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PREFACE

Christianity is in the first place an Oriental religion, and it is a
mystical religion. These assertions sound strange today, in an age
when it is generally assumed that to be a Christian means to lead
a good life. As for prayer, what does that amount to but a set of
exercises which are both pointless and tedious? Nevertheless, whilst
our consumer society has lost all feeling for mysticism, on the fringes
there are thousands of people thirsting for it. When we see the shallow
syncretism, the sentimental fascination with anything Eastern, and
the bogus ‘gurus’ crowding round for the pickings, it is easy to
sneer. But instead of laughing the Churches ought to be examining
their consciences. Whose fault is it that so many have to resort to
Tao or Zen in order to rediscover truths which were actually part
of the Christian heritage right from the beginning? Who has hidden
from them the faét that of all Oriental religions Christianity is the
best and most cornplete; that mysticism is as necessary to humanity
as science, if not more so? Intellectual research may be exciting,
but it will not lead us to the secret of life. Nor will the truth
be found through consumerism, though of course we must eat.
Nor will it be found through action, although action is inevitable
if we are to restrain our tendency to exploit one another. The
researcher, the consumer, the politician are merely the avatars of
a much deeper human nature. Intellectual knowledge, possession,
action, all express a desire which transcends them. The human
being is a craftsman - faber - and rational - sapiens - qualities which
we share with the higher animals (the difference between us being
one of degree and not of kind), but more importantly than that,
we are mystical. In other words our roots are in fact religious and
artistic, and therefore non-rational, or rather supra-rational. As soon
as our material needs are satisfied, deeper needs assert themselves.
It is now twenty centuries since Jesus declared that ‘man does not
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live by bread alone’, and we know today that not even the most
effective psychoanalytical treatment can cure us of a deep sense of
disquiet within us. There is not a superman or revolutionary who
is not beset by unappeased desires. The Fathers of the Christian
Church, for whom prayer was as natural as breathing, discovered
this truth before we did, saying, ‘Birds fly, fishes swim and man
prays’. Islamic spiritual writers would later express the same idea,
saying that the first cry of the new-born babe and the last breath of
the dying person together make up and proclaim the divine name.
This anthology of the first Christian mystics therefore meets an
urgent need, that of rediscovering the mystical sources of Christianity.
It is not so much an anthology as a selection of passages with
an extended and lively commentary. The authors represented here
do not appear in chronological or alphabetical order. The extracts
are arranged according to a theological plan, since the book deals
specifically with ‘Christian’ mystics, those whose spirituality bears
the deep marks of the revelation received from God. Most of these
texts are hard to find, and many have been out of print for a
long time. Some of them will seem astonishingly modern, others
more obscure, but all should prove interesting. For mysticism is an
existential attitude, a way of living at a greater depth. It is not the
possession of any one religion or of any one Church; even atheists can
be mystics. But perhaps Christianity with its fresh vitality was able to
reconcile negation and affirmation in a new way. Perhaps it was able
to unite together the divine and the human whilst neither confusing
nor separating them. That vitality is still possible today; indeed the
very future of the human race depends upon it. It is my hope that
Olivier Clément’s fine work will convince the reader of this truth.

Jean-Claude Barreau



INTRODUCTION

This book is intended not so much to popularize its subject as to
make it known in the first place. Not only is Christianity something
strange to people today, but it cannot even attract by its strangeness,
because people are familiar with the distortions and caricatures of
it which are constantly being hawked about. Therefore, in response
to many requests, I have tried to allow the chief witnesses of the
undivided Church to speak for themselves, to make audible the voice
of Tradition, from which all the Churches spring and which alone
enables them to share in an ‘ecumenism in time’, by recalling the
experience in which they had their common origin.

Tradition is not a written text with which we can choose to agree
or disagree; it is not material suitable for dissection by scholars. It is
the expression of the Spirit juvenescens, as Irenzus of Lyons says,
‘in its youthfulness’. It is of course our foundation history, but it is
also a living force, a tremendous ‘passover’, a passing over from the
God-man to God-humanity and to the universe, to quote the Russian
religious philosophers, whose disciple I gladly acknowledge myself to
be.

There can be no doubt that since the fourth or seventh century our
spiritual awareness has changed profoundly. We live in the aftermath
of Auschwitz, Hiroshima and the Gulag. Christendom, the society
in which Christianity was, to the great detriment of freedom, the
dominant ideology, has finally collapsed, and we can no longer talk
about matters of faith in the way that we used to do. The living
God is no longer the Emperor of the World but crucified Love.
Remember that many of the witnesses whose voices we are about
to hear lived in times of persecution, when society veered between
scepticism on the one hand and various forms of gnosis on the other.
Others lived during the emergence of the monastic movement, which,
in the face of the blandishments of the ‘establishment’, sternly and
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recklessly asserted the irreducible nonconformity of the person who
is ‘drunk with God’, the one who, ‘after God, regards his brother
as God’. Newman compared the early history of the Church to the
opening chords of a symphony, when the subjects which will later be
brought out one by one are introduced all together in a concentrated
burst of creativity. It was in §§3, after all, that the Fifth Ecumenical
Council reaffirmed that God ‘suffered death in the flesh’. In making
my selection I have been guided by Tradition, continuing into our
own time, which is a time of darkness worthy of a vision of
Dostoyevsky, teeming with expectations and intuitions, while seeds
of fire multiply in the earth beneath.

The witnesses whose words [ have gathered are known as ‘the
Fathers’. Some of these first mystics were martyrs, others were monks
in the mountains and deserts. Others were great minds illuminated
by the Spirit, which penetrated even through their foolishness (which
Tradition has been able to balance against the consensus of other
Fathers). Many were bishops, elected by their people to be pastors of
local churches, secure and independent at the heart of their spiritual
communities, where they preached the only ‘good news’ which can
possibly reach us today in our state of hopeless nihilism: the ‘descent’
of the God-made-man into death and hell so that he might triumph
over death and hell in whatever shape they appear.

In those days mysticism was not analysed in terms of religious
psychology as it is in the West today. The whole of life, the whole
universe was interpreted in the light of Christ’s death and resur-
rection, which was the key to understanding all significant processes
of change. A few individuals, to be sure, shone out like candles
or torches. But ‘the light and the fire’ which was concentrated in
them is offered to all in the dazzling flesh of the Bible and the
sacraments, through the Church which is the ‘mystery’ of Him
who was crucified and is risen, who restores us to life and brings
about in himself the transfiguration of the cosmos. The state of
‘ecclesial being’, to adopt the expression of a modern Greek theolo-
gian, was a fact of experience for the person in communion, for whom
humanity and the universe were of their very nature ‘resurrectional’
and paschal. This understanding far transcends our endless debates
about the Church as an ‘institution’.

This book first approaches the subject doctrinally, reflecting in the
mystery rather than on it, because we must not only love God, but
must love him, as the Gospel says, ‘with all our mind’. Then we deal
with the path of ascesis, that ‘spiritual combat, harder than the battles
of men’, the objective of which, however, is to let go. Finally we come
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to contemplation, which is expressed most clearly in a capacity for
loving, with a love that is creative, because it is an activity shared
with the incarnate and crucified God. This book will also, we hope,
make it possible to judge more precisely where Christianity stands in
relation to other world religions and to the various forms of atheism.
Indeed, as we consider the basic themes of the Three-in-One and
the Divine humanity, the universal and traditional experience of the
divine may come to appear no less clear and compelling than the
modern Western experience of the human.

The following pages therefore contain:

1. Texts, translated so as to appeal as directly as possible to
non-specialists. Slight transpositions or adaptations have been made
here and there the better to convey the spirit of the original.

2. An accompanying commentary which goes some way to com-
pensate for the necessarily fragmentary and disjointed selection of
texts, and which in itself forms a kind of essay.

3. Notes at the end of the book in alphabetical order of authors
quoted, referring to the works from which the texts have been taken.
These notes provide the indispensable historical element, describing
briefly the characters and lives of the writers, and helping us to
distinguish the ephemeral from the lasting, or, in the communion
of saints, from the eternal. Finally, I have added notes on Arianism,
Early Monasticism and Monophysitism.

Olivier Clément
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PART ONE

Understanding the
Mystery






Quest, Encounter, and
Decision

Human beings are mere scraps of life, here only for an instant. We
live a ‘dead life’, according to Gregory of Nyssa, in a world per-
meated by death, in which everything gravitates continually towards
nothingness. And this is the root of all our ill. For unlike the animals,
we know we are going to die.

But our very anguish is a source of grace, for it betrays a longing
for being and unity, a yearning to know the Being and the One. The
anguish and the grace are a constant theme of Augustine of Hippo,
the Western Church Father. We may find him somewhat schematic,
but his cry from the heart demands to be heard.

Brethren, do our years last? They slip away day by day. Those
which were, no longer are; those to come are not yet here. The
former are past, the latter will come, only to pass away in their
turn. Today exists only in the moment in which we speak. Its first
hours have passed, the remainder do not yet exist; they will come,
but only to fall into nothingness . .. Nothing contains constancy
in itself. The body does not possess being: it has no permanence.
It changes with age, it changes with time and place, it changes with
illness and accident. The stars have as little constancy; they change
in hidden ways, they go whirling through space ... they are not
steady, they do not possess being.

Nor is the human heart any more constant. How many thoughts
disturb it, how many ambitions! How many pleasures draw it this
way and that, tearing it apart! The human spirit itself, although
endowed with reason, changes; it does not possess being. It wills
and does not will; it knows and does not know; it remembers
and forgets. No one has in himself the unity of being ... After
so many sufferings, diseases, troubles and pains, let us return
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humbly to that One Being. Let us enter into that city whose
inhabitants share in Being itself.

AuGUSTINE OF Hirro Commentary on Psalm 121, 6 (PL 36,1623)

It is true that human beings have been eager ‘to achieve unity
by themselves, to be their own masters and to depend only on
themselves’ (ibid.). But that is an adventure like Lucifer’s which
leaves us in pure nihilism. That is why metanoia, the great ‘turning
round’ of the mind and heart, and of our whole grasp of reality,

is the daughter of hope. It is the renunciation of despair.

JouN CLiMAcuUs The Ladder of Divine Ascent, sth step, 2
(Astir, Athens 1970, p. 51)

This is a matter not of mere speculation, but of life or death, of
life stronger than death:

for communion with God is life, and separation from God is
death.

IRENEUS OF LYONS Against Heresies, V,27,2 (SC 153, p. 342)

A life without eternity is unworthy of the name of life. Only eternal
life is true.

AUGUSTINE OF Hirro Sermon 346,1 (PL 38,1522)

That is still true, even though turning to God is generally con-
sidered madness these days, even more than it was in the Roman
Empire at the peak of its glory. There is a sort of sleep of the soul
and people hope to escape death by sleep-walking, or by losing
themselves in frantic activity.

Abbot Anthony says, ‘A time is coming when people will go mad,
and when they meet someone who is not mad, they will turn to
him and say, “You are out of your mind,” just because he is not
like them.’

Sayings of the Desert Fathers Anthony, 25 (PG 65,84)

Anguish and despair are not the only starting point. There is
also our sense of wonder, and the riddle which we perceive in
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the order and beauty of the world on the one hand, and all the
events of history on the other.

Through intelligent and beautiful forms of creation the invisible
gives structure and balance to the visible, but the means employed are
gravity, death, disintegration. Humanity likewise, consciously or not,
draws from the invisible not only the very idea of justice but also the
high demands of knowledge and art and the possibility of those laws
that set a limit to violence and protect friendship.

Who gave you the ability to contemplate the beauty of the skies,
the course of the sun, the round moon, the millions of stars, the
harmony and rhythm that issue from the world as from a lyre, the
return of the seasons, the alternation of the months, the demarcation
of day and night, the fruits of the earth, the vastness of the air, the
ceaseless motion of the waves, the sound of the wind? Who gave
you the rain, the soil to cultivate, food to eat, arts, houses, laws,
a republic, cultivated manners, friendship with your fellows?

GREGORY NAZIANZEN On love for the poor, 23 (PG 35,273)

Through anguish and wonder humanity has some inkling of the
great depth of divine wisdom. But no full understanding is possible;
only a holy fear, a trembling in the face of the immeasurable.

‘Such knowledge is too wonderful for me’ (Psalm 139.6). ‘I praise
thee, for thou art fearful and wonderful’ (ibid. v. 14) ... There
are many things at which we marvel without fear, for example the
beauty of architecture, the masterpieces of painting, or the glory
of the human form. We also marvel at the vastness and infinite
depth of the sea, but to be above that depth is also terrifying. In the
same way the sacred writer as he leaned out over the infinite abyss
of God’s wisdom was seized with giddiness. Filled with wonder
he drew back trembling, and said, ‘I praise thee, for thou art
fearful and wonderful. Wonderful are thy works.” And again: ‘Such
knowledge is too wonderful for me; it is high, I cannot attain it.’
JoHN CHRYSOSTOM On the incomprehensibility of God, 1 (PG 48,
705)

We can see the whole process displayed in the life of a certain
Hilary of Poitiers, a fourth century Roman-French citizen remarkable
for his relevance to ourselves. The élite of the declining Roman
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Empire lived in an intellectual climate very like our own; materialism
and scepticism, together with dabblings in syncretist beliefs, were
resulting in a mixture very different from the ancient religions, which
had long ago been rendered obsolete by rationalism and the discovery
of the individual. In short, what was then true of restricted urban
groups is now true of everybody.

Hilary quickly took the measure of a society bent upon instant
gratification, and, driven on by his horror at the prospect of purpose-
lessness and nothingness, set out on the search for the meaning of life.
Passing rapidly through stupid materialism and decaying paganism
and pseudo-scientific occultism, he discovered in the biblical teaching
of the Jews the living God who transcends all things yet is present
in them, outside everything yet inside, the ex-centric centre, the
‘author of beauty’ disclosed in the beauty of the world. But only
the Gospel of the Word-made-flesh, the Gospel of the resurrection
of the flesh, could assure him that he would not be ‘reduced to
non-being’: that he, Hilary, was an irreplaceable person and would
be wholly loved and saved, body and soul, by the combination
of grace and his own freedom.

I began the search for the meaning of life. At first I was attracted by
riches and leisure . . . But most people discover that human nature
wants something better to do than just gormandize and kill time.
They have been given life in order to achieve something worth
while, to make use of their talents. It could not have been given
them without some benefit in eternity. How otherwise could one
regard as a gift from God a life so eaten away by anguish, so riddled
with vexation, which left to itself would simply wear out, from the
prattle of the cradle to the drivel of senility? Look at people who
have practised patience, chastity and forgiveness. The good life for
them meant good deeds and good thoughts. Could the immortal
God have given us life with no other horizon but death? Could
he have inspired us with such a desire to live, if the only outcome
would be the horror of death? . . .

Then I sought to know God better . .. Some religions teach
that there are different families of deities. They imagine male gods
and female ones and can trace the lineage of these gods born
from one another. Other religions teach that there are greater
and lesser deities, with different attributes. Some claim that there
is no God at all and worship nature, which, according to them,
came about purely by chance. Most, however, admit that God
exists, but hold him to be indifferent to human beings ... I
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was reflecting on these problems when I discovered the books
which the Jewish religion says were composed by Moses and the
prophets. There I discovered that God bears witness to himself
in these terms: ‘I am who I am,” and: ‘Say this to the people
of Israel, “I AM has sent me to you”™ (Exodus 3.14). I was
filled with wonder at this perfect definition which translates into
intelligible words the incomprehensible knowledge of God. Nothing
better suggests God than Being. ‘He who is’ can have neither end
nor beginning ... And since God’s eternity cannot contradict
itself, in order to assert his unapproachable eternity, God needed
only to assert solemnly that he is.

But it was necessary also to recognize God’s work . . .

‘Who has measured the waters in the hollow of his hand and
marked off the heavens with a span?’ (Isaiah 40.12).

and later:

‘Heaven is my throne and the earth is my footstool ... All
these things my hand has made’ (Isaiah 66.1-2).

The whole heavens are held in God’s hand, the whole earth
in the hollow of his hand ... The heaven is also his throne and
the earth his footstool. We should certainly avoid too human an
image of God, as someone sitting on a throne with his feet on a
footstool. His throne and footstool are his infinite omnipotence,
which embraces everything in the hollow of his hand. The imagery
borrowed from created things signifies that God exists in them
and outside them, that he both transcends and pervades them,
that he surpasses all creatures and yet dwells in them. The hollow
of his hand symbolizes the power of his divinity revealing itself.
The throne and the footstool show he controls external objects
because he is within them, but at the same time he envelops
them and encloses them within himself. He is inside and outside
everything ... Nothing is beyond the reach of the one who is
infinite ... What came to light as a result of my search was
well expressed by the prophet:

‘Whither shall I go from thy Spirit?

Or whither shall I flee from thy presence?

If I ascend to heaven, thou art there!

If I make my bed in Sheol, thou art there!

If I take the wings of the morning and dwell in the uttermost
parts of the sea,

even there thy hand shall lead me, and thy right hand shall
hold me’ (Psalm 139.7-10).



20

Understanding the Mysteries

There is no place without God; place does not exist except in
God. ..

I was happy contemplating the mystery of his wisdom and his
unapproachableness. | worshipped the eternity and immeasurable
greatness of my Father and Creator. But I longed also to behold
the beauty of my Lord . .. My ardour, deceived by the weakness
of my mind, was trapped in its own search, when I discovered in
the words of the prophet this magnificent thought about God:

‘For from the greatness and beauty of created things comes a
corresponding perception of their Creator’ (Wisdom 13.5).

The sky and the air are beautiful, the earth and the sea are
beautiful. By divine grace the universe was called by the Greeks
‘cosmos’, meaning ‘ornament’ . . . Surely the author of all created
beauty must himself be the beauty in all beauty? . .. But if we are
blessed with an intuition of God, what shall we gain from it if death
does away with all feeling and puts anirrevocable end to a weary ex-
istence? . . . My mind was bewildered, trembling for itself and for its
body. It was troubled at its fate and that of the body in which it was
dwelling when, following on from the Law and the Prophets, I made
the acquaintance of the teaching of the Gospel and of the apostles:

‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God,
and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God; all
things were made through him, and without him was not anything
made that was made. In him was life, and life was the light of men.
The light shines in darkness, and the darkness has not overcome
it ... The true light that enlightens every man was coming into
the world. He was in the world, and the world was made through
him, yet the world knew him not . . . But to all who received him,
who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of
God . . . And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of
grace and truth; we have beheld his glory, glory as of the only Son
from the Father’ (John 1.1-14).

My intellect overstepped its limits at that point and I learnt
more about God than I had expected. I understood that my Creator
was God born of God. I learnt that the Word was God and was
with him from the beginning. I came to know ttie light of the world
... [ understood that the Word was made flesh and dwelt among
us ... Those who welcomed him became children of God, by a
birth not in the flesh but in faith. .. . This gift of God is offered
to everyone ... We can receive it because of our freedom which
was given us expressly for this purpose. But this very power given
to each person to be a child of God was bogged down in weak and
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hesitant faith. Our own difficulties make hope painful, our desire
becomes infuriating and our faith grows weak. That is why the
Word was made flesh: by means of the Word-made-flesh the flesh
was enabled to raise itself up to the Word . . . Without surrendering
his divinity God was made of our flesh . . . My soul joyfully received
the revelation of this mystery. By means of my flesh I was drawing
near to God, by means of my faith I was called to a new birth. 1
was able to receive this new birth from on high . . . I was assured
that I could not be reduced to non-being.

HiLARY OF PoITIERS The Trinity, 1,1-13 (PL 10,25-35)

God is absolute beauty because he is absolute personal exist-
ence. As such, he awakens our desire, sets it free and draws it
to himself. He sets beings within their limits but he calls them
into communion with one another without confusing them. Be-
ing himself beyond movement or rest, he gives to each creature
an identity that is exact and distinct, but is nevertheless capable
of development when brought to life by the dynamic power of
love.

[God is Beauty.] This Beauty is the source of all friendship and all
mutual understanding,. It is this Beauty . . . which moves all living
things and preserves them whilst filling them with love and desire
for their own particular sort of beauty. For each one, therefore,
Beauty is both its limit and the object of its love, since it is its
goal ... and its model (for it is by its likeness to this Beauty
that everything is defined). Thus true Beauty and Goodness are
mixed together because, whatever the force may be that moves
living things, it tends always towards Beauty-and-Goodness, and
there is nothing that does not have a share in Beauty-and-Goodness
.. . By virtue of this reality all creatures subsist, united and separate,
identical and opposite, alike and unlike; contraries are united and
the united elements are not confused ... By virtue of Beauty-
and-Goodness everything is in communion with everything else,
each in its own way; creatures love one another without losing
themselves in one another; everything is in harmony, parts fit
snugly into the whole . . . one generation succeeds another; spirits,
souls and bodies remain at the same time steady and mobile;
because for all of them Beauty-and-Goodness is at once repose
and movement, being itself beyond both.

DioNysius THE AREOPAGITE Divine Names, IV,7 (PG 3,701)
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The language of souls is their desire.

GREGORY THE GREAT Commentary on the Book of Job, 2,7,11 (SC
32, vol.2 p. 189)

God is Love. He is the ecstasy of Love, overflowing outside
himself, enabling creatures to share in his life. Through his life they
share the same overflowing force, which we see already displayed
in eros, the love of man and woman, and which is designed to be
perfected in holiness, in conscious fellowship with him who is the
fullness of Beauty and Goodness. Amidst horror and death there
is something greater, the secret of love: the story of creation is
a magnificent ‘Song of Songs’. Desire is in the first place God’s
desire for us, to which all human (or to be exact divine-human)
eros is seeking to respond. The inspired poet of eros is Dionysius the
Areopagite. And Maximus the Confessor, commenting on him, does
not hesitate to equate eros with agape (Latin caritas: disinterested
love, considerateness and service, which participates in the love of
God for his creatures). Eros expresses chiefly a natural impulse, agape
a meeting between persons that is full of tenderness. One might say
that eros is meant to become the subject of agape.

In God, the ‘eros desire’ is outgoing, ecstatic. Because of it lovers
no longer belong to themselves but to those whom they love. God
also goes out of himself ... when he captivates all creatures by
the spell of his love and his desire ... In a word, we might
say that Beauty-and-Goodness is the object of the eros desire
and is the eros desire itself . . .

DioNYsIUS THE AREOPAGITE Divine Names, IV,13 (PG 3,712)

God is the producer and generator of tenderness and eros. He has
set outside himself what was within himself, namely, creatures.
Which is why it is said of him: God is Love. The Song of Songs
calls him agape, or ‘sensual pleasure’, and ‘desire’, which means
eros. In so far as the eros desire originates from him, he can be
said to be the moving force of it, since he generated it. But in so
far as he is himself the true object of the love, he is the moving
force in others who look to him and possess according to their
own nature the capacity for desire.

MaxiMus THE CONFESSOR On the Divine Names, 1V,4 (PG 4,296)

Hence the conclusion of Climacus:
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Blessed is the person whose desire for God has become like the
lover’s passion for the beloved.

JoHN CLiMAcus The Ladder of Divine Ascent, joth step, 5 (11)1,
p. 168.

Even more than hunger, thirst, which can so torment someone

in the desert, expresses the desire for God.

And what thirst there is today!

Hunger makes itself felt only gradually and vaguely, but the
raging of intense thirst is unmistakable and intolerable. No wonder
the person who longs for God cries, ‘My soul thirsts for God,
for the living God’ (Psalm 42.2).

JoHN CriMacus The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 3oth step, 9 (15),
p- 168.

That is the mysterious dialectic of faith, hope and charity, God

never ceasing to ‘empty out souls’ in order to fill them up better.

Desire for vision: Faith.

Desire for possession: Hope.

Desire for love: Charity.

By expectation, God increases desire.

By desire, he empties out souls.

In emptying them out, he makes them more capable of receiving
him.

AUGUSTINE OF Hippo Commentary on the First Epistle of St Jobn,
4,6 (SC 75, p. 230)

Within the person the ‘inward thirst’ is awoken, the ‘inward eye’

is opened.

Hasten to the springs, draw from the wells.

In God is the wellspring of life,

A spring that can never fail.

In his light is found a light

That nothing can darken.

Desire that light which your eyes know not!

Your inward eye is preparing to see the light.

Your inward thirst burns to be quenched at the spring.

AUGUSTINE OF Hirro Commentary on Psalm 41,2 (PL 36,465)

INumbering of sentences in SO 2 4 is given in brackets
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So then God offers himself, wishes to disclose himself, but
he does not force us. His power is the power of love, and love
wants the freedom of the beloved. God speaks, and at the same
time keeps silence; he knocks at the door and waits. Everything is
dependent upon the royal freedom of faith. Everything hangs upon
our decision.

Here [in the spiritual realm] birth is not the result of intervention
from outside, as happens with bodily creatures who reproduce in
an external way. Spiritual birth is the result of free choice and we
are thus, in a sense, our own parents, creating ourselves as we want
to be, freely fashioning ourselves according to the pattern of our
choice.

GREGORY OF NYssA Life of Moses, (PG 44,328C)

This is the wonderful call to conversion, a conversion attested
by deeds. The father of Western monasticism, St Benedict, throws
out the challenge:

Then let us arise! Scripture invites us in the words, ‘It is full time
now for you to wake from sleep’ (Romans 13.11). With our eyes
open to the light that transfigures, our ears filled with the thunder
of his voice, let us listen to the powerful voice of God, urging us
day by day, ‘Oh, that today you would hearken to his voice! Harden
not your hearts’ (Psalm 95.8). And again: ‘He who has an ear, let
him hear what the Spirit says to the churches’ (Revelation 2.7).
And what does he say? ‘Come, O children, listen to me, I will teach
you the fear of the Lord’ (Psalm 34.11). ‘Walk while you have the
light, lest the darkness overtake you’ (John 12.35). Moreover the
Lord, in seeking among the crowd for someone to work for him,
says, ‘Who is there who desires life?” (Psalm 34.12). If you hear
him and answer, ‘I do’, God says to you, ‘Do you desire true life,
eternal life?’ then: ‘Keep your tongue from evil, and your lips from
speaking deceit. Depart from evil, and do good; seek peace, and
pursue it’ (Psalm 34.13-14). And when you have done this I will
set my eyes upon you, I will give ear to your prayers, and ‘Before
they call, I will answer’ (Isaiah 65.24).

BENEDICT OF NURSIA Rule, Prologue 8-18 (XV Centenary edition,
Desclée & Brouwer, Paris 1980, pp. 2 & 4)
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The Lord waits for us to respond day by day to his holy counsels
by our actions. In fact the days of this life are given us as a respite
to correct our errors, as the Apostle Paul says: ‘Do you not know
that God’s kindness is meant to lead you to repentance?’ (Romans
2.4). And in his loving-kindness the Lord says, ‘Have I any pleasure
in the death of the wicked . .. and not rather that he should turn
from his way and live?’ (Ezekiel 18.23)

BENEDICT OF NURSIA Rule, Prologue, 35-38 (XV Centenary edition
p- 6)
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History, including the history of Christianity, is littered with carica-
tures of God, like so many mental idols which have led people either
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 inferior to the
highest 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 object, for with him there is no outside;
nor can the Creator 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
Athenians. 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 setting for
a Word, of Someone speaking to someone.

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.

CLEMENT OF ALEXANDRIA Miscellanies, V,11 (PG 9,103)

Seeds in a pomegranate cannot see objects outside its rind, because
they are inside. Similarly human beings who are enclosed with all
creation in the hand of God cannot see God . . .

Friend, it is through him that you are speaking, it is he whom
you breathe, and you do not know it! For your eye is blind, your
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heart hardened. But, if you wish, you can be cured. Entrust yourself
to the doctor, and he will open the eyes of your soul and your heart.
Who is the doctor? God, using his word and his wisdom . . .

THEOPHILUS OF ANTIOCH First Book to Autolycus, 5 & 7 (SC 20,
pp- 66 & 72)

Noris God an object of knowledge. Concepts, which never come
without a secret wish to 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 concept formed by the intellect in 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 Names, 1 (PG 4,192)

Thus the Bride in the Song of Songs, according to the commen-
tary of Gregory of Nyssa, never ceases to seek the Bridegroom, who
attracts her from a distance to which he constantly withdraws.

The Bride speaks: ‘Upon my bed by night [ 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 OF NYssA Homilies 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,
the fall impaired the capacity of creatures to see the divine light, but
did not destroy it. The universal aspiration towards God has, it is true,
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
to thee’. The inexhaustible nature of transcendence is expressed in
the profusion of creatures. The universe is the first Bible. Each being
manifests the creative word which gives it its identity and attracts it.
Each being manifests a dynamic idea, something willed by God. Ulti-
mately each thing is a created name of him who cannot be named.
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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;

All that is spoken comes forth from thee.

Thou only art unknowable;

All that is thought comes forth from thee.

All creatures 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 art not any.

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

All names are thine; how shall I address thee,

Who alone cannot be named? . . .

Have mercy, O thou, the Beyond All;

How canst thou be called by any other name?

GREGORY NAzZIANZEN Dogmatic Poems, (PG 37,507-8)

From all eternity God lives and reigns 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
also identify them with the ‘powers’ or the ‘energies’ that spring from
the unapproachable nature of God. At the moment of creation it
is this glory, the chabod of the Bible, which completes the things
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, enables it to
share these energies, or, in the case of human beings, invites them
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to share them. Thus every creature names, or ought to name, in
its own peculiar fashion, the divine Names. In spite of sin, which
means exile from the glory, the world is still 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.

For not having any name because, as they recall, the deity
himself, in one of the mystical visions in which he is symbolically
revealed, reproved the man who asked, ‘Tell, I 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, seeing
it is wonderful?’ (Judges 13.18). And is it not indeed wonderful,
this name which surpasses every name, this nameless name, that is
‘above every name that is named, not only in this age but also in
that which is to come’ (Ephesians 1.21)?

And they praise him for having many names, when they see
that he says of himself, 1 am who I am’ (Exodus 3.14), or again
Life, Light, God, Truth, and when those who know God honour
the universal Cause with various names inspired by his effects, such
as Goodness, Beauty, Wisdom, . .. Giver of life, Intelligence, . . .
Ancient of Days, Eternal Youth, Salvation, Justice, Sanctification,
Liberation, as surpassing all grandeur, and manifesting himself to
humanity in a gentle breeze. They declare, moreover, that this
divine Origin ... is simultaneously at the heart of the universe
and far beyond the sky, sun, stars, fire, water, wind, dew, cloud,
rock, stone, and in a word all that is and nothing that is.

So this cause of everything which surpasses everything is at
the same time namelessness which befits him and all the names
of all the creatures ... He contains in himself from the beginning
all creatures ... in such a way that he can be honoured and
named in terms of every creature.

DioNysius THE AREOPAGITE Divine Names, 1,1,6 (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 summit of the hierarchy of beings. The one Being is the
cause of being, and so cannot be a being. That philosophical idol, the
‘Good Lord’ of a certain type of Christianity, or the ‘supreme being’
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of spiritualism, has brought about simultaneously 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
in the profusion of divine names and theophanies originates in the
inexhaustible depths of personal Love. So the abyss is neither un-
differentiated nor indifferent. From it we derive freedom and love,
crucified and divinizing love. It is this supreme revelation — that of
Clirist — 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 is pure adoration.

Tocelebrate the negations . . . in order to attain unveiled knowledge
of this unknowing, that is hidden in every being by the knowledge
that can be had of it, in order to see in this way that superessential
obscurity, that is hidden by all the light that is contained in
beings.

DioNYSIUS THE AREOPAGITE Mystical Theology, 11 (PG 3,1025)

If it happens that in seeing God one understands what is seen,
that means it is not God himself who is seen but one of those
knowable things that owe their being to him. For in himself he trans-
cends all intelligence and all essence. He exists in a superessential
mode and is known beyond all understanding only in so far as he
is utterly unknown and does not exist at all. And it is that perfect
unknowing, taken in the best sense of the word, that constitutes
the true knowing of him who transcends all knowing.

DioNysIius THE AREOPAGITE Letter I to Gaius (PG 3,1065)

The infinite is without doubt something of God, but not God
himself, who is infinitely beyond even that.

Maximus THE CONFESSOR Ambigua (PG 91,1224)

We therefore 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



God, Hidden and Universal 31

place, that it defies all apprehension by the senses . . . Rising higher,
we now say that this Cause is neither soul nor intelligence . . . that
it can be neither expressed nor conceived, that it has neither number
nor order, nor greatness, nor littleness, nor equality, nor inequality,
nor likeness, nor unlikeness; it neither remains stationary nor moves
. .. that it is neither power nor light; that it neither lives nor is life;
that it is neither essence nor perpetuity, nor time; that it cannot be
grasped by the intellect; that it is neither science nor truth, nor
sovereignty, nor wisdom, nor singularity, nor unity, nor divinity,
nor goodness; neither spirit nor sonship nor fatherhood in any sense
that we can understand them; that it is 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 eludes all reasoning, all
nomenclature, all knowing; that it is neither darkness nor light,
neither error nor truth; that absolutely nothing can be asserted of it
and absolutely nothing denied; that when we formulate affirmations
or negations applying to realities that are inferior to it, 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 everything.

DioNYSsIUS 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.

DioNYs1us THE AREOPAGITE Divine Names, 11,4 (PG 3,641)

This simultaneous negation of affirmation and negation means
that God’s transcendence eludes our very idea of transcendence. God
transcends his own transcendence, so that he may not be lost in
abstract nothingness, but may give himself. The simultaneous over-
coming of affirmation and negation already outlines the antinomy of
personal existence: the more it is hidden the more it is given; the more
it is 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 creative and redemptive leap outside his essence, following
the eternal movement of the divine energies, but also in order to



32 Understanding the Mysteries

communicate these to creatures by personal actions, because the
living God is a God who acts. He is not being but he contains it,
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 fulfil any need, but so that his creatures
should be happy to share his likeness, and so that he himself might
rejoice in the joy of his creatures as they draw inexhaustibly upon
the Inexhaustible.

Maximus THE CONFESSOR Centuries on Charity, 1l1, 46 (PG 90,
434)

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 everything: the
heights of heaven, the depths of the abyss, the bounds of the earth
are in his hand.

THEOPHILUS OF ANTIOCH First Book to Autolycus, 4 (SC 20, p. 64)

God has always existed and he always will exist: or to put
it better, God always exists. In fact ‘past’ and ‘future’ express the
fragments of duration as we know it, gliding naturally 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 himself all being, that which had no being
and will have no end, what [ would call an ocean of being without
limit and without end, beyond any notions of duration and nature
that our intellect could form for itself. The intellect can evoke him
only obscurely . . . not with any knowledge of his true nature, but
by looking at what surrounds it. By assembling and interpreting
the images in our mind we can begin to reconstruct something
approaching an idea of the Truth . . . He enlightens the higher part
of our being, provided it has been purified, just as a sudden flash of
lightning 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 fail to understand him he
may excite our curiosity; this will awake in our soul the longing to
know him further; this longing will lay bare our soul; this nakedness

1The word theos (God) is here derived from the verbs theirai (to found) and
theein (to leap) — beyond every limit!
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will make us like God. When we have reached this state, God will
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.

GREGORY NAzZIANZEN Oration 45, For Easter, 3 (PG 36,847)

These words are charged with the negative approach to God,
with his silence. Referring to the Ineffable, they speak of the presence
and the action of the One of whom a 19th century saint declared that
‘he is a fire that inflames our entrails’. These affirmations perfected
by negations state that God is Spirit, Fire, Light, Life, Love. Here
one recognizes 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.

MaxiMus THE CONFESSOR On the Divine Names, 1, 4 (PG 4,208)

The sacred theologians often describe the superessential essence in
terms of fire . . . the firecan be experienced everywhere, so to speak;
it illumines everything whilst remaining distinct from everything
... It shines with a total brilliance and at the same time its presence
is secret, being unknown outside of the material that is making it
visible. It is not possible to bear its brightness nor to behold it face
to face, but its power extends everywhere, and wherever it appears
it attracts everything ... By means of this transmutation it gives
itself to anyone who approaches it, however distantly: it restores
creatures to life with its quickening warmth, it enlightens them, but
in itself it 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 which is a kind of prayer it
suddenly appears, leaps up and spreads all round. One could find
more than one other property of fire that would be applicable, as
a visual image, to the operations of the divine Principle.

DioNysius THE AREOPAGITE Celestial Hierarchy, XV, 2 (PG 3,
328-9)

Just as light which enables us to see each object does not need
any other light to be visible itself, so God who enables us to see
everything does not need a light by which we might be able to see
him, because he is light by his very essence.

EvAGRIUS OF PONTUS Centuries, I, 35 (Frankenberg p. 79)
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We must now praise that perpetual Life from which all life proceeds
and by means of which every living thing according to its own
particular capacity receives life ... Whether you are speaking of
the life of the spirit 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 life that it lives 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.
It is that which perfects and differentiates all life, and its praises
should be sung by all life . . . Bestower of life and more than life,
it deserves to be honoured with every name that human beings can
apply to this inexpressible Life.

DioNysius THE AREOPAGITE Divine Names, VI, 1 & 3 (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.

JouN CLimacus The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 3oth step, 2(6),

p. 167.
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One of the most beautiful liturgies of the ancient Church, largely the
work of St Basil of Casarea, recalls the history of salvation thus:

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 generation 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 . . .

There is no culture or religion that has not received and does
not express a ‘visitation of the Word. Maximus the Confessor
distinguishes three degrees in the ‘embodiment’ 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,
which see in it the means to the deepest spiritual understanding. Sec-
ondly, the revelation of the personal God, who engendered history,
and the embodying of the Word in the Law, in a sacred Scripture;
Judaism and Islam are obvious examples. Finally, the personal in-
carnation of the Word who gives full meaning to his cosmic and
scriptural embodiments, freeing the former from the temptation to
absorb the divine ‘Self’ in an impersonal divine essence, and the
latter from the temptation to separate God and humanity, leaving
no possibility of communion between them. For in Christ, to quote
the Fourth Ecumenical Council, God and man are united ‘without
confusion or change’, but also ‘without division or separation’. And
the divine energies, reflected by creatures and objects, do not lead to
anonymous divinity but to the face of the transfigured Christ.
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The Word is concentrated and takes bodily form.

That can be first understood in this sense . . . that by coming
in the flesh he deigned to concentrate himself in order to assume a
body and teach us in our human tongue, and by means of parables,
the knowledge of holy and hidden things, which surpasses all
language . . .

It can also be understood to mean that for love of us he hides
himself mysteriously in the spiritual essences of created beings, as
if in so many individual letters [of the alphabet], present totally in
each one in all his fullness ... In all the variety is hidden the one
who is eternally the same, in composite things the one who is simple
and without parts, in those things which had to begin on a certain
day the one who has no beginning, in the visible the one who is
invisible, in the tangible the one who cannot be touched . . .

It can finally be understood to mean that for love of us who
are slow to comprehend, he has deigned to use these letters to
express the syllables and sounds of Scripture, in order to draw us
after him and unite us in spirit.

Maximus THE CONFESSOR Ambigua (PG 91,1285-8)
Jesus reveals in its fullness the mystery of the living God.

There is only one God,
revealed by Jesus Christ his Son
who is his Word sprung from the silence . . .

IGNATIUS OF ANTIOCH Letter to the Magnesians, 8,2 (SC 10, p. 102)

God, in Christ, comes to seek for humankind, the ‘lost sheep’

of the parable in the Gospel, even in the ‘depths of the earth’,
which denotes a finiteness that has become impenetrable and re-
calcitrant, buried in nothingness.

The Lord has given us a sign ‘as deep as Sheol and as high as
heaven’, such as we should not have dared to hope for. How
could we have expected to see a virgin with child, and to see in
this Child a ‘God with us’ (Isaiah 7.11 & 14) who would descend
into the depths of the earth to seek for the lost sheep, meaning the
creature he had fashioned, and then ascend again to present to his
Father this ‘man’ [humanity] thus regained?

IRENZEUS OF LYONS Against Heresies, 11l,19,3 (SC 211, p. 380)
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A Jewish-Christian text of the second century, attributed to
Solomon in accordance with a practice common at that time in the
Jewish world, admirably expresses the kenosis of the incarnate and
crucified God. The word kenosis comes from the verb ekenosen, used
by Paul in the Epistle to the Philippians: ‘Christ Jesus . .. heauton
ekenosen’ — that is, stripped, humbled, emptied himself — ‘taking the
form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men’ (Philippians
2.7). Jesus reveals to us the human face of God, a God who, in the
foolishness of love, ‘empties himself’ so that I may accept him in all
freedom and that I may find room for my freedom in him.

His love for me brought low his greatness.

He made himself like me so that I might receive him.

He made himself like me so that I might be clothed in him.
I had no fear when I saw him,

for he is mercy for me.

He took my nature so that I might understand him,

my face so that I should not turn away from him.

Odes of Solomon 7 (The Odes and Psalms of Solomon R.
Harris and A. Mingana II, pp. 240-1)

The purpose of the incarnation is to establish full communion
between God and humanity so that in Christ humanity may find
adoption and immortality, often called ‘deification’ by the Fathers:
not by emptying human nature but by fulfilling it in the divine life,
since only in God is human nature truly itself.

How could the human race go to God if God had not come to us?
How should we free ourselves from our birth into death if we had
not been born again according to faith by a new birth generously
given by God, thanks to that which came about from the Virgin’s
womb?

IRENZUs OF LYONs Against Heresies, IV,33,4 (SC 100 bis, pp.
810-12)

This is the reason why the Word of God was made flesh, and
the Son of God became Son of Man: so that we might enter into
communion with the Word of God, and by receiving adoption might
become Sons of God. Indeed we should not be able to share in
immortality without a close union with the Immortal. How could
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we have united ourselves with immortality if immortality had not
become what we are, in such a way that we should be absorbed
by it, and thus we should be adopted as Sons of God?

IRENZEUS OF LYONs Against Heresies, Ill,19,1 (SC 211, p. 374)

In Jesus, however, the mystery is at the same time disclosed
and veiled. Because the inaccessible God reveals himself in the
Crucified, he is by that very fact a hidden and incomprehen-
sible God, who upsets our definitions and expectations. The true
‘apophatic’ approach (apophasis means the ‘leap’ towards the mys-
tery) does not rest solely, as is often thought, in negative theology.
That has only the purpose of opening us to an encounter, a
revelation, and it is this very revelation, in which glory is in-
separable from kenosis, which is strictly unthinkable. The apophasis
therefore lies in the antinomy, the sharp distinction in character
between the Depth and the Cross, the inaccessible God and the
Man of Sorrows, the almost ‘crazy’ manifestations of God’s love for
humanity, and a humble and unobtrusive plea for our own love.

He was sent not only to be recognized but also to remain hidden.
ORIGEN Against Celsus, 2,67 (PG 11,901)

By the love of Christ for us ... the Superessential gave up his
mystery, and manifested himself by assuming humanity. However,
in spite of this manifestation — or rather, to use a more divine
language, at the very heart of it — he loses nothing of his mysteri-
ousness. For the mystery of Jesus has remained hidden. No reason
and no intelligence have fathomed his essential nature. In whatever
way he is understood, he remains utterly mysterious.

Di1oNYsIUS THE AREOPAGITE Letter 3, To Gaius (PG 3,1069)

The incarnation is ‘a mystery even more inconceivable than any
other. By taking flesh God makes himself understood only by
appearing still more incomprehensible. He remains hidden . . . even
in this disclosure. Even when manifest he is always the stranger’.

MaximMus THE CONFESSOR Ambigua (PG 91,1048-9)

The Incarnation needs to be put back into the whole scheme
of creation. Human waywardness has certainly transformed it into
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a tragic ‘redemption’, but the Incarnation remains above all the
fulfilment of God’s original plan, the great synthesis, in Christ,
of the human, the divine and the cosmic. ‘In him all things were
created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible . .. all things
were created through him and for him. He is before all things, and
in him all things hold together’ (Colossians 1.16-17).

tion

Christ is the great hidden mystery, the blessed goal, the purpose
for which everything was created ... With his gaze fixed on this
goal God called things into existence. He [Christ] is the point
to which Providence is tending, together with everything in its
keeping, and at which creatures accomplish their return to God.
He is the mystery which surrounds all ages ... In fact it is for
the sake of Christ, and for his mystery, that all ages exist and all
that they contain. In Christ they have received their principle and
their purpose. This synthesis was predetermined at the beginning:
a synthesis of the limit and the unlimited, of the measure and the
immeasurable, of the bounded and the boundless, of the Creator
and the creature, of rest and movement. In the fullness of time
this synthesis became visible in Christ, and God’s plans were

fulfilled.

Maximus THE CONFESSOR Questions to Thalassius, 6o (PG 9o,
612)

Everything in effect exists in an immense movement of incarna-
which tends towards Christ and is fulfilled in him.

That God should have clothed himself with our nature is a
fact that should not seem strange or extravagant to minds that
do not form too paltry an idea of reality. Who, looking at the
universe, would be so feeble-minded as not to believe that God
is all in all; that he clothes himself with the universe, and at the
same time contains it and dwells in it? What exists depends on Him
who exists, and nothing can exist except in the bosom of Him who
1S.

If then all is in him and he is in all, why blush for the faith
that teaches us that one day God was born in the human condition,
God who still today exists in humanity?

Indeed, if the presence of God in us does not take the same
form now as it did then, we can at least agree in recognizing that
he is in us today no less than he was then. Today, he is involved
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with us in as much as he maintains creation in existence. Then,
he mingled himself with our being to deify it by contact with
him, after he had snatched it from death ... For his resurrec-
tion becomes for mortals the promise of their return to immortal

life.
GREGORY OF NYssA Catechetical Orations, 25 (PG 45,65-8)

Therefore the mystery of the Incarnation of the Word contains in
itself the whole meaning of the riddles and symbols of Scripture,
the whole significance of visible and invisible creatures. Whoever
knows the mystery of the cross and the tomb knows the meaning
of things. Whoever is intitiated into the hidden meaning of the
resurrection knows the purpose for which God created everything
in the beginning,.

MaxiMus THE CONFESSOR Ambigua (PG 91,1360)

The Incarnation was therefore the product of a long history,
a fleshly fruit that had long been ripening on the earth. This was
the point of view of Irenzus of Lyons who in the second century
worked out a real theology of history expressed as a grand suc-
cession of covenants (with Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, and so
on). Whilst humanity thus tested its freedom, an ever-diminishing
‘remnant’ meditated on and refined its expectations until a woman,
Mary, by giving her indispensable assent, at last made possible
the perfect union of the divine and the human. The history con-
tinues today; Life continues to be offered, not imposed. Today also,
amidst the titanic undertakings of the modern age, people have
desired ‘to see even before becoming adult the disappearance
of every difference between God and humanity’. The movement
from the God-man to'God-humanity is now possible only because
of the patience of the saints, who have slowly established their
communion.

People who will not wait for maturity are utterly unreasonable
... In their ignorance of God and of themselves these insatiable and
ungrateful wretches would like . .. to see, even before becoming
adult, the disappearance of every difference between the uncreated
God and humanity which has only just been created ... First of
all creation had to appear. Only later did the mortal have to
be vanquished and swallowed up in immortality, and humanity
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be fully conformed to the image and likeness of God, having
freely discovered good and evil.

IREN£US OF LYONS Against Heresies, IV,38,4 (SC 100 bis,
pp- 956-8)

So we can see the Nativity as a secret re-creation, by which
human nature was assumed and restored to its original state. From
then on all things were tending towards the predetermined end, which
was already present in the heart of history like a seed of fire. Christ
reveals to us, and we see in Christ, that perfect ‘image of God’
after which we are fashioned, and which attracts us like a magnet.
It is now up to us to transform ‘image’ into ‘likeness’. The next
quotation from Gregory Nazianzen concludes with a picture of the
crib, where on either side of the incarnate Logos stand the alogos
animals, that is, beasts which do not have the power of speech nor
any understanding of its meaning. The entire universe, Origen said, is
a logos alogos, a meaning not uttered, and therefore locked in absurd-
ity. The Logos, the Meaning, is fully revealed by the incarnation.

I too will proclaim the greatness of this day: the immaterial becomes
incarnate, the Word is made flesh, the invisible makes itself seen,
the intangible can be touched, the timeless has a beginning, the
Son of God becomes the Son of Man, Jesus Christ, always the
same, yesterday, today and for ever ... This is the solemnity we
are celebrating today: the arrival of God among us, so that we might
go to God, or more precisely, return to him. So that stripping off
the old humanity we might put on the new; and as in Adam we
were dead, so in Christ we might be made alive, be born with him,
rise again with him ... A miracle, not of creation, but rather of
re-creation . . . For this feast is my perfecting, my returning to my
former state, to the original Adam ... Revere the nativity which
releases you from the chains of evil. Honour this tiny Bethlehem
which restores Paradise to you. Venerate this crib; because of it
you who were deprived of meaning (/ogos) are fed by the divine
Meaning, the divine Logos himself.

GREGORY NAZIANZEN Oration 38, For Christmas (PG 36,664-5)

We cannot celebrate the birth of the Word made flesh without
glorifying Mary the ‘Mother of God’. The Syriac hymn which follows
heaps up paradoxes in accordance with the ‘apophatic antinomy’
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which we have just described. Here it is the antinomy between God
the Creator and a tiny baby.

Blessed is she: she has received the Spirit who made her immaculate.
She has become the temple in which dwells the Son of the heights
of heaven . ..

Blessed is she: through her the race of Adam has been restored, and
those who had deserted the Father’s house have been brought
back . ..

Blessed is she: within the bounds of her body was contained the
Boundless One who fills the heavens, which cannot contain
him.

Blessed is she: in giving our life to the common Ancestor, the Father
of Adam, she renewed fallen creatures.

Blessed is she: she gave her womb to him who lets loose the waves
of the sea.

Blessed is she: she has born the mighty giant who sustains the world,
she has embraced him and covered him with kisses.

Blessed is she: she has raised up for the prisoners a deliverer who
overcame their gaoler.

Blessed is she: her lips have touched him whose blazing made
angels of fire recoil.

Blessed is she: she has fed with her milk him who gives life to the
whole world.

Blessed is she: for to her Son the saints all owe their happiness.

Blessed be the Holy One of God who has sprung from thee.

JAMES OF SARUG Hymn to the Mother of God (Bickell, I p. 246)

The virginity of the Mother of God does not deny eros but
sets it free. It has always been recognized, from the ancient myths
down to Freud himself, that love and death, eros and thanatos, are
inseparable. In Mary’s virginal motherhood, her fruitful virginity,
we see transcendence intervening to snatch love out of the hands of
death, and so fulfilling in embryo the expectation of humanity and
of the cosmos, and setting in motion the universal transfiguration.
We are born to die. Jesus is born to live a life without shadow and
without limit, and to communicate this life to others. If he suffers and
dies he does it willingly, in order to change death, in whatever shape
it comes, into an approach to life. Gregory Nazianzen shows us the
God-made-flesh assuming in a practical way all the weaknesses of our
finite condition: temptation, hunger, thirst, fatigue, supplication,
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tears, mourning, the slavery that reduces us to a chattel, the cross,
the tomb, hell; not because of some masochistic desire for pain
(nothing could be more foreign to the Fathers’ way of thinking)
but in each case to correct and heal our nature, to set free our
desires blocked by the multiplicity of needs, to overcome separation
and death, and through the cross to transform the brokenness of
creation into a spring of living water.

He took our flesh and our flesh became God, since it is united with
God and forms a single entity with him. For the higher perfection
dominated, resulting in my becoming God as fully as he became
man . . . Here below he is without a father; on high he is without
a mother: both these states belong to divinity . . . He was wrapped
in swaddling clothes, but when he rose from the tomb he laid aside
the shroud ... ‘He had no form or comeliness’ (Isaiah §3.2), but
on the mountain he shone with a splendour more dazzling than the
sun — the foretaste of his future glory.

As man he was baptized, but as God he washed away our
sins. He had no need of purification, but he wished to sanctify
the waters. As man he was tempted, but as God he triumphed,
and he exhorts us to be confident because he has ‘overcome the
world’ (John 16.33). He was hungry, but he fed thousands and he
is ‘the living bread which came down from heaven’ (John 6.51).
He was thirsty, but he cried, ‘If any one thirst, let him come to
me and drink,” and he promised that believers should become
springs of living water (John 7.37f.). He knew weariness, but
he is rest for ‘all who labour and are heavy laden’ (Matthew
11.28). He prays, but he answers prayers. He weeps, but wipes
away tears. He asks where Lazarus has been laid, for he is man;
but he raises him to life, for he is God. He is sold, dirt cheap,
for thirty pieces of silver, but he redeems the world, at great
cost, with his own blood ... He was weak and wounded, but
he cures all infirmity and all weakness. He was nailed to the
wood and lifted up, but he restores us by the tree of life ...
He dies, but he brings to life, and by his own death destroys
death. He is buried, but he rises again. He descends into hell, but
rescues the souls imprisoned there.

GREGORY NAZIANZEN Third Theological Oration, 19-20 (PG 36,
537-8)

This is possible because whilst Jesus is united both morally and
ontologically withthe whole human race (being ‘consubstantial’ with
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us, a single being with us ‘according to his humanity’, in the words
of the Fourth Ecumenical Council), he nevertheless stays constantly
open to his Origin, the source of divinity, the Father who never ceases
to send down upon him the life-giving Spirit to act in him (for, as the
Council also said, Christ is ‘consubstantial with the Father and the
Spirit according to his divinity’).

The Father was wholly in the Son when he fulfilled by his incar-
nation the mystery of our salvation. Indeed, the Father was not
himself incarnate, but he was united to the incarnation of the Son.
And the Spirit was wholly in the Son, without indeed being incarnate
with him, but acting in complete unity with him in his mysterious
incarnation.

MaxiMus THE CONFESSOR Questions to Thalassius, 6o (PG 90,624)

So Christ’s sacrifice was not in the least demanded by the Father,
as the only thing that could satisfy divine justice, appease the wrath
of God, and incline him favourably towards the human race. That
would be a regression to a non-biblical idea of sacrifice, as René
Girard has recently made clear. In the next quotation, Gregory
Nazianzen, opposing this way of thinking, meditates profoundly on
the readiness of Abraham to sacrifice his son.

Christ’s sacrifice is a sacrifice of praise, of sanctification, of
restoration, by which he offers the whole of creation to the Father
so that the Father may bring it to life in the Holy Spirit. It is
truly a Pasch, the Passover, the ‘passing over’ of creation into the
Kingdom of Life. Because of the ontological unity of Christ with
the whole human race, just mentioned above, the sacrifice was a
bloody crucifixion. United with us in being and in love, Christ
took on himself all the hatred, rebellion, derision, despair — ‘My
God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?’ — all the murders,
all the su1c1des, all the tortures, all the agonies of all humanity
throughout all time and all space. In all these Christ bled, suffered,
cried out in anguish and desolation. But, as he suffered in a human
way, so he was trustful in a human way: ‘Father, into thy hands I
commit my spirit’. At that moment death is swallowed up in life,
the abyss of hatred is lost in the bottomless depths of love. ‘A few
drops of blood’ falling into the earth as into an immense chalice,
‘have renewed the entire universe’.

Why was the blood that was shed for us, God’s most precious and
glorious blood, this blood of the Sacrificer and of the Sacrifice,
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why was it poured out, and to whom was it offered? . . . If it was a
ransom offered to the Father, the question arises, for what reason?
It was not the Father that held us captive. And then, why should
the blood of his only Son be pleasing to the Father who refused
to accept Isaac when Abraham offered him as a burnt offering,
accepting instead the sacrifice of a ram?

Is it not evident that the Father accepts the sacrifice, not
because he demands it or feels some need for it, but in order
to carry out his own plan? Humanity had to be brought to life
by the humanity of God ... we had to be called back to him by
his Son . . . Let the rest be adored in silence.

It was necessary for us that God should take flesh and die so
that we might have new life . ..

Nothing can equal the miracle of my salvation; a few drops
of blood redeem the whole universe.

GREGORY NAZIANZEN Oration 45, For Easter, 22,28,29, (PG 36,
653,661,664)

The sacrifice of Jesus accomplishes the Father’s eternal plan to
unite humanity with divinity, to bring alive and deify the depths of
human nature, of the universe, of being. Never again should we be
alone, shut out or lost. When we are in shame or despair, and there
seems no way out, Christ is waiting for us in silent love. And he
allows us to say Abba, Father, a word of childish tenderness. The
Son’s ‘passion of love’ precedes his incarnation and instigates it. It
is inseparable from the Father’s own mysterious ‘passion of love’.
For in giving his Son, the Father gives himself. And how could he
have withheld him from the human race, seeing that the human race
in the person of Abraham was ready to give his own son to God? This
divine ‘passion of love’, which will cease only when the Kingdom
has manifestly come, does not in the least impair the joy felt by
the Father and the Son in the depths of their divine nature (and
this joy is itself not impersonal, it is the Holy Spirit). A saint, whilst
bearing within himself the immense joy of the divine presence, and
precisely because he is bearing it, shares unreservedly in the distress
of others. How much more is that true of our God and of his
Christ, the ‘Face of the Father’, the pattern and focus of all sanctity!

If he came down to earth, it was out of compassion for the human
race. Yes, he suffered our sufferings even before suffering the
cross, even before taking our flesh. Indeed, if he had not suffered
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he would not have come to share our life with us. First he suffered,
then he came down. But what is this passion that he felt for us?
It was the passion of love. And does not the Father himself, the
God of the universe ‘slow to anger and abounding in steadfast
love’ (Psalm 103.8) also in some way suffer with us? Are you not
aware that whilst governing human affairs he has compassion on
our sufferings? Look how ‘the Lord your God bore you, as a man
bears his son’ (Deuteronomy 1.31). In the same way as the Son of
God ‘bore our griefs’, God bears with our behaviour. The Father
is not impassible either . . . He has pity, he knows something of the
passion of love, he has merciful impulses which it might seem his
sovereign majesty would have forbidden him.

ORIGEN Sixth Homily on Ezekiel, 6, 6 (GCS 8,384-5)

None of all this would make sense if our faith did not teach us
that Jesus, because he is the Person in communion, without in the
least blurring the divine light (for the subject of his humanity is a
Person who is divine and therefore perfect) is not separated from
anything or anyone, but bears in himself the whole of humanity
and the universe. The idea of ‘human nature’ in the Fathers is not
philosophical but mystical, and denotes the unity of being common
to all, the one and only Man broken by the fall and restored in
Christ in the most literal sense.

The Word, in taking flesh, was mingled with humanity, and took
our nature within himself, so that the human should be deified
by this mingling with God: the stuff of our nature was entirely
sanctified by Christ, the first fruits of creation.

GREGORY OF NYSSA Against Apollinarius, 2 (PG 45,1128)

The whole of humanity ‘forms, soto speak, a single living being’.
In Christ we form a single body, we are all ‘members of one another’.
Since humankind had imprisoned itself in death, it was necessary that
God, by taking flesh, should allow himself to be imprisoned by death,
in order to destroy his kingdom and to open to all flesh the way to
resurrection. For the one flesh of humanity and of the earth ‘brought
into contact’ in Christ ‘with the fire’ of his divinity, is henceforward
secretly and sacramentally deified.

Our whole nature had to be recalled from death to life. God there-
fore stooped over our dead body to offer his hand, so to speak,
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to the creature lying there. He came near enough to death to make
contact with our mortal remains, and by means of his own body
provided nature with the capacity for resurrection, thus by his
power raising to life the whole of humanity . . .

In our body the activity of any one of our senses communicates
sensation to the whole of the organism joined to that member. It
is the same for humanity as a whole, which forms, so to speak, a
single living being;: the resurrection of one member extends to all,
and that of a part to the whole, by virtue of the cohesion and unity
of human nature.

GREGORY OF NYssA Catechetical Orations, 32 (PG 45,80)

How could humanity on earth, enslaved by death, recover its
wholeness? It was necessary to give to dead flesh the ability to
share in the life-giving power of God. Now the life-giving power
of God is the Word, the only Son. He it was then whom God sent
to us as Saviour and Liberator . . . He, though he is Life by nature,
took a body subject to decay in order to destroy in it the power
of death and transform it into life. As iron when it is brought in
contact with fire immediately begins to share its colour, so the flesh
when it has received the life-giving Word into itself is set free from
corruption. Thus he put on our flesh to set it free from death.

CYRIL OF ALEXANDRIA Homily on Luke, V, 19 (PG 72,172)

The cross, inseparable from the descent into hell, the resurrec-
tion, and the ascension to the right hand of the Father, is seen as
fundamentally life-giving. Its dimensions make of Christ the truly
cosmic Man who transfigures the universe: ‘Henceforward all is
filled with light, the heavens, the earth and even hell’; according
to the Easter liturgy in the Byzantine rite. To be crucified in Christ
is to die to one’s own death in order to enter into the sacrifice that
restores wholeness, and to understand, as St Paul says, ‘the breadth
and length and height and depth’ of love (Ephesians 3.18-19).

‘... that you may have power to comprehend with all the saints
what is the breadth and length and height and depth’ (Ephesians
3.18-19). The cross of Christ has all these dimensions. By the
cross, in fact, ‘when he ascended on high he led captivity captive’
(Ephesians 4.8, Psalm 68.18). By it indeed ‘he descended into the
lower parts of the earth’. For the cross has a ‘height’ and a ‘depth’,
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and its ‘breadth’ and ‘length’ extend over all the immensity of the
universe. Whoever is ‘crucified with Christ’, and knows the agony
of this crucifixion, comprehends ‘the breadth, the length, the height
and the depth’.

ORIGEN Fragment of a Commentary on the Epistle to the Ephesians
(Gregg p. 411-12)

These themes are taken up and developed in a very ancient Easter
homily which is wholly permeated with the heat of the battle waged
by the great champion of Life, and resounding with the joy of victory.
The cross is truly the tree of life, the axis of the world brought back
into line and giving a new stability to creation. Humanity is eagerly
awaited and welcomed, no one is excluded from the marriage feast.
The fruit of the tree of life is offered to all; the blood and the water
flowing from Jesus’s pierced side are the elements of a tremendous
baptism, a baptism of fire and spirit. Indeed, the body of Christ
crucified and risen is filled with the fire and wind of Pentecost.
From now on the earth is secretly identified with this Body. There
is no longer any separation. ‘Life is poured out on all things’.

Jesus has shown in his own person all the fullness of life offered
on the tree [the cross] ... '

For me this tree is a plant of eternal health. I feed on it; by
its roots I am rooted; by its branches I spread myself; I rejoice in its
dew; the rustling of its leaves invigorates me ... I freely enjoy
its fruits which were destined for me from the beginning. It is my
food when I am hungry, a fountain for me when I am thirsty;
it is my clothing because its leaves are the spirit of life ... This
tree of celestial dimensions rises up from the earth to heaven, an
eternal plant deeply rooted in heaven and earth, the foundation of
the universe, assembling together all the diversity of humankind,
fastened by invisible nails of the Spirit, so that its links with the
divine power may never again be broken . . .

Since the merciless battle that Jesus fought was victorious, he
was first crowned with thorns in order to banish every curse from
the earth, eradicating by his sacred head the thorns born of sin.
Then having exhausted the Dragon’s bitter gall, in exchange he
completely opened for us the fountains of sweetness that spring
from him ... He opened his own side whence flowed the sacred
blood and water, signs of the spiritual marriage, of adoption and
the mystical new birth. Indeed, it is said, ‘He will baptize you with
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the Holy Spirit and with fire’ (Matthew 3.11): the water is the sign
of the Spirit, the blood of the fire.

When the cosmic struggle was finished . . . he remained stead-
fast at the edge of the universe, triumphantly displaying in his own
person a trophy of victory. Then in the face of his long endurance
the universe was overturned. There is little doubt that the whole
world would have been annihilated ... if Jesus in his majesty
had not breathed forth the divine Spirit, saying, ‘Father, into thy
hands I commit my spirit’ (Luke 23.46). And when the divine Spirit
ascended, the universe was given life, strength and stability.

O divine crucifixion, whose reach extends everywhere and to
all things! O most singular of all things singular, thou art truly
become all in all! May the heavens hold thy spirit and paradise
thy soul! - for he says, ‘Today I shall be with you in paradise’ (cf.
Luke 23.43) — but may the earth hold thy body. The indivisible was
divided, so that everything might be saved, and even the underworld
might know the divine coming . . . That is why he gave himself up
completely to death, so that the devouring beast might be secretly
destroyed. It searched everywhere in his sinless body for food . . .
But when it found nothing in him that it could eat, it was imprisoned
in itself, it was starved, it was its own death . ..

O heavenly Easter! . . . by thee the darkness of death has been
destroyed and life poured out on every creature, the gates of heaven
have been opened, God has shown himself as man and humanity
has ascended and become God! Thanks to thee the gates of hell
have been shattered . .. Thanks to thee the great banqueting hall
is full for the marriage feast, all the guests are wearing a wedding
garment and no one, having no garment, will be cast out ...
Thanks to thee the fire of love is burning in all, in spirit and
body, fed by the very oil of Christ.

ANONYMoOUS Easter Homily inspired by HippoLYTUS, Treatise on
Easter,49,50,51,53,56,57,61,62 (SC 27, pp. 175-91)

In the crucified Christ forgiveness is offered and life is given.
For humanity it is no longer a matter of fearing judgement or of
meriting salvation, but of welcoming love in trust and humility. For
God has allowed himself to be murdered to offer his life even to the
murderers.

Christ’s death on the cross is a judgement of judgement.
Maximus THE CONFESSOR Questions to Thalassius, 43 (PG 90,408)
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He who suspended the earth is suspended,

He who fastened the heavens is fastened,

He who fixed the universe is fixed on the wood,
God has been murdered . . .

God has clothed himself in humanity,

For me a sufferer he has suffered;

For one condemned he has been judged;

For one buried he has been buried;

But he is risen from the dead

And he cries:

Who will plead against me? I have delivered the one who was
condemned,

I have given back life to him who was dead,

I have raised up one who was buried.

Who will dispute my cause? I have abolished death,

I have crushed hell,

I have raised humanity to the highest heavens,

Yes I, the Christ . . .

I am your forgiveness,

I am the Passover of salvation,
I am your light,

I am your resurrection.

MELITO OF SARDIS Easter Homily (SC 123, pp. 116,120,122)

Who can understand love
But he who loves?

I am united with my beloved,
My soul loves him.

In his peace,

That is where I am.

I am no longer a stranger,
For there is no hatred
With the Lord.

Because I love the Son
I shall become a son.
To cling to him who dies no more
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Is to become immortal.
He who delights in life
Shall be alive.

Odes of Solomon, 3 (Harris-Mingana II, pp. 215-16)

Yesterday I was crucified with Christ; today I am glorified with
him.

Yesterday I was dead with him; today I am sharing in his
resurrection.

Yesterday I was buried with him; today I am waking with him from
the sleep of death.

GREGORY NAZIANZEN Oration I, For Easter, 4 (PG 35,397)

The victory over death is a victory over biological death, which
is henceforward transformed into a ‘passing over’, part of a great
momentum of resurrection which must culminate in the manifesta-
tion of the Kingdom. The cosmos will be transfigured, in a manner
no longer secret and sacramental, but open and glorious. In this
universal metamorphosis persons, souls, will assume a bodily splen-
deur, like Christ’s at his transfiguration on the mountain, or after
his resurrection.

Therefore, and most important of all, victory over death is
also victory over spiritual death, which we experience daily and
in which, left to ourselves, we should risk being imprisoned for
ever. It is victory over hell. It is the certainty that henceforward
no one will be separated from God, but that all will be - indeed,
in a mysterious fashion, already are — immersed in his love. Vic-
tory over hell - this. is the wonderful message that the ancient
Church never ceased to proclaim.

[Christ speaks]

I have opened the gates that were bolted

I have shattered the bars of iron and the ifon has become red-hot;
It has melted at my presence; and nothing more has been shut
Because I am the gate for all beings.

I went to free the prisoners; they belong to me

And I abandon no one . . .

I have sown my fruits in the hearts [of mortals)

And I have changed them into myself . . .
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they are my members, and I am their head.
Glory to thee, Lord Christ, our Head! Alleluia!

Odes of Solomon, 17 (Harris-Mingana, pp. 289-90)

[Christ speaks]

I have stretched out my hands and offered myself to the Lord.
The stretching out of my hands is the sign of that [offering],
The stretching out on the wood

Where the Just One was hanged, by the roadside . . .

I am risen, [ am with them,

I am speaking through their mouth . . .

I have laid on them the yoke of my love . ..

Hell saw me and was vanquished.

Death let me depart, and many with me.

I was gall and vinegar to it.

I descended with it to the depths of hell.

Death . .. could not bear my face.

I made of the dead an assembly of the living.

I spoke to them with living lips

so that my word should not be in vain.

They ran towards me, the dead.

They cried out, Take pity on us, O Son of God . . .

Deliver us out of the darkness that fetters us.

Open the gate for us that we may go out with thee.

We see that death has no hold on thee.

Deliver us also, for thou art our Saviour.

And I heard their voices and I traced my name on their heads.
So they are free and they belong to me.

Alleluia!

Odes of Solomon, 42 (pp. 403-5)

When he appears you shall say to yourself, ‘My beloved speaks
and says, “Arise, my love, my fair one, and come away™ (Song
of Songs 2.10). I have opened the way for you, I have broken
your bonds, so come to me, my beloved. ‘Arise, my beloved,
my fair one, my dove’ Why does he say ‘Arise’> why ‘Has-
ten’? For you I have endured the raging storms, I have borne
with the waves that would have assailed you; on your account
my soul became sorrowful even to death. I rose from the dead
after drawing the sting of death and loosing the bonds of hell.
Therefore I say to you, ‘Arise, my fair one, and come away,



The God-Man 53

my dove; for lo, the winter is past, the rain is over and gone.
The flowers appear on the earth’. I have risen from the dead,
I have rebuked the storm, I have offered peace. And because,
according to the flesh, I was born of a virgin and of the will of
my Father, and because I have increased in wisdom and stature,
‘the flowers appear on the earth’.

ORIGEN Homilies on the Song of Songs, 2,12 (SC 37, p. 101)

Today is the day of salvation for the world ... Christ is risen
from the dead: arise with him. Christ returns to himself: you
also must return to him. Christ has come forth from the tomb:
free yourselves from the fetters of evil. The gates of hell are
open and the power of death is destroyed. The old Adam is
superseded, the new perfected. In Christ a new creation is com-
ing to birth: renew yourselves.

GREGORY NAZIANZEN Oration 45, For Easter, 1,1 (PG 36,624)

Everything is summed up in the homily of John Chrysostom,
still read today at the very heart of the Easter Vigil in Orthodox
Churches.

Let every one who loves God rejoice in this festival of light!

Let the faithful servant gladly enter into the joy of his Lord!

Let those who have borne the burden of fasting come now to reap
their reward!

Let those who have worked since the first hour receive now their
just wage!

Let those who came after the third hour keep this festival with
gratitude!

Let those who arrived only after the sixth hour approach with no
fear: they will not be defrauded.

If someone has delayed until the ninth hour, let him come without
hesitation.

And let not the workman of the eleventh hour be ashamed: the
Lord is generous.

He welcomes the last to come no less than the first.

He welcomes into his peace the workman of the eleventh hour as
kindly as the one who has worked since dawn.

The first he fills to overflowing: on the last he has compassion.

To the one he grants his favour, to the other pardon.
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He does not look only at the work: he sees into the intention of
the heart.

Enter then all of you into the joy of your Master.

First and last, receive your reward . . .

Abstinent and slothful celebrate this feast.

You who have fasted, rejoice today.

The table is laid: come all of you without misgivings.

The fatted calf is served, let all take their fill.

All of you, share in the banquet of faith: all of you draw on the
wealth of his mercy . ..

Let no one weep for his sins: forgiveness is risen from the tomb.
Let no one fear death: the Saviour’s death has set us free.
When it held him chained, he struck it down.

When he descended to hell, he plundered it.

He destroyed it for attacking his flesh, as Isaiah had foretold:
hell was dismayed at his coming,

It was dismayed because it was trampled on; it was in bitterness
because it was deceived.

It had taken hold of a body and was confronted by God.

It had taken hold of the visible, and the invisible had routed it.

Death, where is thy sting? Where, hell, thy victory?

Christ is risen and thou art brought to nothing.

Christ is risen and the devils are fallen.

Christ is risen and the angels rejoice.

Christ is risen and life has prevailed.

Christ is risen, and the dead are delivered from the grave.

For Christ, risen from the dead, is become the first fruits of those
who sleep.

To him be glory and might for ever and ever. Amen.

JoHN CHRYSOSTOM Paschal Homily (Office of Matins for Easter in

the Byzantine Rite)

By the Ascension the Body of Christ, woven of our flesh and of

all earthly flesh, entered the realms of the Trinity. Henceforward the
creation is in God, it is the true ‘burning bush’ according to Maximus
the Confessor. At the same time it remains buried in the darkness
of death and separation because of humanity’s hatred and cruelty
and irresponsibility. To become holy is to clear away this weight
of ashes and to uncover the glowing fire beneath, to allow life, in
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Christ, to swallow up death. It is to anticipate the manifest coming
of the Kingdom by disclosing its secret presence. To anticipate, and
therefore to prepare and to hasten.

Christ, having completed for us his saving work and ascended to
heaven with the body which he had taken to himself, accomplishes
in his own self the union of heaven and earth, of material and
spiritual beings, and thus demonstrates the unity of creation in the
polarity of its parts.

Maximus THE CONFESSOR Commentary on the Lord’s Prayer
(PG 90,877)

Christ in his love unites created reality with uncreated reality
- How wonderful is God’s loving-kindness towards us! — and he
shows that through grace the two are become one. The whole
world enters wholly into the whole of God and by becoming
all that God is, except in identity of nature, it receives in place
of itself the whole God.

MaxiMus THE CONFESSOR Ambigua (PG 91,1308-9)

Henceforward the world is breached by an enclave of non-death.
From now on we can enter into the resurrection, mark it with our own
character according to our lives, and proceed by means of Christ’s
humanity to his divinity. For in Christ we have everything: he is ‘the
Way, the Truth and the Life’.

‘The Word became flesh and dwelt among us’ (John 1.14). By
means of Christ who is man you proceed to Christ who is God.
God is indeed beyond us. But he has become man. What was far
from us has become, by the mediation of a man, very near. He is the
God in whom you shall dwell. He is the man by way of whom you
must reach him. Christ is at once the way yau must follow and the
goal you must reach. He is the Word who became flesh and dwelt
among us. He put on what he was not, without losing what he
was. In him humanity was revealed and God was hidden. Humanity
was murdered, and God despised. But God disclosed himself and
humanity rose again . .. Christ is himself both man and God . ..
The whole of the Law depends on these commandments: ‘You shall
love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul,
and with all your mind’ and ¢You shall love your neighbour as your-
self. On these two commandments depend all the law and the
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prophets’ (Matthew 22.37-39). But in Christ you have everything.
Do you wish to love your God? You have him in Christ ... Do
you wish to love your neighbour? You have him in Christ.

AuGUSTINE OF Hirro Sermons, 261,6 (PL 38,1206)

In Christ we have everything . . .

If you want to heal your wound, he is the doctor.

If you are burning with fever, he is the fountain.

If you are in need of help, he is strength.

If you are in dread of death, he is life.

If you are fleeing the darkness, he is light.

If you are hungry, he is food: ‘O taste and see that the Lord is
good!

Happy are they who take refuge in him’ (Psalm 34.8).

AMBROSE OF MILAN On Virginity, 16,99 (PL 16,305)

We are called to travel this way in the Holy Spirit. For Christ’s
humanity is the scene of an unending Pentecost. In Christ, we can
receive the Spirit fully, drink the ‘living water’, the ‘water welling up
to eternal life’.

The Word made himself ‘bearer of the flesh’ in order that human
beings might become ‘bearers of the Spirit’.

ATHANASIUS OF ALEXANDRIA On the Incarnation and Against the
Arians, 8 (PG 26,996)

A stream has welled up, it has become a torrent . . .

It has flooded the universe, it has converged on the temple.

No bank or dam could halt it . . .

It has spread over the whole face of the earth and replenished it
completely.

All who were thirsty have drunk of it and their thirst has been
quenched,

For the Most High has given them to drink.

By means of the living water they live for ever. Alleluia!

Odes of Solomon, 6 (Harris-Mingana, pp. 232-3)

The Holy Spirit is inseparable from our freedom. God remains
in history the beggar who waits at each person’s gate with infinite
patience, begging for love. His silence, with which we sometimes
reproach him, only shows his consideration for us. The cross and
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the resurrection coexist. ‘Christ will be in agony to the very end
of the world’, he will suffer, according to Origen, until all human-
ity has entered the Kingdom.

God has made himself a beggar by reason of his concern for us
. .. suffering mystically through his tenderness to the end of time
according to the measure of each one’s suffering.

Maximus THE CONFESSOR Mystagogia, 24 (PG 91,713)

‘As for me, ] am poor and in misery’ (Psalm 70.6). It is Christ
who utters these words, Christ who freely made himself poor for
love of humanity, to make us rich.

ORIGEN Commentary on the Psalms, Fragment 69,5-6 (Pitra,
Analecta Sacra 3,88)

By that very fact Christ ensures our freedom. In the desert he
rejected the temptations of riches, magic, and power that would have
drawn people after him like tamed animals. He did not come down
fromthe cross. He rose from the dead insecret, and is recognized only
by those who love him. In the Holy Spirit, he walks at everyone’s side,
but he waits for the response of loving faith, that Yes like Mary’s, by
which our freedom is set free.

The apostles gave a new testament of freedom to those who through
the Holy Spirit had received a new faith in God.

IRENZEUS OF LYONS Against Heresies, I1l;12,14 (SC 211, p. 244)

In his great love God was unwilling to restrict our freedom,
even though he had the power to do so. He has left us to come
to him by the love of our heart alone.

Isaac OF NINEVEH Ascetic Treatises, 81 (Spanos, Athens 1895, p.
307)



4

God: Unity and Difference

The kenosis of the Son reveals the mystery of God who is Love. This
gift of life is an extension of a mysterious exchange at the heart of
the Deity. In God himself the One does not exclude the Other, it
includes it. The Unity of God is so complete, so rich, that it is not
solitude enclosed in itself, but rather the fullness of communion. And
thereby, the source of all communion.

Christ reveals the Father, from whom he comes, whose Son
and Word he is, and he breathes the mighty breathing of the Holy
Spirit.

I believe that if he is given the name ‘Son’, it is because he is
of the same essence as the Father and also because he comes
from the Father ... He is called Logos (Word) because he is,
in relation to the Father, what the word is to the mind ... The
Son makes known the nature of the Father quickly and easily,
because everything begotten is an unspoken definition of the one
who begot it. If, on the other hand, we wish to call him ‘Word’
because he is in everything, we shall not be mistaken: did not
the Word create all that is? ... He is called ‘Life’ ... because
he gives life to everything. Indeed, ‘in him we live and move
and have our being’ (Acts 17.28) ... It is from him that we
all receive the breath of life and the Holy Spirit, whom our soul
contains to the limit of its openness.

GREGORY NAZIANZEN Fourth Theological Oration, 20-1 (PG 36,
653-4)

Thevery name of Christis a Trinitarian name: Christos, Messiah,
means ‘anointed’ with the Messianic unction. Now the Father is the
one who from all eternity ‘anoints’ the Son by causing the Spirit to
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rest on him, or rather in him, as an unction, the ‘oil of gladness’ of
the psalm, because the Spirit is the joy of the divine communion.

To name Christ is to confess the whole, for it is to point to God
[the Father, the ‘principle’ of the godhead] who has anointed the
Son; and to the Son who has been anointed, and to the unction
itself, which is the Spirit. This accords with Peter’s teaching in
Acts: ‘God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit’ (Acts
10.38) and with the teaching of Isaiah: ‘The spirit of the Lord is
upon me, because the Lord has anointed me’ (Isaiah 61.1). The
Psalmist simply says, ‘Therefore God, your God, has anointed you
with the oil of gladness’ (Psalm 45.7).

BAsIL OF C&ESAREA On the Holy Spirit, 12 (PG 12,116)

By revealing the Father in the Spirit, Christ has disclosed for us
the secret nature of the living God, showing us depths of love in
the Trinity. To return to the great affirmations of the Gospel, only
the Son knows the Father as the Father knows the Son, and as
they are known by the Holy Spirit. In this wonderful unity of
the godhead the One is never without the Other. For God is the
infinite Unity of Persons, each of whom is a unique way of giving
and receiving the divine essence.

That God is, and that he is everywhere and fills the universe, is
known by the angels and the saints who have purified themselves,
because they are enlightened by the Holy Spirit. But where, how,
and what he is, not one amongst all beings knows: only the Father
knows the Son and the Son the Father, and the Holy Spirit knows
the Father and the Son, since he is co-eternal and identical with them
in essence. Indeed these Three who are only One know themselves,
and are known by one another. As he himself said who is by nature
God and Son of God, “Who knows a person’s thoughts except the
spirit of a person which is in him? So also no one comprehends the
thoughts of God except the Spirit of God’ (1 Corinthians 2.11). And
again: ‘No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows
the Father except the Son and any one to whom the Son chooses
to reveal him’ (Matthew 11.27).

DiapocHUSs OF PHOTIKE Catechesis, 5 (SC 3 bis, p. 181)

The following hymn, rising at once to the mystery of the divine
cosmic Logos, glorifies in a single sequence the Father as the principle
of the godhead, and the Spirit as the ‘bond of the Son and the Father’.
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But this bond is himself a Person; nothing in God can be impersonal.
(Likewise the bond between a man and a woman is God himself, as
is seen in the face of their child.)

O Christ, thine ineffable procreation
preceded the beginning of the ages.
Thou art the source of light,

Thou art the shining ray of the Father.
Thou scatterest the gloom

to illuminate the souls of the saints.

Thou art he who didst create the world
and the orbits of the stars.

Thou upholdest the centre of the earth.
Thou art the Saviour of all.

By thee the sun begins his course

and lightens our days.

By thee the crescent moon

dispels the shadows of the night.

By thine aid seeds sprout

and flocks may graze.

From thy never-failing fountain

gushes the splendour of the life

that gives fertility to the universe.

And thou bringest forth

the clear light of human intellect . . .
As I sing thy glory thus,

I praise thy Father too

in his supreme majesty.

[ praise too the Spirit on the same throne,
between the Begetter and the Begotten.
As I sing the power of the Father

my singing awakes in me

the deepest of emotions.

Hail, O source of the Son!

Hail, O image of the Father!

Hail, O dwelling of the Son!

Hail, O imprint of the Father!

Hail, O power of the Son!

Hail, O beauty of the Father!

Hail, O Spirit most pure,

Bond of the Son and the Father!
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O Christ, send down on me

This Spirit with the Father,

That he may sprinkle my soul with his dew
And fill it with his royal gifts.

SYNEsIUS OF CYRENE Hymmns, 5 (PG 66,1608-9)

The revelation of the Trinity has unfolded and continues to
unfold in history. For Pentecost is a beginning, causing to spring up
a river of life which flows, now underground, now on the surface,
quickening its pace, which will one day — the Last Day - flow out
into the sea, in the universal transfiguration.

The Old Testament has manifested the Father clearly, the Son only
dimly. The New Testament has revealed the Son and implied the
divinity of the Spirit.

Today the Spirit lives amongst us and makes himself more
clearly known. It would actually have been dangerous openly
to proclaim the Son while the divinity of the Father was not
fully acknowledged, and then, before the divinity of the Son was
accepted, to add as it were the extra burden of the Holy Spirit . . .
It was more fitting that by adding a little at a time and, as David
says, by ascending from glory to glory, the spendour of the Trinity
should shine forth progressively.

GREGORY NAzZIANZEN Fifth Theological Oration, 31,26 (PG 36,
161-4)

The Trinitarian revelation is included in the baptismal profession
of faith. ‘Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit’, was Christ’s command to his apostles (Matthew 28.19).
All our creeds are derived from baptismal confessions of faith and
consequently exhibit a Trinitarian structure. The following is one of
the oldest, dating from the second century, in which the Trinity is
confessed in definite terms describing the relationships of the three
Persons and their activity in the evolution of the universe and in
history, creating, re-creating and sanctifying.

This is the rule of our faith, the foundation of the building, the
stability of our manner of life.

Article I: God the Father, uncreated, who cannot be defined
or seen, God, Creator of the Universe.
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Article II: the Word of God, the Son of God, Christ Jesus our
Saviour, who appeared to the prophets . . . according to the times
and seasons ordained by the Father; by whom all things were
made; who, above all, in the last days, to sum up all things in
himself, became man amongst men, able to be seen and touched,
to destroy death, to cause life to spring up, and to establish full
communion between God and humanity.

Article III: the Holy Spirit, by whom the prophets prophesied,
the Fathers received revelations, the righteous were led in the
way of righteousness; and who in the last days was poured out
in a new way on humanity, to renew it over all the earth and
to bring it into union with God.

IRENZEUS OF LYONS The Demonstration of the Apostolic Pr-aching,
6 (PO 12,664)

The Trinitarian revelation is implicit also in the prayer which

Christ himself taught us, the Lord’s Prayer, of which the first three
petitions invoke the three divine Persons. For the Son is the Father’s
eternal Name, which he hallowed to the point of death on a cross.
And the Kingdom is identified with the Spirit, who is therefore both
the unction of the Son and the Kingdom of the Father, as Paul
Florensky observed.

Our Father, who art in heaven,
Hallowed be thy name,
Thy Kingdom come.

By these words the Lord is teaching those who pray to begin
with the very mystery of God ... The words of the prayer really
point to the Father, the Father’s name, and the Kingdom, to teach
us . .. to honour, to call upon and to adore the One Trinity. For
the name of God the Father, in its essential subsistence, is the
only-begotten Son. And the Kingdom of God the Father, in its
essential subsistence, is the Holy Spirit. For what Matthew calls
‘Kingdom’ another evangelist calls Holy Spirit: “Thy Spirit come
..." [Luke 11.2, variant reading).

MaxiMmus THE CONFESSOR Commentary on the Lord’s Prayer (PG
90,884)

Thus the Trinity constitutes the inexhaustible fruitfulness of the

Unity. From the Trinity comes all unification and all differentiation.
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That is so, despite the fact that — as Dionysius insists elsewhere
(Divine Names, 1l,11) - unity, in God, is always stronger than
distinctions, so that ‘distinctions remain indivisible and unified’.

God, the divine Origin, is praised in holiness:

whether as Unity, on account of the character of simplicity
and unity proper to this Indivisible whose unifying power unifies us
ourselves and assembles our different natures in order to lead us to-
gether . . . to that unification which is modelled on God himself;

or as Trinity, because of the thrice personal manifestation of
this superessential fruitfulness whence all fatherhood in heaven and
on earth receives its being and its name;

or as Love for man, because ... the godhead has been fully
imparted to our nature by one of its Persons calling humanity and
raising it to himself, for Jesus mysteriously took flesh, and the
eternal was thus introduced into time and by his birth penetrated
the utmost depths of our nature.

DioNys1us THE AREOPAGITE Divine Names, 1,4 (PG 3,592)

One text from St Paul was tirelessly commented on by early
Christian theologians. That is the passage in the Epistle to the
Ephesians: ‘One God and Father of us all, who is above all and
through all and in all’ (Ephesians 4.6). The Father is God beyond
all, the origin of all that is. The incarnate Son is God with us, and
he who becomes incarnate is none other than the Logos who gives
form to the world by his creative words. The Spirit is God in us, the
Breath, the Preuma, who gives life to all and brings every object to its
proper perfection. The Logos appears as order and intelligibility, the
Pneuma as dynamism and life. Thus, as Maximus the Confessor said
later, to contemplate the smallest object is to experience the Trinity:
the very being of the object takes us back to the Father; the meaning
it expresses, its logos, speaks to us of the Logos; its growth to fullness
and beauty reveals the Breath, the Life-giver.

Over all, the Father; and he is the head of Christ.

Through all, the Word; and he is the head of the Church.

In all the Spirit; and he is the living water given by the Lord
to those who believe in him, love him, and know that there is only
‘one God and Father of us all, who is above all and through all
and in all’.

IRENZEUS OF LYONS Against Heresies, V,18,2 (SC 153, p. 240)
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The Father makes all things by the Word in the Spirit. So it is that
the Unity of the Trinity is safeguarded. So it is that in the Church
is proclaimed the one God who is ‘above all and through all and
in all’ (Ephesians 4.6). He is ‘above all’ as Father, as author and
source; ‘through all’ by the Word; ‘in all’ in the Holy Spirit.

ATHANASIUS OF ALEXANDRIA Letters to Serapion, 1,28 (PG 26,596)

The Blessed Trinity is indivisible and enjoys Unity in regard to itself.
You say ‘the Father’. His Word is equally present; also the Spirit,
who is in the Son.

You say ‘the Son’. Now the Father is in the Son, and the
Spirit is not external to the Word.

There is only one grace coming from the Father through the
Son, and fulfilled in the Holy Spirit.

There is only one godhead . . . and there is only one God who
is beyond all and through all and in all.

ATHANASIUS OF ALEXANDRIA Letters to Serapion, I,14 (PG 26,565)

St Basil in his Treatise on the Holy Spirit takes up this theme
and links it with the passage in the psalm where the Son and the
Spirit are described as the Word and the Breath of the Lord. The
Breath carries the Word and enables it to find utterance; the Word
makes the silence of the Breath heard, that silence of which Isaac the
Syrian used to say that it is the ‘mystery of the world to come’.

The Father is the origin of all, the Son realizes, and the Spirit
fulfils. Everything subsists by the will of the Father, comes into
being through the action of the Son, and reaches its perfection
through the action of the Holy Spirit . . . ‘By the word of the Lord
the heavens were made, and all their host by the breath of his mouth’
(Psalm 33.6). This refers . . . to the Word who was with God in the
beginning, who is God. As for ‘the breath of his mouth’, this is
‘the Spirit of truth, who proceeds from the Father’ (John 15.26).
The number three therefore comes to your mind: the Lord who
commands, the Word who creates, the Breath who confirms. And
what can it mean to confirm, if not to make perfect in holiness?

BasiL oF C&SAREA Treatise on the Holy Spirit, 16 (PG 32,136)

Gregory Nazianzen speaks of the Trinity as the unmoving move-
ment of the One who neither remains imprisoned in his own solitude,
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nor spreads himself indefinitely; for God is communion, not imper-
sonal diffusion. The very fullness of the One demands the presence
in him of the Other; an Other who in absolute terms can only
be within the One and equal to him in infinity. But these two
are not opposed or combined in any mathematical way. For the
Third, who is Other but not Other, enables the fullness of Unity
to contain unending diversity without opposition; absolute differen-
tiation coexists with absolute unity.

The One enters into movement because of his fullness.

The Two is transcended because the godhead is beyond all
opposition.

Perfection is achieved in the Three who is the first to overcome
the compositeness of the Two.

Thus the godhead does not remain confined, nor does it spread
out indefinitely.

GREGORY NAZIANZEN Oration 23,8 (PG 35,1160)

Gregory explains the Trinity by means of a double contrast. He
contrasts it on the one hand with the ancient pagan notion of diffused
divinity, and on the other with the God of Judaism who is totally
transcendent and distinct (although this statement would certainly
need qualification in the light of the mystical tradition of Judaism).
Today, from the same standpoint, we could contrast the mystery of
the Trinity with, on the one hand, the exoteric rigid monotheism
of popular Judaism and Islam, and, on the other, with Hinduism
and Buddhism and their transpersonal concept of divinity wherein
everything is engulfed, as in an immeasurable womb - which is why
India loves to speak of the ‘divine Mother’.

Here too some qualification would be necessary in speaking
about both the ‘way of love’ in India and the various Buddhist
interpretations of grace. However, the mystery of personality and
inner life, a synthesis of which is sought with difficulty by the
various religions, seems to have been resolved in the doctrine of the
Three-in-One, where association is perceived within the absolute, or
rather the absolute within the association.

We are made in the image of God. From all eternity there is
present in God a unique mode of existence, which is at the same
time Unity and the Person in communion; and we are called to realize
this unity in Christ, when we meet him, under the divided flames
of the Spirit. Therefore we express the metaphysics of the person
in the language of Trinitarian theology. What could be called the
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“Trinitarian person’ is not the isolated individual of Western society
(whose implicit philosophy regards human beings as ‘similar’ but not
‘consubstantial’). Nor is it the absorbed and amalgamated human be-
ing of totalitarian society, or of systematized oriental mysticism, or of
the sects. It is, and must be, a person in a relationship, in communion.
The transition from divine communion to human communion is
accomplished in Christ who is consubstantial with the Father and the
Spirit in his divinity and consubstantial with us in his humanity.

When I say God, it is of the Father, of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit that I wish to speak without diluting the godhead beyond
these limits, lest I should introduce a whole tribe of divinities, and
without restricting it to something less than the three Persons, lest
I be accused of impoverishing the godhead. Otherwise I should fall
into the simplicity of the Judaizers or into the multiplicity of the
Hellenizers . . .

Thus the Holy of Holies, enveloped and veiled by the Seraphim,
is glorified by a threefold consecration in the unity of the godhead.

GREGORY NAzIANZEN Oration 54, For Easter, 4 (PG 36,628)

Gregory Nazianzen has been surnamed ‘The Theologian’ be-
cause he has spoken — or rather sung - of the very secret of God,
‘theology’ in the strict sense of the word, by celebrating the Trinity.

The mystery of the Three-in-One exceeds the bounds of fallen
rationality, which knows only how to contrast or make the same.
It does this with the aim of transfiguring it, transforming it into an
understanding of the Person and of Love.

I have hardly begun to think of the Unity before the Trinity bathes
me in its splendour: I have hardly begun to think of the Trinity
before the Unity seizes hold of me again.

When one of the Three presents himself to me, I think it is
the whole, so full to overflowing is my vision, so far beyond
me does he reach. There is no room left in my mind, it is too
limited to understand even one. When I combine the Three in one
single thought, I see only one great flame without being able to
subdivide or analyse the single light.

GREGORY NAZzIANZEN Oration 49, On Baptism, 41 (PG 36,417)

When I speak of God, you should feel yourselves bathed in a
single light and in three lights ... There is undivided division,
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differentiated unity. One only in the Three: such is the godhead. The
Three as One only: they are the Three in whom is the godhead, or,
to speak more precisely, the Three who are the godhead.

GREGORY NAzIANZEN Oration 39, 11 (PG 36,345)

In their expositions of the Trinity, St Basil and St Maximus the
Confessor emphasize that the Three is not a number (St Basil spoke
in this respect of ‘meta-mathematics’). The divine Persons are not
added to one another, they exist in one another: the Father is in the
Son and the Son is in the Father, the Spirit is united to the Father
together with the Son and ‘completes the blessed Trinity’ as if he
were ensuring the circulation of love within it. This circulation of
love was called by the Fathers perichoresis, another key word of
their spirituality, along with the word we have already met, kenosis.
Perichoresis, the exchange of being by which each Person exists only
in virtue of his relationship with the others, might be defined as a
‘joyful kenosis’. The kenosis of the Son in history is the extension of
the kenosis of the Trinity and allows us to share in it.

Even if the godhead, which is beyond all, is worshipped by us
as Trinity and as Unity, we know neither the three nor the one as
numbers.

MaxiMus THE CONFESSOR On the Divine Names, 13 (PG 4,412)

When we are speaking of unity we do not count by the method
of addition to reach plurality, because we do not say ‘one, two,
three’; nor ‘first, second, third’. ‘I am the first and I am the last’
(Isaiah 44.6). Of a second God we have not heard anything, seeing
that when we worship a ‘God from God’ we confess the difference
between the Persons who always remain in the Principle of Unity
... because in God the Father and in God the Only-Begotten we
are contemplating only a single reality in the unchanging godhead
reflected as it were in a mirror. The Son, indeed, is in the Father,
and the Father in the Son, since the latter is like the former and the
former is like the latter, so to that extent they are one. According
to the distinction of Persons they are ‘one’ and ‘one’, but according
to their unity of essence, the two are only one . . . The Holy Spirit
also is one and is unity; he also is spoken of separately; through
the Son, who is one and is unity, he is united to the Father, who is
one and is unity; and by himself he completes the Blessed Trinity
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... The proof that he possesses the same nature as they derives not
only from that, but also from the fact that he is said to be ‘from
God’. Not at all in the way in which all things are ‘from God’, but
in such a way that he proceeds ‘from God’; not by generation like
the Son, but as Breath from the mouth of God.

‘Mouth’ here does not denote part of the body, nor does
‘breath’ denote a puff of air that is quickly spent. ‘Mouth’ here
has to be understood in a manner worthy of God, and ‘breath’
describes a living essence, the effective cause of sanctification.

BasiL oF C&SAREA Treatise on the Holy Spirit, 18 (PG 32,149-52)

The divine essence, the godhead, ‘God’, does not exist otherwise
than in the Persons. The source of the godhead, the sole origin of the
Son and of the Spirit is the Father. The early Church hardly ever
spoke of ‘God’ in general, a God in whom the Persons could then be
distinguished. It spoke of the Father, for ‘the name Father is greater
even than that of God’. The ocean of the divine essence springs from
the fathomless depths of a Person, the Father. Yet through Christ
we can, in the Holy Spirit, call him Abba, the word of trust and
tenderness by which a small child calls his father. So the apophatic
antinomy is also the paradox of the Father as Origin in unfathomed
depths, and the Father as Abba, ‘Daddy’.

In practice, the fact that the Father is the ‘origin’ of the Trinity
does not imply any superiority or domination for his own advantage.
As Christ will ‘empty himself’ on the cross, so the Father ‘empties
himself’ for the benefit of the Son, to whom he gives all that he has
and all that he is — the fullness of the divine unity - and on whom
he causes his Spirit to rest, the Spirit by whom they love each other
and find joy together. ‘Spiritual fatherhood’ after the likeness of the
divine Fatherhood is sacrificial and liberating; it imparts the spirit of
life and liberty. Dostoyevsky, in The Brothers Karamazov, has shown
how spiritual fatherhood like this is the only answer to the dialectic of
‘master’ and ‘slave’, and to fatherhood in its degenerate form, which
sons experience as tyranny and rivalry.

The following passages should be read in the light of this refusal
of any ‘subordinationism’. Irenzus of Lyons speaks of the Son and the
Spirit as ‘hands of God’ (the God, par excellence, for the first Chris-
tians, is the Father). Dionysius depicts them as the shoots and flowers
of the ‘engendering’ godhead. Gregory Nazianzen emphasizes that it
is the Father who makes the Trinity a living unity: we cannot speak of
the divine ‘nature’ or ‘essence’ except within the Three, within their
communion which comes from the Father and returns to him.
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As if God had no hands of his own! From all eternity he has with
him the Word and Wisdom, the Son and the Spirit. It is by them
and in them that he does all things.

IRENEUS OF LYONS Against Heresies, IV,20,1 (SC 100 bis, p. 626)

The Father represents in the bosom of the deity the element of
generation, Jesus and the Spirit are after a fashion the divine shoots
of God’s engendering deity, and as it were its superessential flowers
and radiance.

Di1oNYSs1Us THE AREOPAGITE Divine Names 11, 7-8 (PG 3,645)

The single nature of the Three is God. In regard to his oneness he
is the Father. The others come from him and return to him without
being confused with one another. They coexist with him, without
being separated in time, in purpose, or in power.

GREGORY NAZIANZEN Oration 42 (PG 36,476)

In a text already quoted Dionysius has reminded us that the
godhead is not spirit or sonship or fatherhood in the sense in which
we usually use these words. He goes on to explain that we must
learn to reason from the opposite direction. It is not a question of
thinking about the Trinity, but i# it, starting from the Trinity as the
unshakeable foundation of all Christian thought.

Divine fatherhood and sonship are suggested to us by the gift of
that basic fatherhood and sonship, the gift by which spiritual beings
in conforming to God receive their being and the name of gods,
sons of gods, and fathers of gods.

DioNYs1Us THE AREOPAGITE Divine Names, 11,8 (PG 3,645)

In particular the divine mystery transcends the distinction
between masculine and feminine. It integrates the symbolism of
both at the same time. The Bible repeatedly bears witness to
God’s maternal tenderness; it speaks of his ‘bowels of mercy’, that
is rachamim in the visceral sense. St John mentions the ‘Father’s
bosom’. God is therefore at once father and mother, and the Odes
of Solomon call the Son and the Spirit the two breasts that feed us
with the milk of immortality.

By his mysterious divinity God is Father. But the tender love he
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has for us makes him become a mother. The Father in loving makes
himself feminine.

CLEMENT OF ALEXANDRIA Can a Rich Man be Saved? 37 (PG
9,642)

Nevertheless, the ultimate predominance of fatherly symbolism
indicates communion without confusion. The ultimate predominance
of motherly symbolism (as is often the case in India) would indicate a
confusion that obliterated the person.

At Pentecost the Father gives the Spirit ‘in the name of the Son’.
And the Spirit is the ‘Spirit of the Son’, the ‘Spirit of Christ’. The
Christian West has insisted on this basic truth. It has contemplated
the ‘movement’ of the divine ‘consubstantiality’, the movement of
love in the Trinity, going from Father to Son, then from Father and
Son to the Holy Spirit who imparts it to us. However, St Augustine
says that if the Spirit comes from the Son as well as the Father, (in
Latin Filioque) he comes principaliter from the Father who remains
the sole origin of the other divine Persons.

The Christian East, some of whose formulations — particularly
those of the Alexandrian Fathers — are fairly similar to those we have
considered, also stressed the giving of the Word by the Spirit. It was
by the Spirit that the Word became flesh, it is by the Spirit that he
makes himself present to the Church. Thus the relationship of the
Son and the Spirit is seen to be one of mutual service. The Spirit
comes from the Father in the Son and manifests him. The Son is
born of the Father in the Spirit and is manifested by the Spirit. And
both reveal the Father. In the Church the same reciprocity and the
same mutual service must exist between the priesthood, which bears
witness to the sacramental presence of Christ, and prophecy, which
reveals the freedom of each conscience in the Holy Spirit.

Christ’s existence is an existence in the Holy Spirit whose pur-
pose is the ‘pneumatization’ of all flesh.

The coming of Christ? The Spirit precedes it. Christ’s presence in
the flesh? The Spirit is inseparable from it. Miracles and gifts of
healing? It is the Spirit who bestows them. Demons driven out? In
the Spirit of God . .. Sins forgiven? In the grace of the Spirit, for
‘you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the
name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God’ (1
Corinthians 6.11). Union with God? The Spirit effects it, since
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‘God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying “Abba!
Father!”’ (Galatians 4.6). The resurrection of the dead? It is brought
about by the Spirit, for ‘when thou sendest forth thy Spirit, they are
created; and thou renewest the face of the earth’ (Psalm 104.30).

BasiL oF C&ESAREA Treatise on the Holy Spirit, 19 (PG 32,157)

As for the conditions established for humanity by our great God
and Saviour Jesus Christ in accordance with God’s goodness . .
all was effected by the Spirit.

He was present from the first in the flesh of the Lord when he
made himself ‘unction’ and he is his inseparable companion, as it is
written, ‘He on whom you see the Spirit descend and remain . . . is
my beloved Son’ (John 1.33; Matthew 3.17). Also: ‘You know
how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit’ (Acts
10.38). Then the whole of Christ’s activity developed in the power
of the Spirit. He was present also when Christ was tempted by the
devil, for it is written: ‘Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilder-
ness to be tempted by the devil’ (Matthew 4.1). He was still with
him, inseparably, when Jesus performed his miracles, for, ‘it is by
the Spirit of God that I cast out demons’ (Matthew 12.28). He did
not depart from him after his resurrection from the dead. When the
Lord, to renew man and to restore to him the grace received from
the breath of God, breathed on the face of his disciples, what did
he say? ‘Receive the Holy Spirit’ (John 20.22).

BasiL oF CESAREA Treatise on the Holy Spirit, 16 (PG 32,140)

Formulations are to be found in the Fathers or in ancient litur-
gical texts which, if we knew how to develop them, would enable
us to harmonize the two approaches, Western and Eastern, to the
‘procession’ of the Holy Spirit. Thus, in the third century, at a time
when Christian reflection was still fluid and diverse, Dionysius of
Rotne in a letter to his namesake at Alexandria notes that the Spirit
proceeds from the Father in the Son (text quoted by St Athanasius
in his Letter on the Decrees of the Council of Nicea, 26).

In the following century Athanasius himself writes:

The Spirit is not external to the Word, but because he is in the
Word it is through him that he is in God [God, here, denotes the
Father as ‘source of the godhead’)].

Letter to Serapion, Ill (PG 26,633)
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If the Father is mentioned, his Word is also present with him, and
equally the Spirit who is in the Son.

Letter to Serapion, 1 (PG 26,565)

We might ask whether the subsequent controversies did not
arise because people partly forgot the properly divine ‘logic’ which is
always simultaneously one and threefold, quite surpassing the fallen
rationality, the process of which remains binary. To say that the Spirit
‘proceeds’ from the Father is necessarily to name the Son, since from
all eternity the Father puts his Other in unity; so when he causes the
Spirit to ‘proceed’ he remains the Father of the Son. To say that the
Son is ‘begotten’ of the Father is necessarily to name the Spirit, the
Breath that carries the Word. For the Spirit, as Gregory of Nyssa for
example writes, is at the same time ‘the Kingdom of the Father and
the Unction of the Son’ (Against Apollinaris, 52 (PG 45,1249)).

The Byzantine liturgy for Pentecost admirably expounds this
‘meta-logic’ which is that of ineffable Love:

Come, ye people, let us adore God in three persons:

The Father in the Son, with the Holy Spirit.

For the Father from everlasting begets the Word,

who shares his Kingdom and his eternity,

and the Holy Spirit is in the Father,

glorified with the Son,

a single power,

a single essence,

a single godhead.

This it is whom we adore, saying:

Holy God, who didst create all by thy Son with the aid of the Holy
Spirit;

Holy and Strong, by whom we have come to know the Father, by
whom the Holy Spirit has come into the world;

Holy and Immortal, Spirit of Consolation, who dost proceed from
the Father and dwellest in the Son:

Glory be to thee, O Holy Trinity!

Great Vespers of Pentecost in the Byzantine Rite

The Church’s existence also must be an existence in the Spirit:

And the Church? Is it not the work of the Spirit? For it is the
Spirit, Paul says, who has given to the Church “first apostles, second
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prophets, third teachers, then workers of miracles, then healers,
helpers, administrators, speakers in various kinds of tongues’ (1
Corinthians 12.28). The Spirit establishes this order in the distri-
bution of his gifts.

BasiL oF CESAREA Treatise on the Holy Spirit, 16 (PG 32,141)

In God the Holy Spirit is almost anonymous (since God is
entirely Spirit, entirely Holy). He is almost confused with the un-
moving movement of love in the divine nature, with the divine
‘common nature’, as St Basil says. He is revealed as rich, ‘variegated’
with all the divine names, and so almost indistinguishable from the
divine energies that he imparts to us, in our inmost depths. It is
as if he were effacing himself.

When I think of the profusion of the names of the Spirit I
am seized with dread: Spirit of God, Spirit of Christ, Spirit of
Adoption. He renews us in baptism and resurrection. He blows
where he wills. Source of light and life, he makes of me a temple,
he makes me divine . .. Everything that God does is done by the
Spirit. He multiplies himself in tongues of fire and he multiplies his
gifts, he raises up preachers, apostles, prophets, pastors, teachers
... He is another Comforter . . . as if he were another God.

GREGORY NAZIANZEN Fifth Theological Oration, 29 (PG 36,165)

The Spirit is the hidden God, the inward God, deeper than our
greatest depth. He gives life to all things and we breathe him without
being aware of it. He is the breath of God in the breathing of the
world, of humanity.

God has given to the earth the breath which feeds it. It is his breath
that gives life to all things. And if he were to hold his breath,
everything would be annihilated. His breath vibrates in yours, in
your voice. It is the breath of God that you breathe — and you are
unaware of it.

THEOPHILUS OF ANTIOCH Three Books to Autolycus, 1,7 (SC 20,

p. 72)

But this hidden God is not lost in immanence; he is entirely
movement towards Christ, and, through Christ, towards the Father,
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in the same way as the energies that he imparts flow from the Father
through the Son.

The way to the knowledge of God leads from the Spirit in Unity
through the Son in Unity to the Father of Unity, and, in the opposite
direction, the fullness and the holiness of the divine essence, its royal
dignity, comes from the Father by means of the Son to the Holy
Spirit.

BAsiL oF C&ESAREA Treatise on the Holy Spirit, 18 (PG 32,153)

The Father being the source and the Son being called a river,
we can be said to drink the Spirit. For it is written: ‘All were
made to drink of one Spirit’ (1 Corinthians 12.13). But, given the
Spirit to drink, we drink Christ . ..

And again: since Christ is the true Son, we, by receiving the
Spirit, are transformed into sons, ‘For you did not receive the spirit
of slavery . . . but you have received the spirit of sonship’ (Romans
8.15). Being transformed into sons by the Spirit, it is clear that it
is into Christ that we are transformed . . .

The Spirit has been given to us — as the Lord said: ‘Receive
the Holy Spirit’ (John 20.22) — God is in us. This is actually what
John wrote: ‘If we love one another, God abides in us . .. by this
we know that we abide in him and he in us, because he has given
us of his own Spirit’ (1 John 4.12-13). And God being in us, the
Son is also in us, for the Son himself says, ‘(The Father and I] will
come to him and make our home with him’ (John 14.23).

And again: the Son is the life — for he says: ‘I am the life’ (John
14.6) — and we are brought to life in the Spirit according to the
saying: ‘He who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will give life
to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit which dwells in you’
(Romans 8.11). And when we have been brought to new life in the
Spirit, Christ himself lives in us: ‘. . . it is no longer I who live, but
Christ who lives in me’ (Galatians 2.20).

ATHANASIUS OF ALEXANDRIA Letter to Serapion, 1,19 (PG 26,

573-6)

A solitary God would not be ‘Love without limits’. A God who
made himself twofold, according to a pattern common in mythology,
would make himself the root of an evil multiplicity to which he
could only put a stop by re-absorbing it into himself. The Three-
in-One denotes the perfection of Unity — of ‘Super-unity’, according
to Dionysius the Areopagite — fulfilling itself in communion and
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becoming the source and foundation of all communion. It suggests
the perpetual surmounting of contradiction, and of solitude as well,
in the bosom of aninfinite Unity. Each divine Person ‘possesses unity
through his relationship with himself’ (St John of Damascus, O# the
Orthodox Faith, 1,8). The best image of the Father, according to ‘a
monk of the Eastern Church’, is the heart: ‘Each heartbeat is an
impulse by which the Father gives himself. These beats send towards
us the Blood of the Son, given life by the breath of the Spirit’ (Jésus,
simples regardes sur le Sauveur, Chevetogne 1959, p. 144). It is in
this rhythm of the heart that we are called to participate.



The Human Vocation

The human vocation is to fulfil one’s humanity by becoming God
through grace, that is to say by living to the full. It is to make
of human nature a glorious temple. ‘Do not forget that to live
is glory’, said Rilke on his deathbed. And it is a glory that over-
turns death, or rather, reverses it.

“The human being is an animal who has received the vocation to
become God.’

Words of BasiL oF C&£SAREA, quoted by GREGORY NAZIANZEN
Eulogy of Basil the Great, Oration 43, 48 (PG 36,560)

Every spiritual being is, by nature, a temple of God, created to
receive into itself the glory of God.

ORIGEN Commentary on St Matthew’s Gospel, 16,23 (PG 13,1453)

The human being, God’s image, has to attain to his likeness,
which is at once meeting and sharing, keeping closely to the great
Trinitarian sequence of the creation and re-creation of humanity.

That is the order, the rhythm, the movement by which created
humanity is fashioned after the image and likeness of the uncreated
God. The Father makes the decisions and gives the commands,
the Son carries them out and adapts them, the Spirit provides
nourishment and growth, and humanity progresses little by lit-
tle.

IREN.£Us OF LYONSs Against Heresies, IV,38,3 (SC 100 bis, pp. 954-6)

This development both personal and collective — the collective
being a dimension of the personal and not the other way round -
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took on a tragic character with the ‘fall’ and ‘redemption’, but its
basic movement and its goal did not change.

It was necessary in the first place for human beings to be created;
and having been created, to grow; and having grown, to become
adult; and having become adult, to multiply; and having multiplied,
to become strong; and having become strong, to be glorified; and
having been glorified, to see their Lord. Indeed ... the vision of
God obtains deliverance from death, the incorruptibility which is
the expression of our union with God.

IRENEUS OF LYONS Against Heresies, IV,38,3 (SC 100 bis, p. 956)

In the incarnation humanity is the ‘boundary’ or ‘frontier’ be-
tween the visible and the invisible, the carnal and the spiritual, like a
mediator between creation and the creator. This vocation is present
also in the non-biblical religions and also in modern humanism, in
the sciences and in the arts. But in these latter cases the vocation is
limited either by the absorption of the human in the divine or by the
assertion of the human being against God. It is the incarnation of the
Word that fully reopens to humanity its creative destiny.

The great Architect of the universe conceived and produced a
being endowed with both natures, the visible and the invisible:
God created the human being, bringing its body forth from the
pre-existing matter which he animated with his own Spirit ...
Thus in some way a new universe was born, small and great at
one and the same time. Godset this ‘hybrid’ worshipper on earth to
contemplate the visible world, and to be initiated into the invisible;
to reign over earth’s creatures, and to obey orders from on high. He
created a being at once earthly and heavenly, insecure and immortal,
visible and invisible, halfway between greatness and nothingness,
flesh and spirit at the same time . . . an animal en route to another
native land, and, most mysterious of all, made to resemble God by
simple submission to the divine will.

GREGORY NAZIANZEN Oration 45, For Easter, 7 (PG 36,8 50)

Humanity is called to take the world into itself, to ‘comprehend’
it with its intelligence and its love, in order to articulate the worship
that the universe secretly offers, and to leave its own mark on the
world, ‘to name the creatures’, according to Genesis. Humanity is at
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the same time ‘microcosm and microtheos’ (Gregory of Nyssa), syn-
thesis of the universe and offspring of God. Maximus the Confessor,
profoundly, prefers to call it ‘macrocosm’ (a great universe) since,
being the image of God, it exceeds even the cosmos in grandeur.
Being greater, it can take it into itself in order to give it life.

Indeed, humanity is quickened by a ‘flash of the godhead’, in
Gregory Nazianzen’s vivid phrase, which seizes hold of it, draws
it along, will not leave it in peace, and denies it the possibility of
complete self-identification with the earth from which it was fash-
ioned. ‘Man is something infinitely greater than man’, said Pascal.
No earth-bound conditionings could satisfy or define humanity.

The Fathers never ceased to glorify this irreducible greatness
of humanity, this ‘fathomless depth’ in the human being which is
where God is. Humanity is in the image of God because, like God
himself, it escapes all definition.

An image is not truly an image if it does not possess all the
characteristics of its pattern ... It is characteristic of divinity to
be incomprehensible: this must also be true of the image. If the
image could be essentially understood while the original remained
incomprehensible, the image would not be an image at all. But our
spiritual dimension, which is precisely that wherein we are the image
of our Creator, is beyond our ability to explain . . . by this mystery
within us we bear the imprint of the incomprehensible godhead.

GREGORY OF NYssA On the Creation of Man, 11 (PG 44,155)

It could equally well be said that God is humanity’s place, and
that this is more important than any facts of biology, sociology
or psychology precisely because it is the opening through which
God comes to dwell in humanity, and through which humanity
itself can ascend to God. This is the only answer to totalitarian
ideologies, that is, to ‘social sciences’, when they are tempted to
become all-embracing and reductionist.

Understand that you are another universe, a universe in miniature;
that in you there are sun, moon, and stars too. If it were not so,
the Lord would not have said to his disciples, ‘You are the light
of the world’ (Matthew §5.14). Do you still hesitate to believe
that there are sun and moon in you when you are told that
you are the light of the world?

Do you wish to hear another text in order that you may not
regard yourself a§ something small and worthless . . . ?
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This universe has its own Lord who rules it, who dwells in it
and is God Almighty, as he himself declared by the prophets, ‘Do
I not fill heaven and earth?’ (Jeremiah 23.24)

Hear then what God Almighty says of you — I mean of
humanity: ‘I willlive in them and move among them’ (2 Corinthians
6.16). And he adds the following, which applies to you: ‘I will be
a father to you, and you shall be my sons and daughters, says the
Lord Almighty’ (2 Corinthians 6.18).

ORIGEN Fifth Homily on Leviticus, 2 (GCS 6,336-7)

The Word of God took a lump of newly created earth, formed it
with his immortal hands into our shape, and imparted life to it: for
the spirit that he breathed into it is a flash of the invisible godhead.
Thus from clay and breath was created humanity, the image of the
Immortal . . . That is why in my earthy nature I am attached to life
here below, while I also have in me a portion of the godhead,; there-
fore my heart is tormented by the desire for the world to come.

GREGORY NAzZIANZEN Dogmatic Poems, 8 (PG 37,452)

Know to what extent the Creator has honoured you above all the
rest of creation. The sky is not an image of God, nor is the moon,
nor the sun, nor the beauty of the stars, nor anything of what
can be seen in creation. You alone have been made the image
of the Reality that transcends all understanding, the likeness of
imperishable beauty, the imprint of true divinity, the recipient
of beatitude, the seal of the true light. When you turn to him
you become that which he is himself ... There is nothing so
great among beings that it can be compared with your greatness.
God is able to measure the whole heaven with his span. The earth
and the sea are enclosed in the hollow of his hand. And although
he is so great and holds all creation in the palm of his hand,
you are able to hold him, he dwells in you and moves within
you without constraint, for he has said, ‘I will live and move
among them’ (2 Corinthians 6.16).

GREGORY OF NYSSA Second Homily on the Song of Songs (PG
44,765)

This capacity for transcendence that ‘distances’ us from the
world, and makes us responsible for it, gives us the dignity of
kings, or more precisely priest-kings, since our sovereignty is in-
separable from offering. The image of God is revealed in us by
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our intelligence, by our vocation to express meaning, and by love,
since God is wisdom, Jogos, and love. These patristic conceptions
are not irrational but belong to a rationality which goes beyond the
‘horizontal’ connection of causes and effects, being enriched and
broadened by a ‘vertical’ contemplation of the mystery and meaning
of creatures and things, and their transparency to the divine logoi.

The fact of being created in the image of God means that humanity
right from the moment of creation was endowed with a royal
character . . . The godhead is wisdom and logos [reason, meaning];
in yourself too you see intelligence and thought, images of the
original intelligence and thought . . . God is love and source of
love: the divine Creator has drawn this feature on our faces too.

GREGORY OF NyYssA On the Creation of Man (PG 44,136-7)

Thus our higher faculties reflect divine qualities, and are called
to bear fruit in ‘virtues’ which will be so many participations in the
divine Names, in the modes of the divine presence, The image draws
its essential power, however, from the ‘principle of immortality’,
which arouses within us an attraction towards what transcends us,
a ‘desire for eternity’. Thereby we become greater than the universe
into which we were born and which seeks to take possession of us.
Thereby we assert our basic freedom. Ultimately, then, being in the
image of God signifies personality, freedom.

If humanity is called to life in order to share in the divine nature,
it must have been suitably constituted for the purpose . .. It was
essential that a certain kinship with the divine should have been
mixed in human nature, so that this affinity should predispose
it to seek what is related to it ... That is why humanity was
given life, intelligence, wisdom, and all the qualities worthy of
the godhead, so that each one of them should cause it to desire
what is akin to it. And since eternity is inherent in the godhead,
it was absolutely imperative that our nature should not lack it but
should have in itself the principle of immortality. By virtue of this
inborn faculty it could always be drawn towards what is superior
to it and retain the desire for eternity.

That is summed up in a single phrase in the account of the
creation of the world: ‘God created man in his own image’ (Genesis
1.27).

GREGORY OF NYssaA Catechetical Orations, 5 (PG 45,21-4)
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Humanity was free from the beginning. For God is freedom and
humanity was made in the image of God.

IREN&£US OF LYONS Against Heresies, IV,37,4 (SC 100 bis, p. 932)

He who created human beings in order to make them share in his
own fullness so disposed their nature that it contains the principle
of all that is good, and each of these dispositions draws them to
desire the corresponding divine attribute. So God could not have
deprived them of the best and most precious of his attributes,
self-determination, freedom . . .

GREGORY OF NyYssA Catechetical Orations, 5 (PG 45,24)

In the West this mystery of freedom was distorted by the necess-
ary but impetuous and exaggerated reaction of St Augustine to
the voluntarism of Pelagius. Increasingly freedom and grace were
contrasted by describing their respective roles in terms of causality.
Can the free will of human beings be the cause of their salvation,
as Pelagius claimed? Or is it the grace of God alone, as Augustine
said? The latter’s intuition — I am a wretch who has been saved
gratuitously and so I sing Alleluia — is correct existentially, subjec-
tively, but dangerous when stated objectively as part of a system. (In
the 16th and 17th centuries, as is well known, this view hardened
into the doctrine of twofold predestination, to salvation or to hell,
without the individual being able to do much about it.) The Greek
Fathers (and some of the Latin Fathers), according to whom the
creation of humanity entailed a real risk on God’s part, laid the
emphasis on salvation through love: ‘God can do everything except
force man to love him’. The gift of grace saves, but only in an
encounter of love. Grace envelops the individual, the whole person,
like an atmosphere ready to seep in through the smallest breach.
But only faith in its sovereign freedom can cause the breach to
be made. Then it becomes an active opening-up, the beginning of
abandonment to the divine life. And for the good of humanity as a
whole some are ‘set apart’, for it is not the isolated individual but
humanity in communion, or rather, all human beings together, who
truly constitute the image of God. We can see that this ‘complete
Adam’, this ‘single man’, is fragmented; we are continually breaking
him in pieces. But Christ, the ‘definitive Adam’, puts him together
again, the same but different, in the likeness of the Trinity. For
St Gregory of Nyssa in particular the text ‘Let us make man in
our image’ concerns humanity considered in its ontological unity.
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It is the whole of [human] nature, extending from the beginning
to the end [of history], that constitutes the one image of Him who
1s.

GREGORY OF NYSsA On the Creation of Man, 16 (PG 44,183)

To say that there are ‘many human beings’ is a common abuse of
language. Granted there is a plurality of those who share in the
same human nature . . . but in all of them, humanity is one.

GREGORY OF NYssA That there are not three Gods (PG 45,117)

On the other hand, it is the whole human being, soul and
body, that is in the image of God. The body, by receiving the
life-giving breath of the Spirit, is enabled to be the visible expression
of the person: to be not a mask but a face. Like the Bible, the
Fathers assert that only the unity of soul and body constitutes the
human being. The visible aspect of humanity would not exist if
it were not the invisible made visible. Soul and body must mutu-
ally symbolize each other, according to Maximus the Confessor.
That is why the Saints, even when they are very ugly, are beauti-
ful, with a beauty that springs from their intelligent and loving
hearts. The body is itself called to life and resurrection, therefore
similarly the cosmos, whose energies never cease to pass through
the body. In the 2nd century the Apostolic Fathers laid great em-
phasis on this dignity of the body. For them, Christianity pro-
claims, prepares and anticipates the resurrection of the flesh, as is
proved both by Christ’s bodily resurrection and by his ‘ascension’,
which enabled earthly flesh (Merejkovsky’s ‘holy flesh of earth’) to
penetrate into God himself. Such an idea is at the very opposite
pole from any ontological dualism, either the dualism of a degen-
erate Platonism where the body is the tomb of the soul and only
the soul is akin to the divine world, or that of Manicheism and
Gnosticism which regard bodily existence as the creation of an evil
Demiurge.

As a result early Christianity was fundamentally concerned not
with the immortality of the soul, which was regarded as incontro-
vertible but contrary to nature and only provisional, but with the
resurrection of the body, of the cosmos as a whole, the body of
humanity. The whole of the Church’s life should be a ‘laboratory
for the resurrection’ (Dumitru Staniloae); it ought to vibrate with a
mighty resurrectional upsurge embracing all humanity and the whole
universe.
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It is not in a part of [human] nature that the image is found, but
nature in its totality is the image of God.

GREGORY OF NYsSA On the Creation of Man, (PG 44,185)

Spirits without bodies will never be spiritual men and women. It is
our entire being, that is to say, the soul and flesh combined, which
by receiving the Spirit of God constitutes the spiritual man.

IRENZ£US OF LYONS Against Heresies, V,8,2 (SC 153, p. 96)

Is it the soul, as such, that constitutes the human being? No.
That is only the soul. Is it the body, then, that is called human?
No. That is only the body. Consequently, since these two compo-
nents, separately, do not constitute a human being, it must be the
unity formed by the conjunction of both that alone deserves the
name. It is the whole person, certainly, whom God has called to
life and to resurrection, not merely a part. It is the human being,
whole and entire, who is called, that is to say, the soul, but also
the body. If that is so, how can it be conceded that one should be
saved without the other when together they form an indissoluble
union? Once the possibility of the flesh knowing a new birth has
been admitted, what an unfair discrimination it would be for the
soul to be saved without the body.

JUsTIN Fragment 8 (in H. Lassiat, L’Actualité de la catéchése
apostolique, Sisteron 1979, p. 173)

If indeed the flesh possesses no useful function, why did Christ heal
it> And why, in particular, did he go so far as to raise the dead
to life? What was his purpose? Was it not to show us how the
resurrection was to take place? How, moreover, did he raise the
dead? Was it souls or bodies? Clearly, it was both together. If the
resurrection was to be only spiritual, he would have to have shown,
at his own resurrection, his body lying dead on one side, and his
soul on the other in its risen state. But he did nothing of the sort.
He rose with his body, convinced that the promise of life concerned
it too. Why did he rise in his crucified flesh, if not to demonstrate
the reality of the resurrection of the flesh? Wishing to convince his
disciples who were refusing to admit that he had really risen with his
body. . . he offered himself to be touched by them and showed them
the marks of the nails in his hands. But because they still could not
admit that it was he, in his own body, he asked to eat with them
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... and he ate some honey and fish. Thus he proved to them that
resurrection would come to our actual fleshly bodies. Further-
more, having declared that our dwelling-place will be in the
heavens, he wanted to show that it is not impossible for the
flesh to go to ‘heaven’. Indeed, they saw him ‘taken up into
heaven’ (Mark 16.19) just as he was, that is to say, in the flesh.

JusTIN Fragment 9 (in H. Lassiat, op. cit., p. 156-7)

At the inmost centre of the human being the great spiritual
writers of the undivided Church see ‘the heart’. This ‘heart’, which
incorporates the organ so named without being wholly identified
with it, is the site of a ‘love-knowledge’ in which the whole human
being is at once gathered together and opened up. This ‘Spirit-heart’
is open to the Holy Spirit and receives the light of the godhead to
communicate it to the body . .. For the flesh can become spiritual,
while on the other hand the highest intelligence, if it refuses to
admit mystery, becomes fleshly.

Grace engraves on the heart of the children of light the laws
of the Spirit. They must not therefore draw their confidence
only from the Scriptures written in ink, for God’s grace also
inscribes the laws of the Spirit, the celestial mysteries, on the
tables of the heart. The heart, in fact, directs and rules the
whole body. Once grace possesses the pastures of the heart,
it reigns over all its members and all its thoughts. For therein
is the mind and all the thoughts of the soul and its hope.
Through the heart, grace passes into all the members of the body.

Pseunpo-MaAcarius Fifth Homily, 20 (PG 34,589)

The account of the ‘fall’ in Genesis is given by several Fathers
a very profound interpretation which rules out any ‘jealousy’ on
God’s part, and any idea of a terrifying godhead. The ‘tree of life’
was the tree of contemplation, the possibility of knowing the world
in God. Adam and Eve would not have been able to approach it
except after long preparation; if they had gone there in a state of
childish innocence (a theme dear to St Irenzus), or in an attitude of
egocentric greed, in order to plunder the world instead of reverencing
it and offering it to God, they would have been burnt by the brilliance
of the godhead. They needed to mature, to grow to awareness by
willing detachment and by faith, a loving trust in a personal God.
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Hence the prohibition, which the tempter insinuates to be a general
and absolute ban, imposed by a jealous creator seeking to tyran-
nize over his creatures. Then they wish to ‘take possession of the
things of God without God’. And God keeps them away from
the tree of life to avoid their being deified whilst in a state of
falsehood and ‘self-idolatry’, which would mean an irremediable
hell. Hence we have death, the result of the transgression, but also
its remedy, since it makes humanity aware of its finiteness, and
lays it open to grace. Hence also the ‘tunics of skin’ with which
God, according to Genesis, clothed them after their fall. These are
ambiguous, as death is, inasmuch as they signify a mortal life. For
on the one hand they symbolize a certain opaqueness, that of a
universe delivered up by humanity to death. On the other hand they
represent an adaptation to this state of affairs, a protection that
makes possible history, and that slow progress of revelation about
which St Irenzus speaks. For the fall veiled but in no way destroyed
the image of God in humanity. The symbolic account of the fall
portrays an original condition which we cannot reach with our
present understanding, because the conditions of time and space and
material existence in it were utterly different (we can scarcely begin
to imagine them except in Christ’s transfigured humanity). What we
call evolution is a merciful resumption by divine Wisdom of this fallen
creation which was otherwise doomed to a ‘flood’ of disintegration.
By evolution ‘tunics of skin’ were developed, so that humanity,
stripped of the garment of paradisial light, might at last regain it.

The fall is permanent, as are all the principal acts of spiritual
history. The Logos never ceases conquering death by death, bringing
forth life in all its complexity, from a disintegrating universe. The
cross and the resurrection are inherent in the very stuff of things.
They are at work right up till the moment when the incarnation
and the passion of the Word give rise, in this mortal life of victory
and defeat, to an immortal life where humanity is invited to join
in the final complete victory.

God placed man in paradise — whatever this paradise was - and
gave him freedom, in order that the happiness of the beneficiary
might be as great as that of the benefactor. He bade him watch over
immortal plants, possibly divine thoughts . . . He gave him a law to
exercise his freedom. This law was a commandment: he might pick
the fruit of some trees, and one that he might not touch. This tree
was the tree of knowledge. God had not planted it originally for the
undoing of man and it was not out of jealousy that God forbade
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him to go near it — let not the enemies of God intervene here; let
them not imitate the serpent — no, it was of his goodness, if this
prohibition be understood rightly. For that tree was, to my mind,
the tree of contemplation, which only those could enterinto without
harm whose spiritual preparation had reached sufficient perfection.
On the other hand, that tree could only be a source of misfortune
for souls as yet too coarse, endowed with too bestial an appetite,
just as solid food is harmful to babies who still need milk. When
through the devil’s hatred . . . the first man had succumbed - alas!
for my weakness, for that weakness of my distant ancestor is mine
... he was cut off from the tree of life, from paradise and from
God himself. He clothed himself in tunics of skin. This can signify
a flesh more dense, mortal and perverse. And for the first time he
recognized his own loss of dignity and tried to hide from God. But
he also gained us death ... so that evil should not be immortal.
The penalty became in this way love for humanity. That, I think,
is the divine way of punishing.

GREGORY NAZIANZEN Oration 45, For Easter, 8 (PG 36,850)

Having become God by deification, human beings would have been
able to contemplate, with God himself, the works of God. They
would have received knowledge of them in God.

Maximus THE CONFESSOR Questions to Thalassius, Prologue
(PG 90,257)

Now human beings sought to take hold of the things of God without
God, before God, and not after his will.

MaxiMus THE CONFESSOR Ambigua (PG 91,1156)

Death is nothing else but separation from God ... and as a
necessary consequence, death of the body.

Maximus THE CONFESSOR Centuries on Charity 11,93 (PG 90,425)

Thus God cannot be held responsible for evil, for he is the
author of what is, and not of what is not. It is he who made
sight, not blindness ... And that without subjecting us to his
good pleasure by any violent constraint. He did not draw us
towards what is good against our will, as if we were an inanimate
object. If when the light shines very brightly . .. someone chooses
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to hide his eyes by lowering his eyelids, the sun is not responsible
for the fact that he cannot see it.

GREGORY OF NYssA Catechetical Oration 7 (PG 45,32)

For his own part God could have given human beings the fullness
right from the beginning, but they were incapable of receiving it
because they were only little children.

IRENZUS OF LYONSs Against Heresies, IV,38,1 (SC 100 bis, p. 946)

It is precisely in this that God differs from humanity: God cre-
ates; humanity is created. He who creates is always the same,
while they who are created must acknowledge a beginning, an
intermediate state and a maturity ... They receive knowledge
and progress towards God. For in so far as God is always the
same, to that extent human beings found in God will always be
making progress towards God.

IRENEUS OF LYONS Against Heresies, IV,11,2 (SC 100 bis, p. 500)

How could you be God when you have not yet become human?
How could you be complete when you have only just been
created?

IRENEUS OF LYONS Against Heresies, IV,39,2 (SC 100 bis, p. 964)

That is why God drove them out of paradise and carried them off
far away from the tree of life. It was not because he refused them
this tree of life out of jealousy, as some have had the audacity to
maintain. No, it was because he acted out of compassion in order
that human beings might not remain transgressors for ever, that
the sin with which they found themselves burdened might not be
immortal, that the evil should not be without end and therefore
without remedy. God therefore halted them in their transgression
by interposing death ... by setting them a term through the
dissolution of the flesh which would take place in the earth, in
order that human beings, by ‘dying to sin’ (Romans 6.2), should
begin one day to ‘live to God’.

IREN£US OF LYONS Against Heresies, 111,23,6 (SC 211, pp. 460-2)

The resurrection therefore, through Christ, opens for humanity
the way of love that is stronger than death. The image of God is
restored, death becomes passover, adopted humanity receives the
‘light of the Father’. The glory of the godhead comes to it through
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the infinitely human presence of Christ. The fire by becoming in-
carnate acts as milk for humanity still a child. God’s abasement
allows of humanity’s elevation.

Reproved first in many ways . . . corrected by the word, the Law,
the prophets, by benefits, by threats, by chastisements, by water
and fire, by victory, by defeats, signs coming from heaven, signs
coming in the air, in men and nations, by unexpected upheavals,
all of them aimed at breaking the power of evil, humanity needed a
more effective remedy in the end to heal ills that were only growing
worse . . . The last of these evils, which is also the first, is idolatry
which transfers to creatures the worship due to the Creator alone.
These misfortunes required more powerful aid if they were to be
tackled effectively. That aid was not lacking. It was the Word of
God himself, beyond time, beyond sight, beyond comprehension,
incorporeal, principle born of principle, light sprung from light,
fountain of life and immortality, faithful impression of the Pattern,
invariable seal, representation of the Father in every way like him;
humanity’s purpose and raison d’étre: the Word takes on the image
of himself, he clothes himself in flesh to save our flesh, he is imbued
with reasoning intellect on behalf of my intellect, purifying and
correcting what is like himself . . . As God he committed himself
to humanity, one single selfsame being sprung from two opposing
principles, flesh and spirit, the one divine, the other accorded the
grace of divinity. What a strange conjunction! What a paradoxical
union! He who is, enters the contingent. The Uncreated One, the
Unbounded, is introduced into the world . . . he occupies the middle
ground between the subtlety of God and the density of the flesh. His
richness wears the face of my poverty . . . that I may be enriched by
his divinity ... What is this mystery concerning my condition? I
received the image of God and did not know how to keep it. God
put on my flesh to save this image and to make the flesh immortal.
He offers us a new covenant much more wonderful than the first.

GREGORY NAzIANZEN Oration 45, For Easter, 9 (PG 36,851-2)

In the last times, when our Lord summed up all things in himself,
he came to us, not as he could have come, but as we were
capable of seeing him. He could, in fact, have come to us in his
inexpressible glory, but we were not yet able to bear it. Accord-
ingly, as to children, the perfect Bread of the Father gave himself
to us under the form of milk — his coming as man - in order
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that we should be fed so to speak at the breast by his incarnation
and by this diet of milk be accustomed to eat and drink the Word
of God. In this way we might be enabled to keep within us the
Bread of Immortality which is the Spirit of the Father.

IREN&ZUS OF LYONS Against Heresies, IV,38,1 (SC 100 bis,

Pp- 946-8)

It was in this way that the Father’s light broke upon the flesh of
our Lord. Then radiating from his flesh it came into us, and thus
human beings had access to incorruptibility, enveloped as they
were by the light of the Father.

IRENZ£US OF LYONS Against Heresies, IV,20,2 (SC 100 bis, p. 630)

The Son of God was made man so that man might become son of
God.

IREN&£US OF LYONS Against Heresies, 1Il,10,2 (SC 211, p. 118); 16,3
(p- 298); 19,1 (p. 374); V,pref. (SC153, p. 14)

The Word was made flesh . . . to destroy death and give life.

IRENZUS OF LYONS Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching, 37
(PO 12,687)

In Christ, indeed, human nature is henceforward capable of
receiving the Holy Spirit, the power of resurrection.

The Spirit also came down on the Son of God made Son of Man,
and became accustomed to dwelling together with him in the human
race and to taking his rest among humankind.

IREN.EUS OF LYONSs Against Herestes, 11I,17,1 (SC 211, p. 330)

The Spirit abides in the Son from all eternity. He constitutes the
Messianic unction of the Son come in the flesh. In the same way he
alights on his Body the Church. The Spirit thus anoints all who seek
consciously to live in Christ and thereby become other ‘Christs’, at
once saved and saviours, to be set apart to work for the salvation of
the world.

The countless lamps which are burning were all lit at the same fire,
that is to say they were all lighted and are all shining through
the action of one and the same substance. Thus Christians shine
brilliantly through the action of the divine fire, the Son of God.
Their lamps that have been lit are in the depth of their heart
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and they shine in his presence during the time they spend on
earth, just as he himself shines brilliantly. Does not the Spirit
say, ‘God, your God, has anointed you with the oil of gladness’?
(Psalm 45.7). He was called Anointed (Christos) in order that we
might receive the unction of the same oil with which he was
anointed, and might thereby become ‘christs’ also, being of the
same nature as he and forming a single body with him. It is
written likewise: ‘He who sanctifies and those who are sanctified
have all one origin’ (Hebrews 2.11).

Pseunpo-MacaRrius Great Letter (PG 34,772)

By the Holy Spirit combining with our freedom we are able to

move from the ‘image’ to the ‘likeness’.

All of us who are human beings are in the image of God. But to
be in his likeness belongs only to those who by great love have
attached their freedom to God.

Di1ADOCHUSs OF PHOTIKE Gnostic Chapters, 4 (SC 5 bis, p. 86)

By the baptism of regeneration grace confers two benefits on
us, one of which infinitely surpasses the other. It gives the first
immediately, for in the water itself it renews us and causes the
image of God to shine in us ... As for the other, it awaits our
collaboration to produce it: it is the likeness of God. When our spirit
begins to experience the deep sensation of savouring the goodness
of the Holy Spirit, then we should know that grace is beginning to
overpaint the image with the likeness. Painters begin by sketching
the outline of a portrait in a single colour, then they gradually
add the lustre of one colour to the other until they copy their model,
right down to the very hairs of its head. In just such a way, the
grace of God in baptism begins by making the image once again
what it was when man first came into existence. Then when grace
sees us aspiring with our whole will to the beauty of the likeness,
and standing naked and at peace in his studio, then he adds the
lustre of one virtue after another, and, by raising the soul’s beauty
from splendour to splendour, makes it an unmistakable likeness.
Our spiritual sensitivity shows us that we are in the process of being
formed to the likeness. But we shall know its perfection only by
illumination . . . Indeed no one can attain to spiritual love unless
he is brought to certainty by the light of the Holy Spirit ... And
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only the enlightenment of love, when it is added, shows that the
image has completely attained the beauty of the likeness.

DIADOCHUS OF PHOTIKE Gnostic Chapters, 89 (SC s bis, p. 149)

And this ‘likeness’ has meaning only in the dynamism of the
universal resurrection, in the immense river of life flowing from the
communion of those who are at once saved and saviours, a com-
munion that is openly offered and attractive to all. It is a longing of
all Christians (and, no doubt, more or less consciously, of all human
beings of good will) for the ultimate, for the moment when God will
manifest himself — and be manifested by us - ‘all in everyone’ and ‘all
in all’. The ‘likeness’ is eschatological: it anticipates the fulfilment of
history and of the cosmos and is to be understood in that light.

Human nature received the dignity of the image right from the
beginning; but the likeness is reserved for the fulfilment ... St
John the Apostle shows this truth still more clearly and in a more
striking way when he says, ‘Beloved, we are God’s children now;
it does not yet appear what we shall be, but we know that when
he appears’ (he is speaking without doubt of the Saviour) ‘we
shall be like him’ (1 John 3.2).

And in the Gospel the Lord refers to this likeness as a blessing
to come, and more precisely, as a blessing which his intercession will
obtain for us when he asks his Father specifically on his disciples’
behalf, ‘Father, I desire that they also ... may be with me where
I am’ (John 17.24). ‘As thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee,
that they also may be in us’ (John 17.21). In these words one can
see how this likeness advances in some way until it reaches unity,
opening before our eyes the prospect of the fulfilment or end of all
things, when God will be all in all.

ORIGEN On the Principles, l11,6,1 (GCS §,280-1)
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Ecclesia: A Place for Rebirth

1. Bride and Mother

The Ecclesia, the Church, is not primarily or fundamentally the
concern of sociology. The institution is merely the visible aspect of
the ‘mystery’. Above all, the Church is the power of resurrection, the
sacrament of the Risen One who imparts his resurrection to us; the
new Eve, born from Christ’s open side as Eve was born from Adam’s
rib. From Christ’s pierced side indeed there flowed water and blood
(John 19.34), the water of baptism and the blood of the Eucharist.

Christ has flooded the universe with divine and sanctifying waves.
For the thirsty he sends a spring of living water from the wound
which the spear opened in his side.

From the wound in Christ’s side has come forth the Church,
and he has made her his Bride.

ORIGEN Commentary on Psalm, 77,31 (PG 17,141), Commentary
on Proverbs, 31,16 (PG 17,252)

In its deepest understanding the Church is nothing other than
the world in the course of transfiguration, the world that in Christ
reflects the light of paradise. The paradise of his presence is in
truth Christ himself, who could say to the thief full of faith who
was crucified beside him, ‘Today you will be with me in paradise’
(Luke 23.43). The world-in-Christ, the new heaven and the new
earth, means the heaven and the earth renewed, brought to us
in the Church’s sacraments and in the Scriptures which are also
a sacrament. The different sacraments (or ‘mysteries’) are in any
case only aspects of the sacramental character of the Church as a
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whole, whose heart and brightest light is the ‘mystery of mysteries’,
the Eucharist.

Weneed to take refuge with the Church, to drink milk at her breast,
to be fed with the Scriptures of the Lord. For the Church has been
planted in the world as a paradise.

IRENAUS OF LYONS Against Heresies, V,20,2 (SC 153 p 258)

In the Spirit the Church is the mystery of the Risen One, his
sacramental presence. It might be called the Pneumatosphere, in
which the preaching of the Apostles, the Good News, is always alive
and present, continuing the ‘witness of the prophets, the apostles
and all the disciples’. Faithful and creative Tradition therefore is
the life of the Holy Spirit in the Body of Christ; not passing things
down, but ‘newness of the Spirit’, the newness that is constantly
being renewed in persons. The Spirit abounds most plentifully in
the sacramental body of Christ, but wherever the Spirit is at work
in history and in the universe, the Church is secretly present. There
is not a blade of grass that does not grow within the Church, not
a constellation that does not gravitate towards her, every quest for
truth, for justice, for beauty is made within her (even if the prophets
and great creative spirits have sometimes been persecuted by the
ecclesiastical institution), every scrap of meditation, of wisdom, of
celebration is gathered in by her (even though Christianity has at
certain times formed itself into a religious association that ignored
or fought against other people).

The Church’s preaching is the same everywhere and remains true
to itself, supported by the witness of the prophets, the apostles
and all the disciples, from the beginning, through the middle, to the
end, in a word, throughout the history of God’s constant activity
of saving humanity and making himself present to us in faith. This
faith never ceases. We receive it from the Church and guard it under
the action of the Spirit like a precious liquid that rejuvenates itself
and the vessel containing it. The Church has been entrusted with
this gift of God, just as God gave his breath to the flesh that he
fashioned in order that all the members might receive its life. And
this gift conveys the fullness of union with Christ, that is, the Holy
Spirit, pledge of incorruptibility, confirmation of our faith, ladder of
our ascent to God . . . For where the Church is, there the Spirit of
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God is also; and where the Spirit of God is, there the Church is,
and all grace. And the Spirit is truth.

IRENZEUS OF LYONS Against Heresies, I11,24,15 (SC 211, p. 470-1)

The Bride of Christ, the Church, in its human, all too human
aspect, can be unfaithful to him. But he never ceases to give himself
to her who is his body. He makes her mother of living truth for us,
a place of rebirth.

2. Scripture, the First Sacrament

Already in Scripture there is an aspect of incarnation. Scripture
embodies the Word, and the incarnation of the Word completes
the transformation into Eucharist of the hearing or reading of the
Word.

For true Christian thought is Eucharistic. The Eucharist of the
mind — God must be loved with all one’s mind — prepares us for the
nuptial encounter of the sacrament. And the sacrament in its turn
enlightens the mind.

We are said to drink the blood of Christ not only when we
receive it according to the rite of the mysteries, but also when
we receive his words, in which life dwells, as he said himself: “The
words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life’ (John 6.63).

ORIGEN Homilies on Numbers, 16,9 (PG 12,701)

In truth, before Jesus, Scripture was like water, but since Jesus it
has become for us the wine into which Jesus changed the water.

ORIGEN Commentary on St John’s Gospel, 13,60 (GCS 4,294-5)

In this way Scripture forms the body of the Word. The ultimate
meaning of the Old Testament is revealed in Christ by symbol and
‘typology’ that discern in the persons and events of the Bible ‘types’, in
the sense of figures of the incarnate Word and his work of salvation.
The context of Christian symbolism is the incarnation, the union of
the divine and the human in the person of the Word. Now the whole
of the Bible is one moment of the incarnation.
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This is how you are to understand the Scriptures — as the one perfect
body of the Word.

ORIGEN Fragment of a Homily on Jeremiab (PG 17,289)

In the two angels [who appeared in Christ’s tomb] we can recognize
the two Testaments . . . They have come together where the Lord’s
body is, because, by announcing in convergent fashion that the
Lord took flesh, died, and rose again, the two Testaments are as
it were seated, the Old at his head and the New at his feet. That is
why the two cherubim who protect the mercy seat face each other
. .. Cherub indeed means fullness of knowledge. And what do the
two cherubim signify but the two Testaments? And what does the
mercy seat represent but the incarnate Lord, of whom John says
that he was made the propitiation for our sins? When the Old
Testament foretells what the New Testament declares accomplished
in the Lord, they face each other like the two cherubim, their
gaze fixed on the mercy seat, because they are looking at the
Lord between them and they ... are recounting in harmony the
mystery of his loving purpose.

GREGORY THE GREAT Homilies on the Gospels, 2,53,3 (PL 76,1191)

There are circles of initiation into the Word, and the narrower

they become, the more intensely is its presence felt. The Bible is an
‘evangelical preparation’ and is concentrated in the Gospels. They
in their turn find their completion in the Gospel of full initiation,
that of St John. To enter into the Johannine message is to identify
oneself with the Beloved Disciple. In it is made known the invocation
of the Name, to the rhythm of the very beating of Christ’s heart,

John’s head resting on his breast.

Jesus crucified, Mary and John on either side of the cross: that is

actually the first Church (not yet Peter’s but already John’s) and Jesus
commits to it his Spirit (Luke 23.46) and the sacraments (John 19.34).

No one has dared to give so pure a revelation of the divinity [of
the Lord] as John. We must make bold to say the Gospels are the
fulfilment of the whole Bible and John’s Gospel is the fulfilment of
the Gospels. No one can grasp their meaning unless he has rested
on Christ’s breast, unless he has received Mary from Jesus so that
she has become his mother too.

ORIGEN Commentary on the Gospel of John, 1,6 (GCS 4,8-9)
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The divine meaning of the Scriptures has to be gleaned from the
letter of it and beyond the letter, through contemplation guided by
the Spirit. In the Fathers we do not find any fundamentalism, but
Scripture opened by the Spirit to its very heart, namely the mystery
of the Trinity, the source of love, and Christ’s victory over death
and hell, the triumph of love.

If youtry to reduce the divine meaning to the purely external signifi-
cation of the words, the Word will have no reason to come down
to you. It will return to its secret dwelling, which is contemplation
that is worthy of it. For it has wings, this divine meaning, given to
it by the Holy Spirit who is its guide . . . But to be unwilling ever
to rise above the letter, never to give up feeding on the literal sense,
is the mark of a life of falsehood.

ORIGEN Commentary on Proverbs, 23 (PG 17,221-4)

Origen, whose brilliant thought fertilized all Christian spiritu-
ality, especially, but not only, in the East, compares Scripture to an
almond. He himself is an inspired interpreter of Scripture, and if his
thought has had to be corrected on other points, it remains fully and
directly nourishing in this field.

The bitter rind is the letter that kills and that has to be
rejected.

The protecting shell is the ethical teaching, that, as a necessary
part of the process of going into greater depth, requires a course of
careful purification.

Then the spiritual kernel is reached, which is all that matters,
which feeds the soul on the mysteries of divine wisdom.

The first aspect [of Scripture], that of the letter, is bitter enough. It
prescribes circumcision of the flesh, regulates sacrifices and all that
is meant by the ‘letter that kills’. Reject all that as the bitter rind
of the almond. In the second stage you will reach the defences of
the shell, the moral teaching, the obligation of self-control. These
things are needed to protect what is kept inside. But they have
to be broken, and assuredly there will be found enclosed and
hidden beneath these wrappings the mysteries of God’s wisdom
and knowledge that restore and nourish the souls of the saints.
This threefold mystery is to be seen throughout all Scripture.

ORIGEN Homilies on Numbers, 9,7 (GCS 7,63-4)
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Thus, from Origen to Cassian and Gregory the Great, the doc-
trine of the four meanings of Scripture was to be worked out more
exactly. Four meanings, because the moral meaning is doubled, even
as early as Origen, and made to apply not only to the ascetic
teaching of the Bible but also to the life of the Word of God in
the soul. Accordingly, as Henri de Lubac has admirably shown in his
Exégése médiévale: les quatre sens de I’Ecriture (3 vols, Paris 19 59), it
would be possible to distinguish the historical or literal meaning, the
allegorical or typological meaning, the tropological or moral meaning
and the anagogical or mystical meaning. This contemplative reading
of the Bible would foster in the West over a long period a ‘spiritual
theology’ which would counter scholasticism.

It happens that while listening to the Word the heart is touched
by a particular saying and set on fire. Then one must stop and let
the fire spread quietly.

When a saying of the Lord’s kindles the imagination of a hearer
of the Word and makes him enamoured of the Wisdom that
bursts into flames at the sight of any beauty, then ‘the fire of
the Lord is come down upon him’,

ORIGEN Commentary on Psalm 104, 19 (Pitra, Analecta sacra
3,207)

Certainly one must ‘knock and seek’ to understand Scripture,
to make out its historical context, and translate it from an archaic
mentality into our own. That justifies the whole scientific apparatus
of hermeneutics and exegesis. But science cannot give a meaning.
If it tries to do that, it conveys a ‘contraband type of philosophy’.
The meaning is revealed only to prayer, and certainly to prayer with
tears.

For your part then apply all your zeal to the reading of
Scripture, with faith and the good will that are pleasing to God. It
is not enough for you to knock and seek. What is needed above all
in order to obtain the understanding of divine matters is prayer.

ORIGEN Letter to Gregory Thaumaturgus, 3 (PG 11,92)

To penetrate to the very heart and marrow of the heavenly
words, and to contemplate their hidden and deep mysteries with
the heart’s gaze purified, can be acquired neither through human
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science nor through profane culture, but only by purity of soul,
through the illumination of the Holy Spirit.

JoHN CassiaN Conferences, XIV,9 (SC 54, p. 195)

If you wish to attain to true knowledge of the Scriptures, hasten
to acquire first an unshakeable humility of heart. That alone will
lead you, not to the knowledge that puffs up, but to that which
enlightens, by the perfecting of love.

JoHN CassIAN Conferences, XIV,10 (SC 54, p. 194)

Never approach the words of the mysteries that are in the Scriptures
without praying and asking for God’s help. Say, ’Lord, grant me to
feel the power that is in them’. Reckon prayer to be the key that
opens the true meaning of the Scriptures.

Isaac oF NINEVEH Ascetic Treatises, 73 (Spanos, p. 288)

Scripture is an ocean that will never finish being explored. The
encounter with the Word is always new. You know you are going
the right way when your reading brings peace to your soul and fills it
with sweetness. Sometimes you must leave a difficulty aside, and pray.
The meaning will come through your being rooted in the Tradition,
through being open to that river of life which is the communion of
saints. Indeed, even if you are alone, all reading of Scripture is done
with the Church; there is always a liturgical and eucharistic flavour
to it. The Eucharist, where the encounter takes place, sheds light on
it. The betrothal of Scripture achieves its full meaning and marriage
in the Eucharist, where the Word is heard in the silence of love.

The soul marvels at the novelties it meets on the ocean of the
mysteries of Scripture.

Even if the understanding that swims on the surface of the
waters — the ocean of the Scriptures - is able to dive into the
full depth of the meanings hidden in them, ... study, provided
it so desires, suffices for it to become firmly attached to the
unique thought of the mystery.

Isaac OF NINEVEH Ascetic Treatises, 1 (p. 4)

When you approach Scripture, examine the intention of each word,
in order to measure and understand with great discernment
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the depth and holiness of meaning that it holds. Those who through-
out their life have been led towards enlightenment by grace feel all
the time a kind of spiritual ray shining through the verses, and in the
spirit they identify the words and their deep meaning . . .

When a person reads the verses with a spirit of penetration, the
heart also is refined and satisfied. With a wonderful understanding
the divine power gives the soul a taste of abundant sweetness . . .

Isaac OF NINEVEH Ascetic Treatises, 1 (p. §)

Reading one and the same word of Scripture, one person is nour-
ished by history only, another looks for the typical [from typos,
the ‘figure’ of Christ] meaning, another by means of this same
meaning reaches towards the contemplative meaning. Most often,
these three dimensions are found there at the same time ... In
this way the words of God advance at the pace of the reader.

GREGORY THE GREAT Homilies on Ezekiel, 1,7,8 (PL 76,843)

But for a Christian, Scripture is not a matter for esoteric study.
It is a Word of life for everyone; its concrete, direct language can
touch the simplest souls, sometimes the simplest especially. And the
mystery of it all will always be beyond the most erudite.

There is a diversity of approaches to suit all conditions. Equally
there are different stages on one and the same route. That is why
we need to know how to carry along with us, without trying too
hurriedly to explain them, the words that so far remain closed to us.
Life, the partial deaths that life brings, the better reception of grace,
all these may one day make us capable of understanding them.

Sacred Scripture ... tests the strong with its more obscure say-
ings and gives satisfaction to the simple by its concrete lan-
guage, ... it is intelligible to readers who have little culture,
and educated people continually find new meanings in it. How-
ever, it also transcends all knowledge and all teaching by the
very way in which it expresses itself. For it unveils the mys-
tery in one and the same language throughout all its writings.
GREGORY THE GREAT Commentary on the Book of Job, 20,1

(PL 76,135)

Those who are truly humble and really instructed are able,
when they approach the heavenly secrets, both to understand
certain of them that they have studied and to venerate others
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that they have not understood in order to protect what they have
not yet understood.

GREGORY THE GREAT Commentary on the Book of Job, 20,8,19
(PL 76,148)

3. Baptism: Entry into New Life

To be baptized is to die and rise again with Christ, in him. To die
to the death that is so deeply entwined with our life. To cry out de
profundis and to meet even in hell the crucified God who does not
judge but welcomes us and who, in return for the least good will on
our part (which is why faith is indispensable to baptism, or to its
taking actual effect) raises us to life with himself.

Sanctify this water, that those who are baptized in it may be
crucified with Christ, die with him, be buried with him, and rise
again through adoption.

Apostolic Constitutions, 7,43 (F.X. Funk, I, p. 450)

Baptism is total immersion in the choking water of death, from
which we emerge in the joy of breathing once again, of ‘breathing
the Spirit’. For the water, changed from lethal into life-giving, em-
bodies the resurrectional power of the Spirit, of which it is a natural
symbol.

Paul, the imitator of Christ, says, ‘Be conformed to his death in
order to attain to the resurrection of the dead’ (cf. Romans 6.5).
How then do we enter into the likeness of his death? By being
buried with him in baptism. There is only one death and only one
resurrection, of which baptism is the figure. That is why the Lord
established the covenant of baptism, which contains the figure of
death and life, the water being the likeness of death and the Spirit
imparting life. The great mystery of baptism is performed with three
immersions and as many invocations, so that the figure of death may
be reproduced and that those who are baptized may be enlightened
by the transmission of the knowledge of God.

BasiL oF C&SAREA On the Holy Spirit, 15 (PG 32,128-9)

You were asked, ‘Do you believe in God the Father almighty?’
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You answered, ‘I believe’, and you were immersed in the water,
that is, buried. A second time you were asked, ‘Do you believe in
our Lord Jesus Christ and in his cross?” You answered, ‘I believe’,
and you were immersed in the water and thereby you were buried
with Christ. A third time you were asked, ‘Do you believe in the
Holy Spirit?’ and you were immersed a third time, in order that the
threefold confession might destroy your repeated falls in the past.

AMBROSE OF MILAN On the Sacraments, 111,7,20 (SC 25, p. 68)

The water closes over the neophyte like a tomb. For the tomb
to become a womb the Holy Spirit must supernaturally intervene.
The Spirit given ‘from above’ brings the human being to a new birth,
clothing with incipient but real light the whole being, the heart, the
mind, the desires, all the faculties, the very senses. Here the words
of Jesus to Nicodemus at the beginning of St John’s Gospel should
be remembered: ‘Truly, truly, [ say to you, unless one is born anew,
he cannot enter the kingdom of God ... You must be born from
above [or ‘anew’]. The wind blows where it wills, and you hear the
sound of it, but you do not know whence it comes or whither it
goes; so it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit’ (John 3.5
& 8). The Spirit, then, shapes the person who has been renewed
in water, which has become maternal, just as he brooded over the
original waters, but this time his work is re-creation. In the water
the hard growths of the soul, the callouses of the heart, are disolved.
The person becomes once again tractable and receives a form of light,
which is symbolized by the white garment put on after he or she
emerges, the symbol of the glorified body.

The threefold immersion signifies on the one hand the ‘three
days’ spent by Christ in the tomb, a tomb that was transformed,
according to the Easter liturgy, into a ‘bridal chamber’. For baptism
recalls and re-enacts Good Friday and Holy Saturday and their
culmination in Easter Day (which is why in the ancient Church it
was conferred on the catechumens during the Easter Vigil, after the
long preparation of Lent). The lethal water becomes a womb by its
identification with the empty tomb.

On the other hand the threefold immersion signifies the three
Persons of the Trinity in whose name baptism is administered: ‘Make
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit’ (Matthew 28.19). The ‘name’
signifies the presence. Baptism, which is conferred in Christ and
enables us to receive the Spirit, leads us into the Father’s house. It
confers on us a Trinitarian mode of existence.
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Baptism has a twofold purpose: to destroy the body of sin so that
it can no longer produce fruit for death; and to live in the Spirit
bearing fruits of holiness. The water appears as the image of death
because it receives the body as if into a tomb; the Spirit infuses
life-giving strength and renews our life, which is in a mortal state
of sin, to the state of original life. This is being born again from
above, of water and the Spirit. In the water we die, but the Spirit
produces life in us. By three immersions and with three invocations
the great mystery of baptism is accomplished, so that death is
symbolically undergone, and the baptized are enlightened by the
communication of the knowledge of God.

BasiL OF C&SAREA On the Holy Spirit, 15 (PG 129-32)

The priest has to ask God to send the grace of the Holy Spirit
on the water to make it. the womb of a sacramental birth. For
Christ said to Nicodemus, ‘Unless one is born of water and the
Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God’ (John 3.5). Just as
in human birth the mother’s womb receives a seed, but the hand
of God fashions it, so in baptism the water becomes a womb for
the one who is being born but the grace of the Spirit fashions
the baptized in a second birth.

THEODORE OF MOPSUESTIA Catechetical Homilies, 14,9
(Tonneau-Devreesse p. 421)

Then you were led to the holy pool of baptism, just as Christ
was taken down from the cross and laid in the tomb that had
been prepared beforehand. Each one of you was questioned in the
name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. You professed
the saving faith and three times you were immersed in the water
and three times emerged. This symbolized Christ’s burial for three
days. By this action you died and were born. The saving water was
your tomb and at the same time a womb.

CYRIL OF JERUSALEM Mystagogical Catecheses, 11,4 (SC 126,
pp. 110 & 112)

Chrismation, a later sacrament in the history of the Church,
completes baptism (with which it forms a single rite in the Eastern
Churches) by emphasizing its character of baptism in the Spirit.
Incorporated into Christ by baptism, the candidate now receives the
strength of the Spirit, the strength to ‘realize’ in a unique personal
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way the new being that has been received. But these two sacraments
must not be separated unduly. For the humanity of Christ is suffused
with the energies of the Holy Spirit.

Christ was anointed with the oil of gladness, that is, with the
Holy Spirit. The Spirit is so called because he is the source of
joy. You also, you have received the sacramental anointing [the
myron, sacrament of chrismation which in the West became the
sacrament of confirmation]. You have in this way become com-
panions and partakers of Christ.

CYRIL OF JERUSALEM Mystagogical Catecheses, 11,2 (SC 126, p. 124)

Thus life in the spirit means gradually becoming aware of ‘bap-
tismal grace’, and this awareness transforms the whole person. The
baptismal sequence of death and resurrection is repeated throughout
our pilgrimage, enlightening its ‘initiatory’ moments. When every-
thing seems lost, baptismal grace, if we pay heed to it, can convert a
situation of death into one of resurrection, an apparent deadlock into
a necessary breakthrough. We have to learn - and this is the whole
meaning of ascesis — to get round obstacles, to tear away dead skin, to
let the very life of Christ arise in us by the power of his resurrection.
Each present moment has to become baptismal: a moment of anguish
and death if I seek to cling to it and so experience its non-existence,
but a moment of resurrection if I accept it humbly as ‘present’ in
both senses of the word, almost like the gift of manna - but here
we pass from the mystery of baptism to that of the Eucharist. We
come finally to the moment of agony when we are overwhelmed by
the waters of death. Through our baptism, according to the measure
of our faith, they will be transformed into the womb of eternity.

The monk is one who of his own choice descends to death, who
explores it during this life (in the desert, in the tombs — but where
are the real deserts today?). The monk wears himself out sharing
Adam’s mourning and exile. His aim is to abandon himself without
further delay to Christ who has conquered death: to see clearly in
hell the dawn of baptism, and already here below to become aware
of his own resurrection in the Risen One. The early Church named
everyone who was truly spiritual (that is, filled with the Spirit) a
‘risen one’.

‘Baptism in the Spirit’ is nothing other than this becoming
aware of baptismal grace, when the water of tears is identified
with the water of baptism and transforms the ‘heart of stone’ into
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a ‘heart of flesh’ on which the Spirit freely writes, whenever he
chooses, the demands of love.

All the baptized are called, in one way or another, to take this
monastic journey, in order to understand that their death is behind
them;they have no more to fear from the death of the body. Were not
Christians during the first centuries called ‘those who have no fear of
death’? Being now set free from anguish, we are able to love.

4. The Eucharist, Power to make Divine.

We pray in common, for ourselves and for everyone ... to attain
to the knowledge of truth and grace.. . . to keep the commandments
... When the prayers are over we give one another the kiss of peace.
Next, bread and a cup of wine mixed with water are brought to the
president of the assembly of the brethren. He takes them, praises
and glorifies the Father of the universe in the name of the Son
and the Holy Spirit, then he utters a long eucharistic prayer as
a thanksgiving for having been judged worthy of these blessings.
When he has finished the intercessions and the eucharistic prayer
all the people present exclaim Amen. Amen is the Hebrew word
meaning ‘So be it’. When the president has finished the thanksgiving
and all the people have responded, the ministers whom we call
deacons distribute the consecrated bread and wine to all who are
present and they take some to those who are absent.

JusTIN Apology, 1,65 (PG 6,83)

‘I am the living bread which came down from heaven; if anyone
eats this bread, he will live for ever; and the bread which I shall give
for the life of the world is my flesh ... Truly, truly, I say to you,
unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you
have no life in you’ (John 6.51-54).

The Fathers never ceased repeating these stupendous assertions
of Jesus — Jesus is the ‘bread of heaven’, the ‘bread of life’ — the
Risen One gives himself fully to us in the Eucharist which is thus
resurrection food. Jesus is bread because his body is composed of
the whole life of the cosmos kneaded together by human labour. He
is also ‘living bread’, life-giving bread, because in him the divine life
permeates the earth and the human race. The Eucharist is therefore
a real power of resurrection, the ‘leaven of immortality’ as Ignatius
of Antioch says. Certainly, it needs to be received in faith, and there
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needs to be an encounter within which the transmission of divine
energy may take place, but its power is ‘objective’, and independent
of our attitude to it. Our attitude can only encourage (or restrict) the
spread of the eucharistic fire through our soul and body.

The bread of heaven in Christ Jesus.
HirroLyTUs OF ROME Apostolic Tradition (SC 11, p. 54)

He is the bread of life. Whoever eats life cannot die ... Go to
him and take your fill, for he is the bread of life. Go to him
and drink, for he is the spring. Go to him and be enlightened,
for he is the light. Go to him and become free, for where the
Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom . . . ‘I am the bread of life.
Whoever comes to me shall not hunger, and whoever believes in
me shall never thirst’ (John 6.35).

AMBROSE OF MILAN Commentary on Psalm 118, 18-28 (PL 15,
1203)

The sacramental realism of the Fathers is total. The bread is
transformed absolutely into the body of Christ, the wine into his
blood. The ‘change’ is complete and unquestioned.

Christ himself declared, speaking of the bread, ‘This is my body’.
Who will dare then to hesitate in future? And when he himself
asserts categorically that “This is my blood’, who will doubt it and
say it is not his blood?

CYRIL OF JERUSALEM Mystagogical Catecheses, IV,1 (SC 126,
p- 134)

The eucharistic body is that of the historical Jesus as well as
that of the risen Christ. It is the body of the Child in the crib,
the body that endured the suffering on the cross — for the bread is
‘broken’, the blood ‘poured out’ —the body that is risen and glorified.
The term ‘body’ covers the whole human nature. For God’s human
nature since the resurrection and the ascension encompasses the
world and secretly transfigures it. However, Jesus’s historical body,
while allowing itself in the foolishness of love to be contained in
a point of space and a brief moment of time, in reality already
contained space and time in itself. For it was not the body of a fallen
individual, crushing human nature in order to take possession of it. It
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was the body of a divine Person assuming that nature, with the whole
universe, in order to offer them up. Incarnate, the Logos remained the
subject of the logoi, the spiritual essences, of all created beings.

At the same time God-made-man had to accept into himself
all our finiteness, our whole condition of separation and death, in
order to fill it all with his light.

It is this deified humanity, this deified creation, this transfigured
bread and wine, this body bathed in glory yet bearing for ever the
wounds of the Passion, that the Eucharist communicates to us.

The Magi adored this body lying in the manger . . . It is not now
lying in a crib that I see thee but upon the altar.

You should believe that today also it is the same meal over
which Jesus presides. There is no difference between this [the
Eucharist] and that.

This is that same body that was covered in blood, pierced by
the spear, pouring forth the saving streams of blood and water, for
the whole world.

Christ soared up from the depths of the abyss in dazzling light
and leaving his rays there he went up to his throne in heaven. It is
that body that he gives us to hold and to eat now.

JoHN CHRYSOSTOM Homily on First Corinthians, 24,5 (PG 61,204),
Homily on Matthew, 50,3 (PG 58,507), Homily on I Corinthians,
24,4 (PG 61)103'4)

Gregory of Nyssa, summarizing his teaching on this subject,
recalls that the body of the Word was nourished with bread, so that
bread can still today be integrated with and assimilated by the Body
of the Word. And this deified bread is not so much consumed by us
as we are consumed by it. ‘The Eucharist transforms the faithful into
itself’, according to Maximus the Confessor.

What then is this remedy? Nothing other than that glorious body
which showed itself stronger than death and has become the source
of life for us. Just as a little leaven, according to the Apostle’s words,
is mixed with all the dough, so the body that was raised by God to
immortality, once it is introduced into our body, wholly changes it
and transforms it into his own substance . . .

The Word of God . .. once it became incarnate . . . provided
his body with the means of subsistence in the usual suitable ways:
he maintained its substance with the help of ... bread. Even in
normal conditions, when one sees bread, one sees in a sense the
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human body, since bread absorbed by the body becomes the body
itself. So here, the body in which God had become incarnate, since
it was fed on bread, was in a sense identical with the bread - the
food transforming itself, as we have said, to take on the nature of the
body. It was recognized, in fact, that this glorious flesh possessed the
property common to all human beings: like them it was maintained
with the help of bread. But this body partook of the divine dignity
because of the indwelling of the Word. We are therefore entitled to
believe that the bread hallowed by the Word of God is transformed
to become the body of the Word . . .

As the bread transformed into that body was thereby raised
to divine power, a similar change happens to the bread of the
Eucharist. In the former case the grace of the Word hallowed the
body that drew its substance from bread, and in a sense was itself
bread. Likewise in the Eucharist the bread is hallowed by the Word
of God and prayer . .. It is transformed at once into his body . ..
as expressed in these words: “This is my body’ . . .

That is why, in the economy of grace, he gives himself as seed
to all the faithful. His flesh composed of bread and wine is blended
with their bodies to enable human beings, thanks to their union with
his immortal body, to share in the condition of incorruptibility.

GREGORY OF NYssA Catechetical Oration 37 (PG 45,96)

The world was created as an act of celebration, so that it
might share in grace and become Eucharist through the offerings
of human beings. And that is precisely what Christ, the last Adam,
has accomplished. By his death and resurrection he has brought
glory to the universe. It is this transfigured creation that is offered
to us -in the Eucharist in order that we too may be able to join
in this work of resurrection. ‘The bread of the Communion,” St
John Damascene said, ‘is not mere bread but bread united with
the godhead’ (On the Orthodox Faith, 1V,13). And it is united, not
by a new process of incarnation but by integration with the body
of Christ. The bread and the wine are transformed into Christ’s
body and blood and thereby ‘plenified’, made perfect, transfigured
in accordance with their original purpose.

As far as we are concerned, our thinking accords with the
Eucharist, and the Eucharist in its turn confirms our thinking. We
offer to God what is his own, as we proclaim the communion and
union of flesh and Spirit. For in the same way that earthly bread,
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after having received the invocation of God, is no longer ordinary
bread but Eucharist, made up of two components, one earthly the
other heavenly, so our bodies that share in the Eucharist are no
longer corruptible, because they have the hope of the resurrection.

IRENZUS OF LYONS Against Heresies, 1V,18,5 (SC 100 bis,
pp. 610-12)

Denials of the salvation and regeneration of the flesh are futile.
For if there is no salvation for the flesh, then the Lord has not
redeemed us by his blood, the cup of the Eucharist is not com-
munion in his blood, and the bread which we break is not his
body. For blood can issue only from veins, from flesh, from the
whole human substance, and it is because he truly became all
this that the Word of God redeemed us by his blood ... And
because we are his members and are fed by means of created
objects — things he himself provides for us by making the sun
rise and the rain fall — he declared that the cup, part of creation,
is his own blood by which our blood is strengthened. He likewise
pronounced the bread, part of creation, to be his own body by
means of which our bodies are strengthened.

IRENZEUS OF LYONS Against Heresies, V,2,2 (SC 153, pp. 30-2)

This union with Christ — one flesh in the coming together of
two persons — is expressed in a nuptial symbolism that applies to
the Church as a whole, as well as to every soul that makes itself
‘ecclesial’. This symbolism extends as widely as the communion
of saints: the marriage at Cana, the marriage supper of the Lamb,
and the symbolism of the Song of Songs describing the wine of the
Eucharist as intoxication with the divine eros.

For those acquainted with the hidden meaning of the Scriptures, the
invitation to the mystery that was given to the apostles is identified
with that of the Song of Songs: ‘Eat, O friends, and drink deeply’.
In both cases, in fact, it is said, ‘Eat and drink deeply’ ... and
the intoxication is Christ himself.

GREGORY OF NYssA Homilies on the Song of Songs, 10 (PG 44,985)

The Eucharist requires the memorial (or anammnesis) of the whole
history of salvation. This is epitomized in its central point, the
life-giving cross, the cross of Easter. These events which are written
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in the ‘memory’ of God are made present, actual and active by the
‘memory’ of the Church. In this living ‘memorial’ the priest is the
image of Christ, an ‘other Christ’, as St John Chrysostom says. He
bears witness to Christ’s unshakeable fidelity to his Church. Through
the one who sums up the people’s prayer and constitutes for them the
sign of Christ, Christ our one high priest accomplishes the Eucharist.
And everything is done in the Holy Spirit. It is in the Holy Spirit that
the Church is the ‘mystery’ of the Risen Christ, the world in process
of transfiguration. The Spirit ‘broods’ on the waters at the beginning
and ‘hovers’ over them like a great bird. In order to make the human
being live, God breathes his Spirit into the clay. The Spirit comes
down on the Blessed Virgin in order that the Word may take flesh
in her. He rests on Jesus as his Messianic anointing and it is in him
that Jesus thrills with joy and multiplies the ‘signs’ of the Kingdom. It
is by the life-giving power of the Spirit that God raises Jesus (Romans
1.4). Likewise when the people are assembled to offer themselves in
the offertory of the bread and wine, the Spirit comes upon them to
‘manifest’ the body and blood of Christ through the bread and wine
(the word ‘manifest’ is found in the eucharistic liturgy of St Basil).
The Spirit thereby integrates the people in the glorified humanity of
the Lord. So the memorial is effected by the coming of the Spirit in
response to the Church’s epiclesis (a word that means ‘invocation’).
All the faithful ratify this invocation by their amens. In this respect
they are concelebrants of the liturgy. But only the apostolic witness
of the bishop (or of the priest representing him) can testify to the
epiclesis being heard, to the fullness of God’s faithfulness.

Christ, through the priest, fulfils the Eucharist by the memorial.
That is the dimension that the Latin Church was to emphasize.

Everything s fulfilled in the Holy Spirit for whom the priest asks
the Father in close communion with the people. That is the dimension
that the Christian East was to emphasize.

Two inseparable dimensions are today on the way to reunion
after a long history of separation.

The priest says, “This is my body’, and these words change the
nature of the offerings. Thus the word of the Saviour, pronounced
once, has sufficed and will suffice to fulfil the most perfect sacrifice
on the altar of every church, from the Last Supper of Jesus Christ
right up till our time and till his coming again.

The bread becomes the bread of heaven, because the Spirit
comes to rest upon it. What is there in front of us is not the
work of any human power. He who did this at the Last Supper
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still does it now. For our part, we hold the rank of servants: it is
he who sanctifies and transforms.

There is only one Christ, whole and entire now as then, a single
body . .. We do not offer another victim as the high priest of those
days did [in the Old Testament]. It is always the same victim, or
rather we make a memorial of the sacrifice.

JoHN CHrYsosTOM Homily on the Treachery of Judas, 1,6 (PG 49,
380), Homily on John, 45,2 (PG 59,253), Homily on Matthew, 82,5
(PG 58,743), Homily on Hebrews, 17,3 (PG 63,131)

We pray God to send the Holy Spirit on the gifts laid here, to make
the bread the body of Christ and the wine the blood of Christ. For
the Holy Spirit sanctifies and transforms all that he touches.

CYRIL OF JERUSALEM Mystagogical Catecheses, V,7 (SC 126, p. 154)

The bread and wine of the Eucharist before the holy invoca-
tion are ordinary bread and wine, but after the invocation the
bread becomes the body of Christ and the wine the blood of
Christ.

CYRIL OF JERUSALEM Mystagogical Catecheses, 1,7 (SC 126 p. 94)

To communicate in the risen Christ is to enter the realm of
an unending Pentecost. In fact the body of Christ is a ‘spiritual’
body, pneumatikon, according to St Paul. It is not dematerialized,
but brought fully to life by the energies of the Spirit. The Body of
God where the Spirit blazes [Le Corps de Dieu on flambe I’Esprit],
to quote the title of a fine book by Daniel Ange.

We are fed with the bread from heaven, our thirst is quenched by
the cup of joy, the chalice afire with the Spirit, the blood wholly
warmed from on high by the Spirit.

An anonymous Homily inspired by HiproLYTUS Treatise on Easter,
Exordium 8 (SC 27, pp. 133 & 135)

Fire and the Spirit are in our baptism. In the bread and the
cup also are fire and the Spirit.

EPHRAIM OF SYRIA On Faith (Lamy I, p. 413)
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From now on you will be eating a pure and spotless Passover meal,
leavened bread, bread of perfection kneaded and cooked by the
Spirit — the body and blood of God himself that is offered for all
humanity.

EPHRAIM OF SYRIA Second Sermon on Holy Week, (Lamy, I, p. 390)

To communicate in Christ is therefore to communicate in the
Spirit.

Every time you drink, you receive the forgiveness of your sins and
you are intoxicated with the Spirit. That is why the Apostle said,
‘Be not drunk with wine, but be filled with the Spirit’. For one who
is drunk with wine totters and reels. But one who is intoxicated
with the Spirit is rooted in Christ.

AMBROSE OF MILAN The Sacraments V,13,17 (SC 25, p. 92)

The Eucharist anticipates the Parousia, Christ’s return, or rather
that of the world to Christ. So it is all pointing towards the final
fulfilment. That is why the Aramaic word Maranatha — ‘Come,
Lord!’ - was a specifically eucharistic prayer in the early Church.
What Scriabin at the beginning of our century was content to dream
of, the expression of a mystery in a musical composition so beautiful
that at its last chord the world would actually be transfigured, the
Church of the earliest centuries was praying and hoping for at every
celebration of the Eucharist. ‘May the Lord come and the world
pass away,’ the Didache teaches us to pray: the world, that is, of
illusion and death. The creation, by contrast, being wholly good,
will arrive at fulfilment when God is ‘all in all’. So the Eucharist
constitutes the Church as a people of the Exodus on its way to the
Kingdom, already fed by it with eschatological ‘manna’, a ‘manna’
of eternity.

O our most holy Passover, Christ, Wisdom, Word and Power of
God, enable us to participate in thee still more clearly in the
unquenchable light of thy Kingdom to come.

Prayer after Communion, in the Liturgy of St Basil
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S. The Eucharist, Foundation of the Church
The very being of the Church is eucharistic.

Thy hand holds up the world

and the universe rests in thy love.

Thy life-giving body is at the heart of thy Church;
thy sacred blood protects the Bride.

CYRILLONAS Supplication to God (Bickell I, p. 26)

By the Eucharist the community is integrated into the body
of Christ. And the body is inseparable from the head. ‘The least
separation would bring about our death,’ says John Chrysostom in
another passage.

Just as the head and the body constitute a single human being, so
Christ and the Church constitute a single whole.

This union is effected through the food that he has given us in
his desire to show the love he has for us. For this reason he united
himself intimately with us, heblended hisbody with ours like leaven,

so that we should become one single entity, as the body is joined to
the head.

JoHN CHRYsOSTOM Homily on I Corinthians, 30,1 (PG 61,279), Homily
on John, 46,3 (PG 59,260)

Let us learn the wonder of this sacrament, the purpose of its
institution, the effects it produces. We become a single body,
according to Scripture, members of his flesh and bone of his
bones. This is what is brought about by the food that he gives
us. He blends himself with us so that we may all become one single
entity in the way the body is joined to the head.

JoHN CHRYSOSTOM Homily on John, 46 (PG 59,260)

‘Of the same blood’ with Christ, ‘incorporated into him’,
‘grafted’ on to his body, a ‘single plant’, a ‘single entity’ with
him, the faithful are also ‘members one of another’. These powerful
Pauline expressions, with their unmistakable eucharistic associations,
have been tirelessly commented on and developed by the Fathers. The
Eucharist renews, strengthens and deepens the ‘consubstantiality’,
the ontological unity of all human beings. They all form one and the
same being in Christ, one and the same life through time and
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space. In this way the Eucharist is the basis of the ‘catholicity’ of
the Church, its existence kath-holon, in accordance with the whole,
in accordance with the fullness of a truth that is life and love, the
communion of saints rooted in communion by the ‘holy things’,
namely, the body and blood of Christ.

As this broken bread once scattered over the mountains has been
gathered together to make a single entity, so gather thy Church
together from the ends of the earth into thy Kingdom.

Didacbhe, 1X,4 (SC 248, p. 176)

When the Lord calls his body bread, made from the collection of a
large number of grains, he is pointing to the unity of our people. And
when he calls his blood wine, which is pressed from a large number
of clusters of grapes to form a single liquid, he signifies that our
flock is made up of a multitude gathered into unity.

CYPRIAN OF CARTHAGE Letter 69, V,2 (Correspondance, Belles
Lettres 1961 II, p. 242)

Although we are distinguishable by our very different personalities,
as were for instance Peter, or John, or Thomas, or Matthew, yet
we are merged as it were in a single body in Christ by feeding on
his unifying body.

CYRIL OF ALEXANDRIA Commentary on John, 11,11 (PG 74,560)

Of the one and of the other, Christ makes a single body. Thus he
who lives in Rome looks on the Indians as his own members. Is there
any union to be compared with that? Christ is the head of all.

JoHN CHRrYsosTOM Homily 61, 1 (PG 59,362)

Men, women, children, deeply divided as to race, nationality,
language, class, work, knowledge, rank and fortune ... are all
created afresh by the Church in the Spirit. On all alike she impresses
a divine form. All receive from her a unique unbreakable nature, a
nature that does not allow any account to be taken henceforward of
the manifold and deep differences which distinguish them. Thereby
all are united in a truly catholic way. In the Church no one is in
any way separated from the community. Everyone is, so to speak,
merged into everyone else, by the simple and indivisible power
of faith ... Christ is thus everything in everyone, Christ who
incorporates everything in himself in accordance with the infinite
and all-wise power of his goodness. He is the centre upon which all
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lines converge so that the creatures of the one God may not remain
strangers or enemies to one another for lack of common ground on
which to display their friendliness and their peace.

Maximus THE CONFESSOR Mystagogia, I (PG 91,665-8)

The early Church saw this unity as analogous to the unity of
bread or wine that is made up of many grains of wheat or many
grapes, each of which must be crushed, like the ascetical overcoming
of the egocentric self in baptism. Cyprian of Carthage prefers the
analogy of the water that the priest pours into the wine when he
prepares the ‘holy gifts’ before the the eucharistic celebration. But
it is always a question of the integration of the Christian people in
Christ.

Because Christ embodies us all, we see that the water represents the
people, and wine the blood of Christ. When therefore the water is
mixed with the wine in the chalice, it is the people being mixed with
Christ. The multitude of the faithful are being united with him in
whom they believe. This mixture, this union of the wine and the
water in the cup of the Lord, is indissoluble. Likewise the Church,
that is to say the people in the Church who persevere faithfully and
constantly in their faith, can never be separated from Christ, but
will remain attached to him by a love which will make of the two
one being. But when the cup of the Lord is consecrated, water alone
can never be offered, any more than wine alone can be offered. For
if wine alone is offered, the blood of Christ is present without us.
But if water alone, the people are there without Christ. On the
other hand, when the two are mixed and by blending together
form a single entity, then the mystery is completed. The cup of the
Lord then is not water alone or wine alone without any mingling
of the two, any more than the body of the Lord could be flour alone
or water alone without the mingling of the two and their union to
form bread. In a similar way also the unity of the Christian people
is represented: just as many grains brought together, ground and
mixed with one another, make a single loaf of bread, so in Christ,
who is the bread of heaven, we are well aware there is only one
body in which our multiplicity is united and blended together.

CYPRIAN OF CARTHAGE Letter 63, 13 (Belles Lettres II, pp. 207-8)

The earthly liturgy is united with the heavenly liturgy that
the angelic powers celebrate. During the eucharistic liturgy the
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congregation is ‘lifted up to heaven’, or rather finds itself in a
dimension of resurrection where there is no longer any separation
between heaven and earth, or between angels and human beings,
or between the living and the dead (who are not dead but preparing
themselves also for the resurrection, or, in the case of the saints,
preparing us for it).

On high the armies of the angels are giving praise. Here below,
in the Church, the human choir takes up after them the same
doxology. Above us, angels of fire make the thrice-holy hymn
resound magnificently. Here below is raised the echo of their
hymn. The festival of heaven’s citizens is united with that of the
inhabitants of earth in a single thanksgiving, a single upsurge of
happiness, a single chorus of joy.

JoHN CHRYSOsTOM On Ozias, Homily 4, 1 (PG 56,120)

The ‘one, holy, catholic and apostolic’ Church is fully manifest
in the eucharistic congregation presided over by the bishop, who
delegates to his priests the responsibility of representing him in their
various parishes. As the image of Christ the bishop gathers the local
people together to form a eucharistic body. The bishop therefore
incorporates the Church. But the Church equally incorporates the
bishop, who is a servant of her communion. The body of priests
grouped round their bishop makes up the presbyterium.

Each one individually and all of you together are united in one and
the same faith in Jesus Christ, Son of Man and Son of God, in
obedience to the bishop and the presbyterium, in harmony, breaking
one loaf of bread which is the medicine of immortality, an antidote
to death that gives eternal life in Jesus Christ.

IGNATIUS OF ANTIOCH To the Epbesians, 20,2 (SC 10, p. 90)

The Church is the people in union with their bishop . . . Thus you
must know that the bishop is in the Church and the Church in the
bishop.

CYPRIAN OF CARTHAGE Letter 66, 8,3 (Belles Lettres II, p. 226)

These eucharistic congregations combine with one another to
form the universal Church, since there exists through time and space
a single Eucharist celebrated by Christ, our High Priest. This unity of
the many is expressed in a whole catena of Trinitarian analogies. It
takes effect around centres of communion that have the ‘care’, that
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is, the responsibility of circulating information, witness, life and love
amongst local congregations. For a local congregation shows the
unity of the Church only in so far as it is in communion with all
the others, just as the divine Persons exist in one another.

These Trinitarian analogies are to be found in the Thirty Fourth
Canon of the Apostles, as it is called (in fact, in its present form cer-
tainly a third century document). The ministry of the leading bishop,
analogous to the role of Father in the Trinity, is one of ‘kenosis’ de-
signed to ensure a loving ‘perichoresis’ between the local churches.

These ‘centres of harmony’ are arranged hierarchically from the
region (the ecclesiastical province with its metropolis) to the patriar-
chate which can be either an area of civilization or, in the modern age,
a nation. Already at the beginning of the second century, St Ignatius of
Antiochin the prologue to his Letter to the Romans praises the voca-
tion of the church of Rome to exercise a universal oversight to ensure
the communion of all the local Churches. He calls the Bishop of Rome
‘the person in charge of charity’. St Irenzus specifies the role of this
Church as the privileged witness of the apostolic Tradition.

The reunion in depth of all Christians today largely depends, as
is well known, on the ability of the Church of Rome, the Church of
Peter and Paul, to recover her vocation to exercise the kenosis of
charity in the service of all the sister Churches.

The bishops of each people need to know which among them is
the first, and look upon him as their head. And they should do
nothing of importance without consulting him, since each of them
has the duty of undertaking only what concerns his own diocese
and its rural dependencies. But let the leader on his part do nothing
without consulting all. In this way there will be harmony, and God
will be glorified through Christ in the Holy Spirit.

Thirty Fourth Canon of the Apostles, Apostolic Constitutions, 8,47
(Funk I, pp. 572-574)

With this Church [of Rome], because of its pre-eminent origin,
every Church must necessarily be in agreement, that is to say, the
faithful everywhere. For therein has been preserved for all time, to
the benefit of all, the Tradition that comes from the apostles.

IRENEUS OF LYONS Against Heresies, II1,3,2 (SC 211, p. 32)

The ‘sacrament of the altar’ is reflected and extended in the
‘sacrament of our brother’, as St John Chrysostom repeats continu-
ally. No one can receive God’s pardon and peace in the Eucharist
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without also becoming a person of pardon and peace. No one
can take part in the eucharistic feast without becoming a person
prepared to share. In the Church of the first three centuries many
of the faithful brought with them to the eucharistic gathering not
only the bread and wine necessary for the celebration, but also the
wealth that they wished to share.

Then comes the distribution and sharing out of the eucharistic gifts
among all, and the absent are sent their share by the ministry of
the deacons. Those who have plenty and wish to give, give freely
according as they wish. The whole of what has been collected
is handed over to the president and he gives help to orphans,
widows, those who are in need because of illness or for some
other reason, prisoners, strangers passing through; in short, he
gives succour to all who are in need.

JusTIN Apology, 1,67 (PG 6,84)

The Eucharist not only establishes the existence of the Church
and the communion of Christians among themselves, but determines
the manner in which these are present in the world. For everyone is
called ‘to give thanks in all circumstances’ (1 Thessalonians §.18), to
become a ‘eucharistic person’. Making the Eucharist part of oneself,
especially by the invocation of the name of Jesus, is one of the funda-
mental themes of Christian spirituality. The eucharistic celebration is
an apprenticeship in new relations among people, and between people
and things; it cannot but have a prophetic dimension.

Venerate the nature of the offering itself. Christ is there, sacrificed.
And for what purpose was he sacrificed? To bring peace to the
things of heaven and earth, to reconcile you with the God of the
universe and make you his friend . . . What the Son of God has done
in this way, you must do too as far as your human strength allows,
by being a builder of peace both for yourself and for others . . . That
is why at the moment of the sacrifice, the only commandment of
which he reminds you is to be reconciled with your brother. Thus
he shows you that this is more important than the others.

JoHN CHRYSOSTOM On the Treachery of Judas, Homily 1, 6
(PG 49,381)

Do you wish to honour the body of the Saviour? Do not despise it
when it is naked. Do not honour it in church with silk vestments
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while outside you are leaving it numb with cold and naked. He who
said, ‘This is my body’, and made it so by his word, is the same
that said, “You saw me hungry and you gave me no food. As you
did it not to one of the least of these, you did it not to me.” Honour
him then by sharing your property with the poor. For what God
needs is not golden chalices but golden souls.

JoHuN CHRrYsosToM On Matthew, Homily 50, 3 (PG 58,508)

6. Eucharistic Practices

The Eucharist, which is the basis of the Church, necessarily had,
for the Christians of the first centuries, a character of unanimity
and community. Not in the sense of an anonymous ‘mass meeting’,
because at the same time it was completely personal, often with the
priest using the formula ‘the servant of God N. communicates’. It
was precisely this that established the person in communion; that
made of the individual a distinct being but in communion, after
the image of the Trinity. In the symbolism of the week, which is
more primitive than that of the year, every Sunday is Easter and is
therefore the eucharistic day par excellence, on which all the faithful
exchange the kiss of peace and form themselves into the Church by
sharing together in the eucharistic feast. Christ rose on the day after
the sabbath, on the ‘first day of the week’, as the New Testament calls
it. The first day is also the eighth — and the last - day. ‘Day One’, when
time began, as Basil of Caesarea says, (Treatise on the Holy Spirit, 27)
is the original day of creation, the Easter dawning of the ‘day with no
sunset’ on which we welcome Life sprung from the tomb.

We all assemble on the day of the sun [Sunday] because that is
the first day, the day on which God drew matter out of dark-
ness and created the world. It is also the day on which Christ
our Saviour rose from the dead.

JusTIN Apology, 1,67 (PG 6,84)

According to some of the Fathers, Clement of Alexandria in
particular, this first and last Day, which makes Christians ‘sons of
the Day’ (1 Thessalonians §.5), also symbolizes the eternal birth
of the Word ‘through whom every creature has come to the light
of existence’ (Miscellanies 6,16). For the Word is that ‘beginning’
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(Genesis 1.1) and the Word incarnate is that ‘new beginning’ in
which God creates and re-creates ‘the heavens and the earth’. The
resurrection resumes the work of creation, in order to associate us
with the coming of the eighth day, and make us sons of the Son.

All the same, more frequent communion, often daily, is also well
attested in the apostolic and patristic ages, with the idea that every
day ought to be a festival and share in the grace of the ‘Day of the
Lord’, a biblical expression denoting the coming of the Kingdom.
The bread asked for in the Lord’s Prayer in daily anticipation of the
last Today (this bread called in the gospel epiousios, that is, ‘bread
of the world to come’, a ‘supersubstantial’ bread), is very clearly
the Eucharist. There is no question of ‘deserving’ the Eucharist, as
we shall see clearly in the texts that will be quoted on faithfulness
and humility. ‘Anyone who is considered unworthy to receive the
Eucharist every day will be no less unworthyto receive it once a year,’
St Ambrose of Milan said. It is a question of becoming aware of one’s
unworthiness, of taking one’s place amongst those ‘sick persons’ for
whom Jesus said he came, and who need for their survival the ‘bread
of life’, the ‘daily bread’, the ‘medicine of immortality’. There were
some, ascetics in the desert, who could receive the Eucharist once
only, at the end of their life. But they received it then with the
radiance of a divine flash of lightning. The Christian people, however,
were not ascetics, but lived under the influence of the Eucharist,
sustained by the life of the Other. They had no fear of ‘trivializing’
holy communion because they knew that the mystery of Christianity,
the paradox of it, is precisely the coming of God in the seem-
ing triviality of our daily life.

On this fundamental point there is no difference between the
Latin and the Greek Fathers. St Ambrose speaks of daily communion
with a view to giving every day the spiritual flavour of the Today of
the Kingdom.

You hear it said that every time the sacrifice is offered, the Lord’s
death, resurrection and ascension are represented, the forgive-
ness of sins is offered, and yet do you not receive this bread
of life every day? Anyone who is wounded looks for healing.
For us it is a wound to be liable to sin. Our healing lies in the
adorable heavenly sacrament . . .

If you receive it every day, every day becomes for you Today.

If Christ is yours today, he rises for you today. Today has
come.

AMBROSE OF MILAN The Sacraments, V,2-26 (SC 25, pp. 95-96)
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St Basil speaks no differently. And his letter shows that in the
fourth century, in a period that was already ‘Constantinian’, when
mass coversions were taking place, the ancient custom still existed
(attested by the Fathers and in the first place by the Didache) whereby
on Sunday people were allowed to take away consecrated bread and
wine to keep at home, so that each could communicate every day or
the father could give communion to his family.

To communicate also every day, to receive one’s share of the sacred
body and precious blood of Christ is an excellent and beneficial
practice, because the Lord himself says clearly, ‘He who eats my
flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life’. Who, in fact, could
doubt that to partake continually of life is to live fully? We on
our part communicate four times a week, on Sunday, Wednesday,
Friday and Saturday; but also on other days if the memorial of a
saint is being kept. As for the need to take communion with our
own hands, to which we may be reduced in time of persecution,
if there is no priest or deacon, it is superfluous to show that this
is in no way against the rule, since the practice is confirmed by
immemorial usage attested by history ... At Alexandria and all
over Egypt each believer may keep the Eucharist at his home and
give it to himself when he wishes. As soon in fact as the priest
has offered the sacrifice and distributed the sacrament, anyone
who has once received the whole is right to believe that when
he takes part of it each day he is continuing to partake of the
sacrifice and is receiving it from the hands of the priest who gave
it to him. In church indeed the priest gives the amount for which
he is asked. The person who receives it is free to keep it and put
it to his mouth with his own hand.

BasiL oF C&ESAREA Letter 93 (PG 32,186-7)

It seems that in the sixth and seventh centuries, with the bar-
barian invasions and the disappearance or attenuation of the cultured
laity, people partly lost their sense of the life of the Church, and
communion, in both East and West, became an exceptional event,
from once to three times a year. The eucharistic celebration was
transformed into a sacred spectacle performed in the presence of an
‘ignorant’ people by clergy who effectively reserved the communion
for themselves. The Eucharist was thoroughly ‘sacralized’, in a setting
of reverence and fear, and approach to it became an individual
matter, no longer communal.
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At the same time the traditional way of communicating, attested
for example by the text that follows from Cyril of Jerusalem, was
reserved from then on to the clergy, while the faithful were treated
rather like children and received the communion from the hand of the
priest. This was done directly in the West where only the consecrated
bread was distributed to the layfolk, or by means of a spoon in the
East, where communion in both kinds continued to exist.

It must be admitted that the attitude described by St Cyril seems
more in keeping with the spirit of the Gospel. It bears witness on
the one hand to an extreme veneration for the sanctifying power
of the Eucharist, and on the other hand to the trust placed in adults
consciously sharing in the offering of the liturgy.

When you approach, do not present your hands spread out nor
your fingers separated, but make a throne with your left hand for
your right hand since it has to receive the King, and receive the body
of Christ in the hollow of your hand, saying ‘Amen’. Take care then
to hallow your eyes by the touch of the sacred body, then consume
it and make sure that you do not lose any portion of it . . .

So after having received the body of Christ in communion,
approach also the chalice of his blood. Do not stretch your hands
out, but bowing in an attitude of respect and adoration and saying
‘Amen’, hallow yourself by taking also the blood of Christ. And
while your lips are still wet, brush them with your hands and hallow
also your eyes, your forehead and your other senses.

CYRIL OF JERUSALEM Mystagogical Cathecheses, V,21 & 22 (SC 126,
pp. 170 & 172)

Fasting and a regular discipline of penance are indispensable as
preparation for communion. In the early Church the fast began at
dusk the evening before (the beginning of the liturgical day) and
ended with communion in the early morning. Its aim was, and still
is, to deepen a person’s hunger for God who gives us himself for
food. One cannot communicate without being hungry.

The mystic feast is prepared for by fasting ... It is bought at
the price of hunger and the cup of sober intoxication is gained
by thirst for heavenly sacraments.

AMBROSE OF MILAN On Elijab and Fasting, 10,33 (PL 14,708)

The attitudes of the first centuries make up the Tradition of
the undivided Church, a Tradition that corresponds much better
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to the spiritual condition of our own times than that of the times of
Christendom, however moving and worthy of respect the customs
then adopted may have been. Those attitudes could provide useful
guidance in the reforms that are needed or are already developing
in the Christian world today. They would help to avoid either a
strangely individualistic, sacralizing objectivization, or a perfunctory
Eucharist without preparation or mystery, which risks being the
expression of the dominant euphoria of a particular group.

7. Stones and People

‘God built humanity so that humanity might build for him’: churches,
yes, but also societies, culture, the visible or invisible networks which
sustain a ‘eucharistic’ relationship between human beings and the
earth. God comes near to us unendingly in the bread of life, the

food of resurrection. Everything has to be built up round this seed
of fire.

When three are gathered together in thy name they already form
a church. Watch over the thousands here assembled. Their hearts
had prepared a sanctuary before our hands built it to the glory of
thy name. May the temple of stone be as beautiful as the temple
of our hearts. Deign to bless both alike with thy Spirit. Our hearts,
like these stones, are marked with thy name . ..

God built humanity so that humanity might build for him.
Blessed be his loving-kindness who has so loved us! He is infinite;
we are limited. He builds the world for us. We build a house for
him. It is good that human beings can build a dwelling for him
who is present everywhere . . .

He dwells tenderly in our midst. He draws us to him in the
bonds of love. He stays with us and calls us to take the path
to heaven to dwell with him . ..

God came among human beings so that they might meet
him ...

Thine is the kingdom of heaven: ours is thy house! . .. There
the priest offers the bread in thy name and thou givest thine own
body to all for food ...

Thy heavens are too high for us to be able to reach them. But
behold, thou comest to us in the church, so close.

Thy throne rests on fire; who would dare approach? But the
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Almighty lives and dwells in the bread. Anyone who wishes may
approach and eat.

BALAI For the consecration of a new church (Bickell 1, pp. 77-82)

A church brings out the meaning of the world by restoring to
the world its spiritual dimension, opening it up to the mystery. And
then the world looks like a church.

The church is the perfect image of the sensible world. For sky it
has the divine sanctuary, and for earth the nave in all its beauty.
And vice versa the world is a church. For sanctuary it has sky and
for nave the grandeur of the earth.

Maximus THE CONFESSOR Mystagogia, 3 (PG 91,669)

Equally, the church expresses the significance of human beings,
their bodies, their souls, their hearts and their minds. They themselves
become a church, making a nave of their bodies - learning by ascesis
to transform their vital energy into love — and a sanctuary of their
souls, where they offer to God the logoi, the spiritual essences of
things — which is the contemplation of the cosmos in God. Finally
they make an altar of their minds, where everything including them-
selves is united to the godhead — and that is the vision of God,
perfect communion, ‘deification’.

The church is like a human being. For soul it has the sanctuary, for
mind the divine altar, for body the nave. The church is the image
and likeness of the human being who himself has been created in
the image and likeness of God. By its nave, as by the body, it enables
the gaining of practical wisdom; by its sanctuary, as by the soul,
it gives a spiritual interpretation of the contemplation of nature;
by the divine altar, as by the mind, it reaches the vision of God.
Conversely, the human being is a mystical church. By the nave of
his body he enlightens his active powers . . . by the sanctuary of his
soul he offers to God the spiritual essences of things . . . by the altar
of his mind he invokes the silence in the heart of the divine word,
with a loud voice that surpasses all knowledge. There, as far as is
allowed to humanity, he is united to the godhead . . . and receives
the imprint of its dazzling splendour.

Maximus THE CONFESSOR Mystagogia, 6 (PG 91,684)

Nevertheless, metanoia, repentance, the turning of the intellect
and heart, is necessary for the Church as it is for each of its members.
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The power of resurrection is given definitively to the Church in the
Eucharist and offered to human beings; it is then up to them to live
in that power, and often the fruits are pitiful. Not only is their witness
feeble, it is discredited. For there are two sides to the Church: on
the one hand, its sacramental depth, the centre of which is the
Eucharist, by which it is the mystery of the Risen Christ, and the
vehicle of resurrection; and on the other hand, its human side, where
people exercise their freedom in laziness or misbehaviour or rebellion,
forcing the Spirit into a kind of ‘kenosis’, while Christians monopolize
or disfigure or reject the mystery instead of letting it shine through.
This is the history of human fidelity and infidelity where, nevertheless,
there never ceases to be a witness to the the absolute fidelity of God in
the ‘golden chain’ of holiness, often hidden but never broken . . . The
Church, Origen says, is the harlot whom Christ unendingly washes
with his blood to make her his spotless bride.

There are not only ‘wars’ outside the Church. There are also
‘seditions’ inside the Church.

As there are many sinners amongst the pagans, so there are
also many such amongst us members of the Church. That is why
the Lord complains and laments over our sins, saying: ‘Alas for me,
I am like a man harvesting straw’ (Micah 7.1). If Jesus had good
reason to weep over Jerusalem, he will have much better reason to
weep over the Church. It was built to be a house of prayer, but its
shameful greed and the hateful stupidity of some people - if only
prelates were not among them! — have made it a ‘den of thieves’, so
that Jesus can repeat, in regard to the sinners dwelling in the living
sanctuary that he had built, the words of the Psalmist: ‘What profit
is there in my death, if I go down to the pit?’ (Psalm 30.9).

He comes looking for fruit to gather and discovers only a few
pitiful bunches of shrivelled grapes. No fruit that might be good,
very little fruit at all. Who among us would be able to offer the
grapes of virtue? Who might bear fruit by the grace of God?

ORIGEN Commentary on Matthew, 35 (GCS 11,68), Homily on
Jeremiah, XV,3 (PG 13,432), Commentary on Matthew’s Gospel,
16,21 (PG 13,1445)

Ambrose of Milan, a layman whom the clergy and laity of the
city had elected bishop much against his will — he actually fled and
they had to compel him - has left us this wonderful prayer, in which
the loftiest vocation of the bishop is expressed. In it he asks first of
all for the grace of compassion, for the ability to weep with the
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sinner whose confession he is hearing, whom he is correcting and
consoling.

Where do I find the grace of hearing thee say: ‘Her sins, which
are many, are forgiven, for she loved much”? (Luke 7.47). I have
to confess, my debts were greater, the sins that have been forgiven
me more numerous, because I have come to the priesthood from
the uproar of the law courts and the responsibilities of public life.
Therefore I am afraid of being ungrateful. My sins have been more
numerous — and I have loved less.

Guard thy work, Lord, preserve in me the grace which thou
hast granted me, in spite of my flight. I believed I was not worthy
of the episcopate . .. but by thy grace I am what I am, the least,
and indeed the last, of bishops.

Since thou hast granted me to work for thy Church, guard the
fruits of my labour. Thou calledst me to the priesthood when I was
a lost child. Let me not lose myself now that [ am a priest.

Above all give me the grace of compassion. Grant me to be able
to have compassion on sinners from the depth of my heart: for that
is the supreme virtue . . . Grant me to have compassion every time
that I witness the fall of a sinner. Let me not arrogantly reprove
him, but let me suffer and weep with him. Do thou cause me when
I weep for my neighbour to weep for myself as well, and to apply
to myself the words: the harlot is more righteous than you are.

AMBROSE OF MILAN On Penance, 11,8,67 & 73 (PL 16,431)

The eucharistic community only makes sense if it tries to live
truly as brothers and sisters, following the pattern of the first Church
at Jerusalem which practised the sharing of possessions. When the
faith of the Christian people grows weak, the monks take over, as is
shown by the following text of St Basil, one of those who established
monasticism as a visible element in the Christian community. But the
monks have to be an example and a leaven to lead back the eucharistic
communities to become once again centres of welcome and of mutual
help, where people may recover their energy in an atmosphere of
beauty and loving-kindness. They must be restorative cells capable
of neutralizing the cancers that are gnawing at our societies.

A fraternal community then is a stadium where athletes are in
training, a good path for progress, a continual stimulus, a constant
concern for God’s commandments. Its purpose is the glory of God
according to our Lord’s commandments. But it also follows the
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example of the saints, of whom the Acts of the Apostles tell us that
‘all who believed were together and had all things in common’, and
again, ‘The company of those who believed were of one heart and
soul, and no one said that any of the things which he possessed
was his own, but they had everything in common’.

BAsIL oF C&SAREA Longer Rules, 7,4 (PG 30,347)

Why has the Church been spoken of at such length if not
because, as Maximus the Confessor so forcefully says, the spiritual
life has no other aim but to transform the human being into Church,
the temple of the Holy Spirit?



The Interior Combat

Ascesis means exercise, combat. ‘Spiritual combat, harder than men’s
battles’, Rimbaud says. As free human beings with a capacity to
‘create positively’, we are challenged to keep faith with the great
transformation in Christ, such that we transform likewise, in the Holy
Spirit, the relationship that in this world we necessarily have with
material things — our genetic inheritance, psychological and social
background - so that finally we transform the materials themselves.

God did not create death; he did not create evil; but he left to
human beings, as to angels, freedom in everything. Thus through
their freedom some rise to the highest good, others rush headlong
into the depths of evil. But you, man, why do you reject your
freedom?

Why this reluctance to have to make an effort, to toil, to
fight, to become the artificer of your own salvation? ‘My Father
is working still,” it is written, ‘and I am working’ (John §.17).

Are you then reluctant to work, you who were created in order
to create positively?

ORIGEN First Homily on Ezekiel, 3 (GCS 8,326).

Ascesis then is an awakening from the sleep-walking of daily
life. It enables the Word to clear the silt away in the depth of the
soul, freeing the spring of living waters. The Word can restore
to its original brightness the tarnished image of God in us, the
silver coin that has rolled in the dust but remains stamped with
the king’s likeness (Luke 15.8-10). It is the Word who acts, but
we have to co-operate with him, not so much by exertion of will-
power as by loving attentiveness.
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Each one of our souls contains a well of living water. It has in
it ... a buried image of God. It is this well . .. that the hostile
powers have blocked up with earth ... But now that our Isaac
[Christ] has come, let us welcome his coming and dig out our wells,
clearing the earth from them, cleansing them from all defilement
... We shall find living water in them, the water of which the
Lord says: ‘He who believes in me, out of his heart shall flow
rivers of living water’ (John 7.38) ...

For he is present there, the Word of God, and his work
is to remove the earth from the soul of each one of you, to
let your spring flow freely. This spring is in you and does not
come from outside because ‘the kingdom of God is in the midst
of you’ (Luke 17.21). It was not outside but in her house that
the woman who had lost her silver coin found it again (Luke
15,8). She had lighted the lamp and swept out the house, and
it was there that she found her silver coin. For your part, if you
light your ‘lamp’, if you make use of the illumination of the Holy
Spirit, if you ‘see light in his light’, you will find the silver coin
in you. For the image of the heavenly king is in you. When God
made human beings at the beginning he made them ‘in his own
image and likeness’ (Genesis 1,26). And he does not imprint
this image on the outside but within them. It could not be seen
in you as long as your house was dirty, full of refuse and rubbish
... but, rid by the Word of God of that great pile of earth that
was weighing you down, let the ‘image of the heavenly’ shine out
in you now ... The maker of this image is the Son of God. He
is a craftsman of such surpassing skill that his image may indeed
be obscured by neglect, but never destroyed by evil. The image
of God remains in you always.

ORIGEN Homily on Genesis, 1,4 (GCS 6,113-21)

The purpose of ascesis is thus to divest oneself of surplus weight,
of spiritual fat. It is to dissolve in the waters of baptism, in the water of
tears, all the hardness of the heart, so that it may become an antenna
of infinite sensitivity, infinitely vulnerable to the beauty of the world
and to the sufferings of human beings, and to God who is Love, who
has conquered by the wood of the cross.

Spiritual fat is the obtuseness with which evil cloaks the
intelligence.

EvaGRIus OF PonTus Centuries, IV,36 (Frankenberg, 287)
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Ascesis is not obedience to some abstract categorical imperative.
It frees human nature to follow its deep instinct to ascend towards
God. It enables a person to pass from a state ‘contrary to nature’ to a
state ‘in harmony with nature’, in harmony, that is, with that human
(and cosmic) material united in Christ with the godhead, without
separation or confusion. This is the testimony of St Benedict, the
father of Western monasticism, and of an Amma, a ‘mother’ of the
desert, St Syncletica, whose teaching is marked by a very feminine
directness, and always close to real life.

If justice leads us to propose some mild constraint in order to
correct vices and to preserve love, do not at once fly in dismay
from the path of salvation, which one cannot enter except through a
narrow gate. For as you advance gradually in a holy life and in faith,
your heart is enlarged and you run the way of God’s commandments
in an ineffable sweetness of love.

BENEDICT OF NURSIA Rule, Prologue, 47-49 (Centenario, p. 8)

Amma Syncletica said, ‘Great endeavours and hard struggles await
those who are converted, but afterwards inexpressible joy. If you
want to light a fire, you are troubled at first by smoke, and
your eyes water. But in the end you achieve your aim. Now it
is written: “Our God is a consuming fire”. So we must light the
divine fire in us with tears and struggle.’

Sayings of the Desert Fathers Amma Syncletica, 2 (SO 1, p. 299)

And everything is done in Christ. He excites and sustains our
effort. Ascesis is a response of love. It is a positive abandonment
enabling Christ to purify us ‘as gold in the fire’. For he is the
goldsmith and the fire is that of the Holy Spirit.

I share everything with Christ, spirit and body, nails and
resurrection.

Christ . . . thou art for me my native land, my strength, my glory,
everything.

Christ is my strength and my breath and the wonderful prize for
my running.

It is he who enables me to run well.

I love him as my purest love because for those whom he loves he
is faithful beyond all that we can conceive.
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In him is my joy even if he chooses to send me some suffering,
because I aspire to be purified as gold in the fire.

GREGORY NAZIANZEN Theological Poems, (PG 37,623-4)
The Fathers discern three main stages in the spiritual way:

1. Praxis, the practice of ascesis, the purpose of which is to
transform the vital energy that has gone astray and been ‘blocked’ in
idolatrous ‘passions’. Praxis gives birth to the virtues, which love will
then synthesize. These virtues, let us remember, are both human and
divine. They represent so many participations in the Divine Names,
and in the brilliance of the godhead in whose image we are made.
This is not a matter, then, of mere morality. Not only do the virtues
enable us to avoid idolatry — above all self-idolatry — and to gain
the inner freedom that makes love possible, but they have a mystical
flavour. In this chapter and the two following, it is this praxis with
which we shall be mainly concerned.

2. ‘Contemplation of nature’, that is, some intimation of God
in creatures and things.

3. Direct personal union with God.

Now, these three stages follow in succession in Christ. Evagrius
and Maximus the Confessor relate virtue and freedom to the flesh of
Christ, according to an idea that is not only Christological but also
eucharistic. For Evagrius the contemplation of nature is connected
with the blood of Christ (from whose pierced side the earth was
sprinkled and received its transparency). For Maximus it is connected
with the soul of Christ; and we know that the Bible establishes a close
relation between the soul and blood.

As for union with God, Maximus describes it under two aspects.
First, our union with the Spirit of Christ (the spirit being the heart and
summit of his deified humanity), secondly, our transition from the
humanity of Christ to his divinity. In a wholly Johannine interpret-
ation of this latter stage, Evagrius refers to the breast of Christ; any
one who rests on it and feels the beating of God’s human heart (note
the reappearance of Maximus’s symbolism of spirit and heart) is initi-
ated into the divine life, as John was when he rested on Christ’s breast.

The virtues acquired are the flesh of Christ and whoever eats it will
find inner freedom.

The contemplation of creatures is the blood of Christ and whoever
drinks it will be enlightened by him.
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The knowledge of God is the breast of Christ and whoever rests
on it will be a theologian.

EvAGRIUS OF PONTUS Mirror for Monks, 118-20 (Gressman p. 163)

Whoever passes from ascesis to inner freedom is able to contemplate
in the Holy Spirit the truth of creatures and things. It is as if he
passed from the flesh of Christ to his soul.

Another, through this symbolic contemplation of the world,
passes to the more naked mystical initiation that is ‘theology’. It
is as if he passed from the soul of Christ to his spirit.

Another, through this state, is mystically led to the ineffable
state where all definition is overridden by a radical negation. It is
as if he passed from the spirit of Christ to his divinity.

MaximMus THE CONFESSOR Ambigua (PG 91,1360)

The Fathers adopted the Platonic and Aristotelian conception of
the soul’s faculties, giving it added depth. They distinguish the nous
(the mind or intellect), the thumos (courage and gallantry that can
turn to aggression and anger), and finally epithumia (desire that is
in danger of being converted into lust). In the deep sense the nous
is identified with what Mark the Ascetic calls the ‘altar of the heart’,
that relationship with God that nothing in human nature can destroy,
even if it is unperceived or rejected. But the light of the nous can
refuse to make itself known, and it is at this subtle high point of the
soul that Satanic pride is born.

If we seek some approximate equivalents in modern psychology,
the domain of the nous might be that explored by Frankl and the
‘existential psychologists’, for whom the unconscious reveals a spir-
itual dimension that points to God. The domain of the thumos
would be more like Adler’s idea of the desire, that is at the centre
of the unconscious, to assert oneself, to prove one’s worth. Finally
epithumia calls to mind the Freudian libido.

For most ascetical authors, although these classifications vary
considerably and need to be understood in context, there exist two
overriding ‘mother-passions’. One concerns the irrational faculties
(thumos and epithumia), namely gluttony in the sense of fundamental
greed;the other concerns nous, namely pride. Pride and greed form an
alliance in a sort of metaphysical usurpation that annexes the whole
being to the ego. Spiritual writers, especially Maximus the Confessor,
speak here of philautia, self-love, self-centredness, that snatches the
world away from God to annex it, making neighbours into things.
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There is no longer the Other, nor other people, only the absolute I.
‘Whoever has philautia has all the passions’, according to Maximus.
Greed unleashes debauchery as an expression of sexuality. The
two together, to satisfy themselves, breed avarice. Avarice produces
depression - grief at not possessing everything — and envy - of those
who possess. Thus arises anger, against anyone who threatens my
goods, or who forestalls me in securing something that I covet.

Pride, in its turn, begets ‘vain glory’, the display of riches and
temptations, followed by anger and depression when the sought-for
admiration and approval is lacking. So we come back, through
the deep desire to monopolize, to greed. The two circles meet and
form an ellipse with two poles.

In the unleashing of passions others accord a privileged position
to the ‘three giants’: forgetfulness, spiritual insensitivity, and a kind
of ignorance or stupidity. We forget that God exists, that we can
receive him at every moment; we ignore our neighbours; we lose the
capacity for wonder; and we end by living like sleep-walkers.

It will do no harm to quote two passages from St John Dama-
scene, who, although he falls just outside my chronological limits, has
in this case the merit of summing up the earlier tradition very clearly.

We should know that according to the Fathers there are eight kinds
of thought that attack us. The first is gluttony; the second, lust;
the third, avarice; the fourth, depression; the fifth, anger; the sixth,
despair; the seventh, vain glory; the eighth, pride.

JoHN oF Damascus The Eight Spirits of Evil (PG 95,80)

We should commit no sin if these powerful giants had not ap-
peared at the beginning, as Mark the wisest of sages says, namely
forgetfulness, spiritual insensitivity, and ignorance . . . The primary
cause, the baleful mother of them all, so to say, is philautia — love
of self.

JoHN oF Damascus On Virtues and Vices (PG 95,88)

Perhaps however Maximus the Confessor goes deepest when he
notes:

The cause of this deviation [of the natural energies into destructive
passions] is the hidden fear of death.

Maximus THE CONFESSOR Questions to Thalassius, 61 (PG 90,633)

Then:
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We who constitute a single nature devour one another like serpents.

Maximus THE CONFESSOR Questions to Thalassius, Introduction
(PG 90,260)

And the reason:

Only love overcomes the fragmentation of human nature.
MaxiMus THE CONFESSOR Centuries on Charity, (PG 91,396)

It is now possible to understand the function of praxis. It aims

to transform, in love, with the object of making love possible, the
intelligence and the passions of human nature.

Praxis is a spiritual method for purifying the part of the soul
that is concerned with the passions.

EvAGRIUS OF PONTUS Practical Treatise, or The Monk, 78 (SC 171,
P. 666)

A prayer that is specially loved and used a great deal in the

Orthodox Church, St Ephraim’s prayer, gives an idea of the working
of this transformation:

Lord and Master of my life,

take far from me the spirit of laziness, discouragement, domination,
and idle talk;

grant to me, thy servant, a spirit of chastity, humility, patience,
love;

yea, my Lord and King, grant me to see my sins, and not to judge
my neighbour,

for thou art blessed for ever and ever. Amen.

EPHRAIM OF SYRIA Prayer for the season of Lent in the Byzantine

Rite

‘Laziness’ here is to be identified with forgetfulness, with the

‘hardness’ of heart that makes a person see no further than appear-
ances, ‘sense-data’, what we can ‘get our teeth into’, as we vividly put
it. It is the condition of the anti-poet, of the anti-mystic, of the ‘spir-
itual bourgeois’, to use Nicholas Berdyaev’s words. It gives rise to the
spirit of domination that was the object of Christ’s third temptation,
and comes close to pride. As for the ‘idle talk’, this is the ‘care-
less words’ of the Gospel (Matthew 12.36): words of lying, magic,
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possession, profit-making, death. More deeply, however, they are
words of discouragement, of despair, of fascination with nothingness.
This is the ‘accidie’ well known to the greatest ascetics, but which in
our time has become the everyday expression of a general nihilism.
The second part of the prayer develops in counterpoint the
operation of the virtues. Faith that overcomes philautia; chastity that
is not necessarily continence, since marriage can be chaste, but rather
means the integration of desire in a personal relationship; humility
and patience that apply the faith to everyday matters and strengthen
it with an invincible hope. And clear self-knowledge, the basis not of
a guilt-inducing obsession but of a greater confidence; the refusal to
judge others; and finally the seal of the blessing, exchanged between
humanity and God for the sanctification of the whole of life.

The basis of praxis is the ‘keeping of the commandments’. These
‘commandments’ refer less to the Decalogue — except to the extent
that Jesus disclosed and made incarnate their spiritual meaning -
than to the injunctions and the actions of Christ, and above all the
Sermon on the Mount, the Beatitudes. For the Beatitudes describe
Christ himself, his beauty — and through him the very mystery of
the God of kenosis and love. To obey Christ’s commandments is to
love him, and to beseech him, aided by our very weakness, to take
possession of us and transform our life with his.

Whoever knows the power of God’s commandments and under-
stands the faculties of the soul is aware of the way in which the
former heal the latter and are the way to true contemplation.

EvAaGRIUs OF PONTUS Centuries, II,19 (Frankenberg, p. 143)

We can see the essentials of the commandments in the sober and
practical arrangement of the Benedictine Rule. In every line we find
the example and the words of Jesus, whether he is taking up an
Old Testament commandment and illuminating it or delivering the
Sermon on the Mount or the parable of the Last Judgment in
the twenty-fifth chapter of St Matthew’s Gospel: ‘I was hungry
and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I
was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you clothed
me, I was sick and you visited me, I was in prison and you came to
me ... as you did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you
did to me’ (Matthew 25.39-40).

The monk becomes little by little a centre of blessing. His trust
in God’s infinite mercy enables him to hope. Knowing himself to
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be fundamentally loved, he feels himself not only able but obliged
to serve his neighbour and love his enemy. The fear of God is the
discovery someone makes who is terrified by the realization that to be
completely identified with this world is to be lost in a false existence.
Meditation on hell enables us to understand from what Christ came
to save us, provided we cling with all our strength to his salvation.
(Certain themes such as the systematic repression of negative
thoughts will be studied in the fourth chapter of this part.)

What are the rules for living a good life?

In the first place to love the Lord with all one’s heart, with all one’s
soul and with all one’s strength.

Then to love one’s neighbour as oneself.

Then not to kill.

Not to commit adultery.

Not to steal.

Not to covet.

Not to bear false witness.

To respect all people.

And not to do to others what one would not wish to have done to
oneself.

To deny oneself in order to follow Christ.

To be master of one’s own body . . .

To help the poor.

To clothe the naked.

To visit the sick.

To bury the dead.

To assist those in distress.

To console the afflicted . . .

Not to let anything come before the love of Christ.

Not to give rein to one’s wrath.

Not to meditate revenge.

Not to harbour deceit in one’s heart.

Not to offer a pretended peace.

Not to forsake charity.

Not to swear, for fear of perjury.

To speak the truth from heart and mouth.

Not to render evil for evil.

Not to commit injustice but to bear patiently what is done to
oneself.

To love one’s enemies.

Not to render cursing for cursing, but rather blessing.
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To endure persecution for righteousness’ sake . . .
To place one’s hope in God.
If one sees any good in oneself, to ascribe it to God, not to
oneself.
To fear the day of judgment.
To dread hell.
To desire eternal life with all one’s heart and soul.
Every day to keep death present before one’s eyes . . .
Not to hate anyone.
Not to entertain jealousy.
Not to give oneself up to envy . ..
To respect the aged.
To love the young.
In the love of Christ to pray for one’s enemies.
After a disagreement, to make peace before the sun goes down.
And never to despair of God’s mercy.
Such are the tools of the spiritual art.

BENEDICT OF NURSIA Rule, IV (Centenario, pp. 20-6)

Diadochus of Photike, a great bishop, both a humanist and a
contemplative, offers a more condensed form of the ‘keeping of the
commandments’. The path goes from faith to love by way of hope,
detachment, humility, respect for others, and chastity, meaning the
integrity of spirit that makes it possible to integrate the whole being
in love.

First definition: faith. A thought about God free of idolatry.

Second definition: hope. A loving pilgrimage of the spirit towards
what is hoped for.

Third definition: patience. Ceaseless perseverance in seeing with the
inner eye the Invisible as if it were visible.

Fourth definition: absence of avarice. To be as eager not to possess
as people usually are to possess.

Fifth definition: knowledge. To disregard oneself in the effort to
ascend to God.

Sixth definition: humility. Never thinking about what one deserves.

Seventh definition: absence of irascibility. The ability to avoid anger.

Eighth definition: integrity (or interior chastity). The inward sense
constantly united to God.

Ninth definition: love. An increased friendliness towards those who
insult us.
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Tenth definition: total transformation. In the enjoyment of God
the anguish of death becomes joy.

D1ADOCHUS OF PHOTIKE Gnostic Chapters, Preamble (SC s bis,
84-5)

Maximus the Confessor emphasizes that the ‘keeping of the
commandments’ makes it possible to overcome the spirit of ag-
gression and greed, and consequently to enlighten the vital force
(the thumos) and desire (the epithumia).

The believer is seized with a holy trembling.

Whoever believes thus finds humility.

Whoever finds humility receives gentleness,

and thus overcomes the influence of unnatural aggression and
covetousness.

Whoever is gentle keeps the commandments.

Whoever keeps the commandments is purified.

Whoever is purified is enlightened.

That person is judged worthy to enter with the Word into the
nuptial chamber of the mysteries.

Maximus THE CONFESSOR Theological Chapters, 16 (PG 90,1089)

Ascesis requires discernment. To move from the blessings of this
life, which are fundamentally good, to a radical demand to go beyond
them, we must first have become aware of a higher perfection, and
have received a pledge of God’s ‘sweetness’ (even if later he has to
withdraw it and ask us to go through the desert places). Lacking
this discernment, ascesis is apt to be self-interested or Pharisaical,
in danger of withering purposelessly between earth and heaven.

To eat and drink with thanksgiving to God all that is served up or
prepared for one is not in any way opposed to the rule of knowledge.
For ‘everything is very good’ (Genesis 1.31).

But voluntarily to abstain from what is agreeable and abundant
is a sign of great discernment and higher knowledge. We do not
readily despise the delights of this life if we do not taste with
complete satisfaction the sweetness of God.

DiADOCHUS OF PHOTIKE Gnostic Chapters, 44 (SC s bis,
pp. 110-11)

The whole of praxis is symbolized by the fast, provided that this
includes spiritual as well as bodily fasting, as the Fathers teach. In
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the test made by God of Adam’s freedom and trust, the early Church
perceived the commandment of fasting. Human beings, instead of
hurling themselves on the world as on to their prey, ought to have
learned to see it as a gift from God and a ladder by which to reach
him. From this point of view sin now appears as exploitation and
selfishness, the desire to make use of and consume the world instead
of transfiguring it. Christ, by contrast, fasted for forty days in the
desert to show the tempter that ‘man shall not live by bread alone, but
by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God’ (Matthew 4.4),
and the world also is a word which comes from the mouth of God.

Fasting therefore signifies a radical change in our relation with
God and with the world. God - not the self — becomes the centre,
and the world is his creation, a dialogue amongst ourselves and with
the Creator. Fasting prevents us from identifying ourselves with the
world in order merely to possess it, and enables us to see the world
in a light coming from elsewhere. Then every creature, every thing,
becomes an object of contemplation. Fasting puts between ourselves
and the world a wondering and respectful distance. It enables us to
hunger for God as well, and to welcome our bodily hunger as an
echo, the ‘sighing’ of creation.

And so for the Fathers fasting from food is inseparable from
prayer and almsgiving, from the loving relationship re-established
with God, and from spontaneous, inventive sharing with one’s neigh-
bour. That was the real meaning of almsgiving in the first centuries.

Let us cherish fasting, for fasting is the great safeguard along with
prayer and almsgiving. They deliver human beings from death. Just
as Adam was driven out of paradise for having eaten, refusing to
trust, so it is by fasting and faith that they who wish to enter
paradise do so.

ATHANASIUS OF ALEXANDRIA On Virginity, 6 (PG 28,260)

Fasting lightens the body, prepares it for resurrection, and opens
it to healing grace. It makes the soul more readily transparent and
predisposes it to the study of Wisdom, to listening to the Word. It
makes sharing and mutual help possible.

God did not give the body to be an obstacle by means of its weight
... A lighter flesh he will raise more quickly to new life.

TEerTULLIAN On Fasting, 17 (PL 2,978)
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Fasting is food for the soul, nourishment of the spirit.
AMBROSE OF MILAN On Elijab and Fasting, 2,2 (PL 14,698)

[One who fasts] feeds like Moses on familiarity with God and his
word. He experiences the truth of the text, ‘Man shall not live by
bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of
God'.

JEROME Letter 130, 10 (PL 22,1115)

We have the days of Lent devoted to fasting. We have Wednesday
and Friday every week . .. And the Christian is free to fast at any
time, not out of superstition but in voluntary detachment . . . How
could anyone in fact study the Holy Scriptures, or devote himself
to knowledge and wisdom, if he were not master of his own mouth
and his own belly? But there is another reason, also spiritual, that
some apostles have praised in their letters . . . Blessed are they that
fast for the sake of feeding the poor.

ORIGEN Homilies on Leviticus, 10,2 (PG 12,528)
Fasting makes prayer easier.

The prayer of one who fasts is an eagle in full flight. That of
the wine-bibber is made heavy with satiety and dragged down to
earth.

Pseupo-NiLUs (Evagrius of Pontus) On the Eight Spirits of Evil, 1
(PG 79,1145)

Yet the emphasis is always on the whole nature of fasting and

its purpose, and on moderation.

If the enemy suggests to you an extreme ascesis that risks making
your body feeble and useless, you must moderate your fasting.

ATHANASIUS OF ALEXANDRIA On Virginity, 8 (PG 28,261)

Just as the body if it is burdened with a multitude of foods
makes the spirit slack and lazy, so if it is enfeebled by excessive
abstinence it breeds despondency and aversion in the contemplative
part of the soul. It is necessary therefore to regulate the soul’s
nourishment in accordance with the state of the body, so that
when the body is in good health it may be suitably controlled,
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and when it is weak it can be reasonably strengthened. The athlete
must not be in poor physical shape.

Di1ADOCHUS OF PHOTIKE Gnostic Chapters, 45 (SC 5 bis, p. 111)

Fasting is capable of making us bad-tempered, or of giving us
the good conscience of a Pharisee. Hence the constant call for respect
for one’s neighbour, for the struggle against backbiting, and also for
sharing with the poor, and for the works of righteousness.

Abba Pambo asked Abba Anthony, ‘What ought I to do?’

The old man told him, ‘Do not put any trust in your right-
eousness, do not worry about the past, keep a tight rein on your
tongue and your belly.’

Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Anthony 6 (SO 1, p. 21)

If you fast, but fail to keep watch over your mouth so as to refrain
from evil speaking and angry words, from lying and perjury; if you
slander your neighbour, even if the words come from the mouth of
one who is fasting, your fast will be of no avail and will be labour
lost.

ATHANASIUS OF ALEXANDRIA On Virginity, 7 (PG 28,260)

What is the use of keeping a fast for forty days without considering
the meaning of it? What is the use denying oneself banquets, then
spending one’s time in litigation? What is the use of not eating
the bread one possesses if one has to steal that of the poor?
... The Christian’s fasting ought to foster peace, not quarrels.
What advantage is there in making one’s stomach holy with fasting
and defiling one’s lips with lies? Brother, you will be able to come
to church only if your feet are not entangled in the snares of
usury. You will have the right to pray only if envy does not
make an obstacle in your heart ... The money you give to the
poor man will be given in all righteousness only if you have not
extorted it from another poor man . . .

So, let us imitate as far as possible Christ’s fasting by our
practice of the virtues, in order that grace may come upon us
through the twofold fasting of body and spirit.

Maximus of TURIN Sermon for Lent, Homily 44,8 (PL 57,135-6)

All ascesis, in fact, is magnetic attraction by love, by which
we are conformed to the crucified Christ. But the cross cannot be
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separated from Easter and, suffering or triumphant, its meaning is
always love. ‘He who says he abides in him ought to walk in the
same way in which he walked . .. He who loves his brother abides
in the light’ (I John 2.6 & 10).

The first and greatest commandment is love. Thanks to love the
spirit sees the original Love, namely God. For by our love we see
God’s love for us, as the psalm says, ‘He teaches his ways to those
who are gentle.’

EvAGRIUS OF PoNTUS Letter 56 (Frankenberg, p. 605)

The key to spiritual progress according to the greatest exemplars
of ascesis is, therefore, evangelical love for one’s enemies. That is, first
of all - something very simple but very difficult — the refusal to judge,
the refusal to assert oneself by despising or condemning others. Only
such an attitude of mind brings detachment and peace. The rest ic
secondary.

A brother asked Abba Poimen, ‘What ought I to do? I lack courage
when I am praying alone in my cell.’

The eldertold him, ‘Do not despise, condemn or blame anyone.
God will grant you peace and you will meditate in tranquillity.’

Sayings of the Desert Fathers, in Thomas Merton, The Wisdom of
the Desert, p. 46

Make no mistake, however. Christian ascesis is not only or even
especially moderation, self-control, wisdom. It is the folly of those
who in Christ fling themselves into the furnace of the spirit, of
those who themselves have something in common with fire.

Abba Lot came one daytosee Abba Joseph andsaidto him, ‘Father,
I keep my little rule to the best of my ability. I observe my modest
fast and my contemplative silence. I say my prayers and do my
meditation. I endeavour as far as I can to drive useless thoughts
out of my heart. What more can I do?’

The elder rose to answer and lifted his hands to heaven. His
fingers looked like lighted candles and he said, “‘Why not become
wholly fire?’

Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Joseph of Panepho, 7 (PG 65,229)
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To climb a mountain it is not enough to have a map. A guide
is necessary. Hence the importance of the ‘spiritual father’ in the
tradition with which we are concerned.

The spiritual father is above all a ‘spiritual’ person, one in
whom the Spirit dwells. And the Spirit makes him an icon of the
divine fatherhood, a fatherhood that as we have seen is sacrificial
and liberating.

Only self-mortification, long, hard and crucifying, makes
possible this acquisition of the Spirit, in accordance with the monastic
saying ‘Give your blood and receive the Spirit’. The ‘spiritual father’
thus obtains the spiritual gift of ‘compassion’ (in its full sense of
‘suffering with’) and along with it the gift of a humble and respectful
understanding of hearts. People come to him asking for a ‘word of
life’. And his word cuts open the hidden abscess, frees and awakens
them, sometimes with a touch of humour, like that of the experienced
monk who commanded a young brother who was eager to have his
own way to recite the Lord’s Prayer, saying not ‘Thy will be done’
but ‘My will be done’. The ‘spiritual father’ is above all a man of
gentleness, kindness and unlimited charity. And thus he brings home
to a person who hates himself how much he is in fact loved.

The spiritual father is able give guidance because he knows the
paths. His role is to keep a little way in front. He does not have
to lay down rules, but be an example. He is not a master, a ‘guru’,
since for Christians the only master is Christ. The destiny of the
spiritual father is that of St John the Baptist: ‘He [Christ] must
increase, but I must decrease.’

A brother asked Abba Poimen, ‘I am living with some brothers.
Do you want me to be in charge of them?’ The elder said to
him, ‘No. Do your own work first, and if they want to sur-
vive they will provide what is needed themselves.” The brother
said to him, ‘But it is they themselves who want me to be in
charge of them.” The elder said to him, ‘No. You must become
their example, not their legislator.’

Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Poimen, 188 (SO 1, p. 253)

An example like that does not draw attention to himself. Only
those who wish will follow.

A young man came to see an old ascetic to be instructed in the
way of perfection. But the old man said not a word to him.
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The other asked him the reason for his silence. ‘Am I your
superior to give you orders? Do what you see me doing if you like.’
From then on the young man imitated the ascetic in everything and
learned the meaning of silence.

Sayings of the Desert Fathers, in P. Evdokimov, La paternité
spirituelle, ‘Contacts’, §8, 2nd quarter, 1967

Sometimes it is enough to enter into the silent radiance of a

presence which, without trying, allows God to shine through.

Three brothers were in the habit of going to see the blessed
Anthony every year. The first two would ask him questions
about their thoughts and the salvation of the soul. But the third
would keep silence without asking anything. Eventually Abba
Anthony said to him, ‘You have been coming here to see me
for a long time now and you never ask me any questions.’ The
other replied, ‘One thing is enough for me, Father, to see you.’

Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Anthony, 27 (PG 65,84)

Tohave complete confidence in one’s spiritual father is to know

that he will keep you in his prayers, that he will concentrate on you
the prayer that he extends over the whole world. For he is one of those
whose prayer defends and protects the world, saves it from falling
apart, and becomes the life-blood of truly creative undertakings, in
the Church as in society. Being ‘poor in spirit’, meaning emptied of
themselves, of their personalities, of their functions in society, they
allow the suffering of the world to enter into them, they enable
the power of the resurrection to pervade history, to penetrate the
blind passions of human beings.

All the days that our father Pachomius was with us in the body,
he prayed day and night for the salvation of our souls and those
of the whole world.

Coptic Life of St Pachomius

There is no doubt that the whole world owes its continuing ex-
istence to the prayers of monks.

RUFINUS OF AQUILEIA History of the Monks, Prologue (PL 21,389)

There are tears of another sort, those we are made to shed by the
hardness of heart and the sins of others. Samuel wept thus over
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Saul. So too in the Gospel we see our Lord weeping over Jerusalem;
and in earlier times Jeremiah: ‘O that my head were waters, and
my eyes a fountain of tears, that I might weep day and night for
the slain of the daughter of my people’ (9.1) ...

These are the tears of the righteous man crushed under the
weight of the troubles, the anguish and the sorrows of this world.

This is shown clearly by the title of the psalm, ‘A prayer
of the afflicted, when he is faint and pours out his complaint
before the Lord’. The person thus introduced is that poor man
of whom the Gospel says: ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for
theirs is the kingdom of heaven’.

JoHN CassIaN Conferences, 1X,29 (SC 54, pp- 64-5)

Sometimes one who is advanced in the spiritual life is set free,
in Christ, from the fallen and divisive limitations of space and time,
and shares in the apparently incomprehensible ways of God.

Two brothers were going to see Anthony. On their journey they ran
out of water and one of the two died. The other was at death’s door.
At the end of his strength he lay down on the ground awaiting death.
Anthony, sitting on the mountain side, called two monks who were
there and urged them, ‘Take a jug of water and hurry to the road
from Egypt. Two brothers were coming. One of them is already
dead, and the other is going to die unless you are quick. This has
just been revealed to me in prayer.” The monks went and found the
dead monk and buried him. Then they refreshed the exhausted one
with a drink of water and took him to the elder. The distance was
a day’s journey. Someone perhaps will ask, ‘Why did not Anthony
speak before the first monk died?’ That would be wrong. It was no
business of Anthony’s to determine the time of his death. That is
reserved to God, and God decreed death for the one and revealed
to Anthony the danger in which the other was.

ATHANASIUS OF ALEXANDRIA Life of Anthony, 59 (PG 26,927)

The tender compassion of the great spiritual guide has something
maternal about it. It is as if he had become a complete human being
reconciling in himself the animus and the anima, the masculine and
the feminine dimensions of humanity.

Some elders came to see Abba Poimen to ask him, ‘If we see
some brothers dozing in the congregation, do you want us to
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reprove them so that they stay awake?’ He said to them, ‘For my
part, when [ see a brother dozing, I lay his head on my lap and let
him rest.’

Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Poimen, 92 (PG 65,344)

The spiritual father is wise. First of all he welcomes his ‘son’

into his prayer. The latter must not bother him with trivial details
of his daily life but must consult him especially when a particular
thought becomes persistent and obsessive. The exception occurs only
at certain times when a rigorous and detailed opening of the heart
proves indispensable.

Brother, nothing is to be gained by consulting your spiritual father
about all the thoughts that come into your mind. Most of them
quickly disappear. You need to ask about those that persist and
make war on you.

BARSANUPHIUS Letter 165 (Correspondance, Solesmes 1971, p. 141)

Brother, do not try yourself to discern the thoughts that come into
your mind. You are not capable ... If they worry you ... cast
your powerlessness before God, saying, ‘Lord, I am in thy hands,
come to my help.” . .. As for the thought that persists in you and
makes war on you, tell it to your Abba and by God’s grace he will
cure you.

BARSANUPHIUS Letter 142, (Correspondance, Solesmes 1971, p. 174)

The refectorian had a habit that intrigued me greatly. He
always carried a notebook hanging from his belt, and I discovered
that he noted in it all the thoughts that came to him so as to report
them to his spiritual father every day.

JoHN CrimAcus The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 4th step, 32(43) p- 39
The “father’ leads his ‘spiritual son’ to freedom, for

In the One
there is no longer master or disciple
but all are gods.

EvAGRIUS OF PONTUSs Centuries, IV,58 (Frankenberg, p. 297)
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Christian ascesis is distinct from ‘techniques’ of self-control, serenity,
inner life, that enable one to enjoy a methodically acquired euphoria;
it is at the service of a personal relationship. Personal loyalty to a
hidden and revealed personal presence requires faith and humility,
which are therefore the most important things. Humility is not the
will to be nothing in order to become all: rather it is the acceptance
of self in openness to the Other.

For a Christian the divine cannot be reduced to the exploration
of one’s own inner life or the acquisition of cosmic ‘powers’. The
divine has nothing to do with scientism, however spiritualistically
inclined. It is Someone who comes to us in the sovereign freedom
of his love. Grace does not come to order. We can only prepare
ourselves to receive it, making ourselves attentive to the possibility
of a meeting,.

Can a person or a thing, regarded in its solidity, avoid being
seen when it comes before our eyes? The higher divine realities
on the other hand, even when they are in front of us, can be
perceived only with their own consent. It depends entirely on them
whether they are seen or hidden.

It was by grace that God revealed himself to Abraham and the
other prophets. The eye of the heart itself did not allow Abraham
to see God, but the grace of God was offered spontaneously to the
gaze of that righteous man. This is true not only of God the Father
but also of our Lord and Saviour, and of the Holy Spirit . . .

So let us too make an effort so that from today God may appear
to us, as we have been promised by a text of Scripture that says: ‘He
manifests himself to those who do not distrust him’ (Wisdom 1.2).

ORIGEN Homily 3 on Luke, 1,11 (CGS 9,20-3)
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Faith is the way — with the risk that it entails. The cards are not
turned up before they are played. Only faith and interior purification
can open the eyes of the heart to contemplation, which is never more
than a partial anticipation of what we shall see in the Kingdom.

‘I am the way, and the truth, and the life’ (John 14.6). Faith
is our way, contemplation is the truth and the life. ‘For now we
see in a mirror dimly’ (I Corinthians 13.12). This is faith. ‘But then
face to face.” This is contemplation. Paul says again: ‘Christ dwells
in our hearts according to the inner man by faith.” That is the road
along which we can catch glimpses only. But he adds: ‘You will
know the love of Christ which surpasses all knowledge and you
will be filled with all the fullness of God’ (cf. Ephesians 3.16-19).
Contemplation is this fullness . .. “You have died,” he says again,
‘and your life is hid with Christ in God.” That is faith, But ‘when
Christ who is our life appears, then you also will appear with him
in glory’ (Colossians 3.3-4). That is the vision of God.

‘Beloved,” John says, ‘we are God’s children; it does not yet
appear what we shall be.’ That is faith. But he goes on: ‘We know
that when he appears we shall be like him, for we shall see him as
he is.” (I John 3.2). That is contemplation . . .

‘Jesus then said to the Jews who had believed in him, “If
you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples, and you
will know the truth and the truth will make you free” (John
8.31-32). They had faith. They were beginning to walk in Christ
as along a road. That is why he invites them to walk along
it right to the end. What end? He tells them, ‘The truth will
make you free.’ Free from what ... if not from corruption and
death?

This journey, this road, faith, obliges me to repeat those
words of the apostle: ‘Since we have these promises, beloved,
let us cleanse ourselves from every defilement of body and spirit,
and make holiness perfect in the fear of God’ (2 Corinthians
7.1).

There are some who would like to discover pure and unchang-
ing truth by themselves before believing. But only a heart that has
been purified can enable them to contemplate it. ‘Blessed are the
pure in heart, for they shall see God’ (Matthew §.8). Otherwise
they would be like blind men thinking they can be cured by turning
their unseeing eyes towards the sun. Who can possibly contemplate
its light before recovering his sight?

AuGUSTINE OF Hirro Sermons, 346,2 (PL 38,1523-4)
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We have no other way but Christ. To him we cling in all our
anguish, in all our inability to repent, to purify ourselves, to pray.
For he is our repentance, our cleansing, our prayer. It is in him that
‘anguish for death’ becomes ‘anguish for God’. For God incarnate,
descending to hell, chose the way of horror in order to set us free. The
two greatest spiritual masters of the golden age, St Isaac of Nineveh
and St John Climacus, bear converging witness on this point. We
need to listen to Isaac’s cry, his supplication de profundis — and we
are reminded of that other Isaac, the original one when he saw his
father’s knife flashing over him, and God intervened . ..

Lord Jesus, our God,

who wept for Lazarus,

and shed for him tears of grief and compassion,

accept the tears of my bitterness.

By thy sufferings assuage my suffering.

By thy wounds heal my wounds.

By thy blood cleanse my blood.

Pour out on my body the perfume of thy life-giving body.

For the gall that thou wast given to drink changes the bitterness
of my soul into sweetness . . .

May thy body stretched on the wood of the cross draw to thee my
spirit crushed by the demons . . .

May thy sacred hands pierced with the nails snatch me from the pit
of damnation and bring me back to thee, as thou hast promised.

May thy face which suffered blows and spittle enlighten my face
that is defiled by my wrongdoing.

May thy soul which on the cross thou didst give back to thy
Father lead me by thy grace to thee.

I have no broken heart to start me on the quest for thee,

no penitence, no tenderness . . .

I have no tears with which to pray to thee.

My spirit is in darkness ... my heart is cold . . .

I know not how to make it warm again by tears of love for thee.

But thou, Lord Jesus Christ, my God,

do thou give me complete repentance, the breaking of my heart,

that with my whole soul I may set out in quest of thee.

Without thee I should be without all reality . . .

May the Father who in his womb begot thee in eternity

renew in me thine image.

I have forsaken thee. Do not thou forsake me.

I have wandered far from thee. Do thou set out in quest of me.
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Lead me back to thy pastures with the sheep of thy flock.

Feed me together with them on the fresh grazing of thy mysteries
where the pure heart dwells,

the heart that bears in it the splendour of thy revelations . . .

May we be worthy of such splendour through thy grace

and by thy love for humankind, O Jesus Christ our Saviour,

for ever and ever. Amen.

Isaac oF NINEVEH Ascetic Treatises, 2 (Spanos, pp. 10-11)

We need to exercise ourselves greatly, to lay upon ourselves many
hidden labours after a life of negligence, in order that our spirit
which resembles a greedy and irritable dog may attain purity and
vigilance through simplicity, gentleness and fervour. However, be
of good heart. If the passions lord it over us and we are weak,
let us with great confidence offer to Christ our spiritual weakness
and our impotence; let us confess them before him. He will help
us irrespective of what we deserve, on the sole condition that we
descend continually to the bottom, into the abyss of humility.

JoHN CLiMAcus The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 1st Step, 17 (21)
p. 16

Faith isto know that we are loved. Itisto answer love with love.

‘Love me with love, you who are loved.” To love God is not a duty
but a cry of recognition, when we understand that he has first loved
us, even to the horror of the cross, of hell. Then our timid liberty is
stirred, our heart is moved and all that matters henceforward is that
wound by which life comes to us. ‘I walk with a song in my heart
for thy love has wounded me,’ as St John Climacus says.

The Bride says, ‘I am wounded by love’ (Song of Songs 2.5). By
these words she designates the arrow that sinks deep into her
heart. Love is the archer. Now love is God ... God shoots his
chosen arrow, his only begotten Son, first moistening the three
tips of its point with the life-giving Spirit. Now the point is faith,
and faith makes not only the arrow but the archer also to pen-
etrate its target, in accordance with the word of the Lord: ‘My
Father and I are one and we shall come to him and make our
dwelling in him’ (John 14.23).

Thus the soul is uplifted by this divine elevation and sees in
itself the sweet arrow of love with which it has been wounded, and
glories in its wounding in the words; ‘I am wounded by love’.

GREGORY OF NYSsA Homilies on the Song of Songs, 4 (PG 44,8 52)
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Keep my secret, you who are kept by it.

Keep my faith, you who are kept by it.

Learn what [ know, you whom my truth has known.
Love me with love, you whom I have loved.

Pray without ceasing, dwell in the love of the Lord,
you who are loved in the Well-beloved,

you who are living in the Living one,

saved by him who has redeemed you.

So will you escape from death, throughout all ages,
in the name of your Father. Alleluia!

Odes of Solomon, 8 (Harris-Mingana, pp. 254-5)

And this exchange of love if we do not want it to be illusory
must be confirmed by an infallible test, brotherly love.

Two men who wanted to see the sunrise would be very foolish
to argue about the place where it will appear and their means of
looking at it, then to let their argument degenerate into a quarrel,
from that to come to blows and in the heat of the conflict to gouge
out each other’s eyes. There would no longer be any question then
of contemplating the dawn . . .

Let us who wish to contemplate God purify our hearts by faith
and heal them by means of peace; for the effort we make to love one
another is already a gift from him to whom we raise our eyes.

AuGusTINE OF Hirro Sermons, 23,18 (PL 38,162)

Ascetic tenacity, even if it is not masochism or lust for self-
destruction, runs the risk of being an extreme example of the will
to power and possession — Lucifer’s own special temptation. Ascesis
then becomes the most dangerous of idols. That is why God expects
from us, basically, love and humility.

An elder replied, ‘I tell you, many have ruined their bodies with
no discernment and gone away without finding anything. We may
have evil-smelling breath because of our fasting, we may know the
Scriptures by heart, we may recite all the psalms . . . and still lack
what God is looking for — love and humility.

Anonymous Sayings of the Desert Fathers, 9o (SO 1, P. 357)

The mixture of sin and humility is worth more than the mixture
of virtue and pride. The God of the Pharisee in the Gospel, and of all
like him, is no doubt only his good conscience. The humility of the
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publican, the man doubly excluded, for political and for religious
reasons, truly makes room for the divine. ‘I came not to call the
righteous, but sinners,” Christ said.

Imagine two chariots. Harness virtue and pride to one, sin and
humility to the other. You will see the chariot drawn by sin
outstrip that of virtue . . . To understand why one of these vehicles
is faster than the other, remember the Pharisee and the publican
... One relied on his own righteousness, on his own fasting and
the tithes that he paid. The other needed to say only a few words
to be free of all his sins. That was because God was not only
listening to his words, he also saw the soul of him who spoke
them, and finding it humble and contrite he judged him worthy
of his compassion and love . . .

That is precisely what Christ wanted to demonstrate when he
said: ‘Come to me, all who labour and are heavy laden, and I will
give you rest’ (Matthew 11.28). So it is that he calls to us; let us
not keep our distance. If our sins are countless that is all the more
reason for going to him, for we are the sort of person he is calling. In
fact he says: ‘I came not to call the righteous, but sinners’ (Matthew
9.13) ... He is called the God of consolation, of mercy, because
unceasingly he consoles and encourages the unfortunate ones and
the afflicted, even if they have committed thousands of sins.

Let us then be content to surrender and go to him and never
to leave him.

JoHN CHRYsOsTOM On the Incomprebensibility of God, 5 (PG 48,
745)

God himself is humble because he is love. God humbled himself
out of love. Therefore not only does humility open us to God: it
clothes us with Christ, the humbled God.

Humility is the ornament of the godhead. The Word clothed
himself in it when he became man. By it he lived among us in
the flesh ... And anyone who wraps himself in it truly makes
himself like him who came down from on high and clothed his
grandeur and glory in humility, lest the created world should
dissolve at the sight of him. Indeed, the created world would not
have been able to contemplate him if he had not taken it to himself
and in this way lived within it.

Isaac ofF NINEVEH Ascetic Treatises, 20 (p. 76)



Confidence and Humility 155

The Lord who went down to hell, now, the moment I call to
him, comes to seek me in the midst of the darkness in which I am
struggling.

It was not said: I have fasted, I have kept awake, I have slept
on the hard ground. Rather it was said: I have humbled myself and
at once the Lord has saved me.

JoHN CrimAcus The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 25th Step, 14 (p. 118)

Ascesis ought to make a person ready to welcome this coming
to him of Another, a wholly undeserved coming, one which no ascesis
will ever earn.

I have seen some of them, sick in soul and body, haunted by

their sins, engaging in contests beyond their strength . . . To them
I say, God judges our metanoia not by our efforts but by our
humility.

JouN CrLiMAcus The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 26th Step, 2nd part,
9 (108) p. 138

The ultimate sin is to despair of God’s mercy. That is to limit
it, to make our ego its limit, whereas it is boundless.

The mercy of God has no limits, nothing is too great for it.
That is the reason why anyone who despairs of it is the author of
his own death.

JoHN CLiMAcuUs The Ladder of Divine Ascent, sth Step, 23 (46)
p. 58

Trust, childlike trust, enables the power of the resurrection to
dwell in us. For the God who was made man never ceases to be with
us.

O smallest of human creatures, do you want to find life?
Preserve in yourself faith and humility and . . . in them you will
find the one who protects you and dwells secretly with you . . .
When you come before God in prayer, be in your thought like
an ant, like something crawling on the ground, like a child lisping.
And in his presence make no pretence of knowledge. Approach God
rather with the heart of a child. Go into his presence to receive the



156 Initiation for Warfare

loving care with which fathers look after their little children. It has
been said, ‘The Lord protects little children.’. . .

When God sees that in all purity of heart you are trusting in
him more than in yourself . . . then a strength unknown to you will
come to make its dwelling in you. And you will feel in all your
senses the power of him who is with you.

Isaac OF NINEVEH Ascetic Treatises, 19 (p. 67)

It is by the ‘depths of the humbled heart’ and not by some
conceited ‘ascent’ that a person really rises, ascending from the
crucified Christ to the glorified Christ. One should read again here the
account of humility to be found in the Rule of St Benedict. The degrees
of humility lead us from the fear of God — which draws us up out of
the mire — eventually to the love that banishes the fear. Obedience,
patience, silence: these are attitudes appropriate to monks but also
to all those who are trying to practise an ‘interior monasticism’.

If we wish to attain the summit of humility, we must by our actions
set up the ladder that appeared in a dream to Jacob and on which
he saw angels descending and ascending. This descent and ascent
show us that by trying to climb we descend and by humility we
ascend. Now, this ladder thus set up is our life in this world, and
when the heart is humbled the Lord raises it to heaven. The sides
of the ladder are our body and soul, and on these sides God’s call
has fixed the steps of humility for us to climb . . .

The first degree of humility consists in always keeping present
in the mind the fear of God and absolutely avoiding forgetfulness
ofit...

The second degree of humility is not to love one’s own will,
not to take pleasure in fulfilling one’s own desires, but in one’s
actions to imitate the Lord when he says: ‘I have come down from
heaven, not to do my own will, but the will of him who sent me’
(John 6.38) ...

The third degree of humility is to subject oneself in all obedience
to a superior for the love of God, imitating the Lord of whom the
apostle says: ‘He became obedient unto death’ (Philippians 2.8).

The fourth degree of humility consists in keeping patience and
tranquillity of spirit, even when hard and repugnant commands are
given or one is unjustly treated . . .

The fifth degree of humility consists in disclosing to the abbot
in humble confession the evil thoughts that come into the heart,
or the wrong done in secret . . .
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The sixth degree of humility is when the monk is happy in the
worst of conditions, and whatever requests are made of him he still
sees himself as a bad and unworthy worker. . .

The seventh degree of humility is to know oneself the meanest
and most despicable of men, not merely by saying so but by believing
it with heartfelt conviction . . .

The eighth degree of humility is when the monk does nothing
save what is commanded him by the common rule of the monastery
and the example of his seniors.

The ninth degree of humility is when the monk has con-
trol of his tongue and remaining silent only speaks when he is
questioned . . .

The tenth degree of humility is when we are no longer disposed
to laugh easily; for it is written: ‘A fool raises his voice when
he laughs’ (Ecclesiasticus 21.20).

The eleventh degree of humility is when the monk utters
but few words when he speaks, words, however, of wisdom
spoken quietly without scoffing, humbly and with gravity; for
it is written: ‘The wise man is recognized by the fewness of his
words.’

The twelfth degree of humility is when the monk not only in
his heart but also in his outward bearing suggests humility to those
who see him . . .

Once these steps have been climbed the monk will soon come
to that perfect love of God which drives out fear. Thanks to this
love he will begin to observe, as though naturally and from habit,
everything which at first he was afraid to look at; no longer for
fear of hell, but for love of Christ, and through good habits and
delight in virtue.

BENEDICT OF NURSIA Rule, VII (Centenario, pp. 32-42)

It is especially profitable not to boast, not to put oneself for-
ward, carefully to refrain from speaking about one’s own ascetic
practices, to give the glory to God, and not to oneself, for every good
thing that seems to happen in or because of oneself. In this way
any narcissistic tendencies will be converted into self-forgetfulness
and trustful self-abandonment.

Those who fear the Lord do not boast of their good observance.
They consider that everything good in them comes not from them-
selves but from the Lord. They glorify him who is acting in



158 Initiation for Warfare

them, saying with the prophet: ‘Not to us, O Lord, not to us,
but to thy name give the glory.’

BENEDICT OF NURSIA Rule, Prologue, 29-30 (ibid. p. 6)

One day in the Vale of the Hermitages, when a feast was being
celebrated, the brethren were eating together in their place of as-
sembly. A certain brother said to those who were serving at table,
‘I won’t eat anything cooked, just a little salt on my bread.’

The one who was serving at table called to another brother
and said in the presence of the whole gathering, ‘This brother is
not eating anything cooked. Bring him just a little salt.’

Then one of the elders rose and said to the brother who
had asked for salt, ‘It would have been better for you today
to eat meat alone in your cell, rather than to publish what you are
doing to so many of the brethren.’

Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Anonymous series, 124 (SO 1,
P- 366-7)

Whatever miracle may be worked in us is worked by God. In
the healing of a soul or a body it is better to tell a lie in order to
remain unknown than to be accorded the fame of a wonder-worker.
Healing is by God alone, and the faith of the person who is healed.
‘Your faith has healed you,’ says Jesus.

A woman who had cancer of the breast heard of Abba Longinus
and sought to meet him. Now, he dwelt at the ninth milestone
beyond Alexandria. When the woman came looking for him he
was gathering firewood by the sea. Approaching him the woman
said, ‘Abba, where does Abba Longinus the servant of God live?’
She had no idea it was he. His reply was, ‘Why are you looking
for that impostor? Don’t go to him. He is an impostor. What is the
matter with you? The woman showed him her trouble. He made
the sign of the cross over the place and sent her away, saying, ‘Go,
and God will heal you, for Longinus cannot be any use to you.’
The woman trusted these words and was healed on the spot. Later,
when she was recounting the episode to others and describing the
old man, she discovered that he was the Abba Longinus.

Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Longinus, 3 (PG 65,256-7)

A great monk, when he is dying, confesses that he has not even
begun to serve God. The stories from the Egyptian desert tell us
that the brothers gathered round Abba Sisoes when he was dying.
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They asked him for a ‘word’. ‘How can I give you a word,’ replied
Sisoes, ‘when I have not yet myself begun to repent?’ Truly, that was
the word.

Abba Pambo delivers the same message to us in the following
brief narrative.

It is related that at the hour of his death Abba Pambo said to
the monks around him, ‘Ever since I arrived here and built
myself a cell in which I have lived, I do not remember ever
having eaten bread that I have not earned with my own hands,
or having uttered a word that I have had to regret. Yet I go to
the Lord as someone who has not even begun to serve God.’

Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Pambo, 8 (PG 65,369)

Humility makes forgiveness possible and is identified with it, or
at least with silence when an injury has been received.

A brother asked one of the elders for a definition of humility
and he replied, ‘It is to pardon our brother who has wronged us
before he himself asks our pardon.’

One of the elders was asked by a brother, ‘What is humility?’
and he answered, ‘It is to do good to those who do evil to
us.” The brother put a further question, ‘If one cannot go as
far as that, what should one do?’ The elder replied, ‘Flee those
who offend us and keep silent.’

Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Anonymous series, 171 & 173 (SO 1,
p- 382)

But we must not be content with words, or with too much talk
about love. Humility should be practical and realistic.

A brother went to see Abba Matoes and said to him, ‘How were
the solitaries of Scete able to do more than Scripture requires, by
loving their enemies more than themselves?’

Abba Matoes answered him, ‘For my part I do not yet love
the one who loves me, as much as I love myself.’

Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Matoes, 5 (PG 65,292)

Humility is closely connected with interior silence. Any obsession
with guilt must be rejected but we must be able to keep silence and say
nothing in the face of insults, as Jesus did. We remember his silence
before Pilate. The loving power of that silence has been portrayed
by Dostoyevsky in The Legend of the Grand Inquisitor.
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A brother asked Abba Bessarion, ‘What am I to do?’ The answer:
‘Keep silence and do not judge yourself.’

Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Bessarion, 10 (PG 65,141)

I do not pray any longer not to sin, but for thirty years I have been
repeating, ‘Lord Jesus, shield me from my tongue.” Yet despite this
my tongue trips me up every day, and I commit sin because of
it.

Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Sisoes, 5 (PG 65,393)

Abba Agathon carried pebbles in his mouth for three years, not to
become an orator but to learn to keep silence.

Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Agathon, 15 (PG 65,113)

If someone accuses you of something you have done, or not done,
and you keep silent, this is in conformity with the nature of
Jesus.

If you answer: ‘But what have I done?’ that is not according
to his nature.

If you answer back word for word, that is contrary to his
nature.
Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Abba Isaiah, Logos 25,51 (CSCO 294,
p- 438)

Silence is receptivity. It makes us attentive and allows a conver-

sation with God that goes beyond words.

The friend of silence comes close to God.
In secret he converses with him and receives his light.

Joun Crimacus The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 11th Step 4 (5)
(p-78)

Humility and silence are so many aspects of interior poverty

and renunciation. A person uprooted from a settled life, heads for
the desert, to become God’s nomad. The real desert is within us. A
vast city can be a strange kind of desert.

Spiritual deepening necessarily passes through ‘mindfulness of

death’. This ‘mindfulness’ is a ‘reminder’, an anamnesis in the strictest
sense of the word, something not intellectual but existential. Our
whole being is shaken and we experience the anguish and bitterness
of our narrow finiteness, the condition of alienation, error, horror,
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hatred of others and of self. Everything seems precarious and about to
overwhelm us, physical death seems imminent, and we feel the threat,
already partially experienced, of spiritual death - this is real agony.

Then we discover, nearer still, the Christ who is conqueror of
death and hell. And the ‘mindfulness of death’ becomes a blessed
‘mindfulness of God’, of God who is incarnate, crucified, bound
with the chains of hell, risen. And all of a sudden there is no longer
anything but resurrection. The anguish is changed into trust and
the bitterness into sweetness.

The ‘mindfulness of death’ in spite of appearances does not come
automatically. It has to be asked for and received as a grace.

An elder said: ‘The man who keeps the image of death continually
before his eyes will always overcome his faint-heartedness.’

Sayings of the Desert Fathers (in T. Merton, p. 113)

Perfect awareness of death is free of all anguish.
JouN CLimAcus The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 6th Step, 16 (p. 60)

Mindfulness of death gives to the soul’s activity something
incorruptible.

Joun Crimacus The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 6th Step, 21 (p. 61)

Mindfulness of death is a grace added to the other gifts that God
gives us. If it were not so, why should we often stand by tombs
without feeling the least emotion, whereas our heart can be deeply
moved when we are far from the sight of them?

Joun CriMAacus The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 6th Step, 22 (p. 61)

It is impossible to spend the coming day in faith if we do not think
of it as the last day of our life.

JoHN CrLimacus The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 6th Step, 26 (p. 62)

The ‘mindfulness of death’ should be linked with the Name of
Jesus, the name of death’s conqueror. Then I know at once what
I am saved from and by whom. And if go to sleep each night like
this, I introduce into my sleep, which is at once an image of death
and also a kind of self-abandonment, a tang of the resurrection. The
name of Jesus shuts up the infernal depths from which illusions come
into the soul; and it opens the soul to the ‘superconscious’, which is
penetrated by baptismal grace and visited by bright dreams.
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Let the mindfulness of death be present when you fall asleep and
when you wake up. In this way you will be protected during your
sleep.

Joun Crimacus The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 15th Step, 51 (p. 91)

The ‘mindfulness of death’ is thus the way to the most profound
contemplation.

The mindfulness of death is the first thought by which the love of
God leads the soul to life and fills the heart . . . When the power of
God wants to manifest life in a person’s heart, it plants this thought
there as a foundation. If it is not quenched by the complexities and
vanity of this life, if it is allowed to grow in peace . . . it leads him
to the most profound contemplation, too profound for words.

IsAACc OF NINEVEH Ascetic Treatises, 39 (p. 167)

The experience of humility and the ‘mindfulness of death’ is
bound up with the ‘gift of tears’. The heart is broken and exults
in the Spirit with immense joy. The joy is ‘sorrowful’ because it is
inseparable from the cross, but it is the sign that all the strength of
human suffering, crucified and risen, is being healed, pacified, and
transfigured in a kind of ontological tenderness. The whole being
is wonderfully torn apart, and the heart of stone becomes a heart
of flesh; discreet and gentle tears begin to flow, not distorting the
face. This ‘emotion’ of the heart, that everyone feels at certain
moments when experiencing compassion or love or beauty, from
now on becomes a settled state.

The tears are at first those of bitterness and despair, when the
Spirit makes us aware of our ‘unlikeness’, of our complicity in hatred
and destruction. Then they become tears of gratitude and fervour be-
cause ‘the cross is the judgment of judgment’ and ‘Christ is risen’.

Pray first of all to receive the gift of tears in order to soften the
hardness of your heart by ‘breaking’ it.

EvaGRrius oF PoNTUs On Prayer, s (Philokalia I,177)

Conversion and humility direct the soul aright.
Compassion and gentleness make it strong.

EvaGrius OF PoNTus The Mirror of Monks, 53 (Gressman, p. 157)
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Sadness weighs us down,
self-disgust is unbearable.
But tears before God are stronger than either.

EvaGRrius oF PoNTus The Mirror of Nuns, 39 (Gressman, p. 149)

The water of tears is a return to the source, to the water of
baptism, and so to the waters of creation that are amenable to the
Spirit. The ‘baptism of tears’, this conscious realization of baptismal
grace, is the same thing as ‘baptism in the Spirit’.

So anguish, by becoming prayer, is turned with all its ardour
into peace and light.

Nothing is so well calculated to dispel sloth and negligence as
anguish that gathers the spirit together from all sides and makes
it return into itself. Anyone who prays in anguish will be able,
after his prayer, to know a great joy in his soul. Just as clouds
when they gather begin by making the day dark, then, once they
have poured out all the water they contained, the atmosphere is
serene and light; so anguish, as it builds up in our heart, plunges
our thoughts into darkness, but then, when it has vented all its
bitterness through prayer and accompanying tears, it brings to the
soul a great light. God’s influence irradiates the soul of the one
who is praying, like a ray of sunlight.

JoHN CHRYSOSTOM On the Incomprehensibility of God, Sermon §
(PG 48,744)

The mystery of tears fashions us after the mystery of Golgotha,
of the sacred agony in which all the sorrow of the world is gathered
up and all its joy is inaugurated. We have to stand, like St John, with
Mary, at the foot of the cross.

Abba Joseph used to relate what Abba Isaac said: ‘One day I
was sitting near Abba Poimen and I saw him in ecstasy, and as
I enjoyed great freedom of speech with him, I prostrated myself and
besought him saying, “Tell me, where were you?” And he replied
in embarrassment, “My thoughts were there where Mary was, the
holy Mother of God, weeping over the cross of the Saviour. And
for my part I wish I could always be thus weeping.””’

Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Poimen 151 (SO 1, p. 246-7)

Little by little, through the tears there comes a smile, something
familiar to the child but forgotten by the adult.
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One who goes on his way to God with interior tears never ceases
keeping festival.

JoHN CLiMAcuS The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 7th Step, 38 (41)
(p.65)

One who is clothed with blessed tears for a wedding dress knows
the soul’s spiritual smile.

JouN CrLimacus Ibid. 44(41) p. 66

At the beginning of the spiritual life God is accustomed to reveal
himself clearly. But the person who is still inexperienced mixes these
experiences with his imagination and takes them too seriously. Then
there comes the exodus through the wilderness, the ‘sadness for God’
and the tears of sorrow, then the tears ‘without sorrow’. And he
receives the true joy as a grace that is indeed a ‘free gift’, a joy
that he can now welcome in complete humility, one which radically
re-creates him. As the world was created from the primordial waters,
so is man re-created from the water of his tears.

The initial joy is one thing, the joy that consummates is another.
The former is vulnerable to imagination, the latter has the strength
of humility. Between the two comes a blessed sadness, and tears
without sorrow.

DiADOCHUS OF PHOTIKE Gnostic Chapters, 6o (SC 5 bis, p. 120)

A ‘stranger on earth’, the spiritual person’s dwelling is found in
God. Eros is transfigured and illumined by the contemplation of the
human face of God. Then comes the experience of the true joy, pure
and fundamental, joy in the Father and the Son, joy that is almost the
Spirit himself, in the Kingdom of the Father to which the Son admits
us.

The Father of all things is a well-beloved kingdom.
Anyone who is in him,

anyone who establishes his dwelling in him,

finds his joy in living as a stranger

because he has for delicious food

the beauty of God’s face.

EvaGRrIius ofF PoNTuUs Centuries, Suppl. 57 (in Hausherr p. 186)

The name of the Son of God is great, majestic, upholding the
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whole world. Now consider those whom he upholds. They are
those who bear his name in the depths of their heart. He then
becomes their support, he maintains them in joy because they are
not ashamed to bear his name.

HERMAS The Shepherd, 91, 5-6 (SC 53, p. 326)

A text of the second century which shows the Christian aware-
ness of fundamentals emphasizes that joy is the true condition of
humanity.

Clothe yourself then in joy where God delights to be. Make
it your delight. For every joyful person acts well, thinks rightly,
and tramples sadness underfoot. The gloomy person on the other
hand always acts badly. In the first place such a one does wrong
by grieving the Holy Spirit who is given to us as joy. Then . .. the
gloomy person is guilty of impiety in not praying to the Lord . . . for
prayer offered in sadness lacks the strength to ascend to the altar of
God . . . Sadness mingled with prayer prevents it from rising, just as
vinegar mingled with wine robs it of its flavour . . . Purify your heart
then of the sadness that is evil, and you will be living for God. And
all those who have stripped themselves of sadness in order to put
on joy will likewise be living for God.

HERMAS The Shepherd, 42, 1-4 (SC 53, p. 190)

With trust and humility, in a joy that is peaceful and strong, we
find our true stature as sons in the Son, crowned with flames of the
Spirit. We attain the true royalty which is our freedom.

Be like a king in your heart, on the throne of humility. You
bid laughter: ‘Go’, and it goes. You bid sweet tears: ‘Come’,
and they come. You bid your body that is both servant and
tyrant: ‘Do this’; and it does it.

JouN CrLimAcus The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 7th Step, 40(43)
(p. 66)
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Passions Transfigured,
Thought Transcended

To ‘see’ God one must purify one’s ‘heart’, one’s ‘spirit’. Some
speak more of the ‘heart’, others more of the ‘spirit’: Jerusalem
and Athens? Perhaps ... Indeed it was soon perceived that this
separation is a sign of the fallenness of humanity, but that in the
crucible of grace it becomes possible to unite ‘heart’ and “spirit’. This
‘heart-spirit’ is purified and reconciled with itself, and little by little
becomes aware of the fire it contains. The decisive element here is
the blessed state of ‘the pure in heart, for they shall see God.” Even
before there is any question of an ascetical method, what matters
is to change one’s life: ‘poverty’ and ‘justice’ are not to be kept
apart, as the text of the Beatitudes in St Luke’s Gospel underlines.
And as St Augustine reminds us in the following reflections, sand
is thrown in the eyes of the heart not only by a multiplicity of
images, not only by association of ideas, but also by the refusal
to serve one’s neighbour in practical ways. To be too busy filling
the coffers prevents one from emptying one’s heart so as to make it
attentive to the ‘interior Master’. For ‘where your treasure is,” says
Jesus, ‘there will your heart be also.’

To purify yourself, have faith. You would like to see God. That
desire is good, it is noble, and I challenge you to make trial of
it. You would like to see him? ‘Blessed are the pure in heart,
for they shall see God’ (Matthew 5.8). Think first of all about
purifying your heart ... You believe that God is evident to the
eyes like the light ... But if your eyes were clogged with sand,
would you not have to wash them out before you could see the
light?

Your heart is defiled also. And avarice spreads its murkiness
there . . . Do you not realize that by hoarding in this way you are
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covering your heart with mud? How then will you see him whom
you desire?

You say to me, ‘Show me your God.’ . ..

I answer you, ‘Take a look at your heart. Everything you see
in it that might sadden God, remove. God wants to come to you.
Listen to Christ your Lord: “My Father and I will come to him and
make our home with him” (John 14.23). That is God’s promise. If
I were to tell you I was coming to stay with you, you would clean
your house. Now it is God who wants to come into your heart. Do
you not hasten to purify it? How could he dwell with avarice? . . .
God has commanded you to clothe the naked. But avarice induces
you to strip the one who is clothed . . . I am looking at your heart.
What do you have in it? Have you filled your coffers but thrown
away your conscience? . . . Purify your heart.’

AUGUSTINE OF Hirro Sermons, 261,4 (PL 38,1203-4)

Beyond that, however, everything resolves itself, including the
basic motives of our actions, into those logismoi or dialogismoi of
which Jesus speaks in the Gospels. The usual translation is ‘thoughts’.
More precisely they are the seeds of the ‘passions’, those suggestions
or impulses that emerge from the subconscious and soon become
obsessive. In the ascetic sense, remember, the ‘passions’ are blockages,
usurpations, deviations that destroy the human being’s basic desire.
They are forms of idolatry, of that ‘self-idolatry’ that deflects towards
nothingness our capacity for transcendence.

What is it then to be a fool for Christ? It is to control one’s
thoughts when they stray out of line. It is to make the mind empty
and free so as to be able to offer it in a state of readiness when
Christ’s teachings are to be assimilated, swept clean for the words
of God that it needs to welcome.

JoHN CHRYSOSTOM On the Incomprebensibility of God, Sermon §
(PG 48,710)

It is therefore essential to let the ‘heart-spirit’ settle like calm
water. Then it becomes a tranquil lake in which the sky is re-
flected, in which the face of Christ can be seen and thereby the
true face of one’s neighbour also.

One of the Fathers said, ‘In the same way as you cannot see
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your face in troubled water, the soul, if it is not emptied of foreign
thoughts, cannot reflect God in contemplation.’

Sayings of the Desert Fathers (in T. Merton, p. 77)

It is important to learn how to lead back ‘into the house of
the body’ the mind that is scattered, pulled this way and that,
put to all kinds of wrong uses. The whole art is to confine the
incorporeal within the corporeal, as St John Climacus was to put
it, with the intention of making it faithful and vigilant, like the
virgins in the parable whose lamps were full of oil in expectation
of the Bridegroom’s arrival (Matthew 2§.1-13). One must learn to
keep awake in the silence of the heart.

Let the soul collect its scattered thoughts as if it were recalling
stray children back home to the body. Let it await unceasingly in
sobriety and love the day on which its Lord will come truly to visit
it ... In this way sin will do no harm to people living in hope
and faith awaiting the Redeemer. When he comes he transforms
the thoughts of the heart . .. he teaches true prayer that remains
firm and unshakeable. Fear not. ‘I will go before you and level
the mountains, I will break in pieces the doors of bronze and
cut asunder the bars of iron’ (Isaiah 45.2). And: ‘Keep watch
on yourself that no word in the silence of your heart may make
you an object of reprobation.’

Pseuno-MAcARIus Thirty First Homily, 1 (PG 34,728)

The heart that is not purified is a dark abyss, an immensity of
the subconscious, that is not merely individual but pan-human, even
cosmic, containing all the dark side of the world. In the ‘upward’
direction it is shut off by death, and in the ‘downward’ direction
given over as prey to the ‘powers of darkness’. Faith and humil-
ity, on the contrary, open the ‘upward’ way for the heart through
the risen Christ to the ‘image of God’ that might be termed the
‘superconscious’. Thus the divine light penetrates the abyss, and
Christ triumphs there anew over the murderous powers of evil. The
abyss of the heart opens on to the abyss of God.

To refrain from evil is not perfection. Perfection is to enter into a
spirit of humility and to put to death the serpent that is making
its nest and practising murder below even the spirit, deeper than
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the abode of thought, in the treasury and storehouse of the soul.
For the heart is an abyss.

Pseuno-Macar1us Eighteenth Homily (PG 34,633)

This penetration of the light into the subconscious manifests
itself, as we have already suggested, in the form of dreams full of
joy and peace, that are sometimes prophetic. Diadochus of Photike
here describes the criteria that make it possible to distinguish dreams
like this from those which display diabolical forces.

Dreams appearing to the soul in the love of God are sure signs
of a healthy soul. They do not skip lightly from one image to
another. They do not alarm the senses . . . They fill the soul with
spiritual happiness. Even after awakening, the soul seeks with an
ardent desire the joy of the dream. Diabolical apparitions behave in
contrary fashion. They change rapidly . . . they speak loudly, utter
great threats, overwhelm the soul with their cries. Then the spirit,
if it has been purified, recognizes them and awakens the body . ..
It may happen that good dreams do not bring joy to the soul but
cause it sadness and tears without pain. That is the case with those
who are making great progress in humility.

DIADOCHUS OF PHOTIKE Gnostic Chapters, 37 (SC s bis, p. 106)

It is therefore necessary to possess ‘discernment of spirits’: not
only to know how to progress through the flood, or jungle of
thoughts without being dragged helplessly along by them, but also
to know how to sift the ‘good’ from the ‘bad’. In the good our true
nature is at work, attracted by grace, but in the bad the foreign
powers envelop the soul in a strait-jacket and interpose themselves
between the spirit and the heart.

This attention to one’s thoughts, this particularly fruitful ‘fish-
ing’ in the silence of the night, when the subconscious becomes
accessible, must all be placed in the context of prayer. For it is
only by his relation with God that a person can break free from
external conditioning.

And this prayer must be discreet, indeed secret. ‘Go into your
room and shut the door,’ says Jesus — for fear of being ostentatious
and causing embarrassment to others.

This is the true foundation of prayer: keeping watch over your
own thoughts and giving yourself to prayer in great tranquillity,
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in great peace, in such a way as not to disturb others ... You
will then have to wage war on your own thoughts and cut back
their rampant growth . . . push ahead towards God, refrain from
doing as your thoughts would have you do, but on the contrary
lead them back from their dispersion, sifting the natural thoughts
from those that are bad. The soul subjected to sin advances as if
across a river choked with reeds and sedge . . . Anyone wishing to
cross over must reach out with his hands and laboriously root out
by force the obstacles in his way. Thus do thoughts from the enemy
power imprison the soul as in a strait-jacket. It requires great zeal
and great alertness to discern them.

Pseupo-MAcaRrius Sixth Homily, (PG 34,520)

In most of the texts the ‘heart’ is understood as the centre of the

personality where all our faculties meet. It is the ‘heart-spirit’ already
purified, especially by baptismal grace. So it is necessary to practise
‘custody of the heart’ by the discerning of the thoughts.

Be the door-keeper of your heart and do not let any thought come
in without questioning it. Question each thought individually: ‘Are
you on our side or the side of our foes?” And if it is one of ours,
it will fill you with tranquillity.

EvaGRius OF PONTUS Letter 11 (Frankenberg, p. 575)

An ambiguous ‘thought’ is put in parenthesis, some way off,

and is bombarded with rays of prayer until it is harmonized or it
disintegrates.

Wake up, keep watch! If the thought that comes to you is a
good thought you should know that God wants to open up a way
of life for you . . . But if the thought is dark, if you are in two minds
because you cannot see clearly whether it is to help you or deceive
you — since an evil thought can be hidden under an appearance of
good — keep watch night and day in the ardour and intensity of
prayer so as to prepare yourself to fight it. Do not chase after it
and do not accept it either, but pray about it earnestly. Do not
cease to call on the Lord and he will show you whence it comes.

Isaac OF NINEVEH Ascetic Treatises, 34 (Spanos, p. 148)

Invocation of the name of Jesus is habitual in these exercises

of discernment. It is important that the ‘natural’ thought giving
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expression to the deep but still blind yearning of the soul should
be enlightened and strengthened by being clothed with the name
of Christ. Any idolatrous or obsessive idea is dashed against this
name. For example the name of Jesus may be invoked faster and
faster until the soul is quieted. This is how the monks used to
interpret the psalm of the exiles that recommends the dashing of
the ‘children of Babylon’ against the rocks. The children symbolize
negative thoughts. The rock is Christ.

On this point too it will be seen that Benedictine monasticism
is hardly distinguished from Eastern monasticism.

He who acts righteously . .. is he who drives the devil from his
heart. He seizes this brood of devilish thoughts and dashes it to
pieces against Christ.

BENEDICT OF NuURsIA Rule, Prologue 28 (Centenario, p. 6)

Sometimes it is preferable, instead of tackling ‘thoughts’ head
on, to break off all contact with them and to take refuge in Christ.
Witness a moving passage about such a ‘little way’ from that giant
of ascesis, Isaac of Nineveh.

There is no need to set oneself against the thoughts. Better take
refuge in God. If we refrain from opposing the thoughts sown in
us by the devil, and in prayer to God break off all contact with
them, that is the sign that the intelligence has discovered the
wisdom that comes from grace, and that true knowledge has freed
us from too much action. Thus we have mastered the shortest
route.

Isaac OF NINEVEH Ascetic Treatises, 33 (p. 144)

After all, it is not the human being acting alone, but the coming
of the Spirit that cleanses the soul of all the dust of ‘reasonings and
thoughits’. The ‘true recollection’ is not so much mastered as received.
But we must prepare to receive it.

The Holy Spirit taking pity on our weakness visits us even
when we are still not purified. Provided only that he finds our
intelligence simply praying with a desire for true recollection,
he comes down upon it and scatters the whole troop of reasonings
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and thoughts that are besieging it and leads it to love and to the
achievement of spiritual power.

EvaGrius oF PoNTus On Prayer, 63 (Philokalia I,182)

Clearly it is not only a question of discerning between good
and bad thoughts, but also of escaping from the flux of our psychic
processes in which so often ‘something thinks’, ‘something speaks’ in
spite of us. The spirit soars up to God beyond the visible and the intel-
ligible, up even beyond its own flight — pure ek-stasis of the person
up to the personal God. Then we can say with the bride of the Song
of Songs: ‘I slept, but my heart was awake’ (Song of Songs §.2).

A woman whoisasleep canremain impervious to the uproar of a
storm, but will be woken by a sigh from her baby in the next room. A
sleeper who is indifferent to the noises in the street immediately hears
the light footsteps of the one he loves. Lighter still are the footsteps
of the ‘One who comes’. But the heart wakes for him.

When the spirit wants to think, it goes down beneath itself and
plunges into thoughts one at a time. For the thoughts are below
the thinker, precisely because they are being thought and are
thus limited. They constitute a scattering, a dismemberment of
the spirit. For the spirit is simple, without division. Thoughts
on the other hand are innumerable and scattered, the units, so
to speak, of which the spirit is made . . . But the spirit is united by
the movement by which it raises itself up to that which is above it,
namely when it devotes itself to the contemplation of God, when
in ecstasy it is transported beyond the visible and the natural and
even beyond its own movement.

JoHN oF ScyTHOPOLIS On the Divine Names of Dionysius the
Areopagite, 7 (PG 4,344)

In ordinary sleep the sleeper is not awake, and the one who is
awake is not asleep, but both sleeping and wakefulness succeed
each other alternately, taking each other’s place . . . But here we find
an unheard of and paradoxical union and mixture of contraries. For
the Bride says: ‘I slept, but my heart was awake’ (Song of Songs §.2).
What can these words mean? Sleep resembles death. For in sleep all
visible activity of the body comes to a halt . .. The body is entirely
relaxed. It also induces forgetfulness of those preoccupations that
a person carries about with him, it puts fear to sleep, it pacifies
anger, it soothes bitterness and makes us insensible to all pain.
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We see from this how high the soul rises above itself when it
says: ‘I sleep but my heart is awake’ . . . Enjoying the contemplation
solely of that which is . . . but allowing all bodily activity to sleep,
it receives in the unclothed nakedness of the spirit the revela-
tion of God in divine wakefulness. May we make ourselves also
worthy of it, by attaining through sleep to wakefulness of soul.

GREGORY OF NYSSA Sermons on the Song of Songs, 10 (PG 44,
992-3)

Having reached interior freedom, where the ‘passions’ cease, or
are transformed into love, and participate in God’s pure ‘passion of
love’, we let the light of God transfix us. In this light, whose source
is utterly elsewhere, we then see, beyond the stirring of ‘thoughts’,
our heart-spirit as an interior heaven, sapphire in colour. It is an
abyss of light or, better, of transparent glory, inwardly azure, as a
sign that the world is becoming interior to the spiritual person. To
descend into the heart, say the ascetics, is thereafter to climb Sinai,
where God revealed himself to Moses.

If you wish to see the transparency of you own spirit you must rid
yourself of all thoughts, and then you will see yourself looking like
sapphire or the colour of heaven. But to do that without interior
freedom [apatheia) is not possible. Human beings need God’s help
in filling their emptiness with light and strength.

EvaGRrIius ofF PonTus Centuries, Suppl. 2 (Frankenberg p. 425)

Anger (where the strength of the soul, the thumos, is inflamed
and distorted) and greed (where desire, the epithumia, is inflamed and
distorted) are major passions to be overcome, major energies to be
transformed.

If you are armed against anger you will never allow greed to master
you. For it is greed that fuels anger, and anger that blurs the eye of
the spirit, so wrecking the state of prayerfulness.

EvaGRius oF PoNTUs On Prayer, 27 (Philokalia I,179)

To come before God in prayer is to see oneself in his clear
and sober light with the eyes of a child. So one feels oneself being
weighed and judged, and this leads to self-judgement, and any resent-
ment fades away like something laughable.

And how can one pray, or escape from the demon of sadness,
if one has wounded a brother or sister in anger?
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If you receive some provocation or contradiction that irritates you,
and you feel your anger leading you to reply in kind and retaliate,
then remember prayer and the judgment that is awaiting you, and
at once your unruly emotion will subside.

EvaGRius oF PoNTUs On Prayer, 12 (Philokalia 1,178)

It is a question not only of preserving one’s calm outwardly -

since resentment is worse than an outburst of anger — but also of
allowing the Holy Spirit to pacify the soul.

The Holy Spirit calms the soul. Anger rouses the heart. Nothing is
so opposed as anger to the coming of the Holy Spirit to us.

JoHN CLiMAcus The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 8th Step, 16(18)
(p.71)

I have seen people preserving a calm exterior ... while beneath
an appearance of quiet they are nourishing internal resentment. I
regard them as more pitiable than those who give vent to their feel-
ings. Their dreary character puts the Dove, the Holy Spirit, to flight.
JoHN CLiMAcus The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 8th Step, 17(20)

(p. 71)

Then we come tothe gentleness of those who are strong, whether

they are in the desert or amongst other people.

Better a man living in the world if he is gentle than a monk who
flies into fits of anger.

EvaGrius oF PoNTus Mirror of Monks, 34 (Gressmann, p. 156)

However, it is not a question of abolishing aggressiveness, of

unmanning anyone, of assuming an attitude of nihilistic indiffer-
ence. There can be a good use for aggressiveness when we use it
calmly against hatred and stupidity.

Anger, more than the other passions, is wont to trouble and
upset the soul. But even anger sometimes renders the soul great
benefits. When, in fact, we use it calmly against error or stupidity,
to denounce and save, we obtain for the soul additional gentleness,
since we are furthering the purposes of justice and divine goodness.
And also when we rouse ourselves strongly against evil we often
make more masculine what is feminine in the soul . . . Therefore



Passions Transfigured, Thought Transcended 175

one who makes temperate use of anger out of zeal for truth will
no doubt be found better, in the time of judgement, than one who
out of inertia was never stirred to anger.

D1ADOCHUS OF PHOTIKE Gnostic Chapters, 62 (SC 5 bis, p. 121)

It is the same with desire as it is with strength. Eros has to
be transformed into eagerness for a meeting, for the content of a
personal relationship. The texts we are considering, being monastic
in character, speak only of the metamorphosis of eros in relation to
the personal God. But one might think here also of its metamorphosis
in the relationship of a man and a woman, each of them in the light
of God recognizing the other as a person.

I have seen impure souls who threw themselves headlong into
physical eros to a frenzied degree. It was their very experience
of that eros that led them to interior conversion. They concen-
trated their eros on the Lord. Rising above fear they tried to love
God with an insatiable desire. That is why, when Christ spoke of
the woman who had been a sinner, he did not say that she had
been afraid, but that she had loved much and had easily been
able to surmount love by love.

JoHN CLiMAacus The Ladder of Divine Ascent, sth Step, 6(28)
(p- 57)

Thus God must be loved also with all the strength of eros. Then
eros is transformed and subsumed in agape, the spiritual love that
comes from above. The Fathers do not oppose these terms. Agape
without eros would remain weak, powerless, mere moonshine, just
as eros without agape would be a dark destructive force. This op-
position is brilliantly described by Dostoyevsky in The Idiot where
he compares the unarmed agape of Mushkin with the blind eros of
Rogozhin — both qualities bring death to the woman who aroused
pity only or desire only ... Together eros and agape constitute a
creative virility, like the sun, joining heaven to earth.

Human nature cannot express the overflowing abundance of
divine love. Accordingly it is symbolized by what is most violent
in the passions that excite us, I mean the passion of love, in order
that we may learn thereby that the soul, which has its eyes on the
beauty of the divine nature, must be as much enamoured of it as
the body is with that which is akin to it, changing passion into
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detached joy, so that our soul is ‘erotically’ on fire in us with
the flame of the Holy Spirit only.

GREGORY OF NYSSA Sermons on the Song of Songs, 1 (PG 44, 777)

It is not a question of crushing the life in us but of restoring to

the soul its spiritual youthfulness.

We are not asked to tear out or annihilate the natural activities of
the soul but to purify them. That means we have to rid it of the
defilements and impurities with which our negligence has covered
it, so that it may be restored to its natural youthful brightness with
the native vigour that belongs to it.

ORIGEN Sermons on Joshua, 22,4 (GCS 7,436)

Nothing exists — anger or lust — that does not have some share

in what is good. That fact is the basis of metamorphosis. Good in the
Greek sense is, of course, the fullness of being. Even a blind desire for
a better life should be respected. What is necessary is not to eliminate
desire but to free it by showing that its impetus is opposed to death
and that only the resurrection of Christ can satisfy it.

Without some share in what is Good nothing has ever existed,
nothing does exist and nothing could exist. Take lust, for example.
It is devoid of Good because of its senseless covetousness . . . but
that does not prevent it taking its share in what is Good by means
of the feeble echo that remains in it of fellowship and tenderness.
Likewise anger has a share in what is Good because of its innate
impulse, the desire to improve what seems evil and bring it back
to what appears a better state. Even the person who desires the
worst of lives, in so far as the desire is to live, and to live what
seems a better life, by the very desiring, by the desire to live and by
the aiming at a higher life, that person has a share in what is Good.
If what is Good were entirely suppressed, there would no longer
be any life, nor desire, nor purpose, nor anything else.

DioNYsIus THE AREOPAGITE Divine Names, IV, 20 (PG 3,720)

Detachment gives a person royal power, thus it is said that ‘The

city belongs to you’. Indeed, ‘It is the gateway to God’, but only the
gateway.

Once upon a time there was a Greek philosopher who told
one of his disciples to give money to anyone who insulted him,
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for three years. At the end of this period of testing the master said
to him, ‘Now you may go to Athens to learn wisdom.’

Entering Athens the disciple met a wise man who was sitting
by the city gate insulting all the passers-by. He did the same to
the disciple who immediately burst out laughing. ‘Why do you
laugh when I insult you?’ demanded the wise man. ‘Because for
three years I have been giving money to those who insulted me,
and now you are doing it for nothing.’ ‘Come into the city; it
belongs to you’, replied the wise man.

Abba John who was in the habit of recounting this story would
add: ‘That is the gateway to God.’

Sayings of the Desert Fathers (in T. Merton, p. 60)

Truth is metamorphosis. All our powers of life and of passion
are unified in the crucible of ‘insatiable love’.

In one whose whole spirit is inwardly turned towards God, even
covetousness gives strength to the burning love for God, even the
power of anger is directed with a single impulse towards divine
love. That person has become, through sharing in the divine light
over a long period, full of light himself. The power of the elemental
forces, thus unified, is transformed into a burning insatiable love.

MaxiMus THE CONFESSOR Centuries on Charity, 11,48 (PG 90,1000)

The soul is made perfect when its powers of passion have been
completely directed towards God.

MaxiMus THE CONFESSOR Centuries on Charity, 111,98 (PG 90,1048)

Itis exactly in this way that the destructive passions are set aside
- less by exhausting oneself struggling against them, than by opening
oneself to a fullness of life and joy and awareness that removes their
limitations and harnesses their power.

It is not by fighting against the passions that one prevents them
entering the heart. That is achieved rather by the gratification of
conscience, by the knowledge with which the soul is filled, and by
the desire for its own acts of contemplation.

Isaac oF NINEVEH Ascetic Treatises, 38 (p. 165)
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On Prayer

1. Whar is Prayer?

Any increase in the depth of existence, any perception of mystery in
the presence of love or of beauty or of death, leads to prayer. Yet
for there to be prayer in the Christian sense of the word a specifically
personal relationship has to be established with the living God, a ‘con-
versation’ as Evagrius puts it. The word should be taken in a broad
sense. It may be silent listening, a cry of distress, a celebration; it may
also be Job’s plaintive challenge. The disposition we need to cultivate,
even when care weighs heaviest, is that of remembering that God
exists and loves us; that we are not alone, lost, ridiculous in the pres-
ence of nothingness or horror; that there is Another whom we may
approach in union with Christ, in him, in the depths of our being.

Prayer is a conversation of the spirit with God. Seek therefore the
disposition that the spirit needs, in order to be able to reach out
towards its Lord and to hold converse with him without any
intermediary.

EvaGRius OF PoONTUS O#n Prayer, 3 (Philokalia I, 177)

Prayer does not seek to draw God towards us since, as St
Augustine says, he is closer to us than we are to ourselves. Its
purpose is to bring us close enough to him for dialogue, and to
make us aware of his nearness. ‘Lord, all is in Thee and I myself
am in Thee; do thou receive me,” says the pilgrim Macarius in
Dostoyevsky’s The Adolescent.

It may be true that the divine principle is present in every
being, but not -every being is present in him. We ourselves will
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come to dwell with him if we call on him with very holy prayers
and a tranquil mind. For his indwelling is not local, as if he
could change position ... If we were on a ship, and to rescue
us ropes attached to a rock were thrown to us, obviously we
should not draw the rock any nearer to ourselves, but we would
pull ourselves and our ship nearer to the rock . . . And that is why

. . in prayer we need to begin, not by drawing to ourselves that
Power that is everywhere and nowhere, but by putting ourselves in
his hands and uniting ourselves to him.

DioNYsIus THE AREOPAGITE Divine Names, 11,1 (PG 3,680)

True prayer is not only of the mouth, it is of the heart, that is,

of the whole being. It is a cry de profundis, out of the deep. There
is a correspondence between the depths of the heart and the heights
of heaven, understood not in a physical sense but in the sense of a
‘beyond’ in relation to the centre. So it was that Pascal had recourse
to the hidden God, when the discoveries of Copernicus and Galileo
had demonstrated the emptiness of the ‘infinite spaces’.

By prayer I mean not that which is only in the mouth, but
that which springs up from the bottom of the heart. In fact, just
as trees with deep roots are not shattered or uprooted by storms

. in the same way prayers that come from the bottom of the
heart, having their roots there, rise to heaven with complete as-
surance and are not knocked off course by the assault of any
thought. That is why the psalm says: ‘Out of the deep have I
called unto thee, O Lord’ (Psalm 130.1).

JoHN CHRYSOSTOM On the Incomprebensibility of God, Sermon §
(PG 48,746)

Prayer upholds the virtues and is itself upheld by them. It

expresses the gratitude that arises in us in the presence of the cruci-
fied God who restores us to life. And the heart is moved with an
ontological tenderness.

Prayer is the daughter of gentleness . . .
Prayer is the fruit of joy and gratitude.

EvaGRrIius ofF PoNTUS On Prayer, 14,15 (Philokalia I,178)

In the admirable formula that follows, Evagrius gives us the key

to the collaboration in prayer of grace and freedom. God gives
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prayer to whoever, overcoming natural tendencies to rebelliousness
or torpor, makes it a rule to pray, and thus works together with the
deepest current of his or her being that is created in the image of
God. For the image feels the magnetic pull of its model.

If you want to pray, you need God, who gives prayer to one who
prays.
EvaGRrius oF PoNTUSs On Prayer, 59 (Philokalia I,181)

Macarius develops the same theme in a sermon. We cannot do
anything by ourselves but calls out like a child that does not yet
know how to walk and cries to attract its mother’s attention. It
is not exactly salvation by faith (especially as we are taught that
faith itself is a gift: what can the human contribution be then?). It
is salvation by love and humility.

It is not true, as some maintain who are led astray by error,
that the human being is irremediably dead and can no longer do
anything good. A small child is incapable of anything; it cannot
run to its mother on its own legs; it tumbles on the ground, cries
out, sobs, calls out to her. And she is gentle with it, she is touched
to see her baby seeking her so impatiently with so many sobs. It
cannot reach her but cries out to her tirelessly, and she goes to
it overcome with love, she kisses it, presses it to her heart and
feeds it, with unspeakable tenderness. God loves us and he behaves
like her towards the soul that seeks him and cries out to him. In the
eagerness of that infinite love that is his . .. he takes hold of our
spirit, unites himself to it, and we become ‘one spirit with him’, as
the apostle says (I Corinthians 6.17). The soul is linked with the
Lord, and the Lord, full of compassion and love, unites himself to
it and it dwells in his grace. Then the soul and the Lord are one
spiritually, they form one life, one heart.

PsEuDO-MAcCARIUS Forty-sixth Homily, (PG 34,794)

Prayer and theology are inseparable. True theology is the ador-
ation offered by the intellect. The intellect clarifies the movement of
prayer, but only prayer can give it the fervour of the Spirit. Theology
is light, prayer is fire. Their union expresses the union of the intellect
and the heart. But it is the intellect that must ‘repose’ in the heart, and
theology must transcend it in love.
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If you are a theologian you will pray truly; and if you pray truly
you are a theologian.

EvAGRIUS OF PONTUS On Prayer, 61 (Philokalia I,182)

When the intellect is filled with love towards God, it tears
this world of death apart, it breaks away from images, passions,
reasoning, in order to be no longer anything but gratitude and joy.
For it experiences, in this way, victory over death.

When your intellect, in an ardent love for God, sets itself gradually
to transcend, so to speak, created things and rejects all thinking . . .
at the same time filling itself with gratitude and joy, then you may
consider yourself approaching the borders of prayer.

EvAaGRIUs OF PoNTUS On Prayer, 62 (Philokalia [,182)

Little by little, beyond its secondary forms, prayer has to make
a void that waits on God, an attentive, recollected, loving void. ‘A
void where the internal straining has nothing external corresponding
to it,’ says Simone Weil. Poverty. Nada of the Spanish mystics.

The ‘living creatures’ of Ezekiel are the four ‘animals’ that sym-
bolize cosmic, angelic powers. They are covered with eyes. Likewise,
the human being at prayer must become sheer listening, sheer gazing.
Then Christ comes to dwell in him and the Spirit is united with him,
to pray another sort of prayer that is no longer merely human.

To pray there is no need of gestures, nor cries, nor silence, nor
kneeling. Our prayer that is at once tranquil and fervent ought to
be a waiting upon God, for God to come and permeate all its
approaches, all its ways, all its senses. Enough of groanings and
sobs. Let us seek in our prayer only the coming of God.

When we are at work, do we not apply the whole of our body
to the task? Do not all our limbs take part in it? Likewise, let our
soul devote itself wholly to its praying and to the love of the Lord.
Do not let it be distracted or torn this way or that by thoughts. Let
it become, I say, completely a waiting upon Christ.

Then Christ will enlighten it, he will teach it true prayer, he
will endow it with ... adoration ‘in spirit and in truth’ (John
4.24) ...

The Lord instals himself in a fervent soul, he makes it his throne
of glory, he seats himself there and dwells there. The prophet Ezekiel
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speaks of the four Living Creatures harnessed to the Lord’s chariot.
He says that they had countless eyes. In the same way the soul
that seeks God - rather I mean the soul that is sought by God -
is no longer anything but gazing.

Pseunpo-MAcAR1Us Thirty-Third Homily, (PG 34,741)

That is why to reach this stage of prayer we have to banish all
thoughts and tricks (as if we could deceive God or prevail over him!).
The intellect is concentrated, words are suspended.

In your prayer time, rid yourself of everything that harasses you
... be an ignorant and simple and at the same time a pensive
child ... Banish tricks and devices and behave like a child just
weaned from its mother.

EvAGRIUS OF PONTUS Pareneticus (Frankenberg, p. 560)

Let your tongue pronounce no word when you betake yourself to
prayer.

EvaGRrius oF PoNTUS Fragment preserved in Syriac

(Orientalia Christiana, XXX, p. 50)

John Cassian recommends a dialogue with God that is silent,
relaxed and trustful, when a person ‘shuts the door of his room’,
as Jesus requires, that is the door of his inner sanctuary, of his
‘heart-spirit’. He suggests frequent prayers but short ones because
of their very intensity, to avoid distraction.

We have to take particular care to follow the Gospel precept that
bids us go into our inner room and shut the door to pray to our
Father.

This is how to do it.

We are praying in our inner room when we withdraw our heart
completely from the clamour of our thoughts and preoccupations,
and in a kind of secret dialogue, as between intimate friends, we
lay bare our desires before the Lord.

We are praying with our door shut when, without open-
ing our mouth, we call on the One who takes no account of
words but considers the heart.

We are praying in secret when we speak to God with the heart
alone and with concentration of the soul, and make known our
state of mind to him alone, in such a way that even the enemy
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powers themselves cannot guess their nature. Such is the reason
for the deep silence that it behoves us to keep in prayer . . .

Thus our prayers should be frequent but short, for fear that if
they are prolonged the enemy might have an opportunity to in-
sinuate distraction into them. This is true sacrifice: ‘A broken and
a contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not despise’ (Psalm §1.17).

JoHN CassiaN Conferences, 1X,35-6 (SC 54, p. 71)

So comes the Spirit who prays in us, as St Paul says, ‘with sighs

too deep for words’. Interior tears, a need for silence.

When the Holy Spirit acts in the soul he sings psalms and prays
with complete relaxation and sweetness in the secret places of the
heart. This disposition is accompanied by interior tears, then by a
sort of fullness, eager for silence.

D1ADOCHUS OF PHOTIKE Gnostic Chapters, 73 (SC 5 bis, p. 132)

All prayer shares, consciously or not, in the prayer of the incar-

nate Word, in his relationship with the Father, in his ‘state of sacrifice’
as Cyril of Alexandria puts it. Consequently all one’s praying is done
‘in Church’, in the communion of the angels and the saints.

Anyone who prays shares in the prayer of the Word of God, who is
present even among those who do not know him and is not absent
from anyone’s prayer. The Son prays to the Father in union with
the believer whose mediator he is. The Son of God is, in fact, the
high priest of our offerings and our advocate with the Father. He
prays for those who pray and pleads for those who plead . . .

The high priest is not alone in uniting himself to those who are
genuinely praying. There are the angels as well, of whom Scripture
asserts that ‘there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner
who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need
no repentance’ (Luke 15.7). Likewise, the souls of the saints who
have fallen asleep . . . The chief of all the virtues, according to the
divine Word, is love of neighbour. It must be admitted that the saints
who are already dead practise it more than ever towards those who
are struggling in this 