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KATAPHASIS AND APOPHASIS
IN THE GREEK ORTHODOX PATRISTIC TRADITION

GEORGE D. MARTZELOS
Introduction

One of the main characteristic features of the theology of the
Church Fathers, when they refer to the meaning of God, to His relation to
the world or even to their divine experiences, is the kataphatic and
apophatic way, in which they describe them. And that is because the
distinction between the uncreated God and the created world does not
constitute for the Fathers merely just an ontological distinction, which
they accept without realizing the direct and deeper gnoseological
consequences and implications of it. And the most imminent
gnoseological consequence of this ontological distinction is that, although
the uncreated God is truly related to the created world through His
energies and becomes known by them during their manifestation in the
Creation and in History, however, in His essence, in the nature and the
way of His energies, as well as in the way of His existence as a Trinity of
Persons, He remains completely transcendental and unapproachable. In
this sense, God is, for the Fathers, at the same time, known and unknown,
explicit and ineffable, revealed and hidden, “Deus revelatus” and “Deus
absconditus” or “Deus secretus” and “Deus publicus”, as the holy
Augustine would characteristically say.?

These two gnoseological aspects of God have formed the basis on
which the Fathers built two different and seemingly contrary theological
routes: the kataphatic and the apophatic one. The kataphatic route or
kataphatic theology, as it is usually called, refers to the approachable,
understood and known aspect of God, while the apophatic route or
apophatic theology refers to the unapproachable, incomprehensible and
unknown aspect of Him. The development of these two theological routes
is closely connected to the thriving of the patristic theology and
characterizes almost all the great Fathers of the Church. But those who
especially developed these two theological routes and accented their
importance for the essence itself and for the content of theology, in
general, are mainly the Kappadokian Fathers, Basil the Great, Gregory
the Theologian, and Gregory of Nyssa, Dionysius the Areopagite,
Maximus the Confessor, John Damascenus, Symeon the New Theologian
and Gregorius Palamas.

1 See In Psalmum LXXIV, 9, PL 36, 852: “ (Deus) ubique secretus est, ubique publicus, quem nulli
licet, ut est, cognoscere, et quem nemo permittitur ignorare”. Cf. In Evangelium Joannis tractatus XIII,
5, PL 35, 1495: “Omnia possunt dici de Deo, et nihil digne dicitur de Deo”.



a. Meaning and gnoseological significance
of kataphatic and apophatic theology

Except the two above distinctions, the distinction between essence
and energies of God and the distinction between created and uncreated,
which, moreover, constitute fundamental prerequisites of the orthodox
theology as a whole, a basic condition, from which the Fathers set out to
speak kataphatically and apophatically about God is God’s revelation to
the world and the knowledge of God as experience in the history of
Divine Economy. In other words, the knowledge of God, of which they
speak, is not a fruit of an intellectualist meditation, but rather of an
existential relationship with God in a course towards purification,
enlightenment and perfection of man, so that the knowledge man acquires
of God is a personal experience, founded on God’s revelation to the
world, and not an intellectualist achievement.?

In this sense, man, based on God’s revelation as a Trinity of Persons
and having experience of the divine energies that are imprinted on the
Creation and in History, is able to form a real and positive image of God,
rendering to Him various kataphatic divine names that either merely
indicate the way of His existence as three divine Persons (hypostatic
idioms) or reflect the variety of His energies and thus respond to the
reality of the divine nature. Accepting, in this way, the recorded in the
Holy Scriptures revelation of God, he calls the Persons of the Holy
Trinity “Father”, “Son and Word of God” and “Holy Spirit”, talking
about the birth of the Son and the procession of the Spirit from the Father.
Seeing, also, the kindness, the wisdom, the power, the justice and the rest
energies of God that are manifested in the Economy, man calls God
respectively kind, wise, almighty, just etc. All these divine names or even
the pictorial representations that are met in the Holy Scriptures either just
indicate the particular way of the three divine Persons’ existence or
express the diversity of God’s relations to the world and, thus, they
compose the essence of kataphatic theology. Consequently, kataphatic
theology or “kataphasis”, as the Fathers often call it, is “the thesis of all
(i.e. beings)”, that is, the attribution of positive qualities to God that stem
from His revelation as a Trinity of Persons and His causal relationship
with the world. And this relationship is achieved, as we have said, on the

2 See G. D. Martzelos, Essence and energies of God according to Basil the Great. Contribution to the
historico-dogmatic inquiry of the Orthodox Church’s teaching about the essence and energies of God
(in Greek), Thessalonica 21993, pp. 123 ff. N. A. Matsouka, World, man, society according to
Maximus the Confessor (in Greek), Athens 1980, pp. 187 ff.



basis of His energies that are manifested in the Economy.® Precisely in
this sense, God as the only cause of the beings and of the made ones, is
considered by St. Maximus as “the only mind of the understanding and
the understood, and word of the saying and the said; and life of the living
and the lived, and as everything being and made for everyone, for those
which are and are made”.* In other words, all the so-called kataphatical
names that are attributed to God, if they don’t signify the particular way
of the three divine Persons’ existence, they do presuppose and express
exactly this causal relationship of God with the world. As St. John
Damascenus characteristically notes, summing up at this point the earlier
tradition of the Fathers, God is called “both being...and essence” as “the
cause of all beings and of all the essence”; “He is called both word and
reasonable, both wisdom and wise” as “the cause of all words and
wisdom, of both reasonable and wise”; in a similar way, He is also called
both “mind and mental, life and alive, power and powerful”, called with
many other likewise kataphatical names, as the cause of all beings and of
the properties that describe them.®

But, while God, as the cause of all beings, is and becomes
everything for all “that is and that is made”, He Himself, as the Church
Fathers emphasize, is beyond “to be” and “to be made” of the created
beings.® The ontological difference between the created and the uncreated
does not allow the substantial relationship between God and the world.
The only possible relationship between them is the one according to the
energies. That’s why all the kataphatic names rendered to God
characterize, in their opinion, only and exclusively, either the particular
way of the three Persons’ existence or the energetic relationship of God
with the world and not His being itself. None of these names is capable of
describing or expressing the divine essence, so that we can have some,
even a rudimentary one, knowledge of it.” The knowledge of the essence
of God, as well as of the indissolubly connected with it exact way of the
three divine Persons’ existence, is, for the Fathers, totally unfeasible on
behalf of the created beings and, therefore, owed to their lack of

3 See Dionysius Areopagite, De mystica Theologia, ad Timotheum, 1, 2, PG 3, 1000 B; 3, PG 3, 1033
C. Maximus Confessor, Mystagogia, Prooemium, PG 91, 664 B; Quaestiones et dubia 190, ed. J. H.
Declerck, Maximi confessoris quaestiones et dubia, Corpus Christianorum, Series Graeca 10,
Turnhout-Brepols 1982, p. 132.

# See Mystagogia, Prooem., PG 91, 664 A: “0 ndvog voug Tmv VooUuVImV Kol VOOUUEV®V, Kol AOYog Tmv
Aeyoviov kol Aeyopévev: kot {on tov (ovieov Kot (Oovpévav, Kol Taol TOVTO Kol oV Kol YIVOUEVOG,
OV avTd oL HVTOL Kot yvopeva”.

5 See Expositio accurata fidei orthodoxae 1, 12, PG 94, 848 A.

6 See Maximus Confessor, Mystagogia, Prooem., PG 91, 664 AB. John Damascenus, op. cit., PG 94,
845 CD.

" See Gregory of Nyssa, Contra Eunomium 3, PG 45, 601 B: « E1 8¢ ti¢ amoutoin g Oslog ovoiog
gpunveiov Tva kot vroypaenyv kKot eEnynotv, apadeic eivol g todutng coplag ovk apvnooduedo
TOGOVTOV OUOAOYOUVTEG UOVOV, OTL OUK £0TL TO OOPLOTOV KOTG TNV QUGLV €mvoio TWi PNUAT®V
StAneONvoL).



knowledge and understanding. “Hence, to know the divine essence”,
underlines Basil the Great, “is to feel His incomprehensibility”.
Moreover, John Damascenus, extending the incomprehensibility of the
divine essence to the whole divine being, accentuates in the same
oxymorous and emphatic way: “Then, the Divine is infinite and
incomprehensible and only this can be comprehensible, the infinity and
the incomprehensibility”.® What we know of God, according to the
Fathers, we came to know it through His revelation, which is realized by
means of His energies, manifested in the Creation and in History. And
that is so, because God does not communicate with the created world by
means of His essence, but only through His energies. As very typically
and emphatically Basil the Great stresses this truth, supported at this point
unanimously by the later tradition of the Fathers, “We claim to know our
God through His energies, and we don’t claim to approach His essence;
because His energies come down on us, but His essence remains
unreachable.”® In a similar way, St. Maximus, too, referring to a
relevant passage of St. Gregory the Theologian from his speech In
Theophania!!, underlines with particular emphasis the unreachable and
unintelligible of the divine essence on behalf of all the created beings,
writing word for word the following: “From what God is according to the
essence, that is, from the essence itself, He can never be known to exist.
Because any sense of what He is, is impenetrable and completely
unapproachable for all creation, equally for the visible and the invisible
one, but from what exists around the essence, God reveals Himself only
as existing and only to those who regard these things with due kindness
and reverence”.!> And, of course, all these that are considered to be

8 See Epistola 234, 2, PG 32, 869 C: “Eidnoig dpa ¢ Oelag ovsiog M aicOnoig owtod Tng
axatainyiog”. See also G. D. Martzelos, “Der Verstand und seine Grenzen nach dem hl. Basilius dem
Grossen”, in Touog eopriog yiliootic eloxoaiootiic emeteiov Meyalov Baoideiovn (379- 1979),
Thessalonica 1981, pp. 235 f.f.; idem, Essence and energies of God according to Basil the Great.
Contribution to the historico-dogmatic inquiry of the Orthodox Church’s teaching about the essence
and energies of God (in Greek), Thessalonica 21993, pp. 39 ff.; 66 ff; idem, Orthodox dogma and
theological reflection. Studies of dogmatic theology 4, (in Greek), Thessalonica 1993, pp. 83 ff.

9 See op. cit., 1, 4, PG 94, 800 B: “Aneipov ovv 10 Ogiov Kol AKOTEANTTOV, KOl TOVTO HOVOV OVTOD
KOTOANTTTOV, 1] OTELPIO KO OKATOATio”.

10 See Epistola 234, 1 PG 32, 869 AB: “Hpeic 8¢ ek pev tov evepysidv yvopiley Aéyouev tov Ogdv
nuav, ™ d¢ ovcio ovt mpooeyyilewv ovy vmicyvovueba. At pev yop evépyslol avTod TPOG MGG
katofoaivovoty, 1 de ovoia avtod pével anpooitog”. More on this matter see G. D. Martzelos, Essence
and energies of God according to Basil the Great. Contribution to the historico-dogmatic inquiry of the
Orthodox Church’s teaching about the essence and energies of God, Thessalonica 21993, pp. 89 ff.

1 1t is about the quotation “vo péve oxiaypooduevog (evv. o @edc) , kot ToVTo Moy apuvdpde Kot
HETPIMG, OVK €K T®V KAT™ avTdV, OAL’ €K TV TTEPl avTdV, AAANG €& AAAOV QOVTAGIOG GUAAEYOUEVTS, E1G
ev L ¢ aAndeioc ivdodpoa» (Homilia 38, In Theophania, sive Nathalitia Salvatoris, 7, PG 36, 317
BC).

12 See De variis difficilibus locis ss. pp. Dionysii et Gregorii, ad Thomam v.s., PG 91, 1288 AB: «Ex
TOV KOTd TNV ovciov, TOVTECTL €K TNG ovoiag avTAS, 0 ®edg OVOEMOTE TL VIAPY®Y YIVOOKETOL.
Apnyavog yop kot Tavtehds GPatog mdon Tn KTIGEL, 0paty| Te Kol 0opat® Katd To icov, 1 Tepi Tov TU
KoBéotnkev €vvola, GAL’ €K TV Tepl TNV ovGiav HOVov OTL €GTL, KOl TOVTO KOAMG TE€ Kol EVGEPMG
Bepovévev, To1G 0pOGLY 0 BEdS E0VTOV VITEVHIOMGLY.



“around the essence” of God, do not indicate what God is, but either that
He is, meaning that He exists, or what He is not.!3 In this sense, God does
not receive only the kataphatic names, which, as we have mentioned,
express the particular way of the existence of His hypostaseis, as well as
the diversity of His creative and provident relationships with the world,
but He is also recipient of the apophatic names, with which He is
completely differentiated from the created reality and which, as we
understand, constitute, in fact, the essence of the apophatic theology.
Therefore, the names that are attributed to God are distinguished in two
basic categories: those that denote properties that are fit for God and
those that denote properties that are not fit for His divine and uncreated
nature'®. So, in order to form a vague, yet a satisfactory and real image of
God both these categories of names are essential. As very
characteristically Basil the Great remarks, “Hence, about the names that
God is called with, the ones denote the qualities that are appropriate for
God, while the others the opposite, the ones that are inappropriate for
Him. From these two is God’s character imprinted on us, from the denial
of the inappropriate and the confession of the appropriate qualities”.!®

In spite of the fact that both these categories of divine names are
necessary in order to formulate a real and satisfactory sense of God, more
suitable for God are, for the Fathers, the apophatic names, since only
these are able to underline God’s superiority to the created beings. As St.
Maximus typically refers in a laconic, yet rich in theological meanings
point of his work Mystagogia, following in this occasion Dionysius the
Areopagite®, to God we must attribute not the being but “rather the non-
being, because that is more appropriate to be said of Him, as He is above
the being”!’. Exactly the same thing underlines also John Damascenus,
epitomizing at this point both Dionysius and Maximus: “...it 1is
Impossible to say what God is in His essence; it is rather more suitable to
speak of Him by deducting everything; as He is not one of the beings, not

13 See op. cit,, PG 91, 1288 BC: «Il4vta 3¢ ta mepi v ovsiov ov 10 TL 6TV, aAld TL OVK £6TIV
VIOdNAOL, 01OV TO ayEVVNTOV, TO AVAPYOV, TO GTELPOV, TO UCAOUATOV, KOl OGO TOLOTA TEPL TNV OLGIOV
€1ol, Kot To Tt un €ivat, ovy OTL 3¢ TO Tl €ivOL ALTNV TOPIOTAOCY OAAG KAl Ol TNG TPOVOLOG Kot TNG
kpioemg Adyol, Ko’ 00g 10 mav coPdg deayetal, ped’ dv Kot 1 evapuoviog g Puoens Bewpio mepi
Oeo? eivar Aéyetat , Tov ONUovPYOV €0VTHG OTL EGTL LOVOV AVOAOYMG SEIKVOOVOOY.

14 See Dionysios Areopagite, De coelesti hierarchia 2, 2-3, PG 3, 140 BCD. John Damaszenus, op. cCit.,
1,12, PG 94, 845 C - 848 A.

15 See Adversus Eunomium 1, 10, PG 29, 533 C: «Ev toivuv 101 mepi ®gob Aeyopévolg ovouoot, To
HEV TV TPOGOVIOV T Oed IMNA®TIKA £0TL, Ta O€ TO Evavtiov, TV un Tpocdviwv. Ex dvo yop tovtmv
010VEL YOPaKTAP TIG MUV €yyiveTon Tov G0V, €K TE TNG TOV ATEUPAIVOVTIOV OPVICEMS KOl EK TNG TOV
vapyovIev opoloyiacy. See also G. D. Martzelos, op. cit., pp. 167 ff.

16 See op. cit., 2, 3, PG 3,140 D - 141 A.

17 See Mystagogia, Prooem., PG 91, 664 B: “10 pn givar pdAiov, dia to vepeivat, og oweldTepov e’
avtob Aeyopevov”. Cf. Dionysius Areopagite, op. cit., 2, 3, PG 3, 140 D — 141 A.



because He doesn’t exist, but because He is above all beings and above
the existence itself”.18

Indeed; whichever kataphatic name or whichever kataphatic
property we attribute to God it responds to assumed representations that
have been formed in our thinking by relevant experiences of the created
beings. But this involves the danger of idolizing God or creating a
purely objectified and anthropomorphic image of Him, something that
takes us further away from the real meaning of God. That is, besides, why
Dionysius the Areopagite, on whom the later Fathers are dependent at
many points, refuses to render God, within the frames of apophatic
theology, properties and names, some of which are already attributed to
Him in the Holy Scripture. It is needless, of course, to underline that such
a consideration of God obviously presupposes a full detachment from the
word for word inspiration of the Holy Scriptures. Thus, God for him is
neither mind nor word, neither essence nor power, neither light nor life,
neither kingdom nor wisdom, neither one “nor unity, neither divinity or
kindness nor is He a spirit, as we perceive it, neither filiality nor
fatherhood, nor something else of us or of the beings that we know of;
neither is He one of the non-existent nor one of the existent ones...He is
neither darkness nor light, neither deception nor truth; neither is there an
affirmation in Him at all nor a deduction”.'® In other words, God is
nothing of the above, in the way we have shaped them as meanings in our
thoughts, based on the experience we have of the created beings. Even the
same meaning of existence that we ascribe to God has been formed
within us on the basis of the experience we have of the created beings.
But God is uncreated and, therefore, does not exist in the same way that
created beings do. And that’s exactly why St. Maximus stresses that the
“non-being” suits God, who 1is the true being, more than the “being”, of
course, not in the sense that His being is identified with His “non-being”-
besides, such a thing would be an extreme absurdity- , but, in the sense
that His being belongs, as he distinctively clarifies, to the “hyper-being”,
as His existence and nature transcend the existence and nature of the
created beings.?® Much more sharp and emphatic at this point is St.
Symeon the New Theologian, who, following the steps of Dionysius the

18 See op. cit., 1, 4, PG 94, 800 B: “Eni ®co0, ti gottv, eimeiv advvarov kat® ovciayv olkeldtepov de
HAAAOV €K TNG TAVI®V aQUPECENG TTOlEIGOUL TOV AOYOV' OVOEV Yup TOV OVIOV EGTIV OLY MG U1 ®V,
0AL’ ®G LVIEP TAVTA T GVTA KOt VITEP 0LTO dE TO gival V™.

19 See De mystica theologia, ad Timotheum, 5, PG 3, 1045 D - 1048 A: “A001¢ 8¢ aviovtec AEyopuev, m¢
...0UTE VOUGC... 0VOE AOYOG €0Tiv... 0VOE £xel dvvapy obTe dVVANIG 0TV 00TE PG ovTe (N ovte Lon
€0TV' 0UTE OVGIO EGTIV OVTE OV OVTE ¥POVOG OLOE EMAPY EGTV OWTNG VONTN OVTE EMGTHUN, 0VTE
ainBeid eotv 00te Paciieio obte copia, 00TE €V 0VTE €VOTNG, 00TE BedTNG 1 ayaBOTNG, 0VOE TVEL L
€0TV, WG MUAG €10éval, 00TE VIOTNG, 0VTE TOTPOTNG, OLOE TL GALO TV MUV I GAA® TV TV ViV
GUVEYVOGUEVOV' OVOE TL TOV OVK OVIMV, OVOE TL TV GVTOV E0TIV... 0VTE GKOTOG EGTIV OVTE PG, OVTE
TAGVT 00TE oAnBglr 0VTE EGTIV VTG KaBOAOL BEGIC 0VTE apaipests”.

2 See Mystagogia, Prooem., PG 91, 664 B. Cf. the similar aspect of holy Augustine: “Deus ineffabilis
est; facilius dicimus quid non sit, quam quid sit” (In Psalmum LXXXV, 12, PL 37, 1090).



Areopagite and Maximus the Confessor, underlines that God is
unapproachable, ineffable, invisible, unspeakable and unintelligible, as
He is considered as “being naught” and “non-being” in relation to the
created beings. God, as he characteristically emphasizes, “lies beyond any
called name, word and verb, and for this reason is He above and beyond
the perception of any intellect, as He is naught.?* Because the being
naught can never be conceived by the human intellect and be given a
name”.??

This theological denial of God through apophatic theology is for the
Church Fathers, in fact, a kataphasis of God. On this account, we have a
real image of God only when we refuse to attribute to Him qualities of the
created beings, since when we do attribute such qualities to Him, we
virtually deny Him, by classifying Him in the order of the created. As St.
Maximus once again characteristically remarks, “If, of course, it IS
imperative for us to recognize indeed the difference between God and the
created beings, the affirmation of the hyper-being must be regarded as the
deduction of (the created) beings, and the affirmation of the beings as the
deduction of the hyper-being”.% Or, as he marks in another context, “in
God the par excellence deprivations are more true, as they wholly witness
the affirmation of the divinity through the complete deduction of the
beings”.?* This is, besides, the reason why Christ during His
Transfiguration revealed Himself not “as conceived kataphatically
through the affirmation of the beings, but as presenting, by means of the
apophatic theology, the unapproachable of the divinity to be hidden”.?®
Moreover, Christ’s Transfiguration itself denotes, in his opinion,
allegorically, yet very eloquently, the transition from kataphatic to
apophatic theology. When the incarnated Word, he writes, “climbs
together” with His disciples the mountain of theology, meaning Thavor,
and is transfigured before them, then, He is no longer regarded in a

21 See Theological Speech 3, Sources Chretiennes 122 (=J. Darrouzes, Suméon le Nouveau Théologien.
Traités théologiques et éthiques, Introduction, Texte critique, Traduction et Notes, tome |, Paris 1966),
p. 162 (108-111): “Yzepdvm mavtdg ovOpaTog ovOoualopuévoy kot AOYou Kol PALATOC GV, VITEPKELTOL
KO TAGTNG O10VOTioG KATAANWIV VITEPEKTIMTEL, PNOEV @V

22 See Theological Speech 2, Sources Chretiennes 122, p. 148 (256-257): “Ov yap 80varai mote to
undév ov vrd avBpamivrg evvoiag evvondnvar ko evenpovofvar ovopat”. With the above-mentioned
aspect of Symeon cf. Dionysius Areopagite, De mystica theologia, ad Timotheum, 3-5, PG 3, 1032 C -
1048 B; Maximus Confessor, Mystagogia, Prooem., PG 91, 664 BC.

23 See op. cit., PG 91, 664 B: “Ast yap, cinep wg aAndhdg 1o yvdvar drapopdy Ocod Kot KTIGUATOV
€otiv avaykaiov nuiv, Béctv givol Tov VITEPOVTOG TNV TV OVIOV APOipESTY: Kol TNV TOV Oviwov BEcty,
etvar Tov vIepdVTOG aPaipecty”.

2 See Ad sanctissimum preshbyterum ac praepositum Thalassium, De variis Scripturae Sacrae
quaestionibus ac dubiis, 25, PG 90, 333 D; C. Laga — C. Steel, Maximi confessoris quaestiones ad
Thalassium, | (quaestiones I-LV), Corpus Christianorum, Series Graeca 7, Turnhout — Brepols 1980, p.
165: “Eni ®go0 pdAiov o1 Kab’ vrepoyv otepnoelg aAnbevovst, Toomg pnvoovcat v Belav Béoty
d10 TG TOV OVIOV TAVTELOVG OQALPEGEMS .

%5 See Quaestiones et dubia 190, op. cit., p. 132: “...xaTaQacKOUEVOV £K TNG TV OVI®V 0écEmg, aALA
™ Kotd omopacty Ogohoyia mapadekvic To ampocttov e BedTnTog KpuPLov”.



kataphatic manner, being called God, holy, king or any other kataphatic
name, but in an apophatic manner, being now called hyper-god, hyper-
holy and the rest “in supremacy called” names. And that is so because
only then is “the characteristic secrecy of His essence” revealed in all its
greatness, which the human mind is completely unable to gaze, in the
same way that the human eye is unable to gaze at the brightness of the
sun, in spite of its presumable great visual ability.?® Consequently, St.
Maximus concludes, developing at this point a similar thesis of Gregory
of Nyssa, he is deceived, the one who, while he longs to know God,
believes that “the simple and beyond all intelligence one” resembles the
created beings we know of and, as a result, forms in his thinking a
mistaken and idolized image of God.?” The only way for this man to be
rescued from the danger of deception is the apophatic regard of God.?
However, as both Dionysius the Areopagite and Maximus the
Confessor emphatically stress, neither the kataphatic nor the apophatic
regard of God can lead us to the true sense of God, because God, as
uncreated and transcendental in His nature, is found beyond any
kataphasis or apophasis.?® St. Maximus characteristically notes that (God)
“is simple and unknown and unreachable to all in His existence and
utterly uninterpreted and beyond any kataphasis or apophasis”.*® With
this standpoint of theirs, the above mentioned Fathers, in their attempt to
secure the true sense of God from the danger of idolization and
anthropomorphism, expand so much the limits of apophatic theology so
that it negates and refutes even its own gnoseological meaning. But this is
the orthodox character of apophatic theology.3! Besides, a main target of

% See Questiones et dubia 191, op. cit., p. 134.

27 See Ad sanctissimum presbyterum ac praepositum Thalassium, De variis Scripturae Sacrae
quaestionibus ac dubiis, 25, PG 90, 333 C; C. Laga — C. Steel, op. cit., p. 165. Cf. Gregory of Nyssa,
De vita Moysis, sive De perfectione vitae ex praescripto virtutis institutae, PG 44, 377 B: “Arayopgbet
yop v mTpdTolg o Oeiog Adyog, TPOg UNOEV TV YIVOGKOUEVMY opotovcbot mopd tov ovlpdTmV T0
B¢elov: ©G TOVTOC VONUATOG TOL KATA TIVO TEPIANTTIKIY QOVTAGIoV €V TEPVOIN TV KOl GTOYOOU® TNG
POoEMG YIVOLEVOD, EI0AOV Bg0) TAAGGOVTOG Kat 0V Ogdv KatayyEAAoVTOS”.

28 See op. cit., PG 90, 333 D; C. Laga — C. Steel, op. cit.

2% See Dionysius Areopagite, Dionysius Areopagita, De mystica theologia, ad Timotheum, 5, PG 3,
1048 AB: “Ovdé eotv avtrg (meaning the cause of all beings) kab6iov Béoig, ovte apaipesis oAld
TOV HET’ ATV ToG BECEIS Kol 0QULpECELS TOOVVTEG VTNV, 0VTE TiBgleY, 00TE apapovpey Nl KoL
VIEP TAGOV BEGY €0TIV 1) TAVTEANG KOL EVIOIQ TOV TAVIMOV OLTL0, KOL VTEP TAGAV OPAIPESLY 1| VIEPOYN
TOV TOVTIOV OmAdG omoAeALUEVOL Kol emékeva Ttov OAwv’;  Maximus Confessor, Mystagogia,
#rooem., PG 91, 664 BC: “Ast yop, einep o¢ aAnddg T0 yvadvar dtogopdy Ocol kal KTIGUIT®OV ECTIV
avaykaiov Nuiv, BEcv gival Tov VIEPOVTOG TNV TOV OVIMV CPOIPESY KOL TIV T®V OvIav Béctv, givar
TOV VLEPOVTOG APUipESY Kol App® epi ToV avtdv Kuping BewpeicOot Tag Tpoonyopiag, Kot undepiov
Kuping dvvacOor to gival enui Kot to pn gival. Apeo Pev Kupimg, g TG KEV Tov givar Tov Ogov kat’
otiov Tov Oviev OeTikig ¢ o€ Kob’ vIEPOYNV a1tiog Tov €ival TAONG TOV OVIMV OQUIPETIKNG Kol
Undé piov kupiwg maAv, oG 0LIEUIEG TNV KAT oVGioy avTHV Kol UGV Tov Tt gival Tov {nrovpévov
0éov mapiotdong. Q yop EUNdEV T0 GUVOAOV QLGIKAOG KOT  oTiay cLVELELKTAL, 1 OV I UN OV’ TOVT®
0VOEV TOV GVTOV Kol AEYOUEV@V, 0VOE TV U GVTOV Kol U1 AEYOUEVAV, EIKOTOC £YYHS.

30 See op. cit., PG 91, 664 C.

31 As very typically M. Begzos observes “Apophatisch von Gott reden heisst, dass man alle Attribute
Gottes, sowohl die positiven wie auch die negativen, ibersteigt” (“Der Apophatismus in der



the theological apophatism of the Greek Fathers is to turn against any
potential objectification of God, which may happen not only with the
kataphatic but also with the apophatic theology itself.

On these grounds, both Dionysius the Areopagite and Maximus the
Confessor underline with emphasis that, if man truly wishes to know
God, besides the spiritual prerequisites of purification and enlightenment,
he must come forward stripped of any meaning or knowledge and only
then will he be able to see “without eyes” and know “without knowing”
the one who exists beyond any sight or knowledge.®> And that is so
because the true vision and knowledge of God is found, according to
them, in His being not seen and not known. As very characteristically
Dionysius the Areopagite underlines, developing at this point a similar
thesis of Gregory of Nyssa, only when we enter the over-enlightened
divine darkness can we “through our lack of sight and knowledge see and
know the one who is beyond sight and knowledge, by means of not
seeing and not knowing - because that is to truly see and know”.3® As
Maximus the Confessor notes in the same oxymorous and contradictory
way, “the complete silence declares God and the outmost absence of
knowledge makes Him known”.3* As man goes up the rising road of
knowing God, his speech is cut down, it becomes shorter because he
understands that not much needs to be said to describe the mystery of
knowing God. And when he does enter the “beyond the
mind...darkness”, then he realizes that to describe this transcendental
experience not even “brevity” is needed, but only the “complete
wordlessness and senselessness” (mavtelig aAoyia ko avonoia).® The
“multi-named” (moAvmvopog) and “much talked of” (moAvioyoc) God is
then rendered for man ‘“anonymous” and “wordless”, according to the
pointed characterizations of Dionysius the Areopagite.® But, in order for
man to be able to penetrate, as another Moses, in the darkness of not

ostkirchlichen Theologie. Die kritische Funktion einer traditionellen Theorie heute”, in Gcoloyio 26
(1986), p. 180). See also M. P. Begzos, op. cit., p. 181.

32 See Dionysios Areopagite, op. cit., 2, PG 3, 1025 AB. Maximus Confessor, Ad sanctissimum
presbyterum ac praepositum Thalassium, De variis Scripturae Sacrae quaestionibus ac dubiis, 25,PG
90, 333 CD; C. Laga - C. Steel, op. cit.

33 See op. cit.,, PG 3, 1025 A: “Av offieyiog kon ayvoociog 18elv kol yvdvar tov vrép 0éav kot yvhow
avtd T pn 1eiv undé yvoval — toHTto yop 0Tt 10 ovieg Welv kot yvovar”. Cf. Gregory of Nyssa, De
vita Moysis, PG 44, 376 D — 377 A: “TIpoi®v &g 0 voug, kat da peilovog ol kat TELE0TEPAS TPOGOYNG
&V mePVOin YIVOUEVOG TNG OVIMG KOTAVONCEMG, 66® mpooeyyilel pdAiov tn Bempia, T0000T® TAEOV
opd 1o g Belag puoewg abedpntov. Katolmdv yop mav 10 gavopevov, ov povov ca kataiappavet
N aicnoig, oAAd kol 6ca 1 ddvolo dokel PAEmEV: ael Tpog To €vdOTEPOV ieTar, G av Sadvn
TOALTPAYHOSHVN TNG dlavoiag Tpog To abatdv 1€ Kot akatdAnmrov, Kakel Tov Ogov 101. Ev 1o00tm yap
N oAndng eotv €idnoig Tov {NTovpévovn, To €V TOVT® TO 10€lV, €V T® Un 10ty OTL VIEPKELTOL TTAONG
€10M6emG T0 {NTOVUEVOV, 01OV TIVI YVOQ® TN aKaTaANyio TovToyo0ey SteAnuuévoy”™.

34 See op. cit., 65, PG 90, 756 C: “H tekeio povn kékpaye oty kot 1 Tavielic kad’ vrepoyfiv ayvoocio
napiotnow”.

3 See Dionysios Areopagite, op. cit., 3, PG 3, 1033 BC.

36 See De divinis nominibus 7, 1, PG 3, 865 BC; De mystica theologia, ad Timotheum, 1, 3, PG 3, 1000
C.



knowing, where God lies hidden behind “wordlessness” and
“senselessness”, he must, as Maximus stresses, give up his desire to know
God through the natural theory, that is, the theory of the created beings,
and through theology. Only then can he, “through apophasis and not-
knowing”, receive true experience and knowledge of God.®” In other
words, the true experience and knowledge of God presupposes the
apophatic attitude of man towards God, and that’s exactly why the most
appropriate way to describe this experience is the use of apophatic
terminology.

To understand this better, all we have to do is reflect on the
apophatic way, in which Apostle Paul is forced to describe the experience
he had, when “he was seized into paradise”: “he heard”, he says,
“ineffable words that no man can utter”.*® By saying ‘“he heard”, he
asserts the reality of the supernatural experience of God, while by
characterizing these hearings as “ineffable words that no man can utter”,
he underlines how poor and impotent the human language is to describe
such an experience. That’s why he resorts to the use of apophatic
terminology. To put it in another way, apophatism works, in this case, as
the only outlet so as to describe as well and as objectively as possible the
experience of the uncreated.

b. The unity and the empirical character
of kataphatic and apophatic theology

Despite the fact that there seems to be a dialectical antithesis
between kataphatic and apophatic theology, however, for the orthodox
tradition of the Fathers no antithesis can be conceived between them. On
the contrary; between the two exists an indissoluble and functional unity
and relationship.®® And this is understandable because, as we stressed in
the beginning, for the Fathers of the Church, kataphatic as much as
apophatic theology are not the fruits of an intellectualist meditation, but
they are wholly founded on the divine revelation and on experience. The
Fathers taste the experience of divine energies in the Creation and in

37 See Quaestiones et dubia 73, op. cit., p. 56.

38 See 2 Kor. 12, 4.

39 See Dionysius Areopagita, De mystica theologia, ad Timotheum, 1, 2, PG 3, 1000 B. Maximus
Confessor, De variis difficilibus locis ss. pp. Dionysii et Gregorii, ad Thomam v.s., PG 91, 1288 C:
“Evavtiog ovv Toig KoToQAoest KEWEVOV TOV OToQAce®mV, eVOAAAE oAAAaig epl Oedv PIAMK®OG
GUUTAEKOVTOL KOl OAAMYA®V avTummapoloppdvoviol ofov ol PHEV amo@AcEL; TO U Tt ivol, oAAd TL pn
elvar onpoaivovcor 10 Ogiov, mepl 10 TL €ivol TO TOLTO UN OV, EVOVVIOL TOIG KOTOPAGESY, Ol OE
KOTOQACELS TO HOVOV  OTL £€0TL, TIMOTE 0 TOVTO €0TL Un dnAodoal, mepi To un €ivor 0 T0HTO OV
EVOOVTOL TOLG OTOPACESL, TPOG UEV OAANANG detkviovaal TNV €& avtiBécemg evavtidtta, Tepi dg Tov
OedV 1M €16 GAANAN TOV AKPOV KOTA TEPITTMOGY TPOT® TNV OIKEOTNTA .
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History and produce positive names for God, making kataphatic theology.
They compare the experience of God to respective experiences they have
from the created reality and reach the conclusion that no name is capable
of expressing the experience of the uncreated. So they are led to the
production of negative names for God, making apophatic theology. Thus,
they express the same experience of the divine revelation either
kataphatically or apophatically, aiming to respectively stress either the
reality of the experience of God or His transcendence in relation to the
created world. That’s why they use both when they refer to God, without
juxtaposing the one with the other. Besides, the emphasis that both
Dionysius the Areopagite and Maximus the Confessor place on the fact
that God is beyond any kataphasis or apophasis,*® leaves no room for the
creation of a dialectic between kataphatic and apophatic theology. As
very typically emphasizes on this point Dionysius the Areopagite, “We
must render to It (i.e. the cause above all, that is, God) and affirm all
positive attributes of the beings, as He is the cause of all, and mainly
negate all these attributes, as It is the hyper-being above all, and we must
not think that the apophaseis are juxtaposed with the kataphaseis, but
rather that It, meaning the one that is beyond every deduction and
affirmation, is further above all deprivations”.

Still, except the fact that no dialectical antithesis can be conceived
between Kkataphatic and apophatic theology, there is, as we have
mentioned, between them an indissoluble and functional unity. Not once
in the orthodox tradition is the one used autonomously and independently
from the other. St. John Damascenus even considers that the best possible
way to attribute different names to God is not the autonomous kataphatic
or apophatic regard of Him, but rather the functional linkage and
simultaneous use of kataphatic and apophatic theology, which, for this
reason, he characterizes as “most sweet...linkage of the two” (yAvkvtdn
...£& auooiv ovvaeeln).*? And this is totally justifiable, as they both
presuppose the same revelation and experience of God, which they also
describe, aiming to formulate a real image of God, freed from the
qualities of the created beings. Besides, their becoming autonomous
involves serious dangers for the same essence and content of theology.
The autonomous and excessive use of kataphatic theology might
disregard the transcendence of the uncreated divine nature and lead to the
objectification or idolization of God and to anthropomorphism. On the

40 See Dionysius Areopagite, op. cit., 5, PG 3, 1048 AB. Maximus Confessor, Mystagogia, Prooem.,
PG 91, 664 BC.

41 See op. cit., 1, 2, PG 3, 1000 B: “Aéov en’ auth KOl TAGAC TOC TOV OvImV TIOEVOL Kol KOTAPAGKELY
0éoelg, og Tavtov aitio, Kot TAGAS OVTAC KUPIDTEPOV OTOPACKELY, MG VIEP TAVTO LLEPOVOT), KOl [N
olecBot TaG OMOPAGELS OVTIKEWWEVOS EVOL TOIG KOTOPAGESLY, OALL TOAD TPOTEPOV OVTNHV VIEP TOG
OTEPNCELS EVOL TNV VTIEP TAGAY Kot apaipecty Kot BEoty”.

42 See op. cit., 1, 12, PG 94, 848 B.
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other hand, the autonomous and excessive use of apophatic theology
might disregard the Divine Economy and lead to theological agnosticism.
That’s exactly why the one cannot be conceived as independent from the
other, but they are found, as we have said, in an indissoluble and
functional unity and relationship with each other. In the same way that
kataphatic theology rescues the apophatic one from the danger of
theological agnosticism, so does apophatic theology rescue the kataphatic
one from the danger of objectifying God or of idolization and
anthropomorphism. The one works somehow like a brake for any
potential deviations or misuses of the other, with the aim of keeping
intact and unforged the true sense of God.

Therefore, owing to their in-between functional unity and their
empirical character, they preserved orthodox theology from the danger of
God’s biblical sense being distorted, keeping at the same time His
Immanent presence as well as His transcendence in relation to the world
unharmed. They excluded from orthodox theology the danger of
becoming a field of intellectualist quests or falling from the level of
theology to the level of anthropology, something that, unfortunately,
happened in the West with the catalytic contribution of Scholastic
Theology.

As it is known, scholastic theologians, too, have accentuated the
existence of three roads that somehow resembled the kataphatic and
apophatic theology of the Church Fathers. It is about the positive road
(via affirmationis or causalitatis), with which they rendered to God
positive qualities, the negative road (via negationis), with which they
rendered to God negative qualities and the road of eminence (via
eminentiae), with which they rendered to God positive qualities but in a
superlative degree.®® But these three roads were in fact an intellectual
reference from the created to the uncreated and were not at all related to
the experience of the uncreated, which, furthermore, the scholastics
underestimated against the superior value they attributed to the intellect in
order to gain knowledge of God.** So, without the essential for theology
empirical base, they were led to the shaping of an anthropomorphic image
of God, converting, in effect, theology to anthropology. What dramatic
consequences this had for the essence of western theology and the course
of the western spirituality became evident after the end of Scholasticism
and especially during the 19" century with the appearance of the
philosophical stream of atheism.

43 See Chr. Androutsos, Dogmatics of the Orthodox Eastern Church (in Greek), Athens 1907, p. 47 f.
J. Hirschberger, Geschichte der Philosophie, I. Teil, Basel-Freiburg-Wien °1974, p. 504. N. A.
Matsouka, Dogmatic and Symbolic Theology A’ (Introduction to the theological gnoseology), (in
Greek), Thessalonica 1985, p. 207.

4 See also N. A. Matsouka, op. cit., p. 208.
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It is not at all fortuitous the fact that atheism as a philosophical
stream was born and raised in the West. Atheist philosophers rejected the
existence of God because they had formed the opinion, cultivated for so
many centuries by Scholastic Theology, that God is a being approachable
to the human intellect and is more or less characterized by human
properties, only that He has them in the superlative degree.*® As
Feuerbach characteristically maintained, virtually resounding the sense of
God according to Scholastic Theology, “All predicates, all definitions of
the divine being are basically human”,*® and, in this sense, “God’s
personality itself is nothing more than the distorted and objectified
personality of man”.#’ In other words, God did not create man in His
Image and resemblance, but rather man created God in his own image and
resemblance.*® Indeed; in spite of this atheistic and generalized
formulation, this is what, unfortunately, happened in the West with
Scholastic Theology: that is, there was created a perception of God in the
image and resemblance of man.

But although atheism as a philosophical stream was born and raised
in the West, as we have said, the fact that it was nothing but acquired and
introduced in the East is hardly fortuitous, as well. We can fully
understand this, if we take into consideration the fact that apophatic
theology, cultivated by the great Fathers of the Eastern Church, did not
allow the creation of favorable circumstances for the birth and
development of atheism. Atheism, as it is obvious, presupposes by
necessity the existence of at least one positive and objectified image of
God, so that the denier of God knows beforehand what he actually
denies.”® If he doesn’t know it, he also can’t deny it. In this sense, the

4 See M. L. Farantos, Dogmatics I1, 1 (The question about God), (in Greek), Athens 1977, pp. 518 ff.
46 See L. Feuerbach, Das Wesen des Christentums, ed. Ph. Reclam Jun., Stuttgart #1989, p. 355: “Alle
Pradikate, alle Bestimmungen des géttlichen Wesens sind grundmenschliche”. See also op. cit., p. 55:
“..alle Bestimmungen des gottlichen Wesens sind darum Bestimmungen des menschlichen Wesens”;
p. 67: “Das Geheimnis der unerschopflichen Fiille der géttlichen Bestimmungen ist daher nichts andres
als das Geheimnis des menschlichen als eines unendlich verschiedenartigen, unendlich bestimmbaren,
aber eben deswegen sinnlichen Wesens”.

47 See op. cit., p. 340: “Die Personlichkeit Gottes ist also das Mittel, wodurch der Mensch die
Bestimmungen und Vorstellungen seines eignen Wesens zu Bestimmungen und Vorstellungen eines
andern Wesens, eines Wesens aufler ihm macht. Die Personlichkeit Gottes ist selbst nichts anderes als
die entduBlerte, vergegenstindlichte Personlichkeit des Menschen”. See also op. cit., p. 54: “Das
gottliche Wesen ist nichts anderes als das menschliche Wesen oder besser: das Wesen des Menschen,
abgesondert von den Schranken des individuellen, d.h. wirklichen, leiblichen Menschen,
vergegenstidndlicht, d.h. angeschaut und verehrt als ein andres, von ihm unterschiednes, eignes Wesen”;
p. 69: “... so ist auch erwiesen, dass, wenn die gottlichen Pradikate Bestimmungen des menschlichen
Wesens sind, auch das Subjekt derselben menschlichen Wesens ist”; p. 75: “was der Mensch von Gott
aussagt, das sagt er in Wahrheit von sich selbst aus”.

48 See A. Esser, Ludwig Feuerbach, Das Wesen der Religion, ed. L. Schneider, Heidelberg 31983, p.
26. S. Holm, Religionsphilosophie, W. Kohlhammer Verlag, Stuttgart 1960, p. 117. M. L. Farantos, op.
cit., p. 520. See also B. M. G. Reardon, Religious Thought in the Nineteenth Century (illustrated from
Writers of the Period), Cambridge (University Press) 1996, p. 82 ff.

49 Analysis of the phenomenon of atheism from a theological, philosophical, psychological and
sociological point of view see E. Coreth — J. B. Lotz, Atheismus kritisch betrachtet. Beitrdge zum
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theological denial of the sense of God within the frames of apophatic
theology in the East did not allow the creation of a positive and
objectified image of God so that someone could be led to its denial. And
that is why theoretical atheism did not thrive in the traditional orthodox
countries of the East, but it constituted a foreign body within their
spiritual inheritance and tradition.

Conclusion

Summing up all the above, we come easily to the conclusion that the
Fathers of the Eastern Orthodox Church, projecting the kataphatic and
apophatic aspect of God and stressing the empirical base of kataphatic as
much as of apophatic theology, they have outlined the frame of the true
knowledge of God and decisively contributed to the formulation of a
sense of Him freed from objectifications and anthropomorphisms. And
this, as we have seen, had direct and substantial repercussions for the
course of theology and for the spiritual inheritance and tradition of the
orthodox East, in general.

In our times, when the rapid development of technology has formed a
new reality, which, moreover, is called by some “society of knowledge”,
the contemporary man, either in his close or in his broader social
environment, is literally bombarded with information and knowledge that
tend to establish the impression that there are no limits in his effort to
gain knowledge of the universal reality and that to achieve this is just a
matter of time. So it is not easy for him to understand and acknowledge
the gnoseological importance of apophatism. Knowledge has for him an
exclusively kataphatic character and that’s why apophatism is perceived
as denial of knowledge and agnosticism. And it is also characteristic the
fact that this view gets unconditionally accepted not only by the simple
average man, but even by the intellectuals of our times, despite the
predominant position that the philosophical apophatism of K. Jaspers, M.
Heidegger, K. Popper and L. Wittgenstein has in our times and especially
the axiomatic philosophical principle of Wittgenstein, according to which
“of what one cannot speak, he must keep silent” (“Wovon man nicht
sprechen kann, dariiber muss man schweigen”).

But if such an optimistic gnoseological aspect could potentially be
correct and apply for the created reality, it can have no application for the
uncreated nature of God. For it, on the contrary, the limits of knowledge
are in full effect and remain unbreakable. And the case is so because the

Atheismusproblem der Gegenwart, Erich Wewel Verlag, Miinchen - Freiburg/Br. 1971. See also B.
T.Gioultsis, Sociology of Atheism, Thematic limits and problems (in Greek), Thessalonica 1984.
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ontological gap between the created and the uncreated, as the Fathers
stressed in different ways and with particular emphasis, does not allow
the gnoseological access to the uncreated on the behalf of the created. To
put it another way, created beings are characterized with specific
gnoseological boundaries that are intertwined with their nature and are
unable to go beyond them without running the risk of deception. That’s
why the only way to keep the biblical sense of God intact, offending
neither His relationship with the world nor His ontological transcendence,
Is by using kataphatic and apophatic theology in an indissoluble unity and
relationship with each other.

Besides, the theological problems that are sometimes raised within
the frames of inter-religious contacts as much as of the globalized social
reality of our times, through the intermingling of the Christians with
representatives and supporters of different religious views, regarding the
nature and the racial hypostasis of God, have no place in the orthodox
patristic  theology, since they presuppose the projection of
anthropomorphic representations and properties to the sphere of the
divine, converting, thus, the sense of God to a purely antropomorphic
reality. But, as we have seen, the use of apophatic theology in the
orthodox patristic tradition does not allow the formulation of a sense of
God with anthropomorphic properties and features that are fitting for the
created reality. When the Church Fathers deny theologically even the
sense of existence to God or of properties, through which God reveals
Himself to the Creation and in History, we realize that they leave no
space for the formulation of an objectified nature or a racial hypostasis
that will suit God. The biblical sense of God is, for the Church Fathers,
completely free from such kind of anthropomorphic perceptions and
objectifications. Yet, this admirable theological conquest could not have
been realized, if the Church Fathers hadn’t used kataphatic and apophatic
theology simultaneously, in an unbreakable unity and relationship with
each other.

And that, we maintain, constitutes in this case the quintessence and
the greater contribution of the Fathers of the Orthodox East to the
formulation of the sense of God and its establishment in Orthodox
Theology and, hence, to the confrontation of theological problems that
emerge about the sense of God within the frames of the globalized social
reality of our times.
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