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ABSTRACT

This thesis aims to define the relationship of the Cloud of
Unknowing and ifs principal ancillary treafises to the Dionysian
tradition of negative mysticél"theology. The study cen{res‘onthe
mystical vocabulary of these texts and the approach to language as a
medium for theological discourse which they embody. Both are grounded
in the theology of divine transcendence which characterizes the Dionysian
school. The compilation of an appropriate terminology was integral to
the evolution of the tradition of negative mysticism and its use
continued to distinguish works which allied themselves with this
tradition. The development of the principles and vocabulary of Dionysian
theology are therefore considered in conjunction with one another and
chronologically in connexion with the major exponents of the tradition.
" The emergence and consolidation of negative mysticism as a properly
Christian tradition from hebraic and hellenic sources is treated in
relation to Gregory of Nyssa as well as Ps.-Dionysius, with particular
emphasis on the role of the latter in determining the form in which the
tradition was received by medieval theologians. The study of the
transmission of negative theology to the Middle Ages-concentrates on

the De Mystica Theolo ié,'which constitutes a direct link with the Cloud

author, who translated it into English as the Deonise Hid Diuinite.
Comparison of the English text with its immediate Latin sources (the
vergions of Thomas Gallus and Sarracenus) shows the author's literal
treatment of Dionysian concepts and vocabulary as the lLatin translators
had interpreted them. The Deonise Hid Diuinite also provides a valuable
index to the author's use of Dionysian material in his original works.
His interpretation 6f Dionysian theology seems to have been influenced

in both cases by secondary sources within the same tradition - notably

iv



the Viae Syon Lugent of the Carthusian Hugh of Balma. The thesis
concludeswith-a_general,largely specuiative chapter wﬁich attempts

to establish fhe significance of this study‘for the issues of provenance,
circulation and authorship. Manuscript evidence and the texts' theological
affinities with the particular development of the Dionysian mystical

tradition represented by Hugh of Balma seem +to connect the author

closely with the Carthusian order.
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INTRODUCTION

The subject of religious language has been debated amply and
from widely differing standpoints by philologists, philosophers and
~theologians, It is accordingly difficult to treat it in a summary
or partial fashion, and particularly so since religious language can-
not properly be considered as an autonomous medium, with forms and
functions of its own, apart from language as it operates in other
gituations. As one writer has observed,

+eo a great many of the expressions which find a place

in religious utterance, in fact the vast majority of such

expressions, derive their sense from their use in other

and nonreligious contexts ... Nor does religion confer

on such expressions a new and esoteric meaning,?
~Its terms, that is, do not constitute a code, nor do they function
otherwise than words in normal discourse. It has often been recog-
nised, for example, that religious language has gpecial affinities
with abstract language, insofar as its referent is insubstantial,

and that the manipulation of the connotative properties of words by

writers of religious prose is sometimes akin to poetic usage.

The particuiar circumstances of Christian theology, however, un-
doubtedly impose special conditions on language and the strong biblical
tradition has perpétuated attitudes to language and specific forms of

expression which accommodate the demands of Christian doctrine. The

idea of the word, indeed, is itself integral to the central tenets of
the Christian faith. In 0.T. theology, the Hebrew notion of 'dabhar!

(*word') supplies the Genesis compiler's metaphor for the divine act

of creation. The primitive connexions of word with event or potency



are sublimated into a sophisticated system for comprehending and formu-
lating God's entire creative and redemptive activity towards man with
the identification of Christ as the incarnate Aovos ('Word') in the
Johannine Gospel. St. John attempts to understand the Incarnation, to
establish its significance within a coherent divine plan for creation,
by bringing to bear the concept of AoYos as it had evolved in Greek
philosophy upon Hebraic religious tradition.? Briefly, the term Xoyos
incorporates a suggestion of revelation; it applies, in platonist
contexts, to the rational principle on which the universe is held to
operate and to the corresponding faculiy whereby man perceives its
iogic and cohesiveness, The development of the idea in Christian
neoplatonist thought is described by Thomas Tomasic in his article,

"Negative Theology and Subjectivity. An Approach to the Tradition of

Pseudo-Dionysius":

the existence of God never becomes a conclusion deduced

from prior premises, as though there could be any prior

ground: it is, rather, the existence of God that makes

all logical inference not only possible but intelligible.

Any theory which implies that God is knovwn as a conclusion

derived from inference is simply non-cognizant of the opera-

tive logos functioning as the metaphysical matrix of all

intelligibility,?
The Johannine designation of Christ as Aoyos thus affirms the continuity
of the divine scheme by resuming the 0.T. figure of the creative woxd
("dabhar') and postulates,—further, that it is manifested and made in
some sense intelligible by the fact of the Incarnation. It also re~
asserts the status of the Viord as intermediary between God and man -
though, in both cases, the implied differentiation between God and the
Word is checked by the avowal that they are simultaneously one: the

sense in Genesis that the Word is at once the instrument of creation,

and thus distinct from God, but also a metaphor which expregses the



esgsential creativity of the divine being, is made explicit with regard
to Christ in St. John's Gospel ('In principio erat verbum, et verbum

erat apud Deum, et Deus erat verbum'(John 1.1)).

The mediatory function vhich is inherent in the concept of the
Word on a figurative level, however, is also fundamental to the literal
sense of 'word', and the 0.T. records many instances of God's direct
intervention in human affairs through actual speech., The audibility
of God's words i1s emphasized in the account of His call to Samuel
(I Samuel 3,1-14), for example, where Samuel mistakes God's voice
for Eli's on three occasions. In theological terms, narratives such
as this seem to invest language with a special significance as a means
of communication between God and man, The divine authority behind the
transmission of God's message by the writers of the 0.T. prophetic
books, moreover, has traditionally been allowed to imbue scriptural
language with a peculiar relevance and power. This underlies the
exegetical approach to biblical narrative and the method of figural
interpretation4: the exposition of the Canticle and the book of

Exodus in particulér has established them as major sources for mystical

theology and vocabulary.

This kind of approach to-religious discourse has been said to
demand a sympathetic attitude, a predisposition to admit the doctrinal
principles which determine its character and function, on the part of
theological writers and their audience., I.T. Ramsey, for example, has
urged that "discernment” and "commitment" are prerequisites for the
proper application and appreciation of language in the context of

Christian theology.5 The tendency of such arguments, however, is to



blur distinctions between different usages of language which are
embraced by the generic term "religious'". They are apt, also, tq
absolve the theologian from the responsibility of speaking intellig-
ibly to the unbiassed understanding of the reader, though exploitation
of the traditional resonances of biblical language is both legitimate
and effective in discourse on religious subjects., The range of
mystical language which is the concern of this thesis certainly
profits by these resonances, but it is, besides, in its own way
logically accountable. Its referents - the theme of divine trans-
cendence and the union of the soul with God as they are represented
in Dionysian theology - are located beyond the scope of the human
intelligence and are inaccessible to all natural faculties of per-
ception, The shift in perspectiive from phenomenal to transcendent
objects involves, in linguistic terms, a transposition of the normal
meaning'Of words to a higher plane, But, it should be stiressed, the
normal meaning persists, and is, indeed, the foundation for the

sense of the word in its new situation, and mystical language derives
its coherency from the manipulation of verbal functions which make

language viable in other contexts.

The Johannine concept of Christ as the incarnation of the divine
Aoyos, in fact, suggests that 1gnguage has a gpecific role in religious
situations which is integral to the substance of N.T. theology. 1t
endorses the general sanction for language as a means of communication
between God and man and, hence, between men which is embedded in O,T.

- theology. Aoyos, however, as a term of philosophy, is connected
with the principle of intelligence and it implies that the faculty
of language is emblematic of man's distinction from other creatures

in the possession of rationality. The gospel writer retains the 0,T.

formula of the Vord ('dabhar') as intermediary between ithe divine

4



essence and creation: Christ as the embodiment of Aoyos, John infers,
represents a kind of bridge between Absolute God and humanity. But
the term Aovyos intimates, further, that creation and Christ himself,
to the extent that he participated in human nature, are within the
scope of the intellect and properly compatible, therefore, with
language, whereas the pure essence of God exceeds the normal range
of both, Thus language is entirely appropriate as a medium for
symbolic theology, for example, which is similarly dependent on the
intellect as a means of arriving at knowledge of God insofar as it

is accessible by analogy with creation.

By the same token, however, language, though it is indispensable
for communication, is essentially inadequate as a vehicle for mystical
theology and even antithetical to the precise formulation of the
transcendent nature of God and the soul's mystical encounter with
Him., The tendency of Dionysian theology is fundamentally reductive:
its object, that is, is an experience of union between the soul and
the essential being of God in which the dichotomy which persists even
when the soul has receded from all external phenomena and from the
extraneous elements of self is, as far as possible, overcome, In its
reversion to singleness, both within the individual soul and between
the soul and God, the mystic way is thus radically opposed to the
process of intellection, which presumes a distinction between the
perceiver and thg object of perception. The consequent negative
dialectic of Dionysian theology is explained against its background
of neoplatonist philosophy by Tomasic:

The question, then, of the transcendent self, as opposed

to the phenomenal self or atria, necessitates a mode of

approach which increasingly prescinds from exteriority,
objectivity or 'otherness'. The serious depth of the




via negativa, via remotionis or apophatike, is seen in
the fact that it is the destruction of the last illusion
of reason and objectivity. The process of néantisation
cuts across all categories pretending objectivity, none
of which permits raising the primal question. Intellect,
the specialized aspect of the self as a form of conscious-
ness properly directed towards objectivity, must be com-
pPletely discarded as ineffectual. The neo-Platonist is
acutely aware that the function of intellect is existen-
tially direct to objects and can evoke only the dimension
of objectivity; 'at home' in this relation, it ceases to
be when subjectivity emerges as primal instress and logic
becomes defunct., The way of negation is essentially a

purgation, an asceticism, indispensable for attaining
subjectivity. Due to the spatio-temporal imagery insepar-
able from human thinking, no direct approach to interiority
is accessible to intellect; the only accessibility is given
by the purgation of all modes of limitation, objectivity
and reasoning. Since all intellectual knowledge bears on
being, and every being is limited, then, by consequence,
that which stands beyond being stands also beyond knowledge
- it is beyond knowable (Bnepéyvmctov) because it is beyond

limit. One is confronted with the intellectually inacces-
sible and unimaginable.

Néantisation is not a departure from what may be called
‘experience'; it is an intensification of experience in
its ground., The function of the via negativa is not merely
the negation of objectivity gqua objectivity but very consc-
iously the negation of subjectivity qua objectivity. In
rejecting every aspect of objectivity as 'otherness', the
way of negation asserts by the simplest dialectic the
radical, ontological 'otherness' of subjectivity over
against what is not. The via negativa establishes 'another
knowledge', What,therefore, is brilliantly achieved is, in
fact, an absolute and sophisticated grasp of approaching 6
subjectivity qua subjectivity in the negation of quid esse.

The concept of language as a function of the intellect, which became
integral to Christian theology through the adaptation of the philoso-
phical theory of loyos in the Johannine Gospel and accrued signific-
ance in Dionysian theology from both Christian and neoplatonist
sources, thus requires that metaphor rather than literalism should be
the dominant mode of mystical discourse. It entails, further, the

~ ascendancy of the negative over the positive idiom in the same context.

Negation is both a means of distinguishing mystical experience from

other acts of cognition - "unknowing" from "knowing", for example -



and a corrective to misleading propositions about the being of God.
The very procegs of ascribing attributes to God entertains as a
possibility that the divine nature can be circumscribed in human
concepts and terms, and this, from a theological standpoint, is
vholly untenable, The negative dialectic excludes all restrictive
connotations and serves to emphasize God's transcendence in both
regpects, 1t also obviates the tendency of positive attributes to
imply pluralism in God, since epithets such as "great", "good" and

even 'one', belong to a relative rather than an absolute vocabulary.

The vocabulary of negative mysticism is thus inalienable from
its doctrinal basis. It evolved with the formalisation of the prin-
ciples of Dionysian theology, and the intention of the present thesis,
following this rudimentary account of the particular circumstances of
religious and, specifically, mystical discourse, is to study its
development in close conjuhction with the mystical literature which
expounds the theory. The negative dialectic agsumed, in fact, the
status of a technical vocabulary: it is not so much a vehicle for
exPressing'fhe immediacy and intensity of individual mystical experi-
ence as a logical system for denoting the fact of divine transcendencé
and the contemplative theory which eﬂsues from this theological pro-
position, It is a premise of this dissertation that the fourteenth
century English éutﬁbr of the Cloud of Unknowing formulated his
personal intuition of the contemplative way according to the prin-
ciples of Dionysian apophatic theology and, consequently, a&Opted.the
vocabulary associated with the Dionysian mystical tradition in his
account of it., It is a coherent terminology which corresponds
precisely to the theological position, though it is not, he makes

clear in the Book of Privy Counselling, the only possible linguistic



mode for conveying an experience which is independent of all concept

and expression:

For pis same werk, 3if it be verrely conceyuid, is bat
reuerent affeccion & be frute departid fro pe tre pat

I speke of in pi lityl pistle of preier, Ppis is pe

cloude of vnknowyng; dbis is bat priue loue put in purete

of spirit: pis is pe Arke of pe Testament., bDis is Denis
deuinite, his wisdom & his drewry, his 1li3ty derknes & his
vnknowyn kunnynges. bis is it pat settip pee in silence as
wele fro pou3ztes as fro wordes. (B.C. 154/13-19) .1

The decision to make the Christian neoplatonist writer Gregory
of Nyssa the starting point for this study of the Dionysian mystical
tradition is largely pragmatic. The extent and occasionally even the
existence of his influence on Ps.-Dionysius' theology have been
challenged, and the purpose of the present enquiry into his work is
not to enter into the controversy on these questions and still less
to imply that Gregory's impact on Dionysian thought in general was
crucial. The Dionysian Corpus is eclectic and its philosophical and
theological background is, in consequence, extrazordinarily complex.
It is also, hdwever, disconcertingly cryptic. The author cleariy
assumes that hié readers will appreciate the intellectual and relig-
ious context of his work, and he incorporates without elucidation
ideas and terms which would presumably have been readily intelligible
within the milieu of contemporary Christian neoplatonism. One pos-
gsible approach to th; Dionysian Corpus'which takes account of thesge
circumstances is exemplified in the work of Stephen Gersh: the in-
troduction to his recently published book on the subject includes a
summaxry assessment of Ps.-Dionysius' position in Christian-neoplaton-
ist tradition and puts the case for studying the Corpus against the

background of specific trends in neoplatonist philosophy:



The historical significance of Ps.-Dionysius stems from
the fact that his doctrine is the first Christian version

of a type of Neoplatonic philosophy taught mainly in the

two centres of learning, Athens and Alexandria, from
approximately the fourth to the sixth century A.D. Earlier
Christian writers such as Augustine in the West and Gregory
of Nyssa in the East had followed Neoplatonic doctrine, but
the evidence suggests that they had been influenced by earl-
ier phases of developmenit. In Ps.-Dionysius, however, we
have a transmitter of the dominant philosophy of late Antiq-
uity in its most elaborate and developed form. This school
of thought can be traced back to Iamblichus who therefore
furnishes a suitable starting point for an enquiry.8

Gersh's research presents Ps.-Dionysius as a Christian who system-
atically transformed pagan thought. He acknowledges the contribution
which writers such as Gregory of Nyssa made to the composition of
Dionysian theology, though this is not the focus of his treatment
of the Greek Corpus:

Ps.-Dionysius was not the first Christian philosopher,

and it goes without saying that some of his deviations

from the Neoplatonism of Iamblichus or Proclus were

occasioned not by his own reflections alone but by the
work of earlier theologians, especially the Cappadocian

fathers.? -
Gersh's approach to the Dionysian Corpus and that adopted in the
present context are, in fact, in many ways complementary. The
emphasis here on the aspect of the béckground'to the Corpus repres-
ented by Gregory of Nyssa reflects the bias of the thesis as a whole,
which is towards negative theology as the cornerstone of a Christian
mystical tradition. The affinities between: the two writers in respect
of certain fundamental principles of Christian mystical theology are
salient, and coincide with some of the areas which are of primary
concern in this thesis., Gregory's claim to consideration in the
context of Dionysian studies consists partly in his anticipation of
Ps.-Dionysius on these points, and partly also in his tenure of a

position of orthodoxy against which the particular developments of
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Dionysian theology may be properly quantified. More importantly,
however, Gregory expounds at length the biblical sources for his
my§tica1 theory and voczbulary; his exegetical works define within

a coherent scheme concepts which Ps.-Dionysius treats only allusively

and terminology which he includes without specific explanation.

The discussion of Ps.-Dionysius concentrates on his principal
mystical work, the De Mystica Theologia. This is also the focus of
the third section of the thesis, which is, however, proportionately
less preoccupied with the theoretical aspect of mystical language
insofar as Dionysian vocabulary early acquired a technical standing
as the traditional mode of negative theology. It rather traces the
transition of mystical doctrine and terminology through the various
Latin translations produced during the Middle Ages and down to the

fourteenth century English version ascribed to the Cloud author,

the Deonise Hid Diuinite. The study of the trénslators' handling

of Dionysian vocabulary involves consideration of method and intent,
as well as of the linguistic resources which Latin and, later,
English afforded, It also entails, however, close analysis of the
develobments in Dionysian mystical theology which were formulated in
the vast body of medieval literature associated with the Dionysian
tradition. The works of the Victorine abbot Thoma;'Gallus and of

the Carthusian prior Hugh of Baima ha&e merited special congideration
in this connexion, since the particular interpretation of Dionysian

theology which they propound seems to have shaped the Cloud author's

contemplative theory and consequently, therefore, his application of

the traditional vocabulary of negative mysticism,

The mystical vocabulary of the Cloud itself has been largely

10



approached through the Deonise Hid Diuinite, since the De Mystica
Theologia is its major source and the study of the author's method
as a translator provides many insights into his understanding of 1its
terminology. The Deonise Hid Diuinite also serves as a standard by
which to judge the manner and frequency with which, in hisg original
works, the author uses or evades the technical vocabulary of Diony-
sian theology which was demonstrably available to him. His practice

in this respect in Cloud and Privy Counsel - the treatise most closely

related to Cloud and Deonise Hid Diuinite, and thus of equal concern

with them in this thesis - is revealing of his priorities as an author

and an indication of the degree to which his responsiveness to the
requirements and limitations of his prospective audience determined

the character of his work.

The final section reaffirms the pervasive influence of Dionysian

theology on the Cloud author's thought and expression, and explores

the application and some of the possible implications of the study

of Cloud within the precise context of the Dionysian mystical tradi-

tion. My submission is that the extent and, perhaps more tellingly,

the nature of the Cloud author's achievement are fully estimable only

with due appreciation of the theological and allied literary back-
ground of the texts. The inferences drawn from this study, moreover,
have an important bearing on research into tangential issues concern-

ing the circulation, authorship and probable provenance of the Cloud

Corpus.
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CHAPTER T
GREGORY OF NYSSA (c.330-=95)

I. Theology: the character and background
ot. Gregory of Nyssa was a dominant figure in the eastern church
of the fourth century. As Bishop of Nyssa he enjoyed great political
as well as ecclesiastical power, and he had an influential voice in

1

some of the major theological controversies of his time, He was also

drawvn to contemplation as an ideal, however, and much of his work as
- an exégete was directed to furnishing the newly-founded monastic move-
ment in Cappadocia with a substantial literature expounding the theol-

o/
ogical basis for the contemplative life.2

\
His importance iﬁ the development of the Christian mystical
tradition seems, in fact, to have been determined by the'circumstances
of his individual spiritual temper and its interaction with the relig-
jous and intellectual milieu of contemporary Cappadocia. His principal-

works, the Commentary on the Canticle and the Life of Moses (both
written 0.389), express a profound Christian faith and a thorough
familiarity with the Judaic traditién of biblical scholarship., At the
same time, he is heir to a strong tradition of neo-platonist thought,
which impregsed itself both negafively and positively on his theology:
he recognized, that is, that the vigour and acumen for which it merited
respect also represented an immediate threat to tﬁe consolidation of
the Christian church in the East. He was also eloquent in his defence
of the orthodox church when its dogma of divine transcendence was
challenged by the infellectualist Eunomian heresy. Gregory's position

has been summarized by Jean Daniélou, S.J.:

12



L'oeuvre de Grégoire de Nysse est & un croisement de pensée

treés intéressant. D'une part, par son cOté spéculatif, elle

gse rattache 3 la doctrine des grands alexandrins, a toute une
mystique intellectuelle, contemplative dont elle est un exemple
remarquable. Mais par ailleurs Grégoire est le frére de Basile,
le législateur de la vie monastique., Il est le contemporain de
1'éclosion du.. monachisme, Tout un coté de son oeuvre s'apparente

™ ~

5 celle des Peres du Désert, a cette psychologie pratique de la
vie spirituelle, des tentations, des consolations, que ceux-ci
pousseront A& un rare degré de perfection. C'est méme un des
caractéres déconcertants d'un ouvrage comme la Vie de Moise,
que des considérations de psychologie spirituelle é&lémentaire
s'y mélent constamment aux plus hautes sP'ébulations.3

Gregory's achievement in accommodating elements of these diverse

traditions within a single coherent theology was largely instrumental

in establishing the doctrinal principles on which - with the inter-

mediary influence of Ps,-Dionysius - one of the dominant schools of

mystical theology in western Christianity was founded,

It is impracticable, in the context of the present thesis, to
give an ample acéount of Gregory's mystical theory and its relation-
ship to its theological and philosophical background., The subject has,
in any case, been responsibly treated by various scholars in this field:
the work of Gersh and Daniélou has already been alluded to, and refer-
enceg to further detailed studies of areas which can only be touched on
in the body of the_thesis will be included in the footnotes to this and
the following chapter, The theological basis of Gregory's treatises is,
however, closely_allied to their particular use of language and must be
outlined aé a preface to the analysis of their linguistic characteristics,
Both rest upon the premise of God's imperviousness to human powers of
cognition:

Listen to the counsel of Ecclesiastes: 'Do not utter a word

before God., PFor God', he says, 'is in heaven, and thou upon

earth! (Eccles. 5.1). And he shows, I think, especially by

the distance that separates heaven and earth, despite their
mutual affinity, how far the divine nature surpasses the
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compass of man's thought. ¥or as much as the stars are
beyond the grasp of the fingers, so much and many times
more does that nature wvhich is above all human minds tran-
scend our earthly thoughts.4

The fact of man's creation in the divine image, Gregory affirms,
nevertheless constitutes a relationship between God and man which
implies the possibility of some form of creaturely knowledge of God!'s

nature:

The Lord does not say that it is blessed to know something
about God, but rather to possess God in oneself: 'Blessed

are the clean of heart, for they shall see God' (Matth., 5.8).
By this I do not think He means that the man who purifies

the eye of his soul w111 enaoy an immediate vision of God
(alewpoawnov 71 O8€apa TOov Bedbv TpoT18évar); rather I think
this marvellous saying teaches us the same lesson that the
Word expressed more clearly to others when He said: 'The
kingdom of God is within you' (Luke 17.21). And this teaches
us that the man who purifies his heart of every passionate
impulse will see the image of the divine nature in his own
beauty. So too in this short sentence the Word, I think, is
giving us the following advice: All ,you mortals who have within
yourselves a desire to behold (eewp1as) the supreme Good, when
you are told that the majesty of God is exalted above the
heavens, that the divine glory is inexpressible, its beauty
indescribable, its nature inaccessible, do not despair at

never being able to behold what you desire, TFor you do have
within your grasp the degree of knowledge (katavonoews uétpov)
of God which you can attain. For, vhen God made you, He at
once endowed your nature with this perfection: upon the struct-
ure of your nature He imprinted an imitation of the perfections
of His own nature, just as one would impress upon wax the out-
line of an emblem, But the wickedness that has been poured all
over this divine engraving has made your perfection useless and
hidden it with a vicious coating. You must then wash away, by
a life of virtue, the dirt that has come to cling to your heart

like p%aster, and then your divine beauty will once again shine
forth.

The theory involves a redefinition of knowledge in the context of man's
apprehension of God: at the highest level it is non-intellectual, but
rather comprises a loving intuition of God's presence in the soul, a

properly mystical awareness which is at the same time a conviction of

God's unknowability, not merely relativé to man's limited understanding,
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but as an essential quality of His being. Gregory emphasises this
point in his exposition of the account of the Bride's search for her

Beloved in the Canticle:

Hence she gets up again and in spirit traverses the entire
spiritual and transcendental world, which she here calls a
'city' ...« In her search she surveys the entire angelic
army. And not finding among the good things there the object
of her quest, she reasons thus with herself- Is it possible
that my Beloved can be comprehended (Anmtdv)? f'Have you seen
him whom my soul loveth?' Their only answer to the question
1s silence; and by their silence they show that what she seeks
is incomprehensible (alnﬂTov) to them. After she has gone
about the entire supermundane city by the operation of her
mind (1n ﬂolUﬂpaYuoouvn s S6i1avoias) and has not recognized
her Beloved even among things spiritual and immaterial, then
at last she gives up all she has found; for she realizes that
what she seeks can be understood only in the very inability
to comprehend His essence, and that every intelligible attri-

bute becomes a mere hlndrance to those who seek to find hlm
(sv uovm T@ un katalopbdvesbal T1 EOT1V, OTI EGT1 Ylvmomouevov,

ou ﬁav Yumploua K&TakgﬂTlKov, turdSiov TO1S avacnrouol TPOS
TNV eupsclv yiveTatl)

This mystical awareness, which is the culmination of the soul's yearn-
ing for immediate apprehension of God, thus transcends the scope of

the intellect, though Gregory suggeéts that it can only succeed on an

approach to God which engéges man's intellectual and sensual faculties

to their utmost capacity and exhausts created phenomena: the fountain
in the garden of the Canticle 4.12, he insists in the ninth sermon of
his commentary on the text, denotes man's intellect which, if it is
rightly directed, promotes the soul's first impulse for union with
God, just as the garden is nourished by the channelling of the water

from the fountain.7 The different stages of the ascent are traced in

sermon X1

Our initial withdrawal from wrong and erroneous ideas of God

is a transition from darkness to light. Next comes a closer
awareness of hidden things, and by this the soul is guided

through sense phenomena to the world of the invisible, And
this awareness is a kind of cloud, which overshadows all ap-
pearances, and slowly guides and accustoms the soul to look
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towards what is hidden. Nexti the soul makes progress through
all these stages and goes on higher, and as she leaves belovw
all that human nature can attain, she enters within the secret
chamber of the divine knowledge, and here she is cut off on all
sides by the divine darkness., Now she.leaves outside all that
can be grasped by sense or reason, and the only thing left for
her contemplation is the invisible and the incomprehensible.
And here God is, as the Scriptures tell us in connection with
Moses: 'But Moses went to the dark cloud wherein God was’

(Exod. 20.21).°
The distinctions between the modes of knowledge which are proper to
the various phases of the mystic way are not formally articulated by
Gregory, however, but his is the pattern for Ps.-Dionysius' systematic
differentiation of mystical theology from symbolic or analogical theol-
ogy, and, hence, of the negative from the affirmative way of contemp-

lation.

Gregory's concept of the contemplative way is dominated by the
belief in man's creation in the divine image.9 Union with God is
realized by  the progressive stripping away of elements which obscure
the image, and necessitates purification of the intellect as well as
the spirit., On one level, it is a process of recollection, in which
the soul withdraws into its inmost being and rediscovers there its
owvn divinity.'0 The affinities with the platonist theory of intro-
versgsion in this respect are evident, and Gregory's comparison of the
procedure with the art of the sculptor in On the lMaking ofMén (chs,
29—30);1 is very reminiscent 05 Plotinus' use of the same simile,
for example, in the knneads I, 6.9.12 Gregory, however, reasserts
the unique significance of the Christian claim: he insists that man's
possession of the divine image E;K&v TOU 6805) distinguishes him from
the rest of creation, that it is implanted in him by divine grace and

that it is only to be recovered by the intervention of this grace,!?

Man's own efforts, unaided by divine grace, are inadequate to the
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attainment of the soul's perfection. The platonist teaching concern-
ing man's potential for the achievement of perfection, by contrast,
is grounded in the ﬁelief that the human soul - in platonist terms,
his intellectual being or Aoyos, that is -~ is connatural to the Good
from which it ultimately derives its existence and is, therefore,
itself innately good. No distinction in kind is made between them,
and thus the process of achieving perfection consists in the discovery
of the divine within the self and is, first and foremost, a continuous
act of the intellect determined by the individual will., It is generally
admitted that the tendency of neoplatonist philosophy - particularly as
it was developed by Plotinus - was more mystical: it seems to concede
a role for love in the ascent to perfection and envisages ultimate
knowledge of the One as being accessible to the soul only in an ecstagy
of union.14 It remains, however, a speculative mysticism, whereas
Gregory defines the realization of the divine image as a progressive
transformation into Christ whose medium is love:

In the same way the bride, in saying, '1 to my beloved, and

my beloved to me'!, declares that she has modelled herself on

Christ, thus recovering her proper lovelinegs, that blessed

state which our human nature had in the beginning, for now

her beauty has developed 'in the image and likeness' of that

sole true Beauty which is the prototype.15
The transformation, moreover, ig never complete: Gregory repudiates
platonist theory on the common nature of the divine and the human, and
this involves a redefinition of perfection as a perpetual striving for

likeness to Christ. Gregory's term for the process is epectasis

(Enem1a01s); he gives an account of it in the fifth sermon of the

Commentarz on the Canticle:

But in our changeable natures, however, good and evil exist
by turns, because of the power we have to choose equally either
side of a contradiction. The consequent evil becomes the limit
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of our good ... But the divine nature is simple, pure, unique,
immutable, unalterable, ever abiding in the same way, and
never goes outside of itself ... When therefore it draws
human nature to participate in its perfection, because of

the divine iranscendence it must always be superior to our
nature in the same degree. The soul grows by its constant
participation in that which transcends it; and yet the per-
fection in which the soul shares remains ever the same, and
is always discovered by the soul to be transcendent to the
same degree, 16

The neoplatonist notion of contemplative ecstasy, however, 1s also
integral to Gregory's concept of the soul's way to union with God. On
the one hand, the soul withdraws into itself to restore the purity of
its divine image: yet once it has advanced in the way of perfection,
the intensity of its love for God also impels it to reach beyond itself
to attain the union it desires, This is the tenor of Gregory's inter-
pretation of Abraham's migration (Genesis 12, 1-4)ﬂ7 and his close and
lengthy exposition of the symbolism of Moses' experience on Sinai and
the Bride's search for her Beloved in the Canticle. Gregory insists,
therefore, on the paradoxical character of the unitive way - both in
this respect and insofar as the soul's abandonment of self is at once
an initiation into a higher state of perfection. The point is illustr-

ated and commented on by Daniélou:

Le double caractére d'etre un au-dela de 1'ame, auquel on
parvient cependant en rentrant au plus intérieur de 1'ame
(par opposition & 1'extériorité du monde sensible), qui
constltue un des paradoxes de la vie mystique, comme la
nuée lumineuse, s'exprime par le rapprochement de 1'entrée et
de la sortie: c'est l'exiase - intase: 'O bienheureuse
sortie que celle ou 1'ame sort 2 la suite du Verbe. Le
Selgneur cardera ton entrée et ta sortie, dit le Pro phéte,

| C'est la vraiment l'entree (1 5100605) et la sortie (‘ ££0608)
réservées par Dieu a ceux qui en sont dignes. Et en effet
la sortie de ce dans qu01 nous sommes est entrée dans les
biens qui sont au dela ... Ainsi Paul ne cessait de se tendre
(EﬁEKTEIvOUEvOS)18 vers ce qui etait en avant et de sortir

de 1'etat ou il se trouvalt pour penetrer (5106uou€vos )
plus a 1l'intérieur (EIS TO evéorepov) dans celui ou il n'était

pas encore. (XLIV, 1024D; 10364).79
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Gregory's theory of ecstasy nevertheless differs significantly from
its counterpart in neoplatonist thought: it involves transcendence
not only of the phenomenal world, but also of the self,20 The
condition of the soul in ecstasy is described in the treatise On

Virginity:

L

Lifted out of himself (olov &kbis €auTov) by the Spirit,

he glimpsed in that blessed ecstasy God's infinite and

incomprehensible beauty.21
Thus, whereas ecstasy in neoplatonist terms connotes the final per-
fection of the intellectual being which admits the soul to knowledge
of the One,22 it consists, for Greéory, in the surmounting of man's
intellectual faculties of cognition and entails an awareness of God's
being which is essentially non-rational. The linguistic implications
of Gregory's concept of ecstasy are hinted at by Danidlou: its expre-
ssion, that is, constitutes a challenge to the relationship betiween

language and rationality which sanctions the use of paradox as an

appropriate verbal mode.

l

II. Development of a mystical vocabulary

It has already been suggested that Gregory's importance in the
history of Christian theology consists primarily in his evolution of
a coherent mystical doctrine which assimilated a complex background
of judaic and platonist thought. His attiitude to non-Christian culture
is both receptive and discriminating: just as Moses was nurtured as a
child by Pharaoh's daughter, herself unable to bear children, so,
Gregory explains in his exposition of Exodus 2, other ideologies con-
tribute much to the pursuit of the mystic way, though their learning
is ultimately sterile without the infusion of Christian faith.2? He

exercizes the same principles of eclecticism in assembling a vocabulary

19



which corresponds to‘the particular demands of mystical theology as
he developed it. He isg, indeed, acutely aware of the correlation
between language and theology, and he was largely instrumental in
instituting the technical terminology of negative mysticism which

wvas formalized with the Dionysian mystical tradition.

Gregory's treatises stand as a practical attempt to come to

terms with the inherent difficulties of reconciling language with

the special conditions of Christian theology. They include, however,
much theoretical analysis of the problem. His account of it rests on
the preﬁise that a digstinction exists between the nature of God and
that of man, The implications of this are twofold. On the one hand,
he emphasizes the intrinsic limitations of man's rational faculties,
which preclude any possibility of his attaining discursive knowledge

of the divine essence:

«ess NO Created being can go out of itself by rational
contemplation (kataAnmtikns Bewpias). Whatever it sees,

it must see itself; and even if it thinks it is seeing
beyond itself, it does not in fact possess a nature which
can achieve this., And thus in its contemplation of Being

it tries_to force itself to transcend a spatial represent-
ation (olov Thv 81aoTnuaTikhy Evvolav Ev TN TV OVTWY Bewpla
mapeAbelv BlaZetal), but it never achieves it.

For in every possible thought, the mind is surely aware

of the spatial element which it perceives in addition to
the thought content; and the spatial element is, of course,
created. Yet the Good that we have learned to seek and to
cherish 1s beyond all creation, and hence beyond all compre-
hension, Thus how can our mind, which always operates on a
dimensional image, comprehend a nature that has no dimension,
especially as our minds are constantly penetrating, by anal-
ysis, into things which are more and more profound, And
though the mind in its restlessness ranges through all that
is knowable, it has never yet discovered a way of comprehend-
ing eternity in such wise that it might place itself outside
of it, and go beyond the idea of eternity itself and that
Being which is above all being.24

In spite of man's innate desire for more perfect knowledge of God,
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Gregory insists that his perceptual powers are constrained by their
own created nature and cannot encompass uncreated reality. Further-
more, he stresses that even if this were not the case, the absolute
transcendence of the Godhead would of itself inevitably check any
human aspiration to complete comprehension of its nature., IMan exists,
he suggests, as it were at the edge of a precipice, poised on the
firm ground which represents the accessible created world and con-

fronted with the immeasurable gulf of God's unknowability.25

The importance of these complementary doctrinal assertions in
linguistic terms is highlighted in the succinct statementi of the
problem which occurs in his exposition of Matthew 5.8;

Men have never dlscovered faculty to comprehend the
incomprehensible (Tnv TWV éKAﬁﬁva KaTavOHGIv), nor have

we ever been able 1o devise an intellectual technlque for

grasping the inconceivable (KaTalnﬂTlKn TWVY aunxavwv) 26
In denying the adequacy of reason as a means of apprehending God,
Gregory pointedly demonstrates the allied impossibility of conveying
religious experience of this level in human language.: Just as the
process of intellectual speculation is arrested before it can achieve
its goal, so here the expected sequence of language is thwarted and
the vocabulary forced to recoil upon itself - man cannot comprehend
(xatainmtikn)the incomprehensible (exkAfmtwv). The positive impulse,
in actuality and linguistically alike, necessarily tends towards
negation., Discursive fhought and, therefore, language, so long as it
maintains its normal direct relationship with intellectual or sensual
perception, are hence both manifestly inappropriate in the context of

apprehension of the ultimate Godhead. Indeed, Gregory emphasizes that

the insistence on verbal formulation of something which is, by its
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very nature, inexpressible is an implicit contradiction of the

fundamental tenets of this theology:

And he who obstinately tries to express it in words

(bno v ToU Adyou onpaciav kaBEAke1v), unconsciously
offends God., ZYor He who is believed to transcend the
universe must surely transcend speech (Adyov), He who
tries to circumscribe the infinite in speech (X5Y@
S1arapbbverv Emyeipwv To &Jpw’rov) no longer admits that
He is transcendent by the very fact that he equates God
with his speech, under the impression that the proper
description of God is only such as his discourse is cap-
able of expressing. He is unaware that the proper notion
of the supreme Being is preserved precisely in our belief
that God transcends knowledge (vmep yvaoiv eiva),2!

The relationship between God and language is, therefore, unique

- and ambiguous, Ultimately, words are shown t0 have no direct bearing

on the divine essence, It is, however, interesting to note that the
prose in which Gregory defines the linguistic problem is conspicuously
lucid and confident - both gqualities which are by no means incongruous
with the predominantly theoretical character of the passages, though
they do seem to be at variance with the repudiation of language in
respect of certain areas of belief which Gregory consistently maintains.
And indeed, the nature of his writing will be seen to be significantly
different and often powerfully evocative in more experiential contexts
which seek to resolve rather than simply identify the apparently insur-
mountable difficulties involved, It might be inferred, then, that
Gregory envisages diverse usages of language as reflecting® the various
functions which words must perform within the broad sPectruh of experi-
ence which may generally be termed 'religious', and the necessity for

pressing patently heterogeneous claims concerning Gregory's linguistic

practice must, in consequence, as will become increasingly evident, be
seen to stem from the paradox which is central to the religious situ-

ation, Thus, while there is clearly a sense in which Gregory acknow-
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ledges all language to be in the last resort futile as a means of
expressing God, it must be said that his extensive corpus in itself
represents a tacit recognition of the necessity of communicating
spiritual truth; moreover, the existence of biblical authority,
together with the implications of his theology as to the potential
applicabiliity of language in certain contexts will_all sanction a
use of language which ig limited and closely adapted to answer the

peculiar demands of the religious situation.

In essence, it is Gregory's insistence on the absolute disjunction
between earthly and spiritual reality and the different human modes of
experiencing them which governs his notions of linguistic propriety:

Divine providence has divided creatures into two classes: the

one is material and bound to the sensesy the other is immaterial

and spiriiual. By the sensuous I mean anything that we can per-

ceive by our sense faculties; and the spiritual is that which
transcends the sensuous., Now the spiritual is without bound or
1imit, whereas the other is completely circumscribed by limit-~
ations. FYor everything material is determined by quantity and
quality, and in our concept of its properties there is alyays
limitation in its magnitude, form, appearance and shape; no

- one who considers matter can grasp anything in his imagination
beyond these dimensions.

What is spiritual and immaterial, however, is free of all such

determinations, it evades all terms and has no limits, 29
Similarly, Gregofy+affirms elsewhere that the only definition of virtue
is8 its boundlessness,29 and the only comprehension of God the acknow-
ledgement of His complete independence of finite concepts.30 Indeed,
not only are attempts at conceptual formulation manifestly inappropriate
in relation to spiritual truth, but the prinéiples of phenomenal reality

to which they rightly correspond are actually contradicted in the

spiritual sphere. Hence he says of man's progress in perfection:

C'est 1la 1la plus paradoxale (ﬂaﬂﬂﬁoiéTaTOU) de toutes les
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choses, que stabilité et mobilité soient la mége chose.
Car d'ordinaire celui qui avance n'est pas arrete et
celui qui est arreté n'avance pas, Ici 11 avance du
fait méme qu'il est arrété. Qu'est-ce que cela veut
dire? Que plus quelqu'un demeure fixé et inébranable
dans le bien, plus il avance dans la voie de la vertu,’l

The coincidence of usually opposing ideas which obtains in this
spiritual condition can therefore only be embodied linguistically in
paradox. Gregory's practice here is undoubtedly consistent with his
recognition of the proper function of language as articulating the
perceptions of the senses or intellect, which he outlines formally in
his treatise On Virginity:

Here our senses are quite adequate in admiring and absorbing

this beauty, and in communicating it to others by expressing

it in language, using the descriptive power of words as a

kind of picture. And yet the archetype of this beauty escapes

our comprehension. For how can words possibly find any mode

of description which could make it visible? One may not appeal

to color or shape or size, or the proportions of form, or any

other trivial detail of that sort. Since this beauty is with-

out form or shape, and is alien to any material quality or to

anything that we observe in connection with bodies by sense

perception, how could anyone come to know it by any of those

qualities which can be perceived by the senses, 22
In resorting to paradox, Gregory is thus implicitly rejecting the pos-
sibility of offering an accurate description of this spiritual state
which can be verified by reference to ordinary experience; instead
he aims at an approximéte representation in language of the inherent
abnormality of the situation, which effectively locates it outside the
limits of normal modes of apprehension and expression. The language
in some sense reflects rather than describes the situation. It seems,
therefore, that a reappraisal of the accepted relationship between

language and its object is, in fact, taking place within the specific

context of verbal formulation of spiritual truths.
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The recognition that the shifi occurs in the function of language
rather than in its nature is a crucial one. To change the form of
words themselves would be to create an esotéric system of communi-
cation, incomprehensible except to those initiated into its secrets.
Such a development would, of course, be diametrically opposed to the
evangelical ideals of Christianilty; yet it is undeniable that Gregory
relies to a large extent on his readers!' sympathetic assent to the
doctrinal principles which govern his language and places much of the
onus for proper understanding of his work on them. The process of
moral and intellectual purification which prepares the soul for
mystical union also ensures that the reader will interpret his words
in the pure spirit in which they are intended. Hence Gregory writes
at the outset of the first sermon of his Commentary on the Canticle:

All of you, then, who have been transformed into something

divine and sinless - it is to you that I speak of the mystery

of the Canticle of Canticles. Come within His incorruptible

bridal chamber, now that you have put on the white garment of

pure and chaste thoughts. Some there may be who do not wear

the garment of a clean conscience as befits the divine espousals;:

they may be involved in their own thoughts, and try to drag

down the pure words of the Bride and Bridegroom to the level

of irrational animal pleasure, and thus become absorbed in

shameful images. Such as these must be cast out of the com-

munity who joyfully participate in the marriage, and be assigned

to the 'weeping and gnashing of teeth! instead of the happiness
of the marriage chamber, 33

The basis for proper understanding is emphatically spiritual, as 1is

the uncompromising'penalty for miéintérpreiation. The words themselves,
it must be noted, remain unchanged, but their significance has been re-
defined by the context in which they now occur. They are, in effect,
stripped of their normal seductive sensuality, though, paradoxically,
they depend upon retaining some vestige of it for their evocative
power, Their meaning has largely become conditionalﬂﬁpon apparently

extraneous factors - namely, the state of grace of the reader and,
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equally importantly, the writer, It seems certain, indeed, that
Gregory advocates this positive re-use of language on the authority

of biblical example. He commends the power of biblical language:

For what could be more paradoxical than that nature itself

should purify its own passions? DPFor in words that seem to

suggest passion it offers us precepts and instruction in purity.
For he (i.e. Solomon) does not say that we ought to be beyond

all carnal passion, that we should mortify our members on earth,

or that our lips should not be sullied by sinful words; rather

he so manages our souls that we are made to look to chastity by
means of words which seem to suggest the opposite, and through
sensuous expressions he reveals a meaning which is incorruptible, 34

Thus through the exploitation of this form of semantic paradox, as
with the instances of different kinds of verbal paradox alluded to
above, Gregory is in some sense able to formulate positive assertions
of religious truths from the ordinarily inadequate fabric of language.
Similarly, in theological terms, he asserts that man's essential mut-
abllity must become the principle of his perpetual progress in perfect-
ion.?2 The consistently close relationship between doctrine and
language in Gregory's works is reaffirmed here; in respect of both,

the potentially debasing elements become creatively invested with the

force of éffirmation.

The implications of this situation for the writer of works of

theology are analysed more closely in On Virginity:

Once a man has purified his heart, so that he may perchance

see the Lord's beatitude fulfilled, he will then despise all
human utterance as absolutely incapable of expressing what he
has experienced. Again, if a man is immersed in carnal passions,
so that these inclinations, like a rheum, put a glaze over the
window of the soul, anything you might say, no matter how strong,
would be wasted on him, When speaking of miracles it does not

matter whether you understate or exaggerate to those who have no
sengibility whatever,

It is the same thing with the sunshine, If a man has not seen

it from his earliest days, any effort to translate the experience
into words is useless and meaningless. You cannot make the bril-
liance of the sunlight shine through his ears.56
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The passage is characteristic of Gregory's style in its vitality and
haturalistic re-use of entirely traditional imagery. Nevertheless,

it insists that since the relationship between God and language is at
best oblique and so heavily dependent on sympathetic interpretation by
the reader, there is actually a certain arbitrariness about the choice
of words to embody truths which are by their very nature, ultimately
inexpressible, The principal effect on language is thus liberating.
It is largely because of this that Gregory is able to communicate the
same unchanging reality by means of diverse terminologies which are,
in consequence, at once intrinsically irrelevant and supremely mean-

ingful and authoritative,

This is perhaps one of the most significant aspects of Gregory's
achievement in respect of his influence on the later tradition of
negative mysticism, It permitted him to absorb into his‘fundamentally
biblical vocabulary and pattern of thought - for the most part without
incongruity - an apparently alien phraseology mainly derived from
Platonism, which was decisive in shaping the vocabulary which charact-
erizes Christian mystipism as well as its doctrine.?’ Daniélou raises

two important points in this connexion: he notes,

vees la liberté avec laguelle Greg01re use du vocabulalre
platonicien, Jamais chez lui de 01tatlons littérales. Mais

les exPre551ons platoniciens sont groupés librement. C'est

ce qui nous montre pleinement a la fois comblen il était
impregné de 1'imagerie platonicienne et en meme temps combien

il en est peu esclave. C'est un vocabulaire chiffre, un

systéme de symboles, analogue a celui que lui fournit 1'Ecr1ture,
et qui ne vaut pas par lui-méme, mais par les significations
dont il le charge., Il n'y a pas chez lui de littéralisme
mosalque, mais ce sont deux systémes de synboles qul lui servent-

a exprimer la reallte, les veritables ovra c'est-a-dire le
Christ et ses mysteres.38

Daniélou's comments support the inference that Gregory was guided by
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utilitarian rather than purely aesthetic considerations in his manipu-
lation of the resources of language. He emphasizes, too, the technical
and symbolic status of the various ranges of vocabulary in which Gregory
couches his mystical theology, and which, indeed, determined the role

of language with regard to mystical theory and experience which became

integral to the Dionysian mystical tradition.

Figural language

The synthesis of elements of thought and language from various
sources vwhich Gregory achieved in his theology may be illustrated in
respect of one of the most influential areas of his work - that is, the
allegorical interpretation of the life .of [Moses as a pattern for the
mystic ascent. Both in its general allegorical method and in its ex-
position of many significant narrative details, the Life of Moses in
the first instance is largely dependent on Philo.”?? Hans Lewy summar-
izes the nature and importance of Philo's approach to scriptural

exegesis in the introduction to his compilation of translated extractis

from Philo's work:

The events related are to be understood as signs of spiritual
happenings independent of time and spacej; their scene is man's
soul and their content his everlasting struggle for salvation.
Thus allegory becomes the instrument for the expression of a
strictly personal form of religious‘experience.40
However, it was largely through the mediation of Origen,who, writing
in the third century, palliated some of the unacceptable extremes of
Philo's thinking, that his method was rendered capable oif being absorbed

into the orthodox Christian tradition to which Gregory belongs. Daniélou

thus remarks concerning the formative effect of Philo's notions that,

InOrigen and Gregory of Nyssa the influence of Philo will give
an 'interiorness', a reflective depth, which normal typology
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vas inclined to overlook ,... YWe see here the mutual impact
of two planes ol actionj; the evolution of history and the
individual soul .... 41

Particular illustrations of Gregory's indebtedness to Philo and Origen

for crucial points of doctrine and expression will be included in the

course of this chapter.

It must, however, be clear that the mystical interpretation of
the life of Moses in Gregory's works is inseparable from his notion
of the soul's perpetual progress in perfection - a concept which is,
in fact, Stoic in origin, though it is completely redefined by Gregory,
for whom the condition is eternal and not the prelude to a final state
of absolute perfection. Yet superimposed on this, is the analogous
idea, which is quintessentially Platonic, that the process of becoming
perfect is one of continuous ascent. Elements from entirely disparate
traditions thus coalesce into a unified and dynamic theology, and the
exposition of the life of Mbseé and, equally importantly, the Canticle
of Canticles, according to Philonian allegorical principles, as having
reference to the mystic way, is reinforced by the basically Platonic

agssumption that the biblical texts are governed by a scheme of ascent,

The idea is interestingly explored by Anders Nygren in his book
42

where he attempts to trace the evolution of these

Agape and kros,
conflicting concepts from their separate origins, through the period

of their uneasy yoking'iogether in religious thought up to the time of
the reformation., Nygren marks Gregory as one of the earliest theolo-
gians to effect a plausible synthesis between the itwo notions, He
places particulaf emphasis on the inherently aspiring quality of ‘eros',
which, in contrast to the fundamentally Christian concept of ‘'agape’,

is Platonic in origin, and he demonstrates convincingly the centrality
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of this idea in Gregorian spirituality - particularly in the area of
his mystical theology. He substantiates his argument by reference to
the frequency with wvhich Platonic images of ascent occur in Gregory'!s
works: e.g., the ladder, the arrow, the flame, wings and the chain

of love,

It should also be noted in this context, though the point will
gsubsequently be discussed in greate: detail, that Gregory inherited
from Platonism a terminology which was not only dominated by the gen-
eral principle of ascent, but one which was already to some extent
categorized according to the traditional association of its expressions
with different stages of the progress towards perfection.45 In this
respect, Gregory's Platonist phraseology predictably found a close
parallel in the vocabulary which he assembled on the basis of Scripture,
and it is therefore essential that careful consideration should first

be given to his approach to the Bible and its impact on his writings.

Gregory's attitude to biblical language is above all profoundly
reveren£ia1. For him, the Bible is "the inspired word" (¢ Oaéhvsuaros
coee 7\_5705)44 of divine revelation, and the intrinsic integrity and
evocative power of its laﬁguage is preserved even vwhen it is assimil-
ated into his own written works, juétifying-and,.indeed,~sanctifying
the attempt to express something of the inéffable nature of God in
wvords, There is, moreover, a fundamental conviction that the words
of the Bible are iniended to be interpreted in a spiritual sense. In

his Commentary on the Canticle, for example, Gregory emphasizes that

the soul seeking perfection must persevere in extricating the inner

meaning of scriptural texts:
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We do, of course, say that it is sufficient if we are filled
with the obvious sense of Scripture, if (just as Moses com-
manded for the celebration of the Passover) we eat the flesh
that appears and leave untouched the bones of obscurity (Exod.
12, 8-1O)J*SBut if anyone desires the hidden marrow of the
vVord, he mugt seek it of Him Who reveals His mysteries to

those who are worthy.46
Similarly, earlier in the same treatise Gregory alludes to the "sym-
bolic wall of doctrine" (Tou TumikoL Tns S16aoKaiias TO{XOU)§7 and
goes on to assert that interpretation of the Bible for the benefit of
fellow Christians is among the primary duties of those who have ach-
iéved the end of contemplation, typified by the figure of Moses the

LawaGiver.48

There is thus a sense in which Gregory regards the text of the
Bible as obviously symbolic and therefore needing to be perpetually
translated to "an allegorical level suitable for the divinity".4Y 1In
his discussion of the account of Abraham's migration, for example, he
argues in support of a symbolic interpretation of the passage, since
the narrative can have no deep spiritual significance if it is under-

gstood in historical terms alone:

But let us, if we may, interpret the meaning of the sacred
history (Gen. 12.1-4) according to the profound insight of
the Apostle (Hebr., 11. 8-10) by transposing the story to an
allegorical level, even though we allow the validity of the
literal meaning. Abraham at the divine command went forth
from his own countiry and from his own kin, but his migration
wvas such as befitted a prophet in quest of the knowledge of
God, Indeed, there is no physical migration, I think, that
can prepare us for the knowledge of those things which are
discovered by the spirit. But by going out of his native
land, that is, out of himself, out of the realm of base and
earthly thoughts, Abraham raised his mind as far as possible
above the common limits of our human nature and abandoned the
agssociation which the soul has with the senses,50

In the same way, the detailed description of Moses' priestly vestments

(Exod, 28) and the construction of the Tabernacle (Exod., 25-27) seem
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to Gregory to be fully explicable only in terms of a symbolic meaning.51
Indeed, he feels compelled at least to suggest an interpretation of the
text, even when, as with the reference to cinammon in the Canticle

4.14, the only apparent explanation seems by his own admission to out-

strip the bounds of probability.”?

At the beginning of the Commentary on the Canticle, Gregory in
fact sets down several important precepts concerned with the proper
interpretation of Scripture, with specific reference to the nuptial

imagery which is central to the text in gquestion:

In the art of painting the material of the different colors
fills out the representation of the model. But anyone who
looks at the picture that has been completed through the skil-
ful use of color does not stop with the mere contemplation of
the colors that have been painted on the tablet; rather he
looks at the form which the artist has created in color. So

it is with the Scripture we are discussing. Ve must not as

it were look merely at the material of the colors (in this

case, the words), but rather at the form of the King that the
chaste concepts of the mind have expressed in words. Now the
colors, as for example, white, yellow, black, red, blue, are

in this case the words in their obvious meanings, as for example,
mouth, kiss, myrrh, wine, parts of the body, bed, maidens, and
the like, And the form that is expressed by these words is that
state of integrity and blessedness, union with God, the banish-
ment of all evil, and the assimilation of the truly good and

beautiful,”?
The emphasis here is on comprehending the text as an entity reflecting
a single coherent spiritual meaning. The meaning of individual details
must therefore be subject to the overall significance of the passage.54
The decigive factor is theﬁnderlying-sa@eness of the religious truth,
which not only renders all terminologies in a sense érbitrary,'as has
been argued above,55 but also fosters a remarkable fluidity of language,
so that diverse images may with equal propriety convey the same essential
meaning., Thus, by associating the inner significance of the apparently

unrelated verses of Canticle 5.8, Romans 9,6 and Luke 11.7, Gregory is
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able to assert that the warrior, the true Israelite and the child
referred to in the various texts are alike‘symbolic representations

of God's elect.?® More importantly, the bridal imagery of the Canticle
thus effectively becomes synonymous with the mystical terminology
centring on the account of the life of lMoses., The texts are seen to

be mutually corroborative by virtue of their inner significance. Hence
Gregory verifies his interpretation of the Canticle by referring to the

symbolism of Ekxodus:
.ess having come, as she thinks, to the height of her hopes,
and thinking that she is already united with her Beloved, she
speaks of her more perfect parbticipation in good as a 'bed!,
referring to the 'night’ (vJKTa))the time of darkness CUK&TOUS).
By the 'night', she refers to the contemplation of the invisible
( tov dopdTwv TNV Oempthv), just as Moses, who entered into the

darkness to the place where God wasgs; and God, as the Prophet
says, 'made the darkness his covert round about him' (Ps. 17.

12) .97
The commutability of mystical expressions which follows from this is
one of the most extraordinary characteristics of Gregory's language,
as vell as one of the most influential. Indeed, the assumed identity
of meaning in these biblical texts served to consolidate them both in
subsequent Christian tradition as primary sources for both the dogma

and the vocabulary of mysticism.

Implicit in this discussion of Gregory'!s attitude to biblical
language, however, is the recognition that there is a vital relation-
ship between the actual and symbolic connotations-of the text. In
connexion with his interpretation of Canticle 4.12, for example,
Gregory expounds the mystical significance of the fig by precise
reference to the natural properties of the fruit, 25 Similarly with
the allusion to God's 'back' in Exodus 3%33.23%, Gregory argues insist-

ently for a symbolic interpretatiion of the passage - but on the sure
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basis of its literal meaning.29 His method in this instance is, in
fact, interesting and entirely representative. He works from a rational
account of the superficial sense of the text to the conclusion that to
attribute physical characteristics of this kind to the transcendent

God in real terms would be patently ridiculous; hence the vocabulary
must necessarily be understood symbolically. Significantly, however,
the tenor of the words in a non-figurative context must be strictly
adhered to on the symbolic level., The mention of God's back will there-
fore denote the need to follow Him in spirit, since in physical terms,
the leadep's back would be visible only to those who follow. The reader,
like the writer, has to make an imaginative shift to a spécifically
religious perspective, but, having done so, the language will be seen.

to maintain a consistent logic of its own.

It will be apparent from this outline of Gregory's concept of the
relationship between the literal and symbolic meanings of Scripture
that his attitude is in close agreement with the principles which govern
the figural approach to biblical narrative and human experience. Indeed,
as might be supposed, the impact of this enormously influential inter-

pretative method on Gregory's theology was decisive -~ as well in its

strictest form as in its most general.

The most penetrating studies of the bearing of theories of pre-
figuration on the history of Christian thought have beéh-produced by
Jean Daniélou, in From Shadows to Reality, and by Exrich Auerﬁach in his
seminal essay 'Figura'.60 The treatment of the topic and the principal

areas of interest are in each case different, but boih writers concur

in respect of the essential characteristics of figural interpretation.

Thus Auerbach asserts,
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Figural interpretation establishes a connection between two

events or persons, the first of which signifies not only itself

but also the second, while the second encompasses or fulfils

the first., The two poles of the figure are separate in time,

but both,- being real events or figures, are within time, within

the stream of historical life, Only the understanding of the

two persons or evenis is a spiritual act, but this spiritual

act deals with concrete events whether past, present or future,

and not with concepts or abstractions .... Since in figural

representation one thing stands for another, since one thing

represents and signifies the other, figural interpretation is

‘allegorical' in the widest sense. But it differs from most

of the allegorical forms known to us by the historicity both

of the sign and what it signifies,©]
Auverbach is thus emphatic in his insistence on the actuality of the
events which are the substance of figural interpretation; it is only
the impulse to interpret them by associating their significance which
is in any way dependent upon spiritual vision.62 Clearly, therefore,
it should be stressed that Gregory's exposition of the life of Moses,
for example, as the pattern for mystical ascent does not at all detract
from the historical validity of the biblical narrative., It rather con-
forms with the notion of prophetic prefiguration in its narrowest sense,
wnereby episodes in the 01d Testament are seen to foreshadow particular
events in the New, which themselves look forward to their impact on the
individual human soul in time and in eternity.63 The truth which under-
lies them is unchanging and foreknown by the divine intelligence. Thus
the significance of the Moses story is effectively enriched by being
subjected to figural interpretation because it is located temporally
within the eternal divine plan of salvation as the prefiguration,in
the first instance, of Christ's historical act of redemption in his
crucifixion, and also, prophetically, of the perpetual process of sal-
vation which takes place within each Christian soul. The exposition of

Moses' story, which it has already been claimed that Gregory derived

from Philo, may therefore now be defined as fully typological rather

than in a general sense allegorical.64
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The linguistic implications of this point may hardly be over-
stated., In the Life of Moses, Gregory affirms, "Le sens littéral
correspond bien aux réalités",65 and it is this conviction that a
radical interrelation exists‘between the actual and figurative mean-
ings of the text which invests the biblical language with a unique
appropriateness and power as a means of communicating mystical theology.
Similarly the nuptial imagery of the Canticle is seen to possess a
force which is in some way more than symbolic; it is intimately
connected with the real personal experience of the contemplative soul.,
It ié perhaps as a result of this that the mystical vocabulary which
evolved from these scriptural texts is characterized by a vitality and
immediacy which is yet substantiated by the solid authority of patristic
tradition. Indeed, this may possibly account in some measure for the
continued prevalence of this terminology among major spiritual writers

as late as the Middle Ages.

It may, however, be argued that the Canticle is not in the strict-
est sense of the word 'typological', since it has no specific counter-

part in the historical events of the New Testament but only symbolizes
the experience of the individual soul, Certainly the practice of inter-
preting according to figural principles seems 1o have encroached early
on spheres in wvhich it was theoretically inappropriate, Daniélou
attributes this largely to the influence of Philo, whose universal

allegorizing was often at the expense of the literal meaning of the

text:

Then we meet Philo's influence in the manner of approach which
consists in seeking a spiritual sense in the whole Scriptures.
This is an extension of typology to the realms where there is
no proper foundation for it, as for example the development of
the measurements of the ark.66



Gregory, in fact, follows Philo's example in the specific instance
alluded to by Daniélou,67 and it is clear that Philo's method permeated

Gregory's entire reading of the Bible,

Sacramental vocabulary

However, there are other areas, still properly amenable to
typological exposition, in which this mode of interpretation served to
give currency to a more pervasive though perhaps less schematic use of
biblical imagery than, for example, in the case of the coherent symbol-
ism derived from the sequence of events recorded in Exodus, Of these,
the most important in the present context furnished the early church
Fathers with a superstructure of imagery which centred on the sacraments
and spanned the whole of the Bible, Daniélou stresses the frequency

with which passages occur in Scripture which are susceptible of being

interpreted in a sacramental sense:

Typology seeks in the 0ld Testament not only the type of the
realities of the New Testament but also the type of the
'sacramenta'! beneath which this reality is expressed and which
are themselves sacraments of the realities of the 01ld Law: for

if God has chosen certain signs rather than others, as St. Hilary
remarks (Tract, DMyst. 1,33), it is because they constitute a
system of 'correspondences'! in the course of history, between

the different covenants, thus bringing out that they form parts
of a whole. The group of water and wood which typify Baptism

in the 0ld Testament form one of the oldest of these 'sacramental.
We meet it in the Flood, in the wood which sweetened the waters
of IMarah, in the axe of Lklisha floating on the waters, It forms
part of the mystagogical catechesis of Baptism in the early
Church, 68

The significance of this in theological terms is evident; but its
implications for language are also extremely far-reaching., In the first
part of this chapter, the need for continual self-purification in the

soul aspiring to contemplative union was much emphasized. It may,

however, be further demonstrated that Gregory characteristically envis-
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ages this process as a perpetual re-enaciment of the spiritual re-
generation which takes place at baptism and is symbolized in its
initiatory rites. Thus the account of the Israelites' crossing of
the Red Sea in Exodus 14, for example, is in his eyes simultaneously
and unquestionably representative of the actual and figurative
cleansing which is first achieved through baptism and is subsequently
confirmed in the successive purifications which are essential to the
mystic way:
Par la l'histoire nous enseigne en outre que ceux qui traversent
1'eau (USwp) ne doivent plus rien trafner avec eux de 1'armée
ennemie, une fois qu'ils ont émergé. Si en effet l'ennemi
remonte avec eux, ils demeurent ses esclaves méme aprés 1l'eau:
n‘ont-ils pas gardé le tyran vivant au lieu de 1l'engloutir dans
1'abfme? Cela signifie, si 1'on dégage le sens cache, que tous

ceux qui passent par l'eau sacramentielle du baptéme (TO WUOT1KOV
Uﬁwp eV Tm Banr10ua11) doivent faire mourir dans l1l'eau toute

1'armée des vices qui leur font la guerre....69
Similarly in his exposition of the Canticle, the reference to the
‘vineyards of Engaddi' (Cant. 1.13) implicitly evokes for Gregory the
wine which is consecrated at the celebration of the eucharist,and thus,
again, in sacramental terms, the soul or Bride at the culmination of
her ascent is seen as participating in a union with the Divine which
is the counterpart of the union which is believed to be realised at
the eucharist and is symbolized in its rites. Hence,

she now becomes the mother of the ‘divine cluster of grapes that

bloomed, that is, flourished before the Passion, and during the

Passion poured out its wine. For after the divine drama of the

Passion the wine that cheers the heart (Ps. 103. 15) is rightly
called the blood of the grape.70

This sense of the interpenetration of different levels of spiritual

experience must clearly have a distinctive effect on language., The sac-

ramental terminology is indeed symbolic; yet the notion that, typolog-
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ically, the biblical references to the mysteries of the sacraments
foreshadow a continuing reality which takes place in the individual
soul imbues the vocabulary with something of the force of literal
truth. The literal and symbolic value of the terms is defined by
context alone, and full appreciation of their significance is dependent
on the readers' understanding of sacramental theology. It seems,
indeed, that the vital relationship which Gregory established between
the sacraments and the ascent 10 mystic union is grounded in their
common verbal associations with the ceniral Christian symbols of, for
example, water, blood.and wine., Thus his collation of these distinct
doctrinal propositions effectively brought to bear on mystical theology
the multifarious resonances which sacramental language élready intrins-
1cally possessed in the minds of spiritually committed readers and

writers glike.

The threefold division of the mystic way: urgation, illumination,

contemplation,

Gregory thus pressed into service a range of symbolism whose
immense evocative power permitted a unique fluidity of thought and
expression, It has, however, been implicit in the examples of sacra-
mental language cited above, that there is some element of formality
in the association of the individual sacraments with different aspects
of the contemplative ascent. 1In fact, while Gregory's fundamental
conception of the mystic way as progressive transformation into Christ
is 1tself largely unschematic, he does envisage three distinct though
nét inflexible stages in the ascent. This division clearly underlies
his summary of the meaning of the Canticle:

But when she (i.e. the Bride) has torn herself from her

attachment to sin, and by that mystic kiss she yearns to
bring her mouth close to the fountain of light (Cant. 4.15),
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then does she become beautiful, radiant with the light of
truth, having washed avay the dark stain of ignorance,

She is compared to a steed (Cant. 1.8) because of the
speed of her progress, to a dove (Cant. 2.10) because of
the agility of her mind. Like a steed she races through
all she perceives by sense or by reason (1o dar1vétevov):
and she soars like a dove until she comes to rest with
longing under the shade of the apple tree (Cant. 2.3).
That which overshadows her the text calls an apple tree
instead of a cloud (&vr1ve¢elnsljBut then she 1is
encompassed by a divine night (6e{as wktds, Cant, 3%.13),
during which her spouse approaches but does not reveal
himself, (1

Subsequent theologians defined the three stages more precisely as

purgation, illumination and contemplation or union. Gregory's concept

of their several characteristics and their association with the sacra-

ments of the church is described by Daniélou:

Yy,

le bapteme correspond a 1§ premiére voie sous son double
aspect de purification (ka6apois) et d'illumination (¢wtiouds),

b

la Confirmation correspond a la seconde par son double aspect
d'obscurcissement du monde visible (ve¢éin) et dt'€lévation

vers le monde invisible (mepiotepd), enfin 1'Eucharistie est

en rapport avec la vie mystique a la fois comme union (avékpaois)
et comme sortie hors du monde et de soi (gKUTaUIS).. La vie
sacramentelle, est vraiment congue comme une 'mystagogie!,

comme une initiation progressive qui conduit 1'&me jusqu'aux
sommets de la vie mystique, jusqu'a la 'sobre ivresse',/?

The basic threefold division of the mystic life was a development from
Origen's philosophy, wvhich was doubtless transmitted to Gregory by his
brother Basil - as, indeed, was the decisive additional association of
the three books of Solomon, that is, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and the
Canticle, with the purgative, illuminative and contemplative gtages
of the ascent respectively.73 Daniélou argues that Basil himself had
comprehended the entire process in terms of baptism and that Gregory's
inclusion of the sacraments of confirmation and the eucharist in the

14

scheme wag therefore entirely original, The most important point to

be noted here, however - and it is one which was crucial for the later

development of mysticism and the vocabulary peculiar to it - is that
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~ Gregory's evolution of a properly mystical theology was from the first
inseparable from his attempt to forge an appropriate terminology, and,
further, that the raw materials of language drawn from diverse sources
with which he worked were themselves already to some extent categorized
according to the associations they themselves possessed. Thus, in the
case of the-ultimate contemplative stage with which this thesis 1is
primarily concerned, the eucharistic terminology which he applied to
it, and the expressions derived from both the Canticle and, as has
been sugéested earlier, from Platonism, were already connected with
the highest spiritual states, and Gregory's achievement was in1effect
to redirect and consolidate their proper significance within the con-
text of a thoroughly Christian mystical theology.

Purgatorial vocabulary.,

However, while the focus of this thesis dictates that primary
emphasis should be given to the vocabulary associated with the third
way, its distinctive characteristics cannot be fully understood without
some reference to the language normally connected with the preceding
stages of the ascent. In linguistic terms, the initial purgative stage
is perhaps the least complex. A8 a result of its inherent human orient-
ation, the terminology which expresses it is largely unscathed by the
problems involved in the attempt to communicate anything concerning the
ineffable ﬁeture of God Himself - though it is subject to the same
cenditions as all use of language in religious contexts and the vocab-

- ulary associated with baptism shares the peculiarities of all sacramental
language,
- T1luminative vocabulary.

It must always be stressed that, for Gregory, this purificatory

process aﬁd all that it entails theologically and linguistically, is

prolonged throughout the mystic ascent; however, the illuminative stage
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1s denoted principally by its emphasis on discursive thought as a

means of attaining the degree of knowledge of God which is accessible

to human faculties, Thus, by analogy with the created universe which

is within the range of his experience, man may deduce something of the
attributes, though not the essence, of its Creator. Gregory demonstrates

this notion by comparison with the relationship between the human artist

and his work:

For we can see Him, Who has 'made all things in wisdom' (Ps.

103. 24), by the process of inference through the wisdom that

ls reflected in the universe. It is just as in human works

of art, where the mind can in a sense see the author of the
ordered structure that is before it, inasmuch as he has left

his artistry in his work, But notice that what we see here

is not the substance of the craftsman, but merely the artistic
skill that he has impressed in his work. So too, when we con-
sider . the order of creation, we form an image not of the sub-
stance but of the wisdom of Him Who has done all things wlsely.75

The idea is also supported by his exegesis of Exodus 19. 16-19, where
the sounding of the trumpets before Moses enters the tabernacle which
represents God's transcendence is interpreted as the manifestation of

divine glory throughout the whole of creation.T6

The specifically linguistic significance of Gregory's doctrine on
this point is suggested in an important passage from his Commentary on
kcclegiastes:

Thus in speaking (Adyois) of God, when there is a question of

His essence, then is the 'time to keep 51lence' When, however,

it is a question of His 0perat10n.(anH9nS EUEDYEIOS), a know-

ledge (yvwois) of which can come down even to us, that is the

‘time to speak' of His omnipotence by telling of His works and

explaining His deeds, and to use words to this extent.77

Clearly Gregory acknowledges the appropriateness of language in the

context of discussion of the comprehensible aspects of God, which are

His activities in respect of man, but maintains his conviction of its
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inadequacy as a means of expressing anything of the nature of God
Himself, There is thus implicit in his assertions a recognition that
so long as.language preserves its fundamental relationship with rational
perception, it is peculiarly appropriate to the illuminative stage of
the mystic ascent, where the importance attached to the process of
inference makes this preeminently the sphere of intellectual apprehen-
sion, Indeed,the prose in which Gregory formulates experience of this
order, like that of his theoretical statements concerning religious
language, is frequently characterized by a sureness and clarity which
accords well with its function as a stimulus to the intellect. The
transition from discourse of this order to the use of a mystery langu-
age, (whose speciél characteristics will be considered below/8) when
Gregory moves from discussion of the illuminative sgstage {o depict the
final phase of the mystic way, is strongly marked in such passages as
the extract from Sermon XI of the qommentary on the Canticle which has
been cited above,!? Language, in the context of illuminative theology,
operates effectively and unambiguously as a medium for analysis and
persuasion. A perfect cooperation obtains between the vehicle and the
ﬁeaning'it conveys, and prose of this order is characterized by its
polise and cadence., Moreover, with regard to the individual elements
of vocabulary, Charles Journet argues in his general study of the theor-
etical justification for neggiive mystical language, that, from a
Christian standpoinf, adjectives such as 'wise' and 'good', whose
applicability to God is deduced from observation of the properties of
the created world, have an absolute sense only when‘they are employed

g0

to describe God's being, He cites Aquinas in support of his claims:

Such words, in fact, open out upon an Abyss of Simplicity

wherein the perfection they signify is not destroyed or sub-
merged or preserved in its entirety (God truly is; He is truly
one, truly good, truly wise; formally one, formally good, formally
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wise). Indeed, the perfection such terms signify can receive
in God alone, and for the first time, its real fulness of
meaning. The words being, unity, goodness, wisdom are more
true of God than they could ever be of creatures; they are
'by priority said of God rather than of creatures' -

prius dicuntur de Deo quam de creaturis' (S.T., I, 13, 6)....
Being thus exalted, the perfection such words signify is
identified with all the other perfections in the supreme,
supereminent, unnamed, formal conception of the Godhead,S1

Further conclusions may be reached concerning the language which
characterizes the illuminative stage by enquiring more closely into
the manner of analogical supposition. It is, inevitably, through
man's interpretation of his sensual experience of the universe that

h& is able to comprehend its Creator. Gregory emphasizes this in his

Commentarvy on Ecclesiastes:

The life of the senses, however, which i1s transacted by the
operation of our sense faculties,is bestowed upon our nature
that the perception of sense phenomena (Tnv TV darvouévuv
Yvwﬁlv) mlght lead the soul to the knowledge of the invisible
(thv Twv dopdtwv Emiyvwoiv), as the Book of Wisdom says: 'By
the grandeur of the beauty of creatures we may by analogy see
the creator of all things' (Wisd., 13.5).82

He goes on to affirm, however, that the soul possesses spiritual
'faculties which correspond to the corporeal sensges and permit a parallel

apprehension of spiritual realities,8) Thus, in the Commentary on the

ﬁ

Canticle:

There is another lesson that we are incidentally taught by the
deeper study of this book: it is that we have two sets of
senses (aIUGHGIS), one corporeal (owpatikn) and the other
spiritual (BEIOTEDG) as the Word tells us in the book of
Proverbs: !'Thou shalt find the sense of God'. There is a
correspondence between the motions and movements of the soul
and the sense organs of the body, as we learn from the words
of the Spirit given in our text, Vine and milk, it is true,
are distinguished by the taste; but the spiritual realities
which they signify are grasped rather by the intellectual
pover of the soul., A kiss is an operation of the sense of
touch: in a kiss two pairs of lips touch., There is, however,
a spiritual faculty of touch, which comes in contact with the
Jjord, and this is actuated by a spiritual and immaterial sense
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of touch (Gla T1V0S QOWHATOU KO1 VONTNS ETAONS EVEPYOUULEVN ),

as it is said: 'Our hands have handled the word of life' (I
John 1,1). So too the smell of the divine perfume does not.
proceed from the smell of our nostrils but from a spiritual
faculty which draws in the sweet odor of Christ by an inhala-

tion of the spirit.84
The linguistic situation which ensuesgs from this is interesting and in
several respects problematic., In the first instance, the two applica-
tions of sense language -~ physical and spiritual - are in no way dis-
tinguished from one another verbally. Correct interpretation of their
significance is to some extent conditional upon their context, but is
ultimately dependent upon the reader's insight.

¥arther, the range of vocabulary which is associated with the
spiritual senses is essentially metaphoric, yet it both utilizes and
categorically repudiates its normal sensual connotations. Thus, in
his article on early notions of the spiritual senses, Karl Rahner
aptly classifies expressions of this kind és "mi - figuratives,
mi - réelles".BY Sense language is, in fact, both logical in its
operation, in so fér as 1t works by analogy with physical modes of
apprehension, and, simultaneously, entirely non—rationa1,1in that it
implies a means of perceiving God1WhiCh ig itself the reverse of
intellectual even though it forms the basis for speculative thought.
Inaeed, it may be that 1t was the radical ambiguity attached to the
language of the spiritual senses which made it peculiarly appropriate
as a vehicle for expressing the heterogeneous tenets of Christian

theology.86

The possible importance of this last contention becomes particul-
arly apparent in the light of one central point to emerge from Rahner's

article -~ that is, the association whichOrigen established and perpetuated
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between the spiritual senses and Christ. He demonstrates that,

En s'appuyant sur 1’§criture, Origéne précise souvent
l'objet de chaque sens. Le texte suivant nous servira
d'exemple' 'eooo Le Christ devient 1'ob3et de chaque sens
de 1'4me. Il se nomme la vraie Lumiére pour illuminer les
yeux de 1'&me; le'Verbe , pour etre etendu' le Pain de Vie,
pour etre gouté, De meme il est appelé huile d'onction et
nard pour que 1'2me se délecte 3 1'odeur de Logos; il est
devenu 'le Verbe fait chair' palpable et saisissable, pour
que 1l'homme intérieur puisse saisir le Verbe de Vle. Le
méme Verbe de Dieu est tout cela (Lumiére, Verbe, etc.), il
le devient dans une oraison fervente et il ne permet pas
qu'aucun des sens spirituels soit dépourvu de graces',

(In Cantic., 1ib II. PG, XIII, 1424).87
Origen's trinitarian theology is, however, generally acknowledged to
be questionable and the distinctions between God as Father and Son
characteristically blurred. He seems inclined, moreover, to define
all knowledge of God as in some sense mystical., Yet it might be
argued -~ albeit with many qualifications - that this in itself made
his philosophy peculiarly attractive to Gregory. It has been emphas-
ized that the essential spiritual impluse for Gregory, which is
towards progressive transformation into Christ, finally transcends
all categdories of the mystical ascent. Thus, in his exposition of

Exodus 3%, 21-22, Gregory interprets the 'rock! as an allusion to

Christ and claims that,

eeee C'est dans le Christ que nous croyons que sont contenus
tous les biens espérés, lui en qui nous savons que 'sont tous
les trésors' des biens, celui qui est en quelque bien, celui-
13 est forcément dans le Christ qui contient tout bien,88
Clearly there is no suggestion in Gregory's theology that Christ is
in any wvay secondary to God 89 - an intermediary to be repudiated by
the soul seeking union with the absolute God., Yet, without impairing

the iruth of this assgsertion, it should also be recognized that,

through the incarnation, a unique relationship exists between humanity



and Christ as the fusion of God and man, Hence it is, significantly,
Christ who is the object of the spiritual senses., Similarly, the
language in which Gregory speaks specifically of Christ is sometimes
characterized by an appropriate anthropomorphism and positive lyrical
vigour which is absent from his discussions of the absolute Godhead, 79
Most important of all, perhaps, in his interpretation of the episode
of the burning bush in Exodus 3, Gregory directly identifies Christ
Incarnate with the fulfilment of the illuminative stage of the mystic
ascent:

Que si c'est d'un buisson d'épines que s'allume la flamme par

laquelle 1'2me du pr0phéte est illuminée, cela non plus ne

sera pas sans intéré&t pour notre recherche., Si en effet 'la

vérité est Dieu et si elle est aussi 'lumiére’ (éws) - ce sont

14 les expr6531ons sublimes que l'Evanglle emploie pour d851gner

le Dieu qui s 'est manifesté pour nous dans la chair -, il suit

que la condulte de la vertu nous améne a la connaissance de
cette lumiere qui s'est abaissfe jusqu'a la nature humaine,?]

Linguistically, the connexion is decisive, Because theTe is
inherent in the nature of Christ a human focus which is in one sense
accessible to man's intelleciual apprehension, language which preserves
its normal relationship with noetic or sensual perception must have
a valid and material function in conjunction with religious experience
of this order, Yet having admitted the general association between
Christ and the illuminative stage of the mystic ascent, it is still
necessary to determine more precisely the manner in which language
operates within this situation. Journet, in fact, argues that the
ordinary connotations of words are effectively heightened in this con-
text and their significance infinitely extended by virtue of the fact
that each individual divine attribute must be understood to imply all
the rest. He asserts that it is only the analytic character of human

thought as it is reflected in language which inevitably fragments the
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egsential unity of God:

It will split up into a multitude of concepts which will
signify so many pure and absolute perféections. Each of

these perfections will signify explicitly a certain partic-
ular aspect of the total richness,that aspect being conceived
as freed from all limitations and carried up to the infinite
level (infinite unity, infinite goodness,etc). But each
perfection,- vhile remaining incapable of signifying explicitly
more than that single aspect, will doubtless implicitly admit
the indivisible divine plenitude, as necessarily presupposed
and connoted but nevertheless unformulated.?2

The point is an important one, since it conveys simultaneously both
the genuine appositeness of language in this area and the special
conditions attached to the inclusion of language in a religious con-
text at all. It serves, moreover, to elucidate further the question
which was posed earlier in this chapter concerning possible modes of
manipulating language to communicate in some measure the inexpressible
truths of réligionﬁ3 Thus, in the first instance, Journet's emphasis
on the extent to which statements about God are conditional upon human
perception and methods of articulation must involve the conclusion
that, even allowing for the presumed_assent by reader and writer to
the notion that language is perfected when it is applied to God, such
propositions can never be accepted as unqualified embodiments of the
nature of God Himself, To categorize positive assertions about Christ
as descriptive without imposing some restrictions on the éerm would
therefore, it seems, be misleading. In the continuation:of the

passage alluded to above which celebrates Christ as the Good Shepherd,

f..l..
—

Gregory himself astutely anticipates such demurs:

'Shew me, O thou whom my soul loveth' (Cant. 1. 6). This is
the name I give Thee, for Thy name 'is above all names' (Phil,
2., 9) and is inexpressible and inaccessible to all rational
creatures ( waon Aoytmﬁ dpUoE ﬁppaorév Te Kol axbpnrtov). But
this name expresses Thy goadness and the attitude of my soul
towards Thee (n ™s Wuxﬁs HOU TEP1 OE 0xéb1s).94
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A shift in the function of nominal epithets has taken place here, so

that they are no longer direcily descriptive of the nature of their

object which is Christ, but rather indicate obliquely his relationship

with humanity.?”

The second point of major significance to emerge from Journet'!s
observation is the intensely positive quality of the language in this
context, It has, indeed, already been stressed that such phraseology
1s peculiarly appropriate to the illuminative stage of the mystic
ascent, However, Gregory's insistence in theological terms that the
entire contemplative process is effectively one of perpetual transform-
ation into Christ must in some sense militate against rigid distinctions
between the second and final mystic ways. Linguistically, therefore,
it will follow that the mode of expression which appertains in partic-

ular to illuminative theology will nevertheless retain its validity

even in relation to the highest contemplative states,

The ensuing coalescence of distinct terminologies in the area of
unitive theology is among the most remarkable and significant facets of
Gregory's achievement, While on the one hand asserting the fundam-
ental transcendence and hence inexpressibilily of the Godhead, Gregory

ig thus able to affirm simultaneously and without inconsistency that,

The only name you could find tolengess that ineffable nature
and power is that of the Good (&yabdv).

It is this Good, beyond all good, that truly is, and by

itself it has given and continues to give all things the power
to come into existence and to remain in being.96

The attempt to perfect words through their application to (God has been
shown to be essentially a characteristic of illuminative language, and

it is, in fact, interestingly developed here in the effort to confer
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an absolute value on the state of 'being'. The effect is comparable
when, in the Commentary on the Canticle, Gregory refers to God as

"Him Who is forever“('rgl ael gvﬂ)q; the anticipated syntactical
pattern is thwarted, and the ver<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>