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Maximus the Confessor portrays the cosmos as Christologically "prewired" for a 

dynamic doctrinal transmission. Ontologically, reality is coherent as created by, centered 

on, and interpretable through the Logos. The perichoretic human-divine duality of 

Christ's natures—united without confusion and distinct without separation—serves as the 

hermeneutical model for other non-oppositional relations of contraries, such as the human 

and the divine. The principle of diabasis (transit) and the kenosis/theosis model place 

these contraries in a relation of dynamic continuity. 

Historically, the perichoretic paradigm is realized through the Church, the unique 

theandric entity characterized by the unconfused unity of the divine and the human 

qualities. The essential immutable unity of the Logos behind the Church’s teaching 

balances this teaching's formal mutability and secures the continuity of its multiple 

expressions. Accordingly, the immutable archetype is reflected in the mutable and, 

therefore, developmental aspects of his image. Doctrinal continuity is preserved by the 

inspiration of the Holy Spirit who equips humans to preserve, research, and transmit the 

contents of the Church's Tradition.



Maximus demonstrates reverence to Tradition not by slavishly repeating the 

received content, but by assuming the inner unity and binding authority of Tradition as a 

whole and of its vehicles (such as Scripture and the voice of the Fathers). Maximus treats 

the monadic Christological formulations of Cyril of Alexandria as part of a harmonious 

and authoritative whole, and his assumptions allow him to take Cyril's teaching past the 

originally received. 

On the level of theological language, Maximus modifies doctrinal content 

quantitatively by increase, and qualitatively by making language more capacious to 

express the infinite reality through the techniques of paradox, apophasis, and careful 

verbal nuance. Implicit correlations of Maximus’ Christology allow Vladimir Soloviev to 

construct an explicit apology for doctrinal development. 

While Maximus does not formulate a theory of doctrinal development, his 

Christologically-cohesive vision of ontology and history, his critical yet reverent 

interaction with the legacy of his predecessors, and his progressively-charged theological 

language offer a methodological "license" for development—a development which, for 

Maximus, does not break the dynamic continuity within the historical consciousness of 

the theandric organism of the Church.
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction 
 
 

Purpose and Significance 
 

No matter how enticing, it is not easy to claim Maximus the Confessor in support 

of any one of many opinions on the issue of doctrinal continuity and change produced in 

modernity. Out of his Byzantine antiquity, Maximus does not serve us with a “History of 

Dogma,” or an “Essay of Development.” Like other Church Fathers, he stands by 

tradition and belittles innovation. However, his ontological principles and consistent 

theological habits provide material for a reconstruction of the conceptual environment 

within which Maximus operates. Such a reconstruction may provide answers to a cluster 

of questions that constitute the central query of this project: what are the grounds that 

allow Maximus to consider his theological elaborations to be in continuity with the 

historical faith of the Church? Does this mean that, under certain criteria, Maximus 

allows room for doctrinal development?1 In case of Maximus, these potentially 

                                                 
1 By development I understand an increase, reduction, deepening, reapplication 

and reinterpretation of theological content within a given norm, however this norm may 
bb understood by a given author or group. As I attempt to demonstrate, Maximus 
performs these procedures remaining confident that his alterations are legitimate. (For 
Maximus' criteria of normativity, see chap. 4, p. 150-155.) I understand the term 
"change" as a "positive form of changeability," that, for Maximus, associats with the 
natural perpetual movement of creatures towards and into God circumscribed by the 
ultimate state of "moving rest" in the presence of God. (See Paul Blowers, “Maximus the 
Confessor, Gregory of Nyssa, and the Concept of ‘Perpetual Progress,’” VC 46 (1992): 
151-171.) I will argue that Maximus understands the process of the human apprehension 
of the Mystery of the Incarnation along the same lines: as a never-ending process of an 
ongoing intepretation of the unafathomable divine mysteries which is paradoxically 
termed in the knowledge of "the knowledge of "the ultimate unknowable" (Myst. 5, PG 
91:676C-677A; trans. by George C. Berthold in Maximus Confessor: Selected Writings 
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anachronistic questions need to be raised,2 given the significant increase in the doctrinal 

content evidenced in the volumes he produced, and the canonical-like status that some of 

his ideas and writings acquired soon after his death. While issues of the reception of 

Maximus' legacy are outside the scope of this project (though they will be mentioned 

briefly), I will focus on the Christocentric vision of ontology and history which, as I 

argue, allowed the Byzantine theologian to add to the content of the faith without ever 

considering himself as one who degrades tradition. Some of these principles are explicitly 

formulated by Maximus. Others can be deduced as underlying assumptions observed as 

working patterns without being stated. Specific areas of the Confessor's thought will be 

considered with the purpose of an ultimate reconstruction of his vision of doctrinal 

continuity and change. 

I investigate Maximus’ principles of doctrinal continuity and change in the 

process of the transmission of ancient Church doctrine. My goal is to determine whether 

or not Maximus performs, justifies, or allows for, any form of development within the 

doctrinal body of the Church. This goal will be achieved by isolating ontological 

grounds, historical principles, and practical patterns that would allow for the 

reconstruction of Maximus’ vision of dogmatic history on the basis of relevant texts. I 

argue that Maximus understands the transmission of doctrine in terms of dynamic 

continuity and as an ongoing interpretation of the ultimately unknowable mystery: the 

Mystery of Christ. This process acquires its dynamic flow because it is an aspect of the 

relationship between Christ and the humankind: Christ's becoming increasingly incarnate 

                                                                                                                                                 
[New York: Paulist Press, 1985]) and accomplished by the human-divine organism, the 
Church. 

2 See chap. 2, pp. 70-71. 
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in the world, and the world being increasingly divinized. This relationship is patterned 

after the human-divine duality of the hypostatic union that stands at the ontological 

foundation of the unique theandric entity of the Church. The teaching of this archetypal 

entity also combines divine and human traits: without confusion, it is at the same time 

divinely immutable and humanly changeable. This teaching as a whole expresses the 

aspiration of the Church to grasp the unfathomable reality that establishes its presence in 

the cosmos in, and through, Church's liturgy and structure. While the “subject matter” of 

this teaching, the divine Logos, is immutable for Maximus, he allows a certain measure 

of mutability and growth in the formal aspect of this teaching. This mutability includes 

increase, deepening, and reapplication of doctrinal content that Maximus accomplishes 

within a certain Christological framework and according to certain criteria of canonicity 

that, as I argue below, allow him to never doubt normativity of his manipulations. While 

Maximus himself does not isolate aspects of his work relevant for doctrinal development, 

his principles were applied to this subject specifically by the Russian religious 

philosopher Vladimir Soloviev.3 

 
Bridging East and West: Ministry and Legacy of Maximus the Confessor (580-662) 

 
Maximus the Confessor (580-662)4 is sometimes appropriately called a "bridge 

figure."5 I would like to sketch three dimensions of Maximus' person and work that 

                                                 
3 See chap. 6, p. 283. 

4 As appropriate for an introduction, here I list some works of a comprehensive 
nature that deal with Maximus' life and teaching that could serve as a launching pad for 
those willing to explore Maximus in depth. For an overview of Maximus' life and 
contribution, see Paul M. Blowers, "Theology as Visionary, Integrative, Pastoral: The 
Legacy of Maximus the Confessor," Pro Ecclesia 2 (1993): 216-30; Andrew Louth, 
Maximus the Confessor (London & New York: Routledge, 1996). For a discussion of 
sources for the reconstruction of Maximus' life, see Bronwen Neil and Pauline Allen, 
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inspire this metaphor as well as qualify him as a strong candidate for my thesis: (1) the 

expansion of his ministry in both Eastern and Western parts of the Roman Empire at the 

end of the late antiquity; (2) his reception in the East and in the West; and (3) the 

synthetic nature of his intellectual legacy that stretches across history engaging in a 

dialogic with the past. 

 
Ministry 
 

Maximus is a theologian standing at the crossroads in several ways: historically, 

geographically, and intellectually. Historically, Maximus’ epoch is a transitional period 

between the patristic and the medieval eras6 (hence the uncertainty among the scholarly 

guilds about who can claim him as “their own”). In a sense, Maximus served as the 

connection between the Eastern and the Western parts of the Roman Empire through his 

                                                                                                                                                 
eds., introduction to The Life of Maximus the Confessor: Recension 3, Early Christian 
Studies 6 (Strathfield, Australia: St Paul Publications, 2003). For a bibliography of 
Maximus' works, see Polycarp Sherwood, An Annotated Date-List of the Works of 
Maximus the Confessor, Studia Anselmiana 30 (Rome: Herder, 1952), 3-5. For an 
overview of Maximian scholarship, see Aidan Nichols, "The Rediscovery of Maximus: A 
Brief History of Maximian Scholarship," appendix to Byzantine Gospel: Maximus the 
Confessor in Modern Scholarship (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1993), 221-252; Alexander 
Schmemann, "Survey of Recent Work on St. Maximus the Confessor," Traditio 20 
(1964): 428-437. For an annotated bibliography, see Maria Luisa Gatti, Massimo il 
Confessore: Saggio di bibliografia generale ragionata e contributi per una ricostruzione 
scientifica del suo pensiero metafisico e religioso, Metafisica del Platonismo nel suo 
sviluppo storico e nella filosofia patristica, Studi e testi, 2 (Milan: Vita e Pensiero, 
Pubblicazioni della Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, 1987). 

5 Blowers, review of Byzantine Gospel: Maximus the Confessor in Modern 
Scholarship, by Nichols, Pro Ecclesia 4 (1995): 375-378. 

6 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Kosmische Liturgie: Das Weltbild Maximus’ des 
Bekenners, 2nd rev. ed. (Einsiedeln: Johannes-Verlag, 1961), 19; Brian E. Daley, trans., 
Cosmic Liturgy: The Universe According to Maximus the Confessor (San Francisco: 
Ignatius press, 1988), 29. Unless indicated otherwise, page references are to the English 
translation. 
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ministry, and hence identified as one of the last witnesses of the yet-undivided Christian 

Church.7 

The geography of the Confessor's life stretched across the Mediterranean region, 

as he was involved in the church and state affairs of Constantinople, Rome, and, possibly, 

Palestine. A detailed reconstruction of his biography remains a matter of debate. As to the 

exact provenance of Maximus’ ministry, scholars divide into two major camps. The 

camps are identified with two main sources of the Confessor’s life, various recensions of 

the Greek vita,8 on the one hand, and his Syriac vita,9 on the other. The Greek life 

associates the Confessor with the Constantinopolitan milieu presenting him as an 

offspring of an upper-class Constantinopolitan family, who received good education, and 

was the head of the imperial chancellery, and then exiled to Chrysopolis when the 

monergist10 controversy arose.11 While some scholars12 point out the hagiographical 

character of the Greek recensions as factors diminishes their credibility, others consider it 

a reliable source for a reconstruction of the life of the saint.13 

                                                 
7 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 56-65. 

8 The text is found in PG 90:68-109; Robert R. Devreesse, “La vie to Saint 
Maxime le Confesseur et ses recensions,” Analecta Bollandiana 46 (1928), 5-49; Neil 
and Allen, eds., The Life of Maximus the Confessor, 38-185. 

9 The text of, and the arguments for the predominance of, can be found in 
Sebastian Brock, An Early Syriac Life of Maximus the Confessor, Analecta Bollandiana 
91:3-4 (1973): 299-346. 

10 See chap. 5, p. 186, n. 7. 

11 Devreesse, “La vie to Saint Maxime le Confesseur et ses recensions,” 18-23. 

12 For example, Venance Grumel, "Notes d’histoire et de chronologie sur la vie to 
Maxime le Confesseur," Echos d’Orient 26 (1927), 25. 

13 Such as Jean-Claude Larchet, La divinisation de l’homme selon saint Maxime le 
Confesseur, Cogitatio fidei 194 (Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1996), 7-20; Neil, “The 
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According to the other perspective suggested in the controversial Syriac Life of 

Maximus, his real provenance was not Constantinople or Asia Minor, but Palestine.14 

According to this vita, Maximus was born of an adulterous union of a Persian slave-girl 

and a Samaritan man in the Palestinian village Hesfin. Upon an untimely death of his 

parents, Maximus was educated in the monastery of Palaia Lavra.15  

While both vitae recognize the significance of Sophronius as Maximus' mentor, 

they differ in their account of the beginning of their relationship. According to the Syriac 

vita, Maximus met Sophronius while yet in Palestine, during his monastic training in the 

                                                                                                                                                 
Greek Life of Maximus the Confessor,” 46; idem, “The Lives of Pope Martin I and 
Maximus the Confessor: Some Reconsiderations of Dating and Provenance,” Byzantion 
68/1 (1998): 91-109; Nichols, Byzantine Gospel, 15. 

14 For example, Phil Booth, Crisis of Empire: Doctrine and Dissent at the End of 
Late Antiquity (Berkeley, CA: Berkeley University of California Press, 2013), 142-155; 
Christian Boudignon, "Maxime le Confesseur était-il constantinopolitain?," in 
Philomathestatos: Studies in Greek and Byzantine Texts Presented to Jacques Noret for 
his Sixty-Fifth Birthday, ed. B. Janssens, B. Roosen, and P. van Deun (Leuven: Peeters, 
2004), 11-43; idem, "Le pouvoir de l'anathème ou Maxime le Confesseur et les moines 
palestiniens du VIIe siècle," in Foundations of Power and Conflicts of Authority in Late-
Antique Monasticism: Proceedings of the International Seminar, Turin, December 1-4, 
2004, ed. A. Camplani and G. Filoramo, Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta 157 (Leuven: 
Peeters, 2007), 245-74. For sources of Maximus' life, its reconstruction, and a history of 
the debate on the predominance of either the Greek or the Syriac vita, see Neil and Allen, 
eds., The Life of Maximus the Confessor, 3-34; idem, Scripta saeculi VII vitam Maximi 
Confessoris illustrantia, CCSG 39 (Turnholt: Brepols, 1999); idem, Maximus the 
Confessor and his Companions: Documents from Exile (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 
2002). For a brief overview of the issue, see Irénée-Henri Dalmais, "La vie de Saint 
Maxime le Confesseur reconsidérée," Studia Patristica 17 (1982): 26-30; Louth, 
Maximus the Confessor, 4-7. For an edition and a study of epitomes, another valuable 
sources of Maximus' life, see S. L. Epifanovic, Materialy k izuceniju zizni i tvorenij prep. 
Maksima Ispovednika (Kiev: Tipogr. Univ. Sv. Vladimira, 1917); M. D. Muretov, "Sv. 
Maksima Ispovednika Zhytye," Bogoslovskij Vestnik (1913-1914); Raphaël Bracke, Ad 
Sancti Maximi Vitam: Studie van de biografische documenten en de levensbeschrijvingen 
betreffende Maximus Confessor (ca. 850-662) (Leuven: Katholieke Universiteit, 1980).   

15 Brock, An Early Syriac Life, 314.  
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Palaia Lavra.16 Boudignon argues that Maximus' intellectual formation took place in 

Alexandria where he studied with Sophronius and where he was exposed to 

Aristotelianism and Neoplatonism.17 According to the Greek vita, Maximus met 

Sophronius in North Africa where he arrived in c. 630 fleeing the Persian invasion. 

Sophronius left North Africa in 633 when he was elected patriarch of Jerusalem.18 

In addition to the widespread geography of the Confessor's ministry, the 

monothelite controversy19 and resulting tensions between polar forces at Constantinople 

and Rome accounts for the latitude of his engagement. The ardent defender of the 

dyothelite (two-will) Christology, Maximus found support and protection in Rome. One 

of the heights of Maximus' involvement in the West was the Lateran Council (649) in 

Rome, for which he authored the doctrinal materials affirming the dyothelite cause, and 

possibly participated in it in person. These events alienated him from Constantinople, 

which at that time supported monothelitism, and eventually precipitated his arrest (with 

Martin I, the pope of Rome) and trial. The Confessor's life ended far in the East. Held 

captive, he died in exile in Lazica on the south-east shore of the Black Sea.20 

 

                                                 
16 Ibid., 315. Brock points out that the fact that around the same time Sophronius 

was in a Palestinian monastery not far from that of Maximus is a factor that makes the 
Syriac vita more plausible. 

17 Boudignon, "Maxime le Confesseur était-il constantinopolitain?," 15-17. 

18 Louth, Maximus the Confessor, 5-6. 

19 Debates over the issue of the wills of Christ, one (monothelitism) or two 
(dyothelitism). 

20 For this overview, I am indebted to Lars Thunberg, who also offers a 
bibliography of sources of reconstruction of Maximus' life. Thunberg, Microcosm and 
Mediator: The Theological Anthropology of Maximus the Confessor (Lund, Sweden: 
Gleerup, 1965), 1-7. 
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Legacy 
 

Maximus' intellectual legacy also connects Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages. 

This transitional timeframe placed him in an inimitable relation to the classical and 

patristic traditions. Maximus inherited the treasures of patristic literature with which he 

interacted in his vast and diverse corpus.21 The richness of this inheritance also accounts 

for his role as a “grand synthesizer”22 of the earlier tradition. Balthasar explains "the 

ultimate synthetic force” of Maximus’ thought and life: 

…[H]is boldest spiritual actions are directed by a catholic love that always brings 
two things together: it lets objective, actual values stand on their own, and it 
brings into unity those values that the heart finds indispensable for its own 
existence. In this sense, Maximus is one of the greatest models we have for what 
we call ‘handing on the Christian tradition.’23 
 
Maximus' training equipped him to perform this synthesis because his “rhetorical 

and philosophical education must have been at the very highest level of his time.”24 His 

system rests on the “pillars” of Origen, Evagrius, the Cappadocians, and Pseudo-

Dionysius.25 

Moreover, Maximus’ timeframe allowed him to weave into the tapestry of the 

Christian tradition elements of other traditions of thought, Greek philosophy in particular, 

                                                 
21 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 29. 

22 Blowers, Exegesis and Spiritual Pedagogy in Maximus the Confessor: An 
Investigation of the Quaestiones ad Thalassium, Christianity and Judaism in Antiquity, 
ed. Chalres Kannengiesser, vol. 7 (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 
1991), 1. 

23 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 30. 

24 Thunberg. Microcosm and Mediator, 1. 

25 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 33-37. Certain aspects of the influence of Origen, 
Pseudo-Dionysius, Leontius of Byzantium, and two of the Cappadocians, Gregory of 
Nazianzus (the Theologian) and Gregory of Nyssa will be discussed in later chapters. 
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validating these elements by presenting them in light of God’s self-disclosure in Christ. 

Balthasar points out that the essence of Maximus’ synthesis consists in that he viewed the 

biblical revelation of God in Christ through concepts of Aristotelian philosophy.26 That 

is, the unity of God with the created world is construed as a direct analogy to the unity of 

the human and the divine natures in the incarnate Christ. Both natures have irreducible 

significance (an Aristotelian emphasis), that is, none is jeopardized because of the unity 

with the other. Not only is diversity preserved in unity, but, in fact, the human nature 

transcends its natural limits because of the union.27 

Balthasar further suggests that Maximus’ synthesis incorporates the religious 

sentiments of the East and the West in an even broader sense. In light of the tendency 

some religions of Eastern origin (such as certain "schools" of Gnosticism and 

Manichaeism) to denigrate the material world in its radical difference from God 

depriving it of significance, Maximus can be perceived as channeling this despair of 

separation into a mystical-ascetic zeal, a longing for the ascent to God.28 In this ascent 

human nature is no annihilated or dissolved in the ocean of the divine. Rather, it is 

preserved and transformed.29 

                                                 
26 For Maximus' relation to Neoplatonism, see chap. 3, p. 90. See also Demetrios 

Bathrellos, "Neo-platonism and Maximus the Confessor on the knowledge of God," 
Studia patristica 58 (Leuven: Peeters, 2013): 117-126. 

27 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 44-46. Maximus' Christology will be addressed in 
more detail throughout this work. 

28 Ibid., 46-47.  

29 Nikolaos Loudovikos, A Eucharistic Ontology: Maximus the Confessor's 
Eschatological Ontology of Being as Dialogical Reciprocity (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross 
Orthodox Press, 2010), 205 (my italics). "Being in its original form is not a fall, but an 
eschatological gift offered as part of a cooperative dialogical co-creation, a gift that can 
freely enter upon the path of ecclesial-eucharistic becoming and ultimately true being as a 
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The distinctiveness of Maximus’ interaction with the past can be explained not 

only by his place in history and his critical synthesis, but also by the style of this 

interaction. His approach is said to be unique in patristic tradition due to his selectivity in 

his assessment of his theological predecessors, as well as in his sense of urgency for the 

appropriation of their legacy.30 This selectivity and urgency shape his method that can be 

broadly defined as a “constructive criticism.” Maximus reapplied certain doctrines of the 

past in the contemporary rather than their original context, thus reclaiming these 

doctrines as part of the heritage of the Church.31 

Maximus’ style of a genuine dialogue that allows the voices of the past to speak 

also justifies his relevance for the patristic scholarship of today because it offers an 

example of that very style of dialoguing with the past that patristic scholars aspire to 

rediscover. The interest in patristics among denominations other than Roman Catholic or 

Eastern Orthodox has been gradually enhanced by the efforts of evangelical patristic 

scholars who reclaim “patristic roots,” letting the Fathers “being heard as having relevant 

voices.”32 

 
 

                                                                                                                                                 
fruit of divine-human dialogue; through dialogue being realizes its true nature, which is 
grounded in eternal well-being." Thus, according to Loudovikos' reading of Maximus, the 
relationship between creation and the creator is one of a reciprocal eucharistic dialogue, a 
free (though asymmetrical) exchange of gifts, an exchange that occurs to the extent the 
human will freely chooses to respond to the divine will freely extended towards it. 

30 The selectivity both Balthasar and Sherwood point out pertains to a 
discriminate assessment of Origen's legacy, namely, rejecting some of his teachings and 
reappropriating other ones. 

31 Sherwood, An Annotated Date-List, 3-5; Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 35-36. 

32 Daniel H. Williams, “Reflections on Retrieving the Tradition and Renewing 
Evangelicalism: A Response,” Scottish Journal of Theology 55.1 (2002), 105. 
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Reception 
 

Like the Confessor’s life and nature of his achievement, the reception of his 

legacy has an ecumenical dimension. Although occurring at a different pace, the 

reception of his work in the East and in the West demonstrates that his legacy continues 

to link epochs and traditions. 

 
East.  In the East, Maximus was venerated as saint soon after his death, being 

known and revered for centuries in the ascetic and liturgical life of the Eastern Orthodox 

churches. His cultus has been documented throughout the Byzantine period.33 It is 

generally accepted that Maximus' relics were transported to the Monastery of the 

Theotokos at Chrysopolis in the seventh century. In the twelfth century some relics were 

taken to Mount Athos where they presently reside. Recently, however, Maximus' original 

grave near the modern Georgian town, Tsangeri, was claimed to be found. While not 

impossible, the evidence of the authenticity of this discovery is lacking.34 

While Maximus is considered the "spiritual father" of Eastern mystics, Simeon 

the New Theologian and Gregory Palamas, and represented in the collection of Eastern 

mystical writings Philokalia, where his dogmatic influence is more subtle. As Byzantine 

theology increasingly calcified into a version of orthodoxy devoid of progressive 

movement and focused on the preservation of an unchanged past, Maximus was often 

cited in order to reaffirm and elucidate the truths already accepted by councils and the 

                                                 
33 Constantino Vona, “Massimo il Confessore, santo,” Bibliotheca Sanctorum IX 

(Rome: 1967): 41-47. 

34 "Blogul poiectului 'theodialogia,' " internet, 
http://theodialogia.blogspot.com/2012_01_01_archive.html on (accessed April 17, 2012). 
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Fathers, rather than appreciated for his own originality.35 A genuinely creative reading of 

Maximus had to wait until the nineteenth century, which will be addressed later. 

 
West.  Maximus’ writings entered the West in the ninth century in the form of 

Latin translations and summaries by the Greek papal librarian Anastasius and the Irish 

philosopher John Scotus Eriugena. These translations were conceived, executed, and 

utilized as commentaries on the works of Pseudo-Dionysius, also translated, and later 

combined in a collection known as the Corpus Anastasianum.36 In addition to the 

mystical works of Dionysius, the collection included the Scholia on the Corpus 

Areopagiticum, translated by Anastasius, as well as the Ambigua and the Questiones ad 

Thalassium of Eriugena's production. This initial intent and subsequent grouping largely 

determined how Maximus would be read in the West in the Middle Ages, that is, as an 

interpreter of Pseudo-Dionysius rather than as an original thinker on his own right. It also 

defined how Pseudo-Dionysius' would be read, that is, through the interpretative lens of 

Maximus. It has been suggested that the version of Dionysius’ mystical theology 

elucidated by Maximus influenced later Latin masters, such as Hugh of Saint Victor, 

                                                 
35 Deno J. Geanakoplos, "Some Aspects of the Influence of the Byzantine 

Maximos the Confessor on the Theology of East and West,” Church History 38 (1969), 
150-163. This article lists more detailed studies specifically devoted to Maximus’ 
influence in either the West or in the East. For other accounts of the vicissitudes of the 
western reception of Maximus, see Eligius Dekkers, “Maxime le Confesseur dans la 
tradition latine,” in After Chalcedon: Studies in Theology and Church History Offered to 
Professor A. van Roey for his Seventieth Birthday, ed. C. Laga, J. A. Munitiz and L. van 
Rompay (Leuven: Departement Orientalistiek, 1985), 83-97; Édouard Jeauneau, “Jean 
Scot Erigène et le Grec," Archivum Latinitatis Medii Aevi 41 (1979): 5-50. 

36 It has been argued that the Scholia, in fact, were probably written by John of 
Scythopolis, and parts of them are Maximian. See Balthasar, "The Problem of the Scholia 
to Pseudo-Dionysius," in appendix to Cosmic Liturgy, 359-387. 
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Thomas Aquinas, Meister Eckhart and Nicholas of Cusa.37 A rediscovery of Maximus as 

an independent theologian did not start until the 1860s. 

 
Rediscovery 
 

Overviews of the modern Maximian scholarship, in all their variety of 

chronological and thematic organization, often define the nature of this scholarship as a 

whole in terms of “rediscovery.” Indeed, both in the East and in the West, for the last two 

centuries, the interest in Maximus experienced true renaissance. I would like to point out 

some international and ecumenical dimensions of this rediscovery. 

 
East.  While Maximus never disappeared from the devotional life of the Eastern 

Church, it is still legitimate to talk about a rediscovery of his dogmatic legacy. In pre-

revolutionary Russia (that is, up to 1917) a critical study of the Maximian corpus began 

in the early 1800s, as part of a general resurgence of interest in patristic studies. The 

intensity of this interest resulted in translations of several works of Maximus into 

Russian,38 as well as in-depth studies of his theology. For example, two works of that 

period produced by S. L. Epifanovic are now familiar to Maximian scholars worldwide, 

although only portions of them have been translated from Russian or paraphrased.39 

                                                 
37 Geanakoplos, 150-163. 

38 For a bibliography of Russian translations of the Fathers produced at this period 
see Cyprian Kern, Les Traductions Russes des Textes Patristiques, Chevetogne, Guide 
Bibliographique (Chevetogne: Editions de Chevetogne, 1957). For Maximus, see p. 40. 

39 S. L. Epifanovic, Prepodobnij Maksim Ispovednik i vizantijskoe bogoslovie 
[Saint Maximus the Confessor and the Byzantine Theology] (Kiev: Tip. Akts. o-va "Petr 
Barskii v Kievie", 1915. Reprint: Moskva: "Martis", 1996); idem, Materialy k izuceniju 
zizni i tvorenij prep. Maksima Ispovednika, see p. 6. 
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In addition to its translation and interpretation, the Confessor’s theological legacy 

was also reappropriated. The Russian Christian philosopher Vladimir Soloviev (1853-

1900)40 applied Confessor's Christology in a creative way,41 largely for an ecumenical 

purpose, in his daring, albeit unsuccessful, attempt at bridging the old East-West divide 

of 1054.42 

A later generation of Russian Eastern Orthodox theologians outside of Soviet 

Russia, contributed to Maximian scholarship, such as Georges Florovsky,43 Nikolaos 

Loudovikos,44 John Meyendorff,45 and John Zizioulas.46 In post-Soviet Russia, pre-

revolutionary patristic monographs and translations have been reprinted, as well as new 

                                                 
40 On historical background of Soloviev's work, see chap. 6, p. 283, n. 1. 

41 I draw possible parallels between Maximus' and Soloviev's perichoretic 
Christology. See chap. 6, pp. 287-298. 

42 Soloviev, The History and Future of the Theocracy, vol. 4 of Sobranie 
sochinenii Vladimira Sergieevicha Solov’eva [Collected Works of Vladimir Sergieevich 
Soloviev], 10 vols. (S.-Peterburg: Izd. t-va "Obshchestvennaia pol’za," 1901-1914), 
4:282. The two churches, he writes, are "two sisters who unfortunately have fallen into a 
cruel strife, which can and must be reconciled, even though this reconciliation poses 
additional difficulties precisely because of the closeness of the debating sides." 

43 Florovsky, The Byzantine Fathers of the Sixth to Eight Century, vol. 9 of The 
Collected Works of Georges Florovsky, trans. by Raymond Miller, Anne-Marie 
Döllinger-Labriolle, and Helmut Schmiedel (Vaduz: Büchervertriebsanstalt, 1987), 208-
253. 

44 Loudovikos, Eucharistic Ontology; see p. 9. 

45 Meyendorff, Byzantine Theology: Historical Trends and Doctrinal Themes 
(New York: Fordham University Press, 1979); idem, Le Chirst dans la théologie 
byzantine (Paris: Cerf, 1969); translated as Christ in Eastern Christian Thought 
(Washington: Corpus, 1969). 

46 For example, Zizioulas, Being as Communion: Studies in Personhood and the 
Church (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimirs Seminary Press, 1997); idem, Communion & 
Otherness: Further Studies in Personhood and the Church (London: T & T Clark, 2007); 
idem, Remembering the Future: An Eschatological Ontology (London: T&T Clark, 
2008). 
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ones produced. For example, a translation of the Questiones ad Thalassium, unfinished 

by Epifanovic, was recently resumed by Aleksei Ivanovich Sidorov, who also translated 

several other works.47 

 
West.  In the West, a critical study of the Maximian corpus started in 1860s.48 

From the very beginning it was an international and ecumenical effort. One of the first 

critical studies was written by a conciliar scholar Karl Joseph Hefele49 in German in 

1857, soon followed by Johannes Huber, who devoted part of his Philosophie der 

Kirchenväter50 to Maximus. In 1863 and 1865, a French priest Jacques-Paul Migne51 

contributed two volumes of his Patrologia Graeca which generally served as primary 

texts cited by Maximian scholars for many years, being gradually replaced by newer 

critical editions. In 1893, an article on Maximus by A. Knöpfer appeared in the Freiburg 

                                                 
47 Sidorov, Tvoreniia prepodobnogo Maksima Ispovednika [Works of Saint 

Maximus the Confessor], 2 vols. (Moscow: Martis, 1993-1994). 

48 I mention only several works illustratively from the vast legacy of Western 
scholarship on Maximus. 

49 Hefele, "Sophronius und Maximus über die zwei Willen in Christus," 
Theologische Quartalschrift (1857): 189-223. 

50 Huber, Die Philosophie der Kirchenväter (München: J.G. Cotta, 1859): 341-
358. 

51 Migne, ed., S. P. N. Maximi Confessoris Opera Omnia, vols. 90-91 in 
Patrologiae cursus completus, series Graeca, 162 vols. (Paris, 1857-1886.) Cited as PG 
throughout this work. Migne’s collection is merely a reprint of two sources, R. P. Franc 
Combefis, Tou en hagiois patros hemon Maximou tou Homologetou, Hapanta (Paris: 
Oorspr. uitg.: Lutetiae Parisiorum, 1675) and, for the Ambigua, Frank Oehler (Halle, 
1857). 
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Catholic encyclopedia.52 Ten years later, another article was published in a Protestant 

encyclopedia.53 

The "dramatic renaissance"54 in Maximian scholarship over the course of the 

twentieth century was also accomplished by scholars of different nationalities and 

denominational backgrounds. Comprehensive treatments and in-depth topical studies of 

this period now constitute "the classical library" for new students of Maximus. Some of 

these seminal contributions are: von Balthasar, the Swiss Jesuit, in his Cosmic Liturgy,55 

originally written in German; several treatises and textual studies by Polycarp Sherwood, 

in English, such as his Annotated Date-List of the Works of Maximus the Confessor,56 and 

a more recent study of Maximus scholarship by Andrew Louth.57 A long series of articles 

was produced in 1950s-1970s by a French scholar Irénée-Henri Dalmais.58 An extensive 

treatment of the Confessor's anthropology was contributed by the Swedish ecumenical 

                                                 
52 Knöpfler, "Maximus, der heilige, beigenannt Confessor," in Wetzer und Welte's 

Kirchenlexikon, vol. 8 (Freiburg, 1893):1096-1103. 

53 Julius August Wagenmann and R. Seeberg, "Maximus Konfessor," in 
Realencyclopädie für protestantische Theologie und Kirche, vol. 12, ed. Albert Hauck 
and Johann Jakob Herzog (Leipzig: Hinrich, 1903): 457-470. 

54 Blowers, review of Byzantine Gospel: Maximus the Confessor in Modern 
Scholarship, by Nichols, Pro Ecclesia 4, no. 3 (1993): 375-378. 

55 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy (see p. 4, n. 6). 

56 Sherwood, An Annotated Date-List (see supra, n. 3); idem, "Survey of Recent 
Work on St. Maximus the Confessor," Traditio 20 (1964): 428-37. 

57 Louth, “Recent Research on St. Maximus the Confessor: A Survey,” St. 
Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 42 (1998): 67-84. 

58 Interestingly, Dalmais suggests ecumenical connotations in the way Maximus 
uses the figure of Adam, the divided man, who is offered unification and healing by 
Christ. "La fonction unificatrice du Verbe incarné d'après les oeuvres spirituelles de Saint 
Maxime le Confesseur." Sciences ecclésiastiques 14 (1962): 445-459; idem, "La théorie 
des 'Logoi' des créatures chez Maxime le Confesseur," Revue des Sciences 
Philosophiques et Théologiques 36 (1952): 244-49. 



17 
 

scholar Lars Thunberg.59 Good illustrations of world-wide attention to Maximus are two 

collections of essays presented at the Fribourg symposium in 1980,60 and at the 

international symposium on Maximus that took place in 2012 in Belgrade.61 

 Finally, in the last two decades Maximian studies have been enriched by the fine 

scholarship of Paul Blowers62 who sometimes describes himself as an "evangelical 

catholic."63 

Critical editions of primary texts also involved scholars from different countries 

and traditions, such as Corpus Christianorum series that turned its attention to Maximus 

                                                 
59 Thunberg, Man and the Cosmos: The Vision of St. Maximus the Confessor, 1st 

ed. (Lund, 1965); 2nd ed. (Crestwood, N.Y.: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1985); idem, 
Microcosm and Mediator, see p. 7. 

60 Felix Heinzer and Christoph von Schönborn, eds., Maximus Confessor: Acts du 
Symposium sur Maxime le Confesseur, Fribourg, 2-5 septembre, 1980 (Fribourg, Suisse: 
Editions universitaires, 1982). 

61 Maxim Vasiljević, ed., Knowing the Purpose of Creation through the 
Resurrection: Proceedings of the Symposium on St Maximus the Confessor, Belgrade, 
October 18-21, 2012 (Alhambra, CA: Sebastian Press, 2013). 

62 Blowers, "The Anagogical Imagination: Maximus the Confessor and the 
Legacy of Origenian Hermeneutics," in Origeniana Sexta: Origen and the Bible. Actes du 
Colloquium Origenianum Sextum, Chantilly, 30 août-3 septembre, ed. Gilles Dorival and 
Alain le Bouluec (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1995), 639-654; Exegesis and 
Spiritual Pedagogy in Maximus the Confessor: An Investigation of the Quaestiones ad 
Thalassium, Christianity and Judaism in Antiquity, vol. 7 (Notre Dame, IN: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 1991); idem, "The logology of Maximus the Confessor in his criticism 
of Origenism," Origeniana quinta (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1992): 570-576; 
idem, “Maximus the Confessor, Gregory of Nyssa, and the Concept of ‘Perpetual 
Progress,’” VC 46 (1992): 151-171; idem, "Realized Eschatology in Maximus the 
Confessor, Ad Thalassium 22," SP 32 (Louvain: Peeters, 1997): 258-263; idem, 
"Theology as Integrative, Visionary, Pastoral: The Legacy of Maximus the Confessor," 
Pro Ecclesia 2, no. 2 Spring (1993): 216-230. This list is not comprehensive. 

63 Blowers, personal communication. 
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in the 1980s. Translations of the Confessor’s works appeared in different languages, such 

as French, English, Italian, Modern Greek, and Russian.64 

The current of scholarly attention to the Maximian corpus remains strong across 

denominational and geographical borders. Perhaps the reasons for such broad interest lie 

not only in converging forces within the scholarly community, but also in Maximus' own 

theological thinking that contains, in words of Thunberg, "...many elements... which 

indicate that he is both 'Western' and 'Eastern.' "65 

Maximus' relevance was expressed by Balthasar:  

We search, with our lanterns, for models to imitate, but we do not like to look for 
them in the distant past. Here is one who seems extraordinarily contemporary: a 
spiritual world-traveler, who continued to work quietly while the waves of the 
Persian armies and the still more threatening waves of Islam drove him ever 
farther from home and while ecclesiastical and political integralism captured him, 
put him on trial, attempted to seduce him, condemned him, and banished him, 
until—at the southern end of what was one day to be Holy Russia—he died a 
martyr.66 
 
Indeed, in his ministry Maximus did not mind imposed borders—geographical or 

historical. The grounds for his creative synthesis were laid out by the impact of the 

Incarnation. His intellectual legacy was also imprinted with this unitive force that once 

connected the riches of the Eastern and Western spirituality, and later was potentially 

                                                 
64 For a useful bibliography of editions, translations, and studies on Maximus up 

to 1995, see Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 437-464. 

65 Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 17. Thunberg mentions Maximus' support 
of the papal primacy and of approval of "filioque" as examples of "Western" elements. 
One of the texts where Maximus speaks in support of a special role of the Church of 
Rome is Opuscula theologica et polemica. Th. Pol. 11, PG 91:137C-140B, CCSG 
10:000; Opuscules théologiques et polémiques, trans. Emmanuel Ponsoye (Paris: Cerf, 
1998), 185-186. For discussion, see Larchet, introduction to Opuscules théologiques et 
polémiques, 106-107; Juan-Miguel Garrigues, "Le sens de la primauté romaine chez saint 
Maxime le Confesseur," Istina 1 (1976): 6-24 (especially p. 11).  

66 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 28. 
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discerned and applied by Soloviev in his attempts to heal the "Great Schism" still 

dividing the Christian Church. Even today, this legacy continues to inspire 

interdenominational dialogue among those who still wonder about Maximus. 

 
Overview by Chapter 

 
In Chapter Two I survey major positions in the scholarship on the issue of 

doctrinal change (Chapter Two). In Chapters Three I attempt to demonstrate that the 

Christocentric ontology of Maximus the Confessor (his understanding of the very 

grounds of being) provides the basis for his hermeneutics. Maximus' Christology—the 

very center and foundation of his conceptual world—suggests a vision of the world that is 

providentially prepared for a dynamic doctrinal transmission on both the ontological and 

the historical levels. Ontologically, reality is coherent as created by, centered on, and 

hermeneutically "searchable" through, the Logos. The perichoretic human-divine duality 

of Christ's natures—united without confusion and distinct without separation—serves as 

the hermeneutical model for other non-oppositional relations of distinctive elements, such 

as the created and the uncreated, the spiritual and the material, the divine and the human. 

The principle of diabasis (transit) and the kenosis/theosis model place these contraries in 

a relation of dynamic continuity (Chapter Three). 

Historically, the perichoretic paradigm is realized in and through, the Church. I 

attempt to demonstrate that, for Maximus, the Church is a unique theandric entity 

characterized by the unconfused unity of the divine and the human aspects as a whole, 

and in its parts. The Church's teaching shares the immutability of the Logos, whose 

image this teaching aspires to encapsulate with ever-increasing clarity. This essential 

immutable unity of the Logos behind this teaching balances its formal mutability and 



20 
 

secures the continuity of its multiple expressions. Accordingly, the immutable archetype 

is reflected in the mutable and therefore progressive aspects of its image. The continuity 

of doctrinal life of the Church is demonstrated through the principles of tradition and its 

authority in doctrinal verification. Continuity is safeguarded by the inspiration of the 

Holy Spirit that equips human agents to preserve, further research, and hand over the 

contents of the faith (Chapter Four). 

Chapter Five is a case study in which I analyze the explication of the monadic 

expressions of Cyril of Alexandria “One incarnate nature of the Son” in Maximus’ 

“Christological” Epistles. This study attempts to determine what hermeneutical principles 

and assumptions govern Maximus' interaction with a specific piece of doctrinal content 

received by Church tradition. Reverence to the authority of tradition does not limit 

Maximus to a mere repetition of its content. While approaching Cyril's monadic texts 

through the lens of the developed Christology of the hypostatic union of seventh-century 

make, Maximus treats these patristic texts as the part of the whole of tradition that shares 

characteristics of this whole. The assumptions of the inner harmony and authority of the 

content of the faith as a whole are extended to its parts (Scripture itself, the “voice” of the 

approved Fathers, and individual representatives of this “voice,” such as Cyril). 

In Chapter Six I revisit my primary inquiry as to whether or not Maximus allows 

room for doctrinal development. Here, I attempt to demonstrate that, without formulating 

rules of development, Maximus, nevertheless, is aware of exercising developmental 

procedures on the level of theological language. Not only does he modify the content of 

the faith by increase and exclusion, but he also makes language more capacious to 
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express the infinite reality through the techniques of paradox, apophasis, and of careful 

verbal nuance. 

This chapter is followed by an excursus that explores a possibility of constructing 

an explicit apology for doctrinal development by Vladimir Soloviev on the basis of 

Maximus' Christology that only implicitly touches on the issue of doctrinal development. 

I conclude that, without explicitly articulating principles of doctrinal change, 

Maximus nevertheless offers a kind of methodological "license" for development. His 

Christology provides ontological and historical foundations for continuity in doctrinal 

interpretation and transmission. His own interaction with the legacy of his predecessors 

demonstrates development in a verity of ways. His language tends towards a deeper and 

fuller embracement of the Infinite. The legitimacy of these procedures that I consider 

developmental are never perceived as illegitimate by the Confessor himself. For him, his 

work of increasing, deepening, reapplying and reinterpreting theological content is part of 

tending his theological garden, such a work that is not perceived by him as breaking the 

dynamic continuity within the historical consciousness of the divine-human organism of 

the Church. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

The Issue of Doctrinal Continuity and Change in Light of Contemporary Scholarship 
 

 
Importance of the Issue of Doctrinal Continuity and Discontinuity 

 
“Doctrinal development is the test of any theory of Tradition, since it is at the 

point of its development that the Christian tradition’s relation to the norm of Scripture is 

to be challenged.”1 These words of George Tavard capture the thrust of the theoretical 

problem of continuity and discontinuity in the development of doctrine that underlie my 

research on Maximus the Confessor's understanding of doctrinal transmission. Scholars 

formulate this theoretical problem approaching it from different angles, and I wish to turn 

now to some of these formulations. In its simplest formulation, the problem boils down to 

the "whys" and "hows" of doctrinal changes. In Owen Chadwick's words, this is a 

question of “how an immutable revelation is compatible with the historical definitions of 

the church.”2 

R. P. C. Hanson observes that truth must have some form, which must have 

relation to the historical Christ. He formulates the question that demonstrates the problem 

of the relevance of the historical faith: 

The question which has to be answered is, does contemporary Christianity 
encounter or reflect or express the same communication with God, or the same 
gospel, or the same paradigm or example as primitive Christianity did? Or has the 

                                                 
1 George Tavard, The Seventeenth-Century Tradition: A Study in Recusant 

Thought, Studies in the History of Christian Thought 16 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1978), 264; 
emphasis added. 

2 Owen Chadwick, From Bossuet to Newman: The Idea of Doctrinal Development 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1957), 22. 
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process of transmission so altered the original that it can no longer be 
recognized?3 
 
Indeed, the nature and extent of the modifications that have occurred within 

doctrinal content over two millennia raise the issue of the continuity and discontinuity of 

present-day Christian belief with those of the first followers of Christ. Nicholas Lash 

observes, “There is… a crucial difference (however resistant it may be to theoretical 

expression) between telling a story differently and telling a different story.”4 Thus, the 

questions associated with this issue of continuity and discontinuity are not merely 

theoretical. What is the relationship of today’s Christians to God’s revelation in Jesus 

Christ and Scripture? Is it still authoritative, relevant, or even legible when viewed 

through the prism of the two millennia that elapsed from the time of Jesus’ earthly 

ministry? How are we to understand the transformation of the simple message preached 

by the primitive church into a sophisticated maze of subsequent theologies: as a deviation 

from the original purity or as an indispensable contextualization of that original? 

John Courtney Murray places the issue of development in the context of the 

historically uneasy relationship between two Christian communities, the Roman Catholic 

and the Protestant,5 and states specific issues associated with development that map the 

ecumenical dialogue between them: 

                                                 
3 R.P.C. Hanson, The Continuity of Christian Doctrine (New York: The Seabury 

Press, 1981), 18. 

4 Nicholas Lash, Theology on the Way to Emmaus (London: SCM Press LTD, 
1986), 183. Although written in a different context—Lash speaks about communicating 
and interpreting the narrative of Christ’s resurrection—the theoretical difficulty he 
identifies is present in communication of any content.  

5 Given the variety of existing Protest denominations, the author's reference to the 
Protestant "community" may sound as a generalization. However, it holds as a reference 
to certain aspects of the Protestant identity that originate from the second-generation 
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...The question is, what is legitimate development, what is organic growth in the 
understanding of the original deposit of faith, what is warranted extension of the 
primitive discipline of the Church, and what, on the other hand, is accretion, 
additive increment, adulteration of the deposit, distortion of true Christian 
discipline? The question is, what are the valid dynamisms of development and 
what are the forces of  distortion? The question is, what are the criteria by which 
to judge between healthy and  morbid development, between true growth and rank 
excrescence? The question is, what is archaism and what it futurism? Perhaps, 
above all, the question is, what are the limits of development and growth—the 
limits that must be reached on peril of archaistic stuntedness, and the limits that 
must not be transgressed on peril of futuristic decadence?6 
 
Murray connects the issue of development with the first ecumenical Council of 

Nicaea, which "sanctioned the principle of the development of doctrine" by approving the 

use of non-biblical language (homoousios, consubstantial) for explication of the biblical 

truth of the full divinity of Christ.7 This leads us to one of the major ontological and 

methodological problems associated with studies of doctrinal development. This is the 

challenge of treating given "once for all,"8 and therefore unchangeable revealed truth, as 

an object of history, and, as such, subject to change.9 

In what follows I discuss approaches to doctrinal development in the 

chronological order. Responses to these approaches will be brought in topically. This 

overview serves the ultimate goal of this project by positioning its central query within a 

                                                                                                                                                 
Reformers, the so-called "fall of the church" paradigm. It is a reconstruction of history 
that denies authority to post-biblical doctrinal formulations that the Roman Catholic 
church claims on the basis of the apostolic succession. For further discussion of this 
issue, see pp. 34-40. 

6 Murray, The Problem of God: Yesterday and Today (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1964), 53. 

7 Murray, The Problem of God, 51. 

8 Jude 3 

9 Jaroslav Pelikan, Historical Theology: Continuity and Change in Christian 
Doctrine (New York: Corpus, 1971), xii-xiv, 51. 
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larger array of issues and thus demonstrating its importance in illuminating Maximus' 

contribution. Considering space and the enormity of issues related to various facets of 

doctrinal change, I limit this overview to major positions, and their key representatives.10 

 
Overview of Scholarship on the Issue of Doctrinal Continuity and Discontinuity 

Models of doctrinal development have been grouped around various aspects of 

this complex matter. Pelikan, for example, organizes these approaches around J. H. 

Newman’s seven tests of authentic development.11 I have chosen the notions of doctrinal 

continuity and change (development being one of the ways of how change can be 

construed) as the organizing principle for my grouping of developmental models. 

 
Patristic Models of Orthodoxy and Heresy 

The “traditional”12 model of continuity, or the “classic theory”13 of doctrinal 

development prevailed through the centuries into the twentieth century. All variations of 

this model seek to preserve some continuance between present theology and the theology 

of Christ and the apostles, but differ in the measure of development they allow. They 

range from constructing orthodoxy as an unbroken line to allowing for certain 

divergences within development. 
                                                 

10 For a treatment of the question of doctrinal change in the Christian pre-
Reformation thought see Pelikan, Historical Theology, 1-32. For a history of studies on 
doctrinal developments from the Renaissance onward, see ibid., 33-67. 

11 Pelikan, Development of Christian Doctrine: Some Historical Prolegomena 
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1969), 13-24. I discuss Newman's 
theory of doctrinal development later in this chapter, pp. 40-53. 

12 Arland J. Hultgren, The Rise of Normative Christianity (Minneapolis, MN: 
Fortress Press, 1994), 7. 

13 H. E. W. Turner, The Pattern of Christian Truth: A Study in the Relations 
between Orthodoxy and Heresy in the Early Church (London: Mowbray, 1954), 3. 
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The earliest static form of the classic construction of orthodoxy was prevalent in 

early Christian literature.14 This model construes orthodoxy as an unbroken line with its 

contents transmitted unchanged. It operates upon several basic assumptions. Orthodoxy, 

or correct belief, is characterized by antiquity, continuity with the apostolic faith, 

uniformity of its content, and universality, in a sense of being shared by legitimate 

churches.15 Orthodoxy precedes heresy in time that was considered a Pauline concept by 

Tertullian. According to Tertullian, the truth must of necessity precede false teaching: 

“Sed enim in omnibus ueritas imaginem antecedit, post rem similitudo succedit.”16 It is 

purported to be a uniform and pure teaching—“a fixed and unyielding deposit of 

faith”17—that can be traced back to Christ through the apostles who handed it over to the 

churches.18 According to this model, the content of orthodox doctrine is uniform in space 

                                                 
14 Of necessity, I will limit myself to a few illustrative examples. For a description 

of the “classic theory,” and multiple patristic references in its support, see Turner, 3-8. 

15 These assumptions appear in the Anti-Nicene Fathers in different variations. 
Augustine and Vincent of Lérins bring them together and state them as one principle, 
which will be discussed later in this chapter. 

16 De praescript. 29.5, SC 46:126; ANF 3:256. “[I]n all cases truth precedes its 
copy, the likeness succeeds the reality.” See also Adv. Marc. 4.4, Evans 2:266-67. "Quis 
inter nos determinabit, nisi temporis ratio, ei praescribens auctoritatem quod antiquius 
reperietur, et ei praeiudicans vitiationem quod posterius revincetur? In quantum enim 
falsum corruptio est veri, in tantum praecedat necesse est veritas falsum. Prior erit res 
passione, et materia aemulatione." "Only such a reckoning of dates, as will assume that 
authority belongs to that which is found to be older, and will prejudge as corrupt that 
which is convicted of having come later. For in so far as the false is a corruption of the 
true, to that extent must the truth have preceded that which is false. An object must have 
been in existence before anything is done to it, as what it is in itself must be prior to any 
opposition to it." 

17 Turner, 8. Despite this assumption of ancient authors, in actuality, Christianity 
had regional diversities from the very beginning. See pp. 60-76. 

18 Tertullian, for example, demonstrates continuity and the unbroken character of 
the faith De praescript. 21.4, SC 46:114-15; ANF 3:252. “Si haec ita sunt, constat 
perinde omnem doctrinam, quae cum illis ecclesiis apostolicis matricibus et originalibus 
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and in time, that is, it is shared by churches in different locations, and in each consecutive 

stage it is not different in essence from its earlier content. 

Heresy,19 in contrast, can claim none of these characteristics. It is construed as a 

later deviation from orthodoxy, and, as such, it lacks the support of antiquity. This view 

                                                                                                                                                 
fidei conspiret, ueritati deputandam, id sine dubio tenentem, quod ecclesiae ab apostolis, 
apostoli a Christo, Christus a Deo accepit.” “[A]ll doctrine which agrees with the 
apostolic churches—those moulds and original sources of the faith must be reckoned for 
truth, as undoubtedly containing that which the (said) churches received from the 
apostles, the apostles from Christ, Christ from God.” See also Adv. Marc. 4.5, Evans 
2:268-73. "In summa, si constat id verius quod prius, id prius quod et ab initio, id ab 
initio quod ab apostolis, pariter utique constabit id esse ab apostolis traditum quod apud 
ecclesias apostolorum fuerit sacrosanctum... His fere compendiis utimur, cum de 
evangelii fide adversus haereticos expedimur, defendentibus et temporum ordinem 
posteritati falsariorum praescribentem, et auctoritatem ecclesiarum traditioni apostolorum 
patrosinantem, quia veritas falsum praecedat necesse est, et ab eis procedat a quibus 
tradita est." "To sum up: if it is agreed that that has the greater claim to truth which has 
the earlier priority, and that has the priority which has been so since the beginning, and 
that has been since the beginning which was from the apostles, there will be no less 
agreement that that was handed down by the apostles which is held sacred and inviolate 
in the churches the apostles founded... These are the sort of summary arguments I use 
when skirmishing light-armed against heretics on behalf of the faith of the gospel, 
arguments which claim the support of that succession of times which pleads the previous 
question against the late emergence of falsifiers, as well as that authority of the churches 
which gives expert witness to the tradition of the apostles: because the truth must of 
necessity precede the false, and proceed from those from whom its tradition began." 

19 Marcel Simon traces the transformation of usage of the term αἳρεσις from its 
etymologically neutral meaning in the Roman world (that of “choice” or “sect”) to a 
pejorative meaning in the Christian usage. In the second century Christian writers began 
to apply this term to unacceptable religious beliefs. Justin used αἳρεσις with the definite 
article, and thus “arbitrarily narrowed, indeed, altered the sense of the term.” Tertullian in 
the early third century condemned “choice” as necessarily negative, because he 
understood “choice” as an object of one’s own will in place of complete and perfect 
revelation in Christ, and posterior to the original orthodoxy. For a detailed discussion of 
the development of the term see Marcel Simon, “From Greek Hairesis to Christian 
Heresy,” in Early Christian Literature and the Classical Intellectual Tradition, ed. W. R. 
Schoedel and R. Wilken, Théologie historique 53 (Paris: Éditions Beauchesne, 1979): 
101-116. For the in-depth treatment of function of the notion of heresy in the 
development of Christian theology see Alain Le Boulluec, La notion d’hérésie dans la 
littérature grecque (IIe-IIIe siècles), 2 vols. (Études Augustiniennes: Paris, 1985). For an 
overview of Christian heresiological manuals see Judith McClure, “Handbooks against 
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appears among Christians as early as Matthew and Paul who refer to heterodox 

opposition as “false prophets,”20 or “fierce wolves.”21 Christian writers of the second and 

the third centuries, for instance, Justin and Irenaeus in their polemic against the Gnostics, 

associated their opponents with existing pagan philosophical schools, and with biblical 

false prophets, used as types.22 Heresy is a corruption of the originally pure doctrine that 

originates from vicious intents and personal opinions of its inventors, thus lacking 

continuity with the apostolic faith. Heretics are “initiators and inventors of their 

perversity.”23 It emerges locally, thus lacking universality. Finally, it is represented by a 

range of discordant opinions, thus lacking uniformity and unanimity.24 Thus, according to 

the static model of doctrinal continuity, change equals heresy. The novum (anything new, 

any new addition) is equated with heresy, thus leaving no room for development.25 

                                                                                                                                                 
Heresy in the West from the Late Fourth to the Late Sixth Centuries,” Journal of 
Theological Studies 30 (1979): 186-97. 

20 Matt 24:11, 24 

21 Acts 20:29. 

22 For a summary of patristic heresiological approach, see Rebecca Lyman, “A 
Topography of Heresy: Mapping the Rhetorical Creation of Arianism,” in Arianism After 
Arius: Essays on the Development of the Fourth Century Trinitarian Conflicts, ed. 
Michel R. Barnes and D. H. Williams (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1993), 45-62. For 
Maximus' appropriation of "classical" patristic heresiology, see chap. 5, pp. 236-246. 

23 Irenaeus, Adv. haer. 3.4.3, Harvey 2:17; SC 211:50-51; ANF 1:417. 

24 For example, Irenaeus illustrates a variety of contradictory heretical opinions 
about the Incarnation. Adv. haer. 5.19.2 Harvey 2:376-77; SC 153:250-53; ANF 1:547. 

25 This argument is a variation of the longstanding argument about the supremacy 
and originality of antiquity. See Arthur J. Droge, Homer or Moses?: Early Christian 
Interpretations of the History of Culture, Hermeneutische Untersuchungen zur Theologie 
26 (Tubingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1989. Droge investigates how Christian 
apologists constructed a Christian interpretation of history. Unlike any existing pagan 
histories, this history originated from Adam and Eve's account related by Moses. 
According to a conviction shared by pagans and Christians alike, the major criterion of 
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By the late 380s, the Nicene faith became an increasingly prevailing model of 

orthodoxy. The notion of orthodoxy itself also increasingly crystallizes. Within half a 

century there appears a model which preserves the basic assumptions and continuity with 

the New Testament faith while also allowing for a certain measure of development, 

understanding it as a historic organic movement from primitive to mature, reminiscent of 

a tree unfolding the genetic information contained in the seed. Vincent of Lérins26 

represents this stage in the church's understanding of doctrinal development. 

According to Vincent of Lérins, true doctrine can always be distinguished from 

false doctrine. He formulates his principle: 

In ipsa item catholica ecclesia magnopere curandum est, ut id teneamus quod 
ubique, quod semper, quod ab omnibus creditum est. Hoc est etenim vere 
proprieque catholicum, quod ipsa vis nominis ratioque declarat, quae omnia fere 
universaliter comprehendit. Sed hoc ita demum fiet, si sequamur universitatem, 
antiquitatem, consensionem.27 

Although Vincent’s formulation of the principle is probably best known, the 

principle itself was known prior to him. It finds precedent in Augustine of Hippo (354-

                                                                                                                                                 
validity of a tradition was its antiquity. Thus, creating a historiography according to 
which the Hebrew civilization was the oldest, they defended Christianity's credibility and 
superiority, as well as presented the Greek culture as derived from eastern barbarian 
cultures (ibid., vii-viii; 9-10) The apologists followed a historiographic tradition that had 
been developed earlier in Hellenistic world (ibid., 195). By presenting Greek philosophy 
as a "plagiarism" of Moses, they also validated Christianity as the true philosophy (ibid., 
198).  

26 Vincent died before 435 or 450. Adalbert Hamman, "Writers of Gaul," in 
Patrology, by Johannes Quasten, vol. 4, The Golden Age of Latin Patristic Literature, ed. 
Angelo Di Berardino (Allen, TX: Christian Classics, 1995), 546. 

27Commonitorium 2, PL 50:640; FC 7:270; my italics. “In the Catholic Church 
itself, every care should be taken to hold fast to what has been believed everywhere, 
always, and by all. This is truly and properly ‘Catholic,’ as indicated by the force and 
etymology of the name itself, which comprises everything truly universal. This general 
rule will be truly applied if we follow the principles of universality, antiquity, and 
consent.” 
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430): “[H]oc ergo credidi, ut dixi, famae celebritate, consensione, uetustate roboratae.”28 

This rule encapsulates the assumption that continuity is a rule for development that began 

with the apostles and lasted up until Vincent’s time. However, Vincent clearly allows for 

progression in Christian doctrine. He identifies characteristics of growth of doctrine 

which he considers legitimate: 

Sed forsitan dicit aliquis: Nullusne ergo in Ecclesia Christi profectus habebitur 
religionis? Habeatur plene, et maximus. Nam quis ille est tam invidus hominibus, 
tam exosus Deo, qui istud prohibere conetur? Sed ita tamen ut vere profectus sit 
ille fidei, non permutatio. Siquidem ad profectum pertinet ut in semetipsum 
unaquaeque res amplificetur; ad permutationem vero, ut aliquid ex alio in aliud 
transvertatur.29 

Understanding, knowledge and wisdom must progress "....in suo duntaxa: genere, 

in eodem scilicet dogmate, eodem sensu, eademque sententia.”30 In order to be 

consolidated, developed, and sublimated, Christian dogma should develop like the human 

body does, that is, unfolding over the years yet remaining the same in essence and 

proportion.31 

                                                 
28De utilitate credendi 14.31, PL 42:87; CSLE 25:1 (1891), 39 (lines 5-6); trans. 

John H. S. Burleigh, in Augustine: Early Writings, ed. Burleigh (Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press, 1953), 317.  “This I have come to believe on the ground of a report 
confirmed by its ubiquity, by its antiquity, and by the general consent of mankind.” 
Vincent never gives Augustine credit, however. 

29Commonitorium 23, PL 50:667-668. “But perhaps someone says: Shall there 
then be had no progress of religion in the Church of Christ? Let it be had fully, and the 
greatest [progress]. For who is that man so envious of men, so thoroughly hated by God, 
who would try to prevent it? However, let [progress] be had in such a way that it is truly a 
progress of faith and not an alteration. Since in fact it pertains to progress that a particular 
thing be strengthened in itself; but it pertains to alteration that something be transformed 
from one thing into another.” 

30 Commonitorium 23, PL 50:668; FC 7:309. “…within their own limits, that is, in 
accordance with the same kind of dogma, frame of mind, and intellectual approach.” 

31 Commonitorium 23, PL 50:668; FC 7:310. “…[I]ta etiam Christianae Religionis 
dogma sequatur has decet profectuum leges, ut annis scilicet consolidetur, dilatetur 
tempore, sublimetur aetate, incorruptum tamen illibatumque permaneat, et universis 
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Vincent compares the development of dogma to a harvest that seed produces 

under careful cultivation, and attempts to set criteria for a legitimate development: 

[A]ddatur licet species, forma, distinctio, eadem tamen cujusque generis natura 
permaneat… Accipiant, licet, evidentiam, lucem, distinctionem; sed retineant 
necesse est plenitudinem, integritatem, proprietatem.32 

The church has been entrusted with the task of preservation and transmission of 

dogma, of treating tradition “faithfully and wisely,” which implies polishing the 

unfinished, consolidating what is clear, and preserving what has been “confirmed and 

defined."33 

Vincent's model differs slightly from a static vision of doctrinal history, that of an 

unbroken line, implied by second-century writers. But while preserving continuity with 

                                                                                                                                                 
partium suarum mensuris cunctisque quasi membris ac sensibus propriis plenum atque 
perfectum sit, quod nihil praeterea permutationis admittat, nulla proprietatis dispendia, 
nullam definitionis sustineat varietatem.” “In the same way, the dogma of the Christian 
religion ought to follow these laws of progress, so that it may be consolidated in the 
course of years, developed in the sequence of time, and sublimated by age—yet remain 
incorrupt and unimpaired, complete and perfect in all the proportions of its parts and in 
all its essentials (let us call them members and senses), so that it does not allow of any 
change, or any loss of its specific character, or any variation of its inherent form.” 

32 Commonitorium 23, PL 50:668; FC 7:311, modified. “What may be added is 
[mere] appearance, shape, and distinction, but the proper nature of each kind remains… 
[It is acceptable for the dogmas to acquire] more evidence, clarity, and distinctness, but it 
is... necessary that they retain their plenitude, integrity, and basic character." 

33 Commonitorium 23, PL 50:669; FC 7:312. “Christi vero Ecclesia, sedula et 
cauta depositorum apud se dogmatum custos, nihil in his unquam permutat, nihil minuit, 
nihil addit, non amputat necessaria, non apponit superflua, non amittit sua, non usurpat 
aliena; sed omni industria hoc unum studet ut vetera fideliter sapienterque tractando, si 
qua sunt illa antiquitus informata et inchoata, accuret et poliat; si qua jam expressa et 
enucleata consolidet, firmet; si qua jam confirmata et definita, custodiat.” “The Church of 
Christ, zealous and cautious guardian of the dogmas deposited with it, never changes any 
phase of them. It does not diminish them or add to them; it neither trims what seems 
necessary nor grafts things superfluous; it neither gives up its own nor usurps what does 
not belong to it. But it devotes all its diligence to one aim: to treat tradition faithfully and 
wisely; to nurse and polish what from old times may have remained unshaped and 
unfinished; to consolidate and to strengthen what already was clear and plain; and to 
guard what already was confirmed and defined.” 
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the original deposit of faith, it allows for controlled growth and attempts to set rules for a 

legitimate progress. Reflecting on Vincent's dictum, Pelikan observes that reading it in a 

statistical, exclusive sense would be an idealistic oversimplification that contradicted the 

realities well known to Vincent himself. Vincent's metaphors for "profectus," such as 

growth of a child, or of a seed, imply that "any progress in religious doctrine was no more 

than the actualization of possibilities that had had been there all along." Thus, Pelikan 

argues, Vincent's idea of development, or progress, was organic increase without 

essential change.34 

To illustrate the variety of models of development, a principle of clarification of a 

French Catholic Jacques Bénigne Bossuet (1627-1704) is worth mentioning. This 

approach treats doctrine statically. As part of the Roman Catholic reaction to Protestant 

claims to have recaptured the biblical principle of salvation by grace alone, Bossuet 

argues that these Protestant emphases represent heretical variations. Since any new 

addition is heterodox merely by virtue of its being new,35 and since the true God-given 

doctrine always remains the same,36 doctrinal variations are therefore indicators of 

                                                 
34 Pelikan, Historical Theology, 5-7. In a recent monograph, Thomas G. Guarino 

argues that Vincent's model, if properly read, can become the basis for a solid theory of 
doctrinal development that would account for both faithfulness to tradition and change. 
Guarino, Vincent of Lérins and the Development of Christian Doctrine, Foundations of 
Theological Exegesis and Christian Spirituality, ed. Hans Boersma and Matthew 
Levering (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2013).  

35 Jacques Bénigne Bossuet, The History of the Variations of the Protestant 
Churches, vol. 1 (Antwerp, 1742), vi-vii; idem, Première Instruction Pastorale sur les 
Promesses de l’Église, vol. 17 of Oeuvres complètes de Bossuet, F. Lachat, ed. (Paris: 
Librairie de Louis Vivès Éditeur rue Delambre 9, 1864), 112. 

36 Bossuet, The History of the Variations, iv. 
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falsity.37 Heresies helped the church to clarify the truths which she had already known.38 

According to Owen Chadwick, Bossuet’s model of progress was no more than spreading 

the same unchanged doctrine to the ends of the earth,39 and Bossuet’s "clarification" 

meant “translation into clear language,”40 apparently excluding any elaboration. 

A new theological phenomenon, theological liberalism, took shape in the 

eighteenth century. Two very different conceptions of doctrinal development were both 

formulated as reactions to that liberalism by John Henry Newman and Adolf von 

Harnack. A discussion of the contributions of these theologians follows after a brief 

consideration of liberal theology.41  

                                                 
37 Ibid., iv. 

38 Bossuet, Première Instruction Pastorale, 118. 

39 O. Chadwick, From Bossuet to Newman, 17. 

40 Ibid., 19. 

41 Theological liberalism is too diverse a phenomenon to be adequately presented 
here. Walgrave summarizes the principles of liberal theology in light of their relevance 
for the subject of doctrinal development: "First is the epistemological primacy of reason 
and science... If there is a conflict between reason and religious doctrine, the latter has to 
be adapted to the former and to be reinterpreted in its light... Second is the nonessential 
character of doctrine... If, in the course of history, Christianity has to remain the same, its 
historical identity cannot consist in an identity of doctrine but must consist in a continuity 
of a spirit, an experience or an attitude of life that is not bound up with the unavoidable 
variations of doctrine... The only essential is the distinction between a non-intellectual 
kernel or substance that cannot be properly objectified and an intellectual objective husk 
of changeable accidents... The third principle is symbolism... [T]he objective ideas that 
one forms in connection with the religious ultimate are by no means expressive of its 
truth. They are only pointers, fixing man's attention upon something that may shine 
through them, being apprehended intuitively together with them... Fourth is the religious 
primacy of actual experience or interior [subjective] happening... [that] is the immediate 
rule of faith and conduct... Fifth is the universality of religion. If religion responds to 
questions that are part of man's common experience, then it may be expected that 
religious experience, too, will be a universal phenomenon. Christianity will be viewed as 
a species of the genus religion." Jan Hendrik Walgrave, Unfolding Revelation: The 
Nature of Doctrinal Development (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1972), 226-29. 
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Newman 

Liberal theology was one of the reactions to scientific and philosophical 

developments inspired by the Enlightenment. Its representatives sought to build a bridge 

between Christianity and culture, which often amounted to attempts of accommodation of 

Christianity to secular culture, often at the expense of the supernatural content of 

Christianity. I limit myself to one aspect of modern theological liberalism relevant for the 

discussion of doctrinal development that many theologians shared and that elicited a 

response from contemporaries. This aspect consisted in reducing Christianity to 

something other than continuous tradition and a set of doctrines to be studied and 

accepted by faith. The dogmatic body of the historical church's accepted teaching was 

considered external, and therefore disposable. For example, Schleiermacher (1768-1834) 

reduced the essence of religion to one's subjective feeling of absolute dependence on God 

rather than a belief in an objective reality. He expressed distrust in "religious dogmas and 

opinions," which for him were nothing but "outer layers," hiding the true kernel of true 

religion.42 

This attitude of devaluation of dogmatic tradition of the historical Church typical 

of Protestant liberalism prompted John Henry Newman (1801-1890)—himself an 

Anglican Protestant at that time—to turn to the issue of doctrinal development. 

According to Newman, liberalism is 

... false liberty of thought, or the exercise of thought upon matters, in which, from 
the constitution of the human mind, thought cannot be brought to any successful 
issue, and therefore is out of place. Among such matters are first principles of 
whatever kind; and of these the most sacred and momentous are especially to be 
reckoned the truths of Revelation. Liberalism then is the mistake of subjecting to 

                                                 
42 Friedrich Schleiermacher, On Religion: Speeches to its Cultured Despisers, 

trans. T. Tice (Richmond, VA: John Knox Press, 1969), 55-56. 
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human judgment those revealed doctrines which are in their nature beyond and 
independent of it, and of claiming to determine on intrinsic grounds the truth and 
value of propositions which rest for their reception simply on the external 
authority of the Divine Word.43 
 
Newman espoused the so-called "dogmatic principle."44 K. Dietz summarized this 

principle as well as pointed out its significance for Newman's life journey: 

The dogmatic principle means, broadly, that there is such a thing as objective 
truth. Specifically, it means that there is an objective element in Christianity given 
through Revelation which is to be held and obeyed. It is this objective element, 
which acted as a magnet, pulling Newman ever closer to Himself and leaving his 
arguments and theories by the wayside.45 
 
Newman's early sentiment found its expression in the Oxford Movement,46 which 

was a reaction to the liberal abandonment of age-long tradition, disinterested in early 

Christian doctrines foundational for Christianity, traditions and ordinances. 

In his first book The Arians of the Fourth Century (1833) 47 Newman does not 

deal with the issue of development directly. However, he raises questions and makes 

                                                 
43 Newman, Apologia pro vita sua (London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1895), 288. 

44 Newman, Apologia pro vita sua (London: Penguin, 1994), 25. I owe this 
reference to K. Dietz, "John Newman and the Fathers of the Church: The Birth of an 
Ecclesiology," in Una ragionevole fede: Logos e dialogo in John Henry Newman,  eds. E. 
Botto and Geissler, H. (Milano: Vita and Pensiero, 2009), 211. 

45 K. Dietz, "John Newman," 211. 

46 "The movement (1833-45) within the Church of England, centered at Oxford, 
which aimed at restoring the High Church ideals of the 17th century." A reaction to 
theological liberalism was one of the causes."Its chief object was the defense of the 
Church of England as a Divine institution," based on the apostolic succession, and the 
reemergence of interest in early Christianity. The Tracts for the Times, an ongoing 
publication propagating the ideals of the movement, was started by J. H. Newman who 
was instrumental in the movement, which is also known as the Tractarian movement. The 
Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, sv. "Oxford Movement" 

47 Newman, The Arians of the Fourth Century, 3rd ed. (London: Longmans, 
Green & Co., 1895). Reprint, The Birmingham Millennium Oratory Edition (Gracewing, 
UK and Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2001). 
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observations that warrant assertions that he "had come almost within the reach of 

doctrinal development," and "veered close to the idea of development," approaching it 

"tangentially."48 For example, Newman suggested that pagan writers had provided raw 

material later used by Christian writers.49 He also reflected on the role of heresy in 

challenging the church to define and systematize its doctrines related to controversial 

points:50 "But false doctrine forces us to analyze our own notions in order to exclude it."51 

However, at this early point Newman does not yet view this definition and 

systematization as a developmental process, but rather he sees it as an arrangement in 

pursuit of consistency.52 So he argues that in the course of the Arian controversy the truth 

prevailed over error53 in that sense that the church was compelled to define her own 

teaching.54 

In his essay on the Arians,55 Rowan Williams identifies trajectories that 

anticipated their fuller development in Newman's later fundamental work, An Essay on 

                                                 
48 Gerard H. McCarren, "Development of Doctrine," in The Cambridge 

Companion to John Henry Newman., edited by Ian Ker and Terrence Merrigan 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 119. 

49 Newman, The Arians, 86. 

50 Ibid., 141. 

51 Ibid., 180. I owe this citation to Rowan Williams, "Newman's Arians and the 
Question of Method in Doctrinal History," in Newman after a Hundred Years, ed. Ker 
and Alan G. Hill (Oxford: Clarendon, 1990), 269.The idea of the role of heresy for the 
formation of orthodoxy was expressed by Tertullian and other Church Fathers. 

52 Ibid., 146. 

53 Ibid., 377. 

54 Ibid., 434. 

55 See p. 36, n. 51. 
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the Development of Christian Doctrine.56 Although Newman does not yet propose 

development as he will espouse in the Essay, the Arians show his move from the static 

conservative Anglican theology to recognition of doctrinal change. Newman explores the 

difference between the anti-Nicene doctrinal language, and its later articulation by the 

Nicene Creed in the fourth century, and the role of the Arian controversy in it. Newman 

makes an important observation on the very nature of theological language that explains 

the changes in it from the anti-Nicene to post-Nicene periods. Theological language is 

allegorical which allows it to presage more than it says, "adumbrating greater truths 

under the image of lesser, implying the consequence or the basis of doctrines in their 

correlatives."57 "There is a 'sacramental' dimension to theological vocabulary, an element 

of anticipation of further understanding and fruition."58 A truth stated metaphorically 

earlier, requires clarification and systematization by a later generation, as was the case 

with the Trinitarian language.59 Another aspect of the function of theological language is 

that revealed through "the disciplina arcani, the pedagogy of God (in nature and 

                                                 
56 Newman, An Essay on the Development of Christian doctrine (Notre Dame, IN: 

University of Notre Dame Press, 1989). 

57 Newman, The Arians, 62. "The word allegorizing must here be understood in  a 
wide signification; as including in its meaning, not only the representation of truths, 
under a foreign, though analogous exterior, after the manner of our Lord's parables, but 
the practice of generalizing facts into principles, of adumbrating greater truths under the 
image of lesser, of implying the consequences or the basis of doctrines in their 
correlatives, and altogether those instances of thinking, reasoning, and teaching, which 
depend upon the use of propositions which are abstruse, and of connexions which are 
obscure, and which, in the case of uninspired authors, we consider profound, or poetical, 
or enthusiastic, or illogical, according to our opinion of those by whom they are 
exhibited." This principle echoes the patristic distinction between the literal and the 
spiritual meanings of Scripture, for example, in Origen, De prin. 4.2, GCS 22:305-323. 

58 R. Williams, "Newman's Arians," 266. 

59 Newman, The Arians, 171-95; R. Williams, "Newman's Arians," 266-70. 
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Scripture) and the Church (in catechesis) which leads human beings at a human pace into 

the greater mysteries."60 This anticipatory nature of theological language and its capacity 

to reveal truth on different levels is evident in both how the Church interprets God's 

scriptural revelation over time, and in the catechism of an individual. Hence, the idea of 

the disciplina arcani, a progressive nature of instruction in which the same metaphors are 

closed for beginners, while opening up deeper truths for the mature.61 

Newman points out another aspect of theological language, namely, a tendency 

among Christian writers to express religious truth in a language best suited for given 

circumstances.62 The need for clarification that becomes evident at certain critical 

moments63 warrants going beyond the language of Scripture.64 In this process a technical 

theological language is being created.65 Although Newman's recognition of doctrinal 

change does not apply to doctrinal content as such, but rather to methods of its 

communication, "a crack has opened in the confident assertion that doctrine does not 

change, even if only in the recognition that its idiom changes."66 

Interestingly, the idea of doctrinal history was the cause of initial reluctance of 

publishers who saw a potential challenge for the static Anglican theology in Newman's 

Arians. Whatever changes were necessary had to do only with the form, not content, and 

                                                 
60 R. Williams, "Newman's Arians," 270. 

61 Newman, The Arians, 65-66; R. Williams, "Newman's Arians," 268. 

62 Newman, The Arians, 72; R. Williams, "Newman's Arians," 268. 

63 R. Williams, "Newman's Arians," 284. 

64 Newman, The Arians, 158-65; R. Williams, "Newman's Arians," 270. 

65 Newman, The Arians, 197; R. Williams, "Newman's Arians," 270. 

66 R. Williams, "Newman's Arians," 270-71. 
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they were achieved in the anti-Nicene period thus setting the content in concrete. The 

recognition of doctrinal change, and the treatment of doctrine as an object of history were 

"the spectre of the Essay on Development."67 The achievement of the Arians is that in this 

work Newman "hints that a sound dogmatic theology depends on honest doctrinal 

history, if it is to avoid distorting simplifications."68 

Although Newman allows for a gradual refinement of the definition of the deposit 

of faith and for the insufficiency of scriptural language for its interpretation, on this stage 

of his thinking he does not yet go as far as stating that the church is the institution that 

has the authority to guide this process of definition.69 His later conversion into Roman 

Catholicism from Anglicanism "is his identification of a Christian communion in which it 

seemed possible to take doctrinal history seriously."70 

The issue of doctrinal development was directly addressed by Newman in the last 

of his University Sermons, "The Theory of Developments in Religious Doctrine."71 In 

this work, development is presented as progress in understanding of the truths which 

were at first "held as mere religious impression, and perhaps an unconscious one."72 

                                                 
67 Ibid., 273. 

68 Ibid., 283. 

69 Ibid., 278. 

70 R. Williams, "Newman's Arians," 283. 

71 Newman, "The Theory of Developments in Religious Doctrine," in idem, 
Fifteen Sermons Preached Before the University of Oxford, 3rd ed. (London: Rivingtons, 
1872): 310-51; reprint, Newman's University Sermons: Fifteen Sermons Preached before 
the University of Oxford, 1826-43 (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 
1970). 

72 Newman, "The Theory of Developments," 323. 
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Their comprehension by reason progresses over time, which includes systematization and 

expression in creeds.73 

Finally, in his Essay on Development74 (1845) Newman formulates the problem of 

doctrinal development and attempts to determine how Christian doctrine changes, and 

what changes are legitimate. The question for him was not merely theoretical, because he 

was contemplating a conversion into Roman Catholicism. He had to establish for himself 

whether Roman Catholic doctrines formulated in the course of history preserved 

continuity with the apostolic Christianity.75 Having assessed earlier attempts to explain 

doctrinal differences, Newman concludes that "Protestantism... is not the Christianity of 

history."76 Instead, he suggests a continuous developmental model, representing the 

development of Christian doctrine as a historical organic movement from primitive to 

mature. Newman analyzes scriptural examples that warrant development77 and concludes 

that "developments of Christianity are proved to have been in the contemplation of its 

Divine Author."78 

While in both the Arians and the Essay "Newman sought to show that with the 

passage of time truth is preserved precisely as it is presented anew and with increasing 

penetration,"79 in the latter he takes the issue of development much further. Newman 

                                                 
73 Ibid., 329. 

74 See p. 37, n. 55. 

75 McCarren, "Development of Doctrine," 120. 

76 Newman, Essay, 9. 

77 Newman, Essay, 55-75. 

78 Ibid., 63. 

79 McCarren, "Development of Doctrine," 125. 
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attempts to set criteria for distinguishing an authentic development from a distortion of 

the original deposit of the faith. To accomplish this goal, he submits doctrinal growth 

within the Roman Catholic Church to seven "tests," or “notes,” of authentic 

developments: 1) preservation of type; 2) continuity of principles; 3) power of 

assimilation; 4) logical sequence; 5) early anticipation of future; 6) conservative action of 

the past (preservative additions); and 7) chronic continuance (vigor). By the time he 

writes the Essay, Newman concludes that the Roman Catholic Church is the only body 

authorized to conduct development because it has the ecclesial machinery to deal with 

doctrinal changes, and the criteria to assess them. The advance of dogma occurs from 

primitive to mature, from simple expression to greater clarity and sophistication, yet 

allowing one to discern the teachings of Paul and John in later doctrines of the church. 

New emergent doctrines were known from primitive times, yet articulated more fully 

later. A complete expression of doctrine was concealed in the beginning in order to be 

protected from the heathen, or in order to avoid overwhelming catechumens if taught in 

its full form.80 Increase and variation in Christian doctrine were necessary for 

Christianity’s expansion and dominion, as time was necessary for its full comprehension. 

The truths “communicated… once for all could not be comprehended all at once,” and 

required time for elucidation.81 Thus, Newman was more insistent on the continuous side 

of doctrine and attempted to explore and explain the mechanisms as continuity. 

                                                 
80 Newman, Essay, 27. 

81 Ibid., 29-30. “[T]he highest and most wonderful truths, though communicated 
to the world once for all by inspired teachers, could not be comprehended all at once by 
the recipients, but, as being received and transmitted by minds not inspired and through 
media which were human, have required only the longer time and deeper thought for 
their full elucidation.” 
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As the legitimacy of the "tests" has been debated, the Essay remains within the 

scope of scholarly attention.82 McCarren comments on the significance of the Essay: 

...[The Essay] remains pertinent today because Newman, really the first to grapple 
with the development of doctrine face to face, poignantly formulated the problem 
created by the collision of dogmatic Christianity with the historical consciousness 
that impressed itself upon Western culture in the 19th century and offered "an 
hypothesis" toward an explanation which attained such influence among 
theologians as to frame their own responses to the problem... Only with 
Newman's publication of his Essay on the occasion  of his reception into the 
Roman Catholic Church could it be said that history's inexorable bearing on 
Christian doctrinal claims was recognized, faced, and met with a somewhat 
tentative but imposing answer.83 
 
Among criticisms of the "tests" is their supposed vagueness.84 Newman himself, 

however, did not consider his "tests" to be taken as unequivocal proofs of genuineness of 

                                                 
82 For example, McCarren, "Are Newman's 'Tests' or 'Notes' of Genuine Doctrinal 

Development Useful Today?" Newman Studies Journal 2 (Fall 2004): 48-61. The author 
contributes a helpful bibliography of the latest research on Newman and of sources on 
doctrinal development (in footnotes). The article is especially valuable because the author 
benefits from both editions of the Essay, those of 1845 and of 1878. In words of Newman 
himself, the latter was a result of "half re-writing, or rather whole-rearranging." Newman 
to Alfred Plummer, 11 October 1877, in Letters and Diaries, vol. 28, Fellow of Trinity, 
January 1876-December 1878, ed. Charles Stephen Dessain and Thomas Gornall 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975), 247. I owe this citation to Ker, foreword to Newman, 
An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine (Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame Press, 
1989), xx. As for the usefulness of the "notes," McCarren concludes that they should be 
used as Newman intended them, namely, as a whole rather than singly, negatively and 
retrospectively (ibid., 56-58). As such, they "provide a check for a case constructed on 
other, sometimes positive, grounds" (ibid., 57). "The notes can thus defend a doctrine's 
claim to truth by dispelling the objection that it cannot reasonably be affirmed as 
representing a faithful development of a previous doctrine. In prospective application, 
where no such presumption of the truth of the doctrine under examination exists, one can 
hope with the assistance of the notes only to propose that acceptance of the doctrine as a 
true development would not be unreasonable, in the knowledge that the horizon of the 
reasonable is much wider than the range of authentic developments" (ibid., 60). 

83 McCarren, "Are Newman's 'Tests' or 'Notes' of Genuine Doctrinal Development 
Useful Today?", 51-52. 

84 For example, Anthony A. Stephenson, "Cardinal Newman and the 
Development of Doctrine," Journal of Ecumenical Studies 3 (1966): 463-85. Among 
other criticisms is that of Newman's model of development borders on postulating a 
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every doctrine and practice ratified by the Roman Catholic Church. While in the edition 

of the Essay in 1845 he calls his proofs "tests," in the edition of 1878 he renames them 

into "notes." Nichols comments that the purpose of this replacement was to demonstrate 

that "the Essay does not offer a full criteriology of doctrinal development which will 

show Roman developments to be the genuine ones."85 Rather, the purpose of the seven 

"notes" was to demonstrate that these developments "enjoy a reasonable claim to be 

aspects of an authentic re-composition of the original Christian 'idea' into new 

'consistency and form.' "86 R. Williams notes that the purpose of the Essay was: 

...to lay down a 'grammar' of authentic historical continuity—a solution based 
neither on some primitive norm nor on a contemporary absolute authority, but 
consisting in a set of  guidelines by which we may test whether we really are still 
speaking the same language as our historical partners and forebears in faith. It is a 
characteristically pragmatic resolution.87 
 
In word of Ker, the Essay was "modest in its claims and... tentative in its 

conclusions." He emphasizes that 

...Newman was the most unsystematic of theologians, much more like his beloved 
Fathers of the Church than medieval and modern theologians. The Essay then, far 
from  being a work of systematic theory, is what it says it is: an essay. Indeed, it 
is much more  literary than "scientific" in its method and tone. It is rightly 
regarded as one of the most seminal theological works ever to be written, but it is 
seminal not so much because of any  theoretical principles it lays down as for its 
highly suggestive character. To use that favorite word of its author, it offers a 
"view" of the course of doctrinal development in the early Church and invites the 

                                                                                                                                                 
continuing revelation. Ker responds to several such critiques in "Newman's Theory—
Development or Continuing Revelation?" in Newman and Gladstone Centennial Essays, 
ed. James D. Bastable (Dublin: Veritas Publications, 1978): 145-59. 

85 Nichols, From Newman to Congar: The Ideal of Doctrinal Development from 
the Victorians to the Second Vatican Council (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1990), 47; I owe 
this citation to McCarren, "Development of Doctrine," 125. 

86 Nichols, From Newman to Congar, 51; I owe this citation to McCarren, 
"Development of Doctrine," 125. 

87 R. Williams, "Newman's Arians," 283-84. 
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reader to recognize certain patterns which it traces in the historical phenomena. 
These patterns suggest rather than demonstrate the famous seven "Notes"... His 
criteria are not intended to be definitive or exhaustive...88 
 
Before judging Newman's tests too harshly, it's best to give the word to the author 

himself who in the preface to the edition of the Essay in 1878 identifies his purpose as 

not "to prove the divinity of the Catholic Religion, though ultimately they furnish a 

positive argument in its behalf, but to explain certain difficulties in its history, felt before 

now by the author himself."89 He also "begs the reader... to understand him as speaking 

hypothetically," because his work "is addressed not to theologians, but to those who as 

yet are not even Catholics," and who grapple with the difficulties in the doctrinal history 

of the Roman Church.90 Taken in this perspective, the Essay definitely fulfills its purpose. 

This brief overview does not exhaust Newman's conception of doctrinal 

development. It is further nuanced in other works, for example, in his essay On 

Consulting the Faithful in Matters of Doctrine, where Newman defines the consensus 

fidelium (consent of the faithful) by pointing out its five characteristics. The consensus 

fidelium "is to be regarded: 1. as a testimony to the fact of the apostolical dogma; 2. as a 

sort of instinct, or [phronema], deep in the bosom of the mystical body of Christ; 3. as a 

direction of the Holy Ghost; 4. as an answer to its prayer; 5. as a jealousy of error, which 

                                                 
88 Ker, in foreword to An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine, by 

Newman, xxi. Ker also refers to an unpublished paper by Newman written in 1868 as "a 
very useful supplement to the Essay"; ibid, xxiii. The paper first appeared as "An 
Unpublished Paper by Cardinal Newman on the Development of Doctrine," The Journal 
of Theological Studies 9:2 (1958): 329-335; and as "Letter to Flanagan, 1868," in The 
Theological Papers of John Henry Newman on Biblical Inspiration and on Infallibility, 
ed. J. Derek Holmes (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979), 154-160. 

89 Newman, Essay, vii. 

90 Ibid., viii. 
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it at once feels as a scandal."91 The fact that this consensus exists testifies to the apostolic 

dogma being pervasively taught, learnt through the instinctive presence of the mind of 

Christ in the body of Christ guided by the Holy Spirit, as well as verified by virtue of 

being free to err and then recover. The collective mind of the church, both the clergy (the 

Church teaching, Ecclesia docens) and the laity (the Church taught, Ecclesia discens) are 

guided by the Holy Spirit in matters of both teaching and understanding of the teaching 

as they both reflect the mind of Christ: "...[T]he two, the Church teaching and the Church 

taught, are put together, as one twofold testimony, illustrating each other, and never to be 

divided."92 The infallibility of Ecclesia docens and Ecclesia discens "resides per modum 

unius in both, as a figure is contained both on the seal and on the wax, and primarily in 

the mind of the engraver."93 

The Russian religious philosopher Vladimir Sergieevich Soloviev, referred to as 

"Russian Newman,"94 suggests a similar model of development modified by patristic and 

philosophical insights. Soloviev’s theology can be construed as an audacious quest for 

theological grounds for the reunion of the Eastern and the Western branches of the 

Christian Church. He sought a common denominator that could reconcile one of the 

supposedly irreconcilable differences: the Western affirmation of doctrinal development 

with the Eastern emphasis on doctrinal preservation. Soloviev argued that development 

                                                 
91 Newman, On Consulting the Faithful in Matters of Doctrine (Kansas City, MO: 

Sheed and Ward, 1961), 73. 

92 Ibid., 71. 

93 Newman to John Gillow, 16 May 1859, in Letters and Diaries, vol. 19, 
Consulting the Laity, January 1859-June 1861, ed. Dessain (London: Thomas Nelson and 
Sons, 1969), 135. 

94 Walgrave, Unfolding Revelation, 314. 
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and preservation are not mutually exclusive, when the dogmatic life of the Church is 

interpreted in terms of harmonious divine-human synergy.95 Conciliar pronouncements 

are such divine-human (theandric) actions, and, therefore, they cannot be perceived as 

exclusively divine or exclusively human. They are immutable as expressions of one 

unchangeable divine Truth, and, as such, they are binding. They are mutable in their 

search for an ever more complete understanding and expression of this truth. Later in this 

work I suggest that the divine-human dynamic of the hypostatic union of the natures of 

Christ clarified and detailed (even itemized) by Maximus is the paradigm that Soloviev 

applies to the process of dogmatic development.96 

 
 

                                                 
95 Soloviev deals with the issue of doctrinal development in his unfinished work 

The History and Future of the Theocracy that has not been translated into English. See 
Soloviev, The History and Future of the Theocracy, vol. 4 of Sobranie sochinenii 
Vladimira Sergieevicha Solov’eva [Collected Works of Vladimir Sergieevich Soloviev], 
10 vols. (S.-Peterburg: Izd. t-va "Obshchestvennaia pol’za," 1901-1914). Soloviev's 
teaching on doctrinal development has not received sufficient attention in the West, 
except for brief yet substantive treatments by Valliere and Walgrave. Paul Valliere, 
Modern Russian Theology, Bukharev, Soloviev, Bulgakov: Orthodox Theology in a New 
Key (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2000), 175-192; Walgrave, Unfolding Revelation, 
314-317. Among other useful works on Russian religious philosophy that deal with 
Soloviev's legacy are Gary M. Hamburg and Randall A. Poole, A History of Russian 
Philosophy 1830-1930: Faith, Reason, and the Defense of Human Dignity (Cambridge, 
U.K. and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010); Helmut Dahm, Vladimir 
Solovyev and Max Scheler: Attempt at a Comparative Interpretation (Boston, MA: D. 
Reidel Publishing Company, 1975). This work contains a substantive bibliography of 
works by and on Soloviev, in English and Russian, pages 311-320; Nikolai Onufrievich 
Lossky, History of Russian Philosophy (New York: International Universities Press, 
1951); Egbert Munzer, Soloyev: Prophet of Russian-Western Unity (New York: 
Philosophical Library, 1956); Jonathan Sutton, The Religious Philosophy of Vladimir 
Solovyov: Towards a Reassessment (London: MacMillan Press, 1988); Vasilii 
Vasil’evich Zen'kovskii, A History of Russian Philosophy, 2 vols. (New York, Columbia 
University Press, 1953); Nicolas Zernov, The Russian Religious Renaissance of the 
Twentieth Century (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1963). 

96 See chap. 6, pp. 283-298. 
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Adolph von Harnack 

While Newman's reaction to liberalism was that of sustained opposition, and an 

attempt to rescue centuries of dogmatic history from a non-essential quality assigned to 

them by liberal theology, the German Lutheran theologian Adolph von Harnack (1851–

1930) represents a different version of doing justice to history. While staying within the 

camp of German liberalism and retaining a characteristically liberal historical-theological 

perspective in distinguishing between the timeless essence and the changeable historical 

forms of Christianity, he treats this history with incredible thoroughness and salvages its 

significance. As the "most erudite and eloquent spokesman" for historical theology, he 

approached the discipline with "sober textual study and sound historical analysis."97 

In What is Christianity?98 Harnack articulates a distinction crucial for his entire 

academic endeavor, a distinction between two aspects of religion: its unchangeable 

essence ("the kernel"), and its changeable (that is, non-essential, accidental) historical 

engagements ("the husk").99 One encounters the essence subjectively, and deals with it on 

                                                 
97 Pelikan, Historical Theology, 58. 

98 Harnack, What Is Christianity? (New York: Williams and Norgate, 1901). 

99 Harnack's position is an expression of doctrinal accidentalism. The distinction 
between essence (substance) and accident was made by Aristotle, and emphasized by 
Aquinas. Substances are independent realities, and "the logically independent subjects of 
predication." Concise Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, s.v. "substance." Accidents 
are nonessential properties dependent on substances, and, therefore, relative, secondary, 
and subject to change. The New International Dictionary of the Christian Church, s.v. 
"accident." With respect to historical events, accidentalism is "the metaphysical thesis 
that the occurrence of some events is either not necessitated or not causally determined or 
not predictable." The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, s.v. "accidentalism," accessed 
March 07, 2014, 
http://literati.credoreference.com.ezproxy.baylor.edu/content/entry/cupdphil/accidentalis
m/0. By reducing doctrinal history to "the husk," Harnack ascribes this history to the 
category of accidental and random events, a Religionsgeschichte, which, in words of 
Hanson, is “a story of activity without reference to criteria.” Hanson, The Continuity of 
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a level of interior religion.100 The exterior, historical aspect belongs to the realm of 

accident and flux. The essence finds expression in one's moral life, "the love of God and 

neighbor."101 The history of the church with its dogmatic and institutional developments 

is important—Harnack's long and remarkably prolific academic career is the best proof as 

to just how important factual history was for him—yet accidental. Definition of the 

articles of faith does not add anything to an experience of an individual who encounters 

the Gospel "when it [experience] is left entirely free."102 Personal faith based on 

experience is sufficient for spiritual growth.103 "That interior factor is the formative 

element of the whole of life. The exterior forms of government, doctrine, and ritual, 

although determined by historical and cultural situation, are only valuable insofar as they 

express interior religion, being enlivened and inspired by it."104 For us, changeable 

creatures living in history, doctrines are inescapable as the means of communication of 

eternal truth. But, being part of the realm of change, they are also subject to change after 

historical circumstances. Jesus' words and his effects on his disciples and future 

generations is the proper subject of historical inquiry.105 Study of historical documents 

(facts) is sufficient to answer the question "What is Christianity?" Eventually, 

                                                                                                                                                 
Christian Doctrine, 32. These historical engagements may or may not express the essence 
of Christianity. See also Martin Rumscheidt, ed., Adolf von Harnack: Liberal Theology at 
its Height (London and San Francisco, CA: Collins, 1989). 

100 Harnack's idea of interior religion is reminiscent of Schleiermacher, even 
though it was expressed in response to Schleiermacher's opposition to faith and history. 

101 Harnack, What Is Christianity?, 300. 

102 Ibid., 275. 

103 Ibid., 148. 

104 Walgrave, Unfolding Revelation, 233. 

105 Harnack, What Is Christianity?, 10. 
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Christianity is "not a question of 'doctrine' being handed down by uniform repetition or 

arbitrarily distorted; it is question of a life, again and again kindled afresh, and now 

burning with a flame of its own."106 And a historical study of it is of fundamental 

importance: 

Just as we cannot obtain a complete knowledge of a tree without regarding not 
only its roots and its stem but also its bark, its branches, and the way in which it 
blooms, so we cannot form any right estimate of the Christian religion unless we 
take our stand upon a  comprehensive induction that shall cover all the facts of its 
history.107 
 
Harnack articulated "the guiding principles of his entire scholarship" in the fourth 

edition of The Mission and Expansion of Christianity in the First Three Centuries: "I can 

boast of this work that it contains virtually no hypotheses, but [only] assembles facts."108 

Harnack's impartial historical investigation independent of apologetic agenda109 

culminated in his History of Dogma.110 

Harnack challenged the assumption of continuity by proposing a model that 

constructs the history of dogma with a prominent element of discontinuity. Only the 

                                                 
106 Ibid., 11. 

107 Ibid. 

108 Pelikan, "Introduction to the Torchbook Edition," in The Mission and 
Expansion of Christianity in the First Three Centuries, by Harnack (New York: Harper 
Torchbooks, 1961), vii. I owe this citation to Pelikan, Historical Theology, 59. 

109 Pelikan, Historical Theology, 64-65. 

110 Harnack, The History of Dogma, 7 vols. (New York: Russell and Russell, 
1958). See vols. 1 and 2 in particular, as relevant for the aspects of doctrinal 
developments summarized below. While a growing number of his contemporaries were 
preoccupied with other periods of history, most of all the Reformation, Harnack stressed 
the necessity of expertise in the history of the first six centuries for every historian: 
"[T]he center of gravity of church history as a scholarly filed lies in the church history 
and history of dogma of the first six centuries." Agnes von Zahn-Harnack, Adolf von 
Harnack, 2nd ed. (Berlin: W. de Gruyter, 1951), 129. I owe this citation to Pelikan, 
Historical Theology, 62. 
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primitive teaching of Jesus and his disciples represented a true Christianity, and formed 

the apostolic deposit of faith. This teaching was simple, focused on application, and had 

no need of systematization.111 Primitive Christianity was characterized by spontaneity 

and enthusiasm resulting in spiritual autonomy, and freedom.112 However, this original 

deposit was distorted in the first century by the gradual process of hellenization, or, in 

other words, by the expression of the Gospel message by means of the conceptual 

apparatus of the Greek culture.113 Harnack identifies the process of hellenization as the 

major factor in a metamorphosis of the early Christianity. As a result, dogmatism 

replaced freedom of spirit.  

In Harnack's opinion, the practical Gospel message and a historical account of it 

needed an apologetic and an expression by means of a third element, philosophy, in order 

to be intelligible.114 The interaction of the Gospel with this third element gave rise to 

dogma.115 Harnack defines dogma as "a work of the Greek spirit on the soil of the 

                                                 
111 Harnack, The History of Dogma, 1:61, 

112 Ibid., 1:49, 141. 

113 Ibid., 1:53. 

114 Ibid., 1:18. “The transformation of the Christian faith into dogma is indeed no 
accident, but has its reason in the spiritual character of the Christian religion, which at all 
times will feel the need of a scientific apologetics.” 

115 Ibid., 1:18. “The Gospel itself is not dogma, for belief in the Gospel provides 
room for knowledge only so far as it is a state of feeling and course of action, that is a 
definite form of life. Between practical faith in the Gospel and the historico-critical 
account of the Christian religion and its history, a third element can no longer be thrust in 
without its coming into conflict with faith, or with the historical data—the only thing left 
is the practical task of defending the faith. But a third element has been thrust into the 
history of this religion, viz., dogma, that is, the philosophical means which were used in 
early times for the purpose of making the Gospel intelligible have been fused with the 
contents of the Gospel and raised to dogma. This dogma, next to the Church, has become 
a real world power, the pivot in the history of the Christian religion.” 
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Gospel," and applies this term primarily to the Trinitarian and the Christological conciliar 

formulations of the fourth and the fifth centuries.116 

Although Harnack construes the history of Christian doctrine as a history of the 

loss of the original deposit, he sees hellenization as inevitable and not unequivocally 

negative.117 He even allows for a measure of continuity between the primitive and the 

later Christianity. Pelikan comments that a tendency to see in Harnack's understanding of 

hellenization that "the gospel had disappeared into dogma" is to do 

...an injustice to the subtlety both of Harnack's mind and of the process of 
Hellenization.  The process took place 'on the soil of the gospel': Harnack knew as 
well as any other historian that the teachings and deeds of Jesus Christ continued 
to be the center of Christian worship and preaching even after the trinitarian [sic] 
and christological [sic] dogmas had been enthroned. Nor did he identify dogma 
with all the speculation that attached itself to dogma.118 
 
Harnack "believed that the Hellenization of the gospel... was an historical 

decision through which the Christian church succeeded in maintaining its identity in its 

confrontation with Hellenistic civilization and the Roman empire."119 He speaks about 

                                                 
116 Ibid., 1:17. “Dogma in its conception and development is a work of the Greek 

spirit on the soil of the Gospel.” Harnack offers other definitions of Dogma. Dogmas are 
“formulated doctrines of faith” (ibid., 1:4). Christian faith relies on the word of the Lord, 
but in dogmas “the message of religion appears clothed in a knowledge of the world and 
on the grounds of the world, which had already been obtained without any reference to 
it,” so religion itself becomes a doctrine, although centered in the Gospel, “but only in 
part derives its content from it” (ibid.) “It became the instrument by which the church 
conquered the ancient world and educated the modern nations” (ibid.). Dogmas are 
fundamental truths that provide an authoritative foundation and an ethic for their 
adherents to form a community on their basis (ibid., 1:14-15). 

117 Ibid., 1:75. "...[P]rimitive Christianity has perished in order that the Gospel 
might be preserved." 

118 Pelikan, Historical Theology, 63. 

119 Wilhelm Pauck, Harnack and Troeltsch: Two Historical Theologians (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1968), 24. 
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the riches of Greek spirit that were infused into Christianity,120 as well as of evangelistic 

value of the adaptation of the message to the Gentile believers, acknowledging a positive 

role of dogma as “the instrument by which the church conquered the ancient world and 

educated the modern nations.”121 Moreover, Harnack sees this change as gradual rather 

than abrupt.122 Finally, the change was not total, because there were elements to which 

the church clung, such as monotheism and the sovereignty of God.123  

Of course, Harnack is not oblivious to the detrimental effects of hellenization. He 

writes that the Greek philosophical idiom fused with the message of the Gospel led to 

creating incorrect Christological formulas, which "introduce a supposititious Christ in the 

place of the real one, and, besides, encourage the delusion that,  if only a man possesses 

the right formula, he has the thing itself."124 It led to Gnosticism which, ironically, he 

perceived as distorted phenomenon. 

 Harnack's achievement is in replacing the dogmatic method with the historical 

method. Among his predecessors are Salomo Semler, an Enlightenment theologian, who 

introduced the idea of a developmental interpretation of Christianity taken further by 

German liberal theologians Ferdinand Christian Baur and Albrecht Ritschl—Harnack's 

highly regarded teacher.125 Harnack describes the essence of the historical method: 

"Historical understanding is achieved only as one makes the effort of separating the 

                                                 
120 Harnack, 1:49. 

121 Ibid., 1:17. 

122 Ibid., 1:49. 

123 Ibid., 1:54. 

124 Harnack, What is Christianity?, 236. 

125 Pauck, Harnack and Troeltsch, 26. 
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distinctive essence of an important phenomenon from the temporary historical forms in 

which it is clothed."126 Thus, Harnack sees the task of historical criticism in 

distinguishing between the timeless essence of Christianity (its "kernel"), and its 

historically-conditioned forms, such as the Christian dogma and the institutional church 

("the husk"). This kernel, the Gospel, is timeless in its force to make God real in human 

hearts and gives meaning to human lives without dependence on its time-bound 

expressions. The following citation summarizes Harnack's view of Christian history: 

Christianity is something else than the sum of doctrines handed down from 
generation to  generation. Christianity is not identical with biblical theology nor 
with the doctrine of the church-councils but it is that disposition which the Father 
of Jesus Christ awakens in men's hearts through the gospel. All authorities on 
which the dogma is based are torn down—how then can the dogma possibly be 
maintained as an infallible teaching! Christian doctrine is relevant only to faith; 
what part can philosophy then have in it? But what are dogma and dogmatic 
Christianity without philosophy?127 
 
Indeed, these words capture a two-fold relation of the Gospel message and Greek 

influence: Christianity's essential freedom from it, and its dependence on it for its 

adequate historical expression. 

 
Walter Bauer 
 

In the early twentieth century, another influential construct of the emergence of 

Christian identity was purported by Walter Bauer.128 In his Orthodoxy and Heresy in 

                                                 
126 Harnack, Wesen des Christentums, new ed., xix. I owe this citation to Pauck, 

Harnack and Troeltsch, 27. 

127 Harnack, Dogmengeschichte, 4th ed., 3:896. I owe this citation and its 
translation to W. Pauck, Harnack and Troeltsch, 25. 

128 In Bauer's reconstruction Harnack's doctrinal accidentalism comes to the fore. 
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Earliest Christianity129 this German scholar championed a radically pluralistic model of 

the development of early Christianity. Bauer challenged the fundamental premise of the 

classical traditional ecclesiastical model which construed heresy as a later deviation from 

orthodoxy. In contrast, Bauer attempts to demonstrate that there was no clear distinction 

between orthodoxy and heresy until the fourth century (Bauer, xxii-xxiii).130 He suggests 

that Christian doctrine emerged out of many initially diverse types of Christianity, the 

strongest of which—Roman—won the field and only retrospectively was named 

orthodox. Weaker types, also retrospectively, were branded “heretical” (ibid., xxii). The 

Roman church defined and imposed orthodoxy by gradually suppressing deviations, thus 

creating a unified orthodox body and imposing order upon chaos. Orthodoxy emerges as 

it defines itself over against heresy, thus being later in time. 

Methodologically, Bauer surveys the history of Christianity in several geographic 

areas: Edessa, Egypt, Asia Minor, Macedonia, Crete, and Rome. He starts with second-

century sources rather than the New Testament which he considers “too unproductive and 

too disruptive to serve as a point of departure.” In many geographical areas that which 

later will be defined as heresy was the original form of Christianity (ibid.). 

In Edessa, for example, the first form of Christianity was Marcionism (ibid., 21-

22). The first orthodox leader came in 200 (ibid.), and orthodoxy was secure in 300 (ibid., 

17). In Egypt, both Jewish and Gentile forms of Christianity were Gnostic (ibid., 50-53). 

                                                 
129Walter Bauer, Rechtgläubigkeit und Ketzerei im ältesten Christentum 

(Tübingen, J.C.B. Mohr, 1934); trans. by  a team from the Philadelphia Seminar on 
Christian Origins as Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity, ed. Robert A. Kraft 
and Gerhard Krodel (Philadelphia, Fortress Press, 1971). Hereafter cited in text from this 
English translation. 

130 Bauer does not define “heresy” or “orthodoxy” saying that they should be 
taken in their usual meaning for didactic purposes of his thesis. 
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Orthodoxy is evident only in the third century (ibid., 53-54, 59). In Asia Minor, despite 

that Ignatius writes about an orthodox monarchial bishop in the early second century, he 

expresses a desire for orthodoxy rather than an existing reality.131 “Orthodoxy,” then, was 

a form of Christianity supported by Rome, ascendant in the second century, and imposed 

upon other areas by 200, repressing other expressions of Christianity (ibid., 229). 

According to Bauer’s argument drawn from 1 Clement, the Roman church was 

the only one church free of Gnosticism (ibid., 102). It opposed Gnosticism from the 

outset (ibid., 240), and strengthened its influence eastward, supporting the like-minded 

and weaving them into “the well-knit structure of ecclesiastical organization,” while 

suppressing the dissenters, not leaving a chance for heresy to develop (ibid., 230-31). 

Thus, where unity did occur it was politically imposed by Rome. 

Several general critiques have been offered to Bauer’s thesis. Some of his 

arguments are arguments from silence.132 Bauer starts with mid-second century, while the 

apostolic era was prior to that. If this apostolic era is considered “orthodox” and “pure,” it 

predates heresy, thus disproving Bauer’s thesis. Jesus did not reveal “pure” doctrine. 

Rather, doctrine developed as early Christians “reflected on the meaning of the Christ 

                                                 
131 For example, Ignatius’ insistence on one bishop indicates that there was an 

overwhelming opposition representing a majority view: only when opposition arises, and 
conflicting interests confront one another, is there need for one authoritative figure. As 
long as one sides with the majority opinion reflected in composition of governing board, 
there is no danger or need for monarchial episcopacy. Only when one identifies himself 
with the minority, it becomes needed (ibid, 62). Ignatius, therefore, acted as a 
representative of a group in real danger of heresy and “engaged in a life and death 
struggle against an almost overwhelming adversary” (ibid, 64). 

132 Hultgren, 10. For example, seeking to prove that heresy preceded orthodoxy in 
Thessalonica, Bauer conjectures: since Polycarp, who wrote to Philippians, never wrote 
Thessalonians, Christianity could have disappeared there after Paul (Bauer, 74). 
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event within the overall purpose and work of God.”133 For the traditional view to be true, 

orthodoxy does not have to precede heresy in every place.134 

Hultgren also offers critiques of Bauer’s argument by area.135 I will limit myself 

to one example, Rome. Hultgren observes that the situation in Rome was more complex 

than Bauer describes. There was a mix of heresy and orthodoxy rather than one dominant 

“orthodox” form of Christianity. “Orthodoxy” was attested in Rome by the writings from 

the Pauline letter to the Romans to 1 Clement. “Heretics” were there, for example, 

Gnostics Marcion and Valentinus in the mid-second century—the fact that dismisses 

                                                 
133 Hultgren, 12-13. 

134 Ibid., 11. For a survey of criticisms of Bauer’s position, see Georg Strecker, 
“The Reception of the Book,” an appendix to Bauer, Orthodoxy and Heresy, 286-316. 
See also Daniel J. Harrington, “The Reception of Walter Bauer’s Orthodoxy and Heresy 
in Earliest Christianity during the Last Decade,” Harvard Theological Review 73 (1980): 
289-98; Thomas A. Robinson, The Bauer Thesis Examined: The Geography of Heresy in 
the Early Christian Community, Studies in the Bible and Early Christianity 11 (Lewiston, 
NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 1988); and Michael Desjardins, “Bauer and Beyond: On 
Recent Scholarly Discussions of Hairesis in the Early Christian Era,” The Second 
Century 8 (1991): 65-82. Recently, another refutation of Bauer's thesis was offered by 
Andreas J. Köstenberger and Michael J. Kruger, The Heresy of Orthodoxy: How 
Contemporary Culture's Fascination with Diversity has Reshaped Our Understanding of 
Early Christianity (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010). 

135 While recognizing significant diversity among the first and second century 
Christian communities, Hultgren argues that there was also normative core handed down 
as "representing the legacy of Jesus' apostles and guarded by their faithful adherents." 
Hultgren, 1. The early Christians' intentional struggle to preserve correspondence of 
doctrine and practice not only with this historical legacy but also within and among 
contemporary communities led to a gradual definition and persistence of a "normative" 
form of Christianity which was further crystallized in conciliar formulations. Hultgren 
identifies "discernible factors having to do with belief and conduct that favored the 
survival and development of certain forms of Christianity along the path of the normative 
consensus, broadly conceived, and the dissent and eventual isolation, or even demise, of 
others" (ibid., 5).  
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Bauer's hypothesis about the Roman church domineering the area from the very 

beginning.136 

Although criticized, Bauer's work was influential in subsequent positions that 

were formulated both as a substructure for some contemporary interpretations of early 

Christianity137 and as a response to his thesis. These responses further the subject at hand. 

 
Models that Recognize Fixed and Flexible Elements in the Development of Doctrine 

In 1954 H. E. W. Turner offered a response to Bauer.138 Turner devotes a chapter 

to analyzing and refuting Bauer with a detailed critique of his theory by geographic 

region (Turner, 39-80). Turner’s major criticism of Bauer’s theory as a whole is that of an 

oversimplification of the related problems and a “ruthless treatment of such evidence that 

fails to support his case, resulting in a reconstruction of the development of early 

Christianity which is a “historical generalization too neat to fit the facts” (ibid., 79). 

According to Turner, Bauer fails to offer “an adequate view of the nature of orthodoxy” 

(ibid., 80). 

                                                 
136 Hultgren, 13. 

137 See, for example, Karen L. King, What is Gnosticism? (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2003); idem, "Which Early Christianity?" in S. Harvey and D. 
Hunter, eds., Oxford Handbook to Early Christian Studies (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2008), 66-85; Helmut Koester, " ΓΝΩΜΑΙ ΔΙΑΦΟΡΟΙ: The Origin and Nature of 
Diversification in the History of Early Christianity," in Trajectories through Early 
Christianity, ed. James M. Robinson and Helmut Koester (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1971), 114-157; Elaine H. Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels (New York: Random House, 
1979); E. H. Pagels and K. L. King, Reading Judas: The Gospel of Judas and the 
Shaping of Christianity (London: Allen Lane, 2007). For a survey of the issue, see Robert 
M. Grant, Heresy and Criticism: The Search for Authenticity in Early Christian 
Literature (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993). 

138 Turner, The Pattern of Christian Truth: A Study in the Relations between 
Orthodoxy and Heresy in the Early Church (London: Mowbray, 1954). Hereafter cited in 
text. 
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However, Turner does not revive the traditional view. In fact, he refutes a static 

construct of orthodoxy. He figuratively describes orthodoxy as “a symphony composed 

of varied elements rather than a single melodic theme, or a confluence of many tributaries 

into a single stream,” (ibid., 9) and an “interaction of fixed and flexible elements” (ibid., 

26). Turner points out evidence of doctrinal diversity within orthodoxy of the early 

church, starting with the New Testament which presents a variety of theological 

traditions, such as different interpretations of Christ’s ministry in the Gospels (ibid., 9). 

The "Apostolic Fathers" also demonstrate a diversity of themes, as, for example, in the 

apocalyptic character of the Shepherd of Hermas, or Gnostic flavor of the Epistle of 

Barnabas (ibid., 10). 

None of the “tradition-lines” was adequate by itself, but each contributed to the 

formation of orthodoxy. According to Turner's construct of the early doctrine of the 

church, there was a “penumbra,” (ibid., 46, 59, 81-94) or a fringe composed of fixed and 

flexible elements. Turner presents the development of Christian doctrine as "the 

interaction of fixed and flexible elements, both of which are equally necessary for the 

determination of Christian truth in the setting of a particular age" (ibid., 26). The "fixed" 

elements are “the religious facts themselves without which Christianity would have no 

ground for its existence”: beliefs in God as Creator, and Christ as the historical divine 

redeemer (ibid.); the Old Testament revelation (ibid., 28); and creedal formulations (ibid., 

29). By "flexible" elements Turner means, for example, differences in idiom (ibid., 31), 

or differences in individual characteristics and emphases of early writers (ibid., 34). 

 In another major argument of the book, Turner points out that orthodoxy has 

never been a purely doctrinal construct. Rather, it emerged as a mixture of practice and 
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teaching, or the church’s lex orandi, the “corporate experience of the church,” (ibid., 474) 

that embraced Christian practice, liturgy, prayer, and behavior. God's unrepeatable 

salvific acts provide the basis for orthodoxy by their authoritativeness (ibid., 473). Heresy 

arises "not only when the defined doctrinal forms of the Church are transgressed, but also 

when the specific religious content of the Christian Faith is substantially impaired” (ibid., 

101). 

Thus, Turner attempted to provide a via-media model of doctrinal development 

that would avoid the extreme fixity of the traditional static model, on the one hand, and 

the fluidity of Bauer's model, on the other (ibid., 473).139 

Turner's model of the interaction of fixed and flexible elements in the 

development of doctrine was further developed by others, for example, by R.P.C. 

Hanson, Jaroslav Pelikan, Rowan Williams, and D. H. Williams. These scholars also 

acknowledge the existence of fixed and flexible elements, and look at mechanisms of the 

interaction among these elements. 

In his works Tradition in the Early Church (1962) and The Continuity of 

Christian Doctrine (1981), Hanson, like Turner, recognizes fixed and flexible elements in 

                                                 
139 Hultgren offers critiques to Turner’s position. First, Turner stresses the “post-

New Testament era, ignoring earlier developments.” Secondly, he does not discuss the 
“tradition lines” that converged into orthodoxy, assuming that they fit together as pieces 
of a puzzle. Thirdly, Turner is not clear on whether tradition evolves or is a deposit of 
faith: he speaks of tradition as evolving, but also as having an “essential autonomy.” This 
endangers his thesis against seeing tradition as “a deposit of faith that heresy assaulted.” 
Finally, the main weakness of Turner’s argument, according to Hultgren, is that, while 
asserting the presence of fixed and flexible elements, he fails to demonstrate how they 
played a role. Instead, he speaks of roles of 1) Scripture, 2) tradition, and 3) reason as 
sources of orthodoxy. Thus, he fails in “a sustained presentation and unfolding of the 
approach promised at the outset.” Hultgren gives Turner credit for covering “enormous 
amount of material,” and for a critique of Bauer, albeit without offering an alternative. 
Hultgren, 14-15. 
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earliest orthodoxy. He gives attention to the evidence for continuity of Christina doctrine 

by observing that the flow of multiple streams from multiple writers indicates a more 

uniform direction of doctrine than Harnack and Bauer are willing to acknowledge. 

Hanson uses the rule of faith (regula fidei) as evidence of uniformity. He observes such 

rules of faith—brief summaries of core Christian doctrines—appeared in the second 

through the fourth centuries in widely varying geographical areas throughout the 

Mediterranean region. These rules were fluid in form but showed a remarkable continuity 

of content. They included affirmations about One God, the Creator of all, the salvific 

work of Christ, God's Son, Christ's virginal conception by the Holy Spirit, and the reality 

of the resurrection.140 The rules formulated by different authors reflected the core tenets 

of preaching and teaching of their churches.141  

Hanson also addresses the aspect of discontinuity in the development of the 

Christian doctrine. He explores the ways in which development occurs and offers 

examples of doctrines which have been modified from the initial form they had as part of 

the ancient tradition. An example of such a modification during the first two centuries 

was a shift of emphasis from the work of Christ and eschatological expectations of his 

immediate return typical for Jewish thought to a metaphysical dimension of Christ's 

relationship with God the Father and an articulation of Logos-Christology.142 This 

development took place as a response to a new situation created by the expansion of 

Christianity, and as an accommodation of a newly-discovered understanding of Christ 

                                                 
140 Hanson, Tradition in the Early Church (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 

1962); Reprint. (Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2009), 85-91. 

141 Hanson, Tradition in the Early Church, 92-23. 

142 Hanson, The Continuity of Christian Doctrine, 34-50. Hereafter cited in text. 
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which surpassed the immediate Jewish context of his appearance. Hanson writes: 

"Development does not necessarily mean distortion. It can mean discovery" (ibid., 48). 

While arguing that doctrinal development takes place, Hanson also stresses that 

this development is not uncontrollable. He rejects Newman’s view of doctrinal 

development as “an ever-increasing mass of dogmas,” (ibid., 26) related to each other in 

a web, and argues that this development is a dialectical process legitimately involving 

growth and reduction, as well as gradual change and radical reassessment. One example 

of the process of reduction is the abandonment of the subordinationist economical 

doctrine of the Trinity (and Logos-Christology as its aspect) and its replacement with a 

more developed doctrine of a co-equal and relational Trinity as set forth by Athanasius 

(ibid., 51-59) and the Cappadocians (ibid., 59-61). 

According to Hanson, Scripture and Tradition are the criteria for development. 

Scripture must be used as a "historical check," "as a norm and not simply as a base" 

(ibid., 82). However, it must be used "with flexibility and breadth of understanding" 

(ibid., 83). Tradition must be retained as a criterion that preserves continuity but "we 

must be prepared to reexamine and reassess tradition" (ibid.). 

Hanson illustrates the process of doctrinal development with two metaphors. The 

first metaphor—that of a coral reef—describes Newman's understanding of the process of 

the endless increase in doctrinal content: “The reef is the cumulatively produced body of 

dogmas, the polyps the theologians” (ibid., 26). The second metaphor—that of a ship 

attached to an anchor-line—depicts the criteria that control doctrinal development: 

[Development] should have and will have its periods of reduction, retrenchment, 
reformation, and reconsideration as the anchor-line of Scripture pulls back the 
adventurous ship of development, or as the currents of secular thought to which 
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the development of doctrine must always be sensitive set in different directions 
and alter course and temperature. (Ibid., 83) 
 
Hanson concludes that development does take place. There are norms and criteria 

for it, which are flexible and themselves subject to development. Models of logical 

sequence and biological growth (Newman) are not sufficient because they do not account 

for many reversals and reductions (ibid., 84). The development of doctrine "has been 

conducted upon the principle of trial and error," and it is wrong to assume that only 

heretics erred, and only orthodox corrected them (ibid., 87). 

The subject of the development of doctrine leads to the subject of ecclesiology. 

Hanson writes that the church has to apprehend slowly by trial and error the truth which it 

did not invent, but with which it was entrusted. He applies this concept of the church to 

the continuity of doctrine (ibid., 88). The unity of the church and, by extension, of its 

teaching, is "a process and a goal rather than a prior fact."143 Hanson defends the 

judgment of the church and the Bible as legitimate criteria of truth of Christian doctrine. 

He writes that "the Church and the Church alone (however we define the Church) is 

authorized to interpret and capable of interpreting the Bible." Doctrinal development is 

not Religionsgeschichte, “a story of activity without reference to criteria,” described as 

“one damn thing after another,” or its "Protestant version,... [an] uncontrollable dogmatic 

flight.”144 

Like Hanson, Pelikan also construes the process of development as that of trial 

and error, and describes it as “correction-and-fulfillment,” as, for example, in the case of 

                                                 
143 Pelikan, The Christian Tradition: A History of the Development of Doctrine, 5 

vols. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974), 1:15. 

144 Hanson, The Continuity of Christian Doctrine, 32. 
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Christianity’s appropriation of the Jewish heritage.145 He devoted several books to the 

issue of doctrinal development.146 In his Development of Christian Doctrine (1969)147 

Pelikan stresses the role of the church in the preservation of continuity. Doctrine has a 

symbiotic quality with the life of the churches such that in some ways doctrine emerges 

from the practices of churches, in other ways it determines these practices. The Bible, 

liturgy, and dogma provide continuity.148 

Pelikan also emphasizes and, in a sense, rehabilitates the essence of history. Since 

Christian truth is historical, it will change, because any history implies change. History is 

not inferior to the supernatural reality. In fact, the doctrine of the Trinity derives from 

Christ’s existence in history (because it is in history that God reveals the triune quality of 

his action).149 

As discussed above, Turner brought to the table the concept of lex orandi, or of 

corporate life of the church that embraces its teaching and practice. Pelikan supplements 

Turner's insights by highlighting a symbiotic connection between the church's doctrine 

and practice. R. Williams150 further explores the inner life of the earliest Christian 

communities pointing out centripetal forces that worked within them. He contributes yet 

                                                 
145 Pelikan, Historical Theology, 160. 

146 See bibliography. 

147 Pelikan, Development of Christian Doctrine: Some Historical Prologomena 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1969). 

148 Pelikan, Historical Theology, 79. 

149 Ibid., 156-58. 

150 R. Williams, "Does it Make Sense to Speak of Pre-Nicene Orthodoxy?” in The 
Making of Orthodoxy: Essays in Honour of Henry Chadwick, ed. R. Williams 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989): 1-23. 
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another facet to the picture of how continuity was achieved. In his assessment of Bauer’s 

theory R. Williams writes that to start with plurality is to deconstruct Christianity. As in 

responding to Bauer, R. Williams formulates the fundamental question about doctrinal 

development: Was the dogmatic consensus of the fourth and the fifth centuries a result of 

a continuous steady movement governed by a certain norm of orthodoxy, or was it a 

historical accident? R. Williams does admit that a coagulation of several strands of 

Christianity took place. However, it is also necessary to examine ways of cooperation of 

the churches that provided the context of emerging doctrine. The nature of the Christian 

message was such that it required constant verification. As a result, churches were in 

constant intercommunication across the Mediterranean. R. Williams points out a 

convergence factor of mainstream orthodox groups and the methods for transmission 

which eventually resulted in the development of a normative teaching. There was "an 

almost obsessional mutual interest"151 expressed by writing letters to one another about 

one another. A group of documents of diverse doctrinal content probably circulated as a 

packet, like the Pauline letters did. In this way churches shared views on practice and 

teaching, which eventually resulted in accepting some documents and views and rejecting 

other ones. This constant exchange among the churches and their cooperation with one 

another dismiss Bauer’s construct of the dominion of a single powerful church over the 

rest of Christian communities.152 

The self-definition of early Christian communities also crystallized through this 

process. For example, interest in a new communal identity is seen in the practice of 

                                                 
151 R. Williams, "Does it Make Sense to Speak of Pre-Nicene Orthodoxy?”, 11. 

152 Ibid., 13. 
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baptism as an initiation into church membership, setting the community apart from the 

surrounding society, and creating a sense of belonging.153 

The idea of a normative Christianity and a canon of writings developed as local 

churches maintained mutual accountability in matters of belief and practice.  The nature 

of the "Christian narrative carries the notion of canon and orthodoxy within it.”154 The 

inner mechanism of constant verification of a normative core, and legitimation of the core 

by its alignment with the original revelation protects the story from disintegrating into 

many subjective stories.155 Discipleship was part of this mechanism, and for this reason it 

was taken seriously. One's progress in learning had “to be checked against original 

inspiration, individually and collectively.”156 

Zizioulas argues that the role of bishops and the Eucharist they conducted were 

the factors contributing to the unity of the church. The bishops (episkopoi) played a 

crucial part in maintaining the standards of orthodoxy as they presided over the Eucharist. 

He redefines the very idea of unity. Unity is not an intellectual agreement over a certain 

normative core, but the actual Eucharistic unity: the encounter with "the person of the 

Lord and the union with Him through the Eucharist" performed by one bishop of a given 

town.157 Zizioulas states his idea concisely: 

                                                 
153 Ibid., 12. 

154 Ibid., 16. 

155 Ibid. 

156 R. Williams, 15. 

157 Zizioulas, Eucharist, Bishop, Church: The Unity of the Church in the Divine 
Eucharist and the Bishop during the First Three Centuries, trans. Elizabeth Theokritoff 
(Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 2001), 12. 
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Only if we regard the Eucharist as the revelation of the Church in her ideal and 
historical unity, and the bishop first and foremost as the leader and head of the 
eucharistic assembly which unites the Church of God in space and time, do we 
recognize in each of these their profound ecclesiological content.158 
 
A more recent contribution to the studies in the area of doctrinal development was 

made by D. H. Williams who approached the study of mechanisms and criteria of the 

developmental process by recapturing the concept of tradition.159 The Tradition (capital 

"T") is a multifaceted concept rooted in the imperative of remembrance prominent in the 

Jewish Scripture, and articulated by apostle Paul in the New Testament.160 D. H. 

Williams defines tradition as the content of “the historical faith of the church”161 (the core 

teaching and preaching of the apostolic faith encapsulated in its vehicles162), and the 

                                                 
158 Zizioulas, Eucharist, Bishop, Church, 14. Other seminal works of Eastern 

Orthodox writers that deal with the issues of tradition and doctrinal development are 
Florovsky, Collected Works, vol. 1, Bible, Church, Tradition: an Eastern Orthodox View, 
Belmont, MA: Nordland, 1972; V. Lossky, In the Image and Likeness of God 
(Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1974); Meyendorff, Catholicity and the 
Church (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1983). 

159 D. H. Williams points out that there is no unanimity as to how to define 
tradition: "Beyond a very broad agreement with Vincent of Lérins about the function of 
tradition, there is no general consensus about the degree of correspondence between 
Scripture and the Tradition, or about the exact parameters of tradition, or about the 
manner in which tradition is conveyed. And yet it is just as true that no Christian can 
escape its influence, because Christianity is foundationally a historical religion, and 
'tradition' is therefore built into its very fabric, whether written or interpretive." D. H. 
Williams, Retrieving the Tradition and Renewing Evangelicalism: A Primer for 
Suspicious Protestants (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1999), 206. 

160 D. H. Williams, Retrieving the Tradition, 16-18; 41-70. Here, I limit myself to 
a brief introduction of this study of tradition. Since I am indebted to this study for my 
treatment of the notion of tradition by Maximus, I draw on it extensively throughout my 
work. More specifically, I treat the concepts of "tradition" and "authority" in chapter 
three devoted to the historical principles of continuity in doctrinal transmission. See infra, 
pp.00-00. 

161 Ibid., emphasis added. 

162 D. H. Williams, Retrieving the Tradition, 75. Louth speaks about 
"manifestations" of tradition; in Louth, Maximus the Confessor, 22. While this list is not 
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process of its reception, preservation, and transmission, or handing over (from the Latin 

verb tradere, "to hand over") by generations of Christians.163 In the life of the church, 

tradition also functions as “the pattern for informing the faith in each new age,”164 thus 

preserving continuity within the core content of faith from the earliest centuries. It also 

serves as a hermeneutical mechanism that provides authoritative parameters for scriptural 

interpretation and doctrinal formulations.165 

When it comes to comparing Scripture and Tradition in authority, D.H. Williams 

describes the patristic stance: 

…[D]ividing the authority of scripture from the Tradition or the Church creates an 
artificial distinction that would have been completely alien to the earliest 
generations of Christians. The coinherence model generally evident in patristic 
Christianity looked upon the church’s Tradition and scripture in reciprocal terms. 
Scripture was the authoritative anchor of Tradition’s content, and Tradition stood 
as the primary interpreter of scripture. In other words, the Tradition was not a 
novel set of beliefs and practices made as an addition to scripture, as if it were a 
separate and second revelatory source.166 
 
The Eastern Orthodox theology seems to have retained the patristic model of a 

non-opposing relation between Scripture and Tradition, and I now turn to a brief sketch 

of some relevant positions within this branch of Christianity. 

                                                                                                                                                 
exhaustive, the vehicles directly addressed in this project are: Scripture, patristic writings, 
and conciliar formulations. 

163 Ibid., 34-37. 

164 Ibid., 10. 

165 This brief overview treats only the aspects of the multifaceted concept of 
tradition that are relevant for this project and define the general sense in which I use this 
term. In Chapter Five I demonstrate how Maximus employs a similar mechanism as he 
interprets Cyril’s monadic expressions. 

166 D. H. Williams, “Reflections on Retrieving the Tradition and Renewing 
Evangelicalism: A Response,” Scottish Journal of Theology 55.1 (2002): 106-107. See 
also idem, “The Patristic Tradition as Canon,” Perspectives in Religious Studies 32 
(2005), 357-79, esp. 360-365. 
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Some Eastern Orthodox Perspectives 

Easter Orthodox theologians have continuously stressed this inseparability of 

Scripture and tradition. For example, Vladimir Lossky writes that, when it comes to 

juxtaposing Holy Scripture and Tradition as two sources of Revelation, one should 

remember: 

To distinguish does not always mean to separate, nor even to oppose…. The 
defenders of Tradition saw themselves obliged to prove the necessity of uniting 
two juxtaposed realities, each of which remained insufficient alone. Hence a 
series of false problems, like that of the primacy of Scripture or of Tradition, of 
their respective authority, of the total or partial difference in their content... If the 
two are "fullness," there can be no question of two pleromas opposed to one 
another, but of two modalities of one and the same fullness of Revelation 
communicated to the Church.167 
 
Along the same lines, Florovsky observes that, for the early church, Scripture and 

tradition were co-extensive. Tradition was “scripture rightly understood.”168 It was the 

the key to the mind of the Scripture.169 

Meyendorff stresses the eschatological dimension of tradition: it should be 

understood "not only in terms of the past to be preserved, but in terms of the future to be 

anticipated and prepared."170 In contrast to static philosophical systems of thought, the 

Bible is a historical book; it "reveals the action of God in history" (ibid., 85). 

"Conditional eschatology... constitutes the only theologically acceptable basis for the idea 

                                                 
167 V. Lossky, In the Image and Likeness of God, 142-143. Along the same lines, 

Florovsky observes that, for the early church, Scripture and tradition were co-extensive. 
Tradition was “scripture rightly understood,” as well as the key to the mind of the 
Scripture. 

168 Florovsky, Bible, Church, Tradition, 75; (based on his study of Vincent of 
Lérins, Commonitorium 2, PL 50:640). 

169 Florovsky, Bible, Church, Tradition, 76. 

170 Meyendorff, Catholicity and the Church, 84. Hereafter quoted in text. 
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of tradition" (ibid., 88). Prophetic voices place mankind before a choice: a good option is 

accompanied with a promise, while thee bad one comes with a threat (ibid., 88). "Indeed, 

what we call Holy Tradition is the history of the right choices made by human beings 

confronted by the prophetic word of God, responding correctly, in the concrete historical 

circumstances of their time. They are those whom we call saints" (ibid., 88). Although 

today's Christians face different choices, doctrinal or moral, by looking at biblical saints 

for answers in analogous situations they establishes communion with them. Meyendorff 

calls this communion "catholicity in time" (ibid., 88). Without it, 'catholicity in space'—

that is, the external, geographic universality of the Church—has very little meaning. In 

eastern Orthodoxy, this eschatological dimension of tradition was never lost (ibid., 89). A 

local community gathered for the Eucharist "expresses the 'catholicity' or fullness of the 

divine presence" (ibid., 91). 

Having treated doctrinal transmission as a whole through the lenses of various 

models, primarily Western, I now change the focus to observing this process of 

transmission in progress, through the lens of the seventh-century theologian Maximus the 

Confessor. Does the Eastern—Byzantine—theology offer any different insights to the 

issues of continuity and discontinuity? Although Maximus considers himself a 

representative of the whole church, it is his own methodology and thinking processes that 

are documented and meticulously described in his vast corpus. What, if any, model of 

doctrinal transmission can be constructed on the basis of his material? 

When examining Maximus’ vision of doctrinal transmission in light of much later 

conceptual categories, I am aware of the danger of reading an ancient theologian 

anachronistically. The danger is even more pronounced in the situation, because the 



70 
 

concepts under consideration, such as tradition and authority, are extremely complex. 

Moreover, they were isolated as theoretical problems and subcategorized for analysis 

relatively recently.171 Any attempt of “squeezing” a seventh-century theologian into the 

“procrustean bed” of these newly-defined categories becomes anachronistic by default. In 

light of this awareness, I give special attention to the existing differences in terminology 

and in concept, yet demonstrating a measure of parallelism in major assumptions and 

principles that justifies this pattern of analysis. Even though Maximus does not use a 

conceptual apparatus directly equivalent to the one I adopt,172 in many cases functional 

parallelism is more pronounced than verbal. To put it differently, Maximus is more 

consistent in the practice of applying his principles than in stating them categorically. 

However, in some instances, Maximus’ understanding of certain concepts is so radically 

different from the modern usage that applying these modern concepts to his theology 

would be nothing but anachronistic. It is to these conceptual “clashes” that I give special 

attention. 

Since Maximus never wrote "a theory of dogmatic development," any questions 

about development sound somewhat solicited. However, the question-answer exercise 

does not appear altogether useless. I suggest that, first, there is a number of questions that 

can be legitimately posed about Maximus' understanding of the dogmatic life of the 

Church. Secondly, it is historically refreshing to identify the questions, both pertaining to 

doctrinal development sketched above and to the relevant issues in Maximian scholarship 

                                                 
171 Most of chapter 2 deals with this issue. 

172 In the section that follows I define the conceptual language I employ in this 
work, for which I am indebted to contemporary scholarship on doctrinal developments 
discussed in this chapter. 
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addressed below that are anachronistic by virtue of suggesting dichotomies unlikely to 

have crossed his mind in his time. Finally, specific questions that will be formulated in 

the course of my dissertation fit under an umbrella of several meta-considerations. How 

does Maximus understand the connectedness of this teaching to the apostolic and patristic 

past? How does he correlate timeless and temporal dimensions of Christianity? What 

criteria does he employ to judge individual theological formulations? While ruling out 

heresies with his skillful polemic, does he himself allow room for novelty, change, and, 

therefore, for development? Let us give the word to our Byzantine author himself and do 

our best to operate within his conceptual world. 

The next chapter explores how Maximus' ontology (with its cosmological and 

anthropological implications) serves as the theoretical basis for his hermeneutics, and 

how this ontological structure of reality provides the framework for the dogmatic life of 

the Church in history. I attempt to demonstrate that, for Maximus, the human-divine 

dynamic of the hypostatic union of Christ's natures, understood as perichoresis, serves as 

the paradigm for an interpretation of particulars, not only in potentiality, as their ideal 

blueprint, but also in actuality, as the reality that structures their individual existence. The 

Church has a unique human-divine ontological structure reflected in its various facets. 

This Christocentric ontology provides the basis for the quest undertaken in chapter four 

that analyzes historical dimensions of continuity of the Church’s doctrinal life. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Christological Grounds for Dynamic Continuity in Doctrinal Transmission 
 
 

Understanding of Maximus' ontology is crucial as it provides the basis for his 

larger hermeneutical enterprise: understanding of the Mystery of Christ. In this chapter, I 

investigate Maximus' conceptual ontological framework that informs his understanding 

of doctrinal continuity and change in the historical life of the Church (the subject of the 

following chapter). These principles demonstrate an assumption of logical continuity of 

created and uncreated reality as patterned after the relationship of the human and divine 

natures of the incarnate Christ. Maximus places Christ, the Chalcedonian God-man, at the 

center of his teaching, not only as the organizing structural principle, but also as a 

hermeneutical paradigm: by applying the dynamics of human-divine interaction of the 

Incarnate Christ's natures to dimensions of reality that lie outside of "Christology proper." 

Maximus' doctrine of perichoresis ("mutual interpenetration") of the divine and human 

natures in one hypostasis of the Incarnate Christ will be the focus of the first subsection. 

Next, we explore how Maximus' cosmology and anthropology are "unlocked" by his 

Christological hermeneutical key.  

Maximus' cosmological vision is logical, or, rather, Christo-Logical. As such, it is 

rational and coherent. Logical coherence is the metaphysical assumption about the 

content of the Christian faith. This coherence is due to the relationship of non-opposition 

and continuity between the material and spiritual realms. This continuity allows one 

making a transition into the latter by way of contemplating the former—a relation 

captured in the principle of transit (diabasis). Another vital part of the Confessor’s 
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fundamental Christology is theosis (deification) proportionate to Christ’s kenosis (self-

emptying). Theosis understood in perichoretic terms captures the very mechanics of the 

human-divine interaction. It endows the human nature with a new manner of an open-

ended change into its Archetype, yet without losing our identity as humanity. Our 

approximation of the divine Archetype involves our asymptotic increase of knowing 

Him, thus providing an ontological and eschatological venue for doctrinal development. 

Finally, I discuss anthropological implications of Maximus' Christology. The 

Holy Spirit not only guides the process of transmission, but also enables human agents to 

act divinely, because they participate in the divine humanity of Christ. In Christ, his 

human nature acted in a divine way because of a free submission of his human will to the 

divine. This allowed our human created nature to be preserved yet achieving an 

ontological transformation through partaking of the divine in the Eucharist.1 Doctrinal 

transmission is one of the actions that Christians have been equipped, and entrusted, to 

perform divinely. 

  
The Christological Paradigm 

 
The Centrality of the Incarnation 

Maximus asserts that the mystery of the Incarnation explains every area of being: 

Εἰ γὰρ πάντων τῶν θείων μυστηρίων μυστηριωδέστερον τὸ κατὰ Χριστὸν 
ὑπάρχει μυστήριον, καὶ πάσης τῆς κατὰ πᾶσαν ἔννοιαν ἐν πᾶσιν ἢ οὔσης ἢ 
γενησομένης τελειότητος ὁριστικὸν... διδάσκει...2 

                                                 
1 Loudovikos, A Eucharistic Ontology, 205. 

2 Amb. 42, PG 91:1332C; trans. Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 208-209. "Of all 
divine mysteries, the mystery of Christ is the most significant, for it teaches us how to 
situate every present or future perfection of every being, in every kind of intellectual 
investigation."  
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Maximus speaks of the mystery of Christ that teaches by virtue of being the most 

significant, the most unfathomable, or, literally, the most mysterious (μυστηριωδέστερον) 

mystery of all. I read these words of Maximus as a confession that the mystery of Christ 

applies to every area of reality. In fact, not only is it a legitimate way of interpreting 

reality, but rather the only interpretative key for being able to do so. In the words of 

Balthasar, Maximus the Confessor is the first one to tackle an "incomparably bold 

application of a theological truth to philosophical, ontological, and cosmological 

thought."3 The "theological truth" Balthasar implies is the synthesis of human and divine 

natures in the Incarnation achieved ἀσυγχύτως ("without confusion")—a true union in 

which differences abide without fusion or mitigation.4 For the Confessor, this union 

becomes "the first structural principle" for the whole of reality.5 Balthasar states that 

Maximus' "ontology and cosmology are extensions of his Christology, in that the 

synthesis of Christ's concrete person is not only God's final thought for the world but also 

his original plan."6 In other words, Maximus reapplies the rime and rhythm of the 

                                                 
3 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 207. 

4 "Without confusion" (ἀσυγχύτως) is the first one of the four adverbs in the 
Chalcedonian definition of the faith that acknowledged Christ as being “in two natures 
which undergo no confusion, no change, no division, no separation… (ἕνα καὶ τὸν αὐτὸν 
Χριστὸν υἱὸν κύριον μονογενῆ, ἐν δύο φύσεσιν ἀσυγχύτως ἀτρέπτως ἀδιαιρέτως 
ἀχωρίστως γνωριζόμενον; …[U]num eundemque Christum filium dominum unigenitum, 
in duabus naturis inconfuse inmutabiliter indiuise inseparabiliter agnoscendum).” ACO 
2.1.2:129 (Greek); ACO 2.3.2:137 (Latin); trans. Jaroslav Pelikan and Valerie Hotchkiss, 
Creeds and Confessions of Faith in the Christian Tradition (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 2003), 1:181. Cf. DEC, ed. Norman P. Tanner et al. (Washington, 
DC: Georgetown University Press, 1990), 1:83-87. See also chap. 5, pp. 187-197. 

5 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 207. 

6 Ibid. 
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Crucifix to everything there is. The Incarnation is "the joint of the compass, whose one 

leg points to the world while the other rests in God."7 

While agreeing with Balthasar's judgment that Maximus' Christology informs 

other aspects of his thought I suggest that separating these aspects into ontology, 

cosmology, and anthropology—however heuristically helpful—becomes almost 

unbearably artificial in the case of Maximus. Although I do follow suite in separating 

areas of thought and spheres of reality informed by Maximus' Christology, I cannot 

embark on this task without this disclaimer. I believe that, for Maximus, everything, 

without exception, is Christology, and his ontology most notably so. The Incarnation 

establishes and explains reality in the broadest terms and the correlation of divine and 

human principles within it, that is, the areas usually covered by ontology. The 

relationship of the Logos and the logoi (principles of individual created beings) discussed 

later in this chapter is also perceived by some scholars (such as Loudovikos) as the 

foundation for a new ontology that supersedes an ontology in its usual philosophical 

sense. The Incarnation plays the same groundwork role as the foundation and the 

hermeneutical key for specific spheres of reality, such as transformation of humankind 

through theosis (anthropology), the genesis and structure of the world (cosmology), and 

its historical renewal as the Church (ecclesiology). Without using the above 

categorization, Maximus addresses these spheres through the paradigm set by the 

hypostatic union of the divine and human natures in the person of Christ. I will treat the 

implications of Christology (perichoresis) for Maximus' cosmology and anthropology in 

this chapter, and ecclesiology in the next. 

                                                 
7 Ibid., 209. 



76 
 

The Incarnation as Perichoresis 

Maximus interprets the dynamics of the hypostatic union achieved by the 

Incarnation through the concept of perichoresis. Although generally translated as "mutual 

interpenetration" in reference to human and divine attributes of Christ, the concept of 

perichoresis is more complex than a single translation can capture.8 The noun form, 

περιχώρησις, derives from the verb περιχωρεῖν. Verbal forms and their compounds were 

used prior to Maximus. For example, Macarius of Egypt uses περιχωρεῖν to mean 

"encircle" or "encompass."9 Gregory of Nazianzus uses the same verb to mean "to 

reciprocate," or "to revolve." Leontius of Byzantium uses a compound, ἀντιπεριχωρεῖν, to 

imply "to be interchangeable."10 Maximus, however, seems to have been the first to use 

the noun περιχώρησις  formed from the verb περιχωρεῖν, as well as to elaborate on 

specifically Christological implications of this concept.11 

The Confessor seems to have borrowed the term itself from Gregory of 

Nazianzus, yet with a different emphasis, being more interested in perichoresis as a 

process than as a result. In other words, Maximus focuses on the dynamic aspect of how 

perichoresis occurs, rather than on a static aspect of the relationship of the attributes it 

accomplishes.12 

                                                 
8 As it is often the case with multifaceted and/or difficult to translate terms, I 

resort to transliteration, and present nuances of meaning in the course of the discussion. 

9 G. L. Prestige, God in Patristic Thought (London: S.P.C.K., 1956), 291. 

10 Ibid., 292. 

11 Ibid., 291-94. 

12Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 26. 
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Despite general consensus on the importance of the concept of perichoresis for 

Maximus, scholars disagree as to what kind of interchange he implies. According to 

Prestige, Maximus uses the noun perichoresis to describe interchangeability of an uttered 

word and the idea it expresses,13 or "the reciprocal actions of cutting and burning which 

are performed by a red-hot knife."14 In both instances, the verb implies "reciprocity" and 

"singleness of action and effect which proceeded from the two natures united in His 

Person."15 Prestige makes a crucial point about Maximus' perception of perichoresis in 

Amb. 5. Let us look closer at this passage. Here, Maximus uses a form of περιχωρεῖν 

(περικεχώρηκε) in the Christological context, with respect to the divine and human 

natures of Christ: 

Καὶ ὑπὲρ ἄνθρωπον ἐνήργει τὰ ἀνθρώπου, κατ᾿ ἄκραν ἕνωσιν δίχα τροπῆς 
συμφυεῖσαν δεικνὺς τῇ θεϊκῇ δυνάμει τὴν ἀνθρωπίνην ἐνέργειαν, ἐπειδὴ καὶ ἡ 
φύσις ἀσυγχύτως ἑνωθεῖσα τῇ φύσει δι᾿ ὅλου περικεχώρηκεν, μηδὲν ἀπόλυτον 
παντάπασιν ἔχουσα, καὶ τῆς ἡνωμένης αὐτῇ καθ᾿ ὑπόστασιν κεχωρισμένον 
θεότητος.16 

 
 Prestige's understanding becomes evident from his paraphrase: "[T]he human 

nature... by virtue of being unconfusedly united with the divine nature, has entirely 

'interchanged,' 'become reciprocal,' with the divine nature, possessing henceforward 

absolutely nothing that is detached or separated from the deity which is hypostatically 
                                                 

13 Pyrrh., 187A. 

14 Maximus, Th. pol. 16, PG 91:189D-192A; Prestige, 293-94. 

15 Prestige, 294. 

16 Amb. 5, PG 90:1053B. "And he [the Word] was effecting human faculties in a 
super-human fashion, demonstrating human activity by divine power [or: divinely-
empowered human activity] in accordance with the absolute union accomplished 
irreversibly; since the [human] nature, also united to the [divine] nature, had permeated 
throughout, having nothing at all separate nor [anything] that has been divided [from] the 
divinity which has been united to it [i.e., to the human nature]." Unless otherwise 
indicated, translations are mine. 
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united to it."17 Prestige is hesitant to translate the verb περικεχώρηκε as "interpenetrate" 

because, the human nature being the subject of the second clause of this sentence, it 

would imply that it penetrates into the divine nature as the divine does into the human. 

For Prestige, however, such rendering would be impossible because, for him, the human 

nature is incapable of actively penetrating the divine.18 It appears, then, that Prestige's 

interpretations of perichoresis are conditioned by the notion of the human nature as 

inherently passive, incapacitated, and incapable of a constructive action. He misses the 

very heart of Maximus' contribution, namely, the Confessor's dyothelite interpretation of 

the human nature in Christ as an agent with its own will, and thus capable of  a free self-

directed action.19 

Thunberg discusses Maximus' teaching on perichoresis in light of the related 

doctrine of communicatio idiomatum ("exchange of properties"). Prior to Maximus, this 

concept had been known and used of a nearly mechanical swap of attributing human 

properties to Christ as God, and vice versa, that is, using it of divine properties when 

                                                 
17 Prestige, 292; a paraphrase of Amb. 5, PG 90:1053B. 

18 Prestige, 293. 

19 Vladimir Lossky observes that John of Damascus (c. 645 or 676 – 749) 
considers perichoresis from two angles. From the standpoint of the economy of salvation 
(which is historical and implies linearity), perichoresis is clearly initiated by God. 
However, in the context of the Incarnation (as a once-and-for-all event unbounded by 
time) perichoresis is mutual because the human nature is given the capacity of 
penetrating into the divine. Quoted by Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 25; 
parenthetical comments are mine. Later in this chapter I will discuss Maximus' 
understanding of unity and difference where it becomes clear that the language of 
"penetration" does not imply any possibility of a mixture of human and divine. The 
distinction of the two natures will be retained forever, as the Chalcedonian Definition 
states. 
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speaking of Christ as Man. According to Thunberg, the development of this concept in 

strictly Chalcedonian terms is Maximus' "pioneering contribution."20 

Indeed, the key to Maximus' concept of perichoresis is that he sees every aspect 

of it in Chalcedonian terms. Maximus meticulously works out the dynamics of 

perichoresis presenting its paradoxical quality consistently faceted by the four-fold 

“formula” of the Council of Chalcedon (451): the two natures unite “without confusion, 

without change, without division, without separation.”21 The controversial adjective 

"theandric" is used of human-divine subjects. The term itself, first found in Pseudo-

Dionysius, resulted in a controversy because it was subject to monophysite, 

monoenergist, and monothelite readings, that is, it could suggest a single (divine) nature, 

activity, and will of the incarnate Christ. By its strictly Chalcedonian interpretation first 

laid out by Maximus, this term was rescued from an automatic association of it with 

monophysitism and, therefore, from being perceived as heretical by dyophysites. It 

became a powerful formula that captures the true meaning of every action enabled by the 

Incarnation to be truly human-divine, and, therefore, applicable to these actions as an 

interpretative paradigm. Maximus worked out principles of theandric activity qualified by 

this Chalcedonian understanding. 

Thunberg identifies several aspects in Maximus' understanding of perichoresis on 

the basis of relevant texts. For Maximus, perichoresis is a divine-human (theandric) 

modality of the hypostatic union, conceptually characterized as (1) a double penetration 

                                                 
20 Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 22. 

21 Ibid., 22. It must be noted that Maximus does not quote the Chalcedonian 
definition verbatim but appropriates it conceptually. I discuss Maximus' relation to the 
Chalcedonian Definition in chap. 6, pp. 258-266. 
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realized by two distinct agencies, divine and human, with the properties of each 

preserved; (2) they are simultaneously present (coinhere) in every aspect of this activity; 

and (3) they retain a polarity of interdependence of unity and duality.22 Historically, the 

dynamics of “unity-in-diversity” within the Church are patterned after this unconfused 

union. Let us look closer at these three aspects of perichoresis. 

For Maximus, perichoresis implies double penetration: a genuinely dual, divine-

human, or theandric, activity of two agents with their unique sets of properties preserved. 

Not only does the divine nature penetrate into the human, as Prestige pointed out, but also 

the human nature actively penetrating into the divine,23 as he failed to acknowledge. 

Thunberg criticizes Prestige’s interpretation of perichoresis as a one-sided action 

accomplished by the divine nature as the only agent of the hypostatic union, and of the 

human nature as being passive. On the contrary, transformed by grace, the human nature 

not merely preserves the autonomy of its activity, but it is also given the ability to act in 

harmony with the divine, yet without ceasing to be human. Without losing its human 

properties—that is, without confusion, in accord with the Chalcedonian formula—human 

nature actively penetrates "into the totality of divine nature."24 In this union accomplished 

by Christ, nothing human remains out of touch with the totality of the divine, and vice 

versa.25 

                                                 
22 Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 26-32. 

23 The self-determination of the human will of Christ based on his human nature 
does not jeopardize the transcendence of the divine natural will. The differences of the 
natures are always preserved, as I discuss later in this chapter. 

24 Ibid., 28. 

25 See Amb. 5, PG 91:1053B; quoted above. Both Prestige (pp. 292-293) and 
Thunberg (p. 28) reflect on this passage, yet arrive at different conclusions. 
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In agreement with Thunberg, I suggest that Prestige misses the point entirely. The 

heart of Maximus' two-will Christology is the assertion of the ability of both natures to 

will and act independently. To deny it is to join the camp of Maximus' monothelite 

opponents. 

 A glimpse of how two independent wills act in true unity is given in another 

aspect of perichoresis—the coinherence of both natures in every action—becomes clear 

in the context of energies. Maximus associates activity (energy) with nature (essence) 

seeing the two as ontologically inseparable though distinct. He follows the earlier 

patristic model of unity of the divine essence and productivity, most notably, that of 

Gregory of Nyssa.26  For Nyssen, ἐνέργεια is the divine "productive capacity as 

exercised," as distinguished from the constant divine productive capacity (δύναμις) 

                                                 
26 For a thorough treatment of Gregory of Nyssa's teaching on the ontological 

unity of God's essence and his productive capacity" (δύναμις) see M. R. Barnes, The 
Power of God: Δύναμις' in Gregory of Nyssa's Trinitarian Theology (Washington, D.C.: 
Catholic University of America Press, 2001); idem, 'Δύναμις' and the Anti-Monastic 
Ontology of Nyssen’s Contra Eunomium, " in Arianism: Historical and Theological 
Reassessments, ed. Robert C. Gregg (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Philadelphia Patristic 
Foundation, 1985), 327-334. Gregory of Nyssa appropriates the philosophical “power 
causality” (the conception of power as a unique manifestation of a nature) and connects it 
with biblical power language, such as in 1 Cor. 1: 24, thus providing the pro-Nicene 
Christian Trinitarian theology with the power-causality model for an expression of the 
unity and continuity of nature within the Trinity. The logic of the power-causality that 
associates productivity with the divine nature helped to preserve the biblical language of 
Father/Son generation causality without positing the Son as in any way inferior to the 
Father in divinity. God the Father and God the Son share the divine nature which is the 
same in every respect, including the productive capacity intrinsic, or connatural, to it. The 
productive capacity implies continuity of nature between the origin and the product. It is 
such that it can communicate the same nature and the same productive capacity both from 
the Father to the Son, and from the Son to the cosmos. (M. R. Barnes, " 'Δύναμις' and the 
Anti-Monastic Ontology," 1-14) See also M. R. Barnes, “Eunomius of Cyzicus and 
Gregory of Nyssa: Two traditions of Transcendent Causality,” VC 52.1 (1998): 59-87; 
idem, "The Background and Use of Eunomious’ Causal Language," in Arianism after 
Arius: Essays on the Development of the Fourth Century Christian Conflicts, ed. M. R. 
Barnes and D. H. Williams (Edinburg: T & T Clark, 1993), 217-236 
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understood as the cause of ἐνέργεια. This productivity (δύναμις) is a natural property of 

the divine essence (οὐσία) and thus inseparable from it, being one of the unique functions 

that define divinity.27 

It is also important to notice that from the notion of ontological unity of nature 

and productivity, as well as the unity of the divine productivity and its product,28 it also 

follows that, with respect to divinity qua divinity, they necessarily correspond 

numerically: since ἐνέργεια is an exercise of δύναμις, and since δύναμις is the property of 

οὐσία, the number of οὐσίαι corresponds to the number of energies.29 Maximus argues 

that two natures in Christ necessitate postulating two energies, and speaks about divine 

and human activities in terms of perichoresis. The natures act reciprocally towards each 

other (by penetrating into each other), which results in a common action and intention.30 

However, this combined theandric action is not a one-energy action. Any monoenergist 

connotation is ruled out because this unity is unconfused in every aspect.31 

Finally, the union of the two natures is maintained due to an "active polarity" 

between unity and duality. In the context of the human-divine dynamics of the 

Incarnation Maximus presents the union of the two natures as being maintained to the 

                                                 
27 M. R. Barnes, " 'Δύναμις' and the Anti-Monastic Ontology," 329; idem, Power 

of God, 16, 260-307. 

28 M. R. Barnes points out that neither God's essence and productivity, nor 
productivity and product are separated with an interval (διάστημα) in Nyssen. M. R. 
Barnes, " 'Δύναμις' and the Anti-Monastic Ontology," 330. 

29 M. R. Barnes, " 'Δύναμις' and the Anti-Monastic Ontology," 332; idem, Power 
of God, 280-81. Another important correlation, the non-oppositional structure of reality, 
where Maximus echoes Nyssa will be discussed later in this chapter. 

30 Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 30. Th. pol. 20, PG 91:232A. 

31Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 30. 
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extent of their differences, and, vice versa, the differences are realized to the extent they 

are united. Maximus qualifies the aspect of polarity by the so-called tantum-quantum 

(ἕως μέχρι) formulae. Translated "as long as," "to the extent that," or "in proportion to," 

these statements express a relationship of the dependence of the realization of one aspect 

on the realization of the other.32 This constructive tension between unity and duality (or 

unity and multiplicity, or unity and difference, depending on the context) will appear in 

various aspects of Maximus' theology in general, and of cosmology and anthropology in 

particular, as it will be mentioned later in this chapter. 

Maximus appears to freely reapply the logic of perichoresis of the hypostatically 

united natures as a paradigm for other realities in which the mutual penetration takes 

place: the process of deification,33 an ascent of the believer toward God as his or her 

cause and goal;34 a reciprocal movement of penetration of the believer into the object of 

the faith, while this object is being revealed in proportion to the faith one possesses; and 

an interrelation within creation, namely, the relationship of the intelligible and the 

sensible worlds.35 Thus, Maximus meticulously works out the dynamics of perichoresis, 

qualified by the four-fold Chalcedonian definition, and paradigmatically set up by the 

Incarnation within the hypostatic union. He speaks of perichoresis as a theandric action 

in which both natures coinhere without confusion and realize themselves in the union. By 

interpreting other realities marked by human-divine dynamics in terms of the perichoretic 

movement Maximus uses this concept paradigmatically, thus transcending the boundaries 
                                                 

32Ibid., 31-33. 

33 Q.Thal. 59, CCSG 22:51; Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 27. 

34 Q.Thal. 59, CCSG 22:53; Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 27. 

35Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 27. 
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of Christology. He stretches the usage of the Christological paradigm to epistemology 

and hermeneutics employing it as the key for understanding other aspects of the 

relationship between God and man. The prominence of the concept of perichoresis in 

Maximus is also evident in two other areas, his cosmology and anthropology.36 

 
Cosmological Implications 

Perichoretic dimensions transpire in Maximus’ discourse about the world, its 

origins and principals of its organization, typically defined as cosmology. General 

principles of unity and diversity that Maximus approaches through the prism of the 

Christological paradigm will be discussed first. 

 
Unity and Difference 

Maximus’ Christology is a paradigm of his interpretation of unity and multiplicity 

in other spheres of reality. The relationship between creation and the Creator are defined 

with a “double prerequisite,… cosmological as well as Christological.”37 The gulf created 

by their utter substantial distinction has been bridged by God, thus affirming creation as 

positive without abolishing its otherness in relation to Him, and multiplicity within it. 

Concepts of difference and division throw light on this constructive tension.38 

An almost ubiquitous presence of the principle of unity and distinction in various 

areas of Maximus’ theology, as well as the function of this principle as an interpretative 

                                                 
36 Maximus sees the effects of the fall on man and the cosmos as a series of 

divisions/separations. As reenacted in the liturgy, the cosmos is the arena where, through 
the Incarnation, the five major divisions are being healed while differences are celebrated 
as a more complete reflection of the divine. Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 61. 

37 Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 51. 

38 Ibid., 51. 
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paradigm and the governing logic behind his argumentation has been demonstrated by 

Törönen. Törönen formulates what he calls “the principle of simultaneous unity and 

distinction”: “things united remain distinct and without confusion in an inseparable 

union.”39 The material gathered by Törönen demonstrates how meticulously and widely 

Maximus interpolates Christology into the fabric of his thought.40 

A distinction between difference and division cast in Chalcedonian terms explains 

how diversity can be preserved without violation of unity, which in turn presents 

diversification of created beings as positive. Christ’s unifying presence in creation is 

realized through the logoi (divine principles or intentions).41 Thus, the universe is 

logical—or, rather, Christo-Logical—and, as such, rational and coherent. Continuity 

between the material and spiritual realms is part of this coherence. The principle of 

diabasis (transit) throws light on Maximus' understanding of this continuity. 

διαφορά (“difference, distinction”) in Maximus has primarily Christological and 

cosmological meaning. It refers to the irreducible distinctions of the divine and human 

natures that are preserved without confusion in the hypostatic union. The term is used 

more broadly, of the irreducible difference between the created and uncreated realms. 

These are not particular individuating qualities, but rather the very quality of 

                                                 
39 Melchisedec Törönen, Union and Distinction in the Thought of St Maximus the 

Confessor (Oxford University Press, 2007), 1. 

40 I address Törönen's main thesis in chapt. 6. Törönen challenges the role of the 
Chalcedonian logic in Maximus' thought by tracing neoplatonic and patristic roots of the 
Confessor’s terminology of unity and difference. While not contesting the significance of 
“Chalcedonian Christianity” for Maximus, Törönen says a decisive “no” to “pan-
Chalcedonianism” and its terminological monopoly in the Confessor’s articulation of 
“union without confusion.” Törönen, 6. For my discussion of this thesis, see chap. 6, pp. 
262-266. 

41 The logoi will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter. 
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distinctiveness, or of being distinct, in contrast with the immutability of the divine. This 

quality of being distinct from God is unitive as the basis for their identity: a common 

status in which all creatures equally stand in relation to their Creator. Finally, διαφορά is 

also used of distinction between created entities. These distinctions are willed by God, 

irreducible, and, therefore, positive.42  

By contrast, διαίρεσις (“division”) has a negative meaning because it implies 

alienation, or separation.43 The natures of Christ retain their distinction but without 

separation. Maximus identifies five divisions that exist in the fallen world with the 

elements being distinct and separated: between God and creation; the intelligible and the 

sensible; heaven and earth; paradise and the inhabited world; and, finally, male and 

female. While torn asunder in the fallen state, these different elements can be united 

without losing their distinctness, that is, without confusion, in the Chalcedonian manner. 

It is possible for man to mediate this union, because the opposites have been already 

reconciled by Christ.44 

Maximus affirms that Cyril of Alexandria was fully aware of these shades of 

meaning and thus his teaching did not contradict the Chalcedonian definition which also 

                                                 
42 For an overview of the evolution of the term διαφορά, see Thunberg, 

Microcosm and Mediator, 51-55. 

43 For an overview of the evolution of the term διαίρεσις, see ibid., 55-57. 

44 Amb. 41, PG 91:1304D-1305AB; Loudovikos, 2. Loudovikos does not see the 
human part in the human-divine relations as utterly passive as many Western theologians 
do. The human-divine relationship is in fact described as a dialogue. This is a dialogue of 
unequal parties, yes, but a dialogue to which both side contribute. This created-uncreated 
gap is bridged by the uncreated willingly breaking the limits of the created. The 
relationship that emerges as the result is one of a dialogue in which gifts are exchanged in 
the eucharistic "becoming-in-communion." 
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employs these concepts in continuity with Cyril.45 In chapter five we will see how 

Maximus uses these concepts in his Christological argument. 

The concepts of unity and difference are used by Maximus to articulate his vision 

of God as both transcendent and immanent in his relation to creation. God’s ontological 

otherness is conveyed by the image of a gulf between the uncreated and the created. Yet 

He is also wholly present in creation as a whole, as well as in every element. Törönen 

captures this simultaneity in a reflection on the nature of the connection between God and 

creation: “While there is no essential continuum, there is a union between God and 

creation, a simultaneous union and distinction; the ontological gulf is bridged without 

being violated… [I]t is these two together [union and distinction], not the one without the 

other…”46 He further observes that, for Maximus, this paradox of simultaneous 

transcendence and immanence “is not a philosophical dilemma, but a cause for wonder 

and for the acknowledgement of the limits of the human intelligence.”47 Such 

interpretation allows him to explore the nature of the connection between God and 

creation identified by him as “theophanic,” which means that the transcendent God is 

immanently and fully present in every area of creation. 

Thus, to Maximus, creation as plurality and differentiation of being is positive. He 

does not considered multiplicity as an expression of degeneration of being and increasing 

alienation from the divine unity. Creation is positive for another reason: its differentiation 

is at the same time the realization of created beings' freedom. Differentiation, however, 

                                                 
45 See chap. 5 for an overview of Cyril's Christology and its relation to the 

Chalcedonian Definition.  

46 Törönen, 132. 

47 Ibid., 133. 
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should be considered through what Thunberg calls “the double principle of differentiation 

and unification.”48 Unity and freedom of diversified creation form a polarity where 

unifying factor does not suppress true freedom and allows freedom to thrive. This 

paradigm of polarity of unity and freedom of individual beings has been established by a 

unique relationship of unity in integrity of human and divine natures of the Incarnate 

Logos. The same paradigm also unlocks the relationship between created and uncreated 

reality, as well as among individual beings where unity and multiplicity aspects interplay 

analogously.49 

This dynamic of polarity of the created and the uncreated, of the human and the 

divine, characterizes both, the whole of reality, and every part of it. This principle can be 

illustrated on the basis of how Maximus understands the humanity of Christ. He speaks 

of two assumptions of the human nature by Christ, or, rather, about its two aspects. It can 

be considered on the essential level of the interaction of the natures in its proper 

atemporal sense, in which human nature has been deified by the divine that gave human 

nature incorruptibility. It can also be thought of from the temporal, historical perspective, 

when Christ subjected himself to the laws by which creation abides, and in this sense he 

voluntarily assumed human corruptibility. Vladimir Lossky speaks about these two 

dimensions of the humanity of Christ as two poles. One could say that humanity, which is 

itself one of the archetypal "poles" of the hypostatic union, is also characterized by 

polarity within itself.50 For Zizioulas, the only model for the proper relation between 

                                                 
48 Ibid., 72. 

49 Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 72. 

50 V. Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church, 148. Here, Lossky 
refers to Th. Pol. 91:156-157; Amb. 3, PG 91:1040, Amb. 5, 1049D-1052; Amb. 42, 
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communion and otherness is the Trinitarian God, in whom "otherness is constitutive of 

unity... and not consequent upon it."51 The otherness of the divine persons is absolute.52 

The logic of the hypostatic union of the human and the divine natures in Christ in 

which the inviolate unity and the unmitigated distinctions are simultaneously present 

explains for Maximus the relation between the Creator and creation. Maximus explores 

this ontologically foundational relation in his teaching on the Logos and the logoi, to 

which I turn next. 

 
Inner Rationality of Reality 

The logoi.  Another structural component of Maximus’ Christological cosmology 

is the concept of the logoi, or “the principles of differentiated creation pre-existent in 

God.”53 According to Loudovikos, "in regard to the existence of created things in general, 

the logoi play a determinative role on multiple levels, defining all the orders, degrees and 

phases of things' existence, their connection with each other, and their own internal 

structure."54 

                                                                                                                                                 
1317D-1321. Maximus, Leontius of Byzantium and Leontius of Jerusalem speak of the 
akra ("poles") of Christ’s hypostasis. 

51 Zizioulas, Communion and Otherness, 4-5. 

52 Ibid., 23. Zizioulas refers to Ep. 15 (PG 91:553D). 

53 Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 64. 

54 Loudovikos, Eucharistic Ontology, 53. The author quotes several passages 
where Maximus himself defines or explains what the logoi are, as well as definitions of 
them by several Maximian scholars. The logoi, in their unity-in-difference relationship to 
the Logos, form the basis for a type of ontology, as Loudovikos and several scholars 
quoted by him seem to suggest: "In fact, in the theory of the logoi we observe the very 
first signs of a true ontology, albeit one that transcends philosophy and is meta-
philosophical—at least once the profound contemporary crisis in ontology allows us to 
give the term 'ontology' a deeper and broader meaning" (ibid.). 
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The logoi are also called “divine intentions,” thelēmata, “a word which neatly 

combines dynamic and static, temporal and timeless aspects.”55 As the principles of 

differentiation, the logoi are also principles of unification. All of them are “fixed” in the 

Logos pointing out the fundamental oneness of the divine will.56 The concept was 

borrowed from Platonism and Stoicism57 and, according to Plass, in Maximus it retained 

its original “vague status.”58 The term is in fact difficult to define. Thunberg, however, 

sees Maximus’ unique contribution to the development of this concept by presenting the 

logoi as the realization of Christ’s immanent presence in the diversity of creation. On the 

other hand, this concept also captures a unifying aspect: one Logos in whom all the logoi 

find their center can be discerned through contemplation. The unity is preserved because 

all the logoi pre-exist and are “fixed” in the Logos.59 Maximus expresses this stability 

and immutability saying that, on the one hand, the logoi are πεπήγασι καθ᾿ οὕς (“securely 

fixed”)60 in the Logos, and creatures are στάσιμά τε παντελῶς εἰσι καὶ ἀκίνητα 

                                                 
55 Plass, “Transcendent Time,” 265. 

56 Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 65. 

57 For an overview of the development of the concept, see Thunberg, Microcosm 
and Mediator, 73-74, n. 157. 

58 Plass, “Transcendent Time,” 264. 

59 Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 74-75. 

60 Amb. 7, PG 91:1081A; trans. Robert Louis Wilken, in On the Cosmic Mystery 
of Jesus Christ: Selected Writings from St Maximus the Confessor, trans. Blowers and 
Wilken, Popular Patristic Series 25 (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir's Seminary Press, 
2003), 56. 
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(“perfectly firm and immovable”) in them, while on the other hand they delineate 

movement (and development?) of creation.61 

Centering in Christ, the logoi thus are grounded in the atemporal realm.62 

Epifanovic suggest the following. With respect to God, the logoi are divine ideas or 

volitions. In a case of any created thing, its logos is its formative principle.  With respect 

to movement, its logos is its meaning, goal, intention, blueprint, and standard. For 

humans, the logoi are the subject of our knowledge, divine illuminations of our mind, 

subjectively apprehended as thoughts, contemplations, and truths.63 

Maximus considers the logoi in three aspects. First, in its apophatic—unknowable 

and inexpressible—dimension, the Logos is beyond being and categories. Second aspect 

refers to the procession of creatures and their differentiation.64 The Logos is the cause of 

creatures, as one of his names reflects “the Logos is the many logoi.” In the third aspect, 

the Logos is also the goal of creatures, in whom “the many logoi are the one Logos,” 

which also indicates their return65 towards unity of the logoi in one Logos, back to whom 

they are guided by providence.66 Although the neoplatonic triad of procession and return 

                                                 
61 Amb. 15, PG 91:1217AB; trans. Blowers, in On the Cosmic Mystery of Jesus 

Christ, 57, n. 34. 

62 Archimandrite Nektary (R. V. Jashunsky), ed. and trans., On Various 
Difficulties in Saint Gregory and Saint Dionysius [the Ambigua] (Moscow: Institute of 
Saint Thomas, 2006), 385. 

63 Epifanovic, 65, n. 1. Epifanovic also gives a detailed overview of the concept of 
logoi within the patristic tradition. 

64 It is also associated with dyastole ("expansion") which will be discussed later in 
this chapter. 

65 It is also associated with systole ("contraction") which will be discussed later in 
this chapter. 

66 Amb. 7, PG 91:1080BC; the passage quoted and discussed in Törönen, 133-34. 
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is clearly referred to here,67  Maximus stresses simultaneity and mutuality in this 

interplay of unity of the one Logos, who at the same time is reflected in the multiplicity 

of the logoi of creatures in their inseparable individuality. This individuality is, in turn, 

not only retained by factual fixity in, and unconfused unity of, the logoi in the one Logos, 

but also exists because of this unity. Again, the relationship of polarity becomes evident. 

Zizioulas explains Maximus' ontology of communion of created beings with 

God—a communion in which their otherness from God is preserved—utilizing Maximus' 

understanding of the Logos as a personal, rather than only intellectual, principle: 

(i) The logoi of creation are providential (προνοητικοί); they are not part of God's 
intelligence but of his will and love. 
(ii) The Logos that unites the logoi of creation is a Person, not intelligence or 
nous, but the Son of the Father. In being united with the Logos, the logoi of 
creation do not become part of God's substance but retain their creaturely nature. 
(iii) The fact that the Logos unites in himself the logoi of creation as a Person and 
not as divine nous or intelligence or any similar natural quality of God, means that 
it is through the Incarnation that the logoi are truly united to God. In other words, 
the gulf of otherness between God and the world is bridged in a personal or 
hypostatic manner (ὑποστατικῶς). In Chalcedonian terminology, the unity 
between God and the world takes place while the divine and the human natures 
unite in a Person 'without confusion,' that is, through a communion that preserves 
otherness. 
(iv) ...[This] ontology is conceived not on the basis of what things are (their 
nature), but of how they are (their 'way of being,' or hypostasis).68 
 
Thus, the cosmos reflects certain mutuality: it is “the other,” willingly created, but 

never alienated, never externalized by God. As truly "the other," distinguished (but not 

alienated) by the absolute created-uncreated gulf, creation becomes that second element 

of the intrinsic created-uncreated duality. The positive tension between oneness and 

duality is discerned through the prism of the Chalcedonian formula: the unity does not 

                                                 
67 Törönen, 134. 

68 Zizioulas, Communion and Otherness, 23. For Maximus' distinction between 
logos and tropos, see chap. 3, pp. 104-113. 
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violate but rather secures the true freedom of differentiation, and itself is not jeopardized 

by differentiation. Never externalized, creation at the same time remains truly one with 

God as its creator Who secures this unity in the world’s Christocentric structure "cross-

stitching" it by his logical principles. The logoi, in their relatedness to the Logos, provide 

not only the ontological, but also the epistemological basis for the rational (and, 

therefore, understandable) structure of reality that will be addressed next. 

 
Logical coherence.  For Maximus, there is only one “Supreme” Lord, the Logos, 

to whom all elements of reality are subject, and who is the source of harmony of the 

whole. The logical coherence that reality itself owes to its Creator, the Logos, is the 

metaphysical foundation of Maximus’ assumptions of both the coherence of the content 

of the orthodox (correct) faith, and the coherence of the process of its transmission. 

Maximus’ notion of the logical coherence of the content of the orthodox faith 

received from his predecessors is an essential metaphysical assumption that underlies his 

interpretation of this content, as well as his polemic with his opponents. Croce addresses 

Maximus’ emphasis on the “logical coherence of the Christian message.”69 The orthodox 

faith is logically coherent because of its relatedness to the Logos who is at the foundation 

of its unity.70 Being the record of the revelation of the Logos, the content of the faith 

reflects its unity and harmony in every aspect and as a whole. Every part is logically 

coherent within itself, and in harmony with the rest. Biblical testimony, apostolic 

preaching, transmitted and interpreted by the Fathers, and affirmed by ecumenical 

                                                 
69 Vittorio Croce, Tradizione e ricerca: Il metodo teologico di san Massimo il 

Confessore, Studia patristica mediolanensia 2 (Milan: Vita e Pensiero, 1974), 163. 

70 Ibid., 154. 
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councils do not contradict one another71 because the whole process of transmission is 

enabled and governed by the same Holy Spirit.72 

Logical coherence is a litmus test for Maximus in distinguishing between true and 

false teaching. It is the mark of the orthodoxy of a doctrine, as opposed to heresy which is 

marked by inner contradictions that reveal its illogical character. Heresy is illogical 

because of its lack of relation to the Logos.73 Heretical doctrines contradict one another 

and nullify one another.74 Maximus states the principle known as the “principle of non-

contradiction”: "It is impossible to consider opposing [propositions] both at the same 

time in the same aspect.”75 

                                                 
71 Ibid., 161. 

72 Ep. 13, PG 91:532C; Ep. 15, PG 91:548D-549A. 

73 Croce, 154. “There is only one law and measure in the created reality: the 
Logos of God. It means that reality is ‘logical’ in itself, in a sense that it excludes from 
within itself that which is ‘a-logical’ (ἄλογον, [without reason, irrational]), or ‘para-
logical’ (παράλογον, [contrary to reason, beyond reason]) into the realm of non-being.” 
Cf. Q. Thal. 64, CCSG 22:211. Εἰ γὰρ ἀπιστίας ἐν τῇ πίστει λόγος οὐδείς, οὐδὲ σκότους, 
αἰτία κατὰ φύσιν ὑπάρχει τὸ φῶς, οὐδὲ Χριστῷ συνενδείκνυσθαι πέφυκεν ὁ διάβολος, 
δῆλον ὡς οὐδὲ τῷ λόγῳ τὸ παράπαν συνυπάρχει τι παράλογον. “Since indeed, in faith 
there is no logos-principle of unbelief, nor is light, by nature, the cause of darkness, nor 
does the devil have a natural disposition to appear together with Christ, it is obvious that 
nothing contrary to logos-reason can ever coexist with the Logos-Word.” 

74 Th. pol. 7, PG 91:72; Croce, 155. 

75 Q. Thal. 64, CCSG 22:211. “Οὐ γὰρ δυνατὸν ἄμφω κατὰ ταὐτὸν ἅμα 
καταθρῆσαι τὰ ἀντικείμενα." Aristotle discusses the principle of non-contradiction in 
Metaphysics IV 3–6. Maximus’ formulation seems to be the closest to what is known as 
the third semantic version of the Aristotelian principle of non-contradiction, which runs 
as follow: “…[O]pposite statements are not both true at the same time (μὴ εἶναι ἀληθεῖς 
ἅμα τὰς ἀντικειμένας φάσεις)” (Metaphysics IV 6 1011b13-14). However, it also echoes 
the first, ontological, and the second, doxastic, versions of the principle, which read 
respectively: “It is impossible for the same attribute at once to belong and not to belong 
to the same thing and in the same relation (τὸ γὰρ αὐτὸ ἅμα ὑπάρχειν τε καὶ μὴ ὑπάρχειν 
ἀδύνατον τῷ αὐτῷ καὶ κατὰ τὸ αὐτό)” (Metaphysics IV 3 1005b19–21); “It is impossible 
for anyone to suppose that the same thing is and is not (ἀδύνατον γὰρ ὁντινοῦν ταὐτὸν 
ὑπολαμβάνειν εἶναι καὶ μὴ εἶναι)” (Metaphysics IV 3 1005b24). Aristotle, Metaphysics, 
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In support of his argument Croce analyzes examples that come primarily from 

Amb. and Th. pol. Maximus’ interpretation of Cyril’s monadic expression in the Epistles 

analyzed in chapter 5, generally supports Croce’s conclusions.76 On the one hand, 

Maximus presents Cyril’s teaching as part of the catholic church tradition, devoting much 

effort to the harmonization of Cyril’s expression with various aspects of the church’s 

teaching. On the other hand, he excludes his opponents from the church’s catholic 

tradition by demonstrating that their position is logically incoherent, and, therefore, 

heretical. In chapter 5 I show how Maximus consistently performs both types of 

operations, including the dyophysite interpretations of Cyril in the mainstream teaching 

of the church, while excluding his opponents’ monophysite interpretations.77 Given the 

abundance of examples throughout the Maximian corpus, I suggest that the 

demonstration of harmony or disharmony of received contents is perceived by Maximus 

as a necessary part of his active engagement with the doctrinal legacy of his predecessors. 

Harmony, however, does not consist in identity of wording, but rather in the continuity of 

meaning.78 Maximus’ preference for meaning over wording, as well as his view of 

                                                                                                                                                 
ed. William David Ross (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1924); trans. Hugh Tredennick, in 
Aristotle in 23 Volumes, vols. 17 and 18, ed. W. D. Ross (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press; William Heinemann Ltd., 1933-1989). 

76 However, some modifications to Croce’s conclusions will also be necessary. 

77 For specific examples of both operations, see chap. 5. Maximus demonstrates 
that, when interpreted correctly, Cyril’s monadic expression does not contradict the 
Church’s dyophysite position. He also demonstrates that his opponents’ interpretation of 
Cyril’s expression in support of their monophysite position is untenable and, as such, it 
places them outside of the Church’s mainstream teaching. 

78 This approach seems to have existed in the consciousness of the Church since it 
formulated its first ecumenical creed (the Nicene Creed). After having been promulgated 
by the Council of Nicaea it disappeared for nearly three decades and was rarely quoted 
verbatim by Church Fathers. 
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language as symbolic, find their theoretical basis in the principle of diabasis (transit) to 

which I turn next. 

 
Non-oppositional Structure of Reality 

Another important cosmological principle, the non-oppositional structure of 

reality, will be briefly mentioned. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, Maximus echoes 

Gregory of Nyssa's articulation of this principle as a corollary of his theory of the 

connatural unity of the divine essence and the divine power. As M. R. Barnes 

successfully demonstrates, the logic of the connatural productivity, especially in Gregory 

of Nyssa’s articulation, underlies not only the relationship between the Father and the 

Son, but also the relationship between the Son and the cosmos. Since the Father and the 

Son share the same nature that is inherently productive, the act of creation is also a 

manifestation of an aspect of this same divine productive capacity, which also, to some 

extent, implies continuity of nature between the origin and the product—the Son and 

creation. To separate creation from this capacity is to postulate an origin of creation 

external to God, or other than God.79 

From the unity of essence, its capacity, and the product of capacity it follows that 

the uncreated and the created realms also stand in a non-opposing relation. Gregory 

draws on the traditional logical argument to point that out: nothing can produce its 

opposite.80 This distinction without opposition describes Gregory's vision of the 

                                                 
79 M. R. Barnes, The Power of God, 13-16. 

80 M. R. Barnes, " 'Δύναμις' and the Anti-Monastic Ontology," 331; idem, Power 
of God, 269. 
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relationship of the uncreated and the created.81 This model also carries an idea of certain 

continuity between the Creator’s power and its product, and a specific relation of 

interiority of creation to its origin, seems to have inspired Maximus’ cosmology. 

Although many translators succumb to the Aristotelian potentiality/actuality pair, 

Maximus understands the concepts δύναμις and ἐνεργεία in tune with Gregory. A good 

example is found in Mystagogia where Maximus speaks of wisdom as the δύναμις of 

knowledge.82 The word "potency" is better translation of δύναμις than "potentiality." It is 

useful to qualify both terms to avoid "not-yet" connotation in place of a positive charge 

referring to what nature is empowered to do. Maximus sees δύναμις as a force with a 

positive value rather than taking it in "not-yet" terms. 

The non-oppositional vision of reality allows Maximus to see unity and difference 

as simultaneously predicated of such elements of reality as, for instance, Creator and 

creation, or as the spiritual and the material. Through the principle of diabasis Maximus 

further explores how distinct elements of reality are connected. Their continuity is seen in 

the fact that one element is not being overridden by another one which is higher in rank, 

but rather transformed, or realized, by way of transit (diabasis). 

 
Diabasis 

The principle of diabasis (transit) reveals yet another dynamic aspect in the 

relationship of distinct yet non-opposed dimensions of reality. This principle is isolated 

and researched by Blowers who draws Maximus’ “working theory of anagogical 

exegesis” in Questiones ad Thalassium, approaching this theory through the lens of the 

                                                 
81 M. R. Barnes, " 'Δύναμις' and the Anti-Monastic Ontology," 331. 

82 Myst. 5, PG 91:673C-680B. 



98 
 

unifying theme of spiritual διάβασις (a transition from sensible to spiritual reality, in the 

broadest sense),83 “a dynamic transition at work already in the very fabric of creation and 

scripture.”84 

Diabasis takes place in three “inter-related aspects”85 that correspond to three 

dimensions of the Logos’ incarnation: in creation, in scripture, and in human nature. Each 

aspect has two dimensions. The first dimension is sensible, that is, the one that is on the 

surface, and can be perceived with the senses. The second dimension is intellectual, or 

spiritual and true, which can only be accessed through contemplation, when the mind 

makes a transit from the sensible to the intelligible truth. Through contemplating created 

nature one transitions from the outward appearances to the spiritual logoi, or inner 

principles, of things, which are also reasons and purpose of their existence, imparted by 

the Incarnation. Contemplating scripture, one transitions from its letter to its spirit. In 

human nature, the transition takes place from sense to intellect.86 In each aspect, diabasis 

culminates in an encounter with the mystery of the incarnate Christ, and thus achieves 

deification.87 It is peculiar to Maximus that the sensible dimension is not a barrier to be 

                                                 
83 Blowers, Exegesis, 100. On Maximus' biblical exegesis, also see idem, "The 

Anagogical Imagination: Maximus the Confessor and the Legacy of Origenian 
Hermeneutics," in Origeniana Sexta (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1995): 639-54; 
George C. Berthold, “History and Exegesis in Evagrius and Maximus,” in Origeniana 
Quarta (Innsbruck and Vienna: Tyrolia-Verlag, 1987): 390-404; Adam G. Cooper, The 
Body in St Maximus the Confessor: Holy Flesh, Wholly Deified (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005); idem, "Maximus the Confessor on the Structural Dynamics of 
Revelation," VC 55 (2001): 161-86; Sherwood, “Exposition and Use of Scripture in St. 
Maximus, as Manifest in Questiones ad Thalassium,” OCP 24 (1958): 202-207. 

84 Blowers, Exegesis, 251. 

85 Ibid., 97. 

86 Ibid., 101. 

87 Ibid., 15. 
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overcome on one’s anabasis (ascent) to a higher reality but rather the necessary first 

step.88 

This transition is possible because of the symbolic structure of reality. The 

incarnate Christ is “engraved” (and thus perceivable) in the sensible and visible aspects 

so that He could be recognized and accessed as one passes over from the sensible to the 

spiritual and true aspect. Thus, in all three aspects diabasis ultimately leads to Christ.89 

Ἐπειδὴ τοίνυν ἴδιον τοῦ ψηλαφῶντος ἡ διάκριςίς ἐστιν, ὁ τὰ νομικὰ σύμβολα 
γνωστικῶς ἐπερχόμενος καὶ τὴν φαινομένην τῶν ὄντων φύσιν ἐπιστημονικῶς 
θεώμενος, διακρίνων τὴν γραφὴν καὶ τὴν κτίσιν καὶ ἑαθτόν, τὴν μὲν γραφὴν εἰς 
γράμμα καὶ πνεῦμα, τὴν δὲ κτίσιν εἰς λόγον καὶ ἐπιφάνειαν, ἑαυτὸν δὲ εἰς νοῦν 
καὶ αἴσθησιν, καὶ τῆς μὲν γραφῆς τὸ πνεῦμα, τῆς δὲ κτίσεως τὸν λόγον, ἑαυτοῦ δὲ 
τὸν νοῦν λαβὼν καὶ ἀλλήλοις ἀλύτως ἑνώσας, εὗρε θεόν.90 

 
Blowers points out that cognitive and moral dimensions of diabasis are “mutually 

co-inherent.” Humans undergo this transition “both cognitively, through the 

interchangeable contemplation of creation (φυσικὴ θεωρία) and scripture (γραφικὴ 

θεωρία), and morally, through the practice (πρᾶξις) of virtue,” culminating “in the higher 

‘theological’ (θεολογική) aspect of the spiritual diabasis, the deifying encounter with the 

                                                 
88 Ibid., 99. Maximus’ position on this point is anti-Platonic, and owes more to 

Aristotle. On a synthesis and transformation of Neoplatonic, Aristotelian, Scholastic, and 
Pseudo-Dionysian elements in Maximus’ teaching see Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 44-73. 

89 Blowers, Exegesis, 101. 

90 Q. Thal. 32, CCSG 7:225; Blowers, trans., Exegesis, 100-101. “He who ‘gropes 
after God’ properly has discretion. Therefore he who comes upon the law’s symbols 
intellectually, and who contemplates the phenomenal nature of created beings 
scientifically, discriminates within scripture, creation, and himself. He distinguishes, that 
is, between the letter and the spirit in scripture, between the inner principle and the 
outward appearance in creation, and between the intellect and sense in himself, and in 
turn unites his own intellect indissolubly with the spirit of scripture and the inner 
principle of creation. Having done this, he ‘discovers God.’ ”  
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mystery of Christ.”91 For instance, in order to make a transition from the letter to the 

spirit of scripture one “must do so not merely scientifically but at once morally, 

intellectually, and mystagogically.”92 “As a human vocation, an active meditation of the 

sensible and the intelligible creation, and an ongoing process of assimilation to God, such 

a spiritual diabasis not only involves but integrates the whole of human nature.”93 Thus, 

in light of diabasis, various correlations between spheres of reality characterized by 

unconfused unity are clearly seen in dynamic continuity. The lower term in such a 

correlation acquires a new state by being transformed by the higher rather than by being 

annihilated. Maximus correlates nature and grace analogously. Their correlation has 

essential implications for Maximus’ anthropology, and I discuss them next.94 

 
Anthropological Implications 

 
Synergy of Nature and Grace 
 
 

Transition from word to meaning through search/research.  The concept of φύσις 

(“nature”) appears in a variety of meanings in Maximus. Balthasar and Thunberg95  

observe a certain semantic overlap of φύσις and οὐσία (“essence”).  In Maximus, οὐσία 

has two meanings. In its first meaning, it is used as a reference to “that which is, as the 

                                                 
91 Blowers, Exegesis, 16. 

92 Ibid., 149. 

93 Ibid., 99. 

94 The role the principle of διάβασις plays in Maximus’ conception of a 
relationship between wording (“letter”) and meaning (“spirit”) in the linguistic context 
will be addressed in chapter 6. 

95 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 216-18; Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 83-90. 
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highest ontological category… [which] includes under itself all species and individuals,” 

with the exception of God.96 It is not a mere abstract universal concept, but “the real 

totality to which the universal concept refers, including its subdivisions and 

individualities, which for him [Maximus] can only conceptually be distinguished from 

the whole.”97 The second meaning is the dynamic dimension in which οὐσία and φύσις 

are almost synonymous. In this sense, both terms imply “elements in creation which are 

not identical with substance and yet not merely accidental,” such as “freedom, 

movement, individuality in a positive sense.”98 This second sense implies “a successive 

scale of particularity—from universals to families and from families to species.” Yet, this 

category is always general and does not imply particularity to the extent ὑπόστασις does. 

οὐσία “needs to be realized in an act of self-fulfillment” by moving from “substantial 

potentiality” to intentional actuality.99 φύσις is a dynamic concept which is always 

general, even though it has a semantic range of different degrees of particularity, from 

created existence as a whole, to qualification of individual species as the reality shared by 

its representatives. φύσις is defined through its natural energy which is the principle of its 

actualization. ὑπόστασις is “the principle of personal being, related particularly to the 

aspect of the realization of what belongs to nature.”100 

                                                 
96 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 216-217.  Amb. 4, PG 91:1036B, Amb. 7, PG 

91:1081B, Amb. 16, PG 91:1221B. Cf. Pseudo-Dionysius, DN 1, PG 4:188A. 

97 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 217; Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 83-84. 

98 Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 84. 

99 Ibid., 85. 

100 Ibid., 89. 
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Blowers analyses the cooperation (synergy) of grace and nature as it is 

exemplified in the cognitive process when the Holy Spirit enables human intellect in Q. 

Thal. 59 in an effort to understand the meaning of salvation.101 In order to explain this 

principle to his addressee, Maximus uses 1 Peter 1:10-11 and the distinction between two 

verbal couplets, ζητεῖν-ἐρευνᾶν (search-inquire) and ἐκζητεῖν-ἐξερευνᾶν (research-

investigate) used of human activity in pondering this Scripture. The synergy of grace 

perfecting nature is demonstrated in that the Holy Spirit perfects the mind of those 

pondering the meaning of salvation. In this particular case, at first, the Holy Spirit 

prompts human mind (νοῦς) to two movements: to search (ζητεῖν) the meaning of 

Scripture and to inquire (ἐρευνᾶν) about it. Next, human reason (λόγος) transformed by 

grace acquires the discretion to research (ἐκζητεῖν) and investigate (ἐξερευνᾶν) the 

spiritual meaning of Scripture. Blowers explains the modification of meaning adding the 

intensive prefix ἐξ-.102 Another possible nuance in meaning could be that when added to 

verbal compounds this prefix “may mark the completion of the action of the verbal idea 

(perfective action),” thus implying “an amplification of fulfillment, completion, 

thoroughness, resolution” of the action denoted by a verb.103 

The natural abilities to know the divine were trapped (rather than taken away or 

destroyed) by the evil one (προσήλωσε τὰς δυνάμεις). These abilities were then restored 

(ἀποκατέστησε) (rather than replaced) by the grace of the Holy Spirit. This allows 

                                                 
101 Blowers, Exegesis, 221-28. 

102 According to Blowers, Maximus follows Origen and Evagrius in ascribing 
special spiritual meaning to intensive prefixes of verbs in Scripture. 

103 Robert Weir Smyth, Greek Grammar, rev. ed, ed. G. M. Messing (1920; repr. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984), 366, 378. 
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Blowers to conclude: "Grace restores, not overrides, nature."104 Grace operates from 

within nature, repairing it rather than replacing it with a new one: 

Καὶ δῆλον ἐντεῦθεν... ὅτι τοῦ πνεύματος ἡ χάρις οὐδαμῶς τῆς φύσεως καταργεῖ 
τὴν δύναμιν, ἀλλὰ μᾶλλον καταργηθεῖσαν τῇ χρήσει τῶν παρὰ φύσιν τρόπων 
ἐνεργὸν ἐποίει πάλιν, τῇ χρήσει τῶν κατὰ φύσιν.105 

 
Loudovikos makes the same argument against Zizioulas who "identifies nature 

with blind necessity and person with freedom as an ecstatic outlet from nature," and 

practically identifies nature with fall.106 For Maximus, on the other hand, 

Nature is already a gift, it is already in the order of grace... And furthermore, 
nature as gift is already and always personal, already and always reciprocity; 
nature is an eschatological, dialogical becoming and not just a frozen "given."107 
 
It is necessary to mention that Maximus does not use the pair nature/grace 

antithetically, and hardly dichotomizes the two. When grace is understood as the 

fulfillment of nature, without overriding or replacing it, but rather transforming it, the 

dichotomy and antithesis disappear. 

While analyzing Maximus' principle of nature perfected by grace in the context of 

cognitive process, Blowers suggests two implications that sanction to apply this principle 

broader than epistemology alone. Maximus outlines possibility of such application:  

Οὐκοῦν οὔτε ἡ χάρις τοῦ παναγίου πνεύματος ἐνεργεῖ σοφίαν ἐν τοῖς ἁγίοις χωρὶς 
τοῦ ταύτην δεχομένου νοός, οὔτε γνῶσιν χωρὶς τῆς δεκτικῆς τοῦ λόγου 
δυνάμεως, οὔτε πίστιν ἄνευ τῆς κατὰ νοῦν καὶ λόγον τῶν μελλόντων καὶ πᾶσι 

                                                 
104 Blowers, Exegesis, 222. 

105 Q. Thal. 59, PG 90:608A; CCSG 22:51; trans. Blowers, Exegesis, 222. "It is 
clear too that grace in no way negates the ability of human nature; rather, since 
humanity's natural ability has been voided by unnatural conduct, grace makes it effective 
again through natural conduct." 

106 Loudovikos, A Eucharistic Ontology, 9; Zizioulas, Communion and Otherness, 
166. 

107 Loudovikos, A Eucharistic Ontology, 10. 
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τέως ἀδήλων πληροφορίας, οὔτε ἰαμάτων χαρίσματα δίχα τῆς κατὰ φύσιν 
φιλανθρωπίας, οὔτε τι ἕτερον τῶν λοιπῶν χαρισμάτων χωρὶς τῆς ἑκάστου 
δεκτικῆς ἕξεώς τε καὶ δυνάμεως· οὔτε μὴν πάλιν ἓν τῶν ἀπηριθμημένων 
ἄνθρωπος κτήσεται κατὰ δύναμιν φυσικὴν δίχα τῆς χορηγούσης ταῦτα θείας 
δυνάμεως.108 

 
Moreover, Maximus translates the human-divine synergy of the epistemological 

process of inquiry of divine realities into a clearly Christological context: 

Ζητεῖ γὰρ ἐν ἡμῖν τὴν τῶν ὄντων γνῶσιν τὸ πνεῦμα τὸ ἅγιον καὶ ἐρευνᾷ, ἀλλ᾿ οὐχ 
ἑαυτῷ ζητεῖ τὸ ζητούμενον, ὅτι θεὸς καὶ πάσης ἐπέκεινα γνώσεως, ἀλλ᾿ ἡμῖν τοῖς 
δεομένοις τῆς γνώσεως, ὥσπερ ἀμέλει καὶ ὁ λόγος γίνεται σὰρξ οὐχ ἑαυτῷ, ἀλλ᾿ 
ἡμῖν τὸ διὰ τῆς σαρκώσεως ἐξανύων μυστήριον. Ὡς γὰρ χωρὶς σαρκὸς νοερῶς 
ἐψυχωμένης οὐκ ἐνήργει θεοπρεπῶς τὰ κατὰ φύσιν τῆς σαρκὸς ὁ λόγος, οὕτως 
οὐδὲ το πνεῦμα τὸ ἅγιον ἐν τοῖς ἁγίοις ἐνεργεῖ τὰς γνώσεις τῶν μυστηρίων χωρὶς 
τῆς κατὰ φύσιν ζητούσης τε καὶ ἐρευνώσης τὴν γνῶσιν δυνάμεως.109 
 

                                                 
108 Q. Thal. 59, PG 90:605B; CCSG 22:47-49; trans. Blowers, Exegesis, 247. 

"Therefore, the grace of the Holy Spirit does not bring about wisdom in the saints without 
the mind that receives it; nor knowledge without the faculty of reason capable of 
apprehending it; nor faith without the full assurance of the mind and reason of the future 
things that are meanwhile invisible to everyone; nor gifts of healing without natural 
philanthropy; nor any other of the remaining gifts without the capacity and faculty for 
receiving each gift. Nor indeed does a human being acquire a single one of the things 
enumerated above by natural ability without the power of God that supplies them." 

109 Q. Thal. 59, PG 90:608B; CCSG 22:51; English trans. in Balthasar, Cosmic 
Liturgy, Daley, ed., 73. "For what the Holy Spirit is trying to accomplish in us is a true 
knowledge of things; not as if he were seeking this for himself—he is, after all, as God, 
far above all knowledge—but he seeks it for us, who have need of such illumination. So 
also the Word became flesh, not for himself, but rather to bring the mystery of the 
Incarnation to reality for our sakes. For as the Logos accomplished divine works in the 
flesh, but not without the cooperation of a body animated by a rational soul, so the Holy 
Spirit accomplishes in the saints the ability to understand mysteries, but not without the 
exercise of their natural abilities or without their seeking and careful searching for 
knowledge." Balthasar comments on this text: "This text is all the more instructive in that 
it applies the general relationship between nature and grace to Christ and then applies 
Christology to that general relationship. The two approaches are complementary, and 
both are equally necessary. Maximus' great trust in the intelligibility of nature (λόγος τῆς 
φύσεως) is based on the law of synthesis, which has its supreme example in Christ, who 
succeeded in bridging the endless chasm between God and the creature without a 
confusion of natures." Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 73. 
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Indeed, the above text depicts bring epistemology and Christology together by 

outlining the Christology behind an ongoing and two-sided hermeneutical effort. It 

suggests a dialogical process in which God and man participate leading to an increase in 

knowledge of both existing things and spiritual mysteries. God, as the Holy Spirit, is 

accomplishing "the true knowledge of things" and "the ability to understand mysteries." 

In fact, it was the goal of the Incarnation, "to bring the mystery to reality for our sakes," 

so that the saints' knowledge would also grow, to the extent the saints exercise their God-

given natural abilities to seek and search for knowledge. What the Incarnation 

accomplished once and for all, is being acquired gradually by the dual endeavor of the 

Holy Spirit and the believer initially equipped by God with these abilities to receive this 

"true knowledge." The process is left open-ended--Maximus tells us that, after all, God is 

"far above all knowledge"--yet it is intended and encouraged by God, Who paved the way 

for it through the Incarnation. Thus, Maximus explains the Christological foundation, 

intention, provision and guidance behind the process of an increase in our understanding 

of the world and the unfathomable divine mysteries in the divine-human work of an 

ongoing interpretation. 

For Maximus, salvation consists in this human-divine cooperation which 

culminated in deification. Human nature has been empowered by grace for participation 

in that which surpasses unaided human abilities. This fine dynamic is further explored in 

Maximus’ teaching on logos and tropos.110 

 
Correlation of logos and tropos.  The mechanics of the non-oppositional (non-

antagonized) cooperation of the finite with the infinite is further elucidated through 

                                                 
110 Q. Thal. 59, PG 90:608A-609D; CCSG 22:49-57; Blowers, Exegesis, 248. 
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Maximus’ distinction between logos and tropos. Understanding the nuances these 

concepts gain in Maximus will help us answer the question of the following subsection: 

whether or not theosis accomplishes an ontological change in humans, according to 

Maximus. 

The distinction between logos and tropos is not Maximus' original contribution. It 

appears at least as early as the Trinitarian theology of the Cappadocian Fathers who 

applied it to fine-tune a distinction between unity and difference aspects of the Trinity: 

absolute essential oneness of the divine persons according to the logos of divine nature, 

and their absolute distinctness according to the mode (tropos) of their existence.111 

Speaking of God, the Cappadocians distinguished between the affirmation that God 

exists (as experienced in Christ and creation; what God is (the ousia of God that the three 

persons share, and which is unknown and unexperienced); and how God is (the mode of 

being, or the τρόπος ὑπάρξεως). For Zizioulas, ousia/essence of God is unknowable. The 

how God is (God as persons) is known in experience as persons. The absolute distinctions 

between persons can serve as basis for "theological ontology". Thus, absolute otherness is 

part of God's very being. Since τρόπος ὑπάρξεως is part of God's Trinitarian existence 

and can be known and experienced, it can be studied as an ontological category of 

theological ontology.112 

                                                 
111 Sherwood, The Earlier Ambigua of St. Maximus the Confessor and his 

Refutation of Origenism, Studia anselmiana 36 (Rome: Herder, 1955), 155-64; Nichols, 
132. 

112 Aristotle Papanikolaou, Being with God: Trinity, Apophaticism, and Divine-
human Communion (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2006), 96-97. 
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While Thunberg contrasts the categories of "ontological" and "existential" in 

Maximus, for the Cappadocians and for the Confessor the τρόπος ὑπάρξεως is an 

ontological category. "Maximus clearly and categorically qualifies the terms 'mode of 

existence' (τρόπος ὑπάρξεως), the 'how' beings exist (πῶς εἶναι), and 

hypostasis/person."113 Tropos "is a matter of ontology, because the tropos of being is an 

inseparable aspect of being, as primary ontologically as substance or nature."114 For 

Maximus, even "...the Incarnation affects the mode (τρόπος) not only of created beings, 

but also of God himself."115 

The necessity of a perpetual renovation of nature is brought up at the end of Amb. 

7, in the Christological context.116 As far as it concerns the created nature, one can speak 

about the logos of its essence, and the logos of the "how" of its existence. Maximus uses 

three terms to refer to this how-aspect of the nature's existence. Riou interprets the word 

τρόπος ("mode") as "un mode personnel d'exister et de réaliser la vocation inscrite dans la 

nature."117 The terms πῶς εἶναι118 and τὸ ποιόν119 both translated as "how," appear to be 

synonymous with τρόπος. 

                                                 
113 Zizioulas, Communion and Otherness, 23, n. 34. 

114 Ibid., 25. 

115 Ibid., 5. 

116 Amb. 7, PG 91:1097D; Alain Riou, Le monde et l’église selon Maxime le 
Confesseur, Théologie historique 22 (Paris: Beauchesne, 1973), 74. 

117 "...a personal mode of existing and of realizing the vocation (calling) engraved 
in nature." Riou, 74. 

118 Amb. 10, PG 91:1180B; Riou, 74. 

119 Amb. 15, PG 91:1217A; Riou, 74. 
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In the context of the distinction between logos and tropos in Maximus, Riou 

observes how this distinction elucidates Maximus' understanding of immutability and 

change: 

Il s'esquisse donc dès ce chapitre... la présence de deux principes, deux logoi, 
apparemment contradictoires et en tout cas irréductibles l'un à l'autre, l'un assurant 
la permanence et l'autre ouvrant le jeu d'une modification. En fait, ils apparaissent 
moins en opposition qu'en tension complémentaire.120 
 
The simultaneous presence of two principles that characterize different aspects of 

a single nature, secure both immutability and change. While contradictory on the surface, 

they stand in a relation of complementarity rather than opposition. 

While these principles were introduced by Maximus in the Christological context 

of Amb. 7, where he is probing the relationship of the human and divine natures of Christ, 

in depth this duality of principles also characterizes the created human nature. In humans, 

in the creaturely human hypostasis, this duality of principles is patterned after the duality 

of the divine hypostasis.121 

The distinction between the two principles becomes more evident in Amb. 31, 

which is the Confessor's commentary on the Oration on the Nativity (Oration 38) of 

Gregory of Nazianzus, and a meditation on the mystery of the divine Incarnation within 

the human nature which is eventually presented as a radical innovation with respect to the 

human nature.122 The irreducibility of both aspects of a nature, permanent and mutable, is 

                                                 
120 Riou, 75. "Starting from this chapter [Amb. 15], a presence of two principle, 

two logoi, is detected. [These principles are] seemingly contradictory and, in no 
circumstances, reducible to one another, one of them providing (ensuring, securing) 
permanence and the other initiating a play of modification. In fact, they appear [to be] in 
complementary tension rather than in opposition." 

121 Ibid. 

122 Ibid. 
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articulated in Maximus' response to Nazianzen's claim that "the laws of nature" will be 

"dissolved."123 

For Gregory the Theologian, like for Origen, the natural order was destined to be 

dissolved in the divine eschaton. Maximus, however, argues for the dynamic and 

irreducible quality of the human nature. He makes a distinction between two meanings of 

the expression νόμοι φύσεως ("the laws of nature"). The first interpretation does in fact 

point out a negative dimension of the human nature associated with its present state 

resulting from sin. In this sense, νόμοι φύσεως refer to sexual procreation which 

symbolizes human corrupted condition. Consequently, "le paradoxe et le miracle se 

bornent à un renouvellement (ἀνανεώσασθαι) et à un réparation ou à un redressement de 

l'ordre ancien (ἐπανορθώσεται)."124 Through this restoration, the road to heaven lost by 

the first Adam reopens through this new, asexual and spiritual manner of birth.125 

Later in the same Amb. 31, Maximus defines the word "nature" differently than 

Gregory of Nazianzus does. In this second sense, "nature" is not a sinful state, but a state, 

preceding it. He takes the phrase "the laws of nature" in a "good" sense as a reference to 

                                                 
123 νόμοι φύσεως καταλύονται. Gregory of Nazianzus, Oration 38.2, PG 36:313B. 

The translation NPNF2 offers reads "The laws of nature are upset." NPNF2 7:345. Liddell 
and Scott suggest more fitting translations for καταλύω, such as "to abolish or annul laws, 
customs," or even "unloose, unyoke." Henry George Liddell, and Robert Scott, A Greek-
English Lexicon, 9th ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), s.v. "καταλύω." In patristic 
writers, it is sometimes difficult to distinguish between the language of destruction and 
the language of transformation. The semantic range of καταλύω briefly sketched above 
supports this observation. 

124 Riou, 76. "The paradox and the miracle [of the virginal conception] is limited 
to renewal and reparation or re-establishment of the ancient order." 

125 Amb. 31, PG 91:1276B; Riou, 76. 
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the logos,126 or rational principle, according to which "it is and has come to be." If the 

law of a nature is understood as a principle of its being and coming to be, this law then 

indicates that which is fixed, unchangeable, and good.127 Then, the dissolution of the laws 

of nature taken as a reference to a permanent aspect of a nature, is no longer understood 

as a restoration of an order destroyed by sin. Rather, this dissolution means a complete 

transformation of human nature into a truly new state that is the result of the union of the 

human nature with the divine nature of the incarnate Christ. In this union "according to 

hypostasis" both natures are preserved without confusion. Being fully God, Christ, in his 

full divinity, gives himself for the divinization of the human nature. Being fully man, He, 

as well, assumes human nature in its totality. In this transformation, innate laws of 

created nature are supernaturally surpassed.128 

In Amb. 36, Maximus describes in more detail how this transformation takes 

place, and how this "distribution of tasks" works, or, in other words, how human nature is 

affected by the hypostatic union. There are two rational principles, two logoi, applicable 

to the human nature. First is the logos of its existence, τὸ εἶναι, or, "what" it is. The 

second principle refers to the "how" of this existence, πῶς εἶναι.129 The human nature 

remains the same in the logos of its essence, but changes in the logos of its mode of 

being: this mode transforms into being able to act divinely. Maximus calls this 

transformation the second communion of God and man, the first one being the creation of 

                                                 
126 The multifaceted meaning of the term is discussed earlier in this chapter. 

127 Amb. 31, PG 91:1280A; Riou, 76. 

128 Amb. 31, PG 91:1280C; Riou, 77. 

129 Amb. 36, PG 91:1289BD; Nichols, 131. 
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man in God's image. Here is how Maximus describes this transformation of mode of 

existence: 

Πρότερον μὲν γὰρ κατ᾿ οὐδένα τρόπον ἢ λόγον οὐσίας ἢ ὑποστάσεως, τῶν ἐν οἷς 
τὰ ὄντα πάντα καθολικῶς θεωρεῖται, τὸ ἓν πρὸς τὸν Θεὸν ἡ φύσις εἰλήφει, νῦν δὲ 
τὸ καθ᾿ ὑπόστασιν ἓν πρὸς αὐτὸν διὰ τῆς ἀφράστου ἑνώσεως ἔλαβε, τὸν οἰκεῖον 
δηλαδὴ κατὰ τὴν οὐσίαν ἀναλλοιώτως πρὸς τὴν θείαν οὐσίαν διάφορον 
διαφυλάττουσα λόγον, πρὸς ἣν ἔχει διὰ τῆς ἑνώσεως τὸ καθ᾿ ὑπόστασιν ἓν καὶ 
διάφορον, ἵνα τῷ μὲν τοῦ εἶναι λόγῳ, καθ᾿ ὃν γεγένηται καὶ ἔστι, διαμένοι τὸ 
ἑαυτῆς ὂν κυρίως ἔχουσα κατὰ πάντα τρόπον, ἀμείωτον, τῷ δὲ τοῦ πῶς εἶναι 
λόγῳ τὸ ὑφεστάναι θεϊκῶς λαβοῦσα τῆς περί τι ἄλλο κινήσεως τὴν ῥοπὴν 
παντελῶς μήτε γινώσκῃ, μήτε προσίηται. Ταύτῃ γοῦν πολὺ τῆς προτέρας 
παραδοξοτέραν τὴν πρὸς τὴν φύσιν τῶν ἀνθρώπων ὁ λόγος ἐποιήσατο κοινωνίαν, 
αὐτὴν τὴν φύσιν οὐσιωδῶς ἑαυτῷ καθ᾿ ὑπόστασιν ἑνώσας.130 
 
Thus, the Word accomplished the communion with the nature of men, even more 

paradoxical than the first one, having united this nature essentially to himself on the level 

of hypostasis. 

Riou observes that in Amb. 36 Maximus discovers "le principe, ce τοῦ πῶς εἶναι 

λόγος de cette innovation possible qui sans bouleverser l'ordre de la nature, permet au 

Verbe d'inaugurer à travers sa condescendance par l'Esprit la nouvelle naissance dans 

l'Esprit des enfants de Dieu."131 

                                                 
130 Amb. 36, PG 91:1289CD. "Since for the first, in neither mode nor logos, of 

either essence or hypostasis, the nature of those things in which all beings are generally 
considered to not have been united with God, but now it is united to him on the level of 
hypostasis [the phrase usually translated 'hypostatic union'] by an inexpressible union, 
evidently preserving without change its own logos of its essence different from the divine 
essence, with respect to which it is paced in the union, one [the union] that is on the level 
of hypostasis, and [as such] different. Thus, on the one hand, it remains in the logos of 
being, according to which it was created, and [according to which] it exists; having its 
being properly undiminished in any way. On the other hand, having accepted 
(appropriated) the divine mode of existence (existing divinely by the logos of the mode of 
being), it absolutely does not know or tolerate an inclination of movement towards 
anything else." 

131 Riou, 78. Maximus discovers "the principle, this τοῦ πῶς εἶναι λόγος of this 
possible innovation, which, without upsetting the order of the nature, allows to the Word 
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As the result of the Incarnation, therefore, the "what" of the human nature, human 

identity, is preserved and unmitigated, but the "how" of its existence is transformed by 

the union. The newness is achieved in this τοῦ πῶς εἶναι λόγος, which was not destroyed 

but spiritually transformed, thus inaugurating the new birth for the children of God.132 

In Amb. 41 Maximus applies the word τρόπος ("mode") to convey the idea of the 

"how" of one's existence, in this case, of the existence of the human nature. In this regard 

Riou observes that, "contrairement à la manière dont la plupart des études la présentent, 

que la distinction logos-tropos n'est pas une donnée de départ chez saint Maxime, mais 

qu'elle émerge peu à peu au cours de son itinéraire spirituel et au long de sa méditation du 

mystère théandrique."133 Specifically, Riou refers to the studies that present this pair as an 

a priori principle to unlock other doctrines of Maximus,134 or limit its meaning to 

morality135 or a logically necessary device to balance the principles of stability and 

movement.136 Riou disagrees with Balthasar's reduction of Maximus' distinction between 

nature (essence) and hypostasis to the thomistic distinction between essence and 

existence,137 because, for Riou, the pair essence/hypostasis in Maximus refers to the 

                                                                                                                                                 
to introduce by means of its condescension by the Spirit the new birth in Spirit of the 
children of God." 

132 Amb. 36, PG 91:1289BD; Riou, 78. 

133 Riou, 78-79. "[C]ontrary to the way in which most studies present it, the logos-
tropos distinction is not a point of departure in Saint Maximus, but that it takes shape 
gradually in the course of his spiritual journey and throughout his meditation on the 
theandric mystery." 

134 Such as The Earlier Ambigua by Sherwood; see p. 106. 

135 Meyendorff, Le Christ dans la théologie byzantine, 196-197. 

136 Dalmais, "La théorie des 'Logoi,' " 246-247. 

137 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 113, 125-26. 
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uncreated being of the Trinity, while the thomistic pair essence/existence characterizes 

the structure of the finite created being.138 

As it has been already mentioned, the distinction between logos and tropos is not 

Maximus' original contribution. Reflecting on a measure of originality of Maximus' 

contribution to further development of this conceptual pair, Riou notes that, without a 

study of the usage of the term tropos specifically for the paradoxical mode of the 

Incarnation a definitive answer to the question as to whether it was Maximus' 

contribution consisted in a transposition of this Trinitarian terminology to Christology in 

order to articulate the relationship of the natures in the hypostatic union in light of the 

Chalcedonian formula.139  Upon a brief overview of earlier patristic usage Riou suggests 

that, although employed Christologically, the term tropos appears to be used within the 

semantic field of condescension and spiritual adoption of Christ, and had never used with 

a technical precision before Maximus' Amb. 41. 

It appears that Maximus seeks to draw a distinction between the aspects of a 

nature which are preserved unchanged, and where change is allowed. This distinction is 

first made by him with respect to the transformation of the human nature in the 

Incarnation. This transformation affects the human nature in two ways, under two 

aspects, one of which secures permanence, and the other one allows for change. The 

essence of the human nature (the logos of its being) remains unchanged in the union. The 

mode in which the human nature realizes its essence—the way in which it exists—

undergoes change being attuned with the divine "how-to." It is important that, in the 

                                                 
138 Riou, 78-79, n. 1. 

139 Ibid., 80. 
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hypostatic union, the human nature is transformed in both aspects. Paradoxically, it is 

transformed not only in its changeable, but also in its permanent aspect. The 

transformation of its "immutable" essence consists in its being preserved in the union 

with the divine, and taken to new heights. 

Maximus sees the cosmos as such where, by implanting his image in every corner 

of the universe, God has made the provision for "reading" his activity in various aspects 

of it. Not only does he present divine actions as discernible through observation, but also 

as understandable. It appears that, for him, humans have been equipped to "unlock" 

reality hermeneutically, through contemplation, thus ascending to ever deepening grasp 

of its meanings. These meanings all ascend, point out, and lead us closer to the unity of 

the Logos. The inner mechanism of approaching God, and being approached by him, is 

articulated by Maximus in his teaching on theosis (deification) to which I now turn.  

 
Theosis 

 
Compared to its fundamental and well-established role in the Eastern Orthodox 

theological tradition, the doctrine of theosis (deification)140 is a stranger for the rest of 

Christendom. The rising interest in this doctrine has been documented in recent works, 

such as Norman Russell’s Doctrine of Deification,141 whose comparative study offers a 

helpful and nuanced classification of various patristic approaches to theosis. 

However, to every neat and tidy classification, there is an "iconoclast" to 

challenge it. I argue that the doctrine of theosis in Maximus the Confessor cannot be 

                                                 
140 These two terms will be employed interchangeably. 

141 Norman Russell, The Doctrine of Deification in the Greek Patristic Tradition 
(Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
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easily catalogued. Russell defines the Confessor's view of theosis as imitational and 

nominal rather than transformative and realistic. The realistic vision of theosis, according 

to Russell, is such that posits a transformation on the level of ontology: as a potentiality 

enacted by the Incarnation, and in its progressive realization in one's life. Since Maximus 

clearly teaches that humans neither effect deification, nor switch ontological types with 

God as the result, the Confessor's vision, Russell concludes, lacks this kind of ontological 

transformation. 

Although Maximus does not have a concept directly corresponding to what 

Russell means by "human ontology",142 I suggest using the term φύσις (when it clearly 

applies to the human nature) as a working equivalent. Given its apparent fluidity, the 

semantic range of the term φύσις seems to be the most inclusive as to embraces both, its 

logos (the rational principle of its origin, being, and goal) and tropos (the manner in 

which this principle is realized).143 For Maximus, the human nature is the very reality that 

comes in touch with the divine reality through deification. What the term lacks is the 

level of separation later readers give to the nature's abstract and concrete aspects.144 

The question I attempt to answer in this subsection is whether or not the human 

nature undergoes a substantial, ontological, transformation through its interaction with 

                                                 
142 See p. 89 on Loudovikos' reflection that the logoi/the Logos union-in-

difference in Maximus may serve as a basis of formulating a "meta-philosophical" 
ontology. Loudovikos, Eucharistic Ontology, 53. 

143 Amb. 7, PG 91:1097D; Riou, 74; Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 64. 

144 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 225. "But one should not forget that in Maximus' 
time, 'essence' (ousia) and 'nature' (physis) themselves do not have a consistently abstract 
meaning and thus cannot be taken as the simple opposites to the existing thing. The 
ancient Greek identification of essence and existence is still quite alive in both notions." 
On the meaning of “nature” in the context of Maximus’ explication of monadic 
expressions of Cyril of Alexandria, see chap. 4. 
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the divine in Maximus' teaching on theosis. I argue that, being the vital part of the 

Confessor’s fundamental Christology—the human-divine reality of the hypostatic union 

inaugurated by the Incarnation—theosis is in fact transformative to our ontological 

makeup. It endows the human nature with a new manner of an open-ended change into its 

Archetype, yet without losing our identity as humanity. 

 
Patristic theosis theories.  I begin with a brief summary of Russell’s classification 

of patristic visions of theosis, and of his treatment of this doctrine in Maximus. Russell 

identifies three major meanings of deification in the early Fathers: nominal, allegorical, 

and metaphorical. Nominally, the term “god” is applied to humans as “a title of honor.” 

Analogically, divinity is predicated of humans by similarity with the Sonship of Christ, 

qualified in such a way as to show that this analogical divinity is not univocal (for 

example, humans are said to be “sons of god by grace,” "by grace" being a limiting 

qualifier).145 The third, metaphorical, meaning of deification is further subdivided into 

ethical (as an imitation of God’s likeness) and realistic (as a transformation into the 

divine by participation). The realistic approach, therefore, "assumes that human beings 

are in some sense transformed by deification.” 146 Russell defines participation as “a 

relationship which is (a) substantial, not just a matter of appearance, and (b) 

asymmetrical, not a relationship between equals.”147 Likeness, on the other hand, 

                                                 
145 Russell, Doctrine of Deification, 1. 

146 Ibid, 2. 

147 Ibid. 
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characterizes a weaker, “non-constitutive” togetherness that is more akin to an analogy 

and lacks the substantial reality of participation.148 

The realistic approach is further subdivided into ontological and dynamic aspects: 

the transformation accomplished by the Incarnation in actuality is also being acquired by 

an individual dynamically, in the process of its gradual appropriating through 

sacraments.149 

Thus, according to this classification, the nominal, analogical, and imitational 

views of theosis exclude any substantial change of the human nature as it interacts with 

the divine.150 

According to Russell, Maximus is the first patristic writer who goes beyond an 

unqualified use of deification vocabulary and addresses theosis as a doctrine.151 On the 

basis of a substantive and linguistically scrupulous study of relevant texts and major 

secondary materials Russell concludes that deification, for Maximus, is “analogous and 

nominal, rather than realistic.”152 

In sum, Russell's argument for nominal and analogical deification develops as 

follows. Since the human nature has no connatural capability to effect deification, 

deification is exclusively God's work. Since human identity is not annihilated, the human 

nature has remained unchanged. What changed as the result of the Incarnation is the 

                                                 
148 Ibid. 

149 Ibid., 2-3. Russell does not use “potentiality/actuality” language, but he reads 
this way when he speaks about a transformation accomplished by Christ “in principle,” 
before their appropriation by an individual. 

150 Ibid. 

151 Ibid., 1. 

152 Ibid., 295.  
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capacity of the human nature to reapply its volition: its own natural volition is put aside, 

and God's will is chosen as its modus operandi. What this will now leads us to do is 

simulate God by practicing virtue, which we can now do because we have a perfect 

example to mimic: the image of Christ. 

Since, in the process of theosis, humans do not exchange ontological types with 

God and retain their identity—the quality of “otherness” to God—Russell concludes that 

human nature remains unchanged through theosis, which, in turn, makes theosis itself 

analogical and nominal rather than realistic. 

I would like to challenge the finality of Russell’s conclusion and explore other 

possible interpretations of Maximus’ vision of theosis by placing theosis more carefully 

within the Christological scheme. I attempt to demonstrate that Maximus teaches theosis 

as the vital part of the inner dynamics of the hypostatic union. As such, theosis affects 

humanity even ontologically, yet without ever erasing the human non-separatist otherness 

in relation to God. 

Theosis—paired with kenosis, Christ's self-emptying (Philippians 2:7)—is the 

very mechanics of the human-divine interaction, not only of the natures in Christ, but also 

of a broader relationship of the created and uncreated realms. Maximus characterizes the 

conceptual space that theosis inhabits through two sets of dimensions: eternity and time, 

on the one hand, and expansion and contraction, on the other. These dimensions will be 

discussed next. 

 
Time and eternity.  As has been already mentioned, the axis of reality, for 

Maximus, is the duality-in-unity of the divine and the human natures in the single 

hypostasis of the Incarnate Christ. Maximus considers this relation from different 
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perspectives, through a variety of logical contrasts. He speaks of two realms of reality, 

the spiritual and the material,153 the created and the uncreated, the divine and the human, 

the finite and the eternal.154 The relationship between these opposites that Maximus 

establishes is one of dynamic polarity in which opposites preserve their distinction 

without being separated: a correlation that operates according to the perichoretic logic of 

the hypostatic union.155 

Two pairs of opposites, time/eternity and expansion/contraction, constitute two 

sets of dimensions for Maximus' teaching on theosis/kenosis. While not being identical, 

these two sets of relations exhibit certain parallelism with the kenosis/theosis dynamic 

being unraveled after a similar logical pattern by Maximus. Considered in light of these 

two paired relations, theosis acquires a new dimensionality. 

Under Maximus' paintbrush, the mutually exclusive yet dynamically paired 

realms, time and eternity, appear not only consecutive (as a process and its upcoming 

end), but also simultaneous (as a process, which already contains, or conceals, its own 

                                                 
153 The word “dualism,” is not very fitting, however, because it implies a static 

contrast and separation of the realms and aspects in opposition. For this reason, I prefer 
the word “duality” that seems to imply more dynamism. 

154 For example, in Amb. 7, PG 91:1081AB (quoted and discussed below); Myst. 
5, PG 91:677A. In Th. pol. (PG 91:120B) Maximus lists several pairs of adjectives with 
the opposite meaning in a Christological context. 

155 Interestingly, Maximus does not dismiss the paradoxical quality of these 
correlations. He does not dilute colors depicting these relations as logically conflicting 
and ontologically impossible. Qualities normally thought of as mutually exclusive, in 
“either-or” terms, are placed by him in the relation of a “both-and” coincidence. I explore 
the significance of the language of paradox as a means to refer to the inexplicable quality 
of the divine reality. See chap. 6, pp. 267-271. 



120 
 

consummation).156 An instructive insight on time and eternity, coincidence of eternity 

and history, is found in Q. Thal. 2 where Maximus describes creation as both 

accomplished once-and-for-all and as still occurring: 

Τοὺς μὲν πρώτους τῶν γεγονότων λόγους ὁ θεὸς καὶ τὰς καθóλου τῶν ὄντων 
οὐσίας ἅπαξ, ὡς οἶδεν αὐτός, συμπληρώσας, ἔτι ἐργάζεται οὐ μόνον τὴν τούτων 
αὐτῶν πρὸς τὸ εἶναι συντήρησιν, ἀλλὰ καὶ τὴν κατ᾿ ἐνέργειαν τῶν ἐν αὐτοῖς 
δυνάμει μερῶν δημιουργίαν πρόοδόν τε καὶ σύστασιν, ἔτι μὴν καὶ τὴν διὰ τῆς 
προνοίας πρὸς τὰ καθóλου τῶν μερικῶν ἐξομοίωσιν, ἕως ἄν, τῷ κατὰ φύσιν 
γενικωτέρῳ λόγῳ τῆς λογικῆς οὐσίας διὰ τῆς πρὸς τὸ εὖ εἶναι κινήσεως τῶν 
μερικῶν τὴν αὐθαίρετον ἑνώσας ὁρμήν, ποιήσειεν ἀλλήλοις τε καὶ τῷ ὅλῳ 
σύμφωνα καὶ ταὐτοκίνητα, μὴ ἐχόντων τὴν γνωμικὴν πρὸς τὰ καθóλου τῶν ἐπὶ 
μέρους διαφοράν, ἀλλ᾿ εἷς καὶ ὁ αὐτὸς ἐφ᾿ ὅλων θεωρηθήσεται λόγος, μὴ 
διαιρούμενος τοῖς τῶν καθ᾿ ὧν ἴσως κατηγορεῖται τρόποις, καὶ οὕτως 
ἐνεργουμένην τὴν ἐκθεωτικὴν τῶν ὅλων ἐπιδείξηται χάριν.157 
 
Thus, for Maximus, the world is both complete and developing, finished in one 

aspect and still occurring in another. Both aspects can be predicated of the world's 

beginning (creation), and of its evolution (history) because, for Maximus, they are truly 

reciprocally applicable to both dimensions. Even though simultaneity is described in 

consecutive terms, their ultimate contrast is not diluted. The very logical impossibility of 

                                                 
156 Blowers, “Concept of ‘Perpetual Progress,’” 151-171; Plass, “ ‘Moving Rest’ 

in Maximus the Confessor,” Classica et mediaevalia 35 (1984): 177-190; idem, 
"Transcendent Time in Maximus the Confessor," The Thomist 44:2 (1980): 259-277. 

157 Q. Thal. 2.7-22, CCSG 7:51; trans. Blowers, in On the Cosmic Mystery of 
Jesus Christ, 99-100. "God, as he alone knew how, completed the primary principles 
(λόγοι) of creatures and the universal essences of beings once for all (ἅπαξ). Yet he is 
still at work, not only preserving these creatures in their very existence (τὸ εἶναι) but 
effecting the formation, progress, and sustenance of the individual parts that are potential 
within them. Even now in his providence he is bringing about the assimilation of 
particulars to universals until he might unite creatures’ own voluntary inclination to the 
more universal natural principle of rational being through the movement of these 
particular creatures toward well-being (τὸ εὖ εἶναι) and make them harmonious and self-
moving in relation to one another and to the whole universe. In this way there shall be no 
intentional divergence between universals and particulars. Rather, one and the same 
principle shall be observable throughout the universe, admitting of no differentiation by 
the individual modes according to which created beings are predicated, and displaying 
the grace of God effective to deify the universe." 
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time coinciding with its absence or of a lasting reality coinciding with its own 

completion, further celebrates the mystery of the unconfused union of the created and the 

uncreated at its foundation. The same logic of a simultaneous duration and completion 

that Maximus applies to creation he also applies to theosis and kenosis. These processes 

are also described as simultaneously completed by the Incarnation and still occurring in 

their progressive aspect.158 

The overlay of time and eternity is where Maximus overcomes the neoplatonic 

model of gradation of being, with the latter's more pronounced sense of continuum than a 

sense of abyss. For Maximus, however, the abyss appears to be less of a problem, as 

certain antinomies of divine reality do not necessitate a logical bridge. As Sergey 

Bulgakov pointed out,159 the ultimate antinomy of religion--which is also its foundation--

consists in the ultimate logical irreconcilability of God's utter immanence and God's utter 

transcendence. Maximus does not use the term "antinomy," but he deals with the logical 

abyss it creates, and its existence apparently does not bother him. As we have seen, in 

certain cases, Maximus prefers clashing logical opposites to rationalizing them. 

Explaining away a logical impossibility would equal demystification. In chapter 6 I 

address the paradoxical aspect of Maximus' theological language.160 

 
Expansion and contraction.  Maximus further nuances his vision of theosis in 

light of another polarity: "expansion" and "contraction" (diastole-systole). Plass captures 

                                                 
158 Later I explore another passage, Amb. 7 (PG 91:1081AB) that describes the 

same dialectic from a linguistic standpoint. See chap. 6, 276-280. 

159 See chap. 6, pp. 268-269. 

160 See chap. 6, pp. 267-271. 
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the difficult-to-express dynamic of time/eternity on the one hand, and 

expansion/contraction, on the other hand. He coordinates the two dynamic models by 

associating the horizontal movement of history from past to its future consummation with 

the vertical expansion-contraction movement from differentiation towards unification. He 

makes a valuable observation that the latter movement is a "permanent ontological 

structure" that Maximus understands not only in its typical neoplatonic sense (as a 

pulsation of unity and multiplicity), but also as a structure that overlays ontological and 

historical processes. On the ontological level, there are two movements: on the one hand, 

an increasing Christ "expands" towards us, as being increasingly incarnated in all aspects 

of created reality. On the other hand, we are being "contracted" to Christ by being deified 

in proportion to his being incarnate: 

...[A]s the diffusion of the creature's being (conceived of partly in 'vertical' Greek 
terms) is contracted upward, the diffusion of his life (conceived of in 'horizontal' 
terms) is refocused at the end of time. In terms of the Incarnation we can say that 
as Christ expanded down into history it becomes possible for history to converge 
'forward' to its end.161 
 
Thus, theosis is also oriented not only horizontally, from its duration in time to it 

completion in eternity, but also vertically, along the lines of unity tending to diversity and 

vice versa, well as in terms of katabasis (descent) and anabasis (ascent). With these two 

sets of dimensions in mind, let us look how Maximus further develops his teaching on 

theosis/kenosis in perichoretic terms. 

 
Theosis as perichoresis.  Understood in terms of mutual interpenetration 

(perichoresis), the theosis/kenosis process can be seen as occurring simultaneously rather 

than consecutively or intermittently. Maximus depicts this process in a way that evokes 

                                                 
161 Plass, "Transcendent Time," 262.  
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an image of two oncoming movements, or countercurrents, which neither bypass one 

another, nor collide with one another. Rather, they increasingly penetrate into one 

another. Maximus employs a variety of linguistic techniques in order to convey this 

complex multifaceted reality which is complete and occurring at the same time. 

Depicting the interpenetration achieved by theosis and kenosis as complete, 

Maximus highlights the irreducible fullness of the ontological qualities of the two 

realities in contact, the divine and the human. In order to indicate that nothing human 

remains out of touch with the fullness of the divine Maximus employs superlatives, 

reflexive pronouns, and phrases that indicate fullness. For example, through the 

mediation of the human nature, the whole of creation is intended to be "wholly 

interpenetrated by God, and become completely whatever God is, save at the level of 

being, and receiving to itself the whole of God himself, and acquiring as a kind of prize 

for its assent to God the most unique God himself..."162 Maximus is also very clear that 

there is no diffusion of natures. The language of the Chalcedonian definition is clearly 

recognized. Yet, the apophatic logic of the formula is reapplied by Maximus to a doctrine 

which Chalcedon did not address: theosis. Even though constantly undergoing 

transformation, the human identity as a creature persists, because God remains God.  As 

in the text just quoted, Maximus always qualifies his superlatives by limiting statements, 

"as far as humanly possible," or "except God's identity according to his essence," and so 

on. However, as I explain below, the fact that we never become like God on the level of 

being does not exclude another proposition: that we do change on the level of being. 

                                                 
162 Amb. 41, PG 91:1308B; trans. Louth. "...χωρίς τῆς κατ᾿ οὐσίαν ταὐτότητος"; 

"...with the exception of the identity according to the essence." 
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Not only does Maximus stress the two full-fledged ontologies that counteract 

through theosis and kenosis, but he also characterizes their relation as perichoretic 

mutuality and reciprocity. He uses a number of tantum-quantum formulae163 to qualify 

the proportionality of theosis and kenosis. As was already pointed out, these statements 

express a relationship of the dependence of the realization of one aspect on the realization 

of the other.164 Christologically, the union of the two natures of the incarnate Christ is 

being maintained to the extent of their differences, and, vice versa, the differences are 

realized to the extent they are united. Maximus applies the logic of perichoresis of the 

hypostatically united natures to theosis and kenosis: theosis of the human nature of Christ 

occurs in proportion to his kenosis toward humanity and creation.165 

The “classic” expression of a tantum-quantum correlation is the well-known 

“exchange formula”: "As far as he [God] became man, we become God."166 Maximus, 

however, uses the formula as he explores the temporal and atemporal nature of theosis. 

Made possible by God's emptying himself in his condescension, the human nature in 

Christ has been deified and raised to overcome its natural temporality in its atemporal 

aspect. In its temporal dimension, however, theosis is still in progress.167 

                                                 
163 See pp. 91-92. 

164Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 31-33. 

165 Q. Thal. 59, CCSG 22:51; Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 27. 

166 Amb. 10, PG 91:1113B. The precursors of the "exchange formula" are found as 
early as in Irenaeus (Adv. haer. 5, Preface, SC 153:10-14), Clement of Alexandria 
(Protrepticus 1.8.4, SC 2 bis: 63), and Athanasius (De Incarnatione 54, PG 25:192B; 
trans. Thomson 268.11-12; "αὐτὸς γὰρ ἐνηνθρώπησεν, ἵνα ἡμεῖς θεοποιηθῶμεν.") 

167 Plass, "Transcendent Time," 268. 
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As mentioned, a subtle relation of time and eternity provides Maximus with a 

parallel logic to express simultaneity and coinherence of theosis and kenosis. With 

respect to time and eternity, the whole of history, unbound to time and complete, is 

present (as concealed) in every time-bound and still occurring instant.168 The 

theosis/kenosis mutuality is spoken of as a once-for-all achievement of the Incarnation, 

and as the eschatological consummation. This mutuality is also a process. Not only is the 

timeless divinity voluntarily condescending into the temporal realm becoming subject to 

time, but the time-bound humanity is also being raised to the extent God empties himself 

in his condescension. 

Christ establishes a unique relation of eternity to time, and created a new principle 

of "coming to be and of birth": in Christ's theandric nature, the human temporality was 

paradoxically brought in touch with the fullness of time.169 The dynamic of theosis and 

kenosis constitute the inner fabric of this nexus. This two-dimensionality of time is 

reflected in the ways Maximus speaks about the future: either as events that are yet to 

come, or "as the divine plan complete and present as a whole."170 Theosis is spoken of 

according to the same logic: as complete and as still occurring. Greek is a favorable 

                                                 
168 Ibid., 267 n. 12. 

169 Plass, "Transcendent Time," 267, n. 12. Plass writes that the entire stretch of 
history that humanity was not compressed into singularity of the divine, but rather known 
as a whole, yet without losing its sequence (that is, its expanse and duration). Plass thus 
posits a third time dimension that he calls "transcendent time": a liminal zone between 
eternity and temporality. It is thought of as realization of history that gives it meaning. It 
also accommodates the dimension of time as history being realized, a snapshot of the 
historical sequence that does not last in that transcendent dimension but gives sense to 
history as its metanarrative. 

170 Plass, "Transcendent Time," 268. 
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milieu for a tense-aspect gymnastics used to express the modalities of progress and 

completion of theosis. Let us look at a passage that is representative of this dialectic. 

In Q. Thal. 22 Maximus speaks about God becoming man and man becoming 

deified.171  In this short work Maximus is resolving a seeming contradiction of two 

statements of Paul, with two time references. On the one hand, in Ephesians 2:7 (4-7), 

God has "quickened us together with Christ, in order that in the ages to come he might 

show the exceeding riches of his grace." In 1 Cor 10:11, on the other hand, it is said that 

"the ends of the ages have come upon us" (τὰ τέλη τῶν αἰώνων κατήντησεν; perfect). 

Maximus explains that there are in fact two αἰῶνες (two ages, two time reference points, 

two time dimensions): the two ages that God had set apart in his wisdom, and it is 

conducive for us to conceptually distinguish between them. In some ways, things are 

complete, and the ends are reached. At the same time, there is a progressive dimension to 

them, and the two dimensions are intricately interrelated. 

Let us first look at the concluding paragraph of this work, specifically focusing on 

the verbal forms that are used of God, and of man, and then summarize the theology of 

theosis that arises on the basis of this usage. In the passage which concludes this short 

work, two tenses are used: the aorist, for realized actions; and the present tense, for 

ongoing actions. The dynamic of voices is also of interest: some actions are referred to as 

performed (active voice), and other ones as experienced (passive voice). 

...ὁ θεὸς ἀεὶ θέλων ἐν τοῖς ἀξίοις ἄνθρωπος γίνεται.172 

                                                 
171 Q. Thal. 22, 90:317-321; CCSG 7:136-43. 

172 Q. Thal. 22, 90:321; CCSG 7:143.103-104. 
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God "always willingly becomes [or "undergoes coming into a different state of 

being, that of man"]; γίνεται, present, middle/passive] man in those who are worthy." 

Μακάριος οὖν ὁ μεταποιήσας διὰ σοφίας ἐν ἑαυτῷ τὸν θεὸν ἄνθρωπον...173 

A blessed person is one who has re-modeled (=transfigured) (μεταποιήσας, aorist 

active ppl) God into Man in himself through wisdom. So, the Incarnation also occurs in 

one's individual life, with a measure of human activity. 

καὶ τοῦ τοιούτου μυστηρίου πληρώσας τὴν γένεσιν,174 

By this re-modeling, this blessed person has completed (πληρώσας, aorist active 

ppl) the origination of such a mystery... 

πάσχων τῷ γενὲσθαι τῇ χάριτι θεός 175 

Now, what constitutes this mystery? The mystery consists in this person's 

"passively undergoing (πάσχων present active participle) a change of a state of being (τῷ 

γενέσθαι [aorist middle infinitive] by grace." So the man passively and gradually 

experiences (present tense of πάσχων) a change of his state into (being made god) that 

took place once and for all, as the aorist of γενέσθαι indicates. 

Earlier in the same work, Maximus writes that, in its progressive aspect, the 

process of deification will never cease being completed: "Ἐν δὲ τοῖς αἰῶσι τοῖς 

ἐπερχομένοις,176 πάσχοντες177 τὴν πρὸς τὸ θεοῦσθαι178 χάριτι μεταποίησιν, οὐ 

                                                 
173 Q. Thal. 22, 90:321; CCSG 7:143.104-106. The critical text has "ὁ μετὰ τὸ 

ποιῆσαι" for "ὁ μεταποιήσας." This variant does not change meaning significantly, "the 
one who, through having accomplished..." (ποιῆσαι: aorist active infinitive). 

174 Q. Thal. 22, 90:321; CCSG 7:143.106-107. 

175 Q. Thal. 22, 90:321; CCSG 7:143.107. 

176 dative plural masculine/neuter present middle/passive participle 

177 present active participle 
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ποιοῦμεν179 ἀλλὰ πάσχομεν, καὶ διὰ τοῦτο οὐ λήγομεν180 θεουργούμενοι."181 ("...[I]n the 

ages to come, experiencing change [acquisition, alteration] into being deified by grace—

[notice] we experience it, rather than effect it—and through this we do not cease being-

made-god (i.e., deified).") Here Maximus uses exclusively present verbal forms thus 

emphasizing the progressive, continuous aspect of the actions he describes.182 While in 

the present, most of the verbal forms in the affirmative are also passive, which, I think, is 

to stress that, despite our active participation, the first hand remains always God's.183 

The two infinitives, γενέσθαι [θεός] (to become [god]) and θεοῦσθαι (to be being 

made god) also convey different verbal aspects. The first, aorist middle infinitive refers to 

the action as a whole and as realized, "to become god." The present passive infinitive 

stresses the progressing ongoing aspect of deification, "to be being made god." 

Plass aptly summarizes the complex dialectic of Byzantine verb system and the 

vision of theosis it conveys: 

Through these present tense types, then, God always "becomes (ginetai) man in 
those who are worthy,' and he who has experienced deification has completed the 
"genesis of the mystery of undergoing the experience of having become 
(genesthai) divine through grace, though he will never reach the end of always 
becoming (ginesthai) divine." This intricate Byzantine dialectic of tenses suggests 

                                                                                                                                                 
178 present passive infinitive 

179 present 

180 pres ind act 1st pl of λήγω (cease, terminate) 

181 Q. Thal. 22, 90:320D; CCSG 7:141.77-80. 

182 Another text that reflects simultaneous presence of mutually exclusive 
characteristics, the presence of the fullness of the eternal Logos in finite men because He 
so willed, is found in Amb. 33, PG 91:1285C. I owe this reference to Plass, 
"Transcendent Time," 269. 

183 Plass, "Transcendent Time," 269. Another example of the same dynamic is 
found in Cap. XV 1, 90:1181A. 
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that deification which lies beyond temporal process is (as something realized in 
the aorist tense) always present and that it also begins an extended process which 
is a once complete (in its divine aspect it belongs to the category of the 
"unextended end") and infinitely expanding (as creatures we will never be totally 
complete).184 
 
The perichoretic reality of the divine-human interchange is reflected even on the 

level of predication—the verbal forces typically appropriate for the divine (for example, 

the once-for-all realization of an action) are used of humans. In the passage sited above, 

man is said to have completed the mystery of deification on the individual level. As the 

syntactical subject of the aoristic force of wholeness and completion, he has been 

syntactically given an experience of the divine operation. On the other hand, progress and 

change are predicated of God. God's stepping into temporality and his work in man are 

described in the present progressive aspect, as occurring in a mode typical for humans, 

and thus implying change. As mentioned, God is described as (willingly) changing a state 

being as He becomes Man. 

One should add that perichoretic dynamic of systole/diastole applies not only to 

reality as a whole and to its individual parts, but, as it were, to every direction. Törönen 

may be correct in his observation that Maximus' theology is "intensely eschatological" in 

every aspect,185 if we keep in mind one qualification: eschatology itself is not one-

directional. It is oriented not only horizontally, from past to future, but also vertically, 

from becoming (duration) to consummation. Törönen attempts to capture this dynamic: 

The Logos is like an infinite lighthouse from which everything draws its true 
being the more it is approached. And although we speak in terms of linear time, 
the truth of "the age to come" is not the end result of human history: the 
lighthouse is not a product of the temporal order. Movement towards the 

                                                 
184 Plass, "Transcendent Time," 268-69. Q. Thal. 22, 90:320D; CCSG 7:140. 

185 Törönen, 156. 



130 
 

lighthouse is rather a process of assimilation of what is beyond history by what is 
bound to it.186 

 
Theosis as interplay of activity and passivity.  The question of human passivity 

versus human activity in theosis is a subtle one. One of the reasons for this subtlety is the 

term φύσις itself, with its overlaid semantics, its omnipresence in Maximus, and the ease 

with which it "accepts" anachronistic readings and dichotomies. Moreover, it is not 

always clear whether the Confessor speaks about the human nature of the incarnate Christ 

or extends its paradigmatic force to humanity and creation. Another reason for the 

subtlety of this distinction is the Greek verb system itself, with its three voices, the 

inclusivity and the semantic flexibility of the middle voice, and deponent verbs. with 

which are intertwined, not only in Maximus, but in,  While an analysis of this intricacy 

lies outside the scope of this project, the passage just analyzed (Q. Thal. 22) illustrates 

this intricacy as Maximus carefully intertwines the aspects of activity and passivity. 

Another way to approach the issue of activity and passivity in theosis is through its 

underlying mechanism of perichoresis. As addressed earlier in this chapter, I argue, 

together with Soloviev and Thunberg, that, according to Maximus, the human nature of 

Christ is in fact an effective participant in the perichoretic movement actively penetrating 

into the divine rather than only receiving the divine impact. From the perspective of the 

human/divine synergy, grace, in Maximus, transforms and perfects nature rather than 

overriding it. 

 
Theosis as an ontological change.  Maximus variously expresses that, through 

deification, we enter a new ontological state. He writes that the created human nature 

                                                 
186 Ibid., 156-57. 
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damaged by sin is not only restored to its prelapsarian state, but moves to a new 

ontological level. The consummation of the ages significantly differs from Origen's 

apokatastasis. Theosis has been part of God's intent from the very beginning.187 The 

purpose of the divine providence is the return of all creation to God that had come out of 

him,188 which Maximus defines as deification of creation through unification with 

God.189 This return, therefore, is not a rerun of creation’s pre-Adamic state, but an 

acquisition of a new ontological status. 

In his careful and exhaustive analysis of theosis in Maximus, Larchet identifies 

the aspects in which the human nature changes through theosis, and in which aspects are 

preserved in it.190 Theosis is initiated by God and accomplished by his operation alone.191 

There are anthropological provisions for deification, such as the very ability to 

experience positive change (the idea encapsulated in Maximus' conception of λόγος 

φύσεως (the principle of nature"), which Larchet understands to be the definition of the 

human nature as God envisions it.192 Temporality and movement (synonymous with 

change) are part of this vision and therefore positive, because it is movement that allows 

                                                 
187 Larchet, La divinisation de l’homme, 83-84. Gregory of Nazianzus, Oration 

38.11, PG 36:324; Maximus, Or. dom., PG 90:873D; CCSG 23:29. 

188 Amb. 10, PG 91:1188BC, Amb. 41, PG 91:1313B; Q. Thal. 60, PG 90:621A; 
cf. the exitus-reditus model in Pseudo-Dionysius, CH 1.1, PG 3:120B-121A; cf. EH 6.3, 
PG 3:533A. Epifanovic, Prepodobnij Maksim Ispovednik, 48, n. 3; Larchet, La 
divinisation de l’homme, 105. 

189 Amb. 7, PG 91:1092C; Amb. 21, PG 91:1249C, Amb. 20, PG 91:1237AB; Q. 
Thal. 2, PG 90:272B; CCSG 7:51; Epifanovic, Prepodobnij Maksim Ispovednik, 48, n4. 

190 Larchet, La divinisation de l’homme. See chap. 1, p. 5, n. 13. 

191 Ibid., 545. 

192 Ibid., 125. 
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man achieving the end intended for him by God.193 Deification will culminate in the 

eternity when human activity will cease, but human nature will continue being deified by 

pure receptivity.194 However, neither human activity, nor any other constituents of human 

identity (such as human freedom), are suppressed.195 Rather, the human nature is fully 

realized and perfected.196 

While being fully preserved, the human nature does change.197 Deification is, 

thus, supernatural. The nature enters a new state in which it overcomes its own natural 

limits.198 While theosis has preliminary aspects that actively engage human (ascetic 

praxis and contemplation), its realization is ultimately comes from above.199 Maximus 

writes about these various aspects of theosis, but I would like to focus on the texts that 

suggest an ontological change. 

Maximus describes this new ontology metaphorically. In his treatment of John 2:4 

(the feast in Cana) Maximus speaks of water as symbolizing the human nature in its 

created state. Wine, he writes, is the water changed by grace of deification that represents 

the created nature being transformed into a new state of being.200 Deification is said to 

strengthen and "innervate" (or pre-wire) our natural ability to know and understand for 

                                                 
193 Ibid., 126. 

194 Ibid., 540. 

195 Ibid., 573-580. 

196 Ibid., 592. 

197 Ibid., 587. 

198 Ibid., 572. 

199 Ibid., 611. 

200 Q. Thal. 40, CCSG 7:273.103-10. 
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immutability.201 The Incarnation not only restores our nature to its innate state, but also 

comes with a bonus: the "additional advantage" of deification. In his "first communion 

with our nature," creation, Christ imparted the best of his image into us.202 In his second 

communion, the Incarnation, which is much more incredible (paradoxical, contrary to 

expectation) than the first one, He willingly assumed the worst (μετέλαβε θέλων τοῦ 

χείρονος), not only to restore the human nature to its original purity ("just as from the 

beginning"), but also to make it even better than the first creation.203 The same dialectic 

of tenses is observed in this passage: the human nature has been restored (παραστήσῃ, he 

restored, aorist act subjunctive) by Christ, but it is in the process of surpassing the first 

creation (πλεονεκτοῦσαν; he is surpassing, aorist act ppl) by means of deification. We 

participate in things that transcend nature, and theosis circumscribes that goal for us.204 

                                                 
201 Q. Thal. 40, CCSG 7:275.138-140. "... στομοῦσαν καὶ οἱονεὶ νευροῦσαν πρὸς 

ἀτρεψίαν... τὴν γνῶσιν τῆς φύσεως." I take τῆς φύσεως in τήν γνῶσιν τῆς φύσεως as a 
subjective genitive, the phrase then meaning "the knowing our nature is capable of" 
rather than "knowledge [we possess of] our nature," as in case of an objective genitive. 
Given the richness of meaning the term γνῶσις has in Maximus, as the upper level of his 
epistemological ladder, and stands for spiritual discernment of a spiritually advanced 
person, I translate it as "knowing" or "an ability to know and discern spiritually." 

202 Maximus is probably speaking about the creation of man after God's image. 
He uses the same verb, μεταδίδωμι, as Athanasius does (to impart, to communicate, to 
give share). Sidorov, 160, n. 49. 

203 Q. Thal. 54, SGCC 7:459.279-282; PG 91:520. "... λόγον τοῦ ὄφεως, παντελῶς 
ἐξαφανίσας, ὡς ἐξ ἀρχῆς καθαρὰν... πάλιν παραστήσῃ τὴν φύσιν, τῇ θεώσει 
πλεονεκτοῦσαν τὴν πρώτην διάπλασιν." "...destroyed utterly the principle of the serpent, 
as though reapproved (restored, aorist) [the human nature] pure from the beginning, by 
deification surpassing (gaining advantage over) the first formation (creation)." παντελῶς: 
"all-completely, utterly, absolutely, all-accomplishing-ly, from first to last, quite 
finished" (LSJ). This passage is also a correction of Origen's teaching on apokatastasis 
(ultimate restoration of the world to its created state). 

204 Q. Thal 59, SGCC 22:53.133-144. 
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Maximus certain aspects of change as parts of God’s plan and, therefore, as 

positive. God changes the manifestations of his providence in accordance with a 

changing state of those for whom He provides.205 The change itself, therefore, occurs not 

in God as He is, but on the level of the recipient of his manifestations. This level (and 

quality) of changeability itself has undergone a fundamental change in the 

accomplishment of the Incarnation. 

The ontological transformation that the human nature undergoes has affected its 

very foundations. God renews laws of existence as He chooses.206 Maximus writes that 

we now live by "the law of grace" that has been set in place (καθέστηκε, perfect) by the 

Incarnation. This new law, Maximus explains, is our new logos (the essential principle of 

one's existence as far as its origin and goal). This principle is above nature (ὑπέρ φύσιν 

λόγος); it such that it is "refashioning nature in an immutable manner."207 To paraphrase, 

our nature has been set on a new course of unchangeably changing (of always-changing). 

This change affects us fundamentally, on the level of our very ontology. The human 

nature is said to change in both its logos and its tropos, which means that the 

transformation affects both our potentiality, and the way we go about actualizing it. The 

very "what-it-is-to-be-human" transformed in its relatedness to its Archetype, in its very 

                                                 
205 Qu. et dub.32, PG 90:812C. Epifanovic, Prepodobnij Maksim Ispovednik, 47-

48, n1. This point finds further elaboration in Vladimir Soloviev who applies it 
specifically to the issue of doctrinal development. See chap. 6, pp. 283-298. 

206 Amb. 42, PG 91:1341D-1344D; Epifanovic, Prepodobnij Maksim Ispovednik, 
48, n2. 

207 Q.Thal 64, SGCC 22:237.800-8; trans. Russell, 292. "...πρός θέωσιν ἀτρέπτως 
τήν φύσιν μεταπλάττων [present tense]]." [An interesting word choice, so Maximian. The 
phrase is essentially an oxymoron: the new principle is changing us unchangeably."] The 
adverb ἀτρέπτως is that from the Chalcedonian quadruple formula: "without change." 
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potency to change.208  Rather than deteriorating into non-being, the human identity is 

now characterized by the ability to be constantly transformed into the image of its 

Creator, with an ever-increasing measure of perfection. Given the above, it is difficult to 

see this fundamental change as less than ontological, and, by consequence, to affirm that 

Maximus teaches a non-transformative theosis. 

 
Theosis as asymptotic and asymmetrical.  The vision of the human-divine 

interaction that arises from Maximus’ Christology dismisses two common 

misconceptions of deification as either a loss of the human identity in God, or a complete 

equality of status with God. However, Maximus precludes these interpretations. The 

progressive aspect of deification inspires neither dissolution nor Hegelian "spurious 

infinity."209 It rather inspires an image of an asymptote. In geometry, a line is an 

asymptote of another "if the distance between the two lines tends to zero as they tend to 

infinity." The image of the human approximation of the divine reality is such that humans 

will be getting ever closer, yet they will never become the same. The reality of the 

divine/human union and the presence of the complete and irreducible human ontology in 

it, preserve this relation from ever collapsing into God. One element that the unmitigated 

human ontology "brings to the table" is the ability change. In the union with the fullness 

                                                 
208 For discussion of the relation of image to archetype in Maximus, see chap. 4, 

pp. 144-148. 

209 Spurious, or negative, infinity is view of infinity as a negation of the finite ad 
infinitum.  Such infinity is nothing but a superficial alteration, which stays forever in the 
sphere of the finite.”  It is not the Infinite, but only another finite, because it considers the 
infinite within the same category, and logically depends on the finite for its definition.  
As opposed to genuine, absolute, Infinity, not bounded by any other relationships. In 
G.W.F. Hegel, The Encyclopaedia Logic, trans. T. F. Geraers, et al. (Indianapolis, 
Cambridge: Hackett Publishing Company, 1991), §85, 94, 95. 
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of the divine ontology, the creaturely changeability transforms in its orientation and its 

mode. This changeability is no longer directed towards non-being, but rather towards its 

immutable Archetype whom it now approximates according to its own, but new and 

supernatural, immutable principle. Although, according to Maximus, our activity in 

effecting this change will subside in the age to come, we will never cease being changed, 

being made more like God. The extent of human's penetrating into God, just as the extent 

of our being penetrated by the divine reality, will be forever increasing: man will always 

"be being" deified; the distinction will be always preserved; and there will always be 

more "god" for us to “cover.”210 

The vision of the human-divine interaction that arises from Maximus’ Christology 

is not only asymptotic, but also asymmetrical. The "parties" are represented in a full 

sweep of their distinct ontologies, with all the constituents of their ontological types in 

place. God's primacy is in no way diminished. Without compromising the aseity and the 

sovereignty of God, Maximus manages to give full credit to the post-incarnational human 

nature that flows out of the mystery of the hypostatic union. It is the coincidence of the 

fullness of God with the fullness of man that makes this vision paradoxical. Maximus 

stresses an utter impossibility of the impossible which is nevertheless a reality. Although 

God and man neither switch nor merge their ontological types, man, as well as creation as 

a whole, does undergo a substantive transformation. 

Maximus, therefore, teaches theosis which is transformative, albeit paradoxical 

and mysterious. Unbound by its natural limits, the created nature is in the process, and 

                                                 
210 Maximus writes on the excessiveness of God even in Q. Thal. 22 we analyzed 

above where he interprets "the exceeding riches of grace." God's grace is not simply 
limitless, but ever-increasing in its potency. Everything that draws its being from this 
source also receives grace in this ever-increasing manner. 
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capable of the process, of a constant approximation the ontology imparted by God's 

image. 

While finding Russell's categories helpful analytically, as identifying various 

facets of theosis, I attempted to demonstrate that, in the case of Maximus, some of these 

categories can be applied synthetically and inclusively, that is, in "both-and," rather than 

"either-or" terms. Undeniably a part of Maximus’ monastic pedagogy, his concept of 

theosis stretches beyond an itinerary for an ascetic, or a curriculum for a monastic 

community. Within the larger framework of Maximus’ Christological universe, theosis 

(together with kenosis) describes the relationship between Christ and the cosmos: Christ 

has been (is being) incarnate in the cosmos to the extent the cosmos has been (is being) 

deified by him. Maximus takes advantage of the flexibility of the Greek verb system to 

speak of these realities as simultaneously complete and progressive, thus making these 

realities applicable to the cosmos as a whole, to the Church throughout history, to a 

particular Christian community, and to a spiritual journey of an individual. Theosis, 

therefore, is not only imitational and nominal, but also realistic and transformative. It 

transfigures the very ontology not only of man, individually and collectively, but, through 

man's mediation, the very manner of being of the cosmos as "always approaching" the 

divine reality that causes and sustains it. 

As a vital part of the inner dynamics of the hypostatic union, with its non-

oppositional polarity of the human and the divine natures interpenetrating one another, 

theosis is taught by Maximus in inclusive rather than exclusive terms. Maximus affirms 

this coincidence of unmitigated, albeit mutually exclusive, properties within the divine-

human interaction present in the hypostatic union. Theosis, the very mechanism of this 
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interaction, is taught on multiple levels: not only as an undertaking of one's ascetic 

struggle, but also as the transformation of our very ontology, yet without ever erasing our 

own unique identity of God's "very significant other." 

The Christocentric cosmos of Maximus the Confessor is depicted as ontologically 

prepared for doctrinal continuity. A provision for continuity is manifest in the reasonable 

and coherent structure of reality and Christocentrically secured in the unconfused unity of 

creation with the uncreated foundations of its being. The dynamic nature of this unity is 

reflected in a way Maximus perceives the relation of its constituents. In its unity with the 

divine, the created nature, in a variety of aspects, undergoes a transition (diabasis) that is 

dynamically transformative rather than statically destructive. Maximus understands the 

realization of this unity of the uncreated and the created through the cohesive dynamism 

of theosis and kenosis. These two opposite movements correlate the two realms as both 

irreducibly distinct and asymptotically interpenetrating one another. This dynamic is 

patterned after the transformation of the human nature of Christ in its unity with his 

divine nature, both paradigmatically complete and historically unfolding. Thus, the 

provision for continuity is twofold, ontological and historical. This Christological model 

places ontology and history in a relationship of dynamic continuity. Having pointed out 

some of the ontological aspects of this continuity I now turn to its historical realization 

through the human-divine entity of the Church. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Historical Principles of Continuity in Doctrinal Transmission 
 

 
This chapter explores how Maximus' vision of reality—his ontology integrated 

with his Christology—informs his contiguous construct of the church's time-bound 

existence in history, and of the transmission of doctrine as an element of this history. In 

order to formulate Maximus’ conception of the transmission of the content of the 

Christian faith, it is necessary to analyze terms and concepts integrated in his broader 

vision of this process. These constituents are grouped under two subcategories: the 

general principles of transmission, and the agency of transmission. I specify how 

Maximus' ontological principles discussed in Chapter Three inform his understanding of 

doctrinal transmission as it occurs in history, and how they inform a proper interpretation 

of Maximus' conceptual world, that is, the operative concepts relevant for his 

interpretation of the transmission of patristic legacy, as well as his definition of the agents 

performing it: "the church," “theologian,” “theology,” “the Father,” “the consensus of the 

Fathers,” “orthodoxy,” "heresy,” and “councils.” 

 
The Church as the Locus of Doctrinal Transmission 

In this part I explore the role of the Church as the locus of dogmatic life in light of 

its ontology in an attempt to determine how the Church's unique human-divine structure 

reverberates in the facets of its historical existence, such as its teaching. The doctrine of 



140 
 

the Church in Maximus has been sufficiently researched,1 and I single out only the 

dimensions that are relevant for the Church's function of doctrinal transmission, such as 

general historical principles, and its agency.  

 
Perichoretic Paradigm Realized in History: the Church as the Theandric Entity 

The doctrine of the Church occupies several spaces in Maximus' theology. In this 

doctrine, the areas that we identify as ontology, cosmology, anthropology, and 

ecclesiology come together. I place my discussion of the Church between ontological and 

historical considerations due to the Church's unique ontological structure, that of the 

human-divine (theandric) entity. From the ontological perspective, the Church is the 

unique human-divine organism that abides by, and within, both the uncreated and the 

created realms, being related to both realms in, and as, the Body of the Incarnate Christ. 

From the historical perspective, the Church's "two-in-one" ontology/Christology plays 

out by the inseparable simultaneous reality of both aspects, divine and human. While 

these aspects remain distinct and identifiable, their union is also real. This polarity of 

duality-in-oneness is reflected in every dimension of the Church's existence positioning 

this existence at the crossing of eternity and time. The historical oneness of the Church is 

understood in terms of its continuity with the apostolic and patristic church whose past, 

present, and future ministers are being led by the same Holy Spirit.  

From the cosmological perspective, in its relatedness to the world, the Church 

relates to the world as the blueprint of its renovation that is being realized in the intra-

ecclesial dynamic of harmonious unity of differences. Cosmology and ecclesiology meet 

                                                 
1 For an in-depth study of Maximus’ conception of the church, see A. Riou, Le 

monde et l’église selon Maxime le Confesseur, Théologie historique 22 (Paris: 
Beauchesne, 1973); Croce, 65-83. 
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in a poignant observation: The world transfigured by grace becomes the church.2 The 

Church is what the world is becoming, not only its eschatological telos, but also as a step-

by-step program of its makeover. In and through the matrix of the Church, the eschaton is 

being reflected in its surface, with increasing sharpness of the image. In other words, the 

Church is where the theandric destiny of the world gradually comes to realization. 

The dynamic of the divine-human interaction of the natures in Christ is the 

structural axis of the divine-human organism of the Church where human and divine 

forces act according to the Chalcedonian logic, that is, undividedly, yet without 

confusion, distinctly, yet without separation.3 For Maximus, the Church is a harmonious 

whole centered in Christ where different elements abide without division, while their 

distinctions are preserved. This model of differences in harmonious unity is only possible 

because every element, and the entire church, is centered in Christ. This Christocentric 

church is described by Maximus in the Mystagogy: 

...[H]oly Church bears the imprint and image of God since it has the same activity 
as he does by imitation and in figure. For God who made and brought into 
existence all things by his infinite power contains, gathers, and limits them and in 
his Providence binds both intelligible and sensible beings to himself and to one 
another. Maintaining about himself as cause, beginning, and end all beings which 
are by nature distant from one another, he makes them converge in each other by 
the singular force of their relationship to him as origin. Through this force he 
leads all beings to a common and unconfused identity of movement and existence, 
no one being originally in revolt against any other or separated from him by a 
difference of nature or of movement, but all things combine with all others in an 
unconfused way by the singular indissoluble relation to and protection of the one 
principle and cause. This reality abolishes and dims all their particular relations 
considered according to each one's nature, but not by dissolving or destroying 
them or putting an end to their existence. Rather it does so by transcending them 
and revealing  them, as the whole reveals its parts or as the whole is revealed in 

                                                 
2 Nichols, 130. 

3 Thunberg, Man and the Cosmos, 117. 
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its cause by which the same whole and its parts came into being and appearance 
since they have their whole cause surpassing them in splendor...4 
 
As the center of straight lines that radiate from him he does not allow by his 
unique, simple, and single cause and power that the principles of beings become 
disjoined at the periphery but rather he circumscribes their extension in a circle 
and brings back to himself the distinctive elements of beings which he himself 
brought into existence. The purpose of this is so that the creations and products of 
the one God be in no way strangers and enemies to one another by having no 
reason or center for which they might show  each other any friendly or peaceful 
sentiment or identity, and not run the risk of having  their being separated from 
God to dissolve into nonbeing.5 
 
While being distinct from God, the Church's distinctness from God is maintained 

without opposition. As it was already mentioned, Maximus himself adopts this principle 

of non-opposition of differences from his predecessors, most notably, from Gregory of 

Nyssa.6 

As the Body of Christ, the Church is an organism, an entity where planes of 

reality coinhere. This coinherence is possible when unconfused unity is realized 

hypostatically, with Christ as paradigm, in the manner of the hypostatic union of his 

natures.  

The paradoxical reality of coinherent planes—visible and invisible planes, 

simultaneously belong to the present and to the eschatological future—is captured by 

Maximus in his teaching on the liturgy. Törönen observes that Maximus' view of liturgy 

                                                 
4 Myst. 1, PG 91:664D-665B; trans. G. Berthold, Maximus the Confessor: 

Selected Writings, 186. 

5 Myst. 1, PG 91:668AB; trans. G. Berthold, 187. Soloviev echoes Maximus: “[I]n 
its essence, the Church is unity and holiness of divinity... [A]ll church forms and actions 
unite people and divided nations with the entire God-manhood... in its individual center, 
Christ.” Soloviev, Justification of the Good, 8:473. 

6 See chap. 3, pp. 95-97. 
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is "the most eschatologically tuned" among Byzantine authors,7 and in this sense it is 

oriented into the future. However, the element of the present, and a presence of the 

realized eschaton in it, is also captured by Maximus in "liturgical becoming."8 

For us it is important to stress perichoretic dimensions of Maximus' view of unity 

of differences that transpire in his vision of the church. Polarity: the harmony of 

diversities (whichever plane they may concern) is possible because they are balanced by 

unity, which, in turn, is logically possibly as long as there is anything to unite. At least on 

the level of language, both poles require one another as qualifiers. 

Again, the logic of union without confusion provides Maximus with a way to 

speak about this paradoxical reality. It has been pointed out that Maximus uses similar 

language and typology when he speaks about God's and the Church's activity in the 

universe: both create "a harmonious manifold."9 What is the nature of their association? 

According to Maximus, it is the association "by imitation and figure."10 Let us ponder for 

a moment on possible meanings of these concepts.  

In what sense is the Church an image of God? Only metaphorically, by imitation, 

or also in any sense ontologically, as the locus of God’s “real presence” in the world in 

actuality, where the realization of the union is taking place? Does "imitation" 

automatically imply that the prototype is only similar to the image? Is there any 

indication that the Church is thought of as accomplishing God's work not (only) by 

                                                 
7 Törönen, 151. 

8 Ibid., 150. 

9 Ibid., 143. 

10 Myst. 1, PG 91:664D; trans. G. Berthold, Maximus the Confessor: Selected 
Writings, 186. 
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imitation, but also by bringing God into actuality, being human and divine without 

confusion in every activity? In short, how is God present in the world? Is He present 

metaphorically, as a comprehensive monastic rule that lists normative actions? Or is He 

also present ontologically? A reflection on Maximus' understanding of "image" and 

"archetype" may through light on how he might answer the questions formulated above. 

 
Image and Archetype 

In order to clarify what Maximus implies by these categories, it is fitting to 

mention how another pair: image and archetype, and their relation. The image and 

likeness of God, as well as their distinction, have been explored exhaustively by 

Thunberg.11 For our purposes, we are concerned not so much what qualities the image 

imparts, but the nature of its relation to the prototype.  

Törönen seems to take imitation in moral sense: “The Church, as an image 

reflecting God, its archetype, creates unity between people…”12 Sidorov suggests that 

imitation and figure are synonyms.13 Zhivov, however, explores a relationship between 

image and referent in Maximus and observes that the reality the image signifies is also 

present in the image.14 

In this sense of mediation, the Church as a whole can be considered God's agent 

in the world. In Amb. 41 Maximus identifies five sets of "divisions" that exist in the fallen 
                                                 

11 Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 113-132. 

12 Törönen, 144. 

13 Sidorov, ed. and trans. Tvoreniia, 301, n8. 

14 V. M. Zhivov, " Mistagogia Maksima Ispovednika i razvitie vizantijskoj teorii 
obraza" [“Mystagogy of Maximus the Confessor and the Development of the Byzantine 
Theory of Image”], Khudozhestvenny jazyk srednevekovya [Artistic Language of the 
Middle Ages] (Moskva: Nauka, 1982), 108-127. 
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world with the elements being separated: between God and creation; intelligible and 

sensible; heaven and earth; paradise and the inhabited world; and, finally, male and 

female. While torn asunder in the fallen state, these different elements can be united 

without losing their distinctness, without confusion, in the Chalcedonian manner. 

Thunberg explores various ways in which man is called to reconcile these "divisions" 

turning them into distinctions that exist in harmony without being annihilated,15 and thus, 

to be a mediator between God and the universe. It is possible for man to strive for this 

union, because the opposites have been already reconciled by Christ.16 The Church is 

thus a collective human agent. 

Let us now consider the sentence where these concepts are mentioned. He speaks 

of the Church realizing "the same union": 

ἡ ἁγία ἐκκλησία... τὴν αὐτὴν ἐνεργοῦσα (present active participle) ἕνωσιν 

ἐνεργοῦσα is a present active participle of ἐνεργεῖν, used transitively, with ἕνωσιν 

as its direct object. Here, Maximus uses similar (almost parallel) predication of the 

Church and of God, who is said to ἥν... ἐνεργεῖν πέφυκεν ὁ Θεός ("which [the union] 

God causes to be being realized"). The same verb ἐνεργεῖν is used, also in present active, 

but this time it is an infinitive. The direct object of ἐνεργεῖν is also the union, the 

antecedent of the relative ἥν. The infinitive, however, functions as the direct object of 

πέφυκεν, thus presenting the action of ἐνεργεῖν as contingent upon God's making this 

action possible. God's action is then ontologically, prior to the action of the Church. This 

                                                 
15 See chap. 3, p. 86, n. 44. 

16 Amb. 41, PG 91:1304D-1305AB; Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 56-57. 
Here Thunberg lists the divisions. As the title suggests, this entire work on the Maximian 
anthropology is devoted to man's mediatory role. The five divisions are discussed in 
detail as five mediations culminating in deification. Ibid., 373-432. 
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priority is and causal and not necessarily temporal. This priority is not necessarily 

temporal, but rather ontological and causal. Although a perfect in form, functions in a 

present sense, for this reason temporal sequence is not considered. It plausible to suggest 

that Maximus is depicting an ongoing relation of dependence of the Church's working on 

the divine empowerment that is both simultaneously occurring and complete. It also 

carries a connotation of a connection between the action with the nature of an actor. In 

other words, God's action is connatural to him, as the function of his nature. The literal 

translation would read: "God makes by nature (is disposed by nature, engendered, etc.) 

the church to realize... etc." In other words, the Church is drawing on the divine nature to 

be able to continuously realize the union. The divine nature is the source of activity. But 

its realization, while remaining ontologically prior, is also fashioned with a mode of 

realization which is proper to human rather than divine nature: it is now fashioned with 

temporal extension, or duration. Then it becomes clear that this is a synergy in which the 

properties of both natures are preserved, yet due to their union they act in the same 

direction, and reciprocally fashion the common action with exchanging of their 

properties. 

Then, the Church is like God in a very different sense than the world is. These are 

two different modes of mirroring the image. The world is imprinted with the image of 

God, and now reflecting it, while the Church actively realizes the image (of the union), in 

its continuous, temporal register. Figuratively speaking, it both possesses it in its "birth 

certificate," as the divine imprint, and also actively realizes it progressing in likeness, 
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increasingly actively becoming and being made increasingly like him. Thunberg supports 

this interpretation of the image and likeness of God in Maximus.17 

Addressing the matter of time and simultaneity in the Church context, Törönen 

also seems to speak of the “final union,”18 while it is unclear whether he still takes 

becoming and being as simultaneous. From his discussion of liturgy and two dimensions 

that ontologically come together (rather than simply intersection at a point, for a 

moment). It is a continuous action of being intersected, interwoven. 

The structure of the Church building in Myst. 2 offers a glimpse of the 

coincidence of the two planes, temporal and eternal, of becoming and being, of one and 

many.19 The Church building consists of two parts, the sanctuary and the nave. Although 

in their visible structure the two are distinct, they become one in the process of what 

Törönen calls “liturgical becoming,” or initiation.20 This is the movement through the 

nave in the process by which the nave is being sanctified. The nave is thus the sanctuary 

in the making. The nave becomes what the sanctuary already is, and the sanctuary is the 

nave as the principle (logos) of the nave’s existence.21 The people in the course of liturgy 

are being gradually initiated, or led into the mystery (this is what the word "Mystagogia" 

                                                 
17 Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 120-32. 

18 Törönen, 145. 

19 On the typology of the Temple, see Dalmais, "Théologie de l'Église et mystère 
liturgique dans la Mystagogie de S. Maxime le Confesseur," SP 13 (Berlin: 1975): 145-
53; Tamara Grdzelidze, "Liturgical Space in the Writings of Maximus the Confessor," SP 
37 (2001): 499-504; Pascal Mueller-Jourdan, Typologie Spatio-Temporelle de l'Ecclesia 
Byzantine: La Mystagogie de Maxime le Confesseur, Supplements to Vigiliae 
Christianae, vol. 74 (Leiden: Brill, 2005). 

20 Törönen, 150. 

21 Ibid. 
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means). The sanctuary is the result of what the nave is becoming through liturgy, but both 

dimensions, the one stretched in time and the other one, atemporal, constitute the 

Church.22 

The liturgy thus represents the movement from temporal into atemporal, from 

becoming into completeness of being, and from history into the eschaton. The liturgy is a 

visual realization of the eschaton, “the eschaton made present,”23 different parts of which 

represent different stages of history and ahistorical states of the “salvation history.”24 

This history, however, tends towards the ahistorical, towards the end of history in the 

eschaton. The liturgy culminates in the Eucharist. Through partaking of the elements 

Christ is now bodily, physically present in those who gathered in his name, which 

symbolizes coinherence of temporal and eternal, and of human and divine. 

After having discussed the unique divine-human ontology of the Church as an 

intersection of the temporal and eternal dimensions, I now turn to specifically historical 

principles that underlie the activity of the Church in doctrinal transmission. 

 
General Principles of the Transmission of the Church's Doctrine 

The first principle fundamental to Maximus’ conception of doctrinal transmission 

is the principle of tradition. What does “church tradition” mean for Maximus? Although 

it is appropriate to single out three aspects of tradition, its process, its content, and its 

agency, for didactic purposes, they are closely interrelated in Maximus’ vision of the 

transmission of the Christian teaching. This process is a dialectic of many components. 

                                                 
22 Myst. 2, 91:669A. 

23 Törönen, 151. 

24 Maximus does not use this term. 
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The verbal content of the faith is encapsulated in Scripture, both the Old and the New 

Testaments, and transmitted by succession from the apostles to the churches 

contemporary to Maximus. It is transmitted in the writings of the Fathers,25 and verified 

by church councils. Maximus depicts this continuum in a terse paragraph: 

Ταὐτην ἔμαθον ἐγὼ τὴν πίστιν, καὶ ἐδιδάχθην ἔκ τε τῶν προαποδημησάντων 
ἁγίων καὶ μακαρίων Πατέρων ἡμῶν, καὶ ἐκ τῶν νῦν περιόντων, καὶ τοὺς οἴακας 
τῆς καθολικῆς ἁγίας τοῦ Θεοῦ Ἐκκλησίας πεπιστευμένων, καὶ ὀρθῶς πρὸς τὸν 
λιμένα τοῦ θείου θελήματος αὐτὴν διακυβερνώντων· μεθ᾿ ἧς ταῖς αὐτῶν ἱκεσίαις 
καὶ ἀπελεύσομαι τὴν παροῦσαν ἀπολιμπάνων ζωήν· ἀντὶ παντὸς ἀξιώματος, 
ταύτην τῷ Θεῷ προσφέρων τὴν ὁμολογίαν ἄχραντον καὶ ἀμόλυντον, καὶ πάσης 
αἱρετικῆς ζάλης ὑψηλοτέραν.26 

 
The same continuum is sketched in Amb. 37: 

 
Οἱ τὰ πολλὰ τῶν θείων μυστηρίων ἐκ τῶν ἀπαδῶν καὶ ὑπηρετῶν γενομένων τοῦ 
Λόγου, καὶ αὐτόθεν ἀμέσως τὴν τῶν ὄντων μυηθέντων γνῶσιν, κατὰ διαδοχὴν 
διὰ τῶν πρὸ αὐτῶν εἰς αὐτοὺς διαδοθέντα λαβόντες ἅγιοι...27 

 
In Ep. 18 Maximus speaks about the universal body of the church where ὁ εὐσεβὴς, καὶ 

ὀρθὸς καὶ ἀληθὴς καὶ σωτήριος τῆς ἀποστολικῆς πίστεως ἀκμάζων κηρύττεται λόγος.28 

Maximus’ conception of tradition as content and as a process is inseparable from 

his system of authority. The elements of this system—Scripture, the Fathers, the councils, 

                                                 
25 For Maximus' understanding of a "Church Father," see below, pp. 163-171. 

26 Ep. 13, PG 91:532C. “This is the faith I learned, and was taught by our holy 
and blessed Fathers already departed, and from those still living, and who have been 
entrusted with the helm of the catholic holy church of God, and who steer it directly 
toward the haven of God’s will. In its midst, according to their prayers, I will also depart 
leaving this life behind. Instead of all honors I will bring to God this confession—
untarnished, stainless, and rising above any storm of heresy.” Cf. Th. pol. 2, PG 91:52A. 

27 Amb 37, PG 91:1304D. “The saints received by succession the riches of the 
divine mysteries handed down to them from followers and servants of the Logos of the 
past, and themselves were immediately initiated in the knowledge of things that exist...” 

28 Ep. 18, PG 91:585A. “…the mighty teaching of the apostolic faith—pious, 
correct, true and saving—is proclaimed.” 
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and liturgy—are also the vehicles that embody the content of church tradition and verify 

its content.  

Addressing Maximus’ structure of authority, Pelikan29 points out Maximus’ 

dynamic understanding of tradition and authority in making doctrinal judgments. He 

defines this structure as a dynamic interrelation of the teaching of councils, the Fathers 

and the Scripture: 

Scripture was supreme, but only if it was interpreted in a spiritual and orthodox 
way. The fathers were normative, but only if they were harmonized with one 
another and related to the Scripture from which they drew. The councils were 
decisive, but only as voices of the one apostolic and prophetic and patristic 
doctrine.30 
 

Maximus recognizes, however, that the teaching of the church deals with the ultimate 

mystery that will always transcend human ability to capture it dogmatically. Such 

dimensions can only be expressed in negative terms and should be worshipfully 

acknowledged.31 

How do the components of Maximus’ system of authority correlate and function 

informing his interpretative judgments? Croce’s treatment of Maximus’ theological 

                                                 
29 Pelikan, “Council or Father or Scripture: The Concept of Authority in the 

Theology of Maximus the Confessor,” in The Heritage of the Early Church: Essays in 
Honor of Georges Florovsky, ed. David Nieman and Margaret Schatkin, Orientalia 
Christiana Analecta 195 (Rome: Pontifical Institute of Oriental Studies, 1973), 277-288; 
idem, “The Place of Maximus Confessor in the History of Christian Thought,” in 
Maximus Confessor: Acts du Symposium sur Maxime le Confesseur, Fribourg, 2-5 
septembre, 1980 ed. Felix Heinzer and Christoph von Schönborn (Fribourg, Suisse: 
Éditions universitaires, 1982), 387-402; idem, The Spirit of Eastern Christendom (600-
1700), vol. 2 of The Christian Tradition: A History of the Development of Doctrine 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974), chap. 1. 

30 Pelikan, “Council or Father or Scripture,” 287. See my discussion of Maximus' 
use of apophatic terminology in chapter 5. 

31 Ibid., 288. 
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method helps in answering this question. He rightly defines this method as a twofold 

combination of rational speculation, and revealed testimony. The revealed testimony 

refers to the Bible and tradition expressed in the writings of the Church Fathers and 

affirmed by ecumenical councils.32 This revealed testimony serves as the authority that 

controls the results of research performed by means of rational argumentation. These two 

elements provide a methodological framework of Maximus’ entire corpus, with 

preference given to one or the other according to the genre of a given work. Croce points 

out that this framework is not unique to Maximus, but he is the first among the Greek 

Church Fathers to offer an explicit formal articulation of this methodological scheme.33 

Like Maximus’ conception of tradition, his system of authority is also dynamic. 

Croce rightly observes: 

...[s]e l’autorità dei concili è somma nello stabilire la pia professione di fede dei 
cristiani, in concreto il loro insegnamento si identifica con quello dei padri, che ne 
assicurano il collegamento con la predicazione degli apostoli di Cristo. La 
rivelazione del Logos incarnato giunge infatti a noi tramite la triplice mediazione 
scritturistica, patristica e conciliare. Mentre la testimonianza della Scrittura, che 
riporta la predicazione degli apostoli, testimonio oculari del Cristo, sta a 
fondamento della fede cristiana, le dichiarazioni conciliari sanciscono la retta 
comprensione di tale fede, fondandosi a loro volta sulla fedele trasmissione dei 
padri.34 

                                                 
32 Maximus uses the term οἰκουμενικός (“ecumenical”) referring to five church 

councils, for example, in Opusc. theol. et polem. 9, PG 91:128B and Opusc. theol. et 
polem. 15, PG 91:180C. In both places he does not use this term to attribute authority but 
rather universality to the five councils, for example, in parallel with "the catholic Church" 
(Opusc. theol. et polem. 9, PG 91:128B ). Maximus’ understanding of conciliar authority 
and, specifically, his position with respect to the Lateran Synod (649), will be discussed 
later in this chapter. Although Maximus does not refer to this synod as ecumenical, he 
appears to consider its decisions binding. The term "approved" is used of councils, as 
well as of the Fathers, whose teaching was considered correct and thus authoritative. 

33 Croce, 23. Croce provides references to studies that trace analogous 
methodology in Origen, Gregory of Nazianzus, and Basil of Caesarea. 

34 Croce, 102-103. “…[I]f the authority of the councils consists of establishing the 
pious profession of the Christian faith, in reality their teaching is identical with that of the 
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The question arises as to which part of this threefold system does Maximus 

ascribe a supreme role in validating of a given point of doctrine? I admit that I have not 

found an explicit answer to this question anywhere within the Maximian corpus—

probably because Maximus himself had never pondered such a question. When projecting 

modern thinking processes on the seventh-century theologian’s endeavor we inevitably—

and sadly!—expect him to “compare and contrast” after our own pattern. When he 

resists, it is both puzzling and eye-opening. Since both Maximus’ vision of doctrinal 

transmission and his system of authority in doctrinal validation form a dynamic 

continuum where each part has its specific role indispensable for the proper function of 

the whole, the very question of supremacy of one part over another appears irrelevant. 

Neither the Fathers are compared in importance to the councils, nor is Scripture ever 

juxtaposed to “tradition.” In fact, his very usage of the term “tradition” dismisses such 

comparison. 

Understanding the relationship between Scripture and tradition as non-opposing 

and reciprocal, Maximus follows the model set in the New Testament (for example, 1 

Cor. 15:1-15), and handed over to him by his patristic predecessors. 

I suggest that a notion of “tradition” as a certain body of literature, of some verbal 

content added to Scripture is alien to Maximus. One could say, many of modern "either-

ors" were Maximus' (and patristic) "both-ends." That is, certain dichotomies projected on 

the patristic corpus did not clash for many Fathers. While it is instructive to isolate 

                                                                                                                                                 
Fathers, who ensure the connection with the preaching of the apostles of Christ. In fact, 
the revelation of the incarnate Logos comes to us through the threefold mediation: 
scriptural, patristic and conciliar. While the testimony of Scripture, which carries the 
preaching of the apostles, the eyewitnesses of Christ, is the foundation of the Christian 
faith, the conciliar declarations enshrine the right understanding of that faith, in turn 
basing themselves on the faithful transmission of the Fathers.” 
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certain elements, as, for instance, Christology and ontology, cosmology and 

anthropology, or the content and the process of doctrinal transmission, while 

underscoring their unity and harmony. However, separating scripture and tradition seems 

unwarranted and potentially dangerous because such dichotomy would misconstrue the 

evidence at hand. Maximus is one of the least likely candidates to be accused in 

agnosticism and fideism, that is. While recognizing the negative dimension in theology 

where the conceptual language stops, Maximus ardently probes the positive dimension. 

While the logic of unity of difference-in-unity is applied to a variety of realities he 

explores in his corpus, as Törönen and others observe, the "scripture versus tradition" 

pair does not appear as polarized realities. However, the concept of tradition is definitely 

not alien to Maximus, as his language is a proof. 

The term “tradition” is primarily understood as the process and the mechanism of 

transmitting the content, but never refers to the content itself. Maximus uses the verb 

παραδίδωμι (“hand over,” “transmit,” “impart”) quite often speaking about the process of 

transmission. He does use παράδοσις (“handing over,” “tradition,” “transmission”) as a 

verbal noun,35 yet in a context that highlights its verbal force, as a process-term. 

Maximus resorts to other terms for the content as a whole transmitted from one 

generation to another. Among the most often used are τὸ πίστις36 (“the faith”), λόγος37 

(“word, teaching”), and δόγματα38 (“dogmas”). This language suggests that the issue of 

primacy of either Scripture or tradition was not only unknown to Maximus, but also 
                                                 

35 For example, in Th. pol. 20, PG 91:244D-245A. 

36 Ep. 13, PG 91:532C. 

37 Ep 18, PG 91:584. 

38 Th. pol. 11, PG 91:137D; DB 4, Allen and Neil, 88-89; DB 12, PG 90:148A. 
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nonsensical. The categories of content and of process are incomparable elements because 

they are asymmetrical and occupy different topological spaces. The process is what is 

predicated of the content, and they cannot be logically compared. In the specific case, 

tradition (παραδίδωμι and the cognates) describes the process of how the content is said 

to be acted upon. 

Maximus perceives the process of doctrinal transmission as a harmonious whole 

designed and governed by the Lord himself. He resists “comparing and contrasting” of 

participants because, for him, there is only one “Supreme” Lord, the Logos, to whom all 

elements are subject, and to whom the whole owes its harmony. As established in chapter 

two, the logical coherence that reality itself owes to its Creator, the Logos, is the 

metaphysical foundation of Maximus’ assumptions of both the coherence of the content 

of the orthodox faith, and the coherence of the process of its transmission. The church—a 

living organism that consists of connected parts that depend on one another and work in 

harmony—is the context within which the transmission occurs.  

Based on the above, I suggest that Maximus understands the process of doctrinal 

transmission as a dynamic continuum, because the constituents of this process are first, 

connected; secondly, interrelated; and, thirdly, accorded with one another.  

Having addressed general principles of doctrinal transmission, tradition and 

authority, I now turn to Maximus’ conception of the agency involved in this process. The 

agents of transmitting the content of the faith are the apostles, and those Christians 

leaders, the bishops, who preserve the continuity of the apostolic teaching in the church. 

Maximus assigns to the Fathers (bishops, both the present and the past) the role of 
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securing the apostolicity of this transmission.39 Each agent will be assessed within the 

framework of the church. I will indicate the ontological aspects of the church that make 

human agency possible. 

 
Agency of the Transmission of the Church's Doctrine 

Who are the agents involved in the process of doctrinal transmission in continuity 

with the apostolic faith? The dynamic connectedness that characterizes the process of 

transmission is ensured by both the divine and the human agency. Maximus states in his 

dispute with Pyrrhus: 

Μάξιμος· ...Οὐκοῦν τοὺς φυσικοὺς τῶν ἑνωθέντων λόγους οὐδαμῶς ἠρνήσαντο 
οἱ θεόφρονες τῆς Ἐκκλησίας διδάσκαλοι· ἀλλὰ συμφώνως τοῖς εὐαγγελισταῖς, καὶ 
ἀποστόλοις, καὶ προφήταις, τὸν Κύριον ἡμῶν καὶ Θεὸν Ἰησοῦν Χριστὸν, κατ̓ 
ἄμφω τὰς αὐτοῦ φύσεις θελητικὸν καὶ ἐνεργητικὸν τῆς ἡμῶν ἔφησαν σωτηρίας. 
 
Πύῤῥος· Καὶ δυνατὸν τοῦτο ἐκ τῶν τῆς Παλαιᾶς καὶ Νέας δεῖξαι Γραμμάτων; 
 
Μάξιμος· Καὶ μάλιστα· καὶ γὰρ οἱ Πατέρες οὐκ οἴκοθεν κινούμενοι, ἀλλ ҆ ἐξ 
αὐτῶν μαθόντες, τοῦτο φιλανθρώπως καὶ ἡμᾶς ἐδίδαξαν. Οὐ γὰρ αὐτοὶ ἧσαν οἱ 
λαλοῦντες, ἀλλ̓ ἡ δι҆ ὅλου περιχωρήσασα αὐτοῖς χάρις τοῦ Πνεύματος.40 
 

                                                 
39 Later in this chapter I discuss Maximus’ conception of “the approved Fathers” 

(οἱ ἔγκριτοι Πατέρες) who are bishops, both dead and living, approved by the Church. 
See Zizioulas, Eucharist, Bishop, Church (p. 65, n. 155) on the unique role of the bishop 
in the formation and development of the biblically-established unity of the Church 
grounded in the continuity of the apostolic succession within it. 

40 Pyrrh, PG 91:320. “Maximus: ‘…Surely, then, the holy teachers of the church 
in no way denied natural properties of the natures existing in union, but rather, in unison 
with the evangelists, the apostles, and the prophets, affirmed that our Lord and God Jesus 
Christ willed and effected our salvation by means of each one of his natures.’ 

Pyrrhus: ‘Can it be proven on the basis of the Old and the New Testaments?’ 

Maximus: ‘Most certainly! The Fathers, indeed, were moved not by their own 
initiative, but, having learned from [the Testaments], kindly taught this to us as well. For 
it were not they speaking, but the grace of the Spirit that entirely interpenetrated them.'” 
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Thus, Maximus believes that the entire process was started, and has been guided, by the 

same Holy Spirit that preserves the continuity within this continuum and accounts for the 

consonance of teaching that has been transmitted. Human agents do not act on their own, 

but rather they are moved by divine inspiration. The Fathers, for Maximus, are the agents 

that secure apostolicity, that is, the continuity of the faith proclaimed throughout the ages 

with that of the apostles, the eyewitnesses of Christ. 

As to the relation between the two agencies, even their duality is logically 

impossible, yet paradoxically real. Logically, this duality is asymmetrical,41 that is, not 

skewed or disproportionate, but immeasurable by any same set of criteria. Ontologically, 

it is God who acts in every aspect of the life of the Church. In terms of causality, He is 

the First Principle. However, defying logic, it is also God who realizes his presence in 

history by way of receding and creating space for humans to exercise their freedom. 

Perhaps a receding God of Moses and Nyssa is also God creating space, allowing time for 

human will to act and choose freely.42 

Another passage, quoted in part by Croce and translated by Allen and Neil, offers 

an additional insight into Maximus' understanding of human agency in doctrinal 

transmission: 

Εἰ γὰρ κατὰ τὸν θεῖον ἀπόστολον αὐτός ἐστιν ὁ θέμανος ἐν τῇ ἐκκλησίᾳ, πρῶτον 
ἀποστόλους, δεύτερον προφήτας, τρίτον διδασκάλους, δῆλον ἐστὶν ὅτι αὐτός 
ἐστιν ὁ διὰ τούτων λαλήσας. Διὰ πάσης οὖν τῆς ἁγίας Γραφῆς, τῆς τε παλαιᾶς καὶ 

                                                 
41 Törönen observes, that, according to Maximus, qualities and differences can be 

applied to creatures "in a proper sense" (κυρίως), while to God they can be applied only 
"in a manner of speaking" (καταχρηστικῶς). Th. pol. 21, PG 91:249A; Törönen, 24. 

42 Myst. 1, PG 91:668BC. Soloviev articulates this aspect speaking about the 
divinity and humanity of Christ. 
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νέας διαθήκης, καὶ τῶν ἁγίων διδασκάλων καὶ συνόδων διδασκόμεθα, θελητικόν 
τε καὶ ἐνεργητικὸν θεότητί τε καὶ ἀνθρωπότητι, τὸν σαρκωθέντα Θεόν.43 
 
Differences between these two renderings bring out a peculiar nuance. Croce's 

translation reads, "Dunque mediante (διά) tutta la Scrittura sacra, Antico e Nuovo 

Testamento, e mediante (διά) i santi maestri e concili impariamo..., perché è Cristo che ha 

parlato per mezzo loro."44 Both times, Croce takes διά with genitive (διά τούτων) in a 

sense of direct agency and mediation ("through them"). Allen, however, takes the first διά 

phrase as a genitive of direct agency ("through them"), while treating the second διά with 

the locative genitive ("throughout the sacred Scripture," etc.) In my opinion, Croce’s 

treatment of διά, as pointing out agency is more fitting because it is in keeping with the 

preceding sentence45 where agency is more explicit: Christ is the one who founded 

apostles, prophets, and teachers, and spoke through them. Given Maximus’ propensity for 

parallelism, it is unlikely that he would have missed an opportunity to use a parallel 

structure and to play on parallelism here. Croce concludes: 

Il messaggio cristiano non è dunque dei padri o dei concili, come neppure è della 
Scrittura, ma di Cristo, Logos di Dio, che per mezzo di essi si esprime. Ciò 

                                                 
43 RM 9, PG 90:124A; RM 7, Allen and Neil, 64; trans. ibid., 65. " For if, 

according to the divine apostle, he [God] is the one who founded in the church first 
apostles, second prophets, third teachers (1 Cor. 12:28), it's clear that he is the one who 
spoke through them. Throughout all of holy Scripture, therefore, both the Old and the 
New Testaments, and also throughout the holy teachers and synods, we are taught that the 
incarnate God both wills and works in both his divinity and his humanity." 

44 Croce quotes, 108. "So, we learn through the whole of sacred Scripture, the Old 
and the New Testament, and by the great saints and councils..., because it is Christ who 
has spoken through them." Croce takes διδασκόμεθα as Middle voice ("we learn"), 
translated passively by Allen ("we are taught"), which are both legitimate translations. 

45 In fact, it appears that Croce does not consider a period after λαλήσας. Since we 
have only part of his translation of the passage, it can only be conjectural. 
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costituisce tutta la grandezza e insieme il limite del magistero della chiesa, come 
di ogni espressione umana che voglia manifestare il divino.46 

 
This idea puts an interesting twist on the entire treatment of Maximus’ 

understanding of human agency in doctrinal transmission. If ultimately this is Christ in 

work, He is the ground of correctness and unity. It also makes it difficult to put limits on 

this kind of agency as presume upon God of being able or unable to accomplish 

something. 

The use of the term holy also confirms that Maximus understands the agents of 

the preservation and transmission of doctrine as divinely inspired. Croce rightly observes 

that for Maximus and his environment, the term ἅγιος ("holy," “saint”) “...ha un valore 

prevalentemente oggettivo, in quanto indica, non tanto la perfezione morale, quanta un 

rapporto speciale di origine e appartenenza divina.”47 

In order to look at specific roles Maximus identifies for human agents in doctrinal 

transmission, I turn to the key terms and concepts he employs for this identification. 

 
“Theologian” and “Theology” 
 

In order to determine what role Maximus assigns to a theologian it is necessary to 

define his conception of “theologian” and “theology.” These concepts can be best 

analyzed in light of Maximus’ epistemology. Croce positions Maximus’ theological 

method within his tripartite scheme of spiritual ascent. The first stage consists of 

                                                 
46 Croce, 108-109. “The Christian message, therefore, is not of the fathers or of 

the councils, and neither is it of the Scripture, but of Christ, the Logos of God, who 
expresses himself through them. This constitutes the entire greatness and at the same time 
the limitation of the teaching (office) of the church, as of any human expression that 
would like to reveal the divine.” 

47 Croce, 108. "…has largely an objective value, and implies not so much moral 
perfection, as a special relationship of divine origin and belonging.” 
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subjecting passions to reason in preparation for the second stage, that of the “natural 

contemplation” of creation.48 In this stage one perceives the logoi of creatures which are 

the reasons for their existence interpreted through their origin and end, arche and telos, in 

God. 49 

Not only the investigation of the meaning of creation, but also of the meaning of 

Scripture and patristic writings occurs in this stage because knowable aspects of creation 

and Scripture are approached as realities that can be explored by reason and expressed 

conceptually. However, the true “theology”—mystical knowledge of God that transcends 

all concepts—occurs in the third stage of spiritual ascent, where divinization by grace 

reaches completion.50 

The second and the third stages of spiritual ascent correspond to two kinds of the 

knowledge of the divine. The first is a relative intellectual (by reason and concepts), but 

not experiential, knowledge; it takes place in the present. The second is an integral 

perceptual (without reason or concept but in experience) knowledge; it will take place in 

                                                 
48 Q. Thal. 5, CCSG 7:65-67; Croce, 25-27. 

49 Nichols, Byzantine Gospel, 28. 

50 Myst. 5, PG 91:680D-681A; Croce, 26-28. Gregory of Nazianzus also seems to 
distinguish between these two stages. He speaks about a rational contemplation, a stage 
in which one who has purified himself can now philosophize about God (Oration 27.3, 
SC 250:76). He also speaks about a higher stage of mystical encounter with God that very 
few achieve, and uses symbolic language, for example, expressions “pressing upward 
into the mountain” and “entering the cloud” (Oration 28.2, SC 250:102-104). Cf. 
Gregory of Nyssa, for example, De vita Mosis, 1:56, 58; 2.152-169; 2:227-230. For a 
careful analysis and a comparison in understanding of spiritual ascent as an aspect of 
deification by the Cappadocians, and Maximus, see N. Russell, The Doctrine of 
Deification in the Greek Patristic Tradition, 206-234, 235-295. The author demonstrates 
that themes of tripartite spiritual and epistemological ascent often occur in patristic 
literature, albeit differently identified. Also see Evagrius Ponticus, The Praktikos: 
Chapters on Prayer, trans. John Eudes Bamberger (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian 
Publications, 1981).   
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the eschatological future rest by participation through grace. The relative knowledge will 

be transcended with the experiential knowledge which is the true union with God—the 

true “theology.”51 

Blowers identifies two aspects of theological work presented by Maximus in 

Q.Thal. These aspects are exegesis and spirituality. The fusion of these aspects 

transforms an exegete into a “gnostic” capable of discerning hidden spiritual meaning of 

Scripture through the contemplation of the created order, of which Scripture is part.52 

The theological work in a modern sense, as human reflection about God, occupies 

this second stage on Maximus’ epistemological ladder of spiritual ascent.53 Unless 

otherwise indicated, I use words “theology” and “theologian” in this modern sense, 

speaking about intellectual effort on the stage of natural contemplation. 

Thus, for Maximus, a “theologian” proper is the one who has achieved the third, 

upper, stage of the knowledge of God through union with God. I use the term 

“theologian” in a sense which more naturally approximates the modern usage, and, 

therefore, it is more likely to be assumed by the present-day reader. Fortunately, in 

Maximus’ teachings there is a provision for this semantic shift. A theologian whose role I 

explore in this work is the one who has achieved the second stage in Maximus’ 

epistemological ladder: an exegete, a researcher and an interpreter of Scripture and of the 

                                                 
51 Q. Thal. 60, CCSG 22:77; Myst. 5, PG 91:680D-681A; Croce, 28-29. 

52 Blowers, Exegesis, 131-145. 

53 So Blowers: “…Maximus’ principal concern in his exegesis is with the second 
level, or intermediate phase, of theological speculation, the level of the mystery behind 
the letter, not the trans-intelligible or apophatic level that is the subject of θεολογία 
proper.” Blowers, Exegesis, 171, n. 147. 
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Fathers who expresses his knowledge conceptually.54 Maximus does not use the term 

“theologian” in this sense, but describes the performer of this task as the one whose 

passions have been submitted to reason through the ascetic struggle, and who has God-

given power for both understanding divine realities and explaining them clearly. In the 

Prooemium to Mystagogia, Maximus ascribes these qualities to “the most holy and truly 

divine interpreter” Dionysius the Areopagite.55 In his introduction to Q. Thal. he 

                                                 
54 Cf. Gregory of Nazianzus, Oration 27.3, 7, SC 250:76, 86-88. 

55 Myst., Prooemium, PG 91:660D. There is hardly another figure in Christian 
literature as mysterious and influential as the writer known under the name Pseudo-
Dionysius the Areopagite.  He indeed matches up to the name given to him by McGinn: 
“an enigma and a problem.” In Bernard McGinn, The Foundations of Mysticism, vol. I, 
The Presence of God: A History of Western Christian Mysticism (New York: The 
Crossroad Publishing Company, 1991), 159.  Surprisingly little is known about him. 
Dionysius writes around A.D. 500, probably from Syria. McGinn, 157.  Mortley 
discourages attempts to establish his identity as fruitless, and urges the reader to study his 
texts in their literary context.  He defines the tradition represented by Dionysius as “non-
Arian, somewhat Gnostic, Christian, [and] Athenian Neoplatonist.” Raoul Mortley, The 
Way of Negation, Christian and Greek, vol. 2, From Word to Silence (Bonn: Peter 
Hanstein Verlag GmbH, 1986), 221. I have investigated this issue elsewhere: Y. 
Borisova, “The Doctrine of God and of God’s Relationship to Creation in Pseudo-
Dionysius the Areopagite” (unpublished paper, Baylor University, 2006), 1. 

Maximus appears to be well familiar with most works of the Corpus 
Areopagiticum. In his analysis of the Dionysian influence on Maximus Sherwood offers a 
list of Dionysius’ references in the Maximian corpus. See Sherwood, "Denys 
l'Aréopagite, Dictionnaire de spiritualité ascétique et mystique, ed. by Marcel Viller, et 
al. (Paris: G. Beauchesne et ses fils, 1932-1995), 5:296-97. The list ranges from direct 
citations explicitly ascribed to the Areopagite to an employment of his terminology. 
Again, all the works presently known as the Corpus Areopagiticum are on the list. 
Sherwood’s conclusion about the extent of Maximus’ acquaintance with this corpus is 
impressive: “…Maxime a lu assidûment Denys…” “Maximus read Denys assiduously.” 
(ibid., 297) The abundance of reference does not prove whether or not Maximus fully 
assumed Dionysius’ ideas. The question remains, whether he directly based his teachings 
on Dionysius,’ or simply sought in Dionysius a confirmation for his own doctrines. 

Since the jury is still out on the extent of Maximus’ input to the Scholia in corpus 
Areopagiticum, I am not considering them in my assessment of Maximus’ familiarity 
with Dionysius. Migne (PG 4:15-432, 527-576) ascribed the scholia to Maximus. The 
Maximian authorship of the scholia has been challenged by Balthasar and Suchla, among 
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describes the qualities necessary for the exploration of difficult spiritual matters in very 

similar words, admitting that he himself does not yet possess them.56 Maximus also 

speaks of being hired “for a spiritual tillage of the spiritual vineyard,”57 utilizing this 

biblical metaphor (Matt. 20:7) to emphasize the dimensions of divine calling, proper 

equipment, and hard work associated with an inquiry into divine realities. 

I have not yet encountered Maximus describing himself as ὁ θεολόγος. It seems 

that humility would not allow him to place himself on the upper level of spiritual 

progress and of the divine gnosis. This designation seems to be reserved to Gregory of 

                                                                                                                                                 
others. See, for example, Balthasar, “Das Scholienwerk des Johannes von Scythopolis,” 
Scholastik 15 (1940): 16-38; idem, Cosmic Liturgy, 359-387; B. R. Suchla, “Die 
sogenannten Maximus-Scholien des Corpus Dionysiacum Areopagiticum,” in 
Nachrichten von der Akademie der Wissenschaften in Göttingen, philologisch-historische 
Klasse, 3 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1980): 31-66. 

In many ways Maximus’ Mystagogia is a response to Dionysius’ Ecclesiastica 
Hierarchia (Heil and Ritter, 61-132). Although in the Prooemium (PG 91:660D-61A) the 
Confessor writes that, due to his lack of ability and holiness, he is not going to proceed as 
Dionysius did, he, in fact, ends up both modeling and superseding his predecessor. On the 
relationship between these two works see Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 314-30. Maximus’ 
Ambigua ad Thomam 5 (PG 91:1045-1060; CCSG 48:19-34) is a commentary on 
Dionysius’ Epistle 4 (Heil and Ritter, 160-61). Although in the rest of the Ambigua 
Maximus deals with difficult passages from Gregory of Nazianzus, he often resorts to 
Dionysius’ principles and terminology. See especially Ambigua ad Iohannem 31 (PG 
91:1288-1289; CCSG 18:168-169). For lists of explicit and implicit allusions to 
Dionysius’ works in the Ambigua, see E. Jeauneau, ed., Ambigua ad Iohannem: iuxta 
Iohannis Scotti Eriugenae latinam interpretationem, CCSG 18 (Turnhout: Brepols, 
1988), 307-309; Bart Janssens, ed., Ambigua ad Thomam una cum Epistula secunda ad 
eundem, CCSG 48 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2002), 66-67. For a general discussion and a 
review of scholarship on the influence of the Areopagite on Maximus see Louth, “St 
Denys the Areopagite and St Maximus the Confessor: A Question of Influence,” Studia 
Patristica 27 (Leuven: Peeters Press, 1993): 166-74. For a discussion of Dionysius’ 
influence on Maximus’ cosmic theology, see idem, Maximus the Confessor, 28-32, 74-
77. 

56 Q. Thal., Introductio, CCSG 7:27-29. 

57 ὑπὲρ τῆς πνευματικῆς ἐργασίας τοῦ πνευματικοῦ ἀμπελῶνος, Myst., 
Prooemium, PG 91:661. 
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Nazianzus (Γρηγόριος ὁ Θεολόγος, Gregory the Theologian) as the title of veneration 

that the Church assigned to this Cappadocian Father.58 What does Maximus mean by the 

concept of “the Father”? 

 
“The Fathers” and “The Consensus of the Fathers” 

As has been pointed out, patristic witness is part of Maximus’ system of authority 

to which he constantly appeals in support of his argumentation. In the first three centuries 

the most common meaning of the term πατέρες (“fathers”) 59 was in reference to an Old 

                                                 
58 There term “theologian” has been given to three theologians of the Eastern 

Church: John the Evangelist, Gregory of Nazianzus, and Symeon the New Theologian. 
For a discussion of the evolution of the meaning of the terms “theology” and 
“theologian,” and the history of attribution of the title “the Theologian” to Gregory, see 
Jan M. Szymusiak, Élements de théologie de l'homme selon Saint Grégoire de Nazianze 
(Rome: Typis Pontificiae Universitatis Gregorianae, 1963), 11-24, epecially 13. 
Szymusiak observes that the title “the Theologian” (with an article) was attributed to 
Gregory as early as 451, in one of patristic florilegia of the Council of Chalcedon. ACE 
2.1.3.114 [473]; Mansi 7.468; trans. Richard Price and Michael Gaddis, The Acts of the 
Council of Chalcedon, Translated Texts for Historians 45 (Liverpool: Liverpool 
University Press, 2005), 3:117. According to Schwartz’s critical apparatus, Greek 
manuscripts are unanimous in attributing this title to Gregory, but Latin manuscript 
tradition has no evidence of it. Gregory’s first biographer, Gregory the Presbyter (mid-
sixth to mid-seventh century) writes that the title was given to Nazianzen alone, after 
John the Evangelist. Gregory the Presbyter, Gregorii presbyteri Vita Sancti Gregorii 
theologi, Xavier Lequeux, ed. (CCSG 44, Corpus Nazianzenum 11, 176.46-51; PG 
35:288C). Szymusiak observes that after Pseudo-Dyonisius, the term “theology” lost its 
original pliability and acquired more specific and technical meaning, being associated 
with the mystical theology in a sense Pseudo-Dionisius employed it. Addressing the use 
of the title by Maximus, Szymusiak observes that though the Confessors uses it ten times, 
his bombastic style makes it difficult to distinguish between a true meaning and mere 
verbal amplification. Szymusiak, 11. See also Daley, Gregory of Naziansus, The Early 
Christian Fathers (London and New York: Routledge, 2006), 41; Donald F. Winslow, 
The Dynamics of Salvation: A Study of Gregory of Nazianzus (Philadelphia: The 
Philadelphia Patristic Foundation, 1979), 31. For the most recent study of Gregory’s life 
accompanied by an exhaustive bibliography, see John Anthony McGuckin, St. Gregory of 
Nazianzus: An Intellectual Biography (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 
2001). 

59 For a list of the Fathers Maximus quotes on the subject of the activities and 
wills of Christ, see Croce, 101. On florilegia compiled by Maximus, see J. Pierres, 
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Testament patriarch, a founder or a revered senior.60  However, by the time of the 

councils of Ephesus (431) and Chalcedon (451), as the creed of the Council of Nicaea 

(325)61 gradually rose in prominence as a sole standard of orthodoxy, the participants of 

this council began to be referred to as “the holy fathers.” The use of the term πατέρες 

(“fathers”) as a dogmatic proof goes back to Athanasius of Alexandria,62 Gregory of 

Nazianzus,63 and appears very frequently in Cyril of Alexandria. Basil of Caesarea 

appears to be one of the earliest writers to do so.64 It By 431 it also became commonplace 

to refer to the bishops who gathered at the first two councils as “holy Fathers,” as, for 

example, in the preface to the Chalcedonian Definition of faith.65 As the patristic era (the 

first five or six centuries of the history of Christianity) became considered as normative 

by later generations of Christians, and the doctrines formulated during this era started 

functioning as a standard of later theology, the influential theologians of this era began to 

                                                                                                                                                 
“Sanctus Maximus Confessor princeps apologetarum Synodi Lateranensis anni 649 (Pars 
historica)” (PhD diss., Pontificia Universitas Gregoriana, Rome, 1940). 

60 Gray, “The Select Fathers,” 21. 

61 It is more appropriate to speak of the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed, or the 
Nicene Creed presumably endorsed by the Council of Constantinople (381) in its 
extended form with a clause on the Holy Spirit added. 

62 Athanasius, Epistula ad Afros 6, PG 26:1040. The Athanasian authorship of 
Epistula Ad Afros has been a matter of debate. For the purposes of this project we take a 
position that, even if the work was not written by Athanasius personally, it reflects his 
theology and methodology and probably comes out of circles close to Athanasius. For 
discussion of the authorship of Ad Afros see Timothy Barnes, Athanasius and 
Constantius: Theology and Politics in the Constantinian Empire (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1993), 164. 

63 Gregory of Nazianzus, Oratio 33, PG 36:233. 

64 Basil of Caesarea, Ep. 140.2, PG 32:588; De spiritu sancto 29, SC 17:502-13. 
Gray considers Basil to be the first. See Gray, “The Select Fathers,” 21. 

65 ACO 2.1.2:127. 
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be referred to as “the church Fathers.”66 Maximus, however, supersedes earlier 

theologians in frequency of substantiating his argument as being “according to the 

Fathers” (κατὰ τοῦς Πατέρας).67 

In Maximus’ conception, “the Fathers” are the bishops, both dead and living, 

whom the Church has approved. Maximus frequently refers to the “approved Fathers” (οἱ 

ἔγκριτοι Πατέρες).68 He refers to both the Fathers, and Scripture as God-inspired thus 

underscoring the same divine inspiration for both.69 Approved Fathers are those who 

preserve and transmit the right and pious faith, which the living priests preach without 

any deviation from the meanings of dogmas established by the Fathers.70 This 

“consonance of the divine teachings” (ἡ τῶν θείων δογμάτων συμφωνία), 71 and 

continuity of the contents of the orthodox faith, are possible because the same Holy Spirit 

                                                 
66 For a detailed discussion of the process of canonization of the patristic era, see 

D. H. Williams, “The Patristic Tradition as Canon,” Perspectives in Religious Studies 32 
(2005): 357-79; Patrick T. R. Gray, “ ‘The Select Fathers’: Canonizing the Patristic Past,” 
Studia Patristica 23 (Leuven: Peeters Press, 1989): 21-36. For a discussion of the 
reception of the Nicene Creed, see André de Halleux, “La réception du symbole 
oecuménique de Nicée à Chalcédoine,” Ephemerides theologicae Lovanienses: 
commentarii de re theologica et canonica 61 (1985): 1-47. 

67 Croce, 84. See also H. Du Manoir, “L’argumentation patristique dans la 
controverse nestorienne," Recherches de science religieuse 25 (1955): 441-62; 531-560; 
Gray, “ ‘The Select Fathers,’" 21-36. 

68 Among numerous examples, Ep. 12, PG 91:496D; Ep. 13, PG 91:525B. 

69 For example, Maximus refers to the Fathers as θεόπνευστοι (“God-inspired”) in 
Th. pol. 15, PG 91:177A. For other titles that Maximus employs to underscore the divine 
inspiration of the Fathers, see Croce, 88. 

70 Ep. 15, PG 91:548D-549A. 

71 Ep. 15, PG 91:548D. Referring to Maximus’ teaching, I use the term 
“consensus” in a sense that Maximus applies to the term συμφωνία (“consonance”) in 
this passage: consonance of the contents of the Christian faith universally shared by 
generations of Christians. 
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worked in the Fathers who transmitted it, and in those who preach it in present. The 

Fathers, therefore, are agents in the transmission of the doctrinal contents of Christian 

faith and ensure continuity with the apostolic teaching. Maximus speaks about ἡ πατρικὴ 

παράδοσις (“patristic tradition”)72 underscoring the Fathers’ agency in its transmission. 

Reflecting on the meaning of the phrase οἱ Πατέρες τῆς Ἐκκλησίας (“the Fathers 

of the church”),73 Croce poses a question that aims at the very core of Maximus’ 

understanding of the relationship between ecclesiastical and patristic authority: is the 

genitive “of the church” objective or subjective?74 If it is objective, it would imply a 

paternal relationship of “the Fathers” to the church, presenting the church as the result of 

the Fathers’ activity, such as teaching and witness. Croce writes, the word “Fathers” is 

used in this sense in 1 Cor. 4:15: ἐὰν γὰρ μυρίους παιδαγωγοὺς ἔχητε ἐν Χριστῷ ἀλλ̓ οὐ 

πολλοὺς πατέρας· ἐν γὰρ Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ διὰ τοῦ εὐαγγελίου ἐγὼ ὑμᾶς ἐγέννησα.75 

If, on the other hand, the genitive is subjective, the church being the subject, or 

the actor, of the interaction between the two, this meaning would imply that it belongs to 

the church to distinguish between the Fathers who belong to her and who do not.76 

Although Croce does not answer the question definitively, he leans toward the second 

option, as his example from Disputatio cum Pyrrho suggests. Pyrrhus inquires how 

                                                 
72 Ep. 17, PG 91:581D. 

73 Croce, 85-87. 

74 Croce, 86. 

75 “For though you have countless guides in Christ, you do not have many fathers. 
For I became your father in Christ Jesus through the gospel.” (RSV) 

76 Croce, 86. 
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Maximus would respond in case the monophysites attempt to prove their position on the 

basis of the Fathers’ teaching. Maximus replies: 

Εἰ μὲν τοὺς διαιροῦντας, καὶ τοὺς συγχέοντας τὴν ὑπερφυᾶ οἰκονομίαν, Πατέρας 
καλεῖν βούλονται, συγχωροῦμεν αὐτοῖς... Εἰ δὲ τοὺς τῆς Ἐκκλησίας, οὐδαμῶς 
τοῦτο συγχωρήσομεν αὐτοῖς. Ἐπεὶ δείξωσιν ἕνα μόνον τῶν ἐμφανῶν καὶ πᾶσι 
γνωρίμων, ὅπως καὶ ἡμεῖς ἐν ἡμέρᾳ τῆς τῶν ἡμετέρων διαγνώσεως, ἐγκαλούμενοι 
παρὰ Χριστοῦ τοῦ Θεοῦ...77 

 
It appears that at least in this passage Maximus takes τῆς Ἐκκλησίας as subjective 

genitive thus presenting the church with the right to distinguish between the Fathers that 

belong to her by virtue of the correctness of their teaching, and those who do not belong 

to her and cannot be called “the Fathers” in a proper sense of the word. Hence the 

sarcasm of Maximus’ “permission” to call those divisive figures the “fathers.” 

In the chapter devoted to ecumenical councils Croce picks up the discussion of 

the meaning of the phrase οἱ Πατέρες τῆς Ἐκκλησίας (“the Fathers of the church”). He 

suggests that the relationship reflected in the phrase is that of paternity of the Fathers 

with respect to the church. The expression “the Fathers” is a collective designation used 

of ecclesiastical writers of the past whose writings the church approved as orthodox. 

Croce further brings up another term, “synodal fathers,” that he defines as all the bishops 

currently responsible for the guidance of the church, and gathered together in ecumenical 

                                                 
77 Pyrrh, PG 91:316B; (my italics). " If they wish to call ‘the Fathers’ those who 

divided and confused the marvelous economy, we allow them… However, if [they wish 
to call them ‘the Fathers’] of the church, we will in no way allow them to do so. Because 
[the Fathers] pointed out only that which is obvious and intelligible for everyone, in 
which way we also may discern those who throw blame at the Christ of God, when it’s 
our turn." 
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councils to define the faith: “Se i padri testimoniano la retta fede, i concili la definiscono 

con autorità.”78 

There are two characteristics in Maximus’ conception of the patristic authority. 

Appealing to the authority of the Fathers, Maximus appears to assume that their witness 

is unanimous, that is, that the Fathers represent an interpretation of any given doctrine 

that is unanimous in meaning, but not necessarily in wording.79 On the one hand, 

Maximus assumes that this consensus (or, in other words, the commonly agreed and 

universally shared understanding) exists and is available as a criterion of theological 

truthfulness.80 On the other hand, he demonstrates that an interpretative effort must be 

performed for this consensus to become evident. 

Pelikan observes that Maximus conveys this assumption of a consensus by 

appealing to τῶν Πατέρων ὁμολογία (“the confession of the fathers”),81 using ὁμολογία 

in the singular. Affirming the orthodoxy of his interpretations, Maximus presents them as 

consonant with the unanimous voice of the Fathers, also assuming that this voice in fact 

exists, and that it is characterized with the degree of unanimity that Maximus ascribes to 

it.82 As an example, Pelikan refers to a passage in Th. pol. 7 where Maximus introduces 

his Christological statement with an affirmation that this is a teaching that “has been 

                                                 
78 Croce, 104. “If the fathers witness the right faith, the councils define it with 

authority.” 

79 Pelikan, "Council or Father or Scripture,” 285. Also, see chapter 3, pp. 97-100, 
for a discussion of the principle of diabasis which provides the basis for Maximus’ 
preference of meaning over wording. 

80 Croce, 97. 

81 Th. pol. 7, PG 91:81C. 

82 Maximus understands unanimity in a strict, numerical, sense, that is, without 
allowing a single exception. Pyrrh, PG 91:316BC; Croce, 100. 
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confessed and believed… everywhere, and by all (πᾶσι γὰρ παντοχοῦ βεβαίων 

ὁμολογουμένου, καὶ ὀρθοδόξως πιστευομένου),” under the guidance of the Fathers.83 

In Maximus’ interpretation of Cyril, his dynamic conception of the patristic 

consensual witness finds further support. Harmonizing Cyril’s teaching with the patristic 

witness Maximus operates upon an assumption that the unanimity of this collective 

“mighty voice of the Fathers” (ἡ μεγαλοφωνία τῶν ἁγίων Πατέρων)84 is a reality. 

Explaining Cyril’s teaching in ways that demonstrate that this teaching is in harmony 

with the unanimous opinion of the Fathers, he incorporates Cyril’s voice in the 

confession of the Fathers.85 

A few words should be said about Maximus' principles of interpretation of the 

patristic legacy. It has been already mentioned that he see the patristic content of tradition 

produced by "accepted" Fathers as inseparable from Scripture, and seems to apply similar 

hermeneutic for both. Although Maximus rarely formulates rules for interpretation of the 

Fathers, his principles can be discerned as he does the work of interpretation. I structure 

these observations around the thesis and arguments of to Patrick Gray86 that concern 

trends in patristic interpretation during the time immediately preceding that of Maximus. 

According to Gray, in the course of the fifth and sixth centuries the patristic heritage 

gradually acquired a canonical authority above the scriptural. Yet, in the process, this 

                                                 
83 Th. pol. 7, PG 91:73B; trans. Louth, in Maximus the Confessor, 182. Louth 

observes that the Christological statement has allusions to the Chalcedonian definition of 
faith. Ibid., 216, n. 8. See Florovsky, Collected Works, vol. 1, Bible, Church, Tradition, 
73-75. 

84 Th. pol. 7, PG 91:73B. 

85 See chap. 6. 

86 Gray, “Select Fathers," 21-36. 
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heritage was reduced to “a small canon of texts claimed to be consistent and coherent 

expositions of a monolithic set of doctrines.”87 Coherence was achieved by forced 

selectivity, and even by forgery, which resulted in a reduced, distorted, and dehistoricized 

presentation of the patristic legacy.88 In light of this grave assessment of the practices of 

the earliest interpreters of the Fathers it is instructive to examine whether Maximus 

detects any such malpractices. Does he attempt to correct them, or, on the other hand, 

uncritically follows the suit of the interpretative practices established during the two 

preceding centuries? 

Maximus shares some tendencies identified by Gray. The Confessor often 

strengthens his arguments by a "canonicity seal": "according to the Fathers." By so doing, 

he not only affirms the canonical status of the Fathers voice, but also his assumption that 

this "voice of the Fathers," their doctrinal consensus, is in fact a reality. What is more 

interesting is where Maximus steps aside from the tendencies identified by Gray. Gray 

observes that in the process of canonization of the Fathers the critical mass of their 

authority was achieved when their age became the thing of the past. In other words, to 

consider the Fathers as authoritative and, indeed unanimous, required a certain degree of 

separation from them that also facilitated, not only idealizing them, but also perceiving 

their "voice" as monolith. Maximus, on the other hand, includes the present visible 

church, the living, into the "authority" fold of the Fathers. 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
87 Ibid., 34. 

88 Ibid., 34-36. 
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Orthodoxy and Heresy 

What does orthodoxy mean for Maximus? The reply to this question incorporates 

two parts. First, I define how Maximus understood the concept of “orthodoxy” as 

opposed to the concept of “heresy.” In the next subsection I discuss Maximus’ relation to 

councils and their definitions of faith that intended to encapsulate “the correct 

understanding” of the faith. 

For Maximus, notions of “orthodoxy” and “heresy” are closely related to the 

notion of the “consensus of the Fathers.” The orthodox faith is the common and 

concordant content that should be believed and preached universally, grounded in, and 

continuous with, “the pious, right, true and saving word of the apostolic faith.”89 This 

faith is transmitted and received by the saints (priests and bishops) by succession.90 

Heresy, for Maximus, is that which does not accord with the common catholic faith of the 

church.91 Its content is characterized by logical contradictions.92 

Maximus appears to use the adjective ὀρθόδοξος (“of right belief, orthodox”) in 

its original meaning, stressing mainly the root idea of the first part of the compound, 

ὀρθός (“upright, right, righteous, true, correct”). Synonyms for “right” are εὐσεβής 

("devout, pious"), and ἅγιος ("holy"). The adverbial form, εὐσεβῶς ("piously, devoutly, 

reverently"), appears to be the most frequent. Maximus often uses the adjective ὀρθός, 

and its adverbial form, ὀρθῶς (“rightly”), often with the verb πιστεύειν (“to believe”), 
                                                 

89 Ep. 18, PG 91:585. "...ὁ εὐσεβὴς, καὶ ὀρθὸς καὶ ἀληθὴς καὶ σωτήριος τῆς 
ἀποστολικῆς πίστεως ἀκμάζων [κηρύττεται] λόγος." 

90 Amb. 41, PG 91:1304D; Amb. Io. 37, CCSG: 18:179; Croce, 74. 

91 Th. pol. 2, PG 91:53A. 

92 For examples of Maximus' refutation of heretical teachings see chap. 5, pp. 
227-236. 
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without necessarily associating a doctrine defined as orthodox with any particular 

officially approved doctrinal formulation. In fact, it would be difficult to do, because 

Maximus’ relation to such statements was not unqualified. Correctness of a teaching 

consisted in the orthodoxy of its meaning rather than in a specific wording or in an 

authority of an individual who might have granted it a seal of approval. A teaching is 

orthodox if its meaning is orthodox.93 Unless indicated otherwise, I also use “orthodox” 

in this sense (“approved, normative, accepted”). In the context of Maximus’ polemic 

against monophysitism and monothelitism, “orthodox” indicates dyophysites and 

dyothelite positions. What “orthodox” does not mean is an agreement with a governing 

position that ecclesial authorities held at a given time. 

The question of orthodoxy is closely related to the issue of authority, I turn to a 

discussion of Maximus' criteria of orthodoxy with respect to councils and their 

promulgations. 

 
Councils 

Church councils are a crucial part of Maximus’ system of authority. Maximus 

recognizes their authority because, for him, the councils are a collective expression of the 

voice of the church where bishops guided by the Holy Spirit collectively affirm or reject 

interpretations of doctrines that had emerged in the Church.94 Maximus not only 

recognizes the authority of the councils, but also uses conciliar formulations as guidance 

                                                 
93 See chapter 6 for a reflection on the authority of the Chalcedonian formulation 

for Maximus. 

94 For example, Th. pol. 7, PG 91:88BC. Croce observes that, for Maximus, the 
authority of councils results from his identification of a council with the entire church. 
Conciliar sanctions, therefore, had worth as expression of faith of the whole of 
Christianity, as opposed to expressions of individual bishops. Croce, 101-104. 
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in the interpretative process.95 Conciliar definitions encapsulate the core biblical 

doctrines, as well as the church’s interpretation of these doctrines.96 

Maximus’ relation to the church councils is of interest. There are four councils 

with the legacies of which Maximus interacts in one way or another. Two councils, 

Chalcedon (451) and Constantinople II (553), precede him historically. His theology 

interacts with the formulations of these two councils. A significant part of his theology 

can be approached as a dialogue with doctrinal achievements of these two councils. The 

character of this interaction will be discussed below. The third council, the Lateran Synod 

(649) took place during Maximus’ lifetime. Maximus took part in its proceedings and 

formulations. Finally, the Council of Constantinople III (681/682) took place after 

Maximus’ death, but its formulations were informed by Maximus’ Christological 

(theological) contributions. 

Maximus’ view of creedal language and his relation to conciliar creeds and 

formulations of the faith will be addressed in chapter six. Two statements of faith issued 

in Maximus’ lifetime, Ekthesis (638) and Typos (647/48),97 were opposed by him. Both 

                                                 
95 Louth, Maximus the Confessor, 23. 

96 Two statements that read like glosses to the conciliar formula of the Council of 
Chalcedon (451) bookmark Maximus’ rational arguments in Ep. 12. A statement of faith 
containing the main tenets of the Chalcedonian definition of faith, paraphrased and 
explained by Maximus, opens the doctrinal part of Ep. 12 (PG 91:465D-468-D). Another 
statement, containing the same main tenets, yet rephrased, and further explained in light 
of the contents discussed in the main body of the epistle, concludes the work (PG 
91:500B-504A). See chap. 5, pp. 234-236. 

97 ἔκθεσις τῆς πίστεως (“exposition of the faith”), an edict of the emperor 
Honorius that proclaims that Christ’s two natures function as one activity and one will, 
and forbids any debates over either one or two activities. Rudolf Riedinger, “Aus den 
Akten der Lateran-Synode von 649,” Byzantinische Zeitschrift 69 (1976), 21-23; trans. 
Pelikan, Creeds and Confessions of Faith in the Christian Tradition, 1:150-154. τύπος 
περὶ πίστεως (“outline, general instruction, decree, edict of the faith”), an edict issued the 
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statements were imperial decrees which banned any discussion of either one or two 

activities or wills in Christ, which in reality amounted to an endorsement of the 

monophysite and monothelite positions. 

It is apparent, however, that the way Maximus approaches conciliar formulations 

in the interpretative process is far removed from a slavish repetition of a given 

formulation—an approach preferred, for example, by Theodosius, Bishop of Caesarea 

Bithynia, Maximus’ opponent at the dispute at Bizya.98 

Maximus undoubtedly accepts five ecumenical councils as normative. He 

explicitly refers to the authority of the five councils.99 Along with his contemporaries, he 

assigns a special role and authority to the Council of Nicaea (325) by virtue of being the 

first and setting the norm for the doctrine of the Trinity and for the conciliar procedure 

itself. Subsequent councils were thought of as proclaiming the same unchanged truth.100 

Council of Chalcedon (451) comes in a close second to Nicaea. Its Christology figures 

prominently in the debates of the two subsequent centuries, as well as in the writings of 

Maximus.101 

                                                                                                                                                 
Emperor Constans II that banned mentioning of either one or two activities or wills in 
Christ. Mansi, 10:1029-30; English translation in Joseph C. Ayer, A Source Book for 
Ancient Church History from the Apostolic Age to the Close of the Conciliar Period 
(New York: AMS Press, 1970), 662-664. 

98 For a discussion of Maximus’ preference of meaning over wording see chap. 2, 
pp. 108-112. 

99 For example, in Th. pol. 9, PG 91:128B; Th. pol. 15, PG 91:180C. 

100 Th. pol. 22, PG 91:260. Pelikan, The Spirit of Eastern Christendom, 25-27. 

101 Th. pol. 15, PG 91:168. Pelikan, The Spirit of Eastern Christendom, 28-29; 
Louth, Maximus the Confessor, 50. 
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Later in his life Maximus also appears to consider the decisions of the Lateran 

Synod in Rome (649) as universally binding.102 When Theodosius II points out that the 

decisions of the synod were not ratified because it had not been called by the emperor, 

Maximus’ response reveals his criteria for a council’s orthodoxy. In this case, 

Theodosius’ goal was to persuade Maximus to agree with the emperor and the 

Constantinopolitan see. Maximus insists that such an agreement is possible only under 

the condition that they accept the condemnation of Sergius, Phyrrus, and Paul, who had 

drafted the Ekthesis, the monothelite statement of faith.103 Maximus appeals to the 

authority of the Lateran Synod (649) that had already made public the condemnation of 

these men. Maximus’ reply throws light on his standards for normativity of a council: 

“Μάξιμος· "...Δέξωνται τὴν κατάκρισιν τούτων τὴν ἐν Ῥώμῃ συνοδικῶς 
ἐκτεθεἶσαν δι҆ εὐσεβῶς δογμάτων τε καὶ κανόνων, καὶ λέλυται τὸ μεσότοιχον, καὶ 
προτροπῆς οὐ δεόμεθα. " 

Καὶ εἶπε Θεοδόσιος ὁ ἐπίσκοπος· "Οὐκ ἔρρωτα ἡ σύνοδος ἡ ἐν Ῥώμῃ, ἐπειδὴ 
χωρὶς κελεύσεως γέγονε βασιλέως. " 

Μάξιμος· "Εἰ τὰς γινομένας συνόδους αἱ κελεύσεις τῶν βασιλέων κυροῦσιν, ἀλλ̓ 
οὐχὶ εὐσεβὴς πίστις, δέξαι τὰς κατὰ τοῦ ὁμοουσίου γενομένας συνόδους, ἐπειδὴ 
κελεύσει βασιλέων γεγόνασι· φημὶ δὴ πρώτην τὴν ἐν Τύρῳ, δευτέραν τὴν ἐν 
Ἀντιοχείᾳ, τρίτην τὴν ἐν Σελευκείᾳ, τετάρτην τὴν ἐν Κωνσταντινουπόλει ἐπὶ 
Εὐδοξίου τοῦ Ἀρειανοῦ, πέμπτην τὴν ἐν Νίκῃ τῆς Θράκης, ἕκτην τὴν ἐν τῷ 
Σερμίῳ, καὶ μετὰ ταύτας πολλοῖς ὕστερον χρόνοις, ἐβδόμην τὴν ἐν Ἐφέσῳ 
δεύτεραν, ἧς ἐξῆρχε Διόσκορος· ὅλας γὰρ ταύτας κέλευσις βασιλέων ἤθροισε, 
καὶ ὅμως πᾶσαι κατεκρίθησαν διὰ τὴν ἀθεΐαν τῶν ὑπ᾿ αὐτῶν κυρωθέντων ἀσεβῶν 
δογμάτων. Διὰ τί δὲ οὐκ ἐκβάλλετε τὴν καθελοῦσαν Παῦλον τὸν Σαμοσατέα ἐπὶ 
τῶν ἁγίων καὶ μακαρίων Διονυσίου τοῦ πάπα Ῥώμης καὶ Διονυσίου τοῦ 
Ἀλεξανδρείας καὶ Γρηγορίου τοῦ θαυματουργοῦ, τοῦ τῆς αὐτῆς ἐξάρξαντος 
συνόδου, ἐπειδὴ μὴ κελεύσει γέγονε βασιλέως; Ποῖος δὲ κανὼν διαγορεύει, 

                                                 
102 For example, in Th. pol. 11 (PG 91:137D) Maximus speaks of “six ecumenical 

councils." For a discussion, see Croce, 104-09; Pelikan, “Council or Father or Scripture,” 
286-87. 

103 For a brief overview of the historical background of the events, people, and 
documents related to the monenergist and monothelite debates and mentioned in the work 
see chap. 5, pp. 189-207. 
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μόνας ἐκείνας ἐγκρίνεσθαι τὰς συνόδους, τὰς κελεύσει βασιλέως ἀθροισθείσας, ἢ 
ὅλως κελεύσει βασιλέων πάντως τὰς συνόδους ἀθροίζεσθαι; Ἐκείνας οἶδεν ἁγίας 
καὶ ἐγκρίτους συνόδους ὁ εὐσεβὴς τῆς ἐκκλησίας κανών, ἃς ὀρθότης δογμάτων 
ἐνέκρινεν. Ἀλλὰ καὶ καθὼς οἶδεν ὁ δεσπότης μου καὶ ἄλλους διδάσκει, δεύτερον 
γίνεσθαι συνόδους κατὰ πᾶσαν ἐπαρχίαν τοῦ ἔτους ὁ κανὼν διηγόρευσε, 
κελεύσεως βασιλικῆς μηδεμίαν μνήμην πεποιημένος, ἐπ᾿ ἀσφαλείᾳ τῆς 
σωτηριώδους ἡμῶν πίστεως, καὶ διορθώσει πάντων τῶν ἀνήκοντων τῷ θείῳ τῆς 
ἐκκλησίας νόμῳ κεφαλαίων.' "104 
 
Thus, for Maximus, it is not the fact of whether or not a council was held on the 

order of an emperor, but its godly and pious teaching that determines its approval by 

canon law. Not only does Maximus’ opposition to caesaropapism105 reveal yet another 

side of his understanding of conciliar authority, but also demonstrates uniqueness of his 
                                                 

104DB 4, Allen and Neil, 88-91; DB 12, PG 90:145C-148A. Maximus: '...Let them 
accept the condemnation of those men which was made public in Rome by the synod by 
means of both orthodox teachings and canons, and the dividing-wall is removed, and we 
will not need encouraging.' 

And Bishop Theodosius said: 'The synod at Rome was not ratified, because it was 
held without the order of the emperor.' 

Maximus: 'If it is the orders of emperors, but not orthodox faith, that confirm 
synods which have been held, accept the synods which were held against the 
'homoousios,' because they were held at the order of emperors. I mean the first one in 
Tyre, the second in Antioch, the third in Seleucia, the forth in Constantinople under the 
Arian Eudoxius; the fifth in Nicaea in Thrace; the sixth in Sirmium; and after these many 
years later, the seventh, the second one in Ephesus, at which Dioscorus presided. For the 
order of emperors convened all of these synods, and nevertheless all of them were 
condemned on account of the godlessness of the impious teachings that were confirmed 
by them. Why don't you reject the one which deposed Paul of Samosata under the holy 
and blessed Dionysius, pope of Rome, and Dionysius of Alexandria, and Gregory the 
Wonder-Worker, who presided over the same synod, because it was not held on the order 
of an emperor? What kind of canon declares that only those synods are approved which 
are convened on the order of emperors, or that generally speaking synods are convened at 
all on the order of an emperor? The devout canon of the church recognizes those synods 
as holy and approved which the correctness of their teaching approved. But also, as my 
master knows and teaches others, the canon declares that synods be held twice each year 
in every province, making no mention of imperial order, with the purpose of preserving 
our saving faith and correcting all points which do not conform to the divine law of the 
church.'  For dates and sources of the synods mentioned in this passage, see Allen and 
Neil, 181 nn. 14-23. 

105 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 31. 
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stance and personality. At a time when caesaropapism was engrained into the political 

and ecclesiastical matrix of the seventh-century Byzantium, Maximus opposes it. It is 

with respect to the issue of conciliar authority that Maximus’ opposition to caeropapism 

is articulated in the passage quoted above. 

When another of Maximus’ opponents, Pyrrhus, referred to a meeting held under 

his presidency as ἡ σύνοδος (“synod”), Maximus objects by citing canon law in more 

detail: 

Θαυμάζειν ὕπεστί μοι, πῶς σύνοδον ἀποκαλεῖς, τὴν μὴ κατὰ νόμους καὶ κανόνας 
συνοδικοὺς ἢ θεσμοὺς γενομένην ἐκκλησιαστικοὺς· οὔτε γὰρ ἡ ἐπιστολὴ 
ἐγκύκλιος κατὰ συναίνεσιν τῶν πατριαρχῶν γέγονεν· οὔτε τόπος ἢ ἡμέρα 
ὑπαντήσεως ὡρίσθη. Οὐκ εἰσαγώγιμός τις ἢ κατήγορος ἦν. Συστατικὰς οἱ 
συνελθόντες οὐκ εἶχον, οὔτε οἱ ἐπίσκοποι ἀπὸ τῶν μητροπολιτῶν, οὔτε οἱ 
μητροπολῖται ἀπὸ τῶν πατριαρχῶν. Οὐκ ἐπιστολαὶ ἢ τοποτηρηταὶ, ἀπὸ τῶν 
ἄλλων πατριαρχῶν ἐπέμφθησαν. Τίς οὖν λόγου μεμοιραμένος, σύνοδον καλεῖν 
ἀνάσχοιτο, τὴν σκανδάλων καὶ διχονοίας ἅπασαν πληρώσασαν τὴν 
οἰκουμένην;106 
 
How does conciliar authority relate to scriptural and patristic authority in 

Maximus’ system?107 I attempt to explore this relationship by looking at a text that has 

                                                 
106 Pyrrh., PG 91:352D; trans. Joseph P. Farrell, The Disputation with Pyrrhus of 

Our Father among the Saints, Maximus the Confessor (South Canaan, PA: Saint Tikhon's 
Seminary Press, 1990), 73 (modified). “I am amazed at how you have called it a ‘synod,’ 
for it was not held in accordance with conciliar laws and canons nor as becomes 
ecclesiastical custom, for no encyclical letter was ever issued with the consent of the 
Patriarchs, nor a place and time of meeting ever established, nor any accuser introduced, 
nor epistles or delegates sent to any of the other Patriarchs. Those who were introduced 
were not the proper members for a synod, neither bishops, nor metropolitans, nor 
Patriarchs. So how can you call this which distributed scandals and discord throughout 
the whole world a ‘synod’?”  

107 Interestingly, this triad also appears in Maximus’ conception of the media of 
doctrinal transmission. The revelation of the incarnate Logos comes to subsequent 
generations through a threefold mediation: scriptural, patristic, and conciliar. Croce, 103. 
For a translation of the passage in which Croce explores this threefold mediation see 
chap. 3, p. 101, n. 63. 
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already attracted scholarly attention in the treatment of Maximus’ construction of 

authority: 

Τίνος δὲ ταύτην, ἣ ποίας ἐκβιασαμένης αἰτίας, κατὰ τῆς εὐσεβοῦς εἰσκεκόμικεν 
ὁμολογίας; Εἰ μὲν ὡς οὐκ ἐχόντων πίστιν ἡμῶν, ψευδὴς ὁ λόγος· Χριστιανοὶ γὰρ 
καὶ πρὸ ταύτης ἅπαντες, οἱ τὸν ὀρθὸν λόγον πρεσβεύοντες. Εἰ δὲ ὡς ἐχόντων, 
φευκτὸς ὁ τρόπος, τὸ περιττὸν, ὡς κίβδηλος, ἐπεισάγων, ᾧ τὴν αὐτῶν 
συσκιάζοντες πανουργίαν, καὶ οὐδενὸς οὐδὲ μίαν συνόδου καθάπαξ, ἢ Πατρὸς, ἢ 
Γραφῆς χρῆσιν προκομίζειν, εἰς τὴν τῶν οἰκείων ἔχοντες μαρτυρίαν, ταῦτά φασι, 
πλαττόμενοι τῆς εὐσεβείας τὰ δόγματα, ἃ παρεδώκασιν ἡμῖν οἱ ἀπ᾿ ἀρχῆς 
αὐτόπται, καὶ ὑπηρέται τοῦ Λόγου γενόμενοι, καὶ οἱ τούτων μαθηταὶ καὶ διάδοχοι 
καθεξῆς, θεόπνευστοι τῆς ἀληθείας διδάσκαλοι· ταὐτὸν δὲ εἰπεῖν, αἱ ἅγιαι καὶ 
οἰκουμενικαὶ ε΄ σύνοδοι τῶν μακαριωτάτων καὶ θεοφόρων Πατέρων.108 

 
There are two elements in the text, καὶ οὐδενὸς οὐδὲ μίαν συνόδου καθάπαξ, ἢ 

Πατρὸς, ἢ Γραφῆς χρῆσιν προκομίζειν, and the last clause introduced by ταὐτὸν δὲ εἰπεῖν 

that scholars identify as a means of determining Maximus’ system of authority in his 

theological method. Pelikan does not deal with the structure of the phrase and only quotes 

it as a summary statement in order to support his conclusion of the dynamism of 

Maximus’ structure of authority: “Such, then, was the structure of authority in the 

theology of Maximus: the teaching ‘of a council or of a father or of Scripture,’ but in fact 

of all three in a dynamic interrelation by [sic.] which no one of the three could be isolated 

                                                 
108 Th. pol. 15, PG 91:180BC. “Why and by what sort of compulsion, has it [the 

monothelite doctrine Maximus is attacking] succeeded in being introduced against the 
holy confession? If, on the one hand, [it was introduced] as if we had no faith, this would 
not be true. For all those (all of us) who preach the orthodox faith are Christians and in 
favor of it. If, on the other hand, [it was introduced] as if we had [faith] (because we have 
faith), this mode is to be avoided because it is adulterated, because it introduces 
additions, which obscure their falsification; and not having even one citation of a council 
at all, or of a Father, or of the Scripture, to produce as a testimony to their own 
assumptions, they are saying these things, forging themselves the holy teachings [for their 
own sake], the ones that were handed down to us by those who were from the beginning 
the eyewitnesses and became the servants of the Word, and their disciples, and 
successors, one after another, divinely inspired teachers of truth, the same is to say, five 
holy and ecumenical synods of the holiest and God-bearing Fathers.” While Croce’s 
translation begins with “οὐδενὸς οὐδὲ μίαν συνόδου,” I find it relevant to include the 
preceding sentences as well. 
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as the sole authority.”109 Pelikan follows with a conclusion about the relationship of 

Maximus’ system of authority, made on the basis of the research performed in his article 

rather than on this phrase alone.110 

Croce quotes part of this passage from Th. pol. 15111 in his reflection on the 

relationship among the three criteria of correctness Maximus uses in making his 

hermeneutical judgments—Church Fathers, ecumenical councils, and the Scripture—and 

follows the quote with a terse observation: “Quite a remarkable text, the one just quoted, 

because it well sums up the foundations of Maximus’ theological method, not only by 

listing them [the foundations] paratactically, but also organizing them syntactically in 

relation to one another.”112 

In the passage just quoted,113 Maximus is accusing his monothelite opponents (i.e. 

those who argued that the incarnate Christ had only one will) of a false methodology in 

proving their position. Namely, his opponents failed to support their argument by any 

reference to ‘a council or a father or Scripture.’ Croce follows with a remark as to how 

this passage illuminates Maximus’ theological method of assessment of the correctness of 

a doctrine.114 Croce’s observation is based on the relationship among these three criteria 

                                                 
109 Pelikan, “Council or Father or Scripture,” 287. See also Pelikan, The Spirit of 

the Eastern Christendom, 22-30; the phrase is on p. 23. 

110 For a discussion of Pelikan’s view of Maximus’ system of authority150-151., 
see pp. 150-151. 

111 Th. pol. 15, PG 91:180BC. 

112 Croce, 103. “Testo veramente notevole, quello ora citato, perché ben riassume 
i fondamenti del metodo teologico di Massimo, non solo elencandoli paratatticamente, 
ma sintatticamente articolandoli fra loro.” 

113 That is, Th. pol. 15, PG 91:180BC. See pp. 178, n. 109. 

114 Ibid. 
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of verification—conciliar, patristic, or scriptural—that follow from the way Maximus 

arranges them in the passage: not simply listing these elements paratactically, that is, 

placing them side by side without conjunctive words,115 but rather arranges them 

syntactically,116 that is, ordered or arranged together. In this context, the elements are 

arranged via the disjunctive ἤ. Croce appears to imply that connecting the elements with 

a conjunction suggests a relationship of equivalence and perhaps interchangeability 

among these three foundational elements of Maximus’ system of authority. 

Following his observation concerning the passage quoted above, Croce focuses on 

the relationship between two elements out of the three, the Fathers and the councils.  

He formulates a difficulty that has to be resolved: is the relationship between the Fathers 

and the councils that of equivalence or of identification? He then reflects on the character 

of this identification. Does the phrase ταὐτὸν δὲ εἰπεῖν (“the same is to say”) in the 

passage quoted117 above points out the identity of the doctrinal content taught by the 

Fathers and by the councils? Or does it point out a true formal virtual identity of the two 

groups, with the sole distinctio rationis (mental distinction) existing between them?118 

                                                 
115 Random House Webster’s College Dictionary, s.v. “parataxis.” For the term 

“parataxis” applied to an arrangement of sentences in classical Greek, see Smyth, Greek 
Grammar 2168-72, 485-487. 

116 Random House Webster’s College Dictionary, s.v. “syntactic.” 

117 That is, Th. pol. 15, PG 91:180BC. See pp. 178, n. 109. 

118 Subjective, or mental, distinction, as opposed to a real distinction expressing a 
non-identity between two things or concepts. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiæ: 
Christian theology (Ia. I), Thomas Gilby, ed. (Cambridge University Press, 2006), 113. 
“In the intricacies of the logic there is no general agreement, yet the following outline 
will not be disputed in the main. Distinction, the opposite of identity, signifies a plurality 
of terms; one is not another. It may be objective or subjective. Objective or real 
distinction, distinctio realis, expresses a non-identity the mind discovers in things, either 
between distinct things or complete substances, e.g. Peter and Paul, or between distinct 
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Croce answers that, on the basis of the above,119 the answer cannot be other than 

that the distinction is only formal. He does not appear to doubt the equivalence between 

θεόπνευστοι διδάσκαλοι (“God-inspired teachers”),120 on the one hand, and θεόφοροι 

Πατέρες (“the God-bearing Fathers”) of whom the councils consist, on the other hand. He 

suggests this equivalence on the basis of ταὐτὸν δὲ εἰπεῖν (“the same is to say”) that 

connects two adjacent clauses. Croce then sketches a scheme that I take to be a 

suggestion of reciprocal relationship. On the one hand, the Fathers’ authority as teachers 

rests upon the church’s approval. On the other hand, the authority of the councils rests 

upon the fact they represent all of Christianity, that is, entire Christian church that 

believes and teaches. The Fathers are also the bishops gathered in councils. 

Although Croce’s conclusion is plausible, I suggest other possibilities. Being no 

more than conjectures, they do not necessarily disprove Croce’s conclusion but detract 

from its certainty. In my opinion, there are other clues in this text that may allow further 

exploration of Maximus’ understanding of the relationship among the principal elements 

of his system of authority. 

                                                                                                                                                 
principles in one thing, e.g. Peter’s body and soul. Subjective or mental distinction, 
distinctio rationis, expresses a non-identity the mind reads into things. It is of two kinds, 
conceptual or virtual distinction, distinctio rationis ratiocinatæ, when the concepts are 
not identical, e.g. spiritual being and immortal being, and purely nominal or logical 
distinction, distinctio rationis ratiocinantis, when at a further remove from reality only 
the words used are not identical, e.g. equilateral and equilateral triangle.” 

119 That is, Th. pol. 15, PG 91:180BC. See pp. 178, n. 109. 

120 “The teachers” is a designation Maximus seems to use as a synonym for the 
Fathers, as, for example, in RM 7, Allen and Neil, 64, 65 and RM 9, PG 90:124. 



182 
 

First, a possibility remains that the explanatory clause introduced by ταὐτὸν δὲ 

εἰπεῖν is a later gloss.121 Second, in addition to ταὐτὸν δὲ εἰπεῖν, the use by Maximus of 

adjectives of divine derivation, θεόπνευστοι and θεόφοροι, for both the teachers and the 

Fathers gathered in councils, suggests an identity between the two, and thus supports 

Croce’s conclusion. However, ταὐτὸν δὲ εἰπεῖν may refer not only to the teachers named 

last, but also to the entire apostolic succession and all its agents (the Word, the 

eyewitnesses, the disciples, their successors, and the teachers). In this case, the equal 

mark between the Fathers and the councils becomes less definitive. Finally, the sentence 

could be read as a depicting of the threefold mediation of the revelation of the Logos 

(scriptural, patristic, and conciliar).122 Here, Maximus paints the continuum of the 

transmission of the Christian message throughout generations naming the agents of this 

transmission, rather than establishing relationships between any two of them.  

In what follows I take a closer look at several Maximian texts in an attempt to 

explore how the general principles defined in this chapter help to understand Maximus’ 

vision of doctrinal transmission. In the next chapter I will analyze how Maximus’ system 

of authority functions in a specific instance, namely, in his attempts to harmonize Cyril’s 

monadic expression “one incarnate nature of the Son” with the dyophysite position the 

Confessor defends. There I also explore how Maximus' assumptions of continuity 

between elements perichoretically reconciled in Christ, as well as his historical vision of 

continuity through his system of authority, provide a framework for his application of 

other methods, as he reworks the content of his predecessors and refines the process of its 

                                                 
121 This remains to be seen, given the lack of a critical edition. 

122 Croce, 103. 
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transmission. Maximus’ dynamic rather than rigid appeal to conciliar authority will be 

demonstrated as he explains Cyril’s expression in order to reveal its agreement with the 

main tenets of the Chalcedonian definition of faith. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

Demonstration of Dynamic Continuity in Doctrinal Transmission: Explication of the 
monadic expressions of Cyril of Alexandria “One incarnate nature of the Son” in 

Maximus’ “Christological” Epistles 
 
 

As has been stated above, Maximus does not have an agenda of proving 

continuity. Rather, he operates upon the assumption of continuity introduced through the 

ontological structure of reality and God's historical provision. It is informative to look in 

depth at several examples that illustrate how this vision of reality and history informs the 

Confessor’s approach to the legacy of his predecessors, both orthodox and heretical. This 

chapter four focuses on Maximus’ explication of the monadic expression “One incarnate 

nature of the Son” of Cyril of Alexandria (c.378-444)1 in the context of the anti-

monophysite debate. It proposes to identify consistent elements of his strategy and to 

assess them in light of his theological framework, which will give some understanding of 

his dynamic conception of tradition and innovation in the theological enterprise. While 

defending the orthodoxy of Cyril’s legacy, Maximus does not seem to be compelled to 

defend his own interpretative methodology. His approach to reading the approved Fathers 

and acclaimed heretics is in tune with his broader Christological framework that allows to 

see doctrinal transmission as a divine-human undertaking carried out by the theandric 

organism of the Church. The Confessor’s assumptions of the inner harmony, binding 

authority, and historical continuity of the content of the Christian faith as recorded in 

                                                 
1 Cyril occupied the seat of the bishop of Alexandria from 412 to his death, with a 

brief deposition in July-October 431 by Theodosious II, following the Council of 
Ephesus. McGuckin, Saint Cyril of Alexandria: the Christological Controversy: Its 
History, Theology, and Texts (Leiden; New York: E.J. Brill, 1994), 2, 7, 107, 123. 
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scripture and tradition are being extended to Cyril. As part of this received doctrinal 

legacy, Cyril presumably shares its internal coherence and speaks with authority, and his 

monadic expression is also perceived by Maximus to be part of this harmonious legacy. 

His agenda, therefore, consists in making this harmony explicit rather than questioning its 

presence or absence. While Maximus’ interpretation borders on anachronism of reading 

seventh-century Christology into the fifth-century bishop by modern-day standards, by 

standards of his day, and in light of his Christological vision, his work reveals a genuine 

attempt of contextualizing the legacy of an earlier theologian. 

 
Justification of the Choice of Cyril’s as Case Study 

Although Maximus frequently mentions Cyril, his interpretation of Cyril’s 

monadic expressions is a specific and thus identifiable aspect of Christian tradition that 

forms a representative case study.  This case study has boundaries that can be defined in 

several respects: a figure, an issue, a context, and the field of application. 

Scholars differ in their assessment of Maximus’ familiarity with Cyril’s writings. 

Dalmais and Thunberg represent two ends of the spectrum. Dalmais’ claim that Maximus 

hardly knew Cyril2 is difficult to sustain, especially in light of the over-all tone of the 

article which underestimates Maximus’ achievement as a whole. In Dalmais’ judgment, 

                                                 
2 Dalmais, “Un traité de théologie contemplative: Le commentaire du Pater Noster 

de saint Maxime le Confesseur,” Revue d’Ascétique et de Mystique 29 (1953): 133. “De 
fait, alors que sur la Déité Maxime est intarissable, qu’il développe longuement la 
théologie de la transcendance absolue de Dieu, de son infinité et de son éternité, sa 
théologie trinitaire non seulement n’apporte rien d’original, mais est même loin de 
reprendre toutes les richesses des Pères du IVe siècle et de S. Cyrille qu’il ne semble 
guère avoir connu.” [“In fact, while on [on the subject of] the Deity Maximus is 
inexhaustible, as he develops at length the theology of God's absolute transcendence, 
[God’s] infinity and eternity, his Trinitarian theology not only offers nothing original, but 
is even far from recapturing all the riches of the Fathers of the fourth century and of St 
Cyril whom he hardly seems to have known.”] 
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Maximus does not offer anything new and even fails to match up to the high standards set 

by the fourth-century Fathers and by Cyril of Alexandria. The author himself does not 

make any attempt to justify his claim of Maximus’ limited familiarity. Rather, his 

position is stated in the form of a remark made in passing. 

Thunberg, on the other hand, points out that Maximus claims to interpret Cyril in 

accordance with Cyril’s own intention which strongly suggests that Maximus was well 

familiar with Cyril’s writings.3 Thunberg’s opinion appears much more plausible, 

especially in light of his astute observation that by the time of Maximus’ writing it is 

difficult to determine whether Cyril is quoted directly or from widely spread florilegia.4 

Since Cyril is the theologian whom Maximus quotes most often, Thunberg’s argument is 

most likely.5 

The Cyrilline “monadic” expression “one incarnate nature of the Son”6 was at the 

center of the so-called monophysite controversy over the natures of the incarnate Christ. 

The monophysite debate was the unresolved issue that Maximus “inherited” inasmuch as 

it had started much earlier in the life of the church and preceded Maximus’ time.7 Both 

                                                 
3 Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 40-41. 

4 Ibid., 40. 

5 Croce, 101. 

6 In Ep. 12 Maximus quotes this expression as μία ἡ τοῦ Υἱοῦ φύσις 
σεσαρκωμένη (“one incarnate nature of the Son”). Ep. 12, PG 91:477B. Cyril uses 
another similarly-structured monadic expression μία φύσις τοῦ λόγου σεσαρκωμένη 
(“one incarnate nature of the Logos”), for example, in Ep. ad Successum 2, ACO 
1.1.6:159; Ep. 46, PG 77:241. It seems that Cyril uses these phrases interchangeably. 

7 Later in this chapter I overview Christological developments leading to the 
monophysite controversy and characteristics of major theological trajectories that took 
specific shape in the course of these developments. Here I deal with two essential groups, 
the dyophysites whom Maximus is representing, and the monophysites, his immediate 
opponents. The debates over energies (monenergism) and wills (monothelitism) 
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Maximus and his immediate opponents in the debate claimed Cyril’s authoritative voice 

in support of their position, and quoted the same expressions, while arriving at 

diametrically opposite conclusions. For the monophysites, Christ had one nature after the 

union. For the dyophysites, as well as for Maximus, both natures of Christ, human and 

divine, were preserved in the union. 

It was necessary for Maximus to address Cyril’s legacy from different angles, 

because this legacy—its acceptance, rejection, interpretation and reinterpretation—was at 

the heart of the controversies in which the Confessor was likely involved. Self-

identification vis-à-vis Cyril was behind the ecclesial alignments opposing one another in 

the monophysite and monenergist debates that extend into the monothelite debates. In 

order to explain the significance of Cyril’s legacy, a brief overview8 of the developments 

is as follows. 

 
Cyril’s Christological Construct 

The seventh-century arguments over the wills of the incarnate Christ are 

extensions of earlier attempts by the church to develop a Christology that would aptly 

express the church’s understanding of the relationship of the human and divine elements 

in the incarnate Christ. Cyril of Alexandria was instrumental in these developments. 

During his lifetime he participated in several Christological debates. In his exchanges 

                                                                                                                                                 
contemporaneous to Maximus, are, in turn, extensions of the monophysite debate. 
Maximus becomes only gradually involved in these debates in the course of his career. 
Balthasar calls monothelitism “a dangerous postlude” of monophysitism. Balthasar, 
Cosmic Liturgy, 256. 

8 For further illuminations, see McGuckin, Saint Cyril of Alexandria, 1-243. See 
subsequent citation for relevant in-depth studies of specific issues. 
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with Nestorius of Antioch (381–c.452),9 Cyril formulated his Christology. He understood 

the relationship of the two natures in Christ as the hypostatic union. Attempting to defend 

the distinction of the two natures in Christ, Nestorius accused the Alexandrian tendency10 

of blending the two natures and thus corrupting both. In his letter to Celestian, Nestorius 

expresses his concern with Cyril’s term θεοτóκος (God-bearer) for Mary as implying a 

mixture of the divine and human natures in her womb and instead insists on interpreting 

the union as a conjunction.11 Cyril, concerned with the Antiochene tendency to separate 

the united natures, refutes Nestorius in his dogmatic letters, and defends his interpretation 

of the union as necessarily hypostatic.12 

Concerned with the polarization of the church between the two tendencies, the 

emperor Theodosius called the Council of Ephesus.13 It is a marking point for a 

                                                 
9 For a list of extant documents for a reconstruction of Nestorius’ Christology, see 

CPG 5665-5766; Nestoriana: die Fragmente des Nestorius, ed. Friedrich Loofs (Halle: 
Niemeyer, 1905). For a discussion of the reception of Nestorius' legacy, see McGuckin, 
Saint Cyril of Alexandria, 126-128. 

10 The tendency of confusing the natures was associated with Apollinaris of 
Laodicea (c. 315-c.392). Apollinaris was specifically accused of his emphasis on the 
radical unity of humanity and divinity in Christ by Gregory of Nyssa, Antirrheticus, GNO 
3.1:131-233, (for example, GNO 3.1:191); and by Gregory of Nazianzus, Epp. 101-102, 
SC 208:38-68, 70-84 (for example, Ep. 102.28-30, SC 208:82-84). 

11 Nestorius, Ep. ad Celest., ACO 1.1.2:12-14; Loofs, Nestoriana: die Fragmente 
des Nestorius (Halle: Niemeyer, 1905), 165-68. The letter is preserved in the Acts of the 
Council of Ephesus in a Latin translation.  

12 Cyril of Alexandria, Ep. ad Nestorium 2 ACO 1.1.1:25-28; Ep. ad Nestorium 3, 
ACO 1.1.1:33-42. Cyril employs ὑπόστασις to speak of the mode, or the “how” the union 
takes place, stressing the verbal and dynamic aspect of the meaning of the word. He uses 
the term “in the newer sense to describe the manner of the union in Christ.” Hence, his 
phrase ἕνωσις καθ̓ ὑπόστασιν means “ ‘hypostatically,’ or on the basis of a hypostatic 
level.” McGuckin, Saint Cyril of Alexandria, 142. 

13 For a detailed discussion of the proceedings and the aftermath of the Council of 
Ephesus see McGuckin, 53-107. For a more succinct, yet very helpful, survey, see 
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consolidation of Cyril’s influence. The tumultuous council turned into a series of 

meetings none at which all significant “players” were present, and no unanimity was 

achieved. Cyril deposed Nestorius with the latter being in town but absent from the actual 

meeting. John of Antioch, who arrived late, deposed Cyril without the latter’s presence. 

Eventually, both leaders were deposed and put under arrest by the upset emperor, but 

later allowed to return to their bishoprics. Nestorius, still under deposition, returned to his 

monastery near Antioch, only to be exiled later. Cyril was restored as the bishop and 

returned to Alexandria triumphantly. While this return marked the height of Cyril’s 

reputation as a church leader and a theologian, his relationship with the emperor, who 

was unhappy with the failure of the council to restore the unity in the church, was 

damaged.14 Cyril worked hard to amend the situation. The unity was officially restored 

by his Letter to John of Antioch, also known as the Formula of Reunion (433).15 

Although Cyril does make a concession to the Antiochenes in terminology by agreeing to 

define the union as “unconfused,” he still stresses that this is a “union in two natures.”16 

 
Chalcedon and its Aftermath 

After Cyril’s death in 444, subsequent developments in Christology were largely 

concerned with different interpretations of his legacy. The Council of Chalcedon (451)17 

recognized Cyril’s Second Letter to Nestorius and his Letter to John of Antioch as 

                                                                                                                                                 
Russell, Cyril of Alexandria, The Early Church Fathers (London; New York: Routledge, 
2000), 46-56. 

14 McGuckin, Saint Cyril of Alexandria, 107. 

15 ACO 1.1.4:15-20. 

16 Russell, Cyril of Alexandria, 56. 

17 ACO 2.1-6. 
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authoritative statements of faith.18 The council promulgated a definition of faith that 

incorporated the Christological statement of the Tome of Leo19 that acknowledged Christ 

as being “in two natures which undergo no confusion, no change, no division, no 

separation…"20 The four adverbs qualified the union of Christ’s natures by attempting to 

rule out the extremes of either confusing the natures (hence, the addition of ἀσυγχύτως, 

ἀτρέπτως), or separating them (hence, the addition of ἀδιαιρέτως, ἀχωρίστως).21 The 

phrase “in two natures” was intended to protect both natures’ unique properties in the 

union. However, this phrase itself was interpreted by some to imply a divisive duality in 

Christ. 

Eventually, the Christological debates surrounding the Council of Chalcedon 

(451) resulted in a schism over accepting or rejecting its formulations, especially the 

affirmation “in two natures.” The decisions of the council were assessed as acceptable or 

unacceptable through their relationship to the teaching of Cyril, namely, whether or not 

they were in agreement with this teaching, thus dividing Christians into two groups. The 

                                                 
18 ACO 1.1.4:15-20. 

19 Tomus ad Flauianum, ACO 2.2.1.24-33. 

20 "ἕνα καὶ τὸν αὐτὸν Χριστὸν υἱὸν κύριον μονογενῆ, ἐν δύο φύσεσιν ἀσυγχύτως 
ἀτρέπτως ἀδιαιρέτως ἀχωρίστως γνωριζόμενον…"; "…[U]num eundemque Christum 
filium dominum unigenitum, in duabus naturis inconfuse inmutabiliter indiuise 
inseparabiliter agnoscendum." ACO 2.1.2:129 (Greek); ACO 2.3.2:137 (Latin); trans. 
Pelikan and Hotchkiss, Creeds and Confessions of Faith in the Christian Tradition, 
1:181. Cf. DEC, ed. Norman P. Tanner et al. (Washington, DC: Georgetown University 
Press, 1990), 1:83-87. 

21 As have been mentioned, Nestorius accused Cyril of the extreme of blending 
the natures; Nestorius, Ep. ad Celest., ACO 1.1.2:12-14. Nestorius himself was accused 
by Cyril of another extreme, that of separating the natures; Ep. ad Nestorium 2 ACO 
1.1.1:25-28; Ep. ad Nestorium 3, ACO 1.1.1:33-42. 
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so-called dyophysites, or Chalcedonians,22 accepted the teaching of the council (that 

Christ is “in two natures”), and understood this teaching as faithful to Cyril’s 

terminology. The so-called monophysites, also referred to as non-Chalcedonians, or anti-

Chalcedonians, held that Christ is “one nature,” and thus rejecting the conciliar 

formulation as a betrayal of Cyril.23 Both trajectories, therefore, clung to Cyril’s legacy 

but read it differently. 

By the sixth century Cyril’s authority was well established. The Council of 

Constantinople II (553) marked a triumph of Cyril’s theology.24 The Council’s 

Christological statement, for example, returns to Cyril’s definition of the union of the 

natures of Christ as hypostatic (ἕνωσις καθ҆ ὑπόστασιν)—the term not incorporated in the 

Chalcedonian definition.25 The extent to which different schools of thought appealed to 

                                                 
22 The groups never identified themselves by these names, neither did they exist 

as groups. These types of theology were represented by individual theologians, in whose 
teachings contemporary scholars observed common features and identified these types of 
theology as Chalcedonian and non-Chalcedonian. For the sake of space hereafter I will 
uses these designations without parentheses, having recognized the artificiality of this 
categorization. 

23 For instance, Allen and Neil, eds. and trans., Maximus the Confessor and his 
Companions, 3. 

24 McGuckin, St. Cyril of Alexandria, 242. “[T]he decrees of this primarily 
christological [sic] council demonstrate with abundant clarity how Cyril’s memory and 
reputation had remained alive, and more to the point, how even more than a century after 
his death his theology had been adopted as the oecumenical [sic] standard for an orthodox 
christology [sic] for both East and West… At this council the theology of Cyril formed 
the obvious and explicitly acknowledged standard of all its work.” 

25 The term ἕνωσις καθ̓ ὑπόστασιν (“hypostatic union”) appears, for example, in 
Anathematismi adversus “Tria Capitula” (Anathemas against the so-called Three 
Chapters, namely, works of Theodore of Mopsuestia, writings of Theodoret against 
Cyril, and a letter of Ibas of Edessa to Maris, condemned by the council as Nestorian). 
Anath. 4, ACO 4.1.215-16; cf. Mansi, 9:377-80; COD, 91; trans. K. J. von Hefele, Henri 
Leclercq, et al. Histoire des conciles d'après les documents originaux (Paris: Letouzey et 
Ané, 1949), 3/1.110-14; Murphy-Sherwood, 292-293. Anath. 8, ACO 4.1.217-18; cf. 



192 
 

his authority is therefore not a criterion in order to distinguish these schools. The 

interpretation of Cyril’s teaching differs from school to school, however.26 

By the early sixth century Christians are still divided on the monophysites and the 

dyophysites. Severus of Antioch (456-538),27 a defender of the anti-Chalcedonian 

position, claimed to be a follower of Cyril’s teaching. He wrote a work entitled 

Philalethes (“Friend of Truth”), presenting Cyril as a defender of the one-nature 

Christology by demonstrating that the Chalcedonian interpreters of Cyril quoted him 

selectively in their favor.28 

Within the dyophysite camp two distinct trends emerged. Scholars identify these 

trends as strict Chalcedonian, and Neo-Chalcedonian.29 These two types of theology are 

also distinguished according to their interpretation of Cyril’s legacy. Strict 

Chalcedonianism rejects Cyril’s earlier, more radical Christology of anti-Nestorian 

polemic. Of notice is his third letter to Nestorius, the so-called The Twelve Chapters, or 

                                                                                                                                                 
Mansi, 9:381-82; Concil Oecumen. Decr., 93; trans. in Hefele-Leclercq, Histoire des 
Conciles, 3/1.118-20, and Murphy-Sherwood, 294. 

26 Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 40. 

27 For an in-depth study of monophysite theology in the sixth century, and 
specifically the teaching of Severus, see Joseph Lebon, "Le monophysisme sévérien" 
(PhD Diss., Louvain, 1909); A. Grillmeier, From the Council of Chalcedon (451) to 
Gregory the Great (590-604), pt. 2, The Church of Constantinople in the Sixth Century, 
vol. 2 of Christ in Christian Tradition (London-Louisville, KY: Mowbray-Westminster 
John Knox Press, 1995), 21-175. 

28 Pauline Allen, ed., Severus of Antioch, The Early Church Fathers (London; 
New York: Routledge, 2004), 10-11. See ibid., 66-75, for fragments from the Philalethes 
in English. 

29 The concept was first introduced by Lebon, "Le monophysisme sévérien." For a 
concise yet comprehensive discussion of the scholarship on Neo-Chalcedonian theology, 
and its significance for Maximian studies, see Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 36-
48. A more recent study is found in Larchet, La divinisation de l’homme, 296-99, 305-7. 
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twelve propositions where Cyril refutes Nestorius in most black and white terms, which 

is followed by twelve condemnations, or Anathemas.30 Strict Chalcedonians specifically 

reject Cyril’s polemical idiom: his monadic (one-nature) statements, such as “the one 

incarnate nature of the Logos (μία φύσις τοῦ λόγου σεσαρκωμένη),”31 and the so-called 

“theopaschite formula,” “one of the Trinity suffered in the flesh.”32 Strict Chalcedonians 

identify with a later, and more tamed, version of Cyril’s Christology of the Formula of 

Reunion (433).33 They are more interested in the rapprochement of Cyril’s theology with 

that of the Tome of Leo.34 

Neo-Chalcedonianism not only accepts the earlier Christology of Cyril, including 

his monadic expressions, but also attempts to reconcile them with the statement “in two 

natures” of the Chalcedonian formulation.35 Moeller defines Neo-Chalcedonianism: 

Le néo-chalcédonisme est une christologie qui essaie d’intégrer dans les formules 
de Chalcédoine la christologie des Anathématismes de Cyrille… Citer la formule 
de l’ “Unique nature” ou celle de l’ “Unus de Trinitate” n’est pas encore un critère 
suffisant… Il faut, pour qu’il y ait réel néo-chalcédonisme, l’utilisation des deux 

                                                 
30 Ep. 17, ACO 1.1.1:33-42; PG 77:105-122; CPG 5317. For English translation 

see McGuckin, 266-275. 

31 Cyril of Alexandria, Ep. ad Successum 2, ACO 1.1.6:159; Ep. 46, PG 77:241. 

32 The “theopaschite formula” was suggested by a group of Scythian monks 
around 518 intended to reconcile Chalcedon with those who interpreted its formulations 
as betrayal of Cyril, by showing that Cyril and the formula were consonant in their 
primary emphasis. Both emphasized that the Person who underwent suffering on the 
Cross was God the Word, the second person of the Trinity; in Louth, Maximus the 
Confessor, 11. For further discussion of the theopaschite formula see A. Grillmeier, From 
the Council of Chalcedon (451) to Gregory the Great (590-604), pt. 2, 317-343. 

33 ACO 1.1.4:15-20. 

34 Tomus ad Flauianum, ACO 2.2.1.24-33; Moeller, 668, n. 87. 

35 As summarized in Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 39. 
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formules christologiques (une nature, deux natures) comme une condition 
essentielle d’une proposition correcte de la foi.36 
 
Although this trend of theology takes shape by the early sixth century, Moeller 

demonstrates this “both-and” thinking at a much earlier time, even in the documents of 

the Council of Chalcedon. He uses as an example a letter of Epiphanius of Perge. The 

latter argues that the Chalcedonian formula “in two natures” should not be read as a 

positive dogmatic statement, but rather as a statement directed against those who denied 

the reality of the incarnation, intending it for priests rather than for the laity who might 

have taken it as a stumbling block: 

L’auteur de la lettre déclare que la formule de Chalcédoine ne doit pas être 
présentée comme une tessère de la foi (mathema fidei), comme formule positive 
du dogme, mais comme “bouclier” (scutum) contre ceux qui nient la véritable 
incarnation. La formule des “deux natures” a le même sens que celle de l’ “unique 
nature,” mais cette dernière exprime la doctrine en une formule plus authentique 
(honestiori sermone).”37 

                                                 
36 C. Moeller, “Le chalcédonisme et le néo-chalcédonisme en Orient de 451 à la 

fin du VIe siècle," In Das Konzil von Chalkedon: Geschichte und Gegenwart, Vol. 1, 
edited by Aloys von Grillmeier and Heinrich Bracht, 637-720 (Würzburg: Echter-Verlag, 
1951), 666. "The Neo-Chalcedonianism is a Christology that attempts to integrate 
Christology of Cyril’s Anathemas into the formulas of Chalcedon... Quoting the formula 
‘One nature’ or quoting [the formula] ‘Unus de Trinitate’ is not yet a sufficient criterion... 
In order that a true neo-Chalcedonianism existed, it is necessary to use both 
Christological formulae (one nature, two natures) as a prerequisite of a correct 
proposition of faith." 

37 Moeller, 668; see also ibid., n. 90. “The author of the letter states that the 
formula of Chalcedon should not be presented as a creedal doctrine of faith (mathema 
fidei), as positive formulation of dogma, but as a ‘shield’ (scutum) against those who 
deny the true incarnation. The formula ‘two natures’ has the same meaning as that of the 
‘singular nature,’ but it expresses the doctrine in a more adequate formulation (honestiori 
sermone)." The original text is found in Ep. 31, ACO 2.5.58-59. “Nos enim et Nicaenam 
synodum debito honore ueneramur et Calchedonensem quoque [definitionem] suscipimus 
ueluti scutum eam contra haereticos opponentes et non mathema fidei existentem. Non 
enim ad populum a papa Leone et a sancto Calchedonensi concilio scripta est, ut ex hoc 
debeant scandalum sustinere, sed tantummodo sacerdotibus, ut habeant quo possint 
repugnare contrariis… Nihil enim differt siue duarum naturarum unitas inconfusa dicatur 
siue ex duabus eodem modo referatur. Sed neque si una dicatur uerbi natura, inferatur 
autem incarnata, aliud quid significat, sed idem honestiori sermone declarat; nam et 
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Neo-Chalcedonian theology triumphed at the Council of Constantinople (553).38 

Cyril’s Twelve Chapters were declared orthodox, and his expression “hypostatic union” 

not included in the doctrinal formulation of the Council of Chalcedon (451), was now 

endorsed, with the Neo-Chalcedonian emphasis of the union as “synthetic.”39 

Neo-Chalcedonianism provides the general historical context for Maximus’ 

interpretation of Cyril. Moreover, it allows defining Maximus’ theological position with 

respect to Cyril by means of the identification of essential elements that Maximus shares 

with the Neo-Chalcedonian theology. Several of these elements have to do with the 

interpretation of Cyril. According to Thunberg, these elements are the following. First, 

Maximus frequently appeals to Cyril as an authority.40 Secondly, the Confessor explicitly 

endorses Cyril’s formula “one incarnate nature of the Logos,”41 as well as Cyril’s 

concepts of “one connatural energy,”42 and of “hypostatic union,” which he also sees as 

                                                                                                                                                 
inuenimus saepius hoc dixisse sanctos patres apud uestrae pietatis imperium quod 
significat.” “For we both revere the Nicene synod with due honor and take up also the 
Chalcedonian definition, setting it, like a shield, against the resisting heretics, even 
though it does not serve as a creedal statement of faith. For it was not written to the 
people, either by Pope Leo, or by the Holy Chalcedonian council, to have them bear a 
stumbling block from that point on, but only for the priests, in order that they had 
[something] by which they could resist the enemies… But there is no difference, whether 
describing it as unconfused unity “of two natures” of the Word, or referring to it in the 
same sense as being “from two natures.” If it were said that the nature of the word is just 
one, it should be implied that it is in fact an incarnate one; it does not mean anything 
other than clarifying the same [thing] with a more appropriate expression; for we also 
more often discover what the holy Fathers said it means under the competence of your 
piety.” 

38 Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 39. 

39 Ibid., 43. 

40 E.g., Ep. 12, PG 91:472A; Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 40-41. 

41 E.g., Ep. 12, PG 91:496B; Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 41. 

42 E.g., Pyrrh., PG 91:344BC; Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 45. 
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“synthetic.”43 Finally, Maximus understands the expressions of “one nature” and “two 

natures” as complementary.44 Yet another common characteristic may be added to those 

identified by Thunberg: Neo-Chalcedonians and Maximus have common opponents, 

most notably, Severus of Antioch and his followers.45 

The need for reworking Cyril’s propositions results from these propositions being 

interpreted differently by opposing groups, thus causing division. The rehabilitation of 

Cyril’s theology by the Council of Constantinople II (553) marked the official success of 

Neo-Chalcedonians’ attempt to reconcile the Chalcedonian Christology with Cyril. 

However, the unity between the proponents of two major Christologies, mono- and 

dyophysite, was not achieved. Later imperial edicts, the Ekthesis and the Typos,46 banned 

any discussion of one or two activities or wills in Christ, but this ban failed to restore the 

unity of the church. What the polemic of one versus two natures, activities, or wills in 

Christ required was not a blanket silencing but an adequate explanation. A significant 

element that still required explanation had to do with Cyril, boiled down to the necessity 

of explaining just how Cyril’s seemingly monadic statements can be reconciled with the 

“two-natures” Chalcedonian Christology. Both sides claimed Cyril’s authority. Neither 
                                                 

43 E.g., Ep. 12, PG 91:496A; Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 43. 

44 E.g., Ep. 12, PG 91:477B; Ep. 18, PG 91:588B; Thunberg, Microcosm and 
Mediator, 43. Thunberg also offers a helpful summary of his analysis of Maximus’ 
position with respect to Neo-Chacedonianism and strict Chalcedonianism: Maximus 
“consistently combines his acceptance of Neo-Chalcedonian formulations and 
positions… with a more strict Chalcedonian dialectic, which he develops even further at 
particular points… Maximus’ openness to Neo-Chalcedonian theology and his 
faithfulness to the Council of Constantinople are… combined with a deepened 
understanding of the Chalcedonian Christological insights…”; ibid., 48. 

45 For Maximus’ refutation of teachings and methodology of Severus, see pp. 236-
245. 

46 See chap. 4, p. 173, nn. 96, 97. 
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those who simply quoted Cyril without an interpretation of his phrases, nor those who 

wanted to silence the discussion, were able to provide a valid foundation for 

reconciliation. In order to reconcile these two approaches, a more adequate interpretation 

of Cyril’s teaching was required, and Maximus’ task was to provide exactly that. 

Therefore, Maximus’ ultimate goal is to demonstrate that Cyril’s propositions are 

in harmony with the teaching of the historical faith of the church, that is, with what he 

called the “beautiful inheritance”47 of tradition. Seeing this tradition not only as a body of 

doctrinal contents accepted by the church, but also as a mechanism for verification of 

these contents, Maximus demonstrates that Cyril’s propositions do not contradict any one 

aspect of tradition. In order to perform verification, Maximus assesses Cyril’s proposition 

against each element of his system of authority. Carefully observing Maximus’ 

operations, in turn, further reveals his assumptions about his dynamic understanding of 

this system of authority, as well as his active role in the application of this system, and in 

the refinement of the interpretative mechanism itself. 

 
The Christological Epistles: Significance and Background 

Epistles 12, 13, and 15, part of Maximus’ so-called “Christological epistles” 

(Epistles 12-19),48 are chosen here as representative for exploring Maximus’ 

interpretation of Cyril’s monadic expression μία ἡ τοῦ Υἱοῦ φύσις σεσαρκωμένη (“one 

incarnate nature of the Son”) because of both their genre and their contents. 

                                                 
47 ἡ καλὴ τῆς πίστεως κληρονομία (“beautiful inheritance of faith”). Ep. 12, PG 

91:465D. 

48 Larchet, introduction to Maxime le Confesseur: Lettres, trans. Ponsoye (Paris: 
Les Éditions du Cerf, 1998), 8. 
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The epistolary genre offers benefits of knowing the immediate circumstances of 

their writing, which serve as an aid in understanding their contents. Maximus’ preferred 

the literary genre is known as “centuries,”49 which are short paragraphs, or “chapters,”50 

arranged in collections of one hundred summaries elucidating aspects of ascetic 

struggle.51 Another genre that Maximus utilizes is quaestio-responsio, or responses to 

specific questions or commentaries on passages from Scripture or patristic writings, 

varied in length.52 In a unique way, Maximus’ epistles function as an epistolary form of 

quaestio-responsio, because they also answer specific theological questions, as well as 

identify those who posed the question, and the occasion of writing. The Christological 

epistles are quite lengthy in comparison with other works Maximus authored. Thus, they 

offer an uninterrupted line of argument, resembling complete theological treatises 

(Epistles 12, 13, and 15 most notably so). Molinié points out that confessions of faith that 

are often present in Maximus' letters also illustrate their theological nature.53 However, 

they also remain within the epistolary genre, because they have a specified addressee. As 

                                                 
49 “Century” derives from centeni, “a hundred each,” the Latin rendering of Greek 

ἡ ἑκατοντάς, “a hundred.” 

50 τὰ κεφάλαια in Greek, or capita in Latin. 

51 Louth, Maximus the Confessor, 20. 

52 Blowers, Exegesis, 28-73. Blowers argues that quaestio-responsio (a monastic 
genre of questions and responses) is a form of scriptural ἀπορίαι (scholia, or 
commentaries on scripture passages) that Maximus adapts for pedagogical purposes. 

53 Pierre Molinié, "La confession de foi inaugurale dans la Lettre 12 de Maxime le 
Confesseur," Revue d'études augustiniennes et patristiques 57, no. 2 (2011): 325-356. In 
addition to the confessions in Ep. 12 (PG 91:465D-468D and 500B-504A) that Molinié 
translates and analyzes, he provides a list of other confessions in Maximus' epistles: Ep. 
14, PG 91:536A-537B; Ep. 15, PG 91:572C-573C; Ep. 16, PG 91:577B-C; Ep. 17, PG 
91:581A-B; Ep. 18, PG 91:585A-C); Ep. 19, PG 91:592C-593C. For my treatment of the 
confession of faith in Ep. 12, see pp. 206-210. 
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such, they have a spirit of immediacy which a theological treatise proper may or may not 

contain. This spirit of immediacy makes these documents sources of primary data for an 

observation of the seventh-century theologian at work. These epistles provide a context 

and point out specific issues that inform Maximus’ interpretation of Cyril’s expressions. 

The content of the “Christological” epistles is informed by their primary goal, 

namely, the refutation of monophysitism. This is the context within which Maximus’ 

interpretation of Cyril was crucial. As a result, much attention is given to Cyril’s 

expression in these epistles. Presenting Cyril’s teaching in harmony with the orthodox (in 

this case, dyophysite) Chalcedonian doctrine of the church forms the heart of the 

refutation. As it has been indicated above, Maximus is compelled to address Cyril’s 

Christological formulae because his opponents also appeal to Cyril’s authority, and, 

specifically, to the formula μία ἡ τοῦ Υἱοῦ φύσις σεσαρκωμένη (“one incarnate nature of 

the Son”). Interpreting it as monadic, that is, implying the one-nature interpretation, they 

built their argument on the basis of this reading of Cyril. Thus, Maximus’ treatment of 

Cyril’s expression serves the primary anti-monophysite purpose of the epistles. 

Epistle 12 was written in Africa in November-December 64154 during the revival 

of monophysitism. Doctrinally, Ep. 12 confronts Severian monophysitism while not yet 

touching on monothelitism.55 The addressee of the epistle is John the Chamberlain,56 and 

                                                 
54 Sherwood, An Annotated Date-List, 45. 

55 References to Severus and his teaching in Ep. 12 are numerous. Most 
informative among them will be cited and discussed later in the chapter. For example, in 
Ep. 12, PG 91:501D Maximus calls Severus ἀσεβής (“ungodly”) and associates him and 
his teaching with other heretics. See Sherwood, Annotated Date-List, 47. 

56 “Ioannes cubicularius,” who was in Constantinople when the letter was written 
in late 641/early 642. J. R. Martindale, The Prosopography of the Later Roman Empire 
(hereafter PLRE), vol. 3A (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 706-707. 
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it was occasioned by letters from the Patrician Martina57 to George, the eparch of 

Africa.58 In these letters Martina supposedly defended pro-monophysite female ascetics 

of two Alexandrian monasteries who espoused the monophysite (“Severian”) heresy.59 

These letters in defense of heretics gave Martina the reputation of a heretic by 

association.60 

In view of growing agitation of the monophysites in Africa and Syria, George 

sought to avoid presenting Martina as their defender and declared the letter a forgery.61 

He summoned Maximus to convince monks of his position and of Martina’s orthodoxy 

seeking to rehabilitate her from any association with heresy.62 Maximus, however, 

allowed for a possibility that the chancellor Theodore delivered authentic letters 

presenting Martina’s true position as a defender of the heresy.63 If such were the case, it 

would mean that, by cooperating with Martina, John the Chamberlain was in fact aiding 

heretics and grievously sinning.64 

                                                                                                                                                 
Interestingly, Maximus’ correspondence is the only source for a reconstruction of John’s 
life in the prosopography. See also Sherwood, Annotated Date-List, 45. 

57 “Martina 1, Augusta” (c. 613-641). J. R. Martindale, PLRE 3B: 837-838. 

58 Ep. 12, PG 91:460A. “Georgius 50, praefectus praetorio Africae,” in office 
from either 633/634 or 641 to 642. J. R. Martindale, PLRE 3A: 521-522. 

59 Ep. 12, PG 91:460BC. 

60 Ep. 12, PG 91:460D-461A. See Sherwood, Annotated Date-List, 46. 

61 Ep. 12, 91:460C. 

62 Ep. 12, PG 91:461A. 

63 Ep. 12, PG 91:461B. 

64 Ep. 12, PG 91:461D-464B. See Sherwood, Annotated Date-List, 46. 
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Maximus argued that, on the contrary, eparch George did not aid heretics. He 

initially provided shelter for the female ascetics, but, as a result of their monophysite 

beliefs and propaganda he split their community and placed them into different orthodox 

communities.65 Those who eventually accepted the orthodox faith, as the nuns of Abbess 

Joannias did, were allowed to restore their communities.66 In this context Maximus offers 

his exposition of the right faith, contrasting it with the heretical Severian 

monophysitism.67 

John, the addressee of Ep. 12 and a close friend of Maximus, held the post of a 

chamberlain, a position of a high dignitary at the Byzantine imperial court. Maximus 

maintained regular and abundant correspondence with John that had started even prior to 

626,68 and paid John frequent visits before his exile to North Africa. Indeed, Maximus 

had known John probably from as early as the time of his service at the imperial court 

within the immediate entourage of the emperor (from 610 to 613). John remained in the 

imperial service up until the time of writing of Ep. 12.69 

In time of need, Maximus always found a supporter in John because of a bond of 

lasting friendship between them. In Ep. 12 he expresses his surprise as to why John had 

                                                 
65 Ep. 12, 91:464B-465A. 

66 Ep. 12, 91:465B. 

67 Ep. 12, 91:465D-468D. See Sherwood, Annotated Date-List, 46. 

68 Sherwood, Annotated Date-List, 26. 

69 Maximus refers to his addressee as one of the rulers, ἄρχων (Ep. 12, 91:460B). 
His addressee’s closeness to the empress and the extent of his influence on her is evident 
in Ep. 12, PG 91:461CD, where Maximus expresses his assumption that John’s position 
would allow him to approve or disapprove the contents of the empress’ correspondence. 
See Larchet, introduction to Lettres, 36. 
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not informed him personally about the imperial sanctions against George.70 In this epistle, 

which is “a true anti-monophysite treatise and an apology of the orthodox faith against 

this heresy,”71 Maximus undoubtedly expects that John, armed with doctrinal arguments 

provided by Maximus, will convince the empress and her entourage, whom he suspected 

to be partially given to the Severian teaching, to keep the true faith.72 

Ep. 13 was written in 633-34,73 to Peter the Illustrious, the exarch of Africa,74 

who was sent to Egypt in 632 with a double (ecclesial and military) mission by emperor 

Heraclius because of a threat of an Arab invasion.75 Although Maximus addresses him 

“my Lord,”76 as he commonly addresses all officials, Maximus appears to be Peter’s 

advisor in both dogmatic and spiritual-practical matters. For example, in Ep. 14, also 

addressed to Peter, Maximus writes to him about prayer.77 Peter already possessed some 

theological knowledge, as γνήσιον τέκνον τῆς ἁγίας τοῦ Θεοῦ καθολικῆς καὶ 

                                                 
70 Ep. 12, PG 91:460B. 

71 "…un véritable traité antimonophysite et une apologie de la foi orthodoxe 
contre cette hérésie." Larchet, introduction to Lettres, 37. 

72 Ep. 12, PG 91:465CD; Ep. 12, PG 91:508A-509B. Larchet, introduction to 
Lettres, 37. 

73 Sherwood, Annotated Date-List, 39. 

74 “Petrus illustrious, magister utriusque militiae per Numidiam” and “patricius,” 
in office c.636. J. R. Martindale, PLRE 3B: 1013. 

75 Larchet, introduction to Lettres, 51, 51n3. Boudignon suggests that Peter 
resided in Alexandria. Boudignon, "Maxime le Confesseur était-il constantinopolitain?, 
15-17. 

76 Ep. 13, PG 91:509B. 

77 Ep. 14, PG 91: 537C. 
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ἀποστολικῆς Ἐκκλησίας τεθεμελιωμένον ἐπὶ τῆς εὐσεβοῦς ὁμολογίας.78 Maximus 

probably met Peter in Carthage,79 or even earlier.80 

In Ep. 13 Maximus refers to a letter he had received from Peter, where Peter 

informs him about his safe return81 (probably to Alexandria),82 as well as about certain 

monophysites who relapsed into their heresy after a temporary return to the dyophysite 

position.83 Maximus’ reply (Ep. 13) contains an anti-monophysite treatise probably 

intended to help Peter to defend true faith, and to respond to the Severians’ accusations, 

persuading them to return to orthodoxy.84 Maximus writes that he does not have enough 

books with him in order to be able to provide Peter with citations from the Fathers, and 

refers him to Sophronius (the future patriarch of Jerusalem) for further instruction.85 

Ep. 15 was written between 634 and 64086 to Cosmas, an Alexandrian deacon87 

who is often mentioned in Maximus’ epistles.88 The epistle contains a long dogmatic, 

                                                 
78 Ep. 13, PG 91:512B. “…a genuine child of the catholic and apostolic church of 

God, who has been grounded in [its] pious witness.” 

79 Larchet, introduction to Lettres, 51. 

80 Ep. 13, PG 91:509B. 

81 Ep. 13, PG 91:509C. 

82 Larchet, introduction to Lettres, 52. 

83 Ep. 13, PG 91:512B-513A. 

84 Ep. 13, PG 91:513A-533A. 

85 Ep. 13, PG 91:532D-533A. See Larchet, introduction to Lettres, 51-53. 

86 Sherwood, Annotated Date-List, 40. 

87 Larchet, introduction to Lettres, 53. 

88 For example, Ep. 14, PG 91:536A; PG 91:537C. 
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anti-Severian treatise,89 probably in response to Cosmas’ request to advise him in 

theological matters.90 Maximus refers to this request in Ep. 14 addressed to Peter.91 In the 

same epistle Maximus speaks of Cosmas as a virtuous and wise man, and as a defender of 

the right doctrine of Christ.92 Ep. 16 is also addressed to Cosmas, where Maximus 

commends his steadfastness in faith in the face of trials93 and encourages him to remain 

strong.94 

Let us see how Maximus defends Cyril’s orthodoxy. The Confessor uses a 

number of arguments designed to demonstrate that a controversial proposition of his 

Alexandrian predecessor is in fact in a harmony with “the agreed voices of the Fathers.”95  

 
Maximus’ Interpretation of Cyril’s Monadic Expression 

“One Incarnate Nature of the Son” 
 

Maximus’ interpretation of Cyril’s monadic expression μία ἡ τοῦ Υἱοῦ φύσις 

σεσαρκωμένη plays a central role for the anti-monophysite purpose of Epistle 12. In this 

epistle Maximus devotes much attention to Cyril, quoting him six times.96 Although only 

                                                 
89 Ep. 15, PG 91:345A-576B. 

90 Ep. 15, PG 91:544A. 

91 Ep. 14, PG 91:537C. 

92 Ep. 14, PG 91:536A. 

93 Ep. 16, PG 91:577D. 

94 Ep. 16, PG 91:580AB. See Larchet, introduction to Lettres, 53-54. 

95 τάς... συνηγόρους τῶν Πατέρων φωνάς. Ep. 13, PG 91:532D. "Συνήγορος " 
means "advocating the same cause, in agreement with, co-defending, co-supporting." 
This is one of the words Maximus uses often in order to stress the consensus of the 
Fathers he assumes. For my discussion of the "consensus of the Fathers," see chap. 4, 
170-177. 

96 PG 91:472A; 472B; 477B; 481 C; 488B; 496A. 
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one of these quotations contains the monadic expression, μία ἡ τοῦ Υἱοῦ φύσις 

σεσαρκωμένη, other expressions contribute to an elucidation of its meaning. The epistle 

is structured around these quotations and thereby presents Maximus’ treatment of them as 

an organic whole, while also allowing one to trace a discernible path along which this 

treatment occurs. 

Maximus offers his interpretation of Cyril’s expression “one incarnate nature of 

the Son,” in response to his opponents who appealed to Cyril’s authority and quoted this 

expression in support of their monophysite position. In Ep. 12 Maximus introduces the 

following argument: Cyril neither intended to erase the difference between the natures of 

Christ post unionem nor forbade talking about two natures. Rather, by this expression 

Cyril intended to refute the Nestorian position that, in Cyril’s opinion, radically separated 

the two natures.97 There, Cyril explicitly writes that the united natures remain 

unconfused,98 and, consequently, they retain their properties. Maximus further explains 

that, for Cyril, “incarnate” stands for “the substance of our nature,”99 because flesh and 

                                                 
97 For a reconstruction of Nestorius’ Christology, see McGuckin, St. Cyril of 

Alexandria, 126-174. Maximus’ depiction of Nestorius’ teaching seems to follow the 
track that had started with Nestorius’ first opponents. McGuckin writes that Cyril, for 
instance, heard Nestorius as teaching a double Christ, the “Two-Sons” theory of 
Eustathius of Antioch and Diodore of Tarsus. In reality, Nestorius distanced himself from 
these theologians and criticized their theory. Cyril, however, remained unconvinced of it, 
because he was more concerned with the ways Nestorius’ teaching would be heard than 
with his argument as such. Since most of Nestorius’ own writings were probably burned 
as a result of the Edict of Theodosius II of 435 (CTh.16.5.66), it is fair to suggest that 
Maximus assumes the traditional presentation of Nestorius’ teaching without trying to 
add more color to an already-dark picture. 

98 Cyril of Alexandria, Contra Nestorium, 2.6, ACO 1.1.6:42; PG 76:85AB. 
Quoted by Maximus in Ep. 12, PG 91:472A. 

99 Ep. 13, PG 91:525A. 
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an intelligent soul constitute human nature.100 Thus, Cyril’s intended meaning of the 

entire expression is the following: the Logos is united with the intact human nature which 

is denoted by the word “incarnate.” 

 
Statement of Faith 

Quotations of Cyril in Ep. 12 are representative of what appears to be a pattern 

that Maximus uses demonstrating that Cyril’s monadic expression is an organic part of 

the Christian tradition. It is instructive, however, to see how Maximus introduces Cyril’s 

phrase, preparing the contextual ground for its explanation. He accomplishes this by 

placing the following discussion within the context of the normative teaching of the 

church as expressed in a brief confession, and within the context of the primary doctrinal 

orientation of the Ep. 12, that is, its anti-monophysite purpose. 

Maximus begins by describing the circumstances that led to his writing.101 At the 

offset of the doctrinal part of the epistle, Maximus aligns his discussion with a confession 

that resembles a glossed creedal statement. It is a summary of the kerugma and of the 

Christological achievement of the ecumenical councils. Christ is affirmed as the true 

God, the creator and sustainer of the universe, born of the virgin-Theotokos. A perfect 

God and perfect man, He is consubstantial with us. As such, He had a rational human 

soul animating the flesh and a true beginning of his existence in time. He did not 

exchange modes of being. He is fully and simultaneously both: the One who becomes 

                                                 
100 Ep. 12, PG 91:496C. Cf. Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 42. Thunberg 

analyzes Maximus’ argument and observes that this interpretation of Cyril is “obviously 
also intended to be in harmony with the text of the 4th anathema of the Council of 
Constantinople.” For discussion of the meaning of “incarnate,” see p. 224, n. 152. 

101 PG 91:459A-465D. I summarize these circumstances in the discussion of the 
background of the “Christological” epistles; see pp. 298-205. 
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and the One who remains. He is the one who has changed into “another thing, something 

genuinely different” becoming something He had not been, while at the same time 

remaining the one who shares the nature and essence with the God the Father. Maximus 

describes this consubstantiality with a series apophatic terms “uncreated, invisible, 

unlimited, immutable, unmoved, impassible, incorruptible, immortal, the creator of 

everything.” Though not in strict parallel, these apophatic terms are followed by their 

cataphatic foils to describe his consubstantiality with us: “creaturely, passible, 

circumscribable, limited, mortal.” “Being at once divine and human, He confirmed his 

divinity by divine miracles, and his humanity by human suffering,” as the Gospels depict 

him. Being διποῦν τὴν φύσην, ἤτοι τὴν οὐσίαν (“dual nature, or essence”), He, as the 

mediator, “must properly preserve a natural connection existing on both sides with that 

which is mediated,” thus, “truly indeed,” binding both realms in and through Himself. 

The corrupted human nature was saved and deified. Through the interaction with his holy 

human flesh, our corrupted nature was transformed. Dual by nature, He is one and the 

same in hypostasis. This duality and unity is simultaneous and real rather than nominal. 

Being truly and unchangeably God, He neither added nor took away from the Trinity. 

While He suffered, his divinity remained impassible. While being an “incredible and 

unutterable mystery,” the death of an impassible God is also the only foundation of our 

salvation.102 

Pelikan identifies this statement in Ep. 12 as “an extensive paraphrase of the 

Nicene Creed, directed to the new issues that had arisen,”103 although it is more 

                                                 
102 PG 91:465D-468D. 

103 Pelikan, "Council or Father or Scripture,” 284. 
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accurately a theological description of the Chalcedonian definition of faith.104 Maximus 

neither recites the conciliar definition verbatim, nor identifies the council explicitly. 

Rather, he offers an exposition of the major propositions of the definition: the integrity of 

both natures, the duality of natures, and the unity of the hypostasis of the Incarnate 

Christ. 

Maximus stresses the integrity of both natures. Christ is said to be fully God and 

fully man: He remains consubstantial with God the Father in divinity, and becomes 

human by uniting to himself the human flesh from Mary the Theotokos (θεοτόκος, the 

God-bearer). Both natures retain their properties according to the biblical testimony that 

shows Christ as both performing miracles as God, and suffering as a man. 

Maximus stresses both the duality of Christ’s natures, and the unity of hypostasis, 

in words close to, yet not identical with, the Chalcedonian definition: “…ὁμοούσιον τὸν 

αὐτὸν τῷ θεῷ καὶ Πατρὶ κατὰ τὴν θεότητα, ὁμοούσιον ἡμῖν τὸν αὐτὸν κατὰ τὴν 

ἀνθρωπότητα· διπλοῦν τὴν φύσιν, ἤτοι τὴν οὐσίαν.”105 Thus, he stresses the duality of 

natures, but changes the wording, from the controversial “in two natures” of the conciliar 

formula, to “dual nature, or essence.” He also makes it clear that φύσις (“nature”) and 

                                                 
104 ACO 2.1.2:127-130. For a translation and a brief discussion see also Pelikan 

and Hotchkiss, eds., Creeds and Confessions of Faith, 1:172-181. The bishops at 
Chalcedon intended the conciliar definition of faith to be exactly that: an explanation of 
the Nicene Creed, and not an introduction of a new creed. 

105 PG 91:468C. “[T]he same one, consubstantial with God the Father in divinity, 
and the same one consubstantial with us in humanity, dual in nature, or essence.” Cf. “[9] 
consubstantial with the Father as regards his divinity, [10] and the same consubstantial 
with us as regards his humanity… acknowledged [17] in two natures [ὁμοούσιον τῷ 
πατρὶ κατὰ τὴν θεότητα καὶ ὁμοούσιον ἡμῖν τὸν αὐτὸν κατὰ τὴν ἀνθρωπότητα... ἐν δύο 
φύσεσιν].” ACO 2.1.2:129; trans. Pelikan and Hotchkiss, Creeds and Confessions of 
Faith, 1:181. 
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οὐσία (“essence”) are understood synonymously in this context, and are both 

characterized by duality. 

Stressing the unity of hypostasis, Maximus constantly repeats that Christ is “one 

and the same (ἕνα καὶ τὸν αὐτόν),” as does the Chalcedonian definition. Yet, he denies 

any division of the hypostasis more emphatically than the definition by saying that Christ 

is “…not dual in hypostasis, or person; for He was one and the same, both before the 

Incarnation, and remains after the Incarnation.”106 Again, Maximus clarifies the wording 

of the affirmation of the unity of hypostasis by pointing out that “hypostasis” and 

“person” are synonyms in this context. He uses the same adjective for “dual in nature 

(διπλοῦν τὴν φύσιν)” and “but not dual in hypostasis (οὐ διπλοῦν δὲ τὴν ὑπόστασιν),” 

probably for a clearer contrast between unity and duality in Christ, and in preparation for 

the following argument for using numbers as a means of expression of unity and duality 

in Christ. 

Thus, Maximus sets the stage for the rest of the epistle by identifying his 

dyophysite position as being in harmony with conciliar authority, and over against the 

erroneous Christology of his opponents, the Severian monophysites, whose teaching 

Maximus set out to refute. He also points out the paradoxical nature of the mystery of 

Christ’s Incarnation (hence, his parenthetical exclamation, ὢ τοῦ παραδόξου καὶ 

ἀνεκφράστου μυστηρίου!).107 Yet, as the next section of the epistle will show, the 

Christology that shares main emphases with the one expressed at Chalcedon, if properly 

interpreted, does not contradict the biblical testimony, nor does it contain logical 

                                                 
106 PG 91:468D. "οὐ διπλοῦν δὲ τὴν ὑπόστασιν, ἤτοι τὸ πρόσωπον· διὰ τὸ ἕνα καὶ 

τὸν αὐτὸν, καὶ πρὸς σαρκὸς εἶναι, καὶ μετά σαρκὸς μεμενηκέναι." 

107 “Oh incredible and unutterable mystery!” Ep. 12, 91:468D. 
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contradictions within itself. Maximus demonstrates, however, that the absence of logical 

contradiction becomes evident only when these Christological formulations are 

interpreted correctly in light of tradition, or, in other words, unlocked with its 

hermeneutical key. 

 
Re-Interpretation of Cyril 

In the next section of the epistle, Maximus defines the concepts and principles 

that he is going to employ in his anti-monophysite argument in which the interpretation 

of Cyril’s expression will be the key component. Maximus clarifies the conceptual 

language of unity and duality. He defines the concepts of “distinction” and “division,” 

and defends the application of number108 to the Christological formulation “two-in-one.” 

Maximus’ elucidation of these concepts further clarifies the Chalcedonian definition by 

showing that, when properly interpreted, the Christological formulation “two-in-one” is 

not self-contradictory. But what is the relevance of these arguments for Christology? 

Maximus offers a nuanced explanation of how number is applied in speaking 

about the two natures in one person of Christ. The Severians opposed application of 

number to Christ Incarnate in any sense at all. They taught, for instance, that the number 

“two” introduces division and leads to what was commonly associated with 

Nestorianism,109 inevitably dividing Christ into two individuals. In his counterargument, 

Maximus defines the concepts of διαφορά (“distinction”) and διαίρεσις (“division”). 

Distinction identifies in what way things differ from one another, yet it does not separate 

                                                 
108 For a summary, see Larchet, introduction to Lettres, 17-18; Balthasar, Cosmic 

Liturgy, 109-14. 

109 See chap. 5, p. 205, n. 97. 
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things from one another. Division, however, separates things, setting them apart to exist 

independently and separately from one another.110 Maximus further argues that number 

does not introduce division or separation because it has no capacity of affecting either 

things themselves or relations among them.111 Number only indicates quantity and 

identifies a distinction between things that have been counted, but it does not create this 

distinction.112 Thus, the usage of number is necessary in order to identify a distinction 

between two things.113 

One and the same thing can be referred to in different respects. For example, there 

is no contradiction in speaking about a multicolored stone as one in terms of quantity, and 

at the same time count the colors present in the stone, and identify these colors by a 

number. This expression of a quantity of colors will not affect the singularity of the stone 

or cause it to split.114 

                                                 
110 Ep. 12, PG 91:469AB. 

111 PG 91:473D-476A. 

112 PG 91:477A. 

113 According to Balthasar, Maximus adopts this argument from Leontius of 
Byzantium, who, in turn, borrowed it from Heraclian of Chalcedon. Balthasar, Cosmic 
Liturgy, 108-09. See also Johannes Peter Junglas, “Leontius von Byzanz: Studien zu 
seinen Schriften, Quellen und Anschauungen,” Forschungen zur christlichen Literatur- 
und Dogmengeschischte 7, no. 3 (Paderborn, Germany: Druck und Verlag von Ferdinand 
Schöningh, 1908), 56-57; Leontius of Byzantium, Adversus argumenta Severi 
(=Epilyseis), PG 86:1912A-D, 1917A, 1920A-1921A; Leontius of Byzantium, Adversus 
Nestorianos et Eutychianos, PG 86:1280AB; Leontius of Byzantium, De Sectis, PG 
86:1241D-1244D. Cf. Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 109 n. 86. Balthasar points out a 
parallel between Leontius’ distinction between quality and quantity and the Trinitarian 
theology of Basil of Caesarea (De spiritu sancto 17.43, PG 32:148B; SC 17:401). 

114 PG 91:476BC. 
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Maximus explains the relevance of these principles for Christology. The logoi (or 

spiritual principles)115 of Christ’s human and divine natures remain unchanged after the 

union. It is possible to use number without contradiction with reference to the two natures 

of Christ after the union. One can speak of Christ as dual in terms of natures, thus 

expressing their essences, and as singular in terms of hypostasis thus expressing the 

natures’ mode of being as unity.116 Number “two” points out the distinction of the two 

natures that persists after the union rather than their division.117 

In the context of this discussion concerning distinction and division, and 

concerning the justification of the use of number, Maximus mentions Cyril for the first 

time in the epistle. He points out that Cyril clearly understood this difference between 

distinction and division in reference to the natures of Christ, and that it is clearly seen in 

his defense of the distinction of the two natures that persisted after the union in his 

Christological formulations against Nestorius.118 

Maximus introduces Cyril in a way that defines Cyril’s place with respect to the 

Fathers, and to the conciliar authority, as well as places him within the anti-monophysite 

context of the epistle. He introduces Cyril as “the most holy luminary of the Church” (ὁ 

ἁγιώτατος τῆς Ἐκκλησίας φωστήρ).119 Before quoting Cyril, Maximus restates the 

necessity of maintaining both parts of the Christological formula: the distinction of 

                                                 
115 See chap. 3, pp. 89-91. 

116 PG 91:469AC. 

117 PG 91:473AB. 

118 PG 91:469D-472C; Cyril of Alexandria, Contra Nestorium, ACO 1.1.6:42; 
Apologia xii Capitulorum contra Orientales, ACO 1.1.7:40. 

119 PG 91:472A. For an overview of the epithets that Maximus uses for approved 
Fathers see Pelikan, "Council or Father or Scripture,” 283. 
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natures in their properties without change or fusion, as well as their inseparability in 

union. He uses language reminiscent of the Chalcedonian formulation of faith.120 This is 

the truth that the collective voice of the Fathers articulates, and that the conciliar 

authority affirms. And this is supposedly what Cyril teaches, despite the attempts of the 

enemies of the Holy Church to misrepresent him as their supporter (that is, a supporter of 

“one-nature” teaching). Cyril’s voice, therefore, strengthens the anti-monophysite cause 

of the epistle rather than weakening the dyophysite position: 

Παρενηνεγμένου γε μὴν  εἰς μέσον ἡμῖν μυστηρίου τοῦ κατὰ Χριστὸν, ὁ τῆς 
ἑνώσεως λόγος, οὐκ ἀγνοεῖ μὲν τὴν διαφορὰν, ἐξίστησι δὲ τὴν διαίρεσιν· οὐ 
σθγχέων [τὰς φύσεις] ἢ ἀνακιρνῶν τὰς φύσεις· ἀλλ᾿ ὅτι σαρκὸς καὶ αἵματος 
μετεσχηκὼς ὁ τοῦ Θεοῦ Λόγος, εἷς δὴ πάλιν καὶ ὁ αὐτὸς Υἱὸς νοεῖται καὶ 
ὀνομάζεται.121 

 
In short, even though Cyril’s monadic expression is not mentioned, Maximus 

defines Cyril’s position by reconstructing the patristic and conciliar tradition, as well as 

the principal anti-monophysite stance of the epistle. Let us look at three specific instances 

where Maximus quotes Cyril and discusses his monadic statement. 

Cyril’s expression in Ep. 12 appears after Maximus clarifies his conceptual 

language. This clarification consists of defining the concepts of “distinction” as opposed 

to “division,” and explaining how number should be used for identification of unity and 

duality in Christ. Maximus also defines Cyril’s place with respect to the authorities of the 

                                                 
120 PG 91:469D-472A. 

121 Cyril of Alexandria, Contra Nestorium, 2.6, ACO 1.1.6:42; PG 76:85AB. 
Quoted by Maximus in Ep. 12, PG 91:472A. English translation in Norman Russell, Cyril 
of Alexandria, The Early Church Fathers (London & New York: Rutledge, 2000), 150 
(modified). “But when the mystery of Christ is set before us, our discussion of the union 
does not ignore the difference but nevertheless puts the division aside, not because we are 
confusing the natures or mixing them together, but because the Word of God, having 
partaken of flesh and blood, is still thought of, and called, one and the same Son.” 
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Fathers and the councils, as well as his importance for the main argument of the epistle. 

Through these operations he also offers a clearer interpretation of the Chalcedonian 

definition itself. When the mode of being (πῶς εἶναι) is explained through the concept of 

distinction, and when the number “two” is applied to indicate the reality of this 

distinction, the four limiting terms ἀσυγχύτως, ἀτρέπτως, ἀδιαιρέτως, ἀχωρίστως122 

(“without confusion, without change, without division, without separation”) are clearly 

seen as qualifying unacceptable interpretations of the two natures, thus stressing the 

indispensability of maintaining both the unity and distinction of Christ’s natures in 

maintaining the biblical truth of the Word becoming flesh. 

A restatement of the “logic” just explained serves as the immediate context for 

Maximus’ introduction of Cyril’s quotation containing the monadic expression μία ἡ τοῦ 

Υἱοῦ φύσις σεσαρκωμένη (“one incarnate nature of the Son”). The expression is given as 

a word-for-word (ἐπὶ λέξεως) quotation of “the most holy Cyril” “in truth indeed” (ἐπ᾿ 

αὐτῆς τῆς ἀληθείας): 

Οὕτω καὶ ἐπὶ Νεστορίου, κἂν λέγῃ δύο φύσεις, τὴν διαφορὰν σημαίνων τῆς 
σαρκὸς καὶ τοῦ Θεοῦ Λόγου· ἀλλ᾿ οὐκέτι τὴν ἕνωσιν ὁμολογεῖ μεθ᾿ ἡμῶν. Ἡμεῖς 
γὰρ ἑνώσαντες ταῦτα, ἕνα Χριστὸν, ἕνα Υἱὸν, ἕνα Κύριον ὁμολογοῦμεν· καὶ 
λοιπὸν, μίαν τὴν τοῦ Υἱοῦ φύσιν σεσαρκωμένην.123 
Maximus follows Cyril’s words by his own remark that interprets Cyril’s words in 

light of Maximus’ preceding conceptual explications. Maximus presents his interpretation 

in words that Cyril could have said himself because they logically follow from Cyril’ 

                                                 
122 ACO 2.1.2:129. 

123 PG 91:477B; Cyril of Alexandria, Ep. ad Eulogium, ACO 1.1.4:35; Ep. 44, PG 
77:225AB; trans. McGuckin, St. Cyril of Alexandria, 349 (modified). “It is the same in 
the case of Nestorius, even if he does not speak of two natures to signify the difference 
between the flesh and God the Word… But Nestorius does not confess the union along 
with us. We unite these [realities] and confess… one Christ, one Son, one Lord; and we 
confess moreover that there is one incarnate nature of the Son.” 
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proposition when it is viewed in light of proper interpretation and qualified by its 

categories. In essence, this imaginary speech affirms that the number “two” is applied to 

Christ only in the sense of affirming the distinction the natures preserve after the union. 

Number “one” is applied only in the sense of the mode of the union (τῆς ἑνώσεως 

τρόπος), that is, in order to affirm that they exist as one.124 

In the context of duality and unity of Christ Maximus appears to use φύσις with 

two different degrees of generalization.125 Such usage supports the appropriateness of the 

term for both the duality and the unity aspects of the incarnate Christ. In his opening 

statement of faith, he uses it synonymously with οὐσία (“essence”), that is, in a more 

general sense. In this sense, there are two natures in Christ. Here, he is using it in two 

ways, as implying different degrees of generalization. More generic natures—in a sense 

of essences—are double in Christ. The dynamic reality which their unconfused union 

creates is singular. This reality does not capture the level of individuality reserved to 

hypostasis. Yet, without losing its connotation of a general concept, it descends down the 

“scale of particularization” shifting its meaning toward the dynamic reality whose 

individual actualization is reserved to the term ὑπόστασις.126 Maximus further qualifies 

the term nature used in this existential sense by considering natures with respect to their 

logoi, and with respect to the tropos (mode) of their union as has been already mentioned. 

Thus, Maximus appears to pick up on a certain adaptability of the concept of 

φύσις (“nature”) as he uses it of both oneness and duality of the hypostatic union; we 

                                                 
124 PG 91:477BC. 

125 For the evolution and meanings of οὐσία and φύσις in the context of creation 
see Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 216-218; Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 83-90. 

126 Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 86. 
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speak of two natures to stress the distinction between the human and the divine preserved 

in the union. One speaks of one incarnate nature, stressing the reality of their union and 

the manner in which the human and the divine exist (that is, as one, in unity).127 Both 

unity and duality of Christ must be affirmed—even though their coexistence cannot be 

fully explained—no matter what nouns are used to point out these aspects.128 Since 

Maximus presents the above argument as a logical development of Cyril's statement, he 

apparently reads Cyril as also applying the term φύσις for both oneness and duality. 

Maximus’ nuanced understanding of nature, and particularly his stress on balance of 

duality and unity, are of Post-Chalcedonian derivation. While somewhat idiosyncratic, 

because his nuanced understanding of Maximus is indebted to Aristotle filtered through 

the prism of Leontius of Byzantium, a Neo-Chalcedonian theologian.129 

 After his argument for a legitimacy of numbers in theological discussion, 

Maximus proceeds to analyze Cyril’s controversial expression in its immediate context. 

He quotes it not only within the entire sentence where it appears, but also includes the 

preceding sentences that explain it thus revealing the anti-Nestorian intent of the 

expression. These preceding sentences show that both Cyril and Nestorius agree that both 

natures persist after the union. Yet, Cyril points out the aspect where they disagree, 

namely, Nestorius’ rejection of the unity of the natures. Cyril chooses his wording “with 

strict precision and reverence” (ἀκριβῶς μεθ᾿ εὐσεβείας)130 to highlight the critical point 

of disagreement. Maximus thus presents Cyril’s phrase that contains the monadic 
                                                 

127 Ep. 12, PG 91:477B. 

128 Ibid., 477AC. 

129 Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 83-84 

130 PG 91:477C. 
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expression as an anti-Nestorian affirmation of unity. Cyril is, therefore, but defending the 

unity of the natures compromised by Nestorius. 

In the concluding part of this argument Maximus articulates the relevance of 

Cyril’s affirmation. Turned from ambiguousness into explicitly dyophysite by Maximus’ 

interpretation just given, the statement can now be used for strengthening the anti-

monophysite cause of the epistle. Cyril is now shown to affirm the use of a more 

discriminating language, the language of number in particular, being deliberately 

attentive to the aspect to which number is applied. Maximus concludes that it is pious and 

necessary to use numbers and to speak about the natures as two, as the Fathers affirm 

it.131 Cyril’s voice is no longer potentially discordant as it is now presented as speaking in 

unison with the collective voice of the Fathers. In the end, Cyril’s teaching is cast in such 

a way that it strongly affirms the necessity of maintaining both truths within the 

Christological formula—both the unity AND the distinction of the natures—for a more 

adequate expression of the ultimate mystery of the Incarnation. Taking either part out of 

balance leads to two polar extremes, the heresies of either Nestorius, or of Apollinaris 

and Eutyches.132 Contemporary monophysite opponents are not mentioned, but the 

implication is that they are heretics by association because they do not read Cyril, now 

harmonized and “orthodox,” as Maximus does. The double goal is then accomplished: 

not only is the opponents’ teaching condemned, but the dyophysite cause is also 

reaffirmed by the authority of the Alexandrian bishop who, apparently, could not have 

made a conscious positive input to solving a problem that did not yet exist. If anything, 

                                                 
131 PG 91:480AB. 

132 PG 91:480BC. 
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he contributed to it with his ambiguous monadic statements, because he spoke the 

language of the fifth century with the level of technicality which, in case of was yet 

insufficient. Maximus, however, gives Cyril a nice seventh-century polish. 

Maximus proceeds with yet another elucidation of the expression “one incarnate 

nature of the Son” in light of another epistle of Cyril. Introducing his consideration of 

Cyril’s conceptual language under a new angle, Maximus unequivocally associates the 

Alexandrian theologian with the approved Fathers. He accomplishes this using an 

argument from the contrary, namely, by presenting Cyril’s poor interpreters as 

themselves falling out of the consensus of the Fathers. In Maximus’ judgment, those who 

believe that Cyril’s expression contradicts the affirmation of the two natures do not know 

the pronouncements of the Fathers.133 Maximus also gives instructions as to how one 

should approach patristic texts. The Fathers should be read in the fear of God, “zealously 

aspiring” (σπεύδειν) to avoid turning their words that teach peace and unanimity into a 

pretext for fighting and “disagreement” (διαστάσεως).134 

Maximus then assesses Cyril’s proposition in light of the purpose (σκόπος) 

expressed by Cyril himself at the end of his Second Epistle to Succensus. Here, the 

meaning of ἀδιαίρετος (“undivided”) is the subject-matter. Maximus quotes a passage 

where Cyril asserts two senses of ἀδιαίρετος, and argues that he understands it rightly, 

while Nestorius takes it in a distorted way: 

Τὸ δὲ ἀδιαιρέτως προστεθὲν, δοκεῖ πως παρ᾿ ἡμῖν ὀρθῆς δόξης εἶναι σημαντικόν. 
Αὐτοὶ δὲ οὐχ οὕτω νοοῦσι. Τὸ γὰρ ἀδιαίρετον παρ᾿ αὐτοῖς, κατὰ τὰς Νεστορίου 
κενοφωνίας, καθ᾿ ἕτερον λαμβάνεται τρόπον. Φασὶ γὰρ, ὅτι τῇ ἰσοτιμίᾳ, τῇ 
ταθτοβουλίᾳ, τῇ αὐθεντείᾳ ἀδιαίρετός ἐστι τοῦ θεοῦ Λόγου ὁ ἐν ᾧ κατῴκησεν 

                                                 
133 PG 91:481AB. 

134 PG 91:481B. 
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ἄνθρωπος. Ὥστε οὐχ ἁπλῶς τὰς λέξεις προφέρουσιν, ἀλλὰ μετά τινος δόλου καὶ 
κακουργίας.135 
 
Next, Maximus develops implications of Cyril’s words by explaining, that the 

meaning of ἀδιαίρετος that Cyril affirmed should be understood as referring to the 

hypostatic union. Interpreted in this sense, ἀδιαίρετος does not exclude the persistence of 

the two distinct natures.136 In contrast, Nestorius uses this term implying a “relational 

junction” (σχετικὴ σθνάφεια), which is not a true union, but only an identity of 

volition.137 In other words, what Cyril rejects is not two undivided natures that exist being 

united in the hypostatic union, but rather the meaning that Nestorius ascribes to 

ἀδιαίρετος (“undivided”). Having explained that Cyril’s expression should be taken in 

light of understanding ἀδιαίρετος (“undivided”) as a reference to the hypostatic union, 

Maximus presents Cyril as a supporter of the dyophysite doctrine, thus placing his 

conclusion in the context of the overall anti-monophysite argument of the epistle. 

Maximus then defines the hypostatic union in contrast with the relational union. 

He states that only this interpretation of the union as hypostatic allows for understanding 

it as a type of union that unites two distinct natures yet allowing for preservation of 

                                                 
135 Cyril of Alexandria, Ep. ad Successum 2, ACO 1.1.6:162; Ep. 46, PG 

77:245C; trans. McGuckin, St. Cyril of Alexandria, 363, brackets added; quoted by 
Maximus in Ep. 12, PG 91:481C. “To add the qualification ‘inseparably’ seems to 
indicate that they share the orthodox opinion along with us, but this is not how they really 
think, for they understand the word ‘inseparable’ in the same empty sense as Nestorius. 
They say that the man in whom the Word took his dwelling was inseparable from him in 
terms of equality of honor, [in terms of] identity of will, and [in terms of] authority, all of 
which means that they do not use the words straightforwardly but with a certain amount 
of trickery and deceit.”  

136 PG 91:481CD. 

137 PG 91:484A. 
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distinct properties of each.138 He presents his conception of these two types of union 

emphasizing that this conception is κατὰ τοὺς πατέρας (“according to the Fathers”),139 

that is, it is in harmony with the Fathers’ teaching on the same issue. Maximus apparently 

treats this point of reference—that which is taught according to the Fathers—as a single 

monolithic whole.140 He also demonstrates that Cyril affirms the very same patristic 

interpretation of the hypostatic union, confessing it in accordance with the Fathers.141 

Hence, the doctrine of the two natures has been affirmed ἔκ τε τῶν ἁγίων 

Πατέρων, καὶ τῆς τῶν κοινῶν ἐννοιῶν ἀκολουθίας,142 that is, without contradicting either 

reason or the patristic tradition. Cyril’s voice, when correctly interpreted, does not 

contradict but rather affirms the consensus143 of the Fathers. 

In order to further prove that Cyril did not deny the duality of nature in Christ, 

Maximus presents Cyril’s teaching in harmony with the patristic tradition by showing 

that it agrees with the teaching of another approved Father of the church, Gregory of 

Nazianzus. The logic of Maximus’ argument is the following. He quotes two expressions 

                                                 
138 PG 91:484AB. 

139 PG 91:484B. 

140 Lyman, “Topography of Heresy,” 45-62. Making a contrast between multiple 
and changing heretical opinions with a monolithic unity of those holding a position 
presented as orthodox was a rhetorical technique increasingly common in Christian 
antiheretical polemical literature from the second century onward. 

141 PG 91:484C. 

142 “…both according to the holy Fathers, and after a sober reasoning.” PG 
91:484C. 

143 For Maximus’ notion of the “consensus of the Fathers” see chap. 4, pp. 163-
170. Cf. Gray, “ ‘The Select Fathers,’ " 21-36. 
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from Gregory,144 and then quotes Cyril. Maximus stresses that both Fathers affirm the 

same principle: that one and the same subject can be considered in different respects, or, 

in other words, according to two different logoi (principles). Therefore, one can speak 

about the incarnate Christ as dual in one respect, and as singular in another. Following 

this logic, Maximus argues that, if number is applied according to different principles, 

such application does not lead to a contradiction. The unity of a subject in one respect 

does not erase its duality in another respect. Finally, Maximus compares the implications 

that follow from both Fathers’ statements in order to demonstrate the agreement between 

them. 

If we consider the argument in detail, Maximus quotes the first statement of 

Gregory, where the Theologian describes the union of God and man in Christ as ἕν ἐξ 

ἀμφοῖν λέγων, καὶ δι᾿ ἑνὸς ἀμφότερα.145 Next, the implications from Gregory’s statement 

are introduced as words that Nazianzen could have said himself (ὡσανεὶ ἔλεγεν, “as if he 

said”). These implications are then employed for arguing that it is possible to speak of 

Christ as one hypostasis, that is, as a single whole combining two natures as parts, and 

about the two natures as parts of the whole. Maximus then offers another direct quote 

from Gregory which also refers to two natures of the Son after the union: Εἰ γὰρ καὶ τὸ 

συναμφότερον ἓν, ἀλλ᾿ οὐ τῇ φύσει, τῇ δὲ συνόδῳ.146 

                                                 
144 PG 91:493D-496 A; Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 2.23, PG 35:432; NPNF2 

7:209; Or. 30.8, PG 36:113 B; NPNF2 7:312. 

145 “[O]ne consisting of two, and both in one.” PG 91:493D; Gregory of 
Nazianzus, Or. 2.23, PG 35:432; NPNF2 7:209. 

146 “For although these two terms express but one [Person], yet this is not by a 
unity of nature, but by a union of the two.” PG 91:493D-496A; Gregory of Nazianzus, 
Or. 30.8, PG 36:113B; NPNF2 7:312. The word “Person” is added by NPNF2 translators. 
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Maximus proceeds by quoting Cyril: Ὥστε τὰ δύο μηκέτι μὲν εἶναι δύο, δι᾿ 

ἀμφοῖν δὲ τὸ  ἓν ἀποτελεῖσθαι ζῶον)147 The Confessor then also draws implications from 

Cyril’s words making clear that his interpretation is exactly what Cyril implied. 

According to Maximus’ interpretation, Cyril clearly asserts (μονονουχί διαῤῥήδην βοῶν, 

“all but crying aloud expressly”) that the parts (soul and body) that come together in one 

human being still can be spoken of as two according to their natural logoi. Hence, when a 

man is identified as one individual, neither the duality in terms of his soul and body is 

negated, nor is he split into two as an individual. The latter is a conclusion that pious 

reason could not accept. The same principle applies to Christ: maintaining two natures 

united into one whole and referred to as one hypostasis does not split Christ into two 

Christs or two Sons. If Cyril did not recognize the duality of natures, he would not have 

spoken about their distinction.148 

Therefore, in order to demonstrate that Cyril’s monadic expression μία ἡ τοῦ Υἱοῦ 

φύσις σεσαρκωμένη, when properly interpreted, does not make him a supporter of the 

monophysite teaching, Maximus uses a quotation that does not explicitly mention one or 

two natures. Yet, the quotation’s implications show that Cyril never rejected the duality 

of natures. These implications are anticipated by, and interpreted in light of, two 

quotations from Gregory of Nazianzus, thus aligning Cyril with a teaching of an 

approved Father. 

                                                 
147 “This is why the two are no longer two, but through both of them the one 

living creature is rendered complete.” PG 91:496A; Cyril of Alexandria, Ep. ad 
Successum 2, ACO 1.1.6:162; Ep. 46, PG 91:245AB; trans. McGuckin, St. Cyril of 
Alexandria, 363. 

148 PG 91:496AB. 
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Maximus follows with a series of contrary-to-fact conditional sentences. Most of 

them are rhetorical questions that imply a negative response. The questions are nearly 

parallel in construction: If Cyril had rejected the duality of natures in Christ, would he 

have affirmed x? By x I mean a variety of concepts that Cyril did affirm, precisely 

because in reality he never rejected the duality of natures in Christ. In other words, 

Cyril’s affirmations are presented as implications of his fundamental affirmation of the 

duality of Christ’s natures. By this series of rhetorical questions, however, Maximus not 

only demonstrates that Cyril never opposed the two-natures concept, but also 

accomplishes other goals. He places the preceding argument within the main anti-

monophysite framework of the epistle. Cyril, the one whom monophysites quoted in 

support of their doctrine, is presented as their accuser. Not only Cyril’s monadic 

expression, but the entire dyophysite position which he never rejected but rather 

supported, are presented in harmony with the patristic tradition, the Chalcedonian 

definition, and the biblical testimony. 

Maximus’ argument develops as follows.149 If Cyril rejected the two natures, he 

would not have taught that the distinction of the natures persists even when they are 

united. He would not have taught that the natures remain distinct, not identical, 

unconfused, and both form one Christ (cf. the Chalcedonian terms ἀδιαιρέτως, 

ἀσύγχετως). He would not have believed that the Word and flesh never change one into 

another (cf. the Chalcedonian term ἀτρέπτως). He would not have known that evangelists 

and apostles used the language in reference to the Lord discriminately, applying some 

                                                 
149 PG 91:496BC. I paraphrase these sentences instead of quoting Maximus 

directly for the sake of clarity, because English is not suitable for rendering double 
negatives. 
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words to speak of him as one Person, and other words specifically for his two natures 

(either human or divine).150 Hence, harmony with the biblical testimony is likewise 

affirmed. 

Here Maximus brings in the monadic expression again, and explains it in light of 

the biblical testimony. If Cyril were contradicting this testimony, he would not have used 

the language with the same discrimination as the biblical writers did. He would not have 

defined the perfect human nature in Christ as “flesh intelligibly inanimated (σαρκὸς 

νοερῶς ἐψυχωμένης),” (but, in fact, he did). Maximus shows that Cyril’s addition of 

“incarnate” refers to our human nature, which is necessary for affirming that the human 

nature of Christ was complete. Like ours, it also consists of the “flesh intelligibly 

inanimated.”151 

Maximus concludes that the affirmation of two natures united without separation 

is an expression of orthodox faith, unless it is interpreted in the heretical Nestorian 

sense.152 Thus, he reaffirms that the preceding argumentation supports the ultimate anti-

monophysite purpose of Epistle 12. 

In the section that concludes the main body of the epistle Maximus wraps up his 

anti-monophysite argument. Now, having proven that Cyril does not bring discord into 

                                                 
150 PG 91:496B. 

151 Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 42. Thunberg further explains: “…[I]n 
the expression ‘one incarnate nature of the God Logos’ both natures are denoted through 
‘name’ (ὄνομα) and ‘limiting definition’ (ὅρος). ὄνομα is indicated through the words 
‘the one nature of the Logos,’ for through them Cyril mentions both that which is 
common to the substance and that which is individual in relation to the hypostasis, and 
ὅρος is indicated through the word ‘incarnate,’ for the latter denotes human nature.” See 
Ep. 12, PG 91:496C; PG 91:501BC. 

152 PG 91:496C. 
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the unanimous voice of patristic authorities, Maximus appeals to the consensus of the 

Fathers.153 The confession of two natures cannot be considered impious, for none of the 

approved Fathers ever said that it was impious: "Οὐδεὶς γὰρ οὐδαμῶς τῶν ἐγκρίτων 

διδασκάλων τοῦτο θεσπίσας εὑρίσκεται· τοὐναντίον μὲν οὖν πάντες καὶ εἶπον, καὶ λέγειν 

τοὺς πιστοὺς διὰ τῶν ἰδίων ἐδίδαξαν φωνῶν."154 

Now, having “rehabilitated” Cyril, Maximus can appeal to the unbroken 

consensus of the Fathers in order to support the central affirmation of the epistle: that the 

dyophysite doctrine is in harmony with the testimony of the church. 

Maximus then puts the preceding reflection in biblical perspective. He reminds 

his readers that salvation is ultimately at stake. To maintain that two distinct natures 

persist in the Incarnate Christ as one hypostasis is to maintain the biblical truth that 

Apostle John expressed: this is what confessing “Jesus Christ who has come in the flesh” 

really means. Maximus quotes 1 John 4:1-3, among other biblical passages, and makes it 

clear that those who teach otherwise represent the spirit of the antichrist that inspires false 

prophets.155 One should remember that Epistle 12 was addressed to a court official of 

high stature, John the Chamberlain. Suspecting that John could have fallen into a trap of 

monophysitism, Maximus writes in order to address a possible cause of this 

submissiveness, that is, John’s doctrinal misunderstanding. 

                                                 
153 For a discussion of Maximus’ conception of the consensus of the Fathers, see 

chap. 4, pp. 168-169. For a list of the Fathers Maximus quotes most often, see Croce, 101 
n. 147. 

154 “Indeed, not a single one of the approved teachers finds this [that is, the 
confession of two natures] impious. On the contrary, all of them pronounced and taught 
the faithful to use the same expressions.” PG 91:496D. 

155 PG 91:497CD. Cf. PG 91:497D-500A. 
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To sum up, in the fourth representative example of Maximus’ quotation of Cyril 

the Confessor follows a similar pattern. Having demonstrated that Cyril’s understanding 

of the two natures is in harmony with another patristic voice, approved and authoritative, 

that of Gregory of Nazianzus, Maximus then demonstrates that, being correctly 

interpreted, Cyril’s position supports dyophysitism, which, in turn, is shown to be in 

harmony with the other two authoritative voices of tradition. First, it is in harmony with 

the teachings of the councils, echoing the Chalcedonian definition. Second, it is 

ultimately in harmony with Scripture, with the language of evangelists and apostles who 

used different vocabulary when speaking of Christ as one, or when referring specifically 

to either his humanity or to his divinity. Finally, Maximus now includes Cyril into the 

consensus of the Fathers, and uses their undivided voice in defense of the dyophysite 

position as supporting the saving truth of the God Incarnate, the very heart of “the blessed 

and saving teaching of the Church.”156 

In the conclusion of the epistle Maximus offers an exposition of the faith157 

according to the accepted Chalcedonian Christology of the church, which also accords 

with the results of his argumentation that he incorporates into this exposition. He shows 

how Cyril’s expression158 and its implications not only seamlessly fit, but also bring 

indispensable clarification to the expression of the orthodox faith. 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
156 PG 91:497D. 

157 PG 91:500B-504A. 

158 PG 91:501BD. 
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Refutation of Heresy 

In his anti-monophysite argument Maximus follows longstanding rhetorical 

models of anti-heretical159 polemic established as early as the second century A.D. Yet, 

he also differs from their conventional pattern. This conventional pattern goes back to 

second-century Christian writers who shaped the notion of heresy, and the use of the 

word αἵρεσις (“choice”) as a technical term for designating an erroneous belief.160 Alain 

Le Boulluec traces the development and function of this term among early Christian 

authors, such as Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, and Clement of Alexandria. These writers 

adopted rhetorical tactics of refutation from non-Christian philosophical schools and 

employed them in their theological polemic. One of these methods of refutation consisted 

in presenting the opponents’ heretical position as being fragmented and distorted. 

Another method consisted of tracing the opponents’ position back to original teaching 

and names which were already rejected by the church as non-Christian, depicted 

negatively in the Bible, or heretical.161 

Maximus employs both methods in his anti-monophysite argumentation. He 

refutes his opponents’ position, first, by presenting it as incoherent and fragmented, and, 

second, by associating it with earlier positions already condemned by the church as 

heretical. In this section I will give several examples of Maximus’ anti-heretical polemic 

as he depicts his opponents’ teachings as lacking logical coherence and as disharmonious 

with the teaching of the church. However, Maximus’ loyalty to this existing tradition of 

                                                 
159 For Maximus’ conception of heresy and orthodoxy, see chap. 4, pp. 171-172. 

160 Lyman, “Topography of Heresy,” 46. 

161 Le Boulluec, 46-47. 
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refutation does not prevent him from taking it a step further as he applies traditional 

method to the new content supplied by a more advanced Christology of his time. 

Following a long-established rhetorical convention, Maximus perceives the 

logical coherence of a doctrine as the mark of its orthodoxy, while a lack of coherence 

marking heresy. As a firm adherent to the dyophysite Christology, Maximus presents his 

position as non-contradictory. At the same time he contrasts it to the monophysite 

doctrine seeking to highlight its conflicting nature. His method consists of drawing 

logical conclusions from their propositions, thus presenting them not only as self-

contradictory,162 but also in conflict with the orthodox teaching of the church, which, for 

Maximus, is dyophysitism. 

As stated earlier, Croce addresses Maximus’ employment of the principle of non-

contradiction in order to demonstrate that a teaching which lacks logic has no relation to 

the Logos. Croce also describes Maximus’ two-step procedure of addressing specific 

heretical teachings: 

Nella polemica antimonotelita, Massimo confuta la posizione avversaria in due 
gradi successivi: prima riducendola ad eresie precedenti già condannate dalla 
chiesa, poi dimostrando l’assurdità logica di queste. Lo scopo è di far vedere 
come il disaccordo con l’insegnamento ecclesiastico è anche insieme discrepanza 
col logos. Mentre la ‘ dissonanza ’ qualifica l’eresia in rapporto alla ‘ consonanza 
’ dell’ortodossia, l’incoerenza logica è il segno ultimo e radicale della sua 
alienazione dalla verità.163 

                                                 
162 This method was often employed in patristic anti-heretical polemics. See 

Larchet, introduction to Lettres, 14; G. Christopher Stead, “Rhetorical Method in 
Athanasius” VC 30 (1976): 121-137. 

163 Croce, Tradizione e ricerca, 158. “In the anti-monothelite polemic Maximus 
refutes the opposing position in two successive steps: first, by reducing it to earlier 
heresies already condemned by the church, and then, by demonstrating its logical 
absurdity. His goal is to show that the disagreement with the ecclesiastical teaching is 
also at the same time a discrepancy with the Logos. While dissonance characterizes 
heresy in relation to the consonance of orthodoxy, logical incoherence is the final and 
radical mark of its alienation from the truth.” 
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It appears that Croce interprets the two steps as complementary “tools” for the 

verification of a doctrine. It is unclear whether he ascribes equal importance to them or 

gives preference to the latter, as his statement in the conclusion of his analysis of 

examples from Maximus’ polemical works seems to suggest: 

...[I]l Logos è criterio intrinseco e misura della verità delle affermazioni 
teologiche, nel senso che qualifica come fuori dal campo della verità ciò che 
risulta in se stesso contraddittorio o in qualche modo contrario alia ragione. Ma a 
questo aspetto negativo del valore del principio di non contraddizione corrisponde 
e si aggiunge l’aspetto positivo, secondo cui la coerenza logica è segno e criterio 
di ortodossia.164 
 
It would seem that Maximus uses both criteria in a dynamic tandem. It is true that 

logical coherence has value as the criterion of doctrinal verification not in and of itself, 

but because it is the indication that this doctrine has the Logos as its foundation. 

However, the harmony with the faith of the church for Maximus has the ultimate priority 

as the determinative criterion in assessing a point of teaching. Logic per se serves an 

auxiliary role. 

In the documents analyzed in this chapter Maximus does not always follow the 

order of the two steps identified by Croce. Often the demonstration of logical 

inconsistencies is tightly intertwined with assessing the “status” of a teaching in relation 

to the church tradition. Sometimes Maximus reveals purely logical inconsistencies, as, for 

instance, in his defense of the synthetic hypostasis of Christ in which the two natures are 

united. Maximus identifies several logical difficulties resulting from his opponents’ 

                                                 
164 Croce, 160. “…[T]he Logos is the intrinsic criterion and the measure of the 

truthfulness of theological affirmations, in the sense that it defines as being outside of the 
realm of truth that which appears self-contradictory or in some way contrary to reason. 
But there is a positive aspect that corresponds to this negative aspect of the value of the 
principle of non-contradiction and is joined [to it], according to which logical coherence 
is the mark and criterion of orthodoxy.” 
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attempt to maintain the distinction of the natures in Christ without introducing number 

“two” to indicate these natures. It is impossible to speak about a distinction of qualities 

without identifying a quantity of the distinct items by a number. Maximus thus shows 

that even reason alone discloses the absurdity of their position: 

Ὥστε, οὐδὲν τῆς πολλῆς αὐτῶν περινοίας... ἀπώναντο, πάλιν εἰς τὸ ποσὸν ὅπερ, 
πεφεύγασι, περιτραπέντος αὐτοῖς τοῦ σοφοῦ. ὡς μὴ δυναμένοις οὐδ᾿ αὐτὴν τὴν ἐν 
τῷ ποιῷ διαφορὰν ἄνευ ποσοῦ εἶναι λέγειν. Ἀνάγκη γὰρ πᾶσα πολλὰς εἶναι· ἢ τὸ 
μέτριον δύο, ὡς προείρηται, τὰς ποιότητας, ὧν τὴν διαφορὰν εἶναι 
ὑπολαμβάνουσι. Μόνην γὰρ ποιότητα πρὸς ἄλλην παντελῶς ἀμιγῶς ἔχουσαν 
πρὸς ἑαυτὴν διαφέρειν, οὐκ ἄν τις νοῦν ἔχων εἴποι ποτέ.165 
 
Logical incoherence as such is not Maximus’ primary concern, however. He often 

shows that his opponents’ argument cannot be maintained because their conclusions, 

when drawn out, are not only logically untenable but also doctrinally unacceptable. They 

lead not only to logical absurdity, but also to conclusions that have been already 

condemned by the church tradition as compromising salvation and heretical. 

For instance, the teachings of Apollinaris and Eutyches, on the one hand, and of 

Nestorius, on the other hand, are shown as mutually exclusive166 on the basis of their 

respective implications. To avoid absurdity, Maximus argues, the duality of the natures 

                                                 
165 Ep. 12, PG 91:489C-492B. “And so, they gained absolutely nothing through 

their [logical] subtlety…, since their clever trick returned to the very matter of quantity 
they had fled, being unable to maintain any qualitative distinction without quantity. For it 
is absolutely necessary that there are several, or at least two, qualities, as mentioned, that 
hold a distinction between them. For no one in his right mind would ever say that there is 
a quality absolutely [and] purely unique in reference to others, differs from itself.” 

166 A common polemical technique, used by earlier writers. For example, 
Athanasius in De Incarnatione uses Jews (De Inc. 33-40, PG 25:152C-168B) and Greeks 
(De Inc. 41-55, PG 25:168B-193D) as opposites. Hilary of Poitiers shows how the 
heresies of Sabellius, Arius, and Photinus cancel one another (De Trinitate, 7.5-7, PL 
10:200C-205B). 
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and their unity in one hypostasis must be maintained together.167 To avoid the absurdity 

of merging the natures into one taught by Apollinaris and Eutyches, Maximus repeatedly 

points out the need to identify them with number “two,” that is, as a double without 

separation or confusion. Identifying Christ as one (person, hypostasis, or nature of God-

Word) allows one to avoid the error to which Nestorius’ teaching leads, namely, a 

separation of the two natures.168 Both extremes jeopardize the biblical truth of the 

Incarnation: to deny the distinction is to mitigate the true humanity of the Incarnate, 

while to deny the unity of hypostasis is to deny the reality of the true union of the human 

and the divine.169 

Maximus further argues that these are the extremes to which Severus’ failure to 

distinguish between the categories of “nature” and “hypostasis” inevitably leads.170 

Without distinguishing between these categories Severus was unable to maintain either 

the unconfused union (thereby merging the human and the divine natures, as Apollinaris 
                                                 

167 Apollinaris (c. 315-c.392) and Eutyches (c.378-454) were accused of the first 
extreme of merging the two natures into one, and Nestorius (381-c.452) was accused of 
the second extreme of dividing one hypostasis into two. Some examples of such 
accusations are as follows. Apollinaris was specifically accused of his emphasis on the 
radical unity of humanity and divinity in Christ by Gregory of Nyssa, Antirrheticus, GNO 
3.1:131-233 (for example, GNO 3.1:191); and by Gregory of Nazianzus, Epp. 101-102, 
SC 208:38-68, 70-84 (for example, Ep. 102.28-30, SC 208:82-84). Nestorius was accused 
of dividing one hypostasis by Cyril of Alexandria, for example, in Ep. ad Nestorium 3, 
ACO 1.1.1.33-42. On Nestorius, see also p. 21n104. Eutyches was accused of teaching 
one nature before the Incarnation by Leo, Tomus ad Flauianum, ACO 2.2.1. The size and 
focus of my paper do not allow me to do justice to these theologians and present a 
nuanced treatment of either their own teachings, or of the trends associated with their 
names, in light of the latest achievements of patristic scholarship. In this work these 
names are used as seen through the eyes of their opponents, Maximus in particular. 

168 For example, in Ep. 15, PG 91:568A-C. 

169 Ep. 12, PG 480BC. 

170 On the teaching of Severus, see Lebon, "Le monophysisme sévérien," 488, n. 
92. 
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did), or the undivided distinction (thereby separating the natures, as Nestorius did). 

Moreover, without clearly articulating that “nature” and “hypostasis” are different 

categories, another absurd implication emerges. If “nature” and “hypostasis” were 

synonymous, it could imply that, by assuming flesh, the Word assumed not a second 

nature, but a second hypostasis, which, in turn, would turn the Trinity into a Quaternity 

by adding a fourth hypostasis.171 

Another example of developing an argument to an absurd conclusion is found in 

Ep. 13. Maximus demonstrates that the denial of two distinct natures leads to two 

conclusions: the Incarnate Christ is either one simple nature or one composite nature. The 

first alternative implies that He is neither human nor divine, neither a creature, nor the 

Creator, which is ἡ πρόδηλος ἀτοπία (“a foreseen absurdity”).172 Maximus develops the 

implication of the second line of reasoning, that is, the assertion that Christ’s nature is 

composite, which was the position Severus held. This position would imply that Christ 

became flesh by necessity, that his divinity and humanity are co-temporal realities and 

necessarily come together in order to form one whole because they cannot exist 

independently from each other. This conclusion, unbearable for a pious mind, is ἡ 

καινοτομία τῶν κενούντων τὸ Ἐυαγγέλιον (“a novelty of those who empty the Gospel”), 

because it contradicts the Gospel’s vision of the Incarnation:173 the eternal God assumed 

                                                 
171 Ep. 15, PG 91:568C-569A. 

172 Ep. 13, PG 91:516D. 

173 For a detailed treatment of the concepts of “composite nature” versus 
“composite hypostasis” and their significance for Maximus’ Christology and 
anthropology see Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 242-46; and Thunberg, Microcosm and 
Mediator, 97-98. For a summary of Maximus’ refutation of seeing Christ as a “composite 
nature” in Ep. 13 see Larchet, introduction to Lettres, 20-21. 
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humanity willingly rather than necessarily. Eventually, this position of Severus also leads 

to one of the two heretical impasses of either Nestorius, or Apollinaris.174 

In an assessment of an argument, Maximus’ ultimate criterion of truthfulness is 

not logical coherence as such, but rather a consistency with the orthodox teaching of the 

church. Conclusions are assessed as true or false not only by a degree of their logical 

persuasiveness, but also by their harmony with the content of the tradition of the church. 

It is this disagreement that, in the eyes of Maximus, labels a doctrine as heretical, while 

logic serves an auxiliary role of revealing such doctrine’s absurdity. Logic is then used in 

support the primary goal of Maximus’ polemic: to his opponents’ position as marginal to 

the mainstream tradition and to validate the position he represents as part of that 

tradition.175 

In Maximus’ refutation of heretical teaching yet another aspect of his dynamic 

interaction with tradition is observed. Maximus both follows and reworks tradition not 

only in regard to its contents, but also in regard to traditional methods. As it has been 

pointed out, he uses a technique commonly employed in anti-heretical writings 

throughout the patristic era that consists of presenting one’s opponent as a heretic by 

association with the names and teaching of those who had been previously condemned as 

                                                 
174 Ep. 13, PG 516D-524B. 

175 See chap. 4, pp. 148-155, where I discuss Maximus’ conception of “tradition” 
and of various aspects of this multifaceted notion, such as its content and the process of it 
transmission. There I identify the manifestations of tradition that Maximus considers 
legitimate embodiments of its content. In my discussion of the transmission of the 
content, I explore Maximus’ criteria for authority of the elements he takes into account 
when verifying this content. At that point, I discuss how he determines the 
authoritativeness of a council, as well as how he understands the relationship between 
episcopal and conciliar authority. 
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heretics by the church, resulting in that the names of these heretics function as types.176 

Maximus also uses this method, for example, in the exposition of the faith that concludes 

Ep. 12: 

Καὶ πάλιν τῆν φυσικὴν ἕνωσιν ἀντὶ τοῦ ἀληθῆ λέγειν ὁμολογοῦμεν, καθὼς ὁ 
ἅγιος αὐτὸς Κύριλλος ταύτας τὰς φωνὰς καὶ εἶπε καὶ ἐξηγήσατο· καὶ οὐ πρὸς 
ἀναίρεσιν τῶν ἐξ ὧν ἐστὶν ὁ Χριστὸς δύο φύσεων μετὰ τὴν ἕνωσιν, ἢ μιᾶς αὐτῶν, 
καθὼς Ἀπολινάριος, Εὐτυχής τε καὶ Σεύηρος, Σίμωνι μάγῳ, Οὐαλεντίνῳ τε καὶ 
Μάνεντι ἀκολουθήσαντες ἐκδεδώκασιν, ὡς ἔστι τοῖς βουλομένοις εὐχερὲς, ἐκ τῶν 
Σευήρου αὐτοῦ συγγραμμάτων πρὸς τοὺς ὀνομασθέντας ἀσεβεῖς ἄνδρας, κατὰ 
τὴν συμφωνίαν τῶν λόγων, τὴν τῶν δογμάτων κατιδεῖν ταυτότητα.177 
 
Maximus goes beyond well-established traditional polemical technique in that he 

does not merely align his opponent (Severus) with the “acclaimed” heretics by name but 

also by context, justifying his alignment by identifying actual similarities in their 

teachings, as he understands them. He even encourages those who wish to examine the 

writings of these “impious men” on their own. As has been already mentioned, although 

the names of Apollinaris and Nestorius appear frequently, but not as types. They are 

usually mentioned in the context of arguments where their teachings are presented as two 

                                                 
176 Lyman singles out two major heresiological themes which have developed in 

heresiological literature by the fourth century: 1) “the construction of a succession of 
error,” and 2) “labeling and classification by association with other movements”; Lyman, 
“Topography of Heresy,” 53. Christian writers of the second and the third centuries in 
their polemic against the Gnostics associated their opponents with existing pagan 
philosophical schools, and with biblical false prophets, used as types. In doing so, these 
writers separated their opponents from true biblical tradition. Other groups and teachings 
were “classified under labels which were increasingly abstracted and cited as types in 
contrast to orthodox ideas” (ibid., 47). 

177 Ep. 12, PG 91:501D-503A. “Again, we also confess as truth the natural union 
as the saint Cyril himself used and interpreted these expressions: neither in a sense of 
taking away of the two natures of which Christ consists after the union, nor [in a sense of 
taking away] of one of them, as Apollinaris, Eutyches, and Severus handed it over, 
following Simon Magus, Valentinian, and Mani. For those who wish, it is easy to 
establish the identity of teachings, from the writings of Severus himself compared with 
the named impious men, according to the consonance of their words.” Cf. Ep. 15, PG 
91:569B. 
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polar extremes to which Severus’ teaching logically leads when his propositions are 

consistently developed. In other words, Severus’ position is presented as flawed not only 

because it leads to two polar and mutually exclusive conclusions, but also, and primarily, 

because of what these two poles are. Maximus does not merely group Severus with 

Apollinaris and Eutyches, heretics of old, but traces specific parallels between their 

teachings and the teaching of Severus pointing out their common monophysite 

tendencies. Maximus appears to use the names of the Gnostics Simon Magus,178 and 

Valentinian, as well as the name of Mani,179 as types here, without explicitly connecting 

their teachings with those of his immediate opponents. He may be either following by 

assumption the old-fashioned way of constructing an image of an enemy, or taking for 

granted the image of these figures and of their errors that had crystallized in the church 

by his time. It appears that Maximus uses these names with their ill “fame” of dualism, 

characteristic of the Gnostic and Manichean worldviews in order to highlight the danger 

of overemphasizing one aspect at the cost of the other: either the unity aspect, as 

Apollinaris, Eutyches, and Severus did, or the duality aspect, as the Gnostics and 

Manichees did. For Maximus, as well as for Maximus’ Cyril, the expression “natural 

union” implies that the unity and duality aspects of the mystery of the Incarnation are a 

“both-and” rather than an “either-or” matter, and must be maintained together.  

Thus, Maximus is aware of the existing anti-heretical rhetorical methodology, yet 

he also furnishes this methodology with an element of substantiated critique. In other 

                                                 
178 Simon Magus mentioned in Acts 8 was presented as the father of all heresy by 

early heresiologists, for example, the Epistula Apostolorum 1 and 7 and Justin Martyr (1 
Apology 26). Le Boulluec, La notion d’hérésie, 81-84. 

179 Christians of the patristic age considered the Manichees Christian heretics, 
although their origins show that they were a non-Christian religious sect. 
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words, his anti-heretical polemic is more discriminating180 because it is informed by a 

more nuanced Christology that had been worked out within the church. In light of this 

Christology, the “old” heretics appear even more distant from the normative teaching of 

the church. 

 
Maximus’ Methodology of Reading the Fathers 

On the basis of the material in this chapter, as well as of earlier chapters, it is 

instructive to draw some conclusions on Maximus’ hermeneutics of reading the Fathers. 

Patrick Gray’s studies of patristic exegesis, especially his article “The Select Fathers,” 

suggesting some specific questions in our brief reflection on Maximus’ hermeneutic 

applied to the reading of the Fathers, specifically, of Cyril. According to Gray, in the 

course of the fifth and sixth centuries the patristic heritage gradually acquired a canonical 

authority above the scriptural. Yet, in the process, this heritage was reduced to “a small 

canon of texts claimed to be consistent and coherent expositions of a monolithic set of 

doctrines.”181 Coherence was achieved by forced selectivity, and even by forgery, which 

resulted in a reduced, distorted, and dehistoricized presentation of the patristic legacy.182 

In light of this grave assessment of the practices of the earliest interpreters of the Fathers 

it is instructive to attempt to determine whether or not Maximus fits this model. Does 

                                                 
180 Cf. Sherwood, Annotated Date-List, 3-5. Sherwood points out the uniqueness 

of Maximus’ anti-heretical writings in the context of his refutation of Origenism, “a 
refutation perhaps unique in Greek patristic literature” because of its selectivity. While 
rejecting certain points of Origen’s teaching, Maximus seeks to rehabilitate and 
assimilate other elements of it. Cf. Blowers, Exegesis, 8-9. Also see Balthasar, Cosmic 
Liturgy, 35. Balthasar calls Maximus’ manner of reclaiming of positive elements of 
Origen’s legacy a “constructive criticism.” 

181 Gray, “The Select Fathers,” 34. 

182 Ibid., 21-36. 
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Maximus uncritically follows the suit of the interpretative practices established during the 

two preceding centuries or deviates from them? Specifically, two areas will be explored. 

(1) Do the Fathers bear a greater canonical authority for Maximus than does scripture? 

(2) To what extent does his portrait of Cyril is imposed by the authority of tradition? Is he 

canonical or genuinely critical? Does he interpret or rewrite Cyril? 

 
Reading the Fathers as an Extension of Scripture 

Maximus’ system of authority (scripture, the fathers, and councils) has been 

already mentioned.183  Maximus’ interpretation of Cyril’s monadic expression offers an 

example of dynamic nature of tradition in the seventh-century church. It occurs in 

accordance with his ontological assumptions of continuity which inform his 

understanding of how doctrine develops in history. His system of authority is applied 

according to the following scheme: 

1. The content of tradition as expressed in a formulation consonant with the main 

tenets of the Chalcedonian Christology is stated and clarified. Maximus begins by 

identifying the core content of the faith received by tradition as manifested in the Nicene-

Chalcedonian definition: the duality and integrity of both natures of the Incarnate Christ, 

human and divine, preserved in the true unity of one hypostasis.184 Yet, this content is not 

restated by repetition but rather interpreted and thus presented as non-contradictory. 

Maximus explicates these main tenets of the conciliar definition of faith that meet three 

criteria of continuity: 1) with biblical/apostolic witness recorded in the Gospels; 2) with 

the interpretation of the apostolic witness by the church under the guidance of the Holy 

                                                 
183 See chap. 4, pp. 148-151. 

184 See chap. 3, pp. 73-84; chap. 5, pp. 206-210. 
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Spirit; as well as 3) with Cyril’s contribution to this doctrine that Maximus sets out 

explain. 

2. Tradition as a validation is applied to the teaching of Cyril as his expression is 

assessed in the light of this re-interpreted content of tradition (namely, the post-Cyril 

Chalcedonian Christology in Maximus’ articulation). The expression is thus 

demonstrated to be in harmony with the elements of authority: with the scriptural, 

patristic, and conciliar teaching. 

3. Cyril’s teaching is thus integrated into the body of existing tradition and is 

presented as its normative part at the end of the epistle. Cyril’s voice, the voice of an 

“approved” Father, now itself functions within the system of verification as 

complementing the overall patristic consensus. As such, his teaching is now used in the 

refutation of monophysitism. Cyril is now cast as a supporter of the dyophysite camp, and 

his monadic proposition, as interpreted by Maximus, is given an explicitly dyophysite 

connotation and the weight of canonical authority. 

His application of the system of authority is dynamic, that is, its elements are 

organically interrelated in their function. Rational methods are employed in tandem with 

the principle of tradition. Therefore, dynamism also characterizes his combination of 

methods. On the one hand, Maximus does not hesitate to employ the entire rhetorical 

arsenal of rational argumentation, bringing in philosophy and logic, as reinforcements for 

elucidating a theological problem. It has been already mentioned that the Chalcedonian 

definition, Cyril’s monadic proposition, as well as their alignment, receive Maximus’ 

interpretative touch. On the other hand, rational methods work because the world, the 

creation of the divine Logos, is inherently intelligible due to rationally discernible 
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principles behind visible things as the world’s foundation. The conclusions arrived at by 

dialectical argumentation are verified against the content that the church tradition has 

already accepted as orthodox and assumed to be normative. Maximus' vision of reality as 

logical supports his interpretation of doctrinal content by providing coherence and criteria 

of continuity that the Confessor feels comfortable to re-apply in various doctrinal areas. 

The above dialectic suggests that the question about the measure of authority the 

patristic corpus has as compared to the authority of scripture was in fact never asked. The 

patristic corpus is treated as an extension of scripture. In fact, Maximus approaches 

scripture and the patristic corpus with the same hermeneutical assumptions and rules. 

Maximus’ work with Cyril suggests certain assumptions about the content of the 

Christian faith. He does not formulate them as rules, but appears to operate the received 

theological content under their influence. Maximus approaches the body of tradition as a 

dynamic and multifaceted unity. This body of doctrine is a dynamic reality characterized 

by internal unity, of its parts within themselves, but also among themselves as a whole, as 

one unified body of doctrine. Thus, patristic doctrine is the extension of scripture and it is 

often interpreted by Maximus according to similar hermeneutical principles. The Fathers 

are often identified with epithets emphasizing the divine origination of their teachings.185 

With the supernatural and immutable foundation of this unity, the divine Logos, 

comes its binding authority. It is not in its material embodiments, but rather, in the 

ultimate divine reality which it expresses. The material form is not in itself binding. On 

the contrary, it is the level where flexibility is allowed. While the biblical canon is 

established, scriptural words themselves are openings into an infinite number of spiritual 

                                                 
185 See chap. 5, pp. 211, n. 119. 
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meanings. The same principle of meaning being superior to verbal expression is applied 

by Maximus when he approaches the Fathers. The overall skopos ("purpose") of Cyril’s 

message has to be considered to interpret him. Illustrations of similarity of approach to 

both corpora are two collections of ἀπορίαι, or difficulties, produced by Maximus. One is 

on difficult passages in the Bible (Περί διαφόρων απόρων τῆς θεἶας Γραφῆς πρὸς 

Θαλάσσιον, Quaestiones ad Thalassium de Scriptura sacra) and the other one is on 

difficult places in the writings of Pseudo-Dionysius and Gregory the Theologian (Περί 

διαφόρων αποριών τῶν ἁγίων Διονύσιου καὶ Γρηγορίου πρὸς Θωμὰν and πρὸς Ἰωάννην, 

Ambigua ad Iohannem and Ambigua ad Thomam). While a careful comparison of the 

Confessor’s exegesis in both collections is beyond the scope of this project, it should be 

briefly mentioned that similar assumptions of unity and authority the texts carry is often 

present. 186 As Paul is assumed to be free from self-contradiction in Maximus’ 

explanation of the relation of two passages in Q. Thal. 2. The same assumption is 

extended to Gregory of Nazianzus. This highly authoritative voice seems to have uttered 

a contradictory—or, rather, plain wrong—statement, and on a subject of no small 

importance: biblical accuracy. In Amb. 21 Maximus explains a seeming discrepancy of 

Gregory the Theologian (Nazianzen), the latter’s confusion of John the Forerunner (the 

Baptist) and John the Theologian. Maximus argues that there is a dimension in which all 

biblical saints are one and the same: they are all "forerunners" of one and the same 

archetype, the Logos, and in this aspect they are interchangeable.187 Not a convincing 

argument, it reveals an interesting tendency: Maximus approaches the approved Fathers 

                                                 
186 A comparison of Maximus’ exegetical principles in these works is a research 

project on its own right, and lies outside the scope of this project. 

187 Amb. 21, PG 91:1252D-1253B; Törönen, 159. 



241 
 

with very similar interpretative assumptions as he does the Bible. As the Bible is assumed 

to be whole and harmonious within itself, so are the approved Fathers. As all biblical 

discrepancies only appear such because of our lack of understanding and invite us to 

search for a deeper meaning without destroying the inner unity of the Bible, so do 

patristic discrepancies. (Again, this applies to the voices of the approved Fathers, like 

Gregory the Theologian or Cyril.)  

Maximus finds ways to explain the Theologian’s obvious blunder. The governing 

assumption of inner harmony prompts Maximus to come up with a somewhat coherent 

explanation. It should be noted that, even the mere tone of a deep reverence Maximus 

exhibits when treating Gregory makes it rather implausible to suggest that Maximus 

intentionally cover up for his hero. Although Gregory does not stand a chance to be 

proved wrong, I tend to think that Maximus is led by genuine assurance that the inner 

unity that has its ground in its source, the eternal Logos, does exist in the whole as well as 

in its parts, and can always be discovered if one tries hard enough. 

This unity is a dynamic reality whose spiritual authority is binding even though its 

material embodiment of this doctrinal content is established with varying degrees of 

stability and not always clearly defined. While the biblical canon is agreed upon by the 

time of Maximus, florilegia offer lists of approved Fathers that have a stable nucleus but 

also vary.188 However, the basis for the authority of the patristic tradition has its 

foundation not in a catalogue of names or a collection of writings, but in an identification 

of the harmonious voice of the Fathers as the voice of the Church. The material level is 

                                                 
188 For example, a question that bothers scholars is why Maximus never mentions 

Augustine. 
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not the embodiment of doctrine but the level where flexibility is allowed, for example, 

flexibility of wording. 

 
Does Maximus Rewrite Cyril's Story? 

(2) The second question is how critical Maximus is toward Cyril. A legitimate 

question arises as to whether, in reworking Cyril, Maximus changes Cyril’s teaching to 

the extent of overwriting Cyril’s original intended meaning. In the context of the 

preceding discussion, this question applies to Maximus’ reinterpretation of Cyril’s 

monadic expression in a dyadic sense. To borrow Lash’s idiom once again, does 

Maximus tell Cyril’s story differently, or does he ends up telling a different story in his 

zeal to present Cyril’s language as explicitly dyophysite?189 

The answer to this question leads to another question: to what extent does Cyril’s 

expression allow for a dyadic interpretation? In other words, does Cyril articulate the 

duality and the preservation of the unique properties of each nature of Christ that come 

together in the hypostatic union explicitly and consistently, or were there changes internal 

to his writing that allow for such flexibility of interpretation? 

A number of scholars hold that Cyril remained ambiguous or unconcerned with 

precise formulae (McGuckin, Bernard Meunier, Richard A. Norris,190 Lionel R. 

                                                 
189 “There is… a crucial difference (however resistant it may be to theoretical 

expression) between telling a story differently and telling a different story.” Lash, 183. 
Although written in a different context—Lash speaks about communicating and 
interpreting the narrative of Christ’s resurrection—the theoretical difficulty he identifies 
is present in communication of any content. 

190 Richard A. Norris, “Christological Models in Cyril of Alexandria,” SP 13, pt. 2 
(Berlin, 1975): 225-68, esp. 266, where Norris argues that Cyril failed to substantiate his 
primary Christological model. 
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Wickham, and Frances M. Young191). Wickham, for example, writes that Cyril’s 

Christology reveals his philosophical unsophistication, and that he uses technical 

terminology in a non-technical sense.192 According to Meunier, Cyril is not a 

philosopher; his conceptual language is not technically precise or systematically 

developed, but rather metaphorical.193 McGuckin observes that the heart of Cyril’s 

Christological construct was not in his dependence on particular formulae, but rather in 

his defense of “the single hypostatic reality of the Word incarnate.”194 Cyril, with his 

Alexandrian tendency of privileging mystical intuition to rational argumentation, 

apparently confused φύσις and ὑπόστασις.195 

Ruth M. Siddals196 and Marie-Odile Boulnois197 argue the opposite. Siddals 

argues that Cyril was thoroughly equipped with the analytical tools of Aristotelian and 

                                                 
191 Frances M. Young, From Nicaea to Chalcedon: A Guide to Literature and its 

Background, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2010), 318-319. 

192 Lionel R. Wickham, ed. and trans. Cyril of Alexandria: Select Letters (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1983), xxxiv. 

193 Bernard Meunier, Le Christ de Cyrille d’Alexandrie. L’humanité, le salut et la 
question monophysite, Théologie historique 104 (Paris: Beauchesne, 1997), 27. 

194 McGuckin, St. Cyril of Alexandria, 227. 

195 Apol. contra Theodoretum, anath. II, PG 76:401A; Ep. 40, PG 77:193B; Ep. 
50, PG 77:276B; Epifanovic, Prepodobnij Maksim Ispovednik, 8 n.1. While artificially 
divided into two schools of theology, the Alexandrian and Antiochene one, fourth-fifth 
century authors shared the fundamentals of their dogmatic position, but had certain 
idiosyncrasies of personality, local tradition, and experience. 

196 Ruth M. Siddals, “Logic and Christology in Cyril of Alexandria,” Journal of 
Theological Studies 38 (1987): 341-67. 

197 Marie-Odile Boulnois, Le Paradoxe trinitaire chez Cyrille d’Alexandrie. 
Herméneutique, analyses philosophiques et argumentation théologique, Collections des 
Études Augustiniennes, Série Antiquité 143 (Paris: Institut d’Études Augustiniennes, 
1994). 
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Neoplatonic elementary logic. She points out numerous examples throughout the 

Cyrilline corpus of frequent and precise utilization of logical technical terms and 

categories which present Cyril’s Christology, exegesis, and soteriology as much more 

nuanced that Cyril has been accredited for by the first group of scholars. Consistency and 

precision of his use of these “rigorous analytical concepts” reveal fine logical distinctions 

in his “Christological model.”198 Boulnois demonstrates that Cyril’s accuracy in 

articulating concepts of unity and difference in his Trinitarian theology achieved through 

his use of logic also informs his Christology.199 

The answer to the question of how precisely Cyril articulated both unity and 

duality aspects of the Incarnation determines how one evaluates Maximus’ interpretation 

of Cyril. There are at least two possible answers. If Cyril never developed an 

unambiguous Christology of the Incarnation, then, the role of Maximus in reworking 

Cyril’s legacy might be construed as a more radical form of development, development 

by increase and assimilation of new elements, yet in tune with Cyril's teaching. If Cyril 

did develop a Christology that clearly preserved the properties of the two natures after the 

union, but in a way that was too subtle or too advanced for Cyril's time, then, Maximus 

only clarifies Cyril's teaching thus developing it in a less radical way. According to this, 

second, model, Maximus' engagement with Cyril's legacy consists in explicating the fine 

points of Cyril's teaching that were neither sufficiently understood nor self-evident in 

Cyril’s time, and thus required the explication from a theologian equipped by the passage 

                                                 
198 Siddals, “Logic and Christology,” 361. 

199 Boulnois, Le Paradoxe trinitaire chez Cyrille d’Alexandrie, 181-227, 330. 
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of time, by the theology articulated and argued during the span of time its passage 

allowed. 

But, no matter how Maximus might have perceived his interaction with Cyril’s 

teaching, yet another question must be asked: does Maximus' theological toil lends the 

name of "re-interpreting"? Does he arrive at his conclusions correctly on the basis of 

Cyril’s propositions, or does he end up contradicting Cyril? In other words, does 

Maximus tie the ends that Cyril left loose? Or does he stretch Cyril’s teaching to the point 

of breaking the continuity with that what Cyril actually taught?  

Whether Maximus’ reinterpretation consists of a new development by increase, or 

by explication, he himself appears to be at ease with his endeavors because he assumes 

that he preserves continuity with Cyril’s intended meaning. Maximus’ zeal in addressing 

Cyril's monadic expressions suggests that the Confessor perceives his pursuit as nothing 

but faithfully toiling the garden planted by his honorable predecessor—never replanting 

it. As has been mentioned above, Maximus claims to be reading Cyril in light of the 

entire purpose of Cyril's writings. It was in Maximus that Cyril found one of the first 

readers truly sensitive to the Alexandrian bishop's original intuitions. Maximus' careful 

reading of Cyril appears to support the opinion of Siddals and Boulnois that Cyril's 

Christology was much more subtle than other group of scholars believes.200 Colloquially 

put, a subtle writer found a careful reader, be it two centuries later. However, the number 

of "attempts to "carefully" read Cyril during the time that separates him from Maximus, 

the variety of readings that all claimed to be correct, and the very need for such an 

                                                 
200 A substantiated conclusion would require a separated study in order to 

establish whether or not Maximus uses the same categories of elementary logic as Cyril 
did. 
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elaborate explication of Cyril's Christology in the seventh century as Maximus provides 

suggests that the received Cyril's vocabulary and expression were not free from 

unambiguity. 

The above study of Maximus’ reinterpretation of Cyril’s monadic expression 

within the context of Ep. 12 suggests that Maximus’ presentation of Cyril’s teaching is a 

two-hundred-year update. Cyril is presented as uttering a Christology which bypasses that 

of his own time in its level of clarity. The extent to which Cyril’s theological intuition 

leaned towards either theological opinion crystallized two centuries later is a debatable 

matter.  

The fifth-century bishop could have hardly solved a seventh-century problem with 

the seventh-century clarity of technical terminology (provided that even in late antiquity 

this clarity was still insufficient, as an unstable meaning of φύσις testifies). Casting him 

as a proto-dyophysite (or a proto-monophysite, which likewise has been done) does not 

pass the test of modern-day academic standards. Even synchronizing Cyril with the 

council of Chalcedon that took place after the bishop’s death is anachronistic, let alone 

making him utter seventh-century Christological diatribes. Irrespective of how astute 

Cyril was in his use of philosophical terminology, an argument which is not solid enough 

to pass the test of Ockham’s razor as such certainly would certainly require an 

introduction of new assumptions. 

However, the above considerations do not dismiss the value of Maximus’ patristic 

exegesis. Considered in light of his Christology and judged according to the standards of 

his own time, Maximus stands out as an honest and discriminating exegete. While Cyril’s 

theology is not treated with an unbiased criticism, neither is it intentionally twisted in 
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support of Maximus’ argument. Cyril’s authority appears to be the operating assumption 

that is not questioned and only needs clarification for polemical purposes. Maximus’ 

Christology provides him with a logic that for Maximus, is thoroughly legitimate.  

While being the product of his epoch in his following conventional approaches to 

patristic sources, Maximus demonstrates an awareness of methodologies that do not quite 

fit the widespread deplorable practices of treating patristic sources in late antiquity 

portrayed by Gray. 

Maximus deviates from one such practice, the practice of uncritical quotation, as 

his choice of Cyril's statements testify. Maximus did not choose clearer expressions of 

Cyril in support of his dyophysite cause. On the contrary, he chose to grapple with the 

quite controversial monadic statements. He seeks to rationalize Cyril’s apparent self-

contradiction by considering his monadic expressions in their immediate textual and 

historical context and thus can hardly be suspected of decontextualization.  

Maximus' assumptions about the Church tradition grounded in his Christology 

also through light on the way he interprets Cyril. At least in his own judgment, Maximus 

does not commit a faux-pas when he reads his own thinking into Cyril, develops 

implications of Cyril’s statements and even ascribes to Cyril words that he could have 

said. The Byzantine scholar operates upon his assumptions of unity within the body of 

the Christian tradition. Both Cyril’s authority and orthodoxy are part of the tradition 

Maximus inherits, and for this reason he does not question them. Cyril’s agreement with 

the orthodox teaching (which, for Maximus, equals the dyophysite cause) is not a query 

that could have potentially brought different results, but a truth that needs to be 

demonstrated by further clarification. 
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The Christological assumptions also illuminate the Confessor's treatment of 

Cyril's expressions. Both Cyril's expressions and Maximus' elaborations on them are part 

of the truth which is grounded in the ultimate unity of the Logos. For this reason, 

flexibility of verbal expression of this truth is "protected" from turning doctrinal content 

into an uncontrollable growth—as long as this verbal multiplicity expresses that ultimate 

unity in its very foundation. 

Operating within the limits of what, for Maximus, is the orthodox doctrine, he 

does not hesitate to develop an earlier theologian’s argumentation as the challenges 

within the seventh-century Byzantine Christianity arise. The multiplicity-in-unity 

principle he ascribes to the divine-human organism of the Church also applies to the 

verbal expression of the Church’s doctrine in a given period of time, so that the 

adjustments Maximus considers to be in agreement with the orthodox faith are not only 

appropriate, but also desired. We already mentioned that his encouragement to 

investigate scripture further (and the Fathers, by extension) is extended to his readers as 

nothing less but a biblical imperative. There is an unfathomable depth in the content of 

revelation of the Logos to be discovered. 

Maximus' elaborations on the teaching expressed in Cyril's monadic statements 

constitute a form of a controlled development when they are seen in light of his 

Christocentric ontology of diversity in unity and his vision of the inwardly-harmonious 

content of Church tradition. No doubt, Maximus adds significantly to Cyril's monadic 

formulations. However, at least in his judgment, his expansions do not create 

discontinuity with Cyril's teaching. Maximus approaches his task with the assumption of 

the ultimate unity of the Logos-Christ who guides, guards, harmonizes, and justifies the 
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ever-increasing and ever-refined verbal expression of His revelation. Assuming the inner 

harmony of the content of tradition—the scriptural, patristic, and conciliar revelation of 

the Logos—and having received Cyril's legacy and reputation as part of this tradition, 

Maximus takes Cyril's orthodoxy for granted. Cyril's belonging to, and his teaching's 

harmony with, the "voice of the approved Fathers" are not questioned by Maximus. His 

creative reinterpretation of Cyril's explicit teaching strengthened by the precision of the 

seventh-century Christology appears to have been an attempt to express the 

understanding of the Logos more fully rather than to "whitewash" Cyril at any cost in 

order to fit him into the dyophysite mold.  The latter could have been called 

"reformulation," or "reinterpretation." The former, I argue, represents a form of 

development that introduces change by way of elaboration without breaking continuity 

with Cyril's original teaching.  

In the next chapter I will look at the question of doctrinal development in 

Maximus from a linguistic standpoint, thus approaching the conclusion of my dissertation 

that will considers Maximus’ method as a whole in order to answer my major inquiry: 

whether or not Maximus allows room for doctrinal development.
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

Linguistic Aspects of Dynamic Continuity in Doctrinal Transmission 

 
This is now time to revisit the question posed at the end of the introduction: Does 

Maximus allow room for development? The following observations that have largely to 

do with the Confessor's view of language suggest a positive answer. Without either 

formulating a theory of development, or giving a sustained defense of its legitimacy, he 

operates within a conceptual environment that allows one to posit it. I will now consider 

general principles that constitute this environment, also allowing a reconstruction of 

Maximus' general view of language. After that, I point out several linguistic techniques, 

which, I argue, constitute a type of doctrinal development. Let us now turn to these 

considerations. 

 
"Theory of Language" 

An essential part of Maximus’ “theory of language” is his correlation wording 

(“letter”) and meaning (“spirit”) in light of διάβασις.1 Croce mentions diabasis in the 

linguistic context, using this principle as an explanation of the relationship between 

expression and meaning. He argues that, for Maximus, expression and meaning form a 

synthetic unity without separation or confusion.2 Meaning is immanent (ἐγκειμένη3) to an 

                                                 
1 For the discussion of diabasis as part Maximus’ broader vision of reality, see 

chap. 3, pp. 97-100. 

2 Croce, 93. “Espressione e significato formano una vera unità di sintesi, in quanto 
sono nello stesso tempo inconfondibili e inseparabili.” [“Expression and meaning form a 
true synthetic unity, because they are unconfused and inseparable at the same time.”] 

3 "being in, implied, inserted" 
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expression, rather than introduced externally.4 However, humans, sensible by nature, can 

grasp this meaning only by starting with its perceptible manifestations, vocal or written, 

and then by “passing through (διαβαίνειν)” to the supra-sensible meaning of these 

manifestations. A refusal to search for the meaning of an expression equals rejecting the 

reality signified by this expression. Thus, such a refusal would render meaningless all 

linguistic attempts to express the mystery of salvation. The patristic tradition, then, has 

value for its recipients only if the meaning of this tradition is properly understood, or, in 

other words, interpreted.5 

Exploring the relationship between word and meaning, Croce makes an 

interesting observation. Although he does not apply this observation to the words of a 

creed specifically, his line of argumentation, if developed, could perhaps throw light on 

Maximus’ conception of creedal language: 

Massimo ha colto il pericolo gravissimo cui può condurre il rifiuto 
dell’interpretazione da parte di chi vuole che si prendano le espressioni ‘semplici.’ 
È insieme e ambiguamente esaltazione eccessiva e deprezzamento radicale del 
valore della parola come espressione: chi sancisce le formule verbali le sostituisce 
alla realtà e al concetto, di cui non sono invece che espressione; ma proprio 
mentre assolutizza i termini, li svuota di ogni significato, perché il loro valore sta 
appunto soltanto nel ‘significare’ qualcosa.6 

 

                                                 
4 Croce, 93. 

5 Ibid., 93. 

6 Croce, 93-94. “Maximus came to realize the most serious danger to which a 
refusal of interpretation may lead, [namely, a refusal] on part of the one who insists on 
employment of ‘simple’ expressions. Both an ambiguously excessive exaltation and a 
radical depreciation of the efficacy of the word as [a means of] expression: the one who 
treats verbal formulae as sacred replaces them in reality and in concept, of which they are 
only expressions. Yet, precisely while absolutizing the terms [themselves] he empties 
them of all meaning, because their only validity is exactly in ‘signifying’ something.” 
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Again, diabasis comes to the rescue. When transition from the “letter” to the 

“spirit” takes place, the letter is not eliminated, surpassed, or left behind. Remembering 

that the unity between the two is synthetic, and, as such, it does not allow for either 

separation or confusion, the first step—the perceptible manifestation—serves as the 

necessary gate for the human mind to transit to meaning. In other words, the 

manifestation—the appearance—is irreducible. Words, but only when taken with their 

meaning, are irreducible. Croce appears to suggest that, for Maximus, any fixity of 

expression, any fixation on particular wording as such without considering the meaning 

of the words, equals killing, depreciating the words themselves, depriving the words of 

their significance, or, more precisely, of their very role of signs pointing beyond 

themselves. Any verbal expression of the mystery is irreducible yet insufficient without 

considering its meaning. 

In order to illustrate Maximus’ emphasis on the need to search for the meaning of 

words—that is, to interpret them—Croce recalls the words of Maximus during his debate 

with Theodosius, Bishop of Caesarea (Bithynia). I would like to look at this passage, as 

well as at some other texts, because during this debate the question of the meaning of 

theological language came up. When approached through the prism of the principle of 

diabasis, that is, transition from the letter to the spirit, these texts reveal Maximus’ 

understanding of the relationship of words and their significance: 

Καὶ ἀποκριθεὶς ὁ ἀββᾶς Μάξιμος εἶπεν· ῾ Ἡ σιγὴ τῶν λόγων, ἀναίρεσις τῶν 
λόγων ἐστί. Διὰ γὰρ τοῦ προφήτου λέγει τὸ Πνεῦμα τὸ ἅγιον· Οὐκ εἰσὶ λαλιαὶ 
οὐδὲ λόγοι, ὧν οὐχὶ ἀκούονται αἱ φωναὶ αὐτῶν. Οὐκοῦν ὁ μὴ λαλούμενος λόγος, 
οὐδ᾿ ὅλως ἐστί.᾽ 7 

                                                 
7 DB 12, Allen and Neil, 110, 113; DB 28, PG 90:165AB. "And in reply [to 

Theodosius] Father Maximus said: ‘The silencing of words is the abrogation of words: 
through the prophet the Holy Spirit says: There are no speeches nor words of which their 
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During this debate that took place in August 6568 Maximus defended the dyothelite 

cause. In the course of the dispute Theodosius challenged Maximus with a quotation, 

supposedly from Cyril, that affirms one energy in Christ, Μίαν τε καὶ συγγενῆ, δι᾿ 

ἀμφοῖν ἐπιδεικνὺς τὴν ἐνέργειαν.9 Despite questioning its Cyrilline authorship, Maximus 

takes up the challenge to deal with the phrase in order to make his point: words should be 

interpreted in order that their true meaning would become evident. He invited his 

opponent to examine the meaning of Cyril’s phrase. Theodosius objected: "…[Y]ou have 

to accept the words as they are… [Y]ou [should] accept the word as it is, and do not 

scrutinize its meaning."10 

Maximus follows with his defense of the necessity to scrutinize the meaning of 

words. He quotes several biblical passages demonstrating that it is God’s command to 

scrutinize the words of Scripture. Maximus seems to imply that God’s command to 

search for the meaning of biblical words is the basis of the church’s hermeneutical rules 

that apply to how the Church reads both Scripture and the Fathers.11 To do otherwise is to 

break the rules grounded in Scripture and to introduce novelty: 

                                                                                                                                                 
voices will not be heard. (Ps 18:4) Therefore the word which is not uttered, in no way 
exists.’ ” 

8Allen and Neil, 21. The dispute was recorded within the following year by 
Athanasius the Apocrisiarius, a disciple of Maximus. 

9“Demonstrating a single and cognate activity through each.” DB 4, Allen and 
Neil, 90, 91. DB 13, PG 90:148D-149A. 

10DB 4, Allen and Neil, 92, 93 (modified); DB 13, PG 90:149A. “ἁπλᾶς γὰρ τὰς 
φωνὰς ἀνάγκην ἔχεις δέξασθαι... Ἵνα ὡς ἔστι δέξῃ τὴν φωνήν, καὶ μὴ ἐρευνήσῃς τὴν 
ἔννοιαν αὐτῆς.” 

11 I address this hermeneutical coapplicability in chap. 5, pp. 237-242. 
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Προφανῶς καινοὺς καὶ ξένους τῆς ἐκκλησίας καὶ περὶ τῶν φωνῶν εἰσάγετε 
νομούς. Εῖ καθ᾿ ὑμᾶς οὐ δεῖ ἐρευνᾶν τὰς φωνὰς τῶν Γραφῶν καὶ τῶν πατέρων, 
ἐκβάλλομεν πᾶσαν τὴν Γραφὴν τήν τε παλαιὰν καὶ τὴν καινήν.12 

 
A failure to search for the meaning behind words makes one similar to the Jews who 

failed to see the spirit of the Law behind the letter: 

Ὡς ἔοικεν, ἐξομοιωθῆναι ἡμᾶς βούλεσθε τοῖς Ἰουδαίοις, οἵτικες ἁπλαῖς ταῖς 
φωναῖς, ὡς λέγετε, τουτέστι μόνῳ τῷ γράμματι ὥσπέρ τινι φορυτῷ ἐγχώσαντες 
τὸν νοῦν, ἐξέπεσαν τῆς ἀληθείας, τὸ κάλυμμα ἔχοντες ἐν ταῖς καρδίαις αὐτῶν, 
τοῦ μὴ νοῆσαι τὸ κύριον πνεῦμα, τὸ ἐγκεκρυμμένον τῷ γράμματι.13 
 
Scripture is the Word of God, the means God uses to express himself to his 

creatures. As such, the Word of God reflects divine characteristics. Considered as a 

perichoretic reality, the relationship of words and their meaning is characterized as 

coinherence, or a simultaneous presence of two unconfused elements. Their union is 

hinted at by Maximus’ reference: “the spirit which belongs, and is hidden, in the letter.”14 

While the "letter" (or the wording) is defined, and thus, confined by definition, its 

spiritual dimension, namely, its meaning, is not. The meaning bears divine attributes. The 

word of the infinite God is infinitely rich in meaning. 

                                                 
12DB 4, Allen and Neil, 92, 93 (modified); DB 13, PG 90:149A-B. “Obviously in 

the case of words … you are [also] introducing rules which are new and foreign to the 
church. If, according to you, one ought not scrutinize the words of Scripture and of the 
Fathers, we are rejecting all Scripture, both the old and the new.” This episode of the 
dispute also throws light on another aspect of Maximus’ interpretative methodology. It 
seems that, for Maximus, both the interpretation of Scripture and of the Fathers are 
guided by the same hermeneutical principles. 

13DB 4, Allen and Neil, 92, 93; DB 13, PG 90:149CD. “As it appears, you want us 
to be similar to the Jews who, with simple words, as you call them—that is, with the 
letter alone blocking their mind like rubbish—have lapsed from the truth, having a veil 
over their hearts so that they cannot understand the spirit which belongs, and is hidden, in 
the letter.”  

14 Ibid. 
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Maximus views language as open-ended. Its meaning is secured in the Logos, but 

in its form it is not locked in the finality of definition. This principle is then demonstrated 

in the way he deals with creedal language, specifically, with the Chalcedonian definition. 

There is no fixity, finality, givenness-once-and-for-all of form. There is fixity to 

language, but that fixity resides not in its temporal (literal and changing) form, but in the 

logoi of words permanently secured in THE Word, the eternal Logos himself. Form (the 

literal wording) appears to be a changeable aspect of language. In presence of this fixity 

on the divine "end," differentiation of creation is viewed by Maximus as positive.15 On 

the level of language, then, we say that permanence and continuity of temporal 

theological formulations reside in their eternal aspect, and not in fixed and mubalbe 

formulations. Differentiation, including the verbal one, becomes then a positive 

phenomenon because its fixity is secured in, and centered on, the Logos, and its 

multiplication is then nothing but an increasingly complete (though never to be 

completed) expression of the divine infinity. 

Thus, Maximus’ distinction between a verbal expression and the true spiritual 

meaning grounded in the organizing principle of diabasis elucidates his criteria in 

hermeneutical judgments, assessing, for instance, whether or not statements of certain 

Fathers are harmonious with one another. Words, spoken or written, are outer symbols 

that point to their true meaning accessed through interpretation. It is meaning reflected in 

the wording rather than wording itself that, for Maximus, has to be transmitted 

unchanged.16 

                                                 
15 For discussion of the concept of the logoi, see chap. 3, pp. 89-92. 

16 For further discussion on Maximus’ conception of word and meaning, see chap. 
3, pp. 100-104. 
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Maximus himself does not correlate temporal and eternal aspects of theological 

formulations for a specific purpose of justifying doctrinal development. However, 

another much later theologian within Eastern Orthodox tradition does just that. Vladimir 

Soloviev's "apology" of doctrinal development will be discussed in an excursing 

following this chapter. 

Maximus' awareness of dual reality simultaneously present in a word is what can 

be construed as room for development. His principle is meaning over wording, thus 

bringing dynamics into the language of theological discourse by making the language 

itself, its words, both malleable and infinitely secure, more capable of exploring, and to a 

certain extent, exposing the depth of meaning, as bottomless as the reality it aims to 

describe,17 and, in a sense, into which it ventures. As Blowers sufficiently demonstrated, 

Maximus' understanding of the language of scripture in which every written word is only 

the first step opening into endless depth of spiritual meaning(s).18 

An affirmation of an infinite number of spiritual meaning(s) in every word of 

Scripture is in itself pro-developmental. Words open a passage way of no dead ends, and 

become the first step in the experience of the reader. After the doorway is crossed, it does 

not disappear. It is the bottom part of a magnificent structure. The idea of the infinity of 

spiritual meaning gives certain dynamism to Maximus' view of language as always 

growing towards, and accommodating to, new spiritual meanings. 

Perhaps the level of language and of expression, is where one can see doctrinal 

development in Maximus. Continuity is preserved because of the unifying oneness “on 

                                                 
17 Blowers, Exegesis, 108. 

18 Ibid., 113. 
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God’s end,” and the unity of the logoi, once and for all secured in the Logos, united, but 

not mixed. This is what does not allow the change of expression to degenerate into a 

cancerous uncontrollable growth of “anything goes.” It is on a level of expression where 

change is allowed and experienced. Maximus understands change as movement19 which 

for him is positive, a condition of any created reality, positive when directed to, and by, 

its center, the Logos. Since Maximus seems to automatically apply the same rules to the 

entire content of tradition, notably stretching his biblical hermeneutics to reading of the 

Fathers, it is legitimate to suggest that this is how he reads those who are approved as 

orthodox. I demonstrated how his rules apply to his reading of Cyril of Alexandria in 

chapter five.20 

 
Creedal Language: Maximus and the Chalcedonian Definition 

Maximus’ Christology reflects the core tenets of a Christology expressed in the 

definition of faith promulgated at the Council of Chalcedon (451). Namely, he 

understands the Incarnation of Christ as the union of two unmitigated natures, human and 

divine, in one hypostasis. However, sensitive to the loose ends left by the definition, 

Maximus develops a Chalcedonian-based Christology taking the achievement of the 

council a step further, towards a crisp, more nuanced, clarity. He critically incorporates 

the accomplishment of the Neo-Chalcedonian theologians who had attempted to achieve 

this clarity and present it in harmony with the teaching of Cyril of Alexandria. Maximus 

also makes his own contribution that I discuss next. 

                                                 
19 Blowers, "Concept of ‘Perpetual Progress,’” 151-171. 

20 See chap. 5, pp. 204-250. 
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Maximus appears to be in constant dialogue with the Chalcedonian Christology. 

He frequently alludes to the key Chalcedonian terms used in the definition, the key terms 

that guard an interpretation of the relationship of the two natures after the union.21 

Thunberg rightly observes that Maximus does not merely repeat the Chalcedonian 

formulations but rather offers “a theological reflection” on the Christology of the 

Councile of Chalcedon developing a more nuanced teaching on the hypostatic union.22 

The heart of this reflection is Maximus’ modification of the idea of communicatio 

idiomatum by clearing it from connotations of a merely mechanical trade of human and 

divine attributes, and rather seeing this exchange of properties as the “mutual 

permeation” (perichoresis).23 

Reflecting on Maximus’ position in relation to Chalcedon, Andrew Louth 

observes that the Chalcedonian formula reflects an attempt of the church to clarify 

theological terminology, and to reapply consistently the key terminology, first used to 

define the unity and the duality aspects in their teaching on the Trinity to their 

articulation of the unity and duality aspects of the doctrine of Christ. However, at the 

time of the council there was still much confusion in terminology. Maximus attempts to 

achieve consistency in using Trinitarian and Christological terminology, clarifying 

                                                 
21 Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 21, n. 3. Thunberg cites numerous 

examples of allusions to these terms where they appear in either the adverbial (as they do 
in the Chalcedonian definition), or in the adjectival form. 

22 Ibid., 22. 

23 Ibid., 23. 
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conceptual language—that is, to develop a “thoroughly consistent ‘Chalcedonian 

logic.’”24 

It is appropriate to discuss Maximus’ conception of a creed with respect to the 

Council of Chalcedon (451) for the following reasons. First, the Chalcedonian definition 

of faith itself is of interest, because of its claim of being an explanation of (the Creed of 

Nicaea 325) rather than a new creed. Second, it is in the context of the fourth council that 

Maximus’ understanding of creedal language is clarified in light of his defense of 

changes in creedal statements by ways of addition of necessary explanations. 

As mentioned above, conciliar proceedings are an indispensable part in Maximus’ 

dynamic vision of a system of assessment of doctrinal propositions at work within the 

church. Yet, in case of his defense of the two natures of Christ and in the context of 

Cyril’ debatable monadic expressions Maximus has to go beyond the conciliar definition. 

Maximus justifies the legitimacy of his changes by appealing to the authority of 

Gregory of Nazianzus in whom he finds a precedent of performing an analogous 

procedure on doctrinal content. Nazianzen developed the doctrine of the consubstantiality 

of the Holy Spirit when it became the focus of theological reflection in the 370s. 

Analogously, Maximus takes the doctrine of the two natures in Christ beyond the 

conciliar formulation of Chalcedon where this doctrine was only stated but not 

articulated. In response to the challenges of his own theological context, Maximus 

appeals to this parallel in order to present his development of the doctrine of the two 

                                                 
24 Louth, Maximus the Confessor, 50. 
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natures of Christ as a necessary “increase in understanding” (κατανόησις) rather than an 

innovation (καινοτομία).25 

The term κατανόησις, then, appear to be the closest Maximus comes to the idea of 

development as growth.26 However, the term itself challenges the idea of development as 

increase. The increase in understanding, then, does not necessitate an increase in volume 

but rather deepening of knowledge already possessed. I suggest that Maximus, without 

offering a "theory" of doctrinal development, employs certain techniques with a certain 

amount of regularity to suggest a pattern. For him, κατανόησις can perhaps capture an 

image of deepening in understanding, which, as I have further attempted to demonstrate, 

Maximus achieves on the level of language itself by virtue of making the language more 

capacious for a better embrace of the infinite reality this language struggles to describe. 

Several observations can be made on the basis of the above. The principle of 

tradition is crucial for Maximus, yet his vision of it is not rigid but rather dynamic. First, 

the very fact that Maximus realizes the necessity of justifying his theological method and 

seeks an earlier precedent, indicates that he values conciliar authority very highly. It is 

also evident that he makes a conscious attempt to preserve continuity with the past, not 

only in terms of the content, but also in terms of the method. In other words, not only is 

he concerned with the “what,” but also with the “how.” With respect to the content, 

Maximus aligns Cyril’ proposition with the ideas of conciliar formulation by removing 

contradictions between these two elements. Regarding the method, he seeks precedent in 

                                                 
25 Pyrrh. PG 91:300 CD; Croce, 114. 

26 This term, κατανόησις, is only one of many interesting word choices in 
Maximus, whose semantic fields possibly imply development or ideas close to it. I hope 
to address these in my future research projects. 



261 
 

the doctrinal history of the Church when an analogous procedure was performed on the 

content and its results were accepted by the Church. 

The governing approach to the assessment of the doctrinal legacy of Maximus has 

been traditionally characterized as a “Chalcedonian logic.” Recently, however, pioneers 

of western Maximian scholarship, such as Balthasar and Thunberg, have been accused of 

reading a "pan-Chalcedonianism" into the Confessor's thought.27 

Törönen’s goal is to challenge the governing assumption in the Maximian studies 

according to which “Chalcedon and a single line of its Definition remained the only 

originator of this kind of thinking  and the sole source of inspiration that could provide a 

metaphysical principle for Maximus’ synthesis,” a position which Törönen calls “pan-

Chalcedonianism.”28 He especially challenges the work that, in his opinion, set the stage 

for this approach, Balthasar’s Cosmic Liturgy,29 whose synthesis is “too clear-cut, 

somehow crude and polished at the same time.” 30 Lars Thunberg followed the suit and in 

his Microcosm and Mediator “built the house for the idea” by presenting the 

Chalcedonian Definition as the key to Maximus’ theology, thus presenting this theology 

as dependent on the Chalcedonian concepts omnipresent in the Confessor’s work.31 

Törönen argues that Maximus’ thought rather centers on the mystery of Christ 

who is “the symbol of himself” embodied in the world and bringing it back to himself.32 

                                                 
27 Törönen, 1-6. 

28 Törönen, 2-3; my italics. 

29 See chap. 1, p. 4, n. 6. 

30 Törönen, 2. 

31 Törönen, 5; Thunberg, 21-36. 

32 Törönen, 5. 
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Törönen sets out on his quest of shaking the pedestal of the Chalcedonian logic in 

Maximus’s thought by tracing neoplatonic and patristic roots of the Confessor’s 

terminology of unity and difference. While not contesting the significance of 

“Chalcedonian Christianity” for Maximus, Törönen says a decisive “no” to “pan-

Chalcedonianism” and its terminological monopoly in the Confessor’s articulation of 

“union without confusion.”33 

What was, then, the burden of the Chalcedon and its definition for Maximus, and 

how does it relate to the logic of unity and distinction stressed by Törönen? Maximus' 

view of language is characterized by three principles. First, words, for him, function as 

pointers to a reality beyond themselves. Secondly, Maximus expresses his pedagogical 

imperative for searching for an increasingly deeper meaning. Finally, he values meaning 

higher than wording. These principles suggest that a particular wording as such has no 

binding authority for him. Although the “spirit” (concepts) of the Chalcedonian definition 

is ubiquitous in Maximus, its “letter” (wording) does not appear to have a binding 

formulaic authority. The Confessor does not quote the definition verbatim. He employs 

its four adverbs separately, but also periphrases with cognates or synonyms. 

The theology of the Chalcedonian definition does have an authority of a final 

word, and has been superseded by Maximus in both Christological content and apophatic 

method. Picking up on the apophatic force of the definition, he reappropriates its negative 

qualifiers to sculpture a much more elaborate and nuanced Christology of the hypostatic 

                                                 
33 Törönen challenges the role of the Chalcedonian logic in Maximus’s thought by 

tracing neoplatonic and patristic roots of the Confessor’s terminology of unity and 
difference. While not contesting the significance of “Chalcedonian Christianity” for 
Maximus, Törönen says a decisive “no” to “pan-Chalcedonianism” and its terminological 
monopoly in the Confessor’s articulation of “union without confusion.” Törönen, 6. 
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union than the one left by Chalcedon. His apophasis is not limiting but qualifying as the 

negative space his categories create further adorns the mystery he thus construes. 

Chalcedon did not invent, but effectively summarized and ratified negative terminology, 

which Maximus also uses and develops the definition's negative terms, as I have point out 

earlier in the chapter. If anything, Chalcedon left a stamp of its authority, and it is by 

virtue of this stamp that Chalcedon established its ubiquitous presence in Maximus' 

oeuvre. 

Thunberg does not present Maximus’ thought as a derivation of Chalcedon, but 

“rather as a theological reflection upon its Christological content.”34 Thunberg does give 

Maximus credit for a number of original contributions, especially for a nuanced 

elaboration of the doctrine of perichoresis. This elaboration incorporates both pre- and 

post-Chalcedonian theological elements.35 

Perhaps Balthasar indeed went too far presenting the Chalcedonian Christology as 

formulated in the definition as the sole metaphysical principle in Maximus. Two 

questions come to mind. First, was there a sole organizing metaphysical principle in 

Maximus? Is it fair to expect to find such a sole organizing principle, only to swap it for a 

new "pan-…-ism,” another paradigm? Are we shifting paradigms, and replacing one 

"Holy Grail" with another? In his disclaimer Törönen says that he does not push anything 

too far, and speaks about shifting focus, or refocusing. Dethroning the definition of the 

throne in Maximus' theology, only to replace it right away with another "governing 

principle," assumes an equal measure of generalization. 

                                                 
34 Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 22; quoted by Törönen, 5. 

35 Thunberg, 35-36. For my discussion of perichoresis see chap. 3, pp. 76-84. 
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Secondly, could the Chalcedonian definition—any definition, for that matter—

exhibit a compellingly defining force of an exclusive authority, and function in a capacity 

of the governing limiting principle, and in a particular wording? Given the Confessor’s 

general view of language, especially of theological and formulaic language, suggests a 

negative answer. Language, for Maximus, is an ever-improving expression of the infinite 

truth, only adequate when considered in its final aim, in the direction of its sequence, and 

yet inadequate in its singular moment-to-moment cross-sections. Considered in their 

temporality, as an isolated point in its discursive flow, particular formulations do not 

appear to carry the same measure of authority. The locus of authority for Maximus is the 

entire tradition and a consensual, yet collective—a harmony of many—voice of the 

Church as a whole, in both legs of its tour, the temporal and the eternal. Thought of as the 

language of this Church, the doctrinal formulations possess continuity and approximate 

the infinite. Later in this chapter I show how Maximus interacts with the Chalcedonian 

definition and its terminology: reverent to the Chalcedonian understanding of the 

hypostatic union, he is not limited by the exact wording of the formula. The Christology 

encaptuslated in it is further honed by Maximus. 

In light of this frame of mind, it appears impossible to superimpose any one 

principle, an armature, into an inherently pliable reality of his theological fabric. Even 

words like “system,” “theology,” "though," impose a certain stucture. Since their 

employment is unavoidable, they should be at least qualified. On this latter point, both 

Balthasar and Thunberg could have done a better job of qualifying their meta-structures 

supposedly found in Maximus. Perhaps Balthasar overemphasized singularity of 

principle. 
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Given the Confessor's theology of language that defies a reduction of the infinite 

mystery to a particular formula as inevitably limiting and sanctifying absolutizing a 

formula intended as infinitely open-ended, deprives it of meaning, of the force of 

signification, and stripped it of the ability to point out an unfathomable reality it aims to 

capture. It has meaning—and makes sense!—only as open-ended in nature, open into 

eternity as the reality it signifies. When absolutized, however, the truth becomes a captive 

of a formula.36 

 
The Language of the Infinite: Linguistic Techniques Employed by Maximus to Increase 

the Capacity of Language to Accommodate the Infinite 
 

The difficulty in comprehending Maximus' system (another “weak word” in his 

case) lies in a paradoxical modality of “both-and” present in many concepts and 

phenomena that Maximus takes up. Yet, the discursive nature of language relates 

simultaneity as a sequence. Maximus resolves this difficulty by his different methods of 

increasing the capacity of language, opening it into eternity, injecting a vertical 

dimension into the inevitable linearity of discourse and of time, sculpturing the infinite by 

expanding the finite language not so much out, but from within. He does so by insisting 

on the infinite depth of spiritual meaning of words taking them beyond their literal 

finality of definition into the infinity of the unsaid. 

The Confessor both grows and plucks his theological “garden.” He both increases 

the content of the faith with tedious elaborations and decreases it in his polemic 

presenting teachings of his opponents as untenable. However, I would like to look into a 

third possibility, yet another aspect of the Confessor's theological reflection that, in 

                                                 
36 Ep. 19, PG 91:596BC; Croce, 93-94. 
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addition to increase and exclusion, also constitutes a type of doctrinal modification on the 

level of theological language. Even though Maximus neither records nor justifies his 

methodology, he consistently follows three methodological techniques: the language of 

paradox, apophatic terminology, and a nuanced use of the Greek verb system. Together, 

these techniques make language more capacious, thus accommodating it to a more 

adequate expression of the infinite, ultimately incomprehensible reality. I attempt to 

demonstrate how each one of these techniques supplements this expression by modifying 

doctrinal content in ways that surpass the mere increase/reduction model. Rather, they 

add new dimensionality and detail to a higher quality picture in the outcome. 

 
Paradox 

The language of paradox is one of the techniques Maximus uses in order to bring 

new dimensionality and mobility into theological discourse. This is a procedure of 

pairing contraries, mutually exclusive for common logic, and then showing them from a 

new angle, by placing them in a seemingly illogical dynamic equilibrium. 

I use the word "paradox" in a non-technical sense, as a blanket term for pairs of 

logical contraries: mutually exclusive attributes predicated of the same reality. My project 

does not concern formal logical argumentation of a specific type, but rather the rhetorical 

effect the irreconcilability of terms achieves. 

Maximus is aware of paradoxes that are logical fallacies. He uses elaborate 

logical arguments in his polemic in order to demonstrate the unorthodoxy of his 

opponents by revealing logical fallacies in their argument. Sometimes Maximus deals 

with irreconcilable paradoxes trying to assist reason by thinking of mutually exclusive 

realities analogically. For example, he offers a way of thinking about simultaneity of 
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unconfused unity and undivided distinction by analogy with a multicolored stone whose 

colors can be named separately without breaking the stone into pieces.37 Using analogies, 

however, Maximus always introduces them as such. He never claims that these analogies 

explain away an antinomy. On the contrary, he always stresses the irreducibility of the 

mystery that the coincidence of certain qualities or relations entails. In other instances 

still, Maximus pairs mutually exclusive characteristics without trying to explain them 

even analogically, but rather amplifies their "logical clash" using it as a rhetorical device. 

In fact, these contradictions are irreconcilable in principle. This type of an 

irreconcilable contradiction approaches "the antinomy of religious consciousness" 

identified by the Russian Orthodox theologian and philosopher Sergey Bulgakov (1871-

1944). Religious experience, for Bulgakov, posits an apparent contradiction for 

discursive thinking, because the object of this experience, God, is both transcendent and 

immanent. That is to say, God is both external to man and the world and categorically 

different from it, and He is also the God Who reveals himself to religious consciousness 

as its content. That divine otherness and condescension must both be maintained as the 

premise of religion's very existence. These antinomies cannot be removed because they 

do not contain a logical fallacy whose correction would explain them away. They are also 

distinct from antinomies of empirical reason in the Kantian sense, as limitations inherent 

to empirical reason incapable of operating categories of the noetic realm that transcends 

its own; these antinomies ultimately dismiss practical reason as incapable to deal with the 

transcendent because it is not part of experience. Religious consciousness cannot dismiss 

its antinomy without dismissing itself. It must live with the irreconcilable paradox and 

                                                 
37 Ep. 12, PG 91:476BC. See chap. 5, p. 211. 
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accept it by faith.38 In Maximus’ vocabulary the word closest to this meaning of 

antinomy is "mystery," while contradictions that can be resolved (hence, the books of 

Difficulties (Amb. and Q. Thal.) where Maximus resolves such ἀπόριαι. 

The very manner in which Maximus correlates the spiritual and the material 

spheres is a sort of paradox. As logical opposites, these spheres are nevertheless placed in 

non-opposition. As has been already mentioned, Maximus follows earlier patristic models 

of the non-oppositional structure of reality, most notably the model of Gregory of Nyssa 

that carries an idea of continuity between the Creator’s power and its product, and a 

specific relation of interiority of creation to its origin.39 This model seems to have 

inspired Maximus’ vision of reality, which he explains further in light of his Christology. 

Maximus explores the non-oppositional relation of the created and the uncreated 

realms using a variety of paired, mutually exclusive terms in order to highlight their 

contrast: created and uncreated, divine-human, eternal and finite, "moving rest," and 

many others.40  The relationship between these opposites that Maximus establishes is one 

of dynamic polarity in which opposites preserve their distinction without being separated. 

These polarities are patterned after the ultimate paradox, namely, the perichoretic logic of 

the hypostatic union of the divine and the human natures of Christ. 

                                                 
38 Sergey Bulgakov, Svet Nevechernij [Unfading Light] (Moscow: Republic, 

1994), 88-93. 

39 For discussion of Maximus' non-oppositional structure of reality, see chap. 3, 
pp. 81-82, 96-97. 

40 For example, in Amb. 7, PG 91:1081B; Myst. 5, PG 91:677A; CCSG 69:22-23. 
In Scholium (Th. pol., 91:120B) Maximus lists several pairs of adjectives with the 
opposite meaning in the Christological context. 
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The equilibrium of Christ's humanity and divinity is paradigmatic, because, in the 

Confessor's own words, the mystery of Christ is "the most mysterious."41 As such, the 

human-divine duality of natures serves as the hermeneutical model for other non-

oppositional relations of distinctive elements. Maximus appears to freely reapply the 

logic of perichoresis (mutual interpenetration) of the hypostatically united natures as a 

paradigm for other dimensions of reality characterized by mutual penetration, for 

example, theosis and kenosis.42 

One of the tools that Maximus uses to qualify the dynamic polarity of elements is 

his utilization of the so-called tantum-quantum formulae. Translated "as long as," "to the 

extent that," or "in proportion to," these statements express a relationship of the 

dependence of the realization of one aspect on the realization of the other.43 

Christologically, Maximus presents the union of the two natures of the incarnate Christ as 

being maintained to the extent of their differences, and, vice versa, the differences are 

realized to the extent they are united. 

By presenting relations of distinct elements as dynamically balanced and 

interpreted in light of his Christological paradigm, Maximus brings a new dimension to 

the understanding of these relations. Often perceived as static, these concepts are now 

perceived as dynamic thus obtaining new depth. This newly added deepening of 

perspective can be perhaps referred to as development. 

                                                 
41 Amb. 38, PG 91:1332C. Quoted in chap. 2. 

42 Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 27. 

43Ibid, 31-33. 
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While eager to "search and research" new dimensions of ontological opposites, 

Maximus nevertheless preserves their ultimate paradoxical quality. His theological 

enterprise does not intend to do away with paradox. His zeal in exploring these 

correlations from new angles should not be taken as zeal to ultimately reconcile the 

irreconcilable. Qualities normally thought of as mutually exclusive are now placed in a 

relation of coincidence, and this coincidence of irreconcilables defies common sense. 

Logical “either-ors” now become illogical “both-ands,” and the fact of going against 

logic does not bother Maximus. His reflection is always open-ended, and apparently at 

peace with contradiction. In this sense, his irreconcilable paradoxes are implicitly 

apophatic as they point out the presence of mystery without claiming to explain it fully. 

Let us look at apophatic aspects of Maximus' thought and some ways in which they make 

language a better reflection of the divine. 

 
Apophatic Terminology  

Maximus stands within the rich tradition of followers of via negativa both 

patristic and philosophical. The term via negativa refers to a “procedure which seeks to 

clarify concepts by the use of negative predicates, rather than positive ones.” 44 Negative 

reasoning starts with the premise of the inefficiency of language. This “apophatic 

(negating) method… endeavors to use language in a manner which will enable it to rise 

above itself.”45 

                                                 
44 Mortley, 1:125. 

45 Ibid. 
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In Amb. 7, Maximus gives his rationale for apophatic thinking. He writes that the 

infinite does not comply with our rules of predication. He admits that the infinite not only 

stands above categorization, but defies our categories altogether.46 

Although Maximus does not use this exact terminology, the type of negation he 

uses as privation marks the absolute divine reality as being conceptually dismissed from 

this world as well as from any expressible relation to it. I resort to Bulgakov’s categories 

again. Despite differences in wording, the Russian author appears to demonstrate the 

same type towards apophatic thinking as we observe in Maximus. And the nuance that 

both theologians definitely express is that the foundational antinomy lies not between 

God on one end of the divine, and creation on the other. In Maximus, to restate, this 

relationship is non-oppositional. Where the “absolute hiatus” (зияние)—an absence of a 

logical bridge—lies is within the deity itself: between the transcendent deity and the 

immanent God. It is not alterior to God. Since religion is not based on discursive 

thinking, this antinomy does not destroy it. On the contrary, it is the very “nerve of 

religion" that gives it depth. Even though it is irresolvable, it is such that it is constantly 

being resolved in religious experience47 'in the fire of faith.' "Faith... should not be afraid 

of discursive absurd, for this is where eternal life and limitlessness of deity opens up."48 

                                                 
46 Cf. Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 28. 31, SC 250:174-175. Gregory writes that 

God is not the first element in the natural and the intelligible orders, but He transcends 
the orders themselves by being utterly other.  Pseudo-Dionysius places God above 
essence. DN 1.1, PG 3:588AB; DN 5.2, PG 3:816C. 

47 See V. Lossky, In the Image and Likeness, 13. "The negative way of the 
knowledge of God is an ascendant undertaking of the mind that progressively eliminates 
all positive attributes of the object it wishes to attain, in order to culminate finally in a 
kind of apprehension by supreme ignorance of Him who cannot be an object of 
knowledge. We can say that it is an intellectual experience of the mind's failure when 
confronted with something beyond the conceivable. In fact, consciousness of the failure 
of human understanding constitutes an element common to all that we can call apophasis, 
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This approach to the antinomy of religion gives a different perspective on 

Maximus' language of opposites. Or, rather, it "saves" Maximus from finality of being 

read a certain way, through a certain set of presuppositions that, with all due respect to 

the authors who worked with his texts extensively, sometimes certain presuppositions 

filter into their translation. It appears that the "acceptance of paradox" approach is more 

likely to be detected in Maximus, which would also agree with his understanding of 

created-uncreated realities as distinct yet not opposed. This acceptance is also 

demonstrated in his hesitancy to resolve or explain away every opposition. There are 

many contradictions that he does explain, but there are also other ones where his intellect 

chose to stop and silently marvel. The purpose here, however, is not to group Maximus 

with much later schools of theological systems, which in his thought were only faint 

brushes of a stroke. There is another perspective through which he can be read. 

When, after the apophatic disclaimer in Amb 7, Maximus turns to positive 

categories, he reverently adds that he is speaking about the ineffable—only figuratively, 

analogically, “as though.” Qualities, such as wisdom, are true of God absolutely, and only 

analogically attributed to us. 49 

Maximus also uses apophatic language as a tool to further sculpture his 

Christology. He qualifies the dynamic of the divine and the human realities by the four 

                                                                                                                                                 
or negative theology, whether this apophasis remains within the limits of intellection, 
simply declaring the radical lack of correspondence between our mind and the reality it 
wishes to attain, or whether it wishes to surpass the limits of understanding, imparting to 
the ignorance of what God is in His inaccessible nature the value of a mystical 
knowledge superior to the intellect, ὑπὲρ νοῦς." 

48 Bulgakov, 92-93. 

49 Amb. 7, PG 91:1081B-D; trans. Blowers, in On the Cosmic Mystery of Jesus 
Christ, 57-58. 
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adverbs of the Chalcedonian definition that acknowledges that Christ is in two natures 

“without confusion, without change, without division, without separation (ἀσυγχύτως, 

ἀτρέπτως, ἀδιαιρέτως, ἀχωρίστως).50  Without quoting the definition verbatim Maximus 

discerns its apophatic force as he utilizes its privative concepts to refine his theology of 

the hypostatic union. Yet, unlimited by its wording, Maximus supersedes this formula in 

at least two ways. First, he reappropriates its concepts for the purposes of his own 

argumentation. He applies the Chalcedonian negative qualifiers to refine a much more 

elaborate Christological content than that of Chalcedon. Second, he surpasses the 

straightforward, limiting apophasis in that he uses the negative qualifiers in such a way 

that they add content rather than abstract from it. What is added is not an accretion of 

new words, but an awareness of a presence of an irresolvable paradox. An example of 

this usage of the Chalcedonian negative concepts is found in Amb. 5 where Maximus 

speaks of the perichoresis of the divine and human natures of Christ: 

Καὶ ὑπὲρ ἄνθρωπον ἐνήργει τὰ ἀνθρώπου, κατ᾿ ἄκραν ἕνωσιν δίχα τροπῆς 
συμφυεῖσαν δεικνὺς τῇ θεϊκῇ δυνάμει τὴν ἀνθρωπίνην ἐνέργειαν, ἐπειδὴ καὶ ἡ 
φύσις ἀσυγχύτως ἑνωθεῖσα τῇ φύσει δι᾿ ὅλου περικεχώρηκεν, μηδὲν ἀπόλυτον 
παντάπασιν ἔχουσα, καὶ τῆς ἡνωμένης αὐτῇ καθ᾿ ὑπόστασιν κεχωρισμένον 
θεότητος.51 

 

                                                 
50 These four adverbs are employed in the Chalcedonian definition of the faith 

that acknowledges Christ as being “in two natures which undergo no confusion, no 
change, no division, no separation…” ACO 2.1.2:129 (Greek); ACO 2.3.2:137 (Latin). 
See chap. 5, p. 190, n. 21. 

51 Amb. 5:150-155, PG 90:1053B; CCSG 48:26-27. "And he [the Word] was 
effecting human faculties in a super-human fashion, demonstrating human activity by 
divine power [or: “divinely-empowered human activity”] in accordance with the absolute 
union accomplished irreversibly; since the [human] nature, also unconfusedly united to 
the [divine] nature, had permeated throughout, having nothing at all separate nor 
[anything] that has been divided [from] the divinity which has been united to it [i.e., to 
the human nature]." 
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 This reasoning, I suggest, is not only negative, but also affirmative. Rather than 

removing an attribute, it brings in a presence, if only by naming it. The very logical 

impossibility of perichoresis is highlighted by positive concepts that are immediately 

negated by their apophatic opposites (cognates or synonyms of the Chalcedonian 

qualifiers). In the passage just cited, the absolute union, which is accomplished 

irreversibly (ἄκραν ἕνωσιν δίχα τροπῆς συμφυεῖσαν) is immediately qualified as one in 

which the two natures are unconfusedly united (ἀσυγχύτως ἑνωθεῖσα). It is then 

immediately added that they are united in such a way that they have nothing at all 

separate (μηδὲν ἀπόλυτον παντάπασιν). The utter logical impossibility of a coincidence 

of these opposites is highlighted by taking their contrast to extremes. But this affirmation 

of their absolute impossibility is also a celebration of their reality despite contradiction.52 

Even though the paradox itself is reverently left unexplained, the negative space it 

creates now has a positive value. It further constructs the mystery by embellishing it with 

yet another "impossible—nevertheless." It celebrates the actuality of the union despite its 

utter logical impossibility and utter contradiction of its terms. These subversions of logic 

are intended, it seems, to intensify the experience of the μυστηριωδέστερον (the most 

mysterious mystery).53 

The rhetoric of coincidence of opposites is taken even further by Maximus 

through his nuanced use of the Greek verb system. An example of such mutually 

                                                 
52 Another example is Maximus' "rescue operation" performed on the 

controversial adjective "theandric" (of human-divine subjects). Thunberg, Microcosm 
and Mediator, 23-32. 

53 Amb. 38, PG 91:1332C; CCSG 18:198. 
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exclusive yet dynamically paired realities—temporality and eternity predicated of 

creation— is discussed next. 

 
The Greek Verb System 

Maximus uses the Greek verb system to the fullest in order to depict simultaneity 

and coinherence of the historical and the eternal realms—a duality quite uncomfortable 

for linear discursive thinking.54 He describes the mutually exclusive aspects of these 

dimensions of reality as continuous in their progressive aspect, and at the same time as 

complete in their perfective aspect. Again, for Maximus, a reality normally conceived of 

as "either/or" is furnished as a paradoxical "both/and." By his verbal gymnastics 

Maximus snatches the audience out of the horizontal one-dimensionality of a one-way 

street into the realm of paradoxical simultaneity and coinherence. He considers familiar 

paired realities under different angles, within different times and aspects, presenting these 

realities as simultaneously complete "once-for-all," and still in progress of becoming 

such.55 

Maximus is aware of the limitations of theological language that deals with two 

planes of reality: finite and infinite. This very circumstance "sabotages" grammar as it 

would require of a verb to have two aspects simultaneously, a progressive and a 

perfective one. Inevitably, characteristics simultaneously present have to be 

                                                 
54 Plass, “ ‘Moving Rest,’ in Maximus the Confessor,” 177-190; idem, 

"Transcendent Time in Maximus the Confessor," 259-277. 

55 The utilization of the abilities of the Greek verb system to covey this fine 
metaphysical nuance is not unique to Christians. For example, it has been observed in 
Neoplatonics writers. Stephen Gersh, From Iamblichus to Eriugena: An Investigation of 
the Prehistory and Evolution of the Pseudo-Dionysian Tradition (Leiden: Brill, 1978), 
71, 115 n. 173; Plass, "Timeless Time in Neo-Platonism," The Modern Schoolman 55:1 
(1977): 1-19. 
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consecutively described. Different tenses and aspects take turns presenting the same 

reality from different angles: as temporal and as eternal, as completed and as still 

occurring. In Ambigua 7 Maximus speaks of creation as complete and known to God in 

its fullness, and yet as still occurring in history. He identifies two perspectives under 

which an issue can be considered: from God's viewpoint, (divinely speaking, as it were), 

in God's realm, which he simply calls "with God" after the New Testament precedent56), 

and from the point of view of history: 

A. Παρ᾿ ᾧ βεβαίως πάντων οἱ λόγοι πεπήγασι καθ᾿ οὓς καὶ γινώσκειν τὰ πάντα 
πρὶν γενέσεως αὐτῶν λέγεται, ὡς ἐν αὐτῷ καὶ παρ᾿ αὐτῷ ὄντων, αὐτῇ τῇ ἀληθείᾳ 
τῶν πάντων. 
 
Κἂν εἰ 
 
B. αὐτὰ τὰ πάντα, τά τε ὄντα καὶ τὰ ἐσόμενα, οὐχ ἅμα τοῖς ἑαυτῶν λόγοις, ἢ τῷ 
γνωσθῆναι ὑπὸ Θεοῦ, εἰς τὸ εἶναι παρήχθησαν, ἀλλ᾿ ἕκαστα τῷ ἐπιτηδείῳ καιρῷ 
κατὰ τὴν τοῦ Δημιουργοῦ σοφίαν πρεπόντως κατὰ τοὺς ἑαυτῶν λόγους 
δημιουργούμενα καὶ καθ᾿ ἑαυτὰ εἶναι τῇ ἐνεργείᾳ λαμβάνῃ.57 
 
A. "The principles of all things are firmly fixed in their identity by [God] who is 
said to know all things before their generation, because, truly indeed, all things 
exist by him and in him 

 
—even though 

                                                 
56 John 1:2, πρὸς τὸν θεόν) 

57 Amb., PG 91:1081AB. I treat my translation in the text because it is part of my 
argument. The layout is intended to demonstrate the sentence structure essential for the 
argument. According to another translation, "The logoi of all things known by God 
before their creation are securely fixed in God. They are in him who is the truth of all 
things. Yet all these things, things present and things to come, have not been brought into 
being contemporaneously with their being known by God; rather each was created in an 
appropriate way according to its logos at the proper time according to the wisdom of the 
maker, and each acquired concrete actual existence in itself. For the maker is always 
existent Being, but they exist in potentiality before they exist in actuality." Blowers, in 
On the Cosmic Mystery of Jesus Christ, 56-57. See also PG 91:1328D. Epifanovic also 
interprets the last sentence of this passage along the lines of potentiality and actuality. 
Epifanovic, Prepodobnij Maksim Ispovednik, 47. 
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B. all things themselves, both existing and yet to be, were brought into being not 
simultaneously with their own principles, or with God's having know them, but 
rather each one receives individual existence with activity, being created at a 
suitable time according to the wisdom of the Maker, in a unique manner, and 
according to their own principles." 
 
A treatment of this passage depends on two factors: sentence structure (how 

clauses relate to one another), and what verbal aspects and tenses Maximus employs. 

Several translators take the entire portion B (Κἂν... λαμβάνῃ) as a concessive protasis, 

sentence A (Παρ᾿... πάντων) being its logical apodosis. Maximus seems to follow this 

logic: 

A is true. (Things really exist in God as principles, as their master copies.) 
B is true also. (Things are being created in time.) 
even though (despite that) B logically excludes A. 

Reading the second sentence as a concessive clause agrees with Smyth's 

definition of concession. "A" states a fact, which is true notwithstanding another fact, "B" 

(i.e., creation has its finality and permanency in God, while also unfolding historically; 

and the latter does not negate the former). Both apodosis and protasis express two truths 

taken for granted by the author, and one does not negate the other, even though they are 

seemingly contradictory. The subjunctive mood of λαμβάνῃ ([each thing] receives) also 

suggests that B is a protasis.  

Maximus' employment of verb aspects and tenses suggests that, with respect to 

God, God's knowledge is in fact complete as the knowledge of any finished product by a 

maker. Creation, the object of this knowledge, is also complete considered in this respect. 

Hence the perfect form for πεπήγασι ("have been fixed"). To highlight an ongoing 

historical aspect of creation, Maximus uses the present tense for both δημιουργούμενα 

(being created) and λαμβάνῃ ([each thing] receives). 
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Now, let us consider part B by itself, without considering its place in the logical 

protasis/apodosis structure of the entire paragraph: 

αὐτὰ τὰ πάντα, τά τε ὄντα καὶ τὰ ἐσόμενα, οὐχ ἅμα τοῖς ἑαυτῶν λόγοις, ἢ τῷ 
γνωσθῆναι ὑπὸ Θεοῦ, εἰς τὸ εἶναι παρήχθησαν, (aorist) 
 
ἀλλ᾿ (strong adversative) 
 
ἕκαστα τῷ ἐπιτηδείῳ καιρῷ κατὰ τὴν τοῦ Δημιουργοῦ σοφίαν πρεπόντως κατὰ 
τοὺς ἑαυτῶν λόγους δημιουργούμενα 
 
καὶ καθ᾿ ἑαυτὰ εἶναι τῇ ἐνεργείᾳ λαμβάνῃ. 
 

all things themselves, both existing and yet to be, were brought into being 
[how? when?—circumstantial clause=>] 
 not simultaneously  with their own principles, 
    with with God's having know them, 
     
    but rather [strong adversative] 
 
    each one receives individual existence with activity, 
     
    [when?] being created at a suitable time  
    [how?] according to the wisdom of the Maker, 
     in a unique manner, and  
     according to their own principles." 
 

If we take παρήχθησαν (in εἰς τὸ εἶναι παρήχθησαν "were brought into being") in 

its aoristic, once-for-all aspect, this sentence almost becomes oxymoronic: things were 

brought into being (notice that οὐχ negates ἅμα, and not the verb παρήχθησαν which is in 

the subjunctive and would require the negative particle μή). That is, a once-for-all 

occurrence considered as one, is not such (i.e., not a once-for-all kind of occurrence) in 

its temporal aspect. In the following ἀλλά clause two present forms refer to what creation 

is in its temporal progressive aspect. 

To summarize, based on the relationship of clauses, the first part states the fact 

that creation already has its blueprint in God, while the second one introduces a condition 
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that seems adversative (that creation is also unfolding). Yet the latter truth does not 

destroy the former, namely, the fact that this unfolding creation is also a finished product 

from God's perspective. Considered from the two different verbal aspects, perfective and 

progressive, creation has its finality and permanency in God, while also coming into 

being on a phenomenological level.  

 
A Possibility of Doctrinal Change on the Level of Language 

The doctrinal modifications sketched above raise a question, as to whether or not 

they constitute a distinct form of doctrinal development, a form unlike increase or 

exclusion. Although Maximus does not shy away from these two forms, doctrine appears 

to undergo yet another type of change as the result of his theological toil. 

Perhaps, it is legitimate to speak of development when the body of doctrine 

quantitatively increases by little. What is added is new dimensionality that allows it to 

consider old terms in light of new relations. This type of progress can be illustrated by the 

Chalcedonian definition. While unaltered formally, it has changed semantically 

nevertheless. Its original wording acquires a deeper meaning when the hypostatic union it 

apophatically frames can be read as a unique theandric perichoretic reality articulated by 

Maximus two centuries past Chalcedon. This type of progress is counterintuitive, because 

it neither adds nor subtracts. And yet, it is a progress still. It represents a development 

that is neither vertical nor horizontal. And yet, it is a development. It is a development 

"Toward The Within."58 

                                                 
58 I borrowed this phrase from the title of an album by Dead Can Dance. Dead 

Can Dance, Towards the Within (4AD/WEA, 1994). 
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Of many analogies a new epoch brings, I choose one from photography. The 

development I perceive in Maximus resembles a change of camera settings. Our 

contemplation of the Divine is not unlike looking through the viewfinder of a camera. In 

the course of centuries, the area in the viewfinder remains unchanged, as does the 

immutable reality we contemplate. A new Christology Maximus delivers is like a 

photograph whose quality is enhanced neither by an increase in screen width nor by a 

shift of focus point. What changes is the depth of field. What this change brings is new 

dimensionality of detail and a new vibrancy of nuance added to the same space within the 

same frame. 

These techniques allow Maximus to expand the ability of theological language 

not only quantitatively, but also qualitatively, by making it more capacious for indicating 

the unknowable and for an ever better expression of the knowable aspects of the infinite. 

Identifying new aspects of previously used static concepts Maximus, as it were, charges 

old words with new meaning. He opens the language into eternity without expanding it 

horizontally. He changes language not only by way of quantitative growth through 

explication and logical inference, but also by presenting existing articles of faith glowing 

with a touch of eternity, not unlike the one Moses brought down the mountain on his still 

recognizable, formally unchanged, yet very different face. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 

Excursus 
 
 

Doctrinal Development as a Theandric (Divine-human) Act: 
Vladimir Soloviev's Appropriation of Maximus the Confessor's Christology  

 
Maximus the Confessor and Vladimir Soloviev (1853-1900)1 are two theologians 

separated by twelve centuries, the former called the last witness of the so-called 

undivided Church, and the latter the ardent apologist of its reunion.2 

                                                 
1 Soloviev represents a second wave of Russian “religious renaissance” that 

started in the 1840s and brought about the reemergence of interest in the Fathers both 
inside and outside the Russian Orthodox Church. Among the results of this movement ad 
fontes was a massive project of translations of the Fathers as well as substantive patristic 
monographs produced in theological academies. Two schools in modern Russian thought 
developed on the basis of different principles of their appropriation of the patristic past. 
The “Russian” school appropriates the Fathers by going “beyond” the Fathers, namely, by 
contextualizing the Orthodox faith in light of the challenges of modernity, and, among 
other means, by utilizing western philosophical categories. Valliere identifies these 
challenges as "...the tension between tradition and freedom, the challenge of modern 
humanism, the mission of the church to modern society, the status of dogma in modern 
intellectuality and the significance of religious pluralism." Valliere, 3. The Russian 
school responded to these challenges using the achievements of modern philosophy and 
by going "beyond patristic Orthodoxy to philosophic Orthodoxy for new times." This 
school flourished until the mid-1930s, in the Orthodox Institute of Saint Sergius in Paris, 
where Russian theologians found refuge after the Russian revolution of 1917 (ibid.). 
Schmemann describes the emphasis of the "Russian" school: "Orthodox theology must 
keep its patristic foundation, but it must also go 'beyond' the Fathers if it is to respond to a 
new situation created by centuries of philosophical development. And in this new 
synthesis or reconstruction, the western philosophical tradition (source and mother of the 
Russian 'religious philosophy' of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries) rather than the 
Hellenic, must supply theology with its conceptual framework. An attempt is thus made 
to "transpose" theology into a new 'key,' and this transposition is considered as the 
specific task and vocation of Russian theology." Schmemann, "Russian Theology: 1920-
1972," St. Vladimir's Theological Quarterly 16:4 (1972): 183. The “Neopatristic” school 
that emerged in 1930s as a protest against the idea of going beyond the Fathers, and as a 
call to return to the Fathers. Schmemann summarizes this approach: "The tragedy of 
Orthodox theological development is viewed here precisely as a drifting away of the 
theological mind from the very spirit and method of the Fathers, and no reconstruction or 
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Scholars have pointed out parallels between these two thinkers. Richard F. 

Gustafson draws several insightful parallels between the two authors in an instructive 

essay, even though brief for an in-depth treatment of these parallels. He also suggests that 

Maximus' “notion of perichoresis… seems to have provided Soloviev with his model for 

the mutual interaction and mutual penetration of all entities in Christ." In addition to 

perichoresis, Gustafson points out other parallels between Maximus and Soloviev: (1) the 

manner of how they rework the legacy of their predecessors by selectively reapplying 

their teachings in a current context; (2) the centrality of the concept of Godmanhood; and 

(3) the centrality of the two-will Christology and human freedom.3 

Marie-Joseph Le Guillou identifies three areas of Maximus' influence that 

Soloviev develops the Christocentric vision of the world; the fullness of articulation of 

the divinity and humanity of Christ, and the unity of the Church on the basis of patristic 

tradition: 

For Soloviev, Saint Maximus is at the same time a kind of Christian thinker who 
proposes a theocentric vision of the world free from Gnosticism, a kind of 
confessor of the faith in the human-divine fullness of Christ, a kind of witness of 
the unity of the Church in the catholicity of its tradition (which rests on the 
consensus of the Fathers) and in the firmness of its confession (which, after all, 
has the Petrine ministry of the Roman see as its foundation). Developing these 

                                                                                                                                                 
new synthesis are thought possible outside a creative recovery of that spirit" (ibid., 178). 
Representatives of this school, such as Florovsky and V. Lossky, argued that any 
reconstruction of a new Orthodox theology based on philosophy is impossible, and called 
for the faithfulness to the spirit of the Fathers (ibid.). For a selected bibliography of 
works by, and about Soloviev, see chapt. 1, p. 46, n. 94. 

2 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 56-65; M.-J. Le Guillou, in a preface to Garrigues, 
Maxime le Confesseur: La charité avenir divin de l'homme, Théologie historique 38 
(Paris: Éditions Beauchesne, 1976), 9. 

3 Richard F. Gustafson, "Soloviev's Doctrine of Salvation," in J. D. Kornblatt and 
R. F. Gustafson, eds. Russian Religious Thought (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin 
Press, 1996): 31-48. 
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three dimensions of ecclesiastical personality of Saint Maximus, Soloviev 
discovered the fullness of his own vocation at the threshold of a century which is 
ours.4 
 
Balthasar identifies Maximus as the starting point of Soloviev's system of 

thought, due to the Confessor’s tendency to place the Chalcedonian Christology5 at the 

foundation of natural and supernatural reality: 

Logically, then, Soloviev's true starting point in the Christian past is Greek 
patristic thought before the Schism, especially in its definitive form in the work of 
Maximus the Confessor, who systematically makes the Chalcedonian dogma (that 
is, the synthesis between God and man in Christ) the foundation upon which the 
entire structure of natural and supernatural reality in the world is erected.6 
 
Indeed, both thinkers place Christ, the Chalcedonian God-man, at the center of 

their theologies, not only as the organizing principle, but also as a hermeneutical 

paradigm: by applying the dynamics of human-divine interaction of the Incarnate Christ's 

                                                 
4 "Pour Soloviev, saint Maxime est à la fois le type du penseur chrétien qui 

propose un vision théocentrique du monde exempte de gnosticisme, le type du confesseur 
de la foi en la plénitude humano-divine du Christ, le type du témoin de l'unité de l'Église 
dans la catholicité de sa tradition (qui repose sur la symphonie des Pères) et dans la 
solidité de sa confession (qui en dernière instance a pour fondement le ministère pétrinien 
du siège de Rome). En développant ces trois dimensions de la personnalité ecclésiale de 
saint Maxime, Soloviev découvrait la plénitude de sa propre vocation au seuil du siècle 
qui est le nôtre." Marie-Joseph Le Guillou, preface to Juan Miguel Garrigues, Maxime le 
Confesseur: La charité avenir divin de l'homme, Théologie historique 38 (Paris: Éditions 
Beauchesne, 1976), 9. 

5 See chapt. 5, 189-197, esp. p. 190, n. 21. 

6 Balthasar, Studies in Theological Styles, vol. 3 of The Glory of the Lord (San 
Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 1986), 287. Balthasar draws other parallels between the 
two theologians. He observes that, like Maximus, Soloviev taught that the Created and 
Fall coincided. Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord 3:310-11; idem, Cosmic Liturgy, 187-88. 
Maximus "approaches the theory of Scotus Erigena, for whom the creation and the fall 
are conceptually distinct but factually simultaneous." Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 187. 
Balthasar quotes Maximus: "Together with his existence (ἅμα τῷ εἶναι)," (Q. Thal. 59, 
CCG 22:61 (262); PG 90:613C) "together with his coming to be (ἅμα τῷ γενέσθαι)," (Q. 
ad Thal. 61, CCG 22:85 (13); PG 90:628A) "man leaves his own origin behind through 
sin" and "turns his mind toward sensible things." Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 187. 
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natures to dimensions of reality that lie outside of "Christology proper." I will explore 

how their Christologies contributed to an interpretation of one such dimension, the issue 

of doctrinal development. 

I would like to indicate possible parallels which may serve to show the influence 

of Maximus' doctrine of perichoresis ("mutual penetration") of divine and human natures 

in one hypostasis of the Incarnate Christ on Soloviev's apology of doctrinal development 

as a legitimate divine-human (theandric) action. 

For Maximus, perichoresis is a divine-human (theandric) modality of the 

hypostatic union, conceptually characterized as (1) a double penetration realized by two 

distinct agencies, divine and human, with the properties of each preserved; (2) they are 

simultaneously present (coinhere) in every aspect of this activity; and (3) they retain a 

polarity of interdependence of unity and duality.7 Historically, the dynamics of “unity-in-

diversity” within the Church are patterned after this unconfused union. 

For Soloviev, the divine and human principles in doctrinal development correlate 

analogously. Conceptually, doctrinal development is (1) a double (divine and human) act 

of the theandric organism of the Church, in which two distinct agencies retain their 

irreducible properties without confusion or change. (2) Yet, due to their union without 

division or separation, they coinhere in every aspect of doctrinal transmission. Finally, 

(3) the polarity of irreducible unity and irreducible duality allows both agents to fashion 

this process by their unmitigated distinctions due to their true unity. Historically, the 

                                                 
7 Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 26-32. Thunberg identifies these aspects in 

Maximus' understanding of perichoresis on the basis of relevant texts. 
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Church is a unique theandric entity in which the union of the human and divine natures is 

being realized.8 

 
Maximus: Divine-Hunan Dynamics of Perichoresis 

Soloviev backs up his argument by detecting, and appealing to, the very subtle 

nuances of the Orthodox doctrine of the interaction of the natures in Christ that Maximus 

articulated twelve centuries earlier in his Chalcedonian Christology of perichoresis, 

which I will sketch next.  

Although generally translated as "mutual penetration" in reference to human and 

divine attributes of Christ, the concept of perichoresis is more complex than a single 

translation can capture.9 Maximus meticulously works out the dynamics of perichoresis 

presenting its paradoxical quality consistently faceted by the four-fold “formula” of the 

Council of Chalcedon (451): the two natures unite “without confusion, without change, 

without division, without separation.”10 The controversial adjective "theandric" is used of 

human-divine subjects. The term itself, first found in Pseudo-Dionysius, sparked a 

                                                 
8 Soloviev, History, 4:332 (my italics). "While divinity is absolutely unchangeable 

in and of itself, [and] while humanity is subject to accidental changes in and of itself, the 
divine humanity develops correctly, that is, preserving its essence… unchanged, and 
growing not only externally, in size, but also in its internal fullness and perfection of its 
manifestations in all spheres of its existence." 

9 Prestige, God in Patristic Thought, 291-44. Thunberg, Microcosm and 
Mediator, 25. For a more detailed look at perichoresis in Maximus, see chap. 3, pp. 84-
93. 

10 Thunberg discusses Maximus' teaching on perichoresis in light of the related 
doctrine of communicatio idiomatum ("exchange of properties"). Prior to Maximus, this 
concept had been known and used of a nearly mechanical swap of attributing human 
properties to Christ as God, and vice versa, attributing divine properties to Christ as Man. 
According to Thunberg, the development of this concept in strictly Chalcedonian terms is 
Maximus' "pioneering contribution." Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 22. 
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controversy because it was not immune of monophysite, monoenergist, and monothelite 

readings, that is, it might suggest a single (divine) nature, activity, and will of the 

incarnate Christ. By its strictly Chalcedonian interpretation laid out by Maximus, this 

term was cleared from its heretical connotations, and became a powerful formula that 

captures the true meaning of every action enabled by the Incarnation to be truly human-

divine, and, therefore, applicable to these actions as an interpretative paradigm.11 

Maximus presents perichoresis as (1) a double penetration, that is, an action of 

two agents that both preserve their properties; (2) they coinhere in every action; and (3) 

maintain a polarity of interdependence of unity and duality. 

For Maximus, perichoresis implies double penetration: the divine penetration into 

the human nature, as well as the human nature actively penetrating into the divine. This is 

a genuinely dual, divine-human, or theandric, activity of two agents with their unique 

sets of properties preserved. The human nature not merely preserves the autonomy of its 

activity, but also undergoes a transformation by grace, and thus it is given the ability to 

act in harmony with the divine, yet without ceasing to be human. Without losing its 

human properties—that is, without confusion, in accord with the Chalcedonian formula—

human nature actively penetrates "into the totality of divine nature."12 In this union 

accomplished by Christ, nothing human remains out of touch with the totality of the 

divine, and vice versa.13 

                                                 
11 Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 23-32. 

12 Amb. 5, 91:1053B. I owe this quote to Thunberg Microcosm and Mediator, 28. 

13 Maximus distinguishes between two aspects in human volition: the natural will 
and the so-called "gnomic" will. Our natural will is our self-determination by which we 
reflect God's image, naturally long for God and freely choose God. Our "gnomic" will 
(from γνώμη, "opinion, intention, inclination, deliberation," is the aspect of human 
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Another aspect of perichoresis—the coinherence of both natures in every 

action—becomes clear in the context of energies.14 Maximus associates activity (energy) 

with nature (essence), as well as sees the two as inseparable.15 He speaks about divine 

and human activities in terms of perichoresis. The natures act reciprocally towards each 

other (by penetrating into each other), which results in a common action and intention.16 

However, this combined theandric action is not a one-energy action. Any monoenergist 

connotation is ruled out because this unity is unconfused in every aspect.17 

Finally, the union of the two natures is maintained due to an "active polarity" 

between unity and duality. In the context of the human-divine dynamics of the 

Incarnation in Maximus, the union of the two natures is maintained to the extent of their 

differences, and, vice versa, the differences are realized to the extent they are united. 

                                                                                                                                                 
willing that stems from our fallen state and inability to clearly perceive what our natural 
will would choose. Therefore, we are given to a process of deliberation in our decision-
making, a certain double-mindedness in considering opposite choices, all of which are 
functions of our "gnomic" will. The Incarnate Christ had two natural wills, human and 
divine. But his human volition was willingly and fully aligned with the divine leaving no 
room for any double-mindedness, hesitation or deliberation in decision-making. While 
humans are blind to their natural will, Christ could fully perceive both natural wills in 
him, human and divine. Maximus deals with the issues of volition in his Th. pol. 3 and 
26. While some material is believed to be taken from Clement of Alexandria and 
Diadochus of Photike, or added by a later hand, the material in Th. pol. 26 is considered 
to be Maximus' original contribution to the issue of volition. Louth, Maximus the 
Confessor, 60-62, 203, nn. 12-13. Also see John D. Madden, “The Authenticity of Early 
Definitions of Will (Thelésis)”, in Maximus Confessor: Acts du Symposium sur Maxime 
le Confesseur, Fribourg, 2-5 septembre, 1980, edited by Felix Heinzer and Christoph von 
Schönborn (Fribourg, Suisse: Editions universitaires, 1982), 61-79. 

14Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 28-31. 

15 Cf. Nyssa's teaching on inseparability of essence and power/energy. See chapt. 
3, pp. 81-82, 96-97. 

16Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 30. Th. pol. 20, PG 91:232A. 

17Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 30. 
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Maximus qualifies the aspect of polarity by the so-called tantum-quantum formulae. 

Translated "as long as," "to the extent that," or "in proportion to," these statements 

express a relationship of the dependence of the realization of one aspect on the realization 

of the other.18 

Speaking of perichoresis of the natures in the Incarnation, Maximus also applies 

this concept as a paradigm to other realities in which a mutual penetration takes place, for 

example, to the process of deification,19 an ascent of believers toward God as their cause 

and goal;20 a reciprocal movement of penetration of a believer into the object of faith, 

while this object is being revealed in proportion to the faith one possesses; and an 

interrelation within creation, namely, the relationship of the intelligible and sensible 

worlds.21 By reapplying the concept to other realities, Maximus uses this concept 

paradigmatically for interpreting these other realities marked by human-divine dynamics. 

Thus, Maximus speaks of perichoresis as a theandric reality in which both 

natures coinhere without confusion and realize themselves in the union. For Maximus, as 

well as for Soloviev, these aspects are applicable to other theandric realities. In fact, for 

both authors, the dynamic of divine-human interaction of the natures in Christ is the 

structural axis of the divine-human organism of the Church where human and divine 

forces act according to the Chalcedonian logic, that is, undividedly, yet without 

confusion, distinctly, yet without separation.22 For both, the Church is a harmonious 

                                                 
18Ibid, 31-33. 

19 Thal. 59, CCSG 22:51ff; Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 27. 

20 Thal. 59, CCSG 22:53; Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 27. 

21Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, 27. 

22 Thunberg, Man and the Cosmos, 117. 
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whole centered in Christ where different elements abide without division, while their 

distinctions are preserved.23 For Soloviev, doctrinal development is an aspect of the 

historical life of the Church, and I will now turn to this issue. 

 
Soloviev: Divine-human Dynamics of Doctrinal Development 

Soloviev’s theology can be construed as an audacious quest for theological 

grounds for a rapprochement of the Eastern and the Western branches of Christianity.24 

He sought a common theological denominator that could reconcile one of the supposedly 

irreconcilable differences: the Western affirmation of doctrinal development with the 

Eastern emphasis on doctrinal preservation. Soloviev argued that development and 

preservation are not mutually exclusive, when the dogmatic life of the Church is 

interpreted in terms of harmonious human-divine synergy. 

                                                 
23 This Christocentric Church is described by Maximus in the Mystagogy: 

"...[H]oly Church bears the imprint and image of God since it has the same activity as he 
does by imitation and in figure. For God who made and brought into existence all things 
by his infinite power contains, gathers, and limits them and in his Providence binds both 
intelligible and sensible beings to himself and to one another. Maintaining about himself 
as cause, beginning, and end all beings which are by nature distant from one another, he 
makes them converge in each other by the singular force of their relationship to him as 
origin." Myst. 1, PG 91:664D-665B; trans. G. Berthold, Maximus the Confessor: Selected 
Writings, 186. "As the center of straight lines that radiate from him he does not allow by 
his unique, simple, and single cause and power that the principles of beings become 
disjoined at the periphery but rather he circumscribes their extension in a circle and 
brings back to himself the distinctive elements of beings which he himself brought into 
existence." Myst. 1, PG 91:668AB; trans. G. Berthold, 187. Soloviev echos Maximus: 
“[I]n its essence, the Church is unity and holiness of divinity... [A]ll church forms and 
actions unite people and divided nations with the entire God-manhood... in its individual 
center, Christ.” Soloviev, Justification of the Good, 8:473. 

24 Soloviev, History and Future of the Theocracy, 4:282. The two churches, he 
writes, are "two sisters who unfortunately have fallen into a cruel strife, which can and 
must be reconciled, even though this reconciliation poses additional difficulties precisely 
because of the closeness of the debating sides." 
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Soloviev's Christological elaboration on the union of the two natures which 

possess and exercise two wills in the incarnate Christ alludes to Maximus' original 

contribution to Christology. In his eleventh Lecture on Godmanhood, Soloviev outlines 

the vision of the interaction of the human and divine principles in Christ and man making 

a reference to the Chalcedonian definition of faith with the clause on the two wills 

worked out by Maximus and for the first time added to the official definition of faith at 

the Council of Constantinople III (680/81): "[T]he concept of the spiritual man 

presupposes one divine-human person that unites in itself two essences and possesses two 

wills." The union of the natures and wills is actualized when the divinity freely limits 

itself and, by limiting itself, liberates the human nature to be able to subordinate itself 

freely to the divine principle.25 

One can speak of the whole of revelation as one single dogma, one and only 

unchangeable truth contained as a whole in the Christ-event. It was given once, in 

Christ's God-manhood, in the synthesis of humanity and divinity of the incarnate Christ.26 

All other truths are contained in that one simple truth, but could not be grasped in every 

                                                 
25 Soloviev, The Lectures on Godmanhood, in Sobranie sochinenii Vladimira 

Sergieevicha Solov’eva [Collected Works of Vladimir Sergieevich Soloviev], 10 vols. (S.-
Peterburg : Izd. t-va "Obshchestvennaia pol’za", 1901-1914), 3:166-67. 

26 Soloviev, History, 4:287-88. "The truth of Revelation is one and indivisible. 
From the first chapters of Genesis and to the last chapters of the Apocalypse, from Eden 
in the east and to the New Jerusalem, descending from heaven, this truth consists in one 
and the same [thing], one and the same name belongs to it: God-manhood, the synthesis 
of God with the creature. This singular and unchangeable truth, first implanted into 
humanity as hope (for the gentiles) and as promise (for God's people) became an event 
through the coming in flesh in an actual God-man Jesus Christ as a personal center for the 
universal God-manhood. The truth of the Godman, Who has already come in flesh, but 
Who is yet to come in glory, this one truth contains in it the entire fullness of the New 
Testament revelation (like in Christ himself all the fullness of Deity bodily dwells)... [If] 
anyone dislikes the teaching about dogmatic development, let him speak about multisided 
unfolding (unveiling) of Christian truths in dogmatic definitions of the universal Church." 
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detail at once. It took centuries for the maturing church consciousness to articulate and 

clarify the doctrines originally contained in that simple undivided idea.27 Prompted by 

raising questions and challenges posed by heresies, theologians inferred other dogmas 

from that one single dogma.28 

Soloviev makes a distinction between two aspects of the self-manifestation of 

divine energies within the historical Church, that is, the intrinsic effectiveness of the 

energies, and human responsiveness to them.29 Since the divine truth is unchangeable, 

                                                 
27 Soloviev, History, 4:287-88. Like Maximus, Soloviev justifies conciliar 

definitions of those aspects of the same unchangeable truth that the mind of the Church 
had not previously perceived with sufficient clarity. Both writers appeal to the example of 
Gregory of Nazianzus and his adding a statement on the divinity of the Holy Spirit to the 
Constantinopolitan creed, in light of the need to articulate and defend this truth from the 
group who rejected it, the Macedonians. Walgrave, 314. 

28 Soloviev, History, 4:287. "Christian humankind from the very beginning had to 
hold unwaiveringly to this truth in its singularity, but, according to the quality of human 
essence, [humankind] was unable to grasp [this truth] at once, in the entire fullness of its 
particular definitions... [These definitions] had to open themselves to the mind of the 
Church gradually, in struggle with errors, [as the Church was acquiring] the mind of 
Christ." 

29 Soloviev, History, 4:284. Soloviev points out an inevitable correlation between 
"changes in the human responsiveness and the relative changes in the effectiveness of 
divine energies, precisely to the extent to which this effectiveness is conditioned by 
human receptivity." The phrase translated as “to the extent to which” is the Russian 
equivalent of the Latin tantum-quantum. By presenting the interrelation of the 
effectiveness of the divine energies and the human receptivity—one being realized to the 
extent the other one is, and vice versa—Soloviev attempts to capture a similar polarity 
that Thunberg pointed out in Maximus. See chapt. 3, pp. 82-83. Cf. Qu. et dub. 120, PG 
90:812. Explaining how one should understand biblical texts that speak of the repentance 
of God (for example, Hos 11:8) Maximus writes that man is a constantly changing 
creature, affected by circumstances and events, and that is the reason that the divine 
providence, while itself unchangeable, changes according to our changing dispositions. In 
the same sense, a doctor would adjust treatment going along with the changes in a 
patient's condition. Cf. Qu. et dub. 121, CCSG 10:00. Along the same lines, God is said 
to change his mind (Ps 105:25) not because He is subject to time—past and future are 
always present to him—but because we, as finite creatures existing in him, learn about 
his actions in a sequential manner. In other words, history that God beholds as a whole 
unfolds age by age from our perspective. God's intentions are always present to him, but 
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Soloviev denies any change in the energies themselves, or in their intrinsic effectiveness. 

What changes is human receptivity, and the measure in which the divine energy is 

received—experienced—at a given time.30 Thus, the progress took place in the created 

realm of the recipient, while the essence of the Divine Word remained unchanged.31 

Maximus makes a similar correlation between the manifestations of his providence in 

accordance with the state of those for whom He provides.32 

Soloviev interprets history as a whole, and its particular aspects as an interaction 

of human and divine principles in these aspects, for example, in the dogmatic life of the 

Church. I will attempt to demonstrate that specific aspects of this human-divine synergy 

identified by Soloviev find possible parallels in Maximus' notion of perichoresis. 

For Soloviev, doctrinal development is an aspect of the Church’s existence in 

history. The Church is a unique theandric entity in which the union of the human and 

divine natures is realized. When the Church acts collectively, as a whole, its actions are 

also theandric: divine and human aspects coinhere in every action in accordance with the 
                                                                                                                                                 
hidden from us until they are set in motion at their proper time, and, therefore, appear to 
us as newly uncovered. God is said to change his mind because his actions change being 
manifested at their proper times interrelated with our actions. 

30 Soloviev, History, 4:285. For Soloviev, an increase in this relative effectiveness 
of the divine energies is arguably biblical. The divine Word, identical and unchanged in 
His essence, manifested His effectiveness differently in revealing Himself to different 
recipients. This effectiveness was manifested much more powerfully, much more fully 
and perfectly to Virgin Mary in the act of the Lord’s incarnation than it was manifested in 
his Old Testament epiphanies, let alone in souls of enlightened gentiles. 

31 Soloviev, History, 4:285. “[As] the divine origin gradually reveals itself to 
human consciousness,… we must speak of the development of religious experience and 
religious reflection... Here, the progress is presupposed in man, and not in Deity." 

32 Qu. et dub. 32 (120), PG 90:812C. Epifanovic, Prepodobnij Maksim Ispovednik 
i vizantijskoe bogoslovie [Saint Maximus the Confessor and the Byzantine Theology] 
(Kiev: Tip. Akts. o-va "Petr Barskii v Kievie", 1915), 47-48, n. 1. Change is perceived by 
Maximus as part of the divine plan. See chap. 3, p. 131. 
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Chalcedonian logic—inseparably, yet, without confusion—bringing such an action to 

realization due to the unique properties of each aspect.33 It is within the context of the 

unique theandric being of the Church that Soloviev posits the very possibility of doctrinal 

development: 

While divinity is absolutely unchangeable in and of itself, [and] while humanity is 
subject to accidental changes in and of itself, the divine humanity develops 
correctly, that is, preserving its essence… unchanged, and growing not only 
externally, in size, but also in its internal fullness and perfection of its 
manifestations in all spheres of its existence.34 
 
Thus, doctrinal development is a unique divine-human process that can be 

properly accomplished as an activity of the unique divine-human entity which is the 

Church. Soloviev articulates the divine-human dynamics of this process by utilizing the 

concepts inspired by Maximus' treatment of perichoresis. Like the unique dual nature of 

the incarnate Christ, the developmental activity of the Church is also (1) double, that is, 

both principles, divine and humane, act with their properties retained; (2) both aspects 

coinhere, that is, they are simultaneously and inseparably present in every action of the 

Church; making these actions unique due to (3) a polarity of their duality preserved in 

oneness. 

Historically, a legitimate development takes place when the Church acts 

collectively, namely, when it formulates new doctrinal pronouncements as a council, 

                                                 
33 Soloviev, History, 4:331. "The Church is a unique independent entity... 

governed by the general principle of religious reasoning: to distinguish in unity, equally 
avoiding confusion and division. For this reason we distinguish—yet, we do not 
separate—human and divine principles in the Church... [I]n the Church, there is no 
detached divinity or detached humanity, but only their  undivided and unconfused unity; 
it is [this unity] that forms a unique theandric entity of the Church, equally abiding, but 
differently manifesting itself in these two aspects of its being..." 

34 Soloviev, History, 4:332 (my italics). 



294 
 

which is a legitimate representation of its universal character. Conciliar pronouncements 

are such theandric actions, and, therefore, they cannot be perceived as exclusively human 

or exclusively divine because both principles coinhere (that is, they are present truly 

together yet without confusion) in the process of their formulation. Soloviev outlines 

what attributes of the unmitigated divinity and humanity are manifested in the process of 

the Church's arriving at conciliar pronouncements. As expressions of the divine 

immutable truth, these formulations are binding. In its human aspect, however, none of 

these formulations is capable of capturing this divine truth perfectly and fully, and for 

this reason they are in the process of always nearing, yet never grasping, a perfect 

definition.35 

In addition to seeing the human and divine aspects as coinhering in every 

theandric action of the Church, Soloviev also captures a polarity of unity and duality 

similar to the one expressed by Maximus. The unity of the human and divine, and their 

                                                 
35 Soloviev, History, 4:333. " Those who allow for only absolute divine forces 

within the Church, on the one hand, and relative human forces, on the other hand, must 
answer straightforwardly: to which of these two [forces] do the definitions of ecumenical 
councils belong? These definitions, of which every subsequent one was a fulfillment of a 
preceding one, cannot be a proper and direct expression of absolute divine forces, which 
possess unconditional fullness and immutability, and for this reason they manifested 
themselves once and for all in Revelation [which is] given. It is impossible, however, to 
ascribe the definitions of ecumenical councils to the relative human forces due to the 
absolutely binding character of these definitions. If, therefore, it is impossible to ascribe 
ecumenical dogmas to either one of the two aspects of the Church, then, the very fact of 
ecumenical councils, with their decisions unconditionally binding for the entire Church, 
turns out unexplainable from this viewpoint. If the definitions were only subjective 
explications of truth, they would be as little binding as subjective opinions of some 
theological school, or of some individual theologian; but if they were a simple expression 
of the original God-revealed truth, then, they would not represent the kind of progress 
that they in fact do represent. It is possible to avoid such a contradiction only by holding 
to our position, that in all acts of the universal Church, performed by its legitimate 
representation, neither divine nor human forces act separately, but the very theandric 
entity of the universal Church itself acts, in which the divine principle unites with the 
human origin without division and without confusion." 
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duality, are both indispensable in the historical process of doctrinal development. The 

Church could not have handled its doctrine otherwise. On the one hand, there must be a 

provision for continuity ensured by divine immutability, which also justifies the binding 

character of these formulations. There must be a conception of an infinitely desirable yet 

humanly unattainable goal (telos), hinted at by the notion of divine perfection. On the 

other hand, no single formulation at a given point can capture the divine truth in its 

fullness and depth, but it can progress in time: every subsequent formulation builds upon 

a preceding one.36 Otherwise irreconcilable elements and sets of properties not only 

coexist, but perform their unique roles to the fullest of their potential precisely because 

they are in union, and, therefore, they cooperate in every aspect of the process, yet 

without confusion. Divine immutability ensures the continuity of doctrine in essence, 

while human changeability allows its definition to be perfected and adjusted to current 

challenges.37 

Soloviev's Methodology of Appropriation of Patristic Sources 

Since Soloviev does not back up his argument for doctrinal development by 

references to Maximus (or to any other patristic authority, for that matter), it would be a 

stretch to argue definitively for a direct appropriation. The casual relationship between 

                                                 
36 Soloviev, History, 4:334. "According to their divine origin, these [conciliar] 

definitions express unequivocal truth, but according to their human [origin] they do not 
express it in perfect fullness, and for this reason they allow further perfecting in the same 
acts of the universal Church opening different sides of the same truth. This is how the 
Church always acted, remaining unchangeably faithful to itself and to God’s truth." 

37 Soloviev, History, 4:334. "Once universal definitions are given, they cannot be 
either revoked or changed, for the theandric entity of the Church cannot contradict itself. 
But the universal Church can—and must—ascend from light to light, grow and develop, 
otherwise she would never come into the fullness of the stature of Christ, as the Apostle 
said, or [in other words], she would never achieve complete theosis, as some great church 
Fathers put it." 
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them that I have attempted to establish is rather one of an indirect influence. Principles 

that Maximus had been the first to formulate in general terms, with respect to 

Christology, became part of the conceptual pool of normative Russian Orthodox theology 

soon thereupon. Drawing from this "public domain" Soloviev was the first to apply them 

to doctrinal development. Even more importantly, the parallels I have sketched concern 

Christological areas that are quite narrow, and these parallels bring into line the aspects 

of these shady areas that are very specific and very subtle. Both authors perform a 

meticulous analysis of two related subjects. The very fine hair-splitting nuances of 

human-divine dynamics of perichoresis discerned by Maximus are now applied to the 

analogous human-divine dynamics by Soloviev, but with a precision that allows him to 

pick up on equivalent aspects of this dynamic. Given Soloviev's general expertise in 

patristics, and his knowledge and appreciation of Maximus specifically,38 it seems 

legitimate to suggest that the Russian theologian discerned and applied the very 

principles his predecessor had pioneered. 

What is important in scope of the entire project is that, in my opinion, Maximus' 

perichoretic Christology does provide a framework of principles rightly contextualized by 

von Balthasar and Thunberg, and reapplied by Soloviev. 

                                                 
38 Soloviev had access to the resources of the latest of European patristic 

scholarship of his time. For example, he extensively uses Migne’s Patrologia Graeca and 
Patrologia Latina, as well as Mansi’s conciliar texts documenting his research. 
Undoubtedly, Soloviev is familiar with Maximus. He quotes the Confessor directly from 
PG in support of the issue of the Petrine primacy (History, Appendix, 4:635), and refers 
to him as the defender of the orthodox faith on several occasions, (for example, History, 
4:310), none of which, to the best of my knowledge, directly concerns doctrinal 
development. Soloviev also wrote an article on Maximus for Encyclopedicheskiy slovar' 
Brockhausa y Efrona [Brockhaus and Efron Encyclopedic Dictionary], s.v. Maximus the 
Confessor. 
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I suggest, moreover, that Soloviev’s application of the principles of the theandric 

agency to doctrinal development does not overwrite Maximus’ intention. Soloviev treats 

Maximus as Maximus himself treated Origen, Gregory of Nyssa, Cyril of Alexandria, 

and Pseudo-Dionysius.39 Both thinkers selectively applied relevant elements of the legacy 

of their predecessors, while trying to remain true to their legacy to the best of their 

ability. 

Even though Maximus does not address doctrinal development directly, 

Soloviev’s application of his principles is logically consistent with Maximus' 

Chalcedonian Christology and thus legitimate. Soloviev articulates how this Christology 

applies to the interaction of human and divine agency in the process of doctrinal 

development. Methodologically, Soloviev not only lays out the theoretical 

(Christological) grounds for development, but also performs a developmental procedure 

by applying Maximus' Christology in accord with this theoretical framework. Soloviev’s 

procedure of deriving new doctrine from a teaching of his predecessor in light of new 

challenges (in this case, a challenge to reconcile the western developmental idea with the 

eastern emphasis on the preservation of doctrine) is consistent with the so-called 

“Russian” school of modern Russian thought that he represents. This school is 

characterized by the principle of appropriating the Fathers by going “beyond” the 

Fathers. In Soloviev's creative engagement with Maximus, we see the very principle of a 

living tradition at work that has never ceased in the living divine-human organism of the 

Church which was once-for-all entrusted with the guidance of the Holy Spirit and never 

fallen out of the timeless mercy of this guidance. The process of doctrinal development, 

                                                 
39 For a treatment of the sources of Maximus’ theology see Louth, Maximus the 

Confessor, 19-32. 
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then, is a gradual discovery of the mind of Christ by the members of his body, the 

Church, through the activity of the Holy Spirit.40  

Interpreted through the lens of the Maximian Chalcedonian theandric Christology, 

Soloviev's apology of doctrinal development gains legitimacy. The interrelation of the 

human and the divine principles, the dialogue of the creature and the Creator, patterned 

after the free and harmonious union of the humanity and divinity of the God-man, is the 

paradigm for harmonious and properly ordered cooperation of the human and divine 

agents in the process of doctrinal development. This is possible not only due to the 

immutability of divinity that ensures continuity, but also due to the mutability of human 

nature that allows open-ended growth and approximation of unfathomable truth. 

 

                                                 
40 Soloviev, History, 4:335. “For [a member of the body of Christ], the divine 

truth is not darkness but light, and appropriation of this truth is an ascent from light to 
light… No doubt, divine truth is a mystery. While the essence of this mystery has been 
opened to us in Christ’s Incarnation, its particular aspects have been gradually revealed in 
the ecclesial teaching through the activity of the Holy Spirit dwelling within the 
Church…” 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
 

Conclusion: Methodological "License" for Doctrinal Development? 
 
 

Maximus the Confessor never attempted to write either a theory of doctrinal 

development or a defense of doctrinal change. Neither should he be read as an apologist 

of developmental ideas, even though later authors, such as Soloviev, seem to have used 

some Christological principles articulated by Maximus to write such an apology. 

However, as I have striven to demonstrate, the Maximian version of the divine-human 

relation inaugurated by the Incarnation portrays the world, its foundations, and its history 

as such, where it is not impossible to observe Creator-creature dynamism, divine-human 

dialogue, and, perhaps, even doctrinal development. 

Maximus' stress on the ontological priority of the Incarnation comes with a clear 

epistemological imperative: "to accomplish in us... a true knowledge of things..., to bring 

the mystery of the Incarnation to reality for our sakes."1 The fulfillment of this imperative 

to increase in knowledge of the world and the mysteries of God is made possible by the 

Incarnation, and Maximus' Christology can be read as the basis for this ongoing 

epistemological process. 

While Maximus did not originate the idea of progress in our comprehension of 

God—Gregory of Nyssa2 and Vincent of Lérins, to name only two, dealt with this 

                                                 
1 Q. Thal. 59, PG 90:608B; CCSG 22:51; English trans. in Balthasar, Cosmic 

Liturgy, Daley, ed., 73. See chapt. 3, pp. 104-105. 

2 For a discussion of the routes of the concept of "perpetual progress" and its 
appropriation by Maximus, see Blowers, “Maximus the Confessor, Gregory of Nyssa, 
and the Concept of ‘Perpetual Progress,’” 151-173. 
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concept in different contexts—the Confessor explores the concept's innate 

epistemological connotation, backs them up Christologically, and places it withing an 

ecclesiological setting. His Christology allows to suggest the Christological provision for 

a dynamic doctrinal continuity on both ontological and historical levels. Ontologically, 

reality is coherent as created by, centered on, and hermeneutically rational through, the 

Logos. The Christological paradigm underlies the non-oppositional structure of reality, 

with the inference of continuity and a no-gap relation between creation and the Creator. 

The perichoretic human-divine duality of Christ' natures—united without confusion and 

distinct without separation—serves as the hermeneutical model for other non-

oppositional relations of distinctive elements such as the created and the uncreated, the 

finite and the infinite and the spiritual and the material. Maximus correlates these logical 

opposites in such a way that their unconfused non-oppositional unity is grounded in their 

individual logoi (rational principles) ultimately united in the Logos. On the temporal 

level, this unity is realized as continuity. A change of elements, or their movement from 

one state into another, is such that it does not break the continuity between them. This 

change is understood as transition (diabasis) from one state to another that does not imply 

an ontological gap or a cancellation of an ontologically lower state by a higher one. 

Rather, the lower is being transfigured by the higher. For Maximus, the created nature is 

not annihilated but rather perfected by grace in such a way that its natural identity is 

preserved yet taken on the new ontological level. The non-opposing distinctiveness of the 

human and the divine allows for these ontologically-opposite elements to coinhere 

without fusion and to be present within one another in every given instant. 
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This dynamic simultaneity is further elucidated by Maximus in his teaching on 

theosis and kenosis. This is yet another way of fashioning a relation of dynamic 

continuity of the human and divine natures. Secured once and for all as being united in 

the hypostasis of Christ, the union of natures is also being realized in the continuity of 

historical process. Christ is portrayed as asymptotically expanding the fullness of the 

Incarnation toward creation through ever increasing measure of emptying himself 

(kenosis). Kenosis is thought of by Maximus as proportionate with its dynamic opposite, 

deification (theosis), which is an ever-increasing contraction of creation toward Christ 

and into Christ, an open-ended as movement yet to be completed as rest. The dynamic of 

theosis and kenosis asymptotically, yet wholly, connects the human and the divine 

transforming the human nature in its very essence, while preserving its distinctive 

identity. 

Thus, the cosmos under the brush of Maximus the Confessor manifests principles 

of dynamic continuity that characterize relationships of its constituents, the relationships 

in which stability is engraved into flexibility and flexibility is enshrined within, and 

aligned by, stability. These flexibility and stability, mutability and changeability, are 

simultaneously present in realities that reflect the duality of the hypostatic union. The 

Church is the unique theandric entity that reflects this duality in various aspects of its 

praxis, teaching and liturgy. It is by, within, and through the Church that the 

epistemological imperative given to the saints—to use their God-given abilities and 

perseverance to search for knowledge of unfathomable mysteries—is being realized in 

history. 
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Historically, Maximus' vision of continuity and ongoing interpretation in the 

doctrinal life of the Church can be construed on the basis of his understanding of tradition 

and its authority in doctrinal verification. Continuity is preserved by the inspiration of the 

Holy Spirit that equips human agents, "the saints," to preserve, further research, and hand 

over the contents of the faith. The doctrinal consciousness of the Church—its search for 

an increasing understanding of God—reflects the paradoxical ontological duality of the 

hypostatic union. This knowledge finds its expression in the Church's teaching. Like the 

united yet distinct natures of its Archetype, this teaching is simultaneously progressive in 

its human temporal aspects and complete in its divine infinite essence. It is the process 

that already contains the result. The expression of this knowledge—the doctrine—is 

already possessed by the Church. Some of this content has been explicitly articulated, 

while part of it remains concealed as it awaits further articulation. 

Thus, Maximus' epistemology—his vision of the Church's acquirement of an 

ever-deepening understanding of the divine—is grounded in his Christology. The 

Byzantine writer lays out the divine intention, provision, empowerment and guidance 

behind the process of an ongoing, though never complete, apprehension of the Mystery of 

the Incarnation by the saints who have been equipped and inspired by God for this 

assymmetrical divine-human cooperation. 

Maximus approaches specific content within this doctrinal consciousness with a 

shared hermeneutic based on his Christological principles and assumptions (both 

ontological and historical). He sees the dynamic of the whole as being fully present in its 

parts. The assumptions of the inner harmony and the binding authority of the content of 

the faith as a whole are extended to its parts (scripture itself, the “voice” of the approved 
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Fathers, and individual representatives of this “voice,” such as Cyril). Not only Cyril’s 

writings but also his authoritative status are part of the received content of tradition. The 

inner harmony is assumed of Cyril both internally and with respect to other approved 

Fathers. Moreover, the logical argumentation that Maximus uses is intended to reveal a 

truth in which he believes because he sees it as part of the received content of the faith. 

Although some of Maximus’ arguments would be dismissed as unsound (based on 

assumptions rather than facts) or circular (based on the proposition they seek to prove) by 

modern standards, Maximus himself does not question the legitimacy of his tactic. He 

does not hesitate to elucidate a fifth-century phrase with an "x-ray" of the seventh-century 

Christology. He cannot be accused of anachronism because he does not see history as 

exclusively linear. The doctrine is a reflection of the same immutable Logos, to whom 

every individual doctrine ultimately points, and in whom the doctrine as a whole also 

finds it unity. In this sense, the sequence of dogmatic events (formulations of a specific 

dogma) that comprise the doctrinal history loses its importance for Maximus. While 

contextualizing Cyril’s statement both historically and textually, Maximus operates 

handles Cyril's teaching as the property of the Church with no expiration date. The 

church is a theadric entity as a whole and in part, and its accepted teaching is also 

theandric. In its immutable aspect, it points out to the same Truth and, therefore, in this 

aspect it is possessed as a whole. The continuity of its historical evolution is a progressive 

reflection of this internal unity and wholeness. Thus, Maximus interprets Cyril's monadic 

statements in such a way as to demonstrate their internal harmony with the consensual 

and cohesive body of the historical doctrine of the Church. 
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Maximus performs certain procedures on the level of theological language that 

perhaps could be considered developmental. Not only does Maximus modify the content 

of the faith by increase and exclusion, but also makes language more capacious to 

express the infinite reality through the techniques of paradox, apophasis, and of careful 

verbal nuance. 

Vladimir Soloviev's apology of doctrinal development based on the perichoretic 

Christology. Vladimir Soloviev uses the Christological perichoretic paradigm as the basis 

of his defense and explication of doctrinal development. Although Maximus does not 

make this direct application, he does provide the principles that Soloviev reapplies as he 

constructs his own developmental model of dynamic continuity. 

Without explicitly articulating principles of development, Maximus nevertheless 

offers a kind of methodological "license" for development. The Confessor himself 

interacts with the legacy of his predecessors in a verity of ways some of which 

demonstrate a development. He appropriates and further explains ideas of earlier 

theologians, sometimes through the prism of much more developed theological concepts, 

as he did in the case of Cyril, as I attempted to show. For Maximus, however, these 

procedures are such that they do not break the dynamic continuity within the historical 

consciousness of the divine-human organism of the Church. 

Thus, according to Maximus the Confessor, there is a Christological provision for 

continuity in doctrinal transmission, and for adequate human participation in it. This 

provision is twofold, ontological and historical. Ontologically, the provision for 

continuity consists of the reasonable structure of reality. Historically, the provision for 

continuity consists of the divine guidance of history, and of the equipping human agents 
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to accomplish this transmission by acting "divinely." By virtue of being Christological, 

this provision ties together both, ontology and history. In Christ, the eternal and the 

temporal, the once-for-all and the historical come together in a paradoxical mysterious 

union whose atemporal perfection is being realized as the progress of history. 

How we assess Maximus' work, and how he himself saw it, may differ. Hence, 

opinions about his originality clash. The Confessor himself, however, never saw his 

endeavor as anything other than "telling the same story," and not a different one, but 

telling it better. Human agents work divinely, namely, human abilities are transcended, 

and never stop being transcended. 
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