de Spiritualité, s.v. Grégoire de Nysse, vol. vi (Paris,
1967), 971-1011, esp. 994-6.

(32) In Cant. 111, GNO VI. 87. 2-8.

(33) Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 62.
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(34) Ibid, 63: “...cette saisie devient réellement une connaissance, car c'est la foi qui sert
de médiation dans la quéte apparement vaine de l'essence divine: a travers les mots, les
pensées, 'ame se tend vers Dieu: c'est la foi quil'unit a Lui.’

(35) In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 183. 7-12.

(36) M. Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 63: ‘La saisie par la foi
n'est donc pas de l'ordre de la pensée: elle consiste en l'inhabitation du Verbe dans
I'ame.’

(37) Ibid.: ‘cette connaissance essaie cependant de se traduire en pensées, bien que
I'infinité de l'essence divine soit incompatible avec le caractere défini de nos concepts’.

(38) Ibid.
(39) In Cant. XI, GNO VI. 325. 21-326. 5.

(40) Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 64; see Contra Eunom. 11,
578, GNO I, 395, 2-3:...mv [J , yyevopévnp duiv mepi tovdeiov vmévorav.

(41) Ibid., 64. Canévet is citing Contra Eunom. I1. 394, GNO 1. 341.20-1.

(42) Ibid. Canévet is citing Contra Eunom. 11.578, GNO I. 395. 2-3.

(43) Ibid. Canévet is citing In Cant. I1I, GNO VI. 86. 14-18.

(44) 1bid.: ‘L'intuition est enfin obligée d'entrer dans des concepts définis pour étre dite’.

(45) Each of these scholars has based his or her views largely on two texts of crucial
importance to the matter in question: the migration of Abraham in Contra Eunom. 11, GNO
I.252-3 and the experience of the bride, particularly in In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 182.4-183.
13.

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

(47) Contra Eunom. II1. 84-93, GNO I.251-4.
(48) Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom, 64.
(49) Ibid.

(50) Ibid., 66-7.

(51) B. Barmann, ‘The Cappadocian Triumph over Arianism’ (Ph.D. thesis, Stanford
University, 1966), 396-7.

(52) R. Heine, Perfection in the Virtuous Life: A Study of the Relationship between
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Edification and Polemical Theology in Gregory of Nyssa's ‘De Vita Moysis’ (Cambridge,
Mass., 1975), 144. It should be noted that on 146 Heine quotes Contra Eunom. I1. 91,
GNO I. 253. 25-8.

(53) Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom, 67.
(54) Ibid.

(55) F. Dunzl, Braut und Brdutigam: Die Auslegung des Canticum durch Gregor von
Nyssa (Tubingen, 1993).

(56) Ibid., 295-6.
(57) Ibid., 296.

(58) Ibid.: ‘Gregor sieht in der mioTig vielmehr das (einzige) Mittel, “Jochtier” und
“Wohnung” Gottes zu werden.’

(59) Ibid.
(60) Ibid., 297: “Zugriff des Glaubens’.

(61) Pottier, Dieu et le Christ, 207.1In an overall positive review of Pottier's book, C.
Kannengieser laments that Pottier's treatment of the priority of faith over thought is ‘trop
discret’; see Revue des Etudes Augustiniennes 42 (1996), 181-4, at 182.

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

(63) Pottier clearly says so on 214: ‘TIioTi¢ et ypwolg deviennent ainsi deux catégories a
teneur épistémologique...".

(64) Ibid., ‘Il semble que avec la polémique eunomienne, “la critique du langage...est
devenue extréme”, et la rencontre de Dieu, refusée plus radicalement a la pensée.’
Pottier cites M. Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 52.

(65) Ibid., 207: ‘Le passage de la connaissance a la foi...se donne comme une rupture.’

(66) Ibid., 214. Pottier clearly says so on 214: ‘TlioTig et ypwo1g deviennent ainsi deux
catégories a teneur épistémologique...".

(67) Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom, 69.1 will have more to say about the
continuity and discontinuity between faith and knowledge in Gregory of Nyssa.

(68) Pottier, Dieu et le Christ, 207-8.

(69) Ibid., 209: ‘La doctrine générale de Grégoire est que la connaissance qui n'atteint
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pas ce que Dieu est, nous vient par les énergies, mais que la foi, dans la nuit, touche Dieu
tel qu'il est—ce n'est pourtant pas une connaissance.’

(70) Ibid.

(71) Claudia Desalvo, L' ‘oltre’ nel presente: La filosofia dell' uomo in Gregorio di Nissa
(Milan, 1996), 215-35.

(72) Ibid., 223; see Republic VI. 511 d-e.
(73) For a concise statement of this distinction see In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 173-4.

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

(75) See De div. nom. VII. 4.
(76) von Balthasar, Présence et Pensée, 73-4, where he identifies mioTic with 6ela LOE.
(77) In Cant. XI, GNO VI. 322-4.

(78) See for example A. Louth's helpful presentation of Gregory's mystical theory in
Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition: From Plato to Denys (Oxford, 1981), 80-97.

(79) In Cant.XI, GNO VI. 169.
(80) In Cant. XII, GNO VI. 355.11-14.
(81) Harrison takes a similar view; see Grace and Human Freedom, 72-3 and 86-7.

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

(83) Dodds, Pagan and Christian, 120-3.

(84) For example, the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae produces some 350 matches for the
forms of motebw and for mioTig (and its oblique forms) in the Contra Eunomium, 68
matches in De vita Moysis, and 137 matches in the Commentarius in Canticum
canticorum.

(85) e.g. Contra Eunom.1.23.1, GNO I. 88. 23; 219, GNO I. 90. 14; 220, GNO I. 90. 24.
(86) e.g. Contra Eunom.1.376, GNO I1.137.22; 384, GNO I.139.16; 406, GNO I.145.18.
(87) e.g. Contra Eunom.1.122, GNO I1.64.9; 127, GNO 1.65.18; 137, GNO I 68. 15.

(88) Speaking of mioTic in this same exalted sense in De vita Greg. Thaum., GNO X.1i. 10.
5-7, R. Hubner, in his book Die Einheit des Leibes Christi bei Gregor von Nyssa (Leiden,
1974), 189, says that ‘Glaube hat in diesen Aussagen sicherlich eine sehr viel
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umfassendere Bedeutung....Glaube kann auf diese Weise ein weites Bedeutungsfeld
haben.” Our contention, while acknowledging that Gregory speaks of faith in a variety of
senses, will maintain that when Gregory speaks of miotig as something above intelligence
he is not using it in a general or wide sense at all, but rather in a quite specific, indeed
technical, sense.

(89) In Cant. 111, GNO VI. 87. 5-8: v 0OV B TOV TOLOHTWD DONPATWD YEIPAY-
WYOLHEEVV YOYNY IPOC TOV GAAITWY mepivolap 61d pévng miotewg elookilew €v
eavThAéyel elv Y mavta vodv depéyovoav ¢pOow. Several other texts employ the
formultation 61& pévng miotews: Contra Eunom.1.371.4, GNO 1. 136. 17; Contra Eunom.
II1. 8, GNO II.243.11; and De hom. op., PG 44, 208B; and In Cant. 111, GNO VI.87.15
shows divine indwelling being mediated 61 mioTtewc.

(90) In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 183. 7-9: kol n&oop KATAANITIKNY € pobov Kata- AuIdoq,
TAI{OTEL EDPOV TOV AYAMWPEVOV KAl ODKETL PEONOW TNHTNG MioTEWC TODEDPEDEVTOC
avteyopévn...

(91) De virg., SC, X. 2. 9: 6 1 pévnc dravoiac.

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

(93) In Cant. 111, GNO VI. 87.7.

(94) De vita Moysis, SC, 11.125.10.

(95) Ibid., I1. 152. 2: yelpaywyeltnv didvoiav.

(96) In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 182.5f.

(97) Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 63-4.

(98) In Cant. I, GNO VI. 40. 2 f. yabdw and the language of touch in general is part of
Gregory's vocabulary of union.

(99) For Gregory there is but imageless silence in the sanctuary.
(100) In Cant.I, GNO VI. 41. 3-4.
(101) Ibid. 41.6-13.

(102) This image of a vessel which can be filled will be of some importance for
understanding Gregory's notion of divinization and virtue. Cf. the image of the crystal
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vase at In Cant. XV, GNO VI. 441. 12-15, where this motif is even stronger: the clear
vase reveals on the outside what lies within: lilies of radiant virtue.

(103) In Cant. 111, GNO VI. 87.15-88. 6.

(104) Ibid. 87.5-8: TNV oLV 61X TP TOLODTWY PONPATWDY YELAYWYOLUEPTV WYVYTV IIPOG
Y TOV AANITWY Hepivolap 61& pévnc miookifew ev eavthAéyet Selv T mdvTa POOY
vepéyovoav GpOOW.

(105) Ibid. 88. 4-6: ev HETOUNKETL adTOVTAY, GAA €V exvTOOEIKVDEW TWVTH EKETVOV Kad
Soxunv 6166vat TodeD aDTOAXA0DVTOC XP1oTODOIKOC IEPIANITIKOC TAC XIIEPLANIITO
yevopevog ¢pvoewd.
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As a backdrop for considering Gregory’s understanding of faith, we discuss how Gregory
views the mind itself. How the mind is affected by the passions.Discusses the dispersed
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grace.

Keywords: baptism, dianoia, mind, nous, passions, scripture, training

Introduction

In order to understand the exalted epistemological sense which Gregory bestows on the
term pistis it is necessary to view it in the context of what Gregory has to say about the
mind itself. Gregory has no single term to designate the mind or intelligence, but dianoia
and nous are among the most frequent. For our specific purpose of studying the
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The Flow of the Mind

significance of faith as a technical term as well as its role in his thought, the term dianoia is
the more helpful for approaching the topic. Hence, we shall consider Gregory's
understanding of the mind through the lens of dianoia as it occurs principally in three
works: De virginitate, De vita Moysis and Commentarius in Canticum canticorum.!
Lexical work in Gregory of Nyssa is being greatly facilitated by the appearance of the
Lexicon Gregor’ianum.2 The entry under dianoia reveals a fairly wide and indeed
frequent usage relating to various functions and states of the discursive mind. A general
term for thinking, thoughts, understanding, dianoia can also refer to decision-making,
reflection, recognition, perception; it is subject to influence by the passions and also has
limited access to God.3 In looking at dianoia 1 will pay particular attention to different
states of awareness (p.35) which the mind exhibits, ie. involvement with the world of
sensuality and passions, contemplation of the intelligibles, the mind in the presence of
God, as well as the mind's need of assistance, particularly from scripture and baptism.

The Mind and Passions

The Thick Mind

What happens to the mind when it is involved in the world of sensuality or passions?
Gregory has various ways of describing what happens to the mind in such cases. In
chapter IV of De virginitate he describes as ‘thick’ that mind which looks down to the
pleasures of the body as do cattle to their pasture, living only for their stomachs.# Plato
uses a very similar image in The Republic to describe those people who, lacking wisdom
and virtue and devoted to satisfying their hunger, are like grazing cattle, ‘with eyes ever
bent upon the earth and heads bowed down over their tables’.?> In The Nicomachean
Ethics Aristotle uses the same image to describe people who, enslaved to their senses,
live like cattle. But Gregory draws attention to the effect this bovine life has on the mind.
Thus in De virginitate XI he claims that the majority of people live habitually in this same
‘thickness of mind’.”

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

What is the result of this thickening of dianoia? Gregory says it results in alienation from
the life of God (Eph. 4: 18) and from the covenants of the promise (Eph. 2: 12).9
Elsewhere Gregory says that this thickness of mind renders people incapable of
distinguishing by means of reason; nor can they separate matter from the beauty
perceived therein and from (p.36) coming to know the nature of beauty itself 10 1t
would seem, then, that knowledge of beauty is the proper function of dianoia, but its
capacity to get entangled in the realm of the senses causes it to grow thick and obstruct
its more natural tendency.

The Dispersed Mind
In De virginitate VI Gregory offers Elijah and John as models for those who seek union
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The Flow of the Mind

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

This metaphor of the dispersed mind is set in yet bolder relief when Gregory compares
the mind to a flowing stream. He says that if water were dispersed into different streams
as it emerged from its source, it would be of no use for farming. But if someone could
bring together these different streams and collect what had been dispersed, the
collected water could be put to useful purpose.14 This is rather like the mind (nous), says
Gregory. If it flows in every direction, it becomes dispersed by following what brings
pleasure to the senses and has no power for the journey to the good.1 5 But if the mind
were drawn together, it would move according to its own energy, and nothing would
impede its being borne aloft and touching the truth of beings.16 Gregory suggests that
this flow of the mind towards the spiritual realm happens more or less of (p.37) itself.
Just as when water enclosed in a pipe goes up because it can flow nowhere else, so the
mind (nous) constrained by a pipe of self-control will be raised up by a natural sort of
movement to a desire for loftier things.l 7

While Gregory implies that the mind has a natural tendency to go down,!8 he also claims
that the mind, with suitable ascetic support, will rise upwards and will be borne aloft. But
note that if it is unaided by ascetic practice, as we saw in the case of Elijjah and John, the
mind has a tendency to flow down into sensible pleasures, to disperse, to become thick.
We shall have more to say about this later in this chapter when we consider the
relationship between the mind and grace, but for the present purpose what seems even
more obvious than whether or not the mind can ascend unaided, or tends only to flow
downwards when unaided, is the perpetually dynamic character of the mind implied by
the fluid imagery of water and dispersion. Gregory says that the mind, because of the
nature it received from its Creator, cannot stand still; it is in perpetual movement.19 It is
only a question of the direction of the mind's flow: will it low downwards and become
dispersed among what is pleasing to the senses or will it flow upwards to the spiritual
realm? Ascetic practice, such as that exemplified by Elijah and John, would seem to
render a person incapable of not ascending directly towards the spiritual realm.29 Hence,
after suitable ascetic training, the mind would appear to be in perpetual ascent.21

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

(p.38) different ways.’22 In another text Philo has Moses speak of ‘the cities of the
Levites as “ransomed forever,” because the worshipper of God has reaped eternal
freedom, and while in the continuous flux of the soul change succeeds change, healing
also succeeds healing in him’ .23 In a very intriguing and largely pejorative analysis of the
senses and emotions, Philo presents a brief phenomenology of vision. He observes that
‘whilst the eyes when open are constant and unceasing in their activities; they have
always room for more, and in this way they shew their kinship with the soul. But...the soul
is always in motion and wakeful day and night....’24 While the theme of the mind's
perpetual movement plays a notably less obvious role in Philo than in Gregory of Nyssa, it
is nevertheless present. Perhaps closer to Gregory's notion of perpetual movement,
however, is Origen. Although Origen does not stress the mind's perpetual movement as
much as Gregory of Nyssa, he does introduce the theme in much the same way as
Gregory does in his own classic doctrine on epektasis. Since we can never know enough
of God, says Origen in Homily 17 on Numbers, those who follow divine wisdom are as
those living in tents, ‘with which they always walk and always move on, and the farther
they go, so much more does the road still to walk grow long and stretch out endlessly....
For it never happens that a mind, enkindled by the spark of knowledge, can come to quiet
repose; it is always called to move on, from the good to the better and from the better to
still higher things.’25 Didymus the Blind, contemporary of Gregory of Nyssa, commenting
on Zech. 1: 11, says that ‘the soul has within itself its principle of activity and it is in
constant perpetual activity.'26 Hence, when Gregory of Nyssa considers Phil. 3: 13 in
Homily 6 on the Song of Songs, for exarnple,27 and establishes the metaphysical
foundations of his doctrine on perpetual progress, he is not inventing a (p.39) theme so
much as developing a line of thought already in existence and doing so in a way unique to
him.

A dispersed mind renders it impossible for a person to fulfil the first and greatest
commandment of the Lord: ‘Love God with your whole heart and strength’ (cf. Deut. 6: 5
and Matt. 22: 37).28 One who has turned dianoia towards the world, worrying oneself
over being pleasing to others,22 would be suffering from a divided heart3? and unable to
love God with a whole heart. Love that is owed to God alone is squandered on human
passions.3! This divided heart, and hence a dispersed or thick dianoia, is apparently the
risk which the married person runs.32 In order for the heart to be whole the mind must
in some way be recollected, withdrawn from the affairs of the world. Here it finds its
wholeness and ability to ascend.

The Grasping, Wandering Mind

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

Speaking in the context of what takes place in baptism, Gregory sees dianoia on the same
level as other things that must be converted. Not only do such things as unbridled
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The Flow of the Mind

desires and impulses need to be put to death in the waters of baptism but also the
snatching, ravishing (p.40) thought35 that characterizes the evil movements of the mind
(t& movnpa Th¢ Sravoiag Kwhpata).36

We have seen that Gregory likens the mind to a current of water that flows in all
directions. The mind can disperse itself among the pleasures of the senses but it can also,
like water in a pipe, unable to flow elsewhere, ‘be taken up by the nature of the
movement for higher things’.37 It is worth noting that for Gregory the same mind which
interacts with and disperses itself among base desires is the same mind which is taken up
towards the spiritual order and higher desires. There is no ‘disjunction of reason from
passion’ which would ‘ignore the fact that concrete moral life is always a matter of
intelligence interacting with impu]se’.38 Moreover, this appears to be a view Gregory
holds from his early writings to the end of his career. In Commentarius in Canticum
canticorum the bride is praised because her mind is guarded in purity and dispassion
(dmaBeiq).3? But Gregory reminds us that the fountain of dianoia can be either
squandered on lower things (here things of the body) or turned towards higher things.40
Having considered examples of texts which demonstrate the mind subject to various
impulses and capable of growing thick, resembling a pig or cow, being dragged about,
divided, squandered, and dispersed, let us consider dianoia operating at higher levels.

The Mind and the Intelligible World

Not only is dianoia capable of squandering itself in the world of sensibility and multiplicity
but it also performs basic discursive processes. At the beginning of De virginitate X,
Gregory asks what increase of dianoia is required to describe the indescribable.#! While
we shall have occasion to speak at greater length of the relationship between dianoia and
the ineffable, it is sufficient for our present purposes to note the discursive (p.41)
function dianoia plays in attempts at verbal expression of any sort. Canévet would seem
to refer to this discursive operation of dianoia when she highlights that aspect of
intelligence which produces ‘a discourse by which the soul attempts to express what it
has grasped'.42

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

The mind, then, can adapt. It can be thick and dispersed amongst lower things or it can
adapt itself to the higher processes of reason. In proportion to the greatness of what is
desired, dianoia must be lifted up.44 Precisely because the mind can be either dispersed
and divided or elevated and recollected, Gregory recommends the unmarried state in
De virginitate. The unmarried man bears more easily the misfortunes of life because his
mind is not dragged about. Nor is dianoia divided by concerns for wife and children;
rather it remains gathered.45

In Book I of De vita Moysis it is dianoia which performs tasks of ratiocination such as
critical discernment and understanding. For example, Gregory leaves it to the critical
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The Flow of the Mind

dianoia of his readers to decide the deeper significance of the physical appointments of
the tabernacle.6

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

We see another example of dianoia operating in a discursive sense when Gregory
explains why irrational animals are driven from the mountain of the knowledge of God.
Human contemplation of the intelligibles surpasses the knowledge which originates in the
senses. But it is ‘according to the nature of irrational animals that they guide themselves
by sense perception alone apart from reason’.9 By (p.42) implication human sense
perception is not divorced from dianoia, and indeed we saw how it can thicken and
disperse dianoia, but here we see that dianoia functions not only at this level of sensual
involvement but also at the higher level of the intelligibles.

A final example of the ratiocination which dianoia performs is seen in an important text
from the Commentarius in Canticum canticorum. In Homily 9 Gregory says that the life of
virtue is like a garden, ‘but the garden also has need of a fountain so that its grove might
remain flourishing and always watered’ 29 It is precisely dianoia which serves this
function. Gregory emphasizes its discursive role by referring to it as ‘the reasoning
faculty of our soul’.51 This rational faculty swells up and overflows in thoughts (dianoia)
which assist us in gaining possession of the good.52 Not only does this passage show the
discursive function of dianoia but it also shows knowledge in service of the life of
virtue.”3

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

objects visible to the sense’,%% and ‘reason looks above and remains untouched and

unmuddied by the movement of the senses’.>”

(p.43) We have seen in this section that the same dianoia, which can grow thick and
dispersed and be squandered by involvement in senses, passions, and phantasms, also
performs basic discursive processes of ratiocination such as critical thought, verbal
expression, and contemplation of the intelligibles. If unclouded, untroubled, or
unimpeded by the senses and passions, the same mind, and not a different compartment
or level, will move upward towards the spiritual, intelligible world. Given appropriate
ascetic training, there is in the mind an upward orientation, a dynamic capacity to ascend.
Let us look more closely, then, at this capacity of dianoia to ascend.
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The Mind's Ascent

When David ascends ‘in that blessed ecstasy’58 to a vision of incomprehensible beauty, it
is none other than dianoia that is ‘lifted up by the power of the Spirit’ .29 Having been
raised up from the coverings of the flesh, David arrives at the contemplation of the
incorporeal and intelligible, through dianoia alone .50

As to whether the mind is engaged discursively or non-discursively, this passage
presents a certain ambiguity. David's ecstasy has a clearly apophatic element which might
lead one to agree with Aubineau that the experience is non-discursive.%! David glimpses
beauty which is apfyavov and &mepwontov .52 Gregory says it is an experience of
ineffable light (appdotov d)ooToc;).63 Moreover, the experience of archetypal beauty
escapes all comprehensiom.64 Indeed the abundance of alpha-privatives suggests the non-
discursive.5® However, the mind yet contemplates the l'nte]]igibles.66 Hence, one is led to
the conclusion that dianoia is engaged in contemplation of a discursive sort.

Not dissimilar to David is the bride, whose mind ascends to the intelligible realm. “With
her mind she arises and wanders about the intelligible and supramundane nature’.%7 This
ascent would seem to (p.44) reveal dianoia functioning at a discursive level, for she
goes about naming the various heavenly realms and questioning continually the entire
angelic order.%8

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

We see this sense of exalted dianoia when Gregory speaks of Paul in De vita Moysis. Far
from being thickened or dispersed by the passions, the ‘divine Apostle’ is characterized
by his elevated dianoia.”!

The Mind and Grace

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

Training and Guidance

Gregory has already drawn attention to the fact that the mind can grow thick.”? As we
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have noted, this thickness makes it difficult for the mind to make necessary distinctions
and to come to know the nature of Beauty (p.45) itself. The cause for this difficulty is
that ‘the sense faculties are not suitably trained for the discernment of what is beautiful
and what is not’.”3 Although this passage does not specifically identify dianoia as standing
in need of training, the appropriate exercise of the senses will presumably benefit dianoia.

When speaking of young people who embark on a life of virginity, Gregory advises them
to seek a good guide and master (dyabov kaOnyepoéva te€ Kai S16dokadov), for their
minds are as yet unformed, and owing to their ignorance they are likely to wander off the
right path.”4 Hence, dianoia is in need of guidance.”?

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

Scripture and the Mind

Indeed scripture would seem to exert an influence upon the mind. In De vita Moysis
scripture leads dianoia in its ascent ‘towards higher degrees of virtue’.”” But it does
more than simply lead; there is a real contact suggested by the verb yelpaywyéw:
Scripture leads the mind by the hand.”® The verb is particularly appropriate, for dianoia
seems to like to have something to grasp, whether in the grasping, rapacious thought
which characterizes dianoia when at the level of dispersion amongst the passions79 or
whether dianoia in a loftier moment tries (albeit in vain) to grasp the divine nature in an
act of comprehension.89

(p.46) In Commentarius in Canticum canticorum, Gregory says that the spiritual
interpretation (Bewpia) of the Song's prologue has a purifying effect upon dianoia 8! In
this instance dianoia is not so much the mind as a discursive content of the mind, an
understanding. We can observe, then, two different ways in which scripture acts on the
mind. It purifies the mind with the result that a more spiritual understanding is produced,
and it moves the mind, taking it by the hand towards the non-discursive.

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

Gregory then says that this fire is understood to be the Holy Spirit.83 We shall have
occasion later to say more about the role of the Holy Spirit, but for our present purpose
it is sufficient to observe that the ascent of dianoia to the heavenly realm is under the
aegis of the Holy Spirit.84

Indeed scripture can lead dianoia into the non-discursive region of the sanctuary itself.
In Homily 1 on the Song Gregory says that ‘through the Song of Songs [Solomon] initiates
the mind into the divine sanctuary’ where no thought or image enters.8% But scripture is
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not the only thing that assists the mind in its ascent, for this assistance is itself one of the
effects of baptism.

The Grace of Baptism

What effects does baptism have on the mind? We have noted that there is an aspect of the
mind which has a tendency to grab in a snatching, ravishing sort of way. Baptism, says
Gregory, focuses on this aspect of dianoia, among other things, with the result that it is
‘put to death’. For, as he says in De vita Moysis, ‘those passing through the sacramental
water of baptism must put to death in the water the entire army of evils such as (p.47)
avarice, undisciplined desire [and] rapacious thinking....’86 Indeed all the ‘evil movements
of the mind’ must be put to death.87

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

If the ransoming of the mind from the tyranny of undisciplined passion is one way of
viewing the effects of baptism, the mind's purification is another. Gregory says that ‘the
one whose mind has been purified by crossing the water...accedes to the contemplation
of transcendent nature’.9% The context of this passage suggests that this is discursive
conternplation.91 This is significant for it implies the role of grace even in the contemplation
of the intelligibles. The effects of baptism on dianoia, however, do not stop here; this
baptismal imagery of washing continues to purify dianoia.

Gregory says that the contemplation of God involves neither sight nor hearing (the realm
of the senses); nor is the contemplation of God (p.48) comprehended by our customary
concepts.92 To contemplate God is somehow to move beyond both the realm of the
senses and the contemplation of intelligibles. We have seen that dianoia plays a role,
however infelicitous, at the level of the senses as well as at the level of the intelligibles,
but now we see that dianoia also plays a role in moving beyond the intelligibles into the
presence of God. For Gregory says that the person who wants to ascend to the
knowledge of higher things must wash dianoia of all opinion born of conceptions
previously held and of commerce with the senses.?3 Only then is one ready to assault the
mountain of divine knowledge.

With this baptismal imagery of washing Gregory describes how the mind comes to the
knowledge of God. While this passage itself does not describe such an experience, it
brings us to the threshold and reveals another capacity of dianoia. We have seen dianoia
thick and dispersed among the senses and passions. We have seen dianoia ascend to the
contemplation of the intelligibles by being taken by the hand by sacred scripture or by
being washed in the waters of baptism. Now we see dianoia on the verge of entering the
apophatic. We shall have abundant opportunity later in this study to see that one of
Gregory's preferred ways of describing an apophatic ascent is through aphairesis: the
letting go of sense perception, images, concepts, to enter the presence of God, the Holy
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of Holies, the darkness where God dwells.94 In this passage we see, however tacitly, this
aphairesis; for, as part of its purification, dianoia must shed all commerce with the
senses, and this shedding of knowledge is begun with the washing away of opinion. Other
levels of knowledge will be abandoned in the ascent of the mountain of divine knowledge
and when the darkness of God is entered.?® But what is particularly worthy of note in the
present context is not simply the role of grace in assisting dianoia in its ascent but
specifically the baptismal context in which the ascent is situated. The lofty ascent of the
mind up the mountain of (p.49) the knowledge of God into the darkness is at the same
time grounded in the liturgical and sacramental life of the Christian community. While this
is an observation more obviously characteristic of someone like Denys the Areopagite,96
it is clearly present in Gregory of Nyssa, not simply as an adumbration, but as a
consistent theological concern.

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

The Presence of God

In De vita Moysis Gregory considers at some length the entrance of Moses into the
darkness of God, and in this context we see an important example of the heights to which
dianoia can rise. In Book I we see that Moses approached the darkness (yvé¢ocg) and
‘entered the Sanctuary of divine mystagogy. There, having disappeared from sight, he
was one with the Invisible.”98 Gregory nearly always uses ‘darkness’ to indicate divine
incomprehensibility .92 The fact that Moses has entered darkness indicates that he has
entered the non-discursive. This is supported by Moses' entry into the sanctuary, and
particularly by the oxymoronic formulation: Moses penetrates the impenetrable
(mapadveig 10 GHvTov). Gregory often uses oxymoron and other paradoxes to designate
a certain barrier beyond which discursive reason does not pass.1 00 The language of
invisibility also implies elevation beyond the intelligible, for in becoming invisible himself,
Moses is becoming like God. This motif, namely, that only like knows like reaches far back
into Greek (p.50) philosophical tradition.! 01 If Moses is to know God, Moses must
become like God.

Having noted Moses' disappearance into the darkness of the sanctuary, Gregory
speculates as to what this event must mean. Moses teaches, he says, that anyone who
wants to be one with God must depart from all that is visible and do two things: stretch
forth dianoia to the invisible and incomprehensible and believe that God is present where
the understanding does not reach.1 02

It would seem by this, then, that Gregory believes the mind capable of entering in some
sense into the sanctuary, that it can penetrate the impenetrable. However, it is important
to note that dianoia is not capable of doing anything in the presence of God. It is not
capable of understanding; no katavonoic is performed. While Moses communes with
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God, Gregory does not say that it was specifically dianoia which came in contact with God.
Indeed dianoia seems capable of nothing; the only activity taking place is be]ieving.1 03

In Book IT of De vita Moysis, we read of the approach to ‘the mountain of divine
lmowledge’.1 04 Scripture has led dianoia to higher levels of virtue.1 99 This is necessary,
says Gregory, for one who ‘would undertake to ascend by means of intelligence to the
mountain of divine knowledge and...enter into the darkness where God is....’106 Again we
see that dianoia is both the means of approaching the knowledge of God and the means of
entering the darkness of God. But Gregory mentions no knowing encounter after the
mind has entered the darkness.

A few chapters further on Gregory says that the contemplation of God is not concerned
with the ordinary activities of thought.107 In order to approach such lofty things dianoia
must be purified of all opinions born of sense perceptions. Then, with the mind purified,
one may assault the mountain of knowledge.

(p.531) Gregory asks, ‘But what does it mean that Moses entered the darkness and
there saw God in it’?198 His response to this question involves a description of the mind
entering the presence of God. This entrance into the divine presence is a single
movement with two aspects. One movement entails a letting go or a leaving behind of all
appearances, not only what the senses grasp but also what the mind (dianoia) thinks it
sees’.109 The other movement reveals a certain dynamic quality of the mind to push
ahead and penetrate deeper. This quality of the mind Gregory terms

noAunpayuom’)vn.l 101t is the mind's curiosity that ‘goes deeper and deeper within until
it penetrates into what is invisible and incomprehensible and there sees God’ 111
Gregory hastens to add, however, that this seeing is a non-seeing that is also the highest
form of knowledge, ‘surrounded on all sides by incomprehensibility as though by a kind
of darkness’.} 12 This darkness which the mind has entered is the ‘luminous dark’ in which
the sublime John, who discovered that no intelligence can reach the divine essence, was
immersed.1 13

Once again we may observe that, although the mind may enter the darkness of God, the
mind is capable of nothing once in the darkness of (p.52) God's presence. It cannot
grasp anything in an act of understanding; it performs no katavénoig; nor does the mind
per se attain union with God. What precise faculty actually finds God and unites to God we
shall address in a subsequent chapter.

An important passage from Homily 7 on Ecclesiastes indicates clearly the inability of
dianoia to grasp anything, which would constitute an act of comprehension, when it
enters the non-discursive. Gregory likens the soul that has passed beyond what is
accessible by concepts to someone standing on a cliff and who, when edging his foot over
the side, realizes there is no foothold: he becomes dizzy, is thrown into confusion and
soon returns to solid ground.1 14 50 the soul, ‘having nothing it can grab, neither place
nor time, neither space nor any other thing which offers our mind something to take hold
of, but, slipping from all sides from what it fails to grasp, in dizziness and confusion, it
returns again to what is natural to it’. 115 1t seems that the nature of the mind is to try to
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The Flow of the Mind

catch hold of something in a discursive act, but when it moves beyond to what cannot be
grasped, such as darkness, the divine sanctuary, and, here, an abyss, it cannot function

properly and can even experience duress and disorientation, as we see in this text from
In Ecclesiasten.

Another important example of the fact that dianoia can enter the realm of the non-
discursive is seen in the figure of the bride. In Homily 6 on the Song of Songs we see the
bride, like Moses, ‘in the darkness where God is’.1 16 She moves beyond the level of
senses by forsaking sensual perceptions and then, she says, ‘I am embraced by the
divine night and search for him who is hidden in the darkness’.117 The bride seeks the
beloved so that she might know his essence (ovoia), but the beloved escapes her desire
to know him.! 18 She then begins to ascend, by means of dianoia, and wanders about the
intelligible and angelic realm searching for her beloved; but he is not there.! 19 Finally,
after the bride has gone through the incorporeal and intelligible realm ‘with the curiosity
of her (p.53) mind’, 120 she begins to abandon everything: ‘I abandoned the entire
creation and went beyond every intelligible thing in creation and forsaking every means
of grasping with the mind, I found my beloved by faith.’121

This passage demonstrates rather clearly that dianoia not only can operate at the level of
the intelligibles but also can arrive at the non-discursive level of the divine night, the
darkness where God is. Once again we see that this ascent is negotiated by a certain
quality of mind which Gregory calls ‘curiosity’. However, having been embraced by the
‘divine night’, having entered the darkness of God's presence, dianoia cannot grasp
anything in an act of comprehension. Only after a process of aphairesis, with all conceptual
understanding abandoned, does the bride encounter her beloved. However, this
encounter, it is important to note, is achieved not by the mind (whether nous or dianoia)
but by faith; the bride enters the divine darkness by means of dianoia, but attains union
by means of faith.1 22

When the mind is in the divine sanctuary, in the darkness of God's presence or hanging
over the abyss of unknowing, it cannot function properly; there is nothing for it to grasp
in an act of understanding, and, as we saw in a powerful text from In Ecclesiasten VII, it
can even experience the turmoil of dizziness and confusion. But, while it is generally true
that dianoia cannot actively function, it does undergo something rather important.

In Homily 11 on the Song of Songs we find Gregory presenting one of his many résumés
of what the bride has accomplished, and he reminds us that the bride has been
embraced by the divine night.123 Gregory immediately asks, how can what is invisible,
the Bridegroom, appear at night?124 Gregory's answer is well known: the Bridegroom
‘gives the soul a perception of presence'.125 He questions further, “‘What happens (p.54)
to the soul in the mystagogy of this night?’ ‘The Word touches the door’ (Song 5: 2),
Gregory responds, and goes on to say that this door which the Word touches is the mind
itself, dianoia in its discursive search for what is ineffable. Through this same dianoia the
sought-after Beloved comes to dwell.! 26 Notice that the mind does not comprehend the
Beloved; nor is union described. Nevertheless dianoia somehow allows the Beloved to
enter and take up residence.l27
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With rather different imagery Gregory says something quite similar in Homily 3 on the
Song, where he likens the mind not to a door but to fertile, cultivated earth, and here the
vine of the Bridegroom is rooted. Gregory is probably drawing this image from the
description in Psalm 1 of the happy man, who ‘is like a tree planted beside the
watercourse, which yields its fruit in due season and its leaf never withers: in all that he
does he prospers’.128 Gregory develops this image from Psalm 1 in a way that reflects
his own concerns for the spiritual depths of the human. This fertile earth in which the
Bridegroom has taken root is, says Gregory, ‘the deep mind which is watered by divine
teaching.’1 29

This text merits consideration for at least two reasons. Not only does it provide another
example of dianoia as the subject of divine indwelling, even though this divine presence is
not grasped by dianoia in an act of understanding, but it also shows that the mind is
nonetheless given (p.55) something worth knowing, namely, ‘divine teaching’, which the
mind in its turn would be capable of grasping. This text, therefore, reveals something else
of which the mind is capable as it encounters divine presence: not only is the mind the
subject of divine indwelling, it also receives something as a result.

In Homily 11 on the Song of Songs Gregory comments briefly on the phrase ‘the drops of
the night’ (Song 5: 2)130 and says ‘it is not possible for someone who has entered the
sanctuary of the invisible to meet a shower of rain or a swollen torrent of knowledge’.
There is nothing surprising in this, for we would not expect that there would be any
discursive activity whatever in the sanctuary. But Gregory goes on to say that one who
has entered the sanctuary, presumably by means of dianoia, ‘must be content if truth
bedew one's knowledge with delicate and indistinct insights’.1 31 This passage is
significant, for, while the mind does not actively accomplish anything in the sanctuary, it
does receive something: it receives these insights. What stands out here is that there is
an exchange of some sort that takes place between the non-discursive and the discursive.
While the mind cannot grasp God, God yet moistens the mind, and from this moisture a
certain discursive content, a dianoia, congeals. This ‘moisture of thought’!32 can in turn
nourish God's plants, which are the virtues.! 33 Indeed dianoia can be rather like a
fountain which teems and finally overflows, thus aiding in the possession of the good.1 34

The mind seems never capable of comprehension when it is in the darkness of divine
presence or embraced by the divine night. But this is not to say it is capable of nothing
whatever. It maintains a certain receptive capacity. By virtue of this capacity the
Bridegroom can enter and dwell. Moreover, this divine indwelling has an effect upon the
mind: (p.56) it ‘waters it with divine teaching’; it ‘moistens the mind’. The mind in turn
can distil this moisture into insight, discourse, and action.

Conclusion

As helpful as Mann's Lexicon Gregorianum is, with its multi-column list of occurrences of
dianoia, the advantage of the present examination has been the opportunity to look
closely at an abundant sampling of significant texts in which dianoia occurs, and it places
us in a position to suggest a working definition of dianoia: dianoia is a general term that
refers to that discursive state of mind characterized optimally by reason and the
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performance of ratiocination, but which less optimally can also be characterized by the
domination of the passions. It can also refer to the product of ratiocination such as a
thought, reflection, or perception.! 35 It is responsive to grace, seen especially in the
guidance of scripture and baptism and under such assistance comes into the presence of
God, but without grasping God in an act of comprehension.

The following points serve as useful observations regarding the portrait of the mind that
has emerged from this survey.

(A) One observation which by now should seem rather obvious is that Gregory uses a
single lexical item to refer to several states of mind or intelligence. In this regard he
stands in bold contrast to Plato, whose well-known Allegory of the Line ascribes a rather
precise meaning to epistemological terms such as nous, dianoia and pistis. The Allegory
suggests that dianoia is a technical term which refers to a faculty inferior to nous and
limited to discursive reason, whereas nous designates a non-discursive, intuitive grasp of
the first principle. However, this technical meaning of dianoia is unique to Plato and
arguably limited to the Allegory of the Line.136 For Gregory nous and dianoia do not
seem to exhibit this (p.57) technical difference; in fact they seem roughly synonymous.
For example, in De virginitate, we saw that it was dianoia which looked down upon and
became embroiled in the passions.1 37 But a little further on in this treatise the same
epistemological state was described of nous: scattered and dispersed among sensual
pleasures.1 38

This interchangeability of terminology seems to continue into Gregory's maturity. In De
vita Moysis he states that it was through dianoia that one approached the mountain of
divine knowledge and entered the darkness where God was.! 39 But this same exalted
state of mind was likewise described of nous, which enters into the invisible and
unknowable ‘and there sees God’.}40 This is not to say, however, that whenever Gregory
says dianoia he could just as easily have said vovg; he can and does make distinctions.! 41
The point is simply that in general the two words are not technical terms which designate
two separate states.142 As Vilker has observed of Philo and Clement, nous and dianoia
are roughly synonymous terms denoting the mind or inte]]igence.1 43

(B) Whether Gregory speaks of the mind as nous or dianoia, we see it (1) involved in
passionate struggle; (2) performing tasks of ratiocination and (p.58) contemplation of the
intelligibles; (3) ascending on high; (4) in the sanctuary or in the darkness of divine
presence.

(1) We have seen Gregory spend much time describing the mind struggling with
passion. This struggle seems to be of at least two sorts.
(a) A struggle as a result of being caught up with physical pleasures of
the body. Gregory likens the mind in this state to a cow or a pig, which
are constantly looking down, presumably to the concerns of the flesh.
(b) But this preoccupation with the concerns of the flesh is not the
only problem dianoia undergoes, for the mind seems to undergo
struggles that are rooted not in its involvement with the body—as
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though the human person were, in Stead's words, ‘an animal with
reason added on’144—but within the mind itself. For the mind can
also be caught up with worrying about and being preoccupied with
what others think of one.} 4> Moreover, Gregory speaks of the
importance of the mind being converted from ravishing, snatching
thoughts and from the mind's own sordid movements.! 46

The capacity of dianoia to be preoccupied by these things leaves it in
a state which Gregory describes varyingly as thick, dispersed, or
grasping, and the effects of this are the same. The mind flows in every
direction like gushing water, and the love due to God is dispersed
among other things. One is alienated from God and unable to use
reason properly, notably for distinguishing a beautiful thing from
Beauty itself.1 47 The mind must be converted from all this, which is
precisely, according to Gregory, one of the implications of receiving
baptism.

(2) The same mind which can grow thick or dispersed can assume a more noble
state and perform basic discursive processes of ratiocination. In this state dianoia
can also refer to the rational capacity of the soull48 as well as to the product of
discursive thought. Finally, it can also contemplate the intelligibles, which, says
Gregory, is accomplished through dianoia alone.149

(3) The mind ascends to the contemplation of the intelligibles through the curiosity
of the mind itself as well as through grace, which guides and trains the mind, and
particularly when scripture leads dianoia not only to (p.39) the lofty heights of
discursive contemplation but beyond the threshold into the sanctuary, the
darkness of divine presence.1 50

(4) At this most noble level of the mind there is no ratiocination. It cannot see, for
it is embraced by the divine night. It cannot understand, for there is no object to
grasp. Nevertheless, we have observed that the mind in this darkness is
particularly receptive to two important events. Gregory says the mind is like a
doorway through which the Bridegroom enters and dwells. An aspect of this
indwelling involves some sort of knowing encounter. This is certainly not a torrent
of knowledge, but, as Gregory says, the mind that enters the sanctuary is
‘bedewed’ with lmowledge.1 51

(C) This portrait of a mind capable of assuming various states along a single
continuum places one in a position to respond to a remark made by G.C. Stead
concerning Gregory's De anima et resurrectione. Stead claims that Macrina
‘repeats Aristotle's mistake of regarding man simply as an animal with reason
added on as an extra capacity....’1 52 Hence, one is left with an anthropology which
effectively alienates human intelligence from the impulsive world of senses and
passions. To what extent Stead's appraisal is a fair reading of Gregory of Nyssa's
De anima et resurrectione has been queried by Rowan Williams in an admirable
essay devoted to clarifying some important notions regarding the relationship
between the mind and the passions.! 23 Our survey of mind, under the lens of
dianoia, supports Williams, who argues that impulses are part of the mind, ‘part of
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how mind realises itself and that the human being does not, according to
Gregory, ‘consist of a rational core with some embarrassing additions’.1 %%

An important statement of Gregory's anthropology occurs in Oratio catechetica
VI. Gregory says that in the creation of humanity a mixture or blending (piypa) of
the intelligible and sensible is produced (p.60) by God.1 52 The intention of this
image of blending suggests a basic unity not allowed for by Stead's suggestion
that Gregory sees the human being as ‘an animal with reason added on’.
Moreover, this unity is important for consolidating humanity as a microcosm.
‘Man is essentially a microcosm, that man might be at the same time both a link
being and also in the image of God. /156 If Gregory's anthropology really
envisaged the tenuous link between the world of animal passion and sensibility, on
the one hand, and intelligence on the other, as Stead suggests, it seems unlikely
that this mediating role of the human being as microcosm could obtain.

The anthropology set forth in the Oratio catechetica would imply that ‘humanity
cannot be thought of without reference to passion. The reasonable soulis the
crown of the evolving history of animality, gradually blended with increasing
degrees of selffmoving capac:ity'.1 57

Any number of texts we have considered demonstrate that the problem of the
passions is a problem within the mind itself and not something to which mind has
been merely superadded. For example, desire (em8vpia) can be a problem for
the soul by allowing it to be tripped up by sense perceptions and objections, or it
can rise above these sense perceptions to spiritual beauty. In De virginitate we
see that the power of desire can be wasted on objects that are distracting, or, by
contrast, this same power of desire can be purified of its obsession with baser
things and ascend ‘to where perception does not reach’; thus the soul arrives ‘at
the intelligence of that magnificence beyond the heavens’.} 58 The sense here is
that desire is a power within the soul. While it can clearly present a problem for
the soul, it can also enable intelligence to arrive at a loftier vision, provided desire
is sufficiently purified. But the advance is through a purified desire, not an
exterminated desire. The passionate desire that can inhibit the soul's ascent can
also facilitate the soul's ascent.! 29 Indeed the whole world of sense perception ‘is
joined to our nature as its proper companion’.1 60

(p.61)

Another example of the passionate struggles of the mind having to do with the
nature of the mind and not merely with its involvement with the body per se is
seen in a particular trait with which Gregory characterizes the mind:
moAvIipaypoovvn. It can be used negatively of the mind to describe a certain
meddlesomeness.! 6! However, the same quality of the mind can at other times
be quite positive; this same dynamic quality of the mind is used to penetrate into
the incomprehensible, where God is seen.! 62

To suggest that the underlying anthropology in all this is nothing more than that of
‘an animal with reason added on’ or that intelligence were nothing but an adjunct
to impulse would be far too simp]istic.1 63

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

The mind's dynamic quality is perhaps best seen in Gregory's likening the mind to
flowing water.1 64 Caught up in the world of obsession with physical pleasures and
reputation, the mind gushes in dispersion. Ascetic practice serves as a pipe which
constrains the water of the mind to protect it from dispersion. If so constrained,
the dynamism of the mind, previously encouraging a downward flow into
dispersion, pushes the water up to higher levels. With support the mind flows up;
with no support the mind flows down. This is the passion of the mind; it will (p.62)
move. It is a question of training this mind so that it moves in the right direction.
(E) The same mind which flows into the thick, dispersed state of a pig or cow is
also taken up, flows up, to the contemplation of the intelligibles and even into the
darkness of the sanctuary. While it does so according to the dynamism proper to
its own nature, it does not flow unassisted. The mind is graced and ascends with
the aid of scripture and liturgy. Scripture takes the mind by the hand and leads it
to more profound contemplation, and through the conversion associated with
baptism it is purified of base passions so that it might proceed to the
contemplation of the intelligibles.

However, we also observe that even though the mind flows into the sanctuary, it does
not, to change metaphors, grasp in comprehension the Beloved whom it seeks. The
function of grasping the Beloved in union, that is to say, the faculty which bridges the gap
between intelligence and God, is reserved by Gregory of Nyssa for faith. To an
examination of this exalted and highly nuanced role of faith we shall now turn.

Notes:

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

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

(3) Lexicon Gregorianum, vol. ii, s.v. 6tdvola, 341-55.
(4) De virg., SC, IV. 5. 1-4.

(5) Rep. IX. 586a: &AA& BOOKENUATWY.

(6) Eth. Nic. 1095°20: Boornpétwv Biov.

(7) De virg., SC, XI. 2. 2: moybdtnTt TG Sravoiag. According to Aubineau (318 n. 3) this
thickness is due to involvement of the senses. See Orat. cat. VIII. 6, GNO III.iv. 31. 2).
Gregory Nazianzen uses the term in a similar way; see for example Orat., SC, XX. 19.9;
XXXI. 30. 7-8.

(8) Ibid., V.1-15.

(9) Ibid., IV. 5. 5.

(10) De virg., SC, XI.2.3-4.Cf. Enn.1.6. 3. 8.

(11) Ibid., VI.1.7-10.

(12) Ibid., VI. 1.18-20.

(13) Ibid., VI. 1.42-6: To kaBopotdta OV dylwv dvbpdr pndevt OV PLUTIKOD
IPOYRATWDY IPooaoyolelv Ty Sidvolapy TOv embvpodvTa TWOe@ovradhdivar OOEEYGP

€0TL SUPATOV TOV eic moAAX THSLavOoiq Slayedpevor mpdC BeodKATAVENTIY Kol
emOvpiav ebOmopHioat.

(14) Ibid., VI.2.1-11.
(15) Ibid., VI.2.11-14.

(16) Ibid., VI. 2. 17-19: KTt OO €VEPYELAD KIDOITO, 0DEED TO KWADTOV oTat PG TX
dvrw Ppépeabart kai Thg dAnBeiag TOV dvTwy epdntecdat. On the phrase &Andeiog
eddmrtra, cf. Plato, Sym. 212a, and Timaeus 90c.

(17) Ibid., VI. 2. 19-26. Aubineau notes that the image of a pipe is used by Gregory of
Nazianzus in a similar way in Orat. 37.12.

(18) Ibid., VI. 2. 21-2: Kai TadTa KATWHEPOVLC ADTWTHC KATA OO 0DOYC KIPHOEWG,...

(19) Ibid., VI. 2. 26-8: O¥bte yap othvai mote ovatat O deKivnTo LIIO
TOVIIEENKOTOC €lAnNdOC Ty pdow....

(20) Ibid., VI. 2.28-31: Kai €i¢ T& pataia Keypnodatl TNKIWNTEL KwALOPEVOD AP AVOD
p1f mpog Y dAffelar mavTwg evOLIIOPNOAL, TYIAVTAYOOEY &b TOV ATONIWD
ameipyeodat.
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The Flow of the Mind

(21) Ascetic practice, however, does not seem to involve exterminating the passions, so
much as training them. We see this very clearly in the role of Solomon in Homily 1 on the
Song of Songs, where Gregory exhorts one to be passionate about the search for God;
see In Cant.I, GNO VI. 23. 8-9.

(22) Leg. All. 111. 234 (trans. F. Colson and G. Whitaker, LCL, Philo vol. i, 459). Note also
how Philo highlights the negative influence the senses have on the soul: ‘the mob of the
senses has introduced into it [sc. the soul] from outside an untold host of mischiefs....".

(23) Sac. 127 (trans. F. Colson and G. Whitaker, LCL, Philo vol. ii, 185-7).

(24) Abr. 154-5 (trans. F. Colson, LCL, Philo vol. vi, 79); see also ibid., 162: ‘And the
understanding affected in like manner is not quiescent, but, unsleeping and constantly in
motion as it is,...".

(25) Hom. in Num. 17.4 (GCS 7, 160. 11-26), quoted in B. Daley, in The Hope of the Early
Church: A Handbook of Patristic Eschatology (Cambridge, 1991), 50.

(26) In Zachariam, SC, 1. 43. 5-6: Ti¢ AOYIKNG YLy ADTOKIDTTOL KAl XEIKIDTIVOV
DITAPYOVOTG.

(27) In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 174. 15 ff. This of course is not to say that it is the first
occurrence in Gregory's writings of this rather ubiquitous theme.

(28) De virg., SC, IX. 2.13-14.
(29) Ibid., IX.2.9-11.

(30) Cf.ibid., IX. 2. 15.

(31) Ibid., IX.2.16-17.

(32) Ibid., IX.2.17-19.Cf. 1 Cor. 7: 32-3. This seems a rather disparaging view on
marriage, and the context (a treatise on virginity) should be kept in mind. Gregory has
previously stated rather emphatically in De virg. VIII, that he in no way wishes to
disparage marriage. The married person can indeed give priority to spiritual values, but
it is difficult to do so and requires a certain strength to avoid giving the mind (vobg, VIII.
3) completely over to passion and becoming a ‘lover of pleasure rather than a lover of
God’ (VIII. 35). But because of the weakness of nature, most do not have this strength or
balance (cvppetpia, VIII. 37). Gregory recommends that these latter ones pursue
virginity. On this and other ironies in De virg., see M. Hart, ‘Reconciliation of Body and
Soul: Gregory of Nyssa's Deeper Theology of Marriage’, Theological Studies 51 (1990),
450-78; idem, ‘Gregory of Nyssa's Ironic Praise of the Celibate Life’, Heythrop journal
33(1992), 1-19.

(33) De vita Moysis, SC,1.11.3-12.
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The Flow of the Mind

(34) Phaedrus 247c.
(35) De vita Moysis, SC, I1.125.10.
(36) Ibid., IT. 125.13-15.

(37) De virg., SC, VI. 2. 23-6: 0 vo0¢ 0 qvOpwmpog...avainddfioetal mwg VIO TG
ToOKWeloBot pHoew IPOC THY TOV DYNA®Y emBuvpiav,...Aubineau makes the
interesting observation that dvadapBdavw is the same verb used for the ascents of Elijah
in 2 Kgs. 2: 9 and of Jesus in Mark 16: 19 and Acts 1: 2, 11.

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

(39) In Cant.IX, GNO VI. 276.12.

(40) Ibid., 277. 5-7.

(41) De virg., SC, X. 1. 4-5.

(42) Canévet, Grégoire Nysse et L'herméneutique biblique, 63.

(43) De virg., SC, XI.6.9-11: 6Tt yap T0 Kupiwg Kol IPpOTWE Kal HOvw KAAOV Kol
dyaBov Kai KaBapov 6 TOV 6AwD €0Tl BedS, 00GEYC ohTw TLPADC THY B1d- VoA, WG PN
Kol AdeavTodTLLISELD.

(44) Ibid., X. 2. 33-4.

(45) Ibid., ITI.9.6-12. Cf. 1 Cor. 7: 32-3.
(46) De vita Moysis, SC, 11.173.9-11.
(47) Ibid., I1. 24. 3.

(48) Ibid., II. 25. 2-5.

(49) Ibid., II. 156. 6-8: "I6w0v yap TG Twv dAdywv ¢pdoEWC TO Kataiodnow povnw diya
Hlavoiag oikovopeloOat.

(50) In Cant.X, GNO VI. 275. 8-10: AAAX TOKAIW TODTW Tad INYAG €0TL Ypela wc &v
evOaAeg Srapévotl 10 GAoog TOLHATL TPOC TO HBINVEKEC MAIVO- PHEVOD.

(51) Ibid., 275. 20-1: i SrovonTikn TN YoYNGS NEWY HOVIG....
(62) Ibid., 275.21-276. 2.

(53) On the relationship between knowledge and virtue in Gregory of Nyssa see A.
Meredith, ‘Homily 1°, in S. Hall (ed.), Gregory of Nyssa: ‘Homilies on Ecclesiastes’
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The Flow of the Mind

(Berlin, 1993), 145-58, esp. 146-7; see also idem, The Cappadocians (London, 1995), 59
f.

(54) In Cant. X, GNO VI.312.11-12: ®¢ dmvw Tl Tal TWHRKTL TEPETOC 1) TODOWHATOC
yiveto ¢pvoic....Note that Gregory does not imply that the senses have been destroyed.
For a general perspective on two fundamental ways of viewing the passions see ]. Dillon,
‘Rejecting the Body, Refining the Body: Some Remarks on the Development of Platonist
Asceticism’, in V. Wimbush and R. Valantasis (eds.), Asceticism (Oxford, 1995), 80-7.

(55) Ibid., 313. 1-3: 61 TNV T AANOW®OY dyad®v Bewpiav.
(56) Ibid., 313. 4-5: 61 TO poéva BAEmew tHLaVoOig T TOY OPATAODV DIIEPK- €lpeva.

(57) Ibid., 313. 15-16: mpdC TO &vw PAEIEL 6 AOBIOPOC AIEPIAYNTOC NEVWD EK TAC
aloONTIKNG KIwNoeEwG Kol AB0AwTOG.

(58) De virg., SC, X. 2. 6: v Thpakoapia ekeivn EKOTAOEL.
(59) Ibid., X. 2. 4: TH6vvrdpet TodIPEdRATOC DYWOELG THY Bldvorav....

(60) Ibid., X. 2. 8-9: kai eloeAOwv 61 pdévng ¢ dravoiag €ig Y TOY dowp- ATwY Kal
vonTOY Bewpiav.

(61) See Aubineau, 374 n. 4.

(62) De virg., SC, X. 2. 5-6.

(63) Ibid., X.2.13.

(64) Ibid., X. 2. 22: ditaxdpedyel THY KATAVONOWD,...

(65) See J. Pelikan, Christianity and Classical Culture (New Haven, 1993), 40-56.
(66) De virg., SC, X. 2. 8-9: eloeAOwv-vig Tnv-vont®v fewpiav.

(67) In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 182. 5-6: &viocTtnow eavtiv Kol mepuroAefthdlavoiq v
VONTAY T€ Kl LIIEPKOTHIOV GpOOW,...

(68) In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 182.6-11.
(69) Ibid., XI. 315. 22.
(70) Ibid., 15-18.

(71) De vita Moysis, SC, 1.5.8-11: 6 y&p moAd¢ exeivog Kai DynAOG T Siédvolav 6
feloc AmdotoAoc &el 61 THC dpeThc TpExwY oOBEMIOTE TOlC & PrpooOev erme-
KTEWOUEVOG € Anev.

(72) De virg., SC, IV. 5.1 and XI. 2. 2. Cf. Orat. cat. VIII, GNO III. iv. 6.
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The Flow of the Mind

(73) Ibid., XI. 2. 7-8: pn axp1pwc-yeyvprdodat T alodntipla mpog Y TOOKAAODKAL 1N
TO100TOL H1EAKPLOD.

(74) Ibid., XXIII. 3. 1-6

(75) On the importance of spiritual guidance in the ancient world see I. Hadot, “The
Spiritual Guide’, in A H. Armstrong (ed.), Classical Mediterranean Spirituality (New York,
1986), 436-59; R. Valantasis, Spiritual Guides of the Third Century (Minneapolis, 1991);
see also M. Clarke, Higher Education in the Ancient World (London, 1971); H.I. Marrou,
Histoire de I'Education dans I'Antiquité (Paris, 1948).

(76) In Cant. XI, GNO VI. 315. 15-22.

(77) De vita Moysis, SC, I1. 152. 1-2: TT&Aw futv 61 dkoAobOoL TIOG dvaBaoewd mpog
T DYNAGTEPA TNG APETNC O AdyoC YeElpaywyeltnv didvolav.

(78) See Liddel and Scott, s.v. yelpaywyéw.
(79) Ibid., 125,10: &pmaKTIKNY Sldvolaw.
(80) In Cant. 111, GNO VI. 86. 13-14: -1} Oecia $pDO1¢ DIIEPKELTAL KATA- ANIITIKNG Sravoiag.

(81) In Cant. I1I, GNO VI. 71. 16-18:-600v eknAdvat Kai XIokADoAt TOOPOIOL THG
OaPKOC TNV €V ToiC Aeyopévolg sidvotlav.

(82) Ibid., X.295.11-12: kai avad ndpOeloa TRILPIVW EPPATL NEAODVT S1AVOIX HETAPO1OC
IIPOC TOPAVIX KAAAT peTatedeix:.

(83) Ibid., 295.13-15.

(84) This seems entirely consistent with the largely purifying role played by the Holy
Spirit in much of the In Canticum.

(85) Ibid. I, 22,16-17: 61 ToOAIOPHATOC TOV AlOP&TWD €VTOC TWV Beiwv &6OTWY
pvoTaywyeltny 6idvolav.

(86) De vita Moysis, SC, I1.125. 7-14: t0 6elv mdvtag Tovg H1epyopuivovg T0 PLOTIKOD
H6wp ev TOPamTiopaTt TdoA THY THG Kakiog mapepforip, olov Ty mAeovefiow, ThHy
AKOAXOTOD emOLPiOD, THY APIUKTIKNY 614votav[] PEKPX TOED,[]

(87) Ibid., II. 125. 14-15: t& movnp& TN¢ Sravoiag KivnpoTa-.

(88) Ibid., II. 129. 1-4: AeodTNG V&P TIC €0TW &yploc ol AVTTWONC TO AKOA- XTTOD
nd0o¢ Twavdpamobwdel Aoylouw, oidv Totl paoti€l taig Hdovalg aiki(opeEvoq.

(89) Ibid., I1.129.9-12: O{Q 6ovAedwv Tig, Kav 61e€ed nAvOWC TOYN TO LOWP, OVITW KATA
Y€ TOV € pov Aéyov TOOPLOTIKODDEATOC & O1yeD, 0DE PYoV ETTIV 1) TWD IOVNPDOD
TUPAVVWD anwAeia. Gregory makes an interesting comment; does he mean to imply that
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The Flow of the Mind

there is a synergistic aspect to sacramental efficacy? See P. Fedwick, “‘The Knowledge of
Truth or the State of Prayer in Gregory of Nyssa’, Polyanethema: Studi di Letteratura
Cristiana offerti a Salvatore Costanza. Studi Tardoantichi 7 (1989), 349-71 at 361.

(90) Ibid., II. 153. 6-18:...~KekaOapnévoc ev THOLAPGTEl TODBEATOC-THTE IIPOTAYETAL
TNTNC DIIEPKEPEVTC pOOEWC Bewpiq.

(91) Cf. ibid., II. 154. 5-6: TNTOV SvTwv Bewpiq, which could lead one to think that
Gregory intends non-discursive contemplation both here and above at I1. 153. 18. But
there is significant M S variation at II. 154. 5. Five of ten MSS read differently: four read
vontwv for vtwy and one reads vonudtwy for dvtwv. This, along with ev THTOV voNTOY
Bewpiq at IT1. 156. 6, would support the view that in this context the activity of 6idvoia is
of a discursive nature. Daniélou claims (205 n. 1) that by 1 t@v 6vtwv Oewpia Gregory
normally intends the contemplation of creation as a stage towards the knowledge of God.

(92) De vita Moysis, SC, I11.157. 1-3: 'H 6eto00e000ewpyia obTE KATA TO dpatdp- evov
oDTe KaTd TO AKOLO}L, VOV EVEPYELTAL, ODTE TIVI TV TLVABWY VO- NEUEPWY
KaToAappavetat.

(93) Ibid., I1. 157. 5-10: AAAG& yxp1 TOV pEAAOVTA IPOTPRAIVEY TNTOV DYNAWD
KATAVONoEl ToonG aloONTHEKNAG T€ Kol AAdYov KIwNoewC IpoKabapat TOV TPpOIov Kal
nd&oow 86Eap TV €K IPOKATAANWEWDC TIWOC YEYPNIHEVTY TAHC Slavoiag eEKIADVAVTA TAHC
€ oLPNBOLE OMATAC YwPLoBEVTA TAC IIPOC TNV 16lay COVOIKOY, TOLTECTL TNV
aloOnow,-,...

(94) Another common motif is the stringing together of negatives such as we see at In
Eccl., SC, VII. 8.100-1.

(95) De vita Moysis, SC, 1. 163.

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

(97) De virg. V. 11.

(98) De Vita Moysis, SC, 1. 46. 4-5: TIpog yap tO dévtov Mg Oelag pvotaywyiag
napadveic, EKEITWAOPETW TLYHY 1T OPWHEVOC]....

(99) Cf.ibid., I1. 162. 1 ff. See Simonetti, Vita di Mose, 269-70, his comment on yvd¢og.
Later in this study we shall have more to say about Gregory's doctrine on darkness.

(100) See, for one example among very many, In Cant.V, GNO VI. 156. 18; see the
treatment of Daniélou, Platonisme et théologie mystique, 274 ft.

(101) Plato, Phaedo 67b2; Aristotle, De an.1404P 17-18; Met. B 1000P 5-6.
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The Flow of the Mind

(102) Cf. De vita Moysis, SC, 1. 46.6-10: 6Tt 6eitov péAdovta ovveival Oedeerfelv mav
10 dawdpevor Kai eml o ddpatdv Te Kail AKaTEANIToD ThY €avtoddidvotan, otov énf
TWa 6pouC KOPLHAY, AvATEIDODTH EKEIMOTEDEW €lvot TO Belov &V of 0VK edrrvElTOn Ty
KOXTAvONo1C.

(103) We shall withhold until the next chapter any discussion of the role of mioTic.
(104) Ibid., IT. 152. 8.
(105) Ibid., IT. 152. 1-2.

(106) Ibid., II. 152. 8-10: ToAp fon HgTéTﬁﬁlavoiQ{ npoofnratl TOTNC Beoyvwoiag
OpelJrai eloelOelv elg Tov yropov ovE ot 6 Beoc(]....

(107) Ibid., I1. 157. 1-3: 'H 6€100@€000ewpia-0vTE TIL1 TOV CLYVHOWD PONPATWD
Katadappavertat.

(108) Ibid., II. 162. 1-2: T{ 6&61 BodAeTal TO €VTOC YevETOHal ToDYPEPoL TOV Mwioén
Kol 00TWG €V adTOTOV Oedv 16€elv;

(109) Ibid., IT. 163. 1-3: KataAurwp yap mav 10 paiwdpevor, ob pévov 6o
KatadapBaver n aloOnotg, aAA& kai 6oa 1) Stdvora SorelBAEmew,[],. ..

(110) Gregory uses this term with some frequency but not always in the same sense.
For example, it is used in a negative sense in Contra Eunomium, GNO II. 253. 28 and In
Cant. XI, GNO VI. 339. 17. But it is used positively here (De vita Moysis, SC, I11.163. 4)
and at In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 182. 18 to describe the means by which 61dvoia moves into
the non-discursive. See B. Brox, ‘Zur Legitimitat der Wissbegier (curiositas)’, in H.
Bungert (ed), Das antike Rom in Europa: Die Kaiserzeit und ihre Nachwirkungen
(Regensburg, 1985), 33-52, esp. 40-9.

(111) Ibid., IT. 163. 3-5: el mpog T0 €Evb6ATEPOD TeTal, € WG &v 61adON THIOALII.
paypoo vt ¢ Sravoiag mpog 10 ABEATOV Te Kal AKATAA NIITOY KAKELTOV Ocov (61.

(112) Ibid., II. 163. 7-8: 016D T yodw THAKATAANYix movtaydOev ielAn- ppEvov.

(113) Ibid., I1. 163. 9-13. The ‘luminous dark’ is among Gregory's most well-known
oxymorons which constitute a characteristic feature of his apophatic theology.
Langerbeck argues forcefully that these oxymorons and other paradoxical expressions
are not merely rhetorical features but an important component of his negative theology.
However, Langerbeck speculates at no great length as to what role such oppositional
phrases and images do play; see ‘Zur Interpretation Gregors von Nyssa’, Theologische
Literaturzeitung 82 (1957), 83. For a fascinating general study of paradoxical language
and other features of mystical literature see M. Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying
(Chicago, 1994). While Sells, alas, does not include Gregory as one of his case studies,
much of what Sells says is nonetheless useful for understanding Gregory's use of
paradoxical language.
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(114) See In Eccl., SC, VII. 8. 88-106.

(115) Ibid., VII. 8. 100-4: O0K € yovod& Tt of)neplf)pdEnTou, 0V TOIOD, 00 ¥POVOD, OV
nétpov, odK &AAo TL ToloDTOV 0VBEV O6EYeTal THC Slavoiac NUAOY T emid- aow, GdAAX
IapTay00er TOV AANITWY drmoAtofaivovoa 1ALYYLATE KOl Apn- YOVEIKAL ITGALY TIPOG TO
ovyyevec emoTtpédetal,...Plotinus speaks along strikingly similar lines of the mind's
difficulty in reaching beyond space and time at Enn. VI. 9. 3.

(116) In Cant. VI, GNO.VI. 181.6.

(117) Ibid., 181. 13-14: 6te mepleay€ONVTHOeiq VLKTL TOVEY TOYVOPwW KEKPLY- PEVOD
avalntoovoaq,...

(118) Ibid., 181.17-19.
(119) Ibid., 182.4-14.
(120) Ibid., 182. 18: TmoAvmpaypoovvn TG dravoiag.

(121) Ibid., 183. 6-8: &dpeloa mdooav T KTiony Kol maperfodoa m&v TO €V THKTIoE
DOOVUIEVOD KOl ITAOAD KATOA NITIKNY € $podov KATaAUI000oa, THIICTEL EDPOV TOV
AYAIWUEVOD....

(122) We shall say more about the relationship between 61dvola and mioTig in a
subsequent chapter.

(123) In Cant. XI, GNO VI. 324. 7-9.
(124) Ibid., 324.9-10.

(125) Ibid., 324.10-11: aAA aloOnow pév Twa 6i6wot THyLYNTAC Tapo- volag....For a
study of the significance of this phrase see M. Canévet, ‘La Perception de la présence de
Dieu. A propos d'une expression de la XIeme homélie sur le Cantique des Cantiques’, in
J. Fontaine and C. Kannengieser (eds.), Epektasis (Paris, 1972), 443-54.

(126) Ibid., 324. 13-15: &ntetat TG B0pag 6 Adyoc. O0pav Gevoodpey THY OTOXAOTIKNDY
TV appHTwp didvorav, 1 Ng elootkGletat TO (nTodREVOD.

(127) There are at least two other noteworthy passages which evince this capacity of
dldvola to serve as a means of divine indwelling: In Cant. I11. 87.2-8 and VI. 182. 18-
183. 13. However, these texts differ from the present one in an important way. Unlike the
present text 61dvoiax undergoes a process of aphairesis, and Gregory becomes more
precise as to what exactly facilitates divine indwelling. When Gregory is being more
precise it would seem that the mediation of divine indwelling is accomplished by mioTig,
especially at the non-discursive level. This invites speculation as to the relation of 6i1advola
to miotig, which I shall later take up. Suffice it to say for the moment that this cluster of
texts, among other things, leads me to take a position contrary to that proposed by B.
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Pottier, who sees a ‘rupture’ between faith and knowledge in Gregory of Nyssa (Dieu et
le Christ selon Grégoire de Nysse (Namur, 1994), 207). While there is an important and
consistent discontinuity between 61dvoia and mioTig, there is also an important and
consistent continuity between the two.

(128) Ps. 1. 3; translation from The New English Bible (Oxford and Cambridge, 1970).

(129) In Cant. 111, GNO VI. 97. 18-98. 2: 1) todbvvpdiov dpmerog ev O adi, Tymiovt
TOOTW oW eppllwpévn (tovTéoT €V Padeia THSLVOig TSI TOV Beiwv SidaypdTwy
Katapbovpévn)....CE. Gregory's treatment of Ps. 1: 3 in In inscrip. Psalm., GNO V. 37.
Gregory continues to supply the image of being watered with divine teaching but no
specification of the ‘deep mind’ (ev BaBeix ThH6lavoia) as the subject of this watering.

(130) In Cant. XI, GNO VI. 325. 20 f.

(131) Ibid., 325.21-326. 5: o0 y&p €0Tt HLVATOV TOV EVTOC TWDV &EOTWY Te Kol
AOewpNTWY YeEVOPEVOD OIPPW TIVL THC YPWOEWG EVTLUYELD T YEIPAPPW GAN dyamnTtov et
Aentaic Tiol Kai dpubpaic Sravoioig emyekdlot THY yrdow adTtwv 1 &AHOela 51d TOV
ayiwp te kai Oeopopovpévwy TG AOYIKNC 0T YOVog AIIoppeodong.

(132) In Cant. IX, GNO VI. 276. 6. Water, especially flowing water, in the In Canticum
canticorum often indicates divine presence. See for example In Cant. I, GNO VI. 32. 12-
15 and In Cant. 11, GNO VI. 62. 3-7, among many others. In a subsequent chapter we
shall consider more deeply this imagery of flowing water and its epistemological
implications.

(133) Ibid., 277.7-9: &peTag Beeivar ™mv ¢pvteiav TovOeoLpepAONKApED, TTIEPT GG T)
SlavonTikn Qg yuyng nuodv dovoapig doyorovpévn....Note that virtue is not
subordinated to knowledge in this text.

(134) See ibid., 275.19-276. 2.

(135) This, however, does not prevent Gregory from using other terms such as
alo0no1g or volg to express the same thing.

(136) Rep. VI.511d-e. It is well to note that outside the specific context of the Allegory of
the Line 61dvooa cannot be presumed to have the technical meaning seen at 511e. In the
nineteenth century Jowett and Campbell (Plato's Republic, 3 vols. (Oxford, 1895), 325)
observed that ‘in the great majority of instances 61avooa...is used in the ordinary Greek
acceptations of (1) mental activity, (2) mind in act, (3) a particular thought or conception,
(4) meaning, (5) intention’. To refer to a faculty or state of mind between miotig and vovg,
it is ‘hardly to be found elsewhere in Plato’. J. Adam (The Republic of Plato, 2 vols., 2nd
edn. (Cambridge, 1963), 72) says that ‘61dvooa is the most general word for a state (e
<Elc;) of mind or mode of thought in Greek’. The technical sense which is accorded &iavooa
in the Allegory of the Line (51 1e) ‘is entirely Plato's own’. In his Loeb edition (The
Republic (Cambridge, Mass., 1935) ), Shorey observes that even in the context of the
Allegory of the Line, e.g. 511c (line 8), 6 idvooa ‘is general and not technical’ (115 n. f).
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The Flow of the Mind

For more discussion on the Allegory of the Line see G.M .A. Grube, Plato's Thought
(London, 1935), 1-50, esp. 26-8; D. Melling, Understanding Plato (Oxford, 1987), 103-
13; for a helpful review of a variety of positions on the Allegory of the Line see R. C.
Cross and A. Woozley, Plato's Republic: A Philosophical Commentary (London, 1964),
203-28.

(137) De virg., SC, V. 3-5:...Kai &vTi TOOPETEWPOIIOPELY Kal €i¢ Ta Gvw BAEmEW TNV
Sravolav NuAOV mPo¢ T CaPKOC Kol aipatog mddn Kkateveybeloar meoelv.

(138) Ibid., VI. 2. 11-14: OUtw pot Hokelkai O voLC 6 AVvOPWIIVOC, €l PEY
IADTAYODBLAYEOLTO TIPOC TO APECKOD Gel Tolg alodnTnpiolg péwv Kal okedav- OPEVOC,
indepiov dfié6Aoyov bvay oyeilv mPog T emi 1O 6vToC dyaddv mopeiav.

(139) De vita Moysis, SC, I1. 152. 7-10: iva toApfon motethdiavoia mpoo- PAvat TOTAG
Beoyvwoiag 6pet kaiJeloerbelv eig Tov yrddov o € o 6 B€dq....

(140) Ibid., II. 163. 5: K&KelTOV OOV [0 POOC (162. 10)] mioTiC.

(141) The above passage, De vita Moysis, SC, I11. 162. 10-163. 5, provides a good
example of how Gregory can distinguish between the two.

(142) I shall argue later in this study quite the opposite regarding the term mioTig.
[TioTig, in certain contexts, has a technical meaning distinguishable, though ultimately not
separable, from the sensus vulgaris.

(143) W. Volker, Der wahre Gnostiker nach Clemens Alexandrinus (Berlin, 1952), 366.

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

(145) De virg., SC, I1X.2.9-11.

(146) De vita Moysis, SC, I1.125.10 and 13-15.

(147) De virg., SC, XI. 2. 3-4.

(148) In Cant. IX, GNO VI. 275. 20-1.

(149) De virg., SC, X. 2. 8-9; see also De vita Moysis, SC, I1. 24. 3.

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

(151) In Cant. XI, GNO VI. 325. 21-326. 5.
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(152) Stead, “The Concept of the Mind and the Concept of God’, 48.

(153) Williams, ‘Macrina's Deathbed Revisited,” 227-46. See also M. Barnes, ‘The
Polemical Context and Content of Gregory of Nyssa's Psychology’, Medieval Philosophy
and Theology 4 (1994), 1-24; and ]. Behr, ‘The Rational Animal: A Rereading of Gregory
of Nyssa's De hominis opificio’, Journal of Early Christian Studies 7 (1999), 219-47.

(154) ‘Macrina's Deathbed Revisited’, 235 and 236.
(155) Orat. cat. VI, GNO III.iv. 22.11.
(156) A. Meredith, The Cappadocians (London, 1995), 92.

(157) Williams, ‘Macrina's Deathbed Revisited’, 237. Williams's essay focuses mainly upon
De hominis opificio and De anima et resurrectione, but the observation seems equally
true of the Oratio catechetica.

(158) See De virg., SC, XI. 3. 5-18.

(159) Perhaps there is no clearer example of this than In Cant. I, GNO VI. 23. 9: t0
ep&oONTL

(160) De vita Moysis, SC, I1.157.10-11:...tovtéoTt THY aiocOnow, fj o0CLYOC TwC 0T
TANRETEPQ PDOEL KAl 0DVOIKOG,...See also I1.122.

(161) Contra Eunom., GNO II.253. 28 and In Cant. XI, GNO VI.339.17.
(162) See De vita Moysis, SC, 11. 163. 3-5; see also In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 182. 18.

(163) Williams, ‘Macrina's Deathbed Revisited’, 229 n. 9. Cf. Daniélou, Platonisme et
Théologie Mystique, 61-71, esp. 63.

(164) De virg., SC, VI. 2; cf. XX. 1.
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Argues that in the context of an apophatic ascent, faith is a technical term for the faculty of
aphophatic union with God. Discussion of Miihlenburg’s thesis that Gregory does not
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Introduction

In the preceding chapter we saw how the mind can enter the presence of God. Indeed
dianoia can flow from states embroiled with concerns of the flesh or for reputation, which
merit comparison with a pig or a cow, to the contemplation of the intelligibles and even
beyond this discursive activity to the point of entering, and indeed entering through the
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The Grasp of Faith

mind's own curiosity, the sanctuary, the darkness wherein God dwells. However, we also
saw that in this exalted state of awareness the mind was not capable of grasping in an act
of comprehension the divine essence, whom the soul seeks above all: ‘For I sought him at
night upon my bed in order to know his essence....’! However, this search for the
incomprehensible divine essence is frustrated: ‘But I did not find him."2 In this text the
bride's frustration is softened by her plangency, but elsewhere Gregory expresses this
same frustration in rather more dire, even shocking, imagery such as we saw in Homily 7
on Ecclesiastes. Here the soul, in the presence of the Incomprehensible, has nothing to
grasp, no foothold whatever, and becomes dizzy and confused: ‘Having nothing it can
grab, neither place nor time, neither space nor any other thing which offers our mind
something to take hold of, but, slipping from all sides from what it fails to grasp, in
dizziness and confusion, it returns again to what is natural to it....”3 With autobiographical
nuance Gregory had already pursued this same line of thought in De beatitudinibus.
Gazing into the ineffable, Gregory says his mind is like one who gazes from atop a rocky
precipice. He has been borne to such heights by scripture and he becomes dizzy looking
down into the unfathomable depths of the divine abyss, for the steep rock allows no basis
for one's (p.64) thoughts; the mind can in no way approach.? Indeed Gregory can give
the impression that God is completely unapproachable, being cut off on all sides by the
darkness of incomprehensibi]ity.5 What, then, of the desire for the very essence of God?
Does Gregory lead us down a path of scepticism? Must one despair of attaining all contact
with the incomprehensible God?° Is this desire perpetually frustrated?’ Is there at our
disposal no means of approaching the ineffable God, of bridging the gap between the mind
and God? Gregory clearly gives the impression that there is, for he insists that the
beloved disciple can penetrate into the ‘luminous dark’,® can place his head like a sponge
on the breast of the Lord and receive from there that flow of ineffable mystery hidden in
the heart of the Lord.? The contact is real. However, in this passage Gregory does not tell
us precisely what means we have at our disposal for establishing contact with the
Incomprehensible. But in the bride we see it clearly: ‘Having let go of all manner of
comprehension, I found the Beloved by faith and never will T let him go once found by the
grasp of faith.’10 For Gregory of Nyssa this grasp of faith is the sole means of
approaching, indeed uniting with, the Incomprehensible: faith bridges the gap between
the mind and God. This chapter proposes, then, to examine important texts which
demonstrate this exalted view of faith.

In inscriptiones Psalmorum

In what is generally considered a very early work, In inscriptiones Psalmorum, Gregory
already entertains the notion that faith is the principal means by which one approaches
what is beyond all manner of comprehension.l 1 Towards the beginning of Part II of his
commentary Gregory says that while God is hidden from understanding, is hidden from
sight, (p.63) and transcends every thought, faith somehow has an access which
comprehension does not have: ‘For how truly is that hidden which is incomprehensible,
invisible, and which transcends every thought which conveys direct apprehension,
although he who draws near through faith achieves the goal of victory.’1 2

Therefore we see from very early on in his career that Gregory can speak of faith in a
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The Grasp of Faith

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

Contra Eunomium |

About midway through Book I of his massive refutation of Eunomius, Gregory contrasts
divine eternity with the temporality of creatures, and this in a more general context of the
relationship between divine odvoia and evépyera.l3 Gregory argues forcefully that since
God is beyond all time and measurement, the discursive mind, being bound to the
created world of space and time, cannot pass beyond the border of finitude and arrive at
the infinite. “‘Where no shape is perceived, no place, no extent, no measure of time or
other comprehensible feature, the comprehending power of mind, seeking to take hold of
something like time and what (p.66) is created in it, settles upon what is congenial and
related to itself, slipping off every side of the inapprehensible nature.’14

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

It is difficult to overlook the apophatic terminology: ‘ineffable’, ‘immeasurable’, ‘without
time’, ‘nothing beside’, ‘nothing beyond’. As Frangoise Vinel has indicated, this stringing
together of negative terms, with or without an alpha privative, is typical of Gregory's
apophatic language.1 6

Homily 3 on the Beatitudes provides another example of this same sort of stringing
together of alpha privatives. Admitting the incapacity of thought to grasp the nature of
God, Gregory asks: ‘How shall I name the invisible (dOéatov)? How shall I describe the
immaterial (&0yov)? How am I to show what cannot be seen (&e16€g)? How am I to lay
hold of what is without size (adpeyedég) without quantity (&mooov), without attribute
(&mowov) or form (&oynudatiotor)? How shall I discover what is neither in place nor in

time (pfiTe TénW pfTe ¥pévw), which escapes all limitation and every form of definition?’1”

Striking examples of this same type of apophatic discourse are seen in both Philo and
Clement of Alexandria. In De posteritate Caini Philo says the Cause of all things is not in
space and time but above them both and not surrounded by anything.18 In Clement of
Alexandria's commentary on Exodus 33: 13, God ‘is not in space at all. He is beyond
space and time and anything belonging to created beings. Similarly, he is not found in any
section. He contains nothing. He is contained by nothing. He is not subject to limit or
division.... He has nothing to do with space.... He (p.67) simply rests in the enjoyment of
his handiwork.’!9 However, while Philo, Clement, and Gregory speak of God as beyond
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space and time, contained or limited by nothing, and enjoying a certain rest in this,
Gregory inserts something which Philo and Clement do not.

In this apophatic context, whose entire orientation is towards the unknowability of God,
Gregory states in what way God can be known: ‘contemplated through faith alone’ .20 We
have previously seen Gregory employ in De virginitate quite similar phraseology in order
to describe David in ‘that blessed ecstasy’.21 As we have already observed David is
borne aloft by the Spirit to the discursive contemplation of the intelligibles (vontwv
Bewpiav); this contemplation, by contrast, was achieved through the mind alone 22

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

How then to interpret the paradoxical statement that follows? Gregory has just said that
God is known by faith alone (61 pévnc g miotewg). However, he says just a few lines
further on that God is known only in the impossibility of knowimg.24 This coincidence of
knowing and not knowing, or as von Balthasar has put it, ‘une mystérieuse et paralléele
croissance de l'ignorance et du savoir’,%° is a motif which Gregory will (p.68) employ
agajn.26 Though characteristic of Gregory, it goes back at least to Philo, in fact to the same
passage which we just considered and which he likely has in mind. Philo says, ‘when,
therefore the soul that loves God seeks to know what the one living God is according to
his essence, it is entering upon an obscure and dark subject of investigation, from which
the greatest benefit that arises to it is to comprehend that God, as to his essence, is
utterly incomprehensible to any being, and also to be aware that he is invisible’ 27

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

Contra Eunomium Il

The Migration of Abraham
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The Grasp of Faith

As dense as Book II of the Contra Eunomium may be, Pottier discerns a rather well-
defined structure that has two overriding aims which Gregory wishes to accomplish: (1)
he wants to argue that no human (p.69) faculty can comprehend the divine essence;
and (2) he wants to refute the theses of Eunomius.3Y

Gregory offers three proofs, metaphysical, mystical, and episternological,31 in support of
his first argument that human nature has no capacity to comprehend the divine
essence.32 The metaphysical proof concerns the distance between created and
uncreated being,a3 The mystical proof focuses on the faith of Abraham,3* while the
epistemological proof develops views on the nature of human knowledge35 and the
nature of the divine names.36 Pottier has described this entire section of Book II as a
‘systematic’, ‘personal’ and ‘small chef-d'ceuvre’ of Gregory's theology,37 and it is here,
specifically in the so-called ‘mystical proof of the migration of Abraham, that we find the
most revealing occurrence of faith in the Contra Eunomium.

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

(p.70) Ifwe turn, then, to Gregory's interpretation of the migration of Abraham, it
should come as no surprise that it reveals important characteristics of Gregory's exalted
notion of faith, for at the outset of his treatment of Abraham's journey, Gregory refers to
him as ‘father of the faith’ 42

Indeed the figure of Abraham, at least as he appears here in the Contra Eunomium, is
something of a composite. More than simply the patriarch of Genesis 12: 1-5f, we have a
reading of this story through the lens of Hebrews 11: 843 It is the version of the story in
the Letter to the Hebrews which turns the discussion in the direction of faith and sets
the stage for Gregory's claim that the problem of attaining to God who is unknowable is
resolved in faith. For in the Letter to the Hebrews we read that Abraham sets out on his
journey, structured by Gregory along the lines of a Neoplatonic ascent, by means of
faith; and by means of faith he journeys without knowledge 4

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

For going out from himself and from his own country, by which I understand his
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earthly and carnal mind, and raising his thoughts as far as possible...and forsaking
the soul's kinship with the senses,..."'walking’, as the Apostle said, ‘by (p.71) faith,
not by sight’ (2 Cor. 5: 7), he was raised so high by the sublimity of his knowledge
that he came to be regarded as the acme of human perfection, knowing as much of
God as it was possible for finite human capacity at its full stretch to attain.*’

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

Having described the ascent of the mind and its movement away from what can be
grasped through the senses to a certain knowledge of God, Gregory equates this inner
journey with the meaning of 2 Cor. 5: 7: ‘we walk by faith (61& miotewc) and not by sight’.
Quoting this Pauline text as he does, Gregory seems to be saying that this ascent to
knowledge of God is tantamount to moving out in faith, much as Abraham does in the
Hebrews version of the story,49 indeed tantamount to an ascent in faith. At least at this
phase in Abraham's ascent, knowledge does not supplant faith, rather knowledge and faith
coincide.>9 By reading Heb. 11: 8 and 2 Cor. 5: 7 together, Gregory leads us into a
paradox.

While on the one hand, this ascent, this setting out by means of faith (Heb. 11: 8a), this
walking by faith and not by sight (2 Cor. 5: 7) leads to a knowledge of God in creation,®! a
knowledge which does not supplant faith but coincides with it; on the other hand,
however, this faith is at the same time an unknowing. Gregory cites the Letter to the
Hebrews and reminds us that this walking by faith is a walking in unknowing: ‘He [sc.
Abraham] did not know where he was going.’52 Moreover, this (p.72) unknowing is
thought to be favourable, for Abraham ‘went out not knowing whither he went, no, nor
even being capable of learning the name of him whom he loved, yet he was not impatient
or ashamed on account of such ignorance'.53 Hence this moving out in faith is also a
moving out in unknowing. Once again we see in Gregory the coincidence of knowledge
and ignorance. As we noted above in our discussion of the text from Contra Eunomium I,
Gregory draws a connection between faith and the well-established tradition of ‘learned
ignorance’: faith is that unknowing which, on a purely rational plane, coincides with
knowledge but which, at the non-discursive level, is higher than all discursive knowing. In
order to see this more clearly, as well as what other role faith serves, let us return to
Abraham's ascent.

The father of the faith, by setting out in faith and walking by faith, has come to a
knowledge of God in creation. But this knowledge has not supplanted faith; he continues
his journey; the mind moves towards what lies beyond all know1'1r1g.54 So Abraham moves
beyond the Chaldaean philosophy, which is built on appearances, and beyond what can be
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known by the senses; and from the beauty of the things he contemplated and the
harmony of celestial wonders, Abraham desired to see the prototype ofbeauty.55 The
patriarch has been growing in discursive knowledge and understanding as he ascends in
faith. By reason he grasped all qualities attributed to the divine nature: power, goodness,
that God is without beginning, that God is not circumscribed by any limit.56 Abraham uses
all these as steps on his heavenly ascent but realizes that they fall short of what he seeks.
At this point in the text an aphairetic process ofletting go and of purification ensues, and
Abraham begins to leave behind the knowledge he has acquired.?’ He renounces all
concepts and images that represent God .58 Having done this Abraham acquires a faith
that is unmixed and purified of all Concepts.59

Is faith capable of anything in this state that is purified of all images and concepts?
Abraham says, with apophatic emphasis, that, after (p.73) arriving at this purified faith,
he is speechless (Gdpwvog) and incapable (advevépyntog) of explaining rationally what his
mind has seen.%% Within this context of epistemological ascent, which has brought the
mind through knowledge to silence, we see the specific function of faith: Gregory says
that faith ‘unites the searching mind to the incomprehensible God’ 5! Faith, then, is
Gregory's term for that faculty of union between mind and God .52

Union, however, is not the only function which faith performs; faith also mediates .63 Just
as faith performs the function of union between mind and God, so faith mediates between
mind and God. Faith mediates to the mind knowledge of a discursive sort: namely, that
God is greater than any symbol by which he can be known.5% Hence, while we are in the
context of an apophatic ascent of the mind, and faith is the zenith of this ascent, grasping in
union the divine essence, the mind is not left with nothing. Faith gives the discursive mind
something of what it ‘knows’; it is obliged, as Canévet has stated, to translate itself into
discursive thoughts.55 The discursive mind receives ‘the likeness of gold’, that is, the
knowledge that God is greater than any symbol that can be known, but this is not ‘gold
itself (the divine nature), that is, the non-discursive experience of, indeed union with,
the divine nature by faith alone.

Gregory concludes his discussion of the migration of Abraham as he began it, by
returning to Paul as his exegetical base. He recapitulates Abraham's journey by saying
that the patriarch left behind meddlesome knowledge (moAvmpayupocbvn) and arrived at
a stance of faith. It is important to keep in mind the context in which Gregory makes this
claim. This is not faith in opposition to knowledge; that is to say, it is not (p.74) the
irrational faith of, for example, Porphyry's anti-Christian derision.” It is exalted faith,
higher than knowledge, the apex of apophatic ascent, that which rests solidly and surely
after aphairesis has shed all images, concepts, and movement. It is this exalted state of
mind which Gregory then says is tantamount to that of Paul's claim that faith renders one
just before God: ‘leaving behind the meddlesomeness of knowledge, “Abraham believed
in God and this was reckoned to him as justice (Rom. 4: 3/ Exod. 15: 6)” ' 68 That Paul
aligns faith and justification is something of a hallmark of the Pauline tradition and beyond.
The Letter to the Galatians recalls the same Abraham justified by putting faith in God (Gal
3: 6), and the catholic Epistle to James repeats this, adding that this justification made
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The Grasp of Faith

Abraham a friend of God (Jas. 2: 23). But that this justification by faith is aligned with the
apophatic ascent of the mind to God, bridging the gap between the mind and God,
attaining union with God, is something of an innovation on the part of Gregory of Nyssa
and allows him to conclude his presentation of the migration of Abraham, by giving a
provocative, albeit brief, reading of Hebrews 11: 1.

Extolling faith over knowledge, Gregory says that knowledge is concerned with only what
is known; ‘But the faith of Christians acts otherwise. For it is the substance, not of things
known, but of things hoped for.”%9 This statement is more than simply an occasion to
quote Hebrews 11:1.70 For the Hebrews text enables Gregory to say why faith is
exalted over knowledge and that it provides a certainty that knowledge cannot provide;
faith is able to do something knowledge cannot do: ‘faith makes our own that which we
see not, assuring us by its own certainty of that which does not appear’.”! Faith is the
‘substance of things hoped for’ in that it somehow puts one in possession of, ‘makes our
own’, that which is beyond the realm in which the mind, with its concern for knowledge,
operates. Again we see faith play a mediational role. What precisely it mediates we shall
have occasion to see more clearly when we consider other texts which feature divine
indwelling and (p.75) union.”? For the moment, suffice it to observe that whilst
ratiocination and its resulting knowledge can provide certainty with respect to what
‘appears’, to what can be circumscribed and grasped by the mind, this is not possible
when the divine essence is the object in question, for it cannot be circumscribed by an
act of understanding. ‘Vain, therefore’, Gregory warns, ‘is he who maintains that it is
possible to take knowledge of the divine essence...’’3 Faith, however, can put one in
contact with this essence. Returning to the authority of Paul in the Letter to the Hebrews
Gregory says, ‘For so speaks the Apostle of the believer, that “he endured as seeing him
who is invisible” (Heb. 11: 27)."74 Once again Gregory uses scripture to lead us into
paradox: faith sees what cannot be seen. Whatever ‘making our own’ of the ‘substance of
things hoped for’ there is, whatever possessing of the divine essence is accomplished by
faith, the certainty of faith is achieved without the grasp of comprehension. In contrast to
knowledge which thrives on seeing what becomes visible to the mind, faith negotiates the
paradox of seeing the invisible.”® Indeed Gregory's treatment of the migration of
Abraham is an early and rich example of Gregory's exaltation of faith that reveals a
nuanced epistemology grounded in scripture.

Canévet has observed that although Gregory's treatment of the migration of Abraham
begins in the traditional Alexandrian manner, he adapts this to the philosophical exigencies
of anti-Arian polemic.”6 In light of the role played by the theme of divine
incomprehensibility in the anti-Eunomian phase of this polemic, the point is
understandable. However, the question of divine comprehensibility has been developing
in one way or another at least since Protagoras.77 Whether or not God can be grasped
by the intellect, if so, how? if not, why not?—is it due to (p.76) divine greatness or
human deficiency or both?—constitute a cluster of questions that have been in circulation
quite irrespective of Eunomius. Moreover, apart from an element of specifically anti-
Eunomian polemic in Gregory's exegesis of the migration of Abraham, there is at issue the
more general encounter between Neoplatonism and Christianity and especially the role
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The Grasp of Faith

played in this encounter by Christian exegesis of scripture.’8

While indeed Gregory's apophatic language and ascensional motif are evocative of the
Neoplatonic style in general, and not entirely dissimilar to the inspiring ascent to Beauty
described by Plotinus at Ennead I. 6. 8, Gregory is not simply placing the words of
Diotima in the mouth of Abraham or attaching the wings of Phaedrus to the patriarch's
back.”9 For Gregory is not interpreting Plato but the Bible 80 This is not an ascent to the
One, but that of Abraham to the God of Jesus Christ. In this ascent, we see not the
exaltation of the Platonic faith of Republic 511el, or of Timaeus 29c4. Nor do we see the
somewhat more positive view taken of Platonic faith by Plotinus.8! Rather in the migration
of Abraham we (p.77) see the exaltation of Christian faith. With his characteristic
blending of metaphysics and exegesis Gregory draws out the epistemological implications
of faith in the language and motifs which characterize the Neoplatonic esprit du temps.

The Archers of Benjamin

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

In this section of the Contra Eunomium Gregory is well occupied with the task of refuting
the seven arguments of Eunomius, and in particular the contention on the part of
Eunomius that since the Lord was named a door, it follows that the divine essence may
be comprehended .82 In order to demonstrate the ‘vanity of the “technology” of
Eunomius’,83 Gregory likens the tactics of Eunomian ‘theo-technology’ to the situation of
the Benjamites (Judg. 20).

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

(p.78) Gregory's recommendation of faith to the archers of Benjamin is not the clear
exaltation of faith as the apex of apophatic ascent that we saw in the migration of Abraham,
yet faith is valued, nevertheless, over discursive knowledge. While the nature of God
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cannot be grasped by the mind in an act of understanding, God can nevertheless be
found by means of faith. Gregory formulates this finding ‘by faith alone’ in a manner which
gives the term ‘faith’ a technical meaning in these apophatic contexts: that which
supersedes discursive knowledge, bridging the gap between the mind and God, and
establishing contact, indeed union with God who yet remains ever incomprehensible
(drotdAnmtoc) to the mind.

De vita Moysis

In the previous chapter's description of the role of the mind, especially that of dianoia in
certain texts of De vita Moysis, we observed that dianoia can enter the presence of God.
Whether this be the darkness of the sanctuary or the darkness wherein God dwells, the
mind could somehow penetrate the impenetrable (mapadveic 1 &6vtov).8” However,
even though mind could enter this non-discursive realm beyond images and concepts, it
was capable of doing nothing. Let us return to some of these texts concerning the
patriarch Moses, considered by Gregory a pillar of faith88 and consider especially the
role played by faith after mind has entered (1) the sanctuary and (2) the darkness where
God dwells.

The Inner Sanctuary

Let us first turn to De vita Moysis 1. 46. At this point in the biography of Moses we find
ourselves in two contexts which Gregory has fused into one: mystery religions and
priesthood. Moses is guide for the people in a secret initiation, 89 but he is no less a priest
who mediates on behalf of the people and helps the people bear their own weakness.

(p.79) During the tremendous theophany on Mount Sinai ‘the entire people were
unable to bear what they saw and heard’, so they asked that Moses mediate
(peottevdfivat) on their behalf9 Not only does Moses mediate, he also helps them bear
their weakness. At I1. 43 we read that as Moses led the people towards the fire he himself
grew frightened; indeed so frightened that he trembled. However, when the people left
Moses alone and returned to the foot of the mountain, having asked him to act as their
mediator, Gregory says that Moses was no longer afraid and that the great fear he had
previously shown was not in fact his own. He felt this out of compassion for those who
were truly frightened 9!

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

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

This passage merits consideration for it shows faith in an exalted mode and is situated in a
context of ascent and apophasis that reveals a rather characteristic blending of Platonic
and biblical concerns.
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The Grasp of Faith

The opening lines of I. 46 are significant for their conflation of biblical and philosophical
elements: Moses faces the darkness, enters the invisible realities and is seen no more.
The theme of ‘divine darkness’ is something of a hallmark of the Judaeo-Christian tradition
of negative (p.80) theology.93 But Gregory combines this biblical metaphor (e.g. Exod.
20: 21) with the Aristotelian principle that only like knows like.

In De anima Aristotle says that ‘like is known in fact by like’9% and in the Metaphysics the
same idea is expressed: ‘the knowledge of like takes place by means of what is like’ 9°
However, it is an idea which goes back at least to Plato. In De anima Aristotle seems to be
referring to the Timaeus, and we see the same idea expressed with but the slightest
change in the Phaedo, when Socrates says in the course of dialogue that ‘it cannot be that
one who is impure can touch what is pure’.9% Therefore, because Moses is drawing near
the Invisible, he himself becomes invisible, he disappears from view; for only like can
know like %7 However, Gregory does not seem to absorb uncritically this Platonic
patrimony, for, as we shall see, he incorporates this into his own apophatic and Christian
concerns, especially regarding knowledge of God.

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

While entering the darkness of the sanctuary and becoming invisible implies a becoming
like God, as Plato and Aristotle suggest, it does not involve the positive comprehension
which Plato and Aristotle would imply. Gregory overturns such a position by means of an
apophatic ascent which culminates in faith. He says that the one who wants (p.81)
communion with God must lift up the mind to the invisible and incomprehensible, and
there, at a level where the understanding does not reach, one believes God is present.

That faith crowns an apophatic ascent and mediates union with God is not as clear in this
passage as in the migration of Abraham. Nevertheless we can discern its exalted status.
In the darkness of the sanctuary, beyond comprehension, there is no katavénoig. Faith,
however, is capable of functioning in this darkness. Moreover, Gregory connects it with
divine presence: one believes God to be present. Finally, although he does not say
explicitly that faith unites one to God as he did in the Contra Eunomium, there is a
noteworthy parallel between encountering (cOveim) God in the darkness of the
sanctuary and believing God to be present at the mountain top where understanding
does not reach. Indeed on this mountain summit, in the darkness of the sanctuary, three
elements obtain: encountering (oOveun), belief (mioT ¢ ) and divine presence
(exet-eivantd Belov). The philosophical principle that like knows like has been subtly
changed to like believes (in) Like.

A very similar use of faith occurs in I1. 188. Once again we find ourselves in the Holy of
Holies and we see faith in an apophatic context and favoured above comprehension.
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The Grasp of Faith

Gregory says, ‘the truth of being is ungraspable (dAnmtov) and unapproachable
(drmpoottov) to the multitude’; ‘since it resides in the impenetrable and forbidden regions
of the tabernacle of mystery, we should not concern ourselves with the knowledge of
realities that transcend our understanding’.99 Rather than engage in an act of
comprehension in this realm which is dark to the mind, faith is required: Gregory says we
should believe that the desired one is present in the hidden and inaccessible regions of
the mind.1 %9 While we do not see faith, as we have seen it elsewhere, marking the zenith
of an apophatic ascent or bridging the gap between the mind and God, we do see it once
again exalted over comprehension. We have seen this exalted status in each of the texts
we have considered so far and perhaps stated nowhere more clearly than in the Contra
Eunomium: ‘God reckons faith over lmowledge.’101 Moreover, faith is once again (p.82)
situated in a clearly apophatic context: GAnmtog, ampdoitog, Gbvtog, amdéppntoc. Faith is
closely associated with divine presence, very similarly to what we saw at I. 46.

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

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

Darkness

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

(p.83) Let us consider first an occurrence of faith towards the end of De vita Moysis. It
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is in fact the only text in De vita Moysis 11 which explicitly links faith and darkness.
However, it is an important text for our purposes of establishing both the technical
meaning of faith as well as the connection between faith and darkness, for De vita Moysis
IT. 315 is Gregory's own summary of perhaps the most important occurrence of
darkness in De vita Moysis.

A summary of various events and stages already traversed opens II. 315. Amongst these
Gregory mentions entering darkness, ‘unfathomable darkness’.1 94 While he does not use
the term ‘unfathomable’ to describe this darkness at II. 163,192 an event which Gregory
has in mind at II. 325, darkness is nevertheless situated in a context of apophatic ascent.

Having been purified, Moses begins to ascend the ‘mountain of the knowledge of
God’; 196 he begins, not unlike Abraham, to let go of knowledge previously acquired:

Letting go of all appearances, not only what the senses grasp but also what the
mind thinks it sees, [the mind] goes deeper and deeper within until, by the mind's
own curiosity, it penetrates into what is invisible and incomprehensible and there
sees God. In this is the true knowledge of what is sought and in this is the seeing
that is a not seeing, because the one who is sought transcends all knowledge, being
separated on every side, as though by a kind of incomprehensible darkness. That is
why the sublime John, who was in the luminous dark, said ‘No one has ever seen
God (John 1:18)’, making it clear by this denial that the knowledge of the divine
essence is altogether beyond the grasp not only of humans but of every intellectual
nature.l 07

(p.84) This text is important not least for its apophatic concerns and its use of paradox.
The passage begins in a manner reminiscent of the ascent of Abraham, who, after having
moved through various levels of knowledge, begins to leave behind the knowledge he
has acquired.! 98 Likewise Moses, having assaulted the mountain of divine knowledge,
begins to leave behind levels of knowledge previously acquired and gains access to the
incomprehensible. Notice the apophatic discourse that begins when the mind enters this
realm: invisible (dOéatov), incomprehensible (dkatdAnmtov), not seeing (un idetv),
incomprehensible dark (yvodpw tn arataAnyiq), unattainable (dvépiktov), denial
(drmogpdaoel). Moreover, this apophatic language is situated amidst a series of paradoxes:
the ascent of the mountain of knowledge is at the same time an inward movement;
entering the incomprehensible realm, the mind's vision of God is described as a seeing
which is a not seeing, a knowing which is a not knowing; John's penetration into the
luminous dark. Once again we have the coincidence of knowledge and ignorance.1 09

It is specifically by means of dianoia that Moses has entered ‘into the darkness where
God is’.119 Indeed there is a sense of divine presence into which mind has penetrated,
but the overriding sense of this divine darkness is one of separation: ‘being separated on
all sides as though by a kind of darkness’. There is no mention of union of any sort. This is
significant.

Based on our consideration of other texts which featured a strongly apophatic ascent
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motif, one would expect Gregory to mention the role of faith. However, he tends to
reserve this term for emphasizing access, proximity, encounter, indeed communion.
Because he emphasizes in this text the ungraspability of the divine essence, Gregory has
not mentioned faith. However, when he summarizes this very passage at I1. 315, the
sense of separation is much less to the fore. Indeed Gregory emphasizes that having
entered darkness, one draws close, even communes with God: ‘in the unfathomable
darkness you approach God’. While Gregory clearly has in mind II. 164, he has not simply
reduplicated its content; he has introduced a subtle change. The emphasis at II. 164 is on
gaining access to the incomprehensible darkness at the zenith of an epistemological
ascent. Here it is by means of mind, specifically the curiosity of the (p.853) mind, that
Moses gains access to the darkness. Since, as we have shown in the previous chapter,
mind is capable of nothing in this realm (whether it is the sanctuary or the darkness
where God is), the accent, however understated, is rather on separation. But in II. 315,
Gregory, as it were, presumes the mind's entry into darkness and focuses rather on
drawing close or communing with God. In this case, mind is unsuitable. Hence, he says
that ‘in the unfathomable darkness one draws near God through faith’. The apophatic
ascent at II. 164 is completed really at II. 315. The mind enters the darkness where God
is and sees in not seeing, but by means of faith one nevertheless draws near God. It
would seem then that Gregory establishes a certain parallel between this seeing that
consists in not seeing and faith. The paradoxical expression presents a block to reason,
but faith can move beyond this obstacle and approach God. Faith, it would seem, resolves
this coincidence of opposites.

111

Commentarius in Canticum canticorum

Once again we see faith in an exalted role in Homily 3 on the Song. In the course of his
commentary on Song 1: 11-12 (‘we shall make for you likenesses of gold with studs of
silver while the king is on his couch’),112 Gregory says that ‘every teaching concerning
the ineffable nature [sc. of God]...is the likeness of gold and not gold itself’;113 for ‘the
divine nature transcends every grasp of the mind’.} 14 While our conceptions bear a
resemblance to what is sought, they fall short of comprehension; they fall short of
grasping God.11% In bold contrast, however, to the inability of mind to grasp the divine
nature we see what faith is capable of. Gregory says that ‘the soul, guided by such
conceptions towards the knowledge of incomprehensible things, must establish in itself
through faith alone the nature that transcends every l'nte]]igence’.1 16 Immediately (p.86)
the friends of the bridegroom address the soul, and the language of indwelling is taken
up again: ‘through faith, you will be put under the yoke and become a dwelling place for
the one who, by dwelling within you, is going to recline in you. For you will be his throne
and will become his abode.’117 Paul, a symbol of faith,1 18 then embodies this indwelling
through faith; he has become a vessel of election and ‘a house containing the nature
which nothing can contain’.1 19

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

Through faith the bride becomes a house in which Christ dwells. Paul is likewise a house,
a house that ‘contains what cannot be contained’. According to Canévet's study of
Gregory's use of symbol, this sequence of images would connote intimacy, ascent, and
penetration into the non-discursive realm. The idea of ascent is subtly present in the
image of the soul being taken by the hand and led through thoughts to the knowledge of
what cannot be grasped.1 20 This notion of ascent is reinforced by the soul's becoming a
house or dwelling place, which, Canévet argues, is part of Gregory's imagery of
verticality and associated with the idea of ascension. Moreover, the image of the house is
likewise tied to notions of interiority and intimacy.ul Hence, the idea of union is certainly
not far away; we have the res if not the word.

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

(p.87) The sense of paradox is heightened by the adjectives mepiAnnTikéc and its
apophatic correlate ('xnepl?\nnTéq.l 24 While the present contexts of dwelling places and
abodes favour their translation as ‘containable’ and ‘not containable’, the words also have
clearly epistemological overtones: understanding, comprehension.125 This image of Paul,
then, lends itself to considerable nuance. As a house Paul (the bride as we]l126) contains
the incomprehensible nature, who through faith indwells the soul. However, one can also
read this along more epistemological lines. Paul, especially Paul as an embodiment of faith,
comprehends what cannot be comprehended. This is paradox, not contradiction; it is
language which points beyond the realm of discursive reason, an elevation which is at
once a deeper penetration into the depths of the soul as well as the depths of God,127
and designates faith as capable of grasping without grasping, knowing without
comprehending.

As an apophatic faculty of unknowing (as Daniélou has termed it1 28) faith moves beyond
the hindrance to reason which the paradox or the coincidence of opposites imposes on
the mind's understanding. Faith can do what mind could never do, even if the latter
managed to enter into the divine presence: grasp the ungraspable. This language of the
grasp of faith, subtly present here in Homily 3, is more obviously present in a very
important text in Homily 6.

Having presented his well-known metaphysical paradigm in the Prologue to Homily 6,
Gregory comments on Song 3: 1 ‘on my bed at night I sought him whom my soul loved’
and we find the bride, like Moses, ‘in the darkness where God was’ (Exod. 20: 21).129
The bride's entry into this darkness marks an apophatic ascent in which the bride moves
through the marketplace of various levels of knowledge in order to find her Beloved by
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means of faith.

The search for her Beloved forces the bride to forsake sense perception, and, having
done this, she is embraced by the divine night and seeks him hidden in the darkness.130
‘Then’, she says, ‘I felt love for the one whom I desired, but my Beloved escaped the
grasp of my thoughts’;lz“)'1 yet she clearly seeks him ‘in order to know his substance’.1 32
So the bride (p.88) continues her ascent; ‘she arises and in her mind traverses the
intellectual and celestial nature’.} 33 These levels of knowledge are the city, marketplace
and street (Song 3: 2) through which the bride goes in search of her Beloved, but she
does not find him at these higher levels of knowledge. She even asks the angelic rank,
‘have you perhaps seen him whom my soul loves?’134 The angels keep silent, and the
bride construes their silence as meaning that the one whom she seeks cannot be grasped

(&Anmtov) by the mind.!3°

Until now the bride has focused on acquiring knowledge of the intelligibles, having
abandoned sensual perception, with the hope of finding the Beloved there; but after this
encounter with the silence of the angels and having searched the entire city through the
curiosity of her mind, the bride's ascent moves to a new level. The bride realizes that the
one whom she seeks is known in not lmowing.1 36 We have already seen Gregory use this
coincidentia oppositorum. This movement to a higher level of ascent is characterized by
the motifs of aphairesis. Earlier we saw the bride abandon knowledge gained through
sensual perception and move upwards to the higher level of the intelligibles. Now,
however, she begins to forsake this as well. ‘She abandons everything she has found.
And just further on she says, ‘I left behind every creature and passed by every
intelligible thing in creation, and leaving behind all comprehension, I found the Beloved by
faith.’ 138

1137

This ascent of the bride began as a search for knowledge, knowledge of the Beloved's
essence, and it is her desire for knowledge which characterizes this ascent from
beginning to end: the bride felt love for her desired one even though he escaped her
thoughts; the one who is sought is known by not knowing; the bride sets forth with the
curiosity of the mind and searches the city for the Beloved. Indeed all the language of
grasping serves to underscore the intensity of her desire for knowledge. However, at
the summit of this ascent we find not knowledge but faith. Has the bride's desire for
knowledge ended in frustration? Is faith, then, merely a ‘consolation prize’?139 By placing
faith at the zenith of an (p.89) epistemological ascent Gregory clearly intends us not to
think this but rather that faith is itself a form of knowledge that resolves the coincidentia
oppositorum of knowing and unknowing.

In her recent study of the early history of negative theology Deirdre Carabine says that
for Gregory of Nyssa, ‘the knowledge obtained in this darkness is simply the knowledge
that God cannot be known’.140 While one feels a certain sympathy with her overall
reading of Gregory, one gets the impression she does not appreciate sufficiently the role
of faith in the matter of God's knowability. Her statement is not false but it runs the risk of
missing a deeper point which Gregory himself pursues.
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The Grasp of Faith

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

This knowledge by means of faith, moreover, is not unconnected to knowledge of a more
discursive type, and Gregory is not encouraging the disparagement of one for the sake of
the other. For the soul has had to grasp or recognize in a rational way the unknowable
character of the divine, previous to God's self-manifestation beyond the grasp of such

thoughts. But it is part of a single dynamic ascent into knowledge of God by faith alone.1 42

(p.90) With this finding of the Beloved by means of faith! 43 the process of aphairesis
stops.144 The bride says that once found ‘by the grasp of faith’ she will never let him go
until he comes into her chamber.45 This is a significant change of language on the part of
Gregory. Previous to this grasp of faith the Beloved was consistently &Anmtov—not
capable of being grasped by the mind, 146 but after the bride has abandoned all
knowledge the Beloved is paradoxically Anmrtov. Gregory suggests, then, two opposed
characteristics that are simultaneously present. The Beloved is ungraspable on the level
of mind but is clearly graspable on the level of faith.

What is the result of this grasp of faith? Through the bride's grasp of faith the Beloved
enters into her chamber. Gregory identifies this chamber as the bride's heart.!4” Hence,
through this union of bride and Beloved in the grasp of faith, the bride herself becomes
God's dwelling place, thus returning to the original state for which she was created.l48

We may conclude this section by observing that Gregory began his commentary on Song
3: 1-4 with the image of a chamber!49 and with this same image he draws it to a close.
However, although both images relate to divine presence, there is a significant difference.
As Gregory began to comment on Song 3: 1-4, the chamber was implicitly present as the
environment in which the soul was united with God at night on the bed of participation.! 50
The chamber was, as it were, external to the (p.91) bride. However, as Gregory
concludes this section, the situation is exactly the opposite: the chamber is interior to the
bride; it has become her heart, an ‘acceptable dwelling place of God’.1>! The symbol of
divine presence has been interiorized.

The chamber of divine presence is not only something which the bride enters but also
something which the bride has become through the grasp of faith: a dwelling place of God.
This interiorization of a divine characteristic appears again through the mediation of faith
in the image of the arrow with which the archer deals the bride a great wound.

The Wound of Love and the Arrow of Faith
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The Grasp of Faith

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

Near the end of Homily 4 Gregory turns his attention to Song 2: 5b: ‘I am wounded by
love.” In a fascinating interpretation of this lemma Gregory begins with the image of the
bride as target of the wounding arrow and ends by shifting the imagery to that of nuptial
union, thus conflating the two images so that we see the bride become this very arrow
and herself being taken up, aimed and shot. In all of this the role of faith is central

In response to having been penetrated by the arrow to the depths of the heart, the
bride proclaims: ‘I am wounded by love.” These are not words of despair but of praise
for the archer's fine marksmanship.! 92 Gregory tells us that the archer is love (&ydmn),
which he will identify a few lines on as God (1 John 4: 8); 153 the arrow is the only-
begotten Son.1 2% The archer penetrates the heart along with the arrow.!1 2> Gregory
implies that the bride's words are not only words of praise for the (p.92) archer's
marksmanship but actual words of boast for the wound she now bears: ‘Therefore,
having been elevated through these divine ascents, the soul sees within herself the sweet
arrow oflove by which she was wounded and she boasts of this blow, saying “I have
been wounded by love” 2156

However, to understand the role of faith one must consider more closely this arrow
which Gregory has already identified as the only-begotten Son. Having identified the
arrow, he then describes the three-pointed tip of the arrow. ‘The tip of the arrow is faith,’
Gregory says.1 57 Moreover, this tip, which is faith, has been moistened by the spirit of
life.1 98 Hence, while this ‘sweet arrow of love’ is the Only-begotten, the tip of this arrow
is faith, and by means of faith the arrow as well as the archer (God) are introduced into
the heart.! 99 This is the reason for the bride's boastful oxymorons: ‘O beautiful wound
and sweet blow’, for by means of faith, a doorway has been opened up to allow divine life
to enter and dwell within.1 60

In previous observations of this technical sense of faith we noted a real sense of
instrumentality. Often this sense has been reflected morphologically, ie. faith appeared
either as an instrumental dative or was governed by the preposition 61a. Although there
is no question here of the instrumental dative, the sense of instrumentality remains by
virtue of the imagery: as the pointed tip of this arrow, faith allows the divine indwelling by
creating a doorway by which to enter.

As instrumental as faith is, however, it should not be viewed in isolation from the element
of grace which Gregory suggests: faith has been moistened with the spirit of life (Rom. 8:
2).161 Moreover, faith does not penetrate the heart under its own power, but only
through the prowess and fine marksmanship of the archer.
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The Grasp of Faith

(p.93) When we considered faith in the respective accounts of the migration of Abraham
and the entrance of Moses into the sanctuary or darkness, we observed an explicit
ascensional motif in which faith figured pre-eminently: faith was the apex of a more or less
explicitly apophatic ascent by means of which union with God occurred. In the present
text, however, the direction of the imagery is reversed, even while the role of
instrumentality remains. Here the movement is inward and the goal is not expressed in
the language of union but in the imagery of indwelling: an arrow penetrates into the
depths of the heart and introduces there divine indwelling.

Whether in the imagery of ascent or that of interiority the instrumentality of faith remains.
In fact, the two, ascent and interiority, should not be separated in Gregory. Indeed, as he
continues his commentary on this very lemma (by way of transition to the following
lemma (Song 2: 6) ), the imagery shifts from predominantly that of introversion to
predominantly that of ascent as, in his own words, the imagery changes ‘from archery
into marital joy’ when the bride was wounded by the arrow of love.! 62

In mid-paragraph the bride is no longer the target at which the archer takes aim. She has
become the arrow.163 By virtue of the indwelling presence of the arrow within her she
has herself become an arrow.!64 Thus we see how closely Gregory aligns indwelling
presence (mediated by faith) and union. He describes how she is placed like an arrow in
the bow of the archer. But he says that the significance of this is described in marital
imagery, not that of archery.

By now it is obvious that Gregory is trying to move from one lemma to another, from
Song 2: 5, ‘I am wounded by love’ (which he has chosen to interpret, following Origen, in
the tradition of the archer!69), to Song 2: 6, (p.94) ‘His left hand is under my head, and
his right hand shall embrace me.” It is the marital image of this lemma which precipitates
the need to change from the archer to the bridegroom:; it is an exegetical move,
however, that allows him to express his own theological conviction that indwelling
presence, ascent, and union are all different facets of the same encounter between finite
and Infinite, an encounter mediated by faith. Hence, instead of the archer holding the tip
of the bride's head in the bow, it is the bridegroom holding her head with his left hand
and the rest of her body he embraces with his right.! 66

Gregory has conflated perfectly these two images: the bride's head is the tip of the arrow
held in the bow by the archer's left hand. Her body is the shaft of the arrow held at the
notched end by his right hand.!167 At the same time, however, she is the bride embraced
by the bridegroom. Her head is held by his left hand and her body embraced by his
right. God is the archer as well as the bridegroom.1 68 This id entification affords Gregory
the opportunity to lead us into another coincidence of opposites. The bride is at once in
movement and at rest: ‘I am at once shot forth like an arrow and am at rest in the hands
of the archer.’169

Union does not stand at the end-point of a linear ascent but is the context of such ascent.
The interior ground of ascent is the union of finite creature and infinite Creator, and the
exterior ground of union is continual ascent.
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The Grasp of Faith

In this image of the bride wounded by the arrow who is the bridegroom and then
embraced by the same bridegroom, faith has played an important role. The bride can
boast, ‘O beautiful wound and sweet blow’ because of what faith has allowed to happen:
faith has created a doorway that allows the divine to enter and dwell within.1 70 Gregory
situates this exalted role of faith in a trinitarian context. The tip of the arrow, which opens
up the way for divine indwelling, has been ‘moistened’ by the Spirit which is evocative
both of the Holy Spirit and baptism,171 and he (p.95) has identified the shaft of the
arrow as the Son and the archer as God. Therefore, while the importance of the function
of faith for divine indwelling is undeniable for Gregory, faith is yet suffused in grace from
the beginning.

Once again we see faith functioning within a coincidence of opposites: the indwelling by
means of faith is also union with the bridegroom (arrow), and hence the bride becomes
an arrow and is shot forth, yet she is at the same time in repose, for the bridegroom has
embraced her, and she rests in his hands. Such language points beyond the realm of
discursive reason where, as we have seen, dianoia does not function but where faith
unites with God who is beyond reason.l”72

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

The arrow which Gregory mentions at the close of Homily 12 comes at the end of a
sequence of images of wounding. These images are all part of Gregory's commentary on
Song 5: 7: ‘They found me, the sentinels who make their rounds in the city, they smote
me; they wounded me...." The instrument used to wound the bride is a divine rod, which
he identifies with the Spirit.! 73 As with the wound dealt her in Homily 4, the bride boasts
of this wound, and Gregory calls it a beautiful wound.! 74

He says that this wounding with the rod can be likened to Isaiah's vision (Isa. 6: 1 ff)), but
instead of a wound-dealing rod there is a burning coal. Gregory hastens to add, however,
that the result is the same: purification (a work often associated with the Holy Spirit).
Therefore, Isaiah does not reel from the pain, nor the bride from the fierce blow.17>

Having considered this wounding first through the instrumentality of a rod, then by
likening it to a coal, Gregory says there is yet another way of understanding this
wounding and so introduces once again the image of the arrow.176 In Homily 4 we saw
that the wounding arrow had two (p.96) effects which caused her to boast in her
wound: union and divine indwelling. Because he explicitly identified the tip of the piercing
arrow as faith we can say that faith mediated both of these. In Homily 12 the bride's
heart is again struck by the arrow tip of faith,1 77 but we see a different effect of this
mediation by faith. Not only does the arrow tip of faith mediate union with and the
indwelling presence of the bridegroom, it also causes the bride's desire for the Beloved
to expand.! 78 Far from the divine encounter exhausting the desire of the bride, it makes
it expand even more.1 79
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The Grasp of Faith

This unceasing expansion of desire would seem to be something of a critique of Origen's
notion of k6poc.1 80 When Origen comments on the arrows of divine love, he gives them
precisely the same meaning which we find here in Homily 12: the arrow increases the
bride's desire for the bridegroom: (p.97)

If there is anyone who has received the sweet wound of Him who is the chosen
dart,...so that he yearns and longs for Him by day and night, can speak of nought
but him, would hear of nought but Him, can think of nothing else and is disposed to
no desire nor longing nor yet hope, except for Him alone—if such there be, that
soul then says in truth: I have been wounded by charity.181

On this Gregory agrees with his master Origen, but he adds an important nuance, a
nuance which at once characterizes Gregory as a theological thinker in his own right and
distances him from Origen.1 82 ‘Origen's view of the divine nature is that it is limited, and,
because limited, incapable of giving lasting satisfaction to the created spirit. 183 For
Gregory, by contrast, God is infinite and we are finite; therefore, the search is never-
ending and always expanding.1 84 This fundamental distinction is evident in this passage
from Homily 12 even as it evinces Origen's influence. Gregory says of the bride:

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

transcendent.! 85

(p.98) Hence, while both Origen and Gregory would view the experience of wounding
along similar lines (though for Gregory the themes of union and divine indwelling are
more pronounced), Gregory emphasizes this coincidence of opposites: fulfilment and non-
fulfilment, satisfaction and eternal progress. Therefore, when the bride is wounded by
the arrow, her desire to experience the Beloved is, from one perspective, fulfilled. The
effect of the arrow, however, does not quench this desire but serves to expand it. The
bride's enjoyment of and her search for the Beloved are one, and for Gregory this is
mediated by faith which allows the arrow of the Word to enter and dwell, causing the
bride's desire to expand unceasingly even as she delights in the Beloved.

A final image of the arrow-tip of faith occurs in Homily 13. Gregory comments on Song 5:
8: ‘T am wounded by love.” The treatment of the wound of love is briefer in this Homily
than in the previous two. Nevertheless, Gregory mentions all the important themes which
we saw in Homilies 4 and 12. The bride shows the arrow of love deeply embedded in her
heart. This image of the arrow deep in the heart of the bride represents union with God,
who is love.1 86 Divine love entered the heart, Gregory claims, through the arrow-tip of
faith. Finally, he says that this dynamic of union and indwelling is nothing other than Paul's
description of ‘faith working through love’ (Gal. 5: 6). This statement is worthy of note, for
once again we see that it is Gregory's reading of Paul that has motivated him to exalt faith
as the mediator of union and divine indwelling.

The Flowing Water of Divine Nature
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The Grasp of Faith

The last occurrence of faith which I would like to present before concluding this chapter
suggests that through faith one has access to the divine nature. In Homily 9 Gregory links
faith with flowing water. Subtle and provocative as this occurrence is, it nonetheless
harmonizes well with what we have seen so far regarding faith. Towards the end of
Homily 9 Gregory is drawing to a close his commentary on Song 4: 15: ‘Fountain of the
garden, well of living water flowing down from Lebanon.” The image speaks of the bride
herself. She is a well which contains the inflow of water from the fountain of God.187 It is
an image of participation and divinization: “We become partakers who possess that (p.99)
well’188 Indeed Gregory has just identified this flowing water with the divine nature
itself. He does this through a reading of John 7: 37-9: * “Let anyone who is thirsty come
to me! Let anyone who believes in me come and drink! As scripture says, ‘From his belly
will flow living water’ ”.” Then he says that this living water which flows out of the believer
is ‘the divine nature’.189 Even though the use of faith in this passage is a citation from
John, in light of what we have seen of Gregory's at times highly exalted understanding of
the term, we can see that Gregory has elevated John's use of faith. John does not specify
the nature of the living water, but Gregory does. Hence faith is viewed as having access
to the divine nature itself. Moreover, this access implies real contact with the divine
nature, for the believer doesn't simply drink from this well but becomes a well flowing
from the belly of the believer. That this use of faith is Gregory's exalted sense of the term
is further suggested by the paradox that immediately ensues, a paradox which he himself
notices.1 90 Having drunk from the living, flowing, water, she is not simply a well that
contains still water, she is also a source of flowing water. Hence, having come into contact
with the divine nature through faith, she embodies a coincidentia oppositorum: the bride
is both still and moving. Another paradox is implied as the Homily comes to a close. The
bride contains the water of divine nature, which by definition cannot be contained.
Though Gregory does not state the paradox explicitly in this text, we see him state it quite
clearly in Homily 3 when speaking of Paul who became a house containing what cannot be
contained.! 91

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

Conclusion

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

(p.-100) Faith, Divine Indwelling, Union

We have seen that the soul or the bride desires nothing but to know the divine
essence,!92 but, when such an attempt was made, the mind was ‘cut off on all sides as by
akind of darkness’.1 93 What of this desire, then, to know the Beloved? Is it given in
frustration? Is there no means of approaching and attaining union with the Beloved?
Indeed there is: for Gregory of Nyssa faith is the sole means of such approach and union.
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The Grasp of Faith

Even in an early work, such as In inscriptiones Psalmorum, we saw that already Gregory
could speak of faith in this exalted sense as the means of apophatic approach to God. He
continued to speak along these same lines as he entered the Eunomian debate. In the
Contra Eunomium we proposed that Gregory spoke of faith as docta ignorantia, an
unknowing higher than knowledge that has abandoned all concepts and images in the face
of the Incomprehensible. In Gregory's account of the migration of Abraham the problem
of attaining to and uniting with the unknowable God was resolved by faith. And the
archers of Benjamin are counselled to put away their attempts to grasp by reason the
Incomprehensible and to have eyes for the door of faith which opens to God.

This exalted notion of faith continues in his mature years with De vita Moysis and In
Canticum canticorum. We saw that in the contexts of the Holy of Holies and especially
while in the darkness where God dwells, the darkness was both a context of separation
from God and union with God. The darkness brought to the mind a sense of separation,
but for faith it brought presence and union.

In the In Canticum canticorum Gregory weaves these same themes, along with one or
two others, into his interpretation of the bride grasping the bridegroom by means of
faith, the bride being wounded by love, and through the image of flowing water.

We saw that the bride grasps the Beloved in Homilies 3 and 6 on the Song. However,
Gregory is careful to show that this grasping of the Beloved was not done by means of
mind, which would constitute an act of comprehension, but by means of faith. This
grasping by faith yielded several results: union with God, divine indwelling, and the
passing on to the discursive mind something of what faith had grasped in the darkness.

In Homilies 4, 12, and 13 faith was the tip of the arrow that wounded the bride and
expanded her desire for the Beloved, even as she enjoyed (p.101) union and became a
vessel of divine indwelling. While faith clearly mediates this union and divine indwelling,
Gregory makes it clear that this exalted function of faith is yet suffused in grace. As the tip
of the arrow, which is the only-begotten Son, shot by the archer who is God, faith is
moistened by the Spirit and therefore comes as gift in the form of that sweet wound in
which the bride finds occasion to make her eloquent boast. Finally, in Homily 9, we see
faith able to approach the divine nature itself, which Gregory presents in the fluid imagery
of fountains and wells.

The prominence of the theme of union in our discussion, and especially of faith as the
mediating faculty, leads inevitably to the thesis of Ekkehard Miihlenburg.1 94 The
overriding concern of his important study is the concept of God's infinity, which,
according to Muhlenberg, is Gregory's contribution to ‘philosophical and Christian
thought’.1 95 While we agree with not a few aspects of his thesis and with several of the
conclusions he draws on the basis of this (for example, that God cannot be grasped by
concepts),1 96 we cannot accept all his conclusions. In light of the present discussion, the
theme which presents itself for immediate consideration is precisely this notion of divine
union.
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The Grasp of Faith

Despite the fact that Gregory states explicitly at the outset of the Commentarius in
Canticum canticorum that union with God is the purpose of the Song,!97 Miihlenberg
would deny that Gregory allows for the possibility of union with God, and in his well-
known review of Miuhlenberg's study, Charles Kannengieser has pointed out a caveat in
this regard.1 98 On the basis of our study of the role which exalted faith has played in any
number of texts, we would have to agree with the critique of Kannengieser, for the
primary concern of faith, as we have seen time and again, is union, with divinization as one
of the most consistent and (p.102) noteworthy results of this union mediated by
faith.199 Mihlenberg would argue that union with God would imply a knowledge
tantamount to enclosing God in the grasp of comprehension. We have seen, however, that
this is precisely what union with God through the grasp of faith does not involve. For it is
not knowledge of a conceptual order but rather an unknowing which is higher than the
conceptual grasp of the mind. This union by the grasp of faith safeguards the distinction
between finite creature and infinite Creator, for it is a union beyond knowledge.

Mihlenberg is aware that Gregory has parted company with his master Origen on the
question of divine inﬁnity200 but seems less aware that Gregory has also parted company
with the general Alexandrian notion that faith is overcome in knowledge. For Gregory of
Nyssa, on the basis of what we have seen in the migration of Abraham, Moses' ascent of
the mountain of divine knowledge and the bride's union with the Beloved by faith alone, it
is knowledge that is overcome in faith.

Even if Daniélou's threefold division of the ascent of the mind is questionable,201

presuming, that is, that Daniélou intends it as more than a merely heuristic device, union
with God is an explicit concern of Gregory of Nyssa, a concern which takes account in a
fairly consistent manner of his overarching concern for protecting both the infinity and
the incomprehensibility of the divine nature.

Both Dinzl and Desalvo have observed that Mithlenberg does not consider in any detail
the role of faith in Gregory's thought.202 This oversight prevents Miithlenberg from
seeing the epistemological function which faith plays. A strict boundary between finite
creature and infinite Creator runs the risk of preventing any access to the Infinite without
the loss of one's status as a creature.293 While Gregory is consistent in maintaining that
the divine nature cannot be grasped by the mind, and the boundary is never blurred, he
does, nevertheless, know ‘the language of grasp1'ng'.204 It is the grasp of faith. This is the
special (p.103) epistemological role of faith: it allows union between finite and Infinite
without compromising the distinction between finite and Infinite. Gregorian faith,
therefore, serves closely related epistemological functions which Muhlenberg has not
taken into account. Because union by the grasp of faith is beyond the grasp of concepts, it
does not constitute the knowledge which Miihlenberg fears would enclose the divine
nature in the grasp of comprehension. Nor does it compromise the ontological gulf
between finite and Infinite.

The Vocabulary of Union

Gregory has a wide vocabulary of union. Words such as avarpaolg, € vwolg, Kowwvia,
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The Grasp of Faith

npooeyyioag, ovvantw, cbrey, ovluyla are all used to express in one way or another
the mystery of the encounter with the divine. But equally important are certain images
Gregory uses to express the idea of union: bed, kiss, scent of perfume, finding by the
grasp of faith, resting in the arms of the Beloved yet shot forth like an arrow, are likewise
images that express this transforming encounter. But whether a precise word or an
evocative image to express the idea of union, Gregory intends something very different
from a Plotinian union with the One. As Bouchet argued long ago, and Cortesi more
recently, Gregory's understanding of union between humanity and God is grounded in
his understanding of the union of humanity and divinity in the incarnation of the Word 20>
‘In the light of the union between divinity and humanity that is accomplished in Christ
Gregory reads the union between the human and God that constitutes the profound
message of the Commentarius in Canticum canticorum...’ 206 For Gregory, union
expresses the idea that, without bringing about a change in divinity, humanity is
transformed and changed for the better.207

Faith as a Technical Term

One can agree with Volker that when Gregory speaks of faith in this exalted manner, he
departs from his Alexandrian patrimony which saw faith ultimately supplanted by
1<mow1edge.208 However, there are indeed (p.104) other positions taken by Volker
which, on the basis of our examination, cannot be accepted.

Volker states somewhat cavalierly that Gregory accords the term no technical meaning
but has instead a wide range of meaning.209 Simonetti, by contrast, lists among technical
terms in his edition of De vita Moysis the term faith.219 One of the contentions of the
present chapter has been that it is precisely as a technical term that faith stands out from
its various other meanings noted at the end of Chapter 1.211 Hence, on the basis of our
examination we are led to agree with Simonetti

When used in certain apophatic contexts, whether or not there be an explicit
epistemological ascent in which faith is always the summit, such as we saw in the migration
of Abraham or in the case of the bride in Homily 6 on the Song of Songs, faith takes on a
technical meaning which designates the means by which the soul attains to divine union.
Such union, as we have seen, yields any number of results: faith renders the soula
dwelling place of God; faith expands the soul's desire for God even as the soul delights in
God; faith does what mind can never do: grasp the incomprehensible nature of God; faith,
nevertheless, passes on to the mind something of what it has grasped of the Ungraspable.
These are the principal functions of faith when seen in its technical sense of bridging the
gap between intellectus and God.

Moreover, the technical meaning of faith is often rendered by a particular grammatical
morphology. The mediational sense which technical faith serves is often expressed
conveniently either as an instrumental dative miotn or with the preposition 61 (61
[névnc] e miotewc). Hence, when faith is used in these conditions, it can rightly be said
to have a technical meaning in the writings of Gregory of Nyssa.

In speaking of faith in such a lofty manner, however, has Gregory forgotten the sensus
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The Grasp of Faith

vulgaris of the term? Harrison has observed that faith comes not at the beginning of, for
example, Abraham's journey but at the conclusion of various stages of increasing
knowledge.212 Harrison's point is well-taken, and one is tempted to argue that in speaking
of this lofty faith the sensus vulgaris of the term has been eclipsed and ultimately
superseded. But this would be misleading. For as certainly as Abraham arrives at a pure
faith after traversing many levels of knowledge, he also embarked upon his journey in
faith (Heb. 11: 8). Indeed it is not the case that faith functions for the first time when we
see it operating at the (p.105) summit of Abraham's (or for that matter the bride's)
epistemological ascent and mediating union. It has been present from the beginning. A
more attentive reading of these texts suggests that, having left behind images, concepts,
etc., there is nothing left but faith, and this unites one to God.

Faith and Grace

Volker contends that Gregory leaves to one side the relationship between faith and grace.
In Chapter 2 we saw that the mind itself was subject to grace and without it could never
embark on its ascents. This was clearly the case in De vita Moysis, where we saw that the
grace of baptism purified the mind, putting to death its ‘grabbing’ tendency?13 or when
scripture led the mind xelpaymyef.214 If the mind is immersed in and guided by grace, is
it likely that faith, which crowns the ascents of the mind, would not also be immersed in
grace? Indeed we saw that the image of faith as the tip of the arrow precludes all
ambiguity in the matter of grace. For while faith has a distinct role, it comes as gift. [t is
moistened in the Spirit, comes with the arrow of the Word that was shot by the archer
(God).

Exegesis and Epistemology

Throughout this examination of Gregory's exalted understanding of faith we have seen
frequent examples of the way in which Gregory grounds his thought in the exegesis of
Scripture.21 5 Perhaps the most provocative among these was seen in the image of the
bride being shot forth like an arrow while in the arms of her Beloved.216 This blending of
the imagery of archery with the imagery of marriage allows Gregory to express his own
theological conviction that indwelling presence, ascent in faith, and union are all bound up
with each other, different facets of the same encounter with God. However, at the same
time this blending of archery and nuptial imagery has an exegetical base. The text
Gregory is commenting upon itself moves directly from the imagery of archery to the
imagery of marriage: ‘I am wounded by love. His left hand is under my head, and his
right hand shall embrace me’ (Song 2: 5b-6). Hence, Gregory's theological conviction has
a strong exegetical grounding.

(p.106) Another example of this sort of thing, though along more explicitly
epistemological lines, was seen in Gregory's use of the biblical image of the Holy of Holies
in the De vita Moysis. Gregory took the mind to be the temple and comprehension to be
the multitude 217 Just as the multitude is denied access to the sanctuary, so
comprehension is denied access to the divine substance; this is an epistemological
position based on Gregory's exegesis of the biblical image of the Holy of Holies. But
perhaps the clearest example of an epistemological position grounded in exegesis is
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provided by Abraham.

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

As we move to the next chapter, let us keep in mind Gregory's words at the beginning of
Homily 1 on the Song. He says that through the words of the Song the soulis ‘escorted
to an incorporeal, spiritual, and pure union ovCvyioav with God’.218 Indeed divine union is
a theme of capital importance in Gregory's writings and especially in the In Canticum
canticorum. As important as this theme is, however, Gregory does not always specify
what there is in the human being that enables union to take place. However, when he
does specify we see that it is faith that unites the soul to God.219 But Gregory is not
always specific; for (p.107) example, in Homily 13 on the Song of Songs Gregory simply
says that it is the pure mind which draws near (mpoooikelobvvTa) to God 220 [s union
implied in this statement? If so, is the role of faith also implied? These questions suggest a
more fundamental question to which we shall now turn our attention: What is the
relationship between the mind and faith? Is there a radical discontinuity? Is faith nothing
but the mind flumined by grace, or is there both continuity and discontinuity between
the mind and faith?

Notes:
(1) InCant. VI, GNO VI.181.16-18.

(2) Ibid., 181.19.
(3) In Eccl., SC, VII. 8.100-4.

(4) See De beat. VI, GNO VII.ii. 137.16-22. See M. Girardi, ‘Annotazioni al De
beatitudinibus’, Augustinianum 35 (1995), 161-82; R. Leys, L'image de Dieu chez Saint
Grégoire de Nysse (Paris, 1951), 39-55.

(5) De vita Moysis, SC, 11. 163. 8.
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(6) Canévet, ‘Grégoire de Nysse’, col. 994.

(7) This is, in part, von Balthasar's dissatisfaction with Gregory; see Présence et pensée,
76. See the response of C. Desalvo to von Balthasar, in L' ‘oltre’ nel presente, 242 n. 36.

(8) De vita Moysis, SC, 11. 163. 9.
(9)In Cant. 1, GNO VI.41.6-10.
(10) In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 183. 7-9.

(11) On dating and background of this work see, Daniélou, ‘Chronologie des ceuvres de
Grégoire de Nysse’; M.-J. Rondeau, ‘Exégese du Psautier et anabase spirituelle chez
Grégoire de Nysse’, in J. Fontaine and C. Kannengiesser (eds), Epektasis: Mélanges
patristiques offerts au Cardinal Jean Daniélou (Paris, 1972), 517-31; idem, ‘D'ou vient la
technique exégétique utilisée par Grégoire de Nysse dans son traité “Sur les titres des
psaumes”?’, in Mélanges d'histoire des religions offerts a Henri-Charles Puech (Paris,
1974), 263-87; R. Heine, Gregory of Nyssa's Treatise on the Inscriptions on the Psalms
(Oxford, 1995), 8-11.

(12) In inscrip. Psalm., GNO V. 82. 25-83. 2: Kp0$p10v yap wC AAN®G éIfefvé ETTID TO
AKOTaVONTOD TE Kal EOoNG DIIEPKEIPEVOD KATAANIIT- KNG EMvoiac, WIep O
mpooeyyloag 61 ¢ miotewd eig o TG vikng € pOaoe té€loc. Translation by Heine, 135.

(13) On points ofliterary structure of Book I see Pottier, Dieu et le Christ, 31-5 and
413-24. Pottier (p. 208) wishes to counter Miithlenberg's claim (Die Unendlichkeit Gottes
bei Gregor von Nyssa (Gottingen, 1966), 98-100) that, at least regarding literary
structure, the Contra Eunomium is something of a * “patchwork” ’.

(14) Contra Eunom. 1.369, GNO I.136. 1-7 Trans. Stuart G. Hall in L.. Mateo-Seco and ]J.
Bastero (eds), El ‘Contra Eunomium I’ en la produccion literaria de Gregorio de Nisa
(Pamplona, 1988), 89. Once again we see this imagery of falling back or slipping away as a
result of attempting to grasp what is beyond intellect and finding comfort on a lower and
more secure level. The same imagery in even more graphic and perhaps autobiographical
terms is seen at In Eccl., SC, VII. 8. 100-4 and De beat. VI, GNO VII.ii. 136.25-137. 26.
Cf. Plotinus, Enn. VI. 9. 3.

(15) Ibid., 371, GNO I1.136. 14-16.

(16) See In Eccl., SC, 388 n. 2 for Vinel's observation.
(17) De beat. 111, GNO V. 104.15-19.

(18) De post.V. 14.

(19) Strom. 11. 2. 6 (1-3). Trans. J. Ferguson, Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis, Fathers
of the Church 85 (Washington, DC, 1991) 160-1.
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(20) Contra Eunom.1.371, GNO 1. 136.17: 61 pévng ¢ nioctewg 0ew03C1;ettat. This
is not to suggest that Clement would be averse to such an exalted view of faith, for this is
very much his concern in his Stromateis. On nioTiqg in Clement see Moingt, ‘La Gnose de
Clément d'Alexandrie’; (1950), Lilla, Clement of Alexandria, 118-42; Osborn, The
Philosophy of Clement of Alexandria, 127-45; Mortley, Connaissance religieuse et
herméneutique, 109-25; Berchman, From Philo to Origen, 176-9.

(21) De virg., SC, X. 2. 6.

(22) Ibid., X. 2. 8-9: 61 povng ¢ dravoiag.

(23) The relationship between 61° vola and mioTic will be explored in Chapter 4.
(24) Contra Eunom.1.373, GNOI.137.5-6.

(25) von Balthasar, Présence et pensée, 79.

(26) e.g. De vita Moysis, SC, I11. 163. 6-7 and In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 183. 2-5. While many
authors before Gregory, both Christian and non-Christian, have spoken of the
coincidence of knowledge and ignorance, no other author before Gregory resolves this
paradox through mioTig. See Philo, De post. V. 15; Plotinus, Enn. VI. 9 (38); Basil, Ep. 234.
2; Gregory of Nazianzus, Orat. 38. 7; Denys the Areopagite, Ep. 1; De Myst. Theol. II.

(27) De post. V. 15: 6Taw odv P1A60€0¢ WyoyT T Ti €0TIL TO 6V Kot THY odoiav EnTi, €ic
dediral ddpatov € pyetat ERTNow, €€ ¢ adThpeptyivetal péy- 10tov & abov,
KATaAaBely 6Tl ARATAANITOC O KT TO €lvat 0e0¢ mavTi Kol adTod To0TOo 16ty 6Tt

€03C3;Tiv &dépatoc. Trans. F. Colson and G. Whitaker, LCL, Philo vol. ii (Cambridge,
Mass., 1950), 337.

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

(29) A point very well demonstrated by S. Lilla, ‘La teologia negativa dal pensiero greco
classico a quello patristico e bizantino’, Helikon 22-7 (1982-7), 235 n. 59; and idem,
‘Diogini’, in La Mistica: fenomenologia e riflessione teologica, 2 vols., ed. E. Ancilli and M.
Paparozzi (Rome, 1984), 381-7, esp. 385-6.

(30) Pottier, Dieu et le Christ, 35-9, describes the organization of Book II.
(31) Ibid., 36.

(32) Contra Eunom.11.67, GNO I. 245.

(33) Ibid., 68-83, GNO I.245-51.

(34) Ibid., 84-96, GNO I. 251-4.

(35) Ibid., 97-124, GNO I. 255-62.
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(36) Ibid., 125-47, GNO I.262-8.
(37) Pottier, Dieu et le Christ, 36.
(38) Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 94-5.

(39) Ibid., 95: ‘La figure d'Abraham, en revanche, se préte al'une des interprétations les
plus personelles de Grégoire, puisqu'elle illustre et fonde sa doctrine de
I'incompreéhensibilité de la nature divine.’

(40) Philo, De mig. Abr., LCL, Philo vol. iv (Cambridge, Mass., 1932); Abr., LCL, Philo vol.
vi (Cambridge, Mass., 1935); Origen, Hom. in Gen. 111, SC. An interesting passage from
Philo suggests a possible source for Gregory's notion of mioTig as a faculty of union. Philo
says at De mig. Abr. 132: ‘What then is the cementing substance? Do you ask, what?
Piety, surely, and faith: for these virtues adjust and unite (evodo1) the intent of the
heart to the incorruptible Being: as Abraham when he believed is said to “come near to
God”' (Gen. 18: 23). LCL, trans. F. Colson and G. Whitaker. I am grateful to M. Canévet
for pointing out to me this quotation from Philo. For a concise summary of how Gregory
follows his Alexandrian predecessors see Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique
biblique, 95-6; see also, Gargano, La teoria di Gregorio di Nissa, 45-95, and M.
Simonetti, Lettera e/o Allegoria: Un Contributo alla Storia dell' Esegesi Patristica (Rome,
1985), 145-56; see also M. Simonetti, Biblical Interpretation in the Early Church, trans. J.
Hughes, ed. A. Bergquist and M. Bockmuehl (Edinburgh, 1994), 65-7.

(41) Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 96.
(42) Contra Eunom.11. 84, GNO I.251.21.

(43) Gregory implies he is reading Gen. 12: 1-4 (iotopia) through Heb. 11: 8
(&AAnyopia) at Contra Eunom.11. 85, GNO I.251.22-5: ekeivog, €l Selkatd thv
TOLATOOTOAOL peyahopuior GAAGEavTA TNV GwrNY AAANYOPLKDC TOV POOY TG loToplag
Katavonoad, pevovong 6nhadn kai ¢ loTopikng &A ndeiag,... By ‘apostle’ Gregory
intends Paul; conforming to oriental tradition, Gregory did not contest Paul's authorship
of the letter (Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 202).

(44) See Heb. 11: 8-9; the entire chapter is an exaltation of faith which provides the
various loci of great deeds accomplished by means of mioTic. One cannot overlook the
fact that mioTic appears as an instrumental dative. An instrumental sense of mioTig
appears with great emphasis some 20 times in the course of a single chapter: 18 of these
occur as an instrumental dative, the largest proportions being attributed to Abraham and
Moses (3 each), and 2 occur as the object of the preposition 614. It is precisely these
biblical forms which, as we shall see, Gregory transfers to an epistemological sense
according to the Neoplatonic esprit du temps and incorporates them as technical terms of
his apophatic vocabulary.

(45) Contra Eunom. II1.85, GNO I.251. 25-6.
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(46) Ibid., 251. 26-8 (trans. LNPF, 259).
(47) Ibid., 86, GNO I.252.1-14 (trans. LNPF, 259—translation altered).

(48) See ibid., 86, GNO I.252. 6-7: pndevi-aiodnow-aop&twy,~unte AKONG
ePINYovONG-

(49) Heb. 11: 8a: [TioTtel kahoOpevog ABpady dIfKovoe eEedBelv eig témov-.

(50) Here Gregory departs from the traditional Alexandrian view which tends to supplant
nioTig by nv®olg. See Volker, Gregor von Nyssa als Mystiker, 141 n. 7, and Dinzl, Braut
und Brdutigam, 295-6. For a list of various texts concerning nv®o1¢ and miotig see F.
Mann, Lexicon Gregorianum, vol. ii, s.v. nv®o1g at 221.

(51) Contra Eunom.II. 87, GNO II. 252.14-16.

(52) Ibid., 252.16-17: &AA 6w TL Onot mepl exeivov 6 Adyoc; 6Tt €ERAOeY 0DK
emoTtapevo ¢ movamépyetai[] Cf. Heb. 11: 8b: kai €EAAO€D 11T EMOTANEVO C TTODE PYETAL.

(53) Contra Eunom. II1.252.16-19 (trans. LNPF, 259—translation altered).

(54) Ibid., 252. 23-4: ~TNv 61&volav oTAVAL TAG EIC TO ETEKEA TWV YIDWOKO- HEVOD
mopelag.

(55) Ibid., 252. 24-253. 1.

(56) Ibid., 253. 1-5.

(57) Ibid., 253.11.

(58) Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 96.

(59) Contra Eunom. I1. 89, GNO I.253. 12-14: eKKaOHpaC TOV AOYIOHOD TOV TOL00TWY
bmoviv dpiyfite Kod kKaBapdv méong evvoiag Ty mioTtw dvada- Pov,[]

(60) Ibid., 253. 21-2.

(61) Ibid., 253. 25-8: 00K € 0T GAAWC TIpooeyyioal Oew, P TloTEWC HEOTTEVO- DONG
KOl OLDAIITODONG 61 EXLTAC TOV €EMINTOOVTA VOO IPOC TEY GKATAAN- IITOV GO,

(62) The designation of a faculty that bridges the gap between intellectus and God is
certainly not new, but the designation of miotig as the faculty which performs this noblest
of deeds is quite novel We shall have occasion in Chapter 4 to examine briefly the history
of this notion in order to see more clearly Gregory of Nyssa's specific contribution to the
history of this idea.

(63) Contra Eunom. II1.89, GNO I.253. 25-8.
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(64) Contra Eunom.11.89, GNO I.253.14-17.

(65) Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 63: ‘...cette connaissance
[sc. de la foi] essaie cependent de se traduire en pensées, bien que l'infinité de 1'essence
divine soit incompatible avec le caractére défini de nos concepts’.

(66) In Cant. 111, GNO VI. 85.18-19.
(67) See Eusebius, Praep. evang., SC,1.1.11.4-5;1.2.4.2-3; 1.3.1.5-6.

(68) Contra Eunom. I11. 92, GNO II. 253. 28-30: KATaAUI®D Y&P THY €K THC YPWOEWC
nodvnpaypooovny Exiotevoe, dpnoiv, OPpadp Tew, Kol eAoyi- 06N adTWelg
dikatoovvN.

(69) Contra Eunom. 11. 93, GNO I. 254. 4-6 (trans. LNPF, 259).
(70) Heb. 11: 1: "Eotw 6étiotic eAmlopévwy dndotaoic,-

(71) Contra Eunom.II. 93, GNO I. 254. 8-10 (trans. LNPF, 259). Gregory precedes this
statement with another Pauline text, Rom. 8, 24, but it does not contribute to his present
line of argument in the way that the Hebrews text does.

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

(73) Contra Eunom.11.93, GNO I.254.11-13 (trans. LNPF, 260).
(74) Ibid., 254.10-11 (trans. LNPF, 259).

(75) On paradox see Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 339, who
notes Gregory's use of paradox; it serves to move beyond the principle of non-
contradiction in order to penetrate to the interior of the Transcendent.

(76) Ibid., 95-6.

(77) See H. Diels, Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker, vol. ii (Berlin 1951-2), 80. B. 4. The
history of this theme in ancient authors both Christian and non-Christian has recently
been presented in an admirable way by D. Carabine, The Unknown God: Negative
Theology in the Platonic Tradition: Plato to Eriugena (Louvain, 1995); see also Lilla,
‘Teologia negativa’; W. Jaeger's Gifford Lectures are still a helpful orientation to the
background, The Theology of the Early Greek Philosophers (Oxford, 1947).

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

(79) It is not our purpose here to assess the influence of Plotinus on Gregory. For an
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orientation to this rather complex question see J. Daniélou, ‘Grégoire de Nysse et Plotin’,
Congres de Tours, Association Guillaume Budé (1954), 259-62; idem, ‘Grégoire de
Nysse et le néo-Platonisme de I'école d'Athenes’, Revue des études grecques 80 (1967),
395-401; P. Courcelle, ‘Grégoire de Nysse lecteur de Porphyre’, Revue des études
grecques 80 (1967), 402-6; A. Meredith, ‘Gregory of Nyssa and Plotinus’, Studia
Patristica 17 (1982), 1120-6; idem, ‘The Good and the Beautiful in Gregory of Nyssa’, in
EPMHNEYMATA: Festschrift fiir Hadwig Horner zum sechzigsten Geburtstag, ed. H.
Eisenberger (Heidelberg, 1990), 133-45; ]J. Rist, ‘Basil's “Neoplatonism”: Its Background
and Nature’, in Basil of Caesarea: Christian, Humanist, Ascetic. A Sixteen Hundreth
Anniversary Symposium, ed. P. Fedwick (Toronto, 1981), 137-220; idem, ‘Plotinus and
Christian Philosophy’, in The Cambridge Companion to Plotinus, ed. L. Gerson
(Cambridge, 1996), 386-41 3; for a study which emphasizes similarities between Plotinus
and Gregory see S. Lilla, s. v. Platonism and the Fathers, Encyclopedia of the Early
Church, ed. A. Di Berardino, trans. A. Walford (Cambridge, 1992), 689-98, at 694-5; for a
clear statement of important and enduring contrasts see K. Corrigan, ‘ “Solitary”
Mysticism in Plotinus, Proclus, Gregory of Nyssa, and Pseudo-Dionysius’, Journal of
Religion 76 (1996), 28-42, at 38-40.

(80) The connection between metaphysics and exegesis is fairly ubiquitous in Gregory,
for he discerns in the Bible itself the structure of being and knowing. A clear example of
this is seen in the prologue to Homily 6 on the Song of Songs. There Gregory finds
verified in Phil. 3: 13 the relationship between created and uncreated being (In Cant. VI,
GNO VI.174.13-16); moreover, the bride models throughout the homily everything
she has taught ‘lovers of transcendent beauty concerning God’ (ibid., 172.22-173.1).

(81) See Enn.IV.7.15 and VI. 9. 10, a text we shall consider in greater detail in the
following chapter. On Neoplatonic faith see Rist, Plotinus: The Road to Reality, 231-46.

(82) See Contra Eunom. II1. 8, GNO II.241.18. Cf. John 10: 9. For an overview of the
general structure of Contra Eunomium 111 see Pottier, Dieu et le Christ, 47-57.

(83) M. Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 110; see also B. Pottier,
Dieu et le Christ, 208.

(84) Contra Eunom. I111.8.12, GNO II.242.25-243.9-11.
(85) Ibid., 243. 9.

(86) Ibid., 242.11: 61 pévng ¢ TlOTEWC.

(87) De vita Moysis SC, 1, 46, 4-5.

(88) De beat. VI, GNO VII, ii, 137, 23-24. See M. Girardi, ‘Annotazioni al De
beatitudinibus,” Augustinianum 35 (1995): 161-182; see also J. Daniélou ‘Moise exemple
et figure chez Grégoire de Nysse,” Cahiers sioniens 2-4 (1955), 386-400.

(89) De vita Moysis, SC, 1.42.1-2:"Ev 100Tw 6ekal T1vog adTOIC AIIOPPNTOTEPAC
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ponoewc 6 MwooTg Kadyelto,...In presenting Moses as one who initiates into the
mysteries Gregory follows Philo; see Philo's De vita Moysis I1. 71-5 and De dec. 10. 41,
where Philo employs mystery terminology to describe Moses' reception of the Law. On
the use of mystery terminology see Daniélou, Platonisme et théologie mystique, 181 ff,
and idem in Moise: L'homme de [I'alliance, ed. H. Cazelles et al. (Paris, 1955), 274 f; see
also A. Nock, Early Gentile Christianity and its Hellenistic Background (New York, 1964),
132-43 et passim.

(90) Ibid., I.45. 1-3. Gregory uses the same verb peoitedw at Contra Eunom.11.91,
GNO 1II. 26, to describe the function of mioTig mediating and uniting the soul to God. It is
well to note that as a symbol of mioTig Moses performs a similar role of mediation. M.
Simonetti (Vita di Mose, 269) indicates that in emphasizing the mediational role of Moses,
Gregory is forcing somewhat Exod. 19; 16: the people do not actually ask Moses to
mediate on their behalf. It serves to highlight the importance of this theme to Gregory. Cf.
De vita Moysis, SC, I1. 130 and 160; see also In inscrip. Psalm.I, GNO V. 45. 9.

(91) Ibid., esp. 45. 12-13: adAd H1 TNV IPOC TOLC KATENTNYOTAC 0L mABelan TadTA
maOelv.

(92) Ibid., 46. 2-10:...16T€ Kol aOTOOKATATOARE ToDYVODOL Kal EVTOC TOV AOpATwY
yvivetat pRkett tolg 0pwot parwdpevoc. ITpoc yap to &dvtov TN¢ Oelag pvotaywylag
napadveic, EKEITWAOPATW TLYHY 1T OPWHEVOC, HIBATKWYD, o{u- at, 61 O eroinoev, 6Tl
Beltov peAlovTta ovvetvat T(I)@G(I)éE?xeefv ndv 1o dawépevov Kai emi 1o doépatédv Te Kad
cxK(XToc)mHTov Tr]v eocmouﬁtavouxv otov eni Twa povg KopvdnY, dvateivavta
ekelmoToew eivat T0 Oelov ev (x)OUK emKveiTal 1) Katavénoic.

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

(94) De an. 1 4042 17-18: yiypdooreodar yap TOpoie T0 Spotov.
(95) Met. B 1000°5-6: 1) 6&6yvdo1g Todopoiov Topoiw.
(96) Phaedo 67b2: pn kaBap@dyap Kabapodeddrteadat uf od Oepttov .

(97) Philo aligns divine darkness and invisibility at De post. V.14, but Moses himself does
not become invisible.

(98) The sanctuary is also a largely (though not exclusively) biblical theme which had been
interiorized by Philo and it is taken up by Gregory with some frequency; see Daniélou,
Platonisme et théologie mystique, 182-9. See also Simonetti, Vita di Mose, 270. Cf. Enn.
V.1l.6and VI.9.11.
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(99) De vita Moysis, SC, 11.188. 4-8.

(100) Ibid., 188. 8-10:...moTEDOVTAG elvat peEL O {nTooOpEVOD, 0L PNV Toig OGOAApOLG
IavTwY IPoKeloBad, aAA ev Tolg AdOTOLC TNG Sravoiag pévew Arm- 6ppPTnTOD.

(101) Contra Eunom. 11.92-3, GNO I. 254. 1-3: 6 anéotolog A€yel, GAAX 61 nuag, 6T
Y TioTw, obYL Y yr@ow 0 0edq eig Sikatoohvny tolg dvdpwi- o1g Aoyiletar.

(102) See also De orat. dom. 111, GNO VII.i. 31-3 Cf. Enn.VI.9.11.

(103) Gregory is often considered a representative of the ‘mysticism of darkness’, and
this in contrast to Origen's ‘mysticism of light’. We shall have occasion later in this study
to examine in greater detail the appropriateness of this claim.

(104) De vita Moysis, SC, I1. 315. 10: 6vofewpntw yrodw.

(105) The language of impenetrability, as we have seen, is more characteristic of the
sanctuary.

(106) On the symbolism of the mountain in Gregory of Nyssa see Canévet, Grégoire de
Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 312-13.

(107) De vita Moysis, SC, I11.163. 1-164. 1: KataAu1wp yap mav 10 paivduevov, o
povov doa katadappavet  aiodOnoilg, AAAX Kol oo 1) Sidvoila okelPAE- TEW, del IPOC
10 evddTEpOD Tetan, € we HLaBLVATATIOALIIPAYOCTDOYT THCS lavoiac IPOg TO GOEXTOV Te
KOl AKATAA NIIToY KAKELITOV @edv 161). 'Ev TodTw yap 1) &A nOAG eoTw elbnoig
TOOINTOLPEVOL Kad €V TOLTPTO 16eiv ev TONN 16elv, 6T1 DEpKerTa hoNG eldRoEWC TO
{ntodpevov, 616V T Yrodw THarataAnyia mavtaydbev SietAnuuévorv. A6 ¢not Kai 6
OYNASC Twdvvnc, 6 €V TOAXPIPPYVOPw TODTW YEVOREVOC, OTI- OedD 0DOEIC EDPAKE
IIWIIOTE, 0L pévov Tolg ArOPWIo0, AAAX Kl GoT vonthdvdoel ¢ Belag ovoiag v
YPWOOW AVEPIKTOD elvan tnamopaoetl tadTn Sropildpevoc. I have taken the subject of the
first sentence still to be 6 vovg at 162. 10.

(108) Contra Eunom. II, GNO II.253.11.

(109) On Gregory's paradoxical language in general see Daniélou, Platonisme et
théologie mystique, 274-84, but esp. Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique
biblique, 340-2.

(110) De vita Moysis, SC, I1.152.10.

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

(112) In Cant. 111, GNO VI. 83.1 ff.

(113) Ibid., 85.16-19.
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(114) Ibid., 86.13-14: 1) Oela $pOO1C MAONC DIIEPKELTAL KATAANITIKNG Slavoiag.

(115) Ibid., 86.14-87. 3.

(116) Ibid., 87.5-8: tnv 00D B TOV TOL0OTWD PONPATWD YEIPAYWYOLPEDT|V YOYNV TIPOC
Y TOV AARITWY Hepivolap d1d pévnc miotewc elookiCe ev eavthéyet Selv ThH
ndvta voLY Liepéyovoav ¢pvow. See F. Diinzl, Braut und Brdutigam (Tibingen, 1993),

79-81.

(117) In Cant. 111, GNO 87.14-17: o0 6etavta He€apévn vmoldy1Ldv T€ Kal olKnplov
yevfon 61& miotewc Todootl evavakAive oot pEAAOVTOC 61X TAHC €V TO1 KATOIKNOEWC
TOOYAP aDTODKAL Opdvog € o1 Kal 01KOC YEVNOT).

(118) De beat. VI, GNO VII.ii. 137. 23-4.

(119) In Cant. 111, GNO VI. 88. 6.

(120) Ibid., 87. 5-6.

(121) Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 309-11.

(122) De beat. VI, GNO VII.ii. 137. 23-4.

(123) Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 337-42, esp. 339.
(124) In Cant. I1I, GNO VI. 88. 6.

(125) Plato, Timaeus 28a, c; for other examples see Lampe as well as Liddell & Scott, s.v.
(126) In fact Paul becomes the bride a few lines later at In Cant. I1I, GNO VI. 91. 4.
(127) See Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 342.

(128) Daniélou, Platonisme et théologie mystique, 146.

(129) In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 181. 6.

(130) Ibid., 181.13-14.

(131) Ibid., 181.15-16.

(132) Ibid., 181.17-18: hote yvdOvoat Tig 1) ovoia.

(133) In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 182. 5-6.

(134) Ibid., 182.14-15.

(135) Ibid., 182.15-17.

Page 36 of 43

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015




The Grasp of Faith

(136) Ibid., 183.2-3: 10 eV pévw TOPN KatahapBavesdatl T 0T 6TL € 0T
YWWOKOPEVOD,...

(137) Ibid., 183. 1-2.

(138) Ibid., 183. 6-8:...&deloa mdoav TV KTiow Kol maperfodoa Iav O €V TNKTioE
POODPEVOD KUl MACAY KATAANITIKND € podov KATaAUIo0o®, THIIOTEL EDPOV TOV
AYAIWONEVOD....

(139) Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom, 67.

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

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

(142) M. Canévet would seem to agree that the grasp of mioTic is not on the order of
thought but is nonetheless related to propositional, discursive knowledge; see Grégoire
de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 63: ‘La saisie de la foin'est donc pas de 'ordre de
la pensée:....Du méme coup, cette saisie devient réellement une connaissance, car c'est la
foi qui sert de médiation dans la quéte apparemment vaine de I'essence divine: a travers
les mots, les pensées, I'ame se tend vers Dieu: c'est la foi quil'unit a Lui’ F. Diinzl, Braut
und Brdutigam, 296, would seem to agree with M. Canévet: ‘Andererseits pladiert
Gregor hier auch keineswegs fur einen “einfachen Glauben” als Alternative oder
Korrektive der Theologie’. While indeed mioTic transcends both thought and speech, ‘in
diesem ProzelS wird die Theologie nicht verabsolutiert, aber auch nicht negiert....’

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

(144) This final phase of the bride's ascent is rife with aphairetic language: kataAeinw (In
Cant. VI.GNO VI. 183. 1), apinm (183. 6), mapépyopat (183. 6), nedinu (183. 9).

(145) In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 183. 8-10: timiotel eﬁpov TOD AYQIWPIEVOD KOl OVKETL
nedfow THTAG mioTews AaPToDEDPEBEVTOC AV TEXOPEDT, € WC &V EVTOC YEVTITAN
TodepodTApLE{OV.

(146) Ibid., 182.17.

(147) Ibid., 183.10-12.
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(148) Ibid., 183.12-15.
(149) Ibid., 180. 9.

(150) Tbid., 181.10-16. The bride herself understands ‘bed’ as meaning participation
(netovoia, 181. 3); cf. Prologue, GNO VI. 174. 6. See D. Balds, METOYZIA ® EOY: Man's
Participation in God's Perfections according to Saint Gregory of Nyssa (Rome, 1966),
72-5; on bed as symbol of union see Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici’, 95-6.

(151) Ibid., 183.10-11.

(152) See In Cant. 1V, GNO VI. 127.7-10. Dunzl, Braut und Brdutigam, 95, sees behind
this image that of Eros with his bow. While the story of the birth of Eros is recounted
perhaps most notably in the Symposium 203b ff,, the arrows are missing from Plato's
account; see C. Osborne, Eros Unveiled: Plato and the God of Love (Oxford, 1994), 71 n.
35.

(153) Ibid., 127.10-11.
(154) Ibid., 127.12-13: TOv povoyevneodv.
(155) Ibid., 127.15-16.

(156) See In Cant. 1V, GNO VI. 127.18-128. 3: 6p& toivvv 1 61 tdOv Oeiwv dvafdoewv
DywOeloa yoym TO YALKD TAG &y&Ing BEAOC €V €aLTH, WETPWON, Kol KadYNHIa TotelTot
Y ToladTY TANYHY Aéyovoa 6Tt TeTpwHEVT XYAIING EYW.

(157) Ibid., 127. 14-15: dkic 6en nioTic eotiv.
(158) Ibid., 127.13-14.

(159) Ibid., 127.14-17: (&xic 6én mioTic eotiv), (va, (i)&v VEVTTAL, OLVELD- AYAYT] HETA
ToOBEAOVC Kad TOV TOEOTNY, Wehnoy O KOplog 6Tt ey®w kKol 6 mathp EAevodpeda Kol
oY mop adTEIooOpEda.

(160) Ibid., 128. 3-5.

(161) This would counter Volker's suggestion in Gregor von Nyssa als Mystiker, 141,
that Gregory leaves to one side the question of grace and nioTc.

(162) Ibid., 128. 5-7.
(163) Ibid., 128.13-14.

(164) The theme of purification is introduced at 129. 5. For Plato the purpose of the
purification was to become like God, as the bride does here in becoming an arrow. See
for example Phaedo 67b2.
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(165) See Origen, Comm. in Cant. I11. 8, GCS 195, 28 ff; see also Hom. in Cant. 11, SC 37
bis, 134. There are, however, significant differences between Origen's and Gregory's
commentary on Song 2: 5b. For example, while Origen designates the arrow as cause of
the wound and God as the archer, he does not mention the tip of the arrow, which
Gregory has identified as nmiotig. Origen mentions the shield of faith which protects the
soul from the darts of the evil one. But this faith does not faciliate divine indwelling and
union as in Gregory. For a discussion of this theme of arrows, particularly in Origen, see
‘Arrows, Eros, Agape’, m Osborne, Eros Unveiled, 52-85, esp. 71-4.

(166) In Cant. IV, GNO VI. 128.20-129.1.
(167) See ibid., 128.11-15.
(168) Ibid., 129. 3-4.

(169) Ibid., 129. 15-16: wg opovTe Pépecdat H1& TN POA NG KAl TAlG Yepol TOLTOEHTOL
evavamadeo Bat. Brian Daley has noted this transformation of the bride but overlooks
both the conflation of images and the role of mioTic in her transformation; see B. Daley,
““Bright Darkness” and Christian Transformation’ in M. Himes and S. Pope (eds), Finding
God in All Things: Essays in Honor of Michael J. Buckley, S. J. (New York, 1996), 215-30,
esp. 225.

(170) We saw this image of mioTig as doorway at Contra Eunom. I11.8.12, GNO II.243.9.
(171) See Dunzl, Braut und Brdutigam, 375.

(172) M. Canévet has identified paradox as pertaining to the structure of symbolic
mystical language in Gregory; see Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 340-2;
see also Daniélou, Platonisme et théologie mystique, 274-84; and Diinzl, Braut und
Brdutigam, 390.

(173) In Cant. XII, GNO VI. 365. 17-18. In the De vita Moysis, SC, I1. 136. 8, the rod
used to strike the rock (Christ) to draw forth water is identified as the ‘rod of faith’. It
does not stretch things too much to see the mediation of miotig implied here, especially in
light of the symbolic equivalence in the context of the present Homily between the rod
and the arrow whose tip is mioTic.

(174) Ibid., 366. 6.
(175) Ibid., 369. 8-12.

(176) This movement from image to image is characteristic of Gregory and is discussed
by Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 314-16.

(177) In Cant. XII, GNO VI. 370. 9-10.

(178) Ibid., 370. 6-7: ev ohobpoTépw TeiveTan MHOW....
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(179) Von Balthasar laments this aspect of Gregory's thought that gives dissatisfaction too
important a role. See Présence et pensée, 18-19 and 76. Von Balthasar is well aware that
such is the logical outcome of the relationship between finite creature and infinite being
(clearly set forth e.g. in the Prologue to In Cant. VI). However, one has the impression
that von Balthasar has too linear a view of unceasing desire. To view the matter as
constant frustration is to view the search for God along too linear a line, as though
Gregory were a theological anticipation of Godel's theory, and God were playing
metaphysical cache-cache: the more one moves from point A to point B, the more point B
recedes. Gregory's image of infinite expansion, as seen here in Homily 12 and underlying
his doctrine on epektasis in general, precludes such a linear view. See Desalvo, L' ‘oltre’
nel presente, 242 n. 36.

(180) On this theme in Origen see M. Harl, ‘Recherches sur l'origénisme d'Origene: la
satiété (koros) de la contemplation comme motif de la chute des ames’, Studia Patristica 8
(1966), 374-405. In his introduction to the life and thought of Origen, H. Crouzel warns
against a too facile identification of satietas with the idea that ‘God can in some way surfeit
a creature’; see his Origen, trans. A. Worrall (New York, 1989), 210. It is indeed tempting
to suggest, as R. Heine has done, that Gregory's doctrine on enéxtao1g is a counterpoint
to Origen's k6pogG. See Heine, Perfection in the Virtuous Life, 5-10 and 76 ff. See also
Mihlenberg, Unendlichkeit Gottes 27. But one must proceed with caution. M. Simonetti
(Vita di Mosé, xx and esp. xxx-xxxvi) has criticized Heine on this very point, noting that
Origen himself would seem to anticipate the theme of enéktaoic in Hom. Num. 17. 4, GCS
7.160.11-26. Moreover, Simonetti says: ‘per formulare la dottrina del progresso senza
fine non & indispensabile ammettere l'infinita di Dio: infatti anche Origene, che non
I'ammette, ammette pero la sua abissale trascendenza rispetto alla finitezza del uomo, e
su tale base puo proporre anche lui quella dottrina’ (xxxvi). Finally Simonetti claims that
even the inclination to overcome k6po¢ with émextaotlc comes from Origen. B. Daley,
apparently independent of both Heine and Simonetti, cites the same text from Hom. Num.
and suggests that Gregory developed rather than invented this theme: ‘here Origen
sketches out a picture of the eschatological contemplation of God as constant spiritual
movement and growth, a view which Gregory of Nyssa will later develop into his own
theory of beatitude as eternal self-transcendence or enéxtaolq’; see Hope of the Early
Church, 50.

(181) Comm. in Cant.I11. 8, GCS 195, trans. R.P. Lawson, The Song of Songs
Commentary and Homilies, Ancient Christian Writers 26 (New York, 1957), 198.

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

(183) Meredith, The Cappadocians, 77.
(184) See In Cant. VI, GNO VI.172-4.

(185) In Cant. XII, GNO VI. 369. 22-370. 3: &AA& meploipeltal 0 THG AdIng O€protpov
61 ToOpaBelv BTL TO del IPOKOITEW €V TOTNTEIY Kad TO pndémoTe TS drd6ov madeodot
TODTO €0TW 1) &AANOTNC TOODITOOOLPIEVOL AIIGAXVOIG THC AV TOTTE ITA NPOLPEVTC EMOLLNC
€TEPAD EMOLI{OY TODDIEPKENEVOV YEVD- DOTC.

(186) In Cant. XIII, GNO VI. 378.16-17: Tovté€oTt Y TAC BedTNnToC adToDKOWWYiaw.
(187) In Cant.IX, GNO VI. 293.13-18.

(188) Ibid., 293.18-19.

(189) Ibid., 292. 20: ¢ Belag pdoEWC.

(190) Ibid., 293. 3. On paradox see Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique
biblique, 339.

(191) In Cant. 111, GNO VI. 88. 6.
(192) In Cant. VI, GNO VI.181.16-19.

(193) See In Eccl., SC, VII. 8. 100-4; De beat. VI, GNO VII.ii. 137.16-22; De vita Moysis,
SC, I1.163.8.

(194) Mihlenburg, Unendlichkeit Gottes.

(195) Ibid., 26: ‘Bei Gregor von Nyssa findet sich dieses Gottespradikat [sc. das
Unendliche] zum ersten Mal in der Geschichte des philosophischen und christlichen
Denkens.’

(196) Ibid., 28 et passim.

(197) In Cant.1, GNO VI. 15. 13-15: 61& y&p TOV €vTtadda yeypappévwy
PLIPOOTOAELTAL TPOIIOY TIVX T) YLYT IPOC THY AOWPATOV TE€ KOl MPEVUATIKNDY Kail
apéAvvtov Tov0eoboLLYTa.
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(198) C. Kannengieser, ‘L'Infinité divine chez Grégoire de Nysse’, Recherches de
Science Religieuse 55 (1967), 55-65 at 64: ‘Mais doit-on pour autant nier avec lui[sc.
Mihlenberg] que Grégoire ait envisagé une union de I'ame avec la divinité infinie et une
divinisation de I'homme’? See also the observations of Pottier, Dieu et le Christ, 217-19.

(199) Perhaps the reason why Miithlenberg does not allow for union is simply as Diunzl
has observed: Miithlenberg gives mioTic no consideration. See Diinzl, Braut und
Brdutigam, 326 n. 119: ‘Die Sonderstellung der mioTic und ihre Bedeutung fiir die
Einwohnung Gottes im Menschen hier [sc. Hom II1] und in Hom VI (s.o0. S. 295-298)
findet bei Miithlenberg keine Beachtung.’

(200) See Origen, De princ.11.9.

(201) Mihlenberg, Unendlichkeit Gottes, 25; cf. Daniélou, Platonisme et théologie
mystique, 146 ff.

(202) Dunzl, Braut und Brdutigam, 326 n. 119; Desalvo, L' “oltre’ nel presente, 220.
(203) See Desalvo, L' ‘oltre’ nel presente, 221.
(204) Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 62.

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

(206) Cortesi, Le Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici, 87.
(207) Ibid., 85.

(208) Volker, Gregor von Nyssa als Mystiker, 143.
(209) Volker, Gregor von Nyssa als Mystiker, 140.
(210) Simonetti, Vita di Mose, 351.

(211) See p. 22, nn. 86-8.

(212) Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom, 64.
(213) De vita Moysis, SC, 11.125.10.

(214) Ibid., I1. 152. 2.

(215) B. Studer, ‘Una teologia biblica’, in Di Berardino and Studer, Storia della Teologia.
(216) In Cant. IV, GNO VI. 128. 5-14.

(217) De Vita Moysis, SC, 11.188.
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(218) In Cant. I, GNO VI.15.13-15.

(219) In her recent study of the concept of union in Denys the Areopagite, Henosis:
L'Union a Dieu chez Denys I'Areopagite (Leiden, 1996), Y. De Andia makes frequent and
perceptive reference to Gregory. She says, however (p. 17), that for Gregory union is
mediated by the Holy Spirit. While I do not wish to contest the role of the Holy Spirit in
the transformation of the soul, the role of the Holy Spirit seems more explicitly linked by
Gregory to purification, illumination, divinization, etc. See e.g. In Cant.I, GNO VI. 40; In
Cant. 11, GNO VI.45; In Cant. IV, GNO VI. 105-6, 115. One text which would speak in
favour of De Andia's position is found at In Cant. XV, GNO VI. 466. 18-21. But with
respect to union itself, the texts we have considered suggest that union is more often
mediated 61 pévng g TioTEWG.

(220) In Cant. XIII, GNO VI. 376. 8-13.

Access brought to you by: University of Arizona Library

Page 43 of 43

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015




The Grasp of Faith The Grasp of Faith and Supranoetic Union

University Press Scholarship Online

Oxford Scholarship Online

Gregory of Nyssa and the Grasp of Faith: Union,
Knowledge, and Divine Presence
Martin Laird

Print publication date: 2004

Print ISBN-13: 9780199267996

Published to Oxford Scholarship Online: November 2004
DOI:10.1093/0199267995.001.0001

The Grasp of Faith The Grasp of Faith and Supranoetic Union

Martin Laird (Contributor Webpage)

DOI:10.1093/0199267995.003.0005

[-]1 Abstract and Keywords

In designating a non-discursive faculty of apophatic union, Gregory is doing nothing new.
This chapter explores parallels in Middle and Neoplatonism: Celsus, The Chaldaean
Oracles, Plotinus. Gregory ascribes to faith many of the same qualities as others did to
faculties of union, yet Gregory differs markedly in the dynamic, exegetical, and
sacramental character he accords faith as an apophatic faculty.

Keywords: crestof nous, faith, flower of the mind, Plotinus

Introduction

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

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

But this ascent to ‘touching the truth of beings’ does not exhaust the heights to which the
mind can rise. In De vita Moysis we saw how Moses disappeared into the darkness of the
sanctuary. Gregory says this event teaches us something: anyone who wants to
commune with God must stretch forth the mind towards the Invisible and the
Ungraspable.2 Assisted by scripture, the mind is a means of ascending the mountain of
divine knowledge and ‘entering the darkness where God is’3 In (p.109) In Canticum
canticorum VI we saw the bride ascend by the curiosity of her mind. Having been
embraced by the divine night, she moves ever deeper into the divine presence.4

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

What is the capability of the mind during the night by which it is embraced? Gregory
mentions two aspects of the mind's movement into divine presence. One aspect features
the dynamic of aphairesis which ensues. The mind begins ‘to let go not only of what the
senses grasp but also of what the mind thinks it sees’.?> After the bride had ascended and
wandered about the entire intelligible and angelic realm, she began to abandon
everything: she abandoned every creature and went beyond every intelligible creature
and forsook every means of grasping with the mind .6 There is yet another aspect of this
dynamic which accompanies the process of aphairesis: the mind penetrates yet deeper.
Through mind's own curiosity it penetrates deeper and deeper until it penetrates into
what is invisible and incomprehensible and there sees God—a seeing which is a not
seeing.” However, while it is important to acknowledge that Gregory allows the mind to
enter the unfathomable presence of God, where it is ‘surrounded on all sides by
incomprehensibility as though by a kind of darkness’, it is likewise important to observe
that the mind does not seem capable of doing anything in this presence. It cannot grasp
anything in an act of understanding. Nor does the mind per se attain union with God. The
inability of the mind to grasp in an act of comprehension when confronted with the
darkness of divine presence is powerfully described in In Ecclesiasten V1I, where
Gregory likens the soul that has passed beyond what is accessible by concepts to
someone standing on the edge of a cliff, who, when edging a foot over the side, realizes
that there is no foothold: one becomes dizzy and is thrown into confusion and soon
returns to solid ground.9 Likewise the soul, ‘having nothing it can grab, neither place nor
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time, neither space nor any other thing which offers our mind something of which to take
hold, but, slipping from all sides from what it fails to (p.110) grasp, in dizziness and
confusion, it returns again to what is natural to it....’10

Indeed the mind that enters the darkness of divine presence is not capable of grasping
this divine presence in an act of comprehension. But if this is so, and it would appear to
be, how, then, does the soul attain union? This is precisely what we saw as the specific

role of faith in its technical sense, and Gregory places the two, ie. the mind and faith, in
very close proximity.

One of the clearest examples of this proximity is depicted by the figure of the bride in In
Canticum canticorum VI. As noted just above, the bride has set out in ascent by the
curiosity of her mind and traversed the entire intelligible and angelic realms in search of
her Beloved. Not finding the Beloved, she abandons all means of grasping with the mind.
Having done this, she finds her Beloved by means of faith 11 Through this grasp of faith,
not the grasp of the mind, the soul attains union with God.

This example of the bride's ascent is similar to that of Abraham in the Contra Eunomium.
Abraham moved through various levels of knowledge and then began to leave behind all
he had learnt and thus arrived at a faith purified of all concepts.12 Moreover, we saw the
specific function of this faith which came into play after the mind had assumed a posture of
aphairesis: faith unites the searching mind to the nature of God 13

Again we saw that faith went beyond mind in De vita Moysis. Describing mind immersed
in the darkness of the sanctuary, Gregory says that whoever wishes to commune with
God must lift up the mind to the invisible and incomprehensible and there, at a level
where understanding does not reach, one believes God is present.14 At this exalted
epistemological level, where understanding cannot reach but faith can, what exactly takes
place ‘there’? Gregory makes this more explicit in Book IT of the same work. In much the
same context of epistemological darkness Gregory says: ‘in the unfathomable darkness
one communes with God through faith’.} ® With the mind immersed in the darkness of
divine presence, to believe is to commune and faith mediates this union.

These texts reveal a rather intriguing relationship between the mind and faith. The mind
ascends through various levels of truth which it can (p.111) grasp in an act of
understanding until it arrives at and enters the sanctuary or darkness of God's presence,
which it cannot grasp. But then faith seems to come into play, continuing the yearning to
grasp which the mind can no longer perform; and faith can indeed grasp God, as we have
seen. The grasp of faith is not an act of comprehension but a union beyond
understanding.

While Gregory's notion of faith in this exalted technical sense is, as Anthony Meredith has
said, ‘sui generis',1 6 this notion of something continuous-yet-discontinuous with the mind
that unites the soul to God is by no means idiosyncratic on Gregory's part; it is something
of a commonplace in Middle and Neoplatonic epistemology. The purpose of this chapter
will be to present the main lines of this tradition up to and including Plotinus and to
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suggest that this tradition situates Gregory's notion of exalted faith in a general
(Neo)platonic cultural milieu. Thus situated, his notion of faith as a faculty of union stands
in bolder relief. I will maintain that the relationship between mind and faith is roughly that
which we see between the mind and the ‘flower of the mind’ or ‘crest of intellect’ found in
other ancient authors.

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

Celsus

While the greater weight of our attention will focus on that faculty that unites the mind to
God in The Chaldaean Oracles and in Plotinus, we find a noteworthy adumbration of this
theme in the second-century philosopher Celsus.l7 Celsus is significant in this regard for
distinguishing (p.112) himself from other pre-Plotinian Platonists by positing ‘a God who
transcends both ousia and nous’.}8 If God is beyond being and mind, how can God be
known? To answer this Celsus suggests in his AA n01n¢ Adyog, conserved in part by
Origen, an idea which will attain increasing importance in Neoplatonism: ‘since he [sc. God]
transcends all things and is intelligible by a certain indescribable power’.19 Celsus, then,
identifies a certain power or faculty by means of which God can be encountered. It is,
moreover, significant that Celsus says that this faculty has an ineffable quality. For Celsus,
God is also ineffable since God is not ‘attainable by reason’.20 There is, then, a certain
similarity between this faculty and God, namely ineffability (once again the ancient
principle that only like knows like). Celsus would appear to prefigure what will become
quite explicit by the time we see this same faculty described by Plotinus as being the
presence of the One in nous, something in nous which is not nous.

The Chaldaean Oracles

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

(p.113) The possible relevance of The Chaldaean Oracles to this study on Gregory of
Nyssa is as limited as it is remote. The purpose of turning to this work is not to consider
what it has to say about faith?3 but to see how this rather esoteric work of Middle
Platonic provenance conceives of and expresses how the mind attains union with God.

In this respect Fragment 1 suggests itself for consideration, for it names this faculty the
‘flower of the mind’:
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For there exists a certain Intelligible which you must perceive by the flower of the
mind (véov GrBer). For if you should incline your mind toward it and perceive
(vonoevg) it as perceiving a specific thing, you would not perceive (vonong) it. For it
is the power of strength, visible all around, flashing with intellectual divisions.
Therefore, you must not perceive (voetv) that Intelligible violently but with the
flame of mind completely extended (véov tavaovTavandAoyi) which measures all
things except that Intelligible. You must not perceive it intently, but keeping the
pure eye of your soul turned away, you should extend an empty mind (tetvat
Keveov voov) towards the Intelligible in order to comprehend it, since it exists
outside of (your) mind 24

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

Scholars have discussed whether this passage is fundamentally theurgic in scope and
character, or whether it suggests a contemplative experience such as we see in Plotinus
(e.g. Enn. VI.9.8-11).In his study of the Chaldaean Oracles H. Lewy sees in this text
nothing which would prefigure any such contemplative experience as found in Plotinus.
For Lewy, the Oracles quite simply use Platonic visionary language ‘in order to
represent the illumination of their initiate’.26 Following (p.114) Lewy, F.Cremer argues
that this text describes merely that state of mental passivity cultivated by the theurgist so
that he might embark upon his theurgic endeavours.2’ Majercik, however, disagrees
with both Lewy and Cremer.

While acknowledging that the majority of the fragments evince clear theurgic concerns,
Majercik maintains that Fragment 1 (as well as Fragment 9a) is an exception and indeed
suggests ‘some form of contemplative experience’.28 The ‘flower of the mind’, the ‘flame
of mind’ and ‘eye of the soul’ are all expressions which describe ‘that discreet, fiery
organ or faculty (the highest power of the soul and akin to the fiery essence of the First
God) which permits apprehension and/or union with the Highest God’ 29 The extension of
an empty mind ‘is a movement away from concrete, sensible images...towards an intuitive
grasp of Highest Reality...achieved by the “flower/flame of mind” ’.30 The language of
Fragment 1 is, she argues, similar to a Plotinian ascent with its ‘ “stripping away” of
multiplicity,...“going forth from the self”,...“extension towards contact” ’.31 This language
of ascetic effort is expressed in Fragment 1 by the phrase ‘keeping the pure eye of your
soul turned away’. For Plotinus the experience of union with the One is achieved through
‘ “that element in nous which is not nous” *.3% In Fragment 1 the experience is achieved
through the flower of the mind. ‘“Thus, in both instances, the ultimate experience is that of
a supra-rational state of unified intuition at the very highest levels of ascent.’33

What is the relationship between the flower of the mind and the mind itself and between
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the flower of the mind and the Highest Reality which it would grasp? The presence of the
subjective genitive itself would suggest a certain continuity between nous and ‘flower’
just as there is a certain continuity between an apple tree and its blossom. On the one
hand ‘flower’ is part of the human epistemological structure; the flowering of nous is
consonant with nous in full extension. On the other hand, however, there is something
which is not simply nous. This leads us to consider the relationship between the flower of
the mind and the (p.115) Highest Reality which it would grasp. In his study of the
Chaldaean Oracles, H. Lewy reminds us that there is, nevertheless, a constitutive
element of the flower of the mind that is not the mind itself; it is rather an ‘offshoot of that
which is to be cognized. This homogeneity appears’, he continues,

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

Hence, whatever continuity there may be between the human mind and its flowering,
Lewy would not let one lose sight of a constitutive discontinuity as well: the flower of nous
indicates that there is something in nous which is not nous that enables contact with the
Highest Rea]ity.35 That ‘something’ is the presence of the Highest Reality in nous. [t is a
knowing by like. This would seem to be a clear adumbration of what later becomes
standard Neoplatonic doctrine on union, to which we shall now turn.

The questions of theurgy aside, and in light of our present purpose of considering that
faculty of the mind which attains divine union, I would simply like to point out certain
parallels, however remote, between Fragment 1 and the role which exalted faith plays in
Gregory of Nyssa, for while the Plotinian parallels observed by Majercik are indeed
worthy of note, parallels with Gregory's faith are also worth considering.

Fragment 1 is not cast in the form of an explicit ascent but it does reveal that fundamental
dynamic often expressed in ascensional motifs: the movement of nous beyond discursive
concerns of ratiocination which cannot grasp the Intelligible through understanding. The
Intelligible is not grasped by nous but by the flower of nous, which obtains presumably as
aresult of the extension of an empty mind towards the Intelligible (telvat Keveov véov
€lg T0 vonToD).

(p-116) Though formulated rather differently, these elements feature in some of
Gregory's more important ascents. In the migration of Abraham, for example,3% we saw
that the father of faith likewise moves through various levels of discursive knowledge,
from knowledge derived from the senses to the contemplation of celestial wonders and
the qualities attributed to the divine nature. At this point a process of aphairesis ensues,
and Abraham begins to abandon all the knowledge previously acquired and arrives at a
state purified of all concepts.3” This is roughly the same concern voiced by the Oracles,
though without Gregory's more elaborate aphairesis, when Fragment 1 speaks of the
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need ‘to extend an empty mind’ towards the Intelligible. This state of being purified of all
concepts roughly parallels this empty mind, encouraged by the Oracles, in its
‘awareness, ready to apprehend or intuit the unified simplicity of the Highest God’.38

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

Finally, with Abraham's mind purified of all concepts, of all knowledge previously
acquired, Gregory introduces the notion of faith and says it ‘unites the searching mind to
the nature of God’.40 This union is accomplished in Fragment 1 of The Oracles by the
flower of the mind.

What one might say of the parallel between the role of faith in the migration of Abraham
and the role of the flower of the mind in Fragment 1 one might also say of the bride in the
Commentarius in Canticum canticorum. In Homily 6 on the Song the bride embarks upon
one of her many ascents in search of the Beloved. Her journey is characterized by the
acquisition of knowledge as ‘she traverses intellec (p.117) tual and celestial nature’ 4!
But after her encounter with the silence of the angels she realizes her Beloved is found in
not knowing, and she begins to abandon all comprehension.42 This ascent attains its zenith
when the bride finds the Beloved not through an act of comprehension but through the

grasp of faith.43

The parallel between this particular ascent of the bride and Fragment 1 seems obvious
enough. Both are characterized by a general extending movement towards what is
beyond the grasp of the mind. At the further reaches of this movement towards what the
mind cannot grasp there is a certain sense of unknowing. With the bride this is due to the
aphairetic gesture of letting go of what she has previously understood. In the case of
Fragment 1 it is the ‘empty mind’. In this state of unknowing a faculty is introduced to
mediate the encounter with the desired object: in the case of the bride it is the grasp of
faith; in Fragment 1 it is the flower of the mind.

Certainly Gregory's notion of exalted faith, as seen in the grasp of faith, contrasts sharply
with the flower of the mind. As we have seen elsewhere in this study, Gregory's notion of
exalted faith is inseparable from notions of grace, sacrament, scripture, and desire.
Nevertheless, an important parallel remains not simply in the epistemological structure
underlying the mind's movement towards and ultimately union with what lies beyond the
mind and its ability to grasp in an act of understanding, but especially in the role played
by a particular faculty in that union. The role which the flower of the mind plays in the
Chaldaean Oracles, exalted faith plays in the ascents of Gregory of Nyssa: that faculty of
union which unites the soul to God.*4
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Plotinus

It is generally admitted that Plotinus had no knowledge of the Chaldaean Oracles, or, ifin
fact he did, he showed no interest in them.#> However, (p.118) there are elements in
Plotinus' doctrine on the union of nous with the One which influenced the development of
the doctrine of the flower of the mind by later Neoplatonists, who were quite probably
familiar with the Chaldaean Oracles. Moreover, these same elements help situate what
Gregory of Nyssa has to say about exalted faith in the general Platonic tradition of what
mediates union or contact between the mind and God.

While the doctrine of Plotinus on union goes beyond his concerns for the contact of nous
with the One,6 this doctrine will nevertheless be the exclusive focus of the remarks
which follow. For despite Hadot's criticism of this very thing,47 it is precisely the way in
which the union of nous with the One comes about that relates to the matter in question,
both with respect to what we saw in Celsus and in the Chaldaean Oracles and what we
have seen to be the capabilites of exalted faith in Gregory of Nyssa.

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

Intellectual-Principle, thus, has two powers, first that of grasping intellectively its
own content, the second that of an advancing and receiving whereby to know its
transcendent; at first it sees, later by that seeing it takes possession of Intellectual-
Principle, becoming one only thing [sic] with that: the first seeing is that of Intellect
knowing (1) 0éax vodE pdpovoc), the second that of Intellect loving (vodG €pDOV);
stripped ofits wisdom in the intoxication of the nectar, it comes to love; by this
excess it is made simplex and is happy; and to be drunken is better for it than to be
too staid for these revels.48

(p.119) We see by this that Plotinus intends two levels within nous, each with its own
proper characteristics and activity. ‘Intellect knowing’ (1] 6éx vo0€ pppovog or as Plotinus
states more succintly at V. 5. 10. 9: vo0g vo®v) is concerned with contemplation of the
intelligibles; comprehension would be suggested by the language of grasping. But
‘Intellect loving’ (vod¢ epdV) is somewhat different. This higher level of nous is not
characterized by grasping but by movement towards what transcends it, ie. the One,
and by the capacity to receive the One.*° This receptivity is described by Plotinus as a
type of possession, but a possession not arrived at through the grasping that
characterizes the lower level of nous, rather a possession through receptivity. This
dimension of receptivity is heightened by the sense of aphairesis that is rendered by
‘stripping’ (&ppwv—Iletting go of reason). This receptive, intellect loving is stripped of the
wisdom that it had gained in intellect knowing. It is, then, by rising from the ‘discursivity
of reasoning’ to this higher nous that ‘the soulis already entering into “mystical” union,
through an experience that transcends reason’.50 This 'non—think]'ng’,51 as Hadot calls it,
is higher than thinking, higher than intellect knowing.
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While Plotinus seems clear on the distinction he makes within nous, it is important to note
the continuity: the two levels are within the same nous and both levels are in rapport with
the Good. As Hadot expresses it: “The Intellect thus has a double rapport with the Good:
a mediated rapport when it contemplates the refraction of the power of the Good in the
system of Ideas; an unmediated rapport when it tries to remain in contact with the Good
from which it emanates, by trying not to be caught up in the multiplicity of Ideas.’®?2

(p.120) While Ennead VI. 9. 35 would seem to suggest an underlying unity of nous,
despite whatever discontinuity between intellect knowing and intellect loving it might
support, Plotinus can also speak in such a way that a sense of discontinuity comes to the
fore:

It is Intellect which comes, and again Intellect which goes away, because it does not
know where to stay and where he stays, that is in nothing. And if it was possible for
Intellect to abide in that nowhere...it would always behold him, or rather not
behold him, but be one with him not two. But as it is because it is Intellect, it sees
him, when it does see him, with that of it which is not Intellect.>3

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

In an important passage concerning contact with the Good, Plotinus says that before
approaching the Good which is beyond all knowledge, one must first attain some
knowledge of it.>4 This acquisition of knowledge constitutes an ascent: We come to this
knowledge, says Plotinus, ‘of all that is derived from the good, by the upward steps
towards it.’>® This is ‘ascent within intellect’.2 As important as this acquisition of
knowledge is, however, having ascended to the heights of nous one must nevertheless
abandon this: ‘Here, we put aside all learning.””’ Plotinus then describes contact with the
One: ‘'suddenly, swept beyond it all by (p.121) the very crest of the wave of Intellect
surging beneath, he is lifted and sees, never knowing how;...no longer is there thing seen
and light to show it, no longer Intellect and object of Intellection; this is the very radiance
that brought both Intellect and Intellectual object into being.... With this he himself
becomes identical....’>8

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

It is difficult to know precisely what Plotinus means. Is the crest of nous continuous or
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discontinuous with nous? I propose that, following the sense of the metaphors employed
by Plotinus, there is both continuity and discontinuity. The element of discontinuity is
rendered by the sense that it is obviously not under the aegis of nous alone that it arises
and is identical with the One. This sense is achieved by a number of factors. Plotinus
seems keen to emphasize the suddenness of the experience, as though not precipitated
by whatever power Intellect would produce. Moreover, there is a sense of not
knowing.60 Finally, these two elements, combined with the fact that elsewhere in the
Enneads Plotinus seems clear in his insistence that nous can but wait in silent preparation
for the (p.122) One to reveal itself, 61 highlight the discontinuity between nous and the
faculty that brings it to union with the One: that in nous which unites it to the One is not
quite nous (Enn. V. 5. 8. 23). Not the wave of nous as it heads towards the sands of the
One, but the crest of this wave. Nevertheless, this discontinuity between nous and its
receptive capacity/faculty for union with the One need not be affirmed at the price of
denying any continuity whatever, for it is the same Intellect knowing, which the presence
of the One has swelled into a crest.

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

In Ennead VI. 9. 4, Plotinus takes up again the question of access to or awareness of the
One. This awareness, Plotinus tells us, ‘is not by way of reasoned knowledge or of
intellectual perception’.53 I take Plotinus to be referring to lower Intellect, intellect
knowing (Enn. V. 5.10.9), in contrast to intellect loving (VI. 7. 35. 19-24). But then,
instead of speaking of the crest of intellect or the summit of intellect as the means or
faculty by which one enjoys union or becomes aware of the One, Plotinus simply says it is
achieved not by the crest or summit of nous but ‘by way of a presence superior to
knowledge’.64 This way of speaking of the means of approaching the One emphasizes its
discontinuity with nous. This shift, moreover, is effected in the space of a few lines. Is
(p.123) Plotinus contradicting himself? Is he ‘unsaying’ what he said at VI. 9. 3?69 Is
Plotinus simply exemplifying what A.C. Lloyd has described as the ‘habitual vexation on
the part of Neoplatonic writers to leave it at first sight unclear not so much what they
mean as what they are referring t0’?%6 Or is this an example of Plotinus' language
‘hovering’, as he seeks to describe an experience of his own?57 While each of these
questions is in itself intriguing, what I wish to emphasize here is the fact that, with respect

Page 10 of 23

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015




The Grasp of Faith The Grasp of Faith and Supranoetic Union

to that faculty of union with the One, Plotinus can land at various points on a continuum of
continuity-discontinuity; the same faculty from one perspective is summit of nous, crest
of nous, but seen from another perspective is Presence, a trace of the One in nous,
hence not nous.

Having stressed the continuity between nous and this faculty or means of union with the
One at VI. 7.35.19-24; VI.7.36.15-24; VI. 9. 3. 27, and in turn the discontinuity at VI. 9.
4.1-2, Plotinus evokes at VI. 9. 10 a sense of both continuity and discontinuity. Plotinus is
speaking of the vision of the One and how the soulloses its ground. He admits that he
should not speak of this vision at all, ‘but’, he says, ‘we cannot help talking in dualities,
seen and seer, instead of, boldly, the achievement of unity. In this seeing...there is no
two.’68 We fall from this unity when ‘we withdraw from vision and take to knowing by
proof, by evidence, by the reasoning processes of the mental habit. Such logic is not to be
confounded with that act of ours in the vision.” Plotinus does not say exactly what he
means by ‘this act of ours’, but he does seem clear that it is not the result of discursive
reason: ‘it is not our reason that has seen; it is something greater than reason, reason's
Prior’ 59

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

(p.124) Plotinus' distinction between nous and its summit or crest is in turn taken up by
subsequent Neoplatonic writers. Porphyry likewise distinguishes two states of nous.
According to Proclus, Porphyry taught that nous, while being eternal, possessed
something pre-eternal, which united nous to the One.’0 Having just seen several texts in
which Plotinus speaks along rather similar lines, one is inclined to agree with Had ot that
Plotinus could be at the origin of this doctrine often associated with the later
Neoplatonists.71 However, Porphyry's Plotinus was modified by his reading of the
Chaldaean Oracles.”? It is this convergence of Plotinus' distinction within nous and the
Chaldaean Oracles which will enable Proclus to develop a ‘formal theory that just as by
soul we attain likeness to Soul and by nous to the Intelligible World, so it is by the flower
of nous, by our € vwo1g, our unity, that we attain union with the One’.”3 It is Proclus who
in turn hands on this tradition to Denys the Areopagite and Damascius.”4

Parallels between Plotinus and Gregory of Nyssa

The difficulties in speaking of the relationship between Plotinus and Gregory of Nyssa
‘should not at the outset be underestimated’.”> Nevertheless, drawing attention to
certain parallels between the two writers serves our purpose of situating Gregory's
exalted faith or the grasp of faith in the breadth of a tradition which speaks of a faculty that
bridges the gap between the mind and God.
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(p.125) If Merlan can suggest that Plotinus' mysticism is a mysticism of nous, I would
propose that Gregory's is a mysticism of faith.”76 In light of the present discussion the
most obvious parallels focus on these respective roles of nous and faith or more
specifically the crest or summit of nous and the grasp of faith, for what this crest or
summit would accomplish in Plotinus, exalted faith accomplishes in Gregory.

Both authors draw from the wellspring of a generally Platonic tradition concerning the
eros of the mind. We see this in Plotinus in his famous distinction between Intellect
knowing and Intellect loving. In Gregory we see this in several places. Abraham leaves
behind all that he has learnt and moves out in a ‘searching mind’.”” In the figure of Moses
we see the mind stretching forth towards the Ungraspable.78 Later we see that it is
through the curiosity of the mind that access (not comprehension) to the
Incomprehensible is gajned.79 Not unexpectedly the bride exhibits the same
characteristic as she ascends by the curiosity of her mind .80 In this context of the mind's
ascent through eros, common to both Plotinus and Gregory, other noteworthy parallels
emerge.

For both authors nous performs the act of comprehension (one must include dianoia as
well for Gregory), and both authors have a similar way of describing what happens when
the mind in search of comprehension comes into the presence of the Incomprehensible.

At Ennead VI. 9. 3. 1-11 Plotinus describes powerfully that level of mind he calls psyche
in the presence of what it cannot grasp.

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

Images of slipping and loss of stability are likewise employed by Gregory in at least two
texts which we have already considered. In Homily 7 on Ecclesiastes we read that in the
presence of the Incomprehensible, the mind,8! as in the text from Plotinus, has nothing it
can grasp; hence, it becomes dizzy and disorientated: (p.126)

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

Similar imagery is taken up again by Gregory in De beatitudinibus. Gazing into the
Ineffable, Gregory says his mind is like one who gazes from a rocky precipice. He has
been borne to such heights by scripture that he becomes dizzy from looking down into
the unfathomable depths of the divine abyss, for the steep rock allows no basis for one's
thoughts; the mind can in no way approach.83
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Whether Gregory has Plotinus' description directly in mind (or Phaedrus 246¢ remotely
in mind) or whether he is more directly inspired by the steep, lunar landscape of his
native Cappadocia, both authors paint a similar picture of the grasping mind in the
presence of the Ungraspable. Moreover, both authors overcome the dilemma by placing
a faculty of union with the Ungraspable at a higher level in each respective (and different)
epistemological structure. And they do this in similar ways. As we saw in Plotinus, in the
context of intellect loving, he spoke of the summit or crest of Intellect, of reason's Prior,
which served as metaphors of this faculty of union. In Gregory of Nyssa, as we have had
occasion to see on any number of occasions in previous discussions, this faculty of union
is called faith, and both Abraham and the bride were important examples of this. Abraham
ascended through various stages of knowing but ultimately was purified of all such
concepts. Here, at the apex of an epistemological ascent, having left behind the curiosity
of lmowledge,84 Abraham arrives at a pure faith. This, says Gregory, is the only way of
drawing near God: faith alone unites the searching mind to the incomprehensible
nature.8% In the Commentarius in Canticum canticorum, we saw the bride ascend
through dianoia, ultimately forsaking everything she had found in her search to know the
Beloved. Finally she was united to the Beloved by the ‘grasp of faith’ 86

Both authors employ the Platonic motif of the mind's ascent to the Incomprehensible and
both place a distinct faculty of union at the apex of this apophatic ascent. Plotinus has
termed this faculty the crest or (p.127) summit of nous; Gregory has termed it faith.
Distinct as this faculty is, however, it would not appear to be altogether separate, as
though it operated irrespective of lower levels of the mind. For we have only seen this
faculty operate, in both authors, when the mind has moved through various and exalted
epistemological forms as an intrinsic part of its search only to assume, as the next step in
this search for knowledge, a posture of aphairesis: ‘we put aside all learning’,87 says
Plotinus; the bride ‘abandons every form of comprehension’, says Gregory.88 Then and
only then does the crest of nous or the grasp of faith perform its role.

In the Introduction we pointed out that Proclus had another way of speaking of union.
Now that we have seen how Gregory describes faith as a faculty of apophatic union, it is
worth looking again briefly at the Platonic Theology to see Proclus, writing well after
Gregory, describe faith as a means of union with the Good: “What will unite us with the
Good? What will still all activity and movement?...In a word, it is the Faith of the gods
which, by means beyond description, brings all ranks of gods and daemons, and the
blessed among souls, into union with the Good. For the Good must be sought not by
knowledge and its imperfection, but only by surrender to the divine radiance.’89 Both
Gregory and Proclus ground what they have to say about faith in a revealed text;
Gregory draws inspiration from biblical models of faith (Abraham, Moses, the bride) and
Proclus from the Chaldaean Oracles, which sees faith as part of a divine triad (faith, truth,
and love). For both Gregory and Proclus, God is beyond nous; hence, some non-noetic
means of approaching God is necessary. We have seen that for Gregory faith can move
into and commune with God, while the discursive faculty could not. For Proclus too, ‘the
Good must not be sought by knowledge and its imperfections’; 90 Proclus likewise

designates faith, which ‘is above the level of nous’ 91
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However, whatever parallels there may be between the crest of the wave of nous, the
faith of Proclus, and Gregory's exalted faith, significant differences remain. Regarding late
Neoplatonic faith, there is a clear difference from what Gregory has in mind. While both
can regard faith as a means of union, Gregory views faith in the context of a relationship:
Abraham and Moses in search of God; the bride searching (p.128) the marketplaces for
the Beloved (Song 3: 2); the bride with her mouth on the Bridegroom's (Song 1: 2); Paul
saying ‘I live now not I but Christ lives in me’ (Gal. 2: 19-20); the Beloved Disciple
reclined on the breast of the Lord (John 13: 25). These models of faith for Gregory
betoken a relationship that finds no parallel in ‘Platonic firm rational confidence’ or late
Neoplatonism's ‘reliance on the Chaldaean Oracles’ 92

Moreover, Gregory emphasizes the sacramental origin and development of faith as well
as the transforming character of divine union.93 A clear example of this was seen in the
figure of the bride in Homilies 4, 12, and 13, where she was wounded by the arrow of
divine love. This wounding revealed two important elements. As the tip of the arrow which
wounded the bride, faith mediated the indwelling presence of God. In his description of
this union Gregory wished to emphasize the dynamic, developmental character of this
union. The effect of the arrow wounding the bride was the expansion of her desire for
union, even as she enjoyed union and became a vessel of divine indwelling; faith, in its
role of mediating union, likewise expanded with the bride's desire for union. Moreover,
the transformational character of this dynamic union is seen in the provocative image
which Gregory created to express the divinizing union enjoyed by the bride. In Homily 4
the bride was suddenly no longer the target at which the arrow of divine love was aimed,
but had herself become this arrow and was placed in the bow of the archer and shot
forth.9% But at the same time the image of union was not lost as Gregory conflated this
image of the archer holding the arrow with an image of the Bridegroom holding the bride.
We have already pointed out how the change in the scriptural text itself encouraged this
blending of images, but at the same time it allowed Gregory to express his own
theological conviction that ascent, indwelling presence, and union are all different facets of
the same encounter between finite and Infinite, a dynamic encounter mediated by faith
that expands and develops. Indeed Gregory's concerns for development and
transformation as a result of union, in which the soul could never become (p.129)
identical with the One, distinguish him definitively from the non-Christian Neoplatonist.

Conclusion

The purpose of this chapter has been to situate Gregory's view of exalted faith. While
indeed it is somewhat idiosyncratic, the role played by this grasp of faith is far from
idiosyncratic, but a fairly common concern for what mediates between the mind and the
Incomprehensible. The fact that we have looked at authors who are not generally taken as
exercising enormous influence upon one another serves to indicate just how ubiquitous
was this concern; authors concerned with union with an incomprehensible God tend to
speak of a mediating faculty at the apex of an epistemological ascent.

Moreover, while authors have called this faculty by different names and with varying
epistemological presuppositions,95 they have tended to speak of this faculty in a similar
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way.

Two modes of intellect are normally designated. One mode is concerned with images,
discursive processes of ratiocination, and even contemplation of the intelligibles. The
Chaldaean Oracles had, not surprisingly, a rather cryptic way of speaking of this mode as
‘perceiving that Intelligible violently’ or ‘1'ntent1y.’96 This corresponded in Plotinus with
intellect loving97 and was negotiated by dianoia or nous in Gregory of Nyssa.

But we saw that another mode was called for when turning towards or ascending to a
higher intuitive, non-discursive awareness of Highest Reality. The Chaldaean Oracles
described this as ‘extending completely (p.130) the flame of the mind’ 98 Harking back
to the Symposium and Phaedrus, Plotinus spoke of intellect loving?® and Gregory spoke
very similarly of a desiring or searching mind.1 00

In all the writers we have considered, this ‘second’ or ‘higher’ intellect assumed
importance when the question of union was at issue. Moreover, as the ascent, implicit or
explicit, reaches its apogee, an element of aphairesis appears. It is rather subtly present
in the Chaldaean Oracles in which we are counselled ‘to extend an empty mind toward
the Inte]]igible’.101 Plotinus is more straightforwardly aphairetic when he speaks of
putting aside all 1earning1 02 or being ‘stripped of wisdom’ as intellect loving ‘comes to
love’.103 And the bride ‘letting go of all manner of comprehension’! 4 is but one among
many aphairetic images; for we have noted previously how Gregory's ascents are filled

with such terms and images.

This summary of parallels amongst the various authors, which serves to situate
Gregory's exalted notion of faith in a relatively broad tradition regarding the mediating
faculty of union with God, has obviously not focused upon important differences amongst
the various authors. Gregory, in fact, would stand out in this regard, even in comparison
with Plotinus. Gregory's different manner of conceiving of God, his ‘new sense’ of the
soul's transformation, and notably, as we have seen in Chapters 2 and 3, the role played
in that transformation, by baptism, liturgy, and scripture, amongst others, 195 would
caution prudence regarding any over-hasty conclusions to be drawn from general
parallels in patterns of thought. Nevertheless, these parallels serve their purpose.

While virtually no writer before Gregory of Nyssa spoke of faith in the way he did, a
number of diverse authors spoke of a mediating faculty of union. Gregory is no innovator
in this regard; his novelty is that he called it faith.

Notes:
(1) See De virg., SC, VI. 2. 1-26.

(2) See De vita Moysis, SC, 1.46.6-10.
(3) Ibid., I1.162. 1-2.

(4) See In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 182-3.
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(5) De vita Moysis, SC, 11. 163. 1-3.
(6) See In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 183. 6-8.

(7) See De vita Moysis, SC, 11, 163. 3-7. The phrase also occurs at In Cant. VI, GNO VI.
182.18. Cf. vodg ep®dv at Enn. VI. 7. 35. 24.

(8) Ibid., I1. 163. 8.

(9) See In Eccl., SC, VII. 8.88-106.
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Pottier, Vigiliae Christianae 49 (1995), 408-11, at411.

(17) On the identity, dates and theology of Celsus, see. H. Chadwick (trans), Origen:
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d'Hermes Trismégiste, vol. iv (Paris, 1954), 115-23; Wilken, Christians as the Romans
Saw Them, 94-125; M. Fédou, Christianisme et religions paiennes dans le Contre Celse
d'Origene (Paris, 1988); Lilla, ‘Teologia Negativa’ (1982-1987), 270-3; idem,
Introduzione al Medio Platonismo (Rome, 1992), 79-86; Carabine, The Unknown God,
62-6; J. Dillon, Middle Platonism (London, 1977); R.E. Witt, Albinus and the History of
Middle Platonism (Cambridge, 1937).

(18) Carabine, The Unknown God, 65; J. Whittaker, ‘ 'Emékelva vovkai ovoiag’ Vigiliae
Christianae 23 (1969), 91-104, esp. 101-2. Cf. Rep. 509b.

(19) Contra Celsum VII. 45: &ppftw Tl Svvapet vontdg. Trans. Chadwick, 433.

(20) Ibid., VI. 65: 006A6yw ePprrTOC €0t 6 Oedc. Trans. Chadwick, 380; see Carabine,
The Unknown God, 63.

(21) E.R. Dodds, ‘New Light on the “Chaldaean Oracles” ’, n H. Lewy, Chaldean Oracles
and Theurgy, new edition by M. Tardieu (Paris, 1978), 693.

(22) R. Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles: Text, Translation, and Commentary (Leiden
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1989), 1-3. On problems of authorship see P. Hadot, ‘Bilan et Perspective sur les Oracles
Chaldaiques’, in Lewy, Chaldean Oracles and Theurgy, 703-7; see also Lewy, Chaldean
Oracles and Theurgy, 3-7; W. Theiler, Die Chalddischen Orakel (Halle, 1942), 1-2.]J.
Dillon does not wish to rule out the influence of the Chaldaean Oracles on Plotinus; see
‘Plotinus and the Chaldaean Oracles’, in S. Gersh and C. Kannengiesser (eds), Platonism
in Late Antiquity (Notre Dame, 1992), 131-40.

(23) mioTic is mentioned only once at 46. 2 as part of that ‘praiseworthy triad’ (Faith,
Truth, and Love) which purifies and leads back to God. Cf. Porphyry, Ad Marcel. 24 and
Proclus, Theo. plat.1.25. 5, for a likewise exalted notion of mioTic.

(24) Trans. Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles, 49.
(25) De Andia, Henosis, 212.

(26) Lewy, Chaldean Oracles and Theurgy, 176. See the reconciling position (between
theurgic purification and contemplative purification) of Hadot in ‘Bilan et perspective’, esp.
718-19. Cf. Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles, 34-5.

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

(28) Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles, 33.

(29) Ibid., 138. See her comments on lines 3, 8, and 10, 138-40.
(30) Ibid., 33.

(31) Ibid. See Enn. VI.9.8-11.

(32) Enn. V. 5. 8. 22-3 cited in Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles. Plotinus has various
formulations for this, which we shall consider in due course.

(33) Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles, 33; she goes on to present her position on the
relationship between theurgy and contemplation on 36 ff.

(34) Lewy, Chaldean Oracles and Theurgy, 168.

(35) The allusion to Enn. V. 5. 8. 22-3, about which we shall have more to say, is purposive
and is noted by Majercik, 33. Extreme caution, however, regarding the probability of
Plotinus' knowledge of the Chaldaean Oracles is counselled by E.R. Dodds, ‘Theurgy and
its Relationship to Neoplatonism’, Journal of Roman Studies 37 (1947), 55. Hadot, ‘Bilan
et perspectives’, 709-11.

(36) Contra Eunom. I1.84-96, GNO I. 251-4.

(37) Ibid., 89, GNO I. 253.12-14.
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(38) Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles, 140.

(39) De vita Moysis, SC, I. 46. 6-10: 611 6eltov péAdovta ovveival TWOeDeCeAOelv Tév
0 GaLOPEVOD Ko €Ml TO AGPaTOD Te Kol AKOTEANITOD THY EauTODEI&DOLAD, 010D erri
TWa $povC KOPLOTD, AVATEDODTH EKETMITEDEW vt TO Betov &V HoVK edrveiTa
KQXTavONno1C.

(40) Contra Eunom.11.91, GNO I. 253. 25-8.
(41) In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 182. 5-6.

(42) Ibid., 183. 2-8.

(43) Ibid., 183.8-10.

(44) The converse, however, would not seem to be true; for while exalted mioTtic does
what the flower of the mind does, the flower of the mind cannot do everything exalted
mioTig can do. For example, the grasp of mioTig also involves divinization and the handing
on to the mind something of what it has grasped of the Ungraspable. See e.g. Contra
Eunom.II1.89, GNO I.253.14-17, where nioTtic mediates to the mind knowledge of a
discursive sort, namely, that God is greater than any symbol by which he can be known,
and In Cant. III, GNO VI. 87-8, which brings more to the fore the theme of divinization.

(45) Dodds, ‘Theurgy and its Relationship to Neoplatonism’, 55. Hadot, ‘Bilan et
perspectives’, 709-11 and idem, ‘Fragments d'un commentaire de Porphyre sur le
Parménide’, Revue des études Grecques 74 (1961), 426. J. Dillon, however, finds this
view untenable; see ‘Plotinus and the Chaldaean Oracles’, 131-40.

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

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

(48) Enn. VI. 7. 35.20-5. Unless otherwise noted all translations are from the MacKenna
translation, recently abridged, with notes and introduction by J. Dillon for Penguin Books:
Plotinus, The Enneads (Harmondsworth, 1991). Greek references are to the edition of A.
H. Armstrong, Enneads, 7 vols., LCL (Cambridge, Mass., 1966-88). In his note on this
passage Armstrong draws attention to the paradox in the allusion to Symposium 203b5;
its application ‘to Intellect's eternal self-transcendence in vision of and union with the One
is strikingly powerful and paradoxical. Intellect must be eternally out of its mind with drink
or love to be the Divine Mind.
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(49) See G. O'Daly, ‘The Presence of the One in Plotinus’, in Problemi Attuali di Scienza e
Cultura 198, Atti del Convegno Internazionale sul tema: Plotino e il Neoplatonismo in
Oriente e in Occidente, Roma, 5-9 ottobre, 1970 (Rome, 1974), 160; see also ]J. Rist,
‘Mysticism and Transcendence in Later Neoplatonism’, Hermes 92 (1964), 21 3-25;
Hadot, ‘Neoplatonist Spirituality: Plotinus and Porphyry’; idem, ‘Structures et themes du
Traité 38 (VI. 7) de Plotin’, in W. Haase (ed.), ANRW II. 36/2 (Berlin, 1987), 624-76; ]J.
Bussanich, The One and its Relation to Intellect in Plotinus: A Commentary on Selected
Texts (Leiden, 1988), 46, 174-5, et passim; idem, ‘Mystical Elements in the Thought of
Plotinus’.

(50) Hadot, ‘Neoplatonist Spirituality’, 244; Hadot expresses his concerns regarding the
anachronistic term ‘mystical’ in ‘L'Union de 1'ame avec l'intellect divin’, 3-6.

(51) Hadot, ‘Neoplatonist Spirituality’, 244.
(52) Ibid., 243.

(53) Enn. V. 5. 8.16-23. Trans. Armstrong. In his note on this passage Armstrong reminds
us of the difficulty this passage presents because elsewhere Plotinus speaks of the
changelessness of vo0¢ (e.g. Enn. I11. 7). Armstrong explains this by suggesting that
Plotinus is speaking from his own experience without considering the metaphysical
implications.

(54) Enn. V1. 7. 36. 4-5. On gaining this primary knowledge of the One Plotinus advocates
a threefold path of analogy, abstraction, and ‘knowledge of its subsequents’. In this he
simply follows Maximus of Tyre, Celsus, and Alcinous. But Plotinus goes beyond them in
his emphasis on the importance of ultimately letting go of this knowledge in order to attain
union with the One; see Carabine, The Unknown God, 139.

(55) Enn. VI. 7. 36. 8.
(56) Enn.VI.7.36.9.
(57) Enn.VI.7.36.15-16.

(58) Enn. VI. 7. 36.18-24 f. Numenius, Fragment 2. 7-12, compares the vision of God to a
ship on the wave of the ocean. See Bussanich, The One and its Relation to Intellect, 137.

(59) The language of identification has been the occasion of considerable discussion; see ]J.
Rist, Plotinus, 21 3-30; idem, ‘Back to the Mysticism of Plotinus: Some More Specifics’,
Journal of the History of Philosophy 27 (1989), 183-97, esp. 184-90; J. Bussanich,
‘Mystical Elements in the Thought of Plotinus’, 5325-8; P. Mamo, ‘Is Plotinian Mysticism
Monistic?’ in R. Harris (ed.), The Significance of Neoplatonism (Norfolk, Va., 1976), 199-
215; and W. Beierwaltes, ‘Reflexion und Einung: Zur Mystik Plotins’, in Grundfragen der
Mystik (Einsiedeln, 1974), 7-36, esp. 9.

(60) This element which Christians call ‘grace’ is underscored by Rist, Plotinus, 225;
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Carabine, The Unknown God, 142; Armstrong, ‘Tradition, Reason and Experience in the
Thought of Plotinus’, in Plotino e il Neoplatonismo in Oriente e in Occidente, Atti del
Convegno Internazionale dell' Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei (Rome, 1970), 171-94 at
186 and 191. However, one should be cautious when applying the Christian notion of
grace to Plotinus, who operates out of a quite different anthropology. As Armstrong has
noted, the soul for Plotinus is naturally divine. The Christian notion of grace accompanies
an altogether different anthropology, particularly regarding the natural divinity of the
soul. On this see B. McGinn's relevant observation in The Foundations of Mysticism, 54—
5.0n the suddenness (e€aidpvng) of the experience cf. Diotima's speech in Symp. 210e
and Ep. VII. 341c; see also W. Beierwaltes, ‘Exaiphnes oder: Die Paradoxie des
Augenblicks’, Philosophisches Jahrbuch 74 (1966-7), 271-83 as well as the sane remarks
of J. Dillon, ‘ “A Kind of Warmth”: Some Reflections on the Concept of “Grace” in the
Neoplatonic Tradition’, in L. Ayres (ed.), The Passionate Intellect: Essays on the
Transformation of Classical Traditions Presented to Professor I.G. Kidd (New
Brunswick, 1995), 323-32.

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

(62) Enn.VI. 9. 3. 27.
(63) Enn. VI. 9.4.1-2. Trans. Armstrong.
(64) Enn. VI. 9. 4. 3-4. Trans. Armstrong.

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

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

(67) See Enn. VI. 9. 3. 53-5.

(68) Enn.VI.9.10.11-15.

(69) Enn. VI.9.10.5-8.

(70) Proclus, Theol. plat.1.11.

(71) Hadot, ‘Fragments d'un Commentaire’, 424-5.

(72) Rist, ‘Mysticism and Transcendence’, 223-4 and Carabine, The Unknown God, 157.

(73) Rist, ‘Mysticism and Transcendence’, 217. Because of changes made by Proclus to
Plotinus' system, Proclus designates another faculty, &v0og tig wiyng, that is needed to
reach the One-Good; &v0oc¢ tobdvovis retained for a lower stage of union, mpwTn voN TN

Page 20 of 23

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015




The Grasp of Faith The Grasp of Faith and Supranoetic Union

tplag, still beyond intelligence. See Ecl. chald.1V. 194; In Timaeum, 11.203. 30-204. 13;
De providentia V. 31-2; In Alcibiadem 247.7-248. 4; Theol. plat.1. 3. For comments on
these and other texts see De Andia, Henosis, 216-24; see also Rist, ‘Mysticism and
Transcendence’, 215-20; Roséan, Philosophy of Proclus, 212-17; Siorvanes, Proclus,
196-8.

(74) Denys the Areopagite, De div. nom. 1. 4; see De Andia, Henosis, 211-24 et passim.
For Damascius see De prim. princ. 25 (65. 4-7).

(75) Meredith, ‘The Good and the Beautiful’, 133.]. Rist is also very cautious in
acknowledging direct influence of Plotinus on Gregory, in ‘Plotinus and Christian
Philosophy’, 399-401.

(76) P. Merlan, Monopsychism, Mysticism, Metaconsciousness (The Hague, 1963), 2.
Regarding Gregory, B. Pottier has already identified nioTiq as the core of his mystical
theory in Dieu et le Christ, 215.

(77) Contra Eunom.II.91, GNO I. 253. 27.
(78) De vita Moysis, SC, 1. 46. 9.

(79) Ibid., II. 163. 4.

(80) In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 182.18.

(81) However, as we have shown in Chapter 2, Gregory does not draw the sharp
distinctions which Plotinus does between the levels of the mind; for Gregory such terms
as yoyn, 6idvola and voo¢ are roughly synomous. See A. Meredith, ‘The Concept of
Mind in Gregory of Nyssa’, Studia Patristica 22 (1989), 35-51 at 35.

(82) In Eccl., SC, VII. 8. 100-4.

(83) See De beat. VI, GNO VII.ii. 137. 16-22.
(84) Contra Eunom. II1.92, GNO I.253. 28-9.
(85) Ibid., 91, GNO I. 253. 25-8.

(86) In Cant. VI, GNO VI.182.18-183.10.
(87) Enn.VI. 7. 36.15-16.

(88) In Cant. VI. GNO VI. 7-8.

(89) Proclus, Platonic Theology 1. 25, ed. H. Saffrey and L. Westerink, Théologie
Platonicienne (Paris, 1968), p. 110, 1-10; trans. Gregory, The Neoplatonists, 170.

(90) Ibid.
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(91) Rist, Plotinus, 243.
(92) Rist, Plotinus, 245.

(93) On the developmental character of the mind in Gregory see M. Canévet,
‘L'Humanité de 'embryon selon Grégoire de Nysse’, Nouvelle Revue Théologique 114
(1992), 678-95.

(94) In Cant.IV, GNO VI.128. 13 ff.

(95) Celsus called it an ‘ineffable power’; the Chaldaean Oracles termed it ‘the flower of
the mind’; for Plotinus, the summit or crest of vo0g, reason's Prior, etc.; for Gregory of
Nyssa, mioTic; for Proclus, the flower of the soul. Origen has been left out of this survey
because, according to John Dillon, who would claim the support of Henri Crouzel, Origen
admitted no supranoetic contact with God; see J. Dillon, ‘Looking on the Light: Some
Remarks on the Imagery of Light in the First Chapter of the Peri Archon’, in C.
Kannengieser and W. Petersen (eds.), Origen of Alexandria: His World and His Legacy
(Notre Dame, 1988), 227-9; see H. Crouzel, Origene et la ‘connaissance mystique’
(Paris, 1961), 496-508.

(96) Fragment 1. 7: 0¢poSpotnTL voetv 10 vontov; Fragment 1.9-10 (trans. Majercik, 49).
(97) Enn.V.5.10.9.

(98) Fragment 1. 8: véov tavaovTavandloyi (trans. Majercik, 49).

(99) Enn. VI. 7. 35. 20-5.

(100) Contra Eunom.11.91, GNO I. 253. 27: ocvvamtodong &1 eavTig TOv emt- {ntodvta
POUD PO AKaTdANmToY Gpdow. In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 182. 18: thmoAvmpaypocOvn g
6ltavoiag. As noted in Chaper 2, n. 106, it should be remembered that the term
moAvmpayuoovvn can also have a pejorative sense such as we see at Contra. Eunom. I1.
92, GNO I. 253. 29.

(101) Fragment 1. 11: telvat Keveov vdov eic 10 vontév(trans. Majercik, 49).
(102) Enn.VI.7.36.15-16.

(103) Enn. VI. 7. 35. 24.

(104) In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 183. 7-8.

(105) Corrigan, ‘ “Solitary” Mysticism’, esp. 38.
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Introduction
In order to understand more fully the technical meaning which Gregory accords the
term faith in the various texts we have examined, it is not sufficient to isolate its primary
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function of union without also examining something of the effects of this union. In this
chapter we shall have occasion to observe that, while arriving at the grasp of faith
involves radical and consistent aphairesis, faith also gives something to the mind.

R. Brightman, among others, claims that any study of Gregory's thought which does not
take sufficiently into account the centrality of the apophatic is ipso facto 1'1r1comp1ete.1 The
apophatic dimension of Gregory's thought is widely acknowledged indeed, and the
preceding chapters have consistently pointed out that when faith crowns an apophatic
ascent, which is characterized by the letting go of all concepts and images, Gregorian faith
assumes its rather idiosyncratic usage and technical function. Time and again we have
seen Gregory's epistemological ascents move through the acquisition of knowledge but
then begin to flower in aphairesis, abandonment of all knowledge previously acquired.
This is Abraham who, as he approaches God, begins to leave (p.132) behind the levels
of knowledge previously enjoyed.2 This is the bride who, in Homily 6 on the Song of
Songs, lets go of everything she has understood of the Beloved in her epistemological
ascent, only then to find her Beloved by the grasp of faith beyond all concepts.3 We see
the same in the figure of Moses who enters the sanctuary or the darkness where God
dwells. In this darkness there is no image, no concept, no act of comprehension. Hence,
one can only agree with the many scholars who note the apophatic character of his

thought whether or not they appreciate the role of faith in Gregory's apophaticism.4

But is this flowering of epistemological abandonment that accompanies union the end of
the process? Is Gregory the relentless apophaticist that Brightman and others would
have him? He is and he is not, and in what way he is not the relentless apophaticist seems
largely overlooked by scholars of Gregory's apophaticism. Indeed for all Gregory's
apophaticism he values at the same time positive knowledge of God. For whilst the mind
does not grasp God in comprehension, God ‘puts down roots in the depths of the mind’
and waters it with teaching; beyond the grasp of comprehension though the divine nature
is, something of God has the capacity to make itself cognitively useful.

In order to see something of the rather subtle relationship between the mind and God I
will focus on the metaphor of gold and the imagery of flow. The imagery of flow suggests
itself especially for consideration, for it holds together a constellation of concerns which
might otherwise seem not quite so tightly interconnected as they are: divine presence,
nourishment, sacramental life and divinization, divine instruction, thought. All these
themes are organized by the more general metaphor of flow. The flow which
characterizes divine presence is mirrored in the flow of thought, reflected in its
structure of outward flow and streaming forth. By examining this imagery of flow we can
more easily see the non-apophatic, epistemological concerns that are at issue in the
encounter between the mind and God.

The Gold of Knowledge

Amongst the things which the Song of Songs would have us learn, according to Gregory,
is that we can indeed know something of God (p.133) even ifit is not the divine nature
itself> One of the clearest statements of this occurs rather early on in the In Canticum
when Gregory uses the metaphor of gold to describe knowledge of God.
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In Homily 3 on the Song Gregory sets out to interpret the following lemma (Song 1: 11):
‘we shall make for you likenesses of gold with silver studs’.® The likenesses of gold and
silver will be used to beautify the horse which the king will mount. It is significant to
Gregory that the text says ‘likenesses of gold’ and not simply gold.7 He understands this
distinction to refer to the difference between what we understand about the nature of
God and the divine nature itself. No matter if our understanding of God is the ‘best and
the highest understanding’, this understanding, this knowledge of God is the ‘likeness of
gold and not gold itself’8 For the divine nature itself is ‘inexpressible’, ‘ineffable’. Any
good thoughts which a person may offer refer to the likeness of gold and not the gold, for
the divine nature itself cannot be captured by words. Gregory admits, however, that it is
possible to think that these understandings are gold, but ‘for those who are capable of
gazing on the truth, they are likenesses of gold and not gold’.1?

However, so as not to overemphasize the difference between our understanding of God
and the divine nature, Gregory states quite clearly that there is a similarity. The likeness
of gold is just that, a likeness of gold; our understanding of the divine nature bears a
resemblance to what we seek!! So Gregory thinks we can indeed have positive,
accurate knowledge of God; the divine nature simply transcends the grasp of concepts.12
While the knowledge is accurate, it falls short of Comprehension,13 of closing its grasp
around God. Only faith can grasp God.14

Gold serves Gregory's epistemological purposes again in Homily 7 on the Song of Songs.
Here he leaves to one side his distinction between gold and the likeness of gold (for
indeed the scriptural text he comments on, Song 3: 10: ‘He fashioned its pillars silver, its
back gold’, itself parts with the distinction), but continues his interpretation of gold along
nevertheless similarly cognitive lines. Gold is ‘the gold of knowledge of God’!® and ‘the
gold of pure teachimgs’.1 6

(p.134) Another text which demonstrates Gregory's belief that we do have positive
knowledge about God is found in his interpretation not of gold but of the Bridegroom's
hands (Song 5: 4) in Homily 11. At the end of this Homily he says that we can know
something of the divine nature through God's works: the incomprehensible, unattainable
divine nature is made known through these works alone.l7 It would seem to be Paul, in
Rom. 1: 20, who prompts Gregory to take this position and claim further that we know
something of God from creation.!® While he does not back away from his position that the
divine nature cannot be comprehended, there is yet something of God that can be known
through his operations.1 9

But to know something of God is not to grasp God in comprehension. While the positive
knowledge we can have of God is real and in theory accurate, this does not exhaust God.
No amount of knowledge, however true a likeness to gold it may seem, can measure our
comprehension of what we desire.20 Gregory says that the mind should realize that all
perfection of knowledge is but the beginning of a higher desire.2! At the opening of
Homily 8 on the Song, he says that Paul alone knew what was beyond the third heaven,
but even knowing this he did not cease to ascend .22 Though the pure of heart see God,
this seeing does not exhaust God.23
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While this knowledge is partial, the likeness of gold and not the gold itself, it is valued by
Gregory, especially insofar as it takes the form of orthodox teaching, for this teaching
about God captures something of what it represents. We see this in Homily 3's
description of divine indwelling through a vinicultural metaphor. The mind is likened to
fertile earth and the Bridegroom to a vine which is rooted in the earth of the mind. The
depths of the mind, Gregory says, are watered with divine lessons.2# The interaction of
the root (Bridegroom), the fertile earth (the depths of the mind), and irrigation (divine
lessons) causes (p.135) the vine to blossom and bear fruit in which the vinedresser
(God) can be seen.2? Gregory goes on to relate this to his doctrine on virtues, but what I
wish to observe here (which will be of use in the following section) is simply that the vital
element of water serves as an epistemological, indeed pedagogical, metaphor. Divine
presence as water is described as a teaching or lesson, a divine lesson. The point is that
as incomprehensible and apophatic as the divine nature is, something of it has the capacity
to make itself cognitively useful, capable of being rendered into discourse, and this to the
enormous benefit of the life of virtue which, as we see if we read further on, reveals
divine beauty.26

Not only is positive knowledge favourable, but orthodox notions of God are a
prerequisite for drawing close to God. This is clearly stated in Homily 13, where Gregory
says that correct notions concerning reality are necessary for associating with God 27
Although this knowledge ‘does not make known the greatness of the divine nature’,?8 and
will be abandoned in the later stages of ascent as one arrives at that level where there is
only faith, Gregory nevertheless values the importance of the limited knowledge which
our notions of God constitute. No matter how apophatic Gregory becomes, positive
knowledge is and remains important.

The Flow of Water

In Chapter 2 we saw how for Gregory the mind was characterized by flow. In fact, as
early as De virginitate the metaphor of irrigation was used successfully and consistently
by Gregory to describe the basic dynamism of the mind .29 In what follows I should like to
return to some of this imagery, this time in the In Canticum, and show not only that it
does continue to have epistemological overtones but that it is also linked to Gregory's
vast and intricate symbolism of divine presence and transformative union.

A Fountain of Presence and Source of Nourishment

Gregory draws upon the biblical image of a water source, a fountain, to describe the
presence of God to the soul39 In Homily 13 on the Song he (p.136) describes this
fountain as a ‘fountain of wisdom whose emanation established the nature ofbeilrlgs’.:‘"1
And in Homily 8 this fountain of wisdom is a fountain of beauty which ‘renders all things
extremely beautiful as they pour forth from the fountain of beauty’.32 But this fountain
that sustains all things in being is more obviously seen as divine presence. In Homily 11
Gregory uses the image to clarify the fact that, although the soul knows something of the
Beloved, what she does not know is infinitely greater than what she has comprehended.

‘Because of this the Bridegroom appears often to the soul’33 To explain the fact that the
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Bridegroom's appearance can never be fully appreciated by the soul, Gregory likens this
presence of the Bridegroom to the fountain mentioned in Gen. 2: 6. If one were to look at
this fountain one would marvel at the endless flow of water pouring forth and gushing out
and yet never see all the water which is under the earth. The water would always seem
new.3% And so it is for the one who looks upon divine, invisible beauty; it is
inexhaustible.3° Divine presence for Gregory is not difficult to fathom because of distance
or 1'mmensity,36 but rather because of its very nature (infinite) which he clothes in a
metaphor of intense, creative, and superabundant presence: a fountain gushing up from
the earth.

If through the image of the fountain God is creative presence, this flowing presence is
also a source of nourishment. For this fountain of beauty is at the same time a ‘fountain of
goodness drawing to itself those who are thirsting’.3” In Homily 5 Gregory says that
when human nature was in Paradise it thrived and was nourished by those fountains of
water.38 The nourishment of water enables the blossoming of virtues, which are the
flowers of our life.39 If being close to the source of nourishment in Paradise is expressed
by the metaphor of moisture, the fall from Paradise is expressed as dryness, hence the
‘bud of immortality’ falls to the ground, and the ‘grass of virtues is dried up’ while the
love of God grows cold.

(p.137) Sacramental Life and DivinizingUnion

The soul returns to the nourishment of this fountain of divine presence through the
sacramental life in which the soulis divinized. In describing the sacramental life of baptism
and eucharist, Gregory uses the same imagery of flowing water to describe the soul's
partaking of divine life. This transformation, moreover, is mediated by faith, which, as we
shall see, allows the fountain of divine presence to burst forth in the baptized.

Water imagery of divine presence frequently flows into sacramental imagery throughout
the In Canticum. In Homily 2, the Word is a bath which washes clean the ‘dirt of shameful
thoughts’. This cleansing by the Word prepares one to enter the Holy of Holies and gaze
upon the marvels there.0 But further on in the same Homily Gregory changes from the
imagery of cleansing with water to the imagery of light in order to describe the effects of
this ‘bath of 1"egeneration’.41 Not only does this bath wash away the dark form of those
whom Christ has called but it makes them ‘shine like luminaries’.*2 Hence, we see
Gregory combine themes of water and light to describe divine presence in baptismal
contexts.

An important text in Homily 8 reveals the mediating role of faith. Baptismal imagery is
implicit in Gregory's mentioning of the Jordan River in his interpretation of the meaning of
Song 4: 8: “You will come and pass from the summit of faith (6 &pyng niotewg), the top
of Sanir and Hermon.”*3 From this summit of faith, says Gregory, pour forth the fountains
of the Jordan River, and ‘the stream from these fountains has become the beginning of
our transformation towards divinity’.44 The summit of these mountains, which is faith
according to Gregory's Septuagint text, is the source of these ‘fountains of mystery’.45

To come into contact with these waters is to be divinized, indeed to become oneself such
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a fountain of flowing streams, as we see in Homily 14, where again faith mediates this
divinizing flow. Alluding to John 7: 38, Gregory says of someone who believes in Christ,
that ‘out of his belly will stream forth rivers of living water’ 46 The belly, Gregory says, is
a (p.138) pure heart which is ‘smooth and gleaming’, written upon by the Spirit of the
living God *”7

Hence, we see once again that the themes of divinization and light are associated with
flowing water. What is important to notice, and we shall see this again when we look at
texts with more obviously epistemological implications, is that this water of divine
presence can penetrate the soul and flow within it, transforming the soul into a fountain of
divine presence. The fountain comes out of the belly, and this flow is mediated by faith.

This sacramental flow of baptism can also manifest a eucharistic form in several of the
homilies. In Homily 10, for example, Gregory comments on Song 4: 16: ‘Let my Beloved
descend into his garden and let him eat the fruit of his fruit trees.’ It is the bride who
speaks and she invites the Bridegroom, who descends ‘as bread from heaven and gives
life to the world’.48 To this paraphrase of John 6: 33 Gregory adds that the Bridegroom
who has descended as bread lets water stream from his own fountain of life.° Why he
considers it appropriate to align these two images, bread and a flowing fountain, seems
obvious enough from his allusion to John 6: 33. For the Evangelist himself describes this
bread as preventing both hunger and thirst (John 6: 35). Since the bread can also slake
thirst, it is not surprising to see the fountain imagery.

We see a powerful image of divine presence as a fountain, when Gregory comments on
Song 1: 2: ‘Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth.” The Bridgroom's mouth is a
fountain which draws the bride to put her mouth to the fountain of his mouth.50 A similar
image, but with a eucharistic inflection, is seen in Homily 4, where Gregory comments on
Song 2: 4: ‘Lead me into the house of wine.”®! It is the bride who desires to enter the
house of wine in order to quench her thirst, and just as she drew her mouth to the
mouth of the fountain (Bridegroom) in Homily 1, so she puts ‘her mouth to the wine-vats
which are overflowing with their sweet wine’.52

Gregory continues the imagery of fountains when he describes divinization, irrespective
of an explicitly sacramental context. An important (p.139) example is seen in his
interpretation of Song 1: 2 in Homily 1: ‘Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth.
Having recalled the image of Moses conversing with God ‘face to face’, and how this
encounter did not exhaust Moses' desire for God but enkindled an even greater desire
after the theophanies,?3 Gregory likens this to the soul united to God: ‘the more it lavishly
takes its fill of beauty, the more the desire for it abounds’.®* He then describes this
inexhaustible divine presence as a fountain. “The fountain is the mouth of the Bridegroom
from which words of eternal life pour forth, filling the mouth drawn to it.”>® Cortesi has
observed that this kiss is for Gregory a ‘spiritual communication’,”® but more than just
this, it exemplifies how Gregory subtly incorporates this into a theme that pervades the In
Canticum: divinization. That this text concerns divinization is made more clear if we note
that just above, Gregory has subtly identified the words of the Bridegroom with the Holy
Spirit: ‘...the words of the Bridegroom are spirit and life, and the one who is joined
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together with the Spirit becomes spirit...”.>7 The kiss which the bride enjoys, her
approaching the fountain (Bridegroom) ‘mouth to mouth’,°8 and being filled with the
Bridegroom's words pouring forth, is an image of divinization. In this Homily, however,
Gregory does not state the effects upon the soul (bride) of this drinking from the fountain
of the Bridegroom's words. But in Homily 2 Gregory takes up the image once again, and
the effects of this union are more clearly seen.

Once again the Bridegroom is a fountain, and the bride is running towards it to drink of
this ‘divine draught’.59 The bride herself explains what follows when one makes contact
with this fountain: ‘the one tasting of it becomes a fountain of water welling up into eternal
life’.60 Hence, we see in these two texts concerning divinization that the Bridegroom is
present to the bride as water, and when contact is made she takes on the (p.140)
qualities of water; she herself becomes a fountain. We see that for Gregory water is a
symbol of transforming presence.

The imagery of water appears again in a context of divinization in Homily 5, where
Gregory explains why, when the bride approaches the divine Fountain mouth-to-mouth
and drinks from it, she herself becomes a fountain (we have already seen in Chapter 4
how Homily 4 depicts the bride, having been wounded by the divine arrow, becoming
herself an arrow®!). He says that ‘those who gaze upon the real divinity receive in
themselves the characteristics of divine nature’.62 Gregory says that something similar
happens if we look at idols; we are turned to stone, and this is precisely what has
happened to human nature as a result of the worship of idols. Gregory describes
recovery from this stony state in the language of light, warmth, and water. Light and
warmth are associated with the effect on human nature of the Word and the Holy Spirit,
which had become cold and stony.63 The result of this warming is transformation into

water: ‘humanity...once again became water springing up into eternal life’ 64

The Fountain of Divine Teaching

But Gregory can also adapt the image of the fountain as a symbol of sacramental,
transformative, divine presence to serve other purposes of a more epistemological
nature. In Homily 15, for example, the fountain of presence is not clothed in sacramental
imagery as above, but is rather a divine fountain of teaching. In an incarnational metaphor
we read that the Word is present as a source of irrigation for the virtues planted by God
in the soul. By means of the Word, God waters these plants with the ‘pure and divine
fountain of teaching’.%° A similar image is found in Homily 13, but instead of a ‘fountain of
teaching’ Gregory speaks of the ‘rain of teaching’ that waters God's fields and makes
them fertile 66

(p.141) In Homily 15, it is the field of virtue that is watered by the fountain of teaching,
but in Homily 3, it is the mind that is watered.57 The mind is likened to Gadi and
described as a deep and rich place watered by divine teaching. The vine of the
Bridegroom is rooted here, and the water of divine teaching causes the vine to
blossom.58
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Gregory's imagery is often polysemous. For the present purpose, however, it is enough
to emphasize the epistemological, indeed pedagogical, nuance in which Gregory depicts
divine presence. God is present to the soul as teaching, another example of his concern
for knowledge of God, and this teaching flows with the abundance of an overflowing
fountain.

The question suggests itself: if God is present in the mind as a fountain of divine teaching,
that water of which teaching presumably can be learnt or absorbed by the mind, is
Gregory not suggesting, then, that we can know God in some sense? It seems to me that
this is exactly what he is suggesting. Not that the divine essence is comprehended, but
something of God is known by virtue of the presence of this fountain, by virtue of
communion, mediated by faith, with this fountain of presence (In Cant. XIV.414.11-12:
of the one believing Him it is said, ‘out of his belly will stream forth rivers of living water’),
by virtue of the bride putting her mouth to the fountain of presence which is the
Bridegroom's mouth. Gregory's concern for what overflows into knowledge is perhaps
best seen in his interpretation of the ‘drops of the night’, an image drawn from Song 5: 2.

While Gregory is rather consistent in his description of divine presence as a fountain, and
even a fountain that instructs, he is likewise consistent in holding that whatever
knowledge might actually result from such instruction is not comprehension of the divine
essence. To know something of God is not to comprehend God; nevertheless it is
knowledge. This is perhaps most clearly stated in Homily 11 where Gregory comments
on Song 5: 2: ‘Open to me, my sister, my consort, my dove, my perfect one, for my head
is filled with dew, and my locks with drops of the night.’69 In the course of commenting on
this lemma Gregory has the Bridegroom instruct the bride. Having identified as the
(p.142) mind the door which the bride shall open,70 Gregory has the Bridegroom tell
the bride that she must draw near to the truth and become its consort lest she be cut off
from it. Her reward for thus taking him into her and letting him dwell within her is ‘dew
from my head, of which I am full, and the drops of the night running off my locks’. The
dew of presence moistens the mind with knowledge, however obscure.

We notice once again the language of flow in an epistemological context (the door being
opened to the Bridegroom is dianoia), but this time the flow is rather more subdued than
a gushing fountain of divine teaching. The flow is merely that of ‘drops of the night’, for, as
Gregory says, ‘it is not possible for someone entering the interior of the sanctuary of the
invisible to encounter inundating rainstorms of knowledge, but one must be content if
truth bedew one's knowledge with delicate and faint insights’.71 That the bride is not
flooded with knowledge certainly does not imply in this case that she is in any way distant
from the Bridegroom. For indeed this passage bespeaks an encounter of great intimacy:
the Bridegroom has entered the doorway of her mind; she has received him and there
he dwells. But what is important to observe is the epistemological dimension which
Gregory lends this description of divine indwelling. The bride receives a certain
knowledge, not an overflowing fountain of knowledge which would parallel the gushing
fountain of divine presence or divine teaching, but simply moisture from this fountain; a
few drops of insight condense, not as a result of the grasp of comprehension of the divine
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essence, but by being in its presence and communing with it.

This is dew from the Beloved's head. While it is not full comprehension of the divine
essence, it is nonetheless knowledge, however obscure. A certain similarity, it seems,
could be drawn between this passage and Gregory's treatment in Homily 3 of the
difference between gold and the likeness of gold. While the divine nature transcends any
concept, the concept resembles the divine nature that is sought.72 Likewise, in this image
of the drops of the night that bedew one's knowledge: the (p.143) knowledge is partial,
dilute, if you will, but nevertheless accurate, grounded in an experience of divine
indwelling, and bespeaks presence.

That this knowledge is not only valid but efficacious is seen in Homily 13, where Gregory
takes up again the same image from Song 5: 2: ‘My locks are filled with drops of the
night.”3 Whereas in Homily 11 Gregory seemed rather restrained in his description of
knowledge of God (the mind indwelled by the Bridegroom was not overwhelmed with
knowledge, but received mere drops of knowledge), he is less restrained in Homily 13
when he depicts the epistemological character of these drops of the night. For in Homily
13 the moisture from the locks of the Beloved are not mere drops which bedew the
mind, but are described as ‘rain of teaching watering the living lands so that the fields of
God bear fruit’.”4

The Flow of Thought

We have considered several texts in which Gregory employs the imagery of flowing water
to describe divine presence, but it is worth pointing out that the working of the mind is
also depicted in the language of flow. We have already indicated in Chapter 2 a clear
example of this in De virginitate,”® which suggests, along with any number of other texts,
that the mind is characterized by a certain flow; like divine presence, the mind flows like a
fountain. Even thoughts themselves are described in this water imagery. We already saw
in Homily 11 what is perhaps the clearest example of this. In the apophatic setting of the
sanctuary, truth bedews knowledge with thoughts, albeit indistinct.”® Moreover, these
drops do not simply rest in the sanctuary. They continue to flow outwards; they stream
forth through the holy ones and the bearers of God.””

In Homily 9 the discursive mind is described as a fountain that teems and overflows, and
thoughts which it produces assist in acquiring the good. While the energy of these
thoughts can be squandered, the ‘moisture of thoughts’ provides nourishment for the
roots of our lives.”® Hence, Gregory recalls the counsel of Proverbs not to let ‘the
source of mind (v mnyfv the Stavoiac)’ be squandered.”?

(p.144) A final example of thoughts expressed in the imagery of water is seen at the
opening of Homily 12 where Gregory develops an extended metaphor of a sea-voyage.
With respect to the present argument it is worth pointing out that what Gregory says
about the generation of thoughts comes into play as he develops this extended metaphor.
He describes thoughts as waves upon the sea. These waves of thought are put into
motion by the breath of the Holy Spirit.80 Hence, by focusing on the imagery of water we
see the coincidence of two concerns: divine presence and epistemology. The positive
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treatment of thoughts stands in contrast to their apophatic treatment which would
require their being forsaken before approaching the divine. That this apophatic treatment
of thoughts plays an important role in Gregory's mystical theory has been well noted in
previous chapters of the present study, as well as by any number of scholars. There is
nevertheless the paradoxical counterpart to the apophatic dimension; for thoughts or
concepts also emerge from some divine contact or initiative. While all thoughts are at
some point abandoned in order to enter the divine sanctuary or to grasp the Beloved in
union by faith alone, the result of this contact is that truth bedews the mind with obscure
insights; the Holy Spirit breathes on the mind and causes waves of thought to move
upwards. This connection between divine presence and the moisture of thought bears
closely on that aspect of Gregory's thought which I am concerned to designate by the
term ‘logophasis’. For all his concern for letting go of thoughts and concepts in poetic
gestures of aphairesis in order to enable union by the grasp of faith, concepts are also
the paradoxical result of such letting go and union. For in the grasp of faith the soul places
her mouth on the fountain of the Bridegroom, and her mind is bedewed with knowledge,
however indistinct and tentative. Her mouth is filled with words of eternal life.

But in order to see the epistemological framework within which Gregory conceives and
expresses this flow that is grounded in the flow of divine presence and precipitated by
contact or union with God (mediated by faith), let us consider another cluster of
metaphors: the breast, both the Lord's and the bride's.

‘Your Breasts are Better than Wine’

Another symbol which shows the epistemological flow with which we are concerned in this
chapter is that of the breast, either the Lord's or the (p.145) bride's. It is an image
which Gregory takes up at several points in the In Canticum and first occurs in Homily 1
as he interprets the second half of Song 1: 2.

In Gregory's exegesis of Song 1: 2a, ‘Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth’, we
saw him liken the bride's kissing the Bridegroom, approaching him mouth to mouth, to the
placing of her mouth on a fountain. This fountain in turn fills her mouth with ‘words of
eternal life’ 81 Although the imagery changes, this dynamic of flow and being filled
continues as Gregory turns to Song 1: 2b: ‘for your breasts are better than wine’. These
breasts, says Gregory, are filled with ‘divine milk’, supplied from the treasure of the
heart.82 The breasts are divine powers by which God nourishes us,®3 and the milk
flowing into these breasts is the milk of divine instruction.84 While milk is normally
associated with food for infants, this is divine milk, and therefore higher than the wine of
human learning: ‘Hence, better are the divine breasts than human wine.’ 85

For our purposes what is worthy of note is the language of flow and the epistemological
nuance, subtle as it is, that Gregory accords this flow: out of the treasure of the divine
heart, milk flows into the breasts of the divine energies, and this milk is teaching which
presumably can be understood.

Guided by the image of the Bridegroom's breast, Gregory turns to the Beloved Disciple
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reclining on the Lord's breast. Again we see this motif of epistemological flow. Just as the
bride drew close to the Bridegroom, placing her mouth on the fountain of his mouth, and
was filled with words of eternal life, something similar happens to John when he reclines
on the Lord's breasts, which Gregory identifies as the fountain of life 86 As John places his
heart ‘like a sponge’ on the heart of the Lord, a flow between these two hearts ensues.
The flow is in one direction: from the Lord's heart to John's, and he is filled, as the bride
was filled, with an ‘ineffable communication of the mysteries lying hidden in the heart of
the Lord’.87 What is the effect of heart adhering to heart and (p.146) receiving this flow
of ineffable communication? John continues to mediate this flow as he turns round to offer
us this ‘teat filled by the Word’88 and offers us the things he himself received from the
fountain of this breast, as he ‘proclaims loudly the eternal Word’ 89 Gregory concludes
with an exhortation: ‘Let us love, therefore, the flow of your teachimg.’g0

Cortesi has noted Gregory's use of a technical term for Christian proclamation,91 but
more provocatively indicates how in this beautiful passage the Beloved Disciple
exemplifies, like the bride, a type of ‘communication of the mysteries of the Word’ that has
the characteristics of a ‘spiritual union with the fountain of life’ 92 In this context of union
John performs the role which we have seen faith perform in contexts of divine union as it
passed on to the mind something of what it had grasped of the Ungraspable. The Word
continues its dynamic tendency to express itself, and in the case of John we see this
tendency in the metaphor of a flowing exchange between John's heart and the heart of
the Lord. This flow is described as teaching, albeit ineffable and mysterious. Moreover,
this experience of contact with the Word has an effect on John. He becomes a vehicle of
the Word and continues the dynamic tendency of the Word to express itself as he offers
us this breast filled with good things.

In Homily 1 the breast is that of the Lord or Bridegroom identified in Song 1, 2, and 4. In
Homily 7 Gregory returns to the image of the breast, but now that of the bride in Song 4:
5: ‘Your breasts are as the two twin fawns of the roe.” Gregory says that the one who has
an eye which can discern between what brings salvation and what causes destruction
becomes a breast like the great Paul, nourishing with milkk the Church's (p.147) newly
born.23 Though this breast in Homily 7 is that of the bride, it has the distinguishing
characteristic of the Bridegroom's breast which we saw in Homily 1: it is a source of
nourishment. Moreover, Gregory gives it the same characteristics as the Lord's breast
on which in Homily 1 John had lain, where John took this breast and offered to others ‘the
teat filled by the Word’ 94 In Homily 7 the breast has the same role: ‘it does not keep
grace enclosed within itself, but offers the teat of the Word to those who need it’.9°

Once again we see this tendency of the one who adheres by faith to the Lord, whether
the bride or John, or, as we shall see later, Paul, to become a vehicle of the Word's divine
flow. The breasts, like ‘the twin fawns of the roe’ are the ‘breasts better than wine’. For
though the bride's, she nourishes with this breast those in need—with the ‘teat of the
Word’ itself. The epistemological character of this nourishment comes to the fore once
again in Homily 9. Not unlike the description of the Bridegroom's breasts as flowing with
divine teachings,96 the breasts of the bride in Homily 9 are likewise ‘fountains of
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teaching’.97

Whereas in Homily 1 the milk of divine instruction was exalted over the wine of human
learning, Gregory parts with this symbolism in Homily 9 and follows instead Paul's
understanding of milk as food for infants (1 Cor. 3: 1—6).98 In Homily 9 the bride's
breasts flow not with milk but with wine suitable for the more perfect. How is it that her
breasts come to flow with fountains of teachings, normally a divine characteristic?
Gregory tells us that it is because she has become ‘sister of the Lord’ that her breasts
have become fountains of doctrine.92 ‘The one who named her his sister and bride says
her breasts change to what is better and more perfect, no longer swelling with milk, the
food of infants, but gushing forth unmixed wine for the sheer delight of the more
perfect.’100 Hence, this wine gushing forth from the breasts of the bride are fountains of
doctrine. But what is important to realize is the (p.148) fact that her breasts flow with
the wine of doctrines rather than with milk for infants, as a result of union with the
Bridegroom, which the metaphors ‘sister’ and ‘bride’ imply. Gregory says that the
bride's breasts could not become fountains of good doctrine unless she first has made
herself sister of the Lord through good works, is renewed in virginity through birth from
above, and becomes espoused and bride of her betrothed.191 He then goes on to state
that these terms ‘sister’ and ‘bride’ join the soul of the bride to the Bridegroom.192 As a
result of this contact with the Bridegroom, the Word indwells her, and she takes on
characteristics of the Word. Like Paul, who was a house containing what cannot be
contained, 193 her breasts contain the Word and they flow with the wine of good teaching.
While there is no question of comprehending the divine obotia in this union, there is
nevertheless an epistemological dimension of this flow; teaching fills her breasts, which
have been fed by the hegemonikon, the directing faculty, of her heart that is one with the
Bridegroom.1 04 Like the Beloved Disciple on the breast of the Lord, the sponge of his
heart resting on the Lord's, she likewise performs the role which we see faith performing
at the apex of apophatic ascents: union and mediation to the mind something of what has
been grasped of the Ungraspable.

A Schema of the Flow of Knowledge
Having moved through an abundance of images, a synthetic statement of this
epistemological flow suggests itself.

Gregory has mentioned in a number of Homilies the epistemological significance of the
heart, which grounds and guides the flow of teaching (either as milk or as wine,
depending on the Homily) and is identified as the hegemonikon.105 The clearest
statement of this is seen in Homily 3, (p.149) where Gregory speaks of the relationship
between the heart and the breast and designates both its physiological and
epistemological role. Adopting an Aristotelian view of the calorific function of the heart,
Gregory says that the heart is a source of heat which is distributed throughout the body
by means of the arteries.1 06 The heart's role, therefore, is to receive and to distribute
warmth.

Parallel to this physiological function is an epistemological function; for the heart is also the
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hegemonikon, the directing rational faculty, or as Lampe has suggested, intellect. This
governing faculty of intellect, which is the heart, operates in the same way as the
physiological function of the heart: it receives and distributes. In Homily 3 we read that
the hegemonikon receives not heat but the ‘sweet fragrance of the Lord’. Hence,
Gregory likens the hegemonikon to a sweet-smelling sachet that distributes its fragrance,
pervading all her actions: ‘Therefore, the bride received the sweet fragrance of the Lord
in the intellect and made her own heart a sachet of such incense. She makes all the
pursuits of her life come alive like the parts of the body with the breath pervading her
heart.’107 Just as the heart as physical organ receives and distributes warmth
throughout the body, so the heart as hegemonikon receives and distributes the fragrant
presence of Christ.

We see this intellectual faculty once again identified with the heart in Homily 7, and the
same dynamic flow from within to without is revealed. In Homily 7 the hegemonikon is not
distributing the fragrance of the Lord to the bride's actions as in Homily 3, but is
incorporated into Gregory's interpretation of “Your breasts are like two twin fawns of the
roe that feed amongst the lilies’ (Song 4: 5). But the dynamic is the same. The (p.150)
breast ‘does not keep grace enclosed in itself but gives the teat of the Word to those who
need it’.108

The idea is not as complete as that in Homily 3, but Gregory obviously envisages the
same epistemological flow. In Homily 3 the hegemonikon received and distributed the
‘sweet fragrance of the Lord’; in Homily 7 we read that the breast distributed the ‘teat
of the Word’. One can presume that the breast received the milk of the Word in the same
way as the bride's actions received the Lord's fragrances in Homily 3: through the
hegemonikon. Receiving the Word from the heart, the breast turns it into milk and gives
it in turn to those in need.! 92 With this interior to exterior flow of epistemology seen in
Homily 3 and Homily 9 one can appreciate more easily something of the meaning that lies
beneath the first occasion in the In Canticum in which Gregory mentions the heart in this
sense.

In the course of commenting in Homily 1 on the lines, ‘Let him kiss me with the kisses of
his mouth, for your breasts are better than wine’ (Song 1: 2), Gregory paraphrases the
Lord's reproach of Simon, ‘You gave me no kiss.” Simon would have been cleansed had
he received a purifying kiss. Such a soul ‘looks at the treasure house of good things’.1 10
Gregory then identifies this treasure house as ‘the heart, from which there comes to the
breasts an abundance of divine milk by which the soulis nourished’.}!! Reading this
earlier text with the knowledge of what we come to know from Homilies 3 and 7 on the
identity of heart and hegemonikon, we can see that indeed it is the hegimonikon that
received a kiss. The effect of this kiss is passed on from the heart to the breasts as divine

milk.

While it is difficult to read this text without the help of Homilies 3 and 7, the text does
mention the role of the kiss, which the other texts do not mention, and this symbol of the
kiss provides an important clue to the encounter between the divine presence (the Word
or Bridegroom) and (p.151) the heart (hegemonikon). The divine kiss is generally

Page 13 of 22

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015




Fountain of Presence, Fountain of Presence, Breasts of Wine:

associated with purification, and indeed this appears to be what it accomplishes in the In
Canticum; 112 but it also has implications for union, which Gregory brings out in Homily 1
by associating the kiss with the sense of touch.

‘A Kkiss’, says Gregory, ‘is accomplished through the sense of touch’,113 and there is
likewise a corresponding spiritual sense of touch which has the specific purpose of
‘grasping the Word’.1 14 Hence a kiss unites with the Word in a partial, yet nevertheless
real, contact between the Word and the bride.}1° This grasping of the Word in a kiss is
rather similar, then, to the grasp of faith, both being faculties that unite and mediate.

In drawing this section to a conclusion, it is well to recall what we observed in Chapter 2
regarding the capacity of the mind (including this aspect of mind called hegemonikon) to
penetrate into the ineffable divine presence, the Holy of Holies beyond images, thoughts,
and concepts.1 16 While the mind could penetrate there, it was not capable of
comprehension, but there yet remained the possibility of union by the grasp of faith, or,
stated in a different way, union through this kiss which grasps (of) the Word. The union
achieved by this grasping, whether by faith or by a kiss, initiates the epistemological flow
which this chapter has been concerned to reveal. This union has an effect upon the mind,
or more specifically on the hegemonikon. It is ‘bedewed with faint insights by the drops
on the locks of the Beloved’; ‘receives a transmission of mysteries hidden in the heart of
the Lord’; ‘receives the sweet fragrance of the Lord’. What is received is passed on to
the breasts as ‘milk of divine instruction’, ‘the wine of divine teaching’. As the Word
cannot be contained but must express itself, so John cannot contain the Word which he
has absorbed in the sponge of his heart, and so he offers the teat of the Word, his breast
deified, for the nourishment of others. Neither the thoughts of John nor those of the
bride have grasped the Word in comprehension, but in grasping the Word through faith,
through a kiss, through placing one's head on the breast of the Lord, one's thoughts,
words, and deeds (p.152) are moistened by this union with the Fountain of teaching,
the Fountain of presence. Hence the bride's exhortations excite her maidens, and Paul,
containing what cannot be contained, manifests ‘Christ speaking himself’ 117

Conclusion

By now it should be obvious why this chapter has focused on the imagery of flow:
fountains, rivers, streams, waves, drops of dew and rain, breasts flowing with milk and
wine are all part of an interconnected constellation of images which constitutes the
metaphorical framework within which Gregory conceives and expresses some of his
views on the transforming presence of God in the soul and something of the
epistemological character of the effects of this union which are mediated to the mind: rain
of teaching, fountain of teaching, fountain of thought, wave of thought, moisture of
thought, milk of divine instruction, wine of divine teaching. These were some of the
metaphors we saw used and grounded in an experience of divine presence and
expressed in similarly flowing imagery as Fountain of presence, Fountain of beauty,
Fountain of goodness, Fountain of mystery, filling the mouth of the bride with words of
eternal life. Her mouth being filled, her breasts overflow.

While the role of faith was lexically less dominant in this constellation of metaphors, it did
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appear significantly in those texts concerning the sacramental birth of our access to divine
life: baptism. Speaking of the summit of faith (which ironically is the epistemological level at
which faith performs its role of union), Gregory says that from it pour forth fountains, and
the streams from these fountains are the beginning of our transformation towards
divinity.! 18 Through the uniting function faith (which Chapter 3 explored), the Divine
Fountain becomes present in the soul where it flows into the actions and words of the
believer, and out of the belly of this believer, Gregory says, will stream forth rivers of
living water.! 19 Faith, then, mediates this union with the Fountain, and in so doing
mediates the flow of ‘words of eternal life’ in the words and deeds of the believer. This
function of faith is embodied by John and the bride.

In the preceding chapters, our focus was on the role of faith as the faculty of union
between the soul and God at the summit of an (p.153) apophatic ascent; in this
reserved and exalted sense, and in this sense only, faith in Gregory of Nyssa takes on the
role of a technical term. In the present chapter our emphasis has been slightly different.
We see this exalted, technical sense of faith as it mediates and initiates this epistemological
flow, the moisture of thought.

The grasp of faith, therefore, mediates in two directions. Along a fairly rigorously
maintained apophatic trajectory, faith mediates union with God beyond all concepts (in the
In Canticum it is most often the Word that is the object of union). However, this union
with the Word by faith alone initiates another trajectory, the tendency of the Word to fill
the mouth of John or the bride with discourse.

With faith's twofold mediation as a foundation the following chapter will explore the
logophatic dimension of this encounter with the Word, that is, we will examine the Word's
tendency to express itself in the discourse and deeds of those who attain apophatic union
with the Word. While indeed the apophatic element is central to Gregory's thought, as
many scholars have pointed out, this logophatic dimension will be seen to be no less
central; for it is the other side of the coin of union ‘by faith alone’. But without a sufficient
appreciation of the mediating role of faith and epistemological flow that characterizes many
of the encounters with the Word, this complementary dimension of logophasis will likely
be overlooked.120

Notes:

(1) R. Brightman, ‘Apophatic Theology and Divine Infinity in St. Gregory of Nyssa’, Greek
Orthodox Theology Review 18 (1973), 97-114, at 102 and 111. See also e.g. Daniélou,
Louth, McGinn, Carabine, inter alii.

(2) Contra Eunom.1I, 89-91, GNO I, 253.
(3) In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 183.5-10.

(4) For example, D. Carabine's helpful presentation of Gregory's apophaticism in her The
Unknown God, overlooks the role of mioTig.
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(5) Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom, 24-60, esp. 47 and 59.
(6) In Cant. I1I, GNO VI. 83. 1-2.

(7) See ibid., 85. 6-15.

(8) bid., 85.17-19.

(9) Ibid., 86. 1.

(10) Ibid., 86. 8-9.

(11) Ibid., 86.14-15: 16 6€mepl adTAC NPV EYYIOUEVO VD PONIA Opoiwpd €0T
TOL{NTOLOEVOL

(12) Ibid., 86. 13-14: 1 Oeia pdO1¢ mGong dépKrerTal KaATaANITIKNAG Sraviag.
(13) Ibid., 87. 2-5.

(14) Ibid., 87.6-7.

(15) In Cant. VII, GNO VI. 205. 18: 10 ¢ 6eoyvwoiag ypvoiov....

(16) Ibid., 211.2-3: 10 TGOV Kabapwv 60 ypdtwv ypvoiov eoTiv...

(17) In Cant. X1, GNO VI. 339. 6-8: v N pev vmoTifetan v Belav GpdOW AKATA- ANIITOD
oDOaY TADTEANC Kal AvelkaoTov §1d pévne ThG evepyeiac ywwo- keodat, ...

(18) Ibid., 339. 14-16: €K pEV YAV TOOYPOVAL, 6Tl TODOEODTO YPWOTOV KATX THV
To0ITodA0L dwnY 81d TN TOLKOOPOL KTioEWC POOLIEVOD KaBopATaL,...

(19) A point well illustrated by Harrison, Grace and Human Freedom, 47.
(20) In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 180. 1-3.

(21) Ibid., 180. 4-7.

(22) In Cant. VIII, GNO VI. 245. 17-22.

(23) Ibid., 246. 5-10.

(24) In Cant. 111, GNO VI. 97. 18-98. 2: 1y tobvupdiov &umeroc ev Tpladi, Tmiovt TodW
Té6nw eppllwpévn (TovTEoT €V AaBed THSLavoig THELX TOV Beiwv B1daypdTwy
Katapbopévn)....

(25) Ibid., 98. 3-5.

(26) Ibid., 98. 5-99. 2.
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(27) In Cant. X111, GNO VI. 376.8-11.

(28) In Cant. XII, GNO VI. 357. 4-5: o0k-T0 pé€yeboc ¢ Oeiag yrwpilntol pooewd.. ..
(29) De virg., SC, VI. 2.1-19.

(30) Gen. 2; 6: yn 6€dvéPave ek THCS YAG...

(31) In Cant. XIII, GNO VI. 386. 3-4.

(32) In Cant. VIII, GNO VI. 255.16-17: (...motelv t& mdvta Kadd Alap & &1o g
TODKOAAODINYNG AvaBpidovTta),...

(33) In Cant. XI, GNO VI. 320. 20-321. 4.
(34) See ibid., 321.10-16.

(35) Ibid., 321.17.

(36) As for Origen, who expresses a Middle Platonic view of the matter.
(37) In Cant. VIII, GNO VIII. 248. 5-6.
(38) In Cant.V, GNO VI. 152.18-153. 1.
(39) Ibid., 153. 14-15.

(40) In Cant. 11, GNO VI. 45, 5-11.

(41) Ibid., 49. 2-3.

(42) See ibid., 49. 1-4.

(43) In Cant. VIII, GNO VI. 250. 8-9.

(44) Ibid., 250. 13-15:...T0 €K TOV INyiv ToOTWY PelBpov &pyn YESOVED Hpiv THC IPOC TO
0elov PETAIO0EWG, ...

(45) Ibid., 250. 18. The connection between the Jordan River and the theme of
divinization is perhaps more obvious at In Cant. XV, GNO VI. 468. 10-13, where the
presence of the Holy Spirit is mentioned.

(46) In Cant. XIV, GNO VI. 414.11-12: O motedwv eig epé, KaBmC elmev n ypaodn,
moTapol €k TS Kolthiag adtodpedoovoy Hatog OdVTOC.

(47) In Cant. X1V, GNO VI.414.17-415.1.

(48) In Cant. X, GNO VI. 303.12-13.
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(49) Ibid., 303. 13-14:...tOv ndot Toig ovot THy Cwiv €K THG t6{ag mmy? emppéovta
(50) In Cant. I, GNO VI. 32.12-33. 2.
(51) In Cant.1V, GNO VI.119.12ff.

(52) Ibid., 120. 3-4:...Kal adTAIC TAIG ANPoig DIIOCYELY TO OTOPA, Al TOV oivov TOV néovv
vepPAbCovat,...For more on the eucharistic significance of this portion of Homily 4 see
Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici’, 214-16.

(53) In Cant.1, GNO VI.31.10-32. 1.
(54) Ibid., 32. 6-8.

(55) Ibid., 32. 12-14: 1} 6euny1| et TodvLEPiov TO TTéPA, 6OV TX PHipaTA THC aiwviov
Twih¢ dvappdovvta TANPoitd oTépa TO EPeAKdpEVOD, ...

(56) Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici’, 177: ‘Al dila della lettera, il bacio € una
communicazione spirituale referentesi all' ascolto della parola.’

(57) Ibid., 32. 8-10:...t& pApata Todvvpdiov mredpd €Tt Kol Cwh €0TL, &G 6EO
TOMPELPATL KOAAWDPEVOCG Medpa yiveTat....

(58) Ibid., 32.16.
(59) In Cant. 11, GNO VI. 62. 4-5.

(60) Ibid., 62. 6-7. Gregory has conflated the image of water pouring forth from a fountain
with water streaming from the side of Christ on the Cross.

(61) In Cant. IV, GNO VI. 128.13-15.

(62) In Cant.V, GNO VI. 147.11-12: Gomep yap ol mpog v aAndwnp Bedtnta
BAEmOVTEG € €XLTWY BEYOoVTAL TX THG Beiag pdoewc IBiwpata,...Gregory continues to
say how it works both ways. Cf. Phaedrus, 253a.

(63) Ibid., 147.21-2.

(64) Ibid., 147.22-148. 1: 6-6vOpwmoc-madAv yévntal Héwp dAAOpEvoY €ig Cwnv
alwviov. (cfJohn 4: 14).

(65) In Cant. XV, GNO VI. 437. 4-8:...kai Aounprapérou to Oelov yewpylov KaTtéPn
TOVIGALY IIONOL KAIIOD TN € PTHOY TOTOV APETOV GpuTelg KaAA- wmlopevon T
KaOapv Kail Oelap THC S16A0KAAFA ¢ INYNHY €L THY TWD TO00TWD GUTAOD EMPEAELAD
oxeENYNoag TOAGYW.

(66) In Cant. XIII, GNO VI. 392. 5-7.
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(67) In Cant. 111, GNO VI. 98. 1-2.

(68) Ibid., 97. 18-98. 5: 1} Tobvvudiov &umedvg ev TYTabi, TOHiovt TOHTW TéOmW
eppllwpévn (tovtéoTw ev Pabeia THolavoia THELX TOV Belwv S1dayp- dTwy
Katapbopévn)....

(69) In Cant. XI, GNO VI. 322. 6-8.

(70) In Cant. XI, GNO VI, 324. 13-15: Gutetat T O0pag 6 Adooc. Obpav Gevoovpey v
OTOYAOTIKAD TWD AppnTwp Sidvolav,...

(71) Ibid., 325.21-326. 3: 00 y&p €0TL HLVATOV TOV EVTOC TOV ABVTOV Te Kai AOewPHTWY
YEVOEVOD SUBPW TV THG YPWOTEEWS EVTLYELD 1) YETHAPP®D AN dyormTov el Aemtaig
Tl Ko dpudpaic Sravoiaig emperdlot THY yrOow adtwv 1 dARela.. ..

(72) In Cant. 111, GNO VI. 86. 9-15.

(73) In Cant. XI1I, GNO VI. 392. 3-4.
(74) Ibid., 392. 5-7.

(75) e.g. De virg., SC, VI.2.1-19.

(76) In Cant. XI, GNO VI. 325. 21-326. 3.

(77) Ibid., 326. 3-5:...61a TV dyiwv Te Kol Ocohopovpévwy THG AOYIKNC OTA- YOVOG
AIIOPPEODANG.

(78) See In Cant.IX, GNO VI. 275.19-276. 7.
(79) Ibid., 277. 5-6.

(80) In Cant. XII, GNO VI. 342. 1-8.

(81) See In Cant.1, GNO VI. 32.11-15.

(82) Ibid., 33.12-14.

(83) Ibid., 33. 18-21: paodg detac dyaddg thc Beioc 4vvapewc DIEP HHPWY evepyeiag
elkdTwe &v TIg dmovonoete, 81 WY TIBNPeiTat THY EKGOTOL CWNY 6 BEdC KATAAANAOD
EKAOTW TOV SEYOREVWDY THY TPodTY YapllOpevoc.

(84) Ibid., 35. 9.
(85) Ibid., 35.13-14.

(86) Ibid., 41.6-7: iy&unoe TodC pafovg To0Aéyov 6 eml 1O oTthbog TodKLpiov
avamneowv Twavvng....
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(87) Ibid., 41. 7-10:...kal 0l6Y Twa omoyyWw THY €avTodKApSlaw mapadeic ThanyHtig
Twh¢ Kol TARPNG € K TIoG dpphTov 51a660ews TOV EYKEPEVWD THTOVKAPOI puotnpwy
YEVOUEDOC....

(88) Ibid., 41.10-11: xai Nuiv eméyel v nAnpwdeloav HIO Tod Adyov ONA- N....

(89) Ibid., 41.11-13: xai mAPELC TOLEITOV EVTEOEVTWD ADTOIAPX TAG INYHG AyaODD
KNPOOoWD ev peyadodwvia tov del dvta Adyov.

(90) Ibid., 41, 18-42, 1: 1 T00TW EEAYATIWPEY THY TOV 0OV S18AYPATWY EMPPOND....

(91) Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici’, 207-8; Cortesi cites, for example, Matt.
3:1;4:17; Mark 1: 4; Luke 3: 3; 1 Cor. 1: 23; Gal. 2: 2 among others.

(92) Ibid., 297: ‘La communicazione dei misteri del Logos e infatti un' operazione divina
che sicompie incontrando un desiderio della Sposa ed ha le caratteristiche di un' unione
immateriale con la fonte della vita. Tipo di tale communicazione e I'apostolo Giovanni che si
accosto al petto del Signore, al suo cuore, tesoro delle cose buone dal quale proviene alle
mammelle il dono del latte divino.’

(93) In Cant. VII, GNO VI. 241.13-242. 2.
(94) In Cant.1I, GNO VI.41.10-11.

(95) In Cant. VII, GNO VI. 242.10-11:...00K €V EXVTOKATAKAEIEL TNV YEPW, QA EIEYEL
Tolg 6eopévolc TovAGYoL TN ONAn,...The Bridegroom's breasts are also described as
flowing with grace instead of milk at In Cant. II, GNO VI. 46. 4.

(96) In Cant.1I, GNO VI.41.18-42.1.

(97) In Cant. IX, GNO VI. 263. 13.

(98) As he seems to do at In Cant. II, GNO VI. 46. 4.

(99) In Cant.IX, GNO VI. 263. 14-15.

(100) Ibid., 263. 17-264. 2: 6 Toivvy ABEAPNY €aLTODKAL VOPPNY ADTHY KATO- VOPKTAC
Y altiow AEyel TNC IPOC TO KPELTTOD TE KAl TEAELOTEPOD TWV Palwv adTAG
AAAOLWOEWC, 01 OVKETL YAAa Bpdovot Ty TOV vnmiwy Tpodniy, AAAX TOV AKAHPATOD
oilvov emi edPPTHLT TWY TEAELOTEPWY TINYATOVLOD, ...

(101) Ibid., 263.12-17.

(102) Ibid., 279.9-12: otov abeddn) kol vopdn TovAdYoL KatovodleTal, GAAX CLVAIITEL
TV OVOPATWD TOOTWD EKATEPOD THY YOXNY TOVLIPIw TAC PEV KaTd THY vOPdNY
onpaoiag o0ooWHEOY ADTAYD,...

(103) In Cant. 111, GNO VI. 88. 6.
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Fountain of Presence, Fountain of Presence, Breasts of Wine:

(104) The heart is a symbol of this directing faculty; see In Cant. VII, GNO VI. 242. 8-9
and In Cant. I11. 94. 19. See also, In Cant.I, GNO VI. 33. 12-13.

(105) In identifying the heart with the directing part of the soul, Gregory would appear to
be following Origen in this Christian development of a Stoic term (Liddell and Scott, s.v.
Nyepov1k6gC. Desalvo concurs with the Stoic provenance and suggests that Gregory's
immediate source regarding the location of the f)yepovikév in the heart is Galen, De
placitis Hippocratis et Platonis; see Desalvo, L' “oltre” nel presente, 53-7, esp. n. 38.

(106) In Cant. 111, GNO VI.94.15-17. Liddell and Scott (s.v. dmtnpia) suggests that if a
distinction was made between arteries and veins, ‘no use was made of such distinction’.
See Aristotle, De vita et mort. 46910 ff; De part. anim. 665°18; De spir.5.11. See also
Galen's discription of the role of the heart in respiration and heat in De usu partium VI. 7.
436; VI.17.499; et passim.

(107) Ibid., 94. 19-21: 1) Toivvy €V TONYepoIKYIapadelapnévn Tod Kupiov THY edwdiav
kol v Kapbiav eavTtic € vEeopov ToDTOL0DTOL HOoATK OLL- GpoTOC TAVTX TX Kab €
‘KaoTOD ToOBiov emTndedna Ta 016D TWOC CWHATOC PEAN (e MapATKEVATEL TREK TAC
kopdiag 6ikovTL IVELPATL .

The fact that her actions as well as what she might know or say are also controlled by the
heart (nyepovikév) is an example of how Gregory keeps virtue and knowledge on an even
par. See In Cant. IX, GNO VI. 277.7-9, where the virtues are described as God's plants,
with which the intellectual faculty of the soul is engaged (&petdg 5eeivat ™ ¢vtelav
To0OeOLPEPAONKAPED, TTEPT GG N HlaAVONTIKN THG YuyxN¢ Huwp Sdvapmg doyolovuévn). On
virtue and knowledge see Meredith, ‘Homily 1’, esp. 146-7; see also Meredith, The
Cappadocians, 59 f.

(108) In Cant. VII, GNO VI. 242.10-11.

(109) If the process of the Word becoming the milk of teaching requires any special
faculty we can presume that Gregory has this in mind at In Cant. VII, GNO VI. 224. 3-7,
when he speaks of a faculty (60vauig) of the soul which refines teachings (616&ypata) in
such a way that makes them capable of being received. One can presume that this is the
work of the nyepovikév, or under its dominion. See also In Cant. VII, GNO VI. 226. 18-
227.6, where this function is set in ecclesiological relief through the metaphor of teeth.

(110) See In Cant.1, GNO VI. 33. 5-11. Gregory seems to conflate Simon the Pharisee
(Luke 7:45) and Simon the Leper (Matt. 26: 6).

(111) Ibid., 33.12-13.

(112) In Cant. I, GNO VI. 33. 4-5: KaB&paoiov y&p 0Tl pOIIOL TaVTHC TOOTO TO GiA NHa.
See also In Cant. 1, GNO VI. 40. 8-9 and In Cant. XI, GNO VI. 323. 18-324. 2.

(113) In Cant.I, GNO VI. 34. 9-10.
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Fountain of Presence, Fountain of Presence, Breasts of Wine:

(114) Ibid., 34. 12:...1) &rtop€vn ToLAJYEUL....

(115) See Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici’, 177-9; Cortesi subordinates the
union mediated by the spiritual sense of touch (a kiss) to that mediated by the spiritual
sense of smell.

(116) e.g.In Cant. I, GNO VI. 40. 6-7.
(117) In Cant. IIT, GNO VI. 88. 5-6.
(118) In Cant. VIII, GNO VI. 250. 13-15.
(119) In Cant. XIV, GNO VI.414.11-12.

(120) For example, a recent and in many ways satisfactory treatment of Gregory's
apophaticism is D. Carabine's chapter on Gregory in her The Unknown God. But although
she is interested in faculties of union, she does not appreciate the role of mioTig in
Gregory in this specific regard. Someone who does appreciate the role of mioTig is B.
Pottier, in Dieu et le Christ selon Grégoire de Nysse, 215 et passim, but he only sees the
apophatic side. Perhaps this is due to the fact that he emphasizes the ‘rupture’ between
mioTig and yvwolg, whereas this study, while clearly acknowledging a certain
discontinuity between the two, emphasizes the continuity as well as the discontinuity. As
we have said before: mioTic hands on to 6idvolax (now we might say more specifically the
nyepovikov) something of what it has grasped of the Ungraspable. M. Canévet, Grégoire
de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 63, would seem to agree when she observes that
the ‘intuition de la foi’ attempts to translate itself into concepts.
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Introduction
In Chapter 2 we illustrated that while the mind can enter the presence of God, the
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Christ Speaking Himself:

darkness wherein God dwells, it cannot perform an act of understanding on the divine
ousia. However, the mind does undergo something important. The Word touches the
door of the mind and comes to dwell there.! The mind is fertile earth in which the
Bridegroom takes root, and is watered by divine teaching.2 Although the mind does not
grasp in comprehension what it seeks in darkness (i.e. God), God yet acts upon the mind,
or as Gregory says, moistens or bedews the mind with insight. This moisture is distilled
by the mind, and this distillation can be reflected upon, understood, and expressed. It is
not ‘gold but the likeness of gold’. This is how the mind, hanging over the abyss of
incomprehensibility in Homily 7 on Ecclesiastes, manages to arrive at its comprehension—
its grasp—that the transcendent cannot be grasped beyond the knowledge that the
transcendent is other than what can be known.3 This is discursive knowledge grounded
in the non-discursive. Hence, while the mind does not grasp the divine essence, this is not
to (p.155) say that the mind is capable of nothing whatever. It maintains a certain
receptive capacity.

That the mind does not grasp the Beloved in comprehension, however, is not to say that
the Beloved is not grasped in any manner whatever. In Chapter 3 we demonstrated that
the faculty which grasps the Beloved in union, the faculty which bridges the gap between
the mind and God, is faith: faith allows the Beloved to enter and dwell within as a result of
this union. By means of faith this soul is awash with divine presence, and faith gives to the
mind something of what it has grasped of the Beloved, not overflowing torrents, but
drops of knowledge, however faint, from the locks of the Beloved. The union is apophatic,
but the effect is logophatic; for the Word fills the mouth of the bride ‘with words of
eternal life’.

Chapter 5 examined the epistemological framework which is grounded in union. God is a
fountain of presence, and through baptism the soul becomes a flowing fountain. Faith
mediates this transforming flow: from this summit of faith pour forth the fountains of the
Jordan and ‘the stream from these fountains has become the beginning of our
transformation into divinity’.# The union achieved by faith initiates this flow of the
‘fountains of the River Jordan’, ‘the fountain of mysteries’. This union has an effect upon
the mind, specifically the heart as directing faculty (hegemonikon), which in turn
distributes it to where it is needed.

Keeping in mind this idea of epistemological flow established in Chapter 5, the present
chapter proposes to examine in greater detail what I have come to call logophasis: as a
fruit of apophatic union with the Word (logos), the Word expresses (phasis) itself through
the deeds and discourse of the one whom the Word indwells.

Paul and Logophasis

The In Canticum does not use spousal imagery exclusively of the bride. In Homily 2 Paul
is the ‘bride of Christ made radiant from darkness’.> In Homily 3 Paulis the ‘bride who
imitates the Bridegroom through his virtues’.6 Indeed the experiences of Paul in the In
Canticum merit consideration, for his experiences of ndwelling union reveal some
important characteristics of logophasis. More than once during the course of this study
we have had occasion to examine the well-known passage from (p.156) Homily 3 on
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‘gold and the likeness of gold’. Let us return once again to this Homily and consider the
experience of Paul.

In the course of Homily 3 Gregory comments on Song 1: 11-12: ‘we shall make for you
likenesses of gold with studs of silver while the king is on his couch’. In the midst of
commenting on this passage Gregory asks the question, ‘why likenesses of gold and not
gold’?” He sees in this distinction between the likeness of gold and the gold itself
something analogous to our understanding of the nature of God: ‘every teaching
concerning the ineffable nature [sc. of God]...is the likeness of gold and not gold itself’;8
for ‘the divine nature transcends every grasp of the mind’.2 Gregory then draws on the
example of Paul to prove his contention that every teaching concerning the divine ousia
falls short of understanding the divine ousia, even if it is the most exalted understanding
conceivable.

Gregory emphasizes the apophatic context in which Paul finds himself (2 Cor. 12:4). Paul
has been initiated into the ineffable (dmmdéppnta) where paradoxically he heard words that
could not be pronounced (&AaA Htwv pnudttwy). If this is true of Paul, then any
understanding of God remains unutterable (('xvéKd)pocoToc).lO

In characteristic fashion Gregory subordinates kataphasis to apophasis. He says that
‘good thoughts’ about God, such as thoughts about his splendour, or the stamp of his
nature (Heb. 1: 3) are not untrue; but that such kataphatic speech does not capture the
divine nature, which is apophatic, inexpressible.1 1

In contrast to the inability of the mind to grasp the divine nature, however, we see faith's
ability to do precisely that. Though Gregory does not employ in this Homily the language
of grasping as he does, for example, in Homily 6,12 we see faith in its technical role: in an
apophatic context it is mediating divine indwelling. “The soul...must make dwell within itself
through faith alone the nature that transcends every l'nte]]igence.’1 3 To emphasize this
indwelling through the mediation of faith, (p.157) Gregory immediately has the
Bridegroom's friends address the soul: ‘through faith, you will be put under a yoke and
become a dwelling place for the one who, by dwelling within you, is going to recline in
you. For you will be his throne and will become his abode.’}4 Paulis for Gregory of
Nyssa a symbol of faith! ® and Paul embodies this indwelling through faith. He has become
a vessel of election and ‘a house containing what cannot be contained’.1® Through faith
Paul has become an abode of divine indwelling, containing the uncontainable. However, as
we pointed out in Chapter 3, the terms meptAnmntiko¢ and its apophatic correlate ameptA
Ntog also have epistemological resonances of understanding and comprehension.}”
Hence, Paul not only contains the incomprehensible nature, who, through faith, indwells
the soul, but Paul, and especially Paul as an embodiment of faith, also comprehends the
incomprehensible. This is paradox, not contradiction, and points beyond the realm of
discursive reason where, as we have seen on a number of occasions, faith plays its
apophatic role of union, grasping with the open palm of aphairesis, knowing without
comprehending.1 8 This is the indwelling union by faith alone.

What are the results of this union? Obviously one important result is divine indwelling.
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But in light of what we established in the previous chapter, we might expect more to be
taking place. In Chapter 5 we saw that any number of texts revealed a tendency on the
part of the faculty of union (faith—whether explicitly mentioned or not), to give to the
mind, the heart, the hegemonikon, something of what it has grasped in union with the
Word. This was often expressed in the language of flow: dew, rain of divine teaching, milk
of divine instruction, wine of instruction, etc. The heart then distributed this as it was
needed, to the virtues or to speech. In the texts we shall now consider the same dynamic
is revealed, but the imagery will shift from the flow of water to the effusion of scent. As
Paul inhales divine fragrance he is transformed through indwelling union into a vehicle of
the Word itself; his deeds and discourse become vehicles of divine presence.

(p.158) The Good Odour of Christ

In his recent study of the In Canticum, Alessandro Cortesiobserves that for Gregory of
Nyssa Paul exemplifies ‘one who announces and bears witness to the gospel in the
context of community. Paul...exemplifies the bride, who above all lives the experience of
encounter with the Word, and who, in the transformation generated by this union,
transmits with her very presence to all to whom she is sent the gift of communion in
which she participates.’19 Cortesi's observation is worthy of note for the present
argument; according to Cortesi Gregory sees Paul's proclamation of the Word
grounded, like the bride, in an experience of union. Moreover, this union reveals a
dynamic that extends beyond Paul and the bride themselves: they transmit to others the
communion with the Word that they themselves enjoy. The transforming dynamic of the
indwelling Word indwells and transforms others through Paul and the bride. Paul's
announcement of the gospel is also a vehicle of indwelling communion with the Word.
Through Paul the Word brings itself, expresses itself. This dynamic characterizes
Gregory's treatment of the effusion of scent and undergirds Paul's participation in
logophasis: the Word's self-expression through Paul

In Homily 1 Gregory uses an olfactory metaphor to speak of a particular capacity which
the soul has to establish communion with God: ‘the scent of the divine perfume is not
fragrance in the nostrils, but relates to a certain intellectual and spiritual power that
inhales the good odour of Christ (2 Cor. 2: 15) by breathing in the Spirit’ 20 In designating
a spiritual sense Gregory voices an already established tradition.?! For our purpose it is
sufficient to note that Gregory, drawing inspiration from 2 Cor. 2: 15, envisages real
contact obtained through the spiritual sense of smell, contact which results in indwelling
of the Word present in the divine perfume. This capacity of the sense of smell to establish
union with the Word present in the fragrance is taken up again in Homily 3 when
Gregory, this time speaking of the bride, says: (p.159) ‘Drawing close to the one whom
she desires, before his beauty appears to her eyes, she touches the one whom she
seeks through her sense of smell...”22 The capacity of the spiritual sense of smell to
establish union with the Word present in the scent of perfume has been well observed by
Cortesi: ‘the mystery of the union between the soul and the Word, mystery of
communication of the life of the Word to the soul, and of transformation in the divine life
reveals itself, even if only partially, by means of perfume. Precisely to describe this
spiritual union Gregory avails himself of the multiple nuances inferred by the sensible
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element of perfume given off by ointment.’23 The soul, then, is transmitted something in
this union: the life of the Word and transformation in divine life. When Paul (or the bride)
breathes in the ‘good odour of Christ’, Gregory intends an indwelling union by means of
the spiritual sense of smell. But the union does not stop here; Cortesi has also suggested
that there is a transmission of this gift of communion to others.24

Paul becomes the vehicle of this fragrant presence to others. In Homily 10 Gregory
likens the perfume of Christ to rivers streaming from Paul. ‘The great Paulis such a river
of fragrance streaming from the garden of the Church by the Spirit, and his stream was
the good odour of Christ.”2% The fragrance of Christ inhaled by Paul is not simply about
indwelling union. Through inhaling the Word present in the fragrance, Paul himself
becomes fragrant, a fragrant transmission of the Word in the Church. Intimate and
abiding as the indwelling presence of the Word is, it has at the same time a universal
destination through Paul26 Paul's evangelical mission grounded in union with the Word is
logophatic: the Word speaks in Paul.

Nor does Gregory limit this to Paul alone; for the same can be said of ‘John, Luke,
Matthew, Mark and all the others; all are noble plants of the bride's garden. When they
were breathed through by that bright southerly wind at midday, they became fountains
of fragrance that gave off the good odour of the Gospels.’2” Indeed there is a certain
identification between the perfume of Christ and the perfume generated in the life of Paul
and the evange]ists.28

(p.160) Gregory's way of treating the presence of Christ in the perfume of incense is
carried over into his treatment of myrrh. In Homily 14 he comments on Song 5: 13: ‘His
jaws are like bowls of spice pouring forth perfumes, his lips are lilies that exude abundant
myrrh.’29 The Bridegroom's lips are described as dripping with myrrh. This myrrh has a
transforming effect on those who receive it. ‘Therefore, the perfect and pure eye, which
makes of the jaw a bowl that pours and perfumes out of itself, blossoms with lilies in the
form of words that proceed from the mouth of those who have been beautified by the
divine radiance.’39 The organ of speech has been transformed and now gushes forth
perfume, lilies of scented words. While the theme of divine indwelling is not as obvious in
this text as it is in others, given the way divine perfume works in Gregory, it is fair to infer
that the scent of these words is gathered from the Word itself and therefore bears the
presence of the Word. However, this scent of presence not only manifests itself in the
discourse of those who receive in their mouths the myrrh dripping from the Word
(Bridegroom), but also in deeds. ‘For the text names those who are pure and who
breathe out the sweet smell of virtue, from drops unceasingly the myrrh that fills the
mind of those who receive it.”3! Having identified this transforming process of taking in
this divine presence and then giving it out again in transformed discourse and virtue,
Gregory identifies Paul as one who has become this bowl of spice, this mouth dripping
with myrrh. Paul has taken on the characteristics previously ascribed to the Word and
manifests the same transforming effects of the Word.

G

Paul is a bowl of spice. Gregory says that this ‘ “bowl” signifies the truth manifesting itself
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in simplicity, with no deceptive hollowness, and that the material it is made of is spice, and
its function is to pour forth perfumes’.32 Paul's conversion amounts to his becoming a
vessel of the Lord and a great teacher. Gregory now draws out the implications of this in
terms of the indwelling presence of Christ clothed in the language of knowledge and
perfume.

After he had become a ‘vessel of election’ through this fashioning and had become
a bowl for pouring out the wine of the Word, he no longer needed a human being
to infuse into him a knowledge of the mysteries....Rather he (p.161) himself
poured forth the divine drink from within himself and through the sweet fragrance
of Christ poured it out, like a maker of perfume who blends for those who listened
the various blossoms of the virtues. Thus the word was found to be spice adapted
to the need of the one who sought it, in accord with the different characters and
peculiarities of its recipients 33

The source of what Paul knows comes from the indwelling presence of the fragrant
Christ. Just as the indwelling presence of the Word is scented, so the teaching that pours
out from within Paul is likewise scented, scented with the presence of the Word. Paul
teaches to the nations, and the scent of the teaching is the presence of Christ.

The same transforming presence of the fragrant Word is carried on as Gregory turns to
the rest of the lemma: ‘his lips are lilies that exude abundant myrrh’ (Song 5: 13b). Once
again Gregory introduces Paul and says that Paul is a mouth dripping with myrrh. Paul
has taken on the qualities previously ascribed to the Bridegroom (Word). While Gregory
has muted explicit reference to divine indwelling, the context of fragrance implies it. Just
as the myrrh does not remain contained within the Word but pours into those receptive,
so Paul, indwelled by the Word, pours forth myrrh into Thekla. ‘Now Paul pours this
myrrh from his mouth, myrrh mixed with the pure lily of temperance, into the ears of the
holy virgin (her name was Thekla). She received within herself the flowing drops. She put
to death the outer self and quenched every carnal thought and craving. After she
received the good teaching, her youthful folly was dead, as well as her outward show of
beauty and all her corporeal senses. The Word alone lived in her...’34

In this moving passage Gregory obviously draws on biblical material. The death of the
outer selfis clearly Pauline inspiration (Rom. 6: 3-11; 7: 22-3), and obviously Gregory is
familiar with the second-century romance featuring Thekla.3% However, Gregory is not
simply making reference to widely known inherited material, whether biblical or
apocryphal; rather, he presses these not only into the service of his commentary on the
lemma in question, but also into the service of his own theological concerns regarding the
incarnational dynamic of the Word (p.162) that indwells Paul and indwells others
through Paul. Paul's speech is myrrh, and because the myrrh contains the presence of
the Word, Paul's words to Thekla have the same effect on her that the Word had on Paul:
death to the outer self, dying and rising in Christ, indwelling presence of the Word. Paul
speaks to Thekla, but it is the Word who is heard and enters her: and now ‘the Word
alone lived in her’. Moreover, as we saw above, Paul is not unique among the apostles to
participate in this logophasis.
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Gregory likewise sees Peter's preaching mission in the house of Cornelius along the same
fragrant and transforming lines we have been exploring. Still commenting on the lemma,
‘his lips are lilies that exude abundant myrrh’ (Song 5: 13), Gregory recalls Peter's
address to pagans about Jesus, during which Peter witnesses the descent of the Holy
Spirit upon them and after which he gives instruction that they be baptized in the name of
Jesus (Acts 10: 32-48). Interpreting this passage through the lenses of Song 5: 13 and
Rom. 6: 3-11, Gregory says: ‘In the same way the great Peter poured fourth the shining
lilies of the Word when he was at the house of Cornelius, and filled the souls of his
listeners with myrrh. As soon as they received the Word they were buried with Christ
and were dead to the world.”3% One could read this passage as simply a reworking of the
Acts material, guided by the imagery of myrrh that dominates this section of Homily 14.
In this case Gregory would simply be saying that when the people in Cornelius' house
heard Peter preach, they found him convincing and were thus brought into the faith. But
Gregory is saying more than just this. In light of what we have seen regarding the
presence of Christ in the scent of perfume, incense, and myrrh,37 it is fair to suggest that
when Peter's audience receive the Christ-bearing myrrh of his discourse, they receive
the Word that subsequently indwells them in the souls of his audience. Peter's discourse,
like Paul's, the bride's, and the evangelists', is also about real presence of the Word in his
own fragrant speech. Nor does this stop with the apostles' mission. Gregory claims that
countless examples of the same dynamic can be seen in the lives of the saints, ‘who,
blossoming with the lilies of the word, became a mouth for the body of the church, and
filled their listeners with the myrrh that mortifies the passions’.38 The perfumed life and
preaching of the apostles and all the holy ones (p.163) exude the presence of the Word
that is preached by fragrant deeds and discourse.

The Perfume of Presence and the Directing Faculty

Because of Gregory of Nyssa's understanding of the presence of Christ in the scent of
perfume, incense, myrrh, and the consequent perfumed quality of Paul's speech we can
see more clearly what is at issue when in Homily 3 Gregory says that Paul revealed
Christ speaking in him: “‘When Paul became a “vessel of election” (Acts 9: 15), he no
longer lived his own life, but revealed Christ living in him and gave proof of Christ
speaking in himself’39 The divine nature which cannot be spoken by Paul, can itself speak
through Paul By virtue of Paul's union with the Word by faith alone, the scent of the
Word dwelling within Paul, the Word's dynamic tendency to express itself, expresses
itself in the actions and words of Paul.

In light of the relationship we saw in Chapter 5 between faith and the mind (or the heart
or the hegemonikon) it is not surprising to see faith pass on to the mind something of
what it has grasped of the ungraspable and then to see this rendered as speech.40 But
the mind also distributes this to the virtues. For, as Gregory says in Homily 9, the
intellectual faculty is also occupied with the virtues.#! Hence, while the intellectual faculty
is bedewed with drops of knowledge, drops of the night from the locks of the Beloved
(and this moisture of presence in turn distributed to and expressed in Paul's speech in
such a way that when Paul speaks, it is ‘Christ speaking himself’) the bedewing of the
intellectual faculty can also be passed on to the virtues; and likewise with the perfume of
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the Word's presence, for Gregory claims that ‘the bride has received the good odour of
Christ in the directing part of her soul and has made of her heart a sachet of such
incense, and she makes all her actions, like the limbs of the body, seethe with the Spirit
which spreads from her heart so that no iniquity cools her love of God in any part of her
body.’42 The ruling part of the soul receives the divine scent and (p.164) distributes it
to all activity.43 This is how Paul can inhale ‘the good odour of Christ’ (2 Cor. 2: 15) and
find his actions perfumed with virtue, the presence of Christ. “Thus Paul the bride
imitated the Bridegroom by his virtues and inscribed in himself that unapproachable
Beauty by means of their fragrance. From the fruits of the Spirit, love, joy and peace, he
made his nard and said he was the “good odour of Christ” (2 Cor. 2: 15). Paul breathed
in that transcendent, unapproachable grace and gave himself to others as incense to
receive according to their abi]ity.’44 This text illustrates Gregory's understanding of
virtue not simply as the performance of a good deed, but as outward manifestation of
interior union with Christ who dwells within. Whether in his speech or in his actions, by
virtue of union by the grasp of faith, Paul manifests Christ dwelling within (cf. Gal. 2: 19-
20).%° That is why Paul has a transforming effect on those around him. He has become a
fragrance bringing either life or death, and those who inhale Paul's scent (Christ) are
transformed accordingly: Titus, Silvanus, Timothy, Thekla partake of this perfume and
advance in perfection. Paul is their example, but it is because of Christ's presence in
Paul's fragrance that it is transforming.*6

The Bride and the Daughters of Jerusalem

The bride is an example of logophasis par excellence. As we examine this in a number of
significant places in the In Canticum we shall necessarily consider texts which we have
already looked at whilst discussing apophatic union and its mediation by faith. It remains,
however, to highlight the logophatic dimension of these apophatic texts.

(p.165) Arise Daughters of Jerusalem

A central text in this study has been Gregory's commentary on Song 3: 4 in Homily 6,
where the bride grasps the Beloved by faith. It is a text which shows both apophatic and
logophatic elements mediated by faith. Since we have discussed earlier the apophatic
elements in this text, it is sufficient simply to summarize them now.

The bride embarks upon an apophatic ascent in search of the Beloved. Embraced by the
divine night and seeking him in darkness, she abandons all knowledge gained from sense
perception. There, in the divine night on the bed which symbolizes union, she loved the
Beloved though he escaped the grasp of her thought.#*” But she wants to know his
substance (ousia), so she sets out again in higher ascent, through higher realms of
knowledge, searching but not finding. She then begins to abandon all she has learnt,
realizing that her Beloved is known only in not comprehending. And so, forsaking all
manner of comprehension, she found her Beloved by faith. The bride finds the Beloved
not by the grasp of thought but by the grasp of faith, and once found by this grasp of faith
she will not let him go.48

This well-known passage from Homily 6 features union by the faculty of pistis: the ‘grasp
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of faith’ rather than the ‘grasp of thought’49 crowns an apophatic ascent, an ascent that

features a strong aphairetic motif of persistent release or letting go of images, concepts,
and knowledge. While the text's major thrust is clearly this ascent to apophatic union by
the grasp of faith, it ends in logophasis.

Although the logophatic element is more muted here than in other texts, we see it
nevertheless just after Gregory draws to a close his commentary on Song 3: 1-4 with a
full citation of the lemma. Having been embraced by the divine night, and searching in
darkness for the Beloved, and letting go of all manner of comprehension only to arrive at
that unknowing higher than knowing, where she is united to the Beloved by the grasp of
faith, the bride then turns around and begins to speak to her maiden companions: ‘after
this the bride speaks lovingly to the daughters of]erusalem’.50 The apophatic silence of
deep interiority, in which union by faith takes place, flows into speech. They are of a piece.
It is important to note the exegetical base of this movement from apophatic union to
speech: Gregory has moved from commenting on Song 3:4 which features the bride's
finding and beholding the Beloved to (p.166) the next lemma, which features the bride
directly addressing her companions: ‘I have charged you, O daughters of Jerusalem, by
the powers and by the virtues of the field neither to arouse nor awaken love until it
desires’ (Song 3: 5). This movement is dictated by the scriptural text itself. The logophatic
element, exegetically grounded in the change of perspective in the text of scripture itself,
is seen in the effect which her words have on the daughters of Jerusalem. The bride's
words make the daughters of Jerusalem ‘rise up to an equal measure of love so that also
in them the will of the Bridegroom might be accomp]ished’.51 The discourse of the bride
provokes the same response in the daughters of Jerusalem that the Word provoked in
the bride: ascending desire ‘to know his substance and in what he consists’.>2 By virtue
of her union with the Beloved, the bride's discourse, like Paul's, manifests the Word and
bears witness to her union by faith.

The bride's union with the Beloved at night in the chamber of her heart, is tantamount to
Homily 3's description of the Bridegroom dwelling in her heart as a sachet of incense
between her breasts. These are both images of union. But with the image of the sachet
between her breasts we read that the divine presence is somehow received by the
hegemonikon, which then distributes this (we suggested that this reception was
mediated by faith, since faith is the faculty of union).>3 Hence, the bride's actions ‘seethe
with breath from her heart’, that is, with divine presence. And so with the bride's
discourse.

In her apophatic union, faith has passed on to the mind (specifically the hegemonikon)
something of what it has grasped of the Beloved, not an overflowing torrent of
knowledge, but mere drops from the locks of the Beloved. And so her discourse has
taken on the quality of the Word by which it has been moistened: the incarnational
dynamism to express and to excite desire for union. The bride herself has sought the
Word and by virtue of having grasped it by faith she has become an icon of this.

We see, then, the paradoxical double-face of union. The apophatic face features the
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journey of desire elicited by the Word acting upon the bride, a journey to union with the
Word by the grasp of faith. Its defining feature is the shedding of language, concept, and
image in bold gestures of aphairesis, and the resulting union renders the bride a vehicle
of the Word. Logophasis, by contrast, features the taking on of concept and language in
an ever deeper participation in the incarnational dynamic of (p.167) the Word by virtue
of her union with the Word. Its fundamental dynamism is incarnation and manifestation.
Within the context of the incarnational dynamism is situated, parallel and harmonious, the
characteristic of faith, noted by Canévet, to translate into concepts, and hence discourse,
something of what it has grasped of the Infinite.°* Faith mediates this coincidentia
oppositorum of apophasis and logophasis, of silence and speech, of the abandonment of
knowledge and the blossoming of virtue and discourse.

Honeycomb Full of Instruction

Taking the reference to the virgin soulin Homily 1 to be compatible with what can be said
generally of the bride, we see another representative example of logophasis. In the
course of interpreting Song 1: 2, ‘Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth,” Gregory
has the bride approach the Bridegroom, whose mouth is a fountain of words of eternal
life.

The virgin soul desires to approach the fountain of spiritual life. The fountain is the
mouth of the Bridegroom, from which pour forth words of eternal life, filling the
mouth drawn to it, just as the Prophet did when he drew in spirit through his
mouth. Because it is necessary for someone drawing water from the fountain to
attach mouth to mouth,...so the thirsting soul desires to bring her own mouth to
his mouth that pours out life and says, ‘Let him kiss me with the kisses of his
mouth.’2?

The kissing of this fountain who is the Bridegroom is a metaphor of union. The result of
this union is that the bride's mouth is filled with words of eternal life flowing from the
fountain of the Word.>%

Because the bride (the soul) communes with the fountain of the Word she herself
becomes a fountain of words. In Homily 9, for example, her breasts are fountains of good
teachings,®” and the Bridegroom turns round to look at the bride and remarks: ‘your
heart has become a honeycomb full of every kind of instruction’.>® The bride's heart is
full of instruction because she adheres by faith to the fountain of teaching, who has
moistened her heart with this instruction. Gregory then blends the imagery of the heart
as fountain of good teaching with the heart as honeycomb by saying that this heart-
become-honeycomb drips with (p.168) these words of teaching: ‘Your heart has
become a honeycomb full of every kind of instruction. From your heart's treasure come
your words. They are honeyed drops that the Word might be blended with milk and
honey.’59

Gregory observes how admirable are the words of the bride as they drip from the
honeycomb of her mouth. “They are not simply words’, he says, ‘but power.50 For the
bride ‘is guided by the Word’. The power of the bride's discourse is the fruitful
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productivity of the Word itself. Hence, Gregory says there is a ‘garden blossoming from
her mouth’; such is the fruitful discourse of one united to the Word.

The bride's union with the Word is the ‘power’ in her discourse, and we have described
in the previous chapter the epistemological framework which guides and grounds this
flow of words: faith hands on to the directing faculty of the heart something of what it has
received from the incense of presence, something of what it has grasped of the Beloved,
which in turn is distributed as needed: discourse that moves, excites, and transforms;
actions that manifest the fragrant presence of the Word.

Those who receive the words that issue from the garden of her mouth receive, as it
were, seeds into their hearts, and these ‘words of faith become a garden planted in their
hearts’ %! The discourse of the bride, then, reveals the power, fruitfulness, and
productivity of the Word, who, in a kiss of union, has filled her mouth with words of
eternal life.

Shot Forth like an Arrow and at Rest with the Archer

This tendency of the bride to exhort with words of power is a dimension of her
experience of union with the Word and is seen also in Homily 4, in a text which we
considered in some detail in Chapter 3. The bride is wounded by an arrow. The arrow is
the Son; the archer is love, later identified as God, and the arrow's tip is faith that has
been moistened by the spirit of life.62 As demonstrated previously, faith performs its
technical role of mediating divine union, which Gregory expresses in the image of an
arrow penetrating the heart of the bride. There is no need to represent that discussion
here; what remains to be highlighted, however, is the logophatic dimension of, the Word's
self-expression in, this union.

(p.169) Having been penetrated by the divine arrow, the bride herself becomes an
arrow with which the archer takes aim and fires into the air. Gregory describes in the
language of marital embrace the archer's embrace of the arrow-bride. The effect of this
conflation of imagery allows Gregory to state his theological view that ascent and
interiority, ascent and rest, are a single movement. Hence, the bride says, ‘I am at once
shot forth like an arrow and am at rest in the hands of the archer.’%3 Yet in the context of
this divine union, the bride ‘exhorts the daughters of Jerusalem’.5% She instructs them
and leads them to a life of virtue.6°

Again we see what appears to be a characteristic of Gregory's apophaticism, ie., a
logophatic dimension. By virtue of her (apophatic) union, the bride yet speaks. Indeed she
must speak, for in this union she takes on the incarnational dynamic of the Word. The
Word penetrated her heart like an arrow, and her desire was enflamed. She herself
becomes this arrow, and as a characteristic of this arrow is to elicit desire, so the words
of exhortation of this bride-become-arrow instruct, guide, and elicit from those around
her a burning desire for the Beloved.

Just as ascent and interiority are two aspects of one movement, so logophasis and
apophasis are not movements in opposite directions, but different aspects of her union
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with the Word. That the bride is at once an arrow being shot and a spouse embraced
reinforces this. The power of her words of exhortation to her maiden companions is the
same power which has sent the bride aloft.

Conclusion

To conclude this examination of logophasis in Paul and the bride, we can observe that it
should come as no particular surprise to see why Gregory refers to Paul as bride .66
Both figures reveal the dialectic of apophasis—-logophasis, this movement towards and
procession from union mediated by faith, and both are paradigms of that exalted faith
which has led Pottier, among others, to identify the central role of faith in Gregory's
(p.170) understanding of divine union.5” However, while both figures reveal the
apophatic-logophatic union mediated by the grasp of faith, one is not the complete replica
of the other, and differences between Paul and the bride are worth observing.

Logophasis is seen on the part of both Paul and the bride within the general context of
theosis. However, it is elaborated with respect to each within the exegetical parameters
delineated by the scriptural texts upon which Gregory is commenting. Hence, the bride's
logophasis tends to be linked to explicit experiences of union with the Beloved because
the imagery of the scriptural texts upon which Gregory comments favour this. However,
in the case of the bride it is less obvious that it is the Word who is speaking; one has to
consider the effects that her discourse has on the daughters of Jerusalem to see that it is
the same effect that the Word has on the bride. But in the case of Paul it is much more
obvious that the Word is expressing itself.

Paul's encounter with the Word is depicted in the language of divine indwelling, and
Gregory develops the apophasis-logophasis dynamic largely with the help of three texts
from 2 Corinthians: 12: 4: 13: 3 and 2: 15. The logophasis of Paul is largely determined by
these three pericopes. The vision of Paul caught up in the third heaven (2 Cor. 12: 4), is
developed along decidedly apophatic lines. The indwelling Christ speaking in Paul (2 Cor.
13: 3) and Paul bearing ‘the good odour of Christ’ (2 Cor. 2: 15) become, then, the
logophatic correlate tied to the apophatic experience of 2 Corinthians 12: 4.

These observations of the logophatic dimension of the apophatic experiences of Paul and
the bride put us in a position to view Gregory's understanding of the encounter with God
in bolder relief. We see, for example, that for Gregory of Nyssa union with God has a
double face. There is the apophatic face of divine union characterized most typically by
aphairetic gestures of letting go, only for this epistemological ascent to be crowned finally
by the open-palmed grasp of faith. However, in many of the most apophatic of texts we
see yet a taking on of discourse, of concepts rendered into speech. This taking on of
discourse is paradoxically as much a part of the experience of union as the apophatic
dimension. I say paradoxically because the apophatic dimension of Paul or the bride in
ascent has entailed, on the one hand, the letting go of concepts, of knowledge, and
therefore of speech. Paul or the bride in (p.171) ascent is characterized by apophasis.
On the other hand, however, Paul or the bride having ascended on high is characterized
also by logophasis.
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While we can only agree with the many scholars who have drawn attention to Gregory's
apophaticism and to the constitutive role this apophaticism plays in his thought, the
logophatic dimension of his apophatic theology plays likewise an important role. It is only
by focusing on the dual mediation of faith that this double face of union, apophatic and
logophatic, stands out. From the perspective of the apophatic side of this dialectic, faith
mediates union; from the perspective of the logophatic side of this dialectic, faith hands on
to the mind something of what it has grasped of the Beloved; it mediates the drops of the
night, the obscure knowledge from the locks of the Beloved, which in turn is rendered as
fragrant Word-bearing speech and virtue.

Indeed it is the power of the Word and its dynamic tendency to become incarnate that
constitute logophatic discourse. However, it is not a question of finding individual,
logophatic words pronounced by either Paul, or the bride, or Peter, etc. The key, rather,
is to observe in apophatic texts, which feature union or divine indwelling, the effect which
the subsequent discourse has on those who witness it. Titus, Silvanus, and Timothy inhale
the scent of Paul's speech and virtue and, because of the Word's presence in this scent,
they too are transformed.58 When Paul addresses Thekla and teaches her, she is
transformed upon hearing these words from which truth shines; she, like Paul, becomes
a dwelling place of the Word: “after this teaching...the Word alone lived in her’.69 When
the bride addresses her maiden companions, her words have the same effect upon them
as the Word had upon the bride, namely, the enflaming of desire ‘to know his substance
and in what he consists’. This is because the bride's words are suffused in the Word. The
bride's apophasis is her letting go of everything she had known; logophasis is seen in the
effects of her Word-bearing speech on those around her, speech which proceeds from
what the mind received from the grasp of faith. When the bride communes with the Word
by placing her mouth on the fountain of the Bridegroom's mouth, her mouth is filled with
words of eternal life.”? Her heart becomes a treasure house of words, ‘honeyed drops
that the Word might be blended with milk and honey’.71 ‘They are not simply words but
power.”2 Because of her union with the Word by (p.172) the grasp of faith,”3 a union
which has required the letting go of all knowledge and speech, the power of the bride's
exhortation of the daughters of Jerusalem is the fruitful productivity of the Word itself, ‘a
garden blossoming from her mouth’.

Logophasis is a manifestation of the Word in deeds and discourse that follows directly
upon an apophatic experience of union with or indwelling of the Word.”# It is precisely this
logophatic dimension of Gregory's apophaticism that has not received sufficient scholarly
acknowledgement. For if what we have seen of the role of faith is true, then there is no
apophaticism in Gregory of Nyssa which supersedes or is unaccompanied by
logophaticism. When considering the logophatic dimension of Gregory's apophaticism,
however, it is important to distinguish this from the kataphatic element. Kataphatic speech
is ‘the likeness of gold and not the gold’.”® Because the Bridegroom's beauty has become
visible for our own benefit, the invisible being made visible, but without compromising
the incomprehensible divine nature,’® clues and traces of God are retained by creation
and give our words the opportunity to speak of God as ‘wise, powerful, holy, blessed, as
well as eternal, judge, and saviour’.”’ Kataphasis is grounded in ‘knowledge of God in his
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evépyerat, a knowledge of God deduced through his created effects’.’8

Kataphatic speech may make assertions about God, which assertions bear a certain
resemblance to God, like ‘gold and the likeness of gold’. In logophatic speech, such as that
evinced by Paul, the bride, Peter, the evangelists, and saints, any such assertion is
grounded in an experience of apophatic union, and those words (or deeds), spoken on
behalf of the transformation of others, manifest the power of the Word; logophasis is
human discourse divinized.

This double face of union, apophasis and logophasis, mediated by faith, prevents,
moreover, the possibility of discourse being emptied of all meaning, but instead assures
that it is true expression of the Word. While for Gregory there is no question of
comprehending the divine essence, there is nevertheless a certain grasp by faith which
passes on to intellect, (p.173) not torrents of knowledge, but obscure drops of insight
from the locks of the Beloved. These drops of insight are concepts which can then be
rendered as discourse. Hence, logophasis allows discourse, as Canévet has said, ‘not to
empty itself in a vain extension towards the infinite’.”® Later Canévet asks, ‘What is the
source of religious language? Does it translate something other than the successive
failures of an infinite quest?’80 Based on what we have seen of the discourse of the bride,
and of Paul, as well as Peter and the evangelists, we can say that the source is the Word
itself as it is grasped by faith and mediated to the intellect, the hegemonikon, the heart.
This discourse is the ‘translation’, to borrow Canévet's term, not of failure but of union
with that fountain of Presence that has filled the bride's mouth with words of eternal life.
The flow of her discourse bears witness to and manifests the flow of this Presence.

Notes:

(1) In Cant. XI, GNO VI. 324. 13-15. Gregory goes on to explain (324. 20-325. 2 f) that
the key to the door of the mind is the ‘beautiful words’ of scripture; through spiritual
interpretation of such words as ‘sister’, ‘companion’, ‘dove’, ‘perfect one’, the doors
open up. See Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 60; Dinzl, Braut
und Brdutigam, 166; see also R. Norris, ‘The Soul Takes Flight: Gregory of Nyssa and the
Song of Songs’, Anglican Theological Review 80 (1998), 517-32.

(2) In Cant. 111, GNO VI. 97.18-98. 2.
(3) In Eccl., SC, VII. 8. 104-6.

(4) In Cant. VIII, GNO VI. 250. 13-15.
(5) In Cant.1I, GNO VI. 48.15-16.

(6) In Cant. III, GNO VI. 91.4-5.

(7) In Cant. I1I, GNO VI. 85.10-15.

(8) Ibid., 85.16-19.
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(9) Ibid., 86. 13-14: 1 Beila pO1C mGONC VIIEPKELTAL KATAA NIITIKNG Hravoiag.

(10) Ibid., 85.20-86. 1. On the importance of 2 Cor. 12: 4 in Gregory's works see
Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 200-1 and 368.

(11) Ibid., 86. 2-6.

(12) In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 183. 9: Aapr| ¢ niotewc as opposed to AaBn Twv Aoyliouwy at
181.16.

(13) In Cant. 111, GNO VI. 87. 5-8: v 00D H1X TOV TOL0HTWD vonuatwv
YELPAYWYOLUEVTID YOYTIV IIPOC TNV TOV AANITWY mepivolav i ndévng nio- tewg
eloowkiCew ev eavthAéyerdelv Ty mavTa PodY dIepéyovoav GHOW.

(14) Ibid., 87.14-17: o 6€ TadTH He€apevn VIIOCOYIOV TE KAl OIKNTHPLOV YyepHon S
nioTewc Todool evavakAive oOot PEAAOVTOC B1& TAC EV TOL KAT- O1IKHTEWC TODYXP
adTOVKAL OpdVOC € oM KAl 01KOG yevnon.

(15) De beat. VI, GNO VII.i. 137. 23-4.

(16) In Cant. I11, GNO VI. 88. 6. For the imagery of the house as part of Gregory's
ascensional symbolism, see Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique,
309-11.

(17) See Lampe as well as Liddell & Scott, s.v.

(18) On this language of paradox see Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique
biblique, 337-42, esp. 339.

(19) Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici’, 228-9: ‘Paolo rappresenta per Gregorio
il tipo esemplare di colui che annuncia e testimonia il vangelo in un ambito comunitario.
Paolo...e quindi esemplare della Sposa che vive innanzitutto I'esperienza dell' incontro
con il Logos, e nella trasformazione generata da questa unione trasmette con la sua
stessa presenza, a tutti coloro cui e inviata, il dono di communione di cui e fatta
partecipe.’

(20) In Cant. I, GNO VI. 34. 15-18.

(21) See Canévet, ‘Sens Spirituel’, Dictionnaire de Spiritualité, vol. Xiv, s. v. (Paris, 1990),
cols. 598-617; Meloni, Il profumo dell' immortalita: L'interpretazione patristica di
Cantico 1,3 (Rome, 1975).

(22) In Cant. 111, GNO VI. 88.11-13f.

(23) Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici’, 177. Chapter 5 of Cortesi's study (pp.
171-203) is devoted entirely to this theme of perfume; see also Canévet, Grégoire de
Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 327-8.
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(24) Ibid., 228-9.

(25) In Cant. X, GNO VI. 302. 13-16.

(26) Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici’, 197.
(27) In Cant. X, GNO VI. 302. 16-303. 2.

(28) Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici’, 183.

(29) Myrrh and incense have similar functions; both are associated with divine presence
and mortification.

(30) In Cant. XIV, GNO VI. 404. 15-19.
(31) Ibid., 404. 19-22.

(32) In Cant. XIV, GNO VI. 402. 2-5.
(33) Ibid., 403. 5-13.

(34) In Cant. XIV, GNO VI. 405. 1-9.

(35) See the second-century romance, The Acts of Paul and Thecla, in New Testament
Apocrypha, vol. ii, ed. W. Schneemelcher, trans. R. Wilson (London, 1965), 353-64. For a
recent study of Thekla in historical context, see S. Davis, The Cult of Saint Thecla: A
tradition of Women's Piety in Late Antiquity (Oxford, 2001); see also A. Jensen, Thekla:
Die Apostolin. Ein apokrypher Text neu entdeckt (Gutersloh, 1999); Gregory also
mentions Thekla in Vita Macrinae, GNO VIII. i 372. 22.

(36) In Cant. XIV, GNO VI.405.11-15.

(37) To say nothing of Gregory's understanding of what actually takes place in baptism, on
which see Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici’, 113-69.

(38) In Cant. XIV, GNO VI. 405.16-19.

(39) In Cant. 111, GNO VI. 88. 4-5:...€v eavt®SelvOE (OVTA EKELDOD Kol SOKIINY
8186vat Tovev adTO@AarodvToC Xp1oToD....

(40) On the priority of thought over speech see Pottier, Dieu et le Christ, 193-206.

(41) In Cant. IX, GNO VI.277.7-9: &peTag seeivat ™mv ¢pvteiav TovOeoDpEpAONKApED,
mepl &g N 6ravonTikn T oy Huwv ddvapg doyoAovuévn.

(42) In Cant. 111, GNO VI. 94. 19-95. 3.

(43) As Cortesi has well observed, virtue is not simply a question of the imitation of Christ
as an exterior model; such imitation is sustained interiorly by the indwelling presence of
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Christ. See Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei Cantici’, 184 et passim.
(44) In Cant. 111, GNO VI.91.4-11.

(45) The theme is repeated at In Cant. VII, GNO VI. 207.7-11, where Gregory seems to
speak interchangeably of God indwelling the soul and Christ indwelling the soul: 6Tt
uévof)v O OV BedV €V EAVTODEPWD PoPeldDy €0TL TODEV ADTOKAOIEPLIE- POV, BiA0OD KOl
PO TOV NUETEPWD AOYwD &v €in. 60 yap KaTd TOV Gdotov [TadAov pnréETL adTOG (v GAAX
COVTA € YWV €V eaLTOTOV Xp1oTOv Kai HoKt- php 61601C Toder adTOAXA0DVTOC Xp1oTOoD.

(46) In Cant. 11T, GNO VI. 91. 17-92. 4. Gregory says the smell of this incense can bring
either life or death depending on whether one is a dove or a beetle.
(47) In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 181. 12-16.

(48) Ibid., 183. 7-10.

(49) Cf.ibid., 181.16 and 183.9.

(50) Ibid., 184.10-11.

(51) In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 184. 14-15.

(52) See ibid., 181.17-19.

(53) In Cant. 111, GNO VI. 94. 19-95. 3.

(54) Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 63.
(55) In Cant. 1, GNO VI. 32. 9-33. 2.

(56) On the kiss as a symbol of union in Gregory see Cortesi, Le ‘Omelie sul Cantico dei
Cantici’, 177-9; see also Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 342-7,
esp. 344.

(67) In Cant.1X, GNO VI. 263. 13.

(58) Ibid., 270. 7-8.

(59) In Cant.1X, GNO VI. 270.7-11.

(60) Ibid., 280. 3: kai TadTa HOvapic eoTv 0O PPAT.
(61) Ibid., 282.4-7.

(62) In Cant. 1V, GNO VI. 127.10-16.

(63) Ibid., 129.15-16.
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(64) Ibid., 129. 20-1.

(65) Ibid., 131.4-10. Once again we note the exegetical base that guides Gregory's
apophatic-logophatic thought: the scriptural text itself moves from the image of embrace
(union) to one of exhoration: ‘His left hand is under my head, and his right hand will
embrace me. I have charged you daughters of Jerusalem...” (Song 2: 6-7).

(66) In Cant. 11, GNO VI.48.15; In Cant.111.91.4-5; see also In Cant.1.40.9-12 and In
Cant.I1X.279.12-13.

(67) Pottier, Dieu et le Christ, 214-20, esp. 215; see also Desalvo, L' ‘oltre’ nel presente,
215-26.

(68) In Cant. 111, GNO VI.91.17-92. 4.
(69) In Cant. XIV, GNO VI. 405. 7-9.
(70) See In Cant. 1, GNO VI. 32.9-33. 2.
(71) In Cant. IX, GNO VI. 270. 7-11.
(72) Ibid., 280. 3.

(73) See In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 183. 7-10.

(74) As we endeavoured to show especially in Chapter 3, such experiences of union and
indwelling are mediated by faith, whether or not faith is explicitly mentioned.

(75) See In Cant. 111, GNO VI. 85.16-19.
(76) In Cant. XIII, GNO VI. 384, 13-19.
(77) In Cant.I, GNO VI.37.16-17.

(78) Carabine, ‘Gregory of Nyssa on the Incomprehensibility of God’, 79. See also idem,
‘Apophasis East and West’, Recherches de Théologie ancienne et médiévale 55 (1988), 5-
29, esp.11-15.

(79) Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 57 .

(80) Ibid., 62.
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[-]1 Abstract and Keywords

Redresses Gregory’s over-identification with a ‘mysticism of darkness’ and shows that he
is no less concerned with a ‘mysticism of light’. The mysticism-of-darkness theme is
grounded in exegesis; outside of commenting certain scriptural texts, Gregory does not
concern himself with the divine dark but prefers instead to speak of the soul’s
transformation in the language of light. Gregory does not subordinate light to dark or
darkto light. This parity reflects his understanding of the relationship of knowledge to
virtue.

Keywords: darkness, divinization, light, mysticism, virtue

Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to redress the way in which scholarship on Gregory of
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The Luminous Dark Revisited

Nyssa conceives of his theory of divine union. When considering Gregory's mystical
theory, the great bulk of scholarship presents Gregory as a proponent of a mysticism of
darkness and consequently extols him as one of the great ‘mystics of darkness’. While I
agree with the general lines of this position, I want to argue that Gregory of Nyssa's
thought reveals no less what might be termed a mysticism of light. In what follows I shall
first present the broad outlines of this so-called mysticism of darkness in order to
demonstrate that it is tied exclusively to his interpretation of specific scriptural texts and
has decidedly apophatic concerns. But this is not the only way in which Gregory
expresses the experience of divine union. In the process of commenting on other
scriptural texts, not part of that limited set of divine darkness texts, Gregory speaks of
the bride's divinization in light. Moreover, the light in which the soulis divinized must
ultimately be distinguished from that light which is overcome in the first stage of the
divine-darkness motif. The light-of-divinization theme has different epistemological-ethical
concerns which are themselves grounded in the exegesis of different scriptural lemmata.
Just as Gregory's ‘mysticism of darkness’ reveals an important, indeed characteristic
dimension of his thought, so Gregory's ‘mysticism of light’ reveals a likewise important,
indeed characteristic dimension of his thought. For this reason I maintain that Gregory's
so-called mysticism is no less one of light than one of darkness.

(p.175) Preliminary [] onsiderations

The question of Gregory's mysticism of darkness entered the scholarly arena with an
essay by Henri-Charles Puech, ‘La ténebre mystique chez le Pseudo-Denys I'Aréopagite
et dans la tradition patristique’,1 who said that the theme of the mystical dark finds its
centre and its flowering in Gregory of Nyssa.2 With the subsequent publication of Jean
Daniélou's chef d'ceuvre, Platonisme et théologie mystique,3 the theme of darkness
became something of a carte d'entrée for Gregory of Nyssa as the original and
undisputed founder of mystical theolog'y.4 But indeed the claim was disputed several
years later by Walther Vélker in his Gregor von Nyssa als Mystiker,? a dispute
subsequently made famous by the well-known article by Daniélou's Jesuit confrere, Henri
Crouzel, who felt his Origen's spiritual genius besmirched:® Gregory can make no claim
to be the founder of mystical theology, ‘car tout I'essentiel se trouve déja chez Origene’.
(p.176) This Scylla and Charybdis of who is original and who is derivative has largely
determined the parameters of the debate which have consequently obscured the simple
fact that for all Gregory's supposed concern for the divine darkness he is equally (if not
more) concerned with the theme of light in describing the transforming experience of
God, at least in the Commentarius in Canticum canticorum. The purpose of this chapter is
to redress this balance.

7

Whatever Gregory's contribution, original or derivative, to the development of the theme
of divine darkness, he (along with Denys the Areopagite) is identified with this theme
more than any other Christian author in late antiquity.8 It is precisely the identification of
Gregory with this theme which I propose to controvert by arguing the following thesis:
Gregory's so-called mysticism is no less a mysticism of light than of darkness. He invokes
the theme of divine darkness relatively infrequently and then only while commenting on
certain biblical texts, and these in quite specific apophatic contexts; he speaks more
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frequently of union by divinization in light. This is not to deny the existence of what might
legitimately be called a ‘mysticism of darkness’, but rather to insist that Gregory speaks
much more often of the further reaches of human participation in divine life in the
language of light.

If Orthodox theologian Olivier Clément can call Gregory of Nyssa the ‘poet and dramatist
of darkness’,? Gregory is equally the poet and dramatist of light. Indeed the most
cursory reading of the Commentarius in (p.177) Canticum canticorum reveals that
Gregory is in fact more concerned with divinization in light than with encountering God in
the darkness of unknowing, and this latter only within a quite limited set of exegetical and
epistemological circumstances 10

From Light to Increasing Darkness

Of all the homilies in the Commentarius in Canticum canticorum, Homily 11, in which
Gregory comments on Song 5: 2-7, is perhaps the clearest presentation of Gregory's
doctrine on the noetic ascent as a movement from light to increasing darkness. Indeed
there is much in this Homily which supports this view.11

It is important to note at the outset the scriptural lemma upon which Gregory comments
in this important example of his doctrine on divine darkness: ‘Open to me, my sister, my
companion, my dove, my perfect one, for my head is filled with dew, and my locks with
the drops of the night’ (Song 5: 2). Words such as ‘Dew’ (6pdopog, the night's moisture)
and ‘night’ (1)1')2)12 encourage Gregory to interpret the theme of darkness in a positive,
theological sense. Hence, the scriptural text itself encourages him to pursue a certain line
of thought in the direction of the divine darkness theme.

Gregory reminds us of Moses' encounter with God. First God manifests himself to Moses
through light (61 pwTtoc). After this God spoke (p.178) to Moses through a cloud (61
vepéAng). Then Moses saw God in darkness (ev yvéd)og).13 Indeed the ascent is one that
begins in light and moves into progressive darkness.

Having identified Moses as revealing the master pattern of noetic ascent, Gregory then
applies this pattern to us. First we withdraw from false opinions about God; this is a
change from dark (ckétovg) to light (p&g). Next the soul moves from appearances to
God's hidden nature, which is symbolized by the cloud that overshadows
(emoklaCovoa) all appearances; thus the soul becomes accustomed to beholding what is
hidden. Finally, journeying towards higher things and forsaking (kataAuroboa) what can
be attained by human nature, everything that can be comprehended
(katadappoavouévov), the soul penetrates the impenetrable and enters the sanctuary
(dB0twv) of divine knowledge (Beoyvwoiag) and is surrounded by the divine darkness
(t00elw yvodw).14

Again the pattern of progressive darkness is evident, and Gregory finds this same
pattern in the history of the bride's sojourn, as she progresses from ignorance and
draws near the fountain of truth and is washed and made beautiful in the light of truth.
She then moved with the speed of a horse, flying like a dove, through everything she
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understood, and rested under the apple tree's shadow (Gregory equates the shade of
the apple tree with the cloud). Finally she was embraced by a divine night (Belag
pukTOC).1d

The pattern is clear: (1) from the darkness of sin and error to light; (2) from the light of
knowledge to the cloud (or shadow of the apple tree), from the cloud to divine darkness
(or divine night). It is clearly a movement from light to increasing darkness. However, it is
worth emphasizing that the light that is part of this path of increasing darkness is the light
of withdrawal from false opinions about God and not, as we shall soon see, the light of
divinizing union, which is a path of increasing light and beauty. It is crucial to keep this
distinction in mind when considering the relationship between light and darkness,
especially in the In Canticum.

(p.179) Gregory emphasizes on numerous occasions that the light that gives way to
darkness is in some sense epistemological light. We see this both in De vita Moysis and in
the In Canticum canticorum. At the first theophany of the Burning Bush, the truth shines
upon (emAdpyet) us and iluminates (meplravydlovoa) the eyes of the soul.l6 This light of
truth imparts knowledge of a discursive sort regarding the mystery of the Virgin, and
that what the senses have come to understand and what was contemplated by the mind
is nothing in comparison with the divine nature.l7 This is a discursive realization
regarding the limits of human knowledge of God.

When Gregory alludes to this first theophany in De vita Moysis 11. 162, he associates it
once again with the light of knowledge, knowledge of a discursive order. He says that the
text teaches that religious knowledge is at first light for those who receive it.18 1t is this
light of knowledge that gives way to the increasing darkness of the cloud and the
darkness where God is.

This association of the light of knowledge with the early movements of ascent is further
evidenced by the bride's ascent in Homily 11 on the Song. Describing her ascent to the
divine night where she is embraced by the Beloved, Gregory says she began her ascent
by moving from the darkness of ignorance to the light of truth: she parted company with
evil and approached the fountain of light and was illumined by the light of truth.1® This
light, however, gives way to darkness as she is embraced by the divine night and
receives the drops of the night which flow down from the locks of her Beloved (Song 5: 2).

There is no need to belabour the point: the discursive knowledge that characterizes the
early phase of an ascent is described in the language of light because Gregory is
modelling the noetic ascent on Moses' sojourn which begins in light. Moreover, it is
discursive knowledge and in no way approaches the loftier non-discursive encounters
that will characterize Moses' movement beyond the cloud and into the darkness where
God dwells.

(p.180) Before moving on to a consideration of Gregory's use of light imagery to
describe the heights of the human encounter with God outside the divine darkness motif,
let us keep in mind the following observations. The context in which we have seen the
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theme of divine darkness occur is specifically exegetical and epistemological. In
introducing the theme of divine darkness Gregory is interpreting a scriptural text which
lends itself to such an interpretation (Song 5: 2 and 3: 1). Apart from scriptural texts
which lend themselves to such an interpretation, he does not introduce the theme of
divine darkness.20

Moreover, the theme of divine darkness is tied to one of Gregory's preferred motifs for
describing the human encounter with God: the epistemological ascent. For Gregory this
typically involves aphairesis and apophatic language. In this text the gestures of
aphairesis are seen in the images of letting go and forsaking: The soul forsakes
appearances and comprehension; the bride, in Homily 6, lets go of everything she had
previously understood.2! The apophatic element, though not over-abundant, is provided
not only by the imagery of darkness such as the cloud, divine darkness, divine night, and
the shade of the apple tree, but also by such stock apophatic terms as G6vtov, dépatov
and akoatdAnmtov. These apophatic terms and images combine with the aphairetic motif to
characterize Gregorian epistemological ascents.

The pattern of epistemological ascent is clearly seen in the progression from discursive
light of knowledge, having left the darkness of sin, to the non-discursive darkness of
unknowing. Here light refers to knowledge of a discursive sort; %22 the movement into
darkness (vep€An and yrddog) is a movement into the non-discursive. Darkness
surpasses light because in Gregory's noetic ascents the non-discursive apophatic always
surpasses the discursive. Nevertheless, it is at the same (p.181) time a faithful reading
of the imagery of the texts which Gregory is interpreting; Moses encounters God in light
(Exod. 19: 3), then in a cloud (Exod. 19: 16-19) and finally in darkness (Exod. 20: 21). This
is another example of epistemology grounded in exegesis.23

On the basis of In Canticum XI, with support from In Canticum VI, De vita Moysis I1.
162-3, and other texts, one can see why Gregory is considered one of the great
fashioners of the mysticism of darkness. However, the ascent to God in the darkness of
unknowing is not the only way in which Gregory describes the furthest reaches of the
divine-human encounter. While the divine darkness theme, an interpretation of suitable
Old Testament texts (Exod. 20: 21), is clearly one way in which Gregory does this, it is not
the only way. He also describes the encounter in the language of light. In fact, the
imagery of light far exceeds that of darkness in descriptions of communion with the divine.
This is due to anthropological, sacramental, and pneumatological reasons.

Light unto Light

While it is true that Gregory describes the beginning of the noetic ascent as a conversion
from the darkness of sin to the light of suitable ideas of and opinions about God, it is
important to remember that Gregory (p.182) conceives the original condition of the
human being as one of light. Moreover, the process of redemption flowers in a divinizing
union that is also conceived of in terms of light. Let us consider some of these texts with a
view to clarifying the relationship between light and dark, both of which are metaphors
which describe the ultimate horizon of the divine embrace of humanity.
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Original Condition of Light

Gregory of Nyssa conceives of the original condition of humanity as one of light and divine
likeness. In Oratio catechetica he states the reason behind the creation of humanity.
Safeguarding divine freedom, Gregory insists God did not create humanity out of
necessity or compulsion, but freely and out of abundant love .24 The reason Gregory
gives is simply that God is light and that it is not fitting that light should be unseen, with no
one to share or enjoy it.25 Gregory then says that if humanity was created to enjoy and
participate in this light, humanity must have been created in such a way as to be able to
participate in this light and goodness. ‘For just as the eye shares in light through having
by nature an inherent brightness in it, and by this innate power attracts what is akin to
itself, so something akin to the divine had to be mingled with human light.’26

For Gregory, then, there is something intrinsically luminous about human nature.
Moreover, and this is crucial to the argument being pursued here, one cannot escape
the epistemological implications of this language of light and vision which Gregory uses to
describe this original created nature. Human nature has been created in such a way as
to see and participate in that light which is God. Participation in and vision of divine light is
in some sense an epistemological encounter. While this is not to say that this knowing
implies a comprehension of the divine nature itself, a theme which plays surprisingly little
role in the Oratio catechetica (written in roughly the same period as the Contra
Eunomium, which is very much concerned with divine incomprehen (p.183) sibility),
Gregory envisages a certain knowledge of God constitutive of the original nature of
humanity, and this he describes in the language of light.

In Homily 4 on the Song Gregory likens the original condition of human nature to shining
gold that resembles the undefiled good.27 In Homily 12 he reflects on the extraordinarily
beautiful character of all created things, among which is humanity; and this, being made
beautiful by radiance (pa6p®) of life, is bestowed with a beauty greater than that of all
the others.28 To this original condition, moreover, nothing needed to be added or
acquired; all that was necessary was to safeguard this original condition of radiance.
However, humanity did not guard this radiance that was given by God; rather this
shining nature became discoloured and black by mixing with vice 29

In Homily 15, likening the soul to a garden, Gregory observes how the soul had been
cultivated in paradise; the discolouring of the shining nature amounts to the devastation
of this garden. To assist in the recovery of this garden Gregory says that God came down
again with plants of virtues, virtues which are cared for and watered by the fountain of
the Word .30 For two reasons I draw attention to this text, which focuses on the role of
virtues in recovering from the devastation of the garden or the obscuring of the
brightness of our nature. First, we shall later see that the virtues play an important role
in the bride's (soul's) transformation in light. Second, the Homily introduces the role of
the incarnation in the restoration of this lost condition of light. With this in mind let us
consider how the role of the incarnation and baptism carry on this theme of light.

Incarnation and Illumination
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Having seen how Gregory conceives of the original created nature of the human person
as one of light and that the fall obscures this light, it is not surprising, then, to see him
clothe his descriptions of the incarnation in the same metaphor. For example, in Homily 2
Gregory says that humanity is light according to nature and then is subsequently
obscured (p.184) through sin, but with the light of the incarnation, humanity becomes
radiant.31 Paraphrasing Paul, Gregory says that the reason for Christ's coming into the
world was to make light (Aapmpovg motnoat) those who were dark, whom Christ causes
to shine (Adumew).32

In Homily 5 on the Song the theme of incarnation combines with that of union, and
Gregory remarks that, after being prepared by the illumination of the prophets and the
Law, the true light appears to those sitting in darkness and the shadow of death and
through this unites with (cvvavakpdoewc) human nature. The Law and the prophets
served to foster a desire to see the sun in the open air, which at last, with the coming of
Christ, becomes a rea]ity.33 And again in Homily 15, speaking more remotely of
incarnation, Gregory, citing Titus, says that the grace of the incarnation illumines: ‘God's
grace becomes manifest and enlightens (pwTtiCovoa) us.’34

Within the context of incarnation as illumination Gregory locates an image of divine
darkness, albeit subtle, that is often overlooked. It is nevertheless an occurrence which
merits some consideration for it describes divine presence in the language of darkness,
but a darkness that mediates and ultimately gives way to light.

In Homily 4 on the Song Gregory comments on Song 1: 16: ‘Behold you are fair my
Beloved and beautiful, overshadowing our bed.” He devotes special attention to the
phrase, ‘overshadowing our bed’.3° This shadowing is an image of darkness which
Gregory clearly aligns with incarnation and divine presence. Once again we see that for
Gregory the incarnation is conceived of in terms of light, an ‘unveiling of the pure rays of
divinity’. But the brightness of divinity is shadowed over by the incarnation so as not to
overpower us: ‘For if while unveiling the pure rays of divinity you did not shade yourself
over with the form of a servant, who would withstand your manifestation? For no one
sees the face of the Lord and lives.’36 Why is this shadowing necessary? Gregory tells us:
‘vou have come now as one who is beautiful, but also as one we (p.185) can receive’.37
But it is important to note that the darkness of this shadowing is subordinated to the
divine light; Gregory says its role is to mediate light for us who live in darkness (0kK6Tt0G).
How else, he asks, could a mortal, perishable nature be joined in union (cvCvyiq) with
what is pure and unapproachable?38 Gregory says that this blending (&vékpaov) of
divine and human natures is what is meant by the term ‘bed’ which the Beloved
overshadows with his presence.39

Having seen, then, that our original condition is one of light and that the incarnation is
viewed also in terms of light, we can see how this particular image of divine presence
overshadowing the bed of human-divine union serves a general movement into
increasing light: from the darkness of sin to the shadow of divine presence that mediates
the unapproachable light. Reversing the light-cloud-darkness pattern of De vita Moysis
I1. 162, and of In Canticum XI, this passage reveals a pattern of darkness—shad ow-light.
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The sequence is not one of increasing darkness but one of increasing light.

Shadow also gives way to light in Homily 5 when Gregory presents the broad movements
of salvation history as a movement into increasing light. The Church has received the
brilliant light of truth (tnv t™g &A nbeiag adynp) through the Law and the prophets. As
bright as this revelation is, however, the Law is but a shadow (ogkiav) of things to come,
and with the dawning of the gospel, these shadows disperse, and the house which is the
Church is fully illumined by the gospel.40 Hence, for Gregory the broad movement of
salvation history is itself one of increasing light in its movement towards the incarnation.

On the basis of these texts on creation and incarnation it is obvious enough that by the
designation of that enlightenment consequent upon the incarnation Gregory does not
envisage simply a movement out of darkness; it is more fundamentally a return to and an
intensification of that luminous state which characterized the human condition before it
was obscured by sin. Baptism returns one to this and is likewise described in the
language of bathing and light. The bath of rebirth makes those darkened by sin ‘to shine
like the stars of heaven’.*! When Gregory says that the Ethiopians washed off their
darkness ‘in the mystical water’,*2 the luminous quality they knew was but a return to

the luminous state of God's original, creative intention.

(p.186) Light Communing in Light

Nor are we meant to believe that once returned from the darkness of sin through the
enlightenment of baptism the sojourn then becomes one from light to increasing
darkness. While this is without doubt an important way in which Gregory speaks of
apophatic, epistemological ascents in the course of commenting on certain scriptural texts
(as we have seen, for example, in Homilies 6 and 11), Gregory speaks frequently, indeed
more frequently, of continual encounter with God in ever greater light and beauty.
Homily 5 on the Song provides a clear example of this as he comments on Song 2: 13:
‘Arise and come my companion, my beautiful one, my dove."43

Gregory sees in this text important teaching regarding incessant growth which he
describes as an ascent in light. We see the Word leading the bride up ascending ‘steps of
virtue’ ** This ascent is described in imagery of increasing light. First ‘through the
windows of the prophets and the lattices of the law the word sends a beacon of ligh
The bride is then invited to approach the light and to become beautiful. In this light she is
transformed into the image of a dove.?6 This transformation in light and beauty,
moreover, does not come to an end, for Gregory introduces the theme of perpetual
progress as the bride is continually drawn to participation in higher beauty. Even whilst
being transformed and beautified in light she yet seems merely to be beginning her
ascent. The image presented is clearly not one of movement from light to increasing
darkness but one of perpetual transformation in light and beauty.

r.4°

The text is noteworthy for its description of a luminous ascent in virtue, and there are a
number of reasons for this, not the least outstanding of which is straightforward and
exegetical. The better known ascents into darkness, such as those in Homilies 6 and 11,
are commentaries upon scriptural texts which lend themselves to the theme of darkness.
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The Luminous Dark Revisited

This text, however, does not lend itself to the theme of darkness. Moreover, the ascents
into darkness have a decidedly apophatic thrust. This ascent focuses instead on
increasing luminosity, growth in virtue and the divinizing role of the Holy Spirit. However,
let us not forget the foundational character of this light and its epistemo (p.187) logical
nuances which we established earlier. With this in mind let us consider more closely this
divinizing work of the Holy Spirit, symbolized by the dove.

The Light of Divinization

Long ago J. Gross identified Gregory of Nyssa as the ‘témoin par excellence’ of the Greek
doctrine of divinization.*” However, 1.-H. Dalmais claimed that Gregory, in contrast to
other writers, presumably such as Clement of Alexandria, who introduced into Christian
literature the term Oeomoteiv,?8 is ‘extremely reserved’ in his use of the terminology of
divinization.*® Meredith would seem to agree with this view but adds an important
qualification when he says: ‘Although Gregory is less insistent, as far as vocabulary goes,
on the divinization of man, this ought not to lead us to think that the reality contained in

the idea was absent from or alien to his consciousness.’2?

Indeed it is true that Gregory often explores the theme of divinization without using the
vocabulary of divinization, but he does in fact use it with some ease and frequency and to
such an extent that one questions the appropriateness of Dalmais's judgement of
‘extreme reserve’ in this regard. For example, in the Oratio catechetica Gregory
describes the union between God and humanity in the incarnation with the technical
language of divinization, evocative of the classical formulations of Irenaeus and
Athanasius. He says God ‘united himself with our nature, in order that by its union with
the divine it might become divine’®! In his discussion on the Eucharist later in the Oratio
catechetica Gregory distinguishes two types of union with God, due to humanity's
twofold nature. The soul attains union through faith, but the body, says Gregory,
experiences union in a different way. The body experiences union through (p.188)
reception of the Eucharist, the effects of which Gregory describes in the language of
divinization: ‘when the body which God made immortal enters ours, it entirely transforms
it into itself’. When one receives the Eucharist, the Eucharist ‘transforms his entire being
into its own nature’ .52

Another theme that typifies divinization in Gregory is the taking on of divine
characteristics. An early example of this is seen in De virginitate. He says ‘what greater
praise for virginity than to show that in a certain sense virginity divinizes (6eomotodoav)
those who participate (peteoynkotag) in its pure mysteries’, for they participate in God's
purity and commune (kowwvodg) with his glory.>3

Divinization as a consequence of union in which divine characteristics are taken on typifies
Gregory's use of this theme whether or not the technical vocabulary of divinization is
used. Indeed some of the most stirring examples of divinization occur with no recourse
whatever to the vocabulary of divinization. Foremost amongst these is Gregory's
commentary on Song 2: 5 in Homily 4 on the Song. As we saw in some detail in Chapter 3,
the bride is wounded by the arrow of divine love. As a result of being wounded by this
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The Luminous Dark Revisited

arrow she herself becomes an arrow, is raised, aimed, and sent forth deeper into God .24
There are many more such examples of divinization, especially in the In Canticum, and
Canévet has drawn attention to many of them in her examination of such symbols of
interiority and union as divine perfume.”® There is, however, another important
manifestation of divinization in Gregory of Nyssa which is very important for our present
argument, ie. the life of virtue as a manifestation of divinization, or as Meredith has called
it, ‘progressive deification through virtue’.56

Gregory begins De beatitudinibus V with the suggestion that the beatitude, ‘blessed are
the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy’, should be compared with Jacob's vision of a
ladder stretching from earth to (p.189) heaven, with God standing on the ladder (Gen.
28: 12). This ladder of ascension is the life ofvirtue,57 And because God is standing on
this ladder, ‘participation (petovoia) in the beatitudes means nothing else than to
commune (Kowwvia) with God’.>8 These themes of participation and union lead Gregory
directly to the theme of divinization, for through the effect of this beatitude, ‘he divinizes
after a fashion’.>9 He continues: ‘If, therefore, the term “merciful” is suited to God, what
else does the Word invite you to become but God?’60 Virtue, then, in this instance
mercy, is a manifestation of the effects of divine union.

Another clear example of this is seen in the De oratione dominica V. Gregory says that a
person who is at the summit of virtue is ‘almost no longer shown in terms of human
nature, but, through virtue, becomes like God Himself, so that he seems to be another
god, in that he does those things that God alone can do’.81 Here the theme of ascent in
virtue stands to the fore, and in this context mounting the heights of virtue implies or
manifests a divinizing union in which the person becomes like God.%2 Gregory says that if
a person imitates characteristics associated with God, that person becomes what he
imitates.%3 For Gregory forgiveness is a virtue, a characteristic of God. By imitating this
virtue we become like what we imitate. Virtue, then is both a manifestation of divine life
and a means of divinization, or as Meredith has put it, ‘progressive deification through
virtue’.

Having situated the theme of virtue in the context of divinizing union I would like to look
more closely at this theme, especially as it occurs in (p.190) the In Canticum, for it is
here that we see the dominant role of the Holy Spirit in this transformation, a role
characterized notably by a luminosity that never gives way to darkness.

Light of the Holy Spirit

In Homily 13 Gregory speaks of the Bridegroom as the bridal torch of the Holy Spirit's
splendour.54 It is just one example among many pneumatological images of light
throughout the In Canticum. In Homily 7, for example, Gregory emphasizes the role of
the Holy Spirit, again in the imagery of light, as he comments on Song 4: 6: ‘Until the day
breathes and the shadows depart.’6° Gregory means us to associate the work of the
Holy Spirit with illumination.56 The Holy Spirit breathes light that dispels error®’ and
brings forth children of ]ight.68 This association of the Holy Spirit with transformation in
light is something which Gregory does with some consistency throughout the In
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The Luminous Dark Revisited

Canticum. It constitutes an important example of divine union irrespective of both the
notion of divine darkness and those scriptural texts which undergird the theme of divine
darkness.

In Homily 4 on the Song Gregory comments on a passage which clearly lends itself to a
description of divine communion in the language of light: ‘Behold, you are beautiful my
companion; behold you are beautiful; your eyes are doves’ (Song 1: 15). This image of
the dove introduces the theme of the Holy Spirit which features prominently in the soul's
divinization in light.

Gregory says the text teaches us about the restoration of beauty which the bride gained
when she approached true beauty. It is important to note that for Gregory this beauty
which the bride acquires is not something she has never before known; it is restoration
of beauty. But before going any further with this restoration of beauty, which Gregory
describes in terms of light, he situates this in his image theory and notes how human
nature is like a reflection that mirrors whatever is impressed upon the free will.69
Therefore when the soul has been purified by the (p.191) Word it receives in itself the
orb of the sun and shines within the bride by means of this ]ight.70 The Word sees his
own beauty shining from within the bride and says to her, ‘you have become beautiful by
drawing close to my light, by being drawn (epeAkvoapévn) to me you commune with
beauty’.71

Hence, while the bride has known the darkness of sin, she has moved into the light of
communion with the Word and been beautified in this process. This text is significant, for
while at first glance it depicts a movement from darkness to light, there is no hint of this
light being superseded by subsequent movement into the divine darkness. However, the
light that Gregory mentions in his interpretation of Song 1: 15 is not the same light which
we saw superseded by divine darkness in Homily 11 on the Song and in the De vita
Moysis. There the light superseded by divine darkness referred to a quite specific type
of knowledge: withdrawal from false opinions about God and from what the senses have
come to understand and consider.’? Likely the principle reason why Gregory speaks of it
in the language of light is the scriptural model on which he has grafted his notion of noetic
ascent, namely the beginning of Moses' journey up Mount Sinai at Exod. 19: 3 (with
possible support from the light of the Burning Bush at Horeb, Exod. 3: 2)73 that
constitutes the first stage of Moses' ascent in De vita Moysis I1. 162 and repeated in
Homily 11 on the Song. The light spoken of here, as Gregory comments on Song 1: 15, is
a different sort of light altogether. Quite unrelated to the light of Horeb it is the light that
results from communion with divine beauty, the light that results from divinization, the
work of the Holy Spirit, already suggested by the word epérkw and especially by the
image of the dove. For Gregory this light is never overcome by darkness.

(p.192) The Word looks at the bride once again and sees her increased beauty and
says, ‘behold you are beautiful’.”# The Word then looks into her eyes, sees the image of a
dove and says ‘your eyes are doves’.”® Gregory explains how it is that the Word comes
to see doves in the eyes of the bride. When someone's eyes are pure and clean one who
looks into these eyes can see one's own face reflected in them. The eye, then, that gazes
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The Luminous Dark Revisited

at an object receives in itself the image of that object.76 In the present case it is the Word
looking into the eyes of the bride, who, having been purified, has thus received this
image. The image of itself which the Word sees is that of a dove, the Holy Spirit; the
luminous beauty which the Word sees in the bride is the light and beauty of the Holy
Spirit. But the bride too can look at the Word. How is this possible when only like can
know, or in this instance see, like?’” Gregory reminds us that the soul that is freed of
bodily attachments, has in its eyes the image of the dove, that is to say, ‘the seal of the
spiritual life shines’ within.”8 With this seal of the dove shining within, the soul is capable of
gazing upon the beauty of the Bridegroom.79

The trinitarian context in which the bride finds herself stands in bold relief. The light and
beauty which God the Word sees in the bride is God the Holy Spirit, which itself has
rendered her capable of gazing upon the Word who gazes at himself (as Holy Spirit) in
her. It is a profound experience of divinizing union in which the bride is suffused in divine
characteristics of light and beauty. In the description of union Gregory has made no
mention of the divine darkness; nor does this luminous state of the bride give way to any
such darkness. The reason for his preference for light over dark in this description of
union is twofold. First, the scriptural text which Gregory is interpreting (Song 1: 15:
‘Behold, you are beautiful, my companion; behold you are beautiful; your eyes are
doves’) does not lend itself to commentary along the lines of divine darkness;
irrespective of texts which lend themselves to interpretation along such lines (e.g. Exod.
20: 21; Ps. 17 (18): 12, etc.) Gregory does not concern himself with the theme of divine
darkness. Second, in this commentary on Song 1: 15 he is not concerned with the
knowability of the divine nature, which is always among his epistemological concerns in the
interpretation of divine darkness texts. Instead Gregory is concerned with the role of the
Holy Spirit in the bride's transforming union, (p.193) which he tends to describe in
language of purification, beauty, vision, and light.

The luminous quality of the bride's experience, and the fact that, because ‘she has the
dove in her eyes’, she can gaze upon the Bridegroom's beauty, stands very much to the
fore in this passage. The concerns for light and vision are evocative of Gregory's
description in the Oratio catechetica of the original human nature created to participate
in, to see, and to enjoy divine light and hence requires something of that light in its nature
in order to do so. This light implies a certain knowing. From our discussions of union in
Chapters 3, 5, and 6, we know that there is a tendency for Gregory to connect union and
knowledge: faith gives something to mind. This should also be kept in mind when
considering that union in light and beauty wrought by the Holy Spirit. The luminous
quality of the bride and her capacity to see the beauty of the Bridegroom implies a
certain knowledge also bestowed by the Holy Spirit.

What this shows is that Gregory has more than one way of describing union. There is that
union in darkness beyond knowledge in Homilies 6 and 11 and there is divinizing union
wrought by the Holy Spirit, bestower of light and knowledge. The one is described in the
language of darkness, the other in the language of beauty and light. Let us consider some
other texts which demonstrate this preference for light.
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Ascent in Virtue

As we saw earlier in Homily 5, Gregory depicts the Bridegroom exhorting the bride to
advance in virtue. This exhortation, as we noted, is set in a general context of salvation
history, described in imagery of increasing light. The Church receives the ray of truth
through the windows of the prophets and the lattices of the Law. Gregory likens the Law
to a wall which forms a shadow (ok1&v) of things to come. The truth stands behind this
wall. But when the revelation of the gospel comes, the wall is torn down and the darkness
of the shadow gives way to the light of the gospel.80 It is worth pointing out that Gregory
has described the broad movement of salvation history in the language of increasing light.
The only mention of darkness is the shadow employed as a metaphor for the Law,
darkness that gives way to light with the full revelation of the gospel. Within this context of
salvation history as increasing light, Gregory prepares to comment on the words of the
Bridegroom addressed to the (p.194) bride in Song 2: 10: ‘Arise, my companion, my
beautiful one, my dove.” Because the words of the Bridegroom are efficacious,8! she
begins her ascent. Up to now this study has focused on the epistemological ascents of the
bride, but here, in a general context of salvation history as increasing light, we see the
bride called to ascend not to the darkness of unknowing but in greater virtue: ‘Arise...
and go forward through advancement in the good, finishing the race in virtue.’82 In the
context of this ascent in virtue, we see the bride transformed in light through divinization
by the Holy Spirit. In response, then, to the efficacious power of the Word which bids her
arise, the bride immediately does so and ‘stands up, comes towards and is near the
light’ 83

Gregory sees in the very order of the words of Song 2: 10 an indication of the nature of
her movement into light. ‘She arises, approaches, draws near, becomes beautiful, is
called a dove.’8% As Gregory explains the bride's transformation, he introduces his image
theory: human nature is like a mirror that became beautiful only ‘when it drew close to
beauty and was transformed by the image of divine beauty’.85 He then equates this
beauty with light and both of these with the presence of the Holy Spirit symbolized by
the dove: ‘Hence, by drawing close to the light, human nature becomes light and in this
light it is moulded into the beautiful form of the dove, I mean that dove which declared
the presence of the Holy Spirit.'86

Gregory's interpretation of Song 2: 10, therefore, presents us with an image of divinizing
union, once again under the aegis of the Holy Spirit, in which human nature is
transformed in divine light and beauty. Though no technical word is used for union, the
sense of this passage is clearly in this direction, and if not union then something very
close indeed, for by its proximity to this light human nature is transformed and takes on
the qualities of the divine light in which it stands.

(p.195) Gregory depicts the perfection of virtue along these lines because he thinks
that the order of the words in Song 2: 10 suggests this itinerary of ascent and
transformation in light and beauty.8” The sequence of this itinerary is clearly one of
increasing light. Moreover, Gregory has situated it in the context of salvation history,
itself depicted as darkness that gives way to the full dawning of light. What needs
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especially to be emphasized, however, is the role of the Holy Spirit in facilitating this union
in which human nature is ‘moulded into the beautiful form of a dove’, and it is important
to observe that the virtues are the manifestation of this divinizing activity. Human nature
becoming light should once again remind us of the light that characterized its original
condition in which the light of God is seen and enjoyed. Hence, this light of divinized
virtue should not be separated from, much less subordinated to, the light in which God is
seen and in some sense known.

Not all transformation in light, however, is accomplished explicitly under the aegis of the
Holy Spirit; but its presence should not be ruled out of the activity of purification. While
these transformations are subtle indeed, they are no less important, for they pertain to
the attainment of andBeia, and therefore are tantamount to becoming like God. For
example, in Homily 8 Gregory comments on Song 4: 9: ‘You have ravished our heart, our
sister, our bride.’ In order to lay the groundwork for the interpretation he wishes to
pursue Gregory first draws a parallel between the creative power of the Word at
creation and the Word's bidding the soul to draw close. As creation came into being at
the Word's ordinance, in the same way when the Word bids the soul to draw close to him
‘the soul is changed into something divine’. Hence, the glory that the soul already had is
transformed into something even more glorious, divinized, ‘changed into something
divine’ 88 Therefore, the angels marvel at the bride. With Song 4: 9 on their lips as they
say: ‘You have have ravished our hearts, our sister our spouse.” He goes on to specify
what precisely has happened in this transformation by identifying the meaning of ‘sister’
and ‘spouse’. Because in this transformation she has taken on the divine characteristic of
dispassion (dmabeiag) she is (p.196) called ‘sister’ and because she attains union
(ovvaderar) with the Word she is called ’spouse'.89

Apart from the important connection Gregory draws between creation, the soul's
divinizing union, and the mediation of both by the Word, what is important for the present
purpose is to observe that this transformation of the passions into dispassion is described
again in the language of light: ‘for the seal of dispassion illumines the bride’.90

This connection between divinizing union and radiance is also seen in Homily 15 where
Gregory comments on Song 6: 3: ‘I am my Beloved's, and my Beloved is mine.” Gregory's
interpretation of this passage reveals once again a description of divine union in the
language of light. It is a text which easily lends itself to the ensuing presentation of
divinization and virtue which emphasizes the indwelling presence of Christ and especially
union with Christ, and the manifestation of this union.

Gregory begins by focusing on the words of the pure and undefiled bride (‘I am my
Beloved's, and my Beloved is mine’) and immediately aligns this image of mutual
possession with the notion of perfection in virtue 91 Her perfection means that in
conforming to Christ she is made beautiful according to the image and likeness of the
original beauty in which she was created.92 The soul, Gregory says, is a living mirror that
possesses free wil, when she beholds the face of the Beloved, his beauty is reflected in
her face.93 The divine presence of indwelling beauty Gregory likens to Paul's experience
of being dead to the world, alive to God and having Christ alone living in him (Rom. 6: 11;
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Gal 2: 20). Paul's statement in Philippians 1: 20 (‘for me to live is Christ’) is, according to

Gregory, exactly what the bride means when she says, ‘I am my (p.197) Beloved's and
my Beloved is mine.’%* This indwelling union with Christ, on the part of Paul or the bride,
is what holiness is, says Gregory, and he goes on to describe it in the language of light.

The second half of the lemma upon which Gregory is commenting (Song 6: 3a: ‘I am my
Beloved's and my Beloved is mine’) reads, ‘he pastures me amongst the lilies’. The lilies,
he tells us, symbolize the virtues which nourish the soul9° Lilies are radiant and, by
implication, virtues too are associated with light; the virtues nourish the soul and make it
likewise radiant.96 This light that shines from within the virtuous soulis the divine
presence itself, ‘the radiance of the Lord’ (Ps. 89: 17). In some of the Homilies we have
considered (Homilies 4 and 5) the luminosity of divinized virtue occurs specifically under
the guidance of the Holy Spirit. In other Homilies (8 and 15), the explicit role of the Holy
Spirit is more difficult to discern, or is accomplished through union with the indwelling
Word.

For Gregory, then, virtue is the outward manifestation of divinization, manifesting
outwardly the divine presence in which it participates. Perhaps the finest example of this
is seen in his likening the luminous lilies of virtue in the soul to a bouquet oflilies placed in
a crystal vase. The lilies within the crystal vase can be clearly seen from without. Likewise,
one who places the radiance of the lilies within the soul renders the soul diaphanous to
the light shining from within.%7 The virtues, then, radiate outwardly the divine presence
within the purified soul. Gregory's interpretation of this lemma that emphasizes indwelling
communion draws to a close with the bride giving herself to the Beloved and being
beautified in his beauty.98

[] ondsion

(A) On the basis of the texts we have considered, chiefly in the Commentarius in
Canticum canticorum, it is clear that for all Gregory's concern for what has been termed
by Puech, Daniélou, Crouzel, and many others a ‘mysticism of darkness’, there is a
consistent strand in Gregory's (p.198) thought that describes the heights of divine-
human encounter in the language of light and beauty. If Gregory can be distinguished
from Origen in his development of the theme of divine darkness,?9 he can likewise be
likened to Origen in his concern for a ‘mysticism of ]ight’.1 00

(B) We have emphasized throughout this chapter the exegetical character of Gregory's
doctrine on divine darkness and how this theme is linked to explicitly epistemological and
apophatic concerns. Irrespective of texts which favour the theme of divine darkness,
Gregory does not introduce the theme. Hence, we see it relatively infrequently and only
in the course of commenting on such scriptural texts as Song 3: 1 (‘By night on my bed I
sought him whom my soul loves. I sought him but found him not’); Song 5: 2 (‘Open, open
to me...for my head is filled with dew, and my locks with the drops of the night’); Song 5:
5-6 (“...upon the handles of the lock.I opened to my Beloved. My Beloved was gone. My
soul went forth at his word’); Exod. 20: 21; and Ps. 17: 12. In the exegesis of scriptural
lemmata such as these, the apophatic ascent is the guiding motif, largely to emphasize the
mind's inability to grasp God, an inability due not so much to the weakness of the mind as
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to the intrinsic unknowability of the divine essence itself. The theme of divine darkness,
then, is limited to commentary on certain scriptural texts with specific epistemological and
apophatic concerns regarding union with an unknowable God; apart from such texts and
concerns Gregory tends to speak instead of the divinization of the soul in light.

(C) Moreover, it should be emphasized that Gregorian darkness is epistemological
darkness. Hence, any comparison with the theme of darkness developed by later writers
such as John of the Cross or Jacob Boehme, who give greater prominence to the
emotional dimension and to the sense of divine absence, should exercise caution.!
While Gregorian darkness knows well this play between presence and absence, (p.199)
it is much more a metaphor of presence than one of absence, a metaphor which
emphasizes the mind's capacity for union (supranoetic) with God, who is most intimately
present, and yet who is not grasped by the mind in comprehension (grasped rather by
faith). The locus classicus in this regard is perhaps the bride in Homily 11, who is
embraced by the divine night; Gregory asks, How can the soul see what is invisible? The
Bridegroom gives to the soul ‘a sense of presence (aicOnow- g nocpoucr{occ;)’.1 02
Gregorian darkness is a metaphor of union and presence.1 03

01

(D) When Gregory describes the divinization of the soulin light and beauty, often under
the aegis of the Holy Spirit, he grounds this, like the theme of divine darkness, in
scripture: Song 1: 15 (‘Behold you are beautiful, my companion, behold you are
beautiful; your eyes are doves’); Song 1: 16 (‘Behold you are fair, my Beloved and
beautiful, overshadowing our bed’); Song 2: 10 and 13 (‘Arise, and come, my companion,
my beautiful one, my dove; yes, come’); Song 4: 6 (‘Until the day breathes and the
shadows depart’); Song 4: 9 (‘You have ravished our heart, our sister, our spouse’);
Song 6: 3 (‘I am my Beloved's and my Beloved is mine; he pastures me amongst the
lilies’). These scriptural texts with their cluster of themes of beauty, ascent, the dove,
light, and indwelling ground Gregory's teaching on the divinization of the virtues.

So as not to confuse exegetical lines, it is important to distinguish the light that is the first
stage in the light-cloud-darkness sequencel%4 from the light that is part of the ever-
increasing-light sequence. This latter, the light and beauty of divinized virtue, evocative of
the original condition of light in which humanity sees, and hence knows something of
divine light, does not give way to divine darkness and rests on different scriptural
lemmata, which are not used by Gregory to support the divine darkness theme. The light
of divinized virtue, then, does not fit the pattern of increasing darkness (light-cloud-
darkness) which not a few scholars have said defines Gregory's theory of the human
experience of God. Indeed we have seen Gregory, speaking in the context of salvation
(p.200) history and the divinization of the virtues, present the pattern as one of
increasing light.

(E) While Gregory can be likened to Origen in his use of light symbolism regarding
knowledge, the Father, the Word, the Holy Spirit, an important distinction should be kept
in mind particularly regarding the epistemological implications of ]ight.1 05 Both Origen and
Gregory speak of knowledge as ]ight.1 06 But for Gregory the light of knowledge gives way
to the darkness of unknowing in, and only in, divine-darkness texts. This is largely due to
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two exegetical reasons. First, Gregory adheres with singular fidelity to an inherited
exegetical tradition regarding Exod. 20: 21 (inter alia). Puech indicated long ago the roots
of this tradition in Philo and Clement, a tradition to which Origen does not adhere with any
tenacity’.1 07 Second, following closely upon the first, Gregory's epistemology, especially
the epistemological ascent, is very much an exegetical epistemology (especially in the In
Canticum). Hence, when one considers a divine-darkness text such as De vita Moysis I1.
162 and In Canticum XI. 322, one should be aware that the ascent of Moses or the bride
is described as a movement from light to dark, a description rife with apophatic
terminology and motifs, because the vocabulary and imagery of the scriptural text lends
itself to this.1 98 In these darkness texts that feature an apophatic ascent, especially when
based on Exod. 20: 21 (such as De vita Moysis I1. 162 and In Canticum XI. 322), light will
relate to a (p.201) relatively low noetic state (withdrawal from false opinions about God,
withdrawal from what the senses have understoodlog) because this light is
corresponding to the light that characterizes the beginning of Moses' sojourn, the
scriptural model for the noetic ascent. Hence, instead of continuing in a transformation of
ever greater luminosity (as we saw in In Cant. 1V, V, VII, VIII, and XV), this ‘first-stage’
light gives way to the ever-increasing obscurity of cloud and darkness where God dwells
simply because the sequence of scriptural images (Exod. 19: 3, 16 f; 20: 21)
undergirding the epistemological ascent dictate that it does so.

Moreover, while both Origen and Gregory speak of divinization, Origen tends to speak of
the mind's divinization in the contemplation of God. In his Commentary on John Origen,
thinking of the brilliant face of Moses descending Mount Sinai, speaks of the divinization of
nous.110 Gregory, by contrast, does not tend to speak of the mind itself as the subject of
divinization. It is, rather, the virtues which are the subject of divinization. For Gregory
the mind moves beyond the light of knowledge into the darkness of unknowing, and in this
process the virtues, not the mind, are the subject of divinizing union. The mind attains to
union by means of faith (and a possible way of conceiving the relationship between the
mind and faith—for Gregory does not spell it out—was presented in Chapter 4); as
explored in Chapters 3, 5, and 6, the mind yet receives something from this supramental
union ‘by faith alone’. Hence, the mind is certainly not abandoned. Knowledge and virtue
participate in divine light: knowledge by means of faith, virtue by divinization.

Therefore, while we can agree with Volker that Gregory does indeed share, and in
abundance, Origen's ‘Vorliebe fiir die Lichtsymbolik’, there are subtle yet important
distinctions that need to be maintained; the metaphor of the light of knowledge is a case in
point, for it expresses (p.202) divergent positions (Gregory's from Origen's) regarding
the knowability of God.

(F) Having seen that Gregory speaks of both light and darkness to describe the
profoundest of divine-human encounters, and that the light that gives way to darkness in
an ascent of ever-increasing darkness is not the same light of divinizing union which is
never described as giving way to darkness, could not the argument still be advanced that
this divine darkness must yet overcome the light of divinized virtue? For in the Platonic
tradition, virtue (described by Gregory in terms of increasing light) is a means to the
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acquisition of knowledge and hence could be considered in the final analysis to be
subordinate to knowledge. Therefore, viewing Gregory's thought as a whole, would not
the light of divinized virtue be subordinate to the darkness of unknowing since virtue is a
subordinated means to knowledge? Such would be a tempting position to adopt were it
not for the convincing caveat established by Meredith on this very point.

In a paper given to the Seventh International Colloquium on Gregory of Nyssa, as well as
in a more elaborated position taken in The Cappadocians, Meredith states that ‘the close
connexion between the love of and discovery of truth on the one hand and the
reformation of life on the other owes much to the Platonic tradition, above all in the
language which is used to express the upward search for the transcendent. The relation,
however, between these two elements, the intellectual and the moral, has been
significantly modified.’111 Whereas ‘the Platonist tradition had tended to subordinate
virtue to knowledge, ethics to epistemology, while believing that there existed a close
connection between the two’,112 Gregory does not show this subordination. Whilst
Gregory likewise maintains a close relationship between the two, they are not cast in a
relationship of subordination but kept on an equal level and in ‘a two-way’ relationship.1 13
This may not illustrate Gregory's early view on the matter in De virginitate, arguably his
earliest work, but it does characterize his later works; ‘virtue is not only the condition of
the possibility of knowledge, knowledge also serves as a step towards greater (p.203)
moral perfection. In other words there is a dialectical relationship between the two. 114

The fact that Gregory of Nyssa maintains virtue and knowledge on the same level, not
subordinating one to the other, has clear implications for the respective roles of virtue
and knowledge in his theory of divine union. Gregory's doctrine on union through the
‘progressive deification through virtue’ in light should not be subordinated to his theory
of union in the darkness of unknowing. Moreover, purely within the context of the light
imagery itself (ie. the darkness texts aside) we have seen that for Gregory light
embraces concerns for both knowledge and virtue: in the Oratio catechetica human
nature was created that it might see, and therefore know in some sense, this divine Light;
thus something of that light was in its original nature; in the ascents in virtue which we
see in the In Canticum, human nature is ‘transformed into something divine’,11° likewise
characterized by light.

Therefore, Gregory's theory of divine union should be considered no less one of light
than one of darkness. When considering passages which are particularly illustrative of
Gregory's ‘mysticism of darkness’ one should avoid concluding that this encounter with
God in increasing darkness characterizes Gregory's thought as a whole; it characterizes
one part of the dialectic within which he clearly situates himself within the ‘mysticism of
darkness’ tradition inherited from Philo and Clement, grounded in quite specific biblical
passages and expressive of decidedly apophatic concerns. But it is not the whole picture.

(G) Perhaps the texts which scholars propose as particularly illustrative of Gregory's
mysticism of darkness (one thinks principally of De vita Moysis 11. 162; In Cant. VI and
XIIT) have been given too great an emphasis and have not been satisfactorily situated
and interpreted in light of the general structure of his thought. Keeping in mind that the
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darkness of God is for Gregory a ‘luminous dark’ (Aapmpéc (p.204) yvédog),116
perhaps the less-cited darkness-text in In Canticum XII is more representative of his
position.

In the course of commenting on Song 5: 6, ‘my soul went forth at his word’, Gregory
presents a catalogue of Moses' ascents in order to illustrate the incessant growth of the
Patriarch.! 17 At the end of this catalogue he says that Moses entered the cloud and then
the darkness where God was. But Gregory does not stop here as he did in De vita
Moysis 11. 162 and In Canticum XI, when in the midst of an apophatic, epistemological
ascent, he emphasized the pattern of increasing darkness. Here in Homily 12 Gregory
adds that Moses becomes like the sun and is unable to be approached by those who are
drawing near because of the light beaming from his face (cf. Exod. 34: 29-30).118 This
transformation in light occurs while Moses is in the darkness. Clearly light is not
subordinated to darkness, just as for Gregory virtue is not subordinated to knowledge,
even that knowledge which is an unknowing. Moses enters the darkness where God is
but becomes luminous; he moves ever deeper in unknowing but grows increasingly in
light. Whether the luminous quality surrounding the Patriarch is the light of knowledge
consequent upon union beyond knowledge, or whether it is the light of divinized virtue,
Gregory does not say with any precision. Based on what we have seen throughout this
study regarding the relationship between union and knowledge, he would not want us to
choose one to the exclusion of the other.

It has remained unquestioned throughout this chapter that Gregory of Nyssa is an
exponent of the so-called ‘mysticism of darkness’, but he also expounds a ‘mysticism of
light’. To suggest that he proposes one as opposed to the other, as has been the decided
tendency of twentieth-century scholarship on Gregory of Nyssa, not only reflects a hasty
reading of one of his principle works on the matter in question, the Commentarius in
Canticum canticorum, but obscures our understanding of the structure of his thought.

Notes:

(1) In En quéte de la Gnose, 2 vols. (Paris, 1978), vol. i, 119-41, esp. 136-9; the article
appeared originally in Etudes Carmélitaines 23 (1938), 33-53; see also J. LeMaitre,
‘Préhistoire du concepte de gnophos’, Dictionnaire de Spiritualité, s. v. contemplation,
cols. 1868-72; Reallexikon fiir Antike und Christentum, vol. iv, s. v. Dunkelheit, cols. 350-
8.

(2) Ibid., 136: ‘Mais c'est en Grégoire de Nysse que toute notre tradition trouve son
centre et son plus magnifique épanouissement.’

(3) Daniélou, Platonisme et Théologie mystique, esp. 175-314. See also Daniélou,
‘Mystique de la ténebre chez Grégoire de Nysse’, Dictionnaire de Spiritualité, s. v.
contemplation, cols. 1872-85.

(4) Ibid., 7.

(5) Wiesbaden, 1955. Volker announces in the preface his reservations regarding
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Daniélou's insistence on Gregory's originality. See Daniélou's review of Volker's book in
Recherches de Science Religieuse 44 (1956), 61 7-20, where Daniélou admits to having
exaggerated the differences between Origen and Gregory but at the same time insists
that Volker minimizes their differences and thinks that Gregory is ultimately ‘un plus
grand mystique’.

(6) ‘Grégoire de Nysse est-ille fondateur de la théologie mystique?’, Revue d' Ascétique
et de Mystique 33 (1957), 189-202. One of Crouzel's chief objections is Daniélou's claim
that Origen himself, along with the other Alexandrians, enjoyed no mystical experience (p.
189), claims which subsequently have been levelled against Gregory, which claims
generate no interest for the present investigation.

(7) Ibid., 202. However, whether Gregorian darkness is actually present in Origen, as
Crouzel seems to think, cannot be so easily solved by simply locating in Origen the
existence of the theme of divine darkness. For the same theme is linked to the differing
anthropological and theological presuppositions of each respective author. If God is
difficult to know, or indeed cannot be known, for Origen it is due to the weakness of the
human mind. For Gregory of Nyssa, however, God is unknowable in himself, irrespective
of the mind's capacity. Therefore, even though the theme of divine darkness appears
both in Origen (rarely) and in Gregory (more frequently but by no means ubiquitously),
it is tied to different epistemological possibilities regarding the knowledge of God, who for
both authors ‘makes darkness his hiding place’ (Ps. 17: 12). On this see the helpful article
by A. Meredith, ‘Licht und Finsternis bei Origenes und Gregor von Nyssa’ in T. Kobusch
and B. Mojsisch (eds.), Platon in der abendldndischen Geistesgeschichte (Darmstadt,
1997), 48-59. Cf. J. Dillon, “The Knowledge of God in Origen’, in R. van den Broek, T.
Baarda, and J. Mansfield (eds.), Knowledge of God in the Graeco-Roman World (Leiden,
1988), 219-28. For general background on the difficulty/impossibility of knowing God in
Middle Platonism, see Dillon, The Middle Platonists; see also Carabine, The Unknown
God, esp. 51-70; see also Lilla, Introduzione al Medio Platonismo.

(8) That the theme is a uniquely Judaeo-Christian theme rooted in the Bible was pointed
out long ago by Puech, ‘La Ténebre mystique’, 133. In The Foundations of Mysticism,
175, B. McGinn suggests that ‘we should note that the mysticism of darkness is not found
among pagan Neoplatonists. Indeed, we may even surmise that this distinctively biblical
apophaticsim serves as a critique of late antique pagan theology with its heavy use of light
imagery.” Cf. Carabine, The Unknown God, 65, who claims to find the theme of divine
darkness also in Celsus; see Origen's Contra Celsum, VI. 36 [sic]; cf. VI. 17.

(9) O. Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism, trans. T. Berkley (London, 1993), 236.
For another identification of Gregory with the mysticism of darkness as opposed to that of
light, written for a largely popular audience, see the anthology prepared by L. Dupré and
J. Wiseman (eds.), Light from Light: An Anthology of Christian Mysticism (Mahwah, N ]J.,
1988), 46.

(10) Indeed Crouzel (‘Grégoire de Nysse’, 194) did his best to make it known that one of
Volker's complaints, and a legitimate one in my opinion, against Daniélou's treatment of
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Gregory was an over-emphasis on the role of darkness in Gregory of Nyssa and that light
plays a more important role in Gregory's thought than does darkness. While I agree with
Volker that the theme of divine darkness in Gregory has been over-emphasized, I
disagree with Volker that light is more important than darkness in Gregory. Indeed the
theme of divinization in light occurs decidedly more frequently than the theme of divine
darkness, but it would be misleading to conclude on the basis of this that light is
therefore more important than darkness in Gregory's thought. I would argue that just as
the fundamental structure of Gregory's thought holds virtue and knowledge on an even
par, so the themes of divinization in light and the noetic ascent into divine darkness are
likewise held on an even par.

(11) For a clear presentation of this theme see Louth, Origins of the Christian Mystical
Tradition, 80-97, esp. 83-8; for a succinct statement of the relationship between
Gregory's divine darkness and the allegory of the cave see idem, ‘The Cappadocians’, in
C.Jones, G. Wainwright, and E. Yarnold (eds.), The Study of Spirituality (London, 1986),
161-8.

(12) It should be noted that as important as the term v0€ is for the theme of divine
darkness in the In Canticum (e.g. GNO VI. 181.4; 181. 14; 324. 8) Gregory usually
employs the word in a negative sense (e.g. GNO VI.48.4; 70.16; 77.20; 192.11; 196.
11).

(13) In Cant. XI, GNO VI. 322. 9-12. Cf. De vita Moysis, SC, 11. 162-4. Cf. also Philo, De
post. Caini 4. 12-5. 16; Vita Mos. 1.28.158; De mut. 2. 7; and Clement, Strom. II. 2. 6; V.
12.78.

(14) In Cant. XI, GNO VI. 322.13-323. 9.

(15) Ibid., 323. 12-324. 9. The embrace by the divine night refers back to In Cant. VI
(GNO VI. 181.13-183.10), where Gregory is interpreting Song 3: 1: ‘I sought him on my
bed at night but did not find him.’ It is in the commentary on this passage that the bride
finds the Beloved by the grasp of faith.

(16) De Vita Moysis, SC, I1.19. 1-3.

(17) Ibid., 19. 21-4. Daniélou makes the interesting observation that Gregory appears to
be the first to make a connection between the Burning Bush and Mary; see ibid., n. 3.

(18) Ibid., 162. 6-8: Atbdoker yap 6 tobTwy 0 AOYo¢ 6Tl TNC evoEPEiaG N YPOOLC PG
yiveton mapd tHy mpwTny oig &v eyyévnTat.

(19) In Cant. XI, GNO VI. 323. 20-324. 1: 161e KA 1} yivetat 1@ pwTi g dAndeiag
neplAapdeloa....

(20) Song 3: 1; 5: 2; 5: 5-6; Ex 20: 21; Ps. 17(18): 12.

(21) In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 183. 7-8: Kal mACcoY KATAANITIKNY € poSov KATAAUIIVO,...
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Because the image of the bride running (6tadpapovoa, In Cant. XI, GNO VI. 324. 5) like a
horse through previous levels of understanding is parallel in structure to the more
obviously aphairetic language of letting go both at In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 183. 7 and at In
Cant. XI, GNO VI. 323. 3, I consider 6iadpapodoa in this instance an aphairetic term.

(22) Later we shall see how important it is to distinguish the light of discursive knowledge,
surpassed by the darkness of unknowing, from the light of divinized virtue, which is
never surpassed by the darkness of unknowing but on an even par with it. Failure to
identify and maintain this distinction risks leading to the erroneous conclusion that
Gregory's theory of divine union is characterized tout court by a progression from light
to increasing darkness instead of exhibiting this ‘mysticism of darkness’ only in certain
exegetical and epistemological contexts.

(23) In fact Gregory does force the text somewhat in order to make a smooth
progression from light to darkness and thus serve his epistemological designs. At In Cant.
XI, GNO VI. 322.9-10, Gregory says that God appeared to Moses through light (61«
¢wT0G). Langerbeck (p. 322) says this refers to Exod. 19: 3. However, when Moses
begins his journey up Mt. Sinai at Exod. 19: 3, there is no mention of light. LXX simply
reads: kol Mwoofic &véPn eig o 6pog T000€0D. Kai ekdAeaer adTOV O BedC €K TODHPOLC
Aéywv.... The question suggests itself, why does Gregory appear to be supplying the
imagery of light? Is he transferring to Sinai the fiery image of light in the theophany at
Horeb (Exod. 3: 2)? Gregory seems quite keen to draw out the luminous qualities of fire
when he describes the theophany at Horeb at De vita Moysis, SC, 11. 22. 2 ff. (cfits
slightly less luminous development at In Cant. XII, GNO VI. 355. 4). Gregory would seem
to want this epistemological ascent to begin with light, knowing that the most famous
ascent featuring light and darkness, the allegory of the cave (Rep. VI. 514a-516c¢) begins
not in light but in darkness. A. Louth is probably correct when he says that, in describing
the noetic ascent in terms of progressive darkness, Gregory is overturning Plato's cave;
see his “The Cappadocians’, 167. As convincing as Louth's thesis is, and I believe it is
correct, there are yet times when Gregory alludes to the famous allegory without
controverting it. See e.g. In inscrip. Psalm.1.6, GNO V. 41-2; De beat. 111, GNO VII. ii.
104.8-10; In Cant. VII, GNO VI. 212. 8. See the article by J. Daniélou, ‘Le symbole de la
caverne chez Grégoire de Nysse’, in Mullus: Festschrift Theodor Klauser, Jahrbuch fir
Antike und Christentum 1, ed. A. von Stuiber and A. Hermann (Munster, 1964), 43-51,
esp. 43-9, and Meredith, ‘Licht und Finsternis’.

(24) Orat. cat.V, GNO III.iv. 16.22-17. 3.
(25) Ibid., 17.4-7.

(26) Ibid., 17.11-15: KaB&1ep yap 6 6GOAANOC 61X THC EYKEIPEPTIC ADTRPVOIKWC adYAC
€V Kowwvin T00dwTOC yivetal, 61 THG epdOTOL SLVENEWS TO TLYYEVEC EHEAKOPEDC ,
oUTWC AVAYKALOD ﬁv eyKpadival TL THAVOpwIIiVY POOEL TLYYEVEC IPOC TO Belov, ...
Translation by C. Richardson in Christology of the Later Fathers, ed. E. Hardy, Library of
Christian Classics 3 (London, 1954), 276.
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(27) In Cant. IV, GNO VI. 100. 16-18: ypuoitic v 10 Katdpydc 1 dvbpwuivn dpvorg kal
Adpumovoa TAIPOG TO AKAPATOY dyabov OPotdTTL,...

(28) In Cant. XII, GNO VI. 348. 1-9.

(29) In Cant. II, GNO VI.54.7-9 and In Cant.IV, GNO VI.100.18-19.
(30) In Cant. XV, GNO VI. 437.1-8.

(31) In Cant. 11, GNO VI. 48. 8-14.

(32) Ibid., 48. 18-49. 4: Xp10T0¢ €i¢ TOV KOOHOD ﬁxee AQUIIPOVC IIOIHOAL TOVG HEAAVAGC,...
See Phil 2: 15.

(33) In Cant.V, GNO VI.144.19-145.13.

(34) In Cant. XV, GNO VI. 448. 14.

(35) In Cant. IV, GNO VI. 107. 9: I[Ipo¢ KAlv1 fju®v 00OKL0G.

(36) Ibid., 108. 1-4: el y&p ovveoKiaooag adTOC 0eavTOY TNV GKPpaToV TNG O€dTNTOQ
AKTIVX TLYKAADYOC THTOD600A0L popdT), TiC v DIECTN TOL THY epdEvelav; odOElC Yp
Oyetot mpdowmov Kupiov Kai (Roetat.

(37) Ibid., 108. 4-6.

(38) Ibid., 108. 7-10.

(39) Ibid., 108.10-12.

(40) In Cant.V, GNO VI. 148. 7-20.

(41) In Cant. 11, GNO VI. 49. 3: Adpmew w¢ pwoThpag emoinoe....

(42) In Cant. VII, GNO VI. 205. 12-16.

(43) In Cant.V, GNO VI. 157.7-8.

(44) Tbid., 158.19-21.

(45) Ibid., 158.21-159. 2.

(46) Ibid., 159. 2-4: kal IPOOKAAELTAl ADTHY €yyloatl TOPWTL Kol KAANY ye- PETOAL TIPOC
10 €160¢ TG TEPLTTEPAC €V TWPWTL HophwOeloan.

(47) J. Gross, La Divinisation du chrétien d'apres les peres grecs. Contribution historique
a la doctrine de la grace (Paris, 1938), 219. B. Studer holds a similar position in
Encyclopedia of the Early Church, ed. A. Di Berardino, trans. A. Walford (Cambridge,
1992), s. v. divinization: ‘But on the whole Gregory's [doctrine on divinization] remains
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the most considerable synthesis before the theology of Ps.-Dionysius and Maximus
Confessor.’

(48) Protrepticus 11.114; see McGinn, The Foundations of Mysticism, 107.
(49) Dictionnaire de Spiritualité, s. v., divinisation, cols. 1382-3.
(50) Meredith, The Cappadocians, 83.

(51) Orat. cat. XXV, GNO III. iv. 64. 7-9: katepiyOn mpog to fuétepov, (va TO NEETEPOD

THIPOC 10 Belov emyméia yévnton Oelov,... Trans. C. Richardson, in E. Hardy et al. (eds.),
Christology of the Later Fathers, Library of Christian Classics 3 (London, 1954), 302. Cf
Irenaeus, Adv. haer.V, pref,, PG 7. 1120; Athanasius, De incarn. verbi LIV, PG 15. 192B.

(52) Orat. cat. XXXVII, GNO III.iv. 93.21-94.1: oVtw TO dBavatiofep VIO
T000e0DODNX €V TOTHETEPW YEVOREVOD A0V TIPOC EALTO PETAIOlEIKAL PETAT- 101 OW.
See also ibid., 94. 4: mpdC THY eavtodGOOW Kai TO mGv petenoinoev. Trans. Richardson,
in Hardy et al., Christology of the Later Fathers, 318.

(53) De virg. 1. 20-4.

(54) See In Cant. 1V, GNO VI. 127-9. On this image as an image of divinization see Daley,
‘“Bright Darkness” ’, 225.

(55) Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 319-30.

(56) Meredith, The Cappadocians, 82. See also Canévet, ‘Grégoire de Nysse’, cols. 996-
1001, who reminds us that for Gregory virtue is not a set of qualities we must acquire,
but is God dwelling within us.

(57) De beat.V, GNO VII.i. 123.20-124.5.
(58) Ibid., 124.13-14,
(59) Ibid., 124.16: Aokelody pot Oeomotelv tpdmov ...

(60) Ibid., 124. 24-6: €i oV HIPEIoLOATOOENT poonyopia TodeAeovoc, TL GAAo Kol
oYl Bedv o€ mporadeltatl yevéabal 6 AGyog, olovel popdpwOévta TN BedtnTog
i61paty; Trans. H. Graef, The Lord's Prayer, The Beatitudes, Ancient Christian Writers
18 (New York, 1954), 131.

(61) De orat. dom.V, GNO VII. ii. 59. 4-6: ...aAAadTOTOOe®E1X TG APETNC
opotodpevov, Mote dokelv &Alov eivatl ekelvov ev TYTadTA molely & ToDOeoDNOVOL €TTL
motelv. Trans. Graef, 71, adapted.

(62) Gregory goes so far as to equate virtue with divine life itself at In Cant. IX, GNO VI.
285.14-17: €AéaOw 6€€E eKaTEPWD T) TODAKPOXTOVKPiolg O PodAeTa, €lTe TO € TepoV €F
adTOV €ite dpddTepa . € v Y&p TOmOV TW& €0t dpddtepa f Te ThG Tedeiac dpetic Kai 1)
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¢ B€HTNTOC KTHO1G. 0D yap € Ew N apetn Trf ¢ OedtNnToC. See also De beat. VI, GNO VII.
ii. 144, 2-4.

(63) De orat. dom.V, GNO VII. ii. 59. 9-11: €l Toivvv T1¢ €V TYI6{wW PP ppAo- oo THG
feiac dOoewe T& yrwplopata, ekelvo yivetac Tpomov Tivd oLTHY PIENo EVAPYRNC
enedelfato.

(64) In Cant. XIII, GNO VI. 388. 9-10.

(65) In Cant. VII, GNO VI. 239.10-11.

(66) Ibid., 240. 3-4: yp1) voelv TO MPeLPA TO Gylov 1) POC Kol HPEPAD, ...
(67) Ibid., 239.13 and 18.

(68) Ibid., 240. 2. Gregory follows the other Cappadocians in associating the Holy Spirit
with light, divinization, beauty, and the bestowal of knowledge; for Basil see, for example
Ep. CCXXXIII. 1; De spir. sanct. XLVII; for Gregory Nazianzen see, for example Orat.
XXXI. 28-9 and Orat. XLI, passim.

(69) In Cant. 1V, GNO VI. 104. 2-4: Katémntpw ydp € olKeEV w¢ AANOw¢ TO dvbpw- mvov
KOTA TXC TOV IPOALpETeEwD epdaoetc petapoppodpevor That Gregory locates the divine
image in the will is characteristic of his image theory generally and constitutes a notable
departure from Origen, who locates it in the mind. The fact that the divine image is placed
in the will implies the importance of the virtues in the restoration of the image and
suggests in part why Gregory places the virtues on an equal par with knowledge.

(70) Ibid., 104.10-13.
(71) Ibid., 104.13-15.

(72) In Cant. XI, GNO VI. 322. 13-15; De vita Moysis, SC, 11.19.21-9 and 162. 4-6.
Viewing the matter from the perspective of the scale of knowledge which 6iavola is
capable of performing, presented in Chapter 2, this level of knowledge would be rather at
the lower end of the scale, just after 61dvola moves from things concerned with the
world of the senses and turns towards the more discursive concerns of the mind, but far
from the further reaches of 61dvola when it, for example, enters the Holy of Holies.

(73) See note 23 above.

(74) See note 23 above. 105. 2.
(75) Ibid., 105. 4-5.

(76) Ibid., 105.9-17.

(77) Gregory is generally faithful to this ancient principle.
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(78) Ibid., 106. 3-4.

(79) Ibid., 106. 6-7.

(80) In Cant.V, GNO VI. 148. 7-20.
(81) In Cant.V, GNO VI. 149.11-17.

(82) Ibid., 149. 4-6: o0k &pkeibéool, dpnoi, TO dvopOwWONHVAL POVOV EK TODITWHATOC,
GAAX Kad IpdedBe H1& TAC TOV dyaBDV IIPOKOIAC TOV €V &pethidiavdovoa pdpov. CE. 2
Tim.4: 7.

(83) Ibid., 150. 1-2.
(84) Ibid., 150. 7-8.

(85) Ibid., 150. 12-13: &A 6Te TORAAPETANTiaoe Kol TH €ikdv1 ToDOeiov KAANOVC
evepophwo.

(86) Ibid., 150.18-151. 2: BA€mel 6€mpog TO ApYETLIIOV KAAAOC. gl TOUTO TOPWTL
npooeyymaoa dw¢ ylveta, Twﬁed)w'n TO KAOD TNG MEPLOTEPAG elﬁoq evelkovile tal,
eKewnc A€yw TG mEPLOTEPAC, NG TO etﬁoq ™Y Tobayiov mYed- AToG mapovoiav
EYVWPLOED.

(87) Gregory's exegesis of Song 2: 10 reveals a clear similarity to that of Origen, Comm.
in Cant., GCS, IV. 223. 21-5. Cf Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique,
129. However, it is interesting to note that Gregory places more emphasis than Origen on
the role oflight and beauty.

(88) In Cant. VIII, GNO VI. 253: 8-18, esp. 15-16: petamoindetoa mpog mo Beldtepov.
(89) In Cant. VIII, GNO VI. 254. 6-8.

(90) Ibid., 254. 1-2: 6 yap Th¢ dmabdeiog yapaktip Opoiwc emAdpunwy... Gregory makes
a similar connection between amna6ela and radiance (6tavyng) at In Cant. IX, GNO VI.
276.13-15.

(91) In Cant. XV, GNO VI. 439, 5: kavowp Kol 6poC THC KT APETAY ETTL TEAEL- OTNTOG.

(92) Ibid., 439. 17-20. For another example of Gregory's image theory stated from the
perspective of beauty see De beat. VI, GNO VII. ii. 143-4.

(93) Ibid., 440. 7-10. The phrase, “T0 IPoOAIPETIKOD TE KAl € PyLYOV KATOITPOV’ is a clear
example that Gregory locates the divine image in the will and not in the mind as suggested
by Gross, Divinisation du Chrétien, 223. See Meredith, The Cappadocians, 56-7:
‘[Gregory] came to see that the root of the image of God in us was not so much in the
intellectual powers possessed by us as in the freedom of the will. However, this emphasis
on the centrality of freedom seems to have been something Gregory grew into rather
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than began with.’

(94) Ibid., 441.1-3.

(95) Ibid., 441. 20: kpiva Gexkatovopdlel TAC ApeTag Ot alviypaTtog
(96) Ibid., 442. 1-3.

(97) Ibid., 441. 15-18. On this image of the crystal vase employed by Gregory see
Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 328-30.

(98) Ibid., 442.10-11.
(99) Crouzel, Origen, 121.

(100) Many years ago Volker observed in his Gregor von Nyssa als Mystiker that
Gregory shares with Origen, and indeed with other Alexandrians, a predilection for the
symbolism of light: ‘Noch in einem weiteren Punkte stimmt er [sc. Gregor] mit Origenes
und den Alexandriner iberhaupt tiberein, in seiner Vorliebe fiir die Lichtsymbolik’ (p.
206).

(101) This is not to say that all subsequent writers on the theme of darkness do not
emphasize darkness along the epistemological lines we see in Gregory. The final sections
of Bonaventure's Itinerarium mentis in Deum would constitute a good example of the
continuation of this theme in the mediaeval period; see Turner, The Darkness of God,
esp. 102-34.

(102) In Cant. XI, GNO VI. 324.10-11. See Canévet, ‘La Perception de la présence de
Dieu’, 443-54.

(103) NB V. Lossky's observation in In the Image and Likeness of God (Crestwood, NY,
1985), 38: ‘The infinite and never completed character of this union with the transcendent
God is signified by darkness, which seems to be, for St. Gregory of Nyssa, a metaphor
whose purpose is to remind us of a dogmatic fact.’

(104) e.g.In Cant.XI, GNO VI. 322. 9 and De vita Moysis, SC, I1. 162.

(105) For an overview of Origen's use of light symbolism see Crouzel, Origéne et la
‘connaissance mystique’, 130-54.

(106) Ibid., 130-1 and 152-3. As Festugiere has noted, this association of light with
knowledge characterizes the entire tradition, Christian and non-Christian; see La
Révélation d'Hermes Trismégiste, 241.

(107) Puech, ‘La ténébre mystique’. I am not convinced by Crouzel's claim in ‘Grégoire
de Nysse’ that Gregorian darkness is a development of what was already present,
however incipiently, in Origen. The exegesis of, for example, Exod. 20: 21 is already well
established by Philo and Clement. It seems more likely that Gregory is following (and
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developing) Philo and Clement than developing something that receives only minimal
attention in Origen. It is Origen who departs from the Alexandrian tradition in this
instance. See B. Otis, ‘Nicene Orthodoxy and Fourth Century Mysticism’, in Proceedings
of the XII International Congress of Byzantine Studies, Ochrid, 10-16 September 1961
(Belgrade, 1964), ii. 475-84, esp. 477-9. Speculation beyond that offered by Crouzel as
to why Origen departs from Philo and Clement must await subsequent investigation. For
Philo, Clement, and Origen on darkness see Puech, ‘La ténebre mystique’, 133-6

(108) It might be asserted, and rightly so, that there is no Philonic-Clementine tradition
on the darkness texts from the Song of Songs. However, the representative darkness
texts in the In Canticum are riding on the shoulders of Exod. 20: 21 and Ps. 17(18): 12,
which fall clearly within the Philonic-Clementine tradition.

(109) See In Cant. XI, GNO VI. 322. 13-15; De Vita Moysis, SC, 11.19. 21-9 and 162. 4-6.
It must be admitted that the bride's ascent at In Cant. XI, GNO VI. 323.10-324. 9 does
not fit as nicely into this pattern. However, this is because Gregory is presenting a
summary of the growth of the bride in the previous Homilies. Hence, her ascent is
stuctured by the various texts from the Song and not, as above, on the journey of Moses
culminating in Exod. 20: 21.

(110) In Jo. XXXII. 27, GCS1IV.472.31-4: A€KTEOD TOLODTOD elvor o 6e60&do0a TO
IPOOoWIIOY TOVOEWPNOTAVPTOC TOV OOV Kol OMANCAVTOC ADTWKAL CLPEIAT- PIYAVTOC
Tola0Tn O€Q, WG TODTO elvar TPOMEKWC TO 6edoaopévov nmpdowmnor Mwdoéwc,
BeomonOévtog avT@ToLVYOL. Cf Gregory's treatment of Moses' descent from Mt. Sinai at
De Vita Moysis, SC, I1. 163, where there is a clear sense of the light of divinization but no
sense that it was vo0¢ that was divinized.

(111) ‘Homily One’ in S. Hall and R. Moriarty (eds. and trans.), Gregory of Nyssa:
Homilies on Ecclesiastes (Berlin, 1993), 146-7. Meredith has in mind certain texts which
are particularly illustrative of the view that the Platonist tradition tends to subordinate
ethics to epistemology; for Plato, Meredith cites Phaedrus 249d; Symposium 210a-211c;
for Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 10. 7; for Plotinus, Ennead 6.9.11.

(112) Meredith, The Cappadocians, 59.
(113) Ibid., 61.

(114) Ibid. A very good example of this can be seen in the way in which Gregory uses the
same symbol to speak of both knowledge and virtue in the space of a few lines. In Homily
15 on the Song Gregory tells us that the lily is symbol of a luminous pure mind (In Cant.
XV, GNO VI.438.10-11: t& pev yap Kpiva TodAApIpoVKal Kabapo0TNG Slavoiag
aiviypa yivetal). However, some three pages on and still commenting on the same
lemma Gregory says that the lilies are the virtues which nourish the soul (In Cant. XV,
GNO VI. 441. 20: kpiva ekatovondlel &g apetag 61 atvidpatoc). See Meredith for
other texts illustrative of this point.
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(115) In Cant. VIII, GNO VI. 253. 15-16: petamoindetoa mpog 1o Oetdtepov....
(116) De vita Moysis, SC, I1. 163.
(117) In Cant. XII, GNO VI. 354. 13 ff.

(118) In Cant. XII, GNO VI. 355. 11-14: v vedéAnp dIépyetal, evTOC Todyvidov
vivetot ev onv 6 ®edc, T BradnkrnY Séyetal, fHAog yiveton drpoonélaotov Tolg
1p00eyyiCovoy €K TODIIPOOTWIIOL TO WG XITAOTPAITWD.
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Conclusion

Martin Laird (Contributor Webpage)

This study began with an attempt to determine the status quaestionis regarding
Gregorian faith with a view to assessing what elements might sustain further development
so that the current research might be advanced. Two authors, whose contribution to
Gregorian scholarship is unquestioned, have, nevertheless, drawn conclusions regarding
the relationship between knowledge and faith that stand in need of further nuance,
indeed correction: Bernard Pottier has argued that ‘the passage from knowledge to faith
appears as a rupture’.1 Moreover, he continues, ‘faith, in the night, touches God as he is
—but it is not knowledge’.2 Walther Vélker observed quite rightly that when Gregory
spoke of faith in the exalted manner in which he did, supplanting knowledge by faith, he
forsook the Alexandrian tradition in which faith was overcome by knowledge 3 Volker also
suggested, however, that Gregory, like Philo, gives faith no technical meaning.4
Moreover, Volker maintained that Gregory has left to one side the question of the
relationship between faith and knowledge and the relationship between (p.206) faith and
grace.’ By contrast, I have argued that the positions of Pottier and Volker on the matters
stated are unsatisfactory.
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In order to gain some insight into what exalted Gregorian faith is capable of and what it is
not capable of, as well as some understanding of its relationship to knowledge, Chapter 2
followed with an examination of what Gregory said about the discursive and non-
discursive activities of the mind. Amongst the various terms which Gregory can employ in
this regard (dianoia, nous, psyche), dianoia was found to open up the field most
satisfactorily. Whilst the intention of this chapter was largely by way of preparing to
respond to Pottier and Volker, it was observed under the lens of dianoia that Gregory's
notion of the mind was characterized by dynamism and flow.

We saw that Gregory parted company with the hierarchized epistemological structure of
the Allegory of the Line. Instead, he used the same terms, whether nous or dianoia, in a
fluid way, as we saw that the mind could flow from one state to another, according to the
level of ascetic accomplishment: passionate struggle, tasks of ratiocination, discursive
contemplation of the intelligibles; we even saw that dianoia could enter the non-discursive
Holy of Holies, the darkness of God's presence. Each level of the mind was characterized
by a certain state. The lowest state was characterized by passionate struggle and
described as thick, dispersed, or grasping. We saw the grace of baptism to be
particularly efficacious at this level as it unclenched the fists of the grasping mind. Nor did
the mind enter the Holy of Holies unassisted by grace; we saw scripture lead dianoia
into the sanctuary of divine presence. From the beginning, then, the noetic ascent is a
graced one.

However, while it was important to notice that once in this sanctuary the mind did not
grasp the Beloved in comprehension, the mind yet underwent something very important
and very subtly expressed by Gregory.In Homily 11 on the Song, Gregory said that the
Word touched the door of dianoia in its discursive search for what was ineffable.
Through this same dianoia the sought-after Beloved came to dwell.® While the mind did
not grasp the Beloved in comprehension, it allowed the Beloved to enter and take up
residence. In this posture of receptivity the mind received something, a reception which
Gregory described in the delicate imagery of dew drops. In the sanctuary of divine
presence (p.207) the mind does not receive ‘a swollen torrent of knowledge,...but
must be content if truth bedew one's knowledge with delicate and indistinct insights’.7
Hence, the mind was capable of two things in the sanctuary of divine presence: (1)
reception of indwelling presence, an aspect of which involves (2) a knowing encounter, in
which the mind is somehow bedewed with indistinct insights.

As subtly expressed as this intimacy between the mind and the divine presence is, this
intimacy received considerable emphasis in Chapter 2, for it prepared the way for
Chapter 3's discussion of the grasp of faith. For though the mind received something
from its encounter in the Holy of Holies, the darkness of God's presence, the mind did
not grasp the Beloved. This function of union is reserved not to the grasp of
comprehension but to the grasp of faith, which was examined in Chapter 3. We saw
especially in Homilies 3 and 6 on the Song that one of the effects of union by the grasp of
faith was the passing on to the discursive mind something of what faith had grasped in the
darkness of divine presence. This placed dianoia and pistis in a very close relationship
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indeed, and for this reason I maintain that Volker's claim that Gregory did not consider
the relationship between knowledge and faith and that Pottier's description of the
distinction between knowledge and faith (and certainly there is one) as one of ‘rupture’
were not faithful to the texts themselves; for the texts consistently revealed what
Canévet described as the tendency of faith to translate its intuitions into concepts 8 While
there is an important and consistent discontinuity between knowledge and faith, there is
also an important and consistent continuity between the two.

How then to express this relationship between the mind and faith? It has to be said that
Gregory does not always seem to be very clear on the matter. As we have seen, both
dianoia and pistis can mediate the indwelling presence of God. In Homily 11 on the Song
it was dianoia which stood as the door which the Word touches and through which the
Word enters and dwells.9 But in Homily 4, it was pistis, as the tip of the arrow, which
mediated the indwelling presence.10 Hence, both dianoia and pistis (p.208) can
mediate the same graced encounter. However, this is not to say that the two are
synonymous. While the two can at times overlap, when Gregory wants to be quite specific
and emphasize the experience of union, he will employ pistis. Herein lies the difference:
both dianoia and exalted pistis can enter the Holy of Holies, the darkness wherein God
dwells, but in this non-discursive sanctuary dianoia is purely receptive; it cannot perform
its characteristic grasp of comprehension. Pistis, by contrast, can yet grasp; not a
cognitive grasp of comprehension but a grasp of union beyond images and concepts. The
bride herself has stated it perhaps the most succinctly: ‘when I let go of every sort of
comprehension, I found the Beloved...by the grasp of faith’.1 ! Hence, while both terms
can be used to mediate divine indwelling, Gregory can also be more specific and indicate
the difference between exalted pistis and dianoia. Pistis can do what dianoia cannot do:
grasp the Beloved. Having grasped the Beloved it can then pass on to dianoia something
of what it has grasped of the Beloved.! 2 Between dianoia and pistis, then, there is as
much rapport as rupture.

In contrast to Volker's claim that Gregory does not use the term ‘faith’ in a technical
sense, this study argues the exact opposite. Based on an examination of representative
texts in the Contra Eunomium, De vita Moysis, and Commentarius in Canticum
canticorum, Gregory's reserved use of ‘faith’ can rightly be considered a terminus
technicus. When used in certain apophatic contexts, whether or not there be an explicit
epistemological ascent in which faith is always the summit, such as we saw in the migration
of Abraham or in the case of the bride in Homily 6 on the Song of Songs, faith takes on a
technical meaning which designates the means by which the soul attains to divine union.
Such union, as we have seen, yields a number of results: faith renders the soul a dwelling
place of God; faith expands the soul's desire for God even as the soul delights in God;
faith does what the discursive mind can never do: grasp the incomprehensible nature of
God; faith nevertheless passes on to the mind something of what it has grasped of the
Ungraspable. These are the principal functions of faith when seen in its technical sense of
bridging the gap between the mind and God.

Moreover, the technical meaning of faith is often rendered by a particular grammatical
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morphology. The mediational sense which technical faith serves is often expressed
conveniently either as an (p.209) instrumental dative (rriotn) or governed by the
preposition & (5ta[pévng] the miotew).!3 Hence, when faith is used in these
conditions, it can rightly be said to have a technical meaning in the writings of Gregory of
Nyssa.

The explicit concerns with divine union shown consistently by exalted faith were examined
in detail, especially in the migration of Abraham as well as in Homilies 3, 4, 6, 9, 12, and 13
on the Song. Indeed, the theme of union is an important one especially in the In Canticum,
which states early on that union with God is the very purpose of the Song.14 This study of
exalted faith affords a perspective on one of Miithlenberg's conclusions in his important
study of Gregory.15 Miuhlenberg would deny that Gregory allows for the possibility of
union with God, for union would imply knowledge, and this would be to enclose God in
the grasp of comprehension. We have seen, however, that this is precisely what union
with God through the grasp of faith does not involve. For it is not knowledge of a
conceptual order but rather an unknowing which is higher than the conceptual grasp of
mind. This union ‘by faith alone’ safeguards the distinction between finite creature and
infinite Creator, for it is a union beyond knowledge.

By the same token it is important to respond to Pottier on this point. Quite rightly Pottier
says that Gregorian faith ‘touches God as he is’. However, he then goes on to say, ‘but it
is not knowledge’.1 6 In a certain sense Pottier's point is well taken; it is not knowledge of
a discursive sort. However, Pottier does not appreciate sufficiently the apophatic context
of Gregory's noetic ascents, in which not-knowing is higher than knowing and continuous-
yet-discontinuous with the mind's passionate search for the Beloved.

Whilst Mihlenberg is aware that Gregory has parted company with his master Origen on
the notion of divine infinity, Muhlenberg is less aware that Gregory has also parted
company with the general Alexandrian notion that faith is overcome in knowledge. For
Gregory of Nyssa, on the basis of what we have seen in the migration of Abraham,
Moses' ascent of the mountain of divine knowledge, and the bride's union with (p.210)
the Beloved by faith alone, it is knowledge that is overcome in faith. Both Diinz] and
Desalvo observed that Miuhlenberg did not consider in any detail the role of faith in
Gregory's thought.! 7 Mithlenberg's oversight prevents him from seeing the ontological
function which faith serves. A strict boundary between finite creature and infinite Creator
runs the risk of preventing any access to the Infinite without the loss of one's ontological
status as a creature.l8

Despite Daniélou's questionable threefold division of the ascent of the mind, 1 presuming,
that is, that Daniélou intends it as more than a merely heuristic device, union with God is
an explicit concern of Gregory of Nyssa, a concern which takes account in a fairly
consistent manner of his overarching concern for protecting both the infinity and the
incomprehensibility of the divine nature, and this union is very much the domain of the
grasp of faith.

If Chapters 2 and 3 worked in tandem both to stabilize the technical meaning and to
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describe the precise functions which Gregory bestowed on exalted faith, Chapter 4
attempted to situate Gregorian pistis against the backdrop of the largely Neoplatonic
concern for a faculty of supranoetic union. For although Gregory's exalted, technical
sense of faith is rather idiosyncratic, the notion of a faculty continuous-yet-discontinuous
with the mind, a supranoetic faculty that unites the soul to God, is something of a
commonplace in Middle and Neoplatonic epistemology. Indeed the relationship between
the mind and faith is roughly what we saw between the mind and the ‘flower of the mind’
or the ‘crest of the wave of the intellect’. Our intention was not to suggest that Celsus or
the Chaldaean Oracles or Plotinus exerted a direct influence upon Gregory of Nyssa but
to establish these parallels in order to allow Gregory's exalted faith to stand in bolder
relief. For while virtually no writer before Gregory spoke of faith in the apophatic manner
in which he did, a number of authors spoke of a mediating supranoetic faculty of union.
Gregory's innovation was to call it faith.

On several occasions in the course of this study attention was drawn to the fact that
Gregory so often grounded his thought in exegesis that we could rightly speak of his
epistemology as an exegetical epistemology, and this was especially true of the technical
meaning of faith. Heb 11: 8; 2 Cor 5: 7; and Rom 4: 3 were never far in the background
as Gregory (p.211) commented on the Song of Songs or Exodus and found that with
Abraham, Moses, or the bride it was their faith that allowed them to grasp the
Ungraspable in the darkness of divine presence. In doing this Gregory draws out the
epistemological implications of faith in terms and motifs consonant with the Neoplatonic
esprit du temps.

Chapters 3 and 4 focused on the apophatic elements surrounding the ascent to the grasp
of faith. It was only, or perhaps most characteristically, when faith appeared at the apex of
an apophatic, epistemological ascent that it assumed its technical function and meaning.
However, it was suggested that in order to understand other aspects of Gregory's
exalted faith it was not enough to focus upon the primary function of union without also
considering the effects of this union.

One of the advantages of studying this theme is that it has opened up a view onto a
largely neglected dimension of Gregory's thought, a dimension which I have termed
logophasis. Union with the Beloved through the grasp of faith characteristically occurs at
the zenith of epistemological ascents, rich with apophatic terms and aphairetic gestures.
Union followed upon the forsaking of all knowledge. In Chapters 5 and 6 we observed
how in the context of union a paradoxical turn ensued. Having abandoned all language
that searched for God, the figures of the bride and Paul assumed language that was full
of God, and their words had the same effect upon others that the attractive power of the
Word exerted upon them. Because the Word indwells them, the Word now speaks
through them. Hence the term logophasis.

The grasp of faith, therefore, mediates in two directions. Along a fairly rigorously
maintained apophatic trajectory, faith mediates union with God beyond all concepts.
However, this union with the Word initiates another trajectory: the tendency of the Word
to fill the mouth of the bride with words, to express itself in the words and deeds of those
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who attain union with the Word. Put another way, the words and actions of Paul, John,
and the bride manifest the Word and bear witness to their adherence to the Word by
faith. The grasp of faith grounds this coincidence of opposites and mediates both these
trajectories, the one apophatic, the other logophatic. While the apophatic element is
central to Gregory's thought, the dimension of logophasis is no less central; for it is the
other side of union ‘by faith alone’. But without a sufficient appreciation of the mediating
role of faith in Gregory's thought, this complementary dimension of logophasis will most
likely be overlooked.

(p.212) Finally, while union by the grasp of faith took place in darkness, an attentive
study of the role of faith led us paradoxically to texts that also spoke of knowledge and
light. This occurred frequently enough that I grew increasingly convinced that the
unequivocal identification of Gregory of Nyssa with the mysticism of darkness was
decidedly mistaken: an attentive reading of the Commentarius in Canticum canticorum
reveals that Gregory proposes no less a mysticism of light than one of darkness. Hence,
Chapter 7 showed how both elements were present in the In Canticum. Gregory's
doctrines on transformation in light and the entrance into the darkness of God's presence
were each rooted in their own respective clusters of scriptural texts and had their own
epistemological concerns.

Notes:

(1) Dieu et le Christ, 207: ‘Le passage de la connaissance a la foi...se donne comme une
rupture.’ V. Harrison has a more cautious evaluation of this when she says that in the
pilgrimage of the mind, faith ‘surpasses’ knowldege; see her Grace and Human Freedom,
68.

(2) Pottier, Dieu et le Christ, 209: ‘la foi, dans la nuit, touche Dieu tel qu'il est—ce n'est
pourtant pas une connaissance’.

(3) Gregor von Nyssa als Mystiker, 141 n. 7: ‘In dieser hohen Wertung des Glaubens
verlalst Gregor die Bahnen der christlichen Alexandriner’. In support of his view, which I
share, Volker has in mind an important passage from Homily 3 on the Song, which this
thesis has considered in some detail (In Cant. I1I, GNO VI. 87. 5-9, esp. the phrase, 61
povnc miotewc.

(4) Ibid., 140: ‘Konnten wir bei Philo beobachten, dal das Wort niotic kein fester
terminus technicus ist, sondern in verschiedenen Bedeutungen verwandt wird, so ist

Gregor wenig interessiert.” Cf. idem, Fortschritt und Vollendung bei Philo von
Alexandrien, 244 n. 1.

(5) Gregor von Nyssa als Mystiker, 141.

(6) In Cant.XI, GNO VI. 324. 13-15: et ™G OOpag 6 Adyoc. Ovpav bevoodpep TNV
0TO YOTIKNDY TOV dppHTwp Sidvorav, 61 n¢ elcokiCetat tO {nTov- pevov.

(7) Ibid., 325.21-326. 5: 00 y&peoTt SLPATOV TOV EVTOC TWDV ABVTWY Te Kol ABEWP- NTWD
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Conclusion

YEVOEVOD SpBPw T THG YPWOoewC epTLYelD §) xelpdppw &A dyar- ntov et Aentaic Tiot
Kol apudpaic dravoioig emyekdCot ™Y yrOT adTOY 1) A fifeta 61 TV dyiwv Te Kol
Oeodpopovpévwy TNC AOYIKNG 0TaYdVOG AII0- PPEODANG.

(8) Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 63: ‘Cette connaissance [sc.
I'intuition de la foi] essaie cependant de se traduire en pensées, bien que l'infinité de
I'essence divine soit incompatible avec le caractere défini de nos concepts.’

(9) In Cant. XI, GNO VI. 324. 13-15.

(10) In Cant.1V, GNO VI. 128 ff.

(11) In Cant. VI, GNO VI. 183. 7-9.

(12) Canévet, Grégoire de Nysse et I'herméneutique biblique, 63.

(13) Obviously the phrase from In Cant. VI, GNO VI, 183, 9: T ¢ niotewg AapT,
should be understood as rendering this technical meaning of mioTic.

(14) In Cant. I, GNO VI. 15. 13-15: 61& y&p TOV evTadda yeypappévwy vopudoo-
TOAETTAL TPAMOY T N YL IPOC TNV ACWPATOV TE KAl IGEVUATIKNY Kal ApOALDTOD
tov0eovovLVYiaD.

(15) Muhlenberg, Unendlichkeit Gottes.

(16) Dieu et le Christ, 209.

(17) Dinzl, Braut und Brdutigam, 326 n. 119; Desalvo, L' ‘oltre’ nel presente, 220.

(18) See Desalvo, L' ‘oltre’ nel presente, 221.

(19) Mithlenberg, Unendlichkeit Gottes, 25; Daniélou, Platonisme et théologie mystique,
146 ff.
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God: as archer 91-5, 101, 105, 168-9
as flowing water 98-9, 100-1
as unknowable 23-5, 50-3, 55, 56, 59, 63, 66-7, 75, 89, 175n.7, 198
as vinedresser 135
see also incomprehensibility; ineffability ; infinity; presence of God; union with God
gold: human condition as 183
knowledge as 73, 85, 132-5, 154, 156
Good: in Plotinus 119-20, 122
in Proclus 12, 127
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grace: in baptism 46-9, 56, 105, 206
and faith 18, 30-1, 92, 95, 101, 105
and incarnation 184
and mind 44-9, 56, 58-9
and Plotinus 121 n.60
grammar, instrumental dative 29, 92, 104, 208-9
grasp of faith 102-3, 108-9, 125-9, 131-2, 151, 153, 207-11
and the bride 20, 87-91, 100, 109-11, 117, 132, 165, 170-2
and divine incomprehensibility 23, 64
as knowledge of God 20-1
Gregory of Nyssa: current research 15-25, 175, 205
and mystical theology 15-16, 24, 26-7, 125, 174-204
and Neoplatonism 68, 76-7, 79-80, 125, 210
parallels with Chaldaean Oracles 115-17, 210
parallels with Plotinus 115, 124-9, 210
works see Commentarius in Canticum canticorum; Contra Eunomium; De
beatitudinibus; De virginitate; De vita Moysis
see also ascent of the mind ; darkness ; faith; light ; mind ; union with God
Gross, J. 187
Hadot, Pierre 7 n40, 13, 118-19, 124
Harnack, A.von 7
Harrison, V.EF. 21-2, 23-4, 27 n.81, 104, 205n.1
heart: and divine presence 163-4
as honeycomb of instruction 167-8, 171
and knowledge 148-51, 155,157, 173
Hebrews, Epistle to 1, 70-1, 73-5, 106
hegemonikon (heart, directing faculty): and divine
presence 163-4, 166
and knowledge 148-51, 155, 157, 163
Heine, R. 22, 96n.180
Holy of Holies, see sanctuary
Holy Spirit: and ascent of the mind 46, 105
and Bridegroom 139
and divine indwelling 27, 94, 95, 101
and divinization 106-7 n.219, 186-7, 190-5, 199
and light 190-7
(p.235)
and purification 95, 195
and thought 144
honeycomb ofinstruction 167-8, 171
house, as symbol of divine indwelling 86-7, 157
Hibner, R. 29n.88
humanity see anthropology, theological
Iamblichus: and Chaldaean Oracles 10-11, 112
and religious practice 5, 7-11
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and soul 8-9, 12-13
image of God 190-1, 194, 196 n.93
imagery see breast imagery ; bride ; flow; fragrance imagery ; marriage imagery ; union
with God; verticality
In Ecclesiasten 52, 53, 61, 63, 109-10, 125-6
In inscriptiones Psalmorum 64-5, 100
incarnation: and restoration of light 183-5
as union of divine and human 103, 187
incense 160, 162, 163-4, 166
incomprehensibility of the divine 50-3, 55, 56, 59, 61, 63-4, 75, 85, 102
and Abraham 69, 73, 126
and faith 23, 64-5, 67-8, 73, 77-8, 85-91, 100, 104, 129, 208
and the mind 109, 125, 210
and Moses 49, 51, 80-1, 83-4, 102, 116, 125
indwelling, divine 23, 54-6, 59, 74-5, 154, 196-7
and fragrance imagery 158-62, 170-1
and Holy Spirit 27, 94, 95, 101
and knowledge 20, 142-3, 206-7
and mediation of faith 86-7, 90, 95, 99, 104, 128, 155-6, 166
and proclamation of the gospel 158, 161-3, 211
and vine imagery 134-5, 141
and wound oflove 91-6, 98, 100-1, 105, 128
ineffability 40, 54, 65-6, 85, 112, 125-9, 133, 156
and the mind 40, 54, 64, 206
infinity of God 24-5, 101-3, 209-10
intellect see mind
intelligibles: contemplation 30, 41-4, 46, 48, 52-3, 58, 62, 63, 67, 119, 129
knowledge of 88, 109
interiority 86, 91, 93, 165
intuition, and knowledge of God 20-1, 31, 114
invisibility 49, 53-5, 80-1, 83-4, 108, 116, 199
Irenaeus of Lyons 187, 194
John see Beloved Disciple
Julian the Chaldaean 112
Julian, Emperor 9-10
Julian the Theurgist 112
justification, and faith 1, 74, 106
Kannengieser, Charles 101-2
kataphasis 31, 156, 172
kiss, divine 31, 138-9, 150-1, 167
knowledge: and ascent of the mind 50, 59, 74, 83-5, 86-7, 102, 165, 206-7
of beauty 35-6, 44-5, 58, 136, 172
in Chaldaean Oracles 112-15, 129
and comprehension 102, 106, 117, 132, 133-4, 141-2, 154, 182
discursive 16, 41, 89, 115-16, 129, 154-5, 179-80, 206-7, 209
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and flowing water 20, 55, 135-48, 155, 157
(p.236)
of God 20-1, 31, 67-8, 71, 75, 80, 83,89, 111-12, 141,172,179
as gold 73, 85, 132-5, 154, 156
of intelligibles 88, 109
levels 17, 24, 48,88, 104, 110
and light 179, 200-2
of like for like 49-50, 80-1, 112, 115, 192
in Plotinus 118-22, 129-30
in Proclus 127
and union with God 24-5, 102, 204, 209
and unknowing 67-8, 71-2, 83-4, 87-9, 100, 102, 117, 165, 200-4, 209
and virtues 42, 202-3
see also exegesis; faith and knowledge
Lampe, 149
Langerbeck, H. 51 n.113, 181 n.23
language, logophatic/kataphatic 31-2, 144, 154-73
Lewy, H.113-15
light 27, 137-8, 140, 174, 176-204
and divinization 187-98, 199
and Holy Spirit 190-5
and incarnation 183-5
and knowledge 179, 200-2, 212
and original condition of humanity 182-3
liturgy, and training of the mind 49, 62, 130
Lloyd, A.C. 89, 123
logophasis 31-2, 144, 153, 154-73
and the bride 30-1, 155, 164-73, 211
and faith 170-1
and Paul 32, 155-64, 169-72, 211
Lossky, V.199n.103
Louth, A.181 n.23
love, see wound oflove
Majercik, R. 114, 115
Marius Victorinus 112
marriage 39 n.32
marriage imagery 93-4, 103, 105
Maximus the Confessor 25-6
McGinn, B.80n.93, 176 n.8
Meredith, Anthony 69, 97, 111, 124 n.75, 187, 188-9, 202
Merlan, P. 125
Middle Platonism, and faith and knowledge 2, 113, 136 n.36, 210
milk, and divine nourishment 145-8, 150-1, 157
mind 34-62
and baptism 30, 46-9, 56, 58, 62, 105
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directing faculty see hegemonikon
discursive function 40-1, 44, 49, 89, 115-16, 129, 154-5, 206-7
dispersed 36-9, 40, 58, 61-2, 206
dynamic quality 61-2
and faith 2, 12, 16, 19, 23, 28-9, 67, 78, 82, 87, 108-30, 163, 207-8, 210
as flow 40, 61-2, 108, 135, 143-4
and grace 44-9, 56, 58-9, 105
grasping and wandering 39-40, 45, 46-7, 53, 58, 105, 109, 206
and the ineffable 40, 54, 64, 154-5, 206
and intelligibles 40-3, 46, 48, 52-3, 67
irrigation 55, 108, 134-5, 140-3
and passions 35-40, 43, 47, 56-7, 58-62
and presence of God 49-56, 59, 61, 63-4, 78, 81-4, 109-11
and scripture 30, 45-6, 56, 58-9, 62, 105, 108, 130, 206
as temple 82, 106
thick 35-6, 44-5, 58, 62, 206
(p.230 )
training and teaching 44-5, 54-6, 61-2, 140-3, 145-8, 150n.109, 151, 154
and union with God 36, 53, 62, 73, 104, 106, 108-30
and virtues 140-1, 163-4
see also ascent ; curiosity; dianoia; flower of the mind; nous; psyche; purification of
the mind
Moses: and light and darkness 27, 79-81, 84-5, 132, 177-9, 191, 201, 204
as mediator 78-9
and presence of God 49-51, 78-85, 93, 108, 116, 139
and searching mind 125, 127
mountain of divine knowledge 48, 50, 57, 81, 83-4, 102, 108
movement towards God, perpetual 37-9
Mihlenberg, Ekkehard 65n.13, 101-3, 209-10
myrrh 160, 161-2, 163
mysticism 15-16, 24
of darkness 26-7, 48-55, 82n.103, 108-9, 174-81, 191, 197-208, 212
of light 174, 176-9, 181-204, 212
and Plotinus 117-29
Neoplatonism: and Chaldaean Oracles 6-7, 8, 10-11
and Christianity 76, 112
and faith 4-14, 68, 76-7
and flower of the mind 113-17, 118, 210
and knowing and unknowing 68, 121
and religious practice 5-13, 113-14
and union with the divine 2, 7-9, 11-14, 106, 111-24, 210-11
night, divine 53, 87, 109, 165, 177, 178-9, 199
nourishment: and breast imagery 32, 145-8, 150, 151-2, 167
and presence of God 32, 136, 137
and thought 143
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and virtues 197
nous: in Gregory 34, 36-7, 56-7, 113-15, 118-24, 206
in Origen 201
in Plotinus 2, 118-24, 125-7, 129-30
in Porphyry 7-8, 124
see also crest of the mind ; flower of the mind; mind
opposites, coincidence of see paradox
Oratio catechetica: and divinization 187, 193
and Gregory's anthropology 59-60, 182, 187-8, 193, 203
Origen 38, 69, 148n.105 and Celsus 3, 112
and divine darkness 27, 175, 198
and divine infinity 102, 209
and divinization 201
and faith and knowledge 2-3, 26, 129 n.95, 136 n.36
and mysticism of light 82 n.103, 195n.87, 200
and wound oflove 93, 95-8
oxymorons 51 n.113, 92
paradox 31, 94-5, 98-9, 144, 167,170-1, 211
and apophasis and logophasis 166-7
and knowing and unknowing 84, 86-90, 157
and limits of reason 49
and seeing the invisible 75, 84-5, 109
(p.23[] )participation 90-1, 98-9, 166-7, 182, 189
passions: and dispassion 195-6
and the mind 35-40, 43, 47, 56-7, 58-62
Paul of Tarsus: as bride of Christ 155-6, 158, 164, 169-70
and divine indwelling 32, 86-7, 196-7
and faith and justification 1, 74, 106
and faith and knowledge 70-1, 73-5, 106, 128, 134
and faith and love 98
and fragrance imagery 158-62, 164, 171
and logophasis 32, 155-64, 169-72, 211
as nourishing breast 146-7
as symbol of faith 86-7, 99, 157
Peter, and logophasis 162, 172
Philo of Alexandria 37-8, 69
and apophatic discourse 66-7
and divine darkness 80 n.97, 200, 203
and faith and knowledge 2, 18, 28, 68, 205
philosophy: apophatic see apophasis
and faith 1-3, 4, 12, 25-6
and religious practice 5-13, 113-14
see also Neoplatonism
pistis see faith
Plato: allegory of the cave 181 n.23
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allegory of the line 1, 5, 12, 28, 56, 82, 206
and Chaldaean Oracles 11
and faith and knowledge 27-8, 82
Phaedo 80
Phaedrus 39, 126, 130
and purification 93 n.164
Republic 28, 35, 76
Symposium 118-19n.48, 130
Timaeus 76, 80
and virtue 202
Plotinus: and ascent of the mind 5, 76, 114, 120-1
and Chaldaean Oracles 117-18, 124
and contemplation 113, 119
and crest/summit of the Intellect 2, 121, 122-4, 125-7, 129n.95, 210
and faith 4, 5-6, 7, 117-24
and nous as knowing and loving 118-24, 125-6, 129-30
parallels with Gregory of Nyssa 115, 124-9, 210
and the soul 8-9, 52n.115
and union with the divine 103, 112, 114, 118-23, 125-30
polupragmosune (meddlesome knowledge) 51, 61, 73-4
Porphyry: and Chaldaean Oracles 6-7, 10, 112, 124
and divine union 7-8
and faith 5-7, 10, 12, 74
and the soul 8-9
and two states of nous 124
Pottier, Bernard: and Contra Eunomium 65n.13, 68-9
and faith and knowledge 23-4, 68-9, 153 n.120
and role of faith 15, 125n.76, 169-70, 205-6, 207, 209
presence of God: as fragrance 149-50, 151, 157, 158-62, 163-4, 168, 170-1
and mind 49-56, 59, 61, 63-4, 78, 81-4, 109-11, 141, 151
as water 135-6, 137-40, 156
see also darkness ; indwelling, divine
proclamation, Christian 146, 158, 160-3
Proclus: and Chaldaean Oracles 10-12, 14, 127
and flower of the mind 124, 129n.95, 210
Platonic Theology 11-12, 127
(p.2300 )
and Porphyry 124
and religious practice 5, 10-12
and union with God 2, 7, 11-14, 124, 127
Protagoras 75
psyche, in Plotinus 125
Puech, Henri-Charles 175, 197, 200
purification of the mind 50, 60, 72, 93 n.164
and baptism 30, 46-9, 56, 94, 105, 130, 137
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and divine kiss 150-1
by Holy Spirit 95, 195
radiance of the bride 155, 193, 195-7
ratiocination see reason
reason: and faith 1-4, 5-6, 12, 19, 24, 75, 77, 85, 95, 100
and mind 56, 58-9, 112,115,119, 129
and sense perception 41-2, 87, 122-3
see also hegemonikon
receptivity of mind 55-6, 119, 122, 206-8
revelation: and light 185, 193
in Neoplatonism 4, 11, 12
Rist, J. 5, 6, 13-14, 124 n.75
Rosén, L. 12 n.72
Rousseau, Philip 10
sacraments 49, 137-40, 188; see also baptism; eucharist
Saffrey, H-D. 5, 10-11
salvation history 185, 193-5
sanctuary, entry to 49, 78-82, 93, 100, 106, 108, 110-11, 116, 132, 206-8
scent see fragrance
scripture: and Neoplatonism 76
as training the mind 30, 45-6, 56, 58-9, 62, 105, 108, 130, 206
Sells, M.51 n.113
senses 5, 36-8, 40, 45, 59-60, 71, 116
abandonment of sense perception 41-2, 50, 87-8, 109, 165
and contemplation 47-8, 50
in Philo 38
in Platonism 1
Shaw, Gregory 5, 8, 9n.53
Shorey 56-7 n.136
Simonetti, M. 79 n.90, 96 n.180, 104
Siorvanes, L.12
Smith, Rowland 10
Son, as arrow 91-2, 95, 98, 101, 105, 168-9; see also Word
soul: divinization 27, 117 n44, 137-40
as house 86-7, 157
in Iamblichus 8-9, 12-13
and perpetual movement 37-9
in Philo 37-8
in Plotinus 121 n.60
in Porphyry 8-9
see also desire; mind
Stead, G.C. 58, 59-60
Stoicism, and Origen 148 n.105
Synesius of Cyrene 112
teaching, and heart as honeycomb ofinstruction 167-8, 171
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teaching of the mind 44-5, 54-6, 61-2, 140-3, 145-8, 150n.109, 151, 154
Thekla, and Paul 161-2, 164, 171
theology: and faith 23
negative 79-89
see also apophasis
theurgy, in Neoplatonism 5-13, 113-14, 115
triad of faith, truth and love 6, 10, 12, 127-8
Trinity, and divine indwelling 94-5
typology 69
(p.240) union with God: and ascent of the mind 52-3, 91, 93-4, 210
in Chaldaean Oracles 113-17, 129-30
and darkness and light 4, 201-8
and divine indwelling 86, 90, 93-4, 98-9, 100-1, 104, 155
and divine kiss 151, 167
and faith 2, 4, 18-19, 21-2, 24, 26, 32, 126-7, 169-70, 208
and incarnation 103, 166-7, 169, 171, 187
and knowledge 24-5, 102, 204, 209, 211
mediated by faith 68-85, 86, 93-8, 101-3, 104-7, 117, 128, 129-30, 137, 152-3,
155,170-1, 210-11
and mind 36, 53, 62, 73, 104, 106, 108-30
in Neoplatonism 2, 7-9, 11-14, 106, 111-24, 210-11
in Plotinus 103, 112, 114, 118-23, 125-30
in Proclus 2, 7, 11-14, 124, 127
and separation 84-5, 100
as transformative 14, 128-9, 130, 137-40, 152, 157, 158-9, 176, 186, 194
see also divinization ; fragrance imagery; grasp of faith
verticality, imagery 86
Vinel, Frangoise 66
virtues 140-1, 163-4, 183, 193-7
and divinization 32 n.102, 188-97, 199, 201-2, 204
and knowledge 42, 202-3
Volker, Walther: and faith and grace 92 n.161
and faith as technical term 18-19, 29, 103-4, 105, 205-6, 208
and knowledge and faith 21, 22, 28-9, 30, 207, 208
and mind 57
and mysticism of darkness and light 175, 177 n.10, 198 n.100, 201
warmth, and the heart 149
water: and dew 20, 55, 141-3, 151, 157, 163, 177, 206-7
and divine nature 98-9, 100-1
faith as 98-9, 100
and knowledge 20, 55, 135-48
mind as flowing water 40, 55, 61-2, 108, 144-5
and sacraments 137-40
Williams, Rowan 59, 60
wine imagery 134-5, 138, 141, 157
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Word of God: and creation 195-6
and logophasis 153-73
self-expression 146-7, 151, 158-61, 165-72, 211
as transformative 160-2, 164, 171
and wound of love 168-9

see also Son
wound of love 91-8, 100-1, 105, 128, 168-9, 188
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