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[image: image2.png]History, including the history of Christianity, i litered with carica-
tures of God, like so many mental idols which have led people cither





[image: image3.png]to cruelty or to atheism. But how, in modern times, after the growth
of liberty and the critical spirit, could people have accepted a God
who seemed to them worse than themselves, or at least infetior to the
sighest demands of a conscience secretly nourished by the Gospel?
People never cease to project on to God their individual and
collective obsessions, so that they can appropriate and make use of
him. But they ought to understand that God cannot be apprehended

from without, as if he were an Gbject, for with him there is no outside;
iy
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[image: image4.png]Nor can the Lreator be set side by side with the creature. *In him we
live and move and have our being” (Acts 17.28), as St Paul said to the
Achenians. But, enclosed as we are within ourselves and also enclosed
“in his hand’, we can know him only if he freely establishes with us a
relationship in which distance and nearness are made the sctting for
a Word, of Somcone speaking to somcone.

Most people are enclosed in their mortal bodies like a snail in its
shell, curled up in their obsessions after the manner of hedgehogs.
‘They form their notion of God’s blessedness taking themselves for
a model.




[image: image5.png](CLEMENT OF ALEXANDRIA Miscellanies, V,11 (PG 9,103)

Steds in a pomegranate cannot see objects outside is rind, because
chey are inside. Similacly human beings who are enclosed with all

Lo R DAy tman beings who





[image: image6.png]~ Friend, it is through him that you are speaking, it is he wi
you beathe, and you do not know it For your eye is blind,
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heart hardened. But, if you wish, you can be cured. Enrust yourself
to the doctor, and he will open the eyes of your soul and your heart.
Who s the doctor? God, using his word and his wisdom . . .
‘ThgoriILUS oF AnTiocH First Book to Autolycus, 5 & 7 (SC 20,
PP-66 & 72)

Nor is God an object of knowledge. Concepts, which never come
withouta secret wish o classify and to possess, are powerless to grasp
the one by whom we ought to let ourselves be grasped. ‘Grasped
in two senses: of being opened to receive him, as he freely reveals
himself, and of being seized with wonder,

Every concepe formed by the intellectin an attempt to comprehend
and circumscribe the divine nature can succeed only in fashioning,
an idol, not in making God known.

GReGORY OF NyssA Life of Moses, (PG 44,377)

Only wonder can comprehend his incomprehensible power.
MAXIMUS THE CONFESSOR On the Divine Nomes. 1 (PG 4 vor)




[image: image8.png]“Thus the Bride in the Song of Songs, according to the commen-
tary of Gregoty of Nyssa, never ceases to seck the Bridegroom, who
attracts her from a distance to which he constantly withdraws.




[image: image9.png]“The Bride speaks: ‘Upon my bed by night I sought him whom
my soul loves . . . but found him not. I called him, but he
gave no answer.” How indeed could she reach with a name the
one who is above every name?

GreGoRy os Nvssa Homsiles on the Song of Songs, 6 (PG 44,893)

‘The true way to approach the mystery is in the first place cel-
ebration, celebration by the whole cosmos. According to the Fathers,
che fall impaired the capacity of creatures to sce the divine light, but
did not destroy it. The universal aspiration towards God has, i is frue,
become a ‘groaning’, a ‘sigh of creation’, but it is still prayer, which is
the essential activity of all created things: ‘Everything that exists prays
1o thee’. The incxhaustible nature of transcendence is expressed in
the profusion of creatures. The niversc is the first Bible, Each being
manifests the creative word which gives it ts identity and attracts it
Each being manifests a dynamic idea, something willed by God. Ul
mately cach thing s a created name of him who cannot be named.




[image: image10.png]28 Understanding the Mysterics

O thou who art beyond all,

How canst thou be called by another name?

What hymn can sing of thee?

No name describes thee.

What mind can grasp thee?

No intellect conceives thee.

Thou only art inexpressible;

Al that is spoken comes forth from thee.

Thou only ars unknowable;

Al that is thought comes forth from thee.

All ereatures praise thee,

“Those that speak and those that are dumb.

All creatures bow down before thee,

Those that can think and those that have no power of thought.

The universal longing, the groaning of creation tends towards
thee.

Everything that exists prays to thee .

And to thee every creature that can read thy universe

Sends up a hymn of silence.

In thee alone all things dwell

‘With a single impulse all things find their goal in thee.

Thou art the purpose of every creature.

‘Thou art unique.

“Thou art each one and ast not any.

“Thou art not a single creature nor art thou the sum of creatures;

Al names are thine; how shall T address the,

Who alone cannot be named? ...

Have mercy, O thou, the Beyond All

How canst thou be called by any other name?

Grsony Nazuzex Dogmatic Poens, (PG 37,507-8)

From all eternity God lives and reigas in glory. Each ray of that
glory is a divine Name and these Names are innumerable. Dionysius
the Areopagite, who wrote an admirable treatise, the Divine Names,
lists some of them taken from the Bible and the Gospels. The Fathers
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0 share them. Thus every creature names, or ought o name, in
its own peculiar fashion, the divine Names. In spite of sin, which
meaas exile from the glory, the world is scll the vast theophany
honoured by the religions of antiquity.

“Taught thus, theologians praise the divine Origin for having no
name and yet possessing all names.

Tor not having any name because, as they recall, the deity
self,in one of the mystical visions in which he is symbolically
revealed, reproved the man who asked, “Tell, 1 pray, your name’
(Genesis 32.29), and to avert him from any knowledge that could
be expressed in a name, said, ‘Why do you ask my name, secing
it is wonderful? (Judges 13.18). And is it nor indeed wonderful,
this name which surpasses every name, this namcless name, that is
“above every name that is named, not only in this age but also in
tha which is to come’ (Ephesians 1.21)?

And they praise him for having many names, when they see
that he says of himself, ‘I am who | am’ (Exodus 3.14), or again
Life, Light, God, Truth, and when those who know God honour
the universal Cause with various names inspircd by his effecs, such
as Goodness, Beauty, Wisdom, ... Giver of life, Inelligence, ...
Ancient of Days, Eternal Youth, Salvation, Justice, Sanctification,
Libecation, as surpassing all grandeur, and manifesting himself to
humanity in a gentle breeze. They declare, morcover, that this
divine Origin ... is simuliancously at the heart of the universe
and far beyond the sky, sun, stars, fire, water, wind, dew, cloud,
rock, stone, and in a word allthat is and nothing that is,

S0 this causc of everything which surpasses cverything is ac
the same time namelessness which befies him and all the names
ofall the creatures ... He contains in himsclf from the beginning
all creatures ... in such a way that he can be honoured and
named in terms of every creature,

Diowvsius Tite AREOPAGITE. Divie Nanes, 1,6 (PG 3,596)

However, the world masks the mystery as much as it expresses
it. A negative approach is therefore indispensable, one which sweeps
away the idols of the mind, the systems, the intellectual concepts,
along with the images of sense experience. In the first place, the
mystery of Being cannot be confounded with a being, even though it
might be at the sumait of he hierarchy of beings. The one Being s the
cause of being, and so cannot be a being. That philosophical idol, the
“Good Lord’ of a certain type of Christanity. ar the ‘smrere heingt





[image: image11.png]also identify them with the ‘powers’ or the ‘encrgies” that spring from
the unapproachable naturc of God. At the moment of creation it
is this elory. the chabod of the Bible. which completes the things





[image: image12.png]created, giving them at once their density and their transparency.
‘The energies then become so many modes of the divine presence.
The *Word’, the logos, that establishes each creature, cnables it to
chare these enersies. o i the case of human beines. invites them
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place, thati defies all apprehension by the senscs . . . Rising higher,
we now say that this Cause s ncicher soul nor nce. .. that
it can be neither expressed nor conceived, that it has neither number
mor order, nor greatness, o littleness, nor cquality, nor inequality,
nor likeness nar inlikeneees it mairher rarmaine cbm st oo e oo
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[image: image15.png]of spiritualism, has brought about simultancously the ‘death of God
and the loss of the mystery of Being.

The Living One, however, is no more the unlimited Being, the
theotes, or divinity, of the gnostics than he is the supreme being of
a closed monotheism. The life of the Living One that is expressed




[image: image16.png]in the profusion of divine namgsznd theophanies originates in the
inexhaustible depths of persontl Love,/So the abyss is neither un-
differentiated nor indifferent. Fromit we derive freedom and love,
crucified and divinizing love. It is this supreme revelation — that of
Christ ~ which we must understand from expressions suggesting
both an unfathomable plenitude exceeding even our idea of God
and our absorption in Being. And perhaps contemporary atheism,
to the extent that it is not stupidity but a purifying revolt, could
be understood in a new way, as the path of ‘unknowing’ that is
not an intellectual path (for negation is denied just as much as
affirmation) but s pure adoration.

To celebrate the negations . . . in order to attain unveiled knowledge
of this unknowing, that is hidden in every being by the knowledge
that ean be had of it in order to sce in this way tht superessential
obscurity, that is hidden by all the light that is contained in
beings.

Dionvsius e Aus

eacrre Mystical Theology, I (°G 3,1025)

I£it happens that in secing God one understands what is seen,
that means ic is not God himself who is seen but one of those
knowable things that ove their being to him. For n himself he trans-
cends all intelligence and all essence. He cxists in a supercssential
mode and is known beyond all understanding only in so far as he
is utterly unknown and does not exist at all. And it s that perfect
unknowing, taken in the best sense of the word, that constitutes
the teue knowing of him who teanscends all knowing.
DioNYSIIS THE ARKODACITE Lottor 10 Gaie (PG 3 rde)

Maxinus T Conresson Ambigua (PG 91,1224)

We thercfore say that the universal Cause, which is situated
beyond the whole universe, is neither matter ... nor body; that it
has neither figure nor form, nor quality nor mass: that it is not in any

+ . that it is neither power nor light; that it neicher lives nor is life;
chat it is neither essence nor perpetuity, nor time; that it cannot be
grasped by the intellecs that it is neither science nor truth, nor
sovereigty, nor wisdom, nor singularity, nor unity, nor divinity,
nor goodness; ncither spirc nor sonship nor fatherhood in any sense
that we can understand chem; that it s not anything accessible to
our knowledge or to the knowledge of any being; it has nothing to
do with non-being, but no more has it anything to do with being;
that no one knows its nature ... that it cludes all reasoning, all
nomenclature, all knowing; that it is ncither darkness nor ght,
neither error nor truth; that absolutely nothing can be asserted of i
and absolutely nothing denieds that when we formulate affirmations
or negarions applying to realitis that are inferior o if, we are not
affirming or denying anything about the Cause itself: because all
affirmation remains on this side of the transcendence of him who
is divested of everything and stands beyond cverything.
DIONYSIUS THE AREOPAGITE Mystical Theology, IV & V (PG 3
1047-8)

The mystery that is beyond God himself,
the Ineffable,

that gives its name to everything,

is complete affirmation, complete negation,
beyond all affirmation and all negation.

DiONYSIUS THE AREOPAGITE Divine Names, Il (PG 3,641)

‘This simultancous negation of affirmation and negation means
that God’s transcendence eludes our very idea of transcendence., God.
eranscends his own transcendence, so_that he may not be lost.in
abstract nothIREAESS, but may.give himsclf. The simaltancous over-
coming of affirmation and negation alrcady outlines the antinomy of
personal existence: the more it s hidden the more it is given; the morc
it s given the more hidden it is. That is why the Fathers also speak
of God as inaccessible, of God beyond God, in terms of a springing
forth, a creaive and redemptive leap ourside his essence, following
the eternal movement of the divine enerming e olon o oo nE





[image: image17.png]“The infnite is without doubt something, of God, but not God
himself, who is infinitely beyond even that.
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communicate these to creatures by personal actions, because the
LIVINg 110G 15 3 LOA WO ACTS. FIE IS N0V DEIME_ VUL 1IE Lo 1ty
and by his actions enables creatures to share in it.

When God, who is absolute fullness, brought creatures into exist-
ence, it was not done to fulfl any need, but so that his creatures
should be happy to share his likeness, and so that he himself might
tejoice in the joy of his creatures as they draw inexhaustibly upon
the Inexhaustible.

Masasus iz Conressor Centuries on Charity, I 46 (PG 9,

34)

He is called God because he has built everything on its own
foundations, and because he makes a leap:! leaping means giving
life to the world . .. He is almighty, he contains everyching: the
heights of heaven, the depths of the abyss, the bounds of the earth
ase in his hand.

TugoriinLus oF ANTiOCH First Book to Auolyeus, 4 (SC 30, p. 64)

God has always existed and he abways will exist: or to put
it better, God always exists. In fact ‘past’ and ‘future’ express the
fragments of duration as we know i, gliding nacurally along. But
he, God, is ‘eternal Existence’ and this is the name that he gives
himself when he reveals the future to Moses on the mountain. He
actually contains in_himsclf all being, that which had no being
and will have no end, what I would call an ocean of being without
Timit and without endl, beyond any notions of duration and nature
that our intellct could form for iself. The intelect can evoke him
only obscurely . . . not with any knowledge of his true nature, but
by looking at what surcounds it. By assembling and interpreting
the images in our mind we can begin to reconstruct something
approaching an idea of the Teuth ... He enlightens che higher part
of our being, provided it has been purified, just as a sudden flash of
lightaing strikes our eyes; and that, in my opinion, is so that he
may draw us to himself in proportion to the understanding we
have of him ... and that in so far as we fai to understand him he
mav excite our enriosite: this will awake in our soul the loneine to
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will make us like God. When we have reached this state, God wil
converse with us as friends. If I may dare say so, God will be
united with gods, and revealing himself to them, and will be known
to the same extent as he is known.

Grecoy Nazianzes Oration 45, For Easter, 3 (PG 36,847)

“These words are charged with the negative approach to God,
with his silence. Referting to the Incffable, they speak of the presence
and the action of the One of whom a 1oth centary saint declared that
he is a fire that inflames our entrails’. These affirmations perfected
by negations state that God is Spirie, Fire, Light, Life, Love. Here
one recogaizes the very words and attitudes of Jesus,

God is Breath, for the breath of the wind is shared by all, goes
everywhere; nothing shuts it in, nothing holds it prisoner.
Maxiswus THE CoNresso On the Divine Nanes, 1, 4 (PG 4,208)

‘The sacred theologians often describe the superessential essence in
terms of fite.. the fire can be experienced everywhere, so to speak
it illumines everything whilst remaining distince from everything

It shines with a total brilliance and a the same time its presence
is secret, being unknown ousside of the material that is making it
visible It s not possible to bear is brightness nor to behold it face
0 face, but its power extends everywhere, and wherever i appears
it auracts everything ... By means of this transmutation it gives
itsel to anyone who approaches it, however distancly: i restores
creatures to lfe with its quickening warmth, it nlightens them, but
i tsel i remains pure and unabsorbed . .. It is active, powerful,
everywhere present and invisible. Neglected, it seems as if it did.
not exist. But as a result of the friction vehich is a kind of prayer.
stddenly appears, leaps.up_and spreads all round. One could find
niore than one other property of fire that would be applicable, as
a visual image, to the operations of the divine Principle.
DioNysius e ARForAGITE Celestial Hierarchy, XV, 2 (0G 3,
prew)

Just as light which enables us to see cach abject dacs not need
any other light to be visible itself, so God who cnables us to see
everything does not nced a light by which we might be able to sec
him, because he s light by his very csserce.

EVAGRILS OF PONTUS Centurins.

e (Frankenhere . aa}
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[image: image20.png]know him fucther; this longing will lay bare our soul; this nakedness

¥The word theos (God) s here deived from the verbs theiai (10 found) and
theein (t0 leap) - beyond every limit!
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‘We must now praise that perperual Life from which all lie proceeds
and by means of which every lving thing according o its own
partcular capacity receives ffe ... Whether you are speaking of
the lfe of the spiri or of reason or of the senses, and what feeds
it and makes it grow, or of any other kind of life that can possibly
be, it is thanks to the Life that trancends all lfe that it fives and
communicates life . .. Indeed, it is not enough to say that this
Life is alive. It is the very principle of life, and its sole source.
Ieis that which perfects and differentiates all lie, and its praises
should be sung by all e .. Bestower of lfe and more than life,
it deserves to be honoured with every name that human beings can
apply to this inexpressible Life.

Diowvstus i Artoracits Divine Names, VI, 1 & 5 (PG 3,856-7)

God is Love. Whoever sought to define him would be like a blind
person trying to count the grains of sand on the sea shore.
Jotx Cuiviacus The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 30th step, 2(6),
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The God-Man




[image: image23.png]One of the most beauriful liturgics of the ancient Chutch, largely the
‘work of St Basil of Cesatea, recalls the history of salvation thus:




[image: image24.png]Thou hast visited [humanity] in many ways, in the loving-kindness
of thy heart: thou hast sent the prophets, thou hast worked mighty
wonders through the saints who, from peneration to generation,
were close to thee . .. Thou hast given us the help of the Law.
“Thou hast charged angels to watch over us. And when the fullness
of time was come, thou didst speak to us by thine own Son .

Thote i ng ol or aion tht b ceived and does_
not_express 3 isitation
TTguhes Taee degrecs fn e ebodiment of the Word. In

) the first place, the very existence of the cosmos, understood as a
theophany; this symbolism is the foundation of the ancient religions,
7 which sec in it the means 10 the deepest spiritual understanding. Sec*

andly, the revelation of the personal God, who engendered history,
and the embodying of the Word in the Law, in a sacred Scriptu

5, Judaism and Islam are obvious examples. Finally, the personal in-

canation of the Word who gives full meaning to his cosmic and

scriptural embodiments, frecing the former from the temptation to
absorb the divine 'Self” in an impersonal divine essence, and the
lateer from the temptation t0 separate God and humanity, leaving

o possibilty of communion between them. For in Chrit, to quote

the Fourth Ecumenical Council, God and man are united ‘without

confusion or change’, but also “without division o separation’. And
the divine energies, reflected by creatures and obects, do not lead to

ey Fors F ohn seanofar e d  (heice
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