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ASPECTS OF PATRISTIC
THOUGHT AND HISTORY



Patristic Theology and The Ethos
of the Orthodox Church

N 1872 WILHELM GASS published his Symbolik der
Griechischen Kirche. Gass was an expert scholar, es
pecialy competent in the field of Byzantine studies. His
monographs, Gennadius und Pletho (Breslau 1844) and Die
Mystik des Nikolaus Kabasilas (Greifswald 1849), were
notable contributions to the study of late Byzantine theology,
little known at that time. His Symbolik also was an able
book, well written and well documented. Yet, a problem of
method was involved in his exposition. It was at this methodo-
logical point that Gass was strongly challenged by another
distinguished German scholar, Ferdinand Kattenbusch.

In fact, Gass based his exposition of Greek doctrine,
mainly and deliberately, on the aleged *“‘symbolic books"
of the Eastern Church, in particular on Peter Mogila’s Ortho-
dox Confession (in its revised Greek version) and the
Decrees of the Jerusalem Council of 1672. Now, Kattenbusch
contested the adequacy of such an approach. In his opinion, the

This article originally appeared as "The Ethos of the Orthodox Church®
in The Ecumenical Review, Vol. XII, No. 2 (Geneva, 1960), pp. 183-198.
It was a paper presented to the Faith and Order Orthodox Consultation in
Kifissa, Greece, August 16-18, 1959. Reprinted by permisson of the author.
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12 Aspe as of Church History

so-called “‘symbolic books" of the Eastern Church could not
be regarded as an authentic source. They were not spontaneous
expressions of the Orthodox faith. They were occasional
polemical writings addressed primarily to the problems of
Western controversy, between Rome and the Reformation, in
which the Christian East was not intrinsically involved. The
XVIIth century was not, Kattenbusch contended, a creative .
epoch in the history of the Eastern Church. In order to grasp
the genuine spirit of the Orthodox Church one had, according
to Kattenbusch, to go back to that crucial epoch—die
Griindungsepoche, when the distinctive Greek tradition in
* theology and worship had been formed; that is, to the period
of great Christological controversies in the Ancient Church.
In order to understand the Orthodox Church, at her very
heart, one had to turn to the fathers, to S. Athanasius, the
Cappadocians, and indeed to Pseudo-Dionysius, rather than
to Mogila or Dositheos. Moreover, one could properly under-
stand the Orthodox tradition only out of its own central
vision. Kattenbusch rightly stressed the centrality of the
Christological vision in the total structure of the Greek
theological system: der Inbegriff aller Themata. It was this
synthetic or comprehensive method that Kattenbusch used in
his own exposition of Eastern Orthodoxy, some years later.

Kattenbusch was right. The aleged “symbolic books™ of
the Orthodox Church have no binding authority, as much as
they might have been used by particular theologians and at
particular times. Their authority is subordinate and derived.
In any case, they have no authority by themselves, but only
m so far as they are in agreement with the continuous tradi-
tion of the Church. And at certain points they betray an
obvious Western influence. This influence was characteristic
of certain stages in the history of modern Orthodox theology,
but in no sense is it characteristic of the Orthodox Church
herself. We may quote at this point an apt statement by the
late Professor Nicholas Glubokovsky. “As a matter of fact,
Orthodoxy has no ‘symbolic books’ in the technical sense of
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the word. All the talk about them is extremely conditional
and conformable only to the Western Confessional schemes,
in opposition to the nature and history of Orthodoxy. It con-
siders itself the right or authentic teaching of Christ in all
its primitiveness and incorruptibility; but then—what parti-
cular distinguishing doctrine can it have except that of the
Gospel of Christ? The Orthodox Church herself down to the
present time does not make use of any specia ‘symbolical
books’, being satisfied with the general traditional documents
which have the character of defining the faith/®

Gass was not impressed by the arguments of Kattenbusch.
His reply was firm and sharp. There was no “Greek Church”
in Ancient times: damals noch gar keine Griechische Kirche
gaby d.h., keine Griechische Separatkirche. The Fathers of the
Church, in Gass’s opinion, were quite irrelevant for the under-
standing of contemporary Orthodoxy. For Gass, the modern
Greek Church was not identical with the Ancient Church:
she has widely departed or deviated from the early founda-
tions. Gass made this point quite emphatically in his Symbolik.
Indeed, Kattenbusch also spoke of the Griechische Partikular-
kirche. But with him it was rather a statement of fact. In
his opinion, all the distinctive marks of this Partikularkirche
were established already in the age of Chalcedon and Justin-
ian. Certain distinctive, but not necessarily divisive, features
had developed in the East and in the West aready in the
early centuries of Christian history, and one speaks legitimately
of “particular” traditions: Eastern and Western, Carthaginian
and Roman, Alexandrinian and Antiochene. In any case,
snce the final break with Rome, the “Greek Church”
actually existed as a Partikularkirche, just as did the “Roman
Church." But Gass went much further. In his view, the
modern Eastern Church, and probably already the Byzantine,
was actually a "new church,” a new "denominational” forma-
tion, separated from the ancient Church by a long and com-
plex process of decay and deviation. In other words, she was
just a particular "denomination,” among others, and had to
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be characterized as such. For this task only the modern
"symbolic books" were relevant.*

The Auseinandersetzung between Gass and Kattenbusch
was much more than just an episode in the history of modern
scholarship.> Nor was their disagreement simply methodo-
logical. Again, Gass was not aone in his approach. It is
still typical of Western scholarship, both Roman and Pro-
testant, to characterize Orthodoxy on the basis of modern
and contemporary documents, without clear discrimination
between authoritative statements and writings of individual
authors, and without any proper historical perspective. It is
enough to mention the various studies of such authors as M.
Jugie and Th. Spacil. It is logica from the Roman point of
view: the Orthodox Church, as a “schism,” must have her
distinctive, schismatic features, and cannot be "identical"
with the Catholic Church of old, even in her Eastern version.
The ultimate question is, therefore, theological. Is the con-
temporary Orthodox Church the same church, as in the age
of the Fathers, as has been aways claimed and contended by
the Orthodox themselves? |s she a legitimate continuation of
that ancient Church? Or is she no more than a new Separat-
kirche? This dilemma is of decisve relevance for the con-
temporary ecumenical conversation, especially between the
Protestants and the Orthodox. Indeed, the Orthodox are
bound to clam that the only "specific" or "distinctive'
feature about their own position in "divided Christendom"”
is the fact that the Orthodox Church is essentialy identical
with the Church of all ages, and indeed with the "Early
Church,” die Urkirche. In other words, she is not a Church,
but the Church. It is a formidable, but fair and just claim.
There is here more than just an unbroken historic continuity,
which is indeed quite obvious. There is above all an ultimate
spiritual and ontological identity, the same faith, the same
spirit, the same ethos. And this constitutes the distinctive
mark of Orthodoxy. "This is the Apostolic faith, this is the
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faith of the Fathers, this is the Orthodox faith, this faith has
established the universe.”

Following the Holy Fathers. . .It was usual in the Ancient
Church to introduce doctrinal statements by phrases like this.
The great Decree of Chalcedon begins precisdy with these
very words. The Seventh Ecumenica Council introduces its
decision concerning the Holy Icons even in a more explicit
and elaborate way: following the Divinely inspired teaching
of our Holy Fathers and the tradition of the Catholic Church
(Denzinger 302). Obvioudly, it was more than just an appeal
to "antiquity.” Indeed, the Church always stresses the identity
of her faith throughout the ages. This identity and perma-
nence, from Apostolic times, is indeed the most conspicuous
token and sign of right faith. In the famous phrase of Vincent
of Lérins, in ipsa item catholica ecclesia magnopere curandum
est ut id teneamus quod ubique, quod semper, quod ab
omnibus creditum est (Commonitorium ¢. 2.3). However,
"antiquity" by itself is not yet an adequate proof of the true
faith. Archaic formulas can be utterly misleading. Vincent
himself was well aware of that. Old customs as such do not
guarantee the truth. As St. Cyprian put it, antiquitas sine
veritate vetustas erroris est (Epist. 74). And again: Dominus,
Ego sum, inquit, veritas. Non dixiz, Ego sum consuetudo
(Sententiae episcoporum numero 87, c. 30). The true tradi-
tion is only the tradition of truth, traditio veritatis. And this
“true tradition," according to St. Irenaeus, is grounded in, and
guaranteed by, that charisma veritatis certum, which has been
deposited fromthe very beginning in the Church and preserved
in the uninterrupted successon of Apostolic ministry: qui
cum episcopatus successione charisma veritatis certum ac-
ceperunt {Adv. haereses |1V. 40. 2). Thus, "tradition" in the
Church is not merely the continuity of human memory, or
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the permanence of rites and habits. Ultimately, "tradition” is
the continuity of divine assistance, the abiding presence
of the Holy Spirit. The Church is not bound by “the letter/'
She is constantly moved forth by “the spirit." The same
Spirit, the Spirit of Truth, which “spake through the Proph-
ets,” which guided the Apostles, which illumined the Evan-
gelists, is still abiding in the Church, and guides her into
the fuller understanding of the divine truth, from glory to
glory.

Following the Holy Fathers. .. It is not a reference to
abstract tradition, to formulas and propositions. It is pri-
marily an appeal to persons, to holy witnesses. The witness of
the Fathers belongs, integrally and intrinsically, to the very
structure of the Orthodox faith. The Church is equally com-
mitted to the kerygma of the Apostles and to the dogmata
of the Fathers. Both belong together inseparably. The Church
1s indeed "Apostolic." But the Church is aso “Patristic.”
And only by being “Patristic” is the Church continuously
“Apostolic.” . Théathers testify to the Apostolicity of the
tradition. There are two basic stages in the proclamation
of the Christian faith. Our simple faith had to acquire com-
position. There was an inner urge, an inner logic, an internal
necessity, in this transition—from kerygma to dogma.
Indeed, the dogmata of the Fathers are essentially the same
“simple” kerygma, which had been once delivered and
deposited by the Apostles, once, for ever. But now it is—
this very kerygma—properly articulated and developed into
a consistent body of correlated testimonies. The apostolic
preaching is not only kept in the Church:; it lives in the
Church, as a depositum jzvenescens, in the phrase of S
Irenaeus. In this sense, the teaching of the Fathers is a
permanent category of Christian faith, a constant and ultimate
measure or criterion of right belief. In this sense, again,
Fathers are not merely witnesses of the old faith, testes ani;-
quitatis, but, above all and primarily, witnesses of the true
faith, testes veritatis, Accordingly, our contemporary appeal
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to the Fathers is much more than a historical reference—to
the past. "The mind of the Fathers” is an intrinsic term of
reference in Orthodox theology, no less than the word of
the Holy Writ, and indeed never separated from it. The
Fathers themselves were always servants of the Word, and
their theology was intrinsically exegetical. Thus, as has been
well said recently, "the Catholic Church of all ages is not
merely a child of the Church of the Fathers, but she is and
remains the Church of the Fathers.”*

The main distinctive mark of Patristic theology was its
“existential”” character. The Fathers theologized, as St. Gre-
gory of Nazianzus put it, "in the manner of the Apostles,
and not in that of Aristotle,” GALELTIKEG OOK &PLOTOTE-
AKAC {Horn. XXIII. 12). Their teaching was still a "mes-
sage," a kerygma. Their theology was still a "kerygmatic
theology," even when it was logically arranged and cor-
roborated by intellectual arguments. The ultimate reference
was still to faith, to spiritual comprehension. It is enough
to mention in this connection the names of St. Athanasius,
St. Gregory of Nazianzus, St. Maximus the Confessor. Their
theology was a witness. Apart from the life in Christ theology
carries no conviction, and, if separated from the life of faith,
theology may easily degenerate into empty dialectics, a vain
polylogia, without any spiritual consequence. Patristic the-
ology was rooted in the decisive commitment of faith. It
was not just a self-explanatory "discipline," which could be
presented argumentatively, i.e., &PIOTOTEAIKEG, without a
prior spiritual engagement. This theology could only be
"preached,” or "proclaimed,” and not be simply "taught"”
in a school-manner; "preached" from the pulpit, proclaimed
also in the word of prayer and in sacred rites, and indeed
manifested in the total structure of Christian life. Theology
of this kind can never be separated from the life of prayer
and from the practice of virtue. "The climax of purity is
the beginning of theology,”" in the phrase of St. John
Klimakos (Scala Paradisi, grade 30). On the other hand,
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theology is always, as it were, no more than “propaideutic,”
since its ultimate aim and purpose are to bear witness to the
Mystery of the Living God, in word and in deed. "Theology”
is not an aim in itself. It is always but a way. Theology
presents no more than an ‘‘intellectual contour” of the
revealed truth, a “noetic” testimony to it. Only in an act of
faith is this contour filled with living content. Yet, the
“contour” is also indispensable. Christological formulas are
actually meaningful only for the faithful, for those who have
encountered the Living Christ, and have acknowledged Him
as God and Saviour, for those who are dwelling by faith in
Him, in His Body, the Church. In this sense, theology is
never a self-explanatory discipline. It appeals constantly to the
vision of faith. “What we have seen and have heard, we
announce to you." Apart from this "announcement” theo-
logical formularies are of no consequence. For the same
reason these formulas should never be taken out of their
spiritual context. It is utterly misleading to single out certain
propositions, dogmatic or doctrinal, and to abstract them from
the total perspective in which only they are meaningful and
valid. It is a dangerous habit just to handle "quotations,"
from the Fathers and even from the Scripture, outside of the
total structure of faith, in which only they are truly alive.
"To follow the Fathers" does not mean simply to quote their
sentences. It means fo acquire their mind, their @pdvnua.
The Orthodox Church claims to have preserved this mind
[ppbdvnua] and to have theologized ad ment em Patrum.

At this very point a major doubt may be raised. The
name of "Church Fathers" is normally restricted to the
teachers of the Ancient Church. And it is currently assumeéd
that their authority, if recognized at all, depended upon their
"antiquity,” i.e., upon their comparative chronological near-
ness to the "Primitive Church,” to the initial or Apostolic
"Age" of Christian history. Now, already St. Jerome felt
himself constrained to contest this contention: the Spirit
breathes indeed in all ages. Indeed, there was no decrease
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in "authority," and no decrease in the immediacy of spiritual
knowledge, in the course of Church History—of course,
aways under the control of the primary witness and revela-
tion. Unfortunately, the scheme of ‘“decrease,” if not of a
flagrant “'decay,” has become one of the habitual schemes of
historical thinking. It is widely assumed, conscioudy or sub-
conscioudy, that the early Church was, as it were, closer to
the spring of truth. In the order of time, of course, it is obvious
and true. But does it mean that the Early Church actualy
knew and under stood the mystery of the Revelation, as it were,
"better" and "fuller" than all subsequent ages, so that
nothing but “repetition” has been left to the "ages to come”" ?
Indeed, as an admission of our own inadequacy and failure,
as an act of humble sdf-criticism, an exatation of the past
may be sound and healthy. But it is dangerous to make of it
the starting point of our theology of Church History, or even
of our theology of the Church. It is widdy assumed that
the “age of the Fathers' had ended, and accordingly should
be regarded smply as an “ancient formation," archaic and
obsolete. The limit of the "patristic age" is variously defined.
1tis usua to regard St. John of Damascus as "the last Father"
in the East, and St. Gregory the Great or Isidor of Seville
as the last in the West. This habit has been challenged more
than once. For instance, should not St. Theodore of Studium
be counted among the Fathers? In the West, already Mabillon
suggested that Bernard of Clairvaux, the Doctor Mellifluus,
was actually "the last of the Fathers, and surely not unequal
to the earlier ones."” On the other hand, it can be contended
that "the Age of the Fathers' has actualy come to its end
much earlier than even St. John of Damascus. It is enough
smply to recall the famous formula of the Consensus
quinguesaecularis which restricted the "authoritative" period
of Church History actually to the period up to Chalcedon.
Indeed, it was a Protestant formula. But the usual Eastern
formula of "Seven Ecumenical Councils' is actualy not very
much better, when it tends, as it currently does, to restrict
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the Church’s spiritual authority to the eight centuries, as if the
“Golden Age” of the Church had already passed and we are
now dwelling probably in an Iron Age, much lower on the
scale of spiritual vigor and authority. Psychologically, this
attitude is quite comprehensible, but it cannot be theologically
justified. Indeed, the Fathers of the Fourth and Fifth centuries
are much more impressive than the later ones, and their
unique greatness cannot be questioned. Yet, the Church re-
mained fully alive aso after Chalcedon. And, in fact, an
overemphasis on the “first five centuries” dangerously distorts
theological vision and prevents the right understanding of
the Chalcedonian dogma itself. The decree of the Sixth Ecu-
menical Council then is regarded just as a kind of “appendix”
to Chalcedon, and the decisive theological contribution of St.
Maximus the Confessor is usually completely overlooked. An
overemphasis on the “eight centuries" inevitably obscures the
legacy of Byzantium. There is dtill a strong tendency to treat
"Byzantinism" as an inferior sequel, or even as a decadent
epilogue, to the patristic age. Probably, we are prepared, now
more than before, to admit the authority of the Fathers. But
"Byzantine theologians' are not yet counted among the
Fathers. In fact, however, Byzantine theology was much more
than a servile "repetition" of Patristics. It was an organic
continuation of the patristic endeavor. It suffices to mention
St. Symeon the New Theologian, in the Eleventh century,
and St. Gregory Palamas, in the Fourteenth. A restrictive
commitment of the Seven Ecumenical Councils actualy con-
tradicts the basic principle of the Living Tradition in the
Church. Indeed, all Sever. But not only the Seven.

The Seventeenth century was a critical age in the history
of Eastern theology. The teaching of theology had deviated
at that time from the traditional patristic pattern and had
undergone influence from the West. Theological habits and
schemes were borrowed from the West, rather eclecticaly,
both from the late Roman Scholasticism of Post-Tridentine
times and from the various theologies of the Reformation.
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These borrowings affected heavily the theology of the alleged
“Symbolic books” of the Eastern Church, which cannot be
regarded as an authentic voice of the Christian East. The
style of theology has been changed. Yet, this did not imply
any change in doctrine. It was, indeed, a sore and ambiguous
Pseudomorphosis of Eastern theology, which is not yet over-
come even in our own time. This Pseudomorphosis actually
meant a certain split in the soul of the East, to borrow one
of the favorite phrases of Arnold Toynbee. Indeed, in the
life of the Church the tradition of the Fathers has never been
interrupted. The whole structure of Eastern Liturgy, in an
inclusive sense of the word, is still thoroughly patristic. The
life of prayer and meditation still follows the old pattern.
The Philokalia, that famous encyclopaedia of Eastern piety
and asceticism, which includes writings of many centuries,
from St. Anthony of Egypt up to the Hesychasts of the
Fourteenth century, is increasingly becoming the manual of
guidance for all those who are eager to practice Orthodoxy
in our own time. The authority of its compiler St. Nicodemus
of the Holy Mount, has been recently re-emphasized and
reinforced by his formal canonization in the Greek Church.
In this sense, it can be contended, “‘the age of the Fathers"
still continues alive in the “Worshiping Church." Should it
not continue also in the schools, in the field of theological
research and instruction? Should we not recover “‘the mind
of the Fathers® also in our theological thinking and con-
fession? "Recover," indeed, not as an archaic pose and habit,
and not just as a venerable relic, but as an existential attitude,
as a spiritual orientation. Actually, we are already living in
an age of revival and restoration. Yet it is not enough to
keep a "Byzantine Liturgy," to restore a "Byzantine style”
in Iconography and Church architecture, to practice Byzantine
modes of prayer and self-discipline. One has to go back to
the very roots of this traditional "piety" which has been
always cherished as a holy inheritance. One has to recover
the patristic mind. Otherwise one will be till in danger
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of being internally split—between the "traditional" pattern
of “piety” and the un-traditional pattern of mind. As “wor-
shipers,” the Orthodox have always stayed in the “tradition
of the Fathers." They must stand in the same tradition aso
as "theologians." In no other way can the integrity of Ortho-
dox existence be retained and secured.

It is enough, in this connection, to refer to the discus
sions at the Congress of Orthodox theologians, held in Athens
at the end of the year 1936. It was a representative gathering:
eight theological faculties, in six different countries, were
represented. Two mgor problems were conspicuous on the
agenda: first, the "External influences on Orthodox Theology
since the Fall of Constantinople”; secondly, the Authority of
the Fathers. The fact of Western accretions has been frankly
acknowledged and thoroughly analyzed. On the other hand,
the authority of the Fathers has been re-emphasized and a
"return to the Fathers' advocated and approved. Indeed, it
must be a creative rerxrn. An element of self-criticism must
be therein implied. This brings us to the concept of a
Neopatristic synzhesis, as the task and am of Orthodox
theology today. The Legacy of the Fathers is a challenge for
our generation, in the Orthodox Church and outside of it.
Its recreative power has been increasingly recognized and
acknowledged in these recent decades, in various corners of
divided Christendom. The growing appeal of patristic tradi-
tion is one of the most distinctive marks of our time. For
the Orthodox this appeal is of special urgency and importance,
because the total tradition of Orthodoxy has aways been
patristic. One has to reassess both the problems and the
answers of the Fathers. In this study the vitality of patristic
thought, and its perennial timeliness, will come to the fore.
Inexhaustum est penu Patrum, has well said Louis Thomassin,
a French Oratorian of the Seventeenth century and one of
the distinguished patristic scholars of his time®
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The synthesis must begin with the central vision of the
Christian faith: Christ Jesus, as God and Redeemer, Humili-
ated and Glorified, the Victim and the Victor on the Cross.

* “Christians apprehend first the Person of Christ the Lord,
the Son of God Incarnate, and behind the veil of His flesh
they behold the Triune God.” This phrase of Bishop Theo-
phanes, the great master of spiritual life in Russa in the
last century, may serve appropriately as an epigraph to the
new section of our present survey.

Indeed, Orthodox Spirituality is, essentially and basicaly,
Christocentric and Christological. The Christocentric emphasis
is congpicuous in the whole structure of Orthodox devotional
life: sacramental, corporate, and private. The Christological
pattern of Baptism, Eucharist, Penance, and also Marriage,
is obvious. All sacraments are, indeed, sacraments of the
believer’s life in Christo. Although the Eucharistic Prayer,
the Anaphora, is addressed and offered to the Father and
has, especidly in the rite of St. Basil, an obvious Trinitarian
structure, the climax of the Sacrament is in the Presence of
Christ, including also His ministerial Presence (“‘for Thou
Thysdlf both offerest and art offered"), and in the personal
encounter of the faithful with their Living Lord, as partici-
pants at His "Mystical Supper.” The utter reality of this
encounter is vigorously stressed in the office of preparation
for Communion, as also in the prayers of thanksgiving after
Communion. The preparation is precisely for one's meeting
with Christ in the Sacrament, personal and intimate. Indeed,
one meets Christ only in the fellowship of the Church. Yet,
personal emphasis in all these prayers is dominant and pre-
vailing. This personal encounter of believers with Christ is
the very core of Orthodox devotiona life. It suffices to
mention here the practice of the Jesus Prayer—it is an intimate
intercourse of penitent sinners with the Redeemer. The
Akathistos Hymn to the “Sweetest Jesus' should aso be
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mentioned in this connection. On the other hand, the whole
of the Eucharistic rite is a comprehensive image of Christ's
redemptive oikonomia, as it was persistently emphasized in
the Byzantine liturgical commentaries, up to the magnificent
Exposition of the Holy Liturgy by Nicholas Kabasilas. In
his other treatise, The Life in Christ, Kabasilas interpreted
the whole devotional life from the Christological point of
view. It was an epitome of Byzantine spirituality.’

Christ's Mystery is the center of Orthodox faith, as it is
aso its starting point and its am and climax. The mystery
of God's Being, the Holy Trinity, has been revealed and
disclosed by Him, who is “One of the Holy Trinity." This
Mystery can be comprehended only through Christ, in medi-
tation on His Person. Only those who "'know" Him can
“know” the Father, and the Holy Spirit, the “Spirit of
adoption”—to the Father, through the Incarnate Son. This
was the traditional way, both of Patristic theology, and of
Patristic devotion. The lex credendi and the lex orandi are
reciprocally interrelated. The basic pattern is surely the same
in both. The am of man's existence is in the “Visionof God.”
in the adoration of the Triune God. But this aim can be
achieved only through Christ, and in Him, who is at once
“perfect God" and “perfect Man," to use the phraseology
of Chalcedon. The main theme of Patristic theology was
aways the Mystery of Christ's Person. Athanasian theology,
as well as Cappadocian theology, was basically Christological.
And this Christological concern permeated the whole theo-
logica thinking of the Ancient Church. It is still the guiding
principle of Orthodox theology today. Indeed, there is actu-
aly nothing specifically “Eastern” in this. It is smply the
common ethos of the Ancient Church. But, probably, it
has been more faithfully preserved in the Eastern Tradition.
One can evolve the whole body of Orthodox belief out of
the Dogma of Chalcedon.

In Patristic theology the Mystery of Christ has been
always presented and interpreted in the perspective of Salva-
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tion. It was not just a speculative problem. It was rather an
existential problem. Christ came to solve the problem of
man's destiny. This soteriological perspective is conspicuous
in the thought of St. Irenaeus, St. Athanasius, the Cappa
docians, St. Cyril of Alexandria, St. Maximus, St. Symeon the
New Theologian, up to St. Gregory Palamas. Yet, “Soteri-
ology” itself culminates in the concept of “New Creation.”
It was both the Pauline and the Johannine theme. And the
whole dimension of Christology is disclosed only in the
doctrine of the Whole Christ—zotus Christus, caput et corpus,
as St. Augustine loved to say. The doctrine of the Church is
not an “appendix” to Christology, and not just an extrapola-
tion of the "Christological principle,” as it has been often
assumed. There is much more than an “analogy.” Ecclesiology,
in the Orthodox view is an integral part of Christology.
There is no elaborate “ecclesiology” in the Greek Fathers.
There are but scattered hints and occasiona remarks. The
ultimate reason for that was in the total integration of the
Church into the Mystery of Christ. "The Body of Christ” is
not an "appendix." Indeed, the final purpose of the Incarna
tion was that the Incarnate should have "a body,” which is
the Church, the New Humanity, redeemed and reborn in the
Head. This emphasis was especially strong in St. John
Chrysostom, in his popular preaching, addressed to all and to
everybody. In this interpretation Christology is given its full
existential significance, is related to man's ultimate destiny.
Christ is never aone. He is always the Head of His Body.
In Orthodox theology and devotion alike, Christ is never
separated from His Mother, the T'heotokos, and His "friends,"
the saints. The Redeemer and the redeemed belong together
inseparably. In the daring phrase of St. John Chrysostom,
inspired by Ephes. 1. 23, Christ will be complete only when
His Body has been completed.

It is commonly assumed that, in counterdistinction from
the West, Eastern theology is mainly concerned with Incarna-
tion and Resurrection and that the "theology of the Cross,”
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theologia crucis, has been under-developed in the East. Indeed,
Orthodox theology is emphatically a “theology of glory,"
theologia gloriae, but only because it is primarily a “theology
of the Cross.” The Cross itself is the sign of glory. The
Cross itsdlf is regarded not so much as a climax of Christ's
humiliation, but rather as a disclosure of Divine might and
glory. “Now is the Son of man glorified, and God is glorified
in him.”” Or, in the words of a Sunday hymn, “it is by the
Cross that great joy has come into the world." On the one
hand, the whole oikonomia of Redemption is summed up in
one comprehensive vision: the victory of Life. On the other,
this oikonomia is related to the basic predicament of fallen
man, to his existential situation, culminating in his actualized
“mortality,” and the “last enemy" is identified, accordingly,
as “death.” It was this “last enemy" that had been defeated
and abrogated on the tree of the Cross, in ara crx cis. The
Lord of Life did enter the dark abyss of death, and "death”
was destroyed by the flashes of His glory. This is the main
motive of the divine office on Easter Day in the Orthodox
Church: "trampling down death by death." The phrase itself
is significant: Christ's death is itself a victory, Christ's death
dismisses man's mortality. According to the Fathers, Christ's
Resurrection was not just a glorious sequel to the sad
catastrophe of crucifixion, by which "humiliation" had been,
by divine intervention, transmuted and transvaluated into
"victory." Christ was victorious precisely on the Cross. The
Death on the Cross itself was a manifestation of Life. Good
Friday in the Eastern Church is not a day of mourning. Indeed,
it is a day of reverent silence, and the Church abstains from
celebrating the Holy Eucharist on that day. Christ is resting
in His tomb. But it is the Blessed Sabbath, requies Sabbati
Magni, in the phrase of St. Ambrose. Or, in the words of
an Eastern hymn, "this is the blessed Sabbath, this is the
day of rest, whereon the Only Begotten Son of God has rested
from al His deeds." The Cross itself is regarded as an act of
God. The act of Creation has been completed on the Cross.
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According to the Fathers, the death on the Cross was effective
not as a death of an Innocent One, not just as a sign of
surrender and endurance, not just as a display of human
obedience, but primarily as the death of the Incarnate God,
as adisclosure of Christ’s Lordship. St. John Chrysostom put it
admirably: "l call Him King, because | see Him crucified,
for it is appropriate for a King to die for His subjects” {in
cruc em et latronem, horn. 1). Or, in the daring phrase of St
Gregory of Nazianzus, "we needed a God Incarnate, we
needed God put to death, that we might live" {Horn. 45.
28). Two dangers must be cautioudy avoided in the inter-
pretation of the mystery of the Cross. docetic and kenotic. In
both cases the paradoxical balance of the Chalcedonian defini-
tion is broken and distorted. Indeed, Christ’'s death was a
true death. The Incarnate did truly languish and suffer at
Gethsemane and on Calvary: “by His stripes we are healed.”
The utter reality of suffering must be duly acknowledged and
emphasized, lest the Cross is dissolved into fiction: ut non
evacuetur crux Christi. Yet, it was the Lord of Creation that
died, the Son of God Incarnate, "One of the Holy Trinity."
The Hypostatic Union has not been broken, or even reduced,
by Christ's death. It may be properly said that God died
on the Cross, but in His own humanity. "He who dwelleth
in the highest is reckoned among the dead, and in the little
grave findeth lodging" (Office of Good Saturday, Canon,
Ode 1X). Christ's death is a human death indeed, yet it 1s
death within the hypostasis of the Word, the Incarnate Word.
And therefore it is a resurrecting death, a disclosure of Life.
Only in this connection can we understand adequately the
whole sacramental fabric of the Church, beginning with
Baptism: one rises with Christ from the baptismal font pre-
cisdy because this font represents the grave of Christ, His
*'life-bearing grave," as it is usualy described by the Ortho-
dox. The mystery of the Cross can be understood only in the
context of the total Christological vision. The mystery of
Salvation can be adequately apprehended only in the contest
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of an accurate conception of Christ’s Person: One Person i
two natures. One Person, and therefore one has to follow
strictly the pattern of the Creed: it is the Son of God who
came down, became man, suffered and died, and rose
again. There was but One Divine Person acting in the story
of salvation—yet Incarnate. Only out of this Chalcedonian
vison can we understand the faith and devotion of the
Eastern Orthodox Church.

A

Let us turn, in conclusion, to the immediate purpose of our
present gathering together. We are meeting now in an ecu-
menical setting/What is actually our meeting ground? Chris-
tian charity ? Ox deep conviction that all Christians somehow
belong together, and the hope that ultimately the *‘divided
Christians" may be re-united? Or do we assume that certain
“unity” is aready given, or rather has never been lost? And
then—what kind of “unity”? In any case, we are meeting
now as we are, i.e, precisdy 4s divided, conscious of the
divison and mutual separation. And yet, the "meeting" itsalf
constitutes already some kind of “unity.”

It has been recently suggested that basic division in the
Christian Word was not so much between "Catholics' and
"Protestants,” as precisely between East and West. "This
opposition is not of a dogmatic nature: neither the West nor
the East can be summed up in one set of dogmas applying to
it as a whole. .. The difference between East and West lies
in the very nature and method of their theological thinking,
in the very soil out of which their dogmatic, liturgical and
canonical developments arise, in the very style of their reli-
gious life"™® There is some element of truth in this descriptive
statement. We should not, however, overlook the fact that
these different "blocs" of insights and convictions did actually
grow out of a common ground and were, in fact, products
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of a disintegration of mind. Accordingly, the very problem of
Christian reconciliation is not that of a correlation of parallel
traditions, but precisely that of the reintegration of a distorted
tradition. The two traditions may seem quite irreconcilable,
when they are compared and confronted as they are at the
present. Yet their differences themselves are, to a great
extent, simply the results of disintegration: they are, as it
were, distinctions stiffened into contradictions. The East and
the West can meet and find each other only if they remember
their original kinship in the common past. The first step to
make is to realize that, inspite of all peculiarities, East and
West belong organically together in the Unity of Christen-
dom.

Now, Arnold Toynbee, in his Study of History, contended
that ““Western Europe,” or, as he put it himself, “the Western
Christian Society," was an “intelligible,” i.e., "self-explana-
tory" field of study. It was just "self-contained." Obvioudly,
there were also several other fields of study, i.e., certain other
"societies," but al of them were also "self-contained" and
“self-explanatory.” One of them was the Christian East—the
Eastern Christian Society, as Toynbee labelled it. Indeed, al
these "societies' actualy "co-exist," in the same historic
space. Yet they are "self-explanatory." This contention of
Toynbee is highly relevant for our task. Do we realy belong
to the two different and "self-explanatory" worlds, as he
suggests? Are these worlds really "self-explanatory"? Indeed,
Christendom is sorely divided. But are the divided parts realy
"self-explanatory"? And here lies the crux of the problem.

The basic flaw of Toynbee’s conception is that he smply
ignores the tragedy of Christian disruption. In fact, East and
West are not independent units, and therefore are not “intel-
ligible in themselves." They are fragments of one world,
of one Christendom, which, in God’s design, ought not to
have been disrupted. The tragedy of divison is the major
and crucia problem of Christian history. An attempt to
view Christian history as one comprehensive whole is aready,
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in a certain sense, a step in advance toward the restoration
of the broken unity. It was an important ecumenical achieve-
ment when the “divided Christians” realized that they did
belong together and therefore had to “‘stay together.” The
next step is to realize that al Christians have “common
history,” that they have had a common history, a common
ancestry. This is what | have ventured to describe as "ecu-
menism in time." In the accomplishment of this task the
Orthodox Church has a speciad function. She is a living
embodiment of an uninterrupted tradition, in thought and
devotion. She stands not for a certain "particular" tradition,
but for the Tradition of ages, for the Tradition of the
Undivided Church.

Every scribe which is instructed unto the Kingdom of
Heaven is like unto a man that is an householder, which
bringeth forth out of his treasure things new and old (Matt.
13. 52).



The Fathers of the Church and
The Old Testament

HE FAMOUS PHRASE of S. Augustine can be taken as

typica of the whole Patristic attitude towards the Old
Dispensation. Novum Testamentum 7n Vet ere later. \etus
Testamentum in Novo pat et. The New Testament is an
accomplishment or a consummation of the Old. Christ Jesus is
the Messiah spoken of by the prophets. In Him all promises
and expectations are fulfilled. The Law and the Gospel
belong together. And nobody can claim to be a true follower
of Moses unless he believes that Jesus is the Lord. Any
one who does not recognize in Jesus the Messiah, the
Anointed of the Lord, does thereby betray the Old Dispensa-
tion itself. Only the Church of Christ keeps now the right
key to the Scriptures, the true key to the prophecies of old.
Because all these prophecies are fulfilled in Christ.

S Justin rgjects the suggestion that the Old Testament
is a link holding together the Church and the Synagogue.
For him quite the opposite is true. All Jewish claims must

"The Old Testament and the Fathers of the Church’” originaly appeared
in The Sudent World, XXXII No. 4 (1939), 281-288. Reprinted by
permission of the author.
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be formally regjected. The Old Testament no longer belongs
to the Jews. It belongs to the Church alone. And the Church
of Christ is therefore the only true Israel of God. The Israel
of old was but an undeveloped Church. The word “Scriptures”
itself in early Christian use meant first of al just the Old
Testament and in this sense obvioudy this word is used in
the Creed: “according to the Scriptures,” i.e. according to
the prophecies and promises of the Old Dispensation.

The Unity of the Bible

The Old Testament is copiousy quoted by all early
writers. And even to the Gentiles the message of salvation
was dways presented in the context of the Old Testament.
This was an argument from antiquity. The Old Covenant
was not destroyed by Christ, but renewed and accomplished.
In this sense Christianity was not a new religion, but rather
the oldest. The new Christian “Scriptures” were simply
incorporated into the inherited Hebrew Bible, as its organic
completion. And only the whole Bible, both Testaments
together, was regarded as an adequate record of Christian
Revelation. There was no break between the two Testaments,
but a unity of Divine economy. And the first task of Chris-
tian theology was to show and to explain in what way the
Old Dispensation was the preparation and the anticipation
of this final Revelation of God in Jesus Christ. The Christian
message was not merely a proclamation of some doctrines,
but first of all a record of mighty acts and deeds of God
through the ages. It was a history of Divine guidance,
culminating in the person of Christ Jesus whom God has
sent to redeem His people. God has chosen Israel for His
inheritance, to be His people, to be the keeper of His truth,
and to this Chosen People alone the Divine Word was
entrusted. And now the Church receives this sacred heritage.

The Old Testament as a whole was regarded as a Chris-
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tian prophecy, as an “evangelical preparation.” Very early
some special selections of the Old Testament texts were
compiled for the use of Christian missionaries. The Testimonia
of St. Cyprian is one of the best specimens of the kind. And
St. Justin in his Dialogue with Trypho made an attempt to
prove the truth of Christianity from the Old Testament
alone. The Marcionite attempt to break the New Testament
away from its Old Testament roots was vigorously resisted
and condemned by the Great Church. The unity of both
Testaments was strongly emphasized, the inner agreement
of both was stressed. There was always some danger of
reading too much of Christian doctrine into the writings
of the Old Testament. And historical perspective was some-
times dangerously obscured. But still there was a great
truth in all these exegetical endeavors. It was a strong feeling
of the Divine guidance through the ages.

The Old Testament as Allegory

The history of Old Testament interpretation in the
Early Church is one of the most thrilling but embarrassing
chapters in the history of Christian doctrine. With the Greek
Old Testament the Church inherited also some exegetical
traditions. Philo, this Hellenized Jew from Alexandria, was
the best exponent of this pre-Christian endeavor to commend
the Old Testament to the Gentile world. He adopted for
this task a very peculiar method, a method of allegory. Philo
himself had no understanding of history whatever. Messianic
motives were completely overlooked or ignored in his philos-
ophy of the Bible. For him the Bible was just a system of
the Divine Philosophy, not so much a sacred history. Histo-
rical events as such were of no interest and of no importance
for him. The Bible was for him just a single book, in which
he failed to discern any historical perspective or progress. It
was treated by him rather as a collection of glorious parables
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and didactic stories intended to convey and to illustrate certain
philosophical and ethical ideas.

In such an extreme form this allegorical method was never
accepted by the Church. One has however to recognize a
strong influence of Philo on all exegetical essays of the first
centuries. S Justin made a large use of Philo. Pseudo-
Barnabas (early 2nd century) once went so far as to deny
the historical character of the Old Testament altogether.
Philonic traditions were taken up by the Christian school of
Alexandria. And even later St. Ambrose was closdy following
Philo in his commentaries and could be justly described as
Philo latinus. This alegorical exegesis was ambiguous and
misleading.

It took a long time before the balance was established
or restored. And still one must not overlook the ppsitive con-
tribution of this method. The best exponent of allegorical
exegesis in the Church was Origen and his influence was
enormous. One may be shocked sometimes by his exegetical
daring and licence. He used indeed to read too much of his
own into the sacred text. But it would be a grave mistake to
describe him as a philosopher. He was first of al and through-
out a Biblica scholar, certainly in the style of his own age.
He spent days and nights over the Bible. His main purpose
was just to base all doctrine and all theology on a Biblical
ground. He was responsible to a great extent for the strength
of the Biblica spirit in the entire patristic theology. He did
much more for an average believer; he made the Bible
accessible to him. He steadily introduced the Old Testament
into his preaching. He helped the average Christian to read
and to use the Old Testament for their edification. He always
stressed the unity of the Bible, bringing both Testaments
into a closer relation. And he made a new attempt to build
the whole doctrine of God on a Biblica basis.

Origen’s limitations are obvious. But his positive con-
tribution was much greater. And it was he who by his
example taught Christian theologians to go back aways for
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their inspiration to the sacred text of Scriptures. His line
was followed by most of the Fathers. But he met strong
opposition at once. There is no room to dwell at length on
the controversy between the two exegetical schools in the
Early Church. The main features are commonly known. The
Antiochene school stood for “history,” Alexandrinians rather
for “contemplation.” And surely both elements had to be
brought together in a balanced synthesis.

History or Preaching

The main Alexandrinian presumption was that, as being
Divinely inspired, the Scriptures must carry in them some
universal message, for all nations and ages. Their purpose
was just to exhibit this message, to discover and to preach
al these riches of Divine wisdom which have been
providentially stored in the Bible. Beneath the letter of the
Holy Writ there are some other lessons to be learned only
by the advanced. Behind al human records of manifold
revelations of God one can discern the Revelation, to
apprehend the very Word of God in all its eternal splendor.

It was assumed that even when God was speaking under
some specia circumstances there was aways something in
His word that passes all historical limitations. One has to
distinguish very carefully between a direct prophecy and
what one might describe as an application. Many of the
Old Testament narratives can be most instructive for a
believer even when no deliberate “prefiguration” of Chris-
tian truth has been intended by the sacred writers themselves.
The main presupposition was that God meant the Holy
Writ to be the eternal guide for the whole of mankind.
And therefore an application or a standing re-interpretation
of the Old Testament was authorized.

The Antiochene exegesis had a special concern for the
direct meaning of the old prophecies and stories. The chief
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exponent of this “historical” exegisis was Theodore of
Mopsuestia, known in the East simply as “the Interpreter.”
And although his authority was gravely compromised by his
condemnation for his erroneous doctrines, his influence on
the Christian exegesis of the Old Testament was still very
considerable. This ‘“historical” exegesis was often in danger
of missing the universal meaning of Divine Revelation by
overemphasis of the local and national aspects of the Old
Testament. And even more, to lose the sacred perspective,
to deal with the Old Testament history as if it were merely
the history of one single people among the nations of the
earth and not a history of the only true Covenant of God.

St. John Chrysostom has combined the best elements of
both schools in his exegetical endeavor. He was an Antio-
chene scholar himself, but he was in many respects a: follower
of Origen as well. Allegories may be misleading. But one
has not to overlook the “typical” meaning of events them-
selves. Old Testament institutions and personalities were
also the “types” or "figures" of the things to come. History
was prophetic itself. Events themselves do prophesy, they
did and do point out to something else, beyond themselves.
The Early Fathers can hardly be described as "fundamen-
talists." They were always after the Divine truth, after the
Divine message itself, which is often rather concealed under
the cover of the letter. The belief in Inspiration could rather
discourage the fundamentalist tendency. The Divine truth
cannot be reduced to the letter even of Holy Writ. One
of the best specimens of Patristic exegesis was the Hexa-
emeron of St. Basil, who has succeeded in bringing forward
the religious truth of the Biblical narrative of the creation
with real balance and sound moderation.

The Old Testament and Christian Worship

The Patristic attitude towards the Old Testament was
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reflected in the history of Christian worship. The Jewish
roots of Christian Liturgy are obvious. But the whole system
of Christian public worship was linked closdly to the practice
of the Synagogue as well. The Psalms were inherited from
the Jews, and they became a pattern of the whole Christian
hymnography in the early Church. The Psams form the
skeleton of Christian offices until now. They were the
basis of all devotional literature in old days.

The student of public worship in the Eastern Orthodox
Church would be impressed by the amount of Old Testament
references, hints and images, in al offices and hymns. The
unity of the two Testaments is stressed throughout. Biblica
motives are superabundant. Many hymns are but variations
on the pattern of the Old Testament songs, from the song
cf Moses at the crossing of the Red Sea up to the song of
Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist. On great festivals
numerous lessons from the Old Testament dre appointed
and actually read to stress that Christian perfection was but
a consummation of what was pre-figured and foreshadowed,
or even directly predicted of old. And specidly in the offices
of Holy Week this Old Testament preparation is particularly
emphasized. The whole worship is based upon this conviction
that the true Covenant was aways one, that there was a
complete agreement between the Prophets and the Apostles.
And all this sysem was established just in the later Patristic
age.

One of the most striking examples of this devotional
Biblicism is the glorious Great Canon of St. Andreas of
Crete, read at the Great Compline in Lent. It is a strong
exhortation, an appeal for repentance, composed with a real
poetical inspiration and based upon the Bible. The whole
series of Old Testament sinners, both penitent and impenitent,
is remembered. One can be amost lost in this continuous
stream of names and examples. One is emphatically reminded
that all this Old Testament story belongs to one as a Chris-
tian. One is invited to think over again and again this
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wonderful story of Divine guidance and human obstinacy
and failures. The Old Testament is kept as a great treasure.
One has to mention as well the influence which the Song of
Songs had on the development of Christian mysticism.
Origen’s commentary on this book was in St. Jerome's opinion
his best composition, in which he surpassed himsdf. And
St. Gregory of Nyssa’s mysticall commentary on the Song of
Songs is a rich mine of a genuine Christian inspiration.

The Old Testament s the Wordof God

It has been more than once suggested that in the Greek
Fathers the primitive Christian message was hellenized too
much. One has to be very cautious with all such utterances.
In any case it is the Fathers who have kept all the treasures
of the Old Testament and made them the indispensable
heritage of the Church, both in worship and in theology. The
only thing they never did is this: they never kept fast to
the Jewish limitations. The Holy Writ for them was an
eternal and universal Revelation. It is addressed to all man-
kind now simply because it was addressed to all nations by
God Himself even when the Divine Word was delivered
by the prophets to the Chosen People aone. It means that
one cannot measure the depth of Divine Revelation
with the measure of some past time only, however sacred
those times may be. It is not enough to be sure that the
ancient Hebrews understood and interpretéd the Scriptures
in a certain way. This interpretation can never be final. New
light has been thrown on the old revelations by Him Who
came just to accomplish and to fulfil the Law and the
Prophets. The Scriptures are not merely historical documents.
They are redly the Word of God, the Divine message to
al generations. And Christ Jesus is the Alpha and Omega
of the Scriptures, both the climax and the knot of the Bible.
This is the standing message of the Fathers to the Church
Universal about the Old Dispensation.



St. Athanasius’ Concept of
Creation

THE IDEA of Creation was a striking Christian innovation
in philosophy. The problem itself was aien and even
unintelligible to the Greek mind: de rerum originatione
radicali. The Greek mind was firmly addicted to the con-
ception of an Eternal Cosmos, permanent and immutable in
its essential structure and composition. This Cosmos smply
existed. Its existence was “necessary,” it was an ultimate or
first datum, beyond which neither thought nor imagination
could penetrate. There was, indeed, much movement within
the world—"the wheel of origin and decay.” But the Cosmos
as a whole was unchangeable, and its permanent structure
was repeatedly and unfailingly exhibited in its. rotation and
self-iteration. It was not a static world, there was in it an
intense dynamism: but it was a dynamism of inescapable
circulation. The Cosmos was a periodical, and yet a “neces-

This article originaly appeared in S:zdia Patristica, Vol. VI, ed. F. L.
Cross (Berlin: Akademie Verlag; Texte und Untersuchungen zur Geschichte
der dtchristlichen Literatur, Band 81, 1962), 36-57. Reprinted by permisson
of the author.
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sary" and “immortal” being. The “shape” of the world
might be exposed to changes, it was actually in a constant
flux, but its very existence was perennial. One simply could
not ask intelligently about the “origin” or "beginning" of
the Cosmic fabric in the order of existence.'

It was precisely at this point that the Greek mind was
radically challenged by Biblical Revelation. This was a
hard message for the Greeks. Indeed, it is still a hard message
for philosophers.

The Bible opens with the story of Creation. "In the
beginning God created the heaven and the earth." This has
become a credal statement in the Christian Church. The
Cosmos was no more regarded as a "self-explanatory” being.
Its ultimate and intrinsic dependence upon God’s will and
action has been vigorously asserted. But much more than
just this relation of "dependence" was implied in the Biblical
concept: the world was created ex nihilo, i.e., it did not exist
"eternally." In retrospect one was bound to discover its
“beginning”—post nibilum, as it were. The tension between
the two visions, Hellenic and Biblical, was sharp and con-
spicuous. Greeks and Christians, as it were, were dwelling
in different worlds. Accordingly, the categories of Greek
philosophy were inadequate for the description of the world
of Christian faith. The main emphasis of Christian faith was
precisely on the radical contingency of the Cosmos, on its
contingency precisely in the order of existence. Indeed, the
very existence of the world pointed, for Christians, to the
Other, as its Lord and Maker. On the other hand, the Creation
of the world was conceived as a sovereign and ‘“‘free” act
of God, and not as something which was "necessarily"
implied or inherent in God's own Being. Thus, there was
actually a double contingency: on the side of the Cosmos—
which could "not have existed at all," and on the side of the
Creator—who could "not have created" anything at all. In
the fine phrase of Etienne Gilson, "it is quite true that a
Creator is an eminently Christian God, but a God whose very
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existence is to be a creator is not a Christian God at all.””*
The very existence of the world was regarded by the Chris-
tians as a mystery and miracle of Divine Freedom.

Christian thought, however, was maturing but gradually
and dowly, by away of trial and retraction. The early Chris-
tian writers would often describe their new vision of faith
in the terms of old and current philosophy. They were not
aways aware of, and certainly did not always guard against,
the ambiguity which was involved in such an enterprise. By
using Greek categories Christian writers were forcing upon
themselves, without knowing it, a world which was radically
different from that in which they dwelt by faith. Thus they
were often caught between the vision of their faith and the
inadequacy of the language they were using. This predica-
ment must be taken quite serioudy. Etienne Gilson once
suggested that Christianity has brought the new wine, but
the old skins were still good enough, i.e, the skins of Greek
Philosophy. "La pensée chrétienne apportait du vin nouveau,
mais les vieilles outres étaient encore bonnes.” It is an
elegant phrase. But is it not rather an optimistic overstate-
ment? Indeed, the skins did not burst at once, but was it
realy to the benefit of nascent Christian thought? The
skins were badly tainted with an old smell, and the wine
acquired in them had an aien flavor. In fact, the new vision
required new terms and categories for its adequate and fair
expression. It was an urgent task for Christians “to coin
new names,” TO KXIVOTOMELV TX dvOUaT, in the phrase
of St. Gregory of Nazianzus.

Indeed, the radical contingency of the created world was
faithfully acknowledged by Christian writers from the very
beginning. The Lordship of God over all His Creation was
duly emphasized. God alone was mighty and eternal. All
created things were brought into existence, and sustained in
existence, solely by the grace and pleasure of God, by His
sovereign will. Existence was always a gift of God. From
this point of view, even the human soul was “mortal,” by
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its own “nature,” i.e. contingent, because it was a creature,
and was maintained only by the grace of God. St. Justin was
quite explicit at this point—in opposition to Platonic argu-
ments for “immortality.” Indeed, “immortal” would mean
for him ‘“uncreated.” But it was not yet clear how this
creative "will" of God was related to His own "being." And
this was the crucial problem. In early Christian thinking the
very idea of God was only gradually released out of that
"cosmologica setting,” in which it used to be apprehended
by Greek philosophical thought. The mystery of the Holy
Trinity itself was often interpreted in an ambiguous cosmo-
logical context—not primarily as a mystery of God's own
Being, but rather in the perspective of God's creative and
redemptive action and salf-disclosure in the world. This was
the main predicament of the Logos-theology in the Apol-
ogists, in Hippolytus, and in Tertullian. All these writers
could not distinguish consistently between the categories of
the Divine "Being" and those of Divine “Revelation”
ad extra, in the world. Indeed, it was rather a lack of preci-
sion, an inadequacy of language, than an obstinate doctrinal
error. The Apologists were not just pre-Arians or pro-Arians.
Bishop George Bull was right in his Defensio Fidei Nicenae
against the charges of Petavius. And yet, as G. L. Prestige
has pointed out, "the innocent speculations of Apologists
came to provide support for the Arian school of thought."®

The case of Origen is especialy significant. He aso failed
to distinguish between the ontologica and cosmological
dimensions. As Bolotov has aptly stated, "the logical link
between the generation of the Son and the existence of the
world was not yet broken in the speculation of Origen.”* It
can be even contended that this very link has been rather
reinforced in Origen’s thinking. The ultimate question for
Origen was precisely this: Is it possible or permissible to
think of God without conceiving Him at once as Creator?
The negative answer to this question was for Origen the
only devout option. An opposite assumption would be sheer



St. Athanasius’ Concept of Creation 43

blasphemy. God could never have become anything that
He has not been always. There is nothing simply *“‘potential”
in God’s Being, everything being eternally actualized. This
was Origen's basic assumption, his deepest conviction. God
is always the Father of the Only Begotten, and the Son is
co-eternal with the Father: any other assumption would
have compromised the essential immutability of the Divine
Being. But God also is always the Creator and the Lord.
Indeed, if God is Creator at all—and it is an article of faith
that He is Lord and Creator—-we must necessarily assume
that He had always been Creator and Lord. For, obviously,
God never "advances" toward what He had not been before.
For Origen this implied inevitably also an eternal actualiza-
tion of the world’s existence, of all those things over which
God’s might and Lordship were exercised. Origen himself
used the term mavtoxpdtwp, which he borrowed surely
from the Septuagint. Its use by Origen is characteristic. The
Greek term is much more pointed than its Latin or English
renderings: Omnipotens, “Almighty.” These latter terms
emphasize just might or power. The Greek word stresses
specifically the actual exercise of power. The edge of Origen's
argument is taken off in Latin translation. "ITavtoxpdtwp
is in the first place an active word, conveying the idea not
just of capacity but of the actualization of capacity."
ITavtoxpdTtwp means just x0ptog, the ruling Lord. And
God could not be Tovtokp&Twp eternally unless TX G vTa
also existed from all eternity. God's might must have been
eternally actualized in the created Cosmos, which therefore
appears to be an eternal concomitant or companion of the
Divine Being. In this context any clear distinction between
"generation” and "creation" was actually impossible—both
were eternal relations, indeed "necessary” relations, as it
were, intrinsic for the Divine Being. Origen was unable,
and indeed reluctant and unwilling, to admit anything "con-
tingent" about the world itself, since, in his conception, this
would have involved also a certain "change" on the Divine



44 Aspects of Church History

level. In Origen's system the eternal being of the Holy
Trinity and the eternal existence of the world are indivisibly
and insolubly linked together: both stand and fall together.
The Son is indeed eternal, and eternally "personal" and
“hypostatic.” But He is eternally begotten in relation to the
eternally created world.?

Origen’s argument is straight and consistent, under his
basic assumptions. It would be flagrantly impious to admit
that God could ever have existed without His Wisdom,
even for a single moment—ad punctum momenti alicujus.
God is aways the Father of His Son, who is born of Him,
but “without any beginning”—sine ullo tarnen initio. And
Origen specifies. "not only of that kind which can be dis
tinguished by intervals of time—aliguibus t empor um spatiis,
but even of that other kind which the mind alone is wont
to contemplate in itsdf and to perceive, if | may say so,
with the bare intellect and reason”—nzdo intellectu. In
other words, Wisdom is begotten beyond the limit of any
imaginable “‘beginning” —extra omne ergo quod v el dici v el
intelligi pot est initium. Moreover, as Origen explained else-
where, the "generation" of Wisdom could not be interpreted
as an accomplished "event," but rather as a permanent and
continuous relationship—a relation of "being begotten," just
as radiance is perpetually concomitant with the light itself,
and Wisdom is, in the phrase of Sap. Sal. 7, 26, an
dmadyaopa ¢ to¢ &idlov (In Jerem. horn. 1X 4: odyi
éyévynoev 6 motip tov LGV ... &AN’ &el yevwwg autdv,
70 Klostermann; cf. Latin translation in the "Apology" of
Pamphilus, PG 17, 564). Now, according to Origen, in
the very subsistence of Wisdom the whole design of creation
is already implied. The whole creation, universa creatura, is
pre-arranged in Wisdom (De princ, 12, 2; 29—30 Koets-
chau). The text of this important passage might have
been somewhat edited by the Latin translator, but surely
the main argument was faithfully reproduced (cf. the frag-
ment in Greek, in Methodius, De creatis, quoted by Photius,
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Cod. 235). Origen spoke of “prevision”: virtute praescientiae.
But, according to his own basic principle, there could
be no temporal order or sequence. The world as “'pre-viewed”
in Wisdom had to be aso eternally actualized® It is in
this direction that Origen continued his argument. And
here the terms “Father” and “Pantokrator” are conspicuousy
bracketed together. “Now as one cannot be father apart
from having a son, nor a lord apart from holding a posses-
son or a dave, so we cannot even cal God amighty if
there are none over whom He can exercise His power.
Accordingly, to prove that God is Almighty we must assume
the existence of the world." But, obvioudy, God is Lord from
al eternity. Consequently, the world, in its entirety, aso
existed from al eternity: necessario exister e oportet (De
princ. 1 .2,10; 41—42 Koetschau; cf. the Greek quotation
in Justinian, Epist. ad Mennam, Mansi 1X 528). In brief, the
world must be always co-exisent with God and therefore
co-eternal. Of course, Origen meant the primordial world
of spirits. Actudly, in Origen's conception there was but
one eternal hierarchical system of beings, a “chain of being."
He could never escape the cosmologica pattern of Middle
Platonism.™

Moreover, Origen seems to have interpreted the Genera-
tion of the Son as an act of the Father's will: ek 00 BgAr)-
natog Tov Tatpoc £yevvinOn (quoted by Justinian, Mansi
IX 525). On the other hand he was utterly suspicious of
the phrase: éx Tng ovoiog matpdg, and probably even
formally repudiated it. For him it was a dangerous and
misleading phrase, heavily overloaded with gross "material-
istic" associations, and suggesting division and separation in
the Divine substance (In loh. XX 18; 351 Preuschen; De
princ. 1V 4, 1; 348 Koetschau; cf. the quotation by Marcellus,
given in Eusebius, c. Marcellum 1 4; 21 Klostermann). The
textual evidence is confused and inconclusive." It may be
true that at this point Origen was opposing the Gnostics,
especially the Valentinian conception of mpofoAn, and only
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wanted to vindicate the strictly spiritual character of every-
thing Divine.” Yet, there was a flagrant ambiguity. Both
the generation of the Son and the creation of the world are
equally attributed to the will or counsel of the Father. “And
my own opinion is that an act of the Father's will—voluntas
Patris—ought to be sufficient to ensure the subsistence of
what He wills. For in willing He uses no other means’ than
that which is produced by the deliberation of His will—#is:
quae consilio voluntatis profertm. Thus, it is in this way
that the existence of the Son also is begotten of Him—i# a
ergo etfilii ab eo subsistentia generatur” (De princ. 12, 6;
35 Koetschau). The meaning of this passage is rather obscure,
and we have no Greek text.” But, in any case, once again
the Son is explicitly bracketed together with creatures.*

There was an unresolved tension, or an inner contradic-
tion, in the system of Origen. And it led to an inner conflict,
and finally to an open split, among those theologians who
were profoundly influenced by his powerful thought. It may
be contended, indeed, that his trinitarian theology was
intrinsically orthodox, that is, pro-Nicene, so that the inter-
pretation of his views by St. Athanasius and the Cappa-
docians was fair and congenial to his ultimate vision. Indeed,
Origen strongly defended the eternity of the Divine Genera-
tion and, at this point, was definitely anti-Arian. If we
can trust St. Athanasius, Origen explicitly denounced those
who dared to suggest that “there was when the Son was
not,” fjv mote dte ouvk fjv o LIGG, whosoever these people
might have been (see the quotation from Origen in St. Athan-
asius, De decretis 27). Yet, on the other hand, the general
scheme of his theology was utterly inadequate at many crucial
points. In any case, the controversies of the fourth century
can be properly understood only in the perspective of Origen'’s
theology and its problematic. The crucia philosophical prob-
lem at the bottom of that theological controversy was
precisdly that of time and eternity. Within the system itself
there were but two opposite options: to reect the eternity



St. Athanasius’ Concept of Creation 47

of the world or to contest the eternity of the Logos. The
latter option was taken by Arius and all those who, for
various reasons, sympathized with him. His opponents were
bound to insist on the temporality of the world. The problem
of creation was the crucial philosophical problem in the
dispute. No clarity could be reached in the doctrine of God
until the problem of creation had been settled. Indeed, the
essence of the controversy was religious, the ultimate issue
was theological. But faith and piety themselves could be
vindicated at this historic juncture only by philosophical
weapons and arguments. This was well understood already
by St. Alexander of Alexandria: GLAOGOPADV £0e0AdYEL,
says Socrates of him (I 5). St. Alexander made the first
attempt to disentangle the doctrine of God out of the tradi-
tional cosmological context, while keeping himself still close
to the tenets of Origen."

Arius himself contended that the Logos was a ‘‘creature,”
a privileged creature indeed, not like others, but still no more
than a K't[opoc originated by the will of God. Accordingly,
God for him was primarily the Creator, and apart from that,
little, if anything, could be said of the unfathomable and
incomprehensible Being of God, unknown even to the Son.
Actually, there was no room for “theology” in his system.
The only real problem was that of “cosmology”’—a typically
Hellenic approach. Arius had to define the notion of creation.
Two major points were made: (a) the total dissimilarity
between God and all other realities which “had beginning,"
beginning of any kind; (b) the “beginning” itself. The
Son had a "beginning," simply because He was a son, that
is—originated from the Father, as His &pXM: only God
(the Father) was avapxog in the strict sense of the word.
It seems that with Arius the main emphasis lay on the rela-
tion of dependence as such, and the element of time was
comparatively irrelevant for his argument. Indeed, in his
famous letter to Eusebius of Nicomedia, Arius stated plainly
that the Son came into existence "before all times and ages"—
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Tpo XPOVeV xat mpo olwvwv (apud Epiph., Haeres.
LXIX 6; 156 Holl, and Theodoret, Hist. eccl. 1 4,63; 25
Parmentier). St. Athanasius himself complained that the
Arians evaded the term yxpdévocg (Contra Arianos 1 13). Yet,
they obviously contended that all things “created” did some-
how “come into existence,” so that the state of “being” has
been preceded, at least logically, by a state of "non-being”
out of which they have emerged, ¢€ ouxk 8vtwv. In this
sense "they did not exist before they came into existence”—
odk fijv mpiv yewnBfj. Obviously, “creatureliness” meant
for the Arians more than just "dependence": it implied also
an “‘essential” dissimilarity with God, and a finitude, that
is—some limitation in retrospect. On the other hand, it was
strongly stressed that all Creation was grounded in the will
and deliberation of God: JeAfjpatt kal GOLAT|, as Arius
himself wrote to Eusebius. The latter motive was Origenistic.
Indeed, Arius went much further than Origen: Origen
rejected only the Gnostic mpofoAin, but Arius repudiated any
"natural” affinity of Logos with God. Arius simply had
nothing to say about the life of God, apart from His
engagement in Creation. At this point his thought was
utterly archaic.

It is highly significant that the Council of Antioch in
324 /5—that is, before Nicaea—took up all these major points.
The Son is begotten "not from that which is not but from
the Father,” in an ineffable and indescribable manner, "not
as made but as properly offspring,” and not "by volition."
He existed everlastingly and "did not at one time not exist.”
Again, "He is the express image, not of the will or anything
else, but of His Father's very hypostasis."® For all these
reasons the Son could not be regarded as "creature." Nothing
has been said about Creation. But one can easily guess what
"Creation" and "creatureliness" meant for the Fathers of
the Council. All elements, of which the later clear distinction
between "begetting”" and "creating" (or "making") has
been construed, are already implied in the conciliar statement.
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St. Athanasius made a decisive contribution at the next
stage of the dispute.

Already in his early writings, before the outbreak of the
Arian strife, St. Athanasius was wrestling with the problem
of Creation. For him it was intimately related to the crucid
message of the Christian faith: the redemptive Incarnation
of the Divine Word. Indeed, his interpretation of Redemp-
tion, as it was expounded in De Incarnatione \erbi, is
grounded in a distinctive conception of the Cosmos. There
was, in the vision of St. Athanasius, an ultimate and radical
cleavage or hiatus between the absolute Being of God and
the contingent existence of the World. There were actualy
two modes of existence, radicaly different and totally dis
similar. On the one hand—the Being of God, eternal and
immutable, "immortal" and "incorruptible.” On the other—
the flux of the Cosmos, intrinsically mutable and “mortal,”
exposed to change and "corruption." The ultimate onto-
logical tension was precisely between the Divine ap8apoia
and the ¢pFopc of the Cosmic flux. Since the whole Creation
had once begun, by the will and pleasure of God, "out of
nothing,” an ultimate “meonic” tendency was inherent in
the very "nature" of all creaturely things. By their own
"nature," all created things were intrinsically unstable, fluid,
impotent, mortal, liable to dissolution: Twv Yevy&pyevn-
@V 1) elolg, &te ON €€ oux BVT®V UTOOTOOX, PEVOTH
Tig kot &odevig xat Ovnt) k@’ fautnv OLYKPLV®-
uévn tvyyxdvelr. Their existence was precarious. If there
was any order and stability in the Cosmos, they were, as it
were, super-imposed upon its own "nature," and imparted to
created things by the Divine Logos. It was the Logos that
ordered and bound together the whole Creation—OUVEYEL
kol ovoplyyel—counter-acting thereby, as it were, its in-






